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      Winnie sat in the narrow inner courtyard between her front gate and her front door. The pathway between the planting beds was hard brick, but she always brought a soft, plush pillow with her to sit on. She was past the days of ever subjecting herself to discomfort if she could help it.

      The pillow was actually a dog bed that Clover her yellow Labrador had rejected within a day of Winnie bringing it home. Something about the shallow sides, or maybe the texture of the corduroy fabric along the rim … Clover was a girl of strong opinions, and Winnie had no desire to try to boss her.

      They lived as companions and roommates, both admiring and respecting each other. Clover especially admired Winnie’s ability to toss cubes of cheese and slices of carrots into the air when she was cooking. Every evening Clover sat diligently on the long blue runner rug in the kitchen between the sink and the stove while Winnie cooked dinner, waiting for that magic toss.

      But now, midmorning, after their walk from the house to the University of Arizona campus where they always completed the same three-mile loop, and after their respective breakfasts of kibble and oatmeal and coffee, Winnie sat on the rejected dog bed and Clover lay sleeping on the brick pathway in the sun, and they breathed in the fresh, flower-scented air and thought their own deep thoughts.

      Even in January, Winnie’s flower garden prospered. She no longer spoke to the plants out loud, ever since her neighbor to the south had built an extension onto her house that brought her patio right up against Winnie’s tall stucco wall—the woman was an orthopedic surgeon at the university hospital, and had proven herself nosy and judgmental almost immediately after moving in—but Winnie still spoke in her mind to the courtyard’s climbing sweet peas and bougainvillea, complimenting them on their stunning purple and magenta blossoms, and thanking them for their beauty.

      She grew daisies here, too, and hollyhocks, pansies, and petunias. On the other side of the house, where the sun shone longer throughout the day, she grew fruit trees and vegetables and tall, cheerful-looking sunflowers that poked their heads above the wall.

      Winnie needed color in her life, and sometimes the desert landscape of Tucson felt too brown and drab and dry.

      Winnie favored life. It was the simplest thing in the world to surround herself with evidence of it inside the wall surrounding her modest, comfortable home, when outside this wall the world sometimes wanted to show her a much darker picture.

      That was on her mind this morning, the ugliness of some people. She had received an email from her friend Dr. Amanda Birkauer, Assistant Director of the U of A’s mind lab—also known as the parapsychology research program—telling Winnie of a nasty surprise one of her colleagues had come home to the day before.

      
        
        Greetings, love. I’m forwarding an email I got from Dr. Benjamin Rook, an old grad school pal of mine. He lives like a hermit in the Colorado mountains, which is why this whole thing is so weird.

      

        
      
        His specialty is fairly new, Plant Neurobiology—a VERY controversial field. Issue is whether plants are more like animals and have their own version of a brain and nervous system. Too long to go into here, but trust me, absolutely fascinating. But I’m not kidding, fist fights have broken out over it. At conferences, between botanists! Picture that.

      

        
      
        Anyway.

      

        
      
        Ben’s problem seems like something you might be able to help him with. Let me know. If you’re game for it and want the case, I’ll give him your contact info. But I didn’t want to do that unless you say so.

      

        
      
        Take care! And as you’ll see, poor Benjamin!

      

        
      
        Xo

      

      

      Then followed a copy of the email from Dr. Benjamin Rook to Amanda Birkauer.

      
        
        Amanda—

      

        
      
        Well, it finally happened to me.

      

        
      
        I knew other people sometimes had problems at their labs, but up here? That had to take real planning. And a special level of hate.

      

        
      
        I just got back from a conference in Frankfurt. Lots of anger, no surprise. Actual booing while I read my paper. Then the discussion afterwards—Colosseum-like blood thirst. Crowd mostly cheering for the lions.

      

        
      
        I expected it, but still. You keep hoping, right? But some of the old guard just won’t bend.

      

        
      
        Happy to get on the plane and come back here to the peace and solitude.

      

        
      
        Except, horror show.

      

        
      
        I have no idea when, but sometime in the past ten days someone broke into my house and the lab and trashed EVERYTHING. No exaggeration, ALL OF IT.

      

        
      
        My clothing, my furniture, my food, my gear, and stupid, pointless stuff like unrolling all my toilet paper and stomping it onto the floor with dirty boots. Plugging the toilet with rags so it would overflow. Propping the freezer lid open to spoil everything. Just asinine stuff like that. If they weren’t hibernating, bears would have come for miles to feast on this place.

      

        
      
        But that was just the house. Horrible enough. But the LAB. Don’t mind telling you, I cried like a child when I saw it.

      

        
      
        Fifteen years of work, Amanda. All that money, but worse, all that TIME.

      

        
      
        And I know you probably don’t understand, but I was mostly crying for the plants.

      

        
      
        I had about 300 of them in there. Different species, special hybrids, various cooperative communities I’ve been developing over the years. My own specially-designed ecosystem.

      

        
      
        Whoever did it didn’t just turn off the watering system or pull the plants out by their roots.

      

        
      
        They MASSACRED them. Smashed every pot. Ripped apart every plant leaf by leaf, stem by stem. Stomped every fruit and vegetable. Stabbed into the bulbs. Took the time to kill every one of them individually, not just a smash and go.

      

        
      
        WHY? There was no reason. It was gratuitous. Just a Screw You to me. To make sure I couldn’t just pull out a broom and sweep up all the damage and start again in a few days.

      

        
      
        Starting over—if I do it, and that’s a BIG if right now, Amanda, I’m being honest—will set me back years. First the funding—if ever. That’s already been next to impossible most of the time. Then reproducing all the equipment. You know how long it took me to make all of it. So much of it was just trial and error. What if I can’t recreate that magic?

      

        
      
        I don’t know, I’m probably just rambling now. It’s been several hours since I came home to all this, and I’m still shaken.

      

        
      
        Yes, I called the sheriff. No, I don’t have any security cameras up here. Electricity and connectivity are already a challenge. I save it all for the lab.

      

        
      
        I’m mentally DONE right now. I’m sending this to you because (a) you are a problem-solver. I need that. And (b) your ideas are usually so crazy-brilliant, I wouldn’t be able to come up with anything close to them on my own.

      

        
      
        If you say, I got nothing, Ben, good luck to you—I’ll hate it, but I’ll understand. I won’t hate you.

      

        
      
        And no, I have no idea who did this. The Frankfurt kind of people are big talkers/yellers, but it’s taking it to a whole other level to actually drive up here in the winter, trek from the road all the way out to this place (no ski tracks or snow shoe tracks—I looked), and then really commit to being the kind of violent lunatic you’d have to be to do what they did.

      

        
      
        Any help appreciated. No idea too radical. I’m just wrung out. Going to finally go to bed now. See if this all turns out to be a dream.

      

        
      
        Thanks.

      

        
      
        –Ben

      

      

      
      Winnie was no stranger to the kind of hatred Benjamin Rook described. At sixty-eight, Dr. Winifred Parsons, retired psychology professor, an esteemed scholar in the field of Consumer Psychology, had hidden her true gifts from most of her colleagues during her nearly forty years teaching at the university.

      She knew that not everyone would embrace her extraordinary talents: clairvoyance, medical intuition, and occasional foresight into the future.

      She volunteered as Test Subject Number 2143 in Amanda Birkauer’s parapsychology lab in the Consciousness Studies department at the university. Winnie wanted to add to the body of knowledge about psi abilities, and also wanted to learn more about it herself.

      She volunteered after being assured that her participation would be kept a secret.

      But she also knew that for some people, keeping a secret meant you only told one person at a time. Winnie trusted Amanda Birkauer, but she didn’t trust everyone. She already learned that lesson when she was young.

      One Sunday morning, when Winnie was ten, the pastor of her family’s church gave a special sermon. It was about the evils of sorcery and divination—probably the same kind of sermon given years later when a certain series of books about a boy wizard took the world by storm—and Winnie had been only half listening when suddenly she heard her own name.

      The pastor pointed to where Winnie sat with her parents and her brother Steven, and called Winnie an instrument of the devil. A danger to the other children. Winnie’s mother reached over and gripped her hand so hard, Winnie could feel her knuckles pop.

      Winnie realized in that moment that she had made a mistake. A few days before she had finally revealed to her friend Marsha, who went to the same church, that she could see colors all around Marsha’s body, and that she could see them around everybody else, too.

      Marsha seemed scared, but also thrilled. She asked Winnie what else she could see.

      Winnie told her about a recent prophetic dream. She knew that the school bus driver was going to have a heart attack the day before he did.

      And then—and Winnie knew in her heart she was showing off now, but Marsha kept asking her for more and more—Winnie said that she could see inside Marsha’s body, and saw something dark purple and gooey inside Marsha’s intestines. She said it didn’t look right.

      Marsha started crying then. She told Winnie to take it back. But Winnie knew she had told the truth.

      Even though it was supposed to be their secret, Marsha must have told her parents. And then they told the pastor…

      And by Sunday the sermon was tailored especially for the devil-worshipper in their midst.

      There had been other lessons after that, not all of them as painful or public, but Winnie learned to keep her knowledge to herself.

      Even if that knowledge might help someone. Sometimes the risk was too high.

      But Winnie was older now. She no longer had a professional reputation to protect. And the urge to be able to help people with her gifts had finally overcome her resistance to exposure.

      But the final, gentle push had come from her husband Joe the night before he died. After that, Winnie set off on a new path.

      But she still protected herself by only taking cases referred to her by people she trusted.

      Amanda Birkauer was right to think that Winnie would want to help Dr. Benjamin Rook.

      And that Winnie’s gifts might be exactly what he needed—even though now, sitting here in the beautiful morning light among her olive trees and flowers, she didn’t have a single idea about what to do.

      Winnie’s morning meditation was over. Her mind had chattered to her the whole time. She wouldn’t have any peace until she wrote back to Amanda.

      She rose and picked
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