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Hand

(Parts 1 - 17, last revised 2011/06/04)

It was a fascinating sensation, looking down at my right hand. My eyes felt full of sand, my
throat dry and a little raw. But as I blinked and wobbled my eyes under closed lids, reopening them
again, there was my right hand.

My right hand was taped to a thin board cut in the outline of an arm and hand. Each finger was
taped securely to the board with a wrap of cloth tape, like the tape we put on toes during practice.
Another wrap of tape secured my wrist, with another wrap just below the elbow.

But what held my fascination was the butterfly needle sticking into the back of my hand. The
needle was inserted between my ring and middle fingers, about halfway between the knuckles and the
wrist. A piece of tape was across the plastic butterfly, and another wrap of tape secured a loop of thin
tubing connected to the needle to my ring finger.

I wiggled my fingers a little and saw the needle move. It was clearly stuck into a vein. My hand
and arm were held securely, preventing movement, but not hindering blood flow.

Why?

I shook my head, trying to clear the rocks and cobwebs. I couldn’t move much, strapped to a
reclined examination chair of some sort, wearing my tank top, briefs, and my black Pearl Izumi socks.
As I moved my head I felt a mask on my face -- pinkish plastic. My head seemed to be clearing. I
closed my eyes and relaxed, reviewing my day for clues.

It had been a very long day. It had started a few hours outside Tokyo, taking the high-speed train
to the Narita airport, flying to San Francisco, changing planes for Denver, Colorado. When had things
started going weird?

The whole day had been weird, starting with the mix-up checking in at Narita, but it had really
gotten strange in the Denver airport. I was headed to a festschrift at Boulder, outside Denver, on

atmospheric physics -- my specialty. A grad student was to meet me at the airport.

I was definitely met at the airport!
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I got off the plane, stretching as I went up the ramp to the gate. Who was to meet me? I looked
over the crowd. A little blonde-haired girl, seven or eight, was hopping up and down in front of a
blonde woman -- her mother? -- the girl was either excited, or needed to pee. A good-looking woman in
a long fur coat, an older couple waiting patiently, businesswoman frowning and looking at her watch. I
was looking for a grad student. Was a grad student looking for me?

“Roger?”

As I pivoted to see who was calling, the little blonde girl streaked by, calling out, “Daddy!” As I
turned more, the woman in the fur coat walked up, saying again, “Roger?”

I smiled and nodded, “Yes.”

Her hair was short and brown, her eyes were brown and sparkling, her smile was confident. She
looked a bit old to be a grad student -- she looked to be my age, early to mid thirties, about my height.

“Do you have checked baggage?” she asked as she took my arm in hers. The fur was soft and
warm; | caught a whiff of her perfume, or her perfume caught me. I breathed deep and slow, relaxed
and yet attentive, flowing with the moment, relaxing.

“Yes, two pieces,” I told her as we walked along the concourse. Her stride was balanced and
relaxed, holding my arm gently as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Long flight from Tokyo?” she asked.

“Yes -- from a different world,” I told her as we entered the little tram to take us to the main
terminal and baggage claim. A different world indeed -- in Japan, people crammed together in the
commuter trains, yet all the time attempting to maintain formal space and attitude, a formal face. And to
arrive back in the States, here in Denver, and be sitting arm-in-arm next to a woman I’d never met.

“Do we need a cart?” she asked as we headed for the baggage carousels.

“No, one bag and a cardboard tube,” I replied. I could sense she was nervous and apprehensive
now, looking around, forcing a sense of ease. My own alertness picked up.

I had my small carryon bag, and the little zip-up notecase I’ve carried for years. It was beat up --
I should replace it, but it’s an old friend.

We watched bags coming off the carousel. The older couple was there, hugging a girl in her
early twenties. A man was holding the little blonde girl in his arms as he embraced and kissed the
blonde woman. The pensive businesswoman stood close, but not too close, to an equally pensive
businessman, storm clouds growing in intensity between them.

I saw my bag and picked it off the carousel. I smiled as I saw the tube about ten feet behind.
The tube was five inches in diameter and five feet long. My instructors had given me a beautiful
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wooden practice sword -- it had to be at least a hundred years old. “Practice,” they told me, “the sword
knows the forms well.”

I set my little notecase down, putting it on top of my big bag as I reached for the tube with my
right hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my guide look the other way.

Then I saw a man’s hand reach over and grab my notecase. As I continued reaching for the tube,
I bent my knees, grabbing the back of his pants and his belt with my left hand as he started away.
Timing -- as his right foot lifted from the floor to take a step, I pulled him hard and to the right; my right
hand sweeping the tube around, extending it between his legs to further hamper him and encourage him
to the floor.

He went down, hard and fast. I stepped forward, putting the ball of my foot and my weight on
his outstretched forearm and retrieving my notecase. I drew my other foot back a bit, preparing to kick
him in the ribs if he gave me the slightest excuse.

My guide turned and gasped. She grabbed my bags. I recovered the tube with my sword,
stepping forward putting the ball of my other foot on his neck and pressing down. “Stay!” I told him.
He’d picked the wrong person -- you don’t screw with a fourth-degree black belt who’s spent the last
two weeks training night and day with a pair of sixth-degree black belts.

The crowd cleared out around us. My guide looked worried.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said. I could feel the edge in her voice.

The man on the ground started to move. I put more weight on his neck. “I said stay!”

I stepped around him, keeping well out of reach, and we cut swiftly through the crowd.

My guide was hurried as we exited the building; she looked left, right, and headed right. We
walked to a limousine; the trunk was open. She tossed things into the trunk and slid into the back. I

tossed in my stuff and closed the trunk, then slid in after her and closed the door.

She called out, “Get us out of here!” to the driver, another woman about the same age, with
longer black hair and nice features.

We pulled out sharply, someone behind us honking, and quickly exited the terminal area.
My greeter was agitated, shaking. How was I? I took the calming, focusing breath.

I smiled. Here I was, sitting in the back of a limo, next to a beautiful woman in a full-length fur
coat. Someone had just tried to steal one of my bags -- unsuccessfully.

“That was quite a welcome,” I told her, “Are you okay?”

She smiled and laughed, a nervous laugh. I held her hands; I could feel her trembling.
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“It’s okay -- it’s over. Nobody was hurt,” I told her softly, sending out calm, looking steadily
into her brown eyes. Calming a student -- this is something I knew how to do. “Deep breath, and let it
out slowly; let it go and relax. It’s over, and we’re safe,” I told her.

She did, and sighed softly. “Thank you. Not the welcome I’d expected. Let’s see if we can
improve it,” she said.

She moved closer and pulled me into her arms, closing her eyes as she did.

I went with it, embracing her softly, kissing soft, warm lips. I relaxed into her, exploring the
enticing fur with my hands, drinking in her perfume with my nose. I felt her hands exploring my back
and shoulders, and heard and felt her “Mmmm” of appreciation.

We shifted as she leaned me back. We came up for air and I kissed her neck. She pulled my
head to the soft, full collar of the coat. I relaxed into her embrace. We kissed again. As we kissed, |

thought I smelled something new, something fruity. At first I thought the dizziness I felt was from the
rush of passion. But it increased, and I felt myself slipping away.

“Back with us?” a voice asked.

I blinked and looked up again, looked up at our black-haired driver from the car. She stood in
the doorway, wearing sweats and running shoes.

I tried to speak. My throat was dry -- a squeaking, squawking noise came out.

She stepped closer, holding the mask to my face. “A few deep breaths for me -- it’s oxygen. A
few more deep breaths and I’ll give you some water.”

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. I felt funny -- tired but almost twitchy. I felt the mask
being removed, and a straw placed between my lips. I took a few sips of delicious lukewarm water,
swirling the last around in my mouth before swallowing it.

“What’s going on?”’ I asked -- a pretty obvious question.

She stepped back. She stood right foot slightly ahead of left, hips canted, arms folded, a half-
smile. Her posture told me she felt secure, in control.

“Roger, we know you’re carrying valuable information. We know that information is only
valuable for a short time. So, we’re going to keep you here.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I told her.

She smiled and shook her head. “Good. I was hoping we could have some fun. Our job is to
hold you, then let you go. If we can safely extract the information, so much the better. How much you
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enjoy the next 48 hours is entirely up to you.” Her hips shifted a bit, and she licked her lips. “We
certainly could have some fun together. As I said, it’s up to you.”

I took a breath and smiled. “You’ve got the wrong guy. I’d like to help, but I don’t know what
you want.”

She nodded and stepped forward again, and around to where I couldn’t see her.

“That’s okay, Roger. We’ll try this to start. It would help me, and make things easier for you, if
you were to count backwards from one hundred for me. Would you do that for me?”

I sighed and closed my eyes. “Sure,” I told her. “One hundred. Ninety nine. Ninety eight....”
A warm feeling started spreading through me. My counting faltered.

She asked me my name. I told her. She asked again, and I told her again. She insisted my last
name was Ash. I told her it was Hawthorne. Pain -- intense but brief. She asked my name again, and |
told her. Pain, longer this time. Then it struck me, and I laughed. I told her about the Roger I’d met at
the airport in Japan, the seat mix-up, getting upgraded from business to First Class, sitting next to him.
He looked a little older than me, but about the same height and weight. Brown eyes, though -- mine are
blue. We were both connecting through to Denver. He’d even asked to switch seats on the Denver leg,
in first class.

She wanted to know more. I told her when I got off the plane, he shook my hand, then went into
the plane’s first class lavatory. I hadn’t seen him after that.

Another woman’s voice joined in -- my greeter and guide. She asked my name, and I told her.
More pain. She asked again, and I told her again. More pain. Hands pried my mouth open. More
questions -- what color are my eyes? Blue. Do you wear contacts? No -- | had laser surgery years ago.
Someone held my right eye open and shined a bright light in it.

“Shit!” the driver said. The other said she was going to call and check.

Then it was questions on my background. What did I do? Why was I in Japan? Why Denver? 1
answered as best I could.

Silence for a while -- I drifted. It was hard to concentrate, and hard to move. The mask went on
my face again, and a voice came back. The voice told me to breathe slowly and relax. Relax starting at
the top of my head, feeling the relaxation extending down to my forehead and eyebrows.

After a while her voice got far away. It was interesting -- I could make her voice move closer or
far away for a while. She took us down a flight of stairs, down to a peaceful place where I could relax
and let go. By the time we got there, I was so relaxed -- [ wanted to let go.

Both of them questioned me again. I wanted to help; I really did. I thought he had two

passports, a blue U.S. one, and a brown one. U. K.? I wasn’t sure. Yes, [ could remember his smile. I
could see him smiling, and see his teeth -- small, uniform, not like mine.
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They told me I could rest, and I didn’t have to remember what they said, because parts of me
would remember to forget, and the rest of me could rest and forget to remember. It was very confusing,
and I stopped trying, and relaxed into that comfortable place.
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Fight, Flight, Freedom?

I was semi-awake, standing in a small room. I was in danger, naked except for my socks. My
left shoulder was against the cold wall behind me. My head was still full of wool. In front of me was
my earlier inquisitor, our driver. She was holding a nasty-looking gun in one hand and a syringe in the
other, yelling at me to get down on the floor, and yelling for Christie.

I stayed where I was. I was sure she wouldn’t shoot me. To use that syringe, she’d have to get a
lot closer. Itook a slow breath and moved slightly; I was impaired, but I could take her. Time seemed
to be in my favor.

As she yelled, I looked about the room. It was barren save for a futon. She was between me and
the only door. My left shoulder was to a wall, with windows on the other walls.

She kept yelling for Christie, and for me to get down on the floor. I smiled. Each breath cleared
my head a little more, increasing my strength and poise.

A gal wearing sweats came running into the room and stopped in the doorway, calling out, “Holy
shit!” Christie was the one who had met me at the gate, the one in the fur coat, the one who had held
me. My head started to spin again.

The one with the gun was getting frantic, but not frantic enough to take her eyes off me. I knew
instinctively how far she needed to turn her head to give me enough time to take her -- and she wasn’t
doing it.

Christie told her to hold tight, and just keep me where I was -- she’d be right back.

The gal with the gun moved back a step, telling me to stay where I was. Fine with me. I didn’t
want to tangle with the gun, and she evidently didn’t want to tangle with me close-quarters. So what
was Christie up to? Could I do two-on-one close-quarters? Normally, yes, easily -- but this wasn’t

normal. In a minute or two I’d be ready.

I found out soon enough what Christie was up to. She returned, wearing that fur coat, and
nothing underneath. She stepped slowly and confidently into the room.

The gal with the gun yelled, “What the hell are you doing?”

Christie smiled. I caught a whiff of perfume. “Roger, it’s all right,” she said to me softly. “I
want you to relax, Roger. I’m not going to hurt you. Listen to my voice and relax.”

Christie stepped forward, her arms out. My head was spinning again, from her voice, and her
perfume. She got closer to me. That coat got closer to me.

We touched and my eyes closed as I sank into the softness of the coat, her voice, and her

perfume. She cradled my head and we sank down to the futon. I was drawn to a nipple, and as I took it,
I felt both our bodies shudder with pleasure. She cradled my head, holding me to her as she whispered
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and rolled over partially on top of me. I felt myself sinking back, relaxing into that soft place, rocking in
her embrace. I barely felt the sting of the needle in my thigh.

Their voices filled me again. I wanted to get away. I had to get away. My legs wouldn’t work,
so I tried my arms. My arms didn’t work. Still, I tried. I had to get away. Why? Because I was in
danger -- they were hurting me.

Someone held me. They wouldn’t hurt me. No more questions. They held me close. They
were sorry I’d been hurt. They told me over and over they were sorry, and they’d protect me. I heard
and felt a heart beating, and felt the softness and warmth of a breast, the comfort of a nipple in my
mouth. They talked to me, held me, and gradually I relaxed.

They took me to that floating place again, showing me to a place where I could be safe. They
spoke to someone, opening doors. I didn’t have to remember; I could relax and rest.

Warm soup. Someone was feeding me warm soup, beef soup. I tried lifting my right arm. It
was shaky.

“No, that’s okay. Let me do it,” a voice said.

My eyes were open, but they weren’t working very well. It took awhile, many sips of soup,
before my mental gears started to mesh again.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

I moved my head. I focused. We were sitting in a kitchen area, the three of us. A sheet was
wrapped around my torso, holding me to a chair.

“Don’t worry, Roger. That’s just to hold you up. You’re still weak.”

I looked up to the one who had spoken. Christie -- my greeter at the airport, the fur coat, the soft
voice, the perfume.

“Awake and alert again, Roger,” she said.

My head cleared somewhat; I blinked.

She smiled and nodded. “Roger, you were right. You aren’t the person we were looking for.
You were set up -- we were set up -- and we were all fooled. We’ve been told to hold you until 48 hours

are up, then turn you loose. We won’t hurt you. We promise.”

I looked at her. I looked down at the table, and brought my right hand up to grasp the spoon.
My hand didn’t want to cooperate. It felt thick and slow.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 8 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

I breathed slowly, breathing energy into my right hand. I picked up the spoon slowly. I dipped it
into the soup, and raised it to my mouth. I got it to my mouth, and thank God the soup wasn’t too hot. I
lowered the spoon slowly, in a controlled manner. I looked at Christie, then at the other woman.

I placed both hands on the sides of the soup bowl, and raised it to my mouth. I drank slowly and
steadily, slurping down noodles, veggies, and chunks of meat. I felt the warmth bringing energy and

strength back to my body.

I slowly lowered the empty bowl back to the table. It was one of the most difficult things I’ve
done in my life.

Christie took my right hand in hers, placing two fingers in my palm. “Squeeze my fingers,” she
said.

I squeezed, not very hard. I managed a smile. Then I reached inside, and taking a breath,
squeezed again -- hard. She gasped and I let loose.

The other woman shook her head with a smile, then asked, “Can you stand?”
I looked at her. “What is your name?” I asked.

She dropped her eyes momentarily. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m Denise. My partner is Christie.
No last names -- I think you understand.”

I sighed and nodded a bit. I tensed my legs a little. “I won’t be able to stand on my own for a
while.” Another sensation -- “But I’'m going to need to use the bathroom, and soon.”

Denise untied me while Christie steadied me. They helped me stand. I was very wobbly. They
walked me down a short hall into a bathroom, where I was installed on the toilet. They stepped out
while I attended to my needed business, wiped, flushed, and managed to pull up my briefs and stand,
wobbling to the sink and leaning heavily on it.

My right hand -- I could see where the tape had been, on the fingers, the wrist, and the back of
the hand. I had a mark where the needle had been in place. How long ago? I had on my tank top,
briefs, and socks again, still? It had been a very long and confusing day.

Arms caught me before I collapsed. We went down the hall to another bedroom, depositing me
on my back on a king-sized bed. After spending two weeks sleeping on thin straw tatami mats in Japan,
this was heaven -- or was it?

I raised my right leg, pulling my knee up.

“What is it?” someone asked. I looked -- Christie, sitting beside me on the bed.

“I’m trying to get my socks off. I’ve been wearing them since ... what day is it?”
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She peeled off my socks. I wiggled my toes, enjoying airing them out.

Christie said, “It’s still Tuesday, almost 8 in the evening.”

I'sighed. It had been a very long day. My body didn’t know what time it was.

Denise asked, “How are you feeling?”

I moved my arms some, then my legs. “A little stronger now -- still pretty wiped out.”

Denise came over to Christie and whispered something. Christie stood up, and both of them
stepped out of the room.

Christie returned a few minutes later, smiling.
“What’s going on?” I asked.

She smiled as she pulled off my clothes. Then she stood and took off her sweatshirt. “I won the
toss,” she told me with a smile. She took off her bra. I saw her nipples and was so hungry for her. She
shed the rest of her clothing and crawled on top of me.

I had enough strength to put my arms around her as we kissed. Her weight on top of me was
divine. After a bit she moved and I latched on to a nipple, my arms going around her waist. She held
my head and I moaned.

Then she started talking, whispering, asking me to let go and relax again.

I was floating in that place again, but I was more aware, aware of her on top of me, and of me
sliding into her, and of both of us moaning with pleasure.

She rode me, and rode me, coming with a shudder and a cry. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t come
yet, everything felt so good, and so intense. She leaned forward again and held me to a nipple, rocking
and holding me. Her voice started in again.

The feeling grew and grew, and when I came, I came from my toes to the top of my head, all the
time being held to her. Her voice filled me and swept me away again, rocking in that peaceful place, in
her arms.

I woke in the dark. I had to pee. I didn’t know where I was. I was confused. My arms and legs
weren’t working properly. I flailed around, striking someone. Someone helped me up and to the nearby
bathroom.

Things focused as I sat on the can. In the neon nightlight glow I saw Denise standing in the
doorway, naked. Her arms were crossed, right foot a little ahead of the left. I could see the jet black
curls of her mound, and the sight sent interesting sensations through me. I finished, flushed, and started
to stand. Other parts of me were also starting to stand.
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“My turn,” she said as she helped me to the countertop. The shock of the cold countertop on my
bottom woke me a little more. I turned and rinsed my mouth, swallowing some water. Long flights
leave my fluid balance screwed up for days.

I heard the toilet flush and felt a hand on my back. I turned, into her arms. We kissed and she
ran her hands over me as I held her waist. I could feel her nipples tightening against me. I moved to
feel one of them, and felt her take in a breath as I stroked the side of her breast.

We moved back to the bed. I guess I’d been in the middle, between them. Christie was half
sitting up. She swung her legs out of the bed and stood up, walking to the bathroom.

Denise sat me on the edge of the bed, my face now level with heaven. She held me to a nipple,
running her fingers through the hair at the back of my head, holding me, moving my head a little back
and forth.

Her voice was lower, more resonant, more insistent, and it sent me spinning. Soon I was on my
back and so deep inside her. She rode me and her voice drove me on and on. I came again, sucking on
her, and then floated down, and down, and down.

I woke up quieter, with sunlight coming in the windows. I had to pee again, but it could wait. I
was naked in a bed with a warm, sensuous woman on either side of me. I wanted to hold someone. I
needed to hold someone. I could feel the hunger in my thighs. I chuckled softly. Which one? It’s like
that question, “Which blouse do you like better, dear?” No-win.

Christie turned slowly, opening her eyes a bit and smiling. She extended her arms. I started
sliding closer to her, but she moved up in the bed a little and pulled me down. I slid an arm under her
waist, nestling in between her breasts. She held me and started rocking a little. I heard and felt motion
on the other side of me. I felt a hand on my back, then heard Denise’s voice, slow and steady, telling me
to let go and relax. I drifted off again.

From a deep place I remember them telling me I was safe, but they needed to be sure I wouldn’t
try anything. I gave them my word I’d behave. They were happy with that, and soon I was filled with
pleasure.

We spent the next day and a half making love. Usually I was on my back, with one of them on
top of me, talking to me. Some times one would be on top of me, and the other would be holding my
head and talking to me. It was dreamy and intense.

I was awake, more or less, for meals, to shower, that sort of thing. But even then, I’d be sitting
on the edge of the bed, or on the sofa in the living room, and one of them would walk up and touch me,
say something, or hold me to a nipple, and I’d be off in dreamland again.

Some memories are murky, but strong. Memories of being on top of Christie, sliding in and out

of her, hearing her cry out as Denise held her head, talking to us both, weaving our dreams together.
Memories of eating Christie, my hands feeling the fur coat she was wearing, and looking up briefly to
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see Denise sitting at Christie’s head, brushing her temples, Christie’s eyes closed and her head arched
back.

I felt better the last morning. I showered and dressed. We had a civilized breakfast, sitting
around the kitchen table. I helped Denise clean up the kitchen. We held and hugged each other in the
process, kissing while waiting for the water from the hot water faucet to get warm.

I went to the bedroom to get my bag. Christie met me just inside the door. She was wearing that
coat, perfume, and nothing else. I fell into her. Soon I was on my back on the bed again, with her on
top of me, and Denise at my head. We rode slow waves which increased in intensity until they engulfed
us both. I drifted away again in softness and warmth.

I woke up in her arms and kissed Christie awake. We cleaned up and got dressed. I helped load

our bags into the car. Denise drove. Christie and I rode in the back. As we pulled away, I pulled
Christie to me and kissed her.
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Fest

They dropped me off at the University building where the Fest was being held. We hugged and
kissed, and I made my way inside with my bags, two and a half days late.

I made my apologies to the organizers, but my presentation wasn’t until later anyhow. I told
them something had come up to delay me, and I was still pretty wiped out.

Arriving late had its benefits. They housed me in an area normally used for married grad
students. I settled in, settled down, and napped until just before dinner.

I fell back into the swing of things with dinner that night -- almost. Part of my reason for
attending was to recruit new blood for the program at our school. I was looking for one or two senior
grad students, or even postdocs. It was no secret I was looking. I’d received a number of resumes and
CVs prior to the Fest, and had whittled them down with the aid of colleagues.

I did twenty-minute slots with six people after dinner. Two postdocs stood out from the first
round, Penny, and Darren. Penny was from Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh. She had a very good
background, and was articulate. Darren was from U. T. Austin. He didn’t have Penny’s flair, but his
skills were first rate. Both would make good additions to anyone’s program.

Darren knew he had competition, and wangled a longer interview the next afternoon. I agreed to

talk to Penny later on that day, after a group dinner. I got back to my room and collapsed to a night of
deep murky dreams.

I was pretty much back with it in the afternoon -- part of that was Darren and his interview. |
paced myself through the rest of the afternoon. I expected dinner would help -- I hadn’t had a great deal

to eat over the last few days.

I sat down with Penny after dinner for a longer chat. We were talking about opportunities at the
university.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” Penny asked, “Are you okay?”

We were sitting in adjacent chairs. I’d had another brain fade. We’d been talking about half an
hour, and ....

I shook my head and smiled. “I’m sorry -- I'm finding it very difficult to concentrate.”

“Jet lag still?” she asked.

I sighed and confessed. She looked so soft and so warm. “No -- your beauty.”

She stood up, taking my hand. We walked onto a local balcony. The cool, crisp air felt good. “I

don’t know if I could take the dry air around here,” I said, looking out over Boulder. It certainly was a
pretty area.
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She pulled me into a kiss. I could feel her youth, her eagerness, and her hunger. She ran a hand
up my back, to my neck. The world swirled again.

We made it out of the reception, I hope without causing too much of a scene, ending up in her
room, the same married student dorm as I was staying in, only a floor down from me.

We kissed hungrily, running our hands over each other. I got her on the sofa, and soon had her
pants and panties off and was between her legs. She was musky, delicious, and loud.

She dragged me to bed after a while. Both naked, we rolled around, kissing and teasing. I
latched on to one of her nipples. One of her hands reached the back of my head.

I was there again, floating in that special place, and she was on top of me, riding me.

We made glorious, passionate love into the middle of the night. I remember collapsing in her
arms, hearing the rapid beat of her heart, and feeling the sweat on our bodies.

I got up the next morning and went to the bathroom. We had a few hours until I needed to be at
the conference; my paper wasn’t until the afternoon.

She rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom. She was young -- mid twenties. I was still
sitting on the edge of the bed when she returned and stood in front of me.

I took her hands, looking into her eyes. “Penny, forgive me. I don’t know what came over me.
I’ve been very unprofessional.”

She laughed, and pulled my head to her breast. I latched on to her nipple and moaned.

“Silly man,” she whispered, “make love with me again.”

How could I do otherwise?

We made it to the conference. I gave my presentation. I talked to more candidates. Penny kept
her distance, allowing me some sense of decorum. I allowed myself to be cornered at dinner by some
European colleagues. We argued in French, and at the end, I found myself invited to speak at a
conference in Amsterdam.

Walking back to the dorm, Penny quickly caught up with me. The feelings I had when she slid
up to me, touched me and held me, were so intense, so conflicting. I could feel it in my thighs, and in
my arms -- feel the conflict. I wanted her, and I wanted to give myself to her. I knew, very deeply, that
all she had to do was hold me a certain way, and I’d be hers -- and I wanted that so much, and feared it

so much -- at the same time.

“Roger, what’s wrong?” she asked.
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“I ... I don’t know if what we’re doing is right,” I told her.

She sighed as we walked. “It feels right to me. We’re both consenting adults.”

I took a breath, nodding as I explored the intense mix of feelings roiling within me.
In the lobby, waiting for the elevator, she held me.

“Stay with me tonight, please, Roger,” she asked softly.

I sighed, a ragged sigh which surprised me. I held her.

She rocked me gently. “What do you need Roger? You need something.”

She was perceptive, as well as young, intelligent, and attractive.

I closed my eyes and let it out. “Hold me to you. Hold me, take me, use me, and then hold me
again. Please.”

The elevator doors opened. “I’d love that, Roger,” she said with a smile, and led us into the
elevator.

We shared a ride back to the airport in a University van the next afternoon. We parted in the
terminal building with a handshake and a brief hug. “It was a pleasure, Doctor Hawthorne,” she told me
with a smile.

When I checked in, I found I’d been upgraded to first class for the return leg as well. I settled in,

reclined my seat, and closed my eyes. I sank back and let the roar of the engines fill me, hoping it
would drown out the turmoil within me.
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Testing

It started as the usual Wednesday night at the dojo. I was alternating between senior students
and beginners when I caught motion out of the corner of my eye, someone entering the dojo. I kept my
focus on the student in front of me, deflecting his staff and throwing him to the mat once more. I
glanced at our visitor.

Christie was standing in the entryway, smiling.

I bowed to my student and called out, “Abiko!”

My second-dan instructor ran over as quickly as she could, bowing, “Hai!”

I clapped my hands twice, loudly, and waited for everything on the mats to quiet down and the
students to face me.

“Abiko will be leading you the rest of the evening,” I said for all to hear, then bowed to the
young woman. One of the prerogatives of running your own dojo is being able to delegate, especially

when you have someone as capable as Abiko.

She bowed. I heard some groans -- which meant I’d have her lead this class more often. |
stepped to the edge of the mat, bowed to the front of the dojo, and stepped off.

I stepped off the mat and into the entryway, pulling Christie out of sight of the others. When we
were around the corner, near the cubbies for people to stow their shoes, I gave her a gentle hug. She
hugged me tight and ran a hand up the back of my neck. I started collapsing into her. It was hard to
believe what an impact she’d made on me.

She laughed and whispered something; I was alert again as we stepped apart.

“How wonderful to see you again! My office?” I asked her.

She nodded. I gestured to her shoes, which she removed and placed in a cubby.

We walked back to my little office; I held a chair for her as she sat down, leaning over her a bit
and availing myself of more of her perfume. It made my head swim.

“I never expected to see you again,” I told her as I sat down.

She laughed and smiled. “Oh Roger, how could you think that?”

She slipped off her leather coat as she spoke, revealing a silky blouse. I could see her nipples
perking up through her bra. That didn’t help my rapidly diminishing mental clarity -- all my energy was

headed for lower parts of my anatomy.

“Christie.... To what do I owe this pleasure?”
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“Oh, just wanted to check on you.”

I shook my head. “No.... Butit’s wonderful to see you. You changed me so....”

“Did 1?7 she asked, leaning forward, a look of interest and concentration on her face.

I nodded. “Yes, you did.” I sighed again, letting all the air out. “I still don’t know all of what
you did to me. But you changed me.” I pointed out to the dojo. “They noticed. They think it was two
weeks in Japan studying with Miyashita-Sensei and Hideo-Sensei. That was part of it, but so much
more came out of the time with you and Denise.”

She frowned a little. “Such as?”

I shook my head. “More focused, more centered, more intense, more at ease. So much more
intense.” My eyes were drawn to her breasts. How I longed to nestle between them again.

“That’s good,” she said. She moved a little in the chair. “May I buy you dinner?”

I smiled and sat back a bit. “I’ll flip you for it,” I told her.

She laughed, then asked, softly, “Would you know where a girl could find a room for the night?”

I closed my eyes and held onto the arms of the chair, to keep my self from flying over to her,
grabbing her. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes, saying, “I think I can arrange something. Let
me get changed and we can leave.”

She nodded.

We had dinner at a good but noisy seafood place, blissfully undiscovered by tourists.

We returned to my place afterwards. My house is small, well built, and has a marvelous view.
Aside from the office, it’s sparsely decorated, and clean.

The tour ended with her bag in the bedroom, and the two of us sitting in the living room, looking
out into the fog.

“You said you had a marvelous view,” she said as she sat down, slipping off her shoes.
“I do -- when it’s clear out. That’s at least seven or eight times a year.”

She laughed, leaning back into the couch and relaxing.

I sighed again. “What have you done to me?” I asked softly.

“What?” she said, leaning forward a bit with a look of concern on her face.
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I was sitting in a chair across from her. That’s a good place to start. “I’m sitting here on
purpose, rather than next to you.”

She raised an eyebrow, and smiled a bit. “Do you want me to come over and get you?”

Not the response I’d expected... “God yes, but not just yet. Let me tell you a story first.”

She nodded, still smiling, and leaned back.

“About two and a half weeks ago, I was at a faculty reception -- I hadn’t ducked quickly enough
at a staff meeting, and was tagged to represent the department. I was sitting down, resting for a moment,
when a very attractive young woman sat down beside me. She introduced herself -- she seemed to know

quite a bit about me. It didn’t take me long to figure out she was coming on to me, and coming on quite
strong.”

I stood up and took Christie’s hands, taking her over to the large windows. I held her gently, our
hips pressing together, our hands around the other’s waist. I could feel her breasts pressing gently into
me, and feel her breath, soft and warm. It was hard for me, but I looked into her eyes. I felt those strong
feelings again, in my legs, in my chest -- the conflict, the desire.

“We were standing here,” I told Christie, “after sharing our first kiss, and do you know what
Annie said to me?”

Christie looked at me, smiling. I could smell her perfume, and her arousal. I’'m sure she could
feel me growing and pressing against her. She shook her head.

“She said, ‘I understand all I have to do is get a nipple in your mouth, and you’re mine.’”
Christie smiled and sighed a little. “Is that so bad?” she asked softly.
I closed my eyes and moved closer. “It’s wonderful,” I told her.

We kissed and as we did she ran a hand up the back of my neck. I didn’t struggle for an instant -
- I gave myself to her, again.

Our lovemaking was intense. The first time she felt so needing and frantic. And I was lost in
her, struggling to please her. When we made love in the middle of the night, in that not quite awake and
not quite asleep state, we were more reflexive. I could still feel her need.

In the morning we woke up, and after cleaning up returned to bed. I nestled into her, and after a
while she worked her magic on me, and once again I gave myself to her, and she used me, riding us to

bliss, and letting me drift off again in her arms.

As we were drying off after our shower later, she asked, “You don’t have to be in today?”
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“Not until eleven. Prerogative of tenure,” I told her.

“Roger, there are some people I’d like you to meet.”

“When?”

“This weekend?”

I shook my head and held her. “This afternoon, tonight, and tomorrow I have classes at the dojo.
Saturday we have tests -- we’re testing three black belt candidates. They could come and watch. We
could talk for a while on Friday night or on Sunday.”

She smiled and nodded. “That might work. Can I stay anyway?”

“Of course, please stay,” I told her, and we kissed.

We headed to school together after a cup of coffee. I had office hours from eleven to noon. I
didn’t have any visitors, and got a fair amount done, even with her wandering in and out. She seemed at
home in the surroundings.

I mentioned that as we were walking over to the cafeteria for lunch.

She laughed. “Roger, we are more alike than you think.”

‘60h?9’

She pulled me over to a tree, just off the path. “Would you believe that I’'m a university
professor as well?”

I laughed and shook my head.

She smiled, pinning me to the tree with her body. I exhaled and relaxed into her, giving myself
to her again.

“It’s true,” she told me, “Denise and I both. We’re neuropsych researchers.”

That startled me, making me more attentive. “You’ve got some interesting diversions, then. The
two of you do that often?”

She chuckled a little, then with a predatory look on her face, she pressed her hips into me and
moved slowly. I sighed and held on, my eyes half-closing.

She sighed. “Not very often. It’s an interesting sideline. Profitable, and you meet some of the
most interesting people.”

She hugged me, then did something that had me fully alert again.
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We headed back on the walkway to the cafeteria.
“So what did the two of you do to me? Other than drug me and screw me silly.”
She paused on the path, giving me a pained look.

I held her. “No regrets, no regrets. You opened up something very intense in me. That
openness has given me great strength -- and vulnerability, it seems.”

I looked at her and she nodded. She put an arm around my waist as we walked again.

She sighed and said, “When we were convinced you weren’t who we expected, we decided to go
ahead anyway, with modified goals, since our employer wanted you held for the period just in case. We
put you through a very special conditioning program.”

I nodded. “And?”

She gave me a squeeze. “Evidently it was more successful than we thought, as you’ve told me.
I’d like to test some more over the next few days ... nights.”

I squeezed back. “Test away, Doctor.”

She moved her hand to the middle of my back. “But it’s had unintended consequences.”
“Oh?”

“I’m trying to understand that as well. I need you, Roger,” she said softly.

I held her gently. “That’s what happens when you put yourself into your research.”

I enjoy eating in the cafeteria. It helps keep me in touch with what’s going on around school.
Christie thought our food was better than what her school served -- something I found hard to believe.

We were finishing up when a young woman, a chemistry grad student who had taken me for a
brief but intense ride a while back, stopped by our table.

She walked up to me and put a hand on my shoulder, inching to my neck.

“Hello, Roger. How are you doing?” she cooed. I wanted to ... I’'m not sure what -- give myself
to her? Run? Grab her? Her hand on the back of my neck was so intense.

“Fine,” I managed to say. Looking at Christie helped. “Becca, this is my colleague, Doctor
Christie...”

“Flynn,” Christie said. “Are you a student of Roger’s?”
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“Oh, just a friend. And you?”
Even I could hear the barb at the end of that one.

Christie stayed cool -- sort of. She replied, “I’m an M. D., a psychiatrist, consulting Roger on a
research program.”

Oh, so she’s a real Doctor then. As Alice said, curiouser and curiouser...
But that seemed to scare Becca off, at least for the time being.

“It was nice to meet you. Enjoy your research,” she said with the subtlety of a cannon-fired
harpoon. Then to me she said, “Bye, Roger.”

Christie and I picked up our trays and headed out. When we were outside again, she asked, “A
paramour?”’

I held her a little tighter. “Yes, about a month ago. She used me for three or four days.
Intense.”

“And then dropped you? Just like that?”

“I thought so,” I told her. “Thought it was over.”

She sighed. “Probably, so did she. Oh Roger, what did I start?”

I held her, enjoying the feeling of her presence, and my arm around her. “I don’t know.”

I had my own class that afternoon, plus covering for a friend teaching her undergrad class.
Christie agreed to meet me at the dojo later. She told me she wanted to change clothes, so I gave her the
house key. Itold her the Thursday evening crowd brought dinner, usually enough food to feed a small
army.

I made it to the dojo by four. We were testing three candidates for black belt, first dan, on
Saturday. George was my student, and the other two were from a dojo on the other side of town. Since
I was the ranking instructor in the area, at fourth dan, and had a larger dojo, the tests would be held here,

and [ would lead them.

The three black belt candidates were already there, working with Miss Abiko, and it looked as if
six of the seven brown belt candidates were also present.

Abiko and I worked them mercilessly. From what I observed, all three black belt candidates
would pass. There was only one brown belt candidate I wasn’t sure of.

He was just nervous. Half an hour of getting thrown around cured that. He’d pass.
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I spotted Christie. My mind wobbled when I saw her, standing at the edge of the mat, her hair
pulled back in a ponytail, wearing sweats. The first time I’d seen her wearing sweats; the last time I’d
seen her wearing sweats.... She smiled at me, and bowed -- not correctly in a formal sense, but with
heart -- an honest gesture.

I smiled and thought for a moment. I clapped twice, bringing the group to attention. I sat,
indicating they should sit as well. When everyone was pretty and still, I started in.

“Mister Penn!” I called out.
“Hai!” he replied, standing. He was a black belt candidate from the other school.

“Mister Penn, if 'you should pass on Saturday, you will be able to open your own dojo and
instruct students.” I paused to sigh overly dramatically and shake my head slowly. “Let us assume that
through some circumstance I have left you in charge here. I see someone,” I gestured to Christie, “who
seems curious. What are you going to do, Mister Penn?”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw my candidate grin. Bad move, George. “Oh, Mister Phillip
will assist you.” George’s grin faded as he bowed and stood. I sat back to watch.

I didn’t get to watch for long. Penn stepped over to Christie, introducing himself quite nicely,
and asking if he could be of assistance. Then he stepped off the mat. I let out a loud wail and collapsed
to my side, head on the tatami, sobbing loudly. I heard some snickering from the seated students, and
out of the corner of my eye saw George lean over and whisper to Penn. Penn quickly turned to the head
of the dojo and bowed, then stepped off the tatami. I sat up again, giving the seated students a nasty
look.

Penn did well for a few minutes, with George’s help. Christie was playing it well. She was
interested in learning, and hadn’t done anything like this. I was happy when he inquired if she had any
physical problems or limitations -- she didn’t. Then he asked her if she’d like to observe, and possibly
participate. She agreed.

Then he stepped back on to the mat. I screamed in anguish and flung myself face down on the
tatami, once again sobbing loudly. I watched out of the corner of one eye, and made more noise and
flailed more as he tried different things, none of them what [ wanted. Eventually he gave up and had
George take over.

George described to Christie (and Mr. Penn) how we showed respect in the dojo, how to bow,
and why. George had been put through this before. It was something all my students learn, sooner or
later. George did a good job -- I only got to whimper once. They got her seated properly, they sat down
and bowed. They were handing things back to me.

I sat up, turned to the class, and bowed. “That was ...” I paused long enough to give them
apprehension. “Acceptable. I understand some instructors don’t focus on the formalities. Let me tell
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you, if you study in Japan and don’t know how to behave, you will very quickly find yourself out on the
street -- possibly through a window.”

I looked at the clock. We had about forty minutes until dinner arrived. “Who wants to teach
Doctor Flynn forward ukemi?”

Abiko smirked. Oops -- Christie hadn’t said her name. Patti, one of my brown belt candidates,
bowed and stood up. She had a lot of spunk.

I soon had Patti leading us all. That’s one of the things I like about Aikido -- you learn to teach
others from the beginning.

Patti wasn’t hesitant to have us practicing, and she wasn’t hesitant to call on me, or on Abiko,
when she got stuck. She would make a very good instructor.

I worked with Christie, and with others. Christie was having fun, and working hard. She smiled
and shook her head at me once, but went right back to it.

I heard the rustle of dinner arriving. I tapped Patti on the shoulder. She clapped twice and
brought the class to order. We sat, we bowed, and then broke for dinner.

As students hauled out the folding tables and chairs and set them up in the back of the hall in the
space not covered by tatami, I went to the office and rummaged my desk. As expected, we had enough
Chinese take-out food to feed a small army. I was pleased that Christie was encouraged to go first. |
hung back, waiting my turn, but was pushed forward in the line. I sampled some of everything, and sat
next to Christie at another table. I put two small blue pills down next to her.

She looked up after wolfing down a pot sticker. “What are these?”
“Naproxen Sodium.” I told her, an anti-inflammatory.

She picked them up and swallowed them with some rice, then said, “Good idea. I’m going to
regret this.”

Patti sat down next to her and said, “You’re doing really well. Keep at it. Roger is a wonderful
instructor.”

As dinner wound down and other students arrived, I reviewed our schedule for the next two days.
We’d have a brief practice tomorrow afternoon, Friday. I told folks I expected the group to be here at
eight sharp on Saturday morning to clean up and set out chairs. The doors opened at nine, lower level
tests went from ten to noon or so, and we’d break for lunch. We’d have demonstrations starting at one,
and black belt tests starting at one thirty or two. I looked at the group, ending with Mister Penn, as I told
them I expected everyone to do well.
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I got distracted talking to some students’ parents in the next class. When I looked around to start
class, I didn’t see Christie at first. Then I saw her at the edge of the mat with Patti and Abiko, bowing
nicely. They’d managed to find a gi for her to wear.

Christie did well, giving it her all. After she turned a toe on the mats, she thanked a teenager for
showing her how to tape her toes. Seeing the tape on her toes, my mind flashed back to my right hand,
seeing the tape around my fingers, the needle in the back of my hand....

I ducked off the mat. While in my office I made a phone call, and returned to see Christie
smiling and laughing as she practiced with the group.

Our class drew to a close, and the evening yoga people started gathering. A lot of the time I
stuck around to practice with them -- not tonight! We bowed and ended the class.

As Abiko led the senior students in putting things away, I went over to Christie.

“Feel like an hour or so of yoga to loosen up after that?”

She shook her head. “No way. I won’t be able to move tomorrow as it is.”

I gave her a hug. “Let’s go home. I know a hot tub with our names on it.”

“Twist my arm,” she said, quickly adding, “I didn’t mean that!” Students near us laughed.

She followed me home. Inside, I started shedding clothes. She flopped on the couch, moaning.
I sat beside her.

“Did you have fun? You sure looked like it.”
She moaned again. “Roger, that was a real trip. I just hope I live through it.”

I laughed and helped her up. “Come on. A sit in the hot tub will do wonders for you. We may
even be able to see stars tonight.”

I got a large pitcher of ice water and two plastic cups, joining her in the tub outside. She’d found
the switch for the jets. I got in and gave her some water, which she drank quickly.

“Oh that’s good. I hate to ask, but what’s our schedule tomorrow?”’
I emptied my glass and set it down, moving to massage her shoulders.
“I’ve got a nine O’clock class, and you have a nine O’clock appointment,” I told her.

She groaned, “What? You expect me to move? After what you did to me?”
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I laughed. “After what you’re going to do to me... Yes, you’ve got an appointment at nine
tomorrow for an hour and a half massage given by one of the best people on the planet.”

She moaned again. “Oh, thank you. I may live after all.”
We showered together after getting out of the hot tub.
“How are you feeling?” I asked her as we dried off.
“Much better, thanks, but ready for bed.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” I told her.

She sat me on the edge of the bed, then turned off the lights. She stepped back to me, and held
me to her. She helped me find a nipple, holding me gently. She started talking to me. I drifted down in
her arms, going down an escalator with her and joining her in a soft, safe, comfortable bed. We talked
for a while. She led me along a corridor filled with doors. Some of those doors held things familiar to
me, my strengths.

But we stopped in front of one, and I was afraid. I was afraid to open it. She was with me, and
would help. I must have opened it. It was dark inside. Suddenly I was so young again, a little boy, so
scared of the dark. But I was also older, and she was with me, holding me. We tried to reach the little
boy, scared in the dark. We reached out to him, but we could only reach out so far -- he needed to reach
out as well, and accept us. I reached; I tried. It was hard.

We made progress, but had to pull back. I was exhausted and shaking. We went to another
door, into a room filled with peace and healing. She led me to the bed in the room, and held me. We
made love, and the bed rocked us to sleep.

I woke to the alarm clock the next morning, rolling over and whacking it. I looked to her,
moving slowly. Incredible emotion roiled up inside me, the memories of last night returning. The
feelings came back, so quickly and so intense. I moved to her and held her tight. She jumped a bit, but
held me, talked to me, calmed me.

The clock went off again, and I rolled over to whack it. As I did, she sat up with a groan.

“Oh God, I’'m sore!” she cried.

I got out of bed and went to her side, helping her to standing. We hugged, and I massaged her
back gently as she moaned.

“Come on -- a hot shower will help. We need to get going.”

“Coffee -- coffee -- drugs,” she moaned.
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I laughed and helped her to the bathroom. “No coffee until after your massage. And I think you
know better than to take naproxen on an empty stomach.” I started our shower.

She grumbled as she sat on the can, and joined me in the shower. I soaped her down, working
over her muscles lightly. She groaned, but with a smile, especially when I moved a hand between her

legs.

We got out, dried, and dressed. I was full of ... questions? I’d touched a live wire, and wasn’t
sure I wanted to find out if it was still live. Yet something had changed, something deep.

I gave her directions. She’d take her rented car, and meet me at school in my office.

I guess I was holding back or something -- apprehensive maybe. Closing the front door, she held
me and gave me quite a kiss, pressing me against the house.

My class was good -- I’ve got a great bunch of students. Three of them followed me over to the
office.

They left, and I was typing away when I heard a knock on my open door. I looked up. Christie
was standing there.

I chuckled and got up, walking to her.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, leaning against the door frame.

I hugged her gently, and she held me. I felt better, though still unsettled.

“You are,” I told her. “The way you look -- I take it you enjoyed your massage?”
She plopped down in the chair with a satisfied sigh.

“God, Roger -- that woman is incredible. How did you find her?”

I sat down again. “Elsie? She’s Patti’s older sister. I visit her every two weeks.”

Christie had that glowing relaxed look that comes from a good massage. But I saw something
else in her smile -- something hungry and predatory. I laughed some more.

“What is it now?” she asked, more of a predatory gleam in her eyes.
“That’s not a relaxed just-been-massaged-into-bliss look,” I told her.

“No it’s not,” she growled. “What’s our schedule for this afternoon?”
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I stood up again. “Well, let’s go for lunch and beat the crowds. Then things are open until two,
when I need to be at the dojo. We’re through there a little after five. Did you have something set up for
tonight? The people you wanted me to see?”’

Her head went back and her eyes closed. “Oh shit! Yes, we’re meeting them for dinner at half
past six.” She looked at me again, smiling and standing. “I guess we’ll have to wait.” She moved
closer to me, then stopped.

“What is it?” she asked softly.

I reached over and closed my door. I leaned against the desk and held her hands.

“What happened last night? We did something significant, something deep. I feel so -- turbulent
-- today, like a clear stream that’s been stirred up, now murky and unsettled.”

She nodded, a professional look on her face. “Well put. Yes, we did reach some very deep
things in you last night. How do you feel?”

I sighed, holding on to her hands. “Better, I think. The good news is I don’t feel like throwing
myself at you, or at the next pair of tits that catches my eye, pardon the phrase.”

She laughed a little. “That’s perfectly all right. What else?”

“But I feel ... apprehensive somehow. Something is holding me back -- somebody is still scared
in there, in here. Does that make sense?”

She pulled me to standing.

“Yes, Roger, it makes perfect sense. After lunch, is there a place where we could go for an hour
or an hour and a half, where we wouldn’t be disturbed, someplace private?”

I thought for a moment. “Yes, I think so. Let me check.” I picked up my phone and dialed a
number. As luck would have it, I got an answer. “Nick, this is Roger. Fine, thanks. Hey, I've got a
favor to ask. Could I use your lab for a while this afternoon, from about twelve fifteen to two? Hey,
that’s great. Sure, how many do you need? Okay, talk to you next week.” I hung up the phone. “Let’s
get some lunch. I’ve got a place for us to use.”

We had a quick lunch, and then walked over to a different building.

“Nick is a physiology researcher. We’ve worked together on some things. He didn’t believe
what you could teach bodies to do in aikido and yoga,” I told her.

She had me go to the bathroom. I found the key right where Nick said it would be. The lab was
small and sparse, with a cot, a chair, and lots of recording equipment.

“Will this do?” I asked.
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Christie had a very determined smile. “This will do just fine. Take off your shoes and watch,
and loosen your belt. On your back, please.” She pulled a chair over to the cot.

She put the pillow under my head. I was apprehensive. “What now?” I asked.
She sighed. “I know you’re nervous. We’re in my territory now, and you are in good hands. All
you have to do is relax.” She put both hands on my forehead. I sighed and my eyes closed at her touch.

“Very good, Roger. Relax and let go for me.”

It was hard. It was exhilarating. We left the lab about twenty to two. As we walked back out in
the sunlight and headed to the parking lot, she asked, “How do you feel now?”

I held her arm around me a little tighter. “That was quite a trip. For being on my back, that sure
was hard work.”

“Yes it was, and you did a very good job. Denise and I inadvertently opened up some very deep
things in you. It will take two or three more sessions to finish up this phase.”

“This phase?” I asked in surprise.

She laughed a little. “We’ll talk about that later.” She stopped on the path. “Still feeling
apprehensive?”

I looked in her eyes. I felt my response grow as I breathed. “Not at all. I want you,” I told her,
moving in for a kiss.

She insisted on driving to the dojo, and I guess she was right. 1 was still somewhat unsettled.
But, being on the mat was just the thing for me. When I’m on the mat, I’'m connected with my body,

with everything around me. I moved in a special place that afternoon.

When five O’clock rolled around, we brought things to a close. I received extra thanks from
some students. They seemed to look at me differently. Christie had a very interesting look on her face.

Even Abiko -- she bowed very formally to me, and said, “Thank you Sensei -- it is an honor to
study with you.”

“What was that all about?” I asked Christie as I changed clothes in my office.
She sighed as she changed clothes -- she’d practiced with us.

“Roger, I’ve never seen someone so intense, so focused, so alive as you were out there. How did
you feel?”

I shrugged. “I was there.”
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She shook her head. “Come on, Sensei, we need to shower and change.”

Back at my place we showered and changed. I put on one of my “consulting” suits -- plain
enough, but with character, and also one which gave me quite a range of motion.

We met two gentlemen at one of the better Continental restaurants in the area. We had a private
room -- this was costing somebody some money.

The senior of the two was an affable enough chap, silver hair, a little overweight, wearing what
looked to be a custom-tailored suit. His associate, who showed him great deference, was a few years
younger, and the thin, nervous type. It was definitely an interview. The thin guy seemed to be working
from a prepared set of questions. The senior guy’s questions were more flowing, and more probing.
They were interested in how I handled situations, challenges, different things I’d done. They’d done
their homework on me. I danced with them as I’d dance on the mat, moving from my center.

I invited them to the dojo to watch the tests tomorrow. The senior guy nodded and smiled, and
thought that would be interesting. I briefed him on the schedule.

“I hardly knew you were in the room,” I told Christie as we drove back to my place.
“They weren’t here to talk to me,” she said.

“How did I do?”

She chuckled. “Better than I did, by far.”

“And what was I interviewing for?”

She chuckled again. “Hard to say, Roger. Wheels within wheels with these people.”

After we shed our coats, standing by the window in my place, looking out into the evening mists,
I asked her, “And where do we go tonight, Doctor Christie?”

She smiled. “To a place filled with peace, pleasure, and passion.”
I looked into her eyes. “I’'m almost there already.”
We got ready for bed. Once in bed, she rolled me to my back and sat up on me. She started

speaking, and ran her hands up my body, from my stomach to my head. By the time her hands reached
my head, we were there.
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And Testing

Woe were up and out the door early Saturday. I told Christie to wear loose-fitting clothes. When
she asked why, I smiled and told her, “Wheels within wheels.”

The morning went smoothly -- everyone showed up on time. Parents of the brown and black-
belt candidates brought or had flowers delivered. The morning’s testing went well. A tradition in
Aikido, at least in the schools I’ve participated in, is that students aren’t tested until they’re ready -- they
may not be sure they’re going to pass, but their instructors are.

We had a light lunch, and people started gathering for the black-belt testing. I was surprised to
see our two gentlemen from the previous night come in. I watched the senior tell the thin one to take off
his shoes. The senior bowed as he entered -- one bow to the front of the dojo, and one to me. It was a
well-trained karate-style bow. They sat where they’d have a good view.

We started on time. Abiko and I did some demonstrations, pulling in some of our new brown
belts, and two black belts from the other dojos.

Part of an individual’s test for black belt involves them teaching a technique. As I announced
that, I was walking about the room, and stopped in front of Christie. She’d been sitting cross-legged on

the edge of the tatami with some other students.

“And I think I have a volunteer right here,” I said, reaching for her hand. “Would you like to
assist us?”

She stood up and gave me an interesting smile. “Yes, Sensei,” she said, bowing her head. 1
thought I heard some chuckling from the gallery.

We tested the three candidates, giving each an experience they would remember. They passed.
They still had rough edges, but those would smooth out over time. I barely had time to wave to the two
gents as they left -- I was tied up with parents of our new black-belts.

We had a celebration dinner at a local hall with around a hundred people attending.

Christie and I got back to the house a little after nine. I hugged her and she moaned.

“Hot tub again, or do you want me to massage your back?” I asked as I kissed her neck.

“Oh, that would be nice.”

“What?”

“Oh, the massage. But you have to promise me one thing. When you finish,”

“Let you go to sleep?” I interrupted.
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She hugged me a little more. “Not unless you want to be rudely awakened in the middle of the
night.”

I felt her back. “That might be nice....”

She laughed. We headed off to the bedroom. I massaged her back and shoulders for a while. I
should take more lessons. I rolled her to her back, pulled up her knees, and slipped inside her. We
made gentle love, snuggled up, and went to sleep.

We made love again in the morning, and had breakfast.

“I need to fly home today,” she told me, as we were sipping coffee and looking out into the
mists.

I nodded. “You’re welcome any time.”
She smiled. “Thank you. But before I go, there’s one thing.”
GCOh?”

She put down her cup, and took mine. We went back to the bedroom. I walked in ahead of her.
I stopped in the darkened room, and she stepped up to my back. I felt her hands on me, and heard her
voice. Her touch and her voice sent a sigh and a shiver through me. I drifted down again, down to that
safe, comfortable place.

I opened my eyes, feeling her on top of me, riding me. The sensations were so intense. I could
feel her coming, and knew it wasn’t her first. She smiled to me and leaned down slowly. I took her
nipple in my mouth, and when her hand held the back of my head, I came, seeing stars.

We rested together, and showered together. We dried and dressed, hugged and kissed, and I saw

her to her car. She drove off. I went back inside, put another log on the fire, and sat down to try and
figure out what he hell had happened in the last few days.
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Pawn

I was in my office at school when there was a knock on the door. “Please come in,” I called out.
A man and a woman, both mid to late thirties, both in somber business attire, entered.

“Doctor Hawthorne?”” the woman asked as the man closed the door.

I was standing, and shook their hands, “Yes, please have a seat.”

I noticed neither introduced themselves.

The man spoke first. “Doctor Hawthorne, Doctor Christie Flynn suggested you may be able to
help us.”

My control was good. I don’t think I showed a reaction. “Yes? How is Doctor Flynn?”

The woman answered, “She’s doing well, and sends her best. She looks forward to seeing you
again.”

I nodded, taking the bait. “And what did she suggest [ might be able to assist you with?”

The two looked at each other. The woman spoke. “We represent a client who may need an
object delivered to Washington, D.C. soon.”

I nodded again. “Have you checked with the Post Office? Fed Ex?”

The man smiled a little. “This needs to be done discreetly, securely.”

I nodded and smiled back. “How about Kroll Associates, then?”

One of the gal’s eyebrows went up. “You have an association with them?”’

“I occasionally give their people dance lessons,” I told her.

The man frowned a bit. “Doctor Hawthorne...”

“Please call me Roger,” I interrupted.

He nodded and continued, “Doctor Flynn told us you were resourceful and reliable.”

I frowned. “I hope she also told you I’'m not dumb. Who are you, what are you asking me to do,
and why should I be interested in doing it?”
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They didn’t blink. The gal even managed a smile. Both of them fished out business cards and
handed them to me. The card said they were principals with a security firm I’d never heard of. Great --
just what I needed in my life.

I nodded. “Thank you. One half down, a hundred seventeen and a half to go.”

That got them looking at each other briefly. The woman picked up the conversation.

“Roger, this is all in strict confidence,” the woman said.

I nodded and said, “I understand.”

“We represent a client who is currently involved in a business matter of some delicacy. They
may need some additional material. This would be in the nature of a CD-ROM, which needs to be hand-
carried to a specific location, by someone not known to other parties.”

“A cat’s paw, then,” I suggested.

“A courier,” she countered.

I nodded. “Let’s say, hypothetically of course, that the day after I perform this service, the
details -- your unnamed client, the nature of the negotiations, the parties, the contents of the disk, your
real names and mine -- were to be recounted on the front page of the New York Times. What would be
the effect on my life, career, position at this University, and so on?”

They exchanged looks again. I was full of tough questions today.

The man spoke. “I doubt it would make front page, as it’s information dealing with business
negotiations. I don’t see how it would affect you much at all.”

“And if I took the disk to the Department of Justice instead?” I asked.
That got a reaction. “Hypothetically, of course,” I added with a smile.

The woman smiled. “The contents will be encrypted, and supposedly only the recipient has the
key. While some aspects of the contents might be embarrassing, they are not illegal.”

I'nodded. “So if I understand, none of this is illegal, immoral, or even fattening?”
They nodded and smiled.

“Great. Doesn’t add up. Why me, and not overnight post, or just send it over the net? You’re
not telling me something.”

The gal sighed. Thin lips, thin build -- if someone were trying to sway me using feminine
charms, they were way off the mark.
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“You’re right,” she said, “there are things we haven’t told you. These negotiations are being
watched by a number of other parties. The information itself could be extremely valuable in the hands
of another, for a short time, and the denial of the information to the recipient could also be very costly.
That’s why we need someone unknown.”

“So why not someone from Kroll? Or an off-duty cop, since it sounds as if you’re expecting the
courier to get jumped along the way.”

She shook her head. “There are other reasons. We can’t go into them at this time.”

I nodded. “Thank you. So tell me again why I should be interested in placing my precious hide
at risk in this very speculative venture?”’

He frowned; she actually laughed a bit.

“You speak English, Japanese, and French. You travel, and travel well. You adapt well to new
situations.” She said the last part with a smirk.

“And I’ve been set up and burned once, by a brown-eyed look-alike,” I added.
That got raised eyebrows on both of them.

“So other than the adrenaline rush of waiting to be jumped every minute, what’s in it for me?” I
asked them, sitting back and folding my hands in my lap.

She dug into her bag and pulled out a fancy pager, handing it to me. It was a two-way gadget,
already active. Yes, I was being examined for more than this opportunity. In exchange for carrying this
pager, I’d receive a monthly retainer somewhat in excess of what the University paid me, guaranteed for
at least a year. Oh, I could use the pager for other things as well. When something came up I’d be
contacted. I’d be given a brief description, timetable, and expected remuneration. 1’d be expected to
say yes or no within a short period. This one was expected to happen in a few days, and would pay
approximately what I made in half a year of teaching.

I shook my head. “You caught me on a bad day,” I finally said. The guy looked glum. The gal
understood -- she smiled.

“I ought to have my head examined,” I told them. “I’ll do it.”
The gal said, “Remember, discretion is paramount in this.”

I nodded. “So calling Kroll’s Western Regional head and having him run you two wouldn’t be a
good idea?”

The gal nodded. I returned their business cards. I didn’t think they were real, anyway.
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“When does this go down?” I asked.
“Some time next week,” she told me.

That was convenient -- fall break. “Okay, do I make my own flight arrangements, or does that
happen for me?”

He said, “You’ll get 48 hours notice and will need to book your own travel. We’ll give you
suggestions, but you make the choice.”

I nodded. “Sounds okay to me. How do I pay for this?”

He opened his case, taking out a clipboard. It had a form on it, and a cashier’s check made out to
me for the first two months retainer. Iread over the form -- a consulting agreement with their security
firm. I filled in my social security number, other details, signed and dated it. He gave me a copy. “So
you actually report this as income?” I asked.

She laughed. “This isn’t as shady as you make it out to be.”

“Or as easy as you're pretending,” I added.

She smiled and nodded. We shook hands and they left. I deposited the check the next day.
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Pawn Moves

The pager went off Monday morning. I called the indicated number. The voice on the other end
wanted to know where I would be around eleven. I told them I’d be at the dojo, and started to give them
the address. They already had it, but verified it with me.

A courier dropped off an envelope around ten thirty. I looked over the contents in my office. |
needed to be in D.C. on Wednesday afternoon. I’d be called about the actual goodie to be carried.
Delivery details I’d get later. I’d have hotel reservations made for me for two nights, with details to
follow.

I called my travel agent and had her book me through Chicago to what used to be called National
airport -- out Wednesday, back on Friday. I took the suggestion in the instructions and went First Class
both ways. Damn, that’s expensive! I’d be reimbursed for travel, though.

Tuesday afternoon I got another page. It took me a while to figure it out, but I decoded it as a
specific call number at the University library at four in the afternoon.

At four I was walking through the chemistry section, an area I used occasionally. I found the
proper area. There were six copies of the same book with that call number on the shelf. Which one? 1
was mulling that over when a young woman walked up to me and handed me a CD in a paper jacket.
She smiled and said, “Have a good trip.” I nodded and took it.

When I saw it, I knew how I was going to carry it. It was actually a greenish recordable CDR,
with no markings on it. Even better. I put it inside my shirt.

I kept it in my sight all the time. When I got home from the dojo that night, just for grins I put an
unlabeled CDR full of atmospheric data in a similar paper jacket in the small notecase I was going to
carry. That disk had one five hundred megabyte file of raw binary data on it. It should make a
wonderful puzzle for someone to gnaw on.

Wednesday I was up early and to the airport. I brought along things to read and to write, and
made productive use of the time. I was fairly paranoid, especially when changing planes in Chicago. 1
laughed -- assume everyone is watching me -- wasn’t that the plan?

An hour out of D.C. I got another page, with a phone number to call, and it said CALL NOW.
It’s only money -- I used the phone on the plane. A voice told me I was staying at the Four Seasons, and
gave me a confirmation number, which I repeated back. Then they gave me a pass phrase, which I did
not repeat back. End of call.

I repacked my things, putting the confirmation with my CDR in my notecase, along with some
things I didn’t need anymore. The pass phrase I wrote down and put in my wallet.

I was very attentive getting off the plane and getting into the cab, and very attentive paying the

cabbie and going into the hotel. I had my carryon bag, which now had my notes and other stuff in it as
well, and my little notecase.
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“Checking in sir?” the gal behind the desk asked me.
“Yes, the name is Hawthorne. Let’s see -- [’ve got a confirmation here someplace.”

I set the little case on the counter and opened it, displaying part of the green CDR, and read off
the confirmation number. She found my reservation, and told me I was prepaid. I signed on the dotted
line, she handed me the key card, and it happened just like clockwork.

As I turned, one person bumped me and another grabbed my little case. Both took off running as
fast as they could go into the bowels of the hotel. Various folks took off after them.

I put on a show, upset at the hospitality put on for guests in the Nation’s Capital. I got to talk to
the hotel manager, their head of security, and a local cop. I told them the paperwork wasn’t a big deal,
but the disk contained research data that could not be replaced -- all true. They took my report, offered
apologies, and I finally made it to my room.

Fifteen minutes later the phone rang. When I answered, a male voice said, “You failed.” He
started the pass phrase. I interrupted, saying, “This line isn’t secure, fool,” and hung up.

Half an hour later there was a knock on my door. I answered it to a dour looking chap in a suit
carrying a briefcase. I invited him in. I was barefoot, and ready to throw him extremely violently across
the room if he even blinked funny. He reiterated that I’d failed, and gave me the pass phrase. I told
him, “Sit,” and pointed to a chair. He sat.

I went into the bathroom and took off the bulky sweater I was wearing, then the dress shirt, then
my white Cannondale tank top. I used the scissors on my knife to cut the threads holding the paper CD
jacket to the inside of the tank top. It had been on me all the time. I dressed again and returned to the
sitting area, handing him the disk.

He smiled broadly and took a portable computer out of his case. He plopped in the CD, and after
a moment took out a business card and copied a very long string of gibberish. He got it right the second
time. He smiled. He closed up the computer, put it in his case, stood up and shook my hand. He left
without another word.

I called Room Service for dinner -- it was on the house. I’d go out tomorrow night. Tomorrow I
was planning on museum hopping.

A little after seven, I got another page. It had an address in Georgetown, and 8pm. Okay, I can
take a hint. I acknowledged the message and got dressed. I stuck to the dress shirt, but put on my sports
coat over it. Dressy enough for a lot of things, but it still allowed me to move when needed. I hadn’t
had my daily workout, and felt it.

I didn’t take anything else with me, save for the pager, and gave the cabbie the address.
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We drove to a fairly reasonable section of Georgetown. I paid the cabbie and walked up to the
door, ringing the bell.

I was surprised when the door was opened by a voluptuous woman in a dark blue velvet dress.
Her diamond earrings sparkled in the light, as did her smile.

“Are you Roger Hawthorne?” she asked.

I smiled and nodded. “At your service.”

I stepped in and she closed the door, looking me over.
“What can I do for you?” I asked.

She gave me a low laugh. “I’m to thank you for a job very well done, and something tells me
we’re both going to enjoy it very much!”

Her name is unimportant. She is a professional courtesan, an artist. Seduction is her art, and
requires either conscious or unconscious consent. I consented fully.

A while later we were sitting in her very comfortable parlor, sipping white wine. She’d taken
my jacket, and made appreciative remarks about my shoulders.

She was amused at the combination of physics and aikido, the mental and the physical. I told her
my students seldom talked back, at least not twice.

She laughed, a free and easy laugh. Then she put her glass down. “Roger, we have all night and
tomorrow morning. Would you like me to slip into something more comfortable?”

I put down my glass and sighed. I felt those feelings again, that tugging and tension in my
thighs, in my chest.

“I don’t know how you could be more sensuous than you are now. [ want to curl up in you.
Hold me to you, squeeze me gently, and I’m yours, to do whatever pleases you.”

She came over to the loveseat I was on and sat next to me. She pulled my head gently to her. I
nestled in, putting my arms around her waist. She held me and the world spun.

I know I told her, begged her, to hold me, to squeeze me, and she did. It took me a while to
convince her I wanted to go down on her, but once I started, she went along quite willingly.

We went up to her bedroom. Under soft lights, she helped me undress. She seemed pleased with

what she saw, and felt. She told me I would need to wear a condom; I understood and agreed. She
asked what I’d like.
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I held her gently, pressing against the soft fabric. I asked her, “Please put some perfume here,
here, and here.” I touched the tops of her breasts, and her mound. “Then hold me, tease me, squeeze me
until I’'m lost in you. Then let me go down on you again, and after that ride us to heaven. But the most
important thing, what I need the most...”

She was smiling. “Yes?”
“Afterwards, hold me, and rock me to sleep in your arms.”
She kissed me, then stepped away for a few moments.

When she returned, she still had the dress on, but she’d taken off her bra. Her panties had come
off downstairs.

She led me to the bed. We were soon rolling around together. She was an artist, and we were in
her studio. She played me extremely well. She was more delicious when I went down on her, the
perfume adding to her own intoxicating scent. Eventually she pushed me away, and I worked my way
up her body. Her nipples were so tasty, and enjoyed the attention I gave them. Each time she squeezed
me | moaned, becoming more and more lost in her.

She rolled me to my back, put a condom on me, and eased herself on top of me. We slid
together, and she soon pulled a pillow under my head, propping me up. As she rocked on top of me, she
teased me with her breasts, finally letting me take one of them as she finished me off.

We staggered to the bathroom to clean up, and afterwards crawled into bed together. She held
me softly, and rocked me gently. Without a word, I went to sleep in her arms.

I felt her get up in the morning -- I was still on West Coast time. She crawled back into bed. I
got up and used the can, and brushed my teeth using a toothbrush from an airline first-class amenities
bag thoughtfully sitting on the sink. As I crawled back into bed with her, I noticed additional condoms
on both nightstands.

We snuggled and kissed. After our first kiss, she whispered, “Thank you for brushing your teeth.
What...”

I interrupted her with my lips and tongue. She accepted the interruption. I moved on top of her.
We paused and I moved up on my arms as she put another condom on me, and teased me with her
hands. I glanced at her -- she was looking intently into my face as she stroked my balls and my
abdomen.

“Use me as you wish,” I told her, looking into her eyes.
She guided me into her, and moved me in and out with flicks of her fingers. I closed my eyes

and let my body respond. The noises she was making told me she was enjoying it as well. She held me
in, moving her hands to my lower back, pulling me in more, setting our rhythm.
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I moved my hips a little, shifting position, and she cried out, “Oh yes! Right there! Oh yes!” I
let her set my rhythm, feeling her urgency build, and my own.

I felt her shudder around me, and she cried, “Oh now, please! Now, please!”
I felt as if I’d been hit by a lightning bolt, pumping into her, collapsing on top of her.

We slid apart, and she pulled me to her. I found a nipple, and she lay partially on top of me,
holding me again.

Some time later we got up and showered, together.

She was so sensual, and knew aspects of my body I didn’t know. After soaping each other and
rinsing off, I went down on my knees between her legs. She leaned against the back of the shower
enclosure and held my head to her as I adored her once more.

After I brought her to a shuddering orgasm, she pulled me up into her arms and kissed me under
the still running water. She slid a hand between us and started pumping my cock. She leaned me
against the back of the shower, and slid down my body.

She looked up into my face as she slid my cock between her breasts, one hand playing with my
balls. I was dizzy -- it was hard to keep standing. When I was moaning, and on the edge, she moved
down and took me in her mouth. Her hands did something, her mouth did something, and I came again,

almost falling over.

When she stood up, we held each other under the running water for a while, rocking slowly. She
turned off the water. We got out and dried off.

I sat on the edge of her bed, half dressed, eyes closed, breathing slowly. I could hear the hair
drier in the bathroom, and hear her humming, almost singing something. A tune from Evita? Or was it

Les Miserables?

The drier went silent. After a bit more clatter, I heard her soft laughter close by. I opened my
eyes to see her standing, naked, a few feet away.

“You are beautiful,” I told her.

She walked over to me, and held my head to her. I put my arms around her waist. She held my
head and rocked me. I let go again.

“Oh, you are a such a surprise! I could hold you for hours. How would you like to be kidnapped
sometime?”

I sighed and squeezed her gently. “It’s been done. I’'m at your command.”
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She held me a while longer, then stepped away. As she dressed, she asked, “Join me for
breakfast?”

“Of course,” I replied.

We got dressed. I headed downstairs. She came down a minute or two later. She was dressed in
business attire, serious but sensuous still. Her perfume caught me and I kissed her neck, feeling her
gently.

“Oh, you do that, and we might make it to lunch,” she laughed.

She stepped to the closet and got my coat. “Come on,” she told me.

I raised an eyebrow.

“We’re going to breakfast.”

I nodded, and opened the door for her.

We took a cab to a restaurant I’d never heard of. It was pretty full, but we were immediately
seated. I knew people were looking at us. She was obviously well known here.

We had a very nice breakfast. I had Eggs Benedict -- nicely prepared. We talked about how
often I visited the East Coast. I told her whenever I was needed. She frowned momentarily.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“How can I get in touch with you?”

I took out one of my business cards. It has the University stuff on one side, and the dojo stuff on
the other. I wrote my home phone number on it as well, and handed it to her.

She looked at it in amazement, laughing softly. “You really are a university professor?”
I nodded and smiled, enjoying the coffee, and being in her presence.

We finished breakfast. “May I see you back to your hotel?” she asked.

“That would be wonderful,” I told her.

She folded her napkin and stood. I quickly got up and helped her with her chair.

“What about the bill?” I asked quietly.

“They know me here,” she said assuredly.
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The Maitre d’ thanked us for coming, and said a cab would be right up for us.
We got into the cab, and I told the driver where we were going. Then I turned to her.
“You were showing me off. Why?”

She smiled and held my hand. “Yes, I was. Roger...” She sighed and shook her head, smiling.
“Let’s just say I haven’t enjoyed an assignment as much in a very, very long time.”

I nodded. “Let me know if I may be of service in the future.”

She gave me a very interesting smile. “I just may do that, Roger.”

We pulled into the drive at the hotel. I pulled out my wallet.

She said, “No, I'll take care of it when I get home.”

I'sighed. “So it’s farewell?”

She smiled and nodded. “For now. I think we’ll be seeing each other again.”
I took her hands. “Thank you so much.”

She kissed me one more time. “Roger, thank you.”

I checked out and got on an earlier flight home. I was happily worn out. I did some work
between D.C. and Chicago, but didn’t bother to pretend on the longer leg home.

I thought I was through with surprises for a while. When I got off the plane, I saw a gal holding
a sign with my name on it -- the gal who’d visited my office.

I walked up to her, extending my hand. “I’m Doctor Hawthorne. Who might you be?”
She smiled. “Good evening,” she said cheerfully, “Do you have checked luggage?”
“Nope,” I told her. We walked over to the car park and got into a reasonably new Lexus.
“Need directions?” I asked.

She laughed. “I think I can find it.”

After a few minutes, I asked, “To what do I owe this honor?”

She nodded. “Debrief. You are resourceful. Why did you do that?”
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“Carry the other disk?” I responded. “Well, if someone is determined to take something from
you, might as well give them something to take. Did I screw up by exposing myself?”

She shook her head. “No. Actually, it worked out very well. The two who took your bag were
arrested, exposing themselves and their employers.” She smiled when she said that.

“And can I expect any of their collective dismay to be reflected my way?”

Her face took on a firmness that pleased and somewhat frightened me. “No.”

She turned and looked at me, smiling. “There are some rules to the games we play.”
She turned back to driving and asked, “Where did you keep the real disk?”

I answered, “In a safe place.”

She chuckled. “What was on the other one? Anything?”

“Just what I told the police. Research data that can’t be replaced. Priceless stuff.”
She laughed again.

“So, what should I have done differently? How could I have done better? What unneeded risks
did I take?”

She shook her head and smiled. “Contrary to what you may think, we weren’t watching you that
closely. Did you plan, or did you improvise?”

I nodded. “Both. I planned things. But I know that you can plan, and plan, and plan -- and then
life happens. When life doesn’t go with the plan, change the plan.”

She nodded. “Very good. That’s a hard lesson to learn.”

“Yup, it took me a while, and I’'m still learning.”

She sighed. “The most important thing is to not take unneeded risks.”
“And when are they needed?” I asked, assuming the answer.

She looked at me with a grin. “That’s the next most important thing.”

We drove the rest of the way in light rain. She pulled into the driveway, but before I could get
out, she put a hand on my arm.

“You did well. Don’t let it go to your head,” she told me.
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I bowed to her. “Thank you, Sensei. This is a very hard lesson to learn.”

She smiled, leaned over and gave me a peck on the cheek.

I got my bag and headed into the house.

The next day, a courier delivered an envelope to me at the dojo. It had a check in it. I called and
had a dozen roses delivered to an address in Georgetown. If I’d had Christie’s address, I’d have sent her
two dozen.

About a week after that, I received an envelope in the mail from Georgetown. It had an eight by
ten color print in it. It was a picture of the two of us having breakfast, toasting each other with

champagne and orange juice. We both looked very happy. On the back she’d written, “Thank you for a
wonderful evening.” I framed it and put it on my desk at school.
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Life went on.

Penny decided to go to Cornell. They’ve got a research station in Hawaii. We’d get Darren at
the start of the new year, in September.

I received an interesting QuickTime movie via email. It showed some sequences of a first-dan
Aikido instructor throwing a student a few times, and then the student demonstrating some basic
techniques. Eventually I recognized the student was Christie. I didn’t recognize the instructor. I sent
her a thank-you note, telling her to practice with heart, and asking when I’d see her again. She replied
she’d practice with heart after her dislocated shoulder healed, and she hoped to see me soon.

My next side job was a simple courier run. It was uneventful. The following one was
international, coinciding with a speaking engagement in Amsterdam. My ability to speak street French
came in very useful.

Back at school, I received a strange early-morning visit from a couple of FBI agents. They were
from the D.C. office, and looked as if they’d flown in on the red-eye. One of them handed me a CDR
and asked if [ recognized it. As it was unlabeled, I shrugged my shoulders, and said, “Let’s see.” 1
popped it into my Power Mac.

“Thank you! My data!” It was the disk which had been less-than-deftly taken from me.
“And just what is on that disk?”” one of them asked, pencil and notepad in hand.

I explained, bringing up the program which displayed the data. I was pointing out changes in the
E and F layers of the ionosphere on the screen graphs, when one of the agents made a choking noise. I
looked at him. He pointed to the picture taken in the D. C. restaurant. I like that picture -- it has fond
memories associated with it.

“You know ... her?” he asked incredulously. The other agent was now staring, goggle-eyed, at
the picture.

“Biblically,” I told them with a straight face.
The two of them were totally flustered. They quickly went away.

The following side job was weird. It felt weird from the start. I went to Toronto for a pickup. I
went to the appointed place and waited. I felt I was being tailed. Another page told me to return to the
hotel. I did. The next day I was sent to another place to wait. I did. I was sent back to the hotel. I
knew I was being tailed. I got a page to call a certain phone number. I walked to a local bar and used a
pay phone and a prepaid calling card. The voice at the other end told me to fly to Vancouver on a
specific flight. Itold them to pound sand, and asked for the pass phrase on my first job. They went
away for a moment, then returned and gave me the phrase. I told them I’d be on the flight. It was tight,
but I made it, tailed to the airport as well.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 45 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

So I flew back West on a red-eye, two days earlier than I thought I would. I’d expected to fly
from Toronto to Atlanta to make the delivery, and then go home.

I walked off the plane in Vancouver. I was close to home, at least. I hadn’t gotten any more
pages on the flight. I figured I’d find out soon enough.

I did. AsIlooked around in the terminal, I saw a very familiar face, and a familiar fur coat.
Christie was holding a sign which said, “Roger.”

I walked up to her. She threw her arms around me. We kissed. Once again she led me out of
the terminal, arm in arm.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” I asked her.

“Checked any bags?” she asked.

I shook my head. We walked to the cab queue.

Once in a cab, she gave the cabbie the name of a very good hotel.

“Have breakfast yet?” she asked. It was a little after seven in the morning.
“No -- I passed on the airline food.”

She pulled my head over to her shoulder. I nestled into the collar of the coat. She held my head,
sending me spinning. She started whispering, and I let go to her.

I was alert and awake again as we got out of the cab. She paid the driver, and we went up to a
large room with a view. I dropped my bag and freshened up a bit. We went downstairs and to the

restaurant for breakfast.

We were soon joined by two other people -- my two other contacts. I shook the guy’s hand, and
helped seat the thin gal.

“Do I get an explanation?” I asked them.

The gal pulled an envelope from her coat and handed it to me.
“You did a superb job,” she told me.

I raised an eyebrow, taking another sip of very, very good coffee.
“And that job was?” I asked.

The man spoke. “You were a decoy.”
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I nodded. “I thought I was being tailed.”
The gal asked, “Roger, how do you feel about that?”

After another sip of coffee, I told her, “Don’t know. Don’t have a big problem with it, although
if you’re to do that again, it’s best if you don’t tell me beforehand.”

That seemed to be a good answer.

We had a good breakfast, talking about random things. The guy picked up the tab. Just as they
were about to leave, the gal asked me for my pager, giving me a new one, a newer model.

Christie and I sat alone at the table. It was raining again. She reached over and took my hand.
“Oh dear,” she said, “I’'m afraid I won’t be able to give you a walking tour of the city. What can we do
instead?”

I sighed and smiled. “We can think of something -- afterwards.”

We finished our coffee and went upstairs. In the elevator, I looked at my check. It was bigger
than I’d expected. I whistled.

“Surprised?” she asked.

“I guess I did a good job. Someone thinks so, at least.”

She patted my bottom. “I’ll let you know in a couple of days.”

We went back to her room. I got out of my clothes while she was in the bathroom.

I was sitting on the edge of the bed again. This seemed to be a recurring thing. It wasn’t a
dream, even if it felt that way to a certain extent.

Christie came out of the bathroom, luscious and naked, stopping a few feet in front of me. I had
those feelings again -- so strong, so conflicting.

“Roger, what is it?” she asked in concern. She stepped forward and went down on one knee,
putting her hands on my legs.

I looked into her eyes, sighing and shaking my head slowly.
“I don’t know. The feelings are so intense, and so conflicting. I don’t know what I want to do
when I see you... Run? Give myself to you? Giving myself to you is so wonderful. It’s so good to be

held, to be in your arms. But even then...”

“Even then what, Roger? Go with it, stay with it and tell me, please.”
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I closed my eyes. “The feelings...”
“Where? Tell me what you feel.”

“Especially in my legs, my quads -- tension, nervousness -- and in my chest, and sometimes my
arms. And when I hold you -- when you hold me...”

“Good, Roger, stay with it. What do you feel when I hold you, and you hold me?”

“Oh Christie -- it’s so satisfying, so comforting. Yet even then, there’s something, I don’t know,
deep I guess, something else. Feelings of being alone, scared, somehow, even though you’re holding
me.”

I felt and heard her move next to me on the bed, then behind me. She moved me on to my back,
sitting at my head. I looked up into her eyes. She had a serious look on her face.

“It’s okay, Roger.” She placed her hands on my head. I sighed and relaxed under her touch.
She smiled a bit. “Good, Roger. Now I want you to relax for me. Let go and relax, and listen to me as I
take you back....”

My eyes closed and I drifted down to her touch, and to her voice. We went to a place I hadn’t
visited before, yet I knew it was a place inside me. It was very hard. I didn’t want to be there, but I
knew I needed to be there, and knew she was there to help me. I met the little boy again, alone in the
dark, so alone and so afraid. We reached out to hold him, but there was something between us.

It was hard, and it hurt some times, but eventually we got him to come out a little, and I got
closer to him, and then she held me, and she held him, and I knew he was me a long time ago, and I held
her -- we both held her.

We made love. She held me, and rocked me, and I went to sleep in her arms.

When we woke up, it was still raining. After a brief bathroom visit, we went back to bed,
snuggling up again.

It rains a lot in the Northwest. I don’t mind it at all.
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The thin gal caught me at the dojo. She bowed at the edge of the mat, and moved to sitting in
the visitor area. She sat with a precision that spoke of training. I handed the class over to Abiko, and
escorted my guest to my office.

“No page?” I asked after I seated her. I’d done a few more jobs recently, all easy.

She sighed and shook her head.

“What’s the matter? What’s wrong?” I could feel something.

“We have another job for you next week, if you want it.”

I nodded. “And why wouldn’t 17”

She smiled a little, and nodded. “If you take it, we expect you to be caught. You really will be a
cat’s paw this time.”

I nodded, steepling my hands in front of me. “And the risk?”

She sighed again. “That’s the big question. We don’t expect there will be any. They’ll be after
the information. Still, one can never be sure.”

I thought for a moment. “Would you take the job? Would you tell Christie that you were the
one who asked me to take it?”

That sombered her. She nodded again. “Let me think about that. Will you be at school
tomorrow morning?”

“Yes, office hours starting at eleven.”

She looked up briefly. I could almost see the wheels turning. She looked down again. “You’re
such a good fit for this one. Damn. I may drop by your house at nine in the morning. Thank you so
much.”

She stood up. I moved over to her. I offered her a hug. She accepted. The way she held me,
she needed a hug. “Thank you for being human,” I told her, holding her and rocking her slowly. She

felt as if she needed protecting, wanted protecting.

When she pulled away from me, she gave me a very curious look. “Some times it gets in the
way of the job.”

I got up around eight the next morning, and spent a while loosening up. Something told me....
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I heard someone pulling up the drive, and the doorbell ring around a quarter to nine. I poured
another cup of coffee and took it to the door. I thought she drank it black.

The thin gal was at the door. I handed her the coffee and invited her in. She gave me an
interesting look as we sat down in the living room. I was wearing one of my Cannondale tank tops and
sweat pants. [ invited her to sit on the couch; I sat in the chair opposite.

“Thanks for the coffee,” she said. “Mmmm, this is good.”

“So what’s your decision?” I asked. “What would you tell Christie?”

She sighed, leaning back and holding the cup with both hands.

“This is nasty -- I won’t kid you. We think we’ve got a rat in our organization. If you take this
job, you can’t trust anyone. Oh, I did talk to Christie. She gave me some good tips.”

“And what was her take on it?”

She shook her head. “It’s not that easy. She told me you’d ask that question, and we both
agreed -- it’s your call. We both feel it’s low risk for you, but who can tell? Especially if our rat senses
a trap? Roger, I think the risk is there, but small. The possible results, the benefits for us, are large.
This would be so easy if you weren’t....”

“You’ve got a traitor in your midst?”’

She nodded. “We think so. We’ve ruled out pretty much everything else.”

“So what would the job entail? When?”

She sighed again. “Pick up in the Midwest, drop off in Chicago. Soon.”

I frowned. “I thought Chicago was the Midwest.”

She smiled. “Between here and Chicago.”

I nodded. “You keep catching me on bad days...”

She smiled.

“I'm in. I hope I live through it,” I told her.

She put down her cup. “Roger, if there was the least doubt about that, I wouldn’t be here. Please
believe me. I don’t want to see you harmed in any way.”

I nodded. “I don’t know why I should believe you, but I do. What’s next?”
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She smiled and patted the couch next to her. “Come sit next to me.”

An unusual request, but why not? I moved over next to her. She put her hands on my shoulders.
She smiled. “Christie told me exactly what to do. Look in my eyes, Roger. Relax and fall into my
eyes. That’s it, relax and fall into my eyes...” She started stroking the sides of my head. The rest of the

room faded.

I was sitting on the couch again. I knew she was gone. I got up and showered, got dressed, and
headed to school.
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I got the page Monday afternoon. The two of them met me at the dojo Monday night. They had
a job for me -- a quickie, but important. Pick up an item and deliver it in Chicago. Leave Wednesday
morning, and be back by Thursday evening. Did I want it? Ilooked over my schedule. Abiko was still
around -- she could handle the dojo for me. I would miss one class at the university, but had someone
who owed me a favor who could handle it. I’ll do it.

I got more details Tuesday afternoon. I set up the flights -- Seattle to Minneapolis first thing
Wednesday morning. I’d be met at the airport. Fly to Chicago. Overnight at the Palmer House, make
my drop, and fly back the next day.

I packed light, bringing along some work, and a book to read.

Going through security at the airport was interesting. I emptied my pockets, but the metal
detector still went off. They used a handheld metal detector on me, and it went off on my chest. I felt
around, and showed them the medic alert medallion I was wearing. Why hadn’t I remembered that?

About an hour outside Minneapolis I was paged with a number to call. I called and got details
for the pickup at the airport. I was a little apprehensive about the deal for some reason -- I had an extra
edginess. But, it went smoothly. I had another CDR to deliver, this one a small one about three or so
inches in diameter. I went into a restroom and stitched it to the inside of my tank top. That trick had
worked well before.

About an hour outside Chicago I got another page, changing the drop details. The only problem
was that this page didn’t pass authentication. I knew that. I also knew what to do. I used the phone on
the plane to call an 888 number, and gave that person the details. I’d stick to the preplanned drop unless
they told me otherwise.

Chicago is nice, and the Science Museum is phenomenal, but getting from O’Hare airport to
downtown is a pain in the ass. Something told me that a limo would be risky, so I took a shuttle to the
Palmer House.

They had my reservation; I was on the fifth floor, a non-smoking floor. They offered me help
finding the room -- I could do it myself, with just my carry on bag.

I waited for an elevator, and got in when one arrived. As I hit five, a porter pushing a cart full of
luggage and garment bags entered. As the cart swung in, I moved to the back. I ended up with the cart
in front of me, a delicious looking fur coat in front of my face. Through the mirrors in the ceiling of the
elevator and around the top, I saw two people get in -- a silver haired man with a walking stick or cane,
and a woman with reddish brown hair. I called out, “I need to get off at five.” The porter said, “No
problem, sir. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

We started up. I was really well blocked by the cart. The softness of the coat brushed me, and I

caught a whiff of perfume from it -- and my apprehension increased dramatically. I didn’t like being
hemmed in like this -- something was wrong. The elevator suddenly lurched to a stop, and as it did, I
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felt a poke and a sting in my left thigh. The cart blocked my direct vision, so I looked up to the mirrors.
I didn’t recognize the hair, but I recognized the smile, the perfect, small teeth of the man, and I
recognized the woman. They pushed the cart back further, pinning me against the wall as things started
to buzz and spin.

I woke up in pain. The left side of my face and head hurt. My ribs hurt. I was nauseous. I
lifted my right hand, and started to freak out -- I had an I. V. line in my right arm. I got my eyes open,
but my vision was blurred. I saw a nurse sitting in a chair at the foot of the bed. She saw me look at
her, and immediately went to the door.

She returned moments later with two men, one a uniformed policeman, the other one wearing a
sport coat and a tie. I thought I saw a badge clipped to his belt.

“Mister Hawthorne?” the one with the tie asked.

I nodded my head, and it hurt. The clock on the wall said five thirty. It was dark out, so it must
be five thirty in the morning. “Water?” I asked hoarsely.

The nurse helped me with a cup of water and a straw. My jaw hurt.
“What happened?” I asked them.

The one with the tie answered. “We hoped you could help with that, sir. You were found in a
linen closet of the Palmer House Hotel.”

Another voice asked, “How do you feel?” A doctor-looking man walked in and stood by the two
cops. The nurse gave way to him.

“Like I’ve had the crap beaten out of me, with bruised ribs at least. How close am 1?”

The doctor nodded. “One cracked rib, bruised ribs both sides. Fractured cheekbone, possible
concussion.”

The cop asked, “What can you tell us about how this happened?”

Somehow I knew what to say. I recounted the story, telling them I’d been hired by a law firm to
deliver a disk with some highly confidential business documents on it to a law firm in Chicago. I told
them of the porter, the elevator stopping, getting poked, and the man and woman. I didn’t know their
names, but I gave them the best descriptions I could.

I’d been found in the closet about eleven that night. While I had my wallet and plane tickets, my
bag and watch were gone. I asked about the medallion around my neck. Heads shook no. It was gone
as well. No sign of a disk, either. When found, my shirt had been unbuttoned and my jacket had been
on top of me.
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I talked to the cops awhile longer. They’d send over someone to help me put together composite
sketches. I had good mental images of all three.

They left but the doctor remained.

“Is there something you can give me for the pain?” I asked.

The doctor stepped closer. “That’s something I wanted to talk to you about. It makes sense
now. It took us a while to figure out you’d been drugged. We found a needle mark on your left thigh --
that will probably turn into a nice bruise, and another one on your left arm.” The doctor looked over his

shoulder, then turned back to me.

“Mister Hawthorne, this is strictly confidential. The police are gone, and I will not tell them
what you tell me. Do you use drugs of any kind?”

I shook my head. “Caffeine and alcohol, and not that much of either -- that’s it. Why?”

He nodded grimly. “That was my guess. We’ll know better when the results come back from
analysis, but I think whoever did this to you wanted you to enjoy it as much as possible, and shot you up
with Narcan.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A narcotic antagonist. Basically, it prevents strong painkillers from working. You were
semiconscious for a while, and complaining about pain. We tried the usual things, which didn’t work.
We finally used a general anesthetic.”

“So I was either a druggie with a huge tolerance, or had been given this other thing?”

The doctor nodded. “Exactly. We can give you nonprescription painkillers, but that’s about all,
until the other wears off.”

“And that will be?”
“Probably 48 hours or so.”
“So I can enjoy it, and my blurred vision as well?”

He was interested in my blurred vision. He checked me right there, and wanted to do some more
tests. Some of it was undoubtedly due to the swelling, but he wanted to be sure.

I asked for something to eat. He said he’d take care of it. They took the I. V. line out of my arm,
and helped me with more water.

About half an hour later, that water had run its course. I got up, very wobbly at first, and made it
to the toilet. I checked my clothes. There was a little tear in my tank top where the disk had been sewn
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in. My wallet was still there, but my little leather pouch with coins in it was gone. My watch was gone.
My plane tickets were still in my jacket pocket. That meant I’d lost my keys as well, assuming my bag
didn’t turn up.

I sat down on the bed and picked up the phone. I dialed an 888 number, and told the voice on the
other end what had happened. I didn’t mention names. I wanted someone to watch my office, the dojo,
and especially my house, since my keys had been taken. They wanted to know where I was. Good
question! I put the phone down.

I stuck my head out the door to the room I was in. I was greeted by a very large uniformed
policeman. He didn’t exactly glower at me, but it wasn’t a friendly look.

“Hi there. Can you tell me what hospital I’'m in?”

He told me. The room number I got from the door. I told him, “Thanks.” I closed the door
again, and went back to the phone. I told the person on the other end what hospital I was in, the room
number, and that a policeman was stationed outside the door. I’d appreciate any assistance they could
give me. That was about the end of that.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Not pretty -- I’d been whacked in the face and head a few
times. I could see him in the elevator again, as I looked at the mirror and saw him holding that walking

stick, with its brass top. Bastards.

I hit the call button about seven thirty, and asked again about something to eat. I hadn’t had
anything to eat in almost twenty four hours, and wasn’t feeling too good.

About eight I opened the door again. He glowered at me again.
“So, am I under arrest?”’ I asked.

“You are under protective custody, sir,” he told me.

“So does that mean I can leave?”

“You are under protective custody, sir,” he said again, moving his substantial bulk more in front
of the door.

I nodded and smiled. “I’m not out to cause you any trouble, but I haven’t had anything to eat for
almost a day. Could you walk with me to a vending machine so I can get something to drink? Or get

me a can of Coke, or 7-Up?”

He thought for a moment. It must have been a painful process. “I’ll see what I can do,” he told
me.

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it. I’m starving.”
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I closed the door and went back to bed. A few minutes later [ heard some conversation outside
the door. I decided to stay put. There was a knock on the door, and it opened.

The thin gal, the cop with the tie, and another guy in a suit came in. The doctor I’d seen earlier
followed them.

“You didn’t bring anything to eat?” I asked.
The cop with the tie said, “Mister Hawthorne, we...”

I held up a hand interrupting. “It’s Doctor Hawthorne. New rules -- I’'m not answering squat
until I get something to eat, and get some questions of my own answered. Got that? You,” I pointed to
the cop with the tie, “Am I under arrest?”

He started out, “Doctor Hawthorne, we just ...”

I held up a hand again. “You must not have heard me. I asked you a question that is traditionally
answered with either ‘yes’ or ‘no.” Am I under arrest?”

He looked at me and said, “No. Now, if...”
I held up my hand again. “Hold it.”

I got out of bed and walked to the little closet which held my clothes. This would be painful. I’d
had damaged ribs before -- Kenai-Sensei had whacked me but good in Boston a number of years ago.
I’d practiced with him for three more days in significant pain. I used my breath as I raised my arms to
undo the tie on the damn hospital gown, letting it drop on the floor. I retrieved my underwear and put
them on. I’d pass on the tank top -- too hard to put on right now. As I slipped on my shirt, buttoning the
cuffs, the cop asked, “What are you doing?”’

The thin gal sounded amused as she said, “He’s getting dressed.”

I nodded to her and smiled. I put on my pants. I was going to have a bruise on my left thigh. I
got my socks and shoes on quickly, and started to the door. The doctor said, “I really can’t recommend

2

I turned and pointed to him, shutting him up. “You people keep feeding me these highly
conclusory statements, and haven’t given me any information from which I can draw my own
conclusions. Therefore, I’'m drawing my own conclusions on what I think is best.”

“Doctor Hawthorne,” the doctor continued, “we have tests ...”
I interrupted him again. “So far, you’ve failed informed consent miserably.” I opened the door.

The big cop stepped in front of it. I took a breath, looked at him, and said, “Move!” He moved, and
then blinked, surprised. Behind me, the cop called out, “It’s okay, Carl. He can go.” I smiled to Carl
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and held out my hand. He shook it, automatically. “Thanks, Carl,” I told him. “I appreciate you being
here.”

I walked down the hall, not caring what the idiots in the room did. A nurse hurried up to me.
“Where do you think ...” T held up a hand. “Are the elevators down this hall?” I asked her. She nodded.
I gave her a smile. “Thank you.”

I saw the elevator sign. I guessed the cafeteria would be on the ground floor. I heard footsteps
behind me. The thin gal caught up first. She whispered, “You’re doing great.”

“I feel like a goddamn mother duck,” I said to nobody in particular. She smiled.

I reached an elevator going down just as the door started to close. I whacked one of the contact
sensors on the closing door with my left hand. I was rewarded with the door opening again, and a flash
of pain. I got into the elevator with the thin gal. The door started to close. I opened it again. “Come
along, ducklings,” I called out. The rest of the mob got in. I turned to the guy in the hospital uniform
behind me. “Which way to the cafeteria?”’ I asked him. “Second floor, to your right,” he told me. I
nodded, stepped up to the panel, and punched 2.

I got out and they followed me. Someone asked, “What are you doing?”

“Getting something to eat, fool,” I responded. I walked along the corridor to the cafeteria. I
knew I was taking a chance, but it couldn’t be worse than University food, could it?

It was actually pretty good -- they must contract it out. I checked to be sure I still had cash in my
wallet. I got a tray, and quickly got a plate of scrambled eggs, sausage, hash browns, and some toast.
As I went to beverages, the doctor said, “I’d avoid coffee for a while yet.” I turned to him and smiled.
“Thank you, doctor. I appreciate that.” As much as I wanted about a gallon of hot coffee, I got a large
orange juice instead.

I walked over to the cashier and paid for my breakfast. The thin gal was right behind me, with
coffee, fruit, and toast. “I’ll pay for both of these,” I told the cashier. I could see the others getting
things to eat as well.

As the two of us walked over to a table, I asked her, “What’s you first name, anyway?”

She chuckled a little. “Janice.”

Hmmm... “Not the name I seemed to remember from that first business card.”

As I sat down, carefully, I asked her softly, “Tell me Janice, was it worth it?”

She sighed and grew more somber. “Yes, Roger, it was. We owe you a great deal.”

I quickly learned I couldn’t lean back against the chair. Oh well, better to sit straight anyway. |
put some Tabasco on the eggs and potatoes and dug in. I was hungry.
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The others arrived. I guess breakfast was a good idea. As the guy who’d been next to Janice sat
down, I extended my hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” He introduced himself as an attorney, handing
me a card. “And you represent?” I asked. He looked to Janice. She said, “We’ve retained him to
represent you.” I nodded, enjoying the sausages. “Good. I have a bone to pick with the Palmer House.
I’m not impressed by their hospitality.” Both the cop and the doctor started up at the same time,
“Doctor...” They stopped and looked at each other.

The doctor went first. “Doctor Hawthorne, I really don’t recommend you leave before we
complete tests. I’m concerned about your vision, and the severity of your concussion. We still don’t
know exactly what was used on you.”

I nodded. “T’ll be happy to discuss that, Doctor, and take it under advisement. Officer?”

The cop gave me a grim smile. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to look at some pictures, and
tell me if you recognize any of them.”

“I’d be happy to, officer. I'm just grumpy when I haven’t been fed in a while.”

He brought out two 11 by 14 inch arrays of smaller pictures, one page with men, the other with
women. I looked them over carefully, then pointed to two. “Him and her.” He nodded, then showed
me another picture, the two of them standing on a street somewhere. I sighed. She had her arms
crossed, the right foot a little ahead of the left, the cant in her hips. I could almost taste her, and
remembered her screaming at me, holding a gun in one hand, a syringe in the other. “Yup, that’s the
pair. How about the black guy in the porter’s uniform?”

The cop nodded, putting away the pictures. “You’re sure about the description?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“He wasn’t wearing a name tag?”

‘6N0p6‘79

He nodded again. “We’ve checked with the hotel. All their employees wear nametags. His
description doesn’t match any of the hotel staff. And, your two accosters don’t seem to have been
registered at the hotel.”

I nodded.

The cop gave me a quizzical look. “Why the ruse with the cart? I don’t understand.

I shook my head and smiled. “You didn’t look at my business cards clearly enough. When I'm
not at the University, I run a dojo. I have a fourth-degree black belt in Aikido, second-degree black belt

in Judo, and have studied half a dozen other arts. That cart loaded with crap was about the best thing
they could have done. They got me up against the back of the elevator, and as soon as I’d been jabbed,
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pushed it tighter, pinning me until whatever drug they shot into me took effect. They got me very
quickly -- a very well planned assault.”

The cop nodded and frowned. “Indeed. What was the information you were carrying?”

I gave Janice a quick glance before I spoke. “I have no idea. I’'m a courier. What’s happening
with the bunch that jumped me?”

He shook his head. “We think they left town. But, we know who they are.” He looked at Janice
and the attorney. “Doctor Hawthorne, this is a very strange deal.”

I nodded, finishing my orange juice. I leaned back momentarily, and sat straight again. “I agree,
officer. I’ve told you what I know.” After telling him that, we went over everything again. I told him
the truth, or most of it.

He shook his head and folded up his notepad. “Doctor Hawthorne, I’'m sorry this happened to
you. We know how to contact you on the West Coast.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Are you willing to

sign a complaint, and testify against these people when they are caught?”

“You betcha!” I told him. He smiled. He extended his hand, and we shook. “Then I’ll bid you
goodbye, and hope that you enjoy the rest of your stay in Chicago.”

“Thank you, officer. I apologize for being difficult. This is a new situation for me.”

“Me too.” He nodded to the others, and left shaking his head.

“Doctor, I’m thinking of getting on a plane soon. What do you think about that?”

He really wanted to do more tests -- checking for damage around the eye socket, and get the
blood tests back to see what had been used to knock me out. He also recommended I spend at least one

night resting, just to stabilize, and fly home tomorrow.

“Okay,” I told him, “let’s do the tests. Janice, can you find me a place to stay this evening? I
want to fly home tomorrow, mid-day if possible. Can you do that for me?”

She smiled. “Certainly, doctor. If you’ll give me your plane ticket, we’ll take care of the details.
We’ll meet you in the lobby later. We should talk.”

I nodded. “Perhaps over prime rib tonight?”’
She smiled and nodded again. “That would be fine.”
The two of them stood up. We shook hands. Janice gave me a careful hug.

“Okay, doctor. Lead on. Let’s hurry up and wait.”
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The eye specialist was interested in the corrective laser surgery I’d had done. He examined both
eyes thoroughly. Aside from some swelling on the left side, no problems.

Then I got to wait for my turn in the MRI -- they wanted detailed head pictures. I zoned out, and
it went pretty well, aside from the machine making loud, sharp noises. I had help getting dressed

afterwards, especially in putting on my tank top.

After that I got to wait. Since nobody was interested in giving me any information, I went back
to the cafeteria and had a large 7-Up. Taking a walk, I saw Janice in the lobby.

“All done?” she asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. That hurt. “No idea. Did more tests, and haven’t heard anything.”
The lawyer reappeared from around the corner, carrying a stack of papers, folding them and putting
them in an envelope.

“Have you been released?” he asked me.

“I have no idea. I’m having a hard time getting information from anyone in this place.”

He looked over his shoulder. “The bean counters think you’re released.”

“Sounds good to me. Where am I staying tonight?”

Janice smiled a little. “Palmer house?”

I raised my eyebrows.

She continued. “They’re very apologetic. They’re giving you a larger room, gratis.”

“That’s nice of them. Broken ribs gratis as well?”

The guy said, “Not exactly, but they’re paying for those as well.”

I looked at Janice. “Have you ever been on a submarine?”’

She gave me a questioning look.

“I’d like to show you the Science Museum. It’s a great place.”

The attorney stepped up. “Sounds like a good idea to me. I’ll clean up here, and meet you at the
hotel for dinner -- 7 O’clock.”

We shook hands. We found a cab and went to the museum.

Walking around in fairly empty galleries, I took her arm in mine. I liked that.
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“So what the hell happened? Denise a rat? Him? Who is he, anyway?”

She sighed and held my arm. “Roger, our troubles ran deeper than we thought, but you’ve
helped flush them out. Our people were quite shocked. Some didn’t want to believe, but the evidence
was pretty clear -- the tracker led us right to them.”

“Tracker?”

“The medallion -- I’ll explain later. I’'m very glad I did it. I hate to think how long you’d have
been in that closet if we hadn’t been looking for you.”

“So the hotel didn’t stumble upon me?”’

“Only after we started taking the place apart looking for you.” She sighed. “Christie is pretty
upset as well.”

“I guess. How long had she worked with Denise?”

“Oh, not very long. She’s upset that you were injured.”

“That makes two of us.”

She stopped and turned to face me. “Roger, it hurts me too. My superiors didn’t want me
anywhere near Chicago as this was going down. I ignored them, and I'm glad I did. Roger, I’'m very
sorry you were hurt. But there was no way we could have known. They’d gotten so deep. It was a

fluke that we caught on to them at all. T...”

I held her gently. I couldn’t do much else. “I understand. I’m sorry I’'m being so short with
people today. Must have been something I ate.”

We walked around the museum, but also took plenty of time to sit and rest. I was tiring out. She
told me as much as she knew. All three had been clearly identified. The imitation porter had been
arrested, but he didn’t know much. He’d been hired locally to help. The other two were probably out of
the country by now. One way or another, they’d turn up.

We stopped at a store on the way to the hotel so I could get a toothbrush, shaving stuff, the
basics.

I didn’t like walking back into the hotel -- not one bit. “Gee, I wonder what the rooms look
like?” I said out loud, standing in the lobby near the registration desk.

The guy behind the desk was the same person who had checked me in the day before. He saw
me, blanched, and disappeared behind a door.

“I think we’re expected,” I muttered. I was feeling exhausted again.
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An older guy in a suit came out and hurried over to us. “Doctor Hawthorne, I want to express
my apologies for the entire hotel staff.” He prattled and wheezed for a while longer, and showed us up
to my room. It was a corner suite, with a large sitting room, and a large bedroom. I told Janice I wanted
to take a hot bath, and a nap. She nodded and said she’d wait.

The bath helped. Iimagined floating in Christie’s arms, having her hold me. Ikept my
breathing regular. Focus on the breath. I got out of the tub, dried off, and crawled into the bed.

I had murky dreams. I hurt. I dreamed people were talking, arguing.
“Wake up, Roger, please.”

Someone was shaking me. I forced my eyes open. I was confused. I hurt -- the light in the
room hurt.

“Christie!” I managed to say. She sat on the edge of the bed. She held my eyelids open and
shined a small light in them. She prodded me and asked questions on how I was feeling. I was tired,
sore, and confused.

“Let’s get you dressed. Janice, we need the plane! Let’s get going!”
“What’s happening? Am I going to miss dinner? I thought I was getting steak tonight?”

Christie helped me get dressed, hurriedly. “I need to pee,” I told her. She walked me into the
bathroom. I was wobbly. “I’m glad you’re here -- I feel like shit,” I told her.

“You’ve looked better as well,” she told me -- very comforting.

A limo took us from the hotel to the airport, but to a different part of it. I was taken through
what looked like a private terminal. We got on a private jet.

We took off quickly. Once airborne, Christie started in questioning me again. “How much have
you had to drink today?” I wasn’t sure -- not a whole lot. Have you been urinating a lot? I guess so -- I
needed to go again. She helped me to the bathroom on the plane. It was larger than the ones on the
airlines.

Back in the seat, she started an 1. V., telling me I needed fluids. I told her I couldn’t think
straight, and that frightened me. She stepped behind me, and I felt her hands on my head. She stroked
my head and told me to relax.

We landed. I had an incredible headache. I was shaky and cold and my joints ached. Was |
carried out of the plane? I may have ridden in an ambulance. Christie was worried.

My head hurt, but not as much. As I blinked, I could almost think. Light didn’t hurt my eyes. I
saw an . V. line in the back of my right hand, and almost freaked out.
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I 1ooked around, almost expecting to be back in that room again, in the chair. I saw, and heard,
Christie talking softly to someone just outside the open door to the room. I tried to call her, but
succeeded only in making a noise.

It was enough. She turned, and both she and the man she’d been talking to came in. They
checked my eyes.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

I wobbled my left hand over to a water glass. She put a straw in it and helped me. I was thirsty.
It helped my throat.

“That’s better,” I whispered. “What the hell happened?”

The man said, “The combination of drugs you’d been given was ugly. You’ve been on dialysis
and fluid replacement.”

I wiggled my legs. My right leg felt funny. I looked, and saw some tubes leading from under
the bed covers to a merrily humming box the size of a small refrigerator.

Christie put a hand on me, calming me. “We did a cut-down on your leg. We’ll take it out later,
but at least you’re out of the woods.”

“Was it that bad?” I asked. I was weak. I found the bed controls, and started raising the head of
the bed a bit. My hands were weak and trembling. Christie took the controls and helped -- I nodded
when I was more comfortable.

“You were in shock, and wouldn’t have made it through the night.”

“Where the hell am 1?7

“In a private facility outside Pittsburgh,” the man told me.

I'looked at Christie. “This is going to cost someone overtime.”

She nodded. “It’s going to cost more than that.”

They asked me more questions about how I felt. Yes, I was hungry. I asked them what
happened. The man told me they were still trying to figure it out -- they’d just gotten part of the blood
sample taken from me in Chicago before they started trying to treat me. As best they could figure,
someone had shot me full of drugs with the intention of causing serious reactions to the most likely

drugs I would be given in emergency treatment -- and some of the reactions would be delayed. That’s
why they’d moved to get as much crap out my system as possible.
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It was early morning. They found me some breakfast, but my hands were too wobbly for me to
feed myself. A nurse-looking gal offered, but Christie shooed her away.

As I was eating and drinking I had another weird sensation. I fumbled around with my left hand.
“We put a catheter into you,” Christie told me. “It’s probably not very comfortable.”

I rolled my eyes. She shook her head smiling, then got a very unpleasant look on her face.
“Roger, heads are rolling for this. This is not acceptable.” I let my eyes close.

She turned off the lights and started to leave, so I could rest. I made some kind of noise -- |
didn’t want her to leave. She turned and came back to me. Soon she was sitting on the edge of the bed,
stroking my temples, speaking softly.

The next time I woke up, it was a little after noon. I felt much better -- not shaky at all. Christie
and Doctor Miller, that was his name, were glad to hear that.

They decided to take me off dialysis. They would need to stitch up areas in my leg where they’d
made incisions to get to the blood vessels. Miller wasn’t sure how to do that -- he didn’t want to give
me any drugs. Christie smiled and told him she’d take care of that. When everything was ready, she
leaned over me, started stroking my temples, and spoke softly once more. I sank down, down, down.

My head was clearer when I opened my eyes. Miller wanted to know what I’d felt. I told him
I’d felt a little tugging, but that was about all. He told us he was very impressed, but the real test would
be in the morning. Christie said we’d be ready for that one as well.

She stuck around and ate dinner with me. I told her someone owed me a good steak dinner. She
replied, “At least.”

She’d gotten more word on the rats in the organization. The damage was extensive, but not fatal.
People were wondering why more operations hadn’t been compromised -- had they been setting up for
something really big? They weren’t sure yet.

I had more to eat and drink, rested more, and felt better by the hour. I asked what was going on
at home. Christie gave me a tight smile. Janice was taking care of things. People had been told I'd
been mugged in Chicago, had a drug reaction from the emergency care, and was still hospitalized.
Janice was getting locks changed. She’d talked to Abiko, who was handling the dojo quite well. My
classes were covered.

And my prognosis? I’d probably be able to fly home tomorrow afternoon, but would need to rest
through the weekend. I’d probably be feeling the effects for a week or two, but would recover
completely, as I was in very good condition. Not quite what I’d signed up for.

After dinner, [ was tired again, but uncomfortable. She asked if she could help. “Please,” |

asked her. She sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled up her top and bra. She held me close and
whispered me to sleep.
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The next morning, Doctor Miller did more tests. We had breakfast, Christie and I eating together
again. She was staying down the hall. A few more tests were run after breakfast. I could fly home.

Then Doctor Miller said, “Doctor Flynn, let’s see just how well this works.”
She stood up. “Are you prepared to be impressed?”’
He nodded.

She said, “We’ll be ready in ten minutes.” She turned and put a finger on my forehead. As she
slid it down to my nose, speaking softly, my eyes closed and I dropped down, down, down.

I felt different when I opened my eyes. I was partially dressed.
“Well?” Miller asked.

I sat up, with help, and shrugged my shoulders. My ribs still hurt -- they’d hurt for weeks.
“Didn’t feel anything, other than floating in that soft, safe, healing place.”

He nodded. “I’m impressed. You’ve got a convert, Doctor.”
“What happened?” I asked.

Miller actually shuddered a bit. “We removed your catheter -- without drugs. I’ve had it done,
with drugs, and it’s one of those experiences you never forget.”

I turned to Christie and squeezed her hand. I was getting some strength back. “Well, I'm glad I
wasn’t around for it.”

As I got dressed I noticed I was wearing a disposable diaper. I was told that incontinence was
common for the first few days after catheterization. Ilooked at the inside of my right thigh. Miller told

me he used a special glue. 1 frowned and said again, “Not what I signed up for.”

We were in what looked to be a small medical facility on fairly nice grounds. A car with a driver
was waiting for us.

“What do I tell doctors back home?” I asked Miller as they were taking me out in a wheelchair.

“We’ve already contacted a specialist who will be taking care of you. He’ll be briefed by the
time you get home,” Miller told me.

I shook his hand. We left.

I was sitting next to Christie in the back of a limo again. I leaned against her shoulder.
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“Sorry I didn’t bring the coat,” she told me as she held my head. “I didn’t know what I’d be
getting into.”

“Neither did I,” I told her softly.
I thought I remembered the private jet. “Is this the same one?” I asked Christie as we drove up.
She nodded. “Yes. I don’t know if we have to stop on the way back or not.”

She helped me up the narrow steps on to the plane. At the top of the steps, I had a weird flash of
pain, a little dizziness, and then I was fine again. She helped me to a seat.

I blinked, and there was the silver-haired chap again. He held out his hand. I shook it, slowly,
and without a lot of strength.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” he told me, “You’ve been a tremendous help to us. Still, I’'m very sorry
you were injured. We’ll do everything we can to make it up to you.”

“Thank you,” I told him. “You could start by telling me your name.”

He smiled, and sat down across from me. The door to the plane had been closed. I heard the
engines starting up.

His name was Hammond; he was the head of the organization, and the founder. We were on his
plane. This had been a very bad experience for him and the entire organization, but the worst was over.
He thanked us again.

Once we were airborne, he excused himself and went to the cockpit. I started moving in my seat.

“What is it, Roger?” Christie asked. She was sitting next to me.

“I think I need to pee,” I told her, unbuckling my seat belt and starting to get up.

She touched me and said something. I fell back. I felt the seat reclining. She took me to a place
where I’d be safe. She wanted me to do something, but I couldn’t, or wouldn’t. She took me to another

place, where I was rocking in her arms, so safe, so relaxed.

I felt the warmth around my groin when I opened my eyes. I’d peed in the diaper. I looked at
her. “Why did you do that?” I asked accusingly.

She smiled and took my hand. “Because if I hadn’t, people on the ground would have heard you
scream. How’s that for an answer?”

I took her hand and kissed it. “That’s a good answer. How long is that going to go on?”

She smiled. “I’m staying with you for as long as it takes to see you fully recovered.”
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There was something about the way she said it that made me laugh. I wasn’t laughing a few
minutes later as she helped me change the diaper. It had some dark spots in it that looked like blood.
Side-effect of what I’d been through, she told me. Depending on what the blood tests showed, she’d
probably be able to give me a drug which would numb my urinary tract for a day or so, time enough for
me to recover.

When I told her that would seem to cause complications, she smirked, and told me it was just the
opposite -- she would enjoy it immensely. I’d be able to have normal erections, but I’d be a little numb,
so I’d last a lot longer.

Our host rejoined us. We needed to stop in Minneapolis for fuel. We could either stop for the
night, or push on. It was up to me. I was starving, and tired, but we could push on if need be. In that
case, he suggested we have a good meal, a good night’s sleep, a leisurely breakfast, and then complete
the trip. Christie agreed.

We didn’t have much food aboard -- our host apologized, but he hadn’t much time to prepare. I
drank a lot of 7-Up. Christie helped me twice more as it worked through my system. I slept in her arms.

Our host told us that my locks had been taken care of. With a look of displeasure yet concern, he
also informed me that my phone, dojo, and office had been bugged, but were now clean. No bugs were
found in the house, but they’d found signs indicating attempts at entry.

I got my steak dinner, the three of us eating in a nice restaurant. [ wasn’t allowed any wine,
though. I picked up another toothbrush and more toothpaste. We went to a nice hotel.

Christie suggested I take a hot bath. I was tired, and that sounded good. I relaxed in the tub, and

she sat down on the side. She leaned over and put a hand on my forehead. I sighed and let go. I barely
remember going to bed, but I do remember holding her, and her holding me.
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Walking through Fire...

I was still in a fog as we showered together in the morning. I was feeling better, though, and
starving again. We had a big breakfast, and headed back to the airport.

The flight home was rather dull. I’d never been to the private terminal at the Seattle airport. 1°d
wondered how we were going to get home, but we were met by Janice. Our host remained on the plane.

He shook my hand before we got off, apologizing once more.

As we walked to the terminal, Christie holding on to me and carrying her small bag, Janice
walked out to meet us. She hugged me gently.

“No bags this time,” I told her. She managed a smile.
It took me a moment to recognize my own car.

Janice nodded, seeing me looking around -- I seldom ride in the passenger seat. “We changed
the locks on your car as well. While we were at it, we had it serviced and cleaned.”

Driving back to the house, we talked about the deal some more. The two rats were most likely in
Europe, probably Spain or Portugal. More rats had been flushed out. They still didn’t understand a lot

of things. Christie was concerned about how I was doing. I told her I was tired, hungry, and sore.

Janice had left her car at the house. Christie helped me inside, depositing me on the couch.
Janice brought in Christie’s bag, and another one, saying, “We got this a few hours ago.”

Christie thanked her. Janice gave me a soft hug, whispering, “Thank you,” before leaving.

I hauled myself into the kitchen. I grabbed a can of Pepsi from the refrigerator. “Any problem
with having a Pepsi?” I called out.

Christie came into the room, putting an arm around me. “No -- I’ll have one as well.”
She peered into the refrigerator. “Typical bachelor,” she muttered.
“How about chicken noodle soup?” I asked, “That I’ve got.”

She nodded, turning more to face me. We hugged, gently. “That will do fine. We can do some
shopping later.”

After taking a sharp breath reaching up for the can of soup, I had her get the saucepan from the
lower cupboard. I started heating the soup while she got two bowls.

“Thought about what you’re going to tell people?” she asked.

I sighed, smiling a little. “Don’t know about school, but this time I’ll be straight at the dojo.”
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“This time?” she asked with an inquisitive look.

We were standing around the island in the kitchen with the cook top. “See the towel rack at the
end there?”

She nodded, looking down at it.

“Wrought iron, made by a student’s dad. You could stand on it. Notice one side is a little
lower?”

She looked a closer, then nodded.

I shook my head. “When was it? Three years ago? I was practicing at a Shotokan studio in
town, that’s a Karate style. Had this habit of closing cupboard doors, especially upper ones, with my
feet. Did that one night, wearing socks, standing about where you are. Slipped and fell. Normally, with
my years of training, that wouldn’t be a problem -- I’d break my fall, as I’ve done thousands of times
before -- reflex.”

She nodded, “Except...”

I smiled as I stirred our soup. “Yup -- except that I clipped my thick skull on the towel rack as I
went down. When I could stand up again, there was blood all over the place -- wrapped a dish towel
around my head and made it to the ER. Four stitches and a concussion. Yet I taught at school, and the
dojo the next day. Never admitted to a thing.”

She shook her head slowly, smiling.

“I know,” I admitted, “male ego. This time I’m going to tell ‘em I was jumped and beaten like a
cheap drum. I know it will shake the self-confidence of some of those kids, but...”

“Their beloved Sensei is human, and has weaknesses?” she asked.
“Oh yeah -- we all are.”

We moved our soup to the dining room and ate pretty much in silence. After the first minute or
two though, we held hands.

Rinsing the bowls and the pan in the kitchen later on, I stopped, looking at my right hand.
“What is it?” Christie asked.
I'sighed. “So weird -- my right hand again. My fingers are swollen, I can feel it.”

She held my hand, prodding and squeezing. “Edema isn’t unusual. Something else for us to
watch. Notice anything else?”
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I shook my head. She got a glass down from the cupboard and filled it with water.

“I’m stiff and sore, I mean besides my ribs and face.” I swung a heel up to the counter, hooking
it into the sink. I squared my hips, moving them parallel to the counter and level with each other, then
bent forward from my hips, keeping my back straight.

She put a hand on my back. “I should be so stiff! I’'m going to watch the fog roll in.”

I leaned forward a bit more. Her hand felt good on my back. Hell, her hands feel good
whenever she touches me. Leaning forward, I had to chuckle a bit -- if I cheated and let my back bend, I

really felt it in my ribs. Keeping a straight back, hips level, emphasized my hamstrings.

I’d just switched sides when the phone rang. “I’ll get it,” I hollered, putting my foot back down
and grabbing the phone on the kitchen wall. “Hello?”

My head felt wooly and buzzing as I hung up the phone. I knew what I needed to do -- I opened
the knife drawer and took out a six inch paring knife. I shook my head -- no, that won’t do -- still
screwing up -- can’t you do anything right? I took out the long serrated bread knife. It was the sharpest
thing [ had. It would go through the skin, severing muscles, blood vessels, nerves and tendons with
ease. Take care of Christie, one quick stroke, then myself, putting an end to things.

I was still a little dizzy, my head buzzing as I stepped around the island in the middle of the
kitchen. Ilooked at Christie -- she’d collapsed back in the chair. The glass she’d been holding was
broken on the floor in a puddle of water. Somehow I knew she was in a deep trance; I raised the knife.

And as I did, a spike of pain shot through my ribs. As I looked at her slumped in the chair, light
glinted off the knife edge.

What the hell was I doing? I got really dizzy. I dropped the knife, collapsing down to my knees,
grabbing the towel bar, closing my eyes and hanging on.

“Christie! Christie! Wake up! Please! Wake up!” I cried. I tried to shut my eyes even more, to
keep out the visions. “Christie! Help me, please!” I cried out.

I knew I could still kill her bare-handed.

I gripped the towel bar tighter, holding on. “Christie!” I hollered again.

“Wha... Oh shit, I dropped the glass. Roger! What’s the matter?”

“Stay back -- that phone call -- it was Denise -- I'm supposed to kill you, then kill myself.”
“What phone call? Roger, you’re hallucinating.”

My head was buzzing, and I had that metallic taste in my mouth again -- that was it.
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“No, it’s real -- Denise did it. Don’t come too close -- I don’t know if I can control myself.”

I heard her coming into the kitchen. “Roger, this is most likely a drug reaction...”

“No!” Itook a breath. I spoke clearly, speaking the phrase I knew would send her back into a
deep trance. “Christie, remember -- remember back in Boulder, making love on the bed. I was on top of
you, and Denise was holding your head, controlling both of us. She was holding your head, speaking to
you. Remember it, Christie -- remember the metallic taste in your mouth, remember what she did to us.
Remember it, Christie -- remember, wake up and remember...” I hung on to the towel bar as the world
kept spinning.

I heard her throwing up into the sink.

“God, you’re right. She fucked with both of us!” More retching. “All the time she spent with
you, and then ‘helping’” me...” One more round in the sink.

I was crying, still holding on, not daring to let go or open my eyes. “Help me,” I said, not very
loud.

Water running -- sounds of her rinsing her mouth. “Dammit. Roger -- how are you doing --
what can [ do?”

“I don’t know. I’'m still afraid -- afraid if I let go, I’ll attack you. I don’t want to... God, Christie
-- I came so close...”

“Hold on -- I know what to do.”

I held on. One breath at a time -- focus on the breath, try and relax, one breath at a time.
“Roger,”

Her voice startled me. My grip tightened.

“Roger, you’re not going to hurt me, and I’'m not going to hurt you. Can you move your left foot
out for me a bit, turn your toes out?”’

I did as she asked.

“Now I’'m going to touch you. You’re safe, and so am I -- [ know you won’t hurt me.”

I focused on my breath. She touched my calf. I flinched a bit, but that was all.

“Good, Roger -- I know you’re scared, and it’s hard for you to think clearly, but I’'m going to talk

to your body now. Your body remembers... As I touch your leg, your leg is going to relax and go into a
soft, peaceful, relaxing trance for me...”
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She touched my leg, sliding her fingers down my calf. I sighed as I felt my leg relax.
“Good -- see Roger, your body remembers. As I touch your leg again, it’s going to go deeper
into that relaxing trance. Relaxing, relaxing, the relaxation spreading higher, up your leg to your hip.

That’s good, Roger. Now I’m going to slip off your sock.”

I focused on my breath, feeling her hands on me. “It... It’s helping, but I'm still getting flashes -
- on how to attack you... I can feel myself striking you...”

“That’s okay, Roger -- your body remembers, that’s what’s important. Now I’'m going to touch
your other leg, and send it into a deep, relaxing trance, so relaxed, so peaceful, so soft...”

“It’s working,” I told her, “I want it to work; I need it to work.”

Her hands touched me just above my knees. “That’s good, Roger -- it’s working, because your
body remembers. The relaxation is spreading slowly up your body as well, slowly but surely...”

I still had a death-grip on the towel bar, and squeezed my eyes shut.

“Now, Roger,” she said, her voice calm and soothing, “Your body is remembering something
else. Your body is remembering the pins-and-needles feeling you got in your feet from sitting too long.
As I touch your feet, you’ll feel pins-and-needles again. Tell me what you feel, Roger...”

Her hands touched my feet...

“Yes, I feel it -- pins and needles. It’s helping clear my head.”

“Yes, the pins-and-needles feeling is helping you relax, and clearing your head -- just as the
relaxation slowly extends up your body...”

Another thought crossed my mind. “Don’t answer the phone, whatever you do -- someone must
be watching the place; they knew we were home. I don’t know what she put in your head.”

Her hands paused for a moment, then one moved to my waist. “I won’t, Roger -- not until 'm
sure we’re both safe. Now I want your body to remember what happens when I touch the back of your
neck. Your body knows...”

My eyes were filling with tears. “Please...”

“It’s okay, Roger -- you didn’t hurt me, and you haven’t hurt yourself. I’m going to touch the
back of your neck -- and your body will remember. Your body will remember relaxing and filling with

warmth, relaxing into trance for me. As I touch your neck, you’ll be able to relax more and more...”

Her touch was electric, as it often was. I gripped the bar tighter, resisting the urge to strike out.
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But she continued stroking the back of my neck. “Your body remembers, Roger -- listen to your
body as the warmth and relaxation fills you...”

After a few moments... “I feel it...” Ilet my head go back, feeling the warmth spread.
“That’s good, Roger -- listen to your body as you relax into a soothing, relaxing trance...”
“I can’t hold on any longer,” I whispered as I felt my arms and hands giving way.

“That’s all right, Roger -- I’ll hold you, and protect you. Let go -- let your body take you into
trance, where I can help you.”

As my hands slipped off the rod, her arms went around me, lowering me to the floor.
“Good, Roger -- now I’m going to hold your hand, and take you to where we will be safe...”
She took my hand, and we went deeper, down to a place where I knew I was safe.

But then she wanted me to watch a movie with her. At first I didn’t want to, but I knew that’s
what I needed to do. I knew she was there with me.

But it was still very hard. We went back to Boulder, to the bedroom. Some times I was
watching the movie, and some times I was back in it. That metallic taste in my mouth again -- Denise
talking to me. I didn’t want to listen -- I wanted to cover my ears. Christie held me, and we listened
together.

We listened to her three different times in Boulder, and then for a while in Chicago.

Listening was hard -- [ was tense, my heart pounding, covered with sweat.

Christie told me we needed to go back again -- I didn’t want to. But we did.

I was in a small clearing, surrounded by hideous insects. I needed to catch them and put them
into the fire in the middle of the clearing. I didn’t want to touch them until Christie gave me a glove to
wear, a glove which would protect me. One by one, I picked them up and dropped them into the fire

until they were all gone.

But were they? I told Christie I wasn’t sure they were all gone. We looked in other places,
turning over rocks. It was hard work, but we found more -- into the flames they went.

One I found was different -- it was beautiful, curved and glistening like a gem stone, the color of
Christie’s eyes. It didn’t have a stinger, or pincers, or a rapier-sharp proboscis, but I knew it was the

most dangerous of all of them. I knew it had to go.

But as I moved to pick it up, all of a sudden it was around my wrist like a bracelet. It looked so
pretty -- but I knew.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 73 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

Even though my hand was gloved, it burned my hand and my wrist as I pulled it off and threw it
into the flames.

I looked around. Were they all gone? For now, yes. She asked me if I was now free of them. I
laughed -- of course not; there will be more.

But for now, I was safe. I could lie down before the fire and rest. On my back again, I could
relax. I could let go. She was there holding my hand.

I opened my eyes, and I was on my back on the kitchen floor. Christie was sitting next to me,
holding my hand. I could tell from the light in the room it was close to sundown.

“Did we make it?” I asked, barely above a whisper.

She nodded, sniffling. “Yes, we did.”

“Did you make it?” I asked her.

She let out a sobbing sigh. “I’m not sure.”

I moved to sitting up. I was shaking, wobbly. As I satup, I saw a syringe with a long piece of
tubing ending in a butterfly needle on the floor. I moved closer, putting my arms around her, holding
her tight. It hurt, but I needed to hold her.

Her arms went around me and she sobbed.

“She can’t hurt us any more,” I told her as I held her.

We sat back some time later.

“I wish I was sure of that,” she whispered.

I held her hands. “You gave me strength. You saved me.”

She shook her head. “No -- you saved us both. I helped clean up the mess.”

She looked as if she’d been through hell. And what did I look like?

“I need a shower.”

She nodded, now smiling a little. “Go ahead -- I have some calls to make.

I didn’t let go of her. I shook my head slowly. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

“Thank you,” she whispered in return.
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We helped each other to our feet. We picked up the broken glass, wiping up the remains of the
water. We rinsed out the kitchen sink.

As we did I saw her jaw set, saw her shake her head occasionally.
I took her back to the couch, sitting down, holding her hands again.
“What is it?” I asked her.

“Oh Roger,” she sighed, “I missed so many clues! From the first time I came out here, they were
in front of me! I didn’t spot them! Even in the last few days -- part of me knew.”

I kissed her hands. “We don’t have time for blame right now. What do we need to do?”
“Let’s shower. I feel dirty,” she said, making a face.

We walked to the bathroom arm in arm. As Christie reached for the light switch, I pulled her
hand back.

“No lights,” I told her.

She turned to me, frowning. “Why?”

I shook my head. “Just a hunch. I don’t want to do anything observable from the outside.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You really think we’re being watched?”

“Not sure, but someone knew to call, and when. Let’s play it out for a while.”

She shrugged. We showered together in the fading sunlight. The phone rang again as we were
drying off.

In the bedroom, I got clean sweats for each of us. In the hallway, I checked my caller-ID box.
“The last call was from the same local number as the mind-fuck one,” I told her.

She nodded ruefully. “What now?”
I looked around. The hallway wasn’t very comfortable. At one end was my bedroom and
bathroom, then down the hall was the smaller bathroom, the bedroom I used as an office, and the door to

the garage and laundry area.

“Let’s move back to the living room,” I suggested. She was a little surprised when I sat us down
at the side of the couch next to the wall. She gave me a questioning look.

“We’re hidden from view from any of the windows,” I told her.
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She frowned more. “You’re serious about this...”

I raised my eyebrows. “Humor me. Tell me, Doctor, what the hell happened?”
She sighed and shook her head. “When? Months ago, or today?”

“Start where you like.”

She shook her head again and held my hands. “This is really bad... I need to call this in -- we
can’t trust anyone she’s been around for any length of time.”

“Did she screw with your head?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes,” she said softly. “You dropped me in my tracks, twice -- and got me to
remember part of what went on.” She shuddered, her eyes closing momentarily.

“It’s all right -- we’re here, and we’ve made it through the worst -- right?”
She managed a slight smile. “Yes, we have -- thanks to you.”
I shook my head. “So close -- what was the metallic taste all about?”

“That was a big clue -- a side-effect of the drug she used on both of us, a dangerous and very
powerful one. Combined with the hypnotic control she already had, it was easy...”

“You helped me dig things out -- how about yourself?”

She shook her head again. “Now that I’'m aware of what happened, I have control over what
happens. So do you -- you know that, too.”

“So we dug it out?”

She nodded. “Yes -- you led the way for us in trance, and I followed straight up.”
It was my turn to shudder. Then I frowned and asked, “But why bugs?”

She smiled. “Don’t ask me -- that was your doing, your metaphor.”

“God, that was ugly -- and hard.”

She put a hand on my shoulder. “Yes, it was -- but because of the work we did in the past, the
connection we already had, we made it.”

“Because of the help you’ve given me, I could break free, for a moment.”
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She nodded. I moved closer and we hugged on the floor.

“How long are we going to continue this charade?” she asked.

I'sighed. “Until I feel comfortable?”

She moved over a bit, curling up by my side and putting her head in my lap. I put an arm on her.

“Thank you for taking care of me,” I whispered. “I’ll protect you.”

She moved a bit, settling in.

I sat there, holding her. I’d been the one resting the last few days.

And what now? At one point I’d almost screamed out something else -- but now I wasn’t sure.
What part of my feelings about her came from Denise? Was that mutual? How much had we been
manipulated? Shit -- I was feeling like the guy in “A tall blond man with one brown shoe” -- wrong
place at the wrong time.

Still, someone had fucked up -- we were both alive. We were alive and pissed off.

What happens next? The mind-fuck call had been local -- that much I recognized from the
phone number. We could trace it later. Was Denise local? Nah -- didn’t think so -- probably a
recording. And someone had followed up with two more calls. Would they be curious enough to pay us
a visit?

I certainly hoped so. If I were doing it, though, I’d just sit back and read the newspapers for a
few days, waiting for reports of the mess... A lot of the other things they’d done -- nailing me in the
elevator for example, had been very well planned and executed. Boulder -- was that part of an overall

plan, or opportunistic?

I zoned out for a while. Christie moved around, stretching out. Her legs were extending out into
the room.

Another phone call -- I sat still, counting rings. Twelve rings before they gave up.

That gave me a burst of adrenaline, which I really didn’t need right now. I pulled a comforter off
the couch and put it over her. I zoned out again.

Something happened -- I was wide awake and alert. I looked at my watch -- almost 9. A sound -
- someone walking on gravel by the side of the house. I listened with all I had -- one person, moving

slowly around the side. Okay, should be getting to the porch about now...

The sound changed, a little creaking from the wood deck. Someone pointed a flashlight in
through the big glass doors. I was hidden from view.
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But Christie’s legs were visible. I smiled. How nice... The light played through the room,
lingering on her legs. The light went away.

I moved silently, quickly. I pulled the comforter up so it was covering her head. Christie didn’t
awaken. In the bedroom, I grabbed my jo, a short hardwood staff -- it lived by the door. In the hallway,
I saw the light shine in through the kitchen window. From that vantage point, the lower portion of
Christie’s body was visible, but not the top.

Okay fucker, what next?

More gravel noises -- around at the side of the house again. Another sound -- the bastard was
coming in through the side door! Whoever it was had a damn key!

Coming in that way, he’d see Christie’s legs, but not her head and chest until he was a few feet
into the living room. And he’d see her legs first. I moved quickly, back to the kitchen, holding the staff
at the ready.

I heard the lock on the door between the house and the garage, then the sound of the door
opening -- a brief flicker of the flashlight.

I focused on my breathing. I needed control now. Zanshin -- focus and control.

“Wow... Hard to believe -- still, after what she’s done to me... Too bad, honey -- I bet she could
have made you love me,” he said, stepping into the room.

That was enough for me. He had a flashlight in his left hand, and what looked to be a gun in his
right. He was wearing blue plastic gloves.

I moved -- my first blow struck the side of his head. Stepping closer, I cleared his hands as he
started to fall. A tap in the chest headed him backwards, helped along by sweeping the jo through his
left leg. Training, not compassion, kept his head from hitting the wooden floor.

I reached into the junk drawer in the kitchen and got a handful of nylon cable ties. I flipped the
bastard to his stomach with a foot and quickly secured his wrists together, and to his belt. I slipped
another tie around his right ankle, pulling off his shoes. I emptied his pants pockets, then the pockets of
his windbreaker. Bending his right leg up, I put two cable ties around his right thigh up as high as I
could, and then used another tie to connect that to the one around his ankle. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Almost as an afterthought, I checked his pulse. He had one. Controlling the force of that first
strike had been difficult.

“Christie,” I said, shaking her gently, pulling the comforter off her.
She rolled to her back, opened her eyes, and smiled.

“We’ve got a visitor,” I told her.
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She bolted up to sitting, scooting back against the wall.

“He’s not going anywhere,” I told her. I reached back and turned on the hall light.
I flipped our visitor on his side.

“Holy shit -- Janice’s so-called partner,” I said.

“Janice is clean,” Christie said.

“You sure of that?”

I’d dumped his pockets out on each side of him. Keys, pocket knife, wallet, and some pen-like
things, two on each side. I picked them up.

“Careful -- spring-loaded hypodermic injectors,” Christie said as she stood up.

I grunted. “Okay, I can understand 4HR, that’s four hours, but what does LD stand for?” The
two on his right side were labeled 4HR, the two on his left LD.

“Lethal dose, I’d guess,” she said as she took them from me.

“Nice.” I picked up his gun from the couch -- Glock .40 caliber, a round in the chamber. I put it
on the kitchen counter.

“Get your phone and start making calls,” I suggested.

Instead she knelt down by our visitor. “Where did you hit him?”
“Head, chest -- left side of the head, then across the sternum.”
“Flashlight?” she asked.

I handed it to her after she finished running her hands over his head. “Nothing wobbles...” She
looked in his eyes. “Pupils responsive but unequal -- concussion at least.”

“I’ll fucking apologize later,” I said.
She looked up to me. “I would have killed him. But he is more useful alive.”

She walked over to her purse and tossed me her phone. “You start calling -- I’ll bring him
around. Are those ties secure?”

“Oh yeah. What should I say? To whom?”
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She shrugged her shoulders. “Beats the hell out of me.”

I called my favorite 888 number. “Technical support; may I have your name and customer
number please?” a female voice asked.

“Roger Hawthorne, number 151. I need Hammond -- this is an emergency.”
After a brief pause, “I’'m trying to connect you, Doctor Hawthorne. Is Doctor Flynn with you?”
“Yes she is, and we’re both safe -- for the moment.”

“Still trying to reach Mister Hammond... Thank you for everything you’ve done... I’ve reached
the Director... Sir, Doctor Hawthorne; he says it’s an emergency...”

It sounded as if he was still in his private jet. I gave him the quick summary. He wanted to
know why I was so sure Cavanaugh, Janice’s partner was bent. I repeated what he’d said when he came
into the room -- leaving off the last part, ‘I bet she could have made you love me’ -- the consequences of
that were still too troubling for me.

With a sigh of disgust he agreed we’d found another rat -- evidently they’d turned up some other
questionable things on him in the last few hours. He also agreed Janice was clean. He’d call her and get
her out to the house as soon as possible. I told him I’d be answering the door armed, and that we
wouldn’t trust anyone who had been around Denise. He thought that was a good idea. He was headed
back to Seattle to pick up the rat personally.

As I put down the phone I saw Christine waving something under the rat’s nose.

He took a breath, moving his head around, his eyes opening. He looked around, struggled
briefly, then settled down again.

I picked up my jo again. “Hi Mike, thanks for stopping by. I’ve got some questions for you,” I
said with a smile.

He looked around again, looking to Christine kneeling near him, then back to me.

But when he started talking, I felt dizzy for a moment. I threw off the command to go into a
trance as he told us to release him. As he started to repeat the sequence, Christie slapped his face, hard,
and I whacked him in the rocks with the jo.

“Those don’t work any more -- you should have figured that out by now,” Christie said.

A look of panic shot through him. That made me feel better.

“Watch him for a moment,” Christie said as she got up.
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I moved closer, then slammed the end of the jo down on the floor right beside his head. That
shook him up even more. “Oh, I’d like to work you over...” I told him.

Christie returned with her bag, getting out another syringe, needle, and a vial.
But when Mike saw that, he actually relaxed...

Christie smiled. “We’re going to have a little chat...” She sat back and looked at him for a
moment. Then she pushed him to his stomach. “Pull up his pants leg,” she asked me.

He flopped around until I put my foot on his thigh. He gave up quickly. I pulled up the pants
leg, exposing his calf.

Christie dug in her bag and came up with what looked like an insulin syringe. She loaded it with
the contents of the glass vial, then moved to his leg.

I moved as well, putting a foot on his ankle, and placing the end of the jo under his chin. “Hold
still,” I told him.

She looked to me with a brief smile. Then she bent over him, took up a pinch of skin on the back
of his calf, and poked him with the needle briefly.

She sat back. I gave her a questioning look. She smiled again. “We’ll know in a minute,” she
told me.

After a bit, she shined the flashlight on the injection site. I blinked -- the spot on his leg was red
and blotchy, looking like he’d been stung by a wasp or something.

Christie sighed, then looked up to me again. “He’s been sensitized -- if I’d gone ahead,
anaphylactic shock would have killed him in less than a minute.”

She pushed him to his back. “But that’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? No easy-out for you...
And I’ve got just the thing...”

She dug into her bag again, pulling out other glass vials. Panic filled his face again, and he
started to flop around on the floor. I put a foot on his neck and pressed gently.

“Oh, that’s okay,” Christie said as she loaded up another syringe, “struggling will help move the
drugs through his system faster.”

It looked like she was mixing a cocktail in the syringe, stuff from different places.
“Let’s get the butterfly placed -- we’ll use the greater saphenous -- his lower leg.”

As she started to move down, he thrashed even more. She looked to me and frowned.
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“Give me a moment,” I said, putting down the jo. I knelt at his head, putting a foot on one of his
shoulders. That gave me a flash of pain from my ribs, a reminder of where I’d been the last few days. I
put one hand on his forehead, and the other across his throat. “Get ready,” I said. Some of the martial
arts still teach choke holds; I teach them to my students. I held pressure on the carotid until he started to
fade, then backed off. I watched him carefully, ready to reapply pressure if he acted up again.

“Got it,” she said. I stood, keeping my foot on his shoulder.

“Why don’t you sit by his foot,” Christie asked me.

I moved down to his extended foot. The butterfly needle was taped in place along the side of his
calf. The thin tube to the syringe was full of blood. She drew up a little more, then sat down next to

him on the floor.

“Now Mike, this works a little slower than what I normally use, but it’s far more powerful. You
may even notice a funny taste in your mouth...”

His eyes flared wide at that.

With a smile she continued, “Once you’re at a reasonable depth, I’ll break the conditioning
Denise put in. That won’t take very long at all, it’s actually very, very easy, as you’ve seen. Then we’ll
talk for a bit, and then I’ll let you rest. It looks as if your pulse is quite rapid right now; we’ll let it race a

bit longer and then we’ll begin.”

I put one hand on his ankle and the other on his hip. He wasn’t struggling now. I watched clear
fluid move through the tubing to the needle in his leg.

“You’ll start feeling it, subtle at first, warmth, maybe a little tingling, and then you’ll start to
relax... Pretty soon you won’t be able to keep your eyes open, and they’l1l start drifting closed...”

I watched her, listening closely. Her voice was so good... I felt myself relaxing as well. After a
while I saw his eyelids waver and start to close...

“Roger, someone’s at the door.”

I blinked and sat up, pain in my ribs helping clear my head. Christie looked to me, smiled, and
nodded to the door. I got up quickly, a little too quickly, leaning on the kitchen counter. I picked up the
gun, looking for the safety -- Glocks don’t have an external safety.

Someone knocked at the door again.

“Who is it?” I asked, standing to the side of the door.

“Janice -- are you okay?”

I recognized her voice. “Are you alone?”
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“Yes.”
“Have you ever been alone with Denise?”
“No -- why?”

I looked through the viewer in the door. With the light from the streetlight I could see Janice. If
anyone else was there, they were back out of sight.

I let her in, quickly closing the door behind her and locking it.

“Shitload of good that did,” I said as I turned the deadbolt.

Janice looked shocked.

I pointed to her ex-partner. “He used a key to get in.”

She wobbled a little on her feet.

Christie said, “Janice is here now.”

I saw her phone open, sitting on the floor between her and Mike’s head.
She looked at us and said, “The Director and others have been listening.”

I put the gun back on the counter, closing my eyes for a moment. I’d dropped into trance as well
-- I remembered her calling, asking Mike questions, and his answers.

I turned the leather chair around and sat down in it. I pulled Janice to my lap, putting my arms
around her.

“How much do you know?” I asked her.

Janice looked at me, still quite surprised.

I shook my head, loosening the grip I had around her waist. “Sorry, I needed to hold someone.”

She shook her head. “That’s all right -- I don’t mind. The Director called and told me to get
over here right away, there had been an attempt on your lives, but you’d survived. I... I didn’t know

what to expect -- not this...”

Christie nodded, sitting back a bit. “I don’t think any of us did. He turned more than a year ago.
Their organization was highly compartmentalized, so his knowledge is limited.”
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She looked down at Mike, shook her head, then looked back to us. “He’s recovering now, we’ve
taken care of the worst of what Denise did to him. I knew better what to look for this time.”

With that she took the butterfly out of Mike’s leg, recapping the needle and rolling up the tubing.
As she stood up, so did Janice, and so did I. I hugged Christie, and Janice joined in.

Christie gave me a sad, longing look. “Oh Roger,” she whispered.

I held her close again.

We separated a little. “Coffee?” I suggested.

Christie sighed. “I need something with sugar in it.” She stepped to the refrigerator.

“I’1l take one,” I told her.

“Me too,” added Janice.

“One left,” Christie said as she handed us cans of Pepsi.

I motioned us over to the couch, turning the chair around to face the windows again. Christie
and I sat on the couch, Janice taking the loveseat across from us.

“What did you use on him?” I asked.

Christie took a sip, and actually smiled. She shook her head. “He was sensitized to what we
usually use,” she told Janice. “His reaction was so anomalous I decided to do a skin test. If I’d shot the
normal drug into a vein, he would have been dead in a minute. But he’d been conditioned to commit
suicide, and he knew that would happen, thus his reaction, relaxing as he expected me to help him
along.” She shook her head again and took another long sip.

She turned to me. “I used the most powerful thing I had -- so strong it got you too...”

I nodded and put a hand on her thigh.

She held my hand. “I used his own conditioning. Denise had worked on him. He knew what
Denise had done to us had been broken -- after all, we were alive, and didn’t respond to his commands.
I emphasized how easy it would be, and took him into hypnosis. I gave him some benadryl to counter
the histamine release, thorazine, and a muscle relaxant. He did the rest.”

“And what now?” Janice asked.

“Oh...” Christie reached down and picked up her phone, folding it up and putting it on the coffee
table. “The cavalry should arrive in about four hours to pick him up.”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 84 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

I frowned. “And how will we recognize -- and authenticate -- them?”’

Christie nodded. “The Director is bringing them.”

I looked at the clock. It was a little past midnight. I shook my head and closed my eyes.

“I don’t remember booking a trip on the express to hell,” I said with a sigh.

I felt Christie’s arm on my shoulder. “None of us does.”

Janice sighed. “Why don’t you two go to bed. I’ll watch this bastard.”

I looked at Christie. I didn’t feel comfortable about that.

She looked me in the eye, nodding her head slightly. “When I finished with him, I gave him
more thorazine -- a heavy-duty tranquilizer. He’s going to be nonresponsive for a few hours. When he
does wake up, he won’t be able to put up a fight.”

I shook my head again. “I don’t feel comfortable...”

Christie patted me on the thigh. “You can sit up if you want. He’s not going anywhere, and I'm
going to bed.” Then she moved closer to me and whispered, “I need to be held -- I need you to hold

me.

I could see the need in her face. But where had it come from? That remark of his -- what had
Denise done to us?

Janice spoke up. “I’ll sit and watch. He won’t go anywhere. If anything happens, I’ll let you
know. I’ll let you know when the others arrive. And don’t worry -- [ won’t open the door until you’re
standing next to me.”

“Shit... Let’s get things cleaned up and crash, I guess.” I stood up.

“I’ll take you up on the coffee,” Janice said.

I loaded up the coffee maker while the ladies moved our guest more to the middle of the floor.

I stood around, watching. Christie picked up her debris, stuffing it into a small plastic box.
Janice had the pistol, holding it in a manner suggesting familiarity.

She looked to us and said, “Go -- go get some sleep.”

I got my jo. Good solid hickory, with very tight grain -- I liked it better than the traditional
Japanese white oak. I followed Christie into the bedroom.
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I washed my face and brushed my teeth while she was using the toilet. We switched when she
finished.

I pulled down my sweat pants, and the damn disposable diaper. I sat on the can with an almighty
sigh. What the hell had I gotten myself into? I took a deep, slow breath, holding it at the peak. I
exhaled and let go, relaxing as best I could. Peeing hurt a little, but I was doing it.

I started laughing. The last vestige of control -- I knew that “Control,” with that capital-C, and
“being in control” were dangerous illusions -- there was so little in our lives we actually controlled. But
as adults, we expected, I expected, that control over simple bodily functions was something I could rely
upon. Even that had been stripped away from me for a while.

“Something wrong?” Christie asked.

I opened my eyes. She was drying her face.

“No, learning a little more.”

“Could you go okay?”

Inodded. “Yes. A little discomfort, but at least I seem to be regaining control.”

She leaned over and kissed me on the head. “Good. I’ll be waiting for you in bed.”

When I completed my business, I pulled up the diaper, taking off my sweats. I flushed and
headed for bed.

She was naked. I crawled in next to her, snuggling up to her back.

She turned to me, putting her head on my chest. “Hold me, please,” she said. I put an arm
around her and gave her a squeeze. I was exhausted. I hurt.

So many things hurt, more than just physically. What had Denise done to us? Earlier, I’d almost
cried out, “I love you...” Now I wasn’t sure. Were my feelings different? Don’t know. I was certainly

suspicious of their origins.

For now at least, I promised to hold and protect her.
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Walking through Smoke...

“Company in ten minutes.”

I rolled out of bed, grabbing my jo. Janice was standing in the doorway.

“It’s okay -- the Director is on his way,” she told us.

“You’re sure it’s him?” Christie asked as she got out of bed slowly.

“Yes -- he called my cell phone, and I recognized his voice.”

“Okay...” Five thirty -- glad I’d gone to bed. “How are you holding out?”

Janice shook her head. “Physically or emotionally?”

I went to the extreme, putting on pants, socks, shoes, and a shirt. Christie dressed as well.

“Coffee?” Janice asked as I went into the kitchen. Our guest was on his side on the floor, the
comforter folded up under his head.

“No thanks -- how long did you work with him, if I can pry.”

She shook her head, looking slightly sick. “We don’t have official partners, but we worked
together on and off for the last year or so. God... Oh, the locksmith will be out later this morning.
We’re sweeping everything for bugs again as well.”

I frowned and shook my head as I got a glass of water. I turned to see Christie checking the rat.

But was he? Are there any clear, clean lines in this? Was I working for the side of good and
righteousness, or were we all blurred shades of gray?

I heard noise, a car pulling into the driveway, two cars. Christie stood quickly. Janice pulled out
the gun.

I went to the door, standing to the side, jo ready. Janice was behind me, partially protected by
the kitchen island, aiming at the center of the door.

We heard someone approach. The doorbell rang.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Hammond,” the voice said from the other side of the door.

I looked through the peephole. Yup, and he was alone.
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“Okay,” I said to Janice. I opened the door and he stepped in.

He looked like hell -- must not have gotten much sleep. He looked down at our guest on the
floor and scowled. My jo got a raised eyebrow.

“May I call in the rest of the crew?” he asked me.
“Sure.”

He stepped outside briefly, waved an arm, then stepped back inside. Three men and a woman
joined us.

Christie knew one of the men, Doctor Parker. While the two of them checked over our guest,
one of the other men took the car keys and headed out the door. The remaining man started going over
my house very carefully.

After some jargon-laden conversation with Christie, Parker looked up to Hammond. “He’s safe
to transport. I’ll want head x-rays and a CT scan when we get to Pittsburgh. Has the word been sent out
on possible sensitization and the risk of anaphylactic shock?”

Hammond looked to the woman.

She nodded and said, “Yes, it has.”

We went over the contents of Mike’s pocket. Hammond and Colleagues didn’t use injectors.
We learned that the calls to the house had been placed from a local pay phone. They were also running
down anyone Denise had contact with since she joined the group.

We looked up to the sounds of another vehicle pulling in.

“Sir, a number of bugging devices were in the car, and a cassette recorder,” the guy reported
after one of his buddies let him in.

I shook my head. “That’s a tape I do not want to hear!”

Christie stood and moved close to me, putting an arm around my waist. “But I need to hear it.
And Roger, we’ll go through it together when it’s time. You know we need to.”

My stomach knotted up. “I know you’re right,” I whispered.

“Doctor Flynn,” Parker said, “I need to head back, but is there anyone we could send out to work
with you?”

“Thank you, John. If Angela Richards is available, she would be a great help.”

Hammond grunted and said, “She’ll be here tomorrow.”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 88 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

Christie shook her head. “Sir, we couldn’t use her until Tuesday at the earliest.”
Hammond grunted again. “Dammit, [ want to get to the bottom of this!”
The woman said, “We will -- it takes time.”

“Ready, sir,” one of the two trussing up our guest said. They’d prepared Mike for transport,
replaced my restraints with their own.

“Load him in the van, and let’s get going!” Hammond barked.

“Sir?” his assistant asked.

He gave her a scowl which quickly softened.

She handed me two business cards. They were for a local attorney.

“If you get any questions on this entire matter, from police, FBI, any authorities, you’re
represented by him. You don’t answer any questions without consulting with him,” she told me very
seriously.

I nodded and pocketed the cards. “I understand.”

“Doctor Hawthorne, if you could open your garage door?” one of the men asked.

“What about his car?” I asked as I walked through the house.

Hammond was right behind me. “One of my people will take it back, and go through his
apartment. I’m leaving Joseph with you for a while. We’ll be re-sweeping your residence, dojo, and
office. Your locks will be changed, again.” He looked behind him. “Right?”” he asked, not really a
question.

“Already scheduled, Sir,” said Janice.

He grunted. “Good.”

I hit the button for the garage door opener. They’d backed a mini-van up to the door. Our guest,
who was moving a bit and making incoherent noises, was loaded in the back.

One of the guys said, “Doctor Hawthorne’s car is clean.”

Hammond turned to me and extended his hand. As we shook, he said, “Doctor Hawthorne,
Doctor Flynn, thank you again. I sincerely hope we’ve seen the last of this.”

“Thank you, Sir, for being so responsive,” I told him.
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They got into their respective vehicles, leaving Joseph, a very healthy looking specimen, and one
car left behind.

We reconvened in the kitchen.

“Who’s for breakfast?” I called out.

Christie nodded her head. So did Janice.

“Joseph?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Sorry, sir -- I’'m here until the house is swept and the locks are changed.”

I nodded. “Drop the ‘sir’ stuff -- you’re a house guest. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen.
We’ll do some shopping on the way back. You know Christie’s cell phone?”

“Yes ... 've got it.”
“Okay, we’re going to breakfast. Be back in a couple of hours.”

I drove us to a local omelet place. The food was good, hot, and plentiful. We were all hungry. 1
don’t think a dozen words were said outside of normal table talk. My stomach was full, but still sour.

We got groceries on the way back. When I asked Christie how long she was staying, her visage
became stern and she said, “The week,” but her hand crept over and held mine.

Back at the house we unloaded the groceries. The refrigerator contained more food than in quite
a while.

I looked at Janice. She was leaning against a cupboard.

“If you’re going to stay, go take a nap,” I told her.

She sighed and nodded. “Thanks. I’ll go home and crash.”

I held out my arms. She stepped over to me and we hugged. It still hurt.

She pulled a card out of her purse and wrote on the back of it. “Here’s my home and cell
phones. I’ll have a new pager for you. Thank you again.”

Christie stepped up and hugged her. “Thank you. We need to go over this together.”

Janice said, “Yes, we do. What a mess.” With another sigh, she headed out the door.
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I looked at Christie. Ten in the morning on a Sunday, and I was beat. I put my car keys on the
counter. “Joseph, we’re taking a nap. Wake us if you need anything.”

He nodded.

I took Christie’s hand and led her into the bedroom. It was cool, and the thick drapes cut the
light. “Hold me, please?” I asked her.

Her lower lip trembled; I saw her eyes filling up with tears. She nodded her head.

We undressed and got into bed. Being on my side wasn’t easy on my ribs. I slid down her a
little, closing my eyes and letting my mouth find the right place. Her hands on my head helped, guiding
me.

We both sighed as I connected with her nipple. She held me, gently, and I let go.

I woke on my back, with her curled up at my side. I heard voices in the house -- must be the new
locks. I was surprised I hadn’t sprung awake at the first small sound. The clock on the dresser said a
little after one in the afternoon. I gave Christie a squeeze, then kissed her hair.

She moved, kissed my chest, then looked to me with the most incredible smile.

We got up and dressed again. I rolled my shoulders. I knew I was in for at least two weeks of
pain from my ribs, maybe as long as four or five. I was surprised when I walked by a mirror -- one side
of my face was in full color. Can’t hide that, that’s for sure.

“How are you doing?” Christie asked, stepping close and kissing my neck.

“Sore, but that’s expected. How about you?”

She sighed, arms around my waist. “Still sorting things out.”

We walked out to the living room. One guy was busy on the front door while another walked
around with a gadget of some kind.

“May we check the rest of the house?”” Joseph asked.
“Please,” I replied.

I'sighed. What to do next? I walked over to the phone. “Any problem with using the phone?” I
called out.

A voice from my office replied, “No sir, the line is clear now.”

I looked at Christie and raised an eyebrow -- meaning it hadn’t been earlier?
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I called Abiko, catching her as she was leaving home. Things were going okay at the dojo, but
people were worried. They’d heard I’d been mugged, and couldn’t believe it. I told her it was true. 1
thanked her for taking care of classes for me. I’d be at the dojo tomorrow, but wouldn’t be doing
anything strenuous for a while yet, possibly two or three weeks. She gasped at that, but I told her it was
just ribs, and that my doctor was insisting I take it easy.

When I hung up the phone, Christie hugged me.

“Did I say the right thing?” I asked her.

She kissed my ear. “Yes. You're definitely taking it easy. You’ve got a doctor’s appointment at
eight tomorrow morning.”

“Okay -- how about you? What do you need?”

She sighed, resting her head on my shoulder. “Oh Roger -- I don’t know. If Doctor Richards
can come out, she will help.”

“Let me know what I can do,” I whispered to her, rubbing her back gently.
She sighed again. I held her, doing what I could, doing what felt right.
“Sir?” one of the guys asked a few minutes later.

I'looked up. “Yes?”

“We’re through here, sir.”

“And you found?” I asked.

“A transmitter on your phone line, nothing else. It had been installed since we last swept the
property. When could we sweep your business?”

I looked over to Joseph. “How about now? I don’t have anything else pressing. From there we
can swing by school if you’d like.”

They looked to Joseph. He nodded. “Okay.”
I nodded. “Did you actually change the locks at the dojo?”
Joseph nodded. “Yes, and got new keys to the individuals you’d authorized.”

That would have been Abiko and the two yoga teachers. “Okay -- I can’t see changing them
again, there are too many keys floating around as it is. What do you think of that?”

“Whatever you say, sir.”
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I frowned. “I asked for your professional opinion -- if I’'m proposing something stupid, I expect
you to let me know, and you don’t have to be polite about it. Okay?”

He actually smiled a little. “With four keys out, changing the locks again doesn’t make a lot of
sense.”

“Thank you. Well, shall we go to the dojo?” I glanced over to the clock. “It’s actually unused
for another two hours or so.”

One of the guys handed me two new keys. I looked at them, shaking my head. “Medeco -- |
suppose these are restricted keyways?” Medeco keys are difficult to make.

“Yes, sir, they are.”

“So you’ll give me a list of places where I can get these made if need be?”
“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s go, then.”

Joseph rode over with us to the dojo, the other two following in their car.

The door to the dojo was ajar when we arrived. As I pulled up to park, Joseph said, “Sir, please
remain in the car until we’ve checked the premises.”

I shook my head. “T’ll go in with you -- that’s Abiko’s car, and the Nissan belongs to a brown-
belt, Patti.”

As we approached the door, I could hear the clack-clack of wooden practice weapons striking

each other -- at least two sets. It brought a smile to my face. But how long would it be before I was
back in full form?

When Abiko saw me, she looked shocked. Patti and two of her girlfriends were there as well --
one of them gasped. They all came over to us.

Their approach was tentative; I could feel their concern. I made introductions all around, turning
the two guys loose to check the place. Joseph went with them.

I moved to sitting on the mats in the back corner of the dojo. Christie, Abiko, Patti, and her
friends sat with me.

I looked at them and sighed. In one sense, Aikido is the art of finding success. “As you see, |

wasn’t attentive enough...” I turned to Abiko. “Abiko, ’'m going to need your help even more the next
few weeks -- I’'m not sure when I’ll be back to full form -- a few weeks at least.”
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She nodded. “I’ll do what I can, Sensei.”
With a slight smile, I suggested, “We could always call Mister Penn...”
She smirked at that. “I don’t think that will be necessary...”

Good, I’d broken the tension. “I’m not sure about my schedule this week. I have complete
confidence in you.” I turned a little. “Patti -- do you feel up to a challenge?”

Patti sat up straighter, a surprised smile forming on her face. “Yes, Sensei!”

I gave her a stern glance. “You need more work on suwariwaza so we can test you for black belt
next quarter. But I think you’re ready to be Sempai.”

Her eyes got wider. Good, Sensei still had a few surprises...
“Yes, Sensei!” she said, a little hushed.

I looked to Patti’s girlfriends, giving them the stern Sensei look. They tried hard not to move.
“Continue,” I told them.

They sat for a moment, until Abiko called out, “Rei/”

We bowed and they moved back to the middle of the mat.

Christie moved closer, sitting beside me. I pulled her closer, our legs touching.
“That was very interesting,” she whispered.

“Oh?” I said, watching my students on the mat.

She chuckled. “You are quite a catch.” She put an arm around my waist.

We watched for a few minutes. It felt good to be in the dojo again.

They were having trouble with a sword kata, Abiko not really getting the idea across.
With a sigh, I shifted my weight, bowed forward, and moved to standing.

I didn’t quite pass out from the pain, but it was a surprise! Abiko saw me approaching. She
called the others to order. With a bow, she handed me her sword.

I demonstrated, explaining as [ went. I emphasized my breath -- controlling the exhalation as I

moved, sweeping through the pain, demonstrating technique. I worked with each of them, slowly at
first. The pain faded as I worked with them.
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I did the complete kata with Abiko, slowly, then at full speed, neither of us holding back.

When we completed it, I noticed Joseph and the other two guys standing at the edge of the mat. I
bowed to Abiko and the group. “Please continue,” I told them.

"’

“Thank you, Sensei!” they answered.

I could feel the smile on my face as I walked to the edge of the mat -- and feel the pain
underneath it, in my cheekbone, and in my ribs. I turned to the head of the dojo and bowed before
stepping off the mat.

“Well?” I asked them.

Joseph had a half-smile on his face. “All through, Sir.” He winced as soon as he said it.

I nodded, waving to Christie. “What did you find?”

One of the others said, “All clear, sir.”

“Very well.” Christie stepped over. I put an arm around her and gave her a squeeze -- which
hurt and felt good at the same time. “We could go to the University if you’d like.”

Joseph looked to the others. They nodded. I ushered us to the entranceway. After putting on
shoes, we went back to the cars.

Joseph said, “T’ll ride with the others...”
“Fine -- follow me over.”
“You’re doing better,” Christie said as we drove off.

I took a deeper breath, slowly. “Yes... The pain is still there, but it felt good to be moving on the
mat again.”

She put a hand on my leg. “The first steps you took seemed tentative, but once you took the
sword in your hand...”

“I know -- I could feel it.” I sighed. “Still...” The thought I had was clear, but also troubling... |
shook my head. “Something has happened -- the kata with Abiko, we both struck hard -- if either of us
had failed to block, it would have hurt... At the end, I looked over to Joseph and his cronies... I knew
that in spite of the pain, I could take any of them -- watching them, watching them move, remembering
how they moved, I saw weaknesses, openings...”

She squeezed my leg gently. “Why does that bother you? Isn’t that something you do
automatically? Isn’t that what you were doing as we sat together watching Abiko teach?”
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I shook my head. “Similar yet different... Yes, as we sat, I saw Abiko was having difficulty --
but the feeling as I stood there, sword raised, was so ... primal... When I looked at Abiko, Patti, and the
others -- I looked as a teacher. When I looked at Joseph and the others, it was with the detachment not
of a teacher, but of an ... assassin.”

I heard her sigh. Her hand moved to my shoulder. “Roger, we’ll work through that. We’ve both
been tinkered with at very deep levels. You recognize those feelings -- and that’s the first part of the
process you know so well -- recognize them, acknowledge them, and dismiss them. One of my
meditation teachers says, ‘Acknowledge these thoughts and let them go -- don’t invite them in for tea.’”

I had to smile. “Yes, we teach that as well. Thank you, Sensei... Still, it’s disturbing.”

“Wouldn’t it be more disturbing if such thoughts didn’t bother you?”

“That’s bordering on the recursive... But yes, in a sense, I’'m glad they bother me. But it’s more
than thoughts -- earlier this morning with our guest... Was it this morning? As I stood there, waiting, |
could feel it in my muscles, my bones... I could feel the attack, the motion to bring the end of the jo
against the base of his skull. With a breath I could have let it become real -- and he’d have been dead
before he hit the floor.”

She kneaded my shoulder gently. “But you didn’t... Again, you recognized it, acknowledged it,
and moved on, responding consciously, and appropriately to the situation.”

“Yesterday -- holding on to the towel rack -- it was so much harder; I had to keep holding on so I
wouldn’t...”

“It’s okay, Roger -- look at all those events now -- they are in the past, and can’t hurt anyone.
When we look at those events now, we see that it’s getting easier for you to recognize, acknowledge,
and dismiss those thoughts. It will continue to get easier. That doesn’t mean they won’t be unpleasant,
but you know that you can deal with that as well.”

Just as I’d done early this morning, standing in the kitchen with my jo raised at the ready, as I’d
done moving on the mat a short while ago, I breathed slow and deep, meeting this challenge one breath
at a time.

“It still scares me,” I told her.

“I understand, Roger -- it scares me, and hurts me as well.”

I turned the car into a parking space. “And it bugs me that I just made the drive to school on
auto-pilot -- that kind of inattention is dangerous!” I shouted.

She sighed. “Roger... Were you upset with Patti, or Abiko a while ago?”

“No, of course not.”
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She turned my head to face her. With a smile and a slight shaking of her head, she asked, “Then
why are you so upset with yourself?”

I sighed again, smiled, and raised her hand to my lips. “Thank you, Sensei.”

Our visit to my office at school was brief. After checking things over, Joseph and his buddies
conferred for a few minutes.

“That’s all we can do,” Joseph said to Christie and me. “I cut them loose.”

“Thanks. That means you’re riding back to the house with us?”’ I asked.

He nodded.

“Early dinner, and early to bed tonight, I think,” I muttered as we drove off.

Over lasagna, I got the rundown for the next day. Monday morning at eight I was to be at the
doctor’s office, and would be there for two to three hours. I’d meet Christie and Joseph at the dojo in
the afternoon.

We cleaned up the kitchen. Joseph spent some time out on the deck with his cell phone.

“I’m thinking some time in the hot tub would do me good,” I told Christie as she stood next to
me drying dishes.

She nodded. “It would do us both good. How are you doing for pain?”
“I’ve plenty, thanks, and don’t need any more,” I told her with a smile.

She laughed a little. “I’d like to give you a muscle relaxant before we get in the tub -- the
combination will help.”

“As you recommend, Doctor.”
She left momentarily, returning with two tablets for me to take.

Joseph came back in and let us know he’d be leaving Tuesday. I told him how to pull the couch
into a bed, and pointed out fresh towels. He’d wait to take a shower until we came in from outside.

“A good omen,” Christie said as we eased into the hot water of the tub.
“What?” I asked. I was starting to feel quite relaxed, as well as just plain exhausted.
“We’ve got stars visible tonight,” she said.

“That’s nice,” I said, pulling a cushion around for my head and leaning back.
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She moved closer, her hands touching my chest.

“Can I hold you and rock you?” she asked.

“Yes, please...” I replied in a whisper.

She slid one hand behind my head, eliciting a moaning sigh from me.

“Oh Roger... I'm so lucky... But right now, I want you to relax and let me rock you. Relax
more and more with each breath as I hold you...”

I relaxed and let her take me to that soft, safe place again. After a while we got up, took a quick
shower, and went to bed.

I got to the dojo Monday afternoon at a quarter to four. Yesterday at the dojo had helped, going
to school had helped, but I was still nervous. Abiko’s car was there, as was Joseph’s, and a few others.
I expected Christie had ridden with Joseph.

I was surprised and happy at what I saw inside. Abiko was working with Christie, and Patti was
throwing Joseph around -- he was even wearing a gi. One of the other students saw me and raised the

alarm.

Joseph made the mistake of looking around -- Patti slammed him to the mat, grinning
magnificently as she stepped back.

Abiko started bringing people to order.

“No, continue, please,” I told them. Christie bowed, whispered something to Abiko, and came
over to me. She bowed properly before stepping off the mat -- that made me happy.

She gave me a gentle hug as we walked to my office. I closed the door behind us.
“How are you? How was your day?” she asked.

I opened the cabinet where I keep my gi and hakama. “I thought I’d had complete physicals
before -- not compared to what they put me through this morning!”

She nodded, sitting down. “And?”

I undressed. “He is very good. He spent a lot of time with me, explaining and counseling as
well as poking and prodding. He also has quite the sense of humor.”

I leaned against the desk for a moment. “He got me laughing, and I dribbled pee... He says
another week or so.”
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“I know. We spoke this afternoon.”
“Then you probably know more than I do.”
She shook her head. “I only know what he told me, not how you feel.”

I'sighed. “I don’t know. We covered a lot of ground. I was very glad to learn I’m clean, virus-
wise.”

She nodded, a serious look on her face. “I insisted on a lot of those tests. They didn’t expect
you to live two days...”

“And we’ve outlived them...”

“How about school? Anything happen there?”

“When I got to school, I had a note the department chairman needed to talk to me.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And?”

I smiled but shook my head. “Weird -- someone leaned on the old bird. I had lunch with him
and the Chancellor at the Faculty Club -- on the Chancellor. They’ve known about the dojo for years, of
course. Someone had spoken to them recently. I wonder who? What I’d done was important to
national safety and security, part of the quiet battle, that kind of thing. They wanted to know if I needed
any time off, or needed anyone to cover my classes in the next few weeks, reminding me I’m overdue
for a sabbatical, a valued faculty member, the whole nine yards.”

She smiled and leaned back a bit. “Good. What else?”

I closed my eyes for a moment. “Classes were easier than I thought -- although the students who
know about the dojo want to know how many of them there were, and how big.” I finished tying the
hakama. 1t felt reassuring.

I opened my eyes and looked at her. “Walking into the classroom was hard, but standing at the
front of the room, I knew where I was again. The same here -- when we put on the gi, we also put on the
persona. When I truly stand on my feet, I am not lost. How was your day? It must have been rough,
from the way you look.”

She moved closer. I held her hands.

“I worked with Janice, and we helped with his apartment.” She shook her head.

I pulled her closer, pulling her head to my shoulder. Her arms went around my waist.

“She’s going to make it. It’s going to take another few sessions, but she’s resilient.”
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“And how about you?” I asked softly. “How resilient are you? What do you need?”

She sighed, shaking her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know. Doctor Richards arrives
tomorrow morning. I’m meeting her when she gets in. We should both meet with her tomorrow
afternoon; you’re with her one-on-one Wednesday, I’'m Thursday.”

I held her gently. “I’m through at two thirty tomorrow. We could meet here.”

Another long sigh... “That would work.” She gave me a gentle hug, then stepped back.

She managed a smile. “You look a lot better now.”

“Yeah -- hard to tell I’'m wearing a diaper under this.”

She frowned, a pained look.

I moved closer, holding her. “An observation. I have so much to thank you for.”

Stepping out of the hallway to the main area of the dojo, Abiko had everyone sitting pretty,
sitting with eyes closed. Fifteen present, a good turnout for Monday afternoon. The 7 o’clock class

would be more indicative.

We start class in silent meditation. Christie and I bowed, then stepped on to the mat. Itook my
place at the front of the class, Christie sitting near the back.

I sat and closed my eyes. What was my body telling me today? The doctor visit, for its
invasiveness, had been reassuring. He thought I was in superb condition and would heal quickly. Silly
man -- he only observed the physical... My face hurt, and my ribs. Funny, my right side hurt as well as
my left, even though I hadn’t been hit on the right. The koshiita, the back of my hakama, felt
reassuring. Sitting in the dojo was reassuring -- healing, one breath at a time.

I sighed out a breath and opened my eyes. Abiko looked at me. I smiled and nodded.

“Rei!” she called out sharply.

We bowed to each other.

The students who hadn’t peeked looked quite surprised to see me, one side of my face colorfully
bruised and swollen.

“Good afternoon,” I said. I couldn’t help it, feeling the smile fill my face. It hurt.
“I was in Chicago last week,” I told them. “And while I was there, I was jumped, robbed, and

beaten like a cheap drum.” I let that sink in for a moment. “I know most of you have the same
questions -- how big were they, how many, and what do they look like now?”
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That got gentle laughter.

“They took me by surprise, in a hotel elevator. Yes, that is possible. Three of them, average
size, two men, a woman, and a large cart full of luggage, and I never touched them. I have a fractured
cheekbone and damaged ribs. It will take me a few weeks to recover. But that doesn’t mean I can’t
teach, or that you can’t learn. Part of the lesson for tonight is humility.”

I looked them over. Enough talking. I looked to Abiko. “Miss Abiko, you especially will have
many opportunities to learn in the next few weeks.” I bowed to her, then patted the mat next to me.
“Up here, please.” I was elevating her. “I should have done this a long time ago. Please accept my
apology, Sensei.” I bowed to her, and saw the surprise on her face.

I looked over the crowd. “Sempai Patti? If you would, please?” I indicated the position Abiko
had occupied. With a bow and a smile she moved over.

Then to the group at large, “Forward ukemi, both sides, two lines.” I pointed with both hands to
the back of the dojo.

With a bow, we got started. My ribs may have slowed my body, but they didn’t affect my eyes
or my tongue!

The second class was easier; we had a good turnout for that one as well. Christie and Joseph
stuck it out through both. I guessed his training was mostly military. Christie really got into it; I could
tell she was blowing off a lot of steam.

As we closed up, I took the sign-in sheet away from Abiko. “I’ll take care of that for a while.
You’re going to be busy with more important things. Think about what techniques we should teach for
tomorrow’s class, and Wednesday, and how to run your Sempai ragged.”

She smiled and frowned at the same time, and managed a bow.

Joseph had grabbed a broom and helped sweep the place out. As he put on his shoes, I asked
him, “Did you have fun tonight?”

He gave me a sheepish grin. “Yes, Sensei!”

“Good! There’s only one class tomorrow.”

With a wider grin, he said, “I get to go home tonight!”

I shook my head and sighed, giving him a Sensei frown. Abiko and Christie laughed.
“Ahh, Joseph -- you looked so promising,” I grumbled out.

He bowed to me again. “Thank you, Sensei. I enjoyed it, and learned a lot.”
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I shook his hand. “Thank you for your help.”

Abiko said, “I’ll lock up -- I’ve got some planning to do.”

“See you tomorrow afternoon then,” I told her.

Christie and I drove back to the house.

“Don’t your ribs still hurt?” she asked as we got ready for bed.

“Some times they hurt like hell,” I admitted.

She sighed, loud and long.

I pulled her to me. “I’ll hold you and protect you,” I whispered as we stood together.

She held me, then slid her hands down to my bottom. “Is that all you’ll do?” she asked with
more than a hint in her voice.

“I’ll do my best,” I told her, then pulled her to a kiss.

She felt hungry. When we moved to the bed, she moved me on top of her, kissing with abandon.
Her hunger and the feeling of her hands on my body soon had me hot for her as well. She enticed me
with her fingers, helping me slide into her. We joined at both ends. I quickly matched my breathing to

our motion to minimize the pain from my ribs.

It was hard for me to let go and let things happen. Her moaning and insistent hands helped. 1
came with a twinge. We held each other. I went to sleep on my back with her curled up at my side.

Tuesday was an early morning, the alarm clock not letting us hold each other as long as we
needed to. We showered together, then had a bite to eat.

She picked up her phone and made a call, pressing more digits on the handset. She closed her
phone a few moments later, raising an eyebrow.

“What is it?”

She smiled and moved closer. “A surprise -- the flight is on time. I need to go to the airport.
Thank you so much for holding me.”

I kissed the top of her head. “Thank you... Thank you for so much.”
She sighed in my arms. “What are you going to do?”

“Go to school and push paper. I’ll see you this afternoon -- remember, stay centered, move with
your breath.”
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She held me closer. “Thank you -- parts of the day are not going to be fun.”
We headed out.

As I was working on school administrivia, the phone rang.

“Roger Hawthorne,” I answered.

“Roger, is this a convenient time to talk?” a soft feminine voice asked.

I sighed, looking to her picture, the picture of the two of us in the Washington D.C. restaurant.
“Barbara! Yes! How wonderful to hear from you! What can I do for you?”

“Roger, I’d heard you were injured. I wanted to check on you. Do you need anyone to nurse
you back to health?”

I sighed; my ribs didn’t hurt as much now. “Not right now, no... I’'m seeing very good doctors --
I have an appointment tomorrow. Anything I can do for you?”

She laughed; a sound I’d not heard very much of late. “Oh Roger... You are too easy... I also
have a proposition for you, and wanted to kidnap you for a few days so we could discuss it, when you’re
well again of course.”

“When and where?”

“This weekend or next would be ideal. I’d like to meet in Miami, and we’ll go from there to a
place I know.”

I sighed again. “That sounds very interesting. What’s the proposition?”

“Ahhh, Roger... That would be telling... I will tell you it involves traveling with me to Europe,
and to Japan. I think you’d be a very good traveling companion...”

“That sounds fascinating,” I told her honestly. “It will take me a few days to figure out which
weekend would be best. Can I call you and let you know?”’

“Of course, Roger. Let me give you my phone numbers...”
I wrote them down. “I’ll give you a call when I have an answer.”
“Thank you, Roger -- we’ll meet in Miami, and I can get there before you!”

“Barbara, thank you for a wonderful invitation!” I told her.

“I’'m glad you’re looking forward to it, Roger -- [ know I am... I’ll wait for your call.”
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I sighed again, and she laughed.

“I’ll call as soon as I know,” I told her. “Thank you again for calling.”

After I hung up the phone, I spent more than a few minutes gazing at the picture of us.
A knock on the door some time later -- “Yes?” I called out.

I smiled as the man walked in to my office. I got up and walked around the desk, offering him
my hand. “David, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

The regional head of Kroll, a security firm, shook my hand and then closed the door.

“You tangled with something interesting, my friend,” he said as he eased himself into a guest
chair.

I nodded, then smiled. “Let me guess -- you’re here to congratulate me on my recent exploits,
and check on my health.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Partially, but mainly I’'m here because my boss told me to -- he also
made pointed inquiries as to why we aren’t using your services more.”

I shook my head. My face didn’t hurt as much; maybe I was used to it -- I still had a large
Technicolor bruise. With a sigh I asked, “Is it customary to congratulate the football at the end of the
game?”

He nodded, pondering with a wry smile. “It can feel that way, yes...”

“I don’t even know what side I was on,” I told him.

“How long have you worked for Ben Hammond?” he asked.

My turn to shrug -- “I have no idea.”

He burst into laughter -- that was evidently the funniest thing he’d heard in a while.

“Roger,” he told me when he’d settled down, “I have no idea how you became associated with
them -- and I don’t want to know! But his organization is highly respected. And he takes very good
care of his people.”

I nodded. “That much I know.”

We spent a few minutes discussing other pleasantries, including giving some Kroll people dance
lessons at the dojo, and at their facilities.
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He was glancing around my office when he spotted Barbara’s picture on my desk. After a
double-take he said, “Good God! You do get around!”

I told him of the two FBI agents visiting, spotting the picture, and leaving quickly thereafter.

He nodded, chuckling. “Ah, she is associated with a most interesting group...”

I frowned. “Let me guess -- Bavarian [lluminati...”

He roared at that, tears of laughter filling his eyes.

“No, no, my friend,” he finally managed to say. “And besides, they’re not Bavarian...”

I had to chuckle a bit at that. “She just called,” I added.

That straightened him up a bit. “Business, or, ah, pleasure, if [ may ask?”

“A bit of both, I think, but I’'m not sure. What advice would you give me?”

He shook his head, smiling once more. “I would trust her with my life. Those people operate in
an entirely different realm. They are also very particular about who they bring in to their circle. Mister

Hammond’s loss...”

He moved around in his chair a bit, then reached inside his coat. “And speaking of other realms,
do you by chance recognize these two individuals?”

He produced a small photo. It showed my two friends from the elevator.

“Why yes, [ do. There are some people who would like to speak with them, myself included.
Do you know where we could contact them by any chance?”

He smiled and nodded. “One of our associates spotted them in Corsica; Mister Hammond was
informed late last night, I believe. How about this one?”

He handed me a picture of my house guest. “We’ve met. Why?”
He nodded again. “There are quite a few people interested in speaking with him as well.”
I handed him the pictures, which he returned to his coat.

“Ah, I’ve taken enough of your time. Call me when we can discuss training.” He gave me a
serious look then, and frowned.

“Roger, it’s none of my business of course, but have you attended a charm school?”

I shook my head -- in his parlance, “charm school” was a finishing school for agents.
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He stood, and I stood with him.

“I urge you to attend -- at least one. Make inquiries. I know Hammond has one. I’ll propose
you for ours as well. If you’re to remain in this line of work, it will increase your life expectancy.”

I shook his hand. “David, thank you for your counsel.”
I showed him to the door and returned to my desk.

I looked at the photo again. More wheels within wheels? But they’d set me up with her. Why?
Or had they?

I glanced over to the clock. Lunch time -- I wondered how Christie was doing with the
enigmatic Doctor Richards. How was Janice doing, and our house guest...

I got up and headed for the door. Lunch time. I had a one o’clock class to teach, trading off with
a colleague who was covering for me tomorrow. That didn’t do my stomach any good -- tomorrow
wasn’t going to be any fun at all...

But that’s tomorrow.

Walking to lunch, a thought flitted through my head -- “Paranoia strikes deep -- into your life it
will creep...” Jefferson Airplane? No, Buffalo Springfield. I walked to a payphone outside the cafeteria
and dialed my favorite toll-free number, asking for Hammond again.

When he came on the line about a minute later, I told him of my visit from Kroll, and the
pictures. Yes, he’d been informed, and hoped to have more news soon. I’d done the right thing. I
mentioned David’s suggestion of charm school. He agreed, and would check into it.

Funny, I didn’t mention my other call to him.

When I got back from lunch, there was a FedEx envelope on my desk. I didn’t recognize the
sender, so I tossed it in my bag and headed off to class.

I arrived at the dojo by three; the others wouldn’t arrive for a half hour or so. I put on my gi,
picked up my favorite wooden sword, and moved to the mat. In the beginning, you practice kata, formal

movements. | closed my eyes and let the kata practice me.

Cutting eight ways -- I breathed deep into my hara. The pain was there, but I’d practiced with
pain before; it was part of the practice after all, part of life.

The sound of the door -- when the kata completed me, I faced the door, opening my eyes, sword
raised at the ready.
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Christie and Janice were there, with someone I didn’t recognize -- must be Doctor Richards.
Janice and Christie looked wrung out -- they’d evidently had an interesting time.

I bowed as I reached the edge of the mat. “You must be Doctor Richards,” I said, extending a
hand.

She was tall, thin, with jet-black hair and piercing brown eyes. “A pleasure to meet you, Doctor
Hawthorne,” she replied as she shook my hand.

“Well?” I asked the other two ladies.

Christie had a lopsided smile. “I convinced her class would do us a lot of good.”

I nodded. “Let’s see if we can find you a gi, then.”

“Oh, I brought sweats,” Janice said. She sounded chipper enough.

“And you?” I asked Doctor Richards.

“I’ll observe, thank you,” she said with a smile.

As it was almost a quarter to four, others started arriving. Abiko helped Janice find a gi.
Christie and I managed a moment together.

“You’re moving much better today,” she said, putting her hands on my shoulders and stepping
close.

“And you? How was your day?”

She sighed. I pulled her head to my shoulder again. “Angela and I talked. We worked with
Janice, that’s why we’re late. You and I need to speak with her this evening.”

We had a slightly different crowd from Monday. I gave them the same short speech, except that
Abiko sat next to me from the start.

Christie and Janice really threw themselves into the class -- which happens quite literally in
Aikido. I was impressed with how quick Janice was. I guessed she’d had Kenpo training, as well as
some mixed-styles stuff. I moved her to working with one of Patti’s brown-belt friends, as she was too
quick and hard for less skilled students, yet she didn’t know how to fall properly. I took Abiko aside
and pointed this out to her, talking about teaching such students.

And all the while, Doctor Richards sat in the back of the dojo in a folding chair, observing.

Tuesday only has one Aikido class -- the yoga folks have the dojo for the rest of the night. We
headed to a Chinese place for dinner, Christie riding with me, Janice and Richards driving separately.
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“You must have had an interesting day,” I suggested to Christie, holding her hand.

She sighed. “It was quite productive. I needed that class, though, especially after sitting for so

“So did Janice...”

“Oh yeah -- she really let it out. Angela is very good.”

“As good as you?” I asked.

“Different approach...” she said, and ran a hand along my shoulder.

“What’s on tap for tonight then?”

“After dinner? Go to the house and talk, get to bed early -- you start with her at nine.”
“Where?”

“The doctor’s office. It’s safe and secure.”

I raised an eyebrow at that.

We didn’t have to wait long to get seated at the restaurant. After we sat down, Janice handed me

a phone.

said?”

gifts a sugar daddy gives to a young girl. It means ‘compensated dating.

“Your new one,” she said.

I looked at it. It was one of the new phone-pager-combos. “Enjo Kosai,” I muttered.
“What’s that?” she asked, picking up her water glass and draining about half of it.

I smiled a bit. “You did very well tonight,” I told her.

She smiled and nodded, putting down the almost empty glass. “I needed that. What was it you

“Enjo kosai -- in Japan, the gift of a cell phone, always the latest and greatest, is one of the first

299

She frowned but managed a wry smile as her glass was been refilled. “Oh, did you get the

offer?” she asked, changing the subject.

I was puzzled. “Get what?”
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“Someone at the university signed for it -- a package with a settlement offer,” she added.

I nodded as I checked the teapot. It needed to steep a bit yet. “I got a FedEx package, but didn’t
open it.” So she wasn’t actually changing the subject...

Christie sighed and shook her head. Janice frowned more.

“Should I go get it now?” I asked, a little perturbed.

Christie put an arm on mine. “No, of course not. But you should look at it this evening.”
“Yes, dear,” I said, smiling a little.

Our dinner conversation started on the weather. Richards mentioned she was from Boston; we
talked about the wonderful Chinese restaurants in the Cambridge area around MIT.

It was sprinkling as we headed to our cars after dinner. Richards was going to follow Christie
and me home.

“Janice,” I said as she started to walk away.
She turned, giving me a questioning look.

I took her hands. “I haven’t thanked you. I’m not sure I can -- thank you for saving my life, for
sticking your neck out, for everything.”

She shook her head slowly. I pulled her into a hug.

As we drove back to the house, Christie said, “You know, Janice blames herself for you getting
hurt.”

I reached over to hold one of her hands. I clearly heard what she didn’t say -- that she felt the
same. “She explained things as best she could beforehand -- you both did. I went into it with as much
information as you could give me.”

“Oh Roger...”
“No regrets -- we can’t undo the past. How do we learn from it, and move forward?”

She sighed and held my hand.

We talked with Richards, sitting in the living room drinking tea. She was different from
Christie. With Christie, especially the last few days, I’d felt a partnership, I guess -- we were working
together. With Richards, she was leading, steering, but I was pulling the plow all by myself. We
worked factually, clinically, I guess -- even when it came to intimate details. I could tell Christie had
told her a lot, just how much I wasn’t sure.
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And as suddenly as we’d dived into it, Doctor Richards announced she’d see me early the next
morning, and she was headed off to wherever she was staying -- probably hanging upside down in a
closet somewhere. No, that’s not fair. We covered a lot of ground in a short while.

As I'locked the door and we heard the car move off through the gravel driveway, Christie was at
my side again.

“Let’s go to bed,” she whispered.

I sat on the bed, waiting for her to complete her nighttime routine.
“Roger, what’s the matter?” she said as she walked up to me.

I put my hands on her hips; her skin felt cool and soft.

“I’'m wound up, confused -- help me, please...”

She sighed and pulled me close. My arms went around her waist.

But as I held her, I realized how tough the last few days had been to her as well. Who was here
to comfort her, to help her?

I kissed her navel. “Please let me hold you,” I whispered to her.

As we got into bed, she moved to hold me to a breast. Instead of moving down a little, I settled
on my back. “Let me hold you,” I told her. She curled up next to my side, her head on my shoulder. I
held her. “T’ll protect you; you’re safe in my arms,” I told her.

She clutched me. I held her, whispering softly that I had her and she was safe, holding and
whispering. After a while she started to cry. I moved to hold her in both arms, kissing the top of her
head as I held her.

What had Denise done to us? I had a better feeling of what she’d done to me, and suspicions.
But how could those suspicions change the way I felt about Christie?

I took another breath and focused on the present, on the woman I was holding in my arms. Right
now, she needed to be held, and I needed to hold her.

I held her and rocked her. After she went to sleep, so did 1.
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I woke in the morning before the alarm went off. I snuggled close to Christie. With a sigh she
moved into my embrace, holding my hand between her breasts.

When the alarm sounded, I rolled over and silenced it. When I turned back to her, she was
propped up on an elbow, and giving me the most curious look. I put a hand to my forehead.

She wrinkled her brow, smiling. “What is it?”

“Just checking to see if I’d grown a third eye, the way you were looking at me.”

She shook her head. “T’ll go first...” She rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom.

I used the half bath. My ribs were better this morning, and my face didn’t hurt as much. Of
course the day was quite young -- let’s see how I was doing come nightfall. I thought I heard her
brushing her teeth. I checked under the sink -- still had half a bottle of mouthwash there. I rinsed my
mouth with a slug of the stuff, then with a few handfuls of water.

I crawled back in bed with her and started to speak, but she pulled me into a kiss. This morning
she felt energetic, confidant, and delicious. She pressed my head down, and I moved to enjoy her gifts.

“Oh you...” she cooed as she held me to a nipple.

She squeezed me and I let go to her, dropping into softness and passion. She held me, eventually
moving me to my back and straddling me. I held her waist as she rode us.

My breathing shifted as I got to the edge, focusing and relaxing at the same time. I moaned as
one of her hands moved behind my head. She shifted her weight on top of me, leaning forward.

She pulled me to a breast and held me there. She squeezed my head to her, leaning into me,
filling me as she rocked. The strength, the ferocity with which she held me surprised me. I held her as

she took me over the edge, squeezing, rocking.

When I opened my eyes after she’d released me, milking me with her hips, I looked into her eyes
looking down on me with an intent look and smile.

“Good morning!” I told her.
She ground her hips on me, starting to push me out. “That’s for last night...”

She got up with a slurp and skittered to the bathroom. “Let’s get going! You’ve got an exciting
day ahead of you!”

I made it to the doctor’s office a few minutes early. Doctor Richards was there already, so we
got started.
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We spent over an hour talking, going through things that had happened. I learned what “clinical
detachment” means. Working with Christie, I had the feeling, the sense she was there with me, beside
me. Richards and I may have been in the same room, sitting only a few feet apart, but we might as well
have been on different planets. But even with that detachment, we went through a lot. Then it was,
“Take a break -- use the restroom and we’ll continue.”

Standing at the urinal, sighing -- jackhammer, that was it. Richards was a jackhammer. No
emotion, no attachment, digging, digging, digging. Such a difference from Christie!

When I returned to our little room a nurse was there. A cart with a cloth cover obscuring the
contents was also there. Richards had me take off my dress shirt, leaving me in my tank top. On my
back on the exam table, the nurse put a tourniquet around my upper arm and started prepping me for an
injection or an I.V. I gave them both a concerned and questioning look.

Before I could ask though, Richards said, “It’s been cleared by all the medical personnel
involved. This is the easy way.”

I shook my head a little, but closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to let go once again.
Soon I felt the bite of a needle in my arm. After that things got fuzzy.

Did I relive old events, or was I there again? At times I was reliving things, and other times I
was there as an observer. For a while we watched movies of Denise and me, and talked about them.
Some of those were difficult. Then I got to rest, following Doctor Richards’ voice down to a place that
was safe, secure, and comfortable.

Things changed. I was standing in front of a man holding a sword -- I could see the glint of its
metal edge. He held it at the ready. As I observed him, looking for weaknesses, I knew he was doing
the same with me. He looked hard and cold, ready to strike, ready to kill. I knew there was someone
behind me, someone I needed to protect.

I was at a safe distance. As I moved to the side, he moved to the side as well, moving smoothly.
How do I defeat such an enemy? I remembered what O Sensei had said: “Because I am one with the
universe, when someone attacks me, he goes against the entire universe.”

But my faith had been shattered in an elevator in Chicago. No, not shattered -- I was back to
relying upon myself. Zanshin -- remain calm, focused, and ready. I studied him.

I realized who he was, and smiled. Iknew this enemy. I was looking at myself, my Shadow, my
darker parts. Such enemies are not defeated -- they must be forgiven. I opened my hands in welcome,
raising them slowly.

My hands raised until they were holding the sword above my head; I had merged into him, the
two of us becoming one again. I saw a young boy standing a few feet away, behind where I had been
moments before. His face was battered and bruised. I sheathed my sword and moved to his side
quickly, going down on one knee. “I’ll protect you,” I told him, looking into his tear-filled eyes.
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Another sound and I turned as I stood, one hand going to the hilt of the sword.

There he stood in front of us, my step-father. I could smell the foul combination of sweat,
cigarette smoke, and booze on him. His leather belt hung from his right hand, the heavy buckle
dragging on the ground. I remembered and felt the scar on my right side, and the pain where the hook
on that buckle had caught me so many, many years ago.

I had been defenseless against him then... I pulled my sword out a little more. One stroke would
end this.

But as I stood there, I remembered the man I’d first seen holding the sword. Striking down my
step-father was that man’s path, not mine.

Still, I couldn’t forgive him -- not yet, maybe not ever. But I didn’t need to strike him, either --
he was dead; he’d been dead for a long, long time. I remembered my mother sobbing as the policeman
told us he’d been killed in a bar fight, and the mixture of feelings I’d had.

I wouldn’t fight him, and I couldn’t forgive him. Ilooked at him. “Go away. You don’t exist.
You can’t hurt us anymore,” I told him. I stood and watched as he slowly turned and walked away,
dragging the belt with him. Part of me knew denying him wasn’t a final answer either, but it would have
to do for now.

I turned to the little boy once again, kneeling. I held him. “He’s gone. He can’t hurt us. I’ll
protect you -- I promise.” We both cried. After a while the boy held me fiercely, and I held him just as
tight.

I rested again. Part of me was resting, rocking slowly. Part of me was exercising, practicing,
covered in sweat, repeating the katas over and over. Pieces of conversations flitted through my mind.
Some were troubling. Denise had done a lot of nasty things to me. One thing flitted by and I grabbed
for it, holding on to it. My ribs, my entire right side hurt as I reached up to grab for those words, but I
got them and held them.

I knew I’d been attracted to Christie from the moment we first met. Now I knew that Denise had
only built on that. She hadn’t turned me, or forced anything -- if anything she’d developed what had
been there. Where she had tried to force things, it hadn’t worked -- we were alive to prove it. That felt
so much better.

When I opened my eyes, I was soaked with sweat. A sheet was covering me, my right arm on
top of the sheet, the nurse putting a bandage on the inside of my elbow. I looked to Richards,
questioning. My right side hurt -- yet it had been my left side that had been injured in Chicago. I felt
the frown at my forehead dissolve as I let my breath out. My step-father had always hit me on the right
side, especially that once.

As the nurse pushed the cart out the door, Richards stood and smoothed her skirt. “We did very
well this morning. You should clean up a bit before lunch.”
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Always businesslike. “Yes, thank you,” I said.
“Take your time getting up,” she said as she left the room.

I sat up slowly and wiped myself off with the sheet. What a trip! Then I smiled. I’d been so
worried that the feelings I had toward Christie were artificial, forced. I knew they’d been amplified, but
at the core, they were my feelings. That was something I could hold on to.

Lunch was weird. I sat with Richards and two other doctors. I got more of the run-down on the
stuff I’d been given in Chicago. I was lucky to be here. We spent most of the time talking about that,
and my recovery. Richards had some very interesting observations of me at the dojo; she had a keen
eye. The other docs actually asked me how I was feeling! Up to then we might as well have been
talking about someone else. I told them how I was doing, what I noticed, particularly on my right side.
The other docs wanted to do some physical therapy later in the afternoon. Richards nodded and told
them that would fit in well.

I was sent away to rest for a half hour while they plotted. I visited the loo, then headed back to
the little exam room and flaked out on the exam table. The linens had been changed. What a trip.

The afternoon session started with a mask held to my face until my body floated away. It was
more of the weird many-places-at-once thing, part of me on the table on my back, part of me conversing,
reliving and revisiting events, practicing with sword and staff. I realized how I’d thrown my self into
the practice, and into schooling, after my step-father was gone. Interesting.

I had a mask on my face at the start of the bodywork as well. Even with that, though, intense
sensation crept through the fog. When my head cleared, I took a shower. Standing, moving in the
shower, I felt different. I was looser, able to move with more freedom. It was interesting -- some of the
tightness and tension had been physical, and some emotional, mental. I felt a residual soreness and
tiredness, but they were what I described to students as “finish line” sensations -- the things you feel
when you’ve completed something major.

I sat down with Richards for a while afterwards. I had the feeling we were talking about
someone else. We’d gotten through the problem areas, and she’d learned a lot more about Denise’s
tricks. Those had been cleared out. If I continued to have problems or concerns, the people at the clinic
would set me up with someone.

And that was that -- [ headed to the dojo. I was first to arrive. As I started to change, I thought
about the FedEx envelope and opened it.

I guess I have some bladder control again -- [ was sitting in my chair in my underwear, and
didn’t pee when I looked through the thing. They wanted to give me a pile of money, and provide health
coverage for the rest of my life. There were weird phrases in it that I didn’t understand yet were
repeated often enough that they obviously had significance, at least to someone. I dug out the attorney’s
card I’d been given a few days ago and gave the guy a call. Yes, he could help, so I faxed him a copy as
I asked him questions. It turned out some of the language was there to minimize tax consequences. We
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were still on the phone when Abiko stuck her head in the door. I nodded to her, finished up with the
legal beagle, and got dressed.

It was so good to be on the mat again. I was tired, but it was a good tired, and I was flowing,
more so than in quite a while. I flashed back momentarily to a long randori session in Japan -- I was in
that place within myself again, present, flowing, aware.

I was so happy to see Christie come in! I went right over to her.

“It’s so good to see you,” I told her as I gave her a hug. “What’s so funny?”

She was still chuckling as she pulled me to my office. “Do you realize how far you threw Daniel
when you saw me?”

I tried to look around but she continued pulling me to my office.

“How did things go today?” she asked as she hugged me.

I held her, kissing her neck and inhaling her scent. “Jackhammer,” I said, kissing her.
“What?” she asked, leaning back.

I turned so I was leaning against the desk and she was leaning against me. “Richards is a
jackhammer -- penetrating, focused, impersonal.”

Her eyebrows raised. “Well, I’'m not sure I’d...”

I pulled her to me and kissed her, pulling her shoulders to me.

“I take it things went well then...” she sighed, holding on to me.

I held her and rubbed her back. “Yes, from what little she told me, they went well. Actually I'm
quite relieved with respect to a number of issues. And none of it would have been possible without
you...” I held her and kissed her neck. I almost said those three magic words, but I held off for some
reason.

“But right now we should either go back to the fatami, or leave,” I whispered.

She laughed and ran her hands over me. “Oh, I’'m so glad you’re better.” Then she growled, “I
hope you’re not too wiped out...”

I looked in her eyes. “I’m sure you can motivate me...”
Yy y

She laughed and pulled me out of the office. She went to change and I bowed and went back to
class. Abiko had the class lined up and sitting.
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The difference between them -- Christie and Richards -- two different styles. That turned into
my teaching for the evening, the different styles, soft and hard, recognizing not only our own humanity,
but also that of everyone around us.

I have disagreements with the hard style, its confrontational nature. I called on Nathan, one of
our bigger brown-belts to attack me. He outweighs me by thirty pounds or more. I used a ki throw, fast
and hard.

After helping him up and dusting him off;, I told the class, “That’s the hard style --
confrontational. I put my strength and skill against my attacker. If my skill and strength are greater, I
win.” I could tell a number of my students were still surprised at what I’d done to Nathan; I didn’t use
those techniques very often.

“But in life,” I said, softening and smiling, indicating for Abiko to stand, “for so many things,
confrontation is not the answer. For so many things, the answer is not confrontation, but forgiveness.” I
whispered to Abiko the technique I wanted her to use. She smiled and nodded.

I turned and took a few steps away from her.
And I turned again, screaming and charging at her like a madman.

Bless her, she responded perfectly, slamming me to the mat. My ribs hurt, and I leaked into my
gi, but it was a most satisfying pain.

She helped me up and we bowed. The class was in shock. I couldn’t help it, I laughed out loud.

“See the difference? When Nathan attacked me, I confronted him -- me against him, ego against
ego. This time my strength and skill were superior. I defeated him. Again, ego over ego. A short while
ago [ was not so skilled.” T gave a nod to Christie as she sat down in the second row.

I turned to Abiko. “But with Abiko, when I attacked, did she confront me? Was that a clash of
ego against ego? No! She remained at peace with the world around her, opened herself up, accepting,
forgiving, welcoming. No ego there, we became one, in our motion, our energy, our spirit. And she
guided, directed our energy, then separated from it.”

I could see the awareness in some of them. Patti was getting it. Janice was nodding, giving me
the most intense, strange look. She was becoming a regular.

“What happened after I threw Nathan? Did you see how I stood, how I was at the end of the
throw?” I took the stance again, hard, focused. “Ego! Confrontation! Raising my ki against someone,
separating myself from the world! Such foolishness!”

I smiled to Abiko again. “But Abiko -- what did she do?” I repeated the technique she used,
opening up, flowing smoothly, circularly. “I could be dancing in a park” I continued the technique,
humming, flowing, smiling. I heard some of them laugh; good! “Moving in harmony with everything,
blending and flowing,” I said as I moved, continuing the sequence the technique was taken from. “No
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confrontation, no ego. We need to learn to wake from this illusion of ego, to act with compassion, from
our center, from our heart.”

I gestured to the portrait of O Sensei at the head of the dojo. “O Sensei taught us -- if I am one
with the universe and you attack me, you are attacking the universe -- so silly!”

I looked at my students again. I saw a tear roll down Janice’s face. I looked to her and smiled,
then to Christie, and Patti, and to many others -- some would not meet my gaze.

“Please forgive your Sensei, some times he is quite silly.” I told them, shaking my head. “Let us
practice together.”

It took Abiko a while to regain her teaching balance. I made it clear to her that she was to use
me as a tool. I gave myself to the class.

At the end of class, I thought I felt more than formality in the way some students bowed to Abiko
and me. Abiko and I turned so we were facing the head of the dojo along with the rest of the class. I let
the feeling of thanks, to O Sensei for his teachings, for Christie, for Patti, for all those who had helped
bring me to this place -- even my step-father, direct my bow as I called out, “Rei!”

Some students thanked me again as they left. I saw one teenager walking over to his mom, here
to pick him up after class -- he shook his head and sighed, then gave his mom a big hug.

I laughed and hugged Janice and Patti, who were standing near me.

Janice gave me another of those looks, bordering on adoration. I sighed and shook my head,
keeping my arms around the two of them. “I’m only human,” I told them. Abiko and Christie were
walking toward us. “When Abiko threw me, I peed in my gi.” Patti giggled. Good, that was enough to
shake them up.

Abiko paused about five feet away. She gave me a slight bow.

Christie stepped up to me with a big smile, took my arm in hers, and led me to the door.

When we got home, I begged her to take me and use me. She did, oh how she did.
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Walking through Ashes

We made love again in the morning, showering together and managing to get out of the house
more or less on time. I had time before my Thursday classes, so I called the attorney. The thing looked
good to him. He wanted to know if I had a financial advisor. I did, and said I’d get him in the act. The
agreement needed to be witnessed and notarized, their office could do that for me any time I dropped by.

It wasn’t until I was walking over for lunch that I thought of Christie. I saw a young woman
with the same color hair and similar build bouncing along the path with a big smile on her face. I was so
much more relaxed about my feelings toward Christie now. I shook my head -- what was she going
through? That jackhammer, pounding away, digging deeper and deeper.

A class after lunch and I was in the office before going to the dojo.

I was getting ready to leave when the phone rang. “Hawthorne,” I said, answering.

“Roger...”

It was Christie, and from the way she said my name I had a very bad feeling.

“Christie... What’s wrong? What can I do?”

She sighed. “Roger... This is difficult for me, for us both, but I’'m headed back home; we
shouldn’t see each other ... for a while.”

“Christie... Why? Please, tell me...”

“Oh Roger, we’ve both been used... I’ve used you, manipulated you...”

“I don’t have any complaints...”

“You couldn’t, Roger -- not with what’s been done to you, what we did...”

“No Christie -- please listen to me. One of the things I was most worried about, and one of the
things I learned yesterday -- you may have manipulated and used me, but you only succeeded in
bringing out things that were already there. From the first moment we met in the airport, I was attracted
to you. I remember sitting in the back seat of that car, holding your hands and trying to calm your fear...
You’ve taken a seed that was there, and helped it grow and blossom.”

“It’s not as simple as that, Roger...”

“I’m not saying it is... What I’m saying is that [ haven’t been forced or coerced into anything --
remember, we’re still here because I rejected such an attempt, isn’t that true?”

She sighed. “Yes it is, Roger... Oh Roger, I don’t know all of a sudden... I don’t know how to
tell whether something I did was because I wanted it, or because...”
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“Christie, what difference does it make now? That’s the past. But I know how you feel about
that -- I went through that, and I’m still going through that. But I know that my feelings about you
started the first moment I looked at you in the airport. You, the two of you, built on those, but I think
you’d have to agree they grew the way I wanted them, right?”’

“Oh Roger, how I want to believe that... I’m just not sure... I need time...”

“Then let’s go off somewhere for a week or two and figure it out, together, please.”

Another sigh. “Oh, that’s so tempting...”

“Then let’s do it -- now. Where are you?”

“But I know I can’t do that, Roger -- I need the time, alone.”

Three words were on my lips, and in my heart. But part of me thought saying them would not
help matters at all. “Christie, it’s okay to learn from the past, but don’t dwell in it.”

“Yes, Sensei -- some times I just want to be held, have you hold me so I can cry...”

“I’ll hold you and protect you. I’ll do anything I can, you know that -- and I’ll do it because I
want to.”

Silence on the other end of the line -- wheels turning...
“ROgGI‘,”
I knew her answer from the tone of that first word.

“I need to work it out by myself,” she continued. “Roger, thank you so much for all you’ve
taught me. I’m sorry you’ve been hurt, I really am. Perhaps some day...”

“Christie, thank you -- you’ve opened up so many things in me. I’'m here when you need me.
I’'m anywhere you want me to be, all you have to do is call.”

“Thank you, Roger. I know. Good bye, Roger.”

Click.

I sighed and put the phone down. What to say? I had two choices.
“Oh fuck... Ilove you, Christie.” There, said both of them.

Now what?
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I grabbed my coat, closed my office and walked down to the car. I had classes to teach.

“Fuck,” I said, repeating myself as I got out of the car at the dojo. I’d traveled on auto-pilot. I
hope if I do that on the mat, someone whacks me but good...

The dojo was quiet and dark. I changed in my office. Walking out to the mats, I left the main
lights off, just the one always-on fixture illuminating the place. I bowed and stepped on to the mat. I
got my favorite wooden practice sword.

And went to the head of the dojo and sat in front of the portrait of O Sensei, Morihei Ueshiba,
the founder of Aikido. I bowed to him, straightened my clothing, and closed my eyes.

Focus on the breath at the nostril -- breath goes in, breath goes out. Nothing but breath. Life
begins with the breath.

Thoughts, memories, sensations flitted through me. Return to the breath, the sensation of breath
at the nostril. Tears flowed down my cheeks, memories of Christie. I know all is impermanence, all

will pass, but it hurts! Acknowledge that, too -- and return to the breath.

Memories, the past, the future -- what next? What do I do next? What I do now is focus on the
breath. Congratulations, you’re human.

I thought of one of Ryokan’s poems, writing of the anguish of not being able to sleep. Hell, he
was enlightened, and he had problems. I’'m supposed to be better? Back to the breath.

Eventually, sounds behind me -- a car in the parking lot outside, the door opening. Shit -- I’'m
sitting with my back to the damn door. When will I learn? Female voices -- Abiko and Patti? A click
and I sensed the main lights coming on.

“Oh!” one of them said softly. Patti?

I bowed to the portrait of Ueshiba Sensei and turned to them, opening my eyes. Part of me found
a smile. I stood and walked over to them.

Patti is wonderful. She and Abiko both looked at me, and had questioning looks on their faces,
but it was Patti who spoke up. “Sensei, are you okay?” Such heart and courage! I felt that Abiko had
the same question, but didn’t dare ask.

I nodded. “A difficult day -- Christie left,” I told them. For how long?

I turned to Abiko. “What are you teaching tonight, Sensei?”

That did the trick; she recovered quite quickly. The secret to randori -- keep everyone off
balance...

“Sempai Patti, do you feel like working on suwariwaza for a while?”
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I saw the surprise flick over her face.
“Ah, give me a few minutes, Sensei,” she said.

I gave her a stern look, shaking my head, but I couldn’t hold it -- I broke into a smile. “Okay --
five minutes, then we work together.”

She smiled, a bit sheepishly, and bowed.

I took up my practice sword again and let the katas do me. I started with one of my favorites,
then moved to one of my least favorites, one I’d been drilled on in Japan. It had taken me a while to get
over my ego, and realize that while there were differences of style involved, I also had new technique to
learn. I focused on movement, refining the flow. The sword and I are one. The pain and I were still
one as well, but that’s life.

Completing the kata once more, I turned and saw Patti on her knees, working with Abiko. Heart,
and courage! I sat and observed.

On one technique, Patti wasn’t really following through. I moved closer, sitting a few feet away.
“Patti, on that technique, what would happen if Abiko pulled up her right knee sharply as you threw
her?”

Abiko grinned, and Patti frowned. Abiko would clobber her in the side of the head is what
would happen, because she wasn’t following through.

“Do this please -- gently at first, Abiko,” I suggested. “Gently” was mild-concussion strength,
and Patti got the idea really quick.

I had them pause, and demonstrated, slowly, showing the angle of the forearm and upper arm to
distribute the impact. And as I turned my torso slowly, a twinge shot from my left hip, diagonally across
my back to my right ribs and right shoulder. I completed the movement, but then rolled to my back,
rolling to stretch out the muscles. Patti pounced on me, rolling me to my stomach and pressing on my
mid and upper back.

“Thank you,” I told her when I could sit up. I bowed to her.

Patti really surprised me -- she gave me the stern Sensei look, shaking her head slowly, lips
pursed just so, and told me, “You need to take better care of yourself.”

I bowed to her, partly so she couldn’t see the smile on my face.
When I sat up, Abiko was giving me the look as well. She gave a glance to Patti. Women

communicate on channels men can’t understand. They bowed to me, then got up. I watched as they
bowed at the edge of the mat. They headed to my office to do their plotting.
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I sighed and stood, wincing a little. I picked up my friend the sword, and practiced, slow and
even, with breath and ki.

As we gathered for the first class of the evening, I started to sit up front, but Abiko pointed to the
side, where a visiting instructor or dignitary would sit. Her manner and expression left little doubt about
what she expected from me. So I made little bows to her and scrambled over to my new spot, bowing
again a few times as some of the class chuckled. Janice was there, with an interesting look on her face.
Did she know? Most likely.

Abiko and Patti led a very good class. They used me, somewhat sparingly. My shoulder was
still tight, and I had a tight spot low in my back. During the break between classes, Patti rushed off with
Abiko and Janice to huddle. Oh well -- I worked with other students.

Patti came up to me before we started the second class. “You’re seeing my sister at eight thirty
tomorrow morning -- be there.”

I raised an eyebrow. Then I smiled and bowed. A massage would do me good. “Thank you.”
The second class was good as well; they kept me busy.

After the second class on Thursdays, there’s a longer break, about 45 minutes before the yoga
people take over. I’d already decided to do the yoga class.

I went to my office, taking off my hakama and the top of my gi. Hmpf -- yellow spot on my gi
pants from where I’d peed myself last night. Couldn’t wear those for yoga. I got a spare pair from the

drawer and put them on, along with one of my Canondale tank tops.

Walking back on to the mats, Abiko and Janice were still there. Both of them gave me
questioning looks.

“I’m staying for yoga,” I told them.

“Me too,” Janice said.

I plopped down on the mat. Janice stood next to me.

“Were you told to babysit me?” I asked her.

“No,” she replied as she sat down next to me.

I nodded, and she added, “I’m doing it on my own.”

I thought about the stern Sensei look, but instead said, “Thank you.”

I sat in meditation, focusing once more on breath. Thoughts, memories again -- tears coming to
my eyes at Patti giving me the stern look -- she and Abiko were such treasures. Back to the breath.
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What am I avoiding? Back to breath. I’'m trying to escape -- sooner or later I’ll have to deal with it.
Back to breath.

I heard Donna’s voice, she teaches yoga with her partner Bob. I looked around and saw them
talking to Janice. Okay, it’s a plot. What else is new? Go with it.

I hadn’t done yoga in a while, two months or more. I paid attention to what my body told me; it
told me I was still recovering.

After class I was talking to Bob when Janice walked up.
“Thanks,” I told her, “I’m sticking around to lock up.”

She looked me in the eye. “No you’re not. We’re going to get something to eat. My status has
been changed.”

“You’re officially babysitting me?”
She nodded. “Call from the Director. He’s concerned, about both of you.”

“Okay -- where to? Dick’s on 25th by school?” That’s one of my favorite fast food places near
school.

She frowned. “I want to sit down -- how about The Deluxe Tavern.”

“North end of Broadway?” I asked. Shows how little I knew about her.

She nodded. “You want to drive us, or should 1?”

“I’ll go change,” I told her. “and you can drive.”

A few blocks from the dojo, she asked me, “What are you going to do now?”
I shrugged. “Have something to eat, go home and go to bed.”
“Nonresponsive -- you can do better than that.”

Ooh, not going to get out of this one easily. “I’m not sure.”

“What options do you have?”

I nodded. Ihad quite a few. Hmmm, wonder if Samantha, that grad student is busy?
“That’s better -- who is she?”” Janice asked.

I chuckled. “Short-term. I’ve got classes, at school and the dojo, students, a pretty full plate.”
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“And you can leave those in the blink of an eye. You’re overdue for a sabbatical, Abiko and
Patti can handle the dojo, and you have plenty of people who can cover for you at the University.”

“Some conscience you are,” I muttered.
She answered with a glance and a raised eyebrow.

“I could go back to Japan for a while. Hideo-Sensei says I should sit Zen for a month or so. Do
that, then study with him for a while.”

“And what else?”
Did she know about Barbara, the whole thing in D.C.?

“Janice, why do I feel that I’'m playing a card game in which everyone knows the cards I'm
holding except me?”

She nodded, keeping her eyes on the road. “Because you’re smart.”

“Nonresponsive,” I told her.

“How about Kidd Valley -- quick and easy?”

“Now who’s being evasive? Sounds fine to me. I’m not up for The Broadway tonight. But I
wouldn’t mind taking a rain check -- I have the feeling doing a pub-crawl with you would be quite the

experience.”

She smiled and chuckled. “T’ll remember that. You need to heal before you could do the whole
twelve blocks. Roger, you’ve got options and opportunities. Take a break. Have fun.”

“What do you think of Doctor Richards?

She sighed and shook her head. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Hammond -- she may be
good, but she doesn’t have any soul -- surgery without anesthesia.”

“Jackhammer -- that’s my take -- pounding, pounding, pounding away.”

“Yeah, that fits. Christie was so much better to work with. Oh Roger, some times I’m so sorry |
got you involved in this.”

“Janice, thanks, but it’s not your fault. I’m not blaming anyone.”

I looked outside again. The usual high fog and clouds, gray, cold, crummy football team, more
rain coming. It had been cold in the dojo this evening.
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I smiled. “Ineed a change of scenery.” I’d decided. “And something to eat.”

Janice gave me a questioning look, and a slight smile.
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I looked outside again. The usual high fog and clouds, gray, cold, crummy football team, more
rain coming. It had been cold in the dojo this evening.

I'smiled. “Ineed a change of scenery.” I'd decided. “And something to eat.”
Janice gave me a questioning look, and a slight smile.

“Dick’s by school -- I’ll buy -- we can eat in my office at school. I need to check some things,” I
told her.

She shook her head, still with the slight smile. “Big spender... okay...”

We got our burgers and fries. I got a chocolate shake, she got strawberry. In my office, I turned
on the computer as soon as we walked in the door. “Make yourself comfortable,” I told Janice.

She pulled up a guest chair; I laughed as I moved a stack of magazines from that end of the desk
to give her room.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“Me -- two different worlds. I’ve been thinking about getting a computer for home, maybe a
laptop.”

She nodded and looked around. I reached into a desk drawer and gave her a handful of paper
napkins, saving a few for myself and my greaseburger deluxe.

“Yeah, not even a TV set at your place. Did you really build those instruments for your thesis?”’

I swallowed another mouthful of burger. “You actually read that?” I asked in surprise.

Her eyes flared wide. “Wow, good onion -- well, I glanced through it.”

I knew better than to have raw onion at this time of the night. The computer was ready to play. I
started up Mozilla, my favorite web browser, and clicked on an airline site. Luckily or unluckily, I knew
a route to use from a previous “business” trip to Miami. That one had been short and entirely without
incident.

“So what do you do, when you’re not babysitting,” I asked my companion.

She sat back and smiled, stirring her strawberry shake. “Oh, I have a little security company. I
do a lot of background checks for businesses, that kind of thing.”
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I nodded. I booked the portion of the trip to Los Angeles, then the LAX - MIA part. I shook my
head at the schedule. Oh well.

“How long have you worked for our friend Mister Hammond?” I asked.

She glanced up for a moment, then said, “I don’t really know. A few years at least.”

I had to chuckle, understanding my friend David a little better. I glanced back at the screen.
Screw the cost -- I booked it, even with a three—hour layover in Los Angeles. I remembered what one of
my students told me -- that would be three hours I didn’t have to spend in Purgatory, at least if I still
considered myself Catholic.

“What kind of work?” I asked, still prying.

She sighed. “Oh, tails and background checks, escorting people, pickup and delivery, but mostly
North-South. I speak fluent Spanish and Portuguese, so I visited South America quite frequently for a

while, only occasionally the last year or so.”

I leaned over and turned on my printer, then clicked on the screen to print my flight confirmation
information.

“Anything this nasty?” I asked softly.

She sighed and shook her head, taking a sip of her shake. “There were some wild goings on in
Brazil, but we were always above the fray....”

We both sat in silence for a while, finishing our meals. I rummaged my desk for packets of
ketchup and salt, passing a few to Janice and saving a few for myself.

“Who is she? She’s very pretty,” Janice asked, pointing to the picture of Barbara and me from
Washington D.C.

“You don’t know?” I asked.
She shook her head, sucking up the last of her shake.

“Really?” I asked, somewhat incredulous. She’d gone through my thesis, yet didn’t know what
had transpired on my first assignment?

“I don’t know,” she told me, wiping her hands with a napkin. “Should I? Why?”
“Surprised, that’s all. You seem to know so many other things about me....”

She smiled again, gathering her debris and stuffing it back into the bag. “Some things, yes, but
not everything. Roger, you look so happy in that picture.”
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I glanced over at it. Yes, we both looked happy in that photo. Yet we were on stage, and she
knew it. She knew we were being watched, photographed, and I’d been oblivious -- happy, well-laid,
but oblivious.

I sighed and started to shut down the computer. On second thought, I started a cleanup script
that would flush temporary files, optimize the disk, and then shut down. I collected my trash.

“Let’s go -- we can dump this in the can at the front door, otherwise the office will be pretty ripe
in the morning.”

“Yes, Sensei,” she said as she stood up.
We picked up my car at the dojo, then drove to my place. My mind was racing with all the
things I needed to do before I got on that plane at six tomorrow night. I tried to rein in those thoughts --

I’d get through it, and there wasn’t a whole lot I could do now, other than get some rest.

I pulled out the couch, making it up as a bed. That didn’t even get a sideways glance from
Janice.

But as I was getting the pillows from the closet... “Tell me, were you ever scared before a job, a
trip?”

She sighed. I dropped the pillows on the bed and sat in the chair, the same chair Christie had
been in when that phone call had arrived....

She looked at me intently. “Before a job? Not scared so much as apprehensive.”

I nodded. There was a difference. Which was I feeling?

“The first trip to South America -- knowing German would have helped -- [ was apprehensive at
the start, and genuinely scared a few times while I was there. As you’ve said, you plan as best you can
beforehand...”

I nodded. “Then life happens, and you change the plan. Sleep well -- I’ll probably be up early.”

She smiled. “You have an eight thirty appointment, remember?”’

I nodded. “Yes, I remember -- it’s going to be a busy day tomorrow.”

We hugged briefly. She headed to the half-bath, and I headed to my bathroom to clean up.

In bed, on my back, my head was buzzing. Life certainly had happened to me today. I could see
Christie’s point of view -- she’d been manipulated as well, and needed to figure out what the hell was
going on. Had I been screwed with so much I couldn’t even realize it? Was I still deluding myself? No

-- I could still remember the first time I saw her, and the attraction I’d felt. Yes, she’d done everything
she could to make herself attractive to me, but so what?
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So what, indeed -- I glanced over at the clock to make sure it was set for six. I settled back,
focusing on the breath again. Somewhere in the distance I heard a soft feminine voice telling me to
relax and let go. Tears formed as I remembered her telling me she wouldn’t hurt me. Somehow I fell
asleep.

I woke up in the darkness and glanced at the clock -- five forty. With a sigh I sat up on the edge
of the bed. I moved my shoulders and then my upper torso -- not too bad, sore still. Funny how the
right side hurts more than the left -- the right side where my dad hit me, the left where I’d been whacked
in Chicago...

I picked up my fancy cell phone and turned it on. I’d thought about how to place this call, and
determined that short of driving to a phone booth, it probably didn’t matter as far as anonymity was
concerned. If someone was tracking my calls, fine. I dialed the number.

After a few rings, a synthesized voice said, “One moment please...” and after a bit I got
Barbara’s voicemail. “Good morning, this is Roger Hawthorne calling. I’'m proposing to meet...”

A click and her voice, “Roger! How good to hear from you! It must be the middle of the night
still!”

“Good morning! Yes, it’s still dark here. Barbara, I’d like to take you up on your offer.”
“Oh Roger, that sounds wonderful. When do I meet you?”

I took a breath. “How about American flight 276, arriving in Miami at six eleven tomorrow
morning. I repeat, morning.”

I heard her delicious laughter. “Roger, I’ll be there. How long do you have?”

Now I was sticking my neck out. “I’m taking off two weeks, so as much of that as you’d like.

“That’s grand! Roger, I’'m really looking forward to this, even if it will inconvenience some
others; I think the inconvenience will do them good, actually, a reminder.”

I chuckled; we discussed what I needed to bring, and what [ didn’t need. I didn’t need that
much. I didn’t know where we’d be going from Miami, other than I’d need my passport.

As our conversation wound down, something in the back of my mind was bothering me.
“Barbara,” I asked in a serious tone, “I have one request.”

“Roger, of course -- what’s the matter?”

“Barbara, with all that’s happened to me recently, 'm scared. Please promise me that you will
meet me, personally, at baggage claim in Miami.”
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“Roger, I think I understand. Yes, I’ll meet you personally. I promise. I look forward to seeing
you tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Barbara. I hope I'm... Ilook forward to seeing you as well. Enjoy your day.”
She chuckled again. “Oh I will -- some others might not, but that’s their problem!”

We said our good-byes and I folded up the phone, leaving it on. Ten to six -- in twenty-four
hours I’d be landing in Miami, God willin’ and the creek don’t rise. Am I doing the right thing? Should
I have my head examined? Shit, what had I gone through the last few days, if it wasn’t having my head
examined, from the inside out?

I reset the alarm for seven twenty and crashed back in bed.

The alarm went off and I silenced it. I decided I’d better turn it off so it wouldn’t go off
tomorrow morning.... When I got out of the shower, I could smell hot coffee. I got dressed in sweats,
putting school clothes in my bag -- I’d be showering again after my massage.

“Sleep well?” I asked Janice.

She was leaning against the counter sipping coffee. “It’s a lot quieter here than at my place.
Pour you a cup?”

“No thanks -- no coffee until after my massage.” I poured myself a glass of orange juice. As I
put the container back, I glanced over the contents of the refrigerator -- what would go science-project
on me during a two-week absence?

I picked up the cordless phone and started leaving voicemail messages, starting at the top and
working down to the head of my department -- I was taking two weeks off to recuperate. After leaving
the last one, making sure a colleague would be covering my classes, I put down the phone.

“I guess you’ve decided,” Janice said, giving me the eye.

“Like to give me a lift to the airport later?”

“Sure -- what time?”’

“My flight leaves at six tonight.”

She nodded. “I’ll be here at four. That way you can let me know what else you want taken care
of while you’re gone.”

I smiled. That was an offer I hadn’t expected. ““You can stay here if you want, on and off, or the
whole time.”

She smiled. “I’ll do that, at least part of the time. We both need to get on the road...”
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Almost eight -- she was right. “My phone will be on other than the time I’m getting a massage,”
I told her.

I showed her to the front door. She gave me a hug. “Roger, you look more relaxed already.”

I still wasn’t sure. On the way to my massage, I left a message for the attorney. I wanted to drop
by and sign the agreement today at lunch time. Thanks to traffic, I had time to talk to Abiko. She only
seemed a little surprised. She’d survive. Hell, I knew she’d do really well, and so would everyone else.

I left a message for the yoga instructors that I’d be in the dojo from two to three thirty.

I got there, out of breath, at about two fifteen. Abiko’s car was there, as was Janice’s. They
were both sitting in the office, both in the guest chairs.

“Well?” Janice asked as I plopped down in my chair.

I smiled. “Classes and students are covered, the bills are paid for the next month. Signed the
settlement and faxed that off. Even managed to catch a bit of lunch. I’'m going on vacation.”

“Where?” Abiko asked.

“Don’t know,” I told them. I’d also sealed Barbara’s picture in an envelope, and given it to the
attorney for safe keeping until my return, along with other miscellaneous papers.

Abiko gave me a questioning look, and Janice laughed. “Good for you!”
“I hope,” I added, more seriously.

We discussed the dojo schedule, adding Patti and the yoga teachers, Bob and Donna, when they
arrived. I put one of the attorney’s cards up on my bulletin board.

“Are you packed yet?” Janice asked about three twenty.
“Of course not!” I told her.
Abiko, bless her heart, turned stern-Sensei and told me to get out, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Yes, Sensei,” I told her. I bowed to her, then gave her a hug. I hugged Patti, Bob, and Donna
as well.

Janice followed me back to the house. I got out two bags, one to check, and one carry-on. As I
tossed things into them, she asked, “You really don’t know where you’re going?”

My smile faded a little. “I’m meeting a friend in Miami, and we’re taking off from there.”

“Roger, please be careful,” she said quietly.
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I nodded. “Iwill be. Ithink.... If I’'m not back in two weeks, give my friend David at Kroll a
ring.”

She frowned. “I’ll call the Director first. He may have me keel-hauled as it is -- I haven’t talked
to him at all today.”

I moved to the bathroom to get grooming stuff. “I’ll give him a call this evening to clear your
good name. Thank you for your concern -- I appreciate it.”

I saw her standing there, leaning against the doorframe, shaking her head.

I walked to her, putting my hands on her shoulders. “Janice,” I told her, looking in her eyes, “I
don’t blame you, or Christie, or myself. Thanks to you, and to Christie, and probably to many others,
we came out the other side.” I gave her a hug.

Traffic to the airport wasn’t too bad. I got a surprisingly intense hug and kiss as I was dropped
off. Check-in was hurry-up-and-wait, but a little less painful as I was a frequent traveler, and flying
First Class, at least from Los Angeles to Miami. I had time to pick up a sandwich to eat on the plane.

I was cold walking down the jetway to board our bird. I had decided against a warm coat, going
minimalist. Crucial things were in the carry-on, the rest of my one business outfit, some shorts and
warm-weather shirts, toiletries. Other clothing and secondary toiletries were in the checked bag -- if I
never saw it again, I’d be inconvenienced, but not severely hampered.

What did I feel, as acceleration pushed me back into the seat on takeoff? Apprehension, yes.
Fear? Yes, a little. I didn’t know what I was walking into. Should I have given someone Barbara’s
phone numbers, her name? Hell, if they didn’t have my call records, or couldn’t get them.... Stop
second-guessing -- stay present.

My bag was checked through to Miami. I went through another security check, and boarding
pass in hand, checked into the first class lounge to sit for two and a half hours. My stomach was
complaining mildly about the onions and peppers on the sandwich. I started the long-flight routine;
nothing but water from here out.

I looked at my phone as I moved it from my bag back to my coat pocket. I should give
Hammond a courtesy call. I reached for my phone -- wow, another twinge from my right side. I
decided to use the house phones.

I dialed the toll-free number, checking in as number 151, and left a message for Hammond, that I
was going on vacation for two weeks, I’d signed and faxed over the settlement document, and thanked
him again for his concern. The operator wanted a phone number where I could be reached, so I gave her
my cell phone number -- what the hell, they had that already.

But I didn’t hear anything from him. I thought about calling Barbara prior to boarding the flight,
but it was one in the morning on the East Coast. On the plane, I settled in, telling the crew I didn’t want
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to be disturbed. Once airborne, I covered myself with a blanket, reclined the seat, and put on the
provided eyeshades. I thought about the flight home after my first deal, thinking of Barbara and letting
the sound of the engines chase away demons.

But they chased me in my sleep -- I was on that table again, strapped down, with Denise and that
bastard coming at me. I could see the needle sticking out of the end of his cane, and his small teeth as
he smiled grimly. I tried to get away, but was restrained, trying, trying...

“Doctor Hawthorne? Doctor Hawthorne?”

I got a hand free and pulled off the eyeshades. I was on a plane, reclined in my seat with a
seatbelt and blanket over me. A stewardess was at my side, looking concerned.

“Sorry,” I said.

“That’s okay -- we’ll be landing in about forty minutes if you want to clean up first,” she told me
with a smile.

I nodded and popped the seatbelt as I straightened up the seat. Bending forward for my carryon,
ribs on both sides were tender. I got my toothbrush and my rechargeable shaver and visited the head.

Apprehension, or fear? Sitting there, coming in for our landing in Miami, which was it? The
first time I’d practiced with Kenai-Sensei, I’d been apprehensive. The second time, stepping on the mat
with him, I’d been scared, after getting whacked but good the first time. But he was compassionate...

The people I’d been mixed up with recently were not compassionate, and I needed to keep that
in mind. In a weird sense, compassion would have been to kill me outright. Was this a line of work in
which I wanted to continue? Not a whole hell of a lot of upsides to it, especially if Christie is out of the
picture.

I jerked in my seat as the pilot found the runway, punching us down on the tarmac. My hands
were shaking, and my ribs hurt. My hands -- that vision kept coming back -- looking at my right hand.

It flashed into clarity as I flexed my right hand -- hot, burning. I’d done something, and my
stepfather held my right hand under hot running water, pushing me against the edge of the kitchen
counter with his body and whacking me in the head with his other hand. I felt the edge of the sink
against my chest, compressing my ribs...

Back out of it -- I’'m not that little kid anymore -- from where the edge of the kitchen counter hit
me, [ must have been seven or eight. I rubbed my hands together, trying to tell that kid it was all right
now -- he couldn’t hurt us anymore. The pain faded.

“Thank you,” I said automatically, accepting my sports coat from the smiling stewardess.

As I walked up the ramp to the airport terminal, I shouldered my carryon bag, putting the strap
on my left side as the least painful alternative.
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Another flash walking into the terminal, remembering walking into the Denver terminal and
seeing Christie for the first time...

Focus on the present -- connect through my feet -- sweep those feelings into the breath and
exhale them, staying with the present.

I managed a chuckle; we’d pulled into a gate close to the exit to baggage claim, not to one at the
far end of the terminal. Oh well, someone screwed up, I guess.

Four rules: don’t believe anything, pay attention to everything, don’t take things personally --
what the hell was the fourth one? I didn’t remember. I did remember it was from a Cheri Huber book,
one of the ones the yoga folks gave me to read. File this one under “don’t take things personally,” and
pay attention to the present.

Exiting security my awareness picked up; I fell more into the groove. I paused at a newsstand,
glancing over a rack of books and glancing around to see if I’d picked up a tail.

I did get a rush out of it -- there’s one upside to working for Hammond. But I got the same from
doing randori with students, never knowing what they’d try next.

I saw her as I walked into baggage claim. Barbara was standing there, wearing a short-sleeved
top and a short skirt, her blonde hair pulled back, her smile sparkling and her bosom jiggling deliciously
as she laughed with her companion.

Her companion was Oriental (Japanese?), about five four or so, three or so inches shorter than
Barbara, thin, no tits, typical long dark hair, eyeglasses, pants and a long sleeved top. Her posture stank
-- bowed back, rounded shoulders, unlike...

My eyes caught him, standing about ten feet away, dressed casually, but with very attentive
posture, balanced and poised to strike. I returned my gaze to Barbara, but observed him as best I could.
At least one shark in the area, affiliation unknown. What did my posture say? I felt relaxed, open,
balanced, yet attentive. The shark looked taut, ready to strike. Keep looking -- where were the rest?

Barbara spotted me. We met halfway to the baggage carousel and hugged.

“It’s good to see you, Roger,” Barbara greeted me enthusiastically.

“It’s very nice to be seen,” I replied.

As we separated, | winced a little at the enthusiasm of her greeting. Behind her, I saw the shark
move off, walking with intent.

Barbara introduced me to her associate, Mikio. I addressed her in Japanese, and was rewarded
with a shy smile and a blush. As I shook her hand, I measured -- she didn’t have the muscle tone I’d
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expect from a warrior, her posture was poor, and her hands -- soft but the dryness of the skin on the back
of her hand wasn’t matched by her arms, face or neck.

We chatted as we waited for the game of Luggage Roulette to begin. We’d be going to the
private terminal for our flight to the Bahamas, and taking a smaller plane to our destination. Barbara
asked how my flight had been. I told her not too bad, but my ribs still hurt. Mikio became all ears at
that -- she was medical? Dry skin on the hands from gloves and washing, that would fit. Barbara said
we’d talk more when we got on the plane.

I won again -- my bag arrived. Barb insisted on carrying one bag, so I gave her my carryon. I
was relieved to have one hand free.

A car was waiting for us outside, and the driver was a shark. Taut, attentive -- and untrained,
from his posture -- street smarts, mid-twenties Hispanic. The bags went in the trunk, we got in the back,
with Mikio sitting in the middle. I put on my sunglasses and rolled the window down.

The drive to the private jet terminal was short and uneventful. We unloaded and headed into the
terminal, and out the other door on to the tarmac once again. I didn’t bother to take off my sunglasses,
we were inside such a short time. We walked to a waiting twin-engine jet. Hmmm, looked to be a bit
smaller than Hammond’s...

A mid-thirties man dressed pilot-like, with seemingly regulation short haircut and neatly
trimmed moustache, took my bags and closed the door behind us.

“If you’ll find seats and buckle up, we’ll be underway shortly,” he told us.

We could stand up in the middle of the cabin, which was very comfortable, divided by a
bulkhead about ten feet back from the door. Barbara and I sat in seats next to each other, with Mikio
sitting facing us. As we buckled up, I heard the engines spinning up.

As I was deciding whether or not to find the onboard loo, a different male voice greeted us.
“Well folks, we’re currently number eight for takeoff, and are going to be sitting here for five minutes at
least. I estimate ten minutes before we’re airborne.”

“Right,” I said, unsnapping my seatbelt. I hadn’t seen any signs of a loo so far, so I headed to
the back of the plane. I found it by the bulkhead. One of the rules of travel is to pee when you can, as
you don’t know when you’ll get your next chance. When I finished, I took a peek into the rear section
of the plane.

A combination of optimism, hormones, and I don’t know what else had hoped for a boudoir, or
at least a largish horizontal surface suitable for two. What I saw was a very compact medical office.
“Doctor” Mikio?

I sat down and Barbara got up, leaning over to give me a quick kiss on the head, and brushing by
me on her way. I got comfy in the seat.
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“Are you tired?”” Mikio asked.

I replied in Japanese, telling her I wasn’t sure what time it was -- flying East always seems
harder. With a smile, she agreed.

Barbara returned, and after buckling in, she held my hand. I felt a smile break out from deep
inside me.

But after a minute or so, her smile turned to a more pensive look.
I nodded. “Yes?” I asked.

She glanced to Mikio, then back to me. “Roger, we’re concerned about your health. Mikio is a
medical doctor. I’d like her to check you over.”

“As I surmised,” I told her. “As long as you tell me what you find, your suspicions, your
conclusions, fine.”

I glanced to Doctor Mikio, who nodded. Barbara nodded as well.
“I’d appreciate another opinion, anyway,” I told them.

We’d started moving as we talked. As we turned onto a taxiway, I could see a number of
commercial jets in front of us. The old story -- if you’re not the lead dog, the scenery never changes.

“What do you know of my recent medical history?” I asked them.
After a moment, Mikio said, “I have been told that you were assaulted, and injured. That is all.”
I looked to Barbara, and asked, “And what else do you know?”

She nodded, and gave me a slight smile. “Roger, I don’t know anything else. We have not
pried.”

“On this?” I asked.

After a pause and a sigh, Barbara took my hand. “Roger, will you trust me, for a few days?”

I sighed and squeezed her hand. 1 gave her the stern Sensei look. “I am neither a pawn nor a
cat’s paw. If you and the organization you represent are interested in me.... Well, I expect more
information. Until we reach that point, I’'m on vacation.”

Barbara sighed and nodded, her smile returning a bit. “Roger, we have been watching you, with

interest, since you were used as a decoy returning from Japan. We were very close to contacting you
directly when you were contacted by another organization...”
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“Hammond and company,” I added.

“Yes. We waited. And Roger, the way you handled that first assignment exceeded so many
expectations -- some of our people, and I imagine some of Mister Hammond’s, were very surprised that
you succeeded through intellect, strategy, and planning, rather than relying on martial arts skills, as
many predicted. And Roger, I was very, very pleased to meet you. You have exceeded my expectations
as well.”

I nodded, smiling. “Thank you, but nonresponsive.”

That seemed to startle her. She sat in contemplation for a few moments before continuing. She
didn’t let go of my hand. “Roger, we’ve watched, from a distance. The only thing we know of your last
assignment is that it resulted in a major shakeup in Hammond’s organization. From what we can
surmise, you helped expose traitors within his organization, at great risk to yourself. We know you were
injured, with very conflicting reports on the nature and extent of your injuries. That’s all [ know. If the
organization I work for knows more, they haven’t shared it with me. And they know that I will not
tolerate deception from them. I will not deceive you, Roger. I am very much looking forward to
spending time with you. We want to check you over from one end to the other, Roger -- I've stuck my
neck out to bring you in -- that’s the impression you’ve made on me. That’s first. Next is a well-
deserved vacation, for both of us. Near the end of that, if you’re interested, we can talk business. Is that
better?”

“Yes, that helps. Barbara, I don’t know anymore. Have I been deceived? At times, I think so.
Have I been the beneficiary of very selective briefings? Most certainly. Do I understand, from an
intellectual standpoint at least, the reasons for such behavior? Yes. Do I like it? No. Do I have to put
up with it going forward? Hell no.”

She didn’t smile, she beamed. She squeezed my hand energetically. “Roger, keep that attitude!
I hope when we’re rested, you’ll be interested in discussing more. I keep telling people that you’re not
going to go around grunting and breaking bricks with your head! As far as we know, the only time
you’ve used your martial arts skills was in Paris, on a pair of muggers who made a very bad choice of
victim. Other than that, you’ve used your skills to keep yourself out of confrontational situations. I
want you for your brains!” She sat back, gave me a sultry smile, and added, “...among other things.”

“Aikido teaches you to be aware, and to avoid confrontation.” I sighed, glanced to Mikio, then
back to Barbara. “I am interested in a second opinion.”

“We’re number two for takeoff, folks -- please make sure you’re buckled in,” came the
announcement from the front.

I sat back and closed my eyes for a bit. I felt Barbara raise my hand in hers and give it a soft
kiss. I needed that. I squeezed her hand and returned the favor.

We turned to the right. “Away we go,” was the announcement from the cockpit. Acceleration

pushed me back in the seat. Another flight, another trip. What was at the end of this one? Another
flight, another trip, that’s what.
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After a rapid climb, we started to level off. I looked to Doctor Mikio. “Would you like to
discuss medical history?”

She nodded and reached for her bag, taking out a pad of paper and pen. “Yes, please.”

She was very thorough, starting with how I was feeling currently -- tired, sore. Sore where? A
little in the face, left ribs, right ribs -- right side more than left. She was pleased I hadn’t had anything
but water since about seven last night. Then it was into family history. Father died in Vietnam when I
was quite young. No siblings. Mother died while I was in college, an auto accident. What was that
phrase from the report? “Accidental death, not inconsistent with suicide.” The insurance company paid
off, anyway.

I gave her as much detail as I had about the incidents in Chicago. I didn’t know what drugs had
been used on me. While I didn’t know the name of the doctors who treated me outside Pittsburgh, or
even the name of the facility, I had the name of the local Seattle doc.

She asked more about my right side -- she didn’t understand why I had pain there, if the injury
was to the left side. Perhaps something had been missed? I explained that my step-father had beat me
as a child, once hitting me with a belt so hard that the metal buckle dug into my skin, leaving a scar. A
therapist had suggested these painful memories were coming back, brought up by recent trauma. Mikio
nodded, and Barbara put a hand on my shoulder.

Once the seat belt sign went off, we moved to the rear cabin. Well, Mikio and I did. I told
Barbara she could watch if she wanted, but she declined.

Mikio handed me a sample cup.

“I’ll do what I can,” I told her, “I went just before we took off.”

I retired to the loo and managed to provide her a urine sample -- all that water I’d been drinking
has to go somewhere. When I returned, she’d gloved up, and had the exam table pulled out more into
the center of the area. On her instructions, I stripped down to my shorts and got on the table.

I thought I’d had a thorough physical in Seattle! Besides a blood sample, she took swabs from
my nose and throat, then after a multi-lead electrocardiogram, she went over me very thoroughly from
one end to the other. I was particularly tender along the right side, especially as she pushed upwards
under my ribs.

“What is this incision from?” she asked, touching a spot on my right side.

I raised my head and looked at the spot, about three quarters of an inch long, near the bottom of
my ribs. “I don’t know -- I don’t remember it,” I told her.

She nodded and had me sit up.
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After a bit I recognized the next part of the exam -- I’d gone through the same thing with a
neurologist at school, helping with one of his studies, a systematic testing of neural function.

More tapping, prodding, and listening; she told me to stand up.

I stood and stretched, smiling. I thought it was over.

But she smiled, and I knew what was happening next...

“Bend over with your elbows on the table, please, and spread your legs...”

At least she had small hands -- still, it was hard for me not to laugh, as uncomfortable as a finger
up the arse is.

“Very few men laugh during this part of the examination, Doctor Hawthorne,” she told me.
“That makes me special, I guess...”

She managed a chuckle and told me to stand -- we were done.

I turned to her. “No we’re not,” I told her.

To her questioning look, I added, “I want to know what you found, and your concerns.”

“Of course,” she said with a slight bow. “The three of us. You can get dressed. We will
proceed when you are ready.”

I bowed to her and thanked her in Japanese. She returned my bow and stepped out.

When I returned to the main cabin, Mikio and Barbara were deep in conversation. Mikio saw me
and sat back. As I moved to sit next to Barbara, she looked up at me. Her expression was one of
concern and unease.

“Okay, what’s up?” I asked.

“I will get the preliminary blood test results,” Mikio said as she stood.

“Is there a problem?” I asked Barbara.

She frowned. “We’re not sure. There are things we don’t understand.”

Mikio returned with some printed pages. She put them on the table between us.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” she began.

“Please call me Roger,” I asked politely.
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She smiled and nodded. “The preliminary blood tests are in general very good. Your overall
physical condition is very good, with low blood pressure, low resting heart rate, and superb cholesterol
levels. You are disease free, but have an elevated white count, and other signs of an infection. I am
concerned about the incision on your right side. You do not remember it?”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t. Tell me more.”

She frowned. “This is very unusual. It is only a few days old. It was made carefully, with a
surgical instrument, and closed with a surgical glue not commonly available. There may be sutures
below it. Tenderness in the area suggests infection. When we land, I want to do a complete body scan,
for this area as well as for others.”

Barbara asked, “How can you not remember something like that? How long would it have
taken?”

Mikio pondered for a moment. “Opening and closing, ten minutes.”

“And what in between?” I said, feeling myself turning red. I sat back. They didn’t have that
piece of the puzzle.

Barbara gave me a quizzical look.

I smiled. “You’re supposed to ask me, ‘Roger, is there anything you don’t want to tell us?’ and
watch me blush some more.”

Barbara sat back as well, and held my hand. “Roger, why don’t you tell us...”

I proceeded to tell them what I knew and what I surmised of the psychological journey I’d been
on-- drug and hypnosis assisted conditioning in Boulder, some of Christie’s conclusions, the attempts on
our lives, breaking our conditioning and our attacker’s, the debriefing. I kept it short, blunt, and third
person.

Mikio stayed focused. “So you were hypnotized for a time earlier in the week?”

“Yes,” I replied.

She frowned a little. “But I do not understand how this could have been done without you
feeling it, or remembering it.”

I nodded. “They removed the shunt from my leg, and the urinary catheter, without the use of any
drugs. I don’t remember either event, and as far as I know, didn’t feel any pain.”

Barbara nodded. “They are very, very powerful techniques.”

I looked at her. “I hope this doesn’t render me damaged goods.”
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She managed a smile and shook her head. “Most definitely not, Roger. We have people who
can help you, in a much more compassionate manner. If anything, you and Doctor Flynn have shown
the limitations of those techniques.”

I nodded and held her hand.

“Roger, would you agree to stop at a clinic for more tests? They would only take a short time.’

I nodded again. “Under the circumstances, I welcome them. I want to understand what’s been
done to me.”

She glanced to Mikio. “Call ahead and arrange it, please.”

Mikio nodded and got up, moving silently to the back of the plane.

Barbara and I looked at each other again, holding both hands.

“Oh Roger -- | wanted to contact you earlier...”

I managed a smile. “It’s past -- learn and move on. Where do we go from here?”
As if on cue, the plane nosed down a little; we were starting our descent.

“We land, go through brief formalities, then go to the clinic. After that, we get on a much
smaller plane and head for a place where we can rest.”

I started to say something, but paused and sighed. “Barbara, I hope we do more than rest, but
right now, I need to be held.”

She nodded and smiled.

“On the ground in fifteen minutes, folks,” came the voice from the cockpit. “Please clean up
your loose ends, have a seat, and once the seatbelt light goes on, stay seated until we turn it off. We’ll
all live longer that way.”

My stomach grumbled. “When do I get something to eat?”

Barbara smiled a little more. “Not until the tests are over, I’'m afraid. But I assure you, we’ll eat
well where we’re going.”

“I sure hope so. I was promised some good meals in Chicago that somehow never materialized.”
“If you want, when we return, we can go through Chicago and eat anywhere you like.”

I squeezed her hand. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
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“Oh, it’s not necessary, but it might be nice. I enjoy dining with you.”
I laughed. “Did you know I was visited by a pair of FBI agents?”
She frowned a bit, but smiled. “No,”

I told her the story, of them returning my disk, the one seeing her picture and asking me about it,
the other seeing it and choking up, both of them leaving soon afterwards. She smiled and laughed.

“Did you really say ‘Biblically’ to them?” she asked as Mikio rejoined us.
“Yes, that’s what I said, and it crossed their eyes. I still find it hard to believe how lucky I am.”
She chuckled and shook her head. I pulled her hand to my lips and kissed it.

“They will be waiting for us,” Mikio told us when we turned to her.
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Return to Sender

We landed in Nassau, were waved through customs and immigration, and were met by two
gents in a Mercedes sedan. They treated Barbara as a respected superior, and whisked us off to the
clinic.

We drove to an older section of town, large old Colonial-style buildings. We slowed at one,
enclosed by a high fence. The identification on the front was a well-polished plaque which said “647.”
We turned left at the corner and pulled into a private drive. A gate opened for us, and we pulled into a
covered entrance to the building. A young man opened the car doors for us.

“Our bags will be taken care of,” Barbara told me. She turned to the driver and said, “Thank you
for a pleasant trip.” He smiled. “You’re quite welcome, Ma’am.”

We entered a Colonial-style building through a very solid door. The interior was cool and
crisply lit. A young woman in a nurse’s uniform was standing by the reception desk.

“If you would follow me, please?” she said to us with a smile.

I heard the buzzing of a door latch. We went through another very solid door into a hallway.
“Doctor Hawthorne, I understand we’re starting with a body scan?”

“That’s what I’m told,” I replied.

We wound our way through corridors and down a flight of stairs. I couldn’t help but notice the
construction -- if [ hadn’t been told it was a clinic, I’d have guessed we were in a fucking fortress.

A man and a woman met us in the anteroom for the scanner. They had the dark skin of natives,
and wore short-sleeved medical garb.

The man extended a hand, and in a melodious voice greeted me, “Doctor Hawthorne, it’s a
pleasure to meet you. If you would follow me, please sir.” Mikio stepped over to a console which had a
pair of large liquid crystal displays and enough other controls to rival the jet we’d been on, and opened
the folder she’d been carrying.

We went to a small side room. “Please place all your clothing in the closet, and put on this
gown. Join me next door when you are ready, sir,” the man told me.

I didn’t even bother tying the damn thing in the back. There’s got to be a company somewhere
in the business of making flimsy exam gowns. I stepped into the room with The Machine.

The man was standing there, next to a shapely woman also in medical garb. I looked at The

Machine. A large humming cylindrical form, with a very small opening for the sample -- me. Leading
into the sample opening was a plastic sled of sorts, with straps to hold me still.
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“How long is this going to take?” I asked. That opening looked really small.... I was feeling
claustrophobic already.

The woman approached me. “Approximately forty to fifty minutes,” she told me with a smile.

My stomach lurched and my chest felt tight.

“Don’t worry, Doctor, if you’ll recline on the carrier, we’ll begin. Because of the time involved,
the scan is performed under light sedation. We’ll put a mask over your face, and after a few breaths,
you’ll rest quite peacefully. When you wake, it will be all over.”

I nodded and moved closer. “That sounds like it will work.”

They helped me to my back, then started with straps on my legs.

The woman moved into my field of view. “Doctor, I’ll give you these earplugs. When I ask, I’d
like you to roll them in your fingers, compressing them, and then insert them into your ears. Do you
understand?”

She handed me a pair of little yellow foam earplugs. “Yes, I’ve used these before.”

“Good. Then I’ll put the mask over your face. You don’t have to do anything special. Take a
deep breath or two if you like. We’ll take very good care of you.”

“Thank you,” I told her. She nodded and I put the earplugs in. Guess the thing made noise while
it worked.

I closed my eyes as she brought a pink plastic mask to my face. Was it hissing? Don’t know. I
exhaled deeply, took a long, slow breath in, and let it go. I didn’t notice anything, so I did it again. On
the third time, I noticed an aroma, and as I held my breath in, things started to buzz...

I woke covered by a sheet and with a mask over my face. Itook a deep breath -- my right side
really hurt. I stretched carefully and opened my eyes. I was in a small room. Barbara was standing
looking out the window. We were on the second floor. I felt along my right side -- a bandage.

A hand moved across my vision, and I came very close to breaking the arm attached to it.

I looked over to the owner of the arm, a pretty female nurse. She looked quite surprised. I smiled
and let go of her arm.

She looked at me cautiously. “I’ll remove the mask if you like.”
I nodded. She moved slowly and carefully, removing the mask.

I turned more to her. “I’m sorry. You startled me. Will you forgive me?”
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She smiled and blushed a little. “Yes, of course. I understand. I’ll get Doctor.”
Barbara was at my side. We held hands. “I take it there’s a tale to tell?”
She nodded, grimly.

“How long am I going to be here?” I asked, looking at her even though I heard people come into
the room.

“You can get dressed now if you like,” a man’s voice replied.

I looked over to see Mikio and the nurse standing next to an older gentleman, curly gray hair
mixed in with the brown.

I looked to Barbara. “That sounds good to me.”

“We’ll meet you in the conference room when you’re ready, then,” the man said. Barbara and I
watched them leave the room, closing the door behind them.

I flipped the sheet off and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I sat up carefully, but felt
pretty good, aside from the pain along my right side. I had a bandage there, where the mystery incision
had been. I understood all too well why I didn’t recall it.

“This really pisses me off,” I said to Barbara.

She nodded and gave me a hug.

We managed a few more hugs as she helped me dress. My pants and shirt had been pressed.
Looking at my watch, about two hours had passed.

Leaving the room, our nurse was sitting in a chair outside the door. She stood quickly, saying,
“Please follow me.”

We followed her to a small conference room. Mikio and the older man were there, looking at
images on a large LCD.

“Ah, please come in. Doctor Hawthorne, why don’t you sit there, where you can see better. The
rest of us have seen these already.”

I sat in the indicated seat. “Why don’t you give me some good news first. What didn’t you
find?”

The man laughed at that. “Very well. Your circulatory system is remarkably clear -- coronary
arteries, carotid, cerebral, all the way through. Whatever you’re doing as far as diet and exercise, keep
to it and you’ll outlive us all. With your many years of martial arts, you shouldn’t be surprised that

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 145 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

you’ve sustained numerous small fractures in the ribs, some in the hands and arms. But I don’t
understand how you break your little toes. Could you explain that to me?”

I'smiled. “Yes, of course. Could I have some water please? We practice barefoot.
Occasionally, the little toe gets caught on a loop of material sticking up from the mats covering the floor,
or as we practice techniques called foot sweeps, we’ll catch the little toe in the pants leg of the person
we’re practicing with. You learn early on to tape your toes, and that if you do break one, about the only
thing you can do is tape it up.”

Our nurse placed a glass of ice water in front of me. It was delicious.

“That makes sense, thank you,” he told me.

“And about my recent injuries?” I asked.

He nodded. “Your cheekbone and ribs are healing nicely. That isn’t what concerned us.”

“Show me,” I said.

He tapped the keyboard and mouse in front of him. I saw an image of a chest, mine I’d guess,
with something opaque inside the ribs on the right side.

“And what the hell is that?” I asked, pointing to the obvious.

“Indeed,” he said, clicking and bringing up an enlarged image. It was a string of components,
nestled inside my rib cage, a wire extending up the top.

“Holy shit -- a tracking device?”

“That’s what we believe, Roger,” Barbara said. “Would you like to see it?”

I nodded, frowning. A tray appeared with a rectangular metal dish in it. Inside the dish was the
thing, two small cylindrical lumps and a larger cylindrical lump, all along a wire. The whole thing was
only about three inches long, three eights of an inch in diameter, maybe half at the largest, along a wire
that looked to be twenty-two gauge or so.

Mikio said, “Someone was not careful; it started to abscess. We cleaned the area thoroughly.
You will need to take antibiotics for ten days, and we would like to check you again to be sure the
infection has cleared up.”

I shook my head, looking at the thing. I looked to Barbara. “Guesses as to range?”

She shrugged. “It’s being picked up later for study.”

I frowned again. “I sat in on a presentation where folks were using satellites to track Kodiak
bears -- I don’t think their transponders were much bigger.”
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Barbara nodded.
I looked up at the ceiling, then back to Barbara.
“This facility is very well shielded. It will be transported in a shielded container,” she told me.

I looked to the screen again. “Well, this is just peachy. Thank you for getting rid of the thing.
What next?”

The man looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Medically, continue antibiotics and let us check
you again later.”

Barbara asked, “Roger, what would you like to do?”
I looked at the screen. “I’d like to have a copy of that image. I might want to fax it to someone.”

The man nodded. “We’ve prepared a set of CD-ROM:s of the images. You should keep them as
part of your medical records.”

I looked to Barbara and finished my glass of water. “I’ll do that. If that’s it then, I’1l thank you
very much and we can take our leave?”

Glances exchanged, heads nodded. Barbara and I were given the rundown on oral antibiotics.
I’d already been injected with some. Our bags were already loaded into a car by the time we arrived at
the carport.

I sighed as we headed to the airport. Another flight.

We had more traffic this time, though.

I looked to Barbara. “That thing was really inside me?”

She nodded grimly.

“No shit?”

She managed a slight smile. She held my hand. “Roger, I was standing behind Mikio when we
first picked it up on the scan. I’'m glad you couldn’t hear me. I was in the operating room when they
pulled it out of your chest. I watched them rinse it off. I watched them scope out the cavity, clean it,
and stitch you up. We also have videotapes of both procedures -- I think copies are in the bag with the
CDs -- you can watch it and see.”

“But why?” I asked. “Why would Hammond want to do that?”

“Are you sure it was Hammond?”
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That stumped me. “But Janice put a tracker on me for Chicago -- a fake medic-alert thing.”

“Yes, and that one was small and temporary. Without the infection, spiked white cell count,
tenderness in the area, we would not have subjected you to the scan. We would have agreed with you
that any pain was psychosomatic in origin, memories of past trauma.”

“So I was being set up for something down the line? Why?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I do know that you’re very resourceful, and you keep
surprising people. Someone might just be hedging a bet that you’ll pop up again.”

“But not Hammond?”’
With a sigh and a frown she said, “It doesn’t feel like his organization -- too invasive.”

“Then I can’t trust the doc, the shrink, or anyone I’ve seen, and I’m not sure about Hammond
anymore either.”

She nodded.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked.

She understood my question. She took both my hands. “To a private island about an hour from
here. It will be us, the caretakers, who are also gourmet cooks, and a nurse who is a physical therapist
and gives superb massages.”

We sat in silence, now a few blocks from the airport.

“Or we can go back to Miami, or anyplace else you’d like to go. It’s your decision.”

“There’s a wonderful little ski resort outside of Geneva, called Arosa. Still a lot of locals, not a
lot of outside tourism. The Hotel Arosa has a lobby with a great fireplace.”

She smiled. “What are the rooms like?”

I shook my head. “Maybe next week. Let’s go to your island.”
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Saddle Point

The next leg of our journey was in a single-engine, six-seat seaplane. The pilot was an affable
chap in his early 40’s who insisted we go to the bathroom before we started out -- another one of those
practical types. Not a lot of conversation during the flight due to the noise level; we wore headsets
which helped some, and the close seating made for contact between Barbara and me. I didn’t actively
ruminate over recent events, but as we flew over blue water and small islands, I felt things percolating
along inside me.

I knew people who would have found the flight boring -- noisy, lots of water with little islands.
But I marveled at all the shades of blue and green -- so many of each, and took comfort in Barbara
sitting so close to me.

We circled the island before landing -- irregular in shape, maybe two miles long and three
quarters of a mile wide, a bit bigger at the southern end. The house was along the southwest edge, built
into the island from the looks of it, with a number of pools and a tennis court. The center of the island
was a myriad of green shades and textures, with a rim of sand separating greens from the blues of the
water. Hmmm -- funny looking green patch in the center, really uniform... We landed in the water, and
taxied up to a dock.

Standing on the dock was a man wearing a most disreputable wide-brimmed straw hat, shorts
and a short-sleeved shirt, and sunglasses. Like our pilot, early to mid 40’s, relaxed, and in good shape.

Our pilot got out, then helped Barbara and me out of the plane.

“That was the best landing I’ve experienced in a long time,” I told the pilot, shaking his hand.
“Thanks -- I try to please,” he told me.

“It’s good to see you again, Barbara,” our host told Barbara as they exchanged hugs.

He turned to me and extended a hand. “I’m Paul.” His skin was tan and somewhat weathered,
flecks of gray in his moustache and eyebrows.

“Pleasure to meet you Paul. I’'m Roger.” His handshake was warm and firm.

The pilot unloaded our bags. Paul grabbed Barbara’s. I reached for mine, but the pilot took
them.

Paul said, “David, have time to join us for lunch?”
“Wouldn’t miss it!” our pilot agreed enthusiastically.

“Amen to that!” I called out.
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We walked up a ramp, past an orange pole, and up a set of rock stairs. Set back from the stairs
under a ledge was a living area, an eating area, and an open kitchen. In the living area, closest to us with
comfy-looking couches and chairs stood two women, one white, one dark skinned, both comfortably and
casually dressed.

As we got closer, the white woman walked up to Barbara. “Barbara dear -- how good to see you
again!”

As I continued to approach, I smelled lunch -- seafood something, and it smelled delicious. The
area under the overhang was also cooler.

“Doctor Hawthorne, welcome,” the woman said to me. “I’'m Gail, Paul’s wife.”

She moved closer and we exchanged a hug. She was about Paul’s age, early forties. Her brown
hair had the occasional streak showing. Her hug was warm and confident.

“Please, call me Roger,” I told her.
“Let me introduce Jeshan,” she said, indicating the other woman.

Jeshan and Barbara had been hugging. Jeshan looked to be Indian, about five foot six, chunky
build with short dark hair. She approached and we hugged.

“Welcome, Doctor Hawthorne,” she told me.

“It’s good to be here,” I told them as I turned to look around. The space we were in had a
concrete or rock floor, and a similar ceiling about ten feet high. The area was perhaps forty feet wide
and thirty deep, a good-sized area. Toward the back were a pair of doors on the left, and to the right a
performance kitchen -- Wolf range and ovens, large refrigerators, three sinks of various sizes. Lighting
was from small halogen bulbs suspended from wire tracks attached to the ceiling. Before us in the mid-
part of the space was a wooden table set for six.

“I am starved!” I announced to nobody in particular.

“I’ll wash up,” said David, our pilot.

“Roger, if you’ll come with me for a moment? Barbara, you haven’t been here for a while,” Paul
said.

I dropped my coat on the couch nearer the front. Looking at the front a little closer, [ saw a twin
tracks in the floor and the ceiling, and what looked to be roll-out closures of some kind on the right side.

Paul walked to the orange pole we’d passed on the way in. There was a large button on a box set
into the pole about four feet from the base. Paul stood next to it.
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“Roger, Barbara, we have a few rules here. The primary one, is that if you ever hear this
sound...” He pressed the button and a very loud horn sounded, the light on the top of the pole coming
on. Ijumped. A few days ago, I would have peed in my pants. Gail, Jeshan, and David came running
out. David was drying his hands and tucking his shirt back into his pants. Paul smiled.

“When you hear that sound, anywhere on the island, you stop whatever you are doing -- and I
most definitely mean what ever you are doing -- and get out here as quick as you can. Is that clear?”

“I understand,” I told him.
Paul smiled. “Good. More rules later. Let’s have lunch.”

We sat at the table, alternating boy-girl. I sat between Barbara and Jeshan. We had some kind of
seafood, salad, and iced tea.

“This is delicious,” I told them. “What is it, and may I have more?”

Gail laughed. “It’s conch -- a local shellfish. Do you have any particular dietary requirements or
requests, Doctor Hawthorne?”

I shook my head as I downed some more iced tea. “Before I respond, may I suggest some rules
of my own? Requests, at least?”

I looked to Paul, who nodded.

“Please call me Roger, and if you see me doing something dumb, please let me know about it,
and don’t bother about being polite.”

Paul put down his fork and looked at Barbara.
“Barbara, are you sure this is your Ph.D. physicist and University professor?”’
To chuckles from around the table, I raised my glass and said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Gail said, “Roger, you’re here to rest and enjoy yourselves. We’ll be happy to make suggestions
to make your memories positive ones.”

“We haven’t seen you much, David -- how’s business?” Paul asked

“Oh, fine -- I’ve two more pickups to make today, and tomorrow’s pretty busy. As long as the
weather holds out, I’'m fine.”

“That was the best landing I’ve experienced in months,” I told him again.

“Thanks,” he told me.
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“What would you like to do this afternoon?” Barbara asked, putting a hand on my back.

I leaned back from the table. “Shower, nap -- damn -- I bet I’'m not supposed to get this damn
spot wet for a day or so, right?”

Jeshan spoke up. “Oh, a shower is fine -- I spoke with Doctor. You shouldn’t remove the
dressing or go swimming until tomorrow, but a shower is fine.”

Gail asked Barbara. “Have you decided on which room you’d like, dear?”

Paul said, “We have five guest suites, and you’re welcome to use any of them.”

I smirked at Barbara. “Just not all in the same day...”

That got a round of laughter. Paul raised his glass. “I think you’re going to enjoy your stay!”
Barbara rubbed my back. “Do you like morning sun?”

“I’'m from Seattle -- what’s that?” I asked innocently. “I’d like to sleep in, at least for a few
days,” I added with a smile.

“I think we’ll start out in the blue room,” she said with a smile, still rubbing my back.
“More tea?” Jeshan asked.

“Water, please.”

She refilled my glass.

Finishing up, David said, “I need to get going, if you’ll excuse me. Thanks for another delicious
lunch.”

I stood up and shook his hand. Paul said, “I’ll walk you down.”
“Where did our bags go?” I asked Barbara.
“Oh, I imagine Gail and Jeshan took them upstairs. Here she is.”

Gail stood by the double doors. We walked over to her. The doors were surprisingly heavy, and
set into heavy walls. More very solid construction! Stairs went up and down, and the hallway continued
back. Gail led us up.

“Our rooms, Paul’s and mine, and Jeshan’s, are downstairs. They are off-limits. Of course you
can knock or call us at any time if you need something, especially if there’s any kind of emergency.
Anywhere else, if a door opens, you’re free to enter. If it doesn’t open, that means stay out. The
bedrooms are on the next three levels up.”
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The space between floors looked to be two or three feet -- of solid-looking concrete or rock.
Rock faced us on one side of the hallway. We walked down a ways and through another set of double
doors.

The room was blue and cool, the lighting dim. Our bags were inside, next to a dresser with a
large mirror. A large very inviting bed was to the left of the door, next to it a door into what I guessed
was a bathroom. To the right were drapes. Gail walked over to one of the nightstands and pushed a
button. The drapes opened to reveal a pool, too big to be a spa, a rectangle twelve or so feet on a side.
Beyond that we looked out over the island and out over the ocean.

“Beautiful,” I said, moving closer to Barbara, putting an arm around her.

Gail smiled and moved to the door. “We’ll see you later.” She closed the door behind her.

“Like to shower?” I asked Barbara.

She smiled. “No, I flew to Miami last night and showered quite early this morning. I’ll freshen
up while you’re showering, possibly do a little unpacking.”

I stripped quickly, hanging my clothes over a chair by the dresser. I got my bathroom bag out of
my carryon and walked into the bathroom.

Wow -- marble and glass, and bigger than my bedroom! Two sinks, a large shower, tub for two
and then some, lots of fluffy towels.

The bandage on my right side was a type I hadn’t seen before. Shouldn’t be a surprise, I guess. 1
looked at the toilet, in an enclosure larger than my first University office, and decided I was on vacation.
I turned on the water in the shower, got in, and peed there. I stood under the spray, letting it wash away
the miles. It didn’t do much for the other dirty feeling I had.

“How’s that feel?”” Barbara asked.

“Great!” I replied. “Sure you won’t join me?”

She growled, “I’ll be waiting for you...”

I showered and washed my hair. I dried off and shaved. The character in the mirror looked
tired. The bandage on his side looked out of place. At least the bruises had pretty much faded. I hung

the towel over the shower enclosure and waved to him.

The lights in the bedroom were dimmer and the drapes still open. I looked to the bed, and saw
Barbara smiling up at me, moving sensuously under the sheet. Parts of me weren’t tired...
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I slid between smooth soft sheets, closing my eyes as I let my hands and then my mouth find a
warm, soft, receptive body. Her skin was soft, warm, perfumed, and inviting. Our lips connected as the
rest of our bodies did. We kissed and explored. She pushed me to my back, sliding on top of me.

She was hot and wet as we slid together, and her weight on top of me was divine. I wasn’t going
to last long, and I didn’t give a damn. I held her, felt her, and let things happen.

We rolled apart a little bit. She moved to her back, and slid up to her side. I found a nipple and
wrapped myself around her. She wrapped her arms around my head, holding me in place. I sighed, not
even needing to hold on.

I woke up still in her embrace.

“Going to stay there the rest of the day?” she asked, moving my head a little.

In response I snuggled in closer. Her nipple seemed to think it was a good idea. She sighed and
held me, moving a bit. I drifted off again.

I woke up as she moved me to the other side. After a few minutes she said, “We can continue
after dinner, I promise...”

My stomach heard that, and grumbled. I squeezed her, burying my head between her breasts,
kissing her, filling myself with her perfume.

She squeezed me again. I let go as she rolled away from me.

“Meanie...” I whispered.

She chuckled and moved closer, kissing.

We got up and got “dressed.” Looking out over the pool, it looked to be a while before sunset. I
put on underwear, shorts, and a short-sleeved top. She wore undies and a bra, shorts, and a blouse. We
kissed and hugged again before we went downstairs.

“Dinner in half an hour?” Gail greeted us as we walked by the kitchen.

“That would be grand,” I answered.

“Something to drink?” I asked Barbara.

“White wine?”

“And you, Roger?” Gail asked.

“Water for me right now, thanks.”
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I handed a wineglass to Barbara, and accepted a tall glass of ice water. I walked out, down to the
landing, and over to the left where I saw Paul sitting in a chair next to a small table.

“Good evening,” I said as I approached.

He was sipping a glass of iced tea, watching the sun go down. “Well, good evening -- didn’t
know if we’d see you until morning.”

I smiled and sat down next to him. “My stomach insisted.”

He nodded.

After a few minutes, my curiosity got the better of me. “What do you do for power, water?”

Paul took another sip, and refilled his glass from the pitcher on the table. “Care for some?”

I held my glass over and he filled it.

“We’re pretty well set up. We have our own reverse osmosis plant for water, with storage tanks.
LPG and diesel storage tanks as well. For electricity, we have a large array of solar cells and batteries,
plus backup generators.”

“That uniform green area I saw near the center of the island?”

“Very observant, yes -- I can give you the tour if you like. We also have heat exchangers up
there, to cool the photovoltaics, and provide preheating for hot water. We also have wired and satellite
communications.”

“How about food?”

He smiled. “We have bulk freezers and refrigerators for storage deeper inside the island. We
could go about three months without re-supply if need be, but we get regular shipments -- fresh produce,

flowers, that kind of thing. Oh, we also do our own sewage treatment. Why?”

I shook my head. “Why do I have the feeling your little paradise could stand up to anything
short of precision guided munitions?”

He nodded again. “If you’re concerned, we are very secure, and portions are well hardened
indeed.”

I shook my head. “Not concerned, just an observation. The ‘clinic’ I visited earlier today was a
fortress as well, somewhat disguised, but a fortress nonetheless.”

“Something our clients find comforting.”

“And your clients are, if [ may pry?”
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He smiled. “For the most part, people with more money than sense, looking to escape.”

I looked out to the sunset and took a sip of tea. “Hard to escape from yourself...”

“You got that right... Sure you’re a physicist?”

I laughed. “We should be close to dinner.”

Dinner was simple but good. In response to Gail’s questioning, I told her I didn’t agree with
Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, cabbage, turnips, and their close relations, but other than that, I was an

omnivore.

When I asked about schedules, she smiled. They had breakfast in the morning, lunch around
mid-day, and dinner around eight. If we were there, fine.

Jeshan told us she would be available for daily massages, and wanted to check me daily in any
event to make sure I was healing. Fine, in the morning. Barbara chuckled and said she’d manage to get
away from me long enough for a massage.

After dinner, Gail and Paul showed us the liquor cabinet, with a wide range of after-dinner
drinks. One of the other house rules was no glass left this level. Barbara asked for a glass of armagnac -
- I poured some for her, and a little for me. I was familiar with after-dinner drinks, I just didn’t have
them very often. The stuff we had was very good, almost evaporating in your mouth.

Our hosts bid us goodnight and headed downstairs. We headed upstairs.

“Mind if I have a soak?” Barbara asked.

“Not at all,” I replied as we undressed.

She gave me an impish look as she slipped into the pool, going in to shoulder-deep. I sat on the
edge, then slipped in, sitting on a step, keeping the bandage on my side high and dry. The water was
lukewarm.

“I thought we’d have a lot of bugs,” I mentioned.

She looked beautiful in the water. Of course, she looked beautiful out of the water. “Oh, they’re
here -- you’ll notice them if you’re outside and the wind dies down, and especially around sunrise and
sunset. Inside, there are air curtains or something like that at the openings, positive pressure, that keeps
them out. Paul can explain it to you if you’re interested. We have screens we can close to keep out bugs
yet let in the light.”

“Barbara... I hope you don’t mind, when I hold you...”

She slid over next to me, moving between my legs, her breasts moving against me.
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“Roger, I like it at least as much as you do. You need to be a little more gentle some times...”
“All you have to do is squeeze me and tell me...”

She wrapped her arms around me. My cock was bulging between her breasts. “What do you
need, Roger?”

“You on your back, please...”

I helped her out of the pool. “I’ll be right back,” she said, gathering a towel and walking into the
bathroom.

She returned, wearing a terrycloth robe. “Where would you like me?”
I took her hand and moved her to the foot of the bed. I tossed one of the big pillows on to the
very hard floor. I went down on my knees and spread her legs. As I started kissing the insides of her

thighs, she sighed and leaned back on the bed.

She was delicious. I loved hearing her, and the way her legs muffled and amplified the sound at
the same time.

She started pulling at my head, pulling me up. I sat up and rolled her to her stomach, flipping up
her robe. Her bottom looked so soft and inviting. I slid into her, leaning forward and biting the back of
her neck. Ididn’t last long, but enjoyed every moment.

We managed to crawl into bed. I snuggled in again, and felt her arms wrap around me.

It was dark when I woke. I found my way to the bathroom and sat on the can. I drank a large
glass of water, then returned to bed. As I relaxed on my back, she curled up next to me, her head on my

chest. I put an arm around her. Her contented sigh filled me with joy.

I woke partially, arms pulling me closer. I snuggled in. “Gentle, gentle,” she whispered, holding
me tighter for a moment and melting me into her.

I was still in twilight as we made love, the twilight of her embrace. We snuggled again
afterwards.

“We should get up.”
“Why?” she asked, pulling my head closer again. I sighed and let her hold me, drifting off.
“I need to get up,” I whispered a while later.

“Why?” she asked, squeezing me. I sighed and let go to her.
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“I need to pee, and I'm thirsty.”

She moved me to her other breast. “Meanie... If you insist.”

She was on her back again, with me curled up at her side. I moved a hand to her center, teasing
her gently. She warmed up to that; soon we were moving in synchrony. I had to concentrate when she
squeezed me -- all [ want to do when that happens is hold on. Her breathing quickened, accompanied by
soft noises. Her soft noises turned into a moan and a shudder. She moved my hand to her waist, and
wrapped her arms around my head once more.

She let go of me a bit later, and I got away, but not before kissing her on the head.

I visited the bathroom, cleaned up a bit, and got “dressed,” wearing a pair of shorts that doubled
as swim trunks, and a short-sleeved shirt. I headed downstairs. One of the kitchen clocks showed it was
a little after ten in the morning. I was looking over the bowl of fruit when Jeshan appeared.

“Good morning. You slept well?”

“Very well, thank you.”

“Would this be a good time?”

I looked at the fruit. “Yes, why not.”

She had an infectious smile. “Why don’t we go to my office then.”

I followed her back through the double doors and down the corridor.

“Here we have a business office, if you need to use it,” she pointed out as we walked by.

Her “office” was next to it. Part of it was set up for massage, the other part was a medical office
which included some interesting equipment -- I recognized the portable defibrillator on the wall, the

EKG machine; she walked over to another piece of equipment and turned it on.

She patted the exam table. “If you would remove your shirt and recline on your left side, we’ll
see how you’re healing.”

Getting closer, the gadget she’d turned on was an ultrasound machine. “We’ll wait for it to
warm up,” she said. As I took off my shirt, she added, “The head actually heats up so it’s closer to body

temperature.”

As I stretched out, she asked, “Any discomfort from the site?” I felt a cool hand on my right
side.

“No,” I answered.
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I answered a little too soon -- she yanked the bandage off in one quick motion. “Until just now,”
I added.

She sprayed something over the area which took away the burn. “The quick way is usually the
best. Let’s take a look.”

She moved the instrument cart so I could see the display. She looked at the outer incision, which
was healing nicely. She scanned the area on the inside of my ribs, looking for signs of infection, and

there weren’t any. She also checked blood pressure, pulse, and temperature.

As we moved back to the massage side of her office, I asked her, “You seem concerned about
something.”

She nodded. “You are physically active, yes?”

I nodded. “Compared to most, yes.”

“How flexible are you? Do this for me, please.” She raised her hands overhead, palms touching,
and leaned to one side. “Crescent moon,” I said, doing as the yoga teachers had tried to teach me --
hands overhead, but keep the shoulders down, lean with an exhale, up with an inhale, lean to the other
side with an exhale. “I can feel something tugging on the right side,” I told her.

She nodded. “Touch your toes, please?”

That was easy. I bent forward, keeping my back straight, and put my palms on the floor with
ease. When I raised up, I could practically hear Donna’s voice, “roll up vertebra by vertebra,
unwinding, chin to the chest and the last to raise...”

Jeshan smiled. “Very good! Iam concerned that adhesions could form on the right involving
the intercostals. We can work on preventing this, and you should work through a full range of motion

each day for the next few weeks. Now if you would disrobe for me, we can get started.”

She pounced on me with vigor, working deep on muscles and fascia, reminding me of the
Rolfing series I’d done a few years earlier.

When we were done and I got up, I thanked her. She looked at me and shook her head, almost
laughing. “Oh Roger! I can also do a more relaxing massage -- later today, you’ll see.”

I smiled and nodded. “What you did was superb -- a few more days of that will help me
greatly.”

She nodded, looking amused. “We have time for both -- you are the only two guests we have.”
“Thank you again -- I look forward to both kinds of work.”

I got dressed and headed out.
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I stuck my head in the “office” for a moment. Two fax machines, two computers -- a Dell and a
top-of-the-line Power Mac, laser and color printers, two phones. Efficient in a small space.

Rather than head back to the kitchen, I let my nose lead me the other way, passing Jeshan’s
domain once more. I came to a set of industrial-looking double doors on my left, and a set of double-
doors about twenty feet down the hall which looked as if they’d go outside.

Peeking in the industrial ones, I saw a commercial kitchen -- very nice setup.

The other double doors led out onto a very nice patio area. I was standing in a large area covered
by a shade cloth. To the left was a large pool, about half of it covered by the shade, and half uncovered.
Paul was skimming stuff off the top of the pool.

“Good morning!” he called out. “Sleep well?”

I walked over to him and shook his hand. “Very well, thank you. Jeshan just checked me and
worked me over.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And now you’re ready to collapse for a while...”
I looked at the pole he had in his hands, and the open area behind me.
“Not quite, in fact I’ve got an unusual request, if you don’t mind.”

“Try me -- no harm in asking.”

“Thanks. I’d like to use a wood or bamboo pole, that size or a little smaller in diameter, oh five

feet long, and another one, about half the diameter, about three feet, a meter long, if you had something
like that.”

He thought for a moment, his eyes going up and to his left. With a smile he said, “Be back in
about ten minutes. Oh, if you want to use the pool, rinse off first, it’s easier on the filters. Towels are in
the bin over there.” He pointed to a large plastic garden bin.

“Got it,” I told him.

He headed off.

I walked back to the shaded area. From one end I could look out to the little harbor area with the
dock where we’d come in yesterday. Very pretty blue water -- bet they had some snorkels and fins I
could use. Turning around, I could visualize the area we were in filled with tables and chairs, and an
assortment of people. I laughed -- I could hear them bitching and complaining, even in a place like this,

bringing their demons with them. Of course, what demons had I brought with me?

I ditched the sandals and my shirt. I stood and bowed to the ocean, then started practicing kata.
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I moved slowly at first, feeling the motion, feeling Jeshan’s work. I let the kata do me.

I was breathing and moving much more freely when I saw Paul approaching. I bowed to the
ocean and walked over to him.

“That’s what I thought,” he said. “Will these do?”

He handed me a nice looking staff, and... “Shinai -- where did you get a kendo sword?”’ I asked
him as I handled the bamboo sword. It was old, and needed some care.

“Left over from some visitors a number of years ago. I might still have a shorter wood one
around; I’ll get a chance to look for it later.”

I smiled and shook my head. “These are superb. Thank you very much.”

“You’re quite welcome. I’ll call you for lunch.”

I wanted to play with the sword -- I’d watched some Kendo practices and competitions in Japan,
and studied it a bit, but not really seriously. It was longer than the usual bokken, practice sword, used in

Aikido and similar arts, really meant for two-hand work.

It was old and well-used. Cloth tape on the handle had been applied in layers. This sword had
seen much practice. “I am honored to meet you,” I told the sword in Japanese.

The shinai isn’t tapered at the tip -- we moved differently together. We practiced together, the
shinai and I, learning to become one.

I saw Barbara walk out. I completed the kata, and bowed to the sea.

“Hello there! Come to gather me for lunch?” She was wearing a wrap over a two-piece bathing
suit. I gave her a hug and a kiss.

“Yes, but I could have watched you practice some more.”

“Oh, there will be time for that. That was fun!”

She laughed and felt my back. “I can tell -- you’re smiling again.”

I put an arm around her waist. “Wasn’t [ smiling when I was in your arms?”

“Oh you were -- but that was a different kind of smile. I like that one too...”

I went to the bin Paul had indicated earlier and took out two towels. I folded them and used

them for stands for the shinai and the staff, placing them facing the ocean and bowing once more. Then
I got up and put on my shirt.
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“Why do you do that?” she asked.
“What? Bow?”
“Yes, and put the sticks like that.”

I put an arm around her. “To show respect. The sword I was using is old, and has seen a lot of
practice. If treat it with respect, it will teach me well.”

She gave me a curious look and put her arm around me. We headed to lunch.

Lunch was a very tasty salad, with conch in it. I had half a glass of white wine with Barbara, and
a lot of water.

“Would you like the schedule for this afternoon?”” Barbara asked me as we were sitting around
the table. Paul had taken off , and Gail was in the kitchen cleaning up. Jeshan was nowhere to be seen.

“There’s a schedule? I was hoping to get a nap, and not alone.”

She smiled and moved closer, putting a hand on my back. “That’s good... We can go back to
the big pool if you like, but later on, you get another massage, I get one, and we get our nap.”

“Mmm... I like that. I can practice some more.”

Her hand on my back became a little more insistent. “You should save your energy -- Jeshan
told me you wanted a nice relaxing massage, and that’s what you’re going to get. And that’s what she’s
going to do for me as well, but I’'m warning you -- her massages leave me relaxed and very, very
aroused...” She leaned over to breathe heavily in my ear.

I moved a hand to her legs, stroking softly. “We could go somewhere and I could help you...”

“I want you to save your energy for later...”

“I bet you’re as tasty now as you were last night...”

She chuckled in my ear. “Let’s go to the pool...”

She led me, erection and all, back to the pool. “Stay in the shady part,” she reminded me as she
slipped into the water.

I put my shirt on a lounge and got in. The water was warm and refreshing. I caught up to her,
pulling her to me. Her legs went around me as we moved into a kiss.

“I could put you up on the edge of the pool and devour you,” I whispered in her ear.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 162 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“Mmm... That would be nice,” she mused, kissing my neck.
“Well, here, or wherever you like...”
“We can go upstairs in a while...”

We kissed more and she swam off. I must have given her quite the look, because she stopped
and laughed. “Oh Roger! I want to stretch out a bit!”

I laughed as well. The pool was shallow, at least in the shaded end, with a gentle deepening
slope. I moved so I was in up to my neck, and started practicing again. It was a lot different, moving
through the water. I could feel some things a lot more.

Barbara swam up to me, wrapping herself around me again. After we kissed, she said, “You
were looking serious -- I needed to rescue you.”

I hugged her. “I was having fun! Really!” I hooked my fingers into the back of her swimsuit
top. That startled her initially, but she responded with a tongue in my ear.

“Time to go in?” I asked, double meanings intended.

She chuckled in my ear and turned me. Jeshan was standing by the doors. “I think so...” Then
to Jeshan she called out, “The usual place?” Jeshan nodded. Barbara said, “We’ll be up in a few
minutes.” Jeshan turned and went back inside.

“Time to get dried off,” she told me.
But she didn’t want my help getting dry, even though I tried...

Mostly dried off, with towels wrapped around us, we went back inside. To my surprise, though,
we went upstairs, up three flights. “Are we in a skyscraper?” I asked as we headed up the stairs.

“It’s built into the side of the island. Ask Paul to see the photos they took of the construction; it
really is something.”

We went through another set of very solid double doors and down a long hallway to another set
of doors. The hallway was rock on the top, bottom, and my right side, and windows on the left looking
out over the island and out into the ocean. The view was spectacular.

A carpeted office was on the other side of the doors, complete with desk, chairs, and a couch
with windows over it. We went through the door on the other side of the office and into a room that was
light and airy, with windows on three sides. The room must be sticking out of the island. A large bed
with various pillows was against the wall. Jeshan was sitting in a chair next to a massage table. Unlike
the room we’d been in last night, this one had a telephone next to the bed, a very business-like table and
chair on the other side of the room with its own phone, and a cabinet that probably had a television in it.
The floor was carpeted, with a thick pad underneath.
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Barbara kissed me on the neck. “I’m going to shower. Enjoy your massage.” I gave her a hug
before she got away.

“How are you feeling?”” Jeshan asked me.

I smiled. “Very good, thank you. If we could tomorrow, I’d like more of the same deep work
we did earlier, especially on my upper back, and my hips.”

She beamed. “Of course, I’d be very happy to. But for now, [‘ve been asked to give you a very
relaxing massage.” She turned serious for a moment. “I do not do anything sexual,” she told me. Then
with her smile returning, “Is there anything in particular you find relaxing?”

I slipped off my shirt. “Yes -- coach my breathing, and as I exhale, tell me to relax. Press on my
upper back, my shoulders, and tell me to relax. When I’'m on my back, work on my head and neck and
turn me to jelly -- I'm sure you know how.”

She nodded. “I’ll let you get on the table, towel over you, and we’ll begin.”

She stepped out and I arranged myself on the table, sans trunks, pulling the towel over my rear. |
was feeling a little cold; the room was air-conditioned.

I heard the door again, and felt her warm muscular hands on my back. She felt along my
shoulder blades. “Yes, we can free up quite a bit in here, but that will be for tomorrow.”

She started with long gliding strokes. I’m used to massages, and to matching my breathing to
whoever is working on me. But with Jeshan, I deepened my breathing and we meshed together. After
the third or fourth stroke where I exhaled as she pressed down on my upper back, I felt her hair brush me
and she whispered, “Relax,” as she pressed down. Ilet go. Twice more and I was floating.

I remember when she had me on my back and started working my neck and the back of my head,
I moaned. Something soft and scented covered my eyes. A sheet was over me, and [ knew [ was tenting
it. Jeshan whispered, “Relax” in my ear and I sighed, letting go again to her hands at the back of my
head. Barbara’s voice joined in my other ear.

I woke some to motion -- the bed I was on moved a bit. Ireached up to move the thing covering
my eyes, but was interrupted by a warm, soft body on top of mine. I slid my arms around her and we
kissed as parts of me woke up fast. I managed to get her on her back, and slid down her body. The tops
of her breasts were perfumed, and more delicious than before, but I didn’t stop there for long, even
though I had to work out of her enticing grasp to go lower.

I could smell her as I moved between her legs -- she was hot, wet, and delicious. I devoured her,
reveling in the sensations. My back was cool where it was exposed to the air, and the inside of her
thighs were hot as they pressed into my ears and on to my shoulders. She rocked and buckled beneath
me, her cries of ecstasy at the same time muffled and amplified by her thighs squeezing me tight. I
slipped a finger inside her, hooking it back, and thought for a moment she was going to shake us off the
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bed, but her hands found my head, holding me, urging me, until she shook again and her hands slipped
away.

I kissed her, enjoying her taste and scent, and started kissing my way up her body. I paused to
rest my head on the soft little pillow below her navel before continuing. I slid up her, taking her left
nipple as I slid my hands under her, turning us so she was partially on top of me. As we rolled, her arms
came to life again, holding me to her.

She held me, squeezed me, and got me on my back. We plunged together and I felt her tremble
around me again as she held my head in place. She rode me as she held me. I moaned as I felt myself
approaching the point of no return. Her motion changed, the way she held me changed, slowing and
drawing me over the edge. She let go of my head and I gasped in air.

We rolled to the side a bit, and as my gasping subsided, she pulled me to her again. I grabbed
the cover we were laying on, and pulled it atop us as we snuggled together.

A strange sound in the distance -- ring, ring -- a telephone, Continental style. She moved out of
my grasp and intercepted the next set of rings. “Yes?” She laughed softly. “We’ll be down, thank

2

you.
Then I was in her embrace again, held to her softness and perfume. I accepted her gift hungrily.
“You’re insatiable... We have an hour before dinner.”
I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her partially on top of me again. She sighed and held me.

We got up a few minutes later. We’d been on a large terry bedcover, so the rest of the bedding
was unscathed, much to my amusement.

“Would you like to spend the night here?”” she asked, moving close.

“If that’s where you’ll be, certainly,” I told her, kissing her neck. I moved us closer to the bed
and started to sit down, but she pulled us to the bathroom.

“Oh no you don’t -- dinner tonight is special, and I don’t want to miss it!”

I moved quickly and blew a raspberry in her navel. She shrieked and started laughing, so I did it
again, with more vigor.

We ended up on the bed again, and I slid into her, pulling her legs up and putting her calves on
my shoulders. I picked up her bottom and slid a pillow under her, holding her waist as I pounded into
her. Neither of us lasted very long.

Letting go of her legs, sliding down and kissing her, I asked, “Shower with me?”

She sighed with a satiated smile. “If that’s where you’ll be, of course...”
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The shower had three shower heads, and was grand. We washed each other, and I started going
down on her again. She pulled me up, and I tried to stay at her breasts. “You are insatiable!”

“And you are delicious!” I told her, pushing her against the side of the shower and kissing her.

We made it downstairs for dinner. When we went through the double doors, I could smell it --
lamb.

“I haven’t had lamb in I don’t know how long!” I said as we walked to the table.

Gail nodded with a smile. “New Zealand lamb, and if you like lamb, we have some superb
Indian dishes we can do.”

“By all means!”

Dinner was rack of lamb, potatoes, salad, red wine. Simple, elegant, delicious.

“Thank you for a wonderful massage,” Barbara told Jeshan.

“Yes, thank you -- I enjoyed both very much,” I added.

Paul gave me a raised eyebrow. “You like the knuckle and elbow-in-the-back stuff?”

I smiled and raised my wineglass to Jeshan. “Oh, it can be intense, but it helps quite a bit.”

Jeshan smiled. “And now I know how to help you through the intense moments...”

The memory of her squeezing the back of my neck and whispering ... I almost dropped my
wineglass. My hands went cold as I set it down.

Barbara’s hand went to my back. Somehow, I didn’t flinch. “Roger? What is it?”

I closed my eyes briefly, taking a breath and letting it out. I picked up a lamb bone and chewed
on the end a bit. I wiped my right hand on my napkin and held Barbara’s hand. “Not important now -- a
memory.”

I picked up my wineglass. “Thank you all for superb hospitality.”

We finished our dinner, the table quieter. I was painfully aware that I’d spooked folks, and did
my best to downplay it. I talked to Jeshan about working my upper back, and asked Paul what time the

sun came up. Table banter returned, and even started to feel relaxed.

Paul and Gail insisted on clearing the table. “Créme Brilée for dessert?” Gail asked. I rolled my
eyes and smiled. “I’m in heaven...”
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Gail laughed. “I’m glad -- oh shit, Paul, I don’t know if I have enough gas. We may need
another canister.”

That got my interest. I turned and looked to the kitchen. Gail had a gas torch in her hand.

“Never seen this? Come watch,” she said.

I got up, and Barbara followed, arm around my waist.

Gail had five little custard cups sitting on a large cookie sheet. She lit the torch. “We keep a
bunch of these made up and in the freezer. The only thing you have to do is caramelize the sugar, which
is done like this...” She adjusted the flame, played it deftly over each cup, and turned off the torch.
“And just in time -- we’ll need another canister, honey -- I think that was my spare.”

“On my list,” Paul told her.

I devoured mine, and used a finger to clean out the bowl.

Gail laughed. “I can fix you another -- we have plenty.”

I shook my head. “No, please -- one is plenty -- for tonight, at least!”

“Restraint is not something we hear commonly,” Gail chuckled.

Paul swirled the last of his wine. “Oh, I don’t know -- there were those folks from San
Francisco...”

Now Gail laughed and shook her head.

“I don’t think I want to know,” I muttered.

“Oh?” Barbara whispered hotly in my ear.

Paul hopped up. “T’ll help you clean up.”

“So will I,” Jeshan added.

“Walk with me?”” Barbara asked.

“Sure.”

I poured each of us an after-dinner drink, in nice looking plastic. As we walked to the steps,
Barbara opened a cabinet and took out a small hand-held radio. To my questioning look, she said,

“We’re probably just going down to the dock, but if you’re going out of sight of the house, you need to
take one.” I nodded.
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We walked down to the dock, and a little off to the right. Not surprisingly, there was a little rock
outcropping with a table and a bench. We sat down. We held hands.

After a few minutes I asked, “Would you like to know?”

She smiled and nodded. “What happened at dinner? Yes, if you want to tell me.”

I'sighed. “Another piece of the puzzle -- the thing in my side.”

Her brow furrowed. “Yes?”

“Don’t think it was Hammond, or Doctor Richards. Think it was the physical therapy crew.”

“How?” she asked.

I took another sip of my stuff -- high octane, and good. “Jeshan reminding me -- relaxing me -- I
remember another voice, the voice of the gal who led the so-called physical therapy. Oh they did that,
but I remember her voice taking me deeper at the end, a hissing noise, and specifically remember her
voice whispering in my left ear, telling me that any pain in my right side was from memories of my
father.”

She nodded. “That’s incredible. What do you want to do?”

I shrugged. “I figure I should talk to Hammond -- beard him on the whole thing, and if he didn’t
do it, then he’s got more rats than he thought. What do you think?”

She shook her head. “I have a specialist I’d really like you to work with. From what we knew
already, she’s very interested as well.”

I was uncertain, and it undoubtedly showed. “I don’t know.”

She nodded. “I understand. I’ve worked with her personally. She’s very skilled, and very
compassionate. She has my complete trust.”

Trust -- an interesting term. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that any more. I’d trusted Christie.
Did I still? Would I still? “Where is she?” I asked, to keep things rolling.

“Madame Dumay is in Paris.”
I nodded. “This is a wonderful time of year to visit Paris.”
Barbara looked at me in shock and dismay. “So gray and cold!”

I smiled. “And so free of tourists! I remember the first time I saw the Hall of Mirrors, on a gray
day in February... It was spectacular.”
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She looked in my eyes. “It would be, with you.”

My glass was empty. “I need to be held,” I told her softly.

She nodded slightly. “So do I.”

I could hear the emotion in her whisper. “I’ll hold you,” I said, drawing her into my arms.

After a while we headed back inside. We dropped off our empty glasses and went upstairs.

A few minutes later found us in bed, with me on my back and Barbara curled up next to me.

I woke in the dark, got up, and spent a few minutes on the toilet. When I finished, I stood in
front of the windows, looking out at the night sky. The stars were gorgeous. I remembered visiting a
colleague in New Zealand a few years earlier, the beauty of the night sky, and especially, the Southern
Cross.

I had a sabbatical coming -- where did I want to go? I could go to Geneva, or Boulder, or New
Zealand. Why did I want to go? I had students who loved me, well not literally, but I was appreciated
both in the classroom and the dojo. What had I said to Paul? It’s hard to outrun your own demons. Go
sit Zen for a few months? Or find a skullcracker? Geneva to Paris and back was easy, if the person
Barbara mentioned was good. Christie, oh Christie -- you opened up so much in me.

I turned and saw Barbara sitting up in bed. She got up and came to my side.

“What can I do?” she whispered.

“Nothing, just thinking,” I whispered back, putting an arm around her waist.

She kissed my shoulder, then stepped away, into the bathroom. When she returned to my side, I
could smell her perfume. “Would you like me to help you stop thinking for a while?”

I turned to her. “Yes, please.”

Back in bed, she pulled me to her chest. “Use me, please,” I whispered. She held and squeezed
me until [ was delirious, then rolled me to my back and used me. Hearts still beating fast, she held me
again, rocking gently, leaving no room for silly things like thoughts.

I woke to early morning sun. I kissed her as I got out of bed; she smiled and snuggled in. I
cleaned up in the bathroom a bit, then put on my trunks, a shirt, and got my sandals. I headed
downstairs.

I wasn’t sure what time it was; the sun was just coming up. That was strange, seeing the sun

come up over the water. Part of that Left Coast reference frame, I suppose -- [ was used to seeing the
sun set on the water. Well, we could watch both here.
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I headed outside to the pool area. I took off my shirt and sandals, picked up the staff, and started
in.

I don’t know if it’s a bad habit or not; after a while, I let my eyes close so I could better focus on
kata. There was a three—foot or so textured border on the area I was using for practice, so like being on

the mat, [ had a kinesthetic sense of where I was, and if | was getting close to an edge.

Something told me I wasn’t alone. I completed the kata, facing where I though my visitor would
be, and opened my eyes, staff raised.

Paul was standing there, a plastic cup in hand. “Good morning,” he said. “Hope I didn’t disturb

2

you.
I lowered the staff and bowed. “Not at all. I think I’'m ready for a dip in the pool.”

I bowed to the “front” of my impromptu practice area, replacing the staff, then walked over to
the side of the pool.

“Would you mind if I videotaped you practicing?”’ Paul asked.

“Not at all. If it turns out good, I may want a copy, though.”

“That’s not a problem. Don’t think I’ve seen anyone as smooth...”

I sighed as I stepped under the outside shower and rinsed. “There are a couple of old guys in
Japan that make me look like a twitching fool...” Was it time for me to go back and study with them?
Alternate practice with sitting Zen?

Too much thinking -- I dove into the pool and swam to the far end. The water was refreshing.

Paul started skimming debris out of the pool at the other end. I looked up again into the sky.

“Are we going to have rain? Those look like storm clouds,” I asked.

He nodded, moving slowly and with economy as he skimmed the pool. I smiled -- he was
moving with ki, from his center. He’s had some training somewhere.

“Yep, probably this afternoon. Not uncommon for this time of the year. I haven’t looked at the
satellite pics this morning, but I don’t think we’re in for anything nasty yet.”

“Yet?” I asked.

He looked at me and nodded. “This is hurricane season. We usually have a few days notice,
though.”

“That’s comforting,” I said, swimming on my back, using my arms.
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“Oh, we’ve ridden out plenty of storms. It can get quite interesting.”

“I’ll reserve judgment on that,” I told him.

“A good idea...”

He cleaned the pool as I swam. He left, and I continued swimming. I worked slow in the water,
long strokes. There was a good indoor pool in Geneva, and an active Aikido club. Paris, Arosa, Munich

all reachable by train.

I was starting to feel winded. I moved to the shallower area and stood, practicing kata again,
slow and smooth.

I got out and dried, collecting my shirt and sandals. I put the sword and staff inside the doors
where they’d stay dry.

“Good morning!” Jeshan called to me in the hallway.

“Good morning,” I replied.

“Have you eaten yet?”

“No, I’ve been outside.”

“Oh, good and warmed up?”

“Yes, very. Would this be a good time?”

“I think so!” We walked to her domain. She pointed me to a bathroom with a stall shower only
a little larger than my entire bathroom at home. “Why don’t you use the toilet, then shower to get off
the chlorine.”

I did as requested. The shower felt good. I towel-dried my hair, pulling it back into a ponytail.

“Let’s see how you’re healing,” Jeshan said with a smile.

I plopped down on the exam table and she ran the ultrasound wand over me again. “Looks
good,” she said.

“Mind if I try?” I asked her.
“Not at all. I’ll help you guide the probe.”

I looked at the area again. She fiddled with controls to adjust depth and contrast.
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“See, right there?” she pointed to the screen, a density difference in a rib. “That’s a break from a
number of years ago. From the looks of it, I’d say it was an impact from an edge, or something small.”

“Oh, I remember that one -- an instructor caught me with a staff,” I told her. “How about the
ribs on the other side?”

We looked at the left side. After a bit, I could start to tell what the display was showing me.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“Nope, think that’s about it.”

“Lie back -- let me scan your abdomen.”

I reclined back. The warm probe head felt interesting, sliding over its coating of goo.

“You do not have an appendix -- and I see no scars from its removal,” she said after a bit.

“Born without one -- the genetics people at the University are trying to track that one down.
There’s also some other things they say are on the edge of normal variations; I don’t remember what

offhand.”

“Yes, I can see that. Well, very interesting, but let’s get to work on the table in the other room.
I’d like to work in your groin, as well as in your hips, inner and outer, and your shoulders.”

“Sounds like fun,” I said, sitting up.
She raised an eyebrow.

I laughed. “I expect it to be intense. Coach my breathing, and help me relax. The woman I go
to regularly works my psoas occasionally. You need to get me relaxed first, or I’ll go twitchy on you.”

She nodded. “I understand.” Then with a big smile, she added, “It’s not often I get to use these
skills -- I appreciate it very much.”

I bowed slightly to her. “I appreciate it as well -- no matter what noises I make while it’s
happening!”

She started on outer hips, hip rotators, then moved to inner hips. It was intense. She was very
good.

“Let’s pause for a bit,” she said, putting her hands on my stomach. My left leg was twitching a
bit. I felt a hand on my thigh, calming the muscles.

She moved to the side, and returned to me with an eyeshade. “Let’s try this,” she said, putting
the shade over my eyes. It was warm and scented, slightly weighted, and blocked out the light.
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Her hands moved to the back of my neck. “Take a deep breath for me, slow... That’s it, now
exhale ... and relax...”

She soon had me drifting, her voice coming from far away. I felt as if | was rocking, even
though I knew I was on a table. Her voice coached me as she worked on my inner hips and abdomen,
finally turning me to my back. Her elbows plowing through the intermediate layers of muscle along my
spine felt delicious, sending me deeper and more relaxed with each exhale.

“Thank you,” I whispered, feeling a hand on my chest.

“Take your time getting up,” she said. I heard the door open and close. I sighed, tingling from
one end to the other. I extended my arms straight out from my shoulders and pulled my right knee to my
chest. Irolled onto my left hip, letting my right knee hang over the edge of the massage table, twisting
my spine. As I inhaled, I felt the right leg rise a little, and as I exhaled, relaxing, I felt it drop a bit more.
I could feel the reward of the hard, sometimes intense work. Returning to my back, I pulled both knees
to my chest, stretching out my lower back again, then settling on the right side, left knee hanging over
the edge. I relaxed into it, letting my breath and gravity do the work. After knees-to-chest once more, I
settled into reclined butterfly, feet together and pulled up, knees wide. I could feel the difference.

Time to get up -- I was thirsty, among other things. I got up slowly, then got dressed and headed
for the kitchen.

“Good morning!” Gail called out. “Breakfast?”
“Just some juice, please,” I told her.

As she poured me a glass of orange juice, she said, “You know, I haven’t seen Jeshan this happy
in quite a while -- not since we had two tennis pros visiting.”

“Oh?” I asked. The juice was cold and refreshing.

She nodded. “You’re giving her a challenge -- someone who takes care of his body, and
appreciates that aspect of her work.”

I rolled my shoulders -- still needed some work there; she’d spent a lot of time on my hips and
low back, and I could feel it. “I appreciate her talents. Barbara not up yet?”

Gail chuckled. “Oh, not for another hour. She really likes to sleep in.”
I felt a stirring... “I think I’ll go wake her,” I said, putting down the empty glass.
Gail chuckled again. “See you for lunch!”

I paused along the walkway -- dark clouds gathering; we were definitely in for rain. That
brought a smile to my face -- we’d just have to spend more time entertaining ourselves indoors.
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Barbara was on her back in bed, almost diagonally. She was wearing eyeshades. Her left arm
and shoulder were on top of the sheet. I could pull the sheet down a bit, and....

But once undressed, I took a different approach. I pulled the sheet out from the foot of the bed
and slid up between the sheets and between her legs. She moved a bit with the first kiss I placed on her
calf. She moved more as I kissed her thighs. A hand rested on my head as I moved to her center.

She was tangy and warm. She came with a shudder and a low moan, her legs remaining close by
me, but not gripping me as she’d done in the past. I kissed her mound and slid up her body, stopping at
a nipple. I wrapped myself around her, settling in as her arms wound their way around my head.

I partially awoke to fresh perfume, a tight nipple in my mouth, and a hand wandering my body.
As I took a deep breath and slid my hands up her back to hold her, she moved on top of me, taking me
deep inside her. I held on as best I could, coming quickly and intensely. She held me afterwards,

rocking me gently.

When I woke up I heard rain hitting the windows. I stretched a bit, kissing the side of her breast.
Her arms wound around me again, and she sighed as she squeezed me.

“We’re getting into a rut,” I whispered, delighting to the sound of her heart beating.

“Oh Roger...”

“And I could do this for a long, long time,” I said, kissing her lightly, settling in.

She sighed again and squeezed me.

“Have we missed lunch?” I asked later as we separated and sat up.

She leaned over and whispered, “I don’t think so.” She had the most curious look on her face.

“What is it, Barbara?”

She sighed and moved closer.

I put an arm around her. “You are so good to me,” I told her.

“It’s what you deserve, at least,” she replied.

We got cleaned up and dressed. As I was waiting for her, I stood next to the windows. The rain
was really coming down, but I could see blue sky off in the distance. Barbara stepped up beside me, and

we headed down to lunch.

Stepping into the corridor between our suite and the main part of the place, I was really surprised
-- the rain was pelting the windows along the side of the corridor, and it was loud! Yet it barely made a
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sound in our room! When we got downstairs, clear windows covered most of the front opening, leaving
the doorway open. I could feel and hear the wind and rain -- it was storming like mad out!

“We were just about to start,” Gail said.

“Winter frost?” I asked. Both she and Paul were wearing sweat pants and long sleeved sweat
shirts.

Gail laughed. “It sure seems that way! You sure get used to the warm weather.”
Lunch was delicious. Partway through, Paul asked, “Like to take a walk after lunch?”
I looked at him. “In this? I did see blue sky off in the distance.”

He chuckled. “We’ll be inside almost all the time. And I expect sunshine tomorrow. I need to
check out the solar collectors -- water is backing up somewhere.”

I glanced to Barbara. She smiled.

“Love to,” I told him.
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Labyrinth

After lunch Paul led me downstairs. We stopped in a little office which had three large liquid
crystal displays running some very industrial-looking software.

“We can check status and run pretty much everything from here,” he said sitting down in front of
the displays. He glanced back at me. “The system was done by an outfit that does control systems for
casinos and cruise ships.”

“Not surprising,” I muttered.

He ran through a number of displays. Pointing to a window on the right hand screen, he said,
“The collectors up top are exposed to the weather. We’re picking up some water around the base -- |
imagine we’ve got a blocked drain, but it needs to be checked. Ready to take a walk?”

“Sure. Lead on.”

We walked down a corridor, into the heart of the island. I thought of a scene from “Forbidden
Planet,” heading into the Krell labs... “Electroluminescent?”” I asked, inquiring about the lighting in the
ceiling. “Looks like three panels every so often -- why?” The outer panels looked to be about two feet

wide each, and the center strip about eight inches wide.

Paul stopped and nodded. “Yup. The large panels are switched on and off. The small center
ones have their own backup power and are on all the time.”

“Walk or ride?” he asked when we finally came to the end of the corridor. We were facing a
flight of stairs and an open freight elevator.

“Ride sounds good to me.”

We got in the elevator and headed slowly up. I had to tell myself to relax -- I was still queasy
about elevators. We went up what had to be over a hundred feet, past a number of storage areas.

“What’s in those?” I asked as we went by another level.

“Most are empty,” Paul told me. “The upper level has communications, power, and heat.”

Foul weather gear hung on hooks beside a large and very secure looking door. Paul handed me a
raincoat and a hat. As I put it on he said, “It seems the only time I have to come up here is when the
weather is bad.”

“Murphy is universal,” I told him.

“You got that right. I hope it’s just a plugged drain.”
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He unlocked and opened the door. I think there are banks with less secure vault doors. It was
rainy and quite windy as we stepped out.

We were standing underneath panels mounted on a very sturdy metal structure. The panels were
set at a shallow angle, for best performance I guessed, and we could see through the gaps between them.
Above them was a net or mesh of something. The area was at least forty feet wide and I’m not sure how
long -- a hundred feet or more, at least -- a whole lot of panels overhead.

Sloshing around in about an inch of water, we soon found the problem -- a bunch of leaves had
managed to wrap themselves around two widely separated drain covers. I helped Paul clear them off,
resulting in a rapid flow of water. We perused the area looking for more leaves, but didn’t find any.

“I’ll figure out how they got in later -- let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, loud enough to be
heard over the buffeting wind and rain.

We went back in, hung up the rain gear, and dried off a bit. Paul showed me the head ends for
the satellite communications gear, inverters for the solar panels, and pumps for the heat exchange

panels. All in all, a very slick installation.

He gave me more of a tour on the way down, showing me storage areas, a large room full of
batteries, pointing off to the generators, sewage treatment, and fuel storage areas.

Back on the bottom level, we were walking past the large refrigerators and freezers when we
walked by a simple looking glass door.

“What’s that?”’ [ asked. The area behind the door was dark.

He smiled. “T’ll show you.” He swung a hip close to a panel in the wall. Something beeped,
something clicked, and he opened the door. Hmmm -- I hadn’t spotted that.

As the door opened, lights came on inside. We stepped into an indoor pistol range. Three
silhouette targets were illuminated down range. Paul opened up a cabinet set in the wall and took out a
pistol.

“Know how to handle one of these?” he asked, handing it to me after sliding a clip into place.

I took it. “Glock 9 millimeter,” I told him.

“Give it a try,” he told me, leaning back against the wall.

“Okay, hand me a pair of glasses and something for my ears,” I told him.

He nodded and handed me a set of blue hearing protectors, then safety glasses.

“I wouldn’t bother if I was in a hurry,” I told him. That elicited a grin.
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I cycled the action, chambering a round. As I did, I remembered the intruder in my house. I
turned to the targets, crouching slightly, my right arm extended, my left pulling back.

I put two quick shots into the head of the center target, a double-tap, both rounds within an inch.
I double-tapped the left target, then the right. Tasting bile in my mouth, I put a round into the left knee
of the center target -- a little high and to the right; I overcompensated.

A new set of targets, life-sized cutouts, illuminated to the left, and I swung to them. A taller
target, an adult, and a shorter one -- I double-tapped the short one, realizing as I did that the adult was
unarmed, hands tied in front of him, and the shorter image was aiming a gun at me.

I dropped to one knee, staying on target. That left me two rounds, if it was an 11 round clip.

After a few moments I saw Paul waving to me. I glanced over, and he gave me two thumbs up.
I used one hand to slip off the ear protectors, still staying more-or-less on target.

“You pass,” Paul said.
I stood up and handed the pistol back to him. “I don’t like guns,” I told him.

He cleared the weapon and pulled the clip, setting it on a different shelf in the cabinet. “T’ll
clean it later. For not liking guns, you handle one well.”

“My step-father was a cop,” I said, surprising myself at being able to say it.
“Ever consider carrying one?”” he asked.

I shook my head. “Don’t know. A year ago, a month ago, I’d have said ‘no’ without hesitation.
Now I’m not sure.”

“Could you use one?”

“Shoot someone? Yes.”

He held out a hand. We shook.

We headed back to the main part of the house. It was still pouring down rain.

“Tell me about the windows up where we are -- I could barely hear the rain and wind.”

Paul smiled. “Oh, it can get pretty noisy. Everything here is dual-pane. The outer layer up there
is a very high-impact material, with some kind of optical coatings. There’s a film in the gap between the

panes, and the inside pane is safety glass with coatings.”

“Sound like special order...”
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He smirked. “You can say that.”

“What’s our weather outlook?”

“Let’s see.” We returned to the little office. He tapped keys and brought up weather satellite
images. “My highly trained wild-ass guess is that we’re clear for two, maybe three days, then some
more rain. This thing down here,” he pointed at a blob on the edge of the window, “looks interesting.”

“Don’t know if I like ‘interesting’ -- recently that word has meant trouble.”

“That’s the way it usually works. We have a few days notice. When this place was first built
twelve, thirteen years ago, without this kind of information available, we had some nasty surprises.”

“Ride it out in the storage areas?”
He nodded. “It was real.”
“Maybe next time,” I said with a smile.

He laughed. “I think you’d do just fine. Some people won’t come down here at all during storm
season.”

“I think it would be fun. I was in Hong Kong at the Regent during a typhoon a number of years
ago, before the change. Quite impressive.”

“It can get a lot more personal here.”
“I can see that.”
As we entered the main hall, Paul walked towards the double doors.

“I’'m going to wash up,” I told him. I headed to the washroom off the hallway. I scrubbed my
hands and forearms, using plenty of soap and hot water. I took a leak then washed again, also rinsing
off my face. What a trip. I thought about the elevator a little while ago, how I’d felt getting into it, the
feeling I had when it started up. The scent of the soap reminded me of the scent in that fur coat, of
looking up and seeing those perfect small teeth of his, the way she was standing, his hand on that
walking stick, its brass head, as we stood in the elevator in Chicago.

Was I avoiding the pistol range? Was that it? When had I touched a gun last? Four years ago?
No, more like five or six -- helping a colleague at school, some Japanese visitors wanted to go to a pistol
range. | ended up being their guide and translator.

I looked at myself in the mirror and laughed. Over beer one evening a Japanese engineer asked

us, in his best broken English, if it was true that American women did not wear underwear. Stuart, one
of my grad students, told him, “That’s what I’ve found,” with a straight face and without missing a beat.
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I looked at myself in the mirror again. My step-father had taught me something, a number of
things. Maybe some day I’d be able to forgive him.

Going to the double doors, I had to push hard to overcome a difference in air pressure. Massive
doors, beautifully balanced. Ilooked at the floor and the ceiling -- metal circles in metal rings, bolts to
hold the doors in place.

Barbara was sitting on the couch, her legs tucked under her, looking out at the storm, looking out
at the rain hitting the storm windows. The sky outside was being taken over by blue again though.
What did Bob say in his yoga classes? “All is change.”

Barbara turned and looked at me. She smiled, then her smile faded. She stood and walked to
me. “I missed you,” she told me. I sighed and stood there, holding her hands, unsure what to say.

“Let’s go,” she said softly, leading me upstairs. Rain was still pelting the windows as we entered
the room. I started to speak, but she said, “Shhh... Get undressed and get into bed.” I nodded and
stripped down. It was nice, stretching out between the sheets again. She leaned over and slipped her
eyeshades over my face. “I’ll be right back,” she whispered, kissing my forehead. The eyeshades felt
cool. They were lightly scented -- from her? I tried to let go of the tension I felt in my shoulders and
upper back.

She crawled into bed a short time later, pulling me to a soft, warm, perfumed nipple. She held
me and rocked me. I wrapped myself around her and let go.

She started humming softly, almost singing as she held me. Dichotomous -- that stirred such
conflicting sensations in me! Part of me was transported back to a simpler time and place, even as I felt
the tension and discomfort building in my legs, chest, and arms.

The tension and discomfort won out. She moved my head, nestling between her breasts, the
sound of her heart filling my left ear. “Don’t you like that?”

I held her and took a deep breath. When I exhaled, it was almost a sob. “Yes, I do -- hold me,
tell me to let go and relax -- do it again, and if I tense up, hold me and unwind me, tell me to let go and
relax. Please.” Nothing ‘almost’ about it -- [ was pleading.

A hand found the back of my head again. “It’s okay,” she whispered, “I’ve got you...” She held
me, speaking softly. Ilet go to her, the sound of her voice, the sound of her heart beating, her warmth
surrounding me.

Her singing started, and I felt the discomfort build again. She held me, whispering, rocking,
helping me unwind.

After some number of cycles of this, she started singing softly again. An initial twinge of
apprehension was followed by the feeling of something giving way, something releasing as I sighed and
let myself melt into her. She squeezed me gently and I tingled from one end to the other, basking in the
comfort of her embrace.
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We were snuggled together like spoons as I awoke. I started out kissing the back of her neck,
then biting as my hands ran over her. She moaned and turned, leaning back against me, swaying her
hips. Her hand touching my cock was electric. I slid into her and she rolled to her stomach. My hands
were under her, holding her breasts as I thrust into her, enjoying her full bottom as I buried my face in
her hair, kissing and biting her neck.

I felt myself getting close to the edge and I slowed down, moving a little from side to side,
feeling, enjoying, letting it build. Barbara pulled her knees up a little, moving under me, and that was all

1t took.

We rolled back to our sides. I had my bottom arm under her head and my top arm over her
waist, keeping us close. She pulled my arms tighter around her.

Eventually we got up and showered together. As we washed, I pulled her to me and kissed her,
sliding our bodies together and working up a good lather. She laughed as I moved to nibble an ear. “All

the better to clean you with, my dear,” I whispered in her ear.

She let me help her dry off. I know I’'m a big help. I was on my knees, kissing her bottom. “Do
you know you have a most luscious bottom?” I told her.

She swayed a bit. “You seem to think so.”

“Oh, a wonderful cushion for making love.”

“And do we need to make love again before dinner?” she asked.

I turned her toward me and kissed her mound. “I think I can wait for a while.”
She laughed. “We don’t have to.”

I kissed her again, enjoying her clean scent. “I know. I can wait.”

She held my head to her. “Well I don’t know if I can, you keep doing that...”

I took her back to the bed, reclining her on her back with her legs over the edge. I knelt by the
edge of the bed, put her legs over my shoulders, and started in.

So delicious after a shower, and so responsive -- but [ had a different idea. I teased and teased,
and when she got close, I eased off a bit, keeping her on the edge.

I pulled back from her as she was about to pull out chunks of my hair. I rolled her to her
stomach and slid into her from behind, sliding my hands under her and grasping her shoulders, all the
better to pull us together with. She undulated beneath me, moaning, and after a few strokes she pushed
back and shuddered. I pulled on her shoulders, feeling her bottom, pulsing into her.
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We managed to get dressed and head downstairs. The storm seemed to be over -- the sky was
blue again. I laughed as we went through the walkway area to the stairs, my arm around her waist.

She stopped when we got to the top of the stairs. “What happened this afternoon?” she asked, a
serious smile on her face.

I held her hands and kissed them. “I don’t know. You healed something that had been around a
long, long time. I don’t have words to describe it -- a barrier falling away. Tell me -- what did it feel
like to you?”

She smiled, shaking her head slowly. “You’re incredible. I felt you change, right there in my
arms. You went from squirmy to so -- oh Roger -- so sensuous. I can’t describe it either, other than we

should do it again.”

I held her close. “I agree completely. But we’d better do something to keep our strength up,

no?”
She chuckled and squeezed me. We headed downstairs.
Gail took one look at us and said, “Well!”” with her hands on her hips. We laughed.
Paul walked up. “Did I miss something?”’
Gail gave him a frown. “I won’t answer that.”
Paul shrugged his shoulders. “Yes, dear -- still want to eat outside?”
Gail looked to us. We nodded, and I said, “Can I help with anything?”
' “Nope,” Gail told us. “Jeshan is helping with the cooking. We can head out and open a bottle of
wine.”

We headed out to the covered area by the pool. A round table was set, and a serving table next
to it. The air was clean and fresh.

“Is it warmer here than it was up top earlier?” I asked Paul as he opened a bottle.
“Yup, a bit. Should be really nice the next two or three days.”

I handed a glass of wine to Barbara. Jeshan walked up with a covered platter. I caught a whiff
of spices. We sat at the table.

Jeshan put the platter in the center, taking off the cover. “Tandoori lamb and chicken, basmati
rice.”

“Smells and looks delicious!” I told her.
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As always, things tasted great. The sun going down, the breeze, it was grand.

“Good weather tomorrow?” I asked Paul. He nodded. “You wouldn’t happen to have fins,
masks, and such for some snorkeling, would you?” I looked to Barbara. She sat back a little. I guessed
that wasn’t her cup of tea.

Jeshan spoke up. “Yes we do, and I’d love to take you! We could go tomorrow morning.”

Barbara smiled and rubbed my back. “I’ll sleep in.”

Paul chuckled. “The water will be clear by then. There’s a good spot just south of here. You
can’t go alone, though.”

I swirled my wine and reached for another piece of lamb. “I agree. You don’t mind?” I asked
Barbara.

She half-closed her eyes. “I’ll let you make it up to me,” she growled in a sultry voice. That
brought chuckles from the whole crowd.

The two of us sat at the table, enjoying the evening breeze, finishing off a bottle of dry white
wine. I mused silently about things.

“I’d say a penny for your thoughts, but that one must be worth at least a dime,” Barbara said to
me, putting a hand on top of mine.

I smiled and swirled my wine. “Just a thought -- a condition precedent for betrayal is trust.”

She raised an eyebrow, tilting her head. “Would you care to expand on that?”

I took another small sip of wine, letting it sit in my mouth for a moment before swallowing.

“It seems that lately my life has been a series of betrayals. Thinking about that, betrayal can’t
occur without trust, as it is after all trust which is betrayed. And that trust is something that I have to
give in order for it to be turned against me.”

She nodded. “So the answer is to not trust anyone?”

I sighed and smiled. “Was it Mencken, or Bierce? ‘For every complex question there is a simple
answer -- which is wrong.” There are levels of trust -- when we drive a car, we implicitly trust, to some

degree, that those driving around us are operating under the same set of rules.”

Barbara put down her wine glass, and took mine. She held both my hands in hers. “Roger, do
you trust me?”
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I felt the emotion swelling in my throat. “Barbara, I want to -- I need to,” I whispered. “I have a
need to trust, that’s the best I understand it now.”

She nodded, and kissed my hands. “It’s much more painful when someone abuses a position of
trust. But do we withdraw from the world?”

“Yeah, that’s not the answer. Part of the answer is to not take things personally -- Denise and
that other rat didn’t care who got hurt. To function in society we have to trust others at least minimally.

She looked close to tears. We sat for a while in silence.
“Roger, what do you need? What can I do for you?”

I kissed her hands. “Remember our first night together?”
“I’ll never forget it.”

“Please,” I asked.

I saw the tears form in her eyes, but she smiled. “I don’t have that dress with me -- I’'m sorry. [
haven’t worn it since...”

I kissed her hands again. “The dress isn’t important,” I told her. “What do you need? What can
I do for you?”

She pulled me to my feet and started moving to the door. I stopped and got the empty wine
bottle and our glasses. “Let me take care of these.”

We parted at the base of the stairs with a kiss. “I’ll be right up,” I told her.
Gail was still in the kitchen. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said, smiling.
I smiled. “Yes I did.”

When I got upstairs, Barbara was in the bathroom. She stepped out wearing a long silk dress. |
suspect the only thing between her skin and the dress was perfume. I held her briefly. “I’ll be right
back,” I whispered.

I took care of my business in the bathroom, then stepped into a darkened bedroom. We touched.
We kissed. I gave myself to her, and she used me for our pleasure. She sang me to sleep in her arms.

I awoke to sunlight and a full bladder -- ah, romance! I kissed Barbara on the head as I got up.
The clock in the bathroom said it was a quarter past seven. Tuesday, right? It was nice not having to
worry about calendars or clocks. Ah well, might as well start the day. I got my trunks, a t-shirt, sandals,
and headed downstairs after giving Barbara another kiss on the head and pulling the covers up around
her. She smiled and burrowed in.
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Clear blue sky as far as the eye could see -- it was going to be a gorgeous day. I picked up the
shinai and the staff, then moved the table and chairs out of the way so I could practice.

I shed my t-shirt after a few minutes, focusing more on movement and flow. Practicing with the
shinai was very useful -- the different weight distribution made me focus more. I laughed, remembering
what Dale told me -- “don’t practice harder, practice softer!”

I put down a towel and moved into some yoga, working on upper back as well as hips.

Balance poses are a challenge for me. I stood in tree, hands together above my head, standing on
one leg, looking out to the blue over blue of sky over sea.

I heard a sound, a door, and left the pose in a purposeful manner.
“Good morning!” Jeshan said.

“Good morning to you,” I answered.

“Which first? Elbow in the back, or snorkeling?” I asked.

She laughed. “We should work on your upper back this morning. Before that, could you show
me upward facing dog?”’

I did what I’d been taught -- downward dog to crocodile to upward facing dog. She came over
and placed a hand on my stomach. “Pull in, lengthen your low back.” I did my best. “Face down,
please,” she told me. I went down to my stomach. She grabbed my left ankle. “Relax, let me,” she
encouraged. Okay, I can relax. She pulled up on my leg. And she pulled. Then she put a foot on the
small of my back and pulled some more!

“Your quads are tight. Can you feel this in your psoas?”

“Yes, very nicely thank you,” I replied, trying not to laugh.

She chuckled. “You need balance between your hamstrings and your quadriceps and psoas.
We’ll get there.”

“I’'m sure we will,” I agreed.
We moved inside to her domain. She focused first on my upper back, then moved to my psoas
and then quads. She put me through some two-person stretches on the floor. At one point I explained to

her that when I tapped the floor twice quickly, that was the martial-arts way of telling her I gave up!

But she moved me to the table and on my back again, working my neck and the back of my head,
melting me into a puddle.
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“That’s better,” she said gently. “Still want to do some snorkeling?”’
I managed to tell her yes.

She went back to my legs, putting on something. I lifted my head -- she hadn’t used a lot of
massage oil so far.

“Sun screen,” she said with a smile. “I suggest you wear your shirt.”
‘COkay‘79

She covered my legs, arms, neck, ears, and some parts of my face. “We need to avoid the areas
the mask contacts, so it doesn’t run into your eyes.”

When I put my t-shirt back on, she surprised me by suturing it to my trunks, so it wouldn’t pull
out and leave me with interesting sunburns.

We met Paul down by the landing. He had fins, masks, and snorkels ready for us, and walked
with us about a half-mile down from the house, a beach chair slung over his back. As he walked, the
beach chair pulled his denim shirt off to one side a bit, exposing a holstered gun.

Jeshan and I spent a couple of hours in a beautiful cove, diving in crystal-clear blue water. Not a
lot of sea life, but what we saw was delightful. We explored around the cove, going out to the edge of

the island shelf, and free-diving along the edge where things dropped off.

I carried our fins and such as we walked back to the house. “That was fun -- and a good
workout,” I said.

Jeshan nodded. “You should have a good hot soak. We can work out the kinks this afternoon.”
“You can rest -- we can wait until tomorrow,” I offered.

But she shook her head. “You’re both on the calendar for this afternoon, like it or not!”

I knew when I was beat. “Yes, dear,” I replied. Paul laughed.

I followed him to drop off the snorkeling stuff; Jeshan headed up to shower.

“Why the hogleg?” I asked. “Or is that normal?”

Paul gave me a smile. “Just a precaution,” he replied.

I gave him a Sensei look. “Is there something I should know about, or is this standard
procedure?”
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He nodded. “It’s standard procedure, and something few notice. And how did you notice, by the
way?”

“On the walk down the strap on the chair pulled your shirt back.”
He nodded again. “Got it. Does it bother you?”

I shook my head. “Don’t think so. If something happens, I’'m here to help -- I’d hate to see
anyone hurt.”

Paul smiled. “Thanks. Barbara is the only one on the island who isn’t a crack shot.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And where do I rank in this?”

He laughed. “I thought Aikido wasn’t competitive.”

“We’re not talking Aikido.”

“You’re a little better than Jeshan, and that’s not at all shabby. I was impressed.”
“And Gail?”

He smiled. “She grew up on a ranch in Wyoming. Someone shows up unwanted, she’d harvest,
clean, and skin ’em without breaking a sweat.”

“You’re a Seal, or Army Ranger?” I guessed.

He grinned. “Seal. Instructor for a number of years, until,” he pointed to a scar on the side of
his left knee.

“Nice place to retire.”

He laughed. “Some times it’s retirement. You and Barbara are very low maintenance.”
“I really appreciate the hospitality.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s head up to the house.”

“Yeah, I need a shower.”

Barbara was sitting at the table sipping coffee. When she saw me, she smiled. But when I sat
down next to her, she frowned.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, putting an arm around her lightly. I wasn’t sure which way the
wind was blowing.
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“I didn’t get my morning wake-up,” she pouted.

“You were sleeping so nicely,” I whispered.

“And I didn’t get my morning snuggle,” she added, moving closer.

“Let’s go upstairs. I need to shower, and I could use to rest before lunch.”

Her pout turned into a smile. “Okay.”

I held her hand as we walked upstairs. “Make yourself luscious while I get rid of the seawater.”

I ran the shower a little on the hot side, spending a long time on my hair, getting rid of the salt
water, bits of sand, and the sunscreen. It took more than one pass on my legs and arms to get rid of the
stuff. I should find out what it was. I used the drier on my hair, brushing out snags. I thought of the
few pictures I’d seen of my dad. Thanks to genetics, I still had a full head of hair, and probably would
for many years to come.

Barbara was on her back in bed, shades covering her eyes. I could smell her perfume. Kissing
along her body, I found she’d put some on her mound as well -- an invitation. I teased and ate her until
she collapsed. Then I moved up to her breasts, wrapped myself around her, and collapsed myself,
sucking hungrily. Oh what a sensation -- my nose filled with her perfume, my mouth filled with her
nipple, skin against skin. I was a tired from the swimming, and it was so good to relax in her warmth
and softness.

After a while she held my head with one hand, and her other hand moved lower to tease me.
Soon I was atop her as she controlled my body with her hands. As we got close, she pressed on my
lower back, pressing me into her as she rocked her hips. My lips found hers as I shared everything I
had.

And we snuggled afterwards, letting go in mutual embrace.

My head was nestled between her breasts, the sound of her heart filling my left ear, her arms
holding me close. She started singing and whispering to me, relaxing me. I felt myself drifting deep
into trance, so safe in her arms.

I started crying; [ don’t know why. I was sad, and I hurt, but she held me, rocked me, and
whispered to me as I cried. Eventually I stopped, whatever it was, it was gone now. I could relax again,
safe.

“Wash my back?” she asked as we rolled around together in bed.

I squeezed her and said, “Of course.”
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Oh, how distracted I get with her -- I washed her back, her front, and to make sure we’d rinsed
off all the soap, I got down on my knees in front of her. I adored her, feeling her hands hold my head in
place as her moans echoed in the bathroom.

We dried off; she insisted on drying and brushing my hair. I sat on the little bench as she fussed
and brushed. When she was done, I turned and pulled her to me -- the perfect height, a nipple in my
mouth. She sighed and held me.

She started whispering again, sweeping the world out from under me. We were on the bed again,
and she was on top of me, riding me as I held on.

“You look a little dazed,” she said, taking my arm as we walked downstairs.

We stopped at a landing. I kissed her. “I am, and thank you so much.”

Lunch was fish tacos. As we ate, Jeshan suggested we both have a good hot soak before she
worked us both over. Barbara thought that was a good reason to move to a different room, and she’d
had enough morning sun for a while. I laughed and kissed her hand.

As we ended lunch, I kissed Barbara’s hand. “Shall we go up and move our things?”

“We can do that,” Gail interrupted.

I looked to her. “Yes, you can -- but I would rather do it. Humor me -- I’'m sure I’ll adjust
eventually, it just might take a few visits.”

Paul raised his glass of iced tea in a salute. “Consider yourself humored.”

As we packed things up, suitcases on the bed, Barbara looked to me and sighed. I took that as a
valuable clue. Itook her hands and sat us together on the foot of the bed. “Tell me,” I suggested.

She managed a slight smile. “I hope you don’t mind... I talked to Madame Dumay this morning.
After what happened yesterday, I wasn’t sure... I'm glad I talked to her; she explained things and gave
me some very good suggestions.”

“About?”

“About holding you, comforting you, making sure you know you’re safe. That’s all. I wouldn’t
feel comfortable trying anything else.”

“Thank you. You’re giving me what I need.”
She smiled more. “Just you wait...”

I smiled, holding her hands. “And what do you need? It works both ways -- tell me, ask me,
show me... Use me, please.”
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The most curious look filled her face. She grabbed me, hugging me. I could hear and feel her
breath catch. I held her gently, rocking her, putting a hand at the back of her head. After a while she
kissed me on the neck and moved to sit up.

She shook her head slowly, a rueful look on her face. “Roger, you are so good to me... The last
time I was here... Professionally let’s say, part of a group, I was here with a man you’d recognize,
someone of power and fame. But he didn’t even bother picking up towels after he’d used them -- and he
made me feel hardly any better, using me, then returning to his colleagues, picking up his conversation
as if nothing had happened.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Yes, I knew she was a courtesan, among her other talents.
But we were on different terms here -- that first night together in D.C. we’d used condoms. And there
was a wide variety here, but we’d not used a one.

“I feel sorry for him,” I whispered, “and I’ll make it up to you.”

She smiled and squeezed me. “Oh, you are, you are,” she whispered.

We carried our bags down a level. The room we entered was done in wood, tans and browns,
decorated in an older style. The bed was higher -- the height brought a smile to my face and a tingling
to my body. The headboard and foot had solid posters, and an upholstered seat at the foot of the bed.

The bath area was pretty much the same elegant design as the other rooms -- spacious, not ostentatious.

Barbara pushed a button on the nightstand and the drapes opened, revealing sliding glass doors
opening to a patio area and a pool. We opened the door and stepped out.

The pool was about the same as the one down lower. It looked like two other rooms besides ours
opened on to it. Part of the pool was covered, and under the covered part attached to the pool was a nice

looking spa. I walked over to it and dipped in a foot. “Good, not too hot,” I told her.

She stepped over to the pool, dipping in a toe. She turned facing me, and with a smile started
unbuttoning her blouse.

“This is a clothing optional pool?” I asked.

She jiggled deliciously as she laughed. “It’s a clothing optional island if you so desire.”
I laughed with her. “I’d dress for meals -- hate to drop something hot in my lap.”

She nodded.

“And I’d want to be very careful of sunburns...”

She nodded, frowning a bit.
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“Don’t like the sun?” I asked as I doffed my clothes.

She smiled once again. “I enjoy the sun. I don’t like the feeling of sunscreen, and I have a
reaction to ingredients in the common ones.”

“I’1l remember that.”

She slipped into the water, moving away from me. I went after her. I was quite amorous, as she
could easily tell. After a while we moved to the spa. That was good for me, bad for her -- less room to
maneuver.

“What am I going to do with you?” she said, exasperated but smiling.
I pulled away and pouted. “I’ll behave.” I pushed my lower lip out further.
She laughed and shook her head. “I know what to do -- come here...”

I moved out a little in the spa, still sitting on a ledge, my head and a little of my shoulders above
the water. She moved to my lap, squeezing and kissing me. Later she led me to a nipple, and held me
there. We drifted together, something magic about the warmth of the water and being in her embrace.

We were kissing again when Jeshan came out on to the patio. “Roger, when you are ready,” she
told us.

As I was thinking about how long it would take me to settle down, Barbara moved my head to
between her breasts again and squeezed me gently. “I’ll bring him in for you,” she said. She started her
singing again, singing me into a dream.

I was still in a dream as we dried off and went in. The massage table was set up, with a thick
terrycloth cover. Barbara helped me on to it and on to my stomach. I took another breath and let go. I
felt her hand at the back of my head as she sang to me softly.

Jeshan did a lot of things, some gentle and relaxing, and some not. I woke up on the bed, and sat
up to watch the last part of Barbara’s massage. Jeshan moved with grace and fluidity, care and
concentration visible on her face.

Barbara was on her back, eyes closed, breathing slowly and gently. I knew that blissed-out
feeling at the end of a good massage. I felt myself drifting into trance as I watched Jeshan work the
back of Barbara’s head and neck.

Jeshan brought her art to a close, standing at Barbara’s side. She closed her eyes for a moment,
then looked to me and smiled. She let herself out the door.

I looked at Barbara, so hot for her as I got up slowly. Iran my hands over her, imitating the

slow, sensuous strokes Jeshan had used with both of us, but ending with tantalizing the sides of her
breasts and moving to her nipples. She took in a breath sharply, smiling, leaving her eyes closed.
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I circled my fingers around her breasts, watching her nipples tighten up. She sighed, her hips
moving a bit. I saw her legs had moved apart slightly. Caressing a breast with my right hand, I slid my
left slowly down her stomach, through her thatch, and dragged the back of my hand down the inside of
her thighs, my fingernails bringing out more motion and a sighing moan. She turned her knees out,
moving her hips, inviting me. I moved my fingertips up the inside of her thighs slowly, enjoying her
low moan, watching her nether lips bloom. I ran my fingers along the outside of her lips and up to the
top of her curly thatch.

I looked at her as I rested my hand for a moment. She took a deep breath and let it out, relaxing,
smiling. I could see and smell her arousal. Yet something else tugged at me. As I moved one hand
back down through her thatch, separating her lips with two fingers and letting the middle two delve
deeper into warmth and wetness, I moved my other hand away from her breasts. I moved my hand to
the back of her neck and the back of her head, holding her gently. I held her head, trying to hold her as
she held me. Her lips pursed some as she sighed. I moved her head a little, as she did with me, as
Jeshan did with me. Soft sounds of pleasure rewarded me.

I moved my fingers up to tease her button, eliciting a sharper response. I held her head with one
hand as I teased her button with the other. “Barbara, Barbara...” I whispered, “Relax and enjoy,
Barbara...”

I leaned closer, watching her body respond. I whispered her name, melding my rhythm to hers.

I saw, felt, and heard her approaching the edge. “Yes, Barbara -- please, oh please Barbara,” |
whispered, pleading with her. She came, quivering and moaning. I kept my fingers at their delirious
task until I saw her moving a hand to mine. I stopped and moved my hand to her mound. I pressed
gently, eliciting another shiver from her. I leaned closer to her head and kissed her.

Our tongues danced. I held her head, feeling her so relaxed, letting me move her. I slid my other
hand up and caressed a breast gently.

Her vocalizations increased. She moved a hand to hold mine at her breast. Her other hand found
my cock and started stroking it. I moaned along with her.

The bed was behind me, the massage table in front of me. I slid my hand away from her breasts
and under her knees. Sliding my other hand and arm under her shoulders, I quickly picked her up,
turned, and put her on the bed. Her head hardly touched the bed and I was on top of her, sliding into
her.

We embraced from head to toe, our lips locking together again, her arms going around my waist.
On my second stroke into her, I pressed against her inner gate. We both moaned. Her hands pressed
against my low back, her hips urging me in, swirling us together. The sensations were exquisite, usually
something I only experienced when she was on top of me. Her body and voice told me she was close
again, and I knew I wasn’t far behind. She pulled her head away, gasping and moaning as she dug her
fingers into my back. I pulled into her more, pulling to deliver my gift as deep as I could, kissing her
neck as [ pumped into her.
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Her hands moved up my waist to my shoulders. She shook a little as she squeezed me.
“Oh my God,” she panted.
I slid off to the side, separating with a slurp. I started rolling to my back, but she grabbed me.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she growled, pulling me to her. My arms went around her
as she pulled me to a breast. “That’s better,” she sighed, squeezing me.

When I woke up, I was on my back and she was curled up at my side, her head on my shoulder.
There was a wet spot under my left thigh. At least we were on a thick terrycloth cover... I kissed her
head; she moved a little. I hugged her close. She murmured something and held me.

I’d almost dozed off again when she kissed me and moved up onto an elbow.

“Hi there,” I told her.

She shook her head and ran fingers through her hair. “We need to shower.”

“Eventually,” I agreed.

“Roger, I’ve got to tell you,” she started out. She moved closer to me, close enough that I could
kiss the side of a breast.

“You are something else,” she whispered, slipping a hand behind my head. I closed my eyes and
agreed silently.

We managed to get up and shower. I left Barbara in the bathroom doing her hair -- mine is a
quick dry and brush. I folded up the massage table, leaving it by the door. I also folded up the terry
bedspread -- we must be going through a lot of linens!

We were dressed casually, getting ready to head downstairs. As we headed to the door, she took
my hand. I turned a little, and she pressed me against the wall, kissing me, pressing her body against
mine.

“Thank you,” I told her when she leaned back.

“No Roger, thank you,” she replied, looking me in the eye.

“Care to tell me for what, so I can keep doing it?”

She sighed, leaning forward so her forehead was against mine. “Do you know how many
orgasms I’ve had since we’ve been here?”
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I suppressed a chuckle, sensing it would be the wrong response. “Not nearly enough,” |
whispered.

“And compared to the number I’ve had in the past year?” she told me.

“I’ll stick to my first answer.”

She sighed, smiling a little. “Most men, I know I’m there for their pleasure, but most men care
so little...” She shook her head. “And that’s all too appropriate a term; there’s a definite correlation
between their over-inflated self-image and actual performance...”

“That would be an inverse correlation, then,” I chided gently.

She smirked a bit, pressing her hips into me. “Oh Roger, I get so worked up at times...”

“And?” I pried.

She smiled. “And I call a masseuse friend who comes over and gives me a relaxing massage,
doing what you did so well, and then she relaxes me more, leaving me wiped out.”

“That sounds nice; it sounds special.”
“But you hold me so well. I need to be held, especially afterwards.”

My arms were around her waist. “I know. I need to be held as well, and you do it deliciously.

My turn to sigh. “I loved having you on the table -- you were so relaxed. I enjoy giving you
pleasure, especially when you’re so open and receptive.”

She rumbled, moving her hips. “You should know -- I love the way you melt in my arms...”
“Any time you want...”

She smirked again. “How about after dinner?”

I laughed, and she laughed along with me.

We were still chuckling as we walked into the kitchen downstairs.

We were eating “in” for a change, a pasta dish, salad, veggies. As usual, we stood around
beforehand sipping wine.

“I’ve got a question,” I asked our hosts.

“Yes?” replied Paul.
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“Tell me more about the mattresses and pillows -- they are something else. I don’t know when
I’ve slept as well.”

I tried to accelerate the decay of the low-brow laughter with a stern Sensei look. It sort of
worked.

Paul got a strange look on his face. “You two really ought to meet Bill and Nancy -- don’t you
think?” he said to his wife.

Gail nodded. “Oh yeah -- and how about your other deal?”

Paul looked up for a moment in contemplation. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Gail swirled her wine. “Aren’t I always?”

As we laughed, Paul said, “Yes, dear.”

I put an arm around Barbara and held her. “About those mattresses?” I asked again.
“Bill and Nancy are from the Silicon Valley,” Paul started out.

Gail interrupted, “They came down here the first time with some other folks, but they’re the only
ones we’ve invited back. They’ve come back a few times with another couple.”

Paul picked it up again. “And prior to their second visit, they sent all this bedding -- mattresses,
springs, pillows, the works -- for the whole place. And yes, they are great.”

I shook my head. “Shipped ‘em here from the States?”
Paul nodded. “Yup. I think they’re worth it -- how about you?”

I laughed. “I’m sure the company has something to do with it, but I’'m sold -- if you can get me
the information, I think I’'m replacing what I have at home.”

Barbara leaned over and whispered hotly in my ear, “I put them in my place.”
“No question -- something I need to do!” I told everyone.

Paul raised his glass, smiling. “You won’t regret it.”

Gail walked over to him and whispered something to Paul.

“Roger, what do you say we do some video of you tomorrow morning?”” he asked.

I shrugged. “Sounds fine with me.”
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Barbara snuggled closer. “I might even get up to watch.”
We all laughed.
“Have you been taped before?”” Gail asked.

I sighed, looking at Barbara. “Yes, a number of times. The first time was my black-belt test for
Aikido.”

Barbara could see, and probably feel, my reaction. She put a hand on my back. “Want to talk
about it?”

I gave her a squeeze. “Sure. Why don’t we sit down. I’m surprised you don’t know the story,
actually.”

Barbara raised an eyebrow. She raised and kissed my hand. We sat down and started in on the
salad.

“Let’s see... I guess it starts with grad school. I moved to Seattle for grad school. I was lucky in
that I had fellowships paying for things at the start. I lucked into a nice little place to live -- two
bedrooms, a view, at least in clear weather, not too far from school. I rented it from a really nice lady,
Mrs. Collins.”

Barbara smiled and nodded a little. She knew the results, just not heard the story, I guessed.

“Mrs. Collins was a widow. She lived in this big old house a few blocks from the University. [
dropped by to pay the rent, talk to her, that kind of thing. I replaced her water heater over Thanksgiving
one year, and took care of other random things, replacing light bulbs, cleaning gutters. We sort of
adopted each other.”

“She was a grand old lady.” I laughed a bit. “After a while, she convinced me to call her Aunt
Margaret. I did, but I still think of her as Mrs. Collins. She followed me through grad school. At the
end of my second year, I did my Master’s, my black belt in Aikido, and lost my girlfriend, Becky.”

Paul refilled our wine glasses before I continued.

I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess I focused more on school and my black belt than on Becky.
She moved out the day before the orals for my Masters, three days before my black belt exam. The day
of my exam, Mrs. Collins was supposed to be there. She didn’t show up. I passed -- you don’t test a
candidate unless you’re sure they’re going to pass, but my mind was clouded. After the exam, I went
over to her house. She’d had a stroke, and was lying on the floor in a hallway. I spent most of the next
few weeks with her in the hospital, arranging for her care -- I learned I was the only family she had. I
thought she’d pulled through. We all did. She died in her sleep about a month later.”

I raised my glass in a silent toast. The others joined me.
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I smiled as I continued. “She owned the house she lived in, and mine, an apartment building,
and some industrial property. She also had a pile of stocks and cash. She left me the property and the
cash, with the stock going to a trust. I sold some of the property, keeping the apartment building, houses
and the building that’s the dojo. That paid for the rest of my education, got me out of debt, and set up
the dojo. The rent from the big house and the apartment building pays property taxes and upkeep on
everything. I guess I love what I do, because I'm still doing it. If I sold everything but the house, if I'd
sold it a couple of years ago when the economy was strong, I could have retired. I don’t know -- I guess
I treat it as sort of a steady background now.”

Barbara had her hand on my back still. It felt warm and comforting. “Everyone says your
students love and respect you.”

I nodded. “So why would I want to leave that?” I asked, somewhat rhetorically.

Paul looked in his wine glass. “I know how that goes -- I had a job I loved. I found a new one
that I love even more.”

“Bet that transition is a bitch,” I muttered.
“You got that right!” agreed Gail.

Paul looked a bit more philosophical. “Yeah, you give everything you have to a job, and wake
up one day to find that the job doesn’t need you any more.”

I smiled, but shook my head. “I’d say it couldn’t happen to me, but that would be very, very
silly.”

That got nods of agreement.

Dinner continued on that somber note. It lightened up though, Paul asking me more about the
seemingly strange combinations, physics and martial arts, Japanese and French. I got him to talk a little
more about his background -- I guessed he’d been substantially more than an instructor, like probably in
charge of training. We talked about the difficulties in interpreting cultural responses, and the
importance of interpreting them correctly. I guess I had a reputation for being good at getting
researchers from different countries to play together nicely. I told stories from my summer at CERN in
Geneva, coordinating French, German, Italian, US, and Japanese researchers, an Italian screaming at the
Japanese one day, the next day begging them to fix his equipment.

I guess I had that look on my face as Barbara and I cleaned up in the bathroom before going to
bed. She stopped and turned me, one hand on my face, turning my head a little this way, a little that...

“Mmm,” she murmured. “This looks serious.”

She certainly had a serious look on her face. “What? Sunburn?”
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She shook her head, still looking ominous. But I saw a smile breaking through. “No -- you’ve
got a very serious case of thinking too much. But you’re in luck, as I have the cure.”

I stepped closer, resting my head on her shoulder. “You’re right.”

She took me to bed and applied The Cure. We went to sleep holding each other.

I awoke to her holding me, pulling me closer. I drifted in her embrace until she inflamed me. I
ended up riding her soft bottom, burying my nose in her hair and biting her neck. After we came, I held
her as we lay together on our sides, snuggled up close.

I got up and tucked her in. Ikissed her on the forehead after I’d cleaned up and gotten dressed.

When I went out on to the patio, I saw two high-end Sony digital cameras sitting on very sturdy
looking tripods. From the way they were situated, it made more sense for me to use the pool end of
things as the “front” of my dojo. When I went to pick up my work tools, I saw a very old dark wood

practice sword sitting with the shinai and the staff.

I warmed up and practiced for an hour or so. The sword was old and beaten up, but it had a very
nice feel. I went through a series of katas, switching between the shinai and the sword. It was fun.

“Time for a break,” I told myself. I bowed and placed my tools in a place of honor.

I got a banana and some cold juice from the kitchen. I wandered back out, and as I was
stretching, Paul, Gail, and Barbara joined me on the patio.

“Good morning!” I called out. I bowed and stepped off my “mat,” then gave Barbara a hug.
“Thanks for being up so early,” I whispered to her. She dug her fingers into my sides. “And who woke
you this morning?” she replied hotly in my ear.

I stepped back as they pulled up chairs to watch.

“I thought I’d do a series of katas, at different speeds. Not a lot of talking, just doing it. How
does that sound?” I asked them.

Paul shrugged. “Sounds fine.”

I was about to ask him when I should begin -- and I figured that the cameras had probably been
live all along. I chuckled to myself a bit.

I sat formally, even though I was only wearing a pair of shorts. I bowed. “We bow, even if
we’re the only one in the dojo, to show our respect,” I said.

I went about another hour and a half, enjoying it. I sat again at the end, and looking right at the

camera, started thanking people, starting with O Sensei, continuing with my teachers, and ending with
Christie, our hosts, Jeshan, and Barbara. I bowed once more.
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My audience had been quite quiet up to now. They applauded. I bowed and stepped off the

13 2

mat.

Barbara stood, smiling. I hugged her, and she hugged me. Something in the back of my head
remembered a time when Becky hadn’t wanted to hug me after a practice because I was all sweaty. Ah
well...

“That was very impressive,” Paul said. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so smooth.”

I turned to him, keeping an arm around Barbara. “You should see the two I studied with in Japan
a few years ago -- they twitch an eyebrow and you fall down.”

That got laughter.

Jeshan stepped forward. “Do you have some time now? I could show Barbara the stretches for
your psoas and quadriceps.”

I nodded. “I’d like to rest for a bit.”

Silly me -- I didn’t get to rest for a while. We did some two-person stretches, with me as the
stretchee. And Barbara didn’t have any problem at all putting her strength and weight into things.

But eventually I got on the table, and after some deep and intense work, Jeshan switched gears
and melted me into the table.

“You have time to shower before lunch,” a soft voice told me. Soft lips joined mine.

I opened my eyes to Barbara standing over me. “Did I doze off?” I asked.

She smiled and shook her head. “For about half an hour. I was worried you’d roll off the table.”
I sat up slowly, rolling my shoulders. “Join me in the shower?”

She smiled and shook her head again. “Not this time, I think...”

I sighed and stood up. “Okay, meanie...”

As I turned to the shower, she slapped my bare bottom.

We ate inside. Partway through lunch, Paul asked, “Dinner tonight is tri-tip. How do you like it
cooked?”

“Medium rare is fine with me,” I told him.

He nodded. Looking to Barbara he said, “I know, yours is done already...”
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She smiled. “Stunned and seared is fine. You’re a wonderful cook.”

“Thank you,” Paul said. Looking back to me he asked, “I’ve got a pile of cinder blocks that need
moving. Care to lend a hand?”

I glanced to Barbara, who didn’t seem to object. “Sure -- got an extra pair of gloves I could
use?”

He nodded and asked for more salad.

After lunch as Gail and Jeshan were heading away, I asked Paul, “What about those cinder
blocks?”

He smiled. “Don’t worry about ‘em -- I’m not going to touch ‘em for another month.”

A dim light came on over my head -- another test? “Just because I’'m a guest doesn’t mean I
can’t be helpful,” I told him.

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Thanks.”

Barbara came up to my side. “I know something we could do...”

“Sounds a lot better than cinder blocks,” I told her.

Paul laughed. “We’ll call you for dinner.”

We started out in the pool again, but this time Barbara let me catch her. We ended up on the
deck, on top of a thin cushion pulled off of a lounge. There was something very satisfying about being

on top of her, pounding into her on that hard surface. We spent a while necking in the spa afterwards,
then dried off and crawled into bed for our afternoon nap.

2

I snuggled closer as I woke. We started getting more amorous and aroused. “Let’s shower first,
she whispered to me.

But that only had her in closer quarters with me... She wouldn’t even let me go down on her in
the shower, she was so mean. “Let’s get dried off first,” she told me.

As I took care of my hair, she opened up a container of scented powder and used it liberally.
“Mmm -- smells nice,” I told her. “Will it make me sneeze?”’

“You’ll find out,” she growled.
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I was ready to go back to the bedroom. All of me was ready. She laughed and pulled me closer
to the counter. She opened the powder thing and applied it around my balls and groin. Then she
grabbed me by my convenient handle. “Okay big boy...”

She took one of the big towels and put it on the carpet. “On your back,” she told me.

I smiled and obliged her.

She straddled me, sliding up my body. Her breasts sliding along my cock felt grand. She
stopped and ground into me before sliding up more.

“Let’s see how you like it,” she murmured as she slid us together.

Her first strokes were slow, sensuous, and gentle. Then with a wicked smile she dropped down
on me with all her weight.

I moaned as my abdominal muscles contracted involuntarily, pulling my head and shoulders off
the floor. She grabbed my head, filling my mouth with a breast, holding me as she ground her hips on
me, rocking, circling, pressing the head of my cock deep inside her.

I don’t know how long I lasted, but it wasn’t very long. She rocked in time to my pulsing into
her, amplifying the sensations.

My head would have hit the floor if she hadn’t been holding me. She lowered me to the floor,

rocking gently still, pressing her breast into me. I don’t know if she started singing to me again or not --
I drifted off.

“Hello there,” she whispered, pulling back a little.

I pulled her closer, burying my head between her breasts. She pushed herself back up on her
arms.

“Thank you,” I sighed.
She chuckled, moving her hips a little. “Any time...”
I held her waist. “God -- is that how Rocky checked out?”

Now she laughed. I moved her a little so I could pay attention to her right breast. I’d become
partial to the left, and wanted to provide equal time.

Suddenly she dropped down on me, smothering me to her, a hand behind my head and her
weight on me, covering my nose and mouth. I held on, moving some beneath her. I was enveloped in
her, covered in warmth and softness, unable to breathe. I couldn’t breathe, yet it felt so good. Finally
she sat up, pulling away, and put her hands on my shoulders, pressing down on them. My eyes closed as
I gasped for air.
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When I opened my eyes again, she was smiling at me, looking at me intently.
“Sorry I didn’t last very long,” I told her.

She smirked. “Silly, you weren’t supposed to.”

I moved my hands back to her waist. “Well, I hope you enjoyed it...”

She laughed again, then leaned down and kissed me.

“Oh, I enjoyed it very much,” she whispered in my ear. We kissed again as I ran my hands up
her back to hold her.

She sat up, pulling her legs up a bit, pushing pelvis against pelvis and still holding us together. I
felt her delicious weight pressing my sacrum flat on the floor. I hunched up on my elbows a bit, then let
myself down again, lengthening out my spine. “Push on my shoulders again, please,” I asked her. She
moved her hands, pushing on me. I helped reposition her hands, encouraging her. I felt the stretch
along my spine, and it felt great. I took a bit of convincing and positioning, but I got her to hold my
head with her forearms on my shoulders. “Push -- stretch me out,” I asked her. She pushed, and it felt
grand. She leaned forward to kiss me, and that felt better.

As she straightened up again, I moved one of her hands to my sternum. “Press gently,” I asked.
She pressed. “Harder...” She pressed harder, and I felt the pops in my chest and spine. She lifted up
quickly. I smiled, holding her waist. “Thanks -- that helped.”

She shook her head. “You are something else!”

Flipping up the end of the towel, she wiped us off as she got up. “Oof -- hard on the knees,” she
muttered.

I'sat up. “A thin pad might help -- covered with something soft, perhaps?”’

She smiled. “You have good ideas...”

We managed to get up and get dressed again, and headed downstairs. We parted with a kiss.
“I’'m going to check out dinner,” I told her. “Don’t let him overcook the meat!” she told me. We

hugged again.

I followed my nose and my ears and found Paul around the side of the downstairs pool area. He
was tending a chimney-style charcoal starter in a brick barbeque enclosure.

“Surprised you don’t have some gas-fired monstrosity,” I told him.

“That one is inside, under a hood -- we use it for big meals. For family, I still like this one.”
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I smiled at the reference. “I appreciate it.”
He looked at the coals. “Another five minutes or so before they’re ready.”

We sat at a small table. He poured me a glass of iced tea. After a bit he asked me, “Are you
bored yet?”

I laughed. “Paul, being here is convincing me how much it’s true -- such feelings are to be
savored! Currently I’'m safe, relaxed, happy, and if someone is after me, they’re not very fucking
close... Barbara is currently supplying me with all the excitement I need. I sincerely hope I’'m doing the
same for her. In general, dull and boring is good. I could use more dull and boring. Life has been a bit
too exciting recently.”

He raised his glass. “Amen.”

“Thank you for providing such a wonderful sanctuary.”

“Oh, we have our problems,” he muttered.

“But hopefully the people who bring them also take them away with them when they leave.”

He nodded. “That they do.”

We went back over to the barbeque. Paul declared the coals ready. He dumped them out and
spread them, then put on the grill, giving it a quick going-over with a metal brush. He uncovered two
very nice looking pieces of marinated beef. “What we don’t eat tonight will be in the salad for lunch
tomorrow,” he told me.

“No complaints from me.”

After putting the meat on the grill, he announced, “I’ll let the ladies know things are underway.”

He suggested we eat inside; I helped set the table.

Dinner was good. The ladies were happy. There seemed to be something going on between
Jeshan and Barbara. I concluded that I’d find out about it if I was supposed to.

“When should the storm arrive?” I asked our hosts.

Gail spoke up. “I looked at the satellite images just before we sat down, and my guess is
between eleven and one tonight. It’s the one after this one I’'m worried about -- if this storm lasts 3
days, we’re in good shape. If it only lasts two, I’ll be worried.”

Paul nodded his agreement

“Well, no reason to get up early tomorrow then,” I told Barbara, rubbing her back. She smiled.
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“But more time for me,” Jeshan suggested.
“That would be good,” I told her. Paul gave us an exaggerated grimace and shake.
When we got upstairs, I asked Barbara, “What was going on between you and Jeshan?”

She smiled as she put her arms around me. “Oh, just talking about helping you stretch. She’s
excited that she has some new things to work on with you.”

I held her. “I like the way we did it this afternoon.”

“Oh, so do I. She told me with stretches like that it’s important to have you relaxed first.”
I chuckled. “I think I was relaxed.”

She kissed me on the forehead. “And in a while we’ll both be relaxed...”

When we got into bed, I started to go down on her, but she held me at her breasts. After getting
me delirious, she moved me on top of her, controlling my motion with little flicks of her fingers on my
balls.

I woke up in the middle of the night to howling wind and rain pelting the sliding glass doors. A
little after midnight -- a good prediction. I got up to pee. Barbara was standing in front of the doors
watching the storm when I got back. I stood behind her and kissed her shoulders, my arms going around
her waist.

She turned in my arms. “Looks like we’ll be inside for a while,” she whispered. She excused
herself and went to the bathroom. I got back in bed.

When she got back in bed, we snuggled together. “It’s so nice to go to sleep holding you, then
wake up still holding you, or in your arms,” I whispered. She murmured her agreement and pulled my
arms closer around her.

What was it the yoga folks say, “Serenity isn’t freedom from the storm, but peace within the
storm.” That describes those two days -- the storm raging around us, but peace and serenity inside. I
helped Paul with a couple of things, and spent time talking with him and with Gail, and Jeshan worked
me over for long periods, but most of the time it was just Barbara and me. We held each other. We
made love. We held each other afterwards. We snuggled and napped. We talked in the darkness as the
storm howled and pelted the glass with furious raindrops.

The storm lost its fury and intensity Monday afternoon.

Paul looked grim as we gathered for dinner.

“Don’t like the look of those clouds?” I guessed.
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He shook his head. “Nope. I’ve already set it up -- you fly back to Miami tomorrow morning. |
expect we’re going to be in for a rough week, possibly more the way the bird images look.”

I raised my wineglass. “Then a toast to superb hospitality and new friends. And like the guy in
the movie says, ‘I’ll be back’ -- at least I hope I will be.”

Gail said, “I’m sure you will be, Roger -- both of you are welcome here.”

We ate inside again, dark clouds on the horizon. As we finished up, Paul asked me, “Time to
chat for a bit?” I looked to Barbara.

She stood up and kissed me on the head. “I’ll make plans for us in Miami.”

Paul and I “chatted” for about two hours. I was still shaking my head as I knocked on our door.
As I opened it, Barbara swept me into her arms. I let go to her, wanting to be swept off my feet.

But after a brief but intense kiss and hug, she stepped away from me a bit. “Well?” she asked.

I sighed and she laughed. She hugged me again and moved us to sitting at the foot of the bed.
“Well, what did he say?”

I held her hands. “Barbara... Thank you so much. From what I can figure, he thinks I’d be just
the person to assist in a mediation effort. I agreed to let him propose my name, if for no other reason
than helping me learn more of what would be expected of me.”

She hugged me close. “Oh, I think you’ll do well. You have the temperament for it, and the
insight.”

I was still shaking my head when we sat back again. “I don’t understand the connection. Which
is his sideline, and which is his business? How does your group fit in?”

She chuckled. “This place is his business, their business, and their home. For us, it’s a
sanctuary.” She kissed one of my hands. “We occasionally have meetings here. Others use it for
recreation as well as for meetings. Paul and Gail are particular about their guests.”

I nodded at that one. “He showed me a fax -- I think it was a test for me -- had me read it and
asked how I would respond. A well known celebrity with a long and trés-weird list of requirements, and
willing to pay whatever is asked.”

“And your proffered response was?”

I smiled. “Ah, ‘“Thank you for your interest. We are sorry that we are not able to accommodate

your requests at this time’ -- and suggest some other places to try. Got to be a few more islands like this
in the area.”
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She nodded. “Good answer. There are a few. If we have a group of over a dozen, there’s a nice
one near Aruba. But this is the best.”

“I agree. I particularly like the company,” I said, kissing her hands and bringing her closer.

She smiled. “Go get ready for bed. We’re packed up. We do need to be downstairs by eight
thirty tomorrow morning.”

I nodded. “Better set the alarm early then.”

She chuckled. “You! Go!”

In the bathroom, I took a good look at the character in the mirror. He definitely looked more
relaxed than he had a week or so ago. A little sadness still around the edges, but much more mellow. I
looked out the window -- the sky was clear, but as with so many other things, I knew it wouldn’t last.

Ah the delight of crawling into bed and finding a soft, warm, and amorous person waiting for

you -- and a very important part of lovemaking is snuggling together afterwards. I went to sleep to the
music of her heartbeat.
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The alarm clock went off and Barbara whacked it. I started to move but she grabbed me, pulling
me to her. I didn’t even bother to open my eyes. Our bodies knew what to do.

We managed to get cleaned up and packed by eight twenty. For the first time in a while, I was
wearing shoes and socks. The only time I wore shoes at home was when I was at the University, and
even there I tend to slip off my shoes. At the dojo, I was barefoot, or wearing sandals. Around the
island, it had been sandals or bare feet.

“What’s our plan for the day?” I asked as I checked our suitcases one more time.

She stepped closer. We hugged.

“I hope you don’t mind. We’re staying the night in Miami. Dinner tonight is with the heads of
the U. S. organization -- another interview for you, if you don’t mind.”

“And after that?” I asked, kissing her neck again.

“We’ll have to decide that later.”

I held her close. “Thank you Barbara -- thank you so much.”
“Oh Roger, you are a treasure.”

I held her, suppressing a chuckle. What did that mean? Something small and bright with little
pointy bits, to be displayed in a case along with other treasures?

We carried our luggage downstairs. David, our pilot, was sitting talking to Paul. Once Paul saw
us, he got up to take our suitcases.

“That’s all right,” I said as I sat the two heavy ones down. Paul took the two small ones from
Barbara.

“What’s the breakfast recommendation?” I asked our hosts.

The way they looked at David answered my question. “Anything color-coordinated with our
attire, I’d guess...” I suggested.

David smiled. “It shouldn’t be that bad, but it was a bit choppy getting here. Does that bother
you?”

I looked to Barbara. She was frowning. “It doesn’t bother me much,” I told him.

Jeshan appeared and offered Barbara a tablet of something. Barbara quickly swallowed it with
some water. Jeshan offered one to me. What the hell -- I took it.
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She started to walk away. I touched her shoulder, and she turned. I held my arms open, an
invitation. “Jeshan, thank you so much for everything. You have helped me enormously.”

She hugged me, beaming from ear to ear.

Gail had a padded envelope for me. “Here’s a set of DVDs -- the raw footage, and what we
managed to edit together. One of the disks also has a set of questions to help me do the next round.”

I accepted them with a hug. “Thank you very much.”

Paul and Gail made sure we knew we were welcome to return. I told Paul I’d be interested in
riding out a storm with them some time.

The clouds were definitely closer as we made the walk out to the seaplane. More hugs and we
got aboard. I waved as we took off. David made one pass around the island before we headed out.

The flight was smooth. I figured out how to raise the armrest between us so I could hold Barbara
closer. We were met at the airport and walked through to our connecting flight to Miami.

Arrival in Miami was uneventful. As we stood waiting for our checked bags, we saw a group of
Customs officers with their trained beagles perusing bags coming off an Air Jamaica flight. Two of the
dogs jumped for joy, zeroing in on one particular bag as it came down the carousel. Ah well... We got
our bags, breezed through, and met the car waiting to take us to the hotel.

I stood munching on an apple from the complimentary fruit basket and looking out the window
of our hotel suite as Barbara settled us in. She was happy I’d agreed to meet people, reminding me that
if nothing else, we’d have a good meal.

I shook my head, but smiled -- what was I getting myself into this time? She promised it would
be different; they were interested in my brains. I was interested in eating, having not had much so far
today. Oh well, I’d eaten pretty damn well the last week or so.

A knock on the door; “Housekeeping,” said a female voice.

“I’ll get it,” Barbara said. She was close to the door.

I turned a few moments later, responding to a sound.

I was about twelve feet from the door. Barbara’s arms were flailing as she stumbled backwards,
crumpling to the floor. A woman crouched inside the partially-closed door, one hand holding a mask to
her face, the other holding a sprayer of some kind, still pointed at Barbara.

I threw my apple as hard as I could, hitting the woman in the head. I covered the distance

between us in two or three steps, stepping over Barbara as she collapsed to the floor. Ilanded on my left
foot, kicking the woman with my right. I weigh around a hundred and seventy, maybe more after the
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way [’d been eating. She probably weighed a hundred ten. I put my foot into her ribs, slamming her
violently back against the door.

The security latch had been turned into the doorway -- the door didn’t close all the way. I heard
commotion from the hallway and jumped to the door, planting my foot on the floor as I grabbed the

sprayer out of the woman’s hand.

Someone in the hallway forced the door, managing to open it a few inches. I was glad I’d left
my shoes on -- my shoe and foot were now wedged under the door.

A hand with a gun extended in the door opening. I grabbed the sleeve and pulled the arm, hard.

“Open the door!” was the cry from outside. I still had the little sprayer in my hand -- why not? 1
stuck it into the door opening, aiming where I expected a head to be, and gave a healthy spray. I heard a
disgusted cry, and the arm I was holding went limp. I grabbed the gun, used the barrel to flip the door
latch around, and let go of the arm. As it fell clear of the doorway I slammed the door and set all the
latches.

Our female visitor moved. I slid the gun in the back of my pants and grabbed her hair, pulling
her head back. Ijammed the nozzle of the sprayer up her nose and gave it a squeeze. Her eyes opened

wide for a moment, then wobbled around and closed. I moved her closer to the door.

I grabbed Barbara and pulled her out of the way, off by the far side of the bed where she’d be out
of the line of fire. Her pulse was strong and regular.

“Hawthorne! We’re here to help!” came a shout from outside the door.
“Fuck off!” I replied with vigor, bringing out the gun and aiming for the door.
“Doctor Hawthorne, Mr. Hammond sent us -- you’re in danger.”

I shook down our female visitor. Hotel maid’s uniform, but I don’t think hotel maids carry
loaded syringes in their pockets.

“Finally something we agree on!” I told them. “Your female companion is right inside the door
in case you try anything funny. Assuming you are with Hammond, I’ll show you the courtesy of
blowing your kneecaps off first.”

“Doctor Hawthorne, we’re to transport you to a medical facility -- you are in great danger, sir.”

“So are you, bright boy. How long does this spray last?”

Silence. “I asked you a question, vermin!” I called out.

“Uh, about half an hour, I think. Doctor Hawthorne, we need to get you to a medical facility,

2

Sir.
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“What was the pass phrase on my first job, fool?”
“Uh, I don’t know.”
“Find out, vermin -- and a medical facility won’t help the first one through that door.”

Conversation out in the hall -- must have been three of them out there. I picked up my cell
phone and dialed my tech-support number. “This is Hawthorne, number 151. Get Hammond, now!”

“Doctor Hawthorne, are you all right, sir?” another voice called from the hallway.

“Couldn’t be better,” I replied. “Ya know, I bet I could put one of these 40 caliber slugs into
your left eye and not hit the eyelashes. It would be a little easier with a 9 millimeter, but 40’s have a lot
more stopping power. What do you think?”

“Hawthorne? I’m sending a crew to pick you up. You’re in danger,” Hammond’s voice came
on the line.

“They might be here already. I disabled two of them, and two more are outside the door. I do
not like getting jumped.”

Hammond started swearing.

“Hammond, if this is about the tracker thing that was in me, it’s been taken care of,” |
interrupted.

“Tell me!” he demanded.

“Best I can figure, it was put in during the physical therapy session I had -- the woman physical
therapist was definitely in on it. Not sure about the medical team or the lady shrink. The thing got
infected -- it was pulled out last Saturday.”

“Some good news,” Hammond said. “Are you sure it’s out? How do you know?”

“Pretty sure. I saw the thing, watched videotapes of its removal, and scanned the site myself
with an ultrasound. Barbara saw the whole thing live. It’s gone and nothing was put in its place. I take
it you’re not claiming responsibility?”’

“Hell no!” he bellowed. “We found those things in a bunch of our people,” he backed away
from the phone momentarily, yelling, “Yes! Tell those idiots to stop whatever the hell they’re doing!
My orders were to pick him up and escort him, not kidnap him! ... That’s wonderful! If he shoots one
of them it will save me the trouble!” He returned to me. “Doctor Hawthorne, our people screwed up.
They were supposed to pick you up and transport you to a facility where the device could be removed. 1
apologize. We...”
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“Doctor Hawthorne, we’re sorry, sir -- we’re talking to the Director now,” came the voice from
outside the door.

“Hawthorne? Are you still there?” Hammond asked.

“I’m still here. I want a medical person on the line to tell me about the spray that was used on
Barbara, and the recovery profile. Now.”

“They attacked Miss Macmillan?”

“Yes -- a woman in a hotel maid’s uniform entered our room under false pretenses and used a
spray on her. I used the spray on your pseudo-maid and one of the goons in the hall. He was kind
enough to provide me with his 40 caliber Glock pistol.”

“Doctor Hawthorne, what can I say...” Hammond sounded flustered.

“You can start by getting someone on the line who can explain this spray to me.”

“Yes, right away. The idiots outside your door have been told to leave. They would like to
collect their team member, though.”

“Okay. Gotit.” I put the phone in my shirt pocket, still on and open and walked to the door. I
took a look through the peep hole. One goon standing, one bending over, tending to the third.

“Hey! You fools still out there?”

The one who had been bending over stood up and came a little closer to the door. “Yeah,” he
said.

“Hammond says you want to pick up your girlfriend before you leave and I never see you again.”

“Yes, sir, if we can.”

Hmmm -- a little more polite now. “Okay, but I want you to listen real close first. You
listening?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay -- here’s how it goes. You idiots broke into our room, assaulted Barbara, assaulted me,
and tried to force the door open, loaded gun in hand. Got that so far?”

“Yes, sir.”
“As far as I’'m concerned, the two of us are still in grave danger. I definitely fear for my life and

the life of my friend, and I feel completely justified in blowing what little brains you have all over the
walls of this fine hotel should you do anything at all threatening. Do you understand that?”
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“Yes, sir -- we understand.”

“Good. Back up against the wall. That’s right. I’'m going to unlock and open the door just a
little. I want you to count to ten, and then slowly open the door, retrieve your friend, then close the door
behind you. I want to see your hands, empty at all times. Anyone so much as twitches and I double-tap
the lot of you. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir. We’re sorry, sir.”

“Wait until Hammond gets through with you... Here we go.”

I repositioned the faux-maid about eight inches from the door. I undid the latches, popped the
door open a bit, and hopped quickly away from the door. I crouched, aiming for the center of the door.

The door opened slowly, pausing, then moving slowly to push the woman out of the way. One
goon was opening the door, his buddy standing behind him, hands open and raised.

“I’'m going to pick her up,” the front one told me.
“Slowly, and be careful of her ribs,” I suggested, still aiming for his head.

He took her arms and slowly pulled her out of the room. The other guy moved up slowly and
closed the door.

When the latch clicked, I moved quickly to set the other latches, then went back to Barbara. I
put the gun on the table with the fruit basket. Now my hands could start shaking, and they did.

Barbara was breathing normally, pulse strong and regular.
I picked up the phone again. “Okay, give me the rundown on this stuff.”

Another voice was on the line. “Doctor Hawthorne, is the sprayer about five inches long, an inch
and a half in diameter, gray?”

“Yup, no other markings. Black sprayer top, like an asthma inhaler.”

“It sounds like ours. The agent is fast-acting. The effects last half an hour to forty minutes,
depending on dosage and the size of the person. Did she hit her head on anything as she went down?
That’s the major cause of injury. How much does she weigh?”

It seemed like so long ago that it had happened. “She’s never told me, and I wouldn’t ask, but

I’d guess one forty. She didn’t hit her head, she just sort of collapsed. I’ll check her over again though
to be sure. Recovery?”
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“The agent has a very wide safety margin. She will probably be sleepy and confused when she
first wakes up, mild euphoria, but the worst side-effect is a mild headache, and that’s rare.”

“Okay. Got that. I’ve also got two loaded syringes, each holding about 3 cc’s of a clear liquid.”

“Most likely those would be a combination tranquilizer and sedative, good for three or four
hours.”

“I’ll flush those. Any other words of wisdom?”’

“You’ve been through a very stressful situation. You should find a way to debrief as soon as
possible. We have people you can talk to.”

“I imagine Doctor Denise is off your list,” I told him sarcastically.

“I’m sorry you’ve been put through this, Doctor Hawthorne, especially after what you’ve done
for us. IfI can help in any way, I will.”

“Thank you -- I'm sorry. You’ve given me the information I need. Is Hammond still there?”

“Yes, 'm here. Hawthorne, ’'m sorry. We’ve been very concerned about you since we learned
about the damn things. We knew you’d gone through Miami, but we weren’t able to locate you until
this morning.”

“My phone has been on all damn day. A phone call would have been nice,” I told him. But as |
said it, I realized it worked both ways -- I could have called him, and perhaps I should have, if I hadn’t
been pissed -- that’s what happens when you take things personally.

“Yes, I agree, especially once we located you. We totally blew this one, and I’'m taking
responsibility for it. Is there someplace where we can meet and talk, face to face? I owe it to you.”

I agreed with that! “Let me think about it. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”
“Please call me later today and let me know how Miss Macmillan is doing.”

I thought about Christie, something I’d not done in a while. “Okay, I’ll do that. Has anyone
heard from Doctor Flynn?”

I heard him sigh. Maybe he does have a heart. “No, we haven’t. I haven’t tried contacting her
for a few days. I’ll give her a call.”

“Okay. I’ll call you again later.”
“Doctor Hawthorne, again, my apologies. I would like to talk to you personally.”

“I think that would be good for both of us. I’ll let you know.”
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I hung up and folded up the phone. My hands were shaking still. I watched my right hand --
isn’t that how it started? Looking at my right hand? I took a few deep breaths; that helped. I moved
Barbara on to the bed -- she was heavy -- and checked her over. No lumps on her pretty head.

I picked up the gun again. I don’t like guns -- figure out what to do about it later, leave it out for
now. [ dropped the sprayer in my luggage, the bag I checked.

Sitting with her on the bed, she looked so peaceful, and so pretty. Being with her was so nice.
And she hadn’t done anything remotely sneaky, just enjoying each other’s company, making love,
holding each other.... But now, it seems, we’re back in the real world.

“Oh Barbara,” I whispered, straightening up her hair.

She started moving a while later. I moved closer, looking down at her. She smiled and pulled
me down into a kiss.

But broke off the kiss after a few seconds. I sat up.

“Roger! What happened? This woman...”

I held her shoulders. “It’s okay -- we’re safe. Hammond’s people thought I was in danger.”

She frowned.

“They went away. I talked to Hammond. They found out about the trackers -- seems a few
people in his organization had them. He wanted mine taken out, and I told him that had been done
already.”

“But that woman -- she attacked me, spraying something in my face.”

I nodded. “Yup. How do you feel now?”

“Okay, I guess. A little confused. Help me sit up.”

I did. She pointed to the gun on the table. “Where the hell did that come from?”

“Oh that? I got it from one of the people who dropped by,” I said with a smile.

She frowned more. “Just like that?”

“I can be very persuasive,” I told her.

She shook her head. “Help me to the bathroom, please?”

I helped her up, hugging once she stood.
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“Oh Roger -- it was so nice...”
I held her and rocked her. “T know. And it still can be.”
She was cautious about the first few steps, but seemed okay after that. I left her in the bathroom.

I looked at the gun again. I pulled the clip and cleared the round from the chamber. The room
safe was as good a place as any, I figured.

“You okay?” I called out after a bit.

She stepped from the bathroom naked. She smiled and ran her fingers through her hair. “We
still have a few hours before we need to get ready for dinner...”

I kicked off my shoes. By the time I met her at the edge of the bed, I was naked as well.

We crawled into the bed together. “Your hands are cold!” she complained.

Bless her, she’d put on perfume. Soon we were both warmed up. I was on top of her, pulling
her knees up, teasing her button with a finger. Her head tossed back and forth on the bed, wonderful
noises coming from her. After a long moan, she pulled my hand away. I rocked more, and she gripped
my torso between her thighs and calves. “Oh, squeeze!” I cried out. She squeezed me, and soon I was

pumping into her.

As I collapsed down, she guided me to a nipple and held me. My arms flew around her,
clutching.

“Gentle, gentle,” she whispered, squeezing my head and moving me around a little. I gave
myself to her once more.

I woke up to an empty bed. I picked up my phone and called Hammond. This time I didn’t even
have to announce myself; it was, “I’ll connect you to the Director, Doctor Hawthorne.”

When he came on the line I told him Barbara seemed to be fine. I was still thinking about a
place to meet and would call him tomorrow.

I put the phone down as Barbara climbed back in bed.

“T agreed to call Hammond and let him know how you were doing.”
“He knows we’re together?”

“He did as of this morning, at least.”

“Did he say anything about that?”” she asked as we snuggled together again.
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“Nope, not a word.”

“Tell me what happened?”’

I told her as best I could remember. The gun was in the safe; we had to do something about that.
By this time her head was on my chest.

“Oh Roger, It was so nice being with you...” She sobbed gently; I held her and kissed her hair.
“And it still can be, isn’t that what we said?”

I held her, enjoying the simple sensations.

She moved in my arms. “Here,” she said, “move down -- I need to hold you.”

I slid down and she held me, gently but firmly. She moved one hand after a while, but it was
only to brush the tears from my eyes.

“We need to get up and get ready,” she whispered, waking me up, then holding me closely once
more. | hugged her tight, then let go, luxuriating in her embrace, in the contentedness of being held to
her. We separated.

But when we got up, I pulled her to me and we kissed.

“I’m going to shower,” I told her. She nodded.

I showered, shaved, dumped the syringes, and started getting dressed. When I stepped back into
the bedroom area, she was standing in front of the mirror, wearing a simple but beautiful full-length

dress, arranging a string of pearls around her neck.

“That dress is beautiful,” I said, walking up and kissing her on the back of the neck. I wound my
arms around her waist.

“You’re biased,” she chuckled, holding my arms.
“You’re right,” I admitted, kissing her neck.

She turned in my arms, leaning back a bit.

“I love that look on your face,” I told her.

“Thank you.”
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I'sighed. “And I love the look on your face when we’re making love, the way you arch your
neck back, your head moving, tossing your hair...”

She raised an eyebrow. “Would you like to know my favorite?”

“Me between your legs?” I suggested optimistically.

I felt the shiver run through her. “No, my favorite look on your face...”

“When you’re on top of me, driving me crazy, the magic you do with your hips?”’
“Mmm... that is nice... I like doing that, but it’s not my favorite...”

“What, then?”

She smiled and slid a hand up my arm to the back of my neck, holding me gently. My eyes
closed part way.

“It’s when I hold you to me, hold you close at my breast. The look on your face... you’re so
relaxed and peaceful...”

“I hope you like it as much as I do,” I whispered.

She smiled more, almost a smirk. “I could hold you like that for hours -- and I have, and I will,
again. I’ve never met someone like you, Roger. I’ve never held, or been held by someone like you.”

“Thank you, Barbara -- I’ve never experienced anything like the time we’ve had together.”
The phone rang.
“I’ll get it,” she told me. She kissed me on the nose and gave me a squeeze.

“Yes?” she said, answering the phone. “Very good -- we’ll be down in ten minutes or so.” She
put down the phone. “I spoke with Carl. He’s sent a car for us. I know the driver.”

I got my pants and put them on. “Thank you. Especially given what’s been happening.”

She shook her head. “It’s unbelievable -- especially from Hammond’s organization.”

I shook my head. Ilooked down at my right foot -- the outside was bruised from where the door
whacked it. I opened my suitcase for a pair of socks. As I picked up the socks, I came across the

sprayer. I dumped it in my pants pocket. What the hell.

I put on my shoes, and my coat. When I put my wallet in my dress pants, I moved the sprayer to
my coat pocket.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 217 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“What’s wrong?”” Barbara asked.

“Right foot is sore from the door whacking it.”
“Want me to kiss it and make it better?”

I hugged her. “I can think of better places to kiss...”

We walked to the elevators. We were on the 11th floor, one of the “club” floors, with
supposedly restricted access. Yet those four goons hadn’t had any problems.

The elevator arrived. I stepped forward, blocking Barbara’s path. I stepped in, pushed two
buttons, lobby and 3, and got out. When the door closed and the elevator started down, I hit the button
again.

“Is that a little paranoid?” Barbara asked.

“Yes, but is it too paranoid?”

We made it to the lobby without incident. Barbara recognized our driver and we were whisked
off. The drive was short, to a restaurant with a Continental theme.

I took Barbara’s arm and we walked in. At the reception desk she said, “Mister Bergman’s
party.” The hostess smiled and said, “This way, please.” We walked through the restaurant and up a
flight of stairs to a private room. It had a bar set up in one corner, and a table set for eight. Besides
waiters and waitresses, a man and a woman were in the room. The man looked to be early fifties, trim,
sharp looking suit. The woman was maybe early forties, tall, good posture. She wore an expensive
looking dress, and was skinny on top.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” the man said as we approached. “I’m Carl Bergman, and this is my wife
Jerry. We’re pleased you could make it tonight.” His handshake was no-nonsense.

“Would you care for something to drink?” he asked us.
“Barbara?” I asked, turning to her.

“Whisky sour, please.”

“And a glass of white wine,” I added.

Carl stepped away. Jerry asked, “How was your visit to the island? I understand it was cut a bit
short?”

Barbara replied. “We only had rain a few days. We could have stayed for another week.” 1
loved the look she gave me.
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“Yes, we could have. I might even have started working on a tan, but the people in Seattle
wouldn’t recognize me.” That got polite laughter.

Carl returned with our drinks. I took a sip of wine.
“Doctor Hawthorne,” Carl began.
“Please call me Roger,” I interrupted.

He nodded. “Thank you, Roger. We have another couple, a member of the firm, joining us, and
two young men. At the end of the evening, I would be most interested in your opinion of the young

2

men.
“In what respect?” I asked.
“Oh, generally, entry-level management positions.”

I nodded.

Another couple arrived, an older man, somewhat overweight, gray hair and nice suit. His
companion was about the same age as Barbara and me, mid 30’s, and stacked -- a trophy, or bait?

“Roger Hawthorne, may I introduce Arthur Kot, and ...” Carl paused and Arthur said, “Jeanne.”

I smiled and shook Arthur’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” Jeanne gave me a hug, letting me
know how stacked she was.

We made chit-chat for a few minutes. Two waiters appeared with trays of finger food. I went
for the bacon-wrapped scallops.

After a bit I said, “Excuse me for a moment.” I put down my empty wine glass at the bar and
asked, “Where’s the men’s room?”’

The bartender told me, “The door to your right, down the hall, you can’t miss it.”

“Thanks.”

I went out the door and into a narrow corridor. The restrooms were at the end. Oh well,
returning to a different fluid balance, I guess. Should have gone before we left. Afterwards I washed
my hands and straightened my ponytail. I’d brought the business coat. I almost wish I’d brought the

bohemian-professor one, just to tweak these folks.

I stepped back into the narrow corridor. A waiter was walking towards me. When he was about
eight feet away, he brandished a knife in his right hand.
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“Put that away before you get hurt,” I told him severely, taking half a step back and to the wall
on my right. His posture was wrong -- [ couldn’t see his left hand, and the way he was standing, his real
weapon was in his left -- another knife? My nose was running a little from the ferocious air-
conditioning. I sniffled a little and cleared my throat.

The idiot made a half-assed lunge toward me with the knife.

I spit in his face. As he recoiled, I gave him a light kick in the rocks to slow him down. He
started to fold, his left hand coming up. My, my -- a stun gun. It was clacking loudly, arcs shooting
between the electrodes. As his hands reflexively approached his face, the knife blade got too close to
the stun gun and pretty electrical arcs played over the blade. He twitched, dropping the stun gun and the
knife. Itook a breath, pulled out the sprayer, and gave it to him in the face.

He wobbled and went down the rest of the way to the floor. I picked up the stun gun. Fool --
don’t put your finger on the trigger until/unless you’re beginning your attack. That would have hurt if
he’d been successful; he would have gotten me in the right side. I picked up the knife -- it was sharp. I
stepped over his body, and went back to our dining room, pocketing the weapons.

I walked over to Carl, cutting between him and the two young men he’d been speaking with. “A
word with you, Mister Bergman,” I said, using the full Sensei voice to move him backwards.

I walked him to a corner of the room where a tray was set up to receive used glasses and such.

“Bergman -- either your security stinks, or you’re playing games. In any event, there’s an
unconscious man in the hallway over there. He had these.” I put the knife and the stun gun on the tray.
“Good night.”

Barbara was talking with Jerry, Arthur, and Jeanne. I walked over to them.

“Barbara, I’'m leaving,” I told her.

She looked at me in surprise, and stood there.

“Coming or staying?” I asked flatly. She blinked. I turned and walked toward the door.

She caught up with me as [ was opening the door.

“What happened?” she whispered, taking my arm.

“I’ll tell you when we’re outside.”

Our driver was waiting for us downstairs. He seemed surprised to see us, but hopped up, saying,
“You’re leaving?”

“Please,” I told him.
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“I’ll get the car.”
We stepped out into the balmy Miami evening.
“Roger, please tell me,” Barbara said calmly and softly, holding on to my arm.

“I went to the bathroom, and when I headed back, an idiot tried to jump me in the hallway. AsI
told Bergman, either his security stinks, or he’s playing games. In either case, I’'m not interested.”

She gasped and shook her head.

A minute or so later, the driver reappeared with the car. “To the hotel?”

I was still hungry. “Do you know a place with good steaks, prime rib?”

He smiled. “Yes, sir, I do.”

I turned to Barbara. “That sound okay? I’m still hungry.”

She shook her head. “Roger, I don’t know what to say. Yes, that sounds good.”

“Let’s go!”

The place he took us to looked popular. The three of us went in. I left my name, table for two.
The guy at the desk gave me a weird look and curtly said half an hour minimum. Fine. Barbara and I

sat down. I noticed our driver having a word with our host, and it didn’t look too polite.

But when he came over to us, our driver was all smiles. “I’ll be waiting outside in the car. Take
your time.”

“Thank you; I appreciate it,” I told him.

I held Barbara’s hand and looked at her. “Barbara, a man I respect told me your organization
was in another league compared to Hammond’s. That wasn’t quite what I expected.”

She was still shaken. “Roger, I don’t know what to say -- I expected something unusual, but not
that. Having you size up two juniors, yes -- but not that. I’'m stunned, and appalled.”

I smiled. I was on more familiar ground now. I took both her hands and looked at her.
“Barbara, take a deep breath, and when you let it out, let go of all those feelings. We’re going to have a
wonderful dinner together. Right?”

She smiled. It took a few breaths, but I think she relaxed.

We heard names being called for tables. The place looked good. I was going to have dinner, and
enjoy it.
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I was surprised when after a few minutes, our host came over to us and said, “Your table is ready
sir, if you would please follow me.”

I stood up. Barbara gave me a raised eyebrow.
We were shown to a nice booth. “Some subtle motivation?” Barbara asked as we sat down.

“Yes, I believe our driver exchanged words with our host. Whatever he said, I appreciate it, and
hope it didn’t involve threats of violence.”

I took a glance at the wine list. “Ooh, you’re going to have to help me on this one -- I only know
Left Coast wines.” I handed it to Barbara. She laughed, a good sign.

We had a marvelous meal -- salad, prime rib, potatoes, red wine, and small talk, pushing the
earlier events of the day out of our minds. We had their caramel custard for dessert. “Doesn’t match up

to Gail’s,” I sighed. Barbara agreed.

I paid the bill and left a generous tip. As we walked out, I stopped at the host’s desk. “Thank
you for a wonderful meal,” I told him. He smiled and nodded.

We walked out to the car. I tapped on the window, and our driver hopped out.

“How was dinner?” he asked.

“You can let his kids out of the trunk now -- it was great, thanks to you.”

He laughed, and so did we.

When we went into the hotel lobby, I saw one of the goons from earlier in the day. He was
sitting in a corner, not really reading a magazine. I walked right over to him, leaned over in his face,
and said quietly but firmly, “I said I never wanted to see you again.”

He gave me a sheepish look. “Sir, the Director said I’'m supposed to watch you.”

I nodded. Then I asked, “How’s the girl? Any broken ribs?”

“One broken, a few bruised, concussion.”

“Tell her I’'m sorry -- she rushed me. I don’t like hurting people.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll let her know.”

We walked past the front desk to the elevators. As we approached the elevators, another man
walked up.
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“Hotel security, sir -- was that man bothering you? He was here earlier in the day.”
“Let’s see some [.D.”
He produced a photo I.D. that looked like it cost someone some money. Might even be real.

“Please leave him alone. He screwed up earlier today, and as penance he gets to sit up most of
the night.”

The guy smiled. “Yes sir. I understand.”

I ran my card key through the reader for the “club” elevator. The door opened and Barbara and I
got in. I punched the button. “I do not like hurting people, but in some circumstances, I’'m willing to
make an exception,” I muttered. Barbara had an interesting look on her face. I gave her a hug, which
she returned with interest.

We got ready for bed. She still looked off-balance.

“Barbara, I need to hold you, and I need to be held,” I whispered as I held her in the dark.

We got into bed and snuggled up. We went to sleep in each other’s arms.

I got up early, went to the bathroom, and crawled back in bed. There is something very special
about crawling into bed and snuggling up to a warm, soft, body.

I started out snuggled next to her back, and after a while she turned to hold me -- heaven. I went
to sleep again in her embrace.

I awoke to a hand running over me as her other hand held me to her. She inflamed me, then
moved on top of me. I held her waist as she rocked us to heaven, burying my head between her breasts.

After she did her magic, she held me again, rocking me gently. I settled in and let go.

I woke again to her kissing the top of my head. I held her, hearing and feeling her heart beat.
“Thank you,” I whispered, kissing her breasts.

“Thank you, Roger,” she whispered back.

“Shower with me?”

“Of course.”

We showered and dried together. As we dried our hair, she asked, “What should we do today?”’

“Is today Wednesday? Have breakfast and figure out what we want to do when we grow up?”’

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 223 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

She laughed and leaned on me. “I like that.”
We dressed and headed down to the coffee shop. “Ever done Orlando and the Mouse?” I asked.
“No, I haven’t. Thinking of that?”

“I’m not sure. I did Disneyland on the Left Coast a few years ago. I’d like it more if they had
places where adults could stray off together...”

She laughed as she finished up her hair. “Such as?”

“Oh, nothing so tacky as the love hotels in Japan -- but after the heat and humidity, something
cool and sensuous would be nice...”

“Would you come home with me for a few days? I think I may know of something...”
“That sounds nice. I could meet Hammond in D.C. tomorrow.”

She smiled. “I could use the time as well. Give me your plane ticket, and I’ll take care of things.
I’ll have the Eggs Benedict, large orange juice, and coffee.”

“I can do that,” I told her. I dug out my ticket and handed it to her. We headed downstairs.

We parted at the lobby. I went to the coffee shop, got a table, and ordered for us. She appeared
about five minutes later, a big smile on her face.

“All set?”

She nodded as I helped her take her seat. I gave her a kiss. “If we can be at the airport in two
hours,” she told me.

“We can do that, but you’ll have to do something for me.”
“What’s that?”

“Don’t put on any more perfume...”

She laughed. “I’ll remember that...”

“Oh fuck,” I muttered.

“What?”

“What the hell do we do with the gun?”
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“Return it -- Hammond’s man is still in the lobby.”

“Sounds good.”

We finished breakfast. Barbara went to arrange something, and I walked over to our tail.
“You get any sleep last night?” I asked him.

“About three hours, sir.”

“Come upstairs and I’ll return the gun.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Barbara walked up. I asked her, “We have wheels to the airport?”
“I thought we’d use a cab.”

I looked at our friend. “Can you take us to the airport?”

He actually smiled. “Yes, sir. I can do that.”

“Okay, upstairs.”

I got the gun from the safe while Barbara was packing. I handed it to him. “Be careful -- people
with these things get hurt.”

“Yes, sir,” he said with a dour face.

He helped us with the bags, and went to get the car while Barbara checked us out.

We loaded into his car, a Taurus. “International?”” he asked.

“American Airlines domestic -- New York then Amsterdam,” I told him.

I glanced at Barbara. She didn’t even raise an eyebrow.

We screwed up, though -- we got to the airport and through check-in and security with too much
time to spare. That meant our flight was delayed -- bad weather at National, our destination. We headed
for the lounge

“When should I schedule my meeting?” I asked Barbara.

She smiled, pulling out her phone. “Oh, tomorrow morning. Don’t make plans for tomorrow
evening.”
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I smiled. “And I won’t make plans for real early in the morning, either -- you’re delicious in the
morning.” We exchanged a quick kiss and she stepped away, flipping her phone open. I hit the speed-
dial on mine.

“How are the two of you doing today?” Hammond asked when he got on the line.

“Pretty good. We could meet in D.C. tomorrow morning if that’s convenient.”

He chuckled. “Not Amsterdam? Where would you like to meet?”

“You know the National Air and Space Museum?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a bench underneath Burt Rutan’s ‘Voyager’ aircraft. Ten thirty tomorrow morning?”

“I’ll be there. Thank you for the opportunity.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

I’d been remiss in calling people. I dialed another number. I should have called Abiko by now.

“Hello?” she said. It was early on the Left Coast still.

“I’'m sorry if I woke you. It’s Roger calling”

“Sensei, are you all right?”” asked Abiko. “People have been coming by trying to find you.
Janice left for Miami. She was concerned as well.”

“Abiko, I’'m fine. There was something which came up, but it’s been handled. Everything is
fine. How are you doing? How are things going at the dojo?”

“Oh Sensei, it’s good to hear you. We’ve been worried about you. Things at the dojo are going
fine.”

We talked for a few more minutes. No, I didn’t know exactly when I’d be home, but I’d call
again in a few days.

I made a quick call to the attorney, letting him know I was okay. We’d gotten an electronic-
funds-transfer on the settlement check, directly into my cash management account. We talked for a bit.

I put the phone back in my pocket and kissed Barbara as she stepped back to me.

“What’s happening on the home front?”” she asked.
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“Oh, folks trying to track me down -- sounds like Janice deflected most of it from Abiko, but
after a bit both Janice and Abiko were worried. The attorney I’'m working with likes Janice, and didn’t
trust any of the others who came knocking. Oh, the settlement money came in.”

She looked at me quizzically.

“After the Chicago debacle, Hammond and company sent me a settlement agreement, picking up
health care costs and giving me a significant amount of cash, done in a way which makes it virtually all
tax-free. The attorney understands it, anyway. The net result is I have even less motivation to work
very hard, if at all.”

“As long as Hammond is in business...”

“Maybe for health coverage, I’1l have to ask about that, but I’ve got the money now. You think
Hammond’s organization is in that much trouble?”

She looked grim. “We’ll find out in the next few days, but they suffered major blows, and seem
to be making some egregious mistakes.”

“Unlike some other organizations?” I asked.
She nodded with a frown. “There’s no lack of stupid, it seems.”

Then she added, “Roger, I gave your number to another of our people. Alain is in Europe. He’d
like to speak with you.”

I nodded as we sat down.

She punched a button and folded up her phone, dropping it back in her bag and giving me a smug
yet somewhat sad look.

“Barbara, I’d still like to travel with you. I haven’t forgotten about that.”

She smiled and sighed. “I know.” She handed me my ticket.

I glanced at the itineraries -- hers was with mine. As I handed it back, something caught my eye.
“What is this ‘Doctor Macmillan?’ I’ve not heard that before.”

She smiled. “Ph.D. in art history.”

Now I was really confused. “I’m afraid I don’t see the connection...”

She laughed. “I was in Europe, in Italy, doing research and met some very interesting people. I
was young, and they were interested in my talents.”
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I raised an eyebrow.

She laughed. “Translating for them -- I know Latin, Greek, Italian, German, and a bit of Spanish
and Portuguese. The organization started in Europe. From what Alain said, he heard quite quickly
about what happened last night, and he is not at all happy with Carl and Arthur.”

“Okay, so which one planned that escapade, and which one ratted him out?”

She smirked and shook her head. “Don’t know. Either one, either way. They’re both
considered cowboys.”

“I’ll agree with that. So, what would we do in Europe and Japan traveling together?”

Her smile deepened. “Oh Roger, I'm glad you haven’t foreclosed that.”

I moved my hands to her shapely waist. “I enjoy being with you -- even when we’re not in bed
together. You are a wonderful companion. As long as the job description doesn’t involve roughing up
punks on a regular basis, I’'m still quite interested.”

“No Roger, you’re wanted for other things.” She scooted closer to me on the couch.

“My intellect and keen powers of observation,” I said, kissing her neck.

“Oh you!” she said, leaning back and away from me.

I pouted, sticking out my lower lip. She laughed.

“Actually, you’re right. What did you think of the clinic, and our island retreat?”

“Other than both of them being fortresses? Nice places, efficient.”

She nodded. “Very few people spot that, Roger. How would you attack either place? What are
their weaknesses?”

“Depends on the goal of the attack. I’d want to catch Paul off guard, that’s for sure. No place is
completely safe, as we learned in our hotel room.”

She nodded. “Thank you for saving us. If they’d managed to haul us off, all hell would have
broken loose. Part of what we’d be doing is traveling, meeting people, and using your powers of
observation.”

I shook my head. “You must have experts in those areas, though.”

“You’ll get to meet them, and work with them. Some times you need a fresh perspective.”

“Like after someone has given you a surprise?” I softly stroked the side of a breast.
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She held my hand in place. “Now you’re guessing.”

I'slid closer. “Some things I don’t have to guess at.”

She held me, then started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I asked. “Do you know how nice it is to go to sleep in someone’s arms?”
She gave me a squeeze. “Yes, it’s grand, and I can hardly wait to get you home.”

My phone rang. As I picked it up, Barbara’s phone rang as well.

The man on the other end introduced himself as Alain, speaking Parisian French. Barbara gave
my shoulder a squeeze and stepped away.

Alain and I spoke for a few minutes. He apologized at the way we had been treated. He was
going to be in the Washington, D.C. area tomorrow. Would it be possible for us to meet? I smiled, and
suggested the National Air and Space Museum -- under the Voyager aircraft, at 11:30. That would be
fine, he told me. He pressed me for my opinion of Carl and Arthur. I told him I didn’t have enough
exposure to form a balanced opinion. I added that the driver had given us superb service. He chuckled
and told me he was looking forward to meeting me in person, and to working with me.

Barbara returned, with quite the sway in her hips. She sat down close, almost on top of me. I
put an arm around her waist. “Good news, I take it?”

She gave me a very sexy look. “Mmmm yes...” Then a look of concern formed. “You don’t
have problems with dark places, do you?”

I held her. “Nope, why?”

She pulled my head to her shoulder. “How about a place so dark that you’ll have to rely on your
other senses?”

“Sounds interesting, especially if you’ll be there.”

“Oh, most definitely -- [ wouldn’t miss it.” She frowned. “You won’t mind me being tied up
tomorrow during the day?”

I wiggled my eyebrows. She smirked and added, “Figuratively, dear -- loose ends.”

I picked up her hand and kissed it. A thought crossed my mind. “I could do something
approximating work tomorrow as well...”

She kissed my hand. “As long as you’re done by six.”
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I dug out my trusty address book. I set up a meeting -- half past twelve at the Air and Space
Museum.

Barbara was running a hand over my back again. My, that felt nice. “A colleague?” she asked.

I nodded. “We’re actually collaborating on a research effort. We haven’t seen each other face-
to-face since...” A shudder ran through me -- [ know she felt it.

“Since?” she asked softly.

“Boulder, almost two years ago,” I whispered in reply, turning more to her.
She nodded, smiling slightly. “If nothing else, that brought us together.”

I smiled. “Yes, so many positive things have come out of it...”

We hugged quietly.

Our flight was delayed, the weather around DC was abysmal, but we finally arrived at Barbara’s.
Standing inside her door, I stomped my feet and shook my head, getting rid of the excess rain and sleet.

“I deliberately didn’t bring an overcoat,” I told her.

She smiled and drew me into her arms. After we kissed, she told me, “I’ve got something you
can use tomorrow. But for now, you’re here, with me.”

She gave me the two-bit tour as I carried the bags upstairs. It was a nice two-story place, two
bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs, downstairs with the parlor, dining room, kitchen, and a small office.
A light on the answering machine was blinking. When I motioned to it, she told me, “It can wait until

tomorrow -- at least.”

Back in the kitchen, she pulled a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator. “If you’ll do the
honors?” she asked, pulling open a drawer to get the opener.

I opened it and poured two glasses, handing her one.
“And now,” she told me, “I’m going to fix us dinner.”
“What can I do to help?” I asked.

“Sit and talk with me?”

Barbara is very bright as well as very beautiful. It didn’t take her long to figure out that she’d be
better off if I had something to keep me busy. I put the salad together for us.
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We sat together, eating by candlelight. We cleaned up the kitchen, and then she insisted on
checking things on her Mac. I shook my head, giving her that Sensei look, but I broke into a smile. I'd
be doing the same thing. Did I really want to get a computer for the house?

She had a pile of e-mail messages, but waved those off. We looked at weather forecasts,
including satellite pics. Forecasters were calling it the first hurricane of the season. Paul and Gail were
in for it, by the looks of things.

We puttered downstairs a little more. She showed me an overcoat I could use; it fit nicely. 1
hung it back in the closet, and when I turned to her again, she had the most interesting smile on her face.

I stepped closer and took her hands in mine.

“Let’s go upstairs,” she whispered.

I got my bag of bathroom stuff. Now she had a contemplative look. “What is it?” I asked.
She smiled. “Would you do me a favor?”

“Of course.”

“Use the bathroom downstairs, and wait for me in the parlor?”

I smiled and kissed one of her hands. “I’ll be waiting.”

She beamed. I walked downstairs. Sounded like a pretty good invitation to me.

I sat on the loveseat in the parlor, waiting. After a bit I closed my eyes, feeling my breath,
relaxing. It had been a very interesting trip, and a worthwhile one.

I heard her coming down the stairs.

She stepped into the room wearing the same dark blue velvet dress she’d worn that first evening.
Her diamond earrings sparkled in the light. This time her feet were bare. As she stepped closer, I could
tell she wasn’t wearing anything under the dress.

I sighed before she touched me. She wrapped her arms around me, holding me. I held her waist.

“Thank you, Barbara -- thank you for so much,” I whispered.

She sat down next to me. “I haven’t worn this dress for anyone else,” she told me.

I smiled and held out my arms. As we kissed, running our hands over each other, I couldn’t help
but think of that first evening. Oh how much had happened since then! But that was the past.
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I nuzzled my way down her body. She squeezed me to her perfumed breasts, making me moan
and hold her tight. But I slid down further, kneeling on the floor, pulling her bottom closer to the edge
of the loveseat and raising her dress, kissing my way up her thighs.

Her taste, her scent, the sounds she made and the way she squeezed me, the heat radiating from
her, the softness of her dress -- that was here, and now.

She pushed me away. “Upstairs, please,” she panted.

Once again she led me upstairs. The lights in the room were dim. There was something else.
“It’s cool in here,” I told her, my hands moving by themselves over her body.

“All the better for you to hold me with,” she growled.

She undressed me slowly, sensuously, teasing me.

I was naked on the bed and she was on top of me, still wearing her dress, kissing me, holding me
as my hands roved. We moved some and she held my head to her bosom, filling me with softness,
warmth, and perfume. She held me and sang softly, taking me to a cloud where we made love, then
snuggled together for sleep.

In the morning she was on her back as she held me to her. She inflamed me, ending up on her
stomach as I enjoyed riding her sensuous bottom. After another snuggle, we showered together and got
ready for the day. We hugged at the top of the stairs.

“Thank you for a wonderful, delirious evening,” I whispered in her ear.

She hugged me close, breathed hotly in my ear, and bit my earlobe.

We had a light breakfast downstairs. The TV weather reported nastiness in the Bahamas.

Barbara made sure I had directions; I insisted on using Metro rather than taking a cab. As I put
on the coat, I moved a bit in it. “What’s this lined with?” I asked. It felt weird.

She smirked. “Kevlar/aramid derivative. Good against pointy things and small caliber arms.
I’m told there are extra layers covering the chest, and in the forearms, although I’'m not sure why.”

I felt the forearms of the coat. Yes, felt thicker along the outside. “Good for blocking,” I told
her. “Are you worried about something?”

She shook her head. “No. But I want you to be careful anyway -- don’t get into trouble.”
I hugged her. “Yes, dear -- I’ll be good. See you tonight.”

We kissed and she let me out the door.
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I got to the Air and Space Museum around ten fifteen. Walking in, I glanced around -- there,
upper deck on the right -- Janice. I continued looking around as I headed for the stairs; I didn’t
recognize anyone else, or spot any obvious sharks.

“Good morning,” I said as [ walked up to Janice.

She hugged me. “I was worried -- we were worried.”

“Thanks -- I'm okay. How are you? Why are you here?”

She managed a smile. “I’m here on my own, if that’s what you mean. Roger, it’s chaos -- |
don’t think anyone knows what’s going on. Was it true?”

“What?” I asked.
“Some kind of bug? In your body?”

I nodded. “As far as I can tell, yes. Luckily mine was botched and got infected, which helped
show the thing up. I understand other people had them as well.”

She nodded. “That’s the rumor -- they’ve been screening everyone. A few folks have been sent
off to Pittsburgh or other sites. They checked me a few days ago.”

I started walking, looking around as I did. “Spot anyone else?”

“I haven’t recognized anyone, or seen anyone suspicious. I understand you’re meeting the
Director at 10:30?”

“Yeah.” Some secret that was.

She shook her head. “Hard to believe what’s happened.”
“No, pretty easy, actually.”

She smiled and nodded. “What can I do to help?”

I hugged her at the top of the stairs. “You’re doing it. I’'m meeting people at 10:30, 11:30, and
12:30. Watch my back? But please -- watch yours as well.”

She nodded, but her face still showed concern, unease. “You’re really working for ... them
now?”

“Janice, I don’t know who I am or am not working for. Am I working for another organization

without a name? Supposedly they’re interested, but they’ve fucked up too. Am I still working for
Hammond? I’m not too sure about that, either.”
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She shook her head.

I hugged her again. “That’s okay -- I don’t understand it either. I’ll probably be going to lunch
at the cafeteria in the History Museum.”

“I’'m glad you’re okay,” she whispered.

“So am I, believe me. Thank you for being here.”

“Here’s my cell number -- call me if you need anything.”

I took it with a nod, then hugged her again. We separated. I turned to the stairs.

I looked up at Rutan’s Voyager, hanging from the ceiling. Hard to believe, two people flew
around the world nonstop in it. I shook my head as I walked down the stairs -- who was crazier -- them
or me? I sat down to wait.

Hammond was right on time. I stood up and shook his hand. We sat down together.

“Up on the balcony to the right -- he one of yours?” I asked, still looking at him.

“Brown leather jacket, light colored knit shirt, black hair?” he replied without turning around.

“Yeah.”

“Ken is one of ours. Is Janice working for you now?”

“She works for herself. I didn’t invite her, or tell her.”

He sighed and shook his head. “Doctor Hawthorne, Roger, thank you for agreeing to get
together. I owe you an apology for what happened in Miami.”

Even though I’d been thinking about it, I still didn’t know how to respond. “It’s over. How
many others were there? What have you learned?”

He shook his head again. He looked like hell. “Fifteen so far, with a number of people yet to be
checked. Two of the fifteen are still scheduled for surgery. I spoke with Doctor Richards personally --
she was duped, twice, and she’s mad as hell. Similar reports throughout the organization -- they were
very thorough. If there’s a pattern, I sure as hell don’t understand it. Another cancer...”

We talked about the organization. He was trying to hold things together; some clients had
deserted them, some hadn’t -- yet. He thought I was probably doing the right thing by moving on.

I felt like a Father Confessor -- he was sitting leaned over, looking down, his elbows on his
knees. I worked to focus him forward, looking for things which had gone well. It was hard.
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About twenty after eleven -- I noticed a man standing on the other side of the hall from us. He
blended in so well that he stood out. Topcoat quite similar to mine, relaxed stance, face breaking into a
wry smile. He approached.

When he was about fifteen feet away, Hammond looked up and stopped what he was saying in
mid-sentence. He sat back. “Alain?” he said, his voice full of emotion.

The man stepped forward, smiling. Hammond stood up. The two looked to be about the same
age, mid 50’s. Alain was in a lot better shape, undoubtedly psychologically as well as physically. The
two embraced. Alain pounded Hammond on the back. Hammond returned the greeting.

They walked away from where I was sitting. They stood talking for a few minutes. They talked
European-style, about a foot apart, glancing over to me occasionally. I eventually figured out they were
both speaking French. At one point I could tell I must be the subject of conversation. I wasn’t sure
whether I liked that or not. They came over to me.

Alain was amused; Hammond wasn’t. It took a few minutes to convince Hammond that nobody
had put me up to this -- not Alain, not Barbara, and certainly not those clowns in Miami. Why had I
done it? I wasn’t sure. Hammond asked me point blank if anyone had put me up to this. I told him no.
Did I know the history of the two groups? Hell, I didn’t even know their names! He and Alain stepped
away again. [ was worried initially, but eventually they hugged and came back over to me.

“Doctor Hawthorne, thank you -- I think,” Hammond told me. We shook hands. He turned to
Alain, and told him he’d wait for him for lunch. Hammond walked away, shaking his head, and
chuckling.

Alain looked at me, that wry smile on his face. “Doctor Hawthorne, you continue to surprise
us,” he said, almost laughing. We embraced, Parisian style, then sat down to talk.

He was quite amused. Why had I thought to bring him together with Hammond? I still didn’t
know, but I felt it was the right thing to do -- gut feeling. He laughed and shook his head. We talked
about the dinner party in Miami. I told him what happened, and called his people “cowboys.” On the
other hand, the driver had been superb. He asked what I thought of the clinic, and the island resort. I
gave him general answers. When he got more specific, I got more general. He smiled and nodded.

He asked what skills I offered his organization. I told him he had it wrong -- I didn’t give a rat’s
ass about his organization, or Hammond’s for that matter. He might want to think about what his
organization had that might interest me. That sat him back, but still with a smile. I gave him my
thumbnail analysis of the relationship between trust and betrayal and left it at that.

He nodded. He sat for a bit, then told me he needed just the skills I’d demonstrated -- and not
the martial arts skills. He needed a new set of eyes to look things over, someone who didn’t come in
with the prejudices of a person who’d worked in the area, someone with maturity who was more
interested in victory without conflict.
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He smiled and looked at his watch. Was I interested in joining him for lunch with Hammond? It
should be quite interesting. No, I had another appointment. He sat back in shock -- who else? I laughed
and told him I was meeting a fellow physicist.

He shook his head. He told me he was also impressed with my ability to inspire others, and to
inspire loyalty. He hoped he would be adding to the organization, rather than losing someone. I wasn’t
sure what he meant by that.

I spotted my lunch appointment and let Alain know. He stood. We embraced again. With a
laugh, he wished me well, and told me he would be in touch.

I walked over to my physicist friend and greeted him. He hadn’t spotted me. As we were
walking out of the building, I nodded to Janice. She looked bewildered. I laughed out loud.

I stopped for flowers on the way back to Barbara’s place, getting there a little after five. The
afternoon had been quite productive, and the morning very interesting. I was looking forward to the

evening, and whatever it might bring.

But when Barbara opened the door, that changed. Even though she smiled, hugged me and
thanked me for the flowers, I could tell she was irritated and upset.

“Barbara, what’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “My plans for this evening were cancelled. I'm so ...”

I interrupted her with a kiss. Still hugging her, I whispered, “Then we’ll just have to find
something else to do.”

“Oh Roger,” she said in an exasperated sigh, “I was so looking forward to it -- for both of us.”

We walked to the kitchen, my nose leading the way. “Smells delicious,” I told her, putting an
arm around her waist. She was holding herself tight as she walked. Why?

I refilled her wine glass and filled mine. We sat at the small table in the kitchen.
“What else?” I asked her, holding one of her hands.

She smiled, giving me a questioning look.

“Is there something else? You’re upset.”

She frowned again. “You’re right. Oh Roger, some of these people are such ... idiots. Taking
off with you was either the best thing or the worst thing I’ve done.”

I kissed her hand. “You know how I feel...”
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She wrinkled her forehead, looking at me intensely. “Oh you feel wonderful -- so warm, so
passionate. I need to be held, especially in the morning.”

I kissed her hand again. “Thank you -- I need to be held as well.”

She smiled, taking a big sip of her wine. “I could have stayed another week or two with you.”

I smiled. “Barbara, so could I -- I know we’ll go back. We just need to figure out when. Oh shit
-- I didn’t get the info on the bedding, and I don’t know how to get in touch with them. I really want to
send them a thank-you note.”

She smiled a little more. “I can give you the information on both. The best way to contact Paul
and Gail is e-mail. Oh, I got a message from Paul -- he’d like you to give someone a call tomorrow
morning, see if you can meet with him, and contact some people back in your area when you get there.”

“That can wait until the morning. Tonight we have each other.”

She started to speak, her forehead furrowing and her shoulders going up at the same time.

“Remember the last few days, during the storm?”’ I whispered.

She murmured. “Oh yes...”

“The storm is still around us, but we’re together. Right?”

“Oh Roger -- I wish I had your patience.”

I laughed. “So do I, dear...”

She shook her head.

“What?” I asked.

She frowned. “I still find it hard to believe. That idiot Carl -- he had the unmitigated gall...”

I raised an eyebrow. I figured if she wanted to tell me, she would.

“He actually told me to use my ‘charms’ and do whatever it took to get you.”

I managed a slight smile. I reached over and held her hand.

Fire flashed in her eyes. “And I told him that wasn’t the kind of organization with which I wish
to be associated.”

Was that what Alain meant?
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I took a chance. “Like to move West for a while? You won’t have to worry about sunscreen in
Seattle.”

She stopped and looked at me. Her smile returned and she nodded. “Let’s see how dinner is
coming,” she said, standing up.

“Any chance you could show me one of your museums tomorrow afternoon?”
She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled.
“Did you know how much I like the way you move?” I asked her.

She gave me a steamy look -- that was encouraging. “Oh Roger -- you’re the one who moves so
well.”

I stood up and took her in my arms. “I don’t understand,” I whispered, kissing her neck.
“What don’t you understand?” she growled as she ran her hands over my back.

“So much -- what you do to me in bed -- what you do with the touch of your fingers, pressing on
my back with your hands...”

“Mmm,” she said, her fingers more energetic on my back. “Or holding your head? Maybe there
are some things you don’t need to understand...”

I held her. “I’ll consider it a woman’s secret.”

She laughed softly and kissed my neck. “You’ve taken me to some interesting places recently.”

“You deserve the best.”

“I’ll settle for you making us a salad,” she whispered in my ear.

“Ah, romance!” I said, giving her a squeeze.

She swatted my bottom as I retrieved the lettuce from her refrigerator.

We reviewed Friday’s tentative schedule as we ate. I’d make my call early, as Paul suggested.
Depending on that meeting, we’d do a museum in the afternoon. We already had reservations for dinner
Friday night.

Dinner was over. She reached for my hand. “When do you fly back to Seattle?”

“Sunday, I guess. That leaves us Saturday.”

She nodded somberly. “I can check for you, if you like.”
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I liked the feeling of her hand in mine. “Thank you.”

She nodded. “What will you do when you get home?”

I shook my head. “Depends on what happens. Finish the semester, but after that, I could take
the next semester off -- or the whole year.” I looked into her eyes. I was getting to an intense place
again. “I don’t know if I need time to think, or what. Part of me says to think things over.”

“And the other part?” she asked with a lecherous grin.

I shook my head. “Idon’t know.” I felt the tension -- what to do? All of a sudden I understood
better what Christie went through. “With all I’ve been through, some times I don’t know what’s real
any more. I don’t know if a feeling is mine, or if it was put there -- [ know how weird that must sound,
but it feels a whole lot weirder. What I do know is how wonderful the time I’ve spent with you has
been. I enjoy being with you. Maybe we should go see this Dumas woman in Paris -- maybe she could
help me understand.” I didn’t know which was the bigger mistake for me to make -- telling her I loved
her, or not telling her.

Her chin was in full pre-cry wobble and her eyes looked full. I wanted to bury my head in her
lap or her bosom again. But I moved my chair over closer to hers so I could hold her and hug her,
holding her head to my shoulder, supporting and comforting her. She started sobbing softly.

“Barbara, help me figure it out. I know what I feel for you. I know how special you are to me.”

So many things were running through my head. I decided the thing to do was shut the hell up
and hold her.

After a few minutes she started to straighten up. I reached for a napkin and handed it to her. She
wiped her face, managing a smile.

“What was that you said about me? Always full of surprises?”
She threw her arms around me. “You certainly are,” she said in a broken voice.

I let her compose herself. “So what do we do now?” I asked. “I mean, after we take care of the
dishes.”

She looked at me incredulously, then started laughing. I held her and we laughed together.
“Let’s do the dishes,” she said eventually.

We stood side by side in her kitchen cleaning things up. As I wiped down the countertops with
one towel, she dried her hands.
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She shook her head and gave me a half smile. “Roger, there were times this afternoon when I
was wishing you’d sweep me off my feet and take me away with you.”

“I could sweep you off your feet quite easily, my dear, but you don’t know how to fall.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “That’s what makes you so interesting -- some times you are
so unpredictable!”

I walked over to her, putting my arms around her waist. “And some times I am oh so predictable
-- like when you hold me.”

She turned us and pushed me back against the cabinets. “I know,” she said softly. “And you are
so nice when I’ve got you.”

“So what do we do?”

She shook her head. “Roger, I don’t know. And there haven’t been many times in my life when
I’ve said that. I’m in the same pickle -- part of me says to think it over, and part of me says to call the
moving company. Another part says to take you upstairs and stop all this silly thinking.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a good answer to me.”

After we got ready for bed, she surprised me. Leading me back to the bedroom, she spread a
robe on the floor. “Roger, will you humor me tonight?” she asked.

I ran fingers up her side. “I’ll do whatever you like.”
“On your back,” she growled.

I made it down to my back. She lowered herself on to me and started rocking back and forth.
She moved a hand between her legs to help, closing her eyes, her head going back. I caressed her
breasts, taking my cues from her vocalizations. I focused on her, trying to hold myself back. As she got
closer, she moved one of my hands to a nipple. I took the hint, rolling both her nipples gently. That
worked, increasing her bucking and her volume. “More,” she panted -- I squeezed her nipples more,
rolling them between thumb and forefinger as I held her breasts. She cried out, holding both my hands
to her, her hips slowing.

She lifted her head, then looked down at me. Her smile turned to lust as she put her hands on my
shoulders, pressing down, pressing a moan from me. As her eyes burned into me, she started grinding
on me, swirling me around inside her, pressing into her. I held her waist, moaning, my eyes closing and
my head moving side to side. I moaned as I moved semi-coherently under her. She didn’t slow as I
came deep inside her, continuing to rock until I couldn’t move anymore. She leaned down and kissed
me, an energetic and triumphant kiss. I participated as best I could; I was wiped out.

She cleaned us up and dragged me to bed. I shuddered as my mouth found a nipple, and she held
me close. We both sighed as we settled in.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 240 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“I hope you didn’t mind,” she whispered to me in the morning. I was snuggled up to her back,
one arm under her head, the other draped over her waist.

“What?” I asked, kissing her neck.

“Last night -- I needed that.”

I kissed her again. “Did you hear me complaining?”

She chuckled. “You made a lot of noise...”

“So did you, and I hope you enjoyed it. I certainly did.”

She rolled over, pulling me to her embrace again. “I’ll be gentler this morning.”
“Be yourself,” I whispered before she filled my mouth.

She rocked me, singing to me, then moved me to my back. She rode me, she rode us, but so
softly, so gently, so lovingly.

“Time to shower,” she whispered, waking me later.
I made my phone call as she was taking care of her hair. After speaking to an assistant, my call
was transferred to a man. Could I meet him in 45 minutes? Where? He gave me the name and address.

I repeated it to Barbara, who nodded. Fine, ask for him at the desk.

“Where am I going?” I asked as she put on some powder. I took the powder and put a little on
myself. She giggled at that.

“It’s an old men’s club. I’ll call you a cab.”

“Call me whatever you like, dear... Is it an old club, or what?”

She smirked. “It’s been around for a while. Old-boy’s network, that kind of thing.”
We dressed, only fooling around a little.

“You didn’t mind last night?” she asked again as we headed downstairs.

“No, why? It was quite an experience.”

She smiled. “Some times I needed to be in control, to control you.”

I held her close. “Whenever you feel the urge, please -- I didn’t mind, really...”
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She gave me a squeeze. She wrote out the address of a place to meet for lunch, then called a cab
for me.

Handing me the overcoat, she told me, “Tip the cabbie if you want, but it’s paid for. Behave,
and I’ll see you for lunch.”

I kissed her again. “Yes, dear.”

I was outside the restaurant when I saw her. Before I could see her face, I could see it in the way
she walked. Uh oh, not a good morning. Her face confirmed it, even though she put on a smile.

We hugged. “Tell me about it?” I asked.
She sighed as she held me. “Let’s go in and sit down first.”

We went in. She was recognized, and we were quickly shown to a table, to the apparent dismay
of the crowd waiting in the lobby area. I let our host seat her.

After a sip of water, I took her hand. “Not a good morning?”

She tried to smile. “Oh Roger... Consistent at least... Flights Sunday were full, so you’re going
out tomorrow -- it was that or Monday.”

“I’'m sorry. My offer still stands. I keep a clean house.”

She managed a smile. “I believe you.”

“How bad is it tomorrow?”

“Your flight leaves at 9:45, goes through Dallas, getting you home around five.”
“Quite civilized, thank you. What else?”

She frowned again, and glanced around. I took that as a hint. “How was your morning?”’ she
asked.

“You were correct about the old boy’s club... Folks are sniffing me over to be part of an
arbitration panel. The two sides have each picked a person, and now they’re looking for a third, neutral
one. One party is Japanese, the other is French, and it involves electronics. That’s about all I know.”

“But they’re interested?”

“Damn noncommittal, as you might expect, but I think so. This morning was the French side.

I’11 talk to the other side next week. I don’t have any axes to grind. They wanted my suggestions for
neutral venues.”
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“And you suggested?”

I held her hand. She has such pretty hands. “They’re saying four to six weeks, possibly starting
mid-January. I suggested Arosa or Geneva in Switzerland, Toronto, or Hawaii, the Kona coast.”

She chuckled. “And their response?”

I shrugged. “They’re poker players. Who knows? The world won’t end if they don’t like me.
Not my problem.”

She nodded and squeezed my hand. “Good for you.”
We had a quiet lunch. We decided to walk to the museum, only a few blocks away.
“How are you?” I asked, arm around her waist.

“Oh Roger, I don’t know. I had a very rough morning. I almost booked myself on the flight
with you...”

“I wouldn’t mind a bit,” I said, holding her.

“I know -- I’'m not sure. I told ... someone this morning that while my smile, my wit, and my
charm were still available, my body was not.”

“And?”

She managed a chuckle. “He rattled on for a few more minutes, and finally I took his hand,
which had worked its way into my lap, and put it in his, and told him it was his problem, not mine.”

I could still feel the tightness and uncertainty in her. “What can I do to help?”

She stopped, turned, and put her arms around me. I held her, turning us to protect her from the
people walking by.

“Should I stay?” I asked after a bit.

She shook her head, and we resumed walking. “No, that’s not the answer. I need to work it

2

out.

The familiarity of those words didn’t help me a bit. “Barbara, I don’t want to lose you. The time
we’ve had together has been very special.” Why was I so scared to say three little words?

Her arm went around my waist again. “I know, Roger -- it was very special to me as well.”

She showed me part of a museum. I could tell she was in her element. I asked questions, which
she answered politely.
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As we were heading from one wing to another, her phone sounded. She took it out of her bag
and looked at the display. “I should take this,” she said in a resigned and none too pleased tone. I
nodded and pointed to the museum store. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and went off to handle her
call.

When she found me in the shop she seemed more resigned, I guess. She wasn’t the relaxed
person I’d spent the last almost two weeks with, that was for sure.

“Find anything interesting?”

I pointed to a series of books on one shelf, authored by one “B Macmillan.”

She managed a smile. “I can get you an autographed set, if you’re interested.”

I took her arm in mine. “I much prefer live lectures.”

She held my arm. “That’s the best way -- it would involve some travel, though.”

“I could insist on Geneva or Arosa -- we could take breaks in Italy.”

“Oh Roger -- some times I think it would be so much simpler if you just swept me off my feet...”

I slid my arm from her waist to up under her shoulders, pivoted pulling her across my body as I
caught her legs in my other arm, holding her. She squeaked in surprise and put her arms around my
neck.

“Your wish is my command,” I told her, wiggling my eyebrows lecherously.

She gave me a most curious look, surprise, sadness, and I’'m not sure what else. She kissed me
on the nose. “You’re not making things any easier.”

I put her down. “I’m a big help -- a lot of people have told me so.”

She nodded. “I can believe that.” Another big sigh. “I want to get to bed early -- we have to be
up early.”

I held her. “I can stay -- just say the word.” Why couldn’t I say three words?
“I’m coming out to visit, I promise.”
I sat her down at a bench. “Soon, I hope. I need your help.”

“Oh?” she replied, furrowing her brow.
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I touched her forehead. “Relax, please. I called the mattress gal before lunch and ordered the
whole deal. She even gave me a discount.”

“She did? What did you tell her?”

I held her hands. “I told her I’d been given her name by Paul and Gail -- I’d just spent a week
and a half at their place, and I mentioned your name. She asked me how you were.”

She responded to the smirk on my face. “And just what did you tell her?” she asked, smiling
again herself.

“It was just the way she asked it; I said the first thing that came to mind. I told her you were
delicious.”

Barbara turned a little red as she laughed. “You did, didn’t you? You actually told her that.”

I'nodded. “Yes, I did. That’s when she asked if I wanted the spread, pillows, the whole deal,
and offered me a really good price. I took it.”

Barbara smiled a little, raising an eyebrow, leaning back. “What color spread?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “I had a choice of cream, brown, or black. I took the brown.”

She shook her head slowly. “Did you see the one at the island? There’s a set, but it’s only
brought out for Bill and his wife Nancy.”

“Nope. But that’s why I need your help.”

‘thy?93

“The bedroom set I have is old, and a weird size -- it came with the place. The new one is a
‘California King,” so I have to get a new bedroom set. I have this chromosomally-linked disorder that
makes it very difficult to pick out furniture.”

She smiled. “And you’re wise enough to admit it... When are they being delivered?”

“Two weeks from yesterday -- a week from this coming Thursday.”

She nodded. I could see the wheels turning. “I’ll be out to help break it in -- I promise. You
don’t know about the spread?”

“Nope. Should 1?”
“I’ve come close to ordering a set for myself. Some times I’'m glad I didn’t.”

I didn’t understand that at all. “What now?”
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She took a deep breath, looking around. She looked at her watch. “If we leave now, I can have
my way with you, a short nap, and we can still make it to dinner.”

I helped her to her feet. “The best offer I’ve had all day.”

She hugged me again, gently. The look on her face was wistful and sad as we headed for the
door.

We started kissing just inside her door, shedding clothes as we went upstairs. The contrast
between the coolness of her skin and her hot, wet, tightness surrounding my cock was intense. Neither
of us lasted very long -- I tried to pace myself, but her hands were so insistent, pressing on my lower
back, urging me into her deeper. Even though I’d been on top, as she pulled the bedspread over us and
moved me to her bosom I thought of a picture one of my Judo instructors had shown us. It had been
titled “Judoka attacking from bottom.” I may have been on top, but I wasn’t in control. And as I
snuggled in, holding her as she held me, I didn’t care.

We napped and snuggled together, finally getting up to shower. “Who will wash my back?” she
asked, pouting.

“I will, whenever you want me to,” I replied.
Dinner was elegant, the food superb, the service efficient. So why were we both so quiet?

Back at her place, we quietly packed my things, leaving out the clothes I’d need for the plane.
We left the bag I’d check down by the door.

In bed, I tried to go down on her.

“Not tonight,” she whispered, pulling me up and nestling me between her breasts. We made love
gently, snuggling together to go to sleep.

“You’ve spoiled me,” she whispered as we snuggled in the morning.

“I’m not sorry,” I told her, holding her closer. We didn’t make love. We held each other,
snuggling. Finally, it was, “We need to get up -- the cab will be here in a few minutes.”

“When will I see you again?” I asked as I stood just inside the door.
“Soon,” she told me, her voice full of emotion. I could see the tears in her eyes.

“Thank you again,” I told her. We had one more hug, and a kiss. Then it was into the cab and
off to the airport.
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Had I done the right thing? That was my question as I rode to the airport. Tell her, or don’t tell
her I love her? But do I? I felt screwed up. And who could I turn to? No empathy with or for Doctor
Richards. Christie? I understood better what she was going through. The gal in Paris?

I remembered one of the things that had happened on the island -- Barbara holding me as I cried,
getting through something, somehow. I didn’t know what it was, or the resolution, but I knew we’d
worked through something significant. Did I need more of that? I smiled and laughed to myself softly.
Who wouldn’t want to be held like that.

I paid the cabbie and went through the initial screening before I could even check in. As I was
looking around, heading for the first-class check-in queue, I saw Janice, queued up with the masses.

“Good morning,” I told her. “You on 1213 through Dallas?”

She gave me the most curious look -- surprise, awe, I’'m not sure what. “Y... Yes, [ am,” she
stammered.

“Give me your ticket -- anything to check?”

She handed me her ticket. “Nope, just carryon. You really did it? Have you heard what’s
happening?”

I shook my head. The first-class queue was empty. “Nope. We can talk about it in a bit,
though.”

The woman behind the counter greeted us. “Good morning! Your destination?”

I handed her my confirmation and Janice’s. “Seattle via DFW. I believe first class is still open -
- I’d like to upgrade this ticket to first, two seats together.”

The price was only mildly outlandish. I paid it.

“Thank you,” Janice said as we walked off to queue up for yet another useless screening.
“Thank you -- I need someone to talk to, anyway.”

“I can give you a lift home from the airport,” she offered.

“That will help.”

As we approached the metal detectors, I emptied my pockets into a side-compartment of my
carryon. [ started taking off the coat Barbara had given me.

“Leave it on -- some times they freak out over those coats,” Janice whispered to me.

I left it on, scanning the faces around us, trying to sort sheep from goats.
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We made it through unscathed.

“Did she put you up to it?” Janice asked as we walked to the gate.

“To what?”

!”

“Bringing them together like that. I was so surprised! A lot of people are still in shock

I smiled more. “Nope, she didn’t. I don’t think she knows they met yet. Both of them wanted to

know if she’d done it, and I told them no. I did it on my own, on impulse. Just worked out that way.”

She looked at me in amazement, shaking her head. “You want a cup of coffee?”

We had about twenty minutes before boarding. “Sure -- black. I’ll save us places to sit.”
She gave me her bag, and went off to the Starbuck’s.

“Have you heard what’s happening?” she asked when she returned with our coffee.

I shook my head. “Nope, and everyone seems to think I know a whole lot more about this than I

do -- what’s the big deal?”

start...

She gave me that look of amazement again. “You really don’t know?”
“Nada -- zilch -- zippo -- squat. If you do, please enlighten me -- and start at the beginning.”

She shook her head. “Hard to believe... Something else we have to thank you for. Where to
You don’t know anything about how they started?”

‘6N0p6‘79
“The three of them? The fathers?”
‘6N0p6‘79

“Oh my...” She took another sip of her coffee before she started. “The three founders met

through the auspices of the OSS during the Second World War. Rossman from France, Hammond from
the States, and a young British intelligence officer, fresh from Cambridge...”

“Let me take a really wild-ass guess -- his name was Macmillan?”
She nodded and smiled. “Sure you haven’t heard this?”

I gave her a stern Sensei look.
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“Okay -- after the War ended, they started a company in Switzerland. Hammond ran things in
the States. The families got together frequently, from what I understand spending most summers in
France or Switzerland. Ben Hammond and Alain Rossman, both oldest sons, grew up together,
practically brothers. They schooled together for a number of years. The company grew and prospered.”

“What happened to Macmillan senior?”

She nodded, sipping her coffee. “He married, started a family. His wife and both of their
children were killed in an auto accident outside London. He remained very active in the organization.
He remarried years later -- a Swedish beauty queen half his age; he moved to Switzerland, becoming a
Swiss citizen. Barbara was born here, in the States, but has dual citizenship.”

“Okay, but there are two organizations -- what happened?”

She shook her head. “Nobody knows for sure, at least I don’t. Something happened in the mid-
sixties. That’s when Macmillan remarried and moved to Switzerland -- don’t know if it’s related to the
split or not. Anyway, Hammond split off and started his own show here in the States, taking most of the
States-based business with him, which pissed off Rossman and Macmillan no end. They kept Europe,
expanding into the mid-East, Baltic, and so on. Hammond expanded into South America. The older
Hammond died in the seventies, Rossman in the early eighties, leaving their sons, Ben and Alain,
heading their respective competing organizations.”

“Macmillan senior?”
“Oh, still kicking. He made a lot of very shrewd business deals, made a lot of money -- all three
of them did, but I get the feeling Macmillan did the best. Lives on an estate outside Basel with his wife.

Not so much involved with the business anymore, comes in as an advisor occasionally.”

“Okay, so I unknowingly brought the sons back together again. How does Barbara fit into this?
What role does she play in the organization?”

Janice chuckled a bit. “I’m not sure. She’s quite independent, a béte noire. Educated on the
Continent and in the States. Even though she’s nominally based in DC, when she cares to be, she’s an
extension of the European organization. She doesn’t have a very high opinion of the two men currently
running their presence here in the States.”

“Bergman and Kot -- they’re both cowboys,” I muttered.

“Oh, you’ve met them?”

“Yeah -- they screwed up big-time in Miami, the same day as Hammond’s screwup.”

She sighed and shook her head. “I heard about the first one. I’'m sorry. If we’re lucky, that’s
almost over with.”

‘thy?93
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She frowned, still shaking her head. “After you brought them back together -- Hammond and
Rossman -- they went off to Toronto to talk, leaving their minions -- us -- behind. The rumor is that
they’re going to merge the two groups, with Hammond taking over the States-based operation, showing
Kot and Bergman the door. They’re supposedly headed off to Basel to meet with Macmillan.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

She looked at me in amazement again. “Sense! My God, you don’t know what this means to

us!”

“Nope, [ don’t.”

She shook her head again. “Remember your first job -- the one here in DC?”

“Yeah, very well.”

“Do you know who was responsible for filching that disc from you?”

“Let me guess -- my double from Narita? How are he and Denise doing these days? Poorly, I
hope.”

She shook her head. “I’ll tell you about them later. Kot was responsible for D.C.”
“What? That doesn’t make sense. Especially with meeting Barbara later that night.”

She nodded. “From what I heard, she was really pleased you tripped them up. As I said, she’s
quite independent -- she works quite closely with Rossman -- calls him uncle. You’re wearing his coat.”

“T am?”

She nodded. “Those coats are practically a signature for key people in his organization. You
might as well be carrying a flag.”

I chuckled. “Gee, it fits well. But the DC thing -- why would Rossman’s organization want to
get the disk? Were they on the other side? I thought both they and Hammond were good guys, as far as
that kind of thing goes. Where did Barbara’s invitation come from?”

She shrugged. “Ask her -- my guess is she did it on her own. Generally, the groups are on the
same side. But Kot wanted to show up Hammond as a fool -- so he planned that escapade without
clearance from on high. Didn’t work, and pissed off Rossman. Rossman added Bergman to the mix as a
result, to try and keep Kot under control. Remember the decoy deal? Right after your trip to France for
us? Kot again, but we got wind of it, sort of. We knew someone was trying to screw the deal, and they
were focused on you, so we waved you in front of their noses, and did the deed while they were chasing
you. We didn’t know it was Kot at the time, or Rossman’s organization. Hammond would have really
been ripshit if he’d known that.”
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“Weird. That puts a different perspective on Miami, I think. There’s a whole lot of edges that
don’t quite fit together in this deal.”

She nodded. “Welcome to the real world.”

I shook my head. “How long have you known about this -- the D.C. stuff, Kot’s games?”

She made a face. “The last day or so -- I spotted Ken at the museum -- he works for Hammond.
And we both freaked out when we saw Philip, who works for Rossman. The three of us got together and
talked for quite a while after Rossman and Hammond took off suddenly. Philip really hopes that Kot
and Bergman are on their way out.”

“What a trip -- [ was really on stage for these things! I thought it was somewhat clandestine.”

She gave me a half grin. “Oh, it was. Like I said, I didn’t know about the DC connection until
last night. Ireally don’t think Hammond knows. I learned you’d been away with Barbara Macmillan
after you reappeared in Miami, but didn’t know about the earlier D.C. connection until last night. I was
very surprised.”

I smiled and nodded.

“What’s she like? I heard such wild stories.”

I was torn again, feeling lost, confused, angry. “Dammit Janice, I’'m in love with her. It’s hard
to explain what being with her is like. And I’m still so fucked up -- I don’t trust my own feelings,
especially after what Christine and I went through. But I love her, and I'm scared to tell her.”

Janice sat back, looking stunned.

I managed a smile. “Alain said I’'m full of surprises.”

“No shit,” muttered Janice.

“And I don’t know if I'm still working for Hammond, or will be working for Alain, or what
Barbara is going to do. There’s a lot up in the air.”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“How are things at the dojo? Are you still practicing?”

She smiled and nodded. “I’m hooked. Abiko is tremendous. So is Patty. We are all quite
concerned about you -- Hammond sent people around trying to find you. I deflected them at first, until

Hammond called me, and got me concerned. We knew Miami, but lost you after that. Nelia Sanchez
called me as soon as you were spotted in Miami -- she’s the one you put in the hospital.”
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I shook my head. “I’m sorry; she hurried me. I tried to send my apologies later.”

Janice grinned. “She got what she deserved. I couldn’t believe it when I found out what they
tried to do. Major screwup.”

“You’ve talked to her? How is she?”

“I talked to her last night. She’s still in pain. I told her you were a kind, considerate teacher, and
a person I trusted with my life.”

I felt my ears turning red. “What did she say to that?”

“She agreed they screwed up.”

“I need her phone number. I’d like to apologize. I don’t like hurting people.”
She nodded, smiling. “I told her you’d probably give her a call.”

I frowned. “But as I told Barbara, I’'m willing to make exceptions -- what happened to our three
friends from Chicago?”

Her smile dropped away. “Chicago cops caught the pseudo-porter. He was hired as local
muscle. He told his story. He helped move you to a closet, they cleaned you out, taking the disk and
your medallion, then left. The other two -- they were picked up in Corsica and transferred to the Italian
mainland for questioning. He’s still in custody, and will be for a while. They had multiple forged
passports, and the Italians didn’t like that. She evidently used her skills on a guard -- they found him
asleep, with quite a smile on his face. Don’t know where she is. I told Philip some of the story, so now
there are more people interested in finding her.”

“And your ex-partner?”’

She hung her head for a moment, then looked up to me.

“They worked him over -- quite humanely I would imagine -- for a few days. That’s where
Doctor Richards went when she finished with us. After that, they gave him a plane ticket back home
and turned him loose. He hasn’t been seen, and the ticket wasn’t used. He hasn’t shown up in Seattle.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s okay.” Then she smiled. “We did have something interesting at the dojo, though...”

‘60h?9’

She looked around. “They’re going to start boarding -- let’s go.”

“Relax -- we get to board first,” I told her, but she was already standing up. What the hell.
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We got settled in. A stew took our coats and offered us something to drink. I had water; Janice
had champagne.

“What happened at the dojo?” I asked her as we watched the masses shuffle to their seats.

She sniffled a bit, but grinned. “Oh, nothing. We had some other visitors who wanted to talk
with you. They quizzed Abiko, Patty, and the brown belts pretty well. I think they visited the other
dojos in town as well.”

“About what?” I asked with firm Sensei tone and expression.

She gave me a cheerful I’'m-not-telling look. “Oh, Aikido stuff. They watched us for a while.
They’ll be back.”

My mind was rumbling through possibilities... “One of them short and thin, black hair on top,
gray on the sides, a silver tooth showing on top when he smiles?”

“Not sure,” she said with an evasive smile.
“Okay. Is Patty still practicing knee work?”

She chuckled. “Oh yeah -- she and Abiko put on quite a show for our visitors. One of them
almost smiled.”

I laughed. Someone had decided it was time for me to advance in rank was my guess. But that
could mean any time in the next year or two. I wasn’t in a hurry.

“And how are you doing?”’

She smiled. “I’m falling a whole lot better, thanks to Abiko and Patty. I’m faster than Patty, but
not as sneaky. I think Abiko knows what I’'m going to do before I do.”

Abiko could use a promotion. Maybe I should send her to Japan during the summer. Have to
see if she could take the time off from grad school. I could afford to do that for her.

I shook my head. What happens when Barbara comes out, if she does? I’'m at the dojo four to
six days a week, until eight or nine at night some days.

I felt Janice’s hand on my arm. “What is it?”

I turned to her and smiled. “You’re getting good. Have you done randori with the brown
belts?”

Her eyebrows raised as she nodded. “Yes, twice. I do better if I don’t think.”
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I chuckled. “Don’t try harder, try softer.”

She nodded. “Watching Abiko, or Patty is fascinating -- I’'m looking forward to watching you on
the mat. I’m learning a lot, and loving it.”

“Are some of the men avoiding working with you?”

I thought I saw some color rise in her face. “Yeah, one or two of them.”

I nodded. “Then you need to work with them, teaching them technique.”

“Yes, Sensei.”

“Abiko is having fun?”

She nodded. “I think so. She was shaky the first two days, but Patty really pulled her through.”

Good. I could have Abiko running things a couple of days a week, freeing up some of my time.
Was I married to the dojo? Was it love, or a marriage of convenience? I’d certainly walked away from
it for two weeks, three with the injury. How do I set things up so that it succeeds without me being there
for two months, six months?

To be fair to Barbara -- to make time for her, for us. What would she do? What did she do now?
What had she said? Her smile, charm, and wit were still available, but her body wasn’t? Who would be
making the more difficult adjustment in lifestyle? Moving from Washington, D.C. courtesan to the
companion of a weird college prof? Well, if not weird, at least eccentric...

“What are you going to do now?” she asked once we were airborne.

I shook my head. “Don’t know. I’ve got some calls to make, planning to do.” I smiled at her.
“Decide what I want to do when I grow up?”

She laughed; it was a knowing laugh.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Oh, I’'m doing okay. Actually, I’ve been busier, without the help. Business is there, and some
things might open up with South America. We’ll see. I’m at the dojo most nights, even staying for

yoga. I’m busy, and I feel great.”

“We’ll see what happens, the next week or so. I might be taking off January -- February, maybe
a sabbatical next year.”

“What about the dojo?”

“How has it gone the last few weeks?”
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She frowned. “Fine, but that’s not fair to Abiko.”

I nodded. “Iknow. We’ll have to work things out.”
“How are you feeling now?” she asked, still frowning.
“Much better. I want to go back, with Barbara.”
“Where were you?”

“A small island in the Bahamas, that’s all I know.”
“Sounds nice.”

“Very.”

“Sensei?”

“What?” Her use of that term startled me. “What is it?”
“Can I get personal for a moment?”

“Yes...”

She smiled. “I can see it in you -- she’s special to you -- [ mean Barbara -- and different from
Christie. There’s a difference in your voice. I’'m sorry if I’'m prying.”

I shook my head. “No, no -- thanks. I appreciate the perspective. The whole thing has been so
weird. You’re one of the few people close enough to have some perspective on it. It’s so strange -- to
know someone has screwed with your mind, to not be able to trust memories, feelings -- how do I find a
way out of the maze?”

“One step at a time?” she offered.
“Yeah -- standing still doesn’t cut it. Gotta move. But I still don’t know...”

“Whatever we can do to help. Everyone at the dojo misses you. We were worried about you --
we still are.”

“That helps.”
We talked more as we had breakfast. She’d spent three days at my place while some work had
been done at hers. I mentioned I was probably going to get a television, and a computer for home. That

surprised her no end. She told me she was going to be missing some classes due to business in Oregon,
but she could pick up things for me there and save me the sales tax. I told her one of my colleagues had
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a grad student who worked part time for a high-end audio/video place. I even had some DVDs to watch.
She laughed and told me people wouldn’t believe that.

We had over an hour to change planes in Dallas, and the airline screwed up -- we only had to go
from one end of the concourse to the other, not going from one side of the airport to another as I usually
had to do.

We were walking by one of the fast food places. Janice was towing her carry-on bag. I was
towing mine, and had my little notebook case in my right hand. As usual, there was a lot of foot traffic.

Things happened quickly. Janice said, “Oh shit,” from my right side just as a woman to my left
side in the fast food place shouted out, “Alex!”

I turned to see what Janice was looking at -- and my feet hit something slippery and shot out
from under me.

Reflex and training took over -- I let go of the carry-on, tucking my chin to protect my head,
slapping the floor with my right hand, which was holding my notebook -- ukemi, practiced countless

times.

Except that when I broke my fall with the right hand, my notebook hit the floor making a very
loud sound -- crack!

Within moments, we were surrounded by uniformed and non-uniformed security people.

They crowded around us, carefully helping me to my feet. A woman was apologizing profusely
-- her son had dumped a big cup of water on the floor, and I’d slipped on it. No, I hadn’t hit my head; I
was okay. Janice was smiling. A towel appeared and the back and side of my topcoat got cleaned up.
An electric cart appeared, with two more uniformed people. We sat on the back of the cart. One of
them gave me a quick check over. No, I hadn’t hit my head, really. They insisted on driving us to our
gate.

Some warrior I was -- walking along with both hands full, slipping on a puddle! One of the
security people sat with us for a while, insuring I was okay, and didn’t need anything. Finally they left.

“You’re a genius,” Janice whispered to me with a sniffle.
“I fell on my ass! What’s so bright about that?”

She looked at me quizzically for a moment, then laughed.
I frowned. She laughed more.

“I’m sorry -- I thought you did it on purpose! I spotted two people on one side of the aisle, and
thought I saw one on the other side. They were watching us, approaching. You’re still brilliant.”
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“Some times it’s better to be lucky than good.”

A few minutes later -- “over by the magazine rack, forty-ish guy with bad posture, feet sticking
out like a duck, hair parted on the right -- that one of them?” I asked.

She dropped the paperback she hadn’t been reading and bent over to pick it up. “Yeah, that’s the
older one. Recognize him?”

“Yup. Tannenbaum? Tennenbaum? Something like that -- worked for Kroll when I met him,
oh, year and a half ago. Did some training and review for them.”

“The other two are younger -- [ don’t see them now,” she said as she wiped her nose with a
tissue.

“I’m going to have a chat. Be right back.”

I stood up and doffed my coat. It looked clean -- good fabric protection along with the rest, I
guess. [ stretched, raising my arms overhead, and then bending down, putting the palms of my hands on
the floor. I walked out of our little waiting area, as if heading for the men’s room. My target turned his
back to me.

I stopped directly behind him. “Mister Tennenbaum, a word with you, please,” I told him.

He turned slowly. He started to say something, but I cut him off. “Did you ever learn wrist
locks?”

That deflated him. He glanced to one side. I thought I saw him gesture with his left hand.
“What’s going on?” I asked him.

“We were watching for you, that’s all.”

“Well, you can report back that I’'m doing fine. I’ll call David and let him know I’m alive.”
He managed a smile. “Were we that bad?”

“Janice spotted the other two, and didn’t like the looks on their faces. Using this for training?”
He nodded. “Yes. They’ll get it eventually.”

I extended my hand. He shook it.

I walked back and sat down, spotting the two minions and pointing at each on my way.

“Was that nice?” Janice asked with a sly grin when I sat down again.
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“Yes, it was,” I said, digging out my phonebook and my phone. I got voicemail. “David, this is
Roger Hawthorne. I’m calling from the DFW airport. I met some of your people who were looking for
me. [ appreciate the concern, and I’ll be back in my office at school Monday. Enjoy your weekend.”

Janice chuckled. “See, you have people who are concerned about you.”

“Funny way of showing it.”

The flight to Seattle was going to be long -- the winds were not in our favor. After they fed us, I
was looking for my ticket jacket with the boarding pass and luggage tag. I went over to the closet where
my coat was stored and started going through pockets.

Before I found the luggage tag, I found a thin plastic disc about an inch and a half in diameter. It
was sort of adhered to the inside of the pocket. I pried it out. Attached to it was my museum entrance
ticket from yesterday. Did that help date the disc? Assume it happened after that -- dinner? I’d left our
coats with coat check at the restaurant. Barbara? My fall a little while ago? Janice while I outed

Tennenbaum?

Didn’t matter. I glanced around a bit and placed the disc in an inner pocket of another
passenger’s coat. Happy hunting, whoever you are.

I found my boarding pass, and headed back to my seat. Janice was blowing her nose.
“Not feeling well?”
She managed a smile. “Too little sleep, too much Tequila.”

I raised the armrest between us. I wrapped a blanket around her. “Lean on me. I’ll protect you -
- I promise.”

She gave me quite a smile and snuggled up, resting her head on my shoulder.

It was raining when we got to Seattle, but that’s not news. It’s raining most of the time in
Seattle.

As we walked down to baggage claim, Janice suggested, “Why don’t you wait by baggage
claim? I’m parked in a cheapie lot that’s halfway to Spokane.”

“I could ride with you?” I answered.
She nodded. My bag came off the carousel early, and the parking shuttle was prompt. It was
only a ten-minute or so ride to her car, during which I found my house keys. We got out in a downpour

and managed to get in before we were completely soaked.

The drive to my place was uneventful; the rain even let up a bit.
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“Take care, and thanks so much for everything,” I told her as she pulled up to the front door.

She nodded and wiped her nose again. Her pretty little nose was getting pink at the end. “I will.
I’1l see you at the dojo on Monday.”

We hugged and I got out, retrieving my bags from the back seat. She waited until I had the front
door open before waving and driving off.

The house was cold and quiet. I turned up the heat, taking off my coat and tossing it at a chair.
I peeked in the refrigerator -- practically empty, more empty than usual.

I hadn’t been alone for the last two weeks. I looked around the kitchen. Memories came back to
me -- memories of holding on to the towel rack, squeezing my eyes shut, terrified of what I’d do if I let
go. Memories of that bastard coming in, and the split-second decision not to kill him. Memories of
Christie, the two of us.

“This sucks,” I told the empty room.

Keep moving -- I did a quick sort of my laundry and loaded up the washing machine. Eight in
the evening -- that’s eleven as far as my body was concerned. I didn’t know if I was tired or what.

“Oh shit,” I told the washing machine just after I started it. I wanted to take a shower, and that
was something I couldn’t do with the washing machine running. Why was I so scatterbrained all of a
sudden? I stopped the washer, stripped down, and added what [ was wearing to the load.

The shower was small, but it was home. I remembered the name on the showerheads on the
island -- Speakman. I’d have to look for one. It was good to be back in familiar surroundings. It wasn’t
good to have to wash my own back. As I dried off I went back to the washer and restarted it. 1’d have
to stay up until it was done and I could load things into the drier. I took care of my hair, getting it dry,
combing it out. Having Barbara brush out my hair had been a new experience, and a very pleasant one.

I put on shorts and a t-shirt, then went to the living room. I triaged the mail pile, most of it being
crap. With a deep breath I stepped over to the small rug and did some yoga, working on hips and spine.
I could feel the tension creeping back into my shoulders, especially on the left side. But the creak of the
floor, the feel of the rug were familiar. Standing on that rug, my body knew what to do, and pulled my
mind along with it.

I was more relaxed when the washer announced it had completed its cycle. I moved things to the
drier and set it going. Stopping by the bathroom, I dug through the drawer and found I still had some
muscle relaxants left over from earlier traumas. Left shoulder, right hip -- sitting on planes for a day
will do that to you. I took one, scowled at the character in the mirror, and went to bed.

It was home, my bed. But it was cold and lonely. I needed to do something about that -- in the
morning.
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Nyquist Folding

I surprised myself -- when I woke up and looked at the clock, it was five minutes to nine in the
morning. I’d half expected to wake up at a nominal (East-Coast) time. I got up and puttered for a bit,
taking care of clothes, and putting together my hit list for the day. Food, look at computers, furniture,
drop by the dojo. I grabbed the DVD cases and dumped them in my bag. I strung my keys back
together, adding office, dojo, and car keys again. The mail could wait.

I paused as I took my phone out of the charger. Flipping it open, I pushed the button for
Barbara’s place. I felt my chest tightening as I listened to the ring. What would I say? Shit, I knew
what I need to say -- [ love her. But when her answering machine kicked on, I hung up.

I tried her cell number. Interesting -- not available at this time. I disconnected that call as well.
Either her phone was off, or she was out of the area. I’d keep trying.

I had fast food for breakfast -- Egg McMuffin with catsup. Disgusting and delicious. I laughed
as I licked my fingers -- what would my students think if they saw Sensei doing such a thing? They’d
think he was human, I hoped.

I wandered up to the new Apple store in Bellevue Square, arriving as they opened. The Mac on
my desk at school was a few years old. The portables I looked at were all faster. Did I want to replace
the office machine? I could rotate them down -- from office to dojo, from dojo to home. Wireless at
each location? I’d need help for that, but it felt like the way to go.

I was amazed at DVD playback, especially on the big Cinema display. I was also amazed at the
quality of the video Paul and Gail had put together -- it was superb. They’d added the sounds of surf as
a background to me doing kata. I could see some small flaws in what the character on the screen was
doing, but in general, he moved pretty well, and was having fun. I figured out how to play back one
sword sequence at a slower rate so I could pay attention to wrist position. It was good, but could
improve.

I’d drawn a crowd -- I gave out a few cards from the dojo, and got some pricing information on
the machines I’d been drooling over. I thanked the sales guy for his help, but told him I worked for the
University, so I’d be checking to see what I could do through them on the machines. He gave me a
knowing smile. But he cheered up when I told him I’d come back for accessories. I liked the idea of an
Apple store in the shadow of the Evil Empire...

Furniture was a different deal. I tried Nordstrom in the mall just down from the Apple store, but
their furniture section was small, and they didn’t have anything in Cal King. I’d half expected that. I
drove to a stand-alone place, one of the nationwide chains. As I entered, I was greeted by an attractive
young woman. Yes, they had bedroom sets in California King, and she led me to them.

I was chuckling to myself as I looked them over. No, I needed a bed that was higher, I told her.
We looked at two sets. What particularly was I interested in, she asked.
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I looked into her eyes. How do I explain it? Especially in a way that won’t get me thrown out or
arrested? One set was clearly too high. The other looked to be about the correct height. I made some
excuse and went down on my knees next to it, looking underneath, checking the top of mattress height.
Should I just ask her to recline on the bed for me, so I can check? I needed to be sure I’d be comfortable
eating Barbara, with her delicious bottom hanging slightly off the edge, and her legs over my shoulders.
And when standing up, I wanted the bed to be at the proper height so I could take her standing, with her
legs up on my shoulders.

The height looked about correct. They had three different sets in stock at that height, five piece
and six piece sets. Wow -- and four to five thousand dollars... The bedding alone was twenty three
hundred; but I wasn’t paying sales tax on that. Yes, all three sets were in stock and could be delivered in
three days. Which one did I prefer?

We were sitting at a small desk. Ilooked into her sparkling green eyes and told her that I needed
to bring someone else in to make that decision -- I knew better than to do it myself. She smiled and

nodded, providing me with her card and copies of brochures.

It was a little after twelve. Irolled my shoulders again. Maybe I should give Elsie, Patti’s sister,
a call and set something up -- I’d gotten quite used to a massage every day.

I headed over to the dojo; might as well catch up on mail there.

Sunday is usually a down day for the dojo, unless something special is going on. As I got close,
I saw a sign, “Intro to Pilates” pointing my way. I didn’t remember any events for today. But then
again, I hadn’t really paid attention to my calendar in a while.

There were a bunch of cars in the parking lot -- pretty damn good for a bit after noon on a
Sunday. Not good -- someone had taken the spot with the “Reserved for Sensei” sign in front of it. Oh

well, haven’t been here for a couple of weeks.

There was a small crowd of people in the little waiting area, some leaving, some arriving from
the looks of it. I identified one young woman, tall, thin, short blonde hair, as a probable ringleader.

As I approached, she held out a hand. “Hi, I’'m Vicki -- are you here for our introduction to
Pilates?”

I smiled. Ilooked around. I’d expected Abiko, or the yoga folks to be here supervising. |
wasn’t upset quite yet, but I was a little concerned.

“Yes -- I just dropped by the dojo to see what was going on,” I told her.
“Oh, you practice here?”

“Yes,” I told her.
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“Well, this weekend we’ve been putting on introductory sessions on Pilates. Our last one is from
one to four, and we still have room if you’re interested. The cost is ten dollars, and we have a form...”

She turned and picked up a form on a clipboard, complete with pen. “If you’d like to attend.
Have you done Pilates before?”

“No, mainly Aikido and yoga,” I said, taking the clipboard from her. What the hell -- let’s do it.

I filled out the form, using my home address. Good work -- it had my standard release language
at the bottom. “I don’t recall hearing about this,” I told her as I handed her the form and my cash.

She smiled as she took it. “We were really lucky -- we’ve been planning this for about two
months, but the location we were going to use flaked out on us at the last minute. We were really lucky
to be able to use this space. It could use more windows, but it’s well located. Do you practice here
often, Roger?”

I smiled. I liked not having big windows. “Yes, a few times a week. I haven’t been in much for
the last three weeks or so -- I’ve been traveling.”

She smiled and nodded -- didn’t have a clue as to who I was. “You have practice clothes?”

“In the car.”

“Then you know where to change. We start at one.”

I nodded and headed back out the door. I chuckled as I got a set of workout clothes out of the
car, the set I use at school when I did treadmill and such. I went into the men’s changing area. It looked
pretty good. I made a mental note of a rip on the corner of a cushion on a bench -- that needs to be
fixed.

I stepped out wearing one of my Cannondale tank tops and shorts. Not just any tank top -- this
was the one I’d worn back from Japan, and on my first trip to D.C. Bowing before I stepped on to the
tatami, I took my towel and yoga mat and found a spot off to the side.

The place looked good, and clean. The flowers at the front of the dojo were fresh.

It felt good to be a student again. I started some yoga sequences, warming up.

“Have you done Pilates before?”” a man’s voice asked.

I moved from downward dog to swan, more or less sitting, and looked at my questioner.
Medium build, short curly brown hair. “Nope,” I answered. I extended a hand. “I’m Roger.”

He knelt down and shook my hand. “I’m Tom -- one of the instructors. You’re very flexible.”

I nodded. “I work at it.”
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“Any areas you’re particularly interested in?” he asked.

I shook my head, smiling. “Every instructor I know says core strength -- so that on the strength
side, and on the flexibility side, psoas, piriformis, hip rotators.”

He nodded. “We can help with core strength, but you’ve got more hip flexibility now than I
have. Enjoy the class.”

“I’'m looking forward to it,” I told him.

He got up to talk to another student. I completed my sequence, then moved to sitting. Watch
and wait -- it’s not my show.

I spotted some familiar faces coming in the door, and they spotted me -- two aikido/yoga
students. They smiled and started hurrying over to me -- stopping suddenly to bow before they stepped
on to the mat. That brought a smile from me. As they approached, I put a finger to my lips -- silence.

They came closer, excited to see me. “I’m a student today -- nothing more,” I told them.

They nodded and bowed, and went off to another spot on the tatami.

We started pretty much on time. I counted eighteen -- damn good for a Sunday afternoon.
Wonder what kind of deal Abiko cut them? Tom and Vicki were the instructors, hubby and wife. They
thanked everyone for showing up. They were very happy with the turnout, and were hoping they’d be
able to do more classes in this location. They gave us a brief introduction, and we started in.

A number of the exercises felt yoga-derived to me, good practice for core strength and balance --
two things we all harp about to our students. Vicki and Tom were good instructors, moving through the

room, helping, positioning. I could feel where Jeshan’s work had helped me.

After about an hour and twenty minutes, we stopped for a break. Irolled to my stomach, into
bow, to stretch out my abdominals and psoas.

I stood up after a bit more loosening up. Uh oh, Vicki was walking over to me. Had I been
discovered?

She asked, “Roger, when we resume, would you mind moving up front where others can see you
better? We’d really appreciate it.”

“If you’d like, certainly. How has attendance been this weekend?”
She smiled. “We were worried yesterday afternoon and this morning, but this group is great --

and we were full yesterday morning. What do you think of this location? Would it be convenient for
you, if we had morning classes?”
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We didn’t have anything going on in the morning. We’d tried yoga, but the early morning
classes hadn’t developed a following. “Probably. I like the location, but I’'m biased.”

She started to say something, but looked to someone behind me. “Thanks -- I need to go. Up
front -- you’d be a big help.”

I needed a pit stop. I automatically made a turn for my office. Luckily, the door was closed. 1
smiled and went to use the Men’s bathroom. As I did, I looked around. I cleaned it myself at least once
a week, in addition to what the cleaning service did. It looked good. Good lighting, plenty of airflow,
mirrors and sinks clean.

“Did Vicki talk to you about moving up front?”” Tom asked as I headed back to the mats.

“Yes, if you think it would help.”

He nodded. “It would, a lot. We’ve asked two of the women to move up as well.”

I moved my stuff. As I set up again where he indicated, I recognized one of the gals -- a yoga
regular. I gave her a stern look, then a smile. She smiled and gave me a slight nod. Good, I was still

safe.

We started in again. They reviewed some of what we’d done already, using the three of us as
models. Then we moved into different areas.

“Sensei!” I heard Abiko call out.

I opened my eyes and looked to the doorway. She was standing there, quite surprised. I smiled
and nodded, putting a finger to my lips. She gave me a funny look, knitting her eyebrows, then covered
her mouth, giggling a little. She bowed and stepped away. I glanced around. Tom and Vicki must not

have noticed.

We concluded the class with a relaxation exercise. These folks were good. If they wanted to use
the place, they could. Everything I’d seen impressed me.

They closed with more talk about setting up classes, answered questions, and thanked us all for
coming. I applauded them along with most of the class.

As people started milling out, Tom called, “I’d appreciate if a few of you could help clean up.”
I grabbed two of the big brooms at the back of the hall.

Tom approached, meeting me midway. “Thanks -- I appreciate it,” he said as he took a broom.
We started sweeping. The place was actually pretty clean already. I was coming back along the

side when Abiko motioned to me. She and Vicki were standing by the doorway. I walked over, bowing
as I stepped off the mat.
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Abiko’s smile was bigger and brighter than I’d seen on her in quite a while. She turned to Vicki
and said, “Vicki, this is Roger, our Sensei and owner of the dojo.”

Vicki looked at me in shock. I saw her eyes roll up as the color drained from her face. I dropped
the broom and caught her as she went down, laying her out on the mat.

Tom rushed over. “What happened?”

Her pulse was strong and steady, her breathing nominal. “She fainted,” I told him. “Abiko, get
the med bag please?”

She bowed and took off.

Vicki opened her eyes again before Abiko returned. She looked to me in surprise and started to
situp. I put a hand on her shoulder, keeping her down. “Not yet, please -- just rest.”

Tom held her hand. “She hasn’t eaten much in the last couple of days,” he told me. I liked the
way he smiled as he held her hand.

I sat on the floor next to her. “Four strenuous classes on not much food isn’t a good idea,” I told
her in serious Sensei voice and gaze.

Vicki was glancing back and forth between Tom and me. Her color was returning.
As Abiko opened the medical bag, I told her, “I don’t think we’ll need it.”
“Yes, Sensei,” she said.

Tom gave me a funny look, glancing around the dojo then back to me. I think he made the
connection.

I smiled. “I’m sorry for the surprise.”
Tom exhaled loudly and sat on his rump. He shook his head.

I looked back to Vicki. “Do you feel like sitting up?” She nodded. “Okay, let’s move you so
you can lean against the wall.”

Tom and I moved her to the wall. Her color was much better. “Water or juice?” I offered.
“Some juice, if you have it,” she said, at about half strength.
“I’ll have some as well,” I told Abiko. “Tom?” I asked him.

He nodded. Abiko bowed again and went to my office.
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I heard the front door open, and a squeaking sound. I looked up to see Donna, one of our yoga
instructors, frozen in the doorway looking at me.

“Come in, please!” I laughed.
She rushed in, dropping to her knees and giving me a hug. “It’s so good to see you again!”
Abiko returned with bottles of juice for us.

“Sensei, I’'m surprised to see you here -- we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow at the
earliest!” Donna told me.

“I’m full of surprises,” I said with a smile. I looked at Vicki, who shook her head.
“So, what’s been happening?” I asked them.

Donna told the tale. She’d known Tom and Vicki for a while. She’d been mentioning their
Pilates thing in yoga for a month or so. Yeah, I guess I did remember something about it. It was going
to be in a hall on the other side of town, but at the last minute the place cancelled out from under them.
Donna and Abiko conferred, and agreed to let them use the dojo.

Tom was apologetic. “I’m sorry if we’ve overstepped our welcome. We were in a real bind,
until Donna and Abiko rescued us.”

I nodded. “No problem. How many do you expect would show up on a regular basis for classes,
particularly morning ones? Afternoons and evenings here are pretty full.”

Vicki gasped -- I thought she was going to go down again. But she recovered quickly. She and
Tom were ready to move from renting time in a small studio and doing a lot of private classes to
something bigger. They thought they had enough of a following to make a go of it. They started going
into details.

I interrupted. “Why don’t we discuss it over dinner. My stomach is still on East Coast time, and
I didn’t have lunch, either. Chinese?”

That brought agreement. We cleaned up the dojo. I offered them the use of the shower attached
to the office, and they accepted. That gave Abiko, Donna, and me a chance to catch up. Yes, I was
feeling much better, and I was glad to be home. I could tell they were glad as well.

Abiko wanted to know when I’d be back teaching. I could feel the complexity in her voice -- a
lot in that question -- hopes, fears, quite a range of feelings. I told her we needed to talk, but I expected
that I would be back for two or three days a week. From the way she visibly relaxed, I think I said the
right thing. Of course I followed up by asking if she and Patti were ready for advancement tests, putting
her on edge again, but that’s the kind of thing Sensei is supposed to do. She recovered quickly, and
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gave me a grin that led me to believe my suspicions about the visitors Janice had told me about were
correct.

The parking lot was mostly empty when we locked up. I was glad to see Tom and Vicki hadn’t
parked in my spot. I put on the stern Sensei countenance for a moment and rumbled, “Sensei is not
happy when someone takes his parking place.” They tensed up at that, and I couldn’t help laughing.

I let Abiko pick which of our usual haunts we’d visit. We followed her, with Donna’s hubby
meeting us. Tom and Vicki had their act together. They showed me what they were doing now, and
very conservative estimates of what they expected to do. I let them know I’d been impressed at how
they’d run things. We sketched out a tentative deal, similar to what I was doing with the yoga folks,
essentially a percentage of their take, with a monthly cap. They were surprised at that. I told them I
wanted them to have the upside potential.

Abiko and the gang wanted to know how I was doing, what I’d been doing and where -- they’d
been concerned. I told them I was rested and relaxed, but still trying to figure out what I was going to
do when I grew up. They laughed at that. When I mentioned I might even be buying a television set
Donna reached over and put a hand on my forehead. “Sensei, you’re not well!” she exclaimed.

We talked for a bit longer. We’d formalize the business aspects, but as far as [ was concerned,
they could start doing morning classes whenever they wanted. They were excited, and agreed on
Wednesday or Thursday, depending on how many people they could contact.

Everyone wanted to talk more, about this, that and the other thing.

“Sensei is tired,” I told them, “And he still has laundry to do.”

They were surprised I’d already taken care of the bill. Vicki thanked me again as we parted
outside in the parking lot. I gave her a gentle hug. “See, I’'m not so terrifying after all.” I got hugs from

all, with quite a hug from Donna.

Back home -- still no food for the house. “You can wait,” I told the answering machine, going to
the bathroom first to return some of the tea I’d rented. Start the laundry, then back to the phone.

Nine in the evening -- too late to try Barbara. I checked my messages. Only one -- from the
local docs. They’d been told I was back in the area, and they really wanted to see me first thing Monday
morning to check me over. Doctor Carson left his home number and asked me to please call.

I gave him a ring. He was very apologetic at what had happened -- his staff had been completely
unaware of what went on. I gave him the run-down on what had transpired, and agreed to be in at eight,

but I needed to be on my way to school by nine thirty. No problem.

By that time, my whites were ready for the drier, and I was ready for bed. “Hello, old friend,
nemesis, and taskmaster,” I told the alarm clock. Back to the grind.
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I rolled out of bed to the alarm. Ishowered, got my school shit together, and made it out the
door in time to get to the doc’s by eight. I tried Barbara again on the way, leaving a message on her
home machine for her to please call me. Her cell was still unavailable.

The docs apologized again for what had gone on under their noses. I told them we’d been
deceived by experts. Then I apologized for forgetting the imaging data I’d been given. They told me
they’d been contacted by people in Toronto on Saturday, and put in touch with the clinic. The clinic
was sending copies of everything to them. Toronto? That should ring a bell, but for the moment all I
got was a faint clang in the distance.

Then it was clothes off and run me through the wringer. They did the usual, then ultrasound
scans, then came back for another blood sample, and swabs from my nose and throat.

Doctor Carson joined me as I was getting dressed. He had a tray full of goodies, including a
loaded syringe.

“Doctor Hawthorne, how are you feeling?” he asked, with an edge to his voice.
“Suddenly I’'m not sure. How am I feeling?”

He managed a smile. “You’re running a fever. Been around anyone with a cold or the flu
recently?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Yup, all day Saturday in a plane sitting next to Janice and
watching her come down with something -- sneezing, runny nose, the works.”

He nodded. “And of course you rested yesterday, and were planning on taking it easy for the
next few days...”

I laughed. “Yup -- skipped meals, did an intense three hour class at the dojo, and have a range of
classes to teach today, both at the U and the dojo.”

He frowned, shaking his head. “Drop the pants and bend over. If you please, Doctor.”
I chuckled and did as he asked. He stabbed me in the ass.

He managed a wry smile as I finished dressing. “Start with the nasal spray immediately, and the
tablets when you can. We’re catching things early enough to make a difference.”

I did the nose thing. “Anything we can do for Janice?”
He shook his head. “I’ll give her a call, but bed rest and chicken soup will probably help as
much as anything else. Next week or so, we want to schedule an MRI for your right shoulder, and see if

we can find a physical therapist for you.”

I was curious. “For what?” I thought I was in pretty good shape.
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“The therapist who worked with you for the last two weeks is concerned about rotator cuff
problems in your right shoulder, and says you can use work in some specific areas. She’s also
concerned about adhesions from your recent unfortunate invasive procedure.”

I nodded. “Would Pilates work help?”

He scribbled a note. “I’ll check. Thanks for coming in, and again, I apologize for what
happened.”

I loaded things into my coat pockets. “Not a problem, Doctor -- as I said, we were screwed by
the best.”

At school I got through mail, and sent out appeals for assistance from gurus of the Macintosh and
video arts. I also chatted with the head of the department, and the Chancellor, both concerned about me.
Yes, I’d had outpatient surgery, but my recovery had gone well. I was glad to be back.

My students were glad I was back as well. My two classes had gone well. I set up meetings
with the Ph.D. candidates I was supervising. I couldn’t just bail on them.

That was the problem, I told myself as I headed to the cafeteria for an early lunch. I couldn’t just
walk away. I could detach myself, though -- I needed to work things out with Abiko at the dojo. With
Aikido, yoga, and now Pilates going on, things were going to get busy. I knew the yoga folks had some
special weekend events planned. Maybe we needed someone managing things.

Back home -- some of the offerings in the cafeteria looked as grisly as they always had. I ate a
quick lunch and headed back.

About halfway between buildings, my cell phone chirped. Barbara? My heart raced as I dug it
out of my pocket and looked at the number. 617? What area code was that? I answered it. “Yellow?”

It was Doctor Richards. Did I have time to talk? Yes, give me a call at my office number in
about five minutes. Okay.

I tried to keep an open mind as I waited for her to call. Oh good -- e-mail said I had a Mac guru
dropping by later.

The phone rang. Doctor Richards was most apologetic. I told her I understood -- we’d been
worked over by the best. She agreed, and wanted to know what she could do to help. She’d been called
from Toronto, and told that I was still somewhat at sea. Toronto again? I told her I was still confused,
not sure what had happened to me, what feelings were mine, and what was the result of manipulation.
Had she talked with Doctor Flynn recently? How was Christie doing?

Yes, she’d been in contact with Doctor Flynn. She spent a while explaining to me that what had

been done to me was superficial compared to what Christie had been through. The metaphor she used to
describe me was a tree already leaning heavily -- a little encouragement, and I went over. I could feel
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the anger in her voice as she talked about Christie. She’d been manipulated before the two of us met,
and from the moment we met, she’d thrown herself at me. And “they” had done everything they could
to increase her desire, pulling me in deeper, using each of us to reinforce what they were doing to the
other. It was going to take a lot of hard work, and a long time to heal Christie’s wounds.

The big question I had for Richards -- I understood that I’d been manipulated. I had very strong
feelings for Christie still, and I understood that Christie most likely didn’t have similar feelings for me.
Yes, that was true. Christie was still very concerned about causing me harm, but it was safe to assume
she didn’t love me. Richards was going on about how I needed perspective at a time like this, but I was
only partially hearing her. My feelings were mixed, but part of me felt free. But free to do what? The
big question remained -- given what I’d been through, did that leave me susceptible to the next person I
ran into?

Richards drew me out. I told her I’d spent two weeks, day and night, with a wonderful woman,
and I loved her so much I was scared to tell her. I was scared, because I wasn’t sure what was real
anymore. I didn’t want to see more people hurt, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone, especially Barbara. 1
don’t think I imagined it -- I thought I could hear warmth in Richards’ voice as she told me I should trust
my feelings. Yes, there was more work I could do, but the people who could handle such issues were
few and far between. She could come out to work with me, or I could visit her in Boston. She owed it
to me, and to Christie.

I thanked her for her help, and her concern.

My palms were wet when I hung up the phone. I felt spaced out. I grabbed the nasal spray again
and used it. Nasty thoughts -- I looked it up on the Web. It checked out as legitimate. Of course, that
applied to the package. As to the contents, well, that was based on trust. And I knew where that path
went. When you get to a certain level, you have to trust that if the label on the can says that it contains
peas, then it’s going to contain peas. The alternative is madness.

Being in front of my afternoon class brought me back to earth. They were glad to have me back.
Well, most of them were. After class some of them stuck around to chat. One asked in a roundabout
way if I’d been off doing spy stuff. I frowned and told them I’d had outpatient surgery with a prolonged
rehabilitation time.

Back in my office I had a brief meeting with a cheerful sprite of a gal who advised me to get the
software I needed from the school store, but buy the hardware in Oregon where I wouldn’t pay sales tax.
We discussed laptop configurations, and she urged me to go for as much RAM as the thing would hold.
She took a quick peek at my desktop computer, and told me that if I spent around $300 on a new CPU,
I’d be fine. I could get it mail order (tax free), and it would take her about five minutes to install. She
recommended I go wireless at school and at home for my notebook, and she could set those up so they
exceeded the school’s security guidelines. I mentioned the machine at the dojo -- her recommendation
was about the same -- top it off with memory, put in faster brains, go wireless, but have her install it. I
thanked her for her advice and asked if I could help with anything. She wanted advice on which
instructors to avoid for thermodynamics. I laughed and gave her what help I could.
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On the way to the dojo, I tried Barbara again. No answer at either number. Should I call
Hammond? Nah -- maybe call David tomorrow.

Damn, it felt good to be back on the mat again. The hakama pressing into my back was
comforting. Moving with the staff, then the sword, I felt free again.

At the start of our first class, after I’d gotten hugs from Patti and some of the others, I bowed
before the class, thanking Abiko and Patti for all their efforts while I’d been gone.

I managed to talk with Abiko between classes. I thanked her again for holding things together. I
was glad to be back and on the mat again. I told her that I’d like her to do more, so that I could do less.
I wanted her to be my partner in the dojo. What did she want? She was uncertain -- she wanted to do
more, but she wasn’t ready to take it all, as she had the last few weeks. She agreed to take Tuesday and
Thursday this week.

I could tell she was nervous, that oriental upbringing resulting in too much respect for me. So I
cornered Patti, and asked her to work with Abiko, and help me understand what was right for Abiko, and
for her. She smiled and told me she would.

We talked for a while. She had been concerned, and was glad I was back. She told me Janice
was out with a cold, but had become a regular, and was progressing very, very fast. I gave Patti a stern
look and asked her if she’d be ready for the black belt test shortly after Thanksgiving. She looked me in
the eye and said with incredible confidence she was ready. I didn’t smile, I beamed -- I opened my arms
and we had a great hug.

I had fun in the evening class, throwing people around, and getting thrown. I threw some odd
things at Patti (figuratively and literally), and she handled them all.

At the end of the evening, I felt tired but good. The real world intruded again -- it was raining
(no surprise), and I still didn’t have any food in the house. I stopped at the grocery store on the way
home, stocking up. I put a frozen meat pie in the oven to cook while I showered. After I dried off, I
stood still for a moment, eyes closed. Tired, a little tingly, with the edge of something in my joints, the
back of my throat, and in my sinuses... I dressed warm, turning up the thermostat a notch. I had my
dinner, cleaned up, and crashed.

I woke Tuesday morning to gritty eyes, gritty throat, and gremlins doing something irritating
inside my head -- aspirin, vitamin C, the voodoo from the doc, and breakfast to keep the nasties at bay. |
dressed warm, and took my “new” coat and a hat to protect me from the rain.

Barbara was still out of reach. I called David from school. He told me I’d spooked the hell out
of the folks in Dallas. When I told him I’d slipped and fallen on my ass, he laughed. He told me he had
to run, but if the rumors he was hearing were anywhere close to true, I’d pulled off a minor miracle. I
told him I wasn’t sure what was going on, or who I was working for these days, and we should get
together later in the week.
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I had a “payback” class to teach, and it was fun. I like taking Herb’s classes for him, and he likes
taking mine. When we switch, we always start the class with, “What did my colleague confuse you
about last time?”

I had the chance to swing by my office before walking over for lunch. Surprise! I had a
recommendation for a video geek in the afternoon. And it wasn’t raining! At least not now -- in an
hour, well, that might be different. I put on my coat and headed to lunch. I could feel something in the
back of my nose, along the left side, extending to my throat. I paused for a moment, and sneezed three
times in rapid succession. Oh well.

Hot soup, bread, lemon pudding -- comfort foods for lunch. I usually took a seat near corner
windows where I could look out on the central campus. Today I sat at a small table away from the
windows, so I’d be warmer and out of the drafts.

“Roger -- we heard you were injured!”

I looked up to see two lovely ladies approaching me bearing trays. I sighed and smiled. Annie
and Samantha are both doctoral candidates in physical chemistry. Both of them were also quite well

stacked, and had taken me for rides in the past, Samantha a number of times.

“Good afternoon, ladies -- another CFD problem I can help you with?” I was one of the school’s
resident experts in practical aspects of computational fluid dynamics.

Annie sat on my left, Samantha on my right.

“No, Roger -- we were concerned. We haven’t seen you for a while. We were worried. How
are you?” Annie asked.

I mopped up the last of my soup with the bread. “Out for a while, but I'm back.”

Samantha rubbed my back gently. “We’re glad you’re back too, Roger,” she practically
growled. “We’ve been so lonely. We missed you. Would you have some time for us?”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, ladies -- I’ve got a cold.”

“Oh, then you need someone to nurse you back to health,” Samantha purred, moving a hand up
my shoulder. I felt hands at my neck and the back of my head. I knew exactly what she meant. I sighed
and gave in to it for a moment.

But just for a moment. I realized that sensation didn’t own me any more. The tingle still filled
me, from my head to my nipples down through my groin. I looked to Annie, then to Samantha.
Samantha met my gaze and moved her shoulders sensuously. Did she even know she was doing that?
Was it instinct?
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I sneezed twice. As I opened my eyes, I noticed the ladies had moved back, but not very far.
“Ladies, between bugs and drugs, the only thing I’d be in bed is warm -- feverish in fact. That’s not
very fair to you, is it?”

Anne was backing off, but Samantha pouted, “I could still hold you. You snuggle so well.”

“And I love to be held -- you know what you do to me.” I could see Samantha’s nipples
tightening under her sweater. I looked to my pudding and picked up a spoon. Samantha sighed before
she started on her salad. I glanced to Anne, who started to pick up her tray. I put a hand on her arm.
“Please stay -- I enjoy the company,” I said softly. She sat down with a smile.

In response to their questions, I told them I’d had outpatient surgery, and had been off
recuperating, so I’d missed the last two weeks of glorious weather and sports victories. That brought out
smiles. When they asked what I’d had done, was it serious, I told them I’d show them the scar -- later.
Then I sneezed again. We talked about progress on their research work; I knew their advisors. They
were trying to get some of the engineering - computer science folks interested in an informal Beowulf
cluster to help with their work. I told them I’d help however I could -- I thought that would be a good
resource to have.

Anne looked as if she’d bailed on me a few minutes ago. “I have to get to class,” she said.

I stood up. “Thank you for your concern. It’s good to see you again.”

She did give me a hug, and whispered hotly in my ear, “Get well soon.”

I started to sit down again, pausing. Samantha pushed me back into my seat. “Need
something?” she asked.

I nodded. “A Dr. Pepper? Large, no ice? I need sugar and caffeine this afternoon.”

She stood, moving closer to me as she did, brushing against me, then kissing the top of my head.
“I’ll be right back.”

She was gone longer than I expected. As I saw her walking back, I smiled. She’d brushed her
hair, and I had suspicions as to what else she’d done.

Yes, as she sat down, putting a large cup in front of me, I could smell her perfume. I took a big
gulp, then put a hand on the table next to her. She took my hand in hers. “More self-confidence in your
immune system than your colleague?” I suggested.

Her face was filled with need. “More desperate. Just one night? Please?”

I shook my head, looking at her. “Is that fair to you, or to me? I don’t want you getting sick.”

She sat back, her lower lip starting to stick out in a pout.
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“You’re beautiful, Sam,” I told her. “You can do better than a sick old goat.”

She gave me a strange smile. “It’s not the same Roger -- holding you is different. What time do
you get home tonight?”

“I’ve got tonight off. I’ll be leaving here around four.”

I watched her eyes flick up and to the side as she recalculated. Her smile broadened. “T’ll meet
you at your office?”

I nodded. “I’m making a stop on the way home.”

She smiled. “Okay...”

“To look at TV sets.”

She looked shocked. “Now I know you’re sick!”

“Am I worth it?”

The way she held my hand answered my question before she spoke. “I’ll take the chance.”
“Has it started raining again?” I inquired.

“We might make it back dry if we leave now.”

We took care of our trays and headed back to the hard science part of campus. We parted to
raindrops. “See you at four,” she told me.

I did my afternoon classes, feeling a little better. It was good to return to normalcy, or some
semblance of it.

When I returned to my office I tried Barbara again, with no success. I was getting worried. I
needed her, and I needed to tell her.

I looked up and saw Sam standing in my doorway. When I’d seen her at lunch, she looked like a
typical grad student -- casual, practical. Now, a different pair of slacks, a soft top, and she was a sex
kitten. The way she looked at me, the way she smiled, I wanted to curl up in her arms. “Let’s go,” |
told her as I stood up. “Want me to drive?”

“Are you really looking at TVs?”

I nodded. “Yup, time to join the modern world.”

She shook her head, frowning a little.
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“What is it?”

“I’m worried, Roger,” she said, smiling again.

“About what?”

“About you -- that you’ll buy a TV, cut your hair, get married...”

I picked up my coat. “In that order?”

She helped me put on my coat, then took my arm as we walked out, closing the door behind me.

“I parked across from you, so we can move my things.”

I know she’s ten years younger, but she’s so delicious, so warm and full. But she’s not Barbara.

“What’s the matter?” she asked as we got to the cars.

I turned to her and she put her arms around my waist, pulling our bodies together. “Don’t frown
-- it causes wrinkles,” she told me. I melted into her arms; she either helped or made things worse by
putting a hand at the back of my head and holding my head to her shoulder. “That’s better,” she cooed.

We moved two bags from her car to mine and headed off to a video shop out past where I live.

Maybe I’'m not ready to join that part of the world. The sales guy started out by asking what
kind of TV I had currently. When I told him, “None,” he took half a step back in shock. Sam was by
my side, and I could feel her jiggle a bit in amusement, or maybe I felt her bits jiggle in amusement.

“But I was born on this planet,” I reassured him. That amused Sam as well.

We looked around. The HDTYV stuff looked very pretty, and very pricey. I liked the plasma
displays -- sleek and bright. But buying a plasma display was buying a plasma display -- the tuner was
extra. Sam started peppering him with questions. She backed him into a corner, convincing me that I
had a lot of homework to do. I bailed the poor guy out. “Thanks -- we’ll look around and holler if we
need something.” He nodded, smiled, and ran.

“I’'m glad you’re here,” I told her, an arm around her waist.

We were looking around when a man in a fairly well tailored suit asked, “What makes it do
that?” He was pointing to a large screen TV showing a very fast looking car with the wheels seemingly
going backwards.

“Nyquist folding,” I told him. “It means things are happening too fast to make sense out of.”

He gave us a strange look.
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Samantha told him, “It’s simple -- even I understand it.”

I chuckled and gave her a hug as we walked off. “You could offer to take him aside and explain
it to him,” I suggested.

She hugged me. “I go for the brainy types.”
Outside the store she hugged me again, whispering, “The warm, cuddly, brainy types.”
“You’re in luck -- I need a snuggle, and the lasagna will take an hour to heat up.”

I opened the car door for her. Before she got in, she reached into her purse and took out what
looked to be a perfume bottle.

I stepped closer, putting a hand over hers holding the bottle. “Please don’t do that until we get
home.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Why?”

I looked at her pretty eyes, her upturned nose and smooth skin. Her right cheek was showing
pink from the cold wind. “Because if you do that now, I’m not sure I’ll be able to drive.”

She smiled. “Okay.”

I really would have been a basket case if she’d put on fresh perfume. As I sat in the car, |
realized I was beat. Damn -- I needed to focus on pacing myself -- pay attention!

We snuck up on my place from the other side, about the opposite of the route I usually took.

“Wow -- they repainted, pulled out trees, or did something,” I said as we drove past one place. I
should take different routes more often.

I made the last turn, turning left rather than right to get on to my street. Up a little to the top of a
rise, then down...

“Oh shit!” The street curved to the left, my place was at the curve. And a few hundred yards
away, the street was blocked off, the area filled with police cars, fire trucks -- a fire truck was spraying
water on the smoldering ruins of what had been my house!

“Roger! What happened?” Samantha cried out.

I pulled up to a policeman standing in front of tape blocking off the street. He stepped to the
driver’s side as I rolled down the window.

As he approached I heard someone else call out, “That’s him! Let him through!”
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“Roger Hawthorne?” the cop asked.

“That’s me,” I told him.

“Sir, if you’d pull up behind the patrol car...” He pointed, then stepped away to move the barrier
tape. Irolled up the window and pulled ahead. A group of men started walking over to me. David?
What the hell was he doing here? There was a weird vehicle in my driveway, and a swarm of cops and
firefighters.

Sam was clutching my arm. I put a hand on hers. “Wait here for me, please,” I told her.

“All right,” she said in a small, frightened voice.

I stepped out of the car and took a deep breath. I met the crowd halfway.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked.

A guy in a suit standing next to David asked, “You’re Roger Hawthorne?”

I held out a hand. “Yes, and you are?”

“Lieutenant Mannion.” He turned to a uniformed officer and said, “Let them know he’s here.”

He turned back to me. “We expected to find you at your dojo, sir, or at the University.”

I shook my head, looking at disaster. The house was completely gone! Parts of the bathroom
walls were the only things standing! Luckily, the houses in the area are reasonably far apart. I didn’t
notice any immediate damage to the neighbors -- wait, looks like some broken windows. “What the hell

happened? David, why the hell are you here?”

David looked at the lieutenant, who nodded and told him, “I’ll be back in a bit.” The lieutenant
walked over to another group of cops.

David looked at me. “You need to sit down?”

I shook my head. “Not yet. Tell me.”

He looked back at what had been my house, shaking his head. “Roger, I'm really sorry. But I’'m
glad we caught it. With the rumors I’ve been hearing, I thought you might attract attention. So we
decided to play with a new toy. The blue Camry over there?” He pointed to a car parked across the
street from my place.

“Yeah?”

“We parked it there yesterday. It has a miniature camera in it, connected to a laptop in the trunk,
and a wireless internet thing. We get a picture every fifteen seconds. A little after lunch today, that van
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pulled into your driveway. Two guys got out, opened your garage door, and started doing things. Our
man watching the deal didn’t think it smelled right. He called me, and I called the cops. When the first
car arrived, one of the guys took a shot at the cops, hitting one of them. He’s okay, minor injury -- he
was wearing a vest. Backup arrived, and when one of the officers returned fire with a shotgun, well, he
says he returned fire and the suspect exploded. The guy was standing in the back of your garage, next to
the door, the furnace, and the water heater. Before you know it, the whole place is in flames. Fire crews
arrive, but the other guy was still trading shots with the cops. They must have gotten him, because the
shooting stopped, but the cops didn’t let fire at it for a while. I got here as soon as I could. We couldn’t
reach you at the dojo or at school, and we don’t have your cell phone number.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, I’ll give it to you. I could have picked up marshmallows on the way.”

The lieutenant was walking back to us, shaking his head, accompanied by a firefighter. He
looked at David and said, “You were right -- the canisters were carbon monoxide. Related to the other
one? They’re in this together?”

Monoxide? They? “Has anyone checked on Janice?” I called out as I reached for my phone.

David put an arm on my shoulder. “She’s okay. I had her checked after things started popping
here. She’s going to be fine.”

My head was spinning. The cop looked at me. “I’m told you may have an idea who might be
behind this?” he asked.

I shook my head. “In general terms, yes. Specific names, I’'m not sure. What did David tell
you?”

He frowned a bit as he looked at David. “Security related stuff, and in helping out one group

you pissed some people off. Unless this was a burglary gone way bad, I’d say you really pissed
someone off.”

David spoke up. “I suggested he get the reports from Chicago. We’ve tried to contact
Hammond, but he’s currently unavailable -- he should return tomorrow.”

I wondered if Hammond was unavailable if I called? I looked at the remains of the house, water
still being poured on parts of it, police and fire going through other parts. Everything gone -- the only
things left were at the dojo, my office, and in the car. Even the clothes drier, which still had my whites
in it, was a pile of slag.

“Oh shit,” I said to nobody in particular.

I looked to the cop. “I’m afraid I’'m out of answers or leads for now. I can make some calls
tomorrow. You have my number at the University?”

He nodded.
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From the site of what used to be my house, a man called out, “Lieutenant! We found the other
one!”

He glanced around, then back to me.

“What’s the schedule here? Doesn’t look like much for me to go through.”

He nodded, grimly. “Our investigation will take quite a while. We’ll keep it cordoned off.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Well, I guess I’'m not staying here tonight.”

David put a hand on my shoulder. “You can use one of our places. I’d like you to.”

I nodded. “Okay, sounds reasonable. Anything more for me to do? Anything else you need
from me now?”

The lieutenant checked my driver’s license number. He double-checked the dojo and University
phone numbers. He thanked me, and walked off to the remains of my house with the fireman.

David said, “Who’s the girl?”

I turned and saw Samantha walking toward us. “Grad student at the U. We were going to do
some serious snuggling.”

“Roger, what happened?” she cried, putting an arm around me.
“I don’t have a house anymore,” I told her. “I should take you back to your place -- this...”

She interrupted by throwing her arms around me. “No! Please, I don’t want to leave you,
especially now!”

I held her -- she was practically frantic. I held her and rocked her. David gave me a crooked
smile and nodded.

“Okay, okay... It’s all right, Sam. This is why we have insurance. Go back to the car -- I’ll be
right there.”

“I don’t want to leave you! Not now!” she cried.

“It’s okay, Sam -- I won’t leave you. Please, wait in the car. We’ll leave soon, I promise.”
With a few more hugs and some encouragement, she headed back to the car.

I looked at David. He tried to wipe the smirk off his face.

“I’m sorry, Roger. But I think you have pissed some people off.”
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“Yeah, I guess. Okay, where are we going?”

“Follow me. It’s actually just on the other side of the University. We use it as a safehouse, and
for visitors. It’s as secure as we can make it. One of our people will be next door at all times. You’ll
have privacy, as well as security.”

“Thanks, David -- I owe you a big one. The dojo is okay?”

He nodded. “I’ve got a man there, and everything is fine.”

“I want to swing by there.”

He frowned. “It’s my professional recommendation that you don’t do that. I don’t even like you
standing here in the open, even with that coat on.”

I looked at him, then nodded. “I accept your professional recommendation.”
“Let’s get going,” he told me.

I followed David, driving with one hand, the other being held by Samantha. She seemed more
shaken up than me. I guess I was numb. “It’s okay, Sam -- we’re unhurt.”

“But you lost everything...”
“I lost the house and everything in it. But I’ve still got me, right?”

As we drove out, a TV news truck passed us going the other way, going to where my house had
been.

We drove to a townhouse. David had been on his phone on the way over. A guy standing by the
front door walked to the drive way as we approached and pointed me into the garage. I drove in.

The garage door closed as I got out of the car. The guy we’d seen came through the door at the
end of the garage. “Doctor Hawthorne?” he asked.

“Call me Roger,” I told him, shaking his hand.

“Sir, ’'m Tom. Larry and I will be looking after you. Here miss, let me help with those,” he
added, stepping over to get Samantha’s bags.

He led us into a nicely furnished townhouse, putting Samantha’s bags on the couch.
“Where’s the bathroom?” she asked.

He pointed to the hallway. “First door on your left, miss.”
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He turned to me after she walked away. “Sir, the boss doesn’t want you leaving tonight. One of
us will pick up whatever you want for dinner. The red buttons in each room are panic buttons. Use the
white phone in the kitchen to get us at any time. We will always call you on the white phone before we
come to the door. Any questions, sir?”

I shook my head. “Can’t think of any right now. Is David still around?”

“I can check for you, sir, but I think he headed back to the office.”

“Okay. I want to meet Larry so I know what both of you look like. I don’t want to make any
mistakes.”

Tom nodded. “Are you armed, sir?”
I shook my head. “No. Did David tell you my background?”

He smiled. “A little, sir. Larry trained with you last year, and remembers the experience
vividly.”

I had to smile a bit at that. Some people tend to go away with bruises...
Samantha returned.

“Stick around for a minute,” I told Tom, then walked over to her. I held her, comforting her.
“How are you doing?”

She snuggled closer. “Better when you hold me. What do we do about dinner?”
I held her, rocking her a little. “How about Chinese? We can have it delivered.”
“Okay.”

“I’ll be right back. Sit down and rest, or see if there’s anything in the refrigerator for us to
drink.”

With a hug, she went to the kitchen.

“Dinner order?” I told Tom. I suggested a Chinese take-out chain we’d passed on the way. He
took notes, nodded, and headed out the door.

The white phone rang a minute or so later. Samantha jumped and shrieked. I answered it.
“Jello?”

“Sir, this is Tom. I’d like to come by with Larry for a moment.”
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I hung up the phone, then waited by the door. I shook out my arms and stood ready. Anything
short of guns I could handle. Where was that little sprayer? In my school bag, if I remembered
correctly. Too late for that now, and I wasn’t well practiced with it.

A knock on the door -- I checked the peephole. I recognized Tom from earlier, and yes, I
vaguely recognized Larry. He’d been one of the cocky ones. One of them usually gets bruised early, a
good teaching methodology as one of my colleagues put it.

Still, I was edgy as I opened the door.

“Good to see you again,” I said, extending a hand to Larry. He shook my hand.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Samantha?” I called. She stood up and walked over, quite meekly.

“Tom and Larry,” I introduced. “Don’t open the door for anyone but them.” She nodded.

Tom said, “I’m off to pick up your dinner. Be back in half an hour or so. Did you want anything
to drink that’s not in the fridge?”

I stepped back to the kitchen, instinctively not turning my back to them. I opened the fridge. It
had milk, sodas, some beer, a bottle of white wine. “I think we’re fine.”

With a nod, they left.
“Sam, want something to drink?” I called out as I pulled a can of 7-Up from the fridge.
“Pepsi is okay,” she said. I heard more noise -- she must have turned on the TV.

I got her a can of Pepsi, and on second thought got a glass as well, something Barbara chided me
on. Where was she?

I sat on the couch next to Samantha. She’d turned on the evening news, but muted the sound.
Seemed like a good compromise to me. She smiled as she thanked me for the Pepsi, pouring some into
the glass. I suppressed a laugh and drank my 7-Up from the can.

After a few sips, I put it down and curled up at her side, resting my head on her shoulder. When
I closed my eyes, my head buzzed. What the fuck were they doing to my place when the cops arrived?
What do I do now? Call the insurance guy tomorrow morning, that’s for sure. Call Abiko? I wanted to
talk to Barbara most of all. I needed her.

Still, what was the old Crosby, Stills, and Nash line? Love the one you’re with? Why had she
freaked out, and why hadn’t 1?
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“Roger, look!” she said suddenly.

I looked up at the TV. There on screen was a woman reporter standing in front of what was left
of my house. Samantha picked up the remote and stabbed a button, giving us sound.

“While police reports are still sketchy, what we know at this time is that officers earlier today
interrupted a burglary in progress at this Palomar Drive home. Here’s Lieutenant Mannion.”

Cut to the lieutenant. “Officers earlier today interrupted a burglary in progress. Two suspects
exchanged shots with our officers. One officer was wounded. Backup units exchanged fire with the
suspects. Both suspects were hit and are presumed dead. During the exchange, the dwelling caught fire,
and the fire department was unable to save the structure. That’s all we know at this time. The resident
was away at the time and is unhurt. Our officer was transported to the hospital, and was released with
minor injuries. Our investigation is continuing.”

Cut back to the dark-haired reporter. She looked thin on top to me. “We have been unable to
contact the owner of the house, a Physics professor at the University. Police were unwilling to comment
on whether this incident was related to an incident on the North side of town earlier today, where a
townhouse complex was evacuated and one resident hospitalized with carbon monoxide poisoning. Our
crews are continuing to investigate. Back to you, Jerry.”

I reached for the remote and pushed the Mute button. I liked that button. But my heart was
racing and my hands were cold -- that had to be Janice. What had David told me about her? I thought
she was okay. “Be right back,” I told Samantha, kissing her on the shoulder.

I picked up the white phone in the kitchen. It didn’t have a dial.

“Yes, sir?” Larry answered.

“Do you know what happened to Janice this afternoon?” I asked him.

“Uh, no sir, [ don’t. Would you like me to find out?”

“I would like David to call me. Can you arrange that?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll call the office. If he can’t get back to you right away, I’1l let you know.”

“Thank you.”

I stood in the kitchen, holding on to the edge of the sink, holding it tight. I forced myself to let
go, then turned on the water, letting it get warm. I ran it over my wrists and hands, trying to warm up.

Cold hands meant something had spooked me. It didn’t happen often.

The white phone rang.
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“Yeah?” I said.
“How are you doing?” David asked.

“We’re as good as can be expected,” I told him, “What’s this shit I saw on TV about monoxide
poisoning? Was that Janice?”

I could hear him sigh on the other end of the phone. “Yes, she’s at Memorial Hospital, and is
expected to recover fully. As soon as things started popping at your place, I sent a team over to check
on her. One man went in to talk to her, the other checking the premises. She reported not feeling well,
and our man talking to her soon developed a headache. The man doing the outside check found a gas
canister attached to the wall outside her bedroom. He evacuated them from the unit and called fire and
paramedics. Fire went in with a monoxide detector, which went off immediately. The fire captain said
he’d never seen CO readings as high as they got in her bedroom. She was lucky the door was closed;
the concentration in there would have been fatal very quickly, and the concentration where she was
would have been fatal in a matter of hours. We showed fire the canister, and they secured it. They
evacuated the building, sending Janice and Hal off to the hospital. Hal’s been released, but they’re
keeping Janice on oxygen. She should be released tomorrow.”

“Shit. Can you get word to her that I’'m okay, and concerned about her?”

“Of course. One of our people is watching her. The police were by a while ago. I don’t know
what she told them. You want to give me your cell phone number now?”

I took it out of my pocket and gave him the number. “Don’t spread it around, though -- I didn’t
give it to the cops.”

“I noticed. We told the people at the dojo you’re safe.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. How long do I need to stay cooped up?”

He chuckled. “How long would you like? Seriously, just overnight, although you’re more than
welcome to use the place for the next week or so. We’ll know better in the morning. You could try
reaching Hammond and company.”

“Yeah, I’ll try them. David, thanks again, especially for checking on Janice.”

“You’re quite welcome. Let us know if you need anything.”

“Okay. I’ll let you know if I find out anything. Talk to you in the morning.”

I hung up and tried my cell phone. Funny -- it couldn’t get a signal. I frowned, looking around.
I picked up the white phone again.

“Yes sir? Your dinner should be here in a couple of minutes.”
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“That’s great. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that my cell phone doesn’t work in here.”
“The facility is shielded, sir. I think you understand.”

“Yes, [ do. Is the other phone fairly safe?”

“As far as we know, sir.”

“And I suppose you’d be upset if I went outside to use mine?”’

“I wish you wouldn’t, sir -- I’d have to try to stop you.”

“That’s okay. I’ll be good and use the other phone.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it. Oh, your dinner is here.”

“Okay, send it on over.”

“Dinner,” I called to Samantha.

She stood up, stretching. God, what a gorgeous body... Young, but so voluptuous.

There was a knock on the door, and before I could get to it, she’d opened it. Luckily, it was just
dinner.

We set things up on the kitchen table. I thought about it, but didn’t reprimand her for opening
the door. She seemed oblivious to that aspect of our situation. Lucky girl.

Eating seemed to cheer both of us up. The hot and sour soup really helped.

“I’ll clean up,” she said when we’d finished.

“Thanks,” I said, hugging her. “I’ve some phone calls to make.”

I went to the phone by the couch and dialed my 888 support number. “This is Hawthorne. I
need Hammond, now,” I told them. A flustered voice replied, “I’m sorry, Doctor Hawthorne, but the

Director isn’t available. We expect him to be calling in tomorrow. Is there something we can do?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “No, thanks. I’m out of cell phone coverage until some
time tomorrow. I’ll try again.”

“Can he reach you at this number in Seattle if we speak with him?”

I blinked. She read me the number listed on the phone. “Yes, I’ll be here until tomorrow
morning at least, then at my University office, and my cell should be up again.”
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“We’ll give him that information as soon as we can, Doctor.”
“Thank you. Good night,” I told them.

I tried both of Barbara’s numbers, leaving a brief message on her home machine that I was out of
cell reach until the morning. No answer on her cell.

I put down the phone and closed my eyes. I sat there on the couch, a strange couch. What
should I do first? Thoughts gathered, and I tried to sweep them away. Focus on breath. Breath going
in, breath going out. That’s all.

“Roger?”

I looked up to Samantha standing a few feet away.

I smiled; looking at her does that to me. “Yes?”

“Would you like me to clean up and put on some perfume?” she said, turning on the sex appeal.

[ took a breath. “Yes, please,” I whispered.

She picked up her bags and carried them down the hall, her hips signaling her intent.

I went to the white phone again.

“Yes, sir?”

“Stop calling me sir. Can I get some things out of my car, or do you want to help?”

“Go right ahead sir, just make sure the door is secured when you’re done.”

“Thanks.”

The door from the townhouse to the garage was solid. Not as solid as the ones on the island, or
at the clinic -- probably just a standard fire door. I got my school gym bag from the car. It had
toiletries, clean undies, and clean socks. It would have to do.

I set the deadbolt on the door once in the house again. Walking by a half bath, I stopped and
used the can. I washed my face and hands, looking at the character in the mirror. Another roller coaster
ride, eh?

“Oh Roger,” a sweet voice called out.

I closed my eyes again, taking a full breath, letting it out, letting go of this load of crap. I opened

my eyes with a smile -- ’'m sure it will be right where I left it in the morning. And if some of it is gone
by then, so much the better.
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The bedroom light was off, but a dim light was still on in the bathroom. She was wearing that
soft top, but nothing else as she stood in the bathroom doorway, silhouetted in the light. I undressed
quickly but carefully -- these clothes were going to have to last for a while.

We met by the side of the bed. We kissed, embracing. I breathed in her perfume. We ran our
hands over each other. She was firm and delicious.

She moved me back to the bed and on to my back, moving on top of me.
“Hold me, please,” I whispered.

“Shhh... I know how to take care of you,” she whispered in reply. She pulled up her soft
sweater top on one side, drawing me to a nipple.

My eyes closed and I trembled as she drew me closer. My arms wrapped around her, and her
arms wrapped around me, enveloping me in soft warm flesh and the softness of her top. I breathed slow

and deep, drowning myself in her perfume.

“I’ve got you, Roger,” she whispered. Her hand at the back of my head sent a shudder and a
moan through me. “I’ve got you,” she whispered again.

I gave myself to her. She held me so well, comforting me, eventually moving me to my back
and riding us both on a soft, dreamy cloud. I remember hearing her cry out, and how good that felt to

me, holding her, squeezing her, finally coming deep inside her as she held me to a nipple once more.

And after we made love, moving under the sheets, she drew me to her again, skin against skin,
going to sleep in her arms to the sound of her beating heart.

I woke in the dark to unfamiliar sounds -- a siren somewhere. There was more traffic noise than
I usually experienced. I turned in bed, listening to Samantha breathing; she sounded a little congested. I
got up and visited the loo. Three in the morning -- what a trip. I made sure the alarm clock by the side
of the bed was set for seven.

I looked out the bedroom windows for a bit; not much of a view. I moved to the open area near
the foot of the bed to stretch. I warmed up to splits, then settled into swan pose, closing my eyes and
focusing on the breath, feeling what was happening.

“What are you doing?” a sleepy voice asked.

“Unwinding,” I said. “I’ll be back to bed in a few minutes.”

She rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom.

“I know how to help,” she whispered a bit later, touching my head.
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I could feel the heat radiating from her, and smell fresh perfume. She led me back to bed, and
back into her embrace. I lost myself in her as she held me. She cooed as I sucked, trying to devour her,
trying to appease some inner need. She squeezed me and took me away from all those problems, taking
me to comfort, then passion, and then to sleep once again in her embrace.
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I woke to the sound of a phone ringing. I answered it, noticing that it was a bit before seven.
“Hello?” I answered, sitting up by the side of the bed.

“Roger, this is David. Can you be at your University office by a quarter past nine?”
“Depends -- what am I in for?”

He managed a laugh. “It won’t be that bad. FBI and ATF have moved in, pissing off the locals.
I’ve been on the horn with the folks on the East Coast. Any word from Hammond?”

“Nah -- tried again last night. They told me he was out of contact, but should be back today.
How’s Janice?”

“Last update, she’s doing well, still on oxygen. How are you doing?”

“How the hell do I know?” I snapped back. A warm hand touched my back, and a warm, soft
body moved next to me. “Sorry, David -- I don’t know what’s happening. I suppose you have the
phone number for my lawyer?”

“Yes, Janice gave it to me, actually. Want me to invite him to the meeting?”

“Please -- that would be a big help.”

“Will do. I’m around if you need anything else.”

“Thanks. See you.”

I hung up the phone, then turned to Samantha. “We need to get up and shower,” I told her.

She plopped back on the bed, pulling me with her. “In a few minutes,” she whispered.

She started pulling me to her. Once her hand reached the back of my head, I collapsed into her,
holding her tight. She cooed and held me, rocking me gently.

I drifted down again, enjoying the escape. But as I did, filled with her warmth, her softness, her
tight nipple in my mouth and her cooing in my ears, something else clicked. I remembered her talking
to me as she held me, repeating something over and over. Somehow I moved, observing from a
distance. She held me, talking to me. I could hear her voice in the distance, but couldn’t understand the
words. Things shifted, and although she was still holding me, I heard other voices -- Denise’s voice,
Annie’s voice, someone else, whispering to me, holding me, binding me...

“Is that better?” Samantha whispered, holding my head between her breasts.
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“Yes... Shower with me?” I knew what they were doing, and that Denise was at the bottom of
it.

She squeezed me again. “Oh yes!”
“Why don’t you start the shower -- I’1l be right there.”
She kissed the top of my head, then let me go. “Okay.”

I held her for a moment, taking in the closest nipple one more time. With mutual sighs, we got
up. She went to the bathroom and I went to the kitchen.

I picked up the white phone.
“Good morning, sir. What can we do for you?”

“Call David. Ineed a picture of Denise; he’ll know who I mean. I need it in twenty minutes,
under my door. Got it?”

“Yes sir -- a picture of Denise, in twenty minutes. We’ll do our best, sir.”
“I know you will. Thank you for your professionalism.”

Samantha and I had a very nice time in the shower. While we were enjoying each other,
something else was nagging at me.

No shaver, and I wasn’t about to try using a blade after all these years. Oh well -- I did find a
fresh toothbrush and used that. But that wasn’t it -- something else as nagging in there. I took care of
my hair, and while Samantha was doing hers, the phone rang.

“Ya?” I answered.

“Your picture should be there momentarily,” David told me. “What’s up?”

“Not sure yet. Do you have any guesses as to what was going on at my house that was so rudely
interrupted?”’

“I’m pretty sure -- they were planting monoxide cans, fancy little things with timers on them.”
I grabbed a chair and sat down, almost falling down. “Holy shit...”
“You can say that again, my friend.”

“Janice and I both, then.”
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“Sure looks that way. That’s all I know -- the feds are being tight you-know-whats as usual, but
one of your visitors was evidently carrying explosives. The other one took a round in the chest. Oh,
your mouthpiece will meet us at the University.”

“Roger, you okay?” he asked after a minute or so.

“Yeah, no -- it’s starting to sink in, David. I’m starting to take this personally.”

“I believe you should, my friend.”

“What do you have to do in this state to get a concealed carry permit?” I asked him.

“We can discuss that privately. It’s a simple procedure, but one which should only be
undertaken after serious consideration.”

“I agree. See you later.”

“One of the boys can drive you in -- it’s no problem.”

“Okay, Ill think about it.”

I hung up the phone, more than a little numb. I stood, centering myself. Damn, it was hard.

A picture had appeared under the door. I picked it up -- Denise, damn her soul. I put it on the
kitchen table.

I walked back to the bedroom and swept Samantha into a kiss, ending up on the bed.
“I thought you wanted to get up,” she said, pushing up on her arms on top of me.
“Yeah, we need to get moving, but you’re still delicious.”

We managed to get dressed.

“Toast and juice okay?” I asked as I walked to the kitchen. She was packing her bags. “That’s
fine,” she called out.

I poured our juice and started making toast.
“Oh, you’ve met Doctor Dina?” she asked, glancing at the picture as she walked over to hug me.
“You know her?” I replied, trying to keep myself in check, holding Samantha close.

“Oh yes -- she’s been working with a few of us for about two years, doing a study of women in
the hard sciences. She’s been tremendous in helping us deal with stress.”
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“Us?” I asked, holding her, rubbing her back.

“Mmmm... Ilove snuggling with you... Yes, Annie, myself, and a few others. How do you
know her?”

“I worked with one of her colleagues. When did you hear from her last?”

“Mmm... And I love the way you melt in my arms... She called Monday morning -- I hadn’t
heard from her in weeks. It was good to talk to her again.”

My hands were getting cold... The toaster made a noise. “Toast time,” I whispered, giving her a
little squeeze.

I buttered our toast, getting out two kinds of jam, setting things on the table and picking up the
picture in the process.

As I'looked at Samantha, their scheme became clear. Not only was I supposed to die, Samantha
was supposed to die with me. I would have been found dead in bed with Samantha, and possibly Annie.
Someone was getting nasty.

“What can I do to help?” Samantha said, reaching over to me.

“You’re doing it, Sam. Are you feeling better now?”

She smiled. “Much.” She wiggled in her chair a bit.

“You were really upset last night,” I suggested as we picked up the kitchen.

“Yeah, I don’t know why -- I need you so much some times, Roger -- and with what happened to
your house, I couldn’t leave you -- I needed to be with you. I’'m a lot better this morning.” She hugged
my back, pressing against me and kissing my neck.

I dried my hands, putting down the dishtowel.

She smiled and pulled me to the couch, sitting me next to her.

“One of the things Doctor Dina has been really good with is helping us understand stress and the
things we can do to get over it. I figured out something that really helps. You know what it is?”

I could see her nipples tighten under her top. “I can guess,” I told her softly.
With a feral grin she pulled up her top and bra, grabbed my head, and pulled me to a nipple.

“Suck, baby... Oh that’s it, suck on me, hold me,” she growled.
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I held on, my head spinning. But after a short period, she sat us up a little, moving my head to
between her breasts.

“Works for me,” I managed to say.
She rocked me a little. I closed my eyes, drifting in it.

“Oh Roger -- you’re so good... I love the way you melt in my arms. I haven’t found anyone like

2

you...

We sat up and she put herself back together.

“I hope you don’t get sick,” I told her, my hands on her thighs.

She smiled as she straightened herself out in her bra. “I’m not worried. Annie was worried, and
really busy at school. I know she really wanted to be with you last night as well. I think that would be
fun, the three of us. What do you think?” She moved my hands to her breasts.

I smiled. “I’m lost with one of you, Sam...” I moved my hands to her waist.

She looked at her watch and shook her head. “We need to get to school. Are you going to be
here again tonight?”

I nodded. “Think so. I have to teach at the dojo tonight as well.”

She grinned. “One of us might swing by to watch, then.”

“Just one?” I teased.

She pulled me to a kiss.

I put two cans of Pepsi from the fridge into my bag. I picked up the white phone again.
“We’re headed to school. What’s the protocol?”

“I’ll be right over, sir. Do you need one of us to drive you?”

“No thanks. I can handle it.”

“Will you be with us this evening?”

“As far as [ know, yes. I’m at the dojo if things run normally, so I wouldn’t be here until nine or

2

SO.

“One of us will meet you at your dojo then, sir.”
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“Okay.”

A knock on the door. Tom was there, a small two-way radio in one hand.
I shook his hand. “Thanks again.”

“It’s our job, sir.”

We went to the garage. I heard Larry give him the all clear on the radio. He opened the garage
door for us. “Drive safely, sir -- we’ll see you this evening.”

He even got the door for Samantha. She waved to both of them as we drove off.

I turned on my cell phone. My stomach tightened up as we got closer to school. I parked at
about a quarter to nine. Samantha had a nine o’clock class to teach -- that’s what grad students are for,
right?

“Thank you, Sam,” I whispered, holding her.

“Thank you, Roger.”

I started walking to my office. My cell phone rang. I almost dropped my bag digging it from my
pocket.

“You crazy, wonderful man!” It was Barbara, sounding very happy.

“Barbara, I love you and I need you,” I cried.

“Roger, what’s wrong?” she said, her voice changing swiftly from joy to concern.

“Where are you?”

“On the way to the airport in Toronto.”

“When can I see you again? I need you, Barbara. Ilove you. I’'m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier.”

“I love you, Roger. I was thinking it would be in a few days. What’s the matter? What
happened?”

I took a breath. “There was an attempt to kill Janice and me. Obviously, it failed. Do you know
where Hammond is?”

“Oh God, Roger -- are you all right?”

“I’m still breathing, so I’'m fine, I guess. My house was destroyed, though.”
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“Oh no -- are you okay? What happened?”
“Arson or the equivalent -- the place burned down. I wasn’t there. Where’s Hammond?”

“I just left the two of them. We hadn’t heard anything, but we’ve been out of touch deliberately.
Oh Roger, things have happened so fast the last few days, thanks to you.”

Fast indeed. “Two of them? Rossman and Hammond?”

“Right. I’ll fill you in later, but they’re back together again. Oh Roger, I’'m so sorry... My cell
is going to drop out -- I’ll talk to you as soon as I can. I need you, too.”

“I’m at the University. I love you. I need you.”
“I love you too, Roger.”
The connection went dead.

At least things were happening again. I’d been leaning against a lamp post. I moved to a bench
and punched in Hammond’s number.

“Good morning Doctor Hawthorne, what can we do for you?”

“Is Hammond back yet?”

“No sir, he’s not. Could we connect you with anyone else?”’

I thought for a moment. “Yes, Doctor Angela Richards. In Boston, I believe.”

“Yes sir, we have her information -- one moment.”

“Roger, is something wrong?”” Angela asked as she came on the line.

“Doctor Richards, Angela, we’ve still got problems, or more problems, and Denise is actively
involved. Someone tried to kill Janice and me, and Denise has tampered with some girls at the
University, the ones who have been using me.”

“Roger, let’s back up. Why do you think Denise is involved?”

I reviewed what had been happening with my house, Janice, the way Samantha and Annie had
acted, then what I remembered from this morning.

“Angela, I don’t understand all of it. She was holding me, suckling me, saying something,

saying it over and over as she held me. I don’t remember the words, but I remember her voice, and I
remember Denise’s voice, and one or two others saying the same things as they held me. I don’t know
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what they were saying, but I know they were ... binding me.” I had to pause for a moment. I closed my
eyes. “It’s so good, God it’s so good,” I whispered, almost in tears.

I heard Angela’s voice again, from far away, not really understanding, until I blinked and was
more aware again.

“Yes,” I said, answering a question I didn’t remember her asking, “twice -- last night, and then
again this morning. She held me, binding me, holding me, and after letting me drift for a while, she got

me so aroused, moved me to my back, and rode me. Afterwards, she held me again.”

In response to more questions, I told her of Samantha identifying Denise from a picture I showed
her, her comments about speaking with her Monday morning, her help with “dealing with stress.”

“Roger,” Angela said seriously, “I agree with you. And I agree this has to be handled delicately.
"1l call the Director, and be out as soon as I can. It might not be until tomorrow. What else can I do?”

“I can’t think of anything else, Angela -- thank you, though. I’m scared for these girls. They
would have died as well.”

“Yes, they would have. Roger, I’ll see you as soon as I can.”
“Thank you, Angela.”
I hung up the phone. Ten to nine -- I got up, took a breath, and headed to my office.

I felt apprehensive as I walked to the door. What was going to happen? What now? Where do I
start?

I paused for a moment, my right hand reaching out to grasp the wooden handrail. The texture of
it reminded me of my jo. I smiled.

This is randori, big time!

Multiple people from different directions, moving, flowing -- keeping my center, my balance
while keeping the others off theirs. This is something I know, something I practice, something I teach. I
am in control. I set the rules, just as I had in the hospital room in Chicago. This is something I know

how to do. Stay in my center. Move from my center. Observe and act, without hesitation or doubt.

Once again, I remembered one of my teachers saying, “Serenity isn’t freedom from the storm,
but peace within the storm.”

Let’s go!
Almost an anticlimax -- my office was empty, nobody in wait. I turned on my computer to check

e-mail, and picked up the phone, grabbing a pad of paper. I had a large pile of voicemail messages -- no
surprise. Quite a few were from reporters -- hit 33 then 7 to skip to the end and delete. Patti calling
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during a break in class, wanting to know how I was -- don’t need that one either. A few from colleagues
who’d recognized my place on the news. I saved those and took notes.

The last one, a few minutes ago, from Herb offering his condolences and offering to take my
classes if need be -- call him if I was going to do them, otherwise he’d plan on it. Love you, Herb. I left
him a quick reply -- take today’s please, and I’1l let you know about tomorrow.

Oh shit -- leftovers -- I called the San Francisco folks on the mediation deal. We spoke for a
while, the first few minutes were pure Japanese formula -- weather, roundabout introductions. They
would like to come up and meet with me. Yes, Monday or Wednesday the following week would be
fine. I gave them the University and dojo phone numbers. The guy sounded like he was from
Hokkaido.

I hung up the phone, checking that one off in my notebook. Sensing someone, I looked up. One
of the group secretaries was in the doorway. “Doctor Hawthorne, there are quite a few men here to see

2

you.
I smiled. “Yes, I imagine there are. Would you show them up, please?”

She nodded and walked off. I chuckled and shook my head. She was one of the older, more
competent ones. The young ones tended to run off with visiting profs or postdocs.

It was a small mob. Irecognized David, of course, and Rudy, my attorney. One of the others
looked like one of the FBI D.C. guys from a couple of years ago -- he looked like shit right off the
redeye, an all-nighter, or both. Three others I didn’t recognize.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” I said, standing. “Where is our police lieutenant?”

One of the unknown suits stepped forward, flashing a badge of some kind. “This is a Federal
matter now. Doctor Hawthorne, we ...”

I held up a hand. He stopped. Aikido people can do that. “Gentlemen, first I’'m going to speak
with my attorney, then with David, and then I’'m sure we can find some very interesting things to talk
about.”

“Hawthorne, I’'m not leaving here until you answer my questions,” the suit said.

“Promise me that?” I asked with a smile.

That threw him off balance. I stepped through the mob quickly, easily, fluidly, and into the hall.

“David, Rudy, join me for a walk?” I asked as I was cutting through.

The two of them were near the door. They peeled off from the mob and joined me in the hall.
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“We’ll be back in half an hour or so, gentlemen; do make yourselves at home. Dial 9 for local
calls, 8 for long distance.” I waved to them. I pointed to the bull and said, “You promised.”

I headed us to the cafeteria. Once outside, I asked, “Well, what the fuck is happening?”’

Rudy started off. He had the envelope of stuff I’d given him for safe keeping. He’d contacted
my insurance agent. They’d managed to get a preliminary police report. The insurance company would
pay; I needed to come up with estimates for personal belongings. Rudy told me I’d been wise in
keeping a replacement-value policy. They were ready to cut me a per-diem check.

David briefed me on what Janice had told the cops, local and Fed; she’d checked in with Rudy
first. We worked occasionally for Hammond and crew. We helped expose a rat in Hammond’s
organization, and this seemed to be related.

Okay, what are the legal issues? Rudy told me to pause before answering any questions. If a
question wasn’t clear, tell them so. Don’t hypothesize or draw conclusions. “I don’t know” is a
wonderful answer -- if it’s true. He’d object if need be, another reason for pausing before answering.

Had I heard anything this morning? I’d spoken to Barbara, but not Hammond. Evidently,
Hammond and Rossman were back together again, and Barbara thought I was the catalyst. I got a large
Dr. Pepper; they got coffee. We headed back to my office.

As I entered my office and looked at the crowd, their pacing reminded me of caged animals. I
considered making a loud noise to see if they’d jump, but thought better of it.

The one guy tried again to be the bull, moving as if to block my path, but I misdirected him so
easily... I sat down behind my desk. I could tell from the look on his face he wasn’t sure what had
happened, and he didn’t like it at all.

“Well, gentlemen, what can you tell me? What the hell happened to my house?”

The bull was D.C. FBI. Did I know anything about the guys who had been at my house? I don’t
know what “anything” means -- be specific. Did I know who they were? No. Why they were there?
No idea. Had I scheduled or authorized any work on my house? No. Did I know anyone who might
want to kill me?

I took the envelope Rudy had returned to me and opened it. I took the framed photo of Kenai
Sensei off my desk, turned it over, and pulled off the back and the picture. I took Barbara’s picture out
of the envelope and put it in the frame, reassembled it, and put it in a place of honor on my desk. It had
good shock value, and I love her.

The bull shook his head and asked again. Who had I gotten upset with me lately?

Other than him? That got smiles and a little laughter.
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I told them I’d worked as an occasional courier for Ben Hammond’s organization for a little over
two years. The last deal I’d been on, Janice briefed me that they were trying and expecting to expose a
rat. We evidently succeeded, in spades, although all I got was a beating. I didn’t know the name of
Hammond’s organization, or the name of the group that was after me. I knew the faces of my attackers
in Chicago, that’s all. I’d heard various names associated with those faces.

When was the last time I’d spoken with Hammond? Last Thursday or Friday in D.C.
Did I know where he was currently? No.

The bull tried to harass me for a few more minutes, but I don’t harass very well. The louder he
got “asking” his questions, the softer I got in my replies. He finally scowled at another guy, handing off
the ball.

He was from ATF -- Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms -- brought in because there was an
explosion. I interrupted him to tell him that was the first I’d heard of an explosion. Did I store
chemicals in my house or garage? Define chemicals, please. Explosives, flammables? Well, some
paint and such for the house, paint thinner, that’s about it. Oh, a small propane torch for the occasional
plumbing repair and zapping weeds and wasp nests. No compressed gasses? Other than the propane
tank, no. Had I ever worked with carbon monoxide? Nope. Did I know about it? Know what?
General properties, that kind of thing. I knew it was poisonous in low concentrations, and acted by
binding preferentially to hemoglobin, and was something to avoid. Did I have a monoxide detector in
my house? No. Why not? I had radiant heating in the floors.

A different FBI guy picked it up. Why was I away from the house yesterday? I teach at the
University. Why did I get home when I did? That’s the way things worked. Who was the girl with me?
I gave them her name. What were we doing? I looked to Rudy, who frowned. Irrelevant, personal, and
really, really stupid, I replied. David chuckled at that.

How did I know David? I’d taught the occasional class for his people through the years. I
valued him as a friend. Did I know he was having my place watched? Not until he told me, and when
he did, I thanked him. Why did he do that? How the hell should I know? Ask him! He’s sitting right
there!

They looked at each other. The bull told me they might have more questions later. I told him I
had a lot of questions too, and would like some answers, and would help if I could. That got blank
stares. I thought they had a lot more information than they were sharing with me.

The bull asked me what I was going to do now. I looked to Rudy, who shrugged. I told them I
was going to pee, go see Janice in the hospital, and get some lunch. The bull frowned, then stood up.

I shook hands, wishing them a smooth trip back to the East Coast. They mumbled and left.

Rudy was shaking his head, smiling. “What now?”” he asked.
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I gave him Stern Sensei Look #3 -- did you really say that? “I’m going to pee, going to see
Janice, and then have lunch.”

David laughed. He’d been around me more.

“Thank you for being here, Counsel. What do you think I should be doing?”

He took a breath, shaking his head. “We’ve got the insurance company moving. You won’t be
able to go through the site until tomorrow, from what we were told. The feds threw the locals out.
Where are you going to live?”

I glanced to David. “I’ve a temporary spot. Long term, I may kick someone out of a house I
own -- the lease is year-to-year and is up the end of December. I don’t think we’ve renewed the lease
yet, and I might not. That assumes, however, that I figure out what I want to do when I grow up. David,
you want to visit Janice with me?”

David stood up. “Yes, I would.”

“I’d like to join you, if I may,” Rudy added.

“I’ll drive,” David suggested. I closed up the office. We made a mass pit-stop, and walked to
the visitor’s lot where David and Rudy were parked.

We’d just pulled out of the lot when my phone rang. “Three-eyed toad,” I answered gruffly.

“Hawthorne? This is Hammond. What the hell is going on?”’

“Good afternoon -- who have you spoken with so far?”

“Barbara Macmillan and Angela Richards. All of us are on the way out to you.”

“Well, you probably know about as much as I do. Someone tried to bump us off and failed,
burning down my house in the process. They’ll be hard to question, unless you’re good with an Ouija
board. My good friend from Kroll is providing me with temporary quarters.”

“What about those girls? You believe Denise is involved?”

“I’m certain of it. That’s the most delicate aspect, and the most disturbing.”

“Are you in a place where you can speak freely?”

“Nope.”

“Okay. We’re on our way to Seattle.”

“What’s the schedule?”
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“Barbara should arrive around seven your time. Doctor Richards and I don’t get in until after
midnight, so we’ll see you in the morning. Where should we meet?”

“I’d suggest the dojo,” I told him.

“Okay, tomorrow morning at nine? Hawthorne, I feel I owe you my life -- you’ve saved me, and
my organization once more.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. “I’ll see you at nine at the dojo. We’ve got a few more rats to
take care of, it seems.”

“We’ll get them, Hawthorne -- I promise you that.”
“Okay -- talk to you later. My cell doesn’t work when I’m in the safe house.”
“Take care, Roger.”

I hung up the phone. I was sitting in the back seat. “Hammond,” I told David and Rudy. “He’s
on his way here -- we’re meeting tomorrow morning.”

“And Macmillan?” David asked.

“She should arrive this evening.”

“Do we need to pick her up at the airport?”
“Don’t know yet.”

Janice was out of intensive care, but still on oxygen. They’d cut her loose when her blood tests
improved, possibly in the afternoon. She thanked David, and for some reason, she thanked me. David
told her that her place had been checked and secured. From what he knew, the canisters didn’t have any
fingerprints on them, but the mechanisms were fairly distinctive.

I told her she was missed at the dojo. That brightened her spirits. She told me that I’d been
missed as well.

She still had a headache and needed the rest. David told her to call when she was released, and
he’d have someone take her home.

We headed back to the University. Rudy reminded me to call him if I got more questions. He’d
call when he got more from the insurance company. I gave him my cell number. David gave him the
safehouse number. I offered to buy them a gourmet repast at the school cafeteria, but they laughingly
declined. When I mused out loud about the media and how to deal with them, Rudy told me they’d
already moved on to the next scandal, and to call him if I needed help.
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I passed by my office, leaving a message for Herb that I’d be taking my afternoon class, and
lea\{ing one for Patti and Abiko that I’d be at the dojo. I was about to head to lunch when my cell rang
again.

“Blue suede shoes,” I answered.

“Roger, are you there?” It was Barbara, with a substantial amount of noise in the background.

“I love you. Where are you?”

“Trying to get to you, darling. I should land around six.”

“Should I have someone meet you?”

“No, I’ll get a car; I’ll need it anyway. Where should I meet you?”

“At the dojo. Do you have the address?”

“Yes, it’s on your card. I love you, darling -- see you this evening.”

“I love you, Barbara.”

I felt better, much better. I scratched at my face -- need to get a new shaver.

The sky was dark, but I was feeling bright. Let it rain -- I don’t care. I picked out lunch, getting
two large soft drinks.

There -- in the corner area where I usually sat -- Annie and Samantha. Annie looked dour;
Samantha looked rosy and relaxed still, that well-laid glow.

“May I join you, ladies?”

I put my tray down and was smothered in hugs. Annie told me how much she’d wished she
could have been there to comfort me. I hugged them both. But Barbara was on her way.

I told them I didn’t know much more about what happened to the house, just that it was gone.
Had I been visited by a bunch of FBI people? Yes -- they had questions and no answers. [ was still out
a house, but the insurance company had been contacted. A thought crossed my mind -- that bedding --
what the hell was I going to do about that? I took out my notebook and made a note. That’s about step
eight in the process -- with step one being to figure out what the hell I was going to do when I grew up.

“Can we help tonight?”” Annie said, rubbing my back.

I looked at them and shook my head. “Not tonight...”

They both sighed. “You’re sure?” Annie asked.
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“I’m sure, dear. But thank you so much for the offer.”
We talked a little more. Annie had seen the story on the late news, and recognized the house.

We hugged again as we left the building, walked together to the other side of campus, and parted
with hugs and kisses.

I got a chance to speak with my insurance agent. I told him I had a place to stay through the end
of the next week. I wanted to get a townhouse or something similar through the end of the year at the
least, rent or short-term lease. That sounded good to him. What did I need now? Well, I could tell that
I was going to spend a few hundred dollars in the next few days just on toiletries, socks, and underwear.
He could cut me a check for five or six hundred -- where should he deliver it? I told him after four at the
dojo would be fine.

I taught my afternoon University class, running into Herb. I told him things were up in the air,
and I’d probably need to spend some time finding a new place to live. He’d do what he could to help.
The kids were quiet and attentive. I didn’t get any weird questions.

I stopped on the way to the dojo and replaced my shaver -- a fancy Braun thing with a fancy self-
cleaning base. Damn, I paid full retail for it, with sales tax. I also replaced soap, shampoo, toothbrush,
toothpaste, the usual lot. I got socks and undies at Target. The rest would have to wait.

Back on the mat, eyes closed, moving with the sword. I’d lost a good sword, and a good staff.
They would have gone on to train many students. Flow, step, focus on breath, move from the center...

A number of people in both classes had heard of my plight, but others hadn’t. No big deal, not
the end of the world. Life goes on, right?

I broke from the first class for a few minutes to talk to the insurance guy. He handed me a
check, and a set of checklists. He’d been by the property, and hadn’t seen much for their usual recovery
contractor to salvage. Make lists of what had been in the house, keep track of what I spend. He’d do
what he could. They had building contractors they worked with. I told him I had the prints for the
house, stored with a lot of other stuff, here in the dojo -- a benefit of insufficient storage space in the
house, and comparatively unlimited storage space here.

Tom showed up from the safehouse in time for the second Aikido class. We found him a gi and
got him on the mat. He had fun, and the advanced students enjoyed the fresh meat.

Bob and Donna came in to do the yoga class. They’d heard. We talked a bit about the Pilates
pair. Vicki and Tom were so excited -- and I was giving them a better deal than they were currently

getting on a far smaller space.

I collared Abiko and Patti as I was speaking to Bob and Donna. With the added classes, should
we have an office manager? I mean a paid office manager? Bob told me that Vicki was an accountant
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who’d more or less burned out, turning to Pilates. He and Donna thought if I offered her the position,
she’d jump at it. Patti poked Abiko, who admitted that having a manager would be a help to her.

One of the things I like about the yoga classes is that I’'m not teaching. I close my eyes and go
with it, opening them when someone is demonstrating a technique, or I’m looking for pointers (or good

looking ladies, I’ll confess).

Partway through the class, I felt a touch on my shoulder. I opened my eyes. Barbara was
standing in the entranceway.

I rushed to her, bowing before stepping off the mat, and swept her into my arms.
“Oh I love you, and I need you,” I told her.

“Shh... It’s okay... I’'m here -- and I love you too,” she whispered.

I pulled her off to my office. “Thank you so much for coming out.”

“Oh Roger, I need to thank you -- we all need to thank you.”

I realized I was clutching her. I loosened my grip and stepped back, taking a breath.
“What happened?” I asked. “Where were you? Toronto?”

She nodded, smiling. “You didn’t tell me what you did! Why didn’t you tell me?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, and when I got home afterwards, you were
upset and needed consoling.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “Is it true? You didn’t know?”

I shrugged again. “I didn’t -- and all I know is the thumbnail sketch Janice gave me -- your
father being involved at the start with Hammond’s and Rossman’s fathers, Hammond senior splitting off
the U.S. part, the sons taking over. Tell me -- what happened after I brought oil and water together?”

She hugged me. “Oh you -- they had lunch, walked around D.C. talking, talked through dinner,
then took off for Toronto in Hammond’s jet. My father called me Saturday shortly after you left,
wanting to know what the hell I’d done -- that’s how I found out! I left pretty much immediately for
Toronto as his representative. We completed the details yesterday afternoon. Oh, all because of you! I
love you!”

“And where does that leave you, and me?” I asked, looking in her eyes again.

“Wherever we want to be. Did you know that your school is looking for someone to teach art
history, with an eye to possibly reviving a somewhat dormant program?”’
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“But what if I want to spend next semester in Geneva, or all next year?”
“Or the rest of your life?” she asked, looking at me intensely.

That made me hesitate. “Barbara, you need to talk to Richards. She’ll be out tomorrow. I’'m not
sure...”

She put her hands on my shoulders. “I spent almost an hour on the phone with her while we
were both waiting at airports. I love you, Roger. Nobody has manipulated my mind.”

I held her tight, closing my eyes again. “I love you, Barbara. I’'m so confused again.”
We held each other.
“Where are we staying, darling?”’ she asked after a bit.

We moved apart a little. “A safehouse provided by a colleague. One of his crew is here and will
lead us over. I’ve got it through next week, but I need to find a place to live, and...”

“A place for us to live, darling -- I can help with that,” she interrupted.

“We can go as soon as I get changed,” I told her.

“Can I watch?” she smirked.

“Did Angela tell you about the girls -- about Samantha?” I asked with some guilt.
She nodded. “Yes, and I’d like to personally flail and skin whoever touched them.”

I shook my head as I peeled off my trunks. “If the plan had worked, the three of us would have
been found dead in my bed. What a mess that would have been.”

She shook her head. “Nonsense, darling -- you wouldn’t have minded at all.”
I looked at her, a little surprised. “I guess you’re right about that.”

She smirked. “You’ll learn -- I’'m right most of the time.”

“Yes, dear.”

We picked up Tom in the lobby. “You did well tonight,” I told him.

“Thank you, Sensei -- I’ll feel it in the morning.”

“That means you should come back!”
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He looked at me. “I probably will. Ready to follow me?”

Barbara interjected, “We need to stop for something to eat -- I’'m starving.”
“What would you like?” I asked her.

“A good cheeseburger and a chocolate shake? With bacon?”

Tom grinned. “I know just the place.”

I decided to not remark about a shake with bacon. “You follow Tom, and I’1l follow you,
darling.”

Tom took us to a place near the University. He ordered, waited for us to order and sit down, then
sat a ways from us, giving us space -- a good guy.

“I love you, Barbara -- I'm sorry I didn’t tell you earlier.”
She held my hands, smiling. “I love you, Roger -- I understand.”

Shaking my head, I told her, “I wish I did -- I’m still confused and concerned. I don’t want to
hurt you.”

“Roger, you won’t...”
“I know I won’t knowingly, but that’s not what concerns me -- it’s hard for me to tell which way
is up some times. I need to talk to Richards. Maybe we should see this person you know in Paris;

maybe she could help.”

“Roger, listen to me. I spent quite some time on the phone with Angela Richards today. I share
your concerns, and her concerns. We’ll make it through this. She’s certain of it, and so am 1.”

I shook my head. Our dinner arrived. “You’re a brave woman, Barbara,” I told her.
She smiled, at least until I added, “... having raw onions this late at night...”
“You should have some in self-defense,” she smirked.

We ate quietly. I moved to sit beside her, as hamburgers require both hands. I scooted in next to
her, leg against leg. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Tom wolfed down two burgers in the time it took us to do one each. He also picked up an order
to go. “For Larry?” I asked him as we headed to the door. “Some of it,” he told us with a smile.
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My old house had a single car garage. The safehouse had a two car garage, so we both parked in
it. Barbara had two suitcases, the same two I’d seen in the Caribbean. “Hardly had time to cool off,” I
muttered. Barbara looked back over her shoulder at me and nodded.

She did her unpacking as I sat nervously on the bed. “How long do you expect to stay?”

She shook out a blouse, then hung it in the closet. “I called Francie; she packed up more of my
clothes and sent them to the dojo -- they’d better arrive tomorrow. I’ll be a week, at least.”

She walked over to me, putting her hands on my shoulders. “So don’t worry -- when I go back,
it will only be for a few days, and I’ll probably take you with me, because I don’t want to be without

you. Understand?”

I nodded and she hugged me to her. My arms went around her waist. I wanted her, wanted to be
held by her, yet I was scared.

“I’ve got you,” she said, hugging and rocking me.

We made it to the bathroom to clean up. I unpacked my new shaver and plugged it in -- should
have done that at the dojo. Oh well.

As I brushed out and re-tied my hair, I looked at Barbara.

She sighed and shook her head. Once I finished with my hair, she took me by the hand and sat
me on the edge of the bed.

“Roger, you’re scared, aren’t you?”
I nodded. “And so happy you’re here, at the same time.”

She smiled. “I talked to Angela quite a lot today. We talked about what I should do for you
tonight, and for me... Roger, I’ll take good care of you. Trust me.”

“I do, Barbara. I trust you. But...”

She frowned. “But what?”

“I still need to pee.”

She shook her head, frowning, pulling me to standing. We hugged.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” I told her.

I visited the loo. She was puttering, rearranging things in the bathroom.
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I got into bed. It felt strange. I was pointed in a different direction, and somehow, that made a
difference.

The bathroom light went out. I felt the bed moving a bit and turned to her.

Warmth, softness, perfume -- we moved together. “Let me hold you, Roger,” she whispered.
She held me to a nipple, filling me. I held her, reveling once more in the pleasure of skin against skin.
She held me, and started her wordless singing once more. I was troubled, but still realized I was as safe

as I could be. I let her carry me off to sleep.

Partially awake in the early morning, the sun not quite up, pulled to her again, sighing and
relaxing, held and comforted, sleeping in her arms.

Showering together, slippery soapy excitement of working up a lather as we wash each other.

Sitting on the corner of the bed, letting her brush out my hair, her soft singing carries me back to
the dream.

Awake on my back on the floor -- she’s teasing me with her breasts, working her way up my
body, impaling herself and using her weight to pound me into the floor. Holding on, squeezing,
moaning, coming.

“Better?” she asked as we walked into the kitchen.

I held her, enjoying the smooth silk of her blouse and the way she filled it. “Much... But still
concerned.”

I sat on one of the kitchen chairs as she perused the refrigerator. “We need to get some good
coffee,” she muttered. I stood up to hold her as she bent over, but she straightened up as I approached. 1
held her anyway, kissing the back of her neck. “Want me to do toast?” I asked.

She held my arms around her waist. “Yes, in a moment.”

I fixed our toast and poured our juice. We sat at the table together.

I looked at her, shaking my head.

“What is it, Roger?”

“Barbara, I don’t know if it’s too early, or what. I don’t know...”

She looked confused. “It’s a little after eight. We don’t have to be there until nine.”

I shook my head again, a smile forming. “No, wondering if it’s too early to ask you to marry
me.
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She managed to put her glass down. We held hands.

“No, it’s not too early,” she whispered, emotion in her voice.

“I don’t know whom you’d be marrying -- I’'m not sure what’s real anymore.”
“I love the person I’ve been with these last few weeks.”

“I love you, Barbara. Don’t answer me now...”

She sighed, exasperated. “Oh, you -- I love you, and of course I’ll marry you!”

“You don’t know what kind of husband I’ll be.”

She raised an eyebrow, then smiled. “You’ll make just about the perfect husband, silly!”

“What?” Now I was confused.

“There’s nothing I need to throw out -- no strange bachelor furniture, no old clothes...”

I chuckled, holding her hands. “So there is a silver lining to this?”

She nodded. “If you look for one, of course there is.”

I picked up my toast. It was getting cold, but I ate it anyway.

“What’s your schedule for today?” she asked.

I shrugged. “T’ll call Herb and have him take my morning class. Meet with folks at the dojo, see
what happens, be back at school for lunch. Nothing planned for tonight -- I’'m taking Tuesdays and
Thursdays off from the dojo. How about you?”

“I have a one o’clock appointment at school -- talking with people. I have more formal
interviews Monday. Roger, I want to help. I want to look for a place for us to live. I can start Friday
morning.”

I smiled and nodded. “You should talk to the property management folks -- take a look at the
house near school. Did I tell you about that? If you like it, we can boot out the current residents and
move in there after the first of the year. With luck, we’ll only need a place for two and a half months or
so. They might even have something short term. There are some other things as well.”

“Oh?” she said, pulling out a notepad.

“Yeah, figure out what to do with the bedding I ordered, and is scheduled to be delivered to a
soggy pile of ash the middle of next week. Help me pick out a bedroom set. Help me pick out new
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clothes.” I dug into my bag. “Here’s a checklist the insurance guy gave me. Bills, credit cards, mail --
all that can be redirected to the dojo.”

“Do you want to rebuild?”

“Don’t know. If I'm going to start a new life, let’s start a new life, together,” I told her.
Looking into her eyes, I smirked, chuckling.

“What is it?”

“Should I cut my hair?”

“What? Why? I thought you liked it as it is. It looks good on you.”

“Someone teasing me about buying a TV, cutting my hair, getting married...”
“Whatever you need to be happy,” she told me.

“Need -- the beginning of suffering. I would /ike some coffee, though. Should we go together,
or take two cars?”

She shook her head. “I think I may have lost something in that transition... Let’s take two cars.”

I stood up and turned to the white phone. I heard her chair move on the floor, and felt her hand
on my shoulder. I turned, and we hugged, silently. When she kissed my shoulder, I felt dampness
transferred from her cheek to mine. I held her more.

With a sigh she stepped back, smiling resolutely.

“We’re headed for the dojo,” I told Tom on the phone.

“Be right over, sir.”

I hung up and put an arm around her again. “I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you,” she whispered in reply.

I answered the knock on the door -- Tom.

“How do you feel this morning?” I asked.

He grinned. “Sore but not too sore. Next time, I won’t hold back.”

I nodded. “Practice ukemi -- I’'m sure you’ll be given the opportunity.”
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“Yes, Sensei,” he said with a slight bow.
“Are we being led over?” I asked.
“Do you want to be?”

Damn, why is he having me make that call? “Don’t think so. We’re stopping at the Starbucks

near the dojo.”

He nodded. “See you this evening, then.”
“I’ll be back around four. Barbara?”

She glanced up. “Three or four, I’d guess.”
“We’ll watch for you.”

On the drive over, I committed the sin of using my phone while driving. I left a message for

Herb to take my morning class. We stopped for good coffee, and made our way over to the dojo.

We were the first to arrive. I opened up, and had Barbara help me put up one of the folding

tables in the back -- once we took off our shoes and I showed her how to bow at the door, and why we

did it.

We visited my office again as [ rummaged for recent bills. I tended to keep a lot of that stuff at

the dojo anyhow.

you.

2

I found the folder I needed. Barbara was looking around the room, smiling.
“What?” I asked.
She looked at me, smiling still, shaking her head. “This is your home. This is where you live.”

I nodded, stepping around the desk to hold her. “I’m trying to wean myself from the place -- for

She raised her eyebrows.

I looked at the clock -- a quarter to nine. “I think I can make some calls.”

She nodded, and kissed me on the forehead. “Please. Do you mind if I look around?”
As I moved back to my chair, I looked in her eyes. “Not at all.”

I took care of the utilities. Gas, water, and electricity had already been notified by the fire

department -- I had them forward the bills to the dojo. The phone company was clueless. I finally asked
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for a supervisor and I think I got my point across. I’d need to drop off a change of address form at the
post office.

I was starting to flail in a sea of “what to do about” things -- I settled for making a list of them
for now.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when David arrived. I introduced him to Barbara. When I told
him he might be asked to leave at some time, he told me he understood.

Hammond arrived with Angela Richards and Ken, the guy I’d spotted in D.C. Hammond looked
better than I’d seen him recently. He was smiling, and looked rested.

“Ben,” I called him, being familiar, “David is the head of the local Kroll office. But for David’s
friendship and his long nose, neither Janice nor I would be alive today.”

“Mister Hammond, it’s an honor and a pleasure to meet you,” David told him.

“Thank you for watching out for two very good people,” Hammond replied.

We moved around the table in the other room. “How’s Janice doing?” I asked to kick things off.

“She should be released around lunch time,” David told us. “We can give her a ride home if
you’d like. We checked her building -- it’s clean. And we’ve had it under surveillance. We haven’t
spotted anything.”

Hammond nodded. “Ken and I can give her a lift. 1’d like to see her.”

Angela looked to Barbara and me. “I’1l go to school with Roger and Barbara.”

“David, what else can you tell us about things?” I asked.

He shook his head, opening a folder and pulling out a stack of papers. “I managed to get photos
of the canister retrieved from Janice’s place. The ones at your house, Roger, were identical as far as [
know. Checking with some of our people, the time delay valves are of old Eastern-Bloc origin, East
German. That means just about anybody could have them.”

He passed the paper stack to me. I looked through it momentarily and passed it on to Hammond.

“Roger, about your place -- | have good news and bad news,” he continued with a frown.

“Well, give me the good news first.”

“The good news -- you won’t have to worry about site cleanup very much.”

“Why? I don’t understand.”
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He nodded. “I think you upset our visitors from D.C. -- they had crews working most of the
night, practically scraping the place clean. About the only thing left is the driveway, concrete garage
floor, and a few chunks of foundation. Of course, they pissed off the neighbors and local cops, what
with the racket they made all night, and not releasing the site until a little while ago.”

I shook my head and looked at Barbara. “Looks like we need to do some shopping.”
David looked at us. “Any questions for me? If not, I’'ll move along.”

As he stood up, so did I. So did Hammond. I hugged David. “Thanks -- I owe you one.”
Hammond shook his hand. “We owe you two,” he said.

David took his leave, pausing at the edge of the mat to bow to the front of the dojo. He turned
and waved to me with a smile.

We sat down again. “Well, what now?”

We talked strategy and tactics for a bit. Everyone agreed that the attempts were payback.
Hammond said they were following fresh leads on Denise. My double Roger had been moved to a most
inhospitable place, and had subsequently decided to sing like a canary.

I was concerned they’d take another whack at me. Why? Because that’s what they’d done with
Christie and me -- these bastards were persistent, if nothing else. Hammond agreed -- his people were
watching Christie. They’d watch us, as well.

Angela Richards said she expected attempts on me to come through Denise. That’s why she
wanted to meet the girls at school. She also expected our best leads on Denise through the girls. She
hoped she could arrange some way to spend some time with them privately. I told her I wouldn’t be
surprised to see them at the cafeteria for lunch today. We talked about that, concluding only that we’d
need to play it by ear, taking advantage of any opportunities provided.

I mused out loud as to not knowing if this vendetta was personal or organizational in nature.
Denise seemed to be playing a large role.

Ken spoke up. They were coordinating now with Rossman’s people in Europe. He’d brief his
colleagues on the information he’d learned, but he felt it was largely a personal vendetta, albeit with
organizational resources brought into play. He was somewhat surprised, as they usually kept quite a
low profile. Hammond agreed, sounding grumpy again. The good news, if there was any, was that
“they” had many enemies, including a number of foreign agencies who would be very happy to “take
out the garbage.”

Hammond had been scowling as he spoke, but when he looked to Barbara and me, he smiled.

Barbara and I had been holding hands, sitting next to each other. I took the opportunity to ask him what
the hell I’d done -- I only had a vague history of things.
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He smiled more and nodded. He told us about growing up with Alain, all the time they spent
together as kids, and as teenagers. He remarked on how shaken Barbara’s father had been at the death
of his first wife, and their child, and the way he threw himself into his work. He shook his head, telling
us that while his father and Alain’s father had differences of opinion, the split should never have
happened. But, thanks to me, that was over -- his organization was being folded back into Alain’s,
producing a stronger, multi-national organization.

I asked about Bergman and Kot -- Hammond made a rude noise. Ben had been very pleased to
learn that Alain was as unhappy with some of their antics as he was. Ben was in charge of the Americas
now. Alain was telling Bergman and Kot that. They were welcome to continue, reporting to Ben, but
he didn’t think they would.

He looked at Barbara and told us all he still thought she had more to do with it than we were
letting on.

Barbara blushed. I told him the only thing she did was have Alain call me. I set up the meetings
back-to-back, and she didn’t know about it until long after the fact.

Ben smiled and chuckled. When he’d first heard I was with Barbara, he’d figured he’d lost
someone else. He was very happy both of us were still in the family.

I felt my ears turning a bit red. Had he guessed? Barbara chuckled, but didn’t say anything.
Ken said it was about time for them to leave. Ben told us he had people coming up from San
Francisco and Los Angeles. We’d talk later in the day. I gave them the safehouse phone number and

address.

I closed up the dojo. Only two cars left in the lot -- mine, and Barbara’s. Richards decided to
ride with Barbara. We headed to school.

Another sin -- I called our administrative support at school and had her get a temporary parking
permit so Barbara could park in the staff lots. She told me it would be on my desk by the time we got to
school. I called Barbara, driving fifty feet behind me, and let her know.

I pulled into the staff lot; Barbara pulled in next to me. Where were Angela’s bags?

As Barbara walked over to me, I could see the teary-giddy look on her face. Uh-oh, some
interesting conversations on the way over...

“I love you,” she said, throwing her arms around me.
“I love you,” I whispered in reply.

The three of us walked to my office. The parking tag was pinned to my chair. I handed it to
Barbara, who said, “I’1l be right back,” and headed off.
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I watched Angela give my office an analytical once-over.

“I take it Barbara told you?”

She smiled as she sat down. “About you proposing?”’

I nodded.

She sat there silently, smiling.

“I’d like your professional opinion. Am I making a mistake?”
She sighed, pursing her lips a bit. “You’re not making a mistake.”
I sat, waiting for more.

Barbara returned. She looked at us. “What’s going on?”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Not much. I’m still trying to find out if I’'m nuts for asking you
to marry me, asking you to marry me so soon.”

Barbara closed the door and pulled up a chair.

“Roger,” Angela said in a calm voice, “You are a very resilient individual. You have made it
through a number of very challenging events, and made it through comparatively unscathed. In part,
your survival is due to events in your childhood; you could say that you were saved by scar tissue.
Going forward, the two of you have a lot to offer each other. I hope you’ll invite me to the wedding.”

I relaxed a bit. It looked as if Barbara did the same.

“I’m still concerned at what’s been going on -- what they’ve been doing to me.”

Angela nodded. “We’ll explore that. But I’ll tell you again what I told you earlier -- these things
haven’t been done to you as much as with you -- building on who you are. Reflect on what you’ve been
through -- attempts to make you do things that go against who you are have failed. Others have
produced very strong resonances in you.”

I looked to Barbara, and held out a hand. She came over to me, standing next to me, and held
me. [ moved my chair back from the desk, turning a bit. As she stepped between my legs, I wrapped
my arms around her waist. She wrapped her arms around my head, holding me to her bosom. I let go,
listening to her heart, feeling her warmth.

“Roger?” Angela said some time later.

Barbara and I let go of each other, but we didn’t move very far apart.
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“Look at Barbara,” Angela told me.
I looked up to her face. “I love you,” I whispered, seeing the smile on her face, the loving glow.
“This is a very strong bond for both of you,” Angela told us.

We talked for a while. I told Barbara how much I loved to be held, to be in her arms, and to hold
her. She told me how much she loved to hold me, and how it made her feel. We held each other again.

Angela suggested this would be a good starting point for us later on.
Barbara and I separated with a sigh.
“It’s about time for lunch, if you’re interested,” I told Barbara.

She held me again. I turned so I could see Angela. “What do we do if we see Samantha and
Annie?”

Barbara squeezed me tighter.

Angela nodded. “We’ll play things by ear. Ireally would like to get them in a private location
for a while.”

“You could use the safehouse,” I offered.

“Roger,” Angela said in a serious tone, “If we do meet, introduce us by first name only. Let
things develop, but look to me for leads.”

“Such as?” I asked. Barbara gave me one more squeeze and stepped away.

Angela shook her head, then smiled. “I don’t know. That’s the exciting part -- it’s like you at
your studio, as you flow through a crowd of people trying to attack you.”

Yes, I understood the look on her face. “Doctor Richards, I think we understand each other
much more now.”

She nodded. “Yes. I should like to freshen up first.”
“I’ll show you,” Barbara said.
As Angela stood, I did as well. “Okay, meet back here, and we’ll head over.”

Outside the office, I went left and they went right. It’s always a good idea to pee before you
head off into the unknown.
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13

A 1 waited for the ladies to return, I stood in the hall, letting thoughts swirl around me -- Abiko,
Patty, Sam and Annie, the dojo -- Barbara and where we live, how we live. Who’s out there, besides
Denise, out to get me? It all starts with one question -- what do I want to do when I grow up?

Responsibilities behind me, responsibilities in front of me -- all is change.

It’s a constraint/minimax problem -- maximize change while minimizing pain inflicted. Well,
partially constrained -- I’m not as concerned about the pain inflicted on Denise and her cohorts. Whom
do I care about? Barbara, first on the list, Abiko, Patti, the folks at the dojo, students at the University.
Samantha, Annie -- who else did they mess with? And what the hell was I doing with Samantha and
Annie if I love Barbara so much? So many things I didn’t understand.

The phone rang in my office -- an internal call by the way it rang. By the time I got to it, though,
all I got was a dial tone. Yet I’d been prepared with another wise-ass remark... The way I’d been
answering the phone recently was disrespectful, and I knew it. Okay, so why am I doing that? Why had
I been doing that -- it was going to stop, now.

I waited to see if the message light came on. Nope. I closed the office in time to see the ladies
returning.

“I missed you,” I told Barbara as I gave her a hug. Angela smiled and shook her head.

Walking to the cafeteria, I announced to nobody in particular, “I guess I let my hair grow to rebel
against my step-father. He never could stand long-haired males. I'm rebelling against a bunch of
things.”

Angela stopped us and moved so she was facing Barbara and me. “Roger, that’s possibly true; it
feels like a valuable insight. But I must caution you to not act impulsively on such insights. For

example, if you were to cut your hair, how long would it take to grow back?”

I nodded. “Quite a while -- but if I realize I’'m using a crutch, relying on it, then getting rid of it
is the way to get over the problem, right?”

She smiled, showing me more of a different person than I’d experienced in the past.

“Yes and no -- if you are interested, this is something you should explore in depth. Yes,
realization is the first step to change...”

“Such as realizing I’'m answering the phone in a disrespectful manner,” I interrupted.
She nodded. “Yes, once you have the realization, you can be aware, make change, and go back

to explore later. But Roger, if a person truly needs a crutch -- they can’t walk without it, what happens
if it’s suddenly taken away?”
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“They fall -- they fail.”

“Protective mechanisms in a person -- are just that, protective -- they have developed to protect
them from something. The way out is not to knock down those mechanisms, as that can leave a person
exposed. Instead, we seek to build up the person, strengthening them, so that one day the person realizes
those protective mechanisms are no longer needed -- and they fall away.”

I smiled and nodded. “It sounds like a long and interesting path.”

“It is -- if you are interested.”

I had an arm around Barbara; I hugged her. “I’ve heard that one -- how many analysts does it
take to change a light bulb?”

Barbara gave me a strange look. Angela smiled and said, “And the answer is?”
I nodded. “Only one -- but the light bulb has to want to change.”
“Exactly.”

I chuckled. “But another one is more apropos -- before enlightenment, cut wood and carry
water. After enlightenment -- cut wood and carry water! On to lunch!”

As we approached the cafeteria, Angela asked, “Where would they usually be?”

I nodded towards a corner of the building, not wanting to point, in case they were watching for
me. “I usually sit at one of the circular tables near the corner of the cafeteria closest to the center of
campus. That’s where I’d expect to find them. I’m a bit later than my usual schedule. And I should
warn you...”

“What?” Barbara asked, rising to the bait.

“This is college cafeteria food...”

“I think we’re up to the challenge,” Angela said with a chuckle.

It was better than most days -- some days you walk in and the odor of over-steamed cauliflower
and broccoli is overwhelming. “The meat pies are usually safe,” I told Barbara as I put one on my tray.

As we regrouped at the cash register queue, Angela leaned closer to us. “I think I spotted them --
round table near the corner, two very attractive young ladies looking around apprehensively. We’ll

follow you. Remember, first names only, and look to me for cues.”

I nodded. I told the cashier, “I’m paying for all three of these.”
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Three steps from the cash registers and I spotted them -- and they spotted me. “Yup,” I said,
hoping Angela and Barbara heard me.

Samantha and Annie were dressed to kill -- soft sweaters, going right for my weakness. They
smiled as I approached, then looked a bit apprehensive at the two ladies following me.

“Samantha, Annie -- these are my friends Barbara and Angela. Is there room for all of us?”

We sat after brief introductory hugs. Well, not so brief for me. Samantha ended up sitting on
my right, Angela on my left, then Barbara and Annie.

“We were hoping you’d be alone,” Samantha whispered in my ear.

“Don’t worry,” I told her.

“But we need you -- and we know how special you need to be treated.”

I smiled and patted her thigh.

The conversation was quite interesting. On one level, it was quite social. On another, I thought I
could hear Samantha and Annie practically yowling in heat, slipping in that “special” word occasionally.
For me, it was quite bipolar -- on one hand. the strong feelings for Barbara, yet on the other,
remembering the pleasure of being in their arms. Looking at Samantha, I could almost smell her, taste
her, hear her voice -- and that brought me back with a shock -- I was being manipulated, as were they.

As we were about finished eating, Annie started in on how I’d helped her with a CFD problem --
her advisor hadn’t been any help at all, but I’d helped her, teaching her more about the practical aspects
of computational fluid dynamics in a few days than she’d gotten out of the class she’d taken. Samantha
chimed in, telling how helpful I’d been to her on research problems.

Then Angela nodded and joined the conversation with, “And he’s so warm and cuddly!”

That crossed Barbara’s eyes, and I’m glad I wasn’t drinking anything at the time. When I looked
to Samantha and Annie, they were both giving me lusty, hungry, boudoir eyes.

Angela must have poked Barbara, since she said softly, “Especially in the morning...”

As I was wondering what rabbit-hole I’d fallen into, I felt a nudge in my side from Angela. “I
love to be held,” I said softly, looking at Samantha and Annie, then to Barbara.

Angela started in, speaking softly about how nice it was to hold me, how fulfilling and
comforting, relaxing as they held me and felt my arms around them...

I was drifting down as well, watching Annie and Samantha fade to Angela’s voice.
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Angela pinched me in the side. I straightened up a bit, and picked up my drink. I got a small ice
cube in my mouth and pressed it against a molar in the upper left side of my mouth. Wow -- that cleared
my head... Angela continued -- I recognized the tone of voice, her cadence.

Angela poked me in the leg. I glanced over. Under the table where the others couldn’t see, she
was flicking the fingers on her hand -- she wanted me to scram?

I looked to Samantha and Annie again. They both had dreamy relaxed looks on their faces.
Barbara was smiling.

“Ladies, I need to get back to my office. Could you show Barbara and Angela the way to Arts
and Music?”

Samantha sighed. “Sure.”

Angela said, “That would give us a chance to talk...”

I could see the reaction in Samantha and Angie to that remark -- goosebumps and tight nipples.

I stood up slowly.

Angela told me, “We’ll take your tray.”

“Thank you,” I told her. When I turned, the others were standing as well. Samantha pulled me
closer, kissing me with her whole body. “I have something very special for you,” she whispered in my

car.

Annie got me next, wrapping her legs around one of mine as we kissed. Barbara and I kissed,
and I whispered, “I love you -- protect me, please!” in her ear. She gave me a squeeze.

That left me with Doctor Angela Richards. She slipped into my arms and whispered, “Kiss me,
you fool!” in my ear. What the hell -- as the doctor orders! As I hugged her after our kiss, I could feel
her heart racing. She had more color in her face as well. I picked up my coat from the back of the chair.
“See you later, ladies.”

More than a few kids at tables near ours had been watching. I smiled as [ made my way to the
door.

Cold wind hit me as I stepped outside. What the hell is going on now? Samantha and Annie had
been waiting for me, dressed like that. What was the “something special?” Oh well... What was
Angela doing, throwing me back to them? I’d expected Barbara to be more possessive -- or did I want
Barbara to be more possessive?

Back in my office, not even twelve thirty, and my class wasn’t until two. Where to start? I filled

out the change of address form for the post office. Living arrangements -- I picked up the phone. Ileft a
message for Ralph, the property manager I used, to give me a call. Didn’t need to change addresses with
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him; all his correspondence went to the dojo. That’s something I’d been fairly good about, separating
work from home. But what had Barbara said? The dojo was my home. The other place is where I slept,
did laundry, and occasionally ate. If it weren’t for Barbara, I’d probably be living in the dojo -- I had
my own bathroom with shower, a place to put a futon, a refrigerator. I’d done that a few years ago while
the roof was being redone.

I reviewed outlines for class while things percolated in the back of my head about the dojo.
Need to get together with the Pilates folks. Need to do the right thing with Abiko. Need to set up a
black belt test for Patty.

Ralph called back. We talked about the house I owned a few blocks from school. I still thought
about it as Mrs. Collins’ house. For the last few years it had been leased year-to-year by an attorney
working for a local law firm. Had we sent out the renewal? Yes, in September, with the lease running
out the end of the year. No change in terms, even though Ralph thought I should be getting more for it.
He knew my philosophy -- make the places pay for themselves, including upkeep, the occasional
improvement, and money set aside for unexpected repairs. We’d had a water heater fail at the four-plex;
insurance covered most of it. That place was full of grad students.

But no word recently from the lawyer. Ralph had a note in his calendar to give him a call at the
end of the month. Did I want to do anything sooner? I told him a woman would probably be dropping
by to take a look at the place -- Barbara Macmillan. Ralph thought that would help folks make up their
minds. When might she drop by? I told him tomorrow morning. That was great -- he’d set things up,
and looked forward to meeting her. Anything else? No, I might change things around a bit at the dojo,
still not sure. I was picking up some more classes. I asked how he was doing. He told me he wished
more of his clients had taken the approach I had. When the economy had taken off a few years back, a
bunch of us kept our rents at about the same level, rather than what others had done, raising rents to
what the market would bear. As a result, when the market took a dive, we still had tenants -- happy
tenants -- while other folks had empty properties. I wished him well.

I was pretty well set for class when the phone rang. Lieutenant Mannion -- the Feds had just
released the site. I mentioned I’d been told they’d scraped it clean. Yes, and that pissed him off. I told
him they’d pissed a lot of people off, including me -- they hadn’t given me any information, not even
leaving business cards with me. I asked what I could do to help him. We agreed that David had been a
big help in this whole deal. He wanted my insurance information, so I gave him that.

About a quarter to two, my cell phone rang. “Hello?”

Angela Richards said, “Go to the dojo after school.” Click. Okay, if you insist.

I dug through my book and found the number for Vicki and Tom. Left a message -- could they
meet me at the dojo around four to talk about things? As I looked at my book, I noticed there was a

yoga special Friday night, Saturday, and Sunday. Looks as if | had the weekend off! No, “we” had the
weekend off. House hunting?
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Class went well. I checked messages in my office as I packed up to leave. Vicki would be there,
and looked forward to speaking with me. Good -- all I had to do was find my silly hat to keep the rain
off my head.

Patti and Abiko were already at the dojo, and another car. Was that Vicki’s? My spot was
empty. Good thing.

Three large suitcases were also in the hallway to my office. The office door was open -- we had
ten minutes or so before people would start showing up for the first class.

Vicki, Abiko, and Patti were in my office, sitting in the guest chairs. They wondered why I was
at the dojo today.

Simple answer -- I’d been told to be here. And since I was here, might as well tie up loose ends.
I drew Vicki out for a bit. Yes, she’d done accounting and such for a while, but found Pilates
more rewarding. She’d put terms together for their use of the dojo; they wanted to start Monday

morning. [ felt there was something else as well.

I must have given them one of The Looks. Patty muttered “uh oh,” loud enough for the rest of us
to hear it.

So I smiled and dumped it on them. I wanted to put paid managers in place at the dojo. I was
thinking about Abiko as the training manager, and Vicki as the business manager. What did they think
of that? Vicki thought it was great. So did Patti. Abiko was smiling but quiet. We heard the little brass
bell on the front door. I suggested they think about it, and we would discuss it further.

Abiko and Patti left. I reviewed terms more with Vicki, and talked about her being the business
manager, handling the financial aspects and working with Abiko, whom I expected to look to content.
Vicki thought that was a good division of labor. What would I be doing?

I smiled. I told her I’d be causing trouble. I was trying to figure out what I wanted to do when I
grew up, and I was concluding that having a life outside the dojo was important. We bounced that
around a bit.

There was still something else. I looked her in the eyes and asked her.

How much flexibility would she and Abiko have? How much authority?

Okay, this was the lead-in to whatever it was... 1 owned the building, so I’d need to be consulted
on architectural changes. What was she contemplating? Ooh, I could tell that was closer to the mark...

Mirrors along some of the walls, Pilates equipment in the back of the room?

I nodded. About two thirds of the room was covered with mats. The rear part was set off by
folding screens. That rear area we used for more seating during tests, setting up tables for eating, things
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like that. I told her that the yoga folks had mentioned mirrors would be good. What would something
like that cost?

She told me she could work that up. It wouldn’t be cheap, but the companies in the area that did
that kind of work were more likely to make deals these days.

She asked me how long I’d been in the dojo, in the building. Seven years now? Seven or eight.
She shook her head.

When I asked why, she told me -- from what she’d seen, and knew of the area, the economics
didn’t make sense.

With a smile, I told her I owned the building free and clear -- in fact, I owned a few buildings
free and clear. I had an agency that managed them, so that the rents paid taxes, insurance, upkeep,
running the dojo, and a rainy-day fund. My idea was to structure things so that she and Abiko had a
base pay level, and a significant share in the profits -- as the dojo made more money, so would they.

Ding-ding -- funny how I could hear that little bell over the sound of bodies slamming into the
mat...

“Oh good! They made it!”

That was Barbara -- I was up out of my chair and into the hall, sweeping her into my arms.
“I missed you too!” she managed to say after we’d untangled and headed back to my office.
“Vicki, this is Barbara. Vicki and her husband teach Pilates.”

“Where’s Angela?” I asked as they did the girl-intro thing.

Barbara rolled her eyes.

Vicki picked up her papers. “Can I call you at school tomorrow morning?”

“Sure -- and I'll be here by two tomorrow afternoon, but the yoga folks take over at five.”

“Thanks again, Roger,” Vicki said, giving me a polite hug. We walked her to the door. Abiko
and Patti were having fun on the mat; looked like our usual good turnout.

Back in the office with the door closed, I asked, “What’s going on? Where’s Angela? I got this
ten second call telling me to go to the dojo.”

Barbara sighed. “She left a message they would meet us here. My guess is she learned an awful
lot from those girls. Roger -- you do know how to pick ‘em!”
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I shook my head, managing to smile a little. “I love you -- please keep me. I’'m not sure who
picked whom. How were your talks?”

“Not only will I keep you, Roger; I’ll put up a fight! Oh, the interview went fine. They’re
impressed with my publications, even though none are recent, my contacts are good, and so on. I’ll be
speaking to more people on Monday. One of the people in the department gave me some leads on

housing, and I actually spent some time driving around -- in the rain.

“Thanks for reminding me -- I talked to Ralph, my property manager. He’s expecting you to call
tomorrow morning and look at the house. Here’s the info.” I gave her my hand-scrawled notes.

She nodded. “That’s where I want to start. That and look at the location of your old place.
What’s on tap for the weekend?”

I shook my head. “The yoga folks have the dojo from tomorrow night through Sunday, so I have
the weekend off. I’'m all yours.”

She smiled. “Oh, that sounds nice.”

I told Barbara what I’d started as far as dojo management was considered. We talked more about
housing, looking around, possibly rebuilding. I’d never built a house before, and didn’t have the first
idea of what I’d want or not want. It wasn’t high on my list. The land was undoubtedly worth a lot of

money, though, and a developer could put up a much larger house than what I’d had.

Another ding-ding -- Angela and Ken swept in from the rain. Angela came into the office,
taking off a wet raincoat. The look on her face told me she’d been through some very interesting times.

“What’s going on?” I asked her.
“Sir?” called Ken from the hallway.

I stepped out of the office. Ken was kneeling by Barbara’s bags, holding a little black box in one
hand. It had a little green light and a flashing red light. Oh shit.

“Something interesting?” I asked. I felt Barbara step behind me.
“Where can I open these?” he asked.

“The office,” I said.

He grabbed two bags and I grabbed the third.

“Mind if I go through these, Miss Macmillan?”” he asked Barbara.

She sighed and shook her head. “Not at all.
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Two of her bags were soft-sided, the other a hard shell. All had been put in plastic bags and
taped up by the shipping service. Ken took the smaller soft-sided bag from its clear plastic, pressed a
button on the little box, and started moving it slowly over the bag. The red LED pulsed brighter over
one spot. He unzipped a side pocket and slid his hand under the spot. He pulled out a brown/tan plastic
disc.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

Ken nodded. “It’s a tracker. Lots of people use them, unfortunately, so it’s going to be difficult
to figure out who is responsible.”

“There was one in my overcoat when I flew back here -- stuck on the inside of a pocket.”
“What?” Barbara exclaimed indignantly.

“Don’t know when it was placed -- there was a museum pass partially stuck under it, so it was
probably placed after we went to the museum. It could have happened in the chaos at Dallas.”

“Where is it now?”” Ken asked as he continued going over the small bag.

“Don’t know -- I found it on the flight from Dallas. I put it in another passenger’s coat.”

Ken grinned and shook his head. “I like it... Looks like just one. Let’s check the others.”

Each suitcase had a similar disc secreted away. When he went through the hard-shell suitcase, I
saw our favorite dress. Barbara was standing to my side and slightly behind me, an arm around my
waist.

“Tell me more about these gems,” I said. “You don’t seem to be worried about voice pickup.”

Ken shook his head. “Nah -- they’re transponders. Once activated and placed, the batteries in
‘em last about a week.”

I looked to Barbara. “Since these were alive, they’ve been placed since we got back.” She
nodded grimly.

Ken suggested, “We can hold onto these and see when they die -- get an idea that way.”
“How do we store them in the interim?” I asked.

“Got any conductive bags from computer stuff?”

“Not here, but I do at school in the lab.”

He nodded. “I’ll make an enclosure from some soft drink cans for now.”
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“Recycle bin by the door,” I told him.

He left the room. Barbara was staring down at the three little trackers, now stuck to a piece of
paper on my desk. I turned her and held her. As I looked over her shoulder, there was Angela Richards.

I moved Barbara to one of the guest chairs, sitting in one myself. “Doctor Richards, you look as
if you’ve had an interesting afternoon. Care to tell us about it?”

She smiled and stepped to the door. As she was closing it, we heard a particularly loud “thud”
from the dojo. Angela gave me an interesting look as she closed the door.

“Phillip, probably. Don’t worry -- he knows how to land.”

Angela shook her head as she sat down. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a breath,
letting it out. She opened her eyes and looked at us.

“The good news is we have probable leads on Denise and her cohorts,” she told us.

“And the bad news?” I asked.

“While this afternoon was productive, more work is needed to get more information from them.”
“So Denise had screwed with them?”

“Oh, yes, definitely.”

“What happened? How?”

She shook her head, smiling a little. “They are such charming young ladies, and both of them
are so bright. Some of the things have been beneficial to them, thank goodness, and ’'m working to turn
the remainder to be beneficial. On the walk across campus, I could tell they were concerned --
concerned that Barbara and I were moving in, and excluding them. You have to look at this from a
particular perspective. I intimated that while Barbara was at her meeting, the three of us could talk, if
we had some place private, and perhaps work out something to share you one last time.”

That surprised Barbara and me. Barbara took one of my hands, holding it between both of hers.

Angela continued. “We took over a practice room in the basement of the Music building -- small
but soundproofed. Annie had a class at two, but Samantha was free for the afternoon. I had to work
quickly, but knowing some of Denise’s past work, it was easy to get them into trance. They have been
conditioned, as have you, Roger. But as I’ve told you before, this conditioning only strengthened
desires already present. There have been certain things added with them, however. Denise has been
calling them at their residences since you returned to the area. She spoke with both of them this
morning, although neither consciously remembers doing so. She is driving them to be with you one
more time, repeating some interesting phrases. I was running out of time with Annie, so I did what I
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could to secure her from harm without raising Denise’s suspicions. That’s also when I stepped out and
alerted Hammond, then called you.”

“So we can get to their home phones,” I mentioned.

“Exactly. And protect them -- and you. I wanted you at the dojo because we felt you’d be safest
here. I spent another two hours working with Samantha. My, she is a most sensuous, well endowed
young woman!”

Barbara and I exchanged glances. Did that mean what we thought?

Angela smiled and sighed wistfully, then turned serious once more. “I made significant
progress, but the next step requires assistance from both of you.”

“Both of us?” Barbara asked.

Angela nodded. “Yes, both of you.” She looked at her watch. “I suggest we go get something
to eat, and go back to your residence. We have a few hours of work to do.”

“Okay, let’s get going.”
We found Ken sitting matside watching the practice. He retrieved the tracking discs, folding
them in the paper and putting that in the housing he’d made from two Pepsi cans, securing the halves

with tape.

The rain had let up to a mere drizzle. Ken helped us load bags into my car. With other fish to
fry, he headed off in his car. Angela rode with me, Barbara following.

“I’m going to be bait in a trap again?” I asked her as we drove off.

“Yes, Roger, but this time you’ll be far better protected, I promise. I can’t see another way to get
the information from her. Oh! I need to stop at a good department store.”

“Okay, we can eat at the mall’s food court. Not gourmet, but they have variety and reasonable
prices. There’s a Nordies at that end, as well.”

Traffic was heavy in the other direction. We found covered parking close to the mall entrance
we needed.

Barbara and I got dinner while Angela took off on her errand, joining us a few minutes later.
“Does it always rain this much in Seattle?” she asked as she sat down with a good looking salad.
“No,” I replied, “this is mild.”

Barbara gave me a look of despair.
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“Actually, the cloudbursts today were heavier than we usually get, but we are going into the
rainy season,” | told them with a smile.

After we finished eating, I asked Barbara, “Anything you need here? Anything I need here?”
Not really; we headed back to the safehouse.

Once inside, Angela suggested I clean up and get ready for bed. She drew Barbara off for
private conversation.

I took my time in the bathroom. I had socks and underwear for three more days, then it was
either do laundry or buy more clothes. There was a small washer-dryer stack in the garage.

I finished up in the bathroom, leaving on my tank top and shorts.

When I stepped into the bedroom, Barbara was standing waiting for me, wearing her delicious
velvet dress. Angela was standing behind her.

“It’s okay, Roger,” Angela said. “All you have to do is relax.”

As Barbara stepped closer, I caught the scent of a different perfume, and it caught me. I melted
into her arms as we went to the bed. Softness, warmth, and perfume embraced me.

I remember Barbara’s voice, and Angela’s. Barbara held me so well, so strongly, squeezing me
again and again. She squeezed me and held me to her as we made delicious love, then rocked me to

sleep in her arms.

In the morning we made a brief trip to the bathroom, and then it was back to bed and back to
dreamland, the way she held me as we made love.

I started to wake up in the shower, but then again I didn’t really want to -- holding Barbara,
kissing her. She didn’t help afterwards, sitting me on the bed, brushing out my hair, then holding me
again.

“Was Angela here last night?” I asked as we puttered in the kitchen.

Barbara gave me a curious smile. “Oh, for a while. I’ll be back late -- I’'m meeting with your
property manager and looking at some properties.”

“I’ll miss you,” I told her, hugging.
“Oh, Roger -- don’t worry.”

My morning at school was productive. A three-way call with the attorney and my insurance
agent was interesting. Insurance would pay to rebuild what I had. How about if I wanted to build
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something else? Well, they’d pay up to a certain point. How about if I decided not to rebuild, or not on
that site, or buy something else? I started learning the difference between assessed value, market value,
and replacement cost. I also got the clear feeling the attorney was on my side in this one.

I guess I live in a simple, sheltered world, I thought to myself afterwards. Either that, or I didn’t
worry a lot. I try and keep things simple -- like having black socks and white socks.

Class went well. I stopped by my office afterwards to drop stuff off and pick up my coat. The
weather seemed to be clearing -- we might even have a nice weekend!

Three steps out of the door, I had a splitting headache. Wow, intense sensation -- something I
don’t experience often, thank goodness.

I went with a hearty lunch -- roast beef with mashed potatoes, brown gravy covering everything.
Caffeine or no caffeine? I went with the large Dr. Pepper anyway. I thought I had some aspirin back in
the office. I knew I had some at the dojo.

I saw Samantha sitting in the area I usually haunted. She smiled and stood up as I approached.
God, she looked delicious.

“Roger, what’s the matter?” she said as [ put down my tray.

As we hugged, I told her, “Nasty headache.”

“You poor dear -- I know what you need...” she whispered hotly.

It was weird -- I felt confused, almost as if [ was in a dream. As we ate, she managed to touch
me, with her hands, her arms, bumping a leg into mine. She wanted to help me so much, and I wanted
to be held so much. I told her I’d be leaving the dojo around five. She’d meet me at the house.

We parted with hugs. She held me for a minute or so, and that helped. Back in my building, I
scrounged two aspirin from a colleague. By the time I was off to my two o’clock class, I was feeling a
lot better. Still a bit strange, but definitely better. My class was an upper-division one; we reviewed
what I expected on the term project, and went around the room for status reports.

At the dojo, I had a chance to talk to Patti before Abiko arrived. Patti was Abiko’s confidante; I
learned about Abiko’s concerns. Patti told me Abiko was very happy with the idea, just a little unsure

she was ready to take such a step. Both Patti and I agreed she was.

During class, I surprised Patti by having her run things while I took Abiko off to the side to talk.
Based on what I’d learned, I tried to address her concerns.

Then I threw myself into the class -- literally. I was hoping it would chase the cobwebs from my
head.
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It did, and I felt great -- until I was about three blocks from the safe house. That was the cue for
the gremlins to reappear and start hammering spikes into my head. Samantha was parked in front; I
waved to her as I pulled around to the side, the garage door opening for me.

She walked in through the garage, meeting me. “Still have your headache?” she asked, putting a
soft hand on my head.

“Yes,” I told her.
She pulled me closer. “I know just what to do,” she whispered.
I held her close, telling her how much I needed to be held. She sighed as I held her.

We made it into the house. She sent me to the bathroom first. When I came out, she told me to
get undressed and on the bed. I nodded; my head hurt.

I was on my back with my eyes closed when I heard her approach, then felt the bed move. I felt
her warmth, then caught the scent of perfume. I moaned and reached for her. She pulled me to her, a
hand slipping behind my head. I took a deep breath and let go.

She held me, rocking me, speaking softly to me, getting me so relaxed yet so hungry for her.
When we made love, I was so relaxed I could hardly move, and she held me so strongly, so tight. When

I came, I saw stars. She held me, cooing softly as I floated on a cloud.

I was still on the cloud as I felt her moving away. I felt another touch a moment later, and a cool
mist on my face. I took a deep, deep breath...

“Wake up, sweetie -- we’re here.”

I blinked and moved. I felt weird. I was in a weird position, my clothes felt weird, my head felt
weird.

I was in my car, in the passenger seat, which was leaned all the way back. I looked around. It
was dark, and we were in a parking lot. “Where the hell is here?”

“Portland -- you wanted to get a new computer, remember?”

“Yeah,” I agreed, at least partially. My turtleneck felt weird. I felt the front. “Why is my
turtleneck on backwards?”

“Oh, I’'m sorry -- can you get our bags?”

I shook my head to try and lose the cobwebs. My ears felt funny. Earphones -- I closed my eyes
and thought I could hear Angela’s voice.
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I moved the seat back to a semi-normal position and unbuckled. Two small bags were in the
back seat.

“And why are we in Portland?” I asked. It’s only a couple of hours from Seattle.
“No sales tax, that’s what you said,” Barbara told me.

I shook my head. “No, I mean why tonight?”

She smiled. “I’ll explain in a little while. Let’s get the bags in. Are you hungry?”
My stomach heard that question, and answered. “Yeah.”

We were parked around the side of a motel. I got the bags and followed Barbara inside. Up the
stairs, down a hall, third room on the left. I remembered Miami.

I closed and locked the door. Barbara went straight for the bathroom. I took off my overcoat
and peeled off my turtleneck, turning it around. We hugged just outside the bathroom and I took my

turn.

Barbara was sitting on the bed, patting a spot next to her. I sat down, taking her in my arms and
pulling her back with me.

“Oh you,” she whispered, holding me.

We spent a while holding each other quietly. Then she asked, “Roger, this morning when we
went into the kitchen, did you see Angela Richards?”

I shook my head, moving it against her softness and warmth. “Nope.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I told her, snuggling in.

“Did you have a headache today?”

“In spades!”

She squeezed me and said something, I’'m not sure what, and I remembered more. I remembered
lunch, then meeting Samantha afterwards, falling into her, the way she squeezed me and made love with

me. “What happened? What was that all about?”” I asked.

Barbara squeezed me gently. “I love you, Roger -- don’t forget that. That’s what we had to do
to get the last part of the puzzle. And we got it.”

“We did? How?”
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“After Samantha got up, she called Denise, from the safehouse phone. She was on the line for
quite a while with her.”

“You were there?” I interrupted. I tried to sit up, but she held me.

“No, Darling -- but Angela was, just like this morning. She called me after Samantha left. We
got you dressed and into the car, and I took off with you. Angela had more work to do with Samantha
and Annie.”

“But we have a number for Denise?”

“Number, location, the works, dear -- a welcoming committee is on its way.”

“Where?”

“Mediterranean coast of France, near the Italian border, a little resort town.”

“Why did we bug out? Why the cloak and dagger?”

“We weren’t sure if we were being watched or not -- still looking for rats.”

“Angela was in the kitchen this morning? She was there this afternoon?” I was confused.

“She was there this morning, and you walked right past her a number of times. You really didn’t
see her?”

“I guess not. That was what we worked on last night?”

“That was part of it, darling.” She held me close, rolling more on top of me. I sighed and
enjoyed her weight on top of me.

She rolled off and pulled me to sitting, then to standing. “I need something to eat,” she told me
as we hugged.

“I guess I do too.”

We walked to the coffee shop, had a seat, and ordered.

“How was your day? What do you think of Ms. Collins’ house?” I asked.

“Oh Roger, it could be so nice! Have you ever spoken to Wendy, the woman who lives there?”

“Nope, I tend to keep my distance and let Ralph handle things.”
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Barbara smiled and shook her head. “She’s most charming. We had coffee, she gave me quite
the tour, and told me quite a bit about the place. You know her husband is a partner at a law firm in the
area?”

“I remember something like that.”

“Well, with the downturn in the economy, the firm is closing the office and pulling people such
as Wendy and Jim back East. They never sold their house in Boston; she’s enjoyed being in the area,
but misses the East Coast terribly.”

“So they’re not renewing the lease.”

“No, and if you let them out a month early, they wouldn’t be upset.”

I smiled. “What did you tell her?”

“That I was interested in the house -- and I am, very much. But we still need a place to stay for a
few months.”

“Why?” I was starting to get worried.

“Roger, it needs quite a bit of work. It’s livable and quite well kept, but the floors and the
woodwork need refinishing, the carpeting in the upstairs bedrooms has simply got to go, the kitchen ...”

I squeezed her hand. “Okay -- I get the idea.” I frowned again. “How long and how much?”
She chuckled. “Roger, don’t worry -- I can afford it.”

I sat back a little. Yes, I guess that made sense. “Okay, so we’re most likely going to be in the
area for a while. Where?”

She smiled again. We paused as our dinners arrived. “I met with Ralph afterwards. I filled him
in on the lease situation. I also got the distinct impression, dear, that you didn’t tell him how we were
related?”

I looked around. “We’re related? I haven’t even met your folks. When should we do that?”

She frowned. “If not at Thanksgiving, then over Christmas.”

“Unless he flies out here?” I suggested.

She shook her head, smiling. “He doesn’t fly.”

“So where are we going to live in the interim? What would you like?”
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She shook her head again, still smiling. “And you didn’t mention to Ralph that your house had
burned down!”

“And you did? Until you came out, it wasn’t important to me.”

She nodded emphatically. “I’m understanding you better all the time, dear. I told him about it,
and that we’re going to be married. I’'m to call him when we get back into town tomorrow morning; by
then he’ll have more places to show us, but I did like the one we visited -- a fallen dot-comer’s loft,
semi-furnished, ready to move in. We wouldn’t have to pay anything for it until May.”

“Sounds good. Does it have a view?”

She made a face. “If the sky ever clears, it probably does.”

I shrugged my shoulders, smiling. She smiled and gave me a squeeze.

I shook my head and sighed as we walked back to our room.

She rubbed my back. “What’s the matter?”

“Beat, I guess, even though it seems like I’ve spent most of the last two days on my back.”

Her arm went round my waist; she hugged me.

“Any word on Janice? Samantha and Annie?”

Once we were in our room and the door locked, we sat on the bed again. She held my hands.

“Roger, we have a full list of the women at the school we believe have been tampered with.
Angela assures me they will be fine. She and I spent quite some time talking last night, about you, about
me, about you and me together. And Janice will be fine. Let’s get ready for bed.”

It was so nice to be next to her, even standing at the sink brushing our teeth.

“Why was my shirt on backwards?” I asked as we got undressed.

She gave me an exasperated look. “Have you ever tried to dress an unconscious person?” Then
she smiled. “Or undressed one?”

“I was unconscious?”’
“Yes -- you’d best get that explanation from Angela.”

I got into bed, turning off the light by my side. Barbara got in, sitting up next to me. The most
curious smile filled her.
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“Roger,” she said as she touched my chest, “Last night, Angela and I worked to protect you for
this afternoon. As we did that, I learned what they’ve done with you, how much you love it, and how
good it feels to me, too. It isn’t a weakness, Roger -- it’s something very special.”

“I love you, Barbara,” I whispered.

“I know. Ilove you, Roger.” She moved to turn off her light. The room was dark, but we didn’t
need to see. She found me. We held each other.

I woke in the middle of the night. We were snuggled together like spoons. I kissed the back of
her neck and held her closer.

We made love in the morning, snuggling together again afterwards and drifting off to sleep.
When I woke again, I could hear the shower running.

I rolled out of bed and stretched. Need to set up a schedule again with Elsie for massages -- and
probably get Barbara scheduled as well.

My phone was in my bag. I turned it on. After a few seconds, it made a bleep I didn’t recognize.
Oh, a text message -- CALL HAMMOND.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and called in.
“Good morning -- how are you this morning?” Hammond asked when he came on the line.
“Pretty good, I guess. Do we have any news from France?”

“Oh yes -- someone took out our laundry for us. We had a team watching the place, waiting for
official backup, when someone hit it with mortar fire, reducing it to rubble.”

I didn’t know whether that was good news or bad news. “Denise is dead?”

“We think so, along with eight or nine other kingpins of the organization. We’re waiting on
DNA confirmation. Nobody got out; we’re sure of that.”

“Where does that leave us? Anything local? Have you talked to Angela Richards?”
“I haven’t spoken with her this morning, but our European people strongly suggest she’s correct,
and there are three, possibly four cases. Janice is about back to full health. As far as we can tell, you

weren’t being watched, just tracked remotely. We pulled a tracker from your car yesterday afternoon.”

A lot to assimilate at once. “Okay, thanks. I guess we’re doing some shopping down here today,
and driving back tomorrow. How long are you staying?”

“Probably through Tuesday, until Janice is completely back on her feet, and I get some things
straightened out. Are the two of you available for dinner?”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 335 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“Sunday or Tuesday, I’ll have to check with my social director.”

He laughed. It was good to hear him laugh again.

“Let me know. Doctor Richards is supposed to be working with the girls today. I spoke with
your friend David and calmed him down -- the way you left last night had them concerned, but he
understood why it was necessary.”

“I’ll call him when we get back. Thanks for the update.”

“Thank you again, Roger -- we couldn’t have done it without you.”

I put the phone down. Standing up, I stretched again, shaking my head. When I went into the
bathroom, Barbara had a towel wrapped around her head. I swept her into a kiss, and started to kiss my
way down her body. She pulled me back to standing.

“Meanie,” I told her. “You’re delicious when you’re fresh from the shower.”

“You’re biased,” she told me. “Who were you talking to?”

“Hammond -- They think Denise is dead, along with a group of her compatriots.”

She held me. I hope she could feel the uncertainty I felt -- I’d been responsible for the death of a
number of people.

“Roger, they chose that path.”

Yes, that was true -- but I wasn’t sure how comforting it was. “Just how did we leave last night?
Evidently David and his people were concerned.”

She leaned back a bit, our hips still together. “Angela and I dressed you quite quickly, tossed
you in the car, and took off. We put on quite a show -- we weren’t sure if we were being watched, or by
whom.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Talk to Angela.”

“No, if you know, you’ll tell me. Now.”

She sighed. “Roger, Samantha was supposed to kill you. We carried on as if she had, or at least
had come close.”

I was confused again.
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She had a look of great concern, and pulled me closer. “We’re past that now, and everyone is
safe -- you, Samantha, Annie.”

We held each other. I didn’t know what to say.
She kissed me on the head. “Shower -- we’ve got an exciting day!”

I shaved, then showered. After I’d dried off, she insisted on sitting me on the bed and brushing
out my hair.

“Don’t you dare cut it,” she whispered as she put a tie around my ponytail.

I caught her before she could get far, hugging her close. “What’s the plan for today?”
“Get out of here, and quick!” she said.

I held her closer.

She laughed and held me. “Computer first -- we’re supposed to go to a place called Fry’s, south
of here in Wilsonville off highway 5. Then we hit the malls, shopping for clothes.”

As we parted, I pouted. “Do I get a nap today?”
She laughed. “Oh, I certainly hope so!”

We each grabbed a complimentary Danish and a cup of mediocre coffee. Barbara insisted on
driving. In response to her questioning, I told her what Hammond had mentioned -- they’d had the place
under surveillance, and someone took it out with mortar fire. That left us quiet.

The store was like nothing I’d seen before -- a nerd’s dream. Evidently, it was a California
chain, slowly extending North. I showed remarkable restraint, getting a Powerbook, some software, a
case and a few accessories, including maxing the thing out on RAM. I’d been coached on RAM prices,
and theirs were pretty competitive. They even had an in-house coffee bar, so we had a cup of good
coffee while the RAM was being installed.

Then it was off to the malls for clothes and such for me. Our first argument -- [ didn’t see the
need for anything other than black socks and white socks. And I get Pearl Izumi attack socks every
time, so if the laundry Gods demanded the occasional sacrifice, I’'m not significantly disadvantaged.
She insisted on getting a pair of brown socks. Okay, get the 3-pack then. Some things are important to
me, others aren’t.

I told her I had a casual change of clothes at the University, and the dojo. I also had a more
formal change of clothes at the University. When pressed for details, she decried my wardrobe as
decade old academia -- and I didn’t see any problem with that. We collected pants, shirts, shoes, a
sports coat. When I asked about towels and such, she told me that had to wait until we knew where
we’d be living.
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Oh well, no nap today -- but I needed the clothes, and I was glad to have the help. “Thank you
for your help,” I whispered in her ear as we loaded things into the car.

“How about an early dinner?”” Barbara asked, pointing to a sign for a steak house as we were
driving back to the motel.

“That sounds good,” I told her, squeezing a thigh.

“Mmm -- red meat and red wine do something to me,” she said, giving me a lusty look.

I smiled and let my hand wander higher. “That’s good to know.”

That was our dinner -- red meat, red wine.

Back at the hotel, I insisted on taking in the computer so I could charge it up and make sure it
worked before we headed home. I told her a few minutes tonight and a few in the morning -- that was it.
She decided to have a tag and pin-removing party on the clothes we’d picked up. I set the computer to
charging, checked two things quickly, then went over to her. “Thank you for your help,” I told her,

sitting on my knees behind her and kissing her neck.

She chuckled, shaking her head. “If you want to look like a professor, we’ll shop for you in
Geneva -- I know just the place.”

“I can take a week at Thanksgiving, or three over Christmas. I think Christmas makes more
sense, though -- I’d like to stick around over Thanksgiving.”

She was stripping pins out of a dress shirt. “That makes more sense. By then, we should have a
better idea what will be happening in January.”

“Oh shit - those guys are coming up on Monday!”
“They meeting you at school?”

“Yes -- glad I did that. I’ll dress professorially.”
She frowned. “Does that mean black socks?”’

I laughed. “Yes, dear.” I nuzzled more into her neck, feeling her shoulders. She giggled and
tilted her head to the side, trying to squeeze me away from her neck.

“I thought you were playing with your new computer.”
I closed my eyes, searching for her perfume with my nose. “Nope, all done for tonight.”

She sighed. “Well, I’ll have these done in a few minutes.”
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“Don’t mind me, then,” I said, moving my hands to her back and unsnapping her bra through her
dress.

“Aaugh! Why don’t you go get ready for bed!” she called in anguish.
“But I love you,” I whispered, smoothing my hands down her back the way I knew she loved.
She chuckled. “What got into you?”

“Mmmm... Red wine and red meat gave me ideas, too.” I moved a little closer, squeezing her
delicious bottom between my knees.

“What kind of ideas?” she asked in a low voice.

“I’m still hungry -- I want to eat you until you scream.”

“Well, I’'m going to scream real soon if you don’t stop distracting me! You don’t want me to
miss any of these pins, or lose one on the bed!” She squirmed as best she could as I squeezed her with
my legs..

I moved up and kissed the top of her head. “Okay, meanie -- let me know when you’re ready.”

As I moved off the bed to head to the bathroom, she touched my arm. I paused and looked at
her.

“I love you,” she whispered with a soft smile.
I kissed the top of her head again.

After a sit on the toilet, I looked at the character in the mirror. “You don’t look stupid,” I told
him. But why the hell had I.... Nah -- don’t start -- the list would be too long. Ilooked at the character
in the mirror and shook my head.

I washed my face and started brushing my teeth. I remembered years ago, figuring out randori --
free flowing, multiple people attacking you on the mat. I’d had so much trouble, and Ota Sensei
seemingly hadn’t been any help. I practiced techniques. I knew them; I taught them. Yet randori stayed
just a bit out of reach.

Until one day things fell into place. I’d been working one-on-one, and there was another person
coming at me. I took care of him, and there was another. Then the first one, the third, the second -- I
moved across the mat, remaining in my center.

Sensei didn’t congratulate me -- he didn’t even ask me what happened. It took me a while to

realize what had made the difference. It wasn’t technique so much as attitude. Oh, the technique had to
be there. It’s attitude -- self-confidence and more. You could see when it clicked in students. Patti had
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it. I thought about the rest of the brown-belt crop. One or two had it in sparks, in fits. But none of them
had it solid yet, solid enough for the black belt test. Janice would have it.

Abiko had it on the mat, but off the mat? That ability to generalize -- take that self-confidence
and poise and move it off the mat. Oh, she had it in some situations; I’d watched (and listened) to her
handling an unruly bunch of kids, and she’d done extremely well. But she choked up in front of me.
Well, not choked up, but went with whatever was presented.

That lead me back to the character in the mirror. Whatcha going to do? This is randori -- this is
life. Goethe -- Du musst Amboss oder Hammer sein -- you must be anvil or hammer. I choose hammer.

I shook my head. No, that’s too binary, too Western. The Eastern way -- the reed bends in the
storm, and whips back to whack you in the ass. The Aikido way -- harmony of spirit.

I looked at the character in the mirror, toothpaste foam coming out of his mouth.

I chuckled at him -- who’s a lot like Abiko? On the mat, in the classroom, in my environment,
I’m there, solid with that confidence, that presence. Yet in other situations? Was I going along too
often, being too laid back?

The character in the mirror frowned. Just because I have an asshole doesn’t mean I have to be
one all the time. I knew plenty of people like that at school -- more than one of my colleagues -- that
macho “in control all the time” thing.

Don’t need that. I looked at the character in the mirror again. Okay, let’s try this. Turn the
“presence” knob up a bit. Turn “laid back” down a bit. Let’s see how that works. Don’t put up with
things off the mat that I wouldn’t put up with on the mat? I could probably phrase it better, but that
would have to do for now.

Barbara was carefully folding my shirts. I thought of telling her what I did to shirts -- and these
were going to get washed before I wore them. No, that’s not nice. “Thank you,” I told her, kissing her
on the head again.

She looked up with a big smile. “Done. I feel better.”

I leaned over, nose to nose. “Give me a few minutes,” I growled.

She raised an eyebrow. “Ooh, really? I’ll be right back.”

She kissed me on the nose and went to the bathroom.

I turned down the bed, deciding where I wanted her. Then I sat to wait.

She came out of the bathroom wearing a smile, and presumably perfume.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 340 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“My favorite outfit,” I told her as I stood up. I took her into my arms and kissed her, holding her
to me. She felt good -- she felt like more.

I eased her back on the bed.
“Where are you going?” she asked as I stepped away.

I walked to the bathroom and got one of their terry robes. I returned, turning off the remaining
room lights and spreading the robe over her. “Don’t want you to get cold,” I told her.

“Planning on being a while?” she asked.

“I’m in no hurry,” I told her as I went to my knees, pulling her bottom closer to the edge of the
bed.

“Please take your time,” she sighed as I kissed the inside of her left thigh.

I could tell she’d put perfume on her mound. I made my way up her thighs slowly, bringing out
her own special scent to mix with the perfume.

I enjoyed her slowly, sensuously. She let me know she was enjoying it as well -- relaxed,
accepting, but present -- a good lesson.

I enjoyed her slowly, building and building, and then backing off. I teased and felt and caressed,
tasting, enjoying, bringing her to the edge again -- and backing off. I slipped a finger into her, hooking
it back, feeling her leap to the abyss -- and I backed off to her thigh, her moans increasing.

I teased her, hearing her moans and pleas even though her thighs were clamped to the sides of
my head, and her fingers were digging into my scalp. I teased her, bringing her to the edge time after
time, until her entire body felt tense around me.

I plunged two fingers into her, hooking them back, pressing on that special spot as I growled,
pressing gently into her, my tongue seeking her button, pushing her over the edge.

And I kept going, gently but persistently, enjoying her so much -- her taste, her smell, the sounds
she made, the way her body responded.

First, her legs started losing their grip, then her hands slipped away, and after a small shudder
with her hips still moving on their own, sharing the rhythm we made, even their motion diminished and
stopped.

I kissed her mound, inhaling deeply once more, then kissed my way down her thighs. When I

reached her knees, I straightened her out in the bed. I moved the robe, wiping off the layer of sweat
covering her. She moved a little, but not much.
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I climbed into bed next to her, sliding down. I pulled her to me, on to her side, taking a nipple in
my mouth. She was hot and cold, a little sweaty, some of her perfume still left. I wrapped my arms
around her, settling in. She moved an arm across me, reflexively.

I woke briefly to early morning light. I was on my back, with Barbara curled up at my side, her
head on my shoulder. I held her closer, hearing a soft, sleepy murmur as she nestled in.

I woke again to her urging my mouth to a nipple. We both sighed as she held me and my arms
wrapped around her.

She melted me in her arms, holding me so well. That changed after a while as she started to fan
the flames, getting me aroused.

I turned my head and moaned, “I need to pee.”
She squeezed me, then let me go. “You go first,” she whispered, kissing me on the head.

I managed to get up, a little wobbly. I sat on the can, then rinsed my mouth and had a couple of
swallows of water.

“My turn,” she said as I got into bed. As I settled on to my back, she kissed my forehead, then
whispered something in my ear. I settled back with a sigh, closing my eyes.

Perfume, warmth, softness, and the comfort of her weight on top of me. Comfort blending into
passion, our hearts racing as she rode me, holding us at the edge, balancing us there so long, then taking
us over, floating us on a cloud.

“Good morning,” she whispered as I stirred at her side, snuggling in and holding her close.

“Mmm,” I replied.

“Going to stay there all day?”

“No,” I told her, then moved to her other nipple.

I felt and heard her chuckle. “Oh you -- you really wiped me out last night.”

I moved my arms around her a bit better, and pulled her so she was leaning a little on me.

She sighed, then moved a hand to the back of my head. She held me and started her soft singing,
rocking me to sleep on a cloud.

I stretched in bed, hearing the shower going. I got up and went to sit on the can. “Room enough
in there for both of us?” I asked.

“I’m almost done,” she replied.
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“We need a shower big enough for two,” I told her.

“Oh, that’s a must!” she agreed. She turned off the shower, so I flushed and stood up, grabbing a
towel.

“Why, thank you,” she said as I wrapped her in the towel.

“My pleasure,” I said, holding her and giving her a good kiss.

I took my turn in the shower, one of those tub things with a shower head added. Need to find out
what fixtures they used on the island -- those had been nice. Of course, it’s the company more than
anything. “We both could fit in here,” I called out. I wasn’t sure if she heard me or not.

“Ready to head back?” she asked when we were packed up.

“Sure,” I said, picking up my car keys. “I’m driving.”

She nodded and stepped closer for a hug.

“Going to introduce you to my dark side,” I told her.

“What’s that?” she asked, concern on her face and in her voice.

“An Egg McMuffin with catsup and a large orange juice for breakfast.”

“I’m game,” she said, her head on my chest.

We checked out and found our breakfast. The coffee was medium-good. Heading back to the
car, | handed Barbara the car keys.

“I thought you wanted to drive?” she asked.

“I also want to make some phone calls, so I’ll be a passenger. That okay?”

She smiled and gave me a squeeze. “Yes, as long as I’'m with you.”

I called Ralph. He gave me mild abuse about not letting him know about little things such as my
house burning down and being engaged. He’s in his 50s, and I guess he feels he’s my uncle. I got the
address of the loft. I told him we were about an hour and a half away --did he have some other places to
show us? Barbara gave me an interesting look at that; surprise and uncertainty? Yes, a couple of places,

but not as good as the loft. We should meet at his office and he’d take us around. Good deal.

I also talked to Hammond. He seemed much more upbeat. Dinner tonight? I asked Barbara; she
smiled and nodded. I told him I was going to call Janice; he thought that was a good idea. Then I asked
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who he would suggest for running a security check on a place I was thinking of living in. That was easy
-- Janice. Would she be joining us for dinner? Yes, of course.

I spoke with Janice next. I told her a little about the loft, giving her the address. She seemed
enthusiastic about checking it out for us. I told her I expected to be there in about two hours. She
agreed to meet us.

I folded up my phone and put a hand on Barbara’s shoulder. “And what do you need? What do
you want to do?”

Of shoes and ships and sealing wax, of cabbages and kings -- we spoke of many things. As we
spoke, we touched each other, not sexually, but intimately, with feeling.

We stopped for gas, a leak, a soda, and for a long hug and kiss before we started off again.

Ralph was happy to see us. It was bright and sunny, not a rare event in Seattle, but not the norm
for this time of year. He happily drove us around. We looked at three properties. Two were
townhouses, not much better than the place we had currently. I could tell Barbara was depressed.

Ralph and I walked about my old place, or at least the property. Did I want to rebuild? Didn’t
know yet. If I wanted to rebuild, he could set me up with builders. If I wanted to sell, he’d be happy to
handle that -- he thought the property was quite valuable, and would sell quickly, even in the current
market.

We looked at a house. Not too promising, needing work. I suggested we swing by his office so
we could pick up my car, then go see the loft. Barbara perked up.

The loft was the top floor of a three story building. The ground floor was professional offices.
The second floor was divided into three apartments, one occupied. The third floor was around 1800
square feet. It also had reserved underground parking for the residents, and parking in back for the other
tenants.

As we drove up, following Ralph, I saw Janice’s car parked across the street. Ralph let us into
the underground parking.

The building itself was about 45 years old, solidly built. Ralph pulled out a small ring of keys.
There was a key for the parking, one for the tenant’s entrance, keys for the elevator.

We took the elevator up to the top. There were two sets of fire stairs as well, he told us, and the
elevator required key access. I gave Barbara a smile at that one; we’d had experience with such
“secure” floors.

The elevator was big and slow. It would be good for furniture moving.

Leaving the elevator, we were in a small anteroom with fire stairs off to the left. High, solid
looking double doors were in front of us. Ralph unlocked them.
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We entered a large space, with high ceilings, fifteen feet or so. The wall in front of us was filled
with large windows, each four or five feet wide and eight or more feet high.

Ralph started us to the left, going by the kitchen area, fitted with the best -- large built-in
refrigerator and freezer, wine chiller, Wolfe range and oven. Through a large door we went into a small
office area, then into a bedroom with attached bath. The bath was good sized, with a large stall shower,
big enough for us, and a whirlpool tub. I was a surprised when Ralph told me that was the smaller suite!

Barbara was all smiles now, arm in mine as we returned to the kitchen. As I looked at the large
expanse of hardwood floor, bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet to test things, I saw Janice
come out of the door on the other side.

“May I help you, Miss?” Ralph asked, surprised and not all that happy.

I chuckled and went to her, sweeping her up in my arms, hugging her tightly and twirling her
around. “It’s so good to see you up and around!”

Ralph was still frowning as he and Barbara walked over. I introduced Janice as a security
professional I worked with. When I asked for her opinion, she told us the building was solid and safe,
but could use a few small changes. Ralph shook his head. I patted him on the shoulder.

The master suite looked very nice -- big closet, nice view, a great bathroom.

I was still nodding my head as we went back to the kitchen area and sat at the island. Barbara
was smiling broadly. Even Ralph had a smile again.

I asked him for the sordid details, and he provided them. Another high-tech startup, seemingly
going well, then the bottom fell out. The building owner tried to resell the place, with no luck. Leased
it to another high-tech person, who recently moved back East. Lease was paid up through May. Ralph
had talked to the owner, and they were willing to let me have it through May at no charge; they would
rather have someone living there.

I told him that sounded good, but I had some reservations. Barbara raised an eyebrow. I asked
Janice what she would do. Change the locks, rework the burglar alarm, nothing major. I asked her to
work with Ralph and the building owner. She nodded and told us she didn’t see any problem with us
moving in as-is.

I laughed and asked her which side she was on. That got a laugh out of Ralph as well.

We talked about Mrs. Collins’ house for a bit. The attorney had called Ralph on Friday
afternoon and they’d talked. No, I didn’t have a problem letting them out of the lease early. Barbara
rubbed my back, telling us the wife really wanted to be back home for Christmas. I told Ralph that
Barbara wanted to work the place over; we might be here for up to a year, depending. I told Janice I'd
want her to look at the place as well, and make her recommendations.
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Ralph and Janice exchanged business cards. He told me he could drop by the dojo tomorrow
afternoon with keys and paperwork if that would work for me. Sounded fine.

Barbara wanted to go to the furniture store and check on bedroom sets. It was almost three, so
we’d have time to do that, swing by the safe house to change, and meet folks for dinner.

I shook hands with Ralph, and Barbara gave him a hug.

Barbara was excited about the loft. We picked out a bedroom set, paid for it, and scheduled
delivery early Wednesday. Barbara asked me what was happening with the bedding. I shrugged and
told her it was being delivered to the dojo, as at least I had space to store it. She patted me on the leg
and told me she’d take care of it.

We had to rush, but we made it to dinner. Both Hammond and Richards were there, along with
Barbara, Janice, and myself. Hammond gave us a brief update, as did Angela Richards. Hammond gave
us the name of the town, and suggested I do a search for it on some news sites to get the public side of
the story. Angela was pleased with the way things had gone with the girls. She also told us she was
pleased at the way Barbara and I looked. Barbara was practically overflowing with enthusiasm for the
loft and remodeling the house. She looked to me and told me she’d fly back to D.C. at the end of the
week to get her things moved out.

Thinking about both places, the loft and Mrs. Collins’ house, both of them were really well
located as far as school and the dojo were concerned. My old house had been a twenty minute drive to

either place.

Back at the safehouse, I apologized to the guys for freaking them out. David had talked to them;
they understood. I told them we’d be leaving them Wednesday or so.

What a whirlwind day! We set out clothes for Monday; both of us had meetings. We got ready
for bed, and I crawled in with a sigh.

As we slid together, Barbara asked, “Roger, you said you had some reservations about the loft.
Do you want to tell me about it?”

I'sighed. Yes, but not now was my first thought. I pulled her to me, resting her head on my
shoulder. “Barbara, it’s going to be very nice. It’s just not the place to raise a family, that’s all.”

I heard and felt her breath catch, her body tense.

“We have plenty of time to talk about it,” I told her.

She hugged me. “I love you.”

I kissed her head and held her. “I know. I love you, Barbara.”

She snuggled up. It didn’t take me long to fall asleep.
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Awake in the middle of the night, I felt her eyes burning into my back. I rolled over in the dark
and pulled her to me. “What is it?” I asked quietly as she held me, her head on my chest.

It took her a while to answer.

“Roger, do you really want a family?”

Uh oh -- I’d struck a nerve. I held her close. “Barbara, do we want a family?”
She took a deep breath, sighing on its release. I held her.

I whispered to her, “It’s a question for both of us, with no predetermined answer. It doesn’t have
to be answered today, tomorrow, or the next day. Whatever the answer, I love you.”

Another sigh. “I need to turn over.”

“Okay.” I kissed her head.

As she turned, though, she held my hand. “But I still need you to hold me.”

“Of course,” I told her, snuggling up to her back, one arm under her neck. I pulled the covers up
a little with my other hand before putting it around her waist. She drew it up between her breasts. We
snuggled together and I kissed her neck.

I didn’t remember setting the alarm, but I sure remember it going off.

“Happy Monday,” I whispered, snuggling up again. “Shower with me?”

She turned, facing me, another interesting look on her face -- wonder? As in, wondering what
I’m going to do next? I pulled her closer, hugging. She pushed me to my back.

“You are full of surprises,” she told me.

“That’s not the only thing I’m full of,” I complained.
She sighed. “Is this what I have to look forward to?”
“For a very long time?” I replied.

I thought I was going to get wobbly chin and tears, but she shook her head again, smiling
slightly. “Go!” she told me as she rolled off.

I started the shower, then sat to do my duty. She came into the bathroom and stepped right into
the shower.
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“Are you going to join me?” she asked, hands covering her breasts in mock modesty.
I stepped in, closing the shower door. “Expected you to go to the bathroom first, that’s all.”

We kissed under the running water. I thought I felt something extra running down my legs. I
couldn’t help but start laughing.

She held me. “What’s so funny? Are you surprised?”

I grabbed the shampoo. “I love you,” I told her.

She seemed in a hurry, so we washed quickly and dried with a minimum of fooling around. She
sat me on the corner of the bed to brush out my hair, something I really enjoy. When she started her soft
singing, I relaxed to the attention, closing my eyes.

Perfume -- a special perfume, and her hands pulling me to a nipple. She held me and carried me
to a cloud. We made love on a cloud, but I knew we were on the floor with the strong sensation of her

pounding on top of me, and the sound of her pleasure echoing in the room.

“What’s your schedule today?” she asked. We were in the kitchen. She was dressed very
business-like, and I was quite professorial.

I shook my head a bit. “Japanese visitors at eleven, faculty club lunch noonish, teach from two
to three thirty, go to the dojo. Meet me there?”

She nodded, handing me a glass of juice. “Most likely around six. Not sure where I’ll be going
for lunch. I have some breaks though -- could you fly out Thursday night, and back Saturday or
Sunday?”

I'nodded. “T’ll check with Herb and Abiko, but I don’t see why not. The redeye?”

She nodded grimly. “I could go earlier, but I don’t want to leave you.”

I held her hand. “I really appreciate that. I don’t like sleeping alone.”

“It’s bad for you,” she agreed.

We finished our breakfast, cleaned up the little kitchen, and headed off.

At school I sent an e-mail letting my Mac sprite know I had a new laptop. A gnawing feeling
told me to call Angela Richards. Could we talk? Today, my office, three thirty or so? I sighed with
relief when she told me she could make it. My Mac sprite appeared in my office about nine twenty --

we walked to the bookstore where I spent a small fortune on software. She walked off with my laptop,
telling me she’d have everything installed, updated, and backed up by three.
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My Japanese visitors were punctual, as expected. Three of them, two middle-aged, the third
older and reeking of tobacco smoke, also expected. We talked in my office, then walked to the Faculty
club for lunch, allowing Hamada-san the opportunity for a smoke. I saw Barbara arrive with two other
folks; we exchanged glances and that was about it. Conversation continued in my office after a walk
back and another coffin nail. We parted company, and after propping open a window to air out my
office, I took off to teach my class.

When I returned to my office, Angela Richards was talking with my Mac sprite. My sprite gave
me a whirlwind run through what she’d done, which included a loaner wireless card. She pointed me to
a detailed e-mail message telling me what I should order and from whom. I thanked her and she took
off. I closed the door.

“Doctor Hawthorne, I wouldn’t have thought she was your type,” Angela suggested dryly.

I sat next to her. “She’s a tremendous resource; very helpful,” I replied, ignoring the barb.

She nodded, half-smiling. “What can I do for you?” Then with a wrinkle of her nose,
“Smokers?”

I nodded. “Japanese visitors -- that’s why I opened the window. I have some questions, and
some concerns, and I hope you can help.”

She nodded, folding her hands in her lap -- attentive neutrality.

“Hammond said you have three or four confirmed, a number of possibles,” I suggested seriously.
That broke her neutrality. “He told you?”

“Yes.” My hunch was paying off -- too bad I didn’t know what I was fishing for.

She shook her head, sighing. “It’s difficult to be positive without interviewing the young ladies
in depth, but the circumstances fit, as do the men involved.”

“Who were they?” I asked as I pieced together a better suspicion.

“European, the men were in key positions in companies and governmental organizations.
Rossman and his people have been invaluable. The deaths were quite embarrassing as you can imagine,
and up to now hadn’t been connected.”

I nodded grimly. Embarrassing indeed. “And traumatic on the poor girls,” I suggested.

“Quite. That’s our avenue to explore ... We were still trying to protect you from certain aspects
of what has transpired.”

“That’s okay -- Barbara said Samantha was supposed to kill me, but you protected me. How?”
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“In for a penny, in for a pound,” she said softly. The professional switch went on again. “Roger,
how much do you know about hypnosis?”

I shook my head. “In one sense, not a lot. In another, quite a bit. I did some reading, but the
hypotheses I saw were scattered all over the map. In spite of that, I know it works, and can be very
powerful.”

She nodded. “Yes. It can be quite powerful, with the right person, the right circumstances, and
the right motivation.”

“I recall reading that all hypnosis is self hypnosis, and that it’s difficult to get someone to do
something that’s truly against their nature.”

She smiled. “A good approximation.”
“But what does that mean? Conscious desire? Subconscious desire? Expectation?” I suggested.

Her smile broadened. “Good, very good -- many shades of gray here. Roger, many things go
into the effectiveness of hypnotic suggestions. Your desire plays an important part.” She paused,
shaking her head. “Before last week, I considered the attraction to breasts and suckling somewhat of a
fetish. But now I’m not so sure.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Even without hypnosis, this is a very strong stimulus for you, yes?”
I nodded.

“Very comforting, very relaxing -- [ understand that better now. In addition to your natural
proclivities, you’ve been conditioned to go into a state of deep relaxation when you’re held in that
delicious way. And it’s just as pleasurable for the woman holding you. Simply put, the men, you, were
conditioned to relax deeply, to be very responsive to suggestion. The women were conditioned as well.
The first level was to repeat the sequence, deepening the conditioning for both. The women get an
incredible amount of pleasure from holding their men.”

I nodded; I had an idea where it went from there.

She continued. “Conditioning only remains effective if it is reinforced periodically. That’s why
Doctor Flynn and Denise selected and conditioned girls to take care of you.”

That was a stunner.
She nodded grimly. “Yes, Doctor Flynn helped. She didn’t know about Denise’s ulterior
motives, what Denise was doing with the girls, or with her for that matter. As far as Doctor Flynn was

concerned, she was doing it to insure you’d be responsive to ser. Denise was manipulating people right
up to their limits.”
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“Wait a minute -- now I'm really confused. Christie and Denise set them up?”
She nodded. “Yes -- Doctor Flynn told me that.”

“I don’t understand. Were they working together? Or did it just seem that way?”’
Why did that make her smile?

“Roger, think back to that first incident at Boulder -- who was the target?”

“Ash -- no, how can that be if he and Denise were already in cahoots? Me? That doesn’t make
sense either.”

She shook her head. “Roger, you were in the wrong place at the wrong time -- an accident.”

I frowned. “That’s certainly a boost for my male ego, but I can accept it. So, who was the
target, if I was merely a target of opportunity?”

“Doctor Flynn; your Christie.”

I sat back. “If they had caught Ash, rather than me?”

“Then he and Denise would have worked to bind Doctor Flynn to Ash, or at least that’s what I
think Ash would be told. You happened into the trap, though, so you became the overt target, with

Doctor Flynn still the covert target.”

“So Christie thought they were working on me, and Denise used both of us to pull the other in
deeper and deeper.”

“Yes, but remember Roger -- as you said some weeks ago, building on what was already there.
You found Doctor Flynn attractive. She was attracted to you. You’ve been with six young ladies at
school, but other than Annie and Samantha, all were one-shot deals.”

I nodded. “So to speak... The chemistry wasn’t there with the others.”

“Something didn’t click,” she agreed. “Some things you can’t force, and it’s much easier if you
find people with the natural inclination.”

“The girls kept the pump primed?”

She considered my remark and nodded with a smirk. “Interesting analogy, but not incorrect.
That, and Denise needed to deepen things for possible use later.”
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“The other morning, when Samantha was binding me again, and I heard the other voices, I heard
Christie’s, but I know now I didn’t want to recognize it. Part of me knew, but part didn’t want to
acknowledge it.”

“Those realizations can be painful -- but to an extent, the pain is an indication of the
significance.”

“Yesterday, the day before, whenever we drove to Portland -- I woke up feeling as if I’d been
wearing headphones.”

She nodded. “I prepared a recording to reinforce what we’ve done.”

I thought for a moment, changing to my hypothesis. “Samantha’s ‘something special’ was to
wipe me out with sex, make sure I was really relaxed, then suffocate me?”

She nodded. “That simple. We knew Denise wanted her to call when the deed was done. 1
anesthetized you, as I suspected Denise would direct Samantha to test to see if you were responsive, and
that was what happened.”

“What have you done to protect me? I don’t understand.”

She nodded. “Simple and deep, Roger. What would you consider, of all the things you’ve
experienced in hypnosis, has been the most profound?”’

I thought for a moment. “Pulling my catheter?”

She shook her head, dismissing my remark quickly. “Blocking sensation, pain, is easy,
especially for you. You’d already learned to do that in martial arts.”

That got another raised eyebrow. But it made sense. “The attempt to get me to kill Christie and
then myself, but that failed.”

“Yes, it did -- showing that there are limits. We should come back to that.”
“Not seeing you in the safehouse? That’s weird.”

She smiled. “Not that difficult with good subjects, and luckily for me, both you and Samantha
were very good.”

I puzzled for a moment. “Okay, let’s say we were to do that again. I walk into a classroom at
school. I’m not supposed to notice you. You're standing in front of a whiteboard covered with writing.
What do I see on the whiteboard where you’re blocking my view of the writing?”

She beamed. “Roger, that’s a wonderful question! But let’s return to my earlier question to you.

I’m thinking about a different kind of conditioning, one which has been built up since you were very
young, and something you desire very much.”
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“I give up,” I replied after some thought.

“Doctor Flynn and I talked about it. She saw it as indicative of the depth of the bond the two of
you had achieved, and I agreed with her. On the flight back from Pittsburgh, she got you to pee in your
pants, a number of times.”

I laughed out loud. “I remember the first time she did that -- I was so upset! And she had to
work at it the first time; I resisted. That whole thing, wearing the diaper, was upsetting, because that
very basic potty training was undermined.” I paused for a moment. “And yet I remember thinking
about it at the time, realizing what a dangerous illusion it is for us to feel that we’re ‘in control’ of
things.”

Angela was smiling. “Very true.”

“What did you do to protect me?”’

“Roger, we were very lucky. Your training has given you very strong connections with your
body, with sensation. It’s been a two edged sword for you. What we did was very simple. We trained
you to turn your head and breathe when you need to. The tape reinforces your awareness and your
ability to throw off trance and suggestion.”

“But I don’t want it to stop,” I whispered.

“Roger, don’t worry -- it won’t.”

I shook my head. “Barbara?”

“Did she hold you well, satisfy you, when you were on the island together?”

I'sighed. “Oh God, yes.”

She smiled. “Roger, she did that with nothing more than her feminine charms, intuition, skills,
all responding to you. While we have spoken previously, until last Thursday she deliberately did not
want to know any of your secrets.”

“She used one this morning, that special perfume...”

“We discussed the need to refresh these things periodically. Roger, she loves you very much.”

“And I love her.” I shook my head. “I threw her a real curve last night.”

‘60h?9’

“Remember how enthusiastic she was at dinner about the loft and the Collins house?”
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She smiled broadly. “Yes, that’s a wonderful task for her, and she’s so looking forward to it,
moving out here and building a new nest, building a nest with you.”

I smiled and nodded -- interesting choice of phrase. I hadn’t seen it that way, yet it fit so well --
building a nest. “And last night I struck a nerve. I’d mentioned I had hesitations about the loft. She
asked why, as we were going to bed. I told her I didn’t think it was the right place to raise a family.”

Angela nodded and sat back. “Ah, that would do it. Have you talked about it with her?”

“I woke in the middle of the night, knowing she was awake. I held her and told her it was our
decision, and not something that needed to be answered today, tomorrow, or the next day -- and that no
matter what the answer, I loved /er.”

“And this morning?”

I smiled. “When we woke up, I could tell she was still, I don’t know, edgy. But after we
showered, she brushed out my hair and jumped me, using that special perfume.”

She nodded. “I’d take that as a good sign.”
“What do [ do?”
“What do you think you should do?”

I frowned. I’'m supposed to find my own answers. “Keep talking, keep listening, and listen with
more than my ears -- listen with my eyes, and everything else.”

She nodded.

“So here I am, the warrior, and all it takes is a full breast, a gentle caress, and a soft word, and
I’'m helpless?”

She smiled. “It’s not that bad, is it?”
I'sighed. “It’s wonderful.”

She frowned. “No, Roger -- you are not that exposed. You have examples -- tell me,” she said,
quickly and with authority.

I took a breath. “Yes, Denise’s mind-fuck call -- she dropped me, but I shook it off. Then
Janice’s ex-partner tried to drop us both. I shook it off and whacked him in the nuts for his trouble.”

“You gave him a severe concussion. Why?”
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I frowned and snorted. “I came damn close to killing the bastard! I decided not to kill him -- I
was ready to put the end of the jo through the base of his skull -- he would have been dead before he hit
the floor.”

“You could have killed him,” she said flatly.

I shook my head. Yes, it would have been justified. “I came within half a breath of killing him.”

She nodded. “Roger, could you kill someone?”

“Technically or psychologically?” I replied. I looked at my hands, extending them a bit.
“Technically, yes, in many different ways. Psychologically? The issue never really forced itself with
me until the last month or so.” I looked up at Angela. I thought of that time in my house, the pistol
range on the island. “But I know the answer now. In the right circumstances, I could and I would.”

Angela nodded and smiled. “And that’s your strength, Roger.”

I sat back, more confused.

She looked at me in wonder. “I’m convinced Denise thought she’d have it easy! She probably
thought it would be so easy to get you to cross that line and kill Doctor Flynn that night -- all your
training was there, or so she probably thought. But you didn’t. You couldn’t.”

I felt my heart beating fast. “But I came so close.”

“Did you, Roger? I don’t think so. You were far closer to killing Janice’s partner -- you just told
me so -- half a breath away. You threw off Denise’s commands.”

My hands were a little cold and shaking. “And I forced Christie to remember how she’d been
betrayed.”

She shook her head. “Only a little, Roger -- most of it was buried very deep, and took a lot of
work to expose. I’'m not sure we exposed it all. After the intimacy you had, Roger, that was devastating
to her.”

I sat up straight and closed my eyes, focusing on my breath. What surprises was I still carrying?

“It’s all right, Roger -- you’re safe,” Angela told me.

I consciously relaxed my shoulders, my forehead, my stomach and low back.

“Roger, may I help?”

I opened my eyes, trying to smile.

“What do you need?” she asked softly.
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I almost cried. “I need to be held -- I want to be in Barbara’s arms, have her hold me and
squeeze me.”

She nodded. “But?”

I took a breath, centering. “But now I’m scared. Those feelings are so strong.”

Angela moved closer, extending her index finger. “Watch my finger, Roger.”

I watched as she brought her finger closer to my face, and to my forehead. Peripherally I could
see her moving her other hand behind me. Her finger touched my forehead and at the same time she
squeezed the back of my neck. I dropped like a rock.

But I remembered what was happening, watched it happen. She helped me relax. Yes, those
feelings were strong -- they came from my core, my strength. And I was protected. I knew I would only
go into trance when I felt safe, and with someone I trusted. I could and would throw off any suggestions
I chose.

I felt better when I opened my eyes. “Thank you,” I told her.

She nodded. “Can we meet tomorrow morning, for an hour or s0?”

“How about here at nine?” I suggested.

“That will be fine. Roger, don’t worry -- what you and Barbara have will continue to grow, if
you want it to, if you work together.”

I smiled. “The safest place in the world is in her arms.”
Angela stood up. “And I think she would say the same about you.”
I stood up as well, gathering my things. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“You’re welcome, Roger,” she told me. Then with a frown, she said, “Now I need to clean out
more stables.”

“Thank you for caring,” I told her.

She gave me a wistful smile as she left. I remembered Janice’s comment -- sometimes it gets in
the way of the job.

I made it to the dojo and got changed, expecting maybe five minutes before people started to
arrive. I sat in meditation, focusing on the breath at the tip of the nostril.
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I’d been especially sensitive to smell during the day. Hamada-san smoked. His clothing reeked.
Yet there was something else, something besides the smells of the dojo -- someone had used a citrus
cleaner in the place.

The perfume from this morning -- I thought of it, and breathed in slowly through my nose. Part
of me watched another part relax and float away.

Ding-ding -- someone at the door. I took a breath and turned my head.

Patti and Abiko -- we had a few minutes to chat. I asked Abiko if I could have Friday night
through Sunday off to go back East with Barbara. She and Patti exchanged eyebrow twitches. Abiko
frowned and told me she thought I could! I smiled and bowed to her. Patti smiled.

My Japanese visitors showed up a little after five; they’d inquired about observing me at the
dojo, and I welcomed them. I had one of my brown belts get folding chairs for them. Barbara and

Ralph arrived a little before six, waving to me and disappearing into my office.

We had a half-hour break from six to six thirty. I went back to my office after saying goodbye to
my Japanese visitors. I think Hamada-san needed another smoke.

Barbara and I hugged. “I missed you,” I whispered.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Why?”

“You’re frowning,” she told me as I opened the refrigerator for a bottle of juice.

I took a breath and let go of it. “Hamada-san, one of my Japanese visitors, is a smoker. There
are cigarette butts outside my dojo.”

“How did it go with them?”

I shrugged as I sat down. “I think it went well, but they’re Japanese. Not my problem. How did
your talks go?”

She smiled, holding my hand. “Very well. I told them my publisher wants a second edition of
my books -- I’ve been working on that off and on for about a year. The school is interested. I have an
appointment with a private foundation tomorrow morning; it seems a number of the faculty are
associated with them.” She turned to Ralph. “And we had a very productive day.”

Ralph nodded. “Your security expert picked up more business as well -- she and I met with the
building owners. She made some very good suggestions. Hell, she scared the shit out of us, the way she
walked through the place. The locksmith took care of your exterior doors already, so...” He pulled out
some paperwork, handing it to me. I saw a yellow tag a few pages in. “If you’ll sign...”
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I took the stack and started looking it over. Barbara told me, “No charge through the end of
June.”

I nodded, not really reading the thing. After June, the rent would be pretty cheap. I signed and
handed it back.

“Keys?” I asked Ralph.

Barbara dug into her purse, taking out a garage door opener and a small keyring. I glanced to
Ralph, raising an eyebrow. He shrugged.

“This is for parking,” she told me, handing me the opener, then the keys. “This is for the
elevator, the front door, and our door,” she told me with a smile. “What time will you be home
tonight?”

“Tonight? We’re moved in already? What about furniture? What about ...”

She interrupted my questions with a kiss.

“Don’t worry, darling,” she whispered in my ear as she held me.

“When would you like to entertain bids on the lot?”” Ralph asked.

I sat back and took a breath. “Next week at the earliest,” I told him. “I’m still making up my
mind.” Ilooked to Barbara. “Or have I decided?” I asked her.

I could see Ralph smiling and nodding his head. Barbara smiled. “It’s your decision, darling.”
Ralph stood up. I joined him and shook his hand.
“I’ll talk to you later in the week, Roger,” he told me.

“Thanks for your help.” I walked him out to the parking lot, grabbing a paper cup so I could
pick up cigarette butts.

Barbara was in the lobby, putting on her shoes. “What time will you be home?”
I held her. “Eight fifteen, eight thirty, I’d guess.”
“Do you want dinner?”’

“Something light,” I told her. “You don’t want to stay? A lot of beginners in this class -- it
would be good for you.”

She stepped back and chuckled. “No thanks -- I know exactly how I want to get my exercise.”
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I hugged her again, and walked her to her car. Students were starting to arrive for the next class.
A few seemed surprised to see Sensei necking in the parking lot.

After class, I took a moment to pick out a jo to take to the loft. I’d lost a nice one, and a good
practice sword, to the fire. The first thing I had to do in the car was override my auto-pilot, turning right
rather than left. The drive was shorter, and much easier.

Parking in “my” spot and walking to the elevator, I looked around. Lighting was adequate,
something that concerned me, especially with Barbara. If I was going to be lugging the laptop around

with me, I needed a new bag. Ididn’t want to walk around with both hands full anymore.

I knocked on “our” door, and as I was starting to put the key in the lock, the door opened. 1
stepped inside, into Barbara’s arms.

“Welcome home,” she whispered to me after a welcome-home kiss.
“I’'m sorry I didn’t get to carry you over the threshold,” I told her.
“You can make it up to me later,” she teased.

As I looked around, I decided I had a lot of room to put things. I put the computer case, my bag,
and the jo on the floor, then hung up my coat in the closet by the door.

We had a large expanse of empty floor. Blue tape was on the hardwood floor, demarking areas.
Barbara had one arm around my waist. I pointed to the tape with one hand as I squeezed her with the
other. “You’ve been busy!”

She walked me to the kitchen area. I heard music playing, and I tensed up.

“Oh, quite -- and it was fun! Have a seat; I’ll heat your dinner. I hope pizza is okay.”

I recognized it when she took it out of the refrigerator -- Pagliacci. “Around the corner from
us?” I asked as I sat on one of the stools.

She nodded. “Ralph told me to go there. He was right -- the place smells heavenly.” She
poured white wine for both of us.

A clock radio was on the counter, along with a nice looking coffee maker. “Both those ours?” I
asked.

She nodded. “Yes -- I'm keeping a list for the insurance company.”

She presented me with slices of pizza on a very random looking plate, and gave me a well-used
fork and knife.

“And these?” I asked.
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“Thrift shop -- when my things arrive, I’ll donate them back.”

“Good idea,” I agreed as I picked up the pizza.

When an announcer came on the radio, I tensed up again. I came very close to asking her to turn
it off; no, to felling her to turn it off, but another song started, and I could tell by the way she moved to
the music as she wiped the counter that she enjoyed it. I took a breath and enjoyed looking at her.

“I missed you,” I told her.

She stepped closer, smiling. “I like hearing that. I missed you too.”

“Is there enough lighting in the parking area for you?” I asked.

She shrugged. “It’s fine.”

After I finished the pizza, she showed me what she’d done. The tape was painter’s tape, and safe
for the floor. She’d divided it up into proposed areas; living area, entertainment area, dining area, and
an office area. When I questioned one placement, she showed me connector panels in the walls and
floor; the place had previously been wired for audio/video/whatever. She’d called the company, and
they were sending a person out Wednesday. It was the same company I’d visited, what seemed like a
long time ago, even though it was only last week. She talked about a large flat-screen on one wall, and
her small set in the kitchen.

I felt uncomfortable again. I took her hands. “One rule, though,” I said, looking in her eyes.

‘CYeS?’7

“No television sets in the bedroom,” I told her seriously.

She nodded and smiled. “I agree completely.”

I felt better, especially when we hugged.

“When does the bed arrive?” I asked as I held her.

“The bedroom set and the bedding arrive Wednesday.”

“So we get one night on it before we leave?”

She held me close. “The first of many. Would you like to see where we’re sleeping tonight?”’

“Mmm... Sounds like a good idea.”
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I secured the door, picking up my jo. I had some ideas for the door, but I expected some
disagreement. We’ll see.

I was a little surprised when we went into the bedroom. “Did you move it?”’ I asked in surprise.
I was looking at what looked like the same bed we’d been sleeping on at the safehouse.

Barbara laughed. “I had the boys do it -- they borrowed a truck from somewhere and had it
moved and set up in nothing flat. All it cost was pizza.”

I wondered if David knew we’d looted his place, but decided not to ask.
“Clothes and such?”

She led me to the large walk-in closet. She’d taken one side, with things hanging nicely. The
other side had my things.

“You’re set up in the drawers here,” she said, opening them slightly to show me socks, shorts,
and the like. “We’ll move things to the dresser when it arrives.”

The closet was huge. “Is this going to be big enough for you?” I had to ask. I moved to her sexy
velvet dress and touched it.

She chuckled. “Oh, I think I can make it work. Would you like me to wear that for you?”
I turned and held her. “Let’s save that for the new bed.”

“Good idea.”

After another kiss, we went to the bathroom. Some new towels, and the counter was set up.
I felt a sudden wave of sadness.

“What’s wrong, Roger,” Barbara asked.

I shook my head. “I had a great tissue dispenser in the old house. It was white ceramic, shaped
like a nose. You pulled fresh tissues out of the nostrils.”

I could tell she was trying very hard not to react.

I smiled. “You’ll be heartbroken to know it was a gift, and I’ve never seen another like it.”
I could tell she was relieved. I started to laugh, and so did she. We hugged again.

“Scared you for a moment, didn’t [?”’ T asked.

“You’re worth it,” she told me.
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“It probably could have dropped accidentally during a move,” I suggested.

She pulled back. “Roger, I would never do such a thing. If I don’t like something, I’1l tell you.”
She looked quite serious.

“Thank you, darling,” I replied, and kissed her on the nose.
“What about other furniture?” I asked as we got ready for bed.

“I was thinking of some folding chairs. The rest can wait until my things get here, and we have
time to decide on the house.”

“I want a good reading chair,” I told her emphatically. “I really didn’t have room for one in the
old place.

She looked to me and nodded. “Whatever you like.”
“What ever?” 1 asked with a grin.

She nodded. “Yes dear, whatever you want -- we can always put it in here where most people
won’t see it.”

“I’ll show you first, don’t worry. And there are some other pieces I’d like to show you.”
“That’s fine, dear. I'm sure I’ll be showing you quite a bit of furniture,” she told me with a grin.
I raised my eyebrows. “Let’s not get nasty...”

She raised an eyebrow in return. “I’ll be waiting for you...” She let a hand drift down my side
and across my genitals as she left the bathroom.

The bedroom was dark. She stepped closer to me. “Do you mind being on your back again,” she
asked softly as she stroked me.

“Not at all -- on the floor, or on the bed?” I asked, teasing her nipples.

“On the bed, I think,” she said, pulling me by my handle.

On the bed it was. She held me first, doing something that sent me spinning, getting me even
hotter for her and holding me off for so long. I was amazed at how long she pounded on me, coming,

coming, and coming again as | held her breasts, until she leaned forward and finished us both off,
shaking, moaning, and collapsing into a heap.
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The next morning we visited the bathroom quickly, and I leaned her over the bed, slipping into
her from behind. We both enjoyed it immensely. I hoped the floors were solid, or the downstairs
neighbors understanding!

“We need a toaster,” I told her as we had microwave-warmed bagels with our coffee.

“One will appear,” she told me.

“You look so delicious,” I growled at her. “You need to hold me tonight, for a long time.”

She sighed, giving me a feral smile. “Oh, I will. You didn’t mind?”

I shook my head. “Not at all.”

“I get so ... horny right before my period. I should get my period Thursday; I hope you don’t
mind.”

I put down my cup and held her. “I’ll live; don’t worry.”

With a big grin she asked, “Want to show me furniture this afternoon? Are you still free after
four?”

I'nodded. “My class is over at three thirty. Where would you like to meet?”

“Your office? I’'m downtown this morning and back at school this afternoon. I might be able to
join you for lunch, if you’re not busy.”

I answered her smirk with one of my own. “You know where I usually sit. And I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered.

With another hug, we parted.

Doctor Richards was punctual, waiting outside my office when I arrived. We spent about three
quarters of an hour together, but about all I remembered was sitting next to her, watching her index
finger approach. I know we went through a number of things. I realized I was still shaking loose from
things my step-father had done. Hugging her and bidding her farewell I felt more centered, more self-
assured.

But that didn’t mean I was out of questions. I had a bunch. I looked at the phone on my desk,
and thought of my recent batch of visitors. I pulled the cell phone from my pocket. It should be a little
more secure.

I called my favorite help line.

“Good morning, Doctor Hawthorne, how may we be of service?” a cheery voice answered.
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“I’d like to speak to someone about mortars,” [ said. See how they handle that.

After a brief pause, during which I overheard the sound of keyboard clicking, the voice replied,
“One moment, please, and I’1l connect you.”

After not quite a minute I heard, “Doctor Hawthorne, a pleasure, sir -- how may I be of
assistance?”

He sounded British. I posed my question. “I was curious about mortars, particularly with
respect to a recent incident. I wondered if you could shed some light on the subject, as it’s a weapon |
know very little about.”

“Ah, yes. I’'m still waiting for the videotape, but I’ve reached a number of preliminary
conclusions. Where should I start?”

“Thank you; I hope I’'m not keeping you up late,” I apologized, assuming he was in the U.K.
“Oh, not at all, sir -- it’s a pleasure to speak with you.”
“Then perhaps start with the weapon, its use, then to who and why?” I suggested.

“Very good. We can be reasonably accurate with respect to the former, and not so with the
latter.”

“As [ would expect.”

“Well then. I expect the weapon used was a 60mm mortar, possibly an 81. Range of, um, one
hundred meters to perhaps two or three kilometers, and depending on the skill of the team, delivering up
to thirty rounds per minute. The team most likely comprised three members, two operating the mortar,
and a forward observer feeding them corrections.”

“Did this require preplanning, or is this is an impromptu system, quick to deploy?”

“Small mortars are prototypical guerilla weapons, very rapid deployment. A good team can
deliver the first round in under a minute, a corrected round after another twenty seconds, and from then
on, maintain fire at the desired rate.”

“At what accuracy?” I asked.

“Ah, more interesting. With the advent of portable computers, digitized maps, and GPS, the first
round should be within, um, twenty meters of target at a range of a kilometer. This corresponds to what
our people reported -- the first round landed in the swimming pool, greatly disturbing its occupants. The
observer quickly communicates corrections to the firing team. The second round was square on the
main house, followed by a sweep over the property, mixing high explosive and incendiary rounds,
returning to the main house.”
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“Sounds very professional.”

“Quite -- first team. After the first salvo, which lasted perhaps a minute and a half, and
amounted to, um, twenty to thirty rounds, they paused about three minutes -- then dropped in another
twenty to thirty rounds for good measure.”

“That sounds like a lot of ammo -- how big a vehicle would be needed?”

“For the 60, you figure twenty five kilos per twelve rounds packaged. Call it, um, under three
hundred kilos for the mortar and all the ammo -- a midsized sedan or small panel van would suffice.

“In and out in five minutes?”

“Most likely -- I’d use a panel van and have one team member fuse and sequence the rounds
whilst driving to the site. This preparation allows the firing team to simply pull, hang, and fire. The
observer works a laptop computer, making educated guesses at target coordinates, also picking routes.
Drop the forward observer, drive to the firing site, call in GPS coordinates of the firing site to the
observer. While the firing team is setting the mortar and arranging ammo, the observer computes initial
targeting and provides that information to the firing team. First round goes in, corrections made, and on
with the show. Abandon the site, pick up the observer, and as you chaps say, it’s Miller time.”

I chuckled. “Never touch the stuff -- I prefer real beer.”

“Then my respect for you has increased, sir!” he agreed, laughing.

“Which leaves us the interesting question -- who?”

“Yes, who indeed. The list of those interested is a long one. Take a number, you might say. It’s
more a question of who could have a team on target with, um, two to three hours notice.”

“Were our communications compromised?”

“Oh heavens no. It’s practically a dead cert the Italians sold out. We had difficulty establishing
contact with the French, but once we did, they moved, very quickly. The Italians, on the other hand,
seemed to have been stalling, or at least taking their bloody time.”

“Do we have Italians on the list?”

“Oh yes! Our friends recently interrupted a business transaction between, um, an Italian
organization and an Afghani group involving the private importation of a metric ton of a fine white

powder. You could say they left both parties peeved, quite peeved indeed.”

“How nice. Who else could field a team in the time available?”
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“Well, can’t count out Mossad. Perhaps half a dozen groups could have a team in action. Other
serious government interests would be, um, Jordan, Syria, Libya, various East-bloc factions, then the
various privately-held groups such as the Italians, the Afghani growers and processors, and so on. It all
gets fuzzy. A number of our chaps felt it was only a matter of time.”

“Could it have been a ruse? A diversion or deliberate sacrifice of a few to create the impression
they’d been taken out?”

“We don’t believe so. Our chaps feel your witchdoctor committed a serious breach of
communications security. While it has been posed this may have been deliberate, as you yourself
suggest, the information we have suggests that is not the case. It was just the break we were looking for,
and it would seem there were others looking for just this sort of break as well. That’s what happens
when ego takes over.”

I pondered that remark. “A very good point to remember -- it’s when we take things personally
that we start to get sloppy.”

“Precisely -- and with serious consequences, as we’ve seen.”

“Do you think we will find out who was responsible?”

“That’s quite hard to say, unless, of course, we’re meant to, and then there’s the problem of
verification. If I were given the task, I’d have purchased an Austrian piece and Finnish ammo from any
number of sources, and as I said, left the lot at the site. One of my colleagues has already approached
the, um, goldfish, appraising them of the situation and asking for any information they may have. I feel
whatever information they give us will be accurate; we’ll wait and see. The French took over the site;
they are sweeping the area, as well as trying to identify remains. We can expect a straight story from
them. If anything this should improve our relationship with the French, as they had a keen interest due

to the involvement in the drugs trade.”

I nodded. I had about as much information as I could use. “Thank you very much, sir, for the
briefing. If you wouldn’t mind, what is your name?”

“Oh, sorry about that -- Draycott, Charles Draycott. It’s been a pleasure, Doctor Hawthorne. 1
hope we can meet some day.”

“Yes, under pleasant circumstances, I would hope.”
“Quite, yes.”

“Thank you again, sir. Good night.”

“You’re quite welcome. Thank you for taking an interest!”

I pocketed my phone and spent a few minutes preparing for class.
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Class went well. I reflected on that as I walked back to the office -- when I taught, at the
University or at the dojo, I was totally present in the moment, putting everything I had into what I was
doing.

A surprise was waiting for me when I returned to my office. “Anthony, to what do I owe this
pleasant surprise?” I asked the head of our department. He didn’t look to be in a pleasant frame of mind.

He shook his head. I sat down.

“Roger, the Chancellor called me this morning -- he doesn’t know what to make of this.
Possibly you can explain it.” He handed me a folder.

Opening it, I saw an 8 by 10 color print of Barbara and I kissing along the walkway to the
cafeteria. Had to have been taken last week.

“And he received reports of you and this woman snogging quite openly in the student cafeteria,”
Anthony added.

There were three pictures of us. Long-range telephoto lens, I’d guess taken from the edge of the
faculty parking lot. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, or why these had been sent to the head of the

University.

“Anthony,” I replied with somewhat of a frown, “I’m not sure what to make of these, either. I do
prefer this picture.” I pointed out the one of Barbara and I in the D.C. restaurant.

That gave me an avenue. I smiled. “As to the woman in question, I met Barbara about two years
ago, and she has recently agreed to be my wife.” I didn’t feel comfortable telling him she was also

interviewing -- have to check with Barbara about that.

Anthony pondered that one -- I’d thrown him a curve. Good; he didn’t know what to make of it,
either.

“Getting married, eh?” he posed.

I nodded. “Yes. We’ve decided, but we still have the ceremonial meeting-the-parents, which
will take place over the Christmas break, as they are in Switzerland. We’ll set a date then.”

Anthony smiled. “Well, that does change things. There have been rumors...”
I frowned again. “And we’re held to a higher standard than, say, Environmental Studies?”

He boggled at that, color appearing in his face. “Ah, that’s not the issue. But I can tell the
Chancellor that you’re getting married.”
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I nodded. “Yes. She’s in the process of moving here from the East Coast -- given the separation,
we may be somewhat exuberant when we get together after being apart for a while. Please let the
Chancellor know that I’ll be more reserved in the future.”

He smiled again. “Yes, that would be quite good.”
“I’m glad it was a camera and not a rifle,” I added as I returned the folder.
He blanched.

I smiled tightly. He clearly hadn’t considered that aspect. It turned out they were also concerned
about the visit by the FBI. I had the feeling the Feds had run roughshod through campus. I’d be happy
to meet with the Chancellor, with school security, or anyone else to discuss the matter -- the local police
were also upset with the FBI’s handling of matters. Luckily, other than the perpetrators, nobody had
been injured. I think I found that more comforting than he did.

I drew him out, talking about possibly taking a sabbatical next year to work at CERN in Geneva,
about working with Chem and Comp Sci departments to put up a Beowulf cluster for CFD work, and
other matters. Put his feet on solid, familiar ground, that was the key. He left smiling.

I walked to lunch, pausing along the way. Three hundred yards or so? That was my guess. How
hard a shot would that be? I wasn’t sure. Probably not too hard.

I picked out my lunch and paid for it. Ah, there they were -- Barbara, Samantha, Annie, and a
guy! Interesting!

“Room for one more?” I asked. Barbara was already up out of her seat. I couldn’t help but
notice that Annie and the guy looked well and recently laid -- good for them!

I put my tray down and received an enthusiastic hug from Barbara. “I missed you,” we told each
other. Samantha gave me a hug.

Annie said, “Roger, this is Doctor Stuart LaPorta. I’ve been talking to him about the cluster.
He’s interested in weather modeling.”

I held out a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Doctor.”
“A pleasure,” he said.

The others had a head start on lunch. Barbara’s interview off-campus had been interesting. [
could tell she wanted to tell me more. While she was talking, I saw Annie put a hand behind Stuart’s
head. He smiled and went dreamy -- good for them! I drew folks back on point by asking questions
about a hypothetical cluster -- where would it be housed, how many nodes, who would assemble and
maintain it, that kind of thing. Stuart told us he was working with some of the computer science folks;
hijacking a graduate colloquium to do the design work. They definitely wanted my help with
partitioning and algorithm design. With funding, they could throw it together over the Christmas break,
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and have it doing useful work by the end of January. Oh? How much funding? In the neighborhood of
thirty grand for a reasonable start. I pondered that while finishing my soup.

“Do you have time to walk back with me?” I asked Barbara. “Or should I walk with you?”
“Walk with me?” she asked with a smile.

We parted with the crowd and took care of our trays. Hand in hand we walked out of the
cafeteria.

On the way to the “soft” side of campus, I told her of the conversation I had with Anthony, the
pictures, telling him we were engaged. When she asked who else I’d told about the pictures, I said she
was the first, but I was going to call Hammond. She thought that made sense. I asked her how the
morning had gone. She smiled and hugged me. She’d tell me later, but things were moving quickly.
With that I could agree!

I dropped her off; we’d meet again at my office.

I popped out my phone and called Hammond. I told him about the pictures, and asked if he
thought I should be concerned. He’d think about it and get back to me. He told me Richards wanted to
speak with me.

“Roger, are you sitting down?” was her first question.

“I will be in a moment,” I told her as I walked along the path. I stopped at a bench and had a
seat. “I’m sitting on a bench in the middle of the campus.”

“Roger, remember that you’re safe, but you need to be on your guard. Did Denise have a tattoo
of a rose on her inner right thigh?”

As I visualized that, I felt myself responding, dropping deep into trance -- a rose on the inside of
a thigh. But I knew I was safe, and with a deep breath, brought myself up, like coming up from very
deep water.

“Roger?”

“I’'m okay -- God, that was one hell of a trigger! I’m okay, I’'m awake again. Next one of those I
see gets a surprise!”

“Good -- I suspected as much. That’s why I wanted you sitting down.”

I took a breath, looking around. “Thank you Angela. As far as the tattoo goes, she didn’t have
one when we met. That’s inconclusive, of course, as she could have gotten one in the last two years.”

“Quite true. Do you recall any identifying marks on the lower half of her body?”
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I thought, and remembered, but didn’t remember the proper terms. “Yes, but I'm struggling for
nomenclature. She had a small scar on the lower left side of her, ummm.... I believe it’s called
Bartholin’s cyst. I had a girlfriend with that problem. Denise had a scar in that area.”

Angela chuckled. “Can you give me a better description of the scar itself?”

I closed my eyes for a moment. God, I could still bring back her scent, and her taste -- but then
that metallic taste intruded, popping me out of it again.

“Small, oval, a few millimeters across. Very white, as compared to the ruddy color of the
surrounding tissue -- at least when I observed it.”

“I’m sure that was the case,” Angela remarked dryly.
“She also had a small mole below her right armpit.”

“I’m afraid we only have a lower torso at this time, but I’ll pass on the information. How are
you feeling now?”

“Like I touched a live wire, but I’'m safe now. Either Denise or Christie also had a small mole on
the inside of the ankle, between the ankle and heel, not sure right or left -- Denise’s voice is in there.”

“That’s quite helpful -- we’ll check. Take care, Roger -- call if you need me.”
“I will; thanks again.”

I sat for a minute, regrouping before I resumed my walk to the office. I had time to order my
computer upgrade goodies before I took off for class.

A mob was outside my office when I returned -- Anthony, Barbara, a man and a woman I didn’t
recognize. Barbara looked amused, as did the pair I didn’t know. Anthony looked confused -- but then
he usually does.

Anthony saw me and turned -- I could tell I was his escape on this one. “Doctor Hawthorne!
We were just talking about you,” he said.

Barbara hugged me and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. She introduced me to Bryn,
Chairman of the School for the Arts. Eugene was head of Art History. We shook hands. Barbara told

me she’d just accepted the position of Visiting Professor. I smiled and gave her another hug.

She turned to Anthony and said, “And I’ve promised Doctor Hovey that ’'m going to thoroughly
domesticate you -- your wild days are over, I'm afraid.”

I took her hand. “Whatever you say, my dear.” I raised her hand to my mouth and while
seeming to kiss it, I gently bit her.
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She said to Anthony, “I’'m not promising miracles -- I don’t know if I can get him to wear
something other than black or white socks. But we’re making progress. We’re off to look at furniture,
aren’t we, dear?”

The others chuckled.

“Yes we are.” I turned to Anthony. “Unless you need something, Doctor Hovey?” I asked him.

“Ah, no, not really,” he flustered.

The Arts folks were amused. We said our good-byes; Barbara and I went into my office. I
checked my mail, shut off the computer, and left, locking up the office.

“Your car, mine, both?” I asked Barbara.

“Oh dear -- where are your stores?”’

“Near here -- we can take mine and swing back for yours. What are we doing for dinner?”
She smiled and held my arm in hers. “I’m cooking. It’s part of my plan to domesticate you.”

I chuckled. “Whose wild days are over?” I asked. We were out of the building, but still,
looked around. “What was that crap all about?”

“Oh, I mentioned the matter of the pictures to Eugene and Bryn -- they were amused. The
common opinion, at least on our side of campus, is that your department is run by fossils who are scared
of their shadows. They offered to walk me over and make introductions. I must say, dear, that if you
represent the wild side of the department, the department is in a very sad state!”

I laughed and held her. “We’re the Physics department, darling. Wildlife is somewhere else.”

“Environmental Sciences?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

I grinned. “They told you that story?”

“Only the outlines -- not the juicy bits. I hoped I could get those from you.”

I smiled. “I don’t know if I should be spreading such salacious stories -- especially if I'm
supposed to be domesticated.”

As she shook her head, a thought entered mine. “Oh shit,” I said.
“What’s wrong?”” Barbara asked.

“The E S escapade prompted a nasty thought -- I certainly hope Samantha was using some kind
of birth control.”
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Barbara took my arm and started us moving to the parking lot again. “Don’t worry, darling. 1
take it Angela didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?” I said sourly. “It seems she hasn’t told me quite a bit.”

Barbara sighed. “Maybe we should get together with her Saturday and air things out. You know
that Doctor Flynn helped select and condition the girls, including Annie and Samantha?”

“Yes. Angela and I talked about that.”

“Angela was concerned about such repercussions. Remember the physical when you returned
from Chicago and Pittsburgh?”

“Yeah, some of'it,” I said, not too much happier about the state of things.

“It’s okay, darling, really. As a stopgap, you were given an injection which rendered you
temporarily sterile. The effects last about 45 days. If Samantha wasn’t pregnant before, you certainly
didn’t knock her up.”

I sighed and shook my head. “I’ll try to interpret that as good news.”

We were standing by the passenger door to my car. She turned us so she was leaning against the
car, and my hips were pressed to hers.

She smiled; a slight smile, but a deep one. “Would you want me bloated and swollen, not able to
move, not able to sleep, complaining all the time, not even able to hold you the way we both love?”

I looked in her eyes. “It’s your decision, but you’d be the most beautiful woman in the world.”
She held me close. “I love you,” she whispered.

I whispered the same to her.

As we drove off campus, I asked, “I take it you’ve accepted a job?”

She chuckled and put a hand on my shoulder. “At least one -- we’ll know about the other
tomorrow.”

“The other one?”
“They’re trying me as a visiting prof next semester. Unless I’'m a colossal failure, they’ll invite
me to stay. Bryn is also one of the ones who put me in touch with the foundation -- I’'m expecting them

to make me an offer as well.”

“Doing what?”
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“They’re an interesting operation. They’re acquiring digital rights to artworks, building catalogs
of works, of images, indexing them, making them available on the net.”

“And you’d be doing what?”

“Suggesting areas and works, indexing and cataloging -- having a zillion high-quality images
isn’t useful unless you’ve a way to organize, search, and access them.”

“Sounds interesting,” I agreed.

“Oh, very! It will involve field work -- some short trips during the year, longer ones during the
summer.”

“Am I included?”

She laughed. “Of course you are! I’ll need you for your language skills, as well as other
things...” She moved her hand to squeeze my thigh.

“Glad I'm appreciated.” I thought for a moment. “What if I get the mediation thing?”

She sighed and patted my leg. “We’ll work something out, but I made the commitment to teach
next semester. I could visit on weekends.”

I shook my head. “That would be hell if it’s in Europe.”

“Nonsense. I’d fly in, we’d shag like bunnies, and you’d pour me back on the plane.”
I laughed and squeezed her hand. “If you’re up for it...”

“You’re the one who needs to be up for it, darling,” she reminded me with a chuckle.
“I’ll do my best,” I told her, kissing her hand.

“Oh, you do extremely well,” she growled, and kissed my hand.

Our first stop was a store specializing in stuff for the back. I showed her the chair, a Swedish
recliner. I had her sit in it, and leaned it back.

“This is nice,” she told me. Then with a smirk, “But impractical for some things.”
“Our next stop,” I told her, leaning over to give her a kiss.

A salesgal came over to talk to us. We talked about finishes, widths, sizes. I wasn’t enamored

with the electrical recline, but they had a special on a package including that and heated cushions. That
I liked.
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She showed us a little wider model. Barbara tried that one and thought it was better. She had me
try it.

I reclined it back. Barbara stepped behind me and asked, “Is that comfortable?”
I looked at her. “Very -- a good place to relax and nap.”

She leaned over, whispering, and I felt a hand go to the back of my head. My eyes closed and I
dropped down, down, down.

“Ready to go?”

Barbara helped me to my feet. I hugged her close.

“I wish I could take naps like that,” the salesgal said.

“Me too,” Barbara said wistfully.

I hugged her again. “Talk to Angela -- I’'m sure she could help.”

Barbara raised an eyebrow, smiling. She turned to the salesgal. “Thanks again for all your

help.”

The gal nodded. “We’ll call you to set up delivery.”

I looked at Barbara, who took me by the arm and started walking me to the door.

“Yes, we bought one,” she told me. “Three weeks or so. Now, what were you going to show
me?”

“Was that fair?” [ asked as we got into the car again.

She turned so we were facing and put her hands on my hips. “Yes, it was. You looked wound
up. Feeling better now?”

I hugged her. “Yes, very much so.” Irolled my shoulders. “My upper back is a mess.”
She put a hand on my back. “We’ll have to do something about that.”

“I called Elsie, and I’'m back on her calendar starting next week.”

“I’d like to meet her as well. I think I can arrange something before then. Where to next?”

“Same place as before,” I said, rolling my shoulders again.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 374 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“Poor baby,” Barbara said, rubbing a shoulder.

“Don’t know about those pictures,” I told her.

“Oh? Someone trying to stir up trouble?”

“That’s not it -- Like I told Anthony -- I'm glad it was a camera and not a rifle.”
“Oh dear,” she whispered.

“Yeah -- I haven’t done much with rifles, but I don’t think I’d have much trouble at that distance
with a little practice.”

“That’s encouraging!”
“I know.” I found a parking spot. “Let’s look at some furniture.”

We were acknowledged by the Guardian of the Gate, the gal just inside the store. I led Barbara
through the displays to the piece I liked.

We came to a bedroom chaise lounge, an overstuffed piece perhaps seven feet long, four feet
wide, and at least three and a half feet high.

“This is what I consider a multifunction piece of furniture,” I told her.
“Oh my, this is nice,” she said, walking around it.

“Perfect size and height for a number of things,” I told her. I sat down on it and pulled her to me
-- perfect height.

“Oh, I see,” she said, pulling my head to her bosom, that delicious hand behind my head holding
me in place.

She stepped away, leaving me dreamy. I managed to stand, and sat her on the end of it.
“Good height for other things -- on your back, on your stomach,” I suggested.

“Or riding you,” she added with a lascivious grin.

“That, too,” I agreed.

“Should I come back?” the salesgal who’d helped us previously asked.

“No,” I replied. “Do you have any questions on this one?” I asked Barbara.
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Barbara, bless her soul, wanted to know about fabrics and delivery. “I love you,” I whispered in

her ear as we walked to a sales desk.

They happened to have another in quite similar fabric which could be delivered next week.

Barbara gave me a big smile. “We’ll take it,” I said. Barbara insisted on their top-of-the-line fabric
protection, undoubtedly a good idea. Did I see a raised eyebrow and more of a smile from our sales gal?

I paid for it, and set tentative delivery. Were we interested in looking at anything else? Nope,

thanks for your help.

“That wasn’t so bad now, was it?”’ I asked Barbara as we made our way back to the car.
She stopped and turned so we were facing. “I’m quite impressed.”

“I think it’s a very practical piece of furniture.”

“Oh you do?”

“I’'m sure we’ll get a lot of use out of it.”

“That’s why I wanted the fabric protection, dear.”

“Did I disagree?”

We picked up her car and returned to the loft.

I sat on a stool while she prepared our dinner.

I found myself clenching my jaw as a commercial came on the radio. I closed my eyes and tried

to follow the feeling. What was going on?

A touch on my shoulder, startling me.

“Roger, is something wrong?”” Barbara asked.

I looked at her. “Hold me, please.”

She smiled and wrapped me in her arms, pulling me to her. I took a breath and let go.

My step-father -- he always had a radio blaring, or the TV, or both. Sports, loud music, talk

radio -- if he was home, that’s what we heard. I remember my mom, about a week after he died, taking
the portable radio he propped on his belly when he vegetated on the couch, and throwing it violently in
the trash.

I opened my eyes, giving Barbara a squeeze. “Thank you,” I whispered. “I love you.”
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She gave me a questioning look. I told her of the demon I’d exorcised, or at least fingered.

She smiled and kissed me on the forehead.

“See what you’re getting into?”’ I asked her.

She smiled. “You’re worth it, darling.”

I was exposed to a more or less continuous barrage of words as she fixed dinner. I tried to take it
all in, being receptive and supportive. She asked my opinion on some things, and if I had one, I told her.

She was concerned about what I wanted. I could tell she was looking forward to building our nest.

We sat together for dinner. As we raised our wineglasses, I told her, “I’m looking forward to
building a nest with you.”

She glanced upwards momentarily, then smiled.

Her torrent of ideas and potential plans continued during and after dinner -- wanting to walk
through the house with me, wondering if she could find old pictures of the place. I finally grabbed her
and kissed her in self-defense.

She laughed and hugged me. “Oh darling, I’'m sorry -- I'm so looking forward to it, that’s all.”

“And I’m looking forward to being in bed, with you.”

“That’s the best offer I’ve had all day,” she told me with a sigh.

“I’m glad to hear that!”
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A Matter of Focus

Rattled -- that’s how I felt -- Thursday night, waiting to board the redeye flight connecting
through Chicago to DC.

Those pictures and what they implied; the rose tattoo on the inside of a thigh; noises at night in a
new building -- these and more had me rattled and jumpy for days.

Some at school interpreted this as me becoming another absent-minded professor, like Herb -- if
his wife didn’t dress him and remind him of things, God knows what would happen. But those who
knew me, at the dojo, a few of my grad students, Samantha, Annie, and of course Barbara, knew
something else was going on.

If only I knew what the hell it was.

Our new bedding was glorious. Wednesday evening I returned to a space filled with music.
Barbara greeted me wearing our favorite velvet dress, perfume, and a lascivious smile. She was
ravenous and delicious. I think my hunger surprised her; maybe I was too aggressive. But she didn’t
play fair -- she melted me in her arms, rocking us to sleep on a cloud.

Only to wake in the dark to her getting out of bed quickly -- I jumped up, my heart pounding,
grabbing my jo, ready to defend mate and castle. Against what? Her period had arrived.

And I was twitchy at school all day Thursday. We had an early and light meal at home; she took
me to bed and held me.

The phone rang and I almost lost it again, popping up so fast. It was for her; she took it on the
cordless phone.

And as I sat on the side of the bed trying to regroup, she stepped closer and drew me to a bra-
covered nipple, her hand behind my head, holding me just right, all the time talking on the phone. My

arms around her waist, I let go.

Janice took us to the airport; she would handle furniture delivery for us, as well as oversee more
security upgrades.

I don’t like redeye flights; I don’t sleep well on them, especially in coach. At least it wasn’t
crowded; Barbara and I had a row of seats to ourselves for the first leg to Chicago. We settled in,
putting up the armrest between us. Once airborne, we made use of the thin blankets and tried to get
comfortable.

“I miss our new bed already,” I whispered to her.

“And I miss you holding me in it,” she whispered back.
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We held each other as best we could. She had eyeshades for both of us -- I’d forgotten mine. I
let the sound of the engines wash over me.

I was in a small room, sitting on the edge of a bed or futon. A beautiful woman stood naked
with her back toward me, her long hair extending down past her shoulder blades.

She turned, smiling. I wanted her. She stepped closer.
And as she did, her right foot going forward, I saw it, the rose tattoo on the inside of her thigh.
My head wobbled as I fell to my knees in front of her, unable to take my eyes off the rose. I heard her

laughter as she stepped closer. My mind was filled with the woolly buzzing feeling of trance.

I needed to move, to get away, or to strike, but my arms and legs were so heavy -- I couldn’t
move.

She moved closer. She tipped my head back; I looked up her body. In the edge of my vision I
saw the glint of a needle in her other hand as she lowered it towards me.

She sneered; her derisive laughter came to me through the distant tunnel of deep trance. I
couldn’t move, and could barely hold my eyes open. Something touched my shoulder.

“Roger -- Roger, wake up!”

Barbara was shaking my shoulder. We were still in the plane; I was tangled in blankets with the
seat belt around me.

“What’s the matter?” she asked as I frantically untangled myself.

She held me close. It took a while for me to reorient, and a few more minutes to calm down and
explain it to her. I walked around the plane to clear my head, finally returning to my seat. We held each
other as best we could. I didn’t sleep the rest of the flight.

We arrived at O’Hare in Chicago early, which naturally meant our continuing flight to D.C. was
delayed. We had coffee and a little to eat; Barbara wandered around talking on her phone. I watched
her as she stood about thirty feet away, holding her phone with one hand, waving the other -- a spirited
discussion. Part of what I heard was about furniture.

Even though I was sitting with my back to a wall, I was twitchy. I’d close my eyes and focus on
breath, but noise nearby would pop my eyes open.

Our original schedule had us at what used to be called National airport just before seven in the
morning. It was a little past eight when we landed.

As we left the so-called “secure” area of the airport, I looked around, searching for sharks. Some
were too easy to spot -- curly cords going to earpieces.
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“Francie!” Barbara called out, veering off to two women. The larger, taller of the two was
smiling, arms open as we approached. The shorter one was smiling as well, but she stood with precision
and a relaxed balance -- the first shark I’d seen with curly black hair and a pixie nose.

Barbara introduced me with hugs to Francie and Yvette. Francie was big and bubbly, obviously
a good friend. Yvette was a little over five feet tall, a tigress with a pixie face. Barbara and Francie
babbled together as we walked through the terminal. Where Francie wore short heels, Yvette’s shoes
looked like dance shoes -- very low heel, snug fitting, and they looked like they gave her very secure
footing. She was definitely a shark. I was feeling more ahi. Yvette led us to a waiting limo. We settled
in and headed for Georgetown. Barbara and Francie continued to babble about furniture and such.

Barbara turned to me with a big hug. Her smile diminished a little and she sighed.

“What?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “Oh Roger -- Francie and I are taking care of the townhouse. You’re going
with Yvette for a massage and pampering. We’ll see you at Francie’s for dinner.”

I nodded. She still seemed concerned.

“Roger,” she said in a softer voice, “the place you’re going is safe. Yvette will be with you.
Okay?”

I raised her hands and kissed them. “I’ll miss you.”
She sighed as she gave me a hug. “Enjoy yourself, sweetie.”

A moving van was parked in front. “See you later -- relax and have fun!” Barbara told me,
kissing me once more as she and Francie got out.

I looked back as we drove off.
And Yvette moved into my lap, turning my head to face her.
“She said relax and have fun,” she whispered, and kissed me.

She was quite a package! She encouraged my hands on her as she ran hers over me. Full, pert
breasts, trim waist, nice tight ass -- she smelled sweet and spicy.

We pulled up to the side door of a three story place that could have been a really large house, a
multifamily dwelling, or a small embassy. The driver opened the limo door for us.

“Don’t worry about the bags; they’ll be taken care of,” Yvette told me.

I followed her into the building. We passed an active commercial kitchen, then went through
doors into a more residential setting.
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A tall woman greeted us. She was smiling, wearing a flowing silk robe, and seemed to have
something coordinating on underneath.

“Roger!” she called, opening her arms to me. “Finally I get to meet the man who is taking
Barbara away!” We hugged; her perfume was dazzling, even though not very strong.

“Smooth trip?” she asked. Was she asking both of us?
“No problems,” I told her.

“Let’s go to my office.” She took me in her arm and led us down the hall to a nicely appointed
office. I declined coffee.

We chatted for a few minutes, telling me how lucky I was, and surprised that Barbara was
settling down. I suggested people were saying much the same about me.

With a sigh, her tone shifted. “Roger, you’re here for a day of pleasure and relaxation. Yvette
will be with you all the time. Among her many talents, she’s a superb bodyguard. This house is safe,

and you will be safe within it. Questions?”

I shook my head. Must have been one of those animated conversations this morning. “Thank
you -- [ understand.” Or at least part of me did. I looked to Yvette. “What next?”

Our host handed Yvette a key. “Louise will be up in half an hour, giving you time to shower and
change.”

We stood up. Yvette offered me an arm; I took hers in mine.

“Lead on,” I told her.

Taking me by the arm, she led me upstairs. Once out of the “office” section of the building, we
could have been in any small upscale hotel. She pointed out things that should have helped me feel
secure -- monitored doors, surveillance cameras, and the like. Alongside her commentaries my memory
recounted the hotel in Miami, and the rats in Hammond’s organization.

The room reminded me of the island, with a large bed, a massage table already set up, a bureau
probably holding a TV and minibar, a partially open door to a closet, and another to what looked like a
spacious bathroom. When would Barbara and I return to the island? When could we?

Yvette caught me glancing up at the ceiling -- bog-standard texturing, with fire sprinklers.

“Some rooms have mirrors, if you’re interested,” she said in an amused voice, putting a hand on
my back.

“Not important,” I told her with a smile, “Unless it’s important to you.”
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Nightstands on each side of the bed, clock-radio and phone, all the usual. I managed a smirk --
Kama Sutra in the nightstand, or Gideon? “I could use a shower,” I muttered.

“Like to have your back scrubbed?” she suggested.

“Only if I can reciprocate,” I replied as we started undressing.

Yvette was a little more on the pink side, as compared to Barbara’s pale. “You are beautiful,” I
told her. Her waist was trim; she was athletic, well-developed without being anorexic. Her nipples were

dark brown and standing proud, demanding attention.

I touched a small scar on her chest near the bottom of her ribs; I could visualize the knife motion
that would have caused it. I raised my eyebrows in question.

“A reminder,” she told me. “Want a shower cap for your hair?”

“Superb idea. I’ll probably want to shower afterwards; I can wash it then.”

With a smile she added, “I’ll help.”

The bathroom was spacious; not as good as those on the island, but still very nice.

Once in the shower, I couldn’t keep my hands off Yvette, and she didn’t seem to mind. With the
height difference, I wrapped my arms around her and picked her up to kiss her.

When I put her down, she laughed. “Clean now, fun later,” she insisted.
I stuck out my lower lip in a pout. She laughed more.

We managed to wash, and dry. As I dried her, I ran a toweled hand between her legs and
whispered hotly in her ear, “I need to know what you taste like.” She moaned appreciatively.

But we ended up wearing fluffy cotton robes, sitting on the bed, waiting. I pulled her to my lap,
kissing.

A knock on the door interrupted us.

And in the time it took for Yvette to get to the door, check who was there, and open it, my
erection disappeared. Damn, I was spooked!

Louise was mid-thirties, tall, well proportioned. She had a relaxed smile and sparkling green
eyes. She helped me out of my robe and on to the massage table.
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On my stomach on the table, Louise working on my back a few minutes later. I was twitchy,
nervous. My whole upper body was tight. The usual things hadn’t worked -- I didn’t feel safe. Hell,
naked and face down, I felt exposed. Her voice, her touch, both were comforting. It wasn’t working.

Part of me was nervous, part of me was upset I couldn’t relax, and part of me was thinking of
kids learning to relax and flow on the mat. I was trying; she was trying. Hell, that was the problem -- I
was frying to relax -- and not getting there.

Something clicked -- I started laughing. Softly at first, but it built up. I wasn’t sure what it was,
other than me, but it was funny; [ was funny. I felt Louise pause, resting her hands on my midback. I
knew, sort of -- my mind was in the past, the future, with Barbara, back at the house, at the airport --
everywhere but right here and right now.

After laughing some more, I sat up. Louise and Yvette were both looking at me. Yvette looked
puzzled; Louise had a slight smile.

“Slap me,” I requested.

Louise looked confused. She slapped me, not very hard.

“Yvette, slap me!”

Yvette stepped closer and gave me a good one.

“Thank you. Again!”

She slapped the other side of my face.

After asking and receiving a few more, | intercepted her hand mid-flight and pulled her to a
passionate kiss. I held her fiercely; she returned my passion, squeezing me. I felt tight nipples press

against my chest. We broke our kiss and I held her close. I sighed and smiled.

“Thank you,” I whispered to her. I looked to Louise. “All better -- let’s start over. I’ll behave; I
promise.”

She gave me a confused smile and nodded. I stretched out on the table, took a deep breath, and
let it out.

“That’s good, Roger,” Louise said softly, placing her hands on my back. “Another deep breath --
good, hold it -- now let it out and relax...”

I let go, floating down, down, down.

She was good, releasing the tension with her hands and her voice, working out the deep kinks in
my shoulders and upper back.
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I made it to my back somehow, with something cool and aromatic covering my eyes. Louise
was working my head and neck, which I love, that feeling of being held and rocked. She was still
working my head and neck when my legs moved apart, someone moving my heels closer to my bottom,
letting my knees hang out. “Very flexible,” a woman’s voice remarked -- not Yvette.

Soft touches on my abdomen, moving to my cock and balls -- I focused on sensation, floating in

a sea of sensation, relaxing into a sea of sensation. A new sensation -- a cool, slick finger probing my
back door.

I smiled more when I figured things were going in synchrony -- the fingers at my head, the
fingers at my other head, and the one on my asshole. Things progressed, one finger working its way
inside me gently. It moved around gently, slowly.

And found a magic spot, making me catch my breath. I let my body respond, my hips moving,
my breath speeding up -- [ wasn’t going to last long!

Especially when the fingers on my cock were replaced by a warm, wet mouth. I moaned and let
it happen. The internal sensation of pressure was intense. My orgasm was almost painful, it was so
strong, being milked from the inside and the outside.

My legs were straightened out. I drifted on my back, relaxed, as Louise continued her massage
of my head and neck.

Soft, passionate lips -- Yvette. A sheet covered me and kept me from pulling her to me as easily.
She helped me sit up and shed the sheet, still kissing. Holding her, I took her to the bed, depositing her
on her back and kissing my way down her body.

Even though her breasts were firm and tasty, I didn’t spend too much time with them, moving
down quickly between her legs and pulling her bottom to the edge of the bed so I could devour her
comfortably.

She was tasty, and the sensation of her trim legs squeezing me, and her bottom and waist made
me all the hungrier for her. But I was still getting warmed up when she pushed me away.

“Oh God! Fuck me, please!” she panted.

I rolled her to her stomach, spread her legs a little more, and moved up into her. I held her waist,
thrusting against her trim tight bottom. I pulled her away from the bed a bit; she moved back a bit more
so she could push against me. She shuddered and moaned, then pulled her knees together, wiggling her
bottom and pushing back. I held her waist, closed my eyes, and let it happen. I collapsed more or less
on top of her, kissing and biting her neck.

“Oh God, that was good,” she panted underneath me.

I pulled us back, on to the floor. She managed to turn, staying impaled and wrapping her legs
around me as we kissed.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 384 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

“You have a wonderful bottom, did you know that?” I asked her when we paused.

She wiggled in my lap. “I like the way you appreciate it.”

She held my shoulders as she rocked on me, doing something that got me hard again. I put my
hands under her arms and pulled down on her shoulders. She closed her eyes and let her head drop
back, a vision of ecstasy. She came again, then pulled closer for a long kiss.

She sat back with a satiated smile and moved rhythmically in my lap, looking into my eyes.

I held her waist. “Too soon for me, but you feel great.”

“Should I get up?”

I held her waist tighter. “I like you right where you are.”

She moaned and squeezed me with her legs.

Gradually we turned so my back was against the bed. She leaned against me and I held her.

“Lunch? Shower? Nap?” she asked.

“Sounds like a good sequence, although you may have left out something,” I replied, kissing the
top of her head.

She looked at me.

I kissed her nose. “I love that smile!”

She growled, “You put it there...”

I hugged her again. “What do we do about lunch?”

“Room service,” she said, leaning for the nightstand and the phone. I took the opportunity to pay
attention to her breasts.

“You sure you want lunch?” she asked, sighing.
“Mmm... Maybe I’ll have desert first.”
“I’'m going to need to get up -- soon,” she told me.

I grabbed a terry cloth robe from the bed and slid it under her as I pulled her up so I could devour
a nipple. I leaned back, my arms wrapped around her. She held my head. Firm and delicious!
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We separated and she scampered to the bathroom. I followed after a decent interval and took her
place on the can. As I sat there, she quizzed me on lunch from the other room. We decided on hot
sandwiches and soft drinks.

Lunch arrived promptly; I imagine the young lady delivering it made frequent deliveries to naked
people.

Lunch was good. I’d never gotten carried away with catsup before -- I’d tried whipped cream,
and chocolate sauce, but catsup was new, and tasty.

Yvette had to give it a try as well, leaving me hanging on the ragged edge -- at my insistence.

That made our shower together fun as well as necessary, cleaning off massage oil, catsup, and
what have you. Holding her, massaging her scalp as I shampooed her hair was quite an experience. Her
arms were around me; she let her head go back, and with closed eyes and a wide smile, she reveled in
my touch. I couldn’t help but pull her to a deep kiss.

“Short hair has its advantages,” I told her as we dried off. She toweled hers off quickly, shook
her head a bit, and was pretty much done with it.

“Oh, yours is nice -- | especially like the way you keep it clean.”

She helped me with part of the ritual, using a towel then a hairdryer. She pulled a brush from a
drawer and told me, “This will be easier for both of us with you sitting down -- let’s go.”

She led me back to the bed. She led me down the garden path, and did it so smoothly I didn’t
have a chance to notice. She sat me on the bed, then sat behind me and started brushing out my hair.
Some time along the way she started signing softly, occasionally touching the back of my neck, taking
me off to a cloud. She joined me there, holding and kissing.

I opened my eyes to the two of us joined, on my back with her riding me. I held her waist,
holding her to me, pulling with my hands as I pushed deeper into her, feeling her small, tight bottom
nestle into me. She liked it as well, from the noise she made.

I lifted my knees a little, so she could lean back against my thighs. That cupped her bottom even
closer. She reached under my knees and pulled, forcing herself down on me. I let go of her waist,
reveling in sensation.

As I got closer, I opened my eyes. When I looked at her, our eyes locked together. She let go of
my legs and ran her hands up my chest to my neck, squeezing me as she rocked, her eyes boring into
me. She squeezed me with her legs as well -- I moved my hands to her legs, still falling into her eyes. |
think I made more noise than in a long time. She did something to me at that last instant on the
precipice, prolonging it as her eyes got bigger and bigger, the world wavering as I came, pumping into
her. We relaxed into kissing, snuggling, and curling up together for a nap.
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I woke to a small but firm breast and a very tasty nipple in my mouth. I held and squeezed her,
enjoying the satisfaction of skin against skin.
“We need to get going,” she whispered.
I moved my head between her breasts and listened to her heart.
“Equal time, first,” she told me, moving me to the other side.

We got up, got dressed, and headed out. We stopped by our host’s office on the way. She was
on the phone, so we waved. She shook her head impatiently and waved us in with a hand.

“I’ve got to go, darling -- I’ll make the arrangements.” She hung up the phone and bounded out
of her chair to hug us both. “Roger! You look so much better!”

I hugged her. “Thank you -- please thank Louise for me, and our mysterious visitor with the
very talented hands.”

She smiled. “Oh I will -- and Roger, you must promise to take very good care of Barbara.”
I sighed, slipping an arm around Yvette and giving her a hug. “I will.”

We were shown out the front door. Dinner and the evening were in Georgetown. Yvette thought
the subway would be far quicker than a cab -- fine with me.

It was a five or six block walk to the nearest station. It was cold out, crisp. About halfway there,
I stopped and picked her up, hugging and kissing her. Oh the look on her face when I put her down!

What a smile! I leaned closer and whispered in her ear, “We’re being tailed. Your call.”

She pulled me closer, kissing me again. She hugged me and I swung us around. Yup, he was
still there, hanging back some.

When I put her down, she gave me another peck on the cheek and growled, “You’re good.”

I laughed and we continued on. We didn’t do anything to shake them. Yvette surprised me
when we got to the station. We stood in front of a map and she took care to point out where we were
going, even saying the station name out loud, repeating it when I bought my ticket.

We didn’t have to wait very long; the car was moderately crowded so we hugged close.

“Why did you do that?” I whispered in her ear amidst kisses and nibbles.

She returned my nibbles with interest. “Part of the game,” she whispered. “They’re locals, and
harmless.”

They? I’d only spotted one.
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Leaving the subway, we paused once outside for another long kiss.

“Thank you for a wonderful day,” I told her. “I love the look on your face.”
She wiggled her hips as I held her. “You helped put it there...”

We headed through a park, not in too much of a hurry.

“Shit -- this could be trouble,” I said, spotting three ugly-looking characters headed towards us

on the path, feeling Yvette tense up next to me.

“I get the one on the right,” she told me, clearing her nose and throat into her mouth.
I like her -- she plays dirty.

We moved a little to the right on the path. The three heading towards us, two whites and a

darker-skinned character, stayed in the middle. If they were looking for trouble, they’d found it.

As we got closer, the lead white trash said, “Ya took a wrong turn, Jack, and it’s going to cost

ya.” He reached to a back pocket and flicked open a knife.

“Put that away before you get hurt,” I told him.
He laughed. The other white guy made a grab for Yvette’s purse, saying, “Gimme dat.”

Yvette spit in his face as I took the one with the knife. I moved slightly, inviting his attack,

using him as a counterbalance and rotating his arm out of the socket as I put a foot into the ribs of the
third guy. I thought I heard bones breaking; wasn’t sure if it was my doing. I tossed my guy on number
three, and Yvette dumped hers onto the pile. Yvette’s seemed to be having difficulty breathing, and his
right arm was bent funny.

coat.

“You okay?” I asked.

She stepped forward and gave the bottom guy a tap in the head with her foot. “Yeah.”
Two overcoat-wearing characters trotted up to us.

“You’re late,” I said, turning to a neutral but quite ready stance.

They looked at the creeps on the ground, then to each other. One of them reached inside his

And stopped real quick, looking at Yvette and me. “Radio,” he told us.

I nodded, and he moved slowly.
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The other guy said, “Why don’t you folks take off -- we’ll take care of this.”

“You don’t want us to stick around for a police report?” I asked.

The younger one with the radio shook his head. “Please, no!” He looked at the pile on the
ground and grimaced. Yup, looked to be a few bends that weren’t original equipment in there, and some
blood.

“You should probably call an ambulance,” Y vette suggested.

“The guy on the bottom was going for something in his back pocket when I interrupted him,” I
added.

A dim light went on over my head. These clowns were supposed to keep us out of trouble?
The one sans radio nodded, giving his partner a nasty look.

I held out my hand; we shook. “Thanks -- not a scratch on us.”

“Go,” the one sans radio said, waving us away.

Yvette and I left. “Babysitters?” I asked when we were out of earshot.
She nodded. “Yes, that’s why I wanted to make sure we didn’t lose them.”
I stopped and pulled her to me. “And I thought you just liked to kiss.”
“Oh, but I do,” she said, and kissed me again.

“And just where did you learn to dance like that, my dear?”

“Shin Bet,” she said, looking me in the eye.

I was impressed. Should I ask if she could find out who might have taken out our garbage along
the coast of France?

“How much farther?” I asked.
“A few minutes; just on the other side of the park.”

Dark and getting chilly as we walked along. I noticed it in my nose and ears. Something was
nagging me -- not a big nag, but something.
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I figured it out when I thought I heard something behind us. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath.
I pushed Yvette to the side of the path behind a concrete trash container. We didn’t have our friendly
tail anymore, as they were taking care of the amateurs we met -- leaving us open for the professionals.

I turned to the sound of someone running towards us, ready to pay for my sins, but only after I
made someone pay for theirs.

The younger of the trenchcoat guys ran up to us.

I nodded, smiling a little. “Some days you can’t win,” I told him. I guessed he got chewed out
for letting us walk off alone.

“You got that right,” he panted.
Yvette stepped back on to the path, slipping something from her left hand into her coat pocket.

“So who did you piss off to get this assignment?” I asked our tail, now walking on the other side
of Yvette.

“Haven’t figured that out yet,” he muttered, giving me a half-smile.

I scowled. “I sure hope you secured those punks before you deserted your partner.”
“Yeah, we did.”

We heard a siren in the distance.

“That’s probably Metro PD,” he told us.

We walked silently through the park, not seeing anyone else. We crossed the street to a line of
nice looking brownstones. Yvette led us to the low gate in front of number 645 and opened it.

“Hope you enjoyed the walk,” I told our tail.
He nodded with a lopsided smile and gave us a half-wave.

Yvette walked up to the door and rang the doorbell. As it opened I walked in behind her.

Francie was standing just inside the door; I swept past her and picked Barbara up, wrapping her
in a kiss and hug. My cold hands started their way underneath her sweater.

“You’re cold!” she shrieked.
“And I know a very good way to get warm,” I told her, nuzzling her neck with my cold nose.

“Get away!” she said laughingly, pushing me.
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I started to pout, but Francie grabbed me. We ended on the couch with her partially on top of
me, warming me very nicely.

Someone pried us apart, though, so we could have dinner. I took a few minutes to clean up,
scrubbing my hands clean.

Dinner was fun; pasta with a good meat sauce, red wine, salad, good conversation.
Between bites of salad I looked to Barbara. She had the strangest look on her face.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did I grow a third eye or something?”

She shook her head, eyebrows knitted together. “You’re so relaxed! What happened?”’
I looked to Yvette; she shrugged. So did . “Had a good day, I guess.”

“I’ll guess!” Barbara exclaimed, putting a hand on my back. “Well something certainly
happened!”

I started laughing. Yes, I guess I was a different person than the one she watched ride off this
morning. I leaned closer. “I love you,” I whispered, and kissed her neck.

“I love you too -- what happened?” she insisted.

I shrugged again. “I asked Yvette to slap me.”

“And?” Barbara asked.

Yvette tilted her head slightly. “I slapped him,” she replied.
Barbara looked curiously at both of us.

“How’s the moving going?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

She sighed and shook her head. “All done except for loading things onto the van, which happens
tomorrow morning.”

“How about your car?” I asked.
She smiled and shook her head. “Don’t have one.”
Now it was my turn with the strange looks.

She laughed, as did Francie and Yvette.
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“I haven’t needed one. I’'m sure I’ll get one; you don’t have the availability of transportation we
do here.”

I had to agree with that. “Schedule for tomorrow?”

She smiled a bit. “Sleep in, brunch, make sure everything is loaded up, fly home.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me.”

We spent a while talking after dinner. I got the feeling our wedding would be in Switzerland,
with receptions in the U.S. A masseuse arrived for Barbara; they headed upstairs. I was shown to a
large guest bedroom. I ended up in bed with Francie and Yvette. I’'m pretty sure someone clued Francie

in to my weaknesses; she squeezed and held me deliciously.

But I woke in Barbara’s arms. I held her, and she held me. We snuggled and whispered, “I love

2

you.
“Brunch in 45 minutes,” a voice told us after a polite knock on the door.
Barbara sighed and started to get up. I pulled her back to say goodbye for the day.

Breakfast smelled good as we headed down the stairs after showering and packing. Hey, it
wasn’t even 11 yet! I was looking forward to a cup of hot coffee.

But was I looking forward to Angela Richards sitting at the table?
She put down her coffee cup and stood.

“Good morning,” I told her, sweeping her into a hug. On the thin side for my tastes, but
everyone needs hugs.

She smiled nicely as I helped her sit down. I held a chair for Barbara, then took a seat.
“Up so early?” Francie asked with a smirk, bringing a platter of scrambled eggs from the kitchen.

We’d just started eating when Yvette arrived -- I didn’t even know she’d gone! But I got up and
gave her a big hug and kiss, and put her in a chair.

With a big smile she told us everything was packed and on its way -- the truck and its crew
arrived at eight, just finished up, and she’d have the sausages please, and the jam.

As things were winding down, I looked to Angela. “What brings you by?” I asked.

She smirked and shook her head, giving Barbara a curious look. “I was beginning to wonder that
myself.”
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Francie folded her napkin. “Why don’t you finish your coffee in the living room?” she
suggested.

I’d had enough, but topped off Barbara and Angela before we moved.

“I imagine you’re here because I was a basket case when we got here yesterday,” I suggested as
we sat down.

Barbara and Angela both nodded.

“So I was told!” Angela remarked. ‘“What happened?”
“Something happened yesterday,” Barbara muttered.
“Told you; I asked Yvette to slap me, and she did.”
“Yvette!” called Barbara.

She came in. “Yes?”

“What happened yesterday?” Barbara asked.

“In the park?” she responded.

“No, before that, I think,” I threw in.

“What happened in the park?” Barbara queried.

“Oh, not much,” I told them. “Something did happen earlier, though.”
“And?” Angela asked.

I sat back, putting an arm around Barbara and making room for Yvette to sit next to me so I
could hold her as well.

“You know,” I started in, “One of our yoga instructors, Bob, talked me into going on a week
long meditation retreat a few years ago.” Yvette snuggled up to me.

“In one sense, it was really boring. We sat in meditation from before sunup until the sun went
down, and then had a couple of hours of lectures before going off to bed. Sitting there for hours,
focusing on the breath, back to the breath...”

I squeezed Yvette, and Barbara. “And more of what we did makes sense now. Something

happened yesterday. A lot of crap I’d been carrying around is gone. What was it? Why? What
changed?”
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I paused and smiled, waiting for someone to take the bait.

“Well?” Barbara asked.

I squeezed her again. “It doesn’t matter! Those questions are traps! It’s gone, it’s past!”
Angela nodded. “And how will you deal with these problems when they recur?”

I wiggled around a bit, lifting my right cheek off the couch a bit and farting.

Angela smirked. “A suitably Zen response. You should read Cope’s book, Yoga and the Search
for True Self.”

My turn to nod. “Folks keep suggesting that one.”

We talked for a while. Angela had questions. Some times I had answers, but mostly, I’d take
things as they came. That’s the great thing about tomorrow -- it comes whether you’re ready for it or
not. Angela had some suggestions -- look for patterns, try to build a normal life. I told her I was very

much interested in dull and boring, at least for a while.

Then she sent me out of the room for a while. I grabbed Yvette and pulled her with me, surprise
surprise. We necked for a while with her sitting in my lap.

But this too had to pass... Angela pronounced that we were doing well, and would continue to do
s0, as long as we looked after each other. I told Barbara we needed another vacation. She smiled and

agreed.

Francie and Yvette put the three of us in a cab to National airport. We lucked out -- didn’t even
have to take off our shoes. We parted with Angela just inside security. Yes, we’d keep in touch.

Walking to our gate, I put my arm around Barbara. “That’s what I need, touch. I need you,” I
told her.

Such a wonderful smile!

“Let’s go home,” I whispered, and gave her a kiss.
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We took Dr. Richards’ prescription, building a “normal” life, if that includes having Barbara
taking me body and soul. We built a routine, which included setting the alarm at least 45 minutes early
in the morning for snuggling together and making love.

The contents of Barbara’s abode arrived. We installed some in the loft and stored the rest in the
back rooms of the dojo. Our first argument was about furniture. We made up that night, again the next
morning, and that evening.

I received a number of our West-Coast Aikido luminaries, and agreed to test Patti for her Black
Belt and Abiko for advancement to third dan. Although not spoken out loud, it was understood I’d be
receiving my 5th degree black belt. That happened on a rainy Saturday in late October. Everyone
advanced, even me!

Barbara worked on revising her books, and at the University. She also threw herself into our
new nest, rebuilding the Collins house. After our furniture argument, she consulted more with me, but it
was clearly her deal. Through Ralph we lined up a general contractor who expected the work to take six
months. Barbara and I privately agreed that we’d run over 50% in either time or money, and would
rather it be on time. I agreed to pay for the exterior work and central stuff -- heating, wiring and the like
-- and she’d pay for the interior work.

I settled with the insurance company and sold the lot where my old house had been, getting
substantially more for it than I’d expected. I was told the site had excellent “feng shui.” 1 knew the 888
street address was considered a good omen. Barbara sold her flat in Georgetown.

Those sales led to an interesting incident at school. Barbara and I usually have lunch with
Annie, Stuart LaPorta, and Samantha. As Barbara and I sat in our usual spot one day, Annie and Stuart
arrived, both looking on top of the world -- actually, I think they take turns as to who’s on top. When
they sat down, they told us the cluster project was on -- they’d received two anonymous donations
totaling over a hundred thousand dollars! While they jabbered excitedly about more and faster nodes I
snuck a side-glance to Barbara, and was surprised to see her doing the same to me. We held hands
under the table and managed to suppress our laughter until we got back to my office. My donation had
been 52 grand. I guess we do think alike!

When I asked her if that had been a good idea, what with the expenses of remodeling the Collins
house, she gave me another shock -- she hadn’t sold just her townhouse, she owned and sold the whole
property -- twelve units! Our subsequent conversation taught me that while I considered myself well off
financially, my future bride was quite well off indeed; she also reminded me that she was an only child
and would be inheriting everything.

The French were not able to “completely confirm” that Denise was one of the people who died in

the mortar attack. They gave us what I suspected was a statistical run-around; I discussed it with a
University colleague. His detached conclusion was that they weren’t sure, and would never be.
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The integration of Hammond’s U.S. and Alain’s European organizations continued smoothly.
While I still hadn’t met my future father-in-law, I spoke to him on the phone a number of times. We
also spoke with Hammond, and with Alain, who now treated both of us as if they were our uncles.

The dojo was doing nicely, with a growing Pilates following, and crossover among the Pilates
and Yoga classes.

We also spoke with Gail and Paul. They survived the hurricane with minimal damage. Paul
updated me on the mediation deal -- the French side was all for me, but the Japanese side thought I was
too young for the job! Both sides were still arguing, but from what I gathered, they’d been arguing for
years, so that wasn’t anything new.
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Forked

Tuesday the week before Thanksgiving -- Annie, Stuart, Sam, Barbara and I had lunch together,
as we often did. We were done with lunch, and I saw people circling with full trays.

“I think someone would appreciate the warm seats,” I told our crowd.

The place was packed, and as usual tables had been moved around. There wasn’t much space
between where I was sitting and the next table. I picked up my tray and moved through the space easily.
Next week the place would be deserted; I’d already told students in my classes that attendance next
week was “optional;” a substantial number had already approached me and advised me they would be

away from school.

A bit in front of me, I spied a fork on the floor. Holding my tray up with one hand, I bent down
awkwardly to pick it up.

And someone slammed into me, blindsiding me, hard.

I heard and felt a sickening tear and a pop from my left knee. I went down, in pain, my tray
flying.

Sam shrieked. Barbara grabbed me. “What’s the matter?”

I held my left knee, not wanting to move it. It felt bad, really bad. “I tore something in my knee.
The address book on my computer -- Wes McLellan -- call him, and Carson!”

“Can you walk?” Stuart asked.

“No, and I’'m not going to try,” I sighed, in great pain.

“I’ll get help!” Annie called out.

“Don’t worry, Roger -- we’ll take care of you,” Barbara told me.

Pete, one of the trainers from the Phys Ed Department was nearby and recognized me. He did
something that hurt like hell, testing my knee.

“Know what your ACL is?” he asked.

I know I made a face -- anterior cruciate ligament, the ligament responsible for providing
stability to the knee. “Runs from the tibia to the femur in the center of the knee,” I replied.

“Right you are,” he said, “and I'm pretty damn sure you tore it in half.”

I let my arm flop over my eyes. “Wes was right,” I mumbled in pain.
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Pete and Barbara kept the school security people from injuring me more. Barbara called Doctor
Carson’s office and got things rolling.

Eventually I was transported to the Emergency Room of the University Hospital. Since I was
conscious, insured, and neither bleeding nor in imminent danger of dying, I was stripped, parked in a
room, and ignored save for the curious souls who came by to have me repeat my tale.

A sleep-deprived looking chap wandered by after a while. I repeated my story for the nth time.

He tugged half-heartedly at my knee. “It’s a sprain.”

Barbara told him, “We have a specialist coming in.”

“Oh, who?” he asked drolly.

“Doctor Wes McLellan,” she told him.

He looked at both of us, muttered, “Yeah -- and I’m the tooth fairy,” and walked out.

Barbara looked really pissed and started to go after him -- in more ways than one.

“Wait,” I told her. “Did Wes say he’d be in?”

“Yes,” she replied tersely. “Both he and Doctor Carson said they’d be right over. Why didn’t he
believe me?”

I shook my head. “If Wes said he’d be here, he will. Wes is probably the best orthopedic
surgeon on this part of the planet -- he spends his time on professional athletes, rarely touching mere
mortals. He’s been coming to the dojo since I opened, his wife has done yoga there for about as long,
and I taught all three of his kids aikido before they went away to college.”

“Sensei, I knew one day we’d meet like this,” Wes said as he came into the room a while later.

I managed a smile and shook his hand. “You’ve told me that,” I said.

“Let’s see how good a job you did, my friend.”

He tugged and twisted on both my legs. I closed my eyes and put an arm over my eyes, focusing
on breath.

“Well if it isn’t Doctor Tooth Fairy,” Barbara called out.
I opened my eyes to see the guy from earlier standing in the doorway.

Barbara proceeded to tell Wes what had transpired.
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Wes “invited” the young doctor into the hallway. Carson arrived. I couldn’t hear all that was
going on, other than Wes professionally readjusting the kid’s attitude.

They came back into the room.

“Sensei,” Wes asked, “Can you put up with more? Two or three minutes?”’

“Sure, Wes, and call me Roger,” I told him.

Wes taught the young doctor how to do a knee exam the right way. He even had Carson on the
floor, and they tugged on his knees for a while as Wes explained that I was an elite athlete -- a 5th
degree black belt who had practiced yoga and martial arts for most of my life, was far more limber than

the average person off the street, and not a good person to upset.

I felt better until Wes mentioned he’d have to use different techniques when he rebuilt my knee
to make sure I recovered to my prior flexibility and range of motion.

“Sensei, have they given you anything for pain?” Wes asked.

“You mean to /essen the pain? Nope,” I told him.

“Doctor, a word, please,” Carson said.

The three retired to the hallway.

“My checkered past coming back to haunt me,” I muttered.

Barbara held my hand and put her other hand on my shoulder.

The three doctors returned.

Wes looked at me and sighed, shaking his head. “Sensei, you’ve had a wilder life than I
thought.” He glanced to Carson, then continued. “Here’s the plan. I’'m going to wrap you temporarily.
Doctor Carson will take you and Barbara to his office while I swing by mine to pick up the proper brace.
I’m going to put you in a rigid brace overnight, load you with medication, and at seven tomorrow
morning I’'m going to do an arthroscopic examination of your knee. I suspect, as you do, a ruptured
ACL. Ifthat’s the case, I'll repair it.”

I nodded. “That sounds like the easy part -- what’s the hard part?”

Wes nodded with a slight smile. “We’ll start rehab Thursday or Friday morning, and you’ll be in
active rehab for ten weeks at least. Sensei, if I find what I expect, you’re going to be wearing a limited
mobility brace for at least three months. After that, it’s a different brace for another six to eight months.
You will not step onto a mat for at least three months, more likely four. When you do, it will be with a

brace. And if you try, earlier, or without a brace, you run the serious risk of permanently damaging your
knee beyond even my ability to repair.”
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I looked up to Barbara. She squeezed my hand.

“Did anyone save that fork?” I asked her.

She managed a smile, shaking her head.

“Wes,” I said, “I’ll do my best.”

He nodded. “T know you will, Sensei. I expect nothing less from you.”

He wrapped my leg and knee, immobilizing it. Barbara and I rode to Carson’s office in his
Mercedes; I had plenty of room in the back seat.

“Why your place?” I asked as we pulled away from the hospital.

“We’re concerned that you may be sensitized to some drugs. We need to proceed cautiously. I
gave Doctor McLellan the overview -- one of our people will be handling anesthesia for you tomorrow
at the surgical center he uses.”

As I’d thought... “Barbara, can I have your phone?”

“What for?” she asked.

“I need to start making calls.”

“I’ve spoken with Patti and Janice at the dojo. Patti is calling Vicki and Abiko. At school I’ve
spoken with Herb, Samantha, and Annie, so your department has been notified and your classes are
covered. Did I miss someone?”

I closed my eyes. I hurt like hell. “No, thank you dear.”

At Carson’s office, which was all too familiar to me, they used me for a human pincushion.
Now my knee hurt like hell and the spots on my forearms they’d been using itched like hell.

“Well?” I asked the doctors, Carson, McLellan, and a young woman.

The woman spoke. “Doctor Hawthorne, your earlier experience has sensitized you to a number
of common agents, including local anesthetics. That means we’ll perform tomorrow’s procedure using
gaseous anesthesia. I’ll also accompany you home later to give you a painkiller and monitor your
response to be sure we don’t have any problems with that.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” I told her.

“Let’s go, Wes,” I told him.
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Carson spoke up. “We’re going to move you for that, and use the same agent we’ll use
tomorrow, just to be sure. You’ll only be out for a few minutes.”

Wes said, “It will be easier on both of us, and I can do prep and more checking.”
“I’ll see if we’re set up yet,” the woman said, and left the room.

“Stay with me?” I asked Barbara, holding her hand.

She smiled, grimly. “You’re not getting away from me.”

I looked to Carson. “I need a few minutes of quality time with a toilet first, and I categorically
refuse to use a bedpan.”

Barbara said, “I don’t think you need my help for that.”

Wes frowned, pointing a finger at me. “I’m not expecting any problems from you -- you need to
listen, and do what I tell you. Got that?”

Before I could speak, Barbara responded. “Don’t worry -- with Angela’s help, he won’t be a
problem.”

I glanced up to her. “Yes, dear.”
She patted me on the shoulder. “Just keep saying that, and everything will be fine.”

They let me have my quality time on the can. Then it was back to their operating theatre, up on
the table.

Relieved of my flimsy gown, the woman doctor cleaned spots on my chest and attached
electrodes. To my questioning eyebrow, she answered, “We’re using the same procedures we’ll use
tomorrow.”

Wired up, the pink mask descended to my face. “Breathe normally.”

I closed my eyes and let it happen.

My throat felt funny as I awoke, disoriented. Pain in my left knee helped reorient me.

“Another minute or two on oxygen,” [ was told.

Ace bandages partially covered a metal brace from mid-thigh to mid-calf. That knee wasn’t
going anywhere.

“Okay?” Barbara asked.
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I nodded. “Water?”

She helped me to a few sips. The doctors were huddling on the other side of the room.

“My throat feels funny,” I told her.

She rubbed my shoulder. “Dee Dee put a tube down your throat.”

“How do you feel, Roger?” Carson asked.

“Can’t move my leg, and I hurt like hell. Other than that, just peachy.”

Wes smiled. “Barbara has the address. We’ll see you at six thirty tomorrow morning, with the
main event starting at seven. I anticipate taking an hour and a half to two hours, and keeping you for
two hours after that. Barbara will take you home.”

I had a bad thought. “When can I have something to eat?”

Wes thought for a moment. “Oh, tomorrow afternoon won’t be a problem.”

“Wrong -- I had a full lunch before coming over here, and you gassed me without hesitation. I'm
going to need something to eat tonight.”

The woman spoke up. “I don’t see any problem with you having a light meal tonight.”
“Thank you,” I told her.

“Let’s get you home,” Barbara said.

The woman stepped closer. “I’ll follow.”

Back to the wheelchair, to Carson’s car, to school where Barbara picked up her car, and then
home. I did not feel well.

Barbara wheeled me to the bedroom. The lady doctor helped move me to the bed. I could see a
little extra color in her face when she touched the spread.

Barbara helped me get settled, especially fluffing the bedclothes around my non-mobile leg.
This was going to take getting used to.

I turned and the woman doctor was holding a syringe. My heart started racing; I flipped around
in bed to Barbara.

I caught myself, and tried to let go and relax on to the bed. I closed my eyes and focused on the

breath. My heart was still pounding, and I could feel muscles in my shoulders twitching, a sign I had it
bad.
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“Doctor, give us a minute, please?”” Barbara requested.

I twitched when Barbara touched me, even though I expected it. She held me close, and after a
minute or so, started singing softly. Even with that, it was hard to let go, with the entire left side of my
body throbbing.

I felt the bite of a needle in my arm. Barbara held me, and the pain went away.

I was aware of the throbbing again, and of pressure in my bladder.
There was just enough light in the room for me to see the wheelchair way over by the door -- a
good place for it, right? Out of the way? I sat up without causing myself too much additional pain. I

prodded my knee through the bandages; I could imagine how swollen it was.

Oh well -- I moved to the edge of the bed and lowered myself down. Once on the floor I scooted
on my ass to the bathroom and to the toilet. Success!

Getting off the can wasn’t as easy -- all my “leverage” surfaces were slick, and I slipped the last
few inches, landing on my ass harder than I’d intended. Now my knee and ass hurt, and my stomach

was making its displeasure known. Well, my stomach I could do something about.

Getting into the wheelchair was easy, once I figured I needed to lock the wheels. My left leg
stuck out due to the brace; I adjusted the support on the chair to match.

Opening the bedroom door, I heard voices, a number of them. I was naked save for the bandages
and brace. Wheeling to the bathroom, I got “dressed” with a towel over my lap.

Barbara, Samantha, our yoga instructors Bob and Donna, Abiko and Patti, Vicki, Janice, and
Wes were sitting around the dining room table. Conversation stopped as people spotted me.

“I’'m hungry,” I announced.
Wes shook his head. “This is going to be an adventure; I can tell.”
The others chuckled, commiserating with him.

“How? ...” Barbara started in, but stopped. She got up and gave me a kiss. “I’ll fix you some
soup -- how does that sound?”

“Very good. Ilove you.”
She sighed and shook her head.

I wheeled to the table. “Hey, aren’t those Sea Hawks great?”” I asked the crowd.
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Most of them shook their heads. Wes shook his as well, but seemed to get an idea, and nodded,
smiling.

“Has my fate been decided?” I asked the gathered notables.

“We haven’t even set the wedding date yet,” Barbara called from the kitchen.

That got laughter.

“Wes,” I told him, “I promise not to go to the dojo until you tell me. I promise I will wear a
brace, or whatever you direct, for as long as you tell me. I will do what you tell me, but I do reserve the
right to be a pain in the ass at times.” I held out my right hand.

He shook my hand. “Remember, you said that in front of witnesses.”

I nodded. “Must be the drugs -- or lack of them.”

“In a lot of pain?”

I shrugged. “Enough to wake me. I’ll make it.”

He put a hand on my wrist, checking my pulse, I guess. “Roger, tomorrow and Thursday will be
rough, but we’ll keep you medicated. You’ll notice an improvement Friday. Oh, I want to give you
some more drugs -- I’ll be right back.”

“Abiko, Patti, Vicky, what are we going to do at the dojo?” I asked.

Vicki replied, “Us, not you -- we’re surveying classes the rest of the week. Next week will be
light; just the hard-core. Longer term, we’ll probably consolidate Aikido classes, expanding Pilates and
Yoga. We’re fine for the introductory and intermediate students; we’ll really miss you for the more

advanced Aikido classes.”

Good summary. “When will Janice be ready for her brown?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
Janice twitch and sit up.

Patti grinned, and so did Abiko. “March at the latest,” Abiko said, “and black in the fall if she
wants it enough.”

“She has a good eye -- use her,” I said.
“Oh, we are,” Patti told me.
I saw Wes talking to Barbara at the stove.

“So does he, if he shows up regularly,” I muttered about Wes.
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Wes returned with his bag, and pulled up a chair.

He looked at me and shook his head. “Sensei, Roger, I’'m concerned.”

“Roger, please, Wes -- about what?”

“I talked with Carson, and with Barbara, and I’ll speak with Doctor Richards tomorrow morning.
We’re going to fit you with a pump for pain management.” He glanced to Barbara. “And I’ve told
Barbara that if you don’t use it, she should. There is no reason for you to experience undue pain. I run
into this with macho athletes all the time, and it’s not worth it -- toughing it out only puts you under
more stress, impairing your recovery.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Wes -- I’ll think of it as being on vacation.”

Barbara brought me a bowl of soup, and a glass of ginger ale. “And you’re on vacation until
after Thanksgiving, at least,” she told me, giving me a kiss on the top of the head.

Wes dug in his bag and gave me a handful of pills. “Antibiotics and anti-inflammatories. Gives
us more margin, even though arthroscopic work is minimally invasive. You got some already, and I’1l

give you an injection for the pain when you’re ready for bed again.”

I glanced at the clock -- a little past eight. “Isn’t it getting past your bed time, doctor? I want
you very well rested in the morning.”

He managed a smile. “Dee Dee is the one you want rested -- I’ll be cutting your knee, but she’s
the one passing gas and keeping you alive.”

I had my soup. Wes had spent some time with Bob and Donna, getting a better idea of the
flexibility we had, even moving to the floor with them. Responding to a question from Vicki, Wes
outlined what he’d do in the morning. Not encouraging.

He smiled and looked at me. “Sensei always tells us to do our best in whatever we do. I know
Sensei practices what he preaches, so I fully expect that he’s done a first-class job in blowing out his
knee. My job tomorrow morning is to do my best to restore his knee with as close to his full range of
motion as possible.”

That got amused agreement, even from me.

Barbara pulled a chair up next to me. “How are you doing?”

I shook my head; now wasn’t the time for bravado. “Forked. I'm tired, and I hurt.”

“Let’s get you back to bed,” she said softly.

Surprisingly, Samantha got up, as well as Wes. The four of us went into the bedroom, Barbara
leading and turning on the lights, while Samantha pushed me.
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Wes whistled. “Sensei, I didn’t know you were such a sybarite,” he exclaimed, touching the
bedspread and pushing on the bed.

“Another of my secrets -- not only am I human, but a hedonist as well.”

Wes looked at the two other pieces of furniture, our chaise lounge, and my reclining reading
chair. He nodded approvingly. “Both of these will work -- comfortable with support. Okay, one more
trip to the bathroom while we get the bed ready for you.”

Sam wheeled me in and helped maneuver me to the can. Brushing my teeth sitting in a
wheelchair wasn’t easy.

Parked next to the bed, I started to push out of the chair.

“Roger, hold on,” Wes interrupted. “Let’s have Sam and Barbara do this, as they’ll be taking
care of you.”

Sam too? News to me.

Wes taught the three of us how to move me to the bed, and from the bed to the chair. Once back
in bed, he showed them how to put cushions under my legs to provide support but not affect circulation.

“You want to cover your eyes?” Wes asked as he opened his bag.

Must be getting out a syringe. ‘“No, I’'m okay now.”

He looked at me. “I understand you had a problem this afternoon, though.”

“Yes, [ did. It surprised me as well.”

“We’ll talk to Angela about it,” Barbara added.

He measured fluid into a syringe. “This will take you to about four or five in the morning. Once
your lights are out, I’'m giving you another injection to control swelling. We’ll see you at six thirty.”
He looked at me. “And even though I’ve done this many, many times before, I will be well rested
tomorrow. Roger, there’s no need to worry.”

“I trust you, Wes -- and I’'m glad you’re here.”

He found a vein and gave me the injection. “Always expected to meet up with you in an E. R.,
but I thought it would be from something far more exciting than picking up a fork.”

“Surprise, surprise,” I told him.

“Hold him, Barbara,” Wes whispered as he stood up.
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She held me as the drugs kicked in.

It was dark when the alarm went off. My knee was throbbing, not too bad compared to
yesterday. I started to move, but Barbara silenced the alarm and moved closer, holding me to a nipple.

She spoke softly, with emotion, telling me I wasn’t going to get away from her.

When the alarm went off again, she moved away with a sigh. When she opened the bedroom
door, light streamed in. “Sam?” she called.

Samantha came in; she must have spent the night in the guest room. The ladies helped me to the
chair and to the can. I asked for my shaver.

“Why?” Barbara asked.

“I’m going in shaved, with my face washed, and teeth brushed,” I told them.

After taking care of bathroom business, we returned to the bedroom. I got “dressed” in a heavy
terry bathrobe, socks, and slippers. As Sam put on my socks and slippers, Barbara brushed my hair,

singing and sending me floating again.

I think that was a good idea; it made it easier to get me into her car. It was only raining lightly,
and we were able to use a covered area next to the clinic entrance.

I got to use the loo again. A nurse took my blood pressure and temperature before exchanging
my clothing for a plastic wristband.

Wes, Carson, and the lady doctor came in.

“How are you doing this morning?” Wes asked.

“Pretty good -- not as much pain as yesterday, but I’ll bet you’re going to fix that.”
Wes smiled. “We work to minimize that. Nervous?”

I squeezed Barbara’s hand. “Not as long as Barbara is here.”

Wes looked to her. “We should get you ready, if you still want to be in the room with us. You’ll
have a chair to sit in, but some parts are not going to be easy to watch. It’s up to you.”

Barbara squeezed my hand. “What do I need to do?”
“The first step is to let go of his hand so we can get you gowned up,” Wes told her.

“Don’t worry, Sensei, we’ll take good care of you,” he told me.
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They wheeled me into an operating theatre.
Wes and the woman doctor, she must be Dee Dee, joined us. She wired me up.

“We’re not going to unwrap you until you’re sedated,” Wes told me and the rest of his team.
“Then I want to check range of motion in both legs before we proceed.”

Barbara came in, gowned, wearing a mask and a cover over her hair like the others. She
squeezed my shoulder, then sat down in the chair next to me.

“I love you,” I told her. Ilooked at the crowd. “Let’s go.”
The plastic mask approached. “Relax and breathe normally.”

I looked at Barbara and took a deep breath. Two more breaths and she faded.

I blinked, cautiously. My heart jumped when I saw a butterfly needle in the back of my right
hand, but Barbara was at my side. She smiled, leaned down, and kissed me.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“How did it go?” was my reply.

She shook her head. “You did a very good job -- Wes was impressed.”

“I can’t feel anything,” I told her.

She nodded.

“No, I mean I can’t feel anything in my left leg somewhere below mid-thigh.”

Carson appeared. “That’s because Dee Dee gave you a nerve block. Here, we can dispose of the
I. V. We’ve learned to monitor and control blood sugar levels to minimize shock. The block should
wear off in an hour or two, and when it does, you’ll feel plenty, believe me. I’ll get Wes -- he wants to
talk to you.”

When he left, Barbara leaned over and kissed me again. “Roger, you pick very good people.”

I smiled. “I picked you, I think.”

Wes strolled up and flipped the sheet off me. I had a different colored brace, more bandages,
and a little box mounted on the brace.

“Move your left toes and ankle,” he told me. I did it, even though I couldn’t feel anything.
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“Good. Can you feel this?” It looked like he was running something along the sole of my left
foot.

“Not a thing.”

“Good,” he repeated. We did the same thing on the right side, but I could feel it.

He sat on the edge of the bed. “Roger, you did a good job -- your ACL was completely ruptured.
I’11 return the pieces as a souvenir. Rather than use a cadaver donor, I harvested a portion of your
patellar tendon to replace the ACL -- fewer issues that way. The remaining surfaces and tissues of your
knee are in very good shape, so aside from the length of your recovery, which will seem nearly infinite,
I’m confident of a good outcome.”

Samantha appeared, and Wes ran the three of us through the use of the pump. It delivered doses
of painkiller through a needle placed under the bandages. Any of us could hit the button when needed,
and it was set to deliver a dose six hours after the last time it was pressed, whether I liked it or not. The

nerve block should wear off in an hour or so, and he recommended starting the pump in about forty five
minutes.

“Any questions?” he asked us.

“How long am I like this? How do I shower?”

Wes chuckled a bit. “Roger, you’re like this until Monday, at least. You’re not going back to
school until after Thanksgiving. By then you’ll be on crutches; don’t worry, initial recovery is quite
rapid. As to bathing,” he gave sideways glances at Barbara and Samantha and gave me a sly smile, “it’s
sponge baths for a while, but I imagine that could have its pleasant moments...”

“Oh, we’re going to take very good care of you, Roger,” Samantha growled.

“See? Things are looking up already,” Wes told me. “I’ll check in tomorrow morning, and see
you tomorrow afternoon. You know to call me if you have any problems. Ladies, that goes for you as

well. Make him behave.”

“Wes, thanks.” I held out my hand, and he shook it. Barbara and Samantha thanked him as well,
giving him hugs.

It took us a while to get dressed, checked out, and back to the car. The rain intensified for us as I
was loaded in, then lightened up.

At home, I visited the loo again before I moved into bed.
Sam kissed me on the forehead. She told Barbara, “I’ll fix us some lunch.”

My stomach growled. I thought I felt something from my left leg.
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“Better hit that button -- hold me, please?” I asked.

She sat next to me, peeling off her top, then reaching for the pump. “Wes said to turn it on,” the
thing beeped, “and press the button twice,” two more beeps, “and you should feel it in a minute or so.”

She took off her bra and leaned over me. That I felt right away. Between her and the drugs, I
was soon in a fog.

“I’ll leave the door open. I love you,” she told me as she got up.

The drugs from the pump didn’t eliminate the pain, they masked it. I knew it was there in the
distance.

I zoned out for a while. I had more soup and carbonated stuff to drink later; something had me
slightly nauseated. I tried to rest in my reading chair, but the brace was set just wrong enough so that I
couldn’t be comfortable. The chaise was better, especially with cushions under my knees. I wanted my
laptop, which was in my office.

I guess the drugs had me scatterbrained -- Barbara convinced me that my office was fine, and
they’d pick up things for me in a day or so, but right now I needed to rest. Then she pulled up her top,
held me to her, and made the world recede.

Dinner was a blur -- soup, bread, and carbonated stuff to drink. I wondered why the phone
hadn’t been ringing -- and Barbara told me she’d been on the phone for a good portion of the afternoon;

people were concerned, and relieved that the surgery had gone well.

Back on the chaise in our bedroom, I had a period of relative lucidity. I asked Barbara, “Why is
Sam here?”

She sat next to me, holding me close. “She’s here because she wanted to be, and because I asked
her to be. Darling, if you fell or we had trouble, I wouldn’t be able to move you on my own. That, and
we aren’t going to leave you alone, and Angela thought it was a good idea, and some other reasons
besides.

“You talked to Angela?”

“Both of us did, for about an hour this afternoon.”

“And?”

“You’ll find out, don’t worry. We’re taking good care of you.”

I sighed and held her. “Sure this is what you wanted? I don’t feel like a very good catch right

2

now.

She kissed me on the head. “Chaque crapaud a sa crapaute,” she whispered.
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Every boy-toad has his girl-toad. “I thought you didn’t speak French,” I said in astonishment.
She gave me a strange look. “Why would you ever think that?”
“I seem to recall you reciting a list of languages, and French was not one of them.”

She shrugged. “Oh -- it’s not one of my professional languages, but everyone speaks French,
dear -- even you.” She kissed me on the head and held me again.

“Let’s get you ready for bed,” she told me some time later.
Sam helped, and I'm glad she was there, even though I was cranky.
“What’s the matter, Roger?”” Barbara asked as they settled me into bed.

I'sighed. “I don’t know -- it’s not pain, I just feel like shit, all twitchy and beat up, and I don’t
think more drugs are the answer.”

“Close your eyes, darling -- we can help,” Barbara told me.

Sigh... How many months of this? I remembered the cartoon figure of the little guy with the
immense screw going through him, captioned, “Work diligently and with integrity and you shall receive
your reward.” I try to clean up someone else’s mess, and I get forked.

The bed moved a bit; perfume, soft touches. Soft voices from both sides of me, Barbara on my
right, Sam on my left. I tried, but I couldn’t follow what they were saying, just bits and pieces. They
carried me into softness, so relaxed once more, taking turns holding me.

The middle of the night, Barbara getting up quickly woke me.

“It’s okay,” she whispered.

A soft touch -- Sam? She turned my head and held me, whispering again.

Morning light -- I had to pee. Barbara asleep on one side of me, Sam on the other. Let’s hear it
for big beds. But which one to wake?

Sam moved up on an elbow, smiling.
“I need to pee,” I told her.

She sighed, but still smiled. Helping me up woke Barbara. It was easier with both of them
helping.
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My appetite was better. We had breakfast, and Barbara took off, telling Sam, “I’ll swing by

school before I pick her up.” She gave me a kiss and said, “Behave.”

it b

I was on the couch. “Pick who up?” I asked Sam.

She smiled, approaching with a sway in her hips and pulling up her top as she sat next to me.
“Relax, Roger -- I’ve got you.”

I took a deep breath and let my eyes close.

Our reverie was interrupted by the phone.

Sam got it. “Oh, hi doctor. Yes, he’s up. Oh, pretty good. Here he is.”
She handed me the phone.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Is it?” Wes asked. “How did you sleep? How are you doing today?”

I pulled Sam closer. “Frustrated, but okay,” I told him.

“Oh? Explain.”

“I slept great, but I woke up between two beautiful women and couldn’t do a damn thing about

He laughed. So did Sam. “Give it time, Roger. How’s the pain?”
“Oh, it’s there. And yes, we’ve been using the pump, and I think my past is helping me.”
“Doctor Richards? Hypnosis?”

“Yup. Don’t know if Richards or Carson told you, but in my earlier escapade, I was catheterized

for a while. They pulled the catheter without drugs, and I didn’t feel a damn thing.”

“I’'m impressed! I’ll see you around three, then -- are you eating?”
“Some. I'm a little nauseous though.”

“Side-effect of the pain meds. We’ll fix that this afternoon.”
“Okay, which office? Yours or Carson’s?”

“This is a house call -- we’re coming to you.”
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“How quaint! See you at three.”

I handed the phone back to Sam.

“You are doing better today,” she said with a smile.

I opened my arms. “When I have someone to hold, and someone to hold me.”

Who needs more of an invitation?

Sounds of the door opening -- Barbara was back, and Angela Richards was with her.

Angela walked up to me, tut-tutting like a mother hen, shaking her head.

“How are you doing, Roger?” she asked.

“Better,” I told her. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

She sighed as she sat next to me. “I have to be in San Francisco for a conference this weekend,
so it wasn’t too much bother to come out early. That, and Barbara asked. You had a bit of a problem
the other day, I understand.”

I nodded. “Yeah -- I turned, saw a woman holding a syringe, and freaked.”

Barbara added, “And that was without knowing her name is Denise.”

I took a deep breath. “T’ll stick to Dee Dee.”

Angela patted me on the arm. “We have some things to work on.” She turned to Barbara.
“After lunch?”

We had lunch. Barbara had stopped by school and picked up my laptop. She also picked up
some other things, including a plastic drop cloth and two beach towels. “Later,” was all I was told. I let
them know Wes would be by at three.

“Getting uncomfortable?”” Angela asked. It was about one thirty.

I nodded. “Ineed a trip to the loo and then to bed for a while.”

She nodded, and the other two ladies helped me.

The bedcovers flipped down, I was installed in the middle of the bed again.

“How did things work last night?”” Angela asked us.
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Barbara said, “Very well, I think. Roger?”

I glanced at Sam and Barbara, then to Angela. “If you mean the two of them in stereo, yes, that
worked extremely well.”

Angela smiled, pulling up a chair. “Why don’t we start with that, then.”

I closed my eyes. Barbara and Sam started in again, and this time it was so easy to let go.

I was in an underground grotto, so relaxed, so safe. I put a hand into the water; it was a beautiful
shade of blue, cool, glowing, giving off a light of its own. I knew it was healing water. I moved, sliding
into the pool up to my waist. It was cool, refreshing, invigorating and relaxing at the same time. I could
feel the cool, blue water helping me heal. I could feel it cooling my knee, reducing the swelling, easing
the pain, speeding healing. I floated in it, healing, resting.

I looked up and Barbara was there, She held my head, letting me float in the healing pool,
helping me feel how it was healing me. Samantha joined us, doing the same thing. I was floating in a
healing pool, rocking gently in the water. All I had to do was relax and get better. No worries, just
peace, comfort, and healing.

We had to leave the grotto, but only for a while. I’d be back, I knew.

I drifted up, opening my eyes. God, I felt so good, so relaxed.

I looked around -- Wes was there, with a young black woman.

Wes nodded his head. “Impressive. How are you doing, Roger?”

I sighed again, lifting my head. Sam put a pillow under me, lifting me a bit. “Great. You must
be here to fix that.”

He shook his head, making a mock-frown. “I make house calls, and that’s what I get...” He
glanced to the young woman. “Roger, this is Maxine -- she’ll be helping you with physical therapy.”

I held out a hand. “Maxine, I’m truly sorry to meet you. I promise to behave.”
Barbara touched my shoulder. “You won’t have any choice, dear.”

Wes looked around. “If we can’t get better light in here, we’ll be better off on the floor in the
other room.”

“Let’s move,” I told them.

Moved to a throw rug on the floor, with some cushions for support, Wes took off some but not
all of the bandages, prodding gently. “Feels pretty good. Oh, let’s take care of the pump.” He dug in
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his bag, loading a syringe and injected its contents into the pump. “An anti-nausea medication.” He
pushed more buttons on the pump, looking at its display. “Good, you are using it.”

“Can you tweak it so it doesn’t completely blast my mind with each hit?” I asked.

He nodded, pushing buttons. “Cut the dose to a quarter. That should do it. Multiple presses still
work to deliver more.”

“Thanks. What next?”
I was wearing a T-shirt, boxers, and socks, nothing else. Nobody seemed to mind.
“Roger, can you do reclined dancer, right side, please?” Wes asked.

A somewhat strange request, but what the hell. I bent my right knee, grabbing the big toe with
my right hand and extended the leg, at first up, then letting it fall to the side.

Wes said, “That’s the flexibility he has.”

He had Maxine move my right leg around, exploring flexibility. “That’s what we want to
retain,” Wes told Maxine.

“Now for the fun part,” Wes said to me. “Want to hit the pump first?” He was holding a small
screwdriver-like tool in his right hand.

“Let’s try our approach,” Angela suggested.

Barbara sat down behind my head. I looked up at her. “I love you,” I told her.

“And I love you,” she whispered. “Close your eyes.”

I closed my eyes. She touched me, squeezed me, and took me back.

I was in the grotto, in the healing pool. Wes and Maxine were there too. I relaxed and let them
move my knee. It hurt, but I felt the healing water moving around my knee, cooling, taking away the

pain and swelling, helping me heal. Slow movement, gentle movement, the cool blue water around me.

Opening my eyes, | was still on my back on the floor. My left leg was supported in a contraption
that was slowly flexing my knee.

Maxine and Wes were sitting on the floor next to me.
“How does that feel?” Maxine asked.

“Okay now, but I can tell it’s going to hurt as my leg dries off,” I told her.
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I realized what I’d said and laughed a little to myself. I closed my eyes and visualized the grotto
again, seeing and feeling my leg immersed in the pool, cooling, healing.

I opened my eyes again. “I can do this,” I said. I looked to Angela, who had a look of some
satisfaction.

Wes was impressed, and told us so. So was Maxine. She explained that this gadget was going to
be my friend for the next few weeks. Especially for the next few days, the more time I spent with it, the
better. In particular, that meant all night long.

I looked to Barbara, Sam, and Angela. “With your help, I can do it.”

Wes gave his tool to Barbara, showing her how to lock and unlock the brace. If I wasn’t in the
machine, the brace needed to be locked, anywhere within a certain range.

I mentioned my reading chair. With a nod, Wes said the ladies could unlock the brace and relock
it at a comfortable angle for the chair.

After a bit more discussion, Wes asked, “Any questions?”

I didn’t have any. “This is easy, so far.”

Wes smiled. “I feel a lot better.” He stood up, helping Maxine. “If there’s nothing else, I’1l
follow up by phone Friday morning, Maxine will come over at three Friday, and I’ll see you in my

office Monday morning at nine. Doctor Richards -- could I have one of your cards, please?”

Angela beamed as she gave him two cards. “Would it be possible for you to drop me at the
airport?” she asked.

Wes nodded. “I’d be happy to -- it seems I have a lot to learn.”

After they’d gone, I closed my eyes for a bit. I could feel the pain sneaking up on me. No sense
fighting it -- I reached for the button and gave it a poke.

I felt hands touching my shoulders. Sam said, “That’s it, Roger -- relax and let me take you
there...” Back to the grotto, relaxing, healing.

On my back, more or less awake again, my left leg moving still. The ladies were conversing,
plotting.

“And the verdict 1s?” I called out.
They turned to me.

Samantha leered. “We were deciding whether to give you a bath before or after dinner.”
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I couldn’t see a clock from where I was, but I knew I was hungry. “Could I suggest after?”
They agreed.
“And could I have some help getting to the 100?”

Dinner was pizza from around the corner, and it was great. My stomach was doing fine, and
appreciated something semi-solid.

After dinner I even spent some time doing e-mail with my laptop.
“Hey!” I called out. “Paul and Gail say they run a great rehab facility! Want to go?”
I looked around. Where were they?

I had messages from well-wishers, as well as the usual offers of dubious validity. I worked
through the stack.

“Bath time!”

Barbara and Sam appeared with the wheelchair, both of them smiling.

Once in the chair, they wheeled me to the guest bathroom and then to our bedroom.

A large piece of plastic was taped to the floor, partially covered with bath towels.

“This looks interesting,” I muttered. They laughed.

They positioned me on my back on the towels; Sam went to the bathroom. I heard the water
running. Sam returned, putting down a basin and some washcloths. Then she shed her clothes. I
glanced over to see Barbara doing the same. Barbara left her panties on; I put two and two together and
guessed her period had started again. Another reason for Sam to be here?

“Ah, and what am I supposed to do?”

Barbara ran her hands up my shoulders to my neck, said something as she squeezed me, and
dropped me like a rock, down into that cool, healing pool once more.

They bathed me in cool, healing water.
As they dried me, the towels they were using turned into soft, sensuous fur running all over my

body. Samantha straddled me. We slid together and she rocked us to heaven. They moved me to a
hammock, and rocked me to sleep.

Early morning, the alarm going off and Barbara holding me. “I need to pee,” I complained, even
though I’d rather be held.
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I was in the middle of the bed, a wire frame around the contraption moving my knee kept the
bedclothes free of it.

They helped me to the can. Sam gave me a kiss on the head and got into the shower.
“Wish I could help,” I called to her.

“So do I,” she replied.

Barbara laughed. “How did you sleep?”

“Very well -- how about you two?”

She smiled and shrugged. “That thing is noisy, but I got used to it.”

I pulled her closer and gave her a squeeze. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

We had breakfast; scrambled eggs. Sam had classes -- one to teach and one she was taking --
she’d be back after lunch, and Barbara would escape to do her thing.

About nine a crew came in to install grab bars near the toilet and in the shower. I got to try the
ones near the toilet, and they were very useful.

Barbara set me up on the floor, the contraption moving my knee again. After a while, I started

doing abdominal exercises, diagonal lifts, slow and steady to its timing. I let myself fade, and did them
until I couldn’t do any more.
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Seventeen steps... Don’t think I’d known how many there were, all the years I’d been in this
building at school; seventeen steps from the parking lot up to the side door of the building.

The second Monday after Thanksgiving, and I was walking up those steps, carefully, oh so
carefully, for the first time since I’d blown out my knee. No crutches, just me, the drizzled-on steps, and
the handrail. Well, Sam was a couple of steps behind me and I had a cane under one arm.

Triumph! I made it to the top!

And the look Sam gave me told me she didn’t share my joy, frowning and shaking her head.

“Oh you,” she said softly, relenting, smiling as we hugged.

“Progress, sweetie,” I told her. We stepped inside the building.

As we separated, she raised a finger and drew a breath. But she paused and smiled again. “You
know -- take it easy! Please!”

I nodded. “I promise!”

A raised eyebrow asked, “Just like last week?”

My first day back on crutches I’d overdone it. “I remember last week too, believe me. I'm
going to take it easy today. I’ll take the elevator up to my office, and down to class. I’ll see you for
lunch. Go -- you’ve got a class to teach.”

Another sigh, another hug. She headed to her class.

When she was out of sight, I looked at the stairway... Then went carefully to the elevator.

Once in my office, I swung my legs up on to the desk and plopped my laptop in my lap. It was
good to be without crutches. The cane I wasn’t sure about.

A few minutes into e-mail, the phone rang.

“Hawthorne,” I answered.

“How are you doing?” Angela Richards asked.

“Doctor Richards! Good to hear from you! I'm doing great! How about you?”

“I’m doing fine, Roger -- how’s your recovery going? You’re off crutches already?”
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Had she been talking to Maxine, or Wes? Didn’t think so, but wasn’t sure. “This is my first day
back without crutches. Crutches all last week. Wes replaced the brace Thursday with a much slimmer
one -- he calls it the AMG of knee braces, carbon fiber and such. Fits really well, and can’t be
removed.”

She laughed softly. “A smart man...”
“Yeah... I was still on crutches Thursday and Friday, then Maxine took them away Saturday.

Walked a bit in the morning, then more in the afternoon. Yesterday we went to the mall and walked for
a while. No crutches, not sure about the cane, feels great. I even get to shower!”

“And?”

That rising tone in her voice... “And I’'m taking it easy -- really. I took the elevator up to my
office, and I'1l take it to and from class as well. Slow and steady.”

“But you’re still going to travel?”

“Yes -- we leave next Wednesday, here to LA to Paris to Basel, flying back early January. Oh,
we’ll be meeting with Madame Dumay in Paris.”

“That’s good, Roger. She has quite a gift. How are you doing otherwise? What have you
learned?”

I shook my head. “I’ve learned quite a bit. I’ve got more friends than I thought, particularly
here at school. The facilities folks fixed me up with a special parking place, aided and abetted by Dale,
one of our lab managers.”

“How about at home?”

I'sighed. “They’re taking such good care of me... Holding me, helping me unwind and heal...”

“I understand Sam got a bit carried away?” she asked.

I snorted. “I guess you could say that... She didn’t tell you, did she?”

She laughed. “No, Barbara mentioned it in passing, and told me I’d have to get the details from

2

you.

I moved my laptop and rearranged myself a bit. “It worked out all for the best... Sam saw how
much I was exercising my abs and such as I lay on the floor with that contraption flexing my knee, and I
guess she decided to put that energy to good use... She took me to a very special place, and I guess she
rode me for quite a while -- we were both sore the next day, and it took me a while to figure out just how
my abs and low back had gotten so sore... But it did have a silver lining.”
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“Besides teaching Sam that she can get too much of a good thing?” Angela suggested with
laughter in her voice.

“That, too -- no, some of our instructors were concerned that [ was going from a regime where |
was exercising fairly intensely for two or more hours a day to not getting much exercise at all, and were
concerned about me putting on weight. We’re watching my diet carefully, and I’ve been working with
our Pilates and Yoga people. I work a couple hours a day, and I think I’'m finally developing core
strength. We may have picked up some new folks for Yoga and Pilates, too, starting with Maxine.”

“That’s wonderful! I’m so pleased you’re able to find such good in all of this!”

I smiled and shook my head. “It’s the old lemonade thing -- when life gives you lemons, that’s
what you do -- make the best of it.”

“Well, it seems there’s not a lot I can help with...”
I sighed again.
After a pause, she asked, “Roger?”

“Ahh... It’s weird... There was another thing -- the week I had the pump for the pain meds, at
first every push blasted my brain, so Wes cranked down the dosage. One evening, both of them were
holding me, and they hit it once... Twilight zone -- I guess I babbled for a while. I’'m not sure exactly
what I went on about, but I’ve had bits and pieces of it retold...”

“And?”
“I guess I babbled about a harem, Barbara, Sam, and Yvette... I’m not sure what else.”
“And how have Barbara and Samantha responded?”

I shook my head again. “They seem fine with it! I mean... Oh hell, I don’t know... It feels like
we’re settling into this amazingly comfortable triangle, Barbara, Sam, and I. Barbara and I sleep in our
bed, sometimes joined by Sam, who’s moved into the guest room. Sam gives Barbara and me privacy,
and Barbara does the same for Sam and me. You might want to talk to Barbara -- she orchestrated Sam
and I one evening, think it was last Friday. I have this weird flash of being on top of Sam, and Barbara
is holding her head, whispering to her. And what’s more, I’m not sure if it really happened, or it’s
something my screwed-up mind came up with!”

“I’ll speak to Barbara -- and so should you, and to Sam. How do you feel about the relationship,
otherwise?”

Otherwise? What the hell does that mean? “I don’t know. Like I said, it feels like we’re settling

into a really comfortable triangle. Sharing responsibilities -- sharing me, getting along so well so far,
filling in gaps in each other, supporting each other.”
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“For example?”’

“Waking up in the morning, the three of us in bed, holding both of them. I know they need to be
held, to be protected, and I recognize the need to do that in myself, to hold and protect them.”

“Is Samantha traveling with you?”

“No. But Yvette meets us in LA -- she’s working the trip.”

“Working? I don’t understand.”

“Hired muscle -- security, bodyguard, whether Barbara and I want it or not.”
“How do you feel about that?”

I shook my head again. “Lots of facets to that. I realize I’'m not as mobile now, but I feel I could
take care of myself. But all in all, I’'m glad she’s going to be along.”

“On a more intimate level? Is Samantha aware that Yvette will be accompanying you?”’

“She knows. We’ll see. Part of this whole thing... Part of me knows Barbara was a professional
courtesan, but, I don’t know, I guess I try and avoid the full implications of that.”

“How did Samantha respond when she learned Yvette would be accompanying the two of you?”
“She thought it was a great idea! We talked about it. We talk a lot, all three of us.”
“Was she disappointed she wouldn’t be going?”

“Not that I can tell. She’s going to be busy working with Annie, Stuart, and the gang bringing up
their Beowulf cluster.”

“A what? I thought Beowulf was a figure from mythology?”

“Quite true, but also a type of high-performance computer system. Sam and Annie are the
ringleaders for the effort. Most of the hardware will be here by the time we leave -- boxes are arriving
every day -- they’re going to be busy. They’re really looking forward to it. It’s going to be a lot of fun.
A lot of work, but fun, too.”

“Are you sad you’re not going to be there to help, to play?”

“Not really. I’'m not that into the hardware. I’ll get to play once they get the beast up and
wobbling, helping to tune the thing. And I am really looking forward to meeting some of these people,

and traveling with Barbara.”

“So what are you going to do, Roger?”
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I shrugged. “Randori -- observe, respond. Cut wood and carry water. Live, share, enjoy.”
“In moderation?”
“Bah! Wise man once said, ‘Moderation is for monks -- take big bites!’”

She laughed. “I hadn’t heard that one. I like it. I think you’re doing quite well, Roger. Please
check in with me, and call if you have concerns?”

“Angela, I will. It’s good having you as a resource.”

“Invite me to the wedding?”

I laughed. “Of course. Once I’ve been told, I’ll let you know -- if you aren’t told before that.”
She laughed. “Is it that bad, Roger?”

I kept laughing. “I’m not complaining. I’m enjoying the ride.”

“Take care, Roger. It’s good to talk to you.”

“Take care, Doctor Richards. We’ll keep in touch.”

I hung up the phone. A few minutes to stretch, gather my materials, and start the slow process of
getting to the classroom downstairs for my class.

I think the kids were happy to see me without crutches. 7 was happy to see me without crutches!
I took the elevator back to my office after class. Had a good meeting with one of my doctoral
candidates. He was on track, plugging along. I had three currently, and they were all on track. Ididn’t
want to let them down.

“Ready for lunch?”

I looked up to see Sam standing in the doorway. I turned around in my chair to look out the
window -- sort of drizzly, pretty nominal weather.

“Sure. I’ll get my coat.”

I got a hug before I put my coat on. “How was your morning?” I asked her.
She smiled. “How was yours?”

“I behaved,” I told her. She laughed.

We took the elevator downstairs and headed to the back of the building.
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Dale was there with an electric cart, as he’d been all through last week.

I sighed and got in the back, Sam sitting next to me.

“How long do I get this treatment?” I asked him.

Dale smiled at me. “As long as they tell me to, Doc.”

I turned to Sam, who was smiling smugly, looking forward.

“I love the color the cold air puts in your cheeks,” I whispered to her and kissed her on the cheek.

She smiled a bit more, but didn’t look at me.

After lunch, I met with Doug and Kelly, my two grad student teaching assistants. We reviewed
the final exams for my classes. They’d be giving them, with Herb monitoring and assisting as needed.

That was a big help. So many people had helped the last few weeks.

We headed home about the usual time, except we didn’t head home. “Where are we going?” |
asked Sam. She was driving -- they wont let me drive until we get back from Europe.

“Getting you a suit,” she said. She patted my leg. “Won’t take long, don’t worry.”
I frowned. “I thought that was going to wait for Europe.”

She laughed. “Barbara wants you to have one reasonable suit before then.”

“Will we...” I started to ask.

“And don’t worry, we’ll be home in time -- we’ll make sure you get plenty of exercise,” she ran
her fingers over my crotch, “and you get plenty of rest...” She moved my hand to her breast.

“Okay,” I agreed, feeling her gently. Maxine and one of the yoga instructors would appear at our

place. We’d do yoga and pilates, Sam joining us, the others would leave, and Sam would jump my
bones. Or Barbara, or both. We’d have dinner, clean up, and to bed.

Got a weird call Thursday afternoon -- Yvette, who was supposed to meet us in LA for the flight
to Paris was coming out Saturday instead? Our travel plans might change? What’s going on?

But nobody knew for sure, just rumblings, life as usual, all is change, right?

Maxine and Wes managed to convince Barbara and Sam that I needed to walk more -- I could
walk as much as I wanted, and it was good for me. We still did yoga and pilates as well.

Friday morning David dropped by school.
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“Gift for you, my friend,” he said, handing me a cane.
“What the hell do I want this for?” I asked. I’d had offers, and gifts, of a few.

He smiled as he sat down. “You may find it useful, although I hope you don’t. Hickory center,
carbon fiber wrap, deliberately cheesy plastic outer shell.”

I smiled and re-evaluated, handling it as I would one of my bokken. “And balanced, too! The
head?” I asked about the handle, which was comfortable, a rubberized grip but solid ends.

David nodded. “Under the rubberized grip, carbon fiber extending down to the shaft.”

I looked at the head; had my name nicely engraved on it. “And I can get this on an airplane?” I
flexed it a bit; it flexed, but not a lot. I was liking this thing more by the moment.

He shrugged. “That’s how it got here, couriered. Shouldn’t be any harder than that damn coat of
yours.”

I chuckled. “Last year’s model, I understand -- I get a new one next week.”
He smiled. “I’d take the old one if it would fit...”

I flipped the cane in my hands and tried some cutting strokes. A fine weapon. “Thank you very
much, David -- I appreciate it! Anything else I can do for you?”

He nodded slightly. “Be careful, my friend; just be careful.”

I sat down. “We have someone traveling with us to Paris, and once we’re there...”
“That’s good; still, be careful.”

“I will, my friend -- got time for lunch? I can walk over if someone goes with me.”

David stood up. “I’d be honored.”

I was lucky Yvette was coming out early -- Sam’s period arrived, an she took me for some wild
rides before it did.

Sam picked her up at the airport Saturday morning, letting Barbara and I sleep in. I love
spending mornings in her arms, not awake, not asleep, hearing her heart beat.

But when Yvette arrived, she and Barbara huddled. I decided to shower, even though it isn’t as
much fun showering alone.
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“What’s the new plan?” I asked when I was more or less dressed, going out into the main room
and joining them. Once I sat on the couch, Yvette sat in my lap, giving me a hug. “I’ve missed you!” 1
held her and kissed her neck. She smelled delicious, like more.

Then I moved her to the couch next to me. “You’re working. What’s going on?”
She pouted, pushing out her bottom lip. “Not for a while yet...”

Barbara told me, “We may be leaving early; we won’t know until Monday afternoon.” She
frowned. “We’ll just have to see.”

I leaned over and gave Barbara a kiss, holding her close.

Yvette and I went out Sunday for a nice long walk. We spoke, in French and in German. She’d
been comfortably busy, but had been looking forward to working with us again. She was also able to
give me an East-Coast view of the reorganization and reintegration of Ben’s U.S. organization with the
European ends of things. Both groups were doing end-to-end reviews. The body bugs really shook
them up; both organizations had victims. They’d found victims, cleaned up the mess, but didn’t
understand why -- why those people, and why those bugs? Other than Kot and Bergman chafing at the
bit, things were going well. Clients were happy to see the groups back together again. I’d get to meet
more of the principals in Europe.

She drove us to school Monday. I like being a passenger -- no need to worry about traffic, get to
look around; I could get used to this.

When I got back to my office after the afternoon class, Barbara and Yvette were waiting for me.
“We need to pack -- we’re flying to DC overnight,” Barbara told me.

“Why?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

“You have a meeting tomorrow morning,” Y vette told me.
“Any clues?” I asked.

“We’re not sure,” she told me.

I shrugged and started cleaning up my office. Not going to get more information, that much I
knew.

When Sam arrived, we headed back to the loft. Packing was fairly easy; most things were lined
up already. “Red-eye through Chicago, Minneapolis, or Dallas?” I asked; those were the three choices,

at least the logical ones.

Barbara looked up from the bag she was packing and smiled. “National, stopping probably in
Chicago.”
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“What’s this ‘probably’ shit? What’s going on?” I asked.
“We’re on Ben’s plane,” Yvette told me.
I shrugged again. “Okay.” That meant more room and fewer crowds.

Sam rode with us to the business jet side of the airport; she’d take the car back. We met Ben’s
plane -- he was on his way to Europe already, so it was the three of us, pilot and copilot. Comfy seats,
but not as good as our bed. Still, I managed to almost sleep on both legs. Barbara saved me again,
remembering to bring eyeshades for me.

We landed just about seven in the morning. I’d changed into my new business suit, all prettied
up. Francie was to meet us; Barbara would go with her, and our bags. Yvette and I would go to my
breakfast meeting. We’d rendezvous at Francie’s later.

Short taxi ride to a restaurant. “Oh my,” Yvette whispered as we went in, cutting us through the
queue and towards a table. “I’ll be waiting,” she whispered, then walked away.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” one of the two gents at the table said, standing. “A pleasure to meet you at
last.”

A fascinating if somewhat bizarre breakfast -- our conversation moved quickly to French. The
older/thinner of the two was harder to understand at first, not due to accent or anything -- he was from
the South of France. When he spoke, almost everything he said was vulgar, obscene, slang -- I guessed
not too many French speakers were within earshot, or if there were, they had thick skins; I blushed at
some of the phrases he used. Think of it as a form of steganography!

The two of them gave me a brief but detailed introduction to the security - intelligence world,
and some of the characters I’d been dealing with, and would be dealing with in the future, on all sides.
They thought well of Hammond, Rossman, and the Macmillan families. They also shared my opinions
of Kot and Bergman. They filled me in on the group Denise and my brown-eyed double had been
dancing with; not nice people, but the good news was there were fewer of them now. The bad news was
there always seemed to be more vermin willing to fight for the spots the old vermin had occupied. An
unfortunately common story; the older groups tended to play by a certain set of rules, niceties that were
often ignored by the younger ones. But the younger folks find out that the older crowd could play very
rough when need be.

I had questions, and they offered some answers. They wished Barbara and me well.

As we finished up, the younger one handed me a sealed business-size envelope. I looked at the
name on the front and made a face -- my “friend” the bull from the FBI some months ago.

Both of them laughed. They suggested I call him at the number written below his name, and tell

him that I had a gift from the Goldfish. If asked, I could describe them to him, but they’d appreciate it if
I didn’t go into the details of our conversation.
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I looked it over. Ah well, another courier job. I told them I’d call when I left the restaurant. We
parted with hugs and good wishes, all of us hoping not to see the others too soon, and only in pleasant
circumstances.

Yvette was waiting in the lobby. I gave her a big hug. She raised an eyebrow.

Outside, I pulled out my phone and called the number on the envelope.

Good news or bad news? He answered. “Matthews.”

“Good morning, This is Roger Hawthorne; we met in Seattle a few months ago.”

“Yeah? I’m busy.”

“I’'m in D.C., and the Goldfish just gave me an envelope with your name on it. A gift. Would
you like it?”

“What? Yes, come over. Need the address?” He sounded more interested.

He gave me the address, what entrance to use, and to ask for him -- he’d have someone escort me
in.

“Thank you. See you in a few minutes.”

Folded up my phone and looked at Yvette, who was giving me questioning looks. I showed her
the address and her eyes crossed. I pulled her into a kiss, picking her up.

We took Metro to FBI headquarters, going to a side door of a satellite building. “I’m going to
the Natural History Museum -- call me?” Yvette told me as we approached the building.

“Okay,” I whispered, getting in one more hug and kiss.

Went in, told the receptionist who I was here to see. Yes, [ was expected. I signed in, went
through a metal detector, and they x-rayed my cane. A young man with short hair and an ill-fitting suit
met me and walked me through the bowels of the building.

Matthews gave me a strange look as I entered his office.

Still, I smiled and offered my hand. “I hope our visit is more pleasant,” I told him.

He nodded, still looking uncertain. “You said you had something for me?” Not quite the bull
he’d been in my office months ago.

I took the envelope from inside my coat. “A gift from the Goldfish; that’s what they told me.” I
handed it to him.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 428 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

He took it, picking up reading glasses from his desk and absentmindedly motioning for me to sit
down as he sat and opened the envelope.

A few printed/folded up pages; he looked them over, brow wrinkling, eyebrows going up in
surprise, back to concentration, skimming... He put them face-down on his desk and took off his
glasses. “Doctor Hawthorne... Tell me again just how you got this?”

I told him I’d met with two gents for breakfast; we talked about a number of things, and at the
end of our discussion, they gave me the envelope to deliver. In response to his follow-up question, I
described the two; I didn’t know their names.

He picked up his phone and called someone, asking them to come over right away.

A character about my age came in. I guess I turned invisible; Matthews didn’t introduce me. He
put the pages back in the envelope and told the guy to take them to Barry -- we’d be over in half an hour
or so. Gone.

He sat down again and actually told me some things! He told me they hit a dead-end on who’d
torched my place; they couldn’t identify the two who had died there. The monoxide canisters were of
Eastern Bloc origin, and were commonly available, and that approach had been picked up by quite a
few. Did I know about the incident in the South of France?

I named the nearby village and said I’d been briefed on it, but that too had been inconclusive.

He said they’d heard that Macmillan, Rossman, and Hammond were together again.

I smiled and told him that was true.

He stood up with a big sigh. He needed a cup of coffee; we had a walk yet. I could use
something carbonated, and a pit stop along the way. Fine.

I think he almost smiled.

He waited for me while I used the loo. Conversations stopped when people saw my VISITOR
badge.

Walking along, he asked when I’d spoken with Hammond last. A few days ago; I expected to
see him later in the week. What was my relationship with Kroll? I chuckled. I did some training for
their people; I knew their local head, and taught his kids Aikido. His wife still studied yoga at the
studio.

We went down some stairs; he gave me time, and I took it carefully, using the cane.
Down at the bottom I told him I’d blown out my ACL -- bending over to pick up a fork. He

smiled; I laughed and he laughed with me. Told him the orthopedic surgeon who fixed me had been a
student of mine for years, and always expected me to blow out a knee, just in a more exciting way.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 429 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

Bustling cafeteria; he got a coffee and I got a soda.

Some times you’re good, other times you’re lucky. Standing in the checkout queue, I recognized
the voice first, then the stacked blonde in the queue one in front of Matthews -- Jeanne, the gal with
Arthur Kot in Miami! I listened, observing, turning more so the bright yellow visitor badge I was
wearing around my neck didn’t show as much, spotting the badge she was wearing, which looked just
like every other FBI badge I saw nearby. She paid for two coffees and two fruit salads, talking to a
brunette all the time, complaining about only being in for the day, back on a plane going to Europe; her
buddy gave her abuse at such a tough life. Jeanne complained about field work being a pain; she wanted
time in the same place, in an office. The brunette joked that there were openings in Fresno and
Springfield...

Matthews paid for his coffee; I paid for my soda. Jeanne left her tray on a nearby table; there
was a receipt on it. As we walked by I frowned and picked up the tray, and another one, dropping them
off where they should go -- and palming the receipt.

Up two flights of stairs; going up is easier, I told Matthews. Walking down a hall, we were in a
higher rent district, larger offices, with windows. Heading down the hall I heard a voice, loud and clear
from the office we were approaching, “Believe it -- he’s fucking Barbara Macmillan, for Christ’s sake!”

We walked into that office. I smiled as a sudden silence descended.

Barry, the guy behind the desk was mid 50°s. Two guys standing in front of the desk, one of
them the one who’d picked up the envelope. The envelope and contents were on the desk.

Matthews and I sat down; one of the other two closed the door.

“Doctor Hawthorne,” the Barry started after brief introductions, “this is quite a surprise,” he
gestured to the papers on his otherwise clean desk.

I don’t trust clean desks. “I was told it was a gift; I hope you find it useful.”

“Oh, quite,” he remarked, with nervous laughter from the two in the back of the room.

“Doctor Hawthorne might have some information on the mortar incident,” Matthews suggested.
“Do you?” Barry asked from behind his desk.

I nodded. “I’ve been briefed on it by an analyst.” I told him.

“Dude got a name?” one of the guys in the back asked flippantly.

“Draycott -- Charles Draycott,” I told him. I heard Matthews choking on coffee, and turned to
see him wiping his face.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 430 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

Barry gave the two in the back of the room a cross look. “What did Sir Charles have to say?” he
asked.

I gave them a summary; skilled mortar crew, first round in the pool, much to the dismay of its
occupants, second round square on the house, fill out with a mix of high explosive and incendiary, wait
a minute or two, make another mixed pass, and it’s Miller time. Anticipating questions, he didn’t know
who was responsible, as he expected the list of interested parties to be lengthy, more a matter of who
could field a skilled team quickly. The follow-up body count from the French had been 21 or 22, which
included 11 principals, 5 staff, and the rest guests.

Did he have a list, names?

I didn’t know; I’d only been concerned about one individual. If they were interested, I could
inquire.

Yes, please. Any guesses on how it happened?

Opinion was that one of the Italians sold out, although there was the small chance someone just
screwed up and was spotted; bets were on the Italians.

They mentioned a number of names; I didn’t recognize any of them and told them so. Would
they like me to inquire? No, not necessary.

Barry thanked me very much, reminding me that they did have rules and procedures they needed
to follow.

I understood that. I thanked Matthews for meeting me halfway on this one. Where things
aligned, I was willing to help. I also understood there would be occasions where that would not happen.
I was thinking about the receipt in my pocket.

Parting handshakes; Barry even gave me a card. Matthews walked me back to the door.

Standing outside the building, I dug out my phone. I started to punch in Yvette’s number, but
thought twice about that. Let’s make people work a bit... I called Barbara instead.

“Hi sweetie! What’s up?”

“Hi there yourself -- can you conference in Yvette, or just let her know I’m waiting for her? I
don’t want to call her directly.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing wrong, it’s just that I’d rather have some folks work for information rather than hand it
to them on a fucking platter.” My language was still influenced somewhat by breakfast...

She laughed. “Okay, hold on...”
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She came back a bit later. “She’ll be by in a few minutes; you can wait in the lobby if you
want.”

“I’ll be outside where she left me -- you doing ok?”

“Just finishing up a pedicure. I’ll be off for a while for my massage. I love you!”
“I love you -- do we get to sleep in tomorrow?”

“Afraid not, but we will later in the week.”

“Yeah, whenever that is... See you later...”

I saw Yvette walking up a few minutes later. She walked right by me! I took it as a challenge --
waiting a bit then following, trying to keep a comfortable distance, keep her in view. This tailing stuff is
harder than it looks! Aikido training let me move through crowds with ease at least. She stopped to
look in a shop window, and I kept walking, passing her. A minute or so later I paused to look in a
bookstore window.

“Hi sweetie, | think we’re clean,” she said, stepping up and taking my arm.
“Where to now?” I asked.

“To get you prettied up,” she said with a grin. We went to the curb and she hailed a taxi. We
went to the brownstone I’d visited a few months before when Barbara had moved out.

A few minutes later, we were in a room and she was stripping off our clothes, telling me how
much she’d wanted to have me on that bed with that so tempting spread on top... Both of us had short
fuses... We showered together, then I had my hair trimmed, a very relaxing massage, and a facial.

The massage and facial team was cleaning up when there was another knock on the door; one of
the crew opened it, and a tall chocolate-skinned beauty came in.

“Yes?” I asked.

She stepped to the bed and pulled the covers back, then slipped off her robe. “I’m here for your
nap,” she said, climbing into bed.

One of the other crew dimmed the room lights as I got into bed. She held me to a scented breast,
and soon my mouth was filled with her warm milk. She wrapped her arms around my head as I moaned
and snuggled closer. She rocked me and sang to me. I don’t remember switching to the other side. I
remember waking with her partially on top of me, still holding me close. I took a deep breath and held
her closer, feeling her. She squeezed me to one side then the other, telling me what to do. Then I
nestled between her breasts and whispered, “Thank you so much...”
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She gave me another squeeze and kissed my head. “Thank you!”

She helped me dress, with plenty of hugs.

A knock on the door as we straightened my tie; Yvette. I picked her up, hugging her.
We took a cab to Francie’s place, not risking another walk through that park...
Francie was happy to see me, happy we were going to get married.

“Where’s Barbara?” I asked.

“Oh, she’s upstairs napping still -- we...”

I started upstairs, tossing overcoat and coat on the stair rail.

“Whoa!” Francie called, putting a hand on my shoulder. Yvette put a hand on my arm, gently.
Another of those weird occasions, having to act to not throw people across a room...

“Let her rest -- we’re having an early dinner out. You have all night,” Francie told me.

I turned and smiled, giving Yvette a sideways glance. Her eyebrows were still up -- she
understood.

I plopped down on the parlor couch and loosened my tie and collar; not used to that.
Yvette plopped down in my lap. “I thought you got a good nap,” she said with a grin.
“Yes, I did,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around her and hugging her.

“Mmm... I’'m glad. My afternoon was very nice as well, and I don’t think Barbara has any
complaints.” She kissed me on the forehead. “Like something to drink?”

“No thanks.”

“Okay, be right back...” She got up and headed for the kitchen.

A thought -- I reached into my pocket and pulled out the receipt. Bingo! Credit card receipt,
Jeanne L Reiss, location listed as FBI Cafeteria #26, for $13.46, date and time, last four digits of the
card number. I got out my wallet and put it into the little hidden pocket.

Yvette came back in clinking ice and something in a glass.

“Does Francie have a copier here?” I asked.

“Not sure -- I’ll ask,” she said and took off again.
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“What do you need to copy?” Francie asked.

“Small receipt,” I told her.

“My fax machine copies things -- just run it through. I’ll show you.”

“Nah, I’ll wait until I can use something with a flat surface; it’s kinda small.”
“Okay, whatever.”

“When will we see Ben again?” I asked Yvette.

“Oh, not until Thursday, most likely...” She looked up in the air for a bit, then at her watch.
“But we can call him when we get back from dinner.”

I shook my head. “It can wait.”

She sat down beside me. “Something from your meeting this morning?”
“Sort of -- not something I want to say over a phone.”

She nodded. “Good news? Bad news?”

I shrugged. “Interesting development.”

“From your breakfast conversation, or the meeting?”

I chuckled. “From a chance encounter -- right place at the right time.”

She sighed and shook her head. “So many times -- we plan, and plan, and plan, and then
something entirely random happens.”

I nodded. “Going through the airport in Dallas, it feels like a long time ago, Janice noticed we
were being tailed. I slipped in a puddle of water, totally destroyed their setup. Gave us time to
regroup.”

“What did you do?”

I smiled. “I recognized one of the guys -- they were on our side, nominally -- Kroll folks --
watching out for me; they just hadn’t bothered to let me know.”

She nodded. “Yeah, too helpful by half.”

“What’s our schedule tomorrow?”
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She sighed. “Up early, I'm afraid, out to Dulles and then Air France to Paris. We’ll go into
town; we’re staying at a little place across the river from Notre Dame. Light dinner with some locals,
another early evening, then to Basel on the train the next morning.”

“Any chance Ben or Alain could meet us in Paris?”

She frowned. “Is what you found that important?”

I shook my head. “It’s either already known, or they’re going to shit.”

She frowned more. “I don’t understand.”

I smiled. “It’s a fun one. When’s the first big party?”

Now she smiled. “Oh, in Basel when we get in, that night.”

I nodded. “Who’s going to be there, that I know?”

She glanced up again. “Ben and Alain, you’ve met. Oh, Bergman and Kot will be there. You’ll
get to meet the Macmillans. The rest, I think, will be new.”

I'sighed. “Will we get some time alone?”

She smiled. “You and Barbara, or you and me? The answer is yes -- plenty of private time, for
the two of you, for you and your future in-laws, both in Basel, and in Paris.”

I pulled her close again. “Good. Watch our backs, please?” I whispered.
“I will,” she whispered in return.

“And I promise, I’ll try not to do anything stupid.”

She chuckled in my lap. “That will help.”

Francie got Barbara up after a while. She came downstairs looking well rested and beautiful. I
gave her a hug and a big kiss, telling her I loved her.

It took us a few minutes, but she got my tie straightened, I got my coat and overcoat on, and we
headed for dinner.

We had a nice meal. I was getting used to home cooking, just eating around the table -- yes, with
a bunch of half-dressed women. Barbara asked me how my day had been. Interesting, I told her.

Yvette gave us weird looks. We laughed.

Dinner was good, but getting into a nice big bed with her was far better. We were both needy,
and went to sleep holding each other.
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We were up early -- and it was early East Coast time, dammit! Getting cleaned up, Barbara
asked me, “Yvette says you found something?”’

I nodded, slipping a white stretch-knit cover over my black carbon-fiber knee brace. The cloth
cover kept the carbon fiber from catching on clothing, and also protected my bare kneecap. ‘“Not
something I want to share over a phone. It can wait.”

She sighed and nodded. “Okay, if you’re sure.”
I shrugged. “I’m sure now.”

Airports, airports, I dislike airports. At least with First Class it was a little easier. Security was
easy; we weren’t carrying anything electronic to speak of; I’d left the laptop back at home. No problems
with my overcoat or cane. Since the three of us spoke fluent French, we were treated well in the lounge.

I miss never having flown Concorde -- I could see how it would make the trans-Atlantic routes
quite nice.

Barbara let me dress Professor-casual for this one. Once the stews figured out we spoke French,
things were very smooth. And all in all, the flight was nominal. We pulled up the armrests between us
and snuggled for a brief nap.

Last time I’d been in Paris -- a courier deal tagged onto a physics conference. Spring, but non-
tourist season. We were on the early edge of holiday airport congestion, the end of the semi-lull
between US Thanksgiving and the onslaught of Christmas; next week, even the end of this week would
be a fucking zoo!

I was the only one of the three using a U.S. passport -- Barbara had Swiss and U.S., Yvette had
U.S. and an E.U. one, didn’t catch what country. What was the purpose of my trip? I answered in
French, that [ was going to meet my future in-laws and set a wedding date. The clerk wished me well.

Our bags arrived and we cleared the rest of the formalities easily.
“Over there,” Barbara called out, heading to the left as we exited the controlled area.

A chap met us. He looked okay, but his balance sucked, and he crossed his legs as he turned to
pick up a bag. Coiled-cord earpiece, he said something into the microphone lump on its cord as we
walked.

A largish Mercedes met us fairly quickly; bags in the boot, the three of us in the back seat, our
greeter in the front with the driver, and we’re away. Getting into town, early afternoon traffic chaos in
Paris, trying to get close to the Latin quarter. Driver and shotgun were grousing about traffic; Yvette
told them to get us as close as they could and we’d walk the rest of the way. Shotgun turned around and
looked at Barbara. Barbara told him that was fine. He nodded -- approval from the ranking officer.
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We got within a block and a half. Shotgun got out and helped us with the bags.

A nice little place; we had a suite on the ground floor. The cutie behind the desk looked at the
three of us and added, “as requested...” I know I smirked back. The suite looked onto the inner
courtyard; big bed and reasonable bathroom. We had about two hours before dinner -- what to do? 1
said, “Champs Eleysees?” Barbara gave me a look like I’d just sprouted long floppy ears... 1 grabbed
her and pulled her to the bed.

“Let me pee first, please!” she complained, squirming away.
Yvette plopped down in my arms as soon as Barbara got up!

But all I wanted to do was snuggle, and that was fine with Barbara when she returned. I held
Yvette for a while, too, relaxing on my back between the two of them. Memories of those first few days
after my knee, in bed with Sam on one side and Barbara on the other, my knee throbbing, taking a breath
and returning to that relaxing and healing blue grotto...

“Going to clean up before dinner?”

I blinked my eyes open and moved to sitting. Yvette had changed clothes, and Barbara was
putting on a different top. I moved to the edge of the bed, pulling her closer, before she could get it on,
nuzzling her. She held me momentarily while Yvette muttered about the sickening display. Barbara
laughed and let go of me. I turned and stuck my tongue out at Yvette, who responded with, “Don’t do
that unless you’re going to use it!” I reached for her and Barbara pushed me to the bathroom, “Get
ready to go!”

The driver was sitting in the lobby waiting for us; he and his buddy walked with us to the
restaurant, a few blocks away.

Ben and Alain both greeted us! I was introduced to a man and a woman from the local Paris
office as well. We retired to a private room upstairs for a very nice meal, talking about
inconsequentials. Ben was looking good, especially compared to when I’d seen him in D.C., only a few
months ago. The way he interacted with Alain, you could tell they’d grown up together.

As dinner drew to a close, I suggested I’d like to take a walk for a while; I’d been confined and
sitting quite a bit. Alain suggested we walk over to Notre Dame and around the area. It was supposed

to be clear out; that sounded good.

The pair who walked us over walked the ladies back; a different pair, I recognized Philip from
D.C. and gave him a hug, they would follow us.

Outside the Cathedral of Notre Dame is the Point Central -- the point from which all distances to
Paris are measured. The night was clear and cold, the Cathedral lit up.

As we walked along, Ben suggested, “Yvette said you found something?”’

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 437 http://www.asstr.org/~artie




Hand

I nodded. “You know Kot’s girlfriend, Jeanne?”

Ben frowned. “Latest girlfriend? What about her?”

“How long has she been in the picture? Do we know?”

“Didn’t you run into her in Miami?”” Ben suggested.

“Yup, that’s where we met. Wondered how much farther back she goes.”

“Why?”

I paused, moved to get better light from a streetlamp, pulled out my wallet and got out the
receipt, replacing my wallet. “Some times you just get lucky, or unlucky as the case may be. I saw her

while [ was in D.C. -- she dropped this.” I handed the receipt to Ben.

He looked at it, stopped and looked at it some more, moved to better light, looked at it ... and
started swearing.

“Tuesday was pretty wild -- I had breakfast with the goldfish, and they gave me a gift to take to
the bastard FBI agent. I delivered it, and we stopped by their cafeteria for some coffee. There she was,

in line ahead of us, talking to a colleague. I’'m sure she didn’t see me. She dropped that.”

Ben was still mumbling under his breath and handed the receipt to Alain. He looked at it and
started laughing softly, shaking his head. “You’re sure?” he asked.

I chuckled as well. “I never forget ... a face...” That got more laughter. “I recognized her voice
first, then... other distinguishing characteristics. And she was wearing a very official looking FBI ID,
not the screaming yellow visitor thing I had. It had blue, green, and white dots on the top of it if you can
get someone to decode what that means.”

“Merde...” summarized Ben quite succinctly. Alain laughed a bit more and patted him on the
back.

I looked at the two of them. “I did the easy part -- you get the hard part. Oh, I don’t have any
copies of that.”

Ben nodded, a firm look on his face. “Thanks,” he told me and put it into his wallet.
“Can I still call you uncle?”
He laughed and hugged me, clapping me on the back. Alain did the same.

We started walking again, Ben grumbling occasionally and Alain chuckling.
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After a few blocks, Ben stopped, looked up into the sky, and sighed. He glanced at his watch. I
got the feeling someone was going to be getting a phone call... Alain and I were giving him inquisitive
looks.

“Like the old movie says, these things have to be done delicately, so as not to damage the spell,”
he said with a smile.

I laughed; Alain looked at me and shrugged.
Ben told us, “I need to make some phone calls...”

“I guessed,” I told him. I looked to Alain. “I could use to walk some more, and maybe some
cognac.”

Alain beamed and put an arm around me.

Philip joined us, the other guy went with Ben.

We walked, went into a little place and had a cognac, walked back to the hotel.
Alain shook my hand. “Very good work,” he told me, then gave me a brief hug.
“It’s the coat,” I told him, “It knows this business better than I do.”

He laughed and headed off.

The room was dark; the ladies were happy I was back at last, until I got into bed and they found
my hands and face were cold. But they helped me warm up, and afterwards we went to sleep still
snuggled together.

We managed to get up and have a light breakfast before being herded off to the train station; it’s
only about a three and a half hour trip to Basel on the TGV. Alain was aboard when we got there, and
Ben arrived with little time to spare -- he was smiling, though. The ladies and I stayed more or less
where we were; Alain and Ben took off, phones in hand.

“What did you do this time?” Yvette whispered to me.

I smiled. “Kept my eyes open.” Ikissed her on the forehead.

“And?” she asked.

I kissed her on the forehead again. “Watch our backs, please.”

She sighed and shook her head, frowning and smiling at the same time.
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Barbara came back with coffee. She barely had time to sit down when Philip came in, giving me
the eye and a hook of his head. I nodded and got up, giving Barbara and Yvette kisses.

“What’s up?” I asked as we headed out of the compartment.
He shrugged. “They want to talk.”

I met Ben and Alain in a little area filled with boxes. Philip waited outside. They wanted a
better description of what happened Tuesday; I told them, with as much detail as I could remember.
They laughed as I repeated some of the more colorful phrases used by one of the guys at breakfast. Ben
explained that lately the FBI had been picking up a lot of Mormons for foreign language expertise. |
nodded, telling them I’d guessed it was a form of steganography. Ben agreed. Alain saw the meeting as
a very good sign, that [ was being accepted, and they were still willing to work with us. I went over the
stop in the cafeteria, hearing Jeanne, recognizing her, the colored dots on her badge, picking up the
receipt.

Ben was somewhere between disgusted and appalled. She’d been with Kot for at least eight
months, and everyone who’d been around him thought Kot was sloppy, leaving things on his desk, other
opsec issues. I thought to ask why, but didn’t bother. “What next?” I asked.

Ben had spoken with folks in the U.S., and with my future father-in-law. I asked what his
response had been to the news. Ben shrugged. They were still discussing what to do. Oh, Kot was out -
- that was clear. The discussion was on whether or not to out Jeanne. There were strong arguments on
each side. I mentioned I’d like to hand the receipt back to her just to see the look on her face. Some
chuckling; we’ll see.

I asked if there was anything I should have done differently? Read over the information I
delivered, was one suggestion. I told them if the envelope hadn’t been sealed, I would have, but since it
was sealed, I did as they asked. Fair enough. Should I assume I’m on stage all the time? Usually a
good assumption, particularly if it helps keep you on your toes. Yvette thought I’d done a good job
picking her up Tuesday morning. Had to smile at that. Are we out of the woods with respect to Denise
and her group? Another shrug. Too early to tell, but most likely; their organization had been
devastated. They’d had problems internally before, and most thought the different pieces would each go
out on their own. So rather than one group, we’ll have two or three? That’s about it, yes, smaller and
more localized. The good news was that most of the players were known, and they’d be facing local
competition, competition and payback.

But they’re going to be in Basel, Kot and Jeanne?
Alain looked at his watch. They should arrive before we do, flying in.

I told them I like the train -- more civilized. They smiled and nodded. But it’s bloody cold in
here! We were talking in a most unheated space.

They agreed. They got coffees and I got a large hot chocolate on the way back to the ladies.
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