The Oracle stood, leaning her right shoulder against the concrete wall; the thin fingers of her left hand spread and pressed flat to the cold gray surface.  She had been motionless for nearly nine hours and now the afternoon wind, blowing roughly off of the Pacific, dropped over the high walls and swirled down into the small, rectangular exercise yard, making the pale blue fabric of her pants flap wildly around her bare ankles. 

“What’s she doin’?”  A large, man in a tan uniform leaned in close, squinting at the security monitor fed by the small camera mounted in the northeast corner of the outdoor yard.

“Don’t know,” another man, thin and pale and wearing a uniform that seemed much too big for him glanced up from a game of solitaire on the computer.  “She’s been at it since…oh…about ten this morning.”

The first man looked at his watch and sighed.  “Well…it’s about time we sent Lucy in anyway.”

 The thin man pressed an intercom button and spoke softly, “Lucy?”

“Yes mister sir?” a bright voice shot back immediately, as if she had been waiting right next to the intercom, finger hovering over the button.  Which she actually had been doing.

“It’s dinner time and she’s out in the yard.”

“Okay,” Lucy sang from the speaker.

The man ran his fingers lightly over a black, Mylar control panel laid out with the floor plan of the facility.  Green lights shone brightly across the board, indicating each electronically secured door.  A small sticker with curling edges and LUCY written on it in faded block letters was stuck on the rough surface next to one of the green lights and when he pressed on the panel, the green light turned red.

Once she heard the lock release, Lucy pushed the large steel door open and hurried down a long windowless corridor, singing happily to herself as she went.  She stopped at the door to the exercise yard and waved at the security camera, covering her smile with one hand.  The lock clanked and she continued out into the cold, salty air.

“Miss Ma’am,” She jogged across the concrete, looking around at the tall, gray walls and the bright blue sky just beyond the chain-link roof.  “It’s supper time Miss Ma’am.”

The Oracle pushed herself off of the wall, considered the area of concrete that she had been leaning on, and touched it again gently with her fingertips before turning to Lucy.  A hint of a smile moved across her lips at the other woman’s open, simple face.

“How are you Lucy?”

“Oh I’m real good, Miss Ma’am.  Just as dandy as a peach.”  Lucy was a short, soft woman with the rounded and gentle features of Down’s Syndrome.  She always wore long, colorful skirts and low-heeled sandals, and had a habit of smoothing her short gray hair down flat onto her head with both hands.  Her blouses were always the same – white with long sleeves – except on Christmas Day when she would wear a heavy, knit sweater with a Christmas tree on the front.  It had been made for her by someone very important to her who she could not seem to remember.  Each year as she pulled it on she hoped that she had thanked whoever it was.  Because that was what you were supposed to do.

The routine was the same each day because that’s just how both women did it.

Always how are you Lucy? and Lucy was either just as dandy as a peach or just as right as rain.  And beyond that, neither woman ever spoke unless the Oracle was giving Lucy a message for the People Upstairs.  Theirs wasn’t an unfriendly silence, just the comfortable quietness of two people who had absolutely no reason to speak their thoughts – much like an elderly couple who had been together since youth.  They could go through each day in total silence and say everything that needed to be said.

But Lucy was troubled today.  There was something wrong with the way that Miss Ma’am had been leaning against that wall, her hand pressed to the concrete.  She had never seen her do that before and for some reason, completely beyond her comprehension, it bothered her – like a pebble in her sandal that she couldn’t shake out.  She tried to formulate a question and was comforted by the simple knowledge that she would never have to complete it.  Just the effort to create the question would bring the answer – it never failed.

“Everything’s okay Lucy, don’t be upset,” the Oracle touched the other woman’s white arm and smiled.  “Everything will be okay.”

“Just as right as rain, Miss Ma’am?”

“Of course, Lucy.  Just as right as rain.”

All concern immediately fell away from the simple woman as they walked together through the maze of dimly lit hallways to the Oracle’s small living area, where a fresh salad and a pot of steaming soup had been left by means unknown to Lucy.  Meals, clothing, bottles of water, fresh cut flowers, music CDs…all things that just appeared for the Oracle while she was under the caged blue sky of the exercise yard.  Lucy never wondered about these things, much like a small child doesn’t wonder about the mechanics of the sun moving across the sky.  It just happens and it makes you happy if you let it.  And Lucy always let things make her happy.

The women ate in silence and as Lucy collected the plain dishes afterwards, liking the sound of them clicking together, the Oracle spoke.

“Lucy, I have a message for the People Upstairs.”

“Okay Miss Ma’am,” Lucy stopped and listened intently, her face slack.

“I want to speak to Bernard.  In person.”

“Okay Miss Ma’am.  Bernard is very nice.  I like him.”  She carried the dishes on a tray toward the heavy door, which clanked loudly as she approached it, and with a push of her shoulder she disappeared into the hallway beyond it.

As soon as she was alone, the Oracle crossed her arms and – with a heavy frown darkening her face – considered the camera near the ceiling at the far corner of the room.  After a few moments she felt for the IPod on the table in front of her and went to bed.

 “That’s creepy.  It’s like she knows that we’re lookin’ at her.”

“You’re fuckin’ kidding me right?  How long you worked out here?  Of course she knows that we’re lookin’ at her.  That chick knows everything.”

Lucy’s intercom light blinked on and her sing-song voice filled the room from the small speaker.

“Hello, hello, hello?”

“Hello Lucy.  What can we do for you?”

“It’s Miss Ma’am, she wants to see Mr. Bernard personally.  In person.  I guess I already said that.  But she wants to see him.”

Both men looked at each other and the black guard reached for a phone while the other man tapped the intercom button again.  “Okay Lucy, we’ll let him know.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Okay…good night.”

“Good night Lucy.”

Across the rough waters of the Pacific, in a stilted house overlooking the town of Bodega Bay and, far off on the undulating horizon, the Brightman Institute, a phone rang.

“Doctor Starr,” He answered on the fourth ring, holding a towel clumsily around his waist as he stood in the large front window of the house, the shower still hissing in the other room.

“Doctor Starr, this is Hatch at Central Control.  The Oracle is requesting that you meet with her in person.  What would you like me to do?”

Starr sat heavily onto the couch, his gaze running over the small town below and across the length of waves to the dark towers in the distance.  His stomach felt like lead and he could feel his skin reddening, making his lower back itch, followed by his wet shoulders and soon even his face was hot.

“Doctor Starr?”

“Yeah…I’m here,” he smoothed the towel on his legs.  “Okay…um…start the Protocol.  Schedule it for tomorrow and let me know if there’s a problem.”

He hung up before the other man could say anything more.

“Are you coming back?” A voice drifted from the steaming shower.

“No,” Starr walked back into the bathroom and wiped the steam from the mirror, gazing into his own eyes.  “Get your stuff and go.  Please.”

“Oh, come on, Doctor Starr,” A young woman’s pretty face materialized in the steam beside the shower curtain; her long brown hair hanging wetly over her breasts and almost to her navel.

“Lisa…please…I really need you to go.”

She grinned and pulled her wet hair aside, proudly displaying her breasts, and rocked her bare hips from side to side.  “I think I can convince you….”

“Get out!” Starr stepped across the bathroom, pounded the water off and threw a towel at her.  “Get your stuff and get out…now!”

He walked out of the bathroom and sat on the bed, head in his hands.  The young woman dried, dressed and stomped out – cursing at him the entire time – but he barely noticed her.  The slamming front door roused him and he walked naked into the living room and locked it behind her.

“Fuck,” he sighed deeply.  I am so sorry.  Sorry that you’re seeing this.  Seeing me like this.
He punched his thigh hard one time with a clenched fist; the pain was intense and cleared his thinking for a moment.  Starr’s eyes watered as he watched the blinking lights of a late returning fishing boat entering the mouth of the harbor and knew that tomorrow he would pass through those same buoys on his way out to the Knuckle.  On his way to her.

Please look deeply, he thought.  Deep enough to see that I never meant any of this.

