


You are travelling to another dimension.
A dimension not only of sight and sound, but of mind.

A journey into a wondrous land whose boundaries are only that of the imagination.

You are entering The Twilight Zone.

New Line Television unleashes the seminal classic
series into a modern incarnation featuring all new
tales from The Twilight Zone. This awesome book
features two stories with a sting in the tale that
will draw fans into a world of fantasy and
suspense like no other!

Upgrade
A harassed mother escapes the mayhem of her home life by
fantasizing about the ideal family, but then she wakes up to find
her old family has been replaced!



Sensuous Cindy
Ben starts to enjoy the delights of a hot new virtual reality
program called Sensuous Cindy, But it isn't really cheating when
it's with a computer, is it?

Virtually everybody is familiar with that old bit of folk wisdom about getting what you want. You
know the one:

The only thing in the world worse than not get-ting what you want is getting it.

But exactly what makes getting what you want such a terrible experience? Well, this is one of those
things that varies from person to person. After all, no two people are exactly alike. Everybody wants
something different. In fact, even those who appear to want the same things don't want them in
exactly the same ways. And yet each outcome would seem to be remarkably similar for just about
everyone.

Why is that, do you suppose? Could it be because all these different people want all these
different things for what amounts to the same reason?

And what reason could that be?

Why do you want the things that you want? Are they really just things?

A mother, for example, may want to live in a bet-ter home in a better neighborhood because of
what those things can give her family; the comfort of better surroundings, a sense of security, the
reas-surance of knowing that there will always be a place where life is good because they are loved
and cared about.

A mother knows that these are among the ele-ments that make for a good home life, healthy and
happy children, and a healthy and happy marriage. Ask any mother and she will tell you that she
only wants the best for her family, she wants to make everything perfect for them.

Of course, we all have our own idea of what is perfect and what isn't even close to perfect. As
well, what might be perfect for one person—or one family, or even shall we say, one person in the
same family—can be unacceptable, intolera-ble, or even inconceivable for another. This is where
things start to get either interesting or com-plicated, depending on your point of view.

Something else to consider, though: What hap-pens if your idea of what would be perfect is
wrong? Not completely wrong that is, not wrong in every way, but just off-kilter enough to require
certain alterations before all can be right with your world. Not to mention the people in your world.

But what kind of alterations? How many of them, and to what degree? |Is there some point beyond
which everything has changed so much that it really isn't your world any more?

In the world we know as ours, the idea is plain and simple; all of us only want what is best for our
loved ones.

It's when we get it that everything starts to get interesting, or complicated, or perhaps something
even more than that. At that point, we find that we have traveled well past the border of what is
famil-iar to as and crossed over into The Twilight Zone.

ONE

Once, it had been the perfect house squarely in the middle of the perfect neighborhood. Now it was so
much more than that.

Now, it was officialy the address that Annie Macintosh could call Home Sweet Home and today was the
big day when she moved into it with her family. Who were most certainly not, by any stretch of the
imagination, perfect.

That was dl right with her though. Annie had always tried to maintain the awareness that there was a
great deal of difference between doing what-ever she could to bring out the best in her loved ones and the
irrational demand for the patently impossible. If there was one thing that she had never asked her family to
give her, it was perfec-tion or anything even remotely like it.



Wel, not redly. While she certainly would not have described herself as low maintenance or completely
undemanding, perfection was the one thing she had never asked of her husbhand, nor had she ever expected
it. And yet, paradoxically, Philip managed to be perfect anyway, at least for her.

As for their children, she had always done her best to let them know that she loved them unre-servedly.
In turn, they reacted to even the dightest, most reasonable request with so much grief that anyone would
have thought she demanded the impossible of them on a regular basis.

Of course, she did fed that it was absolutely nec-essary for her to take into account the fact that Sean
and Tess were teenagers. After dl, teenagers aways considered their parents to be impossible. Impossible
to put up with, impossible to please, impossible in just about any way a person would care to name, even
under the most favorable of cir-cumstances. So perhaps, on Planet Puberty, she was actudly the
embodiment of impossible demands just by virtue of the fact that she was their mother. While for her, the
reverse was true; their world was pretty much impossible to livein.

And wasn't that an odd thing to be thinking about on a happy day like today, Annie reflected. When they
were findly moving into their new home. Which was perfect, the perfect house in the perfect neighborhood

She brushed back a strand of dark blonde hair that had escaped from her untidy ponytail as she stood in
the halway at the foot of the stairs and gazed around with a mixture of excited anticipation and
contentment at those perfect surroundings. This house had everything she had ever dreamed of. It seemed
that she smply could not stop admiring any of it. The hardwood floors, the crown molding, the separate
dining room, the immaculate ceilings so completely devoid of cracks and stains, and last but most certainly
not least, the gorgeous fireplace in the living room.

She thought she must have looked like some kind of vapid, grinning idiot to the burly men who were
ferrying in dl of the Macintosh family's worldly possessions from the moving van outside. They probably
thought she was the biggest hick they had ever seen.

Probably? No, try definitely. But so what? Was it redly any kind of big deal? She was in her own home
now; she could be a hick or a vapid grinning idiot if she wanted. Or just look that way.

Besides, these were moving men, for crying out loud. They weren't asking anything of her, except that
she cough up their fee when the job was done. By the time these guys called it a day and drove away in
their truck, they would have forgotten what she looked like, dong with anything else about her. If they
hadn't already that was.

What was running through her mind right now, dl that was nothing but slly stuff, Annie told her-self. It
was ridiculous for her to stand there worrying about what some moving men—tota strangersl—thought of
her as they carried the fur-niture and boxes into the house.

After dl, this was what these men did for aliv-ing. They got paid to move people into new homes, or out
of old ones dl the time. For them, this was just one more job in a series, no different than any of the other
jobs they'd ever done. All of the furni-ture and the various boxes marked "kitchen" or "bedroom" or "living
room", dl of those things that made up the family's personal possessions was dl just cargo to be loaded into
the truck at one location and then unloaded somewhere else.

They weren't even redly looking at any of it except in the process of finding a spot in the house to set it
all down. Then, as if on cue, she heard one of them cal out, "Take that to the downstairs bath!" and she
felt her grin become even higger.

Take that to the downstairs bath. She, Annie Mac-intosh, now lived in a house that had a downstairs
bath. This was most definitely a step up in the world for her; for the whole family.

The moving men could not have cared less one way or another. It would hardly occur to them to study
the old broken-down sofa or the worn-out chairs or the scratched and scuffed dining set with a critical eye
and whisper to each other about what a shame it was to put such shabby, dilapidated stuff in a place like
this, the perfect house in the perfect neighborhood.

Her gaze fdl on one of the men as he hefted a large, somewhat unwieldy box labeled "Lamps, Bookends,
Bric-A-Brac, etc." and redlized a bit belatedly that he was waiting for her to tell him whether it was dl right
for him to put it down somewhere in here or whether she wanted him to take it upstairs instead.

She felt a moderate rush of heat to her face as she pointed to an area next to the hearth, her amile
becoming dightly embarrassed. No, the moving men most certainly were not looking at dl the goods and
chattels beonging to the Macintosh family and evaluating them as to whether they were of a qudity that
was good enough for the cur-rent new digs.

After a strenuous day of heavy lifting, dl they were thinking about was getting everything on the truck
unloaded as quickly as possible so they could knock off, get the hdl out of there and go have a beer or
something.



There was only one person in a hundred mile radius who was making any judgments of that nature and
she knew it couldn't possbly have been the movers. No, it was just good old Annie Macin-tosh hersdlf,
busly projecting her own insecurities again. As if she were some self-conscious ten year-old with growing
pains, instead of an adult woman with the real and much more pressing concerns of a family to look after.

Lately, she seemed to be making a habit of this kind of thinking and that certainly wasn't good. If she
didnt make a serious effort to break herself out of it, she was going to wake up some morning and find out
she had turned into one of those people who was never satisfied with anything. Then she would never be
happy, no matter how perfect the house or anything else in her life was, because she wouldn't know how.

Besides, when she gave it some serious consider-ation, what did that word perfect realy mean anyway?
"Congratulations, Annie!" said a cheerful voice to her right.

She turned to find Y asmine beaming at her. The enthusiasm of her best friend's lovdy, flawless fea-tures
was a reflection of how she was feding herself. Yasmine took a step back and, with a cer-emonious
flourish, presented her with the "Sold" placard that she had just removed from the sign-post in the front
yard.

"Here you go, girlfriend" she announced. "It's dl yours. Signed, sealed, and dee-lightful."

Annie laughed. "Thanks' she said happily and held the sign out at arms length to admire it before she set
it down on one of the many large cartons nearby. Then she took a deep, happy breath and indulged herself
in another look around, drinking in dl the beautiful features of her new home for what might easily have
been the zllionth time.

"Hard to believe' she said, speaking as much to herself as she was to the woman standing next to her.

Two of the moving men began to stack some more cartons around them and she thought it might be a
good idea to surrender the space to them before she and Y asmine got blocked-in com-pletely.

Moationing for Y asmine to come with her, Annie drifted away from the staircase and down the three smdl
steps that led to the living room. Did the steps make it a sunken living room? She kept for-getting to ask
Y asmine about that. Even if it could not officialy be described as sunken according to the realtor's book of
rules (or whatever they used) it was classy. So elegant and tasteful. She loved it. But the one thing she
loved most of dl, more than anything else by along, long way, was the fire-place.

It was not the old-fashioned, ornate kind of fire-place, so large that it unrelentingly took over the entire
room. But a sophigticated, elegant hearth in pure, snowy white. The only decorations were the moldings
which Annie had been delighted to see were dso painted white rather than the antique gold flake stuff that
S0 many interior designers seem to favor. The mantle was just wide enough to accommodate the usual
knick-knacks and framed snapshots, with plenty of space left over for stock-ing-hangers at Christmas.

Annie had a sudden mental image of how the fireplace would look decorated for the holidays, with five
stockings—the dog had to have one, too—dangling side by side, waiting for Santa, and felt a sharp,
bittersweet pang in her heart. If only she had been able to do that for the kids back when they had ill been
little enough to believe in Santa.

She had never lived in a building with fireplace. Back in her years as an apartment dweller, she had never
been able to afford anything but minima lay-outs with the most minima of features. There were times
when she had counted herself lucky to end up with air conditioning.

When she and Philip had gotten married, their happiness had not been dimmed in even the dight-est way
by the redlities of life on the austerity plan. Then the kids had come, one right after another, and the
aways-tight household budget turned into a serious exercise in how to produce something out of nothing on
adaly basis. Those had been lean years for sure.

But they certainly had not been unhappy ones, not by along shot. For little kids, the concept of things like
rich and poor smply had no real mean-ing of any sort and Sean and Tess had enjoyed their childhood. They
had been a couple of happy little kids with absolutely no awareness that Mommy and Daddy constantly had
to make do and even, from time to time, go without.

Not that the two of them hadn't begged vigor-oudy for practicaly every new toy they saw on TV or in
their friends' homes. What had saved their parental sanity in that area, Philip liked to joke, was the fact that
Nature gave children such bless-edly short attention spans. Joke or not, Annie had a feding that there was
probably a great deal of truth to that.

Fortunately, one of the things that she and Phil never had to joke about was how they had aways
managed to provide their children with everything they needed. If not everything, or even most of, what
they had wanted.

All told, the only things the Macintosh family had ever redly lacked came under the heading of "frills' and
"extras'. As hard as that had been sometimes, it had paid off. Now here they were, living proof that the
fallureto obtain dl (or even just a few) of the latest CDs, clothes, and electronic gadgets was not, in fact,



fatal. Or even dightly debilitating, for that matter.

This was definitely the sort of thing she ought to remind herself of once in a while, Annie thought.
Especialy now that the leanest of dl those lean times had been left well behind them. It had taken them
years of hard work and belt-tightening but they had managed to do it. They had succeeded in achieving a
higher standard of living, a better quality of life. After dl the time she had spent making two eggs go three
ways and serving pasta for dinner five nightsin a row, they were findly, findly better off; the way she and
Philip had always promised each other they would be.

The thing she had to do now was not to let her-self get fixated on material objects as a barometer of
persona worth. Her life, dways good for the most part, had just become better. What she redly ought to
concentrate on, she told herself firmly, was smply to enjoy it.

There was only one way to do that, she had to focus on living in each moment as it came, and not spend
her precious time and energy dwelling on superficial matters like things or appearances. She didn't have to
center her life on things or appear-ances just to appreciate the upgrade.

She couldn't help chuckling a little at the word her mind had chosen; upgrade. It just went to show you,
she thought, amused with hersdlf, that even though she had made a conscious effort to keep dl that
cyber-computer-techie stuff at arms length—and a very generous arms length, at that— somehow, she had
become infected with the jargon after all.

Sill, upgrade was kind of a good word for it. She felt it was a very appropriate word, redly; it fit the
Stuation pretty well. Le mot juste, as the French put it. Upgrade. What the hdl, she thought, if the word
was good enough for multi-billionaire com-puter software moguls, then it was good enough for Annie
Macintosh.

And besides, she remembered, upgrade wasn't just limited to the computer industry. Airlines had been
giving upgrades to passengers for years. Y eah, that was more like it. She could think of this house as being
like an upgrade from economy to first class. It certainly fet like one.

Yasmine dipped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a brief, affectionate sgqueeze. Annie smiled
and sgueezed her friend's hand in return. If it had not been for the very canny and observant Yasmine
Haleem, she would not have been stand-ing there in front of her very own fireplace, watching moving men
bring their belongings into the perfect house, in the perfect neighborhood. Having a best friend with a real
estate license was definitely "A Good Thing'".

For years, Yasmine had been listening to her, with a seemingly endless supply of patience, while she
went on and on and on about what she imag-ined her dream house would be like.

"Firg of dl, it will have a backyard, big enough so that the dog can romp around in it to his heart's
content,” Annie had said. "But not so big that we have to spend every waking moment of our free time
coaxing the grass to grow and ripping up dan-delions and dl that lawn and yard maintenance stuff people
do. | don't want us to have to devote our lives to tilling the soil."

In fact, Annie had not been teling Y asmine the whole truth about her feelings around yards, or "gardens'
as her Gresat-aunt Lauren, who had spent most of her life in England, had called them.

Great-aunt Lauren's garden was the real prob-lem. It had been so perfect, so full of everything that a
garden should have, like a real-life English country house garden.

Its perfection was the problem, compared with the messy redlity of Annie's own yard, especidly after
they got Czonka and he tore it up and after they got the kids, and the kids went out there with Phil to play
bdl and tore it up some more. But she hadn't been about to go into dl that with Yasmine, so she just
continued in a more positive way .

"Stll, even though I've never been into garden-ing in a very serious way, | would dill redlly like to plant
some tulips. | just love the way they look when they come up in the spring. Oh, and I'd like one of those
red-bud trees," she had added, "just a little one. | love the way they look too, before the leaves findly turn
green for the summer."

"How about the indde?' Yasmine had asked her. "1 mean, you are planning to live indoors rather than
outside in the back yard with the dog?"

"What are you taking about? Do you serioudy believe that anyone would stand for the dog to live
outside?' Annie had replied promptly. "Oh, please. | want hardwood floors. If there's any one thing I'm sick
and tired of, it's wal-to-wall carpeting. After a while, it dl looks like the same old worn-out, stained stuff
you can see on every floor in every sad little rental house in the entire world.

My dream house has hardwood floors and area rugs. Orientd, of course. Like magic carpets that will
carry me away from boring, everyday things like dishes that need to be washed, laundry that needs to be
done and groceries that need to be shopped for—"

"Girlfriend," Yasmine had interrupted, "that is not carpeting you're describing now. That's what we in the



trade refer to as widescreen TV with a satellite hook-up."

"And full internet access," Annie had added, laughing with her, "dl the magic carpets have them these
days, didn't you know?"

"Okay, you're probably right about that." Yas-mine had said, laughing again. "So, what else does this
dream house of yours have?'

"Stairs."

"Stairs?" Yasmine had gaped at her in surprise. "Now | know you've completely logt your mind. If the
Good Lord had meant us to climb stairs, He wouldn't have given us dl those nifty step machines and
cross-trainers to use in air-condi-tioned health clubs.”

"You heard me" Annie had chuckled. "1 want stairs. Because my dream house is not one of those
cookie-cutter ranch things, and it's not a split-level ranch thing with the bedrooms over a two-car garage,
either. It's a real, house-shaped house, with two, no, make that three storeys. And dl the stair-cases have a
landing to split them up and make dimbing them easier.”

"Are you sure you don't want an elevator with that?' Y asmine had teased. "How about fries?'

Annie had stuck her tongue out at her. "The top floor is a sort of combination attic and loft style place”
she had gone on, "except it's dl done up nicely. No dust, no cobwebs, no rafters, and no teenagers. It's a
private club where the admission is strictly limited to people over thirty who want a place to go where they
know they'll be able to hear themselves think."

Y asmine had been highly amused. "So there won't be a widescreen TV with a satellite hook-up, then?"

"Oh, sure, ther€lll be a TV. The biggest one that will fit in the room.” Annie had grinned. "It just won't be
able to receive any sports channels.”

"I hear you!" Yasmine had said fedingly, as they both laughed again. "Is there any way that | can get an
invite to this place?"

"You don't have to worry, you're already number one on the VIP list." Annie had assured her. "There are
lots of speciad benefits with that, you know. For one thing, you get unlimited complimentary frozen
strawberry margaritas made fresh in the deluxe, ultra-modern kitchen on the first floor."

"Deluxe, eh?' Yasmine had said. "And just what makes this kitchen of yours worthy of the term 'deluxe'?
Tdl me more."

"It's deluxe because it has one of those idand counters in the center of the room, to be used only for
preparing gourmet treats and fancy cocktails. It even has its own little white enamel sink for wash-ing fruit
and vegetables."

"Now, you know that Phil and the kids will prob-ably just use it as a breakfast bar, then dump their dirty
dishesin your little white enamel sink don't you?' Y asmine had said.

Annie shook her head firmly. "No, they most cer-tainly will not. I'm taking about a kitchen that's big
enough to accommodate both a counter and a table. They'll be eating their breakfast at the table and
washing their own dirty dishesin the regular stainless steel snk, or I'll know the reason why."

There had been even more laughter at this. The idea of a stern Annie, ordering her husband and children
around with an iron hand, had been funny to both of them for a number of different reasons; Yasmine,
always tactful, had showed restraint by not laughing too hard, something which Annie appreciated.

"So you'll have lots and lots of counter space," Y asmine had said. "l hear you there, too. Counter space is
tied with closet space as the number one request | get from people looking to buy a house."

"Believe me, 1 can relate,”" Annie had replied. "l don't think there could ever be such a thing as too much
counter space. And while I'm asking for mir-acles, | would like my counters to be marble, if you don't mind,
anice rosy pink color. A dusty rose on a white or pae-ish background, 1 mean, not the stuff they make
headstones out of for graves."

"Check.” Yasmine had mimed marking some-thing off on an invisble clipboard. "Anything else,
madame?"

"W, since you asked—" Annie had hesitated then, wondering if continuing to talk about this wasn't just
going to leave her feding dissatisfied, frustrated, and mildly depressed, as it sometimes did. "l want a
separate dining room with an old-fashioned, frosted glass light fixture. | want the living room to be large
enough that you can 4ill walk around freely even after we move the furni-ture in. | wouldn't say no to some
better furniture either, but | don't guess there are any houses that will morph a broken-down sofa into
something that isn't an eyesore.”

"l don't think s0." Yasmine had said, her large dark eyes twinkling. "But 1 will double-check on that for
you, just to be sure. After dl, they probably laughed at the idea of central vac back in the old days, too.
Any other requests?’

"Wdl, now that you mention it, | think I'll take central vac, too." Annie had said with a laugh. "Thanks for



reminding me! Let's see, what else? White walls in every room in the house. Celings without cracks or
water stains. Woodwork that has no scratches or scars from decades of suffering the dings and arrows of
outrageous misfortune. A roof that doesn't leak. Pipes that don't burst and a hot water heater large enough
%0 | can take a shower that lasts longer than thirty seconds, and make that quite a lot longer, thank you.

"Oh, and while I'm at it, more than one bath-room. Please, more than one bathroom. More than two
would be even better. More than three..." now she made a pained face. "No. Thank you. Just the idea that
1 could have more than three toilets to clean could give me nightmares for the rest of my life"

"But four toilets would mean one for each of you," Yasmine had said, looking dightly surprised, "which
would mean no waiting. Wouldn't some-thing like that outweigh any other disadvantages?”

"You would think so." Annie had said with a short laugh. "But only if you have never had the experience
of cleaning a certain variety of porce-lain fixture in the Macintosh household, and | know for a fact that you
haven't. Given a choice between having one more of those to clean and having to wait, | really do not mind
waiting. Just take my word for it."

"l guess I'll have to," Yasmine had said, "what else does madame require?’

"Madame requires a laundry room in the base-ment, not just the hook-ups for a washer and dryer, but a
room specificaly for doing laundry in. Of course, if the room should happen to come with a washer and
dryer, 1 certainly wouldn't refuse to keep them. That would be ungracious." Annie had given a long sigh of
yearning. "Oh, and in that nice, spacious living room? | want a fireplace.”

"What kind?' Y asmine had asked her.

"Surprise me." Annie had sighed again. "Believe me, that won't be hard. In fact, surprising me will
probably be the easiest thing that anyone ever did."

Annie Macintosh's "idea Of The Perfect Place To Live' had been her favorite subject and one she had
never tired of; running through chapter and verse over lunch, over drinks on their occasiona Girls Night
Out, and over the phone when they indulged in one of their yak-fests like a couple of teenagers.

Or rather, like teenagers from their own past. The teenaged yak-fests of today occurred without the
benefit of the human voice, conducted as they were in online chat rooms with only the click-click-click
from your own computer keyboard as an indication that you were saying something, and maybe an
electronic boop or beep when someone else replied.

Annie was quite frankly mystified as to how any-one could posshly get any satisfaction out of a
conversation conducted by typing instead of talk-ing. How could you possibly fed as if you were having a
conversation if you were typing? Where was the satisfaction in that? She would have found the absence of
another human's voice too discon-certing. Too weird.

Naturally, Sean and Tess thought she was out of her mind. Of course, there were a lot of reasons why
her teenaged kids thought she was out of her mind; this was just one more. Fortunately, Yasmine was a
kindred spirit where the traditional tele-phone yak-fest was concerned, athough the cal she had made to
tedl Annie about a house that had only just come on the market, this house, had barely lasted thirty seconds.

"l am most certainly not going to talk to you about it on the phone” Yasmine had informed her. "You are
going to seeit first. Then we can talk dl you want. Well, up to a point. Now, grab a pen, I'm going to give
you the address and you're going to get in the car and drive over there right now. | want to see you there in
fifteen minutes. No arguments."

Annie had obeyed, teling herself that she was just humoring her friend. But the moment she had pulled
up in front of the house, she had known there was no going back, this was where she and her family were
going to live. She was going to do whatever she had to do in order to make that a redlity.

Y asmine had met her at the door with a big, knowing smile and then taken her through the place room by
room. "Thisis what is known in the trade as a model home," she had explained, while Annie explored every
part of it with wholehearted enthusiasm. "The company that built it has been using it to show off their work
to anyone who might be in the market to have a house built for them."

Annie had shaken her head in bewilderment. "But why would anyone want to go to dl that trou-ble" she
sad, running a finger over a section of crown molding (crown molding! God, how classy was that? She
hadn't even thought of crown mold-ing when she had been fabricating her dream house), "when this place
is already finished? Who could possibly bear to wait to have something else after seeing this house?"

"People who want this house at a different address.” Yasmine told her, laughing a little. "It's those three
little words no working realtor ever for-gets: Location, location, location.”

"Oh!" Annie had made a show of gently hitting her forehead with the hedl of her hand. "Of course. You
would think that since my best friend just hap-pens to be a redltor hersdlf, even | would know something
like that. | guess | have just demon-strated that without a doubt 1 have absolutely no future in the red



estate business."

"That may be true," Yasmine had said, laughing again, "but you do have a future in this house. There's
only one thing left to decide: do you want to take one more tour through the place, or shal we go back to
my office and get started on the paperwork?'

And the redt, as the saying went, was history. Or to be more precise, it was history currently in the
making.

"You know, | have never seen mysdf smply as a person who sdls big boxes for people to live in,"

Yasmine had said to her. "I have always preferred to think of myself as a sort of matchmaker for real
estate.”
In Anni€'s case, truer words had never been spoken. She was definitely in love dl right, and this was a
match made in heaven with a dream come true. And so what if that was a mgor cliche, even the very
mother of dl cliches? It just so hap-pened to be the perfect way to describe how she felt-But now, as she
admired the mantel on her fire-place and her exquisite hardwood floor, she felt something insde herself
start to falter alittle bit.

Having a dream come true was wonderful, but it was not a completely carefree experience. There were
dill certain facts of life that had to be dealt with and Annie found that just thinking about them was enough
to let redism saill in, like cold water on her happiness.

"l don't know how we're ever going to afford it," she sighed, turning around dowly in the middle of the
living room to admire it again, "but it certainly is perfect.”

Y asmine grabbed her arm and gave it an admon-ishing shake, looking at her asif to say, "Don't start with
that one now, girlfriend. Youll get by like you aways have and you know it." Annie could see it as plain as
anything on her friend's face, practicaly hear her thinking it.

It was so nice to have a friend that close, Annie thought, and smiled back in slent answer: "You're right,
sorry, | won't let it happen again. Today at least."

Then she turned and caught sight of two of the moving men coming in. One was carrying yet another of
what seemed to be an endless series of large boxes full of the family's belongings and the other holding a
large flat rectangle wrapped in brown paper.

Annie brightened and went quickly to intercept the latter. "It's only missing one thing." she announced,
taking the package from him and unwrapping it to reveal her most prized posses-sion. The Macintosh
family portrait.

The elegantly framed photo: hersdlf, Philip, Tess, Sean, and even Czonka, the family dog with a highly
ambiguous ancestry they couldn't even begin to guess at, was one of the few luxuries that Annie had
ingsted she couldn't live without.

She knew that her use of the word luxury, in terms of a professionaly-shot family portrait, was probably
more than a little on the grandiose side. Annie didn't care. For her, this immaculate photo of her family
could be nothing less than a luxury item.

Getting dl of them together in one place for the requisite amount of time had taken some heavy-duty
people-wrangling on her part. Even Philip's schedule had been tough to work with, in spite of the fact that
he had insisted he wanted to have a family portrait taken just as much as she did. But in the end, it had been
worth it. The result had turned out even better than she had hoped. The expression on each of those faces
that she loved so much was open, relaxed and unguarded, their smiles pleasant and sincere.

In fact, Tess and Sean had come out looking so much at ease that she could amost forget what a battle
shed had with them about their clothes. No T-shirts, ripped jeans, baseball caps, leather, studs, or
sunglasses. And by some miracle, she had man-aged to get her way.

Anyone who might have seen only the portrait would never have known that her daughter was not, in
fact, always impeccably groomed and taste-fully dressed, but went around in shapeless, mismatched skirts
and blouses with her flyaway hair uncombed and her face set in what seemed like a permanent expression
of pained distaste.

Nor would anyone have ever guessed that her brother Sean wasn't given to neatly tailored shirts and
sweater vests, but to those awful baggy jeans that seemed to be de rigueur for the skateboard set, dong
with torn sweatshirts and hoodies, and a baseball cap. Worn backwards, of course.

Looking back on it now, she thought it must have been some kind of miracle that she had managed to
persuade him to let go of that skateboard long enough to have his picture taken. It hadn't been easy and at
one point, she had begun to think they might have had to have the thing surgically removed.

Even Czonka, the family dog, was well-groomed for a change. His normdly unruly white fur had been
scrubbed clean, neatly brushed and trimmed, courtesy of a fancy dog beauty salon. That kind of service
hadn't been cheap, either, in fact, it had cost as much as the portrait itsalf, but it had defi-nitely been worth



it. The dog looked so good that if Annie hadn't known better herself, she might have thought he was some
sort of obscure breed, rather than smply the product of generations of random encounters between
undiscrimimiting canines.

It had dl been worth it: the bill from the dog salon, the battle with Tess and Sean's clothes, the highly
exasperating and nearly impossible struggle to get the entire family's schedules digned and synchronized.
In the end, it had been worth every bit of effort. Every time she looked at this photo, she fet as if the
photographer had somehow man-aged to capture the exact image of them that she carried in her heart.
Her family may not have been perfect, but in this one, ever-so-brief, photographi-cally-preserved moment,
they looked perfect.

"l remember that photo,” Yasmine said, admiring it with her. "Even Czonka is smiling. You sent it out as
your Christmas card last year."

Annie could detect just the dightest hint of envy in her friend's voice and, as aways, she couldn't help
feding a certain amount of bafflement mixed with a kind of reluctant pity for the woman. This was
something they had talked about from time to time. Of course, she and Yasmine talked about vir-tualy
everything together, in detail and at great length. The subjects they covered included their respective
persona lives, which were very different in just about every possible way.

Annie would seem to have epitomized the very essence of middle America. At thirty-five, she was, by
her own description, your basic WASP, married to another basic WASP with two basic WASP chil-dren
and a basic WASP house-pet. All in dl, the kind of nuclear family most likdy to be found liv-ing on a
tree-lined street in the suburbs.

As a genuine card-carrying member of the PTA, Annie not only had to synchronize her schedule with the
calendar for the school year, she aso had to volunteer for the car-pool, bake for the school fund-raisers,
and keep track of what extra-curricu-lar activity was on what day, or try to. If there was any time left over,
she could get her hair done (or try to).

Y asmine, on the other hand, was two years younger and single by choice, excoticaly Middle Eastern. She
was the classic, high-powered busi-ness woman who owned and ran her own realty office. She lived in a
luxury condo in a high-rise, and occasionally nipped off to the Caribbean dur-ing a lull in the housing market
or even on awhim, either alone or in the company of one of several boyfriends whom Yasmine referred to
somewhat wryly as her suitors. And she didn't need to find time to get her hair done, since it was naturaly
thick, dark, and wavy.

Annie would have thought that Y asmine would find someone like her far too domesticated and mundane,
even for polite conversation about the weather, let done a longstanding friendship of vir-tudly intimate
closeness. But ever since they had met in an exercise class at the locd health club, they had been, in
Philip's words, peanut butter and jely, completely different elements that came together to make an
unbesatable combination. Y as-mine had concurred, congratulating Philip on possessing such a high degree of
ingght, especialy for a man, Annie had added, making them dl laugh, Philip included.

She and Yasmine had been doing their peanut butter and jely thing for ten years now, a duration that
Annie sometimes found rather amazing. Only Philip had been such an important part of her life for longer.
Well, the children too, to be technical. But of course her relationship with them as their mother could not
redly be even remotely the same sort of thing.

In any case, she very much enjoyed her friend-ship with Yasmine. She enjoyed listening to her tak about
the real estate business, her various clients, her idand vacations and the men in her life, whether they were
arriving, departing, or gill under consideration.

To Anni€'s secret ddight, however, she had long ago discovered that, as fascinating as she found
Yasmine's life, it actually held no attraction for her. She redly had no envy for her friend's comparative
freedom to come and go as she pleased. She didnt even redly covet her friend's obvioudy more
sub-stantia bank account.

It was immensely reassuring, as wdl as gratify-ing, to discover that she redly was satisfied with the
choices she had made for herself. Getting mar-ried, having children, putting dl of her energies into
family-related things. Maybe her life wasn't the sort of thing that would have made her a poster-child for
NOW, but it was her life, the one that she had chosen, not something that had been chosen for her or
amply conferred on her.

That was what Yasmine envied, she knew. Not what she had, but that she was so secure in the
knowledge of what she wanted, as well as what she had to do to go about getting it. Annie had ill found
this just as surprising, perhaps even more so, as she had never thought that there was any-thing tentative or
uncertain in Yasmine's approach to living, but as Yasmine had tried to explain to her, that wasn't quite it,
either. It was the way Annie just seemed to have so much faith in herself and in her capacity for making



the right decisions.

Annig, in turn, had tried to explain to Y asmine that these were the same qualities that she saw in Yasmine
herself; that perhaps her friend couldn't help perceiving her as being stronger or better in that area smply
because Anni€'s entire lifestyle was unfamiliar territory to her. But Y asmine had insisted there was more to
it than just the differ-ences in the way they lived.

"Of dl the people I've ever known," Yasmine had told her over some after-dinner drinks one night, "you
are the only one that | would ever describe as someone who redly has her shit together."

Her friend's choice of words had jerked a sur-prised laugh out of Annie. Yasmine virtudly never used
profanity of any kind, not because she was especialy prudish, but because some people were and her work
could have been adversely affected by it. More than one real estate agent, she had told Annie, had seen a
client disappear smply because someone had let the wrong word dip out.

"See?' Yasmine had said, laughing with her. "That's how strong my feelings are—strong fedl-ings, strong
language. But dl kidding aside now, we both know I'm right about this. Don't try to deny it, girlfriend, you
have redly got your shit together and you know it."

Annie's . sense of modesty, either innate or indtilled in her as part of her upbringing (even she wasn't sure
which), would not quite let her accept Yasmine's praise as being completely true. On the other hand, there
was no question that the family's circumstances would have been very different if Annie had not been so
focused and capable enough for dl of them to rely on.

Her family redlly did rely on her, and for so very much, the big things and the little things and every single
other thing in between, she thought as she smiled fondly at each face in the photo. She would not have had
it any other way.

It was this certainty which she held in herself that made this more than smply a family portrait for her.
When she looked at it, she saw a portrait of her happiness and that was something very few people could
say they had in their possession.

She turned and, standing on tiptoe, hung it on the picture hook aready in place over the mantel-piece.
"Belongs right there, doesn't it?' she said to Y asmine, who made a murmur of assent.

And, without a doubt, it did. It was as if the pic-ture hook had been placed there to wait expressy for
that photo in that frame and nothing else. If any moment of her life could accurately be described as
perfect, Annie thought, suffused with happi-ness, it was right now, while she was standing in the perfect
house, in the perfect neighborhood, gazing at this perfect picture.

And then, her family came in and that was the end of that illuson.

TWO

Actudly, they didn't redly come in so much as they burst in, starting with Tess.

"Mom!" her daughter whined shrilly at top vol-ume, making Annie wince. "Sean says 1 have dragon
breath!"

"You don't believe me?' said her braother Sean, his baggies flapping as he came in behind her, heft-ing his
ever-present skateboard. "Go ahead and sniff her!"

Even as atoddler, Sean had shown a fondness for teasing his sister. At first it had been playful and she
had teased him right back with gusto, But as the two of them had gotten older, Sean's voice had acquired
more of an edge, whereas Tess's had become strident, even dhrill, and the exchanges between them had
become openly and unremit-tingly mean.

These days, it bore absolutely no resemblance at dl to anything that Annie would ever have called
teasing. Now it was a couple of bickering teenagers, who just kept on sniping and jabbing and poking at
each other with remorseless anger and bitterness until one of them—Tess, of course, it was always
Tess—went over the edge and blew up.

Of late, the fighting between them had become a war with virtualy no let-up. Annie couldn't stand to
listen to them. Two seconds and she was ready to tear her hair out.

The sound of them at each other's throats was not improved by the way their voices echoed around the
dill unfurnished house. Before Annie could tell them to give it a rest, however, Tess spot-ted the family
portrait hanging over the fireplace.

"l hate that photo!" she announced, teenage dis-tress putting an even sharper edge into her whine. "That
dress makes me look chunky!"

"What dress doesn't?' said Sean, as prompt as ever.

"MOM!"



Annie fdt as if Tess's wail had gone right through her and she cringed, thinking it was a miracle that none
of the windows had broken. Sean only laughed at her nastily and began to step up the tor-ment even more
by thrusting his fingers at her face in odd, cryptic little gestures.

"It's called ‘throwing gang signs.™ Phil had explained to Annie helpfully when she had asked. "All the kids
doit. They dl want to be like that rap-per. You know the one. What's-his-name. Like the candy. Eminems.
Don't ask me whether he's plain or peanut, though."

And then right on cue, her very helpful husband half-stumbled, half-skidded into the living room in the
wake of the hyperactive bundle of fur that was Czonka, part sheepdog (had to be), part terrier (could be),
part everything else (probably).

"Whoal Easy, Czonka, easy!" Phil said good-naturedly. He was fighting the dog for control of the leash
he had wrapped around one hand while attempting to juggle a precarious pile of large, unwieldy boxes with
the other.

Czonka paid no attention.. He was even more out of control than usua, panting and dobbering in pure
canine ecstasy, as he lunged first in one direc-tion and then another, trying to make up his doggy mind
which of the many wonderful new smells he wanted to investigate first. Complicating this doggy dilemma
for him was the dippery polished floor; Annie could hear his claws clicking and scraping on the wood as he
scrambled for balance.

Widl, that was just great, she thought miserably; by this time tomorrow, she could expect to find that
every hardwood floor in her gorgeous new house had been decorated with wall-to-wall scratches.

Her shoulders dumped. "So much,” she sighed, "for my perfect moment."

As if to underscore her feelings by scoring the floor, Sean dropped his skateboard onto the hard-wood
surface in the hallway and zoomed off into the kitchen, probably on a mission to find out if they had finished
moving the refrigerator.

"I told you, no skateboarding indoors!" Annie shouted after him, wishing with every fiber of her being that
she didn't have to sound as helpless as she felt.

She turned to her husband, who was trying to put the boxes down without dropping them whilst not letting
go of the dog's leash.

"How about backing me up here?" she demanded unhappily.

Phil gave her one of his pained smiles. "Aw, c’'mon honey," he said, managing to drop only haf the boxes
as he set down the rest of them. "It's moving day. Czonkal Czonka, you bad boy!" he added, not meaning a
word of it.

Instinct told Czonka that this was the moment he had been waiting for and he made the most of it. With
an energetic lunge, he pulled the leash out of Phil's hand, then began the serious canine task of giving this
strange new living room the thorough sniffing he felt it required.

Fedling more helpless than ever, Annie turned to look at Yasmine. "Help?' she asked, only haf-kiddingly.
"Someone? Anyone?'

But at this point, her deep and virtudly intimate friendship with Yasmine Haleem suddenly, wdl, not
ended, exactly; bottomed out was a better term, perhaps.

Y asmine was more than happy to listen to her talk about any aspect of her life, including mother-hood, the
joys of raising children, the frustrations, the problems, the worries, and everything ese. She had been
especialy good about sitting patiently through Annie's cute-baby anecdotes, much more so than any other
non-parent that Annie was acquainted with.

But when it came to some kind of substantia interaction. Wdl, it wasn't so much that it was a no-go area
between them as it was smply a total blank. It was as if this kind of participation in Anni€e's life was an
idea as incomprehensible for Y asmine as fifth-dimensional quantum physics. Or as Yasmine herself would
have put it, they just don't have that stuff back where | come from and | never saw anything like it around
here, either.

Whatever it was, Annie found it more disheart-ening than if Yasmine had just given her a flat-out "No
way, girlfriend, they're your family, you have to handle them." There had been times in the past when for
one reason or another Yasmine had been unable to help her out with other sorts of things and she had not
felt nearly so aone or let down then as she did right now.

Especidly right now, since she could tell just by the expression on Yasmine's face that she was about to
make an exit.

Yasmine's suddenly finding a reason why she had to be elsewhere seemed to have become dl but a
conditioned reflex now, Annie thought. She looked directly into the other woman's eyes in a last-ditch
attempt to make Y asmine see she needed her to stay just alittle bit longer, just for the mord support Annie
would get from the mere fact of her presence.



In any other situation, Y asmine would have understood that look and she would aready be urging Annie
to tell her what was buzzing around in her mind, talk it over so they could lay it out together, anadyze it and
see how it redly broke down. Her smile wouldn't have become faintly mask-like and her large dark eyes
wouldn't have looked so, well, not empty but actually flat. Asif they were only pictures of eyes.

Spooked by the sudden bizarre turn her thoughts had taken, Annie found she could not help draw-ing back
alittle as Yasmine put an affectionate arm around her. As far as she could tell, however, the other woman
didn't seem to notice.

"You're doing fing, Annie," she said, giving her a kiss on the cheek, "cal me if you need anything."

Annie looked after her sadly as she headed for the front door with quick, busy little steps, appointment
book aready open in one hand as she checked her dways-demanding schedule.

Thisis Annie cdling Yasmine, come in Yasmine, she thought at her closest friend who was suddenly so
far away. You know how you said cdl if | need anything? Wedll, | am and | do. | am cdling because | do.
Need something, that is. Anything from you, anything at al.

A little voice, in some distant part of her mind suggested that this might actually work better if she said the
words doud, rather than just think-ing them. As comicdly obvious as that might have been, however, Annie
remained slent any-way. Partly, she told hersdf, because actually saying it out loud would sound so
melodramatic that she would embarrass everyone, even the moving men.

But it was adso partly because she was afraid to find out that it wouldn't work, that Yasmine's only
response would be an even blanker look of utter incomprehension and any further attempts on her part to
break through it might result in that awful blankness spreading to dl the other areas of their friendship.

Then she would redlly be aone. She would be forced to walk the high wire of her life completely without
the net of her best friend's support. No, that would have been intolerable. Her friendship with Yasmine
meant entirely too much to her to risk.

It would be better dl the way around if she didn't push this, she decided. Although, at the same time she
could not help feding somewhat uncertain as to what her thoughts actually meant. Assuming that they
made any real sense in the first place.

She ran an anxious hand through her hair, tuck-ing a few loose strands behind her ears. The strangest
things seemed to be running through her mind today.

"Haveto say, Annie, it dready looks like home."

The sound of her husband's voice broke in on her thoughts then and brought her back to the immediate
situation, dispersing the odd melan-choly that had settled over her. In spite of everything, Annie felt a broad
sunny smile spread-ing over her face. She turned to find that he was aready reaching for her, pulling her
into his arms to give her one of his warm, comforting hugs. Automaticaly, she started to put her arms
around him in return and then froze in horror.

Czonka, the Wonder Muitt, had discovered the fireplace and apparently was just as thrilled about this new
feature as Annie was, if not even more so. He was so enamored of it, in fact, that he was demonstrating
his approval in the only way he knew how: by giving it the Five-Star Mark of Approva in traditional canine
fashion. The salute with one leg lifted.

"Czonka, no!" Annie wailed in horror and ran over to chase him away from the hearth.

The dog turned his head, amost casually, to see what al the fuss was about and then bolted imme-diately
a the sight of her flying at him dl wild-eyed, hollering and waving her arms. He came to an unsteady,
skidding stop several feet away between two large moving cartons and gave her a baeful, offended doggy
stare that suggested he found her reaction not only completely unrea-sonable, but also symptomatic of a
deeper problem requiring professional attention.

Furthermore, his reproachful eyes seemed to say, this was dl nothing more than a complete waste of
energy on her part anyway because, as anyone could plainly see, his work here was finished.

Annie let out a wordless, strangled shout of anger and frustration that actualy made the ani-ma flinch.
She leaned heavily on the mantelpiece and stared down at the mess Czonka had made. A moment or two
passed and then she could hear Phil whispering to the dog, shooing him out of the room. She tried without
success to block out the sound of the dog's claws clicking on the wood as he dunk off to wait out the
controversy generated by his salute to movin' on up.

Have to say, Annie, it already looks like home.

Oh, please, no, not that, she begged slently. She squeezed her eyes shut and let her forehead drop down
on the backs of her hands 4ill clutching the mantel . Please, please. If it redlly does aready look like home,
1 don't want it to look like that home. Not the home with the dog pee in the fireplace. Please, please not
that. Anything but that.

Behind her, Phil started to say something to her and she whirled on him.



"And don't you dare tell me it's moving day!" she snapped. "Don't you dare!"

Without waiting to hear what, if anything, he might possibly tdl her instead, Annie fled to the kitchen. She
grabbed the first box she saw on the counter next to the sink and began to rummage through it blindly.

The movers had packed up every single thing from the kitchen cabinets at the old house so there were
bound to be some paper towels or cloth wipes somewhere that she could use to clean up Czonkas
housewarming mess. Maybe, by the time she found them, she would aso have managed to pull herself
together and calm down.

It never failed, she thought broodingly. It just never failed. And if it ever did fail, if anything ever did
happen differently, she would probably drop dead from the shock. God, it wasn't like she was asking for the
moon. All she wanted was a little bit of space in each day—just a little bit— when she could enjoy some
sense of peace and contentment.

Those moments, which had always been too few and far between, were now becoming so crudly rare
and brief that sometimes she could amost have believed that someone, or something, was playing with her.
Which was a completely lunatic idea that would make sense only if you were a complete lunatic.

Which she wasn't, of course. But if for some rea-son she started thinking she redly was a complete
lunatic after dl, she could just phone her best friend. Yasmine had that part covered.

If what she needed was to hear someone tell her how much of a complete lunatic she wasn't, she could
count on Yasmine to do that for her at least. It was something that Y asmine understood with no trouble at
dl, since she had already told Annie that she redlly had her shit together.

Depsite the fact that Y asmine had not gone on to state in so many words that this was not a qudity found
in complete lunatics, Annie could almost certainly take that as a given. No matter how crazy her beloved
family made her.

Her fedings for her family were never, ever in question, she did love them. But, oh, God, they did make
her crazy and they'd been doing it for years.

The moment Tess had become a teenager, she had apparently lost the ability to pitch her voice in
any-thing but a shrill whine. This less-than-attractive feature had been accompanied by a rather substan-tia
and very unfortunate increase in her weight.

All of that combined with the disposition charac-teristic of adolescents the world over—sullen at best and
just plain bad the rest of the time—had made her easily offended, hard to please, and generally inconsolable
about the world and her place in it. The teasing she had to endure from her brother didn't help a hit, of
course.

These days, Annie seldom saw anything but the briefest flashes of the happy little girl that Tess had been.
Sometimes, she found herself thinking that she virtudly didn't recognize her daughter, that she could almost
believe an unknown entity or force of some kind had somehow managed to per-form a bizarre swap, taking
the origind and subgtituting a different version.

This was obvioudy another completely lunatic idea, suitable only for complete lunatics. But in truth, it
wasn't something she had come up with on her own. She had heard a number of other par-ents describe
life with teenaged children in the same way .

Or, to be perfectly honest about it, she had over-heard them here and there, standing in line at the grocery
store, sitting nearby in restaurants, chat-ting over coffee at PTA meetings. At the time, however, both Tess
and Sean had 4ill been quite smadl and it had sounded awfully harsh to her, even after she had survived the
"Terrible Twos' twice.

Wel, live and learn. The thing was, she Hill couldn't help fedling that old description was awfully harsh,
and she always felt dightly guilty when the thought crossed her mind. But then there were certain other
days when she found herself amost wishing that were the real expla-nation not only for Tess's behavior but
for Sean's as well.

As for Sean. Oh, God, that boy! With his baggies and the skateboard he carried with him every-where,
even into the bathroom. It was impossible to have any sort of conversation with him these days because he
was always making those gang signs while blathering a stream of "Yo, yo, yo, down with my homies, hey,
dawg, word to yo momma, oh, gee!"

The ever-helpful Phil had explained that he was actually saying OG, which stood for Origind Gang-ster,
but it sounded like "oh, gee" to her.

And if he wasn't rapping in tongues or risking permanent disability on his skateboard, it was only because
he thought it would be more fun to tor-ment his sister about her weight. To make matters even worse, the
boy had the appetite of a water buffdo combined with the metabolism of hum-mingbird. Well, dl right, a
hummingbird who was just a bit on the husky side, but, unfortunately, nowhere near as husky as his sister.

As aresult, every med the family ate together would more often that not turn into a turbulent ordeal that



always came to an end with Tess storm-ing up to her room in tears before the antacids came out for
dessert.

Antacids for Annie's dessert, that was. Her hus-band's stamina surpassed hers by far. Somehow, Philip
always managed to take everything in his stride, no matter what it was.

Even when the kids provoked him to the point where he findly raised his voice in anger and exiled one or
both of them to their rooms, he never lost his equilibrium atogether. Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock”; Annie had
once joked that he could have been a walking advertisement for Prozac, except he didn't take any.

She heard him come into the kitchen behind her and realized that she had been standing there like a
woman in a trance, taking things out of the box and putting them back in over and over. Wasn't that
constructive?

Sill pulling myself together until 1 can find some-thing more constructively therapeutic. Like, say, a
basket weaving class, she thought darkly.

She findly found the paper towels and started unralling several sheets so she could clean up Czonka's
salute to the upgrade in their standard of living.

"Honey?" Phil dipped his arms around her waist and kissed her shoulder. "Relax.”

Relax? Easy for him to say—Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock". But she might as well take advantage of that
particular feature, she thought and, closing her eyes, she let herself lean back against him. Only lightly at
firgt, but then he pulled her closer, encouraging her to let him take more of her weight.

"Weve been here fifteen minutes"” she said bleakly. "One quarter of an hour, that's dl it's been, and
already the hardwood's scraped and the fireplace is stained.”

"They're kids, Annie," her husband said softly with his lips close to her ear. "They're just kids. And the
dog? Well, Czonka just got dl excited."

She pulled away sharply and turned around to face him. "Philip, this is supposed to be a fresh start," she
said in an anxious, pleading tone. "It's supposed to be a new beginning for us."

"And it is. But," he added, trying to pull her close for another hug and then yidding to the restraining hand
she put on his chest, "just because we have a new bouse doesn't mean we're going to turn into a new
family."

"Maybe it doesn't," she said, "but sometimes | wish we would."

The words were out of her mouth before she could think better of them. What a thing to say, she scolded
herself, not resisting now as Phil put both arms around her and pulled her close again. After dl those
high-minded thoughts about the foolish-ness of concentrating on material things or looks, and not expecting
the impossible from poor fdlible creatures that were only human, she had to go and blurt that out.

She pulled away from Phil again and looked up at him, her anxiety deepening. The perfect thing to say, of
course, would have been, "l didn't mean that.” The problem was, they'd have both known it wasn't the truth.

Besides, she needed to talk this out no matter how dlly it was. If she couldn't turn to her hus-band with it,
then she must have married the wrong man, something that she would never have believed in a million
years. There just wasn't anyone better than Philip; there couldn't be.

"Does that make me a terrible person?' she asked him, her voice timid with guilt.

Phil smiled down at her, with the gentleness that had made her fdl in love with him in the first place.

"Don't worry, sweetheart," he said softly. "It'll be our little secret."

No question about it, Annie thought, she had the best husband in the world. Fedling consoled and on the
way to cheering up again, she sighed and leaned into him as he hugged her, grateful for the comfort of his
acceptance. That was the key to Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock”, she thought, that enormous capacity for
acceptance.

All the things that she could never seem to stop worrying about, Phil was smply able to accept. And that
included her own lack of perfection, which she had just demonstrated by opening her big mouth. But instead
of finding fault with her at length and in extensive detail, he smply accepted that, too.

Very handy to be married to a guy who was so good at making everything feel better, she thought with
another, more contented sigh. And by every-thing, she meant everything, the big things and the little things.
Even the sound of Czonka's claws on the hardwood floor as he trotted through the din-ing room toward the
kitchen didn't sound quite as awful to her now. It was as if Phil had somehow managed to give the mutt's
claws an instant pedi-cure, just to make her happy.

Poor Czonka; she felt a surge of guilt. The dog certainly wasn't to blame for anything that might be
bothering her. Phil was right. The excitement of their brand-new home had just been too much for him and
his basic house-training had been com-pletely over-ruled by the far more powerful canine ingtinct to mark
his territory.

She could only hope that this was a strictly tem-porary lapse and that his house-training would be making



atimey return. Especialy since it was pretty much the only training Czonka had. One more thing that was
in no way his fault, either.

The dog's saving grace was the fact that his nat-uraly sweet temperament made him the quintessential
lovable mutt, so that he did not appear to be quite as out of control as he actually was. Well, maybe out of
control was kind of an overstatement. That made him sound more like he was wild rather than energetic
and that really wasn't quite true, at least not in general .

If Czonka was out of contral right now, however, there was a perfectly good reason for it, she red-ized
suddenly. He was hungry. In dl the activity and excitement of moving day, the poor guy had yet to be fed.

He had probably been cowering behind a box somewhere ever since Phil had shooed him out of the living
room, doing his best to stay out of sight and out of trouble, until he could no longer ignore the hunger pangs
and he findly had to give in and risk another hysterical display by approaching her for food.

Poor, poor Czonka, Annie thought as she pulled away from Phil. The mutt was aso a bottomless well of
unreserved love and acceptance, she reminded herself, and he had never been stingy with his affections.
Or histime, for that matter, which was alot more than the humansin resi-dence could say for themselves.

What Czonka required in return was hardly unreasonable. As Phil had once joked, there were no pockets
in his shaggy fur coat so he had no need for either a wallet or any money to put in it. Ever since that trip to
the vet, he lacked a weapon of mass distribution so he couldn't infiltrate the neighborhood to produce a new
generation of Czonkas or even indulge in a series of self-destruc-tive love affairs. Therefore, expecting
regular meals was hardly asking too much of him. She could take a moment to feed him before she worried
about cleaning up the mess he had made in the fireplace.

Annie turned to say something soothing to Czonka by way of apology and froze, staring open-mouthed at
the dog dtanding just inside the doorway. He was looking up at her and Phil with an air of expectant
adoration that said, "1 was put on this earth to give you my utter devotion. You are here to give me food." It
was alook that Annie had always thought of as being pure Czonka at least in style.

The white dog standing expectantly in her brand new kitchen was not the lovable mutt with the
impossible-to-determine pedigree but an immacu-late French poodle, perfectly coiffed and clipped and
unmistakably purebred. The only thing this dog and Czonka had in common was the color of their fur.

Annie blinked at the dog and it blinked back at her as if in reply, cocking its frizzy head to one side
dightly.

"Did | mention that | was put on this earth to give you my utter devotion and that you are here to
give me food?"

She turned to say something about the strange dog to Phil but he was smiling fondly at the poodie.

"Go give Mommy some lurve," he told the dog in a deep, Barry White rumble.

Immediately, the poodle trotted over to Annie and gave her hand a gentle lick, ill gazing a her with
unreserved love.

" Okay—uwill worship you for food. Isthat any clearer?"

"Very funny." Annie frowned as she gave the dog a perfunctory pat on its fuzzy puffbal head. "Don't tel
me Czonka's already made a friend."

Phil raised an eyebrow, looking honestly mydti-fied. "What are you talking about?' he asked her and then,
before she could say anything, turned to the dog and added, "Sit, Czonka."

The poodie planted his haunches on the kitchen floor with matter-of-fact obedience. His head swiveled to
Phil, as if he were checking for confir-mation that this was the correct action.

"Who's my champ?' Phil asked approvingly, scratching the dog behind his frizzy-wool ears. "That's right,
you are. Czonkais."

Annie stepped back, trying to stare at both Phil and the dog at once. Her husband had always enjoyed
kidding around with her, but practical jokes and deadpan put-ons had never realy been hiskind of thing. Sill
scratching the poodle's head affectionately, he turned to say something else to her, then saw the expression
on her face.

"What isit, honey? Something wrong?' he asked, his forehead wrinkling with genuine concern.

The poodle, who was enjoying his attentions, seemed to be equdly curious. In fact, the longer she looked
at them, the more their expressions resembled each other-Annie had to shake her head sharply to clear it.
"Stop screwing around, Philip," she told him. "I am most definitely not in the mood for it right now. | mean
it

His puzzled expression only deepened.

"Thisisn't funny," she said impatiently. "If you bought another dog—"

Phil hesitated and then looked down at the poodle again. "Do you know what Mommy's talk-ing about?"
he asked the dog conversationaly.



The dog leaned into him, obvioudy enjoying the attention in a very cam, quiet, and definitely non-Czonka
sort of way.

"No, of course, you don't." Siill scratching the dog's head, Phil looked up at her again, his smile fading.
"And neither do I."

"Come on, Phil, weren't you even listening to me? How many ways do | have to say it before 1 can make
you understand?' Annie folded her arms. "Thisis the wrong day for slly games.”

But instead of dropping the act, he just kept star-ing at her, as if he redly had no idea what she could
possibly be talking about.

Annie drew back from him a little more. Some-thing about the way he was looking at her, maybe the
degree of sincerity in his expression was start-ing to make her feel digtinctly uneasy now, rather than smply
irritated. if she hadn't known better, if she had been, say, a neighbor who had just dropped in to say helo,
she wouldn't have doubted Phil for a moment.

Since when had her husband become such a good actor, she wondered, her uneasiness becom-ing more
intense. Even more puzzling, why would he be doing something like that now? Was it poss-ble that their
son's puerile compulsion for unmerciful teasing had findly rubbed off on him in some way? Or could Mr
"Steady-As-A-Rock" sm-ply have crumbled dl of a sudden?

Wedl, everybody always said it was the quiet ones you had to watch out for; you'd think they were just
fine and then suddenly when you were least expecting it, kablooie! They lost it completely.

What was even worse, everybody aso said, was that this sort of thing could happen to anyone. No one
was immune. All human beings had their breaking point, but that didn't mean you would always be able to
tell when someone was getting close to it.

But still... her husband? Philip?

She had visudized herself going to pieces a mil-lion times, but not Philip. Anyone else, maybe even
Yasmine; as unlikely as that was under normal conditions. Even the self-possessed and highly competent
Yasmine Haleem might have been capable of losng her grip, depending on the combination of
circumstances. But not Philip. Never Philip, never in amillion years. Never in a billion.

If she had invited not just the people next door, but everyone in the entire neighborhood to come into her
kitchen and then demanded that they choose which one of them was compos mentis, she knew what the
result would have been.

They would dl have taken one look at her and agreed it was Phil without hesitation. There would have
been nothing she could have done to con-vince them otherwise. They wouldn't have believed her even if
she showed them some kind of proof. Like a picture.

Like the family portrait—

Abruptly, she straightened up and marched past her bewildered husband, who was dill stroking the
purebred impostor and into the living room.

All right, she thought, now she was taking the gloves off. If he was redly going to indst on kid-ding
around with her like this, she was just going to have to cal him into the living room and let him see for
himsdf that one of the first things she had done was to unwrap and hang the family portrait. Then he would
have to own up and admit that his little joke had never had a chance. And, maybe, then they could findly
get back to the job of mov-ing in.

The movers were unloading the furniture now and to her displeasure, she found herself suddenly doing a
sort of little dance with the two men who were carrying the more-than-dightly threadbare sofa. They kept
trying to get out of her way while she kept trying to dodge around them, unfortu-nately always in the same
direction, and with a timing that was virtualy supernatural. For several seconds, Annie was strongly
tempted to believe that they were deliberately playing with her, indulging in a little bizarre moving-day
humor.

The expressions on the men's faces, on the other hand, suggested that they were wondering why they'd
had to have the bad luck to be carrying the sofa when she had suddenly decided she smply had to dance
with it.

Findly, she managed to get the men to shift to the right at the same time that she was moving to the left,
and the three of them executed something that reminded Annie a great deal of a square-danc-ing step:
Do-si-do, quick step to the left and swing that sofa, yeehaw.

Lovdy, just lovely—and how nice that she could have the opportunity for a close-up look at her sofa,
Annie thought sourly; otherwise she might have been in danger of forgetting exactly how shabby the thing
was.

Then she smply stood, openmouthed, in front of the fireplace, unable to move, gaping at the por-trait.

The four of them, Phil, Sean, Tess, and herself, smiling out at the world with joy in their faces and



contentment in their hearts and in their midgt, the fifth member of the family: Czonka, obvioudy cod-dled,
dogaily devoted, and unmistakably one hundred per cent American Kennel Club certified French poodie.
THREE

All right; she had to givein, Annie decided as she glanced up briefly from the photo album in her lap to look
a her husband. She had no other choice but to believe him.

Which was to say, she bdieved he wasn't trying to pull something on her. Whatever kind of bizarre joke
or stunt this was, Phil was definitdly no more a part of it than she was. That was the good news.

The bad news was that this only made it even more difficult for her to imagine what could possi-bly be

going on.
The only thing she understood, as she sat leafing through photo abum after photo adbum, Was that

somehow every single picture that had included Czonka had been altered, so that the familiar lov-able mutt
had been replaced by this poodle with the pristine pedigree.

No, that was wrong. She didn't understand it. She couldn't understand it. She could only see it with her
own eyes. She could see that every single picture Czonka appeared in, no matter how old or how recent,
whether it was in one of the photo albums or 4ill languishing in a one-hour-photo envelope, had changed.
She could see dl of that as plain as anything, but she did not, and could nat, in any way, understand it in the
dightest.

"Satisfied?' Phil asked, pausing in the middle of wiring up the stereo to look over his shoulder at her.

Satisfied? Annie shook her head dightly. What the hell kind of a question was that to ask her? What was
she supposed to be satisfied by?

She kept flipping through the photo abums. The images passed before her eyes, one after another. Here
was one taken on the day Phil had brought the dog home from the animd shelter. Czonka had been a smdl
shaggy bdl of fur that wouldn't stop licking dl their faces.

"l asked if anyone had any idea what his lineage might be," Phil had said, amused, "but dl anyone could
tell me was that they just about one hundred per cent certain that heis, in fact, a dog."

Here was a photo she had taken of Tess and Sean on Christmas Day in front of the tree. By some
mir-acle, she had caught them during one of the three separate seconds of the day when they hadn't been
bickering. Sean was holding up a videogame and the dog was sitting beside him, regarding the car-tridge in
the boy's hand with a comical expression of doggy bewilderment.

Here was Phil grinning into the camera on his birthday with Czonka on his lap, both of them wearing
identical party hats, the dog far more interested in the plate of birthday cake on the table in front of them.

Here was a shot of Annie herself taken by Phil; she was holding a Frisbhee™ out for the dog's inspection
and Czonka was sniffing it with what seemed to be a somewhat skeptical ar, as if he had never seen
anything like it before and wasn't sure it was something he approved of.

But it was not the dog she knew. Not Czonka.

None of the photos included the familiar mutt with the mysterious, mixed lineage, the white four-legged
rag-pile that had stolen dl their hearts as a pup in the anima shelter. That dog was nowhere to be seen; dl
evidence of the dog had vanished without a trace.

The only dog in any of the photos was the white poodle with the puffball head that Phil kept inssting was,
and always had been Czonka. The one, true Czonka, and the only dog they had ever had.

"l don't understand,” Annie said, closing the photo dbum and reaching for another. "What hap-pened to
our dog? What happened to Czonka?"

Phil made a frustrated noise as he fiddled with the stereo wires.

"I redlly wish you would stop saying that." He glanced down at the poodle stretched out on the floor by
his feet. "If you keep it up, you're going to give him a complex. Y ou know how senditive he is"

Annie looked at the dog with a troubled expression. Without raising his head, the dog stared back at her
with an amost-human look of rebuke in his dark eyes, as if slently asking her whether she redly thought
she could go on living with herself if she had something as terrible as his damaged self-esteem on her
conscience.

It wasn't funny. Anne pressed her lips together in afirm line. "That is not my dog,” she said.

Her husband made an even more frustrated noise and turned away from the stereo to look at her.

"Wdl, then, | don't know what to tell you," he said, sounding impatient as he stood up. He went over to
the coffee table and pointed at a mess of official-looking papers scattered over it dong with a collection of
ribbons, amost dl of them blue except for one or two red ones.



"Look at his AKC papers," he said to her, push-ing an official-looking form toward her with his index
finger. "And look here, look at his ribbons, his champion certificate.” He grabbed a leather folder and
opened it to display the engraved docu-ment insde. "See for yourself. Now just how much proof do you
need?'

Annie stared at it, knowing, as surely as she knew her own name, that she had never seen any of those
papers or ribbons or that folder before this very moment when her husband had picked them up and
showed it to her. She looked past him to the poodle, who had raised his head and now looked as if he were
waiting for her to capitulate.

"That is not my dog," she said a bit more insistently. It was like a mantra now: Om mane padme hum.
The jewel may be in the lotus but that is not my dog.

"Annie" Phil put the folder down on the coffee table and went over to her. "You love this dog. You've
always loved this dog. Hell, there are days | think you like him better than me. No, scratch that. There are
days when 1 know you do." He knelt down in front of her and took one of her hands in both of his. "Why
are you pretending you don't recognize him?"

She stared at him, completely at a loss for words. Why was she pretending not to recognize this poodle?
Was she pretending?

She looked down at the photo abum in her lap again.

Here was a picture of Phil and the poodle on the sofa; Phil holding the open newspaper so that they both
seemed to be reading it. Anne could remem-ber when she had taken the origind of that particular photo; it
hadn't been that long ago.

She remembered how later on she'd had to brush so much white mongrel hair off the upholstery that she
could have knitted a sweater for one of Tess's old dolls out of it.

And here was another photo she remembered taking: Czonka and Sean shaking hands, which was one of
the few tricks Czonka had been able to learn. Of course, he usudly decided when he wanted to shake
hands and, friendly as he was, he wasn't usualy in the mood. His favorite time to make your acquaintance,
however, was right after walking through a muddy puddle and if he couldn't get you to offer your hand right
away, he would dab his grimy paw on any part of your body that he could reach until you cooperated.

Here was a photo of Czonka trying to lick Tess's face while she unsuccessfully fended him off. Just
looking at the picture made Tess's voice echo in her memory: "Mom, make him stop! He's going to lick off
al my make-up!"

Czonka had always been partia to the taste of trendy teen cosmetics. He found anything marked "NO
ANIMAL TESTING" particularly delicious. Annie had never been able to decide whether that was redly
jus a coincidence; she also wasn't sure whether anything labeled "NO ANIMAL TESTING" was
technically entitled to continue making that claim once Czonka had ingested it-She raised her head and
looked up at her hus-band again, wishing that she could see more in his face than his obvious and genuine
concern about her mental state.

As crazy as what she was saying may have seemed to him, why didn't it disturb him enough to make him
guestion the whole dtuation rather than just her sanity? Why wasn't he questioning his own? Was it redly
just because the evidence of the photos was backing him up?

Abruptly, the poodle got up and came over to her. He stood for a moment wagging his pom-pom tail
tentatively and then licked her hand.

"Go away, you," she said, drawing back and turning to her husband. "Philip, get him away from me."

Surprised hurt seemed to radiate from the poodlein al but palpable waves. His big liquid eyes seemed to
ask: how can you be so crud, after dl we've meant to each other?

Phil started to say something but was drowned out by the shrill complaining whine of their daughter as
she came gdloping heavily down the stairs with her brother behind her.

"Mom!" The word was always two syllables when Tess said it: Mah-ahm. She stumped toward the living
room, her bare feet showing under the shapeless, ankle-length skirt she was wearing, but didn't come down
the steps. "Sean is stapling his posters to the wall!"

The family informer strikes again, Annie thought wearily, forgetting dl about the poodle for the moment.
Tess's eagerness to report any and dl infractions of the house law by her brother, no mat-ter how great or
gandl, was as dismaying to her as Sean's eagerness to violate any and dl rules laid down for him, no matter
how great or small.

"You're a traitor, you know that?' Sean said, giv-ing his Mom a significant look as he poked Tess's
shoulder. He was well aware that neither she nor his Dad were terribly pleased about Tess's inclination to
tattle. It was probably another reason why the boy never missed a chance to go out of his way to flout



every rule, no matter what it was—even if it was more difficult to break a rule than it would have been to
obey it.

"And they shoot traitors," he added, giving his sister another hard poke in the arm. "Did you know that?"

"Leave me donel" Tess wailed, putting up her hands to fend him off. She fled to the kitchen and he
followed closely behind, trying to poke her some more.

"Hey, isthat a new zit?' he said with mock fas-cination.

"I hate you!" yelled Tess, sounding desperate now as she ran back past her brother and pounded up the
stairs to her room.

Clodng her eyes, Annie took a deep weary breath. She fdlt as if she had heard this exchange repeatedly,
over and over again, day in and day out, week in and week out. It was getting so that she could practically
recite everything they said before it actualy came out of their mouths.

There was amost no variation except in perhaps the most minor details;, the same arguments over the
same issues, the same angry words and the same reactions.

"Someday, 1'd like to find out who the hdl is writing their didog so | can fire them," she had said more
than once, to Yasmine as well as to her husband. "That constant fighting and sniping and bickering might be
easier to take if it wasn't the same damned thing over and over and over."

It occurred to her, now that she was thinking of it, that the response she got from both Yasmine and Phil
was just as predictable. Yasmine would amile, give her an encouraging word and a sympathetic squeeze
and then leave; Phil would hug her and tell her to relax.

Always the same thing, without variation, as if they had dl been programmed. Herself included.
Obvioudy the kids aren't the only ones who could use some new materia, she thought, feeling another,
stronger wave of weariness pass over her.

Then she opened her eyes again and her gaze fdl immediately on the poodle, ill staring a her with
expectant, imploring eyes.

What was that you were thinking just nhow? Something about how you had to get some new material,
wasn't it? asked atiny voicein her mind. Don't you think this is something you could call "new materia 7'

No. This had nothing to do with new materia, she thought, drawing back a little more from the animdl.
Phil started to speak again but she paid no attention.

"That isnhot my dog," she said emphatically.

The poodle stayed where he was, looking more expectant than ever now, asif he had been trained not to
move a muscle until he heard exactly the right command.

Sill crouched in front of her, Phil stared at her unhappily for a moment and she could feel that he was
waiting for something from her as well. She had no idea what that could have been, only that she couldn't
possibly giveit to him. He straight-ened up with a small sigh of resignation and then hovered over her a bit
longer, asif to give her one last chance to do or say whatever it was he was hoping for.

Findly, he let out a frustrated breath and went back to the stereo, snapping his fingers at the poodle,
which followed him with the unmistakable easy air of longstanding obedience. Obvioudy, they were old pas
and this was one of those old, famil-iar routines they'd been doing forever...

Annie got up and left the room, not quite running to the kitchen.

* k k

OFFCIAL MOTHER OF THE Y EAR COFFEE MUG (so keep yer grubby paws OFF)

The sentiment had been printed to order on the sixteen-ounce porcelain cup, complete with a design of
grubby prints both human and canine. A Mother's Day gift from Phil and the kids.

And Czonka, of course. That had been several years ago, when the kids had Hill been solidly in their
childhood and Czonka had ill been more of a puppy than a full-grown dog.

Annie had aways loved the mug not only because it was one-of-a-kind and non-fattening but because
Phil had gone to the trouble of supplying the family's actual prints, including Czonka's, for it.

The prints weren't full-size, of course—large as the cup was, it wasn't quite large enough for any-thing
that authentic. But the fact that each of the prints was the real thing just reduced in size had touched Annie
in a rare and highly meaningful way. She wasn't sure that any woman who wasn't aso a mother would
understand.

Now she sat at the marble-topped idand counter in the middle of her perfect kitchen, star-ing at it with
her chin on her folded hands. Y asmine sat across from her, looking concerned as she sipped green tea from
one of the handmade pottery mugs that Annie had brought back as a souvenir from a family vacation in
Amish country several years ago. She could feel how Yasmine was waiting for her to say something. To
unbur-den herself. Share everything that was bothering her, talk it over.



Annie said nothing. She kept her gaze fixed on her old Mother's Day present and wondered if there was
any way she could pick it up without touching any of the paw prints. That made no sense at dl, of course,
but as far as she could tell, making sense was not exactly the order of the day anyway.

Findly, Yasmine leaned forward and put a gentle hand on her forearm. "Annie lisen to me very
carefully,” she said.

Annie stared down her friend's long, graceful fin-gers; soft, flawless skin, perfect manicure. What kind of
dishwashing liquid does she buy that leaves her hands looking so young and smooth?

Oh, for heaven's sake—where had that absurdity come from, she wondered? Sightly appalled at her-self,
she put the thought out of her mind altogether as Y asmine went on.

"Bdieveit or not, | have seen this sort of thing before,” the other woman was saying. "Buying your first
home can be very difficult. There's so much involved, so much paperwork, so many pro-cedures. You've
got escrow, you've got ingpections: mechanical, termites, then the surveyor. It's alot of stress. A lot." She
sgueezed Annie's arm for emphasis. "No one knows that better than 1 do."

"Uh-huh. So now let me see if I've got this right,” Annie said, finaly giving in and lifting her gaze to look
directly at Yasmine. "What you're saying to meis, I've owned a poodle for five years but never redized it?"

She turned and looked over at the dog lying on the floor in the far corner of the kitchen. His choice of
spot had not been accidental; it happened to be close to the cabinet where Czonka's dog food and treats
were stored. This was atypicad Czonka thing to do.

The mutt's complete lack of training and dis-cipline had not interfered with his ability either to locate
edibles or to pogtion himself so he could be sure to benefit from someone's sudden impulse to reward him
just for existing. And since he knew Annie was no less prone to it than anyone else in the family, she could
always be sure of having alittle company in the kitchen.

Czonka's company. Czonka the mutt. Her Czonka did that. Which made it a reasonable assumption that a
lat of other dogs did the same thing, including this one. But that didn't make any of them Czonka. Including
this one.

Especidly thisone.

Yasmine had turned to follow her gaze; now she turned back to Annie and gave her arm a little shake.
"Look, girlfriend, | know what the stress can do to people. I've had clients forget their own names, what
year it was, even how many children they have" she said. "I knew one guy who, every day for three
months, drove back to his old apart-ment after work."

Annie pulled her arm free of Yasmine's grasp and sat back in her chair.

"But what would any of that have to do with me?' she asked, feding mildy annoyed. "l've got two
teenagers, | eat stress for breakfast. And again for lunch."

"Which iswhy I'm not worried about you," Y as-mine replied, the anxiety in her face deepening.

Annie noticed and gave a short, humorless laugh. "Then you ought to stop looking so worried.”

"l just want you to remember that we ran the numbers,” Yasmine said, tapping one perfect finger on the
marble countertop between them. "You are not in over your head. You got a great deal here, you redlly did.
1 told you buying a model home was the way to go."

"So now what are you redly trying to say, Yas-mine?' she asked her friend, feding dightly bewildered.
Did Yasmine redly believe that she was freaking out over a mortgage?

"What I'm saying is, relax." Y asmine reached over and captured her arm again. "It's dl going to be okay.
This is your home. Every square inch of it." She made a graceful flourish with one hand that took in the
whole of the kitchen and ended with her pointing a the poodle. "And that is your dog." She gave a small
chuckle. "If you don't believe me, just ask him. Hell tdl you. When it comes to knowing who feeds him,
he's the find authority."

Annie refused to laugh or even amile just for the sake of politeness. Apparently, her best friend did think
the trauma of a mortgage was giving her delu-sions or hdlucinations or something. She had a powerful urge
to grab the other woman by the shoul-ders and shake her till she rattled. She might even have doneit, had it
not been for the fact that Y asmine had shocked the hdll out of her by being there at all.

Not that Annie had called her. That had been dl Phil's idea, and he had smply gone ahead and done it
without thinking to ask her about it first. If he had, she would have smply told him that he shouldn't bother
Y asmine, that Y asmine was redly too busy. It would have been a lot easier than attempting to explain that
her best friend probably wouldn't have the faintest idea of what Phil was talking about.

But it seemed that she had misread Yasmine com-pletely, Annie thought, because here she was. Maybe
she didn't know her best friend as well as she thought she had. Or maybe it was just that Phil was a lot
better at explaining what was going on with her, and she actualy didn't know herself as well as she thought
she did.



None of that made sense, of course. Not in terms of the day's events. And as long as that poodle was in
her house instead of the dog she remembered, nothing would, or could, make sense. Which, today, was
business as usudl.

She turned back to Yasmine, intending to tell her how she fdt, and then changed her mind. Some-thing
about the expression on the other woman's face, friendly concern mixed with something else she wasn't
sure she could identify, a kind of know-ing look, told her that in some way, Yasmine gill wasn't redly
hearing her after dl. Maybe because this had to do with the part of her life that Yasmine smply didn't
understand.

So there was one thing at least that ill made sense. Too bad it could not have been something that would
do her some good.

* k k

Their first night together in their beautiful new home should have been perfect, Annie thought as she pulled
back the covers and got into bed. But then, she had been imagining it as the perfect end to a perfect day.

What she had not imagined was that anything could make the day so much less than perfect. Or less than
happy, at least. Well, nothing short of a disaster of globa proportions, like an asteroid driking the earth,
anyway .

She had not really expected that everything would go smoothly, without even the dightest hitch. She knew
better than to expect anything of the sort. Things like the dog peeing in the fireplace, the kids and their
congtant bickering—as much as those things had upset her, they were at least in the realm of the familiar,
not to mention the possible.

But this thing with Czonka being replaced by a poodle and everyone indgting that they had always had a
poodie when she knew better ...

God, she didn't have the faintest idea of what to cal that, other than inexplicable. She had never even
heard of anything even vaguely similar hap-pening to anyone and somehow, she thought she would have, if
it had been something this bizarre.

The only thing even faintly like it that she could think of was something she and Phil had seen on the
Discovery Channel several months ago. It was a program about a famous neurosurgeon whose patients
had highly unusual conditions that caused them to believe that one of their arms or legs didn't actualy
belong to them, or that everyone in their families had been replaced by impostors.

At the time, Annie had found it incomprehensi-ble that none of the people affected could accept even just
the possihility that their perceptions might be faulty. And it was not so much that they categorically refused
to consider the notion as it was that it never occurred to them, any more than it would have occurred to her
to question whether the Czonka she had seen every day for the last five years might not actualy be a furry
white mutt but a horse or a rabbit. Or a pedigreed poodle.

So what was she supposed to conclude from dl of that, she wondered as she picked up the bottle of
papaya lotion from the nightstand and squeezed some onto the back of each hand.

Should she have been considering the idea that she was funny in the head? That she had some kind of
exotic brain condition even more bizarre than any of the famous neurosurgeon's patients, but it only
affected her memories of the family dog?

That is not my dog.

The truth of that statement went dl the way through to her core, she thought, and she just wasn't going to
be able to get around it by ignoring it or pretending otherwise. Which ill left her without even the faintest
idea of what she could do, Annie thought glumly as she continued to mas-sage papaya lotion into a few
chapped spots on her knuckles.

The lotion was some kind of aromatherapy for-mula that Yasmine had given her and it was supposed to
have some kind of stress-relieving properties. While it certainly was great-smelling stuff and it made her
skin feel wonderful, she could feel no reduction whatsoever in her stress or anxiety.

But then she had known deep down that there wouldn't be. She knew better than to put any faith in a
amel being able to cure anything because she knew the difference between a mar-keting ploy and a fact.
Just as she knew the difference between her dog and some other ani-mal .

In her mind's eye, she could see her dog—her dog, her real dog—standing at the fireplace with one leg in
the air. Czonka, the shaggy white mutt, the same one who had been dragging Phil into the living room,
draining at the leash, trying to smell everything at once; the dog she had just been look-ing at in the family
portrait over the fireplace only seconds before.

The origina family portrait, which existed now only in her memory, it seemed.

Her memory was extremely vivid. Even if, by some fantastic turn of events, she actualy had for-gotten



dl those things Yasmine had mentioned—her name, what year it was, how many kids she had—she dill
remembered plenty of other things.

She remembered, for example, how every few months she had to get Phil to hold Czonka down so she
could cut the knots and snarls out of the unruly fur dangling down from his belly.

She remembered how they had dl learned never to forget to lock the door when they took a bath or he
would jump into the tub with them.

She aso remembered the time that she had findly managed to sneak up on him with the camera so she
could get some pictures of him lying on the floor with his back legs extended, looking like a dog-skin rug.

A mutt dog, not a poodle dog.

No, she knew her dog when she saw him and that poodie wasn't her dog.

Before she could start another round of worrying about what that meant in terms of the photo albums and
the family portrait, the bedroom door opened and Phil came in. She saw that he had a bottle of champagne
in one hand and two long-stemmed glasses in the other.

Normally the sight of hisloving smile would have been enough to banish al of Anni€e's troubled thoughts,
but normd was il too far away tonight, with no sign of it getting closer again any time soon.

"And what's that you have there?' she asked him, amiling a little in spite of everything. It was just a tiny
smile, though, and it didn't last.

"Champagne." He wiggled his eyebrows. "And by that | do not mean zee sparkling wine, | mean zee
French champagne. Zee reda thing, no substitutes accepted. Zee product of zee one and only cham-pagne
grape, ma cherie."

The fake French accent got a smdl laugh out of her. "Tak about optimigtic," she said, wiggling her own
eyebrows at him.

Sill gmiling at her, he put the champagne and the glasses on the nightstand and sat down on the bed
facing her as she undid her ponytail and shook her head, letting her hair fal loosely around her shoulders.

"Sorry it's been such a tough day," he said, taking one of her lotion-covered hands in both of his and
giving it an affectionate squeeze.

Her own answering smile was tentative. "Sorry if | freaked you out.” It was the most neutral thing she
could think of to say to him.

But apparently it was the right thing. He moved closer and ran his hand through her hair. He had always
told her how much he loved the way she looked with long hair. It was a bit stringy and ragged and needed
washing right now but that didn't seem to bother him.

"Does that mean | can open the champagne?' he asked.

More than anything else in the world, Annie wanted to forget every single thing that had hap-pened in the
last eight hours. Or, if she redly couldn't forget, then she wanted at least to pretend that she had.

She would have been more than glad to pretend that the most disturbing things she'd had to deal with al
day were the chronic bickering of a couple of bad-tempered, ill-mannered teenage children and a little dog
pee in the fireplace. Then she could look into Phil's eyes and say yes, open the champagne and let's
celebrate like a couple of newlyweds who have jus moved into a palace. That was the way she had
always imagined they would spend their first night in their own beautiful home.

But instead dl her happiness was being over-shadowed by things she couldn't understand, and she could
barely manage to force a amile.

"Down, boy," she said with a nervous laugh.

He ran a gentle finger along the line of her cheek and turned her face so that he could look directly into
her eyes.

"Annig, | just want to say... Well, 1 know | was reluctant to move, but I'm glad you talked me into it."
Pulling her closer, he kissed his way down her face from her forehead to the end of her nose. "Now, how
about | talk you into something?' he added.

Annie let hersdlf relax into his embrace, trying to give herself over to the reassurance and comfort that he
had always been able to provide, no matter how awful a day she might have had. The knowl-edge that he
was aways there for her to lean on when she had to was the perfect constant in her life.

Perfect. There was that word again. Perfect house, perfect neighborhood, perfect moment, perfect,
perfect, perfect. She used that word so much when in redity it described <o little in her life. But then,
wouldn't most people say the same thing? And how many people would be able to say that there was
anything perfect in their lives at al? Very, very few people were so lucky, but it just so happened that she
was one of them. Because Phil was perfect for her.

All at once, Annie became aware of the sound of the dog whining at the closed bedroom door.

Czonka aways did that. He never could stand to be left out of anything and he seemed to have an



unerring ingtinct for knowing when Annie and Phil wanted to be alone. Czonka the mutt, that was. The real
Czonka, the true Czonka, the one that she remembered. Not this strange poodle that everyone kept indsting
was her dog. She couldn't help going tiff in her husband's arms and drawing back a lit-tle.

"Pretend he's not there," Phil whispered, stroking her as he tried to bring her back into the moment.

The whining outside the door continued. It didn't sound exactly like Czonkas whine to her but it was
smilar enough to give her the creeps. Annie drew back from him dightly.

"1 can't," she said with a smdl shudder. "l just... 1 can't.”

Phil looked at her for a long moment, searching her face for something that she knew should have been
there but wasn't. She wished again more than anything that she could smply make herself let go of the
day—or make the day let go of her—even just temporarily. But as much as she wanted to, she just couldn't
and instead, with a heavy sgh of defeat, Philip let go of her.

He said nothing as he lay down and turned out the light, which made her feel worse than if he had been
angry or impatient with her. Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock" didn't anger essily, particularly with her. Taking
things over like rational adults was his style. As a result, their disagreements seldom grew into heated
arguments about more sensitive underlying issues.

This was something that had always appeared to work in their favor. As near as Annie could tdl, they
seemed to have fewer arguments in general than most of the other couples they knew, proba-bly as a direct
result.

Things had changed. She could fedl it. Now they seemed to have one of those lousy senditive issues in
actual development. The poodle whined again.

She raised up a little so she could see his black nose snuffling at the space under the door. This was
something else Czonka aways did when he was faced with the problem of a barrier to ready access. As if
he really bdieved that he might be able to smell some secret way through it so he could take part in
whatever human thing was so fascinating that he had to be kept from it.

Except it wasn't Czonka out there. It was a dog she had never seen before. No matter what anyone told
her, no matter what it said on dl those official AKC papers, no matter what she saw in the photo abums or
in the family portrait, that poodle was not Czonka, had never been Czonka, and would not ever be Czonka

Almog as if it had heard her thoughts, the poodle outside the bedroom door gave a louder and more
insigtent whine.

Annie lay down and put her hands over her ears in an attempt to shut him out. It didn't work. She lay in
the dark for what seemed like forever, fed-ing aone and logt, before she findly got to sleep.

FOUR

When she woke up the next morning, she discov-ered to her dismay that Phil had let her deep in amost an
hour later than usual. Perhaps he had been aware of the long and complicated dream she had been having
about her Great-Aunt Lauren and her oh-so-English, oh-so-perfect garden.

The dream had been a confused amagam of things that had redly happened in the garden, and things
that, as a child, she had wanted to happen. In her drowsy state, it was hard to digtinguish the two, but it was
easy to remember the dream in detail because it had been so vivid.

Annie had been about eight, and she had been dtting with her friend Trish in the rose arbor listening to a
story told by Auntie Lauren. Whatever had happened to Trish and dl her other friends from school and
college, wondered Annie? At best, they were a few lines of typein an email or an online chat. Or a Happy
Holidays card, sometimes with a family photo in which the old friends seemed to become more and more
distant, more and more out of touch with the world that Annie had been making for herself, especialy since
her marriage.

She wondered how she had arrived at this place in her life when the only rea friend she had was
Y asmine—who was aso, of course, her realtor.

Y asmine, who was so interested in the house and what Annie wanted it to be, and yet so uninter-ested in
anything else. Which included Great-Aunt Lauren, her garden and her stories.

Great-Aunt Lauren had lived a couple of blocks over from Anni€'s parents home, when Annie was a
child. She had been living in the same house and tending the same garden for some years before Annie's
parents had moved into the neighborhood.

In fact, part of their reason for moving to that area had been the closeness of a rdiable and retired
relative, who could take care of Annie—and was only too happy to do so. Even when Annie had been at
her most high-spirited, Great-Aunt Lauren had somehow managed to keep up with her, to engage in her



play and her exercise, and in al kinds of ways to help to make her a better person.

That had always been a theme in Anni€'s family; making the best of yourself. Which also meant making
the best of what was around you: your home, your garden, your job, and of course any children. Annie's
parents had pushed her quite hard in school to achieve good grades, stressing that she needed to do well,
especialy when she reached the age to go into high school, so her grades would be strong enough to alow
her to go into college.

Annie had not been an especialy gifted child academicaly, but she had excelled in enough areas to live
up to her parents wishes. Of course, it had been hard work.

Hard work meant plenty of time spent reading and doing work at home to supplement what she had been
learning at school. But hard work was something Annie didn't mind, even as a child. And the upside of dl
that work had been that her par-ents had alowed her lots of free time to play, to exercise, or just to liein
the sun making plans.

Annie had always had a head full of plans. Plans about her life ahead, what kind of house she would like
to live in, what kind of man she would like to marry, and what kind of children they might have together.
She had supposed that it was dl to do with the family, with their insistence on always making the best of
everything.

One of the people who had managed to live up to that ideal most strongly had been Great-Aunt Lauren. It
was because her great-aunt's life and her home seemed to represent an amost perfect achievement that
Annie had enjoyed going over to see Lauren and going out, whenever the weather was good enough, into
the garden to St and to talk.

When they had been out in the garden together, and Lauren was teking a break from weeding and
pruning and generally tending to dl the flowers, shrubs and other growing things, their favorite place to st
had been in the old rose arbor. It had been there even when Lauren had moved to the house. Of course, it
was just a wooden congtruc-tion, with a raised deck and railings around, the upper part of the sides open.
Topping it off was a conical roof, with a weathervane standing proudly in the center of it.

The profusion of roses had been Lauren's addi-tion to the place and that had truly turned it into an arbor.
Annie had thought of it as not just an arbor, but adso "a harbor". It was somewhere safe and sheltered
where she could be at home.

Wherever she had gone, even on trips to summer camp involving a three or four hour bus ride, she had
always been able to come home to the rose arbor, to dock the little ship of her body on the cane chairs, and
to find a place that was home. There had been few timesin her childhood when she had been happier than
when she was in the rose arbor with her Great-Aunt Lauren.

On one side of the arbor there had been a swing seat, like the ones many people had on their porches.
Great-Aunt Lauren had loved to St in the swing seat and rock gently backwards and forwards while she
chatted to Annie. Sometimes she would tell stories. Her stories had seemed timeless and aways with a
meaning for today, and yet they seemed to have come from a far-away place.

That faraway land must have been a magica place, because there it actually was possible to have your
wishes come true. It was possible to meet your Prince Charming and to marry him, and to live happily ever
after. It was possible to live in the perfect house. It had been possible to have wonderful children who grew
up straight and strong and brave.

All of Great-Aunt Lauren's stories had been asso-ciated in some way with that magical land of perfect
husband, perfect homes and perfect chil-dren. But that perfection had always been achieved at a price.
This was because there really had been magic involved, and it had been necessary to keep on the right side
of dl the spirits, the magicians, the wise men and women who had controlled that magic. Not to mention, of
course, the animas who had a specia spirit within them. They may have looked like regular rabbits, with
cute floppy ears and sleek fur and bobbly tails, but they were any-thing but ordinary.

On the occasion dl those years ago, when her friend Trish and she had been gtting on the cane chairs,
listening to Great-Aunt Lauren tdling a story, the magical animal had been a cat. Now, from her reading of
the Alice stories, Annie had imagined that dl magical cats must look special in some way, like the famous
Cheshire Cat. But the cat that Great-Aunt Lauren talked about had been quite an ordinary looking one.

The cat's name had been Cadlie, and she had been a mackerel tabby, just like thousands of other mackerel
tabbies. She was, perhaps, alittle on the plump side, because everyone had loved her so much they would
always give her treats. And since the cat had been ten years-old—which Annie had known was redly,
redly old in cat years—perhaps she could have been forgiven for putting on a little bit of weight and being
comfortable about it.

Whilgt Annie as a child had always loved both dogs and cats, her great-aunt was definitely a cat person.
That was most likely the reason why the magical creature in the story she had been tdling to Lauren and



Trish had been a cat—though one that was very different from the elegant pair of Siamese cats which
Great-Aunt Lauren kept.

So, there they had dl been gtting, calm and quiet in the late afternoon sunshine, a gentle breeze blowing
through the rose arbor, wafting the scent of roses dl around. Great-Aunt Lauren was rocking on her swing
sedt, relaxed on a comfortable cush-ion which had been predictably decorated with a floral pattern, one
dominated by roses.

It couldn't have been any other way. Great-Aunt Lauren's life, her garden and her home, had been so
much in harmony, every piece making beautiful music with every other piece, that of course the cushion on
the swing seat had been afloral pat-tern, with mostly roses. It was, after dl a cushion in a rose arbor.

Great-Aunt Lauren's eyes had been aimost closed, just like her cats when they were happy and content.
Her spectacles—which she needed both for reading and for doing any close work in the garden—had been
resting on her chest at the end of their cord. The cord was itself an intricate thing, twisted threads of gold
and red and dilver, and Annie had imagined that there had been a story attached to the cord, just as the cord
was attached to the spectacles.

The tale was dowly spinning out, as if Great-Aunt Lauren had been some exotic and wonderful spider at
the center of a complicated and lovely web. if it had been a real web, thought Annie, it would have been
one of those achingly perfect ones that you sometimes saw early in the morning, when the dew was ill on
everything. Every strand of the web would have been heavy with tiny droplets of water from the dew, as if
the dightest touch or the gentlest breeze would cause a cascade of miniature raindrops to fall.

"So, the little girl—let's cal her Susie—had decided that the hep she needed would only be available
from the magical cat, Cdlie" Lauren had continued. They had just taken a break from story-telling in order
for them to go into the kitchen, which was cool and dark at this time of the day, to take out a jug of
lemonade from the refrigerator.

The lemonade—home-made, of course, and from lemons grown in the greenhouse—had been chill-ing all
day.

Lauren, Trish and Annie had each filled atal glass with lemonade and gone back into the rose arbor. As
they had sat there, glasses resting on their laps, Annie had been able to fed the moisture from the air
condensing on the cold glass, tiny droplets forming, just like those tiny droplets that fell from the perfect,
dew-covered spider web.

The lemonade that her great-aunt had made in those days when Annie was only eight, had seemed to her
like the most perfect lemonade she had ever tasted. Sometimes she thought that it would always be the
most perfect lemonade she would ever taste in her whole life.

Even though her Great-Aunt had shown Annie the exact recipe and the method for making the lemonade,
somehow Annie herself could never get that exact, correct and perfect flavor that Lauren achieved.
Although, of course, she had tried over and over to manage it, and sometimes felt as if she were getting a
little closer, as if she were perfecting her lemonade-making skills.

Annie had taken a sip from her long, cool glass of lemonade as her great-aunt picked up the thread of her
story. Lauren seemed to be drifting in and out of being fully awake, as if she were spending so much time
thinking about that faraway, perfect and magica land that she had actually been there for part of the time.
Maybe she'd had one foot in each world, her feet in their old tennis shoes, which dan-gled sometimes
touching the floor, sometimes in the air, as she rocked back and forth.

"In order for Susie to consult the magica cat about her problem,” Lauren had explained, "it was necessary
for the girl to go to where the cat was. Cdlie did not make house calls.

It was the afternoon, perhaps not quite as late in the afternoon as we find ourselves today, but late dl the
same. At different times of the day, the cat would be in different places. So it was necessary to know
where Callie liked to be at any time of the day, on particular days of the week, for she was a cat who loved
to have a varied routine from day to day. Susie had consulted her wise old uncle, who had known the cat's
schedule to the last detail . So, off Susie went to the hollow log at the edge of the woods, where Cadlie liked
to rest at this time of the day, which happened to be a Friday.

"She was clutching in her hand a small parcel con-taining a specia gift for the magical cat. Everyone who
consulted Cdlie took her a gift, and they dl knew the kind of things she would love. In Susi€'s case, she had
taken some of Calli€'s favorite cat treats. Her old uncle, who used to make up batches of the treats for his
own cats, had given them to Susie in a small paper sack, which glowed whiter than white in the afternoon
un.

The paper in those days, in that land, was made from flax, not from the coarse wood pulp that is used
today. It made a beautiful, soft, white paper, perfect in every way and ided for every application. Suse
had used her drawing skills to decorate the paper sack with pictures of flowers and trees and hedgerows,



dl colored in her special drawing inks. Susie knew that this would be like an extra gift for Cdlie the magical
cat and would help to ensure that her problem was solved in one visit.

"When Susie reached the hollow log, and bent down to see Cdlie indde, she saw that the cat was resting,
lying full length on the bottom of the log, with her head resting on her paws. But despite this pose of resting,
Callie's eyes were open, bright and dert, taking in every detail of the world in front of her, which was now
dominated by this young girl.

"Cadlie looked at Susie and then the cat briskly enquired: 'So, my little Susie, what is it that you need help
with today? For 1 know that few people will come al the way out to this old hollow log where 1 love to rest
on a Friday afternoon, unless they have some problem which | may be able to help with.'

Susie smiled. It was impossible to fool the mag-ical cat. She gave over to Cdlie the bag of treats. After
admiring the drawings and their shining col-ors, Cdlie sniffed in approval a the treats. "From your old
uncle" Cadlie said. "Il warrant he made up a batch specially, and gave you the best of the batch, as he
always does, so that you could in turn give them to me."

Susie nodded that this was so, and then, having received a nod of approval from Cdlie, began to set out
her problem.

"You must have been wondering,” said Great-Aunt Lauren, her eyes opening wider as she tilted her head
up to look straight at Annie and her friend Trish, "what kind of problem an eight year-old girl, living a happy
lifein that wonderful faraway land, could possibly have.

"What would take her across the fields and meadows, past lakes and ponds, to the very edge of the great
wood where the magical cat was rest-ing in her hollow log on that long ago and far away Friday afternoon?
Wil, if truth be told—and of course, there was no dealing with a magical cat that did not involve the teling
of the truth—it was actualy the problem of Susi€'s eldest sister, Karen.

"Karen was a beautiful young woman of full nineteen years, and she was betrothed to a hand-some
young merchant in the nearby town. The young man had promised to build for Karen her dream home, a
perfect house in a perfect setting, where they could both live happily forever and ever. Wanting the home
to be Karen's dream home, he had asked Karen to tdl him al about it, to tell him her dream.

"There was only one problem: Karen did not dream. By great bad luck, when she had been only eight a
wicked wizard had cast a spell on her, so that her dream life was empty. Perhaps she did 4ill dream, but
just never 'remembered when she awoke. Perhaps she did not dream at all.

"Either way, no dreams and no dream home in Karen's head—and thus no dream home to tdl her
wonderful fiance about. So Karen had turned to her youngest sister, who had skills in drawing and painting,
with inks and chalks and pastéls, to help her plan out a dream home, to put it dl down on paper for her love
to create for her in redlity.

"Now, designing someone else's dream home is not the easiest thing in the world. You have to know that
person really well and try to get indde their head and see the way they think and feel. In their favor,
however, was the fact that Karen and Susie were loving sisters, who despite their age dif-ference were
very close.

"Sude, who was a bright and intelligent as well as a loving and caring sister to Karen, was able to
determine most of the things that would be part of a dream home just from her knowledge and insight into
her sister. But on one important factor—or, at leadt, it seemed so to Susie—she was at a loss. What would
be the perfect pet for Karen, her dream pet in her dream home?

"Wel, who better to consult about your sister's dream pet than a magica cat, since cats are so pop-ular
as pets with so many people? Surely Calie would know Karen's perfect pet.

"Suse explained her problem to Cdlie, who watched the girl's young face with a kind of ancient wisdom
in her lustrous cat eyes. Those eyes glazed over alittle, as if Calie were deep in thought, and then she said:
'Susie, 1 must think on this and dream on it. Perchance | will fal asleep here in my log and the solution to
the question of what would be the perfect pet for your sister will be revealed to me today. Or perchance it
will nat be until the moon is full in the sky tonight and i am asleep under the stars. Either way, if you return
upon the morrow to the place where you know | will be on a Saturday afternoon,’ and here Callie gave
Susie a knowing wink, ‘then we will have the solution. And now, my child, let me rest and think.'

"So Susie went away, leaving the magical cat to think on the problem and wended her way back through
the fields, where the shadows were begin-ning to lengthen as the sun sank in the sky, to her home. When
she went to bed, it took her awhile to relax and fdl into a dumber, for she was so excited about finding out
the answer to her ques-tion from Callie the next day. But when she did fdl into a deep sleep, she dreamed
a strange and mys-terious dream.

"And now, young ladies," Great-aunt Lauren had said, dtting upright and planting both her tennis-shoe
clad feet on the floor, "now it istime to be thinking about some tea. How do toasted English muffins sound



to you both?"
HVE

English muffins, thought Annie drowsily as she fumbled for her dippers and dressing gown. That was the
last thing in the dream that she was able to remember. Had there been more of the dream, which she could
not remember in half-awake, half-deeping state? Or would it resume on another night, perhaps tonight?
Either way, it would be fas-cinating to know what the dream pet turned out to be.

Though Annie could almost taste those toasted English muffins and the sweet honey that her Great-Aunt
Lauren had put on them for her eight year-old Annie, she could not remember any more about the solution
to the dream pet problem. Hardly surprising, though, she thought to herself, that 1 was dreaming about pets,
given the down-right weird thing that has happened to Czonka.

With that thorny problem of her own to dea with, Annie Macintosh dragged herself off the bed, started
looking around for some clothes that were in a reasonable sate to wear and thought about breakfast. Were
there any English muffins in the house, she wondered? She couldn't remember get-ting any, but maybe Phil
had, which would make up for him letting her seep so late. Which meant she was going to have one of
those groggy and next-to-useless mornings.

Damn, she thought. He must have done it in the hope that she would deep off the stresses and strains of
yesterday and awake refreshed and untroubled.

Or, if not completely carefree then burdened only by the usua concerns—bickering teenaged children,
dog pee, scratched woodwork—rather than anything out of the ordinary. Like, say, a surreal waking
nightmare involving the family dog.

She shoved the thought away, splashed cold water on her face until her skin was ginging, and pulled on
an old pair of jeans.

While there was no faulting her husband's inten-tions, she had never been able to make him understand
that she was one of those people for whom deeping in was actually no help at al.

No matter how tired she seemed, or how much he thought she needed to rest, the extra time in bed
would only result in her waking up even groggier and more lethargic than if she had had too little sleep. Just
the way she felt now, she thought, yawning, as she started to put her T-shirt on back-wards for the third
time.

From here she would go dragging through most of the day in a fog which wouldn't lift until some-time late
in the evening, so that she found herself wide awake when she should have been winding down and getting
ready to go to sleep. Then it would be yet another day before she completely recovered.

Exactly what would have made her husband think, after dl these years, that this time would be any
different she couldn't imagine.

Some sort of extra-strength optimism on his part, perhaps, that her natural tendencies in that area would
undergo a complete change and she would respond the way he wished she would—and prob-ably the way
most other people would have—just because he wanted so much to do precisaly the right thing to help her.

Could she redlly cdl that extra-strength opti-mism? She stumped down the stairs to the landing, leaning
heavily on the banister. Or was it more like extra-strength stubbornness?

1 want to make you fed better but only if youll do it my way.

She paused for an extra-wide yawn before going the rest of the way down the stairs.

No, definitely not, not in a million years; there was absolutely no reason for her to associate that kind of
control-freak behavior with her sweet-natured husband. Not Phil, Mr " Steady-As-A-Rock”, Macintosh.

If anyone around here had a little touch of control-freakiness to them, it was Annie herself. That would
certainly explain her ongoing desire for the perfect house and the perfect furniture and the per-fect family.

Oh, she could say she didn't really expect her family to be perfect. But if she were going to be completely
honest with herself, she would have to admit that she did have a standard that she mea-sured them against
and too often she was dissatisfied with the results.

She stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked around, yawning again.

Only yesterday she had been standing there telling herself that she didn't want to turn into one of those
people for whom nothing was ever quite good enough.

She had vowed that she wasn't going to let her-self become one of those sad, sour souls who was never
satisfied with anything, who always found something to complain about instead of something to enjoy and be
happy about.

For the woman who had stood here in this very spot yesterday, this had been the perfect house and she



had been excited about moving into it.

Today, she could stand in the same place and look around at the multitude of boxes that needed to be
unpacked and the well-worn furniture— which was to say, well-worn at the very best, and the rest of it
being just plain old worse-for-wear— and it was 4ill the perfect house, the house she had dreamed of.

Furthermore, even if the dream had been only hers in the beginning, Phil shared it with her now
completely. He had said so, just last night...

The memory of the dog whining at the bedroom door came back to her. That bizarre waking night-mare
about the strange dog, the poodie that had appeared out of nowhere, that Phil kept indsting was Czonka.

Regardless of the fact that she knew differently, however, there wasn't a shred of evidence to back her
up. Every photo in every one of their abums, the family portrait...

The portrait was dill hanging over the fireplace, looking no different than it had last night when she had
paused on her way up to bed to take it down for closer study, searching for some sign of it having been
altered.

After studying the photo itself, she had turned it over and carefully inspected the back for any evidence
that the paper seal had been removed. Then she had gone over the frame inch by inch, even though she
had never examined those physica details very closdy in the first place and therefore didn't have the
faintest idea of what she might be looking for.

What was obvious to her, however, was the fact that both the paper seal and the frame itself had been
intact since the glue had dried. And she had a very strong fedling that even if she had had both the
knowledge and the equipment to dust the thing for fingerprints, she wouldn't have found any but her own.

Annie now took a couple of steps toward it and then abruptly grabbed hold of the banister, forcing herself
to stop.

It's the family portrait, she told herself. Or, to be more accurate, the most recent in a series of fam-ily
portraits. All of which had been taken by an established photography and portraiture business, which had
been owned and run by the same fam-ily aimost since the area was first settled, since the first townships
grew up.

Wt Whickers, who was the chief portrait pho-tographer there, had been taking the Macintosh formal
family portraits ever since the children had been born. Of course, the portrait dbums which Phil and Annie
had so carefully maintained, select-ing the best shots, were different. They contained photos taken by Phil,
by Annie, by the kids when they got old enough to use a camera; in fact, before they got old enough to use
it properly. But that was ancther story.

Some of the pictures in their dbums, the very recent ones, had been taken on a smdl digital cam-era that
Annie had bought Phil as a birthday present a year or so ago. By linking it to his PC, he was able to crop
the pictures, make colors brighter or darker; change them in amost any way.

But that was digitd photos on a computer, no way could that have been done with the family portrait
hanging on the wall. The one that now so strangely showed a completely different Czonka from the one
that Annie remembered. Although it was the Czonka, so the rest of her family assured her, that she could
see in her own new home, and that had always been the same.

She could picture in her mind the occasion when they had last been to visit Walt Whickers and his sudio, to
have the current family portrait taken. Of course, Annie had wanted it to be perfect, the lov-ing family and
their pet. She had wanted it to be a picture that she could send out to al of her friends, just as they had a
habit of sending Annie and Phil their family portraits with the Happy Holidays cards. Of course, just as in
everything that Annie had wanted to be perfect, nothing had gone right.

For starters, they had al been late arriving at the photography studio. Annie had picked up the kids after
schoal let out, and Phil had |eft work early to drive to the studio. Well, first there had been the delays while
she had talked Sean's science teacher out of holding him back in school to finish a pro-ject which should
have been done a week before.

Then there had been Tess spending forever in the bathroom at the photographers when they did finaly
arrive, trying to make herself look beautiful. Or perhaps the thing for teenagers now to be was "coal" rather
than beautiful? Whatever it was, Tess had taken the longest time messing around in there, amost driving
her mother to distraction. Of course, she hadn't managed to achieve whatever she was setting out to do, so
she had been whining at Annie about it. Sean, of course, made things worse by standing in the background
going on and on about how he had tidied his hair and smartened up his clothes dl in a couple of minutes.

The photographer, Walt Whickers, had seen it dl before, and took it in his stride. He patiently guided them
to their seats, making sure the air condition-ing was turned up high enough to compensate for the heat of
the studio lights.



Which had al been very well, but where had Phil been? He was over twenty-five minutes late arriv-ing.
Traffic was backed up on the Overlink Parkway, as a truck logt its load of wood al over the freeway; the
usua kind of disruption that just seemed to occur at the worst times.

When Phil finally did get to the studio, to find the rest of his family, even the rebellious Czonka, in place,
he was hot and bothered. Wat Whickers did his best to cam Phil, brought him a glass of ice water, gave
him time to straighten his tie and his jacket, splashed cold water on his face to cool down, talked soothingly
to dl of them about "No hurry" and "Plenty of time' and of course, Anni€'s favorite, "Worse things happen
inwar."

Eventudly they had al been in place. Sean and Tess had stopped teasing and picking at each other,
Czonka had been on his best behavior—aided by the ever-resourceful photographer having some doggie
treats to hand. Phil had calmed down a bit, but of course the whole thing had made Annie fraught. She tried
her hardest to put on her best amile, to hold her face just so in order to minimize the signs of wear and tear
that the years of raising the kids had put on her. Eventudly the pho-tographs had been taken, Walt
Whickers had seemed happy, and they were dl able to go home.

Of course, even going home had not been easy. The traffic was 4ill bad because of the earlier truck
accident, and Tess and Sean had decided to have an argument in the car. In Anni€'s car, of course, since
Phil had remembered he needed to go back to the office to collect some papers he had forgot-ten.

The argument Tess and Sean had been having had been so stupid and pointless, as far as Annie was
concerned. Tess had been complaining about how she would never look her best, and then Sean had started
trying to creep her out by teling her that photographers stole your soul when they took your picture. "How
else do you explain how hedlthy old Walt is, after dl these years?' said Sean. "I mean, man, he is ancient.
And yet he's got the moves of a guy haf his age. It must be dl the recharging that his batteries get from
the soul power he's steding from his subjects.”

Tess obvioudy didn't know whether to take her brother serioudy and get redly weirded out, or just to
make like a mature person and laugh it off as nonsense. It was exactly the kind of conflict in knowing what
to do and say that was enough to send any teenager into a fit.

Annie, tired, hot and frustrated at the wheel of the car in the nose-to-tail traffic jam, had tried to
intervene. "Listen, Tess, he's judt trying to start an argument. And Sean, cut it out and leave your sis-ter
aone”

That was what Annie had wanted to say, and to say it in the authoritative, commanding manner that
would show she would brook no argument. She wanted to be the perfect mother, friendly and supportive
and understanding of her children when they needed it, but strong, rational and definitive with her advice
and, yes, ingtructions, as was necessary to keep them on the straight and narrow.

What actually happened, as so often, was that before she could say a word, Tess had responded to Sean
herself.

"You know nothing!" she spat out at her brother. "That stuff about cameras stedling the soul is just an old
superdtition, something that the native Americans thought. Tribes in the Amazon are the same, even now."

"Yeah?' replied Sean. "You think you know so much. You think you're dl grown up. You think that
you're the ultimate perfect Tess, always right. Well, maybe those old native Americans and the tribes in the
Amazon al know something you don't.”

Annie knew that each time he said "you" to his sister, he was pointing at her with his index ringer, each
time getting closer and closer to actualy pok-ing her. "That's dl 1 need,” she thought. "If he pokes her
they'll actually start scrapping in the car. If they do that, I'm just going to lose it."

The traffic was now at a complete standdtill, which alowed Annie the opportunity she needed to turn
around, face her squabbling children, and try to stop this once and for al.

"Okay!" she shouted at them. "That is enough. Enough, enough, too much and a lot more than anyone can
stand. Not a word out of either of you until we get home. Otherwise you're grounded for the next two
weeks."

Anni€'s shouting a her children—which was something she rarely did—must have convinced them for
once that she was serious. The rest of the journey home was conducted with only a sullen silence coming
from the back seat. But it was a tense and fretful silence.

The upshot of dl this was that by the time Annie got Tess, Sean and Czonka home, she felt well and truly
frazzled. She had been angry enough that even Sean had agreed to take cloths and disinfectant to clean up
the mess that Czonka had made in the back seat. Tess had flounced off to her room, no doubt to stare at
herself in her vanity mirror and convince herself that she wasn't beautiful, or cool, or hot, or whatever it
was Tess wanted to be.

Czonka had just dunk off and hidden some-where. The dog must have redlized that he had put himsdf in



Anni€'s bad books.

Annie had dumped on the couch with a glass of iced water, convinced that what should have been a
perfect family portrait would never turn out that way. She had been convinced that when they saw the
proofs, there would not be one picture in which al of them were looking good.

In the event, however, and when the proofs were ddlivered, Annie was proven wrong.

There were two or three pictures in which, while everyone might not be looking perfect—how could they,
when they were far from perfect in reaity?— the whole family, Czonka included, were looking pretty good.

Annie and Phil had made the find decision over their favorite, and that was the picture which had been
enlarged and framed and generally made to look impressive, before being hung on the wall. And now, here
the self-same portrait was hanging on the wall in Annie's dream home.

She could go over there, take the portrait down again, and study it even more carefully usng a magnifying
glass or even a microscope. It wouldn't matter, though, because she gill wouldn't see her dog. That
fuzzy-headed poodle would ill be in the middle of the photo, looking for dl the world as if he belonged right
there with them and nowhere else.

Except he didn't. He never would.

As cute as he was—and she had to admit she did think he was as lovable in his own way as the rea
Czonka—he was not the shaggy, barely-controllable mutt who had christened the fireplace.

Surely Phil must remember that even if he didn't remember the real Czonka? He had to remember how
upset she'd been, the way he had made excuses for the dog as well as Tess and Sean—

Just then, she became aware of the kids voices in the kitchen. She tensed automatically at the sound,
waiting for the inevitable explosion of shouting and furious tears. When it came to start-ing the day, Sean
preferred making his sister cry to an eight-course breakfast.

But half a minute or so went past and she heard nothing that was even the bare beginnings of an upset:
no shouting, no wailing, no Tess storming out of the kitchen on her way up to her room in hysterics. The
voices in the kitchen never rose even dightly above a norma conversationa level.

Maybe she was wrong, she thought. Maybe that was actualy Phil she was hearing in there having
breakfast with Tess rather than Sean.

Then she heard Sean's laugh and knew that she hadn't been mistaken after dl. Her son had a very
distinctive laugh, quite pleasant when he wasn't indulging his nasty side.

And from what she could hear coming from the kitchen this morning, he was about as far from nasty as
he could get without changing into some-one el se atogether.

For anyone el se, this might have been reassuring but Annie found herself tensing again.

Could Sean and Tess redly co-exist peacefully in the same room instead of going for each other's
throats? That was far too good to be true and she knew it.

She was actually afraid to go in and see what they were up to, afraid that what sounded like peaceful
co-existence would actually turn out to be some new and especially horrible thing they had come up with to
make each other miserable.

Another minute went by without dl hdl break-ing loose and Annie redly began to wonder.

Some impulse made her look over at the family portrait again. One perfect moment, captured for-ever,
the image of her family that she carried in her heart.

Except there was a poodle where their dog had been, both in the picture and in her life.

But not in her heart. And not in her memory, either, she told herself.

She knew what she knew, and she remembered what she remembered, and nothing Phil or Yas-mine
sad to her would change that.

All right. She had settled that to her own satisfac-tion, if not to anyone else's. At least she knew what
was in her own mind. So, on with the day then.

Annie took a steadying breath, tightened the belt on her dressing gown, and went into the kitchen to see
what new horrors Tess and Sean were visiting on each other.

Hidden behind the open refrigerator door, Sean was hurriedly assembling a sack lunch for himsdf while
his sister sat quietly at the table, poking at a dry waffle with a fork.

"Mom, you forgot to buy syrup,” Tess said as soon as Annie came in. "I'm stuck eating my waf-fles plan
and they're awful. You know how | hate plain waffles."

Annie blinked at her.

The harsh, complaining edge that rubbed her nerves raw was dl but absent from the girl's voice this
morning. She found it startling enough that it took her a little time before she actually registered exactly
what Tess had said. Even then she wasn't sure if she had heard her right.

She couldn't have, Annie decided. Her daughter would never, ever ask for syrup or anything remotely like



it within earshot of her brother. It would never happen. It was one of several ways to guarantee that Sean
would let loose with an ondaught of cruel taunts about her weight. Tess knew better than to leave herself
open to some-thing like that.

To cover her surprise and confusion, Annie turned to a carton sitting on the kitchen table and pretended to
sort through it, handling the items inside with no idea of what they were.

Sean kept rummaging in the open refrigerator, giving no indication that hed heard Tess say any-thing at
dl. Nor did Tess seem to anticipate any sort of response from him.

"Syrup," Annie said findly, feding a bit dazed. "That's what you said?"

Tess nodded, looking a bit impatient.

"Syr-up,” she said, enunciating each syllable on its own.

"Syrup," Annie repeated, feding even more dazed. "All right. I'll go shopping today."

"Oh, Te-ess," Sean singsonged teasingly with his head Hill in the refrigerator, "1 made you a specia
surprise lunch.”

Here we go. Annie winced.

Of course, it had been too good to be true and she, of dl people, should have known better. Sean's
I'm-a-good-boy act had smply been part of the build-up to something particularly brutal. The last specia
surprise lunch he had made for his sis-ter had consisted of crushed houseflies on stale saltines.

"It better be egg sdlad," Tess singsonged back at him in a tone of voice that was far more good-natured
than admonishing.

"That's amazing, young lady!" Sean's hand came up from behind the open refrigerator door dangling a
sandwich bag between two fingers. "How in the world did you ever guess?' He chuckled as he put the
sandwich back in the fridge. "Wait, don't tell me" he added. "I've got it. You must be a mind-reader! "

The name that Sean had just called his sister was mind-reader?

Annie felt her jaw drop. She was aready strug-gling with the idea that her son would redly lift a finger to
make a sandwich even just for himsdlf instead of asking her or Phil to do it. That he would actualy go so
far as to make one for anyone else, especialy for his sister—and especialy something edible—was about
as absurdly improbable as the idea that she could have failed to notice that the dog they had owned for the
last five years was an AKC-certified champion poodle.

Then Sean straightened up and closed the refrig-erator door and Annie found that she had been
transported from the realm of the absurdly improbable to a whole new dimension of the incomprehensible.
It seemed that the boy who was standing there smiling at her, who had been pok-ing around in her
refrigerator a moment ago and was now looking at her as if she was supposed to know him wasn't her son
after dl.

He was a totd stranger, someone she had never seen before, even though he had sounded exactly like
Sean right down to the laugh. As if he had been deliberately trying to fool her.

Or maybe that had been Sean she'd heard laugh-ing earlier, Annie thought suddenly, but he had gone out
the back door by the time she had reached the kitchen, leaving Tess to finish having breakfast with this boy
and introduce him to her.

But good God, where could he have come from? He had to be some new friend, Annie decided, because
she was absolutely certain she had never seen him before. This boy was taler and more mus-cular, the
epitome of the classic high school athlete. His curly hair had been neatly trimmed rather than shaved down
to the skull in the traditiona skater-punk fashion that Sean favored, and his skin was clear and healthy. The
only spots he had were a light sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of his nose.

He dressed a hit like a preppie, but not overly so. Perhaps a more tasteful sort of preppie. Definitely
someone who didn't aspire to be a gangsta, or even just dress like one. Whoever he was, she knew for
certain that he had never come over after school with either Sean or Tess. Nor was he someone from the
old neighborhood; Annie was sure of that, too. She knew just about dl the kids from the old neighborhood
by sight at the very least. This boy wasn't one of them.

But even if he had been, he wasn't the kind of kid that Sean would ever have hung out with. He obvioudy
didn't have a skateboard, a pair of baggies, or a rapper vocabulary. He probably didn't even know any gang
signs. Her son would never have bothered with him.

Neither would Tess, but for an entirely differ-ent reason. Tess would have taken one look at him and then
locked herself in her room so she could weep copious, bitter tears for hours if not days while she wailed
about the unfairness of having to be trapped inside the body of a girl too ugly to tak to any of the
good-looking boys.

All right, then, maybe he lived in the house next door and he was one of those outgoing, confident types, a
rare example of well-adjusted adolescence that most parents could only wish their kids could be like. Very



cleverly, he had come over so early that he had caught both kids off-guard, which had alowed him to
charm them out of their usua mon-strous behavior, at least temporarily.

He'd even had enough time to find out what Tess's favorite sandwich was so he could make it for her.
Then, dill having a spare minute or two, this Einstein of social interaction had decided to help himsdlf to
anything else that looked good for his own lunch.

The thoughts seemed to zoom around in Anni€'s head like runaway pinbdls while another part of her
mind insisted that she was making entirely too much out of this. Kids invited their friends over for breakfast
dl the time, it was perfectly normal.

She tried to say something to him, anything at dl, even just "hdlo", but her voice refused to work. Her
mouth opened and closed without a sound while she went on gaping at him.

He must think I'm an idiot, she thought, help-lesdy as he came toward her, his smile broadening.

"Morning, Mom," he said cheerfully and kissed her on the cheek. "Love you."

Annie's mind smply stopped functioning alto-gether. She stared after the boy as he walked out of the
kitchen. A few moments later, she heard him trotting up the stairs. God, his steps were so very much like
Sean's, so Smilar that she would have sworn it was her son if she hadn't known better.

At the same time, she could hear Tess behind her getting up from the table so she could take her plate to
the sink. The noise gave Annie an odd sen-sation of being disconnected. It was as though she had suddenly
become aware that the world, having been set in motion, would stay in motion with or without her
participation. With an effort, she made herself turn around and look at her daughter, who was pushing the
remains of her waffle into the garbage disposal.

"Who..." Anni€e's voice faded immediately. She cleared her throat and tried again. "Who was that?'

Tess paused to look over at her sharply, one hand on the hot water tap, the other holding the plate under
the faucet. She had been about to rinse off her own plate without anyone teling her to. The improbability of
such an occurrence wasn't com-pletely lost on Annie, though it was fairly tame compared to everything
else that was going on. It did serve as a definite indication that nothing was running normally around here.

"Mom," she said with a hint of her old whining tone in her voice. "Cut it out already, Okay?'

Annie felt a surge of anger and impatience. "Tess, | asked you a question," she said hotly. "Who is that
boy and what is he doing in our house?'

Her daughter proceeded to rinse the plate and then set it down in the sink before she turned around to
face her, one hand on her hip.

"Come on, Mom," she said. "Thisisn't funny. Firg it was Czonka and now Sean?"

Annie looked over her shoulder at the doorway, as if the strange boy might reappear. "What are you
taking about? That wasn't Sean!"

Tess's round face went from exasperated to wary as she took a step back and somehow the girl's
expression was so open that Annie could perceive exactly what she was thinking down to the small-est
detail .

For the first time that Annie could ever remem-ber, her daughter was actually scared of her. As if she
were the real stranger here, and not that boy who had just kissed her on the cheek and then gone upstairs
as if he were one of the family—

"Dad!" Tess ydled, backing away another step.

She was holding her fork out in front of her, Annie noticed with a heightened surredistic fed-ing. Did she
think she might have to use it to protect herself? Did she actualy think her own mother was dangerous?

"Dad!" Tess yelled again even more urgently. "Mom's acting weird again!"

Anni€'s jaw dropped. "Mom's acting weird again?'

A cold knot of dread began to gather just below her breastbone as she redized that there was no
reasoning with Tess. The girl—her daughter, her own daughter—was gaping at her as if she had never
seen her before, as if they really were strangers to each other.

Impulsively, she started to run a hand over her own face and then caught it with her other hand, lacing
her fingers together as if she were about to pray. Then she turned and ran out of the kitchen, through the
dining room to the foot of the stairs.

"Sean! 1 want to see you right now!" she yelled. "1 mean it, Sean, you get down here! Get down here
right n—"

Her voice cut off. She had not even been aware of turning her head to look at the portrait over the
fireplace. There had been no conscious intention in her mind to check her memory againgt the photo.

And yet, that must have been exactly why she had gone to stand at the foot of the stairs instead of just
going directly up to Sean's room so she could get to the bottom of this craziness.



The purebred AKC-registered dog that had so obvioudy not belonged in the picture was now bardy
noticeable to her. It was Hill there, of course, and it was dill a poodle instead of the mutt she remembered
as Czonka, but it had now been com-pletely overshadowed by the amiling face of a boy she didn't know at
dl. A very handsome young man she had never lad eyes on until this morning, when she had found him
rooting around in the refrigerator in the kitchen with her daughter Tess—

Who was no longer in the photo, either.

The overweight, unhappy young woman who had had to be cgjoled into amiling for the fraction of a
second it had taken to snap the picture was gone, as if she had never been there at al. She had been
replaced by a sunny, athletic-looking blonde with long, straight hair, large, blue eyes and deli-cate bone
structure. This girl would have been very much in her element in a fashion magazine, or playing tennis at
some exclusive country club, or even on one of those TV shows about beautiful young teenagers growing
up rich and privileged and angst-ridden in Beverly Hills. But she most def-initely did not belong in the
origind, unchanged Macintosh family portrait as remembered by Annie Macintosh.

It's a wise mother who knows her own child.

The words blew through Annie's mind like a scat-ter of leavesin a windstorm. Who had said that? Some
classic poet or philosopher? Or someone far more prosaic, like her own grandmother? Who was nat in the
photo, either, but hadn't been there to begin with and so couldn't be replaced, thank God.

Annie covered her mouth with her hand. For the first timein a very, very long time, she had no idea what
to do next.

"Mom?' asked afamiliar voice. "What's wrong?'

She didn't want to turn and look at the girl who had just asked that question. Even if she hadn't aready
known from the photo that she was going to see that strange, pretty blonde instead of the angry, sullen teen
who struggled with her weight and her self-esteem, the girl's voice would have given it away. This girl
spoke in a voice that was well-modulated and pleasant, practically musical; it was not a sound that would
bludgeon your ears and scrape your nerves raw.

As much as she didn't want to look at this girl, however, Annie was already turning towards her in
automatic response to being addressed as "Mom".

She knew that when she did findly see this girl, she was going to freak out al over again. In turn,
everyone else would claim they had no idea what she was upset about and she wasn't sure exactly how
much more of that she could take before she reached some kind of breaking point, but it was definitely not
very much. Not very much at al.

It flashed through her mind suddenly that she didn't have to go through this. She could actually defuse the
entire situation and save herself and everyone else enormous amounts of trouble and anxiety by simply
accepting what she saw and heard over what she remembered. Because regardless of what she
remembered, she knew what was going to happen in the next few sec-onds: this beautiful girl was going to
indg that she was Tess and the good-looking boy upstairs was Sean, and they always had been. Annie only
had to look at the family portrait hanging over the fireplace to see the truth of that.

But if she redly, truly needed more proof, she could pore over dl the old photo albums yet again, examine
years and years and years of pictures snapped with a variety of cameras—disposables, cheap, sporty
Polaroids, the Pentax with the zoom lens that they used to get good shots at Tess's ba-let recitals and
Sean's soccer games...

Except none of that was real.

Those weren't real memories of her actual life, those were scenes from the wish-fulfillment fan-tasy she
had indulged in when the kids were Hill babies. The future had ill been wide open back then. The
possibilities had been endless, and no aspiration was out of the question. And even though she ill thought
about that from time to time, she wasn't really wishing that she'd had dif-ferent children.

At least, she didn't mean to.

Suddenly the girl's face seemed to materidlize out of nowhere right in front of her, wide-eyed with
concern for her, for Annie, caling her Mom and asking her if she was dl right in a soft, car-ing voice
instead of complaining and crying with self-pity.

That was not my dog. That was not my son. Thisis not my daughter.

Better get a second opinion, said a small voice in her mind. Where's your husband?

"Philip!" Annie yelled and bolted up the stairs in full-blown panic "Philip!"

The steps seemed to flicker in front of her eyes almost like a strip of film that had jumped its sprockets or
an old-fashioned flipbook animation. She blinked against the sensation of dight dizzi-ness, forcing herself to
see only her husband's face in her mind in an attempt to steady herself.



She reached the landing and started to round the bend for the next flight only to find herself facing
something or someone coming down the steps and dl but coming down on top of her. She cried out in
shock, unable to focus for a moment because her eyes were ill dl funny from the strange flickering on the
staircase and she couldn't quite see any-thing.

That didn't matter, she told herself, because she could focus on her husband. She could focus on Phil and
only on Phil. Husband, partner, best friend, other half; Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock™". As soon as she could lean
on him, everything else would fal into place.

Then she saw who it redly was—not Philip but that strange boy from the kitchen, the one she was
supposed to accept as Sean. He was looking at her with the same expression of bewildered apprehension
as the girl downstairs. The two of them, the boy and the girl, they were obvioudy related to each other if
not to her, Annie thought with dazed giddiness. The family resemblance was unmistakable.

There was a flurry of movement: arms, hands, the front of a nestly-buttoned shirt, a faint whiff of
expensive aftershave. She fdt herself wavering, in danger of toppling over atogether. The strange boy who
was not her son reached for her arm.

She knew that he only meant to help her, that she had logt her balance and he was smply trying to keep
her from fdling down the stairs and getting hurt. She knew that was the only thing in his mind and she
should let him grab her and pull her to safety.

She knew it even as ingtinct made her draw back from him; not just pull away but move back, give ground
. Her foot found nothing but air for a long moment. Then she fet it dide over the soft, rounded edge of a
carpeted step.

Annie flung both arms wide, groping futilely for the railing but her body had aready turned too far away
from it. The last thing she saw was the lower part of the staircase rushing towards her face.

X

Voices kept drifting in and out of her range of hear-ing, quite clear and distinct but for the most part
seeming to come from some distance away.

She might have been floating around a lake half adeep on a raft and hearing snatches of conversa-tion
from people on the shore. Except, Annie redized eventualy, she could not actualy feel any-thing that might
have been even the calmest movement of water. As well, the voices that kept fading in and out were
aways the same ones, and they always seemed to be talking about the same thing.

She wasn't quite sure what that was; sometimes she thought it sounded like a subject that she might know
something about, sometimes nothing she heard made any sense at dl. Either way, she had no active desire
to find out so she didn't bother to make any sort of real effort to listen.

After a while, however, she became aware that the voices had stopped fading away. In fact, they had
actualy been increasing in volume for some time and now they were so loud that they seemed to be
prodding and tugging at her in a deliberate attempt to get her to pay attention.

Annie tried to shut them out again. She wanted to keep on drifting like this; she felt too tired to do
anything else. Perhaps if she drifted for long enough, she would get to a place where the voices faded out
again permanently. Then she could rest.

She had afeding that that would be the more desirable aternative, that she didn't want to hear the voices,
not only because she was tired but aso because they had nothing good to say and she would be better off in
the quiet. But the voices only became more insstent, until findly she felt herself starting to emerge from a
dreamy semi-conscious state into full wakefulness.

No! she thought, trying to summon up the sen-sation of drifting and let it carry her away from the light
and the noise and a vague, unpleasant fedling of pressure that was now resolving itsddf as a redly rotten
headache.

Too late, she thought as a wave of unhappiness swept through her. I'm awake.

Reluctantly, she opened her eyes to find herself stretched out on the dightly lumpy, threadbare sofa
cushions. Phil was hovering over her, his expres-sion a mixture of concern and cautious relief.

"Annie?' he said, looking into her eyes searchingly.

She blinked up at him in bewildered silence. Something was wrong but she couldn't remember what.
Elsewhere in the living room, she could hear other people moving around and something that sounded like a
CB radio or a police scanner.

"You gave us quite a scare," said her husband, brushing her hair back from her forehead.

"What happened?' she asked, wincing, and raised herself up a little on one arm.



A tdl man in a blue uniform was standing at the foot of the couch holding a rugged-looking red plastic
case with the letters EMS stamped on the cover in white. A paramedic, she redized, blinking with
astonishment. He gave her a smile that she knew was supposed to be full of reassurance and would give
her some encouragement to start fedl-ing better.

Annie stared back at him coldly. If he thought she was going to feel better just because he wanted her to,

he could jus! disabuse himsdlf of that notion. She was a human being, not something he could program as
part of hisjob. To her bemuse-ment, she saw that this didn't make him any less inclined to smile.
Another paramedic, a woman amogt as tal as the man, materialized next to Phil and tapped him on the
shoulder. Phil stood up and they conferred in whispers for a few moments before she handed him a folded
sheet of paper. Then she turned to Annie with a amile identica to the man's. Annie gave her a pained
frown in return to show this paramedic that she 4ill wasn't having any but it seemed to have no more effect
on her than it had on her partner. Both of them continued to smile at her with the same confident air of
people who were absolutely certain that everything was dl right in every way. They were ill smiling as
they turned to leave.

Glaring at their retreating backs, Annie was sud-denly positive that she could have thumbed her nose at
them or stuck out her tongue or even stripped naked and stood on her head and those professiona smiles
would not have changed in the dightest. They might as well have been wearing masks, which was a pretty
ridiculous idea, she thought, wincing at the sudden twinge in her tem-ples. No wonder she had a headache.

"What happened?' she asked Phil again as he knelt down beside the couch.

"You took a little tumble" he said, the worry lines in his face deepening. "But you're going to be okay.
The paramedics say you might have a dight concussion. Very, very dight, though. Nothing to worry about.”

With an effort, Annie pushed herself dl the way up to a dtting position and tried to get her mind around
that one. How on earth could she have got-ten a concussion?

She looked around at dl the boxes lying every-where in the general disorder that surrounded them in the
living room. This was the way the inside of her head fet, she thought; everything was dl disorganized and
out of place, nothing was where it was supposed to be, and she had no idea how she could even begin to
get it dl straightened out. She ran a cautious hand through her hair feeling for any bumps or sore spots and,
to her relief, found nothing out of the ordinary.

Wedl, at least her head was Hill in one piece. That had to be a good sgn, she thought as she swung her
legs off the couch and put both feet on the floor.

The beautiful hardwood floor. A floor like that ought to have some protection, Annie thought, and
remembered one of several beautiful Oriental rugs she had spotted in a catalog. That rug would have been
perfect here, but she would probably never be able to find the catalog again in dl the chaos of moving. Not
that it would make a bit of difference if she actualy did find it again, since there was no way they could
have afforded the rug anyway. And even if they could have, it wouldn't exactly go with the saggy,
broken-down sofa and the rest of their old, worn-out stuff...

God only knew why she was thinking about something like that right now, Annie thought; maybe because
she had hit her head. Maybe that was what happened to people when they fdl down the stairs and hit their
heads—the shock caused their inner interior decorator to come to the surface.

Abruptly, she remembered the family portrait over the fireplace. She turned to look at it but Phil was
standing in front of her, blocking her view. Taking his hand, she opened her mouth to tell him about what
had happened in the kitchen, how there had been a strange boy who wasn't Sean but had acted as though
he were, how Tess had said she was acting weird, how she had come into the living room and seen the
changed family portrait with that boy who wasn't Sean and now a girl who wasn't Tess—

A smdl movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention and she stopped.

There they were, tanding a few feet away from the sofa watching her with wide, appre-hensive eyes.
Not her children, not Sean and Tess but those two teenagers she didn't know, those two strangers that she
had never seen before. She turned back to Phil and clutched his arm more tightly than was drictly
necessary. "Sean and Tess," she said urgently. "Where are they?"

Her husband hesitated, giving her an odd look. "Kids" he said, making a beckoning motion to the two
strangers while keeping his eyes on hers. "Y our mom wants to see you."

"No!" She hung onto his arm, pulling herself closer to him so that they were nose to nose and lowered her
voice to a whisper. "Those are not our children.”

Phil squeezed his eyes shut for a second as if he had felt a sudden but intense pain. When he opened
them again, he avoided her gaze, turning to look at the two strange teenagers.

Now he would tell them the joke was over, they had to stop fooling around and go get Sean and Tess for
her, she thought wildly. She gripped his arm even harder, waiting for him to say it, willing him to straighten



everyone out. He had to make them stop al this ridiculous screwing around now, it wasn't funny.

Instead, he hesitated again and then cleared his throat. "Time for school, you two," he said. "Come on,
now, you're late enough aready."

The boy looked startled and opened his mouth as if he were about to argue or protest, but the girl
suddenly stepped in front of him.

"Come on, let's go," she said, ushering him quickly toward the kitchen. "Bye, Dad."

The degree of anguish in her pretty face was so sartling that Annie felt a sudden strong maternal urge to
run to the girl and take her in her arms to try to comfort her.

But then the girl added, "Bye, Mom," and she felt hersalf recoiling in horror.

As soon as she heard the kitchen door open and close behind them, she let go of Phil and jumped to her
feet. Immediately, the headache that had been fading came back with what seemed like twice its origina
strength. She ignored it, intending to search the house thoroughly in spite of the renewed throbbing in her
head. But Phil was trying to pull her back down on the sofa again.

"No," shetold him. "Sean and Tess—"

"Annig, St down." He managed to get her back on the sofa next to him.

She shook her head emphaticaly, trying to twist out of his grasp. "Philip, our children are missng— don't
you care?'

"Ligten to me—" He was tdking over her, trying to wrap his arms around her as she struggled. "Annie,
ligten to me."

He put one hand on the side of her face and gen-tly but firmly turned her head around so that he could
look directly into her eyes.

"Listen, Annie, please," he begged her. "Our kids are on their way to school ."

She drew back from him, pushing both hands against his chest but he was holding her too securely.

"No. If you mean those two, no, you're wrong. | never saw those two before in my life" she protested.
"What's wrong with you? Don't you know your own children?"

"Of course | do," he said in a soft, soothing voice that was starting to grate on her nerves as badly as
Tess's complaining whine. Then al a once her heart gave a painfully hard, panicky leap as it sud-denly
occurred to her that she might never hear her daughter whine again. "Of course | know our chil-dren and
s0 do you. You're just confused, that's dl.”

She was confused? Anni€'s panic turned to anger as she stared at him in disbelief.

"No, | most certainly am not confused—you're the one who's confused!" she said. "What's wrong with
you?'

She broke free of him and backed away a couple of steps, looking around wildly. There had to be
something in the room, something old and familiar that they'd had for ages that she could stick right under
his nose and the moment he saw it, he would snap right out of this—this—this weird problem.

What kind of problem was this, anyway? Some-thing with his eyesight? Or maybe when she had fdlen
down the stairs, he had fallen with her—or, no, she had landed on him and knocked him down, causing him
to hit his head very, very hard on the hardwood floor...

On the hardwood floor which had been marred by the wheels on Sean's skateboard.

The real Sean, the one with the pimples and the gang signs and the baggies dipping halfway down his
butt, not that idedized fantasy who made egg salad sandwiches for his sister...

Immediately, Annie hurried up the three little steps to the halway, searching for the telltae lines of
scoring that she knew would stretch from some-where in the area directly in front of the staircase dl the
way through the dining room and into the kitchen.

Those lines had been everywhere she looked in their old rented house, staining the aready-worn
carpeting, actual ruts pressed into the kitchen floor so deeply that she knew where they were just by
standing on them—one of the many reasons they wouldn't be getting their security deposit back. But she
had been determined yesterday when Sean had dropped the damned skateboard down on the hard-wood
and zoomed into the kitchen that he would never, ever do it again, that she would not have to see these
beautiful, perfect floors ruined...

She walked up and down the hallway, paused in bewilderment, and then just stood, staring help-lesdy at
the unmarred floor. There was nothing, not even a faint scuff. But the marks had been there. They had
been. She could remember seeing them as clearly as she had seen the dog lift his leg in front of the
fireplace.

These hadn't been just a few minor little scuffs that a little polish could take care of, these had been scars
cut right into the wood, no different than if her son had taken a knife and deliberately carved the lines into
the floor by hand. Marks like that wouldn't just wipe off with some lemon ail cleaner and they certainly



didn't fade away dl by themselves.

Only apparently they did. Or at least, those had.

The marks that had played such a large role in reducing her to tears yesterday had vanished so
completely that she couldn't find the faintest sign that they had ever actualy been there. But that was
impossible. She looked up sharply at the family portrait. It was as impossible as, say, not noticing what kind
of dog you owned.

Or, for another example, as impossible as discov-ering that the two obvious imposters could not only
replace your children but instantly alter existing pho-tographs with such precision and accuracy so that there
was only your memory to tel you otherwise...

Her breath began to come in short, panicky gasps.

"Annie, please—" Phil was trying to put his arms around her in a calming embrace. Annie shook her head
and did her best to fend him off:

"What's wrong with you?' she cried, looking frantically from the photo to the floor and then to Phil, who
kept coming towards her, trying to soothe her. "What's wrong with you? What's wrong with everyone?"

She moved around to the other side of the sofa, keeping her gaze locked on the now traitorous fam-ily
portrait.

They shoot traitors, did you know that? Sean had said to his sister only yesterday; she remembered it very
clearly, the way she remembered Sean and Tess and Czonka, Czonka the mutt; not the poodle but the mutt.

"They shoot traitors, did you know that? Did you know that, they shoot traitors, did you know that? Did
you—"

"Annie, please—" Phil was saying. Now he had her backed up and off-balance with one faded,
threadbare arm of the sofa behind her, ill trying to gather her into his arms, dill trying to soothe her. Stll
endlesdy patient with her, dill Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock"—

"Oh, God, Phil!" She seized him by his upper arms and held on, trying to look at every part of him dl at
once without taking her eyes off his face for longer than a fraction of a second. "l just thought of
something!"

"Annie, please cam down," he begged her. "Please, you've got to—"

"No, listen! Oh, God, Phil, what if it happens to you?" she said clutching him even tighter for a moment
and then running her hands over his shoulders up to his head, taking hold of his face. "What if you vanish
next? What if—"

"I'm not going anywhere," he said camly, pulling her close. "You know I'm not."

"But how do | know? How can 1 be sure?' She wrapped her arms around him as tightly as she could,
refusing to look away from him at dl now, trying to capture his gaze with her own. Nothing could possibly
happen as long as they kept on looking into each other's eyes. "I don't want to lose you!"

He stroked her hair. "Y ou're not going to."

She hung onto him fiercely, and then, instead of looking into each other's eyes, they were kissing.

But that was dl right, Annie thought. That was even better than looking into each other's eyes. Physica
contact was even safer than watching him every moment. She knew the way he fdt, his smdl, his lips as
completely as she knew her own name, as she knew her children's names.

If she had been blindfolded and put in a totaly dark room five hundred feet underground on a cloudy day
and had to identify her husband out of a dozen other men only by kissing, she could have picked him out
immediately.

There was only one Phil Macintosh, only one Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock”, and athough she believed him
when he said he wasn't going anywhere, she was going to hang onto him with dl her strength, just to make
sure...

She sighed as the kiss came to an end and pulled her head back dightly to smile at him. If any hus-band
deserved to know how much he was appreciated, it was hers.

She started to do just that, to tell him how much she loved him for being so patient, so indulgent, for letting
her be slly without feding like a com-plete fool, and saw that, as usual, he was already smiling at her.

And, also as usud, it was a very warm and lov-ing smile. But it was the wrong smile, on the wrong face.

Annie could fedl the physical sensation of the blood draining out of her face. She broke out of the
embrace and backed away, touching her lips with one hand.

"No," she whispered, unaware that she was actu-aly speaking aoud. "No, no, no!"

Somewhere deep insde hersdf, the temperature had plummeted to absolute zero and then some-how
falen past that, into inconceivable depths from which there would never be any return.

"Annie?' said the man she had been kissing. "What's wrong?"

The wrong smile, the wrong voice, the wrong face, the wrong man asking the wrong question, with no



right answer.

"No," she moaned. "No, no, no, no..."

"What's wrong?' the stranger said. Taking another step toward her and looking hurt when she backed
farther away. "Annie? What's wrong?"

Impossible. Like everything else. Impossible.

"Annie?' said the strange man.

How could he know her name when she had never seen him before? It was impossible.

"What's wrong, Annie?' he said again, and again and again, like a recording on a loop. "Annie? What's
wrong? Annie?'

FVEN

That man wasn't Phil. There was no way he was Phil.

But whoever he redly was, at least he had the sense to leave her adone, Annie thought, as she paced
around the cartons stacked in the bedroom, hugging the heart-shaped pink satin throw pillow Philip had
given her last Christmas.

Philip had given it to her, the real Philip. Her Philip. Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock".

The rea Philip Macintosh, whom she would know if she kissed him blindfolded in totd dark-ness. Not
every woman's idea of jaw-droppingly handsome or movie-star sexy but the first time she had ever lad
eyes on him, she had thought he was easlly the most attractive man she had ever met, and in the
intervening years, she had had no rea-son to change her mind.

She knew every line and angle of his face, by touch and by sight, every contour of his body. She knew
the texture of his exposed skin, on his face and throat, his hands and arms, and how it varied from the
softer, paler areas that only she ever saw uncovered. She could have drawn the exact shape of his hairline
more easily than she could have sketched a rough approximation of the United States.

She knew when and where his first gray hairs had come in (ten years ago, an even sprinkling dl over his
head), and how it had mixed with the natural gold tones giving him a full head of somewhat glit-tery
highlights that most people had to fork over extortionate amounts of money for in beauty salons.

She dso knew that except for the area over his forehead where most men's hairlines typicaly receded,
he had logt very little of his hair, the rest of it being virtualy as thick as it had been when she had first met
him ages and ages ago.

The real Philip Macintosh, the one that she knew had a smal scar on his. right ring finger from where he
had cut himself on a can of tuna fish and had to go to the emergency room for exactly one gtitch, as well as
a puckery patch of skin on his left knee from the time he had taken a saill on a bike ride during their
honeymaoon.

There was only one spot on his body where he was ticklish, and it was located on hisright sde in the area
between the bottom of hisrib cage and his hipbone, and it only ever took her one try to find it.

The only real Philip Macintosh had a smdl red birthmark on the little toe of his right foot. His bellybutton
was an "innie" and there were three very curly hairs just below it.

His favorite fruits were strawberries and blueber-ries.

The only time he ever snored was in the winter when the air in the bedroom was a little too warm and dry

Her Philip Macintosh liked light bulb jokes, caramel corn, Marx Brothers movies, and peanut butter and
jdly sandwiches. The thought of never seeing him again or hearing his voice or feding his touch made her
want to curl up in a bal and cry herself unconscious. At the same time, she could not bring herself to
believe that she redlly wouldn't see him again. That was too much of an impossi-hility to exist in the same
world as anything even remotely normal.

Annie paused at one of the two large sash win-dows in the bedroom and stared down at the grassy area
between her house and the one next door. Nothing strange down there, nothing wrong; just grass, where
one yard left off and the other began. One unremarkable, mundane, norma fea-ture of this unremarkable,
mundane, norma neighborhood, where people lived their unremark-able, mundane, normal lives.

They were people just like her, just like Phil, with children just like Sean and Tess. And with pets like
Czonka. Wdll, perhaps not dl the dogs and cats and other pets in the neighborhood were pedigree breeds
like her Czonka, but they were dl some-one's favorite pet. Perhaps their ided pet.

Then it came to her, dl at once in a flash that went on for what seemed like forever. She could remember



the rest of the dream. At least, she could remember the rest of the story that her Great-Aunt Lauren had
been tdling in the dream. When she fdl on the stairs, something must have jolted loose insde her
head—figuratively at least—and now her memory of the dream was clear again.

Back in the dream, Annie and her friend Trish had managed to persuade Great-Aunt Lauren to resume her
story while they sat in the cool of the kitchen around the old, dark wood table. They had been esting
toasted muffins and honey. Lauren had been drinking Earl Grey tea, and the two eight year-olds had been
drinking more lemonade.

"S0," resumed the old lady, old and yet ill so sprightly. "Susie woke up the next morning, Satur-day, with
a vague memory of a strange and mysterious dream. But the memory faded before she had a chance to
wake up and then... it was gone. Just a fedling that something important had been forgotten.

"Sude spent the morning doing her chores, help-ing out her mother around the house. For you see, this
may have been a magical land, but the dishes gill needed to be washed, clothes had to be laun-dered, and
furniture gill needed dusting. For once, though, Susie was not worried about the chores, because they
helped to make the time go more quickly. Her mother had agreed she could go again to see the magical cat
Cdliein the afternoon, and learn the solution to her elder sister's pet problem.

"When the time came around at about three in the afternoon to set off to see Calie the magic cat, Susie
knew that she needed to go to a different place. When she left her house, she followed the river that ran
through their settlement upstream for a while, until she came to a place where there was a large and deep
poal, the stream spreading out between high cliffs.

"At the top of one of the dliffs, at the end of a path that could only be negotiated by mountain goats,
skilled walkers, or by determined eight year-olds, was the place where the cat liked to watch over the deep
pool and think deep thoughts. Susie knew that there was something amazing about deep thoughts, even
when they were the deep thoughts of a normal human creature. Those of a cat endowed with specia
powers were likely to be even more amazing.

"Cdlie was dtting waiting for her, aert and amost eager, when Susie came into sight of the cat, emerging
from the end of the narrow path and onto the flat top of the cliff. The cat was dtting under a gnarled and
wind-bent tree that had some-how managed to establish itself in the thin soil at the cliff edge.

"Susie greeted the cat and gave her a new pre-sent, a smal cloth pouch filled with aromatic herbs which
were a specia favorite of Calie. The cat thanked her and then waited for Susie to speak. Eventudly, after
some minutes of silence, Susie could contain her curiosity no longer. She asked Cdlie straight out what the
solution to the problem of the ideal pet for her sister's dream home could be.

"I think you already know the answer yourself.' said the cat. 'Look insde yoursdlf look deep inside. The
answer has already come to you. You need only to focus and to remember clearly.’

"As the cat said this, she was looking intensaly into Susie's eyes, drawing her into a deep and quiet place,
as deep and quiet and mysterious as the pool they were dtting above. Susie felt herself drifting into that
place, and then it came to her, like a light being lit in her head. It was the dream that she her-self had had
the night before, the one she had been unable to remember. The dream she had known contained some
specid secret.

"Now that dream came back to her, piece by piece and scene by scene. It concerned the old toy-maker,
a man s0 old and worn by time and experience that no one knew his true name, so just cdled him
Toy-maker. Some said that he had mag-ica powers, but the general opinion was that he was a person who
had lived for so long, seen so much, and made so many beautiful and clever toys, that he had a profound
understanding of life.

"Suse knew the toy-maker, though not well, and had not seen him for more than a year. Not that he
would have changed—he was adready so perfect in his role that no change, no improvement was
nec-essary .

"The old man greeted her warmly and invited her into his workshop, where al manner of wondrous toys
were on digplay, some in the first stages of con-struction, others haf made, and a few that were complete
and ready for their new owners.

"The toy-maker directed Susie to one of these fin-ished toys. It was a doll's house made of wood and
glass, perfectly to scale and true in every detail. The style of the house was not familiar to the young girl,
and she supposed that toy-maker had modeled it on something he had seen during his travels in the more
modern parts of the land.

"The old man told Susie: 'You seek a solution to a problem, the ided pet for your sister Karen and her
dream home. Here is a doll's house that is someone's dream home. 1 do not know yet what lucky girl this
oneis degtined for. One day that specia person will walk through my door, just as you did today, and she



will know it for her own. But for now, you can play with it. See how it has many different styles of
fur-niture and decoration that you can change, mix and match to your own preference. See how it has
every-thing to make a perfect home. Thisis your chance to play, to experiment, and to find the perfect pet
for the ideal home of your sister Karen.'

"When Susie looked closely at the doll's house, and opened up the whole of the front, hinged on the left,
s0 that she could see every room, she saw how right the toy-maker was. The detail in the house was
meticulous. Fine woods had been used for the floors, which glowed with a rich, deep color, and for the
furniture, which was lighter and brighter.

"Aswell as having dl the furniture, the decorartions and the ornaments that would be needed to make the
dall's house into the moddl of someone's perfect home, Susie saw that there were aso people. They were
amdl scale models, and she could select from people of different heights and ages.

"They had tiny wigs, so she could change their hair color or style to suit her. Of course, because this was
dl about pets, there were cats and dogs, parrots and canaries, little fish tanks that glowed with the myriad
colors of tropica fish. In fact, there seemed to be every kind of pet imaginable.

"Susie quickly selected her idedl family, the mother and father, the two children, boy and girl. But it took
her alittle longer to solve the central problem for which she had visited the Toy-maker— the perfect pet.

"Suge experimented, putting different animals in different rooms, seeing how they looked with the people
and decor of the perfect home, and eventu-ally settled on a smdl dog. It was elegant, with white fur, and
there was an air of class and superi-ority about it. Somehow Susie knew that this would be perfect for her
sster Karen.

"The pet animad that Susie selected and carefully placed in the kitchen of the doll's house, completing her
collection for a perfect home, was a white poodle. The problem was solved, Susie thanked the toy-maker
and went on her way.

"All this came back to her, a memory that had somehow been log, as she stared fixedly into the deep and
dark eyes of the magical cat, Cdlie. Grad-ualy she felt herself pulling back from such close communion
with the cat, and emerging into a full awareness of her surroundings.

"You see,' said the cat. 'The answer was there dl aong. You only had to reach insde yourself to find it.
You know your sister so well that you and only you could do this for her. You have determined that her
perfect pet, the one which her true love the mer-chant must place in their new home, is a white poodle.™

Susie thanked the cat for heping her to gain this ingght, bid Calie farewell and then went on her way
home, to share her secret with her sister, Karen. She had managed to find the answer through play and
experiment by trying out different combinations of pets and people. The toy-maker's new doll's house had
been the focus for her thoughts, a place where she could play out her ideas, a specia place to solve
problems. Even if it dl existed only in a dream, the result, the solution to the problem was as red as it
would have been if Susie had made an actua vigt to the toy-maker.

"So you see, girls" Great-aunt Lauren had con-cluded, looking over at the young Annie Macintosh and
her friend, "when we search for perfection, often the answer lies within our own minds, within our own
hearts, at the center of our most secret desires. Remember that in the future.”

Which was where the dream ended—or at least, where Annie's memory of it ended. It had come back to
her by some mechanism she barely under-stood, to do with her fal and her period, of unconsciousness. It
was nho surprise that the idea pet in the story had been a white poodle, for here she, Annie Macintosh, no
longer an eight year-old girl but grown, married and with her own children, had a white poodle as her pet in
her dream home.

Annie shook herself and came back to the redity of her new home, focusing her eyes on the window in
front of her. As she did so, she wondered if any of this made it easier to accept that her pet dog, the family
pet dog, the dream pet in the dream home, was so different from the one she thought she remembered from
before, from her old life.

She wondered if anything else about the changes that had been going on around her would be any easier
to accept. Her eyes looked out of the win-dow as she thought, and she realized she had no idea how long
she had been standing here staring at the yard. Was it just a couple of seconds, or could it have been
hours? She had no idea. What she was certain of was that outside the window, the yard was as basic as it
had ever been. Just grass. She blinked her eyes a couple of times, just to be sure.

She looked and looked, and it was just grass. Grass and nothing else. She could lean out of the window
and look towards the front yard and see the big old maple that was there. The developers of the house and
its companions had left as many mature trees in place as possible. But there had not been that many to
begin with. The natura vegeta-tion of the area had been a light deciduous woodland, Annie had been told.



Very few trees had grown to any significant size, just because the local farmer who owned the land had cut
down most of them for lumber. Fortunately, however, a few had been left and the maple in Annie's front
yard was one of them.

However, Annie would only see that if she opened the window, put out her head and looked into the front
yard. Right now, with the windows closed, she could see just the grass at the side of the house. She knew
that if she were to go and look at the back yard, there would just be grass there too. The development
company had ensured that a hardy grass had been planted, so perhaps it would survive the ravages of
teenage families and pets better than the grass in Anni€e's previous yard had done.

Not that she had to worry any more about the ravages of either teenagers or her pet dog. Czonka had
turned into the kind of pedigree dog that would turn up its nose at the mere idea of going out in the yard, let
alone dirtying its paws by tear-ing up the grass.

Her teenaged children were no longer the unruly, ill-tempered and downright difficult ones whom Annie
remembered. They too were now unlikely to go out and tear up the yard, or make a mess. They were the
kind of children she had once dreamed aboui.

Of course, with dl that grass and just one maple tree in the front yard, her garden was a long way from
any kind of horticultural idedl, and even fur-ther from that wonderful garden of her childhood, the garden of
her Great-Aunt Lauren.

Just as Annie had been the only one of the fam-ily to take an interest in how the indgde of the dream
house would look, she'd been the only one to take an interest in how the outside was going to be. But
athough she thought about it, dl she had found in her head were confused memories of her Great-Aunt
Lauren's garden.

Annie thought again about the dream, so oddly incomplete until a few moments ago, that she'd had the
night before. She thought about the story her great-aunt had been teling to Annie and her friend Trish, al
those years ago when she was eight years-old. Annie now knew what the idea pet in the story told by her
great-aunt had been.

She supposed this was sgn that she should accept the new verson of Czonka. Perhaps there was
something inevitable about such a fine pedi-gree poodle being ided for the fine and beautiful home that
Annie now found herself in. Not to men-tion, of course, her family, who had aso been perfected.

Annie had her dream home and now she had a dream family too. Which put her into a kind of waking

nightmare, in which her memories con-flicted with what was dl around her. At least, thought Annie, | don't
have to worry about dl that grass out there, the grass in the back, the grass at the sde, the grass at the
front (along with the lone maple). No-one seems to be interested in the front yard or the back yard or the
sides or anything out-side the house. Even Annie had trouble summoning up much enthusiasm about it.
How ashamed Great-Aunt Lauren would have been of Annie.
Even now, Anni€'s great-aunt, who had "passed over," as people liked to say now, some fifteen years ago,
was probably gtting in gardeners heaven looking down at al of Anni€'s grass, and tut-tutting the way she
used to when Annie fdl short of Lauren's expectations-Truth to tell, Annie had failed to live up to the
qudlities set her by her great-aunt, not least in the area of gardening. No borders, no flowering plants, no
color in the garden except green and green and more green, the strong and resilient and, in its own way,
oh-so-perfect grass.

She could turn away from the window and then look out at it again five minutes from now and it would be
the same grass, the same color, the same size and shape, in the same neighborhood with the same people
living the same lives. Because that was how the concept of normal worked.

Leaning her head against the glass, she listened to the white noise of the unremarkable, mun-dane, normal
neighborhood: the passing of an occasiona car outside on the street, a mild wind gtirring the leaves of the
big maple in the front yard, a man's voice caling out an affectionate but firm warning to Lizzie that she had
only five more minutes to play and then it would be time to come and wash up and that was find.

in spite of everything, Annie had to smile faintly to herself, wondering in an absent way if the peripatetic
Lizzie, whoever she was, took the five minute warning any more serioudy than Sean or Tess ever had.
Probably not; no child ever did, and there wasn't anything more norma than that.

So perhaps that was the answer. If she kept look-ing at normal things, hearing norma things, made sure
that she was surrounded by the very essence of normd in every shape and form available, then somehow
dl this strangeness would melt away, reverse itself as suddenly as it had come about, when she might not
be expecting it.

Five minutes from now, or just after lunch-time, or when the late news came on at eleven, or when she
woke up tomorrow morning, she would leave the bedroom and go downgtairs, and the first thing she saw
would be Czonka. Her Czonka. Original-recipe Czonka the muitt.



Then she would go into the kitchen and find that Sean and Tess were waiting to show her that they were
aso recognizable again, and findly, findly, findly Philip would appear, Philip Mr "Steady-As-A-Rock"
Macintosh, and not some strange man who insisted on answering to Phil's name and somehow knew hers.

Or maybe she should get out of here right now arid go back to the old house in the old neighbor-hood?
Oh, yeah, now there was one hdl of an idea—no, it was a veritable inspired-by-the-gods stroke of genius,
that's what that was.

All she had to do was climb out the window, shimmy down the drainpipe—if there was a drainpipe—and
take off running. Very, very easy, nothing to it. She could do that. After dl, she had done a little track in
high school and she and Y asmine dill went to the gym regularly.

Of the two of them, Yasmine was actudly the jogger while she preferred power waking with light
weights. But that didnt mean she was physicaly incapable of running if she felt she needed to. On the
other hand, she had become so. proficient at power waking—so powerful, in fact—that she could probably
power walk faster than a lot of people could run. Outrun them without literdly running. Okay, it wasn't
exactly normal but at least it wasn't com-pletely impossible, either.

But that was neither here nor there. Say she did actu-ally run away—or power walk away, to be perfectly
accurate—and she went back to their old rented house in the old neighborhood. What in the world did she
think she could possibly accomplish with that?

After dl, what was she going to do, break into her old house? And what for? To move back in by
herself? She didn't have the keys any more because she had insisted on having Phil make a stop at the
Friends and Neighbors Rental Agency so she could drop them off in person.

"You do redlize, don't you, that even if you do return the keys in person we ill don't have a hope in hell
that they'll give us our deposit back?' Phil had said wryly.

"| absolutely do not care about that," she had replied airily. "I smply want to have the pleasure of knowing
without a doubt that once | hand over those keys, we will never, ever, ever have anything to do with F&N
agan."

Phil had looked at her with his eyes twinkling. "I had no idea you were so big on the closure thing."

"Closure, my butt,” Annie had laughed. "1 just want to be able to say | know the exact moment at which |
shut dl house rental agencies in the world, and F&N in particular, completely out of my life for good."

Phil had laughed with her. "Then you had better make sure you remember to look at your watch before
you come back out again.”

She had done just that very thing, even going so far to pose for a second in the open door before getting
back into the car. Phil had applauded her and they had had a good laugh about it. The whole thing had been
terrific fun and that had been the end of that.

Now, she could not remember for the life of her, what the time had been. As if the rest of the day had
just blotted it out.

The moving finger, having writ, moves on, and only then do you discover that it won't color insde the lines
and it's scribbled dl over your nice neat life. Annie shifted uneasily, wondering what strange, shadowy zone
of her mind that little gem of a thought had come bubbling up from.

She hugged the pillow alittle more tightly and pressed her face againgt it. Stupid things; she was thinking
stupid things. Her head was filled with nothing but stupid things today, like warped ver-sions of old proverbs
or sayings, and jackass notions about running away, made even more jack-ass by the place where she was
thinking about running away to.

But dl right then, she told hersdf, if you want to be a jackass, be a jackass. Go back to that ratty old
rental house. You don't have to have a key to get in.

True enough. All it ever took was a little patience and one of the windowpanes in the back door would
just pop right out, alowing entry to any family member who had gotten locked out—acci-dentally or, in the
case of both Tess and Sean, on purpose. Getting the pane back in was a hdl of a lot harder than popping it
out, of course (the pane was a pain, as Sean aways put it) which was why everyone would always leave
that little job for her.

She had tried to break them of that habit with dire warnings about how someday a burglar might be
casing the neighborhood and see the empty space in the back door before she was able to put the glass
back in. None of them listened, of course.

Surprisingly, they hadn't been burgled.

Annie was the only one who had been surprised, of course. The last thing she had expected was to come
home from the grocery store one fine day and find that they had not been robbed. She had kept waiting for
it to happen. She had tried to brace herself againgt the inevitable shock of having her home violated, as well



as the aftermath—a scream-ing, hysterica Tess, a bdligerent Sean, and Phil trying to get everybody
camed down while the dog romped merrily through the wreckage of whatever the burglars had decided to
leave behind. Assum-ing they hadn't stolen Czonka, too.

But. the burglary had never come. Nothing had ever happened. As far as she knew, no one had ever
even tried to break in. When she had findly expressed her surprise about this, Tess had dl but laughed in
her face.

"Come on, Mom," she'd said in that whiny tone. "Go outside, take a good look through our win-dows and
then tell me you really think any self-respecting burglar is redly going to break in here."

Annie could remember thinking that if that was supposed to be the advantage of having only possessions
which had seen better days, she would gladly have sacrificed it in favor of a bur-glar dlarm, and damn the
extra expense.

With her luck, if she redlly did go back and break into the old house, she would be arrested for burglary.
And after they locked her up, none of the self-respecting burglars would talk to her.

She shook her head. Her head that was filled with stupid things. The stupidest of dl being that she would
even entertain the idea of going back to the old house. Tdk about the last thing anyone ever expected; that
would make a burglary next to last, she thought.

She had been dying to get out of that old house and when they had actually closed the sale on this one,
she had felt absolutely no wistful nostalgia about that place, even though the four of them had lived there
longer than they had anywhere else. It did not occupy a place in her heart as the old fam-ily homestead and
she had aways known for a certainty that when they did findly move up to something better, she wasn't
going to miss it.

And she didn't. Her head may have been full of stupid things but redly, there was stupid, and then there
was a very specia kind of stupid. She would have had to be that very special kind of stupid to miss the
ancient plumbing that banged and rattled and always had at least one pipe that would burst at the most
inconvenient moment possible after the weather got cold, or the perpetualy leaky roof, the uneven floors,
the sad excuse for weather-proofing, the lack of closet space, the world's ugliest wallpaper...

She sighed. No, she wasn't feding homesick for any of that. She didnt want to go backwards. It was
more like the other way around.

Now she blew out a disgusted breath. What was that about her head being filled with stupid things? She
didnt want to go backwards, it was the other way around? What in God's name was that sup-posed to
mean?

Yes, she thought suddenly. It was like the old stuff, things from the dld life were pulling at her in some
way. Asif everything that she had left behind ill had some kind of hold on her whether she liked it or not.
Some force was trying to drag her back to where she had been before, she could fed it...

Uh-huh. Sure she could. She squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose. The only
thing she could feel was her own neurotic hang-ups pulling at her again. First it had been worrying about the
moving men thinking her furniture was too shabby for such a nice house. Now she had graduated to
thinking that she was too shabby for such a nice house—and nice life. That was her whole stupid problem,
that and nothing else, and she dready walked herself through that yesterday. It was supposed to be dl
Settled.
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All right, then, it was settled. The moving men didn't care one way or the other about her furni-ture, and it
didnt matter one way or another who might think it was too shabby for the new house, even if she thought
80, it didn't matter. And as for her thinking that she herself was too shabby to live like this; well, that was
too neurotic even to be worthy of therapy. Even Tess would have told her how ridiculous that idea was.
And so would Philip.

Oh, yes, definitely. There, now. Everything was settled and explained.

So how did that account for the fact that she didn't recognize her dog or the people who claimed to be her
children and her husband?

Abruptly, there was a knock on the door and she amost jumped out of her skin.

No, she couldn't, she wasn't ready yet, Annie thought as she darted a quick glance out the win-dow,
teling herself that she wasn't checking to make sure the grass redly hadn't changed. It was too soon for
her to come out of the bedroom, she had not had enough normal yet.

There was a second knock and she jumped again.



"Philip or whoever you are, go away!" she shouted, reaching for the lock on the window.

She had no awareness of how her fingers were poised to flick the lever back, of how she had aready
decided to risk jumping out if any of them decided they had to come in after her.

"Annie, it's me" said afamiliar voice. "It's Yas-mine."

She froze with one hand 4ill on the window and stared at the door. Yasmine was here? Yasmine had
come to help her? Again?

Weas that normal?

"Annie?'

Wasit really Yasmine?

She ran across the room, unlocked the door, and opened it a crack.

"Yasmine?' she asked breathlessly, "Isit redly you?'

The face peering back at her was absolutely and unmistakably her best friend's. Anni€'s breath came out
in areieved rush. Thank God! Y asmine's familiar, flawless, norma face. Normal.

"At least you haven't changed,” she said. "Thank God!"

She opened the door a little wider, took a quick look up and down the hal to make sure no one else was
lurking nearby, then pulled Y asmine into the bedroom with her.

"Did you see him?' she asked, damming the door and locking it again behind them. "Did you see Philip?"

Y asmine flicked a nervous glance at the lock on the door. "Philip caled me. He asked me to come over
and speak to you."

Annie took hold of her friend's upper arm and gave it a little shake. "But did you see him?"'

Although she didn't protest or try to pull away, Yasmine took a moment to give the hand clutching her
arm a significant look.

"Wdl, of course | saw him," she said quietly. "He's downgtairs."

Annie let go of her immediately but without apology. "And?'

"And..." Yasmine raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows. "He's very concerned about you."

Annie blinked at her and took a step back. "But you didn't notice anything different about him?"

Her friend's lovely face took on a dightly pained expression. No, Annie begged slently, fedling her-self
sag.
"Annie, | know that—for some reason—this is hard for you to beieve," Yasmine said, taking her arm and
guiding her over to it down on the bed. "But you have to accept this, Philip is il Philip. Just like Czonka is
dill Czonka, and the kids are 4ill the kids. None of them has changed. None of them."

Annie pulled away from her and held her head in both hands as if it might come apart a any moment.

"I'm not going crazy," she said. "I'm not."

"No one said you are,” Yasmine replied, leaning closer to her and putting an arm around her shoul-ders.
"I'm sure there's a perfectly rationa explanation.”

The words clanged as they echoed in Annie's mind. I'm sure there's a perfectly rationa expla-nation. The
keyword, of course, being rational. Rational as in from the realm of the mundane and the ordinary. Existing
in the world called normal.

Rational also meaning not irrationa; which was not necessarily crazy. She wasn't going crazy, but she
didn't have to go crazy to be irrationa, which was to say, irrationa as in unreasonable.

Unreasonable standards and comparisons: what did that word "perfect” really mean anyway?

Unreasonable demands for things that were impossible to attain: she was going to wake up some morning
and find out she had turned into one of those people who was never satisfied with anything.

Unreasonable expectations; just because we have a new house doesn't mean we're going to turn into a
new family.

Oh, no? said a smdl voice somewhere in her mind. Guess again.

Annie put a hand to her mouth, horrified, and looked at Y asmine.

"You'reright," she whispered. "There is a per-fectly rational explanation." She took a breath. "I changed
them.”

Y asmine opened her mouth to answer and then stopped.

"Now you lost me" she said after a hit, frowning in bewilderment.

Annie put a hand to her head, asif that would somehow help her draw out the right words.

"I remember telling Philip," she said dowly, "that | wished we had the perfect family to go with dl of this.

Just because we have a new house doesn't mean we're going to turn into a new family, she rem-bered

Phil saying.
Sometimes | wish we would, she had replied.



But that wasn't true.

She had been lying to her husband when she'd said that. She'd known what she was saying was a lie the
moment it had come out of her mouth. She didn't wish for that sometimes.

She wished for it al the time.

"And...?" Y asmine prompted, moving so that she could look into Anni€'s eyes.

"Wdl, don't you see?' Annie hesitated. She wanted to hear the words in her mind before say-ing anything
to Yasmine but for some reason they wouldn't come to her that way. It was as if they wouldn't exist even
as thoughts unless she admit-ted them out loud. "My wish—the perfect family to go with dl of this" She
leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. "It's come true."

Yasmine's lovely face lit up with a broad smile. Not as if she were trying to placate her, Annie saw as
she drew back, but asif this were the most ddightfully amusing thing she had heard lately.

"Thisisn't funny,” Annie said, amost snapping at her. "Yasmine—"

"I'm sorry,” she said her friend, ill amiling as she shook her head and tried to look apologetic. "It's just
that..." she-hesitated. "Annie, do you trust me?'

"Well..." Annie drew back a little more, eyeing her warily now. "l want to."

"Then come downstairs with me."

"Why?' Annie pulled her hands away from Yas-mine's.

Y asmine refused to acknowledge her openly sus-picious expression.

"Because," she said, reclaming Annie's right hand and pressing it between both of her own, "l want to
show you something."

Annie tried to pull her hand away again and Y as-mine tightened her hold.

"Look at me, Annie)" she said, her tone acquir-ing a very dight edge. "Right now. Look at me" She
waited until Annie obeyed. "I'mill Yasmine, right? | haven't changed.”

But that's because you don't have to—you're already perfect, Annie told her silently. You aways have
been and you probably always will be.

Yasmine gave her hand a small, prompting squeeze and tilted her head to one side. Annie gave in and
nodded.

"Good!" Yasmine said, amiling broadly again and stood up, pulling her to her feet as well. "Then come
downgtairs."

She meant to say no, resist, dig in her heels if she had to. She had no intention of leaving the room, at
Yasmine's request or anyone else's. Exactly how long she was going to keep herself locked in and
everyone else locked out was some-thing she hadn't given much consideration to; she had thought only as
far as refusing to come out until further notice.

But for some reason, she was letting Y asmine open the door and usher her into the hdl, and instead of
bolting right back insde and damming the door in her friend's face, she was just going along with her, as if
nothing out of the ordinary had happened and everything was redlly quite dl right. Perfectly normal.

She told herself that when she and Y asmine reached the top of the stairs, she was going to cal a hat
right then and there.

She would turn to Yasmine, look her straight into her eyes and say, sorry, but 1 changed my mind. This is
as far as | go. Something very odd is going on around here and until 1 get at least a hint of an explanation, |
am not budging another inch... And 1 do not care how perfectly rationa that explanation might be, 1 want
a second opinion and | am not moving until 1 get one.

Then she followed Y asmine docildly down the stairs without a word or the dightest bit of hesita-tion.

It was like being in a dream, except that her mind felt unclouded, clear and alert and she had no sense of
being controlled by some force that had sapped her will or taken her over in some way.

She knew that she had intended to stop at the head of the staircase and stay there, refusing to wak
down.

But when the moment came, she went right on going after dl, as if that had been exactly what she had
meant to do dl adong. While Yasmine gave her a benign everything's-going-to-be-all-right smile to let her
know how well she was doing with dl this.

Ah, yes, how wel I'm doing, Annie thought, sup-pressing the urge to laugh hysterically; now if only |
knew what | was doing...

Then she reached the bottom of the stairs and dl thought ceased as she stared at the scene in front of
her in the living room.

Sometime later, it crossed Annie Macintosh's mind as she was standing there motionless and silent, dimly
aware that her hand was dill sandwiched gently between both of Yasmine's, that this might be a dream



after all.

It could have been that, in redlity, she was 4ill fdling down the stairs and what she saw right now was
just part of her life which was gill currently in the process of passing before her eyes.

Except in true Annie Macintosh fashion, she not only saw her own life passing before her eyes, she dso
saw the life she wished she could have had. That was the only reason she could think of—or, as someone
she knew had once phrased it, the only perfectly rational explanation—for the way the living room looked
to her now.

Of course, it was hard enough trying to get her mind around the idea that dl of the various boxes that had
been stacked up dl over the place were gone. Was she redly supposed to believe that Phil and the kids
would have smply gone ahead and taken care of the unpacking, put every single item away, and then
broken down dl the cartons and cleaned up al the crumpled paper and any other moving detritus?

That was about as likdy as her coming down-stairs with Yasmine to find that al the old, shabby
furnishings had been replaced by the exquisitely tasteful and excruciatingly expensive items of decor that
she seemed to be looking at in the room right now.

The broken down, threadbare sofa was gone as if it had never been at dl, even though she could
remember the feeling of the lumpy worn-out cush-ions under her when she had regained consciousness on
it earlier in the day. Instead, there were now two sofas facing each other in the room, two matching sofas
upholstered in rich, tastefully understated brocade; and light-colored brocade at that. As if none of the
people in this house ever spilled food and drink with a routine, liberal hand. As if the family dog was a
fancy, pure-bred poodle who hardly ever got dirty rather than a mutt who had never met a mud puddie he
didn't want to wear.

There were half a dozen matching throw pillows on each of the sofas, artfully arranged, clean and in
good condition. Obvioudy, they had never been used by battling siblings who were trying to bash each
other's brains out.

The coffee table standing between the sofas had been converted to what Annie thought was an antique
toboggan. She wasn't familiar with toboggans, antique or otherwise. She wasn't familiar with antiques of
any sort for that matter. There was enough new stuff that she couldn't afford, there was no need to add on
decades of old stuff to it.

But she could remember seeing this particular piece somewhere a long time ago. Probably just as a
picture in an expensive catalog, which was where she saw most of the things she wanted. She had thought
it was actualy a very clever thing to do with an old toboggan; she liked the way the curving lines of the
runners served as a framing accent and drew the eye aong the length of the object so that when you
looked at it, you somehow saw it both as the toboggan it had been and the table that it had been converted
into.

She had thought it was a little like looking at an optical illuson, like the picture of the cup that became two
peoplée's profiles, or the old lady who became a young woman dtting at her vanity table. Only this was
something far more artistic; cleverer, even wittier.

She dso remembered that it had been incredi-bly expensive—like most things that caught her eye—and
figured that it was just as wel she couldn't afford it. She could just see herself com-ing home from the store
some fine winter day to discover that Sean had decided to see if it could 4ill serve its origind purpose,
either outdoors in the snow or right there in the living room. Or, God help her, both. So at least being unable
to afford expensive antiques meant she had not had boyish pranks to worry about.

She dill didn't—the boy who now claimed he was Sean would never have done such a thing. It probably
wouldn't have accurred to him even as something to joke about.

Nor did she have to worry about the runners scratching her lovely living room floor; not with that nice,
thick Oriental rug to protect the wood. It was a beautiful design, one that complemented the brocade
upholstery rather than fighting with it. Everything went together so well that the leather easy chair to the
left of the fireplace seemed to be sitting in placid approva of the arrangement in front of it.

She recognized the end tables from the same cat-alog she had seen the sofas in; she had lingered an
especiadly long time over that page, admiring the rich old-gold sheen of the wood and the subtle tint of the
glass tops. She remembered 'how she had studied the inset that showed how dl the glass had beveled
edges. The only furniture she had ever seen with beveled-edge glass were creme-de-la-creme antiques;
aso only in catalogs', of course.

The lamps standing on the end tables were the same ones she had seen in the photos, athough according
to the captions, they were just for the purpose of illugtration; Lamps courtesy of Water-ford Crystal; not
offered. Nice of them to say s0, she had said to herself wryly, as it saved her the minor embarrassment of



having to decline with the made-up excuse that they already had far too much Waterford in the downstairs
parlor.

But even now that would gill be a white lie, she thought distantly as she findly gave in and let her-self
wander into the room for a closer look at everything. The lamps didn't congtitute too much Waterford at dl;
they were exactly the right amount.

She could also see now that her theory about Waterford fixtures in general had been correct: they were
classic enough to suit just about any decor, no matter how eclectic. Even if there was a state-of-the-art
stereo system not ten feet away, the glossy, high-tech facade looking so intimidating, ultramodern and
complex and even more expen-sive than when Phil had showed it to her in the store with an expression of
longing that she had no trouble relating to. Of course, she hadn't been able to look at the stereo for very
long at the time since the price tag had made her eyes cross.

Her eyes certainly weren't crossing now, how-ever. Her gaze traveled past the sound system to the
framed print of the New Y ork skyline from 1930. She knew for a fact that it was a limited edi-tion print she
had seen advertised somewhere, not something that she would have been able to buy in the plebeian form
of a poster just because she had liked the image. She knew because she had tried.

Eventudly, she realized that she had been turn-ing around and around in a dow circle for some timein the
middle of this perfect living room, let-ting herself admire it without questioning anything about what she
saw, even though she knew that it was actualy dl wrong. It had to be, no matter how much she wished
otherwise.

Yasmine appeared in front of her then with a happy, expectant smile. Waiting for her to say that, oh,
yeah, she remembered now and everything was dl right after all.

Annie shook her head. "Thisis not my furni-ture.”

Y asmine looked at her skeptically with haf-closed eyes.

Annie shook her head again, more emphatically this time. "Yasmine, it's not. It can't be. Our couch was
ten years-old," she said. "This stereo—" ,she motioned toward the high-tech but tasteful unit. "Philip wanted
this stereo but it cost ten thousand dollars” She turned to Yasmine, frowning dightly. "Ten thousand
dollars”" she repeated, wondering if her friend's lack of reaction was asmply a matter of her not having
heard the figure correctly the first time.

But apparently Yasmine felt that ten thousand dollars was too patry a figure to bother raisng her
eyebrows over even dightly. "Okay, then," she said, sounding just a little bit tired now. "Let's just pretend
that everything you've been telling me is true. Thisisn't your furniture.”

She made an al-encompassing gesture at every-thing around them and then pointed specificaly at the
portrait hanging over the mantle.

"And this isn't your family,” she added. "Let's pre-tend that somehow everything's changed. Okay?"

Annie was so baffled that she forgot to be fright-ened by the way the strange faces in the family portrait.
"And?' she said after a bit.

"Oh, Annie!" Yasmine gave her a little shake. "Don't you get it? Don't you see? Any way you look at it,

you got what you wanted."

Annie's frown deepened aong with her bewil-derment. "I... what?"

"Honey—" Grinning, Y asmine leaned toward her and lowered her voice conspiratorialy. "Y ou've traded
up."

Upgrade.

Annie felt as if her memory had thrown the word at her like a brick. And hey, let's not forget that upgrade
was your word for it, and no one else's. Le mot juste, remember?
Oh, yes, she remembered, dl right. Upgrade. She couldn't deny that was exactly what she had wanted.
And who wouldn't want an upgrade? said a little voice in her mind tauntingly. No home or family is
perfect without one. Right? Right?
Right?
NINE

If she no longer understood anything else in the world, Annie thought, she was utterly and com-pletely clear
on the concept of deafening silence.

The one presently hanging over the dining room with a virtualy tangible force, as she sat at the table
eating supper with three people who kept claiming to be her family, was so absolutely thun-derous that she
wouldn't have thought sounds as minor as the clink of silverware on china plates could be audible. And yet



they were.
Chak up one more imposshility among the plethora of the last twenty-four hours, then.
Annie glanced quickly at the three strangers st-ting around the table and poured herself some more wine.
If she could redly call them strangers.

She was starting to think that she was wrong about how many strangers were in this house; per-haps
there weren't three, but only one.

If she were going to be honest about it, they looked like they belonged here more than she did. They had
the look of people who were used to living a quality life, people who went to the trouble of taking a shower
and getting dressed up for dinner.

Compared to them, she might have been some homeless person they had invited in for the charity of a hot
mesdl, in her ratty jeans and a stained T-shirt under a worn-out, plaid work-shirt,

There, she was doing it again. Thinking she wasn't good enough to livein a house like this...

No, that wasn't it and she knew it. That wasn't the problem. She could have been wearing an orig-ind
Dior evening gown and a diamond-encrusted tiara and she would ill have felt... what? That she was out
of place?

Or that they were out of place?

She sneaked a glance at dl three of them. Uh-huh. Maybe she should invite those proverbia or
theoretical neighbors in after dl and have them vote on who didn't seem to belong, Annie thought, looking
down at the work-shirt. She had spilled some wine on it; not that that was the Only stain. It was one of
Phil's old ones that he didn't wear any more.

Her Phil, that was. Her Philip Macintosh, the one she remembered, with the unruly, thick hair that was
becoming alittle more silver every day and the worry lines that had gotten significantly deeper as the kids
got older and the warm, compassionate smile that had always meant the world to her.

Her Phil, not the man sitting down at the oppo-site end of the table who claimed to be Philip Macintosh.
He would never have owned a shirt like this, not even brand new. Anyone could tdl just by looking at him
that it wasn't his personal style, although he would have looked good in it anyway .

He would probably look good in just about any-thing he put on. He obvioudy spent more than a few hours
in the gym and it was paying off for him. She couldn't see even the faintest beginnings of worry lines on his
smooth, handsome face. And even though his hair didn't look quite as thick as her Phil's, it was carefully
styled and il com-pletely dark.

Abruptly, she redlized that in spite of everything, she felt a tirring of attraction to him. To this man, to
this stranger? She was horrified at herself and yet she couldn't help it.

She tried to compensate by keeping her eyes averted but without much success. Her gaze kept returning
to the bone china dishes, the not just flat-ware but real silver—and the crystal goblets at each place. None
of it, not a single piece, was chipped, cracked, worn, or even dightly damaged in any way. And it dl
matched.

The concept of matching tableware had been one more entry on Annie Macintosh's ligt of impossible
dreams, like having a fireplace, but lo and behold and voila... like the fireplace... and everything else... and
everyone else... Inevitably, she would find herself once again staring at the man at the other end of the
table, unable to look away again without enormous effort.

Naturaly, the dining room table had been included in the general upgrade. What had once been a battered
pine thrift shop cast-off was now a venerable Heywood-Wakefield elder statesman from the middle of the
last century. Or elder states-table; which would make the dishes elder states-china and the silverware elder
states-silverware. Elder states-knives and elder states-forks. And don't forget those elder states-spoons.
Annie poured a little more wine into her elder states-glass, biting her lip against the hysterica laughter that
wanted to come bub-bling out at any moment.

No one looked directly at her as she gulped most of it down in one go but she knew they had been
watching her dl through dinner, and they were dl well aware of how many times she had drained her glass.
Or rather, her eder states-crystal goblet; it was genuine lead crystal, intricately cut, impossi-bly expensive.

There was that word again: impossibly. From the English word impossible, meaning could not be, but
here it was anyway. Here it was, and here she was with it, and them. She finished the rest of her wine and
clutched the now-empty glassin one hand as if it were a lifeline.

The wine bottle was within easy reach and there was ill some left. Like everything else, it was awfully
good, better than it should have been. One more upgrade among dl the other upgrades, from cheap
Beaujolais to elder states-wine.

"So how's the new school?' the man claiming to be Philip said suddenly. His tone of hearty good cheer
was obvioudy forced but aso obvioudy well-intentioned. He gave each of the attractive teenagers who



claimed to be her children a thousand-watt amile. "The campus sure looks nice."

The girl looked up at him and hesitated, darting a quick glance in Anni€'s direction without quite looking at
her.

"Wdl, | love the tennis courts," she said, and then sat up a little straighter, apparently bolstered by the
sound of her own voice in norma conver-sation (there was that word again: normal). Her tentative amile
blossomed into a real one. "They've got stadium seating and everything. One of the girls | talked to told me
her dad played at Wimble-don a few times and he says the school's courts are practicaly just as good." She
took a sip of Coke from her goblet. "Can you believe that? Man, | can hardly wait till they finish re-stringing
my racket."

Sill smiling, she looked at the boy. We dl have to pitch in here. Your turn now—name something you
redly like about our upgrade.

"I met my new swim coach today," said the boy promptly. "You know he won a bronze meda at the '88
Olympics? I'm going to ask him about maybe setting up some extra training sessions.”

Philip looked suitably impressed, pausing to make sure that she had not had so much elder states-wine
that she couldn't take note of his reaction.

"Sounds like you two are really going to love it here," he said cheerfully.

Then dl three of them turned their perfect faces to look at her expectantly.

We dl have to pitch in here. Y our turn now— name one thing you redly like about this family's upgrade.
Just one. Doesn't have to be your favorite or anything mgjor, just something good. And, oh, yeah, don't start
acting weird again, okay?

Suddenly overwhelmed with self-consciousness, Annie looked down at her plate. Her elder states-plate,
delicately rimmed with gold.

She could remember looking at these plates years ago in the store where she had signed up with the
brida registry. One place setting had cost more than a month's rent on her first apartment, while a service
for twelve complete with salad dishes and soup bowls cost more than her first car.

She had barely touched her food except to push it around with her fork. Her elder states-fork; the pattern
was Aegean Weave and she had once joked about starting a high-interest savings account so that someday,
she could buy a butter knife.

She raised her head and found to her horror that they were gill looking at her, Hill waiting.

Immediately, she grabbed the bottle and poured the last of the wine into her glass, hating the way her
hand was vighbly trembling and hating the way they wouldn't pretend they couldn't see that.

And gill they expected her to come up with her personal take on "Why It's So Great To Go On Liv-ing."

Defiantly, Annie picked up her wine glass with both hands, held it perfectly steady for a long moment, and
then raised it to her lips. She had intended to finish it dl in one gulp—if they were going to watch her like a
goddamned TV show, then she would give them something to watch— but she barely managed a sip before
she had to put the glass down again.

There was another long moment of thunderous silence with dl eyes on her and her staring back like a
deer in the headlights, unable to look away no matter how much she wanted to.

Abruptly, the boy turned to Philip and said, "So, how's work, Dad?"

Dad; no argument on that score. No matter what other claims they might make, it was obvious that, just
as he and the girl were brother and sister, "Philip* was most definitely his father. It was aso obvious that
they had a good relationship; she didn't have to know them very well at dl to see that.

"Wdl, remember that biotech company | made an offer on?' "Dad" was saying cheerfully. "We just
closed the dedl ."

"Oh, cool!" said the blonde girl with a little too much enthusiasm.

"That's great!" the boy agreed in the same, dightly overdone tone and then turned to her with a too-bright
amile. "Isn't that great, Mom?"

Annie blinked a him, trying to see something of the family she had aways known in those three
unfamiliar faces. But she couldntt.

There was nothing of the Sean she knew as her son in that handsome, blemish-free,
candidate-for-a-boy-band face. There was nothing that she could recognize, not even the tiniest vestige of
anything in his appearance or his attitude, his posture or his tone of voice that was even remotely like the
Sean with the gang gestures and the skateboard and the endless taunts about his sister's weight. Who
would no more have asked his father about work than he would have wanted to know what she thought.
About anything.

Tess, the rea Tess, could never be that demure blonde girl with her sweet dispostion and her cheerful
attitude. Circumstances being what they were, she had not actualy displayed much in the way of active



cheerfulness over the course of the day, especialy not at dinner tonight but somehow Annie knew that was
her norma maode. If this girl ever ended up on a psychiatrist's couch, she thought, it wouldn't be because
she had been emo-tionally scarred by four years of high school. Not this girl. This girl was breezing through
her classes, captaining the tennis team, and dating the male version of herself.

And Phil...

All right, maybe she had often wished that the kids could have been more like the two who were stting at
the table right now. But even so she would not redly have traded them away for com-pletely different
people. Not redly. It was actualy more a case of her having higher hopes for them, hopes that they would
discover their strengths; and talents and fulfill their potential . Hopes that they would succeed. Hopes that no
matter what hap-pened in the future, they would be happy.

These were things that dl parents hoped for. She hadn't wanted to chang Tess and Sean themselves so
much as she had wished for an improvement in their attitudes, their dispositions. But if there was one
person she hadn't wanted to change in any way, it was Phil.

She had never wished for anyone younger, more handsome, richer, or more successful; she had never
wished he could Change and become more like someone else who was more successful. When it came to
Phil Macintosh, there was no upgrade.

Weas there?

She redized that they were dl watching her with those wary expressions again.

Sean tried a friendly smile, which faded dightly as he glanced at his father. He had asked her a question,
Annie recalled suddenly. They had been having a conversation and it had been her turn to say something.

But about what? Something about "Philip" and his work. He had something... a company. Some kind of
company? He had bought—a company?

Suddenly she felt as if the knowledge were on the edge of her awareness, that if she thought about it for
one more second, maybe even half a second, it would somehow come to her. Like something she had
forgotten without realizing that she had ever known it in the first place.

But she never had known it. How could anyone remember something they had never known to begin
with? Things didn't happen that way. She wasn't going to alow things to happen that way—

Before she was even aware that she was speak-ing aoud, she heard her own voice say, "Oh, yes. It's
great."

Judging from the way the boy's amile brightened again, the utter astonishment she felt at herself wasn't
apparent on her face.

Because she was amiling back at him, she real-ized.

Her astonishment went up another notch and then several more with the further redization that she
wanted to smile a him. And why wouldnt she want to smile a a boy like this? If she looked past
everything else, the possible and the impossible, dl the stuff that didn't make sense and dl the stuff that did,
what she would see was the ided that she and every other parent in the world secretly wished for, whether
any of them would admit it or not, even just to themselves.

"So, Mom," said the ided Sean conversationaly. "Is your head fegling better?"

Annie felt a sudden, powerful urge to answer him as if everything realy were dl right, to just let go of
everything she knew to be normal—or thought she knew. Then, everything would be dl right again
immediately. For the three of them, anyway. They would relax, stop looking at her with those faces, those
uh-oh-what's-wrong-with-Mom faces, and finish their dinner with in the comfort-able certainty that their
life, their family life, would be going on as normal.

And after awhile, it would be the same for her. All she had to do was go aong with them. It wouldn't be
hard. They wanted her and they were doing everything they could to let her know it. They wanted her and
they needed her—the real Annie Macintosh. They weren't asking her who she was; they weren't ingsting
they didn't recog-nize her; they weren't claiming she wasn't who she said she was. They weren't the ones
who were making everything difficult.

It would be so easy if she let it. She could just dip into this life with this son, this daughter, this hus-band,
and that Czonka. Try them out like a new pair of shoes, see how she lik|d them. She had a fedling that she
would find she liked them quite a lot.

"Hey—" the idedl Sean put down his fork for a moment and turned to her again. "Remember that time |
got beaned in Little League?’

Annie blinked at him. "You played Little League?' The question was out before she could think better of
it and the fragile hope that every-thing might possibly be returning to norma among them shattered.

"I-l guess 1 forgot," she added faintly, watching them dl sneaking dismayed glances at each other.

Then she wondered why she had said such a thing, made such a ridiculous excuse. There was nothing



wrong with her memory. Sean had cate-gorically refused to have anything to do with: "something so one
hundred percent lame-ass,” as he had so delicately put it.

That had been the Sean she knew, though, not this idedl one.

Annie drained her glass just for the sake of doing something, anything at dl, but this only seemed to
heighten their dismay. Hardly surprising.

What's wrong with Mom?

Oh, nothing that six weeks in Betty Ford couldn't cure.

Might as well make it worth the cost, then, she thought.

"I - 1 think I'll get some more wine," she blurted as she got up and fled to the kitchen, leaving both her
glass and the bottle behind on the table.

TEN

She didn't realize that she had been holding her breath until she sagged against the idand counter and felt it
al come out in a forceful rush.

Leaning heavily on her ebows, she started to put her head down and then jumped back as if the
countertop had suddenly turned red-hot.

It hadn't, of course. The rose-colored marble sur-face was pleasantly cool; aso clean and polished to a
high gloss. There was not a scratch anywhere. Easy to see that it was real marble, too. God, it must have
cost a fortune to put in, Annie thought, pressing her knuckles against her mouth as she looked around the
kitchen, more than dl those state-of-the-art, ultracmodern appliances put together.

And that was saying something. The stove was a salf-cleaning marvel with a computer memory, built into
the cabinets at shoulder level. No more bending over to check on the roast or the casserole or the duck a
I'orange! Plus, the oven door opened sideways, closet-style, to make it easier to put things in and take them
out again. Very impressive.

So was the high-tech microwave, which looked like it could track satellites and cook dinner in eight
seconds. It too was huilt into the cabinet space, which left vast plains, virtua acres, of coun-tertop area
free.

Chak up yet one more unheard-of luxury in the life of Annie Macintosh. She remembered the kitchen
here as being better than the one in the old house, but she didn't remember it being this good. Did she?

Wadl, did she? Had the countertops dl been gen-uine marble when they had first moved in yesterday, or
had they just been a very convincing facsimile? If they had changed, when had it hap-pened? Had the
transformation occurred before Sean or after Tess? Or during Phil?

Or could it be that they had not changed at dl, that she had been so wrapped up in wishing for that dusty
rose-colored marble that she had actu-aly failed to notice it was there?

Annie' sighed. Yasmine would probably come over later and tdll her she designed the kitchen her-self.

If | could have, | would have, Annie thought, |et-ting one hand trail dong a rosy marble countertop as she
wandered dowly around the counter in the center of the room. The idand counter had its own white
enamel snk, presumably for washing veg-etables-Had that always been there? Had it always been white?
She was getting more and more con-fused now about what she remembered, what she thought she might
remember, and what she didn't recognize at all.

She turned to look at the stainless steel double sink; there was a high-tech water filtration system built
directly into the faucet, which seemed to have an even more complicated system for turning the water on
and off. The back gplash tiles were the same marble as the countertops.

She didn't have to open the lower cabinet in the corner to know that it was a three-tiered revolving unit
but she did anyway . Behind the cabinet doors to the left of it were dl her larger pots and pans and baking
dishes, neatly grouped by purpose and stacked by size; she didn't have to look to be absolutely certain about
that, too, Annie redlized suddenly.

She knew exactly how the cabinets had been organized and she also knew that if she went ahead and
opened them anyway, she would find not only that she was right but also that every bit of the old
mismatched and battle-scarred junk had been replaced by dl the top-of-the-line cookware she had aways
wanted.

Except that was ridiculous, of course. She started to reach for the nearest cabinet door and then paused.

Oh, go ahead and look, said a small voice in her mind. Open the cabinet doors and feast your eyes on al
the stuff you've always wanted. What do you think it's there for? At last it's yours. Y ours.

That idea about dipping into this life, trying it on like a new pair of shoes—that's what's ridiculous. And



the way you're wandering around this kitchen like a lost soul, that is ridiculous, too. This is what you have
aways wanted; the perfect home. And now you're try-ing to find excuses to rgject it. God only knows why.
If you redly, redlly don't want it after dl, step aside. Unless you want to get trampled by the stampede of
billions of women who would dl be only too happy to take your place. Add that to dl those other things
you're just so absolutely certain are true, but be sure to put it at the top of the list.

Annie took a deep, steadying breath and let it out dowly. All right, she certainly couldn't argue with that
one. Her gaze came to rest on the refrigerator, which was, like everything else in the kitchen, top of the
line frost-free, with a temperature monitor and alarm, a handy water and ice-cube dispenser in the door,
and, for al she knew, a direct line of communication to the microwave so it could call ahead and let it know
that leftover lasagna was on the way.

The fridge's high-gloss, dirt and scratch-resistant front was covered with magnets holding up an
assortment of family photos, as well as recipes, notes, quotations, and, most prominently, a Mother's Day
card.

At least she recognized the card. The kids had given it to her with the coffee mug. Smiling, she took it
down and opened it.

"To the best mom in the world," she read doud. "We love you more than youll ever know. Tess and

Her eyes began welling up just as they had when she had first opened the card on Mother's Day.

"We love you more than you'll ever know."

She could remember thinking at the time how lucky she was; there were people who'd have given
anything to get a card like this from their kids but never would, for one reason or another. Of course, she
had barely had a chance to read the card dl the way through once before Sean inevitably began teasing
Tess until she stormed off in tears to lock herself in her room. But even after that bit of unpleasant
business-as-usual, Annie had ill been able to tell hersdlf in dl honesty that she felt lucky.

That had been the old Sean and Tess, though. The origind Sean and Tess.

She put the card back up on the refrigerator and looked at the photos. Sean and four other boys in bathing
auits lined up on the edge of an Olympic-sized swimming pool, dl of them holding gold medals and laughing
happily as they let themselves fal backwards into the water. Annie couldn't help smiling at the way the
camera had frozen the boys leaning back at a comically impossible angle above the poal. -

Here was a photo of Tess looking trim and strong in immaculate tennis whites, stting on a bench in front
of some courts somewhere. The tennis rac-quet she was holding had a big, pink gift bow in the center of
the strings and an oversized tag shaped like a dog biscuit that read HAPPY B-DAY FROM CZONKA XO
dangling from the handle. Czonka the poodle was sdtting next to her on the bench, looking dignified and
rather proud of him-salf with a bright green tennis bl in his mouth. Annie felt her amile getting wider, even
as she was thinking, but that's not my dog.

And here was a shot of Phil dumped in what looked like a brand-new wheelbarrow, pretending he was
taking a nap while Tess made believe she was trying to wheel the thing away with him in it. Sean was
crouched in front of them, obvioudy try-ing to persuade Czonka to jump in on top of Phil.

That had been Father's Day, she thought and then wondered what had given her that idea. Then, afraid
that the answer might come to her, she dis-tracted herself by looking at another photo, this one of herself
and Phil in front of a Christmas tree, with him holding some mistletoe over her head.

Wow. To look at us, anyone would think we were a happy family.

But of course they were a happy family. Just because they weren't happy dl the time, every sin-gle
minute of every single day, didn't mean they could not be a happy family.

Yes, but this makes us look like we spend a lot of time doing things. And like we aways remember
without fail to have the camera handy.

A photo of her and the kids giving Czonka a bath in a big basin outside—they were dl drenched and
covered with soap bubbles. And laughing about it, of course.

She closed her eyes and let her head fal forward to rest against the front of the refrigerator. There were
lots of other photos. If she looked at dl of them over and over for long enough, would she eventualy talk
herself into believing that these were things she remembered after dl?

Even though she could Hill bring to mind the family in the portrait over the fireplace—the girl she knew
was Tess, the boy she knew was Sean, and their father, the one and only Philip Macintosh with herself by
his sde—that picture just wasn't there any more. No matter how well she could see it in her memory, there
was no trace of it anywhere else. In light of that, how could it make sense to do anything else except let
hersalf just dide into this life? Or to let it dide into her, whichever.

She raised her head and opened her eyes, focus-ing on a shot of her spraying a very much younger Sean



and Tess with a garden hose. This was her life. It was right here in front of her. This was her life, this was
her family. They knew who she was, they recognized her. They loved her. All of them, they loved her.

She turned away from the refrigerator and spot-ted the poodle sitting over by the kitchen door. He was
watching her with a frankly speculative tilt to his frizzy head.

Probably wondering if 1'm going to find some-thing else to freak out about, Annie thought, feeing a mild
wave of regret.

The poodie's tal thumped tentatively on the floor a few times.

"And you love me, too," she said to the dog softly. "Right?"

The poodle cocked his head in the other direc-tion. Does this have anything to do with our agreement
where 1 adore you and you give me food?

Annie put a hand to her mouth, suppressing a nervous laugh. "You're a good dog,” she told the poodle.
"You're a very good dog."

The poodie shifted podtion dightly and gave her the doggy equivaent of a smile, tail thumping on the floor
again, sounding more confidently now. No doubt he recognized "good dog' as the words that usualy
preceded a treat.

Annie knew right where the dog biscuits were kept, too, just like she knew where everything else was in
this kitchen. Without her actualy willing it, she walked over to the correct cabinet, found the dog biscuits
and took one out of the box for him.

"Good dog," she said again and held the biscuit out for him between thumb and forefinger. "Good Czonka.
Good boy."

Instead of charging her in a greedy, affectionate rush like the origind Czonka, the poodle got up and
walked over to her with a calm and dignified self-possession. He licked her hand once, presum-ably by way
of adoggy thank you, before delicately taking the biscuit between his teeth. Then he just stood with it in his
mouth, looking at her and wag-ging his pom-pom tail.

| adore you, 1 adore you, | adore you. Mother, may 1? By the way, have | ever mentioned that | adore
you?

"Good dog," she repeated, her voice dropping to a whisper this time.

| adore you, | adore you, | adore you, said the poodle's dark, bright eyes. Now, who's your doggy? Say
my name, say my name. Czonka. Just say it for me, just so | know you haven't forgotten.

Annie put a hand over her eyes for a moment, then shook the thought away and went to the sink. So she
was reading the dog's mind now, was she? If things had not been out in the wild blue yonder before, they
sure were now. She poured herself a glass of water and drank it down dowly, holding onto the edge of the
sink so tightly with her other hand that her knuckles were white.

She had to regain her equilibrium, Annie told herself for what had to be the gazillionth time. She had to
figure out what was going on but she wouldn't be able to do that unless she could pull herself together firdt.
For the last couple of days, she had been dancing along the thin edge of a freak-out—no, scratch that, it
was more staggering wildly than dancing.

She certainly couldn't go on like this, with every-one wondering what was happening her. There was no
way she could even begin to explain any-thing to them because she didn't have the faintest idea of what
was going on herself or what to do about it. That was the problem. She had no idea what she was doing
and she was doing it in a state of high panic.

S0 she had to steady herself; she had to. Then she could tackle the problem of what the hell was going
on. Otherwise, she was just going to get more and more panicky and disoriented until she didn't know
which end was up.

Oh, who was she try to kid—she had no idea which end was up right now.

Annie closed her eyes and moved the cold glass back and forth across her forehead while she took dow,
deep breaths. Maybe Yasmine was right; maybe she was smply in the middle of a melt-down from the
stress of buying the perfect house of her dreams. After dl, she had to take into consideration that Y asmine
had come over to talk to her about it instead of dodging the issue by running off to an appointment with a
client. That had to be significant. Nor had Y asmine seemed particularly alarmed or disturbed by any-thing
Annie had told her.

I've had clients forget their own names, what year it was, how many children they have.

If anyone else had tried to sal her something like that, she might not have believed it for a minute. But
Y asmine was such a hard-headed, high-powered businesswoman. She was confident, independent, capable,
and not given to flights of fancy. In fact, she was the only person Annie knew who categorically refused to
read her horoscope in the comics section of the newspaper.



Yasmine's livdihood depended on her knowing what she was taking about, dl the hard facts and figures.
Soif Yasmine told her that the stress of buy-ing a house had driven people to forget their own names, then
maybe the best thing she could do was head back upstairs and start sewing tags in her underwear right
NOW.

Too bad Y asmine hadn't thought to mention any of this to her before, she thought suddenly.

"Of dl the people I've ever known, you're the only one that | would ever describe as someone who has
her shit together." That's what she had said.

Annie winced. The fact that that statement had dipped her mind only proved how disoriented she really
was. Y asmine hadn't thought someone who had her shit ‘together would start bouncing her redlity checks.
Apparently the hardheaded, high-powered businesswoman did not always know what she was taking about
after dl.

Oh, and whose fault was that?

Annie winced again. She poured herself another glass of water and then dumped it out, watching the
water swirl around the shiny stainless steel and disappear down the drain. So it turned out that she, Annie,
did not have her so-cdlled shit as together as she would have had everyone believe— everyone in this case
being her best friend and her family—and the only conclusion she was drawing from that was that Y asmine
didn't know every-thing?

Earth paging Annie Macintosh, currently doing business as Cleopatra, Queen of Denial. Get your ass
back to the real world and start getting your shit together again immediately.

Smdl wonder she was having trouble recogniz-ing her own family, let done her furniture. If she kept up
thiskind of thinking, she wasn't going to be able to recognize herself.

She ran cold water over her hands and pressed them to her face, then automatically reached into the top
drawer on her right for a towd. It was soft and freshly laundered and smelled wonderful and as far as she
knew, she didn't own any dishtowels this nice.

Sowly, she lowered it from her face and looked down at the immaculate navy-blue and white striped
terry . cloth draped over her pams. No tomato sauce stains, no scorch marks, no rips or holes or loose
threads.

One more nice thing aong with your customized kitchen and your matching dinner service and your
gorgeous living room. Oh, and your beautiful, lov-ing family. So dl of thisis a problem for you... why?

She folded the towel neatly and put it on the marble counter. Her beautiful, loving family. Phil and Sean
and Tess. She summoned the images and they rose up again in her mind's eye in a perfect family portrait,
just like the one hanging over the fireplace in the living room.

Exactly likeit, she realized suddenly.

The faces in her mind were not the ones she kept indsting were actualy theirs but the new ones. She
tried to recall the originals but now they refused to come to her. No matter how hard she concentrated, the
only faces she could see belonged to these peo-ple she didn't know.

The images smply didn't exist in her memory any more. She could remember that they had been there in
the past but not the images themselves.

It felt as if something cold and hard were gather-ing in the pit of her stomach. How was that possible?
How could she have forgotten so com-pletely those faces that she had been able to recal only a few
minutes before? And these were not just any faces but the faces of her family. She could not remember
the faces of her family.

The new faces appeared in her memory again, this time with a growing sense of familiarity about them.
As if she hadn't redly forgotten so much as sort of misplaced the recollection in some way and then
recovered it and put it back in the right con-text or the right associations or something. She wasn't sure she
even understood her own line of thinking.

But then, she didn't seem to be making a whole lot of sense today. What on earth did she mean by tdling
herself that she couldn't remember the faces of her family when she could picture them in her brain as
clearly asif they were standing right in front of her?

No. Wait. That was wrong. Her family was—

Sopit.

Annie shook her head, trying to clear it. "Thisis your family now," she said firmly, aware only in a distant
way that she was speaking aoud. "They love you. They need you."

She paused for a long breath, pretending it didn't sound shuddery at dl on the exhale. Because now she
had steadied herself. She had to be steady. If she had managed to remain steady through the lean years
and the tough times, then she certainly could not go to pieces because life was getting bet-ter. That didn't
make any sense at dl.



"You have to make thiswork," she told herself. "You have to. You, Annie Macintosh, and nobody else."

She wasn't quite so far gone that she had forgot-ten her own name, or at least not yet. She could pat
herself on the back for being one up on some of Y asmine's other clients.

She straightened up and turned away from the sink. She would go back out to the dining room and enjoy
the rest of the meal with her beautiful loving family.

After just one more deep breath, she thought, reaching out to lean one hand on the counter again as she
closed her eyes.

It was just that the quiet was so comforting, she told herself after a while. She had been such a ner-vous
wreck for so long that the quiet was hard to give up. All those years in rented apartments with paper-thin,
definitely not soundproofed walls. Rd-atively quiet was as good as it ever got, and there had never been a
whole lot of that. Just an endless supply of noise, noise, and more noisel other peo-ple's TVs and radios,
other peoplé€'s children laughing, yelling and whining, other people's babies crying, other people's arguments
becoming louder as they became more heated. Other people's doors swinging open and damming shut,
other peopl€'s footsteps in the hdl.

And outside, the constant traffic noise, revving motors, blaring horns and screeching brakes occa-sionaly
punctuated by the unmistakable sound of a collison, sometimes magjor, sometimes minor, always unpleasant.
And sirens, a dozen times an hour sometimes.

Like most people, she had learned to block it out most of the time so that unless it got redly bad, she
would hardly even notice it. Strange, then, that she should notice its absence so vividly.

Or maybe not so strange after dl, not redly. Maybe what she was actualy noticing was not having to
expend the effort to block al that noise out. Now that she let herself pay attention, she could hear dl the
pleasant sounds of norma life going on around her—things like the wind in the trees, a car passing on the
street outside, Lizzie's father caling her again.

Busy Lizzie; a ghost of a amile touched Anni€'s lips as she wondered how old the girl was.

Makes you wonder what else you might have been blocking out, doesn't it?

She laced her fingers together and rested her chin on them in an unconscious attitude of prayer. It was
pretty hard to live a full and satisfying life when you literdly had to block out a major portion of the world
you were living in just to keep your-self sane. No wonder she was having so much trouble adjusting.

All right then, if she could admit that to herself, then she could stop hiding in the kitchen and go out to her
family, her beautiful, loving family who needed her, and she would make it work. She would.

She gave herself a menta push and, with what she hoped was a pleasant smile on her face, marched out
to sit down and finish dinner with her family.

There was no one sitting at the table.

Steady, now. Do not lose your grip again. Annie closed her eyes, counted to three, and then opened them
again.

She was still standing alonein an empty room.

ELEVEN

Okay, don't lose your grip again yet. Obvioudy they were here. Or someone was, anyway.

On the other hand, Annie thought, looking with apprehension at the plates of haf-finished food on the
table, how good a sgn was it when you had to search for something that would prove that both your family
and the dinner you had just been eat-ing with them really existed and were not in fact hallucinations?

She looked down at the chair she was leaning on. This was where she had been stting. Mom always
occupied the chair closest to the kitchen during meal times; that was the rule, or the tradition, or whatever in
just about any average, unremarkable, norma suburban middle-class nuclear family home.

Like this one, the Macintosh residence, where the four of them did dl those average, unremarkable,
norma suburban middle-class nuclear family things. Things like eating dinner and chatting about their
respective days. And then leaving the after-dinner clean up to Mom while they plopped themselves down in
front of the TV in the living room.

She could not actualy hear the TV but maybe that meant they were waiting for her to join them before
they put it on. Because it could have been that while her old, origina children, the ones she remembered (or
thought she remembered) would have stuck her with dl the clearing away and washing up, her new ided
children were actualy going to do the dishes for her later.

She made herself let go of the chair and moved around the table to the entrance to the living room.
Maybe she would find them dl dtting on the sofa—correction, sofas; there were two sofas now, as



gorgeous and idedl as her children—waiting for her to come in, so they could tdl her to sit down and relax,
they would handle the cleaning up tonight.

The dsight of the empty room was no less startling for the fact that she hadn't really expected to find
anyone there. What if they had run away, she thought suddenly. What if her continuing crazy behavior had
scared her entire family so badly that they had felt they needed to leave the house alto-gether, literdly
escape because they thought she might be dangerous? Even though she wasn't try-ing to be crazy.

Nobody tries to be crazy. Either you are crazy or you aren't.

She pushed the thought away and massaged her forehead with one hand. The quiet in the house that had
been s0 soothing barely a minute ago now seemed to press in on her from dl sides, as if it were part of
some force that wanted to isolate her and then swallow her up.

Now that was a pretty crazy idea for someone not trying to be crazy. Even if such a force existed, why
would it do that to you, what would be the reason?

The answer was in her mind before she could suppressit: to change me.

Annie put her face in her hands. My name is Annie Macintosh, she said to herself. Aslong as 1 iill know
my own name, it means I'm not atota loss. How many times would she have to tell her-self that before she
believed it, she wondered and moved dowly to the foyer.

She heard ancther car drive past the house fol-lowed by the man outside hollering for Lizzie to come in
and wash her hands again. Annie lifted her head, frowning as she listened.

God, what was it with that guy and this Pavlov-ian thing he seemed to have with traffic noise and his
daughter? It seemed like every time a car went by on the street, he took it as his cue to ydl for Lizzie to
come in and to wash her hands. Annie was aso beginning to think that Lizzie just might be one of those
kids best described as a pain in the ass.

Or maybe she was only hearing what she expected to hear now that she was paying attention to that
specifically. Lots of cars, whole fleets for dl she knew, must have driven past without anyone cdling out
for Lizzie or anyone else. Next she would start thinking that she could hear the sounds of neighbors who
had lived upstairs in some apartment complex from however many years ago. And while she was thinking
of it, how many years had it been since she had lived in a place where she had had upstairs neighbors
any-way? She couldn't seem to remember that, either.

Don't, Annie told herself as she ran a hand through her hair and looked around the living room. Don't you
dare start that. Do not start look-ing for stray threads you can pull that will cause you to unravel. You have
to stay focused on the here and now. Wasn't that what al the sdf-help gurus were aways teling people
they were sup-posed to do, stay focused on "the here and now?' Annie had to bite her lower lip to difle the
nervous laughter that had started to build up inside her. "The here and now." What the hell did that mean
anyway? What if "here" turned out to be some place you didn't recognize? And as for "now", wasn't it
always "now" no matter where you were?

She looked around the living room again.

W, the good news is, nothing in here has changed now, she thought. Or at least, none of it had changed
since the last time everything had changed, anyway.

Nervous laughter threatened again, more strongly now and Annie had a strong feeling that if she gave in
and let hersdlf start laughing, she might never be able to stop. Automatically, she started to look at the
family portrait over the mantd and then thought better of it.

No, she thought, averting her gaze downward and turning away. There was absolutely no reason for her
to keep checking on that damned picture unless she redly was determined to drive herself crazy. She had
developed some kind of secret, weird obsession with it that she hadn't even been aware of until yesterday,
when the stress of moving to a new house had fried her brains and crumbled her cookies. She had to stop
teling herself crazy things.

She didnt try tdling herself anything at dl except that she should have a look around and find out where
her family had gone. After she found Phil and Tess and Sean, everything else would either fdl into place or
become someone else's worry.

Her gaze fell on the staircase. Had they dl gone upstairs?

Maybe Sean had suddenly reverted to his old ways, she thought almost hopefully. Maybe he had gotten
bored with his new, nice persona and decided to reduce his sister to a weeping, hysteri-cal bundle of raw
nerves who had locked herself in her room. If that was the case, then Philip would have gone up after Tess
and was now trying to per-suade her either to come out of her room or to let himin so he could try to cam
her down.

As soon as she started toward the staircase, she heard the murmur of voices just above her. There, she'd
been right, Philip and Sean and Tess had simply gone upstairs. No sobs or shouting, but she decided that



was dl right; it wasn't redly so bad not to have a hysterica teenaged girl to ded with. If that was a
permanent change, she welcomed it.

She opened her mouth to cal up to them about missing dessert or something equaly innocuous and
suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to keep quiet instead. Very, very quiet. She moved on tip-toe to the side
of the stairs and flattened herself against the wall, straining to hear the conversation taking place only a few
feet over her head.

"Dad, what are we going to do about this? She's just not getting any better," Sean was saying tensely.

"No, she sure isn't," Tess added. "1 thought she was going to be dl right. 1 thought she was pulling herself
together, but then she said that thing about forgetting that Sean played Little League. If anything, she's
getting worse." The girl sounded as if she were on the verge of tears, abeit the non-hysterical kind.

A heavy dgh; that was Philip. "1 know, kids. 1 know."

"So what're we going to do?' Tess asked.

"Wdl, we have to help her, of course,” replied Sean. "Only... Wdl, how? What are we going to do, Dad?"

There was no sarcasm, no impatience in his voice, only compassion. Her son was showing sen-sitivity
and concern. That was something good, Annie thought; so why was it scaring her?

"We're going to do whatever it takes to make her better," she heard Philip promise them. "That's dl we
can do. I've aready made some calls."

Annie covered her mouth with one hand. "Some cals?' What did he mean by that? And who had he
made "some calls' to?

"Dad, will she have to... Well, you know... Go away somewhere?' Tess asked unhappily.

"Just for awhile" Phil said gently. "But you two don't have to worry. You know that I'll always be here

for you."
Annie was horrified to redlize that he was speak-ing in the same soothing tone he had aways used to tell
her everything was dl right-No, not him, not this man. He had never made her fed better, he was some
stranger, just some guy she had never seen before. The man who had taken her in his arms and reassured
her, that had been the other Phil, the original. The one whaose face she could no longer bring to mind but
who she could remember dl the same.

He had vanished in the middle of a kiss and changed into this new, improved Phil, or he had been
replaced by him, to go with the new, improved Sean and the new, improved Tess and the new, improved
Czonka.

The problem was, she wasn't the new, improved Annie, she was the same old one. She didn't go with
them, she was the odd one out. So they had no choice. The only thing they could do was send her away.

Unless she did something about it first.

She turned around blindly, thinking that the first thing she had to do was get out of ther vicinity and
bumped her hip on an antique half-circle occa-sional table with a cut-glass vase of flowers on it. She
managed to catch the vase before it fell and smashed to hits on the floor but the skinny table legs scraped
on the hardwood floor, making a squeaking noise that seemed as loud as a fire alarm.

The murmuring she had been listening to upstairs abruptly went slent.

"Honey?" asked Phil after along moment, raising his voice.

Annie froze with her hands on the vase, not dar-ing even to breathe. Maybe if she held perfectly ill,
they would think it was just Czonka.

"Honey?' Phil said again. "Annie, honey, is that you?"

Now she could hear their footsteps starting to come down the stairs and she bolted for the kitchen. The
cordless phone was lying on the idand counter. Annie grabbed it up but her shak-ing hands fumbled the
deek receiver and she juggled it like a hot potato for what seemed like an eternity before she findly
managed to grasp it right side up.

Fortunately, she did much better at diding. Her fingers danced quickly on the keypad, tapping out
Y asmine's number with the ease of long habit.

There was only one ring. Then she heard Y asmine's voice.

"Thisis Yasmine Haleem. Please |eave your name, number and a brief message. Have a great day!"

Annie forced herself not to panic at the sound of the answering machine, remembering that Y asmine had
told her she amost always screened her cdlsin the evening. Many of her more nervous Real Estate clients
could often forget what time regular business hours began and ended, she had said. Which Annie figured
could not be terribly surpris-ing if these were the same people who also tended to forget their own names
or how many children they had. She waited for what seemed like another eternity before the answering
machine finaly beeped.

"Oh God, Yasmine, if you're there, pick up! Please!" she half-whispered into the receiver.



Nothing.

"Pease, Yasmine. | need your hep!" Annie begged.

Still nothing, not even mild static.

"l mean it, Yasmine. | don't know what to do!" she sobbed. "They're going to send me away! Y as-mine,
please pick up the phone, please—"

"Annie?' came Phil's voice from the living room. "Where are you, honey?'

Shefroze.

"Mom?"' Sean'svoice, alittle bit closer.

"Oh God, Yasmine, they're coming. 1 have to get out of here—" Annie dropped the receiver. She flung
open the kitchen door and received a fresh shock as she found herself confronting not the ill-unfamiliar
back yard, vague and indigtinct in the late evening shadows but a darkness far too absolute to cal night.

She teetered on the balls of her feet for a fraction of' a second while a multitude of things whirled through
her mind: the sound of her family, or who-ever those people were, coming to get her so they could send her
away, the living room furnishings that couldn't possibly belong to her, the expensive china on the dining
room table gill waiting to be cleared, the poodle that was not Czonka—no, he wasn't Czonka, he wasn't and
he never had been— a cut-glass vase on an antique table she had never seen before, Yasmine and her
perfectly rationa explanation...

But most of dl herself, standing in this house, this kitchen, trying to tell herself that these three strange
people redly were her family when she knew better.

How could she think something like that? What in God's name would make her think she should just go
dong with whatever everyone said, what in God's name would make her think she could do such a thing?

In the distance, that voice again, the man she had heard before, cdling a familiar name. How many hours
had that man been caling Lizzie for supper? Or had it actualy been days? Or did it just seem that way
because she used to hear him call-ing for Lizzie in the old neighborhood, too?

No, now that was ridiculous, too. She had been hearing that man cal for Lizzie only since they had
moved here, not back in the old neighborhood. Wasn't that right?

Or worse, maybe there redly wasn't any Lizzie and what she was hearing was just some lunatic that
happened to live in the neighborhood and oh, God, maybe she would end up the same way, cal-ing for Sean
and Tess and Phil over and over, dl day long and into the too-black night.

Unless they sent her away ...

Hurling herself out of the door and into that utterly unbroken blackness fdt like jumping off a cliff.

She expected to sumble over something imme-diately and raised her arms to shield her face. But for
some strange reason, she couldn't feel anything at dl, not even her feet touching the ground. That had to be
because she was aready fdling, Annie thought, and felt her body automaticaly siffen, anticipating the
impact. But that was exactly the wrong thing to do, wasn't it? She had to relax her muscles or she would
hurt herself worse.

Relax, right. That was a good one. Fdling in the dark? Well, that was no big dedl, just chill out and hope
for a happy landing. Her nerves were scream-ing as her muscles tightened even more and the impact didn't
come and didn't come and didn't come and what kind of darkness was this, had she actually thrown herself
over a dliff after al?

Her forearms hit something solid, and the sensa-tion was completely wrong. Instead of grass or dirt and
rocks, it was something smooth and hard, like awall or a thick wooden board or—

The front door banged loudly against the wall behind Annie as she burst into the foyer. Blinking against
the sudden light, she staggered dl the way to the foot of the stairs and caught herself on the polished wood
ralling. For some unmeasured time, she hung there tdling hersalf that at any moment her mind and her
vison were going to clear and she would see where she redlly was.

Then she heard the voices coming from the kitchen, Sean saying he had just heard someone come in the
front door and Tess agreeing. Obvi-oudy her mind ill needed to clear if she was hearing things as well as
seeing them, but as soon as it did, she wouldn't be so disoriented and it wouldn't seem like she had run out
the back door and then almost immediately burst through the front door...

Phil called her name and everything snapped into focus. She backed away from the staircase, looking
around wildly. It had happened that way. She had run out the back door and ended up burst-ing through the
front door. It wasn't impossible.

Annie remembered something she'd once read, a science article about the structure of space. The article
had speculated that the surface of space was like a Moebius strip, a continuous surface that went on for
ever. However, if you could go through the gtrip, to the other side, you would be some-where else on the
surface, far, far away.



It was as if the house, her dream home, existed, but that when she went out one door, at the back, she
punched through the Moebius strip and came in the other door, at the front.

No, thought Annie. It was somehow smpler than that. It was as if she could see the garden, the front
yard, the back yard, the yards at the side of the house, but not actually experience them. She remembered
how no-one was redly interested in the garden or how it should look. Yasmine cer-tainly had shown no
interest in talking about the garden, ready as she was to talk for hours about the house.

But then, where did Phil go when he went to work? Where did the children go when they left the house
to go to school? Annie didn't know. She cared, but she didn't know.

No-one else, Yasmine included, sensible, sane, rational Yasmine, seemed to care very much about what
happened outside the house.

Annie cared, but she couldn't connect with the outside. Unless, of course, that too had changed since the
last change...

Without thinking, she turned and ran back out the front door again. This time, however, the black-ness
she threw herself into was gone in an eye blink and she found herself skidding to a stop in the middle of the
kitchen.

"Annie?' called aman's voice anxioudly.

At least she thought he said Annie. She might have heard it wrong, however. Maybe it hadn't been Annie
. Maybe it had actualy been Lizzie. Suddenly she wasn't really sure any more. The two names sounded
nothing dike in the dightest but that didn't seem to matter. Maybe it was because she had heard two
different people cal the two names at exactly the same time.

"Annie?' Lizzie?

She fdl back against the marble counter, her breath coming in rapid, terrified gasps as the strange man
who claimed to be Phil appeared in the door-way with the two strange teenagers behind him.

"What are you doing?"' he asked her.

She shook her head, trying to catch her breath. The man watched her with a stricken expression and then
took a step toward her. "Annie—"

"No!" she shouted at him, terrified. "You leave me donel"

But she could see he was never going to do any such thing. None of them was ever going to let her be.
They dl redlly believed that they were her fam-ily and there was something wrong with her; they weren't
going to leave her aone, they were never going to leave her done, ever. They were going to do whatever
they had to do to help her, whatever it took.

She looked at the open kitchen door and the impenetrable blackness beyond. There was nowhere else to
go. The man took another step toward her and she rushed into the darkness beyond the door.

Immediately, she was running across the foyer dl the way into the living room before she findly managed
to stop herself against the back of the couch. The undeniable redlity of the upholstery under her hands was
too much for her and she broke down in sobs.

"Please, please help me" she wailed, with no idea who or what she might be appealing to. "Please...
Please..." Smearing the back of her hand across one side of her face and then the other, she looked around
the living room for some sign, some indication of what might be happening to her, some hint of how much
longer it would last and when it might possibly stop, if it ever could stop—

Then, with no warning, she found herself stand-ing in front of the fireplace, looking up at the portrait
hanging over the mantle.

"No," she whispered, putting both hands over her mouth.

The perfect faces smiled down on her, implaca-ble. Yes.

"No, no—"

Yes. Yes. Yes

The purebred poodle, and the ided Sean. The lovely, blonde girl who was now Tess. Handsome Phil,
more handsome than ever. And in their midst, Annie Macintosh.

Only now it was the right Annie Macintosh, that was. Not her, not the one that didn't belong, that didn't
know them and had no place among them but the matching Annie Macintosh, the one that went with this
house, and with the rest of them. Not that woman, but the perfect Annie Macintosh.

And the perfect Annie Macintosh was not a hys-terical housewife in an old T-shirt and worn out jeans
who was too busy freaking out dl the time even to run a comb through her stringy blonde hair or put on any
make-up.

The Annie Macintosh who lived in this lovely home was a well-groomed beauty with a neat, short cap of
shiny dark hair, fine bone structure, perfect skin, and a bearing that managed to be both regal and relaxed.

The Annie Macintosh who belonged in this fam-ily had the calm, self-possessed look of a woman who



would never even come close to freaking out because she was secure in the knowledge that everything
about her life was absolutely, postively perfect.
'Perfect.
Perfect.
Perfect.
TWELVE

If he was going to put a stop to this business once and for dl, Phil Macintosh thought as he went to close
the front door, he was going to have to take some very definitive action.

He aready knew exactly what that action would be. It was something that he had turned to before and it
had worked like a charm. No doubt it would be equally successful in putting an immediate and permanent
end to this peculiar outbreak of absent-mindedness that everyone in the house had seemed to come down
with dl of a sudden.

He would lay it down as law while they were dl 4ill at the table: from now on, whenever anyone forgot
to the close the front door, it was going to cost them real money. The charge would be one dollar the first
time, two dollars for a second offense, and ten dollars for every time thereafter. No exceptions; zero
tolerance.

Of course, what could possibly make a person forget to close their own front door in the first place was
beyond his understanding, Phil thought as he secured the dead bolt and put on the chain lock. But for some
mysterious reason, every so often al the members of the Macintosh household would develop the affliction
and, try as he would, he smply could not discern any particular cause for this sudden front-door-related
amnesia.

And if that wasn't strange enough, it also seemed to be contagious. As soon as one of them started
forgetting, they dl did it, himsalf included. Very weird, indeed; one of those little family quirks, he supposed.

Fortunately, a system of fines would cure al of them.

He was about to go back to the dinner table so he could make this announcement and finish his din-ner
when a flash of color in the living room caught his eye. Automatically, an enormous, happy smile spread
over his face.

"Oh, there you are, Annie," he said, going over to his wife and dipping his arms around her from behind.

She was staring at that family portrait again. God, but she loved to look at that thing. He thought that she
had to have memorized every line and color in it by now.

He could feel a certain amount of tension in her body as he hugged her, which he found rather sur-prising
. She had been working extra hard over the last couple of days to get dl of their belongings out of boxes
and packing crates and settled in the house. But that was typica of Annie. She didnt like to waste a
minute, everything had to be per-fect. Thistime, however, she had been working so hard he had started to
worry a little that she might be overdoing it.

Annie had quite literdly pooh-poohed his con-cerns. She was the only person he had ever met in his life
who actudly said, "pooh, pooh™ when dismissing something she considered to be a minor issue. And she
had certainly seemed more relaxed today, even going so far as to lay on that superb five-course dinner for
their firgt officid meal together in the new house. Of course, no one would ever know just by looking at her
that she had gone to so much trouble.

As always, she took her usua seat at the table— the one nearest the kitchen—with dl the casual grace
of someone who had a staff of twenty to pre-pare dl the meals for her while she took a nap.

But as soon as he touched her, he knew she ill needed to unwind a little more. This move must have
stressed her out even more than she had her-self had anticipated.

"Areyou okay, Annie?' he asked, concerned.

She turned around in the circle of his arms and smiled up at him. She redly was a classic beauty, he
thought, the kind usually described as ageless. How had he ever gotten so lucky?

"l was just looking at our picture,”" she said, dip-ping her arms around his neck, "and thinking how lucky |
am. 1 have a wonderful family, this beautiful new home—" she made a gesture that took in their immediate
surroundings and paused to look over her shoulder at the family portrait again. "It's perfect.”

"Just like you are," Phil said, meaning it. He stroked her short, dark hair—how he loved the way she wore
her hair—and then lifted her chin so he could kiss her.

Somewhere outside, a man's voice caled, "Lizzie! Dinner!"



"l mean now, Lizzie" her father said, his good-natured tone starting to show a little strain.

"Il be right there!" Lizzie called back from where she was gtting at the computer. "1 just have to finish
one last thing with my computer game!”

Sometimes it could redlly be hard to tear herself away, even when she knew Dad had made maca-roni
and cheese for dinner, which was her favorite. At times like this, for instance, when everything turned out
S0 romantic. Lizzie beamed at the two figures with their arms around each other on the screen. They redly
were perfect together, she thought.

She switched to another angle so she could look at the whole living room, including both the brother and
the sister in the background giggling while they watched their parents kiss. Abruptly the screen froze and
for a moment, she was afraid that it had crashed on her and she would have to start dl over again.

Then she saw the words at the bottom of the screen.

UPGRADE COMPLETE

What a relief! Happy now, Lizzie shut off the monitor, gected the CD-ROM and puit it back in its case.
She started to put it back in the box and then decided to leave it out, setting it on top of the handbook.

She could hardly wait to get back up to her room after dinner and resume the game. It seemed like she
had been waiting forever for the new release to come out. Of course, it always seemed like she had to wait
forever each time they announced there was going to be an upgrade.

She had been moving her little family through the same settings for so long that she had honestly begun to
think that even they had to be getting tired of everything.

What would the software company have thought if she had sent them an email to tel them that the
Macintoshes from the computer game were demanding improved living conditions, better back-stories, and
even complete makeovers for everyone in the family or they were going to crash? BSOD would stand for
Boredom Screen Of Desth.

Wedl, she didn't have to put up with dl that old stuff any more. The Macintosh family were in the new
house, and dl of them had gotten the personal improvements they deserved. She couldn't help thinking of
them in that way—she had been play-ing with them for so long and she knew the program so well. But
things had only just begun for dl of them.

As soon as she could be excused from the table, she was going to come back up here and read the
handbook from cover to cover, to make sure she didn't miss any of the new features. If Model Home 2.0
was anything like the earlier releases, it would take her at least two weeks before she found even half of
the Easter eggs.

She wondered if there might even be some way to play with the garden, to make that perfect and
romantic too. Her Grandma Lauren had a beautiful old-fashioned garden. Perhaps it would be nice if her
little family could go out in the garden? Per-haps it would be nice too if they had a grandmother, or a
great-aunt maybe, who could come over and tel this little girl stories.

It would only work, of course, if the little gifl were a lot younger, say around Lizzie's own age. She had
always been entranced by stories, espe-cialy those old fairy stories that her grandmother had given her.
Magical cats, toys that came dive, faraway countries where everything could be per-fect and there was
endless time for play: those had been the things she loved when she was younger. Just like the old doll's
house, now resting in a cor-ner of her room under a dust sheet. She had loved to move the furniture around,
move the little model people around, and to make up stories about them.

How much better it dl was now with the com-puter program—especially since it had been upgraded. She
wondered whether her own move-ment, from fairy stories in books via the games with the doll's house to
her computer and its upgraded program, was itself akind of upgrading of herself.

W, time enough to think of that after she had eaten. She put the program's box on the desk next to the
CPU and then hurried down to dinner before her Mom and Dad got too impatient.

Isthat really all thereistoit?

Isit really the case that the things we want are actually out of our hands, as are our reasons for
wanting them? Not to mention what it's going to mean for us if—no, make that when—we get them?

We all want to believe that, as good people, as responsible people, we know exactly what we're
doing at all times. We need to believe it. Just as we need to believe that we are motivated by only the
best of intentions—and that those intentions are strictly our own.

But as virtual reality becomes less virtual and more real, how can we be certain that we ourselves
are not just simulations after all? Can we really tell ourselves that we know beyond the shadow of a
doubt that we're not images of light and shadow on some high-res monitor located somewhere far
beyond the border of the things that are familiar to us, in that highly unfamiliar region of



ever-shifting shadows called The Twilight Zone?

]

It is one of those long-accepted truths that all human beings have both a real life and a fantasy life.
In fact, it would seem that the happiest and most well-adjusted among us are those people who allow
themselves to enjoy richly detailed and emo-tionally satisfying fantasy lives on a regular basis.

These fantasies inhabit a very special sort of realm, one that actually lies halfway between dreams
and reality. It is a place where we can indulge freely in speculation as to the possible out-comes of
certain choices we might be faced with. Or we might simply want to escape the rules and demands
that we are obligated to cope with during the course of any given day, or week, or month, or year...
or even lifetime.

While escaping reality is often seen as an activity that is somewhat less than worthwhile, it is also a
long-accepted truth that we all need to escape some-times. When we can escape for a little while
from the ordinary world that we have to live in, we can often return to it with a fresh outlook and
renewed energy to do the things we have to do, to handle our responsibilities. Those intangible
things we call fan-tasies are meant to provide each of us with a personal time off, a break.

This includes fantasies of the sexual variety as well.

Every one of us has sexual fantasies. It's only a matter of human nature. The things that we
can-not, do not, and/or will not do in real life, sexual or otherwise, are subject to no restrictions of
any sort in the imagination. Our sexual fantasies are harm-less of course, as harmless as any other
kind of fantasy we might engage in. Aren't they?

But all fantasies, whatever they may be and what-ever form they might take, can still have
consequences—just like anything else in our lives. Then we quickly find out that the consequences
are very real, when fantasy and reality change places, when time off turns into time too freely spent,
and the break extends well past its usual limit to be acted out in The Twilight Zone.

ONE

Another night, another totaly disheartening failure in bed.

Still, Ben kept trying to do it. Hetried for hours.

Hetried to doitin just about every postion he could manage, with no success whatsoever.

Then he tried them al again, every single one of them, just in case he had been doing something wrong
the first time through.

After that, he got desperate and tried to do it with his eyes closed.

Then he got redly desperate and tried to do it blindfolded—literaly.

The blindfold had been his fiancee's suggestion. Samantha had told him doing it that way always worked
for her when dl else failed. She had also claimed that it had the added advantage of being both cheaper and
safer than resorting to prescrip-tion medicine, no matter how reliable everyone else claimed it was.

At distressing moments like this, Sam would sometimes take the opportunity to remind him of where she
stood on the issue of medication, with only the extremely rare exception, virtualy dl pills could be at the
very mogt only a quick fix for symp-toms.

But none of them was redlly helping you, Sam had said, because what you actually had to do was address
the more serious issues that caused the symptoms in the first place and there wasn't a pill in the world that
had been designed to do anything so constructive.

What was even worse, though, was that smply treating your symptoms, no matter how unfortu-nate, by
tossing pills down your throat tended to encourage you to go on ignoring those serious issues. You would
take more pillsinstead of facing your problems head on and dedling with them in a constructive, proactive
way.

Besides, you aways seemed to run out of pills just when you needed them most. Then you would have to
hop out of bed in the middle of the night—and it was always the middle of the night, wasn't it? Throw on
your clothes and drive dl over town looking for a twenty-four hour pharmacy .



That was not the sort of thing that she called a miracle cure or even a quick fix, Sam had said. The only
thing she called that was a mgjor pain in the ass.

Privately, Ben had been extremely doubtful despite Sam's impressive track record. Which was to say,
she had certainly been right about alot of other things—maybe even most things. Without a doubt, she was
one very smart lady, which was one of the reasons Ben loved her so much to begin with.

But while doing it blindfolded may have had a one hundred per cent success rate for her, it did nothing for
him. It certainly didn't help his con-centration. Instead of shutting out any and dl distractions, it became a
distraction itsdlf . Trying to do anything with his eyes covered made him feel too insecure and vulnerable.

It just was not going to work for him and that was that.

Exasperated, he tore off the sleep mask, glanced at the clock on the nightstand and then rolled onto his
back to stare up at the celing in the dark bed-room, wishing he had ignored Sam's advice for once and
stopped at a drugstore to pick up some deeping pills.

Hell will be like this, he thought bleakly. Night after night after night without sleep. This had to be where
the expression "No rest for the wicked" had come from.

He rolled over onto his left side and gave his pil-low a couple of half-hearted daps. But was he, Benjamin
Baker, twenty-eight and recently pro-moted to senior photo editor for Brash magazine, readly and truly that
wicked?

His gaze wandered to the clock: 3:27am. That made it one whole minute later than the last time he had
looked.

Y es, apparently he really was that wicked. Maybe even worse.

Ben sighed heavily as he pulled the covers dl the way up to his neck and almost immediately kicked them
off. Findly, he did the one thing he had been trying to avoid even more than looking at the time again. He
rolled over onto his right side so that he was facing Samantha.

She was lying with her back to him, till as deeply asleep as she had been dl night, amost since her head
had hit the pillow beside him. Whatever chance he might have had of even just dozing lightly was
unequivocally wiped out by the sight of the gently ralling landscape of her body under the covers.

Then, perhaps in response to a fleeting but pleasant dream, she sighed softly without waking, which
made Ben decide that the whole business of deep itsdf was overrated and a blatant misuse of free time.
Whenever you were lucky enough to have a few hours to yoursdlf, it was far better to spend them in the
kind of activities that were a hdl of alot more gratifying than a periodic burst of rapid eye movements.

He raised himsalf up on one elbow and looked down at his fiancee's deeping profile. His soon-to-be-wife,
Samantha Ross. God, she was beautiful and it seemed to him as if she got even more beau-tiful every time
he looked at her. Her luxurious dark hair, her perfect, porcelain skin, her features— exotic dark eyes set in
a heart-shaped face with exquisite bone structure. She had that elusive and much-prized quaity he had
always called class, the kind of elegance associated with aristocracy. And at the same time, Sam had the
most sensuous and sex-iest lips he had ever seen, or fantasized about, or kissed, or fantasized about kissing.

And when he considered her from the neck down...

Great idea, Ben decided as a pleasurable haze filled his mind; he would consider her from the neck down
right now, with enthusiasm and in great detail, and for a very long period of time. He dipped an arm around
her waist and began to nuz-zle her neck. Samantha stirred, smiling as she made a soft, happy sound.

Ben did his hand down her side to her hip and moved on from there as she rolled over to face him. Her
half-open eyes glinted up at himin the dark.

"Ben?' she asked in a sleepy, sexy whisper.

"Mmmm," he said into her neck.

"Ben?' A little louder now, and not quite as deepy-sounding as before.

He said "Mmmm," again and went on nuzzling her neck while he caressed her.

"Ben," she sighed. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Shhh. Thisis a dream," he told her as he lifted his head and began to kiss her face. "It's just a beautiful
dream..."

She caught his hand beneath the covers. "It doesn't fedl like a dream.”

"Ah, but it is" Freeing his hand, Ben put one leg over both of hers and rolled her over on her side to face
him. "I'm not really doing this" he added, pulling her nightgown down from her shoulder so he could kiss the
bare skin. "Or this... Or even this. And I'm certainly not doing this. I'm not doing anything at dl, not a
thing."

Did this nightgown have some kind of fastenings, or was it one that she just dipped over her head? He
tried his hardest to remember.

"I'm sound asleep, just like you," he went on. "The two of us, we're really both sound asleep and nobody is



doing anything."

He hoped this was one of the gowns that just had some kind of fastenings, buttons or ties; then he could
just undo everything and—

Samantha pushed him away firmly.

"Benjamin Baker, you are not sound asleep and neither am |," she said, obvioudy wide awake as she sat
up and pulled her nightgown back into place. "And thisis not a dream."

"Then let'sjust pretend it is" Ben said plead-ingly and tried to pull her down close to him again.

"Ben. In case you've forgotten, we agreed." She pushed his arm aside and turned away from him to lie
down with her back to him again. "No more sex until we get married.”

S0 much for that scheme. He should have known she wouldn't fal for it, he thought as he stared
unhappily at the contours of her body under the covers. After dl, she definitely hadn't fallen for it last night,
or the night before that, or the night before that, or any other night when he had tried it.

What made him think that tonight would actu-ally turn out any differently in spite of this unbroken string of
failures was beyond dl under-standing, especialy his own. The triumph of optimism over common sense,
perhaps? Or maybe just naked desperation; no pun intended, but obvious and appropriate dl the same. The
only thing he knew was that he had to try something and he was not quite ready to concede defeat yet.

"Urn, just give me a little memory-jogger here, Sam. When did we agree to that again?' he asked with a
plaintive note in his voice that was sincere and unforced.

Samantha rolled over to face him. As surprised as he might have been, he wasn't too astonished to make
the mogt of the opportunity by kissng her passionately. She surprised him further by kissng him back with
equa enthusiasm, just long enough to rouse his hopes to the same level as his passion before she gently
pushed him away again.

"Thisis going to make the wedding night spe-cial," she insisted. "It1l be like everything's new again, like
we're gtarting over,”

"In that case, why are we procrastinating? Why don't we start over right now?' Ben reached out for her
again. "My name's Ben. And your name is?'

"Ben."

"Your name is Ben, too?' he babbled, hoping she wouldn't notice where his hand was. "Wha a
coincidence!"

She removed his hand as he began caressing her. "We are not going to do this" she informed him with
no-nonsense findlity. "Didn't you give Father Brendan your word?"

He made a pained face.

"Well? Didn't you?"' she prodded.

"Truthfully?' He gave her a deeply apologetic look from under his brows. "I had my fingers crossed.”

"Fingers crossed. Oh, that's a good one." Saman-tha's sigh was long and weary, "l sometimes wonder
how committed you are to dl this."

"Todl what?' asked Ben, honestly mydtified and a little bit alarmed.

"To us getting married.” There was an edge of impatience in her voice now.

"Hey, I'm committed, I'm committed," he said quickly. "I proposed, didn't 17"

Immediately, she softened. "Yes, you did. And very sweetly t00," she said, amiling at him happily.

"Wdl, there you have it." He lifted her hand to his lips and then started kissing his way up her arm. "So
maybe you could throw me a bone," he said, between kisses. "Once in a while? Now and then? Here and
there? Or how about just this once? Hmm?"

As he passed her elbow, he looked up to see how she was reacting. When he saw the expression on her
face, he let go of her arm and drew back.

"Okay, okay," he said and sighed mournfully. "No sex for sx months."

Sill staring at him with the same expression, she didn't answer.

"Thisisatest. Right?' he added. "Right?"

She remained silent.

Time to admit defeat, he told himsdf with enor-mous reluctance. "Don't worry, Sam. I'll pass" he
promised her. "I really will. And with flying colors. Youll see." He lay down again on his back and stared
up at the ceiling, wondering if he was going to be the only man in recorded history to die of enforced
celibacy. "That is, if | don't explode first," he added.

"You are not going to explode" Samantha promised him in a soothing voice. She looked down at him
fondly for along moment and then cuddled up close to him so she could lay her head on his chest.

He responded immediately by making a noise like a bomb whistling through the air and then blowing up as
it hit the ground. It was remarkably authentic considering he had not even attempted to make that kind of



sound effect since back in the days when he and his best friend had waged daily military campaigns with an
invisble army of thou-sands in the park at the end of their street. Back when his age had been in single
digits. Perhaps it was his knowing firsthand how it felt to be on the brink of detonation that made up for his
lack of practice.

After some unmeasured period of time, he real-ized that Samantha had gone peacefully back to Seep
while he was lying there staring at the ceiling like a plank of wood with eyes.

No, no—he didn't have that quite right. He was a plank of wood with eyes. And he might as well get
used to this new incarnation because there wasn't a damned thing he could do about it.

The slly boy, he had probably had the sleep-mask on for dl of five minutes, Samantha thought as she
settled in comfortably with her head on Ben's chest. Possibly not even that long but five minutes at the very
mogt, even though she had told him more than once that you had to give it a lot longer than that. Of course,
that was an improvement over the last time he had tried using the sleep-mask. He had only managed to
keep it on for a grand total of a minute and a half before he had started complaining that it wasn't working.

She had had to explain to him—for what seemed like the ten billionth time—that sensory deprivation
didn't work instantly, any more than any other highly rationa solution to a problem, no matter what it might
happen to be, whether it was getting a good night's sleep or ending world hunger.

But then, she couldn't even get the slly boy to stop cdling it a blindfold, for heaven's sake. All those
things that he, being a man, would associate with being blindfolded were no doubt only making the problem
even worse than it already was.

Men—was there a single one among them who wasn't both his own worst enemy and favorite plaything?

Such big babies.

Of course, that was aso part of what made them so adorable. They didnt cdl it "boyish charm” for
nothing, after al. But good God, they could be so high maintenance. In every respect.

She had gone over the rationale behind the sx months of pre-wedding abstinence to Ben more than once,
but judging from his behavior, it had yet to take. And that certainly wasn't because the man was stupid.
Every time she went through it and broke it down for him, he seemed to understand what she was saying.

Nor was he insengtive. Quite the oppodite, in fact, which had been somewhat of a surprise, as her initid
impression had been that he was a bit lacking in that area. Or, she had suspected, it might be more than just
ahit, after dl he was the senior photo editor at a men's magazine. Dirty pictures, hel-lo! But after she had
gotten to know him bet-ter, she found out she had been quite wrong about him in that department.

One of the other things she liked so much about him besides his sendgitivity, however, was the fact that he
didnt smply lust after women, he gen-uingly liked them. And he liked them alot.

Of course, any man who didn't have some spe-cid affection for women would have had severe problems
in Ben's line of work. But with Ben, it went much further than a mere fondness for images of the unclothed
female form.

Ben not only liked women, he also liked every-thing about women. He liked the whole idea of women,
took pleasure in their company, and as far as she could tel, literdlly couldn't live without them. He
appreciated women and respected them, which as far as Samantha was concerned made him perceptive,
intelligent and sensible as well as sensitive.

A man who loves women will always love you, as her daddy had once advised her so many years ago.

So perhaps it redly was much too unfair of her to make him go without for such a long period of time.
Depriving a man like Ben who loved women so much, it was hardly surprising that he couldn't sleep. It was
awonder that the poor baby could do anything at dl. God, he had to be going through pure hell. Poor baby.
Poor, poor baby! A ghost of a smile played on Samantha's lips as she fell asleep again. He would get over
it. Eventually.

TWO

As was s0 often the case, the first person Ben saw the next morning as he got off the elevator on the
twenty-fifth floor where the Brash offices were located was one of the ten most gorgeous women in the
world, at least as the Top Ten List stood as of nine-thirty am.

Actualy, he aimost collided with her as he was heading for the receptionist's desk, only barely managing
to stop himsdlf in time. Just his rotten luck, he thought as he stuttered something that was trying to be both
"Excuse me" and "Hi, there, I'm Ben, please let me be your devoted dave for-ever at the same time."

It would not have been a particularly forceful col-lison, just a minor bump that would have affected her



nowhere nearly as much as it did him. Of course, he aways considered it a pleasure to bump into a
beautiful woman, whether it was literdly or just figuratively. He didn't mind being bowled over.

But even as he was wishing the lovely lady with the long, shiny brown hair and green eyes and generous
mouth had knocked him flat on his back and then fallen down on top of him as well, he was reminding
himsdf that he was no longer available for that kind of happy accident and the only thing he should have
been thinking about right now was his upcoming wedding to Samantha.

Wow, that was quite a mouthful, he thought. And so was the pretty lady gracefully sdling past him and
out of the door. As luck would have it, she was followed by yet another of this morning's ten most beautiful
women in the world. This par-ticular knock out was a little bit taler, with perfect deep brown skin and
exotic, amond-shaped eyes. Everything else about her was very nicely shaped, too.

Colligon was not quite such a near thing with her, which Ben could not help feeling disap-pointed abouit.
Not that he was supposed to be wishing that beautiful young women would knock him off his feet, he
reminded himself again. Now that he and Samantha had agreed they were com-mitted to each other, he
had no business being in a reclining position in the presence of any other woman.

On the other hand, maybe if he were lying on the floor he might findly get some deep. Lying on the floor
aone, that was. Like that old saying by whomever goes, no rest for the wicked, Ben told himsdf as he
made his way toward the reception-ist's desk.

Naturaly, a third member of this morning's ten most beautiful women in the world was dtting in the
waiting area with her long legs crossed, leafing idly through a back issue of the magazine. As Ben strode
past, she looked up and gave him a smile even brighter and friendlier than that of the first two women.

Ben knew she was a model who had come in for an interview which she hoped would lead to a pic-toria
feature. This was something that would have been obvious to Ben even if he hadn't seen the portfolio case
propped up againgt the side of her chair. All the beautiful women who came in to be interviewed made a
point of giving everyone who walked through the reception area bright, friendly smiles, just on the off
chance that they might turn out to be someone important.

This was not something that made Ben think any less of them. He just happened to be one of the few
who truly understood how tough they had it in the modeling business since he made his living by being one
of the people responsible for making it so tough on them. While he would not have traded jobs with anyone
elsein the world (or amost anyone), he was sensitive enough to feel some regret at having to be one of the
people who made the lives of beautiful women more difficult.

But he al'so knew better than to take any of those bright, friendly smiles personally. Not that they |ooked
especialy artificia or insincere. After dl, these women were professional smilers. They dl knew what they
were doing, each and every one of them. In Ben's case, those smiles would be completely genuine and
heartfelt when the ladies found out he was the guy responsible for the decision as to which photos would go
into an issue of the magazine and which would be returned with a neutral apology and sincere best wishes
for future success.

It was judt that at his age and level of experience, he was no longer so easily dazzled. Wdl, it was that
and Samantha. All right, it was mostly Saman-tha, "mostly” in this particular instance being a synonym for
"virtudly al." If he were going to be perfectly honest, which he might as well be.

Samantha was not a modd, had no aspirations in that area, and in truth, had never entertained any, in
spite of the fact that she was without a doubt, the most beautiful woman Ben had ever met in his life. And
that was not merely the judgment of a man who was so smitten with a woman that the only way he could
see her was through the goggles of love. Most of the people Ben had introduced her to had assumed that
Sam was a model and that the two of them must have met during an interview at Brash.

He got areal kick out of seeing everyone's reaction when he explained that the gorgeous Samantha was
actudly a high-level computer scientist with the Fantadyne Corporation and, according to highly-respected
and expert sources such as Cnet.com, MSNBC, and a certain Mr B*ll G*t*s, one of the country's leading
programmers in dynamic three-dimensiond virtuad reality. To be dating and then to be engaged to this
remark-able woman whose extraordinary beauty was exceeded only by her geniusleve intellect had
changed Ben's life more dramatically than just about anything else that had happened to him since the onset
of puberty.

For one thing, he had a whole new perspective on relationships, or rather, what he had once thought of as
relationships. Compared to what he had with Samantha, dl of his previous attachments had been about as
deep and meaningful as cocktail-party chatter. Life in general seemed to have opened up as well, becoming
more interest-ing, more vivid, more stimulaing; heavy on the simulating. Being with Samantha made him
fed more actively alive.

But if the real, completely unadorned, stripped-naked truth were to be told, Sam was aso an enormous



boost to his ego on every level and in every way. Going out with a stunning model on his arm wasn't exactly
misson impos-sible, or even misson terribly difficult for him or for most of the guys who worked at Brash.
Of course, they dl would have bitten out their tongues before they would have admitted such a thing but
they dl knew it, each and every one of them.

Another thing they al knew at Brash but felt compelled to leave unmentioned was the fact that most
people would assume that their fortu-itous choice of career was pretty much the only reason gorgeous
women would even give them the time of day. Ben himself had always pre-ferred to think that while maybe
that was a fair description of the way things worked for a few of the guys, it was not at dl true in his case.
He liked to believe that he had enough going for him in the way of sex appeal and persondlity that beautiful
women would find him attractive for reasons that were completely unrelated to the progress of their
developing careers.

At the same time, he was inteligent enough to know that dl the other guys at Brash were think-ing
exactly the same thing, and that this was yet another hot topic that was never going to come up even
hypothetically in conversation around the fig-urative water cooler.

But then Samantha had walked into his life and changed everything just by being who and what she
was—s0 much more than an incredibly beauti-ful face. Not to mention her body (oh God, that body). You
could see how extraordinary she was just by looking at her, Ben thought, but not just by her physica beauty
. It was the way she carried her-self and the manner with which she regarded the world around her, the
cool reserve that never deserted her yet at the same time never made her seem cold and remote.

It had only taken a few minutes of conversa-tion with her for Ben to understand that she was something
very specia, and unless he had some-thing on the bal, he would never be able to hold her attention for
longer than a few minutes, if that. He had discovered that to have a woman like Samantha involved with
him in a serious way was a heady experience. When she had agreed to marry him, he had been happier
than he had ever been in hisllife.

He had aso been floored and deep down, he ill was. Once in awhile, an odd chill would touch the edge
of his mind and suggest that none of what he had with this extraordinary woman was real. But then he
would find himsdlf lying in bed next to Samantha, tossing and turning, unable to seep and trying to think of
ways to persuade her to change her mind about the period of pre-wedding celibacy she had gotten him to
agree to. That was when he knew without a doubt that everything in his life was dl very real. He could not
have made something like this up if he'd tried.

Now that he and Samantha were together, he had found that he was less inclined to eye hot young
models in quite the way he had before. Not as if they were hot young models who made him hot in the way
that they made the readership of Brash hot. But thanks to recent developments, he seemed to be making a
return to his old habits.

The enforced celibacy Samantha had indituted between them was definitely taking its tdl on his
perspective as well as his behavior. All it took was a few standard hotties smiling at him and boom!—he
was a total basket case. All right, maybe not a total basket case. But from the way he was staring at this
woman and her long legs right now, any casual observer might have gotten the impression that he felt it
was his duty to make her believe that he was a total basket case.

"Hi," he said a little desperately, hoping his amile looked more professional than dazzled. He findly
managed to wrench his gaze from her only to find himself nose to nose (or more precisdly, front to front)
with a blonde surfer-girl type near the reception desk. She aso gave him a bright, happy-to-see-you smile
that began to interfere with his ahility to walk and remember his own name.

"Hi," he told her as he backed away, aimost sumbling as the nearly irresistible urge to stop and get better
acquainted with her fought with the equaly powerful impulse to run like a greyhound and lock himsdf in his
office. If only his office had had a lock.

Smiling back at her helplesdy, he findly man-aged to get himsalf turned around and then nearly bumped
into three more beautiful models who were about to check in with the receptionist.

"Excuse me" he pleaded, suddenly finding him-salf surrounded. He had to hold onto the edge of the
receptionist's desk as if it were the only thing keeping him afloat in the middle of a turbulent ocean.

The receptionist was a forty-ish knockout named Ruby Pandiscio who had been on the job for about six
months. She was highly skilled at directing traffic and dealing with the quirky staff, and when it came to
handling the gorgeous models who descended on them every working day, she was nothing short of a
diplomatic genius; and that included the more highly-strung ladies who might put on a good show of being
relaxed but were given away by their white knuckles.

Ruby seemed to be paying little attention to him and she said nothing to him directly, but Ben could tell
that she found his current predicament highly amusing.



"Hey, there," he said, nodding at a petite brunette with bright blue eyes. She had a cute lit-tle chin that
seemed to be begging him to take it between his thumb and forefinger so he could tilt her face up and kiss
her.

No. He wasn't supposed to think of things like that, he told his brain.

His brain replied with the information that it, not he, was in charge of the thinking while everything else
was his responghility, thank you, and that was just the natura order of things.

Just his luck to have a brain with a mind of its own, Ben thought as the woman made a smal move
toward him, offering her hand and starting to say something. He couldn't help drawing away with a dight
flinch, bumping into a pleasantly firm presence behind him.

"Hi, there!” he blurted, jumping back as if she had burned him—which she had, in a way—and knocked
againgt a second woman. Or rather, he knocked against a part of her that he wished he hadn't been able to
identify, didn't dare look at, and now couldn't stop thinking about.

From the way she brushed her shoulder-length, pale blonde hair back from her shoulders, he knew she
wasn't going to take offense at this minor acci-dent.

"Ho, there!" he added with a nervous laugh as a third woman smiled a warm greeting at him. This one
was the worst of dl. He had to force himsdf to stare fixedly at the spot between her eyebrows because it
was the only way to keep himsdf from staring fixedly at the long, sexy bare midriff on dis-play between her
tiny bandeau top and her low-rise jeans. He did not dare adlow himsdf to look at dl that supple, naked and
excruciatingly nearby flesh; otherwise he might not be able to stop himsdlf from dipping his arms around it.
Her, rather.

Even worse, the lady with the great abs did not seem as if she would have been terribly inclined to put a
stop to this, judging from the way she was eyeing him. He already knew that he could expect no help from
his brain, either. Damn, but it was getting harder dl the time. Life as a whole, and cer-tain other things in
particular.

Ben snatched both hands behind his back and used the weight of his body to trap them against the desk.
He could hear Ruby Pandiscio behind him chuckling deep in her throat.

"I, uh," he floundered. "l—uh, yes, | work here. 1do, in fact, work here."

Of course, dl the models wanted to shake his hand now, which was bad, very bad. If they touched him,
he wouldn't have a chance. He would smply explode, melt down and die, leaving behind nothing more than
astain on the carpet to be steamed out by the janitorid staff after business hours.

He looked up at the skylight as if that might actually cause some kind of helpful sgn or wonder to
suddenly appear out of nowhere. Something like a rope ladder dangling from a helicopter, for instance.

Nothing appeared, not even abird.

"I'm, ah, senior photo editor here at the, uh, the whaddayacallit—the magazine," he babbled at the women
with only a vague idea of what actually might be coming out of his mouth.

His despair close to total now, he turned a plead-ing gaze to Ruby Pandiscio on her throne behind the
desk dthough he didn't have the faintest idea of what she could possibly have done to help him out short of
hitting the fire alarm.

For her part, Ruby pretended that she had for-gotten he was even there at dl as she murmured, "Brash
magazine, how may | direct your call?"' into the microphone of her headset.

As Ben stared at the models who were now standing side by side in front of him, he felt as if he were
looking at an insurmountable wall of beauty. He was practicaly like the poor bastard in that famous story
by Edgar Allan Poe: "The Cask of Amontillado." Only in this case, he was being walled up dive with
beautiful women instead of bricks.

Beautiful women and their navels, he added to himself. There was the one with the bare midriff, of
course, but while the other two were a bit more covered, their cute little innies were aso on display for the
world in general to see and for him in par-ticular to admire.

"If you have any photos you'd like me to look at," Ben told the models and their bely buttons as he held
onto the desk and tried as hard as he could to look casua while he backed dowly away from them, "I'd be
very happy—very, very happy—to, ah... look... &, uh, you know... anything you've got."

The women were dl even more delighted with him for this wonderful offer and hefted their port-folios by
way of letting him know that this was definitely his day to be very, very happy because they just happened
to have photos they wanted him to look at.

Fortunately for Ben, they had to step back to do so which opened up a space just large enough for him to
dart through. He sprinted dl the way to his office without looking back.

At its heart, Brash was, first and foremost, a men's magazine in the origind, classic sense of that term, ieg, it



published photos of gorgeous, mostly nude women and advertisements from companies who aso wanted a
great ded of exposure and were will-ing to pay a fortune for the privilege.

Each issue of the magazine was carefully designed and lad out so that these two crucia and
indispensable elements could be presented as beautifully as possible. Once those two things were taken
care of, any space left unoccupied was filled in with whatever amount of text was necessary to give each
ad a reasonable area of exclusive display. Competitors tended to object when they found themselves too
close together.

Besides being a man with a fondness for photos of beautiful women, the founder of the magazine, now
sadly deceased, had aso been well-informed and well-read with a lively and curious intellect. As a resullt,
the text filling the areas between the photos and the advertisements was, more often than not, worth
reading.

Part of this was due to the fact that high adver-tising revenues allowed Brash to pay writers as much as
it paid models. Not that it actually did pay anything of the sort. It actualy paid writers only a fraction of
what it paid beautiful, naked women to pose for photos. But it could have.

Even so, that fraction was 4ill substantidly greater than the rates offered by most other mar-kets and
each year, there was a token cost-of-living increase that in redlity fell laughably short of the actual cost of
living. Of course, the writers them-selves were unaware of any of these discrepancies. Accustomed as
they were to settling for much smaller amounts of money, it never entered their minds to question anything.
The only thing any of them wondered about was how to sdll to Brash more often.

This was why the department responsible for the smallest amount of the magazine's content was just as
busy as any other area of Brash, and more often than not even busier.

Ben could not think of any time when he had run into anyone from editorid who wasn't literdly run-ning
somewhere wild-eyed with panic—usualy down to the production department to insert a cor-rection and
usualy about ten seconds before it would be too late. It was Ben's opinion that the crew in editoria redly
had to work much too hard for a living, and he wasn't alone. This sentiment was shared by everyone else at
Brash, including the editoria department.

Thus, whenever he felt the inclination to com-plain about his job, Ben would think of al those poor
bastards in editorial, chained to their desks in a rat's-maze arrangement of cubicles reading through reams
of text without so much as a single photograph to break things up. All they did day in and day out, week
after week, month after month, was try to dig their way out from under an ever-growing mountain of text.
That was it. That was dl they ever did because it was dl their job descrip-tion said they could do.

Except maybe they took a break now and then so they could pray that medical science would find a cure
for eyestrain in their lifetime.

Of courseg, it wasn't like Ben didn't suffer from a little eyestrain himsdf now and then, especidly after a
particularly long day of looking at pictures. But what pictures! Definitely worth getting eye-strain over!

Plus, he had the pleasure of working in espe-cidly nice surroundings. Brash's late and sincerely lamented
founder had paid top dollar to keep the best industrial designers in the country on retainer. Part of the
reason was smply to provide an aesthetically-pleasing working environment for the employees. With the
exception of the poor bas-tards down in editoria, of course. All they ever did was read, an activity for
which they hardly needed an environment at dl, let alone an aesthetically-pleasing one.

However, Brash's founder had also fet it was just as important to impress the hdl out of any and al
vigtors to the premises, whether they were bike couriers, account executives or beautiful women. But
especidly beautiful women, since they tended to get a lot more naked a lot more quickly when they were
impressed with the surroundings.

What this meant was that every five to seven years, the staff could expect to suffer through a somewhat
extended period of inconvenience due to substantia redecoration and/or re-arrangement (except, as
previoudy mentioned, for the editoria department). The latest round had concluded about four months ago
but for Ben the novelty had yet to wear off. Everything dill looked and felt brand new to him, his office
included.

As classy and appedling as the new decor was, it redly had taken some getting used to, and Ben ill
wasn't terribly sure when he was going to feel completely acclimatized. Having an office with translucent
glass walls and a mostly transparent door made him feel a little on the exposed side. Although it wasn't a
total loss of privacy, as it turned out. Since the walls were only translucent, you couldn't actualy see
through them. So it was redlly not as if he had to spend eight or more hours a day at work in a fish bowl or
on display in a store window.

But from outside in the hallways you could see shapes and movement, so it was usudly possible to tdl at



a glance whether people were actualy in their offices or not. This feature was extremely inconvenient for
those times when you might want to dip out early without letting anyone else know. On the other hand, it
did give you some advance warning if someone was waiting in your office for you, knowledge that was
often useful or at least wouldn't do you any harm.

Ben was surprised to see that there was someone sitting behind the desk in his office this morning. But
then he remembered that Garrett Wilson had mentioned he would be coming by early to do some kind of
quick, after-care diagnostic on the computer for him. Just as a persona favor, from an alpha computer geek
to his poor, technologically-challenged friend, as Garrett himsdlf put it.

Sure enough, it was Garrett, who looked up briefly from whatever complicated thing he was doing on the
keyboard as Ben cameiin.

"Have you seen the women out there?' Ben asked him, feeling only too glad of the company, especialy
since it was the sympathetic male vari-ety. He paused for a moment to peer back down the halway
through the glass door, hoping that none of the women had followed him while at the same time wishing that
every single one of them had. "Well? Have you?"

Garrett took a bite of a powdered doughnut with-out saying anything. Ben could not remember ever
seeing him a work on a computer without a pow-dered doughnut close to hand. Powdered doughnuts
seemed to be as much a part of his equipment as any of the other tools he used. And, in Garrett's case,
they were about as fattening. As far as Ben could tell, the only way he ever gained weight was when he let
his unruly black hair get a hit too long and wild. Like it was now.

The longish hair usualy meant Garrett was on one of his periodic woman-hunts. The ladies, he had
explained to Ben once, redly liked long curly hair on certain guys, alpha geeks in particular. So Ben was
pretty sure that Garrett had seen the women out in the reception area; they would have been impossible to
miss. But Garrett had probably seen them in much the same way he had seen the women on numerous
framed covers of Brash back issues decorating the walls in Ben's office, women who were wearing quite a
lat less than the models in reception and looking unabashedly pleased about it, ie, without a whole lot of
interest-That was the thing about Garrett. For dl that he clamed to be on the lookout for a nice lady to
hook up with, preferably someone hot, what put him at a distinct disadvantage was the fact that his idea of
hot was a naked motherboard. Or at least it had seemed that way to Ben in the dozen years they had been
friends.

It wasn't a perspective that Ben could ever have subscribed to or even understood, but he was happy
enough that Garrett did, if for no other rea-son than because Garrett had known Samantha longer than he
had. In fact, Garrett had introduced them to each other.

At the time, Ben had understood immediately that Garrett and Samantha had known each other for quite
along time and were fairly close friends. His first thought was to wonder exactly how close they were. It
was a great relief to find out that the only passion they shared had to do with computers and Garrett was
nowhere near as close to this beautiful woman as he was hoping to get.

THREE

Later on, after his hopes had been realized, it occurred to him that if his friend Garrett had been even a little
less fascinated with hardware than he was with females, it might have been a lot more difficult for him to
get Samantha's attention. It would also have been a lot more problematical. Competing with a close friend
for a woman was the sort of thing that was always extremely haz-ardous to a friendship. Having known
Garrett for as long as he had, Ben wouldn't have enjoyed tak-ing that risk.

Not that something so unfortunate would neces-sarily have stopped him, of course. He smply wouldn't
have enjoyed it.

But to his way of thinking, when a woman like Samantha came into your life, giving her up was not an
option. He would have given up amost any-thing else before he could have brought himsaf even to
consider giving up Samantha. He would have given up his car or even sworn off driving atogether in favor
of public transportation if she had insisted on it. Thank God he hadn't had to agree to anything of the sort,
but he could see him-sdf doing it for Sam's sake. He would have given up eating medt, if she had wanted
him to. He would have given up beer and/or any other form of acohol.

Hell, hewould have given up air.

He was now beginning to suspect that it would have been easier to give up any of those things than the
sacrifice he was currently making at her request.

Strangely enough, of everything he might have imagined she would ask him to forego, at least temporarily,



sex was the last thing that would have occurred to him. Sam had gone out of her way to let him know that
she had absolutely no com-plaints about that part of their relationship—making use of unambiguous terms
like the best—as well as "no, redlly, I'm not kid-ding, pogtively the best ever and the only man I'll ever want
for the rest of my life."

Given that sort of feedback, the one request he had never expected to hear her make, in bed or out of it
was celibacy .

"Have you seen them?' Ben asked again. "There are nines out there. There are nine-point-nines. There
are whole tens. No, forget tens. | think | even saw a tweve."

"Uh-huh." Garrett finished the last bite of the doughnut and flicked a small cloud of powdered sugar from
his fingers into the air. It fdl like a fine snow onto Ben's desktop. "You and Samantha ill not having sex,
eh, big boy?"

Ben glanced down at himsalf and winced. "Isit that obvious?'

"| feel your pain, chief,” Garrett said, his voice flat and unemotiond as he turned his attention back to the
computer screen. He typed something rapidly on the keyboard and then nodded, looking pleased.
"Meanwhile, back here at the ranch, that was one nasty virus that attacked you," he added, rea feding
returning to his voice. "Good thing you did as | told you to for once and backed up your hard drive.
Otherwise you redlly would have been screwed, and way beyond anything | could have done to help you.
Ninety-nine per cent of dl com-puter disasters would actualy be non-events if people would just take five
lousy minutes to back up the hard drive."

Ben closed his eyes for a moment, thinking he should probably tell Garrett not to use words like screwed
and hard drive right now.

It took him a few moments of carefully focused concentration before he was finaly able to walk again,
abeit dill with some dight discomfort. He managed to make his way over to the desk where Garrett,
oblivious to his difficulties, was busly fishing through his tech bag. Ben was about to ask him what he was
looking for when he pulled out a jewel case with an unlabeled DVD in it, which he held up briefly for Ben
to see before popping the disc out and dipping it into the computer.

"So, what's that. Some more of your famous post-virus computer after-care?' Ben said before he could
think better of it. Most of the time, he made it a strict policy never to ask Garrett about anything that had to
do with the function, maintenance or repair of any computer, his own in particular, if he could possbly avoid
it. This was because Garrett would be only too glad to tell him, in detail and at great length, and, of course,
Ben would have absolutely no idea of what he was talking about.

Once in a great while, however, Garrett would feel the strange need to take it upon himsaf to make an
actual attempt at explaining something to him even though he had not asked. The only rea-son Ben could
think of for Garrett doing such a thing was his relationship with Samantha—which was to say, somehow,
Garrett had gotten the extremely mistaken impression that something of Samantha's techie nature had
findly rubbed off on him.

Ben aways did his forceful and unambiguous best to discourage Garrett from expounding on anything
even vaguely concerned with computers by sticking his fingers in his ears and singing loudly. As far as he
was concerned, any and dl issues, facts, procedures, useful tidbits, amusing anecdotes, apocryphal stories
and outright jokes related to computers were a matter of need-to-know.

Or, in his case, did not need to know—which was to say, since Garrett and Samantha knew about
computers, it meant that Ben most definitely did not.

At the moment, his friend was pushing a very complicated-looking high-tech piece of equipment at him
with more than the usua amount of insis-tence. Ben took the thing from him with a reluctant frown and
looked it over. It was actualy a fancy set of goggles, the kind that appeared to be used with the more
expensive (and therefore, as far as Ben was concerned, more incomprehensible) variety of computer
game.

"What's this?" he asked his friend a bit suspi-cioudly.

"What's what? Oh, you mean this?' Garrett motioned at the hardware and grinned at him. "This is only
the best sex you're not having. And it's absolutely, one hundred per cent guilt free." He gave Garrett's hand
asmdl push upward, prodding him to put them on. Even more wary now, Ben took a closer look at them
instead.

They were very complicated. All right, these were the full-immersion variety that Garrett was always
trying to convince him were so great. Except Ben had never seen any goggles that were quite this fancy or
sophigticated. The part meant to go over your eyes was sndl, deek, compact; it looked more like something
that had come out of the type of research and development laboratory that Sam worked in rather than the
latest high-tech toys. Ben handled them gingerly, as if the sensors he could see in the straps might somehow



cause them to come dive on their own and try to clamp onto him.

"A virtua sex program?' he said as Garrett reached over and pulled a dender cord out from the
frame-work. "Thisis a joke, right? | mean, you redlly are kidding. Aren't you?'

Garrett gave him a smug, knowing look through half-closed eyes.

"Oh, come on." Ben wrinkled his nose in disgust. "Give me a break here, will you? In case you have
somehow failed to notice, Garrett old buddy, I'm not sixteen years-old anymore. | don't need some-thing
like this. 1 love my fiancee."

"And you make a very cute couple," Garrett agreed, plugging the cord into Ben's computer. "Believe me,
dl your friends think so, hers and yours both. But trust me, this has nothing to do with Samantha. Sensuous
Cindy is the greatest pro-gram Fantadyne's ever cooked up.”

Ben looked from the goggles to Garrett with a frown. "Fantadyne?' he said, puzzled. "The Fanta-dyne?
The one that makes the game simulations? The one that Samantha works for?"

"Give that man a cigar," said Garrett and wiggled his eyebrows, adding, "But I'll bet you anything you care
to name that she didn't work on this sucker."

Ben's frown went from puzzled back to suspi-cious. "So how did you happen to get a hold of it?' he
wanted to know.

"Aw, that was easy," Garrett said with exagger-ated carelessness. "Easy, peasy, lemon-sgueezy, in the
words of the prophet. It was none other than Mr Robert Newton himself who financed the entire project.”

Ben's suspicious frown vanished as his jaw dropped. "Our Robert Newton, you mean? Brash's dear
departed publisher?'

"Give that man another cigar. Frankly, though, | haven't got the faintest idea what you could possi-bly do
with a cigar if you had one" Garrett added with a smirk. "Samantha probably doesn't let you smoke, either.

And even if she did, you ill wouldn't have a single thing to smoke about in the first place.”

He chuckled, hugely pleased with his own wit and then went on quickly as Ben started to say some-thing
in protest. "Yes, indeed, that was Brash magazine's good old Newton. Man spent millions to finance a
crash project to produce what he was hop-ing would be the perfect sex program. Then the minute it gets
good enough to put into beta testing, the poor guy dies of a heart attack.” Garrett chuck-led again. "But you
know what they say—every cloud has a silver lining. Even a dear, departed pub-lishing cloud like Newton.
Besides, you've got to admit that it was probably the way he wanted to go."

"Uh-huh,” Ben said with a grimace of displea-sure. "As fascinating as dl of this may be—not to mention
lurid, tasteless, and unsavory—I'm afraid I've also got to admit that I'm not real sure it's a whole lot in the
way of a truly attractive or com-pelling recommendation.” He looked down at the goggles in his- hand
again. "And pardon me for mentioning it, but you ill haven't answered my question,” he added. "How did
you get your apha geek paws on it?'

"No problemo, not for an alpha geek, chief." Garrett shrugged, looking modest. "Or at least, not this alpha
geek. I've got a friend on the insde who sneaked me a copy of the beta."

"Okay, 1 was jugt curious,” Ben told him. "But something else I'm a lot more curious about here. Have
you tried this thing?'

"Oh, please." Now Garrett drew himsdf up with an air of mock dignity and mimed straightening a tie that
Ben had never known him to wear. "l live by a code, sir, and in this case | am not referring to binary. 1
would never kiss and tell. Not this apha geek."

"Uh-huh," Ben said again, his suspicious expres-sion returning. It was his experience that one-upmanship
was in fact the real code that just about every geek, apha or otherwise, lived by. Any time one of them got
lucky in any way, the news was usudly dl over the Internet in a matter of min-utes, and that went double
for Garrett.

If avirtud sex program like this had become in any way available to the apha geek elite—the most apha
of the aphas—then Garrett certainly would not have been the only geek who had gotten access to it. Even
if Garrett had for some reason redly overcome his natura inclination and managed not to broadcast his
good fortune far and wide, it was hard to imagine that any of the other geeks would actually have decided
to keep quiet about it as well.

"Oh, come on now, chief,"” Garrett was saying as he began packing up his equipment. "Just how long have
you got left on your sentence now? Six more months of solitary celibate confinement until your wedding
night? And gtill not a chance in hell of parole?’

Yeah, it had definitdly been a mistake for him to have confided in Garrett about the little agreement that
Samantha had managed to tak him into, Ben thought unhappily. Even as he had been teling Garrett al
about it, he had been wondering some-where in the back of hismind if he might somehow come to regret



letting his friend in on that particular bit of information about his private life after al.

But instead of following his better judgment, he had decided that of dl the people he was close to, Garrett
would have been the last person to give him a hard time about it. Besides the fact that Gar-rett was his
oldest friend and had aways shown himself to be trustworthy in the past, there was aso the fact that the
guy redly was an apha geek and most alpha geeks were acquainted with dl kinds of celibacy. Particularly
the kind that didn't involve a woman speaking directly to them, even to say no. Or to say anything else. Or
even, for that matter, to be in close enough proximity to ignore them in the first place.

Wedl, chak up another lesson he'd had to learn. the hard way: when it came to matters of sex, no one
would show you any mercy. But Ben supposed it could have been worse. His friend might actualy have
had a girlfriend himself.

Garrett picked up his tech bag and turned to him with an expectant look. Ben only made a pained face at
him. "Hey, this is dl your decison and no one else's, chief," Garrett said with a shrug. "I'm certainly not
going to tell you what to do." His gaze fell on a amdl scatter of photos on Ben's desk and he helped himself
to one of them, tucking it into one of the many pockets on the geek vest he aways wore. "Or what not to
do, as the case may be."

How about that, Ben thought, staring after his friend as he headed for the door. Apparently Garrett did
find a woman now and then whom he thought was more interesting than a naked motherboard to look at
after dl. Those famous wonders that would never cease had struck yet again.

He knew that what he ought to do was tell Gar-rett to get his alpha geek ass back over to the computer
and get this program, whatever it was, off his hard drive right now. But it seemed that celibacy had had an
adverse affect on his reflexes; Garrett was out of the room before Ben could even make a sound.

Oh well. It would have to wait till Garrett's next service cal. Which, given the computer's track record of
malfunction and downtime, would be fairly soon. But seeing as how the cranky thing happened to be
running just fine right now, how-ever, the wiser course of action would probably be for him just to get busy
with whatever he had to do and try to accomplish as much as possible before his computer decided it had to
start working on its next nervous breakdown.

After dl, it wasn't like he could afford to sacrifice any more time to computer maintenance, espe-cialy if
it wasn't something that absolutely had to be done. If he got any further behind, he was going to end up
looking as frantic and bloodshot as one of those poor bastards down in editorial.

And besides, if he did cal Garrett back now, he would have been forced to utter the words hard drive
doud himsdlf, which he was pretty sure he couldn't do without losing it completely.

Feding dightly at aloss, Ben turned back to his computer and saw that the screen was now lit up with the
words "Sensuous Cindy" spelled out in orchids, irises, and various other kinds of exotic flowers with highly
suggestive shapes.

"Contral, dt, delete,” he murmured, setting the goggles down next to the keyboard.

The escape sequence was one of the very few bits of computer-related knowledge that he'd gone out of
his way not to forget. Although just as soon as someone came up with a single panic button he could press
that would perform the same function, he was going to forget that as well, dong with dl the rest of the
computer stuff he didn't remember any more.

As he podtioned his fingers on the keyboard and prepared to shut down the program, another line
appeared under the flowery title.

Put the goggles on to begin.

Ben hesitated, lifting his fingers from the keys. When it came to ingructions, these were pretty generic,
and they hadn't presented themselves in the same flowery letters, just a basic typeface. But for some
reason, the words felt like a personal mes-sage aimed specifically at him.

Hey, you there, Ben Baker, what do you say? How about you put those goggles on right now so we can
get our freak on?

Now, as dumb ideas went, that was pretty damned dumb. Actualy, it was more than pretty damned
dumb. It was major-league damned dumb, dumb enough to be right up there with wearing an
auminum-lined baseball cap to keep satellites from reading your thoughts. Control-alt-delete was the only
idea that made any sense at dl right now.

But then again, on the other hand...

Ben thought it over. Garrett was probably the only person in a thousand-mile radius who could have
undone the considerable amount of damage to his computer from the latest virus. Wdl, he was the only
person Ben trusted to get the job done right, at least. So any program Garrett put on his computer had to be
worth taking the time to check out. Even if it was some silly piece of soft-core caled Sensuous Cindy.

He grabbed the goggles and put them on quickly before he could think better of it.



Computer gaming was one of those things that Ben had never been able to work up much in the way of
enthusiasm for.

Even back in the days of his extreme youth, he had not been able to get terribly interested in an activity
that would require him to spend long peri-ods of time thumbing a control pad in front of a TV or a computer
screen, no matter how good the graphics were. The control pads were kind of flimsy anyway and never
worked quite the way you wanted them to even before they got so worn out the buttons gave out atogether

Then there were the games themselves. they were expensive even when they were on sale at fifty per
cent off. And to add insult to injury, at least to Ben's way of thinking, the games in question were most
definitely not worth their exorbitant price tag since the graphics were never redly al that great. In fact,
they weren't even what he would have called good.

People aways seemed to be raving about com-puter game graphics, how they were getting better dl the
time but he had never found them to be even remotely as praiseworthy as everybody else in the world
seemed to think. When it came to the animation, the old Looney Tunes from the 1930s were far and away
superior to the iff, blocky action you got with a computer game—if you could redly even cal that stuff
"action" in the first place; Ben certainly couldn't. And that was the crap that everybody kept trying to tell
him was such a twenty-first century state-of-the-art big deal? Not hardly.

Ben considered Bugs Bunny a hundred times more believable than that girl—what was her name? He
could never remember—the one with the braid and the short-shorts and the big knockers who went around
swinging on ropes and getting chased by badly-drawn Dobermans.

Hell, Bugs Bunny in adress, even.

But what he redly found most bewildering of dl was the fact that the computer-game chick was
serioudy supposed to be hot—which was to say, it wasn't ajoke or a put-on. He had just never been able to
see anything remotely hot or even mildly warm about her himsdf. Who on earth could look at such an
obvious cartoon and get aroused? Was it redly just the big cartoon knockers? And if that was the case,
then how incredibly sad was that?

Wedl, dl right, he was willing to grant that big cartoon knockers would do the job for some guy shut up in
a room who was resigned to the fact that he was so incurably geeky, he had smply given up al hope of
ever seeing an actual woman's breasts up close and personal in the real world.

Except even someone that tragic would know he could buy an issue of Brash, if he had so much as half
abrain cel. So the question remained: what the hell was it with these guys?

It could have been something really smple— like incredibly bad eyesight brought on by long hours stting
in front of a monitor thumbing loose buttons on a piece of crappy plagtic. Or maybe it went beyond that.
Maybe it was actu-aly some kind of serious brainwashing. Hell, a lot of cults didn't bother to use anything
nearly as sophigticated as even a smple videogame and they could have you sdling flowers in the airport
twenty-four hours after you'd bought one your-self.

Whatever it was, Ben had long ago decided he was not going to have any part of it. To that end, he made
sure he ate alot of carrots for good eye-sight, never, ever bought flowers in airports no matter how cheap
they were, and paid absolutely no attention to the constant and ever-increasing hype about how computer
graphics were getting better and more lifdike dl the time.

After dl, if there had been any actua truth to that last claim, he thought, then computer-game chicks
would have taken over the world aready and there would not have been any redl, live gor-geous women
waiting out in the reception area. And if diminating the need for the presence of red, live gorgeous women
was really the sort of advanced development that al the tech-heads con-sidered progressive or desirable,
then as far as Ben was concerned, they could keep it.

At least, that was how he had felt before putting on the goggles.

But if what he was looking at right now congti-tuted the current standard of qudity for computer graphics,
he thought as he gazed in stunned aston-ishment at his surroundings, then it wasn't going to be very long at
dl before every chair in the reception area would be empty for good. Some years back, one of Ben's old
girlfriends had taken him to an Imax theatre and expected him to be impressed. He had been, but not to the
degree that she had hoped.

It had smply been a movie blown up to several times the norma size—pretty neat, but not exactly a
groundbreaking revolution in cinema. Compared to this, however ...



Wedl, there was no comparison and that was because there smply couldn't be one. It was impossible to
compare this to anything except red-ity itsef and at the moment, Ben was not prepared to say for certain
that reality would actualy have come off as the winner.

The more rationa, down-to-earth part of his brain was reminding him that he was in his office at Brash,
and about to start another workday—a very long workday—of poring over photographs of absolutely
gorgeous women. A very, very long workday. Then he would hop in the car and head home to spend the
evening with an even more gorgeous woman, the most gorgeous woman he had ever met—a very, very
long evening—which would then be followed by a very, very long and mostly sleepless night.

But everything that his rational mind told him was completely overruled by his senses. His senses were
telling him in no uncertain terms that he was standing in the middle of a fancy bedroom suite. It was an
extremely high-class fancy bedroom suite, the type of accommodation you found at one of those extremely
fancy idand resorts where the going rate per night was dightly more than the annua budget for a
third-world country because it would put you right on your own private beach.

Whenever you felt the urge for alittle sun and sea, dl you had to do was step out of the door—or in this
case, the diaphanous white curtains billow-ing dightly in a soft, cool breeze—with your sunglasses and your
waterproof sunblock.

Neither sunglasses nor waterproof sunblock would be necessary right now, however, as it was night-time

The sound of the ocean came to him faintly in the candle-lit room. And there sure were a lot of candles.
He saw candles on shelves, candles in baskets hanging from the ceiling, candles in wall sconces, candles in
freestanding candelabras that were taller than he was. Someone had certainly gone to a lat of trouble for
romantic lighting. And someone had gone to even more trouble to make it dl look postively redlistic,
indistinguishable from real life. He wouldn't have believed it if he had not been seeing it for himsalf.

If Garrett had tried to describe this to him, he would not have believed it for a moment. Hdl, he wouldn't
have believed it even if Samantha herself had told him about it.

He went over to the nearest freestanding cande-labra for a closer look at one of the candles. Damn, this
was redly good, he thought, studying it first from one side and then the other. If this was state-of-the-art,
then things had redlly changed alot. He could remember Samantha talking to him about how hard it was to
smulate things like flames or running water and have them look even hafway real. Obvioudy, they had
worked the bugs out. Even when he squinted at the candle flame side-ways, he couldn't see any telltale
pixd blocks that would indicate a smdl breakdown in the resolu-tion. That was realy one hdl of an
accomplishment.

But as amazing as that might be, Ben thought, would it stand up to a rea test? He dabbed at the flame
with a fingertip.

He burned himself.

The sensation was instant, unmistakable, and more than alittle painful, and it startled him so much that he
forgot dl about checking to see if the fancy graphics had faltered or not. Since when had it become possible
to hurt yourself with a com-puter smulation, Ben wondered as he sucked on his wounded finger? Just
when had computer graphics become so redlistic that the power of sug-gestion could actually achieve such
ahigh level of effect? He would never have believed anything like that could happen, not for a moment.

And even if someone else had claimed it not only could but already had, he would never have bdieved
such a thing could work on him. He wouldn't have tried to clam he wasn't suggestible at al—everybody
was, to a certain extent. But to this degree? No way.

All he needed now was an explanation for the blister he could feel coming up on his fingertip.

He then heard a soft rustling noise behind him and turned to see that a gentle wind coming in from the
water was making the candles flicker and gtirring the digphanous white curtains.

The curtains suddenly blew open wide enough to reveal what must have been the private beach. A full
moon riding high in the dark sky was turning the water silver as the waves rushed up gently on the shore.
The curtains billowed some more and fluttered as the wind became a little more forceful. The candles
flickered again and began to dance so that the soft light shifted and the shadows in the room rearranged
themselves, and dl at once, Ben could feel that he was no longer standing there al by himsaf. Something
new—no, someone new-had been added.

But then it seemed to him as though the beauti-ful young blonde woman standing in front of the softly
billowing curtains had actually been there dl dong. He had smply not been able to see her until the wind
from the beach had blown in to make the candles flicker and dance, which in turn had caused the light in
the room to change so that the shadows fdl differently.

If so, he thought that was one very neat trick even for a computer-generated virtual redity. In any case,



it was obvious that this room belonged to her, athough judging from the way she was smil-ing at him, he
felt it was safe to assume that she did not regard his unannounced arrival there as an unwelcome intrusion.

That feding was most definitely mutua, Ben thought, taking in the sight of her. So this was the famous
Sensuous Cindy. Apparently. She certainly had not been over-sold. He stared openly at her dlky
chin-length blonde hair, her large exotic eyes, flawless skin and full lips that demanded to be kissed, her
firm, well-shaped and perfectly propor-tioned body, lithe but not too skinny, It was like encountering
someone who comprised al of the best features of the world's most attractive women in the best possible
way.

The ten most beautiful women in the world he had seen only a few minutes ago had just experi-enced a
very substantial demotion, he decided, fedling utterly dazzled in a way that he hadn't felt since he had been
very young. Sensuous Cindy now occupied dl Top Ten spots dl by herself. And maybe even the next ten
after that.

Unless he was hdlucinating, of course. He had to consider the possibility whether he liked it or not.
Maybe he redly had been hypnotized or brain-washed so that he was now in some weird sort of a waking
dream, a state produced by the power of suggestion mixed with a heathy amount of wish-ful thinking. The
only thing was, would a hdlucination or a deluson be wearing the red neg-ligee set that happened to be his
current favorite item in a certain very well-known catalog? Right down the smallest detail of lace on the
bra?

Ben sgueezed his eyes shut briefly and opened them again.

The blonde woman was 4ill there and she Hill looked perfectly real, not to mention perfectly beautiful .
Not a hair or a pixe out of place.

Now that he had been confronted by Sensuous Cindy, Ben thought, nothing was ever going to be the
same, particularly in his case. He had no other choice, he was going to take back every critica word he had
ever spoken about computer graphics. This image—this woman—was most definitely not some sad excuse
for a fantasy where a pair of big boobs were supposed to make up for the obvious cartoon quality. Or,
rather, the obvious and totd lack of any qudity.

The Sensuous Cindy program was to dl appear-ances an honest-to-God, living, breathing woman. There
was no room for any doubt about that. There couldn't be. The way she looked, the way she moved—every
detail was there. He could even see for himsdlf that she was breathing; he could actu-ally see her chest
risng and fdling as she came toward him.

Of course, he could also see alot more than that as she walked over to himin her teddy set, includ-ing the
most interesting fact that she was a natural blonde. Not that he would redly have minded if she had been
an unnatural blonde, Ben thought dazedly. He had absolutely no problem at dl with unnatural blondes, or,
for that matter, unnatural redheads, unnatural brunettes, or even, under the right circumstances, the
unnaturally and deliber-ately hairless. Some people might be biased for or against certain features. But not
him, not Benjamin Baker. He was not burdened by prejudices of any sort, not in the dightest, no way. And
he never would be.

Why, he would never have been able to do his job properly if he'd had that sort of hang-up. The one
qudity a photo editor for Brash needed above dl others was the capacity to recognize and appre-ciate al
kinds of beauty.

After dl, beauty was always beauty in dl its myr-iad and wondrous varieties, whether it was the dark,
exotic and mysterious kind of beautiful woman or Sensuous Cindy's kind—the blonde, curvy, outgoing kind
of beautiful woman who was obvioudy well-adjusted enough to be comfortable with the fact that every
heterosexual male with a pulse was going to stare at her until he was distracted by, say, being hit in the face
with a dedgehammer.

Or until she got so close that it was smply impossible to see dl of her a once. As was the case right
now, Ben redlized.

Smiling up into his face with undisguised ddight, Cindy dipped her dender arms gracefully around his
neck, which necessitated his finaly removing his wounded finger from his mouth to accommo-date her. As
stunned as he might have been, he was not so far gone that he had completely forgot-ten how to behave. It
was only good manners to stop sucking your finger when a beautiful woman embraced you. Now if only he
could think of some suave thing to say by way of conversation, or even just to let her know he was not
actualy brain dam-aged.

But apparently Sensuous Cindy did not have any immediate worries about any possible damage to his
brain. Thanks to her outgoing personality, she was far more concerned with putting him at ease.

"Hi, Ben," she said in a low, sexy voice. "I've been waiting for you."

After a greeting like that, there was no other palite choice for him to make except to kiss her. Any other



course of action just would not have been right.
HVE

Kissing was one of a very few select things that, in Ben's personal opinion, could not be in any way
overrated. It was aso probably one of the main reasons he had never taken to videogames or sim-ilar kinds
of things.

He had always liked kissing far too much to spend any more of his free time than he absolutely had to,
engaged in activities that were not in some way, related to kissng. Within reason, of course, and if he could
possibly help it.

The turning point in Ben's life had come for him in junior high school. He had been in the eighth grade
when he had discovered the hitherto unknown (to him) joys of kissng with Faye, a dightly older, more
experienced woman of four-teen. Faye had dso been a kissing enthusiast, and it so happened that she was
one of those girls who had been blessed with lips that were naturaly like pillows.

Consequently, Faye's adolescent pout was world-class, easily the stuff of legends—not to mention
fantasies—and much sought-after by a large and diverse group of young men ranging from the
expe-rienced and discerning ninth-grade make-out artists to the eager and mostly untouched novices just
starting junior high.

Ben had aways fet thankful that he had had the good fortune to get his first kiss from those
extra-ordinary lips and not from someone like the girl who sat behind him in history class. That particu-lar
girl had a crush on him and she had made no secret of it. She was aso one of those early bloomers who
already wore a bra.

While these were considerations that fell squarely in the plus column of Ben's pubescent check lig for
what made pretty girls even more attractive, the single, solitary entry in the minus column negated them
completely; which was to say, her very unfortunate orthodonture work.

The girl wore braces of the heavy, barbed-wire variety. That alone would have been bad enough, but to
make matters worse, her lips were pale, thin little things that did not look like they would be able to offer
much in the way of protection from the hardware behind them. And as for dipping her alittle tongue—well,
the obvious dangers made that idea podtively (not to mention excruciatingly) unthinkable.

As the years went by and Ben had grown a little older, he eventually became acquainted with the many
other delightful activities that two people could progress to from kissing if they let nature take its course.
Once that had happened, he never looked back. After gaining the understanding of what kissng usudly led
to, he became an even more devoted and enthusiastic kisser, which, in turn, made the women he kissed
even more enthu-siastic about kissng him.

Most of them told him he was the best kisser they had ever locked lips with and, times being what they
were, he was pretty sure he could believe them. For his part, however, Ben had never felt even the
dightest inclination to single out any one of them as being the best, even just privately to himsdf. As far as
he was concerned, dl of the women he kissed started out excellent and only got better with practice. If
there had to be a best, then it was whomever he might have happened to be kissing at the moment.

But as soon as this woman had pressed her lips to his, however, dl of that had changed. He felt as if he
were now being kissed by the woman who had invented kissing and then, not content to rest her lips on her
laurels, she had re-invented it in the new, improved version. There was a distinct poss-hility, in fact, that
this could have been the fabled yet legendary One True Kiss, and the only way he could ever hope to
achieve that level of excellence was to practice with this woman for the rest of his life or until the end of
days, whichever came last...

Something about the tailend of that thought woke him from whatever semi-hypnotized, semi-enchanted
state he was in and gave him just enough strength of will to pull his head back and break free. Sensuous
Cindy made nothing in the way of a protest; she only continued to smile up at him with those lovely and
incredibly talented lips. Ben felt a wave of dizziness pass through him.

Forgot to breathe, he thought. That's what hap-pened to me, 1 actualy forgot to breathe. Anyone would
think | was thirteen years-old again and this is my first time. One kiss—just one—and dl of a sudden, a
lifetime of experience gets wiped out and I'm reduced to an amateur.

Raising her eyebrows very dightly, Cindy ran the tip of her tongue over her lips and Ben knew she was
about to start round two, which he was not certain that he would be able to survive unless he could have a
brief time out at least. Any more kiss-ing like that without a break would cause his brain to melt and run out
his ears. He had to do some-thing to put her off, at least for a few seconds.



"You..." he said faintly, then had to pause and take a deep breath before he could go on. "You, uh, you
taste... uh... great."

"Wdll, thank you," she purred. "So do you."

She took her arms from around his neck so she could run her hands affectionately over his shoul-ders and
down his arms. Immediately, Ben seized the opportunity to move severa steps away from her on the
pretense that he was utterly fascinated by the room and he just had to take alook around at everything in it.

"Hey, you know, thisis realy something," he babbled. "Never seen anything like it mysdlf, not ever. And
by that, | mean never, not even once. How is this happening? 1 mean, how does it work?"

"Wdl, if you're redly that interested, 1 suppose | could draw you a diagram," Sensuous Cindy said, gliding
toward him in a graceful billowing cloud of transparent red negligee. "But it would kinda ruin the mystery.
Dontcha think?"

Ben tried to back away from her without actually looking as if he were backing away and tripped over a
large throw pillow on the floor. The sensa-tion of losing his balance was redlistic enough to make him think
he redlly was faling before he managed to catch himself against a curtained win-dow.

His clumsiness did nothing to discourage Cindy from being sensuous. She kept coming at him in an
unbearably sexy dink, keeping her dark-eyed gaze fixed on his face and beaming her sexy, full-lipped smile,
which he now thought was beginning to take on an aspect that was more than dightly hungry.

"So, Ben, darling, tel me. Now that I've findly got you alone, what did you have in mind?* she asked him.
One hand was now toying with the top fastening of her teddy. "Something naughty? Or something nice?'

The words naughty and nice had never been so imbued with erotic connotations until now. Ben knew he
would never be able to think of Santa Claus in the same way again. Or, to be completely honest about it, he
would never be able to think of Santa Claus at dl, period. Never again for as long as he lived. The
association had already become just too bizarre. Not to mention disturbing.

"l, uh—" Ben flattened against the window as Cindy came closer. Some impulse made him pull the
curtains around in front of himsdf asif they could actually offer some protection from her. "1 don't, 1—"

Cindy paused to smile at him in amusement. She put her hands on the smal of her back and took a deep
breath. She did it in a very casual way that did not seem at dl calculated, and yet was very much a classic
pin-up pose. Ben found that the effect was extremely impressive.

Oh, God, he was doomed, he thought and looked down at the material he was clutching so desper-ately to
himsdf. "Wow, just look at these—uh, these curtains, will you?' he said, rubbing his thumbs on the cloth.
"Amazing. Just really amaz-ing! You know, they fedl just like silk. How about that, huh?"

Sensuous Cindy stepped closer to him and, with-out taking her eyes off his, pulled the curtains gently out
of his grasp, tossing them aside.

"Did you come here to play with the curtains?' she asked, moving in even closer to him now so she could
dide those long, graceful arms around his waist and press her impossibly perfect body against his. "Or did
you come here to play with me?"

Wel, he certainly could not deny that this was a reasonable question, Ben thought, fegling another wave
of dizziness. God, but he needed some breathing space. He needed a time out. If only he could have one,
even just for a few moments—

But he could, he realized, suddenly fedling fool-ish.

He put both hands up to his temples as if he were about to remove a pair of glasses. To his vast and
unutterable relief, he could fed his fingers touch-ing the goggles just as vividly as he could fed Sensuous
Cindy touching him. Or, well, most as vividly, anyway. He gave a quick tug upwards—

—and immediately he found himsdlf sitting behind his desk in his office at Brash. Alone.

The suddenness of the change made him jump, which felt a little like he had dropped into his chair from a
amdl height. Damn, this smulation stuff was. It was...

Oh, the hdl with it. He had no idea what it was, except that there sure was a lot more to it these days
than he had ever suspected. Sightly breath-less, he swiveled around to lean his elbows on the desktop, till
holding the goggles in both hands. He turned them over and peered at the indde, won-dering if Sensuous
Cindy was dill running or whether his abrupt departure had paused the pro-gram like a freeze frame in a
movie. There was no image on the lenses, or at least none that he could see from any of severa angles he
tried.

When it came right down to it, these were just goggles after dl, he thought. They were very fancy,
high-end, and high-resolution, and most likdy far better than anything available even to the hard-core
aficionados with deeper than average pockets. But in the end, they were just goggles. Yet when he put
them on, somehow he didn't just see an espe-cially vivid movie, he could hear and fed, as well.

He could aso smdl and taste, he reminded him-sdlf, licking his lips while he remembered how Sensuous



Cindy had licked hers. And his.

But... with just goggles? Just goggles and nothing else? How the hell could anyone have managed that?

Sure, the power of suggestion could be a much stronger thing than most people redlized. There was the
placebo effect, for one thing. But even the placebo effect didnt work on everybody the same way. Nor
wasit redly dl that reliable. Not every-body who took a placebo felt any effects.

He had aways doubted that he himself would. No, not doubted. He was absolutely sure that a placebo
would not have affected himin any way. He had never been able to bring himsdf to believe for a moment
that he would have felt anything from a sugar pill just because someone in a white coat claim-ing to be a
doctor had told him he was supposed to.

But ill, even if it turned out that he were redly a lot more suggestible than he had ever imagined he
would be, the stuation with the Sensuous Cindy program seemed to be patently impossible. No matter what
his eyes saw, he could not bring himself to believe that it would be so convincing to his mind that it could
take over dl his other senses. Asif his whole body were in some weird kind of sensory conspiracy against
his brain.

No. No way. That kind of thing just did not hap-pen, not to him and probably not to anyone else. A good
pair of smulation goggles—even goggles this good—could not confer something like instant mind control.
That was a degree of brainwashing far beyond merely persuading someone to sdl flowers at the airport. If
something on that level was even possible in the first place, it would have taken a hdl of a lot more than a
sophisticated com-puter program and the latest and greatest in hardware.

And he could prove it, Ben thought suddenly. He could prove it and he would. He knew exactly how to
do it.

Regardless of what he saw when he was wearing the goggles, he told himsdf, he knew that he was
dtting at his desk in his office. He knew for a fact that he was alone and no one was taking to him or
touching him. Nobody here but us chicken, sin-gular. Therefore, having acknowledged those irrefutable
facts outright to himsdlf, he smply had to keep them in mind when he put the goggles back on. As a result,
he would be able to tak his brain into only seeing the graphics, that and noth-ing more. Once the illuson
had been identified, then there would be no hearing, no feding, no smelling and no tasting.

He would see Sensuous Cindy moving as if she were embracing him but no matter what she did, he
would not feel anything other than what he was feding right now. Because he knew that in rea-ity—the
redity that counted—he was dtting at his desk. Elbows on the desktop. Feet flat on the floor. He knew al
this because he had confirmed ft, in person. Of course, that would mean that the whole experience with
Cindy had to be substantialy diminished and that was too bad in some ways.

Wdl, okay, it would be too bad in a lot of ways. But that was not what was actualy important here, he
thought. The important thing to consider was the matter of consent. If you were going to get that
disoriented, you should only do it voluntarily, not because you didn't actualy know what you were getting
into.

"Okay," he murmured and raised the goggles to put them on again. "Welcome to my office, Cindy. You
don't mind if | cal you Cindy, do you? Can 1 offer you some coffee? Or would you prefer some-thing else
in the way of refreshment?’

He fitted the goggles over his eyes and discovered immediately that it was most definitely something else
that Sensuous Cindy wanted.

He found himsdlf flat on his back on the bed, looking up at her while she undid each of the but-tons on his
shirt one by one with her very deft fingers. Trying to st up, he opened his mouth to protest, or thought he
opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Cindy's extraordinarily kissable lips stretched in a ddightfully
sexy smile.

"1 have an idea, Ben, darling. Why don't you just lay back and relax,” she suggested in a low sexy purring
growl as she pushed him back down on the satin sheets, "and let me drive?' She knelt on the bed next to
him and, as she undid each button, bent down to kiss the smdl area of newly-exposed kin.

Ben was hedlpless to do anything except watch, while noting in a distant, almost absentminded way, that
his traitor senses had not hesitated to resume their ddivery of false information to his poor, besieged brain.
But at least he could console himsdf with the knowledge that it was false infor-mation of a very high
quality.

The bed, for example; those satin sheets covered a mattress of the kind his chiropractor was always
teling him he should be degping on, unless he wanted to use his retirement income to pay her mortgage off
early and put dl her kids through Harvard. Having been to a party at his chiroprac-tor's rather lavish home,
Ben was pretty sure that, given what she charged, she had paid her mort-gage off long before his first
appointment. It so happened that he had also met her kids at the same party and he was absolutely certain



that none of them stood the dightest chance of getting into Harvard.

But if, on the other hand, he had actually known what it felt like to lie on a mattress like this, he would
have bought one for every room in the house. After which, he probably would have stopped leaving the
house altogether. Which would have been a shame, since held have been missng so much—God, so very
much. Of something or other. Of whatever he had just been thinking about.

Cindy was dill kissng her way down his chest. There was something about the way she did it, something
about the way she touched him, that made it seem both innocently spontaneous and premeditatedly wicked
dl a once. Ben thought he had never experienced anything so unbearably erotic. At least it would be until
whatever it was that Cindy decided to do next.

Finished with his buttons, Cindy smoothed her hands over his chest by way of moving to put her-self nose
to nose with him. Or rather, eye to eye.

She had incredibly beautiful eyes, of course. They were unique, otherworldly, a sort of hazel-sea-green
with shiny gold specks here and there. Eyes that Ben knew he could get lost in. Literdly.

Some fleeting thought involving his own eyes, or maybe eyesight went through his mind. He didn't redly
want to bother pursuing it, but it seemed to nag at him. Something to do with eyeglasses. No, not
eyeglasses, exactly. Goggles, perhaps.

Goggles? What goggles?

He raised his hand to stroke her cheek and felt it brush against something near his temple. Oh, right...
Those goggles.

Ben pulled back from her with a pained expres-sion. "Cindy," he said, "I—uh, listen. 1 don't know if | can
go through with this."

She gave him a dreamy smile; he caught her hand as it began to make its way downward from his chest.

"Please," he said. "It feelstoo rea ."

"Well. Gee, Ben." Her sexy smile turned mischie-vous, which on her was even sexier. "1 am just a
computer program.”

"Yeah," he said with a weak, nervous laugh. "Some program.”

She moved closer to him for another kiss.

"I'm engaged to be married!" he added in a des-perate yelp.

Those lovely, otherworldly eyes widened. "You are? That's so swest,” she told him, fondness and
approval warming her voice as she did her-self even closer. Then she was hdf on top of him and he could
fed the full length of her body pressing against his as clearly as he had ever felt anything in his life. "But
Ben, darling, you're not married yet," she said, her voice dightly playful. "Are you?'

"Uh, no," he admitted, staring into those amaz-ing eyes. "No, 1 am not."

No, 1 am not married and no, | am not getting out of this.

"W, then—" She pressed her lips against his and gave him another head-spinner of a kiss that left him
breathless. "Why don't you just consider this good practice.”

He was only human, Ben thought, as she over-powered him with a follow-up kiss. He was only human
and she was not, which meant he did not stand a chance against this ondaught of sensuaity. No, indeed, he
had no choice in the matter, no choice and no chance. He was just going to have to practice. A man had to
do what a man had to do, and as those certain things that were what a man had to do went, this was realy
not so bad. This was really not so bad at dl. In fact, it was even quite—

Abruptly two strong hands shoved him away and he found himself floundering on the bed under Cindy's
now stern but gill beautiful gaze.

"Hey, migter," she said sharply. "Don't you know there's a speed limit in this town?"

Everything stopped. Including, Ben was fairly certain, his heart.

Oh God, how stupid was he? He should have known, he thought, defeated. He should have known that it
would turn out to be nothing more than a big practical joke—Garrett's idea of pre-wedding humor. After
Ben had been foolish enough to tell him al about the little "agreement” Samantha had talked him into,
Garrett just hadn't been able to resist having a little fun by playing on that.

Sure, that was it. Good old Garrett had decided that he would arrange for his pa Ben to get dl revved up
and ready to rock, and as soon as he was in high gear, blam\ Road closed, nowhere to go after al. When
he got hold of that bastard...

And then his arms were full of Sensuous Cindy again and he could feel her breath as she licked and
nibbled his neck.

"Just kidding," she murmured.

Ben fdt his heart start up again as if nothing had out of the ordinary had happened. Okay, he thought, so
humor wasn't her forte.



The bedroom around them disappeared and became beautiful blue sky. Nice effect, Ben thought and
decided that in spite of everything, this was redly not the time for him to mention to her that she had damn
near given him a fatal heart attack. It was aso probably not the best moment to give her an ultimatum to
the effect that if she ever did such a thing to him again, it would put a very serious strain on their friend-
ship.

Aw, what the hdl, it would just be a waste of his energy if he let her little attempt at being funny remain
an issue between them. After dl, some peo-ple just could not tell a joke. It wasn't her fault if she was one
of them. She couldn't help it, it just wasn't in her nature. Well, sort of nature. Which only underscored the
point, what could anyone reasonably expect a computer program to know about humorous timing?

And besides, he thought as he resumed practic-ing, she was so good at so many other things.

X

Ben felt asif he were drifting on a cloud.

Or maybe that was what he had been dreaming just now. Or maybe he was haf-dreaming and
half-remembering in a sort of a half-doze after an encounter that had been both dreamy and the stuff of
dreams. Or, what the hell, maybe he was Hill dreaming, in which case he had no reason to be in any hurry
about waking up. After the last several weeks he'd had, it wasn't like he couldn't have used a little more
deep to begin with.

Then he shifted position dightly and he knew that he had to be awake after dl. But if the unreal dreamy
feding had faded away, the sensation of lying in the most comfortable bed in the world with his arm around
awoman who was as naked as she was gorgeous was gill very much with him. He tried opening his eyes
jugt atiny little bit, in an attempt to peek at his surroundings without wak-ing himsaf up completely. The
bedroom seemed to have vanished for good in favor of the limitless horizon.

Ben dared to open his eyes a little wider. Nothing but blue sky everywhere. Yeah, it sure seemed to be
limitless, dl right.

It was like being in a hot air balloon, only with-out the baloon or anything else attached to it. This method
was definitely quieter and much more rest-ful, though. It was probably safer, too. He opened his eyes al
the way now so he could look around at the heavenly blue sky, dotted here and there with fluffy white
clouds.

Beside him, Cindy made one of those little purring noises that he had come to recognize as an indication
of her deep contentment. She certainly looked deeply contented, Ben thought, gazing down at her she was
practically glowing. And she wasn't the only one, as he found out after sneak-ing a quick look at himsef
under the covers.

Sill got it, he thought happily. Samantha may have benched him for the time being but that did not mean
he was completely out of practice. He ill had what it took to make a woman glow, and to hel with
modesty. He was only being honest about his own ahilities. Although if he were actu-aly going to be
completely honest about the whole thing, Cindy herself had done a splendid job of providing him with more
than an adequate amount of ingpiration.

Wedl, it wasn't like there was anything wrong with that, he thought, feding even happier. After dl, this
was her bed. If he had been inspired to make her fedl like she was floating on a cloud in an endless blue
sky and literdly glowing with deep contentment, that could only be a good thing.

Despite this happy train of thought, however, he could feel his own contentment begin to damp down now
. Craning his neck, he peered over the side of the bed but there was nothing else to see other than a few
smdl puffy white clouds in the pleasant blue sky around them. He was very lucky that he had no
tendencies toward agoraphobia and he could enjoy such nice imagery, Ben mused idly. It was dl very
lovely, and so very sweet, redly, when you thought about it.

But what should he have been redly thinking about right now? And what should he have been thinking
about before?

Never mind "what." Try "who," suggested his conscience.

Samantha's face appeared in his inner eye. She looked beautiful, of course, dl tender and loving. And
trugting, of course.

Ben sighed. If he was going to torture himsdf, he might as well do it in his office.

He looked down at Cindy's tousled blonde head, wondering if he could dide his arm out from under her
without managing to disturb her too much. Too late. She had already sensed the change in his body that
meant he was waking up and now she, too, was becoming more alert.



She stretched her perfect body luxurioudy. Then, with a sigh, she did one arm dl the way across his
chest to give him a firm squeeze that felt oddly possessive, something he found not only surprising but a bit
unsettling as well.

"1 don't know about you, Ben, darling, but | could stay like this forever,” Cindy told him dreamily.

As she spoke, she wrapped one leg around both of his and gave him another squeeze, making a happy
sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a purr.

"With most guys, it's just that same old routine— wham, bam, thank you maam," she added.

"Yeah, wdl." Ben laughed nervoudy. "You know what guys are like."

He was certain now that it would definitely be too rude if he just started struggling to work his arm out
from under her. No matter what he tried, he was just not going to be able to get his arm back unless she let
him up and it seemed like a pretty safe assumption that she was not going to be inclined to move any time
real soon. Damn, she had not looked anywhere near as heavy as she felt right now.

The memory of an old joke suddenly popped into his mind, something about finding yourself in bed with a
woman so ugly that you would gladly chew through your own arm to escape rather than face the terrible
prospect of actualy waking her up.

Therefore what he was looking a now had to be the flipsde of coyote ugly, he thought. Coyote
Lovely—when you wake up and find that the woman lying next to you is so beautiful that you would gladly
let her chew through your arm if she happened to want breakfast in bed.

Maybe he should just try asking her nicely if she would mind shifting around a little, maybe just her head
or something.

"Mm-hmm," Cindy said, snuggling closer and somehow managing to trap his arm even more securely.
"But you're not like most guys. You're so different. You're sweet. Considerate.” She gave one of those
sexy, purring laughs. "So very consider-ate."

All right, he could see that it was going to be alot harder to bring up the subject of her getting off his arm
as politely than he had origindly thought (or hoped) it would be. He looked down at her and sighed, feding a
mixture of various regrets.

"Oh, but don't get me wrong," she opened her eyes and looked up at him without raising her head. "You
were areal tiger when it counted.”

In spite of everything, Ben smiled. Still got it. "W, i have to say that you were pretty terrific yoursdlf,”
he told her.

"Oh, Ben, darling, you are so sweet!" She squeezed him tightly enough to cut off his breath-ing for a
moment before she snuggled even closer. Her body was half wrapped around him now and he dill could
not move his arm. "You know, 1 could really get used to this."

A smdl aarm bdl went off in Ben's mind; he suppressed it immediately, feding stupid. Because it was
dupid, incredibly stupid, even though it was just an old reflex, the last vestige of an old condi-tioned
response |eft over from an old life he didn't live any more.

Back in his younger and less responsible days, hearing a woman say 1 could really get used to this (or
some variation thereof) usudly indicated that she had actualy already gotten used to it, and she was, in
fact, far more used to it than he was com-fortable with.

It inevitably signaled that in the very near future, she was going to want to have a discussion about that
little thing called commitment, ie, she would vote yes on commitment, how about him? Unfor-tunately, it
would not actually be a genuinedly open discussion as to where he might stand on the mat-ter because by
that time, she had also already voted yes on commitment. Any reluctance on his part to do likewise would
be indicative of a very sad and serious flaw in his character, or possbly even an especidly severe variety
of incurable per-sonality disorder.

The seemingly obvious solution to the problem, of course, was smple; tone down the sexua
per-formance to something that would not inspire such a reaction. There was a rather unfortunate
draw-back to that particular solution, however: the kind of sexual performance that a woman did not have
any desire to get used to would definitely not get a guy any encores or even make for much in the way of a
congenid kiss-off.

In fact, anyone who performed that badly in bed would be lucky not to get his ass kicked out of it early.
Even worse, two hours later, he would most likely discover that the word had gotten out far and wide, and
the entire world had been informed of what a lousy lay he was, which made getting past it and moving on
somewhat difficult.

But then he had met Samantha and everything had changed. Right away, he had known she was
someone specia in a way that went far beyond matters of a sexua nature. This was the kind of woman
who would never be impressed by a man simply because he found her attractive. He was going to have to



demonstrate a lot more than merely that he was interested in her if he wanted her to even notice he was
dive, let done have din-ner with him, or just a glass of wine, or even jugt think about it. And without
laughing her head off, either.

As for the matter of commitment, there had redly been nothing to discuss except, to Ben's enormous
relief, the exact date for the wedding. The only thing that had scared him about commit-ment in this case
was that Samantha might not want it. He had aready voted yes and did not know how he could possibly
undo it if Samantha had not felt the same way.

Now, looking back on dl those years he had spent artfully dodging the thing that he now wanted more
than anything, Ben could not help feding that at last he understood more about human behavior than he
ever had before, espe-cially when it came to his own. His skittishness about commitment, he told himsdlf,
had come out of his subconscious knowledge that he was actu-ally afraid that he would not be able to find
the woman he was looking for, a woman with some very specific qualities, someone who would be so much
more than just a pretty face and a dynamite body. And maybe most of dl, a woman who wasn't going to
settle for a guy just because he was willing to make a commitment.

He looked down at Cindy, who made another contented purring noise as she snuggled closer. Of course,
there was no reason why a person's high standards would have to stand in the way of a rich and satisfying
fantasy life.

If only the fantasy did not have to be so heavy that it had made him lose dl fedling in his arm, everything
might have been just about perfect.

This was probably not going to be the most graceful exit he had ever made, Ben thought as he reached up
to his temple with his free hand.

Or, who knew, maybe it actually would be?

The trangition, or lack of it, from Cindy's boudoir floating in the clouds to the earthbound reality of his office
was more than jarring. It was actudly sort of darming and, at the same time, more than just vaguey
depressing. After cloud nine in sev-enth heaven—literally—his red-life office was quite a let-down, drab
and lifdess by comparison, something that was, in its way, even more depress-ing. Now that he was
thinking about it, it was actualy the most depressing thing he had contem-plated lately since celibacy.

The idea that regular doses of virtua reality might have the unwanted effect of turning him into the kind
of sad bastard who found red life less simulating and exciting than computer smulations had about as
much appeal for him as giving up the good life for a career in the fast-growing industry of trash removal.
No, working in profes-sional trash removal was actually dightly more attractive. Maybe the fact that being
a garbage man would come with a paycheck (and a fairly sizeble one at that, according to what he had
heard) gave that option just enough of an edge.

Troubled, Ben dropped the goggles on his desk and sat back in his chair, staring at them with a deepening
frown. How he had spent the last cou-ple of hours was not really the smple matter it would have seemed
to be just on the surface. He actually had a great deal to think over.

There was no denying that, in the area of stress relief, Sensuous Cindy was absolutely world class. Being
with her was like going away for along weekend with the perfect lover and having every single one of your
needs seen to in exactly the right way. Only there was no her to be with, just it, and it was a computer
program.

Of course, it was a very sophisticated computer program, not to mention the fact that it was incred-ibly
realiic as well. But there was no way that any of those considerations could transform "it" into "her."
Sensuous Cindy was ill a computer pro-gram, not a living person.

That was the whole point of using the program, of course—to be able to forget, temporarily, that
Sensuous Cindy was not aliving person. Unfortu-nately, that was also the whole problem. Once you forgot
Cindy was not a genuine woman, it did not leave much in the way of incentive to remember what
she—what it, he corrected himsdf sharply, not she, it—redly was.

Wdl, dl right, the notion that you could be with the perfect lover had absolutely no basis in redlity in the
first place. Anyone with haf a brain would know that such a thing could not exist as anything other than a
fantasy. Of course, that in itsdf was hardly any sort of argument to refrain from indulging yoursdlf by
suspending your disbelief, at least for alittle while.

But then, the encouragement to do so was a direct product of the physical sensations. Your senses were
tdling you in no uncertain terms that this was not a fantasy at dl, this was really hap-pening to you. Even if
you could not, or would not, believe in anything else, you had no choice but to believe the evidence from
your five senses. After dl, seeing was believing, as the old saying went. But it was even more than just a
matter of seeing. If you were aso hearing, smeling, feding, and tasting dl at the same time, you had gone



way, way past Smply a state of bdieving. That would put you in the territory commonly known as being
certain beyond the shadow of a doubt.

And the problem with that was, it just did not seem like anything to be afraid of. It didn't even seem like
something to be a little bit nervous aboui.

Even when he analyzed the experience in terms of the raw, unadorned truth, when he considered what
had actudly taken place and how it had hap-pened, Ben was strongly tempted just to go ahead and
overlook anything that suggested he should feel even just mildly uneasy about it. Then he sud-denly
remembered touching the candle flame and looked at his finger.

The blister he had felt coming up on the skin was ill there.

Okay, that was creepy, he thought and snatched his hand behind his back, thinking he would feel a lot
better if he did not actually look directly at it. But to his dismay, that did not help even just the dightest hit.
Even with his finger out of sght, he somehow could not resist the urge to run his thumb over the injured
Spot.

It il hurt, but half a minute went by before he was able to make himself take another look at his finger.

Maybe it was not really a bliger, he thought with faint hope. Or if it was, it wasn't necessarily from a
burn. And even if it was from a burn, it could have been something that had happened this morning at
home. He could have accidentally touched the hot plate on the coffeepot and just been too distracted to
notice.

As far-fetched as that might have sounded, it was not redly impossible—far from it. Anyone who had
gone without sex for as long as he had aready would be plenty distracted. Another week of this cdlibate
regime and he probably wouldn't notice if someone burned off his arm with a blowtorch.

Wedl, however he looked at it, he had just had one very rare, very mgjor experience of the kind most
people dreamed about even if they didn't believe it was possible. But at the same time, how-ever he looked
at it, he was looking at it.

Which was to say, not she, he corrected himsaf quickly, but it. Sensuous Cindy was a thing, an inanimate
object, a sequence of computer instruc-tions which was now and aways would be "it" And, like dl
inanimate objects deserving of the pronoun it, Cindy would never argue with him, never get on his nerves,
never do things wrong, never fail to please him.

Cindy was a nice idea. No, try again, he told him-salf stubbornly. It was a nice idea.

The memory of that happy, satisfied, all's-right-with-the-world after-glow he had felt in Sensuous Cindy's
heavenly bed came back to him. Asif some other part of his mind, an area which was much less concerned
with more elevated notions like virtue and honesty and loyaty were ddiber-ately reminding him that the
existence of the Sensuous Cindy program meant that the deep con-tentment of gratification was just one of
those nice things that was now available to him whenever he wanted it.

But if dl those days of youthful, carefree, unfet-tered sex—supposedly carefree, anyway, definitely
unfettered—had taught him anything, it was that dl the things he really wanted out of life were actu-ally
unattainable for those people who insisted that everything in their lives had to be convenient, stress-free,
and eadily replaced.

Remembering how he had felt with Cindy was a lat like remembering being drunk. Whereas recall-ing
how he felt with Samantha—not to mention how he felt about Samantha—was a reminder of why he was
glad to be dive.

There was simply no comparison.

Ben sighed. In many ways, he had to plead guilty to the charge of being a typica guy after al.

To be absolutely honest with himsdlf, he knew very well that even if he and Samantha had been going at
it three times a day, it would not have pre-vented him from having the standard male response to the.
models in the reception area. Beautiful sexy women were gill beautiful sexy women, no matter what. And
thank God things like that never changed, he thought, cheerfully.

But he aso liked to think he was also a grown-up. He had known from the beginning that a woman like
Samantha would never have been interested in him if he hadn't been. It was dso his belief (or hope, at
least) that he had had grown up even more since they had been together, and being a grown-up meant
knowing the difference between things that could really make you happy and things that could only make
you feel good.

Unbidden, an image of Cindy making him feel good appeared in his mind. Okay, he 4ill had a serious yen
for dl the stuff that made him feel good, What the hdll, he was only human. And a guy.

But it was not as if he had asked for any of this. He had not deliberately gone out in search of something
like Sensuous Cindy, he had not been making a conscious attempt to take at least some of the sexua edge
off. Sensuous Cindy had been Garrett's own bright idea. Garrett had just gone ahead put it on his computer



without bothering to check with him first and see if it was okay.

And dl that notwithstanding, he couldn't redly blame Garrett. He knew the guy hadn't meant any harm by
what he had done. Hell, Garrett was his best friend, he was a good guy with a good heart. This was just his
alpha computer geek idea of a stag party. Just dl in good fun, redly.

Wal, it certainly had been good. Redl, real good, as well as being the most fun he had had lately. After
dl, who said being a grown-up meant you couldn't have fun? And now that he thought of it, part of being a
grown-up was understanding that nobody was a grown-up dl the time.

But it was not until he hit on the idea of bringing Samantha flowers that his conscience findly shut up and
let him get some work done.

FVEN

Letting himsdlf into the house, Ben was very sur-prised to find that Samantha ill had not come home yet.

His conscience promptly kicked back into high gear and then went into overdrive, letting loose with a
fresh ondaught of twenty-four carat guilt. Poor Samantha—the one thing that was always first and
foremost in her mind was their future together and how she could make him happy. Every day his beautiful
fiancee would go into work and knock herself out with the long hours she spent daving away at her
demanding, high-tech job—a job he himself could not have done in a mil-lion years.

And what was he doing? Well, anyone could just see for themselves—here he was, home at the usua
time even after he had spent part of the day goofing off by having hot compu-sex with a hot compu-bimbo.
That in itsedf would have been bad enough, his conscience reminded him, except that he had promised his
hard-working fiancee that he would refrain from dl sexual activity until...

Shut the hel up, he told his mind firmly and buried his nose in the bouquet of roses he was car-rying,
trying to fill his head with something other than conscious thought, at least for a short time. He kept sniffing
the roses aggressively as he crossed to the dining room table. By the time he started going through the mail
the cleaning lady had l&ft in a neat pile, he had lost the capacity to smell them at all.

Nothing specia in the mail, he saw as he scanned the envelopes quickly. Just the usua come-ons from
credit card companies, a hill or two, and oh, Chrigt, an invitation for Samantha to subscribe to a new
magazine called, God help them, All Things Bride and Beautiful.

Ben gave a short, humorless laugh. And they'd criticized Brash as being too, well, brash. Person-dly, he
would take either Brash or brash over bad puns any day. Or maybe he just didn't think the world needed
yet another how-to-have-a-monster-wedding magazine. Smply leafing through the ones that Sam had |eft
lying around the house had been incredibly off-putting, to say the least.

The sight of dl those wedding dresses and designer tuxedos and hair-dos and articles with titles like
"Trimming Their Guest List Without Tears' and "Camouflaging Your Broken Leg—Eas-ier Than You'd
Think!" and "Chiffon vs. Tulle—The Debate Rages On" had made his eyes glaze over, which to be fair was
only to be expected since he was, after dl, a guy.

But what redly got to him more than anything else were the honeymoon ads in the back. They were
stacked up in columns like oversized classified ads with cheesy cut-out photographs, most in black and
white athough more and more of them seemed to be switching to color, showing happy couples in
heart-shaped bathtubs, toasting each other with champagne amid mounds of strategically-placed bubbles,
with a video camera on a tripod set up off to one side, so that every precious, golden moment could be
recorded and preserved. Those little hor-rors made him want to run screaming into the street.

He had wondered why they didn't seem to affect Sam in the same way. Mostly because he had trou-ble
reconciling the idea that any of these bridal magazines could actualy have any credibility at dl with his
brilliant fiancee. When he had findly worked up enough courage to ask her where she stood on the matter
of cheesy honeymoon ads, she had only given a careless shrug and told him that she hadn't noticed them.
What a relief that had been.

Of course, she had felt compelled to tease him unmercifully for weeks after that, sending away for
honeymoon brochures with larger pictures of peo-ple in heart-shaped bathtubs, which she would then sneak
into his laptop case or his pockets or even leave on his pillow.

That Sam, he thought, smiling. You just did not mess with her unless you were prepared to take a redly
hefty dose of payback.

Just then, he heard her car pulling up in front of the house and some impulse told him to duck out of sight
and wait till she was checking out the mail on the dining table to surprise her with the flowers. Oh, shell be
alot more than just surprised, said his conscience nastily. Once she gets over the shock, shell be suspicious,



too.

Nope, no undue optimism around here today, Ben thought, not a trace. He was in absolutely no danger of
breaking out in a rash of yellow happy faces.

He hurried slently into the living room as he heard Sam's key in the lock and positioned himsdlf carefully
in the entryway to the hdl, making sure he didn't crackle the paper that the florist had wrapped around the
roses. He heard the front door close and then Sam's footsteps as she crossed the halway and headed for
the dining room to have alook at the mail he had just been skimming.

Tiptoeing up the hdl, being extra careful to avoid the two creaky floorboards he knew for sure about, he
paused at the doorway to the dining room to peek around the corner. Sam had just put her lap-top computer
case down on the table. Now she was standing with her back to him while she shuf-fled through the
envelopes he had scanned earlier.

He saw her pause to take a second look at one and then gave a smal chuckle. All Things Bride and
Beautiful, probably. God, but he hoped she didn't think it was amusing enough to subscribe to. He wasn't
sure his sanity could survive having something called All Things Bride and Beautiful showing up in the
mail once a month. Not even if he knew it was just ajoke, just Sam's way of teas-ing him. After dl, what if
it backfired and she actualy started reading the thing?

He would be doomed. Hell, they both might be.

Better distract her now, he thought, because in another moment it might be too late. Hiding the roses
behind his back, he managed to scurry up next to her just as she started to turn around.

"Oh!" Her dark curls bounced as she jumped back from him, much more startled than he had expected or
intended. "It's you!"

Smiling at her, he produced the bouquet, dipping it directly under her nose so she could get the full benefit
of the fragrance immediately.

Her eyes widened with ddight as she started to smell them. Then she seemed to hesitate. "What's the
occasion?' she asked him, a faint wariness in her voice.

"No occasion,” Ben said expansively. "Does there have to be an occasion?' He made an exag-gerated,
forma bow. "Very well, then, if that isindeed the case, you are the occasion. Y ou gor-geous woman, you."

Samantha took another step back and folded her arms in front of herself. "We are not—I repeat, not
—having sex, Benjamin."

"And that's just fine with me" he added smoothly, as if he were finishing her sentence for her.

Now she frowned at him with suspicion. "And reverse psychology is not going to work, either,” she
warned him.

"Aw, what are you talking about, Sam?' Ben said, laughing a little as he shrugged. "It's only six months.
Sx tiny little months. That's just—" he snapped his fingers. "A drop in the bucket. Besides, you were right,”
he added, wiggling his eyebrows at her. "It redlly is going to make for one hdl of a wedding night."

He moved swiftly over to her before she could retreat again and kissed her on the cheek. "I love you,
Samantha," he told her quietly, almost solemnly. "I redlly do."

She gave him a searching look that went on for so long, he started to feel a mild pang of worry. "Do
you?' she asked him finaly.

"Do 1? Wdll, hey," he said and put the bouquet under her nose again. "These flowers weren't cheap, you
know."

"Come on, Ben," she said, ralling her eyes, "you've got to be serious for a minute—"

"But | am being serious, Sam," he told her, tak-ing her gently in his arms before she could move away
again. "About loving you, 1 mean. Not the flowers. Not that | would ever buy you some cheapo cut-rate
bouquet, of course," he added quickly.

She hesitated and then put her arms around his neck. "Wadll, in that case, | have a confession to make.
There's something you ought to know," she said, smiling up at him in a dreamy way.

He laughed alittle. "Go ahead, tell me every-thing. Giveit to me straight—I can take it."

"You, Benjamin Baker, are the only man | will ever love."

Ben fdt his heart do a funny little dance. He was damned lucky to be the man who heard that from her
and he knew it. He was bending his head to kiss her when the phone rang.

Samantha moved to answer it and he tightened his hold on her dightly, looking pained, making sure that
she knew he did not want to let her go. Her smile widened mischievoudy as she broke away from him and
went over to the sideboard to pick up the cordless handset from the recharging stand.

"Hdlo?' she asked, watching him with that mis-chievous expression while he made exaggerated sad
faces at her. "Yes, he's here." She chuckled and handed the telephone to him. "Why, it's for you. Imagine
that."



He made even sadder faces at her as she took the roses into the kitchen to look for a vase to put them
in. She only stuck her tongue out at him playfully.

"Yeah, hello?' he asked in a pointedly unenthusiastic tone of voice as he put the phone up to his ear.

"Hello, Ben, darling," said awarm female voice.

Ben frowned. The woman on the other end sounded familiar but he could not quite place her. "Who is
this?' he asked, baffled, and then had a sudden, awful thought. Oh, God. On top of every-thing else Garrett
had done today, he had not gone and signed him up for some kind of a subscription to a phone sex service
as well, had he?

"It's me, lover," the woman went on in her sexy purr, laughing alittle. "It's Cindy."

"Cindy?' Ben lowered hisvoice. "Cindy who?"

The woman laughed again in a musical way that tickled him in places he didn't want to be tickled right
now. "Sensuous Cindy, you dlly man!" she said. "I had such a great time with you today, dar-ling. Now 1
just can't stop thinking about you—"

Ben groaned. Y eah, this had to be more of Garrett's doing, obvioudy. He had to admit that signing him up
for some customized phone sex was a lot more creative than he would have given the guy credit for. But
Jesus, creative or not didn't matter. Garrett had gone way too far over the line this time. Ben was going to
have to have a very serious talk with him and make it as clear as he possbly could to his well-meaning
friend that he shouldn't do him any more favors. Beg him not to; even offer to pay him not to, if that was
what he had to do to convince him.

"Okay, very funny. Now who isthis really?' he asked impatiently. "If Garrett put—"

"I jugt told you who thisis" the woman said, her sexy voice becoming even sexier. "Aren't you listening?
1said, it's me. It's Cindy."

"Cindy?' He did not want to believe it; moreover, he told himself, he should not have been able to believe
it even for a split second. On the other hand, he had not wanted to believe that merely putting on a pair of
goggles could deliver an expe-rience that could become far, far more than something solely visual.

But dl right then. If seeing something was believ-ing, and additiondly hearing it, tasting it, fedling it, and
ameling it was knowing for sure, beyond the shadow of a doubt, then what in God's name did it mean if you
were talking on the phone to it?

"Cindy-from-thiss-morning-Cindy?" he asked uneasily. "That Cindy?"

Her pleasurable moan confirmed it. "Darling, just hearing the sound of your sexy voice again gives me...
ooohh... butterflies..."

"What butterflies?' Ben said, trying to convince himsdlf not to freak out. "You're a computer pro-gram!
Computer programs don't have butterflies, they have bugs. You have bugs! Your system needs a defrag!”

He turned around just in time to see Samantha coming back into the living room carrying the flowers in
the vase she had found for them. She smiled brightly at him with mild curiosity as she set the vase in the
center of the dining table.

"Who isit?" she asked, cheerful and unsuspect-ing.

"Nobody!" he said, alittle too loud.

She stared at him in surprise.

"I mean, it's someone from work but it's nobody you know—" He cleared his throat and spoke into the
receiver again in his best officia at-work voice. "This, uh... you know, this is something that can wait until
the morning. Regu-lar business hours. We will discussit in full detail then. All right?’

"All right... But,” Cindy's laugh was throaty and highly suggestive; the sound went al the way through him
to his core and back out again, mak-ing him feel like he was a bug. A butterfly, to be specific. Impaled,
trapped, and with no possibility of escape. "Will you promise to come see me? Fird thing? The very firgt?"

"Sure, sure," Ben said hurriedly. "Absolutely. You can count on it. On me."

"l can't wait." Her dreamy sigh was more torture. "Oh, Ben, darling, | just can't wait for you to hold me in
your arms again. It was so—"

Ben hit the disconnect button. It was dl he could do to keep himsalf from rushing out onto the front steps
of the house and hurling the telephone hand-set as hard and as far as he possibly could.

"Everything al right?" Samantha asked inno-cently, till giving him that bright smile. She certainly wouldn't
have been smiling at him so brightly if she had had any idea what that phone cal had reglly been about, Ben
thought, dightly nauseated now. Sam wouldn't have been smiling at him at al. She would have picked up
that vase of roses he had brought her and—

Immediately Ben stamped down hard on the thought and forced himself to amile back at her. "Yeah,
great. Redly, everything's great!" he told her. "Redly. Oh, something came up—nothing redly, just—uwell,
something—you know how things can get at the magazine, it's crazy there, something's always coming up.



But it's really noth-ing. Everything's under control. Really."

Widl, that was mostly true. Everything was under control; everything except him. Ben turned away from
her in a way that he hoped looked like any other perfectly natural, casual, and aimless sort of movement,
and not one little bit like a guy who didn't want his fiancee to get the idea that he was panicking because
another woman had just called him on the phone to request a few more rip-roar-ing hours of hot, nasty sex.

Even if it was actually a computer program rather than another woman.

He looked down at the cordless receiver in his hands and went over to put it back in its stand. Samantha

was saying something about dinner. Would she be suspicious if he told her that he had suddenly logt his
appetite?
I've had such a long day with an awful lot of hard work. You know what some days are like, don't you?
Yeah. So, if it'sdl the same to you, Sam, honey, sweetheart, darling, 1 think I'm just going to watch a little
junk-food television and then turn in early-Then he could lie awake for most of the night and wonder how in
the world a computer program could cal him at home of its own valition.

At the very leadt, that would be a change from lying awake most of the night wondering how he could
survive six months of enforced celibacy.

It would not be an improvement, of course. Nowhere near an improvement. Just something different; a
change in routine.

BGHT

He had come in so early this morning that there was no one dtting in the reception area except Ruby
Pandiscio, who was enthroned behind her desk with her headset on, as usual. She looked up as the elevator
doors opened and eyed Ben with what seemed to be arch amusement.

Sorry, Mr Baker, but the first of the hotties isn't due in for another half an hour. The only hottie around
here for you to feast your eyes on right now is me.

In which case, he was in no danger of starving to death, even if she was old enough to be—well, not his
mother. Not quite. Although he had the definite impression that she regarded him as young enough to be
her son, in spirit if not in fact. This perspec-tive of hers wasn't limited to him—Ruby seemed to regard all
the Brash staffers the same way.

From time to time, it occurred to Ben to wonder why Ruby had chosen to locate her lofty perch of
maturity and experience behind a receptionist's desk at a men's magazine. In particular, a men's magazine
like Brash, that once in a while decided it did not have to bother publishing any of the inci-sive articles that
its target readership could pretend they were far more interested in than the photo spreads. Especidly if it
meant reducing the number of pages occupied by a photo spread. Fewer pages meant fewer pictures of
ladies—this was never a good thing.

The idea of actually asking Ruby Pandiscio such a question, however, was something Ben found far too
intimidating. For one thing, he wasn't sure how to go about putting it into words; for another, he was afraid
that the answer would turn out to be something so reasonable and obvious that by the mere act of asking he
had exposed himsdlf as cal-low, shallow, and intellectualy deficient.

Or she might just haul off and dap his face. Judg-ing from the subtle but well-defined musclesin her arms
(on display in warm weather), there was a good chance that she would take his head off if she did, which
he was pretty certain was not the kind of on-the-job injury covered by his HMO or work-men's comp.

Ruby's smile seemed to soften a little as she put a small stack of phone messages on the desk for him
dong with some interoffice envelopes. Appar-ently she wasn't going to behead him today .

Ben's answering smile was a hit tense at first; then for some reason he felt himsdf relaxing. His amile
widened as he stood there sorting through the While-Y ou-Were-Out dips of paper under the woman's
benevolent gaze.

What would she say if he asked her why she worked there?

That was assuming for the moment that she did not come back at him with a response like: Since when is
that any of your business, punk? Or I'd tell you but then I'd have to kill you, of course.

For dl he knew, she might even tdl him some-thing completely mundane. For instance, she might answer
that this was the best she could do as a sin-gle mother with alimited education or as a divorcee re-entering
the work-force after her hus-band had run off with someone who looked like a modd for Brash. Or she
might tell him smply that she was on parole.

Okay, that last one was maybe not terribly mun-dane in a setting like this, he thought, frowning at one of
the phone messages. The call back box was checked and then circled, with a note in Ruby's precise,



ultra-legible hand saying: Asked me to tel you, "Don't forget!" Ms S C (only gave initids).

On the other hand, having a receptionist who was on parole was alot more mundane than some things he
could think of. Or rather, didnt want to think of. He put the message down on the stack he had aready
looked at and went on to the rest.

When he finished, he folded them dl into a doppy wad and tucked them into his pocket, then decided to
have a quick peek at what treasures had arrived in the interoffice mail.

"Mm-hmm," he said to himsdlf, peering busily into an oversized manila envelope stuffed with four-by-five
color transparencies for his perusal. He made a business of pretending to count them while also pretending
that he wasn't finding ways to delay going into his office. At the same time, he also had to pretend that he
was completely unaware that Ruby knew exactly what he was up to and was watching him as if she
thought he might be on parole, but from the loony bin.

After a bit he dared to look up and give her a friendly smile. "There are some days that you just gotta
ease into, instead of diving in head firs," he said, by way of pretending he wasn't making a redly lame
excuse in aredly lame way.

Ruby raised one perfectly-shaped eyebrow at him but just as she seemed about to make a comment, the
phone rang. "Good morning, Brash magazine," she said, turning away from Ben dightly. "How may | direct
your cal?'

She put a finger to her headset in a way that reminded Ben too much of a smilar action, one involving a
very high-tech headset that included a pair of full-immersion goggles.

He ran down the hall to his office.

It was an enormous relief to find that dl was quiet on the glass-walled front, or more precisaly, in the office
behind it. Apparently, whoever had been caling so early had not asked to speak to him. He could be glad
about that, Ben thought, closing the door. Then he just leaned against it for a few sec-onds, staring at his
work area.

It did not look like a place where odd or unusud things could happen. In spite of the fancy design, it was
dill nothing more than a mundane, boring old office setup—desk, computer, phone, dl the standard office
stuff, dong with the light-box on the wall behind. Nothing unusua was going on.

Nothing unusual was happening now and noth-ing unusua ever had or ever would happen here, he told
himsdf. This was nothing more than the office where he spent a mgjor portion of every day poring over
hundreds of photos and transparencies of unusualy beautiful women, which was nothing unusual for his line
of work. In fact, he had a whole bunch of new transparencies of unusualy beautiful women to look at again
today. Anyone would have thought that the world's supply of unusualy beautiful women would have run dry
ages ago but somehow, it never did.

Unlike foss| fuels, rainforests, and white rhinos, unusualy beautiful women only became more plentiful as
time went by, at least if what he saw in the course of a typicd workday was any indication. Day in, day
out, week in, week out, it was the same old same-old and it just kept on coming. So, Ben told himsdlf, the
sooner he got down to some real work, the better.

He paused to turn on the light-box mounted on the wal behind his chair before he sat down. Oh, yeah,
he'd redly better get to work, he told himsdf as he poured the transparencies of unusualy beau-tiful women
out of the interoffice envelope onto his desktop in a messy heap. There had to be a hun-dred and fifty
images there, which he was supposed to get through before lunch.

Excuse me, did somebody actually say lunch? Not today, not by a long shot; he was going to have to
work through lunch, because there would be another one hundred and fifty dides for him to look at this
afternoon. At least that many, probably more. This was the world's fastest self-replenishing resource, after
dl. Now if he could only figure out where had he hidden his magnifier. ..

As luck would have it, he found it in the first drawer he opened. Right next to the goggles. Ben stared
down at them, fedling put-upon and more than a little doomed.

After ahbit, he took both the magnifier and the gog-gles out and placed them side by side on the desktop in
front of him. What the hell. He could just put on the damned goggles, go visit Cindy—correction: run the
program—and get it over with. It would not take more than a few minutes, and it would be just for the sake
of getting it out of the way. Once he was fin-ished with that, he would be able to take care of everything
else he had to do today and he wouldn't have to give it another thought.

Of course, it would be kind of hard to do any-thing at dl when he was dumped behind his desk in a
drooling, semi-conscious, post-orgasmic haze.

But never mind that. After he pulled himsaf together enough to drag himself out of the building and find
his car, what then? Another bouquet of just-because-l-love-you roses for Samantha? Another evening to



ga  through grimming like an ape and haping Sam bought the  whole
if-you're-happy-1'm-happy-everything's-swell act? Another sleepless night feding guilty about his iffy
celibacy?

And that would be followed by what—another day of this new brand of same old same-old? How many
more days like that could he take? He would lose his mind; he would go completely loon-a-rooney, and dl
because of... what?

A computer program.

Congratulate yourself! You, Benjamin Baker, are a bona fide idiot.

Ben blew out a breath and picked the goggles up in one hand. Okay, that was a little melodramatic. Or a
little over-melodramatic. Or more than a little. Like maybe grand-Wagnerian-opera ridiculous. But that was
jugt dl the more reason to shelve Sensuous Cindy permanently, forget about her—correction: it. Forget
about it. Later, he would give Garrett a call, tel him that he wanted him to come back in and get it cleaned
out of his computer as soon as possible. It was bullshit and it was interfering with his life. It was even
getting in the way of him being able to do his job. Nobody in their right mind would let an inanimate object
have that kind of power over them. Not even if they got dl freaked out because it cdled them on the
phone.

And hdl, it wasn't like a computer diding a tele-phone was redly anything to get freaked out about
anyway. It wasn't even anything particularly unusua, thanks to that wonderful, twenty-first century
development called telemarketing, com-puters made phone cals dl the time. If he were to ask Garrett, his
friend could probably name twenty different kinds of glitches just off the top of his head that could cause a
computer to auto-dial numbers by mistake. And that was a completely logical explanation for what had
happened last night, he told himsdf firmly as he put the goggles back in the drawer.

"Had to be a glitch of some sort,” he said doud— hearing the words adoud made them fed more
real—and shut the drawer with a little more force than was actualy necessary. "That's dl it was. Just some
glitch. Had to be. Had to."

Okay, now that he had that settled, it was time to get busy. Ignoring the smal sting from the blister on his
fingertip—it was practically dl healed up aready anyway, no big deal there—he put haf a dozen
transparencies up on the light box and began to examine the first of them with the magni-fier.

Yes, indeed, 1 love my job, he thought happily .

"Hey, lover," said a familiar sexy voice behind him. "Whatchya doin'?"

Ben let out an involuntary yelp of surprise. The magnifier he was holding went flying out of his hand and
off into parts unknown as he jumped back and turned around. Then he gave another yelp when he saw the
display that was now on his desktop computer screen.

"Aren't you forgetting something, darling?' Sen-suous Cindy said, staring out at him from where she was
lounging on her bed. Today's negligee was different and as he might have expected, even sex-ier. "Did you
or did you not make a little promise to me last night, lover? Hmm?"

Ben squinted at the screen in disbelief. She—it— seemed to be looking right at him, as if she could see
him as easily as he could see her. Some bit of half-remembered techno-babble he'd heard from Garrett
once about high-definition touch-screen technology flitted through Ben's mind.

He decided to try a little experiment. Keeping his back flat against the wall, he leaned dowly and
carefully to the right, returned to center, and then leaned as far to the left as he could. Damn, he thought. It
redly did look as if her eyes—its eyes, damn it, its eyes—were tracking his every move but even what little
he knew about com-puters told him that was just absolutely impossible.

Wasn'tit?

"I'm confused,” he said shakily, just for the sake of saying anything at all. "Is this, uh, you know, like, part
of the program?"

"I'm not sure 1 know what you mean, Ben, dar-ling." Sensuous Cindy leaned forward which, in her
current state of partid dress, was a very inter-esting move. "All 1 know is" she said, licking her lips, "I've
never fdt like this before.”

She did hersdlf toward him on the bed as if she were redly getting physicaly closer. The slky,
chin-length blonde hair fell forward and she shook it back without taking her eyes off him. Even just on his
little computer screen, those eyes were remarkable, deep and powerful. He felt as if her gaze were boring
into him.

"I-I, uh, I have no idea what you... uh, you could be... uh, talking. What you're taking about,” he said with
some difficulty. He knew that he wasn't actually having any physical trouble breathing but for some reason
he ill felt as if he couldn't get enough air.

"What I'm talking about is chemistry, you slly boy," she said, laughing a little. "You know what chemistry



is. That mysterious attraction between two people who belong together."

She reached the foot of the bed and sat up, throwing off the diaphanous robe so he could get a better ook
a what she was barely wearing. Her lacy bra and thong were another set Ben that had seen in a
sexy-underwear catalog, and quite recently, in fact. It dso just happened to be another one of his favorites,
as worn by his favorite lingerie model . Who, now that he was thinking of it, did nowhere near as much for
the outfit as Sensuous Cindy did. But Sensuous Cindy could not possibly have known that.

Could she?

"You know what | mean, like pheromones," she added with a sexy sigh. "And dl that other good stuff.
Mmm." She hugged herself. "So good."

"Pheromones?’ It came out of him as more of a groan than a word. "No, that's not right, don't be
ridiculous. Humans have pheromones. Y ou have to be human like me to have pheromones."

She raised her eyebrows and sat up even straighter, crossing her legs and using her arms to cover herself
primly. "Wdl, Ben, darling, i was cer-tainly human enough for you yesterday," she told him with a sexy little
poui.

It was the pout that was the last straw for Ben. Ever since he had discovered the beauteous and bountiful
mouth of Faye in junior high, he had been powerless in the face of a really good pout.

The dill, smal voice of his conscience promptly reminded him that his very own Samantha had the
dl-time best pout of anyone he had ever known, Faye included. It was promptly drowned out by the blare
from his more inginctive nature pointing out the rather obvious fact that Samantha didn't hap-pen to be
there while Cindy was.

The only thing Ben knew for sure at the moment was that if he could do nothing else, he had to make
her—it—whatever this was—stop looking at him like that.

"Look, I, uh, I—" Ben swallowed, tried again. "I'll—hey, how about | come visit you after 1 finish work?"'

"Hmm. After work? Well. | don't know about that..." Cindy pretended to think it over for a sec-ond or
two before leaning back on her hands and uncrossing her legs. "And afterwards, you will stay for awhile
and hold me? Keep me company so | won't have to be so lonesome?' she asked, making a sad, dightly
swelled little face at him.

"You got it." Ben nodded franticaly. "Holding, touching, whatever you want. Just tdl me and I'm there.
Absolutely."

"Wdl..."

"l promisg," he added. "Lots of holding. Mass quantities of holding."

"Wdl, when you put it that way..." She pre-tended to think it over some more while Ben kept repeating
slently to himsdf, "it," not "her." "It,)" not "her." "It," not "her." "It not "her." Then her lips widened in a
dow, sexy amile. "All right. See you later—" she winked. "Lover."

The computer screen went blank.

Ben's breath came out in a noisy, relieved rush. Then, as if the only thing that had redly been hold-ing
him up was that gaze of hers, hislegs just gave and he sat down on the floor hard.

He had known when he had come in this morn-ing that he had a long day ahead of him. That had turned
out to be the good news, Ben thought unhappily as he pulled himself up off the floor and into his chair. The
bad news was that for the first time he could ever remember, no matter how long his workday might run, it
actually wasn't going to go dowly enough or last long enough.

Sumped in his chair at the tal end of the day, Ben regarded the photo layout on his computer screen
through watering, half-closed eyes.

He found it amazing that he was 4ill able to see the screen, or anything else, for that matter. He would
have sworn that no human eyes could actu-aly withstand the degree of eyestrain he was suffering with
right now and remain intact, Rather than, say, mdting into some inert substance akin to egg whites and
running down his cheeks like viscous and rather disgugting tears.

There redly was no damned justice, he thought wearily. Otherwise, he wouldn't have had to go through
hdll to design pictorid page layouts for photos that were heaven to look at. Worse, it seemed like the more
heavenly the photos were to look at, the harder it was to design a layout that did justice to them. But that
only figured. Because, as he had pointed out to himself bare seconds ago, there was no justice in the first
place.

Bare seconds. He gazed lovingly at the computer screen, taking a moment for each photo, sngly and then
as a group. Tough as it was, he had done the job. "That's why they pay me the big bucks," he informed the
ladies on the monitor. "Because in the end, 1 aways do the job."

The ladies gazed back at him with what might have been admiration and approval mixed in with their



various expressions of smmering animal lust.

"Yes, indeed, it certainly is adirty job, but—" he sat up and did a fina save on the file. "Only if you do it
right."

He took a last look at the layout before closing the file and emailing it to the production depart-ment.

"All this and the big bucks, too." He chuckled. "Maybe it's a good thing for me there's no justice after all.
Sometimes, anyway."

He rubbed the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders before he let himsdlf fal back into a dump in his
chair again. God, he was exhausted. Maybe in a minute or two he would give some seri-ous consideration
to moving a muscle. It would be just one muscle to start with, nothing too ambi-tious, he decided. If that
worked out and it didn't kill him, he would go ahead and move another, and then another, until eventualy he
had enough of them going to get him up on his feet. Then he could work on a plan of movement that would
eventually alow him to get home...

His cdl phone rang and he groaned loudly. Answering it meant having to move a muscle right now,
before held gotten any rest after the last time he'd moved. Damn. No judtice, that was what it was. No
judtice anywhere at dl. He dipped the tiny phone out of his shirt pocket and thumbed a but-ton.

"Ben here," he sighed.

It was Samantha and in spite of his fatigue, he smiled at the sound of her voice. If only he could just
teleport home somehow—email, or fax, even—and just melt into a little pool on the couch or the bed and
spend the evening doing nothing more than listen to the woman he loved talk to him. Even if she just wanted
to tell him he was late, which was what she was saying right now.

"1 know," he said gpologeticaly. "1 had to work late. There was this photo layout | had to finish and it
was such a bitch. Unlike a certain other person | could name—"

"Oh?" she said, amused.

"Who is the very opposite of that word, in every way. But as soon as we hang up, I'm so outta here that
it's unbelievable."

"Wel, I'll believe it when 1 see it," Samantha promised, laughing a little. "1 guess I'll just have to find
something to keep me busy till you get here."

She had such a sweet laugh, Ben thought. That was the good news. The better news was, he was going
to get to hear it every day for the rest of hislife.

"1 loveyou," she added.

"Love you, too," Ben said, utterly content. "See you soon. Bye."

He hung up and dropped the cdll back into his pocket.

Okay, he thought, and now to try that thing where he tried moving a muscle, even if he wasn't as
completely rested as he had intended. Going home to Samantha was something definitely worth tiring
himsdf out for.

Just as he sat up, he saw the magnifier dtting on the desk next to his keyboard.

Maybe if he remembered to put it back where he'd found it, he told himsdlf, he might not have to devote
30 much time to searching for it. He would be able to find it again in no time.

He opened the drawer and then stopped dead.

Of course, there were adso a number of disad-vantages to having a policy of remembering to put
everything back where you found it, he thought, staring at the goggles, the chief one being that you redly
could always find it again in no time. Whether you wanted to or not.

For some reason, the sght of the goggles made him think of some kind of smal but ferocious ani-md,
dozing while it lay in wait for its next unwitting meal to present itself. Ben hesitated.

Maybe if he wasn't just so damned tired, he would have been able to appreciate the special pleasures
involved with being the main course on Sensuous Cindy's menu. Or not. Maybe if he wasn't just so damned
married to Samantha already, in spirit if not in actual, legal fact. Maybe that, or maybe if he was nine or ten
years younger and dill in his raw youth, he would have been able to muster the necessary enthusiasm for
an imagi-nary playmate. Especialy if she happened to be alot less imaginary than she was imaginative.

Or maybe if he was ten or twenty years-older, approaching his middie age full of disgppointments and

unrealized dreams and ambitions. Then he probably wouldn't hesitate to give himsaf over to the fantasy of
Sensuous Cindy for an hour or two of badly-needed escape.
But kid stuff just didn't interest him anymore. And as for finding himsdlf ten or twenty years down the road
bemoaning the disappointment of unrealized dreams and ambitions—well, he wasn't there yet, and he didn't
have to end up that way if he really didn't want to. On the other hand, if that was what he did want, then al
he had to do was waste the time he had right now on dumb shit that didn't do anyone any real good-Like,
say, having sex with a computer program, instead of appreciating what he had.



His real life was, in fact, what millions of people could only fantasize about and Ben knew it. He lived
wdl, with no money or health problems; he had a career rather than just a job, and he was making steady
progressin it. Plus, he liked his job. Considering that his work involved his getting paid to look at numerous
photographs of gorgeous, scantily-clad women, what was not to like?

But just to make dl of it perfect, Samantha loved him. She loved him and she was going to be his wife.
There wasn't a fantasy that anyone could come up with that that could even begin to approach the
experience of red life with Samantha Ross. Sorry, Cindy, Ben thought at the goggles. It was nice while it
lasted, but that's true of dl fan-tasies.

He did the drawer closed with a sense of satis-fied findity. It felt like case closed, the end, that's that.
Done. Finished.

Because it was, of course. And the fact that he closed the drawer very gently meant nothing. It was just
that he kept his magnifier in there, too, and he didn't want it to dam against the goggles and break.

It wasn't like there was some kind of small but ferocious animal deeping in there that he didn't want to
disturb. There was nothing dive in the drawer. Just his magnifier, which he didn't want to break.

Oh, and some goggles that he didn't need any more.

Just as he was locking the door to his office, he imagined he could hear Cindy cdling his name, wanting to
know what was keeping him and how much longer she was going to have to wait. Hear-ing things, now,
there was one more very strong argument for breaking the virtua redity habit before it actually got to be a
literd habit, Ben thought as he marched to the elevator bank.

His determination pleased him so much that he could feel his fatigue began to lift a little, dong with his
spirits which refused even to acknowledge the smal twinge of pain when he hit the down but-ton a little too
hard with his injured fingertip.

The Sensuous Cindy program was just too vivid, too thoroughly overdone. That power-of-sugges-tion
thing was a double-edged sword: nice for the virtua reality business since it meant the only thing they had
to provide besides the program was a pair of goggles, but very troublesome and highly annoying for people
who might find themselves hearing a program'’s voice like it was a tune stuck in their heads.

Y eah, he could definitely see where that could happen dl too easily, and it was just the sort of thing that
geeky geniuses like Garrett would over-look because they were too busy writing their geeky genius
programs.

There was a hushed ding! and the doors opened on an empty elevator. He stepped in and pushed the
button for the lobby. As the doors closed, he suddenly became aware of how quiet everything was. He was
probably the last person to leave the building tonight. Again.

He had had an awful lot of long days lately where he didn't get home until well after eight, some-times
nine. That may have been okay in the past when he had been a single guy but it wasn't the sort of thing that
would make for a happy marriage or a good family life.

It was time for him to start thinking about how he could avoid having to work so many late hours. He had
to start planning his time better, maybe map out his tasks for each day; or better yet, orga-nize everything
by the week. He could get himsdf some kind of chart. That would be very efficient. And now that he was
thinking of it, wasn't there some software made specifically for scheduling dl those things you had to do in
the course of a day? Garrett could probably tell him which one of them was—

There was a ghrill mechanical screeching sound and the elevator's smooth, repid, almost slent descent
came to a sudden noisy and very bumpy halt. Ben logt his balance, fdling first against the wall on his left
and then rebounding to hit the wal behind him. He was trying to steady himsalf when the elevator dropped
another couple of feet before it jerked to a stop again.

Then just to make sure he was getting the idea that he might be in more than a little bit of trouble, the
lights flickered—with the requisite unpleasant buzzing noise of imminent doom, of course—and Ben felt his
mouth go dry.

Dizzy with panic, he had to look around several times before he managed to focus on the panel of buttons.
Even then, he was unable to focus well enough to make out which button would activate the aarm. What
the hell, he figured, and pounded on dl of them, splaying his hands as widely as he could in order to hit as
many buttons as possible. One of them had to be an adarm. The blister on his fingertip twinged more
intensely; he tried to ignore it even though it suddenly seemed to be getting worse again.

No bells went off, no buzzer sounded. He couldn't hear anything except the sound of his too-rapid
breathing and the faint click of the buttons themselves. Maybe it was actually a silent darm, he thought with
sudden desperate hope. The builders had put in a silent one on purpose, so it wouldn't deafen the poor
people who might be unlucky enough to get trapped between floors. No point in adding injury to insult, after



dl. Sure, that was exactly what it was. It had to be. After dl, it was bad enough to be trapped until help
could arrive.

Trapped with no idea of what had happened or how to get out.

Trapped with nothing you could do except hope that when help findly did show up, it would get there
before whatever was holding the car in place gave out and it started fdling, out of control, going faster and
faster and faster—

"Hey, there, migter," said a voice from a smdl speaker just above the top row of numbered but-tons.

Ben jumped back startled, while thoughts pin-whedled crazily through his mind. He'd been right about the
slent alarm thing and boy was he glad he wasn't stuck in here being deafened as well as scared. Why the
hdl didn't they put video cameras and TV screens in every elevator in the world while they were at it? And
of course, he couldn't possibly be the last person to leave the building. Obvioudy, there must be a security
service, rent-a-cops on patrol just for this kind of emergency; the build-ing's insurance company probably
made that mandatory as part of the coverage.

At the same time he was thinking dl of this, however, he knew he was wrong. He knew he was wrong
because the voice was wrong.

It was not a voice that belonged to some rent-a-cop hired by the building management to take care of the
odd elevator emergency. Not even a female rent-a-cop. No female rent-a-cop on earth would have a voice
like that.

This female voice was one he knew very well because he had heard it before. In fact, if the truth were to
be known, he had heard it too much and he had made the decison not to hear it again. But here it was
again anyway, because it wasn't done talking to him. Ben yanked at his collar, trying to loosen it.

Suddenly atiny little video screen lit up behind the large dark plastic pand where dl the buttons and the
speaker were located. Astiny as the screen was, it was aso very high definition.

Not that Ben would have had trouble recognizing the face gazing out a him from the display any-way.
The face went so perfectly with the voice.

"Aren't you forgetting something?' Cindy asked archly.

She did not look happy.

NINE

"Cindy, please—I'm asking you nicely now," Ben said, hoping that he actually sounded a lot nicer than he
fdt. "Please start the elevator. Please?’

"Nothing doing, lover," she said. "Not until we get a few things straightened out. First we tak. Then welll
see about the elevator.”

She looked down at him coolly from the tiny screen, her eyes tracking him as he paced from one side of
the elevator to the other, back and forth, over and over again. His brain kept telling him to knock it off, cadm
down and get a grip while his gut insisted that constant movement was the only way he could keep the
wadls of the eleva-tor from closing in on him completely and mashing him flat.

"Boy, Ben, when you sweat, you redly sweat,” Cindy added. "Did you know that?' She sounded
sincerely fascinated, which made the whole situa-tion even more surreal and nightmarish for him.

"Listen to me, Cindy," he panted. "1 have a thing about being trapped in small spaces, | redly do. 1 am
not kidding about this, it's a very serious thing. Right now I'm approaching meltdown here and it ain't gonna
be pretty."

She was il watching him with fascination.

"I told you, I'm not kidding, Cindy," he said, try-ing to quell his rising panic. "I'm really not. This isn't a
joke."

"Wdl, how do you think | feel?' she said defen-sively, "I can't eat, | can't degp—"

She had not redlly just said that, had she? Ben clutched his head with both hands. "You never eat! You
never deep!” he wailed. "Am | the only one who knows this?'

But apparently she didn't listen, either. "I keep dreaming about you—"

Ben let out a wordless howl of frustration. "But you just said you can't deep!” He clutched his head even
more tightly. "Oh, Jesus, did | just say that?' he muttered. "l can't believe | said that. | can't beieve I'm
arguing with a computer."

Cindy ill wasn't ligtening. "Ben, darling, please,” she said, "I'm not asking for much. All | want is for us
to be together—"

"Oh, for crying out loud," said Ben. "We can't be together!"



"We can't?' Cindy was staring out at him from the tiny screen with a mixture of hurt and aston-ishment
puckering her pretty forehead, as if this ghastly idea had come from somewhere so far out in left field that
she could never have imagined such a bizarre thing. "But Ben," she murmured, her voice threatening tears.
"Why not?'

He stared back at her in disbelief. God, she realy wanted to know; she was expecting a straight answer
out of him, she redly was. "We can't be together," he said, speaking dowly and clearly, "because | am
engaged. We can't be together because. |. Am. Getting. Married."

She blinked and then broke into a sunny smile of honest ddight. "Oh, redly?' she asked, thrilled to the
point of actually clapping her hands a little. "So when's the big day?"

He saw with some amazement that she redly didn't remember what he had told her earlier. Maybe dl
that high-definition realism meant sac-rificing a lot of capacity in the memory-bank area.

"In six months,”" he said.

"W, congratulations, darling!" she said warmly and blew him a kiss.

"Thank you," he answered politdy and tried to smile just as warmly. "Now, if you—"

"But, darling," she went on, not listening again, "1 don't see what that has to do with us."

Ben heard the buttons popping off his shirt as he tore the front open from top to bottom. He ignored them.
"That's okay," he said, as breathless now as if he had run a twenty-five mile marathon, or maybe paced it in
panicky five-stride installments back and forth in a small, enclosed space. "Maybe after | have my panic
attack, | can explain it to you. In detail." His breath was starting to come in whoops now. "If | live"

"Oh, come on, Ben," Cindy said and gave a small, sexy, purring laugh.

But the only reaction that sound stirred in Ben at the present moment was a new surge of panic. It took
every bit of self-control he had not to start screaming for help.

"I know you like me" she was saying. "Don't try to tell me otherwise. 1 know you too well—"

"Yes, okay, | dolike you," he said, mopping his sweaty face with the front of his shirt. "You got me there,
1 admit it. | like you. | like you. Like. But | love Samantha."

Just speaking her name gave him a moment of hopeful solace, very brief but very intense. And there was
an extremely good reason for that, he realized. If there could be a single absolute truth in his life, then his
love for Samantha was it.

His love for Samantha was more solid, more substantia, and more rea than anything and everything else
he knew of; that included more widely known facts such as who was on the cover of the current issue of
Brash, what the cap-ital of Venezuela was, and the existence of gravity, even in direct connection to stalled
eevators, including the one he was currently trapped in.

"I love Samantha," he said again, just to hear it.

Cindy gave another of her sexy, purring laughs. "I'm okay with that," she assured him.

"You may be dl right with it, Cindy, but I'm not." Ben stopped pacing and looked up at that imposs-bly
beautiful face, fedling the same degree of guilty regret he would have had if Sensuous Cindy had been a
real woman. "It was sex, Cindy. It was good, but it was just sex. That's al. Nothing more." He took a deep,
uncomfortable breath. "I'm sorry. | really am.”

Her blonde head tilted to one side as she regarded him through half-closed eyes for some unmeasured
period of time. At last she seemed to have heard him, Ben thought. He had findly man-aged to get through
to her. Now they were getting somewhere; they could settle this whole thing and that would be the end of
that.

"Are you trying to tdl me" she said after a hit, speaking dowly with a tearful edge in her voice, "that |
was just—ijust a fling? A—a booty call? A rall in the hay?'

Ben winced. "l really don't want to hurt you," he told her, "but yes. That's exactly what you were. As
wonderful as you are—and you are wonderful, really—for me you were just a fling. A booty cal. A ral in
the hay."

The expression on her face went from hurt to stony.

Ben had the digtinct sensation of his heart sink-ing as he became aware that having this discussion with
her while he was 4ill trapped in the elevator might not have been one of his more brilliant ideas.

Abruptly, Cindy stood up and folded her arms, regarding him with a stern frown. "1 am so disap-pointed in
you," she said coldly and turned her back on him.

"Cindy—" he started and then cut off as the screen went black.

Ben stood motionless in the middle of the elevator, nursng the faint hope that in spite of her
disappointment, she would decide to give him a break anyway and in the next few seconds, he would hear
the sound of the electric motor coming to life up again so the eevator could continue its descent.

The next few seconds ticked by in silence. These were followed by several more, also soundless.



Oh, good God, he thought, feding something akin to atida wave of intense panic sweep through him, this
redly had been a bad idea. No, not just bad—incredibly stupid was what it was. Nobody but nobody
dumped a woman at a time like this, whether she was rea or not.

"Cindy," he cdled pleadingly, "please don't leave me here like this. Please. | told you, 1 don't do smal
spaces. I'min a bad way here. The walls— they're starting to closein..."

Desperate, he pounced on the control panel again and pounded the buttons with both fists, yeling for help.
The blister on his finger was stinging badly now, as if the burn had happened only moments before. He
kept pounding on the control panel anyway and yelled even louder.

There was no answer, no sound at al except for the ambient hum coming from the lights, a hum that was
somehow becoming more intense with-out actually getting very much louder. Which was what happened
when the walls were closing in, he thought and realized with horror that he was sucking on his burned
finger again. He snatched his hand away and jammed it into his trouser pocket.

"Okay, okay!" he wailed at the speaker. "I'm sorry, Cindy, 1 made a mistake! | made a big mis-take!
Please, Cindy..."

The screen lit up again but she was gill standing with her back to him.

"Y ou're absolutely one hundred per cent right. 1 should have come to see you, Cindy," he babbled, unable
to help himsdf. "l really should have. You were right and | was wrong. | know that | should have come to
see you, | know better than to behave like that—"

She tossed her hair and looked over her shoulder at him, pouting but obvioudy listening.

"Il do anything you want, really, | will!" he promised, his voice risng haf an octave along with his level of
hysteria. "Anything, anything at al no matter what it is, if youll just forgive me. Please, please, forgive me,
Cindy, | wasn't thinking straight. 1 must have been crazy, over-work or something. | didn't know what |
was saying!"

It seemed like forever before Cindy findly turned dowly dl the way around to face him. Her gor-geous
pout was now a sexy invitation. "Ben, darling, don't you understand? | just want to be with you," she
pretend-scolded, shaking her finger at him playfully. "Is that realy such a bad thing? Really?"

He shook his head solemnly. "No, Cindy," he said with as much sincerity as he could force. "Of course it
isn't a bad thing. It's actualy a very good thing."

The elevator motor came to life just as suddenly as it had died and the car findly began to move again.
Limp with relief, Ben let his head fal for-ward to rest against the control panel. The elevator was going up
instead of down but the direction no longer mattered to him. He didn't care which way the elevator went, up
down, or sideways, just as long as it ended up someplace where the doors would open so he could get out.

But of course she would bring him back to the floor where the Brash offices were, Ben thought as he
stepped off the elevator. Under the circumstances, maybe he should consider putting in for overtime.

There was dill no one dtting in the chairs or behind the desk in the dlent, dimly-lit reception area, of
course—Ruby Pandiscio had left hours ago and wouldn't be back until tomorrow morning. Which Ben
thought was a real shame, as he had an odd certainty that if anyone would have known what to do, it was
Ruby, dthough he could not for the life of him have explained what made him think such a thing.

He glanced back at the elevator. It was just dtting there with its doors open and he had a sudden
powerful urge to jump back on it and try for the lobby again. Except that would have been the
sec-ond-stupidest thing he had done in the last twenty-four hours—or the third, if he counted his running the
Sensuous Cindy program in the first place. Which he probably should, he told himself gloomily.

The eevator doors did closed then, dmost as if in acknowledgement of his thoughts. He heard the
smooth whir of the motor as it began a rapid descent. Right—I guess | passed that test, Ben thought,
grumpily. I may be stupid but I'm not totaly stupid.

Maybe that meant he was actually getting smarter, he thought as he forced himself to start waking back
through the reception area. Just as he got to the halway, he saw his office light up brightly behind its
tranducent glass wall while dl the other offices remained dark.

That Cindy—noat just sensuous but also consid-erate. Not to mention careful not to waste electricity

"Ben? Darling?' Her voice came from the PA sys-tem speakers in the celling. "I'm waiting..."

He stopped, thinking that he could try a run for it in the stairwell. He'd have to go down twenty-five
flights, sure, but that would be a piece of cake compared to trying to go up that many.

"Where are you?' Cindy asked, a faint but defi-nite edge of impatience in her voice now.

"I - I'll be right there!" he called up at the ceiling. "l just gotta—uh—I just have to use the men's room!"

He went back to the reception area and then just stood, wondering exactly how safe it actually would be
to use the men's room. Something told him not to take any more dumb chances. The PA system extended



to the bathrooms as well, but even if it hadn't, she had already proved she could just cal him on his—
Abruptly, he fumbled his cell phone out of his pocket and hit speed didl.
"You just better be home" he muttered as he lis-tened to the ringing on the other end. "You just better
mll

* % %

"Ben... Beeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnn... oh,
Beeeeeeeeeeennnnn! Where
arrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrerre  yoooooo000000ouuuuuuuuuuuuuUUIUuL. .

Ben didn't answer her. He had no idea how long he had been dtting in the reception area bent over with
his elbows on his knees and his forehead rest-ing on the knuckles of his interlaced fingers, listening slently
to Cindy cdling him. He only knew that it was too long. But then, even a second was much too long a
period of time to have to listen to that deceptively sweet voice singing his name over and over like a
twenty-first century, high-tech siren.

He was way beyond the point of it driving him crazy now. He had aready gone crazy, with fear, With
exhaugtion, with anger, with frustration. He had gone dl the way past the limits of sanity and then come Al
the way back again. Now dl he could do was st and wait for whatever came next, fedling neither hope nor
fear. Regardless of what happened, good or bad, it was completely out of his hands, at least for the
moment.

"Be-en." The siren voice turned sulky and impattient. "This isn't funny anymore.”

It wasn't? That was news to him, he thought darkly. The only thing was, he had no memory of any point
a which there had been anything he would have caled particularly funny, or even mildy amusing about this
situation. Damn—how could he have missed something like that? Maybe there was a glitch in his sense of
humor. Maybe he was one of those poor souls who was lost without a laugh-track.

"1 know you're out there," she said ominoudly.

Ben winced. Yes, she mogt certainly did; no bluff-ing on that one, none whatsoever. In terms of her ill
in precision locating, she was not quite up to the demanding standards of the Globa Postioning Satellite
system, but Ben was sure that dl she needed was little more time and she would get the hang of that, too.

Without warning, there was an earsplitting bang that seemed to shake the entire reception area.
Terri-fied, Ben jumped out of the chair and then scrambled to regain his balance, looking around wildly.

"Are... you... trying to... kill me?" huffed a tor-tured male voice.

He turned to see Garrett just barely holding him-salf up in the open doorway to the stairwell, clutching his
chest as he fought to breathe. Ben ran to him and managed to get his shoulder under his arm before he
could fdl on his face.

"Tel me... again," Garrett gasped as Ben helped him over to a nearby chair, "why... couldn' I... take..."
he plumped down on the seat 4ill clutch-ing his chest with one hand and gestured limply toward the bank of
elevators with the other. "One... of those..." He paused and amogt did out of the chair as he breathed in
with a bronchial whooping noise that Ben found almost as frighten-ing as his own situation. "An... elevator."

Ben leaned close to his ear and spoke in a low voice. "It isn't safe. Nowhere's safe.”

Garrett made a pained face and shook his head.

"God," he wheezed. "Twenty... five... stories... straight... up. You think... that's... safe?"

"Oh, Beeeeeeennnnnnnnnn,” sang the siren voice.

Garrett's head snapped up and he looked around. "What... who..." he swallowed with some diffi-culty and
took another big, labored breath. Who... the hell's... that?"'

"Who's what?' Ben asked, feigning an innocent, puzzled tone as he put his shoulder under Garrett's arm
s0 he could help him walk to his office. "Oh, you mean, that?' He glanced up at the celling briefly and then
looked at Garrett again, his expres-sion hardening dong with his voice. "That is why you couldn't take the
elevator.”

"How much longer?' Ben asked for what might have been the zllionth time, hovering over Garrett who was
gtting at his desk and typing in rapid-fire bursts.

Garrett didn't take his eyes off the computer screen. "Don't rush me" he said, aso for the zil-lionth time.
He was dill panting and wheezing to the point where Ben was starting to wonder if he wasn't putting it on a
little, or even more than a lit-tle. Oh, sure, the guy was hardly any kind of athlete but it wasn't like he
smoked a hundred cig-arettes a day and weighed three hundred pounds, either-Whatever impatience or
irritation Ben might have been feding, however, would have to stay under wraps until after Garrett took



care of thislit-tle situation. But the moment Garrett told him he was finished, he was going to give the guy a
thor-ough rundown of what was bothering him, starting with the way he had just gone ahead and ingtalled
the Sensuous Cindy program on his computer in the first place.

"Man, you know, | really can't believe I'm doing this" Garrett added sadly. "I mean, it's a crime is what it
is It'sared crime”

"A crime? Oh, you want to tak crime here?' Ben asked him, forgetting why he had been keeping things
friendly. "How about attempted kidnapping? How's that for a crime?”

Garrett paused to look over his shoulder at him with exasperation. "Come on, Ben, the devator got stuck.
It happens. Accept it."

"I'm telling you, she wasn't going to let me out!" he said as his friend turned back to the computer.

"Ligten, man, you redlly need to stop talking about her like she's red," Garrett told him, forget-ting to pant.
"Y ou're weirding me out. Big time."

"Hey, have 1 got some news for you, Garrett old buddy. Big time" Ben replied, openly snapping at him
now and not caring. "You know she's not real, and | know she's not real. But Cindy? She's not on the same
page with you and me. She sees things a little differently."

Garrett sighed with undisguised irritation. "She's nothing but a series of ones and zeroes," he said wearily,
as if he were sick and tired of having to remind non-geeks about binary code. Then he sighed again,
sounding more wistful this time. "Ones and zeroes, and they're dl wrapped in the cutest, hottest little
body—"

"Stop that," Ben snapped at him. "Now you're weirding me out, big time. Plus | fedl guilty enough asit is."
He paused as his gaze fell on the framed photo of himself with Sam that he kept on his desktop. "But not as
guilty as 1 would fedl if Sam ever found out," he added, turning the photo face down.

"Sam?' Garrett gave him alook and then forgot dl about wheezing in favor of laughing heartily. "In case
it's dipped your mind, Sam just happens to be one hell of a primo software developer her-self. She would
probably think Cindy was pretty damned coal."

"Oh, for God's sake, don't you get it?' said Ben, raisng his voice with exasperation. "Samantha and |
made a vow: no sex until our wedding. That means not with each other, not with other people, and not with
any sex-happy computer program!”

Garrett shook his head and went on typing rapidly. "Your loss. Your great big fat gigunda mother of a
loss" He continued to type for several seconds longer and then sat back, holding one fin-ger over the
keyboard. "All right, Ben, thisisit. | push this key and whoosh! Cindy vanishes out of your life forever."
Garrett looked at him with raised eyebrows. "l say that's a real shame. What do you say, chief?"

In spite of everything that had happened to him, even his getting trapped in the elevator, Ben hesi-tated.
On some level, Cindy had become—well, not a person, exactly, but more than the inanimate object he kept
inggting to himslf that she was. Now that he had come right down to the moment of truth, he suddenly felt
himsdf in the grip of an odd, vaguely superstitious apprehension.

Then the phone rang.

"1 say, terminate her," Ben said promptly as the blister on his finger throbbed. "Now."

Garrett hesitated, looking from him to the phone and back again, the expression on his face plainly stating
that if Ben redly thought it was Sensuous Cindy who was calling, he had completely logt his mind.

Ben glared back at him. Garrett shrugged and dropped his finger down on a key like a bomb. The
computer screen went black; then two words appeared, adl the |etters capitaized: PROGRAM DELETED.

As soon as the words appeared, the phone cut off in mid-ring. Garrett blinked at it, startled now, and then
turned to Ben again.

"Told you," Ben said absently. He wasn't looking at the phone but at his fingertip.

The blister was gone.

TEN

He couldn't remember when home had been so much of a refuge as it was tonight, Ben thought as he let
himsdf in.

The relief he felt at being able to close the door— literally—on the day he had just had was intense
enough to make him a bit lightheaded. For a few moments, dl he could do was stand there with the paper
sack in his arms and stare unseeingly down at the wine he had stopped to buy on the way home.

He had splurged on a couple of bottles of full-bodied reds, the sort Sam was so partid to. It hadn't been
some minor, lightweight splurge, either, but something more akin to what women referred to as retalil



therapy. Even the guy behind the counter at the liquor store had been impressed, asking Ben if he was
celebrating because he had won the lottery while he rang up the sale.

"Oh, you could put it that way," Ben had replied, wondering what the guy's reaction would have been if he
had told him the truth.

Actudly, I'm celebrating my narrow escape from the clutches of a computer program in the form of a hot
babe that keeps trying to sex me to death.

Oh, sure, any guy could relate to that; there were probably even support groups. Hi, my name is Ben and
I'm a Cindy-halic. Ben shook the thought away and called out, "Hi, I'm home!"

"In here!" came Sam's voice from the small room she had set up as her home office.

Ben stopped to set the wine and his laptop case on the dining room table and then went in to find her
frowning at the computer on her tidy, unclut-tered desk. The whole room was equaly neat. How she
managed to keep everything that way was completely beyond his understanding. Who needed virtua reality
when there was Samantha Ross, woman of mystery, wielder of unknown and possbly unearthly power?

He swept her gorgeous dark curls to one side and bent down to kiss the back of her neck. Sam made a
smadl noise of approval that turned into a sigh of pleasure as he began to knead her shoulder mus-cles in the
dow, gentle but firm way that she liked.

"Mmm," she said happily. "That is so nice," She leaned back and looked up at him, raising her eye-brows
a the sght of his face. "Tough day?"

"Shows, does it?' He sighed. "I won't bore you with the details." Especialy since you would defi-nitely
not find any of it al that terribly boring, he added slently.

"Poor baby," she sympathized. "1 know just how you fed, believe me. I'm having trouble with my hard
drive. It was working fine yesterday. Now dl of a sudden 1 can't access any of my files. Stupid thing."

The array of icons and boxes with error messages in them made little if any sense to Ben but he had a
strong urge to make himsalf useful, or at least try.

"Want me to check it out for you?" he asked her.

Samantha gave a surprised laugh as she twisted around to look up at him. "Remind me, will you— who's
the computer expert around here again?'

"Hey, a fresh set of eyes—" Ben kissed the top of her head. "Like the proverbia yet legendary chicken
soup for the computer expert—couldn't hurt, might help.”

He moved her shoulders gently, turning her so that she could see the store logo on the bag just visble on
the dining room table from where she was stting.

Obvioudy pleased, she stood up and gave him a kiss. "Have at it," she told him. "Il get us some wine."

He sat down at the computer, enjoying her exclamation of ddight when she saw exactly what he had
brought home—not just something good but something great. That was what he wanted, Ben thought as
she took the wine into the kitchen to open it.

More than great sex, more than winning the lot-tery, more than the adulation of millions, what he wanted
was to be the man whose purpose in life was to make Samantha Ross happy. He wanted every part of
their life together to be better than she might have expected. A woman like Samantha deserved nothing
less.

He moved the mouse around the screen idly and then clicked on a random icon. Ingantly, the dis-play
changed and he found himsdf looking at something he did understand but which made absolutely no sense
a dl.

"Terminate her'?" Sensuous Cindy said, gazing hard a him from under her brows. "Did 1 actually hear
you say, ‘Terminate her'?"

The world tilted sideways as Ben's mouth went dry .

"No," he said, shakily, "no, you can't be here, you can't. We got rid of you—"

"Oh, that," Cindy said, waving one graceful hand dismissively. "You mean you tried to get rid of me, but 1
was hiding in the computer in the office next door,” She made a tsk-ing noise. "Ben, really, who do you
think you're deding with?"

He could hear Sam coming out of the kitchen just then saying something about needing a certain man
with muscles to get the cork out of the wine bottle. Almost blind with panic, he did the only thing he could
think of and kicked the plug out of the wall-socket. The screen went dark as the whole computer shut
down.

"Having any luck with that?' Samantha was twisting the corkscrew into the wine bottle as she came over
to him.

"N-nah," he said, hoping he didn't sound as shaky as he felt. "The whole dammed thing froze up on me.
Why don't we forget about it for now? We can, uh, you know, pop some popcorn, watch a movie?'



She looked from him to the expensive wine she was holding and back again. "Wine and popcorn?' she
asked, sounding dightly skeptical.

"Sure" he said expansively. "You stick a bag of the good stuff in the microwave and I'll see what's on."

Sam laughed as he made little shooing motions at her. "Wine and popcorn,” she said again. "Hon-estly,
sometimes you can be so cute.”

She headed back to the kitchen while Ben dl but ran for the entertainment center.

Thank God for satellite TV, his mind babbled, and for each and every one of those five hundred and
some-odd channels broadcasting junk from the very early morning to the wee hours of the night. For when
you absolutely, positively wanted to do anything but think, and keep someone el se from thinking, too.

He picked up the remote and thumbed the On button.

"Why are you trying to hurt me, Ben?' demanded the larger-than-life-size Cindy face on the TV screen.
She seemed to be very close to tears now.. "What's the matter with you? | love you, can't you understand
that? 1 love you—"

Ben reached around the back of the TV, grabbed a fistful of wires and yanked as hard as he could.
Everything went off.

Right away, the phone started to ring.

"Il get it!" Ben yelled, charging across the room like a linebacker to pounce on the cordless hand-set.

"Maybe it's time Samantha and | had a little talk,” Cindy said by way of hello. She didnt sound even a
little bit like someone on the verge of tears any more.

"No, don't!" Ben said franticaly. "I'll come back to the office, right now I'll—"

"Oh, don't do anything on my account,” she told him with a definite edge underlying her otherwise airy
tone. "l mean, redly, after al—"

"No, no, no, it's on my account! | want to come see you!" he said desperately, lowering his voice to a
half-whisper. "1 redly do, Cindy, | want to. We can, you know, we can, uh, well, well tak."

Her purring, sexy laugh. It had begun to sound a whole lot like doom to him now, and it was laugh-ing at
him, not with him.

"And once we're donetalking...?" she said.

Wincing, Ben lowered his voice even more. "I'm a tiger. Remember? Grrrrrrrrr.” Hearing what he was
actualy saying made him wince again,

"You are just so cute!" She dl but squealed with ddight. "And will you stay the night? Please? For me?"

"Stay the night," Ben echoed bleakly before he could think better of it. "Oh, uh, yeah, yeah, yeah, sure. Il
stay the night, anything you want. Any-thing."

"Okay," she said with a contented, sexy sigh. "But hurry—"

"I'm aready out the door,” he said, started to replace the receiver and then put the phone back to his ear
to add, "Baby," before he hung up and bolted for the front door.

"Ben?"'

He whirled to find Samantha looking utterly baf-fled as she stood in the middle of the living room carrying
atray with two wine glasses and a big bowl of popcorn on it.

"What's going on?" she asked.

"The office called! There's afire | have to put out!" he babbled at her, yanking the door open. He caught
himsdf and ran over to give her a quick kiss on the cheek first. "Gotta go, be back as soon as | can—"

Oh, God, please let her buy that, he prayed as he sprinted for his car.

"Ben, darling!" Cindy raised up on the bed where she had been stretched out waiting for him. "What took
you so long?'

Ben looked around the fancy bedroom. "Well, what can | say?' Good question: what could he say? He
spread his arms helplesdy, looking around while he tried to think of something.

He was back in the resort bedroom on the beach again. If he could ever redly get out of this mess once
and for dl, he would take Samantha away to a resort in the Caribbean that would make this place look like
aboudoir in a trailer park.

No, when he got out of it, he corrected himsalf as Cindy dithered across the bed toward him; when. This
was a computer program and it would come to an end.

"Uh, traffic was horrendous,” he said weakly. "Man, it just gets worse by the day. By the hour, for crying
out loud. | was going to stop for flowers but it was so bad—"

Cindy reached over and tapped his hand with her perfect index finger. Instantly, he felt a familiar throb of
pain from his finger; at the same moment, he found himsdf holding a bouquet of what he knew must have
been rare and exatic blossoms, dl of them in fantastic colors. He offered it to her without missing a beat, as



if he had been holding it dl along

"Hope you like them," he said conversationally.

She accepted the flowers and buried her face in them with a dreamy sigh. "They smdl beautiful ."

She raised her head and smiled up at him for a long moment. Then she tossed the bouquet over her
shoulder and pounced on him, wrapping both arms around him and jamming her mouth againgt his.

Apparently, she wanted to start hot and go on from there; fine with him. He felt her surprised delight and
increased enthusiasm as he went from cooperation to full participation

Even if he were to do this every day, Ben thought, he would never get over how utterly redl it fet.

It was so complete and so perfect in detail that even just remembering it was like remembering something
that had actualy happened in the real world. llluson didn't redly seem to be the right word for it, didnt
begin to describe it.

Thisfelt alot like it was some gray area between rea life and illuson, where Cindy was more real than
he wanted, but less real than she wanted. He turned the idea over in his mind for a few moments; the more
he thought about it, the creepier it got. And that was even before the twinge in his finger reminded him that
the burn had come back.

On the surface of it, this was no doubt some kind of mgor cutting-edge breakthrough in computer
programming, the kind of thing that might result in a Nobel Prize for the lucky bastard who developed it.

It would be lucrative, too—like a license to print money. There were probably hillions of people, and only
a very tiny percentage of them genuine com-puter geeks, who would have given anything, done anything,
pad anything for even jus a smdl taste of what Garrett had bestowed on him for free, just as a
well-meaning favor for an old friend.

But well-meaning didn't necessarily make it good and that was a problem that had been around as long as
humanity itself. Every time people came up with something that was supposed to do some kind of good, it
always ended up creeping up behind them and biting them on the ass.

Creeping. Because it was creepy.

Unbidden, the memory of Samantha showing him one of her favorite books popped into his mind, a big art
book full of reproductions of news-paper advertising from a hundred years ago.

One of the ads had been for that miracle drug of 1898: heroin, developed by the Bayer Company in
Germany for the treatment of morphine addiction. It had worked, too. It had done quite a lot more as well,
but the fact remained that it had done exactly what it had been designed to do.

Wedl, there was one other good thing—well, vaguely good, sort of—to be said for heroin: it couldn't
literdly phone you up at home to demand sex, Ben thought as Cindy became even more enthusiastic. If this
went on much longer, he would have genuine bruises on hislips.

He felt something change then. Cindy felt it at the same moment, or possbly a fraction of a sec-ond
before. She gave alittle jump and then pulled back from him, looking puzzled.

"Ben?" she asked, her voice uncertain.

Her lips flickered dightly. Only her lips and only briefly, but it was obvious that she could feel something
happening and it was a rather strange sensation. She touched a fingertip lightly to the corner of her mouth.

"Ben?" she asked again.

Abruptly, mixed groups of ones and zeroes were rapidly streaming by on her lips, as if the lipgtick she was
wearing had suddenly become animated. Now she rubbed her index finger on her lower lip and then took a
close look at her fingertip.

There was a bright pinpoint of light on it. It flick-ered and then began to spread out, covering her hand
with more streaming groups of ones and zeroes. The streams traveled up her arm to her shoulder where it
merged with the ones and zeroes spreading down from her neck.

Damn—Garrett had been absolutely right about that, Ben thought as he backed away from the bed. It
redly was dl just binary codes and, weirdly enough. On Cindy, it actually looked sexy.

It figured—only Sensuous Cindy could make ASCII eratic, he thought.

"What did you do to me?' Cindy asked him, looking down at her arms and her torso with fasci-nation.

At least it didn't seem to be hurting her or caus-ing her any sort of distress, Ben thought guiltily. He would
never have been able to forgive himsdf if this had meant she would have to suffer the com-puter program
equivaent of pain.

"I'm afraid it's avirus" he told her alittle sadly. "1 stopped by Garrett's on my way over here. He wrote it
for me and | gave it to you."

"But why?" she asked, watching as the binary codes flowed down her legs.

"I'm sorry, Cindy," he said, meaning it. "But | had to. Being with you made me redlize how much | redly
do love Sam."



She was so covered with binary codes now that they had completely obscured dl of her human features
except for the outline of her body. She was nothing left of her but a Cindy-shaped silhouette with ones and
zeroes running through it.

"Oh, Ben," she said adoringly and he wasn't sure which surprised him more—the fact that she was 4ill
able to speak or that she was il dl lovey-dovey.

The binary codes were spreading out from her to the rest of the room, which was disappearing much
more quickly than she had.

"That is s000000 romantic! You are such a sweeeeeet..." Her voice died away .

"There was nothing to see now except ones and zeroes but Ben took a last long, hard look. Then he
removed the goggles and, with a ceremonid flour-ish, tossed them into his waste basket.

Two points, he thought, satisfied.

ELEVEN

God, what an ordea that had been.

Putting his feet up on his desk, he dumped down in his chair. This time, however, it was redly over. He
had told Garrett there couldn't be any more sur-prise comebacks and Garrett had promised him that there
wouldn't be, that nothing, could survive the virus he was making up for Ben to give to Cindy.

Even better, it hadn't required any speciad knowl-edge on Ben's part, no complicated programming for
himto learn or codes to remember. He'd smply had to put a floppy disk in the drive before he plugged in
the goggles and then make direct, active contact with Cindy. After that, he was home free. Or he would
be, as soon as he got up the energy to move.

His gaze fell on the goggles in the waste basket. Even after everything he had been through, he could ill
see how, from Garrett's perspective, it was a shame, redly. Kind of a waste—

The phone rang and he nearly went through the ceiling.

"No," he said firmly, looking from the telephone to the gogglesin the waste basket and back again.

No. Garrett had promised him, hed even given him a somewhat smplified explanation of how the virus
worked so he would understand why he didn't have to worry about Cindy coming back any more.

"NO—"

Oh, for crying out loud, he thought, suddenly fedling like an idiot. Was he was redly going to jump out of
his skin every single time the phone rang for the rest of his life? He picked up the receiver and forced
himsdf not to hesitate before he said, "Hdlo?"

"So what happened?' asked Garrett, his voice sad and resigned. "Isit over?”

Told you. Ben closed his eyes for a moment as relief spread through him with an intensity that made him
fee even more wrung out. "Yeah, it's over,” he told Garrett, unable to keep from sound-ing a little bit
regretful about it. "It's over and done with and | can't thank you enough. | really mean that."

"Don't mention it." Garrett gave a laugh com-pletely devoid of any merriment. "And 1 redly mean that.
Don't mention it ever, to anyone. Oth-erwise they'll think we're both crazy."

"But Garrett,” Ben said, "you are crazy. All you computer geeks are crazy. And | probably am, too."

"Yeah, fine, whatever," said Garrett. "You can do whatever you want, but | don't want anyone think-ing
that | might actually be the kind of crazy that would erase something like Sensuous Cindy per-manently.”

"Jeez, will you take it easy?' Ben said, starting to get annoyed with him again in spite of everything.
"You're making it sound like you erased every copy of the program everywhere in the world. Y ou only took
her—it—off my computer, okay? She's dill out there. You might try to keep that in mind if it makes you
happy."

The idea gave him a small chill and he realized that he was going to have to try not to keep that in mind if
he wanted to be happy himsdf.

"Hey, why don't you just ask that friend of yours at Fantadyne for another copy of the beta?' he went on
quickly.

"1 ought to make you ask for me" Garrett said a hit sulkily.

"Hey, if you want, I'll even see about getting you a note from a doctor,” Ben told him, laughing a lit-tle.
"How about that?"

"Good idea," said Garrett sourly. "You going to see a doctor, | mean. But not for my benefit."

Ben laughed. "I'll talk to you tomorrow."

He shut the phone off and, ill laughing, started to put it back in his pocket when it rang again.

No, he thought and then made himsalf answer it before he could change his mind.



"Oh, yeah, | amost forgot," Garrett's voice said, dill a bit sour. "Take those goggles out of the waste
basket, will ya? You can't just throw them around like that, they cost a fortune!”

"Gotcha," Ben said, laughing again as he hung up. "Just as soon as | can move a muscle” he added to the
ar.

Abruptly, the phone in his hand rang for a third time.

Please, no, he thought, staring at it, knowing somehow that this time it would not be Garrett on the other
end. His thumb hovered over the keypad and he amost hit the off button. Then he redlized that there was
no sensation of a blister or even a dight burn on his finger.

"Hello?' he said, putting the phoneto hisear.

"Ben?' asked a familiar female voice. "Are you okay?"

Samantha. For crying out loud, it was Samantha. Thank God. He dumped down in his chair again,
resisting the urge to kiss the handset he was hold-ing to his ear.

Then he couldn't help fedling like a complete and utter fool. Of course it was Samantha on the phone, and
even if it had not been Samantha this time, it would have been Garrett again after al, giving him one more
cdl just so he could rag his ass even more about Sensuous Cindy. As it was, he could probably count on the
fact that he was never going to hear the end of it from Garrett anyway.

"Yeah," he said, sighing with relief. "Yeah, I'm okay, Sam. I'm just fine."

"Glad to hear it," she told him. "Did you get your fire put out?'

He glanced at the contents of the waste basket again. "Looks that way," he said.

"Good. Listen, darling, 1 know it's awfully late, but could you stop by the store on the way home?"

"Sure" he said happily. "No problem. What do you want me to get?"

"l e-mailed you alist of what we need," she said. "Oh, and the computer's working fine again, by the way.
" She chuckled. "Maybe it was the way you looked at it with your fresh pair of eyes."

"Great," hetold her. " See you soon."

"No need to hurry," shetold him.

"No problem,” he said again, glad that he could findly say that in dl honesty. "Sam?' he added suddenly.

"What?"' she asked.

"l loveyou."

"Me, t00," she said breezily. "Bye now." Then there was a click and al he heard was the hum of the did
tone.

Apparently the enormity of what he was fedling right now just could not in any way come through to her
over the telephone, Ben thought as he hung up. Which was one more good reason to stick to real life for al
those things that really mattered. He opened the email program on his computer so he could download
Sam'’s shopping lig.

Damn, but he couldn't wait to get home.-

I loveyou.

Sam could fed herself amiling more than a lit-tle wryly as she pressed the disconnect button on the
phone. Some people—in particular, some men—could say that so easily. Like it was just one more thing to
throw into a conversation: Hi, how are you? Gesundheit! Think itll rain tomor-row? | love you.

But she supposed she shouldn't have even thought of finding any fault with something like that, Samantha
told hersalf as she put the cordless handset back in the recharging base. There were an awful lot of women
in the world stuck with guys who were just the opposite—you could not have gotten them to say 1 love you
if you put a knife to their throats and pointed a double-barreled shot-gun at their bals.

Wel, maybe if you held both the knife and the shotgun to their balls.

Men! Men, God help us dl, men, she thought and laughed slently to herself. Can't live with 'em, can't
shoot 'em, as her mother had always said, speaking the absolute truth at least where Sam's father had been
concerned.

Sam knew that it was her father's example that had made her a bit skittish about having a serious
relationship with any man, no matter how nice he seemed or how much she liked him. Not that she had any
hard fedings toward her father—not really. For dl his faults as a husband, Frankie Ross had Hill been her
daddy and just judging from the way her friends talked, he had been a better daddy than mogt.

He had aways been Frankie Ross, never Frank or Frannie or Francis. He was in sdes, he said
when-ever anyone asked him what he did for a living. Sam could remember him sdlling advertising for a
local radio station for a while. Then he had been a regional representative for some kind of fancy designer
soap that was, he had told her and her mother in a very serious, amost solemn voice, especialy good for
those ladies whose complex-ions needed extra help.



That hadn't lasted very long, though, and Sam had wondered if it had been his tendency to be rather

generous with free samples that had been a problem, or whether it was that he kept giving the samples to
ladies whose complexions did not seem to need any extra help.
Then he was back with the radio station for a while—a long while; she remembered going to at least five
annua employee picnicsin a row. Then he was with a gourmet food distributor and he kept bringing home
cases of cans of turtle soup and bouillabaisse-Then another stint at the radio station. Eventu-aly she was
old enough to understand about downsizing and being laid off. But somehow, he always managed to get
another job before very long. Your daddy is one heck of an ace salesman, he would tdl her. He can I
anything to anyone. He can sl ice cubes to Eskimos.

Y ou can say that again, her mother had added.

Frankie Ross had looked up at his wife with that twinkle in his eye—it was dill a rea twinkle then—and
sad, "Another satisfied customer.”

Redly, Mommy? Sam had turned to her in dl innocence. What did you buy from Daddy? But for some
reason, neither her mother nor her father would answer that question.

Good time Frankie Ross, always up for a few laughs, aways ready to have some fun. You could tel just
by looking at his big, friendly smile that he was one of those easy-going, good-natured guys who could be
counted on to be the life of the party. A rea likeable guy, a hdl of a swel, that Frankie. The more
perceptive among the crowd of those likeminded party animas that seemed always to surround Frankie
Ross no matter where he went would sometimes whisper to each other—strictly behind good old Frankie's
back, of course—that the never-ending party was probably nowhere near as much fun for anyone who
was part of the Ross household.

Guy's wife has to be a saint, you know what 1 mean? And don't they have a kid as well? Yeah, a little
girl—Franki€e's pride and joy, he's always showing her picture around, cute little thing, cute as a button. But
the most serious eyes you ever saw on a kid, like she already knows what's what. Guess any kid with
Frankie as a father would be kinda wise beyond her years, you know what 1 mean?

Sam had known what they meant; she had over-heard that conversation and variations of it often enough
when Frankie brought his friends home in the middle of the night. As perceptive as some of them might
have been, that did not make any of them less inclined to party on anyway.

Inevitably during the course of the night, she would be discovered crouching on the stairs by one of these
enlightened souls on the way to use the bathroom. Whoever it was would always dert Frankie so he could
put her back to bed and tuck her in.

Frankie never scolded her for getting out of bed and spying on the party, probably because he redlized he
was the one who had woken her up in the first place and he had enough sense to fed at least a little bit
guilty about it. He would just take her back to her room, durring his words only very dightly as he told her
she needed her beauty deep. The feel of stubble on his cheeks—he was a two-shaves-a-day-man, her
mother used to say—and the sméll of beer were ill vivid in her memory.

Guy's wife has to be a saint, you know what | mean?

Oh, yes, indeed, from a remarkably early age, Samantha had understood and accepted it as a given: her
mother was indeed a saint. In Sam's eyes, her mother was a saint just by virtue of her beauty alone. Much
later, when she looked through the family photo albums, she could see that her assessment of her mother's
beauty had not been solely a matter of filid love and adoration—Maggie Ross had been a classic beauty
wdl into her later years, even after her dark hair had gone completely white.

What the family photos documented was not her beauty fading but her weariness increasing. Each year,
her smile appeared to be a little more strained and the look in her eyes alittle bit sadder as the resignation in
her expression became more marked. Sam had not failed to notice any of this while it was happening; the
photos smply pro-vided confirmation of her youthful impressions.

And yet, she had always thought of her parents marriage as a happy one. They had never stopped loving
each other in that special way of two people who were ill in love. In fact, she had been sur-prised and
somewhat disturbed when she learned that not dl of her friends parents had the same intensity of
emotion—those who were even Hill together. And this in spite of the fact that none of the other mothers
seemed to find the men they were married to as tiring to live with as Frankie Ross was for her mother.

Sam only found herself becoming more bewil-dered as the years went by and she grew up. The party
around good old, good-time Frankie Ross 4ill seemed to be in full swing but her father's laugh-ter had
begun to acquire a hard, effortful sound and more and more often the twinkle in his eyes was a little too
twinkly, the look in them not so much happy as it was manic.

Somewhere aong the ling, her father's insistence that life was something to celebrate had taken on a very
definite quality of desperation. Sowly she came to redlize that the only reason her father was working so



hard to keep the party going was because he was afraid of what would happen if he stopped.

Guess any kid with Frankie as a father would be kinda wise beyond her years, you know what | mean?

When she had gone to her mother with this star-tling insight, however, Maggie Ross had shut her down
right away, refusing in no uncertain terms to listen to her. Sam's initid surprise a her mother's reaction had
been immediately replaced by a red-ization so instantaneous and fully-formed as to be a genuine satori: her
mother didn't want to know because she already knew, and had known for some time. Long before Sam
had first perceived any outward signs of her father's secret anguish, Maggie Ross had known al about it.
Moreover, she had known even before Frankie himsdf had begun to suspect, before he had even started to
build up his denid about it.

And dill she had stayed with him, cleaning him up and putting him to bed after everyone else had taken
off, clearing away the bottles and the pizza boxes and restoring their home, particularly the liv-ing room and
the kitchen, from the ruins left behind before she went off to work at the Maxi-Mart.

She had stayed even after some of the parties turned into two-day benders. She had stayed after Frankie
Ross could not tell her the names of the people who had passed out in the living room because he could not
even remember bringing them home. She had stayed after the police had come to investigate a noise
complaint and ended up arrest-ing everyone in the house except her and Sam.

She had not even blinked when Frankie had brought home the stripper who had claimed her abusive
boyfriend had thrown her out with nothing but a black eye, a thong, and a pair of three-inch spike heels.
The stripper had spent one night on the couch and left wearing Maggie Ross's Go Lions! sweatshirt and a
pair of her old jeans with enough money for a one-way bus ticket home to Sat Lake City in the back
pocket.

She had left and Maggie Ross had stayed, setting out a glass of water with three aspirin on the nightstand
next to Frankie's side of the bed so it would be the first thing he saw when he woke up before she went off
to work at the Maxi-Mart.

Maggie Ross had kept the books for the loca branch of Maxi-Mart, which happened to be the largest one
in the region. A classic beauty with a good head for numbers and business in general, she had managed, by
virtue of competence and éttrition, to get to the head bookkeeper podtion in a shorter-than-usual amount of
time and then par-lay that into a higher level managerial spot in Accounts. This had required a great deal of
com-puter training, which Maxi-Mart had provided on the job, including a laptop, of course, so that she
could study at home.

Sam had used computers at school since kinder-garten but the fascination that had led to her pursuing a
career in Information Technology had been kindled in her during the evenings when she had sat on Maggie
Ross's lgp at the dining room table, watching as her mother plumbed the mys-teries of exotic things like
programmable databases and spreadsheets. Then afterwards, Maggie would let her explore the rest of the
programs on the com-puter as well as the operating system itsalf.

Between the curriculum at school and her mother's indulgence, Sam's interest grew naturally and easily
into a talent and then a passion. Her father talked to some people who talked to some other people and
somehow managed to get her admitted to advanced courses of study after school and on the weekends and
during the summer. By the time she graduated from high school, she had been accepted into an honors
program at the Mass-achusetts Institute of Technology.

Frankie Ross had asked her if she wanted a grad-uation party and had actualy been surprised when she
had said no. Then he had gone ahead and thrown one anyway. It was the only time she had ever been
angry with him. She had expected her mother to be angry with him as well but she wasn't, which had made
Sam angry with her, too.

"l don't get it," she had raged at Maggie. "What's the matter with you? | thought you at least would care
about my fedings."

"Getting mad at your father for throwing a party,” Maggie Ross had informed her more than alittle wryly,
"islike getting mad at the weather."

It was then that Sam had suddenly had a per-

mother had stayed with her father dl those years, and not just why but how as well. But even more than
that, she now knew the state of Maggie Ross's existence. The image was there in her mind: her mother
gstanding outside in the rain, alone.

Her mother was londly. But she had stayed with Frankie Ross because without him her life would only
have been londier. Sam had decided then and there that no matter what else happened, whether she shared
her life under the same roof with a part-ner or just a room-mate or whether she lived aone, she would not
end up londly.



Men! Men, God help us dl, men. Can't live with 'em, can't shoot 'em.

S0 her mother had said, standing dl adone in the figurative rain and dedicating her life to not getting mad
a it. But that was how Maggie Ross had cho-sen to make the best of her lot. This was the twenty-firgt
century and things had changed. Boy, had they changed.

Sam went back to the desk in her office and picked up the goggles she had left next to the key-board.
The advantages of being a computer expert, she thought, handling them gently, amost lov-ingly; if the rest
of the world only knew the perks to being a so-caled computer geek. She couldn't help feding glad that
was dill the world's best-kept secret.

Sam glanced at her watch. Now that she had given him an errand to run for her, Ben wouldn't be home
for at least another hour, which would give her enough time. Maybe not as much time as she would have
preferred, but it would be ade-quate.

She dipped on the goggles and the office around her vanished.

It was replaced by a perfect recreation of the bed-room in her favorite beach-house. The design was one
that Fantadyne had licensed at her sugges-tion—her very strong suggestion, she remembered, smiling to
herself. The consistently high ratings that al the beta testers gave it had borne her out and as a result she
had become management's golden girl and The Next Big Thing a Fantadyne, something that came with
even more perks.

"Sorry I'm late," she called out, sprawling on the bed luxurioudy and undoing the buttons on her blouse.
"I've been dedling with my fiance. He's been acting a little strange lately.” She shrugged out of the blouse
and rolled over with a small sigh of pleasure. "If | didn't know better, I'd think he was cheating on me. You
know?'

The digphanous white curtains billowed as a breeze blew in from the beach.

"Men," said someone, speaking in a sexy purring growl. "You just can't trust them."

Smiling with happy excitement, Sam held out her arms. Sensuous Cindy flowed into them, pressing that
perfect body aong the full length of her own.

God, it was so real, so real, and yet so much bet-ter than reality. Sx more uninterrupted months of private
happiness—it was like contemplating sx months in heaven.

"Wdl, you can't, you know," Cindy added, stroking Sam's cheek.

Sam laughed, fedling ddlicious. "Yeah, | do know," she said and then let Cindy shut her up with a kiss.
The question under consideration is. what will hap-pen once we are all able to act out our sexual
fantasies? What kind of a world will that be?

If it turns out to be the sort of world where things like betrayal and infidelity only take place in
our fan-tasies and never create any problems in real life, then who could possibly be hurt by such a
development? That can't possibly be harmful to anyone, can it?

Because it's what we really do, in the real world that counts. Those are the only things that truly
make any difference. Whatever we fantasize about doesn't matter. It can't matter if it didn't really
happen... right?

It is not yet possible to create a personal fantasy world that not only feels just as real as the world
we all have to live in, but that more than a few of us may decide is ultimately preferable to it as well.
Not yet, but perhaps someday, and that someday may well come much sooner than we think.

But until then, this is something that will itself remain just another fantasy... except, of course, in
The Twilight Zone.



