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  Chapter one
Café Muse


Every morning the door opens outward and the smell - oh the blissful smell - of fresh brewed coffee comes swirling out to caress my nose with that glorious olfactory sensation. If you have ever been to Café Muse, you know exactly what I’m talking about. 
I walk in and simultaneously feel my senses come alive and my concerns melt away.  All is right in the world.  There’s a balance to the Cafe. Harmonious.
The wispy, blond woman behind the counter (her name is Amelia) smiles at me and mouths the words, “The regular?”.
I nod in the affirmative, hold my finger up in the sign for Menu Item Number 1 (black coffee), and walk unhurriedly to my favorite table which sits open this morning. I make sure I spread a bunch of nods around to the regulars while I walk the short, infinite distance to the table.
A nod for the exhausted Vampire, Dave, fresh off his shift as a dispatch officer for the local community college police force. He’s trying Almond milk again in his Number 47; the Cappucino. Poor bastard.
A nod to the four otters disguised as a man in a trench coat, rearranging the four shots of espresso (four Number 4’s - ha!) on the table in front of them.
A nod to the beautiful Iara named Cassie that shall always make me feel like a hormonal teenager instead of the over forty-year-old schoolteacher that I am. She is a mermaid from Brazil, who simply adores the medium roast coffee here. Splash of cream, one sugar - the Number 32.
I’m more of a dark roast man, myself. 
And finally a nod to the Woman In Red, who always sits at the table off to my right, sipping her double latte - Number 87 -  with both hands wrapped around the cup while staring at the pitch-black void outside her window: her eight tentacles, each exiting the blood red dress and ending in a blood red slipper, nervously tapping on the floor in a faint, barely audible dance across the tiles. Waiting for her lover to come and destroy all the worlds in her universe, no doubt.
Like always, I glance at the table off to my right and behind me to make sure Adam isn't back.  We don't get along. At all. 
Outside my window, the early morning sun playfully casts shadows of varying angles across the geometric landscape of the city streets in a world I’ve never been to, but plan on visiting today.  I wait for Amelia to arrive at my table with the porcelain mug of Ethiopian dark roast, and when she does, she nervously sets the mug down and says a timid, “Hi, Donald.”
“Hello, Amelia,” I respond slowly and quietly, trying not to spook her.
“How is your morning going?  Everything okay?”
Still glacial in my speed, I reply, “It’s going great now that I’m here.  Thank you for the coffee, Amelia, you’re an angel.” I look at my coffee and think for the thousandth time that the white porcelain mug and the black coffee are trying to show me how Amelia and I fit together, her as pale as the mug and I as dark as the coffee inside, both needing the other to reach our potential somehow.  She's a mystery I haven't solved yet.
She grins, relieved. “My pleasure, Donald.  Just wave when you’re ready for a refill.”
“Will do.”
She wipes her hands on her apron and after the briefest of hesitations where I thought she might actually say more for once, she turns and walks away, down the brief, eternal length of the café. 
I dream that one day she’ll tell me if my guess is correct, but until then, I’m calling her angel no matter the truth.  I just can’t imagine anything that gorgeously skittish being anything else.
The café is simply marvelous; comforting and exciting to the soul. Almost two thousand menu items and counting, all of which are coffee or tea.  I’ve been coming here to get my morning joe for just about forever, and the thing I love so much about it is the absolute dependability of it all.  It’s consistent.  Randomly and chaotically so.   That is to say, it’s so metaphorical, that you can depend on it to be nothing like you’ve planned for, which is just tremendously reliable.
Still, it is somewhat of a shock to look up into the eyes of a stranger sitting across from me at my favorite table, which is exactly what I do right now.
They smile at me and take out a tube of lipstick from their coat pocket, meticulously applying it while I stare.
“Would you like to try some?”  they ask. “Ruby Red. My favorite color.” 
“Clashes with my boots,” I reply truthfully.  I find it’s always better to tell as much truth as I can.  Reality hates trying to keep up with lies.  Causes all sorts of grumpy Deja vu episodes.  And indigestion, of course. “Who are you?”
“I am really glad to have finally found you,” they say.
“That’s more of a ‘what are you’, but I’ll take it, I guess.” 
Amelia comes over to the table from across the Great Divide and looks concerned about two people sitting where only one should be.  The symmetry of the entire café is wrong now, and even the otters are feeling it. The harmony of the Café has been damaged.
Looking from the stranger to me and then back again - twice - Amelia grips the hem of her apron with both hands and asks the stranger, “Can I get you something?”
They keep me pinned with their stare as they answer Amelia with a single word of doom.
“Decaf.”
The place goes dead silent.  Not the contented, peaceful silence of a house in the hour before the kids come crashing down the stairs to open their Christmas presents.  No, we’re talking the other kind of silence.  The kind where a billion voices are screaming into the void, muted, unheard, and unsaved, as limitless horror crashes down into their souls.
I shiver.
The bastard across from me smiles.
A pot of coffee crashes to the floor of the Café and shatters. A thing that has never once happened here in its entirety of existence.  Hell, it never even happened when it didn’t exist.
Amelia opens her mouth to speak but she can’t make anything come out.  She is terrified.  Frozen.  And I can actually see a part of her shrivel up and die as the light behind her beautiful green eyes dims and fails to flare back up.
For that reason alone, I want to hurt this cruel creature imposing itself into my reality.
“They do not serve that kind here.”  I snarl. “Everything here is real.” 
They reach out languidly as they sit back in an insolent slouch, their fingers cruelly running up the back of Amelia's hand.  She flinches, eyes wide, staring at me for help. Pleading, really.
They look at me with infuriating smugness they say, “But isn’t this Café Muse?  Doesn’t the sign outside say as plain as the lipstick on my face that Café Muse is ‘where inspiration becomes real’?”
It did, of course.  It says that proudly and truly.  Café Muse is the comfy little infinite space between waveform observation and waveform collapse.  It’s also my favorite coffee shop (it can totally be both, and you know it), and that’s what is so unforgivable about this assault on our morning routine.
“So what?” I reply, rather unimaginatively.
“Well, I have recently been inspired,” they answer. “I’ve had a moment of enlightenment, and epiphany of negation, if you will.”
“Negation?”
“Surely you, Donald, have guessed who I am by now?”
I sit very still, squirming mightily only on the inside.  I feel I really should know them, but I…don’t.  This scares me more than a baby T-Rex. Which I find to be the most terrifying thing smaller than an Eldritch God.  Trust me on this.  Baby T-Rex’s are fucking nightmares.
Their eyebrows raise incrementally for about twenty seconds until they threaten to exit their head and fall off-stage and out of the still, silent scene. 
“You really haven’t figured it out?  I said ‘Decaf’ for goodness sake!”
Then the answer appears in my head full grown and all Athena-like, screaming at me to run.
Decaf.
Negation.
Nameless.
“It’s really you?” I state as a question.  It’s a last-ditch attempt to pretend it isn’t them, of course.  A more honest response would have been the statement, “It’s really you.”
I feel the indigestion kick in.
They smile at me, an innocent wickedness so pure my emotions hit absolute zero.
“Oh yes, it’s me.  And I think this little café might be just the thing.”
I dread the answer but I can hear myself asking anyway, “The thing for what?”
“Why, the thing for figuring out how to turn off the universe, of course.”
“Which universe?”
“Don’t be obtuse, or even acute. All of them. Every universe, all reality, all time. Turned off.  Finally.”
I take an infinite second to compose my thoughts, “According to legend, you’ve been trying to end reality for eternity, what makes you think you can do it here and now?”
“You, Donald.” 
“Me?”
“You.  And Decaf, of course.”
“I don’t understand.” 
“You don’t need to.”
“Now you’re just being needlessly accurate.”
They sigh theatrically and continue, “You, Donald are nothing but a man, as far as I can tell.  How in creation are you even here?”
I sit quietly and slowly begin a long process of tiny incremental movements of my left hand toward the table edge.  I need to get close to my jacket pocket.
They stare at my hand and I cease its movement.  
“I don’t know why I'm here.  I just am.”
“I’ll tell you how you are here, Donald.  Because you walk the realities of the universe the way other humans walk down the streets of your New York - totally lost and stumbling across exciting new experiences.” 
“Yeeesssss...” I draw out unexpectedly long.
“And you do it because this café makes it possible.”  And they point out the window to the city street of a world that existed solely in my imagination until I sat down at the table this morning.
My left hand begins to move again, and this time Nameless doesn’t react.
“So you think, what?” I ask them, hoping for an answer.
“So I think that this café can make ‘unreal’...real.  Provided it’s you that places the order.”
I stand corrected, Nameless is by far the scariest thing smaller than an Eldritch God. Mainly because they are a manifestation of something so alien we have to call them Nameless.  There are no other words that come as close to explaining them.
“Spell it out, please.”
“Donald, you’re going to order me a Decaf.  Right here.  Right now.” 
“The hell I will.” 
They look up at the frozen Amelia and smile again, “You like all these folks, don’t you?  The aquatic mammals, the Vampire,” Then he looks at me with all traces of humor gone, “Even the Lady in Red.”
I glance over to the Lady in Red.  She is staring at the tableau with rapt fascination, breathing heavily, like the entire pageant playing out in front of her is highly erotic in some way.  I guess that for her it is.  But that’s because she has no idea of the kind of destruction They actually want.  
The Lady is waiting for her Eldritch boyfriend to come lay waste to her universe, true, but that is simply the way of Eldritch Gods.  They are destroyers.  That’s an honest part of reality.  I had no problem with that.  For every universe they are foiled, there’s one where they succeed.  That’s what balance means, and the universe does nothing if not strive for balance.
But Nameless.  Nameless wants to undo reality itself.  Not just destruction, but the negation of everything.  The erasure of reality, time, and space. Decaf fucking coffee.
Not on my watch.  And not before I’ve had my first cup of Ethiopian.
“Not the same and you know it,” I reply.
“Pretty close though.  Just splitting atoms, really.” 
“It’s ‘splitting hairs’.”
“Is it?”
“Isn’t it?”
They frown at me. “Order the Decaf.”
“No.”
“I’ll undo everyone here.”
“You can’t or you already would have.”
They hiss in frustration, “There’s more than one way to undo things.  I might not be able to undo them from reality, but I can ruin your morning!”  
They reach out to Amelia and I lunge across the table to stop them, but it is a feint, a trick.  While my body is in flight over the table, they put one hand on me and casually flick their fingers on the other hand towards the otters who shriek in surprise as they look down at themselves and discover they are now a man pretending to be four otters.  And four shots of espresso are going to be way too much caffeine for them!
There’s a shudder in the café itself as if this is just a bit too much.  I mean, honestly, four shots of Espresso for one man in a fur-lined trench coat?  Insanity!
Everything is out of sorts as I regain my seat, thinking furiously now.
“How did you do that?”
“I didn’t.  You did.”
“The heck I did!”
“Oh Donald, you gave me the ability to change them. All I had to do was touch you.  Watch.”
They flicked their fingers at Amelia.  She flinches, but nothing happens.
“See?  I can’t change a thing in this café unless I’m touching you.”
The café shudders again as everyone looks at me with concern and even a few looks of suspicion.
“I don’t understand,” I say.
“Nor do I, really.  But you don’t come here to experience reality like all the others.”
“Yes, I do.”
“No, Donald, you don’t.  You somehow create reality.  Or cause reality to be created in your image, perhaps.  I honestly don’t know how you do it, but you’re going to order me a Decaf.”
The lights in the café flair brighter momentarily before dimming to about half of their usual brightness and then they settle down at this reduced output.  All the shadows in the building get longer and darker.
My stomach hurts.
Desperate and flailing for an escape I say, “I’ll order you a tea or tisane.  There are plenty of them that don’t have caffeine.  Hell, the Number 1098 is chicory.  Caffeine free.”
They laugh softly, “You know very well it isn’t about caffeine.  It’s about…Decaf.” 
“There is no Decaf!” I yell. 
I slam my right hand down on the table as my left drops down next to my coat pocket, “Decaf does not exist.  There is no Decaf!”
They answer with just four words that shatter my resolve and break my heart, “There used to be.”
I slump in my seat and stare down at the tabletop.  Amelia finally finds her voice, “Donald?  What is Decaf?”
The café rumbles louder and the floor shakes enough that everyone notices.
“It’s nothing,” I try once more in desperation.  My stomach flip flops and my indigestion doubles - triples - and I feel the need to retch, but I hold it back by swallowing rapidly four of five million times.
I try again, this time truthfully. “It’s…an abomination.  I’ll not have it around me.” 
Dave calls over from his table, staring at me like I’m a beast out of his nightmares, “It’s a coffee drink?  But…We have every coffee drink in the universe here.  Look at the menu…”
They interrupt, “The menu is…incomplete.”
This time the café shakes so hard that Amelia has to grab onto the table and the still dismayed man who used to be four otters slides off his seat and falls to the floor.
Dave asks me, “Donald, what is Decaf?”
They answer for me, “Decaf is a coffee with the caffeine extracted by some process or other.  It was very common.”
“About fifteen percent of all coffee consumed,” I reluctantly confirm.
A concerned look plastered across his face, Dave says, “Why haven’t I heard about it? How is it that I've never even imagined such a thing?” 
I slide my left hand into my jacket pocket and wrap it around the contents inside.  I look up into the smiling face of Nameless and say, “I erased it.” while I swing my left hand around as hard as I can in a soaring haymaker punch.
But I'm just a forty-three-year-old schoolteacher, not a fighter.
Nameless catches it with ease, holding my left arm out from their head.  Their smile grows even wider.  They lean in so close those Ruby Red lips are almost on top of mine.
“I’m touching you,” They whisper.
I try pulling free, but they hold me in an unbreakable iron grip.  I can’t even get their arm to move.
“I wonder what amazing thing you have in your hand, Donald?”
Amelia has her hands covering her mouth, the Lady in Red is about six seconds away from orgasm, and Dave is over giving a hand to Otto (what the hell else could a man who used to be four otters have as a name?) helping him to his feet and back to his chair.
They lean in even closer somehow and whisper, “Order it or I will.”  Then they squeeze my arm until the bones in my left forearm creak.  I can literally hear them about to break.
Gritting my teeth and trying to focus through the pain I say, “You can’t, you don’t know the Menu number.”
Their eyes widen, “It’s not on the menu!”
I nod fractionally towards the ever-shifting chalkboard menu behind the counter, each of the thousands of menu options cycling through, appearing, fading, and being replaced by the next set of twenty options as if written and erased by an unseen hand (with exquisite handwriting and an artistic flair).
“It’s not on that menu,” I respond. 
They snarl and grind their teeth together audibly.
“Didn’t see this coming, did you?” 
They search my eyes for deception and find none.  Even my indigestion has subsided. “Then you order it.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“I’m still holding you, Donald.  I thought you cared for Amelia and the others.”
Shit.
I hesitate.
“I won’t change her, Donald.”  
I look up into their eyes.  We both know the “her” he’s talking about.  Amelia.
“I’ll just erase her. Not gone. Worse than that. Never was.  Like you did to Decaf.”
Oh crap. Now I get it. 
They believe that I undid Decaf completely.  A Negation.  An Erasure from reality itself. No wonder they think this could end reality.  Hell, maybe they are right.
“So, you think bringing Decaf back to reality will somehow…what?”
“Oh Donald, can you possibly not know this?  Anything Erased can never come back.  That’s the point of me.  I’m permanent.  Negation is eternal.  What is negated cannot exist.  Ever.  Not in the past, not in the future.  That is why you and I are the only two creatures in existence that can even entertain the concept of Decaf.  Me because I am master of all things Negated, and you because you somehow, impossibly, negated it.”
“But,” and here that awful smile came back to those lips, “You can also make anything happen inside this cafe.  What a paradox, eh?
“And you and I both know that a paradox can only exist for a tiny instantaneous moment in time before fixing itself.”
I despair.  “Fixing itself” means exploding and destroying everything, because a paradox cannot exist.  Not even for a tiny infinitesimal moment of time.  So if one is created despite the impossibility of being created…boom. Universal indigestion.
I swallow.  This is going to hurt.
“Amelia?”
I look over to her.  She is standing still. Not like a statue.  She’s as still as the block of marble that might one day be a statue, but not yet…not yet.
“Amelia?”  I repeat.
She snaps out of the fear, comes back to life, and answers, “Yes, Donald?”
“I…I need to make an order.”
Tears stand unshed in the corners of her eyes as she asks the inevitable question, “What will you have?”
“I’ll have…” I swallow hard and look nowhere in shame, “I’ll have a Number i.” 
The café shakes incredibly hard, and all of our drinks fall off the tables.  The Lady in Red cries out in ecstasy while everyone else calls out in fear as the café Muse experiences its first earthquake. Everyone is holding on to whatever is near to stay upright. 
The lights go out entirely and the window beside us cracks, looking for all the universe like lightning trapped.  The emergency lights go on and bathe the scene in an eerie red glow.
Amelia’s eyes shed those tears and, as the rumbles subside, she releases her grip from our table and walks the desolate, eternal, short walk to the counter to get my order.
Another window cracks.
The ceiling suddenly sags about twelve inches over the front entrance.
Otto starts to cry.
Dave is crossing himself (yes, it hurts) and praying (he’s Presbyterian, so it doesn’t hurt).
The Lady in Red is… oh that’s not appropriate at all… I look away quickly.
I look back at Them and see the infinite malice and entirely present glee in those eyes.
My left arm is in agony, still held in place by the crushing grip, fist still clenched tight.
They ask me, “What do you think will happen to reality if the café dies?”
“The café is reality,” I answer.  “That’s the whole point, and we both know it.”
They smile yet again, “Yes.  Yes, it is, and yes we do.”
Amelia comes back and sets a plain, white porcelain mug on the table.  Inside is an aromatic, black liquid with the faintest sheen of natural coffee bean oils floating on the surface.
A sweet, vicious, bitter, and morning-ruining lie contained in a solution of water and ground beans.  Decaf.
“Please don’t drink that,” I beg.
For an answer, they grab the cup with their free hand.
“Really, don’t drink that.  I’m trying to save everything, even you.”
“I don’t want saving, Donald.”
I struggle furiously with my left hand and arm, trying to break it free, knowing I won’t.
They sigh theatrically (yet again) and then they just…snap the bones in my forearm with barely a grunt of effort.
I scream.
The café screams.
Everyone screams.
Except Them.
They wait until we all settle down and then they ask me, “What’s in your hand?  What’s the heroic last-ditch trick?”
I pant in pain and grind my teeth together long enough to master my tongue, “Don’t. Drink. That. Coffee.”
Still holding onto my broken arm, they lift the mug to their lips and take a deep draught of the scalding hot lie.
Everyone and everything in the café is frozen into a renaissance-like tableau, waiting on our doom.
And we wait.
And wait.
And wait some more.
Then I smile through the pain
Their eyes are no longer gleeful, they are suspicious. “What is going on?  Did you order something besides Decaf?  I’ll just erase Amelia and we’ll do this all over again.”
“Nope, that is one hundred percent Decaf anathema.  Exactly what you made me order.”  Then I squeeze my left hand and adjust my fingers as my rapidly swelling broken arm calls out for attention.
Their eyes pin my left hand with their stare.
“What is in your hand?”
I smile.
“What is in your hand!”  They scream.
“Let go and I’ll show you.”
They shake my broken arm viciously and I almost pass out from the pain.  My hand opens of its own accord and five small coffee beans fall out onto the table.
Perplexed, they ask, “What the hell is this?”
“Coffea charrieriana.”
“What?”
“Coffee that grows without any caffeine.  Naturally.”
“I don’t understand.  That’s not Decaf.  That’s just…not-caf.  I told you to order Decaf.”
“I did.”
“I don’t understand,” they repeat. “Why are we still here?  What is happening?”
I pin them with my hardest stare, “Let go of my arm and I’ll tell you.”
Their eyes narrow in the deepest suspicion yet, but eventually they let go.  I recover my broken arm and hold it to my side, trying to stabilize it and reduce the incredible pain shooting up and down my nerves.
After a few breaths to get myself under control in the horrific silence of the cafe, I look around at the café and its patrons.  The Lady in Red is languidly lounging in a post-coital(solo) glow, her skin mottled with pale red splotches clashing horribly with her dress.  Otto and Dave are sitting together at Otto’s table, holding hands, two empty shot glasses of espresso picked up off the floor and set in front of each of them.
Amelia has a thoughtful expression on her face and keeps looking into the now empty cup of Decaf and then up to the Ruby Red lips of them.  I think she’s on the cusp of figuring it out.
Slowly, and with great reluctance I turn my attention back to them and say, “I’m sorry.”
Their eyebrows do that thing and they reply, “Beg your pardon?”
“I wish I could, but the deed is done, I can’t take it back.”
“Take what back?”
I sigh and look down at my broken arm.  Then I stretch it out and rest it on the table, whole, unbroken, and pain-free.
“I can’t take back the answer.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Maths”
“What?”
“Maths.”
“Stop wasting time.  Tell me what you did.  This doesn’t change anything…I will destroy all you care about until we get the Decaf!”
“You got the Decaf.  That cup was Decaf.”
“No, it wasn’t!  Decaf can’t be real!”
“Maths.”
They scream, “Stop saying that!” 
“Do you know what you are, really?” I ask them.
“I am Negation!”
“Yet you are part of reality.  That is your flaw.  You are ultimately nothing more than an irrational expression of universal maths, but you are most definitely real.”
“I don’t want to be!  I want it all to end!”
I look at them with genuine sorrow and sympathy, “I said I was sorry.  But you can’t end it all.  You just don’t have that ability.  But this was an excellent attempt.”
“What did you do?” they cry out in frustration.
“I served you an Imaginary drink.”
“I don’t understand!”
Amelia gasps and looks at me in horror.  She just got it.
She turns to Them with fresh tears and says, “You are…Complex now.”
“Maths,” I agree solemnly.
“We're not strictly math!  We are perception, waveform, observation, intention…”  They drift off to stuttering.
“Yes we are,” I agree, “and I had five coffee beans in my hand that were naturally decaffeinated, discovered not very long ago.  In fact, they were discovered after my…mistake…with decaf.  But they presented an interesting train of thought.  If coffee can grow naturally without caffeine, can we take other beans and remove the caffeine on purpose?”
“But you can’t,” They cry, “that’s the whole point!  You can’t bring decaf back! Paradox!”
I shake my head. “I can’t bring it back as it was, you are correct, but maths allows for imagination.  Imaginary numbers.  Inspiration. And café Muse is where…”
“...Inspiration becomes real,” they finish in a daze.
Eventually, they come back to the present from wherever their thoughts took them, and they say, “So am I just supposed to leave now?”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
“What?  You have not done anything except delay this, Donald.  I’m still me and you’re still you, and the café is still right here. You might have pulled a fast one, but I’m still going to start breaking your world until you do what I want.
Amelia answers for me, “No, dear.  You don’t understand.  You drank the decaf.  You are a Complex composite now, part of you is irrational and part of you is imaginary.  Maths. If you leave the boundary of the Café, you will be a paradox.  A square root of a negative number.  You will cease to exist.
I nod. "This café is now your prison." 
They look up at me sharply. “You did this to me?”
“I did this for you.”
“For me?”
“You don’t really want to destroy reality, do you?”
“Of course I do!  I’ve been trying for eternity!”
“Why?”
“So that I can cease to exist!  I am tired.  I want to go!”
I lift my hand and point at the café door. “So go.”
They abruptly sit up rigid in their seat and their head snaps around to look at the front doors.
After a short time that lasts eons, they turn back to me with emotions waring all over their face.
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“And I’ll be gone.  Forever?”
“Forever.  Eternal rest.”
They stare at me for a few seconds that eventually stretch into a minute.
“Will it hurt?”
“I hope not.”
“But you don’t know?”
“I don’t. I’m sorry.”
Slowly, They rise from the table and say, “Stand up, Donald.”
I stand.
They come around the table and wrap me in a huge hug that scares the crap out of me before I realize it’s in gratitude.  They begin to sob openly repeating softly, “Thank you.  Thank you.  Thank you.”
They walk to the door as I head over to Otto and whisper in his ear.  He shakes his head in the negative.  I guess he’s happy as a man disguised as an otter now.  He doesn’t want to be changed back.
At the door, They turn around and look at all of us.  They don’t say anything, but we all nod to them anyway.
They shove the bent and semi-jammed door open, walk out onto the sidewalk, and turn up the street and out of sight.  A few seconds later we hear a loud pop and woosh of air as if rushing to fill a sudden void where a tortured creature had once stood.
I feel a light hand on my shoulder and I turn to see Amelia standing next to me.  “That was a good thing you did, Donald.  That poor creature…didn't suffer at the end.”  She stops and removes her hand, walking away to the counter on the other side of the universe.  
Before she gets there, she turns around and says, “Part-time.”
“What?”
“I’m only a part-time angel.”
I smile, “What are you the rest of the time?”
A spark of joy fires up behind those green eyes, “Well, I’m a barista at Café Muse, of course.”
Of course.
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  Chapter two
Doubly blessed


Alan Mossy got into his car quickly to get out of the rain. He absently nodded to the stranger in the car beside him as they acknowledged the all-day precipitation. Looking both ways, Alan carefully pulled out of his parking space and onto the road, heading home. 
The shopping trip to this gardening store was a bust, but that didn’t bother Alan.  The chase, the search, the discovery of new fertilizers, better soil, and new tricks to help his garden grow got him out of the house and driving in the rain.
Today didn’t work out.  That’s okay, there was always tomorrow.  Now it was time to head home to his garden and his wife.  He smiled as he drove, a man content with his life.

***

 Alan stood by his window sipping his coffee and staring out at the backyard. Elizabeth had heard a sniffle from him and promptly forbade him from working outside in the rain today. 
For years, the garden had been his private sanctuary from the world.  Now that he was retired, he tended the garden all day, surrounded by a rainbow of colors and delicate perfumes.  He couldn't imagine doing anything else.  
Elizabeth, his wife of thirty-seven years, didn't feel the same way, but being a kindhearted woman she understood the depths of Alan's desires.  
Most of the neighborhood thought he and his wife were a little odd.  Alan was always running in and out of Hampton Nursery with some exotic all-natural insecticide or something like that.  The neighbors had long ago stopped trying to have a conversation with him because it would inevitably turn to gardening or some equally dull aspect of horticulture.  In fact, the general consensus was that Alan was a little batty and that, for some reason, Elizabeth tolerated and supported her husband in his endeavors.
That didn’t mean that everything was peaceful on the street, however.  Oh no, not at all.
There was friction between Alan and the neighborhood because of the smelly compost heap in his backyard which attracted birds, rodents, bees, and other “pests”.  
“Honey?” Elizabeth said.
“Yes, my dear?”
“It’s Mr. Donnelly again.”
He sighed in exasperation, “What now?”
“The same as always.  The...”
“...compost heap.” 
“Yes, Alan.” 
“What is wrong with these people?  How am I supposed to grow a garden without fertilizer?  The soil here is awful.  It needs help!”
“Honey, we’ve had this conversation.  We back up right next to the only playground in the neighborhood. Nobody can see your garden, they just smell the stench.  Where their children play.” 
“It’s not a stench!” 
Elizabeth stayed silent long enough that Alan eventually relented, “Okay.  It’s…smelly.  But that’s not the real issue and you know it. The real problem is that the Donnelly family is jealous.  They can’t enjoy the garden themselves because it is tucked away safely in our backyard.” 
Indulgently, she answered, “So grow some flowers in the front yard for all of them to see and enjoy.  The front yard is accessible to everyone.  But you know very well that won’t solve the problem.” 	 
Located in his backyard, the compost pile was huge.  It took up a twelve-foot square section of the yard, and it unfortunately did stink to high heaven.  All the neighbors, and even Elizabeth, had complained about that smell, especially in the summer months.  Alan didn't care.  Everything not man-made went into that pile, eggshells, spoiled mayonnaise, last night's salmon filet scraps; everything. 
Alan sighed, worn down finally from the constant battle.  “How long have they been complaining about it?”
“About five years now.”
“You hate it too, don’t you?”
“I love you, Alan.”
“That means yes…I love you too, dear.”
Alan’s heart broke a tiny bit, but he loved his wife more than anything else, even the plants.
“Okay.”
“Okay what?”
“Okay, the compost heap goes away this weekend. Not for them. For you.”
“I love you, Honey.”
“You're welcome.”
So after about five years, his angel Elizabeth had made Alan finally understand how impossible the smell was to live with, and Alan knew the compost had to go.  
For the next several years, Alan redoubled his efforts, putting every moment he could into tending the garden, and his flora children survived, but they never thrived, a fact that embittered Alan more than it should have.  

***
	
If not for the wind, Alan would have become a ghost of his former self after he lost Elizabeth.  He would have lain awake in his bed all the time, crying over his terrible loss.  To lose his wife like that was more than he could possibly have stood.  He would have died soon thereafter, dreaming about the long hours of love and tenderness spent on his beauties in the garden.  
His most precious memories were of those times he looked up from his kneeling position in front of a bed of roses, and there would be Elizabeth, sitting in a lawn chair with her iced tea, just watching Alan work.  Every time he caught her staring at him - every time for thirty-seven years - she would smile and blush a little, and apologize for staring.  Every time he would answer that it didn't bother him in the least, and they would pretend to be strangers for a few minutes, reenacting their first meeting.  Then Alan would sit down next to her and tell her what he had done in the garden that day.
That all changed the day Elizabeth came to him with the news. On that day he looked up from the flowerbed, and Elizabeth was standing with eyes rimmed red; no iced tea.  Alan slowly stood up and waited.  
"Oh, honey. I'm dying.”  The little spade he had been holding slipped unnoticed from his hand to land on the ground at his feet.
“Breast cancer. Remember that doctor’s visit three weeks ago for these damn aches and pains?  I didn't want to tell you, you’re a bit fragile for this kind of thing, but there's no help for it.  It's too advanced.  I'm dying."
Alan was unable to take a full breath, but he wheezed out, "Isn't there anything the doctors could do, radiation therapy, anything?"  Tears sprang to his eyes.
“It's everywhere," Elizabeth explained, "that persistent chest cold was just my body saying goodbye.  There is nothing left to do but wait for the end."  She began to cry a little, "Besides, I would rather spend my last days in your garden, with you."
They walked out to the backyard in silence, holding hands and staring at nothing.
Eventually, she asked him, "Honey, what is it you so love about these flowers?  Why are you willing to alienate all the neighbors and our friends for a garden?  What is it that I have always been competing with?”
Alan just stood stunned.  Finally, he asked her, "Who is going to sit and smell the flowers with me once you're gone?  The flowers aren’t mine. They were for me and you to enjoy together.”  He shrugged helplessly, “I love you Elizabeth.  These flowers are the children I never gave you.”
“They're not mine,” he repeated, “they're ours.”  Looking around the garden like a lost puppy he finally blurted out, “How am I supposed to handle losing you?"
Elizabeth smiled sadly, "That was the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me. You know, honey, I was sometimes unsure if you loved me as much as the flowers.  But you do, which is all I can ask.  I can die in peace here, Alan.  I love you and the babies, and you’ll survive.  You can be stronger than you think."
Alan then realized he had been doubly blessed with two great loves surrounding his life, and he wept. 
Elizabeth spent her last three and a half weeks of life in a bed Alan had moved to the living room, where the French doors opened onto his garden.  Alan spent every minute by her side until she forced him out into the garden for a few hours saying, “I want to watch you tend the garden, Alan.”
“I was always tending the garden.  I should have spent more time with you.”
“Alan, don’t say that.  One of my favorite things in the world was to sit there watching you work the flower beds.  Let me see that again.”
So Alan would spend a few hours a day tending the garden areas closest to the house, where Elizabeth could watch.
When the day came, her final words to Alan were, “Honey, please do something for me. Share.  Create a garden for the neighborhood, okay?  And Honey, make sure you bury me with plenty of the flowers.
Alan swore on his love of the garden and her, that he would make it so.
Hours after her last breath had been taken in and expelled from her lungs, Alan finally got up from his chair by the bed and walked to the gardens.  He asked out loud, half to himself and half to the garden, “Which of you flowers want the privilege of adorning Elizabeth’s casket?” 
In his head, he heard a whisper of wind say, “All of us.”
Alan started with surprise.  That was a strong, almost hallucinogenic moment.  Those words were crystal clear in his head.  Crystal.
Hesitantly, he asked out loud again, “How could I get you all to fit?”
The wind, much to Alan’s surprise and growing terror answered again, “Elizabeth loved lilies the most.  Lilies in the casket.  A different flower each month on the grave.”
Alan was so shocked he simply fell back onto his butt, yelping in pain as he hit the ground.
“Am I going crazy?  I’m going crazy.  Oh, Elizabeth, you’re not gone a day and I’m going mad.”
The wind in his head said nothing.
Alan waited in fear for a few moments.  “Am I crazy?” he asked out loud.
The wind remained silent as the moment stretched out until Alan started breathing again.
Alan felt a tiny bit better. “Crazy, ha. Lilies. Lilies were her favorite.  There should be lilies in her casket.”
The wind said, “Yes.”

***

One of the things about his garden that Alan was most proud of were the plants that bloomed at different times of the year, even flowers that bloomed in winter, such as  Lenten Rose, Black-Eyed Susan, Winter Jasmine, Crokus, and more.  So for a year, he went on the first of every month and dropped fresh blooming flowers at his wife’s grave.
By the end of the first three months, Alan spent most of his days talking to the wind in his head and gardening, running out only to get food and gardening supplies.  Alan cared little for his appearance or health, constantly wearing pants with dirt stains on the knees, soil permanently under his fingernails, and various garden by-products clinging to his clothes. 
By the end of the year, Alan was walking around in public looking like a shambling dirt monster, talking out loud and in public to the wind about gardening secrets and tricks, and dealing with a constant low-grade sniffle. The neighbors all felt for this widower who talked to himself all the time, but he seemed harmless, and since the compost was gone, there was no reason to bother the old man. 
Unseen by anyone, his backyard garden was a verdant jungle of color and life. An impossible symphony of plants that couldn’t grow in the northwest, thriving despite that fact.  No compost heap was required. Alan and the wind were masters of the art of gardening.  It was magical.
Alan missed Elizabeth horribly, and so did the wind.  It would reminisce with Alan about the days when Elizabeth made Alan come inside to eat after it got late, made him wear his rain jacket while it rained, and sat watching him as he worked the garden.
It was about eighteen months after Elizabeth passed away when the wind was sharing a story with Alan about the time Elizabeth had brought Alan a huge thermos of hot coffee and stayed outside with him in the rain holding an umbrella over his head until he had consumed two cups because, “Honey, you never remember to drink the hot drinks until well after they turned cold!” when Alan realized that Elizabeth had been his gardener.  The wind had helped him recognize that she did for him everything he did for the garden.
When this huge revelation settled on his shoulders, he sat in the garden and cried for hours.
Eventually, the wind whispered, “That’s why we are taking care of her now.”
Alan sat up, wiping his eyes, “What do you mean?”
“Elizabeth tended you, you tend us, and now we tend Elizabeth.  It’s our obligation and our pleasure.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t understand the question, Alan.”
With a growing alarm, Alan asked, “What are you doing to my wife?” 
“We’re tending her. Keeping her safe.  Helping her grow.”
“What are you doing to my wife!” he cried.
“Alan, please, we don’t understand.  Why are you scared?”
“Please tell me what you are doing to Elizabeth.”
“We’re tending her until your work is done.”
“What work? What does tending mean? Please, I’m terrified right now.  Explain!”
“Elizabeth asked you to bury her with flowers and to create a garden for the neighborhood.  We’re keeping her safe until you’re done.”
“What do you mean safe?”
“Elizabeth is in the lilies, of course.”
“Her what is in the lilies?  Her…soul?”
“I’m not sure what a soul is. We are keeping her safe until you are done.” 
“Done what?”
“Making a garden for the neighborhood, of course.  You are doing great so far.  As soon as you find a place, we can transfer the garden over and give the neighborhood their gift from Elizabeth.”
Alan stood still with dawning comprehension leading to more and more questions in his head.
“You are holding my wife's soul in a lily?”
“For Now.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lilies in the casket. That’s for now. But all the flowers are with her, holding her, keeping her tended. As long as a flower is blooming, we can keep her there. Twelve flowers on her grave, twelve ways to keep her safe.” 
“Until I finish the neighborhood garden?”
“Yes.”
“And then what?”
“We’ll put her back into her body.”
“But she’s been dead for a year and a half!”
“We’re tending her, don’t worry.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means what we say, she is tended to.”
“What happens when her soul is put back into her body?  A body that’s been dead for so long and buried underground?”
“Oh!  I see.  No, Alan, her…soul…will be put back into her new bloom, not the old body.”
“I still don’t understand!”
“I’m sorry. That’s the best I can do, Alan.  Please don’t be scared or sad.  This is just how it works.”
“What do I do now?”
“Finish the Garden so we can bring back Elizabeth, of course. You need tending badly.”
Alan looked down at his tattered and muddy clothes along with his dirt-crusted hands and realized the wind was right.

***

It was a monstrous battle to get a section of the small park set aside for the Elizabeth Mossy Memorial Garden.  Many neighbors (mostly those with kids) were opposed because the park was already so small.  Some neighbors thought a beautiful garden would be nice and make the park a little more pleasant for adults who wanted to be out and about, or the parents who had to watch those kids playing.
But most, as is the way everywhere, simply didn’t care at all.
So Alan had to fight.
He fought every way he knew how.  He petitioned, he filled out forms, and finally, he even went so far as to show up at a city council meeting in person to plead for the project.
Alan had taken a shower, scrubbed his face and hands until they glowed pink, and wore the only nice pair of shoes and pants he owned all so that the city council could listen to his pleas, nod along with him as he talked, and then say they had no money for the project.
Alan was so frustrated he waved his arms around like a maniac and yelled, “I don’t need any money!  I just need the land! I’ll do all the rest.”
That was the moment that Mr. Donnelly (of course he attended the meeting, people like Mr. Donnelly attend all the meetings, mainly so that they can oppose whatever is on the docket) spoke up, saying, “We don’t need a midden heap smelling up the park and attracting pests and rodents to the place we send our children to play.”
Alan spun around at the lectern where he was standing to face Mr. Donnelly. “I got rid of the compost heap years ago, sir!  You have no valid argument.”
Senior Council Member Linda Williams spoke up, “Mr. Mossy, I would love a garden in the park, but the fiscal restraints we face simply make it impossible.”
Alan turned back to her and replied, “What fiscal restraints?  I said I’d do it all myself.  All I need is a plot of land.”
“But we can’t just give you a plot of land.  That’s not how it works.  We’ll need to do a survey, possibly move playground equipment, and much, much more.  I’m sorry, but we simply don’t have the funds for that.”
But over at the far end of the table where the council members sat was a new, Junior Council Member with the somewhat improbable name of William Lindt who had his head cocked to the side and a penetrating stare focused unwaveringly on Alan.  
The wind whispered in Alan's head, “Let it go, and talk to the man who is staring at you when the meeting is over.”
So Alan let it go and waited for the stupid meeting to end.  When it finally did, he went to find the Junior Council member, but Mr. Lindt found him first.
“Mr. Mossy.  Can I call you Alan?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Alan, I might have a way to make everyone happy and get you that memorial garden.  You own the house at 4764 Beechnut Circle, right?”
Unsure where this was going, Alan answered, “Yes?”
“Let’s go grab a coffee and talk.  I have an idea.”
In the end, it was greed that won the day.  After all, what city turns down a donation of land to their only open space?  Mr. Lindt had outlined in great detail how Alan could donate the entire half-acre backyard of his home to the city.  After all, his property backed up to the playground already.
“But, if the city has no money for surveys and such, how can they afford to redraw the park boundaries and make sure my backyard becomes accessible?”
Mr. Lindt smiled indulgently, “Alan, there’s not a politician in the universe that would turn down a gift of real estate. Trust me.”
Mr. Lindt was right.  The next Council meeting went quite well.  Funds were found – over Mr. Donnelly's objections, of course.

***

The grand opening of the Elizabeth Mossy Memorial Garden was a huge success.
Alan had worked for nine months, carefully and tirelessly digging up, moving, and replanting his garden to create a small oasis facing the park instead of his French doors.  The garden was one huge amphitheater of nature's glory.  Benches were painstakingly placed to exist in harmony with the surroundings, and give the citizens beautiful views of Alan’s work.  And in the center of it all was an open space holding a bed of various flowers, one or more of which would be in bloom every month of the year.
The final steps had been to build a new fence in his now almost nonexistent backyard with gated access to the garden, and then take down the old fence, opening up his masterpiece to the public.  
The City held a dedication ceremony and party for the neighborhood, and Alan had been forced to say some words. It didn’t go well because Alan hated speaking in public, but the most important things got said.
“I loved my wife, and she loved me.  She asked me to make a garden for you all, so I have.  The wind and I…uh…well…umm…enjoy the park.”
Even Mr. Donnelly showed up.
After all the neighbors left and the party ended, Alan pulled a chair out into the middle of the garden next to the flower bed, grabbed an iced coffee, and sat down to reflect on the day.
He sipped the drink and looked around with tremendous satisfaction at his most magnificent garden.
Eventually, though, he grew uncomfortable and knew he couldn’t put it off any longer.
“Okay wind, we built the garden for the neighborhood.  Can you please explain to me what is going to happen now?”
A breeze swirled through the garden bringing the scent of lilies to his nose.  He inhaled greedily, savoring the scent of the bloom.  Then his eyes shot open as he realized lilies weren’t in bloom right now.  Looking around the garden with growing trepidation, Alan was almost too scared to ask out loud, “Wind, is that…is that…?”
But the wind didn’t answer.
The flowers whispered into his head, “Hello, Honey.”






  
  [image: ]




  
  Chapter three
Root Of All Evil


“It’s in the blood my boy, it’s in the blood.” My boss smiled as he said that, as if he didn’t know how crappy it made everyone but his own kid feel, especially my boy. 
Hell, there was something to it though.  After all, his kid was as big a shit as Morelli was.  Show off.  The kind of kid that would pull the wings off flies and…damn, the brat didn’t even deserve the cliché.  
Morelli had worked long and hard at this annual father and son get-togethers to provide his kid with plenty of opportunity to show off.  And the damnable thing was that Finny was good.  He was a heck of an athlete; ran like a fucking deer.
Phineas Morelli, son of Bartholomew Morelli.  A bully raising his son to be worse than him.
“Good try Sammy,” I called over to my son.  He, as usual, had to try to guard against Finny during these flag football games.  Poor Sammy was fourteen, the same age as Phineas, and Bart’s rules were pretty clear about who had to guard whom.  Age was the “fair” way to divide up the coverage assignments.  
Never mind that despite the fact that Sammy was adopted, he was built just like me.  We were born to be lineman, not a damn Gazelle.  This was the fourth touchdown Finny had scored against my boy.  
“Huddle!” called Bart.  The bastard was going for two.  Any guess who was going to get the ball?
“Come here, Sammy.  Come over here guys,” I called to the rest of our despondent team.  Wearily, they formed a raged circle around me.
“Alright,” I said, “We know what’s coming.  They’re just going to try to get it to Finny again.  Sammy, don’t let him off the line.  Stop him right there.  He can’t catch the ball if he’s not in the end zone, right?”
“Sure thing Dad.”  He looked less than sure.
“It’s just a game son, none of this means a damn thing tomorrow.”  He looked at me with one of those faces that teens reserve for when adults say something particularly stupid, but at least he held his tongue.
The other team lined up on the ball and Bart got behind the center Mitch Greenwood, the corporate yes-man.  I glanced over and saw the look of dismay on my son’s face.  In a fraction of a second I understood.  Finny was lined up at least five yards behind the line of scrimmage.  With the flag football rules we had, Sammy wasn’t allowed to cross the line until the quarterback threw the ball.  By then it would be too late.  Finney would have a five-yard cushion of space around him.  Sammy didn’t have a prayer.
I felt a righteous rage suffuse me.  Sammy may have been beat, but I wasn’t.  As the man assigned to guard the quarterback, I was the only one allowed to rush across the line when the ball was snapped.  Bart never worried about me because…well…he was the damn boss and I was his employee.  Not this time.  When the ball was snapped I charged across that line like it was the final play of the super bowl.  I don’t know what the hell Bart saw in my face, but I saw abject terror on his--way out of proportion to the situation, but I didn’t care, he wasn’t getting that pass off to his kid.
When I hit him, I felt rather than heard the sickening crunch of Bart’s ribs as I totaled him.  He went down like a redwood under the axe.  
I stood over him and snarled, “Didn’t score on my boy this time, did you?”
***
“It was the blood that got me.” I said as I set my coffee down on the table in front of me.  “When I saw blood on his lips after that tackle, I thought that I had punctured his lungs or something.  I didn’t realize that it was just from his nose!”
The whole table broke up into laughter.  Crushing my boss at the picnic was turning into the best career move I’d ever made.  It had been three weeks since the incident, and nobody seemed to be getting tired of the story.
Of course, I should have been terrified of the repercussions.  Everybody knew Bart didn’t hesitate to ruin people he didn’t like.  The company had his name on it, so he could do pretty much anything he wanted to do.  In fact, he had - many times.  That first day back to work was torture because I was sure that he was going to find someway to end my job.  He loved to bully us all, and he had an almost pathological need to appear invincible and in charge.
Hell, he had fired Tommy Sharps just for taking the wrong side in a meeting with prospective clients.  Ruined his whole career by charging him with theft.  Pressed charges and everything, even though he knew Tommy hadn’t stolen shit.  He really did it just to show us who was in charge.
So why was I still here?  In the three weeks since the “tackle that shook the world” as my coworkers called it, Bart had not only left me alone, he had outright avoided me completely.  I saw fear in his face whenever he looked at me.  
I couldn’t figure it out at all.
Meanwhile, all the oppressed masses of Bartholomew Imports were crowding my table everyday at lunch to hear the tale of the dragon slayer and his conquest.  In fact, the only problem seemed to be my son.  Everyday when I came home to him and told him about my day he would ask the same two questions.
“Did you talk to your Boss today, Dad?”
“No Sammy, I didn’t get the chance.  We’re all really busy at the office, Bart most of all, and we don’t really get to see him whenever we want to.  He kind of calls us when he wants to see us.”
He didn’t ever believe me of course, and his second question always proved it.  “Did you talk about the game with anybody else?”
“Just a few of the guys at lunch, that’s all.”
He always looked at me with some indefinable emotion in his eyes, somewhere between pity and pain.  I didn’t understand why.  It’s been just he and I against this world since his mother passed away three years ago and we’ve grown to share a pretty special trust.  That’s why I just couldn’t figure this funk he was in.
I asked him, “Finny hasn’t been messing with you at school has he?”
He lowered his eyes, as he answered, “No.”
“Sammy, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“I don’t think so, kid.  What’s the Real Deal?” I asked. The “Real Deal” was a slang term we had started using with each other years ago. It meant no lies, no evasions, and a promise of no judgment or repercussions.  Anything said while in the “Real Deal” was protected.
He looked up and said, “Finny’s not bothering me, Dad.  In fact he’s spending all his time trying to be my friend.  He…”
“What is it?” I prompted.
“Nothing.”
“Sammy, you’re starting to sound like a broken record.  Now tell me what’s going on.”
He spit out all at once and all together, “Finny told me that his dad said to be my friend and treat me nice, and I don’t like this.  Not one bit.  They’re scared because you lost control.  It’s not right, Dad, and it shouldn’t happen this way.  They’re not supposed to be frightened of us.”  
He jumped up from the table and ran upstairs to his room, too close to adulthood to cry, too young to stop the tears.
I sat there stunned.  I didn’t understand, at first.
***
That next day I stormed into Bosses office, blood boiling, yelling,  “You got something going on involving my son.  What the hell is it?”  It was a beautifully dramatic moment and would have scared the shit out of Bart—if he had been there.
Feeling stupid, I went back to his startled secretary outside the office and asked her, “Where’s the Boss?”  She just stared at me blankly.
Taking a deep breath, I started again.  “Hi Gladys.  I’m an idiot, and rude too.  Will you accept my apology?”
She smiled, “I guess the fact that you just yelled at an empty room is punishment enough, especially after I tell all the girls at lunch.”
I had to laugh at myself, and felt a few knots of frustration and anger start to loosen.  “Fair enough.  So where is he?”
“Bart is taking the day off to be with his family.”
“No, seriously Gladys, where is he?”
“I’m dead serious.  He’s with his wife and kid.”
“But…”
“I know! It’s the weirdest thing.  He just called me about half an hour ago to tell me.  You must have rattled his brains when you tried to kill him.”
“Gladys.”  I warned.  “Don’t tease about that stuff. As a matter of fact, that’s what I’m here about.  Something’s going on, or at least I think it is.  I’ve got a feeling the bastard is up to something involving my son.”
“Like what?” she asked with equal parts concern and avarice.  I could see the gleam in her eyes as she asked.  This could be good gossip.
“I don’t know exactly.  Revenge for the other week was my first thought, but now…”
“Now what?”
“Well it just doesn’t feel right.  To be honest, I don’t think of Bart as devious, just mean.  Why would he go through the trouble?  He could just pull a Tommy on me and I’d be gone.”
“I know what you mean. Bart isn’t smart enough to pull off a real slick revenge thing.  Plus it just isn’t his style.”
“Actually Gladys, this whole thing doesn’t make sense.  I mean, until today I wouldn’t have thought that he would take the day off like this, either.  I don’t know what to think any more.  This is a whole new Bartholomew Morelli.”
“Yeah,” she agreed, “and we might have you to thank for it.”
“Don’t thank me yet.” I said, thinking of my last conversation with Sammy.  
***
The following day I arrived at work to find a large crowd gathered around Mitch Greenwood.  I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but by the expression on his face, it was clear that he was out for blood.  
They were all hanging out at the smoking area in front of the building, but I recognized several non-smokers.  The quiet murmurings dwindled away to nothing as I approached.
“What’s up fellas?” I asked.
Silence.
I looked from face to face.  I didn’t like what I saw.  “Guys?  Someone die?”
Joe from accounting cleared his throat and said, “Mitch is telling us some fairy tales…”
“Horror stories are more like it.” interrupted Mitch’s good friend, Daryl.
“He’s been telling us about that game you guys played,” finished Joe.
“Look guys,” I said, “don’t make this into a big deal.  It was an accident, Okay?  For Christ’s sake, we were playing a rough game and things just got a little out of hand.”
“This isn’t about the game, it’s about you.” said Daryl.
“What about me?”
“Look,” said Mitch, “I was there alright?  I saw what happened; saw you too. You didn’t…”
“Didn’t what?”
He looked around nervously as if gathering strength from the others before going on.  Finally, he said, “You didn’t look …normal.  Your face was, well, not really human.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, perplexed.
“I know it sounds weird, but I swear to god that you looked like a …a…demon or something!”
“Mitch, this is not funny.”  I said.  “You stop talking this shit right now.”
“Or what?” he challenged, “Are you going to hurt me too?”
I was about to write him off as a loon, but then I saw the looks going around the circle.  These guys believed him!  They were all scared of me.
Stunned, I turned around and walked back to my car.  For the first time in my entire career, I skipped work.
***
“Bloody hell!” my son said as his soda dropped to the floor.  He bent over to clean it up, asking,  “Did you talk to your Boss today, Dad?”
“No, Sammy, I didn’t go to work.
He stopped halfway to his knees, rag in hand, “What?” he asked incredulously.
“I didn’t go to work today.”
“Are you feeling alright?”
I looked at him levelly, “I don’t know, son.”  Then I proceeded to tell him about yesterday.
When I finished my story, Sammy sat for a few moments before he said, “Dad, some things can only be explained through family.”
I was scared.  My father used to say the same thing to me when I was a kid.  It wouldn’t have surprised me to hear it from my son if he had ever met my dad, but as my father had been gone for seven years before Sammy was even born, my surprise was total.  I also knew that I had never said those words to him before, because I wasn’t the least bit interested in being like my deadbeat father.
“Where did you hear that phrase?”
“Dad, you need to listen now, and don’t freak out okay?”  
I nodded.  
He took a deep breath, as if he was a father about to deliver the “Birds and Bees” speech.  “Gramps.  I heard it from Gramps.  Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Impossible, and I said so.
“No Dad.  It’s possible, and I need you to believe me because what I’ve got to tell you now is way crazier.”
“You’re trying to tell me that my dead father has been talking to you, and that’s not the crazy part?”
“Gramps never died, Dad.  He just left you.”
He was right of course, but I’d never told him that.  Our official story was that Gramps had died before he was born, because we didn’t want to explain to a toddler why Gramps would just walk out of the house one night and never return.
All I could think to say however, was “Just left us?”
“Dad…”
“Just left us doesn’t do it justice son.  The son of a bitch spent my whole life telling me about the bonds of family, and one night he just took off and never came back!”  I was yelling at my son for the first time in his life, but despite my shame, I couldn’t stop.  “He was nothing but a lie, and if he’s been sneaking around poisoning your mind with his twisted crap, then I swear to god I’ll kill him!”
Sammy said to me quietly, “Revenge and punishment aren’t our job, Dad.  That belongs to different families.”  He glanced upwards as he said this as if looking for someone in the heavens.
“Son, what has that old liar been telling you?”
“Well, Gramps says our job is to…well…demonstrate the consequences of choices.”
“What?”
“It’s hard to explain.”
“Well, why don’t you try real hard?” I said sarcastically.
“I’m making a mess of this.  I’m going to call Gramps and tell him to come over.”
I was suddenly frozen. “You have his phone number?”
 “Of course.”
“You have my fathers phone number.  You talk on the phone to the man who walked out and abandoned his entire family over twenty years ago? That guy?”
“He had a reason, Pop.  I know you hate him, but maybe it’s time you two sat down and worked it out.  He’ll do this better than I can.”
I stared at my son for a full minute before saying, “Yeah.  Call the son of a bitch.  I’d like to talk to him.”
***
So twenty-one years, five months, and three days after the man whos blood ran in my veins “went out for a beer”, he came back and sat down in my living room.
He was uncomfortable and ashamed, I’ll give him that much.  He walked in the house looking at my son, around the room, and pretty much everywhere but at me.  Finally, he took a seat and forced himself to look me in the eyes saying in that gruff voice I remembered from my childhood, “Hello son. I know you hate me, and I know you have every right to.  I’d say I’m sorry, but that would probably just piss you off.”  He grimaced and shook his head. “Damn it.  Still, for what it’s worth, I am sorry.”
I couldn’t say anything that wouldn’t have been a cliché, so I just held my tongue and crossed my arms, staring at him.
The silence stretched out too long and the whole room grew uncomfortable.  Finally my son blurted out, “Just tell him, Gramps.”
Still grimacing, he answered my son, “He won’t believe me yet, Sammy.  It’s not something I ever shared with him.”
“Shared what?” I asked.
“Who we are.  What we are.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Son…”
“No,” I interrupted, “No. You don’t get to call me son. You spent years telling me all about how important family was, how strong our bonds were, and then you bailed.  You’re a liar.  You are not my father, and I’m not your son.  You call me Andy.”
Sammy was agitated, “Dad, please stop and listen.  Gramps can prove what he says, but it’s…crazy.  Well, that’s what I thought at first. I thought he was a crazy guy living in some sort of delusion.  But it’s all true.”
“What the hell are you talking about, Sammy?”
“I’m making a mess of this,” he said while looking over to my father, “Please explain it, Gramps.  He deserves to know.”
My dad sighed again and looked at me, “I left you because you never came into your birthright.  I had to leave because it would have been cruel and dangerous to stay.  You would have been vulnerable and helpless.”
Totally perplexed, I said, “ What?”
“We are a special family, Andy.” 
“So you said a million times when I was growing up.”
“Well, we are.  We are one of a few special lines that exist in this world.  There are nine lines, to be exact, and we have a job.”
“I don’t understand anything you are saying.” 
“Dad, think of it like the seven deadly sins or something.  Only there are nine. Nine transgressions against humanity, right Gramps?”
“Yes, Sammy.  There are nine things humans do to others that require…consequences.  Nine family lines charged with delivering those consequences.”
I turned to my son, “You said Revenge and Punishment are not our jobs.  Is that what you meant?”
“Yeah, Dad.” 
“Son, you mean to tell me you believe this horseshit? Real Deal?”
“I’ve seen it, Dad. I…I came into the family charge two years ago.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”  I cried.
Then my father and my son turned into something inhuman right in front of me.
***
I may have fainted because my next memory is of sitting in a chair with a bloody lip as my father and son stood over me looking entirely normal.
“Sometimes it skips generations, son.  I thought it skipped you.  It did skip you.”
I asked, despite knowing the answer, “What did?”
“The family charge.  You never changed.  You stayed human your whole life. Until last week at least.  That’s a new one.  Nobody has ever changed for the first time as an adult before. That boss of yours must be one serious bully.”
Bemused yet still lost, I said, “The worst I’ve ever seen.”
“He’d have to be.  See, that’s our job.”
“What is?”
My son answered, “We show bullies the consequences of their actions.”
“By tackling him and hurting him?  That’s ridiculous.”
“No Dad, when you tackled him, you gave him a taste.”
“A what?”
My father picked up the explanation and continued, “When we intervene in a bully’s life, we give him a taste of what he’s doing to others.  Think of it kind of like that Christmas story by Dickens, they get visited by ghosts of bullying past, present, and future.”
“They do?”
“No, of course not, but it’s a nice visual.  What they experience is the receiving end of all the bullying they’ve ever done or will do in their entire lives.  One huge, violent, miserable snapshot of…them.  Bullying themselves.”
I was lost, scared, and angry.  None of this made any sense. “How the hell do we do this crazy magic, huh?  Let me guess; we wave our hands and say ‘Boo!, right?”
“No, Dad.  We…change…and we touch them.  That’s all it takes.  Afterwards, we either work with them as an ally to help them change and grow, or we just leave.   We have the choice to help them further or, if they have done one of the unforgivable sins, walk away. Those that haven’t gone too far down the path of evil have the choice to change or continue their ways.  If they continue, then they meet one of the…other… families.  The ones that punish.”  he shuddered.
Gramps chimed in, “We don’t help those that have crossed the line into true evil.  We give them the glimpse, which usually shatters them mentally, and then we get out fast as Wrath will be on its way, and we can’t be anywhere near it when it arrives.”
“Okay.  So wait a minute here.  You’re telling me that nine families with magic blood run around the world righting wrongs and making people act nice?  Some sort of magical superheroes working together to make the world a better place?”
“Oh no,” Gramps answered, “Blood has nothing to do with it, obviously, " he said looking at my adopted son. "And the families don’t get along at all.  You are in mortal danger right now, son.”
I was so confused I didn’t even object to him calling me son again, “This is crazy.  You have got to explain this to me better.”
Sammy said, “There are nine family lines charged with guiding or correcting humanity dad, but we aren’t all the same.  There are three other families that we are 'related' to.  The remaining five are…well...they’re on the ‘other side’, so to speak.”
“So to speak?”
“Yes.”
“You’re still not making sense.”
My father got angry, “Yes we are, son!  You just don’t want to listen.  There are two sides out there, we are on the side of redemption and change.  We give second chances if they deserve them, and we mark them for punishment if they don’t.  Four of the nine families work this way. The other five families encourage bad behavior and then deliver some sort of punishments. Always.  There is Good and Evil, son, and our family line was touched by good a long damn time ago.  We are tasked with eradicating the root of all evil.”
“Bullying?”
“Yes.  If you take your time and really think about it, it’s obvious. Imposing your will upon another simply because you want to and are strong enough to do it causes almost all of the world's ills.  Not greed, not selfishness, not laziness.  Bullying.  Making people do what you want, not through moral or ethical rightness, but simply because you are stronger.  That’s evil.  It’s Emotional abuse. Physical abuse. Rape.  All of it bullying at it’s core.  The exercise of power because nobody can stop you.  Well, we stop them if we can.”
“We do?”
Sammy said,  “We actually try to get them to stop themselves.  Our weapons include fear, yes, but it’s also empathy, sympathy, and emotional intelligence. That fear should be tied to enlightened self interest.”
“We try to fix rapists?  Predatory pedophiles?  What kind of sick joke is that?” 
My son got serious and a very angry with me. “No, Dad, we do not.  Evil people like that: we just mark them.  They are beyond forgiveness once they make those choices. There is no redemption for evil that deep. Predators meet Wrath.  Always. 
“For others, though?  People like your boss? We are supposed to make people better, Dad, not terrify them into running away.  And we never use it for personal gain,”  he said, staring at me, willing me to get it.
I got it. “Like making my job easier and scaring my boss into being afraid of me?”
“Yeah Dad, you’re at risk of turning into a bully yourself.  If you do?  Every other family will tear you apart. Literally.”
I looked from my father to my son and realized they were absolutely serious, and they were scared. “What can I do?  Is this really real?”
“Yes son, it’s very real.”
“Yeah Dad, it is.”
“Well what should I do?”
My father answered, “You’ve got to fix it.  Fast.  You need to talk to your boss.  Make it right.  Then we have to move.”
“Move?”
“Yes, son.  Move.  That’s why I left you.  I had worked in the area we had lived in for a long time, and the other families knew about me, could find me.  That’s the life we lead.  As agents of redemption, we are targets of the five families of punishment.  They do not like us taking away their victims.  At all.  They’d kill us if they could.  They do kill us if we’re not careful.”
He sighed and rubbed his eyes. ”Your mother was tired of moving all the time and wanted out.  We had drifted apart over the years and I knew she was about to ask for a divorce. You? You never came into your charge, so there was no way you were going to be able to protect yourself from our enemies.  So I let you both go.  I left, taking the danger with me.”
“So how did you come to start talking with my son behind my back?”
"Well I left, but I didn't just turn my back forever.  I loved you, son."  He saw the anger come back to my face, flushing it red, "I know, that makes it worse in some ways, but it's true.  So I watched from a distance.  I kept tabs on you and your mom, then when you had a son, I made sure to keep an eye on him in case the family charge picked him."
I held up a hand, "This is where you lose me.  How can Sammy be part of this?  Dora and I couldn't have kids, so we adopted Sammy."  I repeated, "How can he be part of this?"
My father frowned as if I had disappointed him, "Are you really asking that, son?"
"Yes!"
"Is Sammy your son?"
"Of course," I said at once.
"In every way?"
"Yes."
"So what are you confused about?  This charge runs in families, not something as mundane as blood or genetics."
It was at that point that I finally believed them both.  It's the only option when you hear the Truth.
***
We almost pulled it off without any bloodshed.
Almost.
We worked out a plan, and when my boss got back in town, I went straight to his office to see him.
He was not pleased to see me.  He was still scared, but now I knew why.
"Bart?"
Looking up at me, his eyes clouded and his hands began to shake just the tiniest bit. "Yeah?" 
"Can I take you to lunch?  I need to apologize to you and explain a few things."
"You want to take me to lunch?"
"Yeah.  And apologize."
"To me?"
"Yeah."
He seemed to think about it for a minute and then he shook his head, "Nah, it's fine.  We're fine.  No need to apologize for anything."
I walked over to his desk and sat down in the chair facing him, "Yes there is, Bart.  This is serious.  Please let me do this.  I won't force you to, or demand it, but I am asking sincerely."
He stared at my chest for almost a full minute before he worked up the courage to meet my eyes and say, "Alright."
I took my victory and walked out, thanking him.  Then I went straight to Mitch Greenwood and his group of sycophants hanging around the water cooler and told them, "Bart and I are going to lunch today, Mitch.  Hold down the fort while we're gone?  Maybe stake a vampire or kill a werewolf while you're at it?"
Nobody laughed, but I turned on my heel and left immediately afterward because the point of that was to make his stories about me seem a little ridiculous.  It didn't matter if they laughed or not, but it did matter that they stop listening to his stories about my transformation into a beast as if it was true.  In time it would fade away as long as I could help Bart heal and change.
We went to lunch and I followed my long lost father's advice and treated Bart as if we were old friends, speaking frankly and sincerely about my apologies for the way I had behaved at work after the "event".
He was surprised, "Oh. I thought you were going to apologize for…you know…hitting me so hard?"
I sat still and relaxed my body while saying, "Definitely not.  That experience is called a 'taste', Bart.  That was on purpose.  You know what it was, right?'
Tears sprang to his eyes and he looked down at the tablecloth in shame.
Calmly, I said, "Bart? You need to answer me. It's important that you do."
Eventually he whispered, "Yes. I know what that was. It was me."
"It's what you are behaving as, not what you have to be. Change is possible Bart."
"No, Andy. That was me, my…evil.  It was my past, my present, and my future."  He started crying openly, "I could tell.  I could feel it.  I knew it as sure as I'm sitting here talking to you."
"Bart, look at me."  I'll give him credit. He forced his head up to look at the monster that had destroyed his entire worldview. "I'm telling you that you can change.  Me.  If you trust anything about this crazy situation, trust this.  I know what I'm saying, and it's the truth.  You have a deep well of good in you."  And as I said it, I realized it was true.  I could tell with absolute certainty that Bartholomew Morelli had survived a childhood of bullying and learned to imitate his oppressors, but he didn't want to.  He just didn't know how to break the cycle.
"Are you sure?" he asked.
"Absolutely, my friend.  Let me show you how."
He smiled at me then.  A genuine smile, and I thought that we might just make all of this work out after all.  
As I left lunch and went to my car, I called my father and Sammy to tell them the good news.  We were all feeling really good about the result of the talk. 
But he was waiting for us at the office.
***
"It used to be like squeezing blood from a stone to get him to approve time off, but this morning…"  Gladys trailed off from her gossip with Mitch as Bart and I walked off the elevator after returning from lunch.
Bart smiled at them both and said, "Hello you two.  How are things going today?"
Gladys smiled and said, "Everything is fine, Mr. Morelli."
"Actually," Mitch said, "can I speak to you both in your office, Mr. Morelli?"  Then he turned to Gladys, saying, "Could you be a dear and go grab us some coffee?"
Astonishingly, Gladys just smiled and left to get them.
I turned to Bart to see him just as surprised as I was, and then turned back to Mitch to say, "How did you do that?  Gladys would have torn my head off if I asked her to go get me a coffee." 
Unsmiling now, Mitch just said, "Gladys and I understand each other.  Let's talk. Now."
Uneasy, I went into Bart's office behind the two men.  Mitch went through first and was standing at the door and ushered me past him as he closed it.
Bart went to his desk, sitting down and asking, "What can I do for you, Mitch?"
With a deep, raspy voice coming from a throat not at all human, he answered from behind me, "You can accept your punishment after I'm done with him."
And talons stronger than steel wrapped around my throat and began to squeeze.
Bart began screaming a high pitched, almost falsetto squeal of terror as I tried to spin around to face my enemy.  I immediately understood it to be one of the other families concerned with punishment.  Mitch was one of the adversaries.  It figured.
But he was in his altered form and he had me dead to rights, so it was a race to see if he would choke me out or break my neck first.  As his claws drew little trails of blood from my skin and my vision began to fade out, I heard a crashing, tearing sound as if a battering ram was smashing through a castle wall and then it all went dark.
My last thought was for my son.  He was about to lose his father and it broke my heart.
***
For a second time, I woke up with my father and my son dabbing at blood on my body.  
Disoriented, I crazily thought that I might still be in our living room and that everything that had happened after I had fainted at the sight of them transformed had been a dream.
But no.  This time I was on the floor of Bart's office, and Bart was right there with my family, helping to tend to my wounds.
I managed to rasp out, "What happened?"
Sammy smiled and said, "I'm sorry Dad, but the house is a wreck." 
"What?"
My father said, "The Wrath family found us.  Turns out 'ole Mitch there is the patriarch of the group and sent his son to kill Sammy while he planned to deal with you.  I guess they didn't know I was around…heh heh."
Still stunned, I could only repeat, "So what happened?" 
Sammy stopped smiling, "We had to kill him…Gramps killed him.  I," he swallowed, "saw it.  Then we realized what it meant and we hauled our butts over here as fast as we could."
My father said, "We ran into that gal Gladys. She saw Sammy as we came in and called out that she was getting coffee for you all.  So we crashed the party.  Sammy saved your life."
I looked over at Sammy and he was looking down in embarrassed pride. "You did?"
He mumbled, "Sort of." 
"Sort of my butt!  I smashed the door down and Sammy crashed straight into his back, jumping on and putting him in a choke hold.  He let go of you to deal with Sammy and then I got there.  It was over pretty quick after that.
"Mitch is dead?"
"Oh no.  He's right there,"  he said, pointing to the corner of the office.
Mitch was sitting in the corner, trussed up with zip ties – where the hell had they got zip ties from? – and crying.
I sat up slowly as Bart took over the story.  "Your family subdued Mitch and you dad zip tied him up when he…changed back.  Then Sammy there apologized to him and told him his son had died.  He's been crying ever since."
I turned to my son, "You apologized?  For what?"
He turned to me with a serious expression on his face, "We don't do punishment, Dad.  We do Redemption. His son's death was an accident."
"But they tried to kill us!"
My father stood up and put his hand on my son's shoulder, "We. Don't. Do. Punishment.  Self defense is one thing, but never on purpose, Andy."
I looked over at Mitch.  He was still crying, but his eyes pinned mine with a loathing bordering on supernatural.  I didn't care, the feeling was mutual.  I stood up all wobbly but made my way over to him before kneeling down again. "Bart is on the path of redemption now.  He is not yours.  You will leave and never come back."
He sneered through his tears, "I know my charge, you weak little shit."
"Good," I cut him off, "Then go get your boy's body from our house and go away."  I hesitated a moment and then, "I'm sorry for your loss."
My father cut him free without comment and Mitch left in silence.
Eventually, Bart asked, "Was Mitch always here to kill me?"
"Maybe," my father replied, "but maybe he was here hoping to get both you and my family.  Either way," he continued, "you are safe from him now so long as you make a sincere and honest change."
"How can you be sure?"
"There are checks and balances for all of the families."
Bart gulped audibly, "All of the…you mean there are more of you?"
Briefly, I was tempted to tease Bart, but I had made strong inroads today with him and he needed kindness right now, not jokes and sarcasm. "Yes, Bart, but you will never meet them.  I'm here to help you with that.  As long as you need me."
"You really mean that, don't you?"
"Yes I do."
"Why?  I mean, thank you and all, but why? We're not even blood."
I looked at my son, then my father, and finally back to Bart. "Blood is irrelevant, Bart.  Blood is nothing but a mundane bodily fluid.  It is has no special, mystical property."
I continued, "Family is special. Sacred. But not because of genetics. It is a choice.  I'm giving you the opportunity to choose to earn your way into mine.  To make yours worth being a part of for others.  That's how you'll break this cycle of abuse and bullying."
He just stared at me.
Finally I asked the only question that mattered, "Are you in?"
He stood up and shook my hand.
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