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Into the Light



    


    Jane Mill Bond had been carrying around her legal papers for years. Ever since, in fact, she’d had her first mammogram callback.


    When the radiologist’s office called to say they just needed to get a little more film, no worries, happens all the time! but that they couldn’t schedule the reshoot for two weeks, she’d gone into hyperanxiety mode and, being unable to think of anything but death, immediately began pondering how best to deal with her no-doubt-imminent demise.


    Luckily for Jane, a law had been passed merely three months before that would help her in this decision. She and her husband had discussed it over a breakfast of French toast and bacon and fresh-squeezed orange juice, prompted by an article in the paper that morning about the new law.


    “Says here,” said her husband, Ralph, “that due to the more strictly regulated separation of church and state, plus the population problem, they’re going to make it legal to seek assisted suicide for nonmedical reasons.”


    “Like what other reasons?” Jane asked. It was a beautiful morning in October and they were eating on the back porch, watching the cardinals at the feeder. She buttered her French toast and poured some maple syrup over it while Ralph studied the article. It always annoyed her that while she was in the kitchen cooking breakfast, he was able to leisurely read the paper, starting with the sports section, which she didn’t even glance at, and get to the front page just when she finally got to sit down. She hated starting the paper at the local section and would invariably sit and stew while he took his own sweet time with the section she wanted as he ate the breakfast she’d cooked and served to him.


    “Any reason, it seems to me,” Ralph said, pushing his glasses up on his nose. It gave Jane a small and wicked thrill to see that he’d gotten bacon grease on his lens and would have to get the glass cleaner out later to get it clean.


    “Really?” asked Jane.


    “Yep. It says, ‘The courts have determined that the state has no legal interest or right to prevent an individual from determining for his or her own self when the moment of his or her own death should occur.’”


    “Let me see that,” said Jane, yanking the paper from Ralph’s hand. Although she unfortunately dragged it through a puddle of syrup on Ralph’s plate, she was still able to read the article after blotting up the syrupy bits with her napkin. Sure enough, he had read it correctly. Ralph cut his French toast into neat bites, reached for the classifieds, pushed his glasses up on his nose again, getting yet more grease on the lens, and proceeded to eat while reading the items-for-sale-under-$100 section.


    “Well, I wonder just who’s going to assist in these suicides?” Jane asked finally, when she’d finished the entire article that had been continued on page six.


    “Doesn’t it say?” asked Ralph, looking up from the page he was reading.


    “No, it does not,” said Jane. But, because nature cannot abide a vacuum, two months after the law had been passed, the Into the Light Legally Licensed Assistance Facility opened its doors to the public without any fanfare whatsoever, except for one small ad in the paper that Ralph had pointed out to her as she was rolling out stollen in preparation for Christmas.


    And then, in the first week of January after the radiologist’s office had called back, she’d taken the two weeks before she could find out whether she was dying or not to go visit the Into the Light Legally Licensed Assistance Facility to research her options. Jane was determined that if she were given a diagnosis of cancer, she would do it up like a rock star for three weeks, maybe a month, and then go present herself to be euthanized because there was no way in God’s name she was going to put herself or any of her family through the hell of chemo and surgery and radiation and whatever else sort of torture and poison they’d no doubt prescribe, using up all of her and Ralph’s savings and then dying anyway.


    Oh. Hell. No.


    She’d located the business in an unassuming strip mall on the east side of town, in between a Tae Kwon Do studio on one side and a coffee shop and bakery on the other. She recognized the space as having been formerly occupied by a consignment shop where she had once bought a very nice vase and a cashmere sweater in a dusky pink rose. Jane parked her car, hoping no one driving by would see her entering, and as far as she could tell, no one did. She opened the doors of Into the Light and was happy to see that the storefront had been transformed from the musty-smelling consignment shop with shelves of other people’s unwanted items and secondhand clothes into a lovely space with dove-gray walls and soft mauve carpet that smelled not of other people’s belongings but of a slight floral scent with a bit of spice to cut the sweet. It was a pleasant and light odor, not one that appeared to be hiding anything but was just there, not obtrusive, almost therapeutically calming. Jane wondered if it were a type of aromatherapy. If so, it was working for her.


    The reception area had a few comfortable-looking stuffed chairs, but to Jane’s relief, no one was waiting in any of them. There was a simple but heavy desk of some sort of dark wood, perhaps mahogany, and behind it sat a receptionist. She had hair as dark as the desk and her eyes, behind tasteful glasses, were dark, too. They were the sort of eyes that managed to seem at once sympathetic and businesslike, and when she smiled at Jane, after looking up from her computer, those eyes participated in the smile as fully as did her rosy-lipsticked mouth, making Jane feel welcome and not nearly as foolish.


    “Good afternoon,” said the woman cheerfully. She took off her glasses and laid them down on the desk, folded her hands, then asked, “And how can I be of service to you today?”


    “Well, I’m not sure,” said Jane. “I really was just driving by and thought I’d see what it is you do here. I mean, I suppose I understand the service you provide, but I was curious as to how you, well, how you actually…”


    Her voice faded off as she tried to come up with a more socially acceptable way to say, “Kill people.”


    “Assist the living into the light?” asked the woman. Her voice reminded Jane of the clover honey her grandfather had taken from his bees back when she’d been a child. It was a dark honey and on the tongue its sweetness was richer and somehow smokier than the honey the bees made when the orange blossoms were blooming.


    “Yes,” said Jane gratefully. “Exactly.”


    “We have various options here at Into the Light. We believe that just as people live their lives in unique and different ways, they will understandably seek different choices when they have decided to end that unique and different life. Here. Would you like to look at a brochure?” She picked a thick, glossy booklet off a stack on her desk and slid it with her perfectly manicured fingers toward Jane, who by now had taken a seat in the chair in front of the desk. A very comfortable chair, Jane realized, upholstered in a burgundy fabric covering what must be a down cushion, the way Jane sank into it. Jane picked up the brochure and flipped through it, noting that there were rooms in the facility that reminded her somewhat of the rooms in the birth center in which a friend of hers had had her daughter. Each had a different theme, with the centerpiece being a large, incredibly comfortable-looking bed. Most of them also featured convincing-looking antiques, although one room seemed to have been done up in a sort of Zen-like design, very plain, and the bed was merely a thick mattress on a blond wood platform. Candles were much in evidence in every room.
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