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      The February morning air was cold, but the winter sun felt golden and warm on Winnie’s face. This was the best time of year in Tucson: chilly days, but always a blue sky. It lifted the spirit the way a cloudy, gloomy day never could. There was a reason people chose to live in the desert, despite the broiling heat of summer.

      Winnie dug her gloved hands into the pockets of her purple fleece vest and watched her yellow Labrador cavort on the long stretch of university grass. She had named the dog Clover because of a childhood book Winnie read so many times the edges of the cardboard cover were worn away as if mice had gnawed them.

      Winnie’s mother had never allowed any pets. She kept a clean house, and a dog or cat would make everything feel hairy and dirty.

      Winnie’s brother, Steven, got away with a gerbil temporarily, until his mother heard scratching inside Steven’s dresser and found the little nest he had made for the animal there.

      A shriek, some tears, and the gerbil was gone to a neighborhood friend’s house within the hour.

      Winnie had pled her case as many times as she dared, but her mother never budged.

      Winnie had promised herself she would have as many cats and dogs as she wanted once she moved out and lived on her own. But then her life became hectic. College, grad school, pursuing her PhD, then becoming a professor, a wife…

      And finally one day, her husband told Winnie to close her eyes, and she could hear the front door open and close.

      Before Joe was two steps out the door, Winnie saw it inside her mind. A flash of a yellow ball of fur. The open, panting mouth, the pink tongue between white puppy teeth.

      There was no point in pretending. Joe knew all about Winnie’s gifts. She sprang to her feet and hurried out after him and held her arms open wide to gather in her very own dog. Finally. Clover.

      That was a little over seven years ago. Clover had been Winnie’s birthday present.

      And now today, February third, was Joe’s birthday. He would have been seventy-two years old if he were still alive.

      Winnie had toasted him this morning with her first mug of coffee. She still loved him. She always would.

      And it added an extra layer of affection for the yellow Lab currently playing on the University of Arizona lawn. Winnie watched Clover roll in the crisp grass, melting the thin layer of sparkling frost with her thick and tawny winter coat.

      Winnie smiled to think of the man who had brought a puppy home thinking he might actually surprise his clairvoyant wife for once.

      Winnie saw movement in the distance. A woman jogging toward them, her right arm raised in a wave.

      Dr. Amanda Birkauer was in her early fifties, but she moved like any of the young college students Winnie saw out on this same campus jogging in the early mornings.

      Amanda wore her long brown hair in a ponytail, threaded through a navy blue University of Arizona ball cap, and wore her usual uniform of dark blue athletic pants and matching jacket, both branded with the U of A logo. She looked like a coach, rather than a professor. She was Winnie’s former colleague in the Psychology department, and one of her best friends.

      Amanda was also Assistant Director of the university’s mind lab—better knows as the parapsychology lab. Winnie had been one of the lab’s test subjects for years.

      “Just the person,” Amanda said as she jogged the remaining few yards. Her cheeks looked flushed from exercising in the winter cold.

      Clover ran to meet her and stood wagging her tail, waiting for Amanda’s customary greeting. Amanda knelt in front of the dog and fluffed up her fur at the shoulders, kissed Clover on the forehead, and hugged her around her neck.

      The dog wagged so hard she could have achieved liftoff.

      Amanda gave Winnie a quick hug, too. Then she stood with her hands on her hips and got down to business.

      “I have a medical mystery for you.”

      Winnie scoffed. “You know that isn’t my strength.” She had some skill with medical intuition, but not reliably, and not on command.

      She might catch a glimpse of someone’s insides, like seeing an X-Ray from the corner of her eye, but the image could disappear as quickly as it came. Winnie was still trying to improve her ability there.

      “You always say that,” Amanda said, “but you’re still better than a lot of others I’ve seen. Besides, it’s your credentials she wants. You’re respectable.”

      Winnie raised her eyebrows. “All right, tell me.”

      Amanda threaded her arm through Winnie’s and walked with her along the grassy mall. Clover returned to her own occupation of rolling in the frost.

      “Do you know Lila Merchant in the Dance department?”

      “I know of her,” Winnie said. “We’ve never met.”

      Dr. Lila Merchant had made a splash in New York as a ballerina in her younger years, then retired before the company dropped her once her age and injuries made her less of an attraction.

      She enrolled in college and eventually earned her PhD. She had been a professor for the past twenty years or so. She was around Winnie’s age, in her late sixties.

      “She must be close to retirement,” Winnie said.

      “I don’t think so,” Amanda said. “Check with her when she’s ninety.”

      Clover came bounding over for another dose of attention. Amanda obliged, flipping Clover’s ears back and forth. The dog happily panted, then ran away again.

      “It’s good I’m not jealous,” Winnie said, smiling. “I love that she loves you.”

      The clock at the Student Union in the center of campus clanged out the hour. Amanda checked her watch. “I have to run in a minute. I’ll tell you fast. Several of the kids in the Dance department have been coming down with some strange symptoms lately. Nausea, fainting, weakness. Lila has done everything she can think of. Sent them to doctors, blood tests, the works. Nothing. Then she had the building checked—vents, mold, switched food services—she’ll tell you all about it.

      “But the worst was last week,” Amanda continued. “One of the girls did one of those jumps—I don’t know what it’s called, that one where they do the splits in the air and they look like gazelles⁠—”

      “I don’t know, either,” Winnie said, “but I know what you mean.”

      The words flashed in her mind.

      “Oh,” she blurted out. “Grand jeté.”

      Amanda laughed. She was used to Winnie’s unexpected knowledge. “Yes, that one. Lila said the girl had done it since she was a child, no problem, but this time she came crashing down and broke her leg.”

      “That’s terrible!”

      “The girl didn’t know what happened,” Amanda said. “She said she just lost all her strength. So Lila has had it now. She’s desperate. No one can find out what’s wrong.” Amanda checked her watch again. “Gotta go. Thirty seconds. Short story, I told her what you can do. She remembers you from faculty. She wants to hire you right away. She thinks no one will object because you used to be a psychology professor.”

      Amanda began jogging backward away from Winnie. “So, will you do it?”

      “It’s not my best thing,” Winnie said. “Can’t you recommend someone else?”

      “Another psychic who used to be a psychology professor?” Amanda said, picking up her backward pace. “I’m all out of those. Come on, Win. Just talk to her. For me. See if you get any kind of feeling. She’s really stressed.”

      “Send me her number,” Winnie said. Even if she couldn’t help Lila Merchant, she could at least be a sympathetic ear. Winnie might be able to think of an experienced medical intuitive who could help her. She didn’t want to say a flat no.

      Amanda blew Winnie a kiss, then turned and took off at sprint toward the Psychology building. Clover wagged her tail as she watched Amanda fly.

      “I know,” Winnie told her. “You wish I could run like that.”

      Amanda Birkauer competed in triathlons. Clover would have to settle for Winnie’s pace.

      Winnie turned toward her right. From where she stood, she could see in the distance the dramatic architecture of the Dance department building. She had never been inside it. There were many buildings on campus she only knew from the outside.

      Unlike the standard brick construction of so many of the buildings, the Dance department lived in a nest of steel and glass as artistic as what must go on inside. Winnie was happy for an excuse to look inside it at last—if she decided to take Lila Merchant’s case.

      But even if Winnie referred her on to someone else, she could still satisfy her curiosity. Set up a meeting with Lila in person.

      “Come on, Clove,” Winnie called to the grass-covered dog. She held out the leash and the Labrador trotted to Winnie’s side. It was a trick Winnie never taught the dog. Clover had decided on her own that she wanted to do it.

      Winnie strode back across campus in the sparkling morning light. On this cold winter morning she felt a fresh spring in her step.

      Winnie couldn’t help smiling to herself. Amanda Birkauer knew her too well. She had strummed Winnie’s strings. Winnie could feel the vibration in her mind, could feel the questions already assembling.

      Weakness. Nausea. Fainting. And now a girl with a broken leg. Why? And why hadn’t any of the medical tests turned up an answer?

      There would be no turning away now. Winnie had to satisfy her curiosity. She would contact Professor Merchant the moment she and Clover arrived home.

      And then she’d do her best to find out what was happening to those kids.
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      Winnie could hear the relief in Lila Merchant’s voice over the phone. “You’ll do it? You’ll help us?”

      Winnie hesitated. There was the matter of her fee, always. She charged lawyer prices, to make sure her clients would take her advice just as seriously. All of her years teaching Consumer Psychology had taught Winnie the value of perception.

      She began to broach the subject, when Lila Merchant cut her off. “Of course,” Lila said. “The Foundation will pay. We wouldn’t dream of asking you to do it for free. Will you come here today? I’m free all afternoon.”

      That suited Winnie just fine. She was as anxious as Lila Merchant.

      But the woman who met Winnie in the lobby of the Dance building a few hours later wasn’t at all what Winnie expected.

      The inside of the Dance building reminded Winnie of a ship. All of the furnishings, the wide banister on the stairs leading up to the second floor, and the warm, immaculate floors were made of dark polished wood, the way she imagined a luxury ocean liner might look.

      She could smell the wood and the polish. It reminded her of all the woodworking Joe used to do in his spare time.

      There were portraits on the walls of Lila Merchant and the other faculty, painted by someone who understood how to coax beautiful skin tones out of oils.

      The artist had perfectly captured Lila Merchant’s pale blue eyes, and had
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