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	To Wilder Standing
You have always been my voice of reason. 
May all your portraits be Gray and kept in the attic.

	 

	oblivion (noun): (1) the state of being unaware of what is happening around one; (2) the state of being forgotten; (3) destruction or extinction (we should never forget).

	 

	You may think that I am obsessed with my books. However, in reality, the books are obsessed with me.

	—Br Munk

	 

	

Chapter One

	It had been several years since we last said our goodbyes. Sitting and listening to the voices in my head, I began to wonder if they were okay. I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to sneak a peek, I thought.

	Looking up from his book, Richard said, “You seem miles away. What’s on your mind?”

	“Remember last week when, all of a sudden, things started to disappear?” I said.

	“Well, it seemed that little things started to mysteriously vanish,” he said. “Later on, however, we found them in another part of the house.”

	“That’s true enough,” I said. “After this continued to happen, however, I decided to take note. It seemed that someone or something had been visiting and moving our stuff around. I’m wondering if we should sneak a peek on our friends just to see if they are okay.”

	“Kevin and Bastian?” he asked.

	“Yes,” I said. “Since we have had strange things happening, I really want to know if they were responsible.”

	“I’m sure they would have announced themselves before showing up,” said Richard. We discussed this for several minutes until finally, it was settled. With Richard close behind, I opened a swirling vortex, and together we stepped through and found ourselves standing in the bright sunlight of an early twentieth–century morning.

	“The two are probably sleeping,” I said. “We don’t want to disturb them if they are still in bed.”

	While merging with the side wall of the estate, Richard said, “I’m sure they are up and about by now.” Moving quickly, we made our way down several dark hallways and floated upward to find ourselves standing just feet away from our friends’ bedroom. “Should we knock?” asked Richard.

	“That would probably be the polite thing to do,” I said. “I simply wouldn’t want to walk in unannounced.”

	I looked around and noticed that the hall was devoid of any life. Out of nowhere my disembodied arm reached out of thin air and quietly knocked. Moments later, the door slowly opened and revealed a frightened man unsure of what he might find. “Who’s there?” asked Bastian. Looking both directions, he was met with a dark and empty hallway. Turning back toward his bedroom, he quietly said, “There’s no one out here. I’m not sure what that tapping was.”

	Before he could disappear, however, I said, “Sorry to bother you this early, we need to talk.”

	Turning back, he said, “I can’t see you. Where are you?”

	“Sorry,” I said while stepping out of our protection.

	“Quickly, get in here.” As we stepped into the room, he quietly closed the door, turned, and said, “It’s okay. You can come back out.” From under the bed, an arm stretched outward and pulled at the area rug in hopes of freeing himself from the bonds of hiding.

	“Why are you under the bed?” I asked.

	“We are being watched and judged by my wife,” said Kevin.

	“Why is she judging you?” asked Richard.

	“Ever since my father left on holiday, she has made it her mission to catch us in the act,” said Bastian.

	“She is angry over my lack of interest in her,” said Kevin. “If she catches us in the act, she has threatened to have us arrested for lewd acts. We could both be put in jail and forced to serve prison time with hard labor.”

	The four of us simply stood silent until Richard said, “How about coming home with us? I am sure you could use a break from all the drama.”

	Their relief was evident, and moments after dressing, the four of us stepped through a swirling disturbance and into our front room. For several minutes, we stood, quiet, and looked out over the Irish sea.

	Breaking the silence, I asked, “Does Sarah have any proof that the two of you are more than friends?”

	Bastian turned and said, “She barged in on us one night. I forgot to lock the door. And before we could react, she was standing over us and screaming at the top of her lungs.”

	“After that, she would never let us out of her sight,” said Kevin.

	“Could you just deny the actions if she ever turned you in?” asked Richard.

	“We could,” said Kevin. “However, she had her good friend Stella standing behind her as witness. The two are very close with each other. The wench just stood there while she raged on about her suspicions being realized.”

	“Ever since then, we have had to watch our every move.”

	Just then, a bright flash of white light filled the room and revealed a strange and unusual sight. Several feet away stood a tall stocky man, and except for the additional weight he was carrying, he reminded me a great deal of Richard. The man was tall, at least six foot three. He sported thick dark hair that covered both of his ears, and he was grasping something in his left hand. As he reached out, it was obvious that he was holding a red–and–black T–shirt.

	“That’s one of my missing shirts,” I said. Before any of us could respond, he casually tossed the garment toward me; and it landed, perfectly folded, on the coffee table.

	“Where did that shirt come from?” asked Richard.

	Without saying anything, my mind was suddenly filled with words and sentences, and instantly I was overtaken by a flood of heavy emotions. His face sported a look of complete abandonment, and with a complete understanding of his plight, I turned back to my friends and said, “Oh my goodness, it’s Wilder Standing.”

	“Who is Wilder Standing?” asked Richard.

	“Wilder Standing,” I said, “you know, the famous Irish poet and writer.”

	“I don’t see anyone standing there,” said Bastian.

	“He’s absolutely gorgeous,” said Kevin. “This couldn’t possibly be him. He died in 1900 of meningitis.”

	“You can see him?” asked Richard.

	“Yes, as plain as day,” said Kevin.

	“It seems that Kevin and I are able to see him,” I said. “He looks so incredibly sad.”

	“It’s no doubt that he’s upset,” said Kevin. “He was prosecuted and found guilty for being a homosexual. He had to serve two years of hard labor.”

	“I remember reading about that,” I said. “The hard labor eventually led to his death. After his release, he moved to France, and he never quite recovered. I have always felt that the state had effectively murdered him.” I was overwhelmed with guilt and a sadness that bordered on abandonment.

	Richard finally spoke up and said, “Are you sure that he is actually there? All I can see is a view of the ocean.”

	While walking toward the other side of the room, I said, “He’s right there. See, this is the shirt he tossed over. I think we now know who has been moving things around.”

	“Be careful,” said Kevin. “I’m getting a strange feeling about this.”

	I slowly made my way toward the visitor, and as soon as he was inches away, with a flash of white light, Wilder Standing blinked out of view.

	“We really need to think about this,” said Kevin. “We’re not obligated to return home. My duty of providing an offspring has already been fulfilled.”

	We had just merged with the evening traffic and were heading toward the Bligh. I was looking forward to friendly conversation and an evening hidden within the gloomy darkness of the bar. Bastian said nothing regarding his husband’s remarks, and the two sat quietly during our trip into town.

	As we stepped out of the bright sunlight, it took several minutes for our eyes to adjust after we were greeted by near darkness. The entire bar was lit only by several flickering candles placed sparingly at each table.

	This is strange, I thought. Turning to Richard, I asked, “Why is it so dark?”

	While disappearing into the crowd, he said, “Let me go and find out.” Moments later, he walked up to us and said, “The bartender told me that it’s to honor the life of Wilder Standing. Today is the anniversary of his untimely death.”

	I was speechless. We had just been visited by someone who looked just like the person they were celebrating.

	Breaking the silence, Bastian turned to Kevin and said, “What about Father? He is depending on us to help run the business while they are on holiday.”

	Before he could answer, the host came up and directed us toward our table. After settling in our booth, which was situated away from prying eyes, Kevin said, “Why can’t we just stay here? I’m tired of fighting every day with your sister. At least if we settled in this time, we could finally celebrate our love for each other.”

	“We have obligations,” said Bastian. Holding hands, the two were quiet while looking into each other’s eyes.

	Finally, I said, “The two of you should return and pick up where you left off. I have a feeling that something else needs your attention. Something historical and much bigger than all of us.”

	“We just need to keep our heads down,” said Bastian. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to spend some time with your wife, even in the bedroom.”

	“I can’t imagine having to spend any more time with her. Those brief moments when I was required to consummate the marriage nearly caused me to vomit.”

	Richard and I sat quietly. While looking over at Richard, I knew we both remembered what actually happened on their wedding night. “Perhaps the two of you could stay until you feel comfortable returning. After all, you can walk in moments after…” My voice trailed off, and they all turned to survey what had caught my attention. “He’s back,” I said.

	“Who?” asked Richard.

	“Wilder Standing,” said Kevin. “He’s over there, leaning up against the bar.”

	“It looks like he’s drinking a stout,” I said.

	“How is that even possible?” asked Richard. “Wouldn’t he be considered just a ghostly figure?”

	“Not necessarily,” I said. “We could be tapping into his life during and within his own time line. Maybe he’s stepping through because he’s about to cross over.”

	“What exactly does he need or want?” asked Bastian, “By the way, I still can’t see him. I have to trust that the two of you are not just playing a hoax.”

	“I would never play hoaxes on anyone,” I said.

	“That’s true,” said Richard. “He’s not partial to having someone play a joke on him. He is much too sensitive.”

	“I think he’s looking for me,” I said. I slowly stood. I then made my way toward the legend of words. As soon as I was within feet of this imposing person, I began to feel dizzy and heard a crackling noise within my mind. With a flash of white light, the two of us blinked out of view.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	We officially met while his physical body lay without movement or recognition. I would later realize that we were within days of our final demise. Wilder and I stood in silence, and I watched as his physical life began to fade.

	“Before moving on, I want to set the record straight,” he said.

	I was in awe. Just standing next to him, all I could say was “You remind me of a close friend.”

	Looking back at me, he said, “A good friend who is no longer with the living? Was his name Lewis?”

	He caught me off guard, and all I could do was shake my head yes. The pain in my heart was still fresh, and I wasn’t willing to go through the emotional trauma again. This was a close relationship that I had poisoned, and it was far too late for apologies.

	He then said, “I was not he, and you were drawn to him because he reminded you of me, another life spark that is now you.” It was confusing. In a roundabout way, he was suggesting that I, in some past life time, was him. “Our troubles started shortly after returning home on a clear spring morning,” he continued. “I was settling in for a lazy morning of responding to letters and several hours of writing. I had come upon a new and exciting plot twist, and it was imperative that I put pen to paper.” I was quiet and waited for him to describe the inevitable. To be honest, I was familiar with his works—however, not the details of his personal struggles. “I had just returned from a night spent in a hotel with my darling. I had always used this hotel, and it provided me with accommodations away from the public. Moments before the first light of the day revealed itself, I heard a solitary knock at the door. The door man was serious and had an urgency regarding the message he was delivering. ‘Mr. Standing, there are several armed constables on their way up to arrest you. If you leave through the back entrance, you can avoid a scene.’ Quickly dressing, I realized that my love was nowhere in sight. I could only assume that he was tipped off and fled hours earlier to avoid arrest. As I stepped out into the back alley, I realized that it wasn’t a moment too soon. I could hear the commotion coming from the other side of the hotel, and I was confident that I had dodged another bullet.

	“Later on, as I slowly walked toward my home, the feelings of melancholy overwhelmed me, and I reflected back on my actions over the past few years. I had the notion that if I kept within my social class, I was safe and could do whatever I pleased. Alfie was my darling, and I was sure that I loved him with all of my heart. How wrong I was.” He became silent and for several minutes I watched as he reflected on times past. “I thought that I loved him. However, it became clear that he was in love with financial security. There was never a time that we spent together where he didn’t require or request monetary compensation. His father was well regarded in the community, and his influence went beyond his bankroll. This alone should have been enough. However, Alfie demanded more than his father or I could provide. To say that he was spoiled would be an understatement. I was suddenly under scrutiny, and his father, Sir Walter Dougherty, had recently threatened to serve me with papers documenting my infidelity toward his son. It was this situation that would eventually be my downfall.”

	With disappointment in his eyes, he stopped, then said, “I feel that I may have strayed away from the subject.” He took a deep breath and then continued, “I had just settled in and was midway through several stacks of correspondence. I was reflecting on my unconventional relationship with Alfie and came to the conclusion that his love was nonexistent and only unrequited at best. I was suddenly brought back to attention when, from behind me, a bobby walked in. He was followed closely by my wife. ‘Master Standing?’ he asked me. I responded, ‘Yes, Officer, what can I do for you?’ He replied, ‘I have a warrant for your arrest. You need to come with me.’ In shock, I asked, ‘What am I being charged with?’ He said, ‘You have been charged by the local magistrate of lewd behavior and homosexual acts.’ ‘That’s preposterous,’ I responded. ‘Who is your witness?’ He was silent, then said, ‘Please come with me. Let’s not make a scene in front of your wife.’

	“My life up to that point had been a wash of celebrity status and excitement surrounding my works. I had always been thrilled with the knowledge that I could affect the lives of others and bask in the light that my talents could provide.” He stopped talking for several minutes and wiped away several tears now flowing down his face. After I stepped up and pulled him in, he then continued, “All I wanted was for everyone to be happy. I eventually realized that not everyone wanted bliss in their lives. By the time this was clear, it was all too late. After a monthlong circus and freak show, the state convicted me on trumped–up charges and sealed my fate. Effectively, they were able to justify my incarceration and eventual murder by proxy. That brief moment, me sitting at my desk, would be the last time I would ever feel safe and secure, away from prying eyes. My personal property was confiscated by my wife, and two small trunks were given to me as a place to store any remaining items until my release from prison.”

	He stopped talking and gazed out at the setting sun. Turning back, he said, “Look at that poor wretch. Soon all three of us will be free from this torturous prison. I will be the first to admit that I wasn’t perfect, so tell me who is. Several former friends had always bragged about their conquests. The only difference was their conquest was with women. Where is justice when I sit in jail for loving another man while they are enjoying a world full of excesses that can never be prosecuted?”

	“It’s an unfair and corrupt world we both live in,” I said. “If it wasn’t for my husband, I’m not sure how I could go on. Many times, I have felt the need to exit my life, but he pulls me back and makes it all worth it.”

	While looking directly into my eyes, Wilder said, “I did well this time around. You must never forget what we went through during those times. Are you with me, old man? Will you stand and help me set the record straight?”

	I awoke the next morning with a migraine that started in the back of my head and terminated above my eyes. I was still holding on to my alter ego. Pulling him tight, I could feel the beating of his heart and the urgent need to reconnect. Suddenly the rhythm of his breathing changed, and before my eyes, he morphed into Richard.

	Pulling me close, Richard gently kissed me on the forehead and said, “What happened last night? Are you okay?”

	Nuzzling into his chest, I waited a moment before saying, “He wants me to write his story the way it actually happened.”

	“How do you feel about that?” he asked.

	“He has always been the voices in my head,” I said. “I am him, and he would like to move on. Wilder is still holding on to disappointment and a vile hatred for the British public, specifically the ones who put him in jail and everyone who abandoned him.”

	“Wow,” said Richard. “How are you going to deal with that? All these people are now dead. Did you explain that the queen had issued a pardon posthumously? Did you tell him about the Turing law, which eliminated any legal restrictions for gay people?”

	“He refused to listen to me when I explained this. It’s as if he is stuck and unable to hear me when I talk about certain things.”

	“Are you going to help him?” asked Richard.

	“I’m going to do it,” I said. “It’s the least I can do. He was the major force that changed the direction of my life. It’s because of him that I found you. Now get this. We are going to call the book ‘Mixed Minds, The Heaviness of Wilder.’”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Three

	Bastian and Kevin stayed with us, and their time in exile extended clear into the next fall. Sitting out on the deck, I stretched my arms and took in the last rays of the sun. Soon the rains would move in, creating an environment where outdoor freedoms would only be a memory.

	“Only a memory,” I whispered.

	“What did you say?” asked Richard.

	“I’m only reflecting on how little time we all have,” I said.

	“Little time?” asked Bastian.

	“What I mean is we don’t always appreciate the little things we have. Take this evening, for example. Before long, we won’t have the luxury of sitting in the sun and feeling free. No one is telling us what to do. We can go anywhere we choose, within reason. Within a blink of an eye, my friend Wilder had this all taken away.” The group sat and pondered the reality of being incarcerated.

	“I get it,” said Richard. “Imagine being incarcerated and looking out your window at places you once frequented. And all this while knowing that it will never be like it once was.”

	“True,” I said. “Even when Wilder was released, he would never be able to return to a normal life. Leaving the prison, people gathered to spit at him and issue threats of rearrest.”

	“He did nothing wrong,” said Richard.

	“It was all mob mentality, and the culture demanded that everyone should conform to Christian ideals.” It was a dark and somber moment when I realized that it still went on today. “It might not be against gay people,” I said. “However, we are still suffering from oppression. Even today, in the Southern US, people of colour are constantly being prosecuted without proof. They are judged by their colour and race.”

	We were all quiet for several minutes before Bastian said, “Not to change the subject. However, I think that we have gone past our welcome. It’s time we headed back.”

	“You have definitely not outstayed your welcome,” said Richard. “However, we understand the need for you to pick up where you left off.”

	Later that evening, we all gathered in the great room and stood while looking out over the Irish sea. “This is how I want to remember everything,” said Bastian, pulling Kevin in close. The two stood for several minutes before turning and saying, “I guess we are ready.”

	Richard and I both pulled them close and held tight. I then broke away, turned, and opened my indigo vortex. Kevin made the first step, then Bastian, and finally, the two of us followed in support of their need to complete the business at hand. Moments after stepping through the disturbance, however, a disembodied arm suddenly grabbed onto Bastian and pulled him aside.

	Time suddenly started to move forward at breakneck speed, and all three of us watched as Bastian was then led away in handcuffs. The chance to plan a defense was unrealized. Over the next few minutes, an unknown force kept Kevin and us, his friends, from testifying in his defense.

	From the moment after his arrest, Kevin watched helplessly while time and space quickly moved forward. This created a fast–forward movie effect where the conclusion quickly approached. In the end, the trial had been a thirty–day circus where Bastian was found guilty. In the eyes of the law, he was found guilty of homosexual acts and led away from the court in shackles. The sentence was five years of hard labor, and he was forbidden to have any contact with his family.

	At the sentencing, his sister pleaded with the judge for a restraining order, saying, “He is a threat to myself and my husband. If you allow visitation privileges, his words will poison an innocent mind.”

	The judge happily replied, “I will grant that. Kevin, I’m speaking directly to you. You are ordered by the courts and are forbidden to visit the convicted while incarcerated. In addition, I will say that I have never seen anything more horrendous. These are unspeakable acts. You, Bastian, are disgusting.” He was then led away.

	During his initial processing, they forced him to strip naked and stuffed his clothing in a nondescript bag, which was quickly sported away and stored for his eventual release. Kevin couldn’t understand what was happening. One moment, the two were being accused of sodomy. The next moment, Bastian was being arrested. Time then leapt forward, and they were now standing in front of a judge while Bastian was being sentenced. Turning toward Bradleigh, Kevin said, “What is happening? One moment, he’s standing next to me in our bedroom. Now he’s being led away to prison. Can you help us?” He then felt something smooth and round inside his front shirt pocket. After pulling it out, he froze in place when he realized that it was Bastian’s wedding ring. Feeling dizzy, his mind slipped back to the moments in their bedroom when his husband was being arrested. The memory of that moment and what Bastian said before he was led away echoed throughout his mind: “Here, hang on to this. If they make me take it off in the courthouse, I may never see it again. Get ahold of our lawyer before this gets too far.”

	The moment was surreal. Watching Bastian become smaller as he walked away, Kevin was beside himself and pleaded with me and Richard to help. “We can access my bubble and pull him out,” I said. With that, I started the process; and just as I was about to make a rescue, I, too, found myself being pulled away. Richard and Kevin watched in horror as I suddenly became caught within an unknown energy. Just like Bastian, I became smaller until I blinked out of view.

	“What just happened!” screamed Kevin. “I feel so helpless. Bastian had no legal representation, and I was unable to get him a lawyer. Now he and Bradleigh are both gone.”

	Sarah turned around and, with contempt in her voice, said, “We can now be that happy little family I’ve always wanted. Are you not excited that my brother is out of the picture?”

	“You are a crazy woman,” said Kevin. “If I have anything to do with it, we will never be a family.”

	“You will become the perfect husband,” she said, “or I will turn you over as well. I would, however, prefer to keep you as my own. By the way, I may be late getting home tonight. I feel the need to celebrate. Don’t wait up for me.” With that, she turned and flew away on her broom.

	“Come with me,” said Richard. “Let’s get out of sight before we are discovered.” The two slipped down several crowded hallways until finally they found a quiet side entrance. “Do you have a lawyer that could help us out?” asked Richard.

	“Yes,” said Kevin. “Before we can rescue Bastian, however, I need to isolate my wife from anything financial.”

	“Cut her off from accessing any cash?” asked Richard. Remembering his quick trip back to the US to find Bradleigh, Richard suddenly stopped in midsentence to calm his mind. As he focused on the moment, the view around them began to jump. It then blurred into a slow–motion movie. Despite his limited abilities, the two found themselves sitting in front of a well–dressed man, where Kevin was flipping through several stacks of legal actions.

	Looking up, Kevin said, “I need these served right away.”

	“As soon as you sign, I will send a process server,” he said. “Our man will wait outside your estate until she walks up. Since your father–in–law has ownership of all of the assets, she can’t claim them. The cash, however, will transfer as soon as you sign.”

	Kevin was diligent, and moments after signing, his lawyer handed him a stack of bills to tide him over until the new accounts were finalized.

	Again, Richard set his mind toward a goal, and the two were then standing inside the front entrance of the estate. Total time since the sentencing was five minutes.

	“That’s amazing,” said Kevin. “How long have you been able to do that?”

	“Several years,” he said. He was now feeling melancholy, and sadness quickly overcame him.

	“Are you okay?” asked Kevin.

	Richard was quiet at first, then his mind raced back to the moment he met Frankie. “How could I have been so stupid to let my true love get away?” Turning back toward Kevin, he said, “I learned this talent under the most extreme circumstances. I almost lost Bradleigh to sleeping pills because of my uncontrolled lust for a woman.”

	“What happened?” asked Kevin.

	“She left me,” he said. “I was suddenly sitting alone and stranded at the airport. All I could do was focus my mind. I did it the same way he had shown me, and it worked. I was able to step in and save him from certain death.”

	The two were silent for several minutes until Kevin said, “May I asked a favor?”

	“Of course,” he said.

	“Would you be able to do the same and propel us through the process of releasing all of Sarah’s closest servants and moving her personal items to the other side of the estate?”

	“I think so,” he said. Standing quietly, the two watched as blurry actions rushed by, leaving his soon–to–be ex–wife isolated and out of his way. Total time from arriving home was three minutes. Looking serious, Richard said, “This is my fastest turnaround yet.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Four

	Bastian awoke to the sounds of organized noise, and before he could rise from bed, he was ordered to stand at attention and prepare himself for the inevitable. He was wearing a standard–issue striped one–piece uniform and flat shoes that were sized for someone with tiny feet. He had kept to himself during the intake process and said nothing when asked about his medical status.

	“Not a problem,” the warden had said. “We have ways to probe for whatever answers we require.” He had then been led away and subjected to a barrage of invasive tests that included an annoying examination of his penis and ass. “We need to make sure that nothing is left over from your time as a sodomite,” said the doctor, “we don’t want any infections to spread.”

	His mind was suddenly pulled into the present when the cell bars were unlocked. Standing at attention, he waited for the unknown. With quick and efficient timing, he was directed to line up with a group of prisoners and waited while he was shackled along with other men.

	This would be the start of endless days where meaningless tasks would reinforce the state’s demand for physical suffering and a brainwashing of the mind. Some days were spent walking endlessly on a twelve–step treadwheel. Uprisings or refusals were quickly eliminated when the sound of bullwhips echoed throughout the chamber. To keep them guessing, the guards would never allow the prisoners to settle into a routine. One day it could be the wheel. The next, they could be forced into sitting on hard wooden benches with their legs and arms strapped tight. It was commonplace and economical for the prison system to force servitude onto the incarcerated. Movement of heavy boxes or supplies or endless hours of digging ditches provided a lucrative payday for the state. With free labor available, it was as if the civil war had never happened, and slavery was alive and well in the new world.

	Bastian was confused that he was unable to escape into another time and place. I was able to step right into their front room, he thought. What has changed? He never gave up hope, however. He felt sure that he might be provided with an early release or, by some small chance, rescued by his friend Bradleigh. “When I get out of here, Kevin and I will disappear, and they will never find us,” he quietly whispered. “I can’t imagine why Bradleigh hasn’t pulled me out from this. I hope he didn’t get caught up within my sister’s wrath as well.”

	It was always past eight at the end of each day except Sunday when the prisoners found themselves back in their cells. It was only at this point that they were truly released from the endless list of tortures inflicted on them by the state. His fatigue was beyond what he could handle, and moments after sinking into his bed, Bastian fell into a deep and restless sleep.

	Later that night, after several hours had passed, he was suddenly shaken awake. Out of nowhere, a set of arms quickly reached through the bedsprings and pulled him in. He then found himself lying flat on a floor within a space that was devoid of colour and dimly lit by an unknown source of gray light. Rolling toward his savior, he was pleasantly surprised to find that Richard was holding him tight. Holding on to Richard was Kevin. His joy was short–lived when Richard said, “I don’t know how long I can hold this energy bubble. Bradleigh is missing. And without him to stabilize everything, this might pop, and you would find yourself back where you started.” Exhausted from his ordeal, Bastian held on to Richard and stared blankly into space.

	Kevin was the first to break the silence and said, “Are you okay? I want to hold you close. However, if we break free of each other, Richard said that all of us might find ourselves back in your prison cell.”

	Bastian reached around Richard and, turning into a contortionist, kissed his husband only inches away from Richard’s face. “Sorry about that,” he said. “It seems we are unable to have a private moment without involving you.”

	Richard just smiled and said, “Not to worry. On our next attempt, Kevin will be the first in line so you can be together. For now, we need to just sit tight and relax.”

	“Can you get me out of here?” asked Bastian.

	“I’m not sure that I can,” Richard said. “Without Bradleigh, I am unable to complete the process. For now, we can pull you out after hours. This should allow you to recuperate before starting another day.”

	“How long can we stay away?” asked Bastian.

	“I’m sure you can stay as long as you want,” said Richard. “We should be able to bring you back moments before your day begins.”

	Over the following week, Richard honed his skills and worked hard to provide the proper energy needed. He was determined to break out this unwilling prisoner and force the state of Illinois to issue a daily pardon. With practice, he was hoping the three could escape into the unknown and choose a path of no return. There was, of course, one small issue preventing them from a permanent exile. Richard was simply unable to manifest a sustainable bubble. Each time one or the other tried to focus on home, the energy would slowly start to dissipate. It was like a balloon that was set adrift and allowed to leak out its precious cargo. If this actually happened, they would all be visible and probably arrested for attempted escape and trespassing, both at the same time. This didn’t prevent Richard from creating an environment where the three were free to walk around. With each effort, additional luxuries were provided.

	“Here you go,” said Richard, “a bedroom complete with a bathroom and shower. After you have cleaned up, we can have a suitable dinner.”

	Kevin continued to be incensed by the treatment Bastian was forced to endure. “There should be a law requiring them to provide a proper way to clean up,” he said. “I’m outraged that you are only allowed soap once a week.”

	“We are not considered human or even citizens anymore,” said Bastian.

	Kevin couldn’t understand a world where simple human rights could be stripped from a person and the laws refused to protect the innocent.

	After resting for several days within the void, Bastian turned to Kevin and asked, “Were you able to send a wire to Father? Does he know what has happened?”

	“I sent out a wire the moment we left the courthouse,” he said. “However, we haven’t heard back from them yet. I’ve got a standing order with Western Union to send out our message twice a day until we hear from them. Until then, I’m afraid this is the best we can do.”

	“What about Sarah?” he asked.

	“She is out of commission,” said Richard.

	“That’s true,” said Kevin. “I’m not sure how he was able to accomplish this. However, within five minutes after they took you away, we were in front of our lawyer. He quickly had the divorce papers ready to serve. All access to stocks, bonds, and cash were moved into different accounts only accessible by me. She is high and dry, and I have banished her to the northwest wing of the estate. It’s the coldest place in the wintertime.”

	“How are you able to keep her from having you arrested on the same charges I received?” asked Bastian.

	“Well,” said Kevin, “I’ll let Richard explain that.”

	Smiling wide, Richard continued by saying, “I may not be able to get us all out of here. However, I can still produce a makeshift bubble that will keep us hidden. We simply followed her into her bedroom. Lo and behold, guess who was waiting?”

	“Who?” asked Bastian.

	“Remember Stella, her close friend?”

	“Yes, she was the witness who caught us that night. She’s the reason I’m in here,” said Bastian.

	“Well, sit back and enjoy sweet revenge,” said Richard. “Come to find out the two of them have been physically involved. We caught them doing things only women can do.”

	“That’s for sure,” said Kevin. “I simply wanted to vomit when I stood watching them.”

	“That being the case,” said Richard, “as soon as we saw this, I blurred the scene, and Kevin quickly grabbed his Vest Pocket Kodak from his bedroom. Before they realized what was happening, we appeared out of nowhere and snapped several pictures.”

	“I assured them that they would be arrested under the same charges,” said Kevin. “I pointed out that they will have to endure the same treatment you received. Since then, they have yet to leave their wing of the estate in fear of being arrested.”
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