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   “I never understood why Clark Kent was so hell bent on keeping Lois Lane in the dark.”
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Tina Greene felt herself being sucked backwards in the darkness, at high speed. Airborne and blind. Jamey’s hand was still in hers. That’s all she had time to notice. 
 
   The jump out of the dream was too fast to exchange a look before the darkness set in. Suddenly her hand was empty and her eyes flew open. She was still in the hotel bed of the AMTEX Hotel, the only place in town that catered to foreign visitors. The only refuge in a dangerous country besides the American Military’s Kandahar Airbase just across the street. She looked around the room quickly and noted that she was alone and exactly where she’d been when she tried to jump into Jamey’s dream. 
 
   It fricking worked! 
 
   She smiled. Finally, she’d entered Jamey’s dream. And he’d jumped out with her. Thank God.
 
   The bedside clock said it was 6:23 a.m. She took a deep breath. Jamey was finally out of the nightmare he’d been stuck in for a week. Would someone from Sixth Force still come for her at seven even though they didn’t need her now? She desperately wanted to see Jamey, make sure he was alive, to tell him she was sorry for everything.
 
   In anticipation of the best case scenario, she slipped in to the small bathroom’s shower stall. The hot water pelted against her stiff shoulders, easing some of the tension. The flight yesterday had been rough. Flights. Twenty-six hours of traveling had made her feel like she was stuck inside an old woman’s body. With a crazy woman’s mind. Flying to Afghanistan had been the bravest thing she’d ever done. But it worked. That’s all that mattered at this point. Jamey was out.
 
   She’d phone her mother later, reassure her that all went according to the plan she’d lied about to keep her from the crazy truth. Tina would be on her way home today. 
 
   After pulling on the only outfit she brought on this rescue mission-- jeans and a T-shirt, she lay back on the twin-sized bed to wait. At 6:45, a knock sounded. Sargent Milton or one of his cronies was early to pick her up. The military wasn’t as punctual as they boasted. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she wondered if it was Jamey outside her hotel room door, and raced across the small room to the door. She flung it open wide. 
 
   But it wasn’t Jamey, Milton, or even an American soldier. One of the men in front of her kicked in the door, causing her to stumble backwards and fall onto the floor. Her worst nightmare about coming to Afghanistan was coming true. The men rushing at her were dark-haired, with black beards, dressed in foreign fatigues with gauzy scarves around their necks like they’d cover their faces if anonymity was needed. They both held large guns. She tried to stumble to her feet and then remembered to scream. Too late. The bigger one clutched her throat and dragged her to her feet. She tried to scream but couldn’t make any noise with his iron grip on her windpipe. This wasn’t Sixth Force or anyone associated with the American military in Afghanistan. Her heart went into full panic mode pounding wildly against her ribs, and Tina thought she might lose control of her bowels in fear. As she was dragged along the floor to the door, the bedside alarm went off, beeping loudly. The two men looked over at the clock. With the brief distraction, Tina twisted around and kicked her captor in the balls as hard as she could in bare feet. He went over and the other man grabbed her by the arm from behind and with his other hand got a firm grip on her throat, calling commands to his partner on the floor. His moves were quick and rough. She thrashed out, kicking with her right leg and swinging her arms. They knew exactly where to squeeze to keep her from using her vocal chords. One of them pulled her hands behind her back and the other held her still enough to stuff a dirty rag in her mouth. Kicking, she aimed for his crotch again but too late. The bigger man with the blue scarf pushed her on the bed and grabbed her legs to duct tape them together. Her muffled screams didn’t go farther than the room’s closed door. Maybe someone would hear the alarm clock that was still beeping. She managed to kick Blue Scarf in the gut with the combined efforts of her legs but he barely stumbled.
 
   They covered her head with one of the pillowcases, taped it at the neck and then she was picked up by the shoulders and feet. She couldn’t kick them. Once out the door, she heard them close it quietly, then they moved through the hall. This wasn’t anyone associated with the American military.
 
   This was very bad. It felt like a nightmare and Tina hoped she was right. She’d had dreams where she thought she woke up but didn’t and the dream continued into chaos. Her trick was to try to stick her hand through her abdomen to check reality but she couldn’t. Tina struggled and squirmed and tried to scream, but it was useless. One had her feet and the other around the chest. Were they Taliban or at least insurgents disguised as Afghani soldiers? If so, these maniacs were the worst kind of terrorists there was. Crazy. Ruthless. Desperate. Very little to lose. Willing to die. They’d rape her and torture her, maybe cut off her head if their ransom demands weren’t met. She had to keep her cool, concentrate on the fact that Jamey just woke up on the base only miles away. Once he realized she’d been abducted from AMTEX, he’d come for her. Or send someone. That was if the jump out had been successful, which still wasn’t a certainty. And if Sixth Force told him his fiance was in Afghanistan.
 
   Outside the hotel, words were exchanged in a language Tina didn’t understand and suddenly she was thrown in the air. Landing hard, her shoulder took the worst of it while her head bounced off a metal surface. The shooting pain confirmed it was reality. Fuck! She imagined they’d thrown her onto the floor of an idling truck. Smelling rust and exhaust fumes, she guessed it was an old truck. Maybe during the transport, she could wiggle to the side of the bed and throw herself out of the truck if it wasn’t going too fast. Only if she heard other cars on the far side of the truck. Not somewhere out in the desert. She needed someone to see her. Preferably an American soldier. 
 
   But then, something very heavy was put on top of her. It felt like a roll of carpet. Then another and now the heaviness made it hard to breathe. Darkness through the blindfold, a moldy smell, and muffled voices told her she was now well hidden under something. Out of view. 
 
   Then the vehicle took off and she was screwed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Two Months Earlier
 
    
 
   The day of Hank’s second funeral it rained on Maui. 
 
   Tina tipped the open urn and watched the heavier pieces of ash fall directly below the cliff into the thorny kiawe bushes. Then the wind swirled, carrying the lightest ashes back towards her, covering her hair and face. She made a strangling noise, swiping at her mouth and batting at her hair like she was fighting a swarm of spiders. She spit into the dirt at her feet and frantically backed up.
 
   Jamey rushed in, pulled off his damp T-shirt and brushed her face and hair, holding her still with his other arm. “All gone, Baby.”   
 
   She hurried to the truck to drench his shirt on the rain-splattered hood, and wiped her face, careful to get the ash away from her mouth. The three friends who’d joined them that evening to memorialize her dead husband spoke with Jamey at the cliff, nodding and glancing back at her.  
 
   Obi, the pit mix, hopped into the truck, moving to the middle of the seat. When Jamey jumped in the driver’s seat and stuck the key in the ignition, the truck wouldn’t start.
 
   “I’ll wait a bit.” 
 
   Between the two of them, he had all the patience. Tina looked out the window, hugging Obi, her eyes dry. Her fingers made circles in his chest fur. On Jamey’s second try, the engine roared to life and they silently drove back to her house, the windshield wipers beating out a slow rhythm. It’s all over, it’s all over, it’s all over.
 
   Tina walked straight to the bathroom, stepped in to the shower--clothes on--and let the water wash away the last physical remnants of Hank. Piece by soggy piece, she removed her clothes, leaving them in a pile on the shower floor. The water’s temperature was hot enough to sting and redden her skin. After washing her hair twice, she turned off the water. The room was thick with steam. Balancing on the tub’s edge she opened the window wider and saw Jamey in the side yard. He stood in the rain, his cell phone to his ear. His firmly set mouth and tense stature might have told her something was wrong but another thing told her first. A feeling of secrecy and deception had slipped in through the window like a burglar’s invasion. 
 
   “Hang on,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper, and then disappeared around to the front of the house. 
 
   The fine hair on the back of Tina’s neck stood on end. Having been lied to and kept in the dark by both her dead husband and her scheming mother, Tina had good reason to be suspicious. Even with Jamey. And good reason to know these hunches weren’t to be ignored.
 
   She wrapped a bath towel around her chest and snuck down the back stairs.
 
   The laundry room was empty, the garage too, and with the door open to the driveway and front yard she confirmed that Jamey was not there. Obi sniffed around the base of a papaya tree in the lush yard, his tail wagging like he’d found a mongoose’s scent. She crept through the garage.
 
   Then, she heard a noise from the storage room to her right--a room where she kept an airtight case for her valuable paintings—her most expensive possessions, including this house on prime Maui real estate. She moved closer to hear the words coming from beyond the hollow core door.  
 
   “Well here’s the coincidence,” Jamey said. “I keep seeing the same dude everywhere I go. So, if you haven’t got someone following me, then I’m in deep shit.” 
 
   There was a pause long enough for Tina to think Jamey was talking on the phone. 
 
   “Give me a fucking yes or no.” The words were clipped, Jamey’s anger, unfamiliar. He was probably talking to Milton, his superior officer in Afghanistan. “Cut the crap,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “I’m going to beat the daylights out of this guy, if you don’t tell me. I saw him again just now. He drove by me at a remote pull out.”
 
   She hadn’t noticed anyone suspicious. 
 
   “Is this guy ours, or not?” Jamey asked. Was Milton back-peddling? Something he did well according to Jamey. A fat centipede the size of her longest finger scuttled across the garage floor near her bare feet and disappeared under a pile of boogie boards. She’d get the bug spray later. You couldn’t just let those things run around, even if it was the garage. Obi might find it.
 
   “I can save you the trouble. I’m not.” Jamey’s voice was filled with surrender. “Pretty sure you lost the cash cow on that last jump in Kandahar.” 
 
   Milton was probably trying to get Jamey back to the war to continue his work with Taliban prisoners, or at least get tested to make sure their psychic phenom had lost the ability to jump into their dreams. 
 
   “I’m headed back to Seattle in a week for my kids’ birthday. Tell your man to pack his bag.” 
 
   The call was wrapping up, and Tina thought about sneaking upstairs to pretend she wasn’t eavesdropping. But she didn’t. In the last year, she’d earned the right to ask questions, and Jamey knew that better than anyone else in the world.
 
   Finally the door opened, and Jamey stepped out, a look of surrender on his face. He knew she was on the other side of the door, waiting.
 
   “Are you going back to Afghanistan?” She sounded pitiful, even to her own ears.
 
   Jamey stepped forward and took her in his arms, folding her into the warmth of his chest. “The less you know, the better, Tina.”
 
   She thought about succumbing to the comfort of his embrace. Instead she took a step back. “You owe me this, Jamey. Are you going?” 
 
   He bit his bottom lip, looked beyond the driveway to the ocean, and then back at her. “I’m hoping it doesn’t get to that.”
 
   “If it does?’
 
   “I’m useless to them, remember? I’m as useless as Mikey is to your business.”
 
   He was trying to make her smile, knowing her latest part-time employee, Mikey, spent most of his time on his phone, and avoiding his duties at the dive shop. “Yes, or no.” 
 
   “Yes. If Milton insists, I’ll have to go back for tests. No, if Milton is convinced I can’t jump, or comes to Seattle to oversee my testing.” He took her hands in his, closing the distance between them. “I don’t know yet. He wants me to go back to Afghanistan, or Germany, but I don’t see the point. I’ll try to convince him to come to me.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
   This conversation made Tina want to curl in a ball and sleep for a month. “No secrets from me, Jamey. No lying or secret phone calls, okay?”
 
   He stroked the side of her face with the back of his hand, something that made her feel like a lovesick teenager. “Only the ones that keep you safe, Darlin’.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Tina and Jamey woke to the sounds of doves cooing in the yard’s Plumeria trees. The caged cockatiel next door squawked. Today was a needed break from the dive shop for Tina. She’d promised Jamey she wouldn’t call work or even think about the boat charter headed for a dive off Lanai. 
 
   “The day is ours,” she said sleepily. A dog barked, a car rattled down the street, and off in the distance, a prop plane took off from the West Maui Airport. The memorial service was behind her and today was a fresh start. For both of them. She knew how she wanted to start the day, and reached over to ignite Jamey’s interest. She’d never spent so much time messing up the sheets as she had since Jamey had moved from Pops’ condo and into her house. Not even in the early days with Hank.  
 
   Later, when Jamey got out of bed to make coffee, she stayed to snuggle with Obi until the coffee arrived, bedside. But, when Jamey peeked in and told her to come get her own coffee, she pouted playfully. “Is the magic wearing off?” she teased.
 
   “You know it’s just beginning, Tina.” He grinned from the doorway.
 
   She heaved a happy sigh, knowing he was right.
 
   “But now that we’re awake, let’s do something.” Jamey folded his arms across his chest and stared at her, smiling. “Let’s do something important. There’s a fear you really need to conquer.”
 
   Knowing what was coming, her heart did a little somersault. 
 
   “Today we’re going to dive. Get you under again. Come on, Lardass.” 
 
   Not her favorite nickname. No one worked harder than Tina, and according to Jamey, no one had a cuter butt. She jumped off the bed and chased him through the house, only stopping to grab a dog toy for a weapon. In the kitchen, she backed him into the corner. “Take that name back, Soldier Boy, or I’m going to pummel you with this plastic alligator.” She held the weapon threateningly.
 
   Jamey’s hands flew up in surrender. “I can’t help it if you need to get out of bed.” In one quick swoop, he had the toy in his hand, and her in his clutches. 
 
   “Darn those soldier moves.” She chuckled, unable to do anything in his arms but squirm.
 
   He squeaked the toy several times. “I’ll feel you up underwater, if you like.” His mouth grazed her ear.
 
   Tina laughed, and stopped struggling. “I have to admit, that sounds like fun.”
 
   He kissed her neck, something that always left her weak-kneed and helpless. “Let’s try diving.”
 
   “I’ll try, okay? But if I can’t stay under, or if I shoot to the surface, you’re responsible.” She turned and kissed him tentatively. “And, don’t call me Lardass.”  
 
    
 
   With the tanks and gear loaded in the truck, Jamey and Tina took off for Honolua Bay, one of Maui’s most beautiful dive sites on the north side of the island. In the winter, when the swell was big, and the break was just right, surfers flocked to the mouth of the bay to ride the giant wave. Today it was calm and clear, with no surfers in sight. 
 
   The dive location was Tina’s choice. Honolua Bay was the one place that still terrified her but this excursion wasn’t for pleasure. She hadn’t dived since they discovered the cave off Molokai weeks before and all hell had broken loose. Even the thought of being underwater, breathing compressed air, terrified her. But, clients would arrive soon, people who counted on diving with her, and Jamey knew she didn’t want to let them down.
 
   The sun shone brightly off the Pacific Ocean as they drove north along the winding two-lane highway to a turnoff road that even challenged a four-wheel-drive vehicle. Jamey had recently purchased a five-year-old, midnight black 1998 Dodge truck and was itching to put its capabilities to the test. 
 
   “Hang on, Obi!” he said.
 
   The brindled dog braced himself against the back seat, while Tina grabbed the passenger holds. “Don’t go all off-road wacko on us, Jamey.” The road had potholes the size of coffins, but Tina actually preferred a few minutes of bumpy ruts and mud to the fifteen minute walk with heavy tanks and cumbersome gear. 
 
   At the bay, they parked off to the left, amongst a stand of palm trees. 
 
   “We’re the first ones here,” Jamey said.
 
   Conditions for diving looked good and they hooked up their scuba gear from the back of the truck. The effort to shut out her anxiety was losing the fight, and Tina found herself about to tell Jamey she couldn’t do it. But, when she opened her mouth to voice her fear, he told her how proud he was, and patted her shoulder. “That’s my girl,” he said.
 
   She suited up, her heart racing. “We’ll be back soon,” she said to Obi at the water’s edge where he’d wait by their discarded flip flops, guarding the shoes. Tourists had told her many times that he sat patiently, staring at the water. Tina followed Jamey in, walking down a decrepit cement strip to avoid the slippery rocks. Aside from a catamaran cruise launching snorkelers near the bay’s mouth, the surface of the water was tourist-free. Tina inflated her buoyancy vest, adjusted her ten pound weight belt, and slipped the snorkel in her mouth for the kick out to the descent point. With a nod from Jamey, they took off across the surface. 
 
   The water was crystal clear. Brightly-striped fish followed them, looking for handouts. Tina had mixed feelings about feeding fish for entertainment and rarely did it. Fish needed to find their own food. As the depth below her increased, she searched the sandy floor of the ocean for anything unusual. Hank’s not down there.
 
   When they stopped, Jamey grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Does this look good?” he asked. 
 
   From his look of concern, she imagined her eyes looked big inside her pink dive mask. “As good as anything. Can we hold hands down there?” 
 
   “Sure thing. If you feel scared, squeeze hard, and if you want me to reach inside your wetsuit for some hanky-panky, you know where to squeeze, but lightly please.”
 
   That made her smile. “Just don’t let go unless I do.” She put the dive regulator in her mouth, took a quick look below to verify there wasn’t a dead man swaying in the current, and let the air out of her jacket to let the weight belt take her to the sandy bottom of Honolua Bay. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina’s eyes flew open. The timbers of her bedroom ceiling were barely recognizable in the darkness. She was home. Not Seattle, like in the dream where she was crawling up a long staircase, fighting against unseen forces to reach the top.
 
   Obi lifted his head from her leg, the ribbon still attached to his collar. Even though her strange dreams about following Hank to an underwater cave had ended weeks ago, she continued to take precautions to discern reality from dreams--like tying the ribbon to Obi’s collar at bedtime. If the ribbon was gone, or her faithful companion was strangely absent, she was likely in a dream. Next, she attempted to stick her fist into her abdomen and was met with resistance. Good. Her shrink, Doctor Chan, at the Maui Clinic had taught her that one. Lately, her life had become filled with these reality checks.
 
   Tina took a drink of water from the glass on the bedside table, and noticed the time. Just after five a.m. She turned on the lamp and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her dream just now seemed so real, but they always did. 
 
   Jamey touched her elbow. She’d woken him by turning on the light. “Oh, sorry, Baby.” She turned around with a sheepish smile. Two weeks into their new relationship, she still wasn’t used to him sleeping beside her. 
 
   “You okay?” His voice was scratchy. 
 
   “Just a dream.” She nodded. “Go back to sleep.”
 
   “The normal kind?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes. The staircase one.”
 
   He patted her arm and turned over. 
 
   This recurring dream was worrisome, but not frightening. The theme, always the same. Her father called to her from the top of a long winding staircase, needing help, but she couldn’t get to him. Struggling up the stairs, she’d almost reach her father when he’d turn into Jamey. Dressed in fatigues, Jamey crawled towards her, his lips horribly chapped, sand caked in his eyes, looking beyond thirst. Beyond help. Just as she lunged for him, Tina would find herself back at the bottom of the staircase to begin again.
 
   The day before, when she’d mentioned these dreams to Jamey, she didn’t say he was in the dream. Only her father. He said it was normal to worry about her dad when such a rift loomed between Tina and her mother. 
 
   “You’re probably worried how it’s affecting him. With everything you’ve gone through in the last year, you’re bound to have bad dreams.” He’d kissed the tip of her nose. 
 
   She crossed the dark room to look out the bedroom window. The island of Molokai loomed in the distance, a dark silhouette on the moonlit Pacific Ocean. It seemed almost cruel that Hank’s dead body had drifted to the island she could see from her bedroom. What used to be hers and Hank’s bedroom. They’d never have found the decomposed body if Jamey hadn’t come back into her life with his crazy, psychic abilities.
 
   When Jamey had first told her he could enter other people’s dreams, she’d been a non-believer, thinking he was pulling a fast one on her. All her life she’d been a logical person, never giving credibility to anything that couldn’t be explained with solid science. She had an MBA from Stanford, was an educated woman, but until the last month, had never even heard of lucid dreaming. Now she was lucid dreaming almost every night, and could expertly explain electronic voice phenomena from first-hand experience with a ghost. 
 
   Tina turned off the light and sank back in to the covers of the bed, thinking about the dream. In the last two weeks, she’d worried that the strife between she and her mother would take its toll on her father. He had a history of heart problems. Obi heaved a sigh and laid his head down, this time alongside her leg. 
 
   A truce was needed with her mother, even if only for her father’s sake. Not an easy thing when you considered her mother systematically wrecked her marriage and set in place a series of events that would end with Hank dead and Tina being fed sedatives without her knowledge. But someone had to mend the rift and Tina was pretty sure she’d have to make the next move.
 
   Today Jamey was leaving for Seattle. His twin daughters were turning ten soon, and he wanted to be back in Carnation for the weeks surrounding the momentous birthday. Was he meeting with Milton while he was there, or some other member of Sixth Force, to prove he hadn’t regained his ability to jump? He hadn’t said, and she hadn’t asked.
 
   In the last week, she and Jamey had been diving every day. The dive at Honolua had gone well and now, after months of being terrified of the ocean for fear of seeing Hank’s floating corpse, she was back in the water. Diving. Today was the reason she needed to dive and with cautious excitement, Tina felt ready to take students underwater again. Ready for the group who counted on her expertise this week.
 
   Realizing she was not going back to sleep, she turned off the alarm before it rang at six and shuffled to the bathroom to take a shower. The hot water pelted against her back. Today Jamey would leave her again. Her gut was telling her to stop him from getting on the plane, but why? Was it because she’d just got him back after ten years and was simply feeling insecure? Or had she inherited some of his freaky intuition along with the dream jumping? Jamey got premonitions, not her.
 
   “Here’s a crazy theory,” he’d said one night when they were talking about psychic phenomena. “What if my ability was lying dormant since the last jump in Afghanistan? It shut down, but was looking for someplace to go, and when we touched, it transferred to you?” 
 
   “You’re right,” she said. “It sounds crazy.” She’d made a face but hadn’t discounted the theory. How else could she explain that Jamey couldn’t jump dreams like before and she could? She’d become the primary jumper ever since they touched and she’d fainted. And these days, Jamey jumped dreams only when Tina went first.  
 
   Once out of the shower, she pulled on a bikini and board shorts, ran a comb through her shoulder-length brown hair and stepped into her flip flops. Obi sat by his bowl in the kitchen and she laughed to see him waiting so patiently. “You are a faithful companion, you silly pittie.” As she fed her dog, the doves in the front yard made staccato cooing and the sky lightened behind the house. Another day in paradise, as the bumper stickers said, but this day would involve saying goodbye to her man. Tina opened the glass patio door, then pulled aside the screen door to the deck, letting Obi outside. She watched him run down the front deck stairs to the grass below.
 
   While drinking a cup of coffee, she watched Obi mark along the perimeter of her front property, something he’d started doing when Hank disappeared. He’d loved Hank.
 
   She walked back into the bedroom and found Jamey lying awake in the bed, looking like he was waiting for her. 
 
   “Come here, you Goddess.” He held out his arms. 
 
   “I have to go.” Tina smirked, knowing what that man wanted. She could see his interest under the sheet. She walked over and burrowed in to him, spoon-style. 
 
   He pulled her in closer. “I’m going to miss you,” he whispered in her hair.
 
   “Me too.” She didn’t want to think about how much. Last night they’d talked until after midnight, trying to make a plan that involved him getting back to Maui after he’d spent a few weeks with his daughters. Securing permission from his ex-wife, Carrie, to bring the girls to Maui this summer, might take some finagling, but Jamey sounded confident it could be done. In anticipation Tina promised to learn to cook over the next few weeks. “At least I’ll figure out mac and cheese,” she said. “Maybe chicken fingers and fries too. And, I’m going to buy twin beds for that empty guest room and fix it up for the girls.” He’d looked enormously pleased.
 
   Tina breathed in the sleepy scent of him, all musky and manly. He pressed his erection against her hip and she groaned. “Not fair.” Looking at her watch, she knew a quick exit was going to be necessary. Only seven hours ago, they’d made love, slowly enjoying every moment like it would be their last memory for a while. Jamey always made love like it was his first time, and his last time. 
 
   Tina rolled off the bed, kissed his lips, and smiled sadly. “Come back soon,” she said, and left her house.  
 
   Last time they’d said goodbye, he hadn’t come back.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Tina stacked the dive tanks, buoyancy jackets, regulators, and weight belts in the back of her truck. The morning’s diving excursion was important. The date had been on the books for almost a year, and she would not let these clients down, hadn’t even considered getting someone else to take over when Jamey asked her to come with him to Seattle.  
 
   The Wheelchair Mamas were six women from California who were unlikely candidates for scuba diving. Until they heard about Tina. Very few dive instructors were willing or able to take on paraplegics and quadriplegics—to risk the danger of diving with people who had no use of legs, or arms. But it had become a cause close to Tina’s heart ever since diving with a quadriplegic years before. That woman had told Tina that her life was changed forever, and the effect it had on Tina was still fresh. 
 
   Today was the Wheelchair Mama’s first dive. 
 
   The gear was loaded, but it was still too early for the ladies’ arrival. Tina had time to run across to the Sunrise Café for a smoothie. Get some nutrition in her belly. Since Jamey had entered her life again, she’d been having regular meals. He’d encouraged her to gain a few pounds back, look healthier. Standing in line at the café, she made a mental list of what had improved since Jamey arrived—eating, diving, laughing. Not to mention regular sex, and then sleeping like a baby.
 
   And now he was leaving. By the time Jamey boarded the 11:10 to Seattle, she’d be either fifteen feet under on a dive, or getting ready to dive again. Thinking about him flying away left her feeling like reaching for the Ativan bottle and popping two for anxiety, but she’d sworn off pills, and even alcohol, when Hank’s body was found. She’d become too familiar with self-medicating recently.
 
   At eight a.m., Front Street in Lahaina was just waking up. The morning air was still a comfortable temperature, fresh, and salt-tinged. A surfer at the front of the smoothie lineup grabbed his drink, hoisted his board under his arm, and headed towards the break just outside the harbor. That would’ve been Hank last year, getting in a few rides before work.
 
   Taking her two to-go cups across the street, Tina looked back to see Obi following on her heels. Someday, dogs wouldn’t be able to roam the streets of Lahaina off-leash, but that would be a sad day for Obi who still had free run of the neighborhood. Like a Mexican village dog. Having rescued him from scrounging around Laniupoko Park two years earlier, Tina suspected he had some pit bull in him like most strays on Maui. She kept a nautical-themed scarf around his neck when they were in town to indicate he was a friendly, jolly guy. She was thinking about whether Jamey’s daughters would like Obi when her cell phone rang. Balancing both drinks in one hand, she opened her phone to see the call was from Jamey, Tina’s heart sped up. “Hi there, Handsome.”
 
   “I miss you and I haven’t even left your house yet.” His voice was soft, sensual. Even the sound of him made her insides melt.
 
   “Me too. I’m not looking forward to the next two weeks.” She entered the store and handed Katie a mango smoothie. 
 
   “I’m heading to the other side early to get presents for the girls at the surf shop,” Jamey said.
 
   “Good idea. When will you tell them you have a girlfriend?” She held her breath.
 
   “Probably while I’m hugging them hello, I’ll blurt it out.” He laughed. 
 
   She loved the sound of that man’s laugh. “Don’t make them tired of me before I meet them,” she joked, sitting at her desk in the back room.
 
   “Ha! They’ll want to meet you as soon as possible. I know my girls.”
 
   “I’m going to get a trampoline for the backyard. Isn’t that a great idea? Oh, and remember to check with Carrie first, before you ask them to spend a month on Maui.” She hoped Jamey’s dad’s condo wasn’t available, and they’d all stay at her house. Hearing the store’s front door bell jingle, she looked around the corner to see a woman enter. “I have to go,” she whispered into the phone. “Call when you land.”
 
   Hitting “end” on her phone was almost painful. “You must be Sharon Mayhugh,” Tina said. 
 
   The woman nodded. “That’s me.”
 
   Sharon was the sister of the founder of the Wheelchair Mamas, and the official driver for the group’s vacation. She wore a T-shirt that read “Wheelchair Mamas, 2003 Tour”, along with a pair of lime green shorts, and rainbow flip flops.  
 
   “I want one of those shirts!” Tina said. 
 
   “We have one for you.” Sharon laughed. “But now I see we should have ordered a kids’ Large.” 
 
   “Oh I wear them big. How are the Wheelchair Mamas this morning?” 
 
   “They’re ready to go.” Sharon nodded to the idling van outside the shop. “Up at dawn, talking, making coffee, nervous, excited.” 
 
   Tina laughed. “I bet.” She turned to Katie, who was slurping the last of her smoothie behind the counter. “Can you watch the shop while I do a briefing?”
 
   Katie looked at Shelley, one of the dive instructors who’d just walked in the back door and the two laughed. “I think we can handle it.” The store was empty except for the four women.
 
   Shelley nodded her curly blond head. “We’ll give ‘er a go, Boss.” Hired recently when the store lost two instructors to health issues, Shelley had been a godsend with her knowledge of the dive industry. 
 
   Tina nodded to Sharon and they headed to the air-conditioned van outside. But before she opened the van door, Tina had a chilling thought, and her hand lingered on the handle. 
 
   What if Jamey was counting on her not being able to leave Maui this week, and was secretly headed back to the war zone in Afghanistan? She buried the thought, took a deep breath and entered the van.
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   The scent of gardenia was strong inside Tina’s truck. With blossoms tucked behind their ears, Tina and Shelley headed north to the dive site at Wahikuli Beach. The water was calm, like a swimming pool, and this roadside park access to the ocean would be the best place to start the Mama’s on their dives. Wheelchairs could easily be maneuvered to the water’s edge and rolled in to the ocean, without the worry of surf. Tina was tentatively happy, which was all she could muster today with Jamey leaving.
 
   The first participant that morning was Julie, a mother of two teenage girls. She’d been paralyzed falling off the family trampoline, and now had no feeling below her neck. Julie said she was lucky to alive to watch her daughters grow up. Hearing her story, Tina reminded herself to purchase the kind of trampoline with a safety net for Jade and Jasmine. Julie’s husband carried his wife in to the water where Tina stood waiting with Shelley in scuba gear, always keeping an eye out behind her, in case a rogue wave appeared. Tina fit the buoyancy jacket on Julie while Shelley held their student stable. The teenage girls stood anxiously off to the side, wringing their hands. Tina knew from experience that within the hour, those same girls would be smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “Shelley, grab the weight belt and fasten it around Julie’s waist, will you?” 
 
   “At least we don’t need fins,” Julie joked. 
 
   “That’s true. Remember the eye signals, and head nods?” Tina asked.
 
   “Two big blinks means I want to go up, and a big shake of the head means something’s wrong.”
 
   “And no laughing because you’re having so much fun. That wastes your air.” She smiled at her student. “I’m going to put the regulator in your mouth now for you to practice breathing, and just remember, it gives you as much air as you need. Once you get used to breathing through a box on your face, you’ll relax.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Julie was underwater, being pulled along by Tina and Shelley, twenty feet below the surface. Her eyes looked wondrous inside the dive mask. Tina was pleased but was on high alert, watching her student for head nods and eye signals. Every time Tina looked over at Julie, she nodded yes, like this was going well. They swam through a school of lazy white goatfish and stopped to watch two aggressive damselfish protect their coral head like it was Fort Knox. After thirty minutes of exploring the reef’s edge, they were just about to surface when a large green sea turtle swam by, just off to Tina’s left. Following the sea creature for a minute was the perfect ending to a successful dive. Julie watched the TV-sized turtle, Tina watched Julie, and Julie’s family snorkeled above them.
 
   Back in her wheelchair, Julie’s face was glowing with excitement. 
 
   “I felt like I was flying,” she gushed. 
 
   The next student grinned from ear to ear, ready to go. Tina was ecstatic for many reasons. Firstly, it felt amazing to be a part of Julie’s experience but also, she was thrilled to finally take students diving again. It touched something in Tina to see Julie cry with her family over the fantastical adventure they’d all just experienced. Years of doing this hadn’t dulled the emotion of introducing the most unlikely candidates to diving. 
 
   Tina turned to the next student and smiled. “Your turn to experience paradise.” Switching over tanks, she whispered to Shelley, “I love this job.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Gavin’s SUV waited curbside at baggage claim when Jamey exited the airport doors. “Aloha, Bro,” Gavin smiled.
 
   The hour-long stretch of interstate highway from Sea-Tac Airport to the small inland town of Carnation was filled with conversation about the brothers’ concern for Pops’ health. 
 
    “You’d think he’d quit smoking with that damned machine staring him in the face of his future,” Gavin said.
 
   Jamey was worried about his father sneaking cigarettes and hoped that would come to an end with him staying at the house, watching his dad. When they reached Pops’ house, Jamey stepped from the car onto the driveway and took a deep breath of fresh air. He was home, sweet home. Carnation Washington-- a small town, and a down-homey place to grow up and call his. He mounted the wooden stairs and went inside. “I’m home,” he called. The décor never changed. The place was filled with a seventy-four year-old single dad’s memorabilia. Framed photos of his kids and grandkids, spanning over four decades, covered every surface of every table that didn’t hold dusty ornaments, or fishing magazines. Walking through the hall and into the kitchen, Jamey couldn’t help notice the newest addition to Pops place--an oxygen machine. 
 
   When he saw his father hooked up to that thing, Jamey had to choke back a sob. His dad had always smoked cigarettes like his life depended on the nasty habit. 
 
   “Hey, Pops. Your driveway needs the potholes filled.” It was their standing joke that Pops saved the job for his youngest son, in hopes of him coming home. Like keeping the home fires burning.
 
   Pops chuckled and coughed, but stood to hug his son. “Saved them for you. I know how you love to do ‘em.” 
 
   Jamey’s hug was a little too tight, a little too long, especially since he’d been on Maui more days than planned. “Seems like I just left here and all the chores were done.” 
 
   “Two months is a long time when you’re a weed or pothole.” Pops returned to sitting on the vinyl kitchen chair.
 
   “Do you have to use that full time?” Jamey pointed at the machine.
 
   “Just for now. I keep it handy. I guess I’ll take it off if there’s a wedding coming up.” Pops shot a look Gavin’s way, and they both grinned, the joke obvious to Jamey. Pops was anticipating big things between his youngest son and the Maui girlfriend. Secrets amongst this family were pretty much impossible--at least the happy, innocent ones. Jamey figured that everyone knew by now that he was in love with a dive instructor on Maui. What only Pops knew was that Tina was someone he’d known for years. They’d talked about her a week back on the phone.
 
   “Is this the girl who broke your heart before the twins were born?” Pops had asked.
 
   “More like I broke her heart. Remember when I dreamed about her wedding, and dancing with another man? That was her. Yeah, it’s still Tina, always has been, always will be.” Their phone conversation had made Pops as happy as Jamey had ever heard him. “But don’t tell anyone she was my girlfriend when Carrie first got pregnant. I don’t want Carrie or the girls to know. It might make them feel strange.”
 
   Now, two weeks later, he was in his father’s kitchen, telling his dad and brother all about Tina’s strange and horrifying last year. Gavin knew the basics about Jamey’s dream jumping, having grown up in the shadow of his brother and the gift. Jamey sat with tented hands on the wooden table as he recounted the story of Hank’s death. He stared across the table, waiting for a reaction. His older siblings and father had become used to this unbelievable weirdness, ever since Jamey confessed he could do strange things other ten-year-old boys couldn’t. 
 
   Pops poured them each a glass of iced tea. “This has been a wild ride for you.”
 
   “The last two months have probably been the weirdest ones I’ve ever experienced,” Jamey said.
 
   Gavin shook his head. “Freaky.” 
 
   Jamey nodded. “For everyone involved. Especially for Tina, who never heard of anything like this. At least I had some background with psychic phenomena from years with dreaming and my training with Sixth Force.” Being in the military’s top secret special force, Jamey was used to being shocked by supernatural abilities. “Did Pops tell you that Tina went into post traumatic shock?”
 
   “Yup. She’s doing better now?” Gavin asked.
 
   Jamey nodded and took a swig of his tea. “Katie knows none of this, Gav.” As well as being Gavin’s daughter, and Tina’s shop girl, Katie was a talker, and wasn’t aware of Jamey’s abilities. That’s the way it had to stay. “Sounds crazy to hear me say all this out loud to you normal guys.” The three men chuckled. 
 
   Pops shook his head. “Poor Tina.”
 
   “That’s why I stayed longer on Maui. That and the investigation. I had some fancy storytelling to do with the police that wouldn’t show we found the body through Tina’s dreams.”
 
   When the house phone rang, Gavin answered. “He’s here. We just pulled in,” he said. “Here you go.” His brother mouthed the name “Carrie” and handed the phone to Jamey.
 
   Jamey couldn’t wait to see his daughters and grabbed the phone a little too forcefully. “Hey, Carrie. How are you? When can I come over?”
 
   “Hi Jamey, I’m fine,” she said. “The girls are excited to see you, but they have soccer, so you’ll have to come after that.” Always one to control every situation, Carrie told Jamey that he could visit at eight p.m. “It’s a school night so you can put them to bed at nine.”
 
   “I can go to soccer,” he offered.
 
   “That would be distracting. Besides, they’re on their way out the door now. Just come at eight.” Carrie was obviously in one of her moods.
 
   Jamey would have to wait three hours to see his precious girls, but it didn’t pay to piss Carrie off. “Sounds good. How are Chris and the kids?” She was probably tired with a baby not yet one year old and a four-year-old boy.
 
   “We’re all good. Sorry you don’t get more time tonight, but the girls are scheduled, Jamey, and we weren’t sure when you’d arrive.”
 
   “S’okay.” He’d left a message he was coming in today, but maybe she didn’t get the voicemail. Carrie liked schedules and Jamey understood that she had to keep organized with four children. He could wait until eight o’clock. When he was overseas, in Afghanistan, he waited months to see them. Hopefully never again. “I’ll see everyone later.” After two months apart, he needed to feel his daughters in his arms tonight. Sing them to sleep.
 
   “Oh, just a minute. Jade wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Hi, Daddy.” Her ten-year-old voice was full of sunshine and giggles. “We have to play soccer first.”
 
   “That’s okay. I’m just sitting here with Pops and Uncle Gav, so I’ll see you after the game. Just remember to play your best and have fun, okay baby girl?”
 
   “I love you, Daddy. Jasmine says she loves you too. She’s putting on her very stinky shin guards and I won’t let her touch the phone.”
 
   He laughed. “Give her a hug from me. See you soon.”
 
   Pops looked over, frowning. He’d disapprove that Carrie didn’t want him at the soccer game, but there was very little Jamey could do about that tonight. His ex-wife was in charge, and Jamey did not want to rock that boat and risk losing time with the girls. Especially because they didn’t have a legal custody agreement, only a word of mouth, small town, friendly plan that included Jamey seeing his daughters any time he wanted.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   On the way back to Lahaina, at the end of the afternoon, both dive instructors were on a huge high from the day. Even Obi was wagging his tail and hanging his head out the window, snapping at the wind.
 
   “They were brilliant under there. All of them.” Shelley took a swig of Dr. Pepper, something she was rarely without. “Great idea to have them wear skins.” The bodysuits kept the ladies warm and protected their legs from abrasions they couldn’t feel.
 
   Tina’s phone rang and seeing Jamey’s number on the screen she considered not picking up. Having a private conversation wouldn’t be easy in front of Shelley, and she wanted to ask him about Seattle, verify his whereabouts. She hit the ‘ok’ button. “Is this the pride of Carnation speaking?” she said.
 
   “Ah, that I am--the prodigal son has returned to tell the world he’s in love.” Jamey’s voice was so familiar, she wanted to crawl through the phone and plant kisses all over his face.
 
   “Everything good in Washington?” From the corner of her eye, Tina saw Shelley put on headphones. 
 
   “Everything is fantastic except that I’m missing your sweet face and your reminders not to swear.”
 
   Tina smiled to remember how hot they were for each other these days. “Withdrawal will be hard.”
 
   “Don’t say hard please. Everything you say sets me off, and I have to get out of my car in a few minutes and say hello to Carrie.”
 
   Tina laughed. “Oh, we don’t want her to get the wrong idea.” 
 
   “No, we don’t. For some reason Carrie gave me just this one hour tonight, so I’ll probably run through the house to find the girls.”
 
   Tina’s heart twinged to think how much Jamey loved his daughters. She didn’t want his ex-wife to be weird about visitation, but it wasn’t her place to say anything. “I’m just coming back from the beach dives. I’m calling them the Wheelchair Rock Stars now.”
 
   “I’m proud of you, Tina. You did a wonderful thing today.” When Jamey reached Carrie’s driveway, he had to go. “I’m here, Darlin’.” 
 
   “Call me later,” Tina said, trying to not sound too needy. She didn’t mention that she’d been having funny feelings about him. Feelings that were probably only insecure paranoia. Jamey’s funny feelings were spot on, and therefore worth paying attention to. But having the freaky ability to share dreams with Jamey didn’t necessarily mean she’d inherited all his abilities. She had to remember that.
 
   Obi barked once from the front seat when they parked at the dive shop. He climbed onto Shelley’s lap to get out the door first. Immediately after Obi entered the building, Katie peeked her blonde head out. “Your mother called while you were gone. You need to call her ASAP. She sounded like she didn’t trust I’d give the message to you so I got my butt out here as soon as I saw you drive in, to tell you to call her. Do you have a phone or will you come in to make that very important call?” Katie was a wordy girl. The opposite of her uncle Jamey, who needed so much coaxing to talk sometimes.
 
   “If she calls again, tell her I’m still diving.” Tina’s voice was singsongy as she pulled the tanks out of the back of the truck and handed them to Shelley. She’d call in a few minutes. Forgiving her mother was going to take time. Finding a way to let it all go was hard when actions from her mother had led to her husband’s death. But, forgiveness was a slippery slope. What if her mother had never found out Hank was a con artist, and never meddled in Tina’s marriage, never told Hank to get out of her daughter’s life? Hank would probably be alive now. They’d still be married. Would Tina ever have found out about Hank and Noble’s plan to con her? She’d never know.
 
   Once she got Mikey off his phone and gave him a task, Tina dialed her mother’s number in Seattle. She sat down on an overturned milk crate from Haleakala Dairy, just outside the shop’s back door. Doves cooed from the trees, their recognizable call sounding like musical Morse code telling her to be nice to her mother. Be nice. Be nice to your mother. Be nice. Nice. Nice.
 
   “Hello?” Elizabeth Greene answered and Tina took a deep breath. 
 
   She hadn’t heard her mother’s voice in a few weeks and it sounded frightened and meek. “You wanted to talk to me?”
 
   “I know you don’t want to talk to me, Kristina, but I thought you should know that your father is going in to Virginia Mason Hospital for some tests tomorrow.”
 
   Her heart jumped into her throat. “Is he okay?”
 
   “Yes, but his cardiologist heard something with the stethoscope today and wants to be sure. Just a precaution. He’s resting. He didn’t want me to call you, but I thought you should know.” There was a long pause and then Elizabeth continued. “I hope I did the right thing by telling you.” It was unusual for her mother to second-guess or apologize for anything, but Tina knew why she sounded unsure now. The danger of losing her daughter forever was sitting on the sidelines now, waiting to be played.
 
   “Of course you did the right thing. I wish I could come to Seattle to be with you guys.”
 
   “Oh, don’t come, Kristina. Your father doesn’t want to make a big deal out of this. I’ll call tomorrow to let you know when we hear something.” Her mother’s voice hitched liked she was trying not to cry.
 
   “I’m sure it’s nothing, Mother. Stay strong and I’ll talk to you tomorrow. What time are the tests?”
 
   “He goes in early, but I doubt we’ll know anything for a few days.” Elizabeth cleared her throat.
 
   “Okay. Tomorrow, then.” Tina pressed the red key on her phone and stood up facing what used to be Mr. Takeshimi’s house, across the back lane. The people who bought it were turning the quaint old place into a bed and breakfast, something she suspected Mr. T would like. She’d worried the old plantation house might be knocked down to make a cement structure for another ABC store, but Mr. T had said historic Lahaina Town wouldn’t allow that.
 
   Maybe her feeling of unrest today had more to do with her father than Jamey. If she’d taken on what Jamey called hyper-intuition, she needed to listen to her gut feelings. But, if she was just acting paranoid, she needed to remember that Jamey loved her and would never betray her. Not like Hank. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   When Jamey called, Tina calculated it was midnight in Seattle. He sounded very happy to hear her voice. “Hi, Sweet Thang.”
 
   She was curled up on her couch, watching the 10 p.m. news on TV and muted the sound. 
 
    “How are your girls?” 
 
   “Fantastic. They got bigger since I was here two months ago.” He laughed. “I only had forty minutes to talk to them, mostly about you, I might add, and then they needed to get into bed.” She heard the disappointment in his voice. 
 
   “What was their reaction to you having a girlfriend?’
 
   “They got a kick out of their old dad being romantic. They didn’t think it was gross at all.”
 
   She smiled. “I can’t wait to meet them this summer. Did you ask Carrie if they could come?” 
 
   “Not yet. She was in a bad mood, and I’ve learned never to cross that red-headed fireball when she’s like that.”
 
   Jamey’s words were meant as a joke, but it irritated Tina that such a devoted dad had to kowtow to his former wife to see his daughters. She changed the subject. “My father’s going in to the hospital tomorrow for heart tests.”
 
   “Anything serious?” 
 
   “Hopefully not. Mother phoned to tell me.” 
 
   “You could fly here to be with him. I’ll pick you up at the airport.” He sounded hopeful.
 
   Ah ha. He was in Seattle, not Afghanistan. Deep down, she knew this, but something in her relaxed. “Dad doesn’t want to make a big deal out of a few tests that could turn out to be nothing. Besides, I have three more days with the Wheelchair Mamas. If he’s not in danger…” She stroked Obi while they talked. “I’ll hear more tomorrow.”
 
   “You know, it might be a good idea to fly here after the Mamas leave, see your father, and let your mother apologize.”
 
   She chuckled. “You just want me to come to Seattle so you can ravage my body.”
 
   “That’s true. Also, I want to show you off to my family.”
 
   How did she ever think she could last a month without Jamey? “Maybe I should come visit my parents in a few days. I know my father is stressed out with this whole thing between Mother and me.”
 
   “Do you have anyone to look after Obi?” 
 
   “I’m sure Pepper would.” Her best friend would do anything for her. “And did I tell you that Dave and Sally are coming back to Maui?”
 
   “Sally finished chemo now?”
 
   “She’s done with radiation and they want to be here while she gets stronger for chemo.” 
 
   “Maybe Diver Dave will want to dive. Work the boat a few days.”
 
   By the time Tina and Jamey hung up, she’d convinced herself to leave for Seattle in a few days’ time. What had kept her away from Seattle didn’t seem so important now that her father was having heart tests. She and her mother had to resolve this issue, take the burden off her father’s shoulders. Shelley and Megan could do the final dives with the Mamas. 
 
   Next she called Shelley to ask if she would run things in two days. “You okay with that?”
 
   “Sure. Between me, Katie, and Megan, we can handle everything. You know that, Tina.” Shelley was more than capable of running the business and coordinating the dives. Katie would manage the shop. Megan would work the boat. Mikey would wait for orders. Everyone in her employ would fall into place while Tina spent a few days with her father. 
 
   She was already visualizing how to make her mother sweat over an apology which was probably a good sign for their relationship. She couldn’t imagine feeling forgiveness for that woman, but she would have to try.
 
    
 
   By the time Elizabeth Greene called the next day with the news that the tests showed something and her father had to be admitted to the hospital for a surgical procedure, the plan was in place to fly to Seattle in two days. Changing the flight to that night would be easy. 
 
   Tina switched into survival mode, like being on automatic pilot, an outsider looking in at her life. “I’m going to book the ten o’clock red eye out of here tonight. I’ll be there by the time he goes into surgery.” She’d drive straight to the hospital from SeaTac Airport. 
 
   “Thank you, Kristina. I’ll tell your father. He’ll be pleased you’re coming.”
 
   “Put him on the phone, can you?” 
 
   Her mother paused, and Tina wondered if she was up to something. “He’s still sedated but I’ll call you later and you can talk before you get on the plane.”
 
   Once the flight was booked she phoned Shelley. “I’m outa here tonight. I’ll phone the Mamas to tell them goodbye. You and Megan will do the final dives tomorrow.” She warned Shelley that although she had a return ticket in a week, it might be longer. “I’ll be available by phone, so you can call me for anything. If I don’t pick up, it’s just because I’m driving or in the hospital, but always leave a message.”
 
   “You can count on me, Boss.”
 
   “I will be doing just that. Take care of my business.” 
 
   Tina grabbed a small duffel bag from her closet and packed a few necessities. Very little was needed. At the outside, she might be gone ten days, but no more. She had a business to run. Hanging around her parents’ house would get old fast, and soon enough she’d find herself back on a plane to Maui and Obi. Her dad just had to get through this small surgical procedure, and then she could heave a sigh of relief.
 
   She still hadn’t spoken to her father on the phone and somewhere in the back of her mind, Tina didn’t trust her mother, but couldn’t imagine that she’d be lured to Seattle under false pretenses. That would be despicable.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   For Jamey, seeing his daughters after an absence was always like the Seahawks won the Super Bowl on his birthday. Even though he’d visited briefly the night before, both girls rushed through the school parking lot like they were still five-years-old. He took one in each arm and spun them around. “Hi Squirt and Cookie. I missed you today.” He put them down and pointed to his truck. “Let’s go. Mom said I could help you with homework today so let’s go home and start the fun.”
 
   They groaned, but walked to their father’s truck and climbed in.
 
   After dinner, homework, and putting the girls to bed, Jamey felt like a dad again, and that was about the best feeling in the world for him. He smiled all the way back to Pops’ house, driving the twisty, dark road out to the river property on the south side of town. As he steered his old truck down Pops’ driveway, the thought of the girls’ excitement made him grin. He’d go over again in the morning to take them to school. Even though they loved the school bus, they’d agreed to let their dad drive them the next day. “Just this once,” Jade had said.
 
   “Don’t be late.” Carrie had looked at Jamey, her face stern. 
 
   Jamey thought about how different the two women in his life were. Carrie was distracted and bossy, saving her smiles for her baby, Mango, these days. Doting over the baby, and four-year-old Wyatt, seemed to be her only joy in life. Even the twins were getting the short end of the stick. She’d been testy with them, too, and Jamey had to think it was post-pregnancy hormones even though Mango was almost ten months old. He’d never mention that to Carrie, though. Not unless he wanted his head bit off. Her moods seemed to fluctuate between being barely tolerant, and quietly furious. 
 
   After the twins were born, she’d been difficult to live with then, too, for the whole first year. He’d chalked it up to hormones and sleep deprivation.
 
   Tonight, she’d snapped at him when he didn’t immediately offer to dry the dishes after dinner. In front of everyone, she’d said, “You know, you could set an example for your daughters and get off that chair to help me.” 
 
   “You are absolutely right.” He’d jumped out of his chair. “And, I happen to know two little assistants who could join me in this help-fest.” Jade and Jasmine made a game of it. 
 
   Later, when he asked his ex-wife if she was mad at him for anything in particular, besides sitting on his backside while she slaved away, she’d paused and took a deep breath.
 
   “I have a lot on my mind, and I’m not sleeping well these days.” She’d crossed her arms and leaned against the kitchen counter. “Kevin is back in town and wants to see Wyatt. He says he now wants a relationship with his son.” She uncrossed her arms long enough to make air quotes around the word relationship. “After running out on me and Wyatt, he wants to mend things.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that, Carrie.” Jamey had almost forgotten that Kevin’s birthfather wasn’t Chris. Kevin was a fling of Carrie’s after she and Jamey split, and having the guy back in town would be worrisome. Jamey wasn’t fond of Kevin even though he’d only met him once. That time Jamey’s spidey alert had picked up on something he didn’t like. 
 
   These days Carrie was bogged down with worry, and she was probably trying to be as nice as she could manage. Tina, on the other hand, was becoming more carefree every day. The fact that she was coming to Seattle in less than ten hours made Jamey happier than he’d been in the last two days. They’d only been apart forty-eight hours, but they were the loneliest hours of Jamey’s life, if you didn’t count the days after he’d left Tina ten years ago. The only thing that had pulled him out of that funk was knowing he and Carrie were about to have twins. Two babies were on the way, and Jamey needed to keep it together for them, and for Carrie. 
 
   The scrabble board was on the table when Jamey walked in Pops’ kitchen.  He looked at his father. “You’re going down, Old Man Dunn.” 
 
   Pops motioned for Jamey to sit down. After getting a beer from the fridge, Jamey did. “Figured you could use some entertainment after all your hard work,” Pops said.
 
   Earlier that day, Jamey had started working on projects around the house, like filling in the potholes. After he’d fixed those suckers, he replaced some rotten boards on the back porch. Pops liked to say he was leaving jobs for Jamey, to keep him in shape, but the truth was that Pops wasn’t looking as robust as usual and it worried Jamey. Secretly, he hoped his father had quit sneaking cigarettes now that his son was keeping an eye on him.
 
   “Tina flying in to Seattle tonight?” Pops spelled “flight” on the board.
 
   “She’s trying to get here before her dad goes for surgery tomorrow.” Jamey would see her in two days, probably. Like some lovesick schoolboy, he’d drive in to meet her anywhere, even cruise by the house, if that’s what it took. She’d insisted on taking a taxi to the hospital tomorrow from the airport. 
 
   “Heard anything from Milton lately?”
 
   “I need to call him. Last we talked, he wanted to do tests. I’ll have to show him I can’t jump. Leave out the part about Tina being the jumper these days.” Jamey set down a double word score for “mortar.” 
 
   For decades, Scrabble had been Jamey and his father’s favorite board game, with lots of name-calling and word-inventing on the game board. Pops always kept a dictionary at his elbow for those moments when Jamey started making up “crazy-assed, homemade, flubberty-jubbed words,” Pops said, usually while he was verifying Jamey’s latest creation.
 
   “What time does her plane land?” Pops asked. He added the word “fun” to the scrabble board, looking smug.
 
   “Six thirty.” Jamey stifled a smile. “She’ll go straight to the hospital and be there when they take him in to surgery, if traffic isn’t too heavy from the airport.” At least, he and Tina would be in the same state. That alone would make him feel better. Not that he was the priority here. If Philip Greene pulled through in the next day, and it sounded like he would, Tina would eventually make her way east to his little hometown to meet his family, and the idea of his sexy girlfriend in Carnation was as exciting as anything he could think of right now. 
 
   “Impress the hell out of your brother and your father,” she’d said to him on the phone.  
 
   He was sure his father would love her. Pops had a soft spot for girls, even the older ones. And Tina was one special girl. He added the word “sexy” to the board and smiled.
 
   “Do the girls know their dad has a girlfriend?” Pops didn’t look up.
 
   “I told them. They were pleased.”
 
   “I bet they were." Pops grinned over the scrabble board, and spelled “extra” using Jamey’s x. “Did you have fun at dinner tonight?”
 
   “Sure did. Those kids can eat a lot of food!” He chuckled. “The three of us are going on a date tomorrow.”
 
   Carrie had given permission for Jamey to take Jade and Jasmine to Red Robin in Redmond, a favorite restaurant where the waiters would sing the girls happy birthday. “Tomorrow being Friday, is fine. Just not on a school night,” she’d specified. Jamey was getting a little tired of her bad mood. “If Carrie doesn’t change her mind about letting me take them, that is.” Jamey shrugged.
 
   Pops shot a look at Jamey and spelled “bitch” on the board.
 
   “Hey. Not nice,” Jamey said.
 
   “Female dog.”
 
   “Carrie is stressed these days.” Jamey tried to explain.
 
   “Well, my advice is just try to be as easy going as Chris, and everyone will be happy.” He chuckled. 
 
   Carrie’s husband, Chris, was a big Teddy Bear. “Wyatt’s birthfather is here, and wanting to see him,” Jamey said. 
 
   Pops frowned. “I heard. Makes things tricky now, for her. It’s different than when I got married and had kids, and that was it. If your spouse left you and the kids, you just made do.” 
 
   When Jamey’s mother had left them, he’d been five years old and his younger sister, Jenny, was two. Jamey had little memory of his mother except what he got from photographs. Virginia Dunn’s departure had always been explained like she was a bird and needed to fly away. “Some women just aren’t fit for mothering,” Pops had said. She’d never contacted her family again. Not that Jamey knew. Talking about his long-departed mother always made everyone miserable. “I’m hoping you will all get to meet Tina this week, as long as her father is better, and her mother can spare her.” He added an “s” to the word “extra” on the board.
 
    “That would be nice,” Pops said. “Terrible thing about her mother doing that to her marriage. The woman is lucky those two con men didn’t try to off her.” Pops laid down the tiles to spell “murder.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure those men weren’t murderers.”
 
   “How did Tina’s mom know all this was going on? Did she suspect something, and confront them?” Pops didn’t know the part Jamey had played--the letter he’d sent years ago, as a warning to Tina’s parents. Jamey just couldn’t tell his father that he’d broken the promise to Uncle Don to never change the future after a vision in a precognitive dream. 
 
   “She hired a private eye.” He hated lying to his father, but the day Jamey decided to interfere with Tina’s marriage and write that letter, was a day he decided to keep secrets.  Breaking the promise didn’t seem as important when he found out Hank’s motive for marrying Tina. He’d had to warn someone. Was Hank always destined to die that day on the cliffs over Honolua, or did he die because of the letter? He’d never know. He spelled “guilt” with the “u” from “murder.”
 
   Pops’ interested expression encouraged Jamey to continue talking. “She’d had other boyfriends of Tina’s followed. The mother is overprotective because Tina’s twin brother drowned when they were young.” 
 
   “And now, she and her mother aren’t speaking?” Pops added “er” to “murder.”
 
   Jamey shook his head. “Nope. Tina needs time to forgive.” 
 
   “Parenting isn’t easy. And loving your kids like your heart’ll burst sometimes leads a parent down the wrong path.” 
 
   “Tina will forgive her mother. Probably on this visit.” He added a “y” to guilt.
 
   But when Jamey went to bed later, he lay in his old room thinking. What would happen in the next few days? Tina needed to make amends with her mother, or the stress of their broken relationship could have an effect on Philip Greene’s health. Lying with his hands behind his head, Jamey tried not to think of the absence of Tina’s body in bed beside him. He’d become used to sleeping with her. Her firm butt, two perfect handfuls of breasts, her soft lips. The way she sighed when he kissed her neck. Realizing that he’d never get to sleep with those thoughts, he switched to thinking about fishing and soon found himself drifting off.
 
   In the dream, Jamey stood on the front porch of Pops’ house, waiting. But it wasn’t for Tina. She was long gone. His heart was heavy with that knowledge. He couldn’t remember why, but she had good reason to hate him, and it was impossible to get her to see his side of things. Soon a car would head down the long twisty road, the driver not sure he had the right house. Jamey would be there when the car pulled up, and the driver stepped out. 
 
   Jamey would be ready to go.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Seattle was chilly, compared to Maui’s balmy temperatures. Most of Tina’s cool weather clothes were at her parents’ house so she’d avoided having to pack a suitcase. For the flight she’d worn a pair of jeans, T-shirt, and a bomber-style leather jacket she saved for trips to the mainland. 
 
   Tina hurried through the Seattle airport, her carry-on duffle bag pulling heavily on her shoulder. The plane’s arrival was only a few minutes late, but she wanted desperately to get to the hospital before her father went in to surgery. Just in case. She hailed a taxi and settled in for the thirty-minute drive to the Seattle hospital.
 
   Jamey answered his phone on the second ring and she knew from the sound of his voice she’d woken him. “I’m headed to the hospital now.” 
 
   “Your dad will be fine, honey. He’s tough.”
 
   “I know, but I still worry. He’s my dad. I just hope Mother and I appear normal for his sake.”
 
   “You can do it, Baby. Just let it go. You’re here for your dad. Pretend you’re back where you were two months ago with your mother.” Jamey had a calming effect on her that she cherished. It was almost frightening how quickly this man had made himself indispensable in her life.
 
   They hung up a few minutes later but the thought of Jamey lying in a bed, naked, and all sleepy-eyed, was enough to distract her for most of the drive. Especially because they were only separated by land now, not ocean. 
 
   Once she got to the hospital, a quick question at the hospital’s Information Desk had Tina in the elevator to surgery. The worry in her heart was almost dwarfed by the worry about seeing her scheming mother again. 
 
   Tina had switched from flip-flops to stylish boots on the plane and her heels clicked on the shiny floor as she followed a nurse to a curtained cubicle. When the nurse pulled the curtain aside, the sight of her vibrant father lying in a hospital bed, his sleeping face drawn and old-looking was shocking. Her mother stood and smiled her pinched smile, the one that never made it beyond her mouth. 
 
   “There you are,” she whispered. “Did you have a good flight?” 
 
   Tina set her bag by the foot of the hospital bed and glanced at her mother. “Not bad.” She looked to her father. ”Is he sedated or just asleep?”
 
   Elizabeth touched her daughter’s arm. “Sleeping.” 
 
   Tina moved to her father’s bedside, longing to take his hand, but not wanting to wake him. This was the man who was always so strong for everyone else. Her father was an esteemed lawyer, used to commanding a whole courtroom of doubters. Seeing him so vulnerable brought tears to her eyes.
 
   “You can wake him,” her mother said moving to the end of the bed. “He was awake earlier, waiting for you to arrive, but only just dozed off.”
 
   Tina shook her head. “I’ll wait.” She sat down in the chair nearest to her father. Had her mother just moved over to offer the closest chair to her? That display of consideration would be something new.
 
   Taking her father’s hand, Tina squeezed gently. She had to face her mother eventually. They had days ahead of them, days of closeness, and days of sharing concern about the man they both loved. “How are you holding up, Mother?” Until she said it, she hadn’t thought that maybe all this stress of being shut out of her daughter’s affections, and then this episode, might be taking its toll on her other parent.
 
   “I’m fine.” She nodded like the question needed nothing more.
 
   Tina reminded herself that Elizabeth Greene would have to be on a stretcher, covered in blood, to admit that anything was wrong. She was a master at subterfuge and denial. 
 
   “Did you sleep last night?” She tried not to look too interested in her mother’s welfare, but then wondered why. Was she trying to teach her mother a lesson? She wasn’t the type of person who withheld love as punishment. “Did you, Mother?”
 
   Her mother nodded. “Well enough.”
 
   Her father was breathing evenly, his eyebrows in need of a good trimming. She almost smiled. After this, Tina vowed that she’d try to build her relationship with her mother to a point where they could be comfortable around each other. Then she’d decide if she wanted to make a further effort. If so, she would approach the relationship like the adult she was, and stand her ground, not be reduced to her usual state of the scared little girl.
 
   Philip Greene’s eyes fluttered open, and he smiled. “There’s my two girls.” 
 
   It had been a very long time since he’d grouped her and her mother together like this, and called them his girls. “I’m here, Daddy.”
 
   “Did you fly all night?” he asked, his eyes becoming brighter.
 
   She pressed his hand to her face and smiled. “Yes. And are my arms tired.” An old joke, but it made him smile.
 
   Her mother moved to Tina’s side. “They will come to prep you soon, Darling.”
 
   Hearing the emotion in her mother’s voice, and calling her dad “Darling,” made Tina glance to the woman standing beside her. Obviously her father didn’t find it strange because he nodded. “Thank you, Liz.” Only he was allowed to call her by the shortened name. 
 
   “How do you feel, Daddy?”
 
   “I’m fine, Kitten. Just ready to be turned into the Six Million Dollar Man.” 
 
   When the orderlies arrived to prepare him for surgery, the two women walked out to the hall, waiting and worrying. When the gurney was wheeled from the room, Tina moved in to speak to her father. She was worried that it might be the last words she’d ever say to him, and wanted to make them count. Bending to kiss his cheek, she whispered, “I’m going to forgive Mother. We’ll talk today, and when you wake up, Mother and I will have hugged and moved on.” She would’ve promised him anything, at this point.
 
   He smiled and squeezed her hand. “That’s my girl. She needs that.” His look said it all. 
 
   Tina backed away and her mother moved in to accompany the gurney. The tears in Elizabeth’s eyes shocked her. And her father’s words shocked her even more so. “Lizzie. You are the love of my life. Tell Tina everything now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Tina came back from the Starbucks cafe in the lobby, with two cups of steaming coffee, Elizabeth was walking back to Phillip’s room from the surgery floor. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. She needed to take her mother in her arms. To reassure her that her father was in good hands. 
 
   Tina set the coffee on the bedside table and wrapped her arms around the woman who’d always been so hesitant to show emotion. Feeling the release was shocking, and when her mother started sobbing, Tina couldn’t hold back her own tears. They cried together, in each other’s arms. She hadn’t cried like that since grieving for Hank. 
 
   But these tears were for her sweet father, still in surgery. A man who tried all his life to do the right thing. To fight for justice in his work, to support a less than easy wife, and to get past the death of a child who was only a few years old. He didn’t deserve to die on the table today. Not that it worked that way. Good people died, too, but lately she’d wondered if Hank and Noble had died because they led a life of cheating people and were destined to leave the world early because they hadn’t played the game fairly. They’d been too late to ask fate for a pardon.
 
   Finally, Elizabeth drew back, and apologized for “being this way.”
 
   “We’re worried about Dad. You can cry in front of me. I’m an adult now.”
 
   Elizabeth sniffed and took a step back. “I’ve always tried to soldier on for you Kristina. Not show you this side. Keep strong, in spite of Kristoffer’s death. I never wanted you to know how it affected me.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.
 
   Had her mother been acting stoic all Tina’s life for her benefit? Did she think it would help her daughter in the long run? Because it ultimately led to all this—a fractured relationship that was almost irreparable. 
 
   Tina handed her mother a clump of tissues from the box and took some for herself. They sat quietly in the chairs beside the now-empty hospital bed until Tina was ready to speak. “I know you’ve always tried to be strong for me, but now is a good time to let go. I would much rather see who you are than only see the woman who lets no emotion show.” She’d almost said the words “cold,” and “hard.”
 
   “I have so many regrets in my life, Kristina. Where you are concerned. So many. And I’m sorry.” The last words were uttered with such emotion that a sob caught in Tina’s throat. “I now think Kristoffer’s death was probably quite damaging for you--to lose a twin brother, but I wasn’t strong enough to help you back then. I hoped you were too young to be terribly effected.” Her mother’s hands shook. “You know how they tell you on airplanes to fix your oxygen mask first, then your child’s?”
 
   Tina nodded.
 
   “I couldn’t get mine fastened and never got to yours.”
 
   “I know.” Tina took her mother’s warm hand in her own and stroked the back of it with her thumb. “I got through it.”
 
   “Philip said it was probably easier on you than me, and I wanted to believe it. I didn’t want anyone else, least of all my child, to go through the hell and guilt I faced. Once I realized that you needed me more than ever, I’m afraid I became too strict with you. I had only two sides to me in those days. If I wasn’t an incompetent mother and nervous wreck, I was pretending to be strong and enforcing rules to ensure your safety. I was terrified of losing you as well.” She looked into Tina’s eyes with such sadness, such vulnerability, that Tina shuddered. The tears fell to her lap. 
 
   “We have lots of talking to do about all of this. I hope you’ll let me in, let me know what you feel, why you felt like your only option was to blackmail my husband.” There, she’d said it. She’d promised herself in the taxi that she wouldn’t bring it up today, but it hovered between them like a wasp at a picnic. Wasn’t now the perfect time to talk about why her mother tried to ruin her marriage? They had hours of waiting. She’d promised her father they’d get past it today.
 
   Elizabeth sat forward, holding her daughter’s hand so tightly Tina thought she might have to tell her to let go. “When I thought of what I wanted for my only child’s future, for you Kristina, never did I imagine you’d move across the ocean from us and marry a criminal.” Her voice faltered, and she sobbed into the tissue. “It broke my heart that you left us to live across the ocean. I always imagined you would live in Seattle. And then it broke my heart that you chose such a man. It meant that you were looking for something in your life that you didn’t have. Something like danger, or, at the very least, acceptance from this type of person. Choosing Hank as your life partner just verified what I already knew about myself. That I’d failed as your mother.”
 
   Tina scooted over to her. “No, Hank was a genuinely sweet man. He loved me, Mother. That’s something you didn’t know. When I met him, I had no idea he was dangerous. We had a real marriage, Mother. Don’t feel badly that I chose someone who wasn’t good to me, because he was. He loved me. We had fun together, laughed, talked, we wanted babies. He told Noble that when we met, he vowed to turn his life around.”
 
   Elizabeth’s expression was a mixture of pity and supreme sadness. She placed a finger over her lips as if she was trying to keep from offering more words.  
 
   “They were after Grandmother’s paintings in the beginning, but not toward the end. Hank loved me. I was happy.” Tina needed her mother to know this. “You didn’t know him, but Hank was a good husband.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you about his past.”
 
   “He wanted to move on.”
 
   “How do you know that, Tina?” 
 
   She couldn’t tell her mother the truth. “He told Jamey.” She blurted it out, and then worried how she’d back up that statement with facts. 
 
   “And you believe that?” Elizabeth wasn’t convinced. 
 
   By now, the two women were blowing their noses into the Kleenex, the tears done. “I do. The circumstances were such that Hank wouldn’t have been lying. Hank also told Noble.” 
 
   Her mother froze, her expression unreadable. “So, you knew that Hank had a criminal past?”
 
   “I knew he’d led a life he wasn’t proud of. It wasn’t until recently that Jamey told me that Hank was committed to our marriage. Noble told Jamey that, too.” She wouldn’t reveal that Noble and Jamey never met. Not in Noble’s real life. 
 
   “Noble was his partner in crime, Kristina.”
 
   “That’s true.” She nodded.
 
   Elizabeth winced and looked at the floor. “When I found out he was after your money, I wondered if you’d chosen him because of some deep desire to sabotage your own happiness. I had to make amends for being a terrible mother. I had to protect you from that man.”
 
   Tina’s eyes narrowed, and she pulled back from her mother. “How did you know he was after my money, Mother? How could you have possibly known?”
 
   Elizabeth Greene didn’t miss a beat. “I got a letter from someone on Maui telling me that he was a wanted criminal and was out to take your money.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Pops was frying Canadian bacon at the stove when Jamey came back from his run. “Hey Old Man,” Jamey said fondly. 
 
   “You almost ready for breakfast, Jimmie-Boy?”
 
   “Getting there. Do I have time to shower, or can I help you scramble some eggs?” He looked over his dad’s shoulder to see the bacon sizzling in the cast iron frying pan.
 
   “Go shower. I don’t want to sit with a stinky, sweaty kid at my table. We’ll start the eggs when you come down.”
 
   Jamey took the stairs two at a time and went straight for the upstairs bathroom. It was an old house, built by a homesteader in the early 1900’s, with some modifications, like the upstairs bathroom, and a downstairs toilet room. Old, but funky. All he’d ever known. 
 
   Jamey turned on the water, then stripped off his running shorts and T-shirt. None of those fancy running clothes for him. Testing the water’s temperature, he wondered how Tina’s father was doing. Hearing her voice this morning as his wake up call, and knowing that she was in the same state, had brightened his mood considerably. 
 
   He soaped his body and washed the foamy film from his back, then his front. He’d been wakened this morning by the ringing of his cell phone and never found out what Milton had to say in his dream. It wasn’t like he couldn’t guess. His Sixth Force boss had driven down the road to Pops’ house, got out of the car, no smile on his face, all business. He knew what that meant. They wanted him back. Even though Tina was the real dream jumper, the military would never have that information if he had anything to do with it. They couldn’t have her. Ever. 
 
   He turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. Tina didn’t want to jump. Hours ago, on the phone, she said there hadn’t been any new strange dreams lately, and that was good. She’d sounded so hopeful, like sleeping alongside him had been the problem. It was too bad that Tina was living in fear of jumping. He remembered that feeling from when he was a teenager, but then he’d adjusted, grown with the ability, learned to use it to his advantage.
 
   Thing was, Tina could jump from miles away. In the last weeks, they’d agreed to monitor their dreams, keep track of everything, and learn to live with what they had. He wasn’t going anywhere. They had time to figure this out. She’d looked so relieved when he said that, he’d hugged her tightly.
 
   Having gone through so much shit together, he and Tina were probably ready to commit. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about a ring, but he sensed that she wanted to give the new relationship a few months. Be cautious. And Jamey couldn’t blame her, considering all she’d been through. As he wound a towel around his hips, a clear premonition hit him like a slap across the face with a wet hand. Sergeant Milton would take him back to Afghanistan with the plan to make him stay.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Elizabeth jumped out of her chair when the doctor approached them in the surgery’s waiting room. As he took the surgical mask from his face, the smile that appeared seemed like a good sign. “The surgery was successful, Elizabeth.” The older doctor stood before them, nodding. “Philip came through it well. He’s in recovery.”
 
   Elizabeth let out the breath she’d been holding. “Oh, thank God.” 
 
   Tina’s newly emotional mother looked like she might launch herself into the arms of the surgeon from relief, but instead grabbed her daughter’s hand. 
 
   “Someone will come to get you in a few minutes,” the doctor said.
 
   When the young nurse arrived, she regretfully said that only Elizabeth was allowed to go into the recovery room. Tina waited on the leatherette chair in the hall, giving thanks that her father made it out of surgery alive. Although the risk hadn’t been high, it still hung over the day like a bad omen. People died all the time in surgery, even when the risk was low. Pepper’s sister went in for knee surgery one day and never made it off the table.
 
   Tina and her mother hadn’t spoken again about the anonymous letter. When asked about the identity of the writer, Tina had said she had no idea. And she didn’t. Noble would never risk being ratted out to the police. Never. She couldn’t think who else wanted Hank ousted. Who would benefit from revealing Hank’s past? Or, who wanted him gone, but didn’t understand the situation? She had to see the letter. Tonight when she got back to the house, she’d look for it. The whole idea of someone taking a pen to paper with the idea of ruining her marriage made her feel sick.  
 
   By the time Philip Greene was back in his room, awake and sipping broth, Tina was tired enough to imagine dropping to the floor. With the crisis past, fatigue had reared its head. Her eyelids felt coated in lead, her whole body, not much better. She’d slept a few hours on the plane, but it hadn’t been enough to take her through to the end of this day. She’d fall asleep in the chair soon if she didn’t keep moving. 
 
   While she was watching her father sip a little broth, Tina picked up her ringing phone. Jamey had wanted to drive in to see her but he was at the twins’ soccer practice and then he was taking them to Red Robin for dinner. It wouldn’t work tonight, and that was probably best for everyone.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Tina said. “Can I see you then?” Although she physically ached to feel his arms around her, she was heading to her parents’ Mercer Island house to sleep soon, and for him the priority was the girls.
 
   “Definitely. Even if it’s only for ten minutes. And remember, Tina,” he said provocatively, “I’ve never seen you in jeans. Tight jeans.”
 
   She laughed. “I’ll try to find some that are tight.” After the last year of worrying and grieving, she’d lost weight and everything was loose on her small frame. “Or I’ll stop and get a Big Mac, milkshake and fries on the way home.” Jamey was a good influence on her, reminding her to eat three meals a day. “Most boyfriends want to see their girlfriends in a bikini, not jeans.”
 
   “Mmmm. I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Bikini?” 
 
   “Boyfriend.” 
 
   After all they’d been through, he still wasn’t sure he was her boyfriend? In the past, Tina had used the term boyfriend with men she liked a lot less than Jamey. And Jamey was beloved to her. Recently, they’d talked about how the feelings between them had never gone away over the years. “It lay dormant for me,” Jamey said. 
 
   She’d thought about that for a few seconds. “Probably me too, without knowing it.”
 
   Jamey admitted he was in love with her, had always loved her since those first days. But even if she’d been ready to say she loved him, too, they were old enough to know that didn’t guarantee a successful relationship. What bonded them the strongest right now was the dream jumping. They were wildly compatible but wasn’t everyone at the beginning?  And the sex. Of course the sex. But Tina wanted to make sure that if the dream jumping ability left them both, they’d still be strong. 
 
   Elizabeth had overheard bits of Tina’s call with Jamey. “I’ll stay here at the hospital tonight, Kristina. You go home and get a good night’s sleep.” She was insistent. The hospital suite had a family bed near the window, and a little fridge for snacks and drinks. It was hard to imagine her mother sleeping on a cot, but she looked determined to stay by her husband’s side. 
 
   After making sure her father was resting comfortably, Tina kissed him good night and walked down the long hall with her mother. 
 
   Elizabeth handed over the house key and looped her arm with Tina’s. “The front door sticks now,” she said. “Turn off the alarm, the code is the same, there’s food and drinks. I had fresh sheets put on your bed.” Tina’s bedroom was always exactly as she left it the day she went away to college. Aside from having it cleaned, Elizabeth left everything in place for those times when her daughter came home. Was this her mother’s way of showing love? “And we now have a cat, so don’t be alarmed if he jumps into bed with you.”
 
   Tina couldn’t have been more shocked if her mother said there was a rabid orangutan living at the Greene family home. “What?”
 
   “Your father has always wanted a cat.” Elizabeth looked like it was as simple as that, even though she had firmly forbidden pets during all Tina’s years at home.
 
   They stopped walking. Tina contemplated what to say and decided that she’d say nothing. Let it go, like Jamey said. She took a deep breath and continued on. The elevator ride was silent while she considered asking about the letter. If she didn’t do it now, she didn’t want to be phoning her father’s hospital room later when the curiosity kept her from sleeping. “Mother, did you keep the anonymous letter?” 
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “I did.”
 
   “I’d like to read it.”
 
   Her mother nodded again. “It’s in my desk, top right drawer. But promise me one thing, Kristina.” 
 
   Elizabeth’s stare was frigid, and Tina imagined her mother didn’t want her going through her desk, snooping.
 
   “If you recognize anything in that letter, just remember that whoever sent it had their reasons. Possibly concern for you, not necessarily the motive to destroy your marriage.”
 
   Tina wasn’t so sure.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The house was fully lit when Tina drove her mother’s Mercedes into the driveway. The Greene’s stately brick home was on two acres of property on Mercer Island with a stunning view of Puget Sound from the back of the house. Old growth maples and Douglas firs surrounded the property, making it look more like an estate than a home in a neighborhood. Neighbors couldn’t be seen from the front door even in the winter when the forested areas around the house were bare of leaves. 
 
   She let herself in to the house from the garage, her eyes drifting immediately to a white Persian cat on the kitchen table. “Hello, Cat.” She smiled to herself. The fact that her parents had found themselves a pet softened her heart, made them seem more normal, like her parents were lonely and needed something.  
 
   She put her bag down on the granite counter top and crossed to the cat. It was purring before she even got to the table, and she had to wonder how affectionate her parents were with their pet. The fluffy, white feline rubbed against Tina as she stroked its back. According to the collar’s tag, its name was Mr. Boo. A snort laugh escaped Tina’s mouth. Had her studious father chosen that name? She couldn’t imagine her mother calling anything by that name, but then two hours earlier, she couldn’t have imagined her mother tolerating a cat. 
 
   “Hello, Mr. Boo. You must be a boy, with a name like that. Do you have food and water?” She looked around the slate floor and saw bowls by the butler’s pantry. Tears pricked at her eyes to think that her mother and father would remember to feed a pet. It was silly to be choked up, but she’d never known them to care about animals. They were devoted to each other. And her. She couldn’t wait to tease her mother and ask the same questions she’d been asked about Obi. “Do you let that thing sleep with you?”
 
   Walking through the sprawling house with Mr. Boo on her heels, she looked for anything else that might have changed. The house was built in the traditional style of the 1920’s, with all four bedrooms on the top floor. The main floor had the kitchen, dining room, living room, conservatory/sunroom, and an office. The lower floor was comprised of a billiards room, as well as separate maid’s quarters where their full-time help lived. Millie had been with the Greenes for over seventeen years, ever since Tina left for college. She never came upstairs after five pm, unless scheduled for a party. 
 
   On the top floor, Tina immediately turned right for her bedroom at the end of the hall. The door still squeaked, something her father said he didn’t fix when she was a teenager. “We liked knowing your comings and goings,” he’d revealed only a few years earlier. She smiled at the thought. 
 
   A poster of Metallica stared down from her wall, and she chuckled to remember her musical taste eighteen years ago. Mr. Boo jumped up on the bed, meowing. “You can sleep with me, Mr. Boo, but not right on top of me.” Didn’t cats like to do that? She needed to see that letter. Until then, she wouldn’t be able to sleep. 
 
   In the master bedroom, nothing indicated that her parents left in a hurry, a state of worry and ill health. Everything looked perfectly placed, as usual. She crossed the expensive, plush carpet to her mother’s desk and opened the top right drawer. 
 
   Who in hell would write a letter to warn her parents about Hank? Not Noble, not Pepper. Maybe one of her other friends, although she couldn’t believe that anyone would contact her parents before they’d talk to her.
 
   As expected, her mother’s desk was orderly and the letter was exactly where she said. The envelope was legal sized, white, non-descript, with her parents’ names and address on the front. Typed. Mailed from Lahaina, Maui. The date of the letter meant nothing in particular to Tina. It was a month after she and Hank were married. Inside, was one sheet of white paper, also typed. 
 
    
 
   Hank Perez is a criminal. He has warrants for his arrest in California and is after your daughter’s money. He is not who he says he is. 
 
   Signed,
 
   A Friend
 
    
 
   Tina had hoped for more. She read the letter again, but got nothing more from it the second time. What had she expected? Recognizable handwriting with initials? Her hands shook, jiggling the paper. She felt violated, not saved from a future with a criminal. 
 
   It was almost nine p.m. and she was exhausted--ready to fall into bed without brushing her teeth, tired. Back in her room, she set the letter on the bedside table and pulled back the down-filled duvet. Maybe something would come to her tomorrow, but she doubted it. The post office stamp told her nothing. Months ago, the words gave her mother all she needed to know to investigate Hank. And once Elizabeth Greene got the information straight, she launched her campaign to have Hank leave the marriage.  
 
   Tina pulled her jeans off and slipped into the cool cotton sheets. Thoughts of Jamey in a house only forty minutes down the road made her feel safe and loved. Tomorrow, she’d see him. And tomorrow she’d brush her teeth.
 
   Reaching to turn off the light, she glanced briefly at the letter lying open on the table. Who the hell took the time to type that letter, then went to all the trouble to find her parents’ address and send the thing? And why would anyone want to ruin her life like that?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey followed Tina’s instructions on how to reach the Greene’s house on Mercer Island, speeding down the highway towards Seattle. He crossed to the island and pulled off Interstate 90 heading for the upscale neighborhood where Tina was raised. He’d been looking forward to this ever since they’d spoken that morning. Although her parents weren’t sold on the idea of him being their daughter’s boyfriend, Tina had assured him that her mother felt badly about Maui. “She had no idea how important you were to me,” Tina said on the phone. “And that you were helping me find Hank’s body. Telling my mother more than that, especially about dream jumping, is not an option,” she’d added. He’d hoped she’d say that.
 
   The street was lined with enormous houses, and Jamey found the number of the Greene’s house on the fancy mailbox at the end of a long driveway. It was a huge property. The house looked elegant and stuffy, just like Tina’s mother. As he pulled his old truck up to the front of the house, he saw Tina waiting on the front stairs. She wiggled her fingers in a wave, and he smiled in anticipation of her. His Tina.
 
   She ran down the walkway, the dusky light of a seven p.m. spring evening illuminating her small form. He’d never seen her wear so many clothes before.  
 
   Stepping from the truck, he grinned and shook his head. “I hardly recognize you in all those clothes!” He opened his arms and she ran towards him, laughing.
 
   “Maybe I should take some off.” She jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around his hips. 
 
   He kissed her, then pulled away. “Maybe we should slow down, Tiger. What will your parents think?” 
 
   “They aren’t here. Dad’s physician didn’t release him tonight, after all.”
 
   Jamey searched her face. “He’s okay?”
 
   “Yes. He’ll come home tomorrow. My mother is staying the night again.” 
 
   He let her down and they walked arm in arm up the stairs and into the house’s grand hall. 
 
   Jamey whistled. “Nice place.” It looked like something out of Architectural Digest.
 
   “I’ll show you the main floor later. Come see my room.” Tina’s small hand fit in his and the look she gave him let there be no doubt what they were going to do once they got to her bedroom. “I missed you, Jamey.” 
 
   Her eyes reflected sadness, like she missed more than the physical relationship they had. “Me too, Baby. Being apart sucks.” They held each other for a while, then Jamey pulled away, kissed her lightly and smiled. “Now, show me your room.”
 
   They barely got inside the bedroom door when they started pulling off each other’s clothes. Jamey’s hands were inside her shirt, lifting it up, above her head. “Nice bed, but the cat’s got to go.”
 
   “Mr. Boo.” Tina ripped his jean shirt open and pulled it over his broad shoulders.
 
   “I’ll show you, Mr. Boo.” Jamey smirked. 
 
   She stepped out of her shoes and they lowered to the bed. With shirts off, they rolled around kissing and fondling each other like it was their first time in some college dorm room. Tina always made him feel like it was his first time. Her little tits, tight ass, and kisses reminded him how great sex could be. He pulled off her jeans--Man, she looked good in those things--threw them on the floor, and stood to rip off his own, the flimsy material of his boxers revealing how much he wanted her. 
 
   Tina scooted up to lay her head on the pillow and stared at him with lust. “Get down here, big guy.” She reached for him.
 
   In a surge of excitement he hadn’t felt since high school, he almost lost it, right then. “You ready?” He eased onto her and pressed his erection into her thighs. “I want to make this last… maybe another half minute.”
 
   “I want to fuck fast, and then do it again, and again.” Her look was hard, raw.
 
   “If that’s what the lady wants …” Jamey rubbed himself over her mound and tried to ease in gently, but she thrust up to meet him.
 
   “Like this,” she said, biting his neck and arching her back to grind her hips into him. 
 
   He matched her fierceness, slamming into her over and over. Tina’s moans filled the room, escalating in intensity, until she let out one final moan of ecstasy, matching Jamey’s.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina lay on top of Jamey, her ragged breathing mingled with his. After years of only adequate sex, she now couldn’t get enough of Jamey. He was the best lover she’d ever had, and probably because of that, she liked to get this physical thirst quenched first thing. But a little voice warned her that this would even out eventually, and there had to be more when that happened. She needed to know her love for him was more than how he made her feel sexually. And for him too.
 
   They eventually disentangled and lay in her bed talking about how she’d never done this in her own house before.
 
   Jamey laughed. “Feeling naughty?” 
 
   “Didn’t you notice?” She raised up on one elbow and smiled slyly at him. She stroked his muscled abdomen, circled his navel and lightly traced the hair leading lower. “I want to do this all night, because tomorrow morning, my parents come home.”
 
   His laugh was gratifying. “You sound like a teenager, left alone in the house for the weekend.”
 
   She kissed his neck and burrowed in under his chin to fit her face in the hollow. “I feel like a teenager. You do that to me. Do you think that will ever end?” She hated to imagine.
 
   “I don’t know, but let’s stay together long enough to see.” He pulled her in tighter.
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   “Ah, Tina,” he sighed. ”I want you to meet my dad and the girls. How long are you here?”
 
   “A week maybe. Business is slow on Maui.”
 
   “Perfect timing.” Jamey got up to go to the bathroom, and when he got back in bed, he seemed distracted.
 
    “I forgot to ask you. How are the girls and Pops?” she asked. 
 
   “Everyone is great. They can’t wait to see if you’re as wonderful as I say you are.”
 
   They talked about his daughters, and the birthday party planned that weekend, then Jamey voiced concern for Pops’ health. His emphysema was worse. “I made him promise to quit smoking, again. I’m hoping he can stay away from those things.” His fingers circled her nipple. “I know you’re busy tomorrow, but Friday, can you get away to join me in Carnation?” He sounded unsure, not quite himself.
 
   She looked into his blue eyes. “I would like nothing better than to meet your daughters. And your father. And your ex-wife, her children, Katie’s father, Carrie’s husband, your kids’ friends. I want to meet everyone! The more people I meet, the harder it will be for you to get rid of me if you ever get the notion.” She smiled into his face, but when his expression became serious, she wondered if she should take back the last words. 
 
   “I never want to live without you again, Tina. I can’t imagine what hell that would be. Always remember that.”
 
   A shiver dominoed up her spine. The morning Hank died, he’d said almost the same thing. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Jamey was royally fucked! Tina had the letter. He had to tell her now that he wrote the damned thing.
 
   It was sitting on the counter in the bathroom when he went in. All he needed was to take the envelope in his hands to know inside was the note he’d typed to the Greenes about Hank. He opened it anyway, careful to be quiet and read the words he’d painstakingly chosen. Damn! She now had physical proof that someone tipped off her mother.
 
   This was bound to happen--only a matter of time before Elizabeth Greene revealed how she knew Hank was a criminal. For Jamey, accepting some of the blame for Hank’s death had been inevitable. Without her knowing, he and Tina’s mother were in cahoots. He’d wondered lately if Tina would think better of her mother’s interference when she found out that it all started with him writing that letter. 
 
   He had to come clean. 
 
   If this relationship with Tina was going to be forever, with no secrets and total disclosure, he had to confess. Selfishly, he wanted her to meet his family, his girls, his dad, before he confessed. Like she said, meet everyone to make it harder to lose each other. Dig in a little deeper before he blew the top off the beautiful thing they had. 
 
   Slipping back into bed with Tina, he hoped they could survive this potential crisis. He’d act normal until the moment he confessed he’d sent the letter. He couldn’t do it now. He’d wait until after her father was doing better, was stronger. After Tina became a part of his family, he’d sit her down and reveal his part in all this, that he’d met Hank. He’d been to her house to drink some beers with this guy he met in the bank lineup, but when he sensed that Tina was his new buddy’s “sexy girlfriend” who was “loaded,” Jamey cut out early. The last thing he wanted that night on Maui, was to be standing in Tina’s kitchen drinking beer with her boyfriend when she walked through the door. Driving away from the house that day, he couldn’t pretend that deep down he hadn’t hoped that when Hank died, he might find Tina again. But he promised himself he wouldn’t wait for that to happen. He’d just joined Sixth Force and was being pulled in another direction. And, it might be decades before Hank died. That much had not been clear in the dream about their wedding. Only that Hank would die early.
 
   One thing had been very clear to him when he saw Hank a year later. Hank was out to swindle Tina--the woman Jamey’d given up to keep a promise to his uncle about not messing with the future. And that made him mad, he had to admit. He’d given her over to this scum, it ended badly, and there was nothing Jamey could do.
 
   Except live with the guilt that he might have killed Hank by altering the future.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina’s parents were laughing about something in their bedroom when she entered the room. They’d just finished bowls of Millie’s famous split pea soup and were deciding on a movie. She perched on the end of their bed and made her announcement. “I want to tell you something,” she said nervously. “I’m in love.” Her mother’s eyebrows knitted together, and her father looked slightly amused. “With Jamey Dunn, the man you met at my house. He came back into my life eight weeks ago. As you know, he helped me find Hank’s body.” 
 
   Her parents still didn’t know all the particulars of the rescue, and didn’t seem to care how Tina knew to dive inside a cave off Molokai. Unless they asked for details, she wouldn’t have to lie about a dive group on Molokai seeing his body in the cave and the police alerting her. Lying to her parents wasn’t something she enjoyed. “Jamey handled all the details of the investigation, and the cremation. He’s been amazing throughout this whole thing.” She looked straight at her mother when she said the next part. “What you don’t know is that Jamey Dunn was my boyfriend ten years ago on Maui. We split up and he went back to Carnation, eventually marrying a woman and having twin girls.” Her parents looked frozen in time, they were so still. “They divorced a few years ago. His ex-wife, Carrie, couldn’t handle being a cop’s wife, and she left him. After that, he went to Afghanistan for two years. Jamey is very much a part of his daughters’ lives and is, once again, my boyfriend.” It sounded so juvenile to call him that when he was so much more. She wanted to admit he was the love of her life, that when Jamey left her, she couldn’t find another love like his. Then Hank came along and made her feel happy again. But she didn’t want to say that. Tina would not belittle her relationship with Hank to her parents, even if she thought it might make them happy to hear Jamey was her soul mate-- the one man she loved like the world would end without him. “He’s back in Carnation now, visiting his daughters. He’s going to move over to Maui, but we’ve decided to take it slowly, see where this goes.” She nodded at them for approval.
 
   Her father smiled. “You deserve some happiness, and if this soldier gives that to you, then I’m happy.”
 
   Tina didn’t know why it mattered so much what they thought. It never had before. “He’s on disability leave, and probably won’t go back to Afghanistan.” When her mother raised her eyebrows to indicate she needed more information, Tina relented. “Migraines,” she said, and when her mother pulled one of her ‘that’s ridiculous’ faces, Tina continued. “Severe enough that he loses vision when he gets them,” Tina then realized that it sounded like her new boyfriend was pitifully fragile. “The gunfire brings them on.” She had to stop all this lying. The hole she was digging was getting bigger with each sentence. “Today, I’m going out to Carnation to meet his daughters.” Tina smiled. “That is, if you’ll be fine without me for the day.”
 
   Her parents nodded. “Of course we’re fine,” her father said.
 
   Millie had come to get the lunch trays, and was now standing at the foot of the bed. She smiled at Tina. “I’ll keep an eye on your parents, Kristina. You enjoy this beautiful day.” Tina was very fond of Millie. She’d been so faithful to her parents over the years. With two sons grown and a husband buried, Millie had made the Greenes her extended family.
 
   As she pulled out of the garage and turned the car around in the circular driveway, Tina was deliriously happy. The sun was out in full force, and the day was shaping up to be one of those rare days in Seattle when the temperatures get in the seventies in late April. She’d promised Jamey regardless of the temperature, she’d wear her tight jeans to Carnation. “It’ll never get warm enough here for me to get in anything less than jeans and a sweater,” she’d said to him on the phone that morning. Her thin blood was used to Maui temperatures.
 
   The drive from Seattle to Carnation was glorious as she cruised down the highway in her mother’s Mercedes, the radio cranked up on a Sheryl Crowe song. Tina pulled off Interstate 90 and onto the much smaller, two lane road to Fall City. Once again, she marveled at how picturesque this state was, so different from Hawaii. Western Washington was forest and fresh air, snow-capped mountains, and farmland, ocean smells, eagles and little rocky islands. This was where people dressed in Gore-Tex and hiking boots, not flip-flops and swim suits. 
 
   Crossing the bridge over the Tolt River, Tina continued towards Carnation. Jamey’s plan was to meet her at the top of the driveway. Turning right onto a residential street, she called his cell phone. 
 
   “I’ll see you at the top of the driveway. I’m there now,” he said.
 
   When the street turned into a forested, twisty road, she saw him up ahead, his thumb stuck out like he was hitch hiking. Coming to a halt, she laughed as he jumped in. “Thanks for picking me up, Lady. I need a ride down this driveway, here on the right, but before we turn in, can I ask if you’ve ever done the nasty deed with a hitchhiker before, because you look really hot in those jeans.”
 
   His smoldering look almost made her turn the car around to find the nearest motel. “Don’t start with me, hitchhiker. I’ll have you arrested in the next town if you try anything. I have a boyfriend, and he’s a trained soldier. I’m going to meet him right now, and he’s going to pound you into the ground and stand on the spot where you disappeared when I tell him you propositioned me.”
 
   Jamey laughed and told her to stop the car. When she did, he kissed her long and deep.
 
   She pulled away and made the attempt to collect herself. “I’m trying to put on a respectable face to meet your father. I can’t look all flushed and just-kissed for that.” 
 
   “Sorry.” He gave her the sweetest kiss anyhow, whispering against her lips, “I love you, Tina.”
 
   She needed to hear that, and wanted to say it back to him, but not here. They stared at each other for a few beats, and then he patted her thigh and sat back in the passenger seat. “Pops is waiting. Drive on.” Jamey pointed down the forested driveway where she could see the edge of the house about a hundred yards in. 
 
   Parking the car in the driveway behind Jamey’s beat-up Toyota pickup, Tina saw a grey-haired man descend the steps of the house and walk slowly towards them. The look on his face said it all, and without waiting for Jamey, Tina left the car. He held his arms open for her and she walked into the hug. “Hello Pops.” She hugged him back. “So good to finally meet you. Can I call you Pops?”
 
   “Tina, if you didn’t call me that, I don’t know what else you’d call me.” He pulled back from the hug, still holding her. She could see Jamey in those eyes. “Everyone around here calls me Pops.” He smiled sympathetically. “I’m so sorry about your husband, sweetie.” 
 
   Tears came to her eyes. How had this man brought such emotion to her carefully guarded surface in only one sentence? “Thank you. Your son has been my lifeline, you know.” She was fully aware that Pops knew everything about them, and dream jumping, and all about Hank and Noble. 
 
   He nodded. “He’s a good kid.”
 
   She laughed to hear him being called a kid. “That he is. You did a fine job.”
 
   “Hey, you trying to take my girl?” Jamey laughed as he approached them.
 
   Pops smiled at her. “I don’t think anyone could take this girl away from you, Jamey. Am I right, Tina?”
 
   She shook her head. “No one. I’m sticking with him.” She put her arm around Jamey and looked up at him. Had she ever been this happy? Her heart was full. It sounded so corny in her head, but true. She wanted to do a jig right there in the driveway but Pops scooted them inside. 
 
   “A keeper, eh? That’s music to my ears, darlin.” He motioned to the house. “Let’s go in.” They started up the stairs. “Jamey needs a good woman. It’s been a long time for him.” Pops looked over to Jamey who was one beat away from rolling his eyes. “Let’s go sit down and I can grill you on how Jamey is treating you,” he said, motioning for her to enter his house.
 
   “That’ll be a short conversation, starting and ending with ‘like a princess.’” She smiled and squeezed Jamey’s hand. He looked so handsome here on his turf, in the forest of Carnation. His home. His Dad. This day would reveal a whole new side to Jamey, and she wasn’t sure how much deeper her love could go. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   After lunch of cold cut sandwiches, and homemade new potato salad, Pops suggested Jamey show her around, take her for a walk to the river or something that didn’t involve an old guy. “I can see you two can’t wait to be alone. I remember what it felt like,” he said. 
 
   Jamey helped Pops hook up his oxygen and grinned. “Oh, you remember what it felt like to love a woman so much you think you’re gonna burst?”
 
   “Yup, I do.” 
 
   Jamey had told her that after his mother left thirty-five years ago, Pops never dated, or so much as looked at another woman. Not that Jamey knew. For Pops the pain was too great having the woman he loved leave him without an explanation.
 
   “Such a shame,” she’d said. Now that Tina saw what a lovely person Pops was, it seemed worse. 
 
   Jamey showed her the house, picking up pictures of his family, and talking about his life growing up on the bank of the Tolt River. Eventually, they walked into his room upstairs and he joked that they couldn’t stop and play, not with Pops listening downstairs. “He has his hearing aid on and probably turned it up, hoping to hear something juicy,” Jamey said as he kissed her neck. “But, if you stay here tonight, I’ll confiscate that thing from his bedside table, and we can have wild, monkey sex without anyone hearing anything.”
 
   She kissed him on the lips, and said that staying overnight completely depended on how her parents were doing. “I’ll find out later. Millie said she’d check on them tonight, if I didn’t make it back.” Tina grinned at the thought of sleeping in Jamey’s bed. “Funny thing, we both still have bedrooms in our parents’ homes. Not many people can say that, at our age.” 
 
    “I’ll show you the river,” he said with a twinkle in his eye that made her wonder if he had something else in mind. 
 
   Walking around the house on the pebble pathway, they crossed the expansive backyard lawn and wound their way through the birch and alder trees towards the Tolt River. She could hear the gurgling of moving water beyond the trees and when they reached the bank of the river, Tina wondered if a young Jamey had floated around in there when the water’s flow slowed down in the summer. The river was running fast this time of year. It looked frigid to Tina. “This must’ve been wonderful, to have a swimming hole in your backyard.” Her parents would’ve had it removed or filled in like they’d done with the swimming pool after Kristoffer died.
 
   “We were popular kids with our friends,” he said. They watched the dark water rush around a bend to the right, Jamey behind her with his arms wrapped around her shoulders, his warm breath on her hair. “I used to fish just to the right, almost every day in the summer. That, or swim right here.” He pointed to a small bay in front of them.
 
   “No wonder you like scuba diving,” she said, remembering how her parents discouraged her from joining the high school swim team. Becoming a great swimmer had been Tina’s idea of acting out. Like other kids who did drugs or partied on the weekend, Tina swam.
 
   They eventually sat down on a grassy patch, warmed by the sun, and dangled their legs over the edge of a rise, the dappled afternoon sunlight making the scene almost fairylike. “It’s like a beautiful painting,” she said.
 
   “Summer in Carnation is like nowhere else.” 
 
   A sturdy knotted rope was wound around a huge tree that hung over the river. Tina imagined him as a young boy with his brothers and sister, swinging from a rope into the river. “You suit this place.” She’d grown up in the city, shuttled to classes and clubs, golfing with her father, playing field hockey at her private girls’ school. Her upbringing had been about as far away from the carefree life on a river with scrappy siblings as Tina could imagine.
 
   They talked about those differences, until it was time for Jamey to get the girls from school. The plan was to bring them back to Pops’ house to meet her. 
 
   Jamey grabbed Tina’s hand on the walk back to the house and kissed her fingers. Back inside, they found Pops napping at the kitchen table. He woke and smiled at them. A smile so sweet tears threatened again. “I’ll wait here while you get the girls,” she whispered to Jamey.
 
   “I’m resting up for those granddaughters of mine,” Pops said.
 
   Tina made a pot of tea while Pops told her stories of how mischievous Jamey was as a youngster. “When Jamey discovered he had an ability everyone else didn’t have, it changed his life. Even though he was only eight, he took it like a little man, tried to be true to the gift.” Pops blew on his cup of steaming Darjeeling tea. “He adored my brother, Donny, who also had the gift.”
 
   Tina nodded and sat down to pour herself a cup. She’d heard most of this from Jamey, but coming from his father, the information seemed different. Pops was easy to talk to and she found herself smiling fondly at him. 
 
   Soon after they’d finished their tea, the door opened and little girls’ voices floated in from outside. “I didn’t say that Jasmine. What I said was...”
 
   Then, they heard Jamey’s low voice, like he’d taken them aside to tell them something.
 
   Tina stood, not sure what she should do when she saw them. Hug? Shake hands? She didn’t have much experience with little girls, and Jamey hadn’t said how she should act. The excited voices got closer, the footsteps louder, until suddenly, two girls stood in the doorway, eyes wide, smiles tentative. Jamey moved in behind them. His children stood tall, almost reaching his armpit.
 
   “Go on in, Peewee,” he said, coaxing one forward.
 
   They looked very similar, and frighteningly similar to their father, with the same eyes and smiles. They had straight, light-colored hair and both wore shorts and T-shirts. Tina talked first. “Hi. I’m Tina.” She smiled tentatively. “Which of you gorgeous women is Jade and which is Jasmine?” 
 
   The girls giggled.
 
   “This is Jasmine,” Jamey said, his hands on one girl’s shoulders. Her face was slightly thinner than the other one. “And this is Jade.” He motioned for the other girl to come forward. They looked too shy to say anything, so Tina took a few steps and curtsied. 
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” she said.
 
   They laughed again, and she joined them. “I wasn’t sure if I should hug you, or if that would be scary and horrible, so I thought I’d curtsy, but I don’t think I did it right because I’m not wearing a dress.”
 
   Jasmine pulled her baggy T-shirt from her legs and tried a curtsy. “Like this.”
 
   Tina tried again by pulling her tight sweater out from her waist. “My top isn’t big like yours,” she motioned to them. “But this is way better than a hug.”
 
   Jade laughed. “A hug would scare me.” She ran over to Pops and took his hand.
 
   “Not me.” Jasmine smiled at her dad as if to say “watch this.” She moved in, and gave Tina a small sideways hug with one arm.
 
   Tina hugged back with just the tiniest bit of strength. “Very nice hug, Jasmine. That’s what I call the upright sideways hug.” Both girls stared at her. “I’m not sure how to hug a ten-year-old, exactly, and I just decided to return the upright sideways with one of my own,” she said. “But, there are other types of hugs I could try with you sometime. I could bend down like this, and do the frontal crouch hug.” She lowered herself five inches. “Or like this?” She stood, bent over at the waist and held out her arms for no one. “Or should I just let you hug me while I stand up? I call that the full frontal tall small hug. Thing is, I’m not that tall myself, not for an adult and you girls are kind of tall for kids. We might be almost even.”
 
   The girls giggled and glanced at Jamey, who looked thoroughly amused.
 
   Things were going well, so far, and she continued. “The upright sideways hug seemed like you were this tall.” Tina motioned to her neck. “Or was it here?” She made a level hand beside her ear.
 
   Both girls were captivated with her dilemma. Jasmine shrugged. “I want to try the last one. Where you stand up. The tall small.” 
 
   Tina hugged Jasmine lightly and pulled away, smiling. “I may have to rename that one to full frontal small adult, tall kid hug. And you’re right. I like that better than the upright sideways.”
 
   Jade moved in. “Let’s do the bend over one. I’m taller than Jasmine so you won’t have to bend much.”
 
   That started an argument on who was taller until Jamey interrupted. “Well I’m not afraid of any type of hug, but this is how I hug my beautiful girlfriend.” He grabbed Tina in his arms, lifted her off the ground and spun her around. He planted a big kiss on her lips and put her down.
 
   “That’s the way,” Pops said, before the girls moved in and tried to get Jamey to do the same for them. 
 
   “Do me now. Without the mouth kiss.” Jade made a face. “Just spin me.” 
 
   While Jamey spun his kids around, Tina sat back down with Pops and poured them each another cup of tea. Pops winked at her as if to say, “nicely done.” Jamey’s face was all bright and happy, boyish, and she couldn’t stop smiling at the three of them. 
 
   When they finished spinning, the two girls stared at her. Jamey got himself a beer from the fridge and poured the girls glasses of apple juice. Tina needed to say something. Ask them a question. Like talking with tourists on Maui, she needed to engage the customer. “What do you girls like to do in your spare time?”
 
   Jade spoke. “We play soccer. Do you have plans for the weekend?” 
 
   Jasmine sat next to her with the glass of juice. “We have a game tomorrow.” She looked over at Jamey who was taking off his jacket. “Dad, are you and Tina coming to the game?”
 
   “I don’t know, Squirt. Tina’s father is kind of sick. He just got out of the hospital, and she probably needs to go back to Seattle.” 
 
   Both girls pinned Tina with their gaze, waiting for an answer.
 
   “If my dad is feeling better, I’d love to watch you girls play. Soccer is one of my favorite sports.”
 
   The girls glanced at Jamey excitedly. 
 
   “Do you have a soccer ball here?” Tina asked. “Maybe we could kick one around outside. I haven’t done that in such a long time.” She hoped it was a quick, easy way to their hearts. 
 
   Twenty minutes into a soccer game in Pops’ front yard, an SUV pulled down the driveway. When a man got out of the dark vehicle, the girls ran up to him. He grinned at Tina. The Dunn eyes were obvious from forty feet away.
 
   This was the brother who worked at Microsoft. “I’m Katie’s Dad, Gavin. You must be Tina.” Even his voice was similar to Jamey’s.
 
   “Hi, Gavin. Nice to meet you. Katie is awesome. She’s my right hand man at the scuba shop.” Tina shook his hand and chuckled. “And your brother is just plain awesome.”
 
   He laughed. “Good. We think so, too. Right, girls?” 
 
   The twins jumped around and kicked the ball in a circle around their uncle. 
 
   “I heard you were in Carnation and wanted to barge in here to meet you for two reasons.” He folded his arms across his chest. “To say thanks for watching out for our Katie over there on Maui. And I came here on my way home from work out of plain old curiosity. See who Jamey was all fired up about.” 
 
   Tina laughed. 
 
   They climbed the stairs to the house, talking about Katie, and walked in to the kitchen. Gavin greeted his father and brother who were smirking at his intrusion. “I needed to come over to borrow. . .” He looked around the room and grabbed a spoon off the counter. “. . . this.” 
 
   “Sure you did, Gavin.” Pops smiled. “You wanted a look at Jamey’s girlfriend.”
 
   Jamey grinned at Tina and winked. “Checking out who could possibly fall for me, Gav?”
 
   Gavin smiled. “She said you’re awesome, which sounds about right.”
 
   The adults sat around the table talking over a couple of beers. “What’s the deal with this Ned guy?” Gavin asked Tina.
 
   There was very little Tina could say that made Ned sound like a good choice of boyfriend for the gregarious twenty-three-year-old, but Katie had a good head on her shoulders. “Ned keeps her amused,” she said. “He’s young, but harmless.”
 
   Gavin shook his head. “She always goes for the worst guys.” 
 
   Tina looked to Jamey. “I used to do that too, but I came around.”
 
   Gavin eventually headed home, and while Jamey got the grill started, Tina slipped away to the living room and called her mother to see how things were at home. Her dad was doing well according to the home nurse they’d hired to spend nights at his bedside. Her mother was probably exhausted after two nights on a cot in the hospital.
 
   “The nurse is quite thorough, and now I can’t do anything for him,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “Think of it this way, Mom. Now you can get a good night’s sleep,” Tina said. “You and Mr. Boo.” She couldn’t resist teasing her mother about the cat. 
 
   “Oh that hairy thing will sleep almost on top of your father. I’ll have to warn the nurse. You stay out there in Carnation, if you want. We’ll be fine with Millie and the nurse. I’m sure Dad is out for the night now. I’m going to the guest room tonight so the nurse isn’t staring at me while I sleep.” 
 
   This new version of her mother was strange, but likeable. Normally, her mother would preach about the improprieties of Tina spending the night with a boyfriend, or at least ask what room she would be sleeping in. This recent turn of events, however unfortunate for her father, seemed to serve a purpose in re-focusing her mother’s priorities. 
 
   Back in the kitchen, the twins had warmed up enough to want to braid Tina’s short hair. “Get the elastics,” Jasmine said to an unwilling Jade. Tina was glad she didn’t have to rush back to her parents. The girls had been given permission to sleep over at Pops’ house, seeing it was Saturday.
 
   While braiding, Jade said that their mom was so busy with Wyatt and Mango that they never got to play with her anymore. “She used to let us braid her hair. It’s red and long but it’s hard to braid because it’s curly.”
 
   “Well, you have each other to play with,” Tina added in Carrie’s defense. “And you can braid your sister’s hair. As you get older, you’ll need your mother less and less.”
 
   Jamey grinned from the back deck where he was grilling burgers and watching Tina get ten little stubby braids all over her head. “Fancy hairdo, Tina,” he called when Pops opened the door.
 
   “Don’t laugh,” she said. “You’re next.”
 
   Both girls had brightly colored nails and sparkles, and during dinner, Tina foolishly admired them. “You two have nice nails,” she said as Pops’ special barbeque sauce ran out of her burger, through her fingers and dripped to the plate below.
 
   “I’ll do yours!” Jasmine said.
 
   “We will,” Jade said, flashing her sister a disapproving look. Once they finished all their dinner, and took the dishes to the sink, the two girls retrieved a box of manicure supplies from their room upstairs.
 
   Jamey looked like he was in heaven, stretched out in a kitchen chair, a toothpick in his mouth, watching his daughters fawn over his girlfriend. 
 
   “I never get this kind of treatment,” Tina gushed. “This is like a day at the Spa,” she said, wondering how soon she could take out the braids, but still seem appreciative of their attention.
 
   Pops had insisted on doing the dishes alone. He didn’t believe in the convenience of a dishwasher apparently, but Jamey protested. “I’ll do the dishes. Just leave ‘em.”  
 
   “Heard that hundreds of times,” Pops teased. “No hurry.” There was a definite twinkle in Pops’ eye. “If Gavin stayed, he’d have them all dried by now.” 
 
   Jamey laughed. “Here we go again.” He turned to Tina. “Pops’ favorite son is Gavin.”
 
    Pops nodded. “He’s always done everything I told him to do, including living right here in Carnation, not going off to war in Afghanistan.”
 
   At the mention of Afghanistan, both girls looked at their father, their smiles gone. “Dad?” Jade said, her face full of worry.
 
   “Let’s not talk about how I used to save lives and spend my days as an American hero, okay?” He shot his father a look, not seen by the girls who continued painting Tina’s nails alternating shades of red and pink. 
 
    
 
   After putting the kids to bed, Jamey joined Tina in front of the fire in the living room. Settling in, he left no space between them and draped an arm across the back of the couch. Pops had said his goodnights earlier and gone upstairs, mumbling something about wishing he had a cigarette. According to Jamey, his father had gone five days without one, and was already spending less time on that damned machine.
 
   It had been a beautiful, warm day, but now rain had set in. Raindrops pattered insistently against the front windows, and the safety and coziness of Pops’ home was not lost on Tina. Logs that Jamey split that day burned brightly in the fireplace, popping and sparking behind the grate. Tina was happy and burrowing into Jamey’s warmth left her feeling peaceful. If Obi were lying beside her, she’d have been totally fulfilled. 
 
   “Tell me about Carrie, and the children, and how the twins interact with the two younger ones. Do they all get along well?” she asked. Tina wanted particulars of how this extended family worked.
 
   “They do,” he said. “When I met Carrie, she was behind schedule on her life plan, and I wasn’t ready for marriage, or kids. We were together a year when we broke up. Then she was pregnant, so we married, and along came the twins. We tried to make it work, but we were just parenting together, not really a married couple. I drove her nuts.” He kissed Tina’s hand. “She wanted me to quit the police force, said she wouldn’t have any more children until I got another job. I didn’t want any more children with her. We made the decision to split and Carrie started seeing a guy named Kevin.” Jamey got up and put another chunk of wood on top of the fire and jimmied it to the center of the flame. “I didn’t like Kevin. Bad vibe. Not just because he was involved with my ex-wife. Then Carrie got pregnant, and Kevin disappeared faster than you could say ‘you’re gonna be a daddy.’”
 
   Tina’s eyes widened. “Oh my goodness.”
 
   “I offered to parent the new baby along with the girls. It seemed like the natural thing to do. Carrie said I might have to, then she met Chris when she was six months along. They married the week before Wyatt was born. You’ll meet them all tomorrow at the soccer game.” 
 
   Tina detected sadness in Jamey’s voice. Had he imagined himself as Wyatt’s dad before Chris showed up? 
 
   “Wyatt is such a cute little dude. And now Kevin is back in town and trying to see Wyatt so Carrie is a mental mess, worrying about what to do.”
 
   “I bet,” Tina said. Life was complicated in Carrie’s household. Still, Tina looked forward to meeting Jamey’s ex-wife.
 
   Jamey stretched his long legs out to reach the low coffee table. “Thanks for being so sweet with the girls. And Pops.”
 
   The fire crackled ten feet away. “I love this. I love you.” She sat forward and studied his face, knowing this was the first time she’d said the words. She leaned in and kissed him. His tongue found hers and they deepened their kiss. Knowing their limits in this public part of the house, it wasn’t easy to pull away, but she did eventually, staring at the face of the man she loved.
 
   “That’s the first time you’ve actually said that to me.” Jamey had a satisfied look, like a lion who’d just eaten an antelope. “That you love me.” 
 
   She thought about it. “I was waiting for the right moment.” She settled under his arm. “I love you. I love us. You are amazing.” 
 
   Silence hung between them until Jamey spoke. “I’ve waited a long time for you, Tina. It was worth it.” He kissed the top of her head. They stared at the fire, Tina thinking about how Jamey had let her go, knowing she’d marry another man. When he took a deep breath, things changed. His arm tensed beside her. “There’s something you need to know that . . .”
 
   Just then, one of the twins screamed, and Jamey jumped off the couch. He was half way up the stairs before Tina realized the girl was probably just dreaming. Jamey probably felt it too. The child called again, this time more frantically. Tina’s initial reaction was to help, but it wasn’t her place. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Jamey didn’t mean to jump into Jade’s dream but when he ran in the room and heard her call “Daddy,” he put his hand gently on her shoulder, and felt the pull in. It wasn’t usually like this. He hadn’t matched her breathing. But then Jamey hadn’t initiated a dream jump for months. Tina had been his conduit into dreams lately, and she was downstairs on the couch in front of the fire waiting for him to finish his sentence. 
 
   When Jamey landed in the dream, Jade and another version of him were running from a pack of skeletons moving incredibly fast. Now there were two dads in the dream. Jamey caught up to his other self and melded with the guy. “Jade, honey,” he said. “It’s me, Daddy. Let’s stop and scare these suckers.” He pulled her in behind him. Facing the skeletons, he put up one hand and shouted dramatically. “With the power of Jade, we command you to turn around.” His voice boomed. This type of dream was fun. He’d often come to his kids’ rescue in scary dreams. “Jade, tell them the same thing. Be the master of your own bad dream.” 
 
   The little girl inched from behind him to see the confused skeletons. Some were retreating and some didn’t know what to do. She held up her hand, palm out. “Go! Leave us alone.”
 
   With that, the skeletons wandered off. After watching the last one fade in the distance, Jamey high-fived his daughter. “Well done, Rockstar. Now let’s do something fun in this dream, like zip line or surf.” Suddenly they were in a soccer game on a giant turf field.
 
   “Let’s play soccer with the Sounders and win!” Jades eyes were as big as silver dollars. 
 
   “I want to play goalie,” Jamey added and suddenly they were on QWest Field in Seattle, Jamey in goal, Jade at the far end, running amongst a professional soccer team. Sometimes dream jumping wasn’t so bad. He’d had a lot of fun with his kids this way over the last five years. He stood guard in the goal and watched Jade score several points for the Seattle Sounders. What was Tina doing downstairs? Even though he’d been in the dream for what seemed like ten minutes, it was probably less than a real minute since he’d jumped. 
 
    
 
   When Jamey settled back on the couch with Tina downstairs, he asked how long he’d been gone.
 
   “Just a few minutes. Why?” She looked at him funny. “You jumped.”
 
   “I’m not sure if that’s good news.”
 
   She looked scared.
 
   In some respects, he was relieved his ability was back. Without dream jumping, he’d felt diminished. Less than who he was. And, he’d always jumped his daughters’ dreams. It was part of him being their parent.
 
   “Did she wake, or did you jump out?” 
 
   “She woke up.”
 
   Tina looked worried. “Jumping on your own again. This doesn’t mean you have to go back to war, does it?”
 
   “Not if they don’t find out.” 
 
   “How can you keep it a secret, Jamey?” 
 
   “I’ll figure out something, don’t worry. It was only one jump.”
 
   The conversation took a serious turn about his guilt for not returning to the war, and Jamey never got his opportunity to tell her about the letter.
 
   Climbing the stairs to bed, he promised himself he would tell her after the girls’ soccer game tomorrow, before she drove back to Mercer Island. If she was upset, she’d at least be on her way back to her family home where she could think with some distance between them.
 
   When they got into bed, they kissed and sensing Jamey wanted more, she whispered. “with kids in the next room, and your father down the hall, I’m not sure we should do this.” 
 
   He tried to hide his grin. “If that’s what you want, but remember, not every time has to be like the last time at your parents’ house.”  
 
   “I guess we can be quiet and do it under the covers,” she said.
 
   “Just no yelling about what a great lover I am.” 
 
   Tina giggled and slid on top of him seductively.
 
    
 
   The dream was surreal. One of those where the atmosphere was swirling colors and animals were flying by. Tina swam through the air. Or was it flying? She was propelling herself quickly with a breaststroke, passing houses, bridges, the tops of trees, and finally the ocean’s rocky coast. Landing on a dock that jutted out into a bay, the flying animals disappeared. She walked to the end of the dock and waited. Jamey said he’d meet her in this dream. When she imagined a sunny day, the sky turned a rich blue, and she had to shade her eyes from the sun. 
 
   A kayak came towards her from across the bay, advancing faster than a kayak would ever travel. Jamey called out when he was fifty feet away. "Welcome to my dream.” He looked pleased. “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   “Of course I’m here. Didn’t we plan this?” Next thing, he was sitting beside her on the dock, no sign of the kayak.
 
   “Did we? To be honest, Tina, you wore me out, and I don’t remember a plan.”
 
   She laughed. “You should be tired. Quite a performance in your childhood bed, Jamey.” She nudged him, and he smirked.
 
   “You do something to me, Darlin’. What can I say?”
 
   “I think it’s my dream. I made it sunny.” She looked at the sky.
 
   “I thought I made it sunny.”
 
   She tried to make a fish jump in the water in front of them, but nothing happened. “You might be right.”
 
   “Maybe we can share a dream and both be in charge. Since we started jumping together the rules have changed.” He took her hand and kissed it. “Let’s go flying. That’s something I love to do with the kids.” He stood and rose above the dock, into the air, his arms outstretched in front. “Follow me.”
 
   Tina copied Jamey and took off after him. “I flew earlier to the dock,” she said. 
 
   They swooped low over the trees and hovered over a blowhole at the bay’s mouth then headed back to the dock. The feeling of flying was magical, freeing, like scuba diving only better. She could get hooked on this feeling. When Jamey landed, she followed. “Why have we never done this before? I want to do this every night.”
 
   Jamey nodded, his blue eyes glistening. “You can. It’s cool, right?” 
 
   Then, from nowhere, a paper floated in and fell beside Jamey’s feet. The black print made her think it was the letter sent to warn her parents against Hank. She’d forgotten to tell Jamey about reading the anonymous letter.
 
   He leaned over, grabbed the paper, and crumpled it in his hand. “Time to fly again,” he said, like he’d simply cleaned up the dock. “Come on.”
 
   “Why did you just do that?” She grabbed his sleeve before he took off.
 
   “Do what?” 
 
   “Crush that paper.” She smelled fear. 
 
   If he hadn’t waited a beat, if he’d just said flat out, “I thought it was garbage,” she might have believed him. But the pause, the look on his face, the fear in his eyes, it all added up. And then she knew. Tina knew that Jamey had written the letter to her parents warning of her husband’s intentions. Tina backed up. “No,” she whispered. “Why? Why would you do that?”
 
   “Tina, wait. I was trying to protect you.” Jamey held his arms out from his sides, like he had nothing to lose, like he was wide open.
 
   “You knew Hank was a criminal?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You broke your promise to not change the future.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   She took another step back. “And now two men are dead.”
 
   He nodded. “Thinking that their deaths might have had something to do with that letter has haunted me ever since I found out Hank was missing. I can’t tell you how sorry I am if writing the letter led to Hank’s death.”
 
   “Of course it did. You wanted me for yourself, and as good as killed my husband.” He’d orchestrated the end of her marriage, then moved in to collect her when it was over. 
 
   Her body shook. She was horribly cold. Snow flurries flew overhead, and the deep blue sky was now black. 
 
   “My marriage might have been happy if you’d stayed out of it, Jamey. How could you?” 
 
   The wind began to howl. 
 
   Jamey stepped closer. “Tina, I met Hank. We went diving for octopus one night. When I found out the girlfriend he talked about was you, I walked away. A year later, I saw him in Lahaina at the grocery store, and got a profound sense of him hurting you. I had a cop friend run a check on him and it wasn’t good.”
 
   What? “You knew Hank? And you’ve kept this a secret all this time? I’ve been blaming my mother for everything, but you, you were the one who told my parents.” She couldn’t comprehend that the selfless, wonderful man she’d put on a pedestal had ruined her marriage for his own gain.
 
   “I thought someone should know.” Jamey looked around at the snowstorm. “Let’s jump out and we can talk.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. We talk here.”
 
   “I broke the promise for your sake, not for my own. I never thought I’d see you again, after I wrote the letter. I wanted your parents to know about Hank. To decide how to handle this.” 
 
   “Easy to say now.” The snow accumulated on their shoulders, their heads, eyelashes. “This ruins everything.” Tears burned her eyes. “This changes what I thought of you.” 
 
   Backing up, she suddenly disappeared from the dream. She didn’t mean to leave, but then she was sitting on a bench surrounded by a circular flower garden and newly mown grass. Her skin warmed in the sunshine as she cried. Jamey had betrayed her. The man she thought he was never existed. 
 
   She knew what she had to do. When she woke from the dream she’d be in Jamey’s bed in Carnation. Staying any longer with the man who’d speed-tracked her husband’s death was incomprehensible. She had to wake up and get out of the house. Go back to Mercer Island. But, how did she get out of the dream? 
 
   She might try to return to the snow and jump out at the portal, or wait for Jamey to wake. If it was her dream, she could jolt herself awake anytime. The fact that they were not physically together in a dream anymore was new territory. Had she willed herself into another setting? Tina stood up, kicked the stone bench as hard as she could, and found her eyes flying open to see the ceiling of Jamey’s bedroom. It worked.
 
   Jamey lay beside her, still asleep, oblivious for now. She had to get out of there before he woke and tried to worm his way out of this atrocity. There’d be yelling and she couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t throw things. Waking the children wasn’t an option. Leaving was. 
 
   Tina dressed quickly and remembered where she’d left her backpack downstairs by the hall table with all the family photos. Thinking about the framed picture of Jamey and his siblings fishing on the river, Jamey’s face, so young and proud, made her almost turn around as she descended the stairs. Grabbing the backpack, she silently closed the door and bolted to her car. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Jamey had to get back to the portal to jump out. Was it his dream or not? He’d tried to leave, will himself awake. He even dove into the icy water, but nothing got him back to the body that was still lying in his bed. This was a fucking disaster. 
 
   Why had the paper floated into their dream? She saw the thing in his hand, figured it out, probably from the look of horror on his face. Tina had more than her share of people double crossing her, and probably now thought Jamey was no better than Hank or Noble. When he imagined how this conversation would eventually go down, he thought they’d have a chance to talk it out. 
 
   Stuck by himself on a long dock in the middle of a snowstorm seemed like a fitting punishment. Unable to get out of the dream. He probably deserved being marooned. He was stuck on the dock until Tina woke and the dream was over. 
 
   What if she already woke up when she left? What if she was upset and he was sleeping through her anguish like the selfish prick he was?  At the very least, he did not want her crying alone in the bed, or in another part of the dream, waiting for him to arrive and explain himself. 
 
   The hardest part for Jamey was thinking she was out there somewhere, horribly upset, and he couldn’t even help her understand. Jamey sat down in the snow and waited. And waited. The snow piled up on the dock and finally he had to jump up and down to keep warm. Where was Tina? If she’d woken, why hadn’t he? Knowing that dreams can span a whole day when it’s really just a few minutes of dreamtime, he told himself to be patient. 
 
   Damn! He had to get to her. He might have to go across the bay to that clump of trees he’d marked to jump out. The kayak was gone, but seeing the ocean freeze over gave him an idea. Jamey tried standing on the ice to see if it would hold him, lowering himself from the dock slowly, putting one foot down to test the surface’s strength. It held, and he put the other foot down, letting his weight transfer from the arms gripping the dock, to his legs. He stomped and nothing cracked, so he set out.
 
   By the time he got to the other side of the bay, where he’d first seen the kayak, the wind was blowing sideways. He could hardly see the stand of trees where he’d landed in the dream. Luckily the small conifers had escaped most of the snow because they were sheltered by a group of thicker, taller trees. The mark he’d left in the dirt would be buried in snow by now, but he saw the general area. Crouching, he tried to jump into the portal, but nothing happened. He moved over three feet, then back a few feet, tried several places but nothing. 
 
   After about twenty tries in the general area, Jamey sat down out of the wind to catch his breath. What would he say to Tina to make things right? Everything he thought of sounded like he was just trying to dig himself out of this mess. Which he was.
 
   Hours later, Jamey was still in the dream, watching the snow pile up outside the shelter he’d made by layering branches across a thick coniferous overhanging. He shivered and rubbed his cold arms. Damn it, Tina. Wake up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina sped along the rural road, through Fall City, and over to the interstate highway that led back to Mercer Island and Seattle. Thankfully, there’d been very little traffic because she was a mess. She’d cried the whole way. Pulling off at Mercer Island, just before three a.m., her heart was heavy with thoughts of Jamey’s betrayal. 
 
   It was difficult to comprehend that Jamey had taken it upon himself to locate her parent’s address with the intention of sabotaging her relationship. Hank and Jamey knew each other. Jamey had had countless opportunities to reveal that he’d met Hank but instead, he pretended he didn’t know what her husband looked like. 
 
   Even thinking he was saving her a life of heartache; he had no right to interfere that way. Sending that letter was interfering in the worst sense. No wonder when she’d said she was never going to talk to her mother again, Jamey had urged her to reconsider. It wasn’t completely her mother’s fault. 
 
   Tina crept up the grand staircase, not wanting to alert the nurse, or wake anyone. Checking the guest room, she found her mother sound asleep and headed to her room where she yanked back the covers on the bed and got under the quilt. How could she ever trust Jamey again after knowing what he’d done to her marriage? 
 
   When sleep hadn’t found her by five o’clock, and thoughts were driving her crazy, Tina went to the bathroom and took a sleeping pill she’d brought from Maui. She needed to check out of her thoughts and get another few hours of sleep if she was going to cope later. Soon after swallowing the pill, and getting back into bed, she lost consciousness. 
 
   When her cell phone rang at eight, she looked to see it was Jamey, put it on mute, and turned over to go back to sleep. Of course he wanted to talk to her. He’d be full of explanations and excuses, but she couldn’t talk to him. Not yet. She wouldn’t be clouded by his words. No matter how you looked at it, Jamey had harbored a very important secret from her when he said he’d only keep the ones that made her safe. 
 
   Tina woke an hour later, unsure if she’d dreamed or not, but plagued by a feeling that something was horribly wrong. She ran down the hall to check on her father. The nurse was taking his pulse and he smiled at her. “Where’s Mother?” he said.
 
   “In the guest room. I guess she’s getting that good night’s sleep.” Maybe something was wrong with her mother. “I’ll go check on her. Good morning, Daddy.” She blew him a kiss from the doorway and disappeared around the corner. Everything looked fine in the guest room. Tina’s mother was breathing heavily, enjoying her last moments of slumber, covers gathered around her shoulders. What was the feeling that something was wrong? Was she getting premonitions now too? She hoped not. Jamey gave these intuitive feelings some credibility, but they didn’t rule his life. If she and Jamey were finished, how would she cope if the ability to jump and sense danger didn’t go away? 
 
   Back in her bedroom, Tina saw that her phone had rung five more times--from Jamey. Taking the phone into the bathroom, she considered why he wouldn’t be giving her space. He knew she was very upset. What he didn’t know was that it was much more than being mad, or disappointed. Jamey had betrayed her twice now in their life together. First, when he left her without an explanation, ten years before, and now. He was a secretive person. He had to be, with his ability, she understood that, but keeping secrets from her, especially at this stage of their relationship, was a bad sign. Especially this secret.
 
   She washed her face in her sink, staring at the anonymous letter she’d left on the counter. He must’ve seen it the day before when he’d slept over. That was why he seemed distracted when he got back into bed after being in the bathroom. The phone vibrated again. This call was from a Carnation number, not Jamey’s cell phone number. He was probably trying to call from Pops’ house phone, but something told her to pick up. The feeling that something was not right was as strong as if someone was in the room screaming at her.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Tina, this is Pops. Are you okay? Where are you?”
 
   “I’m back on Mercer Island. Why? What happened?”
 
   “We can’t wake up Jamey. The girls have been trying for ten minutes. He’s breathing, his vitals look good, but he won’t wake.”
 
   What the hell? “We jumped together last night. It was a strange dream. I left first. Try jolting him.”
 
   “I did. I tried everything short of dragging him into the shower, but he won’t open his eyes. It’s like he’s in a coma. I’m one step away from calling an ambulance.”
 
   “Let me try to jump in on this end, see if I can find him. I’ve jumped his dreams before from miles away.” Her words sounded more confident than she felt. “Just tell me first, this isn’t a ploy to get me back to your house. Jamey and I had a fight and I’m upset.”
 
   “No joke. I wouldn’t do that to you, Kiddo.” She believed him.
 
   “Okay, I’ll try to jump in.”
 
   “Then call me back on his cell phone, will you? The kids are beside themselves. If I don’t hear from you in twenty minutes I’ll have to call an ambulance.”
 
   “I understand. I’ll try right now, and let you know if I get in. But, Pops, if he stops breathing or turns blue, call that ambulance, okay?”
 
   With her heart beating wildly in her chest, and her confidence at an all-time low, Tina lay back on the pillows and concentrated on getting into Jamey’s dream. Her breathing slowed and she imagined Jamey asleep in his bed at home--the thread-bare white sheets, the slim pillows, the old scratchy blankets piled three deep on his bed--all signs of a boy growing up without a mother to add the extra niceties of home, she’d thought the day before. Concentrating on getting back into that snowstorm on the dock, she hoped to hell this would work. 
 
   Then, she felt the pull, like being sucked backwards by a giant vacuum cleaner, her feet uprooted from the floor, her body surrendered to the force. As she traveled, the temperature dropped to freezing.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Her landing on the snowy dock was soft. The frozen bay stretched before her, like one huge field of fluffy whiteness. Jamey was nowhere to be seen. “Jamey!” She called, but the sound was dead with all the snow. He could be underneath. Frozen. Or, he could be in another dream, like when she suddenly ended up in the garden. 
 
   “Jamey!” Tina shuffled twenty feet down the dock, fully prepared to trip over him under the snow. But nothing. The icy bay looked solid. She kicked snow around the area where they’d been standing when she jumped out. No Jamey. Then she remembered that he’d come from across the bay. There was no easy way to reach it by land. How the hell would she get all the way over there in this storm?
 
   Luckily, she was able to summon a down-filled coat with a drawstring hood. She next tried to imagine herself across the bay, but it didn’t work. Easing herself onto the ice below the dock, she wondered if she’d wake from the shock if she fell in the icy water. 
 
   Imagining that she could fly didn’t work; neither did extending the dock all the way across the bay to the rocky outline where she’d seen Jamey. So, she took off walking. To be safe, she imagined herself staying light on top of the ice, just in case that worked. She kept her eye on the far shore, hoping that when she got there, she didn’t find a frozen Jamey. When the thought of running crept into her mind, she felt a push from behind, and away she went. Each step covered about twenty feet and in a minute, she was at the shore on the other side of the bay. Tina couldn’t deny the feeling of power from these superhuman abilities. It was heady, being able to command your own fate. If she hadn’t been concerned about finding Jamey, she might have run around more or tried to fly again. No wonder Jamey missed jumping. 
 
   She walked towards the woods, hoping this was the area where he’d jumped in. “Jamey!” Wandering into the woods, she looked for anything out of the ordinary. The scene was beautiful with snow-laden branches everywhere. Trying to will warm weather and sunshine again, she got nothing. Then, she imagined a blazing campfire, and twenty feet off to her right, it appeared. Thank God.. The snow stopped falling and, up ahead, she saw branches move. Jamey stepped from under a tree fifty feet away, his arms wrapped around his shivering form.
 
   “Tina?” His voice was muffled in the silence of the snow. He wore the T-shirt from the dream, his lips blue. He looked like a frozen Popsicle. 
 
   She ran over. “Why didn’t you jump out?”
 
   He could barely talk, “I couldn’t.” 
 
   “Oh my God, Jamey.” She wrapped her arms around his body, pressing her warmth into him. “Let’s get you to the fire, then find the portal and jump out, back to your bed, and a cup of hot coffee. Pops is waiting for you.”
 
   He tried to smile. They walked to the fire, and he held out his arms, standing as close as was safe. “I was waiting for you to wake up.” 
 
   “Can you find your portal again? Because mine is across the bay.”
 
   He nodded, looking at her with regret in his eyes. “Didn’t work.”
 
   “Crap. I guess we can both try again.” If they couldn’t get out this way, she’d have to get Jamey back to the dock, she guessed. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Let’s get you home, Jamey.”
 
   He led her to his portal. Even though the ground was covered with snow and his scuff marks couldn’t be seen, he seemed sure. They held hands, crouched, and jumped only a few inches in the air. Jamey was too stiff for anything more. In the seconds it took to jump out, Tina felt his hand slip from hers and a feeling of sadness overtook her. 
 
   She woke in her bed on Mercer Island, knowing Jamey would be in Carnation. Sitting up, she reached for her phone and called Jamey’s number. He answered. “I’m here.”
 
    “Oh, thank goodness, you’re home.”
 
   “Where are you?” His teeth were chattering. 
 
   “Mercer. You’d better get into a hot shower.”
 
   “We need to talk, Tina.”
 
   “You warm up. The girls were frightened. Let Pops make you breakfast. Give me today to think. I’ll call you tomorrow night. Don’t call me.” 
 
   She hung up the phone knowing that by the time she actually made that call, she might be back on Maui, putting as much distance between herself and Jamey as possible.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Waking up alone in the bed was strange, especially because he’d been holding Tina’s hand on the way out. Pops came rushing over from the doorway. When Jamey hung up with Tina, his dad took the phone from his hand.
 
   “We couldn’t wake you.” Pops’ forehead was wrinkled, his mouth turned down.
 
   “Strange dream. I couldn’t get out. I need a hot shower.”
 
   Pops helped his son out of bed. “I had to phone Tina to see what was going on. The girls are worried. I told them that you were having a dream you had to finish.”
 
   Jamey nodded and smiled sadly at his father. “I’ll tell you later.” He hobbled to the bathroom, calling out a good morning to his daughters when he passed the top of the stairs. 
 
   Once the feeling came back to his extremities, Jamey got out of the shower to dress and joined the girls and Pops for breakfast. It was Saturday and they had plans that started with Pops’ crazy pancakes with blueberry syrup. 
 
   Pausing at the top of the stairs, he listened to his father telling Jade and Jasmine that Daddy had only been sleeping in. They had questions why they couldn’t wake him. 
 
   “Deep sleep,” Pops said, like the answer was as simple as that. “He learned to do that in the army, with all those noisy bunk mates.” 
 
   Jamey smiled to imagine that it was possible to sleep in when you lived an army life, or that he actually had noisy bunk mates, like it was one big sleepover party. 
 
   In Afghanistan, he rarely interacted with other people. He was sequestered and solitary, like some prisoner. If anyone asked who he was, the rumor was that the strange bearded man was a psychologist working with the higher ups. He was good at saying very little. 
 
   Passing the front door, Jamey glanced out the window and saw that Tina’s car was gone. She’d come out of the dream last night and driven home. Then jumped from Mercer. He’d remained in the dream, something that had never happened before. Weird. And worrisome.
 
   Right now he had to reassure his daughters that he was feeling fine, and looking forward to their soccer game. They’d be disappointed that Tina was gone, but his girls were masters at fending off disappointment with a deployed soldier for a father.
 
   Pops shot him a worried look as he entered the kitchen.
 
   “I’m feeling all rested, after that fantastic sleep!” Jamey said, stretching his arms above his head. He smiled at his daughters who were still in flannel nightgowns, eating bacon at the kitchen table. 
 
   “Daddy, we couldn’t wake you. That was weird, so we got Grandpops.” Jasmine’s frown was enough to make Jamey want to take her in his arms, but he had to make light of the situation. 
 
   “Good idea. I was dreaming that I was eating a hot fudge sundae and, of course, I did not want to leave that dream.” He made slurping sounds.
 
   They laughed, agreed, and continued with their breakfast. As he fixed himself a cup of coffee, he and Pops exchanged a look of concern. They’d talk it over later, when the girls were busy and little ears didn’t hear everything.
 
   “Oh, I had a cool dream last night too. About playing soccer with the Sounders,” Jade’s face was lit with excitement.
 
   “Lucky.” Jasmine poured syrup on her stack of steaming pancakes.
 
   “Who wants eggs?” Pops set a dish of scrambled eggs on the table.
 
   “Is Tina coming back today?” Jade asked.
 
   Jamey served each girl a scoop of eggs. “Her dad isn’t feeling well, and she had to go home to check on him. She might miss the game. She’s sorry.” Jamey wanted to believe the words that came out of his mouth, but he wondered if his girls would ever see Tina again. Now that she knew he wrote the letter, he wouldn’t blame her for running in the opposite direction. Forgiving him for ruining her marriage and ultimately causing two deaths would be hard to do. He was having a tough time forgiving himself. But that was another topic on the docket for a talk with Pops, he guessed.
 
   While the girls brushed their teeth, got dressed, and went outside to kick a soccer ball, Jamey and Pops washed the small amount of dishes created from breakfast. Doing dishes was always a good excuse to have what Pops called a “down and dirty, heart to heart.”
 
   “What happened last night, Jamey? And, I don’t want details of your sex life. I just want to know what happened in the dream, and then your fight with Tina.” He looked over at his son. “She told me you guys fought, and she left.”
 
   Jamey dried a plate and set it on the stack. “She found out it was me who wrote her parents a letter two years ago to warn them about Hank scamming her.” He let that sit for a minute while he put the dried plates back in the cupboard.
 
   “Why did you write that letter?”
 
   “Long story, but in a nutshell, I was on Maui in 2001 and saw Hank at the grocery store. Remember, I’d met him a year before and we went night diving for octopus? That night I went back to his girlfriend’s house with him, and it turned out to be Tina, so I left before she got home.”
 
   Pops nodded. “I remember you telling me about that.”
 
   “Then, almost a year and a half later on Maui, I saw him flirting with a pretty lady at the grocery store. I stood back for a few minutes and watched. Hank was smarmy and going in for a phone number. I’d already seen a ring on his finger, and knew he’d married Tina.”
 
   Pops interrupted. “And that was your business?”
 
   “No, but I love her, Pops. That didn’t die. I wanted a good life for her.” He set the dishtowel on the counter and stared out the kitchen window to the backyard. “I went to my car and Hank’s old Chevy truck was parked nearby. I sensed something, so I went over and put my hand on the driver side door.” Jamey blew out a deep breath.  “The vibe I got was shady, really bad. Like he’d married Tina for her money. The feeling made me nauseous. So, I had Chuck at SPD check him out.”
 
   The two men were now facing each other. 
 
   “He found warrants for him and Noble, his best friend, who turned out to be his half-brother. I told you some of this. They’d conned women in Florida, California, and Nevada, under aliases. Henry Santiago was his real name. The deal was that he and his brother, Nolan, would find a rich woman, one of them would zero in on her, and after a few months, they’d run off with her money.”
 
   Pops shook his head.
 
   “They had come to Maui with a rich heiress, but Hank’s engagement to her was called off. From what I can gather, they switched the con to Tina when they found out she had these paintings worth some money.” Jamey looked at the floor. “When I figured out what was going to happen, I felt sick for her. That information, and the dream of her dancing with the skeleton of Hank, told me Tina was in for some hard times.”
 
   Pops’ face was pinched, worried. “Must’ve been hard.”
 
   Jamey poured himself another cup of coffee. “I made a decision I’d rather save her heart, her grandmother’s paintings, and her dignity, than follow a promise I made to Don. A promise we didn’t even know was necessary.” He took a sip of coffee and added more milk. “I half-thought that Don made me promise to not meddle with the future because he didn’t want an eight year old kid getting mixed up in that. And I didn’t. I remained true to the promise. But then, I decided to do something before Hank stole the art her grandmother left in her will, and he ran off with another woman.” He looked at his father. “Did I break the promise that I wouldn’t try to alter the future as I saw it? Yes. The future, as I saw it, was that she’d end up with Hank at a wedding reception and he was going to die. How do we know that my letter wasn’t already factored into that scene?” 
 
   Pops nodded. “That’s true. We don’t know.”
 
   Jamey sighed and then told his father about the dream, the dock, the letter materializing between them, the argument, him being left behind. When he finished, he asked the only person in the world who knew pretty much everything about dream jumps, whether he did the right thing.
 
   “I don’t know, son. Hank was destined to die on Tina, it looked like. Who knows about fate? What you did,” he looked convinced of his next words, “was simply look out for the woman you love. How could anyone blame you?”
 
   “It ended with Hank dying.”
 
   “But, was he already destined to die, and you were a pawn in this?”
 
   Jamey shook his head. “I don’t know, but Tina is hurt and confused. I’m surprised when you called her, she agreed to help get me out of the dream.” He hung his head. “I’ve never seen her so upset.”
 
   Pops nodded. “She loves you. Just give her the day. She’ll come around.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   At the girls’ soccer game, Wyatt jumped around Carrie, dressed in a Spiderman raincoat swinging a plastic sword. The baby, Mango, was tucked in a stroller, or Jamey would’ve taken her in his arms. He missed holding babies. When Wyatt ran over, Jamey bent down and sang the Spiderman song to him, making the four-year-old laugh. 
 
   “No, Jamey. The song goes like this.” Wyatt proceeded to sing the whole thing from the beginning, to the very last word.
 
   “Wow! You know that whole thing. Great job, Spider Wyatt.” Jamey held up his hand for a high five. The kid was such a cutie, always had been. When Carrie got pregnant and Kevin left town, Jamey envisioned he’d help raise all three kids together. He’d gotten used to the idea. Carrie did not want to take him back as a husband, and he didn’t offer, but he imagined he’d live at Pops’ house, stay available for Carrie and the kids. He even offered to get a real job or to get on the Force out in Carnation, but it wasn’t just his job as a police officer that stood between him and Carrie. 
 
   For two months, Jamey was elated that another child was coming in to his life. When Carrie found out it was a boy, he couldn’t deny feeling joy at the thought of teaching the little guy how to play baseball, soccer, and take him fishing with Jade and Jasmine. His emotions about the baby went so far down the road of happiness, that when Chris came into her life, and quickly proposed marriage to Carrie, Jamey had a long fall back to reality. He had to step aside. Soon after that, his uncle Don died, and Jamey got caught up in that lifestyle where you’re drinking too much, and waking up every morning with a hangover, not sure how to turn your life around. 
 
   When Wyatt was born, Jamey loved the kid immediately, but Chris was his father, and that’s the way it had to be. Chris was a full-time, live-in-the-house dad, and a great guy. In many ways, Carrie was lucky to have snagged him when she did. But Jamey would always have a real soft spot for the little dude with his reddish blonde hair and freckles. How Kevin had ever walked away from his duty as a father was beyond him. And now, the scum was back in town. 
 
   Wyatt hit his hip with the plastic sword and stood back to see what Jamey would do.
 
   “Hey buddy,” he said. “That’s not a good thing to do to people because it hurts.” Jamey knelt down and grabbed the end of the sword. “I’ll take this away for two minutes if you hit me again, understand?”
 
   Wyatt’s face screwed up in a frown. “Okay.”
 
   Carrie looked sternly at her son and when he ran off to play with some other boys, she whispered to Jamey. “He’s acting out these days with Kevin letting him run around like a little hooligan at his place.”
 
   Jamey nodded. “Do you think Kevin is here to stay or will he move on eventually?”
 
   She shrugged. “I told him he couldn’t be a part of Wyatt’s life unless he was in it for the duration. Coming in to his life on a whim was not okay. He had to stick around if I was going to confuse Wyatt with another dad.”
 
   “A boy needs strong men to look up to.” Jamey didn’t know what to say about Kevin. He didn’t like the guy, but didn’t know anything against him. And condemning someone based on a hunch had cost him Tina. He’d keep his mouth shut on this one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Standing at the kitchen’s bay window that faced the backyard and Puget Sound, Tina thought about her parents’ marriage. They were devoted to each other. No matter what. And they’d been through some hard times. That’s what she wanted in a marriage partner, not someone who lied and then covered up his lies. And dream jumped. Jamey came with some crazy baggage, but how could she detach from him as long as they were sharing dreams and had this ability together? He was the reason she was jumping dreams, and he was her reference point. Maybe now that he was jumping on his own, she would lose anything she’d gained.
 
   Passing the day playing chess with her father and talking, Tina was momentarily distracted. She hadn’t talked to her dad this much, maybe ever, and by four o’clock when her mother suggested she let him take a nap, Tina figured her father knew almost everything about her life. Everything except about her dream jumping, and talking to ghosts. 
 
   It was Millie’s night off, and Tina didn’t feel like cooking one of those elaborate meat and potato meals that her parents liked, even if she knew how to cook, which she didn’t. Her dad loved Chinese food. She’d get Cashew Chicken and Broccoli Beef from the takeout place a few miles away and everyone would be happy.
 
   Driving back to the house with the boxes of steaming food, Tina thought about Jamey. She couldn’t go through the pain again like when Hank disappeared. The months of crying, loss, heartache, loneliness. It was better to get out now than have to do that again somewhere down the road.
 
   Maybe she’d leave for Maui tomorrow and hear all his excuses from her house, where it was safe. Somehow she’d have to get past this heartbreak and recoup her life.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey had the twins’ birthday party to attend and had to get past the worry about Tina. She’d said she’d call that night but with the party later, he hoped to feel better. He didn’t much like this version of himself that moped around like he was slowly dying. If she called before, and there was a glimmer of hope, he’d have to accept that as good news. He considered calling her before the party. Pops suggested Jamey wait--let her call him, but Jamey was the one who needed to explain. He needed this phone call. Tina probably thought she knew enough to condemn him. 
 
   Last night he’d jumped another dream. Jasmine’s dream about swimming. And gotten out just fine. No problems. When he jumped a dream without Tina, he seemed to be fine. The snowstorm dream had been freaky, and he still didn’t know why he hadn’t woken. Maybe it had something to do with Tina wanting to leave him there. The jumper intentionally deserting the dreamer.
 
   According to Pops, he’d tried everything to wake Jamey, including throwing a glass of cold water on his face, which only ended up making Jamey colder in the snowy dream. He’d woken with hypothermia but didn’t blame Pops. Hell, he’d have done anything if the tables were turned and the sleeper had been Pops. Or Tina. Being the only dream jumper, aside from Tina--and she was ignorant of how it all worked--there was no one to ask about the particulars of the snow dream. Pops had the same information Jamey had about jumping and was as confused as him. 
 
   For thirty years, Pops kept a journal for Jamey with all the quirks and intricacies of the gift but he had no idea why his son didn’t wake up yesterday. Calling Milton was out, now that Jamey wanted to keep his jumping a secret from Sixth Force.
 
   At noon, Jamey and Pops sat at the kitchen table eating beef barley soup, talking about the dream.
 
   “You arrived in the forest, then paddled across the bay to the dock, and Tina was already there?” Pops asked.
 
   “She said she’d flown in, landed on the dock.” He added salt to his soup. “At first, I thought it was my jump, but then I learned she made it sunny too. I wasn’t able to conjure up anything. I couldn’t even make the letter go away. God knows, I tried when I saw what it was.” Jamey looked at his hands. “And I wasn’t wearing metal.”
 
   “That would be the logical explanation that you had metal on, and lost control of your own dream.” Pops slurped his soup. “Maybe Tina had metal on.”
 
   “No. She knows better now.” Jamey almost laughed at the idea of a logical explanation in all this dream jumping. “If it was Tina’s dream, and I jumped in on my own, why couldn’t I get out when she woke up? The jumper always wakes with the dreamer.” He looked at his cell phone again, wondering why she hadn’t called. “That’s another reason I need to talk to her. At the very least, I have to ask her some important questions about that dream. I never want that to happen again. I don’t even think she had control of the dream, although she conjured up a nice fire at the end.” 
 
   Yesterday, on the phone, Tina had sounded disinterested, like she couldn’t care less about what he wanted to say. That worried him. He had to speak to her before more dead space rushed between them.
 
   “I think I’ll pass on roller skating and just meet up with you all back at Carrie’s house later,” Pops said. 
 
   The twins’ birthday party was at a roller skating rink in Bellevue, and Jamey had wanted to take Tina, have some fun with her, but that was not going to happen. “The roller rink will be crazy.”
 
   Pops slurped his soup and Jamey looked over. His father hadn’t been using the oxygen today. Maybe things were looking better in some areas of his life. If Pops had given up smoking, Jamey would have to consider that as a huge accomplishment--something to be happy about. Not obsess about how he wanted forgiveness from Tina. She’d said she’d never know if he was with her because of genuine love, or guilt for what he’d done. But how did anyone really know motives. Everyone has motives for their actions. 
 
   If Tina didn’t get back to him soon, he’d probably have to follow her back to Maui.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina booked a ticket for Maui. Her dad was out of bed and walking around now. They’d eaten Millie’s dinner of chicken cordon bleu at the dining room table. When her parents went upstairs after dinner, she sat staring at the phone on her father’s desk. Knowing that Jamey would be waiting for her call didn’t make Tina any more interested in dialing his number. There was nothing she could say that made this situation any better. She was so sick of being played for a fool and used again. 
 
   She laid her head on her father’s desk and thought about her life. It hadn’t been so long ago that she’d suffered PTSD and denied what happened to Noble. Her emotional health was still fragile. Was she able to see things clearly after everything she’d been through recently?
 
   Tomorrow her flight left for Maui, where she’d settle back into her life and just take one day at a time. If she never saw Jamey again, she’d have to get through it. She’d just add Jamey’s betrayal to the list of things to talk about at her shrink sessions with Doc Chan. 
 
   Punching in Jamey’s cell number, Tina still wasn’t sure what to say except that she didn’t want to see him. Standing in front of Jamey would be complicated. He had such a physical effect on her, and it would muddle things. Whatever needed to be said would have to be said over the phone. Getting back to her own turf to think this out was important for her survival.
 
   “Tina.” His voice sounded desperate, and she had to remind herself that Jamey sent that letter.
 
   “Hi.” The silence hung between them. Just knowing he was listening, waiting, left her wanting to reach out to him. Go back to how it was. Would he sense that through the phone? His intuition with her wasn’t always good, he’d said. She wasn’t sure about the telephone.
 
   “I know you’re very upset. I don’t blame you.” His words were clipped. He knew his time was limited. “Please let me see you tonight. I can be there in forty minutes. Please, honey.”
 
   “No. I don’t want to.”
 
   “Baby, I need to look you in the eyes and tell you I’m sorry that it turned out like this. I feel like you blame me for Hank’s death. And, I’ll take responsibility for some of that, but I was just one of the people caught up in this. Noble and your mother had a role too. And don’t forget Hank.”
 
   “I haven’t forgiven my mother completely.”
 
   “But, you’re working it out with her. All I ask is for the same consideration. Please, Tina. You know I’m not the bad guy. There doesn’t have to be a bad guy. Hank’s death was an accident. The blame game is a slippery slope.”
 
   “I don’t need to blame someone. I’m wondering why you lied about knowing Hank mostly. And then let me go through all this without saying you were involved.” She sighed. “Maybe it was too soon to think I could have this. Maybe I just wanted someone to love me so much, and you were there.”
 
   “No-- ”
 
   “And, how do I know that you don’t feel obligated now? You feel so badly and decided to slip in and take over?” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I won’t ever know, and neither will you, consciously. You see Jamey, after all I’ve been through, I want to be loved for me. Not out of some obligation to make amends. Or for my grandmother’s paintings. I want to meet a man who loves me for who I am.”
 
   “I do.” There was a long silence between them until Jamey spoke. “How do I know you aren’t with me because I helped you find Hank’s body? Gratitude? Tina, it’s the same thing and it’s all part of this thing between us.” There was a long pause. “I need to talk to you about dream jumping, at the very least.” 
 
   “No. Not yet. I’m thinking I won’t dream jump any more. Please don’t contact me, Jamey. I need to think, to heal from this.” She hung up and turned off her phone. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Carrie’s house was pandemonium at its familial finest. Kids running around chasing each other, the dogs, Scooter and Bento barking at the ring of children circling the interior of their house, and from somewhere, baby Mango crying. Jamey was barely in the front door and already he had a job. “Can you grab Mango from the crib in our room?” Carrie flung the question at him like he was the babysitter. 
 
   He didn’t mind. There hadn’t been enough moments of holding the baby who was fast approaching twenty pounds of chubby love.
 
   Walking in to Chris and Carrie’s bedroom, Jamey couldn’t help but take a look at the marital bed. Although he was glad to be out of Carrie’s crazy world where kids ruled, and husbands took a seat at the back of the bus, something in him yearned for the family life. Little Mango’s face was pink and angry when Jamey looked over the side of the wooden crib and smiled at her. 
 
   “Hello Mango! Uncle Jamey is here to rescue you and take you to your Mama.” All the kids called Carrie ‘Mama’. Even friends visiting on play dates called her Mama Carrie, like she owned some pizza franchise. Carrie had been born to have a brood of children. Jamey was sure she and Chris had plans for at least two more babies before they were done. Carrie was only thirty-five and she’d come from a family of nine kids. When Jamey met her fresh out of college, she’d divulged on the second date that lots of children were in her future. He’d been a cop, and she’d just finished a degree in sociology, and was unsure of what to do with it. 
 
   Jamey lifted Mango from the colorful crib sheets, grabbed a fleece blanket to wrap around her little shoulders and smiled at her sweet face. She stopped crying immediately. “All you wanted was someone to come get you, wasn’t that it, Cutie Pie?” He kissed the chubby folds in her neck and made her giggle. Jamey had loved the baby stage with his girls. And, the toddler stage, and preschooler stage. Thinking about it, as he carried the little bundle down the stairs to Carrie in the kitchen, Jamey loved every stage. 
 
   His girls were so much fun right now at ten years old. Maybe the teenage years would be what he would have trouble with, but then he didn’t live with his daughters on a daily basis. That was something that troubled him every hour of every day. Maybe because of that, it was easier to adore his children every moment they were together. 
 
   In the ranch-style kitchen, Carrie was at the stove making stew for dinner, and fixing Wyatt’s Power Ranger toy. “Is it time for Mango to eat?” Jamey asked. 
 
   Carrie pointed to a bottle on the counter. “Thirty seconds in the microwave to take the edge off,” Carrie called over her shoulder as she almost tripped on Wyatt, who clung to her leg like a barnacle on a pier. 
 
   Wyatt’s attachment to Carrie was a source of jokes in the family, jokes that included the words “mama’s boy”. He’d come out of the womb wanting to be closest to his mother, and had never changed in four years. The little guy was desperate to be Mama’s favorite, cherished one. More so since Mango arrived on the scene.
 
   While Jamey sat at the kitchen breakfast nook and gave Mango her bottle, he and Carrie finally had a good talk about the kids. Jade and Jasmine were doing brilliantly. Top marks at school, social favorites, and both excellent athletes. “Bossy and competitive with each other,” Carrie said, “but that’s normal. It’s this little one I’m worried about,” Carrie nodded to the child at her leg. “He needs to branch off a bit.” 
 
   Jamey chuckled. “Do you love Mama the best, Wyatt?” Jamey asked the dude who stood with his thumb in his mouth.
 
   Wyatt nodded and Jamey smiled sympathetically. “He loves you, Carrie. I’m sure he’ll detach eventually.” Jamey was the wrong person to ask, seeing his mother had taken off when he was five. A mother’s love was precious to a man like Jamey.
 
   Carrie laid a warm hand on Wyatt’s curly head. “He sleeps with me and Chris. Such a dear little boy. I wish K Man would take a short walk off a long pier. It was better when he was gone.” Carrie used code names around the kids.
 
   Wyatt looked up at his mother. “What Mama?”
 
   “Nothing, sweet boy.” She set the spoon at the side of the stove and bent to speak to her son.  “Why don’t you run around with the girls and their friends? They’re playing hide and seek. You love that.”
 
   When Wyatt ran off to follow the beckoning calls from his sisters, Carrie sat with Jamey at the nook. “Kevin is driving me nuts. Too little, too late. He’s asking to take Wyatt away for the weekend with his parents. Kevin’s parents own a place on Cannon Beach.” She blew a strand of red curls from her face and wiped a streak of sweat from her brow.
 
   “Does he have custody rights?” Jamey lifted Mango to his shoulder for a burp, and she obliged immediately.
 
   “We didn’t go to court. I want to be fair and give him time with Wyatt, you know?” She smiled at the baby in Jamey’s arms.
 
   “Do you trust him? And does Wyatt like to spend time with him?”
 
   “He’s okay. And Wyatt is intermittently thrilled to have a father who drives a digger on construction crews.” She looked deep into Jamey’s face. “You know me, Jamey, the kids can never have too many family members. I love the big extended family, even though if I could choose, I’d have only one dad for all four children.” Her smile was sad, almost apologetic.
 
   “You’re an amazing mom, Carrie. And what you’ve created here is magic. I’m in awe, and appreciative.” He stroked Mango’s pink arm with all its folds and creases. “And if you ever want me to take Jade and Jasmine for an extended period, more than just a month in the summer, just know that I’m in. I’m getting ready to settle down, make a home for my children. I love my girls. I love all four of your children. You know?”
 
   She nodded with tears in her eyes, and just then, the older children ran into the room with Wyatt at the back of the line. 
 
   “Daddy’s here!” Jade had seen her father. “Not your Daddy, Wyatt, but he’s coming later, right, Mom?” She sounded like she was helpfully explaining a complicated situation to her younger brother.
 
   Jamey might have imagined it, but when Wyatt came around the corner, his little freckled face held disappointment.
 
    
 
   This time the dream about Sergeant Milton was clear. Jamey could read the license plate of the car as it crawled down the driveway, see the lines on his face, almost smell his smoker’s breath. When Milton got out of the car and walked over to him, both of them knew what would happen next. Jamey would leave with his superior officer. Not by force, just because he needed to go back to Afghanistan.
 
   “You’re jumping again,” Milton said.
 
   Jamey woke from the dream, the tail end of a moan still fresh on his lips. He wiped his grizzly face, and sat on the side of the bed. It was time to get up. Shave. He’d told the girls he’d drive them to school. 
 
   Standing up, he was wobbly and then remembered that he drank too many beers last night while sitting around Pops’ table, talking about Tina. He was afraid he’d lost her. A week with no contact. She was back on Maui, and even though he called every day to tell her he loved her, she hadn’t called back. The more days that passed, the worse it looked, like a missing person.
 
   Had he lost the opportunity to have the life he’d seen in a precognitive dream a month ago? The one where he and Tina had a child. He’d thought about that child many times since the dream, and had fallen in love with his sweet face, his little voice, the way he said “Da Da.” 
 
   Maybe he did love Tina out of some misplaced sense of obligation. It was true that he felt terrible about Hank’s death. And responsible. Maybe he loved her so much because of a misplaced duty to take over. Even if it was a guarantee he’d never get to be with Tina again, he still would have written the letter. He didn’t want her life ruined by some con artist with a list of priors. As a cop, he’d felt a moral obligation to rat those two out. His first thought was that the people who loved Tina the most in the world would know how to handle the situation. And those people were her parents. Give them a chance to decide Hank’s fate. Philip Greene was a lawyer. He’d know what to do. Had Jamey gone to the police, Hank would’ve been dragged off in handcuffs.
 
   After dropping off the girls at the small elementary school, and kissing them each goodbye, he returned to Pops’ house, knowing what was in store. His face was a mask of stoicism as he waited on the porch. When the black car pulled down Pops’ driveway, Jamey wasn’t surprised. Today was the day. And Jamey knew he would go with Milton. Get in the car, wave to Pops, feel badly about leaving the girls again, especially during soccer playoffs. These were all things he’d seen in his dreams about the future. 
 
   Late last night, he’d written three letters. One to Jade and Jasmine about how much he loved them and that he’d be back soon, one to Pops in case he died over there, and one to Tina. Although something told him a letter might not be appreciated, he wanted to explain his motives for the anonymous letter to her parents. He didn’t say that it was her mother who screwed things up by going directly to Hank and ordering him to leave. He said he still believed in what they had ten years ago. Then, he tore it up. If he never came back, Jamey didn’t want her in love with him. It would be better if she hated him.
 
   When Milton got out of the unmarked car and walked towards the house, Jamey noted that Milton was now a lieutenant. He’d been promoted. “Come on in,” he said, leading Milton up the front stairs to the house.
 
   “I should have known you’d be expecting me.” Milton threw his cigarette into the wet grass.
 
   Jamey looked over and almost smiled. “Will we leave tonight?”
 
   Milton nodded and they walked down the hall. Pops was at the kitchen table playing solitaire. 
 
   “Ah, Milton.” Pops said, looking up. “Have you come to take my son back to the war? If so, I can’t pretend I’m happy about that.” Pops folded up the cards.
 
   “Can I sit down?’ Milton said. Not waiting for an answer, he lowered himself into the closest chair and began to talk. Sixth Force had a situation of the highest security class that needed Jamey’s skill. “Maybe for only a few days.”
 
   “How do you know I can jump again?” Jamey made it sound like he couldn’t jump.
 
   Milton cleared his throat and looked at Jamey. “We’re going to try a jump, with some new ideas.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’ve recovered my ability.”
 
   “That’s fine, son. We want to do some tests before we try anything with dreams. I’m afraid I can’t say much more in front of your father.”
 
   Pops grunted and stared at Jamey.
 
   Milton continued. “If it all works out, I promise, Freud, that what we need you for is a specific mission, you’ll never leave the base, probably one or two dreams and we can have you on the first flight home when you’re done.” 
 
   Jamey knew Milton’s promises didn’t mean anything. If the plan changed, there’d be nothing Jamey could do about additional missions. “I won’t stay longer than three weeks.” He had the right to request this. Jade and Jasmine were out of school in another six weeks and he wanted to spend the summer with them. Go somewhere fun. It wouldn’t be Maui now, but somewhere. Maybe rent a house in Mexico. 
 
   “Sounds about right.” Milton looked like he believed what he just agreed to. What was this secret mission? He’d hear soon enough. 
 
   Jamey looked at Pops. “I’ll be back before you know it.” Pops was better off not knowing much just in case.
 
   Pops nodded. “We’ll get some fishing done when you get back.” They always said this. “You come back safe and sound, you hear?” 
 
   “I will. No smoking, Pops. I don’t want to see that thing when I’m back.” Jamey nodded at the oxygen tank, and then hugged his father like he might never see him again.
 
   “That’s a Double Deep Promise, Kid.”
 
   Jamey turned with Milton and left the little ramshackle house in Carnation, just like in the dream. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Lahaina’s Front Street was busy with cars and people as Tina drove her truck along the main drag to the dive shop. Why had she driven to McDonalds and then turned onto the busiest street on Maui? Although Front Street was a picturesque whaling town replica, Tina had lived here for years, was used to the charm, and needed to get back to the shop for the afternoon charter. She had six customers scheduled to dive the cathedrals this afternoon with her as their guide. 
 
   Ever since she’d returned from Seattle and her parents’ house, Tina had been trying to dive once a day, whether it was a beach dive with customers, a fun dive at noon with Pepper, or doing one of the two boat dives on a morning or afternoon charter. It took her mind off Jamey.
 
   Business was good for late spring. The news of Hank’s body turning up might have had something to do with it. Especially after the LA Times did a distasteful story about two con men ending up on Maui, and finally dying on the Valley Isle. The name of her dive shop had been mentioned. And now, Tina was trying to forget that the world knew she’d married a con man. She’d fielded phone calls from Honolulu and the West Coast, from reporters who’d wanted more on the story. She’d been tight-lipped and asked her crew to say they had no comment. Her father’s advice had been to ignore the press.
 
   But customers who wanted to go boat diving just kept walking through the front door. Good thing, too, because keeping busy had never seemed so important. Tina’s heart was broken. Again. And she needed to stop thinking about what Jamey had done. Everywhere she looked, she was reminded of Jamey, which seemed ridiculous because he’d only been back in her life for less than three months. But in weak moments, when she let herself remember him, she missed his calming voice, his hands on her body, his jokes, the way he smelled in the morning. 
 
   Would her mother have turned Hank in to the police if Tina told her she was pregnant? She’d meant to ask before she left Washington State, but their new relationship was so breakable and at the last minute, didn’t broach the subject again. They’d agreed to let it die. She hadn’t told her mother that Jamey wrote the letter. What use would that serve? She’d simply said that they’d hit a rough patch. Next time her mother asked, Tina would say they were done. Make it sound like it fizzled out.
 
   Once back at the dive shop, Tina gathered wetsuits and gear, coordinating with Shelley on the afternoon dive. It was good to be back with Obi in the Hawaiian weather. Without Jamey in her life, she’d concentrate on building her business back up to where it was when Hank disappeared. On lonely nights, when she lay in bed and thought about her life, Tina saw herself adopting. A baby was still important to her. That hadn’t changed one bit. She couldn’t sit around all day waiting for a man to enter her life and father a child. She’d had her two strikes. Three if you counted Jamey the first time around.
 
   When Katie handed Tina the phone, she thought it was a business call.
 
   “Tina’s Dive Shop.” She adjusted her left breast in her bikini top. 
 
   “Kristina, this is Mother. Your father is heading to the hospital now in an ambulance. He had an episode and was clutching his chest. I’m following in the car.” Her voice was shaky.
 
   “Oh, no.” Tina knew this wasn’t just an episode. “Are you okay, Mom?”
 
   “Can you come back to Seattle? I can’t do this without you, Kristina. I’m afraid.” Elizabeth started to cry.
 
   “Pull over, Mother. Pull the car over, and we can talk. Don’t drive while you’re on the phone and crying.”
 
   There was a pause. “All right. I’ve stopped now.” 
 
   “What did the paramedics say?” Tina gestured for Megan to do the boat charter. 
 
   “They said he was having heart palpitations, but it was probably normal. They said that they needed to get him to the hospital and get him hooked up to monitor his heart.”
 
   “Well, then that’s probably all it is, Mother. Being cautious. I can fly tonight and be there for you in the morning. Why don’t you try to calm down, get to the hospital, and then call me with the update? It sounds like they just need him in the hospital to be safe. Nothing too serious.” She wasn’t sure she believed the words but it seemed to help her mother.
 
   After she hung up, Tina called the airline and checked on flights. Got the information ready if she needed to book something.
 
   But when Elizabeth phoned later, she’d calmed down, and decided that she could handle this. “Your father said I was overreacting, so I’m going to try to think positively.”
 
   Tina arrived home at eight o’clock and fixed herself a cup of herbal tea, remembering what her father said on the phone earlier. “Your mother isn’t as strong as she looks, Kitten. She’s just scared, but I’m going to show her how well I bounce back.”
 
   Tina had a bad feeling about all of this, like when she woke from those dreams about her father at the top of the stairs. Waiting for her mother to call seemed like a bad idea. She needed to get back to Seattle. After calling the airlines to book herself on the red eye and then calling Pepper to dog sit again, Tina threw a few things into her bag and headed for Kahului Airport. If her father had another setback, and took a turn for the worse, she’d never forgive herself for not getting her butt to Seattle.
 
   There was too much time to think on the six-hour flight. Willing herself not to worry about her father, Tina then couldn’t get thoughts of Jamey out of her head. She tried to sleep, then, when she couldn’t, she plugged into a movie, but the hero reminded her of Jamey. Handsome and sensible. Finally she allowed herself to compare Jamey’s love for her with her love for her father. If she knew someone was trying to double cross her father, wouldn’t she take action? Even if it meant that she’d end up with what she wanted by getting rid of the double crosser? Yes, she’d take that chance. It was hard to compare the two situations, but on that flight to Seattle, Tina had a moment of clarity. Jamey must’ve been desperate when he’d written the letter. And worried sick about her.
 
   By the time she got to the hospital at nine a.m., her dad had taken a turn for the worse and her mother was frantic, hovering at the side of his bed. He was heavily sedated, with drips and machines beeping ominously. Tina dropped her bag and turned to her mother. “Mom,” she cried, her voice quivering. They held each other tightly. 
 
   “It’s not looking good,” her mother said.
 
   Tina watched her usually robust father motionless, beyond them, the machines counting off each heartbeat like it might be his last. 
 
   “He had another episode last night. They can’t operate. He’s not strong enough. I think we’re losing him, Kristina.” She pulled back to look in her daughter’s eyes.
 
   “He’s a tough one, Mom. Remember that.”
 
   Her mother’s mouth screwed up and her face crumpled into a twisted sob. Patting her mother’s arm, Tina went to the bedside. “What did the doctor say?” His hand was cold. It seemed like a bad sign, and she grabbed it with both hands, trying to give him her heat, her life.
 
   “The doctors said the next few hours would be critical.” Her mother moved in and put an arm around her daughter’s shoulders, pulling her in closer. “All we can do is pray, and wait.”
 
   Tina nodded. “Oh, Daddy. Come on you old coot. You can do this.” She squeezed his hand and hoped to feel something back. Nothing. “If you get through this, I promise I’ll give you that grandchild you wanted. I promise, Daddy.” She whispered the last part and leaned in to kiss his forehead. “Please be okay.” 
 
   All that morning, Tina stayed at his bedside, Elizabeth too, taking turns holding his hand, talking to him. She wished Jamey was with her. Forget pride. She wanted Jamey, regardless of what had happened. Jamey would make it better.
 
   Nurses came and went as Tina held her father’s hand and hoped he would open his eyes, smile at her, tell her he was better. He was only sixty-seven years old, too young for this to happen.  
 
   Shortly after three p.m., Tina was holding his hand, willing life into him, when she felt him slip away. Like Jamey’s gift, she knew before it happened. Horrified, she held her breath and hoped her intuition was completely wrong. “Mom!” Her voice was a strangled choke. 
 
   Her mother looked over desperately.
 
   Then Phillip Greene took his last breath. The machine stopped beeping, and an alarm sounded. Nurses rushed in. A doctor followed.
 
   “No, Philip,” her mother cried. “Don’t leave me, Philip. I can’t do this without you.” She pounded his chest like that would help, but a nurse took her hands and held them while the doctor tried the defibrillator. 
 
   Tina stood back like this was only a nightmare, and she might wake up. She reached to press her hand into her abdomen and when it was met with a solid mass, denial was no longer possible.
 
   Eventually the young doctor gave up and set the defibrillator aside. “I’m sorry.” The doctor turned to look at both women. “He’s gone.”
 
   Tina moved to the bed and buried her face in her father’s neck. “Oh Daddy. I’m sorry.” The tears spilled onto her father’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry this happened. I love you so much.” The pain twisted her heart.
 
   The doctors and nurses had left the room to give them privacy. When Tina looked up, she saw her mother standing dumbfounded by the bed, staring at her. She glanced to the machine that, by now, had been turned off.  
 
   Her mother looked into Tina’s eyes, and shook her head. “He ate lunch yesterday in the conservatory, and told me how much he loved me, and how much he hoped you’d get back together with your boyfriend. He planned to play golf this summer.” She looked at her husband’s inert form on the bed. “Oh my God. This can’t be.” Her mother collapsed on her husband’s chest, pulling him into a desperate embrace. “Philip, no. Come back to me. I need you.” 
 
   Tina stood beside her mother, trying to understand that her dear father was gone. Never again would she hear his voice, laugh at one of his jokes, go to a football game with him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   The funeral was small and tasteful. Filled with heavy sadness and tears. The sun shone brightly as Philip Greene’s casket was lowered into the ground. Wasn’t it supposed to rain for funerals? Tina would’ve preferred a stormy dark day to the robin’s egg blue sky and warm sun that reminded them life would go on, even without her father. 
 
   She’d been in a fog of loss, trying to make sense of her father’s death. It wasn’t easy to accept because everywhere she looked were reminders that he was a wonderful, vibrant man. The house was filled with pictures of him golfing, sailing, with Tina at her college graduation, photos of him and his lovely bride on their wedding day in a double frame with the photo of their fortieth wedding anniversary party. Whatever else she thought about her mother, Elizabeth Greene had loved her husband deeply and those feelings had been reciprocated. Nothing they went through ever changed that love. Throughout the loss of a child, the rebellion of the other child, and recently the knowledge that their daughter was being swindled by a con man, her parents had held tight to each other. Life dealt blows, but their love never wavered.
 
   Tina walked arm in arm with her mother from the gravesite to the limo. Thoughts of Jamey dogged her. The last few days she’d been unable to banish his image, his voice, the feel of him, to the back of her mind. It was almost like Jamey was willingly pushing himself on her. There was something about the letter and her mother’s mission to banish Hank that still bothered her. As they stepped into the back of the limo she asked the final question to the puzzle. “When you told Hank that you knew about his criminal record, did you ever have a moment when you considered letting him stay with me if he proved to be a good husband, or the father of my baby?”
 
   Elizabeth looked over at Tina like she’d been woken from a bad dream. “What? Oh.” She took a deep breath, let it out, and turned to face her daughter. “If I tell you what happened, I don’t want to risk losing you again.” Elizabeth looked pitiful. 
 
   “No chance of that happening now.” She took her mother’s bony hand. They settled into their seats, and Tina told the driver to take them home. 
 
   Her mother took another deep breath. “I contacted an investigator from California. At that point your father did not know about the note, or Hank’s record. I saw no need to involve him if the accusation was false. The investigator assured me that he would do all the talking, which I thought was much better for everyone. One night, I got a phone call from him. His name was Mr. Hughes. I took the call in the library so your father wouldn’t hear. Mr. Hughes told me that he’d spoken with Hank on the phone and told him that his wife’s parents were aware of his criminal record, that we were considering turning him in. In the meantime, if he stole anything, or hurt you in any way, we’d prosecute to the fullest extent. Mr. Hughes used the words ‘locked up and throw away the key.’”
 
   Tina held her breath. “What did Hank say to that?” As if this wasn’t a difficult day enough, she braced herself for the next part.
 
   “He asked us to reconsider. He told Mr. Hughes that he loved you, had given up that life, was going clean, I think he said. When the investigator reported the conversation to me, he said this type of denial was to be expected. He reminded me that Hank was a professional liar who’d swindled women out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. He and his accomplice, Nolan, had taken nearly two million dollars from various women over fifteen years. I didn’t really know Hank was going for the paintings until Mr. Hughes told me Hank targeted art collectors. Before going to Maui, he’d stolen a painting from a gallery owner in Fresno.” Her mother stared into her lap.
 
   Tina finally took a deep, sad breath.
 
    “After thinking about it, I had Mr. Hughes relay the information that I wanted Hank out of your life. Hank argued again saying that you two had been trying to have a baby together, and you might be pregnant.” 
 
   Tina’s voice caught in her throat. “Oh, no.” 
 
   Elizabeth reached for her daughter’s hand, scooted over closer, and continued.  “I didn’t tell Dad because of his heart.” Her voice hitched on the last word. “Mr. Hughes then spoke to Noble, or Nolan, which was his real name. Nolan said that you were having morning sickness, but I didn’t believe him. I wasn’t convinced. You hadn’t said anything to us. That’s when I told your father. He was very upset at first, but in his calm way, he thought it out. When he talked to you on the phone, you sounded so in love with this character, he hung up in tears, wondering what to do.” 
 
   Tina remembered that phone call, her father asking about Hank, and if he treated his little girl well. At the time, she’d thought it was sweet her dad was so concerned.
 
   “We told Mr. Hughes to relay the message that if Henry and Nolan skipped town with your money, or the paintings, the police would be waiting for them when their plane landed. Also, that everything was on hold while we considered what to do. If you got pregnant, we weren’t sure we wanted him out of your life.” She looked out the window at a man in a sandwich board advertising a mattress store. “Mr. Hughes spoke to Nolan again when Hank avoided our calls, and told him that we were watching them closely but wouldn’t act on anything, not yet.” 
 
    
 
   She looked at Tina, her face full of regret. “I wanted to believe that Hank loved you, and that you were happy with him. If you were pregnant, I couldn’t have turned him in, not as long as he made you happy. But, I would have insisted he tell you everything. Having a baby was, and is, very precious to me, and I did not want you to raise a child with a dangerous criminal in the house, or on your own.” She thought for a few beats. “It was a difficult decision but your father concluded we should fly over to talk to both of you after Hank told you everything. We hoped to see for ourselves that Hank had turned over a new leaf. If that was the case and you still wanted to be married to him, your father insisted he could try to clear up Hank’s priors. He said Hank might have to do some time in jail, but not much. I wanted very much to believe that there was a happily ever after for you and Hank. I did, Kristina.” 
 
   Tina nodded. Her head was heavy with the story and the strange new facts that filled in the last of the puzzle pieces.
 
   “Then you called to say that Hank was missing. I’m so sorry I ever meddled. I’m so sorry.” She squeezed Tina’s hand.
 
   Tina squeezed back. “I know, Mom.” The words did not come out easily. But, it was important to tell her mother that she understood even though hearing about secret conversations between her husband and a private investigator hired by her mother was jarring. And there was one difference between what her mother said, and what Tina had believed to be true. Noble had lied to Hank that day on the cliffs at Hobbit land. He told Hank they had to leave town, but in reality, the investigator had told Noble that Tina’s parents would wait and see if their daughter was pregnant. 
 
   Tina sat back in the limo and looked outside the window to a children’s playground. She had to believe that Hank wanted a child for reasons that didn’t involve him avoiding jail time. He’d been genuinely excited about being a father. He had.
 
   They were almost home. Home, where Millie waited with a buffet luncheon for all the funeral goers. Although Millie was very upset over Tina’s dad’s death, she’d foregone the cemetery to arrange a luncheon. Soon people would arrive and Tina would have to pretend that her mother hadn’t just given her enough information to incriminate Noble as even more of a liar and a cheat than she already knew. That the man who she’d loved as a friend, who’d consoled her for months and finally shot himself, did not care about her. Not really. 
 
   As they turned onto the Greene’s street, Tina was sorry she forgave Noble at the last minute of his strange existence.
 
   What about Jamey? He’d written a letter to try to save her from losing the house, the dive shop, and whatever bank account she might have. Maybe he knew about the paintings too. Suddenly Jamey’s motive seemed clear, like a fog had lifted and now worrying that Jamey might be with her out of some misguided sense of duty, seemed preposterous. He loved her. Always had. What Jamey did was because he didn’t want her life ruined. 
 
   She had to talk to Jamey. Tell him that she’d made a horrible mistake by blaming him for her husband’s death. She’d misinterpreted his presence in her life. How had she confused all this to make Jamey the problem? Hank and Noble were the bad guys. Not Jamey. Hank was given another chance, a chance that Noble stole. She hadn’t wanted to admit Hank’s guilt in all this in case her marriage seemed like even more of a sham.
 
   What if Hank had been a murderer, like those con men you see on TV, the ones who kill their wives and skip town with the money? She had no idea what feeling Jamey got around Hank. It might have been so overpowering that he felt he had no recourse but to warn someone. Only once did she have a premonition like that. Just before her father died, the inevitability of his death eclipsed everything and she’d had to keep from dropping to the floor. Had it been similar? 
 
   The limo pulled into the driveway and the driver came around to open the door. The circular driveway was full of cars, the street too. She helped her mother step out from the low seat, and the two women walked arm in arm up the path to the front steps of the house. 
 
   The house was packed with people who’d come to pay their respects to a man well-loved in the Mercer Island community. Neighbors, business associates, people from the country club, all milled about, making small talk, sharing memories, having a bite to eat. Tina floated between groups, until she recognized her childhood friend across the room, Greg Peyton. He’d been her neighborhood buddy, the guy who lived next door her whole childhood. Greg was a pediatric plastic surgeon now, her mother had said. “Very successful.”
 
   When Tina approached him, he looked appropriately somber and kissed her cheek. “So sorry, Tina. Your dad was my hero.”
 
   Tears came to her eyes, because she knew this to be true. When Greg had teenage problems with his own father, he’d come next door to talk to her dad. “How are you, Greg?”
 
   “Keeping busy between here and Taiwan.” 
 
   Tina had heard he led surgical teams to operate on orphans. “How often are you over there?”
 
   A well-dressed woman moved in to Greg’s left with two plates of food. She smiled at Tina, one of those fake smiles that said, “I’m not really friendly?”
 
   “This is my wife, Melanie,” Greg said as he took one of the plates.
 
   The woman’s face became serious. “So sorry about your father. What a shock. Greg was very fond of him.”
 
   Tina nodded and smiled at Greg and his wife, but the woman gave her such a bad feeling that Tina left the conversation shortly after. It wasn’t anything she said, just a feeling. Was this what Jamey felt when he encountered Hank? She doubted if Melanie was scheming to con her childhood friend, but she felt something that exposed a part of Melanie that was not easy to ignore. If Jamey’s feeling from Hank had been similar, or worse, Tina could see how he’d been tempted to interfere.
 
   She slipped out of the room and into her father’s study, cell phone in hand. She punched in Jamey’s number and it went to message. She wouldn’t do this over the phone. Seeing him in person was the only way to say what she needed to say.
 
    
 
   That night, when her mother went to bed, Tina advised she take a Xanax prescribed by her physician. “It’s been such a sad, strange day, Mom. Just take a pill and let yourself check out for a few hours.” If anyone knew how it felt to lose a husband, it was Tina.
 
   Elizabeth took the pill, and Tina was relieved knowing her mother would be out for the night. After tucking her mother in to bed, she went downstairs where Millie was just finishing washing the dishes from the reception. “You must be exhausted, Millie.” 
 
   “Almost finished.” Millie looked over at Tina who was slipping on her jacket. “You look tired too.”
 
   Over a hundred people had come and gone over the afternoon, and Tina believed that she’d spoken to each person individually about what a wonderful person her father was. Everyone loved Philip Greene. “Gone too soon,” “He’ll be sorely missed.” She’d nodded and agreed. Her father would be remembered as a fair and just man. If she learned anything from what people said about him, it was that she should be a fair person. Had she been fair with Jamey? What would her old neighbor, Mr. T., say about this? Maybe something like “those who judge haven’t walked in anyone’s shoes but their own.” There had to be a Japanese saying for being fair. 
 
   She smiled at Millie. “Go to bed. I’ll finish cleaning in the morning. Right now, I’m going out for a few hours to see a friend, but I’ll be on my cell phone if you need me. Mom took a sleeping pill and probably won’t wake.”
 
   Millie agreed to let the rest of the cleanup wait until morning, and went downstairs to her apartment.
 
   In the office, Tina picked up her father’s car keys and immediately felt a strong sense of her father. Had he passed on to wherever souls go when they leave this life, or did he linger like Hank? “I love you, Dad. Mom and I will get through this.” Her whisper was barely audible. 
 
   Out the door to the garage, she slipped into her father’s BMW and put the key in the ignition. The car smelled like his aftershave. To keep from crying again, she took a deep breath and steeled herself. Life was short. Too short. 
 
   She needed to talk to Jamey.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Tina pulled off Island Crest Way and onto Interstate 90, her heart lifting slightly from the heaviness of the day. The drive east to Carnation was quick at 70 mph, but not quick enough for her mission. She needed to see Jamey, face to face. What had become clear over the course of the day was that Jamey was not like other people. He operated with a different set of rules. Rules that allowed a psychic to use his ability and trust his judgment. As her intuition gained strength, so did her realization that life was very different with this ability. The old rules of how to operate in polite society didn’t apply to Jamey and she had to see him to explain that she understood why he’d written the letter.
 
   Maybe this desire to see him was how Jamey felt on that Sunday she wouldn’t talk to him, wouldn’t let him come over. She’d hung up on him and turned off her phone. The thought squeezed her heart.  
 
   Pops’ driveway was dark, the car’s headlights turning the trees into ghost-like figures. When she pulled up to the house, the lights were still on downstairs, and Tina was filled with the anticipation of seeing Jamey. 
 
   Ringing the doorbell, she heard the shuffle of Pops’ slippers on the hardwood. His wavy frame appeared though the glass in the top window of the door. He pulled the door open and looked like he’d seen a ghost. “Tina. I thought you were back on Maui. I just talked to Katie a few days ago.”
 
   “I came back.” She didn’t want to tell him about her father. Not yet. “I need to talk to Jamey.”
 
   Pops stepped back to wave her in, and she entered the warmth of the old house. It smelled like whatever Pops had cooked for dinner. Maybe onions. He closed the door behind her. “Jamey isn’t here, Sweetie, but come in.”
 
   “I hope you don’t mind if I wait for him. We really need to talk.” They walked to the kitchen.
 
   Pops motioned to the kitchen table, and she sat down.
 
   “I’m not exactly sure when he’ll be back, Tina.” Pops looked concerned. “Jamey returned to Afghanistan.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey was numb. Lying on his bed in the Sixth Force building on Kandahar Base was like he’d taken a huge emotional step backwards. Now he was indifferent to everything. Without Tina, very little mattered. Of course he still had Jade and Jasmine, but they lived with Carrie, full time. He came and went from their lives. And they were getting more independent every time he saw them. 
 
   Three days earlier, he’d taken them home after bike riding on the trails in Carnation, and when he asked what they should do the next day, Jasmine told him they had a busy week. Maybe he could come to their game on Saturday. “Just come to the house,” Jasmine added. 
 
   “We’re always there after school, doing homework, unless we have soccer practice, or art class, or we’re swimming,” Jade said. 
 
   “We don’t have to see you every day, Dad!” His kids were busy. 
 
   He couldn’t believe he was back on the Kandahar Airbase. Little had changed in the months he’d been gone. Even his quarters had been left intact, even though in his mind and heart, he’d left the war. They’d expected him back.
 
   After spending yesterday taking standard medical tests, and today doing intuition tests with Sixth Force, he was cleared to jump tomorrow. Jamey’d asked for a mission briefing, but according to Milton it was classified, and he didn’t have clearance to share the details, not until just before the dream. “I’m going to try to jump, right?” Jamey had asked.
 
   “Affirmative. On a sedated prisoner. First we’ll see if you can get in. If not, we’ll change his medication until he enters REM. Keep trying.” Milton lit a cigarette. “We’re experimenting with sedation and jumping, Freud. So it might be one jump, several tries, or whatever it takes to complete this mission. We’re hoping for one jump, but it might be two.” 
 
   “Or none,” Jamey said.
 
   Milton took a drag on his cigarette and Jamey stood up to open the window. Man he hated those things, but everyone smoked in Afghanistan. Sometimes there wasn’t much else to do. 
 
   “What are the meds?” Jamey asked.
 
   “Classified.” 
 
   He figured they wouldn’t tell him, but he had a good idea of what they used. The malaria medication given to military personnel prompted weird dreams and Sixth Force had been experimenting with dosages of mefloquine to bring on REM and paranoia with selected prisoners. In the past Jamey’d been told that the drug was used by Sixth Force to get prisoners to that state of paranoia about keeping Taliban secrets and prompted them to dream about those secrets. 
 
   Tomorrow’s prisoner would probably be all doped up on a double dose of mefloquine and paranoid as hell in the dream. If he even got in, it would probably be a shitfest in there. 
 
    
 
   The next morning, when the guards came for Jamey, he’d already been to the gym for a work out, taken a shower, and eaten a big breakfast of eggs, waffles, bacon, and two cups of coffee. He’d also had time to write another letter to Tina. After thinking long and hard about the possibility of dying in Afghanistan, he decided that in the event of his death, she needed to know some things. He hoped that if the letter arrived in her brightly painted mailbox at the end of her palm-lined driveway, she’d read it. At the very least, he needed her to believe that he was sorry for interfering and had lived with the guilt over his part in Hank’s death every day. He loved her, never meant to hurt her, and hoped someday she’d understand why he’d written that letter to her parents. He had no regrets about doing that, only about not telling her sooner.
 
   Jamey put a stamp on the envelope, gave it to his bodyguard, #3 today, and asked him to mail it if anything happened. The guard just nodded. He knew Freud was talking about his death. The guards never said much, but then, he was pretty sure the guards assigned to him weren’t supposed to fraternize with the talent. It was a solitary existence in Afghany, with no one to talk to except his team, and he sure as hell didn’t want to become friends with any of them.
 
   As they walked outside into the blinding sunshine, Guard #2 joined them at the barracks door, and the three men jumped in a jeep that took off down one of the main roads in the base. Jamey always wore sunglasses here. They helped with the drastic transition from dark buildings to desert sun. For this mission, Jamey hadn’t had time to grow his hair long or grow a beard and moustache. Instead, he’d been given a disguise--a moppy blonde wig, and enough facial hair to make him look like ZZ Top. On the way to the plane from Pops’ house, he’d laughed at his reflection in the car’s rear view mirror. “How’s this?” he’d asked Milton at a stoplight. 
 
   Milton looked over. “I wouldn’t know you if I saw you out there.” 
 
   Last time he’d been in Afghanistan, Jamey had long, almost curly hair and a bushy beard with a handlebar moustache. He’d worn blue contacts and a fake beer belly under his uniform. 
 
   Today they went to Kandahar’s hospital, not the building where they kept the selected prisoners for Sixth Force, this time. When they pulled up to the hospital, Jamey had to ask, just in case these guys had information he didn’t. “What’s going on? More tests before the jump?” 
 
   Jumps were always done in a building that contained jail cells. The guards ignored him. Jamey would’ve been worried if suddenly they started talking, giving away information.
 
   Milton met them on the second floor of the medical center, an Americanized facility that was as good as almost anything back home. 
 
   “You’re going to jump here, Freud,” he said. “Precautions.”
 
   Jamey nodded. Last time, when his heart stopped, he’d been resuscitated, and brought back. They’d had to rush him over here. This time, he’d already be within reach of medical intervention. 
 
   Jamey would be fooling himself if he didn’t consider that he might die today. Even though he’d been doing innocent jumps lately, these dreams in Afghanistan were deadly, and the risk was about a thousand times higher than dreaming of playing soccer with Jade or Jasmine.
 
   Milton ushered him down the hall, they turned and went through a set of double doors guarded by two soldiers with AK47’s. Three pods branched off from the center of the room, and the men entered the pod to their immediate right. Jamey’s team of experts was just inside the door, talking, gathered around a long table and waiting for the star of the show to arrive. Him. Over here, Jamey was Freud, a superstar psychic phenomenon. 
 
   He nodded at the doctors assigned to his team, and looked through a set of glass doors to the next room. His other bodyguard, #1, stood at ease at the end of a bed, mostly hidden by a sky-blue curtain. 
 
   If all went well, Jamey’d probably be in the dreamer’s mind within an hour or two. He wouldn’t pretend he couldn’t jump. Now that he was entering dreams again, he might as well admit that he was back on Sixth Force. Being on the base, he felt a strong sense of duty again. If he was lucky, he’d finish this mission and be released like Milton said. Maybe this was the one time Milton wasn’t sugarcoating the mission and he was telling the truth about letting Jamey go after this.
 
   At these times, Jamey always felt bad for the dreamer. Soon he’d be in the guy’s head where he’d be able to feel his emotions as if they were his own. Dream jumping wasn’t as carefree and risk-free as everyone thought. It was dangerous work, frightening and emotional. He empathized with the dreamer, and that was rarely pleasant on these missions. 
 
   Jamey looked around the room and got a clear idea of the mood. Tension was always high before a jump, but more so today--the stakes were higher. Everyone in that meeting room knew the jumper might die or come close, like last time. Jamey had a sense of their trepidation. They were worried for his life. Him too. 
 
   Most everyone here had been in attendance the day they had to restart his heart. And today, they weren’t just fearful for his safety, but fearful for the success of the team mission. Something big was at stake. He could feel it from the group in the room. He still hadn’t been briefed. Hopefully he’d get in, get the work done, and get out before his life hung in the balance. If he didn’t, they’d have to act fast if his heart stopped again. 
 
   The prisoner’s feet at the end of the bed were barely visible from the end of the drawn hospital curtain. Jamey assumed the prisoner was out cold. They’d never let him see the jumper, or let Jamey near him unless he was sedated. No one was to know the identity of Freud, only Milton. And no one on his Sixth Force team had ever seen Freud without a disguise except Milton.
 
   After a nurse took Jamey’s vitals, he was led to the patient’s bed. Walking around the curtain, he stopped dead in his tracks. His heart stopped. He recognized the dreamer. It was Atash. The kid from the almost fatal dream jump, three months earlier--the Taliban youth he’d thought was dead because of his botched dream jump. “What the hell?” He turned to Milton.
 
   “This is your subject.”
 
   “I thought he died.” Jamey was astounded he hadn’t guessed. “You told me he died.” The first story he’d been told was that they had to eliminate him. Then the story changed and Milton denied the prisoner had been killed. He said the prisoner had died from an allergic reaction to a new dream drug used, and they hadn’t been able to revive him. Had they even wanted to revive him? After all, Atash called Jamey “The Dream Man” when he woke, which pretty much told the U.S. Military that the prisoner had previous information about dream jumping when he’d been captured and guessed that he had an interrogator planted in the dream to extract information.
 
   The strange thing was that when Milton said Atash died, Jamey believed the story. He hadn’t guessed otherwise. How the hell did that happen? Nightmares about cutting off the young man’s head had been haunting Jamey for months.
 
   “We needed him.” Milton explained in a low whisper. “We also needed you to think he was dead.”
 
   “How didn’t I guess?” Jamey stared at the unconscious prisoner in the bed.
 
   “Let’s just say Sixth Force has someone who helped with that. The information was classified.” Milton’s eyes were hard. A look that meant he was done talking. 
 
   Jamey shook his head and hoped to hell that no one was messing with his mind now. He advanced to the prisoner. “You know he might be a jumper?”
 
   Milton nodded and everyone but the guards leaned forward slightly, listening. 
 
   “He might have been planted to catch me in a dream. Last time he almost had me.” Jamey turned to Milton. “You need to fill me in on everything you know about him now, before I get into this guy’s head and risk my life again.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “Jamey went back to Afghanistan?” The bottom fell out of Tina’s world, and she was free falling. “What?” Her hand flew to her mouth.
 
   Pops shifted in his chair at the kitchen table. “Just a short mission, this time. They came to get him.”
 
   She shook her head. “They’ll keep him longer, figure out some way to get him to spend months jumping.” She knew how this worked. Jamey had told her everything about Sixth Force and warned her never to be lured to war by these people. 
 
   Pops shook his head. “Jamey made him promise and told me to keep the home fires burning.” Pops looked like he believed it.
 
   Tina’s heart pounded against her chest, and she couldn’t get enough oxygen for a breath.
 
   “Do you want a drink of water? You don’t look so good.” The old man rose to get her a glass from the cupboard.
 
   “He did this, this going back to the war, because he thought he lost me. It’s my fault.” She blurted, gasping for air. Men were dying over there in Afghanistan every day.
 
   “Take a drink.” Pops’ brow was wrinkled, his thick eyebrows scrunched together. “It didn’t have to do with you, Kiddo. His superior officer needed him to come back for one last jump. Something top secret. I think they suspected Jamey was jumping again somehow, and came to get him. Milton needed Jamey to come back for tests at the very least. But, there’s a mission and if he can, Jamey’s jumping in to do it. Just a quick one, then he’s planning on being back here to spend the summer with his daughters.”
 
   Tina’s breathing had calmed, and she reached across the table to grab Pops’ hand. “I’m not sure how much you know about what happened with me and Jamey recently, but I thought your son betrayed me. I thought he ruined my marriage for his own gain.” Her heart twisted to remember what she’d thought of Jamey. “I blamed him for the death of my husband. He doesn’t know that I figured out why he did that.”
 
   Pops squeezed her hand. “I know about the letter to your parents. He told me. He also told me that he still believes it was the right thing to do.” He smiled kindly at Tina. “Darlin’, who knows if Hank would’ve died some other way, or if he’d have left you, or stayed? Thing is, no one knows if we can actually change the future. Maybe it’s all pre-destined and we’re just pawns. Maybe when Jamey saw Hank dead in that dream about your wedding, the knowledge he’d write the letter was already factored in. We don’t know.”
 
   Pops was right. And this was exactly what she’d been thinking. She shook her head. “I need to talk to him and tell him I’m a stupid ass, and I probably don’t deserve him.”
 
   “He’ll be back soon, and then you can tell him. I doubt he’ll agree with you though, about not deserving him.” He patted her hand and looked so convinced that Jamey would walk around the corner any minute, she wanted to cry. 
 
   The silence that hung between them brought her emotions to the surface, and tears filled her eyes. Finally, she admitted what couldn’t be held back. “My father passed away. We buried him today.” It almost felt good to say that out loud. “Life can be short. I made a terrible mistake with Jamey.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Tina.” Pops’ face crumpled. “Sometimes a loss like that reminds us what’s most important.”
 
   Tears fell from her cheeks and landed on her sleeve. “Jamey’s concern was from love.” She shook her head. “I suppose I wanted to blame someone.”
 
   “He knows that. He’s a smart guy. He’s got to know you’ll see the truth eventually. Jamey’s got to feel that somewhere in his heart.”
 
   Tina took another drink of water. Maybe. For the first time she noticed he wasn’t hooked up to the oxygen. She set the glass on the table a little too forcefully and a wave of water sloshed out the top of the glass. As she wiped the spill with a nearby napkin, she added, “Can I get a message to him?”
 
   “Not this time, they said. When he was doing a regular tour, he called home every week, but this one’s different.”
 
   She wiped the tears from her face. There was nothing she could do except wait.
 
   Pops moved to the closest chair to sit beside her. “I’m sorry about your Dad, Kiddo.” He looked sorry and Tina leaned in to hug him, the tears starting again.
 
   After a good cry, she pulled away and blew her nose on another napkin. “Thanks for being a shoulder to cry on.” She tried to smile. “Literally.”
 
   Pops patted her shoulder. “Anytime. I’m known for my absorbent shoulders. And this kitchen table might not look like much, but it’s known for catching tears.” 
 
   The phone rang, and both Pops and Tina startled. She hoped it was Jamey even though the likelihood was slim. Still, Jamey had such intuition sometimes. 
 
   Pops picked up the phone. “Well, hello you sweet, little thing,” he said. “How was swimming tonight?” he covered the mouthpiece, and mouthed the word ‘Jasmine’.
 
   Tina nodded and blew her nose on a napkin, embarrassed it was so loud, then gave Pops a sheepish shrug.
 
   “You can come over tomorrow and get the letter your dad left for you two,” Pops said. “He didn’t want to email you because he wanted you to learn to read good, old-fashioned letters.” Pops laughed.
 
   Jamey had written the girls a letter. Had he thought of writing one to her, or had he completely given up on them before he left? 
 
   “I know he was really sad to miss the big game, but by the time you come over to get the letter, he might be home.” Pops sounded so sure.
 
   Just then, Tina had a flash of recognition, like déjà vu, but different, more tangible. She’d been in a dream recently with Jasmine, and they were swimming. It was strange that she’d been dreaming of the twins. And watching soccer. She was on the sidelines of a soccer game, watching Jade and Jamey play a game with a professional team. That was all she saw of the dream, and then it faded. She tried to retrieve more, but it was gone as fast as it appeared. Had she jumped a dream with Jamey on two separate occasions? 
 
   Waiting for Pops to get off the phone, Tina thought about piggybacking dreams. The night she and Jamey sat in front of the fire, Jamey had jumped Jade’s dream. Tina had waited for him to come downstairs while staring into the fire. Had she lost consciousness? When Jamey finally joined her, he’d asked how long he’d been gone, then admitted that he’d jumped. What if she’d dozed off in front of the fire, jumped in to Jade’s dream, and Jamey was only able to get in because of Tina? Oh, and skeletons were chasing them until Jamey sent them away. Skeletons, soccer, and swimming. Maybe Jamey wasn’t jumping on his own after all.  
 
   Tina said her goodbyes to Pops after he got off the phone, hugged him, and made him promise to call when he heard anything. 
 
   “You’ll be the first one I call,” he said. “Or if he just walks in the door, I’ll hand him the phone before he even sits down.” 
 
   She believed him. 
 
   On the drive back to Mercer Island, Tina tried to remember the soccer dream. Figure out who was jumping and how. If Jamey wasn’t able to get in on his own, if it had been her jump that he’d piggybacked, he’d probably be home sooner than Sixth Force thought. Without the golden ability, he was pretty much useless to them. 
 
    
 
   Tina woke to the realization that her father was dead, and the love of her life was back in the war zone, possibly enduring life-threatening dream jumps. No calls from Pops yet. She dressed in jeans and a cream V-necked sweater and headed down the hall. Her mother was still asleep and snoring lightly, so she went to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. Millie was back in the kitchen, cleaning from the funeral reception yesterday. 
 
   “How’s your mother, Kristina?” Millie asked from the dining room doorway.
 
   “Still asleep. I hope she sleeps most of the day.” They nodded at each other like they knew how hard this next week would be for her. Tina added two heaping tablespoons of sugar to her coffee. Jamey had been trying to get her to use less processed sugar, so she stopped at two. Jamey. Visiting Pops last night and talking about him had settled her troubled heart. A bit. Still, she worried. No one was safe from bombs and Taliban attacks. What the hell would she do if he never made it back? The thought made her nerves sizzle and her heart jump to her throat. She took a sip of coffee, stared out the window, and told herself it was crazy to think that way. “Millie, I’ll clean the rest of this. Just leave the mess.”
 
   Millie was disinfecting the counters, wiping furiously. “This is what I get paid for, sweetheart. You do something else. Oh, I forgot to tell you that your mother’s cousin, Amy, called last night. I told her you’d call back this morning.”
 
   Amy lived in Alberta, Canada. She hadn’t been able to make it for the funeral because she and her husband had farm animals. “Getting help at the last minute is hard,” she’d told Tina on the phone earlier that week. “But I’m working on it. I want to come spend some time with Liz,” she said. Growing up, Amy and Elizabeth had been fast friends.
 
   When Tina finished her coffee, she called Amy from her father’s desk.
 
   “I’ve got a flight to Seattle tomorrow. I’ll stay a few weeks,” Amy said. “I have to be home when the grandkids get out of school.”
 
   Tina thanked her and they hung up. Then, turned on her father’s laptop and typed in “Kandahar.” According to everything she read, it was tricky and dangerous for civilians to go to Afghanistan. Especially Kandahar. That area was less populated, closer to the border where insurgents snuck in from Pakistan, and the southeastern mountain range between countries was full of caves where bands of Taliban hid.
 
   After ten minutes of searching, Tina hadn’t found a flight to Kandahar. No airlines flew to Afghanistan, and travelling by car was suicidal because of land mines and groups of insurgents along the road.  
 
   Then, she saw it. 
 
   Civilian flights landed at Kandahar International Airport daily from Dubai. A visa was needed to fly in. There was red tape involved, but it could be done. Her heart rate sped up. Then, she typed in Ramstein Air Base in Germany. Jamey had told her that after a dream jump, he sometimes flew there to decompress. His solitary existence at the Airbase was enough to drive anyone crazy without the occasional weekend away, he’d confessed. He’d also said that anytime he hooked up with a woman, it had been in Germany. 
 
   “It had to be mindless sex,” he’d told her apologetically. “And not with a civilian. Just in case.” She understood that his identity’s secret held the key to him being able to leave the army, and conduct a normal life eventually. If the enemy or anyone with ulterior motives knew who he was. . . 
 
   They’d been lying in her bed on Maui when she asked about his past lovers. “It was always just a night of sex, nothing more. A connection during the craziness of war.” Because of secrecy, he’d never told anyone his name, what his rank was, where he was stationed. He called himself Craig, and the women he’d been with didn’t ask any more than that.
 
   “I bet women thought that was sexy,” Tina said, a little bit jealous, but mostly sad that Jamey led this type of life.
 
   “Not sure. There was a club I used to go to on Ramstein base. I’d buy someone a few drinks. We’d leave together. We both knew it was nothing but sex. Protected,” he’d added.
 
   Tina thought about the possibility of Jamey ending up in Germany after his attempts at jumping failed. Ensheim International Airport in Germany wasn’t far from Ramstein Base. A civilian couldn’t fly into the army base of course, but could get close. She bit her nails. How hard would it be to get on to the base in Germany? Or Kandahar? Did she have a hope in hell of getting a message to an undercover, top secret, Sixth Force member? Not very likely, when no one knew about Sixth Force, and those who did, would never admit it. Jamey said once that the name was similar to a SEAL team Special Elite force and if anyone slipped up and mentioned Sixth Force, the listener would think they were talking about the SEALs. What she wanted Jamey to know was that she loved him, and waited for his return. All messages that would have to wait.
 
   Before heading off to bed that night, Tina checked in with her mother who was watching an old Bob Hope movie on TV, chuckling to herself. “I’m going to bed, Mom.” She’d recently stopped calling her “Mother.”  
 
   “Have a good sleep. Sweet dreams,” her mother said, barely looking over.
 
   Sweet Dreams. Little did she know about her daughter’s dreams.
 
   When Tina found sleep, she dreamed of Jamey. She consciously knew she was dreaming, lucid, they called it, but didn’t remember falling backwards, or getting sucked into the dream so it wasn’t a jump. 
 
   She and Jamey were seated at a table, eating dinner on a balcony overlooking a city. It was nighttime and the table was lit by a silver candelabra. She wore white linen pants and a matching tunic top. Jamey wore a loose white shirt and jeans. The lights below them illuminated a scene that looked different enough to suggest they weren’t in America. Even though she’d never been to the Mid-East, Tina guessed it was maybe Egypt, or someplace similar, with Mosque’s lights dotting the cityscape. Possibly Afghanistan. Or nowhere in particular, because the dream was born of her own imagination.
 
   Jamey raised his glass, smiling seductively. “To my love. How could I do any of this without you?” He held a glass of champagne in front of him, the look in his eyes enough to melt her heart, the expression on his lips suggesting something sexual.
 
   She held her own glass in front of her. “I love you Jamey. I have always loved you. Everything that came after the first time with you, was me trying to make a life without you. Will you marry me?”
 
   Across the table, Jamey chuckled, and set his glass down. He tilted his head as though contemplating the proposal, then took off the ring he wore on his right hand. He moved to kneel beside her chair. “Yes, I will marry you, Kristina Elizabeth Greene.” He took her left hand in his, the ring between their hands. “But will you be the wife of a dream jumper, my darling?” He kissed her knuckles. “That’s the real question here.” 
 
   The ring slipped easily onto her middle finger, it being too big for the others. “I want to marry you, give you babies.” Her heart filled with emotion. “And love your girls like they’re my own.”
 
   A group of bearded men burst through a door. They pointed their guns erratically and barked indecipherable orders to each other. No one seemed to be in charge as they argued amongst themselves. Two men grabbed Jamey. Then, Tina looked down to see that the ring had turned into a handgun. She lifted it hoping the safety was off, and then aimed at the man who dragged Jamey to the balcony’s railing. She pulled the trigger. It made a deafening sound, but she ignored it. The man closest to her went down just as the other man lifted Jamey to throw him over the balconies’ edge to the city, ten stories below. She shot again. He slumped to the floor and Jamey fell with him. The remaining men had guns on her, ready to shoot. “Wait. You can take me. I’ll go with you. Just don’t hurt him.” Before they had a chance to think, she shot the remaining men. 
 
   Jamey was left standing by the railing of the balcony, looking incredulously at her. Finally he spoke with hatred in his eyes.
 
   “I don’t need you to fight for me. You’ve ruined everything.” He jumped over the balcony’s edge to his death below.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Tina bolted upright in her bed. The walls of her bedroom were shadowed from the street light filtering through the maple tree by her window. The clock said 12:45 a.m. It was a dream, not a dream jump, and nothing precognitive. Thank God. Those dreams had a definite look to them, like a photograph not quite developed. This had just been a bad dream, born from her mind playing tricks on her. War happened to be on her mind, that day as she studied photos of Kandahar online, thinking about Jamey being in danger. She’d fallen asleep worrying about Jamey’s safety in Afghanistan, and strangely enough, sympathizing with Carrie’s refusal to be a cop’s wife. 
 
   Her breathing eventually calmed, and she lay back on the feather pillows. Attempts to go back to sleep were met with resistance as she thought about Jamey. Wide awake ten minutes later, Tina swung her legs over the side of the bed and left her room. It had been a rough week. No wonder she was having bad dreams. The dream hadn’t involved her father. She’d stopped dreaming of the staircase. A crack of light showed under her mother’s bedroom door. When she knocked, her mother spoke. “Come in Kristina.”
 
   “How did you know it was me?” She smiled and crossed to her mother’s king-sized bed. Elizabeth was propped up on a pile of pillows, reading a book.
 
   “Wild guess. Couldn’t you sleep?” Elizabeth set the book face down on her lap. Two young lovers embraced on the cover.
 
   Tina shrugged. “I had a bad dream. I just wanted to check on you,” she said and got into bed with her mother, something she never would’ve done a month earlier. Or ever. Pulling the covers up, she turned to her mother. “Is it a good book?”
 
   “They’re all good right now because they’re distracting.” Her mother’s smile was tentative.
 
   Tina propped herself up on her elbow. 
 
   “I started with a mystery,” Elizabeth gestured to her bedside table, “but it was morbid and I need something light right now. I’ll give it to Amy. Dad was reading the mystery when he went back into the hospital.” She smiled sadly. “It made me feel connected to him to read the same book. I wonder how far he got with the story, that sort of thing.”
 
   Tina nodded and smiled. “I loved him so much.”
 
   “He loved you.” Elizabeth reached over and smoothed Tina’s hair back from her face, something she never remembered her mother doing before now. It was comforting. “He was a good man, and a wonderful person.” Her mother took a deep breath. “I wanted that for you, Kristina. I wanted you to have the happy marriage I have. Had. The knowledge that no matter what happens, he’s there for you. Always your safety net.”
 
   The lump in Tina’s throat made it hard to swallow. “Me too.”
 
   “Do you think you would’ve had that with Hank?” Her mother’s voice was weak, careful, like she didn’t want to know the answer.
 
   “I don’t know. The marriage was too new. We had a lot working against us, now that I know the truth.” The fingers of her right hand made little circles in the coverlet. “But, I think I may have a happy future with Jamey. We’ve known each other for ten years. He loves me, and I can’t imagine my life without him.” She looked up to see tears in her mother’s eyes--nothing new, but the reason for these tears was new. She hoped they were happy tears.
 
   “I love you so much, Kristina. I always had to hold back all this love I have, to not smother you. When Kristoffer died. . ..” Elizabeth cleared her throat. “Well, I haven’t been the best mother in the world, I know that, but I’ve probably worried about you more than most mothers worry about their thirty-year old children.”
 
   Tina smiled. “Thirty-five.”
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “I keep thinking of the dinner on Maui last month and your birthday surprise party. I’m so sorry about slipping you a sedative.” She did look regretful. “I was desperate to get you back here to find the best possible help with your grief, and your hallucinations.” She took Tina’s hand and squeezed. 
 
   “I know, Mom.” Tina squeezed back. “I see how it all backfired on you.”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “Parenting is difficult even at the best times. We worry even when our children are adults. Even a grownup thirty-five year-old. How old is your Jamey?”
 
   She liked the sound of “your Jamey.” “He’s forty-two.”
 
   Her mother nodded like she approved of his age.
 
   “We met when I taught him scuba ten years ago. We really liked each other, but it didn’t work out, and I was heartbroken. He did an honorable thing by leaving me, believe it or not. But he never stopped loving me. And now, it turns out that one of my employees is his niece. Katie.” She smiled, remembering Katie. “And when Jamey walked into the shop months ago, I was really thrown for a loop to see him again. He offered to help me look for Hank’s body. I was so thankful because everyone had given up at that point. Everyone but me.” She stared out the window, remembering how much Jamey meant to her.
 
   “Well, I suppose if he loves you, and you feel the same way, you need to hold on to that young man and never let go.” The bedside clock ticked off the seconds. Outside, a dog barked.
 
   “Trouble is, that we broke up. This time, I broke up with him.” She had to tell her mother why. “He wrote that letter to warn you about Hank. He’s Anonymous.” She looked up at her mother whose eyes had widened. “I just found out.”
 
   “And you broke up with him over that?”
 
   “The way I saw it, he caused the death of my husband.”
 
   “Your criminal husband,” her mother said firmly. “How did he know Hank had a record?”
 
   Tina took a deep breath, bought herself a moment to think about how much to reveal. “He met Hank on Maui, years ago. They went diving, hung out afterwards, and Jamey sensed something wasn’t right by what Hank said that day about his new girlfriend. Jamey got his cop friend to run a check on him.” It hurt to say it out loud. To think that all this was going on while she was blissfully in love with her new husband, wanting to start a family. “Jamey typed the letter, sent it from Maui, and never knew if you got it, or did anything with the information. Not until I saw him two months ago in the dive shop, and he found out Hank had died.”
 
   All was silent in the room, until Elizabeth took a deep breath. “And you love him?”
 
   Tina nodded. “I do. He’s a good man. Ten years ago when he left me, he went back to his old girlfriend, married her, and they had twins.” She was saving Jamey’s reputation with her mother by only revealing certain aspects of the story. “His wife didn’t like being married to a cop, and they weren’t happy. She asked for a divorce five years later. They’re still close. They co-parent the girls.”
 
   “In Carnation?”
 
   “Yes, it’s a big extended family. The ex-wife, her new husband, their two children, Jamey’s twins, his father and various other relatives, all live within a few miles of each other.” She smiled at her mother. “They exist in each other’s back pockets, but it seems to work.”
 
   Elizabeth smiled genuinely for the first time in days. “Why are you here, and not with him in Carnation? He wrote the letter because he was concerned.” She gave her daughter a reproachful look. “I don’t need you to stay and grieve with me, Kristina. Amy will be here tomorrow.”
 
   Tina sat up, her heart heavy in her chest “He went back to Afghanistan a few days ago. They wanted him for a specific mission. He’s on an elite team. He left without knowing I still love him, and I’m so sorry I doubted his motives.” Tears spilled and her voice sounded feeble. “He doesn’t know that, and he may die over there.”
 
   “Come here.” Elizabeth held out her arms, and Tina slumped in to her mother’s warm body and let her stroke her hair. “He must know you love him. Love is like that. They know.” She sounded so sure.
 
   “I said awful things about how he ruined my chance for happiness.”
 
   “Oh, I’d wager a bet he saw through those words, and is only waiting for that temper of yours to die down. He’s not gone for a year?”
 
   “No. They work from mission to mission. He might be home in as early as a week.”
 
   “Well then, you’ll just have to wait, won’t you?” Her mother rested her cheek on the top of Tina’s head. “You never were a very patient child, but now you have no choice.”
 
   Her mother was right. She wasn’t very patient.
 
    
 
   By the time Amy was comfortably settled at the house, had a cup of tea in front of her, and Elizabeth beside her, Tina was sure that their new houseguest would be a breath of fresh air to their state of mourning. 
 
   All day, Tina fought the burning desire to jump on a plane and try to get to Kandahar. It was a stupid notion because even if she could find a flight to Afghanistan, she’d never get a message to Jamey. If she could phone him, tell him she was sorry. . .
 
   After the dream about him jumping off the balcony, Tina had worried about all the horrible possibilities of what might happen. It didn’t help to recall the dreams on Maui where she struggled up the staircase to her father. He’d turned into Jamey. A version of him in fatigues with chapped lips and sand crusted in his eyes. What if Jamey died over there and she never got a chance to tell him she loved him? What if he came back from Afghanistan a changed man, and didn’t want her anymore? What if he decided to stay over there without knowing he was wanted at home, needed by her? 
 
   As the day went on, the need to get to Jamey became so strong, Tina could hardly sit still during the roast chicken dinner that Millie had painstakingly prepared. Pushing the potatoes around her plate and pretending to eat the carrots and chicken, she couldn’t stop thinking about Jamey. When she phoned Pops, he suggested she try to jump into Jamey’s dreams. 
 
   “If you can jump without touching the dreamer, I’d say give it a try, Kiddo.” 
 
   She agreed that was a good idea. The time difference between Seattle and Kandahar was 12 ½ hours and the best time to try a jump into Jamey’s sleep would be early afternoon for her-- the middle of the night in Kandahar. Did Sixth Force soldiers sleep at normal hours? If he was on a mission, he might be on a strange schedule. 
 
   Once Amy and her mother were settled by the fireplace drinking a brandy, talking about Amy’s grandchildren, Tina slipped upstairs. First, she called the dive shop to check in, and once satisfied that everything was under control in Lahaina, she laid down on her bed to try the relaxation breathing exercises that sometimes put her in a wake-induced lucid dream. Although it was a long shot, she’d been successful this way before. 
 
   It would be just after ten in the morning in Kandahar, not a great time to bet that Jamey was asleep, but she’d give it a try. Breathing in and out methodically, Tina thought of Jamey. She remembered what he looked like when sleeping, and willed herself to drop into his dream. 
 
   After several minutes of this, with no results, she gave up. Being extremely opposed to this dream jumping stuff, she hadn’t ever experimented with what worked and what didn’t, and she wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing. All she knew was that sometimes, without knowing how it happened, she ended up in Jamey’s dreams when they slept together. Or him in hers. Or in the twins’ dreams now.
 
   She got into the shower and washed her hair, still thinking about how she could get a message to Jamey. Patience, her mother said, but that wasn’t one of her strongest attributes, especially when the feeling that something could happen to Jamey had dogged her all day. She’d asked Pops earlier that if Jamey called or emailed, or anything, to tell Jamey that she was waiting for him to come home and she loved him. 
 
   Pops had paused on the line, then said, “I’ll tell him all that, if I hear from him, but you’re going to be able to tell him yourself in another few days.”
 
   She hoped so. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Jamey and the team sat at the long table in the antechamber off Atash’s room. A map of Southern Afghanistan and Pakistan was laid out before them. Another with the streets of Kandahar. Jamey sipped a cup of herbal tea and listened to the mission’s briefing.
 
   Milton began. “First we’ll have you try a jump while he’s under sedation. The stuff we have the dreamer on right now doesn’t allow him to dream because he might be able to transfer information to someone on his side, you understand?”
 
   Jamey nodded. Months ago he’d told Milton his theory that involved a young Taliban member wanting to be captured to get into the jail and jump into people’s dreams to relay information to the enemy. “He’s been sedated since I left?” Somewhere deep down in his morals, Jamey prayed that the prisoner hadn’t been unconscious for three months. But then, there were lots of atrocities at war that Jamey preferred to not think about.
 
   Milton nodded curtly. “Not exactly. The worst part is the time between deep sedation and being awake when we think he might be able to dream jump and relay information. Today we will take him out of sedation just a bit at a time. You’ll keep trying to jump. This is also an experiment to see how much sedation is too much to dream.” He looked at Jamey and pursed his lips, thinking. 
 
   Jamey waited, familiar with Milton’s methods. 
 
   “If you suspect the dreamer is trained in resisting you, he’ll try to turn things so he has control.” 
 
   The team waited for this next part, and Jamey froze.
 
   “We believe that last time, the prisoner took control of your jump because of the drugs we’d given him to fall asleep. Today we’ll be going with the old standby and using different methods.” 
 
   Jamey nodded. The strategist on Freud’s team took over to map out the plan. For twenty minutes, Jamey listened to his team talk about how to manipulate the dream, and what information they needed. He was to be on the lookout for anyone who looked like they might be a real person, anyone who’d been pulled in the dream by Atash. That was one of their biggest fears and Jamey was to kill him.
 
   “It’s very important that the dreamer not relay information of any type to someone up top.” 
 
   When they were done, Jamey asked the million-dollar question. “Won’t he recognize me from last time? Remember, he called me ‘Dream Man’?”
 
   Milton jumped in. “Well, here’s the tricky part. He would, if you looked like you. Or rather like last time. But we want you to change into someone else. Can you do that?”
 
   Jamey thought about it. Maybe. “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “If not, summon a disguise. If that doesn’t work, jump out, especially if you think he has control of the dream over you.” Milton chewed his Nicotine gum. “If you can turn yourself into a young Taliban fighter like him, do it, and say that you need to know where the American reporters are being held. You have an important message for Amuk Ahmed. We are looking for a location. Understand?”
 
   The strategist interrupted. “We think Atash might have contacted someone recently and knows where the hostages are. That’s why you were brought here. You need to find the safe house where the reporters are being held, probably in Kabul or Kandahar. The reporters don’t have a hope in hell of getting out of there if Forcers don’t find these guys.”
 
   Milton added. “The American Government will not trade hostages so you need to get coordinates. If he takes you there, which would be best-case scenario, listen, look for anything, signs, anything you can see, hear smell. Insist he show you on a map, if you can.”
 
   Jamey looked around the table. All eyes were on him. These people were counting on his ability to manipulate the dream and procure information. And they were counting on Atash cooperating. What was this team doing while they kept this prisoner under sedation for so long? That Jamey would be back to try to find the Taliban munitions cache he’d eluded in his last dream jump? Was everyone just waiting for him here in Kandahar while he made love with Tina on Maui? 
 
   The army needed him. Reporters who’d probably been tortured for weeks needed him. This new mission trumped the old one they’d given up on. Two American hostages. There was very little time to waste, especially knowing what the Taliban did to Americans.
 
   “I just hope I can get in to his dream,” Jamey said, and everyone nodded. Much depended on that one detail.
 
   The group stood up from the meeting table, and collectively moved to where Atash lay in the hospital bed. Guard #2 stood by the prisoner’s head, watching the young man sleep. Everyone else gathered around the foot of the bed. First, Jamey would try a jump while the prisoner was under sedation. Then, they’d turn off the drip, and Jamey would attempt every few minutes.
 
   Milton spoke before Jamey sat beside the prisoner. “Remember, don’t give away that you are American. Or a jumper. That’s what got you in trouble last time.” Milton knew too much, but Jamey had to be perfectly honest with his mentor and superior. Jamey wouldn’t try to convince Atash that Americans are the good guys this time.  If he hadn’t said those last words about the motives of the American Army, Jamey wouldn’t have found himself racing through an Afghani village with a blood-sucking monster behind him. “I’ll do my best, sir.” 
 
   The room was quiet as Jamey seated himself beside the young man’s head. He extended his hand and slipped it behind Atash’s neck, a place where he got the best reading for a dream. Once he felt a connection, he began to match his breathing with the prisoner. As his heart rate slowed, Jamey couldn’t help but think of Tina and how she was able to jump from miles away, without having physical contact. They weren’t sure how or why, but his theory involved an inherited ability, something her grandmother called “dream visits.” He breathed in and out slowly for several minutes, but nothing happened. 
 
   The nurse stopped the drip to the dreamer’s arm, and Jamey kept trying to jump in every few minutes as the prisoner’s sedation wore off. He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there, but eventually he felt the familiar pull of his body being sucked backwards. Then he fell into another dimension, and into a dream where he would be a young Taliban jihadist, fighting for the same cause as the prisoner.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina rinsed the conditioner from her hair and turned off the shower. She was just stepping onto the bath mat when she felt the sucking sensation of being pulled into a dream. “No,” she whispered, and quickly grabbed her robe from the counter as she disappeared from the bathroom. She fell into a tunnel of total blackness, leaving her house behind. Blinking didn’t help to reveal anything as she sped along. Was she jumping her mother’s dream? Or Amy? They were the only two people in the house. And why would a dream grab her when she wasn’t even sleeping? Or trying?
 
   A light presented itself up ahead. A sign she was arriving. Making a mental note to remember the portal, she watched the light fill the tunnel and the scene of a dusty marketplace bazaar come into focus.  
 
   It looked like the evening news’ photos of Afghanistan. Or, at least, the same area of the world. She wore a long blue robe, her head was covered, everything but her eyes. A burqa. Thank goodness she wasn’t naked, or landing with only the bath towel.
 
   She stood near a shack with a sign written in a foreign alphabet. Judging from the smell coming from the booth and the look of the food, it probably said “gyros.” No one noticed her.
 
   Mostly men moved through the marketplace but the few women she saw, wore a burqa like her. Someone yelled something to her, then moved on, suggesting she wasn’t invisible. It was hotter than hell, but, in the long robe she was well-disguised. No one would know she was American. The other women in the bazaar were accompanied by either men or boys. Maybe females weren’t allowed in public without the accompaniment of a male escort. 
 
   She fell in beside a man, one step behind. The setting looked like a very densely populated midway at a fair, except the men wore turbans or circular hats. Some wore robes, most had scarves wrapped around their necks. All had dark beards and moustaches.
 
   She stayed close to the man in front, just in case. Maybe it was too crowded for anyone to notice that she was in public without an escort. Another young man walked in front of her and stopped at a produce stand. She stopped too, using him as her new cover. Looking around, she grabbed a clump of carrots to examine. Was this Jamey’s dream? If so, where was he? She kept an eye on the portal, prepared to run back and jump out. 
 
   The market was elbow-to-elbow people, stalls jammed up against each other, produce, clothes, even livestock, but she didn’t see a tall, muscular man with piercing blue eyes. She continued along, behind the same young man who accompanied a second young man and now appeared to be in a hurry. She’d only go to the end of this block, then head back and jump out. Whose dream was this? The likely choice was Jamey, but where the hell was he? Tina’s sandals were impossibly uncomfortable on her feet. Looking down to her footgear, she bumped into the dark-haired man in front of her when he and his friend stopped. “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   The man turned, his gaze questioning, and gripped her arm so tight, she almost screamed. He put his mouth up to her ear.
 
   “Tina?” he said. 
 
   It was Jamey’s voice. What the hell? “Yes.”
 
   “It’s me, Jamey. Come with me just for a bit. Remember your portal.” His words were short. 
 
   Hearing Jamey’s voice from this foreign man was freaky, but she let him pull her over to the friend he was following. He said something in another language, sounding upset. They agreed and Jamey took her along with him. As they rushed through the market, she tried to remember if Jamey said the jumper could change appearances. Did he customarily disguise himself on a mission?
 
   They ducked behind a small structure that advertised espresso. Tina smelled the glorious scent of brewing coffee. The young men spoke again, the friend pointing to a jeep and taking off towards the vehicle. The older one, who was Jamey, whispered to her. “Tina, honey, I don’t know how this happened, or if you’re really here, but you need to leave. This is not safe. I told the guy I’m with that you’re my sister, and now I’m saying goodbye to you. Go back to your portal. Jump out. I love you.” 
 
   He looked nothing like Jamey, but she had to say it before she left. “I love you. I’m sorry about leaving you. Come home soon.” She leaned to kiss him, forgetting her veil, and he moved away. 
 
   “No smooching in public, Burqa-Girl.” The stranger grinned. “I’ll see you when I come home in a few days. Say hi to Pops.” He turned and ran across the road. After watching him drive away in the jeep, she returned to the exact spot where she’d come in, and jumped out. 
 
   She woke on the floor of her bathroom, the towel and bathrobe barely covering her torso. “Holy Cow!” She stood and looked at herself in the mirror. Naked, Tina. No burqa, no Jamey. What had just happened? Next, she called Pops.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Jamey leaned over and spoke to Atash as the jeep roared to life. “I have to deliver a message about the hostages,”
 
    “Pigs, the Americans,” Atash said. 
 
   “Self-serving murderers,” Jamey added. His disguise seemed to be working. But then, last time, when he dream jumped with Atash, things went south fast, and he’d almost died trying to get out. 
 
   Although the temptation to speed things up might have had them suddenly in front of the place where the prisoners were being held, Jamey held off. If Atash was suspicious, he didn’t want to jeopardize any part of this operation. “I don’t know where they are,” Atash said. 
 
   “The message is for Abuk Ahmed. He’s with them. Do you know where that is?” Jamey spoke perfect Afghani in these dreams. 
 
   Atash nodded, and they took off, driving south of the Kandahar bazaar, taking narrow side streets so they wouldn’t run into the American military. 
 
   Atash had an AK47 on his back and looked like he was itching to use it. So far, he believed his friend was Taliban and Jamey had no intention of changing that. The two young men drove past dilapidated neighborhoods, blown out buildings, and houses with bars on the windows. The mountains loomed in the background, reminding Jamey that this was a diverse country of geographical beauty beyond the desert, and heat, and stink of the war.
 
   Navigating the streets of Kandahar, Jamey tried to memorize the route, just in case these streets were the real way to the house. And, thinking he might need to get back to the portal to jump out if something went wrong. Climbing a narrow dirt road lined on both sides with cement houses, they continued to the top of a hill and parked in front of a large compound with a wall around the perimeter. An electric fence and barbed wire ran along the top of the barricade. Three guards with M4’s stood at the gate. That was a very good indication that something big was worth guarding inside. 
 
   “Here we are.” Atash jumped out of the jeep and talked to the guards, while Jamey memorized the look of the house, the angle of the sun, the proximity to the mountains, everything he could take in, just in case this place was real. If Atash was familiar with the compound, this description might help find the hostages. 
 
   After what looked like an argument between Atash and the guards, the young man returned and they drove through the gate. Jamey tried to match Atash’s confident impatience as they walked from the jeep to the front door. 
 
   Although it would be an added bonus to ID the hostages, Atash wouldn’t know what they looked like, only that they were with Abuk Ahmed at this house. Jamey reminded himself that this town was from Atash’s imagination, or memory. And that the people in the dream were controlled by Atash. It was entirely possible that this house didn’t exist and that Atash didn’t know that the Taliban had taken hostages, unless, like Milton said, Atash had jumped a dream recently and obtained information. This whole mission was based on a hunch that Milton had about Atash being able to reach someone through his dreams. If this was the actual look of the house, they’d hit the jackpot and Jamey needed to get back to the portal to deliver the information. He now had enough information to direct the American military to the house. But before he did that he still had to pretend to deliver the message.
 
   “He has a message for Abuk Ahmed,” Atash said to one of the guards. Something about Atash’s tone, his movements, didn’t add up. Jamey looked over and didn’t like what he saw. He imagined an AK47 in his own hands but nothing appeared. What the hell? If he couldn’t summon shit, it wasn’t his jump. Was it possible that Atash jumped someone else’s subconscious, someone outside the base, and Jamey had only piggybacked the dream jump? That would be very bad news. He needed to get out. Fast. But the portal was miles away. If Atash was on to him, Jamey had to play it cool. 
 
   When the front door opened, a young woman in a burqa appeared, her eyes questioning. Atash spoke harshly to her, saying he had a message for Abuk Ahmed. Jamey wasn’t sure why Atash was still playing along with the dream but his Spidey alert senses were on full-alert, waiting for some kind of ambush. As long as they didn’t kill him in the dream, he might still make it out okay.
 
   When the girl brought an older, stout man to the door, Atash told him the message was for Abuk Ahmed and the older man nodded. “I’ll tell him,” he said. Atash looked at Jamey like this next moment might determine Jamey’s fate. He decided to take a big risk. 
 
   “If you don’t hear what you want by tomorrow, cut off an ear,” he said, hoping his face didn’t betray his fear. The likelihood of this message actually getting to anyone up top, anyone who was actually holding the hostages, was slim. But, if it did, losing an ear would be better than both reporters dying when the American government refused to bargain for prisoners. Jamey needed to jump out now, and describe the house to Milton. Get Delta Force in there. Just in case someone was going to lose an ear. Or their life.
 
   “Who says?” the stout man asked.
 
   “Mullah Omar,” Jamey said. The leader of the Taliban would pack a heftier punch than Bin Laden, Jamey guessed.
 
   Both men looked shocked. Atash took a step back, his eyes widening, like he’d underestimated Jamey and once back in the jeep, Atash appeared to have new respect for his comrade. “You are with the leader?” he asked almost reverently as they drove back through the Kandahar streets.
 
   Jamey didn’t speak, knowing it would be completely foolish to talk about Omar with a peon like Atash.
 
   They drove in silence until they reached the bazaar, which was emptying out now. Most vendors had packed up and left. The once-crowded street of a hundred people now had thinned to maybe thirty vendors who were mostly packing up goods and wheeling carts away. Jamey had to get to the portal.
 
   They abandoned the jeep behind a building with the windows blown out. “What will you do now?” Atash asked, looking at Jamey sideways.
 
   “I will go to pray soon.” The sun would set in another hour.
 
   That seemed to satisfy the young man and they walked through the street purposefully. Why was Atash coming with him? Jamey stopped and nodded to Atash. “I’ll go now. Praise Allah.” He meant to take his leave, but as he walked away, Jamey felt the man’s eyes on his back. Not wanting to get shot in the back, Jamey stopped and turned. Atash was still watching. Jamey was ten feet from the portal. So close. Atash stared at him, probably wondering where a messenger from Omar would go. He could continue walking, but it was too risky. Jamey swiveled, like he was looking for someone and took a few steps towards the portal. Atash touched the gun. Shit.  Jamey had to get out before a shot was fired. He sprinted to the portal, jumping over his scuffmark before anyone had time to fire a bullet in his back. 
 
   When he landed in the dirt, he knew it hadn’t worked. He turned and jumped again. He remained on the Afghani dirt. Atash had drawn his AK47 and would kill him in seconds if he didn’t keep running. Jamey took off.
 
   Machine gun fire flew by, missing him, as he ran to seek cover. Atash now knew the man he’d led to Abuk Ahmed was the dream jumper. Shit. Jamey kept running as the bullets whizzed by him. He dove behind a pile of cement blocks to gather his wits, and looked around. No one followed him. He was running for his life again with the same man who screwed up his last mission. This kid might look innocent, but he wasn’t. He was a jumper! Without control of the dream, Jamey was screwed. He wasn’t sure how much power Atash knew he had in a dream, and that might be the thing that saved Jamey. If he was smart, the kid would summon a swarm of bees or a flood to flush out the enemy hiding behind this bunch of rubble. 
 
   If he didn’t take that kind of control of the dream, Jamey would have to lay low until Atash left. Then he’d wake up. Damn. Although he didn’t see Atash following him, Jamey continued running through the streets, hiding in doorways, getting as far away as he could, finally hiding under an overturned corrugated roof that looked like it blew off in a windstorm. Jamey crouched under the metal roof, watching the street in front of him, and considered what to do. Last time he jumped with another jumper he couldn’t get out on his own. If this was a dream where he was unable to get out, he might have a long wait ahead of him. Especially if Atash intentionally left him, like Tina had.
 
   Maybe Jamey couldn’t jump out of dreams on his own anymore. But what about the soccer dream with Jasmine? He’d jumped in on his own and come out when the dream ended. The memory of that dream gave him hope. He’d wait until it got dark to try the portal again. Or hope he’d wake when Atash woke. 
 
   If the dreamer was still drugged, it might be a long time before the sedation wore off. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina dialed Pops’ number. He needed to know that it worked. She’d dream jumped all the way to frickin’ Afghanistan! Pops answered on two rings. Would a man like Pops have call display?
 
   “I jumped, and I saw Jamey.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned.” Pops’ voice was hushed.
 
   It was hard to keep her voice even. “I talked to him. I wasn’t trying to jump. That’s the weird part. It came on as I was getting out of the shower. I landed in a bazaar or marketplace. Maybe Afghanistan. I walked through the bazaar but didn’t see him. Then, I bumped into a local guy in the crowd and he saw my eyes. I was wearing a burqa, with my face all covered, just my eyes showing,” she explained.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know what it is.”
 
   “And the guy I bumped into was Jamey. He was in a different body, but his voice was the same. He called me “Tina,” and told me to follow him. We went behind a building until his friend went off to steal a car and Jamey told me to go back to the portal and leave. He said to tell you hello. He was on a dangerous mission, and said I needed to leave.”
 
   “Did you?” 
 
   “I told him I loved him, and was waiting for him, and left.” 
 
   There was a long pause on Pops’ end and then he spoke. “Hot damn. Wow. Well, that’s all you can do, Kiddo. He has his job to do.”
 
   “They were on their way somewhere. I ended up back in my house here.”
 
   “I can’t believe you did it.” He whistled. “You actually jumped all the way to Afghanistan.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Is there any chance you were just dreaming, not jumping?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t even lying down or trying to jump. The dream found me. I never could’ve made this up.” She’d thought of that. “I think Jamey will be home in a few days.”
 
   “That would be good news,” Pops said. They talked for a few minutes, mostly Tina describing the market, the dream, and they hung up soon after.
 
   But, when she fell asleep that night, Tina had a lucid dream that Jamey was scrunched under a hot metal piece of roofing, trapped. She saw him from a distance, as though she hadn’t really arrived in the dream. And what she saw made her question if it was just her imagination playing tricks on her, or a jump. Maybe like the balcony dream, it was her mind manifesting the fear she felt for him over there. If not, if Jamey was actually still in the dream, this would be very bad news. She woke with a start and sat up in bed.
 
   Like the dock dream, he was hiding somewhere, unable to wake up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey sat under the corrugated metal roof wondering where else he could go until Atash woke. Sweat had soaked through his uniform. Then he realized that he was no longer the young insurgent, but back to his physical form. If that had happened when he tried to jump out, no wonder Atash fired at him. It was like an oven under the roof, and Jamey needed to find a more comfortable place to wait, just in case this took a while. 
 
   When the sun slipped behind the horizon and darkness fell, Jamey crawled out and sprinted to the nearest house. He hadn’t seen anyone come or go in this neighborhood all day, and the place looked deserted. The windows were crudely boarded. Circling the house, he saw a portion of the boarding had been torn away at one of the back windows, and he was able to see inside. It didn’t look like anyone had been in the house for a while, judging from the state of the kitchen. He tore off another piece of wood planking and hoisted himself through the window. He didn’t even have a weapon if someone started shooting. Maybe the kitchen had knives he could stick in his army boot. Most of the young Taliban fighters used semi-automatics now that AK47’s were being mass-manufactured and sold for about thirty bucks. The Jihadists who were terrorizing Afghanistan had mostly been trained in Pakistani camps, allegedly under the watchful eye, and funding, of Osama Bin Laden. Wherever that prick, Bin Laden, was hiding, was anyone’s guess. Hell, he could be in this house, for all Jamey knew. 
 
   He grabbed the sharpest knives from the kitchen drawer and crept through the house, looking for signs of life. If anyone was still here, he hoped they were civilians without weapons. Judging from the dust, the last occupants were on the outside now. Then he remembered he was in a dream. This wasn’t real. Regardless, he had to keep acting like it was. Thing was, there were dangers in dreams too. Atash probably would’ve seen to that. 
 
   Uncle Don had died during a dream. That’s what they thought anyhow. According to Don’s partner, who was sworn to secrecy about this dream jumping shit, when the dreamer woke, he’d bragged about having a great dream about killing a cop, and they’d assumed that’s what put Don into the coma. The official cause of death was heart failure. 
 
   Moving through the house, checking rooms, Jamey thought about his uncle’s death. Was it possible that Don got stuck in a dream like this, and never got out? Shit. Jamey couldn’t think that way. He had to believe he’d escape from this.
 
   There was no one in the house. The layer of sand and dust on everything gave away the fact that no one had walked around on the floors for at least a few days, if not weeks. If someone broke in now, there’d be no hiding the fact that his army issued boots had gone tromping all over the house.
 
   Back downstairs, he stuck a board in the window opening he’d made. Heading back upstairs, he swept the floor behind him, scattering the sand around. Just in case. Atash was still out there, as far as he knew. Hunkering down in the back bedroom, the one that led to the outside fire escape metal stairs, he sat on the bed and waited. 
 
   All night he distracted himself with thoughts of Tina. How the hell had she jumped in to this dream from Maui? Her ability was much better than anything he ever had. Freaking amazing. Funny thing was, at the time he saw her, he’d just been thinking Tina would never survive in a culture that makes their women cover up in burqas. He was thinking how good she looked in a bikini when suddenly, she was behind him. Maybe he summoned her somehow. Seeing her eyes inside that burqa was frightening. At first he thought he was imagining her saying “sorry”. But then he grabbed her arm and saw the expression of relief in her eyes, and knew. She’d jumped in from across the world to find him. To tell him she loved him. Damn, she was talented, and tenacious.
 
   Once he got back home, they’d have to sit down to map out all this crazy shit about dream jumping. When it was just him, it was so simple, but now that Tina was doing it with her own playbook, jumping was crazy. They needed to figure out what happened when Jamey couldn’t get out of a dream. When the dreamer left and the portal didn’t work. 
 
   In the snow dream, Tina had intentionally wanted to leave him when she jumped out. Maybe her will was so strong that it held him in the dream until she came back to get him. If that was true and Atash was out of the dream, he was screwed. He thought about another dream jump he’d had with Tina on Maui. The one where he’d piggybacked Tina’s jump into Noble’s dream. When he arrived to help her, she didn’t want to leave through her portal because she’d have to get back in bed with Noble. They’d tried his portal instead, and it worked. 
 
   Maybe he should lose consciousness and see if he could find Tina, get her to help him. Could he lose consciousness when he was already in a dream? He’d try. 
 
   Closing his eyes, he slowed his breathing, concentrated on Tina, her voice, the feel of her skin, her scent, and attempted to summon her. Then he opened his eyes quickly. He stopped, hoping he hadn’t just pulled the love of his life into the dream, only to land in the market area where Atash could shoot her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Tina cranked the radio on her mother’s car as it sped along I-90 towards the Fall City turnoff. A popular tune sung from the perspective of Superman played and Tina sang along until she thought about Jamey and how his abilities complicated his life. “It’s not easy, to be me,” the song said. Tears sprang to her eyes as she listened to the words and realized what a different life Jamey must’ve had. “Even heroes have the right to bleed.” When the song ended, she wiped the tears from her cheeks and pulled herself together, for Pops’ sake.
 
   A minivan was parked in Pops’ pebble driveway. He had a visitor. Should she go in anyhow? Tina sat in the car thinking about what to do when a little boy ran around the side of the house with a red plastic sword in his hands. A mangy-looking mutt shadowed him. Following closely behind was a woman with curly red hair, holding a baby. Carrie was here. 
 
   Tina had to meet the ex-wife sometime, and there was no backing out now that her car had been spotted.
 
   Pops came out the front door, as Tina stepped from the car. She waved at him and advanced to Carrie. The little boy had run back to his mother and grabbed her leg, which made walking more difficult for Carrie. She wore a stylish spring coat with jeans and Tina was surprised she was so pretty. And fashionable. Somehow, she’d expected dowdy with four children. Jamey had left out the part about her stunning looks.
 
   Carrie stopped walking to watch Tina approach. 
 
   “Hello. You must be Carrie and Mango and Wyatt.” Had Jamey told Carrie he had a girlfriend? Surely, the twins would’ve let something leak.
 
   From the front porch Pops watched, a big grin on his face.
 
   “We are. Wyatt, please let go of my leg and take my hand instead.” Carrie shifted the baby to her other side and held out her hand for the shy little boy. 
 
   There’d be no shaking hands. Carrie’s were busy. Tina looked down at the boy. “I know your sisters, Jade and Jasmine,” she said to him, then looked up to Carrie’s questioning face. “I’m Tina, from Maui. Jamey’s friend. I hope this isn’t awkward.”
 
   A look of recognition crossed Carrie’s face and she broke out into a lovely, warm smile. “Oh, no it isn’t, at all. Sorry, I thought you’d left for Maui. I wish I could hug you, I’m a hugger, but my arms are taken.” She nodded to the house. “Are you going in?”
 
   She looked over to where Pops was petting the small dog. “Yes.”
 
   “Hello Ladies,” Pops called from the porch. “And Wyatt.”
 
   They walked to the front door. Carrie and her youngest children looked like they were cut from the same cloth with their pale coloring and red hair. No wonder Jamey called them the Three Musketeers. 
 
   “Did you get yourself a dog?” Tina asked while she hugged Pops.
 
   “Carrie’s castoff.” The grey mutt trotted into the house like he owned the place. “The twins found him two weeks ago at the soccer field. Nobody’s claimed him.”
 
   “He was skinny and matted when we found him. I doubt anyone is going to, Pops,” Carrie added. “We’re here to make you lunch, by the way.” She looked over at Tina, this time scrutinizing her. “So you’re Tina. You’re a tiny thing, aren’t you?” 
 
   Tina laughed to hear it put that way. “I’m five feet two inches.”
 
   Carrie chuckled, more to herself. “I’m just tall, and I pictured Jamey’s girlfriend to be tall like him. And me. Sorry.” She laid a hand on Tina’s shoulder. “I’m really happy for you and Jamey. And short is good,” she said as they walked to the kitchen. “I always wanted to be shorter, but ended up five feet eleven inches.” She set the baby on the kitchen floor to crawl and like a wind-up toy, she was off.
 
   Carrie hadn’t heard from Jamey that they’d broken up then. Good. That meant Jamey hadn’t told his kids. “I always wanted to be tall.” She smiled. Looking at Pops, Tina saw a grin that reminded her of Jamey. 
 
   “Guess you two already did the introductions, didn’t you?” Pops leaned down to tickle Wyatt as he ran by swinging his sword.
 
   “Don’t hit anyone with that thing,” Carrie called, as the curly-haired boy swung wide and clipped Pops on the hip.
 
   “Oh, you got me.” Pops pretended to be injured and fell into the nearest chair, while Wyatt looked from his mother to his grandfather, horrified.
 
   “Wyatt. You hurt Grandpops. Say you’re sorry and put the sword down for now. You can have it when you go back outside.” Carrie pointed to a table by the door, and moved a pair of dirty boots by the back door that Mango was going for.
 
   “She’s a good crawler,” Tina said then looked over at Pops. “I decided to drive out to see you.”
 
   “Glad you did. Carrie, can we include one more for lunch?”
 
   The dog scooted away from the tail-pulling baby. “See, this is partly why we couldn’t keep Harry. He’s much better off over here with you, Pops.” Carrie picked up the baby and set her in the high chair. “Sorry Tina. Once I get everyone eating, I can be more present.”
 
   Tina reached over to help clip Mango in the chair. “I can do this Carrie, if you like.” She was itching to hold the baby, but would wait until after lunch now. 
 
   “I’m going to make us a sandwich if that’s okay.” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Wyatt do you want a PB ‘n J?”
 
   The little boy hoisted himself onto a chair and nodded. 
 
   “Use your words,” Carrie instructed.
 
   “Yes, please,” he whispered.
 
   “That’s better.” Carrie looked over to Tina. “What do you think of the twins?”
 
   Tina swiveled in the chair to face Carrie who was washing her hands at the sink. “They are amazing. So sweet.” Tina nodded. “And very polite. You and Jamey have done a great job with them.” She didn’t want to leave Jamey out of this compliment, especially because he’d said how controlling Carrie was. 
 
   “Jamey is a fantastic dad,” Carrie said. “Simply stellar.”
 
   Wyatt looked puzzled. “Where’s Jamey?”
 
   “He’s gone back to the war,” Pops said, matter-of-factly.
 
   Wyatt’s eyes grew large. “Oh, the war!”
 
   Carrie pulled things from the fridge to make sandwiches. “Pops, please don’t glorify it.”
 
   “He doesn’t know.” Pops smiled at Tina. “Wyatt thinks it’s like going to the park to play. We’ll set him straight in about ten years, but for now, let’s allow him to think his Uncle Jamey is having fun.”
 
   Wyatt made a gun with his finger and began shooting around the room. Carrie rolled her eyes at Pops. Wyatt was a sweet looking little guy and probably a typical four-year-old with his fascination for weapons. Jamey would be surprised to hear that Tina had driven out to Carnation and ran into Carrie and kids. “Have you heard anything?” she asked Pops.
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry, Kiddo.”
 
   Carrie looked over while she placed some small pieces of cheese on Mango’s tray. “Ah. I remember waiting for Jamey like this.” She shook her head. “It was hard.”
 
   Tina knew that was one of the issues Carrie and Jamey had, and wanted to speak up in his defense. “I expected a call.” She shrugged at Pops who was reaching to give Wyatt a banana from the fruit bowl.
 
   “Yeah, I know the drill.” She shot Pops a disapproving look. “Wyatt, I’m making you a sandwich and I want you to eat that. Not the banana.”
 
   Pops grinned at the little boy “Bananas go great with peanut butter. Even monkeys say so.”
 
   Wyatt laughed a hearty little chuckle.
 
   “You’re a better woman than me if you can wait for Jamey like this.” Carrie placed a sandwich in front of Wyatt that was cut into bite-sized pieces, and then one on Mango’s tray. “It drove me nuts, waiting and wondering. And that was when he was just downtown, working with SPD.”
 
   Tina wasn’t sure what to say to that, but luckily didn’t have to when Pops broke the awkward silence. “Tina has a scuba business on Maui.”
 
   “Oh, I love Maui. Chris and I want to take the kids there someday. We’ll need that condo, Pops.” She nodded to him and winked. “But in the meantime, I hear you and Jamey are hosting the girls for July. That is awfully nice of you. They’ll have an absolute blast.”
 
   Tina didn’t know that permission had already been granted for the girls to visit. Now she was sure that Jamey hadn’t told Carrie about their breakup. “I’m really looking forward to it.” Knowing Jamey’s relationship with Carrie was strained, she didn’t want to talk about the trampoline.
 
   “Two words,” Carrie said. “Sunblock and sunhats.” Carrie placed ham and cheese sandwiches in front of them and then laughed at herself. “Oh, Tina. I never asked if you wanted ham and cheese. I’m so used to making things for children.” Carrie leaned over to Tina. “I’ll just give you a tiny hug now.” Once back in her seat, she stopped, looked at Tina, and spoke. “Jamey loves you so much. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy.” She smiled warmly. “He’ll call soon, and then he’ll be home, and you’ll wonder what the big concern was all about.”
 
    
 
   On the third day of Amy’s visit, Tina, her mother, and Amy drove over to Bellevue’s Main Street boutiques. It was a beautiful spring day, high sixties, and Amy insisted they needed some sunshine. “We don’t have to buy anything Liz, but let’s go outside and see the world.”
 
   Tina wanted to hug Amy. She was such a good person to have around. Millie was making a roast for dinner with all the trimmings, and the house smelled almost too good to leave.
 
   As the three women strolled along Main Street, wandering in and out of shops, Tina was tentatively happy, considering what was going on in her life. Happier than she had been in a week, anyhow. Soon, she and Jamey would be together. Finally, things would be good again, like when she’d flown to Seattle weeks earlier. Except that flight had been filled with worry about her father. And hope. 
 
   Following behind her mother and Amy on the sidewalk, Tina thought of Jamey and the twins coming to Maui for July, like they’d originally planned. It was hard not to fantasize how fun it would be. To have a little family, do family things. They’d get the girls snorkel gear from the shop, take picnics to the beach, watch movies at her house with bowls of popcorn and M&M’s. Hopefully Jamey would stay on Maui when the girls left. Or come back after he took them home. He’d said that he would move to Maui, make it his home base, and she hoped that hadn’t changed. Her ideas about their future never involved Sixth Force. They hadn’t talked about children yet, but she knew he wanted more kids. At least she thought he did. 
 
   The women ducked in to a shop that sold fun accessories for little girls. Elizabeth looked at Tina and said, “I don’t have any grandchildren like you, Amy.” She and her mother had talked about Jamey last night, and she’d lied and said that she got a message to him through Pops to ask for forgiveness and told him she loved him. All was well. Her mother seemed happy about that and asked if they’d get married, and when. “Probably this summer,” Tina said, not knowing if what she said was even possible. Or if he’d take her back. When she met him in the dream in Afghanistan, he seemed normal, even if he was in another man’s body. 
 
   He’d be out of Afghanistan by now. Sure that he’d call as soon as he got to Ramstein Airbase in Germany, she even imagined the conversation as she walked around the boutique. He’d sound all hopeful and happy and would say something funny. She’d probably blush and offer to fly to Germany while he did his debriefing. He’d tell her he’d be home soon and to wait for him in Washington.
 
   Drifting over to a rack of bicycle nameplates, Tina saw the name “Jamey” on one. Suddenly, a flash of recognition assaulted her. She reached to grab something to prevent from falling over. Seeing the nameplate had pulled something out of her mind, like reaching in a dark space and finding a fuzzy photograph in your hand when it came out--a picture that left a clear idea, even though it wasn’t a clear picture. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Jamey was in trouble. Her heart beat hard. Her mother moved in beside her. 
 
   “Kristina? Are you all right?” She looked to where Tina was still gripping the counter.
 
   Tina took a deep breath and faked a smile for her mother. “I’m fine. Just off balance, I guess.” Then she looked at her mother and joked, “Guess I shouldn’t have had those cocktails at breakfast.”
 
   “Do you need to sit down?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.” Things were returning to normal. At least physically.
 
   Her mother’s gaze pinned her to the spot. “You aren’t pregnant are you?”
 
   Tina almost chuckled. “No, Mom, I’m not. You can stop hoping.” What she was was worried about Jamey now. What the hell was going wrong?
 
    
 
   When they got back to her mother’s house and parcels were unloaded onto the kitchen table, Tina slipped away to phone Pops. As well as being the person she bothered twice a day to ask about Jamey, he was the only other person who knew about jumping. In such a short time, he’d taken a very important role in her life.
 
   “I have this awful feeling that something is wrong. Have you heard anything?”
 
   He hadn’t, but told her to stay sharp. “Jamey gets these premonitions too, and sometimes it’s as small as him not being able to find the right brand of soap at the store.”
 
   “You’re trying to make me feel better aren’t you?”
 
   “Kind of,” Pops admitted. “When Jamey gets them, he keeps his eyes open for any sign of trouble. Why don’t you come out here for dinner, and I’ll show you photos of my kid when he was a baby. We can talk. Would that make you feel better, Kiddo?”
 
   She accepted the offer. When she hung up, Tina found her mother and Amy in the kitchen, setting the kitchen table for dinner. She almost laughed. Rarely did her mother eat a meal in the kitchen. Dinner was always in the dining room, no matter what they ate. Breakfast and lunch too. And now Amy had her mother eating at the breakfast nook. “I’m sorry but I won’t be here for dinner. Don’t set a place for me. Something has come up and I’m going out to Carnation.” 
 
   Mr. Boo slinked between her legs, his tail high.
 
   The two women glanced at each other, surprised. Tina continued, “I was looking forward to that roast, but Pops is very worried, and I think he needs some company. Jamey always calls by now. I’m worried too.” She tried to guess her mother’s reaction but couldn’t. “Mom, will you be okay for a few hours?” 
 
   “Of course. Go. You can eat when you get home,” her mother said. “Millie is staying for dinner, and although you’ll be missed, I understand.”
 
   This new relationship with her mother was strange, but wonderfully welcome. Before the big change, her mother would’ve preached on the inappropriateness of her having dinner with a single man in his own house. Or how Millie and Amy had worked to put together a five star meal and she needed to stay and eat it with them. But strangely, her mom wasn’t going to make her feel badly when she headed out to Carnation to have a potentially lesser meal with Pops. 
 
   Tina smiled as she grabbed her backpack and car keys. She had to admit that she was looking forward to being with Pops. There was something so comforting about him. Aside from the fact she was going to Jamey’s childhood house, she liked his father. He was as gruff as he was softhearted, as funny as he was sensible, and she hoped he felt the same fondness for her. Being called Kiddo and treated like a daughter filled a vacant spot in her heart right now. 
 
   But when she stepped out of the car in Pops’ driveway, the feeling of danger hit her like a baseball in the gut. Something terrible was going to happen. The feeling made her want to jump back in the car and turn around. Instead, she ran to the house, hoping Pops was safe. Taking the stairs quickly, she leaned on the doorbell. The sight of Jamey’s father coming around the corner from the kitchen filled her with relief. He was alive. That was a start. But what was this feeling? 
 
   “You got some heavy finger on you there.” Pops looked at the doorbell, then her.
 
   “Sorry. I’m still having this feeling about something being wrong.” She hugged him. “I’m glad you’re fine.” They walked down the hall to the kitchen, Harry the dog, leading the way. “The feeling got stronger when I stepped out of the car.”
 
   Now Pops looked worried. 
 
   She handed him the loaf of fresh bread bought at the bakery for their dinner. A pot bubbled on the stove and Pops turned it off. “Sit down, Tina.”
 
   Her heart flew to her mouth. “Is Jamey okay?” Don’t let there be bad news.
 
   He nodded. “I haven’t heard anything. But tell me about this feeling.” They sat, and she ran her hands through her hair. 
 
   “I saw a nameplate that said “Jamey” today and I had this quick burst of something, like knowledge, or a feeling that something is wrong with him. I almost fell over it was so strong.” She sat forward and looked into Pops’ eyes. “Then, when I stepped out of the car just now, I had it again, only stronger, and it lasted longer. Now it’s evened out. Something is wrong with Jamey.” She put her hand on her heart. “I hope I’m wrong. I’d rather be a lunatic.”
 
   “Me too.” He squinted his eyes. “I haven’t heard anything. He usually gets messages out, if he can. Especially after a jump.” Pops fidgeted with some cutlery on the table. “The jump you did with him was three days ago. I’m worried too.” He stood up and moved to the stove where he ladled soup into two red ceramic bowls on the counter beside the pot. “Clam Chowder okay?” 
 
   She nodded even though nausea had set in. Stroking Harry’s head, she thought about all the things that might endanger Jamey in Afghanistan. Bombs, missiles, bullets.
 
   Pops put the bread on the table with a dish of butter and a knife, then set bowls in front of them and got two spoons out of the drawer. “Jamey is always in danger over there, even when he’s just eating dinner, or lying on his bed. That base is pretty secure but you never know. Maybe that’s what you’re sensing.” Pops looked like he wanted to believe it. “Go lay down, Harry.” Pops pointed to the dog’s bed by the back door. 
 
   Tina stirred her soup. “I’d make a terrible cop’s wife,” she said.
 
   “Me too.” Pops smiled. “Sorry about Carrie yesterday. She says what she feels before she can filter it.” He took a slurp of soup then reached for the bread. “She doesn’t always make a great first impression, but she grows on you.”
 
   Tina blew on a spoonful of creamy chowder. “I liked Carrie all right.”
 
   “She’s a good mother,” Pops said. “I’ll give her that.” It sounded like Pops had more to say, but held off.
 
   They talked about Jade and Jasmine, Wyatt and Mango, and Tina recalled holding the chubby baby yesterday after lunch. When she lifted Mango from the high chair, the little curly-headed cherub had smiled at her, something that melted Tina’s heart. First, Mango snuggled in to her shoulder, chattering away, and then played with Tina’s hoop earrings. Holding that baby had been like a slice of heaven and she told this to Pops. “I love babies.”
 
   “I remember when Wyatt was that size. He always had that little mischievous look at the edge of his smile.”
 
   “What were the twins like?” Hearing Pops’ description of two perfect granddaughters made Tina sorry she hadn’t known them then. “I’ll have to see pictures sometime. They are so lovely now. Darling girls.” If she was going to be with Jamey, she wanted to get to know the twins inside out, be someone special to them and not just their father’s girlfriend. When she told Pops this, he smiled. 
 
   “Already, you’ve had a good start, Tina.”
 
   She nodded. Even though they’d only been together that one time, there was a fondness between them. “There are plenty of years ahead with pedicures and listening to boy problems.”
 
   “Oh, Lord. Let’s hope we still have some kid years left before boys come into the picture.”
 
   Tina laughed but when she picked up the butter knife, she had another flash of recognition. This time, she saw Jamey sticking a knife in his boot because he didn’t have a gun. Then it was gone, leaving only the message that he desperately needed a weapon. Tina dropped the butter knife. “Jamey needs a weapon.” She threw the words at Pops.
 
   He stared at her.
 
   “Jamey is in trouble, and has a knife in his boot, but he needs a gun. I saw it just now. He’s holed up somewhere. Oh, God.”
 
   “Now settle down, Kiddo. Remember that he’s working in dreams, and probably isn’t really holed up anywhere. From what he’s told me, he runs through villages at Superman speeds, and drives through the desert, creeps inside warehouse buildings, as part of his work. And it sounds like he’s on another jump.”
 
   “But he didn’t look like he was moving around, doing anything, and I got the sense that he’s in terrible danger. The look on his face was so desperate.”
 
   Pops put his hand on hers and tried to calm her down. “He knows how to get out.”
 
   Tina’s eyes widened. “He didn’t know how to get out of our snowstorm dream.” Her heart flipped. “What if he’s in another one of those? I think that’s what it was. He’s stuck in a dream, waiting to get out. I’m sure that’s what it was. They probably can’t wake him.” Tina stood, unsure what she could do to help. It wasn’t her dream. Was he still in the dream from three nights ago? That might have been weeks in dream life, or months. 
 
   Harry was now chasing his tail in the middle of the room.
 
   Pops looked concerned. “Do you want to try jumping again?”
 
   “Yes.” She looked around the room. “But remember, I wasn’t trying last time. I was showering, and the dream found me.” She paced the length of the table.
 
   “Why don’t you sit here and try to concentrate on him, see if you can catch his dream.”
 
   After ten minutes of trying with no results, Tina suggested she go upstairs to Jamey’s bedroom, see if she had any luck. Pops said he’d wait downstairs, but if he didn’t hear from her in a half hour, he’d come up to see if she was asleep.
 
   “If I fall asleep, leave me until…” she looked at her watch to see it was almost six o’clock, “…ten.” 
 
   Pops nodded, and she left the room to climb the stairs to the bedroom that had always belonged to Jamey. Flipping on the light, she saw an unmade bed, Jamey’s indentation still in the mattress. She took a deep breath, and imagined she could smell him. She loved everything about this man. 
 
   Running her hand over his pillow, she felt where he’d slept. Pops said Jamey knew ahead of time Milton was coming. He also knew he’d go with him, for whatever reason. He’d been waiting on the porch when Milton drove up to the house, and was gone within the hour. The idea made tears come to her eyes. How much of his willingness to leave for Afghanistan had to do with not wanting to alter the future after what she’d said to him. Maybe he’d felt such remorse for changing her future with Hank that he left. She hoped he’d get a chance to hear the whole story of how her mother gave Hank a reprieve, and Noble covered it up. And how stupid she’d been. In all fairness to herself though, she’d been lied to and cheated so much lately, it was hard to discern the truth from lies. 
 
   Lying back in Jamey’s bed, Tina pulled the covers up around her neck and waited in the darkness, remembering Jamey.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   On the fifth day of sitting in the house filled with dust, grit and sand, Jamey considered going back to the portal to try again.  How much real time had passed up top? Probably they’d tried to wake him with no results. Yesterday, before dark, he’d felt a little high, loopy, and wondered if they were giving him drugs to wake up. That, or he was going bat-shit crazy with all this time waiting. He wasn’t hungry anymore, and imagined his body had an IV drip going now.
 
   Could he lead a life down here? Never make it back until his body just died in real time? The thought was depressing. Would he wake up if he jumped out a window to jar himself awake? That might create enough of a jolt to wake him but not kill him. But what if he didn’t wake, and stayed here lying on the Afghani dirt with broken legs and a head injury?
 
   Today, he’d been watching the street, casing out the place, hoping to get back to the marketplace. He couldn’t sit in this house much longer, waiting for someone to come after him or waiting for Sixth Force to pull him back to the real world. Today was the day.
 
   With knives stuck in his boots, he snuck out of the house, ran to a pile of rubble next door and watched the narrow street. He hadn’t seen anyone in days. Leaving his crouching position, he ran to the next building and peered around the corner towards the street where the bazaar had been. Still no one. Was he completely alone in the dream now? If Atash was gone, or had died up top, did that automatically kill all the people? He didn’t see any bodies. Still, he needed to be careful. 
 
   Ducking in and out of hiding spots, he found his way to the building he knew to be the beginning of the marketplace. When he crept around the corner, he was surprised to see that the marketplace had disappeared. Not only were there no people but no stalls, fruit, clothes, music, animals. Nothing. The dusty street was as empty as the main drag in a Western movie before a gunfight. 
 
   He sat behind a crate for over ten minutes watching, making sure it wasn’t a trap. While he did this, he tried to pinpoint the exact spot where he had landed in the dream. His footmarks were long gone. Without the stalls and tables, the street looked entirely different. 
 
   After another few minutes when he still hadn’t seen anyone--not a bird, rat, or even one of those scrounging street dogs--he took off along the outer edge, ready to duck between shacks and buildings if needed. When he got as far as he thought safe, he hid behind a pile of wooden crates with Afghani writing covering them and estimated where he thought the portal was. Waiting another twenty minutes produced nothing, not a bird, an insect, or a person on the street. 
 
   He walked over to the dusty spot where he’d probably arrived and tried to jump out. Nothing. Then he went up the street jumping every few feet. To anyone watching it might’ve looked strange, a man jumping in the bare dirt like a maniac, but with every jump that landed him back on the Afghani dirt, his heart sank a little further. Then he worked his way along the last stretch of road, jumping until he had no more strength left in his legs. He sank to the ground and let the sun assault his body as he regained his breath. Although he wanted to scream in frustration, he didn’t dare yell. 
 
   Days passed, and although he tried jumping out many times in the marketplace, Jamey remained in the dream. Then, one afternoon, as he walked around the wide-open space, wondering what he could do to amuse himself, he thought of Tina in a burqa, in this very market only a week ago. She’d jumped in specifically to tell him that she forgave him and loved him and would be waiting until he returned to America. What would happen to her if he never recovered from this? She’d lose another person in her life. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to figure out some way out of this hellhole. 
 
   Looking up, he saw movement off to the left, and scooted in behind a crate. His breath caught in his throat when he saw a woman standing by the farthest building. Was he hallucinating? He stood up and stared at her. 
 
   She saw him and reached out. “Jamey!” Tina shouted. 
 
   He took a few steps closer and saw that she was shimmering in the atmosphere, not really there. Not fully in the dream. As he moved towards her, she started to disappear. “Tina!” 
 
   “You’re stuck in the dream aren’t you?” She looked so fearful, his heart hurt. He wanted to tell her to not worry but stopped when she started to fade, and backed up in case it helped. Standing thirty feet from her apparition, he saw she was being pulled backwards. “I’m stuck,” he said. “Tell Pops.” Then he had a thought and ran to her, hoping he’d get pulled out too. Instead, he ended up running through the area. There wasn’t anything to grab on to. He spun around and searched the street just in case she reappeared. She was gone. 
 
   Her ability was so beyond anything he’d ever known. Tina could come across the world to deliver a message. Why hadn’t she been able to stay in the dream like the day she wore the burqa? Maybe because the original dreamer was gone. She’d entered an empty dream with a piggybacker who’d been left behind.
 
   Jamey tried to jump out again. Nothing. Taking a run at it, he was still unsuccessful. Damn it. Stuck didn’t even begin to describe how he felt in this God forsaken dream. At least now he had a tiny glimmer of hope, even though he had no idea what Pops could do from his end. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina’s eyes opened. It worked. She’d found Jamey. And he wasn’t fine. He was still in the same dream from days ago. Glancing at the time on Jamey’s bedside clock, she saw it was 8:22. Pops wouldn’t be upstairs to get her for another hour and a half, Should she tell him or try to go back in? She lay there for a while, her body aching for Jamey. He’d been waiting for someone to help him. She had to go back in, see if he could jump out with her. Knowing Jamey, he’d be trying to jump out where he’d seen her. He looked mad, more than desperate, like he was pissed off to be still in the dream. That was Jamey.
 
    She closed her eyes again and willed her breathing to slow. Lying there until ten o’clock, Tina tried to get back to him with no success, and when Pops knocked on the door, she sat up. “Come in.” 
 
   Pops’ face was full of hope.
 
   “I saw him.” She jumped out of bed, shivering. Grabbing Jamey’s hooded sweatshirt at the end of the bed, she pulled it over her head. “I couldn’t get in fully. He saw me and ran over. I probably looked like a ghost. There was no one there, not a single person or animal, except Jamey. It looked like a deserted town. I asked if he was stuck in the dream, he said for me to tell you. We only had seconds, and even then I was leaving before he spoke.”
 
   “How did he look?”
 
   “Good. Mad. In his own body. He looked normal. Maybe frustrated, but healthy.” They stood looking at each other, until Tina continued. “I couldn’t stay long enough to help him. I’m wondering if he’s out now. Maybe he was able to jump through my portal.” 
 
   Pops looked at the floor. “While you were up here, I remembered something. Sergeant Milton phoned here months ago. I wonder if we could find that number and call him.”
 
   “Yes! Was it on the house phone?”
 
   “Yup. I bet it’s in my phone bill somewhere.”
 
   When Pops found the number, he and Tina called. The message was automated. “No messages are retrieved from this number,” it said, but Pops said it beeped, and he had a chance to leave a message. “This is Freud’s father. He’s stuck in there. I have an idea of how to get him out. Please call.”
 
   They waited for an hour to see if Milton would call, and when he hadn’t by 11:15, Tina told Pops she had to get back to Mercer Island. “My mother might be worried.” It sounded ridiculous to say this when they were waiting to find out if Jamey was dead or alive, but Tina’s father had been dead less than a week, and her mother was also a priority.
 
   “Keep your cell phone on in case I hear anything,,” Pops said.
 
   “Any time, night or day,” Tina added, touching his arm. As much as she hated to think of Jamey as a prisoner in a dream, there was nothing she could do from Pops’ kitchen table in Carnation that she couldn’t do at her mother’s house. 
 
   She’d have to keep trying to jump, and if that didn’t work she might have to close the distance between her and where Jamey’s real body lay sleeping on a bed in Afghanistan. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Tina had been gone from Jamey’s dream for about four hours when gunfire started all along the street where he’d found better refuge. Shit! Someone was shooting randomly into the street, starting right where he thought the portal had been. Even though he was well hidden, judging from the angle of the gunfire, Jamey still worried that he might get hit with a stray bullet.  He covered his head with his hands when the rapid fire started, and he tucked low, behind a metal overhang.
 
   After a few rounds of this, someone shouted in Afghani from behind the building at the end of the street. “Dream Man! Dream Man. You can come out now. We have you surrounded.”
 
    Laughter followed. How many were there? “Dream Man” was the name Atash used. Maybe there were more jumpers on the Taliban side. The American military underestimated these guys, thinking that all they had was a crazy death wish. They had at least one jumper, but if there were numerous jumpers, Jamey was screwed, royally. 
 
   “Dream Man, come out or we will fire again. We know where you are. This time we won’t miss.” It was Atash. One voice. Maybe he was bluffing when he said “we.” Jamey willed himself gone from this dream, but remained rooted to the pile of cement that had once been the corner of a building. 
 
   How could Pops help him with no way to get in touch with Milton? You couldn’t just call Afghanistan and ask for Sixth Force in Kandahar. Jamey made calls to a constantly changing number. That was the rule. And even if Milton had the same number as last time, Jamey’s cell phone was back in his barracks in Kandahar. If Pops miraculously got a message to Milton, they still wouldn’t be able to bring him out of the dream. He suspected Sixth Force knew their jumper was stuck and didn’t have a clue how to retrieve him. 
 
   Regardless, Jamey had to believe that there was a way out. Stay alive, stay hopeful and most importantly, stay one step ahead of the enemy. Wait until help came. That was the soldier way.
 
   No man left behind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Everyone appeared to be fast asleep when Tina arrived home after midnight. Her mother’s bedroom light was out, and Amy’s bedroom door was shut. Although a note was left for Tina to help herself to pot-roast, eating was the last thing on her mind. Pops hadn’t called on the forty-minute drive back to Mercer Island and she was feeling worse by the hour. Something told her Jamey hadn’t called, which meant that he hadn’t been able to jump out.
 
   Sitting at her father’s desk, Tina logged on to her laptop. The Taliban were mostly in the south, near the Pakistani border, and everything she read online about going to Afghanistan told the traveler to fly to Kabul, not Kandahar. And the way to Afghanistan was through Dubai. What was the likelihood of getting to Kandahar without the visa? Jamey might be dying as he lay in a dream state, unable to wake. She had to go, didn’t she? There was a flight to Dubai through London every few hours. Even if she got on a flight to the U.K. tonight, it would be days before she got to Kandahar. Transfers and visas would see to that. He could be dead in days. How would she ever sleep tonight, worrying about Jamey?
 
   What she wanted the most was to hear that Jamey had jumped out, was fine, and would phone her soon. In the meantime, she’d attempt another dream jump. Maybe, just maybe, getting back in the dream was a possibility. If not, she’d get on that flight to London first thing tomorrow.
 
   Tina pulled back the covers and remembered making love with Jamey in this bed less than two weeks ago. Before she ruined everything by freaking out about the letter. Stripping off her clothes, she let them fall to the floor. Then she set the alarm clock for 6:30 and got into bed naked. Tina remembered what Jamey looked like sleeping next to her. He was a big guy. Smelled nice. Manly. There was a flight at 10:07 tomorrow morning and she’d be on that thing if Pops hadn’t called by then. At the very least, when she landed in the U.K., Jamey might be on his way to Ramstein and she could turn around knowing he was safe. Tina clung to that fantasy in an effort to free her mind of the demons that threatened to keep her from sleeping. Tossing and turning, she mentally packed a bag and planned her trip to Afghanistan.
 
    
 
   At 7 a.m., Tina’s mother was surprisingly understanding when she found Tina in the kitchen making coffee with a confirmed travel itinerary on the counter. Of course Tina spun the story to include Jamey being in a coma, being summoned, and the U.S. Military asking her to come.
 
   When Amy saw Tina’s itinerary and realized she was leaving for Kandahar, she spoke up. “Bradley, my son’s eldest boy is with a unit over there. With the Canadians.”
 
   Tina’s interest was piqued. “I’m having trouble messaging Jamey’s unit. I wonder if Bradley could help.”
 
    Amy shrugged but grabbed a phone and dialed. “I’ll call Jen, his wife and see if he can get a message to someone.”
 
   In speaking with the wife, Jen, Tina relayed that it would be a great backup if Bradley could try to relay her whereabouts. “I’ll be there in about thirty-six hours. Can you tell your husband when he calls in to try to get this message over to the American Base?” She dictated.
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Milton, American military, Kandahar Air Base. “Milton:  Coming to help Freud. Contact Pops. Or AMTEX Hotel. Ask for Greene.” 
 
    
 
   Bradley would call later that day. “We’ll do everything in our power to get the message to him,” Jen said.
 
   Tina hated lying to everyone, but she couldn’t say that she was psychic now and knew that Jamey was stuck in a POW’s dream. That made her sound like a wacko. No one would let her out the door with that crazy story. She hoped the note would get to Milton, and if it did, that she wasn’t putting Jamey in line for a court martial by revealing she knew about Sixth Force. Then again, if Jamey got out of this alive, he’d probably take what the army doled out for giving up military secrets. At least he wouldn’t be dead. If she was wrong about her hunch, and Jamey was out of the dream and not in danger, she’d just screwed him and set up herself for interrogation with Sixth Force. She’d take that over what her instincts told her about Jamey being stuck inside a dream.
 
   By using her last name in the note, Milton might take her more seriously than if she signed it Jamey’s girlfriend. She hoped so. More than that, she hoped Pops would hear from Jamey or Milton before she even got to Dubai. Pops was on high alert.
 
   As they stood on the front porch waiting for the taxi, Tina’s mother voiced concerns about her flying into a war zone to see her comatose boyfriend. “What if he wakes up and you’ve flown in and put your life in danger?” 
 
   “You’d have done it for Daddy,” she said simply, and left it at that. “Amy, take care of Mom, and I’ll call along the way.” With a small backpack that held her passport, ID, a spare change of clothes and a toothbrush, she taxied to the SeaTac Airport and boarded the plane to Heathrow Airport in London.
 
    
 
   The flight across the Atlantic was torturously long. Even watching movies didn’t dilute her worry for Jamey, and by the time she saw the inside of Heathrow and got to the gate for her flight to Dubai, she was a nervous wreck. While waiting for the call to board, she contacted Pops for the last time, but he still hadn’t heard anything. She then checked messages to see if either Jamey or her mother called. Nothing. A quick call home revealed that everything was fine on Mercer Island. Mr. Boo had a new faux-diamond collar. Tina actually smiled to hear their only big news.
 
   Then it was time to board the flight to Dubai, a small country very far from both Seattle and Maui. The British Airways flight to the United Arab Emirates was just short of seven hours and Tina hoped to get some sleep onboard, knowing she needed to keep her wits sharp once she got to Dubai. 
 
   The plan, if it worked, was to catch the once a day flight to Kandahar if her visa papers could be processed in time for the 2 p.m. boarding call.  Once there, she’d check into the only safe place near the Kandahar airport that catered to civilians. AMTEX VILLAGE, it was called. From what she’d seen on the internet, there were no hotels in Kandahar for international visitors; none that were considered safe. This place, AMTEX VILLAGE, was new, built for the many contractors and oil industry teams that came to Afghanistan from all over the world. It was her only possibility. If she couldn’t get in to AMTEX, she’d go straight to the base by taxi, demand to see Milton. Maybe that sort of thing would actually work.
 
   On the flight to Dubai, wringing her hands, biting her nails, and fidgeting in her seat must’ve alerted the man sitting beside her that something was wrong.
 
   “You okay?” He had an untraceable accent but resembled a Nordic businessman.
 
   “I don’t like flying, but thanks for asking.” She tried to smile. Now he’d probably offer to hold her hand or give her tips on how to get her mind off things. Hoping to avoid that, she tried to sit quietly and read a thriller she’d bought at the airport. The man got the hint.
 
   The airport in Dubai was all glass and chrome, and stunningly gorgeous. Tina made her way to the airline desk to purchase a ticket to Kandahar and was met with a firm no. No visa, no purchase. The same man who sat beside her on the flight was standing in line behind her and offered to help her get the visa. Together they walked to an office on the second floor where they could either apply for a quick visa or a temporary pass to enter the country without the visa. 
 
   Listing her reason for travel being tourism, she was given a stamped paper that said she was allowed to enter Afghanistan. She told the man she now knew as Sven, that her boyfriend was in a coma and she was going to see him on Kandahar Base. Coming out of her mouth, the story sounded believable. And it was almost true. 
 
   Downstairs once more, Sven thrust the paper in front of the airline personnel who’d asked for her visa and explained that the government had waived the visa. Apparently this was not uncommon. A plane ticket was purchased for the 2 p.m. flight to Kandahar in Tina’s name. Sven also recommended she follow him to AMTEX VILLAGE when they deplaned. He was staying there on business, third time that year, and was happy to help her check in. Normally, she wouldn’t trust a stranger like this but there was nothing normal about this trip and she was desperate.  
 
   Sven seemed like a nice man, with no ulterior motives, and Tina was happy to accept his help. Sven then took her over to the window where a group of men waited. He introduced her. Everyone was headed to Kandahar on business, and Tina was surprised when one of them said, “War is good for business.” Most of the men seriously questioned the safety of her going to Afghanistan. An engineer from America was especially sympathetic to her situation and couldn’t believe the military hadn’t flown her in directly to the base. “We’re only engaged, not married,” Tina said, hoping that would suffice. 
 
   As they walked to the boarding gate, there was a separate lineup for those who hadn’t obtained the visa, and she joined those people, waving to her engineer friends. She wasn’t entirely sure what the plan was once she checked in to the hotel. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. All she could think about was that when her feet hit Afghani soil, her search for Jamey would begin.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   From the air, Afghanistan looked stark with only the occasional green patch where farmers irrigated their land among the vast desert landscape. A dramatic mountainous range formed the southeastern border into Pakistan--the most dangerous area for American soldiers because of the Taliban and al Qaeda training camps beyond the range.
 
    The military base in Kandahar was partly visible from the air like a desert outpost with an abnormally huge airfield. As they descended, Sven moved into the empty seat beside her and pointed out landmarks. The plane was not allowed to fly over the base. Sven pointed to some towers and said they scrambled signals so satellites couldn’t get a clear picture and Tina nodded.
 
   Even from this distance, she was comforted in knowing that Jamey was down there somewhere. The country was beautiful in its starkness, lack of skyscrapers, its unending miles of nothing beyond the city. Surprisingly the Kandahar airport looked modern, with all windows on one side. She’d been expecting a bombed-out cement structure with a cracked tarmac, but the airport was large and well-maintained like in the United States. 
 
   Shuffling through the arrival area, Tina realized she was utterly exhausted. That could work to her advantage if she needed to dream jump. AMTEX had sent a shuttle with an armed guard for everyone bound for the hotel, which was almost everyone who didn’t look Afghani on the small flight. Tina followed the men onto the rickety shuttle and stood listening to them talk about building permits all the way to the hotel. 
 
   AMTEX VILLAGE looked like a two-story apartment building that you might see in a low rent section of East Los Angeles. Made of cement blocks, the buildings were painted stark white with no ornamentation. The grounds of the small hotel were about five acres of lush grass and gardens. A wall was being built around the perimeter, and at this time in the afternoon, a group of men worked on an area that would eventually be a gate. 
 
   “Is that necessary?” she asked one of the men who noticed her looking.
 
   “Probably,” he answered, his gaze pinning her to her seat. “The insurgents are out there.” He wouldn’t look away.
 
   “My fiancé could be dying. I had to come,” she said, in answer to his disapproving look.
 
   “Crazy.” He shook his head and closed his eyes.
 
   Once off the shuttle, everyone had to walk through a metal detector to get to the lobby. This did seem crazy. Checking in at the hotel front desk, Tina was given a message on a folded piece of paper. Her heart leapt and her pulse quickened at the sight of the white paper. It was taped shut. Had anyone who worked at AMTEX read it? She tucked the note in the pocket of her hooded sweatshirt, now tied around her waist. Nervous, she paid American cash for three nights and declined a tour of the facilities, which apparently included a pool and a general store. “Very secure,” the man at the desk said, smiling her way.   
 
   Tina declined an offer to meet for dinner at eight o’clock in the restaurant from the businessmen. “Thank you but I can’t.”
 
   “You have to eat.” Sven stopped walking and waited for a reply. He looked genuinely concerned for her well-being, and Tina was sorry that he’d taken her on.
 
   “I’m planning on heading to the base soon, but thanks for all your help today.” She’d never been a good liar and figured she wasn’t doing a very good job of spinning a tale now. But, the men headed off to their rooms eventually, telling her if she changed her mind, she knew where they’d be.
 
   Her building was the farthest from the front desk and she worried about being far from the metal detector. The property had a barbed-wire fence in areas where the mud wall hadn’t been constructed yet, but it didn’t look like it would keep anything out except someone who didn’t have wire cutters. She was scared, more so than she’d ever been in her life. Here she was, in a war zone, unprotected by the army, sequestered in a stark but clean hotel, with crazy killers only miles away. Her heart beat quickly. Now that the men from her flight had headed off to their apartments, she felt strangely exposed, like a dream where you’re naked in public.
 
   Once in her room, she locked the door and opened the note. Not from Jamey and disappointingly brief.
 
   “Wednesday--7 a.m.” 
 
   That was tomorrow. Knowing Milton had been in touch gave Tina hope for the first time in days. She was so relieved that a plan was in place, she thought she might finally cry. Milton, or someone from his team, was coming to get her, to take her to Jamey. 
 
   The room was nice enough. It had a small desk with a bright yellow painted metal chair, a twin-sized bed and a bedside table. Apparently, there was a TV room in another building, if you wanted to watch the local news station, or CNN. Three buffet-style meals were included in the room’s fare. The builders said the food was actually quite good. They catered to Europeans and Americans because more were coming in every day to work, now that the war was looking like it might not end quickly. Tradesmen were being flown in to fix, build and maintain. The idea that these were people who weren’t military made her feel slightly better. Tina had almost asked the men on the shuttle if any civilian women worked on the base, but then she might be setting herself up as a fraud, not here for a fiance but strangely desperate to get inside the gates. 
 
   If Milton, or someone else within Sixth Force, didn’t come at seven tomorrow morning, she’d take a car over to the base gate and show her passport, see if she could get in. For the first time in her life, Tina wished she knew more about the military.
 
   When the sun dropped behind the desert horizon, hunger pangs set in, but she didn’t dare leave her room in case the dream found her while walking around out there. She’d bought a chocolate bar in London and ate that along with two crackers she’d saved from her snack on the last flight.
 
   For the last two hours she’d been hoping that the dream might come to her, even wondering if somehow the heat of the shower that day in Seattle had brought on the jump. She crossed to the tiny bathroom and stepped into a hot shower. Thoughts of Jamey brought nothing. 
 
   After drying off and getting back in her jeans and T-shirt, she thought about going to the restaurant for something to eat, but the foreign men would be there now and she didn’t want to sit around with them when she’d inferred that she’d be going to the base tonight. Also, the dream could creep up on her and slumping to the floor in the middle of this Afghani hotel would be embarrassing, maybe even dangerous. Tonight, she’d get into bed hungry and hope for a dream. Knowing Jamey was only a few miles away gave her hope that they might have a shared dream. Their close proximity made her feel better, but it meant nothing if she couldn’t help him escape the dream. 
 
   Jamey had once told her the story of his Uncle Don’s heart stopping after a few days in a coma. The older police officer had been jumping a serial killer’s dream, and he’d never woken. If this was a similar situation, and Jamey had been stuck in this dream for five days, he was probably running out of time. If she managed to get in the same room as him, she’d try the hand on the back of the neck trick that Jamey used. 
 
   The best possible outcome would be that she had the dream tonight and was able to jump out, taking him with her, like exiting the snow dream. Then she could catch the morning flight back to Dubai and leave Jamey to finish his work. If he was able to jump again, it might be awhile before Sixth Force let him go, regardless of his health.
 
   It was eight a.m. in Seattle. After calling both Pops and her mother to report that she’d made it to Kandahar, Tina pulled back the blankets and checked inside the bed for visible bugs. The sheets were pristinely white and she slipped between the cool sheets. After thirty-four hours of travelling, she was exhausted. The alarm was set for six the next morning, eleven hours from now. She’d have breakfast at the restaurant, then wait in the lobby until someone from Sixth Force came for her at seven. Tomorrow she would see Jamey, one way or another.
 
   When she fell into the dream, there was very little journey time. She landed in the marketplace area again. This time, it was devoid of people. The stalls, huts, food, rugs, pottery, people, even the animals, were gone. The craziness of the marketplace had been replaced by an eerie hush. The only way Tina knew it was the same area was the brown corrugated shacks at one end.  
 
   The first time she’d jumped into this dream, she’d landed by the edge of the last shack. The second time, she’d almost landed by the first one. This time she was farther off the strip, in a side lane. This time she wasn’t in a burqa, but dressed in the jeans and T-shirt she’d worn to bed. Having fallen to the dusty ground, Tina quickly picked herself up and looked around. She wasn’t a trained soldier, but something told her to run for cover, just in case. The gunfire started when she was halfway across the lane.  Her heart jumped into her throat, and she zigzagged her way to a doorway. The shots stopped. They’d come from the far end near her first portal. She’d taken cover behind a pile of cement chunks and wooden crates around the corner from the gunfire. Out of the shooter’s field of vision, she believed that was why the gunfire stopped. She wasn’t completely safe here if the shooter was on the move. Where the hell was Jamey?
 
   Looking around, Tina noticed a better hiding spot in a doorway facing the cross street, farther away from the gunfire’s origin. Running for that doorway would be risky. She’d be exposed for a few seconds, but if she made it, the hiding spot was better. If she died, Tina supposed they’d find her body lying there in a coma, like Jamey. They’d be unable to figure out what was wrong with the American lady who’d just checked in to the AMTEX the night before. Maybe she’d end up on the base at the hospital, the care of the American doctors and she’d wither away beside Jamey. 
 
   She had to go now. Waiting to run just gave the shooters more time to get ready to fire again. Or move. 
 
   Getting into a running crouch, she took one last look at the shacks where the gunfire sparks had come from, then took off across the fifteen feet of open expanse to the doorway. The shots were too late. She’d already landed in the doorway when a round of ammunition sounded and hit just beyond the door. Breathing heavily, she tucked as far back as possible, and realized she was totally stuck now. What looked like a laneway was only a deep doorway. The door was locked. A fatal funnel, Jamey called a place with only one way in or out. When he’d said this, he’d been talking about cornering her for a kiss, in the shower. The memory of that kiss was a nice thought in a horrible moment. But, someone was out there shooting at her, something she hadn’t expected when she jumped in. She had no idea where to look for Jamey. Would it get dark in this dream or stay light? If it got dark, she might be able to creep out unnoticed, but then, would the enemy be creeping around, able to see in the dark? 
 
   Tina was not equipped for this. She was a business major, a scuba instructor, not some GI Jane character. When she’d imagined coming in to this dream to help Jamey, the scene included the bazaar with crowds of people, and freedom to talk about how to get out of the dream. For all she knew, Jamey was dead on this street, the sniper having finished him off. The thought made her shudder. Then it would be just her against the shooter, trying to get out of the dream.
 
   Just then, something scratched behind the locked door. The door she leaned against. The faint scratches were too high up to be a rat. She moved away from the door and plastered herself as flat as she could against the outside wall in case bullets came through the door. Then a faint knock sounded. She froze. Someone knew she was hiding on the other side of the door. She waited for a bullet to rip through the wood. Or several. The Taliban used these machine gun, rapid-fire things. Tina looked out in the lane and considered running farther down. If she ran and the shooter was still there, she’d still be giving him a few seconds with a clear shot at her back. And she liked her back, wanted to keep it. The clicking of a lock from the other side of the door, made her heart leap. Someone was planning on coming through. 
 
   Tina got ready to kick and run. But, just as she poised to take off, a knock sounded on the far side of the wooden door. A knock that only an American would use, the cadence that usually ended with the other person supplying the final two knocks. Jamey? She gently tapped twice on the door and the doorknob turned. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   “Tina? It’s me, Jamey,” the voice on the other side of the door whispered.
 
   She pushed open the door and grabbed Jamey. “How did you know I was here?”
 
   He pulled away from her crushing embrace and glanced out at the street. “I heard the shots and came over. Then I saw you run, and came in the back door.” He kissed her quickly. “Hmm. You taste good, even in dreams.” His expression became serious. “There’s only one guy out there with unlimited bullets. He’s been firing at me for weeks.” Stroking her face, he smiled, sadly. “I’m glad to see you, but this is so fucking dangerous. You have to go back.” He kissed her again and glanced to the street. “Where is your portal?”
 
   “You’re coming with me. I came here to get you out. You’ve been here for days. Days in the real world. Almost a week.”
 
   He shook his head. “I believe it. I’ve been in this dream, fighting this same guy for well over two months.”
 
   “We have to get you out.”
 
   He glanced at the street, then grabbed her elbow. “Come on, he’s only guarding the portal, we can leave here and talk. He never goes anywhere.”
 
   Tina noticed Jamey didn’t have a weapon. “No gun?”
 
   “Funny thing.” He wasn’t smiling. “There aren’t any. It’s the bad guy’s dream not mine, he’s a jumper, and everything I tried to summon didn’t materialize. I’m surprised you got in.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Try to summon a gun. AK47.” 
 
   She tried to picture it in her hands, Jamey’s hands. When nothing appeared she tried grenades, handguns, anything she could think of that shot bullets, then tried a crossbow, spear, but she wasn’t able to make anything appear.
 
   “It was worth a try.” Jamey led her back through the doorway in to what looked like a very crowded general store. The back door was locked. Jamey smiled as he undid the bolt and opened the door. “Didn’t want him coming in behind me.”
 
   Tina couldn’t help it. She had to kiss him. He looked so sweet, minimizing this potentially fatal situation. For her sake he was trying to make it seem like a game when she knew it was so much more than that. “Wait.” She threw herself into him and planted a big one on his lips. When they came up for air, she spoke. “We’re going to get out of this.” 
 
   His smile was sad as he kissed the tip of her nose and then led her away from the marketplace. They scooted along a lane and over several streets to a building that looked like every other one in this village. Jamey took her upstairs to the second floor, down a hall to a room with a desk and one chair. “Welcome to my life, here in Dreamland,” he said. “When it gets dark we’ll try to get you back to your portal.” He sat on the edge of the desk and motioned for her to come closer. 
 
   She did, fitting between his knees and fastening her arms around his neck. “We can go home. I’m here to help you find a portal.” She kissed him, but sensed his distraction and pulled back to look at him. “How do you know the sniper didn’t follow us here?”
 
   “In the weeks he’s been shooting at me, he never leaves his post, only watches the street where you came in just now. I have traps and signals set up so I’ll know if he leaves the area. He seems to exist right there, without food or water or anything. Like me.”
 
   “You haven’t eaten since you’ve been here?”
 
   Jamey shook his head. “I don’t need to. I’m figuring I’m on an IV in the real world and don’t need to eat.” He kept his eyes on the street through a slit in the window boards. “If anyone comes down the street, a bell will ring up here.” He pointed to a small jingle bell near the window. 
 
   “How did you change back from the other guy, the one I saw in the marketplace?”
 
   “No idea.” He almost smiled. “Something happened after I tried to jump out of the dream. Everyone was gone out of this dream, including the marketplace, and that’s probably when I changed back. I’m thinking the dreamer woke up, like when you woke, and I didn’t get out then either. Then he came back, and now he’s guarding the portal. Maybe my team up top drugged him again and he re-entered the dream state. It’s just a theory. I have lots of time to think down here.” He rubbed her arms with his hands. “How’s Pops?”
 
   “He’s fine. Concerned.”
 
   He stopped rubbing. “He knows I haven’t come out of the dream?”
 
   She nodded. “When I jumped in before, a few days ago.”
 
   “A few weeks ago for me,” he said.
 
   “I was in your bedroom in Carnation, in your bed.”
 
   “Now that is a fantasy I like.” He pulled her in closer. “Can I ask why?”
 
   “I sensed you were in danger that day. I had a premonition that was very strong, and I had to find you. Pops thought it might work if I tried to jump from your room.” She didn’t want to tell Jamey about her father’s death. She’d wait until Jamey was safe and well again. There was plenty of time for talking later. Right now he only needed the basics. “I fell asleep in your bed, but I couldn’t stay in the dream, remember?”
 
   He nodded. “I remember. That was only a few days ago?”
 
   “Three days. I couldn’t get back in.” She thought of something. “Sixth Force must be trying to get you out too.”
 
   “I’m sure they are. I have information for them. Critical intel.”
 
   She nodded. She wouldn’t ask what it was. “Pops left a message for Milton. And now I’m here to get you to my portal. Remember when we jumped out of Noble’s dream on Maui, and I came back through your portal?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “I think that might be the way to leave. Like the dock dream. To join hands with me like before and jump out. Together.” Jamey looked troubled, and Tina shook her head, knowing what he’d say. “Don’t give me that attitude. I’m not leaving without you, Jamey. We’re going to get you out this way. And I don’t care if you think I should leave without you, or anything stupid like that. We’re going together.”
 
   He pulled her in and hugged her tightly. “I want that, but I’m not sure how we’ll both jump when there’s someone with a gun watching the portal all the time. I’m thinking I might distract him long enough for you to jump out, but not both of us.” 
 
   “He never leaves?” 
 
   “I’ve never gotten close enough to see him. I’m assuming it’s the Taliban jumper who almost killed me last time. The guy I was with when you jumped in the first time. But, it might be someone else. Someone the jumper planted before he left. If the dreamer is dead and someone else took over this dream, then that person might be calling the shots.”
 
   “Why doesn’t he just burn this town to the ground then? Ferret you out?”
 
   Jamey shook his head. “I wondered too. Or a flood. No idea. Maybe he isn’t smart enough to figure that out. I only know I can’t get to the portal without him firing at me, and I can’t get to him without him firing at me. He seems to know when I’m coming, like he’s reading my mind.”
 
   “Maybe he won’t know when I’m coming.” Tina was serious. It was worth a try. They had to get to the portal. 
 
   Jamey shook his head. “I don’t want to risk you approaching him. Let’s just plan to get you to the portal while I distract him.” He frowned, and the lines between his eyes reminded her of when he smiled, of happier times when they were on Maui, talking about him coming home for his daughter’s birthday. It seemed like a world ago, another time. 
 
   “How will we get to the portal if he’s always looking?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll create a distraction.” Jamey looked like a plan was formulating in his head, and she waited to see if he revealed what he was thinking. 
 
   Outside the window, the sky turned darker. Tina was surprised at this. “You don’t need sleep?”
 
   He took her hand. “No. Are you tired?” Jamey looked weary, but not sleepy.
 
   “No, but when I went to sleep I was exhausted.”
 
   He stared at her for a few charged seconds, and then a horrified expression clouded his face. “You didn’t jump from Seattle, did you?” Jamey looked like he might’ve figured out her location. She wanted to keep her trip to Afghanistan a secret but had a feeling he already knew.
 
   “No.”
 
   He held her by her shoulders at arm’s length. “Where are you? When you went to sleep, where were you, Tina?” 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she took a run at the explanation. “I needed to get closer to jump. I wasn’t having any luck from America.”
 
   “No.” He looked like he’d seen a ghost.
 
   “I flew to Dubai.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, Tina. Tell me you’re not here.”
 
   “I’m in a very nice hotel near the base.” She wouldn’t look apologetic. She’d done what she needed to do.
 
   Jamey’s jaw twitched as he dropped his hold of her and walked to the far side of the room. “You’re in Kandahar?” He spun around to look at her. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to be in this country?” He crossed the room to her. “Do you know what a ticking time bomb this fucking country actually is? Especially for anyone who doesn’t look like a local, and I’m guessing you’re not wearing a burqa up top.” He stared her down. “We are at war here. White women are like gold to these rapists and murderers. What were you thinking?” 
 
   “I know that. I’m willing to risk that I’ll be safe until someone comes for me tomorrow morning. I got a message, probably from Milton that someone’s coming to the hotel at seven tomorrow morning.”
 
   He looked like he’d just lost her. “But you don’t know, because the message wasn’t signed, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Jamey turned and punched the wall.
 
   “Jamey, no one knew I was checking in to the hotel except Milton and Pops, and a couple of the men on the flight who helped me get into the country, and they didn’t have time to get a message to the front desk because we all walked in together from the shuttle.”
 
   “Please tell me that these men were blond, blue-eyed, Midwestern Americans.” He waited.
 
   “Swedish, American, and Canadian. No one had black hair although they joked about getting some Grecian formula to dye their hair to fit in.” She pled her case. “I haven’t left my room since I checked in.” She tried to make him understand. “For all I know, Jamey, you are lying in some jail cell, unable to wake up, and have been like that for a week. If it was me in a coma, wouldn’t you fly across the world to help me?” She looked in his eyes and waited for him to calm down. “Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re in the Sand Box.” He stared out the window. “That you even got permission to get into this country. That they issued you a visa.”
 
   “I didn’t get a visa. I told them it was a family emergency; that you are dying on the base, and I have to get to you.”
 
   “Did you give anyone my name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where do your parents think you are?
 
   “Afghanistan. I came because you’re in a coma.”
 
   He spun around. “How did you message Milton?”
 
   Tina stood firm. Jamey was mad, that she understood, but she made her decision based on what had to be done. Jamey was probably close to death in a coma. “Pops had his number and left a message that I was coming. And I tried to get a message to him though a distant cousin who’s in the Canadian infantry at some Camp near here, to tell him I can help Freud.”
 
   Jamey shook his head like she’d gotten in way too deep. “Pops won’t get through. Milton changes his number every month. Anyone else know you’re here?”
 
   “Just Pops, Mom, her cousin, the Canadian soldier, the men on the flight, the hotel front desk, and hopefully Milton.”
 
   Jamey hung his head. “I know you have no idea how secret all of this is, and how many oaths and promises I had to take before coming here, but this is a serious breach. Sixth Force would let me die in this dream before compromising the security of the mission.” He looked at her. “They’d try to bring me back, but they’d let me rot before bringing in a civilian to help, someone without clearance.” His voice sounded dead.
 
   Tina’s blood boiled. She’d just flown across the world and into a war zone to try to rescue her boyfriend from a surreal situation, and he was sorry she’d come because it breached some soldier’s code. “I don’t give a flying fuck if Milton is uncomfortable with me knowing you’re stuck in a dream. Don’t you see? I came here for you. I’m not a soldier, bound by a code. I’m a woman in love who saw no other way out of this horrible mess but to come to my man and save his life.” She tried to keep her voice low, just in case. “And I don’t really care if that’s what you want or not, because that’s the type of person I am. My husband died, and there was nothing I could do to prevent that. I didn’t even know what was going on. His best friend shot his brains out in my backyard, and I didn’t even remember because I was so traumatized. And my father died of a heart attack a week ago, and I couldn’t do anything to help him. Now I’m here in the war zone in some cinder block hotel, dream jumping into a nightmare you can’t get out of, offering to help you, and you’re talking about Lieutenant fucking Milton and how mad he’s going to be. I don’t care about the military. Do you hear that? I don’t care. They’ve done very little for you except use your gift and leave you here to die.”
 
   Jamey took a deep breath. He moved to her. “Your father died?” He embraced her. “Oh, Honey. I’m so sorry. For all of it.” He stroked her hair. A moment passed. He took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m lucky to have someone come into this war zone to try to help me. I am. And I’m so sorry about your father. So sorry.”
 
   She had no tears. He was comforting her for something that had been pushed to the back of her heart to allow the immediate problem to take precedence. “We need to get you out, Jamey.”
 
   “I know. We will. I have a plan.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Jamey was pretty sure the sniper was still at his post, but he didn’t want to take any chances. He and Tina had waited until dawn to put the plan in place, sitting on the floor of the room, talking about things that had nothing to do with either her father’s death or what would happen if Jamey couldn’t get out of the dream. She told him she’d met Carrie and he’d winced, asking her how that went. 
 
   “Fine, we liked each other. She has a great admiration for you. Said she’d never seen you so happy, which was very generous considering you were together seven years.”
 
   He agreed. “She thinks I just met you this year and I’d like to keep it that way.”
 
   When he told her the plan and addressed the possibility of her jumping out without him, he’d said to get a message to Milton. “Tell him to wake up Atash.” They probably tried that days ago, but it was worth a shot. 
 
   Tina told him, “No more talk about you getting left behind, okay?” She insisted they proceed like all they had to do was get to the portal. That was something he loved about this woman. She was a survivor, like him, refusing to give up. When they’d been searching for Hank’s body back on Maui, she’d had such tenacity and hope, even though her determination might have worked against her in that circumstance, keeping her from moving on. “If this doesn’t work,” she said, “we can try tomorrow night and just go skipping around the marketplace in the dark, hoping to end up over the portal.”
 
   He tried to smile at her joke but knew they’d either get killed today, or leave the dream. Nothing in between.
 
   The only sounds on that airless morning as they crept along the streets were their quiet footsteps and breathing. Not a bird or a machine humming or a plane flying overhead. Very unlike Kandahar, if that’s where they were. Reaching the market place, Jamey turned to see that Tina was behind him, waiting for the signal to creep silently into position. Everything was in place for the distraction, including the sniper who probably sat watching the marketplace. 
 
   The distraction had to be good enough for the sniper to take his eyes off the dusty street in front of him. It had to be something so interesting, they’d have at least ten seconds to run and jump. Jamey thought they had a chance at this. He’d rigged up a fire that would catch and spread along a line towards the sniper. He’d been stashing stuff he’d found for weeks, thinking he may need supplies. Today, with some rope, gasoline, and a jar of matches, he had hope for the first time, knowing that after he lit the fire, he had to get back to Tina fast enough to run to the portal. 
 
   But as they closed in on the sniper’s position, Jamey didn’t see him. Atash wasn’t where he’d been. Jamey waited and signaled for Tina to stop following. After weeks in the same place, had Atash picked up and moved? Or had Jamey misjudged where the sniper hid? Shit. Looking around, Jamey saw nothing, no one. If he threw a rock in the open square to see if anyone shot at it, the element of a surprise distraction later would be diluted.  
 
   He watched the open area, scanned the buildings. Probably a trap. Motioning for Tina to step in behind him, their backs to a wall, their fronts to a metal dumpster, Jamey pointed and gave her the signal that the sniper was gone. She understood.
 
   They could make a run for the portal and hope to hell that no one fired at them. Tina waited as he thought about what to do. For all they knew, the sniper might be far from here, scouring the streets and buildings of this village, trying to find a man in fatigues. He wouldn’t be looking for this sexy woman beside him in jeans and a T-shirt. Jamey almost smiled to think of how surprised any man would be to see a gorgeous female in this hellish setting. 
 
   Nothing had changed in the street. No bugs, birds, people, no wind, no sand flying around, absolutely nothing. He’d never been in a dream that was so dead. Where was the sniper? This couldn’t be good. If in doubt, he always assumed the worst. 
 
   Jamey’s hand went up, telling Tina to stay put. The fear in her eyes made him whisper, “I’ll be right back.” He gave her a little kiss on the lips and then checked the area before he ran to the next building. No bullets. Whoever was out there might be letting him advance to the hiding spot. Three more sprints to get closer and Jamey wasn’t dead yet. That had to be a small success. He couldn’t see Tina anymore, but hoped she was still hidden and safe.
 
   Suddenly, Tina was running across an open expanse behind him, an M4 in her arms. What the hell? She zigzagged. Man, she was agile. Still no gunfire from the sniper. When she landed against his chest, the look in her eyes told him she was proud to have a gun. She held it up for his approval.
 
   “How did you get that?” he whispered.
 
   “I summoned it.” Tina looked as surprised as Jamey. He tried to imagine one in his hands but nothing appeared. “Give me one.”
 
   Shit. He held an M4, the same as her, full magazine. “I’ll be damned,” he said, gripping the gun. “It must be your dream now. Or something. Let’s not take any stupid chances though.”
 
   “I have no idea how to shoot this thing.” Her eyebrows knit together.
 
   “Whatever you do, don’t point it at me, or yourself. If you see the enemy, just point quickly and pull this.” He pointed to the trigger. “Do you see your portal out there?”
 
   “I think so, just in that lane.”
 
   He looked over to see no other way in but from the front. “Okay,” he whispered. “Let’s get as close as we can under cover of these buildings. When I say, we’ll make a run for it.” For about five seconds they’d be out in the open. “I’ll fire in one direction in a sweeping motion, like this,” he demonstrated, “and you’ll fire as you run. Just don’t shoot us, okay? We’ll grab hands when we get there. Drop the gun.”
 
   She nodded emphatically.
 
   “If either of us gets hit by a bullet, we’ll probably come through the jump with no injuries. So if I get hit and you can pull me quickly to the portal, do it, but if it can’t be done quickly, go ahead without me. You understand.”
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   They skirted the perimeter of the open area, located the general spot in the dirt where Tina’d come in. He nodded at her. “If you lose me, just run and jump.” He wasn’t sure a woman who flew to a war zone to try to save him, would leave him dying in the dirt if it came down to that. “Jump no matter what. You can always come back later.” He hoped it was the truth. “I love you, Tina.”
 
   “Me too.” Her eyes said fear, but the set of her mouth looked determined, like in her heart she was all warrior. 
 
   “1, 2, 3. . .” They took off running as fast as they could towards the scuffmark ahead of them. Three seconds, no shots fired. He saw the scuff. Still no shots. They dropped the guns, grabbed hands, and jumped.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Jamey’s eyes flew open for the first time in almost a week. “She got me out.” He tried to focus. 
 
   “What did you say, Freud? She got you out? Who?”
 
   It was Ranger talking by his head. “I got out, I said.” Jamey’s voice was weak. He blinked and looked around the room. A blur of activity surrounded his bed. Someone put drops in his eyes. The lights were lowered. Murmurs contained words like “Milton” and “Thank God.” When the drops cleared, he took a deep breath. Recognizing members of his team, he stared at them individually. “I said, “I got out.” He stared at Ranger. “I have to go somewhere.” His voice was scratchy from disuse. His throat hurt to swallow. “Water.” 
 
   A nurse held a glass of water to his lips and he took a sip from the straw.
 
   “I need a jeep.” He couldn’t say his girlfriend was at a Kandahar hotel and he had to get over there to make sure she was okay. 
 
   “Welcome back, Freud.” The man they called “Bingo,” who he knew to be an expert in psychic phenomenon, stood over him. “Do you know where you are?”
 
   A doctor checked his eyes with a light.
 
   “Kandahar Base Hospital. May. I’ve been stuck.” He wiggled his toes, clenched his hands and stretched his neck. Lying in the bed for a week had left him stiffer than a corpse. Swinging his feet over the side of the hospital bed, he tried to use the momentum to sit up but then he felt like he was going to pass out. His vision went black and Ranger pushed him to lie back. Someone lifted his legs back in the bed.
 
   “I gotta go somewhere.” Jamey had never felt so weak. 
 
   “Whoa, Cowboy. You’ve been in a coma.” The nurse smiled at him and fit the stethoscope in her ears. “Your legs are probably not going to hold you if you try to stand up.”
 
   Taking a couple deep breaths, he looked for Milton in the group and didn’t see him. “Milton?”
 
   “He’ll be here soon.” The woman he called Professor, part of Sixth Force, stood at the end of his bed. “Lie back for now. You’ve been out for eight days. You can’t stand yet.”
 
   Someone jabbed a needle into his left arm and pushed something through. “What is that?”
 
   “It’ll give you a boost,” the nurse said. “Standard.”
 
   “Save your questions for when Milton gets here,” Bingo said. “He’s been told you’re awake, and I’m sure he’s coming right now.”
 
   Where was Tina? Back at the hotel? Jamey looked at Professor, someone he wasn’t supposed to know personally, but he did. They’d had a heart to heart talk once, almost more. Months ago, they’d stopped in the hall at Sixth Force headquarters and talked about living on the Kandahar base. She was a sympathetic ear. He’d needed human contact. They’d ducked inside his quarters to talk, and considered sleeping together. He was horny, she was pretty, but after some heated kissing, they agreed it would be a terrible idea. She’d probably get reassigned if anyone found out. 
 
   Luckily, she’d left his quarters, her uniform still intact. What Jamey had to say now might be a slap in her face. “Professor.” He called her over to whisper. “My girlfriend is at the AMTEX. She knew I was in a coma and flew here. I need to get over there. Can you help me get a jeep?”  
 
   If the words hurt her feelings, she didn’t show it. “How did she know you were in a coma, Freud? And how do you know where she is? Can you communicate down there?” The crease between her eyebrows deepened. “You’ll need to tell Milton.”
 
   Jamey nodded. “I will, but he’s not here. Can you help me, Professor? She needs to know I woke up.”
 
   The woman in front of him looked torn between helping him and doing the right thing for the team. She shook her head. “You’re too weak to go anywhere.” When he stared into her face, he knew he’d hurt her feelings by asking this favor, taking advantage of their relationship. 
 
   “Tell you what.” She motioned for him to settle back into the bed. “I’ll go over with someone, maybe number three here, and I’ll tell your girlfriend that you’re okay.” 
 
   “Thank you.” That would work. She’d get in trouble for doing that but he appreciated her sense of adventure. And romance. “Her name is Tina Greene. Tell her to go home. I’ll see her soon.” He was seconds from passing out, so he closed his eyes while the nurse covered him with a second blanket. Then the shivers started. 
 
   When Milton walked into the room a few minutes later, accompanied by Professor and guard #3, he whispered with Ranger, then approached Jamey. “Freud.”
 
   “Lieutenant Milton.” Jamey spoke through chattering teeth.
 
   “Welcome back. You’ve had quite a time of it. Were you roaming around somewhere for the last week?”
 
   “Months is more like it. I’ve been stuck down there a long time.”
 
   “How did you get out?” Milton pulled up a chair and sat down.
 
   “It wasn’t easy.” He did not want to mention Tina. Reveal that she jumped him out of the mess. “A week ago, Atash must’ve jumped out, intending to leave me there.” He looked at Milton for affirmation but got a steely look. The nurse gave him another sip of water and he continued. “Did Atash wake up recently?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that just now.”
 
   Jamey knew how this worked, so he continued, “Atash came back and guarded the portal so I couldn’t leave. I hid.” He was interrupted by Milton.
 
   “Can you ID the place where the hostages are held?” 
 
   The mission. Jamey nodded. “I haven’t got an exact address. It’s a house at the edge of Kandahar. Big compound. At the end of a street.” He coughed painfully while Milton shot a look to Professor, and she left the room.
 
   “Atash was gone, not guarding the portal today, and I jumped out.”
 
   Other Forcers on his team had moved in to hear his story. There were six of them besides Guard #3 and Milton. He was always amazed that he actually had a team who monitored what happened in these dreams. As a civilian, he was totally on his own in his dreams, but in the military, his dreams were theirs. To do with what they wanted. Even with his amazing ability and his celebrity status within Sixth Force, no one told him anything they didn’t clear first. 
 
   The person they called Ranger stood beside Milton filming the conversation.
 
   Jamey talked about a cache of mortar and rockets, boxed up and labeled as plumbing parts. He and Atash had delivered the box to the gate of the hostage house. They’d stopped along the way to pick it up. Milton left the room momentarily, and when he came back in with a laptop they were able to look at aerial views. Professor arrived shortly afterwards with a map she spread out on Jamey’s legs.
 
   “You haven’t found the hostages?” Jamey asked.
 
   Milton shook his head.
 
   As he recounted his story of running around a deserted area, he expected that no one would volunteer any information to support or deny his findings. If he was lucky, he’d hear little bits and pieces of what they knew. Questions were expected. Days and days of questions. 
 
   This jump hadn’t been an easy mission. There was no way he’d be home in a few days, even though he hoped to get the final debriefing stage over with as quickly as possible. After they questioned him, they’d do a full workup of his health--testing, MRI’s, then more interrogations. He’d see the shrink at Ramstein and be lucky to be home in three to four weeks, if they were truly finished with him and didn’t need him for another jump. Damn it. Now that he knew Tina still loved him, he wanted out as soon as possible. Hopefully, she’d be on a plane home that day.
 
   “Atash left months ago,” he corrected his statement. “At the beginning of the dream, I mean. When he left, everyone in the dream disappeared. I couldn’t jump out,m so I waited.” Jamey’s throat hurt. He took a sip of water. 
 
   Milton chewed gum, smacking it annoyingly. “When you didn’t wake up with the prisoner, we waited. Then we tried drugs to stimulate you. Then jolting you, the brain scan showed something we’ve never seen before. We tried to send one of the other Forcers in but it didn’t work.” He didn’t look apologetic. “We anaesthetized the dreamer again on the second day, same medication as when you jumped in, then we initiated physical contact with you two, hoping you’d see him jump in and get out through his portal. Nothing happened for days. We woke him up today to try to interrogate him. We were just getting ready to notify your family.” He looked to the other team members who nodded in agreement.
 
   Jamey thought of what Pops would go through if he got a message that his son was lying in a coma on the base here in Kandahar. He shuddered. Then he remembered his burning question. The answer might help him decipher what happened to trap him in the dream. “You said Atash woke up shortly after we jumped in a week ago? Because if he jumped out and meant to leave me there, maybe that was how I got stuck. I couldn’t use my portal.” 
 
   Milton took a deep breath. 
 
   “Did he say anything, like he’d intentionally left me in the dream?” 
 
   “Once we process all of this, we will filter out what information belongs to you, Freud.”
 
   “Just tell me, damn it. I have a right to know why I was stuck in a coma for a week.” 
 
   Milton gave him the look Jamey knew only too well.
 
   Jamey tried another tactic. “Here’s what I think happened. I jumped into this jumper’s dream. I completed the mission. When I tried to jump out, he realized it was me and wouldn’t let me go. He shot at me. I escaped, and when I came back to the area after a few days, he was ready to pick me off. I couldn’t summon jack shit because it wasn’t my dream. I hid for weeks, waiting to wake up because I couldn’t jump out. Then I rigged up a distraction so I could try the portal again and he wasn’t there because you woke him. I got out. No gunfire this time.” He looked at Milton’s stony expression. “Did you wake him up hoping I’d come with him?”
 
   Milton nodded.
 
   “What happens when he falls asleep naturally? Is he transferring information to someone, do you think?”
 
   “That’s not for you to know. The dreamer is our concern, not yours.”
 
   This wasn’t like the real world where everyone owned themselves. This was the army, where the military owned everything until further notice. And if they wanted to keep Atash a secret, they had every right to do so. He belonged to them now. Jamey assumed Atash was somewhere close by. Now that Jamey was awake, Atash would probably be heavily sedated, so he couldn’t dream when he fell asleep.
 
   Milton lifted his chin and hardened his expression. “Now Freud, tell me about this girlfriend over at AMTEX.”
 
   Play it smart. “I messaged her in the dream, tried to pull her in to tell her I was stuck. She’s more than a girlfriend, we’re going to be married.” Milton stared at him without reacting. “She flew here, worried, hoping to see me, and thinking I was dying.” Did this sound right? “I want to get a message to her that I’m all right.” Milton already knew about Tina, probably from Professor, who hadn’t gotten very far with his message before she turned around to accompany Milton back into the room. “She’ll be worried.”
 
   “We need to talk about how you can message someone when you’re in a dream.” His gum chewing got more frantic. “I’ll send someone over, but Freud, you are never to try to message anyone again. Do you hear me?” He looked like he’d rake Jamey over the coals if he wasn’t just out of a coma.
 
   “Yes sir. But, in my defense,” Jamey looked into Milton’s hard eyes, “I can’t control some of that. And, I had a lot of time to think about her while I worried if I’d ever get out of the dream. I was able to send a thought to her that I was stuck.”
 
   Milton’s face was wrinkled in a frown. “She got a message to me, two days ago.”
 
   What?
 
   “She said she could help you. Called you Freud, which indicates that you breached security by telling her your code name. At the very least.”
 
   Jamey was silent.
 
   “You won’t get out of this unscathed, you know. This is highly classified, not only this Force, your name, and what you do with us, but this whole mission. And you are going around messaging your girlfriend?” His face reddened. “On this end we were trying everything possible to wake you. I’ll explain the tactics later, if I see fit to include you in the information. I’m watching what I tell you now, seeing you broke protocol and leaked classified information.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Tina ended up in a dark room, unable to see through the inky blackness. She tried to feel her face but her hands were bound. Then she remembered. She’d been abducted from the AMTEX place. Her shoulder hurt, she had a dirty rag in her mouth, and her hands were tied behind her back. Tied tight enough to hurt. Her feet, too. A pervasive odor, like an outhouse, filled her nostrils.
 
   The last thing she remembered was answering the door at the AMTEX room. The door was pushed in by two soldiers, knocking her over. There was a struggle, her head was covered, and then she was carried to a vehicle. She must have passed out after that. Or was drugged. She’d been covered by what she thought were rolls of carpet and the heaviness made it hard to get a good breath. But she was alive. Had they raped her? She didn’t feel sore. The pillowcase on her head must’ve been replaced by something else that felt like a wad of cloth and maybe duct tape.
 
   Strange music played in the distance. Footsteps scuffed the floor about ten feet away. Panic rose so fierce she had to stop from whimpering through the rag in her mouth. She’d been taken by the Taliban. Even though they’d worn army uniforms, she doubted they were from the Afghani army who worked alongside the American military in Afghanistan. Hoping to avoid a panic attack, Tina thought of Jamey. He would come for her. They’d jumped out together only a few hours earlier, she guessed. By now he was probably in her hotel room figuring out what happened. Thank God for Jamey. She had to hang on until then, try to stay alive. He’ll come for me. He’ll come for me.
 
   Where the hell was she? The floor was cold and hard, like linoleum, which was almost like a gift, given the heat and stuffiness of the room. She laid her cheek against the coolness of the floor and tried to think of ways to calm down. Jamey will come.
 
   But the idea that Jamey thought she might be on a plane home now, couldn’t be buried so fast. He might not know to come for her. This might be the end, unless these guys were using her to bargain for something on the American side. Or someone. Not Jamey. Please don’t let them know about Jamey. She heard a voice in the distance, like there was a door between where she lay and the speaker. Staying very still, she concentrated on breathing. In the last year she’d survived some horrible stuff. Maybe she could get through this as long as they didn’t kill her. If they raped her, she’d lie still and let them. Try to get out alive. If they tortured her, she’d keep thinking of Jamey but not tell them about Sixth Force.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to send a message to Jamey. If he wasn’t at the hotel, he might be in the base hospital or at the jail, thinking she was on her way back to America. Hadn’t he told her to leave when they got out? What if he never came, didn’t know she wasn’t on that plane out of here? If she died at the hands of these men, Tina was still grateful that Jamey had jumped out of the dream with her help. That had been her mission. What she wanted most. To get to Afghanistan, jump into Jamey’s dream, and help him get out. 
 
   Still, she didn’t want to die. After holding Mango in her arms a few days ago, she wanted so badly to have a baby, to experience motherhood, raise a child. She just wanted a chance.
 
   As she lay curled up on the floor, her wrists throbbing, her head fuzzy from whatever had knocked her out, she thought about Jamey on that last jump. She’d felt his hand in hers when they left. He was out there, somewhere. Miles away. Please let him come bursting through that door for her.
 
   Her heart flipped at the thought that these bad guys might know she’s a jumper. Maybe they knew she was jumping in that hotel room, somehow, and came for her. Then something else came to mind. She might still be dreaming. Back on Maui, she’d had a whole day in a dream that hadn’t existed. Maybe she was still asleep. 
 
   She’d gotten up out of her bed in the hotel room, opened the door, but never checked to see if she was actually awake. What if she woke up from this hog-tied imprisonment in another few minutes? It was entirely possible.
 
   Just then, the door opened and a rude interruption of bright light invaded the room. She was not alone on the cold floor. Two men lay perfectly still in opposite ends of the room, only fifteen feet from her, either asleep. Unconscious or dead. Both wore a blindfold, but nothing stuffed into their mouths, not like her.
 
   Something was said in the local language, and one of the men reached down and tugged her to her feet. There was a terrible stench of body odor coming from the two guards, as well as the outhouse smell in the room, and she fought against gagging. Pulling her through the doorway, the men argued back and forth. They took her to a room with a crude wooden table and two metal chairs and shoved her into one of the chairs. The cloth was pulled out of her mouth. It was a dirty rag, covered in something like oil and sand, and she wanted to spit, but didn’t want to insult anyone, just in case. If she could only punch her fist through her stomach to test if she was asleep. 
 
   After about five minutes of sitting in the chair and being watched by her captors, an older man came into the room and smirked at her. He looked to be in his fifties, stocky, with a beard, moustache, dark hair graying at the temples and dark eyes. He wasn’t an ugly person, but mean looking, judging from his cold eyes. He sat in the other chair, and, once settled, cleared his throat.    
 
   “And who are you?” he said in broken English.
 
   Who was he? “My name is Tina Greene,” she said. 
 
   “Why are you in Kandahar, receiving messages from the American military?” His smile was menacing.
 
   Ah, that. “I want to see my boyfriend. He’s stationed here.” She tried to look like that was her only motive. 
 
   “No. No, that’s not the truth.” He smiled at the guards, then looked back at her. “Now, I want you to tell me why you are here.” He leaned forward, his eyes shooting sparks at her, like he’d pull out her fingernails if she wasn’t truthful.
 
   Tina needed to concoct a story that didn’t involve dream jumping or Sixth Force. Or a boyfriend, apparently. “I’m an American journalist. At least I’m trying to break in to political reporting. I wanted to meet the heavy hitters.” She could see that he didn’t know what that meant. “The journalists who are well-respected in America. I want to report on this war, like them.” She tried to look passionate about the opportunity to report. 
 
   He stared at her. 
 
   “I was hoping to interview a general or something, and I tried to contact the base.”
 
   “Where is your camera?” He smirked. Maybe less than before.
 
   She shrugged and tried to play the role of a stupid woman. “If I was given an interview, I’d find a photographer.” She hoped that lie looked better than the one about a girlfriend who wants to see her boyfriend. “I can interview you, if you like. If you have a camera, I can film you. I could get your message back to America.” She sat back casually like she had no idea how important this talk would be.
 
   “You say you are a journalist?” He chuckled. “Why does your driver’s license say you live in Hawaii?”
 
   They had her wallet. Of course. “That’s where I live most of the time. It’s half-way between the Middle-East and America.”
 
   He stared at her for a full minute, licked his lips, and then spoke. “You don’t even live in New York. Stupid woman. Who would give you an interview?” Finally, he rose from the chair. “I will add you to the list.” He snapped his fingers and the two dirty men in jeans and neck scarves grabbed her and shoved her back in the room. She fell to the floor and was left. The guards argued on the other side of the door. Thankfully, they hadn’t put the dirty cloth back in her mouth. 
 
   A whispered voice came from the floor in the corner of the room. “Are you American?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   According to Milton, there was reason to believe that an American woman had been taken out of the hotel room by force. There’d been a witness. The maid working the early shift saw two soldiers carry a woman with her head covered from Tina’s room. The maid didn’t follow or say anything out of fear, then told the front desk and they reported it to the Afghani Army. 
 
   “Looks like someone took your girlfriend, Freud.” Milton didn’t look emotional over this bad news. 
 
   Jamey’s nerve endings sprang to the surface and he tried to sit up. “No!” Jamey said. “I need to go.” If he ever was going to lose it with Sixth Force, it was now. “I want my clothes, and I want a jeep. I’m going to AMTEX to figure out what happened. I have to find her.” He tried to say this as forcefully as possible. 
 
   “Sorry, Freud. You are waiting here until we get a plan.” Milton leaned in, as though he had classified information. “We have reason to believe they took her only because she’s an American, not that she might be important to the military.” He looked directly into Jamey’s eyes, a sign of truth. “There is Intel to support that she was taken to join the hostages, the ones in your mission. They probably think they’ve sweetened the pot with a woman in the mix. We’ll hear shortly. We have to sit tight for another hour to hear if she’s part of the hostage group. Now suppose you tell me exactly who she is and how you contacted her to say you were in danger.”
 
   Jamey sat back and let out a breath he’d been holding for what seemed like weeks. “She has no background in this shit. She’s my fiancée, just a girl from Seattle who loves me. I was thinking about her in there and somehow I pulled her in, or something equally weird a few days ago and told her to tell my father that I was stuck. Not that he’d know what to do,” Jamey added. “I wanted Pops to get a message to you. But, she’s feisty, and after hearing I was stuck in a dream, she must’ve flown all this way, hoping to see me.”
 
   “Why would she send a note to say that she could help you?”
 
   Protecting Tina from the American military was getting harder. “I don’t know, probably to get on the base, knowing her.” 
 
   Milton pulled it from his pocket and read. “Milton:  Coming to help Freud. Contact Pops. Or AMTEX Hotel. Ask for Greene.” 
 
   Son of a bitch! She said she was coming to help like she knew what she was doing. He had to choose his words carefully now to keep them from knowing that Tina was a jumper. If he said that they consistently jumped together, the army would want her too. And they weren’t getting Tina. Not even if she got sucked in by the Do-Something-For-Your-Country sales pitch. “It happened once before. I was dreaming and pulled her in.” He hated lying to Milton, hated having secrets, but he’d hate it more if they recruited Tina for Sixth Force. “This time, she didn’t land, or even come into the dream, but I spoke to her. We had five seconds.” He hoped Atash hadn’t mentioned seeing a woman running around in the dream.
 
   Milton looked skeptical now. “And from that, this woman would fly across the world to help you?”
 
   Jamey nodded and almost smiled. “This one would. She was probably hysterical after hearing I was stuck in the dream and thought if she was here, I might be able to reach her again.”
 
   Milton questioned him for another few minutes. He asked how much Tina knew about Sixth Force.
 
   “Basically nothing,” Jamey said, knowing that Milton would worry she’d give up information if tortured. The thought of anyone hurting Tina made Jamey sick. “She knows it exists, and that I jump, of course.” Jamey had an idea. “I have a hunch about something important about my mission. Look. I need to get to AMTEX, see if I get a feeling. I’ll give up this information if you let me talk to Tina.”
 
   Milton froze. “You’ll tell us regardless, Freud.” He looked like he’d torture it out of Jamey if he had to. “In this division, there are no secrets.” Rarely did Milton ever raise his voice, but Jamey sensed the anger in him now. “Information intentionally kept from us will result in dire consequences, Private Dunn.” He emphasized the last name, and Jamey thought of all the harm Milton could do to his family back in Carnation. A man like Milton might not worry about morals.
 
   Still, Jamey held firm. It was a game of who cracked first. 
 
   Nearly a minute passed, then Milton nodded. “I’ll send someone to AMTEX, but you realize that every time a soldier leaves this base it puts them in grave danger. Last week, insurgents shot at a truck just outside the Bagram gate.”
 
   Jamey waited. Even though AMTEX was just across the road from the airport property, the road between the base and the city of Kandahar was becoming littered with blown up buses and trucks. Every move in this country was risky, but hadn’t he helped save thousands of people, American, Afghani and even British and Canadian soldiers? “I need to go.”
 
   “No. Not yet, anyhow. What’s your hunch?’ Milton sat down in the chair across from Jamey.
 
   “In the middle of the mission, I had a suspicion that Atash knew it was me in the dream even though I looked Afghani. Maybe he wanted me to see the house. I’m not sure, but maybe. There was a moment I thought the gig was up, then I mentioned Mullah Omar and it seemed to turn around. Even so, it might be the wrong place.” 
 
   “If we find the house and send Special Ops over there, and it’s an ambush, we need to be ready.” Milton looked at Jamey strangely, like he was weighing whether or not to tell him something. 
 
   “I need to get over to that hotel where they took her. Now!” Jamey’s nerves were on high alert. Tina had been kidnapped. 
 
   “We have people at AMTEX questioning everyone. We have a Forcer over there doing a reading. Let the experts do their job. You get some strength back before you leave this room.” Milton turned and left. 
 
   Jamey’s guards stood ready to keep him in the bed. 
 
   Ranger spoke. “We’re doing everything possible to find out what happened. You have to trust us, Freud. We’ll take you over once you’ve eaten and are a little stronger.”
 
   He had to get over there. Fuck! Where were his clothes? No one could tune into Tina like him. He needed to get to AMTEX, see if he could pull up any new information. What other Forcer could do a better job?
 
   A meal arrived. Knowing that leaving the room depended on his well-being, he ate quickly and then asked for his clothes. When he was brought his BDU’s, Jamey was helped to the shower room. Looking in the mirror he saw he had a week’s worth of facial hair. He’d been lying in that damned bed for over a week.
 
   Once clothed, Jamey sat on the edge of his hospital bed and waited for someone to come talk to him about Tina. He’d only wait so long before he burst out the door and went looking for her himself. Thing was, he needed a jeep and that would involve permission. Maybe paperwork to leave the base.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Milton walked in the room and nodded at Jamey. “Come on,” he said.
 
   Jamey’s legs were shaky but worked well enough to get him in a wheelchair. Guard #1 pushed the contraption, following Milton out of the hospital, and helped load Jamey into a waiting truck. They drove across the base to a crudely constructed building at the edge of the base perimeter. Every month, new buildings were erected, indicating the American commitment to this war. Tents were being replaced by walls and roofs. The base looked more like a town than a refugee camp.
 
   Inside a guarded conference room, eight people sat around a long table. Jamey recognized several Forcers, no one from his team, along with people Jamey had never seen before. He sat down and searched the faces of the people around the table. 
 
   When the last person arrived, Milton began. “We have reason to believe that an American woman, we’ll call her Sitting Duck, was taken from AMTEX three hours ago and moved to the compound where they’re holding the hostages. We think she may become part of the negotiations between the Taliban and the American Government to release these prisoners held in Guantanamo Bay for their part in nine eleven.” The lights dimmed and a photo of two Taliban men were projected on the wall. “These are the men we believe took Sitting Duck. Dressed as Afghani Army, they gained entrance to her room at AMTEX, probably drugged her and drove away in a truck, through the gate of the hotel. From there we believe they might have taken her to join these two hostages.” Headshots of two American men appeared on the wall.
 
   Next a photo of Tina flashed on the screen. It was grainy and she wore sunglasses, but somehow Milton had obtained a photo of her on the beach in Maui. “This is the female hostage taken from AMTEX. Sitting Duck.”
 
   Several people nodded, no one took notes. This was classified information. Jamey’s heart beat hard against his ribs, but his fear for Tina leveled out slightly knowing she’d become a priority. She’d be used to bargain for Taliban prisoners. Not that the U. S. government would trade her for someone imprisoned at Gitmo, but as long as the insurgents thought there was still hope of trading, they wouldn’t kill her. What else they might do to her was unthinkable. If he had to, Jamey would offer up himself to get Tina back to safety. But he couldn’t tell anyone that.
 
   “The Commander in Chief has been alerted,” Milton said. “We’re awaiting further instructions. Problem is, we have no firm Intel as to the location of the hostages. Just a crude description that may or may not be correct. We are drawing upon any clues to find anything to help us with this location.” 
 
   Jamey’s heart sank. They had no idea. Just his description, and that might be a red herring. He needed to try to dream jump with her, as crazy as that sounded. He needed to get to somewhere quiet and see if she responded. 
 
   Milton looked at several of the soldiers seated around the table. Were they like him, the talent? One man with a full beard and a hat pulled past his eyebrows nodded. When Jamey looked down to the man’s hands, saw that he was holding a toothbrush. Was he fingering Tina’s toothbrush, taken from the hotel room? It seemed like an invasion of her privacy, but then he remembered that she was being held hostage by some of the most volatile, dangerous people in the world. They were people who’d been known to kill for no reason, even when it would suit them to spare the prisoner, people who acted on impulse and emotion.
 
   “I need privacy, see if I get anything,” he said to Milton as he stood from the table. 
 
   Milton nodded once.
 
   “Excuse me.” Jamey turned. Where could he go to dream jump? A bathroom? Before he left the room, he spoke emphatically to Milton. “I need a car. I’m going over to her hotel room.” 
 
   Two guards followed Jamey down the narrow hall to a door. When he knocked, and looked in, he saw an empty office. No window. Fatal funnel. He couldn’t help but think of escape routes when his mind was hell-bent on getting Tina out. He sat in a chair and closed his eyes. The last time he saw Tina, they were holding hands, running to the portal. She’d held her rifle like a real pro, ran like a warrior, and he loved her more than he ever thought possible.
 
   After ten minutes of trying to jump into Tina’s thoughts, or dreams, he hadn’t found anything. His request to leave the base was granted, and with several guards and team members, they drove out the gate and across the street to the hotel where Tina was last seen. 
 
   Walking in to her room, Jamey felt the fear that Tina encountered as she was taken. Her backpack was open at the side of the bed. No wallet. No clothes. A brush, a clean T-shirt, and her passport remained. The covers on the bed were pulled back, like she’d been woken from her sleep to answer the door. They hadn’t broken in and taken her from the bed. 
 
   Why the hell did she open the hotel room door without checking the peep hole?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
   All indicators showed that Tina had no intention of staying long, unless the Taliban had taken her luggage, which was highly unlikely. It made Jamey’s heart drop to see she’d only brought a half-full day pack—the same one she used on Maui to carry her wallet and Obi’s treats. 
 
   The pillow smelled like her. If he was ever going to find her through dreams, he’d have the best chance in this bed. Her essence flooded his senses as he sat on the side of the bed. When he opened his eyes, the others were watching him.
 
   “I’m going to try to jump,” he told Ranger. “Leave me alone for a few.” 
 
   The short, muscular soldier glanced to the room’s window.
 
   “I’m not going to head out the window and go looking for her on my own,” Jamey said. “Cross my heart and I’d probably die.”
 
   Ranger stared at him. He probably had orders from Milton to not let Jamey out of his sight.
 
   “Okay, stay in here,” Jamey said. “I’ll see if this works. It might take a while.” He was used to people watching him jump, not that there was anything to see. On a jump his body probably looked like a guy who was sleeping. Ranger and everyone else on the team had seen more than they ever needed of him sleeping over the last week.
 
   The guy they called Sweep sat down in the room’s only chair, by the desk, and Ranger leaned against the wall. The guards stood outside the door. Jamey could feel that one of them was bored and couldn’t wait to end his shift and go back to his barracks and watch TV.
 
   Sitting on the bed, Jamey thought about Tina. What kind of woman flies across the world to try to get her boyfriend out of a sticky situation, knowing she could die in the process? She must’ve known this was a nasty zone of crazy shit and that she might not make it out alive. He leaned over and took the T-shirt from inside the backpack. It didn’t have a strong sense of her. It looked clean or new. He took the pillow and held it in his lap, closing his eyes. Breathing slowly, he concentrated on pulling out the information. What was going on in the room just before she was taken? Tina… 
 
   Soon, an emotion came to him. Tina was determined to save Jamey. He tried to get more details. He imagined himself standing with wide-open arms, head tilted back, waiting for a revelation. Was it a knock on the door that alerted her or did they use a key? Nothing came. Attempting to put information in his path, like imagining her going to the door, didn’t bring him anything except a sense of her love for him.
 
   When he gave up and opened his eyes, there was a faint recollection that Tina had gone to the door willingly, happy to know that Jamey was back from the dream. “No,” he whispered out loud. She’d thought he was at the door. She’d opened the hotel room door thinking when he and Tina jumped back from the dream, he’d landed somewhere in the hotel. Tina had opened the door thinking it was him. Shit. 
 
   He walked to the door and put his hand on the doorknob leading into the room. The insurgents had been excited to get another American. They thought she was valuable. The only hope for Tina and the others to be freed was if they found the house. If they could figure out where the hostages were being held, they’d send in Delta Force. 
 
    
 
   According to what he knew, the insurgents used houses in southwest Kandahar or they headed for the caves in mountains bordering Pakistan. He doubted these guys would have gone to the caves in this instance. They’d need the hostages close by for the exchange, and the mountains were hours away by truck.
 
   Jamey looked over at Sweep and Ranger. “Give me some privacy. I just got something. Ranger and Sweep stared at him suspiciously. “Give me a minute here, just in case I couldn’t get anything because you goons were looking at me.”
 
   They left the room.
 
   Jamey lay back on Tina’s bed, closed his eyes and let his breathing slow down. In and out, in and out. He imagined Tina and her breathing, her smell, her taste. Her kiss. The feel of her body in his arms. They’d been so happy on Maui. In the weeks before he left Maui for Carnation, they couldn’t get enough of each other. She’d hardly been able to go to work for wanting more of him, she’d said. Twice, she’d turned around on her way to work and came back to lure him back to bed. They laughed that they were always horny. Couldn’t keep their hands off each other. 
 
   He’d been lying with Tina after making love when she opened up about Hank. 
 
   “I loved him. I did,” she said, like she was convincing herself. “It was different than what I have with you, Jamey, but it was love.” She’d looked at him so sweetly. “Do you believe that you can love different people romantically?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “With you, it’s like I’ve come home. Like I’ve found the person who was made for me, the man I can love the very best, the longest and the strongest.” Making love that night had been slow, sweet and almost sad for all the others they’d tried to love like this over the years. They hadn’t talked marriage or kids yet, but they both knew that was the next big conversation.
 
   Until the letter and their break up.
 
   As he lay in the AMTEX hotel bed, thinking about her this way, Jamey felt himself fall into a dark tunnel. The familiarity of being sucked back was a victory. He hoped he wasn’t destined for the deserted dream village he’d just come from, but if going back got Tina out and safe, he’d do it.
 
   Instead, he landed in a field of waist-deep dry grass. In the distance he saw Tina running towards him from a stand of trees, wearing the same jeans and T-shirt from the last dream. She’d arrived before him. He watched her. There was nothing frivolous or fun about her movements and when he realized that she looked frantic, he started running too. When they met, she crashed into his chest. “I’m in a house with two other Americans. Men.” She was panting, gasping for breath.
 
   “They’re reporters,” he said. “What does the house look like?” Was it the same one Atash took him to?
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know. They drugged me, I woke up inside, maybe two stories. I saw stairs leading up. The house is maybe 2200 square feet, maybe, judging from the kitchen’s size.” Her eyes looked haunted. “A clock or something chimes at sunset. Twelve times,” she said. “Dogs barking outside. There’s two young guys, led by a man who is older, bearded, kind of squatty, with a tattoo marking on his left inside wrist, the sign of two circles meshing. He has a broken tooth, right front, and a huge crease between his eyebrows.” 
 
   “How long did it take to get to the house?” He held her shoulders.
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “Do you think you’re in Kandahar?” 
 
   “I think so. I heard one of the guards say Kandahar in front of me.” She shrugged. 
 
   “What else? Have they hurt you?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I’m lying on a cold floor in a dark room, but no. I’m not hurt. I told them I’m doing a story on Afghanistan. They have my wallet.” She shook her head. “Not sure they believe me.” Her eyes were frantic. “Um, they have machine guns, looks like our M4’s. They play the radio constantly. We’re in a dark room off a kitchen with a wooden table and four chairs, nothing more. Oh and there is a woman who cooks. Wears a black burqa, covering her face. She’s maybe thirty-five, kind eyes, shy.” Tina looked surprised and reached for his hand. “Oh no. I’m going now.”
 
   “See if you can find out more. There’s a negotiation with the Taliban for you three now. We’re looking for the house.” He held her tightly. “Keep trying to reach me this way.” Jamey could feel her dissolving. “I love you, Tina. We’re coming for you. Don’t give up.”
 
   She smiled at him and was gone. Jamey stood in the grass staring at nothing where Tina had been.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
   “Are you American?” a voice said from the blackness of the room.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Do they know we’ve been taken?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   A knock sounded on the door and nothing more was said. Tina closed her eyes, waiting. Then she was pulled out of reality to a field where Jamey waited. She ran for him. Within two minutes she was gone from Jamey’s arms, lying on the floor again in the hostage room. These men were reporters. Knowing there was a negotiation going on changed her state of mind. The room smelled of urine and bodily waste, in contrast to the field in the dream. Were the reporters let out for bathroom breaks? She’d been there about twelve hours and had to pee. The men hadn’t left the room in all that time. If they were all lying, hog-tied on the floor, probably there were no bathroom breaks. She might eventually have to pee her pants. 
 
   “Are you reporters?” she whispered. 
 
   “Yes. Do you know what’s happening?” The man spoke so quietly she could barely make out what he said. 
 
   “You’re on some list. Maybe a hostage list. The American military knows you’ve been captured. The Taliban are trying to negotiate.”
 
   The door opened and a crazed looking man entered the room with his automatic rifle pointed at her. He said something in a foreign language, shouting like he might mean for them to stop talking, although how he heard anything with the loud music on the radio outside the door was beyond comprehension. The light allowed her to look around the room. It was large, with an old couch, chair and table with a TV at one end, like they’d been pushed back to accommodate prisoners. A body lay in each corner of the room at the far end. Two men. Dressed in jeans and street clothes. Why hadn’t they blindfolded her? Little did they know she’d just been in a dream, leaking information about them.
 
   The guard moved towards the corner and kicked one of the men in the back. A muffled grunt came from the prisoner. Then the guard looked over at her. He walked closer. She didn’t look up. She watched out slitted eyes. He was near enough to see dirt on his boots. She braced herself for a kick in her stomach. His boot was beside her abdomen. The guard crouched, said something to her and nudged her hip with his gun. She froze. Then he nudged his gun between her thighs and she flinched. All she could think about was that this could be it. The end. Or worse.
 
   Another man appeared in the doorway and yelled something, like he disapproved of the guard being inside the room. They left and the door closed with both insurgents on the opposite side. Tina let out the breath she was holding. She considered inching over to one of the other prisoners to talk but she didn’t want to take the chance of making the guard angry if he came in again. At this point, she hoped and prayed that Jamey and the military were closer to finding this place.
 
   She dozed in and out of sleep that night, unable to stay awake, until the door opened and a woman was let in to feed them a crust of bread. They each got one and a few sips of rusty tasting water. Then the woman exited the room, leaving the older man with the chipped tooth staring down at her. “I want to take a photo of you, female reporter. A woman will create more concern with American infidels.” 
 
   The guard pulled her up but she couldn’t stand, her legs being hog-tied. He ordered the guard to cut the line that connected her wrists to her feet in the back. On command, she hopped out the door awkwardly. It was daytime, the hot sun streaming in through a window. Apparently her hopping wasn’t fast enough because the older man ordered a second guard to pick her up and place her against the far wall where someone had written “Americans Die” in crude red letters. 
 
   As she was carried across the room, Tina thought about the Wheelchair Mamas and how strong each of those women had been to carry on without the use of their legs. Some only had movement from the neck up. They’d continued, regardless of the nasty blow life had dealt them. They’d learned to scuba dive, laughed afterwards with their family. Life went on for them after their life-changing accidents. Tina had to stay strong. Get through this. Next year, when they came back to Maui, she’d tell them how they helped her get through a nightmare. 
 
   Passing the window, Tina managed to see the very top of a Mosque, gold and shiny--beside that, a stark white building with a red clay roof. A mountain range loomed in the background. If she saw Jamey in another dream she would tell him they were less than five hundred feet from a mosque, although she imagined there were many of these in Kandahar. 
 
   Shoved up against the wall, Tina tried to stand upright, knowing that her mother might see these pictures if this hit the media. When she smiled, they shouted at her angrily, so she put on her best emotionless face. Although she knew that the United States government did not trade hostages for prisoners, she believed in Jamey and his ability to find her. They had a special weapon that no one else had. Dream Jumping. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey had information now. Not a lot, but it just might be enough to find Tina. The group left AMTEX VILLAGE and took off for the base. Jamey so tired, he nodded off on the short ride. 
 
   Gathered around the table back in the conference room, they poured over maps. Satellite photos zeroed in on neighborhoods and Jamey strained to find something familiar from his dream with Atash. Maybe, just maybe, Jamey’s description of the house, combined with Tina’s information would lead them to something.
 
   When he finally recognized something in the satellite photos, he showed Milton. 
 
   “You sure.”
 
   “No, not at all.” Kandahar was a big city, full of side streets and houses that all looked alike. “Take me over to AMTEX,” he told Milton.
 
   Once inside Tina’s guarded room, he lay down on the bed with her backpack in his arms. Thoughts of Tina running along the Afghani streets in the dream, walking the beach on Maui, the two of them kissing in his bed in Carnation, eventually took him into a dream. 
 
   He stood on the bank of the Tolt River in Carnation, watching the black water run swiftly. When leaves rustled behind him, Jamey spun around to see Tina approaching like she’d just landed. She looked frightened and tired. He wanted to hug her, but they might not have much time and he didn’t want to risk losing her or missing any important information. “We’re looking for the house.”
 
   “There’s a grouping of white buildings with red clay roofs next door.” She crouched, grabbed a twig, and drew in the dirt at their feet. “This is what it looks like. I have to draw fast. I could be woken at any time.” She explained the proximity of the beautiful Mosque and the mountains.
 
   “Are they torturing you?”
 
   “No. They still think I’m a reporter. I was just fed a bread crust by the woman. Are we being used to trade for prisoners?”
 
   “Your captors are hoping. We ID’ed the main guy with the chipped tooth. We have Delta Force and the Seals with us, once we zero in on the house.” He looked at her crude drawing, remembering another time when she’d unsuccessfully drawn a dive spot off Maui. Back when their biggest problem was finding a body.
 
   “This is how far away the Mosque is and where the buildings are. When they took me out of the room for a photo, I happened to see out the window.”
 
   “Good girl. Anything else?”
 
   “Very little, but the bell that sounds at sunset is like chimes, not a metal bell.”
 
   “Good. I wish I could come back with you and kill the bastards.” They stood and she moved into his arms. 
 
   “I love you, big guy, and if this mission fails, just know that I died happy. Take Obi for me too, will you? Tell Mom I love her.”
 
   Jamey pulled back and looked into her big brown eyes. “It won’t fail. Trust me. We’re close.” Knowing that it made little difference if he woke up quickly to relay the information, he took the time to kiss her. Tenderly, sweetly. She smelled like Tina. All woman. When they pulled back he rested his forehead on hers. “Just stay quiet, don’t do anything to antagonize them, and don’t tell the others that help is on the way. If they question you, look like you’ve lost all hope, okay?”
 
   She kissed him again and then she was gone, yanked out of the dream. Faster than before, like the final second in the sinking of a ship. One moment they were kissing, the next, she was gone. He tried to jump with her, but nothing happened.
 
   He woke, opened his eyes. This dream jumping worked well with Tina. Hot Damn. Sitting up in the hotel bed, he looked over to Milton, who was watching from the desk. Jamey nodded. “Contact.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The woman in the burqa, who’d earlier brought the bread to Tina, came into the room again. She looked frightened of the guard, almost slave-like. Only her eyes were visible through her burqa. When they locked on Tina’s eyes, the woman gave a little motion for her to get up. It was a difficult task to get off the floor with her hands tied behind her waist and her feet bound, but she managed to get to her knees. The guard moved in to cut the ties around her feet. She was still bound at her knees and connected to the ties at her wrists but was able to shuffle now. She followed the woman, hoping that the participation of an Afghani woman added something more humane to this horrific situation. Probably not, judging from the look of terror in the woman’s eyes. 
 
   It turned out they were allowing Tina to go to the bathroom, if you could call a hole in the floor a bathroom. The Afghani woman pulled Tina’s jeans and underwear down, and then motioned for her to squat over the hole, turning away after she did so,. Tina wanted to cry over this nicety. It was foolish to give so much credibility to emptying her bladder when she might be dead any minute, but it felt good to finally pee. The woman pulled Tina’s pants up, avoiding eye contact, and then handed the prisoner over to the guard at the door. Tina nodded at her, hoping to convey that she didn’t blame her for what was happening. 
 
   As the guard shoved her back to the floor in her room, she silently hoped that when Special Ops arrived, the woman wouldn’t be killed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Every hour that passed was an opportunity for Tina’s safety to be severely compromised. When Jamey drew the house/Mosque/roof configuration on a piece of paper on the boardroom table, they hit the jackpot. The experts found the house within the hour. The mission was called Operation Sitting Duck, named after Tina’s code name.
 
    Jamey was told that he wouldn’t be allowed to participate in the rescue mission, even though he’d relayed the information that led them to the house. This was a big-time Special Ops rescue, only for trained members of the finest extraction units in the world--Delta Force and the Navy Seals. 
 
   Tonight the Navy and Army would work together to extract the reporters and Tina. Using both forces was something that hadn’t happened much. Usually there was a competitive edge to each group but recently they’d been put under one umbrella and were discovering that Delta Force and SEALs complimented each other’s strengths. 
 
   All efforts to jump to Tina had been vetoed now that they’d located the compound. Jamey didn’t even try. After a four-hour nap, he woke to find a tentative plan in place. They needed him to go in the Hummer, verify the house, see what he could pick up from driving by. The Mosque, white buildings, red clay roofs, remote location, were all there, and when he felt Tina’s presence in the house, Milton radioed they had final verification. It was the same house he’d come to with Atash, basically. The neighborhood looked different but the gate, the size of the compound was similar. 
 
   The Sixth Force team stationed themselves a few blocks away in the back of a deserted house, while Delta Force and the SEALS prepared for the night mission back at the Kandahar base. Once darkness set in, Operation Sitting Duck would be underway.
 
   Details were kept top secret, but Jamey knew a few things. In the dead of night, a group of them would fast rope in from Apache helicopters, infiltrate the compound, grab the prisoners and get out. They’d probably shoot everyone in the house, unless there were children and women. Jamey had mentioned there might be one woman, an Afghani in a burqa, who’d helped Tina. Once the soldiers got the three hostages to the roof, they’d be hoisted to the Apaches and they’d take off. They had seven minutes from arrival to departure.
 
   In one respect, it was a strangely detached frustration to not be in on the rescue but Jamey had to remind himself that he was only a superhero in dreams, not in real life. He couldn’t actually leap off buildings and run at hyper-speed. That left him back at the neighborhood safe house, waiting to hear how the rescue went. His team waited with him, connected to Delta Force and the SEALs through Milton’s headset. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tina sat with her back to the wall, trying not to think about her thirst and hunger. She was imagining Millie’s pot roast when something bumped outside the door. The radio that played continuous Afghani music continued to pump out noise as she strained, listening for abnormalities. Something heavy fell on the floor outside the door and she held her breath. Her nerves were on high alert as she stared through the blackness at where she thought the door was located. Then another bump, a yell cut short, and the door burst open. Squinting at the blinding light, she saw a gun come around the corner, the leg that came with the gun was dressed in good boots and cammo pants like the American Army used and Tina knew the heroes had arrived. 
 
   She spoke. “Light switch on the left. Only us three in here, three Americans. I’m Tina. Swear to God, it’s just us.” The prisoners on the floor were blindfolded, but would wonder what was going on. Four soldiers rushed into the room with red flashlights and headlamps. 
 
   “Delta Force here to rescue you, ma’am.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “I think the guys are injured, so be careful with them. I’m fine.” 
 
   Her ties were cut, and the next thing she knew one of the soldiers had grabbed her, slung her over his shoulder and she was taken from the room. “Don’t shoot the woman in the burqa. She helped me,” Tina said, as they bumped through the room. All she saw from her position was her rescuer’s backside and legs as they hurried through the house, up a set of stairs and burst through a door to the roof. The helicopter noise was louder now but still surprisingly quiet. She was set on her feet but clung to the soldier’s arm. Her legs were too weak to stand.
 
   “You okay, ma’am?” 
 
   “Never better,” she said. “Thank you.”
 
   Several badass-looking black helicopters hovered over the house and spotlights illuminated the rooftop. The soldiers barked orders to each other, one guy even had a thick, deep Southern drawl.
 
    A rope dangled from the chopper and she was quickly clipped into the harness. “Thank you,” she said again to the soldier just before he turned to assist the others. The look of dedication and determination in the soldier’s face made an emotional gasp catch in her throat and she said a little prayer to protect these guys. If she was shot down in this helicopter, Tina wanted him to know that she’d been grateful. “You guys rock. Thank you so much.”
 
   Then, she felt a tug and was hoisted up to the helicopter. Hanging on tight to the strap, Tina watched the house below grow smaller. From her precarious vantage point, she noticed snipers stationed along the edge of the roof, the other prisoners being clipped in to harnesses, and soldiers scrambling around on the roof. 
 
   One of the other hostages was below her on a separate line. It didn’t seem fair that she’d gone first when the other hostages had been there longer and endured more. Soon she was at the open door of the hovering helicopter, letting the soldier pull her inside. She gave the thumbs up sign and smiled weakly. A soldier pointed to the corner and she slid over to get out of the way. Looking around for Jamey, she soon saw he wasn’t here. Tears came to her eyes. She’d thought Jamey would be waiting for her in the helicopter. But he wasn’t a SEAL or whoever these guys were. He’d be waiting somewhere safe, wringing his hands.
 
   In less than a minute, three prisoners were inside, the word was given to go, and they took off into the Afghani night sky.
 
   One of the uniformed men handed her a blanket and she wrapped it around her body. The evening was warm and she‘d been sweating for thirty-six hours, but when the shivering started, she was thankful for the blanket. 
 
   As they flew, she hoped her mother never heard about any of this. What was next? Landing at Kandahar? I’ll finally get on the base. Would she be reprimanded by the military for coming to Afghanistan and causing this rescue mission? She realized that it was because of her that they all got out. She’d aided the rescue of the other two hostages by getting clues to Jamey. At least she hoped the military saw it that way. 
 
   The two other prisoners sat across from her, and she smiled woefully when she caught one man’s eyes. They looked much worse than her, having been there longer and beaten. One man had a black eye and cuts along his face. The other clutched his middle with an arm that was bent the wrong way, but both of them grimaced gratefully.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Helicopters thrummed overhead as they moved north to the base. 
 
   “Sitting Duck is in flight. Repeat, all ducks are flying.” 
 
   The words coming through the radio were like music to Jamey’s ears. Sweet music. Tina was safe. The hostages were on the way to the base. Jamey looked over to Ranger and nodded. The team scooted out the back door of the building and into a waiting truck, then took off for Kandahar Air Field. Jamey had been close by in case his talent was needed but looked like the Force and the Seals didn’t need him.  
 
   He closed his eyes as they bumped along the poorly maintained Kandahar roads and willed a message to Tina that he was on his way. He had no idea if it worked. The truck wound through the city streets heading north and onto the highway that led to the Air Field. Unless someone was stupid enough to shoot at a group of Apaches, or launch a missile, Tina was safe inside that thing. He let out a long sigh. Almost there. There’d be days of interrogations, but Tina was now in the hands of the American military. 
 
   Next he’d have to keep Milton from finding out that Tina was a jumper. Now that his superior officer knew Jamey could message Tina, she’d look extremely interesting to the Force. But receiving messages and initiating dream jumps were very different, and Jamey would not let the space between those two skills close. The military must never find out she was a jumper.
 
    
 
   Walking into the high-security building on the base, Jamey could feel that Tina was close. Even if Ranger hadn’t already promised to take him directly to her, Jamey knew she was in the building. He hoped they’d have a few private minutes before the interrogations began. There’d be hours of questions about what she was doing in Afghanistan, how many times had Freud pulled her into jumps, and the logistics of what had just happened. He had to brief Tina on what not to say before Milton got to her. If he got to talk to her first, that would be a huge oversight on Milton’s part. 
 
   Milton had known that Tina and Jamey had been communicating psychically through dreams since she arrived two days earlier. Jamey didn’t think she’d ever had direct contact with Milton, except for that note about being at AMTEX, so he hoped that very little was known about Tina, aside from what the military could pull up. 
 
   Jamey waited for clearance and then was taken down a long hall to a door with a window in it. A woman in a burqa sat at a conference table, talking to two interrogators with a tape recorder between them. Jamey wore his disguise too—the wig, beard and teeth. Staying incognito was imperative to his future and he was glad to see Tina was disguised. Even through the burqa’s fabric, he’d know her anywhere by her posture, the way her hand held up her chin. This was the woman who’d flown across the world for him. As he waited for the door to be opened, he remembered that he hadn’t seen the real Tina for weeks. 
 
   When she turned and looked through the window, she popped out of her chair and he could tell from her eyes that she was smiling under the veil. The door was buzzed open and he threw his arms around her and hugged her so tightly he had to remind himself to go easy. Removing the fake teeth, he then pulled his beard under his chin, moved her veil aside, and kissed her hair, her neck, her face, and, eventually, her mouth. Tears covered her cheeks. “Oh, my God, Tina. You’re safe.”
 
   “We’ll leave you two alone,” one of the soldiers said, and the two men slipped out of the room. 
 
   Jamey couldn’t believe he was holding Tina in his arms. She was safe, and whole, and they were together again. Not just in dreams. The last time he’d spoken to her had been after making love in his bed in Carnation. Before the dream about the letter.
 
   “Jamey!” she sobbed against his shoulder. She drew away to look at his face. “Jamey, you’re safe.”
 
   He held her at arm’s length and scanned her, looking up and down. “Did they hurt you?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. They didn’t. I wasn’t tortured or anything worse. They hadn’t gotten around to that. They didn’t hurt me. But I’m hungry.”
 
   “Tina.” He pulled her to him and kissed the side of her head. “You were lucky.” The relief flowed through him like a drug. “Oh, my God, Tina. We were so lucky to get you back. You didn’t eat yet?”
 
   “No. Am I allowed to leave here?”
 
   “Nope. We’ll order in.” He turned and stuck his head out the door. “Why didn’t you get her food? What’s the matter with you fuckheads? She hasn’t eaten in two days.” He turned back to Tina. “Pardon my French but they should’ve fed you.” He kissed her again and held her against his chest. “We have to keep your presence quiet on the base. I’m sure you were told that when they gave you this burqa. The other hostages have been told to forget they ever saw you. They’re journalists and were probably told you’re with Delta Force or something so they won’t write about you.” He swept her soft hair from her face with his hand. “There’s no way to explain this mission, and we don’t want you, or me, or anyone else on Sixth Force in the media. But, you’ve become our hero, saving the reporters and yourself. Top secret and undercover that is, but a hero.” He nodded at the door. “What did those two ask?”
 
   “About the house and what I might have overheard, which was a whole lot of nothing.” 
 
   He nodded and lifted up the skirt of her burqa, like he was going to look under. “I like your disguise.”
 
   She pulled it down and glanced at the window in the door. No one there. “My clothes were bloody. Not my blood, but dirty and bloody. Do you know if they killed the woman in the house last night? The one who helped me?”
 
   He shook his head. “They didn’t.” 
 
   Tina closed her eyes and nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   He moved in to whisper into her ear. “This room could be bugged. Milton will be here soon.” He stroked her face and kissed her. “I have to pat you down, Darlin’. Are you okay with that?” 
 
   She grinned. “Really?”
 
   “No kidding. What are you wearing under that thing?” 
 
   “Some woman found me Army pants and I had a clean T-shirt in my backpack.”
 
   “Let me check your pockets. They might have planted a bug,” he whispered as he lifted up her robe.
 
   Once satisfied she wasn’t wired, he spoke softly against her ear. “That was fun, but we need to get our stories straight. Ready?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I pulled you into two separate dreams twice. I got you in to my Kandahar dream and you saw I was stuck, but I couldn’t leave with you. You thought about the other snowstorm dream where I couldn’t leave and things added up. In the snowstorm dream you came back in to help me jump out, so when this Kandahar dream kept me, you thought it would work again. You got on a plane to Afghanistan. Once you were closer to the base, I was able to pull you in to the dream, Atash disappeared, and when we tried to jump out where you came in, we woke up. The rest is as you know it. You woke up at AMTEX, the insurgents came and took you. We connected psychically twice while you were in the Taliban house and you gave me information.”
 
   Tina nodded.
 
   “The only thing I don’t want Milton to know is that you can jump without me. Got it?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Or that you’re an intelligent human being.” He kissed her nose. “You can plead the fifth on anything you like. You’re not enlisted. Above all, and I’m not really worried about you doing this, don’t brag about dream jumping.” 
 
   Her eyes widened. “I would never do that,” she mouthed to him, then moved in to whisper. “But you know what? For once I’m appreciative that I have this ability. Without me, Big Guy, you might still be stuck in that dream.” She kissed his lips lightly.
 
   “I’ll show my appreciation later. Right now we need to leave as soon as they’re done.” He grinned for the first time in days and secured her veil and his beard.
 
   The door opened and Guard #3 spoke. “You’re both invited for breakfast with the lieutenant.”
 
   Jamey nodded to Tina and they headed out the door. This was it. Tina needed to play as dumb as an MBA graduate could. 
 
   Milton wasn’t there, but breakfast was. Pancakes, bacon, bagels, coffee, fried eggs, and orange juice was set up on a table, and Tina dug in as soon as she saw the food. After heaping her plate with pancakes and eggs, she chewed on a piece of bacon and poured a cup of coffee. Jamey watched her.
 
   “Come on, eat,” she said to his smiling face.
 
   “I will. I’m watching you and thanking the powers that be that they didn’t hurt you.”
 
   “I was tied up tight,” she looked at her bruised wrists, “and shoved around a bit, but for some reason, they left me alone. How are the journalists?”
 
   “Not sure. Probably grateful they’re out.” Jamey grabbed a plate. “You have an angel on your shoulder.”
 
   After breakfast, Milton arrived. He only wanted to interrogate, not eat or celebrate. Once he settled across the table, Tina spoke.
 
   “I have to warn you guys, I haven’t really slept in five days, I just ate a huge meal, and I’m not long for it.”
 
   Milton actually smiled at her. “I understand.” 
 
   Jamey looked at Milton. What was his angle? Butter her up, and then ask her to tell him how she got into Freud’s dreams? Milton never smiled, and warming to a female didn’t seem like his MO. Tina’s eyes looked heavy. Jamey almost chuckled, imagining her falling asleep during this interrogation.
 
   When two soldiers arrived from Delta Force to tape the debriefing, Jamey knew this wouldn’t be about dream jumping. This conversation would involve the abduction and rescue. They were going to get details first, let her sleep, and then interrogate her about getting into Jamey’s dreams later.
 
   After an hour of questions, Milton looked satisfied and told Jamey and Tina to get some shut eye. The plane would leave at 0800 for Germany where they’d decompress for several days and eventually head back to the good old USA. 
 
   There was an element of trickery in Milton’s words but Jamey wasn’t sure how deep it went. Not much he could do about it except keep sharp and wait for the moment to reveal itself.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They’d given Tina time to shower before she saw Jamey, and, for that, she was grateful after two days of sweating on a dirty floor. She’d been a mess. Those jeans that Jamey loved had to go. Along with the T-shirt, the memories, and the fear for her life. How she’d escaped being tortured was a miracle. And how the SEALs and Delta Force found the house and swooped in to get them out of there was nothing short of heaven-sent.
 
   When Milton let them leave the breakfast room, a driver led her and Jamey to a jeep. She jumped in the backseat and Jamey followed.
 
   While driving over to what they were told was married quarters, Jamey hugged her to his warm body, kissing her hair every few minutes. He must’ve been frantic when he woke up from the dream and found out she’d been abducted. Fighting to stay awake on the drive, Tina eventually lost the battle and only woke when the jeep stopped. 
 
   “We’re here,” Jamey said softly, stroking her hair. 
 
   Her favorite way to wake up. A makeshift cardboard sign called the building The No Tell Motel. 
 
   “Married quarters,” Jamey said. 
 
   They were given a key to a room and as they walked inside the building, Tina was blinded by the lack of tormenting sunshine. “Close your eyes for a minute. It’ll speed up getting used to the light,” Jamey said, as they waited just inside the door.
 
   It did help. Tina couldn’t wait to get the stifling burqa off. She needed another shower after wearing that thing around all day. Inside the room, Jamey helped her take off the yards of dark material. “Is it kind of sexy to have me all covered up like this?” she asked wearily.
 
   “Sweetheart, there’s nothing sexy about a burqa when you know it’s used to suppress a whole gender. Jamey removed his fake teeth and beard, glasses and hat. When she’d seen him at the interrogation room door earlier, she hadn’t remembered that Jamey wore a disguise in Afghanistan. He’d looked goofy. But now he looked like Jamey. So handsome.
 
   After a shower together, they sank down on the double bed. Tina was ready to drop. “I’m exhausted, even though I want to ravage you.” She simply wanted to fall asleep in his arms. Within the minute. 
 
   “I know.”
 
   They got under the covers and she mumbled. “I’m falling asleep.”
 
   “S’okay.” His voice was quiet, content.
 
   “When do you think we’ll be home?”
 
   “Carnation or Maui?” he asked.
 
   She was too tired to smile. “Carnation.”
 
   “Carnation in a few days.” He pulled her in closer, and Tina had never felt so safe in her life. “Then we need to get back to the beach and get normal again.” 
 
    
 
   Someone knocked on the door. Tina’s eyes opened. She was curled around Jamey. 
 
   “Yes?” Jamey’s voice was husky.
 
   “Oh seven hundred, sir. Time to go,” a man called through the door.
 
   Tina lifted Jamey’s arm to check his watch. They’d slept for sixteen hours. Dream free. The room was dark except for a sliver of light coming from under the door.
 
   “Okay.” Jamey called. 
 
   Tina reached over and turned on the light. 
 
   When he lifted her hand and placed it over his erection, she shook her head.
 
   “No time…or is there?” Didn’t they have to catch a plane? There was something so powerful in knowing you could do this to a man.
 
   “They’ll wait. Trust me. You interested? We can be quick.” He drew back to gauge her interest. 
 
   “I didn’t come to Afghanistan just to dream about you.” Tina moved on top of Jamey to show him exactly how interested.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
   There were twelve of them from Sixth Force on the plane. At least, Jamey guessed they were from the Force, all going to Germany on the same flight. Professor, Ranger, Sweep, Bingo, and others were strapped in to the seats. The guards too. Milton sat two rows behind everyone, by himself. Jamey supposed that others had been in on this rescue besides him and Special Ops. Others had helped rescue the hostages and Jamey imagined the Force had some R & R time coming to them.
 
   Tina slept most of the way against his shoulder, still wearing the burqa to keep her identity secret. On the flight, Jamey thought about their future life on Maui to keep from thinking about the debriefing they’d have in Germany. As long as Tina played dumb about dream jumping and Milton didn’t suspect, the life they wanted away from the army was within reach. 
 
   About an hour in to the flight, Jamey felt the pull into Tina’s dream, but wouldn’t allow it. He resisted, pinching himself hard on the arm to keep from getting sucked in. He couldn’t jump here on the plane. Especially because there might be frickin’ psychics sitting only a few seats away, and he didn’t want anyone to know more than they should about Tina.
 
   Once on European asphalt, Jamey put his arm around Tina’s shoulders. “If they separate us for questioning, remember to say very little.” He squeezed her to his side and kissed her hair. “Two and two. You got pulled in twice to dreams I couldn’t get out of and twice we exchanged information while you were a prisoner. Other than that, play dumb. If you can.”
 
   “Oh, I can,” she said. “But I need to tell you something before we get questioned.”
 
   Her expression was dead serious. They stopped walking.
 
   “I remembered jumping into Jade’s dream at Pops’ house, the night she screamed and you ran upstairs. I was in there with the skeletons when you arrived. I forgot to tell you last night. I was in that dream first.”
 
   What? This meant he hadn’t jumped on his own. Jamey hugged her to him to make it look like they weren’t having a serious conversation on the tarmac, but taking a moment for themselves. “So it was your jump’”
 
   “And I jumped another dream. I was swimming with you and Jasmine.”
 
   So now it was clear. He hadn’t been jumping on his own at all. Jamey didn’t know if he was happy that he couldn’t jump or disappointed. “Those were the only two jumps I thought I initiated, except for where I got stuck.” He kissed her tenderly, in case anyone was watching them. “Any more dream jumps of mine you went into first?”
 
   “No.”
 
   This changed everything. He wasn’t jumping without her.
 
   Once they were ushered into the debriefing office, and seated, Tina knotted her hair, stuck a pencil through it and asked for food. “I need to make up for some meals. A hamburger. With everything on it but onions. Fries too. Also a milkshake. Chocolate. Big, with whipped cream.”
 
   Jamey smiled at her spunk. They’d had only granola bars and apples on the plane. 
 
   Milton nodded to Guard #2. “Get some food please.”
 
   If Tina was going to eat, Milton decided to start the questioning with him. Tina left the room for this. Jamey hoped the food had arrived and she was eating while he answered questions about jumping with Atash, then being able to pull Tina in to his dreams. In the windowless office, Jamey told Milton, Ranger and Bingo that he’d only jumped twice since he’d left Afghanistan months ago, and in those two dreams he couldn’t get out, or wake up. “I have no theory on how or why,” he said. Telling Milton that he suspected the problem to be entering another jumper’s dream, and the dreamer wanting to leave him there, was out of the question. He had to pretend that Tina wasn’t a jumper--that simply entering a dream was his problem.
 
   “The dreamer woke up shortly after I jumped in that first day, right?” That would explain him not seeing Atash for a few days.
 
   Milton took a drag on his cigarette and blew a smoke ring into the air while Jamey waited. “The sedative wore off. The prisoner opened his eyes,” Milton finally said. “We kept him awake to question him about what happened. We couldn’t figure out why you hadn’t woken with him.”
 
   “Did you sedate him again, send him back in? Because he found his way back to the dream and stayed there for a long time.”
 
   Milton nodded. “We brought him out several times to try to get you to wake up.”
 
   Then, it became clear to Jamey. Something in Milton’s eyes, the angle of his jaw. The set of his shoulders told him. In order for the coast to be clear for Tina and him to jump out, Atash must’ve died up top. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”
 
   Ranger looked over at Milton. Bingo looked at his shoes. Milton stared straight ahead. The man across the table from him didn’t have to verify. “No comment.”
 
   “That’s why the sniper disappeared from the dream. He died. The dreamer could’ve woken up but he didn’t, did he? And you thought I was going to die too.” Pieces fell into place as Jamey realized how close he’d come to death. “You don’t need to comment. I know he died. And not like last time you told me this. He’s dead and you regret something. The way you handled it probably, because that man could’ve been a gold mine of information if he was communicating with the Taliban in his dreams.” 
 
   Milton’s jaw twitched.
 
   An hour later, they brought in Tina. Jamey insisted on staying, and Milton shrugged like he didn’t care. But Jamey knew he did care. What was going on? The questions were logistical, to start with. “How do you get into Freud’s dreams?” 
 
   “I don’t know. One minute I’m sound asleep and the next minute, I’m in front of him in a dream. It only happened twice.” 
 
   “Do you experience any physical changes when you come out of a dream with him? Can you control things in the dream? What is the journey in like?” 
 
   Jamey sat quietly watching Tina answer the questions like a pro. She’d brought her food in with her and swiped a cluster of fries through a wad of ketchup and stuck it all in her mouth. 
 
   “No, I’ve never shared anyone else’s dream. No! How terrible would that be?” When Milton prodded, she simply said, “I’m as clueless as you are. I just end up in this place with him.” She looked at Jamey. “He might have the ability to pull me in to his dream, but I don’t know how.” She took a noisy slurp of the last of what Jamey guessed was a chocolate milkshake. This was Tina playing a loose cannon, a personality that would not impress Milton as a good candidate for Sixth Force.
 
   Milton saw his chance. “Would you like to learn how to do it on your own?”
 
   Jamey held his breath. Come on, Tina. 
 
   She made a face. “I’m sure I can’t do it on my own, and to answer your question, definitely not. I don’t want to learn.” She shook her head at Milton and looked him square in the eyes. “I am very opposed to all of this mumbo jumbo, and I wish Freud here wouldn’t do it. It’s stupid and creepy and freaky. The first time, I had no idea what was going on. The second time I was completely freaked out.”  
 
   Atta girl.
 
   Her apologetic expression and shrug made him proud of her acting skills. Dumb beach girl with no skills.
 
   Tina looked at him. “My last dream with you, I wasn’t able to stay, even though I did try, because I knew how important it was.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin, leaving a spot of ketchup on her chin. “That’s why I think you can’t pull me in anymore. Sub-consciously I don’t want to go.”
 
   When Jamey looked from Tina to Milton, something became so clear to him that he almost stood up and grabbed Milton by the collar in anger. Jamey struggled to hold back, not blurt out what he just realized. A thread between them told him something that was hard to believe. Even for a scheming man like Lieutenant Milton.
 
   After getting the note from Tina to say she could help Freud, Milton had given Tina to the Taliban. He’d leaked her whereabouts to the insurgents in order to plant her inside, hoping Jamey would jump her dreams to get her out. Jamey didn’t know how, but Milton staged the abduction, using Tina as an informant on the inside. Milton committed an act so despicable that at the end of all this when Jamey threw his winning card into the mix, he’d be happy to see Milton’s astonished face and leave the Force without a jumper. 
 
   The lieutenant continued with no idea that Jamey knew of his betrayal. “If you knew more about dream jumping and what we do here, you might not be opposed to the ability. Knowledge, they say, is power.” Milton kept his friendly gaze on Tina. “We would train you to do this--with Freud, of course. He’s still ours. Your boyfriend will stay here after this. He’ll come back to KAF with us. Hopefully you’ll come too. You’d be serving your country in a way that no one else can.” He glanced at Jamey. “No one else.”
 
   “No.” Tina sounded sure of herself. “I don’t want to dream share, not for you, not with him.” She looked at Jamey. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to help the army. I can’t run through Afghani streets looking for bombs. I’m afraid of spiders, for goodness sake. I just want to go home and lead a normal life. I hate it here. This is hell. I want to go home.” She started to cry.
 
   Dang, Tina was a good actress. Some parts were true. She was afraid of spiders. A cane spider had pretty much sent her flying out the bedroom window one day. 
 
   “But we’ll be keeping Freud in Afghanistan. How else will you see him?” Milton uncrossed his legs and pulled a piece of paper from a folder on the table. “We want you on our team, Duck.” 
 
   Jamey cringed to hear they’d given her a code name. 
 
   “The innocent people in this war, the children of Afghanistan, could use you on their side. Think of them. The lives you would save.” 
 
   God damned him.
 
   “Together you and Freud could accomplish so much. Maybe even help us find the people who orchestrated nine eleven” He paused, thumbing through the file in front of him. 
 
   The man across from him had no morals. The longer Jamey watched Milton talk with Tina, the clearer it all became. He was pushing all Tina’s hot buttons with talk of innocent children and 9/11. This, coming from a man who’d sacrificed Tina to get inside the hostage house, given her to someone who offered her up to the insurgents, hoping Jamey could find her. He’d gambled with her life. She’d been their stool pigeon. The thought made Jamey’s blood curdle. The last thing he wanted right now was to tell Tina that she’d been used by Sixth Force--working for them for the last two days without her knowledge or consent. Feeling used for someone else’s gain was something Tina was trying to put behind her. 
 
   “No thank you,” Tina said, like it was as simple as that. “I don’t care if you have Jamey. I’m not staying.” 
 
   Milton looked over at Jamey. Whether he knew that Jamey figured it out or not, he stared hard into his eyes.
 
   “Permission to speak in private, sir,” Jamey said.
 
   Tina looked at Jamey. Although she still wore the burqa, she’d shed the veil to eat. Her eyes questioned Jamey’s need for secrecy.
 
   Milton studied Jamey’s set face. He nodded, and the guard ushered Tina from the room.
 
   As soon as the door closed, Jamey spoke. “You God damned fucker. You threw her to the fucking wolves.” Jamey stood, his hands squarely set on the table in front of him, leaning towards Milton.
 
   Milton excused Bingo and Ranger, then sat back in his chair. “I don’t need to explain military tactics to you.” Milton lit another cigarette from his last one.
 
   “Sitting Duck, be damned. You sent her over there, served her up to the Taliban.”
 
    Milton’s calm was in direct contrast to Jamey’s mood. “This is none of your business, and it’s my recommendation that you contain yourself, Private.” 
 
   He looked as unctuous as he was. Jamey stared hard at the man who’d sacrificed Tina to get two reporters out. “They were reporters, not fucking Generals.”
 
   “The world was watching.”
 
   “She’s an innocent woman.”
 
   “I had faith you could do it. I guessed you could communicate with her. How else did she know you were trapped in a dream? Her presence in Afghanistan, her note, said it all. She’d come to get you out. She did just that. And now, Freud, I believe she could be the other half of your diminished talent. I want her on the Force.” He looked so confident, Jamey wanted to spit in the man’s face.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Your tour isn’t finished.”
 
   “You can have me. As useless as I am.” He’d stay in this fucking shit box with his fucking heightened intuition.
 
   “You need her. We need her.”
 
   What was Milton doing? Maybe he wanted to hear Jamey confess that he was jumping. Or maybe he just thought he could pluck Tina out of civilian life to join Sixth Force.
 
   “Bring her back in,” Milton said to the guard.
 
   When Tina sat down at the table, her eyes darted between Jamey and Milton. 
 
   Milton pushed a file across the table to Tina. “I’d like you to join us voluntarily, Duck, but if you don’t want to enlist, I have something that might entice you to be a part of this elite, top secret unit.” He sat back and folded his arms across his chest. “Open it.”
 
   Jamey braced himself, knowing what was coming. His biggest fear was on the table in that manila file. Milton was going to draft Tina. Mandatory Enlistment under Special Circumstances, they called it. Top Secret. Milton had been prepared, knowing she’d refuse to enlist voluntarily. 
 
   “I have a paper here stating that as the head of an Elite Force in the U.S. Military, I can draft talent for special services.” 
 
   Tina looked at Jamey, her eyes wide and fearful. 
 
   He shot her a look of calm and shook his head just slightly.
 
   Milton noticed the look. “We can, and we will have you on Sixth Force. Especially now that Freud is not able to successfully get out of dreams. Like it or not, Duck, you and Freud are now a team.”
 
   Little did they know that Jamey couldn’t even jump into a dream unless another jumper pulled him in. And even then, he risked the problem of not being able to exit the dream. Milton believed Jamey could jump but not get out. Jamey waited. The big gun he had against this coercion was lying within reach, but he wanted to handle it correctly. What he had to say next would be remembered by him and Tina their whole lives. He moved in closer to her. Close enough to smell her fear.
 
   “Jamey, is this true?” Her expression resembled that of a horse in a lightning storm. 
 
   Milton lifted his chin and squinted. “Welcome to Sixth Force, Duck.”
 
   Jamey lifted his hand for Milton to stop talking, and put an arm around Tina’s shoulders. She was trembling. “Tina. Look at me.”
 
   She did.
 
   “You’re not going to war. They will never have you. Don’t worry. You’ll be back on Maui in a week or two.”
 
   Milton spoke. “I’m not so sure, Freud.” 
 
   He looked smug, puffing on a cigarette. Jamey wanted to punch him. 
 
   “We need Duck to get you out of missions. She’ll wait at the portal. We’ll talk about the logistics later, but we need both of you. She’s your ticket, Freud, and that makes her very valuable to us.” He smiled at Tina like he was welcoming her to an elite country club. “And valuable to you, Freud. Essential, in fact.” 
 
   Milton was practically shaking with excitement, and Jamey almost felt bad for him because of the bomb he had to drop on Milton’s idea. Almost. Holding Tina’s hand, Jamey was sure of her trust. She’d stopped trembling and was waiting for Jamey.
 
   Milton continued, oblivious of what Jamey would say next. “We will take every precaution to make sure she’s safe, but I’m afraid it’s within the U.S. Military’s rights to draft your girlfriend here. Look at it this way.” He smiled. “You’ll be together. Better get used to the idea, because we’re going to need your cooperation when we fly back to Afghanistan tomorrow. We have a jump scheduled in two days.”
 
   Jamey looked at Tina. “I’m pretty sure we’ll be going back to Afghany without her, Lieutenant. Tina can’t go to war, or be drafted.” He looked into her big browns. “She’s pregnant.”
 
   Tina’s head tilted slightly, as if to ask if he was still playing along, and he smiled at her. “It’s true, Sweetheart.” He nodded, a smile stretching across his face. “Congratulations to us.” 
 
   Her expression had frozen in shock. “We’re having a baby?” 
 
   “We are.” As sure as Jamey knew that she was with him in that room, and that this was not a dream, he knew that Tina was pregnant. Even if he’d never seen them walking on the beach with their son in a precognitive dream, months before, he knew. And, even though he never wanted to keep secrets from Tina again, he wouldn’t tell her the child was a little boy named Kai who looked like him.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jamey would never tell her this news if it weren’t true and he looked absolutely sure, like he’d known for a while. “Oh, my God, Jamey. A baby!”
 
   Milton stood. “We’ll need proof of this today,” he said, and left the room, slamming the door. 
 
   They didn’t even look over. “This means they can’t draft me, right?”
 
   “Right. And it probably means they have no interest in me either, unless they need someone to sweep the floors around here.” Jamey looked sure of himself.
 
   “They’ll let us go?”
 
   “You, for sure. Hopefully, me. I only have another three months left in this tour, so if they make me stay, it won’t be for long.”
 
   It sounded like three months too long to her. No Jamey until the end of the summer. She’d be showing the pregnancy by then. She imagined cribs and diapers and how Obi would react to a baby. “Maybe that’s why I’m so hungry these days.”  She kissed Jamey’s sweet lips and whispered. “Did you see Milton’s face when you told me?”
 
   Jamey chuckled. “I wasn’t looking at his ugly face, only you.” 
 
   “How long have you known?”
 
   “Just since last night. When we were lying in bed together. I wanted to wait until you told me, but I had to shoot down this plan of you joining Sixth Force. I’m sorry I’m the one to tell you.”
 
   “Are you kidding? I’m pregnant!” Before she could relax into the joy of being pregnant, she needed to do a pregnancy test, get to a doctor, and have science add its two cents to the psychic prediction. “I want to do a test,” she said apologetically.
 
   “Milton needs medical verification too,” Jamey said.
 
   The feeling that she was growing a baby made Tina feel very protective of her body, and she rested her hand on her belly, now full of food. She shuddered to think she might have been tortured by the insurgents. Or worse. Days ago, she’d been a free agent, unafraid to fly to a war-torn country in the name of love, and now she was pregnant and running through the what-ifs in her mind. What if she’d died on the dream jump, or been raped in the Taliban house? What if Special Ops hadn’t been successful in their recovery mission? She had to put these worries out of her mind or she’d drive herself crazy thinking about how close she’d come to killing the life inside her. “Can we leave now?”
 
   He nodded. “Let’s go to the hospital.”
 
    
 
   After the lab work was completed and Tina’s pregnancy was verified, she was almost afraid to ask Jamey the burning question. “Do you know when we conceived?”
 
   He shook his head. “The last time was in my bedroom.” 
 
   Tina smiled to herself. “Remember, we were trying to be quiet?”
 
   He grinned. “Let’s remember that for the next one. We need to take it slow and smooth. No moaning or calling out.”
 
   “It could have been at my house the day before.” 
 
   He kissed her forehead. “In that case, we’ll have to remember to have wild, monkey sex, with lots of screaming and sweating.”
 
   She laughed. “Do you know?”
 
   He shook his head. “Maybe Molokai.”
 
   “So long ago?” 
 
   “It’s just a hunch, and what I felt could have been that we would get pregnant in the future.” He looked concerned. “Remember, I’ve never been able to read you very well.”
 
   She reassured him with her smile. “It’s okay. I don’t think it was Molokai, but if it was, I’m just surprised that I conceived the first time we had sex.” She and Hank had tried for months with no results. 
 
   Jamey hugged her. “We’re a great team, Darlin’. I guess we’ll get a due date later, back in Seattle or Maui.”
 
   From years of wanting to be pregnant, Tina knew all about calculating a date. “There’s a chart. I need to remember the date of my last period and count ahead from there.” 
 
   The doctor, whose name was Sophie, came back in the room and handed them the paper to verify Tina’s pregnancy. She also gave them the chart to determine due date. “Congratulations.” The doctor’s smile was genuine, and Tina reminded herself that aside from Milton, this was the only other person in the world who knew their good news. She hugged Sophie and thanked her, as if she had anything to do with helping Tina fulfill a lifelong dream. Tears ran down Tina’s cheeks, and the doctor smiled kindly.
 
   “Looks like a January birth if our calculations are correct.”
 
   Jamey and Tina walked arm in arm out the main doors of the large army hospital. The sun’s intensity was enough to pummel her to the pavement, but still, she walked a few feet off the ground in happiness. “We’re going to have a baby, Jamey.” 
 
   Jamey stopped them at the car and took her hands in his. “We are going to have a baby, Tina. I love you. And I love this baby.” 
 
   She smiled at Jamey who looked like a little boy who’d just discovered he had a candy tree in his backyard. “I love you, too. And now that you’ve put a baby in my tummy. . .” she teased, tracing circles on his chest. “If it’s possible, I love you more.” They kissed tenderly, and she whispered against his lips, “I’m in awe that you made me pregnant. In a primitive way, I’m kind of turned on.”
 
   “Ah, Tina.” He pulled back, his expression tender. “This isn’t how I imagined,” he said, looking around the busy parking lot, “but I did imagine asking you this question, and you saying yes.” He sank to his knee.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Pops’ yard was abloom with color on the day of the wedding. As a master gardener, he’d timed his planting so the flower gardens were peaking mid-August. Deep blue delphiniums, burgundy and sunshine yellow snapdragons, blue lupines, pastel gladiolas, and bunches of daisies stood tall amongst the pansies and flowering ground cover, creating a pastoral scene on the lawn by the Tolt River. He’d outdone himself, getting the yard ready for his youngest son’s wedding. It was a good thing that Pops’ health had all but returned to normal now that he’d quit smoking. Jamey teased it was a miraculous recovery and couldn’t figure out how Pops had all this energy.
 
   The twins ran circles through the gardens in their flower girl dresses, people milled about at the side of the house, and Tina thought it couldn’t be a more perfect day. The weather report promised a cloudless sky and the happy couple promised a marriage on the patch of lawn between the old house and the river. 
 
   The preacher hushed the crowd, and Tina walked with Jamey to the front of the assembled group. Their vows included promises of commitment and love. And a big kiss at the end, with Tina bent over backwards. Laughter from the happy onlookers followed, the whole event being casually posh, elegant but informal like a mid-summer garden party.
 
   Standing in her flimsy, ecru dress with a Haku lei wreathing her freshly curled hair like a crown, Tina was joyfully four months pregnant. Her loose dress barely hid a rounded tummy. Luckily, the nausea was over and she was back to eating regular meals again.
 
   When Tina had left Ramstein Airbase in Germany at the end of May, she’d kissed Jamey goodbye, not knowing when she’d see him again. That trip home was almost as frightening as her flight to Afghanistan, but this time she had a baby in her tummy to keep her company.
 
   Sixth Force had detained Jamey for three more weeks at Ramstein and another week at KAF. Without jumping, he was useless. The Force had better psychics and didn’t need his intuition. They’d let him go, but instead of an honorable discharge like Jamey wanted, Milton released him on another medical leave, keeping the job open. Jamey had been angry to have that hanging over his head, but for Tina’s sake, he’d shrugged it off. Better than nothing, he’d told Tina. After a quick stop in Carnation, Jamey joined her on Maui, mid-June, just in time to have the ultrasound confirm she’d conceived in Seattle. Not Molokai. Or Maui.
 
   When Jamey’s girls arrived for the summer, Tina had been in the thick of morning sickness, but the ten-year-olds were used to having a pregnant woman around and amused themselves when their dad was taking care of things at the dive shop in town. The twins did lots of jumping on the trampoline and painting scenery pictures for Tina on the outside deck, while she lay in the hammock. As well as refereeing their sibling rivalry, Tina talked to them about their lives back home, trying to learn as much as she could before they left. At the end of July, the twins returned to Carnation with suntans, Puka shell necklaces and plans to be flower girls at the wedding.
 
   Afternoon sunshine filtered through the maple and alder trees’ canopy as the sun shifted lower in the sky. Pops’ hearty laugh was heard above the conversational din of the wedding group. Looking over, Tina overheard her mother tell him about Mr. Boo and smiled to hear Pops look interested. “My dog, Harry, likes cats,” he said with a straight face. “We should get them together sometime.”
 
   Everyone mingled amicably on the lawn, champagne in hand. Everyone but Tina and Carrie, who slipped off for a moment of quiet conversation on the lawn swing. Carrie’s face was bright, animated. “I’m pregnant, too,” she said. 
 
   Tina’s eyes widened. “You are? Oh my goodness. Congratulations. How far?” Their children would be close in age. 
 
   “Almost five months. Just ahead of you by a bit.” Carrie looked apologetic. “I hope you don’t mind me stealing some of your thunder.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Tina hugged her genuinely. “There is plenty of thunder for everyone. I can’t believe you’re not showing.”
 
   “Tall women hide it well.” Carrie flattened her loose dress to show the bump on her abdomen. “Our children will be like cousins. Or half siblings. No, step siblings. Oh, I don’t know,” she laughed. Tina looked at the group of friends and family celebrating on the lush green lawn, her gaze settling on Wyatt’s birthfather, and his quiet girlfriend. 
 
   Pepper flirted innocently with Katie’s brother and his cousin, two gorgeous college-aged young men who were practically drooling over Pepper’s low-cut summer sheath and décolletage. When Carrie noticed Kevin reprimand Wyatt for something, she excused herself and crossed the lawn hurriedly. 
 
   “What’s the bride doing all by herself over here?” Jamey grinned his way to the swing and sat down. 
 
   “Just watching everyone,” she said. “This is the perfect wedding.” She smiled into her husband’s face. “If someone told me last summer I’d be remarried and this happy, I’d have said they were nuts.”
 
   “If someone told me a year ago, I’d end up with you, and with a baby on the way, I would’ve found it hard to wait until this summer.” He took her hand, circling her palm with his thumb. “I can’t imagine what’s in store for us in the next few months, but let’s make a pact to slow things down now.” 
 
   She chuckled. “No guarantees with a baby on the way.” The throng of children played touch tag around the gardens, their giggles floating in the afternoon sunshine, their movements a colorful blur of happiness. “Our child will be a part of all this.” She gestured to Jade and Jasmine clutching each other and laughing by the rose garden. “What a wonderful gift to be born in to this family.” She heaved a long sigh. “I wonder what we’ll be doing exactly a year from now.”
 
   Jamey wondered too, then a flash of something broke the moment and he cleared his throat to buy some time before smiling at his new wife. She looked so blissfully oblivious to what was coming. Like he’d been a minute earlier. “I wouldn’t tell you, Darlin’, even if I knew.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading my book. Truly. It’s thrilling to write, rework, and publish a story. 
 
   The next novel in the DREAM JUMPER series will be out in the spring of 2015. As of February 2015, I’m still in the process of rewriting and editing, which is actually the longer process.
 
    
 
   If you have a minute to spare, I’d really appreciate a quick review on Amazon. As a new author, reviews help me gain footing in this market (and justifies why I sit at the keyboard so much!). Also, Amazon Kindle Publishing rewards books with more reviews with perks in the form of free advertising. 
 
   Thank you so much!  
 
   http://amzn.com/B00JTMDO7G
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   Research of the War in Afghanistan during this time period
 
    
 
   Readers: I added this to the manuscript, thinking some of you might find this interesting. There is so little I can use of the actual material in a novel like this without sounding like Wikipedia, but all this information helped me to create a tone for the scenes in Afghanistan.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Dream Jumper’s Secret --Afghanistan
 
   May 5 Eleven men released from Camp X-Ray in Cuba on May 5 arrived in Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan, where they remained in custody. The men no apology or compensation for their time, but they did receive a bag containing a new pair of pants and tennis shoes, a jacket, underwear and a bottle of shampoo. Two of the men expressed bitterness at being sent to the prison in Guantanamo Bay without being questioned first at home. 
 
   May 9: U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage met President Karzai and other senior officials in Kabul. Security concerns along the Afghan-Pakistan border were discussed. Armitage said the U.S. did not support a recent appeal by the United Nations for international peacekeepers to be deployed outside Kabul. He also handed a check to the Afghan government for US$100,000 to help refurbish Afghan National Museum.
 
    
    	In New Delhi, Indian federal civil aviation minister Shahnawaz Hussain told Afghan civil aviation minister Mirwais Sadiqthat India would assist Afghanistan in building its aviation infrastructure. The assistance was contingent on Pakistan opening its airspace to India.
 
   
 
   May 10: An Afghan soldier was killed and a U.S. special forces soldier wounded in firefights the Khost area of Afghanistan. A U.S. A-10 aircraft and AH-64 helicopters were called in to kill the remaining opposing fighters.
 
   May 11: Southeast of Mazari Sharif, Afghanistan, six people were killed in a clash between loyalists to Abdul Rashid Dostum and another faction.
 
    
    	In Afghanistan, demonstrators rallied against an amnesty offer that President Karzai made to some Talibanmembers.
 
   
 
   May 12: In Afghanistan, dozens of state truck drivers blocked a highway to protest against non-payment of wages.
 
    
    	A report by the independent Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit found that land-ownership disputes were the most common conflict in Afghanistan.
 
   
 
   May 13: A second group of 13 medics from Hungary were scheduled to leave for Afghanistan. The first group left on March 8, 2003.
 
    
    	In the northern part of Kabul, Afghanistan, two Norwegian soldiers with the International Security Assistance Force were shot and wounded. A soldier with the 8th Afghan National Army division was arrested.
 
    	The British Army announced it would establish a base in Mazari Sharif, Afghanistan to work on rebuilding and security.
 
    	The State Bank of Pakistan imposed a ban on opening of Letters of Credit for the import of 18 items meant for Afghanistan. The items were tobacco substitutes, non-cotton yarn, dyes, PVC and PMC materials, black tea, capacitors, art silk fabrics, vegetable ghee, cooking oil, tyres and tubes, refrigerators, air conditioners, televisions, soap and shampoos, auto parts, telephones, razor or shaving blades, and video cassettes.
 
   
 
   May 14: Iran signed an agreement to train Afghan pilots and to help rebuild Afghan airports in Balkh Province and Herat Province.
 
    
    	Pakistan hosted the first-ever meeting of the Tripartite Commission in Islamabad with the government of Afghanistan and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees to discuss the ongoing return and reintegration of Afghan refugees.
 
   
 
   May 15: The World Trade Organization is expected to consider the application of Afghanistan to their body.
 
    
    	Clashes between rival forces loyal to Ustad Atta Mohammad and to General Abdul Rashid Dostum took place in the Gosfandiarea of Sar-i-Pul Province, killing at least two followers from each side. Atta's men imprisoned a Dostum commander during the exchange. Fighting between the rival forces also took place in the Daraye Souf region in Samangan Province.
 
    	In Spin Boldak, Afghanistan, one person was killed and three others injured when a bomb exploded in a small mosque at the local municipal authority's office. It was believed to be a suicide bombing.
 
    	A British soldier was slightly wounded in Kabul, Afghanistan when an Afghan man threw a grenade at a British peacekeeping base.
 
    	Gunmen attacked a Mine Evaluation Training Agency vehicle on Sathi Kandaw pass between Gardez and Khost, Afghanistan, prompting the United Nations to suspended travel along the route. The driver was shot in the chest and one mine clearer suffered superficial head wounds. The incident also prompted the U.N. to provide escorts for its vehicles.
 
   
 
   May 16: The Asian Development Bank allocated $500 million for Afghanistan's reconstruction.
 
   May 17: After completing a physical training run, a U.S. soldier died at the Kabul Military Training Center in Afghanistan.
 
    
    	U.S. special forces troops seized a weapons cache near Jalalabad. The cache included nearly 400 mortar rounds and over 70 rockets.
 
    	In caves at Maymana, near Mazari Sharif, Afghanistan, special forces discovered tank rounds and small arms ammunition, and transferred them to the Afghan National Army.
 
    	A U.S. military vehicle struck two Afghan boys in Gardez, killing one and injuring the other. The accident occurred after the two boys ran across a street as a three-vehicle convoy was passing. The injured boy was treated and released.
 
    	The Confederation of Indian Industry announced the signing of a Preferential Trade Agreement between India and Afghanistan.
 
   
 
   May 18: The Afghan government launched a training program to create a 50,000-strong national police force and 12,000 border police by 2008.
 
   May 19: In a speech broadcast on Afghan television, President Karzai threatened to dissolve the government unless provincial leaders started paying their taxes. Karzai said he would call another Loya Jirga to form a new government in the coming two or three months if the situation did not improve.
 
   May 20: The twelve provincial governors of Afghanistan signed an agreement to deliver millions of dollars of customs revenue owed to the central government. The finance ministry said that customs revenues exceeded half a billion dollars in 2002, but only $80 million reached Kabul. Under the agreement, Uzbek leader, General Abdul Rashid Dostum, would no longer serve as President Karzai's special envoy for the northern regions and other officials would have to follow the suit.
 
    
    	In the Gardez region, Afghanistan, a U.S. Special Forces soldier was wounded when a homemade bomb exploded near a U.S. military vehicle.
 
    	Pakistani Federal Minister for Kashmir Affairs and Water & Power Aftab Ahmad Sherpao met with President Karzai to discuss repatriation of Afghan refugees.
 
   
 
   May 21: Outside the U.S. embassy In Kabul, U.S. troops shot dead three or four Afghan soldiers and wounded four others when they mistakenly thought they were about to come under attack. "The U.S. soldiers thought the Afghan soldiers were aiming guns at them", a U.S. intelligence official said. "They panicked and opened fire."
 
   May 22: In a Belgian court, the trial opened of 23 alleged Islamic militants linked to the murder of Afghan rebel Ahmad Shah Masood and the planning of anti-U.S. attacks in Europe. The two main defendants were Nizar Trabelsi and Tarek Maaroufi.
 
    
    	In Paris, France, drug experts and foreign ministers from Europe and Asia met to address the massive flows of opium and heroin coming out of Afghanistan.
 
   
 
   May 23: In collaboration with the Afghan Ministry of Health, the Afghan Ministry of Internal Affairs launched child census and polio vaccination campaign.
 
    
    	Afghan Finance Minister Ashraf Ghani announced that the government would appoint new provincial customs directors to organize the flow of revenue to the central government.
 
    	South of Jalalabad, two Afghan employees of Agro Action were hurt in a bomb attack.
 
   
 
   May 24: About 80 demonstrators marched through downtown Kabul for several hours to protest the accidental slaying of three or four Afghan soldiers by U.S. troops on May 21. Some demonstrators hurled rocks. Some chanted "Death to America" and "Death to Karzai." A demand was made that the U.S. soldiers involved in the incident be handed over to the local authorities. At least one ISAF soldier was hurt and two vehicles damaged.
 
    
    	In Afghanistan, unknown assailants threw grenades into the Jalalabad offices of Medair causing material damage but no injuries.
 
   
 
   May 25: Afghan authorities arrested Mullah Janan, a suspected military commander of the former Taliban regime, and two of his aides. The authorities accused Janan of plotting attacks on Afghan government buildings.
 
   May 26: A Ukrainian plane crashed near the Black Sea city of Trabzon in northeast Turkey, killing all aboard. The plane carried 13 crew-members (12 Ukrainians and one Belarusian) and 62 Spanish soldiers returning from a six-month peacekeeping mission in Afghanistan. Initially, the cause of the accident was blamed on thick fog, however some witnesses stated that the aircraft was afire.
 
    
    	Afghan VP Nimartullah Shaharani arrived in Beijing, China for a five-day visit.
 
    	Twelve shots were fired at an ISAF survey team from the Mine Dog Centre and the Mine Clearance Planning Agency in Rooza, Afghanistan.
 
   
 
   May 27: Command of U.S. forces in Afghanistan were handed over from the U.S. Army's XVIII Airborne Corps to the U.S. 10th Mountain Division. Lt. Gen. Dan McNeill also ended his tour of duty. In a ceremony on the helicopter runway of Bagram Air Base, Maj. Gen. John Vines took over command.
 
    
    	Taliban leader Mullah Ghausuddin and associate Mullah Mohammad were killed in a gun battle in Zabul province. An Afghan government soldier was wounded.
 
    	In Beijing, Chinese VP Zeng Qinghong and Afghan VP Nimartullah Shaharani signed a US$1 million aid agreement for the Afghanistan reconstruction trust fund. The two leaders also agreed to re-establish the China Afghanistan Friendship Association and set up ties between Peking University and Kabul University.
 
    	In Karachi, Pakistan, a seminar on the potential Turkmenistan-Afghanistan–Pakistan–India pipeline took place under the auspices of the Society of Petroleum Engineers Pakistan Section. Over 75 professionals attended.
 
    	Iranian Minister of Commerce Mohammad Shariatmadari arrived in Kabul to inaugurate Iran's first executive industrial and commercial exhibition in Afghanistan.
 
   
 
   May 28: Near Khost, Afghanistan, attackers set off a remote-controlled bomb near a vehicle carrying U.S. special forces. There were no casualties.
 
    
    	In Gardez, Afghanistan, attackers fired two rockets toward a U.S. base. The rockets, however, fell far short of their target.
 
   
 
   May 29: Fifteen kilometers south of Camp Warehouse near Kabul, Afghanistan, a German ISAF vehicle hit a mine killing one peacekeeper and injuring another.
 
    
    	A team of U.S. investigators arrived in Kabul to investigate the deadly shooting on May 21 in which U.S. Marines guarding the American Embassy killed three Afghan soldiers.
 
    	In Afghanistan, two men were killed by an exploding mine at Kabul's former royal palace, apparently while planting the device.
 
   
 
   May 30: As a U.S. special forces was moving along a road 50 kilometres south of Kabul, a homemade bomb was detonated, lightly wounding an Afghan soldier travelling with the group.
 
    
    	Attackers fired two rockets toward the U.S. base in Orgun, in Paktika Province, Afghanistan. There were no casualties.
 
   
 
   May 31: Attackers fired a rocket toward the U.S. base in Asadabad in Kunar Province, Afghanistan. There were no casualties.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



And now, for something completely different:
 
    
 
    
 
   Pops’ Seafood Chowder
 
   Serves 20 
 
   Pops says – “It’s fattening but lip-smacking good on a cold, rainy night. Get one of those fancy chunks of bread to clean the bowl after you’re done.”
 
    
 
   Ingredients 
 
   2 large onions, diced
 
   3 carrots, sliced
 
   7 potatoes, cubed
 
   1 pound salmon, cut into chunks
 
   1 pound cod, cut into chunks
 
   1 pound scallops
 
   1 pound shrimp, peeled and deveined
 
   6 ounces cooked lobster meat, shredded
 
   1 can (6 ounces) crabmeat, drained, flaked
 
   4 ¼ cups heavy whipping cream
 
   2 cups half & half
 
   1 ½ cups butter, cubed
 
   Salt and pepper
 
    
 
   Directions
 
   Fill a large pot halfway with lightly salted water, bring to a boil. Add onions, carrots and cook until slightly tender. Stir in seafood, cook over medium heat until salmon and cod are firm but slightly translucent in center (10 minutes). Drain half the water, add heavy cream and half & half. Add butter, season, cover and simmer until fish is fully cooked (30 minutes). 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millie’s Three-Hour Pot Roast
 
   Ingredients
 
   ½ cup all-purpose flour
 
   Black Pepper
 
   3 ½ pound Rump Roast
 
   ¼ Cup Butter
 
   ½ envelope Dry Onion Soup Mix
 
   1 Can Condensed Cream of Mushroom Soup
 
   ½ cup Dry Vermouth or White Wine
 
    
 
    
    	Preheat oven to 325 degrees F (165 degrees C).
 
    	In a large mixing bowl, combine the flour and black pepper to taste. Dredge the rump roast in the flour and cover evenly. Shake off excess.
 
    	In a large pot over medium/high heat, melt the butter and brown the roast on all sides. Place in a 4 quart casserole dish with lid.
 
    	In a small bowl, combine the soup mix, mushroom soup, and vermouth or white wine; pour over roast.
 
    	Cover and bake in preheated oven for 3 hours or until desired doneness.
 
   
 
    
 
   Millie adds – “When Tina is home to visit, she likes this served with roasted potatoes and carrots. Elizabeth prefers creamy mashed potatoes with gravy poured on top.”
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