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To my husband for his love and support


Chapter 1

 


 


I pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant
down the street from work to meet my best friend Phyllis for lunch.
I already had a splitting headache.

Spying me from the restaurant’s window seat,
Phyllis rose, ready for the hug she knew was coming.

“Hey, Phyllis! Nice to see you!” I said,
embracing her.

“Hey Kathy! You’re looking good!” As we slid
into our booth, the waitress brought menus. “How’s it going?” asked
Phyllis.

“Terrible. My job is driving me crazy. I’ve
been a project manager for 25 years, and I’ve never seen a mess
like this before. I’ve got too much to do, too little time to do it
in, and I need help. But my boss won’t give it to me.”

“That’s too bad.” Her voice held a note of
sympathy.

She opened her purse and took out a few
brochures. “I’m sorry to hear it. But you’ll handle it just fine,”
she encouraged. “Just like you always do.”

“I don’t know, Phyllis. This time is
different. I can feel it.”

Smiling, she pushed the brochures in my
direction. “You’ll think of something. But look! I have something
to show you!”

I picked one up. “What am I looking at?”

“My new home.” She smiled. “I’m having a
house built.” I looked at the address on the brochure: Minnesota. A
smile froze on my face.

“Minnesota?” Minnesota was half way across
the country from Seattle.

“I’m moving, Kathy.” I was shocked and
disappointed as a knot formed in my stomach. This couldn’t be
happening! My best friend! Moving away!

I knew that Phyllis’s health had been
declining for years, and I realized that her son and
daughter-in-law, who lived in Minnesota, would provide a much
better support system than anyone here on the west coast could do.
All of these things I understood perfectly in my conscious mind.
But my heart was hurt and shocked.

Mustering up some fake enthusiasm, I opened
the brochure. Phyllis’s eyes lit up as she pointed to a particular
floor plan. “This is mine.” She put her hand on mine. “I’d like you
to do me a big favor.”

“Sure. Anything.” I tried to sound happy.

“The moving van is taking my stuff back
there. But I have to get my car and Baja back there.” Baja was
Phyllis’s big white fluffy cat. She squeezed my hand. “Will you
help me drive?” She looked into my face. “Please?”

“When?”

“The end of May.”

“Sure.” How could I refuse? I manufactured a
smile. “It sounds like fun.”

 


***

 


A few hours later, I stood at my boss’s door
and knocked.

“Come in,” came the reply from within.

“Steve, I need to talk with you again about
getting me some help.”

I had recently been installed as the third
project manager in three months for the remodel of a 100 year old
hotel in downtown Seattle. The other two had been fired. My job was
to get the project back on schedule and in budget, and that
included getting the right materials and enough labor to do the job
efficiently.

“I’ve never seen a catastrophe like this,” I
said. “As you know, there’s no signed contract with the owner, no
project schedule, and no subcontracts despite the fact that the
job’s been going for several months. It’s impossible to finish
without some help.”

“Kathy, we’ve been over this again and again.
We don’t have the money to hire any help for you.”

“But Steve, I can’t do my job without it. I’m
trying to do the job of three people and I freely admit I’m not
succeeding. I have 140 unopened emails. I keep telling you the
project is falling behind because I don’t have a project engineer.
You and I both know I need someone to field the little stuff so I
can handle the bigger problems. Otherwise this project goes
nowhere.”

“That’s not true. You just need to work
harder.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“I haven’t got any more time to work. I’m
already working twelve hour days.”

He rose from his chair. “I can’t help you.
And I’m late for a meeting.”

 


***

 


Back home, my husband, Bob and I sat down to
a late dinner as I reluctantly told him about my job problems.
James and Tommy, my two teenage boys, had eaten earlier. “I don’t
know how much more I can stand.”

“I thought you were going to get some
help.”

“Steve said there’s no money for help.”

“The kids and I hardly ever see you anymore.”
My husband of 25 years was right. Although I didn’t think my two
teenage sons missed me, I realized that Bob did.

“I wish I could help you. Is there anything I
can do?” he asked.

I knew he was working as hard as I was, plus
taking care of the little things around the house like cleaning and
grocery shopping and cooking.

“I just don’t know what to do, but I don’t
know how much longer I can last.”

He eyed me warily. “Can’t you quit?”

I got up and poured myself a glass of water.
“You know we need the money. We have a mortgage and a kid in
college.” I said.

“Why don’t you look for another job?” he
asked, getting up and clearing the table. “This area is booming.
I’m sure you could find something else.”

“I’m so busy I can’t take the time to look.
Besides, I’m sure this situation will resolve itself soon.” I felt
less sure of that than I sounded.

 


***

 


A week later, I heard through the grapevine
that Steve had changed jobs within the company. No longer heading
up my division, which I learned had been dissolved, he had been
installed as the project manager of a new construction project in
downtown Seattle that would take years to finish. It was a lateral
move. But I wanted to hear about it from him.

“Steve, what’s going on?” I asked as he raced
down the hallway.

“I’m busy right now. I’m late to a meeting”,
he said, rushing past me, refusing to make eye contact. I followed
him down the hallway and finally caught up to him.

“What’s going on?” I asked again, trying to
keep pace with a man almost a foot taller than me. “I heard you’ve
moved on to another project and that they’re dissolving my
division.” He picked up his pace, almost running away from me.

“I can’t talk right now.” His voice was
tight.

“I just need to know whether it’s true.” I
persisted.

“It’s true”, he said as he started to close
the conference room door.

“But what’s going to—.” The door closed in my
face.

“—happen to me?” I finished the question, but
nobody heard me.

 


***

 


I spotted Steve in the office later that
afternoon. His dark blue eyes, formerly twinkling with good humor a
few weeks ago, had large dark circles under them. His face was
chalky, and he looked like he hadn’t slept for days.

Not stopping to make eye contact, he walked
briskly through the office and into the conference room, shutting
the door firmly behind him. I couldn’t follow him, but I needed to
know what was happening.

I was desperate for information and afraid I
was going to be fired, despite all I had done for the company.
Steve, the only person I could rely on for information, was
ignoring me. I was alone. What could I do about it? As my chest
tightened and my headache got worse, a tide of panic rose in my
brain. I tried to think things through. What could I do?

Through the years, I felt I possessed a
little extra sensory perception (ESP). As I sat there contemplating
the empty morass of my future, it dawned on me: maybe I could use
ESP to pin Steve down. I couldn’t imagine any harm it would do to
try.

At my cubicle steps away from the conference
room, I formulated a plan. I decided that beaming my thought waves
towards Steve made the most sense.

I knew that most people wouldn’t understand
my plan, so I made sure to hide what I was doing from anyone in the
office. I turned my back on the conference room door and ducked my
head into my cubicle so that nobody could see my face. Closing my
eyes, I remained perfectly still, willing my thought waves backward
toward Steve, and clearing my mind of all thoughts except one:

What’s going to happen to me?

After about fifteen minutes of beaming
thought waves in his direction, I got an answer of sorts, but it
wasn’t the answer that I was expecting. An image of a big black
blank wall, solid as a rock, was beamed back to me. After a few
minutes of “seeing” the black wall, I stopped beaming my question
to Steve, realizing that he was blocking me. But there was no doubt
in my mind that I had just connected with Steve via ESP.

After several hours, the conference door
opened and the occupants, including Steve, spilled out. I waited
patiently as Steve exited the room, expecting him to stop at my
desk, congratulate me on my new gift of ESP and give me an
answer.

Instead, he stomped right past me on the way
back to his office, red in the face, failing to even acknowledge
me. Confused at his attitude, I decided to let it go as my head
throbbed. Clearly, the blank wall was all I was going to get out of
him.

The next morning, I got in my company-owned
white Blazer, and swung the car onto the freeway on my way to the
jobsite. I was thinking about the ESP incident, and wondering if I
really had contacted Steve, or whether the black wall was a figment
of my imagination.

What were you trying to do yesterday,
Kathy?

The question wasn’t coming from me. But the
car radio was off, my cell phone was off and I was alone in the
car. I decided that I must have imagined the voice.

What were you trying to do?


Chapter 2

 


 


The man’s voice was vaguely familiar, yet I
couldn’t place it.

I asked you what you were doing
yesterday.

Despite the fact that I couldn’t see him, I
heard his slightly irritated voice as if he were sitting next to me
in the passenger seat of my Blazer as I merged into traffic.

I tried to determine exactly where the voice
was coming from. Like a song on a radio that gets stuck in your
brain, his voice materialized from some kind of “cave” inside my
head.

From that “cave” I responded to him in kind,
“talking” as if I were saying the words out loud, except I didn’t
move my lips.

Who is this? I asked.

Man’s Voice: It’s Steve. The voice was
the same pitch, same timbre, had the same cadence, as Steve’s. In
fact, it sounded exactly like Steve!

Me: Why are you talking to me like
this? I asked, curious, but also a little afraid. Was I going
crazy?

Steve: You mean by ESP? Don’t be frightened.
I’m talking to you just like you talked to me yesterday.
Remember?

How could I forget?

Steve: You’re the one who started
this. I could hear the smile in his voice- just like in the old
days. You kept trying to interrupt my meeting with your
question.

Me: What did the black wall mean?

Steve: It meant “shut up” and “leave me
alone.” But he wasn’t angry. He was amused. If he knew about
the black wall, then I really did have ESP.

Me: But why the black wall?

Steve: Because it was hard to concentrate
on my meeting with you constantly interrupting. His
characteristic humor infused every word, and I couldn’t help but
laugh. It was contagious and at the same time very reassuring.
Calming down, I began to enjoy our conversation in the same way
that I used to enjoy talking with him before he became so stressed
out.

Me: What’s going on at the office, Steve? Why
the secrecy?

Steve: I can’t tell you, Kathy. His
voice became tight, and he changed the subject.

Steve: How’s the project coming?

Me: Steve, what’s going to happen to me after
I finish it?

Steve: Don’t worry. Again the smile in
his voice. You’ll have a job. His voice got a little tight.
And stop listening to rumors. I’ve got to get back to work,
Kathy. He hesitated. But before I go, there’s one important
rule. You can never talk about our ESP
conversations in person. I’ve got to go. He broke off our
conversation.

Me: But Steve—

But he was gone. And no matter how hard I
tried, I couldn’t summon him back.

I realized after he left that if anyone found
out about our ESP they would think we were crazy. The only way the
rest of the world could possibly know was if they happened to hear
my side of the conversation, in which case they would have thought
I was talking to myself. Anxious not to be thought “crazy”, I was
careful not to move my lips when I “talked” with Steve.

Shortly after my conversation with Steve, I
learned officially that Steve had moved on to another job. That
fact didn’t concern me. He had always been my support system, and I
knew that didn’t have to change. With ESP, it didn’t matter where
Steve was physically.

But as time went on, there was one thing that
concerned me. My access to Steve wasn’t as complete as I would have
liked. Although Steve could initiate communication with me via ESP,
I could not do the same with him. The man in the cave in my head
was calling all the shots.

With Steve’s emotional support and
encouragement via ESP, I continued to plow through the project,
working on it from the time I woke up in the morning to the time I
went to sleep, either mentally, physically or both. My head still
ached and my chest felt like someone was sitting on it, but the
emotional support I was receiving from Steve via ESP made the
situation more bearable.

Any normal project manager would have been
worried about their lack of accountability to anyone. No one seemed
to care what I was doing. I put it down to the fact that Steve was
keeping everyone abreast of the situation. As the weeks and months
dragged on, I came close to burning out, but I persevered because
of Steve. Finally, the job was finished.

Me: I’m done with the hotel, Steve!

Steve: Great! Good job! Call Rick to set
up a meeting to close out the project. Rick was our operations
manager.

Me: Will you be at the meeting?

Steve: I wouldn’t miss it for the world.

Me: Good. Because you haven’t seen the
jobsite.

Steve: Of course I’ve seen it. I thought you
knew. I’ve been looking through your eyes at the job the entire
time.

Me: I didn’t know that. How does that
work?

Steve: I don’t know. All I know is that I see
everything that you do. It’s like I’m in a cave above your head,
looking out through your eyes as if they’re a big movie screen.

Me: You didn’t mention that before.

Steve: I thought you knew.

I was disturbed. He could see everything that
was going on with me, but I could see nothing that was going on
with him. That was hardly fair, but there was nothing I could do
about it.

At Steve’s direction, I called Rick, the
operations manager, to set up the meeting. We scheduled the
debriefing for 4:30 p.m. that same day.

Me: It’s at 4:30 today. Can you make it? If
not, I can reschedule.

Steve: I’ll be there, Kathy. Don’t
worry.

At 4:30 pm, I headed into the conference
room. Only Rick was in the room.“Is anyone else coming?” I asked as
I closed the door.

“No, just you and I,” said Rick.

“Oh,” I said, feeling slighted, confused and
disappointed.

Steve: Something came up, Kathy. I’m sorry
about that. But I’ve already seen it.

Me: But it’s not the same.

Steve: I’m sorry.

“Ready to go over the project with me?” asked
Rick.

“Sure,” I replied, my voice devoid of
enthusiasm. Rick didn’t appear to notice.

I gave him what I thought was a brief
overview. Noticing Rick’s eyes glaze over, I glanced at my watch.
Six o’clock.

I rose. “We’ll go over this later.”

“Actually, I heard all I need.” He rose and
grabbed his briefcase. “We need you at our project in Kent.
Tomorrow. Zach, our project manager for the structural steel
package, is leaving. We need you to take over his job.” He walked
to the door. “You’ll report to the Kent project tomorrow morning at
seven.” He opened the door and walked out. As an afterthought, he
turned around. I thought he was going to thank me for doing a good
job. “By the way, your boss will be Fred.”

I left the room, feeling like I had been
kicked in the stomach. I had just completed an impossibly tough
project— a small miracle— and he hadn’t even thanked me. I couldn’t
believe it. Fuming, I got in my Blazer and drove home.

Steve: I’m sorry I couldn’t make it today.
Something came up.

Me: That’s okay, Steve. I sighed.

Steve: What’s wrong? Didn’t it go well?

Me: No. I’m headed to Kent tomorrow morning.
Apparently the Kent structures project manager is leaving, so I’m
supposed to fill in for him.

Steve: That won’t be too bad. But at least
I’ve heard that job’s going well. Not like the hotel. I heard
the smile in his voice. Fred’s a great guy. You’ll have fun with
him.

Me: I hope you’re right, Steve. I have had
enough screwed up jobs to last me a lifetime.

Steve: Don’t worry. And he was
gone.

 


***

 


The following day, I drove to my new jobsite
in Kent. The commute was about half an hour longer than my old
commute. Once I arrived, I parked my car and walked to the entrance
of a large job shack.

As I opened the door, I was greeted by a
middle-aged woman dressed in blue jeans and a tee shirt. Obviously
the project secretary, she sat at a desk at the front door.

“Hi. I’m Kathy, the new project manager,” I
said, giving her a big smile.

She returned my smile. “Hi, Kathy. We’ve been
expecting you. I’m Maggie.”

A man in his mid-30’s, showing a row of
perfectly straight white teeth, walked out of his office towards
me. Having seen pictures of Fred on our company website, I
recognized him at once.

“Hi, Kathy,” he said, shaking my hand.
“Welcome aboard. I’m Fred. Let me show you around.” He opened the
door for me and we stepped outside to the giant blue steel skeleton
structure that was my new jobsite.

Steve: I told you he’s okay.

Me: He sounds nice. Everyone’s nice
here. But it was still the Honeymoon stage.

“I heard you’re an excellent project
manager,” said Fred. “And we have a few little problems. Maybe you
can help us with them.”

“And this is where your crew’s job shack is.
I’d like to introduce you to someone,” said Fred as we strolled up
to a tall, muscular middle-aged man with a carpenter’s tool belt
on. He was smiling.

“This is Mike,” said Fred.

“Nice to meet you, Kathy,” said Mike in a
deep gravelly voice.

Nice to meet you, Mike” I said, shaking his
hand.

New deep gravelly voice: Hi, Kathy. Nice
to meet you. I’m Mike.

The smile left my face and I turned away.
“Can I look around?” I asked Fred, hurrying away from Mike.

 


***

 


Driving home, I mentally reviewed my day.
Overall it had been pleasant and productive. Except for the part
about Mike. That was very disturbing. From nowhere, that deep,
gravelly voice popped into my head again as I drove home.

Mike: Well, what did you think?

Me: I don’t want you to talk to me,
Mike. I was afraid of him. Go away.

Mike: But you were the one that started
it.

Me: Started what? I was confused.
I’ve never talked to you before in my life.

Mike: You opened up the ESP channel.
He sounded annoyed. Didn’t you know that you opened it up to
whoever wants to come in?

Me: How did you get here?

Mike: I told you! You opened up the pathway,
and I found it open.

Me: How do I shut the pathway?

Mike: You don’t.

Me: But I don’t want it open to you.
Maybe having ESP wasn’t so great after all. I want you to go
away and I want to seal the pathway closed. How do I do
that?

Mike: You can’t. It’s opened permanently.

Me: I can’t believe this. I was
worried. If what he said was true—and I had no reason to doubt him—
then I was in big trouble. Anyone could come in—and stay.

Mike: Anyway, how did you like—

I cut him off.

Me: Go away! Don’t talk to me any more! I
don’t want you here!

Although Mike was silent all the way home, I
remembered what Steve had said. Just because he didn’t talk didn’t
mean Mike was gone.

Several days later, as usual, I took a detour
from work to the local YMCA, which was about ten minutes from my
house. During the past year, I had been in the habit of dropping by
on my way home to swim laps. I was determined that my routine
wasn’t going to change just because my new commute to Kent was half
an hour longer. I needed that swim to unwind.

Walking into the women’s locker room, I
glanced around as I took off my clothes.

Mike: Turn to the left a little. To my
left was a young woman putting her swim suit on.

Me: You can see her? I was
shocked.

Mike: I can see everything you can.

Me: But I didn’t think it included—

Mike: Naked women in showers?

Another male voice: Shut up, Mike. You just
ruined it for me. Thanks a lot, asshole!

Several more male voices: Yeah, thanks a
lot, asshole.

Who were all of these voices?

Although Steve had explained that he saw
everything I saw, the significance of that remark didn’t sink in at
the time. Now, as I began to understand the ramifications of the
situation- that I couldn’t control what anyone in the “cave” saw- I
was alarmed.

Wow! All those women in the locker room had
just been violated because I didn’t understand the nature of ESP. I
was shocked and embarrassed for them.

But more worrisome was the number of
people—all men as far as I could tell—who were suddenly able to
access the cave in my head. I had no idea who they were or how many
of them there were or how they got into my head. To compound
matters, I couldn’t see them, and the only way I knew they were
there was from the reaction Mike had just received.

Me: Mike, how many of them are in there with
you?

Mike: I don’t know. I can’t see them.
That was interesting. So they couldn’t see each other.

The situation was quickly becoming out of
hand. It was one thing to invite Steve in my head, but quite a
different matter to have the floodgates open to any and all takers,
all invisible. I felt violated. I had to find a way to control
access to my mind. I imagined a vault door that represented the
pathway to my ESP. I mentally closed and locked that door,
expecting to seal it off from all of the people in my head.

Mike: What did you just do?

Me: I tried to block everyone from coming
in.

Mike: It didn’t work. I’m still
here.

I didn’t want to close off my ESP ability
entirely but I wanted help controlling access to it. However, I had
no idea where to get that kind of help. I needed mental help- of a
sort. But the way to mental help in our insurance plan was through
the “gate-keeper,” our primary care physician, Dr. Yoshida.

In the middle of dialing his number to make
an appointment, it dawned on me how the conversation would sound.
It would sound like I was crazy. He might misunderstand until I
explained it to him.

“Lakeshore Clinic,” said a bored voice.

“I’d like to make an appointment with Dr.
Yoshida.” I really hated the idea of talking to the receptionist
about the guys in my head. But the fear of my mind being wide open
to everyone spurred me on.

“What do you want to see him about?” she
droned. Her job was to find out the nature of the visit, but she
clearly didn’t relish the task any more than I did. Only later did
it occur to me that I could have lied to her about the purpose of
my visit.

“I’m hearing voices.” I didn’t really want to
say it out loud. It sounded bad, even in the locker room. I worried
that someone would overhear me and misconstrue it.

Mike: Hey! Wait a minute! What do you
think you’re doing? I ignored him. You can’t tell anyone
about this. You know the rules. Besides, they’ll think you’re
crazy.

I knew it would have appeared that way to an
outsider. But I also had no doubt that I could convince Dr. Yoshida
that I had ESP. After he understood, he would refer me to someone
who would help me control it.

“He has an opening tomorrow at ten,” said the
bored voice.

“Perfect. I’ll take it.” I hung up the phone,
happy that I had been able to get an appointment so quickly, and
excited about reclaiming control of my mind.

I turned my thoughts to swimming. Should I
go? It was getting late.

Fully expecting Mike to weigh in on this
matter, I was pleasantly surprised when he made no comment. It was
then that I realized with relief that although he was in my head,
he couldn’t read my mind.

I stopped at the Y, brought my bag in and
carefully put my swim suit on, taking care to stay away from any
mirrors.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her.
Pendulous breasts sagged to her large stretch-mark covered belly.
Crepe paper skin formed giant bat wings under her arms. Blue
varicose veins bulged from the skin of her spindly white legs. I
turned my head to stare at her.

Mike: Ahhhggg! Gross! Don’t show me that!

I smiled, delighted that they had probably
all disappeared. I heard no more from any of them while I was in
the locker room.

I walked through the dressing room and
through the shower out to the pool. It was cold and rainy outside,
but it was warm inside.

 


***

 


Bundling up for my hour-long drive to Kent
the following morning, I grabbed my keys, purse, and coffee and
headed out the door. I was already getting a headache contemplating
all the work ahead of me. My new project was shaping up like
another disaster. I had asked Fred for more help the day before,
but it was the same old story: no money.

The locker room scene a few days ago, where I
learned that there were lots of people in my head, had unnerved me,
and I was trying to figure out what to do about it. I hoped all of
the voices had simply gone away, but I didn’t think that was very
likely.

I got half way to Kent before I heard
him.

Mike: Good morning, Kathy!

Me: I thought I told you to get away from me.
I mean it. Get out of here.

Mike: I told you yesterday that you opened
the portal when you talked to Steve. Now it’s open for anyone to
come in. You’re lucky that I’m the only one here. At least I think
so.

Me: How do I get rid of you?

Mike: I told you. You can’t get rid of me.
You might as well be pleasant about it.

Me: Or what?

Mike: Let’s not go there.

Me: Leave me alone. Leave me alone. Leave
me alone. Leave me alone- All the way to work I kept thinking
that phrase over and over again in the cave in my head, trying to
crowd out Mike. It was exhausting.

 


***

 


As I walked into the waiting room of Dr.
Yoshida’s office, I was a little worried about what the
receptionist would say to me. As it turned out, I had nothing to
fear. She was as bored in person as she sounded on the phone.

The nurse led me down the hallway to Dr.
Yoshida’s exam room and shut the door. After a few minutes, Dr.
Yoshida entered the room, closed the door and took a seat on a
little stool at a little desk.

“What can I do for you?” he asked warmly as
he snapped open his little laptop.

I avoided his gaze and hesitated to answer
him directly, planning to ease into the reason for my visit. I
didn’t want to give him the wrong impression.

He had been my physician for about fifteen
years, so I knew a little about his personal life. “How are your
kids?”

“They’re doing well. It’s been awhile since
you’ve been in.”

“Have you gone anywhere on vacation this
year?” I asked, ignoring his attempt to lead me to the reason for
my visit.

“Kathy, you didn’t come here to talk about
me,” he said gently. “You came to talk about you. What brings you
here?”

“I don’t want to give you the wrong
impression.” I took a deep breath. “But I’m hearing voices. I have
ESP.”

Mike: What the hell did you go and tell
him that for? He’ll think you’re
crazy.

“Okay. No problem, Kathy,” he said, acting
like he heard this sort of thing every day. “Let me see here,” he
said as he punched the keys on his laptop. ”Here they are. I’m
giving you two names, one female and one male. Both are top-notch
psychiatrists,” he said as he handed me a prescription pad with two
names on it.

Mike: Psychiatrists? Those guys are nuttier
than a fruitcake! What do you want with one of those?

“Thanks,” I said, smiling at him as he left
the room. That was easy!

Mike: What the hell was that all about?

Me: I told you. I want you to go
away.

 


***

 


Half an hour later, as I drove back to my
jobsite, Mike trumpeted his presence.

Mike: If you go to a psychiatrist, it will
be on your medical record forever. Everyone will think you’re
crazy.

I knew that he was right. I didn’t want
anyone thinking that I was crazy, and I was already regretting that
I had told Dr. Yoshida about hearing the voices. I was worried that
the insurance company would see those notes. What would they
do?

Me: Go away, Mike. If you would just go away,
then I wouldn’t need to worry about this.

Mike: Nobody will believe you have ESP.
Your insurance company will think you’re crazy. They’ll drop you.
Your company will find out. They’ll fire you. Nobody wants to have
a crazy person working for them.

He was right. I crumpled up the paper and
threw it on the floor of my car.

 


***

 


It was a beautiful Saturday evening, and I
decided to take my dog, Randy, for a walk around the neighborhood.
After spending the work week in a highly stressful pressure cooker
environment, I was enjoying the sunshine and the solitude of my
leisurely stroll until I was rudely interrupted by Mike.

Mike: Hi, Kathy.

Me: This is getting worse all the time. I
need to get you out of my life.

Mike: You can’t. We argued all the way
home.

I was desperate to get rid of Mike. He was
the first thing I heard in the morning and the last thing I heard
at night. Fortunately, he wasn’t in my dreams. But during the day,
there was always Mike, talking to me, no matter what I did.

I begged him to leave. He ignored me. I
called him nasty names. He did the same. I ignored him. He kept
talking anyway. No matter what I tried, the result was still the
same: Mike stayed.

How could I get rid of a voice in my head?
What kind of leverage did I have? If I could have kicked him out,
he would have been gone long ago. I spent hours trying to find a
way to get rid of him and the rest of the voices in my head.

Mike’s continual presence chewed away at my
reasoning ability much like sleep deprivation drives it from the
minds of sane people. As my ability to think deteriorated, he
gained more power. It was a “Catch-22.”

I picked up the referral from my Blazer’s
floor where I had thrown it. I stared hard at the paper, wishing I
had the courage to call.

Mike saw me staring at the paper, and took
advantage of that.

Mike: A psychiatrist will lock you up if
you tell him. So will your husband. Don’t even think about telling
anyone.

I was already regretting telling Dr. Yoshida
about having ESP. Getting the psychiatrist referral had been a huge
mistake. But the stress of hearing Mike’s voice was becoming
unbearable, and I had to do something soon.

 


***

 


“I think I’ll take Randy for a walk,” I said
to my husband the following afternoon.

I got about two hundred feet from my driveway
when I heard Mike’s voice.

Mike: Hi.

Me: I told you to go away.

Mike: Don’t be rude.

Me: I mean it. If I have to kill myself to
get rid of you, I will.

Mike: And how do you propose to do that?

Me: I’ve got a plan.

Mike: What’s your plan? He sounded
snotty.

Me: I thought it all through. I’ll hit a
bridge abutment going about sixty miles an hour. I’ll be dead
before I feel the pain and it will look like an accident. My family
will be spared the embarrassment of having a suicide in the family.
Most importantly, I won’t have to listen to you anymore.


Chapter 3

 


 


Mike: You wouldn’t.
I was silent, refusing to engage in conversation with him. In the
half hour it took to return home, I didn’t hear a word from Mike.
My hope he was gone for good was dashed the minute I returned
home.

Mike: There’s someone I’d like you to
meet. Oh shit! It’s getting worse! He’s bringing someone else
into my mind!

Mike: This is my wife, Claudia.

I ignored the introduction, having no desire
to be polite under the circumstances.

Me: I thought you were gone. Forever.

Claudia: It’s nice to meet you, Kathy.

Me: I told you to go away. I don’t want to
talk to either one of you.

Mike: You know you can’t get rid of
me.

At that point, tired of putting up with Mike
and his ilk, I decided to make good on my threat of suicide.

I hurried home, grabbed my car keys, and
headed toward my car. Closing the door, I automatically reached for
my seat belt as a force of habit, laughing at the irony as I
buckled up.

Mike: Why are you laughing?

Me: I’m going to commit suicide and I just
buckled my seatbelt.

Mike: You can’t mean it.

Me: Watch me.

Mike: Think of your family.

I pulled out of our driveway, swinging my car
onto the main road.

Mike: What would they do without you?

Turning onto the main highway, I eased the
car onto the on-ramp. The bridge abutment was a few minutes
away.

Mike: Please don’t do this.

I pressed my foot onto the accelerator. Not
long now! Soon I would be voice-free! I couldn’t wait!

He tried again. What would your family
say?

Forty miles per hour and climbing.

Mike: Picture your husband arriving at the
scene.

Fifty. Sixty.

Mike: Picture your body, limp and
lifeless, spread all over the pavement.

Not long now.

Mike: Picture your kids.

Moving in the left lane –the side the bridge
abutment was on— I continued to speed up. Seventy. Seventy
five.

Mike: They’re too young to lose
their mother!

Bingo! He’d found my magic button and he knew
it. He pushed it hard.

Mike: Never mind your own problems. Do
you really want your family to go through
the nightmare of your death?

Swinging the car into the right-hand lane, I
slowed to sixty.

Mike: Suicide or not, it’s going to kill them
when you die. Do you really want that?

Fifty. Forty.

Taking the first exit at thirty five mph, I
turned the car around and headed back home. Mike had won. At least
for now.

 


***

 


On my drive to work the next morning, I was
enjoying peace and quiet, hoping it would last.

Mike: Please just listen to me for a minute.
We’re here to help you.

Me: We? I don’t
need any help, especially from you.

Claudia: I know that you’re under a lot of
stress. That was an understatement. My chest was tight and I
felt another headache coming on. My job was a nightmare. We were
behind schedule and way over budget and none of it was my fault.
Fred, my boss, refused to allow me to hire more help.

Claudia: I can help you if you let me.

Me: You know how you could really help me,
Claudia? By going away and taking your nasty piece of shit husband
with you! That’s how! Is that what you have in mind? Because that’s
the only way you could possibly help me.

She ignored my ranting.

Claudia: Well, I’m actually a personal
shopper. And – as if this were somehow a bonus— I can help
you with your weight. If you let me.

Mike: This might not be very good timing,
honey.

Me: What are you talking about? My weight?
It’s just fine, thank you. That wasn’t exactly true. Truth be
told, I was about twenty five pounds overweight and out of shape.
And I knew it.

Mike: Drop it, Claudia.

But Claudia plowed on.

Claudia: And, to put it as nicely as I
can, you dress way too manly at work.

That was true, but, since I was the lone
female executive in the office, my clothing was calculated to make
me seem more like one of the guys.

Claudia: And way
too sloppy at home. Probably true. I was seldom home, and
when I was I just never paid attention to my appearance.

Claudia: You’re a very pretty woman. But you
hide that so well that nobody except me knows.

Me: How do you come up with this shit?

Claudia: I can see through to your inner
beauty.

Me: Give me a break. I was angry.

Claudia: I don’t know why I can see it, but I
do. And I can help you with those physical things. If you want me
to help, that is.

Me: What things are you referring to?

Claudia: Why, your weight and your wardrobe,
of course.

Mike: She doesn’t mean to be insulting.
She tends to put her foot in her mouth.

My eyes narrowed.

Me: How do you know what I look like?

Claudia: I see you when you look in the
mirror. Just like everyone else does. We see what you see, Kathy.
It’s like we’re sitting in front of our own big screen tv.

This creeped me out! People that I didn’t
know, couldn’t see, were watching every move I made through my
eyes. Every sentence, every candy bar, every piece of paper and
every piece of clothing, all laid out for strangers to see. Still
reeling from the shock of realizing that my privacy was blown to
smithereens,I knew that they—whoever “they” were— had the upper
hand. I also knew I couldn’t get away from them, no matter how hard
I tried.

But if I was pushed over the edge, I could
always hit that bridge abutment. Just knowing I held the ultimate
trump card made me feel more in control of my destiny and gave me
the courage to carry on.

Claudia: Anyway. Clearly she wasn’t
going to be deterred from her self-appointed task. I see your
wardrobe is in serious need of updating. How dare she? And
we both know you could stand to lose a few pounds. No offence. I
can help you with both of those things. I couldn’t believe what
I was hearing! The nerve!

Me: Help me? How?

Claudia: Help you improve your looks. You
know, wardrobe updating, losing weight. That kind of stuff. Was
I hearing this correctly? She wanted to help me with problems I
didn’t care about?

Me: Claudia, I can’t stand you. How do you
think you’re going to help me?

Claudia: If you let me, I’ll take care of
the “how.” You probably figured out that you can’t get rid of me.
So you might as well improve your attitude, girl.

How was I going to fight her? She was right.
I was stuck with her. And deep down, I knew I had a weight problem
and could stand to lose some weight. I might as well accept the
situation— and see what she could do for me—at least until I
figured out how to get rid of her.

Me: Okay. How are you going to help me?

Claudia: You just do what I tell you to
do.

I agreed reluctantly. It would be
interesting, if nothing else.

Me: Do your stuff. Whatever her stuff
was.

 


***

 


I love Costco. And I love cashews. So the
intersection between Costco and cashews is, for me, Nirvana. Hidden
in my lower left-hand drawer at work was a very large jar of
cashews, just waiting for one of those “hungry moments” to arise so
that I could dip my hand into that golden jar of goodness. I almost
always worked through lunch, so that jar was my “go-to” instant
lunch, providing me sustenance as I grabbed a few fistfuls right
around noon each day.

The day after my conversation with Claudia, I
sat at my desk at the office, going through my usual lunchtime
routine. I grabbed a handful of cashews and stuffed them in my
mouth without even really thinking about it. Mmm good.

Finishing the first handful, I dipped into
the jar a second time, snagging another large handful of nuts and
bringing them absentmindedly to my lips.

Dropping a few nuts into my mouth, I started
chewing. Ick! I wrinkled up my nose in disgust. Moldy! But not
moldy enough to keep me from ingesting those wonderful nuggets. The
mold must have be a fluke- only on one nut. So I dropped a few more
into my mouth. But wait a minute! As I chewed, I realized that each
nut was moldier than the last. I’d never heard of moldy cashews
before, but it made sense. Costco’s elaborate quality control
system must have been on the fritz the day those nuts were packed.
But that didn’t deter me from trying to eat them.

As I ate the next few handfuls of moldy
cashews, each nut was worse than the last, until finally I could no
longer ingest the nuts. I cursed Costco’s quality control system,
vowing to write a letter to management complaining about their QC
breakdown.

I threw the almost-full jar into the garbage.
Then I remembered Costco’s return policy. They took anything back
for any reason. I pulled the nuts out of the trash, and returned
them for a new jar.

The next day, sitting once again at my desk
during lunchtime, I thrilled in anticipation at the sssss sound of
the jar leaking air as I broke the seal. Spilling nuts into my
hand, my mouth salivated with anticipation as I grabbed the first
handful and dropped them, one at a time, into my waiting mouth.
Delicious!

Reaching into the jar a second time, I
scooped up a fistful of fresh cashews. Dropping them into my mouth,
I was struck by déjà vu. The first handful had been mold-free. But
in a repeat of yesterday, the second handful became moldier with
each nut I ingested.

As I dropped more moldy nuts into my mouth, I
realized there was more to the situation than simply a breakdown of
Costco’s quality control system. Hmmm. What was going on? I sat and
thought about it, putting the puzzle pieces together in my
mind.

Then it dawned on me: Claudia was behind it!
I don’t know how she accomplished it, but she made those cashews
moldy after I passed the quantity of nuts that she thought were on
my “diet.” Hmmph! I was pissed. I knew that somewhere in the cave
in my head, Claudia was laughing. But I went along with it
anyway.

 


***

 


As the weeks wore on, my twenty five years of
experience continued to confirm what a mess my project had been
long before I arrived.

Me: I can’t believe I walked into yet another
hornet’s nest!

Mike: What’s the matter?

Me: This project is out of control. I can see
yet another train wreck coming at me, and I don’t think I can
handle it without help.

Mike: Talk to Fred again.

Walking into Fred’s office that afternoon, I
closed the door and settled into a chair across from his desk.
Stacks of paper almost obscured him from view. My chest felt like
someone was sitting on it.

He looked up over a stack of papers on his
desk. “Hey, Kathy. How’s everything going?”

“Not so good, Fred.”

“Why’s that?”

“I need more help.”

“But we don’t have any money for more help
for you. We’ve already had this conversation.”

“You can’t afford not to get it for
me. Too many things are falling through the cracks.”

“But we just don’t have the money.”

“Look, Fred, my job is a mess and I can’t get
it back on track without help. I need more people. I can’t do it
all myself. I’m here at six in the morning and don’t leave the
office until after six in the evening. I can’t get it all done and
the job is suffering for it.” There was no point in adding that the
job had been a mess before I got there.

“I’ll talk to Marvin about it.” Marvin was
Fred’s boss.

“Thanks, Fred. I appreciate it.” As I rose to
go, the load lightened from my shoulders. “Can you let me know by
the end of the day?”

“I’m sorry. I think it will probably be
Friday before I can talk to Marvin.” It was Wednesday. My chest
tightened again.

“The sooner the better.” I smiled. “Thanks,
Fred.”

 


***

 


It was Friday. I spotted Fred walking toward
the office. I walked over to him, excited at the thought of getting
the help I desperately needed. “Hey, Fred.”

“Hey, Kathy.”

“Did you get a chance to talk to Marvin?”

“Yes, I did. Unfortunately, Marvin said no.
He said that we can’t afford to hire anyone else.”

“But what am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know what to tell you. I have
problems of my own.” He had big circles under his eyes and his face
was chalky.

Unhappily I walked away, trying to figure out
why Marvin and Fred wouldn’t get me the help I needed. Surely they
must have known what a mess the job was even before I got there.
Why would they let it get this bad? What did they have to gain by
it?

 


***

 


I had been at the Kent job for a few months,
still begging for help, when April rolled around. April was the
month when the big bosses flew in from headquarters to get a feel
for the jobs. The president of the company, Tom, visited all of the
jobsites personally. I was introduced to him as he toured my
jobsite. My whole interaction with him lasted approximately thirty
seconds, after which he got in his car and returned to the
office.

After he left, I heard a new strange voice.
How's it going in Kent, Kathy?

I didn’t recognize the new voice.

Me: Who are you?

Voice: This is Tom.

Me: Tom who?

Voice: I just met you at the jobsite.

Me: The president? That Tom?

Tom: The very same.

I was shocked.

Tom: I’m fascinated by ESP. I’ve only done it
a few times before. How long have you had the talent?

Me: Just a few months.

Tom: Interesting. Anyway, how’s the job
going? You like it there?

Me: I like it here, but my job isn’t going
well. I need more help down here, and I can't get it.

Tom: You're the project manager. Hire
someone.

Me: It’s not as simple as that. I haven’t
been given the authority to hire anyone. Marvin, Fred’s boss here
at Kent, holds the purse strings. He won't give me the authority I
need to get help. My request falls on deaf ears, no matter what I
do.

Tom: Hmm. Let me work on it,
Kathy.

Since Tom was the ultimate boss of the
company, I knew that my problem was in good hands, and I was
confident that I would soon get help.

Several weeks passed, and nothing had
changed. And I hadn’t heard a word from Tom. I was just about to
resign when I heard a new voice.

New Voice: Hi, Kathy. Tom told me you have
ESP. So do I.

Me: Rick? The Operations Manager?

Rick: That’s right. Tom tells me you need
more help.

Me: Yes, I do. The project's way
understaffed.

Rick: I don't understand it. I'll do some
investigating.

The next morning, I sat at my desk, staring
at all of the unfinished paperwork. Then it came to me in a flash:
they were keeping me short-staffed because they were embezzling
money. But I needed proof of my suspicions.

That evening, when no one was around, I did
some preliminary exploration of the files to confirm my guess. Sure
enough, I found a file of a fake company that fit the bill to
launder money. Although I was happy to confirm my suspicions, I
worried about the danger it put me in.

On my way home, Rick checked in with me.

Rick: Hey, Kathy, how’s it going down in
Kent? Any changes?

Me: Fred still hasn’t gotten me any help,
Rick. But that’s not surprising.

Rick: Why? What’s going on?

Me: I haven’t got the entire thing all
figured out, but from what I can see, Marvin and Fred are
embezzling money. They created a phony company and are funneling
money into it. I’ve seen the records.

Rick: Really? I never would have expected
that in a million years. Can you give me any specifics?

Me: Not yet, but I’m working on it.

Rick: Well, be careful. Don’t tip them
off.

Me: I’ll look around and make copies of the
stuff I need, and then get it to you.

Rick: In the meantime, I’ll do some checking
around here.

Me: Would you please work a little harder to
get me some help? Finding the fraud data will be much easier when I
have help.

Rick: We’re working on it.

Me: Who’s “we”?

Tom: Rick and I.

Me: How much did you hear, Tom?

Tom: All of it. Very interesting.

Rick: Give it another try with Fred.

Me: OK. Do you know something I don’t?

Rick: We’re not sure yet.

 


***

 


The following morning I sat at my desk,
reviewing a report.

Tom: What have you got there, Kathy?

Me: The master job cost report for the entire
project.

Jack: You’re not supposed to have that.

Me: The secretary gave me this report by
accident. I was only supposed to get a copy of the report for
my section of the work, but I had been given a copy of the report
for the entire project. I’m using it to find the embezzlement
evidence I’m looking for.

Tom: Move that report a little to your
right. I want to look at something.

I moved the report to my right.

Rick: He set up a front company! You were
right, Kathy!

Tom: And look! He wrote a check for $250,000
made payable to that company.

Rick: I can hardly believe it of him. He’s
been with the company for years.

Tom: Here’s what I want you to do.
Tonight, wait until everyone is gone. Then we’ll check that file
cabinet they keep all of the invoices in.

After everyone was gone, I walked up to the
invoice file cabinet and pulled on the handle. It was locked.

Rick: So much for that idea. But we can
get this another way. Turn towards that door. See that file against
the wall? Open it. In it was a check made out to the phony
company.

Me: I bet this company leads us back to
Marvin and Fred. I smiled.

Rick: Good work.

Me: Should I make a copy of this?

Tom: Not yet. I don’t want them to find
out you know about this. It could be hazardous to your health. Be
sure to put that file back the way you found it.

 


***

 


That evening, I sat at our kitchen table,
eating dinner with my husband.

“There’s this short cruise called a
repositioning cruise coming up,” said Bob. “It’s when they move the
cruise ship from down south up to Alaska for the summer.”

“You know I’m too busy for that right
now.”

“It leaves San Diego Saturday morning and
gets back to Seattle on Monday night. You’d only be away from your
job for a day.”

“I work every Saturday, so it would be three
days. But I’ll see what I can do,” I promised.

“The cruise leaves next weekend.”

“Okay, I’ll talk with Fred.”

 


***

 


I walked into Fred’s office the following
morning and sat down. He looked up over a stack of paperwork.

“Yes?”

“My husband wants me to go on a little
mini-cruise,” I explained.

“A cruise? Are you kidding? I thought you
said you were overworked.”

“I am. But I’ve been with the company for
over a year, and haven’t yet taken a vacation. You know I have to
use it soon or lose it. And let’s face it: there’s never going to
be a good time to go.”

“ I see.”

“And to tell you the truth, all of the time
I’m spending on this job is starting to affect my marriage.”

“I know how that goes.” He grimaced. “I’ve
got the same problem. They like the money, but they don’t like what
we have to do to earn it.”

“So can I go? It’s next weekend.”

“You’re the best judge of that. If you think
you can handle it, go ahead and go.”

He resumed his paperwork. I was
dismissed.

Once out of Fred’s earshot, I dialed my
husband’s number.

“Good news, Bob. We can go on that
cruise.”

“Great, Kathy! I’ll book it right away.”

 


***

 


It was Wednesday afternoon as I sat down in
Fred’s office with a pounding headache and tight chest. “Hey,
Fred.”

He looked up over a stack of paperwork.“I’m
super busy right now,” he said irritably. “What do you want?”

I swallowed hard. “I just thought I would
tell you how far behind I am.”

“I’m sorry, Kathy. You’ve caught me at a
really bad time. I can’t tell you how to solve your problems. But I
can tell you this: we just can’t afford to hire anyone to help you
right now.”

“I just thought I would get you up to speed.
Just so you know.”

“Thanks for that. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.”

Me: You guys heard?

Tom: We heard.

Rick: Let us think about this, Kathy. I
think we can come up with a plan if we put our heads
together.

 


***

 


“Kathy, I have a special project for you,”
said Marvin as he walked into my cubicle. It was Thursday morning.
“I’m meeting with the concrete subcontractor Monday, and I don’t
know what we really owe him.” He handed me a large file. “This is
all of the correspondence between us. I need the spreadsheet of how
much we owe him in time for my Monday meeting.” I knew it would
take me several days to get that mess straightened out. Plus I
would have to figure out a way to keep my regular job going.

“He’s threatening to pull off the job Monday
if we don’t get him some money. I need to know exactly how much
money that’s going to be.”

“But I’m taking a three day weekend. I
haven’t had a vacation for over a year.”

“Well, my project is more important than your
vacation,” he said snottily. “I need this stuff done or our whole
job’s going to be shut down.”

“Okay, so you want me to cancel my
vacation?”

“Yes.”

I was incredibly disappointed, and I knew my
husband would be pissed at me.

“Okay, Marvin. Whatever you say.”

I called Bob and broke the news to him

“You’re backing out? Now?” Bob was pissed.
“But the cruise is already paid for.”

“I’m sure the company will reimburse us for
it.”

“That’s not the point.”

“I know it isn’t. Believe me, I want to go on
that cruise as badly as you do. But if I go now, the job will shut
down. Really. And I’ll be blamed for it.”

“Okay, I understand.” I could tell from his
voice that he really didn’t understand. “But it’s too late to
cancel. We just won’t go. But it’s going to cost us about
$500.”

“I’m so sorry about that, Bob. But I’m sure
the company will reimburse us.”

 


***

 


Tom: Rick and I have an idea. We want you to
hold your job hostage.

Me: What does that mean?

Rick: Just that. You’re going to hold your
job hostage so they’ll have to give you the help you need.

Steve: That’s right, Kathy. I think their
plan is brilliant. Steve was my old boss.

Me: Hey, Steve. I haven’t heard from you for
a long time.

Steve: They’ve been keeping me busy here in
Seattle.

Me: I’m sure that you’re doing just fine,
Steve. I wish I could say the same.

Steve: So I hear. I’m sorry about that,
Kathy. I wish there was something I could do about it.

Me: So do I.

Rick: Anyway, we’ve planned it all out for
you. You tell Fred that you've received a job offer from another
company. Make it one he despises. Then tell him that you’ve got to
make a decision quickly.

Tom: And this is the really important part,
Kathy. Tell him that you really want to stay, and that if you get
the proper help you will stay on board.

Me: I don’t like the sounds of this. What’s
going to happen after I tell Fred?

Tom: Rick and I will make sure that you get
the help you need. You’ll stay put. Simple.

Me: Are you sure this is going to work?

Tom: Positive.

Rick: Absolutely!

Steve: Don’t worry, Kathy. We have your
back.

 


***

 


As directed by Tom, Rick and Steve, I walked
into Fred’s office Thursday afternoon, closing the door as I
dropped into a chair directly across from Fred. Leaning forward, I
began my speech.

“Fred, I've had a job offer from another
company. I really don't want to take it, but they want me to start
in three days. I really want to stay here, and if you let me hire
someone to help me, I would be thrilled to stay. In fact, that’s
what I really want. To stay with the help I need to get the job
done.”

Fred’ s jaw dropped. He was in shock. The
last thing he expected was for me to quit. Without notice.

“Let me see what I can do,” he stammered.
“I'll talk to Marvin about it right away. Give me a few hours.”

 


***

 


A few hours later, Marvin walked up behind
me, stopping at my desk. “I've talked with Rick. Everything's all
set.”

“Thanks, Marvin.” I breathed a sigh of
relief.

Tom: See? Everything's going to be all right,
Kathy.

Rick: I talked to Marvin. You're going to
get to hire some help. Just like you wanted. I smiled. My
stomach settled down.

Me: Thanks, guys. Life was good.

 


***

 


Fred walked into my office and took a seat.
“Rick wants to do an exit interview with you tomorrow. Would you
please call him to set it up?” asked Fred. Rick was our Operations
Manager.

Me: An exit interview? What’s up, guys?

Rick: It’s part of our plan. Play along.
You’ll see. Things are starting to happen. Finally.

I dialed Rick’s number.

“Hey, Rick. It’s Kathy.”

“Hey, Kathy.” His voice sounded tight. “I
hear you’re leaving us.”

Rick: Don't worry, Kathy. This is just a
formality. Fred has to be brought to the brink. He has to know
you’re serious. Hang in there.

“That’s right, Rick.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I’d like to meet you
tomorrow to do an exit interview.”

Me: What’s going on, Rick?

Rick: Just play along.

“Sure, Rick. That’s fine with me. Where would
you like to meet?”

“How about the Starbucks in Bothell?”

“That sounds great, Rick. See you there. Say
nine?”

“That works for me.”

My phone rang. I picked it up. “Hello?”

“Hi, Kathy,” said George, a fellow project
manager. “I heard a rumor that you're leaving us. Say it isn't
so.”

“It's not true, George. I just used my job as
leverage to get the help I need out here. Fred wasn't going to give
it to me any other way.”

“Good. I'd hate to see you leave. You’re one
of our best project managers.”

“Don't worry,” I said. “I’m not going
anywhere.”

 


***

 


Friday morning at nine, I met Rick at the
local Starbucks for my purported exit interview.

Me: What’s going on, Rick? Why are you doing
this? I’m not going anywhere, am I?

Rick.: This is just a formality to get Fred
in the right frame of mind to get you the help you need.

“Hi, Kathy.” It seemed like he was a little
angry with me.

Me: This sure seems real to me, Rick.

Rick: Just keep up appearances. Leave it to
me.

Tom: Yeah, Kathy. We have your
back.

“Hi, Rick.”

“So what's going on, Kathy? Why are you
leaving us?”

Me: Rick, why are you asking me that?

Rick: Don't worry, Kathy. I'm just playing
the game. Go along with me. It's all going to work out soon. Just a
little longer. Let it play out. Keep going.

I looked Rick squarely in the eye. “I've had
a job offer from another company.”

Tom: Remember, we can’t talk about
ESP.

“I’ve been telling Fred for months now that I
need more help. I told him repeatedly that I can't do my job the
way things stand right now. I need help. I’ve needed it for months
now.” I took a deep breath.

Rick.: Good job, Kathy. Now I’m going to
seem surprised, since there’s no real way I could have learned
about this other than ESP.

The Rick in front of me seemed surprised and
pissed.

He sounded exasperated. “Why didn't you just
come to me? I could have fixed things had I known there was a
problem.” It all sounded real enough to convince me that he
believed what he was saying.

Me: What's going on, Rick? You sound
serious.

Tom: Go along with it, Kathy. You'll be
fine. Trust me. Do the best you can to deflect his criticism. Tell
him about Marvin embezzling money.

“I think I figured out why I can’t get any
help, Rick. It’s on purpose. I know Marvin’s embezzling money. I
can prove it.”

“Have you gone to Fred, Kathy?”

“Fred’s in on it too. Just check the books.
You’ll see.”

“Thanks for the information. I’ll check it
out.” He didn’t sound like he believed me.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were
unhappy?”

I went to the heart of the matter.
“Fred's my boss, Rick.”

“Yes, but I'm his boss. I really
respect you, Kathy. I wish you would have spoken up sooner. I wish
you all the best in your new position.” This wasn’t what I
expected.

“Would you mind sticking around for a few
weeks while we find your replacement? “

I smiled. “Two weeks?”

“Two weeks. So your last day will be Friday,
May 17th.”

Rick: That should buy us some time to get
things straightened out.

“Sure Rick.” I smiled. “No problem.”

Rising from his chair, he shook my hand,
smiling weakly. I walked out of Starbucks and got in my Blazer,
certain that I was finally going to get the help I so desperately
needed.

 


***

 


Saturday morning found me driving to the
jobsite to finish Marvin’s task as directed. I had given up my
cruise in order to get his task done in time for Monday’s
meeting.

Arriving at the jobsite on that rainy
Saturday morning, I unlocked the door. There wasn’t a soul around.
I sat down at my computer, typing in the password

“Password Incorrect.” I tried again. Same
thing. I was locked out of my computer! What was going on?

Nobody was around, but I knew that my old
boss, Steve, would be at his desk in Seattle. He always worked on
Saturday mornings. I called him.

“Steve here”.

“Hey Steve. It’s Kathy.” Silence.

“Steve?”

“Yes?”

“Steve, I’ve been locked out of my
computer.”

“I heard you quit.”

“That wasn’t supposed to take effect for two
weeks. Besides that, I was just holding my job hostage just like
you, Rick and Tom told me to.”

“What are you talking about? You quit,
Kathy.”

Steve: Remember, we can’t say anything out
loud about our ESP.

“No I didn’t Steve. I just tried to get more
help.”

“That’s not what I hear. I hear you
quit.”

“But there isn’t another job. I just made
that story up. Like you said to.”

Silence.

“So what do I do now, Steve?”

“You find a new job.”

“Can I come to work for you?”

“I don’t need you here, Kathy. You need to
find yourself another job. I heard you’re going to our
competitor.”

“That was a lie, Steve, and you know it! I
was just holding my job hostage.”

Rick: Be careful not to mention
ESP.

“You quit, Kathy.” He hung up the phone.

A key turned in the lock, and Fred opened the
door.

“Hey, Fred. What’s going on? I seem to be
locked out of my computer.”

“You quit, Kathy. Your password’s been
changed by corporate headquarters.”

“But I didn’t quit, Fred!”

“You did, Kathy. I heard you.”

“But I was holding my job hostage.”

Steve: He wants you out of there.

Rick: I think he found out that you had a
copy of that report on the entire job.

Tom: I know we tried to hide the fact that
you had it, but I think he found out anyway.

Rick: And he’s scared, Kathy. He can’t wait
to get you off that job.

Tom: Marvin’s behind this. Count on
it.

“My orders are to drive you home in your
company car, and then bring the car back to the office. I’ll wait
for you to gather your things,” said Fred.

Rooting around for a file box, I loaded my
things into it in preparation for leaving. I didn’t worry about
getting everything, since I knew I’d be returning soon. I smiled as
I walked to the car with my box of stuff, setting it on the back
seat. I knew I would be back very soon.

Steve: Don’t tip him off about the
embezzlement. We don’t want anything to happen to you.

Rick: People have done terrible things for
money. Be careful.

Me: Okay.

Fred got in the driver’s seat, turning the
key as I buckled up. “You’ll have to give me directions. I don’t
know where you live.”

Tom: It’s too bad that he’s going to find out
where you live. That worries me.

Me: Don’t worry about me. I’m a hunter. I
have a 30-06 rifle and a 12 gauge shotgun and I’m not afraid to use
them.

Rick: I hope it doesn’t ever come to
that.

Me: So do I.


Chapter 4

 


 


Fred drove up my driveway and turned off the
ignition . We both climbed out of the Blazer as my husband came out
of his home office.

“What’s going on?” asked Bob.

“Hi. I’m Fred.” They shook hands. “ I’m
dropping Kathy off.”

“Why?”

“There’s been some kind of misunderstanding,
Bob,” I explained. “Fred thinks I no longer have a job.”

Fred grabbed my box out of the back seat.
”Where do you want this?”

“Put it in here,” I said, opening the door to
Bob’s office. “Set it on the floor.”

He got in my car and drove away as I stood
there, shocked .

Me: This isn’t the way this is supposed to
happen.

Rick: Don't worry. You'll get your old job
back and the help you need. Just let me work on it for a little
while. Trust me.

Me: Okay.

It was Saturday, May third.

 


***

 


Wednesday morning, I finally heard from
Rick.

Rick: Hi, Kathy. How’s it going?

Me: You said you were going to call and give
me back my job. But I haven’t talked to you over the phone or in
person since last Friday when I left. What’s going on?

Rick: Call me, Kathy. Now. On my cell phone.
Don’t leave a message. Talk with me in person.

Me: Okay.

I located Rick’s cell phone number and called
him. The phone rang once.

“Hello?”

“Hi Rick. It’s Kathy.”

“Hi, Kathy.”

I paused, waiting for him to ask me to come
back. But no such request came.

“Yes?” he asked after a few seconds of
silence.

“Rick, I’ve been waiting for you to call me
and offer my job back. I’m ready to return to work any time
now.”

“Kathy, you left us. We brought the old
project manager back to take your place, and brought in two other
people to help him. We replaced you and moved on.”

I smiled. They replaced me with three
people!

“But you were supposed to offer me my job
back. That’s how it was supposed to happen. Remember?” I asked.

He ignored my comment. “Kathy, you need to
get on with your life now. I don’t know how to say this any
stronger: We don’t need you anymore.” He sighed. “I have to go now,
Kathy.” And he hung up the phone.

Me: What’s going on?

Rick: I’m not ready just yet to bring you
back. You’ll get the call in a few days. Just sit tight.

I wasn’t worried because I trusted Rick.

A new voice: Are you looking for work,
Kathy?

Me: Who is this?

Voice: Bill. Bill Gates. I was
shocked.

Me: Bill Gates of Microsoft fame? That Bill
Gates?

Bill Gates: The very same. Nice to finally
meet you, Kathy. I’ve heard a lot about you.

Me: Nice to meet you, Bill.

Bill Gates: And this is my wife Melinda.

Melinda Gates: Hi, Kathy.

Me: Nice to meet you, Melinda.

I could hardly believe this was
happening.

Bill Gates: Melinda and I could sure use your
help here at our foundation.

Melinda Gates: Yes, Kathy. Why don’t you send
us an email with your resume? I’ll flag it and then we’ll send you
a job offer.

Me: Are you sure?

Rick: What about us, Kathy? You need to
finish up our job before you leave us.

Me: Let me think about it, guys. I’ll send my
resume to you and Melinda, Bill, but I won’t decide on a job offer
just yet.

Melinda Gates: That’s fair, Kathy.

I pulled up my resume on the laptop. After
whipping out a cover letter, I searched around trying to find
Melinda’s personal email address so I could send it to her. No such
luck. Her email address was nowhere to be found.

Me: Melinda?

Melinda Gates: Yes?

Me: What’s your email address?

Melinda: Just send it to me at the
foundation. I’ll keep an eye out for it. Or more likely I’ll ask my
secretary to. We’ll be in touch, Kathy. And she was gone.

Bob walked in and sat down, watching me
work.

”How’s your job search coming?” he asked.

“Great, Bob. I have two job offers. Rick
wants me back. And the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation just
offered me a job. They want me to send them my resume so they can
send me a written job offer. I have a tough decision in front of
me, trying to decide which of the two jobs I’m going to take.”

“When are these job offers going to come
through?”

“Rick should be calling me back any day. The
Gates’ offer will take a little longer. But it’s on its way
too”.

“Oh,” he said, rising from the bed, shaking
his head and leaving the room.

“You don’t believe me.”

“Let’s just say I’m skeptical. In the
meantime, go get help.”

“Help?”

“You have a mental problem.”

I smiled. “I’m fine.”

Bill Gates: That’s right, Kathy. You’re
just fine.

 


 


My body was used to waking up at five, and
that didn’t change just because I didn’t have a job to wake up to.
Because I had nothing else to do at that hour, I began my mornings
swimming at the YMCA while I waited for Rick to call me back and
the Gates written job offer to arrive.

As I drove to the YMCA one morning, perfume
wafted into my nostrils so strongly that I started to choke.

Me: Claudia, is that you?

Claudia: How did you know?

Me: Your perfume trumpeted your presence. I
almost choked on it. Can you turn it down a notch?

Although I had never actually met Claudia in
person, I felt like I knew her. I appreciated her influence on my
eating, attributing the fact that I had lost a substantial amount
of weight to her iron-fisted control over my diet.

Claudia: Today, we’re going shopping. You
need some new outfits.

Me: Outfits? What do you mean “outfits”?

Claudia: You know, “outfits”. Shoes, clothes,
jewelry, makeup. That sort of thing.

Me: But I already have clothes. I don’t need
any more.

Melinda: What a marvelous idea, Claudia. She
needs some new clothes for her new job with us. She needs to look
more professional in a more feminine way. Know what I mean?

Claudia: I know exactly what you mean,
Melinda. By the way, it’s nice to meet you.

Melinda: Same here. I heard the smile
in her voice.

Claudia: It’s settled, then.

Me: But that sounds expensive. I don’t yet
have that job offer, Melinda.

Melinda: It’s in the works. You should be
hearing something soon. Consider this

shopping trip a signing bonus. We’ll
reimburse you when you start work for us.

I couldn’t think of anything to object to in
her generous offer.

Me: Thanks, Melinda!

Melinda: No problem.

Claudia: Hurry up with your swimming. We have
a lot to do today.

 


***

 


Although Claudia never directly shared
anything about her personal life with me, I knew some things about
her background. I knew that she was extremely self-absorbed, but
kind. I knew that she was a world-class shopaholic. And I knew that
she considered me to be her new “project”. That’s how she became my
Shopping Buddy.

Rushing through my swimming routine, I
dressed quickly, bewildered but excited at the prospect of some new
clothes, especially since I wasn’t paying the bill.

Claudia: Rule One: You go where I say. Rule
Two: You try on whatever I say, exactly as I say. Got it?

She sounded like a drill sergeant.

Me: Got it. I saluted.

Once we hit the local mall, Claudia was as
good as her word. She dictated which stores to go to. She directed
what clothing to try on and what size. And at the end of the day,
we had spent over a thousand dollars of Melinda Gates’ money on new
clothing.

But what great taste Claudia had! Never would
I have dreamed of owning so many wonderful outfits. Shoes, clothes,
handbags, jewelry, and makeup—all carefully orchestrated, Claudia’s
exquisite taste driving their creation. Single-handedly, Claudia
had managed to craft a brand new image for me. And I loved what I
saw.

Life was good.

 


***

 


Claudia: Kathy? I was in the pool that
afternoon, swimming more laps, inspired by my new outfits to push
my body harder than I’d ever done before.

Me: Hey Claudia. What’s up?

Claudia: I have something very important to
tell you.

I dove underwater, swimming the entire length
of the pool without taking a single breath. For me, it was
easy.

Claudia: Mike and I have been talking it
over. And we both agree. You’re a mermaid.

Me: I’m in no mood for jokes, Claudia.

Claudia: This isn’t a joke. Just listen to me
for a minute.

Mike: It’s really not as far-fetched as it
would seem.

Me: If I’m a mermaid, how come I didn’t know
it?

Claudia: Remember when we were at Nordstrom’s
last week and you told me you lived near Hanford when you were five
years old?

Hanford, a small town in Eastern Washington,
supplied plutonium that was used to make the atomic bomb that was
dropped on Japan in World War II. The whole area is still
radioactive.

Me: Yes, but what does Hanford have to do
with anything?

Mike: The radiation there wiped out the
memory that you are a mermaid.

Claudia: And your name’s not really Kathy.
It’s Pangaea.

The second she said it, I knew it was
true.

Me: Why has it taken me forty five years to
figure that out?

Claudia: That’s what I’m trying to tell you.
It’s because you lived downwind from Hanford when you were very
young.

That made perfect sense. With Claudia’s help,
I began filling in the blanks. And I knew she was right. I was a
mermaid. I had always been a mermaid. It had just been erased from
my memory by the radiation at Hanford when I was five years
old.

Claudia: I’ve seen my share of mermaids, and
you fit the bill perfectly. There were so many clues that I’m
surprised you didn’t know.

Me: Like what?

Mike: You have the coloring of a mermaid.
Long reddish blonde hair, green eyes. Classic mermaid.

Me: What else?

Claudia: Classic mermaid body type. Broad
shoulders, small waist, broad hips.

Mike: And you weigh more than you look like
you weigh.

I was surprised that he knew that. I hadn’t
told anyone that I had always been confused about my weight. When I
looked at myself in the mirror, I didn’t see the overweight person
that the scale said I was.

Claudia: The reason your scale doesn’t
make sense is because it’s weighing your tail.

Me: What tail? I don’t have a tail.

Mike: Yes you do, Kathy. Or I should say
Pangaea. And it’s a lovely tail.

Me: How come I can’t see it?

Claudia: Because it’s in the fourth
dimension. You can’t see the fourth dimension with your eyes. Some
people can, but you can’t.

Me: Is that where you and Mike are? The
fourth dimension?

Mike: Yes.

Claudia: And don’t forget your skin tone,
Kathy. But that has more to do with your aura color than the fact
that you’re a mermaid.

Me: What about my skin tone?

Claudia: Mermaids have a green tinge to their
skin. But yours doesn’t. It was confusing at first, but then I
realized your aura is gold, which is why your skin doesn’t have
that green tinge that other mermaid skins have.

Me: There are other mermaids?

Claudia: Lots. And they all like to hang
out in pools. Just like you do. You thought you were unique?
She laughed. Sorry to burst your bubble.

Me: Tell me more.

Claudia: In your “real” world, the everyday
one you live in, there are only three dimensions.

Mike: But you know- have always known- that
there are more than three.

Me: I know.

Mike: There’s a reason why regular people
can’t see mermaids. Especially mermaid tails. Mermaid tails aren’t
in the three dimensional world that regular people see with their
eyes. Tails are in the fourth dimension—the one they can’t see.

Claudia: That’s why regular people can’t spot
mermaids.

It all made perfect sense.

Claudia: And another thing. I can see that
your shoulder hurts when you swim. You need to do something about
that.

Me: I’m taking ibuprofen.

Claudia: But that’s not working for you. Get
a snorkel. You’ll change the angle of your arm when you swim, and
that’ll take the pressure off your shoulder.

Claudia: And fins.

Me: Why fins?

Claudia: Because you’re a mermaid. As
she talked to me, I stopped swimming and stood up.

Claudia: Look! To your right! There’s a
bin full of fins over there. I glanced to my right.

Sure enough, a giant bin full of fins caught
my eye. I was shocked. In all the years I’d been going to the pool,
I’d never noticed that bin before. I walked over to the bin and dug
in, looking for my size.

Claudia: Let me see that blue pair you
just passed. A pair of blue fins peeked out from the bottom of
the bin. I pulled them out and tried them on. They fit me like a
second skin.

Claudia: Try them out.

I dove in and swam from one end of the pool
to the other, ecstatic at the feel of the water on my fins.

Me: Wow! That was fun!

Claudia: I knew you’d love them.

She was right. I loved the fins so much that
I couldn’t imagine how I had lived without them all these years. I
needed a pair of my own.

Soon I realized that it was time to go home.
Springing out of the pool and onto the ledge, I sat down, took my
feet out of the water and pulled my fins off, wiggling my toes to
stretch them out. That’s when I felt the webbing between my
toes.

Claudia: Kathy! There’s webbing between your
toes! I can see it!

Me: I can feel flaps of skin between my
toes.

Claudia: Those flaps are your fins.

Sticking my feet back in the pool, I moved
them from side to side, feeling the pressure of the water’s
resistance against the webbing between my toes. I smiled. I could
get used to that.


Chapter 5

 


 


Mother’s Day dawned on a beautiful Sunday
morning.

“Kathy, what would you like to do today?”
asked my husband.

Claudia: Happy Mother’s Day, Kathy.

“Happy Mother’s Day to you, Claudia.”

Me: Oh no! I think I said that out loud!

Claudia: You did.

“Who are you talking to?” asked Bob.

Suddenly, I was worried. He was already
trying to get me to see a doctor because he thought my behavior was
unusual. I didn’t want to give him any more ammunition, and I knew
that he wouldn’t understand if I told him I had ESP.

“Nobody.”

He eyed me warily.“Ok. What would you like to
do for your special day?”

I racked my brains, desperate for a change of
pace.

“Let’s go to Cabela’s.”

Cabela’s, the “Father Ship” of all sporting
good stores on the west coast, is geared mostly towards hunters
like me. They give Costco a run for its money in terms of sheer
size and great deals on merchandise. Although I had read Cabela’s
catalogues for many years, I had never been to one. A new flagship
store had just opened an hours’ drive away, and I was dying to see
it.

Mike: Cabela’s sounds fun! I’ve always wanted
to see that store!

Claudia: Dead animals? I think I’ll skip this
shopping trip.

I grabbed my purse and walked out the door.
“Let’s go.”

Mike: You’ve started talking out loud to us.
That’s not a good idea. People will get the wrong impression.

Me: I know. I can’t help myself.

Claudia: Sit in the back seat, so you won’t
be watched in case you slip again.

Me: Good idea.

Off we went to Cabela’s.

Mike: Happy Mother’s Day, Kathy.

“Thanks, Mike. That’s sweet.”

Mike: Oh no. I think you said that out loud.
Be careful.

“What did you say?” asked my husband.

“Nothing.”

“Oh. I thought you said something about Mike.
Who’s Mike?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

Oh no. He was getting more suspicious.

Claudia: You better be careful.

Mike: Anyway, I’ve been thinking about your
uncle Jim, Kathy.

Uncle Jim, my mom’s good-looking single
brother, was an educated, successful businessman. As a favor to
him, and because I didn’t yet have my full-time job back, I had
been cleaning his house. It provided me with cash, but it also gave
me something to do besides swim all the time.

Me: Why are you bringing Jim up?

Mike: He’s gay, Kathy.

Jim was, as far as I knew, was as
heterosexual as they come.

Uncle Jim: Hey, Mike! That’s not
fair.

Me: Jim? Are you here too?

Uncle Jim: Yes. Interesting way to
communicate.

Mike: Anyway, I saw the dirt-clods, Jim.

As I cleaned his house yesterday, I, too, had
noticed several clods of dirt on each side of his queen-sized
bed.

Uncle Jim: What dirt-clods?

Me: They were on both sides of your bed, Jim,
now that I think about it. How strange.

Mike: Come on, Jim. We both know that those
dirt clods on the right side of your bed came from the shoe of your
new lover. Who is it, Jim? Someone we know?

Uncle Jim: I’m not gay, Mike. And so what if
I have dirt clods on both sides of my bed? What’s it to you?

Mike: It means that you’re having strange men
sleep in your bed overnight. You’re gay, Jim. Face it.

Uncle Jim: (yelling) I’m not gay, Mike! Leave
me alone!

Mike: It’s okay, Jim. It’s no big deal.
Really. Some of the best people are gay.

Uncle Jim: So what? What if I am?

Mike: I just wondered. That’s all.

Uncle Jim: (calmer) But now that you brought
up my sexuality, I have a favor to ask of you, Kathy.

Me: What favor?

Uncle Jim: This is embarrassing, especially
with all of the other people who might be in here listening.

Mike: So tell them to go away.

Uncle Jim: Go away, everyone.

Me: Are they gone?

Mike: We can’t tell, Kathy. You know that we
can’t see them any more than you can. Go ahead, Jim. What’s your
favor?

Me: It was you who snuck into my closet and
stole my red feather boa, wasn’t it? And you stole my And my black
push-up bra.

Uncle Jim: I thought you wouldn’t notice. How
did you know it was me?

Me: I saw a few red feathers on my closet
floor and in the back seat of your car. They were from my boa,
weren’t they Jim?

Jim started to sob.

Me: Don’t cry, Jim. I think I can help
you.

He stopped sobbing and blew his nose.

Me: What was the scotch tape on my red boa
for, Jim?

Uncle Jim: I had to make it fit me. If you
know about the scotch tape, then you probably know what I’m going
to ask you to do for me.

Me: I think so.

Mike: Hey! I’m missing something here.

Me: It’ll be fun, Jim.

Mike: What’ll be fun?

Me: I’m going shopping.

Claudia: But we just went shopping.

Me: Not for Jim, we didn’t.

Mike: What are you going to buy?

Me: Women’s clothing. Right Jim?
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