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      In a mirror’s clear error . . .

      Hendrick didn’t remember where he’d first come across the phrase. He could’ve read or heard it any number of places over the past four decades. But whenever or wherever its origin, it came to him often these days. He didn’t even need to stand in front of a clear mirror. A bakery’s street window would do.

      The faint outline of a gourd—a misshapen man but perfect butternut squash—stood directly across from him. The sight depressed him, slumped his shoulders maybe an inch lower, but didn’t deter. It took little energy and no trickery to see beyond his own washed-out image to focus on the sweets. The decadent desirables.

      He’d swing back for a late breakfast. Hell, he likely would’ve done so even if he hadn’t stopped.

      He could’ve kept walking, chin lowered, eyes on the cracked, uneven sidewalk, watching his step as he made his way to his therapy appointment on this dreary Saturday morning. He would’ve liked to think the aromas lifted his chin, made him halt, turn his head, and stare at the pastries. But who was he kidding?

      He’d traveled this route often. He could find the bakery’s location in his sleep. He, in fact, often did dream of devouring the forbidden foods. He just as often woke up damp with sweat, heaving as he tried to regain his breath.

      Presently, the donuts before his eyes—a long john with vanilla icing; chocolate and cinnamon, twisting into a tiger tail; a flattened sphere, gushing raspberry jam out of a perfect slit; an otherwise bare donut with random dollops of marshmallow; a chocolate cake ring with a plug of peanut butter frosting, spiraling upward into a cone, filling the pastry’s hole—the sight of them, the consideration of them, stirred a number of different yet related pangs within him, complementing hungers.

      A drop of liquid burst on his forehead, followed by another on his cheek. Though the forecast called for a bright and sunny spring day, dawn had yawned a gray sky. Now the drizzle that the thick, dark clouds had promised had finally come.

      He’d known the release was inevitable, but he’d neglected to grab an umbrella before leaving his house, or a jacket with a hood. His boots were sturdy and water resistant. But his jeans and long-sleeve shirt were both relatively fashionable. He’d rather not have them stained with rainwater at the beginning of a long day.

      He turned away from the display and hurried down the sidewalk, futilely attempting to evade the thick, viscid droplets that splattered on him with increasing frequency.

      After lumbering down sidewalks light on pedestrians for two and a half blocks, he paused under the awning of a building across the street from his destination. He needed to catch his breath.

      Checking over his skin and clothes, he determined he wasn’t too damp. His face and forearms, however, were slightly sticky. On his fingertips, he saw a thin, oily film displaying half of a rainbow’s colors.

      Like lightning, thoughts flashed across his consciousness, linked with images: in-the-grind workers whose labor was never truly appreciated by any except Heaven, which rained down the oil that would slick and stick people into the firm understanding that blue-collar workers had an in with the Man beyond the blue sky. The blue collars weren’t the stewards of the Earth. Quite the opposite. They were the hidden princes. And when the Day of Reckoning came, those who’d abused such workers with their words and attitudes would be brushed to the sewers.

      He again rubbed his fingers across his forearms and cheeks. They felt like any would against plain-water-slicked skin. Upon examination, the rainbow sheen was gone.

      Maybe his retributive fantasies were getting the better of him today. Either way, he thanked the heavens an in-house shower was required before his therapy session.

      Still feeling the effects of his clumsy run, he tried to steady his breath—taking deeper inhales, releasing slower exhales—as he gazed at the broad, multistoried building across the street.

      A bulky, drab structure, it attracted no sightseers. Like a brutalist government building, it drew only the attention and bodies of those who needed to come, those who had a problem that needed solving if they were to go on yet another day, those who had deep wounds that needed a special kind of salve. At least, that’s how the black marketeers had pitched the services of those who worked on the premises.

      Over the past couple of years, Hendrick had found himself intrigued when he heard rumors via the grapevine of electricians, HVAC technicians, carpenters, and project managers with whom he sometimes worked. Older folks passing on their own blue secrets for rejuvenation.

      He’d caught enough of his breath to keep it under control as he hurried across the street. Traffic wasn’t a concern. It was practically nonexistent, as was normal during his Saturday morning visits. There were no residences on this street, and most establishments didn’t open until later in the day. Anyplace anyone needed to go could be reached by more efficient routes.

      He ascended the steps to the covered porch and tried, in vain, to peer through the double door’s windows. It was like trying to look through drywall. He turned to the call box on his left and punched in this week’s eight-digit code. Upon hearing the buzz, he pulled open one of the doors.

      After traversing an empty foyer that contained nothing but cobwebs, dingy walls, and a weathered chessboard floor, he pushed through another set of creaking double doors to enter a broad anteroom, a teal octagon with a nine-color checkerboard floor and many doors, some of them leading to passageways, others leading to nooks harboring stairways or elevators.

      Many doors, but no paintings, pictures, or decorations of any kind on the floor or walls, absences that weren’t surprising, considering the building’s exterior. But there were also no directories or guides, no welcome desk or even a welcome sign. Before entering the building, a visitor had to not only settle on his service but also know the correct pathway for reaching the appropriate reception area.

      A few other men and two or three women populated the spacious area, but none spoke or made eye contact with anyone else. Each was finding his or her own way, silently and—at their own relative pace—with haste.

      Hendrick wasn’t in much of a rush. He was early for his appointment. And his breath was still a little heavy. When he reached his suite, he didn’t want to greet his receptionist panting like a dog.

      Instead, he took some time to count the doors—the exits—from the anteroom. As his breath steadied, he raised his gaze upward to the faded and damaged mural on the ceiling. Enough of it remained intact for a viewer to make out the numerous men and women garbed in white outfits, ranging from gleaming robes to doctor and nurse outfits. A clear implication of medical professionals sharing the work of holy men and women—angels, even.

      He was in the one-time lobby of a facility known as the Haracomb, known now to those who were privy as the Warren, though there was nothing indoors or outdoors to denote the name, let alone the services provided. The existence of the therapeutic spa, however, was no secret. Anyone looking knew how to find it. Whether they were allowed entry was another matter.

      Euphoric and curious after his first visit, Hendrick had done extensive research on the place.

      Haracomb was a not-too-clever combination of hair and comb. Hair is on top of the body, and one must maintain it. The originators’ idea was to play against the term catacomb—an underground burial chamber—as the building was devised to be a medical facility, one constructed at the behest of aging rich folks, affluent men and women who had no loved ones left in their lives but wanted to be cared for and looked after in their old age, in comfort and privacy, by professionals they could trust.

      The original intention had been to give each dying resident a large, private studio apartment, one lavishly decorated and generously supplied with whatever they demanded for comfort. Trusted, handpicked medical professionals and caregivers were to be on-site at all times; some of them even had their own living compartments. They were expected to respond to the needs and emergencies of the elderly at a moment’s notice.

      A circle of wealthy old friends formed a pact and initiated the project, funding it and occupying it. As the sickest and oldest of them began to pass away, the remaining occupants invited younger acquaintances—all wealthy, all of appropriate social standing—to take up residence in the building when they reached the appropriate age for entry. The cycle continued for just over two decades before the dream, the concept itself, began to die.

      Invitees increasingly rejected the idea of the original pact. Most of the elderly, debilitated folks in the metropolitan area who had the option of living in the Haracomb preferred the company of their families or to just die alone. The paucity of aging men and women who had the wealth, vision, and desire to buy into the founders’ original dream ensured the project had only short-lived success.

      The property was eventually bought, renovated, and repurposed by an entrepreneur who was as wealthy as he or she was reclusive. Perhaps taking some sort of perverse delight in the idea Haracomb was supposed to be the obverse of catacomb, he or she took the word apart, refocused on hair, then hare, and then came up with the Warren.

      Presently, Hendrick passed through one of the lobby’s many doors and walked a short distance to an elevator. Two others stood nearby, waiting. A lean man in his forties with a drastically receding hairline and a short, bowlegged man in his late fifties or early sixties. The latter’s hands were stuffed into his pants pockets. The lean man crossed his hands behind his back.

      Hendrick wondered if they were here for the same service as he but wouldn’t dare ask. Neither man said a word to him either. Both, however, tossed at least one glance his way. It was easy to ignore others in the lobby, but one wanted to size up—even briefly—anyone with whom they’d be sharing an elevator car.

      When the elevator door slid open, the short man got on first, followed at a respectable distance by the taller. Hendrick pushed the button for a floor two levels lower than their destinations and stared straight ahead as the car ascended.

      The elevator’s door wasn’t reflective. He couldn’t see what either man was doing behind him. But he could hear them. One clicked his teeth repeatedly—a slow-motion chatter. The other breathed loudly, at an increasing rate. Both were getting more excited as they came closer to their respective destinations, their preferred therapies. He’d wager at least one of them had sweaty palms.

      Hendrick wished they exhibited a bit more poise. Maybe they were wishing their therapies—whatever they were—went beyond the boundaries to which they’d initially agreed. Maybe they were hoping that, today, they’d make whatever they were fantasizing about a reality.

      He entertained the thought that he was in a car with two deviants—two men who wanted to go to sexual extremes but didn’t have the means or the courage to do so. They fantasized about it, were possibly doing so now, but their therapies were intended to take them only so far in the sensual journey in order to release the tension—only temporarily, of course. Maybe they were frequent visitors.

      Or maybe
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