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  SICK


  PART I:


  THE BOX


  “The mouse of Thought infests my head,/ He knows my cupboard and the crumb./ Vermin! I despise vermin.”


  — E.B. White


  “Vermin”


  “Word begets image and image is virus….”


  — William Burroughs


  Naked Lunch


  “People can die of mere imagination.”


  — Chaucer


  The Miller’s Tale


  Chapter One


  PIN-UP GIRL


  I


  “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” The HMO specialist smiled as he took a seat behind his massive desk. His name was Callaway. Tanned, fit, head full of Kennedyesque blow-dried hair, he sat forward on his swivel with the relentless sincerity of a camp counselor. “What makes you think you need a neurologist?”


  “Been having dizzy spells,” Sarah replied, feeling exceedingly claustrophobic inside the airless little office. “And headaches, too—migraines.” She thought about it for a moment. “Really nasty ones.”


  The neurosurgeon nodded. “That’s no fun. That’s no fun at all.” He glanced down at Sarah’s file for a moment. Sarah waited.


  They were huddled in a corner room with miniblinds drawn over the windows to shut out the institutional feel of the hospital courtyard outside. The neurologist’s desk was center stage. The surrounding walls were covered with an assortment of framed certificates and innocuous landscape paintings. A little too innocuous, Sarah thought wryly: The place reminded her of a brand new Howard Johnson’s.


  Sarah was sitting in a somber little chair canted off one corner of the desk. Hands folded in her lap, expression fixed, she appeared to be carrying all of her forty-one years. She wore a conservative wrap-front skirt, cowboy boots, and a baggy aubergine cardigan. Negligible makeup accented her deeply lined eyes. Her dark hair, which was veined with iron grey, was pulled back into a French braid. Everything was purposefully modest. Muted. She didn’t want anything to distract from the grim proceedings.


  Nevertheless, a careful eye could still discern an exceptional form beneath the demure garb.


  The one word that best described Sarah’s statuesque figure—the same word, in fact, that several of her friends had adopted over the years in describing Sarah’s own disposition—was generous. Sarah had generous hips. Roomy thighs. Even her face was physically generous, round, with the wide plush lips and aquiline nose of her late French-Canadian mother. But the true fulcrum point of Sarah’s physique was her bosom. Inherited from her grandmother Nina, straining the girth of her sweater like twin hillocks, Sarah’s breasts were emblems of her soul. As though her charitable heart had literally expanded out through her chest.


  These assets had taken their toll. From the moment she had sprouted into womanhood during the summer of 1966, she had thought of her breasts as hideous deformities. By the eighth grade, they had swollen into full C-cups. This wreaked havoc with her ballet lines. Her plies and arabesques were for shit. Running and climbing trees and playing Red Rover quickly became problematic, if not impossible. By the time she was a senior in high school, she’d been tagged a slut. For no good reason other than her zaftig figure. But, over time, Sarah had come to be justifiably proud of this attribute, like the character actor who learns to use a physical impediment as dramatic texture.


  “Says here you’ve been taking antidepressants,” Callaway said without looking up from the file.


  “Yes.” Sarah didn’t blink, just kept gazing evenly at the well-dressed medico.


  “Currently taking them?”


  “Yeah,” she replied quickly, not wanting to get into her troubled past, her bouts with depression, her occasional forays into the mental health system, or her current tenuous hold on reality. She was starting to get a bad feeling about where this interview was headed, and she wanted to cut to the chase before the fear ate her alive. “I’m taking 400 milligrams of Desyrel per day,” she added, “have been for several years.”


  “Any side effects?”


  “Uh…other than a little drowsiness and a dry mouth…not really.”


  “So you’ve had no other symptoms?”


  “No,” Sarah replied and clasped her hands as though she were praying.


  “Nausea? Vomiting?”


  “No.”


  “Blurred vision?”


  “Nope.”


  “Fainting?”


  “No.”


  “Loss of balance?”


  “Like I told you, it’s just the dizzy spells and the headaches, which, at first, I figured must be due to the Desyrel, but then my regular doctor—”


  “Steve Mulder?”


  “—Yeah, Dr. Mulder, he did an EEG and took some X-rays and thought I should come see you.”


  “Alright, fair enough.” Callaway paused to write something in his file. He looked up and smiled. “I understand you’re a dancer?”


  “Not really…I mean…it’s more like performance art….” She was stammering now, taken by surprise. It was another personal detail toward which she preferred discretion. Not that she was ashamed of being an exotic dancer; on the contrary, the art of stripping had grown on her. Her dreams of being a prima ballerina long ago compromised, she had learned to appreciate the power of being up there on the runway in front of an audience of lonely men. The attention. The control. The nourishing glare of all those hungry eyes. At the moment, however, the subject seemed a little complicated. “It’s…a long story,” she said finally. “I guess I’m just anxious to get your thoughts on the headaches and whatnot.”


  “That’s what we’re here for.” The doctor rose and came around the desk. “Whattya say we have a look.”


  For the next fifteen minutes, Callaway conducted a series of tests known in the medical biz as a complete manual neurological exam. To the uninitiated, it would probably seem as though the doctor were an over-zealous state trooper checking Sarah’s sobriety. He made her walk heel-toe without looking at her feet, and then made her touch her nose with the third finger of her left hand. He tickled the base of her feet. He drew a Q-tip across her closed eyelids. And finally he pulled an ophthalmoscope from his bag and looked very closely into each eye. It was at this point in the proceedings that the neurologist suddenly paused and made a clicking sound in the base of his throat.


  “What is it?” Sarah blinked and felt her stomach fill with ice water.


  The doctor put his instrument away and walked around behind his desk. He motioned at Sarah’s chair. “You can sit down now,” he said.


  Sarah sat down and didn’t breathe.


  “You have major papilledema,” he announced, stroking his lovely Hugo Boss floral print tie. “Which means you have a swelling around both optic nerves.”


  Goosebumps crawled up the backs of her legs. “Which means…?”


  “Which means there’s a pesky little something in your head that shouldn’t oughtta be in there.”


  Sarah could barely make her mouth work. “You mean…like a tumor.”


  The doctor nodded. “That’s certainly a possibility. I’d put my money on it. Of course, we can’t tell for sure until we get you in here to run a full battery of tests.” He pulled a scheduling book from his desk drawer. “I’d like to get you going as soon as possible on a series of arteriograms and MRIs…possibly some exploratory surgery…how does Friday sound?” Sarah stared at the man as though he were speaking a foreign language.


  II


  New York has its boroughs and bridges and galleries. Los Angeles has its movie studios and palm trees and drive-bys. But Chicago, home of the worst team in baseball and the best pizza in culinary history, has its own inimitable kind of weight, its own brand of there-ness, like a great, big, crescent-shaped barnacle ripening in the cleavage of the Great Lakes. It’s the City of Big Shoulders. Hog butcher to the world. It’s the Second City, a greasy, teeming enclave of eight million working stiffs just trying to keep Polish sausages on their Formica. It’s the Windy City—named for the blowhard politicians rather than the actual wind. But alas, during Chicago’s nine months of winter, the hawk does indeed play its keening wail across Lake Shore Drive and Oak Street Beach. Especially in October. The wind is omnivorous in October, licking up your pants, sucking the juice out of your engine, chewing at the flagpoles, the tree tops, and the high wires.


  On her way to work, the night after her fateful exam, it was this very same October wind that snapped Sarah out of her grief.


  She was tooling down Clark Street in her rust-bucket Toyota. The tears had started around North Avenue, tracking down her cheeks and dripping on the torn vinyl. By Wells Street, she was sobbing. Shoulders trembling, lips curled back in a sloppy wail, white knuckles, vise-gripping the wheel, she had blubbered all the way down to Division. The radio was turned up, sizzling with a symphony of static and country western, drowning the sound of her own weeping in her ears. All at once, the wind buffeted the roof of the Toyota and Sarah swerved. The car lurched and nearly clipped a garbage can. Sarah sucked in her tears immediately. And she drove the rest of the way in drained silence.


  She arrived at Dante’s at about quarter to 10:00 and parked in the lot across the street.


  Dante’s Inferno was unique among strip clubs in Chicago: Somebody had actually put some thought, albeit strange thought, into its design. In fact, the original designer must have been in the latter stages of some syphilitic fever dream because the place was bizarre. The front entrance was framed by a pair of enormous Mick Jagger-like fiberglass lips along the roof and the sidewalk. The mouth seemed especially famished this evening. A pair of small arc lights flanked the lower jaw and shone up into the roof of the mouth, accented by tiny electric blowers fringed with plastic cut-out flames. The enormous upper lip was peeling, chips of hot pink paint falling every now and then. The massive fiberglass teeth were the color of wallpaper paste, weathered by years of pollution and carbon. Reset inside the mouth was a huge black scrim reinforced by chicken wire.


  The door was embedded in this scrim.


  Inside, the motif continued. Bisected by a huge island running down its middle, serving as both runway for the dancers and service bar for the gawkers, the place was a scale model of a gigantic, drooling mouth. Side tables were molded and spray painted to look like huge molars. And the piece de resistance was the runway itself. Sculpted from pink fiberglass, the twenty-foot-long platform was a colossal tongue.


  Sarah strode through the crowded bar. Through the veils of blue smoke. Through a beaded doorway. Down a narrow hallway, and into her dressing room.


  She took off her clothes, threw on a tattered kimono, and started putting herself together. She refused to buckle under to the fear. The show must go on, she kept thinking. Isn’t that what Judy Garland would say? Sarah started with a Cover Girl soft focus around her tired eyes. Rosewood tan. Nothing more. Her skin tone was so dark she didn’t even need a base. Next came the liner. She preferred Deep Black Anti-Smudge from Quintessence. Under the lights it looked great, the company didn’t test on animals, and the liner wouldn’t streak with Sarah’s tears. Her lashes were next.


  Tonight she was using StayPut Riviera cocktail lashes. Finally she painted her lips with Artmatic Liquid Plus in fuchsia fire, ignoring the delicate little wrinkles around the corners of her mouth—God, she hated those wrinkles. She leaned back and regarded her image in the mirror.


  “Close enough for summer stock,” she murmured.


  She stood up, removed her robe and threw it over the back of the chair. In the harsh light her olive skin looked bruised and rashed. Her cellulite was spreading, across the expanding rolls of her tummy, along the fleshy underside of her thighs. Saddlebags, she thought, goddamn saddlebags. The tattoos only served to heighten the world-weary quality. The first one dated back to her eighteenth birthday. A friend had taken her to a little parlor down on the south side. She had gotten a tiny scorpion on her right thigh. Others followed, marking various passages in her life. The sacred hearts on both sides of her buttocks marked her long-delayed break-up with one of her early boyfriends. The tiny moon and stars on her left shoulder marked her first public performance.


  She went over to the battered metal armoire and selected her costume. Tonight was Eric Von Stroheim Night. She drug out the whole shebang: the garter belt, black seamed stockings, tux jacket, top hat and cane. The Blue Angel was one of Sarah’s favorite movies. She had first seen it heavily edited on TV years ago; but later, after viewing the film on cassette, Sarah fell in love with the dreamy eroticism, Dietrich’s dominatrix chic, and the surreal design. Sarah adored musicals, especially golden age Hollywood musicals. The Technicolor escape of her childhood was etched indelibly in her subconscious, every flickering moment, every sumptuous Vincent Minelli dance number, every twist of Fred and Ginger’s feet.


  Across the room came a soft knocking. “Sweetheart? You almost ready?”


  Sarah turned toward the door. “Come in, Duff.”


  A barrel-chested troll in a polyester blazer named Duff Sellars stuck his head in the room. “Stage is set,” he told her. “Ready when you are.”


  A sixtyish man with a stocky neck and a bald head shaped like a missile, Duff was the manager. He’d been working at the club for as long as Sarah had been dancing there. Nearly twelve years now. His superiors were a shadowy little consortium of sleazoid entrepreneurs with vague connections to the Sabatini crime family. But Duff Sellars wasn’t part of that world. Duff was pure show people. Weaned as an advance man for Ringling Brothers Circus, he treated stripping as though it were still some noble form of vaudeville. Duff had become a Dutch uncle to Sarah, worrying over her health, her failed relationships, even her vitamin intake. Fact was, Duff loved the big-boned gal.


  “On my way,” she said, securing her hat with a bobby pin and starting toward the door.


  Duff followed her into the hallway. “Uh…listen, sweetheart…we gotta talk.”


  “Yeah? Okay—shoot.” Sarah was heading through the dim light toward the stage doors. She hadn’t told Duff about her health problems, and wasn’t about to get into it now. The sound of the band was vibrating fuzzily through the floor. They were playing an acid house vamp. She heard the thump of a bass line, the scratch of the turntables, the buzz of the tube amps, and muffled voices. The little boys were getting restless and her migraine was returning.


  “Had a meeting with the firm last night,” Duff said as they approached the stage steps. The firm referred to the owners and their oily little legal practice. Duff always hated such meetings. Always bad news.


  “And…?” Sarah looked at him.


  “They’re coming down on me about the squirt guns.”


  Sarah rolled her eyes. “Drunken teamsters shooting Kool-Aid at me through plastic Uzis is not my idea of entertainment.”


  “I hear ya, kiddo, I agree, but what am I gonna do? It’s a sign of the times, I dunno. But it’s just the beginning.”


  “What are you saying, Duff?”


  “What I’m saying is, there’s a whole slew of changes coming down from the top.”


  “Changes.”


  “That’s correct, and I don’t want to see you get caught in the crossfire.”


  “What kind of changes, Duff?”


  Duff shrugged. “You know how it is.”


  There was a long silence, and Sarah stood in front of the iron stage doors, listening to the muffled thudding of her theme song, gathering her bearings. The pain was in her head again. It was a rusty bottle opener under the ridge of her brow, yanking upward in fits and jerks. It popped electric blue in her mind, and made her nose and eyes water. It was like someone trying to open her skull. “You don’t think,” Sarah started to say, “they would…?”


  Duff looked deeply into her eyes. “Think about the squirt guns, sweetheart. Will ya do that for me?”


  Sarah kissed his forehead, walked up the steps, pushed open the stage doors, and walked on-stage.


  The wall of sound was waiting. The synth bass drum machine was rattling the foundation. Crackling turntables ripped through the smoke. The follow spots converged on her, light exploding in her face, changing colors to the thunder beat of the music. Red beat orange beat yellow beat blue. Sarah sauntered across the runway in her best Dietrich stride.


  The accountant was waiting for her at one end of the bar. The one she called Mister Peepers. Perched on a stool, thick glasses upturned and gleaming, the skinny little man was a regular. He worshipped Sarah, and always managed to scrape together an extra twenty bucks on Tuesday nights just to have Sarah come to his table and kibbitz about annuities and treasury bills. A few years ago, Sarah learned that Mister Peepers had once been a seminary student, and was drummed out of the church on a trumped up morals charge. Something about a young altar boy. But Sarah didn’t mind; Mister Peepers was like all the other regulars deep down, just a frightened little boy.


  Catcalls washed over the stage like a wave.


  Sarah found a tiny fountain chair waiting for her and propped her left spike heel on it. The flash of her crotch coaxed another wave of hyena hollers from the boys. Sarah played with herself to the beat of the music. Samples of Dietrich’s voice gusted through the grunge. Falling in love again! Fah-fah-fah-falling in looooove again! Sarah tossed off her hat, threw it out to sea, peeled off her coat. The revelation of her majestic cleavage goosed the crowd into a frenzy. Dozens of hungry eyes, wide as wet marbles.


  Sarah danced. Sashayed. Waltzed. Spun. Imagined scenes from Busby Berkeley wonders. Imagined chorus lines from Esther Williams movies. But it was difficult tonight, difficult as hell. The pain was a palpable thing now. A worm in her forehead, writhing in rhythm with the grind, wriggling through her brain, throbbing behind her eyes, making her sweat, throbbing, throbbing unmercifully.


  Sarah unsnapped her bra and freed her breasts.


  In the darkness the little boys clamored.


  They were out in full force tonight, gathered at round tables behind Mister Peepers. The Twins were there: Two enormous, bearded bikers with identical bellies and chainmail vests. The StrawSucker sat nearby, a spindly blond college kid who perpetually nursed a rum and Coke during Sarah’s routines. On the other side of the runway stood Mumbles, a fidgety, balding businessman who constantly whispered God-knows-what under his breath while he watched. And the others, nameless fraternity kids, greasy-fingered mechanics and jittery drifters. Little boys all. Frightened, lonely, needy little boys.


  Sarah navigated the runway. Bathed in blue light, glistening, she ran fingertips up and down her thighs. She unsnapped her garter belt and tore it away. The sad little hyenas answered. Sarah kept dancing, imagining Gene Kelly hopping over tiny little sailor boys. Tom and Jerry dressed in Navy whites. Darling little choreographed steps. Spinning in a sea of magenta fire, reveling in the waves of attention and love and desire….


  Something was wrong.


  At first, it was just a subtle little glitch. A minor twitch during a particularly elegant twirl. But before Sarah knew what was happening, she had broken stride. It occurred with a suddenness that was almost jarring. She had stumbled. And it was all because of the look in their eyes.


  They were watching in such an unusual way tonight, their eyes fixed on—of all things—Sarah’s face. And heading back toward the curtain for her big finish, Sarah wondered what the hell was going on. The music thrummed and thundered climactically, feedback crashing in her ears, she snapped off her g-string and tossed it overboard.


  The hungry eyes soaked her up.


  Then it was over.


  And Sarah was halfway back to her dressing room, passing a cracked mirror, before she realized just exactly what they were staring at.


  They were staring at the tears in her eyes.


  III


  Somebody was buzzing.


  “Hold your horses, I’m coming,” Sarah muttered on her way across her cluttered living room. It was nearly noon on Thursday, the day before she was due to check into the hospital for her tests, and she was still in her robe. She side-stepped Gypsy, her obese cat, and padded across the hardwood landing to the front door. “Hello?” she said into the intercom.


  “Where the hell you been?” The voice crackled through the plastic speaker, shrill and funky. It was Maxine. Fellow stripper, Hispanic-black and proud of it, repository of half the silicone in the western world. Maxine was Sarah’s best buddy; and best buddies weren’t easy to come by in a world full of transient friends and false promises.


  “Maxie?” Sarah winced.


  “Well it ain’t Aunt Jemima.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “That’s a fine way to treat a friend…you can just eat shit and die yourself.”


  Sarah smiled wearily and pressed the IN button. “C’mon up.”


  A moment later, Maxine was standing on the threshold. A rail-thin woman with caramel skin, enhanced bust, and magnificent dreadlocks, she wore a black leather jacket over torn leopard leotards. Every conceivable extremity of her sleek body was pierced. There were dozens of gold rings in each ear, studs in her nose, a loop in her lower lip, and even a silver safety pin through the webbing of her left hand. It was common knowledge to most patrons of Dante’s that Maxine was pierced in many of her private areas as well.


  As a fellow dancer, Maxine had hit it off with Sarah immediately, especially after learning of Sarah’s background in ballet. Raised in the Detroit ghetto, Maxine had worked her way out of poverty as a cosmetologist. For years, she had toiled in night school, studying theatrical makeup and dreaming of being a big-time makeup artist. Hard times and an unexpected pregnancy had put the temporary kibosh on Maxine’s career; but she hadn’t lost her dreams.


  Sarah had always been astonished by the level of education among other dancers. These weren’t the stereotypical bimbettes with as much plastic in their brains as their implants; many of these women were fringe Bohemian types with useless degrees or frustrated family lives. In fact, this somehow made the whole skin trade all the more interesting.


  Sarah kissed Maxine on the nose. “I’m sort of under the weather today.”


  “Girl, you been under the weather all week.”


  “I know,” Sarah rubbed her eyes. She was tired of crying, tired of hurting. She was, to put it mildly, plumb tuckered out. But fear was the world’s most potent amphetamine. “Come on in,” she said, turning back toward the kitchen. “I’ll get you a cup of mud.”


  “No thanks, just passing through.” Maxine glanced around the messy flat. “On my way down to Grant Park. Gonna kick it with some folks at the Blues Fest, thought you might come along.”


  Sarah sighed. “I don’t think so, not today.”


  “What is going down with you, girl?”


  “Nothing—what do you mean?”


  Maxine gestured at the room. “Hiding out in this sad-ass apartment. Can’t even answer the phone. Living like some sort of motherfuckin’ hermit all of a sudden. What is the deal, Lucille?”


  Sarah glanced across the living room.


  The apartment was a typical Chicago cracker box. A narrow rectangle of moldering plaster, stained hardwood, and second-hand furniture. Every available inch of wall was covered with lobby cards and movie posters. Guys and Dolls hung over a cheap particle board bookshelf. Singing in the Rain and On The Town were mounted above the rusty kitchen sink. Ice Capades, 42nd Street, and Pin-Up Girl were arranged along the back of the broken-down sofa. And dozens of old, campy glamour photos bordered the east windows: Judy Garland, Bert Lahr, Ginger Rogers, Ann Miller, Gene Kelly, and Cyd Charisse.


  Sarah went over to the window and gazed out at the overcast morning. “Guess I got a little bit of the blues myself,” she murmured.


  Maxine came over and put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “You need somebody to talk to?”


  Sarah turned and faced her friend. “Go do your thing, Maxie—I wouldn’t be any fun today anyway.”


  “You sure you want to be alone?”


  Sarah gazed back out the window, the sudden uncomfortable silence a reminder of her tumultuous past. Maxine knew a little bit about Sarah’s days in the psych ward down at Cook County, her severe bouts of depression, the suicide attempt in her late twenties. At one point, Sarah had even revealed to her friend the long vertical scar on the inside of her wrist, the one she kept disguised with pancake makeup. But nobody—absolutely nobody—knew about Sarah’s work with Henry Decker.


  Or the imaginary box.


  It had started in the winter of 1980. With both of her parents dead and gone, and no job, Sarah had been picked up in a drunken stupor near Buckingham fountain, still dressed in her soiled Danskins after a disastrous audition. She was placed in a group home on the northwest side. And it was there, at the Shales House, that Sarah had met a progressive young therapist and Ph.D. candidate named Henry Decker. Henry was a casual man, big and robust, a former All-American center for the University of Illinois. He took an instant liking to Sarah. And the feeling had been mutual. They would work for hours on Sarah’s pain, her thinly veiled rage at her abusive mother, and her mysterious, repressed guilt—guilt for some nameless act, so corrosive that it was literally devouring Sarah from the inside out. The solution was a very simple mental device to deal with all the angst and pain.


  A box.


  Henry had first encountered the technique of visualization after reading a fascinating paper on self-hypnosis. He had described the process to Sarah, and Sarah had instantly responded to the idea, latching onto the visual angle like a fish taking a hook. Sarah started imagining a tiny little box in her head. Like a jewelry box, only sturdier, with a strong lock. And into this box Sarah locked up all her pain and rage and guilt. All the malignant, crippling, venomous crap. Locked it up tight. Forever and ever. Sealed in that little box.


  The device had worked like a charm. Sarah had instantly improved, and within a month she was well enough to move out of the Shales House and get a job and start her life over again. She kept in touch with Henry Decker for several years, and to this day, she still received an occasional birthday note or Christmas card from the man.


  Of course, the box was still inside her somewhere, sealed up like some forgotten bank vault.


  “I’m fine, Maxie—really,” Sarah finally said after whirling away from the window. “You go and do.”


  “You sure?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Okay…but don’t say I didn’t try,” Maxine shrugged and turned to leave, then paused in the doorway. “Girl, if you got any need to call and talk about anything, I’m a push button away. You hear what I’m saying?”


  Sarah nodded.


  Maxine took a deep breath and then walked out.


  IV


  It was in his face.


  Sarah could tell the moment that Callaway greeted her and ushered her into his office, sitting next to her on the corner divan, that it was bad news. It was written all over his face. In the sheepish way he offered her coffee without fully making eye contact. In the way he picked lint from his Hart Marx slacks before getting to the point. And mostly in the way he looked at her.


  Like Christ gazing at a leper.


  “We’ve got some things to talk about,” he said in a measured tone.


  Sarah could only utter, “Alright.”


  “Before I get into specifics,” he began, “I’d just like to assure you that we’ve left no stone unturned here. Over the last week and a half, you’ve been through the most comprehensive series of neurological and diagnostic tests available anywhere. Our technology here at Northwestern is state-of-the-art. And although we encourage second opinions, we stand by our record of unprecedented consistency.”


  It sounded rehearsed, and it was also a pitifully insufficient description of the tortures to which Sarah had been subjected over the last ten days.


  First, there had been the sadistic series of scans in the basement labs. The MRI and the CAT scan, and still more EEGs. But they were nothing compared to the final torment: They called it an arteriogram. Sarah referred to it as THE WORST PAIN INFLICTED BY ONE PERSON UPON ANOTHER IN THE HISTORY OF THE KNOWN UNIVERSE.


  It had happened three days ago. Due to the MRI being inconclusive, Sarah was forced to spend the night at Northwestern for this last-resort test. More than anything else it had focused all her fears like rays of sunlight refracted through a magnifying glass into one single pinpoint of white-hot pain. And pain is what she was coming to know intimately.


  Here’s how it worked: First, they prepped her, shaved her hairline back a couple of centimeters, and shaved her pubic hair.


  Then came the really horrid part. They rolled her under an X-ray arm and shoved a needle catheter up her femoral artery just above her groin. Then they began threading upward, upward, upward through her heart, through her jugular, and up into her brain. It wasn’t exactly painful. Painful is the wrong word. Violated is how she felt.


  Then they injected the dye. She had instinctively opened her mouth to scream but no sound had come out. Only tears. Only spontaneous tears flowing down her face into the fabric of her hospital gown. Sarah had thought for sure—no, scratch that, she had known beyond all doubt—that she was going to die right then and there. The pressure had been enormous, gargantuan. It had felt as though a land mine had exploded behind her eyes. Midway through the test, however, she had mercifully passed out.


  “Listen, I appreciate your confidence,” Sarah finally managed to say, interrupting the flow of Callaway’s infomercial. “But I’ve been through the mill with these tests, and it’s about time I got some answers.”


  The doctor nodded dutifully, stood up, and went over to the door. Evidently he had left it ajar when he arrived, probably out of habit, and now he seemed to prefer a modicum of privacy. He carefully pulled it shut until it latched.


  This all frightened the hell out of Sarah. It wasn’t exactly the dread of hearing the inevitable bad news. It wasn’t even the gravity of her situation. It was the waiting. The not knowing. And in the last couple of days, it had gotten so bad that Sarah had started to imagine the box again. That ornate little box into which she had locked away her fears and her pain. It was amazing how crystalline this imaginary box had remained in her memory. She could still see its shape, its weight, and its color, with vivid clarity. It was roughly the size of a cinderblock, walnut brown, it’s impermeable wooden sides and brass fittings tarnished with a patina of age. And the ancient Yale lock clasping its lid was congealed with rust.


  Secure as a tree trunk.


  And now she had a whole new load of pain to put in it.


  “So, whattya say, Doc?” she finally said, “Am I dead meat or what?”


  After a heartbeat of silence, Callaway looked her square in the eye and said, “Yes, Sarah, you have a growth.”


  Silence.


  It wasn’t how she thought it would be—hearing the bad news come out of his mouth. It wasn’t anything at all like she thought it would be. She expected a stabbing shock to the heart, a loss of breath, a faintness, maybe even nausea. She had visions of puking all over neurologist’s brush suede Pierre Cardin loafers. She thought it would be hellish. But in fact, it was actually somewhere between hellish and a relief. Almost as though she were finally turning a page in her life and starting a new chapter. For better or for worse, the clockwork had turned. And after a moment’s thought, she looked at him and said, “A growth?”


  “A level-four tumor rooted in the occipital lobe.”


  “Hmm.”


  Sarah didn’t know whether to scream or cry or pound her hands on the armrests, the neurologist’s manner was so goddamned stoic. All at once Sarah found herself wondering whether this whole thing was her fault after all. All her childhood fears, her phobias, her superstitions, all the drug-induced ruminations throughout her twenties and thirties—they all came flooding back on one great, nauseous wave. It was a primal fear that there was something different about her, something about her brain. The way she could make herself sick just by thinking about it. The way her nightmares used to cause outbreaks of acne, and rashes, and new oddly-shaped moles on her body. The way her moods had always coalesced into weird pains, or strange injuries, or birthmarks she never knew she had. She had locked all those fears safely away in the box. But what if….


  She glanced up and noticed Dr. Callaway was rubbing his mouth uneasily, as though he were trying to verbalize something.


  “What is it?” Sarah asked. “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s…nothing.” He looked over at her file for a moment. “I was going to say, we would ordinarily recommend immediate surgery for a growth this substantial. Unfortunately, due to the anomalous shape and the…rootedness of the tumor…our best course of treatment would be cobalt radiation therapy.”


  The room started to go all milky and unfocused for Sarah. She swallowed broken glass and said, “What do you mean, the anomalous shape?”


  “The tumor is buried deep in the ganglia, and it has a distinctive shape.”


  “What do you mean by distinctive?”


  “It’s a shape we haven’t seen before.”


  She blinked. “Meaning what?”


  “It’s…well…here, let me show you one of the scans.”


  He got up and walked around behind his desk. He found a thick, salmon-colored Pendiflex file brimming with X-rays. He rifled through the X-rays and found the one he liked. Then he returned to the divan and showed it to Sarah.


  “I assume this is my brain.” Sarah stared at the milky image.


  “That’s right.” The doctor pointed his manicured pinky nail at a large white blemish in the heart of the X-ray. “See this? This is your occipital lobe.”


  Sarah began to get goose bumps. “Yeah?”


  “This mark here is the tumor, the occipitaloma rooted in the core of the lobe.”


  Sarah’s heart turned to stone.


  “As you can see, it’s quite large and has an unusual shape, and the problem is, the tumor is so engaged with the rest of your occipital lobe that if we attempted a craniotomy, even with our sophisticated lasers, we would damage too much of the surrounding ganglia, thus risking loss of visual functions and possibly other sensory apparatus….”


  His voice was beginning to drone, melting into incomprehensible babble.


  Sarah wasn’t listening anymore; she was too busy staring at the scan, the Day-Glo swirls and filigrees, and the large white blemish in the center of the picture. The tumor was obscene, mostly because of its shape.


  Its horribly familiar shape.


  Chapter Two


  NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE


  I


  One of the oldest communities on the north shore of Lake Michigan, Evanston, Illinois, was an enigma. Two parts suburb to one part city. Amidst enclaves of ancient trees, manicured lawns, and stately Victorian homes, the noisy elevated train cut a five-mile swath through the town like a greasy tattoo. Upscale restaurants and L.L. Bean distributors competed with funky corner newsstands and pawn shops. The national headquarters of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union was located here. As were several violent factions of local street gangs. On any given autumn afternoon, platoons of Bohemian street musicians competed with flocks of hormonal Northwestern students out cruising for boobs and beer. It was all part of the community’s weird, rich pageant.


  On the east side of town, there was a quiet, tree-lined boulevard bordered by rows of nineteenth-century gaslights and stone park benches. The choppy waters of Lake Michigan were less than a hundred yards away, but a natural rampart of mammoth oak trees kept the street tranquil and sun-dappled. At the far end of the boulevard, where the pavement terminated into a wrought iron gateway, the Mind-Body Institute stood high and stubborn against the crisp autumn sky.


  At the moment, there was a large man in the backyard wrestling with a garbage bag.


  “C’mon, you sumbitch,” Henry Decker growled at the black plastic bag, his legs ankle-deep in dead leaves. He had just conducted the last session of the day, and now he had the rest of the afternoon to do his chores. A mountainous man, well over six-five, with shoulders like the Dearborn Bridge, he was dressed in old flannel and well-worn logger boots. His once luxuriant mane of sienna hair was flecked with grey, pulled back in a ponytail. His tan, chiseled face was weathering like the bottom of red clay riverbed.


  Henry was approaching his fiftieth birthday and was none too happy about it. Once upon a time, he was the Incredible Hulk. Arguably the greatest center who ever snapped a ball for the Fighting Illini. During the 1964-65 season, he helped carry the team to the Rose Bowl, was named All Big Ten, and was largely responsible for an unprecedented record-setting season of zero sacks and zero losses of yardage. It was an achievement that had yet to be matched, and in typical form, Henry Decker received no credit. The center was the unheralded backbone of the offense, football’s equivalent to the straight man. But now, with the glory days long behind him, Henry’s body had settled and softened like an old plough horse. His knees were shot. Arthritis had settled into his back. And his playing weight of two-hundred-and-sixty had risen embarrassingly close to three-hundred. His Olympian arms were ham hocks now, and his belly had become, shall we say, thick as a redwood.


  “Having trouble, Henry?” The voice came drifting across the east fence. It was Lillian Kemp, a sad, brittle divorcee who lived next door and rarely had the strength to change out of her robe. Lillian had been wrestling with a Valium addiction for as long as Henry could remember. Henry liked her, and was determined to get her into therapy.


  “Hi, Lillian—you caught me with my leaves down.” Henry could see her peering over the knotty pine. She had curlers in her hair and a Virginia Slim between her fingers.


  “Whattya say you do mine when you’re finished with yours,” she smirked and took a quick drag off the cigarette.


  “You couldn’t afford me.”


  “Is that a fact?” Another quick drag, another smirk. “I hear you work cheap.”


  “No, what you probably heard was that I am cheap.”


  “Just the way I like ’em—cheap and superficial.”


  Henry grinned. “Behave yourself, Lillian.”


  “So, when are you gonna let me cook you some of my special Hungarian goulash?”


  “That sounds like a—”


  Henry stopped abruptly; somebody was ringing the Institute’s doorbell.


  “To be continued,” Henry said, tossing the bag aside. “Excuse me, Lillian.”


  He marched up the flagstone walk.


  The building was an immense Victorian house rising up three stories, topped by giant dormers and corner bay windows. A carpet of ivy clung to the rear. Tarnished green awnings shaded the side windows and portico. Tangles of grapevines and day lilies bordered the wrap-around porch. It was a structure from another era, as anachronistic as it was stately, and Henry had poured his heart and soul into it. He’d done most of the renovations himself. The masonry, the tile work, even the unique little curved window that lay between the two chimneys, a window that had become the building’s trademark.


  It was known as an “eyebrow” window, mostly because of its peculiar arched shape, not to mention the fact that the slate roof curved over it like the ridge of a giant’s brow. Henry had sent away to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, for the perfect reproduction of its original glass. The pane had arrived three weeks later, mummified in bubble wrap; and it had taken Henry a full two days of meticulous soldering to get the half-moon of glass just right. The result was well worth it. The eyebrow window, embedded dead center in the attic slate, gave the house a mythic, Cyclopsian quality, like a structure straight out of a Grimm fairy tale.


  The Institute was Henry’s baby. A dream he’d been harboring ever since he’d gotten his doctorate: A self-supporting center for the practice and study of inner healing. The Institute was the nexus of all that Henry had learned and believed regarding the future of humankind. And after sixteen years alternating between hardcore social services work and psych counseling at Cook County Hospital, Henry had mucho thoughts on humankind. He’d agonized over every detail of his Institute. The layout. The decor. The hours of operation. The advertising. The affiliations. Even the name: The Mind-Body Institute. Warm and friendly enough for new-agers. Focused enough for the frontier science establishment. But after four years of growth, and many individual success stories, Henry was still lacking the one thing for which he’d always strived: The respect of his peers.


  The medical establishment had always been a tad slow to accept new thinking, even when many of these healing techniques had been widely used for centuries in the East. For Henry, acceptance had always been, and continued to be, an uphill battle. He was always struggling for grants. He’d been laughed off the stage at numerous conferences. And he was persona non grata at the American Psychological Association. He sensed a sort of intellectual backlash directed at him, as though he were some sort of clinical Benedict Arnold who had forsaken all that he had learned about hard science.


  Henry longed to show those suckers what’s what.


  “Keep your socks on,” he murmured as he strode through the back door, across the kitchen, and down the front hall to the rhythm of incessant ringing.


  When he finally reached the door and opened it, Henry did a double-take.


  “Sarah?”


  II


  “So anyway…that’s my sad story in a nutshell.” Sarah felt an odd ache in her heart after explaining her recent diagnosis and her charter membership in the inoperable tumor club. She was sitting on a wicker fountain chair on the threshold of the greenhouse, and the Indian Summer heat was hammering down on the leaded glass above her, making the back of her neck sweat. She had worn her favorite denim jumper, the one with the spaghetti straps and the matching denim hat. She wasn’t exactly sure why, but she had felt compelled to look as fabulous as possible for her former head shrinker.


  “I can’t imagine how devastating this must be for you,” Henry uttered softly. He hadn’t said more than a couple of words since they had sat down. Midway through Sarah’s tale, his face had become drawn, and he had started slowly shaking his head. Hound dog eyes all droopy, dirty hands rubbing against his flannel, he looked like a big dumb lumberjack who’d stumbled into a charm school.


  “There’s more,” Sarah said. “You remember the box?”


  Henry cocked his head and gave her a funny look all of a sudden. “The box?”


  Sarah reminded Henry about all the work they had done together back in the early ’80s. All the unfocused rage and guilt and shame she had dredged up for him. And the relaxation exercises Henry had devised. But mostly she reminded him about the box, the little imaginary container into which she had locked up all the shit and the pain.


  “I vaguely remember the box,” Henry said after a few moments’ consideration. “I remember, at the time, it was the only thing that seemed to work for you.”


  “Yeah, well…I think it worked a little too well.” Sarah rubbed her eyes.


  “I’m not following,” Henry said.


  Sarah looked up at him, her eyes wet now. Her skull was throbbing. Felt like a bonfire raging behind her forehead. She had taken two tabs of codeine before she had left her apartment that day, but the pain was back like a banshee. “The neurologist showed me an MRI of my brain,” she said flatly. “Showed me why they couldn’t remove it surgically, how it was buried and tangled up in the rest of my brain. But there’s something else about it, something unusual—the shape.”


  “The shape?” Henry wrung his hands.


  “It was square, Henry. Like a perfect cube. And…and the minute I saw it…I knew…I knew what it was.”


  “Okay, slow down for a second.”


  “It’s the box, Henry.” She scooted out to the edge of her chair and bored her gaze into him. “The box is in my head. And it’s killing me.”


  “Whoa there!” Henry raised his hands and stood up; and for a moment, he did not look unlike a referee at a Big Ten bowl game who had just noticed illegal motion in the backfield. “Hold it right there,” he said and came over and gently laid a beefy hand on her shoulder. “You’re getting way ahead of yourself, kiddo. Now, I want you to take a deep breath and calm down, and we’re going to deal with this thing in a calm fashion.”


  Sarah didn’t take a breath, but instead looked up at him with tears welling in her eyes. “I’m scared, Henry—they want me to start radiation treatments next week.”


  There was a long stretch of silence.


  Finally Henry looked down at her and said, “What would you say to a fried egg sandwich?”


  Sarah gawked at him for a moment, stunned by the goofy non sequitur.


  “I was about to fix a couple for myself,” Henry said. “Will you join me?”


  Sarah began to smile through her tears and all at once she remembered what it was about Henry Decker that she had always liked. “I hate fried egg sandwiches,” she said at last. “But I wouldn’t say no to a BLT.”


  Henry nodded, went over to the counter, and grabbed his apron.


  They ate on the patio.


  Henry turned out to be an excellent cook. Sarah couldn’t remember ever having a BLT with avocado and salsa before, but it was delicious. They also had healthy dollops of Henry’s homemade sour cream potato salad and fresh-brewed mint ice tea. They small talked about each other’s lives. Yes, Henry had been married briefly in the late ’80s to a grad student, but the marriage had fallen apart after a year. According to the woman, Henry already had a spouse—his work. No, Sarah had never married, and yes, she was still dancing in that burlesque place, to borrow Henry’s phrase. They laughed about the old days in the Shales House, and before they knew it, nearly an hour had passed, and the tension had eased significantly.


  At length Henry broached the subject of Sarah’s illness.


  “Number one thing to remember,” he began, “is that it’s your body we’re talking about. Cobalt radiation is certainly a valid choice.”


  “Not for me,” she corrected.


  “I hear what you’re saying.” Henry pushed his plate away and rolled up his sleeves. “You’re looking for an alternative. That’s valid as well. As it just so happens, the work we did years ago—the biofeedback and the relaxation techniques—it’s all become standard fare in the field of holistic medicine. See, in the last decade we’ve learned a lot about health and the human psyche. We know there’s a direct relationship between health and emotions. And we also know that emotional states can affect the outcome of a disease.”


  Sarah looked at him. “Sounds good to me. Where do I sign up?”


  “Not so fast, kiddo. I want you to understand exactly what we’re talking about here. What I’m saying is, the same process that conjured up this hated box in your head, will be the very same process we tap into to in order to heal the cancer.”


  “I’m not too sure I want to revisit that box ever again,” Sarah said.


  “Sarah, listen—it’s like the fire walkers. Those folks in Trinidad and India who walk across the hot coals. Nobody feels any pain. Nobody’s even blistered. It’s all because of their imagination. They form a mental image. The cool moss, they call it. A patch of cool moss in their heads. And it doesn’t work unless they really taste it in their minds, the texture, the spongy feel, the odor.” Henry paused for emphasis, crossing his big arms against his chest. “Then they just sashay as pretty as you please through the hot coals.”


  Sarah nodded sheepishly.


  “See, we’ve known for years that the brain releases chemicals like endorphins and hormones,” Henry went on. “But just recently we’ve discovered these nifty little things called neuropeptides. Hundreds of different kinds. Secreted by nerve cells in your brain. They’re the chemicals of emotion, Sarah. Believe it or not, each individual neuropeptide corresponds to individual receptors throughout your body. Like tiny little keys. Unlocking potentials, altering structures.”


  Sarah nodded and slugged down the last few fingers of her ice tea. It was dawning on her just exactly where the therapist was heading, but something about the whole conversation was beginning to bother Sarah. “I think I see what you’re getting at,” she said, gazing into Henry’s eyes. “You’re doing the same thing with cancer patients right here, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, exactly. Through imagery and forms of deep meditation, we try to get people’s minds to convince their bodies that there’s hope.”


  “I get it.” Sarah glanced across the patio and thought for a moment. The afternoon sun was beginning to set, and shafts of light were filtering through an overgrown trellis of grapevines and sweet peas. The season had yet to turn, and Chicago was still waiting to see its first hard frost of the autumn.


  Sarah whispered, “The cool moss, huh?”


  III


  There were several films from the golden age of the Hollywood musical, which fell between the early 1930s to the early 1950s, that had always been perennial favorites of Sarah’s.


  Top Hat was one of them. The first of the seminal Astaire-Rogers team-ups, shot in glorious black-and-white in 1935, Top Hat was a frothy little farce of mistaken identity; a hundred and one purely sublime minutes of sophisticated mating ritual choreographed by the great Hermes Pan. Pan and Astaire would go on to devise many outstanding numbers in many outstanding films, but Top Hat was their greatest achievement. It included one of Sarah’s sentimental favorites, “Cheek to Cheek.”


  An American in Paris was another one. Directed by the legendary craftsman Vincent Minelli, the movie had created quite a stir when it was first released in 1951, and rightly so. The story of a lonely American painter, played by Gene Kelly, searching for love in the City of Lights, An American in Paris was the most visually beautiful musical ever filmed. Sumptuous. Almost psychedelic in its use of color and impressionistic design. It won an Academy Award for best picture, and Sarah would always remember the way she felt the first time she
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