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      Chapter 1


      


      Listen, my children, I’ve a tale to tell


      Of wishing on pennies in deep wishing wells,


      Of sticks and stones and ice cream cones


      And tolling Cathedral bells.


       — From An Ode to Childhood, Annalise Phenix


      


      [Koishikawa Korakuen Garden, Tokyo, Japan — Marie]


      Marie knew the willow-green dress was wrong the moment she saw the blood-red bridge. She stepped to her left, off the path, and vanished into the overhanging willow branches. Thomas was an idiot if he thought that bridge was a good location for a swap.


      Too open. She’d make an easy target.


      Fear would get her killed.


      Opening a mental closet, she shoved the terror beast inside and slammed the door, bolting the lock. She went through the steps for cleaning and loading her gun, allowing the familiar rite to calm her. She repeated the exercise until her psionic abilities were under control.


      She searched the surrounding area psionically. Lots of people. That could be good.


      When the contact changed the meeting place from the Full Moon Bridge to the Tsutenkyo she hadn’t realized how utterly void of cover she would be. Short of diving head-first into the rocks below, the only way on or off that bridge was exposed.


      A bullet-proof vest would be good right about now. Wouldn’t draw much more attention. Oceans of green in this garden, and the contact picks a red bridge.


      So much for being invisible.


      A couple strolled the path only a foot from her, their minds too full of each other to notice anything. A woman crossed the bridge pushing a baby carriage and Marie smelled the faint scent of jasmine that always reminded her of Dana. A group of school children explored the distant rice paddy. Her contact was just entering the garden.


      There was a threat, but she couldn’t get the direction. Perhaps it was just her own fear echoing back at her. She didn’t want to get in a shoot-out around this many people.


      Time to move. She had to be in place before the contact arrived.


      Standing on the bridge, feeding the fish in the pond far below, she sensed the focused attention of those nearby. Their minds echoed with images of how picturesque she looked. She resisted the urge to hunch over the rail to make a smaller target.


      Despite the tingling along her left temple, she couldn’t find the threat. Of course, if the shooter were a psi-nil, he’d be imperceptible.


      She followed her contact’s movements through the traditional Japanese garden, could see him in her mind as clearly as the swarming koi below. She sprinkled the last grains from a small paper sack onto the silent sea of hungry mouths just as the well-dressed man moved to stand at her shoulder. He was a hyped-up ball of nerves, his head springing from side to side, watching for any sign of attack.


      Amateur.


      He spoke the right code phrase, an inconsequential greeting in Japanese. His voice was low, soft, his tone even and respectful, but his thoughts were clouded, paranoid.


      Concerning.


      She crumpled her empty sack.


      The contact bowed and traded his full bag for hers before dashing away down the steep slope.


      Stupid amateur.


      She pocketed the bag and strolled down the opposite side of the bridge. Her right hand slipped into the false pocket she’d sewn in her skirt. Her fingertips brushed the textured grip of the gun she wore strapped to her thigh.


      She tasted the moist air in an attempt to expand her range, locate whoever was targeting her. Jasmine again, and to her right, a psionic emptiness.


      Marie!


      Marie heard someone scream her name inside her head. She knew the voice, knew the terror.


      And she knew Dana’s scream came from the other side of the planet.


      Time slowed. With a practiced motion, she whirled, ducked and came up, gun in hand, her eyes locating the attacker’s weapon just as the blinding flash exploded.


      [image: flourish.jpg]


      [Los Gatos, CA, USA — Dana]


      Marie!


      I woke, heart leaping after the fading vision. She wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be dead. I’d know if Marie was dead.


      Donald grumbled awake. “Dana, go back to sleep.”


      The nightmare wove an inescapable spell, the images too real, too vivid. I sat on the edge of the bed, fingers clawing the mattress.


      Breathe. My breaths came in tiny sniffs like a fish thrown onto land. I stared into the dark searching for another glimpse of Marie. I had to get under control, calm down, focus my abilities, then maybe I could reach Marie. Help her.


      My husband switched on the lamp. He put on his glasses and squinted at me with his clinical microscopic gaze. “Did you take your medication tonight?”


      I winced at the light. “Apollina gives it to me every night.”


      I’d sketched Donald once, early in our marriage, enjoying his clean form of toned muscle. I’d played with his light Germanic coloring, captured the marble in his hazel eyes. The picture disappeared from my studio during one of his affairs.


      He placed his hand on my upper arm and drew me into the emotional icebox of his embrace. “You should be sleeping. I’ll order another blood workup. If the dosage is too low….”


      I pulled away. “No need. It was just a nightmare. I’ll make some hot cocoa and read for a few minutes.”


      Cheerful, smile cheerfully. My lips twitched. Traitors.


      Donald studied my expression until he seemed convinced and lay back down. “Wake me if you need me.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”


      I went down to my studio. Safe inside, I leaned on the closed door and fought to catch my breath. I didn’t want him to check my blood levels. He’d see I didn’t have any drugs in my system. He would realize I’d caught on that they weren’t anti-depressants, but anti-psychotics.


      My husband thinks I’m crazy.


      Either that or he’s using meds to keep me from discovering his latest affair.


      Two days of ditching the pills and the fog in my mind was on the edge of lifting. Clarity ebbed and flowed like the tide, wafting through my world playing hide-and-seek with reality. How many days before I could think?


      Desperate to capture the vision’s images on canvas before they slipped away, I paced my sanctuary and tried to control my breathing. The room was an artistic space complete with high ceilings, dark paneling, and rich red leather furniture: an elegant cage.


      Marie. I sensed her, smelled the familiar scent of roses. Distant. Guarded.


      She wasn’t dead, but she wasn’t sharing, either. My heart rate returned to normal.


      Setting aside the sketch I’d been working on earlier, I put a tall canvas on the easel and adjusted the track lighting to center me in an illuminated pool, banishing the darkness to the edges of the room and the night outside floor-to-ceiling windows.


      Glass. Broken glass was the first image to capture, like a shot had pierced the psychic wall separating us.


      Marie, Lara and I had been able to experience each other’s emotions since we met in college, but life pulled us apart, and I’d respected their privacy. I hadn’t noticed when Donald’s medication dulled my gift, but now that wall was shattering.


      Using a pencil, I drew the breaking point in the upper right hand corner of the canvas, separating the remaining portions into shards, a technique I’d learned glancing through Marie’s comic books.


      I sketched for hours. Just after dawn, I heard Donald wake. I locked the door, moved the easel away from the windows, lay down on the sofa, and pulled a blanket over me.


      The wood floors creaked, then stopped. He paused outside my door. The handle rattled. I waited. Listening. Barely breathing. He stepped away and I heard the sounds of him leaving the house. I watched him come to the window. Let him think I’d fallen asleep in the comfort of my studio. That wasn’t unusual.


      The car pulled away, and I heard Apollina getting breakfast.


      I returned to my drawing.


      In one section, I’d drawn a mass of hungry koi, their all-consuming mouths open, snapping at nothing. Another held my best friend’s face, frozen in the act of turning toward her assailant. Still another held the gun.


      Had I known anything about guns, the level of detail would have made sense. Instead, the realism of that gun heightened my feeling of having been possessed.


      The black sketch that filled the canvas was alien to me. Had she seen him? I desperately wanted to put hope into the picture, but felt little. The threat remained. My friend was in danger, and somehow this vision held a key, otherwise, why had our connection chosen this instant to return?


      Apollina knocked, and I opened the door so she could bring in my breakfast. “Good morning, Dana.” Her voice was a gloss of cheer that did little to hide her concern.


      There is not a bit of plump on our housekeeper. I’ve never seen her work out, but she must. I’m surprised Donald has never hit on her. He goes for red-heads, but then Apollina is a little older than his usual. He also tends to like women he can control. Her teal eyes hold too much intelligence for Donald, no matter how sultry her French accent.


      “Interesting drawing.” She held the tray balanced on one lean hip while she examined my work.


      “Just leave that on the coffee-table.”


      “Dr. Rosenthal made me promise I’d watch you take your medicine. He said you had a nightmare again last night.” Her expression was tight, as if my husband’s name was bitter.


      “It was nothing.” I put the pill in my mouth, followed by a long drink of orange juice.


      Her head angled towards the easel. “That doesn’t look like nothing.”


      I stuck out my tongue. “There, happy?”


      She narrowed her eyes. “No. I’d be happy if you’d go out and breathe fresh air.”


      “Not today.”


      She left and I spat the pill into the sink, watching it vanish down the drain before returning to my drawing.


      A tranquil Japanese garden filled one shard of the drawing. It reminded me of a place I’d visited often with Marie and Lara, only this area was more wild, the chasm beneath the bridge was deep.


      The drugs were still in my blood, urging me to set the picture aside, lulling me with the promise of sleep.


      My nerves ached for the remembered harmonic link with my friends that had been both beauty and nightmare before I married Donald. Before Marie joined SciTech. Before Lara became a witch.


      Before Kevin vanished.


      Kevin would have believed me. He knew I wasn’t crazy. Kevin was psi.


      Like me.


      Kevin never doubted me. But then he’d vanished. SciTech had transferred him overseas. Donald said he’d heard the job was a cover, that Kev had been admitted into a psych ward. Wherever he was, Kevin wasn’t coming back and Donald had always been there. Deliberate, solid, philandering Donald.


      The koi in my picture should have been iridescent with shades of red, orange, and yellow, but I’d drawn them in black and white — the way Marie processed the world.


      Hours later, exhausted from the furious sketching, all the picture lacked was meaning. Had Marie been shot? Why was my best friend a target?


      I stepped back and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror: disheveled, hair askew, dressing gown coated in a fine layer of chalk dust.


      If I wasn’t careful, I’d be locked away like Kevin. The last time I’d tried to divorce Donald, he’d threatened to have me committed. Even through the drug-induced haze, I’d known I was trapped unless I had proof. Donald always followed through on his threats.


      Swallowing the bile of that thought, I went upstairs and dressed to face the day that was mostly past, and returned to my studio. The mirror showed a sparkle in my eyes, a hint of Marie’s spirit. The three of us had shared that fire, and Kevin had sworn to protect us. I wouldn’t be able to hide that spark once it flamed.


      Some people talk of seeing auras. I don’t see auras, I smell them. In my experience, psionics is not a sixth sense. It heightens the first five senses, most of all smell. And the pine-scented breeze that swirled around me smelled like Kevin, reminding me of an autumn forest shrouded in fog.


      The phone rang and I shivered. It might not be logical, but … think of the devil and he would appear.


      “Kev.” I choked his name into the phone.


      “You haven’t lost your touch.” His laughter rustled like aspens.


      A hundred questions caught in the bottleneck of my throat. I stared at the phone with my mouth opening and closing like a starving koi.


      The silence lingered.


      I fought to sort through my emotions, distracted by his tentative mental embrace. I glanced at the drawing of a warm forest glade I’d hung over the hearth, the trees so like Kevin’s eyes. “I didn’t think I’d hear from you again.” My voice was a whisper. It should be strong with the force of lost years, but the fear of answers I might not want strangled my words.


      No, I didn’t want to know where he’d been.


      “I’m sorry,” he said at last.


      I wanted to be angry, should be angry, but the tenderness in his words cut to the lonely part of my heart. I could almost feel him, sense his protectiveness. I missed the safety of having him near, longed to lean on his shoulder and spill out all of my frustration and fear. “Why are you calling me? I’m married.”


      “I know. I won’t offer congratulations.”


      “No.”


      “I’m calling because you’re in danger.”


      “Marie is, not me.”


      “No, both of you — all three of you are in danger.”


      “From who?”


      “I’m not sure yet, but I’ve got suspicions. I need you to promise me you’ll stay with Don for a while longer.”


      He’d know if I lied. “You know my husband?”


      “Don’t change the subject. I don’t have much time.”


      “What danger?” I fiddled with a bit of charcoal.


      “I can’t tell you on the phone. I’ll make sure Marie is safe, then go after Lara. If you stay put, I know you’ll be protected. You’re safe with Don.”


      “You’ve decided to go back to being our protector?”


      “Hard to believe, but I’ve never stopped.”


      Glancing down, I was surprised to find my hand covered in black from the charcoal. I put the phone on my shoulder and washed my hands at the wet bar. “You don’t know what my marriage is like. He’s had one affair after another. He’s been keeping me drugged, Kev. I looked up the meds he’s been giving me. It was an anti-psychotic. I’m done. I’m getting out before he figures out I can think again and has me committed.”


      “Please. Stay.”


      The warm light of sunset was fading, lending a bloody glow to the finished picture.


      Donald was late, if he even was at work.


      I let all of my frustration and confusion flow through the link, letting Kevin taste the loneliness of his disappearance, feel how I’d fallen for Donald, believing he could know me in time. Let him see the years I’d spent looking for closeness. All of my pain poured into my friend’s open heart.


      Kevin accepted the sensations I was projecting, took them and refused to be swayed. “I know this is hard. I know you’ll make your own decisions, but I’m begging you to trust me.”


      “I can’t stay here, Kev. I have to get out. I’m free now. Once he realizes, he’ll find another way to control me. I may not get another chance.”


      “Trust me and stay with Don.” Kevin’s tone was tight. “I have to go.”


      The line was dead.


      I sat, listening to the house creak, holding the phone to my heart until Donald’s familiar grip on my shoulder stopped my heartbeat.


      

  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      


      The best known cases of psychic linking are twins. Twins are often capable of echoing each other’s thoughts, as if the very fabric of their brains were one.


      Mythologically, the strongest psychics occur in threes, usually female. Adding a third seems to create a harmonic resonance, enhancing the abilities of all three members of the triad.


      Our study proposed to isolate the genes responsible for linking, and engineer a triad, bringing psychic phenomenon out of the realm of mysticism and into the laboratory. Highlighting this distinction, the term “psionics” was used to refer to the measurable, provable, scientific manifestations of psychic phenomena.


      Dr. Petra Michalak, “An Introduction to Psionics”


      


      [Los Gatos, CA, USA — Dana]


      I leapt to my feet. How long had Donald been there? Had he heard anything? My pounding heart made up for the beats it had lost when he touched me. “I didn’t hear you come in.”


      “You were on the phone.” He was using his work voice, the one he used to talk to clients, the one he used to make it clear to crazy people that he didn’t think they were insane.


      I tried to remember what I had said to Kevin. Too much. Donald had heard too much. I walked across my studio, putting the phone on the charger and space between us. The easel formed a flimsy barrier. He had never hurt me physically, but I knew his response would be unpleasant.


      He stood still, hands at his side, almost ignoring me as he examined the details of my drawing. “That is good. There’s so much action, a real feeling of menace.”


      While I couldn’t sense his emotions, I could sometimes pick out clues by his body language. Right now he wasn’t giving anything away. That made me even more frightened.


      Donald moved closer to my drawing and stared at the attacker. “You’ve got a lot of detail.”


      Was it possible he hadn’t heard anything? I forced myself to breathe steadily.


      He squinted to make out the details.


      “Is that a Beretta with a can? It looks like a Mini Cougar F Series. When did you learn about guns?”


      “Can?” The end of the gun did seem unusual.


      “Silencer. You put a silencer on the end of the gun, Dana.”


      “Oh. I didn’t know.” When had Donald learned about guns? It wasn’t standard training for a psychiatrist, was it? I glanced up into the black abyss of his gaze. Why couldn’t I read his soul?


      He looked back at the picture. “Has something happened to Marie?”


      “I think so. I haven’t heard from her in a month.” The trembling had almost stopped. Maybe he hadn’t heard anything, or hadn’t understood what he had heard.


      “That’s not so long.”


      “She’s in trouble.”


      He walked across the room and picked up one of my usual drawings, examining the way the sunset paled behind a dark ridge of mountains. A bright swath of water split the foreground. The deep blue sky was the color of Marie’s eyes. “You know her job is sensitive. She’s been skirting rules to stay in contact with you. Companies like SciTech sometimes need their people to disappear.”


      “I’m cleared to know where she is.”


      “She’s probably working.” His voice was calm, reasonable. His logic was as smooth as the porcelain sink my hand rested on.


      “I’ve had nightmares. I know something is wrong.”


      He dropped the painting, cracking the frame. I flinched. How much damage would he do this time? Too late to try and move the conversation out of my haven.


      “You…know.” The way he said “know” with a sneer made me wish I could force a link to his mind. Donald hated to be reminded of psionics. It didn’t fit into his belief of how the human brain worked.


      He stalked back to stand in front of the picture of Marie. “You think something like this has actually happened? Because you had a dream.” It was infuriating having him looking down his clinical nose at me as if I were some sort of misshapen bug he’d been asked to study. No, not a bug. To him, I was a mouse.


      “Yes,” my voice squeaked, the anger slipping out like air from an over-filled balloon. I didn’t need to provoke him.


      “You don’t know where she is. How can you be sure this is real? You’ve been under a lot of strain. Nightmares would be a normal….”


      My chest tightened and I could feel the emotion about to burst out of my over-filled lungs. I clenched my teeth to hold in the shriek. “Don’t mention the baby.”


      I took a deep breath. Arguing with him was pointless. I could not remember ever winning. “I know, Okay? Besides, I know she’s in Europe.”


      “How long have you been off the meds?”


      I blinked at the sudden change in topic. “What are you talking about?”


      “Don’t play games, Dana. Your anti-depressants. When did you stop taking them?”


      “You can ask Apollina….”


      He gripped my jaw and turned my face so our noses almost touched.


      “I don’t need to ask her, I could see the madness in your eyes from across the room.”


      “They weren’t anti-depressants.” I wrenched my face out of his grasp and took a small step back from him. “You weren’t trying to help me get over the trauma of the miscarriages.”


      His laughter was more of a spasm. “No. I was trying to prevent this sort of episode.” He pointed at the painting. “Dana, you’re sick.”


      He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. His eyes closed, and then opened. He seemed to beseech the ceiling for guidance. After a slow, lung-cleansing breath, he brought his carefully calibrated gaze back to my face. “Who was on the phone?”


      “An old friend.”


      “Old guy friend?”


      I tried to shrug. “You don’t have to worry. It was just Kevin.”


      The color drained from his cheeks, making him as dichromatic as my drawing. “The Kevin you knew in college?”


      “Yes.”


      “I thought he was….” Whatever he intended to say, he changed his tactic. “He was into some weird stuff. I don’t want my wife hanging around a maniac like that.” He walked past me and picked up the phone.


      “Listen, this may not be real.” He hit the code to call the last number back. After a pause, he hung it up. “The last call on this line was from a political party.”


      “Then he blocked the number somehow. I am not imagining this, and I am not hallucinating.” I tried to keep my temper in check. Screaming would not make me seem more rational. “I want to spend Christmas in Paris with Marie.”


      “Dana, you need those medications.” He leaned one hand against the wall. “Don’t trust intuition. Try to think logically. If you haven’t heard from her, how do you know she’s going to be where you can find her?”


      “Marie will be there.” I couldn’t explain how I knew, but she would meet me if she was alive.


      “You can’t go half way around the world on a hunch.” He pointed at my drawing. “It could be dangerous.” He paused. “I want you back on your meds, at least.”


      “No.” I stared at him, willing him to understand, reaching out with my mind even though I’d learned years ago he had no psionic receptors. It was time to fight. I could feel my adrenalin surging, anger solidifying, but was interrupted when the phone in his hand rang.


      He glanced at the number and answered while glaring at me. “What?”


      The argument was not over. The dam of Donald’s control was near breaking. Could I get past him? I stepped back, calculating the distance to the door. His hand clamped my arm like a canvas while he listened to whoever was on the phone.


      “I can still….”


      The tension flowed out of him like water through a turbine. His smile released a flash of joy so strong, I could almost smell the ozone. “Of course.” His eyes went to where his hand was still bruising my arm and released me. He mouthed, “Sorry.”


      I rubbed blood back into my arm, but didn’t try to run. The sense of impending violence was gone, replaced by a surging wave of relief. “I’ll take care of things on this end. Thank you for letting me know.” He hung up the phone and picked me up, spinning me around, knocking the easel over and sending chalk skittering to the corners of the room.


      My feet hit the ground. He smiled into my eyes, eager to share his joy.


      “I have the most amazing news. One of my patients has had a miraculous recovery. If you want, I could go to Paris with you.”


      I caught my breath and my balance. I tried to wend my way through the trap closing around me. Tried and failed. The change was too abrupt, my emotions too tightly wound for subtlety. “No. I want to go alone.”


      “If that is what you want, my dear, then that is how it will be.”


      I blinked. My brain was screaming a warning. Donald could not be going along with my wishes. Whoever had been on the phone, it hadn’t been a patient.


      “No argument? You’re letting me do what I want?”


      “I have been a pain, haven’t I?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. Work is so intense, sometimes I bring it home with me. Maybe I’m projecting my patients’ maladies onto you. I’m sorry.”


      He was lying, but if it meant I could get away, I didn’t care, and yet I was nervous. There was a trap here still, I just couldn’t see it. “I have too much time to think, here alone all day.” I gestured at the beautiful room, encompassing all of the elegance bequeathed to him by his parents. “You’ve got me in a gilded cage, Donald, but I need space.”


      “Of course you do, and there’s no reason you should be cooped up in this house.” He took my hand and stroked the palm with one long finger.


      I stifled the shiver of loathing his touch sent up my spine.


      “I’ll stop trying to keep you home. Paris at Christmas-time is supposed to be lovely. A change of view would give you more fodder for your art, right?” Who had called that he now saw my being out of town as a blessing?


      Time alone with Marie was what I needed. I had loved Donald once, and bless his soul, there were still times when it seemed he read my mind like a textbook case in a psychiatric journal. I’d given up on the hope that he could understand me, and now I very much needed to be understood. Donald had the psi potential of a rock.


      I no longer had a taste of Marie’s presence, but I couldn’t believe that she was dead. Something had made her shut down the link. Was she trying to protect me or herself?


      I sent her an email suggesting we meet in Paris. If she didn’t show up, I’d find her, somehow. There had to be a way to break through her shield.


      [image: flourish.jpg]


      The wheel on my favorite suitcase was broken and my passport wasn’t in the safety deposit box. My initial preparation for the trip was not going well. Apollina bustled around my bedroom, trying to help.


      “You’re going to love Paris at Christmas.” She shook her head at a sweater I held up. “Too heavy. The snow won’t stick, but it’ll be slushy.” Her eyes grew dreamy. “Your feet get wet and cold and then you drink the Vin Chaud and nothing matters anymore.” She sighed with longing. “You are meeting your friend?”


      “Yes. We’ll be in art galleries most of the time. I don’t think it will be slushy in there.”


      She frowned and glanced towards Donald’s closet before lowering her voice. “This friend, is not a handsome man?”


      I was shocked. “No, I’ll leave the handsome men to you.”


      She pouted. “You could use a little romance. He wouldn’t notice.” Her pinched nose left no doubt as to which “he” she was referring to.


      “I’m married.”


      She sniffed. “Well, so is he.” She gathered up the sweaters to be taken to the dry cleaner and hustled out, her petite flounce showing her disdain for Donald. Great. Even the maid was giving me marital advice.


      Passport. Needed to find my passport. The last time I’d had it was on that trip to Victoria for the convention Donald had needed to attend. I’d given it to him to put away…so, like everything else he forgot, it was probably in his desk.


      His office was the opposite of my studio. Where I loved giant windows with lots of light, he surrounded himself with dark, hard lines. Papers from various cases covered his desk. I had no idea how he could function in the mess. I sat in his executive chair and began digging through the drawers. Finding the passport in the bottom drawer, banded together with his and a handful of receipts, I snatched it from the bundle and bits of paper flew all over the floor. I got down on my hands and knees to gather them up. When I sat up to stuff them back in the drawer, I slammed my head onto a protrusion in the chair well.


      Ow. Rubbing the bump, I turned to see what I’d hit my head on. A pistol grip protruded from a snapped leather holster attached to the underside of his desk. I stared, not breathing, my brain trying to make sense of the thing. It was like one of those tests I took too many of in school: one of these things does not belong. I leaned back against the side of the desk and fingered the ebony textured handle of the gun. It was big, like something a movie action-hero would wave at a nunchuck throwing native. Not round, it was flat like the kind cops used. It would take both hands for me to lift it, should I want to.


      There had been a few break-ins in the area of late. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to worry me?


      I climbed back into the chair and noticed the corner of a paper sticking out from under Donald’s blotter. I glanced at my watch. No chance of his coming home for a couple of hours. I knew better than to be curious, but pulled it out anyway.


      A love letter.


      I slipped out of the over-stuffed chair and found myself sitting under the desk again. The old familiar nausea foamed up in my gut as anger and defeat mixed. I’d been here so many times before, it was almost routine.


      The letter was in my hand. I struggled to read it through the blurred tears of frustration. Whoever Caprice was, he was excited to tell her he’d be coming for Christmas.


      They could start planning their wedding.


      Stress was bad for my blood pressure. It was always the same. If I asked him about it, there’d be the usual flurry of angry accusations, the apologies, the flowers…and then it would start all over. One thing about Donald: he was predictable.


      I shivered thinking of the arguments and battles we’d had last time, before I’d given in and stayed after finding myself pregnant. I pulled myself back up into the chair. That formidable gun was pointed right at the doorway. Tempting, but not tempting enough. After all the cheating, I couldn’t even get decently angry.


      Years of marriage to Donald had left me numb. This time, I’d be smart. I’d get proof, and I’d get away.


      I ran a copy of the love letter before putting the original back. I’d given up on his giving me a peaceful divorce after his last escapade. Caprice might believe he’d leave me, but I knew he wouldn’t. For whatever reason, Donald wanted to stay married. I would add this to the other bits of evidence I had collected. When I got back from Paris I’d get a lawyer.


      Again.
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      Donald came home to find me glaring at an over-sized suitcase and muttering.


      “Honey, what are you doing taking that one?”


      “The wheel on the other one is broken. I don’t want to buy new luggage.”


      “I’m cursed with the one woman on the planet who hates shopping.”


      “Maybe you should trade me in for a better model.”


      He laughed. “How about I get you a new suitcase? I know you hate checking luggage and that monstrosity will not fit in the overhead bin.”


      “Fine.” I continued sorting my underwear, folding the new thermals Marie had sent me after her last trip to Switzerland. These were soft as silk, but warm as flannel. Perfect for Paris.


      Donald admired the lacy clothing. “Mmmmm. Wish I was going with you. Paris is such a romantic city.”


      I glared. “You’ve got plans.”


      “I know. I hate that I have to work. You’ll enjoy seeing Marie, though.”


      “And you’ll have a good time with Caprice.”


      The silence bounced off the vaulted ceiling and crashed back down around us. “Caprice?”


      “Yes, your fiancée? Did you forget her already?”


      “Dana, I don’t know what you’re….” He looked pathetic, struggling to come up with an answer, a light wash of sweat forming on his forehead.


      “Oh, Donald, stop.” I tossed a deep blue skirt on the pile. “I don’t even care any longer. Be honest. You’re having another fling and when you’re done, you’ll be glad I’m still here.”


      “With losing the baby, you’ve been so distant….”


      “Don’t you dare blame this on me.” Nausea was dancing in my gut. If only my body could get used to dealing with stress.


      “There are two sides to every situation.”


      “Of course there are. The problem is, I no longer care about yours.” My blood was a rushing crimson wave in my head. I massaged my temples. “Just go finish your letter, will you?”


      “Dana….”


      “Are you sleeping in the guest room or am I?” I asked, forcing my voice to be cold.


      He exhaled loudly. “I will.”


      I went into the bathroom and fumbled for the prescription pain killer I kept on hand for dealing with Donald.


      He stood in the doorway. I washed my face and brushed my hair, letting him stare as long as he wanted. I forced my reactions deep inside my disintegrating digestive system.


      At last, he coughed. “I’ll have a new suitcase delivered in the morning.”


      As soon as he left, I turned and leaned my head on the wall. I looked around the room at the fine furniture, everything tastefully designed by his chosen interior decorator. It was a nice home, but I would be happier living in a tent.
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      I woke up in my foam-soft bed, disoriented, my stomach churning, unable to go back to sleep. This would never do. I was scheduled to leave for Paris in two days. I didn’t want to be exhausted and jet lagged when I saw Marie. I went down into the kitchen and made a mug of peppermint tea. The door to my studio was open. I slipped in and pulled the door shut before turning on a light.


      I flipped through my latest landscapes, picking out a few to send to the gallery. Maybe I could sell something while I was gone.


      The echo of quiet voices surprised me and I stood still, glancing at the overhead vent. What was Donald doing in his office at this time of night?


      “You were not supposed to leave her alone.”


      “She asked me to take the dry cleaning….”


      “Since when do you work for Dana?”


      “It isn’t me who botched this, Don. What kind of idiot leaves something like that lying around? You couldn’t wait a week before setting up your vacation? She’s supposed to be kept calm. Remember? She’s supposed to be happy.”


      “I don’t know why she isn’t. I’ve given her everything she could ever want!”


      The response was an impressive string of French that I couldn’t even begin to follow. The door slammed.


      I didn’t breathe. Apollina stormed down the hall and into her room. In a few minutes, I heard the door to Donald’s study open and the stairs creak as he went up to the guest room. I sank into the sofa and tried to think. My head was throbbing again, making clarity impossible. At some point I fell asleep and dreamed of the Christmas lights in Paris being buried under a blizzard.
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      The sun streamed through the window in an early-morning fog of pale colors. Sweat matted my hair and my neck ached. What was I doing in my studio? The previous night’s events came flooding back along with the seeds of another headache. I went upstairs to shower and noticed the new suitcase on the landing outside my door with a vase of red roses sitting next to it. The roses could rot in the hallway, but I took the suitcase into my room and packed the laid-out clothing.


      The birds outside were chirping, and I stood by the window to watch a pair of starlings chasing a hawk. Marie loved to watch birds. It would be good to see her. My head was spinning, thoughts coming through a haze in stray wisps. I was so tired, tired of dealing with Donald and his affairs.


      I showered and dressed, half-way thinking through my plans for the day. Had I dreamed the conversation between Apollina and Donald last night? Was she supposed to be watching me? I came out of the bathroom to find the vase of roses placed in the center of my dresser. I looked at the flowers and felt the last remnant of my sanity unraveling. The threads slipped through my fingers like corn silk. My neat orderly life was a trap. Donald was a control freak.


      How long had it been since I’d been dancing? How long since I’d been to a movie I wanted to see? How had I come to sit here in silence, sketching sunsets? This was ridiculous. I was a long way from helpless. I picked up the phone and called for a cab. There was no need for me to spend even one more night here. I could sleep at the Marriott next to the airport. I’d just need to pick up my dry cleaning on the way.


      Apollina came in as I was zipping the suitcase shut. “I’ve got your breakfast ready.”


      “I’m skipping breakfast today. Can you bring me the receipts for my sweaters? Keep the ones for Donald’s shirts, but I’m going to pick up my clothes for the trip and then spend tonight at a hotel.”


      Her teal eyes grew wide. “I’m not sure which are which. Why don’t you let me go and get them for you?” She stood in the doorway, resting her hand on the door post.


      “I’ve already called a cab.”


      “I’ll see if I can find them,” she said, turning and dashing down the stairs.


      I went to the safe and pulled out the money I’d gotten for the trip. I could get new sweaters at the Christmas markets. I had a couple of outfits, enough to get by. Forget the sweaters. I went to the door to tell Apollina not to worry about it, to see Donald rushing up the stairs two at a time.


      “Dana, wait. You can’t leave like this.”


      “You know what? I can. I most certainly can leave just like this.”


      “At least let me drive you to the hotel.” He took the suitcase from my hand.


      “You want to drive me to the hotel.” It was an odd request.


      “So we can talk. I promise, I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”


      “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” That sounded like a stupid question, but I asked it anyway.


      “My wife leaves the country tomorrow. I wanted us to have a day together, so I canceled my appointments.” He hefted the suitcase. “This is really light.”


      “Half of my clothes are still at the cleaners.”


      “Fine. We’ll go and get them, then I’ll drop you at the hotel.”


      It was senseless, but I went along with the plan, collecting my purse and coat on the way to the car. “I should call the cab company and cancel.”


      “Apollina called for you.”


      Only later did it occur to me to wonder how she’d known which company to call.


      Donald was the picture of an attentive husband as he gathered the dry cleaning, sorted it in the trunk and even put my sweaters in the suitcase for me. We pulled to a stop in front of the Marriott, and he handed me the suitcase.


      “Thank you. We’ll talk when I get back from Paris.”


      “Don’t make any decisions until then, okay?”


      I nodded and watched him drive off, leaving me to check in at the hotel and enjoy the first full night’s sleep I’d had in months.


      

  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      

      The pain of my life builds a shield or a wall,


      Made of bandages wrapped ‘round my soul.


      I could not be callous though a bruise covers all —


      The bleeding is making me whole.


      

      I wane through the waxing and wax though I wane.


      I live so I love so I hurt so I’m real.


      I live with the madness that drives one sane,


      And I hope I shall never be healed.


      

      “On the Edge of Laughter and Tears”


      —Annalise Phenix


      

      [San Jose, CA — Dana]


      San Jose International Airport was hot and full of people. I passed the flight to Dallas with my nose buried in a fantasy novel.


      I sat in the window for the over-seas flight. My seat-mate was a young woman with a two-month-old baby. “We’re going to see grandma.” She seemed overly-thin for a new mother. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe pony-tail, leaving the bones of her face sharply exposed. When I complimented her figure, she laughed. “I do Tai-chi,” she explained.


      My daughter would have been about that age. I couldn’t help staring at the pink wrapped bundle and thinking of the children I’d lost over the years.


      The baby cried during take off and I smiled at the frazzled young mother. “Do you have a bottle? I’ve heard that helps.”


      “In my bag…here, would you mind holding her?” She thrust the child into my arms and began rummaging in the baby bag under the seat. Her English was good despite a French accent.


      The baby girl had bright blue eyes, dark wavy hair, and tiny hands that gripped my finger. I yawned at her — easing the pressure on my ears — and she yawned back. Her eyes opened wider and she stopped crying. Mom popped the bottle into her mouth and retrieved the bundle. “She’s adorable,” I whispered.


      The plane seemed stuffy, the air too moist, smelling slightly of kelp. The smell stirred a distant memory, but I let my companion distract me. “My name’s Dana. I’ll be glad to help you with her for a while. Maybe you can even get some sleep.”


      “I’m Margaret.” Her bright green eyes shone as she returned my smile. “And this is Amy.”


      Instead of sleeping, Margaret was eager to talk. Amy seemed as comfortable with me as with her mother, the hum of the aircraft lulling her to sleep. After hours of chatting, I stood up to stretch my legs, trying to climb over Margaret without waking the baby. I failed, and Amy let out an ear-piercing screech.


      A passenger four rows back on the aisle ripped the ear-buds out of his ears and glared towards us in annoyance. Our eyes met before he looked away, stood and walked towards the lavatory at the back of the plane.


      I gripped the back of Margaret’s seat with both hands, trying to keep myself from falling as my legs grew weak. It couldn’t be, and yet he looked so familiar. I hadn’t seen Leonard in eight years. The face had been gaunt, pale, with a hint of the resemblance he bore to Kevin. The rapidly retreating form didn’t have the sense of Kevin, though. Again, I smelled kelp. Like a child drawn to touch a flickering flame, I untangled myself from my seat-mate and staggered down the aisle.


      He passed a bulkhead before I caught up with him, and when I reached it, he was gone. I stood outside the lavatories, but he was not among those who emerged. I searched the plane as best I could, but he had vanished. When I returned to my spot, I looked back to find a woman in the seat where I thought I’d seen him.


      I sat down and tried to calm my breathing. Margaret touched my arm. “You are ill? You seem pale.”


      Trying to form my lips into something resembling reassurance, I met her eyes. “Thought I saw someone I recognized.” I leaned my head back and rested, letting my senses roam over the plane’s passengers. Leonard had been psionically injured the last time I’d seen him, so it was unlikely I’d have sensed him. Besides, if it had been Leonard, he would not have run from me. Like the shark he was, he would have attacked.


      As we neared the end of our journey, I reached into my handbag for my French phrase book. Margaret
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