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"..... Catherine said ....." began Vincent, quite innocently, and at the stove of her loft, Diana threw 
down a turner and rounded on him, eyes blazing.

"Dammit, that's ENOUGH!"

Vincent prudently didn't say anything. Diana in a temper was worse than even Winslow had been. He 
folded his hands and looked at her.

It didn't help. Diana stormed on, "I've counted, and that's the seventh goddamn time you've 
mentioned Catherine in ....." She glanced at her watch. " ..... less than two hours. And that's enough. 
At least ..... At least, that's as much as I'm gonna take!"

Her tone was still belligerent, but she was blinking rapidly. She scraped back a lock of blazing hair 
with a forearm and glared. In a moment, she'd blow up worse, to keep from crying. Vincent knew such
things about her now.

"Diana ..... "

"Yeah. That's me." Somehow, the rejoinder was a challenge.

Somehow, the past few weeks, everything tended to become a challenge. Vincent braced himself, 
hurting for her. "Diana, the potatoes are burning."

She bolted for the bedroom. Vincent didn't follow her. She hated to be caught crying. He could still 
hear her, but perhaps she didn't know that. Perhaps she preferred not to know that.

Vincent sat for a moment, head bowed, then rose to turn off the heat under the frying pan. Then, on 
second thought, he retrieved the turner, washed it carefully, and finished frying the potatoes, setting 
the fish aside on a plate in the oven to stay warm. When the supper was ready, he set out the plates 
and utensils, filled the water glasses, and stood a moment looking out the kitchen window that gave 
him a view of small ranks of windows and streetlights far below.

Behind him, Diana said, "So okay, what are you gonna do about it?"

"Not now," Vincent said without turning. "After supper."

"You think I could eat? My stomach's twisted up so bad ..... ''

"After supper," Vincent said, and took his place at the table.



After a minute, habit took Diana to the stove. She dished out the potatoes, then looked around a 
second before she figured out where the fish had disappeared to, and served them each a slab of (by
now) dry turbot, too. Then she plunked down in her chair, set both elbows on the table, and buried 
her head in her hands.

"You talk about her," Diana said finally, her voice muffled, "all the time. And I feel like nobody. Like 
audience. There's gotta be a limit. A statute of limitations. Something. Vincent, it's been over a year. I 
thought ....." She looked up then, her eyes reddened. No longer angry. Appealing to him.

Vincent cut off a neat triangluar piece of fish and ate it. "I'm thinking," he announced. "And I'm eating. 
Please join me."

"I'd rather watch you," Diana responded, doing so, with a flicker of malice because she knew it made 
him uncomfortable to be watched while he ate.

Sighing, Vincent set down his fork and knife. "A scholar claimed nations were always preparing to 
fight the last war. Avoid previous mistakes which were inappropriate to the present situation. Perhaps 
I do the same. I told Catherine so little. Kept things from her because I feared she'd find them 
painful ..... or because I feared her reaction. Now, perhaps, I attempt to make up for that with 
overfrankness. Which is not the issue between you and me. Never had been. I feel I can speak to you
of anything, with a freedom I've never allowed myself with anyone else ..... except perhaps Devin. 
When we were children. 

“Rightly or wrongly, Catherine felt that same freedom with me. And told me things ..... that hurt. Not 
meaning to, of course. Often with no sense of what they meant to me. I'd given her no opportunity to 
understand ..... But that's not important now. If you wish me to be more ..... circumspect about my 
memories, I'll try. But know that there's a price for such ..... editing of oneself. The freedom, and the 
sense of freedom, is gone. I can do it if I must. I have done it for years with Father. And, even more, 
with everyone Below. Which is why, until you found me, I had come to feel so alone."

"No," Diana said, breathily. "No. I don't want that. I guess what I want is not for you to do different, but
to feel different. Not want to, anymore. And that's not fair, is it?"

"I can't judge the fairness. It's merely impossible, Diana. I speak to you of myself. Of my life. Of what 
matters to me. Jacob. Father. Mouse. Mary. Those Below, whom I love. Among whom my life is, 
when I am not here. And Catherine."

Diana scrubbed wearily at her eyes with the heels of her hands. "That's not how it sounds."

"Do you count how many times I mention Father's name in a conversation?" Vincent countered.

"No."

Vincent sat looking at his plate. "You feel that Catherine is so important to me that you are slighted by
contrast," he postulated.

"Pretty much, yeah."

"Despite all my assurances. Despite what I've told you, again and again, you've come to mean to me. 
Despite the fact that there is now no one dearer to me but Jacob."

"Now," Diana repeated dourly.

"I think," said Vincent, leaning back in his chair, "you have mistaken things, Diana."

"Yeah? How?"

"I have put away my grief for Catherine. My love for her, I will have always ...... as I have for others 



I've loved, who are gone. It is not to me that Catherine is too important, Diana ..... It's you."

"A-huh. So that's how you see it, is it?"

"Yes. The thought of her wounds you in a way I cannot reach. You filter everything I say through that 
lens. Everything I do. Everything we do, together. You make the comparisons, not I. Except that ..... 
Catherine is all I have to go by. In loving, I wish ..... " Vincent said, and at last looked at her across the
table. 

She'd grown quiet now. Her shoulders pulled tight, her arms defensively folded, she looked very 
vulnerable - braced against a blow. "I wish to learn to do better than I did before. Be kinder. More 
open. More truthful. Less guarded. Less ..... mistrustful, always ready to retreat at the first rebuke." 
He picked up a fork and smiled wryly at it. "Not to care what you may see, watching me eat. I want to 
be better with you, Diana. Than I was with Catherine." He set down the fork. "But none of that matters
if you cannot believe it. You must learn to believe it, of yourself. For I cannot help you. I think ..... it's a
matter of trust."

"I'd like to, babe," responded Diana desolately. "I really would. You're the fairest-minded man I've 
ever known, and I accept that you're calling it like you see it. But so am I. And dammit, seven times in 
two hours - more like ten or fifteen times, now - is past the quota."

"I understand your dilemma." He paused, almost reconsidered, and then said the name. "Catherine 
tried to persuade me I ..... was beautiful. I judged her kind, but misguided. I never believed it. I still do 
not. I cannot. I don't know how. I cannot see, or even imagine, myself that way. I would like ..... to be 
beautiful to someone. Perhaps I never will. Because I, myself, cannot accept that it's possible."

Diana was smiling at him. At his uncomfortable, inquiring look, she commented, "I never saw you 
blush before. Sort of ruddy beige. And now you're doing it worse. Are you trying to make me feel 
better by embarrassing yourself?"

"I'm not nearly as devious as you give me credit for."

"Sure, right. Layers on layers on layers, right down to the bone. Then, are you fishing for me to tell 
you you're reasonably easy on the eyes and I like how you look? A lot?"

Vincent's face felt absolutely incandescent. "I wasn't fishing. Truly."

"You're allowed to fish," Diana mentioned offhandedly, coming out of her tight, self-protective posture 
and leaning her forearms on the table. "But I get your point. You got your sore spots, and not much 
anybody else can do can shake the set, rock-bottom image you got of yourself. Which isn't anything 
like beautiful. I'd like ..... " Now it was her turn to flush - vividly, down to her throat. "I'd like to be 
beautiful, too. And I goddamn well know I'm not. No matter what anybody says. No matter what you 
say. I just figure you got weird taste, or you're biased, you know? Because you're used to me. And 
that doesn't count. Nothing counts. I guess. Dammit, it still hurts and I don't know what to do about it."

She poked at her fish - now, not only dry but cold. And Vincent suddenly got the sense that the 
present conversation hadn't been the true issue at all, but a kind of smokescreen, a pretext for 
venting feelings that had arisen over something quite different.

He didn't often get so clear a sense of Diana. She was less mercurial than Catherine, more steady in 
her moods. Fewer jubilant upswings and downcast moments of discouragement. No flashes of terror 
surging out and overwhelming him through the steady rapport between them. Never. Peaceable, he 
thought, but didn't speak the thought because he didn't know if she'd like to be perceived that way, or 
if she'd consider it some obscure slight.



Already, he'd begun to edit himself. The realization saddened him.

"What?" Diana prompted alertly, probably having caught some change of expression.

He thought about commenting that the supper was not too cold to eat. He thought about finding some
new topic to discuss. He thought about how wonderfully little artifice there was in her beauty, 
comprised of the fundamentals of bone, skin, coloring, and proportion, her lithe grace, like a dancer's 
when she was unconscious of herself and of how she moved.

No words would come. None at all.

They finished the meal in their separate silences.

*****

Several days later, past midnight, Diana armed herself with a flashlight and went Below. As she'd 
expected and hoped, she found Father still awake, reading in his study.

She stopped on the last step, leaning on the railing. "Father?"

"Ah, Diana, hello," Father responded, laying a bookmark and shutting the book. "I'm afraid Vincent is 
off doing his rounds ..... "

"I figured on that. It's you I wanted to talk to. I gotta talk to somebody. It's not getting better, 
and ..... " With an effort, she shut off the babbling and waited until the impulse to blurt died away. 
"You got a few minutes?"

"Certainly. Come in, I'll make us some ....."

"Not here," Diana said, uneasily scanning all the entrances, the balcony, places where someone 
might conceivably be passing, even at this hour. Where somebody might overhear. "In private. 
Someplace. Real private."

Father reflected a moment. "Yes, all right," he said, rising, reaching for his cane. "I believe I know a 
place."

As he came toward the steps, Diana slid aside, getting out of his way, then fell in beside him. After 
two turnings, they'd left the places Diana recognized, but the candles steadily burning in niches every 
twenty feet or so told her they were still in the most heavily settled part that was called the Hub. She 
was too tense to make small talk (part of the problem, right there), and Father stumped along in 
silence until they came to an opening blocked by a door. Diana didn't know there were any doors 
Below, except for the Great Hall, of course.

"There's no lock," Father remarked, lifting a latch and pushing the door inward, "but I don't believe 
anyone will intrude on us. And certainly not without our being aware of it ..... " 

From a pocket, he produced a candle stub and a matchbox. Standing, jittering from one foot to the 
other, just inside the doorway, Diana found, once the candle was lit, that this was a storage chamber; 
lots of beat-up furniture stacked ceiling-high, cardboard boxes with lables she couldn't read by 
flickering candlelight, a pile of lumber off to her left .....

Spilling a little wax on a crate, Father set the candle in the puddle and held it until he was sure it 
wouldn't tip, then moved past Diana to firmly close and re-latch the door. 

Turning, he commented, "I know of no vents or cracks through which sound could carry. No one 
should be passing at this hour. I believe we can be confident, therefore," he continued, letting himself 



carefully down on a crate, while Diana perched on one opposite, the candle between them, "that we 
are quite private here. And of course I will keep our conversation in confidence, if you wish it. I am 
quite accustomed to keeping my own counsel. About a number of things. One more ..... " Father 
shrugged, implying one more secret would represent no added burden, considering all he had 
already.

He edited himself, Diana thought, Father did. All the time. Rubbing a restless hand across her cheek, 
thinking about what Vincent had said about that kind of circumspection and the limits it imposed, she 
blurted, "How do you do it? Know things about people and never say, never let on, just as if you 
didn't? How do you know, for instance, that somebody's dying of something, cancer maybe, and still 
look them in the face and not let on, to their wife maybe, or their kid?"

"It's something one learns," Father responded, accepting the off-the-wall topic without any sign of 
surprise, tilting his head and considering it seriously, hands folded on top of his cane. "A doctor who 
lives among his patients is in an unusual situation, in these times. One cannot be ..... wholly casual. 
One must consider what one is saying, and to whom. And the way we live has some effect, too, I 
suppose. We are, for the most part, without doors, as you've undoubtably noticed. So a great deal of 
habitual tact, and a deliberate, customary refusal to take notice of certain things, are needed to 
preserve privacy. Without outward doors, I suppose we shut other doors, within. A matter of habit and
custom. Privacy is important to us. We do whatever is necessary to preserve it, respect it ..... Diana, 
our helpers often find keeping our secret an acute burden. It's ..... "

He broke off because Diana was shaking her head emphatically. "No, its not that. It's not like I was 
living with my family, something like that. Couple times a week I have to go in for a meeting, report, 
something, but that's no problem. Who's gonna ask who's that, that odd-looking guy I've been 
keeping company with, and where the hell does he live, looking like that - you know? It doesn't tend 
to come up. So no, that's easy." 

She fell silent, trying to think what she dared say, what other way she could come at it, and Father 
kept still, watching her, letting her do it. Finally, she leaned forward over the candle to mutter, "I know 
something. Something I wish to hell I didn't. And keeping shut about it is getting harder and harder. 
It's like this monster got into my loft and it's getting bigger and bigger and pretty soon there's not 
gonna be room for anything else. I can't make a move anymore without bumping into it. And dammit, 
he's so damn quick; he can't see the monster, himself, but he can tell I'm seeing something. And he's 
started to watch me. And it's starting to get bad, Father. I'm picking fights to make him back off, make 
him look someplace else. It's getting to where I can't talk to him anymore. About anything. Because 
it's taking everything I have to keep my mouth shut about the one thing, the monster. And I can't 
seem to unlock it about anything else. The mouth shuts down, and the brain shuts down, too. Locked 
up. Frozen. Like being choked to death, real slow. But it never lets us, and I can't get away from it. It's
getting awful. And he's so damn quick, I'm scared to death he's gonna figure out what's going on and 
look me straight in the eye and insist that I spit it out. Tell him. And I won't. I can't. Never. I know that. 
And pretty soon, there'll be nothing left but the silence. Nothing to say at all. And I don't know what to 
do. There's nobody else I can talk to about it. But I gotta talk to somebody because this damn 
monster has me by the throat and pretty soon there won't be anything left, you know? If only he 
wasn't so damn quick ....."

Father waited again to be sure her outburst was done. Then he said, "I infer this is something 
concerning Vincent."

She nodded jerkily.



"Is it," Father further hypothesized, "something I should be concerned about? Or something that 
concerns me?"

Diana shook her head - again, hard; with the sense of trying to shake free of something. "Nothing like 
that. It's ..... it's got no future to it. Nothing's gonna happen because of it, except that I can't talk to him
anymore, and like that. Look, I don't mean to make you play twenty questions about it. Can't we just 
leave it that I know something I can't tell him? Because it would bust him right open. If he believed it 
was true. But maybe he wouldn't believe me. He's got all the pieces, just never put them together, 
and I wish to hell I hadn't either. It's just the kind of mind I got, you know? It's what I do. And about a 
month ago, I wasn't even thinking about it, something one of my cases popped up, actually. No 
connection. But all of a sudden, it all just came together - and I knew."

She scrubbed a fist across her eyes wearily. "Sometimes, you know, people just don't want to know. 
That's how my pop went; cancer. And nobody would tell him, right up to the end. Because that's how 
he wanted it. Because deep down, maybe, he already knew .... So maybe, even if I said it right out, 
he wouldn't believe me ..... " 

She considered, hopeful for a second. But had to admit that would just be kidding herself. She bent 
her head. "I don't dare take the chance. Can't stay where I am, can't move." Leaning forward 
earnestly again, she said, "You knew things. Know things. About him. That you never told him and 
maybe still have never told him, some of them, that he never even guessed were there. So tell me; 
how the hell do you do it? Teach me. How do you handle something like that?"

"I see your dilemma," Father responded, then paused at her sudden quirk of smile. "What?"

"Just that he said the exact same thing. Just the family resemblence popping up, I guess."

"Family resemblence. You. Which reminds me of a case in point." Shifting on the hard seat, Father 
thought a moment, then said, "For some considerable time after Catherine's death, I was certain the 
child Vincent spoke of could not possibly be his. I believed it a biological impossibility, given the 
extent of his ..... differences. And every night I watched him grow more desperate and more careless, 
searching for the child. Jeopardizing himself. Endangering us all. For this phantom child which, even 
supposing it existed, most have been sired by someone else ..... Elliot Burch, I thought. Or even her 
captor, whoever he might be. And somehow I still managed to say nothing of my doubts, my certainty,
to Vincent. For what would I have accomplished except to make him more determined than ever? To 
challenge Catherine's truthfulness, and even her honor, in that way would have destroyed any 
remaining influence I had over him, to exercise some degree of caution in his search. To take some 
thought of his own well-being when I could see him losing himself into a kind of heedlessness, more 
every day, even worse than when he was searching for Catherine, because that was all behind him, 
its momentum forcing him forward ...... 

“Such a slander, as he would see it, would only have made him more determined to vindicate her. So 
somehow, I kept silent because the alternative was worse." Father glanced up abruptly. He was 
smiling. "And after all that, Diana, I was simply wrong. Jacob is indeed his son. Demonstrably. 
Though not so different as Vincent, different nevertheless in ways only blood kinship can account for. 
I confess I still don't understand it. It's like having to accept that a child was fathered by a tree, or by a
shower of gold. Such things happen only in tales, not in science. And yet, I can no longer doubt that it
is so, and that I was mistaken. Had you considered that, Diana? That your certainty, whatever it is, 
may simply be wrong?"

Diana considered that offered escape. Even self-doubt, corrosive humility, would be an improvement 
on what she had now. Who was she, anyway, to be so sure of herself, so sure of events she knew 



only by fragmentary report long after the fact, through the least objective of witnesses, Vincent 
himself? It was against reason. But so were most of the things she knew, with that kind of locked-in, 
intuitive knowing.

She sighed. "I wish I could. But ....." She let her voice trail off, thinking about the rest of it - Father's 
revelation. "Funny. You know, that never occurred to me. That the kid might not be his. Because he 
wanted it so much, was willing to put everything on the line for it ..... You come at things from a 
doctor's angle. I'm into people; trying to stand where they stand, see things the way they do. There 
wasn't any doubt in him. Not a scrap. So I didn't pick up on it either, because I was trying so hard to 
hunch myself into his way of looking at things. Sometimes that means sharing his blind spots, too."

She shut her mouth hard; again it had almost escaped her, what she mustn't ever say or even hint at. 
Couldn't keep it out. If she'd been talking about weather, or pigs, or bubble gum cards, it somehow 
would erupt into the conversation, because she couldn't stop thinking about it. traumatic blindness.

Realizing even sudden silence could be a giveaway, she made herself add, as if casually, "Except 
now. So that's what you did, huh? Thought it all out, knew there was no use in telling, and kept 
yourself shut that way?"

"Basically, yes. It seemed the only reasonable thing to do, under the circumstances."

"Yeah," said Diana, on another sigh, knowing that answer couldn't be for her. She ran on gut instinct 
and intuition, not rational judgment. Obsessed over the pieces, until they at last fit together the right 
way, because whole made a shape she could call by its name and thereby discharge it. Except now. 
Because the shape the pieces had settled into was that of a monster that had her by the throat, and 
the only way to make it let go was to speak its name. And she wouldn't. Never. 

"Well, thanks, Father. I'll try to think about it some more. And I really do appreciate your hearing me 
out ..... "

"Are you really that certain you can't tell me?" Father suggested with such sympathy Diana had to 
clench against it, against the impulse to shift off some of the weight, the responsibility. Father added, 
"I can promise you that I'd keep the same silence I would about any profoundly private thing."

"But you'd know," Diana found herself blurting. "And that would change what you said, and how you 
said it, and everything would move to a different balance, just because you knew. And he's so damn 
quick ..... Father, If the worst comes to the worse, I can kick him out. Just quit talking to him at all. 
You couldn't do that. This is the only place he's got. Can't mess with that. No. Thanks, but I just can't."

They walked together back to Father's study, stopping at the entrance. As Diana was assuring him 
she knew her way from there, Father said, "I can't resist asking; is it to do with his origins?"

No, Diana wanted to blurt, it's about the bond and why Catherine died. She hung her head, 
breathing hard from the effort of not saying anything. Then she looked up into Father's 
comprehending face.

"I'm sorry," said Father simply. "From this moment, this conversation never happened. I will never 
refer to it again."

Diana had her mouth open to say some awkward goddamn thing when she saw, past Father's 
shoulder, down among the study's shadows, Vincent rising from a chair. Turning, looking up at them, 
Having heard absolutely every word.

Omygod, she thought, I knew I didn't dare say anything, I knew it! I knew it! Just one break and 
it will all come out. Omygod, how dumb and careless can you get?



And Vincent was coming up the stairs with a watchfulness in his eyes she hoped to hell she was only 
imagining and, despairing, knew she wasn't. 

"Father," he said, "It's late for you to be abroad. I stopped at the hospital chamber on my rounds, so I 
knew you weren't there ..... And I wondered." All very mild, reasonable, civilized. And yet his eyes, 
drifting from Father to her .....

"Diana," Father explained, hearty as a struck gong, "came to visit."

"Yes," said Vincent, still looking at her, and she knew he didn't believe it any more than she did, not a 
scrap, how could Father suppose for a second ..... 

Continuing pleasantly, "Thereby providing the perfect excuse for me to see her home," Vincent 
moved that extra step that left her no space to get past, and somehow she didn't think she'd have any
luck going through.

She tried to brazen it out: "Like I was just telling Father, I know my way. No need for an escort, 
thanks. And it's late. I'll just ....."

"It's not a duty," Vincent responded, firmly taking her arm and towing her into step. "It's a pleasure."

Coming in on his cue just a little too late, Father said, "Vincent, there's really something we should 
discuss ....."

"In the morning," Vincent replied without turning.

Omygod, Diana thought helplessly, trying not to panic. Omygod, omygod.

Because she, better than anyone, knew that just knowing there was a secret was being halfway to 
knowing what it was.

*****

Walking with Diana, taking at each turn the longer way, Vincent patiently set himself to sort through 
the layers he felt through their rapport.

Angry, certainly. But not at him, or only tangentially; because he was forcing the issue, though he 
didn't yet know what the issue was. And afraid, too -  she, who was, of all people he'd ever known, 
the least fearful. Rigid and shaking with it, all but paralyzed with it, so that her steps dragged and 
stumbled, drawing always away from him and the support - and constrains - of his hand encircling her
wrist. But he was not as he had once been; he knew, with perfect certainty, that no least part of that 
fear was of him. Not being alone with him in the empty dim passageways, turning again now into 
another way that led down, that she surely could not know at all. No fear that he would not let her go 
(and he wouldn't) or that there could be no escape unless he released her (and he wouldn't).

That was not, and had never been, an issue between him and Diana. And it wasn't now. He knew 
that. 

So it was something else, that she feared so.

Something that began to give a shape to the looming silence he'd helplessly felt growing between 
them these past weeks.

Impossible she could be afraid for herself. So it followed ..... that she was afraid for him.

Vincent knew very well what that was like. And presently, he decided the best thing to do would be to 



tell her so.

"I could never speak to Catherine," he said (and there was no flinch as he mentioned the name, just 
as he'd known there wouldn't be; that had all - or mostly - been a subterfuge, diversion), "about the 
killing. I knew that I must. It was destroying us. Destroying all hope. Everythng glad between us. 
Becoming, inexorably, all that was between us. And yet I never did. I couldn't find the words. Or 
perhaps the courage. Because ..... it had come to be all that was between us. And losing that, I 
believed ..... " He had to take fresh breath; it was still very hard. ".... I believed there would be nothing 
left."

They had stopped, and Diana was refusing to look at him; her long neck, naked beneath the braid, 
turned at a still angle, as though frozen in the act of recoiling from a blow. All of her was averted and 
turned hard away from him. He didn't take it personally. Not anymore. He knew better now. And 
deeply wished to do better. If mistakes were to be made, to at least make them different mistakes. So
that there would have been, in the suffering and in the terrible silence, some use after all.

He said, "I do understand, Diana. Truly. And that's why I won't tolerate such a silence between us 
now."

She glanced around then. Wide-eyed. Afraid, bracing harder, beginning to try to pull away. He held 
her easily. And drew her nearer, his arms closing around her back because he was stronger than she
and no longer ashamed of it or mistrustful of that strength. Because he could hold her in a way he'd 
never held Catherine. Because that had been her gift to him, that confidence - Diana's.

He waited until she stopped resisting and leaned into him, her arms about his waist, as she couldn't 
help doing when they were this close. He knew the helplessness; loving, one surrendered the 
capacity to hold oneself in any way apart, aloof, separate. He knew it all so very well .....

It was apt, he thought, that love was often imagined as an arrow. It struck deep, and the barbs held 
fast. One couldn't pull away. Couldn't even want to. That was the source of the joy as well as the pain
- to know oneself so irrevocably connected. 

Quietly, he asked, "Is it something you feel you must tell me and can't? Or is it something you feel 
you must not say, that you nevertheless cannot put away?" When she remained silent, only after a 
moment shaking her head, he said, "If it's something you must say, then say it. Be free of it. Whatever
it is, it cannot be worth the price."

"That's not up to you, babe. I don't ..... " He felt her jerk tense, stopping herself. ''Dammit," she 
muttered against his chest. "It's like being offered a million dollars to go one whole day without 
thinking about elephants. And no matter how you try .....

“That's all that there is: elephants."

A shaky chuckle from her. Choked, at the ragged edge of tears.

"I think it's something you cannot say," he decided. "And therefore you must not. I will not pursue it. I 
promise. Hold it until the urgency fades and it becomes an accustomed thing. Because I trust you, 
Diana. Hold it for us both. If you know it, that's enough. For we are part of one another now. If it's 
something we know, you on my behalf, if ever there comes a need to say it, I know you will. And 
that's enough. Don't feel you must separate yourself, to bear the pain in my place and alone. For I am
as impaled as you. I hurt with your pain, however you try to distract me from the cause. I will not have
such a silence between us. I will not have your peace broken upon a thing I have no need to know. 

“It said upon the ring, 'The truth will set you free.' But one never knows all the truth; and a partial truth 
can be worse than a lie. Gabriel's truth was not mine. Nor Paracelsus'. Not even Father's anymore.



“Your truth, though ..... " He held her tighter and heard her sigh like a weary child. "That, I trust utterly.
So if you must hold it within you, this thing you cannot say to me, then let it be the piece of grit that 
grows a pearl. Layer after layer of brightness, until the dark mote at its core no longer matters at all. 
Don't think of elephants. Think of pearls."

She took a great gasping breath like one starved for air. Then another. And then nodded, a slow 
motion, against his chest.

And her eyes, at last lifting to meet his, searching and wide, aswim with tears, anxious and hoping 
and loving, all together, were the most beautiful thing he could imagine. He didn't say so. For some 
things, words were no use. And there were better ways. He kissed her.

She was so beautiful. And so valiant. And so achingly dear in her adamant fierce protectiveness that 
was so like his own, he sometimes couldn't help smiling at the resembance. At the same time he was 
humbled by the wonder of knowing how much she cared.

And the silence, as they continued, had become a different silence. Peaceable, he thought, and 
smiled.

*****

Diana slid out of bed very nearly without waking him and kept a hand on his shoulder until he settled 
again, the way he always did. Ideas, hunches, realizations, would pounce at her at ungodly hours, 
jabbing her out of sleep,needing to be articulated right now, and giving her no peace until she'd done
it. So he was used to her being up and down half a dozen times in a night. Worse than diarrhea, she
thought, grabbing a robe, then gnawing at a thumb joint while she waited for her computer to boot.

Just one thing left to do. Name the damn monster by its name. At least once. Once and for all.

When finally the screen cleared she began keying so fast the clicking became one steady blur of 
sound;

FACT: the only way he knew about Catherine's danger was through the bond. Her fear, through the 
bond.

FACT: he had no defenses against it. Couldn't choose. Could barely even damn well think until the 
threat was past. Until he'd ripped somebody to bloody shreds. Again. A compulsion. An addiction. 
And he knew it. And still couldn't do anything else, when she was afraid again, in danger again. He 
went, every time. He had to. However it got started, by that time neither of them had any control over 
it. She'd panic, he's react. It was like she had a panic button hard-wired directly into his nervous 
system. The bond was killing him. And he knew it. And just knowing it and not being able to do a 
thing about it, not even talk about it, was quite literally driving him crazy.

FACT: my last case turned on a fifteen-year-old boy present while his mother was raped and 
murdered. The sole witness. And he was useless because he'd gone blind. No physiological cause. 
Just seeing something he literally couldn't bear. Traumatic blindness. Over a year, now. And the 
damn D.A.'s office ready to prosecute the poor kid because the prime suspect was his best friend. 
Convinced he was just faking it, to protect the friend. But he wasn't. Took me rounding up five shrinks
and three certified ophthalmologists before they'd believe the kid was actually as stone blind as if 
somebody'd hauled the eyes out by the roots. No physical defect, but he was just as blind. Maybe 
someday the sight will come back. Maybe it won't. Maxwell had a damn hard time believing it, but the 



literature all shows that it can last for life. The last-ditch psychological defense against the truly, 
utterly intolerable. Nothing you choose, not consciously. But it happens. When a certain kind of push 
comes to a certain kind of shove, you do it. In self-defense.

FACT: the only way Vincent could stop the cycle of killing was to shut down the bond. So he did. For 
an empath, the exact equivalent of traumatic blindness. It hurt him. God, it hurt him. But he freed 
himself. He did the equivalent of gnawing off his leg to get out of the trap. When push came to shove,
he broke the bond and survived. At, ultimately, the price of Catherine's life. Because

FACT: when she was snatched, he couldn't find her. Not in six months of trying his damnedest. 
Because the bond was gone that would have let him home in on her; and as long as she was alive, it 
stayed shut down. He could feel the boy, a little. Jacob. But not her. Not even for a second. Not even 
when she was in his arms, dying. It stayed shut until she was safely dead and months in her grave. 
Only then, did whatever last-ditch switcher inside had shut it down let it open up again. Only when it 
was safe because she was gone.

FACT: he's got all the pieces. He's just never put them together. Only a blind spot, not the Big Blind, 
but part of the same thing. He still thinks the bond's breaking has something to do with sex. He's a 
little mystified why it's never happened since. He calls the way we pick up on each other a rapport, 
never a bond - shying away from the word. Ducking the whole thing. And because he doesn't look, 
he'll never see. Unless I make him. And I won't. Never. because

CONJECTURE: if he thought for a second that he have so direct a responsibility for Catherine's 
death, it would crack him right in half. He'd never get over it. The fact that he had no more choice 
about it than about the bond forming in the first place wouldn't make a damn bit of difference. He'd 
made it impossible for him to find her - to save his own life and sanity. That's what it comes down to. 
It's a fact. And there's no way he could ever live with it. I'm certain.

THE NAME OF THIS DAMN MONSTER IS FACT, NOT TRUTH. BECAUSE THE TRUTH IS, HE 
LOVES ME. THE TRUTH IS THAT HE TRUSTS ME TO KEEP IT FOR HIM - FOREVER, IF I HAVE 
TO. THE TRUTH IS THAT IT'S OVER AND IT DOESN'T MATTER ANYMORE WHO HAD A 
CHOICE, OR HOW MUCH, OR WHEN. SHE'S GONE. DEAD AND BURIED. AND HE'S DAMN 
WELL ALIVE, AND PRETTY WELL HEALED, AND THAT'S ALL THAT MATTERS. NOT THE 
FACTS. AND IT'S ONLY THE TRUTH THAT CAN SET YOU FREE.

She saved the file onto a big floppy. And then folded it, mashing down hard to get the crease as tight 
as possible. And then took the wooden pusher and shoved it into the sink deposal and waited through
the loud grinding that means the floppy was being gnashed into shreds nobody would ever be able to 
reconstruct.

Folded, she thought. Spindled and damn well mutilated. Done.

Her small-hours dashes were generally quiet; the disposal made enough noise for ten garbage 
trucks. Turning, she found Vincent propped sleepily in the bedroom doorway, looking at her in dim 
enquiry. The loft's sole light, from her computer stand, caught him just enough to outline the long, 
powerful slope of shoulder, the russet-gold fur down his left side. And his hair mussed just enough to 
be wild and soft, so that her fingers itched to get into it again. Hold on and never let go. And she 
could. Because he was alive, and hers, and that was the truth. Nothing else mattered. Nothing at all.

Standing there so unselfconsciously, careless of what she'd see, he was so gorgeous, so goddamn 
beautiful, that her throat tightened up on her and her eyes stung. But she wouldn't tell him. He'd just 
never believe it.



There were other ways of telling, that he'd accept from her, having built up no defenses against them.

Passing by, she trailed fingertips across his chest, then caught a handful of hair to tow him around to 
follow her. It wasn't hard to pull him. He didn't resist, didn't know how. Still had no defenses, and if 
she say about it, he'd never need any.

"Just one more chore," she commented, flopping down on the bed far enough in that she could keep 
the pull, draw him down too. "And it's done. Sorry about the noise."

Settling beside her, he yawned. All those teeth. Once, he pretty well would rather have died than do 
that where anybody could see him. Now he didn't have to make choices like that. Not with her. Not 
ever again.

Stroking her hand across his mouth, then down his chest, she begain telling him how beautiful he was
and how much she loved him - silently; the very best way of all.

END


