R-Evolutionary Nights

Plot ideas

Budapest is where all the problems explode for Maggie – getting involved with the Russian Mafia (could also be others – china, Czech, etc.) she is trying to do stories on their activities, and others, travel, etc. gets mixed up with informants who are actually Mafia and try to stop her work

Maggie works for her grandfather, his brother and his family in Prague – newspaper owners

Michael and Maggie visit Prague often

Everyone takes a trip over Christmas for one month to Prague – the beginning of introducing those characters and the intrigue there – major foreshadowing, getting to know the characters, setting, etc.

Back in Wisconsin for the spring semester with Maggie and Michael going back and forth – continue the story there with interruptions

Judy and Jack go for the summer with everyone 

Alex goes this summer with everyone, convinces her parents to let her study there over the summer

Family secrets are let out the summer they all go together. Could be about Maggie and Jack's parents and the story of their lives, their relationship, and the death. 

Also have to unwind the problems that Maggie (and Michael) have stirred up with the family and with the Mafia groups

Michael, Maggie can speak local language, and Jack and Judy can too – but sometimes viewed as tourists – have to be careful – have to rely on family to get out of trouble, keep out of trouble, but it doesn't always work.

Visit these people over spring break – Alex goes home to Chicago suburb to visit family over spring break and Jack comes too – they also visit Jack's family living in Chicago area (could be Czech community?)– Michael has a sister and her family, not much involved – didn't agree with decisions they made in past – Doesn't like to go to Prague, prefers grandparents to visit here, do occasionally.  Wants them to move back to retire – we'll see.

Michael is rebel of the family – Maggie following after him – both love Prague, but Michael also likes his freedom to be away from it – more freedom in U.S., safer

Judy & Jack prefer U.S. - all seems a bit much for them at times – more easy-going

Notes on Plot from handwritten notebook:

Main Conflict – Problem:

When is their relationship threatened?

-Maggie's sanity, family cohesion, loyalties, physical lives – Budapest

Threats to Freedom

-travel, work

-passion, creatvity

-spiritual

-beliefs

-health

-choices

What is True Freedom?

Health, choice, mindful awareness of the present moment, manifesting creativity, passion – in what sense? Guidance with tantra Buddhism

What is true freedom, real passion, true love, true compassion – that is healthy and not destructive?

Creativity that can change lives, committed action

compassion for self and others

And the wisdom that guides it all is?  

Tantra Buddhism – one source guiding Alex & Jack

Other Buddhist traditions? Integral? Guiding Michael, Thomas, infusing in their lives

Who are the wisest ones?  

Thomas – guiding Michael, reigning him in – true practice, Integrally informed – newly discovered theory & practice?

Judy (Tibetan) compassionate action – helps everyone at different times 

Von - artist with Tantra expertise – guiding Jack & Alex with private teachings, books

Main themes for Alex:

Searching for True freedom, passion, compassion, wisdom, love, spirit 

Alex embarks on the journey to discover the meaning of finding true freedom in life.  Through discovering true Spirit, compassion and wisdom.

What does Alex want most?  Alex seeks creative freedom, emotional connection, to be deeply loved, to be part of a loving connected family, peace of mindfulnessShe wants to be understood and accepted, respected for who she is.  To be free to pursue her interests.  To create work that will have an impact on the world, make a difference.

Yearns for Freedom – Love (erotic, family), Passion (creative, beliefs, energy), Peace & Joy

Why hasn't she gotten these things, what has stood in her way?  What hindrances, histroy and personality?

What is hindering connection?  Parents, upbringing, lack of trust, Maggie

Hindering peace?  Past work  not for her, pressure to work in business, overbearing parents, personal problems – struggles with trusting others, procrastination, avoidance of uncomfortable situations, feelings of isolation, previous depression, fear of it returning

She needs to be sparked into action – be attracted to something, being repelled just immobilizes her

She is attracted to the fire in this family – the passion, artistic, believers, accomplished, pursuing their interests, give up anything they want to go towards new interests, freedom, acceptance of each other, connections in family, loyalties, international connections and excitement

She must conjure up strength and courage to help others, develop confidence in self, ignites her own fire, self-assertiveness, deeper inner peace, connection inside ignites connection in the world with others.

Plot ideas for Jack and the Prague scenes at Christmas

Jack decides to film in Prague/Budapest, Alex will write the script with him. Could any of the actors go too?  Or over the summer for a few weeks? Bohemian Nights movie?

December – scout locations, plan filming, refine script, introduce Alex to family

Maggie is on the story, problems becoming evident, everyone unsure what is real with her and what isn't – discussions with family, what to do, what is found out, reactions

Family secrets reveal

Jan – May Back in WI, Maggie and Michael back and forth

Create tension in Alex and Jack's relationshipsMaggie losing it – more pressure on Jack to help

Michael connecting with bad gurus on lecture circuit - ??

Family cracking due to secrets partially reveal

Creativity suffering due to personal problems and tension

partial fixes and relief from Tantra, meditation, insight, compassionate actions

Alex fears her perfect world is crumbling, struggles with depression and procrastination

 - ***Can Eric help?  Does she let him regress her – hypnosis?  Yes, Yes

Alex is spurred to action when she is needed by each family member, friends, etc.

wise ones (?who) interject to help – Thomas, Judy, Von

relief breaks in problems come from:

humor, music, creative flow, passion, sexual passion, spiritual breakthroughs, acts of compassion, reduced judgment, more acceptance of self and others, understanding help support after conflicting

Alex's perspective

Searching for freedom, passion, creativity, connection, peace, truth, love

What does she want the most – Jack & freedom from oppression in her life (what is oppressing her/)

Truth of Self, peace, present moment

compassion, courage, trust

passion & creativity – self & with others

tantra explodes through these areas

Making a movie with Jack:

This can be where the tension is created, arguments

After Christmas in Prague, jack thinks she doesn't understand when the pressures from all fronts close in

Major shift - ***Maggie is actually the one who sides with her and explains more about herself, Jack, the family in Prague and in WI – Maggie is starting to trust Alex after watching her in Prague and interacting with her – helping her

All the problems bring them all together – shift in power structure – all 3 on board together to help Michael with his problems, the Prague problems – Maggie, cousins die, they mobilize for good and to make meaning out of their deaths over the summer – Film-making gets all of them into trouble together, but Jack and Maggie get kidnapped and held hostage.

They may be creating a documentary/fictional film to reveal suffering caused by crime – believe in this – expose

All 3 do it and bring others in – all mobilized

Expose on mafia activities, maggie originally discovers

rescued by family, she is determined to reveal

More trouble, threats, hostage situation with Jack and Alex

The entire family mobilizes to rescue them led by Maggie and Michael

Shady guru subplot – he offers to help release Jack and Alex, but no good

Michael has trust issues also, needs more discernment

Michael met at lectures in Prague/Budapest, proposes business deal with him, actually member of the mafia

Maggie involved with mafia after news story/night club, coverage

Same mafia infilterating Michaels organization and network – brings others in?  Gets tied into his financial situation?  Tries to leverage Alex and Jack to get newspaper to do what they want – stop their activities – stop the filming

All of it is tied together, mafia is watching all of them, following, and getting involved, they have infiltrated the paper, the film, Michaels business, Maggie's life,now kidnapping – they see the family as more powerful and influential than they considered – 

Research – modern hostage techniques, etc

****Which operations of the mafia are at risk?  Exposing what?  Exposing who?  Get more details about this.

Crazy Maggie is followed by Rebellious Michael and are the ones that end up saving Alex and Jack from their captors. 

Family at newspaper got a lot of dirt on mafia members high up, evidence?

Agree to let them go – complications

work out an arrangement

let the family alone – now under protection – for now

End – Back home at end of the summer, acclimating to this “calm” life of true freedom, creativity & passion 

Alex finds out she is pregnant (from time in captivity) – this is the teaser for book 2

What in the world of your story makes you angry?

Injustice, confinement of the soul & Spirit, crime driving some to insanity

What is the most important question?

What is truth, love, creativity, freedom, authentic connection and how do you manifest them in your lives

What puzzle has no answer?

What is dangerous in this world?

Mafia, crime, threats

What causes pain?

Oppression, disconnection, losing touch with reality

Where in the world of your story is there unexpected grace?  

Judy, family, caring people nurturing those who are falling apart – to Maggie

Jack – Alex being in his life to help him through troubled times, to be with him on trip of creativity, to support him

Alex – Jack, learning to be committed, opening up, becoming (Revolutionary Man – use his stuff) through his love to Alex

What is beautiful?

Truth – Tantric Buddhism revealing love, truth and passion

connection to each other, loyalty in time of need

creativity coming to life for everyone releasing their inhibitions, their commitment to causes, their passion, their lives

Truth through mindfulness, tao, passion 

Connection to spirit, revelations through the research for past lives – connection and patterns revealed

Who is an unrecognized hero?  What needs to be saved?

Judy

Give your feelings to a character.  Who can stand for something?

Alex – creative freedom, pursuit of life and passion, committed love 

jack – creative freedom, pursuit of life and passion, committed love 

Maggie – for justice, exposing injustice & crime

Michael – for his beliefs, helping others, reincarnation, past life experiences relevant today

Judy – home, nurturing

Who can turn the plot's main problem into a cause?

Create a situation in which this character must defend, explain or justify his actions.

How is the plot's main problem larger than it looks?   Why does it matter to us all?

Find places in your manuscript to incorporate the emotions, opinions and ideas generated in the prompts above

Humanizing the Hero:

Find for your hero a failing that is human, a universal frustration, a humbling setback or any experience that everyone has had.   Add this early in the manuscript.

What in the world of the story is timelessly true?  What cannot be changed?  How is basic human nature exhibited?  What is the same today as 100 years ago, and will be the same 100 years ahead?

What does your protagonist do the same way as everyone?  

What is her lucky charm?  Give this character a motto

What did she learn from her mom or dad?

Create a situation in which your exceptional protagonist is in over his head, feels unprepared, is simply lost or in any other way must admit to himself that he's not perfect.

Develop the moral of the story:

Is there a moral or lesson in your story?  

When does your protagonist realize she got something wrong?

Pushing too hard with this new family who have diffuse boundaries, but fierce loyalties, cultural idiosyncratic behavior

Putting her own needs ahead of Jack's, and others when they need help – her competition with Maggie

Who in the story can, at the end, see things in a completely different way?

At the end, how is your hero or heroine better off?

At the end, what does your hero or heroine regret?

Who, in the midst of the story, is certain there is no solution, nor is there any way to fully comprehend the problem?

Prague and Budapest – Maggie, Jack & Alex – also involves Michael

Why is the problem good, timely, universal or fated?

Build Fire when stuck:

Choose any scene that seems weak or wandering.  Who is the point-of-view character?

Identify whatever this character feels most strongly in this scene.  Fury? Futility? Betrayal? Hope? Joy? Arousal? Shame? Grief? Pride?Self-loathing? Security?

Recall your own life.  What was the time when you most strongly felt the emotion you identified in the last step?

Detail your own experience:  When precisely did this happen?  Who was there? What was around you? What do you remember best about the moment?  What would you most like to forget?  What was the quality of the light? What exactly was said?  What were the smallest and largest things that were done?

In this experience from your life, what twisted the knife or put the icing on the cake?  It would have stirred this feeling anyway, but what really provoked it was...what?

What did you think to yourself as the importance of this experience struck you?

Characters who matter:

Infuse your story with deep conviction and fiery passion

techniques for capturing a special time and place, creating characters whose lives matter, nailing multiple-impact plot turns, making the supernatural real, infusing issues into fiction

Scenes that can't be cut

outer and inner turning points

dialogue

striding forward, falling background

Linking details and emotions

measuring change over time

history is personal

seeing through the characters' eyes

conjuring a milieu

setting as a character

Tension all the time

in dialogue, action, exposition

Developing supporting characters (to the protagonist)

Is there any description of beauty so effective that it would make anyone swoon?

Is there a sexual allure that can seduce everyone who opens a book?

What is possible is to make momentous the effect of one character upon another.  As with greatness, creating a feeling that a character is special is a matter of measuring her impact.

What is it that makes my character beautiful?  The aura of light that is seen surrounding them, the allure, the draw, the magnetism.  What is the perception of the character in love.

Mine-what is so important about their journey of self-discovery, healing, compassion, wisdom...what does it heal, transform, learn about change and transformation

Mine-Focus on connections, personal histories, people in the lives of the protagonist that shape the character 

**Who in your story has special stature?  Is there an influential teacher, a spouse, a past love, a friend of long standing, a wizard at math (a spiritual guru, good and bad, common spiritual wise one vs. guru, etc) an egotistical-but-gifted auto mechanic?  Is there a character in your story who could be given such elevated importance?  Explore the effect that this paragon has on your protagonist, then find a meaningful moment for that effect to be expressed.

Creating Special Characters:

Look at the special character through the eyes of your protagonist.  List three ways in which they are exactly alike.  Find one way in which they are exactly the opposite.

Write down what most fascinates your protagonist about this special character.  Also note one thing about the special character that your protagonist will never understand.

Create the defining moment in their relationship.  Write down specific details of the place, the time, the action, and their dialogue during this event.  What single detail does, or will, your protagonist remember best?  What detail does she most want to forget?

At the end of your story, in what way has this special character most changed your protagonist?  At the story's outset, in what way does your protagonist most resist this special character?

Alex resists Maggie, but she ends up changing her a lot

Special-ness comes not from a character but from their impact on the protagonist.  What are the details that measure their impact?  How specific can you make them?  The steps above are just a start.  It is those details that will bring their special-ness alive.

Jack's impact on Alex

Maggie's impact on Alex

Judy's impact on Alex

Michael's impact on Alex

Synopsis

NaNoWriMo - 

Jack & Alex are in love, and their passion for truth, freedom and creativity brought them together in an unusual place and time. But their love is tested by uncontrollable events that play out in Madison, Wisconsin, Prague and Budapest. Alex considers everything about Jack to be utterly irresistible. Jack lives in an eccentric family with members connected to an international cast of interesting characters. This life is so completely different than Alex's own family experience. She is determined to win Jack's love and become part of his life and join the inner circle of this amazingly odd, but fascinating family.

The day Alex returns from France, Maggie is back from one of her journalism assignments in Prague for her grandfather. Maggie is once again relying on her brother, Jack, to secretly help her with trouble in her life that always seems to escalate out of control. Jack's sister Maggie becomes involved with the Russian Mafia in Budapest, and family secrets from the past erupt and change their lives forever. 

Jack and Maggie's Uncle Michael created a Research Institute for Reincarnation & Past Life Experiences that inadvertently becomes dangerously involved with shady gurus. The trouble leads to tragic ends. 

Alex and Jack become intricately involved in the family problems and work to untangle the webs of deception and crime that have entered their lives. All the while, they try desperately to hold on to their love affair and realize their creative dreams. 

Alex goes on a journey that ignites her passion and creativity for the first time in her life. Together, Alex and Jack discover the essence of truth, freedom and deep, meaningful love. The power of unseen forces, synchronicity and radical change infuse their lives with wisdom and compassion in ways they could have never predicted. Then again, who knows where it will all lead... 

Alex finally broke free from her business career and went back to grad school to refocus on a career in a creative field.  She meets Jack at an unusual coffeehouse and theater where she quickly becomes involved in the local culture.  Jack and Alex fall passionately in love, but their love is tested by many events.

Suspenseful beginning:

The towering, sprawling old factory building looked empty and abandoned, but it was calling Alex like a moth to a flame.  Alex was getting nervous and excited as she descended into the darkness below following the outside staircase.  She grabbed the old pipe railing as she attempted to walk down the old wooden stairs avoiding the slippery leaves that were falling from the oak trees.  The entrance was reminiscent of the New York basement restaurants and bars that lead down the stairs to entrances below ground.  But here, several blocks from downtown Madison, Wisconsin, attached to an old factory building, it looked out of place.  There was no signs to announce the contents of this strange-looking building.  Alex wasn't sure what she was going to encounter, after leaving on a sour note to spend several months in France for the summer.  Her enthusiasm for the autumn weather, and being back in this place propelled her forward and she entered, flinging the door open wide and ganging it against the wall as the wind arrived with her.

The coffeehouse smells greeted her with the aromatic pleasure of coffee and fresh baked pastries.  She took a pleasurable huge breath before grabbing the door to close it. Everyone turned to look at her grand entrance, but quickly went back to what was absorbing their attention.  Alex quickly scanned the tables to see who was there before entered any further.  It was fairly empty in late morning, because that is not when the largest crowds arrived.  She caught sight of three men huddled at a table talking intensely.  It was Michael, the owner of the coffeehouse, a biologist and director of his own consciousness research institute, and his partner, Eric who was a psychiatrist at the Institute talking intently to Thomas.  I was shocked to see Thomas downstairs during the day.  He is a resident researcher/philosopher and rarely leaves his room except for midnight discussions.  Something at the institute must be happening. 

Before giving them much thought, Alex quickly looked around for the one she had come there to see.  Jack was not at his usual post behind the coffee bar. It was abandoned.  Some of the patrons were helping themselves to coffee refills.  Maybe classes at the university had taken him away this morning.  She relaxed and headed toward the coffee bar to help herself to her  first cup of coffee in the States.  She sat and enjoyed the coffee.  Almost as good as her daily coffee in Paris.  After her first cup, she got up to find a table to sit at until more friends arrived.  Twirling around, she caught her foot on one of the floor boards, so old and uneven from years of wear.  Alex tripped and found herself falling toward the floor.  Her heavy bag hurling first with a noisy crash followed by the sound of  personal items scattering under the tables.  She caught herself on a chair, barely escaping an injury.  It was her second big scene of the morning.  She thought to herself with a gasp, “My jet lag is showing.” 

Another big breath and down she went to retrieve a worn passport, journal, camera, loose change, a lipstick, small bottles of lotion and shampoo, various pens, pencils and piles of receipts and tickets.  As she reached for the final pen, Alex felt someone kneeling down next to her, very close.  A hand softly touched hers and another hand went around her shoulders.  She instantly knew that Jack was here.  His face came close to Alex and moved her hair back slowly as he softly kissed her ear.   Alex was frozen in place and instantly relaxed by his embrace.  Jack whispered softly in her ear, “I've been waiting for you, come up to my room, I've got something to show you.”

Jack lifts Alex easily to her feet and she felt more stable than she had for days.  Alex turns around and fall into his arms for a long awaited embrace.  His kiss is the home Alex has returned to before the end of her internship abroad.  It is clear Jack doesn't hold any bad feelings for the incident that happened before Alex left, or for the brief postcards she wrote. The coffeehouse disappeared for several minutes and it was just the two of them in a timeless embrace.  

2 September/Friday

Returning to reality, Alex was amazed to see that this magical moment full of bliss was basically unnoticed by anyone else. Jack takes Alex's hand and leads her through the maze of hallways and staircases up to his room on the second floor.  His room is an amazing warehouse apartment.  It is overwhelming when you first see the unnaturally high ceilings and soaring square-pained windows.  His bed is at one end on a raised platform, his computer area taking up most of his living space at the other end.  A sofa and two chairs were still covered with clothes, as always.  He even had a corner for his weight-lifting equipment, which he used religiously.  

Alex noticed Jack had been busy collecting a few more tech toys.  There were more boxes in the corner and another large screen monitor to add to the collection.  Jack was an unusual combination of artist, performer, philosopher, musician and geek.  He was clearly excited to show Alex something, but she couldn't stop staring at his beautiful eyes, the deep brown eyes she had missed so much.  They were the clearest, most animated eyes she had ever met.  His black wavy hair moving in just the right way as he walked and talked excitedly.  She could barely listen to what he was saying, he was even more beautiful than she remembered. The feelings from the beginning of their romance last autumn were bubbling up and giving Alex a dreamy high of ecstasy.

She tuned back in to his enthusiastic monologue as he was pushing buttons on his computer.  “This summer I purchased a new system of cameras, software, and hardware for making movies!  I've been playing around with the system all summer to get control of the features and editing capabilities...”

I had hoped he was going to show me something a little more personal, but I had to admit that this new project had great potential.  Jack was a charismatic performer on the stage and was one of the creator's of the theater that was downstairs connected to the coffeehouse.  This performance theater was run by Jack and Stephen, the director.  They had the help of several actors, musicians and performers from the university and local theaters. They produce a  live serial play that runs every Friday night.  It is the can't miss production of the local coffeehouse community.  

“I will be able to stream our shows live online, and we can take our productions to the next level by producing shorts and movies with editing capabilities...”  Jack was excitedly telling Alex about his artistic vision now being given legs with his new technology.  She couldn't help but get caught up in the   projects they could all take on together.  Live shows are exciting, but this added a whole new bag of tricks to their creative endeavors.  Alex wondered if everyone else knew about Jack's new toys and the plans he was making.  Of course they do, Alex thought, I'm the one that has been gone.

Jack succeeded in getting Alex's mind reeling with script ideas.  And, just as she began to bring up a few, he stopped talking and looked at her intently.  He took her hand again and moved close to her body.  He hit another button on his computer and  the song, Your Body is a Wonderland,”by John Mayer began to play. How did he always have the perfect music at his fingertips?

“Alex, I can't tell you how much I missed you this summer.”  Jack was talking softly, moving closer and wrapping his arms around her as she stood up and leaned into his body.  He was looking deeply into her eyes. 

“Jack, I was so worried that you...”  Jack kissed Alex, this time with intention as he embraced her.  She responded in kind.  All the trepidation about their relationship melted into late morning bliss.  He took her towards his bed.  Any remaining worries about their relationship were shed with their clothes, which joined the piles on the sofa.  Making love until noon seemed to correct Alex's jet lag caused by crossing too many time zones over the past 2 days.  There love-making had never been quite so mindful and so intense.  It seemed they had entered a new chapter in their relationship, instantly, and Alex liked where it was going.

3 September/Friday

As noon came and gone, Alex and Jack lay silently together, enjoying the shuffle of music pics Jack had playing.  Their taste in music was similar and they enjoyed music together often.  Alex was so relaxed, and her body was beginning to feel the tiredness from lack of sleep and travel.  “Why don't we go downstairs for lunch, I'm afraid if I don't keep in motion, I will crash before tonight.  I'm assuming this is opening night for the fall season, right?  Alex inquired as she jumped out of bed searching for her clothes.

“Oh, Yeah, this is opening night, but can't we stay here a little longer?  What's the rush?”  Jack said, continuing to lay relaxed in bed, motioning for Alex to come back next to him.  Alex could never understand how he could be so relaxed before performances when she gets so nervous, and she is not even one of the actors.

“Come on, I'm hungry,” insisted Alex.  Jack hesitantly got up and hunt through the piles of clothes, but decided to grab Alex instead.

 “Can't we just stay here all afternoon?  You just got back.” Jack was hoping I would change my mind.

“If I stay here, I will fall asleep, and not wake up for the rest of the weekend.  And, you don't want to miss opening night, do you?”  I said impatiently as I was hopping around trying to get my sock on.  I secretly wished we could.

“Alright, Aunt Judy has been waiting to see you, too.  She wants to make your favorite dish this weekend for dinner on Sunday.  And, I thought we could get out in the woods tomorrow for a hike.”  Jack seemed to have planned our weekend already.  Alex was happy to see he was making plans to bring her back into the inner fold of his life before she returned.

They made their way back downstairs just as Judy was taking a huge sheet pan full of quiche out of the massive oven.  The smell was heavenly, laced with pastry, cheese, ham and eggs.  She was a large woman, but not fat, she worked hard in this kitchen every day making the most amazing baked goods.  She was professionally trained as a baker and she perfected her recipes until they melted in your mouth and made you plead for more.  She set down the baking sheet full of quiche and turned to see us smiling in the doorway to the kitchen.  She rushed over to me and gave me a big hug, “Honey, it is so good to have you back! This place just hasn't been the same since you left.”

“I've really missed everyone. I just had to come back early.  After the summer rush, France became dead and dull.  This is the place to be for real action and excitement.” Alex said with conviction.  She hurried back to her quiche and chose two of the best for us.  

“Come over here and tell me about your trip, I'm dying to hear all about it.”  They all sat down to enjoy her delicious quiche and Alex gave her the play by play of the places I visited while in France and the meals she enjoyed.  She left out the part about why she really came back early.

Stephen, the director of live serial, titled “Bohemian nights,” poked his head into the kitchen to call Jack into the production room to prep for tonight.  “Jack, we need you, man, let's get going before it all falls apart.”  He was always worried about the live shows.  Jack was his calming influence.  

Stephen noticed me and was surprised to see me, “Alex, my god, what are you doing back already?  Join us and help us iron out a few rough spots in the script.” It was always about the show with Stephen.

Jack jumped up and smiled at me, “Let's go! It's crunch time.”  We ran out of the kitchen and followed Stephen through the maze of hallways, through the seating area full of booths and tables in the theater, across the stage, and into the back room called the production room.  It was a comfortable, messy place with a few sofas, chairs, and beanbag chairs.  Odd old tables with assorted types of lamps were placed between the furniture.  One large antique table, probably from a library, was in the middle of the room where everyone sat to discuss the shows, do script reads, and argue over the direction and production of the shows.

The actors were already reading through the script, discussing the last minute staging changes.  Stephen and Jack quickly jumped in and someone threw me a copy of the script as I plopped down on the sofa.  I began listening to the dialogue that the actors were reading.

Cyndie said, “I can't do this right now, I've got to go...”

John continued, “But we have got to talk, we can't leave things this way.  You will be gone for a long time, and we have to settle things now.”

“I don't know what to say to you, we just see things differently, you will never see how she really is, you can't, we can never be really close, as long as she is in the middle...” Cyndie continued to read.

Alex quickly looked up at Jack, who was looking at her with a red face.  He had written the script and was writing about their last moments before she left for Paris.  Apparently he forgot to tell her about this in the last few hours.  Alex was dreading what was to come next in this plot...

4 September/Friday

Jack rose to his feet and told everyone to get into the theater.  He motioned for Alex to join him in as the actors went out to the stage to rehearse some changes.  “Alex, I forgot to mention that I put a little bit about our lives into the script.” Jack said apologetically.

“A little bit! You put in the most painful moments we have ever spent together!”  Alex was so embarrassed.  “Does everyone know what happened with us?”

“No, not at all, I didn't tell anyone anything.”  Jack insisted.  “Everyone just assumes that we have been together the entire summer.  I just told them about where you were on your trip and what you were doing based on your postcards.  I'm sorry I only wrote a couple times, I was busy on my new film project, and I thought you just needed some time and space.”

“What else is in the script?”  Alex was almost crying.

“Really, nothing much, I just added a few lines from our lives and made up most of the rest.  The only other event was our conversation about my sister.”

“What, are you kidding?  Isn't she going to be here this weekend?  When is she coming?”  I asked frantically.

“She isn't coming until tomorrow, she won't see the show.  Even if she did, I don't think she would pick it up.  I was too subtle and it was woven into the dialogue.”  Jack tried to explain.

“Jack, you have to stop using our lives in the scripts.  That is what started all of this before I left.  Your sister is smart, she will figure it out.  What if she reads the scripts?  She is always interested in your shows.  I don't want her to know how I feel.  It is bad enough I said anything to begin with.  I know the two of you are really close and I know you don't agree with me.”  I said exasperatingly.

“Alex, I promise no one will know.  It is all out of context.  And, Maggie will never have a clue, really, don't worry.”  Jack promised.  “I've got to go, we have to get this thing together or it won't happen, Stephen is freaking out, as usual.” He jumped up as Stephen was waving his hand at him insistently.

Jack gave Alex a quick kiss and a pleading look before he ran off.  Alex slowly walked towards one of the oversized U shaped booths in the back of the theater and slumped down to watch the rehearsal.  She watched as the scenes from their lives played out before her, opening up a few wounds.  She began to wonder if she was being too sensitive.  After all, if no one else knew about what they had been through the weeks leading up to her trip, then maybe it would be alright.

They all broke for a dinner at seven o'clock. They all ate together and joked around.  Alex was beginning to feel better, just like the old days of the shows from last year.  She was getting caught up in opening night fervor.  They ate lightly and guzzled enough coffee to keep them wired and fueled for hours.

At eight o'clock everyone got up and  moved quickly to the stage to get ready for the show at nine o'clock.  Alex was happy to just be watching, rather than fretting over details tonight.  She loved the craziness before show time, but she was too tired to try and help tonight. Alex watched Jack as he helped move stage props, talked with Stephen, and did sound and light checks. He was poetry in motion when he was in his element of production and performance.  He was so calmly confident, almost giddy as show time grew near.  It was going to be all right and the show was going to be great.

Then, at nine thirty-five, the back doors to the theater swung open with a bang, and in walked Jack's sister, Maggie, smiling and laughing.  “I made it just in time!  Let's see what you got this year, Jack.”  She moved quickly towards the stage and Jack suddenly stopped his preparations.  She hugged him and he hugged her back, but Alex could see his face, and it was turning white.

5 September/Friday

Maggie released the hug to Jack as quickly as she came in and went running to the stage to greet her friends in the cast.  Jack looked at me and shrugged his shoulders.  “John, how have you been!  You won't believe what happened in Turkey!”  Maggie was beginning to chat with everyone during our crunch time.  The audience would be let in to the theater in 10 minutes.

“Maggie, it's about show time, can you catch up with everyone later?” Stephen pleaded as he was beginning to fall apart.

Jack rushed to his rescue, “Maggie, I'm glad you made it for opening night, but we gotta get ready, the show is about to start and we have to let the audience in!”  Jack tried to attract Maggie's scattered attention before Stephen blew up.

Maggie reluctantly sat down at a table and Jack ran to the stage to help Stephen get everyone back on track.  They all disappeared behind the curtain.  Alex watched the drama from the back of the room without joining in or going to sit with Maggie, who was still unaware of her presence.  Alex thought how typical Maggie's behavior was at this moment.  The audience came noisily into the room and there was a mad dash to get good seats.  The place was packed in just a few minutes. The talking and laughing was deafening.

At nine o'clock sharp, Jack appeared on stage and sang the theme song to “Bohemian Nights.”  It is an alternative love ballad about love, art, music, truth, searching and angst.  He wrote it a couple years ago when the series began.  Every Friday night during the academic semester there is a new episode performed live.  It is a crazy, hectic schedule for everyone, with the original writing, the staging, and rehearsals.  But the cast and staff are very dedicated to the show, and their passion is evident.  It is the biggest headliner in town.  It is the local live soap opera, and bits of  gossip, events, and culture slip into the script on a regular basis.  There is always gossip and conjecture about obscure references in story lines.  That is Alex's main concern tonight with Jack's contribution concerning their previous conversations in the script.

As Jack was wrapping up his theme song, the theater went black.  Spotlights shone on the two leads.  The characters of Colin and Claire were played by John and Cyndie.  The story surrounds the ups and downs of an urban group of bohemian friends in search of truth, beauty, knowledge and love.  The dialogue about Alex's comments regarding Maggie were disguised as Claire complaining about a friend of hers.  Maggie was too absorbed in herself and her friends that had joined her at her front row table to notice any references to herself.

Jack was brilliant as usual in his role as Jack.  Very original, but when you do a lot of the writing, you can choose to keep things simple.  Alex noticed his role was not as central to the story in this show.  It looks like he is giving himself more time to work on his new projects.  The show ended with Jack singing the closing theme, a variation on the opening song, a bit shorter, more thoughtful and seductive, to wrap things up.

They all came out for the final bow, the crowd goes wild with adulation. The audience begins to filter out, most going to hit the bars, but the hard core fans stay in the coffeehouse and continue to talk about the play over espresso. The crew and actors convene in their production room.  Maggie and Alex join them.  Maggie quickly says hello to Alex, but not much else.  She is busy talking to a few of the actors who are long-time friends of hers.

Jack entered the room bursting with energy.  He looked excited and relieved to have the first performance behind him.  Everyone is vibrating with energy and excitement from the performance and the audience response.  Several bottles of champaign are uncorked and the celebration continues late into the night.  Maggie captivates her friends with her travel stories.  Jack listens to a few, then comes join Alex and her friends.  She had been recounting a few travel stories of her own in the corner.

“Looks like our weekend plans are on hold until I find out what Maggie is doing.” Jack said cautiously.

Alex gave him a look that exposed her disappointment, not wanting to get into a discussion about it in front of her friends.

Next Chapter – 2?

6 September/Saturday

Late Saturday morning Alex rolls out of bed.  Last night, she went back to her own apartment, which was a mess with all the luggage and piles of mail.  She was glad to be home to her prized garden apartment.  It was a treasure of a place inherited from a friend who had graduated last year.  S had an antique cast iron fireplace with ornate designs.  There were paned French doors out to a patio leading to a  garden lined with ferns and trees.  Some flowers were still blooming while the leaves on the trees were drifting down to the ground.  This apartment was in a late Victorian house that had been renovated into apartments.  Most of the original plants returned every year creating an interesting Victorian garden.

Alex rummaged through her luggage to find a clean outfit.  She knew she needed to spend the day doing laundry and reorganizing her life.  But, there was no food in the place, so why not go to the coffeehouse and eat?  Alex had mixed feelings about encountering Maggie.  She treated her in a civil manner last night, however she also felt a bit ignored by Maggie.  She puzzled herself over mixed emotions of wishing Maggie would leave again and wanting to be an insider with the Jack and Maggie inner circle.

The coffeehouse looked so different during the day with light streaming in the front windows from above.  It looked a little dingier, not as romantically lit in the dark.  But the smell of irresistible coffee and cinnamon rolls were calling all who entered the nondescript door.  Alex could hear Judy singing in the kitchen.  The morning jazz music was playing and Michael was making the coffee this morning behind the bar.  Alex had such a warm feeling of being home when she entered this place in the morning.  She was beginning to feel like Michael and Judy were more like family than friends.  It was a good feeling and one Alex desperately needed in her life, especially now. 

“Good morning Alex, glad to see you back.  How was the summer in France?”  Michael asked Alex as 

she came up to the bar to sit.

“It was great, very inspiring.”  Alex said, trying to say it with conviction.  As Michael served Alex a beautiful espresso with thick crèma, Alex continued to tell Michael the same overview of her trip as she told Judy.  As she talked, she noticed Jack and Maggie entering from the kitchen door.  They took a table and sat with their heads together.  Jack sat with his back to Alex and didn't even notice that she was there.  

Michael had to attend to more coffee orders, so Alex continued to watch the two with their heads together without interrupting.  They seemed to be discussing something very intensely.  They were both talking with their hands in an excited manner, but keeping their voices low.  Alex wasn't sure if they were disagreeing or just very intense about the topic of discussion.

She tried to ignore them and let the discussion continue.  Michael was back and she continued their conversation, turning it over to Michael. “I saw you talking to Eric and Thomas yesterday.  I was surprised to see Thomas downstairs, is anything going on at the Institute?”  Alex inquired.

“Actually, yes, we have a lead on an amazing young boy who remembers being a WWI fighter pilot in a previous life.  He knows everything about the plane, the people that flew with him, and his mission.  He even remembers his family.  There appears to be a lot of evidence that can corroborate his memories.  Eric is going to travel to his house next week and conduct an interview with him and his family.  Then we are going to interview the family of the fighter pilot.”  Michael was so excited when he found another kid with past life memories.  He had collected hundreds of cases.  Some kids had birth marks matching injuries they reported from past life memories.  This one was special because the family members of the fighter pilot were still living, including his wife and child.  Alex found his work fascinating.  But, Michael is not respected by those at the university anymore.  They think he has gone off the deep end into New Age nonsense.

Michael is a PhD biologist and Judy is a PhD chemist.  Both were professors at the local university where they met 30 years ago.  Michael was always driven to find answers beyond the scientific party line.  He combined his work with other fields, like philosophy, sociology and psychology.  Differences with his colleagues drove him out of the department 20 years ago.  Since then, he has owned the coffeehouse, with his wife, who also left the university at the same time.  He is an expert in evolutionary studies and created the Institute for Reincarnation  & Past Life Research  with his partner, Eric Stossel, a psychiatrist who does past life regressions and conducts most of the interviews of families and children who have past life memories.

The coffeehouse was created and has been owned by Michael and Judy Kazinsky for the last 20 years.  The old factory building has two and a half stories.  The bottom story is mostly below ground and contains the sprawling coffeehouse which consists of several rooms, the theater, the kitchen, and several offices and work rooms.  The west wing of the first floor has the family quarters for Michael and Judy.  They are Jack and Maggie's  uncle and aunt on their father's side of the family.  Most people think that Jack and Maggie are their children because they have the same last name.  This misconception usually goes uncorrected.  Jack has an apartment on the first floor and so does Maggie, his sister, who is often traveling on photojournalism assignments around the world. 

Thomas is a long time friend of Michael's since their college days.  He is a bit of a hermit and lives on the third floor of the factory by himself.  He rarely comes out except to do work for the Institute or  participate in the occasional midnight conversations with Michael, which are quite frequent on the weekends.  The coffeehouse does not have a name.  It is generally referred to as the “Underground” by those who know about it.

Michael went on helping other patrons.  Alex sat enjoying her coffee and looking around at this unique place.  There were collections of Judy's everywhere.  Her  favorites were the antique toaster collection and the coffee pot collection with pieces from all over the world.  Alex loved the idiosyncratic toasters with side flaps that opened like bird wings and the creative ways that inventors came up with to toast bread in the past. She enjoyed imagining all the kitchens and coffeehouses around the world that used the different coffee pots.

Alex returned from her trip around the world through the life of coffee pots and turned around to go over and get Jack's attention.  It had been long enough and her patience were wearing thin.  I looked over to their table to see if they were still talking.  They were gone! Jack and Maggie had slipped out as quickly and quietly as they had entered.

7 September/Saturday

Alex wasn't sure whether to hunt them down or go home.  She just had to know what they were doing, so she casually walked back to the kitchen.  Judy was still singing and baking.  She was so happy in her element.  “Have you seen Jack and Maggie?”  Alex asked as uninterested as possible.

“Oh, hi Alex, no honey, not for the past couple hours.  I think they had plans to go somewhere this morning, but I can't remember where.”  Judy said.  She wasn't the best for keeping track of people's whereabouts, being in the kitchen most of the time. She hadn't even noticed they had been in the coffeehouse for the past half hour.

“Thanks, I'll just hook up with them later.  Those cinnamon rolls were amazing!”  Alex said as she quickly walked down the hallways and up the stairs to their residence to see if she could find them.

Jack, and his sister Maggie, came to live with their Aunt Judy and Uncle Michael when they were just toddlers about two and four year old.  Both of their parents were killed in a car accident.  Maggie is the older sister, at age 29-31, and Jack at age 28 - 29.  Jack attended the local university and received his undergraduate degree in philosophy.  He took a few years off to work at the coffeehouse and theater.  He is returning to graduate school this fall to continue his study of philosophy.  Maggie is a freelance photojournalist and has been fairly successful getting news assignments.  She is always taking off for some distant country to report on unrest and wars brewing in third world countries.  But, she also takes fluffier assignments in fashion and human interest.

I was quietly rounding the corner at the top of the stairs, and I could hear Jack and Maggie talking loudly in her apartment. “Maggie, you know I can't do that, why do you keep asking me?” Jack said in an exasperating tone.

“You are the only one I know who I can tell, you've got to help me pull this off.”  Maggie was pleading.

“I just don't think it is a good idea, you know how they feel about it, do you really want to put them through it again?”  Jack was getting fed up.

“We don't have to tell them a thing, we can do this on our own.  This time I know we will figure it out and learn the truth.”  Maggie said insistently.

“If they find out, it will really blow things up.  I think they are the only ones who know the truth, and if we start asking questions, they will find out.  You know how tight they are, you talk to one person, and they all know.”  Jack still wanted Maggie to stop with her plans.

“I have new sources of information unrelated to the inner circle.  Just come with me and see what they have to say.  If you don't want to join in after that, then I will just go on without you.”  Maggie said.

“O.K., but just this once, I will go with you today and listen, but after that, I won't make any promises.”  Jack conceded.  That was Alex's clue to slowly and quietly back her way out and return to the coffeehouse.

8 September/Saturday

As Alex slipped back into the coffeehouse and sat down at a table, she couldn't stop her mind from racing.  She wondered what they are up to and why all the secrecy.  She assumed from the conversation that Maggie is trying to get Jack involved in something he doesn't want to do.  Alex was thinking about last year and thought it is probably some crazy scheme she cooked up to get something she wants.  It is always about Maggie.  And, she has such a careless streak.

Ready to dismiss the self-centered scheme, Alex ordered her next cup of coffee as John, Paul, Cyndie, Lucy and Morgan came noisily through the door laughing.  She was surprised to see them out by noon after opening night and all the after show festivities, but glad all the same.  “What are you guys doing here so early?  I thought you wouldn't come in until at least four o'clock.”

“Oh, believe me we were planning on it, but Stephen called us in for a lunch meeting to review the show and get crackin' for next week.  You remember how he gets every year, this year we will be organized and prepared early!”  John imitates Stephen's tone and collapses in a chair.

“So, I assume everyone will be here?”  Alex was fishing to see if Jack was attending.

“No, just us actors, Stephen and the script writers, which includes you, now that you are back early.  Mainly a brainstorming session on script ideas” Lucy flopped in her chair looking exhausted.

Michael brought coffee and a plate of pastries to the group, knowing what they like without ordering.  Stephen arrived looking fresh and enthusiastic.  “Ah, I see we are all here, good, let's get started.  Wait, where is Jack?”

Jack stepped out of the kitchen with coffee and a sandwich right on cue.  “Hi guys, geez Stephen, how do you look so rested on a few hours sleep?”

“I don't need much sleep, lets get going, I've got some great ideas for this year's storyline.”  Stephen was already starting the meeting despite the tired looks around the table.

I looked at Jack and smiled, he smiled back and jumped into a chair across the table from me and joined the meeting.  If I hadn't been here earlier, I would have never guessed something was up.

9 September/Saturday

Alex was excited to be back in her element, brainstorming script ideas with a great bunch of friends who were devoted to their craft.  They came up with some great ideas, and some quite outrageous.  Alex, Morgan and Jack prefer to push the envelope and see what the reaction will be.  After a few seasons of laying the groundwork for the plot, they think it is time to take more risks.  It is hard to convince Stephen that it will be a hit, but they continue to convince him in small steps.

As the meeting broke up, Alex ran over to Jack, “Are you ready to go hiking this afternoon, up by the reserve (check in Madison for locations) ?

Squirming a bit, Jack said, “Ah, I have a couple errands to run with Maggie.  We should be back by dinner time, how about we meet then and go out to Rick's?”

“Are you sure? It is such a beautiful day out, can't we do both?”Alex whined.  She was disappointed and taken by surprise, considering they have been out to a restaurant exactly three times in the past year.  With  food so easily accessible at the coffeehouse, they rarely go out.  Alex was also a bit suspicious of the sudden gesture. Was this because of his sudden departure or a true attempt to connect after my summer away?  

“Ah, I really gotta go with her today, sorry.”  Jack looked at his feet.

“Alright, as long as you promise me desert tonight.  I will meet you there at seven after I unpack and do laundry.”  Alex waved and went out the door.  She really wanted to ask what these supposed errands were, but thought it best not to poke my nose in right now.

Back at her apartment, Alex flung open the French doors to the garden to let the sun in and enjoy the beautiful leaves falling from the trees even if she wasn't going hiking today.  Alex returned to the drudgery of organizing her stuff.  She was even more tired than before, having stayed up almost all night.  Her head was spinning with all that had to get done; laundry, cleaning, buy food, see my professors, explain what I am doing home, come up with alternative plan for semester.  Oh, and maybe call her parents to let them know she came back early.  That will not be fun.  Maybe later, Alex thought after playing part of the conversation in her head.  After starting the first load of aundry, Alex laid down on the sofa and dozed off within a couple minutes.

Later, she sat up with a start and looked at the clock above her fireplace.  “Oh my god, it is eight o'clock!”  She had slept through the entire afternoon and into the evening!  She immediately saw Jack in her mind waiting for the past hour at Rick's!  She grabbed her phone and saw the message reading, “eight missed calls, two messages.”  She grabbed her coat and bag as she ran to the car I trying to call Jack.

She was driving as fast as she could.  Her calls went through to Jack's phone, but no answer.  She was screaming in her head, “Why wasn't he answering? Is he mad?  Has he left?”  He finally answered on the third call.  “Jack, I'm so sorry, I fell asleep and just woke up, are you still at Rick's?  I'm on my way now.”

“No, Alex, wait, I have been calling you because I can't make it.  Maggie and I got busy and can't get away yet.  I gotta go, let's meet up at the Underground later tonight?  o.k.”  I really am sorry.”  Jack was rushing to hang up.

“I will see you later, then.”  Alex rushed to say before Jack hung up.  Alex was driving slow and waiting for the adrenaline to stop cursing through her body.  She headed for the Underground and parked her car with a sense of deflation and disappointment.  

As she walked down the steps to the coffeehouse, her low mood was quickly replaced by curiosity.  What could they be doing?  Launching herself through the front door, she was greeted by a large group of friends, some she hadn't seen since I returned.  They all welcomed Alex with hugs and greetings.  

“Oh, wow, I can't believe you are all here, it is so great to see you.”  Alex said as she came down to the table.  This was exactly what she needed,  reconnecting and talking the night away in the comfort of  friends.  It was the only thing that kept her from obsessing about what Jack and Maggie were doing.  She really missed Jack and just wanted to spend time with him and reconnect.  She wanted all the drama to go away and create the world where only the two of them existed, at least for awhile.

She didn't even notice that it was midnight before Jack arrived.  He slipped in quietly behind her and put his arms around her.  It was a firm embrace that seemed to be filled with regret.  Alex stood up and returned the embrace.  “I'm so sorry, I had no idea it would take so long.”  Jack whispered in my ear.  “Can we get out of the noise and go upstairs.”  His request was music to my ears.

As they slipped into Jack's apartment, he didn't turn the lights on, but rather held Alex tightly and kissed her.  She responded in kind, but tried to break a moment, “Jack, where have you been all night?”

Jack held me closer and whispered in my ears, “It's no big deal, we can talk about it later.”  Alex decided not to ask for anymore details.  It was so heavenly to be back in his arms, communicating with only actions, making love into the early morning hours.

10 September/Sunday

I didn't even hear Jack get up as I lay in bed.  He was dressed and showered, smelling wonderful as he kissed Alex to wake her up.  

“When did you get up?  What time is it?”  Alex was still disoriented and jet-lagged.

“It's noon, we need to get downstairs for dinner with Michael and Judy.”  Jack said bounding up to go downstairs.  He seemed in a hurry.  “You can get dressed and come down to join us.”

“Wait, what's the hurry?”  Alexsaid, sitting up and squinting at the light.

“No hurry, I will let them know you will be down soon.”  Jack took off and closed the door.

Alex hurried to get ready and made it downstairs in thirty minutes.  This was her best time matched only by her rush to get to classes.  Alex came down to the dining room in Michael and Judy's apartment.  They were already talking excitedly about something, as usual, with Jack.  As Alex entered, she saw Maggie in the kitchen, getting more coffee.  Her heart sank.  But she smiled and greeted everyone just the same.

Maggie came back in the room, “Hi Alex, how you been, I haven't had a chance to catch up, when did you get back?  I just returned Friday.”  She began her fast-paced questions and answered several of them before Alex had a chance to respond.  At least she was giving Alex more attention.

Jack smiled and continued  talking to Michael, who was still very excited about the child they were going to interview this week with past life memories.

“Maggie, I have hardly seen you since you got back on Friday, where have you been?”  Judy asked half joking.   Alex saw Jack glance at Maggie when Judy asked the question.

“Oh, just around, Jack and I had a few things to get done.” Maggie changed the subject quickly to her recent trips.  Alex saw Jack glance at Maggie when Judy asked the question.

Alex knew nothing would come out about their “errands” so she relaxed and enjoyed the beautiful meal that Judy had prepared.  They had standing rib roast, mixed vegetables, roasted potatoes, and a lovely custard for dessert.  Alex wondered if Judy ever spent much time out of the kitchen.  She thanked them for the dinner and followed Jack out to the coffeehouse, which was closed on Sunday.  

He slumped down on a sofa.  Alex was relieved to see that Maggie had not followed them.  Alex slumped down next to him, laying her head on his chest.  “Jack, where did you have to go with Maggie yesterday, and why did it take so long?”

Jack was quiet for awhile.  “Maggie has some private things going on in her life right now, and it didn't turn out like she planned yesterday, so I was helping her.  I would prefer not to talk about it right now, maybe later.”  There was a frustrating and exhausting tone to his voice that Alex decided to honor, for now.

Alex wondered if she would ever be a part of the inner circle of Jack's life. In the place where there are no secrets and she knew about all the inside happenings.  It was beginning to remind her of what happened last year.

11 September/Sunday

Alex enjoyed the rest of Sunday afternoon, relating the summer in Paris to Jack with a few more details than what she told everyone else, but not everything.  She went home early Sunday night.  Too much lost sleep and jet lag kept her in bed most of Monday.  It was raining, dark and cloudy all day.  She had too much to organize and too many people to notify of her new plans.  It all seemed too much, so in bed she stayed, listening to music and catching up on what was happening on her favorite soap after a summer away.

Most of the day, her  mind continued to pour over the weekend events.  Sunday was weird because she knew something was up with Maggie and Jack, but couldn't say anything.  The weirdness of yesterday probably would have just passed her by if she didn't overhear their conversation.  Where could they have gone on Saturday for such a long time?  Why is it such a secret?  And, who are the people that would be mad if they knew about what they were doing?

Alex have always been thin at five foot seven inches.  Preferring yoga and walking for exercise, she likes to move slower and have more time for thinking and contemplation.  Her long thick auburn hair is  a shade closer to dark brown than to red.  She looked in the mirror arranging her bangs trying to win a life-long struggle for just the right shape of bangs and layering around her face. 

Alex was raised in a large metropolitan area in the suburbs.  Her parents are the stressed, busy corporate types who always seem to have a crisis that requires their personal attention.  Their jobs both require frequent travel.  As an only child, Alex was often stuck with a various assortment of nannies.  Books and computers became her companions from an early age.  College was the most exciting time of her life.  The angst of high school over, socializing and making friends became easier.  The only part she didn't like was her major of business, which her parents insisted that she take.  She took as many electives as she could in writing and minored in French, which her parents thought would fit good into her business portfolio.  

After a few years in boring entry-level public relations jobs, Alex was anxious to get back to college.  Her parents insisted that she go to law school.  Alex applied and was accepted to two law schools.  She canceled her plans at the last minute, at least from my parent's perspective.  In private, she applied to masters of fine arts programs and was accepted to the program she is currently attending as a double major in creative writing and French.  She may add a couple minors before she is done, or continue into the PhD.  Alex thought it was a great plan to enroll in the lightest load they will allow.  She was in no hurry to get done forcing her back into the cut-throat career world.  She couldn't be happier living in this smaller university town with  friends, and of course, Jack and his family have become her family.  She feels at home for the first time in her life, and she hopes to never leave.  

She was still replaying the conversations that she had with her parents last year.  They think she will never make anything of her life.  This past year, they have been trying to convince her to get an MBA, because they believe it is the only way she can get a decent job after graduation.  They cannot see anything outside the corporate world.  The rest of the career world doesn't exist to them because they see it as inferior or irrelevant. At least they have always been willing to support her financially, even if they don't agree with her decisions.  Alex thought it had something to do with how her grandfather treated her mother when she was young.

As Alex was trying to put her life back in order around her apartment, the phone rings mid-afternoon.  She jumps to answer, hoping it is Jack with plans for tonight.  She pick up the phone with anticipation before checking the caller ID, “Alex, what on Earth are you doing back home?  You were supposed to stay in France until December!”  It was her mother, screaming at her without so much as a hello, or inquiry as to whether everything was o.k.  Alex thought, “Geez! Maybe I came home because I was sick or something.  She didn't know.  She always assumes I am messing up my life and making bad decisions on purpose.”

“Can't you at least say hello first? How did you know I was home?”  Alex tried to find out who ratted her out.  But she knew her mother was not going to answer her question.  Her mother had other axes to bury, in Alex's head.

12 September/Monday

After listening to her mother go on for an hour about the mistakes she thought Alex was making in her life, Alex promised to come home for a visit in a couple weeks and gto et everything worked out with her professors by then.  Her head hurt from the battering.  Alex looked around for a snack and realized she still didn't have food in the house.  She also felt the need to get out of there and forget about her parents for awhile.  Sometimes she wishes she had a sister or brother to help spread out the attention from her parents.  In her case, less was always better.

Alex headed to her home away from home at the coffeehouse.  Jack was out, probably at class, or doing mysterious things with Maggie.  It was still early for the usual evening crowd, so she sat with her afternoon espresso,  reminiscing about the time she stated dating Jack last January on New Year's Eve.  

Their first date was at the Underground after a special New Year's Eve production of Bohemian Nights.  It was a magical night.  Jack scripted their night on stage with Morgan playing my role, before they went out.  It was a funny date full of high jinx and accidents.  Jack's sense of humor was so much stronger last year.  Alex smiled and teared up thinking about that time.  Of course, they didn't have near as much drama on our date as the characters in the play, who were involved in a murder mystery at the time.  It was an amazing night walking in the snow through the stillness  back too her apartment. They talked for hours about their hopes and dreams sitting by the fireplace.  They have always shared a common optimism and hope for contributing to the world in a major way through their art.  They shared their desires to be search for their own truth through creating and their shared interest in spirituality.  They both had dabbled in Buddhist meditation and hoped to get more serious about it through Michael's meditation group at the Institute.

Alex had watched Jack long before the officially met.  She became aware of the Underground from Keri, my friend who passed on the great apartment.  She went to my high school in the suburbs.  She  took Alex to her first Friday night show of Bohemian Nights, on opening night last September.  Alex was immediately drawn to Jack.  She fell in love with Jack as soon as I saw him playing his guitar and singing the opening theme. His voice is so rich and mellow.  The way he turned his head to the side, and down, revealing a killer smile. The infectious type of smile that sneaks up and takes you over.  It was the sexiest thing she had ever seen.  His personality is infused with old soul, but his musical style is all smooth blues/jazz alternative.  His sense of humor is witty and comes on soft. Alex is convinced That Jack is most relaxed in his life when he is on the stage.    Jack is six foot one inch tall with an athletic build from the weightlifting and semi-regular running.  His black hair and medium olive skin add to his mystery and beauty.  

Alex could feel it all again, the seduction of getting to know Jack.  Keri was friends with Jack and introduced them that first magical night. They all talked together for a couple hours and she loved him even more.  Alex watched Jack for a few months and took every opportunity to be around him when with groups of friends.  She hurried to sit by him whenever she could, trying to look casual.  Jack did respond to Alex and seemed to like her, but Alex heard he had just experienced a bad break-up with someone else, so she didn't push him.  She never did find out who that was.  Note to self, find that out soon.

 Alex returned to memories of Jack.  She could feel the sizzle that ignited their love, and it was burning just as bright after several months apart.  She didn't want anything to ruin their reunion.  They were basking in each other's love, and that is what they needed to reconnect.  The boring, mundane world will just have to wait a little longer.

“Hello beautiful.”  Jack slips up behind me and whispers in my ear.  Alex loved it when he surprises her like that.  It seems to be his calling card to her.  Alex's heart was full of great memories of their love, the need to ignore the world, and a passion to be with only Jack.  

“Let's go to my place tonight.  I just want to forget about everything and everyone else.”  Alex whispered as she embraced Jack and kissed him.

Back at my place, Jack started the fire and they piled blankets and pillows on the floor in the small, but tastefully furnished livingroom.  The cold, wet, gloomy day full of questions and family dramas melted away in front of the fire.  They quickly undressed and fell into the soft warmth of the blankets and blazing fire.  The only sound was soft music and crackling from the fire.  It was the most beautiful night, full of passion for each other.  

They moved slow and deliberate as though tonight could last forever.  Alex didn't want the night to end, it was perfection.  Jack seemed to be of the same mind.  They explored each others bodies, gently, mindfully, as if we were getting to know each other all over again.  Everything came alive, like the fire that was lighting them.  The glow in the room lighting their bodies was intoxicating.  Each touch bringing them more to life, igniting their passion to new heights.  They moved in perfect rhythm again and again.  It was lasting so long and climaxing to such an orgasm that they were surprised with the intensity.  

At the moment of climax, Alex was blinded by blazing light and felt absent in bliss.  They collapsed in each others arms when it was over, sweaty and shaking.  She could hardly speak.  They lay in silence embracing each other for a long time.

“Oh, my, god, what was that? It was amazing?  Did you feel that?” Jack said quietly with astonished exhaustion.

“Yeah, I did.  That has never happened to me before.”  I said, shaking as I lay in Jack's arms.

“Me either, I have read some about Tantric lovemaking, maybe that is what it was.”  Jack said curiously.

“Maybe it was, but whatever happened, lets figure it out and try it again sometime.”  Alex said as her mind dropped away into the bliss of the moment and silence overtook them once again.

New Chapter

13 September/Tuesday

Jack and Alex slept in on Tuesday until it was time to get to work on the script at ten o'clock sharp.  Jack didn't have any classes.  Everyone who works on the scripts for Bohemian Nights tries to leave their Tuesdays free.  The script has to be done by Tuesday night rehearsal.  That leaves Wednesday and Thursday for additional rehearsals and changes before the show on Friday.  It is an insane pace, but they have already made a lot of progress on the outline of shows for the semester.

We arrived early at nine thirty.  Stephen was already at the coffeehouse pouring over piles for scripts he had been working on.  It is great to have someone so organized and worried who puts in extra hours to get everything moving.  Jack and Alex brought out espresso and  a basket of Judy's mini muffins.  Alex loved Judy's fight against the giant muffin trend.  Instead of one muffin, you get three, and you can choose different vatieties.  Alex's favorites include the cranberry orange, lemon blueberry, and chocolate truffle.  Judy also makes gourmet marmalades.  Today's special selection is chocolate Pear marmalade. (link in recipes)  

Alex went back to the kitchen, “Hi Judy, Hi Winky, the muffins and marmalade are outstanding!  How do you do it?”  I walk in and sit down.

“Hi Alex, surprised to see you back so soon.”  Winky said as he was mixing up eggs for the quiche for lunch

“Thanks honey, you gonna join the script team this year?”  Judy said as she took another pan of muffins out of the oven.  

“Of course, you can't pry me away.  I've got to get my two cents into the storyline before it is taken over by Stephen.”  Alex said with a sly smile.

Alex loved to watch the two of them baking. Winky was 18 years old and an amazing baker.  Judy  babysat for Winky when he was young.  He stayed in the kitchen with Judy for hours.  Although his name is really Walter, Jr., he hates it and sticks with his childhood nickname.  He has as much joy for cooking as Judy and wants to do nothing else with his life.  Judy and Winky are like two people cooking with one mind.  They have a wonderful time in the kitchen together.  Winky worships Judy's skill and wants to know all her recipes.

Suddenly, Maggie explodes into the kitchen.  “Where is Jack?”   She says, slightly out of breath.

All three of us look at Maggie wondering if something is wrong. “He's in the coffeehouse, what do you need him...”  Judy starts to say as Maggie quickly darts out of the room.

Alex immediately took off after her to see if she can learn any more about their secret.  Jack was sitting with Stephen, Morgan, Claire, Cyndie, John and Paul.  Everyone was eating and getting ready to begin the script session.

Continuing her frantic pace, Maggie grabs Jack by the shoulders  “Jack, come on, NOW!”

Jack looked irritated, “I can't, we have to complete the script today, you know how tight our schedule is!”

True to form, Maggie does not back down, “Just a little while, it won't take long, I promise.” She insistently pleads.

Jack was looking uncomfortable, maybe afraid she might say too much, or make a bigger scene.  “Stephen, can you please get started without me.”  Jack knew that would not go over well.  “Alex, take my place and keep the script going.”  Jack looked at me with a pleading look.

Stephen was looking worried. “Jack, you can't go now, we are still at the beginning of the semester, the dialogue is unwritten, the plot is too rough...”

“Sorry Stephen, really, I will be back by lunch.”  Jack was already on his feet grabbing his coat. Maggie was practically pulling him out the door.

14 September/Tuesday

Stephen was not the only one fuming after Jack left.  Alex was incensed at the idea of Maggie pulling him out of script day, of all times.  Alex thought, she knows how important Bohemian Nights is to Jack and how much time he has put into it from the very creation to helping to write every script. Jack has never missed a script Tuesday even when he was sick, he drags himself down to help.  What could be so important? Probably nothing but Maggie drama.  And, why doesn't she have Michael or Judy help her if it is really important.  Why doesn't she have one of her friends help her?  Alex was beginning to wish Maggie would take off on another assignment, preferably far away and for a long time.

Alex turned to everyone else sitting at the table speechless.  “Come on guys, lets get working.” Alex turned her full attention on the script with extra intensity.  She wanted to make sure everything would go well regardless of Maggie's interference.  The play must come first.  

They finished this week's script in record time by five o'clock.  The actors were able to take an extra long dinner break before rehearsals tonight at seven o'clock.  Alex was exhausted and Jack still had not returned with Maggie.  She was dreading that moment when he returned, which better happen by seven o'clock if Jack was going to join the rehearsal.  The writers wrote Jack in this week in a big way, to make up for his absence in the script session.  Alex thought it was a good idea at the time, but is beginning to regret her anger that came out in the script.  Cyndie's character gives Jack's character a slap in the face this week.  Alex didn't have any problem selling that line. Jack will get the gag, he knows that you have to pay if you miss rehearsals or if you get the writers upset. Alex was imagining how much fun it would be if Maggie were in the play this week.  

At seven o'clock, everyone was beginning rehearsal, still upset that Jack was not there.  At fifteen minutes past seven, Jack comes running in muttering apologies and grabs a script.  Stephen talks privately to Jack for a few minutes before getting everyone back on track.  Through three hours of rehearsal the group is cohesive, trying to make it all work.  Alex helps with script revisions through the evening.  Breaks are short and Jack is always busy talking with Stephen.

Finally rehearsal is wrapped up and the cast collapses in the production room.  Wine is opened and small chit-chat commences.  Jack did not seem in a hurry to talk to Alex.  He continues to review staging details with Stephen.  After an hour of catching up on everyone's lives and putting down too much wine for a weekday, Alex decide to go home.  She managed to get Jack's attention from Stephen for a brief moment. 

“Jack, I've got to get home, call me tomorrow and we can meet.”  Alex said quickly, with great tiredness and only slight irritation.

“Alex, I'm sorry for being gone so long today, I will call you tomorrow after classes, we can get together then.”  Jack gave me a quick hug and a kiss before continuing his discussion.

Alex left the theater and was crossing through the coffeehouse.  She scanned the tables to see who was there and was shocked to see Maggie sitting in a dark corner, alone, doing nothing but staring out the window.  She was always surrounded with friends, animating every conversation.  How odd to see her that way.   Alex had the impulsive thought that maybe she should talk to her.  Maybe Maggie would confide in her.  But, her tiredness was much stronger and she held back the impulse to get involved in the middle of Maggie's drama.  Alex moved quickly towards the door, eyes straight ahead, she went straight home with no detours.

15 September/Wednesday

Wednesday morning Alex woke up slow, with no alarm clock.  Sleeping in late had become such a luxury this week for Alex.  Avoiding the inevitable details of life had become her new pastime.  Alex just needed a little time to decompress and get back into her routine at the coffeehouse and theater.  She needed more time with Jack before the semester sweeps them away into endless details, work and rehearsals.  Then she hear her mother's voice screaming in her head to meet with the professors and get her program straightened out.  Alex felt instantly grumpy, then thought, maybe next week would be a good time to do those tasks. 

Her unpacking was going really slow.  Laundry was only half done and still no groceries.  She knew Jack was busy in classes and work.  She decided to wait for his call while she ran errands and tried to get her life back in order.  

Finally Jack called at three o'clock. He reminded Alex that the meditation group was meeting at four.  She pulled on her coat and went to the coffeehouse feeling the need for some meditation time which was sorely lacking since last spring.

She entered the theater where there were around thirty people sitting on pillows.  All the tables and chairs were cleared from the middle of the floor.  Michael was sitting as the lead, talking with several people in the front, laughing and smiling.  Alex really enjoyed Michael's teachings and their meditation times on Wednesday evening and every other Sunday evening.  He is not a guru, a teacher, or an expert, but he seems to know quite a lot about meditation from several workshops he has attended over the years.  

Thomas and Eric join when they are not busy or traveling.  On the rare occasion Michael is gone, Thomas takes his place.  Alex heard him speak a few times last year and thought he was amazing.  His quiet wisdom is so deep.  She personally thinks he should be leading the meditation group.  But, he prefers to devote his time to study, helping out only when he is asked.  Michael understands this and is supporting his research at the Center.  They seem to have an unspoken contract with each other.  Jack has insinuated that their history together is far, deep and wide.

Alex sits down next to Jack.  She is soon joined by Judy, who sits down by her and gives her a big hug.  Some of the actors who are interest in meditation join in and several local devotees that have been coming for years. Occasionally there is a new face, but usually only accompanied by a regular.  This is another group that is not advertised and is for those in the community of the Underground.  Although anyone from any faith can join the meditation group, Michael and Thomas draw from the many traditions of Buddhism for the talks. It tend to go in phases, Zen for a few months, then rotating to Tibetan.  Thomas contributes most of the Dzogchen lessons and Michael prefers Zen. Judy also takes an active part in the teachings by leading several weeks of Tibetan Buddhism teachings.

The gong sounds and we all become silent, shifting into position, eyes downcast.  Alex draws deliberate breaths in and out to bring her mind into a quiet focus.  It was really hard for her mind to stay quiet, with so many things unfinished.  It was like thoughts jumping on a trampoline popping up over and over.  Where is Maggie now?  Why was she alone last night looking terrible?  What is Jack doing for her?  Breath in, breath out.   How can I go home in a week and a half and miss the weekend here?  I don't want to go!  How can I get out of it?  Breath in, breath out. I don't want to see my professors!  What am I going to do about my program?  Breath in, breath out. If only I could reach out my hand and touch Jack.   Breath in, breath out. How long is this meditation going to last?   Breath in, breath out.

Five o'clock and we were finally done.  Alex had a headache.  She thought it felt like an eternity with her distracting busy mind.  “Jack, come on, let's get some dinner before rehearsal.”  Alex was pulling on Jack's arm, desperate to get his attention for awhile.

“Yeah, just a minute, let me catch Joe before he leaves.”  Jack was running again.  But, she understood this time.  Joe was Jack's best friend from his childhood.  They have both lived in town their entire lives.  They are the best of friends.  And I liked Joe because he had a good soul, like Jack.  Joe was busy these days finishing law school and studying for the bar.  They mainly connect on meditation nights.  Joe tries to make it every Friday night for the play, but he travels to see his girlfriend most weekends.  Jack really misses Joe and the long hours they used to spend at the coffeehouse in the earlier days. 

Sometimes just seeing how other people love Jack makes Alex love him even more.  However, she doesn't feel this way with Maggie.  She is up to something, she is getting Jack involved against his better judgment, and she can tell it is not good for him when it is beginning to affect his relationships with others, especially theirs.  The secrets have to stop, and Alex made a resolution to find out what is going on.

16 September/Wednesday

Jack said good-bye to Joe and Alex pulled his arm over to a table.  “Jack, I gotta ask you, is everything alright with you and Maggie?”  She tried to get the subject rolling.

“Yeah, everything is fine.  Maggie needs my help with a story she is working on, that's all.  It is taking more time than I expected.”  Jack didn't sound convincing.

“I was getting worried when you didn't show up for our dinner, and when you blew off our script day.  You have never done that before. What is so important? What is the story about?”  Alex said, hoping for more information, or at least a more sincere apology.

“I'm sorry Alex, this story Maggie is working on is important and I can't talk about it right now.” Jack looked distant.  Alex knew she was not going to get any further with him tonight.

Alex could feel her headache begin to pound with increased fury.  Her scratchy throat had become a full-blown fire.  She was too tired and miserable to stay any longer.  “I understand, I'm beginning to feel really crappy, I'm goin' home to bed, we can talk tomorrow, better not kiss, don't want you to catch this.”  Alex left and went straight home to bury herself under the covers.

She woke up late Thursday morning and found herself in the midst of a nasty cold.  She dragged herself to the phone and called the coffeehouse.  “Hello.” She heard Judy's voice.

“Judy, is Jack there?”  Alex said with a soft scratchy voice.

“No Alex, I'm not sure where he is, you sound terrible, are you sick?”  Judy said, concerned.

“I came down with a bad cold, I was wondering if Jack could bring some medicine.”  I said with my throat screaming for me to stop talking.

“I can bring you medicine, Jack will probably be gone all day.  I think I remember yesterday something about helping Maggie with a project today.”  Judy tried to remember the details.

“That would be great, thanks.”  I whispered.

Judy came over with soup and cold medicine.  It is too bad she never had children of her own.  She had Jack and Maggie, and also a few other kids she babysat, like Winky, whom she considers one of her children.  She is the kind of mother we all wish for because she is so caring, supportive and non-judgmental.  Alex was so glad to see Judy in the midst of her misery.  It was the opposite experience of talking to my mother on the phone earlier in the week.

Judy stayed for awhile as Alex tried to swallow the soup.  “Judy, have you noticed anything different about Jack or Maggie lately?”  Alex tried to sound as though she was not prying.

“I don't know, they have both been busy.  Maggie said she was working on a big story for a magazine, and Jack was helping her.  I assume that is why they are gone a lot.”  Judy commented without much concern.  Looks like they are telling everyone the same story.   Judy didn't track their movements that close, she always respected their privacy and didn't place demands on them even when they were teenagers.

Need to ask Judy some more, get some wisdom out of her, some history

“Judy, 

“Get well, and call me if you need anything else.”  Judy said as she headed for the door.

“Thanks Judy, tell Jack to call me if he gets back before rehearsal.”  Alex whispered.  Not talking was a relief to my sore throat.  Alex  hoped she would feel better by tomorrow night's show.

Alex had many thought rolling around in her aching head.  Could it really be a story that Jack and Maggie are working on?  But most of Maggie's work was international.  She goes to another country, takes pictures, writes the story, and sends it to the publishers.  Why would she need Jack's help for several days?  Alex was too sick to care.  If they want their secrets, fine.  It can't go on very long, can it?

Reveal some from last year, the problems with Jack and Alex and Maggie

17

After two days in bed, Alex takes the maximum dosages of cold medicine and drags herself to the Underground.  She was determined to be there for the show.  This show delivers the beginning of the major conflict for the semester.  We will deliver a few weeks of building the conflict and several weeks of winding it out.  Jack is doing fairly well in real life delivering up a conflict that needs resolving with several people.

As I stepped into the coffeehouse, I could see Jack and Stephen sitting at a table alone.  They were arguing somewhat loudly.   This is unusual for them because Jack is always the calming influence for Stephen before the shows.  It was still a couple hours until show time, but even at seven o'clock, they were most often in the production room or on stage going over details with the cast. I moved closer to hear what they were saying.

“Jack, you just can't walk out on a show! You have a major role tonight!”  Stephen was pleading waving his hands at Jack.  His neck-length brown hair hanging down flying in his face.  He looked more frazzled with his hair down, rather than in a ponytail.

“Stephen, I know I am letting you down, I'm sorry.  I know this is a big favor to ask.  I wouldn't do it if it wasn't important.”  Jack pleaded just as insistently.

“How am I supposed to direct and play your role?”  Stephen screeched.

“Why don't you just take out my scenes this week and we can get back to my storyline later?”  Jack said hesitantly.

“We can't do that, it would require too many changes.  It is too late.  Besides, the show would be too short.  What is so important that you would skip a SHOW?!”  Stephen was getting impatience with no viable options to honor Jack's request.  Alex couldn't imagine Jack being willing to miss a show. 

“You just have to trust me, it is important...” Jack stonewalled again.

Alex's coffee was waiting, so she went over to pick it up, leaving them to their argument. Jack clearly wasn't going to give up the reasons why Maggie needed him so desperately that his relationships and projects were getting ruined.

All Alex could think about is how to save the show tonight.  She thought of script changes, but nothing seemed possible for this short of a notice.  Then I remembered Paul.  He was a supreme improviser.  He learned lines quick and could think on his feet if the show took a bad turn.  He was the lead until his class schedule got too hectic this year.   His character left the fictional town, but he could be announced as the character stand-in for Jack.  Alex quickly called John, Paul's partner, “John, I need to reach Paul, we have an emergency with the show, we need him to fill in for Jack.”

“What, are you kidding?  What happened to Jack?”  John inquired.

“Nothing, he is arguing with Stephen in the coffeehouse and says he has something important to do tonight.”  Alex could hardly get the words out.

“Oh my god! He is flaking out on us again?  And during the show? What is going on...”  John wanted answers too.

.

“I don't know, no time to talk, we gotta find Paul to save the show, or there won't be much left of it.”  Alex said quickly.

“He's working, I will call him and see if he can get off early.” John hung up.

I walked back over to Jack and Stephen, they were still intensely discussing the options.  “I just called John to see if Paul can get over here immediately to fill in for you, Jack.”

“What?  How did you know?  Can he come?”  Jack was surprised.

“I don't know yet, but I think you are going to have some explaining to do.”  I said in a serious tone.

Once again, Maggie flies into the coffeehouse from her upstairs apartment and demands that Jack accompany her immediately.  He gets up and leaves us hanging with uncertain plans on how to handle the show. “Sorry, gotta go, I'm sure you can work it all out.”

18  September/ Friday Night – 2 – Key scenes to finish here

Thirty minutes later, Paul rushed into the coffeehouse to save the day.  He was a real pro. He was the most experienced, and best actor the show ever had.  He was a professional pianist, a great singer and a profoundly good actor.  He was the kind of person you expected to go professional, possibly Broadway. He had played a few parts in major productions in Chicago, and hoped to go back soon.

Best play ever – what happened - Each moment felt like a crisis.  Everyone was pulling together.

Very important here - Expand on Friday night –  Everyone else is talking about Jack, Maggie, Michael, Judy, Thomas, Eric – history revealed, idiosyncratic behavior, differing opinions – get to know the artists upstairs, get to know the friends more – create their personalities through the dialogue.  Stephen actually joins in for awhile.  Who leaves early?  Who stays late?  Where does the conversation lead.

Need details here, actions, history, foreshadowing

19  September/ Saturday – 2 

Alex woke up late Saturday morning with her first thought of Jack and the amazing weekend they had, last week before all the Maggie drama kicked into high gear.  Then she remembered the scene last night when Jack left everyone hanging with the show.  He probably doesn't even know what happened to the play.  Does he care?.  Sometimes the most amazing things come out of crisis.  It was the best play ever!

Alex still had a cold, but couldn't bear another day at home. The sun was shining and the leaves were in full color.  She grabbed her hiking boots and headed out to the park reserve for a hike on the trails. She needed time with herself and what better place to go than somewhere with beautiful views andvibrant colors.  This could help clear her head after the whirlwind of events this week.  

Alex stopped at the natural food co-op to fill her backpack with great food for the day; apples, a natural soda, pita chips, a deli sandwich, dried fruit, and her favorite coconut cookies. Her mood was lifted to new heights with the anticipation of a great day in the bright sun and vibrant colors of the leaves.  

There were several cars parked at her favorite trail head, but nothing was going to ruin this day.  She started out on the trail and the air felt great, cool, crisp and smelling of fallen leaves.  Squirrels and birds were chirping and running around gathering food.  She was completely in her body, in the moment, filling her sights with a feat of colorful life.  She found wonder in every tree, the bark, the fungus, and the plants on the ground.  She saw a few deer and eagles soaring.  

She sat at the top of a ridge looking out on miles of trees for her lunch.  She wanted to stay there forever.  The food tastes so much better after a brisk hike in this beautiful place.  She couldn't stop smiling and taking deep breathes, hoping to preserve this memory to take her through the next week, and the next few months.  

The rapture of the moment led her back to memories of Jack.  Alex realized that she has been a little crazy this week about all the Maggie mysteries.  Where is the line where you step in and try to get involved to help?  It is affecting their work and their relationship, but she loves Jack and wants to trust him more to take care of things in his own life.  It is his personal business, and maybe Maggie does need him.  It was much easier to let go of her worries and trust the course of events when surrounded by this magnificence in nature.  She decided to give Jack a chance to handle his own dilemma. She was confident Jack would open up and talk eventually.  It felt good to let go of worries.

Complete the memories that reveal their relationship history.  

She wondered what would have happened if she could have just let go of her worries last Spring.  She had been dating Jack for four months by May.

Alex's focus shifted to the present moment.  She realized she needed to focus on her own priorities this week.  Time to meet with the professors, discuss her new plan of study.  She needed to come up with a plan to make the changes more palatable. And, she needed to allow more time to work more with Bohemian Nights, especially if Jack was going to keep up the unpredictable behavior.  

The most difficult task, of course, is dealing with my parents next weekend.  So, getting organized and getting a plan is really important.  Alex decided to ask Jack to come with her to her parent's house next weekend.  It would be a good buffer and they could use some time away.  Next task, try to reduce the amount of time spent with the parents from Saturday noon to Sunday morning.  After all, there is the play on Friday night, and Sunday brunch with the Kazinsky's.  That should help reduce the impact of the whole event.

Enough thinking for now, time to hike back to the trail head and get showered for the first Saturday night dance of the season at the Underground.  Tonight it is the local group, the Squeegees, a soft alternative band.  Alex really like their music.  And, she hoped Jack would make an appearance.

20 – September/Saturday - 2

The Squeegees were warming up when Alex arrived at eight o'clock.  She went to the table where Morgan was waiting for her.  They were looking forward to the chance to talk alone.  Morgan had been busy with work and classes, and they only met up at the coffeehouse in a group.  

“Alex, it's about time, you feeling better?”  Morgan asked.

“Yes, much better, sorry I haven't had much time to talk this week.”  Alex apologized.

“What in the heck is going on with Jack?” Morgan inquired.

“I honestly don't know, he says that he is helping Maggie with a story she is working on.” I continued to pass on the party line.

“That is a bunch of bull.  Maggie is always up to something.  I swear she is getting weirder as time goes by.”  Morgan said with disgust.  Morgan is a local who has known Jack and Maggie since high school.  She has always been closer to Jack, although they never dated.  Morgan has been closely involved with Michael's work at the Institute.

“What do you mean weirder?”  I asked Morgan.  She had more perspective than Alex.  “I know Maggie is different and I have always considered Maggie a little “off.””

“She used to be very bubbly, the life of the party, no cares, no worries and a risk-taker.  But over the last year, since she has been traveling more often, she has become more tense, impatient, always obsessed with something, work, relationships, her own stuff.”  Morgan said casually.

“Maybe the travel or the work is getting to her?  Maybe she doesn't like the work or the people she does assignments for anymore?”  Alex tried to guess and hoped Morgan would add more.

“She always claims to love her work.  She always wanted to travel.  No, I think it is something else.  It seems like such a long-term change.  Her personality is different.  She acts like she is after something, or something is after her.”  Morgan continued. “Although the last year has been worse, I think it has all been coming on for about three years or more, since the length of time she spends oversee increased.”

This sounded more serious than Alex had thought.  She began remembering the increased time Jack spent with Maggie last spring that began to cause us a few problems in their relationship.  But Maggie traveled a lot and the visits home were so short that she just let it all slide, until last June.  I wondered if she was going to keep up the busy assignment schedule this fall, or if she was home for a long time.  Maggie had only been home a week, and already everyone was watching and wondering what was going on.

“I'm sure Jack can figure out a way to take care of the situation.”  Alex said, trying to sound unconcerned, trying out her new stance of non-interference, but hoping for more details.

“I'm not so sure, Jack and Maggie are very close, always have been, but Maggie has pulled Jack into more than one fiasco.  He didn't always escape unscathed.  She used to pull those stunts more often in high school and undergrad years.  I thought that stuff was all over.”  Morgan said.

“What kind of fiascoes are you talking about?”  Alex asked. 

“Maggie was a wild child, and Michael and Judy are great, but they gave Jack and Maggie free reign of their lives early on.  Maggie had some wild boyfriends, tried a few drugs, and liked daredevil stunts on occasion.  Jack was the go-to guy to get her out of trouble.  And, he always did it.  Michael and Judy still don't know about half the stuff they did.”  Morgan told me.

Morgan continued, “Jack was never into the wild stuff, probably couldn't be if he had to be sober to save Maggie's butt.  After the undergrad days, when Maggie became a freelance foreign correspondent, she calmed down and took her work more seriously.  However, I am beginning to see the old Maggie emerging over the last year, but with more intensity, or maybe it is more insanity.” 

As much as Alex wanted to let it all go and leave Jack to dealing with Maggie, she couldn't help her curiosity to know more.  There was such a long complicated history of events that took place long before Alex entered Jack's life.

21 – September/Saturday - 2

The Squeegees were announcing the start of the concert and dance, so Morgan and Alex filtered in with the rest of the crowd.  They sat in a booth along the wall, drinking coffee and listening to the band.  There were some tables still up for those who want to sit, but a large space was cleared for dancing.  They enjoyed the music, since they couldn't talk without screaming to be heard.  Lucy and Cyndie joined them soon after the concert started.  It turned out to be a great girls night out.  They occasionally danced, moved around the room to greet friends, and drifted out to the coffeehouse when they wanted to talk and order more food and drink.

Alex's mind always went to Jack.  She was remembering when Jack told her about a band he used to belong to called _____________.  He told her about that last year, before they started dating.  Jack often played acoustic before the shows or in the coffeehouse when inspiration would strike.  He hadn't done that this year, probably too stressed with Maggie and her drama.

It was almost midnight and the crowd was growing.  Moving about the room was becoming impossible.  They decided to leave and were headed out the door when someone grabbed Alex's arm and called her name.  It was Jack, and he was motioning for me to dance, a slow song was starting.  Alex waved good-bye to the girls and let Jack hold her close.  His body was so familiar and felt so comforting.  She released her worries and problems to dance, as one, with the man she loved.  There were three slow songs in a row, so they stayed glued to each other without talking.

When the music picked up the beat again, Jack leaned down to talk in my ear, “Let's go to your place, I really need to get out of here.”  Alex was more than happy to comply.  Finally, uninterrupted time with Jack.  They quickly left the Underground and went to her place.  The apartment was somewhat more in order, but waiting for them was their pile of blankets and pillows in front of the fire.  Jack started a fire while Alex changed her clothes.  When she came back out, Jack was sitting on the sofa, staring at the flames.  She stood in the hallway, watching his face for a few minutes.  The passionate, funny, spontaneous man she came to know last year looked so serious and exhausted.  He looked far away in thought.

Alex's heart went out to him and in her moment of compassion she came over to Jack without a word and just embraced him, holding his head in her hands, stroking his hair.  Jack was the most authentic, amazing man she had ever met.  He always seemed capable of handling any situation.  He was the person everyone else went to for help.  She had never seen him this depressed or sad.  Alex felt a surge of fear running through their silent embrace. 

It seemed like hours that Alex held Jack in her arms.  She was unsure what to say.  It seemed as though she was invading his privacy just by watching his vulnerable moment.  She finally had the courage to ask him a few questions.  “Jack, what is the matter, are you in trouble?”

Jack turned over, laying on his back with his head in Alex's lap. He rubbed his forehead with his hand.  “I can't tell you how overwhelmed I feel, my life is out of control.”  Jack said softly in an exhausted tone.  “It started out so innocently, now the whole thing is blowing up and I don't know what to do?”

Alex was relieved that Jack was finally talking, but she was still overwhelmed with his reaction and still had fear creeping into her body.  Curiosity took over. “Jack, can you start at the beginning and tell me what has happened, you're really worrying me.”

“O.k., you know Maggie is a handful, and she gets herself into a lot of jams.  I have been the one she goes to for help.  I haven't minded that, in the past, I just needed to give her a ride home, sober her up, pay a few debts.  But she is getting into so many schemes and tangles lately, I don't even know what is going on.”  Jack sat up and began to talk openly.

“What has she been doing? Is it related to her work? Is that where you have been disappearing to?”  Alex inquired.

“It started last spring when Maggie was home during Spring break and it has gotten worse ever since.  I know all my time with her has bothered you, but I didn't want to tell you about it because it might come out to Judy or Michael by accident.  I'm used to dealing with Maggie on my own, and maybe that is my fault.”  Jack said as he leaned forward with more intensity.

Jack continued.  “But since last Spring, and especially now, Maggie seems to be into something different.   You know she works for the family on the Prague newspaper that we all own, well, she has had a series of assignments in Budapest trying to expose the travel problems.  It started off innocently enough.  She published stories about how to be cautious and prepared for the potential problems when traveling to the area.  But, she began to uncover a lot more the deeper she probed.  She found out the hard way that there are taxi mafias and nightclub mafias.  She claims they have been following her and threatening her to stop writing the stories or they will harm our family.  She started off working on her own, but she is now doing more in-depth  stories with our cousins, ______ and _______ (add names).  We have all been very close our entire lives, we are about the same age and we spend most of our time with them when we stay over there.  Maggie claims that she is being followed.  I have talked to my cousins, and they think she is imagining it.  ______ says that the Russian mafia is a major influence over there right now and they are responsible for much of the crime (in addition to other waring maria groups) but he thinks Maggie is over-reacting, seeing mafia everywhere, and losing her grip.”

I jump in as Jack pauses, “Oh my god, are you serious? I thought she was doing pieces on fashion this year, or something like that. Do you think anyone in your family is in danger?”  Maggie had not heard much about Jack's family in Prague, even though they all spend a month at Christmas and the entire summer there living with Jack's grandfather.  Alex just assumed it was normal family visits, like her family had, full of boring conversations and critiques of each other's lives.

“I really don't know.” Jack continued with frustration. “My cousins don't see it, but Maggie is really alarmed and paranoid, and claims that recently that members of the Russian Mafia are following her home, that they are here too.”

This was all too much for Alex to take in.  It sounded too incredulous. “Do you think Maggie is losing her grip?  Is her mind a little unstable?”  Alex said carefully, but was remembering what Morgan had told her about Maggie.

“I really don't think the Russian Mafia have any reason to follow her here, I would think they had bigger fish to fry.”  Jack laughed.  “She has been known to be somewhat unstable in the past, but I thought she was better now.  Since she started working for the family in Prague, she became more serious, more stable, but now, I don't know?”  Jack leaned back against the back of the sofa and rubbed his face with his hands.

“Wow, she always seems so frantic lately, and what is it she needs your help with all the time?  Alex asked, relieved that Jack didn't believe Maggie when she said the Russian Mafia was here, in Madison, Wisconsin, following her around.

“She has been setting up meetings with people to discuss the problems of the Russian Mafia in Budapest and Prague.  She talks to some of the local professors, she talks people from news sources, to some of our acquaintances who also travel to Prague and Budapest, she even pulled me down to Chicago on a last minute road trip to visit Aunt Ruth and Uncle Byron.  She is convinced that our grandfather and grandmother in Prague are in danger and she wants Aunt Ruth to try and get them to come back to the U.S. To live, or at least for an extended visit.”  Jack said, getting more tired.

“How did they take all this?”  Alex was anxious to to know more. She didn't know much about Jack's family except for a few names.  It was all fascinating, but sounding more bizarre with each new detail.

“They listened politely, but I could tell they thought she was losing it. We both visit them regularly, but Michael and Ruth do not agree on much.  Michael is viewed as the family rebel, and he is still fairly involved with everyone in Prague.  Ruth prefers to have the grandparents visit her, in the U.S., she doesn't go to Prague much.  That is why Maggie thought she would help.  Ruth agreed to ask the grandparents to come visit because she could see Maggie was so upset, but I don't think they will, it is getting close to Christmas.  We are all going over there, as usual, and they don't like to miss Christmas with all the family.  Ruth asked me to take care of Maggie rather insistently when we left.”  Jack was sounding more calm. 

“So what are you going to do about Maggie?”  Alex wanted to continue the conversation.

“All I have been doing, asking her questions, helping her when I can, trying to help her calm down and gain a little sanity, or a little logic at best.”  Jack said.

“But, what is it doing to you?  You are disappointing everyone, you look exhausted, and what more does she want you to do?  It's not fair that she is doing all this to you, can't you get someone else to help her?”  Alex was spilling all her concerns at once, hoping to get Jack more detached from Maggie.

“I have been trying to calm her down, I can't tell Michael and Judy because they will make Maggie quit her assignments and stay home.  That would kill Maggie and we would all be worse off.  She still feels the need to prove the threat is real, and she sometimes tries to point out the people that are following her, but I haven't seen them.  I think maybe she is relaxing a little.  I will try to be more firm with her when I need to work on the show.  It is just hard when she is so scared and freaking out sometimes.”  Jack said.  Then he removed his shirt quickly and slid down to the pile of blankets and pillows on the floor in front of the fireplace.  He extended his are out toward Alex to join him.

Alex slid down to the floor to the amazingly warm embrace awaiting her.  She tried to put the millions of questions out of her mind for now.  Jack had finally opened up and let her in a the secret and that was the most important thing right now.  She felt so close to Jack.  The intimacy level had just risen several points in their relationship.  Jack brought Alex close to his face and kissed her, “I'm sorry this whole mess has gotten out of control and taken me away from you.  I will try harder when she is home.  Next week she leaves for Prague, so we can get back to life as usual for awhile.”

Alex's heart jumped with glee at this prospect. All her feelings of being included in Jack's life and having him to herself exploded into passionate love.  The stress that had built up between them was gone, and they were home again in each others arms without the world invading between them.  

Jack clearly felt the same way as his energy was renewed, touching Alex with intensity.  They both made love with energy, noise and passion.  Their love exploding with every touch.  They were deeply hungry for each other and couldn't seem to get enough.  One wild lovemaking session turned into three through the early morning hours.  Each more passionate and more experimental than the last.  They were taking their trust to new levels.

22 – September/Sunday – 2

They had moved to Alex's bed during the night and that is where they woke up in each other's arms, naked under a pile of blankets.  It was beginning to get colder outside.  Alex was immediately aware of Jack's body hugging her from behind with his arm around her.  It felt so good to be fully naked against his body, feeling him from chest to toe, feeling him breathe heavily on the back of her neck, his arm draped across her waist, falling low to her stomach.  She didn't want to move, to ruin this moment by waking up too much.  

She kept her eyes closed laying completely still so not to wake Jack.  She remembered their amazing night together, more wild and intimate than she had ever known.  She couldn't believe that making love could be so passionate.  Her previous boyfriends were more on the boring stiff side when it came to the bedroom.  Jack was completely different.  He was warm, sensitive, slow to open up at times, but passionate and wild when he was released.  At these times, it brought Alex out of her boring, hard shell of conformity willingly, wildly and without regret.  This is the life she wanted with passion, freedom and true love.  She felt like anything was possible. 

Jack woke up and started running his hand over Alex's body and pushing his body firmly against her backside.  He was definitely awake, and Alex was again enraptured in his touch and responded immediately.  She turned over to face Jack and kissed him passionately as she rolled on top of him.  He held her tightly and they moved together, making love just as wildly as last night.  Alex was unleashed now and inhibitions were gone.  She surprised herself and Jack with her new assertiveness.  Jack found her new style irresistible and lost control in her moves to excite him.  Alex found it extremely erotic and powerful to be more dominant with Jack for the first time.  They were both trembling with excitement as they climaxed, both panting and screaming with desperate cries.  They were perfectly in sync with each other and the orgasm was so powerful that they grabbed each other tightly as they came.  Alex collapsed on Jack and they rolled to face each other sideways.  They were holding each other tightly and shaking.  They kissed each other and Jack rolled on top of Alex, pressing firmly against her.  They couldn't seem to let go of the moment.  Jack began kissing Alex on the neck and worked his way down her body, supporting his weight on one elbow while touching her everywhere he wasn't kissing.  He worked his way back up her body and kissed her on the lips gently, passionately, with his tongue exploring her mouth. It was the most sensual experience after sex imaginable for Alex.

They laid in each other's arms on their sides once again.  Holding each other through the morning, hoping for one more chance at lovemaking before they had to enter the world.  But, they fell asleep, having been up most of the night.  They woke up just in time for a quick shower together that Jack pleaded Alex to make longer. But they had to move quickly and get dressed to go to Michael and Judy's for brunch.

23 September/Sunday - 2

As they were getting dressed, Alex felt like Jack was back on her side and they were finally on the same page.  “Do you think you could come with me next weekend when I go to my parent's ? I could really use you there as a buffer, and an excuse to come back early.”

“Yeah, that shouldn't be a problem, as long as I can make the show, I owe everyone.”  Jack responded.

They both rushed out the door and went to Judy and Michael's for Sunday brunch.  There was a light festive mood and everyone was talkative.  There was no Maggie in sight.  Alex was afraid to ask where she was, she didn't want to jinx the mood.  Judy prepared a beautiful brunch buffet with eggs, bacon, breads, and fruit. Everyone loaded up our plates and sat in the livingroom to eat casually this morning.

We were joined by Eric and Thomas.  This promised to be an interesting brunch.  Ales loved it when they all get together and talk about their work.  It is absolutely fascinating.

Research Institute for Past Life Experiences & Reincarnation. Michael studied microbiology and DNA? in college and was involved in research at the medical school in Madison in the 1970's and 1980's until his interests took a turn into evolution and reincarnation.  He is very passionate about the work of his institute.  He hopes to compile a vast library of scientific research (and anecdotal evidence) supporting the existence of past lives and reincarnation.  He and his team believe that the answers to many of life's burning questions can be answered by this kind of inquiry.  He believes it is a vast frontier of vital knowledge that has been ignored and relegated to the New Age realm as nonsense.

Michael often talks with Eric at the brunches about the importance past life regression to solve mental health issues, phobia, fears, anxiety, depression and all sorts of problems.  Eric follows the work of Dr. Brian Weiss, an eminent Yale professor who also believes that much healing can come from past life regression, even though Dr. Weiss is not so sure the past life events revealed by his patients are literal.

They are also intrigued by Dr. Weiss's work with his patient, Katherine (check spelling) who revealed wisdom and information from the between life world.  She called them “The Masters” and they talked about how each person has specific contracts and tasks to do in each lifetime.  The Masters would give messages to Dr. Weiss to help him in his work.  Michael and Eric are particularly interested in aspects of the person that may be carried over from previous lifetimes, physical characteristics, wounds, interests, phobias, unresolved issues.  And, they are fascinated by personal connections to other people that may have been part of the person's life before.

These are the topics you hear about at brunch, and especially today because of the interview Eric did with the boy who claims to be a fighter pilot from WWII.  He described the story of this young boy, the intense interest in planes and uncanny knowledge of the planes he flew in the war in a previous life.  He had marks on his skin that matched the memories he had from a previous life injuries.  Eric talked to the wife and son of the fallen pilot that the young boy claimed to be reincarnated from.  All the details that the boy described were true and corroborated.  They collected extensive data on this case and will continue to gather further evidence.  It was a great victory for their research.  An amazing case that still had people alive to verify intimate information.

Jack sounded like his old self, passionately involved in the discussions with Eric and Michael.  Alex was so engrossed in listening to the details of this case that she forgot to ask why Maggie wasn't there.  It felt too good to be with Jack and his family, enjoying a great meal, listening to the inside stories of those at the Institute.  She felt privileged to be a part of this family, at least she felt like a part of the family on Sundays.

Connection to Prague – Family History – Michael – Current travels

The conversation took a turn to their regular trip to Prague for a month beginning mid-December.  Eric was going with the Kazinsky family to interview some people with past life experiences in Prague and surrounding locations.  The whole family goes every year at Christmas and all summer.  The Underground closes for one month at Christmas and three months every summer so the entire family stays with Michael's parents, Jack and Maggie's grandparents.  Michael takes trips to Prague at other times during the year if he is lecturing.  His father and mother returned to live there in the 1970's soon after Michael began working at the University of Wisconsin in Madison.  His parent moved to the United States during World War II. They thought it would be safer to raise a family and they had several friends who moved to Wisconsin and Chicago.  There was strong Jewish? Czech/Polish communities, (and those from other Slovak countries,) in both communities that still hold festivals today.

Michael's grandfather (Mr. Kazinsky) and his brother, (Mr. ___ Kazinsky) own a large newspaper in Prague.  They inherited it from their father, who started it in 19__??. Were they Jewish?  What happened to the paper during the war? Mr. ____ Kazinsky (brother) was lucky to keep it afloat during the war.  He didn't want to leave the country like his brother.  It took many years for the brothers to heal the wounds of what his brother who stayed saw as a betrayal to the family.  But frequent visits over several years eventually healed their wounds and Mr._____ Kazinsky (grandfather) returned to once again become involved in the family business.  They were both getting up in years, and both were resistant to retiring, but were slowly becoming less involved in the day to day operations. Mr. Kazinsky (brother) had several children and three of them were heavily involved in the operations of the business.  There were grandchildren, including Maggie, who were also taking an interest, most often doing investigative reporting.  Their cousins - _______ & _______ were the ones who were working with Maggie on the latest stories.

Maggie became involved with the family in her undergraduate years and became more passionate about the Czech culture of her family as the years went by.  She studied journalism and international studies specializing in east European countries – Slovak.  She is fluent in Czech (Polish), German and Russian.  She is a brilliant energetic person who thrives on the culture, intrigue and fast-paced newspaper world of her family in Prague.  It was always expected that Maggie would move there, but she never has.  She continues to work out assignments with her family and she travels back and forth on a regular basis.

Michael and Maggie are the members of the family with the wander-lust.  They love to travel and be involved in busy city culture, international locations.  Michael has built a huge network of people that he knows all over the world.  He spends a lot of time in London, Amsterdam, and of course, Prague.  Other locations are less frequent, but he talks to friends quite often.  He has friends from college and grad school, from his work at the Institute, from Buddhism circles, and primarily from his friends and family in Prague and their vast web of connections from the newspaper.  He was a serious guy, but very energetic and intense about his work and keeping up with all that was going on in his world.

In late afternoon, when there were stirrings of leaving, Maggie burst into the room, out of breath, as though she had run home. “Hi everyone, sorry to be late, what did I miss?”

Everyone stopped talking and looked at Maggie.  Jack said, “Hi Mags, nice entrance.” Jack laughed to lighten the mood and deflect attention.

Judy said, “Well, it is about time?  Where have you been?”

Maggie brushed off her questions and headed to the kitchen to get something to eat.    Now that Alex knew what was going on behind the scenes, she observed Maggie with new eyes. Alex took a long look at Maggie, trying to see if something was off with her.  Alex wondered if Jack was going to tell her that she knew what was going on.  How would Maggie take that?  Would she think Jack was betraying her?

24 September/Monday - 3

Sunday continued?  Meditation group was uneventful, but difficult once again for Alex.  She was too worried about the upcoming week of dealing with the university and her professor.

Monday morning rolled in and Alex faced the morning alone.  It was finally time to get serious and put her life in order. She went to the university to her major professor's office, hoping to catch him there, rather than announcing her presence in the U.S. Over the phone. His name was Dr. _______ and he was very accomplished in his field of ___________.  He had high expectations of his students.

She peaked around the corner of her professor's office door, feeling nervous inside.  He was there, her heart sank and her arms felt weak.  She knocked softly since his back was toward the door.  He spun his chair around and a shocked look took over his usual smile.  “Oh, my, god...Alex, what are you doing here?  Is everything all right?” 

Alex creeped into his office and sat down.  She didn't know where to begin her story in a way that he would accept.  “Well, I had a change of plans, I really didn't want to stay there until December.  The summer went o.k. Overall, but I felt like it was time for me to get back.  I've had some new ideas about what I would like to do with my program.”  She was rambling and getting more nervous.

“What?  You had a great program set up in Paris, you were very lucky to get that assignment, I really promoted you for that position.  What happened to make you want to leave?” Dr. _______ was getting impatient and making his disapproving face.

“I know and I appreciate everything you did for me.  It was great this summer, it was getting a little long for me. And the hours of translation were too much.  The classes were good, but I didn't want to spend over three months sitting in a room translating text.  I don't want that to be part of my program anymore, I don't want to do translations.  I want to add more languages and creative writing.  I have done a lot of creative writing in the past and have a minor in it from undergrad, I really want to get more serious about writing.”  Alex continued to ramble, hoping that something she said would be acceptable.

Dr. _______ took off his glasses and paused before he spoke.  “ Well, if you don't want to continue in the translation program, that is your choice, but you will need to double-up on classes for the speaking and culture components.  And, you know you can't officially be admitted to the creative writing program until next fall.  I think you can take a class or two that apply to the program requirements, but you will have to talk to someone over there first.  Do you have a manuscript for the admission requirements?”

Alex was relieved that he was helping her change her program without any more criticisms.  “I'm sure I can come up with something in time.  Are there any classes I can still get into for this semester?”

“You can join one of my classes if you get caught up in the next couple weeks, and you can do a couple independent study options if you have projects to propose.”  Dr. _______ suggested.

“O.K., I will write proposals this week and give them to you, and get the paperwork started to get registered.”  Alex was anxious to leave.

“Just bring the paperwork by tomorrow for class changes, that is the deadline for this semester for special circumstances.  After that, you will have to wait until next semester.”  Dr. ______ put his glasses back on and began looking at papers on his desk as Alex thanked him and exited his office as quickly as she could.

Alex spent the rest of the day running from office to office trying to get the right forms, the right signatures, and the special permission forms for her professor.  It was a confusing process and each person she talked to had different advice and instructions.  She spent a lot of time talking to people in her department and finally she got the forms to Dr. ________ box with notes stating she would pick them up tomorrow for submission.  Alex had to buy books to join Dr. _______ class, which met tomorrow.  The details seemed to never end.  She had proposal ideas for independent projects bouncing around in her head unfinished.  Nothing sounded interesting enough, or good enough for Dr. ______.  She felt as though she had to make up for her failings of coming back early.

At dinnertime, Alex went to the coffeehouse hoping for a respite from the paperwork madness.  Jack was there working behind the coffee bar.  She was shocked.  He had been so busy and wasn't working lately.  “Jack, your working?”

“Ya, we had a last minute cancellation, no one else could fill in, I'm done pretty soon.”  Jack said as he made espresso.

Alex sat at the bar where Jack could hear her while he made coffee. “I have spent the entire day trying to change my registration, get all the special permissions done, and deal with Dr. _______.  He had me scared to death I was going to get kicked out of the program for returning from France without permission, but it went o.k.  He ended up helping me make the changes I wanted.  But, now I have to take a class, and it starts tomorrow!”  

“Oh yeah?  On Tuesday?”  Jack said, surprised.

“Oh no!  I forgot!  It's script Tuesday!” Alex was stricken inside.

“You can bug out for class and come right back, I'm sure we will need you all day.” Jack tried to calm her down.

“I suppose. Will you be there all day?”Alex wondered if Maggie was still being demanding, pulling him away for her emergencies.

“I plan on it, I had a talk with “you know who,”” Jack said softly.

“Great, then I will feel better about having to leave for class.  I also have to write proposals for independent study this week, maybe on Wednesday and Thursday.”  Maggie didn't want her life at the Underground disrupted too much.

Alex sat drinking her coffee, watching Jack, poetry in motion, no matter what he was doing.  His dark wavy hair was growing longer than usual, turning into more large curls, falling into his face.  He always wore jeans and a t-shirt, always casual musician, with a dash of grunge, but always sexy with his gorgeous looks, muscular physique and shy smiles he lets loose when his humor in turned on.

When his shift was over, Jack and Alex went to the kitchen to find what they wanted for dinner.  “Hi Judy, what's for dinner?”  Jack asked as he stuck his head in the fridge.

“There is quite a few left-overs, just take your pick, I have some fresh bread in the oven.  What are you two up to tonight?” Judy said in her usual cheery tone.

“We are just hanging out.”  Jack said before Alex had a chance to think about it.

“Judy, where is Maggie today?” Alex asked before realizing she should have kept quiet.

Jack stopped taking food out of the fridge and looked to see what Judy was going to say.  “I think she may have your cold, she is upstairs resting.  I hope it won't be too bad, she is supposed to catch a flight to Prague on Friday morning”  Judy said without much care.

Jack went back to his search for food.  “That's too bad.”  Alex said briefly, but was smiling inside at the thought of Alex leaving.

Jack and Alex went back to the coffeehouse and sat in one of the back rooms, at a quite table where they could have privacy.  It was one of Alex's favorite rooms, with all the Beat memorabilia that Michael had collected during his college days.  Some of the collections was in this room, and part of it was in the back production room.  That is where the more valuable items were housed. It was rumored that Michael, Judy, some of their friends, and even Jack & Maggie's parents hung out with some of the beats.  Alex had heard rumors from some of the artists who lived there, and from Morgan.  “Jack, did Michael and Judy ever hang out with any of the beats?  How did Michael get all this great stuff?”  Alex inquired.

“He collected it from friends mainly, but I think they met a few of them, we haven't talked about it that much.  I overheard Michael talking to some of his old friends a few times, I think they knew a few associated with that group. Michael is always so tight lipped about his past, it's just not worth getting him riled up.”  Jack said without much concern.

“I have decided to start one of my projects this fall, I'm going to study and practice Trantra Buddhism.”  Jack announced, quickly changing the subject.

Alex loved the fact that Jack was always learning about new things, getting deeply into his interests, sometimes obsessed.  He was such an accomplished muscician, song-writer, actor, script-writer because of his ability to get totally obsessed with mastery of what he is interested in.  Alex felt so un-accomplished when compared to Jack.  He had such an ability to focus, practice and master what he wanted.  And, at that point, his creativity would blast out.  He never went back to college after his undergrad.  He was too interested in his own pursuits.  He loved his life and his freedom at the Underground.  He had no intention of leaving, or going out into the work world.  His degree in philosophy didn't really prepare him for anything except grad school, anyway.  Alex envied his commitment to his craft and to his interests.  But she envied even more, his ability to be free to pursue what he wanted.  Michael and Judy lived the same way and never put demands on Jack.  They hoped he would stay there, all of them living together in this unusual place.

“That sounds fascinating.”  Alex refocused to listen to Jack.  She knew he was going to tell her a lot about it because he had that fire in his eyes that comes to life when he gets excited about something new to launch.

Jack spent the evening telling Alex about what he knew so far, the books he ordered, and the conversations he was having with Von.  Von was one of the artists in residence who lived in one of the warehouse apartments.  He was form  _________, and was an amazing painter.  He had studied Tantra Buddhism from some great teachers and Jack was really excited that he agreed to be his regular teacher.  Von had led several of the meditation groups at the Underground last year, doing a series of teachings on Tantra practices.

“I would love to know more about Tantric Yoga, do you think some of the others in the meditation group would like to have a yoga class?”  Alex inquired. She was excited for Jack and wanted to be a part of it all.

“Sure, and you can join Von and I for some of the teachings when you have time.  Maybe I will ask him to do another series in the meditation group.”  Jack was fired up with the enthusiasm he had been missing the last few weeks.

Jack looked deeply into Alex's eyes. “I think we can practice a lot of Tantra together, we can explore some of the sexual practices.” He was smiling, and blushing a little.

“I think that will be my favorite part.”  Alex said smiling and laughing.

25 – September/Friday - 3

Alex was up early on Friday racing off to her professor's office to submit her proposals for independent study.  The week was a blur of paperwork, classwork, and proposal writing in the midst of script writing at the Underground.  She almost forgot that Maggie was leaving this morning for Prague.  She had everything done for her program and today was looking great.  The show was in good shape for tonight, so all she had to do was unwind and relax today.  Alex was going to save all her coursework for her new class for next Monday.  She considered this week's work over.  

Looming in the back of her mind was the trip to her parent's house this weekend, sandwiched between the Friday night show and brunch at the Kazinsky's.  With Jack along, it would turn into hours of time alone in the car and only mild annoyances with her parents.  At least he would be there when she announced he program changes.  She knew they wouldn't like the changes to creative writing.  She could hear their complaints from here, “How can you ever get a job with that degree! What are you thinking?”

Alex went to the coffeehouse to meet friends.  Lucy, Morgan and Cyndie were meeting her for breakfast.  She gave them an update on all the changes from this week.  She quickly told them about her desire to pursue creative writing, which was very well received by this crowd.  Lucy was a graphic artist during the day and actor at the Underground at night.  Morgan was a sculpture and photographer who lived upstairs in one of the warehouse apartments.  She was an old friend of the family and was always part of the shows.  Morgan was also involved in a lot of the work at the Institute with Michael, and she helped out in the coffeehouse.  Cyndie was devoted to acting and singing.  She was the lead in the show at the Underground and also performed in other shows around town.  She was also the lead singer in a local band. It was always a scheduling nightmare for Cyndie because there were just not enough nights for all the performances she wanted to do.

“Alex, you are such a great writer, I'm so glad you are finally going to do it.”  Morgan said happily.

“I'm really nervous about the application process, and getting a manuscript ready.”  As Alex said that, she suddenly remembered the manuscript part of her application.  Ugh, she thought, another thing to get done within the next couple weeks.  She felt heavier with the pressure of several projects colliding.

“Oh, you can do it, if you can get a script done every week with this crowd, you can do anything.”  Cyndie laughed.

“Didn't you say you were going to your parent's house this weekend?”  Lucy inquired of Alex.

“Oh, yeah, but I'm making it as quick as possible, and Jack is going with me to break the news of my career changes.  They are just going to hate this.”  Alex said with a sly smile creeping across her face.  Changing the subject quickly, Alex said, “Did I tell you Jack's next project is studying and practicing Tantra Buddhism?”

“Oh, my, that ought to be something.”  Morgan winked and laughed.

“I'm gonna study up on Tantric yoga practices and start a class, you guys wanna join me?”  Alex asked.

“I would love to, I really need to get out and exercise, I've been cramped up at the drawing board too much lately,” replied Lucy.

“I wanna too,” Cyndie said, “just not too early in the morning.”

“Are you kidding?  It's me, remember?”  Alex laughed.

“Let's get our schedules together and do it!” Morgan replied.  They set a time to start in a couple weeks, trying to work around the numerous conflicts between them. Late Friday morning seemed to work best since no one worked on Friday.

Just as they were getting ready to order lunch, a friend from the past walked in to the coffeehouse.  It was Keri, she was someone who attended the same high school as Alex.  But, she didn't know her very well until they met each other over the summer before Alex came to the university.  This is the person  who gave her the amazing apartment and introduced her to the Underground.  Alex was so surprised and happy to see her, she owes her so much for being the one who led her to this amazing place.  Keri even introduced her to Jack that first night.  

The other girls turned and welcomed her too.  It was a reunion of old friends.  Keri was also an integral part of the shows as and actor, writer and singer.  She had graduated from her program a year ago in psychology.  She was visiting the university trying to decide whether to return and get her graduate degrees so she could have her own practice as a psychologist.  

As the girls were excitedly catching up, Jack entered the coffeehouse.  Alex glanced at him to greet him, but noticed a funny look on his face.  He wasn't rushing over to greet everyone, or to say hi to Keri, what was he thinking?

26 – September/Friday – 3

Friday night was another amazing show.  Keri stayed to watch and they wrote her in for a quick guest appearance of her character.  It was a fun night, the energy was high and happy.  It was wine for everyone in the production room after the performance.  Paul was able to watch the show and joined everyone too.  It was almost like last year in the production room with Keri and Paul there.  They were both very high energy people and well-liked.  

Alex noticed that Jack was having a great time with Paul, Jon and Stephen, but didn't seem to talk with Keri very much.  He said a quick greeting and then kept to the guys all night.  Alex thought they were good friends, but realized she had assumed that from only a brief time together with them before she really knew them.  They were friendly, but were they friends?

Alex pulled Morgan aside when they were sufficiently loosened up on wine. “What's up with Jack and Keri? Are they friends, or what?  Keri introduced me to Jack, now it seems he is avoiding her.” 

“Ah, Keri introduced you two?  She used to go out with Jack, didn't you know?”  Morgan said in a loud, drunken whisper.

Alex felt instant dread and fear in her body.  She never asked about Jack's previous relationships.  He is someone who lives in the moment and moves towards the future, not much time for past information.  Actually, thought Alex, the entire family is like that, Judy, Michael, Maggie and Jack.  Morgan is one of the few people that has let her in on the past history around this place and the people.  She focused her attention back to Keri, trying to imagine Jack and Keri together.  It was too much to even contemplate.  She couldn't imagine Jack with anyone else.  She couldn't stand the thought of him with anyone else.  How could Keri treat her this way, wait, she didn't do anything, she didn't even tell her anything.  But, why would she?  She hasn't even seen Keri since last year.  She wanted to hate Keri just for the idea that she was with Jack before she was.  But, she couldn't come up with any other reasons.  She didn't know Keri that long, and Keri had done so much for her.

The thoughts were getting all jumbled in her mind.  The wine was taking effect too fast since she hadn't eaten for hours.  She kept looking at Keri, looking at Jack, and her mind raced to images of them together, in bed, in love, and she couldn't stand it.  Alex went over to Jack and said, “What's the matter, aren't you going to catch up with Keri?  How long were you together, why didn't you tell me you went out with her.”  She was talking a little too loudly and some of the others were turning to look.

“Alex, come over here.” Jack grabbed her arm and led her out of the room into the theater.  “What are you talking about?  What do you know about Keri and I?”

“Morgan told me you used to date her, that you went out with her before me.” Alex slurred.

“We did go out for awhile, about a year, but we broke up several months before I met you.  That is no secret, we just haven't talked about our past relationships.”  Jack implored.

“Well, you should have told me when she showed up.  I don't like to be surprised.  How close were you with her, how serious were you, did you tell her you loved her?”  Alex started rambling and tearing up.

“Alex, I have never been as serious about anyone as I am with you.  I haven't said it before, but I want you to know that I am falling deeply in love with you.”  Jack said as he held her close, partly to hold her up, partly to calm her down.

Alex was tipsy, but she heard these words very clearly.  They had not declared their love for each other in words, mainly in action.  She knew how he felt.  But it felt so good to hear him say it.  “Oh, I love you too, I hope you know that, I don't mean to be so petty.  I had too much wine, I think.”  Alex hoped he wouldn't hold this against her.  “I really like Keri, and she is the one that introduced us, she gave me the apartment, and she brought me here.”

“I know, don't worry about it.  Keri and I are still friends.  It's no big deal.  We both have past relationships, but they don't have to come between us.”  Jack said as he held Alex closer.

Jack led Alex upstairs to his place and they crashed into a deep sleep.  No one set the alarm.  They woke up late Saturday morning and Alex went into a panic.  “Jack, get up, we gotta get going to Chicago...Ah, long trip... parents will be waiting.”

27 – September/Saturday – 3

Alex and Jack had a two hour drive ahead of them. Alex called her mom to tell her they would be late for lunch.  She did not sound pleased.  But Alex dismissed it because she was enjoying the drive.  The trees were beginning to turn and they were all alone to talk.  Jack's creativity was flooding back and Alex loved to hear him relate the details of his plans and progress.

“I've decided to work on a movie that I tape in Prague, or somewhere nearby.  I want to scout locations over Christmas when we are over there.  Do you think you would be able to come with us this year?”  Jack asked with a hopeful look.  “It would be great to have you write the script with me, I have a few ideas, but nothing close to final.”

Alex was so happy to be asked she almost screamed with glee.  “I would love to go!  But, there is the matter of my parents.  I am going to dump the news in their laps of my new major this weekend.  They are going to be so upset.  I'm sure they have a speech prepared to try and convince me to get an MBA, again.  I couldn't ask them for money for the trip now, maybe later.”

“Don't worry about money, we'll cover it.  It really is a cheap trip when you have as many frequent flyer miles as we do, and we stay with my grandparents, so there isn't really anything to cover.”  Jack said.

“That's really generous, you sure?” Alex was so excited, she hoped it would work out.

“Oh, yeah, we would all love to have you come along.  You can meet the grandparents and the rest of the family.  They are an unusual bunch, and quite intense, but I'm sure they will love you.”  Jack was smiling as he drove.

Alex couldn't imagine what his extended family must be like.  Michael and Judy's family were already a little on the unusual side.  “I would love to come, lets plan on it, but don't mention it to my parents.  I will tell them much later, maybe Thanksgiving.  Now the game plan this weekend is to wait until the afternoon time when they will serve coffee and dessert.  That is the best time to talk to my parents, they seem to be in the best mood.”  Alex strategized to get through the weekend. 

When they arrived in Barrington, IL at her parents house, Alex's mom opened the door to welcome them.  “Oh, Jack, I didn't know you were coming, nice to see you.”

“Oh, yeah, forgot to mention it, Jack was free this weekend, so I asked him to come.”  Alex completely forgot that she didn't mention it to her mom.

“Hi, Mr. And Mrs. Wilson.”  Jack said as he shook their hands.

“Just call us Coleman and Ceilia.” Ceilia said as she ushered them into the house.

Ceilia had a big lunch spread waiting for everyone.  Coleman took their luggage upstairs and they washed up for lunch.  The lunch was very pleasant.  Alex had few concerns about their manners, they were always very polite to company.  That was one of the benefits of having Jack along.

Alex thought her mom looked so polished in her slacks and sweater.  She always looked as though she was going to work, or the club.  Her hair always colored golden brown and styled short and professional.  Her dad was slightly more casual with some kind of dress jeans and a nice sweater. His naturally gray hair was full and thick, but cut very short and business-like.  He always smelled of expensive after shave, but not too overpowering.

The house was in perfect order, as usual.  It looked so clean, orderly and perfectly decorated.  Such a strong contrast to her apartment and the Underground, where she spent most of her time.  Alex thought everything seemed so light and bright.  There was such a glare coming in from the patio where the pool was reflecting the sun into the house.

After lunch Ceilia announced, “Why don't we go out to the apple orchards, I hear they are in full production now, it will be so nice to get out in the sun today.”  

“I don't think I have ever done that, sounds interesting.”  Jack said.  Alex was somewhat curious about his childhood, knowing the number of orchards in this area of the country.  She wondered what it was like for him.  What did they do for family trips?

“That sounds great, mom, let's go.”  Alex was glad to have something to do rather than sitting around and talking.  They all rode together with Alex's parents, so Alex and Jack didn't have a chance to talk alone the rest of the day.

After taking a hike and picking apples they went to eat at the cafe at the orchard.  “Mom, I wanted to tell you both about some changes I have made to my program.”  Alex took this public moment to drop the bomb to ease the fall-out.

Ceilia and Coleman stopped eating and stared at  Alex with a serious stare.  “I've decided to try and get into the creative writing program next year.  You know I have always liked writing the most.  I know I can be good at it.  I don't want to continue in French Studies as my major, maybe as a minor, and I don't want to do any more translation. It bored me to tears and I just couldn't take it in Paris anymore, stuck in that small room, but going word for word.    I was also thinking of taking up another foreign language.  My professor agreed to help me, he signed all the permission slips to make the changes”  Alex was rambling again. She knew if she didn't get it all out right now, she would get buried in criticisms and rebuttals.  And, she knew the subject of why she returned early would come up eventually.

“Oh, Alex, how could you. Those changes are taking you even further away from any kind of employable career.”  Ceilia was shaking her head, her eyes downcast.

“What do you plan on doing?”  Coleman asked in a more respectful manner.

“I just know I want to write more, and keep learning language and culture.  I really like to travel.  I'll work it out.”  Alex tried to reassure them.

“I was hoping you would take another look at the excellent business program here in Chicago.  You could live at home for awhile.  You can travel a lot with a business career, maybe in advertising, to give you a chance to write?” Coleman was trying to negotiate for more options.  Ceilia was oddly silent.

“Dad, I really don't think that would work, I'm happy where I am, and I already tried the business route and I'm just not interested.”  Alex replied.  She cringed inside at the idea of moving back home to a place that now felt completely alien.

“I don't know where you can get a job with those qualifications.  What do they qualify you to do?” Coleman continued.

Alex continued to try and describe possible options from writing books and teaching.  But, they just didn't see those jobs as having a future.  Alex realized they would never understand her choices.  Jack sat silent, not wanting to get in the middle of this scene. Alex wondered what he thought of all this.  He probably never had to go through this with Judy and Michael.

Back at Alex's parent's home, Alex quickly asked Jack, “Do you want to watch a movie?”

“Sure.”  Jack said as Alex pulled him towards the kitchen to get snacks on their way to the family room.  She knew her parents wouldn't follow.  They always sat and read each night in the living room.  She grabbed chips and drinks and loaded Jack up with boxes of cookies and crackers.  She didn't want to take the chance of coming out to the kitchen again and encountering her mother.  Her mother barely uttered a word since Alex revealed her plans.  She knew her mom was building up steam for an encounter if she could get Alex alone.

In the family room, Alex finally felt more at home.  Her bedroom and the family room is where she spent most of her time when she lived there.  They rummaged through the movies and found nothing, so they checked-out the premium channels and pay per view.  They came up with a couple they could live with and settled into the comfortable sofa and covered with a fluffy blanket.

As they were waiting for the movie to start on the premium channel, Jack looked at Alex and asked, “Is it really the boring translation work that sent you home from Paris?  We haven't really talked about why you came back, or what happened before you left, either.”

This was unexpected topics of conversation for Jack.  Alex wasn't really prepared to answer.  “Well, I really didn't like the translation program, and Paris changes so much after the summer.  It got so dark, cold and boring.  It seemed like everyone left me there to suffer.”  

“Yeah, you told everyone those parts, I just get the feeling there is something more.”  Jack probed.

“After we had that disagreement last May, or whatever it was, I felt really alone.  I didn't think we would ever get together again.  It was really hard for me to leave the country after that.  I didn't think you wanted me anymore, you had so many other people and things taking your attention.  And, Maggie was always there.” Alex continued.

“But you know why I had to help Maggie now, right?”  Jack added.

“Well, yeah, sort of, she needs to get help from other people too, it's not fair to you.  Anyway, I became part of a group of students this summer, we went out a lot.  And, I became really close to a couple people.”  Maggie was treading lightly.

“I hope so, I wouldn't expect you to spend the entire summer alone.”  Jack replied, trying to encourage Alex to continue.

“There was this one guy I got to know better than the others, and I became good friends with one of the other girls.”  She was trying to soften the blow.  “The three of us went out together a lot.  This guy really wanted to go out with me, and I didn't most of the summer.  We started going out in August.  He was staying until December, just like me, but most of our other friends were going home.  He was nice enough, but I didn't want to be isolated with him that long.  I really wanted to come home and be with you.  I don't know what I was thinking, I wasn't thinking.  I really missed you and hoped we could get back together.  I'm sorry, I'm really, really sorry.”  Alex was in tears.

“It's o.k., really, I know things were a bit rough before you left.  I understand. It's over now, lets just move on.”  Jack held her for a moment as she regained her composure in case her parents popped their heads in to say goodnight.

“Do you really mean it?  We dated, but they were boring dates, we didn't do anything.”  Alex was trying to reassure Jack that he meant nothing to her.  “Jack, I love you, and returning was the best decision I ever made.  I don't want to be away from you ever again.  What we have is really special and I don't want to ever lose it.”

“We won't, I love you too.  Don't worry about it, lets turn the movie on.”  Jack put his arm around her and Alex pulled the blanket up around her neck, snuggling against Jack's chest.  

Alex marveled at Jack's easygoing attitude about her misbehaviors at the Underground when she had too much to drink, about her freak-outs before she left for Paris, and about going out with someone else this last summer.  He had to be the most understanding person in the world.  How lucky she felt.  Then she had the sneaky thought in the back of her head, whispering, what if he is so understanding because he also went out with other people, or maybe he has other secrets.

28 – September/Sunday – 3

Alex and Jack slept on the sofa bed in the family room.  She didn't want to sleep upstairs in her room, which was next to her parents.  It would just feel too weird.  She woke early and tried to sneak to the kitchen to make coffee before her parents woke up.

As she started the coffee, she looked outside at the patio and gardens.  It was all still about the same since she was in high school.  She remembered many summer days relaxing with friends out there.  

“Alexandra.”  She heard her mom enter the room and call her with a gruff voice.  Alex cringed.  Her mother caught her alone, now she was going to hear it.

“What, geez, why you up so early.” Alex didn't want to hear it.

“I heard you get up and thought we could talk a moment.”  Her mother sat down at the table.  Alex slowly sat down. She felt like she was in a business meeting.

“I don't think I slept a bit after you told us you were changing your plans, again.  Your father is really upset, too.  We have done everything we can to give you all the privileges to get a good education and a good job.  We just feel like you have thrown it all away, for nothing.  We just don't understand what you are doing.  And, what are you doing in Madison?  Are you hanging around a bunch of dropouts?”  Ceilia was getting on a roll.  Alex could feel the decent from concerns down to insults beginning.

“Mom, I know you don't understand what I am interested in, but I have to do it right this time.  And by right, I mean doing what I really love, what I want to do.  You worry too much.  I appreciate all that you and Dad have sacrificed for me, but I have to do what I think is right.”  Alex didn't back down.

“Are you sure it just isn't that boy?  Are you just staying there for him?” Ceilia kept fishing.  Alex was insulted that Jack had been reduced to “that boy.” She was not going to reveal anything about her life to her mom because it would just be used against her later.

“No, of course not.  And his name is Jack.”  Alex saw the conversation going nowhere but down, so she went to pour two cups of coffee to take to the family room.

“And, I don't appreciate the two of you sleeping together in the house.”  Ceilia added.

“That's all we did, Mom, sleep.  Geez, were not teenagers.”  Alex grunted as she walked out of the room.  Hopefully her Mom got her criticisms out of her system for today.  Just a couple more hours and they would be out of there.  Alex didn't appear back in the kitchen until she heard her father come down.  She wondered if her father knew how her mother talked to her when he was not around.  Probably not.  Alex liked her dad.  He didn't agree with her decisions and continued to give her advice, but he wasn't as judgmental and never turned to insults when he was frustrated with not getting his way in a conversation.

Jack and Alex packed up and headed back to Madison.  She couldn't wait to get back and have brunch with Michael and Judy.  She realized she never did fit in to the life her parents created for her.  She tried to play along to keep the peace when she was younger.  But now, she was determined to live life on her own terms.  She didn't even feel threatened by her mother's criticisms anymore.  She had more conviction than ever that she was living her life how she wanted to and no one was going to change her mind.

Alex had found a new home in Madison, and it was with Jack and his family.  She wanted to pursue writing and whatever else interested her.  And, she was going to change her mind as many times as necessary to get it right.  She was beginning to come into her own energy and she liked it.  

“Wow, that was quite a scene at your house.  Is that what it was like growing up?  Perfect order and perfect manners?”  Jack laughed.

“Oh yeah, and much more.  Everything had a place, including me.”  Alex laughed too.

September ends...

New Chapter-A great grove turns scary

October

28 – October/Friday 1 

half-way though October-getting into the grove!

The first couple weeks of October were a blur of activities.  Alex grudgingly had to spend every moment of her time away from the Underground voraciously studying and writing.  But the moment Friday afternoons arrived, Alex could escape to the Underground and to Jack. This is what she considered her “real” life and the only one that mattered.

Late Friday afternoon, Alex comes into the coffeehouse to have a few moments to decompress from her busy week before the preparations for the show begin.  The local artists were beginning to set up at the Underground for the weekend.  Every autumn they host a very successful artist showing.  The artists who live in the building are carrying their works to the theater to hang them in the best spots before the other local artists arrive.  Alex loves to watch them bring their paintings, collages, drawings and photographs down and hang them up.  She often wonders what they are doing upstairs in their apartments.  Only a few pieces hang in the coffeehouse at any one time.

Alex enjoys her coffee and satisfies her curiosity to see the art, and she likes to be one of the first to see what is going on display.  Jack is helping them mount their work on the walls.  She feels the best on Friday afternoons when the classwork is done and the anticipation for Friday and Saturday is ahead of her.  She feels lightness, joy and bliss, being in this place, with these people.  She feels at home as though she belongs somewhere for the first time in her life.  She watched Jack with a smile on her face.  He was always poetry in motion for her, no matter what he was doing.  She watched his shiny, wavy black hair sliding in front of his face as he bent down to help lift a painting of a giant lily with a flaming red background. She thought the painting was gorgeous, and how she felt about herself at this moment.  She felt serene with quiet bliss in the flaming red excitement of her life.

Alex was replaying her day.  Fridays were easier days for Alex.  She started out with her yoga class, then coffee and chatting with her girlfriends.  Errands all done before lunch with Jack at the coffeehouse.  The afternoon was spent at the library completing her assignments for the week.  And now the weekend was ready to enjoy, to savor, to luxuriate in every moment.

Jack came over to Alex and gave her an energetic hug and kiss.  He was himself again, the one she fell in love with last fall.  Alex finished her coffee and helped everyone place the art on display.  She wanted the chance to talk to a couple artists who were a bit reclusive.  She would see them come down to get food, but they often ate upstairs being totally absorbed in their work for weeks at a time.  Some of their paintings instilled in her a sense of awe and wonder.  She began to understand why they were so dedicated to their work. 

One of the artists signed her name, Maple Flowers.  No one seemed to know her real name.  The lily was one of her paintings. Her paintings were very large, usually just one subject, but the details within the subject and the colors were surreal and unexpected. She would answer Alex's questions, sort of, but was off on totally unrelated tangents very quickly.  It was hard for Alex to work her way back into the conversation.  Silas was another painter on the reclusive side.  He was painfully shy and always looked like he just got out of bed.  Jack commented once that he didn't think Silas ever slept more than a couple hours a night.  Silas painted like a wild man with a dark side.  He reminded Alex of Von Gogh.  She was careful not to ask him very many questions.  His face turned red and he avoided eye contact.   It was a marvel to look at his intensely bold paintings, then look at him in start contrast.

Alex and Jack helped get the art hung, and the theater looked amazing.  It had come alive with bright color, especially with the spotlights that were added to accentuate the work.  “Let's go eat!” Jack beamed at Alex as he headed towards the kitchen.  Alex followed him with matched enthusiasm.

They grabbed a couple sandwiches and sat in their favorite secluded table in the coffeehouse.  They sat close and laughingly gossiped about the artists and a few of their friends.  Their mood was energetically light and humorous. Alex was becoming more relaxed for the first time this year.  Jack was definitely becoming his old charismatic self again.  Maggie had been gone for a few weeks and they never mentioned her.

29 – October/Friday 1 

Bohemian nights goes Tantric, discussions in the coffeehouse

As they sat at the table and continued their conversation, both Jack and Alex felt as though they were getting into a groove with each other, their work, and Bohemian Nights.  Bohemian Nights was in full swing for the fall season and the local reviews were great.  Alex and Jack were doing most of the writing and worked in a tantalizing storyline about Tantra sexual practices.  The characters were trying to learn the practices.  The plot was done on a humorous vein with blundering results for the characters to play out.  It was the funniest storyline they had taken on, and the audience couldn't get enough.

The show tonight was no exception.  Cyndie and Jon played a hilarious scene tonight trying to set-up a few Trantric love positions.  The lines delivered by Jon were designed to have multiple meanings and were especially funny to the insiders because Jon is gay.  Paul made a guest appearance again as a new character to join them in this scene.  Paul is Jon's real-life partner, so a good time was had by all.  Stephen, who was usually uptight and nervous during show time was even laughing most of the time. 

The time in the production room was getting shorter after each show because they were getting into the grove and had most of the kinks in the show worked out.  Everyone showed up long enough to drink a few bottles of wine.  That was the main reason they continued to meet after each show since alcohol wasn't allowed in the coffeehouse.  The other reason post-production time was short is because the discussion time in the coffeehouse was really picking up.

 Each weekend was a great time with friends, the show, and late nights at the coffeehouse talking about current events, philosophy, art, spirituality and local gossip.  The group of friends that congregated after the shows was congealing into a regular crowd, who all came to discuss intriguing topics, as well as have a good time.  The crowd grew from the cast and crew of Bohemian Nights and some of the artists who live in the building to include several of their friends, people from the meditation group, a few students helping at the institute, and others who just hang out at the coffeehouse.

The discussions usually take place Friday and Saturday nights until closing at 2:00 a.m. Several people come and go through the evening, but there is a core group that stays from beginning to end, and they still don't seem to have enough time to cover all the perspectives.  Jack often convinces Thomas to come down and join in the discussions late at night.  He knows he is awake, being quite the night owl, and it is great to get his perspective on consciousness studies, science and current research.  He usually has the group captivated.

Jack and Alex join the many people already congregated in the back room of the coffeehouse.  It was a perfect room for these discussions.  It was large enough to accommodate a good crowd of up to 40 people and it was somewhat private from the rest of the coffeehouse.  The collections of Beat memorabilia in the glass cases adds to the atmosphere.

Tonight the artists were all there, except for Silas, and they were discussing the show, who was supposed to be there, and what they hoped for in terms of gallery showings and sales.  Their discussions led to the role of art in society.  Jack was happy for this topic to evolve when it led to modern forms of art and their impact on culture.  Jack was thinking about the films he wanted to make.  He really wanted to make a difference with his films and the discussions were giving him a lot of ideas.

“I have no idea who my audience is yet, I can't decide whether to start with fiction or documentary.”  Jack was thinking out loud.  “I want to film it in Prague, I want to look at locations over Christmas, maybe it will give me a few ideas.”

“What kind of issues were you thinking about for documentaries?”  Stephen inquired.

“There are a lot of crime problems in Eastern Europe, and it is really affecting a lot of people's lives, I thought about that, but I don't want to dig in too deep, might stir up a bees nest.”  Jack continued to think through ideas out loud.

“What if you interview the victims?  What kind of crime are we talking about?”  Stephen continued.

“Yeah, it would be vital to talk to the victims, if they are willing to speak, a lot of crime is tied to the mafias, Russian, Czech, Chinese.”  Jack kept the conversation on general terms as he continued to throw a few ideas around with Stephen and the others.  But, Alex could tell he had a lot of ideas he didn't want to share, some that were too personal.  She could tell he was thinking about exposing experiences like the one Maggie was having when she tried to report on the crime in Budapest and Prague.  This prospect made Alex very nervous.

29 – October/Saturday 1 

Documentary film ideas, movie ideas

Jack and Alex crawled out of bed in Jack's apartment late Saturday morning.  Alex was anxious to talk about Jack's movie ideas, since she heard several new ideas last night when he was discussing the film with everyone at the coffeehouse.

They came down to the coffeehouse and grabbed espressos and croissants with chocolate and raspberry inside.  “Jack, lets go over some of your film ideas while we have the chance.  You were talking a lot about doing a documentary about the crime in Eastern Europe last night.  Are you still thinking about that?”  Alex inquired, hoping he had second thoughts.

“Oh, yeah, I can't wait.  I think the crime problem is affecting so many people's lives, just look at Maggie, and she doesn't even live there most of the time.”  Jack said with enthusiasm.

“But from what you have told me, it sounds dangerous.  Is it really a good idea to start asking questions over there?  Isn't that what is getting people in your family in trouble already at the newspaper?”  Alex inquired.  

“Sure, but that is there job, that kind of stuff happens all the time.  My family is used to dealing with it.  Maggie needs to follow their example and learn how they deal with it.  I think she is probably overreacting, and she has never been the most stable person, anyway.”  Jack discounted the concerns Alex raised.

Alex wasn't so sure.  “I've never been to Eastern Europe, but that stuff you showed me online about the mafia problems looked scary.  How is your family dealing with it?

“The mafia problems used to be worse, they have received threats consistently for years.  But they keep reporting the stories, and our family has been fine. Only a few scares several years ago, but everything turned out o.k.”  Jack said anxious to change the subject to the film.  “I am hoping that some of the people who talked to the reporters who had family members killed or severely injured by mafia actions will be willing to talk to me.”  

“I guess if they have already talked to the newspaper, then it wouldn't be too dangerous.”  Alex was trying to convince herself.  But she persisted to help Jack consider other possibilities, “Wouldn't it be powerful to recreate the incidents, based on real stories, as fiction, to show what happened in the lives of these people.  You can portray the mafia members and show what they did to people in addition to the effect on the victims.”

“You do have something there, it will take longer to shoot, more production, need to find actors, but I think I know enough people in Prague to make it happen.  Let's work up some scripts and see if it goes anywhere.”  Jack was open to the possibilities and Alex was feeling better.  

Jack's energy was high especially when launching into new creative projects.   Alex was thrilled that he ran his ideas past her and that he wanted to work on the movies together.  When Jack was on fire with ideas, he had an irresistible energy about him.  You feel as though everything is going to turn out great and make a tremendous contribution.  But Alex was beginning to realize just how different her life has been compared to Jack.  She was wondering what it would be like spending Christmas in Prague with  his family.

30 – October/Saturday 1 

Late afternoon - Trantric study and practice 

Alex and Jack continued writing ideas for the film through the afternoon.  Alex listened politely to Jack's documentary ideas, then tried to think of related fiction plots, hoping something would stick.  Jack was so excited about the planning and writing that he didn't seem to notice her plot.

As they were winding down their writing, Von appeared and sat down with them, “Hi guys.”  He was a welcome distraction at this point for Alex.  She was getting tired, and Jack seemed as though he could work on the scripts all night.  Jack was continuing his own studies on Tantra Buddhism with Von, and Alex joined them when she could.  The studies and practices were turning out to be more complex and intense than Jack anticipated, but he was taking on the challenge with great interest.  Alex was enjoying the Tantra yoga class she led.

“Hi Von, I think I'll join you today.”  Alex didn't have anything else to do and it was interesting to join their sessions.

“Hey, I had a few things I wanted to ask you about today, lets go upstairs to my place.”  Jack said as he got up.  Alex and Von followed him to his apartment where he had a meditation corner.  Jack and Alex set up the meditation corner together.  It had dark blue and purple zafu cushions and a shrine.  Together they picked out the statues and items to place on the shrine.  Jack chose a laughing Buddha statue, which seemed to fit part of his personality.  But it was surprising to Alex that he didn't chose a more traditional Buddha.  The traditional Buddha sitting in the center of the Shrine was the contribution of Von.  He had several statures sitting around his apartment.

Alex chose a statue of Kuan Yin, the bodhisattva of compassion.  Her name means “she who hears the cries of the world,” and she is holding a vessel containing the healing waters of compassion to soothe the suffering caused by desire, anger and ignorance.  Alex loved the peaceful Kuan Yin and immediately became calm in her presence.  Over the past few weeks, she began to connect more with the meaning of Kuan Yin and would often talk to her and pray to her in her mind.

Alex had been adding things to the shrine.  Today she placed a pine cone and a few perfectly dried leaves on the shrine.  Jack was busy talking to Von at the computer.  Jack was showing him a few websites he found and asked him about a few books on Tantra Buddhism.  Alex sighed and was relieved they were at least on topic.

Alex sat down on her zafu and stared at Kuan Yin.  She was getting to know her better.  She loved to stare at her and have conversations.  “How are you today, Kuan.  Everything is going so well for me now.  Is this what it feels like to love, to have peace, to live a life that is full?” Alex was happy, and she attributed some of her recent peace and happiness to Kuan Yin. Everything seemed to turn around when she arrived in the mail.  

Alex spent time researching the stories of Kuan Yin, connecting with the energy of her presence.  She chose the statute because she was immediately attracted to her calm presence.  During her research, she was extremely touched when she read, “Kuan Yin is the Divine Mother we all long for: merciful, tender, compassionate, loving, protecting, caring, healing, and wise. She quietly comes to the aid of her children everywhere.”  It made her deeply sob at the idea of having such a mother.  She declared her devotion to Kuan Yin and uses her mantra in private meditation and throughout the day.   Her mantra is 'Om Mani Padme Hum.' ,that is, 'Hail the Jewel -or pearl- in the Lotus.'  Meditation has taken on a whole new meaning for Alex since her experience with Kuan Yin.  It feels more personal and more connected all at once.  She feels cared for, watched over, and as though she has an advocate and unconditional love whenever she needs it. 

Research - Kuan Yin , is known as the Goddess of Compassion & Healing. She is one of the most popular deities in all of Asia. Her name in Chinese roughly translates as "The One who Hears the Cries of the World". She is the most beloved and revered of the Chinese dieties. Kuan Yin is the Divine Mother we all long for: merciful, tender, compassionate, loving, protecting, caring, healing, and wise. She quietly comes to the aid of her children everywhere. Her mantra is 'Om Mani Padme Hum.' (that is, 'Hail the Jewel -or pearl- in the Lotus.')

 The following brief excerpt was adapted from the chapter on the Bodhisattva Regarder of the Cries of the World, in the W. E. Soothill translation of The Lotus Sutra (The Lotus of the Wonderful Law, published by Curzon Press): 


"Listen to the deeds of the Cry-Regarder,
Who well responds to every quarter;
Vast is her vow as deep the sea,
Age-long, and inconceivable.
Who hears her name and looks to her,
Unremittingly remembering her,
Will end the sorrows of existence.
* * *
Sorrows of birth, age, disease, death,
All will thus be ended.
True regard, serene regard,
Far-reaching, wise regard,
Regard of pity, regard compassionate,
Ever longed for, ever looked for,
In radiance ever pure and serene!
Wisdom's sun, destroying darkness,
Subduer of woes, of storm, of fire,
Illuminator of the world!
Law of pity, thunder quivering,
Compassion wondrous as a great cloud,
Pouring spiritual rain like nectar,
Quenching all the flames of distress!
* * *
Voice of the Regarder, wondrous voice,
Voice of the rolling tide, Brahma-voice,
Voice all world-surpassing,
Ever to be cherished in mind
With never a doubting thought.
World's Cry-Regarder, pure and holy,
In pain, distress, in death or woe,
Potent as a sure reliance,
Perfect in every virtuous merit,
All-beholding with eyes of pity,
Boundless ocean-store of blessings!
Prostrate, let us make obeisance."

Praise To Qwan Yin Bodhisattva

Gwan Yin Bodhisattva's compassion for all beings is so vast and inconceivable, our gratitude cannot comprehend nor fully express the magnitude of her blessings. Her body and garments of brilliant, translucent White Light. Her adornments, a white vase of Compassionate Water in her left hand, The Sacred Willow Branch in her right hand.

Enlightened through infinite acts of compassion countless lifetimes ago. Her feet rest upon a fragrant red lotus flower above a vast ocean. Her brows curved and radiant like the crescent of an autumn moon. With the sweet dew drops she sprinkles from her vase, She relieves the suffering of beings everywhere and always, for countless autumns.

Prayers for help arise from thousands of hearts, and thousands of prayers are answered by her vow of eternal compassion: Beings in Samsara, who sail the ocean of suffering, She will guide and deliver safely to the ultimate shore of enlightenment.


Jack and Von came over and sat on their zafus and instantly became very quiet.  Von took a spontaneous deep breath.  We all sat in our meditation positions.  Von was the long-term meditator and had been the teacher in a Buddhist meditation center in California for several years.  He had studied under ___________ and was part of the _______________ lineage in Vajarana ______________.  But Alex convinced him to use her favorite mantra during their meditation times – Om Mani Padme Hum.  It was the only mantra she had learned, and Alex thought it only fitting to honor Kuan Yin each time they meditated. 

Rough Translation: 'Om, salutations to The Jewel of Consciousness (the mind) which has reached the heart's lotus.'

This mantra is practiced more than any other in the world. It is pre-eminent in producing a state of dynamic compassion in the sayer. Dynamic means that this compassion contains as part of it the ability to powerfully manifest in both subtle and obvious ways. One of the simple yet profound teachings which accompanies this mantra is the concept that when the mind and heart become united, anything is possible. The implications of this simple thought are staggering. If you want to change the world for the better, this mantra should be in your spiritual toolbox. For more on this mantra, see the chapter on the Wesak Festival.

A dedicated group of followers of Kuan Yin use this mantra to invoke her as an emanation of Avaloketeshwara, while others use the mantra Namo Kuan Shi Yin Pu Sa.

Von had been teaching them about deity yoga – add more about his lessons – deity yoga

which added to Alex's connection to Kuan Yin. But it also created a conflict with Alex at times.  She talks to Kuan Yin so often, it is difficult to see herself as the deity.  She can see that inside, she prefers to keep her relationship with Kuan Yin, rather than go any further. 

Today they were doing a meditation where they were practicing _____

One of Von's artistic specialties was calligraphy.  He also studied Tibetan art at the university.

31 – October/Saturday 1 

More artists

Night 

Saturday night was the beginning of the artist's show.  All the artists were there from the warehouse apartments upstairs, and a few from the community were also showing their work.  Michael and Judy were the hosts.  They started this show over 10 years ago and had cultivated connections in the gallery world to attend.  In addition to Buddhism, art was another passion the two of them shared.

A few of the artists are long-term friends of Judy and Michael's.  Alex watched as Judy and Michael introduced their artist friends to the gallery owners.   Most of their friends were successful artists, living in this building for a sense of camaraderie with the owners and a few fellow artists.  They still have both a strong Beat and Hippie influence to their work. Alan, Olivia and Jess live here with Michael, Thomas and Judy.  They round out one of the most loyal group of friends from college days in New York.  It is amazing that they have all managed to move in together, but they have all been here for the last 15 years.  It was important to Michael and Judy to create a place where friends from the past would be attracted to move, and this community had everything they could want.  It was a great university community with all the accompanying amenities.  It was a beautiful four-season small city.  And the Underground provided a perfect work environment for the artist – free for old friends and a place where like-minded gathered for great food, coffee, music, theater, and discussion.  Michael and Judy collected art for many years and regularly rotated their collection.  They had huge storage rooms in one wing of the downstairs for storing their art and treasures they have collected from their travels.

Von was in high spirits as he stood close to his work and talked to everyone about it.  Even Silas was there to support his work, although he stood with his head down looking into his glass, glancing up occasionally when someone came near his paintings. Maple Flowers was talking incessantly to anyone who came towards her work.

After Jack spent time with Von, he stuck close to Michael and Judy and their friends.  Alex joined them to hear what they were discussing.  

“I can't believe you all are still living here with these two.”  said the large friendly gallery owner from Chicago. “How on Earth do you keep the group together?”

“We are just hopelessly dependent on each other.” Michael said with a laugh, looking at Jess and Alan fondly.

“We only stay because Judy feed us so well, you would not believe the spread,” said Jess as he put his arm around Judy.

“Oh, you guys,” Judy blushed.

“You should have seen what she could whip up in the Chemistry lab in the old days, it would curl your hair,” Thomas added with a smile creeping across his face.

“Michael, are you going to Prague this Christmas?” Another gallery owner inquired.

“Oh yeah, I have a tour of lectures scheduled in Prague, Vienna and Budapest.  Eric is joining us this time to do several interviews.  We think there might be some hot ones in this round.”  Michael lighted up.

“I hope this trip is easier on you than last year.  That was really rough,” the gallery owner shook his head.

“I'm sure it will be fine this time.” Michael switched back to art. “I heard you were going to Europe later this year?”

The gallery owner was glad to talk about his impending trip and get advice on restaurants from the others.  Alex felt as though she had stepped onto an international stage.  Her travels were limited to France, this previous summer.  She was beginning to feel nervous about the trip to Prague over Christmas.  But, holding Jack's hand quickly eliminated her fears.  All she had to do was follow him and his family.  After all, they have a huge extended family living there.  

“Where is Maggie?” asked one of the artists from town.

“She is working on an assignment in Prague, she should be back next week sometime.” Judy answered.

“Ah, I was hoping to see her, I missed her when she was home last time.  I thought maybe she would show some of her photos,” the artist replied.

“No, she has been terribly busy this fall.  When she is home, we just don't see her much.”  Judy smiled.

(Discussion with more artists - The artists come into play – some are older – friends of Judy and Michael, some are younger – friends with Jack and Maggie and the theater – different factions begin to form, different opinions – who knows what and what is it doing to everyone.  

Dialogue this: A couple of the gallery owners from Chicago were friends for over 10 years, and a few of the artists that joined them were also friends.  They brought up events and information from the past, and about Michael and Judy that Alex had never heard.  It was as though they were talking about different people.)- decide what to bring up

Most of the older crowd had dispersed, except for the good friends of Michael and Judy's.  They all went back to Judy & Michaels apartment to continue their private talks into the night.

Jack and Alex took their exit as a cue to escape upstairs to Jack's apartment.  Alex asked Jack about what she had heard. (what is it?)

“What did that guy mean when he said the trip to Prague was really rough for Michael last year?”  Alex hoped for an answer.

“Michael had trouble traveling from one country to another, they kept detaining him and questioning him.”  Jack looked out the window.

“Do they always do that?”  Alex walked over to put her arm around Jack's shoulders.

“They can, our family name tends to bring up red flags at some checkpoints because of the newspaper.”  Jack said without much concern.

Alex couldn't help think that the travel was not going to be as easy as she thought with this family.

32 – October/Sunday 1 

Brunch & Hypnosis reveals

Brunch turned into Breakfast this Sunday morning.  All the friends of Michael and Judy's were there still talking about the old days.  This time it was focused on the work of the Institute.  The gallery owners and artist friends were asking questions about their work, past and present, since Thomas and Eric were also in attendance.  The two gallery owners, a couple artists from town, and Jess, Olivia and Alan were there this morning.  They would all be attending the showing this afternoon.

“I remember when you started this center, I thought you had lost it for sure.”  Jess smiled as he scooped up eggs from the plate on the buffet table.

“Yeah, I couldn't imagine how you would do research on such a thing as past life experiences.” Olivia joined in.

“But, you did it, and now you have the largest collection of research on the planet about people with past life memories.”  Eric grabbed a cinnamon roll.

“I know the academics will never look at my research, but there are more independents that are getting interested.  Much more than 15 years ago, when all this stuff was unheard of.”  Michel beamed.

“I'm even part of the data in the past life regression hypnosis project.”  Alan sad down carefully with his plate of food.

“Really, what did you remember?” The gallery owner sat in a chair near him.

“I was part of the early days of the project when Eric was just starting the interviews.  I think I was one of his guinea pigs.” Alan winked at Eric.  “I remembered all kinds of stuff, many lifetimes.  I am fairly easy to hypnotize.  I wanted to get my anxiety down about a lot of things in my life.  Nothing else seemed to help.  I must say, it was a turning point for me.  I did hypnosis with Eric for a few years, my life is much better, hard to remember all the details now, but a few of the lifetimes really stuck with me.”  Alan took a bite of his toast and eggs.

“Oh, do tell, what did you do in previous lifetimes?”  The gallery owner was shoveling piles of fried potatoes in his mouth.

“I remember working on ancient ships, sailing on the rough seas, and dying on the ship from some food-related illness.  In another lifetime, I remember working in the fields of very dry land, I think somewhere in what is now called Ireland.  And, in another yet, I remember living on the streets of a dark, dirty city that I think was London, begging for food and dying of plague.  They don't sound like very great previous lives, but the memories of them helped calm my anxieties a bit.  Several other lifetimes seemed to have the theme of death from food problems, too.  Very weird.”  Alan stuffed a large cinnamon roll into his mouth.  He had the entire room captivated.  Everyone else had been seated and were eating while listening to Alan continue on his stories of his previous lives.

Dialogue this - Michael and Eric continued to describe how phobias and fears can be eliminated by past life regressions.  Eric said there seems to be key memories that unlock the fear.  Once remembered, then the individual seems free to release that fear more in their present life.

Around one o'clock everyone went to the theater to prepare for the show.  Alex and Jack had enough of the crowd and retreated to Alex's apartment.

“That was fascinating how Alan described his past lives and what it did for him.  It makes me want to do it.”  Alex threw herself on the sofa.

“I did a couple times, but it was harder to hypnotize me, I didn't remember much.”  Jack flopped down next to her and put his feet up on the leather ottoman.

“Really?  What do you remember?” Alex gave him her rapt attention.

“Not much, it was quite awhile ago, just a few memories, one was working as an iron smith, seeing Indians, trading stuff.  Must have been the early settler days.  I was an adult and had a wife and several kids.  I was shot in the chest.  Then, I remember a cafe where I spent my days under the counter playing, I think it was Paris, my family seemed to own the place.  I died of some illness in my stomach somewhere around age ten.” Jack put his hands behind his head.

“You never told me this stuff before, that is amazing to have such memories, how did it feel?  Did it feel as though it were real?  Or just like a dream?” Alex had definitely entered the world of an unusual family.

“It took weeks before I remembered anything but my current life, then it was quick flashes, but they felt very real, as though I were there, just as real as some of my childhood memories.”  Jack looked up at the ceiling.

“Why didn't you continue to find out more?”  Alex leaned forward.

“Oh, it was so much work, and at the time Eric was working with Maggie.  Now she is the one with a lot of wild previous lifetimes.  And she is one of those that is really easy to hypnotize.  Eric was getting so much more from Maggie, I just dropped out and let him spend more time with her.”  Jack looked out the window to the garden.

“What did she remember?  Did it help her in any way?”  Alex wanted so much more information.

“Well, she remembered a lot, and went under hypnosis for several years with Eric.  I can't even remember half the stuff.  The main was was her memories back in Egyptian days.  She had several memories back in Egypt, part of a ruling class several times.  She could recall artifacts from that time that she had never seen before.  She knew what everyday items looked like, how they were used, how they were decorated.  She could see the writing and even knew what a little of it meant.  She hooked up with some Egyptian experts to verify several of her memories.  She was able to tell them things about some artifacts that they didn't know. She became fascinated by all things Egyptian after all those memories. I suppose it helped her some with her fears, but she also seemed to become detached and a little unglued after all that.  But, that isn't new. That might have happened anyway, just like at other times.”  Jack reached for Alex to cuddle closer.

“Wow, that is amazing. I can't imagine seeing and feeling what it would be like to live in ancient Egypt.  How does she live with such memories? I can see why she got lost in them for awhile.” Alex snuggled up to Jack and they fell into a long nap.  Alex dreamed she was in ancient Egypt on vacation and everyone else knew each other, but she knew no one.  She kept asking for help, but no one had the time for her and just laughed when she asked questions.

32 – October/Friday 2 

After yet another grueling week of stressful studies, Alex was enthusiastically ready for her Friday morning yoga class.  It felt good to work out the kinks from sitting too much.  After class Morgan, Lucy and Cyndie joined Alex in the coffeehouse to talk though a long lunch.

“You won't believe what I heard about the hypnosis Eric does.  Turns out that Jack tried the past life regression several years ago and has a few memories, but Maggie was hypnotized for years!  Maybe that is one of her problems.”  Alex giggled.

“Do tell more,” Lucy leaned forward.

“Well, Jack was telling me that she is really easy to hypnotize, so Eric gathered her memories for year.  Jack remembers her memories of living in Ancient Egypt the most, says she lived in ruling families and became obsessed with Egyptian stuff, even knew things about the artifacts that experts didn't.”  Alex was talking in a loud whisper leaning into the table.

“Oh, yeah, I kinda remember that, she started wearing jewelery that was large and looked Egyptian.”  Morgan chimed in.  “I didn't know why, thought she was reliving the eighties.  That explains a lot.  That is when I first noticed her acting strangely.  I always wanted to be like her, wild and free in high school, until this time.  It was the first time I thought she was out of her mind, off kilter.”  Morgan developed a frown.

“Do you think the hypnosis drove her crazy?” Cyndie smirked.

“I don't know?  I thought hypnosis was supposed to help you when you go crazy.  Maybe she was getting hypnosis to help her craziness at the time?”  Alex pondered.

“I don't know, it all seemed like such a secret operation back then.  No one really talked about what the Institute was doing, or what it was. I don't think Michael, Eric or Thomas even knew what they were doing.  I've worked with the Institute on and off, sometimes I go through old files to annotate data, but I have never seen a file on a family member.  Maybe Maggie was their first experiment.”  Morgan added.

“Jack seems so casual about it all, it is as though all this is everyday stuff to him. I think it is fascinating, but really strange stuff when you think about living this kind of life, here at the Coffeehouse as your home, people doing hypnosis on you, living half your life in Prague, living a life of extreme freedom.  I can't imagine!  I thought it was really great, but I'm an adult, what would it be like as a child?”  Alex was rambling though her thoughts out loud.

“I can see you are beginning to come out of the cloud of charisma and question the charmed life of the Kazinsky's.” Cyndie looked carefully at each girl around the table and then at Alex for a reaction.  Seeing no reason to stop, Cyndie continue, “maybe now would be a good time to tell you a few things about Jack's family, especially since you are going to Prague with them.”

“What, you know things? Why haven't you told me?” Alex leaned in again and looked nervously around the room to make sure Jack's family was not nearby.

“Well, no one wants to rain on your love affair with Jack, and Jack is absolutely wonderful, we all love him.  We owe so much to the Kazinsky's, you know we love them, this place, and this world they have created, but we have been around quite awhile and have seen a lot of things here.”  Cyndie was talking softer.

“Judy and Jack are what you see, in terms of sweetness, talent and engaging personality.  But they are also the ones that hold the family together.  I think that Jack and Judy have to fix and cover up a lot of strange behavior in their family.  Maggie is the one we all notice as the problem of the family.  She usually gets the flack, but I think that Michael is actually the most unusual one of the family.  He is extremely intelligent, but he has a string of eccentricities that would surprise even Howard Hughes.” Cyndie confided.

Morgan jumped in, “Oh boy, if you are going to get into that one, I have really seen it when I work for him, I have had to reduce how much I work for him over the years, transferring myself to help Eric more often, and I mainly hold things together here while he is traveling and gone for the summer in Prague.” 

“Don't keep me in suspense, I haven't spent that much time with him, mainly just Sunday brunch, and there are always several people there, they just talk about business.”  Alex pleaded.

“Michael is the weirdest after returning from Prague, it seems to change him, a little after Christmas, but mainly after the summer, after being gone over there for three months.  I don't know if he gets along with his family, or if it is torture, but they continue to go back every year.  Michael even takes several trips between Christmas and the summer.  He gets distant, brooding, and starts making rash, most often irrational decisions.  Judy steps in and tells Michael to go take a nap all the time.  He can't handle customer contact for a few weeks after the trip, then a few more weeks or just say a few words to everyone.”  Cyndie continued.

“Oh yeah, I avoid him at all costs during those times.  I see him talking to Thomas and Eric in secret a lot after returning.  I think they are the only ones he talks to for weeks.  They even take him out a lot, I have no idea where they go.  I used to think he had trouble with depression, but Prague is such a trigger, I then thought he just didn't get a long with his family and got grumpy about it.”  Morgan shifted in her chair.  “But then, a couple years ago, it got worse, or maybe I just noticed it more because I was working close with all of them, but Michael began to do weird things.”

“Like what? Maybe he doesn't get along with his family, I understand that, I go into a big funk after visiting my mom.”  Alex added.

“It's more than that, he seems to lose his grip, like Maggie, but everyone keeps it really quiet and he disappears a lot during those times.” Morgan quickly become quiet as she noticed Judy coming out into the coffeehouse to put pastries into the case.  Alex glanced at Judy and felt guilty for talking about them behind their backs, but her curiosity wanted to know more.

Conversations with friends more, get to know the friends – beliefs, values, interests

bring up incidents from last year, information about Maggie, Jack, Judy and Michael – info about Thomas and Eric – their work is good? Suspect? Weird? Loved? Idolized? Questioned?  What are they doing?  Safe?

33 – October/Friday 2 

Friday night show – Tantra plot continues

The Friday night show of Bohemian Nights was settling into the groove nicely.  It was still playing out the Trantric Sex exploration plot to packed houses of laughing audience members.  After the show, the cast and crew continued their routine of a wine party celebration before they disbanded to other parties.

As Alex was talking to friends, sipping wine, the spaces between her thoughts went to the things her girlfriends had told her about the Kazinsky family and she was convinced that Morgan knew more.  She made a note to get her alone to find out what she knew about Michael.  Alex was amazed at her own assumptions about Michael.  She realized that she didn't actually see him that often and had assumed a lot about what she knew of him. He seemed so confident in his work.  

When Alex was finally alone with Jack after the party, they went to Jack's apartment.  She had too much wine and couldn't resist asking,”I don't really know Michael that well, what is he like?”

“What do you mean? You see him quite a bit, you've known him for over a year.” Jack looked at Alex with a puzzled look.

“Ah... you know, what was he like in the old days, as a father figure, what do you guys do together?” Alex turned to walk to the sofa.

“Oh, I don't know, he is Michael, he loves what he does, and he brings a lot of people together.” Jack looked out the window.

“I can see that, I mean the personal side, what has it been like for you to grow up with him?” Alex persisted.

“Why are you asking?”  Jack continued to look out the window.

“You saw my parents, I didn't have the best time with them, I was just wondering... your life is so different than mine was.” Alex probed.

“Yeah, it was definitely different, but I don't have anything to compare it to.  It has pretty much been what you see now, only I was younger.  Michael has always been busy, talking to people, traveling a lot.  We didn't really do that much together.  But I don't think it was that different than everyone else who had busy fathers.” Jack added.

“I suppose, my parents traveled all the time, I was stuck with the nanny of the moment.”  Alex stretched and yawned.  “I just can't imagine growing up in this building as a home and workplace for your Aunt and Uncle, all you have to do is walk down the hall to go see them at work.”

“This place wasn't so busy when I was a child, it was just getting started.  Judy wasn't even cooking, Michael mainly served coffee and spent a lot of time on the phone, talking to people, and traveling.  Judy is the one Maggie and I spent most of our time with, it wasn't until we were in our teens that this place really got busy.  Then it seemed like they worked 16 hour days all the time.  That is when we started traveling to Prague, they needed long breaks and that is also when Michael's father began to get along with his brother again.”  Jack continued as he came over to the sofa to join Alex.

“Was it hard for you and Maggie?”  Alex inquired as Jack moved closer.

“We didn't think, we loved the chance to do what we wanted as teenagers.  We were here most of the time anyway, our friends loved to hang out here, it was their place to come for freedom, but somewhere their parents seemed to think was o.k.” Jack smiled at the thought.  “Even in college, our place was the place to be, and it made us instant cool with our crowd.”

Alex couldn't help but think about what Morgan had told her about Maggie, and more recently about Michael.  The flipside to all that freedom seemed to take a toll on them, but how much?  She hesitated to ask too many questions, fearing a slip of information that Jack had not told her personally.  She didn't want him to think she was asking around about him or his family.

Alex really loved Jack, but her curiosity about his unusual family was growing.  As questions popped into her head, she held back.  She began to think about all the problems at her teenage friends' houses and thought that maybe Jack's experience was not that traumatic, just a really different living situation with similar family issues as everyone else.  Besides, how many kids willingly live with those that brought them up, and still travel with them?  That thought triggered the realization in Alex that Jack had never even left home, and he was almost thirty years old.  A cascade of questions reemerged in her mind.

34 – October/Saturday 2 

Jack woke on Saturday with energy, getting ready to leave early, before Alex was out of bed.  “I'll see you tonight, Joe is waiting for me by now, he is always so early, we will be up on the ridge most of the day.”  Jack said as he grabbed his backpack and gave Alex a kiss.

Alex was still in bed, slowly rising and shielding her eyes from the sun beginning to peak through the windows.  She was always irritated that Jack's windows faced East.  “Tell Joe, Hi, and have a great time.” She laid back down as Jack dashed out the door.  

Alex knew Jack was really excited to spend the entire day with Joe, backpacking and climbing the ridge.  They hadn't been together much for months.  Alex secretly wished she could ask Joe about Jack's past, and more about his entire family.  She thought, if only Jack was not so evasive, she could ask him about his past.  She pulled herself out of bed and showered before joining the growing crowd downstairs.

Alex came into the kitchen to see Judy, who was now sitting with her coffee to relax after her early morning cooking marathon.  “Oh, Alex, come join me for breakfast.” Judy wiped the sweat from her forehead.

“Hi Judy, I feel so guilty when I come down here and you have been up for hours working,” Alex smiled nervously.

“Oh, don't give it a thought, I love it or I wouldn't do it.”  Judy smiled back.  “Here, have a ham and cheese quiche, I just took them out of the oven and they are especially good with the Guyuere and Parmesan cheese this morning.” Judy jumped up to get a cooling quiche from the long metal pans.

“I can get it, you sit and rest,” Alex lunged forward to prevent Judy from getting up. “They look great, you know they are my favorite.”  Alex carefully pushed the hot quiche onto a plate and sat down on a high stool across from Judy.

“It is so nice to see you and Jack getting so close. I don't think he has ever dated anyone this long before, what has it been? Over a year now?” Judy smiled and drank her coffee.

“Well, I came to the coffeehouse for the first time over a year ago, and I hung out with everyone for several months before Jack and I officially dated, that was on New Year's Eve.”  Alex was glad she noticed and approved.

“That's right, I remember now, what a wonderful time for a first day to remember.” Judy seemed nostalgic.  

Alex took the opportunity, “when did you meet Michael?”

“It was so long ago, we were in college in New York in the late 60's.  We met at a coffeehouse in Greenwich Village, kinda funny to think about it when you see where we live.”  Judy laughed.

“Wow, what a time and place to meet, you must have met the most interesting people, did you meet anyone famous?”  Alex's eyes were wide open.

“Oh no, not really, depends on what you mean by famous.  We knew Greenwich Village was a hip place to hang out, but we had no idea the significance of it all.  Everyone lived in horrible conditions, used drugs, hung out in places I would never enter today.  But that was what we all did, and if you went out enough, you got to know people.  That is how I got to know Michael.  We connected at the coffeehouse through friends, we were both in college in the sciences, had interests to use science to better humanity rather than ruin nature. We wanted to save the Earth from ourselves. I am amazed we managed to finish college during those crazy times.” Judy took her empty coffee cup to the sink and began washing it.

“How did you end up in Wisconsin?” Alex turned to watch Judy.

“I am from the Milwaukee area and a teaching position came up for Michael here in Madison.  It was a big change from New York, but it was a good position and I told Michael it wouldn't be that bad.  I was  growing tired of the big city scene at that time, I wanted to go somewhere to get away from it all.  Then, I don't know if it was fair to Michael, but he was happy to get the position at the university, for awhile.”  Judy sat back down, her eyes downcast.

Alex decided to ask one of her big questions, “So why did you and Michael leave the university?”

“There were so many reasons, but mainly because we couldn't do what we really wanted to in that political environment.  Michael got into some real tangles with the administration for the kinds of research he wanted to do.  They made him promises to get him here, then went back on their word once we moved here.  We both went through several years of conflicts at the university.”  Judy put her head in her hand and looked at the table.

“That must have been very hard for both of you.  When did Jack and Maggie move in with you?”  Alex was getting closer to the question she really wanted to ask.

“We had already quit the university and were starting this place.  It was a mess, we spent most of our free time cleaning it up and trying to make something out of this old building.  It was a huge adjustment to our lives to suddenly have two toddlers to care for, Maggie was 4 and Jack was 2.  They were the cutest little tornadoes, but we didn't know anything about kids, we learned along the way.”  Judy was smiling again.

Alex decided to risk the big question, “What happened to Jack and Maggie's parents?”

“It was a terrible tragedy, Ian and Helen were driving from Chicago to our house in a snow storm.  As you know, the roads can get very bad rather quickly, and they were driving out in the middle of nowhere when a blizzard hit.  The car went off the road and they were stuck there for hours.  They say Helen was killed instantly, and they think Ian lay there for hours with a broken back and broken neck before he died, too.  Luckily Jack and Maggie weren't with them.  They stayed with friends in Chicago.  We went to get the kids when the storm subsided, and became instant parents in the midst of our grief.  But we have never looked back since.  I don't know what we would have done without Jack and Maggie.”  Judy suddenly lightened up.  “And now, I won't bore you with anymore stories, I'm sure you have many things to do today.  Judy was beginning to stand up and get the quiches ready to take out for sale.

“Judy, I didn't know, Jack hasn't talked about his parents.  I haven't asked.  I didn't even know their names.  Your family has been through so much.”  Alex was grateful for this much information.   

“Alex, you have no idea.”  Judy continued on with her food preparations.

Alex thanked Judy for the lunch and visit.  She took the cue from Judy to not ask anymore.  She felt guilty for making Judy talk about painful times, but even more relieved to have some of her questions briefly answered.  She felt as though Judy were finally starting to trust her more with family stories.  Maybe she was beginning to see her as part of the family.  Alex suddenly remembered on of Judy's earlier comments about her being one of Jack's longest relationships.  She couldn't fit the conflicting information in her head.  Jack was so gorgeous, talented, and well-liked.  He was amazing to her, so caring and loving.  Why hasn't he had long-term relationships?  More questions to sleuth in the Kazinsky family vault.

35 – October/Saturday 2

Alex joined Von in Jack's apartment.  Alex had a key and access anytime. “Hi Von, I'm the only one for meditation today, Jack is with Joe up on the ridge.”

“Great day for it, the sun is beautiful.” Von smiled and followed Alex into Jack's apartment.

“I'm glad it is just you and me today, I have a lot of questions I have been meaning to ask you,” Alex sat down on the meditation cushion.

ADD HERE – what does she want to ask Von?  What info would be helpful to move the plot along?

Saturday night with Jack at her apartment – skipping the concert – what new can I add here – experimentation with Tantra sex?

36 - October/Sunday 2 

Brunch was quiet this week.  It was only Thomas, Michael, Judy, Jack and Alex.  Alex felt a little uncomfortable after the information she learned from Morgan.  She had trouble looking Michael in the eyes, afraid he might see something in her, some kind of knowing.  She watched him when he was not looking.  She heard what he was saying with new ears.  Was his work the great science he claimed?  Or was it all a bit off kilter?  Did he really know what he was doing?  What happens when he goes to Prague?  Today's topic was planning for the trip to Prague.

“Alex, do you have your passport yet?”  Michael asked.

“Yeah, I just got it back last week.”  She answered quickly.

“Good, we should be handling the rest, so all you have to do is pack.  Have you told your parents yet?” Michael inquired.

“Actually, I was going to tell them over Thanksgiving, to give them my itinerary.” Alex looked her plate for food, not eating it.

“O.k., as long as they know where you are, you never know when you might need something from someone in the states when you travel.”  Michael said, winking at Jack.  Jack shook his head and smiled.  Alex looked at both of them, puzzled at the reference.

“Maybe you should fill me in on your family in Prague, who will I meet, and what are they like?” Alex couldn't stand the suspense.

“You will meet Cenek and Ida Kazinsky, my parents.  And, we will be staying with them.  They are in their mid-seventies, but you will find them to be quite the live wires.  Cenek still works at the paper with his brother, Milos.  He is late 78, but still ruling with as much authority as in the past.  Cenek is trying to slow him down by enticing him into taking trips.  But it isn't working very well.  Milos' wife, Ana died almost ten years ago and he has buried himself in his work ever since. Milos and Cenek have two brothers and a sister still alive, but they only sit on the board of the newspaper, they don't want to get involved in the operations. There are almost too many family members in Milo and Ana's family to mention.  They had eight kids and now their kids are having kids.” Michael ran down the basics on his family.

“They are a lively bunch when they all get together, which they do quite often.  Sunday dinners are a hoot.  Milos has a huge house, more like a castle, so everyone comes there on Sunday.”  Jack added.  “You will fit into the mob just fine, there are so many people added to the family each time we visit, it is hard to keep track of everyone.”

“How will I talk to anyone?  I don't know Czech.”  Alex still was not eating her food.

“Don't worry about it, most everyone in the family speaks English, they report on stories all over Eastern Europe, so they have to use English to communicate in each country.  They will be speaking a lot of Czech, but you can ask for a translation.  They will catch on to speak in English for you.”  Judy sat next to Alex.

“There are so many places I want to show you!”  Jack took his plate over to the table. “I have been going there my entire life and I feel like it is my second home.  It isn't anything like Wisconsin or Illinois. The architecture and the history are so old, and big, and radically wild.”  Jack was waving his hands.  Alex had never heard him talk about Prague, this place he actually seemed to like.  “And, there are so many places we can drive to in a few hours, Vienna, Budapest, we should have the chance to take at least one road trip.  Maybe more next summer.”  Alex's ears perked up when he referenced next summer, as though she would go with them on that trip also.

“Jack, you might want to wait for next summer for the road trips, the weather will be so much more agreeable,and so will the road conditions.”  Judy added.  Alex was still in shock of being included on the trips next summer.

“Maybe just one trip, I do have to lecture in Vienna, that is really nice at Christmas time.  The concerts, the decorations.  Maybe we could all go on that trip.”  Michael smiled.  Alex was in awe how easily this family talked about their vacation in Prague as though it were going to Chicago for the weekend.  She had entered a whole new world of travel with Jack's family.  Michael mentioned that he was actually a citizen of both the U.S. And the Czech Republic, and so was Judy.  Alex couldn't imagine what it would be like to live such an exotic life.

what is her relationship like with Michael?  What does he think of her? Want from her?  Does she get involved in the center work?  Eric's hypnosis?

 Reveals about – work at the center, Michael's personality, Eric's, Thomas'

Preps for Prague?  Reveals through talk about work?  From Jack, Judy?

37 – October/Friday 3 

Another great show with loads of laughs and spirits were high in the production room for wine hour after the show.  This was the special Halloween show and the crowd was mostly dressed in costume, and so was the cast.  The plot took the cast to a spooky Halloween party where paranormal activity was happening.  They had several tricks rigged to amaze and surprise the audience.  It was a lot of extra work, but worth it from the audience response.  There was no discussion tonight at the Coffeehouse, it was all party for Halloween.  Both Friday and Saturday nights were designated for parties this weekend.

38 – October/Saturday 3 

Alex and Jack dressed in _______ costumes for the Saturday night Halloween party.  This was the big party.  They were having a great time.

Maggie came busting through the crowd, “Jack, Jack where ARE you?” But her shouts were barely audible over the music.  She pushed through couples dancing until she found them.  “Jack, its time, lets go.”  Maggie grabbed Jack by the arm and pulled him through the crowds.  Alex was unsure if he was going willingly, and tried to follow them.  She finally gave up as she realized they were heading out the door.  Left again, Alex decided to go home.

Maggie returns for the Halloween party – really weird behavior in front of everyone – alarmed, paranoid – everyone unsure what she is doing, experiencing

Action – things get dark and spooky in October

39 – October/Sunday 3 

Michael starts talking about some of the more “secret” work of the center that is under th radar, revealing a more strange side to his interests – how does everyone react?  Judy, Eric, Thomas, Maggie, Jack, Alex (supportive? Questioning? Concerned?) And, this is related to what he wants to do in Prague and the area when they go at Christmas.  New, experimental, involved with some new people – gurus, self-help healers are the biggest concern – promise money and connections – this is where the problems come from

Michael he is behaving in a weird manner, some of this idiosyncratic behavior is showing, Alex makes a few remarks that aren't taken too well.  The family looks at her strangely and refocuses the group.  How do they all react to this? Michael will be traveling for a couple weeks.

Weird - Studies at the center pick up – consciousness studies, trips for interviews, unusual abilities are evident in others – past life, hypnosis

40 – November/Wednesday

Thanksgiving week

Alex was so busy in the month of November she couldn't believe she found herself facing the week of Thanksgiving, already.  With Maggie back, Alex decided to focus on her studies and let Jack handle her craziness.  But now Thanksgiving was upon them and Jack invited Alex to spend Thanksgiving with his family.  Alex was happy about it, but inside she was uneasy because she knew Maggie was going to still be home.  And, she wasn't too sure what Michael thought of her since the events that happened around Halloween.

The final show for the season was completed last weekend.  The cast and crew had a big party for the successful fall season.  Alex had completed her work for classes and independent projects early to allow her to leave for Prague.  Convincing her parents was even more difficult than all the work she had to get done.  They argued with her for weeks.  They finally allowed her  to go after she created an independent study project to do about the trip.  Alex was going to use the film that she was working on with Jack in her studies somehow.

Jack and Alex had not made any more progress on their film project between all her work and Maggie's demands on Jack.  The show was all they had time for during the month of November.  Tempers were a little short at times and everyone was under the pressure to wrap things up by December.

Wednesday was finally here, and after running numerous errands, Alex retreated to the coffeehouse.  She had one more visit with her girlfriends before they left for Prague.  Lucy and Morgan came in together quickly brushing off the snow that was gently falling.  Seeing their smiles lifted Alex's spirits.

“Hi you two, nice day, huh?” Alex hugged them and felt the wet snowflakes on their coats.  Cyndie was just arriving and joined them.

“I can't believe you are going to be gone for so long,” Cyndie said with a deliberate frown on her face.

“And so far away, are you sure about this trip?”  Morgan put her coat on the back of her chair and sat down.

“I know, it is a really big trip for me.  Eastern Europe for an entire month will certainly be something new for me.”  Alex sighed.  “But at least I have Jack and his family.  Judy has be helping me get ready by telling me what I should pack and what to expect.  It was all new for her at one time, too.”

“I don't know, Michael seems to be in a different place lately, since he returned, and I can't imagine what that family of his is like.”  Morgan leaned forward.

“That is the biggest mystery for me, they don't seem to talk about them very much.  It is all just surface details about their names, where they live and little bits about their jobs and personalities.  But I pick up a lot of looks between them.  I'm sure it isn't much different than all our crazy families.  Who at this table has a family that is normal and loving?”  Alex challenged.  No one raised their hands and they all laughed before getting up to order lunch.

41 – November/Thursday

Thanksgiving week

Alex spent Wednesday night laying out the things that she wanted to take on the trip.  It was entirely too much and she needed to spend the weekend reducing the load. Monday at noon was their flight out of Chicago.  They would need to get up extra early to make sure they had enough time to drive under threats of more snow.

But today was all about Thanksgiving with Jack and his family.  Alex went to the coffeehouse which was now closed until January.  It seemed eerily abandoned and quiet.  Alex walked down the hallway to Judy and Michaels apartment.  The door was open and she could hear them talking.

“I told you it was going to be too much, why do you keep pursuing this?”  Judy said in an impatiently.  Alex almost didn't recognize her voice in that tone.

“It's no big deal, I will handle it.”  Michael responded just as impatiently.

“Well, it better be taken care of by the time we get over there, or you know what will happen.”  Judy warned as she walked into the kitchen.

Alex backed up quietly when she saw them arguing and noticed Jack wasn't there yet.  She tiptoed up the stairs to Jack's apartment.  She suddenly encountered Maggie who was running down the stairs.  “Oh, hi Maggie” is all she could get out.

“Hi Alex, tell Jack to hurry up and get down here, will ya?” Maggie didn't even slow down.

“Sure,” Alex said as Maggie was already rounding the corner towards Judy and Michael's apartment.

Maggie could hear the music playing in Jack's apartment as she walked down the hall on the second floor.  All the other apartments seemed quiet.  She opened his door and Jack was laying on his sofa, feet up on the arm rests, tapping in rhythm to the music.  “Jack, you coming?”  Alex was impatient.

Jack sits slowly and looks at her, “What's the hurry?”

“Well, it is Thanksgiving and we should be on time, maybe help out a little.”  Alex walked over and stood over Jack with her hands on her hips.

“Yeah, I hear ya, but Judy and Michael have been in a snit this week.  I really don't want to hear any more of it.”  Jack walked over to turn the music off.

“Funny you should say that, I was just down there and it sounded like they were arguing, what is going on?” Alex sat down on the sofa.

“I don't know, it started over a week ago.  They have been yelling at me for everything and Maggie has really gotten into a few rounds with them.  I think Michael has something going on with the family, sometimes they argue.  Maybe it is about our upcoming trip.”  Jack said cautiously.

“What do you mean?  Are there going to be problems?  Is the family fighting?”  Alex felt her stress level rise inside.

“I don't know.  But just stick with me, we can still have a great time regardless of what the family is doing.  We have our own thing to do.”  Jack smiled slightly.  “That reminds me, I gotta get some of my equipment packed up to film a few shots.” Jack started moving towards his computer.

“Oh, no, don't start that now.” Alex got up and reached for his arm.

Jack reached out and grabbed Alex by the arm and hugged her.  “Let's just stay up here for the rest of the afternoon.”

“I would love to, but do you really think they are going to leave us alone?  Someone is going to be up here soon to get us if we don't go now.”  Alex pulled away.  “I've never heard Michael and Judy fight, do they argue very often?”

“They go through phases.” Jack said as they walked out the door.

Downstairs they walked into the empty living room to hear Maggie yelling in the kitchen, “Why do you always bring that up?  I told you I was fine!”

“Can we just get along today without the yelling?”  Judy responded.

“I will if you guys will,” Maggie stomped into the living room and plopped into a chair with her arms across her chest.   She didn't looked straight ahead.

“Maggie, just let it go for today,” Jack said with a sigh.

“I don't know how I am going to take it on this trip, they just won't let up.  I'm fine and I want to continue getting my story.”  Maggie was tearing up.

Jack sat across from her, “Just let everything cool down, you can get _____ and _____ to go with you and I'm sure they will let you go.”

Alex sat cautiously next to Jack as he continued, “When we all get to Prague, Michael can talk to Uncle _____ and they can work it out.  But you know this story is dangerous, they do have a point.”

“It's not any more dangerous than some of the other stories I have done, or that _____ and _____ do all the time.”  Alex insisted.

“Maybe, but we aren't over there all the time, we don't live there.  You don't want to stir up something that will get the family in trouble. And, I think this has been hard on you.  Just consider slowing down, anyway.”  Jack looked up and stopped talking as Michael and Judy came into the room carrying plates of food to the table.

“Well, everyone is here, come eat while everything is hot,” Judy said with a forced smile.

42 – November/Friday

Thanksgiving week

Alex was glad to have time to herself today after the intense work she had to get done the past few weeks, and after the strange Thanksgiving dinner.  Everyone managed to stay civil during the meal.  But, Alex excused herself after a decent interval of time under the pretense of needing to start packing.  She knew they needed time alone, and she did too.  

Alex was still very unsettled about the scene with Jack's family yesterday.  She had never seen them in a fight.  How could they start this before the long trip when they will all be together for long periods of time.  Alex wanted to have a fun family trip, or at least a pleasant one.  Now she felt as though everything she said and did would have to be censored to make sure she was not making anyone upset.  What was the big deal anyway?  Why not let Maggie do her news story if that was what the family wanted, they ran the newspaper anyway.  If they thought she would be in danger or put the family in danger, wouldn't they stop her?  Alex was convinced that Michael and Judy were overreacting.  And, she was also convinced that Jack was stuck in the middle.  He was always contradicting himself depending on who was in the room.  Sometimes he sided with Maggie, sometimes with Judy or Michael.  And, it sounded like Judy and Michael had other problems of their own.  There were too many sides to keep track of at this point.  

Alex began sorting though all the stuff she wanted to pack to try and get it down to essentials.  Packing for a month was frustrating.  She wanted to take too many clothes.  Judy said the weather could be unpredictable and all her clothes were too bulky to pack.  As she was testing out how much could go into her suitcase, she heard a knock at the door.  Puzzled as to who was still in town to visit, she went to the door and looked through the peep hole.

It was Jack, his head was looking down.  Alex opened the door.  “I thought you were going to pack today?” 

“Yeah, I did most of it this morning, I had to get out of there.”  Jack walked in, removed his hiking boots and coat and walked into the living room.  “Mind if I start a fire?”

“No, that would be great, it is getting cold with the sun getting lower.  What happened?”  Alex walked over to help Jack with the wood.

“Same stuff, Maggie fighting with Judy and Michael.  She has plans to do some investigative work in Budapest in December while we are out there, but they don't want her to go.”  Jack grabbed matches to start the fire.

“Well, it would be nice to have the family stay put for the holidays, I suppose.”  Alex sat on the sofa.

“It is more than that, she is investigating some of the criminal behaviors of the Russian Mafia and she wants to get more dirt on them in Budapest.  It is more dangerous there, and we don't have many connections for protection.  I don't think she is up to it either, and I certainly don't want to help her out with this one.”  Jack sat next to Alex on the sofa.

“What?  Has she asked you to help?”  Alex turned to Jack suddenly.

“Oh yeah, she has been bugging me for weeks to go with her so Michael and Judy will get off her back.  She thinks if I am with her, then everything will be o.k.  I don't want to get involved in this.  Our cousins can help her.  But, she is really mad at me for not helping.  She doesn't like it when I say 'no' to her.”  Jack leaned back.

Alex felt nervousness shoot through her body, “You aren't going to help her, are you?” She had images of Jack leaving her alone for extended lengths of time, sitting with the Czech-speaking relatives, with nothing to do or say to them.

“No, I've made that clear.”  Jack said.

“Good, I was hoping we could be inseparable on this trip.”  Maggie said pleadingly.

“Let's order pizza,” Jack jumped up.

“Sounds good, I have barely anything left after cleaning out the fridge.” Alex watched as Jack picked up the phone.

Jack stayed with Alex and they fell asleep on the sofa late into the night watching movies.  It was nice to have normal time together after the flurry of activity and conflict that had arisen.  Saturday morning they arose late morning, like so many times before.  But, today they were not in a hurry to get up and start the day.  They could both feel the cloud that was descending over everyone as the time for departure on this trip got closer.

After hanging out watching mindless television and drinking coffee, Jack said, “I suggest we grab a couple sandwiches and hang around your place today.”

“That's fine, but don't you have anything to do to get ready? What about Judy and Michael?”  Alex felt lost as to what to do next.

“I can finish packing on Sunday. And, Judy and Michael can handle themselves and Maggie.”  Jack put on his coat to head out to the deli.

While Jack was gone, Alex sat in silence once again.  Why is Maggie ruining this trip to Prague for the entire family.  Can't she do this stuff after the holidays?  She looked around for several things to add to her flight bag, headphones, IPOD, books, and anything else to keep herself busy.  She had hoped to talk with Judy more about Prague, even ask Michael more about his family.  But now she knew it was time to keep to herself and don't ask questions that could stir up more trouble with the family.

43 – November/Sunday-Monday

Thanksgiving week

Friday and Saturday turned out to be a good decompression time for Alex and Jack.  They felt slightly renewed to be out of the pressure cooker of the past several weeks.  And, being away from the family drama had restored some of their patience.  It was now time for final packing and preparations.  Sunday afternoon, Jack and Alex took all of Alex's luggage to coffeehouse and lined it up near the door by Judy and Michael's luggage.  

Alex went to Jack's apartment to help him pack.  “Look at this place!  You haven't packed anything!”  Alex exclaimed.

“I've packed my equipment, I did that on Thanksgiving.”  Jack smiled.  “I'm sure I can find enough clean clothes, or clean-enough clothes to take.”  He opened his giant closet and began rummaging around for luggage.

“This is going to take awhile.”  Alex looked around, shaking her head.

It was a long day of packing, washing clothes, and looking for all the cords and accessories for the camera equipment.  Searching took more time than packing the luggage.  After a review of necessary paperwork they sat down to a quick dinner in the coffeehouse.  Judy was still double-checking with each person about what they were bringing.  Jack had to retrieve several things he had forgotten.  Alex kept staring at the amount of luggage waiting to be loaded into the van.  How could they possibly carry everything?  It will cost a fortune in extra baggage charges.  But Judy insisted on being comfortable and prepared.  Jack and Michael loaded the van with no extra room to spare.

The family separated quietly after dinner to their own apartments.  Alex followed Jack to his apartment and they collapsed into bed.  They were exhausted and morning was going to arrive very soon.

In the morning, Judy was up by four o'clock and woke the rest of the family.  By five o'clock they were on the road to Chicago.  “Don't you think this was a tad too early to start out?”  Jack complained from the back seat looking out the window.

“You know how the road can get, it has already been snowing this week and we are supposed to get more.  And this new airport security takes forever”  Judy said impatiently without turning her head.  We all took that as a cue to be quiet and nap on the two to three hour drive to Chicago.  The flight set to leave at 11:11.

The entire trip was quiet and discussion was reserved for task oriented questions and requests only.  Alex thought it was like watching efficient traveling machines. They had gone through this routine many times before.  Most of the time, Judy was barking out orders and Maggie was rolling her eyes. Alex and Jack just did what she asked to keep the peace.  

The entire trip was going to take thirteen and a half hours.  Alex thought it seemed like an eternity at this point, having already been awake for seven hours.  The first leg of the trip was a flight to New York .  It was uneventful, a couple hours of a nap later, they were running through the airport to transfer planes, grabbing their second lunch along the way.  The family sat in separate rows on the transcontinental flight, Jack and Maggie were the only ones together.  Judy claimed it was the only open seats, but Alex wasn't so sure.

Now the long leg of the trip begins.  Alex and Jack tried to walk around whenever they could to keep their circulation moving and to work out the nervous energy.  They both avoided conversations with strangers, it was just too much to add to their already jumbled minds.  Only one hour of the trip was productive for work when they made some definite progress on the plans for the movie. It was a blur of trying to sleep, listening to music or movies, reading, snacking, and brief conversations.  “Now tell me again the names of the family members we will be meeting.”  Alex decided to write them down.

With nothing else to do, Jack accommodated her request, “Michael's parents are Cenek and Nikola Kazinsky.”

“So they are your grandparents? Did you know them very well”  Alex was curious why he always referred to them as Michael's parents.

“Sort of, we visit twice a year, and they used to live in Chicago when I was younger.  We still visited twice a year when they were in the states.”  Jack said briefly.  “Then there is Cenek's brother, Milos.  He is the one who is primarily in charge at the newspaper.  He ran the newspaper underground during the war when Cenek left the country to come to the states.  Cenek and Milos get along now and sort of run the paper together, but Milos is the oldest brother and he always makes sure he is in charge.  He wants to make sure his heirs get control of the paper when he is gone.  Which makes sense, actually, his family has been the ones who have really taken an interest in the paper and most of his family works there.  Milos and Cenek have two brothers, Rudolf and Robert, and one sister, Helena, who live in Prague and have huge families, but they do not work at the paper.  They have financial interests and sit on the board sometimes, but they trust Milos to take care of things when it comes the daily work.  You will meet them on Christmas, and several of their family members.”

“What about Milos' wife?”  Alex was trying to draw a picture how everyone was related.

“Her name was Ana, she was quite a force, actually they both are, she was from Russia. She died about five years ago.  Milos took it very hard.  He often talks about her as though she were still here, so don't let that throw you.  He still keeps most of her things around the house.  We will be staying at Milos' house.  Since his wife died, Cenek and Nikola moved in to help take care of things.  They are all in their mid to late seventies.  There has been talk about some of the other family members moving in soon to help take care of them.  The house is huge and they have three people come in during the week at different times to clean and help with cooking.  For the big family meals, there will be an entire staff catering and serving.  But when this family gets together, it is a huge mob.”

Alex was taking in every word that Jack was saying.  She had so many questions in her mind.  One of her biggest questions was why didn't Michael, Judy, Maggie and Jack talk about them more.  There are so many family members and they seem to be an amazing force, owning a newspaper and being heavily involved in the local culture.  “Who are the others we will see a lot?”

“Oh, we will see a lot of Milos and Ana's kids.” Jack smiled.  “They are the ones actually running everything behind the scenes.  They are very careful to let Milos think he is in charge, they don't want to hurt his pride.  But they are quite a bunch of characters.  Milos and Ana had six children, and five of them are still living and very much involved in the newspaper business and into everything and everyone's business.  He has three sons, Arman, Dominik, and Viktor.  They all work at the paper along with the husbands of the two daughters.  He has two daughters, Paulina and Nadia.  We call them all  our aunts and uncles.  We will get into the spouses and cousins later, the numbers just gets out of control”  Jack leaned his head back to rest.  

Alex's head was swimming with all the names, the people, the huge family.  What must it be like to have so many people in your family?  She was an only child and her grandparents had all been dead since she was a teenager.  Her parents each had one sibling that they never talked to, so Alex basically had no family to speak of.

Alex felt her hear leap as they descended over the city of Prague.  A sea of red roofs lay out before her.  Steeples, castles and medieval buildings sprang up from the red sea.  She could see miles of old buildings on the cloudy day.  Finally the pilot announced, “Please prepare for landing, we are arriving in Prague on time at 7:45 am on Tuesday, please take your seats and secure your seatbelts.”  Alex and Jack both groaned at the time change and reset their clocks from 12:45 a.m. To 7:45 a.m..  They just lost seven hours, plus the extra long day yesterday.  Alex had neglected to think about the impact of jet lag and how they would feel once they arrived.  Everyone will be going out for breakfast, and they will be wanting to get a full nights sleep.

“Well, the time may have changed, but the weather hasn't.  It is pretty much the same here as in Chicago.  I'm just glad that flight is over.  Now, just wait until you see the welcome we get.”  Jack stood up to get his bag and smiled at Alex.

Alex smiled and laughed, but really had no idea what he meant.

November

Theater, classwork, Tantra studies, things at the Center, friends – all continuing to develop

Family issues begin to erupt at Thanksgiving

Maggie with Judy and Michael – Jack in the middle

Alex and her parents – Jack in the middle

Alex gets drawn into the family dramas of Jack full-time – to help, gets worried, bonds with Maggie

Second problem with Maggie – 

2) problems with groups she is getting involved with internationally – beginning to coincide with the work of the Center

What are the problems, the issues of the center? False teachings? Too involved with supernatural?  Getting hooked up with the wrong people – bad associations – that is good!!!  

44 – December/Monday

Prague arrival

Those waiting to pick them up:  Nikola (Michael's mother, Cenek's wife), Helena (Cenek's sister),  Paulina (Milos' daughter), Nadia (Milos' daughter), Milana (cousin – Nadia's daughter)

The family was trying to get all their luggage off the belts at baggage claim when a group of women started walking quickly towards them shouting their names.  It was the family members that had come to pick them up. Michael, Judy, Maggie and Jack turned and smiled at them.  Michael walked over to them and took the older lady's arm and walked her over.  Alex stood frozen, staring at the large welcoming committee.  They were getting closer and talking fast in a language she didn't understand.

The ladies joined the Kazinsky family by the baggage claim and took turns hugging and kissing each person.  Questions of glee were directed at Jack when they saw Alex.  They looked her over, asked several questions and gave her big hugs and European kisses (check customs).  Alex didn't understand a word they said, but she was totally entertained by the embarrassed shade of red and shy smile on Jack's face.  

After the welcomes were done.  One of the ladies quickly snapped her fingers, waved her arms, and sounded like she was giving orders.  She was motioning towards two men who were standing nearby.  They quickly came over with luggage carts and loaded up the piles of luggage.  Alex saw that Maggie was in private conversations with a younger girl, about the same age as Maggie and Jack.  They were headed toward a small car parked at the curb.  Maggie and the girl were loading Maggie's luggage in that car.  The men took the rest of the luggage and started loading two other vans.  The woman were motioning to everyone, telling them who was to ride in each van.  The weather was very crisp and cold, and clouds were creating a gray sky.

Alex managed to figure out in the hysterical greetings that Michael's mother, Nikola and her sister-in-law, Helena were the two older ladies.  Alex guessed they were probably in their early seventies, but appeared to be quite energetic.  The two middle-aged women were introduced as Paulina and Nadia.  Alex was trying to remember her chart from the plane.  She thought they were Milos' children by their age, late forties to early fifties.  And, she didn't know who the person was with Maggie, they left too quickly.

The first van had Judy, Michael, his mother, Nikola and Nadia.  The second van contained Helena, Pauline, Jack and Alex.  They took off from the curb and began the wild drive to the family mansion, as  Jack called it.  The ladies couldn't stop talking the entire time.  Jack asked them to speak in English, but they kept going in and out.  They seemed to want to update Jack on everyone's lives in the family before they even arrived.

They drove for about 30 minutes (south, southeast) , towards the city.

The traffic was busy for the morning rush hour.  There were several times they had to sit and wait.  But Alex was all eyes for the sites.  The old buildings seemed to pour out down every street.  The cloudy day made them appear to take on an ominous presence.  But the Christmas trees that adorn the streets and the Christmas decorations and bright lights in all the stores transformed the bleak day into an intoxicatingly magical place.  Alex's eyes were popping at the amazing shops and cafes she wanted to visit.  This was surely one of the most amazing places to be at Christmas time.  

“Jack, look at that town square, it is so beautiful, look at the trees, the decorations...” Alex was babbling as much as the ladies in the front seat.  “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?  Of course you have, why didn't you tell me?  Oh my gosh?  I didn't expect it to be so festive?”  The mood from the trip was totally transformed in this magical Christmas world.  Alex didn't care if they ever reached their destination.  She was lost in the beauty and wonder of this city that was a mixture of medieval architecture, old world charm and a cosmopolitan vibe.

45 – December/Monday

Prague arrival & first day

The mansion

Other Prague events, travel:

Learning to speak Czech

Christmas Markets

Then to Alex's home, getting out to new places in the cities – totally new setting brings out different things – Jack confides stuff –  they go to see some of the old friends of Judy and Michaels – get more information, visit Jack's aunt Ruth – also in Chicago

Going to Prague - They go to visit the grandparents – major weird comes out –

Maggie creates a big scene

December – scout locations, plan filming, refine script, introduce Alex to family

Maggie is on the story, problems becoming evident, everyone unsure what is real with her and what isn't – discussions with family, what to do, what is found out, reactions

Family secrets reveal

September

Introduce the main conflict – love, suspense, mystery? With Maggie, Jack, Institute for Consciousness Studies

Should I change the name of the center to something more specific – to indicate not too knowledgeable yet

Alex returns home early from France

Maggie begins pulling Jack away for secret help with unknown problem

Problems with theater production escalate with Jack's absence

Jack reveals problems with Maggie

Alex and Jack reconnect

Alex has to pull her life together with professors, parents, her own goals and explain why she came back early

Trip to parent's house

Resolve things with Jack about last year – review what happened last year – Weird – spooky - the beginning, some tensions, some problems – Maggie problems

October

Action – things get dark and spooky in October

Busy with classes, theater, meditation

Jack, getting into studying Tantra, Tantric Yoga practices, meditation group, yoga group (Alex), Jack  – an experience from tantra practices, weird

Resolve things with Jack about last year – review what happened last year – Weird – spooky - the beginning, some tensions, some problems – Maggie problems

Conversations with friends more, get to know the friends – beliefs, values, interests

bring up incidents from last year, information about Maggie, Jack, Judy and Michael – info about Thomas and Eric – their work is good? Suspect? Weird? Loved? Idolized? Questioned?  What are they doing?  Safe?  

Weird - Studies at the center pick up – consciousness studies, trips for interviews, unusual abilities are evident in others – past life, hypnosis, 

Find out that Maggie was one of Eric's experiments, had childhood memories, was hypnotized a lot in early 20's – recovered many memories.  Jack reveals – but I didn't want to.

Associations with Thomas – his background, and Eric

change – change - change 

Maggie returns for the Halloween party – really weird behavior in front of everyone – alarmed, paranoid – everyone unsure what she is doing, experiencing

The artists come into play – some are older – friends of Judy and Michael, some are younger – friends with Jack and Maggie and the theater – different factions begin to form, different opinions – who knows what and what is it doing to everyone.

November

Theater, classwork, Tantra studies, things at the Center, friends – all continuing to develop

Family issues begin to erupt at Thanksgiving

Maggie with Judy and Michael – Jack in the middle

Alex and her parents – Jack in the middle

Alex gets drawn into the family dramas of Jack full-time – to help, gets worried, bonds with Maggie

Second problem with Maggie – 

3) problems with groups she is getting involved with internationally – beginning to coincide with the work of the Center

What are the problems, the issues of the center? False teachings? Too involved with supernatural?  Getting hooked up with the wrong people – bad associations – that is good!!!  

December

Begins with joy, after Thanksgiving

Great wrap-up to Theater season

finals come to an end – tension through finals

one week after finals before christmas – great times

Christmas, mixed

unusual ways to celebrate Christmas with Jack, Maggie, Judy and Michael – before they go to Prague

-more of their weird family past comes out – all of them, how Judy and Michael got Jack and Maggie, what happened to their parents – supposedly and maybe, who they were, 

Then to Alex's home, getting out to new places in the cities – totally new setting brings out different things – Jack confides stuff –  they go to see some of the old friends of Judy and Michaels – get more information, visit Jack's aunt Ruth – also in Chicago

Going to Prague - They go to visit the grandparents – major weird comes out –

Maggie creates a big scene

December – scout locations, plan filming, refine script, introduce Alex to family

Maggie is on the story, problems becoming evident, everyone unsure what is real with her and what isn't – discussions with family, what to do, what is found out, reactions

Family secrets reveal

January

Major culmination of family history problems with Maggie and everyone

Intersection of Maggie's problems and international connection  - more about the group, Michael's connection and involvement – he is involved more than they thought – using Maggie – she is fragile mentally and falling apart, identity problems due to hypnosis, past life, family history unknowns, no one telling her anything, finding out new info and more uncertainty about connections that ground her

· what grounds us and how do we get ungrounded and unglued with family, place, beliefs, consciousness studies, new age stuff – what does it do to us?

· Who can we trust, who will help us when we are falling apart, what kind of help do we need – false gurus can abuse, family can have their own agendas – many of their own agendas, about past, about current missions and beliefs

Alex's part in all this?  She is watching this unusual family, getting to know them, getting inside their unusual world, what is she thinking and what will she do about it?  How has she been drawn in and what is it doing to her?

New years – when they met last year?  How did they meet if Jack was gone?

More about Jack & Maggie's upbringing – differences

Coming back home

New season starting in the theater – meditation, classes, 

Integral enters here via Thomas – special series

Tantra continues to weave through all

Jan – May Back in WI, Maggie and Michael back and forth

Create tension in Alex and Jack's relationshipsMaggie losing it – more pressure on Jack to help

Michael connecting with bad gurus on lecture circuit - ??

Family cracking due to secrets partially reveal

Creativity suffering due to personal problems and tension

partial fixes and relief from Tantra, meditation, insight, compassionate actions

Alex fears her perfect world is crumbling, struggles with depression and procrastination

 - ***Can Eric help?  Does she let him regress her – hypnosis?  Yes, Yes

Alex is spurred to action when she is needed by each family member, friends, etc.

wise ones (?who) interject to help – Thomas, Judy, Von

relief breaks in problems come from:

humor, music, creative flow, passion, sexual passion, spiritual breakthroughs, acts of compassion, reduced judgment, more acceptance of self and others, understanding help support after conflicting

February

Reprieve – Integral 

Theater

Valentine's Day

More info about investigations

What events keep it moving?

March

Birthdays bring out more questions – both Jack and Maggie's 

tension begins to build

theater

creativity and change

arguments about change and evolution

April

tensions rise – arguments

actions heat up

final studies, theater,etc

May

**Important**

What initiates action, what mobilizes the family to get involved in Prague?  Someone or more than one person in the family gets killed – threats to the family – Maggie investigating, trying to expose problems

Maggie has been trying to help, investigate and expose, but only told Jack, if she told Michael and Judy, they would make her stop, not allow her to go on these – The family in Prague knows to some extent, but it is mainly the cousin level that is trying to investigate together – some of the cousins get killed – ones Jack and Maggie have been close to for their entire lives.

cousins are killed in Prague

Explosion of the conflict with Michael and his group – Judy, then entire family – decision for all three to leave

Everyone leaves for Prague early and stays all summer

June

Investigation of the murders, family conflicts, problems erupt

July

August

“Maggie began trying to dig up stuff about our parents over the last few year.  She is obsessed with learning, what she thinks, is the truth about them.  Michael caught her once because she was asking questions of one of his friends from the NYU/Columbia days. Michael gets touchy when we ask questions about our parents.  We really don't know that much about them and it is weird, but I have learned to live with it.  Maggie hasn't.  She won't let go.  She follows any lead she can find, talks to people who may have known them.  She has actually found out a lot about their childhood, but no one seems to talk much about the college days.  They didn't go home much and seemed to drop out of site for a long time.  But I didn't think that was unusual for the 1960's with all the drugs, free living, transient times.”  Jack shifted to lay back on the sofa, sighed and continued.

“Anyway, with her obsession about our family background, she is always trying to get me to go with her to talk to people on the phone or in person.  I didn't mind, I knew it was important to her.  She keeps all kinds of crazy records, photos, newspaper clippings and notes in a trunk in her room. She spends a lot of her time at home pouring over them and trying to put the pieces together.”

Notes for book 2

begins where 1 left off – Alex finds out she is pregnant!

Alex unable to continue her studies – just not important anymore

She decides to write a book about their experiences

work on theater scripts, help at the coffeehouse

Takes an apartment when an artist leaves – place of her own, there, near Jack and the family

Michael and Judy are called to Prague because the grandfather is very ill, there are problems at the newspaper, the brother is trying to take over 

Maggie go back and forth

jack and Alex are left with Winky to keep things going running the coffeehouse – have to hire more help

they are overwhelmed – idea of baby, running the coffeehouse, pursuing interests, recovering from kidnapping experience, integrating back into “civilian” life in the U.S., others not understanding,

They are trying to decide whether to get married – family is away, ready?, Alex's parent's reaction, where is her life going?  Where is Jack's? What do they want?

Alex has a miscarriage, adding to the stress, loss, grief

Support is gone in Prague

They are falling into the void of grief, go to Prague for Christmas

Grandfather gravely ill, loss here too

family beings waring again,

maggie is unsure of her job, Michael having problems negotiating with the family

Old family wounds are opened

New ones are formed  - all the response to the kidnapping, etc.

Who is the wise ones who bring them together?  Other brother, or 2 or three, a few sisters (of the grandparents?) come in to get involved, when not involved before – just investors, now step in to do the right thing, but what is that?

Maggie takes on a relationship in Prague – adds fuel to fire because of what family he is from

Where is their freedom, passion, creativity, peace – NOW

What if Judy & Michael & Maggie move to Prague?  What will they do?  Would Jack go to?  Would she go? To that crazy place full of crime with that huge insane family?

Can they keep the spirit of the underground alive?

Create a new place for themselves?  Di it on their own?  Want to?

Surprise bombs dropped from Prague on a regular basis – Michael & Judy call

They get married – planned for the summer when they are over in Prague – 

shortly after they return to Prague after an amazing honeymoon

grandfather dies partway in to the summer

He left Maggie and Jack a huge inheritance – houses in Prague and trust fund, but only if they live in Prague for one year

End of book two?

Book three

Jack & Maggie were just married and they have to spend a year in Prague.  What on earth will they do?  They love the underground in Madison, WI, their home, but they need the inheritance.  Why not consider it an extended honeymoon, then they can go back home,

but it is not that easy – the family in Prague is huge, they work at the newspaper, they travel, they get involved in more drama

hook-up with cousins, their friends – film-making?

Still watched by mafia?

Family at newspaper have too much on them

worked out an arrangement

agreed to leave them alone

under protection

possible – mafia leadership changes – agreement void?

Bring them back?

Or, this time the threat is from within themselves, their family, their friends

They could travel a few times to Paris, Vienna, Germany or Poland, Russia – do family geneology and travel to the sites

Get involved in the Buddhist centers, Michael's research – the family business

Writing

Jack could perform in clubs that are actually o.k.

Benefits of Reciting OM MANI PADME HUM 
by Lama Zopa Rinpoche 
The benefits of reciting OM MANI PADME HUM are like the infinite sky. Depending on how perfectly qualified one's mind is and on one's motivation, even reciting OM MANI PADME HUM one time can purify negative karma. For example, a fully ordained monk who has received all four defeats can completely purify that very heavy negative karma by reciting OM MANI PADME HUM one time. So it is very powerful. 
Reciting One Thousand Mantras Each Day 
In the teachings it is said the benefits of reciting OM MANI PADME HUM are so many that the explanation will never finish. It is explained that if one recites OM MANI PADME HUM one thousand times every day, then one's children up to seven generations will not be reborn in the lower realms. So if, for example, parents recite one thousand mantras every day then their children, their children's children and so forth up to seven generations will never be reborn in the lower realms. So parents have quite a responsibility! This is one way that parents can benefit their children and grandchildren. 
If one recites the OM MANI PADME HUM mantra one thousand times every day, then one's body becomes blessed. So when a person who recites one thousand OM MANI PADME HUM every day goes into water, into a river or ocean for example, that water becomes blessed. Whoever that water touches fish, tiny or big animals, or tiny insects, the negative karma of all those sentient beings is purified and they do not get reborn in the lower realms. 
If one recites one thousand OM MANI PADME HUM every day, then at the time of death, when the body is burnt, even the smoke that comes from it purifies the negative karma of whoever it touches or whoever smells it. The negative karma of those sentient beings to be reborn in the lower realms is purified. 
Fifteen Major Benefits 
There are fifteen major benefits, which are the same for both the long and the short mantra. Actually, there are so many benefits but if one can remember these fifteen, these are the most important, the integrated outlines. 
1.In all lifetimes, one will meet with virtuous kings - religious kings like His Holiness the Dalai Lama and other virtuous leaders - and by being in such a place where there is a virtuous king one will have much opportunity to practise Dharma. 
2.One will always be reborn in virtuous places where there is a lot of Dharma practice, where there are lots of temples, where one can make lots of offerings, where there a lot of holy objects, statues, stupas and so forth. Being in a place where there are all these holy objects gives one the opportunity to practise Dharma, to create the cause of happiness, to accumulate merit. And being in a place where there are many in the city doing practice inspires oneself to practise Dharma, the cause of happiness.

3.One will always meet with fortunate times and good conditions, which will help your Dharma practice. Having many good things happen it inspires you to practise Dharma, to receive teachings and to meditate. 
4.One will always be able to meet with virtuous friends. 
5.One will always receive a perfect human body. 
6.One's mind will become familiar with the path, with virtue. 
7.One will not allow one's vows, one's morality to degenerate. 
8.People around you - family, Dharma students, people in the office, and so one - will be kind and harmonious with you. 
9.You will always have wealth, the means of living. 
10.You will always be protected and served by others. 
11.Your wealth will not be stolen or taken away by others. 
12.Whatever you wish will succeed. 
13.You will always be protected by virtuous nagas and devas. 
14.In all lifetimes, you will see Buddha and be able to hear the Dharma. 
15.By listening to the pure Dharma, you will be able to actualise the profound meaning, emptiness. 
It is said in the teachings that anybody who recites this mantra with compassion - devas or humans - will receive these virtues. In addition, the mantra has the power to heal many diseases and to protect from any harms. 
The Compassionate Buddha manifesting in the form of the mantra leads us to enlightenment. In relation to the Holy Body of the Compassionate Buddha we make offerings, accumulate merit, purify and meditate. Then the Compassionate Buddha manifests in the form of the mantra OM MANI PADME HUM. Reciting this mantra unifies our negative karma and causes us to actualise the whole path from guru devotion through renunciation, bodhicitta, and emptiness up to the two stages of tantra. Then we are able to bring all sentient beings to enlightenment. That is how the mantra benefits us. It is the Compassionate Buddha's holy speech manifesting in an external way in order to benefit us.

Great Compassion Mantra

Instructions on how to practice the Great Compassion Mantra (Da Bei Zhow) of Kwan Yin 
By Vajra Regent DongShan Wu-Tsen

1. Light incense and place beside shrine; 
2. Prostrate 3 times to Kwan Yin; 
3. Offer one (or more) glass (es) of water which Kwan Yin will bless; 
4. Invite Kwan Yin to come to you and appear; 
5. Bring the palms of your hands together in the prayer-mudra; 
6. Invite all the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to come and be present. 
7. Recite the following chant: 

Lu Shian dza zo, 
Fa Je Mung Shin, 
Dzu Fo Haj Whey Shi Yao Wen, 
Swey Tsu Dje Shang Yun, 
Tsong Yi Fong Yin, 
Dzu Fo Shien Chuan Song. 
Na Mo Shian Yun Gai Pu Sa Mo Ko Sa. (3 times) 
8. Recite the following lines to purify your speech and apologize for the pronunciation errors made by you during this practice: 
An Sho Li Sho Lie, Mo Ho Sho Li, Sho Sho Li, Sa Po Ho (So Ha). 
9. Recite the Kwan Yin Great Compassion Mantra 3, 5, 7, 21, 49 or 108 times. 
10. Recite the short mantra 10 times: 
Na Mo Kwan Yin Boddhisattva. 
11. Finally, drink the water blessed by Kwan Yin. This water now has healing powers. 
12. Dedicate this practice of the Kwan Yin Great compassion Mantra to the benefit and enlightenment of all beings.

