By Barbara L. Baer

Kaya Masson heard the groans, hoots and giggles from neighboring cubicles and longed to fly over her firewall. A chair scraped back from a screen. Was Frank already taking a break at the cooler with Andy, being brilliant? She hated to miss a word. The chronically over-caffeinated labor force at Author’s Assured Success survived on tales of poverty, rejections, dreaming of the tooth fairy, a real legitimate publisher, taking their writing from under a pillow and printing a run of 100,000.

Kaya opened the screen and clicked Track Changes. The manuscript by Helen Romaine Pettipoint was entitled Physician Heal Thyself. It promised to be a horror but she couldn’t put off reading the first chapter any longer. They had their rules and rituals: an associate read and edited every first chapter before sending a contract. The rest of the book remained virgin territory. Except for neo Nazi tracts and bomb-making manuals, Damon Kirkland, the man behind hourly intranet messaging, never met a manuscript he didn’t sign up. Damon required speed. The Associate’s goal was to produce five contracts/day. Bonuses arrived telegram-style from the floor above. Firings happened after hours.

Kaya enabled Bluebold Edit and glanced at page one. Another menopausal and fiction, the worst of the worst. 


Cecilia was not a young woman nor was he a young man. 
They were not married to one another. Each other? 

Kaya was unsure of grammatical fine points. She had gone to a progressive country school in Connecticut before Brandeis. She might not have mastered grammar over dope-smoking anyway, but being pulled out her junior year after her father’s stroke hadn’t helped. She could have helped at home except it was too gross. She was twenty and had life to live and needed smart people around her. One morning she snuck out before the day nurse arrived, took all the money she could find from her mother’s handbag and fled to Manhattan. She intended to pay back everything back and visit more often after she’d sold her stories. She wrote minimalist short fiction, banished adjectives or adverbs.

Daisy of the cat-hair couch where she slept—and fended off the Russian boyfriend in Queens—had a cousin at Assured Author Success. Daisy’s Russian Sasha made vodkatinis when she got hired and sent her lascivious glances.

Kaya found an E. Fourth Street walk-up to share with two Chinese grad students who ate noodles every meal. She considered herself a promising young woman who had nothing in common with the other losers who would spend their lives in cubby holes. Something excellent and exciting would happen to her in Manhattan. She was a sexy, tall, wide-mouthed girl with curly dark brown hair through which premature silver streaks shone like fairy painting. She had turned heads before but the six months at AAS were sucking out faith, optimism, youth and the desire to ever write or date. When she dreamed at all, the miserable sentences of her day job wrote themselves in florid print on her brain-screen. 

Five first chapters a day. God bless fishing sagas, disability handbooks and ethnic diatribes. Cookbooks were super. Even the entomologist’s buggy memoirs were better than fiction. Once in a while she got an interesting Christian with doubts but most of the dim lights wrote unfailingly positive books, were ecstatic with acceptance, and sent their Visa #s without reading the 8 pt contract print. They only cared about the 24 pt print: SUCCESS GUARANTED. WE ASSURE YOUR WORK HAS INTERNATIONAL DISTRIBUTION. INTERNATIONAL BOOK FAIRS. 

Yesterday Damon had been spying on her. He was like a one-way mirror. The associates never saw Damon, but he seemed to know everything about everyone. He left ugly little fingerprints all over her screen. He probably knew she was hung over by the arrhythmia of her keyboard.

Kaya straightened up and gave the acoustic tiles the middle finger. 

They were long-time wife and husband but not to each other. 

Until a month ago, Cecilia had been a devoted partner and wife. She had not strayed. That was before she laid eyes on Dr. Robinson. The circumstances of their meeting were not ideal but she was powerless to resist the flow of attraction. 

Her mother’s lung cancer had spread everywhere. Francis had probably known she was sick for a year but had not stopped smoking. When Francis declined treatment, Dr. Robinson, her long-time physician, promised to make her comfortable. Cecilia always had seen him as a doctor, like an uncle or father, but now she felt other stirrings within her breasts. breast, no plural
Cecilia held one of her mother’s hands Do you want to say here left or right? Dr. Robinson held the other hand. You can let go, Francis, he said to her mother.  And blessedly, Francis did just that.

Dr.Robinson closed her mother’s eyes. She looked released while Cecilia’s emotions raged madly out of control. Cecilia nearly swooned but not from grief or shock. She knew she would have gone to bed at that moment with Dr. Robinson, right on the sheets where her mother breathed her last. Shameful. Shameful. Shaman. Cecilia thought of the words so alike and yet so different. He was her shaman but he caused her shame. She needed his wisdom but she wanted his body.

“One hot flash, with death as a chaser,” Kaya e-mailed Vanessa, her new best friend who worked a row of cubicles away. Vanessa made her feel they were two against the world. “This sad lady I’m reading reminds me of Mom—like when my dad was dying, but like didn’t die, came back from halfway down the tunnel. He’s been Mom’s big baby ever since. Back to death. Why is it always cancer? How unimaginative.”

He said, ‘She’s in a better place, Cecelia.’ 

Cecelia realized she’d never called Dr. Ross by his first name though he always called her Cecilia and her mother Francis.  Watch your names, are we talking about Robinson, or Robertson. Ross?. She hadn’t realized that behind the bifocals there were such blue eyes. She yearned to touch his shiny head. Male-pattern baldness had never been so appealing. Male-pattern? Too clinical. Instead: ‘She had always found bald men sexually attractive?’
Dr. Ross pulled her away from her mother’s lifeless body and toward his white chest. The nurses entered with the gurney. It was a proper embrace, a consoling embrace. He let her cry—if she could have emptied her tears into a chalice and given it to him. Roberson, Robinson, Ross? 
Cecelia didn’t dress until late afternoon when she could sit in the alcove of the house over the Pacific and drink her martini straight up. What was Dr. Robinson doing at this moment? she wondered. She wrote thank you-for-flower-and card letters to everyone in a neat school-girlish hand. She signed checks and documents sent by her lawyer. She was her husband’s sole heir heiress I believe it should be and would never need worry about money. She also wrote to Dr. Robinson but did not send the letters. Sometimes Cecilia thought only of Dr. R’s head for sexual stirrings to rouse her. Had he embraced her only in commiseration and sympathy? She hadn’t been looking her best.

Kaya’s mother had looked a fright when her father was dying. Not that poor dead Dr. Kirschner had been an object of lust. He was a round, bearded little man, very kind but hardly a stud. No sexy male-pattern baldness there, just a marble head with varicolored sun spots. Kaya was holding her Dad’s hand for what they believed was the last time when he came back. Fewer brain cells but vital signs improving on the screen. It was all so eerie. A nurse who must have been Catholic said, “Like Lazarus. He’s come back,” and knelt at the bedside saying prayers. It was way strange that her mindless father had outlived his doctor.

A month later, Cecilia overheard Greta her colorist telling a client that Dr. Robinson was dying of cancer. It was incurable. How did Greta in Valencia knew about a physician at Cedars in L.A who lived in Las Felix? How did she know that Cecilia’s face would turn red and not from the dryer. Cecilia took this as a sign. He was calling to her for help.

Kaya met Vanessa, a voluptuous Cuban with bronze dreadlocks at the cooler. When Kaya went clubbing with Vanessa, guys just about tumbled over waving bills for those delicious bright drinks that cost small fortunes. Vanessa loved playing with suckers and flying off. 

“Middle aged medical romance drives me crazy. It’s the worst genre. Another cancer. Technically, is cancer a sub-genre of hen lit?” 

“Yo, Miss College.” Vanessa spread her long fingers with snake and voodoo rings. “It’s survival time here. You don’t read for content. Just be sure characters don’t change names.”

“There’s a lot of that.”

“Ditto locales, and all past or present for one chapter—you know what I mean, has and had.”

“I know Nessa.  I do all that, but I’m having a problem. My father’s doctor got seriously ill after he’d saved Dad. What if my mother is writing this under another name and setting it in Los Angeles instead of New Haven because she had the hots for Dr. Kirschner while Dad sits drooling in his chair. Maybe she’s trying to tell me that she has needs too. I don’t usually listen. I’ve haven’t been home since I made my escape but Mom keeps helping me out as if I were a good daughter.”

Vanessa gave Kaya a squinty look. “Girl, you’re making me crazy. Mom is not writing a stupid novel to get your attention. Just blue line it, OK. I’ve got a birder’s book. Cute. ” Vanessa pulled on one of her wiry curls.

“I don’t want to read about Mom’s sick passion.”

“You’re projecting. It’s not Mom. I didn’t know a chickadee from an owl. I never cared about trees or birds but like I said, this is cute.”

“Okay, I’m going back to weird co-incidences.”

Kaya stared at the screensaver. It was Paradise, milky aqua sea and palms, a beach she’d never see if she kept dating in the wrong neighborhood. 

Cecelia found out that Dr. Ross was going through chemotherapy through the receptionist who belonged to her branch of Hadassah. She wondered if he’d been having an affair with the small brunette who managed the office, or if he’d been loyal and faithful since high school in Iowa where he’d gone to medical school. She and George had been faithful even though little flirtations happened at parties where they had not succumbed to the ultimate temptations.

Hadassah. That surely was a code word. Mrs. Pettibone did not belong to Hadassah. Sylvia Masson did and she was using it to reach Kaya the only way she knew how, on Kaya’s turf. 

“Where do you want to eat? Red or green?” Vanessa emailed.

“Krill, I can’t digest anything larger than mini shrimp.”

They went to My Thai on Third Avenue. 

“Red pumpkin curry, extra hot,” Kaya ordered. “I want to sweat.”

Kaya ate all her noodles and Vanessa’s rice. She needed carbs.

“You’re moody, Kaya. Let’s Match.com tonight. At least twice.”

“I’m still hung over from last night. Look, he bruised my wrist.”

“I should have stayed with you.”

Once again on the screen, Dr. Robertson became Robinson and then Ross again, mistakes Kaya traced to her mother’s guilt at revealing feelings. 

Cecilia had her hair done and made up and drove with her dog to the neighborhood in Las Felix where Dr. Robertson lived.  She parked and leashed Bowie, her black Great Dane. It was a nice block with well kept green lawns and pretty Victorians with porches. This is good but it doesn’t feel like L.A. here? Check your location.
Stephen. She let her lips savor his name. Stephen Stephen Stephen.. He was walking toward her with a Wheaten terrier on a leash. The weight loss was palpable; his exercise suit hung on his shoulders. But his blue eyes behind steel-rimmed glasses were as beautiful as ever.

“Mrs. …,” he said, clearly not remembering her name. 

“Cecilia, I’m Cecilia, Stephen.”

“How are you? You’re beast won’t eat up Bert here, I hope.”

“He’s friendly.” Cecilia couldn’t breathe. The dogs sniffed, pulled on their leashes to reach a shrub and raised their legs.

“I still remember how courageous your mother was. An enviable death.” 

“You gave me such strength, Stephen.” She wanted to take him in her arms then and press him to her breasts. “From that day I’ve loved you.” 

He acted as if he hadn’t heard her confession. They continued to walk down the block. If he hadn’t heard, should she declare her love again? It was bursting to come out. She was bursting inside with desire.

“Do you have children Stephen?”

His glasses glinted in the morning sun. 

“We have four grown up children. It’s wonderful how they become adults with qualities you never knew they’d learned.”

“That isn’t always the case. I have a daughter who is still quite a concern.”

“I’m afraid this is where I must say goodbye.”

“No, no Stephen, don’t go.” She touched his wrist. “I’ve fallen in love with you. I think of you every day, every moment of every single day. You were so wonderful and I am so so so worried about you...”

“Your feelings are not uncommon, Cecilia. Transference doesn’t only happen in psychotherapy.”

The dogs were pulling in different directions, Bowie eager to go on and Bert straining to reach his front door. 

“I came to offer my love, my heart.” Cecilia unbuttoned her blouse. “Everything.”

Poor Dr. Kirschner, poor Mom, sighed Kaya, and with her nipples that don’t match. I know you were whipped emotionally and that Dad’s not all there but he’s nicer now and at least he’s faithful.

When she looked up, Kaya saw the words, “To be continued.” This is gripping, keep writing. The reader wants to know more about Cecilia.
Kaya was not just encouraging #1 client of the day. She truly did want to know more, wanted to know what happened to Cecilia and Dr. Robertson-Robinson-Ross. Damon Kirkland’s fist flashed on her screen. Domestic spying.

“There are only five stories, Kaya, and death and sex are two of them. You’ve had your little fugue down there, now wake up, attach the acceptance form to the chapter and send it or you’ll be here until midnight”

She pressed her forehead to the screen. 8888888888. 

She’d get a temporary teaching credential. They were dying for teachers in the Bronx. Mom would be so proud. She could escape this world of pathetic writers being told they were authors. She’d never write another cynical little story again. She’d write about life, real life with transgendered people and their lives. She’d move to southern California and take her mother with, so Cecilia/Sylvia could write on location.
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