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She looks up at me from beneath his massive bulk, eyes pleading, his arm around her shoulders.
He's barely on his feet - God knows how she can support him at all, but she does, the strength of
desperation I suppose, desperation and fear and all the love I daren't even think about. Not just now.

"Father," she says. "Father."

What am I here for? Simply to patch him together after he's gone out to face the whole world for your
sake?  Dammit, you went to the most dangerous side of town, Catherine! You put him in danger,
exposed him to what I've tried to shield him from all his life. And now you bring him back like this.
Half dead. Torn and battered by the monsters of your world Above. But I love him too! You can't even
imagine how much I love him.

"To the hospital chamber," I say. Damn this leg, I'm almost as much use supporting him as she is.
Can't even try to assess his injuries yet, only the blood, dark on his jeans, seeping steadily through
his shirt and jerkin, little rivulets collecting in the folds, dripping ....

Vincent ...

His breath is rasping, more unsteady than I've ever heard it, pulled through the razor wire, knives and
broken glass of an agony I can't even begin to imagine. He groans as I put an arm around him, knees
buckling, something inside giving way so completely I can feel it simply by touching him. Catherine is
gasping too, quivering like a highly strung horse, but she clings to him as though she'll never let go.
Don't let me think about it yet. Or her. Because I so nearly lost him tonight. Him. Vincent. My only
hope and joy in this world.

Dear God, what have they done to my son?

I want to hurry but we can't. Footsteps dragging through the passageways and the only sound an
occasional barely stifled whimper as the fight for control becomes too much. He feels damp, chilled
to the bone. I don't want to imagine what he must have been through.

At last we get to the hospital chamber and lower him slowly onto the nearest bed, but only when
Catherine brings the lamp closer can I see the devastation, the wreck of a once beautiful man. My
stomach heaves even as I gently draw back his cloak and unlace his jerkin. Along his cheek is a raw,
oozing burn, charred black around the edges as if someone had taken a blow-torch to him, and the
other side of his face is split open from temple to jaw. It's been covered by his hair, a filthy, matted
tangle spreading across his shoulders, damp, smelling strangely of beer.

"Vincent ... ?"

He flinches, turning away as I bring the lamp closer, closing red-rimmed eyes as if they pain him.

"The light ...," he whispers and his voice is cracked, broken on suffering so that I hardly recognise it.
"Please ..."

The tears are blinding me now. Rage and grief because I know what happened, what they did to him.
There are raw, livid weals on his wrists where the fur has been torn away, the imprints of chain links
in the flesh .... Someone took him and tortured him in his helplessness and he ...

"Oh Christ," I hear someone moaning. "Oh Christ."

It's me. I know it's me, but somehow I can't believe that stranger's voice is mine any more. I can see
my hands, fumbling with the laces, easing his bloodstained shirt away from his shuddering body. My
bloody hands .... 



Catherine kneels at the other side of the bed, tears spilling down her face. I don't want to look at her.
Grief and guilt and love, naked for all to see. She's groping for his hand, her fingers incongruously
small and lost against his massive paw, whispering his name over and over, "Vincent, Vincent ..." until
I can't bear it any more.

Gently probing his battered, lacerated body, fingertip diagnosis, until he jerks suddenly, the breath
hissing through his teeth, and I can feel the crepitus, the grating of broken bone in two, three, may be
four ribs down one side and two down the other. Not just fractures but real breaks, like maybe he met
a speeding ten ton truck head on.

"It's all right," I say. "Everything's going to be all right. I'll look after you, Vincent ..."

Who am I trying to fool? This time he won't get up and walk away like he always does. Ever since it
happened, he must have been moving on sheer adrenalin, pushing himself to the limits of endurance
and beyond in some unbelievable gut-deep damned stubborn need torn up from the roots of his
nerves, his manhood, his whatever-it-is that makes him different from the rest of us, and now he's
reached the end. I can see it in his hollow eyes, his pale, clammy skin, that he's tipping over down
into deep shock, letting go and drifting with the tide ...

Most of the blood's coming from a deep cut across his chest, but there's more on his hip and leg,
soaking through his torn jeans. Moving down, I contemplate easing them off but decide against it.

"Scissors," I say, harshly, dragging her out of her own shock. "Now, dammit!"

She does as she's told, handing them over wordlessly and I start cutting. They can be stitched up
again later,  but I  can't  risk pulling and may be doing more damage. Something here, poking up
through the denim, stiff with blood ... Oh please God, please, please no .... 

Open fracture of the femur, the white, jagged edge of bone piercing the skin, the whole damned
ragged tear stuck with dirt and .grit. How did he bear this without screaming? Let alone move, hobble,
crawl  through the streets,  some maimed animal  seeking refuge in his  pain -  that,  or  a place to
die .... 

"Isaac said the car was going fifty miles an hour when it hit him," Catherine says and it's like her own
eyes are blind, glassy, bright with tears. "Someone saw him go right over the hood."

They'd been out to kill him. They tortured him then they tried to run him down. I always told you what
would happen, Vincent. If they caught you. Now look what they've done ...

He's lying quite still,  drifting on the edge of  unconsciousness. His hip and thigh are a smashed,
bloody mess but it's the ribs I'm afraid for, all the movement may be causing a punctured lung and
God knows what other internal injuries he has - a bomb's concussion can wreak untold damage
without even leaving a mark. Gently, I ease his shirt away, noting the red weals, the deep bruising on
his stomach and chest as if he's been beaten with some blunt weapon over and over again. Dear
God, how did he live through this?

"His eyes ...," Catherine whispers.

I look carefully, turning his head to the light but trying at the same time to shield him from the glare.
Those blue eyes are bloodshot and weepy, unfocussed, but thank God not completely blind, because
the pupils contract in the light and when he came in here he could at least see where he was going,
after a fumbling fashion.

"Vincent? Can you hear me?"

I whisper it on purpose, wondering if his hearing is affected by the explosion. Vincent's hearing and
sight are so very sensitive. But he just lies there, staring painfully up at me, as if I've never said a
thing. I say it again, louder and this time he tenses, turning his head to one side, leaving a smear of
blood on the pillow.

"Yes," he whispers. "Father ..."



Should a doctor cry? I don't know. I grasp his massive hand and hold it, noting even that is bruised -
and scraped, one of the claws broken.

"I'm going to have to operate," I say gently.

He gazes at me, love and trust filling his eyes even beyond the pain. How must it have been for him,
trapped Above with no way down? Unable to come home ... 

And then he turns to look at her, at Catherine and I feel my heart lurch. Am I jealous after all these
years? Maybe. Love is irresponsible, as well as blind, and for her sake he nearly died tonight.

"I felt you near," he says, so low I can hardly hear him. "You were with me, Catherine." 

"Always," she whispers brokenly. "Oh Vincent .... I'm so sorry ...."

But she led him into such danger - my son, this precious gift to our world who can never, ever, be
replaced.

"They're dead," he says then. "All dead ..."

"Hush," she tells him quietly, stroking his tangled hair. "Hush now, it's all over. And I'll be here when
you wake up."

I go to the cabinet, fill a hypo and come back, trying not to look at that battered, burned, beloved face.
When he was a little boy, Vincent had always wanted to see the world Above, and then one night,
Devin took him up to see the moon, defying my orders as he always did. And from that moment, a
love for a world he could never share filled Vincent's heart, even though he knew what would happen
should he ever be seen. But this ... this is the first time he's encountered the reality, the savagery of
those who live there.

I guess I should be glad that at least they didn't just shoot him first ... 

Slowly, gently, I empty the hypo into his arm, watch his eyes close, the lines of suffering smooth from
his brow.

"Don't be angry, Father," Catherine says quietly, getting to her feet. "I never meant for this to happen .
.."

"He knew the danger," I snap, turning away, pulling off my coat. I have to scrub and gown - dammit, I
need Mary, Ellen, someone. I don't want Catherine here, not now. "And he wouldn't have been there
if it hadn't been for you."

It hurt, I could see that. But I didn't care. Vincent is the one who's paying the price and if he had been
other than he is, he would be dead by now. May be that's why I can't forgive her.

Oh God, why must he always be hurt? He has so much to bear without this ...

"Father ..."

"I don't have the time!" I snarl. "Can't you see that? Somehow I've got to put him back together, help
him through the pain ...."

"Let me stay," she says, tears in her eyes. "Please ..."

And then, for the first time, I look at her. Really look at her. She loves him, or at least I hope to God
she does. Because long ago a pretty woman broke Vincent's heart and I'll fight and kill to prevent that
happening again. All of them, they can't really know him, or what moves him to act the way he does,
giving his  love so easily.  He's  gentle  and terrible,  strong and vulnerable,  and they take him for
granted. They can't help it, these young women who think they're in love with a unique being, half
man, half beast. They don't see what I see, the days of his despair, of his rage, the times he has to
keep so tight a rein upon himself it's almost painful to watch. Instead, they hurt him, whether they
mean to or not and I'm so afraid Catherine will be just one more.

And now he lies there, his powerful body broken by hate and fear and all that remains is for me to



pray ...

"Please go," I hear myself say quietly at last. Then I turn away from her, feeling my age. Feeling old.
"Please, Catherine. Just go."

Almost as if in answer to my prayer, Mary suddenly appears in the doorway, eyes flicking instinctively
to the body on the bed, horror and pity rising so overwhelmingly I can taste it.

"Oh no!"

"Help me," I say curtly. "Quickly, Mary. We have to ...."

She does as she's told without a murmur. Already I've forgotten Catherine, or perhaps I can't afford to
let myself remember. I've got too much to think about now, have to keep my hands moving because if
I stop ....

She must have left almost immediately because by the time I'm ready for surgery she's gone. In a
way I'm glad. I don't want her to see Vincent now and I've got to have a clear head, free of anger.
Except that as Mary and I remove his clothes it all gets worse, much worse, because his shirt is stuck
to his back, blood-clotted and burn-blackened, the material driven into his flesh by the force of the
blast and the damage reaches down from his shoulders to his waist, along his side ....

My throat hurts. I've got to stop remembering this is Vincent, except that the golden fur won't let me
believe it's anyone else. We've always believed he was invulnerable. Now ...

"How did he get back in this state, Father?" Mary asks into the shattering silence. "How could he even
move ....?"

I shake my head, concentrating on that awful leg fracture first. Not a lot I can do about his ribs. They'll
have to heal on their own - it'll take a long time.

How did he get back?

Sheer desperation and instinct, may be. Because there was no other hope left. Nowhere else to  
go ....

I've lost track of time. Seems like I've been standing here for days, cleaning and setting, stitching,
checking ... My hands are far away down a narrow tunnel of exhaustion, moving automatically and
now and again Mary's hand comes into vision, passing me another swab, another instrument ... A
good nurse, Mary. The best of mothers. She lost her own children ...

And then, finally, I'm leaning against the table and she comes around, unties the lacings of my gown
and slides it down my arms - and I know it's all over.

"I'll see to him now, Father," she says gently. "You've done all you can."

"I've got to set up a drip," I mutter, brushing past her, away from that overwhelming sympathy. "He
needs fluids for the burns ..." Dammit, I'm not that old. I can still see post-op through without being
cossetted. Besides, this is Vincent. You think I'm just going to ...?

But I let her settle him back into bed while I scrub and get changed and by the time I come back she's
even washed his hair as much as she can, brushing out the matted tangles so that he doesn't look so
much the wild beast, only hurt and vulnerable, lapped in white bandages.

I run the needle into the vein of his left arm. I found a hairline fracture of the right radius during
surgery, localised beneath a massive purple bruise which had to have been caused by a deliberate
blow, may be with the same blunt instrument which was responsible for the mass of contusions over
his body. In fact, the extent and severity of his injuries astounds and sickens me. May be he'll be able
to tell me the full story later but I can only piece together fragments now - the explosion, torture, car
accident - except that it  wasn't  an accident ...  How in the name of  sweet Jesus could he come
through even one of those horrors and still evade his persecutors and come home?

But he said they were all dead. Did he even fight and kill in this condition as well?



I sit by his bed, unable to think any more, watching the saline drip through the tube and into his arm.
Take one of those massive, furry, bandaged hands in mine and just hold it, trying to pressure health
and strength back into him. Vincent. Somehow all my good intentions come to nothing where you're
concerned, because I can't even protect you from something like this. Seems like I live all my life in
fear  for  you  and  I  always  will.  You're  so  precious  to  me,  Vincent.  I  couldn't  bear  to  lose  you,
especially because of someone else.

That reminds me of her, waiting in the guest chamber. But even as I look up it's to see Mary ushering
her through the doorway, urging her forward as if she's somehow reluctant to come in. She looks as
though she's been weeping, as though all  these hours she's been pacing back and forth,  some
vicious animal of fear gnawing at her insides, that even now is staring out at me through her eyes.
Recognising its twin within me. We both love him so much ...

"How is he?" she whispers, hanging back, not daring to approach. True, I haven't exactly made her
welcome, but we've both had more than enough to bear. She doesn't have to be afraid of me.

"I've done what I can," I say wearily.

For a long moment she doesn't reply, thinking may be. Remembering. Would I accept her more easily
if she had some cosy job in an office where she didn't have to go out and put herself, and him, in
danger? I don't know. She is what she is, and she left that cosiness once because Vincent changed
her life. "But my mind misgives, some consequence yet hanging in the stars ..." I don't believe in fate.
I'm a doctor.

"He'd want you here, Catherine."

"Do you?"

The words are slow and deliberate, perhaps not intending pain but causing it  anyhow. Am I that
transparent? Sometimes it seems as if Vincent sees to my very soul, but then that compassion of his,
that all-encompassing understanding, fills the world and I am lost in it. But she ...

I keep my eyes fixed on his dear face, unable to answer and after a moment she comes to stand at
my side, gazing down at him in a sort  of  desperate, hungry way I've never seen before - and I
remember - she, too, has known the brutality of her world.

We saved her then. Vincent and I. And all the while I watched him slowly breaking his heart in love
and I knew what was going to happen.

"He couldn't  get home," she whispers hopelessly at last. "He was all  alone, in such pain and he
couldn't get home ..."

I  want her to stop. I  don't want to have to hear her voice, rough and dragged across the jagged
stones of  recrimination,  tearing into  me with  pictures of  what  they did  to  my son.  I  want  her  to
stop ...

"I didn't even know he was there," she goes on, her breath catching in her throat, trying desperately to
regain some control. "The guns started firing, then suddenly he was there and the bomb went off,
and I ..."

"Catherine," I say quietly. "Catherine."

"I love him so much, Father."

"I know," I hear myself whisper, hurting. "So do I. That's why ..." But I can't say it. If ever there were
star-crossed lovers ...

She leans forward and gently touches his ravaged face. "Once I almost imagined I could hear him
crying out to me. I was in a taxi, cruising, trying to look for him in a dark alleyway. But I couldn't find
where he was, though I kept searching and searching ..."

"You did what you could," I say. "And he came back in spite of everything, Catherine."



"But what about you, Father?"

What about me? I look down at my hand clasping his, feel the warmth of him, the power that still
remains in that broken body, and I know there's no words that can heal what there is between her
and me. Not yet, anyway. May be if he pulls through this we can begin again, but I've known too
much of the world's betrayals, the pain that can lie behind even the kindest eyes. Those Above took
everything from me and now they'd reach even down here. To rob me of him ...

"Don't you want him to love?" she asks at last, bitterness tinging her voice. "Don't you want him to be
free to dream? Or do you want him chained to these tunnels all  his life, without even a hope to
lighten the darkness? Is that what you want for him, Father?"

I feel myself swinging round, gasping for breath, her words hitting me like a fist below the belt. Fury I
don't even want to examine ....

"Just what do you know of how he has to live?" I snarl, even the tiredness dropping away before the
white hot, searing anger. "I would give everything I have to let him walk one hour in the sun. To have
all the dreams a man is capable of dreaming and make them come true . And though he has the
community down here who love him, there's not one moment when I don't feel his loneliness. You
didn't know him as a little boy, Catherine. When he used to come to me and ask why he had to stay
Below when all the other children could go Above and buy ice cream whenever they wanted. Over
the years, I thought the pain of wanting might ease - only it hasn't. He goes Above, but it's always in
the dark, always alone, hiding his face from strangers, for fear of what would happen should he be
seen. Something like this ..."

And then I stop because the tears are blinding me, tears of sorrow and rage and I know that may be
I've driven a wedge between us that nothing will cure. How can I be sure she even wants to hear the
ugly truth? That she'll understand how much he's had to bear?

"Father ..." it's her hand, warm on mine, comforting, her voice suddenly all sadness and contrition.
"Oh Father, I'm so sorry ... "

"No," I force myself to say after a moment. "It's I who should apologise, Catherine. I do know you love
him." God forgive me, but I do ...

"I would never do anything to hurt him," she says. "He's my life. I need you to know that." 

"Then stay with him," I tell her painfully. "Do that at least, Catherine."

She turns back to him then, caressing his hair so tenderly I can hardly bear to watch. He looks pale
and worn, eyes flickering as he fights to come out of the anaesthetic. The blankets cover the worst of
the damage, but I  know it's  going to take a long time for him to heal,  in spite of  his powers of
recuperation. He has the strength of a lion in the body of a man, but even that is no compensation for
what he's been through tonight.

I wish I could understand what it is I feel about Catherine. She's a good woman, that much is true,
otherwise Vincent would not have been attracted to her. So why do I feel so unsure? Is it simply
because I can't bring myself to trust anyone from the world Above? Am I that blind?

May be it's because I can't lose Vincent the way I lost Devin. I know I was hard on Devin, terrified that
I could be seen treating him differently to the others because he really is my son. But no one knows
that. Not even Vincent, who looked on him as a brother. It was always Vincent who was the special
one. The vulnerable one. Perhaps I made Devin jealous. I don't know. I only know his disappearance
left a void in my life and Vincent became all the more precious.

I've lost track of time. Seems like we've been sitting here for hours, watching the candles bum low,
waiting for Vincent to come back to us. Catherine sits now at the opposite side of the bed and as I
jerk myself awake yet again I notice her eyes fixed on me, softening.

"He's fighting it," she says quietly, looking away, down at him twitching and moaning like he does
sometimes in dreams. "Can't you give him something for the pain when he wakes up, Father?"



"His tolerance to painkillers is higher than normal," I say unwillingly. "I don't want to have to give him a
large dose if I can help it. Not unless the pain becomes unbearable."

She turns back to  him almost  desperately,  whispering his  name,  stroking his  hair  as if  her  very
presence can bring him back from the darkness.  Hang on, Vincent. Hang on, because we need
you ....

I feel drunk with exhaustion. Numb. Watching my hands move on the covers as if they don't even
belong to me anymore. I keep thinking of that car speeding towards him at fifty miles an hour, tossing
him up into the air like a rag doll. Of the force of the blow needed to smash his leg like that. The burn
on his face ...

What sort of people are they who could do this to you, Vincent? What was in your mind when you
found yourself chained like an animal, at their mercy ...?

Then suddenly I'm looking into his eyes, mistily blue and bloodshot, wandering vaguely over my face
and over Catherine's, but no matter how hard I try I can't see any light of recognition there. 

"Vincent?"

A sudden spasm passes across his face, then he closes his eyes again and opens them, hard.
Something almost like bewildered panic stares up at me now.

"Father? I can't ... see clearly ...."

"It'll come back," I reassure him. "You're going to be fine."

A sudden breath catches in his throat and I can tell the pain's beginning to seep back through the fog
of anaesthetic, but that isn't his concern yet. His eyes are fastening desperately on Catherine, his
hand moving weakly to touch hers and suddenly I  feel redundant,  outside of this warm, intimate
moment I've tried so hard not to acknowledge.

"Catherine ... You're still here."

"Did you think I'd ever leave you?" She smiles, but the tears are pouring down her face now, dripping
off her chin and onto their clasped fingers. "Oh Vincent ..."

He doesn't say anything else. His head rolls back on the pillow, his eyes closing. In spite of the drug,
I've never seen him so weak and it frightens me somehow. He was so strong ... 

"Sleep," Catherine says and her voice is like a gentle summer breeze. "Sleep now and we'll watch
over you. You're safe ..."

I can't tell if he's heard us or not. There's no way of knowing how long the visual and aural impairment
will last, but maybe by tomorrow ....

I'm just about to tell her she can stay as long as she wants, then I look at her and something catches
at my throat. She's holding his hand to her cheek, holding it as if she'll never let him go and the fur on
his fingers is damp with her tears.

She loves him. I  can't  doubt that any more, but it breaks my heart. "Catherine," I  say helplessly.
"Please ..."

She shakes her head but she doesn't look up at me. It's as if she can't tear her eyes from his face,
that strange and wonderful  face no one Above but her could ever hope to accept and love. My
Vincent ... What's going to happen to the two of you? What joy and anguish before the world learns
to accept the beauty of diversity?

I can't stay any longer. Softly, I steal away and leave them together in their love, and somehow I don't
think they've even noticed I've gone.

It's been two days now. Two long tormented days of suffering and helplessness in which all I've done
is change his dressings and offer him the painkillers he refuses to take. Twice he's vomited blood - I
was afraid he'd begun to haemorrhage internally, that I'd have to operate again, but he seems to



have settled now. At least his sight and hearing are almost back to normal and that's one mercy.

Evenings, I prefer to spend at his bedside, just sitting in comfortable silence or reading to him. He
hasn't said much, hasn't volunteered any information on what happened and I haven't pressed him.
He doesn't sleep much because of the pain, though last night he did manage to drift off for half an
hour, only to awaken gasping from a nightmare. I asked him what it was about, but he only shook his
head and turned his face away. Catherine came today and sat with him for a couple of hours but I
don't think he told her much either.

He's  lying  quite  still,  staring  up  at  the  ceiling,  the  tube  from  the  drip  plastic-white  against  the
patchwork blanket. Suddenly, he turns his head to look at me, piercing blue, all-seeing eyes bright in
the candle glow and I can't prevent a jump of satisfaction - it means his hearing is sharpening all the
time.

"Is the pain still bad?" I ask gently. "I wish you'd let me give you something for it, Vincent, just to let
you sleep. There's no sense in suffering ..."

He moves his head once in negation, but he doesn't speak.

I ease the weight off  my bad leg - it  aches tonight for some reason, perhaps because I've been
standing so long.

"How's Catherine?"

Somehow he refuses to meet my eyes and in exasperation I plump myself down on the chair beside
his bed and lean forward, trying to grab his attention.

"If you don't want to talk I'll understand."

He's silent for a long time but when he does answer his voice is very low, hoarse, as if rusty with lack
of use.

No. I ... I want to talk, Father."

"Anything," I say gently, taking his hand. "I'm here."

Candlelight flickers gold and shadows over what can be seen of his battered face. Lint and gauze
cover the bum and the brutal  weal - except that nothing can hide the darkness in his eyes of a
memory no man should have to carry.

"You blame Catherine, don't you?" he whispers at last. It's not an accusation, merely a statement of
fact and I find myself wondering how he knows. Or am I that predictable ...?

"Vincent ..." Dammit, I can't lie to him. Who could ever lie to him once those gentle eyes are fastened
on your soul? "I blame both of you. Her for not taking care - you for this ... this death wish you seem
to have where she's concerned. Don't you realise you could have been killed?" It's hard, trying not to
let the hurt anger show, but I have to do it. He knows how I feel. Knows how much I love him. "The
explosion was bad enough but the rest ..." It's no good, I can't go on.

"She wasn't responsible for those who tortured me, Father," he says very quietly, his fingers groping
for mine, holding me with a sudden strength I wouldn't have credited. "And even then one of them
tried to help me at the last."

"But what did they do to you, Vincent?" I cry, anguished. "They burned your face, didn't they? Beat
you, smashed your leg ...?"

"With a tyre iron," he whispers with horrifying calmness. "Don't, Father."

The nausea rises inside me, dark and vile.

"Oh God, Vincent ..."

"No," he murmurs. "It's over."

But it isn't. I can see it in his eyes, the remembrance not just of the pain but of the anguish of not



being able to find his way home. Alone in the stinking alleyways of a night-time city, empty of all but
vicious killers ... Perhaps that's why he dreams. That and her ...

"Catherine never gave up hope," he gasps after a long while, almost as if he can feel my thought,
fighting to get the words out  from around a skew of  pain catching on his breath. "Even when I
despaired - she did not."

But it isn't any comfort. All I can see is an iron bar, a naked flame and looming headlights ... 

“She's given me joy such as I've never known," he goes on weakly, gripping my hand. "Father ... she's
my life ... Don't tear me apart between the two of you. I can't bear it."

"What do you want me to say, Vincent? I love you so much it hurts. You're my son. I can't lose you."

"Neither can you protect me." Suddenly, terribly, he closes his hand on mine, pulling himself up in the
bed with an effort that makes my eyes water. God knows how he can bear it - I can almost feel the
broken bones scream and strain, the stitches pull apart ... But he does it, though the sweat stands
out in great drops on his face, trickling down his neck. "Father,  I'm not a child any more. What
Catherine and I share is beautiful and I won't give it up. Wherever she goes, I am with her, whatever
she feels is in my heart too. And if she's in danger I must protect her."

"Even at the risk of your own life?"

He looks at me long and steadily, his eyes burning to my soul. "Even then."

I know now that the battle's over before it's hardly begun. I can't hope to combat this; am not even
sure I have the right. You see, I remember Margaret ...

And Vincent is a free spirit, wild and beautiful. I can't do it to him. I can still see the marks of the
chains on his wrists ...

"Catherine," I hear myself saying quietly, "Catherine is a good woman, Vincent. Don't think I dislike
her personally. But this relationship will only bring you both pain. It has already."

The fires are dying inside him, flickering down to dull embers . His eyes are sunken, his whole body
trembling with the effort of that sudden, awful movement and I have to help ease him back down
against the pillows, trying to be gentle, trying not to hear the groan shuddering between his parted
lips. Any pain that wrenches a sound from Vincent has to be incredible ...

"Look at you," I whisper harshly. "Look how they've broken you ..."

"And  is  this  all  that  I  am?"  he  gasps  terribly.  "From  the  moment  I  saw her,  she  captured  my
heart ...."

Why can't I explain it to him? I only want him to be as happy as his restricted life can allow him to be.
I never wanted to deny him anything, let alone the possibility of love. But part of him is a man.

"Why is it so hard for you to accept it?" he asks, trying to get himself under control. "That I can love –
that a woman can love me? With her I am complete, Father.”

But he breaks off, losing it, twisting in a sudden paroxysm of awful agony I can hardly bear to watch
and I have to grab his powerful shoulders, try to hold him, knowing I can't.

Only when it subsides can I see, with a sudden gut-wrenching pity, the tears squeezing out beneath
his lashes, trickling down the side of his face and into his hair. Wordlessly, I reach out and wipe them
away gently with my fingers and he turns his face into the palm of my hand as if to shut out the world.

Dear God, why can't you make this suffering end?

"It's not hard, Vincent," I tell him softly, stroking that tumbled mane of hair until at last he lies still. "It's
the easiest thing in the world."

Just for a moment he opens those all too human eyes and stares up at me. "Then tell her you don't
blame her, Father. Please."



For a long time I can't answer him. The candles are wavering in a blur, or maybe it's just me, out of
focus with everything all of a sudden.

"I'll  tell  her,"  I  hear  myself  saying as if  from a long way away.  "I  promise."  What  does it  matter
anyway? Whatever happens, whatever comes, they'll be together, I know that. "Try and sleep now,
Vincent. I'll be close by if you need me."

I wait until  he pretends sleep, until  I'm sure that there are no more after-effects of that foolhardy
attempt to sit  up, then I  slip out quietly.  I  get almost  to the entrance of  my chamber before the
reaction sets in and I have to stop, clinging to my cane as if  it's the only lifeline that keeps me
standing. Catherine ...

"Father?"

I must be going mad because suddenly she's there, standing right in front of me, hands rammed
deep in the pockets of her gold duffle coat, her face carefully neutral.

"What are you doing here at this time of night?" I gasp, unable to hide the irritation.

"How is he?"

Sleeping, I want to say, but I know he isn't. Know that he must be feeling her presence in the tunnels,
waiting for her to come to him.

Suddenly, she moves forward and puts her hand on my arm and I know she can feel me trembling
though she says nothing about it.

"Father, I know how you feel about me. Especially after what's happened. And I understand. I really
do. But I can't help what I feel for Vincent. I know it'll take a long time for him to fully recover and if
you don't want me here ..."

"Catherine ..." It hurts to say her name, to take her hand in mine as though she were my daughter,
but I have to. For his sake, because I know I can't do this to him anymore. "You're always welcome
here. Know that."

For a long moment she looks into my eyes and I'm suddenly reminded again of Margaret, just as she
was when she stepped out of that cab on 57th Street, so long ago.

"You're welcome here," I repeat softly.

Those eyes smile her thanks, her recognition of the effort it cost to say those words and suddenly her
hand tightens in mine.

"He must be asleep. I'll go."

"No," I say. "No, he's waiting for you, Catherine. Go to him - with my blessing."

I don't want to see the joy leap into her face. It hurts too much. Quickly, I disengage my hand and
plunge away from her into the haven of my chamber where I  don't  have to hear her quick step
hurrying away to his side, or see the light in both their eyes as they behold one another.

Am I so wrong to want to protect him? To wish him well and safe from harm? He's so much a part of
me that I couldn't bear it if anything happened to take him away. A father's selfishness I suppose.
Well ... let it rest. I'm tired now. Catherine is with him, sitting at his bedside, holding his hand ...

There's one thing I thank her for from the bottom of my heart. She's given him a dream for the first
time in his life. Nothing could be more precious than that.

Be happy together, my children. You're something that has never been in this cruel uncaring world we
share.

Know that I love you.

Fini


