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Introduction

 Henry David Thoreau once
wrote "If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it
is because he hears a different drummer."

Perhaps such music might come from a
place where the boundaries are so thin, anything can
happen.

As I wrote these tales, it crossed my
mind how all of the protagonists had something in common. None of
them fit in with their peers. Events beyond their control made them
pariahs. I asked myself: what if their circumstances changed? One
character might discover a wormhole to an alternate world, while
another rescues an injured alien. How would such changes affect
others' behavior toward them?

Of people who march to a different
drummer, Thoreau says, "Let him step to the music which he hears,
however measured or far away."

And so, gentle reader, I'd like to
introduce you to the music each character hears.

Shall we dance?

Popple Land


"Stop it, --you're hurting me!" As the needle
penetrated his wrist, Eric Gilmore's face contorted into a grimace,
freckles standing out on his pale cheeks.

Respiratory Therapist Chloe Scythe
knelt by the bed, probing for his elusive artery. The doctors
ordered an arterial blood draw to diagnose his breathing
difficulty. Hands gripping his wrist, fingers on his throbbing
pulse, she advanced and withdrew the needle. Why couldn't she get
the blood?

"Ow!" Gilmore's scream impinged on her
concentration. "What are you doing?"

Chloe's surroundings blurred, and a
softer, familiar face replaced the angry one before her. He had the
same almond eyes and wavy hair, but his arms sought her like a
drowning man reaching for a life preserver.

Tears burned Chloe's eyes and ran down
her cheeks. Dropping the needle, she cradled his hands in
hers.

"Mark!" she sobbed, unaware of the
bruise budding on his wrist. "I'm sorry I hurt you."

"Get out." Gilmore wrenched his arm
free. "Get someone who knows what they're doing."

Why is he yelling at me? Chloe brushed
wisps of oily blonde hair from her damp forehead. "What's wrong? I
said I was......"

The door behind her opened.

"What's going on in here?" A woman
wearing a plaid suit marched into the room, arms hugging her chart.
Her name tag said Marian Williams, M.D.

"This nut tried to butcher me." Gilmore
jerked his thumb toward Chloe. "She thinks I'm some guy named
Mark."

"I see." Doctor Williams' ruby lips
pursed in a tight frown. "Chloe, why are you calling him Mark?
Didn't you check his I.D. bracelet?"

"Yes." Chloe stared at Gilmore. How
could she confuse his stony face and scowl with the man she loved?
"You ordered an arterial blood test on Mr. Gilmore."

"That's right." Doctor Williams nodded.
"Eric, you've developed pneumonia. You've had problems breathing,
so I ordered a blood test to evaluate your oxygen
levels."

"You're right about the breathing."
Gilmore coughed and spat something into a tissue. He leaned forward
in bed, shoulders hunched. "Get someone else to do the
test."

Doctor Williams inspected his wrist. A
bump the size of a half-dollar had erupted, surrounded by purple
rose petals. Chloe hugged herself, shivering. According to Doctor
Williams, his low platelet count prohibited effective clotting,
leaving Gilmore prone to bruises.

Doctor Williams gave Chloe a censuring
stare. "Page Denise Mueller."

"I can't." Chloe lowered her eyes, not
caring to involve her supervisor. "She's in a meeting."

"Never mind," Doctor Williams snapped
in annoyance. "I'll call her myself. You may go."

Chloe shuffled to the door, eyes
focused on Gilmore. "Can I get you anything?"

"I said you may go," Doctor Williams
ordered. "You've done enough."

Chloe shrank in fear. Things like this
never happened before her husband Mark died last year. Doctor
Williams and her staff used to smile and strike up a conversation
with her. Six months ago, they might have nodded "hello." Now,
their pointed fingers and hushed whispers followed her like a bunch
of tin cans tied to a dog's tail, finding fault with everything she
did. Now, the doctor's gaze drilled into the back of her neck, full
of criticism and speculation.

Too much. The sounds of Doctor
Williams' harsh voice and Gilmore's yell were too much to take.
Chloe's breath hitched with sobs as she scurried to a
restroom.

Standing before a mirror, she scrubbed
her tear-streaked face. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. She
couldn't recall when she last got a decent night's sleep. Her pink
scrubs and lab coat swam around her bony frame. She lost thirty
pounds since Mark's death.

****

Chloe's cell phone rang just as her
shift ended, and the screen displayed Management's office number.
She rubbed her arms, trying to soothe the frightened gooseflesh
running along her skin as she shuffled to the respiratory
department.

In the back office, Denise Mueller sat
at her desk, leafing through a file. Framed pictures of Denise's
family invited friendly conversation, but her knotted brows and
frown warned Chloe she was in serious trouble.

"Have a seat." Denise rose and moved
around her desk to push the door shut behind Chloe. "Russell will
join us shortly."

With a deep sigh, Chloe flopped into a
leather chair. "Is this about Eric Gilmore?"

"Yes. Doctor Williams sent me a memo."
Denise's somber tone and tear-filled eyes tightened the fist of
fear in Chloe's gut. Why the hell is she crying? She's not the one
in trouble. Chloe propped her arms on the desk, elbowing the
pictures aside. "Williams always complains about me."

"She had a good reason. One day, you'll
work yourself out of a job." Denise heaved a sigh. "Why did you
call Mr. Gilmore Mark?"

"I don't know." Chloe's shoulders
slumped. Her gaze shifted toward the door. "It just happened. I'm
sorry."

"Apology accepted. I get you're still
grieving over Mark. It doesn't excuse your technique for drawing
blood." Denise's eyes flashed with anger. "Anyone can miss, but
continued probing can damage the artery and surrounding
nerves."

A horrible wave of shame washed through
Chloe, leaving a burning sensation in the back of Chloe's throat.
She licked her lips.

"You didn't hold the vessel," Denise
continued. "That's unacceptable, especially with someone like
Gilmore. Because of his low platelet count, it takes longer for his
blood to clot."

Chloe froze as Denise's statement
jarred her back to Mount Carmel Hospital, two years ago. Her
meeting with Doctor Daniels about Mark.

"Doctor, Mark's not doing
well. He's getting pale, and his gums are bleeding."

Doctor Daniels threw a
cursory glance at Mark, then shrugged. "I warned you that the
chemotherapy would cause side effects."

"Don't worry, hon, I'll make
it." Mark smiled, and blood oozed from the side of his lips. He
patted Chloe's shoulder with his bruised hand.

"Look at the
bleeding!"

"You should expect that,"
Daniels' perfunctory tone grated on Chloe's overwrought nerves.
"Because of his low platelet count, it takes longer for his blood
to clot."

"Are you listening?" Denise's stern
voice invaded Chloe's thoughts. "Gilmore will die without a bone
marrow transplant."

"Bone marrow transplant?"
Chloe echoed feebly. Mark needed a
transplant, too, but he couldn't find a suitable donor.

"Eric's got no siblings. His father
died five years ago, and his mother's leukocyte antigens don't
match. He's all his mother has, and she's taking this hard. The
chances of finding someone through the registry are almost nil.
Even with the transplant, he could have..."

A knock at the door drew both their
attentions as Russell Long, the department director, stepped
inside. Salt and pepper hair surrounded his angular face. With his
thick mustache and gray business suit, he reminded Chloe of Adolf
Hitler.

Russell cleared his throat. "Sorry to
keep you waiting."

Denise looked up at Russell. "I spoke
to Chloe about Eric."

"Good." Contempt dripped in Russell's
tone. "Did you mention the missed treatments and sloppy
assessments?"

Russell ticked off Chloe's offenses on
his fingers, "Incorrect doses and missed treatments. Inappropriate
settings on ventilators and other oxygen devices. Meantime, you
walk the floors in a trance, calling anyone who even remotely
resembles your late husband Mark."

Chloe dragged clammy fingers through
her hair. "Wait a minute. You never told me any of
this."

"Denise and I sent you memos.
Obviously, you haven't checked your mail bin." Reaching into his
jacket, Russell pulled out a stack of memos. He dumped them on the
desk in front of Chloe. "Take a look."

Tears welled up in Chloe's eye,
blurring her vision, as she clenched and unclenched her fists. "You
think I'm so rotten? Fire me."

"I should have fired you long ago, but
I cut you a break because of your recent loss. My patience is
wearing thin."

Chloe's gaze dropped to the framed
pictures. Jumping up, she gripped the desk, knuckles turning
white.

"You've both got surviving spouses and
parents," she shouted, voice choking with sobs. "I don't. My
parents died when I was in college, and you know about Mark. So
back off."

Denise's lower lip puckered and her
eyes moistened with tears. "I've had my problems, too," she said.
"I've had to take intermittent family leave because my mom's got
severe emphysema. She may die soon."

Chloe drew in a sharp breath. "I'm
sorry to hear that. How do you manage to concentrate?"

"I try to approach the patient the way
I hope people will treat my mom." Denise's voice softened. "Know
what makes disciplining you so hard? You used to go out of your way
to help people. At one time, I considered hiring you to look after
my mom. But this past year, it's like you wandered into some black
hole where no one can reach you."

Denise paused to scribble notes in
Chloe's file. "I thought a patient like Mark would restore your
caring instincts."

"So much for your amateur psychology."
Russell heaved a heavy sigh. "What should we do, Chloe?"

"I don't know." Chloe gulped, her
throat bone dry.

Denise laid her pudgy hand on Chloe's
arm. "Go easy on her, Russell. She's hurting."

"In other words, look the other way
until her errors cost someone's life." Russell's eyes narrowed.
"Chloe, a time comes when you must bury the dead and get on with
your life."

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Try
doing it sometime. Sticking her forefinger
into her mouth, Chloe bit her nail to the quick.

"Human Resources offers employee
counseling. I insist you get help." Russell handed Chloe a business
card. "Rose Carter's number. She runs the program."

"Okay."

"No more rotations through the critical
care floors. Stay away from Eric Gilmore." He cut his gaze toward
Denise. "I trust you'll make up the assignments
accordingly."

Denise nodded, making more notes in the
folder. "I'll write this up as a verbal warning, too."

"Make that a written warning." Russell
nodded in self-confirmation. "You may go, Chloe. Denise and I need
to talk privately."

Chloe backed toward the door. After
wiping her tear-streaked face, she muddled through her shift
report, clocked out, and fled to her battered Ford, parked in the
hospital garage.

With a tearful sigh, she inspected her
car's crumbled fenders—grim reminders of how grief distracted her
on the road. Last time she exited the expressway, she almost
totaled her car. Since then, she took the back roads—narrow streets
snaking through woods -- to work.

****

As she drove, the dull
ache settling between her temples reminded Chloe she missed lunch.
She was unable to even think about food after her run-in with
Doctor Williams. I don't think I had
breakfast, either. I'll stop at a deli on the way home.

Sometime later, she exited
the woods and happened upon Sam's
Hoagies. Cars and pedestrians crowded the
parking lot because of an outside art sale, so Chloe parked on a
side street and walked the block back to the store. On the way, she
bypassed clusters of statues and framed paintings on folding
tables. Nostalgia tugged at her. She used to love browsing through
art galleries. Now, she kept her eyes on the deli. With her job in
jeopardy, she dared not let herself be tempted.

Nearly to the deli, she stumbled to an
abrupt stop, gasping, as a painting grabbed her attention in spite
of her efforts to ignore the artwork around her.

Years ago, the attraction
would not have surprised Chloe. Before Mark got sick, she used to
sketch still life and take art classes. Her interest in drawing and
her desire to help the sick died along with Mark. None of which
mattered now. The painting called to Chloe, driving away all memory
of her disciplinary meeting. She forgot about her job misery, about
missed meals, and about loss. She forgot everything except the
painting—a street scene titled Popple
Land—resplendent in pinks, reds, and gold
hues.

"Oh, my God, it's
beautiful!"

A three-feet-square
portrait, Popple Land portrayed a woman walking down a slate-paneled street. Her
features and blonde hair gave her a human shape, but her canary
yellow eyes and albino complexion named her extraterrestrial.
Dozens of heart-shaped balloons—at least they looked like the Mylar
balloons Chloe saw at stores—danced on tethers from poles along the
path. A bell-shaped aircraft studded with rainbow lights stood at
the end of the road, but Chloe's eyes settled on the woman's
red-beaded tunic.

The price tag on the painting's wooden
frame read $100.

"I can't afford this," Chloe murmured
to herself. "I could lose my job tomorrow."

Her body wasn't listening
to her brain. Her bony arms reached for the painting, despite her
self-admonishment. The bulky picture felt light in her arms. In a
daze, Chloe walked toward the artist and his assistant at the
booth. She removed a credit card from her wallet with trembling
digits and handed it over to complete the sale. After walking her
purchase back to the car, she returned to buy a ham sandwich
at Sam's.

****

Chloe's Ford rumbled up her street and
puttered to a stop in front of her house. Hugging her purchases to
herself, Chloe shuffled up the sidewalk to her three-bedroom ranch
house. Mark bought the house. They talked about filling the house
with children until leukemia shit-canned their plans.

Shoving open the front
door, she set down the painting and rubbed her arms, trying to
soothe sudden chills. The cheer inspired by Popple Land was chased by the gloom
of coming home to an empty house. A year's distance between Mark's
death and now still didn't make it any easier.

In the living room, the shivers drew a
hard line of ice up to Chloe's neck, lifting the hairs there. She
ran her fingers along her Ethan Allen furniture and dust-covered
tables as she imagined her mother-in-law, Klara, barging in, face
wrinkled in a censuring scowl.

"Look at this filthy house.
No wonder Mark got sick!"

"Doctor Daniels said
..."

"The heck with Doctor
Daniels. You should have gotten a second opinion. But you didn't
because you married Mark for his money. You couldn't wait to bleed
him dry."

Chloe's breath sawed audibly in and out
as the memory played through her mind. Spinning on her heel, she
slammed the door shut and locked it tight against the return of
past intrusions.

"Mark's mother can't hurt you now," she
scolded herself.

Still, it was impossible to forget the
hate in Klara's eyes. Giving Klara updates on Mark's condition was
cold work. The chill spread from the woman in all directions, and
even Chloe's warmest coat couldn't take away the bitter chill of
it.

Rubbing her arms again,
Chloe moved the Popple Land
painting against the wall facing her marble
fireplace. Turning toward the brass-framed painting hanging above
the mantle, she faced a portrait of she and Mark, posed by the
church doors and clad in their wedding clothes. Lifting the wedding
portrait from the wall, she cradled it in her arms as she headed
for the kitchen.

A full moon rose in the darkening sky
outside, casting eerie shadows on her porcelain-tiled floor. The
marble-top table and countertops looked as barren as her life.
After Mark died, she tried to move on—really, she did. She even
took another art class, hoping to meet new people. Only, shades and
forms no longer interested her. Still, she would have sat through
anything to make friends. It never happened. After class, everyone
rushed home to their own lives, leaving Chloe feeling more alone
than ever.

Swallowing two aspirins, Chloe brewed
coffee and unwrapped her sandwich. Between nibbles, she pulled a
manila envelope containing her prior years' work evaluations from a
drawer under the counter. Each file included citations for her
clinical assessments, some of which saved lives. She read these
memos every night, hoping to recapture the spark of motivation. It
never worked. Her downhill performance and complaints from the
staff continued, and she couldn't seem to make herself
care.

"Your days as a respiratory therapist
are finished," she admitted to herself. "Good thing you've got
savings and Mark's life insurance. God help you when that runs
out."

With an empty shrug, Chloe stuffed the
evaluations back into the envelope. As she did, a yellow sheet slid
out of the pile. Its heading read "Mount Carmel
Hospital."

A gasp flew from Chloe as she snatched
it up and lifted it to the light.

The document listed her blood type,
antigen class, and other information marking her as a potential
marrow donor. She initially took the test as a last-ditch effort to
save Mark.

"I'd forgotten about my being
A-negative." Eric Gilmore received numerous Type A-negative blood
transfusions. Could her marrow help him?

"Get real. The chances of compatibility
are... Forget it." She tossed the paper into the trash.

As she looked down at Mark's portrait,
heartbroken sobs strangled Chloe. Mark would understand her pain.
His love gave her the confidence to work in intensive care
settings, and to speak out when something was wrong. Her
inspiration for both died with him.

"Oh, Mark," she wept, hugging the
portrait to her chest. "Why did you leave me?"
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