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I

Carla turns on the kitchen tap and fills her large, square-cut crystal glass, so excellent for grounding. The water twirls aimlessly, its cargo of dubious chemicals and unidentifiable organic matters held in perpetual suspension, foreign substances which will never be assimilated. Or so you hope. She takes the oven mitt off her right hand and touches the sides of the glass: the energy level is strangely frenetic this morning. But probably not dangerous. Cautiously, her lips touch the edge of the goblet, tip the rim so the lukewarm water slides down her throat, smooth and odd as oysters.

“Shit!” She spits her mouthful into the sink.

The water is unusually bad today.

Something is up.

Right on cue, the teakettle whistles, and that presents another problem. The tap water is in the kettle, she should have used the bottled stuff. But things have been okay for months, no issues or disturbances. There you are: take things for granted and they get you. Boy, do they get you.

Nothing to do but empty the kettle and boil again with the bottled stuff. Take a shower in the meantime.

The shower, of course, presents another set of problems.

Carla puts the safe water on the stove and walks into her gleamingly white bathroom. Like a hospital, white gives her the illusion of sterility and control. Efficiently, she dons her white bath socks, slips off her tenycloth robe, gathers her fine blond hair into the shower cap, and slides her hands into the bath gloves. When the water jolts on, the funny smell is immediately evident, sizzling with this bizarre under odor.

Carla pauses, debating her dilemma. If she steps inside, who knows what strange wave may take her? But if she doesn’t shower, then she’ll be repelled with herself all day, feel her skin shift slightly with its residue of body oils, its coagulating essences. Her pores will clog. Everything will be trapped inside her…

Resolutely, her hands part the white curtain, and she enters the stall. At first touch, her protected system registers shock. This is not her imagination; something is very different today.

Usually, her morning shower is a pleasant way of checking in with her world, a sort of aquatic e-mail connecting her with the vast plumbing network of Newport Beach: the water’s conductivity allows it to transmit essential greetings from each house, the luminous vibration of synthesis.

But not today. Whatever is different, unexpected, jolts her skin with its off-key melody.

Never mind, just get clean. Pour the Dr. Bronner’s peppermint soap onto the loofah and scrub away the night’s subtle grease. Don’t linger, the shower is not sensually pleasing right now. But you can handle it; you are tougher than you appear. Step out onto the white sheepskin rug and swathe your body in the pristine bathsheet, soft as cream.

Finished. Now you may exhale.

Towel draped into a toga, hair tree, she removes her bath socks and gloves, strolls back into the kitchen to drip the coffee. Freshly ground French roast. Putting the oven mitt on her right hand, she opens the sliding glass door and steps out onto the patio. Fog. Typical of June. The pots of flowers glow peculiarly red and yellow against their misty backdrop. Snail tracks crisscross the concrete, ghostly messages, but if you follow them to apprehend the snails, the tracks simply end in the middle of nowhere, as though the creatures had dematerialized or knew the secrets of Indian rope tricks.

After a brief inspection, Carla is satisfied for the moment that no snails, slugs, or caterpillars are gnawing away at her primroses. She sips her coffee from a heavy white mug. Returning inside, she drapes herself in thin linen layers, for she has learned the hard way that flax is the most effective insulator. To her ensemble, which resembles to the untrained eye the simple, conventional garments of a pretty blonde, she adds her platinum chains: a thick one around the neck and thin ones around each wrist and ankle.

On her way out the door, she notices that one volume of the Britannica has fallen from its proper slot; the pages are open to a map, brown and yellow and green. Mostly brown. She knows this is not an accident, and yet she is running late. Significance will have to wait

Outside, the fog hangs over the beach like smoke in the living room after a party. Blood orange impatiens, lobelia blue as veins, calendula the yellow of full, rising moons.

Because she has left her driving gloves in the car, and today seems to demand caution, Carla must maneuver carefully. She extracts the platinum key chain, soothing as fine cognac, from her purse and delicately unlocks the door of her white diesel Mercedes. It is an old car, for no one else these days can be bothered to track down this purer, less aggressive fuel. Merely by touching the lock with the key chain, Carla can tap into the energy field and be grateful that no dubious persons have bumped into her car during the night. Some days the jolt is unnerving, but perhaps today will turn out benign, after all, and she will be spared the migraine so often caused by overexposure due to carelessness.

As soon as she climbs into her vehicle, she opens the glove compartment and takes out her gloves. The soft leather gentles down like a salve, an enchanted unguent At first touch, the engine cranks into life, and soon they are tooling through the foggy morning streets, the quaint beach houses and the tiny, expensive shops nestled along Pacific Coast Highway. Oddly, there are a surprising number of mid-Eastern rug shops. You wouldn’t think there could be that many floors around.

The Mercedes chugs in and out between a Rolls Royce and a silver Jaguar. The men and women who drive them are dressed in silk and suede and linen and diamonds, a flow that begins to ease Carla’s anxiety. The metal of the automobiles combines with the high frequency of the refined metal jewelry to create a rich vibrational pattern, a familiar symphony that today’s difficult water belies. But Carla needs to background this thought of the water; her car, as if by instinct, swings into the circular drive around Newport Center, huge science fiction megalopolis with its view of the festively striped sailboats that line the harbor. The car beelines for the second cluster of oak and glass offices, lumbers into its daily slot And Carla climbs out of the car, running her hands down the sides of her linen layers to straighten out the crinkles, an effort which is inevitably unsuccessful. Linen has become washable and soft instead of crisp and ironed, and yet it remains linen.

She climbs the outdoor stairway with its arty handrails and terracotta pots filled with pink and red geraniums. Then she pushes open the handmade stained glass door of Newport Harbor Fine Jewelry Consulting and discovers that Mr. Powell is standing only six feet away, apparently waiting in front of Alice’s chrome desk; his small sensitive hands are clasped behind his back, his huge orange mustache glints in the fluorescent light. They are all so incongruous here, personal styles and tastes strangely skewed, and yet, strangely, complementary.

“Sweet, I’m glad you’re here. There’s a bit of an emergency,” he says, orange eyebrows lifted in slight irony. His left hand rotates front and flexes, a warm-up ritual. “Mrs. Renslop rang at eight. She’s waiting in your office.” Carla sighs, knowing she is being ungracious. “Okay.”

His eyebrows sag in reproach. “If you had a telephone—”

“Mr. Powell!”

“Not a cell, of course. Just one of those plug-in—”

“Please!”

They both laugh in frustration. Mr. Powell extends his hands toward the ceiling in the universal gesture of resignation, and Carla composes her pale, slightly pointed face into a calm and professional mask.

“Alice went out for pastries from the French bakery,” he calls out consolingly as she opens the wooden door to her office, smiling.

Mrs. Renslop is sitting perfectly still, facing the wooden desk, as though she is expecting Carla to materialize in front of her, suddenly switch on like a television set She is so still that she could be furniture, except that she is wearing a gold watch, excellent quality, and diamond earrings set in slightly inferior gold. Unless someone is wearing it, there is no metal at all in the office. The walls are lightly padded in ice-blue silk to stimulate the intuitive chakra, and also to cover die nailheads and their accompanying vibrations. The desk, three chairs, and an old-fashioned hatrack are all expertly crafted antiques: no nails. The office is further soothed by Carla’s collection of orchids in white ceramic pots. Only the fussy can truly appreciate what it takes to sustain orchids.

The agitation, even through this serene space, of her client is palpable, obvious.

Carla is not acknowledged as she circles her desk and comes into the line of sight. For a moment she stands at attention, wondering if she has somehow been rendered invisible while entering the room. Or, perhaps she has died, and no one has had a chance to inform her yet, those kinds of insecurities.

But Mrs. Renslop springs into life, flinging a large silver necklace onto the desk between them. “Fix it, Carla!” she implores histrionically. “Or destroy it!”

Without buying into the drama, Carla must admit to herself that already she doesn’t much like the unpleasant sound of the silver chunking on the wood, and she doesn’t like the look of the thing either, its large glinting beads, its serpentine dimensions. Bad business. The water this morning. The volume of the Britannica, brown and yellow map flung open and exposed.

Think about all that later, she reprimands herself, when there’s time to make sense of it. For now, just calm down Mrs. Renslop and find a way to appease her.

The two women regard each other. The client appears to be tired although she is, of course, immaculately groomed. Today she is wearing expensive, faux-yoga clothes, embroidered pants of some expensive fabric that requires dry-cleaning; Carla can detect the faint odor of the flames from the fluid. Her spritely, regal face is complicated with sad lines, a photographic reversal of the expensive streaks in her hair.

Carla slowly bends her knees, carefully easing her linen layers onto the smooth seat of the Shaker rocker. “Didn’t we decide you should avoid silver after that business with your grandmother’s brooch?” She keeps her voice pleasantly neutral, as if not wanting to spook a thoroughbred.

Relaxing into her chair, finally, Mrs. Renslop shrugs, releasing all responsibility. “One of the boys brought it back from Arizona last week. A steal, really.”

“Arizona?”

“Some holy canyon or something. He didn’t really go into any detail.” Her tone edges into the reproachful.

“I see.” For a moment, an uninvited image of an Indian woman hovers on the fringe of Carla’s consciousness, a purple velvet skirt and a long dark braid. But Carla has no time for this now; she must concentrate and look hard at this necklace from which her eyes automatically slide away.

The thick, crudely fashioned silver is substantial, heavy, replete with personality. The carving in the silver is both primitive and graceful. Large round beads alternate, seemingly at random, with square ones. The shapes are irregular and the sizes vary widely, and yet the careless effect is possibly deliberate.

“Let’s get serious, dear. Take off your gloves.”

While the gloves are being removed, a ritual prolonged by reluctance, Alice enters bearing a platter heaped with delicacies.

“Try the raspberry,” she suggests. Her hair is every bit as orange as her uncle’s, and the electric blue of the sleek sheath over her ridiculously thin body heightens the citrus tint.

“Are you joining us?” Carla sneaks a furtive glance at the soft bulge of her own belly.

Alice shakes her head, thin lips forming a lizard smile, a cheerful lizard. “No white sugar this week. Then next week—”

Mrs. Renslop pointedly clears her throat and Alice departs. The almond allure of the icing and the smell of fruit jams permeate the office. Carla’s stomach growls faintly.

“I have my reiki in forty minutes, dear.”

Carla pours two cups of French roast and pushes the black one across the desk. Mrs. Renslop is always game for caffeine. She loads her own cup with thick cream from the wooden icebox, which Alice kindly keeps filled, and two heaping spoons of brown sugar. No point in depriving oneself of life’s measly pleasures, especially under stress. She takes a teasing bite from an apricot confection and then, resigned, she forces her gaze, mulishly slow, toward the necklace.

Brackish as this morning’s water, it squats there, an inscrutable taunt

The clasp is often the safest place to begin, but is there one? She leans down and the odor is sudden, pungent moldy pennies and mounting fear and an astringent scent—poison? Gun powder? Her head bobs back up like an apple.

No clasp.

The existence of a clasp is a small clue to the crafter’s psyche. If the circle can be undone, the energy can be disconnected, like a cheap set of Christmas lights.

But the crafter of this necklace is not concerned with this precaution. Oh no. The maker of this necklace…

“My reiki appointment.”

Steeling herself (or should the expression be “platinuming herself’?), Carla points her left index finger, tentatively creeping it toward a large, squarish shape, perhaps the largest on the necklace.

“Yeow!” Her hand snaps back instantly, the head of a suspicious turtle with lightning reflexes. The instant of contact was so intense that Carla holds the image like a flash photo: a jolt somewhere between what the doorknob gives you when you’ve been scuffling across the carpet on a dry summer day and the twitch your body makes, false falling, when your muscles are tired, and you lie down, and you just begin to relax, to drift away…

“I told you so,” Mrs. Renslop intones, placing a juicy blueberry croissant on a lacy napkin and handing it over. “You think I’d be here so early for nothing?”

Carla lets the question remain suspended in rhetoric, comforts herself by fiddling with her gloves. She massages the buttery leather, rearranges the artificial hands so they are thumb to thumb, comforting each other. A sympathetic pair, medieval soulmates.

“It was all I could do to bring this over today, and I’m not a professional.”

Carla sighs. Last week Mrs. Renslop had a tragedy with some sapphire earrings. Three weeks ago, it was the pewter locket. Still, somehow this necklace feels like a genuine problem. Something to which she is not accustomed. Frankly, she has no idea exactly how to handle the situation. Besides, the coffee is undrinkable; Alice has used the Revereware kettle again, with the copper bottom.

“I know you think I’m hysterical,” Mrs. Renslop is saying, “but I’m not. After all, you are the one who is always cautioning me to be careful!”

“How long, exactly, have you had this?”

“Why, Mark just brought it home last Tuesday night! And then, uh,” her face begins to acquire an expression of cunning, the downward lines of her eyes and mouth stretching horizontally. “There was the opening at the museum. One of those fabulous installations, something about the plight of some tribe or other, I forget which one, but it was very worthy, very illuminating. And the reception was simply to die for! Miniature com—”

Carla raises her palm for silence. “You wore this necklace to the opening?” She tries to keep the surprise, and the disapproval, out of her voice.

“But I had this fabulous new Donna Karan, very Zen lines, in the loveliest shade of blue. It simply shrieked for silver, and nothing delicate did it justice.”

“Oh.” Carla is aware of feeling embarrassed now, forcing out all this self-justification and personal information. She is a counselor, after all, not a parole officer.

“And I only kept it on an hour, just enough to make my entrance. You see, I knew it was affecting me. You’ve taught me so well what to watch for.”

This attempt at appeasing and pleasing is transparent, and yet it works. Carla feels pleased and somewhat mollified. There are solid rules to her system, and they are good and necessary. Daubing jam from her lips and fingers, she resolves to tackle the necklace once again. This time she has a rough idea what to expect; the shock will not be a stranger, the awful surprise, answering the doorbell when you’re not expecting company.

“I’m going to lean against the wall,” she explains, prying herself up from the chair and walking around to the side of the desk. Placing her heels about six inches from the wall’s padded surface, she presses her shoulders back into the soft comfort, leans back into a vertical bed. “Could you hand me the necklace, please?”

“Oh, I get it!” Mrs. Renslop picks the thing up with her bare hands and doesn’t even flinch. “You’re grounding yourself.” Then she laughs gaily, extending your hand. “Actually, you’re walling yourself.”

Carla smiles politely and reaches for the necklace.

This time is not so bad. More control, less attempt to sympathize. Knowing the approximate texture of the power’s thrust, she is somewhat protected. So the shock is muffled, ineffectual, a little frustrated—angry children having a pillow fight, a rubber crowbar.

So you wait a moment.

Something else will appear.

The change is sneaky, the intrusion of a faint odor from another house, but you are cooking your own meal, and the smells in front of you demand your full attention. No doubt you only imagine someone is baking mincemeat pie since that would go so nicely with your turkey.

But this other scent is redolent and poignant. An old gardenia corsage discovered in an obsolete dictionary.

The sweetness is in the fingers now: where the silver touches, a bowl of sugar water. Yet there’s also the transformation to solidity; the syrup crystallizes. Or there’s a rock in the pillowcase. The pie is poisoned.

“That’s enough,” Carla tells Mrs. Renslop, who takes the necklace away from her and returns it to the desk. “I guess you’d better leave this with me for a few days.”


II

While Carla waits for Lucy to show up, she sits by the living room candelabra and trims her split ends. This is a better nervous habit than smoking, which she gave up last year, but not as good as crocheting an afghan. Her mother believes that any kind of public body attention, even combing your hair, is socially offensive. Scrutinizing the ends of one’s hair does not convey the same amount of vulgarity as, say, paring the toenails, but there’s still that degree of monkeylike grooming behavior.

Except that this is her house and her mother is in Spain.

Carla’s eyes begin to cross under the strain of the close work. She glances up, deliberately ignoring the box, which rests on the glass coffee table. Even the underwater harmonies of the blue and green color scheme in her living room cannot soften the insidious energy of the necklace. All day, despite of her apprehension, she has longed to return to it: the exotic taste craved, demanded, by the jaded appetite. Like that of all connoisseurs, her profession demands a sort of self-destructive, eliminating quest, an ongoing understanding to be perpetually unsatisfied.

Return to the split ends. She grabs a clump of hair from behind her left ear and holds the tail up to the flickering light The hair is very blond, so only one precise angle will reveal the tiny deviations. They’re almost lovely: tiny frays like miniature palm fronds. Pale and delicate and disruptive.

Snip snip.

These scissors are special, one of the sanctioned talismans. She’s had them since the age of seven, and they’re very trustworthy. Sewing scissors, shaped like some sort of animal, the tiny jaws opening and closing as the blades. Iron with a little gold and silver inlay. Her mother bought them for her at an antique show, and even the dealer was unsure what the creature was intended to be. A weasel? A meerkat? A chinchilla? Instinctively, Carla’s hand had reached out for the glittering figure imprisoned under the display glass, and that same comforting contact has remained embedded in the scissors: a gypsy violin in the ballroom, fire crackling in the fireplace. Tomato soup with garlic croutons.

She sighs. How lovely it would be to cut off the entire hank of hair. Her hand aches with the desire to do something so perfect and so final.

Why is Lucy never on time?

The scissors clank down on the rosewood table. Carla stands up and rolls her neck back and forth. No more snipping tonight.

Instead, she takes a paper bag from the stack by the door, lights a taper, and steps outside. The air is cool even for June, heavy with the foggy proximity of the sea. The sweet alyssum also smells of mildew. She plugs the end of the candle into the thick, damp soil of the tiny flowerbed; its vibrating arc projects giant flower shapes onto the sidewalk. Tucking her hair behind her ears
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