
Chapter 3.

Ellese  couldn't understand why was she so nervous.  After hanging up the phone, she'd gone 

upstairs, taken a long bath, then carefully washed her hair. Then she'd padded around in a towel, 

fretting it seemed over everything.  Would her hair dry fast enough? What should she wear? Should she

leave early? She'd borrowed Marge's blow dryer, and with it making enough noise to drown out a 

nuclear explosion, Ellese now sat looked at herself in the mirror. “What is going on with you, Ellese? 

What are you doing?” she asked her image. She shook her head and muttered “God, I haven't seen the 

man for a couple of decades, then I get a call to talk business with him...and BAM!, I'm acting like I've 

got a date with Tony Stark or something. Get a grip, girl!”

Hair dry, but still wondering at her reaction, Ellese picked up her brush and started working on 

her hair. “Oh well, no matter what happens, Mark's going to be a client, so I should look at least 

halfway decent.” She decided not to wear any make-up beside her lipstick, but Ellese did pick an outfit 

she thought looked particularly good on her. As she walked along the sidewalks towards Mark's house, 

Ellese knew she looked better than she usually did when she was going to visit a prospective client. 

Up ahead, looking much as she remembered it from visits made when they were in school, 

stood the Reiner house. Back when Williamson had been a prosperous farming town, farmers had come

from miles around to buy supplies. The town feed and grain store was one of the busiest of businesses, 

and the Reiner's who ran it had made lots of money. One of Mark's grandfathers bought a nice lot, well 

away from downtown (which, back then, had boasted several saloons), and built a substantial frame 

house on it.

She had visited the house many times, a huge places with many unused rooms. Why Mark was 

an only child Ellese had never asked. It might have had something to do with the cancer that had 

claimed Mark's father while he was still in grade school. It might have been, as with Ellese's mother 

after Alfred was born, the results of complications from a difficult birth. For whatever reason, after 



Mark's father had died, she knew he and his mother had lived alone in the hulking old house. Mark's 

mother had worked hard, keeping the family business running , but she made sure her son knew she 

cared. Birthdays were an occasion for all of Mark's schoolmates to be invited to a party;  Halloween, 

Christmas and New Years were reasons for the area's young people to visit. Ellese was among the other

children attending these events, but the fact that Mark had been born on the same day as she had made 

birthday celebrations special. Now, she was again walking up the old laid-brick walk to that well-

remembered front door.

Ellese tried to control of her feelings, but with every step she took towards Mark's front door, 

she was less and less sure she could. As she came to the top step, Ellese stopped and realized she was 

sweating, sweating in fear. “Ellese, calm down!” she said to herself. Even so, it took a physical effort to

move towards the door. “May as well get on with it.” she said under her breath as she pressed the 

doorbell.

It had been a long time since Ellese had seen Mark, and her memories of how he had looked 

were becoming a little vague. Even so, when he opened door, she was shocked by his appearance. Her 

memories were of a tall, solidly-built man of about 6'4”. The man who stood before her... the face was 

right, as was the height, but instead of the solid muscle she remembered, his frame was gaunt, almost 

skeletal. She saw his eye widen, and a smile spread across his face...

#

Mark hadn't seen Ellese since the summer after the two of them had graduated from high 

school. Looking at her, he saw the beautiful young woman who'd gone to school with him overlain with

the maturity the passing years had given her. Even in her late thirties, her appearance was still arresting 

to him. After what felt like to him an eternity, he smiled, held out his hand and said “Ellese! I'm glad to 

see you, it's been far too long a time. How are you?” 

#

The words, the voice that spoke them, the smile, they all served to break the moment's 



uncertainty. Mark, the man she'd known all those years before, stood in front of her. In spite of herself, 

she felt a smile spread across her face as she reached out and took his hand. Mark might look as if he 

were wasting away, but the grip in the hand she held was still firm The feelings stirred by that hand 

holding hers were stronger than she'd imagined.

“Oh, things could be better, but they could be a lot worse too, so on the whole, I guess things 

are all right.”

Mark had laughed at that. “Now that sounds like a lawyer! Should I be worried, or should I feel 

comforted?”

“I guess that depends on what you want to talk about. Your email mentioned stuff you'd need a 

lawyer for, but if my old friend has a few minutes, I wouldn't object to doing some catching up at all.”

“Mind talking to you? Never! Come on in and have a seat so we can talk in comfort.” Mark let 

go of her hand and lead the way into the house.

Ellese remembered the house from when they were young. The furniture, the knick-knacks 

Mark's mother had kept, were gone. There wasn't a lot of anything in the house, it looked almost 

stripped clean. Mark led her to the front room she remembered. Now, it held nothing but a couple of 

easy chairs and a television.

“Pick a seat and make yourself comfortable.” Mark said with a sweeping motion towards the 

chairs. For some reason, Ellese  sat down in what looked to be the older of the chairs. Mark played the 

host and asked “Would you like something to drink? I've got some soda, some iced tea, some water 

from the fridge if you want it.”

“Iced tea? It isn't that bottled crap, is it?” Ellese asked.

Mark smiled at her. “No, fresh off the back stoop not an hour ago. I could never stand that 

bottled stuff either. Want some?”

Ellese smiled at Mark, “Only if you promise to share a glass with me.”

“Deal. I'll get us two glass of ice and bring a pitcher full in for both of us.” Mark replied, 



heading towards the kitchen.

#

In the kitchen, Mark dughis mother's old pitcher, one of the few things of hers he still had, out 

of an overhead cabinet and filled it with fresh tea out of the old jar he'd brewed it in. It took a bit of 

rummaging around, but he managed to find a pair of matching glasses. He was filling them with ice 

when he saw the small cup of tea he'd made for himself earlier. The past few days, with his daily intake

of medicinal tea nearing fatal levels, Mark had begun to experience what the old shamen had referred 

to as a 'spirit voyage'. More than once,  he'd found himself reliving some past experience. The 

memories of people he'd met, the interesting 'characters' he'd interviewed, moments of pure beauty in 

some remote corner of the world, all of them seemed more real than anything around him. But this 

would be his last cup. He knew the end was near, and he had decided to end his life tonight. In that cup 

was a mixture of herbs that would free his mind one final time...and stop his heart.

Last night, in one of his few sleeping dreams, Mark had remembered Cape Clear. Of all the 

places he had been, it was one of the few that felt like home...which was strange, given that the people 

on that island spoke Irish as often as English. The islanders had been reserved at first, but once they'd 

begun to trust him, he'd been treated like an old friend. That acceptance, the beauty of the island itself, 

and the feeling of peace he'd discovered there had had a deep impact on a man who'd never felt at home

anywhere before. Mark had come to love the island, and the day he'd finally left had been one of the 

sadder partings he had ever endured.

Thinking about the island brought back a memory, one deeply beautiful and perfect moment he 

remembered wishing Ellese was with him to share. As he thought of it, an idea came to him: could he 

share that moment with her now? He looked at the teacup again. The herbal herbal brew in it was much

the same as what he'd taken when Ivan, the old Siberian herder cum shaman, had finally shown him 

how to touch another person's conscious. The dosage was strong enough to free his mind and enable 

him to step into another person's dreams. The added ingredients, the ones that would stop his heart, 



shouldn't take effect immediately. Would he have enough time to share that moment with Ellese and 

still be alive to send her on her way? It was an open question, not one that had a neat answer to it, but 

Mark thought he would. He wanted that chance to share that moment with Ellese, to tell her he loved 

her. Would she understand, though, when she heard that he'd died shortly after she left? Would she 

think herself the cause? No, he'd explain his decision to her, and she'd understand. Ellese had been 

there when his father had died, she'd been the one who listened to him when he spoke of seeing the 

man who'd raised him not knowing who he was. If anyone could understand his desire to end his life on

his own terms, it would be Ellese.

Mark took the pitcher into the living room, and said “I hope you don't mind, I'll set the pitcher 

here so we can both just help ourselves. Be back with the glasses in a second.” Ellese had nodded her 

approval of the idea, and Mark headed back towards the kitchen for the rest of what he needed. He 

picked up the glasses in one hand,  then carefully collected the teacup and it's special contents.

#

Ellese watched Mark as he came back into the room carrying two glasses full of ice and, 

surprisingly, what looked like a regular teacup full of tea. “Drinking heavy there, Mark?” she asked, 

pointing towards the teacup.

He glanced at her, then at the cup. “No, this is special, some herbal tea I brewed for myself. It's 

for pain, so don't touch it, okay?”

Ellese suddenly felt very sad. “So, what my brother has been telling me is true, you've got 

cancer. How bad is it?” she asked.

Mark didn't reply right away, but when he did, he confirmed what she'd feared. “Bad. The 

doctors tell me I should be dead already. The pain can get bad. This stuff”, he said, pointing towards the

small teacup he'd set down by his chair, “is strong enough that it'd probably knock you out for a couple 

days if you drank it by accident, and I do mean out. Me, it'll help make the rest of today bearable.”

Ellese looked at Mark for a second. He wasn't kidding, she could tell that. Gods, how could it 



have gotten so bad without a doctor finding it? “When did you find out you had cancer, Mark?” she 

finally managed to ask.

“Oh, I got the formal diagnosis about seven month ago. About a year and a half ago, I was 

doing some field work in eastern Siberia, trying to track down a group of nomadic shepherds that still 

follow the old ways. I was getting ready to leave Vladivostok to head into the interior regions when I 

started getting sick. Pain in the abdomen, and other, less enjoyable-to-hear-about stuff. The doctors 

couldn't tell me what was wrong, their diagnostic equipment wasn't good enough. So I wrapped my 

research up as quickly as possible and headed home. By the time I got back to the states, I was in pretty

bad shape. The doctors here found the main tumor and, well, they said it had spread pretty much 

everywhere. They gave me my 'options', but because most of my internal organs had already been 

'compromised', they were all pretty grim. I told them I'd live with the pain as long as I could, then, 

well...”

Ellese reached out and took Mark's hand, squeezed it and said “You can't give up hope, Mark.”

Mark looked at her and gave a tired laughed. “I wish I could be so hopeful. The best prognosis 

was that they could stretch things out a while, a few months, maybe a year. I'd be weak, sick and 

towards the end, doped out of my mind with the pain meds. Whether that actually qualifies as 

something to be looked forward to, I'll let you decide. Me, if I've got to go, I'd like to spend my last 

days as who I am, not laying in a bed not knowing who I am or where I'm at.”

Ellese watched Mark while he spoke, she listened to his voice, and knew he wasn't going to 

change his mind no matter what anyone said to him. Finally, she said “I'm not sure I agree with you, 

but given what happened to your father, I can understand your attitude. I'm just not....”

Mark held up his hand. “Ellese, let's not argue, okay? It's been a long time, I'd like to take the 

chance to talk to you, if I can. And I've got some business to get through too, so can we talk about 

something else?”

“Mark, we can talk about anything you want to talk about. How have you been, beyond the 



recent obviously bad news? I heard two of your books are on the New York Times Bestseller's list. I'll be

honest, I never read either one. What are they about?”

Mark looked at her in an odd way, then answered “Oh, those. I wrote them about my hobby, the 

one I think my department wishes I didn't spend so much time on. You know I studied anthropology at 

UND, don't you?”

Ellese nodded and said “Yes, we were in different universities, but I heard about you. You did 

well back then, didn't you?”

Mark nodded his agreement. “Yeah, graduated #1 in my department. It wasn't hard, the subject 

interested me, and that's where I found I could write. The instructors asked me to stay on and become a 

TA, but what I really loved was field work, so I made it clear I'd only stay if I could continue going out 

in the field. The thing that really interested me were shamanistic religions. I was especially interedted 

in their emphasis on dreams and how the mind and body interact in what we'd call an 'altered states of 

reality'. That was what my books are about, that and how people can step into their own dreams and 

change them, and sometimes even change their lives. The department wasn't happy with me writing 

about 'that subject' as they put it. There was even some talk of my being asked to publish under a 

pseudonym. I pointed out that I made it clear that my books were nothing but my own opinion, and that

they in no way reflected the university's thinking. I doubt that would have saved my ass if my first 

book hadn't sold so well. After that, well, they'd have had to explain why they were demoting a best-

selling author, so.....case closed.”

Mark had begun smiling as he'd drawn towards the end of his story, but when he finished, the 

smile gave way to a strong and hearty laugh. Ellese, who'd dealt with more than her share of personal 

politics, understood the source of the mirth and joined in herself. “So basically, you had'em by the 

'short and curlies', and there wasn't anything they could do about it. Is that a fair summary?” she asked.

“Yeah, I guess you could say it was something a lot like that!” Mark replied with another laugh.

His laughter set Ellese to laughing again, and when both of them had wound down a bit, she 



asked Mark “So, you say you really loved field work. That must have meant a lot of travel to all sorts 

of exotic places. How'd you like that?”

“Finding things out, recording ceremonies that other researchers hadn't thought important, or 

serious enough to take note of, that made it worthwhile. Meeting people with different views of the 

world, that's helped me more than you'd imagine to cope with what's wrong with me. In a way, I guess 

it's helped me think that all this....life, everything we do in it.... just might be  another dream, some sort 

of vision to awaken from.” Mark gave her a tired smile before continuing.  “You know me, I was never 

much for church. All that talk from the preacher telling us about how we'd go to hell if we did this, or 

didn't do that. When you find out it's all about to end, you start wondering...well, what's next?” 

Ellese watched Mark while he was talking, and she could feel she'd made him think about 

things he'd rather not. Trying to take his mind off such depressing thoughts, she said “You said that 

those people you studied, those shaman, could step into people's dreams, and that you believed people 

could take control of their own dreams. You don't really believe that, do you?”

Mark looked at her again with that odd expression on his face. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I know 

it's real. I've even shaped some of my own dream. It helps keep my worries about the future from 

turning my dreams into nightmares.”

Ellese stared at him, not believing what she'd heard. “How could a person change their 

dreams?” she asked.

Mark set down his glass of tea and turned to face her more directly “You don't believe it's 

possible? All right, how about I prove it to you?” he asked.

“How could you prove it to me? I'm not planning on taking a nap right now, so how could you 

do that”

“Will you do something for me? Something simple?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Just close your eye. Close your eyes and try to imagine what I describe to you.”



“Close my eye? Why?”

“Simple. Because if your eyes aren't closed, it'll be harder for you to picture what I describe.”

Ellese had to admit that made sense. She closed her eye, then opened them again. “What am I 

going to imagine?”

“I'll tell you, don't worry, it won't be anything you'll find unpleasant.”

She closes her eyes again. “So, start talking.”

“Alright, here goes. You're standing on a slope. The land drops away gently in front of you. 

Behind you is a small house. It's not very fancy, just a couple of bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, 

bathroom. There are plants everywhere, fuchsia grows wild, other flowering shrubs and plants. The 

front yard is good sized but not real big. The grass is a deep, luxurious green, and there's a low wall 

around all of it. Down the slope are a few other house with their yards, then the land drops off to the 

sea. The water is dotted with a mix of rocks and small islands. Beyond is the mainland, because you're 

on an island yourself. It's late in the day. The sun is setting in front of you, and the sky has only a few 

high wispy clouds in it. They're picking up the reds and oranges, and the sky and sea are slowly 

growing a darker and darker shade of blue. As you watch, the sun drops below the horizon, and you 

begin to see the lights of the houses, both below you and on the mainland. And over all of it is a peace 

and quiet and contentment that seems to seep into your bones, into your soul. Can you see it?”

A smile slowly began to form on her face, and the lines of distrust begun to fade. “Yes, I can. 

It's beautiful. What am I seeing?”

“It's the view from a house on Cape Clear Island, and the mainland is the County Cork coast of 

Ireland. The body of water is Roaringwater Bay.”

“Yes, I see it...and it's beautiful. You didn't say, am I alone?”

“Just for a second.” Mark picked up the cup of tea. He looked at it one last time and thought, 

What the hell, might as well get it over with. He drank deeply and leaned forward. As he raised his hand

and touched the middle of Ellese's forehead, he felt a wave of pain wash over his body. So much for 



painless, he thought as he concentrated his thoughts on the image he'd described to Ellese.


