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As Heather enters the Hospice of Forever, she scans the enormous lobby for her siblings.

The ceiling rises far overhead to a lofty dome depicting the sky at twilight, with numerous stars gleaming through rents in the scattered clouds. A semicircle of elegant pseudo-wood reception desks is set against the far wall. Clusters of people whisper to each other as they await admission to the interior to commune with their loved ones.

Beyond the lobby are the vast warehouses with tier upon tier of bodies in suspended animation, all awaiting resurrection after cures for their diseases have been discovered or replacement bodies have been constructed. Suspension is a common option while families save up for the horrendously expensive artificial shells. So it is with Heather's family.

There they are.

Cephas, Lotus, and Trevor spot her just as she catches sight of them. She notices from a distance that Cephas is wearing one of those fashionable flamboyant suits that shifts colors every few seconds and that Lotus has her jet-black hair in a do that increases her height by a head. They hurry towards each other and distribute hugs all around.

"Have you signed in yet?" asks Heather.

"No," says Cephas, the oldest. "We were waiting for you."

"Let's go then," says Heather. "We don't want to waste time."

Cephas says, "Speaking of time, everyone knows that Mom and Dad are not anywhere near each other, right? There's only time to visit one."

"I want to visit Mom," says Trevor.

"So do I."

"So do I."

"So do I."

"That's not going to work," says Cephas. "We can't all visit Mom."

"Why not?" says Lotus. "This is supposed to be fun. Mom is easier to get along with. Dad was a drunken asshole before he was suspended."

"That's not nice to say," says Trevor. He's wearing glasses with zoom lenses and he keeps fiddling with them.

"It's true, though," says Lotus. "There's a reason we want to visit Mom."

Cephas says, "We can't all go see Mom. Someone's got to visit Dad."

"Be my guest," says Lotus.

"I can't," said Cephas. "I promised Mom I'd visit her first when I saw her off."

"That's a convenient excuse," says Lotus.

Heather says, "Why are we arguing? So we all go see Mom - Dad won't know the difference, will he?"

"No," says Cephas. "They're caught up in their own realities. But the minders told me that these visits are necessary. They're therapeutic. They help the suspended ones maintain links to this reality so that when their alternatives are ready, they can more easily be brought back."

"I don't care if Dad is brought back," says Lotus. "In fact, I hope he stays where he is."

They've almost reached an available reception desk, but Cephas stops short. "We can't go up there and fill out the forms until we resolve this. What are we going to do?"

"I'm visiting Mom," says Lotus. "That's not up for discussion."

Cephas sighs. "I have to visit Mom too."

Trevor and Heather look at each other.

Trevor says, "I've been thinking about Mom for days, ever since we scheduled this trip."

Heather is the youngest, but Trevor is the most simple-minded. He's always gotten his way ever since...  Ever since anyone could remember.

"Damn it," says Heather. "All right. Fine. I'll visit Dad. But you owe me. Next time one of you has to do it."

"I will," says Cephas. "I'll do it next time. I promise."

*     *     *
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"Stand still," says the attendant. "Don't move. Your 3-D avatars are being constructed."

"But you can tweak them afterwards, right?" says Lotus.

"Technically I can," says the attendant, "but it's against the rules. No embellishments or enhancements. The verisimilitude of reality must be maintained as closely as possible. Makes it easier for them to adjust back when they come out, they say."

"Do you think Mom will mind my hair?" says Lotus.

Cephas replies, "You should have thought of that earlier."

Lotus primps the weighty bird's nest on top of her head.

Trevor adjusts his specs. "It's fine," he says. "Don't worry."

"That's it then," says the attendant. "You're ready to slip into your cots."

Trevor says, "Don't some people call them coffins?"

"Not here at the facility," says the attendant. "Some visitors are already apprehensive enough as it is. I'm sure you've been briefed, but I have to give you a final word of caution. You're entering your loved one's post-life reality. Whatever they imagined as the afterlife is what you're going to be experiencing."

"Our mother is Catholic," says Cephas.

"Ah," says the attendant. "In that case, there are several possible scenarios, depending on her self-esteem and what she perceives as the extent of her sins."

"What are you talking about?" says Cephas.

"I'm going by what I've heard from returning visitors. Some Catholics consider themselves righteous and imagine a heavenly reality, others think the opposite and will themselves into hell. Most, though, end up in some sort of purgatory."

"You say that they construct these places on their own?" says Cephas.

"That's right," says the attendant. "After all, they're not really dead, are they? But they're conscious at least part of the time, and their minds need some sort of orientation. The vast majority come up with visions of the afterlife. Wherever she thinks she is, you'll be there too."

Cephas, Lotus, and Trevor look at each other and then climb into their coffins. Smart blankets immediately wrap them up almost as if they were mummies. 

The attendant says, "All set? You're already attuned to your mother. I'm going to shut you in now. Have fun."

The lids close.

Trevor panics. A sense of claustrophobia makes it hard for him to breathe. The blanket seems to have retracted. He pushes on the coffin lid and it flies open.

Cephas and Lotus emerge from their coffins just as he does.

They appear to be on a gently sloping mountainside in a smoky semi-darkness interrupted by sudden burst of flame from sinkholes and chasms. The air smells like the charcoal their father used to burn in the outdoor grill.

"You don't think that mother condemned herself to hell, do you?" says Lotus.

"No," says Cephas. "Hell would be worse."

"How do you know?" says Lotus.

"What difference does it make?" says Cephas. "Come on, let's find her."

*     *     *
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Heather too requests an enhancement, and she is also refused. She's concerned that her father will think that she's too skinny. He was always urging her to eat more. She tried to comply, but she has always found most foods unattractive and slightly repulsive. She's been a vegan for years, and Dad used to berate her for that as well.

Oh, the hell with it. She is what she is, and if he doesn't like it, he's going to be awfully lonely.

After exiting the coffin, she finds herself beside a lake. A grove of towering cedars stand like sentinels near the shore. A cold breeze whispers through the trees and creates a crazy pattern of wavelets on the surface of the water. Swollen clouds hang low overhead. There is no color; everything is in shades of gray.

The place looks vaguely familiar.

Heather follows the shoreline until she comes to a wooden cabin at the lake's edge. She mounts the steps on the side and walks around to the deck overlooking the lake and the landscape beyond.

There he is: sitting on a bench, his back propped against the cabin wall, staring out at the discolored scenery. He looks as he did in his last stages of vigor, when he was living in a cabin similar to this one, before his lapses of memory and inability to care for himself forced him to enter the rest home.

"Daddy..."

He turns. His expression shifts from abstract destitution to surprise and then despair. "Heather honey. What are you doing here? What happened to you?"

"Nothing happened to me. I've come to visit you."

"Visit me? But how can you...?

"Daddy, you're not dead."

"Not? But I thought..."

"You're in suspension. Don't you remember?"

"Suspension?"

"Yes. Your body is resting, and when the new one is ready, you'll be transferred, and you'll be able to be out and about again."

He looks befuddled, as if he can't quite grasp what she's just told him. Finally he says, "Well, why don't you have a seat?"

She pulls up a cane chair and sits down. "So how have you been, Daddy?"

"Oh, I'm fine. I've just been sitting here and thinking. But something's wrong."

"What's wrong?"

"My car isn't here. There's nowhere to go."

"Can't you walk in the woods?"

"No. It's dark under the trees."

"Have you been out on the lake?"

"It isn't safe."

"Daddy, what's really wrong?"

"I'm lonely. There, I've said it. It's not fun anymore."

"What isn't fun?"

"Nothing's fun. Why don't you visit more often? And where are your brothers and sisters?"

"We're only allowed to come during visiting hours. And the others are with Mom. She's in suspension too."

"She is? How is she?"

"She's waiting, like you. For a new body."

He digests this information for a moment. Heather senses deep sadness, chagrin, regret. He thinks he's not forgiven, Heather muses. And he's at least partially right. There are still bad feelings and wounds that have not healed. Especially with Lotus.

"Yes, I remember," he says. "I remember everything." For the first time he looks her in the eyes. "Heather, thank you for coming."

*     *     *
[image: ]


Cephas, Lotus, and Trevor find a path leading up the mountain. They haven't gone more than a few dozen yards when they round a large boulder and catch sight of their mother. She's naked and weeping as she steps back and forth over a chasm belching smoke and flame.

"Damn," says Trevor, averting his eyes. "I don't want to see this."

"Don't let her catch you using bad language," says Lotus.

"I know, I know," says Trevor. "Can you maybe go and ask her to put something on?"

"Put what on?" says Cephas.

"She must have some clothes around somewhere," says Trevor, steadfastly looking anywhere but at Mom.

Lotus goes forward a few paces. "Mom? Mom, it's us."

She acts as if she hasn't heard.

"Mom!"

She turns. When she sees her children she gasps but remains speechless.

"Mom, we've come to visit," says Cephas.

She slowly shakes her head back and forth.

Lotus finds a gray robe draped over a stone and puts it on her.

"Why have you come?" their mother finally says. "This is a place of torment. You shouldn't be here."

Now that she's somewhat clothed, Trevor approaches. "It's visiting hours. We missed you."

"Do you remember where you are?" says Cephas.

"Of course I do. I'm in purgatory. I'm walking the path through the seven deadly sins so that I can be purified and found worthy of paradise."

Lotus turns and says, "What is she talking about? Is that in the Bible?"

"That's not Biblical; it's Dante," says Trevor. "You know, from The Divine Comedy. The mountain of purgatory has seven terraces, each one conforming to the seven deadly sins. Dante climbed them one by one with Virgil, his guide."

Lotus turns again and says, "Mom, you realize that you're not dead, right?"

"What difference does it make? I'm here and I can't find any place other than this one. I think that the Lord sent me here for purification, whether I reenter the world I left or go on to the next."

Lotus says, "Mom, I think you need to lighten up."

Their mother bursts into tears. "How can you even say that?"

Lotus moves to hug her, but she backs away. "No. Don't touch me. I'm not worthy."

Trevor says, "What the hell, Mom?"

She says, "You watch your language, young man. There's no soap here, so I may have to wash out your mouth with brimstone."

Trevor backs away wide-eyed.

"I'm sorry, honey," Mom says. "I'm having a hard time coping."

"This landscape all around us isn't real," says Cephas. "We should be able to change it into something else."

"No," says Mom. "This is how it turned out. I must deserve it."

"No you don't," says Lotus. "Maybe Dad does, but not you."

Mom shouts, "Don't you mention that man!"

Trevor says, "Mom, what level is this that we're on right now?"

"The third."

"That's wrath," says Trevor.

"I know. I know it is, but I can't seem to make much progress from here. Whenever I think I've found the path a thick fog of smoke forms and I lose my way again. It's his fault: your father. He made me so angry, especially at the end before we separated. He was always coming home drunk, or he'd drink himself drunk in the house. He wasn't violent, but he'd get bullheaded and incoherent. I couldn't stand it, especially for your sakes."

"It was worse when he left," says Trevor.

"Not for me," says Lotus.

"We weren't a whole unit anymore," says Trevor. "We felt broken."

Mom looks around in sudden realization. "Where's Heather?"

"She went to visit Dad," says Cephas.

"But why didn't she..."

"There wasn't time to visit you both this time," says Cephas. "We're going to take turns."

"My baby..."

"She's doing fine," says Cephas. "She sends her love."

"How wonderful to see you all," says Mom. "But now, I have to be going."

"We'll walk with you," says Cephas.

"No, no. That's impossible. I have to do this alone. This is my time, not yours."

"Mom, it's not real," says Lotus.

"Pray for me," says their mother, abandoning the robe and following the path up the slope.

Around her, smoke billows and thickens.

*     *     *
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Several days later, Cephas and Heather sit with an administrator named Norman in one of the many management offices at the Hospice of Forever. They are the only ones of the four who could get free from work commitments at short notice.

"I've asked you here to let you know about a policy change," says Norman.

"Why didn't you just email us?" says Cephas.

"It's significant. It will probably provoke some discussion. We thought it better to inform you in person."

"Go on," says Cephas.

"There have been further budget cuts, at least to the hospitalization and suspension portions of the program. This facility partially depends on federal funding. Your parents, for example, are enrolled in a program in which the state pays over ninety percent of their expenses."

"We're aware of that," says Cephas.

"Finances are being reallocated towards defense, infrastructure, other healthcare programs, and so on. Whenever there's a shortage of money, the elderly historically are always considered the most expendable."

"That's a terrible thing to say," says Heather.

"I don't think it's right; I'm just explaining our predicament. This mainly has to do with the need for increased security. I'm sure you heard about the attempted system break-in."

"We did," says Cephas. "You sent a notice."

"Yes. Well, there are fanatics out there who don't think we should be extending the lifetimes of the elderly."

"We've heard the arguments," said Cephas. "The contract we signed specifically states that you won't arbitrarily terminate them."

Heather looks from Cephas to Norman and back. "Terminate them? What the hell? Why are we even talking about this?"

"We're not going to take them out of suspension," says Norman. "Although... The key word in what you just said is arbitrarily. There are in fact provisions in the contract that stipulate under what circumstances we could withhold support. It hasn't come to that. We hope that it never will. However, we are going to have to make some changes to cut costs. Unless, of course, you can make up for the decreased funding."

Cephas says, "How much would that involve?"

Norman quotes a figure.

Cephas says, "No, we couldn't even come close to that."

"Not many people can," says Norman.

"So what are our options?" says Cephas.

"Let me preface this by informing you that if you find either of these choices unacceptable you have the right to appeal. To put things in a realistic framework, though, all appeals so far have taken an inordinate amount of time and have then been denied. Administration is initiating the cost-cutting by exploiting the most obvious discrepancies from standard scenarios, and your parents fall into one of these abnormal categories."

"Abnormal?" says Heather. "In what way are my parents abnormal?"

"Maybe I made a poor word choice."

"Maybe?" says Heather.

"Calm down," says Cephas to Heather.

"I understand that your parents are separated," says Norman, "but they are not divorced. In fact, they are not even legally separated. They were living apart when they became candidates for suspension, and at the time of their applications the hospice had no objections to the arrangement of accommodating them as they would unmarried individuals."

Cephas says, "And now you do?"

"Purely as a matter of economics. The new regulation states that married couples on government assistance must share a double cot instead of taking up two singles."

"Well, that doesn't make any difference, does it?" says Heather. "They're not conscious of their physical bodies while they're in suspension. They don't even have to know."

"They also have to share the same virtual landscape."

"Why is that?" says Cephas.

"As I explained, it's more economical. That's the only consideration."

"No," says Heather. "No, it won't work."

"What's the alternative?" says Cephas.

"One or both of them will have to go into heavy suspension."

"That's risky, isn't it?" says Heather.

"Very risky. There's a chance of loss of limbs, brain damage, and even death."

"Why are you even offering it as an option if it's so dangerous?" says Heather.

"Because it's better than certain death," says Cephas. "Under heavy suspension there's a chance at least."

"That's right," says Norman.

Cephas sighs. "We're going to have to think about this. And talk with our siblings. How much time to we have to make a decision?"

"Fifteen days," says Norman. "That's when the new policies will be implemented.

Cephas and Heather look at each other.

*     *     *
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The rust-red dirt path leads upward through groves of trees with peeling chestnut-brown bark and branches that lean downwards like protective arms. To the right, a crystal-clear brook trickles and chuckles, frequently gathering into pools that form lovely patterns of ripples. At the top of the path, in a meadow-like clearing near a cliff's edge, a cluster of gray granite boulders shaped roughly like thrones are arranged in a semicircle. They overlook a lush green valley between two mountain ranges that extend far into the hazy distance.

"Wow," says Heather. "It's beautiful."

"It's generic," says Cephas. "I didn't have time to customize it."

"Don't we shape it with our presence?"

"Not much. The malleability factor is low. It's cheaper that way. And we're not really here on holiday anyway, are we?"

"Are you sure the others will be able to make it?"

"I think so," says Cephas. "They sounded definite. They'd better come soon, though. I only booked this for half an hour. In the meantime, choose your seat."

Heather sits down on the granite throne to the far right. She smiles. "I feel like a princess in a fairy tale."

Cephas takes the boulder next to her. "It's uncannily comfortable. They must have built that in."

The landscape momentarily shimmers, and when it comes into focus again it looks indefinably different.

"They've come," says Cephas. "Or at least one of them has."

Soon Lotus and Trevor appear at the top of the trail. Lotus takes the seat next to Cephas, and Trevor sits on the far left.

Cephas recaps the meeting with Norman and explains the dilemma concerning the care of their parents with which they are confronted. "As primary caretaker it's ultimately my call," he says, "but I wanted us to decide this together."

"For me the choice is easy," says Lotus. "Put Dad into deep suspension. Or better yet, cut off his life support completely."

"How can you say that?" says Trevor. "He's our father. We're a family."

"We know he had trouble with alcohol," says Heather. "He could get angry when he was drunk. Did he hurt you, Lotus? Is that the problem? He slapped me a few times too. But that's over now. He can't drink while he's in suspension, that's for sure. And when he gets his new body, protocols can be hardwired in that can prevent the problem in the future. He's a different person when he's sober, Lotus. Trust me. I've just been to see him. He's a changed man. He's more like he was in the early days when we were young."

Lotus says, "Is that what you think this is all about? Do you think Mom told Dad to leave because of his drinking? That had nothing to do with it. By the time they separated he'd been drinking for years and she'd always put up with it."

"What then?" says Trevor.

"Dad did one of the few things that Mother felt she could never forgive. He committed adultery. He was having an affair with his receptionist from work."

"I never heard about this," says Heather.

"Neither did I," says Trevor.

Cephas appears similarly perplexed. "How do you know?"

Lotus begins to weep. "I walked in on them one day. I got off early and thought I'd surprise Dad at his office. The receptionist wasn't at her desk; I figured she'd gone on break. I opened the door and there they were: naked and having sex on the couch. I don't think that Dad even saw me. I slammed the door and ran away. I went home and told Mother. By that evening his things were out on the porch. She never let him back in."

Heather says, "Lotus..."

"For years I blamed myself," says Lotus. "I thought that they'd still be together if it wasn't for me. But it isn't my fault. I hate that man."

*     *     *
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"Where are we?" says Mom. "I'm not supposed to be here. I had several levels left to go."

"Mother, your mind creates these realities," says Heather. "You obviously don't think that you need to be in purgatory anymore."

The slope they seem to have just ascended is behind them. Ahead is a meadow full of tall grass and wildflowers. A creek runs through it, and at the edge of the creek is a two-story edifice.

"This looks familiar," says Mom.

"That's our old house," says Trevor. "Or at least it has some resemblance to it."

"Yes," says Mom. "Yes it does. I never thought I'd see that place again. Does this mean I've passed all the levels and I've reached... Reached..."

Heather says, "Mom, listen to me. This isn't heaven, purgatory, or hell. You're not dead. You're in suspension. This is a mentally constructed landscape."

"Yes, you've told me before. How do I know it's true though? How do I know it's not all some sort of delusion?"

Heather sighs with exasperation.

Trevor says, "Mom, you have to trust us."

Mom says, "If the land and the house are mental constructs, maybe you two are as well."

"How can you even say that?" says Heather. "I told you before about visiting hours." She pauses. "I know a way to prove it to you. What's the one thing that you would never want in a scenario you've devised for yourself? What's the one thing you would keep out at all costs?"

Mom ponders and then says, "It's not a thing; it's a person."

"We know, Mom," says Heather.

"I don't want to talk about him."

"We have to," says Trevor.

"No we don't," says Mom. "I love you, but if you're going to bring up this subject, I want you to leave."

Heather says, "Mom, he's here."

"Here? What do you mean? How can he be here? No, that's impossible."

"It's true, Mom," says Trevor. "He's waiting for you at the house."

"Then I won't go there," says Mom. "I'll go somewhere else."

"There is nowhere else," says Heather. "The facility has put you together. You're both resting in a double marriage cot. I knew you wouldn't like it. We pleaded with them for another arrangement, but it's official policy. There was nothing we could do."

Mom stares at the house for a long time and then says, "So I am in hell."

Heather says, "Mom, please don't take it like that."

"How else do you expect me to take it?" says Mom. "I'm not going in there. I won't. I'd rather terminate my suspension and die."

Trevor says, "Mom, asking them to do that would be like suicide, wouldn't it? Isn't suicide a mortal sin?"

*     *     *
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"What do you think they're talking about out there?" says Dad.

"They're probably talking about you," says Cephas. "Do you see her expression? It looks like they've just told her you're here."

Dad sighs. "I know I messed up. I sympathize with her pain. How are we going to work this out?"

"I don't know," says Cephas. "Look, you wait here, and I'll try to go help with the negotiations."

Cephas exits the house and walks along the dirt path to the edge of the meadow. When he reaches his mother, they begin an animated discussion. Dad can't hear what they are saying. His attention drifts to the purple, orange, and pink wildflowers swaying in the breeze as if in an elaborate dance. Before he had entered into suspension he had been seriously ill. Every morning he woke up, marveled that he was still alive, and resolved to appreciate every little nuance of existence. It was difficult to focus on life's joys, though, when he was so damned miserable. Though he justified his extramarital sexual liaisons by convincing himself that his marriage was boring and apathetic, he had still been profoundly invested in it, and the absolute rejection by his wife in the wake of the disclosure had hurt him deeply and caused him to sink into abject depression. He had tried to put on a stoical front for the sake of his progeny, but inside he had been devastated.

Looking at her now, he realizes that he still is. They'd exchanged few words since he'd moved out. Their communication had come mainly through using their children as proxies. The kids are still having to do it, and it isn't fair to them.

Cephas starts his return walk. The others sit down on stones or logs, their backs to the house.

After Cephas enters and closes the door behind him he says, "She's not budging. She won't come in."

"Maybe I should..."

"No. If you go out there, she might do something drastic."

Dad thinks for a moment. "As I understand it, we construct these virtual landscapes and buildings with our thoughts."

"There are some elaborate algorithms assisting you, but basically yes."

"But we can't seem to consciously shape it. Whatever the computer perceives, it creates."

"I really don't know how it works," says Cephas.

"That's all right," says Dad. "Have you looked around yet?"

"I just got here, Dad, same as you."

"It seems to me that our conscious or subconscious minds would make some sort of contingency for... Come with me."

Dad leads Cephas to the kitchen and then out the back door. "I thought so. Look."

Across the garden is another building that looks like an elongated tool shed.

"What is it?" says Cephas.

"It's a mother-in-law suite, officially known as an accessory dwelling unit or ADU. We'd talked about building one so that there'd be some private space in case you kids brought your wives or husbands for a visit. We never did it though, not in real life at least. The program must have picked up on it somehow."

"Yeah."

"Tell your mother that I'm going to move out there. I'll go right now, and I won't return to the main house no matter what unless she comes and invites me. I'll stay away. We don't need to eat, so that's no problem. If I want to take a walk, I'll head out into the open meadow that way. She never needs to see me."

"Are you sure this will work?"

"It has to. At least it's a way for both of us to stay alive. It's better than nothing, isn't it?"

*     *     *
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When Cephas, Lotus, Trevor, and Heather reach the outer police cordon and show their hospice passes, they are allowed through; however, at the next barricade they are stopped and informed that they can go no farther.

The Hospice of Forever is arranged like an enormous flower with the administration building at the center and the warehouse domes comprising the encircling petals.

Smoke curls out of several of the domes.

"Are Mom and Dad in danger?" says Lotus.

"The service phone line is not responding to queries about the location of the threat," says Cephas.

Trevor says, "What happened? What caused it?"

"They suspect a terrorist attack," says Heather, "but they're not sure. There are numerous underground groups who are dedicated to the 'protect the future for the young' movement."

"I should have visited them," says Lotus. "I should have come with you when I had the chance. I was just so angry. And now it may be too late."

"I'm sure it's not too late," says Cephas. "Emergency personnel will get everything under control, and then we'll all be able to see them again."

Around them is a riot of confusion with the families of the suspended pushing against police at the inner barrier, shouting inquiries to anyone who looked like they were in positions of authority, or simply milling about weeping and wailing.

Abruptly there is the sound of an explosion, and a massive roiling bloom of flame erupts into the overcast sky, dissipates, and then continues to burn in diminished flickering bursts.

"What the hell was that?" says Trevor. 

"The hospice website has crashed," says Heather. "All communication channels are jammed."

"We've got to get in there," says Trevor.

"And do what?" says Cephas. "We wouldn't even know where to go. If we found them we wouldn't be able to do anything. The process of suspension is complex. They can't just get up and walk out."

Lotus is weeping. "We have to do something," she says. "Something. Anything."

"We're here," says Cephas. "As soon as they let us in, we'll go. Until then, we wait."

*     *     *
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At first, after visiting hours are over and the children leave, Mom spends her time cleaning up, straightening the house, and moving furniture and decorations. She doesn't need to do any of these things. The place was spotless when she arrived; there wasn't a speck of dust anywhere. The optimum placement of the furniture had already been culled from her mind and implemented. She realizes that she's merely creating work for herself to keep busy. She knows it's because she's constantly aware of the other person outside in the guest suite. No matter how hard she tries, she can't forget about him - not even for a moment. As she walks about the house or occasionally takes short strolls in the meadow in front, her awareness is always focused on the direction and distance her current location is from her ex-husband. No matter what the authorities say, she knows that in the sight of God they aren't married anymore. He is a stranger to her.

And yet...

And yet they are the only two people in this particular virtual microcosm. They have created it together with their combined psyches.

She wonders if he is as blatantly aware of her as she is of him.

She almost constantly feels unutterable loneliness.

She knows that it's wrong to harbor anger, but sometimes she can't help but be furious at him for the indiscretions he committed that brought the two of them to this impasse.

Sometimes she longs to be back in purgatory. The physical pseudo-pain was intense, at least she imagined that it was, but at the same time the satisfaction of being purged from her sins and bad attitudes offset the agony.

What now? Is this what it's going to be like indefinitely? If so, the future is going to be bleak and unrelentingly tedious.

Maybe she should agree to negotiate. They could perhaps initiate some light contact with each other, at least to take walks and discuss the children.

She has been standing on the porch ruminating. She is about to turn and make her way to the guest suite in the back yard when the sky sputters. It's not like lightning, though; it's more like when faulty electrical appliances shoot sparks before they begin to smoke and burn.

For a fraction of a second the landscape flickers. After a pause it flickers again and then does it over and over in staccato bursts.

*     *     *
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He hadn't even had a chance to say hi to the other kids. He'd headed right out to the mother-in-law suite and had holed up, and there he's remained except for brief interludes when he takes walks right before simulated twilight. There isn't far to go, actually; the world ends at the edge of the meadow. So he strolls up and down the path reveling in the beauty of the pseudo-scenery.

The guest house feels smaller on the inside than when he'd estimated its size when first glimpsing it from the outside. It's damned claustrophobic, in fact: basically one room with a double bed, table and chair, kitchenette, and closet-sized bathroom. Lacking a physical body, in this virtual simulation at least, he doesn't need the kitchenette and bathroom, of course, and yet the slight extra space lessens the effect of the walls seeming to close in on him. A bookshelf is fairly well-stocked with popular novels, and the antique eleven-inch TV plays old sitcoms and adventure series, but he finds that he is unable to become absorbed in these anachronistic entertainments. He has too much on his mind. Most of the time he thinks about the woman nearby who used to be the love of his life. Hell, she still is. Nothing has changed about his feelings for her. His other lovers such as the assistant Lotus had caught him with had been desperate attempts to stave off the irrelevancy of old age by pretending that he was still attractive to much younger women. He'd screwed up all right. He wishes that he could do it all over. 

He doesn't spend all his time in lamentations about the past, though; he also wonders about what is to come. He's not completely convinced that the powers-that-be will be able to transfer his consciousness to a new body. Because of this uncertainty, he wonders what will happen when he dies. Is there life after death? His wife certainly seems to believe in it, but he's not so sure. Once long ago for her sake he took some religious training and got baptized as a Catholic. For him the church was a social construct and he had no strong feelings about it one way or the other. As soon as the separation occurred and he was on his own, he stopped attending mass and had nothing more to do with the elaborate rituals of Catholicism.

This is ridiculous, he thinks. I should go to her. The worst that can happen is that she will reject me.

And yet he has given his word not to approach.

He has been lying on the bed looking out the window at the darkening sky. Abruptly through the heavy clouds lights flicker with an erratic strobe effect.

*     *     *
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A series of explosions fill the air with rumblings and the sky over the hospice with smoke and flames.

The situation at the barricades is becoming volatile, especially when the bystanders, most of whom are relatives and friends of the people suspended inside, realize that little is being done to rescue the hospice inhabitants. So far no one has been evacuated except administrators, technicians, and nurses.

The steadily-growing crowd surges forward. Security personnel, reluctant to violently engage the mob, slowly give way.

Cephas, Lotus, Trevor, and Heather break through along with hundreds of others. They have no clear plan in mind; their only thoughts are to somehow save their parents.

*     *     *
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The conscious-searing threat of purgatory aside, what is the essence of the catechism she has been taught ever since she was a little girl in preschool and kindergarten and grade school?

Forgive and you shall be forgiven.

Do unto others as you would like them to do to you.

Love your enemies. Do good to them who despitefully use you.

Although adultery is a mortal sun, the judgment and punishment is God's to mete out. Nothing prevents Mom from comforting Dad with companionship except her bitterness and anger, which she would do well to overcome.

This decision made, she resolves to go to her erstwhile husband.

The flickering of the landscape continues, and bright hairline fractures spread from numerous points like splinters in cracked glass. Leaving the front door ajar, Mom runs through the living room and hallway of the house, which begins to shudder as if in an earthquake.

By the time she reaches the back door and throws it open, the mother-in-law suite is gone, as is the meadow. Instead, she sees a dark crumpled landscape shot through with crimson bursts of flame. It's not unlike the purgatory scenario that she has recently left behind, but it's not the same. She abruptly realizes that her vision of purgatory had been an illusion composed of memories of poetry, mythology, and scripture, but this is something else. This is not a virtual simulation. This is real. She feels the heat with what is left of her flesh-and-blood body. She is intensely aware of her aloneness as she faces the void of death.

*     *     *
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Dad's first impulse as the simulated world starts to rip apart is to rush to Mom. He gets to his feet, but still he hesitates. The pressure of his guilt stops him like an impenetrable wall. It's not that he subscribes to the Catholic notion of physical fidelity to only one person; his regrets are about the lying and the deception. He had made a promise to Mom and he had broken that promise. In a way, he's in a purgatory of his own devising as effectively as she is.

The hell with that, he decides. We have to talk this out before it's too late.

He opens the door only to realize that it's already too late. The main house no longer exists. He's alone in a decimated landscape that resembles a field of molten lava. He feels the heat and realizes that he has only seconds left to live.

*     *     *
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Cephas, Lotus, Trevor, and Heather, along with hundreds of other people, are still a few hundred yards from the entrance of the hospice when the roofs of all the domes blossom with flame a
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