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Spark

Jamie Maddox is worried about her grip on reality.
Has her consciousness really been transported back to 1560,
landing in the body of Blanche Nottingham? Not good, since Blanche,
a lady-in-waiting for Queen Elizabeth I, is plotting a murder. The
other possibility that Jamie faces? She’s had a psychotic break
that has trapped her in an Elizabethan fantasy while another
personality—let’s call her Blanche—has taken control of Jamie’s
life and is jeopardizing everything.

Jamie is repeatedly zapped back and forth between the
present and 1560 (or in and out of that twisted fantasy). Betrayal,
murder, thunderstorms, and two doctors complicate everything as
Jamie and Blanche battle to control Jamie’s body. Just as Jamie is
running out of both hope and time, help—and love—come from a most
unexpected place.
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“A fresh new author…has penned an exciting story…told
with the right amount of humor and romance. Friend has done a
wonderful job…”—Lambda Book Review

“The author does a terrific job with
characterization, lush setting, action scenes, and droll
commentary. This is one of those well-paced, exciting books that
you just can’t quite put down. …This is one of the very best books
I’ve read in many months, so I give it my highest recommendation!
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everything, adventure, kidnapping, double crossing frenemies and of
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Hit By a Farm

“Hit By a Farm goes beyond funny, through
poignant, sad and angry, to redemptive: all the things that make a
farm—and a relationship—successful.”—Lavender Magazine

 


“A sweet and funny book in the classic ‘Hardy Girls
Go Farming’ genre, elegantly told, from the first two pages, which
are particularly riveting for the male reader, through the
astonishing revelation that chickens have belly-buttons and on to
the end, which comes much too soon. It has dogs, sheep, a pickup
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Since I seem to have two personalities, perhaps I
should

donate my extra to someone who doesn’t have one.

—Jamie Maddox


A Mini-Prologue, Sort of…

I, Jamie Maddox, must confess that until all this
happened I’d never given much thought to my own sanity. I mean,
really. Who stops every morning before leaving the house to take
this inventory: Keys? Check. Backpack. Check. Sanity.
Oops. Left it on the kitchen table.

But now, sitting in the doctor’s office waiting for
my shot, I get it. The journey to becoming a nutter, as the British
say, is much shorter than we think. Sanity isn’t a given. It’s a
fragile mix of hope for the future and an unwavering belief in
yourself. Lose one of these two and you can probably limp
along.

Lose both and you’re pretty screwed.

Lose both and travel backward in time, and
suddenly those people who’ve been taken by alien spaceships and
operated on by little green men appear stone-cold sane next to
you.

All of those things happened to me (except the
little green men), so it should have been no surprise that my life
ended up being truly fire trucked. That word was in my life because
Aunt Nicole deplored the f-word and pleaded with me, “Jamie, dear,
there must be another, less offensive word you could use.” You’d
think she was eighty instead of fifty. For her, I did find an
alternative, which was harder than you might think. After she died,
I continue to use it, even though I suspect it makes me sound a
little…well…crazy.…


Chapter One

I loved London. People there ate biscuits instead of
cookies, had rows instead of arguments, and lived in flats instead
of apartments. They also snogged instead of kissed, which just
struck me as hysterical.

In London I inhaled history with every breath. It
rose from a cobblestoned street polished to a sheen, and from the
stones of the eighteenth century buildings that looked like faded
blocks of soft butterscotch. Even the air felt laden with history
as centuries of other people’s breaths flowed into my lungs.

After eight months here I still hadn’t tired of
disembarking at random Tube stations to explore. I’d stumble onto a
small, one-block park and sit on the cool iron bench as music
blared from the Pakistani grocery around the corner and men argued
good-naturedly outside a Russian teahouse. My partner, Chris, never
came with me, since she thought a journey without a clear
destination made no sense.

Today our destination—her choice—had been the
National Gallery. So here I was, stuck inside staring at this
“artwork,” when all I wanted to do was flee to Trafalgar Square and
find Bradley. This uninspiring exhibit left me speechless. Another
five minutes and I thought I might lose my mind, ironic given what
happened three days later.

The “artwork” was nothing more than twelve nearly
identical brain scans. While the colors of each varied a little, I
couldn’t tell if the colors had been done digitally or if the
neurology professor had just colored them in with a handful of
Sharpies.

Chris squeezed my elbow, her blue eyes drilling into
me. “What do you think? Aren’t they amazing?” Chris was
everything I wasn’t—driven Type A, scientific, and crazy smart. My
brother Jake once called her a computer with breasts, which wasn’t
very nice.

I smiled at her. “These images are unforgettable.”
The Artistry of Neurological Scans, by Dr. Anoop Rajamani
had not been high on my list of must-see art exhibits.

Chris growled softly in her throat as we maneuvered
around the packed room to the next brain scan. “Liar.”

I struggled for something kind to say. In art
school, they called me Switzerland because I couldn’t stand giving
harsh critiques. To me, if someone made art they loved, that was
all the reason I needed to accept its existence. Loving what you
did was infinitely more important than creating a piece that could
hang next to a Degas or a van Gogh with pride. “Art should move you
in some way,” I said, “even if it’s to hate it. But I’m not moved.
I’m not anything.” I cocked my head. “No, that’s not true. I am
curious why there is way more white in the scans for Subject
Seven and Subject Twelve. Other than that, the art has failed to
move me.”

Chris shot me an impatient look and moved to the
next piece, her blond ponytail swishing like a haughty horse’s
tail. I loved her hair.

I followed, checking my phone for the time. Bradley
would be leaving Trafalgar Square in exactly thirty minutes.
Because very little was certain in Bradley’s life, he kept to his
schedule with the precision expected of the ex-British Army officer
that he was.

“I saw that,” Chris whispered. “Why are you in such
a hurry?” We stood at the far back of the crowd so we could whisper
during the professor’s incredibly boring speech. “How many art
exhibits have you dragged me to?”

Hmmm. Good question. “Four here, two at the National
Portrait Gallery, and three at the Tate Modern.”

“What about The Sounds of Art?”

Our grimaces matched, the result of ten years
together. “Yeah, okay, point made.” I’d expected The Sounds of
Art to present music inspired by art, but it had been an
interpretive dramatic work sharing the shrieks and howls made by
paint itself as it was cruelly smashed and slapped and dragged
across the rough canvas. Fire truck, that was a painful two
hours.

Chris turned back to the speaker still droning on.
How could I get out of here? I shifted the straps of my heavy
backpack, then froze when it rattled.

Chris shot me a confused look, then leaned closer as
applause masked her voice. “What’s in your pack?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.” Actually, it was a small box
of Burgess Excel Adult Rabbit Food with Oregano, to be exact.
Sainsbury’s had been out of the rosemary and thyme. Chris shook her
head. “It’s rabbit food for Annie, isn’t it?”

I nodded, hoping my sheepish grin would buy me a
little of Chris’s patience. Call me a crazy optimist, but that’s
who I was.

I shifted, feeling hemmed in by the enthusiastic
crowd in the small room. Someone behind me was wearing way too much
lavender perfume. Perspiration slid down my back and soaked into my
waistband, which made me feel sticky and cranky. The painfully
microscopic details of this mind-numbing neurobiology exhibit were
fascinating only to neurobiologists like Chris. When she shot me
another “pay attention” look, I rolled my eyes.

“…to build this wiring diagram of the human brain,
we are mapping all the structures and functions.” Dr. Rajamani
spoke with an endearing, singsong Mumbai accent. He wore a
knee-length yellow jacket with a Nehru collar, and yellow slacks.
When the image of a banana Popsicle zapped forward from my
childhood, I bit my lip to cut off the chuckle.

“Descartes’s notion that the mind and body are
separate has been abandoned by most of the scientific world. As a
result, scientists are studying how the brain creates our
consciousness.”

“Isn’t he brilliant?” Chris whispered. She glared at
me before I could come up with a sufficiently witty retort.

“My scans show brain connectivity by capturing
myelin content around the nerves. The areas in red and yellow have
higher myelin content, and therefore are more responsible for brain
connectivity.” It was easy to get swept up in his musical accent;
it was as if he were singing his speech. Then Dr. Rajamani waved
his arms. “See those thin threads of white around the edges of the
high myelin sections?” Chris’s professor at University College
London glowed with pride. “Our project does not yet have an
explanation for these white areas, but I am conducting further
research.” He leaned closer to the microphone. “And this is what I
have theorized. The white is the world’s first visual image of a
person’s actual consciousness.”

Luckily, the crowd’s gasps were loud enough to mask
my snort. I ignored Chris’s dig into my ribs. Either the Gallery
had been desperate for an exhibit, or Dr. Anoop Rajamani had forked
over a double-decker bus full of money to buy himself the right to
exhibit here.

I tuned out as the professor began describing with
great enthusiasm something called “glial cells.” Finally, polite
applause followed the end of Dr. Rajamani’s remarks.

“What is wrong with you?” Chris said. “As an
artist, you should appreciate the creative value of these scans,
even if you don’t buy the science.”

“That’s true,” I replied. “But as a scientist, don’t
you think this guy’s a little wacky?” I lowered my voice, since
neither of us liked PDAs—public displays of argument. “He believes
he’s located the site of human consciousness. That’s like saying
you’ve discovered what love looks like. How insane is that?”

But Chris had stopped listening and began leading me
to the “artist.” When he saw Chris, Dr. Rajamani’s white teeth
gleamed in his handsome face. He pushed through the others and
reached for her hand.

“Chris, how are you feeling?”

“Just fine, Dr. Raj.”

“No aftereffects?”

I frowned at my partner. Aftereffects of
what?

“None whatsoever.” Chris smoothly made introductions
before I could ask. I had to look up to meet the man’s eyes,
unusual for me. His brow furrowed as if he were on the verge of
some scientific breakthrough that I’d just interrupted.

“You are the artist, no?” The professor’s childlike
glee was infectious as he motioned to his scans. “Have you ever
seen such colors?”

I attempted a supportive smile. “They are amazing.
Thank you for sharing them with us.” I checked my phone again, the
niceties out of the way. “Chris, I’m sorry, but I need to get
going. I’ll meet you back at the flat like we planned.”

“Jamie, wait. Dr. Raj has something to ask you.”

Dr. Raj took my hands in both his large, smooth
palms. “These scans are only the first step in locating
consciousness, the spark of who we are. I need volunteers
for the next, and most important phase, of my research. Chris
thought you might be willing to be one of my subjects.”

I fired an eye laser at Chris: Thanks a bunch.
Really appreciate it. But my Minnesota Nice asserted itself. “I
could probably do that. What’s involved?”

“Ninety minutes of your time, no more. I will attach
electrodes to your face and head, then ask a series of questions
and record your brain scans as you answer.”

“Sure, okay.” I tingled with pleasure at Chris’s
beam of approval. I loved making Chris happy, especially since it
was getting harder to do. I wasn’t sure why our relationship seemed
to be faltering, but I was confident I could figure it out and fix
things.

Dr. Rajamani clasped his hands together and bowed.
“This Monday at nine a.m.?”

I nodded.

“Excellent. Please eat nothing after nine p.m. the
evening before. You will need three hours after the experiment
before you should drive. It takes the GCA that long to reduce in
strength.”

“GCA?”

“The magic serum!” he crowed. “GCA, or glial cell
activator, is the drug that will help me locate your consciousness
by providing a slight electrical charge to cells that normally do
not conduct electricity.”

I failed to hide my grimace. “Okay, first, I’m not
big on drugs. Second, not wild about the idea of electrifying my
brain. And third, is this GCA administered orally?” Chris stiffened
at my question and glared at me. Her anger, however, was less
important than my suddenly sweaty hands and crazy heartbeat.

“GCA is not oral,” Dr. Rajamani said. “One simple
shot is all you will need.”

I stepped back, palms up. “Uh oh. Needles are my
kryptonite.”

Dr. Raj threw back his head and laughed. “Ha! You
are making a joke with me! Superman, no?”

“Jamie, it’s just one shot,” Chris said. “It doesn’t
hurt. I’ve particpated in the experiment myself. There’s nothing to
it.”

I lived to give Chris what she wanted, but I didn’t
know if that included a shot. I shook the doctor’s hand. “Let me
think about it.” I turned to Chris. “I’m late for an appointment.
Gotta go. See you at home.”

I jogged up the stairs from the basement level, then
detoured over to the lobby’s polyurethane collection box and
dropped in a fiver, something Chris always refused to do. “It’s a
free museum, she’d say,” and I’d always respond, “That’s why it
needs our support.”

I moved with the crowds through the National
Gallery’s wide glass doors out onto the landing. The crisp air
brought relief from the stuffy exhibit room. A needle. Crap. After
a nurse in college had clumsily taken a blood sample from my arm
with a needle the size of a garden hose, I’d sworn off needles. I
sighed. Sometimes I wondered if Chris had been paying attention
these last ten years. How could she not remember that I hated
needles? I knew everything there was to know about her.

When I started at the University of Minnesota, I’d
been unwilling to live at home, so I rented an apartment over
Midwest Mountaineering, where I worked part-time. Because both
apartment and work were only a short walk to the U’s art
department, my world narrowed to the West Bank campus, the bars
gathering like lonely sheep at Seven Corners, and the Somali coffee
shop that got me hooked on sambusas.

For twenty hours a week, I sold Midwest canoes,
skateboards, skis, and mountaineering crampons with the confidence
of someone who’d done it all, ridiculous since my riskiest sport
was walking around Lake Calhoun. My knowledge came from watching
weekend sports shows and Netflix documentaries.

During undergraduate and grad school, I went through
girlfriends with the speed and recklessness of a world-class ski
flyer. Then the week before I received my master’s in art
education, a gorgeous blonde with high cheekbones and awe-inspiring
grace came shopping for a pair of inline skates. Nearly tongue-tied
by her slight dimple, I managed to croak out my usual spiel about
skates and which brand I preferred and why. When I sputtered to a
triumphant finish with the words, “Um…they’re, um, great,” the
woman’s languid grin melted my remaining brain cells.

She leaned closer, smelling exotically of
eucalyptus. “Has anyone told you that you’re full of shit?”

My eyes widened.

“You’ve not skated once in your life, have you?” Her
voice was playful, not angry.

I met her eyes. “So busted.” When I held out
my wrists for cuffing, she circled them with warm, strong hands,
and I fell in love with Chris.

Applause for the juggler performing on the plaza
below snapped me back to the present. The National Gallery, with
its dramatic central portico and impressive facade, formed the
northern boundary of Trafalgar Square. In my free time, I was drawn
to the Gallery, spending most of my time with my favorite artist,
Vincent van Gogh, in Room 45. The most compelling painting,
however, was in Room 41—Paul Delaroche’s The Execution of Lady
Jane Grey. I’d stand, transfixed, at the image of the
sixteen-year-old girl, Queen of England for only nine days. Lady
Jane was blindfolded, dressed in a flowing white gown that seemed
made of polished pearls, and was reaching out a slender hand in
search of the chopping block where she was to lay her head.
Painting with oils wasn’t in my skill set, so a well-executed oil
never failed to astound me. Delaroche’s layers of thin paint
created flesh so real I was tempted to feel for a pulse.

I descended the Gallery’s front steps, then crossed
the pedestrian plaza to the upper level of Trafalgar Square,
scanning the main plaza below for Bradley’s faded military jacket.
It still took my breath away to realize that just south of the
square, in an area now filled with gray office buildings, was the
former site of Whitehall Palace, home of King Henry VIII and his
doomed wife Anne Boleyn. When their daughter Elizabeth became queen
in 1558, she moved to Whitehall. The palace was gone now, but no
matter. I drank up Elizabethan history like Chris drank up brain
science. Soon after I began teaching at Carleton, my colleague Mary
spent an evening entertaining me with the story of the Tudors. This
family was the ultimate reality show, with its intrigue, adultery,
hangings, and the occasional beheading. I was hooked, and after
reading dozens of books and watching movies, I soon became weirdly
conversant in Tudor England.

It didn’t hurt that every child in my dad’s family
had been baptized in a christening gown said to have been given to
the family by Queen Elizabeth I. Even though the story was just
family lore gone wild, I loved to fantasize that Elizabeth might
have actually touched the gown. The poor little dress was now
yellowed with age, and almost all the tiny pearls from the gown’s
front were missing.

Noise rose from the impatient traffic curling around
three sides of the square. Where was he? Was I too late? Another
scan found the aging Bradley sitting on the pavement against a
short wall, with Annie on a slender leash by his hip. I hurried
down the central staircase and past the western fountain as the
spray cooled my skin. “Hey, Bradley.”

“Jamie Maddox! My very best American friend.” His
gray dreads flashed almost silver in the sun. His worn eyes
radiated a kindness that always drew me in. This was a man who’d
been knocked down and dragged behind the pickup truck of life, yet
could still love.

“I’m your only American friend, big guy.”

We bumped fists and I sank onto the warm pavement
beside him, opening my pack. “More food for Annie.”

Bradley’s hands were scarred, the fingers curled
with arthritis. It was a fire trucking crime that this veteran was
living “rough” at his age. He’d fought for the British in the
Falklands in the early 1980s.

Bradley’s worn, mahogany face glowed as he opened
the box and fed Annie a few pellets. “Brilliant,” Bradley crooned.
“She’s chuffed over this new flavor.”

I ran my hand over the brown-and-white rabbit, then
scratched behind one floppy ear. I’d been trying for months to get
Bradley off the streets, but he resisted at every turn. St
Martin-in-the-Field Church, not twenty paces from the eastern edge
of Trafalgar Square, had both day and night centers for the
homeless.

“Won’t let Annie in,” had been Bradley’s excuse for
St Martin’s. “Too claustrophobic,” had ruled out the shelter at the
north end of Drury Lane. So I did what I could, buying food for
Annie, granola bars and toothpaste for Bradley, and listening to
his favorite stories from British history. In Minneapolis, I’d
never stopped for the homeless, but for some reason in London I
couldn’t not stop. That was why last winter, as Chris and I
were learning how to be Londoners, and Chris was starting special
degree classes in cognitive neuropsychiatry at University College
London, I had befriended Bradley, a fixture in Trafalgar Square.
I’d been drawn to Bradley because of his rabbit, and we’d found in
each other someone willing to listen to whatever crazy thoughts
invaded our minds. The only secret I’d kept from Chris was that on
six of the coldest nights in February, I’d let Bradley and Annie
into the locked vestibule between our inner door and the second
floor hallway. Chris, not a fan of the homeless, never knew that
Bradley and Annie were rolled up inside a sleeping bag thirty feet
from her bed.

“I love this square,” I said. Talking with Bradley
had different rules than normal society. We could switch topics
without warning.

“It’s the heart of London,” Bradley intoned. “Did
you know that this whole area used to be the Royal Mews? They were
the stables for centuries of royal horses.”

I did know that, since Bradley had told me three
times already, but I didn’t want to discourage him. When he’d been
stationed in the Falklands years ago, before cell phones and
e-readers, the only two books he had access to were the Bible and a
history of London. Too poor to actually travel by Tube, now he
would walk to a station and establish a command outside, shouting
all the history he could remember, hoping that donations would
clank into his worn tin box.

Traffic banged on around us. Kids shrieked as they
tried but failed to climb the four reclining lions guarding the
base of Nelson’s Column at the southern edge of the square.
Tourists chattered on in Japanese, German, and French. Twice, I
climbed to my feet and fulfilled requests to photograph tourists in
front of the nearest fountain. Perhaps selfies were finally losing
their appeal.

I closed my eyes as Bradley and I sat in silence,
feeling all of London swirling around its beating heart. Political
protests, New Year’s Eve celebrations, rock concerts,
announcements, everything happened here. Victory Day at the end of
WWII brought Londoners to the square. The premiere of the final
Harry Potter movie had Emma Watson walking a red carpet across the
square.

We watched Annie nibble at her pellets. “Much
obliged,” Bradley whispered.

“No worries,” I replied, then checked my phone.
“Time for you to head for Charing Cross?”

Bradley nodded. “There is so much history to
share.”

“I wish you’d use one of the shelters. And there are
programs to help vets like you.” Bradley’s answer was to gently
lift Annie and press his face into her lush side.

“I know,” I said. “Annie is your love and you want
to keep her, but I worry about you.” How did he get up every
morning, from whatever doorway or park bench had been his bed, and
keep going?

“Life is a constant battle not to lose yourself,” he
said.

“Amen,” I replied with appreciation, but really, I
didn’t have any experience with that. I’d never really lost myself,
since my parents, two brothers, my aunts and uncles, and Chris had
always supported and accepted my choices. My mom called me “spunky”
because I was such an optimist. Sometimes during parties in college
I’d try to play the jaded pessimist, but my friends would end up
laughing because I couldn’t pull it off.

Quietly, we began transferring the goodies from my
pack into Bradley’s, which was patched with grimy duct tape.

“I hope to see you soon,” I said.

Bradley jumped when a shadow fell across our
laps.

Chris.

“It’s okay,” I said as I shot to my feet. “Chris,
I’d like you to meet Bradley. Bradley, my partner, Chris.” Chris
knew about Bradley and Annie but had never met them.

Bradley scrambled to his feet, much faster than
you’d expect from a guy his age, then held out Annie for Chris to
pat. “This is my rabbit, Annie,” he said. I held my breath but
needn’t have, for Chris’s Minnesota Nice was as automatic as my
own.

When she reached out and lightly touched Annie’s
head with one finger, her flinch was invisible to the untrained
eye. Chris wasn’t an animal person. “Hello, Bradley. Hello, Annie.
It’s nice to meet you.” She looked at me. “I’m done at the Gallery
so I thought we could ride home together.”

After one last stroke of Annie’s silky back, I told
Bradley I’d find him again. Then Chris and I walked across the main
plaza and up the stairs. As we followed the sidewalk toward
Leicester Square, I lightly touched Chris’s arm. “Slow down. No
need to run.”

Chris’s usually rosy cheeks were carved marble. A
muscle twitched along her jaw, but she slowed down. “I know. I’m
sorry. Homeless people push some weird button in me that I don’t
understand, so I flee. I’m not proud of it, but there it is.”

I slid my arm into Chris’s to avoid being separated
by oncoming pedestrians. “Are you afraid of him?”

“No, not at all. But right now, Bradley’s not
important. I’m just so disappointed that you didn’t say yes. Dr.
Raj really needs help with his experiment.”

“He’s a prof. He has dozens of students to
experiment on.”

“Students are a little afraid of him. He’s sort of
considered, well, on the fringe.”

“No kidding. Locating our consciousness? He’s not
on the fringe, he’s hanging from the very frayed end of
it.”

We crossed the street and fed our Oyster cards
through the turnstiles just inside the Tube station. “I’m not just
disappointed with you,” she said. “I’m disappointed
in you.”

I swallowed. “What?” Instead of heading down the
stairs, I pulled her aside into a small alcove. The unspoken rule
of the Tube system was not to bring conflict down those stairs.
Conflict created tension, and tension created a desire to flee. But
when you descended crowded stairways, were trapped on crowded
escalators, or stood along the narrow, crowded platforms, there was
no way to escape. PDAs were highly frowned upon in the
underground.

“You’re afraid of needles, which are sanitary and
safe. Yet you’ll cuddle up right next to a homeless guy and his
germ-infested rabbit.”

“How is it fair to be disappointed in who I am?”

Chris worried her upper lip. “I’m not saying this
right. The last thing I want to do is hurt your feelings. You are
so kind and diplomatic and creative, but I worry that sometimes you
let your fears define you. Instead of stepping outside your comfort
zone, you hide inside it. You don’t seem to take many risks in
life.”

I felt as if I’d been slapped. “I took a sabbatical
from teaching to come with you to London. That’s a risk. I often
propose radical art classes. That’s a risk. I’m paying my half of
the bills with work-for-hire that could disappear at any second.
That’s a risk.”

“But you make no effort to conquer your fear of
needles.”

People had begun to stare as they passed, no doubt
noticing the hurt look twisting my features. “Chris, my dad is so
claustrophobic he can barely get onto an airplane. It’s not a
conscious choice. Do you judge him because he can’t will away his
fear?”

“No, but—”

“One year my family rented a cabin in Itasca State
Park. Marcus opened the door and came face-to-face with a spider
the size of his fist. The little guy whirled around and climbed me
like a tree. He’s still terrified of spiders. It’s a fear,
Chris. Fears aren’t logical or defensible.”

Chris watched the crowds streaming past us. “I just
wish you would try harder. It feels kind of cowardly not to step
outside your comfort zone.”

My jaw dropped. “Cowardly? Remember your sister’s
meltdown when I put a dirty knife in the sink? She started shaking
like a leaf, yelling at me to get it out of there because she hated
to reach in and touch the bottom of the sink. How cowardly is
that?”

“Yeah, she is a freak.” Chris sighed. “Okay, I get
your point. It’s just…it’s just that facing our fears builds
strength of character.”

“And you think I need to build character?”

She shot me an odd look.

“Chris, this is who I’ve always been. I can’t just
run over to Harrod’s and buy a new personality.”

She turned and headed down the stairs. Stunned, I
followed.

We said nothing when we reached the platform. A few
minutes later, a low rumble announced the approaching train. It
whooshed to a stop and the doors slid open.

Chris took the first open seat, but I strode to the
very end of the car and sat down. This problem between us was
bigger than I’d thought, much more serious than me loading the
dishwasher wrong, or not being on time, or falling asleep in front
of the TV.

I closed my eyes, feeling a little sick to my
stomach as the train rattled around a curve. No, I would not
despair. We loved each other. We could figure this out. I just
needed a little time to nurse my wounded pride.

Once I’d recovered from this latest shock, I would
do whatever was needed so Chris would continue to love me, to love
us. We had four months left in London, and I would make each
moment count. I was not a quitter.

And even though just the thought of a needle made me
wince, I knew what my first step would be: Letting Dr. Rajamani
experiment on me.


Chapter Two

When the train stopped at Holborn, I exited without
looking back, then hurried up the left side of the escalator and
out the building onto High Holborn Street. During the two-block
walk to our flat, I knew Chris had to be no more than twenty paces
behind me. Half a block before our flat, I turned to face her. “I’m
sorry you’re so disappointed in me. I need a few hours to
myself.”

She nodded, so I veered off to the right and entered
The Bountiful Cow. Sam, a black Swede working the bar, looked up
and grinned. I loved Sam for his sense of humor, and because every
time I saw him it was a refreshing slap in the face. He reminded me
that not all Swedes were blond, an easy stereotype to develop
living in Minnesota. He was as tall and slender as the bottles of
vodka lined up behind him.

One of Sam’s eyebrows shot up. My reply was to nod,
meaning Yes, send up a Bounty Burger with the works. Now
that was taking a risk, consuming a massive burger with
chopped onions, gherkin, bleu cheese, bacon, and a fried egg.

Two more flights of stairs brought me to my studio,
nothing more than a small room with one window. The room held my
drawing table and stool, as well as a long table with books,
supplies, and printer. The only bit of comfort came from the green
overstuffed chair left in the flat across the hallway by the
tenants evicted for nonpayment. Chris had vacuumed it for over an
hour to lift out every speck of anything living in the fabric.

While I waited for my heart attack burger, I paced
the perimeter of my studio. City sounds rolled through the open
window. Even though I was two floors above the pub, the smell of
roasting meat and beer somehow wafted up through the floorboards.
The family living in the flat between me and the pub must gain
weight just by breathing.

Coward? Comfort zone? Chris’s labels stung. But I
wasn’t a coward, and I wasn’t afraid to step outside my comfort
zone. However, when I considered the eight light and airy
watercolors tacked to my board, paintings for the most recent Mr.
Froggity book, a shiver ran down my spine. Was Chris right? The
book publisher’s art director had requested pastel colors, so the
blandness wasn’t my fault. Still, Mr. Froggity easily fit within my
artistic comfort zone.

I’d worked hard all my life and achieved more than
I’d hoped, yet I was cowardly?

Chris had still been a graduate student when we met,
so we needed to live in the Twin Cities. While she attended the U
of M, I got a job teaching art and art history at Carleton College,
a private college fifty minutes south in the sleepy river city of
Northfield. I loved the slower pace of life there and had nurtured
an unspoken dream of the two of us becoming Northfielders one
day.

In addition to art department classes, I also taught
an art class for non-majors called Art Isms: How to Sound Smart at
Parties. The course proved to be one of the most popular on campus,
so my star rose high enough to be short-listed for tenure. My
brothers, Jake and Marcus, said I was the family’s go-getter, the
super-ambitious one who fought her way up the academic ladder. But
they also both held wonderful jobs. Jake ran an anti-poverty
nonprofit, and Marcus was a computer programmer. We were all three
pretty happy and content with our lives.

Then a few years ago, Chris discovered an obscure
branch of psychiatry called cognitive neuropsychiatry and decided
this was her future. She suspended her therapy practice, went back
to grad school, then decided she needed to attend the University
College London for one year. Our options? We could lease our house
while Chris was in London and I’d take an apartment in Northfield
and keep working. Or I could take a sabbatical and join Chris in
London. After nine years together, the prospect of twelve months
apart was too painful, so even though I was next in line for
tenure, I convinced my department head to release me for a few
semesters. Hopefully, I’d still be at the top of the list when I
returned, but it wasn’t a given. Putting my career at risk to
support Chris’s was brave. I didn’t deserve the “coward” label.

I texted my brother Jake. He was my
Bullshit-O-Meter. No one got to the heart of a problem quicker than
Jake. Do I lack courage? Stuck in comfort zone?

Too impatient to await his reply, I texted the same
questions to Ashley. Our friendship was cemented the day in third
grade when we both stood up to a kid bullying a second grader. She
was my cheerleader. No matter what I wanted to do, Ashley supported
me unconditionally. She thought I was the smartest, bravest person
in her life. I didn’t agree, but whenever I felt a little falter in
my step, Ashley made it disappear. Stout and fierce as a bulldog,
Ashley defended me without hesitation.

I waited five minutes. Nothing. Then I texted Mary,
my art department colleague at Carleton. The tall, outspoken black
woman stood out in the mostly white river city of Northfield, but
she wasn’t self-conscious. In fact, she loved playing the inner
Chicago kid shocking the rural white folks. Mary was my go-to party
girl, but she was also my analyst. When I had a problem, she
expertly deconstructed it until we could see all the pieces and
make sense of what had befuddled me.

I moved my easel to better see the view outside my
window—the roofs of surrounding buildings, a few tall trees adding
color. Then I jammed earbuds in and turned on my music.

I would show Chris. I primed the canvas with black
acrylic, then when it was dry, I attacked with color. In a fever, I
gave no thought to matching color with reality, but only matching
color to emotions. The heavy bass line in my ears set the rhythm
for my brush.

I took a break to eat my Bounty Burger. Soon all my
fingers but one pinkie were covered in melted cheese so I used it
to open and read my texts.

Jake: Don’t be stupid.

Ashley: You are much braver than I am!

Mary: Sounds like you need wine. Even if you have
a comfort zone, who the hell cares? Fire truck anyone who says
otherwise. Blinking back tears, I finished my burger and
cleaned my hands. I didn’t tell any of them that the words had been
Chris’s, since protecting her came so naturally to me I hardly gave
it a thought.

It was eight p.m. when I finally stepped back. A
thread of cadmium red dripped down onto the black border, adding an
edginess I could feel in my teeth. Red buildings, green sky, blue
trees all crashed together in a riot of color that made my heart
ring like a Caribbean steel drum. Instead of delicate watercolor
lines, the painting vibrated with thick slashes and broad splashes
of color. Black glowered around the colors, an angry outline to the
ragged buildings.

“Oh, my God.”

I jumped. Chris stood behind me, two glasses of
lemonade from downstairs in her hands. “That is fucking amazing,”
she continued. She’d never spent much time with Aunt Nicole.

I pressed my lips together and shrugged. I accepted
the glass, then perched on my stool and waited. The only other
chair in the room was the green saggy chair that sat much lower
than the stool. Chris took it.

“I’m sorry about this afternoon,” Chris said.

I sipped the sharp lemonade, enjoying the cool
slipping down my throat. “You called me a coward because I don’t
want to let your Dr. Raj shoot me full of his GCA.”

Chris bent her head, nodding. “Yes, that was really
inappropriate. I’ve been thinking this evening about why I did
that, and I think it’s because I’ve been wanting to talk to you
about something kind of hard, and it came out sideways.”

My heart thumped up into my throat. “Hard?”

Chris rested her head back on the chair and flashed
her dark blues at me. “I’ve been trying to find the courage to ask
you what you want.”

“What I want? Right now? I want you to apologize for
being such a jerk. Then I want us to make up and move on.”

She smiled weakly. “No, not right now. I mean what
you want out of life. What do you yearn for, Jamie?”

Because it was obviously important to Chris, I took
a moment to consider, then shrugged. “I don’t really feel any deep
yearning.”

“Everyone yearns. There has to be something you want
that’s bigger than you, unattainable even, something that drives
you.”

“Chris, I’m happy. I’m content. I have a great job
at Carleton, at least I think I still do, where I love the faculty
and the students. My life is full of art. And now? I’m living in
London, for God’s sake, and most of the people we love have come to
visit. I’m healthy. My brain works. And most of all, I have you. I
have nothing left to yearn for except world peace and a rational
plan to combat climate change.”

Chris pressed her lips together. “I can appreciate
that you’re content. That’s not a bad thing. But…but you seem to
lack ambition.”

I could feel my eyes double in size. “Chris, I work
hard. I learn something new about myself, and about the world,
every day.”

She struggled out of the chair and began pacing in a
circle around me. “Don’t you want a painting of yours to hang in
the National Gallery some day?”

“The Gallery only shows Western European art,
thirteenth to nineteenth centuries.”

“Okay, then, the Tate Modern.”

I nodded toward the board on the wall. “I suppose,
but it’s highly unlikely the Tate is going to devote much wall
space to Mr. Froggity.”

“So that’s why you’re not trying?”

“Not trying? Chris, I’m painting nearly every day.
I’m proud of these paintings. Yeah, the Froggity thing is getting
old, but it’s paying my bills.”

“But you could be so much better than this.”

“Why must everyone push for the best job, the best
body, the highest position? Why must you take something wonderful,
like contentment, and turn it into a horrible weakness?”

“Because it’s important to me.” She stopped
pacing.

I tipped my head back and drained my glass. “Well,
okay, then what do you want?”

“I want to break open the field of neurobiological
psychotherapy. I want to conduct history-making research.” She
hesitated. “I also want you to want more than you want.”

A surprised chuckle bubbled up my throat and slipped
out. “Let me get this straight. Your ambition is that I get more
ambitious.”

“Yes.”

“Chris, I’ve loved you with every fiber of my being
for ten years. I care for you when you’re sick. Every day I look
for new ways to make you laugh. For ten winters I’ve filled your
hot water bottle.” One of the strange things that had glued us
together was a hatred of electric blankets, and a love of snuggling
our feet up to the spreading warmth of a hot water bottle. Filling
each other’s bottle had become a symbol of our love and devotion. I
drew in a shuddering breath, not afraid to show her I was upset.
“You think I’m unambitious, that I’m wasting my life. That
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