
        
            
                
            
        

    
KALEIDOSCOPE

by Anna Willman

To Crystal, my friend and muse

CHAPTER ONE 

The children are crying again.  I can hear them wailing even here, locked away in my retreat.  I thicken the walls of my bungalow and pull them closer around me, but there is no way to ignore the odd urgency of the cries.  Something I haven't heard before.  I suppose I'll have to go take a look, see what's upset them. 

It's a long trek to the City station.  It’s the closest viewing point, and it has the best screen.  It’s the nearest exit, too, though of course I never go outside anymore.  I could check out the kinderkare directly, but a din like this is most likely to be caused by some outside disturbance.  In any case, the kinderkare is just a few steps from the station, so I can go there if I have to.  To be frank, I’d rather avoid that place.  Once the children start up, it's far too noisy for a person to think, and besides, I'm a poor hand at cuddling.  Let the Minders do the minding.

I get up from the rug where I've been sprawled in comfort by the large tiled fireplace and head out the door and down the stone steps to the gravel pathway.  It's a long, winding path, a little gloomy on cloudy days like this one, with giant rhododendrons crowding around, and moss dripping from the trees.  Still, the lane runs downhill all the way to the bus stop and I make good time, catching the double H unit just as the clumsy rubber-edged doors begin to fold shut. 

I have to transfer twice, once to the B line and then to the subway that runs into a dark, noisy tunnel straight to the station.  Can't hear the babies crying down here – the clatter of the train drowns out everything. 

I emerge through the sliding train doors and trot briskly up the narrow staircase to the cavernous waiting room.  A couple dozen people are there, staring up at the viewscreen, and more people are arriving every minute.  At first I don't realize what is missing, but then I catch on.  No more crying.  

Good!  I can go back home and curl up before the fire.  I tell myself that if I'd been a little more patient, I could have ridden the storm out there and saved myself the trip.  But then, patience has never been my long suit.  Not when the children are crying. 

Then I think, since I'm here, I might as well take a look, and I walk cautiously over to join the others in front of the large flat screen. 

I can't believe it!  Someone’s let the children out.  Three of them, anyway.  Bonnie and Eddie and little Marie are all there, laughing and playing and fighting over a single big brown teddy bear, as if they hadn't been crying in terror with the rest of the children only minutes ago.  What the hell is going on? 

"Cute little things, aren't they?" a voice at my side turns me around in a spin.

"Damned monkeys if you ask me," I reply.  "How the hell did they get out?" 

“It's all right, I think," Melissa answers hesitantly.  "They were invited." 

"Invited?  What do you mean invited?  Who's going to invite a bunch of bawling babies anywhere?"

"She did.  There she is."  Melissa points at the screen, and I look back up.  A tall woman I've never seen before is bending down to the children, holding out another bear, this one grey with dark button eyes.  

This is a catastrophe.  Someone has to get the children back.  "Where are the Minders?" I ask.  "How could they let this happen?" 

"Over there," Melissa replies, waving vaguely. "Only, don't spoil it for the babies, Karen.  They look like they're having so much fun."

Melissa never did have good sense.  I push my way through the crowd until I find Elisha, bouncing a baby on her hip.  Good.  She's one of the more responsible Minders. 

"What's going on here, Elisha?   Who is that woman, and what does she want with our children?" 

"Oh, hi, Karen.  I'm not sure..."

"Well, more to the point, what are you doing just standing here watching.  Get them back!  Now!"

"Calm down, Karen.  Since when are they 'our' children, anyway.  I've never seen you take any responsibility for them." 

"Damn it, Elisha, that's not my job.  I'm no good at that sort of thing.  Doesn't mean you can just give them away to some strange woman.  I'm serious.  We've got to get them back in here!" 

"Not yet.  Let's just watch a moment and see." 

“Have you gone mad?"

"Just look." 

Angrily, I turn back to the screen.  The woman seems particularly sinister to me as she watches the three toddlers fight over the two bears.  It is all an act.  They are used to sharing.  The woman shakes her head in bewilderment; then she goes off screen and comes back with a third bear.  The children clasp it to them along with the other two and the chorus of cheerful complaints finally stops.  Little brats have worked her to perfection.  

She's smiling that dippy smile, and says: "So there are three of you!"  Well, halleluliah, the woman can count!  I hate her already.   

"I don't like it, Elisha.  You'd better go and get them."

"I can't go, Karen.  I never go out.  Besides, the Guardian said they could go.  She'll call them back when it's time." 

"It's time right now!"  

Like I said, there's something sinister, something dangerous as hell about that woman.  Dangerous enough to get me moving right over to the exit.

It’s been a long time since I went outside, but I haven't forgotten the routine. There's a small blue door right underneath the screen.  I try the handle.  It doesn't move, but I can tell the lock on it is easing.  I wait, my hand resting lightly on the round knob.  No one's ever been able to keep me waiting for long, and the children have no discipline.  In a matter of seconds I'm through the door and have them rounded up and pushed back into the station.  Now where the hell is Alice Duvall? 

And that's the real problem, because she is nowhere to be found.  I think of going back anyway, but that would really get me in hot water.  

Somebody's got to mind the store.  

So, reluctantly, I turn and face the tall woman.  

*****    *****     *****  

"I've got to go.  I'm late already!"   She scooped up the large bag that lay on the floor beside her, grabbed the grey-brown coat draped across the back of her chair, and hurried outside.  She didn’t stop when the first bite of rain hit her face, but struggled to shove her arms into the coat sleeves as she hurried down the street.  It was a funny coat, long and floppy and full with the sleeves all baggy, but narrow at the cuff.  The wind caught at it and swept under it, blowing cold air under her sweater, which was also weirdly loose, as if she'd shrunk about fifty pounds since she first put it on. 

Whenever that was.

Well, never mind.  She was in a hurry, no time to wonder about that.  She clutched the coat tight around her – more like a cape, really, it was so full (someone's damned romantic nonsense!) – and turned right down Fifth Avenue.  The rain hit her full on, making her hesitate.  Had she turned the right direction?  

Which was the right direction?  Depends on where you're hurrying to, of course.  So, which way was that?

"God damn! I seem to get more confused every day!  Can't even remember where I'm going," she mused inwardly.  "Next thing you know, I'll forget my own name."  

She smiled at the thought.  And then came to a sudden stop in the middle of the sidewalk.  An elderly man, walking huddled against the storm, bumped into her from behind and cursed her as he passed by.   She stood so deep in thought she scarcely noticed. 

"Karen," she said at last to no one in particular.  "My name is Karen." 

She started walking again, slowly, ignoring the rain.  She headed down Fifth Avenue and made another right onto Eighth Street, heading for the Sixth Avenue pie shop.  A place to get dry and think things through.  

She concentrated on simple things: avoiding the cracks in the sidewalk, the splash of rain in the gutter, the cars speeding by.  Odd.  She'd never noticed so many foreign cars on one street before.  

She glanced in a store window.  Leather goods.  There was always something new opening up on this block.  It made the whole street feel strange sometimes.  Weird.  Kind of out of focus, as if things were changing too fast for her to keep up with, or as if she were displaced – lost in the fabric of space-time, caught in the wrong continuum.  

Possibly she should read less science fiction. 

At Sixth Avenue she stopped.  The pie shop was gone, replaced by electronics – strange looking televisions and a display of professional looking movie cameras.  Then she noticed a small bakery next door with tables and chairs set out in front, framed by a large window. 

She stepped inside and shrugged herself free of the ridiculous flopping overcoat.  And then with a gasp she wound herself back up in it, glancing around to see if anyone had seen her.  What the hell had she been thinking of when she got dressed that morning!  Under an enormous red sweater she was practically naked – nothing on but tights, thick black footless ones, like dancers wore.  All right maybe for an exercise class at the YMCA, but nothing you'd ever wear on the street.   She fished in her purse for her wallet and went to the counter, her coat clutched tightly shut. 

"Coffee and a piece of cherry pie, please," she said and stared when the waitress told her the price. 

"Just coffee, then," she amended and carried the steaming cup over to a table.  The place had to be a tourist trap.  Now that she thought of it, the little round tables did have a kind of Greenwich Village “artsy-fartsy" look. 

She sat down, slipped the coat down off her shoulders, leaving its damp folds bunched around her lap, and took a cautious sip of the coffee. 

Okay, let's just stay calm and work this through, she thought.  In the first place, there's a name for this.  It's called amnesia.  And this isn't even total amnesia, because I know my name.  My name is Karen.  And I know the way to Sixth Avenue.  And I know there's a pie shop on the corner of Sixth and Eighth.  Or that there was one there for years.  I'm sure I didn't make that up.  And there’s a branch of the library just up the avenue.  (Or was.  Maybe I'd better check that out, too.) I know a tourist trap when I see one.  And that I like my coffee black. 

She took a sip of coffee and started again.  Okay, so maybe this isn't amnesia.  On the other hand, I don't know where I've been or where I'm going.  And everything looks just a little different, as if it were somehow out of focus.  Only it's not.  But I don't know what time of day it is, and I don't remember getting dressed this morning.  In fact, I look as if I were interrupted in the middle of getting dressed.  And I'm wearing some enormous man's sweater.  And this absurd coat must be from the Salvation Army. Vintage 1950s at least, but the sleeves are wrong for that.

All right now, so I remember some things and not others.  So let’s start with what I do know, and see where that gets me.  My name is Karen.  Karen...  

Nothing came to her.  No last name for now.  Just Karen. 

She started again, a little frantically.  My name is Karen and I'd better figure out what the hell to do next, because sooner or later someone is going to ask me to leave and I'd better decide where I'm going to go when they do. 

That's easy. I'll go home.  As soon as I can remember where home is.  

This is fuckin' weird!

Okay, okay.  She took a deep breath to steady herself.  My name is Karen.  I'm dressed in a very peculiar manner.  In fact, I look a lot like a bum.  Except for my purse, which is good quality leather and has a hand tooled wallet in it.

The wallet.  Geez, am I stupid!  Look in the wallet, Karen.  The ID will have your address. 

She almost laughed in relief and dug out the wallet.

There was a driver's license tucked in among the dollar bills.  Karen stared at the photo of a rather gaunt looking middle-aged woman   Her name was Alice Browning and she lived over on East 10th Street. 

All right, she thought, rather wildly.  My name is Karen, and I look a lot like a bum, but I know I did not steal this wallet, because one thing I am sure of is that I am not a thief.  I don't feel at all like a thief.  This Alice Browning looks just a little bit like my Aunt Katherine, only thinner, so maybe we're related in some way.  I'd say she was my cousin, but I never heard that Aunt Katherine ever had any children, and besides, she’s too old to be Aunt Katherine’s child.  Maybe an illegitimate cousin once or twice removed, and she just happened to lend me her driver's license to...to...why would anyone lend someone a driver's license, anyway?  Well, maybe she's not a cousin. I just found this license and that is where I was hurrying to, to return it to this Alice Browning woman. 

She looked in the purse again, rummaging through it haphazardly at first and then, taking herself in hand, more methodically, handling each item carefully and laying it out onto the table.  She started with the wallet, which in addition to the driver's license, had two credit cards in Alice Browning's name, an enormous sum of money in cash – over fifty dollars – a photograph of a man with a mustache and a good-humored grin, a couple of cash register receipts, a library card (Alice's).

Well, okay, she thought, so it is definitely Alice Browning's wallet.  I must have been on my way to return her wallet.  

She set the wallet on the table and reached into the purse.  There was no other wallet in there.  No wallet with Karen's name in it.  Instead she found a strange pink brush with thick, wide-spaced plastic bristles, a paperback book (at least that was familiar – Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human – science fiction was always a favorite), a little blue plastic case holding an odd-looking grey plastic square with a metal circle set in the middle (a replacement part for something, perhaps, or maybe some kind of new film cartridge for a polaroid camera), and two glasses cases each with a pair of glasses inside.  

She took one pair of glasses out of a blue flowered case and tried them on.  The world blurred around her.  Obviously not her glasses.  She tried the other pair and then returned them to their plain brown leather case.  They were clearly a different prescription, but not hers either, that was for sure.  Anyway she didn’t need glasses.  The trouble was she couldn’t think of any reason why she would be carrying around two different people’s glasses.

She reached back into the purse and pulled out the remaining items:  an appointment book (Alice's name and address in front), a small bottle of pills (what is Advil?), six different ball point pens, a 3 by 5 writing pad (top page blank), a ring of keys, and a very tiny pocket calculator, smaller than any Karen had seen before.

Nothing looked even vaguely familiar. 

One by one, she put everything back into the purse.  Alice's purse.  Not hers.  But, she thought defiantly, I still know I'm not a thief.  She finished her coffee slowly, staring out the window at strangely shaped cars – small foreign-looking cars most of them – splashing through water filled streets.  When the rain stopped she stood up to leave.

The air was still chilly so she walked briskly, going crosstown.  As she moved east, along the familiar streets, she was struck again by how fast things changed in the neighborhood.  Several buildings that she had last seen buzzing with life now stood vacant – the windows and doors heavily boarded over.  When had that happened?  She stopped in front of one old brownstone and noticed that someone had pried a board loose.  The front steps were chipped as if something heavy and hard had crashed down, bouncing across the soft stone.  There was something sad about seeing these lovely old buildings empty and neglected.

She suddenly felt that prickly chill, as if someone were watching her, and looked up at the boarded windows.  A child’s face was pressed against the small gap where the board had been shifted.  They stared at each other for a moment, their eyes only a few yards apart, and then the face disappeared.  Not empty, then.  But surely not rented out in that condition.  Squatters then.  She’d heard about people taking over abandoned buildings up on the West side as some kind of protest against urban renewal, but she hadn’t noticed any of that down here before.

She moved on and found Alice's address midway between Second and First Avenues.  This building at least was still functioning.  She set her jaw, hurried up the steps of the small brownstone, and stepped into the hallway.  She paused by the mailboxes, scanning the hand-written labels for Alice's number.  

Before she could ring, the inner door was opened by a small, elderly woman. 

"Hi, Alice!  Lock yourself out again?  Good thing for you I'm here on the lookout for you.  Norman left about half an hour ago.  He looked pretty annoyed, I must say.  You two scrappin' again?"

"Uh, no...I mean...I was looking for..."

"Oh, don't bother wastin' your excuses on me.  Save 'em for him.  I've heard enough of that sort of thing for a lifetime.  You want I should get you my key?  It's a good thing Norman insisted I keep a copy.  Come on in, come on in.  Don't make me stand here holdin' the door for you.  It's cold enough in here already.  Wait here.  I'll be back in just a sec."  She pulled Karen inside and hurried down the hallway to a half open door. 

Karen started to follow her and then waited, as she had been told. The feeling that things were weirdly out of focus remained strong.

The woman reappeared, key in hand.  She looked closely at Karen.  "Are you all right?  You look kind of funny." 

"I'm all right.  I just don't..." 

"I better go up with you.  I'm not sure you'd make it on your own."

"Oh no, that's all right. I can just wait here until..."

"I'll take you up," the woman said firmly.  "I don't know but what I'm a good deal healthier than you, for all I've got a good twenty-five years edge on you, Alice.  Seems like you've always got something or other draggin' you down."

"I'm not..."

"Come on now.  Up we go.  Hang on to the rail if you get dizzy; I'm not strong enough to catch you.  Here we go.  You can make it.  Just the one flight.  Here we are.  Now what are you waiting for?  Go on in.  Do you think I'm going to stand waiting out here in the hall with you all night?  Go on in, Alice.  Go on!"

Karen listened at the door until she was certain the old woman was gone and then silently slipped back out of the apartment.  She wasn't about to sit around waiting in some stranger's apartment even if she did have that stranger's purse.  She crossed the hall and settled down on the steps leading up to the third floor.  She'd wait for Alice there, give her the purse when she came, and then she'd worry about her own problem.  For now, all she had to do was wait.  Odd, how the old woman mistook her for Alice.  Admittedly the light in the hallway wasn't that bright, but Alice was at least forty years old, maybe older, and Karen was only nineteen. 

There!  Something else she knew.  Her age. 

She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.  It was going to be all right.  All she had to do was relax and wait.  Slowly, gradually, she would remember things.  Eventually she would remember everything.  For now, she might as well take a little nap. 

She was dozing – not quite dreaming, but imagining a safe refuge, a small stone fireplace, a green rug on a warm tiled hearth.  And then a large voice got in her way.

"Alice!  Wake up!  What are you doing out here?  Alice!  Why didn’t you meet me for lunch like we planned?  Wake up!  And why didn't you get Mrs. Anthony to give you her key?"

It was the man whose picture had been in the wallet, only he was older and a little bit balder and he had shaved his mustache, which made his upper lip look extraordinarily long. He wasn’t grinning, either.  He was looking at her with an expression of concern mixed with irritation.

She started to answer crossly that she wasn't Alice, when a horrible thought occurred to her.  What if her name wasn't Karen?  What if she really was Alice?  What if she was actually some forty odd years old.  All at once, she had to get to a mirror.  Suddenly nothing was more important than the need to see what she looked like. 

The man (Norman?) had apparently opened the apartment door before seeing her slumped on the steps.  She jumped up and dodged around him into the apartment.  He followed her in, shaking his head. 

"Where's a mirror?"  Her voice sounded frantic even to herself.  She was in a small square vestibule with four doors in it.  She opened one at random to find a narrow coat closet.  She closed it quickly, glanced into a small living room through the slightly opened door on the left and turned to the one on the far right.  She turned the handle and darted in and then backed out.

"Not in the kitchen, that's for sure," the man grumbled.  "What's the matter with you, anyway? I don’t know how much more of this you expect me to put up with?" 

"A mirror!  Where is there a mirror?"  She controlled her voice with difficulty, pronouncing each word separately.

"Same place it was this morning.  Try the bathroom.  For God’s sake, Alice, what’s going on? "

"But where is the bathroom?" 

"Oh, God!  Here we go again.  What is it this time?  Some kind of game?  An identity crisis?  Couldn't you just once try being like everybody else, and simply make up an excuse for standing me up again, or, here's a novel idea, how about an apology?" 

She opened the remaining middle door and found a bedroom.  A closet door stood open on the other side of the double bed, but there was still another door on the far wall.

“Excuse me,” she said to the man and closed the bedroom door in his reddening face.  She crossed through the bedroom to what, please God, just had to be the bathroom.   She opened the door and with a small sigh of relief, stepped into a white tiled bathroom with an old-fashioned clawfoot bathtub and a blue plastic shower curtain hanging from a metal frame above it.  She closed the door behind her and fumbled in the sudden dark for the light switch.  She found it and, holding her breath, flipped it on. 

And felt her body release all its built up tension in one long slow shuddering exhale.  A nineteen year old girl stared back from the mirror above the small pedestal sink.  A slender girl with heavy brows frowning intensely over dark brown eyes, and dark curls escaping from a single long, thick braid.  Karen. 

She squared her shoulders and opened the door.  Life was simple again.  All she had to do now was confront the lunatic waiting for her in the front hall. 

CHAPTER TWO 

When she came out of the bedroom, the man was gone.  At first she thought he must be in the kitchen, but when she peeked through the door, that room was empty, too.  When she had checked everywhere and made absolutely certain that she was alone, she went to the apartment door, slid the bolt home and fastened the chain lock. 

Obviously she couldn't lock this guy Norman out of his own apartment indefinitely, but she could at least buy herself a little temporary peace of mind.  Buy a little time to think. The best thing to do would be to get out of here right away, she thought.  Great!  And go exactly where?  Dressed like this?  And what about Alice?

She opened the purse and got out the pad of paper and a pen. "To Alice Browning," she wrote, "I spent a dollar on a cup of coffee, and I’m taking another ten dollars from your purse.  I.O.U.  And I've borrowed some clothes.  I'll bring them back as soon as I can.  Sorry about this.  I'll explain everything when I bring them back.  If I can.  And tell him (Norman?), I apologize."  She read what she had written and then signed it.  "Karen." 

She put the purse on the table in the kitchen and the notepad on top of the purse.  Then she went back into the bedroom and looked in the closet for something to wear.  For a second she thought there were only men's clothes there, but then she found some long full skirts in a soft fabric – maxi's they were called – never really caught on though, nor much likely to, Karen thought.  Not for her, anyway.  Tucked in behind them, she found two mini skirts – one blue and the other bright red.  Not for me, she thought.  They didn’t look much like her concept of Alice either – too young for a middle aged frump like her.

She finally settled on a pair of faded blue jeans she found neatly folded in a dresser drawer.  They fit oddly, the legs were so narrow she had to remove her sneakers before she could pull the pants on, but the seat was loose, almost baggy.  Still, they were comfortable and decent.  She put on a blue T-shirt and over that a long-sleeved flannel shirt in a blue and green plaid, also somewhat baggy.  She hunted for a sweater in vain.  Everything was huge – too big, really, even for the man.  She finally found a worn grey sweatshirt and a blue padded jacket that she thought would protect her from the weather.  She pulled a green wool scarf from a drawer and was ready. 

She surprised Norman in the downstairs hallway, talking to the old woman, Mrs. Anthony.  He looked up as Karen pushed open the front door and came toward her, but she was too quick, too young for him.  She stepped outside and flew down the stairs and away.  She glanced back at the corner and saw him standing at the foot of the stoop, staring after her.  Mrs. Anthony was making her way slowly down the steps to join him. 

She turned and kept running and turning, heading uptown and west, slowing to a walk occasionally when she needed to catch her breath.  When she hit Eighth Avenue, she followed it uptown until she reached Pennsylvania Station.  She went through the doors and took the escalator down into the waiting room, hoping to find a place to sit and rest, and maybe think.

Every seat was filled – and not with the scattering of Long Island commuters she was expecting, but with unshaven men and exhausted old women clinging to wire carts piled high with rags.  Younger women, just as exhausted, clung to children – little boys and girls with sullen, shy eyes.  They weren't just taking up the seats.  They were everywhere, sitting on the floor, leaning against walls and marbled pillars and grey metal lockers, like a convention of the forgotten.  A few clustered around the escalators and reached out their hands to well-groomed commuters who hurried past them, eyes averted.  The commuters avoided the main waiting room, crowding instead into the upscale coffee shops and bars that lined the passageways leading to the tracks.   

Appalled, Karen turned to go back outside, but the chill weather and darkening sky constrained her.  Instead, she walked further into the station past rows of brightly lit shops.  Uncertain which way to turn, she stopped in front of a clothing store and stared vacantly at the stiffly posed mannequins. And then stared incredulously.  Each mannequin wore form fitting tights, the same thin layer of skin-tight elastic leggings she had been wearing under the big grey coat, and then, on top, a variety of oversized and brightly colored shirts and sweaters.

Across the way was a newsstand.  She walked over to read the headlines – to see what catastrophe had sent all these people to shelter here at the station.  There was a shooting in Brooklyn, the usual fuss in the Middle East.  Nothing she read explained the crowd in the waiting room.  

She started to turn away when her eye caught the date on the New York Times.  She froze, trapped between a kind of hysterical hilarity and cold disbelief.  October 12, 1994.  1994?  

"Buying something, lady?" 

Karen couldn't remember anyone over the age of six ever calling her "lady" before.  

"Uh, no.  I guess not.  Only...is that a misprint?  1994?  Shouldn't it be 1974?" 

"Move on, lady.  I got enough crazies around here.  You not buying, then just move on.  1974!  That's a laugh!  Don't I wish?  I'd be young again and handsome.  And so would you." 

She backed away, bewildered, and stumbled into a woman who was surrounded by three toddlers. The woman had her arms wrapped around a large canvass shoulder bag and the children were variously hanging onto her coat.  Two girls and a boy.  

The woman was pale and freckled with wiry red hair.  Her features clearly showed a mixed race heritage, with African and Irish blood fighting for dominance.  Or maybe Scotts?  Her children were coffee and caramel.  One of the girls had the thumb of her free hand planted firmly in her mouth.  All the way in, and she was staring at Karen as she sucked on her thumb with all the nervous fervor she could muster.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” the woman said.  Her voice was soft, with a slight Spanish accent.    She let go of her bag with one hand and held it out palm up.  “Have you any spare change?  I have to get these babies up to the Bronx, to my sister’s place, but I don’t have the carfare.  Anything you can spare will help.  Anything at all.”

Karen stared at her dumbly.  The woman waited a moment, then her face sagged and she turned to go.

“No.  Wait,” Karen said.  She pulled the ten dollar bill out of her pocket – the one she had taken from the Browning woman’s purse – and thrust it into the woman’s hand.  She at least had a place to go to.  She’d make better use of the money than Karen could.  

Ignoring the woman’s thanks, Karen turned and wandered deeper into the station until she finally found a corner free of people where she could sit down to think.  She slumped to the floor and stared vacantly in front of her.

1994?  Time travel, after all?  Only how?  And why couldn't she remember?  If she could only remember her last name, she could find her address in a phone book.  Tears of frustration seeped out the corners of her eyes.

"Ali?  Ali, is that you?  What are you doing sitting here in the station? Good Lord, honey.  Do you know what time it is?  Are you sick?"  A plump, curly haired woman in her mid-twenties was bending over her, then kneeling beside her, reaching for her hands. "Ali, can you get up?" 

"I just wish someone would call me by my name!" Karen cried out in exasperation.  “There's only one thing that I'm at all sure of right now, and that is that my name is Karen, and I would be really grateful if people would start using it!" 

"Karen?" 

"Yes!  Karen!  My name is Karen.  Not Ali, not Alice, not 'lady', not ‘ma’am’.  I don't know why you think my name is Ali, but it's not." 

"Dear God!"  The woman put her hand to Karen's forehead.  "Well, there's no fever, anyway.  Come on, let me help you up.  I'm going to take you home and put you to bed." 

"Home?  Do you know where I live?  Because I seem to have forgot." 

"Yes, I do know, but that's not where I'm taking you.  I don't think that would be a good idea just now.  I'm taking you to my place.  You can call Norman from there if you like.  Now get up, dear...Karen.  I think what you need more than anything else right now is just a good night's sleep." 

And partly because the curly woman had called her by her name, and partly because after all she was very tired and really had no idea where else to go, Karen got up and went with her.  

****    ****    ****

Ali woke up with laughter in her heart. Karen’s back!  

“Ali?  Karen?  It’s seven-thirty in the morning.  Are you feeling up to going to work?”

Ali rolled over, and met Virginia’s concerned smile with a huge grin.  Her eyes lifted to her friend’s curly mop of hair.  “Good God, Virginia, when did you become a blonde?”

Virginia blushed a little, and shook her head so that the curls bounced around her face.  “Yesterday – just before I found you in the train station. What do you think?”

Ali eyed her carefully.  “It suits you!” she finally decided.  “But it does take a little getting used to.”

“Maybe that’s why you didn’t seem to know me when I found you yesterday,” Virginia said.  “Really, are you all right now?  Or do I still need to call you Karen?”

“No, I’m Ali – I mean, of course you can call me Ali.” She stifled a giggle and added, “Don’t pay attention to what I said last night.  I was upset.”

“Something happen in therapy?”

“Therapy?  No – well, yes, but I don’t want to talk about it.  I’m not so sure it’s working out.  I’m only going because Norman insists.”

“Well, you did take all those pills, Ali.  I wish you’d tell me what’s going on.”

“Nothing.  I just made a mistake in the dosage is all.  Really, do I seem depressed to you?”

Virginia shook her head, causing her newly blond curls to bounce again.  “Not right now, you don’t.  In fact I’d describe you as delighted, though I can’t think why you should be.  But, Ali, sometimes you do get into a real funk, you know you do.  And last night you seemed totally lost.  It was really weird.  Ali, you didn’t seem to know who you were.”

“I…I was tired that’s all.  I think I was dreaming, maybe sleep walking.  It’s over now, anyway.  It won’t happen again.”

“How do you know it won’t?”

“Well…we won’t let it.”

Virginia blinked and then grinned in response to Ali’s broad smile.  “No, we won’t.”  She got up and walked over to the closet.  “Will you go to work today?  I phoned Norman last night so he wouldn’t worry about you, and he said he’d bring over some clothes this morning if you wanted.  But you can sleep in if you’d rather, and I’ll just tell them when I go in to work that you’re sick.”

Ali swung her legs out of bed and sat up.  “No, I’m fine, really.  In fact, I’m super.  Thanks, Virginia, for taking such good care of me.  I’m truly grateful that you found me.  I’ll call Norman now.  Poor guy, I’ve been giving him a hard time lately.”

CHAPTER THREE 

I'm about as mad as I've ever been, so I go straight from City station to find the Guardian and tell her so.  How could she risk the children that way?  No point looking in the slums, for all her fine talk, she's not much of a democrat, our Guardian.  I head straight for her office at the university, which is located high on the big hill more or less straight across the river from my own smaller hill. 

I walk the fifteen blocks from the station to the bus stop just to help me cool down, and then I catch the "B", which travels roughly across town and back, winding along the highway that parallels the river before it turns and sweeps across the bridge.  I sit in the back and watch the grey reflections shifting on the ripples of flowing water, stretching myself a bit, and just trying to stay calm.  Not that I intend to pull any punches with the Guardian, but there's no sense in going in there too hot to talk sense. 

I'm so wrapped up in the river current and in rehearsing what I have to say that I almost miss my stop.  I jump out of my seat and run to stop the driver just as he pulls the lever to close the doors.  He's a good guy, though, and can see I'm preoccupied, so he reopens the doors and lets me step down to the pavement. 

Main Street is Ritz town, where all the glass skyscrapers are.  This is a shopper's delight, with fancy department stores, and an endless array of fancy stuff – books, clothing, games, hats, bicycles, toys, candy, sporting goods, shoes, blankets – just floor after floor filled with high end consumer goods, more than you could ever find time to explore.  I'm not a big shopper myself, but some of us here in the City are, and I have to admit I got my little green hearth rug on the very top floor of the Highrise. Soft as silk it is, and good quality, too – feels just as comfortable and soothing now as it did the day I picked it out. 

The sun has come out at last and I pause to admire the rainbows and reflections created by sunlight slanting through the crystalline glass towers, but I don't linger.  All those well-heeled shoppers make me a little self-conscious.  I walk right past the open doors and head up the hill.  There are steps leading straight up and I choose to go that way rather than take the more leisurely road that switchbacks past the fine Victorian faculty mansions and the gothic-style college dormitories. 

I meet old Ivy, who is coming down the steps.  Poison Ivy, the children call her.  I side step to pass her, but she blocks my way.

“It’s about time you got here,” she scolds, wagging a skinny finger in my face.  Her voice is harsh and shrill as ever, stinging my ears.  “Everything is falling to pieces, and it’s all your fault.” 

I shake my head and push past her.  She stands with her hands on her hips, her grey locks blowing in the ill wind that always accompanies her, yelling after me. “You’ve really messed up this time!  The Guardian is waiting for you.  I told her it serves her right, acting without telling you beforehand.  I warned her, but no one ever listens to me.”

I refuse to pay her any attention.  She’s always in a foul humor and today my mood matches hers.  The last thing I need is more aggravation.  I climb up the stairs with renewed urgency.

The campus quadrangle lies nearly flat on the top of the hill, sloping very gradually upwards as you move farther from the river and the City.  It's built in the classic university style, with a dozen or more tall stone and brick buildings facing inward towards a green lawn criss-crossed by wide concrete walkways. Everything appears antique and gothic but the library, which is a modern glass-walled structure at one end of the quad.  The Guardian's office is there instead of in Administration, as far as I can see for no reason at all, except that the Guardian likes the smell of books.  Well, we all do.  And besides, from her office windows at the top of the library, she can see just about everywhere in the City, even across the river to the small cottages and gardens where my cozy hillside bungalow is located. 

I cross the quadrangle and go into the library. The Guardian is waiting for me in her office.   It is large and spacious with Danish modern furnishings and one ceiling-height bookshelf filled with all of our favorite books.  

She’s a tall woman of commanding stature, with deep blue eyes and honey blond hair that falls naturally into long curls when she doesn’t have it pulled back and fastened with a large tortoise-shell barrette.  She typically wears an academic robe of white, or ivory, and has a distinct aura of power.  She has always reminded me a bit of Glinda the Good of Oz (MGM’s version) – a beneficent presence, cool and all-seeing – but today she meets me with fire in her eyes.

At another time or place, we might have spent some time in small talk.  Things like how the children are coming along, who's minding whom, or the quiet efficiency of the City buses as compared to the subway system.  Then we might have moved on to more weighty topics like a discussion of recent additions to the library collection, memory storage problems, and the like. 

But this time we get right to the point.

"What the hell do you think you are doing!?" I shout and wave my arms.

"What on earth do you think you are doing?!" she expostulates.  (She expostulates.  That's why she's Guardian.) 

We wait a second or two, then try again.

"What the hell can you be thinking of!?" I yell.

"What could you have been thinking?!" she exclaims.

We pause for breath.

"Me first!" I demand.

"After you," she offers.

I take a breath and plunge in.  "God damn it, Guardie, how could you have let the kids out like that, in front of a stranger?  Who was that lady, anyway?  I hope you know she's trouble – big trouble.  She scares the shit out of me.  No wonder the babies were bawling.  And where the hell is Alice Duvall?  Jesus, woman!  How could you make such a mess out of everything?  And besides that, what in the world has happened to Penn Station?"

The Guardian has regained her cool, on the surface at least, for she answers in her calm voice, exuding patience. "You can’t blame Penn Station on me.  That’s well beyond our purview.  As for the rest?  What happened?  Apparently, you did, Karen.  And now, thanks to your little expedition, we have an even more complicated mess to sort out.”

She shakes her head, “Really, Karen, how could you, of all people?" 

I hate it when she tries to “handle” me, so I raise my voice and wave my arms for dramatic effect as I talk.  "How could I?  Just what do you think would have happened if I hadn't stepped in to save the babies?  I can't believe you would take such a stupid risk.  Just suppose that creepy woman had gotten the kids to tell her something forbidden.  What then, huh?  And don't tell me the kids wouldn't talk to her, because I know Bonnie too well for that.  She'll talk to anybody, nonstop, as long as they'll listen." 

"That's exactly what I was counting on." 

"Huh?" 

"That's why I sent Bonnie.  Because she's a talker.  And she makes friends quickly.   The other two just slipped through after her when they saw the stuffed bear."

"You – sent – Bonnie?"   My voice is quiet now, but still intense.  I can scarcely believe what she’s telling me.

She turns her back on me and walks over to look out the window.  The City’s towers glitter in the sunlight. "Maybe it's time you started paying attention to what's going on outside the City, Karen.  And inside it, too, for that matter." 

"Oh no you don't.  I'm on retreat.  You're not going to take that away from me now.  Why, I just got started!" 

"Started?”  She turns around to face me, and now her voice is emphatic, though still calmer than mine had been.  “No, Karen.  Your retreat has gone on far too long.  We need you in on this." 

"In on what, exactly?"  I ask reluctantly.  I have a strong feeling that I don't really want to know the answer. 

"Things are changing, Karen.  And we need your cooperation.  Ivy warned me we couldn’t do it without you, and you've just proved her right." 

"What do you mean changing?  Jesus, Guardie!  I take just a tiny little rest and you start screwing around with everything.  If you just leave it alone, let Alice Duvall handle things, then the system works just fine.”

“It’s Alice Browning now, since she got married, and things aren’t working fine.”

“Alice Duvall got married?”  I am struck dumb for a minute.  Then I grin.  “Well good for her!  Who’d have thought that little mouse had it in her!  Alice Browning, now, you say?  Well, Duvall, Browning, it’s all the same to me.  Now, if you'll just excuse me, I'll be going on back..."   I turn to get out of there as fast as I can, but the Guardian's next words stop me dead in my tracks. 

“We had to retire Alice Browning.  She’s in deep retreat." 

I turn slowly and look at her.  "I don't want to hear this." 

The Guardian stares back at me, unflinching.  The City towers sparkle behind her sending prisms of light to dance on the ceiling and walls around her.  

"She was planning something,” the Guardian says.  “We had to stop her.  Not just pills this time, though heaven knows that was bad enough.  She bought a gun.  With real bullets.  Alex found it and got rid of it, but that won't keep her from trying again.  She's serious this time.  And she’s gotten crafty – almost as if she knows we’re watching.  No one saw her buy it."

“So what are we supposed to do?  Who’s going to take her place?”  I feel as if someone has punched me in the stomach.  “Has Prime come forward?”
                 The Guardian just looks at me and shakes her head.  Well, I knew there was no real chance of that. 

"So you let the babies out?"  I am incredulous. 

"Exactly.  We let the babies out.  Desperate times and all that.  I think it’s going to be necessary for you to go out again, too.  Only this time I think you’d better prepare yourself beforehand.  Watch for a while first." 

"Me go back into that looney-tunes New York?  Forget it, Guardie.  I'm not about to end my retreat just because you lost control over Alice Duvall…Browning. I need more than a few months retreat and you know it." 

"It's been twenty years, Karen."

I stare and shake my head.  “Impossible!”  I say. Then, “Your time, maybe.  Not mine." 

She is implacable.  "Twenty years.  Time to wake up."

"I've done my part, Guardie.  I'm finished with all that.  Why can't Alex take over, or Autumn?"  But I'm pleading now, and I know I've lost.  So does the Guardian. 

"I want you to move into one of the dorms so you'll be right here on campus.  You can start viewing this afternoon, on the library screen."  

****    ****     ****

Over all, Alice Duvall…Browning hasn't done so badly – a job at the New York Public Library, a reasonably comfortable marriage to a steady sort of man, a small circle of women friends, and a wider circle of men friends.  She even has a personal computer complete with modem, printer, and something called a “mouse”.  Of course, the friends aren't really Alice Browning's.  They’re Ali’s or Alex’s.  But the husband and the job and the computer are hers. 

Computers are really something – it seems a lot of people have them in 1994.  The last time I was out I only knew one person who had one, and he was one of those weird nerd types.   A few people had word processors, but people like me were happy with an electric typewriter.  But now it’s all about computers.  That’s what those funny TV things were where the pie shop used to be.  And the little grey plastic square I found in Alice’s purse is some kind of a disk you feed into it somehow so it will work.

So if she’s doing so well, why that business with the pills and the gun?  I wouldn't have thought that the woman had that much depth to her. 

I say as much to Alex, who is sitting beside me on the couch across from the big library screen. There’s a little blue exit door in this room, too, just to the right of the screen.

Alex is responsible for most of Alice Browning’s men friends.  

Alex is gay and even though he’s almost fifty, he’s gorgeous.  He works out regularly and has big rippling muscles.  He also has a wicked sense of humor.  He drinks too much, smokes dope, and sleeps exclusively with straight men, who think they’re sleeping with a wild woman, when all the time they’re really fucking a guy.  The only gripe I have with Alex is his refusal to stick around for his own hangovers.  

Poor Alice Duvall used to twist herself into knots trying to explain to herself how she’d wake up in some strange man’s apartment with a dry mouth and a blazing headache.  I’ve played some pretty mean tricks on her myself from time to time back in the day, just to see her squirm, but Alex always carries things a little too far.

The room we’re sitting in is set up like a small theatre with several rows of seats and we have been viewing Ali on the screen for over an hour, Ali at work, taking a quick lunch, at work again, playing the role of Alice Browning with considerable talent, her long dancer's limbs restrained into a sedate shuffle.  I can’t take my eyes off her.  I watch her with a mixture of dread and longing.  I’m not sure how much more of this I can stand. 

"All surface, huh?" Alex responds thoughtfully. "I'm afraid a lot of us have gotten used to thinking of old Alice Browning as just a kind of boring shell person to present to the outside world.  It seems that there's a bit more to her." 

"But she never knew anything,” I say. “She never had any of the memories.  And she didn't even notice the time gaps.  I used to love listening to the stories she told to cover up.  Lies she believed herself, even when no one else did.”

“Remember the time you let the children out in Macy’s toy department?” Alex says, his eyes crinkling in amusement. “And poor Alice found herself sitting on the floor surrounded by stuffed animals with the store manager standing over her?  He was pissed!”

I chuckle.  “She told him she was just trying to decide which one to buy for her niece, and ended up buying the most expensive one to calm him down.   She had to skip lunch for a whole month to pay for it.”

He laughs. “You have to admire her creativity.  She could find a way to account for a lost week and a thousand miles displacement without blinking an eye.  And then she would simply dismiss it, forget it happened and get on with her life." 

"You're talking about the move to New York.” I say.  That was funny.  Alice Duvall made up a whole story about the move, complete with a tiresomely detailed train trip, a pathetic parting from her high school sweetheart, and even a touching death scene with her beloved mother as a motive for the move.  In her own way, she had a great talent there. 

Alex sighs nostalgically.  "Apparently, her belief in her stories was not unconditional, and she became obsessed by this feeling that something was wrong with her, some piece missing.  Something she kept looking for.  And then she had the dreams." 

"Dreams?"  For a moment I am almost jealous.  I'm not allowed to dream. 

Alex aims one of his glorious smiles at me.  "Don't get so green, darling.  No dreams at all during your little retreat?" 

"None."  I am suddenly gloomy.  I look away from the screen and watch the light flicker across Alex's classical cheekbones.  He really is an elegant old queen.

"Well, you needn't be jealous of Alice Browning's dreams.  Apparently they weren't very nice ones.  Rather like your memories, I should imagine."

I repress a shudder and look back at the screen.  Ali is rolling a cart loaded with books onto an elevator.  Her long dark hair is pulled carelessly back into a pony tail.  She’s wearing one of Alice Browning’s “maxi” skirts and a simple white blouse, and she is so beautiful to me that my heart aches.  She taps her foot as she waits for the elevator to arrive at its destination and I recognize the rhythm.  The sad song.  She knows I am back and that I am watching.

I realize that I can’t stay.  I have to go back into retreat before Ali’s shift is done.  The Guardian knows a lot, but even she can’t guess the burden I carry.

"I never dream either, you know," Alex continues. "In fact, I've always been rather glad I don't.  Real life is more than enough for me."

"Real life!" I snort.  As if Alex's prancing grace and feminine wiles were the stuff of real life. 

He misunderstands me.  "Yes, real life!  We don't all run into retreat when the world gets a little awkward."

I don't take the bait.  Alex can't help being catty at times.  My mind is on Ali.  I force it to consider poor Alice Browning and her dreams.  "So she had a few nightmares.  What's the big deal?  She could always wake up, couldn't she?" 

"Well, apparently they were so unpleasant that she tried to stay awake all the time to avoid them.  That was actually very convenient for me, because I could go out to the clubs and have a really wild time, and she of course just put her exhaustion down to the insomnia."

"And this guy, Norman.  What did he do?  Didn't he notice anything?" 

"Well, of course he did, darling.  Patient old thing he is, too.  He'd listen to her bald-faced lies and just nod his head.  I suppose he thought she was having an affair of some sort.  I believe he really loves the drab old girl.  Pretty dreary himself, of course.  Not my type for sure.  I like a man to have some element of danger about him." 

"I know your type.  I've gotten you out of a scrape or two in my time."

"Oh, I'm much more sensible these days.  You'll see."

"What I don't see, is what happened.  Why did she go off the deep end like this?"

"Oh it happened slowly over time.  At first the sleeping pills were just an attempt to get some dreamless sleep.  But at the time, you know, I was terribly infatuated with this marvelous man, so lovely he was...  And of course the pills had no effect on me, so I kept going out to see my guy.  And a good thing, too, because when I stayed inside, she kept on having those dreams.  After a while, she began to get desperate.  I think the first overdose was a mistake, but the second and third times were intentional.  

“Norman found her the first time, but the second time he was out of town, so I had to get her to the hospital on my own.  I caught a cab and walked her into the emergency room with the empty pill bottle tight in her hand.  Then I left.  I guess she collapsed right there on the floor.  No one could figure out how she'd managed to walk in there with all those pills in her.  A great medical mystery!"  Alex laughs. 

"What about the third time?"  I ask.

"That was more serious, I think.  I wasn't there.  Ali handled the situation together with Little Joe and Shelly.  I never did hear the details, but I know it was a close one.  She was serious about it, all right.   And then about a week ago, I was rummaging through the bureau looking for a mauve scarf to go with my new sweater and I found the gun." 

Up on the screen, Ali is pushing the book cart up and down long aisles of shelving, putting away books.  She looks distracted and I find myself wondering if she's paying any attention to the call numbers at all, or if she's just shoving the books in any place.  Ali can be unpredictable at times.  Like all teenagers, I suppose, though Ali is mature for her fifteen years.

I'm feeling restless myself.  I get up and stretch, and avoiding Alex's inquisitive glance, I walk out of the viewing room.  Enough is enough.

I find the Guardian watching for me as I pass by the door to the memory storage locker room. 

"So what do you think, Karen?"

“I think Alice Browning leads an incredibly boring life and I want nothing to do with it.  No wonder she wanted to blow herself away.  One day of her dull little existence would be enough for me.  I hope you're not intending to send me outside to play make-believe like Ali." 

"I think we need to do some creative restructuring of that 'dull little existence' that you find so annoying."

I don't care much for the sound of that.  "Creative restructuring?"

"We'll talk tomorrow.  After therapy."

I like the sound of that even less.

I leave the library and walk out across the quadrangle.  The sky is a blue so intense it is almost lavender.  The lawn is a rich green, neatly manicured.  Narrow borders of blue and gold flowers line the walks, backed by knee-high hedges of a crisply clipped, dark glossy green.  A small group of children clusters in a circle at the far end of the lawn.  They are mostly nine- and ten-year-olds, old enough to escape from the Minders for short periods of time.  They look like trouble to me, so I walk in the other direction, away from the dormitories.  I hear a sharp giggle and then a yell followed by a series of intense howlings.  Horrible things, children. 

I glance their way and see that they are charging across the green, leaping over the low hedges and trampling the flowers in their heedless enthusiasm.  It takes only a second to realize that they are charging straight towards me.  Worse, they are shouting my name.  There is clearly no escaping them, so I turn and wait.       

"Karen!  Karen!  They told us you were back!"  They chortle as they paw me mercilessly.  I am required to return a few hugs; then I straighten up and glower at them as fiercely as I can.

"Little Joe.  Candace.  Farm Boy.  Killer.  Spinner.  Monsters, all of  you...  What are you doing on the loose?  Can't Elisha keep you in line anymore?"

“Aw, Karen.  Elisha just minds the babies.  Harold's the one assigned to us.  Only we don't need anybody to take care of us.  We can take care of ourselves just fine!"  Little Joe is the oldest, almost twelve, and is their spokesman, as always.  Candace and Spinner, the two girls, nod their agreement.  Farm Boy giggles, and Killer just stares. I see with some satisfaction that they haven't changed at all.  

But I am not easily charmed. 

"Well, go take care of yourselves somewhere else, then.  Leave me be, the lot of you!" I give Candace, who is nearest me, a little shove, and turn to walk away.

"Wait, Karen!"  Spinner cries, holding on to Killer's arm for support.  She's a dizzy one, but I never have been able to say no to her.  I wait.

Killer gives Little Joe a poke, and he starts speaking.  "Did you know Alice Browning is gone?  Just gone.  And no one will tell us where she is or what the Guardian is planning.  And now you're back.  Are you going to take Alice Browning's place outside?  If you do, can we go with you?  Well, Killer doesn't want to go, but I do, and Candace does.  And Farm Boy's chicken, but he'll come around if you ask him.  Spinner hasn't decided.  Can we go with you, Karen?"

"Absolutely not!  Besides, I'm not going anywhere.  And I don't know what the Guardian is planning, either.  Why don't you go ask her yourselves?"

“It's not fair!  They let the babies out.  Blabbermouth Bonnie, for Chrissake!"  Farm Boy complains.

"I don't know what's the matter with you.  When I was younger, I never waited for an invitation.  When I wanted outside, I just went." I snort impatiently.  "You've all been out one time or another.  You know the way.  So why pester me?  The way I see it, if you need an invitation, you're not ready to go." 

"Aw, Karen! It's not that easy any more..." Farm Boy starts, but Spinner reaches out and touches his cheek and he stops.  I see I have put a stop to their nonsense and leave them there huddled a little forlornly in the pathway.  I look across the valley towards my little cottage, but after a moment, head back to the dormitory.  I need to do some serious thinking. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

The dormitory is built on the side of the hill with a door on the top floor opening out onto the quadrangle and the lower floors opening onto the curving road that winds up the hillside. My room is one of two singles on the top floor of the dormitory, tucked down at the end of the hall next to the bathrooms.  It has just one window, a tall arched one of leaded glass extending from floor to ceiling.  I haven't put up any curtains yet, and doubt I'll be here long enough to do so.  I have just enough room for my bunk, a bureau and a small desk and chair.  My little green rug lies on the floor by the bed.  A shallow doorless closet extends the length of one wall, a poor buffer for the sounds of running water and flushing toilets.  The other wall, separating me from my only neighbor is so thin I might as well be sharing space with her. 

Tammy, a plump scholarly woman with a long, serious face inhabits this next room.  I can hear her moving around, footsteps pacing restlessly from desk to bureau to closet back to the desk again.  Probably gathering books and notebooks into her worn leather satchel in preparation for an evening of research in the memory banks at the library.  Tammy knows more than most of us.  Not as much as I do, though.

I thicken the walls of my room to block the sounds and adjust the room size slightly.  I like it snug, but there is such a thing as too small.

Poison Ivy has a room on the bottom floor at the other end of the dorm: I’ve picked a room as far away from hers as I can get.  I prefer to avoid accidental meetings.

I sit on my bunk looking out the window.  The sky is laced with pink clouds.  I can see the crystal towers, and beyond them the steps leading up to my cottage retreat across the valley.  I go stand by the window and watch as the tallest tower shifts slightly, reaching up to catch the sunlight and angling just enough to send a beam of light my way.  I turn and see the shimmering geometric of rainbow colors captured on the wall opposite the window. 

A charming welcome, but I have to go back.  I know I do, whatever the Guardian says.  I’m aware that ignoring her plans could be risky, but really, there is no choice.  There is too much danger in staying. 

I have just made up my mind to go when Ali flies in, flexing her long legs and pirouetting halfway across the room.  So my twin sister has still not learned the importance of knocking. 

Now that she's here, for a moment she doesn't know what to say.  Then, with only a touch of awkwardness, she smiles broadly.  "You're back!"

"So I noticed," I answer glumly.  I make no move towards her, and that fact alone restrains her from moving towards me.  "Who's minding the store?"

"Not me, that's for sure.  I need a break."  She sits down on the edge of my bed and stretches out her legs tentatively, watching me sideways, a little too careful in her movements. 

"Shouldn't be that hard a task for a dancer to imitate Alice Browning’s movements." 

"Not hard.  Boring.  Now if I were imitating Alex, that would be interesting.  He has such an odd way of holding his head, so utterly feminine without giving up an ounce of his essential maleness."  She mimics the gesture and I have to laugh. 

"Who's minding the store?" I ask again, to stop the laughter. 

"Joe is."

"Joe?"

"Yeah, just for the walk home.  Then Shelly's going to take over."

"Oh, well then that's okay, I guess."

"I wish you'd let up on Joe."  Ali glances sideways at me.  An old dispute resurrected.

I jump at the bait.  "He's a pig!  He's probably drooling over every woman he passes on the street."

"Come on, Karen, let's not start this again..." 

"I just hope he doesn't try to pick someone up." 

"That all happened a long time ago, Karen.  Besides, if I don't mind, why should you?"  She is right.  It was twenty years ago.  

"I don't care what that asshole does, so long as he stays away from you."

"Let it go, Karen.  It was a mistake, that's all.  It's been years. Hell, it's been decades!  It's over.  Done.  Finished.  Ancient history.  Just leave it!" 

"You were just fourteen, Ali!  And he was thirty!" 

"And now I'm fifteen and he's forty eight.  An old man."

"A dirty old man."

"Is this the conversation you want us to be having, Karen?  Is this what you came back for?"  Ali is looking very indignant.  And very beautiful.  I know I'm not ready for this and think of my bungalow across the river again with a kind of desperate longing. 

"No, it is not."  I concede, and make an effort to look apologetic.

"Good!  So let's talk about you.  How was your retreat?  I missed you.  I nearly barged in on you a hundred times, but the Guardian said I was to leave you strictly alone.  I must say you don't look any different.  I'm glad you didn't get older." 

"No.  You did, though."

"Well, fourteen is an awkward age, don't you think?  I like fifteen much better.  Do you like me this way?"  She gets up and twirls around a couple of times before plopping back on my bunk. 

"Yes, fifteen suits you a lot better than it did me." 

"Does it?  I rather hoped I looked like you did."

"You do.  Exactly.  That's what it means to be identical twins.  But it suits you better."  I clear my throat and turn away from her to look out the window.  I mean what I say.  Ali is doing fifteen the right way.  She looks very wonderful to me. 

"Oh.  Well, anyway...I was planning on going over to the gym to work out.  Want to come?" 

I freeze.  This is what I’ve been dreading.  "I'm not in the mood, Ali.”

"Aw, come on, Karen.  We haven't danced together in a long time.  And it will do you good to get some exercise. What's the point in your coming back anyway, if you're just going to hang out here on your bunk all the time?"

"My question exactly.  What's the point?"

"None at all, so come on, will you?  I'll put on the sad song." 

"Oh Ali, after all this time?  I'm out of practice.  I can’t.  I'm not ready..."

She knows she's won before I do.  She grins and grabs my hands in hers.  I feel her fingers burning on mine and it is all I can do to keep from snatching them back.  This is almost more than I can bear.

But I go with her across the quad to the tall gothic arches that mark the doorway to the gymnasium.

We're almost there when the children start crying again.  I pause to listen, but Ali pulls me forward.

"It's nothing, Karen.  Just the usual whining."

I don’t think so.  "Nothing is usual anymore, Ali.  We'd better check it out."

"Not me!  I'm not into it."

"Well go ahead, then.  I'll meet you there in a few minutes." 

"Promise?"

"Yes."  I'm not sure whether or not I’m lying.  I know I should flee back to my cottage, but the longing for her is terrible.  In any case, I’ll promise anything for a few moments reprieve. 

I cross the quad one more time to the library and walk into the screening room.  Alex is gone, but there are a few people gathered around – Mary Alice, Autumn, Harold and Little Joe, and the Guardian.  Tammy pops in from the memory banks a few minutes after I get there. 

Ali's right.  At least I can see nothing unusual on the screen.  Probably Joe was staring at some woman's cleavage and walked too close to a manhole cover.  Or someone smacked a child.  Or a dog.  Or a big green car passed by.  Or a woman wearing sandals.

Unless Ali and I are the cause of it.  

Whatever it was, it seems to be over.  The crying has almost stopped.  The Minders are dealing with the babies.

I turn to go, but the Guardian stops me with a gesture.  We stand in the doorway and talk in low tones.  She is more like her usual self now – a calm and soothing presence.  Well, why not?  She’s getting her way.  She smiles and asks, "Are you getting the picture?" 

"Some.  Alex caught me up on most of it.”  I hesitate, but there is no point in not telling her.  “Ali wants to dance.  I can’t put her off.  It’s either that or I go back into retreat.” 

She looks at me searchingly.  "Do you think you can handle it?" 

"I don’t know.  More to the point, can she?  If I stay here, we're going to have to do it sooner or later.”  

Suddenly the Guardian’s presence is not so comforting.  Her brow furrows into a deep frown.

“What do you think?”  I ask.  “Is she ready?" 

"Who can be ready for something like this?  As ready as she'll ever be, I guess. Ali is strong. She's managed okay all this time without you.  I think it will be all right."  But she looks worried.  And she doesn't know the half of it. 

“Maybe I should wait..."

"No, do it.  I need you both, and without reservations.  If you don't dance, neither of you will be able to concentrate on anything else.  This way, I'll either have you both...or I won't."

I realize that I am shaking.  I want to say she'll have me in any case, that I, at least, am ready.  Then I think of my cottage, and I think maybe I had better keep that option open.  

“All right.  I’ll do it.  She’s over at the gym now."  I start to go, but then stop.

"There is something I need to know, Guardie.  Is Alice Browning still dreaming?"  The question surprises me almost as much as it does the Guardian.

She stares at me.  "Alice Browning is in deep retreat."

"Yes, but is she dreaming?  Can you tell?" 

"I think that may be all she does now." 

I feel a shudder deep inside, a shuddering so large the entire City trembles with it.  The babies' screaming suddenly gets louder. 

"Can't you stop the dreams?" I try not to sound desperate.

"Who can stop a dream?"  The Guardian shakes her head in defeat. 

"A temporary block?" 

"I might try a shift – a dream switch.  Give her someone else's dream."

Now it’s my turn to shake my head.  "That might be too much for her.  At least she knows her own dreams.  A block would be best."

"I'll think about it," she says, but the frown on her face is one of doubt, not at all the look of someone working out a problem.

"Let me know if you can figure it out," I persist.

"What are you planning?"  She takes my arm and walks into the hallway with me, well out of the hearing of the others.

"I'm not sure yet,” I say, lowering my voice even more. “But I may need to go see her.  And if I do, I need her clearheaded.  Not caught in the kind of dreams Alex says she has been having."

"Why would you want to see Alice Browning?  It's not as if she were Prime."

"Well, Prime's not volunteering to step up and help us right now, is she?  You sure can't find her.  Have you even tried?   Do you even know where to look?”  I realize I am close to ranting and cut myself off.   Then I add, weakly, “Alice Browning may know something.  Anyway, it seems to me she’s the best alternative we've got." 

"A sadly weak alternative."

"At least she's built a kind of life for herself.  That's more than you can say for the rest of us.  Will you look into it?  See if you can find a way to block the dreams?"  

She nods then, "All right." 

For a second I feel a glimpse of hope.  "Good.”  

I remember what I have to do next.  “I'm going now.  Ali's waiting for me.”  I'm aware that I sound like I'm going to a funeral. I leave the Guardian standing there in the hallway, go out the library doors, and head across the quadrangle to the gym.

CHAPTER FIVE

The dance studio is at the far end of the building, right behind the basketball court.  The whole building is in darkness except for the studio, which has one small spotlight turned on, laying long shadows across the polished dance floor.  

I find Ali at the exercise bar, waiting impatiently.  Her face is eager, and also a little puzzled.   I can see she has been wondering if I will come at all, and yet she can't imagine why I would not.  I take a few minutes to warm up, putting off the moment.  All the while I'm planning what to say to prepare her.  And then Ali reaches out and touches a button and the music begins.  

My hands convulse around the bar.  Wait!  Not yet!  I'm not ready!  But the words stay stuck in my throat.  It is too late for words, anyway.  When the sad song plays there is no need for words.  It is already too late. 

The song starts slowly, softly.  A whisper of a melody, breathy and light, almost gay, though we have always called it the "sad" song.  And a sad song it is, a deep blue song.  The beat that starts so deceptively mild, light as a dancing feather, is as insistent and compelling as any of Otis Redding's, while the vocals, with Ali's voice carrying the melody and mine blending the harmony, create a sound simultaneously sweet and powerful.   Our voices blend until they sound as one.  Dark and sad and sweet. The closest thing I have heard to it in the outside world, is the voice of Nina Simone, though her voice is far lower than ours. 

As I say, the song starts, and in the first tender little notes, I feel the whole of it reach out and grab my soul.  Ali is there beside me, her hand on my arm.  Come!  I feel her call me.  

I shake my head, but it is too late.  I move with her, away from the bar.  Nothing can stop us now.  Either she can bear it or she cannot.

If the song is heavy with emotional power, so is our dance.  Our dance evokes the depth of our longing, of connection, of separation and wholeness.  And never has it had more power over me than it does now after twenty years of silence.  Tears cover my cheeks and I see the glistening wetness on Ali's face as well.  It does no good to turn my eyes away.  With the very first steps, she knows.  As do I.  We learned how to do this long ago, in our earliest infancy.  Even before we wrote the sad song, we found that, with music and dance, we could share without words. 

And so, as we start the dance, I know every detail of her years without me.  Ali's loneliness for me.  Her regret and anger.  Her struggle to find a way to go on without me.  How could I not know, who had felt much the same things?  

And almost incidentally, I know the story of Alice Browning.  Of her third suicide attempt and how Ali and Little Joe forced her to vomit up the pills and Shelly called the ambulance.  How she fought them and cursed them and begged them to let her die.  How she tried to swallow back the vile tasting vomit before Ali could empty the basin and flush it down the toilet.  I knew that she screamed and fought when the emergency technicians arrived, scratching and tearing at their crisp white jackets, so that they carried their empty stretcher back down the stairs and called the police to come and get her, leaving her unattended there in the apartment.  I knew that Little Joe had panicked and that Ali had had to smack him in the face before he got control.  And then the three of them had wrapped Alice Browning tight in a blanket and walked her, smelling of vomit and urine, out of the apartment and down the stairs.  They forced her into the ambulance as the attendants watched, jaws dropping at the spectacle of a crazy woman at war with herself.  And they rode with her crosstown to St. Vincent's emergency room and stayed with her so they could force her to accept the stomach pump. 

All of these things and more I know as we move together, our shadows stretching and whirling and sliding gracefully across the dance floor with us.  The sharing is absolute. 

And worse, Ali also knows.  She shares the terrible memories that flooded through me twenty years ago.  She knows what sent me into retreat and why I stayed so long.  Even the Guardian has only guessed at my reasons.  But now Ali knows. She knows everything.  

I watch her face closely as we dance, see her wince with the knowledge, see her watch me watching her, know me knowing her, and the beat of the song pours through us, binding us, locking us together, tearing us apart together, leaving us bereft and isolated together, alone, apart, united and lonely, and it is more than either one of us can stand to see the pain of the other and know the isolation we share.  Never has our song been so deep, so sad, so hard to hear. 

The music ends at last.  We lean together, so close that our tears mingle.  My arm supports her; hers supports me.  She is my sister, my twin, my self.

I want to tell her I'm sorry.  I want to tell her I tried to protect her.  I want to tell her.  But she knows everything already.  And we both know that it is not enough.

We back away from each other, slowly letting go.  One last slow look.

“I'm sorry," she says.

"I know," I reply softly, and then she is gone, leaving me alone in the vast echoing hall. 

****      ****      ****

I'm sitting alone in the library viewing hall. Watching the others.  Doing what I've been told.  Twice the Guardian has stopped at the doorway, and then hurried away before my eyes could meet hers.  Ali is missing.  On the screen, Alex is pretending to be Ali pretending to be Alice Browning.  He is a comical sight, but I am not amused. 

The children have been sobbing ever since our dance ended, Ali's and mine.  The City is filled with their deep, uncontrolled sobs.  I am unmoved by their tears, which don't express a tenth of the wrenching desolation that I am feeling.  Twenty years I waited, and still it was not long enough.  Ali, my beautiful, vibrant, passionate sister is gone, and  she’s not coming back.  I am stunned.  I cannot accept that we’ll never dance again.

****    ****    ****

Mary Alice fought her tears and muttered under her breath as she scrubbed at the oven walls.

“Must you do that now?” Norman asked her.  “The fumes are awful!”

“Tell me about it!” Mary Alice snapped at him. “But unless you want to waste your money on a self-cleaning oven, I’ve got no choice.  Just go into the living room and turn on the TV and leave me to it.  No sense in both of us breathing this in.”

He hesitated.  “I hate to see you work so hard.”

“Oh do go away, Norman!  You’re driving me crazy.  This won’t take me long if you just leave me to it.  Open the window in there if you need to.  I’ll be out as soon as I’m done.”  She reached farther into the oven to scrub the back wall.

Norman shrugged and retreated from the kitchen.  Mary Alice knew he was worried by what he saw as his wife’s rapidly changing moods, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it.  The terrible sadness that had gripped them all was wreaking havoc on Alice Browning’s home life, and she had launched into a major cleaning spree to keep herself busy and cover up her tendency to fall into weeping fits.

Besides cleaning up was her forte.

Mary Alice sighed.  “I’m getting too old for this,” she thought, and then said it aloud, but softly so as not to bring Norman back into the kitchen.  

At fifty-two, Mary Alice prided herself on her ability to clean up the messes the others caused.  She’d helped Alice Browning out often enough, feeding her false memories, helping her find explanations for the unexplainable, cleaning up cuts and bruises and wiping off make-up before a bewildered Alice could find it plastered all over her face.  

Mary Alice had seen it as a challenge to mitigate the confusion sown by Alex’s carelessness and Karen’s pranks, but this time Karen was in a real pickle, and Mary Alice was at a loss as to how to turn it around.  The sorrow they all felt pulsing out from Karen was so debilitating, hardly anyone could function.  And soon, she would finish the oven and then what excuse would she find to explain the tears she was unable to stop.  

Shelly could come and cook dinner, maybe peel some onions, but how many onions can one peel when cooking for just two?  If Karen didn’t pull herself together soon, they would end up in the loony bin for sure.

She finished wiping the oven, took off her rubber gloves, washed her hands and gloomily wandered into the living room.  Norman had opened the window an inch or two, and settled in front of the TV.  She took her usual place on the couch beside him, keeping her face turned slightly away from him.

He leaned forward so he could see her face.  “You crying?”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I think I might have gotten a little too many fumes in my eyes.”  That will buy a little time, she thought.

“You want to go to the doctor?”  He was concerned.

“No, it will pass,” she said quickly. “The tears are washing my eyes out.  And if that doesn’t work, I’ll try some eye drops.”   

“You work too hard,” he said.

“When the mood strikes,” she answered.  “Then I’d better get everything done that I can, because otherwise, I’d never do anything.”

“You’re a strange woman,” he said.  “But I love you.”

“Watch your program,” she said, and closed her eyes and gave herself over to silent sorrow.

CHAPTER SIX

The Guardian is at the door watching me.  Behind her are Tammy and Autumn and a half a dozen others, waiting to come in.  It is almost time for therapy.  A small fraction of my mind, a tiny part I have released from my soul, wonders almost idly if Elisha has brought the children to the depot.  Will they try Bonnie again?  Or will Alex face the tall woman this time?  All I know is that it will not be Ali.  Ali is gone.

The Guardian steps into the room, watching me warily.  I glance in her direction and nod slightly.  They might as well come in.  

There are a lot of them.  Everyone is interested in the therapy.  They are also interested in me and divide their attention between me and the viewscreen.  

I watch them idly.  I don't even flinch when Joe comes in and slouches against the far wall.  Little Joe slips in after all the others, dragging Spinner by the hand.  They come straight to me and station themselves one on either side.  Spinner quietly takes my hand.  Her touch is gentle, feather-light.  I let her stay.  What do I care? She lets go, stands up and turns around three times and then sits down and takes my hand again.  An adjustment.

On the screen, Alex is walking up Fifth Avenue.  The sun appears to be shining.  Someone gives a half-hearted chuckle at Alex's exaggerated movements.  Then someone else shushes her with a glance in my direction.  

The babies' crying has become somewhat quieter.  I can feel their attention wavering.  They are wondering if there will be bears. 

Alex's movements have also subsided.  His clowning was an attempt to stave off the sadness and perhaps also a cover for nervousness.  This will be his first time at therapy.  He enters the waiting room and sits down, perching delicately on the edge of a chair. 

A five minute wait.  The whole City is silent with expectation.

"Alice?"  The tall, sinister woman is standing at the door looking at Alex.  She doesn't see him of course.  She sees the rather mousy, 39-year-old shape of Alice Browning.  One of life's weirder mysteries. 

Alex gets up and walks daintily past her into the room.  I was there before – but so briefly that I never really saw it.  Soft blue colors merge with polished wood to create a stylishly gentle atmosphere.  A Navajo rug of cream, tan, and blue accents the floor.  Light streams in from a window set high on one wall.  Alex hesitates and then sinks into a soft blue armchair, elbows spread across the padded arms, hands gracefully cupping the ends.  He shrugs off his coat, drops his shoulder bag to the floor and crosses his legs, very ladylike.  He lifts his beautifully made-up face and looks directly at the woman.

She has followed him into the room and sits down carefully on a brown leather chair a few feet away.  She leans towards him slightly, a welcoming smile on her face.  Even with my senses dulled by the loss of Ali, I find this woman absolutely terrifying.  And welcome the diversion. 

Alex has apparently decided to be charming.  He waves his right hand vaguely and smiles roguishly.  "How are you, darling doctor?"

She nods to acknowledge his smile, but otherwise plays it straight. “I’m fine, thank you.  How are you, Alice?" 

"I’m delighted to see you again.”

"I wasn't so sure you would see me again, the way you ran out of my office the other day."

"Oh...well I suddenly remembered another appointment,” Alex says. His voice lifts slightly at the end of the sentence as he improvises. Alex has never been a convincing liar. He adds hastily, “I hope I didn't upset you.  I just didn't have time to explain." And he turns his sweetest smile on her.  All apology and fluttering eyelashes.

The doctor appears to be unmoved by his overdone charm. "Well now you do." 

"Now I do?"

"Have time to explain."

"Oh.  Well, I just told you, I was late and had to hurry."  Alex’s smile wobbles slightly.  He brushes an imaginary piece of lint from his sleeve.

"It must have been an important appointment."

"Yes, it was."

"Would you like to tell me about it?" This woman is unstoppable.  In spite of my numbing sorrow, I feel a kind of curiosity about her stir deep inside me.  She is not only terrifying.  She is also interesting.  Her face is handsome rather than beautiful, with high cheekbones and a prominent nose, long and straight.  She exudes patience and strength and something else…something I can’t define, something that scares me.  She pays attention.  She’s interested.  She matters somehow.  I don’t like her at all.

Alex is already wilting under her intense gaze.  

"Well...not really,” he says in answer to her question.  “It's nothing important."

"I thought you said it was important." Her voice is calm, implacable.

Alex shivers slightly then settles back, posing both hands gracefully on the arms of the chair. "Well, it was then.  Not now.  Nothing to do with why we're here."

"Why are you here, Alice?"

"Why are we..?" Alex's smile has become a little crooked. "Well, that's a silly question. You know why – for therapy." 

"And why do you want therapy?"

"Well, I'm sure we discussed that on my first visit.  Do we need to do this again?" 

"I think it would be a good idea."

"Well...I guess we said it was because of the suicide attempts."

"You guess?" 

"Yes.  I mean I'm sure it is.  Don't you take notes?" Alex’s voice has become petulant.  He’s handling this poorly, and he knows it.  

"Sometimes.  So, are you still thinking of suicide?" 

"Not me!" 

"Really?  That's excellent!  But then, we come back to my question, don't we?”  The bitch is relentless. “Why are you here?"  

"Oh."  Alex is practically writhing with discomfort.  The doctor hasn't moved a hair.  She is still leaning forward slightly and smiling.  She has a look of intense concentration.  Like a baby working on a bowel movement.  

The conversation continues for some time in this manner, with Alex getting more and more off balance and the bitch pushing at him again and again, until finally he mumbles something about a "system breakdown" and falls back into his chair. 

"System breakdown?" she repeats.  Now she looks as satisfied as a baby just after it has finished crapping in the diaper.

And then, out of nowhere, she asks, "What is your name?" 

"Alex."  And then he sits up, alert.  "What did I just say?" 

"Alex.  You said your name was Alex.  Does Alice know about you?" 

"Alex?  I meant Alice.  Of course, my name is Alice.  What do you mean does Alice know about me?  How could I not know about me?" 

"I think your name is Alex.  It is, isn't it?" 

Alex squirms in his seat.  "I think I'd better go." 

"Was that you who ran out of my office last time?'

"No, that was Ka…  Of course it was me.”

"Kay?"

"There is no Kay.  It was me.”

"Who is Kay?"

"No one you've met.  I mean, there is no Kay.  I didn't say it was Kay." 

"Someone else, then?" 

"No, it was me."

"Alex?"

"Yes.  No...Alice Browning.  It was Alice Browning. I mean I'm Alice Browning.  Are you crazy or something?" 

"You tell me."

"I don't know what you want me to tell you."

"Whatever you want to tell me.  Whatever there is to tell."

"There's nothing to tell and I don't want to tell you anything."

"Which is it?  Nothing to tell, or you don't want to tell it?" 

"I don't know.  I'm confused.  I don't know what you're talking about!"  Alex is clutching the arms of his chair.  He seems close to tears.   

She leans back a little, easing up on the pressure.  "Okay.  It's all right.  Just sit back and relax a moment.  Would you like me to stop asking questions?   You don't have to say anything you don't want to, you know." 

Alex sits there staring at her.  I can tell he's seriously upset and I don't blame him.  I look over at the Guardian and see that she's been watching me. 

"He wasn't ready for her, Guardie.  Why did you send him?" 

"You can't protect everyone, Karen.  Alex is the best we have with both Alice Browning and Ali gone."

"You've got me.  She wouldn't crack me like that."

"That's why you're here and Alex is there.  Can't you see?  She knows about us.  She knows!"

"She doesn't know anything!  What could she know?" 

"She knows there's more to us than Alice Browning.  Look!"

I look at the screen.  And Alex is gone.  Bonnie is sitting in the big chair, all her attention on the fabric of the cushion, her finger tracing around a tapestry flower.  

"What's your name?"  The bitch is still there, leaning forward again now, a serious look on her face. 

"Bonnie."

"How old are you Bonnie?"

Bonnie takes her attention away from the cushion long enough to hold up four fingers.  And then a half.  Then she starts tracing the flower all over again. 

"Four and a half?" 

Bonnie nods without lifting her eyes to the woman.

“Who else is here?"

Bonnie does give her a look then.  Disdain. "No one." 

"Just you?"

"Can I have the bear?" 

"The bear?  Of course.  Let me get it for you." She goes and brings back the same brown teddy bear she had given the children before.  Bonnie grabs it and cradles it in her arms.  Now that she has what she came for, she starts to talk.

"Karen's scared of you.  She says you're a dangerous bitch." 

"Is Karen one of the children?"

Bonnie giggles.  "No."

"Karen...  Is it Karen who ran out of here last time?" 

"I don’t know...  Can I keep this bear?" 

"No.  But you can play with it whenever you visit me."

"Oh." Bonnie nods, accepting this.  She is used to adults telling her what she can do.

"How old is Karen?"

"Old."

"And Alex?"

Bonnie giggles again and lets loose a torrent of words. "Alex is silly.  He makes us laugh.  He's old too.  Really old, older than you.  I don't think he likes you very much right now, but he's not mad.  Alex never gets mad.  Karen gets mad.  But right now Karen's mostly sad.  So sad we all feel it." 

"And why is Karen sad?" 

"That's enough!" I roar so loud my voice rocks the whole City.  And Bonnie falls silent.  The bitch keeps on asking questions, but Bonnie doesn't answer.  She rocks the bear and sings to it tunelessly. 

CHAPTER SEVEN   

Bleak.  That’s how I feel.  I don’t know how Ali stood it while I was gone.  Of course I was in retreat, just across the river, so she knew where I was and that I’d be coming back.  This is different.  This feels absolute, empty, final.  It’s what I most feared, the reason why I stayed away so long.  I could hardly bear the burden of the memories myself.  How could I pass it on to Ali?  And then, it seemed that maybe I could.  That it was time.  That we might bear it together.

“I’m sorry,” she said.  No, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have danced.  I shouldn’t have listened to the Guardian.  You weren’t ready.  How could you be?  How could anyone be?

Such are my thoughts.  Bleak and useless.   And circular.  I’ve never felt so alone.  I see the Guardian watching me.  We hardly speak now.  She just watches, wondering if I’m up to the task ahead.  Wondering if I can do this on my own.  If I’ll even stay without Ali.  I wonder, too.

But Spinner follows me about.  And when I let her, she holds my hand.  And Little Joe is never far off.  Like the Guardian, he watches me, but not because he needs me.  He watches to see if I need him.  He fetches me flowers, and silk scarves, and water when I’m thirsty.  And Spinner holds my hand.

If I go away, who will save them?  Alex was right.  “System breakdown,” he said.  I cannot abandon them, though I feel abandoned myself.  Oh, Ali!  I need you!

If I am to go outside, then I must prepare myself.  I know all that I need to know – I have Ali’s memories.  That is all I have of Ali now, and it seems pitifully little.  But it is enough to prepare me.  I sit on a bench in the quadrangle, looking out over the City that I am supposed to save, and begin to review what I know.

Alice Browning’s life has been a modest one, with little joy.  She has lived in a fog of confusion, struggling to make sense of a bewildering world, vaguely aware that she was different, not understanding how others could seem so sure of themselves.  

As Alex made men friends for her, Ali – and to a lesser extent, Shelly and Mary Alice – formed ties with women.  But Ali, being Ali, was kinder, more gentle in her transitions, so that Alice became acquainted with her women friends.  She knew their names and faces, and if she wondered how it was that they had met, or why they adopted the nickname “Ali” for her, at least she knew who they were and had some idea of what they did in the time they spent together.  If they went to the movies, Ali let Alice out for the duration of the movie, watching it herself on the station viewscreen, and then again, when the evening was over, she let her take the subway or bus home so that she knew how she got there.

Ali was always the better twin.  

I am the stronger one.  Too bad for me.

Without Alice Browning, we shall all have to take shifts.  Shelly and Alex and Mary Alice and Autumn.  Harold, too, though he is so shy as to be almost useless, and Melissa, even if she is a fool.  And Joe, though I can barely stand the thought.  He and I will have to have a talk, call a truce, set some rules.  

Ivy will have to pitch in, though that could be tough on Norman, and Tammy may have to give up some of her research time, though the Guardian may prefer to keep her in the memory banks.  For my part, I’m inclined to think she has done enough damage there.  

The children will want to go out, but of course they have no notion of what’s involved.  Little Joe can be pretty responsible, so we could let him take a turn when there is no danger about, or nothing X-rated.  He is, after all, not yet twelve.  Alice’s husband Norman likes to watch violent TV shows and also is inclined to make love to his wife several times a week, so we can’t let Little Joe out when we’re at home in the evenings, but he can do simple household chores during the day, and go grocery shopping, and chat with the neighbors.  And maybe take a walk.  He’d probably like that, at least, to make up for being stuck with the chores.

The Guardian, of course, never ventures forth. 

And me.  I shall have to take my turn.

I get up, startling Spinner, who has been leaning against me, holding fast to my hand.  She twirls around three times in one direction and then twice back, finding the right place before stopping.  I look at Little Joe, who is hovering nearby.  Killer is standing behind him.

“Stay here,” I tell them.  And I start down the hill.  I feel the Guardian’s eyes on me and turn towards her window.   I cannot see her, but I know she sees me, so I nod, just once, to let her know I’m okay.  Well, maybe not A-OK, but I’m here and I’m staying.

I walk across the river to the station.  The Guardian watches me all the way.

****    ****    ****

Karen woke up slowly, stretching out her arms and legs, feeling each muscle protest and then release and relax.  Norman stirred beside her and rolled over, throwing an arm across her.  She held very still for a moment and then slid carefully out from under his arm.  She padded silently to the bathroom.  Karen was definitely not ready for a romantic interlude with Norman Browning.  

She thought she’d leave that chore for Shelly, who actually liked Norm.   Or Autumn, who was always in the mood for sex with anyone.  Alex was pickier in his tastes, preferring blond Nordic macho types, though he was not averse to dark-skinned men, either.  So long as they were very muscular and a bit dangerous and very heterosexual.   Norman, though fair, was altogether too mild and too flabby for Alex’s taste.

Karen brushed her teeth and combed her hair, gazing at her image in the mirror.  With a conscious effort, she could see, very faintly, Alice’s reflection behind her own.  If she weren’t so mousy, she’d be an attractive woman, Karen thought.  She could look like the Guardian, tall and commanding, if she just stood up straight and looked people in the eye.  There were grey streaks in her dark hair, but her features were straight and fine and her skin was clear.

She remembered Ali’s performance as Alice, and deliberately rounded her shoulders a little.  She took several steps around the bathroom, mimicking Alice’s timid walk.  Really, it was a pity.

Maybe we can change this, she thought.  If Alice really isn’t coming back, why should we keep up the pretense?  We could be gorgeous.  The shock might be too much for Norman, but then Norman wasn’t her responsibility.  She’d have to talk this over with the Guardian.

Today, however, wasn’t a day for big changes.  Just getting back in the saddle and relearning the ropes.  Today would be incredibly dull.  Eat breakfast, walk to the library, shelve books all day, talk to Virginia, go home.  Then Shelly would take over.  Karen sighed.  Maybe I’ll make some pancakes for breakfast, she thought, and shuffled into the bedroom to get dressed.

****    ****    ****

“I never really appreciated Alice before,” I say to Alex for perhaps the fourth time.  I’ve finished my shift and am sitting with him in the university library.  Shelly is on the screen cuddling with Norman.  “How she managed the boredom of staying in the body all day long I’ll never understand.  I almost left after the first hour at the library.  The only thing that saved me was finding that book on catastrophes that changed the world.”

“I know,” Alex says.  “I thought you were going to get busted about three different times, hiding out in the stacks reading when you were supposed to be shelving books.  If you’re not more careful, you’re going to get us fired.”

“Well, I don’t plan to work there too often.  Harold says he likes shelving books.  It satisfies his sense of order, and he doesn’t have to talk to anyone.  I only did it today so I could get a sense of Alice Browning’s life.  Poor woman.  No wonder she was so miserable.”

“I think she found it a refuge.  Perhaps the only place she had where everything was clear and simple.  Every book has its own place.”

I shrug.  “You’re probably right.  And that just makes my case.  Poor Alice.”

“I know that look,” Alex says.  “You’re planning something.”

I smile.  “With Alice gone for good, anything is possible.”

“You mean to run wild?”  Alex looks a little alarmed.  “That sounds like my line, not yours.”

“No, not wild,” I say, “but different.  Maybe we can try for a little happiness. You know, play a little more, hang out with friends, be kind to children and kittens.”

“Now you sound like Ali,” Alex scoffs, and then realizes what he has just said and starts to apologize.  But he can’t take it back.  And he is right.

I look at him, unable to speak.  Ali. I get up from the couch we’ve been sitting on and stalk down the hall to the Guardian’s office.

CHAPTER EIGHT

“What the hell is going on?”  I’m sitting directly across from the Guardian.  Her Danish modern desk stretches wide between us, but nothing will keep me back.  I need answers and I need them now.

Her eyes meet mine without flinching.  They are a blue as deep and bright as a clear spring sky.  She nods, acknowledging my intensity.    She doesn’t smile, but there is a gleam in her eye.  “Tell me what happened,” she says.

I make myself say it.  “I’ve found Ali.” 

“Good.”  I note that she doesn’t ask where.

“You knew?”

She shakes her head.  “I hoped.”

“It’s not the same.  It’s not the way I want it.”  I feel a surge of anger and deliberately feed it.

“How did you think it would happen?”

“I don’t know.  I didn’t think it would be like this.  I still feel alone.  It’s not enough.”

“No, it’s not,” she agrees.

“I don’t know who I am,” I protest.  “Am I Karen?  Am I Ali?”

“You’re who you’ve always been,” she answers.  “Just more so.”

“I’m better,” I say.  “Ali’s better.”

“Maybe,” she says.

I sit and look at the Guardian.  She’s smiling now.  My anger is fading.  I reach for it.  I want it back, but the Ali side of me is letting it go.  I never could stay angry long when Ali was with me.

“I miss her,” I say.  

“I don’t,” the Guardian answers.  “She’s right here smiling at me.”

I wipe the smile off my face and glare at her.  The polished wood of her desktop gleams in the sunlight, creating a crude reflection of her face.  An upside down smile.

“Don’t think so hard about it, Karen.  Just let it be.  Just experience it.  Experience being who you are now.  This is only the first step, you know.  We’ve a very long way to go, and it will take us much longer if we have a battle on our hands every single step of the way.”

“This woman – the bitch therapist.  You think she can help us?”

The Guardian sits back in her chair with a broad grin.  The reflection disappears, fades into gold and brown streaks of light.  “She got you out of retreat.  You and Ali danced – and survived.”

“I hate her!”

“I understand.  I want you to be the one who deals with her from now on.  If you find you can’t work with her, then we’ll have to find someone else.”

“I don’t want someone else.  But I don’t want her, either.”

“I want you to give her a chance.  I think you ought to start going this next session.”

“It’s not safe. I want to kill her!”  I realize that I’m a little hysterical, so I take a deep breath.

The Guardian just looks at me.

“What if I go berserk?” I ask.

“You won’t.”  She seems certain, and I know she is seeing Ali in me.  She smiles, this time a very small smile and adds, “Spinner will be going with you.”  

“I’d rather take Killer,” I say, but we both know a recalcitrant nine-year-old boy would be of little assistance in therapy, even though he is braver than all the rest of us put together.

****    ****    ****

Karen and Spinner went in together, holding hands and jittery.  Karen wore a loose fitting grey sweater and the blue jeans she had first discovered in Alice Browning’s closet, but Spinner had insisted on adding a pink ribbon to tie back their hair.  

Karen sat down in the waiting room, but Spinner couldn’t be still.  She kept getting up and turning around and sitting again and then getting up and turning the other way.  Somehow she couldn’t quite reach her right spot.  It was harder sometimes when the moon was in its full phase.

The bitch, Dr. Sanford, came to get them while Spinner was doing one of her turn arounds and stood in the doorway watching.   Spinner practically jumped out of her skin and skittered over to sit with Karen.

“Won’t you come in?”  The doctor’s voice was smooth.

They stumbled into her office and after a few more spins got settled together in the soft blue chair with the big flowered cushion that Bonnie liked.

“Are you comfortable?”  she asked. 

“Sometimes it takes Spinner a while,” Karen said.  Spinner gave an apologetic grimace and got up to turn around once more.

“Take your time,” the woman said, just as Karen was about to say the same thing.  Karen glared.  Dr. Sanford was tall and grey and scary as hell.  

The Guardian and Karen had talked it over and decided on a direct approach.  No sense in pretending if the doctor already knew about them.  The thing was, they needed to learn from her.  How had she known?  And maybe even more important, what did she know about them, or people like them.  Were there others?  

Karen clutched Spinner’s hand and plunged in.  “Alex told you we were in system failure.  I’m going to say it right out.  Alice Browning is gone.  In deep retreat.  We’re all pitching in and doing our best, but we’re in deep trouble here.”  Her voice quavered a little and she paused to get it under control before adding, “Can you help us?”

The doctor didn’t answer right away.  Karen liked that.  She sat looking at them for a moment, her face serious, thoughtful, and then finally said, “I can try.”

That’s all.  “I can try.”  Karen felt like getting up and leaving right then, but she’d done that before and it hadn’t helped.  Spinner got up and twirled around really hard to the left for four whole turns before sitting down again.  Dr. Sanford watched without any change in expression.

“Spinner,” Karen said, as kindly as she could.  “Take your time and get yourself straight, or we’ll never get through this conversation.”  Spinner got up and turned back to the right, slowly this time, pausing twice to see how it felt.  Then she sat down.  Karen could tell from the way she held her hand – light but firm – that she had it this time.

“Good,” Karen said.  Then she turned to the doctor.  “My name is Karen, and this is Spinner.  I think it might help Spinner to hold the bear.  Spinner is ten.”

“I see,” said the doctor.  She got up and brought the bear to Spinner who reached out for it eagerly.  Karen could hear Bonnie protesting, but chose to ignore her.

“You said you could try.  What does ‘trying’ look like?”  Karen asked.

“We talk.  Or more to the point, you talk and I listen.”

“You ask questions.  I saw you drill Alex.  You drove him away.”

She reddened slightly.  “Well, yes, I did drill him, as you say.  I may have over-reacted a bit to his “darling doctor” routine.  I’m afraid that charm is not a very useful commodity in here.  It gets in the way of serious work.”

“I might as well tell you that I’m against this whole thing and have been from the start.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Going to drill me, now?  I’m here because the Guardian insisted, because we’re desperate, because I couldn’t think of any better alternative.”

“And?”

Karen sat back and eyed the doctor with some respect.  “And…it’s my job.”

“Your job to do what?”

It was Karen’s turn to pause and hunt for the answer.  Then the words came.  “To save us.  If it is possible.”

“So, even though you are against this, you will talk with me.”

“Yes.”  The word came out reluctantly.  Spinner shifted in the chair beside her.  “Spinner has something to say,” She told the doctor.

“Karen doesn’t trust you.  But you can trust Karen.  We all trust Karen.”  Spinner got to her feet suddenly and, clutching the bear tightly, turned around once to the right and then back again.

Karen flushed a bright red.
              The doctor smiled then.  “Thank you…Spinner.  I think I understand.  I will have to earn your trust.  Let’s just leave it at that, for now.  If you don’t feel that this is working after, let us say, a month – two months – I can refer you to another therapist.  Does that sound fair?”

Karen nodded.

“In the meantime,” the doctor added, “I’d like to say that on the whole I think it’s a good thing that you don’t trust me.  I’ve found that a little healthy suspicion works best.”

Karen stared.

Dr. Sanford smiled and leaned slightly forward.  “The way I work, it is much more important for you to trust yourself than for you to trust me.  After all, I know nothing about you, while you know everything.  All I can do is observe you from the outside and make a few educated guesses, but you know what’s going on.”

“But I don’t!” Karen protested.  “That’s why I’m here!”

“I think you know more than you realize.  In any case, you will know if I say something wrong.  It will feel wrong. In your body.  Your whole being will cry out that it is wrong.  It is much more important to this process for you to trust that gut feeling than for you to trust anything I say.  And in the same way, you will feel it if I say something right.”

“But what if I can’t tell?”

“I don’t think that will happen.  But if it does, then we’ll assume for the time being that I might be wrong.  I want you to stay cautious.  I can and do make mistakes.  You are the only judge of what is right for you.”

Karen eyes narrowed in suspicion, and then fought back a chuckle as she realized she was doing precisely what the doctor had just asked her to do.  She flopped back against the back of her chair and grinned.

Dr. Sanford’s answering smile cut deep dimples in her cheeks. “Exactly,” she said.  “We will do very well together.”

Spinner let out a whoop of laughter then.  “Karen’s good at suspicious!’ she announced.

Karen stepped in to take control.  “Sorry,” she muttered.  “Okay.  We’ll try it.”

The doctor thought a moment, and then asked.  “What would you think of increasing the number of our appointments?  I’d like to see you three times a week.”

“Why?” Karen asked, immediately suspicious again.

“We have a lot of ground to cover.  And ‘system failure’ sounds pretty urgent to me.”

Karen couldn’t disagree with that, so she said nothing.  

“Do you agree?  It’s your call,” the doctor said.

“We’ll ask Norman if we can afford it,” Karen said cautiously. 

Dr. Sanford got up and walked across to her desk where she opened a file folder and turned to the last page.  She scanned the page and then said, “You have excellent insurance.  It should cover the extra visits.  I think I have some time open on Saturday mornings.”

Karen shook her head.  “I work the weekend shift.”

“Every weekend?  No matter, we can find another time slot.”

Karen hesitated. Three days a week sounded like a lot of time to spend just talking.  Then she said, “I guess we can try it for a little while.  But if I find it’s too much, I’ll cut it back down again.”

“Of course.  You’re in charge,” the doctor said.  

They sat there just looking at each other for a few minutes, not talking at all.  Finally, Karen shifted in the chair a little and said, a little sourly, “So what do we talk about?”

“That’s up to you, really,” Dr. Sanford said.  “I don’t want to grill you, but if you like, I could help you get started.”

Karen thought about that and then said, a little reluctantly, “Okay.  Help me.”

“Well, then.  Just take a few moments to sense inside you and see what wants to be said, what needs listening to.”

“Are you nuts?  The whole City is filled with people who need listening to.  Half the children are clamoring to get out here to play with those damn teddy bears.”

“So it’s very noisy inside?  A whole lot of stuff in there that needs your attention.  A whole city full of stuff.”

“You’d better believe it!  And how they expect me to find the time, when I’ve just come out of retreat and have to help fill in for Alice Browning, too.  It’s too much!”

The doctor nodded in sympathy.  “It sounds overwhelming.  There’s just so much needing your attention, and not enough time.  Can you just sit still for a moment with the whole of that feeling of too much to do, too much needing your attention, and just give yourself permission to slow down a little and not have to do it all at once.  Just give yourself a little time to experience how it is to be you, right now, in this overwhelming situation.”

Karen stared at her.  “Someone else said something like that to me.”

“Maybe you can try it.  Just let yourself feel what is happening to you without rushing to do anything to fix it or change it.  Just be with it for a few moments.”

Karen shook her head.  “I don’t know how.”

“That’s what I’m here for.  To help you.  Just sit back in the chair and feel how nicely it is supporting you.  Good.  Now, let the chair hold you while you sit here and just be.  Feel your body relax.  Pay attention to your breathing, notice how the air comes in and goes out.  Notice how your body feels, where it’s tight, where it’s looser.  Just notice what it is like to be you just for this minute in time.”

Karen leaned back and just breathed the air.  Gave herself a few minutes not to worry.  It felt weird and at first she fought against it.  She opened her eyes and looked at the doctor, who met her gaze calmly.  Then Karen closed her eyes again and let herself relax into the big blue chair and feel her breathing,  Air coming in and going out.

Nothing happened at first.  Then as she waited, gradually, slowly, she began to sense the City inside every fiber of her body, could feel every part of the City, every nook and cranny of every bungalow, every drop of water in the river, each gleam of light sparkling through the glass towers, every calf and every curious foal frolicking in the grasslands surrounding the City. She felt the people and the buildings and the glistening streets in her chest and belly, in her toes and her fingertips.  She felt all of it, the whole City inside her, instead of her inside the City.  She breathed deeply.  She felt very large and complicated and at the same time almost serene.

And then she jerked back from it and jumped to her feet.  “You’re trying to hypnotize me!” she shouted.   “I won’t let you do that.”

“No,” the doctor said.  “This is something different.”  She went to a bookshelf and got a small paperback book and handed it to Karen.  “Read this before our next session.  You can try it by yourself, if you like.  It is a process called Focusing, and a lot of people have found it beneficial.  I think it will help you.”

Karen shoved the book into her bag.  “I have to leave now.”

“Okay.”

The doctor’s calm acceptance stopped her.

“You don’t want me to tell you what happened?” Karen asked.

“That’s up to you.”

Karen hesitated and then sat down again.  “There is a City inside me.  I felt it inside my body.”

“A City.”  

Karen found Dr. Sanford’s voice somehow affirming – a validation.  

“I never felt it that way before.  Usually I’m inside the City, with all the others.”

“So this was something new?  This feeling the City inside you?”

Karen nodded.  “It was weird.  It was…nice.  Thank you.”

The doctor answered gravely, “Thank yourself.  You did this.  I’m just along for the ride.”  She hesitated and then added, “Would you like to try it again?  There’s enough time left.”

“Not now.  I really have to get out of here.”

“Okay.”

Spinner handed back the bear.

“Stop to see my secretary at the front desk to set up your new schedule,” the doctor said.  “And take a look at that book.”

CHAPTER NINE

Karen went to the public library, a different branch from the one where Alice Browning and Virginia worked, and read the book the doctor had given her from cover to cover.  Alex and Shelly and Mary Alice read it with her.  This Focusing stuff was a lot of nonsense, of course – just what she’d expect from someone like Dr. Sanford.  But Alex thought it was kind of cool, and Mary Alice said it made a lot of sense.  And there was that one moment when she’d felt, what?  She didn’t know how to describe it…whole?

Spinner had gone back into the City, and Karen could hear her fussing with Bonnie, and Shelly wanted to go home to cook dinner for Norman, so Karen left the book with her and went into the City to deal with the children.  

****    ****    ****

I find Harold and Elisha both standing up for their respective charges, Harold pausing occasionally to push his glasses up on his nose and Elisha taking advantage of his quiet nature to bury him in a flurry of words about the sensitive nature of four year olds and the unfeeling nature of older kids who play with other people’s toys without asking first.  It is all nonsense, of course – just their way of relieving nervous tension – and they both appear to be remarkably cheerful, but I put an end to the squabble anyway, by promising that neither Spinner nor Bonnie will be allowed to go to therapy again if they won’t agree to share. 

Since Spinner wants to believe she’s too old for such things as bears anyway, and Bonnie is just trying to see what she can get away with, they quickly make friends.  Four (and a half) can be a difficult age, but also inclined to worship ten-year-olds, and so, with Elisha’s permission, Bonnie leaves the station to go get an ice cream bar at the corner store holding tight to Spinner’s hand the whole way.  Spinner gives me a look of mock disdain, but secretly is basking in her little sister’s admiration.  I watch them go and am reminded of Ali and me when I was ten and she was six.

It occurs to me that this Focusing thing might help me feel Ali, so I cross the river to my dorm room and sit alone for a while, trying to recapture the experience I had in Dr. Sanford’s office.  But it doesn’t work.  Too much noise, and I can feel the Guardian waiting for me.  I knew it was a bunch of crock!

I leave the dorm and walk over to the library.  I’m in no hurry to see the Guardian – just bad news.  But when I come into her office, I can see she is in an expansive mood.  The room is twice its usual size and she gets up to greet me, smiling.

“I knew this would work!” she says, just as I say, “I told you it wouldn’t work!”

“Huh?” we both say.  This time I shut up and let her go first.

“When you did that thing, whatever it was, we all felt it,” she says, lifting her arms outward as if to embrace the world.  “It was wonderful.  The babies slept, the children smiled, the trains and buses – the river itself –slowed down.  The whole City just let go and relaxed.  For one long glorious moment, we felt…safe …protected…free.”

“Didn’t last, though, did it?”

“No.  But it’s a start.  You can’t expect to change everything all at once.  You need to try it again”

I shake my head.  “I did, just now, and nothing happened.”

“She said you could do it on your own.”

“She lied.”

The Guardian refuses to be discouraged.  “You just need to practice, that’s all.  Maybe it’s easier with someone listening.  Try it now, with me.”

I shake my head again.  “No way I could do it with you hanging there watching me.”

The Guardian looks a little hurt. “You managed it with her watching you.”

“That’s different.  She’s different.  She was just there.  You’d hover.”

The Guardian walked around her desk and sat down.  “But you can do it with her.”

“I’m not even sure what it was that I did.”

“It’s okay.  I think maybe I understand.”

“Well, I wish you’d tell me,” I say, “because I sure don’t.”

“Never mind.  You’ll go back and practice with her.  The new schedule is a good thing.  You’ll get better...”

Suddenly I feel a strange calmness flooding through the City.  I sit down slowly across from the Guardian and smile.  We don’t speak.  We just look at each other.  Then she gets up and takes my hand, pulling me gently after her down the hall to the viewscreen.  We stand together just inside the door, our hands still clasped together.  Shelly is sitting in a rocking chair in the apartment with the little paperback book in her lap.  Her eyes are closed, but she’s not asleep.  She’s doing it – that Focusing thing.  

I let go of the Guardian’s hand, move into the room and sit down next to Joe.  Joe!  But I don’t mind him right now.  I feel peaceful.  And he does too.  He smiles at me and I don’t recoil.  I shrug instead.

It lasts a long time, this calmness.  Then Norman comes onto the screen.  Shelly looks up at him and smiles. They start talking and our feeling fades and then we are back to business as usual.  I get up hastily and move away from Joe.  The Guardian and I go back down the hall to her office without talking.

“Is that what you felt?” I ask finally.

“Something like.  With you it was shorter, but stronger.  And the after effects lasted longer.”

“The river really slowed down?’

“Everything slowed down.”

“Okay,” I say. ‘I’ll do it again.  But only with her.”

****    ****    ****

Harold finished shelving the last cart of books and rolled the empty trolly back to its place alongside the other carts.  He spent the last few minutes of his work day lining the carts up so that they were even.  He liked to create order wherever he could, and this way he didn’t have to join in the end of day chatter with Virginia and the other workers as they finished their shift.

He walked home slowly, stopping to peer through his horn-rimmed glasses into the shop windows.  Where was Joe?  Or if he wasn’t coming, then Shelly?  Harold had no intention of spending any time in the company of Norman.  He felt sorry for Norman – occasionally felt a kind of manly kinship with him – but he also found him extremely irritating.  In his opinion, Norman should have put his foot down a long time ago – put an end to Autumn’s and Alex’s shenanigans.  Instead he had opted to play the part of an ineffective bully – a blustering weakling, turning a blind eye to his wife’s many infidelities and at the same time acting overprotective and controlling in other matters.  This therapy business for example, was at his insistence.  Harold himself was of a conservative nature – couldn’t see much good likely to come from mucking about with the unconscious.  Seemed pretty risky to him.  Better to just keep all that dark stuff buried.  Leave it in the past.  Just look what happened to Alice Browning!  Two sessions was all it took to send her over the bend.  Now they had no choice but to blunder forward, and it was all Norman’s fault.

Of course Shelly liked him – said he had a good heart and provided the steadiness they needed – but Harold couldn’t see it.  Norman was a good enough provider – had a pretty good position in the city bureaucracy. But that didn’t make up for his constant interference – his determination to “fix” whatever was wrong with Alice Browning.  That was a laugh!  If only he knew!

Harold turned abruptly and headed towards a coffee shop a few blocks off his path home.  He’d wait there until Shelly showed up.  If she was going to be late, let her find an excuse to give Norman – or Mary Alice could – or Autumn – or anyone but himself.

****    ****    ****

Karen arrived at the doctor’s office alone this time.  She stalked into the room and flung herself into the blue chair. Dr. Sanford walked past her and settled into her own chair before speaking.

“Karen?”

“Yes, it’s me.  I’m alone.”

“You seem upset.”

Karen poked at the edge of the rug with her toe.  “I read the book.  I tried it.  It didn’t work.  It worked for Shelly, though.”

“Shelly?”

“She’s one of us.  She gets the night shift with Norman.  She’s the only one who can tolerate him.”

“I see.  And she found Focusing helpful.”

“It worked.  We all felt it.  But when I tried it – nada!”

The doctor leaned back, thinking.  “What about last time, when you were Focusing here?”

“Oh, that worked.  Everyone felt that, too.  But what’s the use of that?  If I can only do it when you’re here, it’s no good to me.”  This time she got her foot all the way under the carpet and flipped the corner over.

Dr. Sanford eyed Karen’s efforts to restore the rug to its original position and said, “Well, it takes time and practice to learn.  You’ve just started.  Give it some time.  It’s true, too, that a lot of people find it easier with someone listening, but it wouldn’t necessarily have to be me.  You can practice with me until you feel more confident, then try with someone else.”

Karen gave up on efforts to use her foot and leaned over to flip the rug corner back into place with her hand.   “Why could Shelly do it?  She didn’t even have a turn with you.”

“I don’t know.  Maybe I should meet Shelly.”

For some reason, this upset Karen.  “Now, do you mean?”

“Whenever you want.  Now.  Next time.  Next week.”

Her indifference soothed Karen a little. “I’ll see if she’s willing.”  

~~~

Shelly, always polite, stood up from the blue chair and offered her hand to the doctor.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Sanford,” she said.  “I’m Shelly.”

“Hello, Shelly,” the doctor replied.

“I understand you want to speak with me about the Focusing,” Shelly said.

“Karen said you tried it with some success.  Congratulations.  Not everyone can step right in and learn it so fast.  Especially on their own.”

“Well, I was watching when you did it with Karen and I felt it then.  We all did.  That helped.  I knew what I was trying for even before I read the book.”

“Can you tell me about your experience?  You don’t have to.”

“No, that’s okay.  I just did a little check to see if I could do it.  I did a kind of inventory, like the book said, feeling each thing in my body and sort of setting it aside.  ‘Clearing a space’ the book called it.  It was very peaceful. I didn’t really go much further – I didn’t do all the steps in the book.  But I just sat with the space I had made and let myself feel that.  Funny.  It’s hard to talk about, isn’t it?  There aren’t any words for it, really.” 

“You’re doing fine.  Are you a very physical person, Shelly?  Are you generally comfortable feeling things in your body?”

Shelly tipped her head to one side as she thought about it.  “Well I have been out a lot, and even more so now with Alice gone.  I…get along…with Norm.  Plus, I’m the one who pays the bills and balances our checkbook and figures out the household budget.  That way I’ve been able to keep Alice – and Norman – from noticing when someone went on a spending spree.  I guess I’ve always had to come outside on a regular basis, so yes, I’m probably as comfortable in the body as anyone is.”

The doctor thought a minute.  “That isn’t exactly what I meant, but it may be a better answer than I expected.  So you were ‘outside’ when you tried to Focus?”

“Yes, I had finished cooking dinner and was waiting for Norman to come home.”

“And when Karen tried, was she outside?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  You’d have to ask her.”

“Can Karen come back?” Dr, Sanford asked.

~~~

“Yes.”  Karen said.  “Did you find out what you needed to know?   Do you know why Shelly can Focus alone and I can’t?”

“I think I may. Where were you when you tried to Focus.”

“In my room.”

“A room in the apartment you live in with Norman?”

“No.  Inside.  In my room inside.”

“I wondered if that might be the case.  I’m not sure about this, but it may be impossible, or at least harder to Focus when you are inside.  Focusing makes use of your body, so you may need to be outside, using the body, I think you would say, to do it.  When you’re inside, are you aware of your breathing and what your body is experiencing?”

Karen hesitated.  She stretched her legs out and slowly flexed her toes up, feeling the muscles of her calves stretch, feeling the sheer physical force of her body. 

“I never thought about it before,” she said finally.  “I mean I am me inside, I move around, I can walk and run and sit down and everything, but it is different.  It’s not the body doing all that.  I’m really only aware of the body when I’m using it.  Even when I’m watching what is happening outside, I’m not feeling the body directly, just through whoever is using it.  Sometimes, if someone has a really strong feeling, the rest of us can feel it, but…”

“But?”

“I don’t know, there’s something…I’m not sure I understand what it is.”  A tiny shudder made its way down Karen’s spine. I don’t feel the others!

“What is it?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.  You wouldn’t understand.”  Karen lowered her head and followed this new train of thought, while the doctor watched her in silence.

I don’t feel the others – not like they feel me.  I only felt Ali – and Shelly that one time when she focused.  But the others do feel me, at least some of the time.  What does that mean?  Are my emotions stronger than theirs?  Or maybe I’m less aware than they are – oblivious, like Alice Browning.  Maybe I’m a shell person.  

But Alice Browning never knew anything about the others – not even that they existed – so I’m not like her!  It can’t be true.  I know them.  I may not feel their emotions, but I know what they are experiencing.  I can hear the babies crying, I know when the Guardian is watching me, and I can tell when Spinner wants to talk. 

“Try me,” the doctor said after a while.

“No.  I don’t understand it myself.  I’m not even sure if it’s true.  I need to think about it more before I talk about it.”

“Okay.”

“But this other thing, you might be right.  I’ll try Focusing by myself again, only this time when I’m in the body.  See if that works.”


“Would you like to try Focusing again here with me now?” the doctor asked.

“Yes.  I want to get all the practice I can.”

Karen closed her eyes and felt her muscles gradually release their tension as the doctor guided her through the initial steps.  It took her some time to let go, to reach that sense of the great space – the largeness within.  It was different this time, for she had a purpose – she was looking for Ali. She could feel the City, with all its complexities, but Ali was not in the City.  Ali was with her in a different way now and she didn’t know where to look. Somehow the urgency of her need to connect with Ali seemed to get in her way.

She opened her eyes.  “I need help.”

“How can I help?”

“I’m looking for someone – something specific – how do I do that?”

“All right.  Think of that something – or someone – don’t look for the person, but just think about everything you know about him or her – the totality of your experience with that person, both positive and negative, all of it.  And then just gently notice how you carry the whole of that in your body.”

Karen did that.  She thought of Ali, dancing with Ali throughout her life.  She thought of bickering with her as a child, and playing with her.  She wept about Ali and Joe, about missing Ali when she went into retreat.  She remembered sharing with Ali, always having her there, how it felt now with her gone.  She reached out to encompass everything she ever knew about Ali, from their first sharing to the last dance.  She delved into Ali’s memories and saw herself reflected there.  She reached for the whole of Ali and saw that she could not sense Ali apart from herself, that she could not sense herself apart from Ali.  Ali was with her, in her, in her heart, her stomach, her head, her legs.  Ali was with her everywhere.  She held the gentleness and humor of Ali, the giggle, the grace, the kindness.  She sat with Ali within the sense of wholeness created by feeling the City inside her. 

“Just sit with this feeling as long as you need to,” the doctor’s voice said.  Karen became aware that tears were flowing unchecked down her cheeks and that her arms were wound around her body in a great embrace.  Ali really was right there, with her, inside her.  In a way, Ali was the City.  Not gone. Not disappeared.  Right here, right now.  She wanted to stay with this “knowing” forever.  She sensed that everything would be different from now on.

“If I stop, will I lose this?” she asked at last, without opening her eyes or letting go of the feeling.  “Will I be able to find this again?”

“You can give it a name and bring it back whenever you want to,” the doctor said.

Ali in me!  The label came instantly.  Karen giggled.  It rhymed with “Ally ally in free!” that old child’s call ending a game of hide and seek.  No more hiding.  She stayed with the feeling a few minutes more and then opened her eyes, slowly unfolded her arms, and looked at the doctor in wonder.

Neither one spoke for a moment.  Then Karen reached for a box of tissues that had appeared on the table next to her chair.  She wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

When she felt she had control over her voice, Karen said, “I was afraid of you.  I was wrong, but I was also right.  You are very powerful,” she said at last.

“No, you are,” the doctor replied. “You did this.  I don’t even really know what happened.  Just that it was important to you. Your tears told me that.”

“But the Focusing…”

“Is just a way to access what you already have inside you…and perhaps also to create some new possibility.  It’s very old – and very new.”

“Do we have any time left?  I have a lot to ask you.  We don’t even know what’s wrong with us – why we share this body, why we’re different from everybody else.”

“Your hour is almost over.  You stayed with that a long time. We can talk more next time – about this powerful experience you just had, or anything else you want to talk about.  I can tell you now that there are others like you, but it seems to be rare.  And each case seems to me to be unique.  I’m not an expert on this, but I doubt any one really is.  In general, I’d say you’re going to discover that you are the only real expert on you.”  

Karen got up to leave.  She suddenly felt eager to get back to the City.

CHAPTER TEN

I skip on dancer’s legs all the way across the river and fly up the stairs to the campus, humming the sad song.  The children flock around me, smiling and laughing.  I laugh with them and pick up Spinner to whirl her around.  She laughs as I stop at just the right spot and put her down.  How do I know?  I just do – and I remember that Ali always knew how to orient this strange, tangled child.

The Guardian greets me in the quadrangle, all smiles.  We embrace – a great long hug of joy and relief.  

“It’s just the beginning,” she cautions, feeling my elation.  But I can tell that she is swept up in the excitement too.

“I know,” I say.  “But now I see that we can do it.  I’m going to find Prime.”

I turn my Karen glare upon the children to chase them away and they leave us alone, giggling.  I see Ivy heading towards us from across the quadrangle.  I’m in no mood for her scolding, so I grab Guardie’s arm and we run together to her office, giggling like children, where we can plan our next moves in peace.

****    ****    ****

“You’re in a good mood,” Norman commented as he came into the kitchen to find Shelly singing over a pot of home-made soup.

She turned and put her arms around him.  “I think we’re going to be okay,” she said.

“Of course we are,” he said, a little gruffly, patting her on the shoulder.  “You’re my girl.”

She looked up at him, a little alarmed.  “That’s not what I…  Oh never mind.  You’re a good man, Norman.”  She hugged him again, so she wouldn’t have to meet his eyes.  There was no way to know what would come of this marriage. 

****    ****    ****

Spinner is holding on to Little Joe’s hand and walking along the top of the little wall that runs around the outer edge of the campus.  On one side, where Little Joe is walking, the wall is little more than knee high, but on the other side the land plunges downhill rapidly and in some places even forms a steep cliff.  I watch them until I am sure that Little Joe has a firm grip on her hand, and then head for the steps leading down to Ritz town.  I’m going shopping.

Ivy meets me on the stairs.

“You’d better watch out, Miss High and Mighty!” she shrills at me, her scrawny arms akimbo.  “You’re heading for a fall, you are.  There’s more to this business than just feeling good.   You’re never going to get it right.  I smell a disaster brewing, I do!  The next thing we know, you’re going to be back in retreat right alongside Alice Browning!”

I don’t want to hear her, so I brush past and run down the steep steps.  She shakes her head at me in disapproval but does not try to follow. 

The glass towers, as always, bustle with life.  Most of the shoppers are not fully formed personalities, but rather fill-ins, created to give the City a sense of activity and energy.  Any one might emerge more fully if needed, but for now they are simply place-holders.  I’ve always known this, but Focusing has given me a clearer understanding – as if a spotlight has been turned on, revealing details that were previously obscured.

My first stop is the newspaper office.  I place an ad, offering a reward for anyone who has information that will help me find Prime.  I don’t have much hope of getting a response, but maybe Prime will see it.

I buy a block-by-block map of the City and a topological one of the farms and hills that surround it.  I take a moment to open them up and watch with fascination as the shapes change on the page from moment to moment as people grow or shrink their homes to fit changing needs.  Even the topological lines move on the page as the hills shift to make room for a field that is expanding to accommodate a growing herd, or to mark erosion caused by a landslide. 

The rabbit warren on top of the hill across from the college is the busiest spot.  It’s my favorite house – a long low lying bungalow with walls painted a passionate pink, or sometimes a deep sky blue, and once a vivid terra cotta orange.  It’s a ‘never-ending’ house – no matter how many rooms you explore, there’s always one more, down a passageway, up a hidden staircase, through a curtained doorway, around a corner. It’s the perfect place to get lost in.  I used to hide there long ago, and I explored every nook and cranny, too, but never saw any trace of Prime.  I suppose I shall have to try again.  

I will have to keep the maps with me all the time, or I will miss potential hiding places that could be forming around me even as I search.  

I find a book on local history, hoping it will tell me when and where Prime was last sighted.  I am uncomfortably aware that this information can be found in the memory banks, but that means facing Tammy and going through a lot of red tape.  Besides, the last time I went there, it sent me into retreat for twenty years, and I am reluctant to risk proving Ivy right.  

I order 1,000 leaflets that I will ask the children to distribute in all the neighborhoods of the City, one for each household, the others to be posted in shop windows and pasted on walls and telephone poles.   Little Joe can be in charge of that.

I stop at a stationery store and buy supplies – including graph paper and colored markers.

It occurs to me that Prime might be a baby still, so I call Elisha and arrange a tour of the kinderkare.  I may have to cuddle some babies.

I stand on Main Street under the tallest glass tower with my bag of supplies and wonder for a moment if I wouldn’t do better to just get out there and start questioning people.  But if I don’t organize my search carefully, how can I be sure I haven’t missed something or someone? 

There are two big unanswered questions.

The first one is how will I know Prime if I encounter her?  How do you look for someone you’ve never met when you don’t know what she looks like, and there’s a good possibility that she doesn’t even want to be found.  It’s close to impossible. I suppose I can eliminate the men and boys, since the body is female, but Prime could be virtually anyone else.

I’m hoping that Focusing is the answer. This City is Prime’s creation – the best way I can get to know her.  There are so many neighborhoods in the City, so many valleys in the surrounding countryside that I am only vaguely aware of.  I need to learn them all, get to know everyone, explore every corner.  Then when I Focus, I can grasp “the whole of it” even better.  And, if I’m lucky, locate Prime. 

The second question is even harder.  Once I find Prime, how do I persuade her to help us?

****    ****    ****

Alex slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Norman.  He grabbed the blue mini skirt, a black spaghetti strapped top, and a pair of high heels and moved softly out of the bedroom.  It took him only a few minutes to dress.  He grabbed his makeup kit from its hiding place in the kitchen, put on a coat and left the apartment.

He couldn’t help but be infected by Karen’s new optimism, but that didn’t mean he had to give up his love life.  There was a fascinating man waiting to meet him tonight and he had no desire to disappoint him.  

He walked the six blocks to a nightclub that was one of his favorite haunts, and slipped into the ladies’ room where he expertly applied his makeup.  Then he left by the alley door and walked up Fifth Avenue to the cozy Italian restaurant where he had arranged to meet Ted.

“Hello, Baby,” he purred, as he slid into the booth, choosing to crowd into the same side where Ted sat drinking a draft beer. 

****    ****    ****

I glance into the library viewing room and see that Joe is alone in there.  He’s the only one who gets any joy from watching Alex’s escapades – his own private porn show.  No one else has much interest in Alex’s catting around, but someone has to keep a watch in case Alex needs rescuing.  You’d think, at his age, he’d have better judgment, but Alex has never been one to consider consequences.

I don’t even bother to look at the screen.  If I’m needed, Joe will let me know. For once I feel an impulse of gratitude for Joe.  It’s good someone has the stomach to take the Alex shift.   Autumn needs some watching, too, but she’s usually more careful than Alex in her selection of partners, if more careless in other matters. 

I go past the memory banks and into the study where I’ve spread out my maps.  I’ve already marked out the neighborhoods for distribution of leaflets.  Now I’m planning my search.  I’ll start with the rabbit warren.  That’s where I’d hide if I were Prime.  Then I’ll bring Candace with me and take the train to the country.  She is fond of animals and spends a lot of her time out there when she isn’t busy following me around with the other children.  Little Joe and Killer can go with me on the subway to cover the neighborhoods in town.  They’re street smart and can show me places I’ve generally overlooked.

I have lists made out – a page for each sectiom of the City, and two for the country – one for the farmlands and one for the hills.  I’m going to visit every cottage, every apartment, every store on every street and every alley of this City. I’ll talk to every person or partial personality I meet and take a census.  I’ll record names and ages and information on who lives where, and who knows whom.

I won’t stop until I’m done.  I’ll only go outside for therapy and Focusing.  I’ll show Ivy that I’m no quitter.

****    ****    ****

Norman was waiting on the brown couch in the living room when Shelly slipped back into the apartment at five in the morning.  The desolate look on his face brought tears to her eyes.

“Oh, baby, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to wake you up,” she said going to him quickly with outstretched arms.  

He raised an arm, blocking her embrace.  “I’ll just bet you didn’t.”

“Oh, honey, I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk. That’s all.  Don’t be mad.”

“Dressed like that?  Don’t bother to lie to me,” he said wearily.  “I followed you.  I lost you at that cheap night club – guess you snuck out the back.  But don’t try to sell me that bull about taking a walk.  You’ve been gone for hours.”  He slumped back against the cushion, his eyes locked on hers.  

Shelly let out an exasperated sigh.  “I know, honey.  I ran into Virginia.  She’s having a hard time right now, so I went over to her place and we talked most of the night.  I’d have called you, but you were asleep when I left and I didn’t want to wake you.”

He stared at her and then said.  “I called Virginia.  She’s fine. Except that she’s worried about you.  Says you’ve been avoiding her at work.”

Shelly sat down in the chair across from him with a thud.  Neither spoke for several long minutes.  All these years, he’d never really challenged her directly before.  He’d get a fit of the sullens from time to time.  But never this.

“You mad?”  Shelly finally asked.

“What do you think?”

“I think you’re sad.  I’d rather you were mad.”

“Oh, I’m mad enough.”

She picked at a loose thread on her blouse.  Then said, “I don’t know what to tell you.”

“How about the truth?”

“If only I could.  I want to.   Only we don’t understand enough yet to explain it.”

“We? Are you in love with someone?  Do you want a divorce?”

Shelly shook her head.  “No, that’s not it, Norman.  I mean I’m not in love with anyone else.  I can’t speak for the others.”

“The ‘others’?  I’m talking about you and me, Alice, not some ‘others’.  Are we washed up?  I need to know.  You’re killing me here!”

“I know, Norman.  I know.”  She looked at his red-rimmed eyes and then down at her lap. When she continued speaking her voice was soft and hesitant.  “I don’t want to hurt you.  But I don’t know how to tell you what is going on when I don’t really understand it myself.  There’s something wrong with us…something different.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” Norman said, belligerent now.  “There seems to be a lot wrong with you!”

“That’s what I’m saying.  We’re…I’m all messed up right now.”

“What do you mean – ‘the others’?”

“That’s what I can’t explain.”  Shelly shook her head again.  “Maybe Dr. Sanford can explain it to you.  She seems to know what’s wrong with us…with me.” 

“You’re saying like you’re crazy or something?  Like the other day when you didn’t seem to know who you were or what you were doing?”

“Can you give us a little more time, Norman, to figure this out?  Maybe we are washed up.  Maybe you won’t want to be with us…with me, when you know more.  I can’t promise a happy ending.  I can’t even promise I won’t be taking any more late night walks.  I only know that right now is a bad time to be making any major decisions.”

He looked at her sourly.  “If this is your version of telling the truth, you sure aren’t telling me much.”

“I know,” she said.  “But it’s all I can say right now.  I promise I’ll tell you more as soon as I can.  As soon as we…as the others agree.”

“Just who are these ‘others’?” he asked again.  “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Can you just trust me – and Dr. Sanford – for a little longer?  Or if you can’t trust me, just hold on for a little longer?  We’ll…I’ll talk to Dr. Sanford tomorrow and ask her to explain things to you.  I promise, truly, you will get the truth – just a few more days – a week at the most.  Then you can decide what you want to do.  If you want to leave me then, well, at least you’ll know what…who it is that you’re leaving. Just a little more time, Norman.”

“And in the meantime, you’ll keep lying to me?”

She tried for a lighter note.  “Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.”  Then she turned serious. “Please, Norman.  Give me one week.”  She bestowed her sweetest smile on him, pleading openly.

“I gotta be nuts,” he said, shaking his head.  But he got up and held out a hand to her. “One week,” he said. 

She stood up and stepped past his hand to put her arms around him and rest her head on his shoulder.  “I promise,” she whispered. “I do promise.”  Norman stood rigid for a moment, then lifted his arms and held her.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“I have a knife,” he said, looking her straight in the eyes.  “If you hurt me, I’ll cut your heart out and feed it to the dogs in the park.”

Dr. Sanford nodded.  “Thank you for warning me,” she said solemnly.  “But this is a safe place.  We don’t do things like that here.”

Killer’s stare didn’t waver.  “Karen was afraid of you, but she isn’t any more.  You’d better not hurt her.”

“This is a safe place,” the doctor repeated.  “No one is allowed to hurt anyone in here.  How old are you?”

“Nine.  I’m Killer.  Do you want to see my knife?”

“Okay.”

He reached into the big bag he carried and pulled out a small red Swiss army knife.  “It’s got lots of good stuff on it, but I keep the blade nice and sharp.”

Dr. Sanford held out her hand for the knife.  He hesitated a moment and then got up and dropped the knife in her hand.  She looked at it carefully, opening the different attachments, one by one, testing the sharpness of the small blade when she came to that.  Then she closed each attachment and handed it solemnly back to Killer.

“That’s pretty cool,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said.

~~~

“I’m sorry,” Karen said, settling back into the chair.  “I was busy with my maps and lost track of time.  I can’t believe Killer got out.  I hope he didn’t scare you.”

“I’m not afraid of nine-year-old boys,” the doctor said. “I thought he was very brave.”

“Yes, he is isn’t he?” Karen couldn’t help but glow with pride.  “Still, I’m surprised he talked to you.  Killer never wanted out before, but it seems like these days more and more of them are coming outside.  Sightseeing, I guess.  And the Guardian and I are so busy we can’t always keep track of them.”

“Sightseeing?  I wonder if that might not be a good thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, taking an interest in the outside.  You’ve created such a rich world inside you that there is little to motivate your many selves to venture outside. It seems to me that only a handful of you normally do come outside, and then it’s a chore, just to keep the system going.  Until recently, I’d say you left all the hard work of living up to Alice.”

“Well she’s not doing anything now,” Karen said.  She crossed her arms.  

“Yes, I know.  And that has led to, what did Alex call it – system breakdown?”

“Which I’m trying to repair!” Karen was annoyed to find herself feeling defensive.  She deliberately uncrossed her arms and set them to rest carefully on the padded arms of the blue chair.

“I know.  And now some of the others are popping out – sightseeing, you said?”

“Well, they’re not doing any work, that’s for sure.”

“But they’re interested in the outside?”

“Yes.”

“I think that interest may be healthy.”

Karen sat with that thought for a moment.  Then, “I don’t see how.  They just get into trouble.”

“Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself.  You are the one who knows what it is all about.  All I can do is guess.”

Karen snorted. “So you tell me.  It seems odd that we’re paying you to guess.”

“Not really.  You’re paying me to help you listen to yourself.  My guesses are just guesses, for you to accept or reject.”

Karen allowed her shoulders to drop a little, the tension in her arms easing slightly.  “Maybe it is healthy.  Only it is too hard to for me keep track of them all.  Yesterday Candace got out and went into a pet store and opened all the bird cages.  We had to pay for the birds that flew out the door – three of them.  And the store owner said they’d probably die in the cold, which made Candace cry.  Even Little Joe couldn’t stop her from trying to find those poor birds and rescue them.  She and Little Joe were running up and down the street, with the pet store clerk chasing after them demanding to be paid.  Finally Alex came out and got things under control.  He pushed the kids back inside and paid the man for the birds.  And then tried to make a date with him.  The guy was blonde and wearing one of those tight muscle shirts – very much Alex’s type.”

“Poor Candace!”

“Yes.  I had to have a talk with Harold about keeping a better eye on the children.  And that took me away from the census.  I can’t do everything!” Karen sank back in the chair and shook her head in disgust.

“The census?  Is that what you and…the Guardian is it?...are busy with?”

“Yes.  I’ve decided I need to look for Prime.” Karen told the doctor about her maps and lists and leaflets. 

“Oh my!”  she said, when Karen finished.  “It sounds very…organized.”

“You don’t approve?”

“It’s not up to me to approve or not.”

“But you have a guess?” Karen persisted.

“More like an observation, which might not be relevant.”  The doctor leaned back in her chair and got that look of intense concentration on her face.

“Well, what is it?”

“It’s just that I remember you were already feeling overwhelmed with so much to do, and now it seems that you’re creating even more things to do.”

“You don’t think I should search for Prime?”

Dr, Sanford shook her head.  “No.  I’m not saying that.  You are the only one who knows what you need to do.  I’m just curious.  With all your lists and maps and keeping tabs on everyone, it seems that you are burdening yourself.  It’s a lot of hard work to stay in control of everything.”

Karen threw her hands up in the air in a helpless gesture.  “I don’t know how else to do it.  Prime has to be somewhere.  I have to search the whole City, block by block.”  

“You may be right.  Or, you may be making it more complicated than it has to be.”

“What do you suggest?”

The doctor shrugged.  “I don’t know. I don’t even know what or who Prime is, or why it is so important to find it.  I don’t know who the Guardian is either, for that matter.”

“I thought you said you knew there were others like us.”

“There are.  I also said each one is unique.  Each one has his or her own vocabulary to describe the system.”

They sat together in silence for a few minutes while Karen digested this.  Then the doctor leaned back a little and spoke again.

“When you left last time, you had some questions.  If you like, I can try to answer some of them and then you can tell me about the Guardian and Prime and why you want to look for Prime.”

“Okay.”

“I want to remind you that what comes next is just words – just a label.  I have to have a diagnosis for your insurance forms.  I wouldn’t waste your time on this, but you’ve asked about it, and I think there may be some usefulness to you in knowing that there are others like you.  But the details of the diagnosis, of what others say about the diagnosis, aren’t important.  You are the only person who can judge how accurate the diagnosis is, how much of what I’m going to say actually applies to you.   Do you understand?”

“I think so,” Karen said, clasping her hands together tightly in her lap. “It sounds like you’re going to say something pretty bad and you don’t want me to freak out.”

“Let’s just say I’m going to say something unusual, and I don’t want you to let go of that suspicious mind of yours. If the shoe fits, fine.  If it doesn’t, then just ignore it. Okay?”

“Okay.  I can do that,” Karen said.  She nodded, but kept her hands held tight.

“My preliminary diagnosis of your case is Dissociative Identity Disorder, or D.I.D.  That is a brand new name for what used to be called Multiple Personality Disorder.”

“But what does that mean?”

“Well, nobody really understands it very well.  There are many different theories about it, none of them with any substantial support in research.  Some people don’t believe it even exists – they think it is all fakery.  Others think it is created by therapists inducing it in highly suggestible patients.  And still others take it seriously.”

“And what do you think?”

“Well, I suppose any of the three could be true – on a case by case basis.  I don’t want to say too much to you about it until I have learned more from you about what you are experiencing.”

~~~

“I don’t like where this is going,” Autumn said, jumping up out of the chair. “Let’s tell her we’re faking it.”

“Be quiet, Autumn!  Let Dr. Sanford talk,” Shelly said.

“So who made you the boss?” Autumn hissed. ”I’ve as much right to come out as you do!”

“If you could just exercise a little self-control, we might not be in such a mess!”

“Miss Prim and Proper!  Don’t blame me for Norman’s nonsense.  That was Alex’s night out, not mine!”

“You’re just as bad as he is.” Shelly said, and shoved Autumn towards the exit. Autumn stumbled slightly as she went back inside with Shelly close behind.

~~~

“Sorry,” Karen said and sat back down in the chair.  Her face was flushed .  “That was embarrassing.  I usually have better control than that.”

“Some internal dissent?” Dr. Sanford asked.  Her tone of voice was casual, neutral.

“That was Autumn – and Shelly.  The Guardian is taking care of them now.  They won’t come out again.  Sorry.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, please go on.”  Karen’s face was gradually going back to its normal color.

Dr. Sanford nodded and waited a few minutes before continuing. “It might help to think of a spectrum.  Most of us have complicated selves – we present different aspects of ourselves to different people in our lives.  For example, a woman might show her nurturing side to her children, her intellectual curiosity to her teacher, a playful self to a childhood friend, a hard-edged tendency to a competitor, and so on. She might also show different aspects of herself to the same person under different circumstances. That is all considered ‘normal’ behavior. 

“If her selves are radically different, she might be labeled ‘moody’ or ‘unpredictable’.  At one end of the spectrum might be someone who has little affect at all, who responds to almost every situation in exactly the same way.  At the other end of the spectrum would be someone whose selves are so different as to seem like completely separate people, and some of those selves, or ‘alters’ they are called, may not even be aware of the existence of the others.  People at that end would be described as D.I.D.”

“Like us.”

“I think so.”

“What causes this D.I.D.?”

“That’s something else they don’t really know.  It has most often been associated with extreme trauma or abuse, but not in every case.  It may be that some people are so highly sensitive that they experience the normal stresses of life as trauma and respond in this fashion even though to an outside observer there is no obvious abuse.  Or there may be some other explanation altogether.”

“It seems to me they don’t know very much at all,” Karen complained.

“You’re right.  They don’t.  I don’t.”

“Then how do you think you are going to help us?” Karen practically wailed in frustration.

“Because I believe you are the expert, and Focusing taps that expertise. You are the only one who knows what you need, but you have to take the time to listen to your body’s deep knowing.”

“But you don’t trust me!  You don’t like my census!  You don’t want me to look for Prime.”

Dr. Sanford leaned forward.  “I do question your map making.  It seems very intellectual and controlled to me.  I’m worried that it will add to your stress.  I would trust it more if I felt it came from your Focusing.  Maybe it did, in which case I am wrong.  Did you try focusing on your own again?”

Karen nodded.  “Yes, I tried it twice.  And it worked, but not as well as with you.  At least, it felt good, but it seemed to me that it was kind of directionless.  I wanted something more, and I didn’t know how to ask for it.”

“And the census is your something more?”

“At least I’m doing something.”

“I understand.  It’s just that I don’t quite see what you need a map for – it’s already all there inside you.  Prime is inside you.  If you need to find Prime, if Prime needs to be found, then whoever, or whatever, Prime is, is waiting for you to pay attention and notice.” 

‘What if she doesn’t want to be found?”

“If you are not ready for Prime, if you cannot accept Prime, you won’t find her.”  

Karen was silent for a moment.  “How do I know whether or not the mapmaking came from the Focusing?”

“I would suggest that you Focus on your search and the mapmaking and see if it feels like the right way forward.  See if it fits.  It may be that mapmaking is a way of preparing yourself for Prime – a kind of ritual you need to go through.  Or it may make you safe.   Or any of a dozen other possibilities.  It may be just exactly what you need to be doing.  I am only suggesting that you check and see, because it seems to follow a pattern you have of overwhelming yourself with responsibilities and bogging yourself down, rather than moving forward.  If I am wrong, you must ignore me.”

“So can I Focus now, and check?”

“If you like.”

Karen shut her eyes and listened as the doctor’s calm voice directed her attention inward, to her breathing, to her inner being.  

Then the doctor’s voice said, “I’m going to make a statement that I want you to repeat to yourself.  When you say it, pay attention to what happens in your body – see if anything comes up to contradict or affirm it.”

“Okay,” Karen said.

“What I need to do right now is search for Prime.”

Karen repeated the sentence and then sat with it.  Something was right about it, but something was wrong, too.  “I don’t know,” she said, finally.  “Something’s wrong, something around the edges”

“Don’t expect too much.  Just sit with it with a sense of openness and curiosity – that sense of something wrong.”

“Something’s right, too.”

“Good.  Sit with that as well.”

Karen sat.  Then, “Prime is right.  That part’s centered right in my belly.  It flows easily, like the river. The searching part’s the problem.  Something’s wrong with that.”

“So, Prime is right, but searching is not,” the doctor repeated.

“Finding is better, but still not quite…  Being!  I need to be with Prime.”

“Okay.  You need to be with Prime.”

“Yes.  I think that’s it.”  Karen opened her eyes.  “But how can I be with Prime if I don’t find her?”

“I don’t know,” the doctor said.  “Do you want to just check for a moment and see if there’s anything more?”

Karen shivered a little.  “No.  I feel like that’s enough for now.  We’re running out of time and I think I need to tell you about Prime.  And the Guardian.”

The doctor hesitated and then said “Okay.  Tell me.”

Karen thought a minute how to describe them.  “The Guardian is kind of like the boss.  She sees everything, everyone.  She mostly keeps her cool and keeps the rest of us in line.  Tries to keep us safe.  I help her.  Tammy helps too – she’s the keeper of the memory banks.  And Prime is…well I guess you could say she’s the creator.  She made us.  She was born in the body, but she’s been gone for just about forever.  No one knows where she is, not even the Guardian, though sometimes I think she knows more than she tells me.  Lord knows, I know more than I tell her.  But Prime must know it all, because she’s the One – the first one.”

“What is she like?”

“I don’t know.  I’ve never met her.  I don’t know if anyone has.  Maybe the Guardian.”

“How do you know she exists, if no one has met her?”

Karen snorted.  “Of course she exists!  Someone had to make us.”

Dr. Sanford started to say something, but then stopped.  She just looked at Karen with that constipated baby look.

“What were you going to say?” Karen asked.

“Nothing important.”

“Tell me.”

“Remember, I don’t have any answers, Karen.  Just observations and guesses.”

“I know. Tell me anyway.”

“Just…she sounds a little like God, doesn’t she?” 

“God?”

“Well, she’s very mysterious.  She created you.  And she knows everything.  And you believe in her existence without any proof.”

Karen laughed.  “I don’t believe in God.”

“But you believe in Prime.”

“Not the same thing at all,” Karen said, slightly offended.  She had a feeling that Dr. Sanford wasn’t really telling her what she had originally started to say.  This God thing sounded like a diversion. “Don’t lie to me.  If you don’t want to tell me what you were thinking, just tell me so.”  

“Okay.”  The doctor acquiesced calmly. “I don’t want to tell you.  The God thing was my second thought.”

Karen felt like she had won a small victory.  “I thought so.”

The doctor nodded.  “You have good instincts.  You can trust them. Will you tell me more about the others, next time?”

Karen hesitated, sensing that she had been outmaneuvered somehow.  Then she shrugged.  Maybe she had outmaneuvered herself.  She could hardly insist that the doctor tell her that first thought now. 

She saw the doctor watching her think it over with a gleam of sympathetic amusement, and stifling a responsive giggle, she answered the doctor’s question. “Yes, if you like.  Only, there’s something else – Shelly is insisting we tell Norman about us.  He caught her sneaking in after one of Alex’s nights out and made a bit of a fuss.  I thought maybe we could bring him next time and you could explain it all to him.”

“Okay.  That’s probably a good idea.  Then you can tell me about the others the time after that.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

The maps and census lists are spread out over the table.  I stare at them with longing – I want, I need this to be simple, straightforward.  Maps are so clear, so understandable – so wrong.  I pick up a sheet and read the words on it.  I can visualize each person – alters, Dr. Sanford called them.  I realize that each door I’ve knocked on, each interview, has been superfluous – I know each one as well as I know myself, and I’ve known them all along.  I just need to think of one to see her, or him, clearly.  None of them are Prime.

I’m standing in the study looking down at all that busy work, when Ivy steps in through the door.  She looks at me in disdain.

“Still wasting our time, I see.  You’re never going to get it right.”  Her shrill voice sets me on edge, as usual.

“I’m not doing any harm at any rate,” I reply.  I turn my back on her.

“When are you going to get serious, Karen?  We can’t hobble along like this forever.” 

“Leave me alone, Ivy.  I’m just putting these away.”  I start to gather up the pages.  

Poison Ivy snorts in disgust and stalks off to find someone else to annoy.

****    ****    ****

It’s time for my appointment with Elisha, to visit the babies.  I ought to cancel it, but decide to go anyway.  It’s been a long time since I’ve been to the kinderkare.  No harm in just checking them out.

Kinderkare is across the river in a large comfortable Victorian house just up the hill from the train station.  Elisha is waiting for me, a welcoming smile on her face, a baby on her hip.

Little Marie is just eighteen months old, a wiggler with lots of freckles and a runny nose.  I reach out to take her and she ducks her head shyly, burying her face in Elisha’s shoulder.  Elisha laughs her soft laugh.

“Give her a minute to get used to you, Karen.  You can’t just come and expect them to warm right up to you when you’ve been ignoring them for years.”

Little Marie is peeking at me from the safety of Elisha’s arms.  We walk into the living room, where there are easily a dozen other small toddlers engaged in various toddler enterprises.  Two chubby boys – Eddie and Zack – are building a tower that repeatedly topples after the fourth wooden block is added.  Bonnie is leaning over an infant lying on its back on a small blue flannel blanket covered with pink and white bunnies.  The baby – Sissy she’s called – is waving a plastic rattle with jerky movements and Bonnie is pretending to catch it.  Sissy gurgles that sweet baby laughter.  Bonnie’s giggle is the more sophisticated laughter of a four-year-old – fully aware that she is being “good” – the big sister helping out.  Two three-year-olds – a girl and a boy are silently struggling over a large plastic car.  As I watch, the girl – Sharon is her name – wins the contest by simply sitting on the car.  Little Pete shakes his head in disgust and stalks off to find another toy to play with.  Sharon watches him for a minute and then gets up and abandons the car to follow him.  No doubt she will wrest the next toy from him as well.

Little Marie is now actively flirting with me from the safety of Elisha’s arms, trying to get my attention back.  I give her a smile which causes her to hide her face against Elisha’s shoulder again.  I laugh.  “A sad lot!” I say.

Elisha joins my laughter and hands the baby over to me.  Marie buries her face on my shoulder this time, then peeks sideways to see what I am doing.  I am smiling at her, giving her my full attention.  She squeals in mock terror and hides her face.  I wait until she peeks again.  This time, our eyes meet fully and we exchange a long look, both of us curious and a little unsettled.  She reaches a small grubby hand up and touches my cheek softly.  I turn my head to kiss the hand.  Love offered and accepted.  She sighs and relaxes into my arms.

She is not Prime.  Neither are any of the others.  I stay anyway, taking time with each baby.  I know all of them, all their names, all their quirks.  They are wonderful.

****    ****    ****

Mary Alice sighed as she finished up the breakfast dishes.  Ivy stood at her shoulder and fussed.  

“You’ve got to do something about Karen!”  Ivy said for the umpteenth time.  “She won’t listen to me.  She’s off playing with the babies now, the stupid idiot!  We need her to pay attention!”

“She’ll get there, Ivy,” Mary Alice said.  “Could you please try for a little patience?”

”You’re supposed to be the great fixer!” Ivy protested.  “Can’t you at least make an effort to get her on track?”

Mary Alice took off her apron and hung it on its hook behind the kitchen door.  “It’s almost time to leave for work.  Are you going inside, or am I?  I promise you I’m not walking to work if you insist on coming with me.  We’re in enough trouble as it is without being seen walking along the street talking out loud.  And you have a very piercing voice, Ivy.”

Ivy gave a snort and retreated inside.  Mary Alice smiled a little and put on her coat.  Harold would take over as soon as she got to the library.  She was glad he wouldn’t have to deal with Ivy.

****    ****    ****

I decide to visit Alice Browning.  The Guardian tells me where I can find her.  She hasn’t found a way to block the dreams yet, but tells me she’s worked out a short-term solution.   She has simply put Alice Browning in stasis.  Time has stopped for her, so she doesn’t sleep.  She’s in a cottage not far from my old retreat.  

On an impulse, I bring my little green rug with me as a gift.  One of the Minders has been assigned to her.  He shakes his head as I approach.

“It will do you no good,” he says.  “She’s disoriented and won’t talk.”

I shrug.  I have to try.

I go in, bearing my gift.  She is in a chair with her back to the window.  There is a fire in the fireplace, but she’s not looking at that either.

I sit down in a chair next to her and hand her the rug.  It is round, with a labyrinth pattern marked on it in two shades of green.  It is very soft and silky, with a fine fringe all around the edge.  She looks at it blankly.  I place it in her hands and sit back.

“You don’t have to answer me,” I say.  “I’ve come to apologize for all the tricks I played.  I thought you were funny.  I discounted you.  I didn’t understand how important you were.  What you did for us.”

Her hands stir a little.  They slide across the surface of the rug as if they have a life of their own.  She stares straight ahead, ignoring me.

“I hope you can hear me,” I say.  “But if you can’t, that’s all right, too.  I’m not asking for anything.  We’re making do until you are all right again.  I just want you to know that it will be different if you come back to us.  We’ll be kinder.  Even Alex.  I’ll make sure of that.  And the Guardian is working on fixing the dreams.”

Her hands stop moving and the rug slides off her lap.  I bend over and straighten it out on the floor.  “I was on retreat, too.  This little rug comforted me.  A little patch of grass.  I hope it helps you, too.  I wanted to tell you that I’m back now.  I won’t desert you again.”

No response.

I sit with her in silence, waiting.

Then I say, “I’ve been looking for Prime.  We need her.  Maybe she can help you, too.”

She turns her head then.  Little mousy Alice Browning looks me full in the face and starts to laugh.  At first I think it is hysteria, but no, it’s a full-bodied belly laugh – contagious, for after a few minutes, I can’t help but join her.  

We laugh long and hard.  The Minder sticks his head in the door and stares at us, his mouth open.  Then he grins and starts to chuckle.

Laughter spreads through the City like wildfire.  Who would have suspected little Alice Browning could start off such a big laughter fest?  When she finishes, she wipes the tears from her eyes and lapses back into silence, and little by little, the City edges back from hilarity to return to normal.  I wait with her for a while, no longer talking, just sitting.  She shakes her head once, to let me know she isn’t going to say anything, and I nod to say that’s okay with me.

When I finally get up to leave, she takes my hand and presses it briefly.  Then she reaches down, takes off her slippers, and plants her bare feet on the little green rug.

I’m smiling as I go back across the river to my dorm room.

****     ****     ****

“What’s so funny,” Norman said when Shelly’s laughter finally died out.  They were sitting together on the couch with the TV on.  He’d been keeping a close watch on her since their face off the previous night.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Shelly gasped.  “I’m not sure I do myself.”

He used the remote to turn down the volume on the television and looked at her straight on.  “Try me.’

She patted his shoulder tentatively.  “I just had a silly thought, that’s all.”

“What about?”

“Oh nothing.  It just seemed to me absurdly funny that a prime number can’t be divided.”

“Well, technically, it can be divided by one, and by itself.  But how is that funny?”

“I told you I couldn’t explain it.”  Shelly leaned back against the couch and shut her eyes.  We’re going to tell him tomorrow, she thought, and wondered if that was a good thing, or bad.

~~~

Little Marie sat upright on the sofa next to Norman.  The TV was loud with lots of car brakes screeching and angry men shooting guns at each other.  She didn’t like it.  The fast movements were interesting but the noise frightened her a little.  She was very brave, of course, but even so, this was much too loud.  If she were four, like Bonnie, it would be different.  

Besides she’d come outside for the bears.   She wondered where they were, where the tall lady was.  She wiggled on the big brown couch.

“What’s wrong?” Norman asked.

“Too loud,” she whispered.

“Speak up, Baby.  I can’t hear you over the TV,” he said, his eyes locked on the television screen.

Little Marie decided to go look for the bears.  She flopped over onto her belly and slid to the edge of the couch, lowering her legs to the floor.  She stood up and walked out of the room on slightly unsteady legs.

Norman turned off the television, staring after her.  “What the hell was that about?” he called out.

~~~

Shelly hurried back into the room.  “Sorry, honey.  I had to go to the bathroom.”

He glared at her.  “So what was that song and dance about?”

“What do you mean?”

“All that flopping about and sticking your butt in the air.”

“Oh,” Shelly said.  “That was…an exercise.  It’s supposed to…shape your calves.”

“Nothing wrong with your calves,” Norman said.  He flipped the television back on.  “Don’t do that again, will ya?  You looked weird and made me miss part of my show.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Norman sat on the edge of his chair, his hat clutched in nervous fingers.  Shelly sat next to him, her hand resting lightly on his arm.  Dr. Sanford came to the door and invited them in.

“Shall I wait outside?”  Shelly asked.

“As always, it’s up to you,” the doctor said.  “I think it’s best if you come in.  I prefer not to discuss my clients without them present.  That way you know exactly what I have said.  It prevents misunderstandings.  And your husband may have some questions that I can’t answer.”

“Maybe Karen…,”  Shelly said.  “If she’ll be nice to Norman.”

~~~

“I’ll behave,” Karen said, taking Norman’s arm and walking him into the doctor’s office.

“What?”  Norman said.  

“Be nice,” Karen told him.  “The doctor is going to explain.  Sit in the blue chair.  It’s comfortable.  I’ll take this one.”  

She seated herself in a wood ladder back chair that stood next to the blue one.  She looked at Norman sitting tall and straight and wondered how he could manage to look so uncomfortable in that soft blue chair.  She suddenly realized that this session was going to be difficult for him and felt a twinge of pity.  The Ali in her thought he looked rather nice and noticed with a slight pang that he had dressed with special care for today’s appointment.  His slightly receded hairline exposed a high forehead that gave him a brainy look.  His eyes which crinkled so nicely when he smiled were now somber and a bit scared-looking.  All in all a presentable specimen of the male gender, she thought, and wondered if she would still think so after this session.

The doctor sat down across from them.  “I’m curious, Mr. Browning.  Would you tell me what your experience is like being married to Alice?”

He shuffled nervously, glancing sideways at Karen.  “It’s all right,” he said.

“I understand you two had some sort of confrontation a few days ago,” the doctor prompted.

“You told her about that?” Norman asked Karen.

Karen nodded.  “Tell her everything, Norman, how I’m moody, unpredictable, crazy.  Feel free.”

Norman shook his head. “It’s not so bad.”

“Norman!  She’s a therapist.  It’s her job to listen to this kind of crap. Tell her!”

Norman faced the doctor.  He spoke slowly at first, but once he got started his voice picked up both speed and volume.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I love this woman.  But she’s the devil to live with.  I never know what’s going to happen next.  It’s not just the suicide attempts.  It’s other stuff.  Weird stuff.  Sometimes she’s as sweet as can be, almost like a child, and sometimes I’d swear she can be as mean as a junkyard dog.  I can’t get her to take so much as a weekend off to spend time with me.  And sometimes she doesn’t seem to know who she is.  Or where she is, for that matter.  It’s one big weird drama after another, first one thing and then another.  She’s always playacting like she’s someone else.”

He stopped and looked over at Karen before continuing.  “I’m not some Neanderthal control freak.  I was in therapy for four years with Martha Kelly a long time ago – before I met Alice.  Martha’s retired now and she’s the one who referred me to you when I was hunting for a therapist for Alice.  She did transactional analysis, you know, the ‘I’m okay, you’re okay’ stuff, and I have tried really hard to be the adult here and not get sucked into Alice’s games.  But she keeps changing games on me, and I can’t keep up.  She lies all the time.  Martha said you were the best, that you work miracles – ‘white magic’ she called it.  If you can’t help us, I don’t know where we can go.  I don’t know what to do any more.  It’s been getting worse the last few weeks.  And…” he shot a dark look at Karen, “You’ve been stepping out on me for years.  Did you think I didn’t know?”

He turned back to the doctor.  “I pretended not to notice, tried not to get sucked into whatever game she was playing.  But the other night, I don’t know…on top of everything else, I just couldn’t make myself look the other way anymore.  And now it seems that she’s involved with some kind of gang – unless that’s just another one of her lies.”  He shook his head.  “The sad fact is that Alice is not okay, and I’m not okay with her not being okay.”

“It sounds as if you’ve been having a very hard time,” the doctor said.  “I’m glad you’re here.  Shelly’s right.  It’s time you were told what is going on.”

“Shelly?”

And then the doctor told him everything she had told Karen during her last session.  Norman sat rigid in his chair and listened.  Once or twice, he glanced over at Karen, who sat throughout with her arms wrapped around herself and her lips pressed tight, but he couldn’t meet her eyes and quickly focused back on Dr. Sanford.  When she finished speaking, he sat without saying anything for several minutes.

Then he glanced over at Karen who remained still, her arms folded tight around her.  “This doesn’t make sense.  You’re saying Alice is crazy?  She’s always been a bit weird, but she’s not crazy.”

“No, she’s not crazy.”

“So what are you saying?  I don’t get it.”

The doctor patiently explained D.I.D. once more.

“So you’re trying to tell me that that isn’t Alice sitting there?’

“Well, she is and she isn’t,” the doctor said. “This is Karen.  She’s part of what makes up the woman you married.”

“No.  This is Alice.  Tell her, Alice.  I don’t know any Karen.”

“I’m Karen,” Karen said.  

This time he looked right at her.  “You sure look like Alice to me.”

“Same body. Different person,” Karen said.

“So, you’re someone named Karen living in my wife’s body?  Like Steve Martin and Lily Tomlin?  Like that?  Like some kind of goofy possession?”  His eyes begged her to say yes.  To declare it all a massive joke.

Karen unwrapped her arms and put her hands on her knees, leaning forward as she spoke.  “This isn’t Hollywood!  Didn’t you hear anything Dr. Sanford said?  No, it’s our body.  Nobody’s possessing anybody.  We share.” 

Norman was quiet a moment and then asked, “Who was ‘sharing’ the body last night?” 

Karen glared at him and saw that he was blushing.

“Oh for heaven’s sake!  Is that all you can think about?  That was Shelly,” She told him.  “She has the night shift – she likes you.  Oh, except for a few minutes when Little Marie came out.  She was looking for bears.”

His eyes widened in confusion. “Bears?”

The doctor laughed.  She went across to the closet and brought out the brown bear.  “I think this may be what she was looking for.”

“That’s the one,” said Karen.  “Little Marie is just eighteen months old.  She doesn’t understand about outside – the difference between the apartment and this office.”

“Eighteen months?  That’s what that strange wiggle dance was about?” Norman asked.

“Well, yes,” Karen said.  “She was just getting up off the couch.  It seemed pretty high to her.”

“See that’s what I mean about weird stuff,” Norman said, turning to the doctor.  “I’m sitting at home watching TV with my wife, perfectly ordinary night, and then suddenly she’s flopping about on the couch and sticking her behind in the air before walking out of the room.  Then she says it’s some kind of exercise.”

Karen grinned.  “Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.”

He jerked a little in his chair. “That was you?”

“No, it was Shelly, but I was watching.”

“Shelly?  What do you mean – watching?  What about Alice? Is there an Alice?”

Karen sobered.  “Not at the moment.  She’s in retreat – deep retreat.  That’s why it’s gotten ‘worse’ for you.  Without Alice Browning to keep things going, we’re all taking turns in the body.  And the children keep slipping out, too.  It’s a lot to keep track of.”

“I don’t believe this,” Norman said.  “How many of you are there…sharing Alice’s body?”

Karen thought a minute.  “It depends on how you count.  Some of us are…not fully formed, more like wisps of people.  And the number changes, depending on what’s needed.”

“How many right now, altogether?”

Karen looked up towards the ceiling and nodded her head in little jabs, visibly counting. “I’d say five hundred twenty eight – no, twenty-nine – five hundred and twenty-nine, more or less.”

“Five hundred?” Norman’s voice raised to a shrill note. “That’s ridiculous!””

“Well, only about twelve of us have been coming outside regularly,” Karen said. “Not counting the children, that is.  The junkyard dog?  That’s Poison Ivy.  Don’t let her bother you.  Nobody pays attention to her.”

Norman shook his head and took a deep breath.  When he spoke again, his voice was back at its normal level, but came out a little hesitantly, working hard for control.  “What about the late night ‘walks’?  That you?”

Karen shuddered slightly. “Not me.  I’ve got enough troubles.  That’s usually Alex, and sometimes Autumn.  Occasionally someone else takes a night out.  Mary Alice likes to take in a movie sometimes.  Ali used to spend a lot of time with Virginia and the girls from work.  But the sex stuff is generally Alex or Autumn.  Or Joe, but he’s so disgusting hardly anyone will sleep with him.”

“Him?”

“Some of the alters are male,” Dr. Sanford explained.

“Alex is a guy, too,” Karen told him.  “But he only sleeps with men.”

“And Joe?”  Norman said faintly.

“Oh, he’s into women.”

Norman groaned.  “My Alice is sleeping with all kinds of men and women?”

“Not Alice,” Karen reassured him.  “She was always boringly faithful to you, and now she’s not doing anything at all.”

He shook his head.  Then said, with another groan, “I don’t think I can live with this, Alice.”

“I’m not Alice.  I’m Karen.”

“That’s enough for the moment, Karen,” Dr. Sanford intervened.  “Give Norman a moment or two to digest all this information.”

They sat there quietly for about ten minutes.  Twice Norman started to speak, but stopped himself, relapsing into a gloomy silence.  Karen kept her hands on her knees and watched him with curiosity and a glimmer of respect.  He was obviously upset – stiff as a board and pale.  He couldn’t look at her squarely and his breathing was a bit – no, a lot – shallow.  He seemed almost to be holding his breath.  But he was still here.  All in all, he was taking it better than she had expected.  Perhaps living with the alters all this time had prepared him a little bit for these revelations.  She wondered if D.I.D. was better or worse news than he had feared.

“How do you treat this D.I.D. thing?”  He asked, at last.  “How do I get my Alice back?”

He was looking at the doctor, but Karen answered him. “We are Alice. We’ve been like this since long before we met you.”

He shook his head.  “You weren’t like this when I met you.”

“Yes we were.  It’s just that Alice didn’t know about the rest of us.”

He looked at the doctor again.  “How do you treat it?  Is there anyone who specializes in this?”

Dr. Sanford hesitated. “It depends on what your treatment goal is.  There is no proven technique.  There are some therapists who claim to have some success in helping their clients achieve full integration.  That’s what they call it when the different alters merge into a single personality.  Unfortunately, it seems that no sooner do they publish accounts of their work, than their results are questioned, in some cases by the very people they claim to have helped.  I’ve heard there is an in-patient treatment center in Wisconsin that claims varying degree of success using behavioral methods.”

“No way I’m going there!” Karen burst out, raising her hands in protest and shaking her head vehemently.

The doctor shook her head.  “I don’t recommend it. I personally think behavioral methods are not appropriate for this sort of disorder. I suspect they only succeed in getting D.I.D. clients to behave as if they were integrated, rather than helping them achieve actual integration.  Unfortunately, in order to survive, people with D.I.D. learn to lie convincingly, so they have no trouble pretending to integrate in order to please a therapist.”

“I can vouch for the lies,” Norman said sourly.  “What are your plans for treating Alice?”

“I’m teaching her something called ‘Focusing’, and letting her take charge of her own treatment.  It’s early days yet, so I can’t tell you what we will decide to work towards.  Integration is just one option.”

“You mean she might not get better?  Might not… integrate?”

“She might decide not to.  She might decide to find a way that the alters can work together.  Or she might persuade Alice to come out of retreat and recreate an improved version of the system which seems to have broken down.  Or she might partially integrate, so there are fewer alters.  Or she might find some other solution.  It’s up to her.”

Norman shook his head in bewilderment. “That just sounds nuts – letting a crazy person make those decisions.”

The doctor spoke with a firmness Karen hadn’t heard since Alex’s session.  “As you yourself said, your wife isn’t crazy, Mr. Browning.  She’s an intelligent, capable woman who has developed a creative, if unusual, coping mechanism to deal with highly stressful situations.  You might think of it as an elaborate form of denial.  Something along the lines of: ‘This can’t be happening to me, so I’ll create someone else for it to be happening to.’”

“But I want my wife back!  I want you to cure her!”  There was a frantic note in his voice.  Norman looked from Karen to the doctor and back again.  

“This isn’t about you, Mr. Browning,” Dr. Sanford’s voice was calm and direct.  “It’s about Alice.  Given enough time, I believe she will find her way forward.   My current priority is to keep her alive long enough to do so.”

“So what does that say about me – that my wife would rather be anybody else but my wife?”

“Again, this isn’t about you.  Alice was like this before she met you, maybe from early childhood.  This is not about whether or not she wants to be your wife.  She – they – are your wife.  You just got more than you bargained for when you married Alice.”

Norman shook his head and gave Karen another quick sideways glance.

Dr. Sanford smiled and added, “I suppose all marriages have their surprises.”  She hesitated and then went on.  “There’s a version of “I’m okay, you’re okay’ that I like better.  It’s: ‘I’m not okay, you’re not okay, and that’s okay.”

Norman looked at her, his eyes open in confusion.  “I don’t get it.”

“It’s about the radical acceptance of yourself and others as you and they are right at this moment, imperfect, flawed, troubled, lost, whatever.  Your wife is going to need that kind of acceptance from you right now.   If you’re up to it.”

She got up and walked over to her desk, then returned with two cards that she handed to Norman before sitting down again.  “These are the business cards of two colleagues of mine.  Both are excellent therapists.  They both know Focusing.  Since Martha Kelly is retired now, I would recommend that you see one of them to help you deal with your feelings during this period.”

“Now I’m the one who’s nuts?”  Norman snorted.

“Not at all.  In fact I’m impressed with how well you’re handling this information.  Still, you have some important decisions to make, and it helps to have some support at a time like this.”

“Decisions?”

“Well, yes.  You said you didn’t know if you could live with this.  I respect that.  You need to realize that your wife will be in treatment for some time.  She’s going to need a lot of support.  Unconditional support.  Because whatever she decides to do, she will never be exactly the same as before.  Your old Alice is gone.  As she finds her way forward, you will both have decisions to make.”  

“Can’t you help me?”

“Later perhaps.  If the two of you need help adjusting, I might see you together – for couples’ counseling.  But I don’t think it would be a good idea for you to see me individually.  You will want someone who is there just for you – someone you can trust to help you with your decisions.”

Norman put the business cards in his pocket without looking at them.  He glanced at Karen, and then turned back to the doctor.  “I want to find out more about this place in Wisconsin.”

“I don’t recommend it, but you can certainly look at anything you want to.”

Karen spoke up again, her voice hard-edged, her teeth clenched.  “I’m not going to Wisconsin.”

Norman didn’t look directly at her, but slid his eyes over her shoulder.  “I’m going to look into it.  It’s my insurance that’s paying for this.  I’ve a right to have some say in it.”

“Look all you want, you’ll never get me to go back to Wisconsin.”  Karen stared at him defiantly for a few moments, letting him know she wasn’t scared of him.  Then added in a softer tone.  “You don’t really want me to go somewhere where they’ll force me to lie to you?”

Norman jerked his head in the direction of Dr. Sanford. “That’s just her opinion.  Maybe they can help you become Alice again.”

“We’re not going!  It would be going backward.  Alice Browning already tried to kill herself three times, do you want her to try again?”

“Three times?  I only knew about two!” Norman protested.  Dr. Sanford leaned forward and narrowed her eyes in concentration , but she said nothing.

“Three,” Karen said, “and she was planning a fourth.  She bought a gun.  That’s why we had to put her into deep retreat.”

“A gun?” Norman said.  If possible, he was even paler than before.

“Where is this gun?” Dr. Sanford asked quietly.

“At the bottom of the East River.  Alex deep-sixed it.  And the ammunition, too.  But if we go backwards, there’s no saying she might not get another.”

“But maybe this Wisconsin place can fix you,” Norman pleaded.  “Maybe it wouldn’t take you backward, but forward.”

“No!” Karen said.  “I won’t go there.”

“Maybe it isn’t up to you.”

“Actually, Mr. Browning, it is,” Dr. Sanford said firmly.  “This is your wife’s decision.  Not yours.”

“I can have her declared incompetent.”

“No, you can’t.  She’s not.”

“She tried to kill herself.  She bought a gun.”

“And disposed of it.  And is actively and responsibly seeking help.  I assure you, no court will declare her incompetent against her therapist’s advice.” 

Karen could find no words to express how much she was not liking Norman at this moment, so she simply gave him the full force of her glare.

Norman sputtered.  “You don’t understand.  I love my wife.  I want her back.”

~~~

Shelly leaned over and took his hand.  “It’s okay, Honey.  We’ll work it out somehow.  You’ll see.”

He eyed her warily.  Then looked at the doctor.  “What’s happening here?”

“I expect that’s Shelly,” Dr. Sanford said.

“I don’t want some Shelly.  I want Alice!”

“You can call me Alice, Norman.  I’m used to it,” Shelly said.  “I think our time’s just about up.  Let’s go home.”  She stood up and tugged on his hand until he joined her.  “Just think, Norman.  I don’t have to lie to you anymore.”

She turned to the doctor and put out her hand.  “Thanks for everything, Dr. Sanford.  We’ll see you at our next appointment.  I think Norman and I need some time alone now, to talk things over.”  Ever polite, she shook hands with the doctor and waited for Norman to do so as well before steering him gently from the room.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I get on the train with Candace and we settle into comfortable seats by the window.  I am going to the countryside.  Not hunting for Prime.  Well, maybe I’ll look around a bit while I’m there, but mostly this is a much needed vacation. Norman freaked me out a little and I need to put some distance between us.  I can’t believe the D.I.D. program is in Wisconsin of all places!  He’ll never get me to go back there.

Ivy is standing on the platform, yelling insults at us.  Candace and I both turn from the window.  We won’t look out again until the train starts moving.

After a short wait, the train jerks forward and starts chugging out of the station.  I grin at Candace and she smiles back.  We are excited.  Outside the window, the river runs alongside the tracks.  Ritz town, with its tall jewel-like towers is behind us.  The opposite bank rises steeply up to the university.  

I can feel the Guardian watching us and wave at her.  It is an insolent wave, because she argued against this trip. She’s afraid I’ll retreat again after Norman’s threats, but I’m stronger than she thinks. She doesn’t know all that I am dealing with.   Norman is just a flea – a large one to be sure, but still a flea.

As we leave the City behind, Candace and I look out at the mountains, all green trees and red rock with a few small patches of snow near the peaks.  Below us the river flows large and majestic. I relax against my cushioned seat and let the colors slide past, like a slowly turning kaleidoscope.  Candace has her little nose pressed against the window.  She is looking for deer and bears and other wildlife.  She takes this trip often, but never seems to tire of it. I remember that I, too, loved this territory when I was small, almost as much as the rabbit warren.

The mountains make way for rolling green hills, which gradually flatten into a wide plain dotted by ranch houses and fenced fields.  Finally the train pulls into an old fashioned Victorian train station, painted red with cream colored gingerbread trim.  It is the end of the line.

We have arrived.  The stationmaster takes our tickets as we descend and waves us towards the exit.  A bay horse and buckboard wagon wait for us, driven by a wizened old cowboy complete with grey mustache and chaps and spurs.  His name is Dusty.  He doffs his ten-gallon hat and lifts Candace up onto the front seat.  I climb up after her while he walks around to climb up the other side.

“Been a while,” he says, and I agree.  Then he shakes the reins and we head off past the general store down a dusty country road.  Fields surround us where cattle and sheep graze with a few horses scattered among them.  Even as I am charmed by the vistas, the animals, the tight-lipped rancher, I recognize the childhood fantasies this countryside was created to fulfill.  I’ve stepped into a Hollywood Western.

Candace makes up for our host’s laconic style by giving me a running commentary, pointing out the specific horses and cows with whom she is personally acquainted, and asking our companion to identify animals who have been acquired since her last visit.

I find that I recognize the horses and cows just as I had the babies.  Dr. Sanford is right.  All this information is readily available to me.  Still, I let Candace show off her knowledge and listen as Dusty gives his two syllable answers to her questions.

He turns in at the Triple-R Rock Ridge Ranch, the second turning we come to, and soon deposits us in front of a big grey clapboard house before pulling the wagon on into the barn.  Candace greets the collie resting on the front porch as enthusiastically as she does the motherly woman who welcomes us into her parlor and offers us fresh-baked biscuits and coffee.  Betty is Dusty’s wife, and she hovers over us as if we were royalty.  I am amused that Candace accepts this almost as her due.  When Dusty finally joins us, Betty settles down onto the couch beside me and takes my hand.

“I’m so glad you’re back, Karen,” she tells me.  “Hardly anyone paid attention to us here in the country when you were gone.”

I am startled.  “I’m afraid I’ve neglected you, too,” I say.

“Oh no.  We feel your attention completely every time you do that Focusing thing.  It’s wonderful.  Why Dusty is practically a chatterbox now that you’re back.”

Dusty looked over at us and gave a quick grin.  “Felt good,” he said.

“See?”  Betty said.  “Can’t shut the man up.”

Our trip is necessarily a short one.  Candace and I ride horseback to visit at several neighboring ranches, take a long trail hike on foot up a gully into the rolling hills, and before we know it, are back on the train to the City.

The Guardian is waiting impatiently for me when I climb up to the campus on my return.

“Told you I’d be back,” I tell her.  “You need to learn to trust me.”

She sighs.  “I know.  It’s just that I don’t think you realize how much we all depend on you.  I doubt we can make it without you.”

It occurs to me once more that I may be some kind of variation on Alice Browning – a dependable shell.  I’m not sure how I feel about that.  We walk down the hall to her office, passing the memory banks.  I hesitate at the doorway, but she frowns and moves me past, practically shoving me down the hall to her office.

“I’m going to have to check in there eventually,” I say.

“I know, but not yet.  You need to do more Focusing first.  You need to be really comfortable with it so you can use it if you come across something that’s really hard to handle.”  

She’s right.  But in fact, I’m not sure there’s anything more for me to learn from the memory banks.  I think of Norman, and Wisconsin, and shudder slightly.  Shelly will have to handle him, because I surely cannot.

****    ****    ****

Dr. Sanford leaned back against her chair and smiled.  “Five hundred and twenty-nine?”

Karen grinned.  “I don’t know – I made that up.  A whole city full at any rate, plus the ranchers in the country around it.  But a lot of them aren’t really complete people, or even people at all.”

The doctor’s eyebrows lifted slightly.  “What do you mean?  Are there animals?”

“Well, of course, there are horses and cattle and chickens on the ranches, and dogs and cats and pigeons in the City, but I don’t think they are likely to show up at a therapy session, if that’s what’s worrying you.  I’m not sure they’re really what you call ‘alters’ anyway – maybe some of them – I guess they could be.”

“So what did you mean when you said there were some that weren’t people?”

“I was thinking about the table.”

Dr. Sanford leaned forward and put on her look of intense concentration.  “You have an alter that is a table?”

“Yes, like a coffee table. It’s in the Guardian’s office.  There’s a little nook in the back, just big enough to hold it.”

“Why a table?”

Karen took a big breath. Sooner or later.  Might as well start now. “He was hurting us.  Bad.  And there was a wire around our neck, pulled tight.  He said if we moved, he’d kill us.  We tried, but really no one could hold still, so we made a table that couldn’t feel and couldn’t move, and we all went inside and hid and waited to see if he would let us live.”

The doctor was silent for a moment, then cleared her throat before asking, softly, “How old were you when this happened?”

“The body was nine.  When we looked again, we were lying in the snow in the woods behind the house, without any clothes on. That’s when Killer came, because we knew then that we were going to have to kill him, or he would end up killing us.”

“Who is he?”

“His name was Joseph…  He was our father.”

“Where is he now?”

Karen didn’t answer.  She looked up at the light streaming in through the window.

“Where is he?” the doctor repeated, and then waited.

“The last time we saw him, he was in Wisconsin,” Karen answered finally.

“Did you kill him?”

“I don’t know.  I hope so.”  She started to cry, silently.

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“Not now.”  

“Would you like to Focus about it?”

“Maybe some time, but not now.”

“Okay.”  Dr. Sanford sat quietly and let Karen cry.

Finally Karen dried her eyes, squared her shoulders, and looked at the doctor a little defiantly.

Dr. Sanford nodded.  “Tell me about Spinner.”

Karen was surprised.  “Spinner?”

“Yes.  We said we were going to talk about the others this time.  I thought we might start with those I’ve already met.  If that is all right with you.”

“Okay,” Karen said. She took a moment to collect herself, deliberately allowing her body to sink into the chair’s cushions, folding her hands together in her lap.  Her relief at the doctor’s change of topic was palpable.  Then she spoke. 

“Spinner is ten.  She gets disoriented – that’s why she spins.  Ali used to say it has something to do with gravity and the planets and tides and our place in relation to the center of the universe.  It gets very complicated because everything is always moving –the earth turns and planets change their positions – that sort of thing.”  She paused to clear her throat before going on.  

“But it may be that we read too much science fiction, and Spinner’s spinning has nothing to do with any of that.  It may be just an emotional thing.  Our life is pretty disorienting, without having to invoke the universe.”  A sigh escaped her, but she continued.  

“Anyway, she has to turn until she finds just the right spot.  Ali could always help her find it, and now I can, too.  Spinner is good.  She’s kind and helpful and true.”

“I think you mentioned Ali before.  Who is that?”

“Ali is the person I was looking for when I Focused with you the second time.  She was my twin.  We shared everything.  She was fifteen and beautiful.  She was a dancer.”  Karen ran out of words, unequal to the task of describing Ali.

Dr. Sanford waited a few minutes and then said, “You said ‘was’.  What happened to her?”

“We…merged.  I guess you’d say ‘integrated’ – she and I are together.”

“Really?  When did this happen?”

Karen told her, and then said, “I missed her terribly at first, but now I can feel her inside me whenever I want to.”

“Inside you like an alter?”

“No, it’s different.  I am her and she is me.  We’re really together.  You could as easily call me Ali as Karen.”

“So, why are you calling yourself Karen then?”

“I don’t know exactly.”  Karen stopped and looked inside.  After a few minutes she opened her eyes again and said, “I’m not sure why.  All I get is, There has to be a Karen. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Don’t worry about it.  It doesn’t have to make sense. Is there anything more you want to say about Ali?  Or about anyone else?  I have kind of a feel for Shelly.  Bonnie is a delightful four-year-old.”

“She’s saying to tell you four and a half,” Karen said.

The doctor smiled.  “Excuse me, four and a half.  Who else?  Alex is gay and a late night party guy.  Candace likes birds and Joe’s her buddy.”

“Joe?  Not him!  Little Joe hangs out with Candace and Spinner and Farm Boy, not Joe.  Joe is disgusting!”

“Oh, Little Joe is the one who helped Candace look for the runaway birds.  And there’s another Joe – who’s disgusting.  Can you tell me more about him?  I notice he has your father’s name.”

Karen shuddered.  “Can we talk about Joe another time?”

“Okay.  What about the junkyard dog – Ivy, I think you said her name was?”

“Poison Ivy.  No one listens to her.  She’s our own personal Cassandra.  The world is always falling apart, we’re terrible, doing everything wrong, never can get anything right.”

“Ah! The voice of the critic!”

“She’s full of criticism, all right.  Her voice is shrill, too.”

“Who else?”

“There’s Mary Alice.  She’s kind of a Protector, in her own way – she’s older – grey haired, wears glasses, and is good at getting us out of scrapes.  Tammy is in charge of the memory banks – she keeps them organized, reads some of them, but not the protected ones.    Let’s see…I’ve mentioned Candace and Farm Boy who love the country and all sorts of animals, and there are all the other children.  

“Then there are the Minders.  Harold is supposed to keep his eye on the big kids, though mostly they run wild.  He’s a thinker – kind of shy, uncomfortable with girl-talk anyway.  He’s youngish – in his mid-twenties, kind of nice looking in a quiet way.  You’ll know him if you ever meet him because he wears horn-rimmed glasses and he’s always fiddling with them. You know, pushing them up into place.  Can’t see much without them.  His eyes are pretty bad.”  

Karen grinned.  “You probably won’t see much of Harold.  He’s not exactly a fan of yours.  He’s been reading up on therapy and thinks it’s dangerous.   I agree with him on that score, but it’s too late to back out now.’

She thought a moment and then continued.  “Elisha and a half dozen others take turns watching the babies at the kinderkare center.  Sometimes Melissa helps out, but really she’s impossible – she’s seventeen and extremely immature.  A few Minders watch over those who are in retreat.  Then there are the shopkeepers, the stationmasters, the ranchers, the professors, all the shoppers and bus drivers and so on.”

“And a table,” the doctor added.

“Yes.”

“And all the animals.”

“Yes.”

“And the Guardian and Prime.”

“Yes.”

“I think five hundred twenty nine may be an understatement.”

“Is that enough for now?  I think I’m ready to Focus.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Karen closed her eyes and followed Dr. Sanford’s voice guiding her inside.  She could do this on her own now, but it seemed to go faster, deeper when the doctor was with her.  She sat quietly with the whole of it – her City, her people – feeling the largeness inside her.  She opened her eyes.

“I don’t know what to do next.” she said.

“What do you want to do?”

Karen closed her eyes for a moment.  “I feel like I need to…I don’t know…get solid somehow.  Secure my base.  So I can feel safe to work on the hard things.”

The doctor smiled.  “That sounds like a wonderful idea.  You need a safe place.”

Karen nodded.  “Yes.  The City’s my safe place, but I don’t know what to do once I feel it.”

“You don’t have to do this all alone,” the doctor said.  “If you like, you can tell me what’s happening inside. Then I can say it back to you – and you can use that suspicious mind of yours and check what I say against what you are feeling, to see if you have it just exactly right.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

“Well…you know that you never have to tell me anything that doesn’t feel right to share.”

Karen shook her head.  “It’s not that.  It’s more that I don’t have words for what happens.”

“Then make up words.”  

“I don’t know how to make up words,” Karen protested.

“I don’t know how either, really.  Sometimes I just take a word that is close to what I’m feeling and add ‘kind of’ to it, as in ‘kind of hard’ or ‘kind of tight’.  Or I link two words together.  Sometimes I have to use a whole sentence that somehow wraps itself around the meaning I’m hunting for.”

“I’ll try.”  Karen closed her eyes again and turned her attention inside.  “The City feeling is large – no, huge.  Vast.  And complicated.  And has a kind of wholeness to it.  All of us are linked together – not linked – but something like that.  Kind of linked.”

“So, it’s huge, and complicated, and all of you are kind of linked together.”

Karen was startled by how hearing the words affected her.  The feeling grew stronger, and linked was definitely not right.  “Not linked,” she said.  “More like together, but it’s more active than that. And we’re together, but we’re also separate.”

“So, active, and both together and separate.”

Something moved inside Karen.  She felt her entire body relax into the soft cushions of the blue chair.  “Yes,” she said. “We’re together, and I can feel all of this as something that is happening right now, something actually going on inside of me.” 

“Just stay with that then,” the doctor said.  “Something going on inside you. An active something in which you are both together and separate.  Let yourself experience that fully.”

An image of the City towers came to her, so she described them to the doctor.  “They bend the light, like giant prisms and send rainbows all over the city.  I think every house, every bungalow, even on the meanest streets of the City, has a view of the towers, can receive a rainbow through their prism.  And when there is no sun, they reflect everything, like mirrors, only there are so many angles and facets that separate bits of everything are reflected.  And if you want them to, the towers will rotate, so that the mirrored images are always changing – like a kaleidoscope. The rainbows move too – they shimmer and bend and turn.  And we are like that somehow.  Active in that way, and separate like the different colors of the rainbow, or like the broken pieces of glass in a kaleidoscope, and together we create something whole.”

“Active, separate, together, whole.  You create something together, like a prism or a kaleidoscope.”

“The hugeness, the complexity,” Karen said.  “All of it is happening inside me – and there’s something, too, about the separate pieces being broken, like the glass in a kaleidoscope, but somehow we are whole together.”

As the doctor repeated her words, Karen sat with the feeling, taking long slow breaths as she savored the sensation.  It was stronger now than ever – deeper – and solid.  And there was something else, something nagging at her, pushing for attention.   She waited for it and then tried to put it into words.

“Something you said last time, to Norman, has stayed with me,” she said, keeping her eyes closed and talking from that huge complicated space and the little nagging thing.  “You said we were a woman with an unusual coping mechanism.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Does that mean that all of us alters are not really people, but just coping mechanisms?”

The doctor thought a moment and then said, “I’m not sure the two are mutually exclusive.”

“What do you mean?” Karen opened her eyes.

“I mean that you are both people and coping mechanisms.  Each one of you is undeniably real.  And you are people, except when you are animals or furniture.  And you are also creative ways of coping.  Prime’s ways of coping, I think you might say.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in Prime.”

“I didn’t say that.  I just wonder about the superpowers you attribute to her.  I am open to being persuaded either way as the evidence unfolds.”

Karen shut her eyes and sat with the nagging feeling. “Something still doesn’t feel right about that coping skill part.  We know Prime created each one of us for a specific purpose, but somehow coping mechanism feels…small.”

“What would feel…bigger?”

“The word purpose feels close. Purposeful beings, purposeful copers…. Oh. It’s the word mechanism that is wrong.  We do cope, we have coping skills, but we’re not mechanisms.”  

“So you cope and have skills and are purposeful.  You’re not mechanisms.  You’re bigger than mechanisms.”

“Yes, that’s it.”  Karen let out another long sigh.

****    ****    ****

“The table?” Ivy shrills as I walk across the quadrangle.  “You tell her about the table, and then just drop it and go on to rainbows and crystals?  You’re wasting our time! All this feel good stuff is getting us nowhere.  Real therapy is supposed to hurt!”

“Leave me alone, Ivy,” I say. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah?  Well if we all have a purpose, what’s mine?  No one ever listens to me, so what am I good for?” Ivy snaps.  She turns abruptly and stalks away from me.  I stand looking after her in confusion.  What is her purpose? 

“Prime must be nuts,” I say to the Guardian when I reach her office.

“What do you mean?”

“Ivy.  Poison Ivy.  What can Prime have been thinking?”

“Oh she has her uses,” the Guardian says.

“What possible use can she have?” I am persistent.

“A gadfly?  To keep us on our toes?”

“She’s more likely to discourage us from trying, since we can never get anything right.”

“Maybe you should Focus on her.”

“That would be grim.”

“As Ivy just pointed out, Focusing doesn’t seem to be an unpleasant experience,” the Guardian says.  

“I’m going to have to get into the memories soon,” I tell her.  “I don’t think that will be so pleasant.”

****    ****    ****

Shelly sat curled up on the sofa watching Norman as he paced around the room.  When he threw the business cards Dr. Sanford had given him into the wastebasket, she got up quietly to retrieve them and put them in the desk drawer where she kept Dr. Sanford’s book.  Then she sat down again, pulling her knees to her chest.  It was a mistake to tell him, she thought.  He can’t handle it.

Dinner had gone badly.  She’d cooked his favorite meal – oven-roasted chicken with cornbread stuffing, biscuits and green peas – and he’d hardly tasted it.

He came to a stop in front of her and said one more time:  “You’re going to Wisconsin and that’s that.”  His voice had a way of quavering even while it thundered at her.  “I don’t think this Dr. Sanford knows what she’s doing.”

And Shelly, her voice low and steady, replied once more.  “No she doesn’t, and she openly says so, which is exactly why we can trust her.  And anyway, we don’t have to trust her, because she trusts us!”

“That’s crazy, but then, I forgot.  You’re crazy.”

Shelly got up and walked around him into the kitchen.   She started clearing the food from the table and stacking the dishes.  He followed her and stood in the doorway.  “Why not give Wisconsin a try?”

“No.  Do stop this Norman.  Even if I said ‘yes’, the others would never agree.  We’re not going anywhere.”  She kept her back to him as she turned on the hot water and poured a small amount of dishwashing liquid into the sink.  I’ve got to undo this somehow.

She watched the bubbles billow up in the sink and added some cold water to adjust the temperature.  Then she closed both taps and gathered the silverware and dropped it into the steaming water.

Norman started to speak again but she forestalled him.  “Just let it alone Norman.  It’s all another lie, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t suppose I’m really all those people, do you?  I was just trying to see what I could get away with.  Dr. Sanford fell for it all right – and so did you.”  She picked up a paring knife from the counter and was about to drop it into the water when Norman reached her.  He whirled her around and grabbed her by the shoulders.  His face was dark with rage.

~~~

Killer pushed the point of the paring knife against Norman’s chest.  “If you hurt us, I’ll cut your heart out and feed it to the dogs,” he hissed.

Norman let go and stepped back, his face ashen.

~~~

Alex tossed the knife into the sink and walked away, pausing in the doorway to say, “Sorry about that, darling, but you really shouldn’t try that again.  Shelly’s the only one who loves you.  And anyway, you don’t stand a chance.  A two-bit bully like you is nothing compared to what we’ve had to contend with in our time.”   He turned and went into the bedroom, swinging his hips with a self-mocking swish.  

When he came out, dressed in the red mini skirt and a tight fitting top, Norman was still standing in the kitchen, his hand on his chest.  Alex pulled a coat from the hall closet and put it on.

“Where are you going?” Norman called from the kitchen.

“You don’t think I’m going to stay here all night and watch you walk around in circles, do you?  If you’d wanted company, you shouldn’t have scared Shelly away.”

“I’m bleeding.”

“Don’t be such a baby.  Go put a Band-Aid on it,” Alex said and closed the door behind him.

****    ****    ****

“That didn’t go so well,” I say.  The Guardian and I are sitting together in the library viewing room.  Killer is sulking in the corner, with Spinner and Candace on either side, consoling him.

“It could have been worse.  At least Killer didn’t do more than prick him a little,” The Guardian says.  “And if he doesn’t leave, he’ll think twice before scaring Shelly again.”

“He’ll probably leave.  And good riddance,” I say, loud enough for Killer to hear.  “We don’t need him.”

“Maybe not.”  But the Guardian doesn’t look convinced.  “He can be a bit of a jerk, but he’s also been pretty steady over the years in the face of what you have to admit is a good deal of provocation.  And Shelly likes him.”

“Ali did too,” I acknowledge.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

When Alex got back to the apartment, it was early afternoon.  He shed his clothes, dropping them on the bathroom floor.  No need to be discreet anymore.  He brushed his teeth, went into the bedroom, and slid under the covers.  He stretched once, feeling each muscle in his long legs, in his arms, that lovely painful pull.  Then he rolled over and fell asleep.

~~~

Mary Alice stood in the middle of the living room and looked around. She’d already picked up after Alex in the bathroom and was checking to make sure there was nothing in here that needed her attention.  There might not be any need for discretion, but there was no point in rubbing salt into Norman’s wounded feelings either. 

She saw nothing to disturb Norman, but stayed a few minutes to appreciate the general tidiness of the room.  It was a small room with barely enough room for the matching couch and chair, the television, a small desk and a bookcase, but the colors were pleasing – a soft chocolate brown for the couch and chair that blended nicely with the mahogany red of the bookcase and desk.  White walls kept the room from being too dark, and a few brightly colored pillows provided a note of gaiety.  Two framed posters hung on the walls – one from an Impressionist exhibition at the Met and the other a Matisse painting touting an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art.  A large blue pottery bowl on the coffee table was filled with rocks collected over the years by Little Joe – fossils and petrified wood and agate and jade, plus some crystals in a variety of colors that Shelly had bought at the Museum of Natural History. There were two windows at the far end of the room with a steam radiator just below them which invariably overheated the room when the building’s boiler was turned on.  

Mary Alice walked over to see if the bookshelf needed dusting and decided it could wait another day.  The books added color to the room as well, for the shelves were packed with paperbacks – an eclectic mixture, including science fiction, which both Alice Browning and Norman favored, but also a good number of hard-boiled detective novels, some history books and biographies, as well as a few books on popular science..  There were some regency romances, too, which Shelly had introduced during the past few years.  On one of the lower shelves there was a stack of hard cover books from Norman’s college years – for the most part on dry topics like public policy and administration.  Next to them were a couple of paperbacks on psychology – books Norman had insisted that Alice Browning read when she first began to have troubles – bullied her into reading them, Alex claimed.  

Alice had complied, anxious to please her husband, but found the books bewildering and a little bit scary.  Harold claimed that they’d only made her more troubled, widening the crack in her carefully constructed armor, and Mary Alice thought he was probably right, but considered it still too soon to tell how it would all work out. 

“Early days, still,” she muttered to herself.  All in all, she thought, it was going to be an interesting journey.

Mary Alice and Shelly had both read those psychology books with interest, even excitement at first, seeing some reflection of their own world in the categories of adult, child and parent.  But as they read on, they saw that these were not really separate people like themselves, but more a kind of state of mind.  In the end they decided that transactional analysis might be useful for monobrains, but it merely added another layer of complication that was too confusing to be useful when applied to their multiple world.  Harold had uttered a quiet “I told you so”, and the Guardian had sighed her disappointment.  

And Alice had slipped a little further away.

Mary Alice was in the kitchen when Norman got home.  She hung up her apron and turned to see what frame of mind he was in.

“You’re early,” she commented. “Are you okay?”

“You stuck a knife in me last night.  How do you think I am supposed to feel?”

“I’d say scared.  Scared enough not to attack us again.”  She checked the timer on the stove and added, “Dinner won’t be ready for another hour.  I just put the meatloaf in.”

Norman stared at her for a few minutes, his mouth open, but no words coming.  Then he turned and walked into the living room and turned on the television.

~~~

A week passed with little conversation.  Shelly came back out after just two days inside, but neither she nor Norman had anything to say to each other.  Twice Alex huffed off into the night.  Mary Alice popped out to pick up after him.  Shelly waited.

“Can we talk?”  Norman finally asked on the evening of the seventh day.  A casserole was in the oven, filling the apartment with the rich aromas of sausage, garlic and blended cheeses.  Norman was sitting on the couch with the Focusing book on his lap.  Shelly sat wrapped around herself in the chair opposite him.

“Which one of you am I talking too,” he said.

“I hadn’t noticed that we were talking,” Shelly said, and then, seeing his face drop, relented.  “I’m Shelly.”

“Tell me about you.”

She sighed.  “Dr. Sanford already told you what there is to tell.  I wish now that she hadn’t.”

“No, I mean tell me about you – about Shelly.”

“Oh.”  She thought a moment.  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.  What do you want to know?”

“Everything.  When did you come into being, and for what purpose?  How old are you?  What do you look like?  Why are you the one who’s stuck babysitting me?”  His voice turned a little sour as he asked the last question.

“Oh Norman, it’s not like that.  I like being with you.  I get to be with you because it’s what I want.  It’s what I’m for. ”

“What do you mean?”

She hesitated.  “Are you sure you want to hear this?  I thought you were sorry we told you.”

“I was.  I am.  But also, I’m not sorry…  All of the above.”  His smile was only slightly bitter.  “I can’t handle any more lies.  I needed to be told.  In any case, it’s done.  You can’t put the genie back in the bottle.”  He looked at her sharply, “Is that what you were about the other night?  Trying to shove that genie back into the damn bottle?”

She nodded, crying. “You were so unhappy!”

“Oh my God!  And I thought you…”  He got up and went to her, and pulled her up into his arms.  “I’m sorry, Baby. I’m really sorry. You don’t have to do that for me.  No more lies, from now on.  At least we can have that, whatever else happens.”

They sat down again, this time side by side on the couch.

“Let me tell you about my week,” Norman said.  She nodded.

“After you cut me and left that night…”

“That was Alex who left.  Is your cut all right?”

“It’s fine – all healed.  It was just a little scratch.  You were right...or Alex was.  A Band-Aid was all it needed.”

“That was Killer who did that.  He’s just a little boy.  I’m afraid he over-reacted a bit.”

Norman took a deep breath.  “Killer?”

“He’s nine and very protective.”

Norman nodded.  “I deserved a lot worse.  I see that now – have seen it for some days.  Now you say you were trying to help me, and that makes it even worse.  I didn’t understand.  I was hurting so bad that I could hardly breathe and I thought you were mocking me.  I saw red.  I wouldn’t have hit you, you know, but I was mad, and I needed to see your face.  And…I think I did want to scare you a little.  I…well, I have no excuse.”

“Your week…” Shelly prompted.

“As soon as you were out the door, I was sorry.  Deeply sorry.  And ashamed.  I knew that doctor was right and I needed help.  So I went to get the cards she gave me out of the wastebasket, but they weren’t there.  Then I remembered you pulling them out, but I couldn’t remember what you had done with them.  So I ransacked the living room until I found them – and this book.  I stayed up all night reading it.  It didn’t make much sense to me, but it was all I had right then, so I tried it.”

“And?”

“Oh, it didn’t work.  But it put me to sleep.  When I woke up, I was already late for work, so I called in sick and then called and made an appointment with Dr. Heilmann.  I saw him that afternoon.”

Shelly was scarcely breathing.  “And?”

“I’ve seen him twice now and am going to see him once a week from now on.  He tried the Focusing thing, too, but it was hard going.  Maybe it isn’t for everyone.  But just talking to him helped, and I realized something important, something I need to tell you.”

Shelly waited.

“When your Dr. Sanford said that this wasn’t about me, she was wrong.  I mean, I get what she was saying – that I didn’t cause this thing to happen, and that it isn’t my responsibility to fix it – I do get that, at least sort of.  But what she didn’t get is that you’re my wife.  And we’re a couple.  And what affects one of us, also affects the other.  I know that this D.I.D. thing is about you, but when she was telling me about it, it sure felt like something big was happening to me.  And has been happening to me for a long time.  Because we’re a couple.”

Shelly put her head on his shoulder.  “Thank you, Norman.  That’s very sweet.”  Her voice was a little unsteady.

Norman shook his head and moved away a little, forcing her to pick up her head so he could see her face.  “I’m not asking you to thank…what’s so funny!” he blurted, as she fell into whoops of laughter.

“I’m sorry, Norman, but a couple?” she gasped through her laughter.  “I know what you mean, and you’re very sweet, but don’t you see?  There’s a whole lot more to us than two people.   We’re not a couple, or a triple or even a quintuple.  We’re not even a football team.  We’re a whole city full of people.  You’re married to a city!” 

Norman’s face crumpled a little at her response, but then a grin started at the corners of his mouth.  “It’s a good thing I have a degree m city administration then, isn’t it?” he said and started a chuckle that turned into a full force belly laugh. 

They laid their heads on the back of the couch and howled with glee.  When Shelly started to calm down, Norm’s laughter would start her up again, and vice versa, until at last they subsided together into an exhausted hiccupy giggle and then into sobriety.  They sat together in a companionable silence for a few minutes.

Then Norman said, “We should do that more often.”  Which started them off again.

When their laughter had subsided a second time, Norman said, “I can see this is going to be more complicated than I thought.  Tell me about you, Shelly.  Who are you, and where did you come from?”

She snuggled against him.  “I’m 32 and I look just like Alice Browning did when she first met you.”

“Does that mean that you were 25 when we met?”

“No.  Age doesn’t work that way for us. We don’t change every year – unless we want to, that is.  Anyway, I didn’t exist when you and Alice Browning met.  I didn’t happen until a little while after you got married.”

“I don’t understand.  You mean you’re still making new alters?”

“Whenever we need one, it just happens.”

“So why did you ‘happen’?”

She thought a minute.  “Are you sure you want to know all this?”

“We’re agreed, aren’t we?  No more lies?  I need to understand this stuff.”

“All right…do you remember when you met Alice Browning?”

“Yes…,” Norman sat up.  “Are you saying your ‘happening’ has something to do with me?  What about the ‘It’s not about you’ business?”

“Well, we aren’t about you, but I guess, you could say that, in a way, I am. Don’t get upset again, Norman.  You asked.  Now listen and let me tell it my way.  Okay?”

He leaned back and put his arm back around her shoulders.  “Okay.”

“Do you remember meeting Alice Browning?”  Shelly asked again.

“You were…she was Alice Duvall then.  It was at the library.  She helped me find a book I wanted – it was part of Asimov’s Foundation trilogy and it had been miss-shelved.  She was very sweet and spoke in a calm voice.  A beautiful voice.  I remember thinking she was someone who really had her act together.”  He shook his head.  

They sat for a moment and struggled with another fit of the giggles.  Then Norman said, “So much for my ability as a judge of character.”  Which set them off again.

“Don’t judge yourself too harshly,” Shelly said, when she could speak without laughing.  “Alice did have her act together.  She was acting all the time, trying to pretend she was like everyone else.  She did a pretty good job of it, too, for a lot of years.  Of course the others helped.”

“How did they help?”

“Well, everyone cooperated to keep the City a secret from her.  And Harold generally kept the children from getting into scrapes. And Mary Alice was good at making up stories to account for the missing time and feeding them to Alice.  And Ali helped her by making friends, and she and Mary Alice both were good at cleaning up messes when Alex or the children got out of line.  And…”

“Enough!”  He shook his head in bewilderment.  “Too many names.  And we still haven’t got to you.”

“Yes.  Well, when you met Alice seven years ago, she was 32.  And she was having a hard time.  Maybe the system breakdown had already started.  I don’t know.  Karen had been in retreat for some years already.  Alice thought if she got married, she’d feel more normal, I guess she was lonely too, and you seemed kind and steady, and she felt safe with you.”

“Safe?”

“That’s a good thing, Norman, when your life seems all wrong.  Believe me.  Alice loved you in her way.  The trouble was, there were…parts of married life that she wasn’t really ready for.”

Norman was silent a moment, than asked, “Sex?”

“Well, that and other things.  Alice didn’t have much conversation.  She liked cooking, though, and taking care of you when you were sick, and she enjoyed the vacations you took together.  She liked to travel – driving for miles with the radio on, not having to talk, just being with you.”

“Ali could help out when she needed to talk with you, but the trouble was that Alice couldn’t remember any of the conversations afterwards.  And of course Ali was just fourteen, too young for the sex part, so Autumn stepped in.  But Autumn’s a bit wild, and, well, you probably remember that didn’t go too well.  The contrast with Alice, who was really not able to do much more than lie there like a log, was at least off-putting.”

“Autumn?”  Norman shook his head.  “I thought Alice was freaking out.  I mean I was glad she was finally taking an interest, but she was like a completely different person.”

“You may remember that you suggested therapy.”

“And Alice really freaked out then.  But the next day she was fine.  Better than fine.  And the sex was great, too.”

Shelly dipped her head in mock acknowledgement, “That, my dear, was me.”

“You?”

“Yes.  I ‘happened’ so that we could save Alice’s marriage.  My purpose is to love you.”

“So it’s been you I’ve been married to all these years?”

“Well, not only me.  Until she went into retreat, Alice was still out most of the time. And Autumn would show up occasionally.”

Norman nodded, remembering.  “Yes, that explains a few things.”

Shelly hit him on the arm.  “And others, too.  But mostly it was Alice, and me.”

“Because the others don’t like me.  That’s what Alex said.”

“That’s not true.  Ali liked you.” 

“But not anymore?”

“Ali’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Into Karen somehow, I guess.”

“They integrated?”

“I don’t know what it’s called.  But they were two and now they’re one.”

“But that’s wonderful!  It means you can do it.  You can integrate.  That means that place in Wisconsin might work for you.”

Shelly shook her head.  “Don’t go there, Norman.  It’s not up to you.”

“I know that.  Dr. Heilmann explained all that to me.  But don’t you want to integrate?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe.  But Norman, don’t you see?  If we become a monobrain, we won’t be the Alice Browning you know.  We don’t know what we will be like.  We might not love you.  You might not love us.”

“So you’re not even going to try?”

“I don’t know.  We haven’t decided. And anyway, it’s not up to me.”  She got up from the couch and headed into the kitchen.  “Dinner’s ready.” she said over her shoulder.  “Come and eat.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Karen arrived at the doctor’s office ten minutes late.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Killer found an army surplus store, and I couldn’t get him to leave.”

She sat down in the blue chair with a firm plop and shook her head.  “This is all beginning to get out of hand.”

“What is?” Dr. Sanford said.

“Ever since we told Norman last month, everyone seems to think they have a free pass to the outside.  No need to hide any more.  People are popping out at the least excuse.  Bonnie got out in the children’s section of the library yesterday and personally dismantled the newest exhibit of picture books.  Thank heavens that’s our friend Virginia’s turf.  Harold was scrambling around trying to put it back together when she walked in.  I don’t think she quite believed his story about stumbling against it – after all it was well out of the usual traffic pattern – but she has a good heart and just pitched in to restore order.  Then she nailed him for a lunch date.  It’s tomorrow, and Harold is in a panic, so I shall have to go.”

Dr. Sanford smiled.  “No one else among all those hundreds?”

“Well, yes, I suppose Autumn or Mary Alice could go, or half a dozen others.  I think Shelly has enough on her hands with Norman.  But the trouble is, I’m not sure they could keep the children from coming out if we should happen to pass something interesting – a toy store, a Great Dane, a kangaroo.”

“A kangaroo?” the doctor laughed.

Karen smiled.  “You know what I mean.  Anyway, I don’t mind.  In fact I’ll enjoy it.  I like Virginia.” 

“But?” 

Karen fidgeted in her seat and spread her hands out.  “I’ve been thinking maybe I ought to tell her about us.”

“That’s interesting.  Tell me more.”

“Well, Virginia is Ali’s friend – the one who found us when we got lost that time, when I was all confused.  And now that Harold is the one working at the library, well, you know how Harold is, he’s been avoiding her, and I’ve been too preoccupied to spend time with her.”

“So why tell her now?” the doctor asked.

“Because I need help.” 

Karen sighed and leaned back in her chair, letting her fingers trace patterns on the blue fabric.  “Virginia has been a good friend, and I think we need a good friend right now.  Especially at work.  We can’t afford to lose that job, and the way the children are acting, something is bound to come unglued.  If she knows about us – if she understands – maybe she can help us avoid a catastrophe.”  

“And?” the doctor said.

Karen shook her head and sighed again.  “And…I think mostly it’s because I want a friend.  I miss her.  The Ali in me misses her.”

The doctor said nothing, and Karen said, “You think it’s a bad idea.”

“I think it’s a very good idea.”

“You do?”

“Of course.  You need an ally, and Virginia sounds like she’d be a great one.  And I’m happy to see you building ties here in the outside world.”

“But what if she doesn’t understand?  What if she tells other people?”

“Do you think she would?”

Karen thought. “No, I don’t think so.  At least not maliciously.  But she has a lot of friends.  She might feel she needs to talk about it with someone else.”

“She might.  That would be a very human reaction.”

“So I shouldn’t tell her?”

“I didn’t say that.  You might want to ask yourself what would be so bad about it if she did tell someone.”

“It would mean I can’t trust her.”

“If you make it mean that, it would,” the doctor said.

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, you could make it mean that she’s human with ordinary human needs.  You could choose to understand it to mean that she’s concerned about you and wants to talk to someone to help her sort out her feelings and thoughts about how to best support you.  You could make it mean a whole number of things, not all of them hurtful to you.”

“But what does it matter what it means, if she tells and people know?”

“I think the question is rather what does it matter if people know?”

Karen looked at her in confusion.

The doctor leaned forward.  “All your life you have hidden who you are.  You’ve lied and made up stories and pretended to be someone you are not.  I understand that you needed to do this to survive, but your survival no longer depends on secrecy.  You’re an adult, with a job, a husband and a therapist.  You don’t have to hide anymore.”

Ali in me. Ally ally in free. No more hiding.  “I should just tell everyone?”

“No.  Just those you want to tell.  What I’m saying is that you don’t have to make such a big deal out of it.  You have blue eyes, dark brown hair and long legs.  You are intelligent and funny.  You live in New York.  You work in the library.  You are multiple.”

“You think I’m funny?”


The doctor laughed, and Karen laughed with her.

“So you’re saying the others are right.  It’s a free pass.”

“In a way.  Of course, they need to behave responsibly.  Killer can’t go around threatening people without consequences.  Autumn and Alex would do well to use condoms.  It would be kinder if Alex didn’t flaunt his activities in front of Norman.  The children need to be supervised so they don’t tear the library apart.  That sort of thing.”

“I need to Focus.”

“Okay.”

Karen sensed into the Ali in me place, and then touched base with the safety and wholeness of the kaleidoscope City.  Then she gently asked herself what it would feel like if people knew that she was multiple.  And immediately felt two conflicting things.

“There’s a great fear right over my heart,” she said.  “It’s screaming at me that people will hate me.  They will think I’m weird and make fun of me…  No it’s worse than that.  They’ll be afraid of me.”

“People will be afraid of you,” the doctor said.

“Yes. That’s it.  And there’s another feeling altogether.  It’s right here in my belly,” Karen said rubbing her lower abdomen.  “It’s more like excitement.  And relief.”

“And there’s excitement and relief.”

Karen shook her head.  ”It’s stronger than that.  It’s almost giddy with relief.  It’s like joy!  Not to have to hide, not to have to pretend. No more lies. It’s like freedom.”

She opened her eyes.  “Both those things are there.  What do I do?”

“Sit with them both.  Listen to first one and then the other.  Invite them in.  Open yourself up to what they have to teach you.  Ask what they need from you.”

Karen closed her eyes and sat.  After a few minutes she opened them and complained.  “I don’t know how to listen to them.  They seem frantic and contradictory.  I don’t know what to do for them.”

The doctor thought for a moment and then said, “One Focusing teacher says the way to be with something inside is to be like a compassionate scientist – both caring and curious.  Don’t try to fix anything, just observe with an open heart.  Take your time, let each one unfold.  Take turns. Approach each feeling as if it were a baby – with that kind of awe and wonder.”  

Karen started to say she’d never been much of a baby cuddler, but then remembered holding Little Marie, and said instead, “We’ve always been good at taking turns.”

She closed her eyes and reached inward, sensing which of the two feelings needed her attention first and then promising the other one it would have her full attention in its turn.  Then she just sat first with one and then the other, hearing them out, experiencing them fully, letting them do whatever they needed.  

She sat for a long time, mostly in silence, sometimes saying a few words, which the doctor repeated for her.  Each time she heard her words back, her body shifted a little.  Finally she sighed and opened her eyes.

“That was hard,” she said. “It was almost as if different parts of me were negotiating.”

”Yes.”

“And in the end, they both wanted the same thing.  It was: Let go slowly. They want me to go slow.  Just tell a few people.  Virginia.  Try it out, one step at a time.”  

“Let go slowly, one step at a time.”

Karen smiled and let out another big sigh.  “Yes.”

****    ****    ****

The Guardian is waiting for me in the quadrangle as usual.  I see Poison Ivy beside her, and am astonished to see that both of them are smiling.

“Thank you,” Ivy says, as I walk up to them.

“What for?” I am confused.

“You listened to me.” she says.  “You heard me.”

“That was you?”  I am astonished.  “But you made sense.”

“I always do,” Poison Ivy says, and walks away grinning.

The Guardian is grinning too.  I shake my head, but am unable to resist.  I smile.

We walk together up to her office and sit on opposite sides of her desk.

“Ivy thinks it’s time we made some decisions.” the Guardian says.  She picks up a pencil and taps the eraser end gently on the desk.

I am again surprised.  “I think so too.”

“We could try patching up the system,” she begins, “but I don’t think we can sustain it without Alice Browning.”

“I haven’t seen her for a while.  How is she doing?”

“The same.  She keeps her feet planted on that little green rug you gave her and rocks.  Doesn’t say a word.  Sometimes she chuckles to herself.”

“What about the dreams?”  I ask.  I don’t really expect anything.  I can’t allow myself to hope.

“Still in stasis.  I don’t think they’ll go away until we deal with Wisconsin.  And if we do that, we might not need Alice Browning anymore.”

I shudder.  “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“No.  I don’t.”  The Guardian’s voice is calm – carefully devoid of any suggestion of emotion.  She is holding the pencil perfectly still in her hand

“I’m not ready.”

“Okay.”

“Now you sound like Dr. Sanford.”  I am annoyed.

The Guardian just nods, but the pencil is moving again, gently sliding through her fingers.

“I haven’t given up on Prime yet,” I say.  “Let her tackle the memory banks.”

“So how are you going to go about that?  You’ve tried Focusing on Prime several times without success.”

“She has to be here somewhere.  And now I know I’ll know her when I find her.  That’s progress.”

“Small steps?”  The Guardian shrugs her skepticism.  

“I’m not ready,” I say again.

“Time you got yourself ready,” Ivy hoots from the doorway, and then she heads off down the hallway.

The Guardian gets up to shut the door, but I am there first.

“So what do you want from me, anyway?”  I yell after Ivy.  “To slow down or speed up?

Ivy turns and grins.  “You’re asking for my opinion?” she shrills.

“Yes, I am.”

“The answer to your question is ‘both!’  I want you to hurry up and slow down.”  Her laughter is almost a cackle.

I retreat into the office and the Guardian shuts the door.

We look at each other.

“The really strange thing,” I say, “is that I’m pretty sure I know what she means.”

****    ****    ****

“You’re not getting any better,” Norman said.  “It seems to me that you’re getting worse.”

Mary Alice shrugged.  “You’ve got to expect it to take some time, dear.  Now that you know about us, the little ones all want to come have a look at you for themselves.”  She reached up and patted his cheek gently, giving him her kindest smile.  “No harm in that.”

He eyed her warily and stepped back.  “You’re not Shelly.”

“Well, good for you.  You’re right.  I’m Mary Alice.  See?  You’re getting the hang of it.  Shelly’s taking a little break.  I told her I’d cook dinner tonight.  She’ll come by later.  I was thinking a vegetable and pasta casserole would do nicely.”

“So what are you like?”

“Oh, I suppose you would say I’m the motherly type.  At least I’m old enough to be your mother.  But maybe it’d be better if you think of me as your auntie.”  She beamed at him.  “It feels nice to just be myself for a change and not have to playact like I’m Alice Browning.”

Norman blinked and shuddered a little.  

“It’s strange for you, to be sure,” she said comfortingly. She patted him on the cheek again. “Why don’t you just go in and watch television, while I finish up here.  I know you’d rather talk to Shelly.  Maybe she’ll make it here in time to eat with you.”

Norman went into the living room and picked up the remote.  

****    ****    ****

I stop by the kinderkare to talk with Elisha.  “You’ve got to keep a closer watch on Bonnie,” I tell her. “I know she’s a handful.  I’ll make an effort to take her out with me.  And maybe Shelly can take her, too.  She can play in the apartment, or even in the park.  I’ll take her on the swings.  But she can’t go out alone.  And she has to promise to mind whatever adult is with her.”

I tell Bonnie the same thing, and the other small children, too.  I promise to buy a stuffed bear and am talked into three.  I back that promise up with a threat to take the bears away if they misbehave, and they all promise to be good.

Now I have to have a similar talk with Little Joe and the other “big” kids.  For once they are nowhere to be found, so I end up going to the train station to check the viewscreen there to see what’s going on in the outside world.

Shelly’s eating dinner with Norman.  Candace and Farm Boy are sitting quietly by her side watching Norman intently.  He’s looking uncomfortable and I wonder if he knows they are there.  I call them and they reluctantly come back inside through the little blue door.  I glance up at the screen one more time and it seems to me that Norman looks more relaxed.  I turn to the children.

“One at a time from now on.  And only when there is an adult with you.”

“Aw, Karen,” Candace says.  “One isn’t any fun.”

I hesitate.  What she is saying is reasonable.  “If more are invited and no monobrains are around, then more can go out.  But no more than three at a time,” I decide.  “And only when we are alone,” I repeat.  

I make them promise.  They are good kids.  They will keep their word.

****    ****    ****

Norman got up and carried his empty plate to the sink.  He poured two cups of coffee and set them on the kitchen table before sitting back down across from Shelly.  

“What was that about?”  he asked.

Shelly took a sip of the hot coffee before replying.  “What was what about?”  

“Come on, Alice.  You were staring at me as if I were some kind of freak show, and then all at once you weren’t.  What was that?”

“Oh.  That was Candace, and Farm Boy.  They’re just kids.  They popped out to have a look at you close up.  Then Karen made them go back inside.”

“To have a look at me?”

“Well, yes.  Now that you know about us, everyone is curious about you.  They are all waiting to see what you’re going to do.”  Shelley eyed him over her coffee cup.

“I thought they all hated me.”

“Oh, that was just Alex.  Don’t bother about him.  He’s such a cat.  Most of the others haven’t thought much of you one way or another until now.  Now suddenly you matter.”

“Suddenly I matter?”  Norman’s grin was a little twisted.   He took a drink of his coffee while he thought about that.  Then he said, “That feels kind of creepy.”

“Creepy?”

“Being stared at without any warning.  Being watched by strangers in my own home.  Yeah.  Creepy.”

“Oh.  Maybe it would help if you think of it as a kind of job interview.”

“No,” Norman said firmly.  “That does not help at all.”

Shelly was quiet a moment.  “It’s pretty confusing for you, all this.  We’re used to it, so we don’t realize how it feels to monobrains.”

“Monobrains?”

“Yeah.  People like you with just one brain per body.”

Norman started to laugh.  “So I’m the freak!”

Shelly grinned sympathetically.  “Well, to us you are, kind of.”

“Seriously, Alice, I don’t know if I can get comfortable with this.  It’s really weird.  I came home all excited, wanting to tell you about my therapy session, and I find some jolly old lady patting me on the cheek as if I were a little kid and cooking me dinner.  Then when I think we’re alone suddenly a couple of kids are giving me the evil eye.”

“‘Jolly old lady!’ Mary Alice will have a fit if she hears you call her that,” Shelly protested.

“Well if she’s listening in, it serves her right.  Besides, she’s the one who told me she was old enough to be my mother.  I think she was afraid I was going to kiss her.  It seems I have to ask who I’m with and if we are alone before I kiss my own wife.”

“Can’t you tell the difference?”

“Apparently not.  Are we alone right now?”

“Well…it depends on what you mean by ‘alone’.”

“I have a feeling I’m not going to like this.”  He lifted his coffee cup and drained the last of it.

“We’re alone in the sense that I’m the only one out right now.”

“But?”

Shelly stared into her coffee cup, avoiding his eyes.  “But there’s no telling who might be watching us on the viewscreen.”

“I knew I wasn’t going to like it.  They are watching us?”

“Someone always is.  Especially now that Alice Browning is in retreat.”  She looked up at him and added.  “It’s necessary for continuity.  And safety.”

“Jesus, Alice.  It’s like I’m living in a police state.” Norman got up and stalked into the living room.  Shelly cleared the rest of the dishes from the table and then followed.

They sat together on the couch, a careful foot of space between them.  

“I told you you were married to a whole city full of people,” Shelly offered.

“I just want to be married to you – Alice – Shelly – whatever you call yourself.”

“I can’t exist apart from the others.  It’s all or nothing, I’m afraid,” she said quietly.

He put his arm around her and pulled her closer to him.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not giving up yet.  It’s just that it’s damn weird.”

She gave a little sigh and let her head rest on his shoulder.  “I don’t want to give up either.”  She was quiet a moment, and then added.  “I’ll talk to Karen.  Maybe we can work out some way to make you more comfortable.”

“It’s just the feeling of being watched by a lot of strangers, and they’re all judging me,” Norman said.  

“Maybe you should meet some of them.  Then they wouldn’t feel so strange.”

“I’ve met some of them already, and believe me, they’re pretty strange,” Norman said.

Shelly punched him lightly. “I mean formally introduced, not when you were thinking they were Alice Browning and wondering why she was so moody.”

“I think that’s a good idea.  Only, if we are at least sort of alone right now, could I tell you about my day?  I Focused today, and it worked!”

“Tell me.”

“This was a rough week.  I felt guilty and angry and scared. Some days I thought I just couldn’t live with this, that I’d have to leave you. Some days I thought I might as well be dead.”

“Poor Norman,” Shelly said, reaching up to stroke his hair.

  He took her hand in his.  “Today I told Dr. Heilmann about that feeling I get where I can’t breathe – I told you about it – when I think about what’s happening, when it seems that I just can’t live like this.  He told me to just stay with that feeling and listen to what it wanted.  Well, that was easy, it wanted air, but I asked again, and Alice, you are my air.  When I feel like I’m going to lose you, it feels as if there is no air.  And when I realized that, it suddenly felt easier, I could breathe easier. Because I don’t have to lose you.  I can decide to find a way to live with this.  That’s up to me.”

Shelly frowned slightly.  “It’s up to us, at any rate.  You – me – and all the rest of the City.”

Norman closed his eyes for a moment. His breathing got a little shallow. Then, trying for a light tone, he said, “Maybe I need to think of this as a job interview after all.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“How was your lunch with Virginia?” the doctor asked.

“It went okay.  I told her, and she just blinked and said, ‘That explains a lot of things,’ and took a big bite out of her hamburger.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah.  Well, then she told me about a problem she’s having with a noisy neighbor in the apartment above hers, and speculated about whether or not the new maintenance man at the library has a crush on Mary Tolley, and told me, off the record, about some new cuts that are coming down in the library system, but she doesn’t think my job is in danger.”

“And?”

“And then just as we were leaving the diner, she asked me if Norman knew, and I told her we had just told him.  And she said, ‘I’d like to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation.’ And then we walked back to work.”

“Wow!” Dr. Sanford said.

“Yeah.  Wow!”  Karen replied.  

“That’s a highly technical term for ‘My mind is blown,’” Dr. Sanford said.

Then they both laughed.

“She’s a good friend,” the doctor said, finally.

“Yes, she is,” Karen said.  

“Will she ask you more questions later, do you think?”

“Oh yes, I would think so.  When she’s sorted it out a bit in her head.  In the meantime, it’s business as usual.  Virginia’s a very practical person.  No fuss, no stress.  Just do what needs to be done.  She was the perfect person to tell.”

They smiled at each other and let a companionable silence develop between them for a little while.  Then Karen spoke.

“How come you never ask me about my past?” 

“Why?  Do you want me to ask about your past?” Dr. Sanford answered with a question of her own.

“Not particularly, but I thought you shrinks were always going on about the past.”

“I’m only interested in how your past affects your present life,” the doctor said. “And you’ve already told me a good deal about that.”

“I have not!”

“Well, I think it was you, though I suppose I could be mistaken.  It might have been one of the others.”

Karen shook her head.  “I’d know if anyone else told you.  You don’t know anything about my past.”

“Well, let me see.  I know you are from Wisconsin.  I think you probably grew up there.  I know that your father abused you horribly and that you were very afraid of him.  I know that you started ‘splitting’ into different alters when you were very young.  And I know that you came to New York City while still in your teens.  Are there more things about your past that you want me to know?”

Karen blinked.  “How do you know those things?”

“I pay attention.  That’s my job.”

Karen stared at Dr. Sanford’s handsome face.   For a moment her earlier fear of this power house of a woman came back in full force. Then she saw a glimmer of humor light the doctor’s eyes, and was reassured. “I…guess I did tell you all that.    I remember telling you, only...there’s a lot more.”

“You can tell me anything you want to.”

Karen nodded.  “My past does affect my present life, because I’m afraid of it.  I don’t want to remember it, but I do.  None of the others seem to know about it, at least not as much as I do.  Different ones know different parts of it.  Maybe some of them know stuff that I don’t.  I guess that’s possible.”

The doctor nodded, but said nothing.

“I’m afraid,” Karen said again.

“Of?”

Karen looked down at her hands, which were clasped tightly together.  “I’m afraid if I talk about what I remember, if I Focus on it, then I’ll feel all that bad stuff again.  I don’t think I can bear that.  I went into retreat to get away from it, to keep it from Ali.  Now I’m supposed to drag it out and get sucked back into it again?”

“Focusing isn’t like that.  It’s about now.  Even when you Focus on the past, you’re Focusing on how you carry it with you right now, today.  The old feelings are past.  You don’t have to feel the original pain again, just the part that you’re dragging along with you. That fear you’re talking about is today.  You’re feeling it now and will continue to feel it until you face it.”

“But what if you’re wrong?  What if I start to relive the past anyway?”

“You can control that.  You don’t let it swallow you up, but keep it at a little distance as you Focus.  Or a big distance, if you need one.  And if you find yourself doing something you’re not ready for, you stop.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.  If you aren’t ready for something, then don’t do it.  You can trust your own sense of what you are ready for.”

“But I have to do this!  I know I do.  If I don’t, I’ll be stuck like this forever.”

Dr. Sanford shook her head.  “This isn’t a horse race, Karen.  When you’re ready, you will do it.  Focusing is safe that way.  If you pay attention to your suspicious mind, you will go as far as you are able to go and then stop when you come to a place you can’t handle.”

“You’ll stop me?”

“I won’t need to.  You’ll stop yourself.  But if you like, I can help you by reminding you to ask yourself each step of the way if it’s okay for you to go farther.”

“One step at a time,” Karen said.

“Yes.  One step at a time.”

“Hurry up and slow down,” Karen said.

Dr. Sanford laughed.  “’Hurry up and slow down.’  I like that.”

“That was Ivy.  She was right again.”

“Do you want to tell me about Ivy?”

“She was strange after our last session.  She actually thanked me.  And she smiled.”

“We’re talking about Poison Ivy, the ‘junkyard dog’?”

“She doesn’t like being called that.  ‘Cassandra’ fits her better.  She’s always predicting disaster.”

The doctor nodded.  “In the myth, Cassandra was cursed with seeing future disasters clearly, but no one would listen to her when she warned them.”

“That’s Ivy.  No one listens to her.”

“Poor Ivy.  No wonder she gets so shrill.”

“I listened to her last time.  She was the part that was afraid of being hated and feared.  But she’s also always bugging me to work harder.”

“Hurry up and slow down.”

“Yes.”

“Maybe you need to thank Ivy.  Seems like she’s keeping you on course.”

~~~

“You’re welcome,” Ivy said.  “I’ll let that ‘junkyard dog’ crack pass this time, but don’t do it again.”

“I won’t.  Thank you, Ivy,” the doctor said.

~~~

“Sorry,” Karen said, shaking her head.  “Ivy’s stronger than I thought.”

“No problem.  I was glad to meet her.  What would you like to do now?”

“I want to Focus…but I’m not sure what to Focus on.”

“How about Joe?”

“Joe?’

“The alter named after your father.  He’s a topic you backed away from before.  Why don’t you check and see if you’re ready to talk about him?”

Karen checked inside.  After a few minutes she opened her eyes.  She gripped the arms of her chair and said carefully.  “I think it’s okay.  I’ll try.”

“We can stop whenever you need to.”

“Okay.”  She closed her eyes, and connected to the whole of the City.  Joe was part of the City, but just a little part.  She sensed him, riding a bus, cruising aimlessly, touching himself and ogling women from the rear window, in a kind of holding pattern, almost as if he were waiting until he would be needed.  Sexuality of the most brutal kind oozed from him.  She felt a shiver go through her body as she thought of him. Really, he was disgusting.

“Are you okay?” the doctor asked.

“Yes.  He’s gross, but not scary right now.”

“So he’s gross, but not scary.”

“There’s something sad about him.  He’s a big man – bloated with…I don’t know what… a kind of hunger…sexual hunger.  Alex and Autumn are both into sex in a big way that I don’t really understand, but they play with it.  It’s more like a game for them.  For Joe it’s a sickness.  No one likes him.  No one trusts him.  He wants so desperately to be wanted that he’ll stoop to anything.”

“Something sad.  No one trusts him.  He’ll do anything.”

“Stoop to anything, the lowest vilest beha…  He knows I’m watching him!”  Karen opened her eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.  It’s just that he knows what I’m doing.  And…he’s glad.  It freaked me a little.”

“What do you want to do?”

Karen closed her eyes.  “He knows he messed up with Ali and he’s sorry.”

“He’s sorry.”

“I knew that.  Ali knew that, so of course I do, but I didn’t feel it before.  I was too angry with him.”

“He messed up, and he’s sorry, and you can feel that now.”

“Yes…but I don’t care!  He’s disgusting.  He turns everything into sex.  It’s the only thing he knows.  He put Ali in danger.  He was supposed to protect her and instead he abandoned her.  She was only fourteen.  I won’t forgive him!”

“He put Ali in danger and something in you doesn’t want to forgive him.”

Karen opened her eyes.  “I guess I need to tell you what happened before I go on.”

“If you want to.”

“It was awful!  We’d been in New York for about four years.  I was nineteen and Ali was fourteen.   Alice Duvall wasn’t Alice Browning yet.  We had just started working at the library – our first good job.  It was late at night, but Ali was just going to the corner store, not far at all and Joe went along to keep an eye on her, keep her safe.  That’s a laugh.”

“Instead he did something that put her in danger?”  

“There was a rack of magazines in the store and Joe started looking at some pornography.  A group of young guys came in and what they saw was a young woman reading the most graphic pile of garbage imaginable – ropes and gags and body parts.  You can imagine what they thought.”  Karen shook her head and shifted her weight forward in the chair, and then continued.

“They were waiting when Ali and Joe finally left the store.  She had a carton of orange juice and he had three of those disgusting magazines.  They raped her, of course.  There were five of them.  Joe should have pushed her back inside and fought them off, or at least stayed to take the beating.  But he knew it was his fault and he panicked.  He ducked back inside, leaving her to face them alone.  He was thirty and she was fourteen, and he left her to pay the price for his stupid, dirty, disgusting mind.

“I was in the country, nowhere near any exit portal.  The Guardian sent Mary Alice and Autumn outside, but by the time they could get the door open, it was all over.  They got Ali back inside and walked the body home and cleaned it up.  Joe went into hiding.   

“Ali was a wreck.  It took weeks to get her healed.  We transferred the worst of her memories to the memory banks – Tammy locked them up in the protected section.  And we added a new exit in the train station in the country.  

“I knew I had to do something about Joe – figure out what happened, so I could prevent it from happening again.  It took me a week to find him.  I tried talking to him, but I was too angry and he was a sniveling mess.  I put a temporary ban on him, so he couldn’t go outside.”

Karen was dry-eyed, but her voice cracked a little as she continued.  “I waited until Ali was strong again, and then I went into the memory banks – the protected ones.   Tammy warned me it was dangerous, but this was for Ali.   And I went straight from there into deep retreat.  I left instructions with the Guardian to keep Joe under strict controls, and to keep Ali away from me.  I could barely handle what I’d learned and I knew it would be too much for her.”

“I’m not sure I understand how the memory banks work.”

“Oh,” Karen sat back.  Her body relaxed a little as she thought how to explain. “Tammy is in charge.  She keeps the records organized and catalogued and cross-referenced.  They’re catalogued by subject matter, by chronology, by whether or not they are restricted access – we call those ‘protected’ memories – and by whether they are inside or outside memories.  And the outside memories are cross-referenced by who was in the body at the time.  It’s a lot of work because of course new memories are coming in all the time.  And it’s an important job, essential for continuity, and it has become even more complicated than ever now that Alice Browning is in retreat, because so many of us are outside these days.”

“So aside from the time we’re talking about, what would be a typical situation when you might need to access the memory bank?”

“Well, for a while Alice Duvall and Virginia joined a book club together.  Ali actually was the main person who participated.  She was the one who read the books they discussed.  Once or twice she wasn’t available to go to the club meeting, so someone else would go in her place.  Since there was no time for that person to read the book, she’d just stop by the memory bank before heading off to the meeting and tap into Ali’s memory of the book.  It would only take a minute.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

“What do you mean?”

“In the memory banks?  Did you find anything to help you deal with Joe?”

“Oh.  That.”  Karen shuddered.  “Tammy warned me. The protected memories are dangerous.  I went to the time before Joe, to remember how he came to be, and asked Tammy to cross-reference it with sex.  I should have narrowed it down more, but I really didn’t know what I was looking for.  I got it all – much more than I wanted.”  She paused as a great shuddering swept through her body, and then added, “Too much.  And the thing is, once you get something from the memory banks, you can’t really put it back.”

She swallowed, struggled to keep her mind on topic. “But Joe?  He was supposed to be a protector – a ‘good’ father to replace the real one.  But we were only six when he was created, and the only time our father was even halfway nice to us was when he wanted ‘some sugar’, so that must have got built in… I guess our notions about sex were pretty distorted back then.  We created a monster.”

“A thirty-year-old with a child’s notion of sex.”

“A pretty sick child’s notion.  And he’s forty-eight now.  Kind of sad, huh?

“Are you ready to Focus on all of this now?”

Karen nodded and closed her eyes.  Joe was still waiting, sad and yet somehow almost hopeful.  Really, he was pathetic.  She reached for a sense of all of him, how careful he was to stay out of her way, even when his attention remained riveted upon her, how he took the long watches when Alex or Autumn was on a spree, how desperately alone he always seemed under the sexual bravado.  She sat with his anguish, his guilt. She deliberately, carefully, opened herself up to experience him fully – to be the compassionate scientist listening with wonder and curiosity to his sad story.  Those porn magazines had been irresistible, had drawn him in, had elicited a childlike fascination with something both familiar and incomprehensible. He had seen a world he recognized, had felt a little less strange for discovering that others shared those bizarre tastes.   

Something cold and hard-edged in her chest tightened briefly and then relented.  Suddenly it didn’t seem worth the effort to stay angry.  It occurred to her that it was childish to keep on punishing him when Ali had forgiven him so long ago.   

Karen let out a long sigh and opened her eyes.  “Not his fault,” she said.

“Not his fault?” Dr. Sanford said.

“Time to let go.  He wasn’t up to the job, that’s all.  In a way he was the child, stuck in the past.  Age isn’t the same for us.  Even though she was only fourteen, of the two of them, Ali was the adult.  That’s why she stayed outside.  She protected him.  That’s why she was the one who was raped.  Joe couldn’t have handled it.”

Suddenly Karen was weeping.  She closed her eyes and let herself feel the tears.  Each one was precious.  She sensed for the first time that her grief was not just for Ali, but for Joe as well.  She let herself feel his regret, his clumsy eagerness to make amends, his desperate need to be wanted, to be useful.  

“He’s still a protector in his own way,” she said so softly it was almost a whisper.  And when she heard those words repeated, something resonated inside her, something eased a little in her chest.  For the first time she sensed that his obsession with sex was a kind of burden that he dragged around with him like a penance…no, not a penance exactly, but something like that.  He carried that burden for the rest of them.  So they wouldn’t have to.  Another shudder shook her body.

She waited until the tremor had died away completely and the tears had stopped.  Then she opened her eyes again and reached for a tissue.  “Poor Joe,” she said.  “Poor, disgusting, pathetic Joe.  I’m not sure we could survive without him.”

Dr. Sanford nodded and smiled her calm smile.  “Maybe next time we’ll try something hard,” she said.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

“Job interview time,” Shelly said, cuddling up against Norman on the brown couch in their small living room.  “Are you ready?”

Norman pointed to the chair across from them. “Maybe it would work better if you sat over there.  I’m not sure Alex would be comfortable to find himself with my arm around him.”

Shelly laughed.  “It wouldn’t be the first time that happened.”  But she got up and moved to the chair.

“You’re kidding, right?” 

“No lies, remember?  No, I wasn’t kidding.”

“Oh.”  Norman sat and digested that thought for a moment, then shook his whole body and visibly let it go.  “Okay, I’m ready.  Who’s first?”

“Killer wants to apologize.”

“Killer?” Norman said uncertainly.

“Just remember he’s a nine-year-old boy and you’ll do fine,” Shelly said.

“Okay.”

~~~

“I apologize for threatening you with a knife I won’t ever do it again at least I won’t if you don’t do anything to deserve it,” Killer said in one big mouthful and sat back in the chair with a glowering look that spoke eloquently of someone who had completed an unpleasant task under strict orders and who already regretted doing so.

Norman suppressed a smile and answered simply, “Then I will do my best not to deserve it.  I certainly did deserve it when you…er…frightened me, and I apologize, too, for behaving so badly.”

Killer leaned forward.  “Did I frighten you?”

“Yes, very much.”

He sat back. “Good.  You were being an ass.”

“I know,” Norman said humbly.

“I behave like an ass sometimes, too,” Killer said.

“I think it may be part of the human condition,” Norman said.  “From time to time, we all behave like an ass.”

“But you won’t do it again.”

“No, I won’t.  Not if I can help it.”

“Okay, then.”

They both were silent for a time.  Killer slouched down in the overstuffed chair and plucked at a seam of the chocolate colored upholstery.  Then just before the silence became awkward, Killer asked, “What job are you applying for?”

“What?  Oh.  I guess to be Alice’s husband.”

“I thought you already were her husband.”

“Well, I am.  Only I’ve just discovered that that means I’m married to all of you and so I need your approval.”

“You’re not married to me!  That’s gross!”  Killer objected.

“Well, not you specifically, but all of you together.”

Killer thought about that for a bit.  “I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Yes, well, I’ve been having that same problem, but Shelly tells me it is true, and I trust Shelly.”

“So do I,” Killer said. He fiddled with the upholstered chair arm some more and then added. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“It’s okay with me if we’re married to you.  So long as you don’t act like an ass again.”

“I won’t.  Thank you.”

“Can I go now?” Killer squirmed in his chair.

“Of course.”

~~~

Shelly eyed Norman with mock disapproval as he leaned his head against the back of the couch and laughed.

When he could talk, he said, “My dear, we promised no more lies.”

“Yes, we did.”

“You told me that child wanted to apologize.  I don’t think I have ever received a more reluctant apology in my life.”

“I thought it was a handsome apology,” she protested.

“It certainly was.  I like your Killer.”

She smiled.  “I like him, too.  Who do you want to meet next?”

“I think I shall leave the agenda up to you.”

“Okay, Melissa, then.  She’s been nagging me to put her at the head of the line.”

“There’s a line?”

“Well, not exactly, but there are quite a few who want to talk to you.  It’s a new experience for them, you see, to be formally introduced as themselves to an outsider.”

“Tell me about Melissa.”

“She’s okay.  She’s a teenager and a little careless sometimes.  I think she has a bit of a crush on you.”

~~~

“I do not!  That is so unfair!”  Melissa glared at Norman, and then quickly changed her scowl into a grin.  “That’s so like Shelly – she likes to tease.  Well, you know that.”  

Norman smiled at the face of his middle-aged wife, which had blushed a bright red.

“Yes, she does tease,” he said. “I know better than to pay attention to her jokes.  It’s nice to meet you, Melissa.”

The flustered teenager across from him settled back in her chair a little.  “It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said.  Her face remained rosy, and her eyes failed to meet his, but she smiled sweetly and seemed a little calmer as she spoke.

She looked down at the jeans and blouse Shelly had put on that morning.  “Really, Shelly has no fashion sense!  Excuse me for a minute, will you?”  And before he could say anything, she left the room, throwing a shy smile back over her shoulder.

She really was gone for only a minute.  She’d kept the jeans but put on one of the tight tank tops that Alex wore with the mini-skirts.  Over that she’d added an oversized blue and white pin-striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up, the front left unbuttoned, but tied in a big knot at her waist.  Her hair was pulled to one side and held with a large clip.  

“There, that’s better!” she said and threw herself into the chair, slouching back and stretching her long legs out in front of her.  Norman thought she looked delightful.

“That’s your idea of how to dress for an interview?” he asked.

“You’re the one interviewing, not me,” she said.  “You got a cigarette?”

“No, I don’t smoke…and you don’t either.”

She grinned.  “No, I don’t, but I’d like to.”

“Not if I can help it.”

She pouted a little.  “You’re applying for the job of husband, not father.”

“I’m beginning to think, I may have to be a little of both – husband to adults, father to children, maybe a strict uncle to the teenagers.”

“I like you,” Melissa said.

“I like you back,” Norman said.

~~~

“You handled her nicely,” Mary Alice said.  “She’s really a sweet girl – just a little undisciplined.”  She untied her shirttails as she spoke and smoothed them flat against her belly, which seemed a little rounder somehow.  Then she reached up, unfastened the hair clip, pulled all of her long locks together  and twisted them around her fingers into a casual bun at the nape of her neck and secured it with the clip.

“I’m Mary Alice,” she told Norman.  “We’ve met before – I’m your ‘jolly old lady’ – but I thought a formal introduction would be nice.  Would you mind handing me my glasses?  They’re in our bag, which Shelly left there on the couch beside you.”

Norman reached in the bag and pulled out a brown glasses case.

“No.  Those are Harold’s.  I can’t see a darn thing through them.  Mine are in the blue case,” Mary Alice directed him.  He went into the bag again and this time held out the blue-flowered case.  She took it with a gracious nod and put the glasses on.  Then she settled back comfortably in her chair, both feet planted firmly on the floor and looked him over.  “What have you got to say for yourself,” she said.

“Sorry about the ‘jolly old lady’ bit,” Norman said.  He ran a finger under the edge of his collar.

“Oh, fiddle!  It’s as good a description as any.   I’m not so particular.”  She smiled at him.

Norman grinned back.  “It’s nice to meet you, Mary Alice.  That was a good casserole you made the other night.”

Mary Alice nodded.  “Shelly and I do all the cooking now that Alice Browning is in retreat.  Alice made a kind of an art of it, went all gourmet from time to time, but we’re both good plain cooks.  You won’t starve with us.”

“Not at all.  I love your good plain cooking.”

Suddenly Mary Alice went into whoops of laughter.  “You should have seen your face when I told you I was old enough to be your mother.”

Norman grinned.  “You did startle me a bit.”

“And no wonder!  It’s just that I’m not used to being the one to ruffle feathers – usually it’s Karen and Alex who get people riled up and I’m the one calming them down.  That’s my job, in general.  I’m the problem solver.  Well, the Guardian tackles the big problems and I take on the everyday ones.”

“The Guardian?  When do I meet her?”

“Oh, you won’t ever meet her.  She never comes outside.  Karen is as close as you’ll get to the Guardian – she’s her right hand woman, so to speak.”

****    ****    ****

“I don’t want to talk about any of the memories today,” Karen told Dr. Sanford as soon as she had settled herself into the blue armchair.  She smiled an uneasy apology and spoke the words as if they had been carefully rehearsed beforehand.  “It’s too much.  I need more time to deal with what happened last time.”

“Okay.  What would you like to do?”

“I don’t know.  Something easy.  Anything easy.”

“You could tell me about Alice,” Dr. Sanford suggested.

Karen began to cry.  “Alice is dead.”  She grabbed some tissues from the table at her side and scrubbed ineffectively at her eyes.

“Dead?” Dr. Sanford gasped.  “What happened?  I thought you said she was in deep retreat.”

Karen bent forward, burying her face in her hands, fighting to control the great sobbing breaths that shook her whole body.  When she could speak, she lifted her head and said, “That’s Alice Browning.  She’s in retreat.  You said ‘Alice’.”  Her tone was filled with reproach.

“Who are you talking about?  Do you mean Mary Alice?  Who is Alice?”

Karen shook her head, bewildered.  “I don’t know.  I don’t even know why I said that.”

“You mean Ali?”

“Yes. No. Yes...maybe.  I don’t know!”  Her voice rose as she spoke to something near to a wail.  She raised her hands to her head and half covered her eyes, rubbing at the tears that continued to flow.

“Which is it, Karen?  I don’t understand.” Sympathy and bewilderment were etched in the doctor’s voice.

“I don’t understand either.  Never mind.  I can’t say it. It’s something I almost know.” Karen was sobbing again, harder than before and her tone of voice rang shrill and unrestrained.  “I don’t remember. I can’t remember.”

Dr. Sanford leaned back and sat for a moment watching.  Then she said, “It’s okay.  Don’t say anything.  And don’t fight the tears.  Just stay with your feelings.  Make as much noise as you need to.  Let yourself feel it all – the tears, the pain, the not being able to say it.  Just sit with that part of you that is so terribly sad.”

“I feel like I’m falling apart!” Karen groaned.  She clasped her hands over her mouth, fighting to hold the sounds inside.

“You won’t fall apart,” the doctor said calmly. “And if you do, we will just put you back together again.”

Karen’s body slumped backwards.  Wave after wave of emotion swept through her body.  She dropped her hands and stopped trying to control the wailing that seemed to come from the deepest part of her and just let the howls burst free.  Even to her own ears, she sounded like an animal in pain.  She had no names for her feelings – she was lost and alone, but much more than that.  Tears and mucus flowed from her – there were not enough tissues in the world to catch it all, so after a while she stopped trying. Instead she just crossed her arms across her chest and held on tight.

After a long time, the wailing lessened and then died down to a soft moaning.  Dr. Sanford said nothing, but Karen could feel her attention, feel her eyes on her.  The image of a baby concentrating flickered into her consciousness and in spite of everything, she felt a gasping kind of chuckle start to emerge.  She let that happen, too, the laughter splurting out through her nose and causing her to cough and gasp for air.  And then finally eased into…not exactly peace, but silence.

“I’m a mess,” she said after a while, through the mucus and the tears.

“That’s okay.  Just sit with the messiness of it all.” the doctor responded in her calm voice.  “That’s part of you right now, too.  Be with the mess just as long as you need to.”

Karen choked on another gurgle of laughter. “Oh God, it feels so right to be such a mess!  I’m so tired of holding it all together.”

“So tired,” the doctor repeated, and Karen felt how truly exhausted she was in every part of her body – her shoulders, her neck, her head, her fingers and toes.  Her body shuddered with the power of her sigh, and she lay her head back against the blue cushion on the chair and let her hands fall to her lap and then slide down to the chair seat on either side.  

Tears still poured down her cheeks, but more gently now, gradually subsiding to a trickle seeping from the corners of her eyes, sliding down the sides of her face and into her ears. This tickled, so she lifted her head and reached for the tissues.

When she had cleaned herself up, she settled back in the chair and waited for the doctor to say something.

Dr. Sanford waited and then said only, “That was a surprise.”

“I can’t talk about it.  I don’t remember.  I’m not ready,” Karen gasped.

“Okay.”

After another wait, Karen spoke.  Her voice was a little unsteady, a little hoarse. “What did you want to know about Alice Browning?  That’s who you meant?”

“Well, yes.  One question I had is answered.  I wondered why you always say her name with the last name attached – Alice Browning, or Alice Duvall.  You do that because there’s another Alice.”

“I guess.  I don’t know.  I can’t talk about that today.”

“Of course.  What would you like to do?  Are you okay to talk about Alice Duvall Browning?”

Karen sighed and nodded.  “She’s a shell person – or at least we’ve always thought so.  Recently I’ve begun to think that there might be more to her.”

”More than a shell?”

“I went to visit her in retreat.  She started laughing and the whole City laughed with her.”

“And that’s unusual?  I remember you told me that you can feel each other’s feelings if they are strong enough.”

Karen shook her head.  “Yes, but I was wrong.  I’ve been paying attention since then, and mostly it’s the others picking up on my feelings.  I’d never noticed before, but really I don’t ever actually feel theirs, though I know what they are feeling.”

“So they can feel you, but you don’t feel them?”

“Not their emotions anyway. Not unless I’m Focusing.  Then it seems that I can get pretty close. But even then, it’s more like I’m listening to them than feeling them.  But for them, Focusing seems to create a kind of blast of whatever I’m experiencing.”

“So it’s kind of a one-way thing.”

“Yes.  And as far as I can tell, they don’t feel each other’s emotions either.  Just mine.”  She gave a half smile and tipped her head side to side as a grimace of confusion and exhaustion swept over her features.  “I seem to be different that way.  It’s like I’m the only one who can transmit my feelings.”

“Except for Alice Browning.”

“Yes.  And that’s so strange.  She never did that before.”

“So this is something new.”

“Yes.”  She paused and then shook her head.  “Well, no. I used to receive from Ali.  We were twins – there was something special about us.  When we danced together, I could feel everything she felt, know everything she knew.  And she knew what I knew.  But only when we danced.  And that was just Ali.  No one else.”  She hesitated and then, remembering, added, “Oh, and Shelly transmitted when she Focused.  The whole City felt it, and I did, too.”

“And any others?  Have any of the others Focused?”

“No.  I don’t think anyone else has even tried to Focus.  They seem to be leaving all of that up to me.  But anyway, Alice wasn’t Focusing when she laughed, and we all felt her laughter.  So Alice must be a natural transmitter like me.”

“That’s interesting. And that’s why you think there might be something more to Alice Browning than just a shell – because she can transmit like you can.”

Karen hesitated and then said, “I’ve also considered the possibility that my inability to receive might mean that I am a shell person like her.  Maybe shells can transmit but not receive.  I don’t think Alice Browning ever received anything.  She always seemed pretty much oblivious to the rest of us.”

“And you concluded…?”

Karen sighed and shook her head.  “I’m probably not a shell.  Since the others don’t receive each other, then my not receiving them isn’t really a difference.  In that way I’m just like them.  The only difference is that I seem to transmit my emotions and the others don’t.”  Karen waved her arms outward in a gesture mimicking her ability to transmit feelings, and then let her arms drop.  She shook her head in frustration.  “I don’t know if this is making any sense.  It’s pretty confusing.”

“No, I think I get it.  You’re like all the rest of them except that you transmit your emotions and the others don’t.  The confusing thing is that now it seems Alice Browning has unexpectedly transmitted.  So this takes us back to Alice being something more than just a shell.”

“Yes.  I even thought she might be Prime, but that doesn’t make sense either.  Because Alice has never seemed to know much of anything.  At least not about the rest of us.  And Prime should know more than the rest of us, not less, don’t you think?”

“I really don’t know.  It’s what you think that matters.”

“Well, I’m sure she’s not Prime.  I Focused on it…on her…and I could feel that she’s definitely not Prime.”

“You said you visited her?  What does she say?”

“She doesn’t say anything.  She doesn’t do anything.  She just rocks and keeps her back to the window.  And when I told her I was looking for Prime, she laughed.”

“She laughed?”

“Yes, and I couldn’t help but laugh with her, and then the whole City just rocked with laughter.”

“So Alice Browning laughed, and then you laughed and then everyone laughed.”

“Yes, she…” Karen stopped in mid-sentence, then repeated slowly what the doctor had said.  “She laughed.  And she looked so funny and it was that kind of laugh that is irresistible – a big deep belly laugh with a giggle just at the edge of it, so I couldn’t help but join her.  And then the City laughed.”

“Yes?”

“It was me!”  Karen shivered slightly.  “The City laughed after I started laughing.  It could have been me transmitting, not Alice Browning.”

“It could have been.”

“Oh Lord!  I’ve wasted so much time thinking about this!  I need to sit with this a minute.”  Karen sat with her eyes closed without speaking.  After a little while, she gave a little sigh and opened her eyes.

“I’m the transmitter,” she said and grinned a little lopsidedly at Dr. Sanford. “Mystery solved.”  

“One of them at any rate,” the doctor said.

“One of them?”

“Yes, there’s a second mystery about that visit.”

Karen thought about that for a minute and then nodded and gave out an exhausted sigh.  “Of course.  We still don’t know why Alice Browning laughed.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

Shelly sat in the brown chair across from Norman.  It was his second day of interviews and there was time for one more. All in all it she thought it was going well enough.  No outright disasters.  

“How are you doing, Norman,” she asked.  “Do you think you’re ready to meet Alex?”

Norman sighed, but nodded.  “I’ll have to talk to him some time.  Might as well be now.”

~~~

“We don’t like bullies,” Alex said, and crossed one elegant long leg over the other.

“I don’t like bullies either,” Norman said.  He leaned back and crossed his legs in the masculine style, with his right ankle resting on his left knee.

“Then don’t be one!” Alex snapped.  “Stop trying to fix us!”

“I was under the impression that you were all working on getting better,” Norman replied.

“Yes, and we don’t need any help from you!”

“I’m beginning to understand that.”

“It’s time you did.”  Alex wasn’t giving any ground.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Alex, lighten up a little, will you?  I’m struggling here, trying to get my head around all this.  I don’t need you sniping at me.  I have a right to be concerned about my wife’s welfare, and I sure as hell have a right to wonder if you’re using condoms during your sexual escapades.”

Alex sniffed.  “For your information, I’ve been practicing safe sex for years now, before they even called it safe sex.  Autumn’s the one you should be worried about in that category.”

Norman’s tone carried a frosty edge.  “Thank you.  I’ll be asking her about that.”

“Well don’t tell her I told you to ask her.  I don’t need any trouble from her.”

“She won’t know?”

Alex’s sigh was eloquent with exasperation and resignation.  “Oh, I suppose she will.  Even if she’s not listening now, she’ll figure it out.  I’m always bugging her about it.”

“So we have an interest in common,” Norman said.

“It’s different.  I have to share the body with her.  She might make me sick!”

“She might make me sick too!”

“Oh. Point taken.” Alex nodded, then gave a delicate shudder. “And how ungentlemanly of you to remind me of that distasteful fact.”

Norman laughed. “Get over it, Alex.  I love my wife.”

“Even if I’m part of the package?”

“I admit I’m not happy about you, or Autumn, for that matter.  Alice…Shelly insists that your…activities…have nothing to do with us, but it’s not easy for me to understand, or accept that.  But in answer to your question, yes.  Even with you a part of the package, I love my wife.”

“You know, you wouldn’t be so bad if you worked out occasionally.  You’re not fat, you know, just flabby.”  Alex gave Norman an appraising look.  “Oh, never mind, even toned up you wouldn’t be my style.  You’re safe as a teddy bear.  I like my men to have a touch of danger about them.”

“You’re saying you like bullies then?”

“Oh sweetheart, you’re a bully.  You’re just not very good at it,” Alex said. 

“I suppose not,” Norman said. “You’re far better at it than I am.”

~~~

“Enough for today?” Shelly asked a little anxiously.

“I think so,” Norman said.  He got up and went over to her and took her in his arms.  “Don’t worry, honey.  It’ll take more than that old queen to drive me away.”

~~~

“I heard that, Bully Boy!” Alex hissed.

Norman jumped backwards.  Alex laughed.

“He’s not so bad after all, Shelly!” Alex said.  “If Karen says it’s okay, I’m willing to keep him.”

~~~

“Jesus, Alice!”  Norman said. 

“I know, honey,” Shelly said.  “He’s a pain, but you’ll get used to him.”

She pulled his arms back around her, and after a moment of wary stiffness, Norman held her.

“When do I meet Karen?”

“You already did, at the doctor’s office.”

“I mean socially, introduced, like the others.”

“I’m not sure.  She’s having a hard time right now.  She hasn’t much energy for us.”

“I’m not important enough?”

“Not that, or not quite that.  She thinks you’re a distraction.  She’d like us to get our relationship more or less stabilized one way or the other as soon as possible, so we don’t have to worry about it while we’re in therapy.” 

“Not so important, then.” Norman said. 

“That isn’t it, Norman.  It’s just that Karen hasn’t ever been that much into relationships.  I’m not sure she understands how they work.”

“So what is she?  A grandmotherly type?  A spinster aunt?”

Shelly laughed.  “No, she’s nineteen and a real beauty.  But she has a lot of responsibilities and she’s carrying around all these memories. That’s why she’s had to take on the work of getting us well again.”

“All the more reason for me to talk to her.  I want you to get well, too.”

“Yes, but you can’t do it for us.  Karen has to do it.”

“Well, from what the doctor said, this therapy is likely to be a long term proposition, so if Karen really wants us to hurry up and ‘stabilize our relationship’, then we’d better meet pretty soon.  Unless she intends it to be settled quickly by our breaking up…”

Shelly stepped back out of his arms

~~~

and slumped into her chair, the picture of exhaustion.  Karen stared at Norman for a moment and then gestured towards the couch.  “Take a seat,” she sighed.  “I’m Karen.”

Norman sat down on the couch and leaned back.  “Thank you for coming,” he said.

“I have to admit, you’ve surprised me,” Karen said.  “I thought you’d be long gone by now.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you,” Norman said.  “It’s just that I happen to love my wife.”

“You don’t even know who your wife is!” Karen snapped.  Then she wiped a shaky hand over her brow.  “Sorry.  I’m tired.  This isn’t a good idea.  I need to be rested when we meet.”

“Don’t apologize.  Shelly said you were having a hard time.  But she also said you wanted us to sort things out between us soon.”

“It would be nice.”  Karen sat and stared at him for a while.  Then she shook her head.  “I’m sorry, but I just don’t get it.”

“Don’t get what?”

“What this relationship is all about.  What’s in it for Shelly – what’s in it for you.  Why are you still here?”

“It’s called a marriage – you know, for better or worse.  We’ve been together for seven years. That means something,”

“Seven years of eating dinner and watching television together.  You didn’t even notice us most of the time.  Doesn’t sound like much to me.”

“I guess I haven’t been the world’s best husband,” Norman admitted.

“That’s not my point.  We haven’t been the world’s best wife, either.  I just don’t understand the why of it all.  It can’t just be the sex.” Karen shivered slightly.

“You say that as if sex were something terrible.”

Karen gave him a penetrating look.  “I guess, for me, it is.”

“Someone must have hurt you badly.  Shelly told me you have some pretty raw memories.  I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want to talk about those.”

“Of course not.  Still, I’m sorry you have to carry such a burden.”

Karen’s eyes filled with tears.  She let them slide down her cheeks, too tired to fight them, too tired to even wipe them away.

Norman leaned forward.  “Your Dr. Sanford said that she’d be willing to see us as a couple.  Maybe we should take her up on that.” 

“You mean you and Shelly?”

“No. I mean you – Karen – and I should meet with her to help us get to know one another.”

Karen’s tears dried on her face as she thought about this.  “You are a surprise, Norman.”

“What do you think?”

She shook her head.  “It feels like it would take my therapy time away from me.  And I guess…I don’t want to share Dr. Sanford with you.”  She waved her hands in apology.

“Then come with me to Dr. Heilmann.”

“I’ll think about it,” Karen said. 

~~~

Shelly jumped up from the chair and threw herself on the couch beside Norman.  “You really want this to work, don’t you?”  She said.

“I do,” Norman said.  He turned his head and kissed her.  He put a hand under her chin and looked at her a little sadly.  “Tell me, Shelly.  Do you share any of Karen’s reservations about sex?”

She smiled in genuine amusement.  “Has it ever seemed to you that I did?”

“No.  But you have told me a lot of lies over the years.”

“No more,” Shelly said.  “I promise you that I love everything we do together.  After all, it’s what I was made for.” And she kissed him in a way that left no doubts lingering in his mind.

****    ****    ****

I trudge up the hill to the campus and walk directly to my dorm room.  I glance around the room and then drop backwards onto the bed and fall immediately into a deep sleep.  When I wake up, I haven’t moved from the position I fell in, and the Guardian is sitting on a small chair next to my bed.  I sit up in alarm.

“What?” I ask.  “What’s happened?”

“You didn’t report.  I was afraid you were going back into retreat.”

“No.  I was tired, but too keyed up to rest, so I stayed at the station to see how Shelly and the husband were doing.”  I flop back on my pillow and contemplate the Guardian.  The sun is shining in through the leaded glass window, backlighting her figure.  Rainbow colors dance on the ceiling directly above me.  I can barely make out her face.  

“Who’s Alice?” the Guardian says.

“Stop it, Guardie.  You don’t want to know.” I yawn, to let her know how weary I am of this conversation.

“You’ve been hiding things from me.”

“You, too,” I say.  “You don’t tell me everything.”

“I tell you what I can.”

“And I tell you what I can.” Tit for tat.

The Guardian tries again.  “That was a rough therapy session.”

“Exhausting,” I say.

“The whole City shook.  The noise was terrifying.”

“It scared me a little, too.  But afterwards, I felt better.  Tired – really tired – but stronger.”

“Ivy was frantic,” the Guardian says.

“When isn’t she?”

“She’s been a little calmer recently.  Since you listened to her.”

“What is she doing right now?”  I stretch and sit up again.

”She keeps hovering in the hallway around the memory banks.  She wants to look up this Alice.”

I get up and smooth the bed where the covers have slipped awry.  “It’s restricted.  Tammy won’t let her see the tapes.”

“No, I suppose not.”  The Guardian gets up and joins me as I walk out onto the quadrangle.  We walk arm in arm without talking for a bit.  The sun is warm and there are children at the far end of the quadrangle.

“I think it might be a good idea to accept Norman’s invitation,” The Guardian says as we enter the library.

“Maybe,” I say.  I am indifferent.

“So, what are you going to do next?”

“I’m going to see Alice Browning.”

“Did you really think you might be a shell, like her?”

“Yes, I did.  And it was a comforting thought.”

“Comforting?”

I grin.  “Consoling.  Shells don’t have any responsibilities.” 

The Guardian grins back at me, but then asks, “So why go see Alice Browning?”

“Because you and I aren’t the only ones who don’t tell everything we know.  Alice Browning knows things.”

“How could she?  She has never known anything.”

I look at the Guardian and shake my head.  “She has dreams,” I say.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Harold sat across from Virginia, his eyes focused downward at the plate in front of him.  Virginia had waylaid him after work as he was aligning the book carts and dragged him to the corner diner.  He took some small comfort from the fact that it was the same diner he often hid out in after work while waiting for Shelly or Mary Alice to take over. Red vinyl and grey Formica. And an overworked waitress in a peach colored uniform.  

Still he felt awkward, unsure where to look or what to do with his hands, which suddenly seemed huge.  After grabbing a booth and ordering him to sit there, Virginia had gone up to the counter and brought back two giant cinnamon rolls and two cups of coffee.

Harold, who liked to think of himself as a man of restraint and good taste, peered through his glasses at the thick smear of icing that adorned the roll in front of him with a strong sense of misgiving.

“So, tell me how it all works,” Virginia said, waving her fork with a large chunk of cinnamon roll attached before plopping it into her mouth.  

Harold took up his own knife and fork, and with slow awkward movements, cut a tiny piece out of the roll, and lifted it carefully from the plate.  “I’m not the best person to explain it to you,” he said after he had finished his bite.

Virginia swallowed the last of her oversized forkful and regarded him with her head tilted slighty to the left and her right eyebrow raised. “Who are you?” she asked at last.

“My name is Harold,” he told her.  

“Harold?  You’re a guy?”

“Yes,” Harold replied.  And then dropped his jaw in amazement as the woman across from him transformed before his eyes without seeming to move a single muscle.  Her head still tilted to the left, her right eyebrow remained raised, her fork still poised in mid-air.  And yet, somehow the lilt of her head, the arch of her brow, the grace with which she waved her fork, were all charged with a blast of feminine charm.  

He closed his mouth to swallow and stammered, “Are you like us?  Are you multiple, too?”

It was Virginia’s turn to stare, but she quickly was moved to laughter.  “No, no.  But I did react. I felt myself reacting. I’m busted  – it’s that masculine energy.  Does it to me every time.  Ali’s always telling me I’m an outrageous flirt, and you caught me in the act.  Ali will love it.”

Harold flushed and busied himself with cutting another miniscule piece from his cinnamon roll.  

“So why aren’t you the best person to ask?” Virginia inquired.  “And if you’re not, who is?”

“Well, Karen is the best– you call her Ali – but she’s kind of busy right now.”

“Then you’ll have to do, “Virginia said.  “Besides, I don’t often get a chance to have coffee with a man wearing a dress.  I have to admit that I find it a bit of a turn on.”

“Mary Alice got dressed, this morning,” Harold muttered, glancing down at the offending garments – one of the maxi skirts and a loose fitting blouse with ruffles.  His face was getting even redder.  He put his fork down, the bite uneaten.

“I’m embarrassing you.  I apologize,” Virginia said. “I’ll stop teasing you.  I promise.  But if Ali is too busy, will you please talk to me?”

Harold swallowed and said, “I’ll try.”

“So how do I know who I’m talking to from one minute to the next?”

“You can always ask if you’re not sure,” Harold answered cautiously, “But I think what just happened may be a clue.  I think you’ll find that you feel different depending on which one of us you’re with.  When people don’t know about us, they tend to discount those feelings, but once you know, you will probably start to pay attention to how you are reacting to us.”

Virginia nodded.  “I think I understand.”  She thought a minute and then asked, “How many of you are there? And how does it work?  I mean what are you actually for?”

Howard shook his head.  “The number changes, but there are a lot of us.  We have different jobs – not all of us come outside.”  He reached up and adjusted the glasses on his nose and then explained the system as well as he could – the City and the different roles the alters played.  

When he finished, Virginia was quiet for a moment.  She took a sip of her coffee, and said, “It seems to me that in a way all of you are Protectors.”

“What do you mean?”

“All of you were created to protect the original you in some way – protect her from danger, from emotional pain, from difficult or tedious tasks, maybe even from minor inconveniences.”

Harold thought about that before nodding.  “You are right,” he said, “In a way.”  He picked up his fork and took another small bite.

****    ****    ****

The rabbit warren’s walls turn a deep forest green as I approach.  I step inside and open my map.  I can feel the old bungalow reacting to my presence, the walls taking on a life of their own, stretching to accommodate a thorough search, and the lines on the map reflect that life.  I’ve always loved this house.  It welcomes and tantalizes, opens and closes.  It is always new.  I realize that I will find Prime in here only if she wishes to be found, so I put the map away and wander aimlessly through the rooms.  I climb up into a tall round turret that builds itself before me and sinks back down around me when I descend.  I find a stairway down into a cavernous basement room that elongates into a great hallway with doors opening off of it on all sides. One door opens into a dungeon-like hole, another into a game room with ping-pong tables and checkerboards.  Another is a small library with bookshelves, floor to ceiling and a walkway on the upper level that has a small door leading into still another room that has a sloping walkway upward, leading me back to the original entrance hall.

I sit on an antique carved wooden pew and wait in silence.  Maybe if I just sit and be, Prime will come to me, but after a while, I know she will not.  She is not ready.  Or I am not.

I concede defeat and step out the front door.  I follow the path downhill to Alice Browning’s little cabin.  I nod to her Minder and knock on the door before stepping inside.

“Hello, Alice,” I say, a little tentatively.  “I need your help.”

Alice Browning sits and rocks.  It is as if I am not there.

I sit down. “I need you to tell me about your dreams.  Please, Alice.  I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

I might as well be the wind, or a beam of light from the window behind us.

“Alex said your dreams were like my memories,” I try again.  “I know they must be painful.  But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?  You know things.  You know where Prime is.”

But Alice Browning isn’t listening.  I thought the mention of Prime might provoke more laughter, but she isn’t even smiling.  Maybe last time it was just a coincidence.  Maybe she really doesn’t know anything.

I am sitting in a chair next to hers.  Our backs are turned away from the beautiful view from the window.  We sit in silence for a long time.  Her rocker creaks a little, but other than that there is no sound.  It is peaceful here.  I look at her face and see serenity there.  It seems an unkindness to disturb that, yet our need is great.

“We need Prime right now,” I explain into the serene void beside me.  “I can’t do it all.  I just have a few pieces, and I’m not even certain they are real.  Prime is the only one who knows everything, who has the power to sort it all out for us.”

No response.  I continue, “Dr. Sanford thinks I’ve made Prime into some kind of God, but to us, in a way she is like that.  She’s the only one who can do this. I’m exhausted from trying. I can’t do this without her.  I just don’t know enough.”

I lapse into silence again, waiting, hoping for a miracle.  I stare into the fire.  Alice Browning stares at the wall.  

I am startled when she reaches out her hand and gently pats my arm.  It is a tender gesture.  I look at her, and she looks back.  Our eyes meet.  She nods.  It is a reassuring nod.  

Then she looks back at the wall and resumes her endless rocking.

I stay with her a while longer and then leave quietly.  I thank the Minder waiting outside and take a path that winds along the hillside.  I stop in front of my own old cabin retreat and linger by its doorway with a sense of longing.  

You can do it! That’s what Alice had told me as clearly as if she had spoken the words.  Okay, then.  I’m on my own now.  I turn and take the winding path downhill past the giant rhododendrons.   I catch the double H bus and make the transfers necessary to get back to the station.  

****    ****    ****

“Karen says to make the appointment,” Shelly told Norman as he was leaving for work.

“She’ll come?”

“She says yes,” Shelly said.  “But, honey, don’t get your hopes too high.  If you think Killer’s apology was reluctant, it is nothing compared to how Karen feels about this.”

“Then why is she doing it?”

“I’m not sure.  She sounds almost fatalistic about it.  Like…it has to be done, and there’s no one else to do it.”

Norman grimaced.  “Sounds like this is going to be a lot of fun!”

Shelly’s frown was anxious.  “If you don’t want to do it, maybe…”

Norman interrupted her with a quick kiss.  “Of course I’ll do it.  Karen is clearly an important part of you.  We need to find a way to get along.”  He hesitated, and then looked down at the floor awkwardly and said.  “I’ve been doing some Focusing and, you know, I realize that as hard as this is, it is much easier than before, when I didn’t know what the hell was going on.  I’m confused, scared and a little paranoid right now, but before, I was all that and angry, too.  Believe it or not, this feels better.”

****    ****    ****

I stand before the giant viewscreen in the station and consider stepping outside so I can give Norman a good ass kicking.  Who is he to be angry? Or not angry, for that matter?   But my irritation quickly fades.  He’s the husband.  Our husband.  And he’s doing surprisingly well – better than I am at this moment.  Feeling alone with the great task before me.  I cannot think of anything else to do.  I was so sure I would find Prime, but nothing is working and it all comes back to me.

I catch a bus to cross the river and take the steps up to the campus.  At the quadrangle, I pause and then walk over to sit on the stone wall that looks out over the cliff side.   The City sparkles in the sun, the river flashes blue-green below, the rabbit warren has turned into a warm golden yellow color, sprawled across the hilltop on the other side of the river.  Below it the hillside is layered with color, each cottage and cabin glowing in the early morning light.

The day is bright, and the rocks of the wall are warm to the touch.  I spread my fingers wide, feeling the rough and smooth, the edges and the planes of the stones.  Maybe Prime rests in the very stones and soil of this land we have created.  I sit there and reach out with all my being, following every byway, every avenue and street, every footpath and highway.  I know every pebble, every blade of grass intimately.  Each one seems familiar and true as I turn my attention to it.  The dogs turn their heads towards my high perch as I attend to them, the cats purr and arch their backs.  The deer in the forest stop and hold their antlers high. The cows raise their heads from the rich blue-tinted grass and one by one, as I turn my attention to them, let out a deep mellow mooing sound.  The cattle are lowing.

The table stands firm in its nook, immovable, steady.  A rancher looks up from the fence he is mending and waves before getting back to the task at hand.  A shop girl giggles over the cosmetics counter.  The Postmaster drops the letter he has been holding and chuckles before bending over to pick it up.

I know them all.  They are familiar and beautiful and dear to me and none of them are Prime.  

I sigh and stand up.  Then I do something I haven’t done for a very long time.  I climb up onto the rock wall where some time ago I saw Spinner walking, holding fast to Little Joe’s hand.  I follow her path along the wall to a place where the cliff drops off sharply.  And then, I turn towards the river and leap outwards.  

I soar through light and mist.  The ground below seems far away, shadows and patchwork, and lines for roads.  A miniature train heads out on a tiny crisscross track towards the country and I glide above it, arms outstretched.  This is my city, my country, my safe world.  I love it, I know it, I feel it.  

And none of it is real.  Because I am not falling to a cruel and tragic death.  I am flying above it.  As I knew I would.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Karen and Virginia were having a girl’s night out.  They left right after work and headed to an old favorite hangout of Ali’s – Indian food in any one of the lineup of exotic restaurants down on Second Street.  From what Virginia said, the whole thing had started when an Indian family moved there and cooked such good smelling food that the whole neighborhood started coming to dinner.  It turned into a restaurant and then two.  And as more family members from India immigrated and moved in next door, more restaurants opened until the entire block from First to Second Avenue was filled with little storefront restaurants.  

The décor was simple – Indian print fabrics – bedspreads really – hung on the walls and ceilings.  The lighting was generally dim.  Young dark-eyed men, dressed in white, blocked most of the natural light from the storefront windows where they sat and played string instruments and drums and sang plaintive ragas that went on forever.  They smiled shyly and nodded their heads whenever a customer dropped money in a dish set out for that purpose.

Karen and Virginia sat in the back at a tiny table just barely big enough to hold the many pungent and sweet smelling dishes they had ordered.  

“It has been a long time,” Virginia said, scooping up some chutney with her warm naan bread.  “You’re the only person I know who really enjoys this as much as I do.”

Karen nodded, her mouth full.  Ali’s memories of this place were sharp and clear.  It had been too long.  Anyway, she was ready for some sheer physical pleasure, and the food here was perfect for her current mood.  When something was this delicious, who cared whether or not it was real?

Conversation lagged while they feasted, but when they were waiting for dessert, Virginia asked, a little too casually, “How’s Norman doing?”

“Better than I thought he would,” Karen said. And added, “Better than me, actually.”

“Good for him.”

“Yes.  I suppose.”

“And you, Ali?  Is this Ali?”

“Karen, actually, but Ali’s right here, too.  I’m pretty messed up right now.  What I need more than anything right now is a night off.  Good food.  Good company.  And to talk about anything but how I’m doing right now.”

There was an amused glint in Virginia’s eye.  “Can I tell you a secret?”

“What?” Karen asked.  

“I’ve got just the teensiest bit of a crush on Harold.”

Karen stared at her, “On Harold?” She felt her cheeks getting hot.

“Now don’t blush.  I know I can’t ever act on it, but he is such a man, in a refined sort of way!”

Karen’s laughter was edged with nervous energy.  “Harold?”

~~~

Alex reached out and patted Virginia on her hand.  “I know just what you’re talking about, dear.  I mean, he isn’t really my usual type, but in a pinch I could go for him, too.  There’s no nonsense to Harold.”

Virginia grinned uncertainly.  “And you are…?”

“Alex, at your service, my dear.  You have no idea how much fun I shall have the next time I see Harold.  Really, you should abandon your scruples about acting upon your feelings.  I feel sure that Harold quite reciprocates them.  What a delicious scenario that would be.  Why, I…”

~~~

“That’s quite enough!” Karen said.  “I’m sorry, Virginia.  Alex has a very poor sense of boundaries.  Sometimes there’s no stopping him.”

“He’s very different from Harold, isn’t he?”

“You said it!  You really ought to wipe that grin off your face, Virginia.  I believe you are as bad as he is.”

“I believe I am, too,” Virginia said and fell into great whoops of laughter that drew the attention of nearby diners.  When she could talk again, she sputtered, “Is Alex who, or what I think he is?”

“If you mean is he gay,” Karen said, “Yes.  But he only sleeps with straight men.”  Which made Virginia laugh again. 

“Can we please find something else to talk about?” Karen asked, almost fiercely.

Virginia wiped her eyes with her napkin and said, demurely, “Read any good books recently?”

Karen nodded her approval of the new topic and said, “Several – there’s a very funny new detective series about a woman bounty hunter in New Jersey, and there’s a new P.D. James and a Margaret Atwood.  And I finally got around to reading Hawkings’ Brief History of Time.  I can’t believe it took me so long to get to it.”

Virginia put her napkin down and leaned forward. “You puzzle me, Ali…Karen.”

Karen eyed her cautiously.  “In what way?”

“It’s just that it always amazes me when I realize that you read so much more than I do.  Here I have a masters’ degree in library science and you didn’t even finish high school, but you read more and a wider variety of things than I do.”

“I got my GED,” Karen said.

“But no college.”

“It wasn’t an option.”  

“No reason to get defensive,” Virginia said.  “I’m saying you’re way smarter than I am.  I have the fancy education, but you know more than I do.”

“Oh.”  Karen didn’t know what to say to that.  She looked to the front window of the restaurant where the musicians were returning after a short break and taking up their instruments.  

The waiter brought their bill as the music started. 

They walked out into the twilight and started walking uptown.  The streets were crowded.  Families walking home.  Homeless people looking for a handout.  Karen had started keeping a pocket full of quarters which she disbursed throughout the day.  She had only a few left now, and they were gone before they had walked two blocks.

“It seems like a waste sometimes,” Virginia said. “You ought to be making a lot more money than you do.  Have you ever thought about getting a degree?”

“Often.  But it’s expensive, and, well, it requires everyone’s cooperation, and that isn’t always easy.”

“Everyone?”

“Inside.”

“They wouldn’t all pitch in?”

“For a while, maybe, but then, Alex might meet some fabulous man and start staying out all night, or Melissa might go on a shopping spree with my tuition money – that girl has no sense of what a budget is – or someone, any one of them,  will want to do something else besides study the night before the final exam.”  

“So you can’t do school at all?” Virginia asked.

“I didn’t say that,” Karen said, stepping off the curb to avoid bumping into a couple of teenage kids locked in a passionate embrace. “I can do school.  I just can’t be sure of doing well at school.  They used to tell my aunt that I wasn’t performing up to my capabilities.  I did think for a while that I would try anyway, but then I came to New York instead.”  

Virginia sidestepped a dog that was straining on the end of his leash.  “There are schools here in New York.”

“I’ve thought about it.  Maybe someday I will.  Ali took a sociology class at the New School once and did all right.  Now is not the time, though.  I’ve got to get through this first.”

Virginia reached out and locked her arm through Karen’s.  “Well, let me know when you’re ready.  I know some people at NYU.  Maybe we can hook you up with a scholarship. In the meantime, what shall we do now?  There’s a bluegrass band playing at Eddie’s.”

Karen felt a little flutter of excitement in her chest, but none of it felt quite real.

****     ****     ****

Dr. Heilmann was a burly man with a grey speckled beard and narrow half-glasses that he wore on the end of his nose.  He peered over them at Karen as she slumped listlessly next to Norman on a small tan couch that sat against the wall of his office.  The room was sparsely furnished, the main decorating theme apparently being books and rocks, which were jumbled together on tall shelves that covered one wall of the room.  Karen could feel Little Joe longing to examine the rocks and sent a sharp, but silent reminder to him to stay inside.  

Windows with bamboo shades interrupted the stark white expanse of the other two walls.  A small desk sat in the center of the room.  An assortment of chairs were lined up, some of them stacked together on a blue shag rug that covered the floor on one side of the room.

The doctor pulled a wicker chair from the line up and set it into position across from them before sitting down in it.  It creaked slightly, but held his weight.  He had a yellow pad of paper and a ball point pen in his hands.

“You’re going to take notes?” Karen asked.

“It’s customary,” he said.  “However, I will put these away if it will make you feel more comfortable.”

“It doesn’t matter.  I don’t care.”

Dr. Heilmann looked at Norman and then back at Karen.  He leaned back a little, making the chair creak again.  No one spoke.

The silence stretched between them, a silence made loud by Norman’s discomfort.  He leaned forward and then back, put his arm on the back of the couch and then hastily brought it back forward.  He cleared his throat.  He held his breath, then let it out abruptly.

The doctor merely waited, and Karen sat indifferent.

Finally Norman spoke.  “I told you about Alice’s problem, Doctor.  I’ve been meeting the different alters all this week, and I think it’s gone pretty well, so far.  But I guess in the long run a lot depends on Karen. She’s agreed to do couple’s counseling with me, so we can see if there’s any chance of making this work, and…” his voice dwindled as he became aware of Karen’s rigid posture, her glare turned full force upon him.

“You would like to say something, Ms. Browning?” the doctor asked.

“I’m not Ms. Browning!  I had no part in that marriage!  Alice’s problem is none of your business so far as I am concerned.  My name is Karen, and I never agreed to couple’s counseling!” 

“I see,” Dr. Heilmann said.  His voice was calm.  “What exactly did you agree to?”

Karen sat back.  “We need to sort things out somehow, one way or another.  Some of the others want to stay married to him.  If that happens, then we’ll need to find some way of getting along.  If we can’t, then we need to know now and end it before things get too complicated.”

Norman let out a harsh little laugh.  “And just what would too complicated look like?” He looked at Karen.  “Sorry,” he muttered.

“That’s all right,” Karen said.  “You’re right.  I’m in a foul mood and it’s not fair to take it out on you.  Maybe we should do this some other time.”

“When you’re in a better mood?” Norman asked.

“Well, yes. Obviously,” Karen said, making no effort to hide her scorn.

“Well, forgive me for asking, but are you ever in a better mood?  Because I’ve seen no sign of it.”

Karen’s glare hardened, and then cracked and turned into laughter.  “Poor Norman!  You’re right.  There’s just something about you that brings out my very worst side.  We might as well carry on, then, since I’m not likely to be any nicer to you tomorrow.”  She turned to the doctor.

“You can call it couple’s counseling if you like, Dr. Heilmann, though I can promise you there are a lot more than two people involved in this ménage.  But as I am the problem child and it is just the two of us you will be seeing…we can be a couple for the moment at least.  Do you agree with me that we are a hopeless case?”

Dr. Heilmann had been watching them without any change in expression, but now he smiled and shook his head.  “To the contrary, I see much to make me hopeful.”

“Really?” Norman and Karen spoke in unison, then exchanged semi-hostile looks followed immediately by somewhat sheepish grins.

“Sorry,” muttered Karen.

“I didn’t mean that,” Norman said.  “I am hopeful.”  He turned to the doctor.  “But I wonder, could you tell us just what you see that makes you hopeful?”

“Just as a starting point, you are both outspoken, you are both quick to apologize and admit your faults, and you have the same sense of humor.”

Norman grinned and Karen sulked.  The doctor observed them and waited.

“Look, can we start again, Karen?” Norman said.  “I know you aren’t enthusiastic about this, and I really appreciate your coming here with me.  Can’t we just go with my enthusiasm and hope for now?  I am willing to be hopeful enough for the both of us.”

“And I am skeptical enough for both of us.  Really, Norman, I don’t care that much one way or another.  I’m here.  That will have to be enough.”

Norman nodded and turned eagerly to Dr. Heilmann.

The doctor said, “I can’t help but wonder, Ms….Karen, why you are here since you claim to be so indifferent.”

“I thought you said Norman explained things to you.  The others are not... indifferent.  That’s why I’m here.  Because they want me to be here.”

The doctor nodded.  “I understand.  But I wonder if it isn’t, in a way, cheating – to    come here with the idea that it can’t possibly work.   It seems almost as if you are here under false pretenses, here in name only, and I cannot believe that that is what the ‘others’ have asked of you.” 

Norman held his breath as Karen struggled with her temper.

“Point taken, Dr. Heilmann,” Karen said at last with a sour look at Norman.  “I’m no cheat.  Tell me what you want me to do.”

“Norman tells me that you are familiar with Focusing?”

“Yes,” Karen said. “But I don’t know if I can do it with you and Norman right here.”

“Are you willing to try?”

Karen sighed and shook her head.  “It won’t work if I don’t feel safe.”

“So, no harm in trying then, is there?” the doctor said.

Karen grinned.  “You’re good!”

He nodded.  She realized that he had very nice eyes – open and friendly.  They didn’t hide his amusement.

“Okay,” she said.  “But it won’t work.”

“Would you like me to guide you in, or can you do that on your own?”

“I think I might need some help.”

“Okay.  Before we start, I want to make a suggestion.  I’d like Norman to be the one who does the reflective listening once you bring your attention inside.”

“Norman?” Karen asked..

“Me?” Norman said at the same time, with a panicky note in his voice.  “But I don’t know how!”

“Yes. Norman,” the doctor answered her.  

To Norman, he said, “You don’t have to know how.  Just repeat her words.  Don’t interpret or make anything up.  Just say her own words back to her the best you can.  If you get it wrong, she’ll correct you.  Even if you get it right, she might correct you.  It’s not your responsibility to get it perfect – that’s her job.  Okay?”

“Okay,” Norman said, and after a few minutes, after checking inside as Dr. Sanford had taught her, Karen agreed, too.

“What do you want me to Focus on?” Karen asked.

“It’s up to you really, but I’d suggest something related to why you are here.  You might try looking to see what is so difficult for you about being with Norman.”

“I’m supposed to Focus on him, with him right here listening?”

“If it is too uncomfortable for you, then simply do it silently.  You don’t have to tell us what you find.”

“Oh.  Okay.”  Karen closed her eyes, and followed Dr. Heilmann’s instructions.  It was a lot like with Dr. Sanford, but he took more time getting there, checking each spot in her body before moving on to the next.  It was like a guided tour and once she let go of her initial impatience, she rather enjoyed it – the differentness of it.  She reached for her sense of the City – the wholeness place – and was saddened to find it tinged with her new sense of it as unreal. This was not a welcome differentness.  She thought she ought to stay with that sense of sadness, but then thought she’d rather do that with Dr. Sanford, not this stranger, no matter how kind his eyes seemed.

So she turned her thoughts to Norman, all that she knew of him from her own first sighting of him on the steps outside their apartment, and all that Ali knew of him and Shelly, too, and the others.  She reached for the whole of her experiences with him, her disdain and her reluctant respect.  She realized that she did not actually dislike the man, that she carried him lightly, high in her chest.  Almost a giddiness.  She said this aloud and listened while Norman said the words back to her.  It felt strange hearing her words repeated in a male voice.  He spoke in a breathy baritone, hesitating, so anxious to get it right that it irritated her.  

“Say it again, louder,” she commanded, and he did, and she felt something move inside her.  Something opened up and was glad.

She thought, it’s the Ali in me that likes him, but felt just as surely that the Karen in her liked him, too.  It wasn’t just that he was steady and reliable, and truth be told, kind when he wasn’t irritating her with his meddling. But there was something more to him.  There was the honesty, and the wry sort of humor that the doctor had noticed was kindred to her own.  But something more – superficial it may be, but she liked the look of him.  His high forehead, his crinkly eyes, his long slender fingers, that mischievous grin.  She didn’t say any of this, but sat with it silently.  Acknowledged it reluctantly.  She found the man attractive.

She felt a sudden wave of nausea and recognized it as fear.  She said that out loud and Norman repeated it.  The feeling intensified, but she realized she didn’t have quite the right word.  

“Fearful,” she said.  Then, “Unsure.”  No, it’s stronger than that. “There’s a gap of some kind – like a chasm, something I can’t get across because I don’t know the way.”  Norman’s voice, repeating her words, resonated powerfully within her. The “something” moved again, and she let out a long, shuddering sigh.  

“It’s not about you, Norman,” she said, her eyes still closed.  “It’s me.  I don’t know how to be married.  I never did the relationship thing – the friendships – that was always Ali, or Melissa, or Mary Alice, or Alex or Shelly or anyone but me.  I don’t mind if the rest stay married to you, but I don’t know how.”  Norman’s voice repeated her words and she opened her eyes before he was finished.  He was looking directly at her and she felt almost an electric shock as their eyes met.  He started to speak, but the doctor forestalled him.

“Don’t say anything yet, Norman.  Leave her to feel it now that she’s named it.”

They all sat in silence again, but this time it was a silence full of meaning.  Norman was with her and the doctor was with them both.  It almost felt like the separate and togetherness of the City, only of course very different.

At last Dr. Heilmann spoke.  “This was Karen’s experience, Norman.  Part of Focusing ethics is that we not only respect her confidentiality, but we also never raise the subject of a Focusing experience in conversation.  That is up to her to do.  If she wants to talk with you about it, she will start the conversation.  Only then can you refer to it.”

“I can’t talk to her about our relationship?”  

“Of course you can.  Just not about what she shared in these last few minutes.  Not unless she asks.  Not until she starts it.  This is something new for her, something tender and vulnerable, and in some degree, sacred.  Let her have it and nurture it until it is strong enough for her to talk about it with some comfort.”

Karen’s smile was a little wobbly.  “He’s right, Norman.  I’m not ready to talk about this.”

He nodded.  “Okay.”  Without pausing to think, he reached out and took her hand.  Karen felt a little quiver of alarm, but didn’t pull away.

After a few minutes, Dr. Heilmann asked, “Do you need a little more quiet time, or do you think you are ready to try this the other way now?”

“What do you mean?” Karen asked, immediately suspicious.  She pulled her hand free from Norman’s.

“Are you up to listening to Norman?”

Karen was dumbfounded.  “To Norman?  Why would I do that?”

“This isn’t all about you, you know,” the doctor said gently. “Norman has feelings that need to be listened to, as well.”

“Oh.”  Karen snuck a look sideways at Norman.  He was grinning, and she remembered how he had looked at her with just the same sideways glance in Dr. Sanford’s office.  “Turn-about is fair play, huh?” she said, resisting the urge to smile back at him.  “Okay.  I’ll give it a try.”

It took Norman a long time to get inside.  Twice, Karen shifted her weight impatiently on the couch, but each time settled back quickly when the doctor peered at her over the top of his glasses.  

“It feels so unfair!” Norman said at last.  The doctor nodded at Karen expectantly.  She looked back at him blankly for a moment and then realized what he was waiting for.

“It feels unfair,” she repeated, feeling suddenly awkward.

“You know me.  You have seven years of knowing me, but it feels as if I’ve just met you.  I’m…at a disadvantage.”

“I know you and you don’t know me.  It puts you at a disadvantage,” Karen repeated.

“But I also feel like I know you.  You are familiar to me, my wife, the woman I am used to loving, only suddenly different.  It confuses me.”

Karen was beginning to feel more comfortable in her role.  She said his words back at him.  

“I look at you and I can’t breathe.  I feel lost.”  Norman continued.  “I hate to leave you to go to work in the mornings, but then I am filled with fear when it is time to go home.  Will you be there?  Who will you be?”

Karen was in a groove now.  She repeated his words.

“And it’s not just that I don’t know who you will be, but it’s me, too,” Norman continued.  “I respond differently to the different…alters.  So I don’t know who I will be either – patient or impatient, irritated or charmed, peaceful or worried.  It’s like all at once I’m living in a house full of people instead of with just one wife.  It’s exhausting and confusing.”  

When Karen finished saying his words back, he continued.  “Home used to feel comfortable, safe.  Now it is filled with uncertainty and fear.  I hardly know anymore what is real and what is not.”

Karen’s voice cracked as she repeated these last words.  She felt that she knew exactly how he felt.  She wanted to get up and run from the room.  She wanted to scream.  She wanted to cry.  She fought for control and missed Norman’s next words.  She put her hand over her mouth and sent the doctor a look of appeal.  He nodded and took over the role of listener.

Norman, startled by the change in voice, opened his eyes and stared at Karen.  “What happened?”

She shook her head, her hand still over her mouth, tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s okay, Norman,” the doctor said.  “Let her take care of herself.  This is your turn.”

“But she’s crying,” Norman protested as Karen’s tears spilled over.

“Something got triggered.  She’s strong.  Let her take care of herself,” the doctor repeated.  “If she needs help, we’ll give it to her after you are finished.”

“He’s right,” Karen managed to say.  

Norman stared at her for a moment and then closed his eyes.  He sat in silence for a minute, then shook his head and opened his eyes.  “I can’t go back there. Not when you’re crying.  All I can think is that I made you cry, and I don’t even know why.”

“I’m sorry.  This is so wrong,” Karen said.  “I didn’t mean to take it away from you.”

“It’s okay.”  Norman took her hands in his.  “This is more important.”

“I didn’t realize it would feel like that, to listen to you.  I wasn’t ready,” Karen said.

They stared at each other, not sure what to do or say next.  Karen’s tears trickled to a stop.  Norman’s hands were warm and strong.

Finally Dr. Heilmann spoke.  His voice was gentle.  “Do you think you can share what triggered your tears, Karen?”

She turned her anguished eyes to the doctor’s kind ones.  “It’s just that what he was saying…is exactly what I’ve been feeling.  These last few days I don’t know what, if anything, is real either.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“How was your weekend?”  Dr. Sanford asked.

“I don’t do weekends,” Karen replied.  She was feeling grouchy and felt some degree of satisfaction that her tone of voice adequately expressed her mood.  “We work weekends, remember?”

“So how was work?”

“I didn’t pay much attention.  Harold was there most of the time.”

“And what did you do?”

“I flew around a lot.  And contemplated unreality.”  Really, grouchy was much too mild a word.

“Unreality?”

Karen told her about flying, and the sadness at the edge of the City feeling – how her safe place didn’t feel quite so safe anymore.  And she told her what had happened in Dr. Heilmann’s office.

“Wow,” Dr. Sanford said.

“Yes,” Karen said.  “And it’s not a good ‘wow’ either.”

“Maybe.  It’s hard to say.”

“How could it be good?”

“That’s an interesting question.  Would you like to Focus on it?”

“Not really.”

“What would you like to do?”

“I don’t know.  Nothing.  Is there a rule that says we have to always be doing something?”

Dr. Sanford smiled.  “No rule.  Just ‘hurry up and slow down’.”  She settled back in her chair and regarded Karen with a thoughtful expression.  Not quite the constipated baby look.  After a few moments of silence, she said carefully, “I’ve a mind to try something a little different.  Are you game?”

“It depends on what it is,” Karen answered. 

“Would you like to listen to some music?  A new song just came out that made me think of you, and I’d like to play it and see what you think.”

Karen shrugged.  “Might as well.  Noting else is going to happen today.”

Dr. Sanford got up and took a CD from her desk and fed it into her CD player.  She pushed a couple of buttons and the voice of Joan Osborne filled the office.

Karen listened to the power of the voice, the wistful bluesy plaint, the pulsing beat.  She barely registered the words.  When the song finished, the doctor got up and started it over.

“Listen to the words this time,” she said.

Karen listened.  

“What if God was one of us?  Just a slob like one of us.  Just a stranger on a bus tryin’ to make his way home.”

When Joan’s voice died out on the last note, the doctor got up and switched off the stereo and sat down again.  “What do you think?”

“Weird,” was all Karen could think to say.

“Suppose you changed the word ‘God’ to ‘Prime’?”

“What if Prime was one of us?”  Karen said, and felt a flash of pure fury.  “What are you saying?”

“I’m not saying anything precisely.  That’s just what occurred to me when I heard that song for the first time, and it stuck in my brain.  Maybe it means nothing, maybe it means a lot.  You’re the only one who can say.”

“It’s stupid!  It means nothing at all.  I can’t believe you would say such a thing!”  Karen realized she was practically yelling, and made an effort to control her voice.

“Say what?” the doctor asked calmly, as if Karen had not been shouting at her.

“Say that Prime is…a slob, just a stranger on a bus…nobody in particular…what that song said!”

The doctor said nothing.  She just sat there with her stupid smile and her stupid hands in her stupid lap.

“It’s stupid!” Karen said again.

“Okay,” the doctor said.

“It is!” Karen insisted.

“Okay.”  Dr. Sanford’s voice was mild, almost disinterested.

“You’re stupid!” Karen said.

They both sat in silence for a few minutes.

“I guess you got quite a reaction,” Karen said at last.  Her tone was resentful.

“I guess I did,” the doctor said.  There was a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

“It’s not funny!”  Karen said, her brows furrowed fiercely.

“Indeed it is not,” the doctor responded quickly, her handsome face perfectly serious now.

Karen eyed her with the full force of her suspicious mind.  “You’re laughing!” she accused.

“Only very quietly and only inside,” the doctor’s tone was apologetic.  She waved her hands as if to wipe away any trace of amusement.

“So tell me what it means.” Karen said, with unrelenting severity.

“That’s up to you.  It was your reaction.”

“It means you’re wrong!  No question about it, you’re wrong.  Prime is not like that at all.”

“Okay,” the doctor said.

“I need you to say it back!”

“Okay.  Prime is not at all like that.  Prime is not one of us, not a slob, not a stranger on a bus, tryin’ to make her way home.”

Karen shut her eyes.  It was stupid, but her body was revolting almost violently against what Dr. Sanford was now saying.  Her body was crying, Yes she is!  Prime is one of us!  She felt a huge upwelling of despair.  A great shudder threw her back into her chair and she felt her arms and legs flailing and kicking like a child having a tantrum.  “No!” she shouted.  “No!” and then pressed her lips closed.  She gripped the arms of the chair and forced her legs to be still.  She fought what was happening with every fiber of her being.  She would not accept this.  She would not Focus.

She sat immobile, rigid.  Then she felt Dr. Sanford’s hand on hers – the lightest touch.

“Karen,” the doctor’s calm voice said.  “Remember, you’re in charge.  It’s your choice.  Don’t go there if you are not ready.  Take what you can handle, and no more.  It’s just a song.”

“It’s just a song,” Karen said.  “Just a stupid song.”  The words were like a magic spell, releasing her locked muscles, allowing her to relax.  She opened her eyes and looked at the doctor.

“Thank you,” she said.  And then, as the doctor lifted her hand from Karen’s and sat back, Karen added, “You are right.  The song is right.  But I’m not there yet.”

“Hurry up and slow down,” the doctor said.  “Take your time.  This was a giant step.  You need some time to let yourself grasp what it means for you.”

“Do you know where this is going?”

“Forward,” the doctor said.  “It’s going forward.”

“But you know where that is?”

“I have an idea, but I may be wrong.”

“Don’t tell me,” Karen said quickly.

“Not for all the treasures in the world,” the doctor said firmly.

Karen sighed and leaned her head against the chair back. “I feel as if I just dodged a bullet,” she said.

~~~

Shelly sat up and spoke quietly to the doctor.  “This is Shelly.  Excuse me for interrupting, but there’s something I think I need to tell you.”

Dr. Sanford sat forward, “What is it?”

“Karen told you about flying, but she didn’t tell you everything.”

“What do I need to know?”

“She’s having trouble figuring out what’s real and what isn’t.  Twice now I’ve found her on the roof of our apartment building looking down at the street.  She seems to think she needs to do some kind of test to see if New York is real.  Once she even started to climb up on the wall before Mary Alice could get outside to stop her.  I’m afraid she’s going to try to fly.”

“Oh,” Dr. Sanford said.  “Thank you for telling me.  Does she know that you’re here?”

“Probably.  I’ll be going now.  Thanks, Dr. Sanford.”

~~~

Karen crossed her arms and leaned back, her chin raised a little defiantly.  “She had no business telling you that!”

“She’s worried.”

“None of her business!”

“Really?  None of her business if you throw yourself off the roof and put an end to her existence?”

“Oh.”

“Yes.  Oh.”

“But if I fly off the roof, no one will die, and I’ll know for sure that this looney-tunes New York isn’t real.”

“I agree that this city has become in many ways a looney-tunes New York, but unfortunately it is still very real. Gravity works in this world.  You wouldn’t fly.”

“All those people living at Penn Station!  And Grand Central Station is even worse.  They are lying on the floors in the vestibule at night.  You have to step over their bodies – men and women and little babies.  And all those empty buildings boarded up on the Lower East Side for lack of tenants.”

“It’s a nightmare.  But it’s real.  It’s got something to do with urban renewal – urban ‘removal’ some people are calling it.  If it bothers you, do something about it.  Jumping off the roof won’t make it go away.”

“It’s crazy!”

“Maybe, but you’re not.  You have Ali’s memories.  You watched it happen along with the rest of us.  Or ignored it with the rest of us.  Either way, you do know it’s real.”  The doctor’s voice was raised slightly, her tone earnest.

“I guess I do.  It’s just…I don’t know…how do I know for sure?  And if this craziness is really real, what do I do?  I don’t know what to do?”  Karen’s voice was quiet, but intense.

  The doctor hesitated.  “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.  Something.  It’s crazy out there.”  Karen waved vaguely towards the window.

“Then do something.  Get involved.  Join a housing rights organization.   Make sandwiches and hand them out to the homeless.  Write letters to the editor.  Figure out what makes sense for you to do and do it. Just don’t jump off the roof.”

Karen sighed, “No.  I won’t.  I couldn’t if I wanted to.  The others won’t let me.  You have no idea how hard it is to commit suicide when you’re D.I.D.  You have to get everyone to agree, or someone’s bound to foul it up.  Poor Alice Browning found that out.”

“Are you suicidal, Karen?  Is that what this is really about?”

“No.  Not really.  It’s just that I don’t think I’m going to find Prime, and I don’t even know anymore if there is a Prime.  What if that is what Alice Browning was laughing about?  No Prime.  Or maybe there was a Prime, who created us and then just went away and left us. Virginia said something to Harold about all of us being Protectors.  Maybe we’re just here to protect Prime and Prime doesn’t care about us at all.  All these maybes, and I don’t even know what is real anymore. I don’t know if I can do this on my own.  It’s too hard.  It hurts too much.  And I hate being me.”

“It sounds like you have a lot to mull over.” Dr. Sanford said.  “But you don’t have to do it alone.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have me.  You have Norman.  You have Dr. Heilmann.  You have Virginia.  We’re all ready to help you.  And that’s before we even start to count all the others inside.  And if they are all Protectors, so much the better.  Think about it.  Five hundred twenty-nine helpers.  You can do this, Karen.  You’re not alone. You are surrounded by help.”

Karen thought about Alice Browning’s unspoken message.  You can do it.

Dr. Sanford went and pulled a paper from a file in her desk.  “Alice Browning signed this ‘no suicide’ contract on her first day in therapy.  I’d like you to sign it too.”

Karen sat upright.  “I already told you I won’t kill myself.”

The doctor wrote a sentence on the page and then handed it to her.  “I know.  But I’m adding a line saying you also agree not to try to fly in New York. And I want your name, Karen on this document, not just Alice’s.”

Karen took the amended contract and read it warily.

“You can see that it also says you will tell me if you ever have any thoughts about hurting yourself.”

“We just told you, didn’t we?”

“Shelly told me.  I want you, Karen, to agree to tell me.  We’re entering a difficult stage in your process right now.  It’s not unusual for things to get harder for a while.”

“Ivy said therapy’s supposed to hurt.”

“Focusing can bring up painful things, all right, but it also moves you forward, and that feels good – one of the things I like about it.  Will you sign the contract?”

Karen took the pen from Dr. Sanford’s hand and scrawled ‘Karen’ at the bottom of the page.

“Thank you,” the doctor said.  “If the depression continues, let me know.  I can get you a prescription for Prozac if you need it.”

“No pills,” Karen said.  “I’ve got enough problems without adding drugs to the mix.”

“Okay.  I trust your judgment.”

They sat quietly for a few minutes.

“So what do we do now?” Karen asked.

“Do you think you might feel like Focusing?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe.  On what?”

“On whatever’s there that needs your attention.”

Karen sighed.  It felt as if everything needed her attention.  “Who’s going to pay attention to me?”

“I am.  You are.  We’ll do it together,” Dr. Sanford said.

Karen closed her eyes.  As the doctor’s voice directed her inward, she let her body relax.  She felt the cushioned support of the blue chair, the floor’s pressure under her feet.  She felt her sense of despair as a heavy lead weight in the pit of her stomach, weighing her down, rendering her immobile, and she allowed herself to give way to it.  She felt the weight almost anchoring her to the chair, thought she might never move again, never get up and leave this room, never live a normal life.  She said this aloud, and the doctor said it back.

“Something in you feels as if you’ll never move again, never live a normal life.”

And even as she felt her body respond to the words, yes, I’ll never move again, she became aware that there was something else there as well.  A kind of knowing sat in her chest that there was more than this ahead for her.  A knowing that Alice Browning was right.  She could do it.  It was going to be hard, and she hated how she felt right now, but she knew it was going to change.  The lead weight was still there in her stomach, but the feeling in her chest was real, too.  It wasn’t light, but it was a different kind of heavy.  A solid feeling.  A kind of momentum that had a forwardness to it that could not be stopped.

She said this aloud and listened to the doctor’s voice saying it back.

“If the lead weight is my depression, then this momentum thing in my chest is something like hope,” she said at last.

“Something like hope,” Dr. Sanford said.

“Only stronger, because it feels like a knowing,” Karen said.  “Hope feels lighter, better, but more flimsy in comparison.  This is heavier, not so much fun, but surer.”

“It’s a knowing, not as light, or as much fun as hope, but surer.”

Karen opened her eyes and looked into the doctor’s.  “Thank you,” she said.  

The doctor leaned forward.  “Stay with it just a bit longer, Karen.  Wait to see if maybe there isn’t something more.”

Karen closed her eyes and waited.  She felt the lead weight in her stomach, the knowing in her chest.  She sat quietly, just holding them, letting them be there inside her, the compassionate scientist waiting to see if they had anything more to say to her.  After a while something moved.  It wasn’t very pleasant.  But it moved and she felt the forwardness of it, the sense that it was something she needed to know.  She shook her head slightly and looked at Dr. Sanford.  “It says it’s going to hurt.  It’s going to be hard.  It says I can do this.”

Dr, Sanford  nodded and said, “You can do this.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

It is a grey day in the City.  I climb the stairway to the campus and head straight for the dormitory.  I don’t want to see the Guardian, who is pacing in her office.  I see Ivy lurking by the dorm entrance, and I turn sharply away.  I need to be alone.

I plunge back down the steps and catch a bus on the corner of Main Street.  It’s the loop route – a long slow trip that goes from one end of the City to the other and back around again, stopping at every corner to take on passengers and let others off.  It’s a slow, boring ride.  Just what I need.  I throw myself into a window seat and glare numbly out at the passing buildings.  Everyone I see looks sad or angry.  My mood, as always, is contagious.

Regardless of what Dr. Sanford said, here in the City I feel very much alone.  The Guardian’s eyes are following the bus as it makes its rounds, but I feel her anxious attention as an irritation rather than a support.  That whole “separate but together” kaleidoscope thing feels very distant.  I feel isolated, not whole.

I am sad, but it is a sullen sadness.  I am overwhelmed and those who would ease my burdens are themselves burdensome.  I am alone, and it doesn’t help at all to know that it is my own doing.  There are things that I know that I don’t want to know, things I have to do that I don’t want to do, and I am less able to avoid them every day.  

The bus stops and Joe climbs aboard.  He doesn’t see me until he has sat down across from me.  The bus has already started and it’s too late for him to get off.  He gets up and skitters to the very back seat.  He knows he has been forgiven, and exudes a kind of unctuous gratitude, but he can tell I want to be alone. I nod as he passes.  The poor slob nods back.  

A slob like one of us – tryin’ to make his way home.

I hit the call signal and bolt for the door.  I can’t get off that bus fast enough.  Joe’s face is pushed against the rear window, his eyes filled with sympathetic tears as the bus takes off leaving me standing alone on the sidewalk.  It starts to rain as I trudge back towards the university.

This time I make it into the dorm without interference.  I close the door and bolt it.  I pull my walls in around the bed so that there is no room for visitors.  I lie down and stare out the window at the rain and the fog and the sadness.

****    ****    ****

Shelly had pulled her chair over to the window in the small apartment living room and sat with a book lying unread in her lap.  It was a bright crisp spring day outside and she found herself vaguely resenting the sunshine.  She considered Focusing, but couldn’t summon the energy.  The book in her lap had failed to provide the escape she had been seeking and she was feeling dull and dreary and bored.  Depression, she decided, was above everything else, infinitely boring.  It sapped your energy, took the joy out of even the smallest pleasures, left you empty and…dull, dull, dull!

She heard Norman’s key in the front door lock but found she lacked the motivation to turn to greet him. She hadn’t started dinner and didn’t see where she was going to find the energy to get up and do it now.  His footsteps came into the living room.  She could feel his eyes on her.  Burning holes in her back.

“Hi, Honey.  I’m home.” His singsong voice was soft, but the sarcasm in his tone was unmistakable.  She shrugged her shoulders, trying to shake him off, shake off the feeling of him looking at her.  

“Karen?”

“Shelly.”

“Still sad?”

“No, deliriously happy.” Her turn to be sarcastic.

There was a long silence.  No footsteps.  She could feel his eyes.  It was a physical sensation of sharp pressure just between her shoulder blades.  Would the man never go away?

“Shall I order Chinese?”

“Whatever.  I’m not hungry.”

“This was your day off,” Norman pointed out.

“So?”

“So, it isn’t unreasonable for me to expect a home-cooked meal when I get home.”

“I’m tired, Norman.”

“How long is this going to go on?”

“As long as it takes.”

“Tell me what I can do, Shelly,” Norman said.  “I don’t know what to do.”

“Order Chinese, if you want.”

“That’s not what I meant.  I’m not supposed to fix you, but there must be something I can do to help.”  Norman’s voice was insistent.

“I don’t know what that would be.”  Shelly felt herself closing against him.

“I’ll do anything you want.  I’ll cook dinner every night if you want.  I’ll stand on my head and make funny faces and sing the national anthem backwards.” He began to sing, his voice wobbling dramatically, “See you can say oh!  Light the dawn’s early by.” 

Shelly turned around to look at him then.  “You have to stop this, Norman.  This isn’t about you.  You didn’t make us unhappy; you can’t cheer us up.  You can’t do anything.”  

Norman sat down on the couch and shook his head.  “I know, Shelly.  I get it.  I really do. Your depression, your D.I.D., are not about me.  They’re about you.  But our marriage?  At least some of the time that has to be about me, too.  Has to be about us.”

Shelly stared at him.  He looked back at her – just as alone as she was, his eyes soft with unshed tears.  Depression, she realized, was not just deadly dull.  It was horribly selfish, too.  We’re going to lose him, she thought.  And the saddest thing was that she wasn’t even sure she had enough energy to care.

****    ****    ****

Karen sat slumped in gloom next to Norman in Dr. Heilmann’s office.  It was their fourth session together and Norman kept a wary eye on her as he regaled the doctor with her latest exploits.  His voice was cheerful and he leaned forward and gestured occasionally as he talked.

“I came home from work last night hungry for a nice hot meal, and what do you suppose I found?  No hot supper, that’s for sure.  Well, nothing new there.  I’m beginning to get used to that.  But this time the whole kitchen was filled with loaves of bread and lots of little lunch bags filled with individually wrapped sandwiches, apples and chips and little cans of juice. My wife, in the guise of an old woman, was making up hundreds of sandwiches – ham and cheese on whole wheat, pastrami on rye, chicken salad on sour dough, and peanut butter and jelly on white bread.”

“Really?” Dr. Heilmann said.  His eyes had a glint of amusement. “Planning a picnic?”

“When I asked for dinner, she told me to help myself to a bag and when I was through eating to help her make more sandwiches.”

“What did you do?”

“I did as I was told,” Norman said with a grin.  “Who would dare do otherwise when Mary Alice is in charge?” 

“And the picnic?”

“As soon as we had filled every lunch bag and packed them all into our largest shopping cart – the one we use to take our clothes to the laundromat – Karen came out.  We went to Penn station and handed out every single one of those sack lunches to the homeless families there.  We spent our whole week’s food budget in one night.”

“Well, that was certainly an admirable undertaking,” the doctor said.

“Yes, and it was the first time in weeks I got to see my wife smile,” Norman said.  “She’s been in a terrible funk – all of them have been, even Shelly.”

Karen scowled and crossed her arms.

“I can see,” the doctor said.  “Karen?  Do you want to say anything?”

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Karen said.  “Shelly says we can afford to do it three times a week if Norman and I just pack lunches to work instead of eating out. Those people have to eat.  Why not? ”  

“I quite agree.  I wasn’t talking about that.  I wonder if you would like to say anything about why all of you are so unhappy.”

“Oh.  That.”  She shrugged.  “It’s me, not them.  I can’t help it.  My moods infect the others.”

“And you are unhappy.”

“I’m tired.  I’m alone.  I’m confused about what is real and what isn’t.  I think I may be going crazy.  What’s to be happy about?”

“That’s quite a list,” the doctor said.

“You think you’re going crazy?” Norman said, raising both eyebrows in a Groucho Marx imitation.

Karen shot him a fleeting grin. “Yes, Norman.   Your crazy wife thinks she might be going insane.  That ironic enough for you?”

She turned to Dr. Heilmann, all seriousness now.  “Will you explain to him that sometimes therapy makes you crazier before it makes you better?  I’m at that stage.  It’s hard, that’s all.  I’m not going to kill myself.  I promised Dr. Sanford.  But that doesn’t mean I’m not sad.  If Norman can’t handle it, that’s just too bad.  I’m told that even though it doesn’t feel like it, I’ll get past this eventually.  Maybe we should just skip these sessions while I’m in this mood.”

“So you want to skip these sessions and deal with your sadness in isolation?  How does that help your feeling of being all alone?  And are you saying that you expect Norman to be a husband to you only when you are happy?”

“I don’t expect anything from Norman,” Karen protested.

“I think you may have hit on something important right there,” Dr. Heilmann said.

“You sure expected me to help make sandwiches last night,” Norman said.  “And to help hand them out, too.”

“Don’t fuss about it,” Karen said.  “You can’t tell me you didn’t have a good time doing it.”

“So did you!”

She grinned again.  “It felt good to be doing something useful.”

“And it felt better to be doing it together!” Norman insisted.

Karen thought about that for a minute, and conceded.  “Yes, it did.  Maybe we should ask Virginia to come and do it with us sometime.”

“That would be fine.” Norman said.  “But with us!  With you and me! Together.”

“Yes.  If you like.  With us.”

Dr. Heilmann listened to this exchange with a little smile on his face.  Then he said again.  “I think you are on to something important.”

“What do you mean?” Karen said, turning to look at him.

“Norman is your husband.  Yet you don’t look to him for support.  You expect nothing from him.  You try to do everything alone.”

“Well, he can’t do anything about the mess I’m in.  I thought we were clear on that – it’s not his job to fix me.”

“No, he can’t.  But he can be supportive of you as you fix yourself.  He can stand beside you.  He can help you make sandwiches.  He can accept your sadness as well as your laughter.  He can help you feel less alone.”

“Dr. Sanford said something like that.  But it didn’t make me feel less alone.”

Dr. Heilmann was quiet a moment.  “Maybe Dr. Sanford and I are doing too much talking.  Would you like to Focus on this being alone and sad?”

“I thought we were here to work on my relationship with Norman.”

“You don’t think your insistence on doing everything on your own without allowing Norman to support you is about your relationship?”

“Oh.”

Karen let Dr. Heilmann guide her inside and Norman agreed to be the listener.  At first she felt absolutely nothing – just a vast blankness.  Finally she said, “It’s just a sort of numb void.  I can’t feel anything.”

When Norman said that back, she said, “No, it’s not that I can’t.  I don’t want to feel anything.  It hurts too much to feel.”

And then, “But in a way, the numbness is worse.  It’s as if I were dead.  Not dead dead, but you know, like when your foot is asleep and it feels like it is dead – that kind of dead.  It feels wrong.  Really wrong.”

When Norman had repeated that, Dr. Heilmann’s calm voice interjected with a question.  “What would feel right?”

Karen sat with the question for a while.  Something inside her opened up a little, like a single ray of sunlight cutting through the trees.  “What would feel right would be to come unstuck.  To move forward.  That’s why the sandwiches feel good – it’s a forward moving, a doing, a step-taking.”

Norman’s voice, saying her words back, was clear and resonated somewhere deep inside her.  

“It’s like the dead foot,” Karen said.  “When you wake it up, it hurts.  It’s all pins and needles, but once you get it back, you can walk again. I have to hurt to go forward.  I need to hurt.”

“You need to hurt,” Norman said.

“And I need you to accept that.  I have to know that you can handle how much this is going to hurt.  I can’t be worrying about you, or I can’t go forward.”

And then, “I have to know that the others inside me can handle it, too. The Guardian, and Spinner, and Shelly, and all of them.  What if it’s too much for them?  It was too much for Ali.  What if I can’t help them through it?  I‘m afraid I’m not enough.  I’m afraid I can’t do this alone!”  This last came out as a wail, and Karen started to sob.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped through her tears when Norman had finished repeating her words. “It seems as if all I ever do anymore is snivel.”

“Snivel away,” the doctor’s voice said.  “You have good reason.  Lots of pins and needles going on.”

Karen gave a small gasping chuckle.  “Is that what is happening?”

“It would seem so.”

Karen opened her eyes and looked at Norman.  He was a little pale, but his gaze never wavered.  

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Hey,” he said gently.  “Your pins and needles are my pins and needles. If you can take it, I can take it.”

This started her crying even harder, but it felt better somehow – cleansing.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“I was raised by my Aunt Katherine,” Karen said.  “My father came and got me for the weekends.”

“This was in Wisconsin?” Dr. Sanford asked.  She was sitting back in her chair, relaxed, listening, almost like a child being told a bedtime story.

“Yes.”  Karen’s voice was devoid of emotion.  It was as if she were talking about someone else.  “I left home when the body was fifteen.  We always looked mature for our age.  We came to New York with $300 in our purse.  Got a job waiting tables at a diner off the books. The guy paid cash – half the minimum wage.  No benefits, but also no taxes, and the tips were good.  He let us sleep on a cot in the storeroom in the back.  For free.  We stayed there until we could scrape together enough money for a deposit on an apartment.  He was a nice guy.  Asked no questions.  Didn’t bother us.  We got by.”

Dr. Sanford didn’t say anything.  She waited, while Karen got her thoughts together.

“I loved New York.  I felt safe for the first time in my life.”

“What was that like?  Feeling safe?”

Karen paused, checking inside.  “It felt light…like a feather floating on a breeze.  We all breathed easy.  I think that’s why the thing with Ali hit us so hard.  We’d gotten used to feeling safe, and suddenly that was gone.”

She sat with the sense of loss for a while.  Then she looked at Dr. Sanford. “It’s time to talk about Wisconsin.  I’ve thought and thought.  I can’t get around it.  It has to be done, so I might as well just get it over with.”

Dr. Sanford leaned forward slightly.  “I’m going to do what I promised I would and ask you to check to see if you’re ready to do this.”

Karen checked.  After a moment, she nodded.  She kept her eyes closed, as she continued, speaking now from a deeper place.  Her voice trembled slightly as she spoke.

“Aunt Katherine was young, just eighteen years older than us.  Nineteen when she started taking care of us.  Too young, really, but no one interfered.  My father paid her a little money every month, and she worked part-time, cleaning houses.  She would take us with her.  I have a vague memory of her talking to us while she worked, sometimes singing.  Not much more.”

Karen cleared her throat and continued.  “When we got older, she gave us a dust rag and we helped.  We wiped everything down within our reach – the chair legs, the floor, the coffee table. I suppose everything we did had to be done over, but we didn’t notice that. We were just proud to help.  

“Monday was our best day.  We knew it was Monday, because she’d sing that Mammas and Pappas song.  And after work, we always stopped at the library to get books.  Aunt Katherine let me pick out five books – one for each day of the week and she read me a different one every night.  Even after I could read them myself, she read to me at bed time.  To settle me down, she said.  We had five whole days until the weekend.  A long time.  Almost an eternity.”

There was a pause.  Karen cleared her throat again and clasped her hands together tightly.  

“Don’t fall inside it,” the doctor’s voice said.  “Be with it.  Put it at just the right distance, so you can experience the memories without being swallowed up in them.”

Karen nodded and after a little bit, continued. “Fridays were the worst.  Friday nights he came and got me.  He drove a big green Oldsmobile sedan.  It was a quiet car – smooth as silk.  He kept that motor in top condition.”

Her voice cracked slightly.  “Sometimes he didn’t come until Saturday, but usually he picked me up on Friday night.  If he didn’t come by suppertime on Saturday, then we knew we were safe.  He wasn’t coming at all.”  

Karen sat silent for a long while, her hands busy in her lap opening and closing, almost like a cat’s claws kneading the fabric of her jeans. She opened her eyes and let them trace the simple patterns on the Navaho rug, following first one color, then another.  You can do this.  After a while she closed her eyes again.  “When I was old enough to go to school, it was always Fridays when I got in trouble.  I couldn’t concentrate in class, I flunked pop quizzes, I sassed the teachers and got into fights with other kids.”  

She cleared her throat again.  Her breathing was labored.  She swallowed, hard, and continued. “I suppose when he didn’t show up – when we got lucky – it meant he was in a drunken stupor after a Friday night binge.  He didn’t do much of his drinking in public.  He was a man of some prominence in town – he owned a small garage and served on the City Council – so I suppose he had some concern for his reputation.  Didn’t drive drunk.  Didn’t show his face in church when he was hungover.  I understood that as I got older.  But when I was little, all I knew was that if we made it until supper on Saturday we were home free.  He wasn’t coming.”

Karen checked inside.  She spent a few minutes gauging the distance, keeping herself safe, then decided it was okay to continue.

“He had a woman for a while and it seemed like it was getting better.  She was tall, like you, and had big breasts.  She wasn’t pretty, but she had something that got the men looking.  They used to fight about that – other men looking at her.  I remember she wore red sandals year round – even on the coldest days.  I liked her at first, if only because she kept him busy, preoccupied with her instead of me.  But then she discovered that I was available for tormenting.”

Karen sat quietly for a moment, her hands still working in her lap.  Then she said softly.  “She was worse than he was.”

There was a long silence before Karen spoke again.

“That time I told you about.  When we found ourselves out behind his house in a snow bank?  I think that scared him. It happened just a few weeks after his woman left him.  He was drunk that night. I expect he thought he had killed us and tried to hide us in the snow.  We walked home to Aunt Katherine’s house in the dark – about a mile and a half in the cold, so when he went to look for us the next morning we were gone.”  She smiled.  “I’ll bet that freaked him out something bad, not knowing where we were – if some animal had dragged us off or what.  He came by Aunt Katherine’s house, and his eyes bugged out when he saw us sitting there at her kitchen table.

“We’d snuck into our bedroom and climbed into bed.  Pulled on some socks and sweatpants and such and huddled under the blankets till we could feel our fingers again. Told Aunt Katherine we were homesick when she questioned us in the morning.  Then he had to go along with our story and make up some excuse for not waking her when he’d brought us home the night before.  He didn’t come and get me again until three weeks had gone by.  Three weeks of waiting for that big green car to drive up front.”

Karen hesitated. “You know, as bad as the weekends were, Fridays – and Saturdays – were worse.  The waiting – not knowing.”  Silent tears wet her cheeks. 

Dr. Sanford’s voice was calming – quiet.  “Just stay with this for a moment – how hard it was for you to wait, not knowing whether or not he was coming, how it is for you right now to know that you had to go through all that when you were just a little child.”

Karen sat with all of that.  She could feel the awful loneliness of those long days of waiting – the fear, the sense of hopelessness.  She wept for the dreadful sadness of that lost child – the long hours lost, unable to act, unable to think, unable to breathe.  Time obliterated.

“Aunt Katherine knew,” she said.  “He told me not to tell her.  Said he would have to kill her if ever I told.  But she must have known anyway.  He always made me wash up before he brought me back, so there wasn’t usually any blood, and if any leaked out after, I would hide my clothes until I could wash them out.  But I had bruises.  And I was often so stiff from the pain that I could hardly walk.  She saw those bruises.  I saw her see them.  She’d shake her head and then put some kind of cream on them.  And make me wear long-sleeved shirts to school.”

“So Aunt Katherine knew.”

“She said something to me once – that I should be a good girl so that my father would let me keep on living with her.  I think he may have threatened to take me away. She was afraid of that – and maybe more.”

Karen sensed a different quality to Dr. Sanford’s silence that made her open her eyes. The doctor’s mouth was shut tight and there was a glint of moisture in her eyes. Was it tears?  Anger?

“What?” Karen said.  

The doctor swallowed before speaking.  Her voice took on a slightly husky quality.  “Can you just be with that for a moment?  That feeling that your Aunt Katherine knew what was happening to you.  That she knew and was still going to let you go to him when he came for you on Friday?”

Karen felt a moment of confusion and anxiety.  She rushed to explain. “Oh, she didn’t want me to go with him, but she didn’t have any choice.  He was my father.  And he was her older brother, and I think she’d been afraid of him all her life.  And I do believe he would have killed her if she had tried to interfere.  I suppose she was as helpless as I was.”  

Dr. Sanford’s voice had an unaccustomed edge to it as she said, “No, Karen.  She was an adult.  She was not as helpless as a little child.”

Karen opened her eyes in surprise. “Oh, but she was.  He would have killed her.”

The doctor closed her eyes, her mouth pushed together in a tight line.  Then she opened her eyes again and spoke in her usual calm tone of voice.  “Would you, Karen, send a child – say Spinner, or Bonnie – to someone like your father every weekend, week after week, year after year, when you knew he would hurt her as you were being hurt?” 

Karen’s eyes widened.  “Never!  I’d kill him first!  Or he’d have to kill me.”  She felt a rush of outrage.  It was familiar, somehow, but also, in a way, a wholly new feeling.

Dr. Sanford said nothing.  Just nodded.  They looked at each other, both strained, both controlled, both angry, each in her own manner.

Karen nodded.  “Okay.  I get your point.  But really, Aunt Katherine was different from me.  Weaker.  She couldn’t help herself.  She was terrified of him.  And yes, she knew, but I think she was afraid to let herself completely believe it. Because really, what could she do? She had no rights to me.  She wasn’t my mother.  If she told someone, he’d just take me and disappear.  And who would she tell?  Who would believe her?  It was different in those days.  People didn’t talk about this kind of thing.”

“So you make up excuses for her?”

“She was the only good thing in my life back then.  She took care of me.  She read to me.  She loved me.  She did!”

Dr. Sanford nodded.  “I’m sure she did.”

Karen sat with a wide range of contradictory feelings for a few minutes.  The outrage – familiar and new – continued to flow through her body, but she felt a need to defend her aunt, too.

“She loved me,” she said again.  Then added, “Even Joe wouldn’t have sent me to him.  Maybe once or twice out of sheer cowardice, but not year after year.  He’d have found some way to weasel out of it.”  That was the familiar part of the feeling, she suddenly realized – that old anger that she had nursed so long against Joe.  What felt new was that her outrage seemed to be aimed at Aunt Katherine. She wondered if it had really been directed at her all along and shuddered slightly.

“So what are you saying?  I forgave Joe.  Shouldn’t I forgive her?” 

“Forgive her, if you like.  Don’t excuse her.  You were a child, Karen.  She was an adult responsible for your care.  It was her responsibility to protect you.  She failed miserably.  No child should have to live through what you suffered.  There is no possible excuse for it.  It shouldn’t have happened.  That’s all. Period.  End of story.”

Karen closed her eyes.  Tried to close her ears.  But the words were there in her head.  There is no excuse.  It shouldn’t have happened.  She opened her eyes and asked, “Is this one of your so-called guesses?”

“It doesn’t feel to me like I’m guessing,” the doctor replied.  “But, yes.  Use your suspicious mind.  Challenge it.  Reject it if I’m wrong.”

It shouldn’t have happened.  No, it shouldn’t have.  Not to anyone.  That felt true.  That was right.  She felt a sigh building inside her.  She noticed that her hands were trembling and she closed them into fists.

  Aunt Katherine had put her own safety first.  Clearly Aunt Katherine wasn’t a Protector.  It was like Joe and Ali.  She was supposed to protect us, but we were always protecting her.  That seemed right, too, in a way, protecting her aunt.  But was it?   

It was hard to think about, because you don’t really think of yourself as a child, even when you are one.  You just feel like you.  You don’t see yourself as deserving special protection.  And you always feel guilty – like it’s your fault when things go wrong.  Like you’re supposed to be the responsible one.

“My aunt loved us.  She did the best she could,” Karen said again.

“It wasn’t good enough,” Dr. Sanford said.  “She failed you.”

Karen sat with that.  Another wave of anger shook her.  “It shouldn’t have happened,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  “She was weak.  She let him hurt us.”  

“Yes,” Dr. Sanford said.

Karen looked at the doctor.  “Kind of pushy, aren’t you?”

The doctor’s face grew a little pink.  “Yes.  Very unprofessional.”

“It’s okay.  I needed a push.  I needed to hear that.”

“Sometimes I break the rules,” the doctor said.

“I get it, though.  The difference between excusing and forgiving  My father – these things went on for years.  Week after week.  Aunt Katherine did sing to me, and hold me, and read to me, and do all those good things.  She loved me and kept me alive.  But she didn’t keep me safe.”

They sat together in silence for a bit, then the doctor asked.  “Your Aunt Katherine.  Is she still in Wisconsin?”

“So far as I know.  I haven’t communicated with her since I left – it’s been years.  She was thirty-five when I left.  Must be nearly sixty by now.”

“Is there a reason you haven’t contacted her?”

Karen closed her eyes.  She thought of her aunt, of all the places they had lived, moving every two or three years from one small dilapidated apartment or house to another.  Of deciding, finally, that she couldn’t stay – couldn’t finish high school or go to college.  That had been hard for her to accept.  She had wanted college, had been studying up on different schools and scholarships  But in the end she had recognized that her only hope for survival was to leave just as soon as she could possibly manage.

She remembered her carefully planned escape – the money saved and kept hidden, the train schedules carefully planted in her room, with destinations circled so that it would seem she had traveled West to California rather than to New York. Her firm intention to completely vanish and stay vanished.  The anger that drove her through those last few years in Wisconsin.  

She felt the resolve of her planning in the pit of her stomach, right there with the leaden weight.  There was guilt there, as well – her departure too closely resembling a desertion.  She had done what she could to protect her Aunt Katherine from her father’s wrath, but that did not change the simple truth that she had abandoned her.

“It’s complicated,” she said.  She opened her eyes and smiled grimly at the doctor.  “I haven’t contacted her because I’ve never forgiven her.  I made lots of excuses, but I never forgave her.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Karen and Norman had handed out the last of their sandwiches.  Virginia had one more bag in her hand and gave it to a large stately woman with frizzled grey hair and leathery skin.  The woman sat on the floor with her back leaning against the wall.  A pair of glasses held together with a piece of duct tape perched on the end of her nose.  

“God bless you.  You’re a kind person,” the woman mumbled.  “Do you have any spare change?”

Virginia shook her head and stepped back awkwardly towards Norman and Karen.

“It’s all right, honey.  Don’t feel bashful,” the woman said.  “You’ve done your good deed.  It’ll feel good to have a full meal in me when I go to sleep tonight.  You all take care, now, you hear?”  She tucked the paper lunch bag under her faded blue coat and leaned her head back against the wall, dismissing them as completely as if she had walked away from them.

They accepted their dismissal with what grace they could muster and headed out the front doors of Grand Central Station, stepping gingerly past the bodies stretched out wall to wall in the vestibule that led into the waiting room.  These people had already received their sack lunches.  A few greeted them with a friendly wave.  A few ignored them, making no effort to ease their passage.

Once outside, the three friends walked together downtown towards home.  The sky was just taking on that soft glow that comes just before dusk.  The buildings of midtown Manhattan towered above them.  By an unspoken agreement, they headed downtown on Fifth Avenue, letting the buses sweep past them.  Norman held Karen’s hand and pulled the empty folded shopping cart behind them.  Virginia looked at the clasped hands, lifted an eyebrow at Karen, and chatted as they walked.

‘That was amazing!” she said.  “When are you going again? Can I go with you?  I can bake cookies to put in the bags if you give me some notice.”

“Of course you can come,” Karen said.  “We’ve been going three times a week – switching between Penn Station and Grand Central every other time. So anytime you want to bake cookies, just do it and bring them on over.  Even old Mrs. Anthony is getting involved – she says she’ll give us a dozen sandwiches each time we go out.  We’re thinking if we can get more people in our building to pitch in, we might be able to start going every day.”  

“This is such a good idea.  What made you think of it?”

“Well, really it was Dr. Sanford’s idea.  But I like doing it.  It makes me feel like I’m doing something useful, and it’s good for us.  Norman and I are getting more exercise and watching less TV.  It gets me out of myself and gives me a sense of reality, too.  I was kind of freaking out there for a while.  But food is real.  People eat it. ”

“So, you’re going on Wednesday again?”

“Yeah.  You could come over right after work and help make sandwiches.”

“I will.  I’ll ask around my building.  Maybe I can get some people to help out, too.”

They left Virginia at her apartment and walked on downtown, hand-in-hand.  

“Happy?” Norman asked.

“I don’t know.  I feel like I’m in touch with the real world, and that feels good.  And for once, it isn’t all about me.  It’s like a break from all this heavy therapy stuff.  What about you?”

Norman smiled. “I like it all right.  I like doing things with you.”

Karen looked down at her feet as they walked.  “Do you think you’re getting used to us?  To being married to a multiple person?”

“In a way.  There’s a part of me that finds the whole thing kind of neat – the way your original Alice can just up and create a new person whenever something is difficult or even uncomfortable – like having Harold do all the book shelving at work, and Mary Alice make the sandwiches.   There are times at work when I’d like to be able to do that.  Of course it does hurt a little that I’m one of those uncomfortable things that the original Alice had to create someone to deal with.”

“Prime, you mean.”

“Prime?”

“Don’t call her ‘the original Alice’ – we call her Prime.”

Norman stopped abruptly and burst into laughter.  “Now I get the joke.  Prime numbers.  Good one, Shelly.”  

Karen put her hands on her hips and glared at him.  “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

“Nothing, just a joke between Shelly and me.”  He took her hand again and they walked on.  After a minute, he asked.  “Isn’t 529 a prime number?”

“I hope so,” Karen said, not trying to hide her annoyance.  “I intended it to be when I made it up.”

“You made it up?”

“Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer.”

“I don’t see what’s so stupid about wanting to know how many alters I’m being asked to live with.”

“Does it really make a difference whether it’s 529 or 437?”

“No, but it does make a big difference whether it’s five or 529.”

“I suppose it does,” Karen conceded, “but as I recall, you were demanding an exact count.  So I gave you one.”

“An exact lie.”

“Ask an unreasonable question, and I’ll give an unreasonable answer.”

They walked in silence for a while.  The night was warm, with a light breeze. Karen thought the families they had fed would sleep in some comfort that night, though the floors they were crowded on would still be hard.

Harold’s mind was still on their conversation. “You really don’t know how many there are?” he asked.  “But they’re your alters.”

Karen sighed.  “How many hairs on your head?  How many moles on your back?”

“Oh.”

“Yes.  Oh.”

“And anyway, you make it sound like being D.I.D. is a convenience.  Believe me, it’s not.  Being multiple can be damned uncomfortable.  Just ask Alice Browning.”

Norman shook his head.  “You’re right.  I know that.  But…there must be something in it for you, or you wouldn’t still be doing it.  I mean, I understand that it started when you were a child and horrible things were happening to you, but horrible things aren’t happening to you anymore.  It may not be a perfect life, or a very exciting one, but am I really so dreadful that you needed to create a whole new alter in order to be with me?  Can’t you just be my wife?”

“I don’t know how!” Karen said.

“No one knows how!  Why should you be different?”

“No one knows?”  Karen was openly skeptical.   She made a half-hearted effort to pull her hand free, but Norman tightened his grasp just enough to keep them attached,

“We’re all just blundering around here in the dark, Karen,” he said.  “Only we don’t run from it.  We get mad and argue; we make up.  We talk about it, or we don’t talk.  We’re faithful, until we’re not.  We get sad and cheer each other up, or we don’t, and we stay sad.  We get bored. We get overwhelmed. We get hurt.  We fall out of love and back in again. It’s all a mess.  Life is a mess.  Things don’t come all wrapped up in neat packages with instructions attached.  We just do the best we can.”

“You should write for Hallmark,” Karen complained.  But she tightened her hold on his hand again.  After a moment of silence, she asked, “Isn’t Shelly good enough?  Don’t you like her?”

“I adore Shelly!  I adore you. All of you – Killer, Mary Alice, Spinner, even Alex.  I adore Alex, because he’s another part of you.  All of you are smart and funny and sweet and determined and incredibly brave.  I adore you, Karen Alice Shelly Melissa Candace Killer Little Joe etcetera etcetera etcetera – all of you, every part of you, every nuance and difference and irritating crazy kink of you.  I’m a balding, middle-aged man who’s hopelessly in love with his wife. I want to spend the rest of my life with you – integrated or separate, however you end up.  I want you to want me the same way.”

“Shelly wants you.”

“What about you?  What about Karen?”

“I…the Ali in me wants you…and yes…I do, too.  I’m drawn to you, but it frightens me and I don’t know what to do.”

“So join the party.  You think being in love with you doesn’t scare the shit out of me?  You think I know what to do?  I’m terrified here.”

“So what do we do?”

“I have no idea. I know what I’d like to do.”  He looked down at her intently.

“What is that?”

“I’d like to go home and make love to you – to the Karen you.”

Karen could actually feel the blood rushing to her face.  “I…I don’t know!  I’ve never done that!”

“Never done what?”

“Never…had sex.”

“Never?”  Norman was quiet for a while.  Karen peeked up at him as they walked.  He seemed lost in thought.  That put a stop to that conversation, she thought with a mixture of relief and chagrin.  

But then Norman spoke again.  “Do you think maybe you’d like to try it?”

Karen felt her heart pounding in her ears – loud and fast.  Her face felt hot, her knees rubbery.  “I’m not sure I can even walk the rest of the way home,” she said.

Norman put his arm around her, supporting her as they moved down the street.  “Stay with me, Karen.  Don’t go away.”

“I…I won’t.”

They walked together in silence for a few minutes.  Then Norman said, “What does Dr. Sanford call it – your suspicious mind?   What does it say?”

Karen waited, then said, “It doesn’t say anything. Or if it does, it’s drowned out by all the noise.”

“The noise?”

“My heart.  Can’t you hear it?”

Norman tightened his hold on her a little.  “Let’s try this, Karen.  You’ll be in full control.  I’ll stop whatever I’m doing the minute you say ‘stop’.  I won’t do anything you don’t like.  Just stay Karen and tell me what you want.  See if you can do this.”

Karen felt dizzy.  “Wouldn’t you rather have Shelly?”

“I love Shelly, but I want more from you than Shelly.  I want the whole of you.”

Karen let out a nervous gurgle of laughter. “I…I’ll try.”
              They reached home in a state of excitement and went straight to the bedroom.  Norman took her coat and tossed it on the floor.  Karen stared down at it in confusion and uncertainty.

“Stay with me, Karen,” Norman said.  His voice had a husky undertone.  “Tell me if you feel like going away.  I’ll stop whatever I’m doing, and we’ll talk.”  He put his arms around her.  His hands were on her back, his lips close to her ear.

She stiffened and he froze.  “What is it?” He asked. “Shall I stop?”

“No…Yes…I don’t know.  I’m scared.”

“Tell me what you’re scared of.  Is it me?”

“No, not you.  It’s the memories. I’m scared I’ll go back there…to Joseph…to my father.  I’m afraid I will hate you.”

He held her gently and whispered in her ear. “Don’t go back there.  Stay here, with me.  Now.  Stay present.  Like when you Focus. Listen to your body.  It knows me. Knows my body.  We aren’t going to do anything our bodies haven’t already done lots of times before.  Our bodies are old friends.  The only thing that’s different is that this time it’s you instead of Shelly.”

She held very still.  She thought of Dr. Sanford telling her to find the right distance.  But something in her didn’t want any distance – not from her body, not from Norman’s.  “I don’t know.  I want this, but I’m not sure I’m ready,” she said.

“Stay here with me, Karen.  I’ll stop right now if you want me too.”  His voice in her ear resonated throughout her body.

“I…don’t want you to stop,” Karen said.  “But I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Let your body do it.  It knows how.  All you have to do is concentrate on staying right here with me, in the present moment.”

“Okay…I’ll try.”

“And tell me if you need me to stop.  You’re the one in charge here.  Okay?”

“Yes.  Okay.”  She felt a strange urgency deep in her belly.  “But I need you to tell me what to do.  What am I supposed to do next?”

“Put your arms around my neck,” Norman said.  “Yes, like that.”  He reached up under her shirt and unfastened her bra.  “Hang in there, sweetheart.  Stay with me,” he whispered.  His breath felt warm in her ear and sent a chill of excitement down her back.

His hands moved downward, touching her gently in places and ways that she had never been touched before.  He kept whispering as he touched her.  Somehow, she wasn’t sure how, they had moved to the bed.  She kept her arms around him, holding on to him, staying with him as he touched her, moved her, sent thrills throughout her body.  Her body, not the body.  She let herself feel everything he was doing to her, Focusing on the sensations aroused by his fingertips, by his breath against her ear, her neck, by the feel of his warm leg against her thigh.  She was hot all over and felt…squishy, soft and hard all at the same time.  Huge quantities of energy were flowing through her body.  

She wanted to do something, not just lie here passively.  “What do I do?” she asked.  

“Stay with me,” he whispered.

“Yes, but I want to touch you, too,” she said.  “Tell me what to do.”

He took her hand and moved it downward, placing it where it needed to be.  She gasped in surprise.  She had always avoided looking at such things on the viewscreen, and did not expect his penis to be so large.  It felt strong and warm in her hand.  His hand guided hers, showing her what to do.  Then he moved back to the gentle probing that sent thrills through her body.  She felt a wetness and almost fled inside, but his voice stopped her.  

“Stay with me, Karen,” he whispered. “Just let yourself feel how good this is.”

He kept his hand on her as he entered her slowly, a little at a time, filling her up imperceptibly, going deeper and deeper, but so carefully, almost hesitantly, that she felt her body aching to pull him into her.  It was good.   Sweet and vibrant and compellingly good.

“Yes,” she said.  “Oh yes.”  And then they were moving together, softly at first, a slow gentle movement that increased in pace and power until she felt a great surge of that incredible goodness.  She cried out as her whole body shuddered with pleasure, and then seconds later, she felt his body do the same, so that the spasms from his climax extended hers to an almost unbearable pitch.

When it was done, they lay side by side, their bodies glittering with sweat.  After a moment, the air began to feel cold and Norman pulled the blanket over them.  He wrapped his arms around her and whispered her name in her ear.

“Karen?”

“Yes.”

“You stayed,” he said.  His voice was almost a purr.

“Yes.”

They lay together in silence, limbs entwined for a long while.  Then Karen spoke.

“Norman?”

“Yes?”

“I thought it would hurt.  I thought it would be scary.  It wasn’t.  It was nothing like…what he did.  It was …sweet …and powerful.”

“Yes.” He kissed her neck.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at her.  “Sorry?  Whatever for?”

“You shouldn’t have to work so hard just to make love to your wife.”

He laughed and lay back down beside her.  He took her in his arms and whispered in her ear. “My good luck. Not many men my age get to sleep with their wife of many years and find her as fresh and new as a virgin.”

She sighed and lay quietly in his arms.  After a while she said very softly into the darkness, “I can’t find Shelly.  I think she’s gone.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“I just got a letter from my Aunt Katherine,” Karen said, waving an envelope in the air.  “I wasn’t sure she’d still be there, but it’s a really small town way out in the woods, not much more than a main street, a school, and a few blocks of houses, so even though she’s moved several times, the post office knew where to find her.”

“So she got your letter,” Dr. Sanford said. “That’s wonderful.”

“Yes,” Karen said. She spoke rapidly and was practically bouncing in her seat with excitement.  “It was a good letter. Hers was. I told her I was in therapy and that I was working on forgiving her, and she didn’t even ask what for.  She just said she was sorry – had been sorry, and ashamed, her whole life.  She also said she was glad when I left – glad that I had escaped, and she was relieved to hear that I was well.  And my father is dead!  I didn’t kill him, though.  Turns out he died just three years ago – had a stroke.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“I’m glad he’s dead.  Killer is disappointed that we didn’t do it.  I guess I am, too.  We tried several times, you know, over the years.  Killer cut him twice, when he was dead drunk, and we rubbed horse manure in the cut.  Thought for sure he would die of lockjaw.  He never even knew how he got hurt.  But though the one time he got a nasty infection where Killer stabbed him, he didn’t die.  No lockjaw.  We tried again the night before we left Wisconsin.  I put rat poison in his beef stew just before he took us back to Aunt Katherine’s house.  He woke up with a big belly ache and called Aunt Katherine in the middle of the night, so I knew it had worked.  She went to take care of him.  Left me to get myself to school in the morning. I caught the Greyhound to Chicago instead. I guess I didn’t put enough of the poison in.”  She shook her head.  “There wasn’t all that much left in the can when I found it in his shed.”

“You were lucky.”

“Was I?”  Karen shook her head.  “It meant that Aunt Katherine had to bear the brunt of his anger when they found me gone.  I’m sorry for that.  It feels like I deserted her.  I guess he spent quite a few years looking for us – went all the way out to California trying to find us.  Thought I’d gone to Hollywood.”

“And your Aunt Katherine?  How is she doing now?”

Karen took a quick breath and plunged on. “She says she’s doing well.  But from what I can tell, she never finished school or got married, or did much of anything it sounds like.  And she was still a young woman when I left.  I guess he kept her beat down – probably soured her on men.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Karen shrugged.  “At least she outlived him.  I expect she’s enjoying her freedom for the first time in her life.  She says she might come to visit me.”

“How are you feeling about all of this?  Can you slow down for a minute and just check in with yourself?”

Karen tucked the letter in her bag and leaned back.  “You’re right.  I feel like I’m going a mile a minute.”  She shut her eyes and consciously slowed her breathing.  Her whole body felt charged with electricity.   “Wired.  I feel wired.”  She sat with that wiredness and wondered what it needed from her.  Her legs wanted to move, and she let them swing out tentatively. That didn’t feel right, so she let them drop.  “I need to stand up,” she said.

“All right,” Dr. Sanford said. 

Karen got up, and the doctor did as well, moving her chair to the side of the room and stepping back to give Karen room. Karen stood, shifting her weight from one leg to the other.  Then she started moving, walking with energy, letting her legs carry her forward.  She walked around the room, going faster and faster, in tighter and tighter circles until she was whirling around in place.  Spinner spinning.  When it felt right to stop, she collapsed back into her chair.

The doctor waited.  When it was apparent that Karen wasn’t going to get up again, she quietly moved her chair back into place and sat down across from her.

“Spinner?” she asked quietly.

Karen shook her head.  “No, it’s Karen.  No.  Wait.”  She checked inside, breathing heavily. “Yes, I guess the answer’s yes.  I can’t find Spinner inside.  She’s gone – not gone, really.  She’s joined me.  Integrated, you’d say.”  

She paused, and then added, “Shelly, too.”  

“Shelly, too?”

“Yeah, a few weeks ago.”

“Wow!”  Dr. Sanford said softly.

Karen grinned.  “That’s your scientific opinion?”

“Yes.  Wow.  How do you feel about this?”

Karen sat with her eyes closed as her breathing gradually slowed to normal.  Then she began to speak.  “I’m…dizzy.  It’s all going very fast.  I feel like I’m on one of those twirly rides at a carnival and I can’t get off.  It’s exciting and scary and I want it to stop and I want it to keep going forward, and I’m having sex with Norman now and I like it, and I’m afraid if I see Aunt Katherine it will drag me backwards, and I want it all to slow down so I can figure it out, and I want it to keep going so I won’t get stuck again, and I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

“You’re dizzy, and you want it to stop, and you want it to keep going, and you’re having sex with Norman.”

Karen opened her eyes and looked at Dr. Sanford. “Yes, I am.”

“And you like it.”

“Oh yes, I do.”   Karen couldn’t help but grin broadly.

“How long has this been going on?”

“A couple of weeks – well, almost a month now. That’s when Shelly integrated.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“It feels right.”

“You don’t miss her?  Or Spinner?”  

Karen was puzzled.  “Why would I miss them?  They’re right here.  They’re me.”

“I guess it’s a little hard for a mere monobrain to understand.  But I remember you telling me you had a hard time when Ali and you integrated.” 

“Not after I realized she was right here.  It’s just that we’re not separate anymore.  And if it feels right, then…well, it feels right.  And I’m stronger.”

“I see,” Dr. Sanford said.  “But in some way you think that a visit from your aunt will get in the way – pull you back?”

“No, not from the integration.  But maybe from moving forward.  I don’t know.  There’s something else.”

“Do you need to pause a moment, and check inside?”

Karen closed her eyes and sat for a moment, fidgeting slightly in her chair.  “It’s about sex – and Norman.  I’m afraid to talk about the sex.  I don’t want to do anything that will spoil it.”

“That good, huh?” 

Karen blushed.  She opened her eyes, but kept them focused down on her hands.  “Yes,” she said.

“And you think your aunt will want to talk about it?”  Dr. Sanford’s voice sounded incredulous.

“No.”  Karen started rubbing at an invisible spot on her hand. She glanced at the doctor and then shifted her eyes to the floor beyond her where a shaft of afternoon sunlight from the window had brightened a square on the Navaho rug.  “I think you will want to talk about it.”  

“Which is why you haven’t told me about it.”

“Yes.”

“So it just got thrown in there for my benefit.”

“I thought I ought to tell you.”  She shot a quick look up at the doctor and then back down at the rug.  She found the enhanced colors and simple shapes vaguely soothing.  They reminded her of the kaleidoscope patterns in the City.

“But you don’t want to talk about it.” Dr. Sanford said.

“No.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“You are the one who decides what we talk about, Karen.  Always.”

“Oh.  Yeah.”  Karen let out a little sigh and stopped fidgeting with her hands.  She looked up at the doctor.

“That’s true about good things as well as hard things,” the doctor said.

“Oh.  And you think this is a good thing?”

“That’s what you told me.”

“Oh.  Yes, I did.  It is.” Another sigh.

“I’m glad.”

“I still don’t want to talk about it.” Karen said this calmly now, her eyes meeting the doctor’s squarely.  

“Do you want to talk about your aunt?”

Karen checked inside.  She still felt the energy flow, but it was more controlled.  The sense of disorientation was gone.  “Yes,” she said.  “I don’t think I’m ready to see her.  I mean, part of me wants to, and Norman says we should invite her.  But there’s something pulling back from it really hard – a kind of reluctance.  I want to be fully ready for her – ready to really forgive her.  I’m almost there, but I need to be stronger.  I don’t want to make any more excuses.”

“You said things seem to be going very fast.  Do you need to slow down a bit?”

“I don’t know.  I’m afraid to lose the momentum. I just wish I could find Prime.  I think I could do anything if I had Prime on my side.”

“What do you need to do next?”

“I’m not sure.  No, that’s not true.  I know what I need to do.  I’m just not sure if I’m ready.”  She closed her eyes.

Dr. Sanford waited.

Karen opened her eyes and spoke with certainty.  “I’ve waited for Prime long enough.  I can’t hold off any longer.  It’s time I visited the memory banks.”

****    ****    ****

The Guardian and Ivy hover just outside the door.  Tammy is waiting for me inside.  There’s paperwork to fill out.  It’s make work – not unlike my maps and census books – but it serves a purpose.  Slows things down a bit, creates some breathing space.

Tammy is nervous.  She hasn’t forgotten the last time.  “Are you sure?” she keeps asking in a breathless voice, adjusting the glasses on her nose.

I’m sure.  Where the form asks me to specify which memories I want, I fill in “all of them” and underline it with a curly flourish.

“There’s only one left.” Tammy says.  “You’ve seen all the others.”

“Then that’s the one I want to see,” I reply.

She goes into a drawer and gets out a ring with a big set of keys.  There’s a large cupboard at the back that I remember from last time, but she walks past it and leads me into a room at the back.  It’s a big square room, plain, with no windows, and just one small table and chair in it.  Tammy uses the smallest key on her ring to unlock a narrow drawer set into the side of the table.  Then she steps nervously back.

“Don’t open the drawer until I’m gone,” she says.

“Okay.”

“You’re sure you want to do this?”

“Yes.”

She turns and walks out, glancing back at me over her shoulder as she leaves the room.  I wait until she has closed the door and the sit down at the table.  The room feels too big, so I adjust it down a few notches.  I close my eyes and put my hand on the knob of the drawer.  Hurry up and slow down.  I pull the drawer slowly open.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Dr. Sanford came to the door of the waiting room to find Alex sitting with his long legs crossed elegantly and his beautifully manicured hands resting lightly on the arms of the chair.  His make-up was exquisite, and he was wearing one of the little short skirts with a tight-fitting top and very high heels. A scarf draped gracefully around his neck. 

“Good afternoon, Doctor dear,” he cooed as he unwound his legs and stood up to mince languidly into her office.

“Alex?”

“That’s me.  Long time no see – it’s been how many months now since you frightened me out of here – six?  Seven?”

“Seven, I think.  Is Karen okay?”

“Already with the questions!  I’m afraid I don’t know the answer to that one.  She’s late.  I was supposed to get the body here while she delved into the memory banks.  We planned it this way, so she could come straight to you afterwards.  A little extra insurance, just in case it was too much for her to deal with on her own.  But we thought she’d be here by now.  It’s really most distressing.”

“Won’t you sit down?” the doctor said in her calm voice.

“Thank you.”  Alex sat down in the blue chair and crossed his legs.  The doctor sat down across from him.

“I do hope you don’t intend to grill me, doctor,” Alex purred, arching one brow delicately.  “I’m afraid it will do you no good.  Most of the body’s energy is, er, focused on our dear Karen in her time of need.  I’m afraid you will get only the most superficial and pedestrian insights from me.”

“Superficial and pedestrian will do just fine,” Dr. Sanford said.

“Oh goody!”

The doctor said nothing, and after a moment, Alex said, with a little pout, “In any case, there is not much point in wasting your expensive time on me.”

“Why is that?”

“I’m afraid my time is growing short. One way or the other.”  He tipped his head and glanced sideways at the doctor through fluttering lashes.

“Meaning?”

“Depending on how things go with Karen, today, of course.  If they go well, then my time is short because – how can I put this delicately? – ever since Karen has discovered the physical delights of married life, I’m afraid my own rather impressive prowess has been sadly waning.  Autumn, too, has been off her game, and I’m afraid poor Joe never showed much promise to begin with.  In short, our purpose in life has become sadly diminished.  In no time at all, we shall be no more.”  Alex let out a delicate and mournful sigh, darting a glance across at the doctor to see what impact he was having.

The doctor merely nodded and said, “You seem to be taking the possibility of integration very calmly.”

“I’m suppose I’m tired,” Alex said.  “Karen has been…well, tumultuous, of late…and frankly, exhausting.  And then integration, as you call it, is far better than the alternative.”

Dr. Sanford recognized her cue and asked, “And that alternative would be…?”

“Alas, if things do not go well today, then it is likely that we have seen the last of Karen.  She will go into retreat, deep retreat this time, and with neither Alice Browning nor Karen in play, I fear the system will disintegrate rather rapidly.  That contract you had Karen sign won’t be worth the paper it is written on.  Therapy will be pointless and you shall see us no more.”

“So you are saying that today is crucial.  Do you know, then, what this memory is that Karen is uncovering?”

“Oh no!  It is the greatest secret.  But it is not so much the memory itself that is the problem as what it portends, and we all know what that is, every single one of us – except for Karen, of course.”

“Everyone knows but Karen?”

“I’m quite sure that even you, darling doctor, know the truth, though you have been wise enough not to speak of it.   I suspect that even the beloved Norman, poor sap that he is, has some inkling of the truth.”

“And Karen will learn the truth today?”

“I don’t know how long it will take her to see it, but I’m afraid it will become obvious rather quickly.  You shall earn your expensive fees today, my dear.  Or in the days just ahead.”

“I’m grateful for the warning.”

Alex looked at her straight on, then.  “Oh dear,” he said.  “I believe I am going to find myself proved wrong once again.  First, Norman, and now you.”

“What do you mean, proved wrong?”

“Well, you can hardly blame me for not being your number one fan, doctor darling.”

“No, of course not.  I over-reacted.”

“See, that is just what I mean.  I doubted your sincerity when you apologized to Karen, but here you are taking me seriously, as if I weren’t a ridiculous old queen.”

“You are a key part of the system.  Of course I must take you seriously.”

“My god!  I feel unmasked!  Here I am, practically naked before you.”

Dr. Sanford laughed, and Alex chuckled in response.

“And you misjudged Norman as well, you said?”

“I must admit that I too may have over-reacted a wee bit, misinterpreting the dear boy’s natural desire to take care of his wife.  In my defense, I wasn’t the only one.  Karen and a few others felt the same.  I’m afraid we saw what we have been used to seeing in the past – a bully – and as a consequence, we pushed him to a point where he acted the part.  One of those cases where your fears make your own worst predictions come true.  Fairly obvious, I know, but I told you not to expect anything deep from me today.”

The doctor laughed again.  “I think you are being quite profound.”

Alex grinned, this time without any affectations, and continued.  “To be quite honest with you, dear doctor, Norman’s heart was not in it.  He was never a very convincing bully.  It’s just not his natural style. You, on the other hand, were most convincing.  You’re a much better bully than he is.”

Dr. Sanford smiled.  “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“Norman said something like that,” Alex said.  And then he put the tip of his tongue delicately behind his teeth and purred.

~~~

Karen sat limp in the blue chair.  Her face was ashen under Alex’s expensive makeup.  She looked at Dr. Sanford in helpless appeal.

“Karen?”

She nodded.  

“What happened?”

She kept her eyes on the doctor’s face and slowly shook her head.  The doctor waited, all of her attention concentrated on Karen.

Finally Karen whispered, “I can’t.”

“You can’t what?” the doctor’s voice was gentle, but firm as she asked the question.

“Can’t find words.  The memory – it’s all feelings, sensations without language, no way to tell you.” As she spoke, her head kept moving back and forth slowly.  A clear, helpless no.

“You’re a Focuser.  You can make up your own words.” 

Karen looked at the doctor.  “Then say it back,” she said.

“The memory is without language – all feelings and sensations.”

Karen gave a little sigh and nodded. “Without words it is hard to know if it is real.”

The doctor said it back.

“I mean I know it is real, but I don’t know what is real.  I don’t know what really happened.”

When the doctor had repeated her words, Karen sat with them for a minute and then said, “But the memory is here now and it wants to be told.”

Again she waited for the doctor to respond.  Then she said.  “I think I need a little help getting started.  You don’t need to say this back.  I don’t think I had any words when the memory happened.  I think I must have been very small.  And I can’t say for sure what is real.”

“That doesn’t matter,” the doctor said.  “It’s real to you.  That’s what’s important.  Tell me what you can, however you can.  Make up words, use gestures, whatever you need to do.”

“It’s really more like a memory of remembering.”  Karen paused, then continued.  “I remember sitting on the window seat in the house on Millet Street with one of those big picture books in my lap.  We moved there when I was three and a half, so I was at least that age, and I was looking at a picture of two little babies.  I looked at that picture and remembered being just like those babies, all wrapped up tight in a blanket.  I think I must have been very little in that earlier memory, but of course I didn’t feel little.  I just felt like me.  But there was a blanket – a big blanket – so big that it wrapped around my whole body.”

Karen stretched up her arms and wrapped them around herself as if pulling a big blanket around her.

“The thing is, I’ve seen that blanket.  My Aunt Katherine kept it.  It was blue with little bunnies on it – what you call a receiving blanket, just a little scrap of flannel, but in this memory, it was enormous. Maybe it wasn’t really the same blanket and I’ve somehow inserted it into the memory later, but that’s my mind talking, not what I feel.  What I remember, what I experience in this memory is that it was that blanket.”

She paused again, hunting for words that could explain what she was remembering.  “That little blanket was enormous.  And I loved it, because it was warm and soft.  And the colors felt of…comfort.  Of course, I didn’t know what bunnies were, but I loved their little black eyes and pink noses.  I remember those pink noses – trying to get ahold of one so I could feel it…taste it.  Only I didn’t know what pink was – it was more a feeling than a color to me.  And the whole thing, the blanket, being wrapped up in it, the blue, and the pink noses – it all meant…something kind of like…my turn.”

“Your turn.”

“Something like that.  We took turns.  There were two of us.  The…mother…it must have been our mother…sometimes I was fed first, sometimes Ali.  When it was our turn, we were wrapped in that lovely soft blanket and held close and warm and given… well, it had to be milk, didn’t it?.  It was sweet and warm and felt like…life...filling me up. From the breast, it must have been, because it was warm and soft, not at all like a plastic bottle.  But how could I remember that?”

“How doesn’t matter.”

“I only remember because it stopped.  We were two and then we weren’t.  Two of us in the crib together.  Always together except when we were wrapped up in that big blanket and fed.”  Karen felt a long slow shudder take over her body.  Tears slid down her face.

“You were two and then you weren’t.”

“Something happened.  There was a lot of noise. And a dark, sour…smell.  Ali was crying.  The mother was screaming.  And someone else – a loud voice.  A man’s voice I think it must have been, maybe our father. It was a familiar voice.  I’d heard it before, but not so loud.   I heard it later, too. And smelled that awful smell.  It was the smell of tobacco and alcohol and vomit…and something else…urine.  There are some alleys in this town that smell like that.  And my father smelled like that… sometimes. It’s all confused.  Maybe it’s just a dream.  Or maybe I’ve added that smell into the memory from later events…, but I don’t think so.

“I was in the crib, alone in the crib.  A loud…bang.  Something falling?  It might have been a gunshot, but of course to me it was just a loud sound. It might have been anything. And then silence. I was alone in the crib after that.  And later, when there was milk again, it was wrong somehow – not sweet enough and cold or, sometimes, too hot, and in a hard plastic bottle.”

“You were alone.”

“Not for long, though.  Ali came back.  But there was just the one body.  I didn’t mind sharing.  We always shared everything anyway.”

The doctor was silent for a few minutes and then asked, “And the mother?”

“She didn’t come back.”

“Who took care of you?”

“I don’t know. No one, I think. I was empty…hungry for a long time. The pain was…swirling in me, around me…waves of pain.  And I was cold.  I cried, but no one came.  At some point Aunt Katherine must have come and got us.  I don’t remember that part at all.  But there was a long dark time.  I didn’t know time then, so I have no way of knowing how long, but I remember that sometimes it was pitch black – no light at all – and sometimes it was just dark, with…shadows. And I think it changed from one to the other more than once.  I remember…pain in my body, horrible pain…and then none.  No pain.  Not in my belly anyway.  But I was alone.  I remember alone.  I remember the mother not coming.  No one coming.  And that’s when Ali came back to me.  So I wouldn’t be alone.”

“Would you feel like just sitting with this memory for a bit?  With the tiny baby all alone and hungry.  With how it is for you right now to know that that baby was you and that you can remember all of this?”

Karen sat with that.  She acknowledged the fear and the hunger and the desolation.  She reached out to that long ago baby, shivering in the cold, and wrapped herself around it as if she were the blue flannel blanket.  She absorbed that baby’s pain into the cells of her body and drew her close into the very center of her being.  She breathed her in and out and in again, and let tears flow, but they were tears of compassion rather than of sorrow. Karen felt a sudden surge of joy and celebration for the baby’s survival.  For the cold milk that saved her life – probably not really cold, Karen suddenly realized, but perhaps room temperature instead of the body temperature that would characterize her mother’s milk. She felt a surge of relief, and then suddenly, an equally powerful surge of panic.  She opened her eyes and looked at the doctor.

“I have to write to Aunt Katherine.  There were two of us.  She will know if that is true.  If this is real.”

“Yes, she will know.  Does it feel real?”

“Yes.  Yes, it does,” Karen groaned.  “I think I’ll call her.  I need to know.  Can I use your telephone?  She should be home, and I think I need you with me when I talk to her.  I’ll pay for the call.”

“Yes, all right.  Can you tell me why you need to speak to her so urgently?  Can’t you trust your own sense of what is real?”

“It’s not that.  It’s…”  Karen’s voice petered out and the look she turned on Dr. Sanford was one of stark misery.

“What is it, Karen?”

“It’s just that, if this is true, if my memory is right…then that means I’m Prime, doesn’t it?”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It’s true.  I’m Prime.  

My name is Karen Michelle Duvall and my twin sister’s name was Alice Marie Duvall.  Aunt Katherine says we were born, not in Wisconsin, but in a small rural community in Northern Illinois.  We were just over six months old, small for our size as twins often are, when my father showed up in Wisconsin, at his parents’ home, with a story about his wife leaving him, taking the babies with her.  It was two days before, drunk and in tears, he admitted to his sister what had really happened – that he had buried his wife and child in the woods and in a panic, had left one living daughter behind.  

Aunt Katherine cajoled and argued and agreed to keep silent only on condition that he take her back to Illinois to fetch me.  She was hardly more than a girl, but she saved my life, and that proved to be the ruin of hers.  Saving me put her in his power – made her an accessory, he said.  

Aunt Katherine found me alive – just barely – and wrapped me in the blue blanket she found on the floor next to the crib.  They didn’t know which twin I was – we were identical babies.  Aunt Katherine wrote our names on two pieces of paper and picked the name Alice from my father’s dusty old baseball cap, and I lost my name as well as my sister.

So it is true that I am Prime.  I’m the egomaniac who created this whole mess, the weakling who needed protecting, who created a whole world full of others to take on my pain.  To take blows for me, to take on the difficult tasks and even the boring ones.  It seems no discomfort is too trivial for me to foist off onto someone else’s shoulders.  I’m the sniveling slob on the bus.  Like Joe, I run and hide while others pay the price.

I have closed myself in my dorm room.  Pulled the walls tight in around me and eliminated the door and windows.  I long to retreat, to disappear forever, but that would only confirm my cowardice.  No wonder Alice Browning laughed!  And everyone knew!  Dr. Sanford knew.  Norman wasn’t even surprised.  Just smiled and said, “Thought so.”  Couldn’t figure out why I was so upset.

Okay!  I get it.  Prime is no god figure – just a slob like one of us – me! 

Therapy again today.  Don’t know how I’m going to face her.  It has been a whole month and nothing has changed.  Still stuck in this morass of depression.

I get out of bed and create a door and walk out onto the campus.  I see Ivy coming my way, but don’t trouble to duck her.  She can’t say anything worse than I have been saying to myself.

I stalk past her.  And she doesn’t say a word.  Not one word!  She doesn’t ignore me.  She stops and turns as I pass her, watching me all the way as I cross the quadrangle.  Her face is soft, exudes sympathy!  More than I ever gave her.  I have never felt worse.

The Guardian is waiting for me.  She has no words either.  Her anxiety is almost overwhelming.  I want to reassure her, but what can I say?  Can I trust myself not to go into retreat?   I wish I could, but my longing is intense.  I try for a grin, but I feel it as a contortion of my face.

“Still here,” I say.

“Good!” the Guardian says, and tries for a smile, too, with only a slightly greater margin of success than I had.

I go into the viewing room, and ignoring the screen, walk through the little blue door next to it.

****    ****    ****

“– don’t see what’s so horrible about it,” Norman was saying.  They were walking along Fifth Avenue towards Dr. Sanford’s office.  Karen allowed herself to slump against him, feeling some modicum of comfort in the close bodily contact.  He jerked slightly with surprise, and looked down at her as his arm instinctively grabbed her to him.

“What the..?  Oh.  Karen?”

“Yes.  It’s me.  Who were you talking to?”

“Oh. Mary Alice was here.  Don’t you know these things?”

“I don’t watch anymore.  I haven’t the heart for it.”

“Poor Munchkin.  Is it so bad being Prime?”

“Don’t you be sympathetic, too.  Everyone is being so disgustingly sweet to me. It makes me sick.  Even Ivy won’t yell at me.”

“They just want you to feel better.”

“Well, duh!  Of course they do, with me transmitting all this gloom and blackness indiscriminately all over them.  Self-preservation alone requires them to be nice to me, while I can do as I please without fear of picking up feelings from them.  The advantage of being Prime.  A life without consequences is what I’ve created for myself – and consequently also a life of no consequence whatsoever!”

“Feeling a tad sorry for ourselves are we?” Norman asked.

This brought a tiny smile, but it quickly vanished.  “I don’t know what to do!” she moaned.

“No, I suppose you don’t,” he replied.  “And I don’t suppose you’d find it at all helpful if I suggested that you simply snap out of it?”

A gurgle of laughter was quickly squelched.  “No, you know very well that I would not.”

Norman sighed.  “No, I didn’t think you would, and unfortunately, it is all I can think of.  Perhaps the good doctor will have a better idea.”

Karen kicked at a pebble on the sidewalk.  “She never has any ideas.  She says that’s my department.”

“Yes, I suppose she would say that.”  He stopped suddenly and turned to her, tipping her face up to meet his exaggeratedly anxious gaze.  “Do you think we are overpaying her?”

Now Karen had to laugh.  “Do stop trying so hard to cheer me up, Norman!  Laughing doesn’t help.  It just makes me more miserable afterwards, as if somehow I’d cheated.”

“Nonsense.  Laughter is good for you.  Everyone knows that.”

“Not if you’re still crying inside.”

“Well then, it’s good for me.  I feel better when you laugh.”

“Ha, ha,” Karen said.  “Haven’t you heard?  You’re married to a monster of selfishness.”

“I did hear that,” Norman said.  “But it’s a damned lie, and I’ll thank you not to repeat it!”

They walked the last block to the doctor’s office in silence.  When Norman leaned down to kiss her good-bye, she put her arms around his neck and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” he said, a little ambiguously, she thought.  She looked back as she entered the building and saw that he was still standing there watching her.

Dr. Sanford was waiting for her.  She didn’t ask Karen how she was, but merely nodded and stepped back into her office, holding the door open.  Karen walked in and sat in the blue chair.

“Don’t sit,” the doctor said.  “We’re going to try something a little bit different.”

Karen stood up and watched listlessly as the doctor moved her own chair off against one wall.  The two women stood facing one another in the center of the room.  Then the doctor started guiding her into her body, like the beginning of a Focusing session, with a strong emphasis on feeling the floor beneath her feet, feeling its support, grounding herself, sensing downward through her feet. And then upward, feeling the energy above her, sensing the air above her head all the way up to the sky.

Karen listened and did as she was told.  Gradually she became aware of how her body lived in that space between the grounding of her feet and the energy above.  She gave herself over to experiencing the physicality of her own self, how her body had its own sense of wantings and longings and intentions.

“Now just give permission to your arms to move in any way that they need to.  Don’t you move them yourself, just give them permission and wait to see what they will do with it. Don’t think about it.  Just let your arms decide what to do.”

Karen gave permission and waited.  She thought she might want use her arms to cover herself, to hide behind, and was about to move them up to do that, but then she heard the doctor’s smooth voice saying again, “Don’t think about it.  Let them decide for themselves what to do.”  So she waited, standing in the field of energy between the floor that supported her, grounded her to the earth, and the wide sky above her.  She waited and gave her arms permission to move.  

And after a while, they did.

They moved slowly upward and out, not hiding her, but opening her up.  No! she thought, and the arms wavered a little, but then she remembered, and gave them permission again.  Her arms began a circular motion, arcing towards her chest, her hands swinging inward as if they were wafting the air towards her heart, and then reaching out for more air.  Big long smooth strokes, pulling something inward to her heart and opening up to receive it.  Something in her wanted almost to resist it, to cry out that she didn’t deserve this gentle whatever it was, this opening up to the wafting of air, but a greater part was parched with thirst for it, wanted it, needed it, had to have it.  She had no words and realized suddenly that she needed none.  The action itself, the gentle motion of her arms, the opening of her chest, the receiving, the deep breathing, the quenching of her terrible thirst – all of this was enough in itself, was complete without logic or thought or explanation.

She stood there until her arms ached and then stayed still longer, until her arms could move no more and, of themselves, fell slowly, gracefully to her sides.  She had no sense of how much time had passed when she fell into the blue chair and the doctor replaced her chair across from her and sat down.

Karen closed her eyes, savoring the moment, the ache in her arms, her heart still open, still receiving.  I’ll have to pay for this. The thought came from nowhere, took her by surprise, and she spoke it aloud.

“You’ll have to pay for this.” Dr. Sanford said back.

“I don’t know why I said that.  It just came into my head.  It was separate from the other thing.  The arm thing – that was amazing.  What was that?”

“It’s a different kind of Focusing.  Wholebody Focusing, they call it.”

“It’s strange.  I don’t know what it meant, but somehow I don’t mind not knowing.  My body seems to know and that appears to be enough.”

“Your body knows and that seems to be enough.”

Karen sat with those words echoing in her ears and nodded.  “Thank you for this.  It was a wonderful break from all my gloom and dreadfulness.  I needed it.”

“As I have said before, thank yourself.  Your gift to you.”

Karen nodded. “But what I said after – about paying.  It resonates with something else I said recently – I don’t know what.  Do we have time for more Focusing?”

“A short check in at least,” the doctor said.

“Good.  I don’t want to spend too much time on it, but there’s something important there, I think.”

“You said you’ll have to pay for it.

“Yes.”  Karen closed her eyes and sat with that statement.  When had she felt that just recently…?  

”Laughter,” she said suddenly.  “I have to pay for laughter, too.  I feel worse afterwards in order to make up for it.  I told Norman that.”

“You have to pay for laughter too.”

“Anything that feels good.  I have to pay for feeling good.”

When the doctor repeated that, Karen said, “It’s like all this depression is my punishment.  For being Prime.  And if I escape it, even a little, I have to feel worse afterwards to make up for it.”

”It’s your punishment for being Prime.”

For being Prime.  For being who I am.  For being me.”

“Punishment for being you.  You have to feel bad, so if you don’t – if something feels good – then you have to feel worse to make up for it.”

“Yes!  That’s it.”

“Can you take just a moment to hold this with compassion?  And curiosity?  This sense of being punished for being who you are?  This sense that you are not allowed to feel anything good.”

Karen tried, but shook her head.  “There’s no room inside for compassion for Prime.”

“There is something in you that is not willing to give compassion to Prime. Can you give that something some attention?  Just sit with it for a bit. Let it unfold, see what it wants, what message it may have for you.”

Karen sat with it and felt a rush of fury, of anger so pure it took her breath away.   She gasped at its intensity and tried to describe it.

The doctor said her words back and then added, “Try to take a step back from it, to be with that sense of fury, not inside it.  Accompany it in the same way you might sit with a small angry child.”

Karen edged away from the fury.  Acknowledged it, gave it her full attention.  Sat with it.  Wondered at its intensity.  It burned hotter… and then eased slightly.

“There is a sense of having been cheated.  Of betrayal. Of never being able to make amends,” Karen said at last.  

“Can you give compassion to that part of you that feels so betrayed?  Just let it know that you hear how very hard it is to feel cheated and to feel that nothing will ever make things right.”

The feeling eased some more as the doctor said those words and Karen sat with it respectfully for a few more minutes before opening her eyes.

“I know we’ve gone over time,” she said.  “I think I’m okay to stop here.  We can come back to this next time.

“I don’t want you to lose this,” the doctor said.

“I won’t.  It’s right here,” Karen said, tapping her chest.  She got up and looked around the room.  “It feels as if something magic happened in here, and I don’t deserve magic.”  Her smile was troubled as she walked out of the room.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Ivy, at least, is back to her old scolding self.  “You take too much upon yourself!” she shrills.  “You’re so selfish.  Lying around doing nothing when we’re in danger.  So what if you’re Prime?  Big fucking deal. You think that makes you special?  Go do something!  Get out of bed and go ride a bus!”

Somehow she has broken the seal on my dorm room, created a door and squeezed into the tiny space beside my bed.  I groan in disgust and shove the walls outward.  Anything to get her away from me.  Her breath is musty and sour.

I think of the miracle that happened in Dr. Sanford’s office and it seems far away.  “So you’ve just now figured out that I’m selfish?” I say, and hear my voice slide up an octave, so that it is as shrill as hers.  “I’m a monster of selfishness.  No one can beat me at it.”

Ivy is a little taken aback.  “What do you mean?”

“I’m Prime!” I roar, my voice back down where it belongs.  “I created all of you for my own selfish purposes.  I started out with Ali so I wouldn’t be alone.  I made Melissa to play the fool for me with the kids at school, so I could fit in and still feel superior. I made Alex and Autumn so I wouldn’t have to deal with sex or risk any real relationships.  Alice Browning minded the shop day in and out, and all I did was make fun of her.  I created poor Killer to do away with my father, and Candace to be my playmate. Spinner took on the task of keeping me from getting too badly disoriented.  I used Harold to do the tedious jobs at work, and Mary Alice to do the same at home. When we got married, I created Shelly to manage Norman for me.  I made Joe so I wouldn’t have to face the darker side of my nature.  I could find him repellant and never have to see what a disgusting coward I myself was.  I made the Guardian, so I wouldn’t have to be in charge – she’s here to take the blame when things go wrong. And I guess I made you to be a general pain in the ass, like you’re being right now.  So will you please just go away and leave me alone?”

Ivy turns her back on me.  At the door, she looks around and flings a parting shot. “You’re not so grand as you think you are, Miss High and Mighty. Miss I Alone Am Responsible for Every Bad Thing That Ever Happened to Anyone Anywhere.  You may be Prime.  That doesn’t make you God.  Go ride a bus.  Get in touch with reality.”

I snort at her departing back.  What can she know about reality?  But I head down the steps and catch a bus – the circle route.  It meanders through the City, stopping frequently.  I inspect each person who gets on and tell myself why he or she was created – what dismal purpose that person fulfilled – and my gloom deepens.

On a whim, I leave the bus and find myself at the end of the footpath that leads up to the rabbit warren.  I climb up, thinking sourly, This time I’ll find Prime there.

I enter and sit down in the vestibule.  A slob trying to make my way home.  Be with Prime, I had heard.  Be Prime, more likely, but I hadn’t been able to hear it.  How had I missed it?  Was I missing more?  Of course, I was – a fool like me.

I long for Ali.  I want to dance with her – share with her – but that is all behind me now.  I feel a stab of resentment and then deep shame.  Deeper than ever before.  How can I resent Ali?  She is the true heroine, the true protector.  All my life I thought I was protecting her, but the truth is that I am just like Joe – a make-believe protector.  Our dances, so magical to me, were just a way of transferring my fears to her.  And she never complained.  She took them on joyfully, with love and courage.  She kept me sane.

I have told myself that Ali couldn’t handle the burden of our childhood memories, but I suddenly see that I am the one who couldn’t carry that burden.  When we danced that last time, when I shared the old memories, she integrated, came into me in a kind of permanent dance.  Because I couldn’t do it without her.  I understand with a kind of revulsion that I didn’t go into my twenty year retreat to protect Ali, but rather to protect myself. That when I finally emerged, I’d found it necessary to envelop myself in a cloud of forgetfulness.  I was too rigid, too scared.  I needed Ali’s strength, her light and love, her incredible courage.   Ali immolated herself, her separate identity, to protect me.  

I am dark with shame.  I need to Focus, to find the Ali in me and beg her forgiveness.  But I never could Focus from inside the City, and there’s no blue doorway here in the rabbit warren.  

I realize that I’ve come here for a reason.  

I get up and walk through the rooms, finding Prime in every one of them, but none of the solace I am looking for.  The warren unfolds before me, revealing new chambers that I have never seen before.  The colors dazzle me.  There are splendid views from every window, but no comfort anywhere.  Be Prime.  Be with Prime.

I’m missing something important and it is nibbling at me.  Be with Prime.  Be with myself.  Isn’t that what I’ve always done?  Been with myself?  Created new myselves to be with when I tired of the old ones?  Or when the old ones grew tired?  How much sacrifice, after all, is it reasonable to ask of someone, even of an alter.

I need to Focus.  I head down the hillside and catch the bus that goes to the train station.  I head for the little blue door.  Norman’s face looms over me on the viewscreen, though I refuse to look directly at it.  He’s arguing with someone.  I will know soon enough.  I step through the door and see 

****    ****    ****

Ivy sitting across from Norman at the kitchen table. 

“Go inside,” Karen said. “I don’t need you now.   I need to Focus.”

“That’s not how we do things around here, Karen,” Ivy said.  “We need each other – you as much as the rest of us.  We’re all in this together.”

“Whatever you say.  I know I need you.  I made you didn’t I?  But right now, I need to Focus.  Go inside, Ivy,” Karen said.  She hesitated, and then added, “Please.”

  “In a minute.  But you’re missing something.  Something important. You need us in a way you don’t understand.  You’re not in this alone.  You need us in order to be Prime. You couldn’t do any of it without the rest of us.  You’re not that grand, Missy.”

Karen shook her head.  “What do you mean?”

“You’re not Prime all by yourself.  We’re Prime.  Together.”

Karen stared.  “What do you mean?”

“Focus on it, my dear,” Ivy said almost primly, now that she finally had Karen’s full attention. “It’s a community effort.  We share the load. You might ask yourself who it was that created Shelly.”  And Ivy went through the little blue door, leaving Karen alone with Norman who had been watching the whole conversation with his jaws agape.

Karen looked at him crossly.  “Shut your mouth,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything,” he protested.

“And therefore have no reason to have your mouth hanging wide open,” she said.

“Oh.”  He closed his mouth, then opened it to say, “There were two of you.”

“There are a great deal more than two of me,” Karen said.

“I mean out at the same time.  You were arguing.”

“Ivy is quarrelsome.  I believe you were arguing with her yourself before I got here.”

“Yes, but…” Norman had no words.

“Never mind that,” Karen said.  “I need to Focus.  Right now.  You can either help me or leave, whichever you prefer.”

“Help you?  Do you want me to listen?”

“Yes, please.  Just be there.  If I need you to say something, I’ll tell you.”

“I can do that.  Okay.”

Karen closed her eyes and brought her attention inside. She walked herself through her body, sometimes following Dr. Sanford’s routine, sometimes Dr. Heilmann’s.  She went to the Ali in me place and found light.  Forgiveness granted before she could ask.  The dark shame in her shimmered but did not dissolve.  She wanted penance, not forgiveness.  I will do anything.              

She looked to the furious place in her chest and found it waiting for her, just as strong as it had been in Dr. Sanford’s office.  It was akin to the shame, part and parcel of it really, the two intertwined.  Ali might forgive, but Karen was not so easy.  She welcomed the anger and the shame.  Let it flow through her body.  Tell me what you need from me.  

She waited with it, watching it carefully, feeling every nuance, listening for every shade of emotion.  It roiled like a volcano and subsided, and then fired up again.  She sat with it for a long time, opening herself up to it, to whatever information it might have for her.  She kept her eyes closed, but felt Norman’s presence across the table from her like a cloak of kindness enveloping her, helping her hold this space in safety.

She waited.  

Finally an answer came.  Time to get over yourself!

Ivy?

Not Ivy! You!  You’ve fought the long fight.  Now it’s time for you to move on.  You’re ready now.  Just be! Just accept who you are and go forward.

Karen shivered slightly and sighed. “I need to accept who I am.”  There was a sense of awe in her voice – of wonderment.  The words were ordinary enough, but they carried a weight that was somehow totally new for her.  

Norman repeated her words. They were rich with meaning.

She hesitated, then said, “I’m not sure how to do this.  There’s something more here – something about who I am.  Can you just say the words…I need to be Prime.”

“You need to be Prime.”

Karen sat with that.  It didn’t feel right. It almost itched with wrongness. “Try I am Prime.  That makes more sense logically, anyway.”

“You are Prime,” Norman said.

But that didn’t feel right either.  “Try I need to be with Prime.”

When Norman spoke the words this time, something moved inside her, purred inside her.  The rightness of it sang in her very bones.  She opened herself to it, welcomed that purring sensation, that withness, and let it shimmer throughout her body.  She smiled as she felt the angry place melting away, soothed away by the purring, shimmery rightness.  She sighed and then sighed again – a great soul affirming sigh.

What had Ivy said?  Prime is a community effort.  She thought of Shelly – created while Karen was in retreat!  Created not by me, Karen – but by us!  We are Prime.  I am multiple, but that doesn’t have to mean separated.  Yes, I am Joe, but I am also Ali, and Harold and Melissa and Killer and Mary Alice and Spinner and Ivy.  I am Alex and Shelly and even Alice Browning.  I am the Guardian.  I am Karen.  I am all of us.  I am…we.

“It’s always more complicated than it seems,” she said aloud, and almost laughed outright when Norman said the words back.

“And simpler, too,” she added.  And the anger and shame were all gone now.  

She felt the light of Ali’s forgiveness flooding in where the dark volcano had been, and found that she could receive it now, welcome it.  Self-forgiveness.  

“I think I’ll follow your advice after all and just snap out of it,” she told Norman.

That part of her that had once been Spinner gently commanded her to rise and spin.  She did so, stepping away from the table and turning slowly and with precision, feeling just when to stop, just where the energy flowed freely.  Her arms lifted of their own accord and wafted the air towards her chest, just twice and she was full. Another big sigh and she sat back down.  

She looked across at Norman, who was smiling at her.

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a really weird chick?” he asked.  And she exploded with laughter.  Real laughter.  Healing laughter.  

****    ****    ****

The city is shrinking.  It more closely resembles an alpine village these days.  The tall glass towers have been reduced to a cluster of small stores – a five and dime, a book store, a deli and a post office.  A small crystal prism dangles on the end of a string tied to the gingerbread trim on the front porch of the deli, and the five and dime features a shelf full of kaleidoscopes of various makes and sizes. The extensive network of buses and subway trains has been replaced by one rickety old bus that covers the entire loop in just twenty minutes.  The hills are lower, the river has become a mountain brook, the houses smaller.  Even the rabbit warren has become just another small bungalow on the hilltop, with no more than one or two extra rooms as a tribute to its convoluted past.

The Guardian and I sit on the rock wall that surrounds what’s left of the campus – no more than a small library and a few assorted classrooms – and look out at the sparsely populated village.  Ivy approaches on the walkway through the little flower garden that has replaced the stately quadrangle, a small child holding tight to her hand.  Ivy sits down beside us and pulls the child up onto her lap, grumbling amiably at the hardness of the rock, the inconvenience of our perch. The child leans back against her bony bosom and sucks on a strand of hair.  She looks like a younger version of Candace, with strains of Little Marie, Bonnie, and Farm Boy thrown in.

Our feet hang over the cliff’s edge, more a low bluff now.  The four of us lounge there in companionable silence, separate and together. 

Time to grow up.  I’ve decided on 39 – to match the body’s age.  None of us has ever aged so many years all at once before, but I am confident that I can do it.  I stretch out my long dancer’s legs, and feel the youth slowly pass from me, sense the softening of  my body, the loosening of my skin, watch my smooth hands gather wrinkles. Not too many, just a few puckers at the joints.

The others watch me and then it is done.  The Guardian smiles and pats my hand.  Ivy sniffs and pulls the child’s hair out of her mouth.

A cow ambles down Main Street below us, stopping occasionally to nibble at some grass growing beside the gravel roadway.

“Now there’s a sight you’d never see in the old days,” Ivy comments.  I’m not sure if she approves or not.  Never mind.  It is what it is.  And it is real – as real in its way as the outer world is in its own peculiar way.  Both my worlds are strange and wonderful – one with time and gravity and one without.  I belong here and there.

“Do you ever miss the old days?”  The Guardian asks me.

“Not really.  Things are much simpler this way – not so much to keep track of.  And now that I can dream, sometimes I dream about the City as it was, so it isn’t altogether lost to me.”

“Do you suppose we will ever be completely gone?”  Ivy sounds a little anxious.

“Nobody’s gone, Ivy.  Every single one is right here inside me.”

“Even Alice Browning?” The Guardian asks.

“Oh yes – I feel her like a giggle just waiting to bubble out.”

We swing our feet in the air and bask in the warmth of the sun.

“But what about us?”  Ivy persisted.   

“Don’t worry, Ivy.  Even monobrains have an ‘inner child’, struggle with their controlling side, complain about their ‘inner critic’.  You’ll always be needed to keep me honest.”

“You’ll ignore me, as usual," Ivy complains, trying not to look pleased.

“Probably,” I say.  “And you’ll keep hammering at me until I pay attention.”

“Do you think we will ever integrate completely?” the Guardian asks.

“I don’t know.  I don’t even worry about that any more.  Just taking things a day at a time.  If I find I need full integration, well, then it will happen eventually.  Whatever feels right.  But for now, this feels right.  Just a skeleton crew keeping things ready, keeping things simple.  We may shrink a bit more, we may not.  Maybe we’ll need to expand again sometime.  Life happens. We find our direction and go forward.  Sometimes we stumble, sometimes we soar.”

I stand up on the wall and reach out to my alpine village.  I feel the cow’s contentment, the rumble of the old bus, the Guardian’s sharp all-seeing eye, Ivy’s alert, critical mind, Little Candace Marie’s vulnerability.  I delight in the sharp sense of their reality.  These sweet remnants of my childhood creation.  I raise my arms, step out into space and fly.  

The End

My profound thanks to the members of my writer’s group for their patience and persistence in giving me feedback and asking questions that gave me more insights and added enormously to the richness of Karen’s story.

For those readers who are curious about the Focusing process, I recommend the following website:  www.focusing.org. 

cover.jpeg
KA

LEIDOSCOPE

BY ANNA WILLMAN

\y 7






