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Silence. | had | anded sitting down.

As nmy vision cleared, | found nyself |ooking at a nedi cal
chart, held between nmy two well-worked, spotlessly clean hands
with a watch on the left with a sweep second hand ticking away.

Hand. Wists. Sleeves. Wite sleeves -- white jacket.
Pockets. Stethoscope tucked into a pocket. Nanme tag hanging on
pocket. Hospital nanme on tag. Nane with MD after it.

|"ma doctor? A real one?

"Lost your place, Doc?"

What ? Oh yeah, sitting down...have a chart...l|ooking up, |
t ook a deep breath.

She had an el fin, heart-shaped face, but the eyes caught ny

attention first. Dark blue, alnost too dark to tell, they were
deep set but they sparkled brightly under blond | ashes and
eyebrows as straight as a nunber 2 pencil. Then she raised them

in question and | saw they were hardly straight at all.

Then her nmouth twisted in a smle and the eyes hal f-cl osed
in mrth., "You look like | feel," she said. "Mist have been one
hel | of a night, eh Doc?"

| managed to nod. She was wearing a hospital issue bed
j acket over surgical scrubs, a |avender scarf covering her head
inan artfully tied turban. There was no doubt that she had | ost
all of her hair. It was also clear she was by herself in what
appeared to be a sem -private hospital room There was nobody in
the bed next to her and we were alone -- for the nonent.

Cancer patient? Chart! "Unh..."

"Take your tinme, Doc. |'mnot going anywhere."

| quickly flipped the pages. Janet MIler, born in 1949.
The chart was thick...she'd been here a long tinme...finding the
original diagnosis was difficult. Then I found it. Acute
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| ynphocytic | eukem a. Dam.

"How ol d did you say you were, Janet?"

"Twenty-nine. Do you think I'lIl see 30?" The tone was
wi stful, although it contained a smle.

1978. Damm again. | don't know

"Aw, c'nmon Doc. It was a joke!™ Looking up over the edge
of the chart, | watched her smle at nme again, but this tinme it
didn't reach her eyes. A joke? You're as terrible a liar as
Al ...wonder where he is...| dredged up what | hoped was a
pl easant expression. "That's better." she said, "Now Doc, what's
the scoop? You know |I've been waiting days and days and days for
those results. AmI| in rem ssion, or not?"

| took refuge in the chart again, but it wasn't the safe
haven I wanted it to be. It didn't |ook good...not good at all.
See, she'd been fighting this a long tine...the chenbo had taken
a lot out of her, aside fromthe cancer itself. Aw, she was

close...dam close to rem ssion, but -- not. And the rest of the
picture wasn't pretty. Another round of traditional chenotherapy
woul d certainly ruin the health she still had. Wat she really

needed was sone new bone marrow, and | may forget some things,
but I know that was pretty hard to conme by in 1978.

| nmet her eyes again. Damm, | needed tine to regroup! So,
| stalled. "You' ve been ny patient for a long tinme, haven't
you?"

Not a good tactic. The eyebrows net over her eyes as she
frowmmed. "Fromthe very beginning. Jeez, you ve never been |ike
this -- you' ve always been straight with nel Don't worry -- |
can take it. Wat's next? Mre chenp? Sonething worse? C non,
Doc! "

My eyes dropped to the chart again in defeat. "Oh, boy."

"Dam. | was afraid of that.” Her voice was soft, tired.
#it

Janet wasn't ny only patient. As | discovered, | was one of
the oncol ogists on staff for the hospital | was standing in. |

had el even other patients | totally baffled while |I saw them on
rounds. M patients called me Doctor Randy, but when | passed
of f the confusion of the day as a |ate night, nost of themonly
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frowed and rem nded ne to take it easy. One of them an ol der
wonman, clucked and shook a finger at ne while she told ne to take
better care of nyself -- not to work too hard. | took a | ook at
the nane tag -- Dr. R WIlson, it said.

As | went through chart after chart, | decided |I |iked Randy
Wlson, MD. He had made many careful notations on the charts,
aside fromthe basic orders | would have expected. Al his
patients were | eukem c, in varying stages of treatnent. "Get
patient nore Nero Wl fe books,"” one had said. "Patient needs 1
|l ap of the unit, p.i.d. Patient needs to be noved to roomwith a
view." At least one of Dr. Wlson's patients was being rel eased
today -- the one who |iked mystery novels, and she was goi ng hone
in remssion. Not all of the cases were doing as well.

Getting ny chance to regroup, sitting back in the unit
| ounge, | had gotten hold of a can of 7Up while | went over the
charts. Being a doctor was nice -- but a cancer specialist?
Thi s was sonet hi ng el se.

"I hate cancer.” | said it to the enpty room as | sat back
and rubbed nmy eyes. Thinking of Janet and the life | saw in her
eyes, | folded ny arnms and | ooked at the ceiling w thout seeing
it, thinking Iong thoughts. There was no doubt she was the
reason | had been pulled here. But was | here to save her
life...or to ease its passing?

Cancer reached disruptive tendrils into all aspects of a
person's life, much |ike the actual disease process. You
couldn't work, you couldn't plan a future. You were always
afraid, sick, tired; always aware that there was somethi ng w ong
with you. And then add in the concept of pain.

Being in this hospital wasn't going to give ne a conveni ent

menory | apse when it canme to doctoring. | may not have been
certain where | was geographically, the nanme of the hospital was
Vall ey Menorial (big help) -- but protocols and treatnent plans

were al ready beginning to formin ny mnd, and there was no
gquestion |I'd done this before. And no question | hadn't liked it
then, and | didn't like it now

"Way couldn't | have been a potato farner in |daho?"

"Pity you didn't end up a gynecologist like this guy's twn
brot her."

Al. So help nme, if he was snoking anything after the



norning 1'd spent, 1'd...sonething. It would be the thought that

counted. But sonehow, | was smling. "H, A." | said,
straightening in ny chair slowy, |ooking around to find the
source of the jibe. "I'd bet you'd like that."

"Make life interesting.” A was standing in front of the

vendi ng nmachi ne across the room winkling his nose at nost of
the contents. Then he turned his head to | ook at ne. The eyes
were bright, the eyebrows raised and he | ooked as if he had just
conme to work -- freshly shaved, the hair curling at the tenples
still danp. He was wearing greens today -- a sage green jacket
shot through with gold threads, a |ighter shade shirt underneath
it with a tie that would wake the dead. "How s it going, kid?"

"Qut side of being a doctor with nost of nmy patients term na
-- life couldn't be better. Don't tell me |I'mhere to save al
of them..there's a whole hospital full --"

"Shh. You're not here to save the world...this tine."
G ving the vendi ng machine a dism ssive glance, A pulled out the
com i nk and began calling up data.

We went through the basics pretty quick. Good thing, too.
We'd had just enough tinme to cover what | already knew when the
shift change arrived and we were shooed out of the |ounge. |
decided to take the el evator down to the | obby and step outside.
See where the hell 1 was.

Al and | made the circuit outside the hospital, wal king the
perimeter of the facility. It sat apart fromthe comunity it
served, nestled i nbetween gentle rolling hills of lush green
grass with the odd tree dotting the | andscape. There were no
nountain ranges in any direction, the sky openi ng above our heads
| arge and blue. | saw farnmhouses in the distance, a small town
formed around a main street. The hospital itself seened |arge
for such a small place, four stories high with wings jutting out
here and there. And busy, too. As | walked with Al in the
garden behind the facility, an anbul ance pulled in, cutting its
siren as it hit the energency room entrance.

"So, you've narrowed it down to Janet MIler. For once,
Ziggy agrees with you. 87%that she's the one.” W wal ked al ong
a small lake, the late afternoon sun filtering through the
clouds. Ducks noisily paddled in the water, and I found the
remmants of sonme saltines in the pocket of the lab coat | had on.

Sonmehow, | realized | was followng in the habit of ny host, and
tossed the birds the crunbs.



"She's dying, A."

He only | ooked at ne out of the corner of his eye and
smacked the comlink a good one. "Yeah. Well, that's where the
scenario conmes to a screeching halt. Y see, this Dr. WIlson, he

went on to be quite a nane in his field of practice -- was very
successful, did a ot of research, wote a | ot of papers, hel ped
a |lot of people get well. Left a paper trail a mle wide. |

could tell you what he ate for breakfast this norning.”

"Then figuring this out should be easy. W know everything
about this situation.”

"Should be, but ain't. One of the things he wote in his
| ater years was a autobi ography, and one of the cases he

di scussed in great detail was Janet's."”™ A gave the comink a
final |ook, then shook his head and put it away. He | ooked
worried. "He described her case as one of his greatest
failures.”

"She dies? A, that's --"

"Terrible, 1 know. | know, Sam" He folded his arnms across
his chest and rocked on his toes, |ooking at the ground. "I
don't get the inpression he felt he fail ed because she di ed,
though. | think he regretted her death because she never had
much of alife.”

| renenbered the thickness of the chart. "I know she's been
fighting this along tinme, Al. Wat are you sayi ng?"

He didn't want to look at me. "She really doesn't need to
stay in the hospital, Sam She just doesn't have any other place
to go. Her parents are dead, and she had no brothers or sisters.

No other famly. She never had nuch of a chance to nake
friends, 'cos she got this thing when she was a teenager and
spent nost of her high school years in the hospital. So, until
sonet hi ng happens, here she stays.”

"So |'"mhere to get her out of the hospital.™

"That's one idea. But fromthere?" A shook his head.
"She's gonna die, Sam Here, or at hone."

"Maybe not." Tossing the last of the crackers, | began to
pace as a scenari o began conm ng together in nmy head. "Patients
don't always do their best in a hospital situation. She m ght
beat this thing if she could rest up at hone...yeah. O, just
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get a vacation...positive thinking."
"Quack, quack. You're beginning to sound |like those ducks."

"No, Al, hear ne out. Maybe we're here to find her a cure -
- all she needs is a bone marrow transplant and she'd be fine."

"But Sam right now those are only done on an experi nmental

basis -- and only between famly nmenbers. Ahhh...that's your
angle! You want to see if there's anyone out there -- great
idea!™ He pulled out the comink with a flourish and began

pecki ng away with anticipation.

It didn't last long. The conlink squeal ed, A punched it,
it sqguawked in protest and went silent. Then Al |ooked at it
like it was sonmething that had sprouted | egs and was about to
crawl away. "Sorry, Sam No dice. She's adopted.™

"Aw, that can't be it. See if Ziggy can get into the
adoption records. Mybe there's sonebody out there she's rel ated
to -- I'll just bet there is and that's why I'm here.”

He | ooked up at nme whil e pecking away, heaving a deep sigh.

This time he just scowed at it, one hand resting on his hinp.
"Ziggy says nho."

"No what? No, she can't get into the records or no, there's
nobody el se out there she's related to?"

"No, she won't tell nme, no."
"What? You tell Ziggy | said tell ne.™

He punched it in. "Ziggy says, are you sure you really want
to know?"

What could it be? Al looked at me as | |ooked at him W
were both well aware of Ziggy's personality quirks, but this was
sonet hing new. "Has she ever refused to give information |ike
this before, Al? | don't renenber."”

"It's okay, kid. She hasn't, to the best of ny know edge."

"Tell her | need to know. See what happens.™

He did. "She says, okay. You asked for it."

The information began rolling, | could tell by the | ook on
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Al's face. It was a kind of "it's about tinme" kind of | ook, but
it also went away quickly. It was replaced by one | hadn't seen
in so long, | would have forgotten he was capable of it. Sone
woul d have thought he was about to faint, but |I knew better. He
had just taken a personal hit, right where it would hurt the
nost. Ziggy hadn't been warning ne off. She'd been trying to
protect him

"Al. A, what is it?"

He' d gone white around the nouth, his eyes never |eaving the
display. It probably rolled onin its way, but he didn't hurry
it along. He'd was as still as a shadow on a cl oudy day, and
qui ckly becom ng just as frightening. There weren't many pl aces
you could hit Al that would anger himinto the rage | saw
building in his eyes. |If he spoke, | wasn't sure | wanted to
hear whatever he had to say. The last tine...

The last tinme, | had been able to physically corner him
make himtalk to me. Yes, | had gotten hit. Yes, he had fought
me. But we had talked it through. W'd worked it out.

But what had it been over? | couldn't remenber...but | did
what canme to mind first. | covered the display with ny hand so
that he couldn't see it. H's eyes noved fromthe display to ny
face and | swear | sawred glint in the black depths. Then he
took a swing at nme, dropping the comink. It w nked out of
exi stence without a single thought.

His fist whizzed through nme like ny hand passed through his
armas | instinctively tried to block the blow that never | anded.
He didn't notice. He then half-heartedly tried to kick nme, his
breat hi ng audi bl e as he began to sob. Then, as if it were all
too nuch, he tried to lean into ne and ended up standing with ne

in the sane space, half in and half out. "You. You and your
damed experinent.” Now, | was scared. | had done this to him-
- but what? Wuld | ever be able to find out? He was ny only
source -- and it looked like I had lost it forever.

"What have | done?" He shook his head. "Cone on, A, take

a step back so | can see you..." My hands instinctively went to
hi s shoul ders, passing through the i mage of himw thout so nuch
as a breath of resistance. "Talk to me. | don't know what's
going on."

"I never wanted to know, danmmt. You son of a bitch,
never wanted to know what happened to her!"™ He was |ike an angry
terrier, his whole frame shaking with rage. Yes, he stepped back

7



and | ooked nme in the eye, but then, he said nothing and I found
nothing to say as | |looked into his eyes that now contained the
tears | had put there. He only glared at ne for a nonent, then
wal ked back to where the comink had fallen and picked it up.
"I"'mgetting out of here."™ Tapping the command in, the door
sprung up behind him Thankfully, | saw a silhouette in the
doorway, waiting for him Take care of him Verbena.

"I don't knowif I'lIl be back, Sam" Qur eyes net, and
could see himstruggling to regain sone neasure of bal ance. "I
don't think I can do this anynore. Not and stay your friend."

We both knew what that nmeant. |[|'d chosen Al for his
infallible objectivity in a pinch, ignoring how quickly it
di sappeared when he had to use it on his own problens. So, here
it was. Qut of all the times I'd told himl couldn't do it and
he had pointed out just how | could, when he was ny own private
cheering section, played the part of nmy own best judgenent...here
he needed ne to play that role and we both knew I'd fall way
short of the mark.

It wasn't ne, not exactly. | just hadn't had the bl ack
holes in ny past Al had had. Anything |I could say woul d sound
| ane, at best. W both knew | couldn't offer the 'I've been
there' speech -- | hadn't. Al | could offer was ny | ove,
respect and belief in him And while ny heart was thuddi ng
wildly in my throat in panic, ny head knew that this was what he
was trying to hold onto as tight as he coul d.

"*'S okay." | heard nyself whisper. "I understand.” |If only
| did!

"Son of a bitch,” he nuttered, wal king towards the door with
the step of a very weary old man. "Well | should know. "

He stepped through, the door closed and I was al one.
More alone than I'd ever been in ny life.
#it

| did the basic survival things you do when you've had the
rug pulled out fromunder you. You eat, you sleep (if you can)
and you go back to work. Should have known it woul dn't help, but
you can't fault me for trying. At least it let ne keep on going.

Rel eased anot her one of Randy's patients in the norning, a
not her of two who was going into her third bout of rem ssion and
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| was wishing Al was there to tell ne if this one was going to
stick or not. Her kids were so little...l wish I knew what was
going to happen to the three of them But | bit ny tongue as |
shook her hand and signed her out, w shing her | uck.

And then | visited Janet. She was still alone in her room
sitting cross-legged on the bed. Her breakfast tray had been
pushed aside, stone cold and she had dug into a fresh, hot
pepperoni pizza she had magi cked out of thin air. Seeing ny face
as she bit deep into a slice, the eyes rolled skyward as she
finished the bite and chewed. Then she pushed the box at ne.

"Here. You need this nore than | do." Wen |I hesitated,
she continued to nudge it ny direction. "Gwnan. You |look |ike
shit."

To my surprise, it was delicious.

W went over her chart together, with nme trying to find the
key to what had tweaked Al, while she was | ooking for something
far nmore basic -- when she would have her freedom if at all

"Can't we go outside and do this?"
| didn't see any reason why not.

She all owed a wheelchair ride as far as the door where she
hopped out of it as if the seat was burning her. Janet seened to
have far nore energy than | ever would have given a post-cheno
patient to have -- sonmething | had to attribute to Dr. Randy's
regime that had required her to keep noving, even if only to the
nurses' station and back three tines a day. She was in good
shape today -- throwing sticks into the |ake full-arnmed, |aughing
in the sunshine |i ke she had been sol ar-charged. It could have
been a nenory fragnent that Randy had | eft behind, but | swore |
could imagi ne Janet in her younger days with a full head of
strawberry bl onde hair that had reached her wai st in one,

straight fall. 1t had | ooked glorious in the sunlight.
Then | blinked and saw her for what she was -- nearly
fifteen years older, and tiring quickly. | called a halt to the

stick-throwi ng and we sat down on the grass. Energy she m ght
have i n abundance, but she had no constitution whatsoever. She
| ooked she had just ran a marathon, circles form ng under her
eyes.

"Janet, we have to find you a donor."



We had skirted the issue all day, but her eyes met mne and
| knew she didn't want to talk about it. "Doc, | know you want
to help. | just don't have anything for you to work with."

"Just because you're adopted --

"Means | don't want anything to do with the worman who
abandoned ne at birth. Do you understand that?" Her eyes had
gone grey, flinty and sharp. "She didn't want nme when | was
healthy -- damm her! | don't want a thing to do with her when
" mdying!"™ Looking down, she began to tear at the grass.

"Janet..." Taking in the snmall, well-formed hands in ny
own, | pried the remmants of grass out from between her fingers.
She watched nme do this with a curious sense of detachnent.

"Doc, will | ever be free? WII | ever be able just to go
and do what | want?" she asked, her eyes filling with tears.
"I's it so nuch to ask? | just want out. Just -- out.”

The tears fell onto the ground, whereupon | reached for her
and she cane into nmy arns like an old friend. "You know how |'ve
been wishing I could go places...l know how bad I want to see the
ocean, Doc. | want to go to Disneyland. | want to get sunburned
-- just one nore tinme. Get good and dirty canpi ng out sonepl ace.

Sounds desperate, | know. WIIl | have time to do that before
| m dead?"

"Janet, you don't have to die."
She gave ne a little squeeze and patted ne on the back.

"Don't tell ne you're going to mss ne, Doc." she whispered in ny
ear.

Yes, 1'd miss you...But | couldn't say a thing.

"Aw, Doc. | didn't nean it."

"Yes, you did,"” | said. "And you've got a right to feel the
way you do. C nmon, we gotta try for a transplant, Janet. W' ve

got to try and find you a donor."

She was silent for a long nonent. "Do | have to see her if
we find her?"

"That's up to the two of you."
"It isn't going to be easy."
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"It doesn't have to be." Releasing her, our eyes net.
think we're tough enough.™

She gave a nod, her head bobbing in one quick jerk. "Ckay.
On one condition.”

"Which is..."

"If we don't find a donor, you let me go. This is it. No
nore cheno, no nore hospital. Got it?"

"You got a deal."
And we shook on it.
Hitt

So that's how the search began. | hal fway expected it to
end in one of two ways -- in a bureaucratic dead-end or | would
| eap, having placed enough events in notion that | wasn't needed
anynore. Neither seened |ikely as the next few days progressed.

| had an office, or | should say Randy did, that supported
ny practice at the hospital -- a receptionist, secretary,
patients -- the works. Well, you know the drill

The receptionist, Martha, spent nost of her spare tine
hel pi ng the hospital auxiliary nmanage a thrift store for the
| ocal cancer research fund, but Rachel the secretary spent npst
her time pushing paper. She welconmed the chall enge of knocki ng
on doors and bothering the powers that be regarding Janet's
adoption with a grin like I'd just thrown her in the briar patch.
She went to it like a hound on the fox trail.

It wasn't Ziggy and Al, but it was going to have to do.
"1l admit | didn't hold out nmuch hope. Adoption records were
still sealed very tight in 1978 and getting a thirty year old one
open mght require nore than a pushy secretary, even if it was
Rachel . She was the one who kept ny office schedule |ight enough
that Randy and | could spend nost of the tine at the hospital.
This doesn't sound |ike much, but the good doctor, being as good
as he was, was naturally in great demand and you can figure out

the rest. Rachel was tough -- nobody got by her, and she seened
| i ke the type of woman who made a skill out of getting what she
needed.

And even that rem nded ne of Al. Wat a pair they' d nake!
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Rachel's idea of a slamwas to call soneone a nush for brains.
When | suggested substituting the word nozzle, a w cked gl eam
canme into her sea-colored eyes. She's used it ever since,
chuckling to herself all the while.

Didn't solve a thing, but it nmade ne smle. It would have
been so nuch easier had Al been around. | thought of him
constantly, wondering how he was. Hi s last words spun in ny mnd
in quiet nonments, trying to connect with the information I was
able to glean from Janet and ever so slowy from Rachel

But then, at tinmes, the only thing | heard was 'you and your

damed experinent.'" Danmit, it only made nme nore determ ned.
wasn't about to admit that ny project had turned ugly on ne.
Somet hi ng good had to come out of all this. | just wasn't sure

what it was going to be.

| was al so becom ng concerned about the tinme I was spending
on this leap. It had been al nost four days since | had | ast seen
Al. Days that | had spent on the phone follow ng up Rachel's
| eads, writing orders for nmy patients, taking Janet for |ong
wal ks in the evening. W never |left the hospital grounds.

Wthout Al's help, would | stay here forever?

Even Janet becane pensive, waiting. W did the best we
could to keep her confortable, but all the wear and tear of the
chenos seened to catch up with her fromtime to tinme. She sl ept
a great deal, and lived al nost exclusively on junk food. The
dietician didn't like it nuch, but an apple pie from MDonal d's
was an apple pie and she would eat it.

Unli ke the appl esauce, sliced apples (brown fromsitting out
too |l ong, ugh!) and the bisquick-and-apple pie-filling-crunble
stuff they sent up, Janet would eat anything apple, as long as it
canme fromoutside. 1'd nade a few sharp statenents about the
quality of the food and got the standard 'it's the best we can do
in quantity' excuse.

The dietician also ordered out for lunch, 1'd noticed.
Real |y ought to make them eat their own cooking. That would
change things pretty quick!

After sending back a nunber of uneaten dishes, | decided to
take measures into ny own hands. | began bringing dinner along
with me for Janet and | on our evening walks. And | al so brought
sonething in with me for her on norning rounds. Janet's wei ght
stabilized, she kept her pep and | nmade a friend.
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Randy's col | eagues took this in stride -- he'd gotten
results, after all -- so they left ne alone. They all knew
Janet's case of course. And not one of themhad ever lifted a
finger to help her.

Where was the glory of saving the Iife of a single worman
with no famly? No rooting section, no cromd to play to. They
went and played their golf together, tal ked shop together,
ignored their patients together. WMade ne angry, then sick.

So | left them al one, too.

Then the norning cane when | brought in the granola bars and
the sun cane out from behind the clouds.

"Granol a?" she'd said, winkling her nose. "Yuckola. You
don't expect nme to eat this stuff, do you?"

Mmmm . .t hat sounds yunmol a. ...

| smacked forehead with the palmof ny hand and barely
made it to the chair as Al's voice rang in ny nenory. Son of a

bitch...well, | should know.
"Doc, are you all right?"

| | ooked at her - God! - | |ooked at her and wondered how
I'"d mssed it. Things went into slow notion as | stared at her,
taking in every eyeblink, every nove.

It was her coloring that had thrown ne. If only her eyes
had been brown - but they weren't. |If she'd been a boy - but she
hadn' t .

|'d never seen a picture of any of Al's famly -- | wasn't
sure if one existed. But one thing was as clear as the nose on
her face -- Janet nust have been the product of an encycl opedi a
sal esman and soneone else's nother. It all cane together.

| watched as the eyebrows dropped, net over the bridge of
her nose, the crease appearing between them the way the eyes
changed shape...the set of her shoul ders, the way she held her
head -- just so. It was Al all over again...in a new style and
col or.

"What did | say?" She |looked at nme as if 1'd lost ny m nd.
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Taki ng no chances, she got a granola bar out of the box and
began nmunching on it. "S good, okay? Now, aren't you going to
talk to ne or what?"

| couldn't help it. | junped up and hugged her, spinning
the two of us around the room "l've got it." | told her. "I
know what to do, now "

"Fine," she spat between crunbs. "Great. Now do you have
anything to wash this shit dowmn with? Gack." Setting her down,
she scrubbed her mouth with the back of her hand and | ooked up at
me, skepticismwitten in every line.

| couldn't wait for Al to neet her. | just needed to find
hi m

Hi#

Was | surprised when the el evator doors opened? Thank God
it was enpty...l got in, let the doors close and snapped the
switch that stopped the el evator between fl oors.

| wal ked through himthree or four tines, waving ny arns
| i ke a madman as he watched nme from behind a cigar-induced
snokescreen. Then | | eaned agai nst the elevator wall and | ooked
at him Just |ooked, nmy face hurting fromthe smle it wre and
couldn't suppress and we | aughed at each ot her.

He | ooked at ne, shaking his head just the smallest bit. |
knew t here woul dn't be any apol ogi es from hi mand he woul dn't
expect one fromme. W were even.

"Kid, where the hell have you been?" Al said, "I've been
waiting for you in here all norning."

He did | ook the worse for wear. | think | had gotten nore
sl eep, which was hard to believe. His clothes |ooked |ike he'd
had a fight in themat one tine, one sleeve torn at the shoul der
seam a smnudge on the lapel. "Wat's that?" | said, pointing.

"Fight with Tina."

"And that?" | noted the torn sleeve.

"Fight with Gooshie."

"And t hat ?"
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"Fight with Verbena Beeks."

"That, too?"

"Naw, that was with...never mnd." He scratched his head
wi th the hand holding the cigar, reaching for the handlink with
the other. "Gve ne a break, Sam They all took turns trying to

throwne in here and I wouldn't go. So there.”

"Look pretty good, for all that,” |I said. "So, who got you
into the imgi ng chanber?"

"That dammed secretary you sicced on ny trail."

"What ? She finds sonethi ng?”

"I'n about six nonths, which is too late to do you any good.
Janet fell too far out of rem ssion, and the |ast cheno they
tried on her to get her back to where she is now, killed her.
Heart attack. Boom gone."

"She got the adoption records open. She found out --"

"That both of her natural parents were as dead as her

adoptive ones.” Al held the comink as though he was going to
pull the data, and then stopped, |ooking skyward. He then closed
his eyes, dropped his head and put the comink away. "I don't

need to look at it again, Sam It isn't pretty.”

The el evator's al arm began beeping, rem nding nme that other
peopl e needed to use the el evator besides ne. | snapped the
swi tch back over and punched up the ground floor. "Let's get out
of here.”

"Ducks again, San? | could learn to hate this place, real
easy."

So we kept wal king past the |lake, to a few trees over a
hill. Looking back, the hospital didn't seemso big. But it did
| ook menacing, like a penal institution.

"Ckay." | said, turning to face him "Talk to ne."

He stood next to me, |ooking out at the horizon. "This
happened a long tinme ago, Sam There's nothing either of us
coul d have done to prevent it, it happened before you were born."

He took a deep breath and sighed. "I told you about ny famly.
Do you renenber?"
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"Yeah. Your dad, Trudy and the encycl opedi a sal esman.”
"Don't forget ny nother."” he said, "Very inportant.”
"What happened?”

"After she ran off with the guy -- his nane was Bob Tyl er,
by the way, stupid, boring nane! Anyway, afterwards, about five
nonths | ater, she got pregnant by the guy. He split, and left
her hol ding the bag. She had the baby and put it up for
adoption. But that's not where the story ends. Less than a year
| ater, old Bobbo got hinself killed in a car weck. And |ess
than 3 years after Janet was born, ny nother died of the sane
thing that's killing her. 1 think she was sick when she had
her."

| closed ny eyes, leaning against a tree. "lI'msorry, A ."

"It's not your fault. Does explain a lot, tho ."

"How so?" | turned and | ooked at him his face in profile
intent, distant. He took a puff off the cigar, and blew it out
gently.

"You can die frompneunonia if you' re | eukem c, Sam" he
said quietly, "You can't cone back and pick up where you left off
if you're dead, either."”

"Do you think that's what happened?”

He only shrugged. "Could be. Maybe. | dunno, there's no
hard evi dence to support any assunption | nake. The inportant
thing is, nobody can help themnow. No one. Get that through
your head, | don't want you feeling sorry for ne."

"No problem?™

"What we can do is save Janet. W've got a w ndow opening
up in less than two hours.™

"What happens in two hours?”

"I end up in the emergency roomof this hospital."

"How? Are you hurt?"

"No," he said sadly, "I was driving drunk and got caught.
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"1l be here to HEVe bl ood drawn. You'll have to be quick."

| renenbered another A, fromlong ago. This was not going
to be easy. O fun. "Onh, boy."

"Ch, boy. Onh, joy. Oh, rapture.”
#it

| made energency nedicine ny business that day. "Be good
for me to get alittle variety.” 1'd said. They all thought I
was slummng. But the physician on duty wasn't conplaining --

after pulling an all-nighter with the victins of a train/bus
wreck, he was happy to have any extra hands he coul d get.

Al stayed very close, but silent. Al nost as if he knew
woul d have to get used to himbeing there again. | wasn't sure
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want ed himthere when they brought himinto the unit. He didn't
| ook i ke he had regained all of his objectivity, and heaven knew
he' d need every bit he had.

He hated hospitals. He hated sick people, people hurting.
But still, he stood by, watching over ne. Al | had to do was
turn my head and he saw nme and smled, just a little.

|"d seen the typical gamut of the energency roomcrowd -- a
few sprai ned nmenbers, cuts that required stitches, the odd
i ngestion of a foreign substance (in this case, a tws-year-old
had bitten the head off a Snurf and swallowed it), colds and
flues that had progressed to the point they required
antibiotics...it was refreshing, to say the least. At one tine |
had every age group, each gender, every one with a different
probl em Thank God, none of them needed real intensive care,
| i ke a heart attack or a gunshot wound.

When the cops brought Al in, they canme in and requested a
gur ney because he had passed out in the patrol car. Driving
drunk? He was dead drunk, and | woul dn't have recogni zed him
except he kept singing sone obscene drinking tune and | would
have known that voice anywhere. | can't inmagine how he coul d
have driven anything. How could he have found his keys?

"Drove his car into a ditch. Found himthere." One of them
said. | looked at the nane tag - M Mirphy. It was a ironic
twist -- Murphy's |law had brought Al to nme. It figured.

Mur phy' s partner, Janerson, | ooked particularly itchy.
"He's all yours." he said, tapping Murphy on the shoul der.
"We've got to get back.”

"What do you want nme to do with hinP" | asked, absent-
m ndedly signing the clipboard they presented ne wth.

"What ever you can. Put him away soneplace to sober up." he
said, "I'd run a blood al cohol on him but he wasn't driving at
the time we found him so..."

"It didn't stand up in court, Sam" | |ooked over ny
shoul der and got a nod. "Pathetic waste of tine."

"Yeah, mght be a waste of tinme." |I parroted. "I think we
can find a place for himto sleep it off."

Wth that, | took possession of one very drunk - and vocal -
Al bert Calavicci. And | knew just where | wanted to put him
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| told Sandy, the nursing supervisor that | wanted to put
hi m sonmepl ace where he woul dn't bother too many people -- Tower
One, third floor. It was the mddle of sunmer and the census was
|l ow, and | owest up there on Janet's floor. Al through this, ny
pati ent kept singing "Wen A Man Loves A Wman", off-key and
ski ppi ng verses, making up a few of his own that I won't go into
here. The supervisor and | arranged the transfer, all the while
W nci ng at the noise.

"Christ, will you hurry up and pass out already?" | | ooked
up at Al looking at hinself and he only shrugged as our eyes net.

"Ckay, Dad." the drunk nunbled, rolled over and went to
sl eep. And then began to snore.

"I liked the song better.” Sandy told ne. "Sure you want to
keep hin? Kashogi's the one on call..."

"I"l'l keep him | want to keep an eye on him"

We got himsettled in across the hall from Janet. Lucky for
me, it was the isolation ward on that floor with a door that
| ocked.

Even so, Janet poked her head out of the roomas we passed
by. She | ooked at nme and Sandy, whom she knew, and then her eyes
shifted to the gurney and she sm |l ed.

"Look what the cat dragged in." she said, chuckling and
shaki ng her head. "Wat happened? Bad white count results?"

"No, just a conmon everyday drunk." Sandy Wbster, R N
was an ally of mne, but I could see she was getting tired of
dealing with nme and this particular patient. "Drunk tank
downtown is full, and we're not."

"I get the picture.”

The fact that my Al wasn't protesting got my attention.
Looki ng over ny shoulder | found him just out of the corner of
ny eye. He'd hadn't heard a thing that had been said. He was
| ooking at Janet and | realized he hadn't seen her before.
Mesneri zed was a good word to describe the I ook on his face.

He stood there in the hall while we got Trouble settled in
his bed. Then Sandy waved goodbye and she stepped into the
el evator and | shooed Janet back into her room and back into bed
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where she pronptly fell asleep, the dark circles under her eyes
maki ng her | ook |ike a raccoon.

"Sam "

| turned around to see Al standing in the doorway, notioning
me out into the hallway. "Yeah."

"Call Rachel and give her this information. This will |ead
her right to ne and you' Il have enough evi dence on paper to

convi nce ne."

W went back to the unit | ounge and nmade the call. Rachel
had sonme other issues for ne to deal with as well and the cal
went |onger than | expected. But the lead | gave her was a sound
one she had al ready begun and |I knew before nightfall I'd have
what | needed and before norning, we'd be ready to confront
Trouble with his newfound famly.

But Al stayed quiet, pensive. |If anyone had ever asked ne
to describe A, 1'd always used to word "sparks" -- and for the
first tinme, | couldn't see them He kept pacing aimessly, not

| ooki ng at anyone or anything. He |ooked old, and | don't
renmenber ever thinking that about Al.

"Al, do you renenber any of this?"

"No. Not a dammed thing." he said, giving the vending
machi ne another dirty |ook. "Don't they ever change the stuff in
t hose things?"

"What did you think of her?"

Al stopped and turned to ook at nme. "I think she's
beautiful, Sam Past that, |I'm nunb."

"Under st andabl e. "

"Nah, actually, 1'd like nothing better than to go back to
the project and hide under the bed until this leap is over."
Then he shrugged. "Problemis, when this leap is over, things
ain't gonna be the sane.”

"If it's for the better..." | began, then | ooked away.
"What makes you think that?"

"Because before | came back, Ziggy was taking odds on ne.
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On ne, Sam Last tine | checked, it was up to 47% dd Trouble
next door is going to be a handful tonorrow norning, Sam"

"What do you suggest ?"

"I"d hold off for a day or so. Let themget to know each
ot her before dropping the bonb on "em"

"I won't be able to keep you here past norning."

"Oh yes, you will."

n |_bv\/? n

"Look Sam the only reason | was in that ditch was because |
couldn't think of anything better to do. | wanted to die and |I'm
going to be mad as hell when | wake up in this friggin" place."
he said, spitting the words out |ike they were poison. "I'II
probably say sonething to that effect and you can keep ne here
under a 72-hour watch or sonething."

| only stared at him feeling the tears sting ny eyes and
still, I could only stare. "I wsh --"

"Kid, you're years in the future. |'mkind of glad."

n \le?ll

"Because, right now, I didn't even like ne. Gve hima
break -- he's got a lot of growng up to do. There's a |ot of
things he's going to get to do that he can't even dream of right
now. He'll be okay, Sam"

Where are you in your life, Al? He'll be okay...sure. But
right now? How am| going to reach you?

"What do you renenber? How did it go the first tine?

He | ooked at nme, frowning. Then he | ooked at the floor, and
began tapping one foot. | could alnost snell the wood burning.

"It's all one big headache, Sam" he said, shaking his head.
"I got out, got ny car out of the inpound | ot and skeddadl ed as
fast as | could. End of story."

"So we' ve already changed things."

21



"Yup. We're commtted, wherever that leads.” He pulled out

t he handl i nk and punched in a request. "Nothing's going to
happen until norning, Sam Go hone. Get dinner and a good
night's sleep. 1'Il try to do the sane.” The door snapped up
behi nd him

"Sweet dreanms, Al ."
"You too, kid."
HH#

| took his advice and went honme -- Randy's home, which after
the nights I'd spent there, was quickly becomng as famliar to
me as any hone |'d ever known.

He lived on a five-acre parcel on the outskirts of town.
The house was nobdest in size, but |arge enough for a bachelor to
have many nmenbers of his famly visit fromtinme to tine. Besides
his bedroom |I|ibrary, office and den, the house had two guest
bedroons -- one decidedly fem nine, the other just as strongly
mascul i ne. The porch was screened and had confortable chairs and
a swng with plenty of roomfor a small crowd to talk the | ong
sumer ni ghts away.

Phot ogr aphs decorated the house -- faces smled out at ne
fromevery nook and cranny. Randy was clearly a person who | oved
people -- there were many pictures of himwth his patients,

Janet i ncl uded.

A famly portrait hung over the fireplace -- it was here |
spent a great deal of tinme nights, trying to acquaint nyself with
Randy, his past and who he was.

He was froma large famly -- and he did have that twn
brother Al told ne about. |[I'Il have to assunme he was a doctor
too, like he had said. Both parents were in the picture, along
wWith sisters and other brothers, in-laws and their children. |
counted them up one night -- 24 people in that one picture.

They stood cl ose together, some of the younger children
maki ng "hel p, |I'm being squashed” faces. A hand on a shoul der
here, a head | eani ng agai nst another there -- they were a tight
clan, if this was any indication.

Nobody had called Randy while | was here, but letters from
around the country had trickled in the last few days. Brothers
and sisters, aunts and uncles. Cousins....parents. The faces

22



saw were the faces of nmy own

blurred and faded away until all |
inthe last famly portrait we had

famly. Just the five of us,

t aken.

And then the faces dwi ndled dowmn to two. Al...and Janet.
It just wasn't fair. What A had lost...and | had never thought
about until | had lost themtoo...what it was to have fam|ly.
Good famly. It was sonething "friend" couldn't quite enconpass

and was never neant to. A mxture of |ove and acceptance m xed
Wi th perpetual expectations, forever in negotiation. These were
peopl e you could hate -- disagree with on every issue. And you'd
see them deal with them entrust themat tinmes with some of your
nost intimate feelings. You could do that. There was just
sonet hi ng about those people...those people who were your famly.

| found something warmto drink and started a sl ow burning
fire in the fireplace, curling up in Randy's easy chair to think
as | watched the flanes dance.

It was tinmes |like these | realized howlittle of ny nmenory
followed nme around intact fromleap to leap. But it also renewed
ny wonder at how i ncredible a thing one single nmenory could be.

| could remenber Katie as a tiny little girl of four --
chasing a cat she had by the tail, the cat running in circles,
Katie being pulled along as fast as her legs could run, yelling
"Kitty, cone here! Kitty, conme here!"” as authoritatively as
only a four-year-old can get.

But her high school graduation? | know | was there,
renmenber traveling back hone on break to be there. But | can't
even see the color of her gown.

"Sam there's this guy fromthe governnent side | think you
shoul d neet."

What was his nane? | see himso clearly, the man who told
me about Al...taller than ne, fair-haired, ice-blue eyes...a good
man, ny feelings say. But his nane is gone with the wind. He
was wWith Project Starbright, but |left when the budget strings got
alittle too tight for his |iking.

"He's a bit of a loner, crazy too. Straight arrow, though.
Good with the suits. They love him"

We had tal ked about this admral he knew working on our
project, set up a neeting even. He had sounded |like just the nman
we needed in our section -- but he never showed and I'd witten
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himoff. | hadn't liked that -- | had not been soneone who
tolerated that kind of first inpression.

| renmenber being in that nmood when | hit the | obby and
recogni zed Al fromthe description |I'd been given.

Bl ue eyes, you were a good friend to point me in his
direction that day. First thing | did was take the hanmer away
fromhim The rest drops off into a black pit.

The next thing | renenber about Al is a late night at ny
project. The end of a really bad day.

Not hi ng had worked right that day and the harder we tried to
make it work, the bigger it blewin our faces. To top off the
general feeling of frustration and failure, 1'd blowmn a mnt's
worth of parts in a prototype when | had plugged the power supply
in the wong way and had been too mad to doubl echeck it before
powering it up. Zap, 6 nonths out the w ndow.

Al had only | ooked down at me, sitting on the floor am d the

snoke and fried circuits. | was ready to kill, a soldering iron
in one hand, a screwdriver in the other. GCkay, so I'd blown the
thing -- cone hell or high water, it was going to get fixed,

right now A had only notioned ne aside. "Get out of the way,

Sam Do it now, kid."

He'd then pulled out the .38 and shot the dammed t hi ng,
saluting as he did so.

"You' d better start |aughing about this, Sam" he'd said.
"Screw ups don't get nuch better than this.™

| stood there, gasping |ike a beached fish. How could he
just stand there, when half a year of ny life was gone?

Oh, it's a beautiful, intact nenory. | can still snell the
snoke. It's sumertine, and of course, the air conditioning had
pooped out. Verbena, |ike sonme of the others, had gone to town

to get out of the heat.

Ver bena...oh ny God, that was the night we drove Verbena off
t he road!

It's two in the norning, there's not a soul in sight except

me, Al and Gooshie. |'m behind the wheel of ny car, that Bronco
| bought so that | could go anywhere | wanted to around the
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Project and carry anything | wanted with me. Got |ousy gas

m | eage and had no pickup to speak of whatsoever. Al's right
besi de ne, behind the wheel of that red sports car he | oves nore
than his life.

The guard shack is down the way, Al says it's a quarter of a
mle. Gooshie is dowm there with a handkerchief tied to a stick.
There's a full noon out and it's alnost as bright as daylight
out. We're revving our engines, Gooshie waves the flag -- and
the scenery flashes by ne as | race Al to the guard shack!

O course, Al wins. | can see himgetting out of his car as
| walk up to it, grinning. "That wasn't any surprise.” | hear
nysel f say.

"Yeah, but it was fun, wasn't it?"
"Fun for who?"

"Trade cars, then." Gooshie says. W both |ook at himlike
he's crazy, then reconsider.

"Ckay, you're on!™ Al runs over, snatches the keys out of
ny hand and hops into the Bronco.

"Don't readjust those seats!" | bellow. "Don't you change a
thing in there!”

Al | ooks out of the window at ne like |I've gone mad. He can
barely reach the pedals and he's | ooking out through the steering
wheel. We're not that far apart in height, but it's distributed
very differently. "I won't if you won't." Al deadpans back to
nme.

Sol try to get into his car and find ny knees don't want to
go under the dashboard. And | have to tuck nmy arns in to ny
sides to get the door closed. The steering wheel nearly rests on
ny chest. But, like a good loser, |I hold ny tongue. Thank God
this thing is a convertible.

W notored back to the starting |ine, and Gooshi e stands at
the finish line with the flag ready. He's so wapped up | ooking
at the two of us norons behind the wheel that he doesn't notice
t he headlights making their way up the road, and to tell the
truth, the norons don't notice themeither. 1've got a fighting
chance now of beating A, and | know he's going to nake the best
of it in that old Bronco.
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Gooshi e waved the flag, we took off |ike a couple of hare-
brained idiots. Just as | crossed the |line ahead of Al, | heard
a horn sound, and a pair of headlights appeared in ny face,
swerving off into the soft shoul der of the road just outside the
guard shack

| skid to a stop, Al does the sane just ahead of nme and we
both turn to | ook as Verbena Beeks steps out of her car, slans
t he door and | ooks at her car, now fully stuck in the sand.
Gooshi e wal ks up to her, naive soul that he is, still holding the
handkerchief on a stick |ike a baseball pennant at the Wrld
Seri es.

Verbena is not pleased. | brace nyself for inpact as she
turns around to face us. | sure hope Al has a good way of
explaining this....

She turns, sees us in each other's car and bursts into
| aughter, and soon the tears are rolling down her face.
"What are you two doi ng?" she finally gets out, hugging her sides
and wi ping her face with the back of her sl eeve.

To a man, the three of us |ook at the ground and begin
waf f | ing.

"Ckay, okay, enough already. You boys are going to be the
death of me."

| see her shaking her head and the nenory ends there.

| never considered Al brother material, but you know, there
were things | talked to himabout that | never woul d have taken
up with Katie, my Mom..or Tom had he been there.

Al was always a good |istener for nme. It was sonething |
counted on.

"Sam you don't know what you've done with him | hardly
recogni ze himanynore."

Verbena is sitting with nme in the cafeteria, poking at the
sal ad she doesn't want to eat and eyeing ny chocol ate cake with
undi sgui sed avari ce.

"C non, you're kidding." But she only shakes her head.

"I think you're the only person he really trusts. The rest
of us -- we'll all dry up and bl ow away soneday."” She nmade a
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hand-washi ng gesture and then blew the "renmai ns" away, smling
wyly. "But not you. He doesn't see you that way. Sonehow,
you' ve never betrayed his trust and that's pretty tough to do.
And it's nmaking all the difference," she adds neaningfully.
"He's not the man | knew ten years ago."

Did 1 listen to you half as well as you |listened to ne, A ?
Was it the fact that | insisted you talk to me? That | picked
you to be ny friend? That | never gave up until you gave in?

| only renmenber snippets -- feelings, nostly. Stubbornness
on ny part, feeling sore inside and wanting to nake it go away.
The thanksgiving you spent with ne and ny famly when you went
of f by yourself after sitting silent as a stone throughout
dinner. | found you with the wi ne you had brought to go with
di nner and had "forgotten.” | took it away fromyou and insisted
you cone back to the house where your famly was waiting for you.
"I don't belong here. They're your famly, Sam Not mne."

“I"l'l share. Wy don't you give them a chance?"
"Why woul d they want ne around? |I'mnot related to them"”

Around and around we went that day. Around and around.

Is that the Al I'"'mgoing to neet tonorrow? The one with a
chip on his shoulder and a bucket with a hole in it for a heart?
| think I know that man. | think | can deal with him

1978. \Where were you then? How did you get here -- you
were working a ot with NASA then, and they're coastline people,
not like this landlocked little town. Wre you traveling to a
new assi gnnment perhaps? One you didn't want?

You didn't talk much about this tine, Al. That |I'msure of.
Bet ween marri ages, between assignnents...in a lot of ways, you
were cut adrift in 1978. | couldn't think of anything better do.

Per haps you thought your |ife was over.

| know one thing, though. This is where you | ooked back on
what had happened to you -- and swore it was never going to
happen again. From here, you nmet and married again. And, in
time, you believed you had been abandoned or were about to be
(it's hard to renenber which, | confuse your ex-w ves nore than
you do) and you divorced. And then you did it again, with
soneone else. A pattern that was to continue up to the tinme |
met you, by which tine you had sworn off on marriage for good and
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al ways. Said you couldn't afford it.

But in each case, you had commtted to sonmeone and then ran
away fromthe relationship before they could run away from you.

You remai ned on good terns with all of them nearly all the
time. | nmet one or two of them..l think...it's just a blur of
faces, no nanes...|l'mguessing a |lot now, but | don't think any
of them ever cheated on you, Al. You just thought they did. You
expected that to happen, even when it never did. After Beth, you
never felt that sense of famly with a wife -- just the dread of
bei ng dunped agai n for soneone el se. And then being al one,
again. A self-fulfilling prophecy, and you never |earned from
one marriage to the next why it failed. It's so sinple, and if
this was happening to sonebody el se, you'd point it out to ne in
a split second.

My drink was getting cold and | got up to refresh it. This
was a turning point in your life, Al. Yeah, | can see it now.
You and Janet shoul d have bunped into each other, both of you
being here at the sane tine. That's what went wong the first

time. Here is soneone who will never |eave you, Al. Here is
sonmeone who can show you, better than | ever will, what it is to
bel ong to sonething again, to be a part of a famly -- to have

t hat connected sense again.

Al'l | have to do is nmake it happen. | have to convince you
to try again. To trust her. Really, truly, trust her

You're here to save her life, Al.
And |'m here to save yours.

| love it when a plan cones together. | sat and happily
sl urped ny hot chocol ate and wat ched the enbers glow, late into
t he ni ght.

#it

Mor ni ng began like all the nornings had before it -- food
for Janet, newspaper for me and the norning rounds. | wondered,
like I did every norning, how Randy was doi ng back in the waiting
room but judging fromthe schedule | had been keeping, it was
probably for the best, a vacation he had needed for a long tine.

This time, however, the norning included Al - both my Al and
t he one we had bot h nicknaned Trouble. When | passed his room
| ooked in to see himlooking quite contrite and very hungover.
Truth was, he | ooked miserable and | decided to | eave it al one

28



for the nonent. But | slipped the set of surgical scrubs I'd
brought with me into his roomwhile he wasn't | ooking. G ven the
choice, it's what | woul d have want ed.

Al was a silent partner this norning, nore observer than
had ever seen himbe. He sinply stood by, snoking a cigar
ai messly, not noticing when it went out. Qur eyes net now and
agai n, but past "good norning, Sanmi he hadn't said anything. The
comink stayed in the inside pocket, too. | couldn't blame him -
-1 imagine if | sawny life being rewitten in front of nme, 1'd
be a little preoccupied as well.

Janet happily dug into her breakfast, making ne drink the

coffee, but her attention kept wandering to the patient across
the hall.

"Why' d you put himup here?"
"Here's where we had the nbst room™
"Ch." she said, "He woke up early. |Is he okay?"

"I would imagine so.” | answered, |ooking up at Al standing
next to the w ndow.

"I would i magi ne he was very noisy, Sam" he added dryly and
| sm | ed.

"Did he wake you up?"

"Nah, the housekeepi ng people did when they went in the
clean up the ness."” Janet gul ped down the |ast of the orange
juice, watching ne out of the corner of her eye, which was
twi nkling in mschief.

"Did you sleep well?" She nodded, then shrugged.

The phone next to Janet's bed chose that nonment to ring --
she answered it.

"Joe's bar and grill, Joe's dead...can | help you?" she
si ngsonged. The party on the end was loud -- | could hear
Rachel "s voice nyself, sitting at the end of the bed. "Hold on,
he's right here.” She handed the phone to nme with a grin. "Wat
did you put in her coffee? She's wild!"

"I can imagine." | said, taking the phone and fishing out a
not epad and pen froma coat pocket. "Whatcha got, Rae?"
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Good thing Al was standing by the window -- | could | ook at
hi m wi t hout | ooking suspicious. And look I did, as Rachel gave
me the story as quick as | could get it down. He |ooked ne in

the eye as | watched him eyebrows raised. She had it -- all of
it, dowmn to the police report that was filed | ast night, placing
Al bert Calavicci at this hospital. WId was a very good word for

Rachel this norning. She was delirious.

"He's here! He's herel He's right here! GChm god, ohmni god,

ohm god! He's right here!”™ | couldn't tell if she was | aughing
or crying.

"What a coincidence.” | managed, "Rachel -- Rae -- Ra -- now
calmdown. Rachel!”" Rolling ny eyes at the ceiling illicited a
giggle out of Janet and a chuckle fromAl . "Cone on now, | need
you to do sonmething. Yes, | heard you. Bring the hard copy over
here -- I'mnot going in there without it, he'll think we're
nuts."

Silence, finally. Then a deep sigh. "Yeah, | guess this
would be a little hard to swallow, first thing in the norning."

"Good girl. 1'lIl see you soon.™

"Sure, Randy. [|I'mon ny way."

| replaced the receiver on the hook and handed the phone to
Janet, who put it back where it bel onged, watching ne as she did
so. The m schievous glint had vani shed from her eyes, to be
replaced with that hard, direct stare | had gotten to know so
well. Don't bullshit me.

"Do I want to know what that was all about?" she said,
fol ding her hands in her |ap, brushing the crunbs away.

"Yeah, | think so." | said, adopting a simlar posture. "I
t hi nk we' ve found soneone who could be a donor for you. Soneone
related to you, genetically. W haven't contacted hi myet,
but--"

The eyes widened. "You said "him. M father?”

"No. A brother. dder."

This took a little getting used to. Janet sat back with a
puff of breath, deflating as she | ooked around. "I never though
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|'d have a brother somewhere."” she whispered. "dder...older?
Ww. " The head ti pped down, the eyes unfocused and she began to
ni bble on a fingertip, frowning. "How did that happen? | always
t hought ny not her nust have been a kid who got knocked up or
sonet hing. How nuch older is he? How did you find hin? D d you
find my nother?”

"Whoa, whoa, hold on. [I'Il tell you what | know. ..Rachel's
bringing the rest of the information with her."

"What's he like? Wat's his name?" The eyes net m ne,
shining now with unshed tears. "Does he | ook |ike nme?"

| looked at Al standing in the sunlight stream ng in through
the window He was smling, comink in one hand, one arm
proppi ng the other up. "So many questions. She wants to know
everything, Sam" he said softly. "And I woul d have passed this
up in a hot second.”

H s eyes net mine and I only shook ny head at him Janet
took it to nmean her and she pounced on ne, grabbing | apels and
shaking nme. "Tell ne!"

"Ckay, okay...." | said, settling her back down. "Hi s nane
is A -bert."

She scrunched up her face like she had bitten into sonething
nasty. "Allllbert?! Ooh, poor thing...|'mdooned. What else?"

"What's he like..." | | ooked over at "ny" A, then | ooked
across the hall, where |I heard Trouble grinching around, trying

to get confortable, and failing. The floor was alive with its
usual daytime chatter and clatter and bangi ng and bunping and |
knew Troubl e has having nothing but trouble. "That's a toughie.
W really don't know nuch about him vyet."

She only settled herself in, wiggling. Her eyes, big,
bright, nmet mne. Tell ne.

"We know he served in Vietnam" This brought a frown to her
face. "He was released froma POWNcanp a sone years ago...they
said he adjusted well, but...." Janet's face fell, paling.

"Oh, poor thing. Were is he now?"

| pointed. "Across the hall."
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"WHAT?! 1" Screechi ng, Janet clinbed onto her feet,
standing up in bed and scuttled away fromme, up onto the pillow,

bumping into the wall. "That's hin? He's -- he's -- aiyiyi --
yi!" She sank down, squatting on the pillows, hands fol ded
across her knees. "He's right there." she whispered.
"Ohboyohboyohboy. Ohmi god."” She began to rock, oblivious to ne
and everything around her. "Wat do |I do?" she whispered.

She was quick, |I've got to admt that. Before I had noved
enough to put a hand on her shoul der, she had whi pped around to
face me with a dazzling smle. "I know" she chortled, "I'll go
i ntroduce nyself! Yeah, that'll work!"™ And she was gone, out of

nmy hands and across the hall.
"Stop her, Sam"
"Janet, wait!"
| looked at Al, he | ooked at ne. "Uh, oh."

Then we dashed across the hall.

She had al ready hopped onto the bed. "H , you don't know ne
yet, but I'mJanet. And | know sonething you don't know," she
sang. Troubl e | ooked green to the gills and Janet's bouncing on

the bed wasn't hel ping things any. He had grabbed hold of the
edges of the mattress, trying to steady hinself and he | ooked
absolutely stunned, wld-eyed. "Albert Calavicci, is that
Italian? Does that nmean | mght be Italian? Sure would explain
alot." This got his attention.

| had skidded to a stop in the doorway, Al right behind ne.
And the last thing |I expected happened. Al started | aughing.

"What the hell..." Trouble tried to get a grip on her, and
fail ed. She kept hopping around himlike a Mexican junping bean.
"Who let you in...who are you...leme go...|leave ne al one!"

Janet had gotten a hold of a wist and checked out the
wri stband. "Oooh, sane blood type too! Geat birthday, | was
born in March. Wre you adopted too?" Then she junped over him
to the other side of the bed. "You don't |ook so good."

He threw hinself back against the pillows with a groan
"Pink el ephants. They prom sed ne pink el ephants. They
prom sed!" Then he opened his eyes and | ooked. Janet had
settled onto the edge of the bed. "Wo the hell are you,
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anyway ?"

"Your little sister.” she said, extending a hand. "N ce to
meet you."
"Ch, you deserve this, you idiot.”" |I heard Al say behind ne,

still chuckling. "Go ahead, shake her hand.™

If it were possible, he went paler, frowning. "You ve gotta
be kidding. Wo put you up to this?"

"No joke. C non, get up!"™ Janet junped off the bed,
grabbing himand pulling himalong with her. "There's a mrror
right over here. Look, we've got the same nose...see?"

"I"'mwaiting, God." Trouble said to the air, "I'll take the
pur pl e cockroaches right now, God." But he followed her to the
mrror, wobbling badly. Poor guy. He hadn't been doing well,
and with Janet rocking the boat |ike that....

He | ooked. Then | ooked at Janet. Frowned. Looked in the
mrror again. Frowned harder. "You can prove this?"

"Yeah." The tone of her voice changed drastically -- |
think that was precisely when Janet ran out of steam "Ask
Randy. He knows everything."” Paling herself, Janet's eyes
wi dened as she turned to see nme in the doorway. "I don't feel so
good, Doc..." The turn conpleted itself as she spun down onto
the floor, but not before Trouble caught her.

He caught her, but not before the reality of her appearance

hit him There's sonmething really wong here... "Ch, no. She's
sick. She's sick, poor kid." Scooping her up, he sighted ne in
the doorway. "What's wong with her?"

"Across the hall.” | said, "Cnon. W'Il put her back to
bed. She's a patient here, just like you." He |ooked |ike a man

on his first leap, all nessed up and nowhere to go.

"What is this, a looney bin?" He carried her into her room
all business now, even though |I'd seen pea soup that | ooked
heal t hi er.

"No, a cancer ward. You're staying up here because busi ness
has been bad lately."

"She's got cancer. In her head?"
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"No, in her blood. Leukem a."

This stopped himin his tracks as he braced hinsel f agai nst

the doorjanb and glared at me. "lIs she yanking ny chain?"
n m- n
Troubl e closed his eyes and began shaking his head. "And

she's sick. She's sick...oh Jesus. Wy nme?"

| think if he had had any other place to go, he would have
taken it, but he had his arns full of Janet. And nobody could
have been gentler with her.

We got her back into bed, and tucked her in. Rallying a
little, she opened her eyes to look into Al's and smled. |
swear, it was love at first sight.

"Hey there, feeling better?"

She nodded, spent. "Where'd you get such curly hair?
M ne's straight as a stick. Wwen | have hair, of course.”

"Yeah, sure.” [|'d never seen soneone so befuddled. | stil
gave even noney on a quick getaway on his part, but he never
stopped | ooking at her. He was utterly bew tched by those deep
bl ue eyes.

"Do you have any other famly, Alllbert?"

That made himsm |l e, though the confusion in his eyes
stayed. "No. Wiy do you want to know?"

"My nother dunped nme. Did she dunp you too?"
"Dunped you, what do you nean, dunped you?"

"I was adopted, ditzo. Sane as you."

"Now wait a second, | wasn't adopted...ny nother left us and
Dad...." The eyes blinked, and then he went for Janet's
wristband. "Well, son of a bitch."
"Sam" | turned at the sound of the voice. "Get out, Sam"”
"What ?"
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"Qut. Get out. C non, we've got work to do."

| met Al in the hallway. He had the conmlink out, and he
| ooked furious. "Wat's w ong?"

"Plenty. Go to the nurses' station and wite up sonme orders
for Janet. She's in big trouble.”

"Ch no, Al. W've done it...we've found her a donor, you."

"Uh, uh. Ziggy says no. Right now, her henopglobin's in the
basenent, you're gonna have to order up a transfusion, nedicine,
all kinds of stuff. Quick, Sam"

| didn't budge. "Al, what's wong?"

He | ooked up at me fromthe comink, the anger clear in his
eyes. "Nothing has changed. She still dies, Sam Alone, in
this hospital." He whacked the comink once, but it only
squeal ed in protest and produced the sanme answer.

| | ooked past himinto Janet's room Trouble was carefully
adjusting the pillows, tucking the blankets in just a little
closer. | couldn't see his face, but Janet was smling |ike she
was | ooking into the face of an angel.

"That's why you didn't |eap. This hasn't changed anything."

| didn't try to explainit. | just went cold inside. This
couldn't be happening. It couldn't happen to Al - not again. He
woul dn't | eave her wi thout hel ping her - would he?

| wal ked over to the nurses station and got the appropriate
forms to order up the bl oodwork on Janet. Yeah, her bl ood count
was going to be abysmal, | just knewit. Wthout continuing the
chenot herapy, it had only been a matter of tine. And ny tinme had
just run out.

Then | felt someone tapping ne on the shoulder and | turned
and faced him Trouble. But this wasn't Trouble, this was the
Al 1 knew -- only he didn't know nme froma hole in the ground.

My Al was standing just a few feet away, comink still in hand.
He was watching this with great interest, as suspicious of the
man in front of me as | was. In a lot of ways, he was a conplete
stranger to ne. And | wasn't sure ny Al liked him either.

He stood still, as straight as he could in front of ne.
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After tapping nme on the shoul der, the hand dropped back to his
side. He was wearing the scrubs, and he | ooked |ike he could use
a week at Club Med, but it was Al. Sober, he'd had sone hard
wear and needed a shower and a shave. He'd gotten hinself
together pretty fast, just like the Al | knew himto be --

confused, bew | dered Trouble was nowhere in sight. "Doctor
W1l son?" He extended his hand for nme to shake and | took it.
The grip was warm firm Famliar. | even recognized the snel
of him though right nowit wasn't pleasant. "Wuld you like to
tell me what the bleep is going on here?"
"Sure." | managed. "Let's go find a place and sit down."
"Sam.." Al's tone was warning as the three of us noved

over to the floor's waiting area, Randy's Al sitting down in a
naugahyde chair across from ne.

He fol ded his hands together, steepling the fingers as his
arnms rested on the arnms of the chair and | eaned forward.
Barefoot, and in his jammes, he was still pretty inpressive as
he tried to intimdate ne. He glared, he stared. He tapped his
fingers together as | waited for himto speak. | knew this act -
- he wanted ne to get nervous. Well, | wasn't going to bite.
"How can | help you?" | said, matching his posture.

"For one thing, you can find me ny clothes so | can get out
of here.”

"Don't let himdo it, Sam |'d head for the hills right now
if I were himand I am-- think of something to keep him here
until he can help Janet."

| threw a dirty look at ny Al over ny shoulder. Gve ne
sonething | can use then, | wanted to say. Just what | needed.

Al in stereo.
“In a monent."” | said, "First thing, what's your hurry?"
"None of your business.”

"Uh, uh. You're ny patient and it is my business until
rel ease you. Now, once again. Were's the fire?"

Hi s eyes narrowed and he glared at ne. | could have | aughed
-- | knewthis ploy so well. It never worked with nme, never had.
| always saw through it -- he was scared and wasn't about to

admt it. So he was trying to scare ne into | eaving himal one.
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"Look you --"

| heard the el evator doors open down the hall and poked ny
head out of the door to see Rachel striding down the hallway, a
thick kraft envel ope in her hands.

She spied ne with Al and ran up, thrusting the envel ope into
nmy hands. She smled at nme, gave nme a thunbs up sign and trotted
back to the el evator.

Rachel's not the nost unusual |ooking woman in the world,
but she isn't bad | ooking. And she had been dressed nice, well-
grooned and Al hadn't even blinked when she cane by. | could
even snell the perfume she had put on this norning.

Looki ng down the hall, | saw Rachel waiting for the
el evator. She | ooked back at ne and smled, then continued to
wait. | looked at Al sitting across fromne. No reaction. It

was then | realized that this Al wasn't interested in anything

Rachel m ght have to offer. Al he wanted was an escape from

this conplication in his life, and the sooner, the better.
"Don't you have any questions for nme?"

"No." he replied flatly, the eyes beginning to glitter.
want out of here. Now. "
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| opened the envel ope and | ooked through the contents.
There was stuff in there on Al that | had never seen. And on his
not her, as well as a sal esnman named Tyler. That had been sone
| ead Al had given ne. "C non," | said, coaxing, "Someone cones
into your room junps on your bed and nakes statenents |like the
ones she made, and you're not even curious?”

"Stranger things have happened.” The tone was dry, al nost
bored. | thought about it. He was right.
Clearing ny throat, | went back to the paperwork.

"Stick to the facts, Sam Then |l et himget sone sl eep.
He's toast."

Noddi ng, | flipped through the pages. "I, uh, see you're
still in the Navy. 1Is it Commander Cal avicci, then?"
“It"1l do."

"Ckay. Uh, Conmander, this is the long and short of it.
Nobody's pulling your leg. This isn't a prank. |'ve been
| ooki ng for sonmeone biologically related to one of ny patients --
Janet MIller, who you net. She needs a bone marrow transpl ant
and the best candidates for donors are famly nenbers. So far,
you're the only one we've been able to find."

He wasn't buying it. "It's bit coincidental, don't you
think, me just dropping in like this at the right tine and all?"

"I think it's sonething that was neant to happen." |

shrugged. "Does it matter where you are? W would have found
you, in any case, wherever you were. And asked you to help
Janet. She'll die without the transplant, Commander. [It's that

sinple. That's why you're still here.™
"You can't keep ne here, Doctor."

"No, | can't.” | admtted. "I can ask you to stick around
and hel p out, though. WII you?"

He | ooked out the wi ndow, but | don't think he was seeing
t he sunshine outside. One foot kept bouncing a little as he
t hought, one finger kept tapping. He wanted his freedom from
this place as badly as Janet did, that nuch was clear. But it
was al so clear Janet had scored sone badly needed points for her
own survival. Hi s urge to flee was warring with that part of him
that wanted to do the right thing. He was needed -- so be it,
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he'd help if he could. That was the Al | knew.

"Aw, hell, she's a sweet kid. 1'Il stay until lunch and
"1l think about it. |Is that your proof there?" He indicated
the envel ope in ny | ap.

Noddi ng, | handed it over. Qur eyes net as he took it from
me and he silently rose, turned away and wal ked back to his room
cl osing the door behind himw thout another word.

Rachel watched as he went by, shaking her head. The
el evator finally arrived and I heard her nutter to herself as she
got on.

"What a nozzle."
HH#

Al agreed to keep an eye on hinself while | finished rounds.
A representative from Patient Accounting had shown up to get the
paperwork strai ghtened away to pay for his stay in the hospital.
Being in the Navy hel ped, but as |I stood outside the room
heard how they were going to work it -- he would have to arrange
paynent now, and then get his noney back fromthe Navy insurers
|later. H's car, now sitting in the inpound yard, was doi ng

not hi ng but accruing nore charges as he sat there. It was adding
up to be atidy sum all legitinmate, but the hospital was being a
stickler on the issue and | couldn't blanme them He was between
destinations -- his residence and his enployer were on different
sides of the country, he'd been brought in drunk...it wasn't
going down well -- it seens he was al so broke, too. It didn't

hel p me when ny Al stepped into the conversation. Wat he had to
say about it wasn't polite in any conpany.

The conversation began to get ugly -- they were threatening
to call his superior officer (the one he hadn't even net yet)
when the call light in Janet's room went on.

"Randy, look in the nightstand there. Second drawer."
She'd been too tired to conme get me, even though she knew I was
nearby. | could hardly | ook at her -- her eyes had black circles
around them now, the skin translucent. That bouncing around
she'd done had cost her, big time. |1'd ordered up a transfusion,
but it hadn't gotten to her yet. That would help, but....

"Get sonme rest.” | told her. She nodded, closing her eyes.
"Look in the drawer. You'll know what to do."
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What was in the drawer was her billfold, along with sone
magazi nes. "Janet, | can't go through your purse.”

"Just take one of the cards and shut those pigs up." she
drawled, rolling over. "O sone of the cash, it doesn't matter
| won't be needing it. Mmand Dad won't mnd, they left it for
me to do whatever | wanted to with it."

When | hesitated, she shooed ne away. "CGo on, do it. He's
famly."
So | did.

And | had the honor of seeing Trouble dunbfounded a second
time. He couldn't believe it. So he got angry.

He went storming into Janet's room shoving past ne with as
much force as he could nuster. | let himby, knowing this wasn't
the time to shove back -- this was a man with a m ssion. He went
in first, my Al right behind him comink flashing as he kept
trying to draw information fromit faster than it would give it
to him

"What the hell did you do that for?!"

Janet was watching television -- an ol d epi sode of Bonanza -
- which she clicked off as he cane in. | stood in the doorway,
ny Al across the roomin the darkened, enpty section watching, as
Janet rolled over and gave hima | ook that woul d have dropped an
el ephant .

"Look, you." she said, in a tone identical to his own, "As |
see it, you and | have one thing in conmmon. That makes us
famly. And famly does things for famly. | haven't got anyone
else to do it for, and neither do you. Accept it and get the
hel | out of ny room"”

If he grew an inch in his rage, I wouldn't have been
surprised. But he went -- not able to get another word out. M
Al appl auded in his section of the room smling to beat the
band.

"You got style, kid. Atta girl."

No, Al. She just did what you woul d have done.

Janet | ooked at nme and sighed. "W've got our work cut out
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for us, don't we Doc?"
"I think things will work out. Get sone sleep.”

"Can | have a hot fudge sundae for |unch?" she asked,
| ooking wistful. | cane in and sat down on the bed.

"Sure that's all you want?"

"Chocol at e cheesecake?"

"C non, get real."

She cl osed her eyes and smled. "Ckay. Big Mac, you know
how | like it. Fries. And get sonething for Allllbert too. And
you'l |l have lunch with us, won't you? Qutside?"

"Sure, Janet. See you in a bit."

My Al was running scenarios on the comink again as | left
the room and he was still shaking his head. "I don't get it."
He said sadly, "I just don't get it. Wlat's the matter with nme?

Ziggy says | dunp her and run -- sonetinme tonorrow night. Wy

would | do that?"

| had ny own theories on that, but I wasn't tal king. Not
yet. "Conme on Al, one thing at a time." | said, wal king past
Trouble's room He was curled up on the bed, |laying on the
covers, |ooking through the paperwork |I had given him studious
in the extrene. Once in a while, he would shake his head, eyes
wide. "He's certainly taking this better than you did."

"This was sone tinme and four marriages ago." he said, "It's
unny. | can renenber bei ng somewhat curious about what happened
o ny not her when I was about his age. There just wasn't a | ot
eft of ny life, y'know Startin' over and all. | just wondered

|l o

Q —+ —

“I"l'l just bet you did."

W wal ked the halls a little nore, talking quietly as |
checked on nmy other patients. Both Al and | knew | wouldn't be
here much longer. | was going to mss them | hope | had been
able to hel p nost of them

Then we went out and fetched |unch for the crew and cane
back. At ny suggestion, | |oaded Janet into her wheel chair and
pushed her past Trouble's room She invited himto |unch, which
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he refused, as we had expected. She suggested he check out the
|l unch tray. He did, and cane al ong quietly when Janet waggl ed
the McDonal d's bag at him munching a fry as she did so.

He took over the pushing job, and | can honestly say from

then | becane the third wheel. Inside of an hour, they were
| aughi ng together and tal king |ike they had known each other for
ten years. Al | had to do was keep ny nouth shut.

But my Al stayed stoic, watching things unfold in front of
himwth a serious eye. He still renenbered none of this
happeni ng, he'd never net Janet like this...and it worried him
Ziggy's predictions never changed. No matter what they said, or
if they laughed until they cried together. He was going to bai
on her tonorrow night and never see her again.

| had the tests taken, and as you would know it, the results
were going to take -- you guessed it -- until tonorrow night to
get back. | had Al ask Ziggy for the results.

Janet was wal king with her Al then, it being evening. Like
al ways, she had bounced back well once she got sone tine to
recharge her batteries. They tal ked together, armin armas |
wat ched froma w ndow hi gh above the park. Janet didn't mss ne,
much. For every thought that canme into her head, there was one
in Al's to gowithit. A story, a nmenory. Have you evers were
nmet with yes | haves, chuckles and then nore talk. | wondered
why they didn't run out of breath.

ends, Janet
t. They never

They strolled like a pair of lifelon i
f
e, they took brief

g
gesturing with her right hand, Al with his
stopped, just took turns. And once in a wh
pauses to | augh and hug each ot her.

fr
| e
il

Al never let go of her, his head down and in to listen to
her. Janet |eaned on his arm heavily, |ooking tired but happy,
smling up at himas if he'd hung the noon.

"I"'mnot the one, Sam" Al said sadly. He took a deep
breath and sighed, |ooking |ike he wanted to heave the conlink
into outer space. "The tests conme back negative. |'mno match
at all for her."

| renmenber ny point of view shifting fromthe w ndow to ny
shoes, as | went cold all over. How could that be? He was
supposed to save her life...the world went black as ny eyes
closed. No, | couldn't be this wong. | couldn't! Were had I
gone w ong?
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"It's over, Sam If you asked himto stay, you' d be asking
himto watch her die. | wouldn't -- couldn't -- do that, Sam
Not now...and definitely not then."

My head was spinning. Were was the mi ssing piece to the
puzzle? This had to be it -- | was here to put this fam |y back
together again. How could I rekindle the fire when there weren't
even two sticks to rub together again?

But | knew | couldn't let A give up.
"I"ve got until tomorrow night to think up sonething el se,
Al." 1 told him "She needs you, Al. That's why I'm here. She
needs you."

"l don't know how you're going to nmake it happen, Sam "
“I''l'l think of sonething." | said. "I've got to."
#it#

Janet | ooked at nme strangely nost of the next day. | wasn't
at ny best, either, to tell the truth. As hard as | thought, as
much as | turned the facts over in ny head, nothing fit together.

| only had hours now, just a few hours now, before the tests
came back. The only thing |I knew for certain was that Al
couldn't give up on Janet when the tests cane back. Sonehow, |
had to make sure he stuck around.

| | ooked at Al and Janet together, tal king every spare
nonment, nost of it in her roomwith her sitting on the bed, A
paci ng back and forth Iike a caged tiger, telling war stories,
tall tales froma childhood that woul d have gi ven anyone el se
nightmares. Al took them and nmade her |augh, instead.

"...and I'mtellin" you, we ran so hard to get away,
Schmtty ended up spitting up in the bushes. And that stuff we

took? In the clear light of day, it wasn't worth -- well, it
wasn't worth spitting in the bushes, |I can tell you. God, we
were stupid kids."

Janet smled and shook her head. "I thought about running
away once." she admtted. "I think | was about nineteen."” She
smled softly as the nenory took over her face. "I was so sick

of being sick. Y know? Cooped up all the tine...and stuff.”
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"What did you do?"

"CGot as far as the front door." she said wyly, "And
realized | had nowhere to go. Were could | go? Mmwas rea
sick by then, Dad was gone...."

"I would have taken you." he said, grinning. "God, would we
have had fun, or what?"

"Yeah." she said, eyes glistening. "W would have parti ed,
big time, huh Alllbert?"

Then they smiled at each other. And said nothing nore for
five mnutes.

"God, he loves her." Al stood outside the door, punching
buttons at random on the comink, not even |ooking at what he was
doing. "I don't want to see what cones next, Sam"

“"Me neither.” | said. | felt like |l was trying to capture a

wi nd, one that would bl ow t hrough here |ike a tornado, destroying
everything inits path. Right now, it was only a gentle breeze.

"Alll bert, will we go to Disneyland when | get out of here?"

"Ch, yeah. That'll be the first thing on the list!"

"WIl we go to the ocean? Can we go fishing?”

"Sure, I'll take you sailing. You'll love it." Sitting
down, he | eaned forward, resting his el bows on his knees. "Have
you ever been aboard a ship before? Not a little boat, mnd you.

A ship. Like an aircraft carrier.”

Janet shook her head, her eyes widening as the idea grewin
her i magi nati on.

"I can't wait." he said, "You' re gonna love it."

Al | ooked ne in the eye. "You' ve got to stop him Sam"
“I"l'l have to stop you, Al." | said. "I'll have to keep
you fromdoing..." No, I'll have to nake you do sonething...

"That's it. Change his mnd."

"\What ?"

44



| turned and | ooked Al squarely in the face, standing toe to
toe with him "I1'll have to talk you into sonething, Al ."

He shook his head, averting his eyes. "Not this. You'l
never talk ne into this, Sam Never. Not ina mllion years."

"Come on. You haven't changed your m nd about anything
since | |eaped in here?"

Al wouldn't look at me. He was studying his shoes.
"Al, would you m ss out on having a sister |ike Janet? Even

if it was for only alittle while? Wuld you trade that away
just to avoid saying good-bye to her when the tinme canme?"

The head canme up, and a new glint was in the eyes. "Yes, |
woul d, Sam Damm ne and everyone who | ooks like me -- yes,
woul d!"

He held ny stare for a |l ong nonent, then broke away. "Look,

it"'s not like | don't care, Sam"
"You're just a big chicken."
"Hey! That's not fair! How would you feel?"

"Scared, just like you. But | wouldn't have m ssed this
|l eap for the world, Al. | wouldn't have m ssed any of them --
none of them Every person |'ve been able to help -- was
special, Al. Every one had his or her own story to tell ne.
Sonmething for ne to learn.” Al was neeting ny eyes again, the
eyes dark, bright. "You know I'mright, Al. This is neant to
be. This is part of your life, a part you never had before
because you were too scared to live it."

"I"'mnot the one you have to convince, Sam" he said
quietly. "You'll have to convince him And he's going to be a
pretty tough custoner."”

| | ooked back at the room watching Al dance and Janet
| augh. How could he | eave her? It would kill both of them

| had to tell himthat.
"Al, stay with ne. Keep ne posted. Don't let ne lose him"

"Li ke always, Sam | won't |eave you."
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Qur eyes net, and | knew we were both thinking back sone
days past. "lI'mgoing to be there for you, Al. | promse."

" mgoing to nake sure you get through this.

The phone rang, and the results canme. Right on schedul e.

#it

He took the news pretty well. Standing next to Janet,
hol di ng one of her hands, he nodded in a fashion |I knew well.
But when | got a good | ook at his eyes, | saw himfor what he was

-- shocked, angry, hurting, and terribly frightened. But Janet
surprised us both.

She brushed the back of his hand with her cheek, smling.

"Free." she breathed, "I'mfinally free."

Troubl e was back and he was | ooking at her |ike she had | ost
her mnd. "Janet...didn't you hear hin? The transplant won't
work...."

"Yes, yes..." she said, beaming up at him "And it neans |
don't have to stay in this hospital any nore. | can go hone,
now. | don't have to worry anynore."” She giggled, then began to
| augh, throwing her arns into the air. "lI'mall done with

doctors and hospitals and pills and crap. FREE'"

Trouble let go of her, and noved away. "Free..." he
murmured. "GCh, God."

"Ch, Alllbert! Don't be a sillyl W can go and do stuff

now. W can party! W can see the world! [I'mnot tied to any
nore tubes or drugs or stuff! | can live ny life now, don't you
see?"

"Yeah, sure.” Two nore steps towards the door.

"Don't you want to go to Yosemte? | can't wait!"

"Sure, we'll have a great tine...l can just see it now." He
kept nmoving towards the door, getting nore nervous as the mnutes
ticked by. "I'"Il just go get ny stuff and be right back, okay?"

There was no fooling Janet, but | think she knew he needed a
little space. "You're comng right back, aren't you Alll bert?"
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He flashed her a smle | knewto be as fake as the plastic
flowers in the cafeteria. "Yeah, 1'll be right back."

| renmenber telling Janet to |lie back and rest, that 1'd
rel ease her tonorrow norning or some such thing. But ny eye was
on Trouble as | wal ked out the door.

He had noved to his room and gotten his things all right.
And was heading for the elevator.

"I"'moutta here. |I'moutta here!" H's whole posture
reflected pain, fright. He stood, bouncing on his toes, al nost
unable to wait quietly for the elevator to arrive. He kept
| ooking right, then left. Had anyone seen hinf? Wuld anyone see
hi nf

"Commander? Wait."

Hi s head snapped around, saw ne and the decision was nmade.
He ran for the stairs.

| followed, catching himjust inside the door.

"Let me go!"™ This tine the fist connected. | saw stars,
but I didn't go down. Falling to ny knees, | saw the flash of
color I knew to be himsail out of sight down the flight of
stairs.

"Stay with him Sam  Get up, get up! Down the stairs, Sam
Qui ck, he's getting away!"

| ran, uncaring of the slick concrete stairs that we were
racing down. | slipped a tinme or two, but | caught nyself. Near
the bottom of the second floor, Trouble wasn't so | ucky and went

flying.

| was beside himin a breath. "A -- c'non, Al. Stop. You
don't want to do this."

"What the hell do you know what | want. Let go!"

Taking himfrombehind, | held himtight, his back to ny
chest, arms pinned to his sides. "Calmdown. Let's talk about
this."

"He doesn't want to talk, Sam"

47



"There's nothing to talk about!™ Wiggling, he kicked ne.
He stonped on ny feet. He even tried to bite ne. No, we didn't
talk -- we fought. | was hard pressed to keep ahold of him-- he
fought nme like I was every eneny he'd ever known.

"Al - stop it - Al Listento ne! OM \Wiat'd you do that
for - OM"

| only had himby one arm and he was pulling it as hard as
he could. "Wy don't you just |let go?" he snarled. "That would
sol ve both our problens.” And then he swng at nme with the other
arm That's when | saw ny openi ng.

"No, that wouldn't solve a thing." | saw ny shot and took
it, my fist catching himcleanly along the jaw "Dammt, don't
you know |'m on your side, you idiot?"

He took the blow, his face registering surprise as it
| anded, then crunpled as he fell, the tears falling out from
behind the closed lids. "You son of a bitch, let nme go."

H s eyes opened, and | hated nyself that nonment for the
pain, anger and terror | saw there. | hated nyself for putting
himthrough it. "She is going to die." he spat at ne, with the
bl ood fromthe cut lip I'd given him "Wy did you have to find
nme? Wiy couldn't you have |eft well enough al one?"

"She needs you." | said, hearing ny voice sound sinple and
plain next to his. "And you need her."
"She doesn't need ne!" he snarled, sobbing. "She'd be

better off w thout ever knowi ng ne."

| renmenbered an angry man with a hanmmer | once knew. He'd
thrown that in ny face, too. And it hadn't scared ne away. It
wasn't going to now.

"No, Al." | heard the words in ny head before |I spoke them
-- they echoed off the walls like feathers, like | had been
scream ng them and ny voice was nearly gone. "I don't believe
that."

"Let ne go." he npaned, dropping his hand like a | ead
wei ght, sinking down to sit on the stairs. | sank to the floor
with him going to nmy knees. "I can't do this."
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"Yes you can. Al, look at ne."
He shook his head. "Leme al one.”
"Sam do sonmething. You're losing him"

Yes, it was tine for sonething. Sonmething | had al npost

forgotten. "You're not going to run away fromnmne." | heard

nyself say. "You're going to talk to ne. Cnon A, if you don't

face this now, it'll haunt you for the rest of your life."
Pulling the arml still had, | reached out for the other

one. He tried to pull away fromne, but our eyes net and | knew
he saw nore determnation in mne than | saw in his.

"Maybe all you have to do is listen.”

He only shook his head fromside to side. "Doc, | can't
stay with her. | can't.”

"If you left now, you' d break her heart. And it would break
yours too, and you know it."

"I haven't a heart left to break. 1It's gone.”

W were both bloodied, tired. But | |let himgo, know ng he
hated to be restrained like this. "A, | know what you' ve been
through. | know how you're hurting. Please, let ne help.”

He pulled away slightly, folding his arnms against his chest.

But he still |ooked ne in the eye.

"C non, | know about the POWcanp. | know about your wife,

Beth. Gve ne a break, 1've had to go through a lot to find you.

|"mnot going to give up on you now. "

When | nentioned Beth, his eyes narrowed and his face becane
grimand tight. Then, as if it were all too nuch to carry
anynore, his face fell and he shook his head.

"Why do you care? What difference does it nake to you what
| do? | can't help her -- nobody can."”

"She doesn't need help. She needs you. She hasn't got

anyone, Al. Nobody. She's been a prisoner of this hospital for
fifteen years. A prisoner, Al. You knowwhat's it's like."
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He didn't say anything, but he net ny eyes when | | ooked at
hi m

"Good, Sam Good. Keep it up.”

"And now she's free." he said softly. "I think I'm
beginning to see it, now"

| only nodded. "Live her life with her, Al. That's all.
Just be in her life as her brother."

"For however long that is. | don't think it'll be that
long, will it Doc?"

| shrugged. "I can't say. Nobody can, for sure.”

He snorted. "Haven't | heard that one before.”

"She | oves you, you know. "

"Funny, the ways things happen.” he said, and heaved a deep
sigh. Then a tear fell, followed by another. "I can't do it,
Doc. | can't. You're asking me to watch her die."

"I"masking you to help her live, Al. You're the only one
who can.” | said, sitting down next to himon the floor, shoul der
to shoulder. How |l wished | was really nme! "I'mhere, A . |
know you don't trust me, but | know you're scared.” Tentatively,
| placed an arm around his shoulders. "I know it hurts. | know.

It's okay. It's really okay. But you can do it. | know you
can."

He turned his head to |look at me, the falling tears m xing
with the blood and | felt the tears fromm own eyes fall. Then
he reached for me and I was holding him hugging himas if 1'd
never |et go.

"I"'mscared.” | heard himwhisper. "I don't want her to
die." | said sonething, | don't know what. Because we cri ed.
He, for Beth, the years he had |ost, and the sister he would
| ose...nme, for nearly losing ny best friend to a whim an
experinment. And | hugged him Lord, | hugged himuntil he nearly
suffocated. | took in the snell of him the snell of soap and
cigar snmoke and that quality that was him | w ped the back of
ny hand across the top of his head and felt the wiry brush of his
hai r agai nst the bruised knuckles. Al. 1In all the world, there
woul d be only one and when he was gone, there would never be
anot her. Just like Janet. Just |like Randy, Rachel, Sandy...al
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of them

"Don't be scared. Please don't be scared.” | heard nyself
say. "You'll be okay. Better than okay. Everything will be
fine." VLike ny saying it enough would nake it true. But you
know, | think he believed nme. Enough to try again, and that was

all that mattered.

W were slow, comng back to reality. He pulled away first,

smling at me through the tears still clustered on his eyel ashes.
"Doc..." He stood up, extending his hand for nme to shake.
| did. "She's gonna have the best |life | can give her. For
however long it lasts. | promse.”
"Ckay." | said, it being the only thing to cone to m nd.

"You're wel cone. "

He grinned, and ran up the stairs. There was only one place
he was heading. Janet. Then his car, and the open road.

"That's it Sam You did it."

Turning, | looked to find ny AI. But he wasn't smling. He
| ooked si ck.

"Al? What is it? Wuat's wong?”"

Hi s eyes wi dened, while the rest of himstood stock still.
"Yes, that's it." he repeated, awestruck. He pulled out the
comink, |ooked at it, even keyed in a few strokes. But then he
only smled softly and put it away. "Well, if that ain't a kick
in the butt.”

"What A, what is it?"

He | ooked at ne, cocking his head with the nost serene

expression |'d ever seen himwear. "I renenber." he pronounced.
"I remenber it all. Everything.”
"Ch, Al. I'msorry."

"Don't be. You don't know what happened...no, of course you
don't." He shook his head and | aughed.

W ping the remai nder of the tears away, | felt the
begi nnings of a grin formng. "l've gotta hear this." | said.
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Fol di ng one arm under the other, scratching his head, Al
smled softly as | watched the nenories fall into place. "Cod,
what a ride!" he said, chuckling. "She was a real toot and a
half, Sam A real whizbangaroo. And smart? Jeez, she gave ne a
run for my noney. You should ve seen her in Vegas! God, we'd be
mllionaires by now, 'cept she's as honest as you!"

| | eaned back agai nst the cenent wall, know ng nobody would
bother ne. Since | wasn't saying nuch, nobody would hear a
t hi ng.

"God, that was the best Christmas! You oughta try it
soneday, Sam"

"Christmas in Las Vegas?" | said, "You corrupted her -- what
ki nd of Christmas was that?"

"The first of many." he replied. "Only the first." Tapping
his chin with one hand, | watched Al try to renenber around the
reverse sw ss-cheesing he had just got. It nust have been |ike
getting a box of chocol ates the size of New York stuffed into
your head. Wiich one do you go for first?

"How nmany years did she live, A ?"

"Live?" he repeated. "Ch, oh, oh! Naw, that's the best

part! She's still alive, Sam She's still alive!”
"Alive...how...." In the back of ny mind, | heard the |eap
comng. | tried to shake it off. "Wat happened?”

"We ended up in California -- and Dr. WIlson, this guy you
| eaped into -- sent us to sonme research buddies of his.”

"But anot her round of chenp --"

"I was there, renenber? | watched her |ike a hawk, you'd
have been proud of me. Cane through it |ike a champ.”

"But that woul dn't have cured her forever...what happened?”

"Tyler. Bob Tyler. Her biological father. He turned out
to be one of about 14 kids -- she has cousins up the kazoo and
one of themturned out to be conpatible. She got the transpl ant,
Sam Not fromnme, but who cares? She's still alive! She's even
here at the project today -- wait a sec..."” He quickly keyed the
door open and | sensed rather than saw soneone run up to himjust
a fraction of a second before she threw her arnms around hi m and

52



becane vi si bl e.

Janet. dder, but still as elflike as when | nmet her. |
couldn't hear her voice but | could see her. Her hair was red,
the color of a golden sunset, streaked here and there with a
strand of silver. It was |long and straight, held back from her
face with a | avender hairband. She stepped back, clasping Al's
hand with both of her owmn -- and | realized | hadn't taken Randy
anywhere he woul dn't have wanted to go. His greatest failure --
was no nore than an old friend keeping himconpany in the waiting
room

Her eyes net mine and she bl ew ne a ki ss.
And then the | eap took ne.
#it

| love you not only for what you are,
but for what I amwhen | amw th you.

| love you not only for what you have
made of yourself, but for what you are
maki ng of ne.

| love you because you have done nore

than any creed coul d have done to nake
me good, and nore than any fate could

have done to nake ne happy.

You have done it wi thout a touch, w thout
a word, wi thout a sign.

You have done it by being yourself. Perhaps
that is what being a friend neans,
after all.

-- Anon.
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