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THE VISION ALWAYS STARTED the same: a strong, certain woman walking toward me through the falling, blown snow. 

Definite, measured steps brought that mystery woman closer.

A pace I was familiar with, somehow. 

Her sleeveless dress and soft flat shoes would be soaked by these moist white flakes by the time she reached me. Within minutes after, she'd be shivering in the gusts that blew her long hair about her shoulders, and make the long hem of her dress flap like a battle pennant.

Just as her walk was that of a conqueror.

Her play was not a calculated risk or a chess stratagem.

She knew my responses. My gallantry will make me take off my heavy overcoat and wrap it close around her. And she will then fold into my arms as I direct us toward the nearest warm doorway.

She knew, I knew - not a number any longer.
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THE WRECKAGE OF THAT explosion shouldn't still surprise me.

But it did. I was. We were. The man who in a short time had become my friend and protector – and me.

He seemed to hide any reaction to it – or honestly didn't have any.

All of my professional life and career was in that ruined, former office.

We were there to reconnoiter, to weigh and evaluate the occurrence, to re-experience the devastation first hand. 

The wreckage seemed absolute. 

If I found anything that survived that firestorm to take with me, it would have to fit into my hands or pockets.

The many books, anything combustible – those were gone. Anything plastic or fusible – they were melted or also gone to ash. 

The blast-temperature was high enough that little was left. Even the floor was somewhat buckled from the blast heat warping the steel beams beneath it, plus the weight of the pooled water the fire department used to extinguish it.

The brisk fall winds had now evaporated or blown most all of the water and ash out that wide open hole in the side of that building.

My friend and rescuer was here for his own reasons. And I came along, like I did everywhere now. Because his immediate future was also mine, like it or not.

He only stood there now, turning and peering into what we could see. Statuesque, but not a statue.

As I stepped carefully among the husks of furniture and fallen remnants of building materials, my polished street shoes were becoming the color of that muddy ash. 

For it was raining again, and the wind blew that rain back through the open gap where floor-to-ceiling windows once stood to keep all weather out on that corner office.

Of course, I was past crying about almost anything left of my former life now. The wetness on my cheek had to be rain or blown mist. Had to be.

My foot kicked something that tinkled, so I stopped.

The dim light showed some glint in all that sooty ash. We carried no flashlights, nothing to give anyone a clue that we were there. Streetlights and the surrounding buildings gave us any light to see by.

A break in the clouds brought the full moon's light across our scene. 

At my muddy toe was a small globe that used to sit in it's little clear Plexiglas perch on my desktop.

I bent, picked it up and wondered if what it held inside was still intact. 

Shaking it, I heard the rattle. Just maybe.

I started to twist and unscrew its two halves, my hands slipping without getting a grip. 

But then he took my arm. 

I looked up into his face and nodded. 

I kept the little globe in my hand – muddy ash and all. In a tight grip on that little something of my former life.

Again – it was time to go. He held my arm with a firm grasp.

The open cavern of an office, once my living and my life soon faded into nothing.
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WHEN WE FIRST MET, it was under better circumstances. Normal circumstances.

As normal as the non-normal could be.

He'd reserved an entire week of my time in order to get three days of my private counseling.

I was a consulting psychologist. My time was my own – and pricey. 

My assistant scheduled my two blocks of three hours each. All forty-five minutes long, with 15 minutes for me to tidy up my notes in between. 

An hour at the end to do any summaries or other required paperwork. 

An hour at the beginning to double-check all my appointments and get ready for that day. 

Five days per week. 

I always came in just ahead of my assistant, and locked up after she left. She had her own life outside of the office, as I did. 

But that life, that routine had become dull, monotonous, even boring. 

All well-scheduled, though. 

After work, I hit the gym for exercise, showers, and then returned to my condo where I had an entire floor to myself. 

The evenings were spent in reading classic novels out of real books, usually. No TV, no movies. No alcohol or drugs of any kind.

The work I did put me into the minds of my patients. Real books helped me get out of their worlds and back into mine – via the imaginations and stylistic word-smithing of long-dead authors. Ones where countless millions of readers had selected those books as most valuable. All regardless of where they lived on this planet, how they made that living, how long they'd lived. 

Entertainment, distraction, and perhaps – solutions to the mutual problems you shared with the characters in those books. 

For a time, anyhow. 

When I was tired, the book would go on the bedside table, and I would sleep. 

Until the alarm wakened me to start all over again.

Even weekends. On those days, I'd paint pictures. Or stretch canvases. Or clean brushes. Or walk to a local craft store to buy supplies, infrequently. 

Buying by hand with real money was more satisfying to me. An ATM was on the way, so I would withdraw the amount I estimated to need. Plus enough to pay for a meal out, somewhere. Usually a clean, tidy diner I'd found over the years that was routinely open on weekends. 

Hand-prepared food, nothing preprocessed. Even the biscuits and breads were baked in-house. Fruit was seasonal. If they bought anything like cheese, it was all artisanal – or imported from a local farm.

Of course this cost much more. 

But it was well worth it from the smell, the texture, the flavor I'd receive in return.

And one day, on a whim, I upset that schedule – one I'd build and refined over decades.

Because something about his request intrigued me.

And he bought a week of my time to throw my five days of work out into structured chaos.

Maybe I shouldn't have agreed to this. Then nothing that followed would have happened. 

But like the rest of my life up to that point, I still have no regrets about what happened.
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IT WAS TUESDAY. AND I was in my office, alone.

My assistant was given the entire week off with pay. And she didn't ask. She knew about the scheduled client, his special requests. One of those was to see only me during our visits. 

Since my costs included my assistant's pay, she took it as a vacation. And as far as I know was going out of town for that week. Sure, she left a number where I could reach her, and reassured me that she could be back within hours if I needed her.

But we both expected that I wouldn't.

I stood there, just inside the now-closed door to my office. Jingling keys still in my hand, hanging bag on my arm, wearing my coat over my shoulders.

Just standing there.

The outer room was immaculate, all modern in style. Off-white walls, warm-colored theme for the furniture, with a real wood reception desk. It's top was neat, tidy. A sharpened wood pencil and pad near the telephone.

No wireless devices here. The offices were jammed to ensure no one could record anything, or call anyone unless they left. I don't doubt that some had recorded and taken those recordings along with their devices when they left. But that was on them. 

I didn't want snooping or prying. And our hardwired phone was checked
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