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      “Aunt Winnie, do you already know what your present is?” Annabelle asked.

      Dr. Winifred Parsons’s six-year-old grandniece held out a wrapped Christmas gift to Winnie.

      “I don’t,” Winnie said. “Do you?”

      “Uh-huh, I helped pick it out. But Mom said you’ll probably guess before you open it. You know everything.”

      Winnie laughed. “Everything? That’s quite a claim.”

      “Well,” said Annabelle, “most things.”

      There were only four of them gathered for Christmas breakfast this year: Winnie, her niece Rose, Rose’s husband Matthew, and their daughter Annabelle.

      Or really, there were five of them.

      Clover, Winnie’s yellow Labrador, lay on her plush green dog bed near the fireplace, patiently wearing a pair of reindeer antlers that Winnie put on her before the guests arrived.

      Annabelle sat on the dog bed, too, with her arm around Clover. Yellow dog hair clung to Annabelle’s forest-green tights, but nobody cared. This home was a place for people and dogs to relax. No one minded the hairy legs.

      Winnie sat cross-legged on the floor beside the girl and dog, sipping coffee from a Santa mug and warming her back against the brick hearth. The morning was cold by Tucson standards, just forty-two degrees, so Winnie made a blazing fire before her family arrived.

      Usually the group included her nephew Danny and his wife and kids, too, but they were all away in even colder Seattle visiting his in-laws.

      Winnie had already bundled up at dawn and walked Clover around the nearby University of Arizona campus, then came home and finished making cinnamon rolls and sour cream coffee cake.

      There were other foods, too, quiche and and hash browns and fruit, but they were just side dishes. Sugar was always the main course.

      Winnie set aside her coffee and reached for Annabelle. “Bring the present, too.”

      Annabelle climbed onto Winnie’s lap and snuggled back against her grandaunt.

      Christmas had always been Winnie’s husband Joe’s favorite holiday. The Santa mug had been his, as was the Santa hat that Winnie wore this morning over her chin-length white-blonde hair. She also wore one of Joe’s old flannel shirts, a green plaid for the festive color.

      Joe had been gone for three Christmases now. Winnie still missed him every day. But having her family here gave the holiday a precious and cheerful glow.

      “Tell me the story,” Annabelle said. “Then you can have your present.” She tucked the crinkly package under her elbows as though Winnie might dare to take it.

      Winnie rested her chin on top of the girl’s soft brown hair. She could smell Annabelle’s strawberry-scented shampoo.

      “You’ve heard it a hundred times,” Matthew said. At forty-one, he still had a boyish look about him, with an easily-provoked smile and perpetually tousled brown hair.

      “But it’s my favorite,” Annabelle told her father.

      “That’s funny,” Winnie said, “it’s my favorite, too.”

      She smiled fondly at Rose. Her niece, a lawyer, was a year younger than Matthew. With her strawberry-blonde hair and green eyes, she looked so much like her father, Winnie’s brother Steven, Winnie could sometimes see Steven’s face overlaying Rose’s.

      Rose and Matthew sat on the thick Asian rug near the hearth, amidst the wrappings and presents. Rose leaned back against Matthew’s knees. He wrapped his arms around her as they all settled in for annual retelling of the family story.

      “Seven Christmases ago,” Winnie began, “your mother and father came here for breakfast, just like today.”

      “And Grandpa was sitting right there,” Annabelle said, pointing to the dark blue deep-cushioned chair in the middle of the living room.

      “He was right there,” Winnie agreed, picturing him now. The tall, silver-haired, Air Force Colonel wearing his pressed khaki pants, a red flannel shirt, and the snowman slippers Rose had bought him some previous Christmas.

      He also wore his Santa hat and drank coffee from the same mug Winnie had brought out this morning, just for the occasion.

      Clover was only a pup then. Joe had tried to set the reindeer antlers on her head, but she shook them off and dug her teeth into them before Joe could swiftly snatch them away.

      The ones Clover wore now were that same pair. Winnie had sewn closed the hole at the base of one of the antlers where Clover’s puppy teeth had bored into the stuffing.

      “And you answered the door,” Annabelle prompted. “And you saw my mom and you said⁠—”

      Annabelle and Winnie said it together. “Oh! You’re pregnant!”

      It had come to Winnie in a flash, as information often did: an image of the baby girl that Rose would be holding the following Christmas.

      “And my mom didn’t know,” Annabelle said.

      “I didn’t,” Rose agreed.

      “And Daddy didn’t either.”

      “Not at all,” Matthew said.

      “But Grandpa said…”

      Winnie could still see him, jumping up from his chair, laughing merrily as he strode toward them to hug Rose and Matthew.

      “Your grandpa said, ‘Do you know how hard it is to keep a secret from her?’ He’d been holding it in all morning, purposely trying to block it from his mind. He already knew before all of us, because the night before he heard me talking about you in my sleep. Annabelle, he heard me say…”

      “Yes,” Annabelle said. She sighed with contentment and collapsed back into Winnie. Rose and Winnie exchanged a smile.

      “Now she gets her present,” Matthew reminded his daughter.

      “Oh!” Annabelle twisted around and handed the package to Winnie.

      It was true, Winnie already did know what was inside. But that didn’t make it any less fun to unwrap.

      “Socks! Let’s see what kind.”

      Her family had indulged her this year with four pairs, all of them thick and fuzzy and colorful.

      “You know just what I like,” she told the little girl, and gave her an extra squeeze.

      She saw Rose elbow Matthew.

      Matthew cleared his throat.

      Winnie set the socks on her lap. “Oh, now, what is it?”

      She knew some things, but not everything. Despite her array of extraordinary gifts—clairvoyance, occasional medical intuition, foresight and visions like the one about Rose’s pregnancy—Winnie could still be surprised, and often was.

      Pleasantly so or not.

      “Matthew has a favor to ask you,” Rose said. “A big one.”

      From the look of discomfort on Matthew’s face, Winnie guessed she wouldn’t like it too much.

      “I don’t know if you’ve followed the news at all,” Matthew said, “but our district just awarded a major construction contract to Bradley Klader. Have you heard of him?”

      “Vaguely,” Winnie said. “Go on.” She had a flash of a fifty-ish, stocky blond man in a tuxedo, looking like a hockey player dressed for his wedding.

      “On paper,” Matthew said, “everything seems fine. But … I don’t know. I just have the feeling something’s off. And you told me I should always pay attention to feelings like that.”

      “And so you should,” Winnie agreed.

      Matthew was the superintendent of Tucson’s largest school district. It was how he met Rose. At the time, he was the school district’s in-house lawyer, but when a group of parents sued one of the high schools, he knew he needed outside counsel.

      Rose not only won the case, she fell in love as well.

      “I’ve met him, too,” Rose said. “Just a quick hello when I met Matthew for lunch, and Klader was leaving their meeting. Matthew introduced me, and…” Rose shivered. “Just made my skin crawl.”

      “Like bugs?” Annabelle asked.

      “Like worms,” Rose told her. “All over me.”

      “Yuck,” said Annabelle.

      Winnie was still thinking of the man in the tuxedo. Even though she had never seen him before, she assumed that was Klader. Sometimes just hearing a name would bring that person’s face into her mind.

      “So here’s the favor,” Matthew said. “Klader throws a New Year’s Eve ball every year⁠—”

      “A ball?” Annabelle asked. “Like Cinderella?”

      “I wish,” her mother said. “It’s probably more like a bunch of fancy people standing around drinking and bragging about all their money. Which is why I prefer to stay home with you.”

      Rose stole a mischievous glance at Winnie. Winnie could guess what was coming next.

      “I’m asking you, dear Aunt,” Matthew said formally, “to be my date. I’d like to know what you think of him.”

      Winnie raised her left eyebrow. “How fancy?”

      “That’s the bad part,” Matthew confessed. “It’s a black and white ball. Black tie and gowns.”

      “You’re right,” Winnie said. “This is a very big favor.”

      When she retired from being a professor four years ago, she gave away all of her professional-looking clothes.

      And after Joe’s funeral, she got rid of any stitch of clothing that was black. She wouldn’t wear black again, even for Matthew.

      “Matthew will have to rent a tux,” Rose said. “We don’t usually have the need. I don’t assume you have anything…”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I can go shopping with you if you want,” Rose offered.

      Winnie smiled. “Absolutely not.”

      She knew just where to go. She could be in and out of there in under half an hour. She prided herself on that skill.

      “I can pay you, of course,” Matthew said. “I want to officially hire you.”

      Winnie appreciated the offer. She had no doubt that Matthew was sincere. Winnie made a nice living now by using her gifts to help others uncover hidden truths.

      But she didn’t need the money. As a Doctor of Psychology for the past three and a half decades, with a specialty in Consumer Psychology, Winnie had studied the effect of pricing on the consumer mind.

      Many people felt strange, even foolish, approaching a psychic for help. They wouldn’t admit it to their friends and family. They often came to Winnie in secret.

      But charging them the same fee that a lawyer or medical doctor might charge took some of the sting away. Paying handsomely for her services helped them see Winnie as a legitimate specialist who could help them with their problems.

      Often, with many of her clients, Winnie still felt tempted to do her work for free. She knew that some of them would struggle to pay her substantial bill.

      But she would rather let them pay her in small amounts over time than delete the bill entirely. If she behaved as though her advice had no value, some of her clients would doubt that value as well. And then whatever answers she brought them would begin to seem suspect.

      Her clients would no longer believe that what Winnie told them was the truth. And Winnie prided herself on working on a problem until she did in fact uncover that truth.

      Her family, including Rose’s husband Matthew, already knew what Winnie could do. None of them doubted her for a moment.

      She wouldn’t dream of charging them a penny.

      “Don’t be silly, dear,” she told Matthew. “Merry Christmas. You have yourself a date.”
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