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Prologue
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Nearly midnight, March 15, Elephant Butte State Park, New Mexico

––––––––
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The full moon was the only glitch in the plan. Too much visibility against the desert and the lake. He’d have to wait ’til he was sure the other campers were sleeping.

Jamie stared down the slope from his tent to the shore. Depression grabbed him like a weighted net. He’d felt lighter after making the decision, but now the delay dragged him back down. It was the first time he’d had a plan, not just a desperate impulse. It was a good plan: the largest body of water in the state, at a time of year few people would go camping. He had hoped there’d be no one. He wanted to be done. 

The endless sand-blasting spring wind hissed grit against his tent and blew his hair across his face. He ducked into the ultralight one-man bubble and opened his backpack. It had nothing in it but his cell phone, his steel water bottle, and his wallet. He’d have to take the wallet with him. It would look suspicious to go off and leave it. Phones were polluting, though. He shouldn’t go under with the electronics.

Both the phone and the car, of course, would be traced once people started looking for him. It wouldn’t take long. Jamie was memorable. The woman at the entrance gate who’d rented him the campsite would remember a tall Aussie blackfella with wild blond hair. He should have worn a hat, disguised his accent.

No one would have to know what happened to him, though. This being New Mexico, a man could vanish in the desert for all sorts of reasons. It could be an alien abduction. The faint remnant of his sense of humor surprised him.

He sipped water as he checked messages one last time. He wasn’t expecting any calls. His landlady was taking care of his cat while he was supposedly camping for a few days, and she would only call if Gasser was sick. He hoped she wouldn’t. He felt guilty, deeply heartsick guilty, about abandoning the cat. 

But he’d be doing everyone else a favor. His parents’ burden of nearly twenty-nine years would be lifted. They loved him and would do anything for him, but he was a drain on them. The loss would be painful, but not as much as his continued presence. After his self-imposed isolation of the past three months, they wouldn’t notice right away if they didn’t hear from him. Tonight, they hadn’t called, and he was grateful for that. It made the exit easier.

The only message was from the one other person he sometimes talked to, his psychologist, reminding him he had missed another appointment. This time the doctor himself had called, not the receptionist. “Jamie, this is Carl Gorman. When you don’t show up, it’s a bad sign. Are you suicidal? I need to know the gravity of your situation.”

Gravity. That was it. Gravity had been turned up, was double, triple its normal power. That was why he couldn’t leave his apartment most days, could barely get out of bed or lift a finger to the phone. He didn’t feel this heavy just from feeding his misery. It was gravity. The laws of physics had been broken, not him. The idea might have been funny if it hadn’t felt half-true.

Six years ago when he’d been in therapy with Dr. G the first time, the depression and the weight had melted away like ice in spring. Gravity had let go easily and he’d stayed light for years—neurotic years, granted, but light years nonetheless. Light years. The pun was painfully apt. It was all so far away now.

Jamie crawled out of the tent, picked up a rock, and put it in the pack. Gravity would be his friend. In his college PE swimming class he’d been like a cork, a marshmallow. He wasn’t that fat now, and more fit. But he wasn’t the trim rock-climbing athlete he’d once been, either. His mother had recently teased him that he looked like he was wearing a life preserver. How much do I float? How far can a fit but fat man swim with rocks? How many rocks?

He had to get this exactly right to be able to swim but also to go down, a long way from the shore. The lake got low in the summer, and washing up would wash up the whole plan. Jesus. I keep making jokes about it.

Another rock. Maybe his strategy was perfect. He wasn’t a lean, hard sinker—he’d get out to the deep center. He wasn’t the old marshmallow, either. He’d go down. 

Jamie listened for sounds from the other camps, looked for lights. Nothing. He picked up another rock, added it to the pack, and half-jogged, half-slid barefoot down the unstable slope, not bothering to use a trail. Finally. He was about to be free.

He took the first step. The water was freezing. Then the strangest thing—there was a song in his head, new and yet complete. A bossa nova, of all things—upbeat, light, and danceable.

“I might be the stars in the deep of the night

Might be the sun on your face at noon

If you go into the Dreamtime

You will see me soon.”

As he sang, he could feel his voice outliving him, becoming part of the water and the sky. Not a ghost but a vibration, the soaring sweet tenor voice that had been his gift.

“I’ll be the beat of your feet when you walk down the street

A snatch of song from a passing car

We can meet deep in the Dreamtime

Right where you are

If you go into the Dreamtime

I won’t be far.”

Perfect. Another step. His song floated into the night as the goodbye note he’d never written. The deeper he got, the lighter his legs and hips felt, gravity letting go. He walked on.

The song left as it had come, mysterious and beyond his will. He started swimming with the rocks. When the chilly water hit his chest, it stopped his breath for several floundering strokes. Gravity came back. The pack and his clothes were shockingly heavy. He was less fit than he’d thought. Shoulder, arm, and hand muscles, injured in December, rebelled. The last two fingers on his right hand curled in a useless cramp. He pushed on, kicking hard.

As he struggled further out into the lake, he didn’t know what to do with his last thoughts. A line from “Waltzing Matilda” popped up, rowdy Aussie whitefellas singing as if it were a happy song. A song about a bloke who drowned himself. You can still hear his ghost as you pass by that billabong. Who’ll go a-waltzing Matilda with me? Jamie didn’t want to be a ghost. He tried to shut off the song, but the same line kept playing. If he needed music about death, why not the Mozart Requiem? What was the matter with his mind, coughing up this musical hairball as a final set of brainwaves? You can still hear his ghost as you pass by that billabong...

Then it hit him. Bloody hell—this is a reservoir. I’m in Mae’s water supply. He’d said he’d see her again when he’d had time to get well. The time was half-up and he’d spent it getting worse. The only way she’d see him now was because she was psychic. She picked up images from things a person had touched. She’ll wonder how I’m doing, and see me drowning in her morning coffee. See my fucking corpse in her bath. 

In the middle of that strange doubt he had to let go. Exhausted by cold and effort, his limbs couldn’t move any more. Total muscle failure. The moon’s face blurred as he went under. 

This was the plan, yet he found himself holding his breath. His heart pounded. He’d never been so close to death with a clear head before. He’d thought drowning would be like the drift of an overdose of drugs, but this was nothing like that sickly slumber. A wide-awake passage into what? 

His lungs burned and his body panicked for air. Had he changed his mind? Too late. It was a perfect plan. No one was going to find him and call the rescue squad this time.
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Chapter One
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Katelina Radescu’s service dog turned toward the street beyond the garden and growled, his fluffy yellow back hairs rising around his harness. Something had to be seriously wrong to get this kind of rise out of him. By nature and occupation, he was a calm animal.  

“Lobo, what is it?” Kate stopped, backed her wheelchair, and turned on the narrow path so she faced the gate, avoiding the rocks that her boyfriend, Tim, had arranged along the borders of the flowerbeds. Until Lobo’s growl, she’d been taking her first real break of the day. A red dirt wind twirled tiny dust devils in the garden, bowing the spring flowers over the faint traces of a late March snowfall. Santa Fe spring. Kate had just started to enjoy it. Now she peered over the low adobe wall, seeking the cause of Lobo’s rare growl.

A graceful young woman walked from a dark blue Mini Cooper parked on the street and approached Kate’s house. Kate, who was a few months short of thirty, guessed the visitor to be at least ten years her junior. The girl’s gleaming brown hair rolled in waves down to her slender hips, and her flowing dress revealed sharp white elbows in petal-like sleeves, and perfect knees below a handkerchief hem. She was underdressed for the weather. Apparently fashion mattered more than comfort. 

“Hi.” She waved as she reached for the gate handle. Her alto voice rang out clear but colorless. “I’m here for a reading.”

Kate was sure she didn’t have anyone scheduled this early. She started her psychic readings late on days she had demanding sign language interpretation jobs, even later on days she put in hours as director of the Psychic Fair. The client must have the wrong date. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No. I just saw your sign.” The young woman read it aloud with a touch of irony. “Gypsy Kate. Tarot, Palm Readings, and Crystal Ball. It’s so classic.”

Kate looked at her watch. She had half an hour before her appointments started. There would be several back to back, and she needed to get something to eat first. This girl was taking up the ten minutes allotted to the flowers. “I don’t have time right now. Come in, and I can put you on the books for later today, or tomorrow.”

She wheeled toward the gate and told Lobo to open it. He pressed the handle with a paw.

“Oh, he’s lovely.” The visitor’s voice was cooler than her actions, as if she were playing the role of someone who liked dogs. She bent down, her hand about to ruffle Lobo’s fur. The golden retriever turned away, looking to Kate for permission.

“Good dog, Lobo. You know you’re at work.” She attached his lead to her chair and explained, “If you’ve never been around service dogs, you may not know this, but you don’t pet them or play with them when they’re in harness.” 

The young woman moved her head in a slight suggestion of acknowledgement, but not apology. 

The dog went ahead of Kate up the ramp. Indoors, she freed him from his harness. He rolled over, bounced to his feet, and grabbed a tennis ball from his toy basket, tossed it for himself and chased it.

“Lobo.” The young woman’s smile didn’t crinkle her eyes and barely curved her mouth. “Isn’t that like Spanish for wolf or something?”

“In his case, it’s short for lobotomized. When he’s not at work he’s dumb as a stick.” Kate rolled into her office and reading room and opened a leather-bound appointment book. “I have time tonight at six. And tomorrow at three.”

“You can’t do a reading for me now?” The young woman’s violet eyes fixed on Kate with blank steadiness like a mannequin’s. “I’m here.”

“I have to take care of a few personal needs before I work.” Kate impressed herself. She had never said no to work before. Even as a drunk, she’d been the high-functioning kind who got more done in one day with a killer hangover than most people could accomplish in two. It had been a way of earning her presumed right to get smashed every night. I worked so hard, I deserve a drink. Or ten. Not anymore. Especially not for this chick. “Tonight, or tomorrow?”

“You know, I expect spiritual people to be a lot nicer. All the others I’ve met here have been really kind and flexible.”

“Fine. If you don’t like me, you don’t have to make an appointment.”

The girl sighed and looked around the room. A crystal ball in a carved wooden stand and a deck of tarot cards sat on a table that was draped in a dark, fringed shawl. She said, “You really do the old-fashioned gypsy act.”

“My grandmother was Romani.” Kate was thin and golden-skinned, with long black hair and a strong nose. She wore heavy eyeliner and an armful of bangle bracelets that made her look like her customers’ expectations of a Gypsy, a term she used for marketing, but she was also proud of her heritage. “I’m the real thing.”

“Oh.” The young woman’s bored expression didn’t change. “All right. Tonight at six. You don’t have anything later?”

“No. Your name and phone number?”

“Dahlia. 505, well, of course it is—” 

“Dahlia who?”

“Oh, I stopped using a last name. I’m complete in and of myself.” She gave the rest of her number. Lobo chased his ball into the hallway. Dahlia stopped on her way out the door with a cold look at Kate and tossed the slimy thing for him. Lobo hesitated before he chased it. He doesn’t like her any more than I do.

––––––––
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Kate scheduled downtime between readings to clear her mind, but as soon as her front door closed on the departing five o’clock client, it opened again. Dahlia flowed in, smiling her lower-face smile that didn’t touch her eyes. If she weren’t so young, she’d look botoxed. Lobo rose from a nap and stood braced and guarded. Kate patted his shoulder and told him to sit, but he didn’t relax, rumbling in a way that Kate felt through her hand more than she heard it, a kind of sub-growl. Weird. Lobo normally liked people. 

Ignoring Kate’s glare of annoyance, Dahlia offered her hand and spoke with a breathy, false warmth. “It’s so good to be here.”

“You’re fifteen minutes early.”

“I saw your last client leave, so I saved you and Lobo coming to the door.”

“The door is no problem. We can open it. I intentionally give myself a break between sessions.”

The girl almost smiled. “So you really work, then.” 

She drifted though Kate’s psychic reading room, examining the bookshelves, the old prints on the wall, the stained glass lamps. Kate asked, “Did you think it was an act?”

“I don’t know.” Dahlia tilted her head sideways. “We’ll find out.” 

Kate didn’t look forward to doing a reading on this woman. She could do it, but it helped to feel compassion and respect for her clients—and for Dahlia, she couldn’t. Still, she had to do her job. Kate wheeled to her table. She handed Dahlia the tarot deck. Lobo remained alert beside her.

“Pick three cards.”

Dahlia took a seat and made a show of feeling the cards before she selected three. “Now what?”

“Lay them face up in the order in which you selected them. The first card closest to you, the third one closest to me.”

First was Strength, a young woman forcing open the jaws of a lion. Second was the Hierophant, a holy man on a throne. Third was the Tower, a solitary fortification being struck by lightning that cracked its thick stone walls.

Kate touched the first card. “This is your past, still influencing the present.” She tapped the second. “This is your present.” Her finger moved to the third card. “And this is how the present will unfold in the near future.”

“These are all really powerful cards.” Dahlia’s voice caressed the word powerful in a spacey, affected manner.

And cold, when collected in this sequence. “Strength, the first card, is without compassion. She doesn’t nurture or care. She takes and controls. The Hierophant is the possessor of secret or forbidden knowledge. The Tower is something that must come down for change to take place. It’s an obstruction, a defense that must be breached.”

Dahlia’s face stayed neutral. “So?”

“These may be aspects of yourself, or they may be people in your life. If this is you, your mind is strong. Your will is extraordinary. Your perception is sharp—superior. But your heart and soul...” Kate hesitated, looking for a positive way to phrase it. “They may recover. When all that your mind has built is shaken.”

“How ... colorful.” Dahlia sounded vaguely thoughtful, like someone debating the full tune-up versus the basic oil change. “And if these are people in my life?”

“Someone dominated you, forced you, perhaps spiritually. You may be in the process of tearing that person’s power over you down.”

“Yes, yes. What else?”

“I’ll get more from the cards after I see your hand.”

Dahlia exhaled a glassy sigh. “Right or left?”

“Both.”

Kate examined the manicured hands. Dahlia probably couldn’t open a jar. Thin as she was, her bones didn’t show much, and her skin was cool and unusually soft. The overall picture in her palms confirmed the cards. “You may not like some of what I’m about to say. The head line is deep, straight and long, the heart line short and straight. The life line is chained and strangely close to the thumb. The mound of Venus is almost flat, while the mound of the moon is oddly prominent, on both hands. This means a person both cold and imaginative, lacking vitality and intimacy. Your only need for love seems to be for sex, and there’s no passion in that. Your mind is strong and focused—” 

Dahlia pulled her hands away abruptly, with a snap through the wrists. Kate finished as carefully as she could without avoiding the problem she’d found. “But I can’t say what’s happened to your soul.” 

Was it possible not to have one? No—but Dahlia’s had to be badly damaged or corrupted in some way to get this reading. Uneasy, Kate thought of Lobo’s growl, but resumed the customary pattern of her work. “Let’s look in the ball.”

“Yes,” the girl enunciated forcedly. “Let’s.”

Kate asked Dahlia to look into the crystal ball and to focus on it. Kate didn’t expect her client to see anything, only to send her life patterns into it. It grew smoky and then cleared to show Kate a typical New Mexico highway bordered by cliffs of red rock and bluffs of pink dirt, topped by stubby junipers. Her view was that of a driver seeing a lone hitchhiker in the distance. As she approached the hitchhiker, her car began to spin and then turned around. She tried to turn it again, but couldn’t. In the rearview mirror she saw Dahlia languidly extending her thumb. Another car came and collected the girl. Kate’s car sped away with a will of its own. She pulled off and watched the car that had collected the hitchhiker. A white owl dived at it, and the driver veered into the cliff. The smoke that signaled the end of a vision clouded the ball before Kate could see what happened in the crash.

“Do you ever hitchhike?” she asked.

“Do I look stupid? Of course not.”

“Then the story is a metaphor. Maybe you’re riding with or about to ride with someone who goes off the road in some sense. Drives into the side of a cliff.”

“Oh my god.” Dahlia crinkled her delicate nose, then abruptly relaxed her face. “So someone around me is going to crash.”

“Is that what you think?” 

“See, now you’re doing what the fake psychics do, pumping me so I’ll say something you can use to pretend you know something.”

“Are you calling me a fake?”

Dahlia looked up at the ceiling, winding her liquid hands around each other. She smiled with just the edges of her lips. “Well, you are a real Gypsy.”

Kate waited, sensing a contest. When Dahlia sat back, Kate said, “I saw a white owl fly at the car. Does that mean anything to you?”

Her client betrayed a flash of an emotion so fleeting Kate couldn’t name it.

“Do you take students?”

“No. Not until I have children. I’ll teach them.”

“You can have children? How?”

“None of your business. Do you have other questions about your past or your future?”

“Sure.” Dahlia shook her heavy hair and asked with a flutter of her eyelashes, “Will I be rich? Will I marry a handsome man and have beautiful children?”

“Let me see your palms again.” With a teenager’s contemptuous eye-roll, Dahlia laid her hands on the table. Kate studied them. The flippant questions were going to get real answers. “Money, yes. I don’t see marriage, though. Children ... none future, one past. A miscarriage or an abortion.”

Dahlia breathed out sharply like a startled deer. Lobo, who was about to finally lie down, reversed direction and stood. Kate said, “The future I see doesn’t have to happen. The past is what it is. But a person can change, so the future can change.”

“Well, thanks for the insights.” Dahlia sounded a bit sarcastic again, but the tone was more subtle now. “I probably wouldn’t want to study with you anyway. You are so not spiritual. Honestly. You don’t share. You don’t relate. Let me pay you and get out of here.”

“By all means. Please do.” 

When the door closed behind the departing client, the room felt lighter and brighter. Kate knew she’d bordered on rude, but to a rude customer who’d deserved it. Maybe Kate wasn’t all that spiritual if it meant being wide open to anyone and everyone, including snippy bitches. Kate liked being tough. She had boundaries. She was spiritual enough to stay sober and for her that was enough.

The strange thing was, Dahlia was even less spiritual than Kate. Why in the world had the girl wanted to study with her? 
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Chapter Two
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May 26, Hatch, New Mexico

––––––––
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“Wow.” Mae Martin had never seen anything like Sparky’s. She outright gawked at the restaurant through the window of her neighbor Kenny’s old Dodge. Antique advertising statues—a towering Uncle Sam who held a green chile in one hand and a red chile in the other, a giant burger boy, and a five-foot metal robot holding an espresso-cup fountain—graced the patio where people lined up at one of the two front doors. “I hope there’s room on the dance floor.” 

Blues Ridge, a legendary country blues group from Mae’s home state of North Carolina, drew a crowd that could hardly fit in a venue this size. Mae had been looking forward to dancing when Kenny invited her for live music at the strange hour of noon on Sunday, but now she wondered if they’d be able to move.

“We’ll go in the other door for music. There’s always plenty of room. The line is for food.” Kenny peered at the parking lots on both sides of the street. Both were full. “You may need to use your psychic sight to find us a parking place, though.”

Mae smiled at Kenny’s joke, but it pressed on an uncomfortable place in her mind. She hadn’t used the Sight for months. Caught up in college classes and her job at the campus fitness center, she’d put the psychic-and-healer part of herself on hold, and she missed it. However, no one had asked for her help, and she didn’t use her gift for her own curiosity.

Kenny drove a few blocks, found a place to park, and they walked back to Sparky’s, passing chile shops and Mexican restaurants. Music poured through Sparky’s walls. A man with long gray hair, a few locks gathered into random ponytails, smoked by the side door and bobbed to the beat. He wore an open Hawaiian shirt, pink shorts, and a purple plastic pendant.   

“You look nice,” Kenny said. 

At first thinking he’d flattered the smoker on his get-up, Mae took a second to register that the compliment was for her. Certainly, she’d earned it more. Her short, sleeveless dress, accented with earrings and flat sandals, showed off her curves and her long, toned limbs. She never bothered with styling her straight red hair and she’d quit wearing makeup years ago, so for Mae this was fancy. 

Kenny said, “Someone’s bound to ask you to dance.”

“Thanks. Does that mean you’re not going to?”

Kenny, a muscular young man with curly hair and multiple piercings, was seven years younger and four inches shorter than Mae, but she hadn’t thought this would matter between friends.

“Sorry,” he said. “I like to just sit and listen. But I’m sure someone else will ask you.”

The smoker dragged on his cigarette and shuffle-bopped, his arms wagging like chicken wings. It’ll probably be him.

––––––––
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The tables were full, but the dance floor empty. Shelves crammed with antique cookie jars, toys, and radios lined most of the walls, interspersed with early- to mid-twentieth-century advertisements and a huge bas-relief of a skeletal horse and rider. On a stage backed by a wall of autographs and more of the eccentric decor, Blues Ridge was in full swing. Harold Petersen, the lead man of the band, with his bald head, thick grizzled beard, and round face and body, reminded Mae of a well-used teddy bear. He belted out a hard-rocking country blues, eyes closed, playing his guitar with the fluid touch that only years could give. Mae was both thrilled and disappointed. How could the audience not dance?

Kenny took a seat at a small table near the death-horse bas-relief. “I think that dude up there wants you to dance.” 

She looked around without much hope, expecting the smoker. “Where?”

“Up front to the right. He looks like Jangarrai.”

Jangarrai? It was Jamie’s stage name, his Aboriginal skin name. If anything had tempted Mae to use the Sight—though she hadn’t given in—it was worry about Jamie. Could he possibly have come all the way down to Hatch from Santa Fe? She scanned the front of the room.

A tall black man rose from a row of old theater seats at one side of the dance floor. He wore a white straw cowboy hat, a parrot-print Aloha shirt, and new-looking jeans. The top layer of his crinkly ash-blond hair was plaited into a curtain of tiny sun-bleached braids, and his dark goatee was braided into a little rope with a gold bead on the end, its narrow point emphasizing that his wide, square-jawed face was fuller and his neck thicker than when she’d seen him last. In spite of the extra weight, he carried himself with grace and power. He took off his hat with a sweeping, theatrical bow. 

Mae’s hand flew to her mouth and she let out a little squeal. It was Jamie. 

Leaving his hat on the seat he’d vacated, he met her eyes and opened his arms, beginning to dance with her from across the room. The place felt alive with his energy, and the audience looked at him instead of the band. A woman in a turquoise cowboy hat started to rise, then sat back down. Jamie’s eyes never left Mae. He’d changed, but not those eyes. Big, black, long-lashed, full of feeling. The dancing would be wonderful. 

The rest might be difficult. Excited as she was to see Jamie again, she never knew what to expect with him. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been so depressed he could hardly function. Their only contact since Christmas had been one fractured call in March, during which he’d tried to make her think he wasn’t crying.

The months he’d asked for to pull himself together were almost over, though. 

Mae pushed through the crowd. Jamie clasped her in a swing-dance hold, his face-splitting smile sparkling with a gold tooth left of center. She let his lead sweep her away, and they took over the dance floor. An explosion of energy charged her body, and he danced as if he had that same force running though him. At the end of the song, he swept her into an unexpected slide between his feet and back up, and hugged her as she shrieked with delight and surprise.

In their embrace, she felt both their hearts pounding. The contact made her more aware of the change in his body. Though there was muscle under the layer of softness, he was winded, and his belly pushed into her. No wonder he’d limited the new pictures on his web site to one distant shot in a loose, flamingo-print shirt and had no new videos. Jamie had worried about his weight even when he was at what he called perfect-one-seventy-five. He must feel self-conscious now.

The next song began. Jamie led her into an easier dance.

She said, “Good to see you, sugar.” 

“You have no idea how good.” His clear Aussie-accented tenor was soft with emotion. “You have no idea.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. No worries.”

That was the end of the conversation. Dancing made him work too hard to talk.

When a slow song began, Jamie drew her in closer. Part of Mae wanted to melt into him, while another part resisted—it was too sexual too soon. “Let’s go outside and talk.”

“We can wait for the break.”

“No. Two months without a word? And we hardly talked when you called in March. We can’t just dance.”

He released her. “Yeah. You’re right. Sorry.” 

He nodded toward the door, picked up his hat from the seat where he’d left it, and pushed it onto his head. Mae brought him over for a quick introduction to Kenny, who expressed his enthusiasm for Jamie’s music and cheerfully turned his attention back to Blues Ridge. 

When they got out into the sun, Jamie transferred the hat to Mae’s head. “More use on you.” His voice was husky. “You’re more beautiful than ever. Jesus. You take my breath away.”

“Thank you.” She blushed. “How are you, sugar? Really. Tell me.”

He mimed a juggling act, catching imaginary balls, and then tossed them away with a partial laugh. “I’m all right. More so than not. Want to be shot out of a cannon into fucking samadhi, but what can you do? Still kind of—” He gestured peaks and valleys. “Y’know, getting better at happy. Not so good at medium.”

“I’ve thought about you a lot.” 

“And you never ... y’know ...”

She knew what he meant. Never used her gift to check on him. “Of course not.” In the first week they’d known each other, she’d made that mistake, and he’d been furious. “I wouldn’t do that to you. I just worried. Daydreamed. I liked to imagine you were thinking about me, too.”

“Yeah. Been ...” He wrapped his hands around hers, looked down at them, then back to her face. “Trying to be ready.”

She felt like both a long-lost friend and a stranger, wanting to rush into loving him, and yet not quite sure she should. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. A lot of getting ... I don’t know how else to put it—reacquainted.”

He looked up at the Uncle Sam with chiles. “Yeah. Planned to be a little more ... dunno. Romantic, I guess. Invite you up. Have my place all ready. Have a date. But here we are.”

“It’s so funny. You being all the way down here. Kenny told me about the band when I was on my way out the door for a run. I almost didn’t come.” 

“He’s not a date, is he? I mean, you didn’t act like it, but ...”

“No. He’s my buddy. My back-door neighbor. He expected me to dance while he’d sit and listen.”

“Would he mind if I stole you, then? I mean, you came with him ...”

“Steal me how?”

“Dunno. After the music. Do something.” Jamie swung their hands, watching them. “Got to grab Harold for a minute, but then ... mmm ...” A nervous smile flickered. “Jeezus. Not much to do in Hatch. Guess I can show you the best place to buy chiles.” 

Mae didn’t like to cook. She made a little noise suggesting her doubt about this as a date. 

“Sorry.” Jamie flashed another shy smile at her, and looked back down at their hands. “That’s not the whole date. I’d cook dinner for you after. If you want.”

Did he mean tonight at her place, or did he want to take her all the way back to his place in Santa Fe? That would mean spending the night, and she wasn’t ready for that. She hesitated.

“Come on, love.” He ran his fingers over hers. “You remember. I do some serious cooking.”

She gave in to a playful urge to tickle his tummy. “Looks like you do some serious eating, too.”

Wrong move. What had she been thinking? “Jeeeeeezus!” He threw his hands up, pulled his fists down, and spun halfway, cussed again under his breath, and faced her. “When you steal a man’s heart, you have to read the bloody owner’s manual.” He yanked a chair out for her at one of the outdoor tables, sat across from her, took an imaginary book from his back pocket and laid it open on the table. “Chapter Five. Fears: Abandonment. Dogs. Dentists. Spiders. Fat.” 

He ripped out the bottom of the mimed page, crumpled it, pitched it, and slammed the invisible cover closed. “I threw out my fucking scale, all right? I’m over it. This is what you get. I’m sick to fucking death of hating my fucking body and killing myself to stay at perfect-one-seventy-five. So love me as I am and let me make the fat jokes. I’m not trying to lose it. I’m making peace.”

He didn’t sound peaceful. 

“Sorry.”

“Repeat after me.” He smiled and imitated her sweet little voice and Carolina accent. “ ‘You look great, sugar. You feel nice to hug.’ ”

Being funny yet also serious, he had her on the head of a pin. No room to move except to go along with him. “You look good. You really do. And you feel wonderful to hug.” She reached over and tugged lightly on his braided beard. “I like this, too.”

“Well done.” He kissed her hand and kept hold of it as he set it down. “Now tell me about your life. Everything.” 

“I haven’t done that much. I want to hear about you.”

“Nah. New rules. James Edward Jangarrai ‘Drama King’ Ellerbee has to wait. I’m not the center of the bloody universe anymore.” He looked into her eyes, his lips pressed together, stifling a smile, and then broke into a snort-laugh. He rocked back in his chair, hand to his heart. “Believe that?”

She wasn’t sure. “Do you?”

“Nah, but I’m trying. Your go. Six months in six minutes, and then I’m on.” He managed to stay deadpan for a few seconds, then grinned. “Kidding. Take all day.” He tucked his fingers behind his ears and pushed them forward. “I’m all ears.”

Mae summed up her five months. Jamie leaned on the table, quiet and attentive. She’d made all A’s and B’s last semester, and still enjoyed her job as a fitness instructor. Her stepdaughters from her second marriage had visited over spring break, a sweet yet sad reunion shortly before her divorce had become final in April. Her ex-husband would be marrying his girlfriend soon and giving his twin daughters a new legal mother. Jamie listened, and let silence and the passing of happiness or compassion in his eyes tell her that he’d heard. At the end of her story, he nodded, stood, and invited her in for another hug.

As sweaty as they both were from dancing and sitting outdoors in the heat, the embrace was wet and messy, yet strangely grounded and comforting. “You’re different,” she said. “What have you been doing?”

“Besides cooking and eating?” He let her go. “Fuck. Everything I can, y’know? Let’s get some water. I’m dying out here.”

He began to dance with her as they walked through the door. When they squeezed between the tables, his hips danced against her hips in spite of the obstruction of his belly. They were within an inch of the same height, and met in motion as if making love. She pushed the urge away as soon as it rose. Not yet. At least she wasn’t turned off by his weight gain, but she needed to get used to him again, and find out what had changed on the inside, not just the outside.

They stopped at the water dispenser in the middle of the room. Jamie didn’t fully release her, dancing side by side as they drank. Between gulps he switched his hat from her head back to his.

Mae said, “You still haven’t caught me up on your life, sugar. I can’t find out much from your web site, and Niall’s his usual tight-lipped self, if your mama’s told him anything.” Mae’s father’s partner was a close friend of Jamie’s mother.

Jamie swallowed another cup of water and led Mae the rest of the way through the crowd. “Short version: therapy. Long version has to wait.”

In a loose, open hold, Jamie led Mae into a dance so demanding it matched her uphill runs in the desert and left him panting, his fitness not on a par with the skill of his feet. He broke away from her at the end of the song and returned with two cups of water. Mae thanked him and drank. 

“Fuck. I almost killed myself.” He laughed, spilling water on his already saturated shirt. He was still short of breath. “Danced hard, too.” 

He undid his shirt’s top buttons and sank into one of the theater seats, fanning himself with his hat, and Mae excused herself to the restroom. On her way, a collection of life-sized skeletons in the passage startled her. One wore a sports coat and pirate hat. Another lay on the floor, crumpled and missing most of its torso, wearing a red veil like a cross between a mantilla and pool of blood. A third one in shredded khaki shorts grasped a metal steering wheel. The pirate-hatted and red-caped figures were pieced by swords. She looked around at the skeletal rider on the far wall. Sparky’s did Day of the Dead all year ’round. Fuck. I almost killed myself. Danced hard, too.

––––––––
[image: image]


Mae hoped to get the long version of Jamie’s story when she rejoined him in the theater seats, but as soon as she sat down Harold announced, “We have a singer from Santa Fe here, Jangarrai. I’d love to have him do a song. This man’s got a voice that makes me sound like some poor ol’ frog. Hope I didn’t take you off guard, man. Do me the honor?” 

Jamie looked surprised, but nodded his consent. He kissed Mae and glided to the stage. She headed toward the back of the room to sit with Kenny. While Jamie conferred with the band, Harold strolled through the crowd to join Mae and Kenny, as if a rock star sitting with ordinary people was the most normal thing in the world. They introduced themselves and shook hands. 

“Hope you don’t mind my borrowing him,” Harold said. “My ex-wife turned me into a big fan of his. He tell you her drum circle played with him in Asheville last winter?”

“Yeah.” Mae remembered how stressful and lonely Jamie’s tour had been. “We talked a lot while he was on the road. He really liked her. She was like a mama to him.”

A doubtful smile lifted one side of Harold’s mouth. “She was into doing something with that drum group. That’s Naomi’s big thing right now.” He paused. “You know that lady in Santa Fe that writes those books about women’s drumming and all that? Naomi idolizes her. Jill something?”

“No. Sorry. Never heard of her.”

“I have,” Kenny said. “I read one of her books.”

“What’d you think?” Harold had to speak up a little, as Jamie had begun some vocal warm-ups while the band’s piano man plunked a simple melody. 

Kenny drank his iced tea, taking his time to answer. “I read the one on how she learned to be a shaman. I didn’t like it, but that could be because I’m in recovery. It seemed to me she didn’t know the difference between spirituality and getting high. Maybe the later books are better. Like the one your ex-wife likes, on the women’s stuff.”

Harold cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe. Maybe not. Naomi runs a New Age bookstore. I think she gets a little saturated with this woo-woo stuff. Guess it’s a risk you take living in Asheville—and so I’ve heard, Santa Fe.”

“I reckon,” Mae said. “I haven’t spent that much time there. Kenny and I live in T or C—Truth or Consequences. It’s just up I-25 from here.”

Harold exaggerated his own Carolina mountain accent. “I should have realized you’re from southern New Mexico.”

Mae smiled. “I’m from the North Carolina Blue Ridge. Born in Boone.”

His blue eyes lit up, and the lines around them crinkled as he gave her an unexpected avuncular side-hug. “My fellow hillbilly. We should all go out after the show, if you have the time. Jamie needed to see me about something anyway. We can make it a party.”

“Thanks. I’d like that.” It would give her a little space to get readjusted to Jamie. “I’m sure he would, too.” 

Kenny thanked Harold but declined the invitation. “I need to stay out of slippery places.”

Onstage, Jamie spoke into the mic. “Thanks for having me up here. This song was written by a friend who thought he owed me a satire. As Harold said, I’m from Santa Fe— yeah, obviously from ’Straya to start with. Anyway, this is a crying-in-your-local-organic-microbrew song. ‘The Sensitive Man’s Santa Fe Blues.’ ” 

He acknowledged the audience’s ripple of laughter with a grin, and the band began a lively tune. It wasn’t a typical Jangarrai song—more Western swing than world music.  

“I’m a sensitive man

I’ve got the Santa Fe Blues

This city feels so different without you.”

Jamie took the mic from its stand and walked the stage, connecting with the audience like he was telling them a story. The song lamented the struggles of coping with the blues through therapy, yoga, and Reiki, as well as all-natural local brews. Mae wondered if it was a satire on Santa Fe generally or Jamie personally. Those Eastern practices were Kenny’s kinds of things, not Jamie’s. 

He slowed the final verse down. Either he wanted to make sure no one missed a word or he was improvising.

“My answer to the question of ‘red or green?’

Is my red-haired, green-eyed dancing queen

She’s my hot Hatch chile who keeps leaving me

But with the sweetest rear view I ever did see.”

In a gesture like someone at a funeral placing a hat over his heart, he lowered his hat over his groin.

“Hard on a sensitive man—”

The audience mixed chuckles and groans at the pun, and a few looked at Mae. Her cheeks burned. Jamie snapped into a full spin, put the hat back on his head, and picked up the mic again, every move precisely on one of the four beats before the next line. 

“Who’s got the Santa Fe blue——s.” 

The last word stretched and slid up and down octaves in a vocal tour de force. Jamie jumped down from the stage and took a solo turn on the dance floor while the band played a coda. Light on his feet, with a Gene Kelly casual elegance, he looked like the happiest man in the world. Not a trace of the blues.
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Chapter Three
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In the hot, gritty wind outside Sparky’s after Blues Ridge’s final set, Kenny said goodbye, shaking hands with Harold and Jamie and reiterating how exciting it had been to meet them. As her neighbor walked off, Mae realized what this meant. Jamie would be taking her home. She was glad they had the party in between to give them a chance to talk more. Aside from his lyrics—if they were true, and not just a joke from a fellow musician—she still hadn’t caught up on his life over the past few months.

Harold gave them directions to the band’s hotel and went into the restaurant half of the building to order takeout food for the party. Jamie bounced on his heels and adjusted his top buttons, having buttoned them crooked on the first attempt. “This all right?” he asked.

“Yeah. You got ’em straight this time.”

“Nah, meant Harold. Party.”

“Of course it is. You came here to see him. I’m a surprise.” 

“Jesus. Yeah.” Jamie pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear and studied her face. “Good one, but I’m still in shock, y’know?”

“Me too.”

He slipped his arm around her waist, his touch light with nervous tenderness, and led her across the street to a parking lot bordered by more advertising statues—a bull, a tiger, a wild-eyed eight-foot-tall man serving ice cream, and a Tyrannosaurus. 

“First time I’ve ever driven you anywhere except crazy.” He opened both sides of a sparkly green Fiesta hatchback parked near the dinosaur. “Never had a new car before. Like it?”

Mae took a moment to get used to the choice. Her ex’s fiancée had a car just like it. “It’s nice, but how do you fit all your instruments in it?”

He mimed a long diagonal movement, which she understood to be sliding the didgeridoo in through the hatch and across to the reclining passenger seat. “Drums on the floor. All fits. Like a big puzzle.”

“You couldn’t fit your luggage for a tour, though.”

“Yeah.” He adjusted the passenger seat to accommodate a person rather than the didg. “Kind of where my head was at when I bought it.” 

The interior of the car was hotter than a sauna. When he turned the key, both air conditioning and opera blasted. “Sorry.” Jamie popped the CD out, put it away, and absently patted a faded, threadbare toy kangaroo that perched on the center console. For some reason Mae liked it that he still rode with his roo. “Love having a real sound system.” He rubbed the Fiesta’s steering wheel. “It’s a good little car. Miss the old Aerostar, though. Feel like I let it down.”

Mae caught herself about to reassure him that his van had forgiven him. It wasn’t alive. “You get enough work without touring?”

“For now. Not pushing it.” He steered onto the main street. “I’ll know when I’m ready. I was in worse shape than the van, y’know? Had to do a lot of repairs.” 

“How’s that going?”

He took her hand and slid it under his shirt to make her rub his belly. His bare flesh made her more aware than their hugs had how much the loose shirt was hiding. He’d put on at least twenty pounds, maybe more. In five months. Jamie wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Fucking great.”

At the party in the hotel suite, Mae tried to focus on her conversation with Harold, but Jamie-noise bubbled in the background, distracting her: fuck-punctuated chatter and his unmistakable laugh, a single hah and a snort, followed by another ear-blasting hah. So familiar and yet disorienting. He was back in her life. Again.

“Phew.” Beside her on the couch, Harold bit into a green chile cheeseburger, then gulped from a large soda, his eyes watering. He took another sip. “How’d a Boone girl end up in the land of green chile?”

“My daddy coaches at College of the Rio Grande in Las Cruces. I get free tuition, so I came out to go to school, and to be with him.” 

“I thought you might have moved here for Jamie.” 

“No. I met him last summer when I was in Santa Fe for a few days. Daddy used to live up there. His partner is Niall Kerrigan, the sculptor—” 

Harold looked delighted. “He was artist in residence at Appalachian State—wow, that was like fifteen or sixteen years ago. I bought a bull he made out of Toro lawnmower parts. Love that thing. I got the biggest kick out of his exhibit.”

“That was where Daddy met him.” Mae paused, and then decided to skip the family mess. “He moved to Santa Fe with Niall. They got to be good friends with Jamie’s folks there.” She edited out another complicated story. Explaining her friendship with Jamie could take all day. “That’s how I know Jamie.” 

Harold nodded. “Sounds like you and your daddy had good reasons to move to this wasteland. Don’t see how you could do it without someone to do it for. Place looks like kitty litter to me.”

Mae laughed. “I like it.”

“Don’t you miss those rolling old mountains, the green grass, the waterfalls?”

“Not really. I’d already left Boone. Mama moved me to a little town in the eastern part of the state when she and Daddy split. I didn’t fit in too good there. It’s nothing like Asheville.”

“Not much else in Carolina is.” He scraped some of the chile off his cheeseburger and took another bite. “I heard New Mexico is a good place to be unconventional. You fit in here?”

Mae nodded, her mouth full.

“Naomi’s fantasy is to go to Santa Fe and study with this lady shaman that writes those books Kenny didn’t like.” A hint of sadness weighed Harold’s voice down. “She asked our daughter to look the woman up when Lily did a shoot in Santa Fe back in March. Don’t know if she did.” 

“Sounds like you don’t see Lily much. Is she an actress?” 

“No. A model.” Harold scrolled through some pictures on his phone and showed it to Mae. “This is one of the first things she ever did. For a vineyard near Asheville a couple of years ago, while she was still in high school. When she does fashion stuff, they put her hair up and paint her so much you wouldn’t know her, but this looks like Lily.” 

The ad was both campy and elegant, with gold art nouveau lettering. Da Vine Wine. Blessed by the Goddess of the Grape. The goddess, a pale slender girl, had thick brown hair partly contained in a circlet of leaves and grapes from which lustrous tendrils escaped, rippling over her shoulders and down to her hips. She wore a purple tunic and clasped a golden goblet in one hand, while the other rested on a grapevine. Vine tendrils tickled her long slim legs and bare toes. 

“She’s pretty.” What else could Mae say? Aside from her hair, Lily looked like a lot of models, a generic, forgettable, but attractive girl with a straight nose, a narrow face, and scarcely any curves in her subtle shape. Only her hair was memorable, and the color of her eyes. Mae wondered if they’d been photoshopped to go better with the grapes. “You must be proud of her.”

“Not always. I saw her in some fancy underwear catalogue.” Harold reddened. “Not exactly what a father wants to see, even if it’s good for her career.” He sipped his soda, gazed out the window across the room. “Haven’t heard from her for months on end. I only know she’s alive and well because I look at my sleazy junk mail.”

“Months? Are you sure she’s all right? It might take a while to get that catalogue out.”

“I exaggerated a little. You know how it is—ol’ Southern boy telling a story. Her agent says she’s still working. But Lily didn’t get back to Naomi when she told her to look up that shaman lady, and she hasn’t been in touch with me since then, either. And that’s strange. Lily and I were always a lot closer than Lily and her mama.”

“Why don’t you go see her? You have to know where she’s living.”

“Not anymore. She works out of New York a lot, but her agent says Lily flies in from somewhere. Same when she works in LA. You’d think she’d live one place or the other. But mail to her old New York address comes back, and she’s changed her number. Her agent won’t give it out without Lily’s permission. Since she dropped out of our sights around that shoot in Santa Fe, I was hoping you or Jamie might somehow know her, run into her, if that’s where she moved.”

Mae gave him his phone back. She couldn’t find a missing person through a picture. As a psychic, she had to touch something the person had handled enough to put energy into it. With that kind of trace, Mae could probably find Lily. 

“One reason I don’t miss that little town in eastern North Carolina is ...” She hesitated. She was cautious about revealing her psychic ability. It was easily misunderstood. But Harold was from Asheville. His ex was into shamanism. He’d be okay with this. “They thought I was a witch.”

His eyes widened. “What’d you do to make ’em think that?

“Nothing bad. I’m psychic, or as they say in the mountains, I have the Sight. I’m pretty good at finding missing people and animals.”

“Even if you are—and mind you I’m having a hard time with this—I think Lily doesn’t want to be found.”

“You mean,” Mae’s voice softened, “y’all had a fight?” 

“No. We got along fine, and Naomi had really been trying to heal things between them. Can’t figure out why Lily’s cut us off. I worry she’s got some crazy possessive boyfriend or some other problem she doesn’t want to tell us about.” He sipped his soda and picked up a fry but didn’t eat it, tapping the bun of his cheeseburger with it instead. “I never been to a psychic. Not sure I believe in it. Naomi would. Are you saying you could actually find out if Lily’s in trouble?”

“Maybe. The Sight usually shows me what I’m asking for, but it’s not perfect.”

He took a long pause, rattling the ice in his soda. “Can you do that work here?”

“I do better somewhere quiet. And I need something that belonged to the person I’m looking for. Helps me pick up sort of a scent, energy-wise.”

“I suppose you charge money for it.” 

She did unless the client was poor or a very close friend. “I do. But I didn’t mention it because of that.”

Long brown fingers curled over Mae’s shoulder. A kiss landed on the crown of her head. Jamie still didn’t make a sound when he walked. How long had he been there? 

“Hey, sugar. Did you hear what Harold and I were talking about?”

“Finding someone named Lily. Yeah.” He sat between her and Harold and began to eat fries off her plate. “Psychic work.”

“Lily’s my daughter,” Harold said. “Nineteen, living on her own. I can’t get hold of her.”

“Jeezus. Hope she’s all right.” Jamie broke off the end of a fry that had touched meat juice, laid it on a napkin, ate the uncontaminated portion, and took a slug of his beer. “Almost forgot you had a daughter. Naomi hardly talked about her.” He dumped hot chile sauce on the edge of Mae’s plate, poked several fries into it at once and talked through eating them. “Can’t remember if she had her picture anywhere.” He swallowed, mumbled an apology for his bad manners, dipped another cluster of fries and repeated the same lapse. “Yeah. In ballet clothes. Some recital or something when she was a kid. Hair in a bun, tutu ...”

Harold placed his phone on the coffee table and brought up Lily’s picture again.

“Fuck me dead.” Jamie stared. “That’s Lily?”

“One of her modeling jobs.” Hope crept into Harold’s voice. “Do you know her? Is she in Santa Fe? That’s the last place we heard from her.”

“She’s there.” Jamie drank, looked down at the picture again. “At least she was.”

“When did you see her?”

“March. Once. At Yoga Space. For about ten seconds.” He shivered and reached into the bag of fries, having finished the ones on Mae’s plate. “Haven’t seen her since.”

Mae sensed Jamie was glad he hadn’t seen Lily again. Something about his ten-second encounter had bothered him. Harold didn’t notice, his gaze on the goddess of the grape.

“Guess I still need a psychic, then,” he said. “I don’t have anything of Lily’s with me for you to work with, though. I do have my cat—” 

“You do that, too? Tour with your cat?” Jamie lit up, then ducked his chin, seeming to realize he’d interrupted. “Sorry.”

Social skills. Mae rubbed Jamie’s back. “Was Lily around your cat a lot? I’ve picked up information from people’s pets before.” 

“We had Cara for four years before Naomi and I got divorced last year. Naomi got the house, and I got Cara. That was our custody battle. Lily was going to college then. She quit right away, couldn’t see why she needed an education when she was earning money modeling, but anyway, it seemed like the right time for us to split once she’d moved out. Lily hasn’t been around Cara since then, but I reckon the connection wouldn’t wear off.”

Jamie nudged Mae gently. “Give it a whirl. Good chance for me to talk with the band. See if they’ll do a gig in Santa Fe next month.”

“We already are,” Harold said. “We do a lot of the Indian casinos. We’ll be at Buffalo Thunder near Santa Fe on our way back from Colorado.”

“Perfect. Add this to your plan. Spirit Fest Music Festival and Psychic Fair. Huge outdoor venue.”

“Can’t. We’d be competing with our own show. It’s not like hitting some cozy little spot like Sparky’s and then Casino Apache. If this is a big event we’d be splitting our audience.”

“Nah. ’Cause you’d be singing old Southern gospel.”

Harold broke out in a surprised laugh. “You kidding me?”

“Serious, mate. Spiritual music festival. I was thinking of that song on your solo album.”

Harold nodded and sang softly:

“Come to your father’s arms like the prodigal son,

He’ll take you back no matter what you’ve done.”

Jamie joined in on the chorus, singing harmony. “Like the prodigal son, like the prodigal son, like the prodigal son.”

The band members sang along from the other side of the room, whooping and clapping, joking about getting that old-time religion.

“We’ll think about it.” Harold stood. “I’ll have to talk with our manager, but it’s possible. Let me introduce Mae to Cara and I’ll be back.”
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As soon as Harold opened the door to his bedroom, a smooth black cat leaped onto his leg. She climbed him like a tree and wrapped herself along the back of his neck. He attempted to remove her but Cara dodged by moving to his other shoulder. When he sat so Mae could get hold of the cat, Cara clung as though landing on the bed would be traumatic. In some way she reminded Mae of Jamie when she’d first met him. She tried to grab the cat. Cara hissed, squalled, and wriggled, and then leaped to lodge on Mae’s upper back, pacing from shoulder to shoulder.

“Can I say she’s a little weird?”

“Always has been. But it’s a long tour. We’d miss each other.”

Mae reached back to pet Cara and earned not a purr but the cat’s muscles tightening for a spring. Cara jumped back to Harold. “I hope she’ll settle long enough for me to focus and see something.”

“She might hold still once I step out. She gets excited to see me.”

Mae suspected more going on with Cara than just excitement, but she said, “Thanks. That might help.”

Harold managed to put his cat on the bed and then tossed her a catnip mouse, distracting Cara long enough for him to open the door. “Naomi would be thrilled that I’m getting help from a psychic.”

“You don’t sound like you are.”

“I’m not. No offense, but it makes me feel like I’m kind of desperate.” He stepped out and shut the door.

––––––––
[image: image]


Through the wall Mae heard the gospel song again, the whole band and Jamie in four-part a cappella harmony. His voice soared. It was good to hear him so happy and healthy.

She sat in the big armchair near the window, took the velvet pouch of crystals from her purse, and chose a clear quartz point for intensifying her abilities. After a few random charges around the room, Cara ran up onto the back of the chair, made an attempt to play with Mae’s hair, and then settled. 

Mae turned to look into the cat’s bright green eyes. Cara’s body held still, but her skin was jumpy. “Hey, Cara.” Mae kept her voice soft. “You still connected with Lily?”

Cara twitched. Mae petted her and leaned back again, letting Cara’s tail drift over her head. It would do for contact as long as the unpredictable creature stayed there. Mae quieted her mind and concentrated on the energy from the crystals in her hand and from the cat, seeking Lily through her connection with Cara.

The vision that signaled a psychic journey began, a tunnel that pulled her through to emerge in a new scene.

In the spacious kitchen of an old house, teenaged Lily practiced a dance routine. Cara, a tiny kitten, chased something imperceptible on the floor, perhaps a bit of dust. Lily executed a series of jumps and turns, frowning in concentration. The kitten began chasing her feet. Lily lightly kicked her aside. Cara hesitated, watched, and sprang again, this time launching onto the top of Lily’s flying foot, attacking with all four paws and biting. 

“You stupid little wretch.” Lily seized Cara and threw her. The animal’s fragile-looking back struck the sharp edge of the drawer on the stove with a thud that almost shocked Mae out of the vision. Cara, miraculously unharmed, ran from corner to corner in terror as Lily chased her and kicked at her. “That’ll teach you to chase me!” 

Ears back, Cara finally escaped. Lily resumed her practice with a furious energy.

Mae’s vision moved through the tunnel again to open in a different room. Lily lounged on a living room couch watching TV. The sound of Blues Ridge rehearsing filtered in from another part of the house. A woman Mae guessed was Naomi, with a round, rosy face and hair similar to Lily’s but halfway to gray, sat in a cozy chair. She held the kitten against her chest like a baby, chattering in cute-animal talk, stroking the thin fur on Cara’s belly. 

“Mom, that is so sickening,” Lily snapped. “Can you cut that out?” 

“She’s my new baby,” Naomi crooned to Cara, not looking at her daughter. “You’re all grown up.” 

“What a hypocrite. You should have just had a cat instead of a kid.” 

Naomi flushed. Her mouth opened and closed, no words coming out.

“It’d be nice,” Lily continued, “if I had a TV in my room, so I wouldn’t have to sit with you.” 

Naomi replied in a shaky voice, “We’re trying to make sure you spend some time with us as a family. But if that’s how you feel, stop talking and watch the show.” 

Lily stretched her legs out. “I could go down to Daddy’s studio and listen to the band practice.” She paused and smirked. “Or you could. The new bass player is hot. And young. You’d like that.” 

Naomi turned redder, stood, and left the room, shedding the kitten onto the floor. Lily picked up the remote, poised to throw it. Tail fuzzed out, Cara shot past her like a little fur rocket. Lily increased the volume and nestled deeper into the couch with a satisfied sigh. 

Enough. Mae pulled back from the scene and reconnected with her body. She used snow quartz to clear her energy field, and then turned and touched the cat. The sleek black back vibrated under her hand. No wonder Cara was afraid to be on the floor. Lily must have terrorized her.

A knock sounded on the door. “Come in.”

Mae put the crystals in the separate pouch for those that needed cleansing and tucked both pouches in her purse. What would she tell Harold? 

The door opened and Jamie walked through, beer in hand.

“Yeah. Not Harold.” He sat on the bed. “You find her?”

“No. Only her past. It was awful.”

Cara contracted and launched onto Jamie, making him slosh beer onto his shirt “Jeezus. Like a fucking mountain lion. Straight for the neck.” 

He put his drink on the bedside table, pulled the cat off with a twisting reach to his upper back, and held her out and studied her, making prolonged eye contact. She went slack like a feline rag doll, oddly peaceful. He hugged her to his chest and rubbed her shoulders. “Did Lily hurt her?”

“Yeah.” How did he know? “She kicked her, and I think she threw things at her. Poor Cara was terrified of her.”

Jamie sighed. He cuddled Cara a while longer, then flattened her against his legs with a firm stroke down her back. The bedside lamp turned on. No clicking sound, only a gradual glow from the bulb. Mae wanted to ask if he’d seen that, but Jamie was absent in some way. He massaged the cat, pausing at the part of her back that had struck the stove. His fingers moved to the top of her head and stayed a while, slid to the space between her throat and her heart and paused there, then rested at the juncture of her spine and tail. To finish whatever he was doing, he held her paws and touched her nose, intimacies most cats wouldn’t tolerate, and placed her on the bed.

She looked at him, then began to lick herself. He picked up his beer, frowned at the lamp, and switched it off. Cara jumped down and wandered over to Mae’s feet and sniffed. 

Had Jamie’s spiritual gifts come back? He’d had healing and visionary abilities that troubled him and scattered his mind too much. Twice, he’d needed to have a healer or shaman shut them down so he could function. 

“What’d you do, sugar?” 

His shoulders squirmed, a right-left shrug. “Mm. Little something.”

“Harold’s gonna wonder what happened when she acts like a normal cat.”

Jamie’s face clouded. “Fuck. He won’t mind will he?”

“Of course not. I’m sure he’ll be happy. But are you gonna tell him? Explain anything?” Mae wanted the explanation herself.

“Nah. He’ll think you did it.” Jamie bent down with a little mff, petted Cara, and stood. “Guess we’d better get back out there before everybody thinks we’re—”

Harold knocked and opened the door a few inches. “Hey. Figured you were done if Jamie was in here.”

Mae told him to come in. “I’m sorry. I didn’t find Lily. I only picked up her past with Cara.” 

Jamie scooped the cat up and carried her to the window. Mae could swear he was hiding the fact that he’d healed her. Harold entered and asked, “Did you really see anything?” 

“Of course I did.” She didn’t know him well enough to know how he’d handle what she’d seen, though.

“Guess that came out wrong. I saw such a boatload of fakes going through Naomi’s store on their book tours, it’s a reflex for me to get skeptical.”

“It’s okay. You weren’t there for what I saw, so you wouldn’t know if it’s true, and Jamie could have described the house to me if that’s where Naomi still lives. I could be fake for all you know.”

“Not necessarily. Naomi redecorated when I left. What’d the place look like?”

Mae described the kitchen and the TV room. Harold fell silent for a while, then took his wallet from his back pocket and walked over to hand Mae a few bills. She declined. He held the money out again. “You did your work.”

“But not what you asked for.” 

Harold put the money on the table. “Can you see the future?” He frowned, his mouth going crooked. Mae suspected he couldn’t quite believe he’d asked this. “See if she gets in touch with us?”

“Sorry. All psychics are different. I see the past and the present, but not the future.”

“Then the present will have to do. I’m gonna have Naomi send you some of Lily’s things. If it’s her own stuff, you sure you can find her?”

“Things she wore or used a lot, yes. I don’t think she was very attached to Cara.”

“Well, my poor baby is a little hard to take.” 

He appeared to have no idea Lily was responsible for his cat’s strangeness. 

Jamie released Cara to the floor. “Mae tell you she’s a healer?”

Cara trotted to Harold for an ankle rub. He stared for a moment before crouching down to pet her. “That’s amazing.” His eyes met Mae’s. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Mae gave Jamie a look. He hadn’t quite lied, but he’d squeezed the truth into a funny shape. He blinked a few times, offered her a smile.

Still watching Cara walk on the floor, Harold straightened up and took his phone out, pressed a number, and waited. “Lily’s always loved her things. I’m sure Naomi can find something to send you. Give me a way she can get hold of you.”

He began talking to his ex-wife’s voice mail. Mae wrote down her mailing address, phone number, and e-mail address and gave it to him. She hoped the work would be fast and easy. The less she saw of Lily Petersen, the better.
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Chapter Four
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Branches of the small mesquite tree at the edge of the driveway scratched like claws on the roof of Jamie’s car, a sound he felt along his spine. How could Mae listen to that every time she came home? Fuck. He’d have to hear it—no, would gladly hear it a thousand times. It was the guardian at the gate of paradise, paradise being Mae’s pea-soup-green converted trailer. 

A warm quivering filled him, so intense he couldn’t tell if it was hope or anxiety. He imagined her bare skin, her lips, her gentle touch, ecstasy upon ecstasy all afternoon. Then all night, they’d be curled together in post-coital bliss, her perfectly proportioned snow-white body against his not so perfect chocolate-brown one, a yin-yang ball of love.

He parked behind her gray Focus, turned around to the back seat, and collected the bags of Hatch chile products he’d bought on the way out of town, then got a plastic zipper bag containing a toothbrush, a little tube of toothpaste, and a box of floss from the glove compartment. He’d been eating green chile pistachios on the drive, and their lingering presence would taint a kiss. 

He froze with one foot out the door. A kiss. The prelude to all that would follow. Jamie’s pulse accelerated. His heart felt full of tiny seeds, ready to explode. A nuclear pomegranate. He wanted her so badly it hurt—but they’d never done this before. Fantasy slammed into reality. He hadn’t made love to a woman for well over a year. Closer to two. 

Mae’s sweet-tea voice came through his fog. She was out of the car, waiting for him to move. “Let’s go in. It’ll be kinda hot since I’ve been gone all day, but it’s a nice place. Niall put a couple of his sculptures in here—the ones he thinks he can’t sell. You’ll like it.”

She held her hand out with a playful little come-here gesture, and started for the house. Jamie thawed enough to follow.

The big shaggy-barked mesquite tree that shaded the tiny porch groaned in the wind. Its strange curly beans crunched underfoot, and its thorny branches snagged in Jamie’s braids. If he took a step the thing would pull his hair out. He dropped the bags and grabbed his head, lifting his hair up to reduce the feeling of being dragged by the scalp. Anxiety rattled his body like the tree’s leaves in the wind. “Fuck—fuck—fuck!” 

Mae stopped and looked at him. “What in the world ...?” 

His hands trembled as he tugged at a stuck branch. “It attacked me.” 

Smiling with her lips together like she was trying not to laugh, she helped untangle him. 

A thorn pricked his finger and he jumped up and down. “Ow. Fuck.”

“Take it easy, sugar. Hold still and I’ll have you free in a jiffy.”

“Hate stuff in my hair.”

“Okay. But get your hands out of the way so I can see what I’m doing.”

“Sorry.” Feeling small and embarrassed, he stood still while Mae finished the job. “Thanks, love.” He gave her a quick squeeze and picked up the bags, then stopped at the bottom of the steps. He could see why the tree was moaning now. “Fuck. Your tree’s rotten.” 

“It is?” 

“Yeah.” He gave the mesquite a shove, opening its flaw wider for Mae to see. What he’d initially taken for a curve in its rough shape was a crack down the center of its trunk. It creaked like a hinge, half the tree swaying out over the carport at the end of the driveway. If the wind blew hard the tree could split in two. He took a fallen branch from the ground and stuck it in the crack, plunging it in about eight inches deep. The crevice was full of a soft black powder of rot or fungus. “Jeezus. Looks like the devil’s arse crack.”

“Sure does.” Mae peered into the crack. “That’s so strange I never noticed. It’s still growing all these fresh leaves and beans. I’ll have to ask Niall about a tree surgeon.”

She sounded more intrigued than worried, but the tree was bad. Scary. Jamie dug the stick in and wiggled it. Some of the rot fell out. He shuddered and jumped back, shook invisible dirt off his pant legs. Lily Petersen. Jamie dropped the stick. The fucking tree was like Lily Petersen. 

Mae touched his arm. “You ready to go in?”

“Dunno.” He sat on the porch steps, elbows on his thighs, bags at his feet. Everything he hadn’t told her pushed against the inside of his skull. Seeing Lily’s soul. And the reason why he could. “I’m stumped. Sorry. Wasn’t a dead tree joke. I mean—dunno. I’m—” He raised his eyes to hers. “Stumped.”

“About coming in or not?”

“Sort of.” Looking down at his feet, he noticed a mesquite twig had stuck its prongs into his ankle. Suppressing the cringe reflex, he pulled it off and flung it away. Stupid how something so small could scare the bloody crap out of him, but thorny plants, like anything that could sting or bite, sent him to the edge of panic. “I had all these fantasies, y’know? About seeing you again. What we’d do. Who I’d be.”

He’d imagined he’d be some kind of normal person. Thin, fit, sane, successful, strong. Not someone who saw souls and leaked energy. The only part he’d managed was successful—moderately. Lately he’d let go of thin, accepted the pace of his emotional progress, controlled his spiritual anomalies as well as possible, and had been almost content with himself, bordering on confident—until he was alone with her. A deep, unsteady breath came out on the edge of a laugh. “Wanted to do it like some love scene in a movie and I can’t. I’m still me.”

Mae stroked his hair and kissed his forehead. “I should hope so.”

She unlocked the house. The interior was around a hundred degrees even with the thermal blinds closed. Along the wall across from the pointy-legged fifties couch and chair stood two of Niall’s smaller sculptures, a javelin thrower made of rusted metal rings and bars, and a grazing sheep, curly with old springs and horseshoes. The sculptures made Jamie feel momentarily at home, the work of an old family friend welcoming him. Mae turned on the air conditioner. Jamie put the chile products in the kitchen and scurried toward the bathroom to brush his teeth, patting the sheep on his way through the living room. It was hot. He winced and shook his fingers. “Ow.”

Mae had that trying-not-to-laugh look again. Something hummed overhead. The ceiling fan began to turn, dislodging a spider on a thread. It spun like a passenger on a fair ride. Jamie swallowed an unmanly squeak and almost ran into the bathroom. 

He closed the door. Fuck. What else could go wrong? Two phobic freak outs, burning his fingers on the sheep, and now the fan. Mae hadn’t touched the switch. Neither had he. She would ask more questions. Like she had on the drive.

Tell me about your life. He’d tried, but he’d sounded like the publicity on his web site. Come on, sugar, that can’t be all. So he told her that he’d painted his apartment and put in a flower garden. That sounded healthy. Didn’t tell her he hadn’t unpacked or bought furniture yet. Of course, she asked again what he’d done with Cara.  

The answer was too complicated. He’d dodged it. Always good with cats. 

And lamps? The lamp went on when you did that.

Fuck. Yeah, I heal appliances. Home improvement Reiki.

There was a fine line between lying and keeping secrets, and he’d been walking that tightrope for ten weeks now. No wonder he was so anxious. It wasn’t just his insecurity. He should have asked Mae to heal Cara, not done it himself. Poor cat got to him, though. He hadn’t been thinking. If he told Mae how the gift had come back, he’d have to tell her everything. He hadn’t even told his therapist everything. He wasn’t sure he’d even told himself.

He brushed his teeth and used some of Mae’s mouthwash. The clean feeling and the sense of control calmed him, but then he looked in the mirror. Sweat and thorns and wind had made his hair look like ... what was Mae’s weird Southern phrase? A hoo-rah’s nest. He probably stank, too. She wouldn’t want to make love with him all smelly. 

His unsteady fingers struggled with his shirt buttons and stopped. Idiot. He couldn’t just jump in her shower in his first five minutes in her house. What in bloody hell was the matter with him? He opened the door and grasped the doorframe. “Fuck. That wouldn’t be sexy. It’d be bloody stupid.”

Mae strolled down the hall, talking on her phone. She turned her head away from it to speak to him. “What would be stupid, sugar?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Jeezus.”

She resumed her phone conversation. “It fixed itself?” A pause. “Reckon I can’t thank you, then. ’Bye. I gotta go. Jamie’s here.” She ended her call, frowning. “That’s so strange. Niall’s been promising to fix that fan since I moved in and now it just turned itself on.” 

She looked at Jamie, apparently waiting for an explanation. He shrugged right-left. Her gaze dropped to the gap in his shirt, and her little smile came back. Embarrassment crawled over him like ants. “Need a shower.”

“So do I, but we can wait.” 

Did she mean what he thought she meant? Shower together later? Like foreplay?

Mae said, “Come on. Sit down with me. Relax a while.” 

He made a show of softly beating his head against the door and followed her back to the living room. Collapsing on the couch, he knocked his skull against the wall behind him, this time by accident, hard. “Jeezus.” The humiliation was suddenly funny. He snorted a loud laugh. “Bloody fucking hell.”

She sat beside him, tucking her feet under her, facing him. “What?”

“Nothing. Everything. Been so long it’s ...” Like being a virgin again.  

He clasped her hand and leaned back more carefully. She shifted her position to cuddle up side by side, resting her head on his shoulder. His body responded with a subtle erotic stirring. Yes, they could wait. Get comfortable, be quiet for a while, no pressure, no questions. 

As they held each other in silence, his nerves almost stopped buzzing. He began to sing to her quietly, an old love ballad. Mae snuggled and slid her hand inside his open shirt. 
Something in her energy changed, a hesitancy and lightness in her touch as if she wasn’t sure how hard to squeeze a soft person. He squirmed. “You’re hugging my fat.”
“I’m hugging you.”

“But it bothers you. I can tell.”

“Only a little. More like, you’re different, that’s all.” She moved her arm up higher, to his chest. “If you’re happy at this weight, I’ll get used to you. It’s okay.” 

“Happy.” He kissed her head and sat up, making her let go of him, and buttoned his shirt. “Dunno about that. More like ... mmm ... just how things are, y’know?” 

“Relax, sugar. This is not a big deal. Sing to me again. It was sweet.”

“Nah. Can’t. Keep bouncing out of it, y’know? The mood. Got to have clean clothes. Flowers. Fix dinner. We’ll have to plan a date. Do it right.”

“You don’t have to do anything right. Just having you with me is right.” She scooted close again and began rubbing his back and his neck. “I’ll like the date with the flowers and dinner. It’ll be romantic, but you don’t have to do it to impress me. You already have.”

“How? Getting attacked by a tree? Smacking my head into the wall?” 

She put her arm around his shoulders and drew his hair back from his face. “Look at me, sugar.” He met her eyes. They seemed darker and greener, with little gold flecks like light in a forest. “Last time I saw you, you were so broken. There wasn’t a day went by I didn’t think about you. I worried for months. I was afraid you’d kill yourself.” She stroked her palm over his cheek. “But you didn’t do that. You held on. That’s how you impressed me. I’m so proud of you.”

He hugged her so close he felt he could pull her through his skin, molecule by vibrating molecule. The pomegranate heart burst, seeds falling everywhere inside him. The tightrope shook. He was only half as well as she thought, and nowhere near as strong. He couldn’t even explain why he was alive, and she was so impressed with that achievement.

The strong, brave man she thought he was would tell her. The man he was could hardly breathe.

––––––––
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He let the screen door close behind him. It bounced ajar and he tried to force it shut, but it stuck. Like the door to the spirit world. 

The groaning tree dropped a pod at his feet. Click. The wind blew it across the boards of the porch. Shhh. A dog barked across the street, and others for blocks around took up the alarm. Jamie breathed against the fears. Dogs. Truth. Rejection. The tree. Lily’s soul.

Mae’s voice startled him. “You okay, sugar?”

“Yeah. Will be in a bit.” 

She opened the door, gave it a shove at the base with her foot so it closed, and sat on the paint-peeling railing, her back to the tree. “You need some space, I can go in the bedroom, but I don’t want you sitting out here when it’s this hot and we danced so much.”

“Jeezus. You think I’ll calm down if I know you’re in the bedroom?” 

She smiled. “The guest room, then. Or the kitchen. Come on back in. The house is cooling off.” Her head tilted to the side, she studied him for a moment. “Especially now that the fan is working.”

“Fuck. You know that was me, don’t you?”

“Home improvement Reiki? You been playing dodgeball all day. You healed Cara and the light went on, we get here and the fan fixes itself—and all you’ll tell me is what I can find out on your website. Or little stuff. You painted your apartment. You made yourself a flower garden—”

“Jeezus. That’s not little. You’ve never been depressed. You have no idea. That was fucking huge. Took a whole fucking month of therapy to get that far.”

“You said you just did it last month. Haven’t you been in therapy since December?”

He squirmed his shoulders, looked at her feet. They were as big as his, country-girl feet. Her legs swung, then stilled. 

“You’re holding back,” Mae said. “I can tell. And it bothers me. I want us to get closer, not have some kind of wall up. I have to know you again.”

“You know me. Jeezus. Better than anybody.”

A sharp intake of breath, a light in her eyes. “I do.” Two happy syllables. Do-oo. She snapped her fingers. “You’re right. I know what’ll calm you down. A swim.”

It was part of his anti-anxiety strategy, had been for years. If she’d suggested the town pool it might have worked. But she wanted to go to the lake. 

Mae changed into her swimsuit, and Jamie stopped at the thrift store for shorts that would do for swim trunks. They didn’t talk much on the drive to Elephant Butte. While they waited behind a truck with a boat trailer, the electronic sign over the gate to the park scrolled through a series of announcements, including an upcoming triathlon. 

“Me and Daddy are doing that race,” Mae said, bubbling with enthusiasm. “We been training up here. Water’s a little chilly, but it makes me go fast.”

Fuck. If he’d died, some piece of him could have floated up at her. She and Marty could have looked down and seen a bloated corpse, a blond-haired black man, unmistakably Jamie even in decay. He felt sick.

The sign changed. Lake elevation: 4,313 feet. Air temperature: 99. Water temperature: 76. What had it been in March? Fifty? Colder? He should have died of hypothermia even without the rocks.

The sign changed to promote recycling. The truck and boat moved on. Mae hung her annual pass on the rearview mirror and Jamie drove to the same campsite he’d used for his death trip. Someone else was camping there now. He started to park across the street at the playground. 

Mae said, “This is a good spot to reach the running trail, but the swimming’s better further in. It drops off kinda deep here.”

“I know.” 

She looked surprised. “You’ve been in the water here?”

His voice came out weak and tight. “Yeah.” 

He’d been on the verge of trying to tell her. Delay came as a relief. He steered back onto the road and followed Mae’s directions to the safer place to swim. The lake was blue and cheerful and full of boats. Like the life he’d made since his survival, it didn’t look like a place where death met miracles.

“I don’t know why I’m surprised you’ve been here,” Mae said. “Guess I think of you camping for rock climbing and stuff, not at a lake.”

“Can’t climb anymore.” He flexed his right fingers. Residual effects of his accident in December tingled along his last two fingers. “Nerve’s still fucked. No grip strength.”

“Still? You can play flutes again, can’t you?”

“Yeah, took about two months, but I got the agility back. It’s the ...” He crossed his thumb inside his palm. “That part.”

“Oh—yeah. Your ulnar nerve does do that.”

“You had that stuff in school already?” 

She blushed. “No, I’m not that far along. I looked it up. Trying to picture how you were healing, what you’d have to do for rehab.”

“Jeezus.” He was touched. Mae’s way of missing him. Trying to imagine what exercises he’d have to do. He reached past the roo and squeezed her hand with what strength he had.
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Chapter Five
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Mae took a break from swimming and floated, looking for Jamie. A couple of minutes ago, he’d been backstroking out toward the middle of the lake, slow and peaceful looking. She’d thought nothing of it, knowing Jamie was a good swimmer, but now he’d vanished. He couldn’t have gotten to shore that fast, and the island was too steep to climb onto.

Don’t panic. You can’t help him if you panic. She looked for movement. Bubbles. Something. She called his name as loudly as she could.

He popped up. No answer. Just staring like a seal that had come up for air through an ice hole. What was the matter with him? He ducked back down.

“Jamie!”

He stayed under longer than seemed humanly possible. If he was playing with her, she was going to be seriously pissed off, but she didn’t think this was a game. Jamie didn’t tease. He was too sensitive to think it was fun to scare her. She called to him again, got no response, and started toward him, swimming underwater every few strokes to be sure she found him.   

He hung vertically several feet below the surface, eyes open, barely exhaling a thin stream of bubbles. The bubbles stopped. She expected him to head upward on that exhalation to empty but he stayed under, drifting lower. Alarmed, she shot to him, ready to grab him and bring him up. How she would haul a two-hundred-pound man ashore if he was in trouble, she didn’t know, but there was no time to think about that.

Their eyes met through the blur of water. Like a sleepwalker awakened, Jamie snapped to attention before she reached him. He swam upward. Mae followed and gasped for air. “What were you doing? You scared me half to death. I thought you were drowning.”

“Sorry.” He treaded water with hardly any motion. “Didn’t think you’d notice.”

“That you disappeared? Sugar. You seriously underestimate me.”

They swam ashore in silence. Jamie flopped on a beach towel and put his hat over his face. Mae dried off, applied sunscreen, put on her sunglasses and lay beside him, propped on her elbow.

“You know that was weird, don’t you?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“What were you doing?”

He tipped his hat back a fraction of an inch, just enough that she could see his lips move in the shadow underneath it. “What’s the water temperature here in the winter?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“People go in it?”

“For about a minute. Niall started that Polar Bare Plunge thing for the Arts Council. He spells it b-a-r-e. Folks pledge money if you run in the lake in some skimpy little suit in January. Raises a ton of money. Some folks say they’d pay not to see Niall in a leopard print speedo, but it motivates people. He says if some skinny old fart who smokes a pack a day can do it, anybody can.”

“You do it? Little bikini?”

“Not too little.”

“Fuck. January? Water must be what? Forty?”

“I don’t know. We run in and out and holler like the dickens and dance around a fire and— What’s with the water temperature? You thinking of swimming here in the winter?”

“Already did. In March.” He wrapped his fingers around hers, slowly and gently. “Trying to figure out why I didn’t die.”

“No kidding. You really could have. That was crazy.” But not out of character. His scarred body was a biography of bad decisions, ranging from rock climbing accidents to suicide attempts to a run-in with an armed drunk. “How far out did you go?”

“Where I was. Where you found me.”

The ninety-second fund-raising plunge had made her scream once she got her breath. In March, the lake would have been a little warmer, but still dangerously cold. How could he have swum out that far and back? If anyone could have survived it was Jamie—he had better breath control than most people, he swam well, and he had a little extra body fat—but the odds had still been against him. 

“You’re lucky you made it ashore,” she said. “A person could get hypothermia even in water like today after a couple of hours. In March it would have taken ...” She tried to remember the information from her first aid class, guessing at fifty-degree water. “Maybe twenty or thirty minutes.”

“Can you still swim if it happens?”

“Sort of, but you get disoriented. Sometimes people swim down, or in the wrong direction.”

“Don’t think I did that.”

“Of course you didn’t. You got back to your camp, didn’t you?” He had to have. It was the only way he could have warmed up enough to survive.

“Yeah. Dunno how, though.” He brought her hand to his lips and held it there a while, pressing so firmly she could feel the hardness of his teeth, then kissed her fingers. “Last thing I remember in the water is going under, out deep.” He released her hand and moved his hat back so she could see his eyes. “Next thing I know, I’m freezing my arse off on the shore. Right where I went in. Same spot. No idea how I got there.”

“Is that why you went out there, under the water? Were you trying to remember?”

“Yeah. Feels like some piece of me knows, but it’s like I’m chasing it around a corner. See its tail but I can’t catch it.”

“It must be too traumatic. Don’t push yourself. Maybe you should wait for therapy to try to bring it back.”

“Tried already.” He moved the hat again, shading his eyes more but not quite hiding them. “Think I died.”

Died? “You couldn’t have. You didn’t take in any water.”

“But I still died.” He reached up to her shoulder and dusted off some windblown sand that had stuck in her sunscreen. “Got as far as remembering a light. Not the moon, some other light, a beam of it, coming at me sideways. Like the near-death tunnel thing.”

“Sugar, you couldn’t have had a near-death experience—”

“Jeezus.” He sat up, losing the hat, and jammed it back onto his head. “It’s my fucking death. I saw a fucking light. Think I even heard a voice.” His voice was ragged, as if he was going to cry. “I almost remembered. You interrupted me.”  

Mae took his hand. He squeezed hard. His story didn’t make sense, yet somehow it fell into place, a weight landing hard in her heart. “Sugar? Did you mean to die?”

He wriggled his fingers against hers. “Winter was hard, y’know? Couldn’t play flutes or drums or didg, couldn’t bike or swim. Lay around in my fucking bathrobe listening to operas. The sad ones. Couldn’t do anything left-handed except eat. When I could finally use my right hand the nerve still hurt so much I couldn’t sleep. And I was already off the deep end before all that.”

He stood, picked up his parrot-print shirt and shook the sand off it. “Fuck. Yeah, I meant to die. Went swimming with rocks. Fucking backpack full of rocks.” He shoved his arms into the sleeves. “Then the bloody visions came back. The energy crap. Everything. Only happens when someone dies. Door gets stuck open. Spirits get through.” He sighed. “Sorry, love. Not what you wanted to hear. But that’s how I know I died.” He reached out, an offer to help her up. “Come on. I’ll drive you home.”

Mae let him draw her to her feet. She wanted to leave the lake, too. The thought of Jamie being so determined to die shocked her. She’d feared he might do some impulsive thing with his post-surgery pain meds. This level of planning was somehow worse. He was more damaged than she’d realized. The bright, carefree man singing and dancing at Sparky’s turned out to be much darker inside than she’d thought. No wonder he’d been so anxious once they were alone, and so reluctant to explain about healing Cara.

She held his hand as they walked up the tire-track road to where his car was parked on a firm patch of beach. He opened the passenger door and invited her to sit. “Feet outside.” He knelt on his towel. “Give me your leg. Get the sand off.”

He began to brush off her calf, then each of her toes, fingering the sand from in between them. Sweet, affectionate, and a little fussy, like he not only wanted to touch Mae’s leg but also to keep every grain of sand out of the Fiesta. She asked, “You like your new car, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Came back to life in it.”

Mae wasn’t sure if he meant leaving the park after his suicide attempt, or if driving a new car stood for the start of a new life. “How?”

“I was afraid I’d let my keys sink, y’know? Went swimming in my clothes so I’d go down better. Then I was out somehow, right where I’d gone in, no pack of rocks, shaking so bad I could hardly walk. Only way I could think to get warm was my car. Every step, I’m thinking, fuck, where are my keys, where are my keys ... Left ’em on the seat. Left the car unlocked. Brain fog, depression, you forget stuff. Good thing, I guess. Took me what felt like a fucking hour to get my clothes off, my hands were so cold. Got in and cranked up the heat, rolled up in a little ball up with my roo and just shook and shook—and then it hit me. I was glad to be alive.”

Holding her ankle with one hand, he used the other to run his fingers under the curve of her arch, tickling off the layer of sand, and then cupped her heel in his palm and rubbed it clean. “Everything was like a miracle after that. Took all the stuff I’d packed so I’d look like I’d gone camping and went in my tent. Book. Miracle. Headlamp. Miracle. Dry clothes. Double fucking miracle. And the stars. Jeezus. Felt like I fell up into them.” 

“So surviving was like a—a cure?”

“For a few hours. Morning was amazing. Everything was like—too much light. Alive, y’ know? The quails and the lizards and the cacti, even the rocks—felt like I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life. But then I got home and it was like bloody fucking doom. Don’t think I’d’ve even gotten out of the car except I missed Gasser.”

“I bet he missed you, too.”

“Other leg, please.”

She obliged. He began systematically with her calf again, then the top of her foot and between her toes. “Poor little bloke. He hates it when I leave. Fern—my landlady—feeds him, but he’s by himself, and he’s very loving. He gets lonely. Felt so fucking guilty. I must have held him and cried for half an hour.” He brushed her toenails one by one. “Thought that was why he had a halo. My eyes were fucked up. Got to yoga class and my teacher had one, too. Still thought it was my eyes, though—crying, juniper pollen, wind, all that—until fucking Lily came in and asked about the Pilates place upstairs and she had—” He shuddered. “The opposite of a halo. This dark spot, like those ads about macular degeneration. Knew it wasn’t my eyes then. And she sent off cold. Like a metal coffin.”

No wonder he’d reacted to her picture the way he had. “It took that long for you to know you were seeing souls again?”

“Yeah. Denial, maybe. Dunno. Fucking Lily scared the crap out of me, though—and I’d gone to yoga to try to hold myself together until therapy.” He met her eyes, looked back down at her foot and brushed off more sand. “Gorman wanted me to do yoga. So did my physical therapist. Yoga and swimming.” He snort-laughed, scrubbing the last of the sand off her heel. “And, y’know, I’d been swimming.”

He set her leg down inside the car and went around to sit in the driver’s seat with his legs out, de-sanding himself. There was something so cheerful and goofy about the view of him from the back, the parrot shirt, the white cowboy hat, the wild fluff of ash-blond hair spraying out from under it, Mae found it hard to reconcile the image with this same man curled naked in this car at night, clutching his roo and shivering his way back to life.

“You should see me in yoga,” he said, and Mae recognized the chatty tone of an avoidance digression. Jamie sped up, animated yet pressurized. “I go all the time now, but that was my second class in my whole life. Wear these funny little shorts like baby pants, only knit, and tight, so you don’t show your parts. Tank top. Teacher wants to see where all your joints are, see your posture, so my whole bloody fucked-up body shows. Want the shirt to have a sign on it right on my gut, like those buildings under renovation, please pardon my mess while—”

“While you make improvements.” She rubbed his back. “You are, sugar. You’re doing great. Tell me about seeing souls.”

He spent some time with his sandy toes before answering. “Hoped I’d never see another after Lily. My teacher, Gwen, hers was all right, like Gasser’s, sort of gold and friendly. Other people in the class, though, when something clicked, something Gwen would teach ’em, I’d fucking see their lights go on, literally. And we do this thing at the end, savasana—means corpse pose,” another snort laugh, “where you’re supposed to relax, but I couldn’t. Bloke next to me, felt like—like the rocks out here in the morning. Woman on the other side, like this ... mmm ... blanket. Velvet blanket. I could fucking feel them relax and meditate, so I couldn’t.”

He turned, pulled his legs inside the car, and closed the door. “Talked to Gwen after and asked if she could teach me something, some kind of breathing exercises or something so I wouldn’t see auras—called it seeing auras so I’d sound more normal—but she said I wasn’t ready for advanced stuff like pranayama, that it could make me more open, not less. Said I shouldn’t be having whatever she called it, some Sanskrit thing—siddhis—after only two classes, either.” He started the car. “That fucked me up. I mean, she’s great, I totally trust her, y’know? Thought a yoga teacher might think it was halfway normal and know what to do with it, but she didn’t. ”

“You didn’t tell her how it started.”

“Fuck, no.” He steered onto the tire-track road, heading up the slope away from the water. “You’re the only person I’ve told.”

“You haven’t told your parents?”

He turned left onto the dirt road. The car was so hot he opened his window and turned the air conditioner up higher. “Nah. They’ve been through enough.” The cheery digression tone came back as he put the roo in Mae’s lap and announced, “He’ll be twenty-six next week.”

Mae cautiously petted its balding red velour body and stroked its head where its missing ear should have been. Damaged, but cuddly. Bet Jamie’s soul looks like his roo. She put the toy back on the center console, its bottom on the cup holder. “Didn’t you tell your therapist?”

“Told him about my death, but not the other stuff. I never see his soul—he’s so bloody discreet he probably hides it. Not that I should tell him I see things, anyway. I mean, he might not think I’m crazy, he’s Navajo, seems traditional to look at him, but he’s a psychologist, not a medicine man. Dunno what he could do for me besides give me another diagnosis.”

“Do for you? Like, treat you for it? When you healed Cara I thought you’d learned to use your gift. That you were okay with it finally.”

“Not really.”

“Not even the healing part?”

“Nah. That gets weird, too. When I met with Wendy—same day, still my first day back in my skin—her soul was all right, little heat wave thing, I could sort of handle it, but that’s when the other stuff started.”

While he drove out of the park and back down to Truth or Consequences, Jamie described his first meeting with his manager Wendy Huang since the end of his tour in December. Mae remembered Wendy well, a slim young Chinese-American woman with tattoos on every limb and hair arranged in a wild spray like a cockatiel’s crest. She was as grounded and forceful as she was eccentric, and she’d had faith in Jamie even before she’d signed him as her first client. 

“I’d ignored most of her calls all winter—had forty-three unanswered messages once—but she didn’t give up. Meant a lot to me when I had the energy to actually listen. Anyway, I walked into her office and she ran over and hugged me, and I felt like this—osmosis. Dunno what else to call it. Like I took all this stress out of her and put something nice back instead. And she felt it, too. Wanted to know what I’d done.”

“That’s not that weird. It sounds pleasant.”

“Mm. Got stranger when I was ready to leave. I was so—fuck—overcome, y’know? She’d been making all these plans for me while I was out of it, people she’d made promises to and kept waiting for me—and then I showed up out of shape and with no new music—and she still went right to work for me. Hugged her again and there was something like liquid light, but it was heavy, like ... like spiritual lava. It filled me up and it just poured into her. Didn’t mean to, but it was huge and I couldn’t stop it.”

“That’s beautiful, sugar. Why would you stop it?”

“Because it was fucking bizarre. The printer on her desk started turning on and off and on again, and spewing pages. She pressed buttons but it didn’t stop, it was spitting out page after page of lines of punctuation marks and symbols like swearing in cartoons, and then lines of hearts and stars. She finally unplugged it and asked if I’d done something in the hug. Energetically. Electrically. Said the printer made that test pattern when the power had gone off and come back on, and that she felt something, like when the healer she went to for Reiki did energy work on her—right when the printer freaked out.”

“Okay. That is peculiar.”

“And I’d only been alive since that morning, y’know? Felt like a baby giraffe.”

Like what? “I did not follow that.”

“Y’know—those newborn animals like that, how they hit the ground first breath, and try to walk? Wobbly. Little stick legs keep folding. Didn’t want to have to deal with being a healer. I could hardly deal with being a singer. Told her I hadn’t done anything.”

“Did she believe you?”

“Nah. Why should she? Wasn’t very convincing.” Jamie groped in his wallet and handed Mae a softened and much handled card. It was pale yellow with green lettering. Fiona McCloud: Reiki, Chakra Healing, Energetic Attunement. “Wendy said she and her partner both went to Fiona for energy work and that Andrea was going to a workshop with her starting later that week. Said that I should go, too. I was thinking, Fuck, Andrea’s a massage therapist. She could be a healer, but I’m a bloody fucked-up musician trying to get my career back on track, again. That’s enough, y’know? But then this spiral pattern started kind of hovering, and there was this buzzing whirring sound like a hummingbird or a bull-roarer coming out of it. Jeezus. Made me dizzy. Let Wendy think I was having a panic attack. Didn’t want her to know I’d seen that.” 

“What was it?”

“Spirits.” Jamie glanced at Mae. “Fucking spirits.”

He told her more of his day. After the meeting with Wendy, he’d shopped for new clothes that fit—Wendy’s orders—and it only made him more desperate to get rid of his gift. The salesman in the big and tall store had a tattered, weary soul, hard to look at. When Jamie got home, Gasser was glowing again. The cat’s aura was so deep it saturated his fur, and he had a little teal-blue light at the juncture of his heart and throat. When the obese cat went into the kitchen to eat, which he did all too frequently, a poppy-colored light went on at the juncture of his spine and tail. “I was looking at it like, Jeezus. What’s that? The bloody fat bloke food chakra? If I looked in the mirror, would I have one, some brake light that lit up every time I stopped to eat? It’d burn a fucking hole in my pants.”

Mae handed Fiona McCloud’s card back to him. He stuffed it into his back pocket and turned onto Main Street, T or C. Mae asked, “Did you study with Fiona, or did you try to get ... normal?”

He slowed in front of a coffee shop. “Want to get a coffee? Cookie?”

“They close at three.”

“Fuck.” He slumped. “They can’t be closed.”

“I’ve got coffee. No cookies, but you can make a PBJ.”

He sighed and resumed twenty-five miles per hour. “You need a boyfriend who can bake. So you’ll always have cookies.” 

“You’re drifting. Did you study with Fiona?”

“I’m hungry. Y’know what’s sort of like cookies? Pancakes.” He made the left turn onto Marr Street, perking up. “I’ll make you pancakes for supper.”

––––––––
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After a quick grocery run, Jamie made himself at home in Mae’s kitchen, occasionally dancing to the music in his head while cooking. At times a snatch of song leaked out and faded away, as subtle and unconscious as his little dances. She asked, “Can you pick up where you left off?” 

“Dunno where I was.” He measured flour, sifted it into a plastic mixing bowl he’d grumbled about—he preferred glass—and made a face at the thin, cheap, nonstick frying pan. “Jeezus. Need cast iron.” 

“Fiona McCloud. Taking her workshop.”

“Yeah. Right. She was great. Reminds me of Naomi, y’know? Same type but with short hair. Lesbian version. Not stereotyping—it’s who she is. Anyway. Yeah, she said the same thing Wendy did, that I put out this bloody huge surge, y’know? Andrea didn’t have it come naturally like that. She had to work her arse off to do fucking anything, and then it was just this little buzz.”

He added baking powder, soy milk, and vanilla and stirred. In another bowl, he mixed ripe bananas and pecans. “Can’t overwork the batter. Got to leave some lumps. If you try to mash ’em all out, the pancakes get tough and rubbery.”

“You’re nice to try to teach me, but tell me about the workshop.”

“Yeah. Sorry. Drifty.” He poured coffee for both of them, brought her a mug, and sat across from her, slurping his. “Fuck. Loud. Sorry. Got to let the batter sit, gets more—sorry, never mind. Yeah, Fiona. So. Fuck—you know how to do all this stuff. Right? Make sacred space, raise your energy. Open your channels, read people’s stuff.”

“I don’t see their souls, though. I see their stories.”

“But for healing—you feel the energy.”

“Yeah. I can move it around a little. Open up to it.”

He beamed at her over his mug. “I learned to do it backwards.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, we’d learn how to ...” He took another noisy sip of coffee, set it down and closed his eyes, indicating the sixth and seventh chakras at the forehead and crown. “Open up to the visions.” Opening his eyes again, he slid his mug back and forth, making a little trail of spilled coffee on the yellow Formica table top. “Then we’d work on how the energy comes in through your feet, and out your hands. Those little chakras. So ...” He looked at his hands as if checking on something and nodded. “I did it all backwards. Got rid of it.”

“No, you didn’t. You healed Harold’s cat.”

“Cats. Yeah. That’s different. I’ll do cats.”

“You mean you heal ’em ... on a regular basis?”

“Fuck, yeah, run an ad in the back pages of The Reporter.” He snort-laughed. “Nah. Just practice on Gasser. Look at his soul. Give him a little tune-up. Think he likes it. Do it with his bath, or when I brush him.”

Jamie had this powerful gift and all he did with it was tune up his cat? He looked so pleased, like this was an achievement. “Sugar—” Mae cut off her protest. He’d only been in regular therapy for about ten weeks. Spiritually and psychologically, he was like the baby giraffe. He might not be steady enough to look at a soul more complicated than a cat’s. Lily Petersen’s had been chilling. Jamie’s choice to keep and control his gift rather than have another healer shut it down for him was courage enough for now. “What about those spirals? And those buzzing spirits? Did this training take care of that, too?”

“Nah. Spirits were harder.” He stood, poked a spoon in the batter, turned the heat on under the frying pan, and drizzled oil in it. “Went to Gaia Greene for that. You should rent Drums in Tuva. Documentary on her work. She’s fucking amazing. You should come up and study with her yourself. She’s the real thing. Not some fake like Jill Betts. Authentic. Culturally grounded. Even if it’s someone else’s culture, she lived it for years, y’know? I loved the work. Jesus. Music. Dancing. Drums.” He plopped batter into the pan, watched, and then poked the spatula at the pancakes, cutting them apart. “Learned calling in spirits.” Still focused on the pancakes, he danced a small side-to-side step, waving the spatula. “Call ’em in, send ’em home.” 

Mae had no such power and no idea what it would be like. If she studied with Gaia Greene, would she somehow acquire such abilities? She doubted it. The spirit world had given Jamie different gifts than it had given her. “Do you ever call them in now?”

“Nah. Just do a little song to send ’em off every night.”

“Do they go?”

“Fuck. Dunno. Hope so. Don’t feel ’em. They sort of whizz if they’re lurking. You think they’re still here?”

“I don’t know. I wondered what turned the fan on. Or the lamp. Or Wendy’s printer. If it was your energy or these spirits.”

He rolled his shoulders in a one-two shrug. “Dunno. That’s the one thing I can’t get a grip on, y’know? Fucking up the electrics. Dunno what makes things do that.” He prodded the edge of a pancake and frowned. “Bloody pan. Jesus.” He turned down the heat. “Fucking electric stove.”

“You’ll have to have me to your place. Bet your kitchen is nice.”

“You’d think. Fuck. Give me a week.”

She drank her coffee. What could be so bad about his kitchen? He’d lived there for five months and he’d obviously been cooking and eating. “A week for what?”

“Unpack. Buy furniture. Thought I had another three weeks or so, get ready to have you up. Fuck. Place is ...” He shook his head, squirmed the alternate-shoulder shrug again. “Next weekend good, though? Can you come up?”

“I’d love to.”

He served her three small pancakes, placed the syrup on the table, and hovered while she tasted a bite.

“They’re good, sugar. Get yourself some.”

Sticking his fork into the stack on her plate, he cut off a taste and returned to the stove, muttering with his mouth full. “Too crunchy.” 

While he spooned more batter into the pan, Mae reviewed his long story. He’d reached the end, but one piece was missing. A big one, missing from the very beginning.

“Sugar? I know you think you died, and that’s how all this got started, but you can’t remember, and that bothers you. Do you want me to do some psychic work? Maybe I can see what happened to you.”

“Never.” The lightness of his cooking mood went out of him. He turned to face her, his eyes dark and hot. “You know that.”

“I know. But what if I could help you? I’d try to keep the journey focused—”

“No. Don’t ever want you looking back through me. Jeezus, I can hardly stand to do it myself and I’m paying Gorman a bloody fortune to make me. If I can’t remember, I can’t remember.” He returned to cooking, separating and then flipping the pancakes. “Probably surfaced on a fart, y’know? Blew myself ashore like a fucking motorboat.”
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Chapter Six
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Kate had signed two graduations over the weekend and then had five fortune telling clients on Monday. The last thing she wanted to do Monday night was more work, but she’d scheduled the meeting of the board of directors of the Spirit Fest Music Festival and Psychic Fair before she knew she would be that busy. This evening’s discussion should lead to her working less, though, and getting to AA more, as long as the other board members would go along with her requests.

The fair had no offices, so they’d agreed to meet in a downtown coffee shop. Arriving just on time at eight, Kate saw two of the three people she expected seated on the couches in the back. She rolled up to the coffee table to join Azure Skye, a billowing blonde with bright blue eyes, rosy lips, and a triple chin, and Ximena Castillo, a short, squarely-built woman whose lined brown face and work-worn hands contrasted with Azure’s pink smoothness.

As they exchanged greetings, Kate noted that Ximena was clad in an old gray T-shirt and sweatpants. The drab color drew attention to the tired circles under her eyes. Normally, Ximena wore bright dresses and jewelry like a tropical garden, but today she hadn’t even bothered with lipstick. Azure’s manner was more subdued than usual, too, though her tent of a dress was her customary Easter egg pastel, a minty green this time. She dipped a spoon into her frothy drink and made lifeless small talk about the weather. 

Ximena rose and offered to get Kate a drink. Digging some cash out of her purse, Kate thanked her and asked for chai tea. While Ximena made her way to the counter—in slow motion, it seemed to Kate—Azure sipped her drink and fell silent. Their low mood didn’t bode well for the meeting, and Kate tried to brighten things up. “How’s work, Azure? After History’s Mysteries, I imagine you’ve been busy.” 

Azure communicated with the dead. Already well known in Santa Fe, she had become famous nationally after a recent TV appearance. Ximena, a Mexican curandera, was less famous but locally well respected. The board was made up of the best. 

Azure lifted a small cookie from a stack on her paper plate and took a dainty bite, eyes downcast. “I was busy. Yes. I’m ... taking a little time off right now.” 

Kate swallowed a four letter word. I’m the one that needs time off. Ximena returned, and set the tea in front of Kate with her change, saying, “Here’s your tea.” As if it weren’t obvious. Whoa, I’m grouchy. Kate thanked her again and dropped the coins into her bag. 

“We’re waiting on Jangarrai,” she said. “It’s time I had a musician on the board. He’s had some good ideas for the musical part of the event so I invited him to join. I wanted him here so he could know what’s going on with the psychic fair as well.” 

The other two women looked at each other, then at Kate. “Excellent,” Ximena said finally. “His father’s a good connection. They may know people we haven’t worked with yet.”

“His father?” 

“Stan Ellerbee. He’s an anthropologist. He did some studies on curanderismo with me.” She looked off into the far side of the room for a moment, a shadow of sadness crossing her face, and then returned her attention to Kate. “He researched traditional healing and shamanic religions all over Asia and Australia for a long time—that’s where he met Jamie’s mother—but Stan’s from here originally. He’s been studying local healing traditions for quite a few years since he moved back.”

“That’s good news. He might know some healers and shamans that I don’t. I’m having trouble getting people to sign up to do demonstrations. We may need to find some new participants.”

Azure and Ximena exchanged glances. Ximena looked down at her hands, and Azure put on a strained little smile. What was that about? Kate wanted to ask, but was distracted by Jamie making his entrance, carrying a bicycle wheel and bouncing it in little claps between his hands. He wore a big loud Hawaiian shirt with blue and yellow flowers, and a straw fedora with a pink striped band. His eyes searched the room, lit on her, and he grinned, calling out, “Kate!”

As he wove through the tables, lifting the wheel higher to avoid people’s heads, his expression shifted to a frown then back to a sudden smile and a near-laugh in some inner dialogue. 

“Sorry. Late. Can’t find things. Lock. Y’know?” He propped the wheel against the wall, raised both his index fingers, tapped them against some unseen thing in front of him, narrowed his eyes in concentration, and broke into that vast, gold-toothed smile again. “Yeah. One second.”

He nodded to Ximena, said, “Good to see ya,” and half-danced to the counter to order coffee and a brownie. The other board members watched him. Their focus on the musician bothered Kate, but there was something larger than life about Jamie that compelled people to pay attention to him even if he was doing nothing that should have been interesting. He paid with a card, one toe tapping a steady rhythm, his shoulders and ribcage moving subtly in a dance-like fidget while he waited for the sale to be processed.

Carrying his coffee and his brownie, he came to sit beside Kate. Lobo ignored him, but Jamie jolted away from the dog as if he’d touched a hot stove, spilling a little coffee. He set it down. Still holding the plate with the brownie, he closed his eyes and placed his free hand on his belly. “What’s the matter?” Kate asked. “What are you doing?”

Jamie opened his eyes. “Sorry. Breathing exercises. Scared of dogs.” He offered a less than full-strength smile. “Working on it, but I still get a little nervous.”

Kate ordered Lobo to move to her other side, and Jamie mumbled thanks.  

“That looks good,” said Azure, her eyes on the brownie perched on Jamie’s upper thigh. 

He gave her a wink. “Thanks. Chocolate’s not bad either.” 

Azure blushed and almost smiled. Kate didn’t. She sipped her tea, her bangle bracelets sliding up her thin arm with a jingle. “Thanks for coming tonight, all of you. Do you need introductions?”

“Nah—not with Ximena.” Jamie reached across the table and clasped Azure’s soft pink hand. “Jamie Ellerbee.” His accent made it sound like Jiymie Illerbee. “Go by Jangarrai onstage.”

“Azure Skye. Nice to meet you.”

“Heard of you. Didn’t catch that TV thing, but—” He slurped his coffee, sniffed it, slurped again. “Mm.” A quiver of bliss. “If you could taste and smell God, it’d be chocolate and coffee.” He shook his head as if something had landed on it and took a huge bite of the brownie. “Heard you’re good.”

Azure made a bird-like movement, her chin poking forward and pulling back, let out a small, half-breathed sound, and nibbled a cookie. What is wrong with her tonight?

Kate suppressed her irritation and resumed the meeting. “My order of business tonight is to make some changes in responsibilities for the board. As director all I’ve usually asked of you is some creative input and approval of any major changes. I’ve appreciated that, and of course your names have done wonders for recognition of the quality of this event. But this year, I need more.”

They looked at her, Jamie sniffing his coffee again but attentive, Ximena solemn, and Azure almost sad. Kate continued. “I’ve been recruiting the participants, renting the venue, taking deposits from vendors, paying the musicians, doing the marketing, the bookkeeping, the web site, every little detail down to the tents and the schedule. Some of it’s easy, some of it’s hard, but the big thing is the time suck. I’ve been getting a lot of work as a sign interpreter, and my fortune telling business is picking up, too. That’s good, but my AA sponsor says that if I don’t stop being a workaholic, I’m going to relapse as an alcoholic. She’s right. I have to cut back. With your help, it’s going to be on the fair.”

“Jeezus.” Jamie choked on a bite of brownie, coughed until his eyes watered, and blew his nose in a napkin. “Sorry. That’s a bloody load of yakka. Could be a fucking job. This thing make enough money to hire someone?” He wiped his eyes with his hand, stifling another cough.

“No. I’ve never paid myself a cent. It’s a promotional event for local healers and psychics. They rent space and do demonstrations, sell books if they write them. I’ve had some spiritually themed artists rent space, too, to sell their work. Then we hire musicians to entertain and set the mood, and help draw a crowd. It’s designed to break even.”

“Fuck. Get bigger stars and charge more for admission.”

“Who? Name one.”

“Might have Harold Petersen. Talked to him yesterday.”

Kate was surprised and impressed, but doubtful. “He’ll fit in with a spiritual event? I think of Blues Ridge as old dope-smoking hippies.”

“Give me credit, Kate. He’ll do gospel if he says yes.”

“All right. Good. That’s one more musician, possibly, and I appreciate it. But there’s still the rest of the work load.”

“Jeezus. You’ve got to hire someone. I’d drink, too, if I was doing all that crap that you are.”

“We don’t have the budget to pay someone this year, even if we do decide to raise the admission. That’s revenue we don’t have in the bank yet.”

“Pay ’em later. I pay my manager after I earn something.”

Instead of taking on more work, Jamie had come up with an unrealistic way to do less. Kate turned to her other board members for help. “Ladies? Is there anything you think you could pick up?”

Ximena shook her head. “I’m very sorry.” She took a long drink of her tea. “Perhaps you should replace me on the board.”

Azure patted Ximena’s arm and gave Kate a placating little smile. “Of course she won’t.” 

But I’d like to. Kate pulled back from the angry thought. Something was troubling Ximena. She shouldn’t replace her, just add another board member, or get more work out of Azure and Jamie. “What do you think you can do, Azure?”

“I can help with marketing. But—”She looked at Ximena.

The curandera shook her head. “Wait. Not yet. First let’s hear more of Jamie’s ideas. I like what he’s said so far. Maybe you should hire someone.”

Kate protested. “I need to split up the workload. Not fantasize about avoiding it.”

Ximena said, “This is what the board has always done. We vet major decisions. We come up with ideas. This is what I’m here to do. You have a new member with a good mind. Don’t shut him down yet.”

Kate felt chastised. Jamie annoyed her, but if he’d had the initiative to find Harold Petersen and ask him to do gospel, he might have some valuable suggestions. “All right, Jamie. I might not hire someone, but what else would you change?”

“Dunno.” He ate and drank. Abruptly, he put his plate and cup down, long fingers flying in a whirling motion as if to hurry the chewing and swallowing process. “Mmf. Yeah. The name. Make it all one thing, y’know? Psychic Fair always sounded a little shonky anyway, but—sorry, foot—” He mimed the extraction of his foot from his mouth. “Anyway, if it was called something that didn’t make the music and the other stuff separate, like—Spirit World Fair, then you’d have it all under one umbrella and the art would be part of it, too. Get more artists. Have some storytellers, dancers. Y’know. A real festival.”

“I like the name.” Kate had to acknowledge it was an improvement. “And getting more artists. That would increase the revenue if they paid enough for their space.”

“But you’d have to screen, y’know, not just take anyone. Don’t want crap for art if people are paying admission. Maybe you’d need an artist on the board. And—fuck. How do you screen psychics?”

“We don’t, but I invite the best known people as headliners.”

Jamie popped the rest of the brownie into his mouth and licked chocolate off his thumb. “Famous doesn’t mean good. There’s blokes that sing like they’re fucking yelling and they’re famous. Got to be a few quack healers with big names. Like Jill Betts.”

Kate had been thinking of inviting Jill to participate. The shamanic teacher had always turned her down in the past, but the low level of vendor registration troubled Kate enough to want to ask again. She didn’t like being so uncertain about her lineup with only weeks to go. She—and the members of her board—should already be planning how many booths, what size, and the layout of the vendors’ area, and writing the ads. If they could mention Jill in those ads, the fair would draw a huge crowd. “What makes you call her a quack? I’ve never heard that.”

“That woman’s so full of shit she needs another arsehole.”

“That’s a strong opinion. Can you back it up?”

A dark fire flashed in Jamie’s eyes. “She’s a fraud.”

“Her books sell millions, and I’ve heard that her women’s drum circle is amazing. I don’t see how a fraud could pull that off.”  

“She does. Fuck, you go to some shamanic thing and nothing happens, you think it’s you. There’s no test for a good shaman. Jeezus. Wish there was. Some sort of verification. Somebody could—some unbiased person, y’know—test everyone that’s participating and see if they can do what they say they can.”

“That’s ridiculous. Do you how many people usually participate? That would take forever.”

“What? Thirty or forty people?”

“Yes. Think about it.”

“Then test the ones who’ll be the stars, y’know? They’d be ... dunno ... what am I thinking ... Like, if I’d gone into opera, I’d be in a union. I don’t mean a healers’ union though, but something you join if you’re professional, like the way it means something in performing arts when you’re eligible to get in the union.”

“A guild,” Ximena said.

“Yeah.” Jamie held up his arms, miming the unfurling of a banner, speaking in a deep, announcer-type voice. “The Santa Fe Guild of Healers, Seers, and Intuitives.” He let out a snort-laugh. “That’d keep Jill Betts on the sidelines. Couldn’t get her fake arse through the door.”

Kate tried to ignore her aversion to Jamie and Jamie’s aversion to Jill and examine the idea on its own merits. It would take a lot of organization and a few independent experts to set up some kind of verification, but she knew she could pass it. Such a credential would be great for her business, and the guild would elevate the image of the fair. Jill, she suspected, might be more likely to participate rather than be kept out. It might finally be good enough for a teacher and healer of her stature. “This is more work for the board, but I like it.”

A small furrow appeared between Azure’s golden eyebrows and her blue eyes clouded. “You’d find a way to test all the vendors before they participated?” 

“Nah.” Jamie gulped some coffee. “Just the ones who wanted to be in the guild. You’d be special.” 

Ximena shifted to the edge of her seat. Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “You’ll be very good on the board, Jamie. I won’t be a member of this guild, though. Or part of the fair.” 

Kate froze, too startled to say a thing. Why was Ximena backing out of the fair—and crying? Jamie reached to take the curandera’s hand, but she rose, escaping his touch. “I need to go.” 

“Are you all right?” He looked up at her with huge, worried eyes. “Fuck. Did I say something? Ximena—”

“I have to go.” She picked up her purse, said goodbye to Kate and Azure, told Jamie to give her best to his father, and left.

Azure spoke barely over a whisper, standing and clutching a green crocheted bag. “I’ll stay on the board and do what I can.” Her eyes brimmed and reddened. “But I won’t be participating, either. In the fair or the guild.” Her voice broke, and she squeezed past the other chairs and out the door with as much haste as a woman her size could manage.

Kate stared after her departing colleagues in shock. She felt betrayed. How could they spring this on her? 

Something had distressed them. Kate replayed their unhappy exits in her mind. It had been the guild. Jamie propped his elbows on his thighs and put his head in his hands. She nudged him. “Something is seriously wrong. What you said about being members and verifying set it off.”

He rubbed his head under his hat, pressed his fingers to his eyes, and sat up. “Sorry. Didn’t think they’d mind, if they’re good, y’know?” 

“Neither did I. I’d like to get credentialed.” 

“But you’re not famous. Might insult them. Y’know? Be like asking Harold Petersen to audition.”

“Ximena isn’t famous like that.”

“Nah, not like Azure. To her community she is, though. And she shares a lot with academics. She’s got a good reputation. I should have thought of that.”

“We need to apologize to them.”

“I will.” He looked down into his coffee, drank, sloshed it around, drank, and set the empty paper cup on the table with a hollow knock. “Fuck. Hate making people cry.” 

“It was just a misstep. We can back out of it.”

“Nah, we have to explain it. Not back out.”

“You’ll back out if you have to. I need them on the board and in the fair, to draw a crowd—unless your father knows some people who can step in.”

“Nah. Except for Ximena, none of the curanderas would do that. Anyway, most of his studies are with Apache medicine people down in Mescalero. They wouldn’t touch a thing like this—sorry. But they wouldn’t.”

“Then I need my stars. Especially Azure.” 

“I’ll get ’em back. Isn’t Gaia Greene still on? She’s kind of a star. Thought we were doing some drumming and dancing.”

“She’s on as a musician and dancer, yes, but she won’t do shamanic work at the fair. I really may need to ask Jill.”

“Do that and I’m off the fucking board. Out of the whole bloody show.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve signed a contract as a performer.”

“Then sue me. Jesus. I’ll crawl to Azure and Ximena. I’ll lick their toes. Just don’t ask Jill.”

“This is ridiculous. You have to explain what you’ve got against her.”

He stood, adjusted his hat, and took his wheel from its place against the wall. “Don’t owe you that.” He started for the door.

“Jamie!”

“Catcha.”

Kate glared at his loud floral shirt disappearing out the door. Great. Her only active board member drove the others off and hated her last best hope for the psychic fair. She hadn’t gotten rid of any work at all.
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Chapter Seven
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Jamie reattached the quick-release front wheel and rode home. Guilt hung on him like a backpack full of wet fog. He’d made the women cry, with what had felt like such a good idea. If only he could explain it better. Azure and Ximena would be role models if they joined the guild, setting a standard. A standard that would keep Jill out. 

His father could help him. Stan knew Ximena and might know what was wrong with her. Maybe he could figure out the assessment part of setting up the guild, too, and a way to talk about it without upsetting people. Jamie took his phone from his pocket and called while he parked his bike behind the drab stucco duplex. After the usual father-son bonding chat, he asked, “I was wondering about Ximena Castillo. Is she all right? Saw her today and she didn’t seem like herself. Like she didn’t care how she looked.” 

“I have no idea.” Stan sounded worried. “I haven’t seen her for a while. Bernadette asked her to be a guest speaker in her class on alternative medicine and Ximena told her she wasn’t working. Suggested a curandero in Espanola that she’s sending clients to.”

Not working. Sending clients away. Not wanting to be assessed. Crying. Maybe she wasn’t offended but depressed. Too much coincidence, though. It might take two people to fill the void in cosmic misery Jamie had vacated, but two people on the board wouldn’t be having matching breakdowns.

Before going inside, he stopped to check his garden for flowers. It was too early for lavender to bloom, but he kept looking anyway. The flagstone spiral lined with sage and lavender transformed the patch of ant-crawling pink-brown dirt into art. He was proud of it. In spite of wind and ant bites and painful squatting with his bad hip, he had finished the project.

He still had to get the rest of the place ready, though. The need to paint had justified his delay in buying furniture and unpacking, but the painting was done. Finally. Now he had board crap to do, though, as well as his music and therapy and yoga and voice lessons. He’d probably end up unpacking the night before Mae came up. Jesus—I’ve got one week. 

Stan broke into Jamie’s thoughts. “Are you still there?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Drifting.”

“Where did you see Ximena?”

As he went inside through the back door to the kitchen, Jamie explained about joining the board for the fair. “The director, Kate Radescu, liked this idea I had to verify the healers. No bloody idea how to do that crap, but she wanted to go with it. Anyway, it upset Azure and Ximena. They said they couldn’t do it, and left.”

His obese orange cat, Gasser, woke from a nap on the linoleum floor and struggled to haul his weight onto his big white feet, mewing with what Jamie heard as joy. He knelt and gave his cat a hug and a kiss on the head. Gasser purred, a deep bass rumble.

Stan said, “If you’re on the board together, I should think you would call them and ask them what was wrong.”

“Yeah. Going to.” As soon as Jamie got up, his cat began the hungry cry, a pathetic peep alternating with operatic despair. “You’re a manipulative bastard, mate. You know that.” Jamie reached into the cat food bag, crouched, and hand-fed Gasser a single morsel. “I hate fucking diets, too. But you’re a bloody pig.” 

“I assume you’re talking to your cat.”

“Yeah. Sorry. Trying to slim him, y’know? It’s not working.”

Jamie petted Gasser again, fed him one more kibble, and straightened up. “Fuck. I’m in over my head. Thought all I’d have to do was be the token music bloke. I like my idea, though, getting evidence that the healers and psychics can really do what they say they can. Do some kind of test on Jill Betts, y’know? Put her out of business.”

“I’d like that as much as you would, but if you could design a test like that, she’d never agree to it.” 

Jamie began to sit on a box. It crushed, and he popped back up. Jesus. These are not furniture. An image of Mae’s worried, motherly reaction if she saw the mess filled his mind. Appalled, he hurried upstairs. The bedroom. There could not be boxes in the bedroom. “Guess not. None of the fakes would.”

Jamie peeled back the dried-out tape on the largest box and wadded it into a ball. What was he doing? He couldn’t unpack without furniture. Better just to clear the bedroom. He shoved the box along the floor into the closet in the spare room. “Still,” he said, “it’d be good for the fair and for the people who are genuine, to have that little stamp of approval. Mae could pass a test like that. She could be the gold standard.”

“We’re looking forward to meeting her. Why don’t you invite her to stay for your birthday, bring her here for dinner? Make it a three-day weekend.”

Four if she stayed through to Monday. His birthday was Sunday. “Yeah. Good plan.” 

He’d have to call Mae—for the fourth time today—and remind her that his parents didn’t know about his March suicide attempt. Unavoidably, they knew about the one in January with the pain meds. His landlady had called them when Gasser’s distressed squalling had summoned her to find him, but he hadn’t told Mae, since it didn’t have to do with getting the soul vision back. Meanwhile, the oldies didn’t know about that because if he told them they’d ask who died. Secrets. Like another bloody stack of boxes. It was hard work, keeping people from worrying about him. 

The top flap of the box popped loose as Jamie bumped it past another into the closet. Fuck. I’m like a kid who hates peas, moving ’em around on the plate. A planner book lay in the open box. Was it for this year? Yes. What was left of it. Wendy had tried teaching him to use the planner function on his phone but it had driven him crazy. Short drive. 

Jamie looked around for a pen. He had the calendar and needed to use it. “Where was I?”

“Verifying healers.” Stan’s voice held a hint of amusement at the fact that his son had spaced out and left him waiting again. “Measurements like that aren’t really my forte. You should talk to Bernadette. She’s been doing research on credentialing in alternative medicine.”

Jamie thanked his father, ended the call, and went downstairs in search of a pen, slapping the planner book against his thigh to remind himself that he had to write something in it. Call Bernadette Pena.

Gasser met him with the hungry cry again, circling his food bowl. Guilt took an encore. Jamie let himself eat what he wanted when he wanted, and here he was starving his cat. But Gasser was double his healthy weight, the feline equivalent of Jamie weighing three hundred and fifty pounds, a condition he couldn’t imagine. Azure was built like that, twice the woman she should be. He wondered if she was uncomfortable in her body. 

Ximena’s and Azure’s tearful eyes haunted him as he wrote his reminders to call them and Dr. Pena in his planner. 

After listing all his other Tuesday responsibilities, he added unpack. No, too much for one day. He crossed it off and moved it to Friday. He’d be motivated then. What else was on Friday, though? Would he have time? He started to fill in what he knew he had to do each day. Lists kept him on balance if they were short ones—they made him feel safe—but when they got too long he felt like he was being tailgated by a double-trailer truck. 

He shut the planner with his lists unfinished. The pen rolled to the floor. Gasser batted at it once and lay down, his paw on it, staring as if he had caught a mouse too easily to be believed. 
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After a rollicking dance with a jolly fat girl, Jamie thanked her and returned to the bar. He had to change partners regularly to make sure no one thought he was interested in more than dancing. She might have been the sixth or seventh, and he might have had the same number of beers. Maybe more. He’d lost count, but he was in the right zone. Not quite drunk, but not fully coherent either. Free of his lists and worries. 

You’d make a fine spiritual healer, Ellerbee, healing yourself with spirits. What would Fiona and Gaia think of him? Good thing he didn’t plan on using what they’d taught him.

A tall, pale young woman approached him. He felt he should know her, and sensed behind the veil of alcohol that he didn’t like her. Her eyes were violet, her hair deep brown and rippling down to her hips. She laid a limp hand on his arm and sat on a bar stool beside him. Her voice, low and flat, landed on him like a cold wet cloth. “I’d love to dance with you.” 

“Nah. Taking a break.” 

He turned to the bartender and ordered another beer. The girl put her forearms on the bar, shifting to the edge of her stool. She looked too young to drink, and white as the dead. No expression. Only her mouth smiled. Even though she was pretty for such a long thin snaky creature, she was unappealing. What did she remind him of? Was it some zombie movie, or had he seen her before? 

“I know who you are.” Her voice slapped him again with its cool dampness. “Jangarrai. The name is like your Aboriginal tribe thing, right? Warlpiri?” She moved her lips into what might have been the beginning of a smile, but there was no feeling behind it. “You play didgeridoo.”

“Play with my fucking donger, too.” Aboriginal tribe thing. Jangarrai was his Warlpiri skin name, something the girl apparently didn’t quite understand. He didn’t bother to explain it. Jamie hated being collected as an exotic specimen. He paid for the beer, took a long swallow, and didn’t bother to stifle the belch. His offensive behavior had no effect on the girl. The uneasy sense of recognition crept up again. “Have we met?”

“I’m Dahlia.” Wrong flower. She was Lily. The scary-soul girl. She nodded toward two women a few tables away in the shadows. “I’m over there with my friends.” 

Jamie glanced toward them. Bloody hell. Fiona? The energy healer’s blunt-cut gray hair was practically the only aspect of her appearance that hadn’t changed. She’d lost weight, her face was pale, and her shoulders slumped. Jamie wondered if she was ill. Strange that she should be here if she was. Beside her, he recognized the long gleaming silver hair, wide-spaced brown eyes, and strangely unlined face of Jill Betts. 

Jamie gripped his beer mug. He hadn’t spoken to Jill for years. He’d only seen her in passing at crowded events like Pancakes on the Plaza or Indian Market, where they hadn’t even had to meet each other’s eyes. Straight, trim, and confident, like a cowgirl in the saddle, she sipped wine and cast a look at Jamie that rolled down his body with contempt, and then smiled, displaying a small gap between her front teeth. Jill, no doubt, had given Dahlia the exotic specimen introduction to his identity.

What was Fiona doing with her—and this zombie?

The band announced a break and the room shifted into the odd moment of noise when people had not yet lowered their talking-over-music voices. “Fuck,” Jamie said too loudly. “Jill Betts. You hang out with her?”

Jill’s tight jaw and frown suggested she’d overheard. 

“I might.” Dahlia glanced back at Jill and Fiona. “Why do you ask?”

Because there was something terribly wrong with Harold’s estranged Lily, and she might be seeking healing from Jill. “She could be bad for you.”

“I doubt it.” Dahlia linked her bony yet soft arm through Jamie’s. “Come on.”

He felt another chill and disengaged from her, but went with her nonetheless. Fiona’s appearance concerned him and he needed to see how she was doing.

“Quite the dancer,” Jill said in her New England old-money contralto, as Jamie took the seat across from her. Dahlia sat close to him, turning her glass of something clear and bubbly without drinking, her eyes on Jill. Fiona offered a quick, tired smile that deepened the new wrinkles in her formerly round cheeks. Jill said, “We told Dahlia a little bit about you.”

Jamie muttered, “Yeah. Read her the fucking ingredients.”

Jill’s expression bordered on a smirk. “How are your healing studies going? And yoga?”

He’d told Fiona everything he was studying, and she must have told Jill. Jill had to be asking just to mock him. “More into yoga lately.” Jill eyed his gut and raised an eyebrow. With anyone else, Jamie would have joked about the comedy of a man of his build getting into those poses, but not Jill. He gripped his thighs with both hands, trying to control his rising anger. “How’s the shaman business?”

“Much better than I suppose the Ellerbees might wish.” She narrowed her eyes. She’d obviously heard the word business the way he meant it. “Which reminds me. I can see you would love the Tuvan drumming with Gaia. It’s so pure. But I’ve been wondering why you chose such a cultureless practice as Fiona’s teachings, being Stan Ellerbee’s son.”

“Because I’m a half-caste fucking cultural orphan. Is that what you want to hear? Make up your mind how you’d like to stereotype me. You told Dahlia about me like I’m some fucking breed of dog, but you wouldn’t know a Warlpiri from a Miriwoong.” 

He took a swallow of beer to stop his runaway words, but his brakes didn’t work. Maybe he was off his face after all, past the zone. He turned to Dahlia. “Jill only values fifty percent of me. She’s got the brown bias. Talks about brown people. Likes to wear them as ornaments. Steals their ideas and sells them, without the culture.” 

Jill stared. “Are you done yet?”

“Nah. How about the tragedy of the half-caste?” In spite of his intoxication, he was shaking. “Then you value both halves.” He faced Dahlia again. The girl looked as blank as usual, but if she’d read Jill’s books she had to know what he was talking about. He kept going. “She can sell that, too, when it suits her better. Even if she’s bloody ignorant about all of it.” 

“Don’t mind him, dear,” Jill said. “Like I was telling you, the indigenous Australians didn’t have any recreational intoxicants—”

He slammed his bottle down. “Pig’s arse. I can give you the fucking recipe.” 

Fiona, who until now had been silent and withdrawn, straightened up as if she had finally noticed the argument and was trying to follow the action. Jill frowned. Dahlia, cool and possibly amused, propped herself on her elbows and inclined toward Jamie. 

He ignored her, focused on Jill. “So, to make Aboriginal grog, you start with fruit or flower tops—What’s the matter?” He took a huge gulp of beer. An angry, anxious laugh rattled him. “S’pose that blows your image of the spiritual purity of the darker races. You want to keep telling the world the poor natives can’t hold their liquor. The tragic vulnerability of indigenous people to alcohol.”

Jill’s jaw hardened. She placed her hands flat on the table. “Dahlia made a courteous invitation to you, and you’ve answered it by being a drunken, aggressive, and inappropriate fool.” 

Fiona caressed Jill’s forearm. Not just a calming touch but an intimacy. Jill did swing both ways. Rumor had it she changed annually. This year she must have swung to Fiona. The energy healer looked worried and bewildered. Neither she nor Dahlia would know what this fight was really about. Jill had probably never told them about Kandy Kahee. 

For Fiona’s sake, Jamie struggled to pull in a little. After all, she was the reason he’d joined them. He drank again. He didn’t need to get into this with Jill. It would only make him think about Kandy. He’d spent four years not thinking about her. She was buried deep in a sediment of regret that would cloud his mind forever if he stirred it. 

He searched his brain for something to talk about with Fiona, without saying she looked sick or that her partner was an evil bitch. “Heard what the Psychic Fair’s doing? Great new stuff.”

Fiona slipped her hand into Jill’s. The shamanic teacher’s already erect posture stiffened. “No,” Fiona said. “I haven’t heard of any changes.”

“Sorry. Of course you couldn’t. Just came up with it today. New name. Spirit World Fair. New process for participants.” None of it was actually decided yet, but it would be good news for Fiona. She’d pass any test. “Trying to up the quality—not that you’re not quality, of course, you are—but they’ll be forming a guild.” He looked at Jill. “Verifying competence.”

Jill widened her eyes in a travesty of interest. Fiona dropped her gaze and sipped her wine. Her lips looked almost gray, she was so washed out. “I doubt I’d join.” Her voice held a subtle tremor. “I’m not doing the fair this year.”

“Why not?” Idiot. She might be ill. What a blunder. He should have asked about her health after all, not started with the guild. “Sorry. You feeling all right?”

Fiona started to speak, but was cut off when Jill gave her a strange one-finger caress, drawing a line down Fiona’s upper arm from her shoulder to her elbow. The controlling, possessive gesture repelled Jamie, making him want to yank Fiona away.

The lead guitarist from the band swooped in and clapped Jamie on the back. “Jangarrai! Do a song with us?” 

“Yeah.” Jamie was grateful for the invitation. He needed to get away from this table. “ ‘Piece of my Heart?’ ”

The guitarist gave him a thumbs-up. As Jamie rose, he turned toward Fiona. She looked like she’d lost a piece of her heart. Why wasn’t she doing the fair? Her eyes locked with his as if she wanted to say something, but she didn’t even try this time. 

She was like Ximena and Azure, under the same sad cloud. Like them she was qualified, easily verified, and yet she’d declined in the same miserable way. His great idea had crushed her, too.

“Call me,” Jamie said as he backed away to join the band. She shook her head, her faded mouth pressed into an inverted curve. Jill squeezed her hand. Dahlia watched Jamie, no expression, her purple gaze as cold as the half-empty beer he’d left on the table.
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Jill got up to dance with Dahlia. The timing had to be intentional. It was the first time Jill had danced all night or Jamie would have seen her. He did the song with his eyes closed and left. 

When he got home, he craved a call to Mae. His fifth or sixth. Seeing her again had let loose a desire he’d penned up for months. He sat at the table eating blue corn chips and staring at her number. It was after midnight. Her phone would be off. I love hearing from you sugar, but unless I think you’re having a crisis, I’m turning the phone off at eleven. She’d said that after the third call of the day. At the time he’d thought nothing of it. Now he realized she’d known he would call in the middle of the night. He left a message and closed the near-empty bag of chips. 

Gasser patiently struggled to follow him up the stairs. The effort was touching, and hard to watch. Though Gasser needed the exercise, Jamie wanted to carry the poor thing. While brushing his teeth, he stood in the bathroom doorway to cheer the cat on. “Yeah, good job, mate. Good onya. You’re getting stronger.” 

Gasser persisted, step by heaving step. Jamie dodged back to the sink to rinse and spit, and came back out to lift his exhausted pet up the last three stairs. 

He placed Gasser on the bed, put his phone on the right upper corner of the mattress, and checked between the sheets and under the pillows for spiders and scorpions. All clear. He turned off the overhead light in the bedroom, leaving the hallway light on for comfort, and got into bed. Cuddling Gasser, he apologized for being too drunk to give him his usual bedtime Reiki. The cat passed wind audibly as he crept onto Jamie’s belly and began to tread like he was making a nest. 

Fern, the landlady, believed this habit of Gasser’s had saved Jamie’s life in January when he’d overdosed. Though he’d meant to go upstairs and lie in the bathtub in case he was a messy corpse, he’d started drinking to make sure the drugs worked and had passed out at the foot of the stairs. Gasser had walked on him, the twenty-pound cat punching his diaphragm, caterwauling at being ignored, until Fern couldn’t stand it and came over. She claimed Gasser had made Jamie breathe. Strange—but when it came to surviving, stranger things had happened. 

He slid the cat higher onto his chest. Too much pressure on his belly after all the beer and chips. Gasser spread over his owner’s heart, laid a paw against his cheek, and purred, his head so close to Jamie’s neck that he could feel the twin streams of air from Gasser’s nostrils. 

Sleep teased but refused to come. Jamie’s left hip ached from two days of hard dancing, his right shoulder was sore from lifting one of his smaller partners, and his little finger was numb and tingling. His soul was strained, too. The fight with Jill. Azure and Ximena’s sadness. Fiona’s troubling decline. A nagging, unwanted memory. Jill hovered over Lily-Dahlia the way she had hovered over Kandy, pretending to teach her. 

He hugged Gasser tighter and the cat squawked. Jamie apologized and held on more gently. The CD player downstairs started playing, a mezzo soprano’s collection of love songs, the last thing he’d been listening to earlier in the day. Bloody hell. He’d forgotten to send the spirits away. 

Despite the strangeness of its playing, the music eased his distress. He pictured little Roswell aliens the color of his car, hovering like winged cherubs. Codependents from outer space. Whoever the spirits were, perhaps they were trying to show they cared, sparing him the struggles of his nighttime heart. Lifting him up those last few steps.
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Chapter Eight
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Jamie’s phone woke him far too early. He hoped the call was from Mae. It would be worth the hungover awakening to hear her voice in his bed first thing in the morning. It was Kate calling, though, reminding him to do what he was going to anyway, call Azure and Ximena.

During breakfast with extra-strong coffee, he made the appointment with Azure Skye on the pretense that he wanted to discuss Spirit World Fair marketing ideas. Ximena didn’t answer his calls. Neither did Fiona. 

Calling her reminded him to tell Harold and Naomi he’d seen Lily. He was grateful to reach only voice mail for each of them. They would have asked how she was. She’s a zombie. She’s changed her floral species. He let them know he’d seen her, that she was where they thought she was, doing what Naomi had wanted her to do, and left it at that. He couldn’t explain the state of her soul any more than he could comprehend what had happened to Fiona, Ximena, or Azure. 

Maybe he could get Azure to explain, if he could manage to ask without making her cry.
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Trying to clear his head with the ride, Jamie biked to a neighborhood of small adobe houses off Baca Street. Azure Skye’s house had a sky-blue garden gate, which struck Jamie as funny but aesthetically pleasing. Contrasting with the rounded adobe wall, it echoed the essence of the land, the red-brown rocks and the glorious bare sky. A bamboo wind chime clattered in her backyard so loudly he heard it as he went through the celestial gate.

At the front door, he rang the bell, and Azure greeted him warmly. Cuddling a white rabbit in one arm, she didn’t seem sad today, but she might be trying hard. He knew how that act worked.

“Lovely bunny,” he said, closing the door behind him.

“This is Mr. Perkins.” She nuzzled the rabbit and spoke in a cute, high-pitched, pet-talking voice. “He’s my baby. Aren’t you, Mister Perky-poo?”

Jamie felt vaguely embarrassed. He was attached to Gasser, but he didn’t think of his pet as a baby. Still cooing, Azure handed him the rabbit. Pink eyes. Not good to look at with a hangover. He pressed the rabbit briefly against his shoulder and stroked its back, then set it down. “Thanks for sharing him.”

Then he noticed the mouth-watering cinnamon smell. It was like the cartoons where the steam of fresh-baked something-or-other hooked a character by the nose and wafted him to the source. She announced she’d made coffee and—especially for Jamie—vegan sticky buns, and led him to the kitchen. Every imaginable culinary gadget stood along the countertops like obedient soldiers at the bountiful general’s command. Jamie’s envy mixed with self-reproach. I need to unpack. What’s the matter with me? 

Azure served, chatting with Jamie about their shared love of cooking, and then they moved to the living room. She settled on the couch. He took the matching white chair across from it and bit into the bun. Nothing but calories and air. Dangerous stuff. “Jesus. I’m glad I don’t make these.”

Azure looked alarmed. “Is something wrong?”

“Yeah, it’s too good. I’d be fatter than—sorry—mouth gets ahead of me.”

“I’m not offended.” She nibbled her sweet, sipped her coffee, and set both aside. “It’s silly to think people can’t say the word fat around me. I’m fat.”

Unlike the suggestion of verifying her psychic credentials, this subject didn’t bother her at all. “Not my favorite F-word,” Jamie said. “Still getting used to it.”

“You’re not fat.”

Compared to her he wasn’t. She must outweigh him by a hundred pounds. What if she was unhappy enough to get even bigger? 

“I appreciate your offer to help with whatever-we-call-it.” Jamie took another bite of the bun. “Spirit World Fair.”

“I’m glad you asked me.” Azure sat forward, sipping her coffee again. “I love thinking of ways to market something. I could have been good in advertising. We need to make sure we mention the old name in the publicity, or keep it as a subtitle. It would help people recognize it.”

“Yeah. Good idea. Hadn’t thought of that.” Of course not. He hated selling and advertising. She could probably give him a hundred great ideas, but he had to bend the conversation around to the guild and her reason for not participating. Stuck, he stayed with marketing and hoped some tactful detour would occur to him. “What else? Other ideas?”

“I liked the two tiers, the guild and then the rest, but you need to make sure that when you publicize the guild, it doesn’t denigrate everyone who’s just having a lark.”

“What—you mean you’re all right with fakes and quacks?”

“Of course. We’d be lost without them. There aren’t enough good people to fill all the booths, and the fair would be a duller place without the less qualified people. People love that sort of entertainment, even when they don’t believe in it.”

“So the guild is a fucking bran muffin, and the rest are a nice big fluffy sticky bun.”

Azure smiled at his analogy, but then grew serious. “I think having a guild of verified, authentic healers and seers is important. A way to sort us out.”

“But ... All right ... this is awkward ...” Jamie fidgeted, ate and drank. “Can’t think of a good way to put this. You and Ximena said you wouldn’t join, but you’re in favor of the guild and you’re all right with the ‘having a lark’ crowd, too. Dunno what to make of it. I mean—are you saying you’re fake?”

She shook her head, her blonde waves and her triple chin swaying. Her rabbit hopped over to gnaw on her shoe. “No, Mr. Perkins.” Azure took a bite of her bun and nudged him with her free hand. “Not the shoes.”

“What, then?” Jamie already knew from his father that Ximena wasn’t a fake. He knew from studying with Fiona that she was gifted. Kate’s and Azure’s lines of work were classic psychic fakery material, but Kate was all for assessment, so she had to be real, and as he’d expected, Azure denied being a pretender. Everyone should be reacting the way Kate was. “If you’re genuine, why won’t you do any of this? Are you sick? Something wrong in your family?”

Azure drank coffee, looked at the rabbit. “No.”

“Fuck. Is it me? Is it Kate? She piss you off?”

“No. But I’d hate for her to know what’s happened. She’s got connections with everyone in our field. If the word got out, my reputation would be ruined.” The medium put her cup on the table and smoothed out her skirt. “If I tell you, can I trust you not to repeat it?”

“Yeah. Of course, if it’s that bad.”

“It is.” Azure glanced down, and then met Jamie’s eyes. “Ximena and I have lost our powers.”

What she’d said didn’t seem possible. Jamie had worked hard to silence his strange gifts, and all he could do was control and diminish them, not make them go away. He ate, trying to slow his mind down, but ended up asking with his mouth full, “How in bloody hell do you lose your powers?” He swallowed. “I mean, maybe I’m stupid, but I thought, we—I mean, healers, psychics—don’t have powers, you just open up and let them through.” 

Azure studied him. 

“What?” he asked. “Did I get it wrong?”

“Not entirely.” She chewed, drank coffee, and looked out the glass doors to a wind-shaken tree in her back yard. “But being able to open to other worlds or energies and let them in, that’s a power in and of itself.” Her blue eyes returned to him. “I reach out, I open myself, I do everything I’ve always done, and they don’t come.” Her voice broke. She set her food and drink down and her face crumpled. “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry.” Jamie rushed to her side and wrapped his arms around her. She was as soft and warm as Gasser. “It’s all right. You can cry if you need to.” Azure trembled in his embrace and wept soundlessly. His throat tightened and his eyes burned. Other people’s crying always did that to him. “I fucking hate it when people tell you not to cry.” He imitated an inept would-be comforter, “ ‘Oh, please don’t cry.’ When you’re already bawling.” 

This made her laugh through her tears, and she stopped crying. She blew her nose, got up to get rid of the napkin, and came back beside him and patted his hand.

“I normally live with spirits and talk to them. I always have, ever since I was a girl. I miss them.”

“Jesus.” He couldn’t imagine missing having spirits barge in on him, but he could still relate. “That’d be like me losing my voice. Or not being able to play.” Both had happened, one after the other, and the losses, though temporary, had crushed him.

“It’s not the end of the world.” Azure smiled reassuringly. “I’m writing a book on some of my more extraordinary encounters. I’ll have time to finish it now. And I have my church, and my son, and my friends. The living are still with me.” She sighed. “But I do miss the dead.”

“You mean, they were actually around you that much?”

“Yes, but it’s not just their company I miss, it’s helping them reach the people they leave behind. I was like a therapist for their relationships with the living. If you needed to heal things with someone who’d crossed over, I could bring that person around to talk with you.” 

Her words struck him in an emotional ambush. If you needed to heal things with someone who’d crossed over ... The encounter with Jill had forced Kandy’s memory out of hiding and up to the surface. He walked to the back door and shoved it open.

Azure leaned forward with a worried look. “Jamie?”

“Need a minute.” 

Closing the door behind him, he listened to the miserable bamboo clacker. He felt like he was choking on something. Turning his face to the wind, he let it whip his hair back and closed his eyes. He needed to forget Kandy again, put her back where he’d buried her for all these years. 

Azure opened the door and spoke gently. “I shouldn’t have brought that up. I didn’t know you were grieving.”

Jamie took a deep breath and hugged himself, massaging his forearms. “Nah. It’s not that. Just needed some air.” 

“You don’t have to pretend you’re not sad.” She walked over and touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry I can’t facilitate a dialogue, but I can listen. Do you want to talk about this person you lost?” 

“Nah. Don’t like to talk about the dead.” 

“Sometimes they want us to. If they haven’t moved very far along, they can hear us.”

“I’m all right now.” He forced a smile. “Let’s go back in.”

Her face full of tender concern, Azure cuddled Mr. Perkins on the couch. Jamie returned to his chair and finished the coffee and the bun. They didn’t sit well with his hangover, but he thanked her for them anyway, and for her time. He needed to wrap up before she started pushing him to talk about the dead again. “Kate thought I could convince you to do the fair if I apologized for saying you needed verification. What should I tell her?” 

“I’m not sure. Ximena was fine until I went to her for a healing and she couldn’t help me. She did a limpia and she couldn’t read anything in the egg. Nothing came through in her ceremony. And now, she can’t help anyone. We’re trying to keep this just between us. She’s telling her clients she needs some time off. I’m saying that I’m working on my book.”

“But Kate’ll call you. If I don’t explain anything, she’ll ask.”

Azure stroked her bunny’s ear. “I don’t want her to think I’m offended or that I’ve quit on her, but I don’t want the whole world knowing. I want my book to sell. It’s all that’s left of my work.”

“No worries. If you let me tell her, we’ll keep your secret.” Another one to keep track of. “After all, we need you to stay famous in case you find a way to get your power back and do the fair.” 

Azure shook her head. “I already tried, remember?”

“There are other healers. You must know who’s good.”

“No. That’s not my social circle. Aside from Ximena, I’ve never gotten to know any of them.”

He almost suggested Fiona, and stopped. The way she’d acted last night, she seemed to be in the same condition as Azure. But Fiona had trained other people. Wendy’s partner Andrea was newly minted as an energy healer, inexperienced but qualified. Santa Fe had no shortage of spiritual workers. If Azure wanted her problem kept secret from them, though, Mae could help when she came up. “I know someone I can recommend.”

“Thank you, but I don’t think anyone should try yet. Not until we know how this happened. What if I’m like an electrocuted person still holding a live wire? What if I passed this on to Ximena? The person trying to help me will get hurt, too.”
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Chapter Nine
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Kate took Lobo out into the front garden and turned on her cell phone to check messages. She wasn’t quite taking a break, but almost. Inhaling the scents of the garden’s herbs mixed with the smell of the hot, dusty earth, she turned her back to the sun and let it warm her like an embrace. Five seconds of true peace. Immediately destroyed. The message was from Jamie. 

“Busy as a cat buying shit, can’t remember what time I’m supposed to meet you. Found my planner and forgot to write you in it. Let me know. Catcha.”

He’d made it sound like she was some insignificant blip on his schedule. A movement at the corner of her yard caught her eye as she called him back. A hole in the dirt opened up and a small gold-brown head emerged. Crap. Her neighbors were tolerating a prairie dog town on their property and it had spread to hers. Lobo was clearly struggling not to give chase. She praised him. “Stay. Good dog.”

“Been called a lot of things, Kate ...” Jamie had picked up while she was distracted.

“Sorry. Lobo is resisting going after a prairie dog and I’m reinforcing his good decision. Cute little critters but they have fleas. Sometimes plague.”

“Plague? Like the black death? Jeezus. The city’s full of ’em. I—I like them.”

“Well, don’t pet them. You should be here in twenty minutes.”

“On my way. No worries.”

She hung up before she could snap at him. God, he got on her nerves.

“Lobo. Pick up.” Kate pointed at a rock. Her dog lifted it to her in his mouth. She pitched it at the prairie dog, which stood, paws resting on its belly, staring at her with fearless interest. To her shock, her missile struck its little shoulder. She hadn’t even aimed to hit it. The animal squeaked in pain and ducked into its hole. “I only meant to scare you,” she whispered. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

––––––––
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She had written the press release and was on the second revision by the time a vehicle pulled up, opera blasting from the open windows. Ten minutes late. A door slammed, and Jamie’s tenor voice continued the opera up Kate’s front walk. The man was noisy except for his feet, which made no sound at all. Still working at her computer, she called, “Come in,” when he knocked.

He hesitated in the doorway as Lobo scrambled across the floor pursuing a tennis ball. “Sorry. Working on it. Been scared of dogs for twenty-four years, though.” Jamie turned his back and lifted his hair, displaying an ugly scar on his neck and around the back of his right ear. “Five years old. Had to have my ear put back on.” He dropped his hair and faced her with a please-like-me smile. “Got to where I can trust a leashed dog, but, y’know, if you don’t mind ...”

I was paralyzed in a car crash when I was seven and I’m not scared of cars. No, give him a break. That was traumatic for a little kid. She called Lobo, clipped a lead to his collar, and told him to lie down. 

“Thanks. So where do we start?”

“I’ve written the press release announcing the new name and the plans for the formation of the guild. I’d like to mention some of the major psychics and healers who’ll participate but I can’t. We’ve still got squat.”

He crossed to stand behind her and read over her shoulder. “Fuck. Seriously?”

“Yes. Wish I could figure out what’s going on. Grab a chair and let’s go over the to-do list.” He stared at the screen without moving. “Jamie?” Kate prodded.

“Sorry. Lost a synapse. I’m buggered.” He closed his eyes and shook his head in that way he had, as if something was on him, then pulled up a straight-backed wooden chair and sat on it backwards. “Had a gutful of piss last night. Sorry. Shouldn’t talk about that with you, should I?”

“As long as you’re ready to learn this and get started, I don’t care what you did last night.”

“Insulted Jill Betts.” He tapped a finger back and forth between two slats of the chair’s back. “Did a good job of it, too. Mind if I get some water? Be right back. Can I get you anything?”
“There’s lemonade in the fridge. Thanks. And don’t piss Jill off. I may need her.” 
“Nah. You’re never that desperate. Never.”

Kate almost argued, but stopped herself. She might need Jill in the future, but she needed Jamie today. She opened the fair’s web page and wrote down its password. It was hard letting go of it, but she had to. As the only other board member with any energy, Jamie had to take over some of this. She needed time for meetings, for Tim, and for sleep. “Did you get through to Azure or Ximena?”

In the kitchen, Jamie rummaged around in cabinets and the refrigerator, making too much noise to have heard her.

“Jesus, Kate. This is a fucking decent kitchen. Second good kitchen I’ve seen today. Need to work on mine.” More sounds, dishes, glasses. “This is a custom job. You can do anything you need in here.” 

“My boyfriend Tim did it. He’s an electrician, but he’s also a good carpenter.”

The refrigerator opened and closed. “Electrician? I’ve got this weird electrical thing going on.” Jamie emerged with a plate of fruit and two glasses of lemonade. He carried the plate balanced on his forearm. It struck Kate as a good way to break her plate, but he delivered it to her desk without disaster. “Sorry. Presumptuous. But you ever eat junk and then it makes you hungry for something healthy?” 

Settling into the chair, he bit into a peach and closed his eyes. “Perfectly ripe. Don’t you love that?” He wiped juice out of his goatee with his shirt sleeve. Couldn’t he just chew and swallow like a normal person? Did it have to be such an event? “The electrical thing.” He snapped out of peach-bliss. “Stuff turns on or off-and-on by itself.”

Though it was as irrelevant to the work at hand as the rest of his jabbering, this particular random tangent was interesting. “Does anything else happen?”

“Nah. Mostly stuff turning on. He ever mentioned seeing anything like that?”

“Yes. With one of his neighbors. Except her things sizzle.” Kate sipped her lemonade and picked up a peach. It was presumptuous of Jamie to root around in her kitchen, but she should have thought of offering food and drink. He was a guest in her house, about to do her a big favor—if he could get his mind to stop wandering. “She’s always needing him to check it out.” 

Jamie mopped more peach juice from his chin, stuffed the rest of the fruit in his mouth and sucked the flesh off the pit, which he spat out into his hand perfectly bare. “Nothing wrong with her appliances? They just act up?” 

“That’s what he said. She burns out bulbs, or things shoot sparks, but there’s nothing Tim can ever find to explain it. You’ve never had anyone look at your wiring?”

“Can’t see the point. Happens other places, too.”

“That’s really weird. I’ll try to remember to mention it to Tim.” She glanced at the time on her monitor. “We’d better get to work now. I want to be done before he gets here so we can get to dinner and a meeting.”

“Sorry. Yeah. My fault. Show me.”

She showed Jamie the web site and then opened a document with a list of the advertisers who promoted in the program and a second, listing places to advertise the event itself. “I’ll e-mail this to you. You know how to work with web sites, right? Yours is incredible. I just checked out the updates with your new pictures and videos. It’s really good. Feel free to redo this—well, you’ll have to, with the new name.”

“Um—yeah. Sure.” Jamie’s eyes clouded. He slumped, corrected course, and straightened up, pushing a renewed brightness into his face and voice. “What part will you do?”

“Take care of the basics—insurance, trash, recycling, toilets, power. And I’ll solve the hassles, like who wants a space where, and who needs electricity at their booths. Check on business licenses. Recruit some more artists if I can. I’ve sent out the first inquiries to vendors and done the ad budget. You’ll need to change the ads of course as people commit—or don’t.” She closed the documents. A feeling of loss gave way to pride and relief. She had actually let go of some of this. “I’d love to see you in an ad for the event.”

“Me? Dunno. Not exactly photogenic. On my own site that’s one thing, but ...” He sat back, ate some grapes. “Have to remember to eat normal meals. Done this for two fucking days now. Bog in to some sugar feast.”

Kate sensed he was about to share. She wasn’t in a mood to be shared with—which struck her as bitchy to the point of absurdity, since she would go to an AA meeting later tonight and think it wonderful when people shared, and she would share about her anger. She just didn’t want this neurotic man confiding about his trivial issues with his weight. 

No, food could be an addiction, too. She was just in a bad, judgmental mood. Mary Kay Dieffenbacher, the medical intuitive, had been the final straw. Another famous psychic declining to participate. Kate had been angry ever since that call, and taken it out on the poor prairie dog. So angry she didn’t notice she was hungry until Jamie brought the fruit out. 

She ate her peach. “They have this saying in AA. H-A-L-T. Halt. Don’t get too hungry, angry, lonely, or tired. It’s supposed to keep you from drinking. If sugar’s your vice, I guess it’d work for that, too.” 

“You’d have to be really honest to stick to that. Pay attention to the inner.” He reached for another fistful of grapes, rolled one around in his mouth before biting into it. “I mean, tired, I’ll own up to. Hungry fucking takes over. But ...” he looked down at his feet, fidgeted, placed another grape in his mouth, again tonguing it before chewing it, and picked up a pear. “The other two. Fuck. Don’t notice ’til the train’s already run me over. Sorry. I’m eating all your food.”

Was this a symptom like her urges to drink or smoke? “Are you all right?”

He slurped as he took a bite of the pear, then wiped his chin on his sleeve again. “Sixty-forty, thereabouts. I’ll survive. But listen, I’m worried about Fiona McCloud. She’s—y’know, like how Azure and Ximena—” He cut himself off. His eyebrows scrunched together and he bit his lower lip. “Jeezus. Dunno how to explain that.”

“Explain what?”

“You have to promise not to tell anyone.” He held her gaze with such intensity, Kate made the promise. Jamie said, “Azure and Ximena have lost their gifts.” 

“That’s ridiculous. Everyone has a dry spell once in a while. They’re probably ...” Probably what? She’d almost said trying to get out of the extra work for the board. That would be out of character, though. More likely, they’d had some off days and fretted themselves into thinking it was a disaster. Even more likely, Jamie had misunderstood. He had a hangover and a short attention span. “Are you sure you heard right?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. You think I’d say it if I wasn’t? And when I saw Fiona last night, she reminded me of them. Drained. Unhappy. Won’t do the fair. Won’t be a member of the guild, either.”

That was a strange coincidence. “Where did you see her?”

He bit the pear again, and let the juice drip onto his shirt. “It was weird. She looked sick but she was at the Desert Star. Out for a drink with Jill and this fucking zombie. Weird girl. Purple eyes. Should be pretty but there’s something wrong with her.” He gave a shudder, too dramatic for Kate’s tastes, and took the pear core and peach pits into the kitchen. “Do you compost?”

“Yes, the plastic tub on the counter marked compostable.”

“I can take it out for you. It’s getting full.”

She gritted her teeth. I’m paraplegic, not helpless. “No. Tell me about this girl. I think I had her for a reading. Is her name Dahlia?”

“So she says.” Water ran, and Jamie returned, drying his hands on his pants. “Real name’s Lily Petersen. Harold’s daughter. She’s a model. Living here of all places, with this other name.”

“Maybe she’s doing it for privacy. You never use Jamie Ellerbee as a performer.”

“Yeah. Maybe. But she’s not talking to Harold. Or her mum. Could be hiding from them. Reminds me—he says he’ll do the fair so he stands a better chance of seeing her. Thinks she’ll come to it because she hangs out with healers.”

“Oh my god. That’s great.” Jamie’s frown suggested she had been insensitive. “Come on. You know what I meant. Not great that she’s not talking to her father. Great that he’s doing the fair.” 

Jamie nodded and began cleaning his immaculate-looking nails. Probably digging out tiny fruit fibers and dropping them on Kate’s floor. She wanted to tell him to stop. “Your reading tell you what’s wrong with her?” he asked.

“I don’t share people’s readings. That’s confidential.”

“Sorry. Just thinking, y’know?” He crossed the room to the window. “Trying to figure something out.” Jamie ran his fingertips around squares of the window panes, tracing a maze. “There’s this diagnosis Ximena uses. Susto. Sort of translates as ‘soul loss.’ You have a trauma and part of your soul runs off and hides. For her and Azure and Fiona, it’s the healer-psychic part that’s lost.” He tapped a pane. “Some other part for Dahlia.” 

The description fit with Dahlia’s reading, but the rest was a stretch. “They all have soul loss?”

“Yeah. Except, instead of coming from a trauma it’s contagious. Like your prairie dogs and the plague.”

“Come on. A spiritual or psychological problem—contagious? That doesn’t happen.”

“Lot of crap that doesn’t happen happens.” Jamie rubbed the top of his head and shook his braids. He had five of them today, like tiny sun-bleached snakes crawling on the cloud of his hair. “Fuck. You’re a psychic. You should know that.”

“Fine. Then tell me how it happens.”

“Dunno exactly. But Azure thinks she gave it to Ximena.” 

He returned to the desk, turned his chair to face it, found a pencil and scratch paper, and sketched as he talked. “This is half-baked. Seeing it in my head better than I can explain it. The flea carries the plague, right, like with the rats and half of Europe? But this flea is like a photon or electron that jumps ... sucks blood like a flea, only it’s not blood, it’s like chi or prana ...” 

To Kate’s surprise he was a good artist, with a cartoonist’s flair. His sketch showed atoms with electrons jumping their orbits to other atoms and to prairie dogs. Some of the animals were alert and perky, others flat on their backs, paws up, tongues out, X’s for eyes. He glanced up at her. “It’s possible. At an energetic level, right?”

“No. It’s absurd.” Kate had done readings all afternoon. Her psychic gift hadn’t fled, and she’d been around all the supposed victims. “If it was contagious I’d have it, and I don’t.”

“You could be immune.” Jamie wrapped himself into a semi-fetal position, massaging his forearms, feet up on the rung of the chair. Squinting at his sketch, he gnawed on his thumb knuckle, and then stopped abruptly. He uncurled partially and looked at Kate. “I can’t market the bloody fair. What if it’s hit everybody but you? How many people have committed to be in it?”

“Psychics or healers? Ten. All of them people you’d call quacks. None of the big names except Gaia, and she’s only doing music.”

“Jesus. None of them?” 

“Mary Kay Dieffenbacher turned me down this morning.”

“Fuck.” Jamie paced to the window again and then back to the desk. He sat, tapping the eraser end of the pencil on the scratch paper. “What do we do?” 

The disturbing scope of what he imagined began to dawn on Kate. She made herself focus. The idea was testable. It could be disproven. “We need to find out how many people are affected.” 

He wrote, erased, rewrote, and looked to her with eyes that reminded her of Lobo waiting for a command. A look she wanted from a dog but not from a board member. “And?” 

“We need to find out if it’s really the same thing for everyone and if it’s really contagious.”

“Who do I ask?” 

Kate’s frustration exploded. “I don’t know. Stop asking me to think for you.” 

His expression now reminded her of the rock-struck prairie dog. God, he was like one, a big one—the round dark eyes, the blond hair, the strange energy poised between running up to you and making friends or scampering to safety. Silence sat between them. Jamie ducked his head and drew random lines for a while. Gone back in his hole. 

He wrote something, dropped the pencil, stuffed the list in his pocket and stood. “You can give me a kick when I need it, y’know. Just not too hard.”

“Sorry.” She meant it. “I need a meeting. It’s been a while.”

“No worries.” He bent down and hugged her so long and hard she started to get embarrassed. “We’ll work it out.” He straightened up. “Hooroo, then. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“Thanks. I’ll work on it, too.”

“And I owe you a fucking fruit basket. Next time.” 

He left. She freed Lobo and studied Jamie’s sketch. Kate doubted he would come up with any solutions, or fruit, but he’d come up with a terrifying problem. What if it was a plague?
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Chapter Ten
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The AA meeting around the tables in the church basement took the open topic format. Kate shared her struggles with anger and impatience and explained how she had always used self-righteousness as an excuse to drink. An old man in a cowboy hat said, after a pause, “Shit. You needed an excuse?” When the laughter subsided, the chairman reminded him to introduce himself. “Oh. I’m Dougie and I’m an alcoholic.”

Everyone replied, “Hi, Dougie.”

The laughter, the unloading, Tim’s solid, reassuring presence beside her—Kate felt better than she had all day. She let go of the plague, the fair, the prairie dogs, Jamie, and everything else that had bothered her, and finally relaxed. The meeting was like coming home.

A brunette in a fitted T-shirt and tight jeans spoke up. She was about forty, with short, crisply styled hair and precise makeup. “Hello. I’m Hilda and I’m an alcoholic.” The group greeted her and she continued. “You don’t recognize me because this is my first meeting, even though I’ve been sober ten years.” 

Kate did recognize her, though. Hilda Davis painted abstract art and composed electronic music, creations she described as inspired by angels. She’d sold her work at the fair the last two years, and had not signed up yet for this year. Maybe after the meeting—Kate stopped the thought and made herself pay attention to what Hilda was saying. Work could wait.

The artist’s voice was steady but weak. “I’ve been struggling this past week. Something strange happened.” Pausing, she rubbed both hands on the back of her neck. “Like my spiritual wires have been cut.” She let her arms drop. “I’m sorry. That’s as much as I can handle telling right now.”

The group members shared their experiences coping with cravings or with loss of faith and Hilda listened, silent except to express her thanks. 

When the meeting was over, people broke up into chatting groups like a sober cocktail party, with the smokers going outside. Kate spotted Tim’s thicket of white-blond curls across the room. He was talking with two young men he sponsored, rounding them up to go out for coffee, no doubt. Kate had ridden with Tim. She would have a couple of minutes to catch Hilda before leaving for what Tim called “the real meeting.”

Kate found the artist surrounded by a cluster of nurturing women. 

“I pray,” said one.

“So do I, even when I don’t believe in what I’m praying to,” added another.

“Chocolate helps, too,” said a third. They all laughed except Hilda.

“You need a sponsor.” A tall, forceful woman in a linen suit sounded like she was about to take on that role. “Do you have one?”

Hilda’s perfectly painted lips formed a tired smile. “No. I don’t even know what that is. I ... didn’t get sober in the usual way.”

“You really haven’t been in the program, have you? It’s a wonder you made it so long. Your sponsor is someone you can call, day or night.” The woman handed Hilda a business card. “She helps you. She listens.”

This woman sounded more likely to give orders. A sponsor like that could drive Hilda to drink. Kate cut in. “My boyfriend will probably take his sponsees out for coffee. We usually hit the Starbucks at Zafarano.” Kate could do a little twelfth-step work and remind Hilda to commit to the fair at the same time. “Why don’t we get our own table at the same place?” 

“Thank you. I don’t think I’ll go, but I do need to talk with you. I’ve been meaning to get in touch ever since this happened.”

Kate was open about her alcoholism, but she didn’t remember telling Hilda. “Did you know I was in AA?” 

“No. I’d been meaning to call about not doing the fair.” 

No. Not another. Kate tried to sound more compassionate than alarmed. “Why aren’t you?”

Hilda took a moment to accept phone numbers from some of the helpful women and then slipped away from them, closer to Kate. “Sorry. It’s the same reason I’ve felt like drinking. Can we step outside?”
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Hilda sat on the low stone wall that separated the narrow yard on one side of the church from the back of the bed and breakfast next door. A strong, cool breeze pushed Kate’s hair into her face and ruffled Lobo’s fur. Hilda’s hair didn’t move. Kate lengthened Lobo’s lead to its maximum and gave him permission to explore.

“I was so relieved to see you,” Hilda said, her brown eyes wet. She dabbed a finger under her lower lashes, catching the tears before her mascara could run. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me, though. You were always so busy at the fair.”

“Busy? Probably chain-smoking and biting heads off. As soon as I got sober, I thought I could rule the world.” 

Hilda put on a faint smile. “I noticed you haven’t lit up. Congratulations on not smoking.”

“Thanks. But I’m still biting heads and ruling the world. It’s as hard to quit that as smoking and drinking.” Kate paused. A noisy, dressed-up couple emerged from a back door of the B and B, arguing. The woman stumbled on her high heels in the gravel. “What’s going on with you?” 

“The angels can’t reach me.”

Dread of the plague hit Kate like wet clay. “Do you mean that literally?” Until now she’d thought of Hilda’s work as an interpretation of spiritual experience. “Like you used to channel them?”

“I did. For ten years.” 

Ten years during which she hadn’t had a drink. This was more serious than not being able to do the fair. Hilda’s sobriety was at risk. “That’s amazing. You had one of those spiritual events—like that story in the Big Book—”

“The what?”

“The original AA book. Or it might have been in one of the other books. Anyway, this man prayed to have the desire to drink removed, and this light full of love showed up and his prayers were answered.” The story had bothered Kate, so she couldn’t forget it. Miracles were too capricious for the God of her understanding. “I never met anyone that actually happened to.”   

“You still haven’t.” Hilda looked down at her hands. “I didn’t pray.”

“The angels just showed up?”

“I must have done something to attract them but I don’t know what.” Hilda rubbed the wall as if studying its texture. “I was a landscape artist, living in Taos. Professionally successful, but my marriage was failing because I was in a heavy party scene. I came home drunk at three or four in the morning—nothing unusual—but this time my husband had locked the doors with those little chains. I yelled and tried break them off the door. Finally a neighbor came over and took me to his house to sleep on the couch. The next day Rob kicked me out.”

“That could make a drunk hit bottom and ask for help. Even in the back of your mind.” 

“It didn’t. I got a hotel room. I was so upset and hungover I just lay on the bed and cried for about an hour, feeling sorry for myself. I blamed Rob, not my drinking. My only plan for the day was to get smashed as soon as I could stop bawling, but when I sat up to go down to the bar I got knocked back flat. I thought I was having a stroke or something, even though I was only thirty.” 

“You didn’t pray at all?”

“No.” Hilda closed her eyes, and her hands turned up as if to receive something. “The room turned into pale blue light. It broke into shafts like a forest of crystals, and beings of light were moving through this forest.” She opened her eyes, vibrant and alive with the memory. “And the music. Tones. Chants. Something like bells. Not played on instruments, though, but on sound waves themselves. The voices were so pure they were beyond human. The colors shifted like the aurora borealis and the angels danced between them like light between leaves. One of them sang a single long note and I fell asleep. Not wanting to drink.” 

Hilda smiled sadly and dropped her hands to the wall. “Rob still divorced me, of course—he could hardly believe I was sober or that I’d seen and heard angels. But they stayed with me. I learned to channel their music into electronic sounds. I painted their world. It changed my life, my art. Everything.” 

“But they didn’t heal you. You want to drink now that they’re gone.” 

“Desperately.”

“What happened to make them leave?”
“I don’t know. I was at the Secrist Gallery when they sold one of my angel prints. I don’t always get to meet the people who buy my work, but when I do I like to share something about the angels with them, so they get a glimpse of what’s behind my art. By the time I finished talking with the woman who bought this one, they were gone. They’ve always been in the background even when I wasn’t immersed in a vision, but when she walked out the door with that print I was as empty and isolated as when I was about to drink in that hotel.”
Kate saw a chance to test Jamie’s plague idea. “Do you remember the customer’s name?” 

Hilda frowned. “No. I’d never seen her before. She was very young. Pretty. Looked like she could be a model. I think her name was something unusual, but unusual is sort of usual around here.”

Shit. It was a plague. “Dahlia? No last name?”

“Oh my god. Yes. How did you know?

Kate hesitated. Talk of contagious soul loss might be too disturbing for someone struggling to stay sober, or so bizarre Hilda wouldn’t believe her. “She came to me for fortune telling. She didn’t like my reading. I was too unspiritual for her.”

“She thought I was very spiritual.” Hilda’s hand explored the wall again, rubbing a stone. “We talked quite a while. She’d been through a personal tragedy and she was fascinated by the angels, especially by the way they had helped me. Maybe I connected them with her too well and they left with her.” 

“If they did, she didn’t keep them. There was nothing like that anywhere near her.”

Hilda’s eyes flashed a hint of hope. “Do you think they could return, then?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Could beings that showed up uninvited, took over an artist’s life, and then vanished really be angels? Kate wasn’t religious, but she thought angels would be more reliable than that. Whatever these spirits were, though, Hilda seemed to need them. “You should do the fair this year if you still have CDs and prints to sell. It might attract them back to you.” 

“You make it sound like I’m their agent.”

“Sorry. That’s not how I meant it.” But almost. Kate spotted Tim with his sponsees waving to her from the sidewalk at the front of the church. Hastily, she took out her business card case and dropped it. Lobo picked it up and Kate handed Hilda a card. “Think about it. At least it can sustain your career.”

Hilda nodded and forced a faint smile.

“And go to as many AA meetings as you can stand, too.” Kate shortened Lobo’s lead. “That’s how people without angels get sober.”

“Can I call you as a sponsor?”

“Me? I’m kind of young, and I’ve never sponsored anyone before. Are you sure?” 

“I don’t want to try to explain my story to ...” Hilda examined the other card she’d been given. “Joan.” 

The pushy woman in the linen suit. “No. I can see that.” Tim’s frequently struggling sponsees called him at all hours of the night. Kate didn’t want that kind of relationship with Hilda—or anyone, if she was honest with herself—but she did want her in the fair, and didn’t want her stuck with Joan or relapsing into drinking. “Then I guess I’m your sponsor.”

“Thanks.” Hilda hugged Kate. “I’ll only need you until I get the angels back.”
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Chapter Eleven
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A small package lay on the porch when Mae came back from an early morning run. As she climbed the front steps to get it, the mesquite tree groaned and creaked, swaying over the carport. She’d happily overlooked the tree’s condition until Jamie had pointed it out. Now it bothered her. If there was anything scary or worrisome in the world, leave it to Jamie to find it. A lizard scrambled out of what he’d called the devil’s arse crack. 

Mae picked up the box. It had been sent overnight from Asheville, North Carolina, and had probably come late yesterday afternoon. Taking the tree-free route out the back, she’d missed it. 

She peeled off her five-toed barefoot shoes, brought the package inside, and opened it. The contents included a worn copy of Goodnight Moon, a pair of gold earrings shaped like dogwood flowers, a matching pendant on a gold chain, and a notecard with dolphins and doves on the cover mingling in an unlikely Escher-like flight. 

Naomi had written: “These are Lily’s favorite things from high school that she left behind, and her favorite book from when she was little. Harold said you didn’t make contact with her well through Cara. I’m not surprised. Lily hated Cara, but he wasn’t around enough to see that. 

“Lily and I had some challenging times, but I want to make things right with her now, and hope she’s not in trouble. She wouldn’t tell me if she was, but I would reach out to help. I’m praying that the Universe and the Great Goddess will bring the best to all of us. Peace and blessed be, Naomi.”

Running her fingers along the worn edges of Goodnight Moon, Mae recalled reading that story to her stepdaughters when they were little. The memory of being a mother pinged a tiny hammer against her heart. Lily, who threw the kitten and insulted her mama, had been Naomi and Harold’s baby once. Their little girl. 

Mae took her crystals and Lily’s things out to the back steps. The view there always brought her a sense of solidity and serenity. In the early light, Turtleback Mountain was full of black shadows and bright lines of red rock. She chose her grandmother’s amethyst for clairvoyance and turquoise and aventurine for protection, and then asked whatever guided her to make sure she journeyed wisely.

Holding Lily’s childhood book in one hand and the crystals in the other, Mae let her thoughts clear like silt settling in a pond, and directed the journey. Why isn’t Lily calling her parents? I need to see if she’s in trouble they should know about.

The tunnel that signaled a vision drew her into a living room with new-looking furniture. A slim blue-eyed man in his mid-thirties with thick dark hair, a short beard, and brown-framed glasses, sat on the floor, leaning back against the base of a couch, surrounded by a child’s toys. Harold, before middle age had added weight and subtracted hair. A little girl around three years old toddled up carrying Goodnight Moon.

“Silly-Lily.” He drew her onto his lap. Their blue denim legs stretched out in a stack. “It’s not bedtime yet. That’s your bedtime story.”

“I like the animals.” She opened the book and stroked one of the odd cat-like beings in its illustrations.

“Okay.” Harold held the book, his arms around her. “We can make up a new story for the little animals. A daytime story.”

“Can we?”

“Sure. If we turn the pages back to front, it can be a story about waking up.” He turned to the last page of the book. Lily smiled blissfully and rested back against her father. The image faded.

Staying as much in the trance as possible, Mae traded the book for the jewelry. She dropped inward again. Lily, now in her mid-teens, stood in the same kitchen where she had practiced ballet and abused the kitten, arguing with Naomi. The girl wore her abundant hair up in a twist, and was dressed in a pink oxford shirt, khaki pants, and the dogwood jewelry. She looked country-club compared to her mother, who wore a long, crinkly paisley skirt and a faded blue T-shirt. 

Lily said, “You think a straight-A student is taking pills? I’d be a bum like you if I did that.”

Naomi’s cheeks flushed. “I’m not a bum. I have chosen to live simply.”

“And I have chosen to live well.” Cool and hard-voiced, Lily leaned back on the refrigerator and crossed her arms. “I’m in a much more profitable business than your old woo-woo bookstore.”

“Lily. Your father would give you any money you need. You just have to ask.”

“I like earning it my way.”

“If you got caught ...” Naomi twisted handfuls of her skirt, her eyes pleading. “Do you know what you’re doing?” 

“I do.” Lily’s voice skimmed the surface of a laugh. “I learned the ropes from the guy who sells you weed.”

“Hoby doesn’t deal pills.”

“I started small with him.” Lily moved over and hoisted her narrow bottom onto the counter next to the coffeemaker. “Now,” she tilted her head and slightly narrowed her eyes, the corners of her mouth lifting, “I’m fucking a pharmacist.”

Naomi’s mouth opened. A short, loud inhalation, followed by silence.

Lily kicked the cabinet with a steady, aggressive rhythm. “I decided a long time ago that I was not going to be like you, some slobby old hippie with no taste and a fat ass, living off her husband’s money and playing poor as some stupid fashion statement.”

“What happened to you?” Tears leaked from Naomi’s eyes. “I tried to raise you to be kind. To be caring.”

“You dragged me to that silly fake pagan thing if that’s what you mean.”

“It’s not fake, Lily. I truly worship.”

“Your Goddess is like church folks’ God. All the same bullshit. People go through a bunch of words and kneeling or a bunch or songs and dancing to get in a good mood, and they call it being spiritual. I help people get in a good mood, too. I just don’t pretend it’s holy. Okay? Everything’s a drug. Religion is a drug. Your fucking simplicity is a drug. And you use drugs. So pardon me for being strong enough to make some money off the rest of you.”

Lily dropped lightly to her feet and swept out the back door. Naomi crumpled onto a chair, sobbing.

The scene dissolved and another emerged. Lily had changed her look, resembling the goddess of the grape more than her high school self. Her hair hung free and she wore a flowing dress tied with a green silk scarf around her hips as she danced in a bar with another woman. Athletically trim with long silver hair and an excess of turquoise jewelry, Lily’s companion moved her tight-jeaned hips and rolled her head in a blatantly sensual way. Lily regarded her with indifference.

The band was loud but good. The singer’s voice nearly knocked Mae out of her altered state. Jamie was singing Joplin, eyes closed, rocking and writhing, lost in the blues.

When the song ended, he shook hands with one of the musicians and jumped off the side of the stage furthest from Lily. He staggered on his landing, caught his balance, and headed for the door. 

Lily stood still, watching him leave. At the start of the next song her partner slithered into another suggestive dance, but Lily shook her head. She drifted to a table and sat with a short, middle-aged woman whose skin had the sagging look of a plump person who’d lost weight too fast. The woman gazed sadly into the space where Jamie had been while Lily slouched beside her with adolescent sulkiness. The too-much-turquoise woman joined them. The vision closed.

Bewildered, Mae stared at the mountain’s red-brown ridges. She trusted the Sight to show her what she needed to know, but she didn’t understand how this journey could have done that. Lily had been a sweet normal child who loved her daddy, and then a mean-spirited teenager who sold drugs. No psychic needed. Her parents already knew that, and the change in their daughter must have hurt them deeply. Mae had seen that unhappy scene for nothing. The final vision was superfluous as well. Jamie would call Naomi and Harold when he woke up, if he hadn’t already done so when he left the bar. 

After clearing her energy with snow quartz, Mae took the crystals to the kitchen to rebalance their vibrations in a bowl of salt water. Could she really have had a useless vision? She wanted to think there’d been some value to what she’d learned, maybe some subtle hint about Lily’s current life from her past.

What, though? It was highly unlikely that she was selling drugs again. If she didn’t like to take Harold’s money because it made her feel like Naomi—a bum, in Lily’s opinion—she had a better way of prospering without him now as a model. Naomi might want to believe there was some other explanation, some kind of trouble, but the conflict between them might be reason enough for Lily to keep her distance.

Why was Lily ignoring Harold, though? He’d said they always got along well. 

Maybe the woman dancing with her was the explanation. Lily could be coming out. From what Mae knew of Harold and Naomi, they wouldn’t object to their daughter being gay, but a relationship with a woman their age might concern them, and if Lily still was Daddy’s little girl, she could care enough what Harold thought to hide it from him. However, she hadn’t seemed attracted to the woman she danced with, or the one sitting at the table.

Admit it. You don’t have an answer.

Mae dried the crystals on a dishtowel. The way they caught the light attracted her attention as it had when she’d first acquired them. She took a moment and held them, feeling their weight, studying the shapes and colors. Funny how she carried them around as if she was still working as a psychic and healer. 

While she’d lived in Virginia, she’d put in almost as many hours as Breda Outlaw—the name she’d used as a psychic in Virginia Beach—as she had as Mae Martin, the personal trainer in Norfolk. The two names, the separate roles, had seemed professionally necessary both to her boss at the Healing Balance store at the Beach and to Mae for her reputation in her fitness career. Since she’d moved, she’d retired Breda. The journey for Harold Sunday had been her first in months, and like this one, that vision had been truthful yet useless. 

She put the crystals away in the pouch in her purse. What if her mind wasn’t in shape for this anymore? As a beginner psychic, she’d aimed wrong at times, seeing more than she meant to. Maybe her aim was off again, the way it might be if she took up softball after a year of not playing. Like Jamie dancing, she had the skill but was out of condition.

Mae sat on the couch near the sheep sculpture and turned her phone on. Jamie wouldn’t be up yet, but predictably, he’d left her a message in the middle of the night. His diction was a little slurry, but it didn’t trouble her. It wasn’t a sign of anything. Jamie didn’t go out to bars when he was depressed—he holed up and ate like he was getting ready to hibernate. Drinking was just a random impulse, Jamie bouncing off the walls of life.

“Saw Lily Petersen. Jeezus.” A little vocalization of aversion, as if he’d gotten thorns in his hair or seen a spider. “With Fiona and bloody fucking Jill Betts.” He paused. “Can you tell I put on the wobbly boot? Hooroo. Love ya.”

Fiona must be the short-haired woman. Jamie had said she looked like Naomi. She would have looked more like her about fifteen pounds ago. Jill Betts must be the too-much-turquoise woman. Jamie obviously disliked her. He’d described his shaman teacher Gaia as the real thing, not some fake like Jill Betts. 

Naomi didn’t think Jill was a fake. She’d wanted Lily to study with her, although Lily despised Naomi’s spiritual beliefs and ceremonies. If she’d changed her mind, wouldn’t she contact her mother? If she hadn’t, what was she doing with Jill? Maybe they were lovers after all.

It was too early to call Jamie back, but it was two hours later in North Carolina. Naomi would be at her bookstore getting ready to open. Mae found the number in the dove-and-dolphin card. She didn’t have any psychic answers, but Naomi deserved to know her daughter looked well and had been seen with Jill Betts.

Naomi gushed when Mae told her. “Oh! That’s what I hoped for. Thank you. I had no idea Jamie knew Jill. How wonderful.” 

Not in his opinion. “Reckon now you know Lily’s okay I should send her things back to you.”

“No, Jamie might introduce you to her. I’m surprised she forgot that jewelry when she moved out. She might be happy to have it back.”

“I don’t think he’s gonna introduce us. It’s not like he hangs out with Jill or anything.”

“But he knows her. He could.”

Naomi obviously wanted a lot more to happen than having Mae return Lily’s jewelry. “Okay. But if I don’t meet Lily this weekend, I’ll send it back.”

Mae tucked the dogwood set back into the shipping box with the book. She needed to talk to Jamie about their weekend plans, but she was pretty sure they didn’t include Lily.
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Remarkably, she heard nothing from him all day, and he didn’t answer his phone. Since he’d left Sunday, Jamie had called every three to four hours. One of his messages Tuesday had been, “Just calling to apologize for calling so much.” Hah-snort-hah. “Fuck. Shoot me. Catcha.” After which he had called again.

She didn’t reach him until she was walking to her father and Niall’s house for dinner. “Hey sugar. I wanted to check on what we’re doing this weekend. You been busy today.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t sound happy about it. “Sorry I didn’t call. Do better tomorrow.”

“That’s okay. You don’t need to call five times for me to know you love me.”

“Oh.” A long silence. “Sorry. Too much?”

It was, but how should she put it? She drew into sight of Niall and Marty’s house, with the adobe wall full of broken pottery and other objects around its yard. “It’s okay for me, but I’d like to be able to leave my phone on at night and still sleep. If Niall or Daddy had an emergency they should be able to reach me.”

“Fuck. Of course they should. Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“I should have, but you can get sensitive sometimes.”

“Jeezus. I’m not that fragile.” 

Approaching an enormous cow’s-tongue cactus that had taken over her father’s neighbor’s fence, she stepped off the sidewalk to avoid getting pricked. Time to change the subject. Jamie sounded prickly, too. “I called Naomi. Did you tell Harold you saw Lily?”

“Yeah. With fucking Jill and—bloody hell.” He made a noise like someone trying to fog up glass. “The plague.”

“You calling Jill the plague?”

“No, it’s an actual plague.”

Mae sat at the picnic table in Niall and Marty’s yard and listened to Jamie in one ear, while the window air conditioner rattled and roared in the other. A tiny lizard shot across the red-dirt yard, from one patch of shade to another. Had she heard this story right? The possibility that Lily had some kind of contagious soul problem ruptured reality.

Jamie could be a little dramatic in his worries, though. She asked, “You didn’t tell Naomi or Harold what you think is wrong, did you?”

“Nah. Hate to make parents worry about their kid, y’know?” He paused. “Transference.” A half-laugh. “But what could I say? Your daughter’s a zombie and she scares the crap out of me and I think she caught something that made her that way?”

Marty waved to Mae through the window. She signaled five fingers for five minutes. “She was awful before she got to Santa Fe, sugar. You could just be seeing her true nature.” 

“Dunno. Think Fiona tried to heal her and caught it, or the other way around.”

“I’m sorry Fiona’s not doing well. But if it’s really a plague, this other lady, Jill Betts, would have it, too, right?”

“Nah. No power to lose. She’s a fraud. It hits the real people.” His words sped up. “Fuck. It could hit you if you came up here.”

The breeze lifted gray shreds from Niall’s ashtray and scattered them across the table. Mae moved it further away from her. “There have to be lots of people it hasn’t affected. Maybe a healer who doesn’t have it can cure it.”  

“Don’t even think about it.”

“I wasn’t offering.” It had been a blind attempt to reassure him. “I haven’t done any healing work in a while. I’m kinda rusty. I could probably stand to take a class like you did.” 

“With Fiona? Weren’t you listening?” 

“It wasn’t a plan, sugar. I was just thinking out loud. Is your other teacher okay? Gaia?” 

“Yeah, but she doesn’t usually take students.”

“I don’t need her to. I wasn’t asking because of that—”

“She made an exception for me, if you can believe it. Me.” A rustling sound, followed by a pop and loud crunches. He’d opened a bag of snack food. “I could ask her if she’d teach you, but it’s not safe right now. You need to stay away from Santa Fe.”

“But what about—”

“Watch Gaia’s movie. Read Fiona’s book.”

“I will.” It was a good idea, even if she hadn’t meant to come up and study with them. “What about our plans, though? I want to see you. If I don’t come up, can you come here?”

“Dunno. Jeezus. Hope so.” Crunching. Pages flipping. “Thought you’d come to my show Saturday and—y’know ...” He faded off into mumbling, cussing self-talk, stopped, and crunched a while. “Sunday’s free. Sound good? I’ll do it right this time. Cook for you. The works. Romantic masterpiece. The real date. Rock up around—mm—what? Five-ish?”

“Sure, but why so late if you have the whole day off?”

“Fuck, that’s not late.” Crunch. “Not if I sleep ’til noon.”

“Sugar. You’re kidding.” Mae thought eight o’clock was sleeping late.

“Is that weird?”

Yes. “Don’t worry.” Yet. “Sunday at five is fine. We’ll have a real date.”
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The next night Mae invited her neighbors to watch Gaia Greene’s documentary and to let her practice on them while she worked from Fiona’s book. It was hard to find a time when both were free, so Mae’s one guest was Kenny. He responded well to her chakra work, but then, Kenny did yoga every day. His chakras were already balanced. 

After the energy healing session, she filled the kettle and got herbal tea from a cupboard while Kenny stood in the kitchen doorway reading the cover of the DVD. “Why’d you pick this?”

“Jamie said it’s a good movie. He knows her. She’s a musician as well as a shaman.”

“Wow. That’s cool. I’ve been wishing he’d do another healing album. Not that I don’t like his new stuff, but it’s not as spiritual. Maybe he’ll do some shaman music with Gaia Greene.”

The kettle whistled. Mae poured water for tea and handed Kenny his mug. They went to the living room, put the DVD in to play, and settled on opposite ends of the pointy-legged turquoise sofa. 

The movie started with a voiceover and text saying that it was filmed both in Santa Fe and in the Tuvan city of Kyzyl. An introductory montage showed shamans with north Asian features dressed in feathered crowns and long silk and satin coats decorated with bells and crystals. Sometimes alone, sometimes in a group, they beat large, hand-held frame drums and danced in rooms decorated with antlers, skins, feathers, and bundles of herbs. When they sang, they also growled, cawed, yipped, and howled. 

Mae almost laughed. “You still want Jamie to do some shaman music?”

Kenny shook his head. “That’s not even music.”

A male shaman wearing massive reindeer antlers rolled his eyes back in his head and trembled, mouth open, bells fluttering. A female shaman bit a young woman she was treating without leaving a mark, and then spat what looked like blood into a spittoon.

“Whoa.” Kenny pulled his feet up to sit cross-legged. “That is bizarre.”

“No kidding.” Mae drew in, too, tucking her heels under her. “I’d like to learn more about healing, but I don’t think I could wear antlers or spit.”

The montage ended and the documentary began. A subtitle identified the place as Gaia’s office in Santa Fe. It was decorated like the rooms in Tuva. An interviewer, a young Latina woman, spoke with a fair-skinned woman of about forty. With light brown hair, a sharp nose, and piercing eyes, Gaia looked like a falcon passing for human. 

“Are people here surprised that a shaman has this storefront office?” the interviewer asked.

“A little, but it’s not that strange. They have shaman clinics in Tuva and shamans have offices. People can go to shamans or to doctors, and they often see both.”

“Is what you do here the same as what you learned to do in Tuva?”

“Yes, but you don’t so much learn how to be a shaman as discover. When I went to Russia as a touring dancer and musician four years ago, I wasn’t a healer. I went to a performance by a shaman who’s also a musician, and she went to mine. She said my dancing with my own music—I use bells and drums a lot in my performances—was a sign of my gift. I was stunned. I’d studied some level one Reiki for self-healing, but not for healing others. But as my mentor said, it’s the power in you that chooses and teaches you. If you don’t use it, bad things will happen.” 

“Did you believe her?”

Gaia looked around the office, and then brought her eyes back to the interviewer. “Yes. I’d had three miscarriages. The energy in me was too intense, too uncontrolled, to carry a child to term. I’m pregnant now, finally.” She smoothed the satin robe over her stomach, revealing the rounded shape of a six-month pregnancy. “I had to use my gift or it would destroy me—and my children.”

Mae had been struck with bad luck when she refused her calling, though nothing as bad as losing three babies. Would anything bad happen now if she didn’t get back to work as a healer? The tree groaned. Maybe it would fall on her car. 

The interviewer asked Gaia, “Has your work been accepted since you came home to Santa Fe?”

“People are very open-minded here, but I still have to prepare my clients. If they weren’t ready, they could get scared of how strange it all is. The ritual looks and sounds wild to Americans, but it’s what calls in the spirits to work through me.”

“They work through you. What does that mean? Do they completely take over?”

Gaia hesitated. “Almost. I’m present, but I’m not in charge.”

Kenny squirmed. “That’s scary. Letting something come in you like that. It sounds like being possessed.”

Mae said, “I don’t think she calls in just any old spirit. She must know who she’s inviting.”

“Then I wish she’d say who they are.”

Gaia didn’t, and the interviewer changed the subject. “What’s the most dramatic healing you ever did? Well, that the spirits did.”

“Cancer.” Gaia looked up to the ceiling. “Total remission. The patient shook and danced with me and we fell into the other world together. We met a raven that pecked the tumors out of his body. It was bloody and ugly in the spirit world, but in the earth world he was healed.” 

The sounds of shamanic ceremony filtered in over the end of the interview. Then images of a shaman with a patient ghosted in, replacing Gaia and the interviewer.

Kenny glanced at Mae. “Do you believe that?” 

“I don’t know.” Mae hit the pause button. “What I do as a healer is more like helping people move past obstacles. It’s a nudge, not a miracle. I saw cancer once, as a psychic. Lady didn’t know she was sick. But I never cured it for sure.”

“Neither did she. If this really happened.” Kenny frowned and sipped his tea “The spirit cured it. The raven.”

She turned his question back to him. “You don’t believe it?”

“No, I do. It’s awesome. But if spirits can do that, what if someone who didn’t know what she was doing called them in? Like, some amateur shaman reading one of those books Harold’s wife likes.”

“I can’t picture spirits showing up for Naomi’s drum circle. Not from what Jamie said about them. They just play music and have fun. He said the author’s a fake, too. I doubt much could happen.”

Kenny’s expression suggested he wasn’t convinced, but he nodded, and Mae restarted the movie. 

The shamans in Tuva dealt with problems ranging from jealous girls who cursed each other with acne and bad breath to schizophrenia and other serious disorders. The way they did it was messy and noisy both socially and spiritually. In one scene, several shamans fought with each other in an unembarrassed shouting match. The same group collaborated later in a cacophonous community healing ritual. No wonder Gaia had made an exception and taught Jamie. Dancing, drumming, drama, cussing, making funny noises—he would fit right in.

The film ended with a shot of Gaia in her office in Tuva speaking in Russian with an elderly client, then going into her extraordinary drumming and wild-animal-sounding dance. 

Kenny drank the last of his tea and unfolded his legs. “I know Jamie told you to watch this, but I don’t get it. Look at those shamans over there fighting and everything. How could she learn from them?” 

“They still heal people. Gaia even said she liked that about them. They’re not ‘holier than thou.’ ”

“Not holy enough, to me. Some of them drink or smoke. Maybe I missed something, but between this stuff and Jill Betts’s book, shamanism doesn’t strike me as being very spiritual except that it’s full of spirits.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Brushing his teeth after breakfast, Jamie imagined spitting out his responsibilities like Gaia spitting out a patient’s illness. He hadn’t done anything about marketing the fair or touched the web site. He had no idea how. Why hadn’t he admitted that to Kate?

He flossed twice, checked that the gold tooth wasn’t loose, and gargled with peppermint mouthwash. Anxiety moderately reduced, he jogged downstairs to do his dishes. Since he’d unpacked so few he had to wash up after every meal. He washed Gasser’s two matching red bowls, dried them, and refilled the water dish but not the food. Order. Everything was in order. No, it wasn’t. He had to try again to reach Ximena and Fiona. Had to do something about selling the psychic fair without any psychics.

Gasser sat up, attempted to lick himself, and slipped onto his side, as he often did when attempting to groom his vast acreage of fur. Jamie lifted the fat cat and kissed him between the ears. “No worries, mate. Give you a hand.” 

While he brushed and bathed his cat, he tried to think of someone to whom he could delegate the fair, but his mind wandered. Gasser submitted to the bath with what Jamie perceived as grateful humility. The cat had a weakness, a character flaw in his good little heart, and he accepted the compensatory care without shame. Jamie had many flaws and weaknesses, yet he expected himself to become someone who could help run an event and figure out the plague, living up to Kate’s intimidating expectations. Did he ask too much of himself, or expect too little?

He carried his damp, purring pet to the sunniest place in the apartment, the floor of the spare room under the southeast window, laid him on a towel, and gave him a little energy work. 

His daily practice with Gasser had begun as a way to give his unwanted gift an outlet, since he couldn’t suppress it completely. To his surprise, Gasser had seemed to like it. As Jamie cupped his hand on his cat’s head, a troubling thought popped up. What if Fiona had left some spiritual plague flea on him in the bar the other night? What if Azure had left one when he hugged her, or Dahlia had, when she touched him? He might have the plague and not know it. Azure and Ximena hadn’t felt the attack. They didn’t feel bad until they realized they’d lost their powers.

Jamie always assumed his tune-ups did Gasser some good, but he couldn’t tell. The cat could be purring because Jamie was touching him, not healing him. Once in a while late at night, Jamie opened his vision to look at Gasser’s soul. It made him feel like a boy in a fairy tale with a magical pet. He hadn’t done it for a few days, though. He could have lost his gift and not known it.

So far he’d avoided soul visions during the day. The doors to his spiritual perception, like the screen door on Mae’s porch, opened easily, but didn’t quite shut all the way. Closing the doors took attention and focus. Jamie excelled at neither. The outer door, which opened into a spiraling cave mouth, let in the spirits. He drove strays back into it with a song, but sometimes they sneaked back out. The inner door, which slid like a dial or a pinwheel, opened to reveal souls. The possibility of getting it stuck open terrified him.

He had to know if he had the plague, though. 

Gasser’s light rippled pink inside his usual gold halo. The bath must have made him happy. Relieved not to have the plague, Jamie finished the cat’s Reiki and then sat in a hip-crunching meditation posture. He fought off what felt like fifty distractions per second before he could close his upper chakras and narrow the opening in his perception to a mere leak.

He ran a finger through Gasser’s drying fur, parting it down the middle. The only thing Jamie had proven was that he hadn’t caught the plague from social contact. What if Fiona spread it though her work? Andrea was both her client and a healer. She could already have become a spiritual Typhoid Mary.

Alarmed, he searched the apartment for his phone, found it in the kitchen, and called Andrea to ask if she’d used the skills from Fiona’s workshop. 

Andrea’s answer wasn’t much help. Not sure she was good enough to claim the role of healer yet, she didn’t tell massage clients when she sent them energy. People always felt better after a massage, so she couldn’t tell if they’d received anything.

Jamie asked her to meet him on her lunch break. He’d have to skip yoga—bad idea, but he could try doing it on his own. He wrote yoga practice on a blank line in his planner. That might make him do it. 

As he biked through the slow, heavy traffic along Paseo toward Palace Street Healing Arts, he realized he had no idea what he was going to do when he got there. Ask Andrea to heal him of something? She was the only person beside Mae, Wendy, Gaia, and Fiona who knew he had real ability. If he explained his experiment and Andrea thought she might have the plague and damage his gift, she wouldn’t touch him. 

He should have thought this through. To understand the scope of the plague, someone would have to test everyone who’d given and received some kind of healing. In Santa Fe, that added up to a lot of people. He couldn’t go to all of them and pay for healing sessions to see if he caught something, or go looking into their souls like a TSA agent peering into luggage. He could make sure Andrea was all right, and that was all. One person. Like saving one bird while the rest of its flock got sucked into a jet engine.
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As he opened the door to the waiting room at Palace Street Healing Arts, Jamie noticed the receptionist, a slim, pale young woman named Heather, reading a novel at her desk. He reached up and stilled the little bell that should ring his arrival. Heather didn’t take her eyes off the page. In slow motion, he closed the door and glided up to her with his soundless steps.

“Not busy enough?” He snatched the book, making her squeak. On the cover a couple in half-torn eighteenth-century garb clutched each other in wild abandon. “Heather, Heather, naughty.”

She blushed and pushed her lank brown hair behind her ears. “It’s light entertainment.”

He handed it back to her with a broad wink. “Entertaining all right.” 

“I need to pass the time. Once everyone’s in a massage, I’m just waiting for the phone to ring.”

Andrea often said Heather was underutilized and too smart for her job. “They should make you the manager. Give you some real work to do.” No they shouldn’t. Jamie had a sudden brainstorm. “I have a proposition.”

She blushed again. “You do not.” 

“Didn’t mean that. Jesus. Look what that bloody sex book’s done to you. I meant, to keep you busy. Keep me less busy. Pay you a lump sum for the work at the end of the month.”

“Doing what?”

“Administrative crap. Don’t look at me like that. It’s crap to me because I’m a bloody fuck-up, but you’re a stable, intelligent, organized young woman and you could whip this off like it was nothing, while it’d give me a nervous breakdown. You were a business major, right?”

She nodded, pushing her glasses up, then put her romance novel in a drawer and sat straight, waiting. Jamie came around behind her chair and hovered over her, taking over her keyboard. He opened his e-mail and the documents Kate had sent him. Heather was quiet as he explained what needed to be done: getting commitments and deposits, running ads, and if she had web design skills, she could update the site. When the participants’ fees came in, she’d get paid.

“This would give you a nervous breakdown?” Heather said. “It’s a piece of cake.”

“It’d drive me crazy.” Jamie sat on her desk and picked up a pen, twirling it like a small baton. “Short drive.” 

She rolled her eyes. He made that joke too often, didn’t he? “How much do you pay me?” she asked.

“Hourly, whatever you get here. Keep track of your time.”

“So you’d want me to do it on my downtime here?”

“Shh. Marigold will hear you.” The owner of the practice.

“She’s in a massage, she won’t hear a thing. You know what those rooms are like, you can’t hear as long no one’s hollering.”

Jamie knew. He’d been getting massages with Marigold as part of making peace with his body. “All right, then, yeah, if you can make a few extra dollars rather than read about some bloke’s donger, why not?”

“The book’s not all sex. It’s got love in it, too.”

“Jeezus. You’re a newlywed. You can get that at home. Do the work here.”

“I guess I could. I have a lot of in-between times.”

“Bet they don’t pay you shit, either.” 

She avoided his eyes. Not blushing. Walls up. Sex you could talk about, but not money. Didn’t he know it. He’d been poor not long ago.

To ease the moment, he said, “We’ll pay you better. Give yourself the raise you think you deserve over what you get here, log your hours, and you’ll get paid once the deposits are in from the vendors, or the ticket sales, or whatever. I don’t do money. Kate Radescu does. You’ll figure it out.”

In the back of his mind, he could hear the dim echoes of his argument with Kate about hiring someone and realized he didn’t remember how it had ended. Hadn’t Ximena stepped in and said he had good ideas? Did that mean the board had approved it, or not? Too late to ask. He’d done it.

Andrea, a round-faced, curvy black woman with close-clipped hair, emerged from one of the three massage rooms. She greeted Jamie and walked behind the reception desk to get a brown paper bag and a steel water bottle from a small refrigerator. “How about Cathedral Park? I’ve been inside all morning.”

“Mmm.” That park was always busy. Other people’s energy. “Ten minutes in your room, and then lunch outside.”

“My client is still getting dressed in there.”

“Fuck, all right, somewhere else outside, then. We’ll trespass a little.”

Jamie led the way to the walled garden of a law office a short way up the block. In a shady corner of the small lawn, a bronze abstract sculpture like a comma that had rolled over and collapsed stood on a pedestal surrounded by black-eyed Susans and coneflowers. Jamie and Andrea sat on the solitary bench facing the flowers. Andrea opened her lunch bag. “It doesn’t feel like we should be here.”

“Following rules or picking up a bad vibe?”

“Following rules. It feels good except for that.”

“Right then, enjoy. So, here’s what I have to check on. Have you met a girl that hangs out with Fiona and Jill Betts, named Dahlia or Lily, some flower with an L in it?”

Andrea shook her head, sipped her water, and set her fork, napkin, and plastic tub of salad on the bench beside her.

“Good. If she tries to book with you, be too busy. I’ll explain that later. Have you had any clients that were healers or psychics?” 

“Not that I know of, unless some of them do it on the side and never told me. Why?”

“Have to run an experiment.” She was probably safe, but he had to be sure. If she didn’t do a full healing, maybe he wouldn’t catch the plague if she had it. “Don’t like to make you work on your break, but can you do a little energy work with me? Just a quickie, not a whole session.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “A quickie?”

“Jeezus. You know what I meant.”

“It takes some time to get ready. Making sacred space. You remember.”

He’d been skipping that step. Cats didn’t seem to mind. “Do it then. Send me a little charge. I want to feel it.”

“This is weird. But all right.” Andrea closed her eyes, brought her hands together, and bowed her head in silence. After her prayer, she looked at Jamie. “What do you feel you need balanced or healed?”

“Dunno. Seeing my shrink in a little bit.” He tried to think of something that felt off at the moment and the fact that he couldn’t brought out an explosive snort-laugh. “Jeezus. How about delusions of wellness?” 

“We’ll see what the energy seeks, then.” 

Andrea took both of Jamie’s hands and closed her eyes again. Her palms were hot, something Fiona said would happen to healers once they were attuned, though Jamie had always been such a furnace he couldn’t tell if his hands were hotter. Subtle warmth moved from Andrea into his bones. Unexpectedly, the inner door opened. Her soul was like sunlight under the sea, and made him feel as if he were swimming with great wise creatures in its depths.

Andrea let go abruptly. To his relief, the door partly closed, though not enough. She studied Jamie, her brows contracted. “Did you feel that? It was like whale songs or something.”

Fuck. When she’d said she would let the healing force decide, this was what it had chosen? Bloody hell. She’d tuned up his ability to see souls and to send energy. He’d magnified her essence and sent it back to her. “That wasn’t the experiment. I mean, it was. I wanted to see if you still had the skill. I wasn’t testing me.” 

“Seems like your power couldn’t hold back. I think you’ve got more than you know what to do with.” 

He fidgeted, brushed an ant off his flamingo-print shirt, and scanned the area for other insects, sliding a hot pink button back and forth in its hole. “I don’t do anything with it.”

“You just did. It was amazing, and it wasn’t just feel-good healing. It was strong enough to change me.”

“Fuck. Come on. What way?” 

“I don’t know. It takes time. Didn’t you pay attention in class? Healing’s a seed. It’s not a lightning bolt. Even when it feels like one.” She took the lid off her salad and began to eat. “You need to see Fiona again and start planning to work as a healer. That was powerful.”

“I can’t. She’s not working. That’s why I had to see if you were still, y’know, competent. But if it’s a seed—fuck—”

“What are you talking about?”

On the ground at his feet lay dried bits of plant matter, long dark slivers that could be last year’s seeds from the coneflowers. How long could a seed lie dormant before it grew? “If someone gives you negative energy, it could be the same, right? Slow effect.”

“We’re displacing the negative, not putting it in.”

“But someone could put it in. Like a bad healer.” 

Like Jill. No, she couldn’t have. She’d destroyed Kandy, but not with spiritual power. Andrea stabbed a cucumber and a sudden image of his first lunch with Kandy filled Jamie’s mind. Uncomfortable, he pushed it away. He hadn’t thought of that silly game with the cucumber in years.

“That’s a scary idea,” Andrea said. “Fiona’s not working, and ... Do you think someone put a bad energy seed into her? And that she could spread it?”

“Yeah. Into Dahlia, and—I’m not supposed to say who else. At least two other people, maybe more. Don’t tell anyone you do this work, or that I do. Stop doing it ’til we know how it spreads. Dunno what to do, what else to tell you.”

“Gaia would know. A shaman can handle this sort of thing. That’s right up her alley.”

“Fuck. Of course.” Sometimes his brain surprised him by actually working. This was what Mae had been trying to tell him, but he’d been only half-listening. “I’m a bloody imbecile. I should have thought of that. Thank you.” 

He stood and opened his arms for a hug. Andrea set down her fork and rose to meet his embrace. 

“You’re not staying? You look ready to run.”

“Gotta see Gaia before therapy. Catcha.”

Jamie biked down Palace to Paseo to St. Francis faster than he’d ridden in months. Gaia would see him if she wasn’t with a client. He didn’t need an appointment. A connection, a soul-to-soul recognition, had struck them instantly when they met. It had been like meeting a member of his tribe. His spirit tribe.

When he got to the little strip of shops where she had her shaman office, he parked his bike in the rack out front and turned to the door. 

No lights. The antlers and skins and herbs still hung on the walls, but her buben, her Tuvan drum, was missing from its stand. Grief grabbed him. He knew even before he read the sign taped inside the glass door. 

Closed until further notice.

Almost dropping his phone, Jamie called her home. Her husband Mike answered over a toddler’s babbling. When Jamie identified himself, Mike said, “You’re on my list of people to call. She had—” He paused, spoke softly to the child, and came back to Jamie. “She had a ... a shamanic emergency.”

“Fuck. No spirits? No power?”

“How did you know? It just happened. She left for Siberia last night.” 

“It’s happened to other people. She say how it hit her?”

Mike took a long pause. “You were her student, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then maybe you’ll understand this. I’m a computer guy, so this is beyond me. She said she thought a new helping spirit had come. One of our lost children. One of the miscarried babies. She welcomed it, and it entered her. That was when she realized it was an enemy. Sent by a witch to suck the life out of her.”

Jamie gazed into the shaman’s darkened office. His flamingo-shirted reflection in the glass struck him as ludicrous juxtaposed against the Tuvan paraphernalia on the other side. He wanted to go in and beat a drum, call in Gaia’s helpers, but that was beyond him, almost as much as it was beyond computer guy Mike. “When this happened ... Was she trying to heal one of the other healers?”

“No. It was some young woman whose parents had died. Trying to heal her grief.”

“Was this the witch?”

“She didn’t think so. The girl didn’t seem powerful. I thought it might be like malware.”

“Dunno what that is. I mean, I’ve heard of it, just, y’know ...”

“Malicious programming. It exploits the defects in your security software. Finds where you’re vulnerable and sneaks in. It’s used for stealing personal or financial information. The girl could have had some kind of spiritual malware.”

Malware sounded evil. It came in as a fetus. What a perfect way to sneak into Gaia. Could Lily-Dahlia have been the client? No, her parents were alive. “Did Gaia tell you this client’s name?”

“Hang on. I can look on her calendar.” 

Gaia’s husband spoke in a reassuring tone to his child, and Jamie heard the clunk of the landline receiver on a hard surface. Having Gaia suddenly leave must be hell on Mike and the kid. Maybe she’d be healed soon and come back—if her shaman teachers didn’t catch the plague from her. 

No, even if she was healed and missed her family, Gaia wouldn’t go all the way to Tuva and turn around the next day. She would stay to study, maybe to learn something that could keep this from happening again. If all went well, she’d be back in time for the performance, but Jamie couldn’t hope for help from her any sooner. 

Mike came back on the phone. “That day she had two clients. The first one was a man. The second one it just says Dahlia. No last name.”

Jesus. A spiritual phishing scam. It was her.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Gorman’s office was a refuge. Jamie didn’t talk about spirits here, only his earthly sufferings and joys, such as standing on the diving board for the plunge into love. 

Carl Gorman sat in a swivel chair facing his client, one ankle crossed on his skinny blue-jeaned thigh, his fingers intertwined so his silver rings tapped on each other. He wore his hair in a long double-folded bun, and by luck or intention, his office door faced east. Jamie liked to imagine his therapist blessing himself with corn pollen before a session, making his work sacred, but he had no idea if Dr. G did any such thing. His specialty was working with people who didn’t respond well to medication or who objected to drugs on principle, but that was practically all Jamie knew about him. Talk therapy, but the psychologist didn’t talk much. He had a repertory of effective silences. Sometimes he nudged with a questioning syllable and waited, his dark eyes in his long, thin face quietly expectant. When that didn’t work, he asked Jamie a question.

“You told her you needed six months to get well enough to have a relationship. How well would you say you were when you did that?”

“Dunno. Maybe about a two.”

Gorman nodded, allowed a medium silence. 

Jamie added, “But it wasn’t a fucked-up decision.” His last shreds of dignity and sanity had made it.

“All right. What’s a ten?”

“Sex. I think. Been so long I can’t remember.” Stop joking. The bloke is serious. “Maybe the chanting in yoga. Yeah. That’s a ten. Zero is when I try to kill myself. Think I’ve been an eight a few times lately.”

Gorman raised an eyebrow.

Jamie took the cue. “Rehearsals. Recording. Performances.”

“So you feel best when you’re making music.”

“Yeah. Hard to write new stuff, though.”

The psychologist twisted one of his rings and waited. Mega-silence. 

A spider swung a web from the window blinds to the lamp on the table beside Jamie. He almost bolted, but then remembered what he was supposed to do. He closed his eyes and felt his breath, hands resting on his belly. When he looked again, there was an upside-down coffee mug on the table. Gorman had captured and covered the spider. Reward for good cognitive behavior therapy.

Jamie stood and walked to the window. His new improved mini-panic. Instead of succumbing to breathless terror he escaped to windows, turning his back on what bothered him. A lot more than the spider. He’d thought he was coming in to say how well he was doing, but writing music was like unpacking. Like remembering what happened in the lake. Something stopped him. Pain swimming under thin ice.

Fuck. He’d handled the spider. Its silk dangled from the blinds and made his flesh creep. That was enough for today. Jamie folded his arms and massaged them, and looked back at the mug. There were legs under that.

His rings clicking, Gorman regarded his client in contemplative silence until some inner process completed itself. “Let’s make a list.”

Grateful, Jamie returned to his chair. Gorman reached around to his desk for a legal pad and a pen and asked, “If we listed, from easiest to hardest, the things you still need to process, where would this be on the list?”

“New music?” Jamie’s last new song had been his death song at the lake. “Fuck. Top of the list. Hardest.”

Gorman wrote something. “What’s a little easier?”

“Dunno.” Jamie shifted in his seat. “Spiders?”

Gorman waited. Jamie felt around in his soul’s back pockets. There were problems there after all, but he’d gotten so used to them they seemed normal. “Still eating kind of funny. Still sleep with the lights on.”

The doctor nodded, made some notes. “What would you call this on your list?”

“Call what? Like why do I sleep with the lights on? Dunno. Just sleep better. Makes it okay to be awake and then I get sleepy.” 

“So you need to give yourself permission to be awake and then you can sleep.”

“Yeah.” Silence. Fuck. Some profound insight was probably supposed to come from this.

“If I put insomnia on the less troubling end of the list, would that be correct?”

“Yeah. Still happens, but it doesn’t upset me. It’s just awakeness, y’know?”

Gorman nodded. “You say you still eat funny. Could you expand on that?”

“Expand.” Snort-laugh. “Yeah. Actually, I stopped. Expanding. I think. Dunno. Took the scale to the thrift shop. But I dance, do yoga. Feel like swimming, I swim. Feel like biking, I ride. Don’t push myself. Feel like eating, I eat. Kind of a lot, but I don’t fight it.”

“You used to be very worried about your weight. Where does it go on this list?”

“Jesus. If it was just me, I’d cross it off. Wouldn’t care. I’m all right, y’know? Not fat enough to die of it. Sort of ... comfortable. Like my body wants to be here.”

“If it was just you.”

“Yeah. But there’s ...” He almost said other people, but most other people didn’t matter. His audiences still loved him. Reviewers had made comments and he’d managed to laugh, not collapse into self-loathing. Jangarrai, bigger and better than ever. His physique has caught up with the size of his voice and his personality. “Mae. She’s a personal trainer. Fitness instructor. Runner.” 

“And you think she will ...?”

“Dunno. Not criticize me. But she’s sort of a fixer. Might try to help me lose weight. Means well, but she helps too much, like she’s my Mum or something.”

“Do you think she’d try to fix anything besides your weight now?”

How did Gorman think of this crap? Would she? Jamie hadn’t unpacked yet and still didn’t have furniture other than the bed, table, and chair. Mae would try to fix that if she saw it. There was more time to get around to it, though, since she wasn’t coming this weekend. Did procrastination need to go on this list? Probably, but he could put that off. As he laughed to himself at this thought, Jamie noticed Gorman watching him with the patience of a naturalist studying sloths. Oh. Yeah. That question.

Would Mae run into anything besides his weight where she’d think he needed her loving little prods and pushes? She would probably turn the lights off at night, but he could tell her he needed them on and have his way. It wasn’t that neurotic. “Nah. Just little stuff”

“Couples fight about little things, and the feelings can get big. How would you handle a fight with her?”

“We’ve had fights as friends. Can’t be any worse as lovers.”

Gorman lifted his chin a millimeter.

“We get over it fast. Really. I fight with everyone I love. And hate. Fuck, I fight with everyone.” Jamie held his breath, then let it out loudly. He’d fought with Kandy about Jill. And then Kandy had died. 

Gorman made another note on the list, drew something, and set his pen down. “Ten weeks ago you were in Elephant Butte Lake with a backpack full of rocks. You’ve made a solid effort toward getting well, but that’s a short time. This is what I hear you tell me you would bring into this relationship.” He handed Jamie the list. “There are uneasy places inside you still. The biggest obstacle you face is that you can’t create new music. Music is healing for you. It’s who you are. I can’t tell you where it will lead you when you break through that obstacle, but this is how I see it.”

Jamie squirmed. It wasn’t a nice linear list. It was a spiral. The spiral was a common image in New Mexico—it was in petroglyphs everywhere. It didn’t have to be the spirit door. It could be the universal symbol for seriously fucked up, based on water going down a toilet. Gorman wasn’t psychic. Still, the synchronicity was unnerving. 

On the outside curve were insomnia and sleeping with lights on. It wound deeper into anxiety. The question what’s inside the dark? worked its way further toward the center. The word music wound from the deep center back out, as if the spiral could be unspun from the dark hole where the music stopped. 

But how? Jamie stared at the list. 

It seemed to rotate on the page. Gaia’s wild shamanic songs poured into his head, driven by the steady thump of her buben. Gaia, invaded by a witch, Dahlia—who was connected to Jill. The last person to see Kandy alive. 

The singing and spinning ceased. The voice of the drum grew deeper and louder. Gorman’s blue ballpoint spiral on the yellow legal pad became a bright blue-and-yellow Cochiti drum, pounding like a heart. Jamie closed his eyes. The drum stayed.

“I know I’m giving you big questions,” Gorman said. “I think it’s time.”

The drum fell silent. 

Jamie opened his eyes and found himself drawn to the coffee mug covering the spider. Did it mind being trapped there? The sensation of its legs against the ceramic, as if he were the spider in the mug or the mug being touched by the spider, made his skin crawl. At the same time he felt the creature’s imprisonment and wanted to rescue it. “Gonna do something. Might break your mug if I panic, but ...” 

He slid the spiral list under the mug, making sure he didn’t snag any delicate legs. Those creepy, far too numerous legs. Breathing slowly and deeply, he carried the arachnid out the door, through the waiting room, and out to the front of the building. He shook the mug, shivered, and watched the spider scurry along the pink-brown dirt toward a yucca plant’s shade. 

A strange vividness struck all his senses. Light and shadow intensified. Thin white curls of fiber on the edges of long sharp yucca leaves flickered in the wind. The smell of the hot dirt baked itself into his mind, along with the feel of it under tiny hair-tipped legs.

The moment of radiance faded. Jamie returned to Gorman’s office and sat back down, putting the mug on the table with a shaky hand. “Wash that out if I were you.”

The psychologist almost smiled.
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Driving down St. Michael’s from Calle Medico, Jamie watched traffic across the six lanes with extra vigilance. The spiraled list, with spider cooties on it, lay on the seat beside him. He didn’t trust himself not to see something suddenly. Andrea had done something to him. His visions were leaking again. 

So far they weren’t as out of control as they’d been at first. He hadn’t seen Gorman’s soul—but he never had. Just as well. Seeing it would ruin the therapeutic relationship. More telling, Jamie hadn’t seen the spider’s soul, the life force animating its horrid little bulb of a body. Or had he? What if that flash of clarity was its many-eyed awareness? Jesus. 

At Calle Lorca he turned right, drawn to Yoga Space. He’d missed the beginner class, and he didn’t have his yoga shorts with him, but he could sit in the Zen garden outside. It would be quiet, a good place to concentrate and squeeze his gift down to size again.
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He lay back on a bench and listened to the trickle of water down a rough slab of stone. A butterfly passed close to his face, its frail soul glittering like fine dust after a wind storm. He closed his eyes and focused on his upper chakras. They wouldn’t adjust as much as he’d like, but they closed a little. 

When he sat up to sing to himself the sending-away song for spirits, his attention was drawn to the sign on the second story of the building. Richard Winger, Pilates. The day Lily’s soul had appalled him back in March, she’d been asking about Pilates classes. Jamie stood to leave in case he saw her.

Too late. She came into sight, strolling from the parking lot on the other side of the building. Several women in exercise attire passed her in a chatty cluster. Lily trailed them and paused halfway up the outdoor stairway, arresting Jamie with her eyes. Expressionless, she waved one long white hand and then continued up. He sensed the cold coming off her, little spider threads emanating from her fingers, not quite reaching him but dangling in the wind, waiting to stick to something. At least he didn’t see her soul, and hoped he never would again. He finished the sending-away song and hurried inside.

The cool slate floor of the lobby of Yoga Space soothed him through his bare feet. Healing my soles. Jamie paid for a new five-class pass and signed in for whatever class was next. Level two. He’d probably fall over, like Gasser trying to lick himself. It didn’t start for fifteen minutes. He could change his mind. Go home and do level one by himself. Not bloody likely. He was anxious and would eat cookies as soon as he set foot in the apartment. 

Browsing the clothes, organic cotton and expensive, he looked for less humiliating shorts than the ones he already owned, but the studio only carried the same style, small and snug, designed to keep men from flashing the family jewels.

He asked the receptionist, “Girl with hair down to her bum doesn’t ever take classes here does she?”

“No. She’s one of Richard’s students. Pretty, isn’t she? Are you trying to meet her?”

“Fuck, no.” The receptionist gave a little start. He apologized for his language and brought a tank top and shorts to the counter. Can’t believe I'm buying more of these bloody things. “Wanted to make sure I don’t.” 

“Oh. Ex-girlfriend?”

Ex-human. “Jeezus, no. Not a chance.” 

In the bathroom he changed into the new outfit. It was dark green. He reminded himself of an iridescent beetle, and held his hair up in two antennae in front of the mirror. Yeah. Bug. Definitely. His phone rang. He fished in the pocket of his jeans. Kate. Fuck. He had to tell her about Gaia.

“Yeah.”

“Jamie—we need to do something to stop this plague. I met someone else who has it.”

“Gaia, too.” 

Kate gasped and muttered shit. He carried his street clothes to a cubby in the lobby. In the studio, people were warming up by hanging from their hips using the ropes on the wall or arranging their legs in uncomfortable positions. The receptionist said, “Gwen is subbing for Narayani today. Is that why you’re doing level two?”

“Nah. Glad, though. She’ll forgive me.” A what through the phone brought him back to Kate. “Sorry. Talking with someone else. I’m at yoga.”

Kate said, “Ask your father if he knows any shamans who can stop this thing.”

“Mm. Doubt it. Seeing him tomorrow, though. He and Mum are coming to my show at Soul. Talk with us after? Maybe we can brainstorm something then.”

“Jamie, this can’t wait—”

“Relax.” Had he really just said that to Kate? It was like offering sugar to a rattlesnake. But he’d had all he could take of the plague for one day. He needed to relax. “We’ll sort it out.”

Jamie put his phone in the cubby and brought his mat into the studio. He took the spot no one else ever wanted, in the glaring sun from the sliding glass doors to the garden, and wriggled in relief as he lay down in the heat. His warm-up. We’ll sort it out. Did he believe that? It wouldn’t be as easy as hiring Heather. The person with the skills to solve this problem wasn’t going to come out of the woodwork.

Gwen, skinny, freckled, and radiant, closed the door. Jamie sat up for the familiar reminders on posture and breath. The chanting of lines from the yoga sutras brought his inner world to rare stillness. The Om faded, and the bliss with it. Gwen left them in the first pose so long it made his limbs shake. A simple plank. Pain shot from his right elbow to his little finger, the nerve injury that had never quite healed.

He took a break and gazed in admiration and envy at the woman directly across from him who was still holding the pose. Long dark hair streaked with gray dropped to one side of her neck in a braid, and her copper-brown arms supported her delicate frame in a line of perfectly organized energy. The Apache woman stood out as much as Jamie did in the otherwise Anglo class, yet he’d been so distracted earlier he hadn’t seen her. Dr. Bernadette Pena, the alternative medicine expert. The universe was kind, delivering her when he’d kept forgetting to call her. The right person had come out of the woodwork.

Jamie resumed the pose, most of his weight on his left arm. Gwen gave detailed instructions he couldn’t follow. For how to hold still, for fuck’s sake. His abdominal muscles screamed for mercy. Gwen said, “Lower your knees.”

Thank you.

“Move the heels to the wall, prepare for dog pose.”

He moved from his sunny spot to get wall access and tucked his shirt in. Not polite to hang the gut out for all to see. Not that they would. Well-behaved yoga students didn’t look around like he did. Bernadette lengthened her shoulder joints flawlessly. Jamie struggled. Both shoulders had been injured, in two different accidents. Gwen came over and told him to use the ropes. He hung in blissful relief, painless. Could Bernadette figure something out about the plague? Curing it? Stopping it? Could he delegate this after all? Hang the whole fair from ropes—

“You still have to work.” Gwen placed her fingertips on his sacrum. “Take this in. Separate the sitting bones.”

He didn’t dare. What if he farted? His phone began playing its Mozart ring tone in the lobby. He’d rushed in after talking to Kate and forgotten to turn it off. What else could go wrong? Lily’s evil roots could come dripping through the floor like some demon lotus. No. Sacred space. She can’t. He had to believe that. 

Gwen strolled down the center of the room, observing her students. “Take child pose. Support your head with a blanket if it doesn’t reach the floor. Separate the knees if you need to.”

Jamie extricated his legs from the ropes and made the suggested adjustments to the next pose, but it still hurt his hip and squashed his breath. He wished he could take his belly off and put it somewhere. He sat up. Fuck. Somebody shoot me. Why did he always feel so good after class when he spent half of it going through all this inner noise? 

Bernadette folded as if she had no bones. More than anything on earth, Jamie wanted to feel like she looked. Free of everything. No. That was why he’d tried to die, to be free of everything. What he wanted now wasn’t an end, but peace. Peace with all the inconveniences of occupying his damaged body with his equally damaged heart and mind. He had a long way to go.

Before he’d asked Andrea to experiment on him, he’d thought nothing was wrong. He hadn’t been paying attention. Between the plague and the fair and the pressure from Kate, and Gorman drawing that bloody spiral, seeking peace was like asking his body to bend like Bernadette’s.

Gwen walked past with an inquiring look and a gesture to hip and heart—which hurts? Was he going to cry, or was the flexion too much? He hadn’t cried in class for a month now. Maybe that was progress. Jamie drew a little circle on his belly. Gwen brought him a bolster. He relaxed into the pose and for no known reason shed a few tears.
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Walking out through the Zen garden with Bernadette, Jamie couldn’t believe he’d left the building dressed like this. The giant beetle takes a walk with a human. She’d been ready to leave, though, and he needed to make sure he talked with her. 

He clutched the bundle of his street clothes. “Don’t tell Mae I’m an idiot in yoga.”

“I didn’t think you were. You took a hard class for a beginner.” 

“Jeezus. I was suffering in the bloody warm-ups. You make level two look easy. Bet you could do the class where you stand on your head with your legs in a split or something.”

“I do take level three, but I’m doing a new column in The Reporter. Reviews of healing practices and mind-body studios. It’s an extension of my research into credentialing in alternative medicine, but for the general public. I wanted to see how one of the owners here teaches a more intermediate level, and how she works with people with various challenges.”

He stopped walking. “Been meaning to call you about something kind of related. Can I take you to lunch or something?” 

“I’m sorry. I have to write the review while it’s fresh in my mind, since I don’t take notes during a class.” Bernadette reached into her yoga mat bag for her car keys. “Stan told me about your project, though. I found an article you might want to read. It was strictly a study on energy healers and not a very good design, but it gives you an idea of the complexity of verifying competence with something so subjective. A lot of factors can affect a healer’s function. This is going to be much harder to assess than skill in teaching yoga.” 

“Dunno if we’ll have anyone to assess. You ever heard of people losing their power?”

She frowned. “If you’re talking about something like energy healing or psychic vision, as far as I know people might get less adept if they didn’t use it for a while, but it’s not like a language you could actually forget.”

“I don’t mean forget.” He described the plague.

She looked worried. “We need to talk more about this. Can you come out to my office at the college later?”

“Dunno.” He checked the message on his phone. His voice teacher. He’d missed a lesson by taking this class, but she had an opening at three. He could take it, or pay the cancellation fee. Would he have to learn the bloody planner function? “Nah. Can you meet some people after my show at Soul tomorrow? Brainstorm? Mum and Dad’ll be there.”

She checked the planner in her phone. “Alan and I were going to do something, as yet undecided. Mind if I bring him?”

“The more minds the better.”

“Within limits. You don’t know where this problem comes from yet.” 

“Yeah, I do.” Jamie felt, more than saw, Lily-Dahlia coming down the stairs from the Pilates studio, and glanced across the garden to confirm the sensation. She was alone, behind the same chatty women who’d gone in with her. Jamie indicated with his head. “Comes from her.”

Bernadette turned to look. “Which one?”

He’d thought it would be obvious, but the professor didn’t pick up the girl’s strangeness any more than the receptionist had. “The young one. With all the hair.”

“You’re sure of it?”

“Yeah.” He told the story of the fetus spirit. “Gaia felt her do it.” 

Guarded and quiet, Bernadette watched the girl walk to the back parking lot. “She’s young to be such a powerful witch. I wonder who taught her.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Kate and Tim entered Soul through the small lobby between the café and the concert room and were greeted by a poster showing Jamie in performance. A few people stood nearby talking, and others strolled across from the café. No Hilda. She was supposed to be there. Kate hadn’t wanted to go to Jamie’s show in order to have a meeting afterwards, but when she’d complained to Tim about it, he’d said it would be fun and that he wanted to go. When she’d called Hilda to explain why she couldn’t go to AA with her on Thursday, her sponsee had made an excited little noise and invited herself to join them. Hilda, it turned out, was a fan, and she wanted to meet Jamie.

“Maybe she decided to go to a meeting after all,” Kate said. “It’d be better for her.”

“No.” Tim said. “I see her inside. And anyway, having fun with sober people can be as good for her as a meeting.”

They entered the performance space. It took Kate’s vision a moment to adjust to the light, dim over the enormous dance floor and the tables around it, and bright over the stage. Tim led the way, pointing out Hilda. She stood by a table where Jill Betts, Fiona McCloud, and Dahlia sat. 

Lobo tensed with a sound just short of a growl. Kate hushed him. Dahlia. Why had Hilda chosen to chat with her?

Hilda asked the group at the table, “Do you know Kate and Tim?”

Dahlia lifted a glass of something fizzy with a slice of lemon in it, sipping so minimally she might not have consumed any at all. “We’ve met.” 

Her face held no expression as she scanned Kate before acknowledging Tim with a hint of movement at the corners of her lips and eyes. Was that flirtation, or did she know him?

“I know Kate,” Fiona said. Jill shook her head, implying they had no acquaintance.   Kate gritted her teeth. I’ve talked to her about the fair every year when she’s turned me down. 

When Hilda made introductions and mentioned that Kate was the founder of the Psychic Fair, Jill reacted with a tight-pressed smile. “So you’re the young lady who contacted me about that. So sorry I’ve never been available.” 

Young lady. Kate heard dismissal, not apology.

“Do you come to this show a lot?” Fiona asked, looking at Kate and Tim. The energy healer appeared as unwell as Jamie had said, but unlike Jill and Dahlia she was making an effort to be sociable. “I gather some people are regulars.”

“We’ve heard him at other places a while back.” Tim said. “It’s our first time here. What about you?”

Jill’s eyes settled on Dahlia, and her voice oozed indulgent warmth. “First also. It was Dahlia’s idea.” 

Did Jill take Dahlia out on the town every night, dragging her miserable partner along?   Tim glanced at Dahlia, his posture braced with a subtle tension. He doesn’t like her, either. How does he know her? He smoothed Kate’s hair. “Okay if I do the first dance with Hilda?” 

He probably wanted to get away from Dahlia. “Sure.”

“People don’t really dance with partners,” Hilda said. “I’ve been here before. We all dance together. Kate can take the chair out on the floor. Other people do.”

Kate could use the time better talking with Jill and Dahlia. “I won’t be able to see. I’ll stay here. If these ladies don’t mind.” 

Jill and Dahlia exchanged cool glances.

“Of course not,” Fiona said. “I’m sure the waiter will be back soon if you’d like a drink.”

Hilda took Tim out onto the dance floor where more than half the audience had already assembled. If you’d like a drink. Kate had committed to sitting with people who were drinking alcohol, a situation she’d avoided for two years. The shapes of the glasses and color of the wine suggested the fantasy of what drinking was supposed to be. 

It could be worth the stress, though, if she could get some insight into the plague. Jill wasn’t affected. Jamie thought it was because she was a fake, but Kate found that hard to believe. A fraud couldn’t be that successful without getting caught. Like Kate, Jill had to be immune. Was there some bitch factor that protected them, or did Jill have some other defense? Jamie had called Kate with Bernadette’s disturbing question. Who had taught Dahlia to be a witch?

A fashion model, not even old enough to drink, was an unlikely person to be attacking such powerful healers unless she had a teacher. Jill? Kate hoped not, but there had to be a witch behind the witch, and Jill, the shaman, was a credible candidate.

A microphone stood at center stage. To the right of it, a large table draped in a red cloth bore hand drums of varied sizes, a Western classical flute, a Native American cedar flute, and a shakuhachi bamboo flute. A five-foot-long didgeridoo stood in a carved wooden stand, and a smaller table held a pitcher of water and a glass. From behind a curved, free-standing red wall, Jamie jogged onto the stage, his hair topped with the five little braids, his smile radiant. The audience greeted him with applause and shouts.

“Thanks for coming.” Jamie bounced a little. “Good to see ya.” 

He wore a different loose, loud shirt—orange, green, and purple paisley—and his goatee was braided, a gold bead sparkling at the tip and drawing attention to his gold tooth. 

“If you’re new to what we do here, this is the Concerto for Voice, Percussion, Woodwinds, and Noise. The noise, that’s you.” He demonstrated a pattern of claps and stomps, and many in the audience knew to echo it back. He gave them a thumbs-up and did another pattern. The audience answered with louder noise. Call and response choreography. “Good onya.” He grinned. “Here’s how it goes. Once we start, we rage on. No stops, no applause. Have fun, and don’t trip on each other.”

Jamie started the song a cappella, then added complex drum rhythms, teaching the audience to clap and stomp them. Once they established that, he transitioned from singing to playing the Western flute, dancing in bursts between the phrases. The song flowed seamlessly into a new one. Jamie alternated chanted syllables with long rhythmic drones on the didgeridoo, counterbalancing the instrument’s weight in a standing backbend, while the audience stomp-danced a steady beat. 

Unexpectedly swept up in the performance, Kate missed her legs deeply for the first time in many years, and the longing mixed with the desire to drink. She searched the dance floor for Hilda and Tim, reminders of sobriety, and pushed back from the table to be further from her companions’ wine. 

If Dahlia had been eager to hear the music, she gave no sign of it. She and Jill never clapped the rhythms, tapped their feet, or even smiled. Dahlia, occasionally glancing at Jill, watched Jamie. Jill, occasionally glancing at Jamie, watched Dahlia. Fiona made a soft attempt to clap, but faded out. Kate tried to start a conversation. Despite their apparent lack of interest in the music, her companions hushed her.

At the start of a gentle love song, Jamie mimed reaching to people on either side for a swaying embrace. The people on the dance floor formed a long chain-hug. Jamie left the stage and joined them, singing while hugging his way through the crowd. At Kate’s table, no one touched or even looked at each other. 

The next song and dance were so funny, Kate laughed out loud. Jill and Dahlia remained as cool as ever. Fiona’s weak smile showed an effort find her sense of humor, but little success.

A rapid-fire rhythmic game of scat syllables, drumming, and clapping went wild when Jamie taught the melody to the audience to sing, then set his drum down and exploded in an ecstatic dance, first earth-bound and low, spinning and crouching, then springing into a backward-leaping turn. Though he seemed too winded to manage it, he picked up the shakuhachi and somehow focused his breath into another layer of the music while stalking the stage as if he couldn’t hold still. Kate’s longing for full-body movement surged again. Jill read messages on her phone. Dahlia tapped the nails of one hand against the other, not on the beat, but rapid and restless. Fiona sighed and drank wine.

Jamie followed the wild song with a sad one. Kate didn’t know classical music well but she suspected that he could have sung opera. He had the power emotionally as well as vocally. Loneliness at its most profound poured though the song. The audience held still, as did Jamie, his face showing every change of feeling, every shade of pain. 

A sniffle caught Kate’s attention. Fiona, crying. Was it only because of the song? Jill laid a hand over her partner’s without looking at her, but Fiona added her other hand as if grateful. Dahlia rolled her eyes. What a bizarre set of relationships. 

In the finale of the ninety-minute concert, the audience and Jamie celebrated each other with the mantra, I am alive I am alive I am alive. The crowd danced and sang while Jamie drummed, his multi-octave voice soaring through joyful improvisations. When it was over, applause rocked the room and Jamie called out, “Love ya, love ya, love ya!” throwing his arms open to the audience before taking a bow.   

Jill exhaled a little puff of contempt through her nose and looked at Dahlia. “Dear, did you want to talk to him?”

Dahlia rose, flipping her hair back, and answered with an exasperated “Yes.” 

If Dahlia and Jill had an agenda with Jamie, it clearly had nothing to do with being fans. Kate roused Lobo. “I need to talk to Jamie, too. Nice to see all of you.” As she released her chair’s brakes, a gut feeling prompted her to double-check Jamie’s assessment of Fiona. Kate asked her, “Call me tomorrow, will you? I need to schedule a treatment.”

“Sorry.” The energy healer looked down. “I’m not working.” Jill frowned and touched Fiona’s arm. Silencing her about losing her power? Fiona said, “I haven’t been feeling well.”

“I’m sorry to hear it. Get well, and please let me know when you’re better.” 

Fiona nodded, her face bleak. She doesn’t think she’s going to get well.

A few feet behind Dahlia, Kate crossed the dance floor toward Jamie. He sat on the edge of the stage, toweling sweat from his face and talking with a small group of people. The long-haired girl turned back and snapped, “Don’t follow me.” 

And I thought I was cranky. Dahlia strode ahead. Kate slowed down enough to stay in hearing range without provoking another verbal assault, and stopped at the front of the dance floor by the edge of the stage, a few yards from Jamie. 

Hilda and Tim joined her. He kissed Kate on the cheek. “That was the most fun I’ve had sober in public. It was like the way you used to think being drunk would make you feel.” 

Hilda glowed. “That’s why I come here.” Her artfully painted eyes shone with warmth at Jamie, then clouded as Dahlia approached him. “It’s that girl again. I go to talk to Jill, and Dahlia’s there, and then I want to meet Jangarrai—and there she is again.”

“Jill practically sent her.” Kate imitated Jill. “Did you want to talk to him, dear?”

Hilda wrinkled her nose. “Jill’s at it again.”

“What, sending girls after Jamie?”

“No. That kind of hovering, possessive thing with a student. Like this girl’s her project or something. She used to do that with a girl at her retreats back when I used to go.”

So that was why Hilda had been talking with that group. Catching up with her former teacher. If Dahlia was a student—a favored, special student—and not just a friend, Jill looked like an even stronger candidate for the force behind the plague.

Dahlia made no effort to be considerate but stepped in front of a couple Kate guessed to be Jamie’s parents: a slim, broad-shouldered white man about six feet four, with a silver beard and gray eyes behind glasses, and a dark, solidly-built black woman about five feet four with white streaks at the temples of her thick unruly hair. She had almost the same face as Jamie and equally expressive, giving the intruding Dahlia a hot glare.

Without speaking, Dahlia reached into her beaded evening bag, extracted a dusty-pink business card, and handed it to Jamie. She adjusted her lips a hundredth of an inch into a proto-smile, moved her head just enough to shake her gleaming hair, and walked off. 

“Fuck me dead.” He stared at the card and then looked around. When he found Kate, he hurried over and gave her a sweat-slicked kiss on the cheek. Who could sweat that much in New Mexico? Water evaporated. “Good to see you. Thanks for coming. Means a lot.” He dabbed his perspiration off her face and handed her the card. “Sorry. Dripped. Take a squizz at this.”

In raised burgundy script on textured cardstock was Dahlia, centered over her phone number. No occupation. No e-mail address. 

“Strange. I wonder what she wants with you. She didn’t act like she was into your music.” Kate returned the card. 

Jamie took it as if it were contaminated and stuffed it in his pocket. “Dunno. Creepy.” 

Hilda moved closer, a hint that she wanted an introduction. Kate said, “Jamie, this is my friend Hilda Davis.”

“The Angels Series.” Jamie’s hands flew to his hair, and his eyes widened. “That exhibit blew my mind. Jeezus—it was like another world. I’m honored.” He clasped Hilda’s hand. She beamed in mutual fan-dom. “Look, I was getting ready to hit the café with my parents and some friends.” He had classified Kate as a friend. “Join us? Got to put my instruments in the car and get a clean shirt on. Mum, can you get us a good table, not those bloody tottery things? Kate—and you’re Tim, right? You both staying?” Without waiting for an answer, Jamie sprang back onto the stage. “Dad, give us a hand with the load?” 

His father ascended more sedately with a tolerant smile. 

Kate gripped the arms of her chair. Jamie was ordering people around. He didn’t take charge when it was useful, only when it wasn’t. He was turning their meeting into a party. 

Jamie and his father carried the instruments down from the stage. As they crossed the dance floor, Jamie turned to walk backwards, calling to Kate, “Haven’t totally slacked, y’know. Got an ad idea for radio.” He sang to the tune of Scarborough Fair, “Are you going to the Psychic Fair, woo woo woo, woo woo, woo woo woo.” Exploding in his blasting snort-laugh, he mimed dodging something Kate might throw at him. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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Kate wanted to split the group so she could talk with Jamie, his father, and Dr. Pena by themselves, but Jamie’s mother swept ahead into the café, claiming a large round table that could seat eight. The server, a young man with spiky blue hair, removed one of the chairs, making space for Kate’s wheelchair. She resigned herself to the party. She could plow through it, get things done, and leave. 

While Stan was helping Jamie load his instruments, Addie Ellerbee introduced her husband’s colleagues at Eight Northern Pueblos College. Bernadette Pena, professor of Health Sciences, was a slim Native American woman in her late forties with strong features and perfect posture, and Alan Pacheco, professor of Fine Art and Design, was a short, stocky Native man of a similar age, whose gentle, round face was made striking by bright brown eyes under thick black brows. 

The waiter asked for the group’s orders. Alan and Bernadette ordered tea and coffee. As Stan and Jamie came in, Addie called out, “Stanley, who’s driving?”

Stan indicated himself. Addie ordered beer for herself and Jamie, iced tea for Stan, and several light snacks from the appetizer menu. “Food’s for all of you.” 

Jamie sat beside her and stopped the server, adding a vegan soy-cheese pizza to the order.   “Jamie.” Addie sounded both exasperated and fond. 

“Mum.” Jamie mocked the nagging tone and gave her a quick side-hug. 

Bernadette opened a briefcase, took a folder out, and handed it to Jamie. “This is the article on assessing the effectiveness of energy healers.”

“I’m looking forward to getting this assessment set up,” Kate said, forcing herself into a better mood. “I want to be the first to get credentialed.”

“That’s impressive,” said Dr. Pena. “A lot of psychics and healers would duck if they saw that coming.”

“Thanks for the article.” Jamie opened the folder and scanned its contents. He let it fall shut. “No point in it now, though.”

“It was your idea,” Kate snapped. “We can still do it eventually.”

“But that’s not why we’re here.”

“I know. Who’s running this meeting? I’m still the director.”

Jamie flexed his right fingers a few times and then flicked at the edge of the folder. 

“If no one minds,” Bernadette said, “I think I should run it.” 

Kate conceded. It would keep her and Jamie from biting each other’s heads off.

The waiter delivered drinks and left. Jamie took a long guzzle of beer, followed by a stifled belch and a mumbled apology. Kate felt her neck stiffen. Will he ever run out of ways to annoy me?

Bernadette set up her laptop. “First, can everyone commit not to share this discussion unless we all agree on including another party? The size of this group and the relationships you have should give you enough options for bouncing ideas off someone.” No one objected. “I have a list of questions I want to ask you. I hope you’ll bear with me and answer them even if you think you’ve already figured things out.” She typed something. “First: Names of all the confirmed victims of this power loss.”

“We can’t confirm it with people who won’t tell us anything.” Kate must have sounded impatient, because Tim began rubbing her back, a signal to chill. “They just say they’re not working.” 

“We’ll make two categories, confirmed and suspected.”

Hilda looked around the group and gripped the edge of the table. “It’s happened to other people?”

Jamie stopped short of another gulp of beer, spilling a slosh. “It happened to you?”

“After I met Dahlia.”

“Jesus.” He drank, set the mug down, took the pink card out of his pocket and bent it back and forth, frowning at it. “You feel her do it?”

“No. We talked a long time when she bought one of my prints. About spirituality and feelings and art—it all seemed normal.”

“I’m only trying to list the victims now, not the cause.” Bernadette said. “Hilda, confirmed. Who else?”

“Azure Skye and Ximena Castillo,” Jamie said. “Confirmed by Azure. Gaia Greene, confirmed by her husband. And he said Dahlia did it to her.”

“We’re not assigning a cause yet.”

He jammed the card back in his pocket. “I already told you how she did it. Jesus.”

Stan raised his hand an inch off the table in a leveling gesture and made eye contact with his son. A silent exchange took place between them, something that made Jamie be quiet.

“Are those all the confirmed cases?” Bernadette asked.

When the waiter arrived with the snacks, Jamie asked for a pitcher and more mugs. Kate objected, saying that this wasn’t a party, but Jamie flashed a smile. “No worries.” 

The group helped themselves to a few nibbles, quiet until the blue-haired young man was gone.

“That’s all the cases we know for sure,” Kate said. “But Fiona McCloud and Mary Kay Dieffenbacher have both declined to be in the fair and say they’re not working. Fiona looks like hell.”

Jamie added, “And hangs out with fucking Dahlia and Jill Betts.”

“I know you think it’s Dahlia,” Bernadette said, “but we need a time frame to confirm that it’s only her. We also need to know if anyone exposed to her in a similar way is unaffected. If there’s a pattern, it might tell us something about how we can stop this.”

“If you can tell who hasn't got it you can’t tell how—bloody hell, all the fucking quacks don’t have it, they’re signing up—how does that— Look, it’s her. I know. I can—” Jamie cut himself off, dipped a pita chip into hummus. “Never mind.” 

Kate didn’t want to never mind. What had he stopped himself from saying? Did he know something he wasn’t sharing? Of course, if she asked him now, he would talk with his mouth full—

“Time frame?” Bernadette prodded.

Kate brought her attention back. “As far as I know everyone was working this winter. I had some Reiki sessions with Fiona in February, and Azure did that TV show around then.”

Stan added, “I did a follow-up with one of Ximena’s clients for my research in early March. He’d been to see her just recently.”

Bernadette nodded and typed. “Hilda?”

Hilda’s voice cracked. “I lost the angels last week.”

Kate put a hand on Hilda’s. Compassionate eyes on her, Bernadette waited. The artist didn’t break down. Relieved, Kate withdrew. She cared, and yet the touch had felt awkward. She said, “Gaia lost her powers this week.”

“What about Mary Kay?” Bernadette asked. “Does anyone know?”

No one had an answer. They paused as the waiter delivered the pizza, the pitcher of beer, and a clutch of mugs, and left. No one except Jamie moved to pour, and all declined his offer to serve them pizza. He refilled his own mug, looking a little confused. Kate almost felt sorry for him. He’d been trying to be generous like his mother had been, but he was socially clueless. If they’d wanted beer, they’d have ordered it.

“All right,” Bernadette said. “So far we have the picture of these losses being recent, no earlier than March. Can you confirm that Dahlia was here all that time?”

“Yeah.” Jamie fidgeted with one of the extra mugs. “Saw her in March. She was new then. Didn’t know the Pilates studio was up over Yoga Space. Came in the wrong door.”

“She could have been a new student then. It doesn’t mean she was new in town.”

“Yeah, she was. She’s Lily Petersen. Harold’s daughter. She’s a model. He says that’s when she stopped getting in touch, when she did a shoot here.” He took a bite of pizza, started to talk through it, stopped and swallowed. “And her mum told her to study with Jill. It all fits.”

Study with Jill. It did fit.

“So we know her time frame. Do we know if all the affected people had contact with her? Hilda and Gaia did. Fiona still does. Who else?”

“Healers and psychics normally keep some confidentiality about their clients,” Kate said. “I think Mary Kay would only tell the doctors who share referrals with her.”

Stan nodded. “Ximena would only share clients’ names with their permission.”

“Gaia told her husband,” Jamie said. 

Kate asked. “Even the name?”

“Nah. But he figured it out from her appointment calendar.” 

Bernadette held a hand up. “Let’s get back on track. So far we don’t have clear proof that Dahlia is the direct cause for everyone. We have a working hypothesis that it’s her, but only two confirmed exposures with loss of powers following. Do you know of any healers or psychics who’ve been around her who are unaffected?”

“Me,” Kate said. “I’ve done other readings since hers and I’m fine. And Jill Betts is okay, too, as far as I can tell. Does anyone know if she’s still having her drum circle?”

Alan dipped a pita chip into the hummus and held it poised until he finished talking. “Unfortunately, yes. I know an artist who lives in Jill’s neighborhood. She says she can hear them, every Sunday night.”

Kate said, “I’ve been thinking Jill might have taught Dahlia.”

Stan Ellerbee set his tea down with a wet thud. “If Jill weren’t such a fraud, I wouldn’t put it past her.”

“I get why nobody likes her, but why do you think she’s a fraud?”

Silence. Alan and the Ellerbees exchanged glances. Kate turned to Hilda. “You used to go to her workshops—”

Addie cut in. “This family has a bad history with Jill Betts.”

Kate said, “I still need to know—”

“Bloody hell, Stan’s an expert on shamans. You think he can’t tell she’s a charlatan?” Addie’s eyes burned. “A few years back he mentioned Jill in an article, and he wasn’t being flippant or anything, he was writing seriously about this neo-shamanism fluff, and he said—how’d you put it, love?”

Stan quoted himself. “ ‘Simplified and decontextualized versions of cultural practices have been promulgated by such people as pop shamanizer and former anthropologist Jill Betts.’ ”

“That’s dead-on. He didn’t call her names or anything.” Addie surveyed the group with an air of authority that expected agreement. “It’s what she does and who she is.” 

Kate could picture Jill bridling at it. A scholar like Dr. Ellerbee probably felt obligated to undercut work like Jill’s, but Jill wouldn’t like being described this way. According to the bio on her website, she’d started out as a scholar herself.

“She called me and asked me to put a retraction in the next issue of the journal that published it,” Stan said. “Which showed me she at least still read anthropology journals—if someone told her that her name was mentioned. I said I saw no need for retraction, since I hadn’t said anything false. She retaliated.”

“She took it out on Jamie.” Addie sounded as fierce as if the attack had been just yesterday.

Jamie’s voice grew tight. “Mum, let it rest. I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“I wasn’t going to, love. Just that Jill—” 

“Drop it.” Jamie took another long drink and stared down at the table. “Everyone. Drop it.”

Alan whispered to Bernadette, “We really should.”

Kate didn’t want to, but Bernadette complied. “Of course. We’ll set Jill aside for now. Next question. Does anyone with power show signs of acquiring more?” 

“Not that I know of,” Kate said. “How could I tell?”

“The signs might be subtle. I can only speak for my people, but Apache witches—and I hate talking about this—don’t show off their power. They might go out in the forms of animals, but you don’t usually see them doing it. You can only tell they’re witches by what happens around them.”

Was this true about all witches? No one thought Jill had power. The plague happened around her, but not to her. Could she be the white owl in Dahlia’s crystal ball reading, going out in the form of an animal? 

Tim surprised Kate by speaking up. “I don’t know if this is a sign of power or some freak force, but Dahlia screws up electricity.” He scooped a handful of edamame from the bowl in the middle of the table, popped one into his mouth.
“Dahlia?” Jamie’s eyes widened.
Tim chewed and swallowed. “All the time. Real pain in the ass. She lives in my apartment complex and keeps having me come over to see what’s happening. There’s never anything I can explain, but her lights cut off or burn out a lot, and her small appliances burn out the motors, or shoot sparks.” 

Bernadette typed a few notes. “Does anyone seem to have any other kind of power?

Jamie drew lines in the condensation on his mug. “My stuff turns on. Fuck. Don’t look at me like I’m the bloody plague. It’s Dahlia. Lily. Jesus. You can stop the fucking detective work. She sent this fetus image into Gaia to steal her power.” 

“A fetus?” Kate remembered the abortion or miscarriage in Dahlia’s reading. 

“Yeah. At first Gaia thought it was one of her babies she lost.”

Bernadette asked, “How did Dahlia go about it? Did she have to be in the same room? In contact?”

“Yeah.” Jamie drank. “She went in as a client. Told Gaia her parents were dead so she’d try to heal her.”

Hilda said, “She told me about that, too. I felt so sad for her.”

Bernadette frowned at Jamie. “But you just said her father—”

“Yeah. It’s a lie. They’re both alive, and worried. She won’t speak to ’em. They started to have Mae do some psychic stuff to check up on her.” 

A psychic Kate had never heard of. “Who’s Mae?”

Bernadette gave Jamie a mischievous little smile. “His girlfriend.” 

“Does she work around here?”

“No,” Bernadette said, “She lives in Truth or Consequences. She’s going to College of Rio Grande in Las Cruces. She’s not working as a healer now as far as I know, though she should be. I knew her back when I was teaching at Coastal Virginia University in Norfolk. She did a demo in one of my alternative medicine classes and I got to know her quite well. Even as a beginner, she had some extraordinary skills.” She typed a few more notes. “There. I think I have something we can work with.”

She turned her laptop to face Kate. It showed a simple four-cell grid. In the first block, affected (or presumed affected) and exposed, were Fiona, Gaia and Hilda. In the second block, unaffected and exposed, was Kate. In the third block, unaffected and unexposed, was Mae. The fourth block, affected and unexposed, was empty. Below the grid were Ximena and Azure and Mary Kay, noted as affected (or presumed), exposure unknown.

“The only pattern I see so far is that the losses fit in with Dahlia’s arrival in Santa Fe, and that everyone affected is famous. They’ve written books, been on TV, or in Ximena’s case been the subject of some published scholarly studies. Kate, you’re none of the above. Competent, but not known beyond your local clients. Mae is unknown in a similar way.”

“Saw someone else yesterday that’s like that,” Jamie said. “Andrea Jones. She did some training with Fiona in March. Had her do a little work on me and she’s fine. And she’s never met Dahlia.”

Bernadette turned the computer back, typed, and showed the document to Kate again. Andrea was now in the box with Mae.

“Never heard of her,” Kate said.

“That’s the point.” Bernadette tapped on her chart. “If we’re looking for a motive, it would seem to be the desire to take down everyone famous.”

Kate noticed one name missing. “Except Jill.”

“According to the Ellerbees,” Bernadette said, “she has no power to lose.”

“That anyone can see. She might be using Dahlia to knock out the competition.”

“Maybe. Would Dahlia do it on her own, if she thought it would make Jill look good?”

Kate considered what she’d seen of that relationship. As far as she could tell, Jill was more enamored of Dahlia than the other way around. “I don’t think so. If she’s doing it for Jill, it’s because Jill told her to.”

“It might not be about Jill’s competition,” Tim said. “Dahlia might be hacking famous people because she can’t tell who else has power.”

“Possibly.” Bernadette gazed into a point in space above Kate’s head, eyes narrowed, thoughtful. “But Dahlia’s a model. Why would she want to take these healers’ power?”

Tim put his arm around Kate. “You’d need a psychic to figure it out.”

She mentally reviewed Dahlia’s reading. “I think I did.” Strength, the Hierophant, the Tower. Cold intelligence. The abortion or miscarriage. The white owl, Dahlia hitch-hiking, and the car driving into a cliff. “It wasn’t clear to me what everything meant, but I think it was to her. She thought I was so good, she wanted to study with me.”

Bernadette took her computer back and made another note. “So she did know you had power. Even though you’re not famous.”

“Only because I proved it. She thought I was a fake at first.” 

Hilda sat up straighter, a new light in her eyes. “We need someone who won’t let Dahlia know they have power at all. Undercover. Not exactly a spy, but someone secret, who could heal us and stop Dahlia. Kate, could the fair pay for someone to do that?” 

“I’ll have to check the budget.” 

Hilda’s wounded look shamed Kate. There would be no fair to budget if they didn’t do this. Kate owed it to the affected healers and psychics to do anything she could to help them. She also owed it to Hilda as her sponsor. Kate amended, “I’m sure we can cover it. But they’d have to hide their abilities even from the people they were healing. If Fiona knew, she might tell Dahlia.”

“That’s true,” Bernadette said. “Our healer would have to hide her identity from anyone outside this group. We still don’t know who taught Dahlia, or if she’s the only source of the plague.” She typed in silence for a while. “I have someone in mind. You should make a clear contract for her. What you need from her, what she’ll be paid, and a deadline if you have one.” She looked up. “Who does she go to if she has questions?” 

“Me, I suppose,” Kate said. “Though it might be better for her sake if it’s not someone associated with the healers or the fair. The last thing we need is her being the next victim.”

Bernadette turned to Jamie. “I’m thinking about Mae. You could be her contact and it would be natural. It wouldn’t give her away.”

He swallowed, dropped a pizza crust onto a pile of them on his plate, and wiped his mouth. “Fuck.”

“What’s wrong? She’s not known in Santa Fe, is she?”

Alan said, “She was in the Muffie Blanchette film they made in T or C, challenging Muffie on her psychic readings, but Mae was only on for about a minute.”

Bernadette worked on her computer again. “I think we’re safe. She used another name as a psychic and healer, to keep it separate from her regular work. And like I said, she hasn’t been doing that kind of work since she moved out here for college.”

“In addition to coming up to see Jamie,” Stan said, “she could say she’s doing an independent study on alternative healing, and her advisor suggested she work with Bernadette and me. It would give her a reason to interview practitioners. She could try to heal them during the research.”

Jamie had stopped eating, drinking, or fidgeting, and stared at Bernadette. 

“That could work.” Bernadette turned the laptop to face Kate once more. “This is all that comes up under Mae Martin. If you click on the other window, you’ll see what I got for the name she used as a psychic, Breda Outlaw.”

The first page showed the staff of the fitness center at College of the Rio Grande. Jamie’s sweet-faced, athletic girlfriend looked too normal for him—which also meant she didn’t look like a stereotypical psychic. That was in her favor.

The other window opened on old blog posts on the web site for the Healing Balance Store in Virginia Beach. There were no pictures, only testimonials. Breda could detect illness in your body. Breda could heal emotional obstacles. Breda could find your lost pets. Breda could see what had happened in your past that led to your present problems. That last one looked like a useful skill for the psychic they would hire.

“She’s got a lot to lose if she does this and gets the plague,” Kate said. 

Bernadette took the laptop back and typed. “Dahlia had to probe to see if you were real, and has only gone after famous people. I think we can assume she can’t detect power. As long as Dahlia’s the only vector, Mae should be safe if she can stay undercover.”

Jamie leaned in, both hands on the table. “Are you asking her now?” 

“I already did. I’m making notes on the contract. I’ll send it to Kate to finish.”

“Fuck—don’t I get any say in this?” His voice got louder, his speech faster. “I’m on the fucking board, and you’re not. I care more what happens to Mae than to the bloody fucking fair.”

His explosion stung Kate like a gust of dirt-flying wind. “Bernadette is doing your work for you. You should thank her, not yell at her.”

“She’s doing my work because I fucking hate it and I’m no good at it.” 

“Then why did you agree to do it?”

He swallowed a gulp of beer and slammed the mug down. “Because you intimidate the fucking crap out of me.”

The group fell silent. Breaking the uneasy stillness, Addie repeated Jamie’s line, imitating his delivery by thumping her mug, and gave him a tight-lipped, bug-eyed stare. 

After a sullen pause, Jamie made the same face back at her until they both let go and guffawed.

He apologized to Bernadette and to Kate, adding, “I’m doing the fair work to keep Jill out of it. You know that.” 

“I don’t know that you should.” Kate finished her tea. “I don’t like her either, but she could be the only famous healer left. I’d hate to invite her if she’s Dahlia’s teacher, but she’d draw a crowd. I won’t ask her yet, but I might have to if your girlfriend can’t get this solved in a week. We need deposits. We need advertising. We need a web site with famous names on it.”

“I got Harold Petersen.” 

“I need famous psychics, too.” 

“Hold off on Jill.”

“I’ll wait a week.” Kate gave Lobo a command, he stirred, and she backed her chair away from the table. “Thanks for your help, Bernadette. Let me know what Mae says, and if she can start right way. I’ll probably see you soon. I’ll be sign interpreting at the complementary and alternative medicine conference this weekend.” 

“You’ll definitely see me.” Bernadette packed her laptop back into her briefcase. “I’m one of the keynote speakers.”

Tim stood. “Thanks for the snacks, Mrs. Ellerbee. Great show, Jamie. Have a good evening, everybody. Nice meeting all of you.”

The group said goodbyes and similar pleasantries to Tim and Kate, who expressed her embarrassed and belated appreciation. She had focused so narrowly on work, she’d ignored everyone but Bernadette. 

To Kate’s dismay, Hilda gazed at the beer pitcher and didn’t move. She’d driven herself there and could stay, but Kate didn’t want her to. If Kate had felt the tug of Jill and Fiona’s wine, what was this beer doing to Hilda, who was at much higher risk for relapse?  

“Hilda?” Kate asked. “You coming with us?”

The artist shook her head and waved to Kate and Tim to go. She wants us to leave so she can drink. Kate asked again. “You sure?” 

Hilda avoided Kate’s eyes. “Yes.”

Abruptly, Jamie reached across the table to thrust the remains of the pizza in front of Hilda. “I’m turning this over. You’re my higher power. I need a fucking FA meeting. I’m powerless over the bloody pizza.” He poured beer into his mug and his mother’s, overfilling. Beer flowed onto on the table and dripped onto his pants. Jamie dropped the pitcher. “Agh—Jeezus.” He waved to the waiter. “Sorry. Made a mess.”

“FA?” Addie asked, backing away from the flood. “Fat’s not exactly anonymous, love.” 

Everyone still at the table cracked up, except for Hilda. “It’s called OA.” She barely got her voice out. “Overeaters Anonymous.”

“Thanks. Fat Anonymous. Jeezus.” Jamie accepted a towel from the waiter, blotting the table while the blue-haired youth mopped the floor. “Sorry about the spill. Hooroo, Kate, Tim.” His eyes met Kate’s with a sad warmth, open and vulnerable. “Have a good night.”

Hilda stood to leave with them. Addie smacked Jamie’s hand as he reached to reclaim the pizza.
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“That was a good save,” Tim said as he and Kate escorted Hilda to her car. “Fly ball right into the glove.”

“More like an out at home plate.” Kate looked up at Hilda. “I’m glad he did it, but—you’re struggling to stay sober and you wanted to stay and hang out with him?”

Hilda’s pace began to drag. The others had to reduce their speed to stay with her. “You were such a bitch.” Her voice creaked, barely audible. “You make sobriety look bad.”

Kate put on her brakes. “Don’t blame it on me. You danced with Tim all night and he made sobriety look fun.”

“But you’re supposed to be my sponsor.”

“It was a bad night for me. I’m not always like this. Jamie gets on my nerves.”

“Then why did you break my anonymity to him?”

“I did no such thing. He figured it out.”

“How?”

“Watching you stare at that beer like it was water in the desert, waiting for us to leave.” She began moving again, and Hilda followed her. “He must know other people in recovery. He knew the first two steps.”

“You don’t think he’s an alcoholic himself, do you?”

“Hardly. His mother would have nagged him about that if he was, and he wouldn’t have wasted all that beer. No, he’s one of those drinkers we all wished we were. Risky company when you’re craving a drink.” They reached Hilda’s pale gold Lexus. “How did you handle temptation when you still had the angels? Were they your higher power?”

“Not really.” Hilda unlocked the car but didn’t open the door, gazing at it as if it held some secret. “I didn’t have any temptation.”

“You never hung out with drinkers before in your sobriety?” 

“No—except for the couple of times I went to Jill’s workshops.”

“They drink there?”

“That was a few years back, when she still did those big weekends at hotels. I thought I might meet other people there who had visions like I did, but I didn’t. It was power animal retrieval all day and a lot of drinking all night.”   

“I didn’t know about that. I thought she just had those women’s circles. Kind of exclusive.” 

“She does now.” Hilda opened her car and sat in it sideways, her feet on the pavement. “She changed it after that girl died.”

Kate had obviously been too drunk to pay attention a few years back. “Someone died?”

“Alcohol poisoning.”

“At a spiritual event? That’s awful. Did you know her?”

“A little bit. She was a silversmith from Cochiti Pueblo. Kandyce Rainbow Kahee. Really quiet, and never drank that I saw. She was that pet of Jill’s I mentioned, sort of a chosen one. It must have shaken Jill pretty badly.” 

Kate rolled her chair over to be closer to Hilda and squeezed her hand. “Were you there when it happened?”

“No. I’d stopped going weeks before that.” 

“I’m glad you did. That could have been you.”

Hilda shook her head. “No. I wasn’t tempted. I had the angels.”

Now the severity of the relapse risk made sense. Hilda had never really been sober. She’d been dependent on the angels, creatively inspired but spiritually intoxicated. “I think I get it. Why you’re struggling now. You haven’t had any practice fighting the urge to drink.”

“You make a blessing sound like a crutch.” Hilda pulled her feet into the car, dropped her head back against the headrest, and closed her eyes. “It’s not. Jill says that some people need to go through a crisis to manifest power. I was in a crisis when the angels came.”

“And you’re in one now without them. You need a higher power that can’t leave you.”

“I need them back.”

“I don’t think you get to decide that. We’ve got someone to help us, but we don’t even know if she’ll agree to try or if she can do what we need done. What’s your higher power now? Tonight?”

Dead silence. Tim rubbed Kate’s shoulder. Let go and let God. You can’t change other people. She knew the slogans were true, but she still wanted to hang on and to change and fix Hilda.

Hilda said finally, with a dry, humorless laugh, “Jill has most of her shaman students ‘fake it ’til they make it.’ She doesn’t call it that, of course, she just says it’s a safer route to power. I guess that’s what I can do for now. But you’d think I’d conduct again. Jill says people in crisis are better conductors.” 

“Conductors? Like a symphony?” 

“Come on.” Hilda looked up. “Tim? Conductors. Like copper. Like water.”

Tim jingled his keys in his pocket. “Like Dahlia.”

Kate added, “And Jamie.” She pictured him conducting his audience, an orchestra of hands and feet. He was both kinds of conductor. “But can there really be people with so much power they even affect electricity? It’s not even the same type of energy. And what kind of crisis is either of them having? I don’t see it. Anyway, I don’t think Jill meant electrical conductors. It was probably a spiritual metaphor.”

Hilda curled a manicured finger around the rim of her steering wheel and let go. “Like the way I conducted the angels.” She sighed, put her keys in the ignition, pulled the door shut and lowered the window. “She claimed Kandy was a conductor, too.” 

“Was she?”

“I have no idea. She never bragged about having visions or insights the way some people did. She must have had them, though. Jill treated her like she was special.” 

“Like she does with Dahlia now.”

Hilda nodded. 

Dahlia’s crystal ball reading flooded Kate’s mind again. The Hierophant meant secret knowledge. Jill did power animal retrievals. The white owl even looked like Jill, with her silver-white hair and piercing eyes. The car accident could mean crashing in some other way, but one of Jill’s protégées had died. Did the vision mean Dahlia might, too? “Do you think being Jill’s chosen person somehow killed Kandyce Kahee?”

“How? She got drunk.”

“You said she didn’t normally drink, though. Maybe what Jill had her doing drove her to it. I could be out on a limb, but—did anyone lose their power around her?”

Hilda started her car. “I suppose they could have. I don’t know. One reason I stopped going to those events was because it seemed like nobody had any.” She shifted into reverse and the car inched backward. “Now I don’t. Damn. I had such a good night until we started talking about this. I should have left right after the show.”

“Wait.”

Hilda stopped the car. “What?”

“Do you still feel like drinking?” 

“No. I just feel like shit.” 

“That’s better than drunk. If you get the urge again, call me. Any hour. Okay? I’ll be there for you. Bitchy and grouchy, but I’ll be there.” Hilda managed a sad smile. Kate said, “I’m glad you stayed. You had the idea to hire someone who can heal you.”

“I hope she will. That’s my higher power for now. Hope.” 
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Chapter Sixteen
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The fact that the work was difficult and a little risky made it more attractive, not less. Mae felt alive and challenged, the way she used to feel in a softball game against a tough opposing team. She might be out of practice, but she wasn’t incompetent. All she needed to do was to sharpen her focus—and tell Jamie she’d taken the job.

After a bike ride and a shower, she called him while she walked several blocks uphill to the library. She had to return the Gaia Greene documentary and get books to prepare for her research role. After several rings, Jamie answered with a drowsy noise, sighed, and tried again.   “G’day.” Another sigh. “Love ya.”

She’d tried to give him time to sleep. It was ten o’clock. “You just waking up?”

“Yeah.” He murmured tenderly, apparently to Gasser, “Time to get up, mate.” A double thud suggested the twenty-pound cat had jumped to the floor. No sound of Jamie walking, but in the background came the unmistakable sound of a long piss. “Weird night last night. Bernadette wanting you to come up and cure the plague. You get my message?”

“Yes, but I already told Kate I’d do the work.”

“Bloody hell, you didn’t even ask me?”

“Sugar, we don’t ... We don’t need to ...” Mae sidestepped a swarm of big black ants that had taken over a crumbly patch of the sidewalk. “To get permission. I didn’t think you’d be like that.”

“Like what? Fuck. I’m asking you to talk with me, that’s all.” The sound quality changed, the acoustics of another room. Gasser began to mew. “We’re us now.”

Were they? She supposed they were, or might be soon. It would take getting used to. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should think like an us. But what kind of healer would I be if I turned this down? Doctors and nurses help sick people. They do what they can to protect themselves, but they don’t say no.”

Noises told her he was in the kitchen. Cat food hitting a bowl. Water running. “Can we at least talk about it?”

“Of course we can talk. I’ll get up there later today. When are you free?” 

“Jeezus. Today?” Pages rustled. “Fuck ... I’ve got yoga at eleven, probably shouldn’t be eating.” Chewing sounds. “Dr. G at twelve thirty. Got to talk about you, y’know.” A snort-laugh. “Again. Am I ready for intimacy and commitment, all that crap. I am, by the way. Just got to sell him on it. Music in Medicine in Albuquerque.” He seemed to be reading a list. “Interview about it on KUNM—you should listen. Gig in Old Town tonight ... Wish I wasn’t so booked. I left Sunday clear for you. Saturday’s free except for a show here in Santa Fe with Zambethalia.” This was a group he sometimes played with. “Even did a rehearsal yesterday. Thought I was fucking organized.”

“You are. I’m the one that sprang something on you.”

“Maybe—you could come to the show in Albuquerque tonight. Come home with me.”

That was bold. Come home with me. Bold, or a blunder. She smiled. “You’ll be tired after a day like that. I’ll catch the show in Santa Fe.”

A long pause. The coffee grinder whirred. “You sure you should do that work?”

“Jamie—I just told you—”

“What if Naomi gets hold of Lily and tells her about having you look for her? Or Harold does? She’ll know about you.”

Mae turned the corner onto Third Street and detoured around the turquoise-and-cream civic center with its Delmas Howe flower murals, extending the walk while she finished talking. “Harold’s too embarrassed about hiring me, and I don’t think she’s gonna talk to Naomi. I can tell ’em not to mention me, though, if that makes you feel better.”

“Yeah.” Silence except for dishes and utensils, water glugging. “Don’t you have to work at the fitness center?”

Mae moved to the next flower mural, tilting her head back to gaze at the full height of its petals. “It was easy to get subs. I only teach two classes a week in the summer. People slack on exercise in the heat. My training clients are all on vacation.”

“Fuck. It’s the money, isn’t it?”

“No. I mean, sort of, but that’s not the only reason I’m doing the job.”

A long pause. Crunching. “You need me to help?”

The offer startled, touched, and confused her. “Sugar, I don’t know which you’re trying to help with, money or the work—”

“Meant money. But I could do the other, y’know.” 

No. He was too fragile, though he might not like to hear her say that. Mae moved along in her mural tour, down the side of the building toward to the library. “I can’t take money from you. That wouldn’t be good for our relationship. And I’m signing a contract. It specifies me doing the work. Okay?”

“Jeezus. You sound so fucking practical.”

“I am practical. But you were sweet to offer. I appreciate it, even if I said no.” Silence. She sat on a bench facing the art, but she didn’t see it anymore, her mind filled with an image of Jamie’s baby seal eyes. She could swear he was giving her that look over the phone. “What are you thinking, sugar?”

“I’ve missed you. And I was so bloody squirrelly at your place. I need to undo that. Been rehashing it and kicking myself all week. And then—you’ll be in Santa Fe tonight and I won’t even see you. Feels fucked up, like something’s wrong.” 

“Nothing’s wrong. We’ll do our date Sunday like we planned. Just at your place instead of mine. And we can get together Saturday afternoon—”

“Please, love.” His voice grew soft. “Just—see me. Will you?”

“It’s a long drive from Bernadette’s place in Pojoaque. Won’t it be like eleven at night or something?”

“Get a key from my landlady next door. Make yourself at home. I’ll tell her you’re coming. No—fuck—the boxes. Bloody hell. I’m such a bludger. Thought I’d get to that. I didn’t.”

“I can help you unpack.”

“Nah. There’s too much. Jeezus. Some of that crap’s been packed since Lisa and I split.” He’d lived with his fiancée for several years, and they’d broken up eighteen months ago. “Dunno what’s the matter with me. Putting it all off. Feel like I’ll dig up a body or something.”

“What do you mean, a body?”

“Dunno.” He slurped. Coffee must be ready. “Corpse of my past, I guess. My own body at a hundred pounds of different sizes. All of that.” Another slurp. “Agh—I want to come home and find you there.” His speech began to accelerate. “But I don’t have any furniture and I don’t have time to get the place ready. I fucked up, I left everything, it’s so fucking embarrassing—”

“Shh. Slow down, sugar.” She wanted to hold him and calm him down. “I’ll be there.”

“You will?”

“Yeah.” She’d have to pack some pretty lingerie. Her pulse sped up a little. Had she really thought that? Were they ready? Crossing over into that kind of intimacy with Jamie was no small deal. “I don’t know how late I’ll stay, but I’ll be there.”
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Mae signed up for a library computer and was assigned one next to a scrawny middle-aged woman in a paisley dress. In typical T or C style, the woman greeted Mae like a friend though they weren’t acquainted. Mae answered in kind and started her search with Jill Betts. The title of the first book that came up was Maiden, Mother, Crone: a Woman’s Sacred Cycles. Wasn’t a crone an old ugly woman, like a cartoon witch with a wart on her nose? 

“That one’s my favorite,” the paisley woman said, peering over at Mae’s screen. “It’s her newest.”

Mae doubted she’d have time to read more than a chapter or two before she made her first contact with Jill, and she had to pass for knowledgeable. “What’d you like about it?”

The woman smiled, revealing stained teeth, a few missing. “I’m going through the change, and it makes it mean something. Becoming a crone.”

The librarian signaled for quiet. The self-proclaimed crone scooted her chair over and lowered her voice. “I’m in a women’s spiritual growth book club. We did a Jill Betts cycle. We started a drum group when we read The Urban Shaman.” Mae looked at the screen. The full title, The Urban Shaman: Walking the Spirit Path on Pavement, sounded like a satire, though it had to be serious. Her companion continued, “We play in Ralph Edwards Park on Thursday nights. You should come.”

Mae couldn’t imagine being comfortable in what was almost a Jill Betts fan club. Kate had sent an e-mail explaining the plague in more detail than Jamie had provided. She’d expressed a strong suspicion that Jill Betts was behind it, acting through her protégées. Jill’s late student Kandyce Rainbow Kahee might have been the earlier prototype for Jill’s current project, Dahlia. I don’t like Dahlia, Kate had written, but I don’t want her to die. Her reading made me think that she might, and that Jill would have something to do with it.

“Thanks for asking me,” Mae said, “but I won’t be in town this Thursday. What did you think of The Woman in the Light?” It was subtitled A Shaman’s Path to Healing. That might be the one Kenny had said wasn’t very enlightened, about Jill becoming a shaman.

“Very exciting reading, but I liked the others better. It doesn’t tell me things I can do to heal myself like those do. I can’t exactly go to the Amazon and take ayahuasca like she did.”

“No, I reckon most people couldn’t.”

Mae went back to her search. Seeing the Illness in the Aura and The Origins of Disease in in the Spirit by Mary Kay Dieffenbacher intrigued her. There was so little time to read them she was glad she’d already checked out Fiona McCloud’s Integrated Energy Healing, seen Azure on TV, and watched Gaia’s movie. 

The remaining person on her list of healers to interview and try to heal was Ximena Castillo. Kate’s description of Ximena’s fame was that her healing practice had been the subject of Jamie’s father’s work. Mae found none of his books listed in the holdings of her small town’s library. 

She logged into the College of Rio Grande library online. The long list of Dr. Ellerbee’s publications impressed her, but they were all about indigenous religions and healing in Asia and Australia, except for one about the Mescalero Apaches. Nothing about curanderismo. It must not have gotten into a book. Searching the library databases for academic journals in anthropology, she found two relevant articles by Stanley Ellerbee: “The Role of an Urban Curandera” and “Healing Perceptions of a Curandera and her Clients in an Urban New Mexico Community.” 

This was the only fame Ximena Castillo had other than her local clients and the fair? Even if other academics had worked with her, she was hardly a celebrity. Did the source of the plague read scholarly journals? That would be more like Jill than Dahlia.

Mae printed the articles, got the books from the stacks, and carried her load to the checkout. 

“Oh, I loved these.” The woman at the front desk lit up as she scanned the Jill Betts books. A square-built woman with fading red-blond hair and a lined face, she wore feather earrings and a scarf with beaded fringe. “Especially the Sacred Cycles. It will really speak to you as a woman.”

“What did you think of the crone part?”

“Reading it changed my life. I’ve celebrated with my crone circle ever since.”

“So...” Mae took a guess. “A crone is like a wise woman? A grandmother?”

“Yes. It’s a beautiful stage of life. Like the book says, it’s a sacred cycle.”

Silver-haired Jill in her skinny jeans, dancing seductively with Lily, hadn’t looked like she thought of herself as a crone. She’d looked like she was chasing a nineteen-year-old in a bar.
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From the opinions of the two women and Kenny’s comments, Mae had a sense of what Jill’s first and last books were about. The subject matter of the middle one, The Urban Shaman, wasn’t clear to her, though it apparently had something to do with drumming. If she got in touch with Jill in the next day or so she’d have to pass for someone who’d read all three, at least in part. Mae slid her stack of books to the end of the library counter and flipped to the introduction to The Urban Shaman.  

The Case against Culture


As a lifelong student of indigenous spirituality, I have nothing against culture. However, most of us have no pure culture, only the shabby remnants of our ancestral garb clashing with a mass media mélange that we call modern culture. The struggle to maintain culturally pure shamanic traditions in such a world leads to snobbery, confusion, and spiritual disaster, as seen in—please pardon my use of these terms; their negative impact is intentional—the tragedy of the “half-caste” or “half-breed,” manifested through suicide, substance abuse, or both.

There are two paths to shamanic access to the Spirit World. One is through our creative imagination, and this is the safest and most natural path for most modern people. In some indigenous cultures, there is the crisis of emergence. For the profoundly gifted individual, the one with the capacity to become a true spirit-possessed shaman, this crisis opens the soul to the Spirit World through a struggle, a surgery on the soul, which only the chosen can endure.

Because our modern “culture” only looks for this in a “pure” culture, we have no place for the shamanic emergence crisis, and instead of nurturing it we suppress it with so-called therapies. For the average unhappy person, such treatments may be wise, but for the truly called, it is tragic.

The son of a prominent American anthropologist is my case in point, the archetypal tragedy of the half-caste. Uprooted from one of the oldest and most spiritual cultures left on the planet, deprived of his mother’s people’s teachings, this young man instead spent his formative years exposed to other cultures and immersed in urban life. He was taught the ideal of a pure culture while being raised with none. When his shamanic emergence crisis appeared, it was not recognized and was treated instead as a mental health problem. I believe that such suppression was the cause of his repeated self-destructiveness, when in fact he was called. Medicating and hospitalizing the struggle of the Spirit World to come through is one of the crimes of the modern world, well-meaning though it may be, whether committed by family or by medicine.

The goal of this book is to introduce the reader to culture-free shamanism, pure shamanism rather than pure culture, a method that needs no special language or costumes, and that will create a community in which access to the Spirit World is nurtured, supported, and encouraged as in the wise ways of traditional cultures, without need for blood ties to privilege access.

Welcome to the Spirit World. It welcomes you.

Jill Betts



No wonder Jamie hated Jill. Mae slapped the book shut, gathered her things, and started home at a furious pace.

These women who thought Jill was so wonderful probably had read this and believed it. They must have thought that some anthropologist they’d never heard of was a terrible parent for trying to help his depressed kid survive. People who idolized Jill wouldn’t notice that their favorite crone didn’t make any sense, criticizing the ideal of a pure culture and then blaming Jamie’s father for taking him away from one.

There was a fine line between what Gaia said about the untapped power overwhelming her body, and Jill’s suggestion that spiritually gifted people couldn’t have real mental illness. What if her followers read this and quit therapy? Went off their meds? Even if they really were called as shamans, that could hurt them. The last time Jamie’s gift had emerged, it had made him more unstable. It was only because he was getting well now that he finally had a little room for it, though shrunken down to cat size. 

How did Jill know Jamie’s story to twist it this way? What had he or his father ever done to her that she would do this to them? In her angry rush, Mae almost stepped on the big black ants. She slowed down, careful to avoid them as they scurried in service of their queen. An image popped into her mind, of Jill Betts deep in the ground in a special chamber, while women like Naomi and the ladies in the library fed her, and girls like Lily and Kandyce Kahee ran out on the sidewalk to get crushed. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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Mae stood in Jamie’s living room, staring, then finally remembered to push the door shut behind her. She’d expected newly painted walls, scant furnishings in each room, and some boxes in the closets. What she found was both better and worse. 

He’d painted each wall a different color and the trim yet another color in various rock-red-orange hues. A cloudy spiral like a petroglyph floated in an upper corner of one wall, and the ceiling was sky blue. The effect was like walking into an O’Keefe landscape. The hours of work he must have put into it showed determination and creative energy, but he couldn’t have given any thought to how such colors might integrate with furniture—and he didn’t have any. Not a stick. The room was empty except for the boxes.

Gasser woke from a nap on a stair-stepped pile of them and uttered a low, one-syllable mer. He stretched, spreading his toes apart, and rolled onto his side. Mae stroked his back. His fur had a freshly brushed fluffiness and smelled like herbal shampoo. Gasser ignored her touch, stretching again and farting.

She moved to the kitchen. It had the same color scheme and a spiral. At least this room had two pieces of furniture, a table and one chair. One chair? Three dishes and two cookie sheets sat in the bamboo drainer on the counter. Boxes blocked the bottom cabinets. 

The counter was cluttered with bags of snacks and plastic tubs of whole-grain, home-made cookies. Bananas shared a bowl with multicolored cherry tomatoes. Shriveled tomato stems lay in a neat little heap nearby, as if Jamie had stood there eating tomatoes and collecting the stems and forgotten to throw them away. 

Hoping to see that he’d really unpacked more than it seemed, she opened cabinets above the counter. The first held food and spices. The next, a coffee grinder, a single cookbook, one lidded pot, one frying pan, and one mixing bowl. Why just one? He must have burrowed into the boxes for these things and then closed them back up. That was even crazier than not unpacking at all. Why not finish the job once he’d dug in? She had an image of a depressed mid-winter Jamie carefully taking out the fewest possible items and then resealing the boxes, making it easier for his survivors to clear out when he died. Sad, but she wouldn’t put it past him to think of that.

On the table lay a sheet of paper that had been torn from the unused January section of a planner. A cartoon heart with arms and legs and a chef’s hat spoke in a word balloon. Jamie’s sprawling handwriting spilled over the balloon’s borders. He’d worked hard at it. All the letters were in the right order. Dinner in the fridge. Love ya. JEJE.

She checked the refrigerator. Finally something looked normal. It was stocked full with healthy foods and local brews. She recognized her meal, a tomato-garnished plate of three big burritos, and another plate filled with a huge salad under clear plastic wrap. It was too early for dinner, and there was more food than she could finish, but she knew it would be good. Prepared with love. 

She closed the door and headed upstairs. Maybe he had unpacked up there.

He hadn’t. He’d painted in softer tones of the same general theme. The spirals almost merged with the wall color, and there was one in every room, even in the bathroom at the head of the stairs. What were these? Did he like the pattern or did it mean something? She remembered he’d seen a spiral when he started hearing those buzzing spirits.

One room was empty except for boxes, the cat’s litter box and toys, and a hairy towel and cat brush on the floor. The bedroom had boxes, too, and no furniture except the bed. Freshly made, with crisp satin-edged sheets, it was strewn with roses of all colors: red, coral, yellow, even lavender. Oh, Jamie. She pictured him cooking, garnishing the plates just so, buying the flowers and spreading them, anxiously double-checking again and again that they looked just right, hopeful despite the boxes blighting his romantic efforts. Mae took a deep breath of the roses. She’d need to unpack a vase for them or they’d die. 

There was probably one in the kitchen boxes. Were they labeled by contents? She looked in the open closet. The boxes in it had something scribbled on them. Bedroom. Not much help. The ones in the kitchen probably said kitchen. 

At least he’d unpacked some clothes. On the shelf sat his mouse-brown winter fedora, his white cowboy hat, folded jeans, underwear, and funny little knit shorts and tank tops. Loud cotton shirts in various ethnic prints hung on the near-empty rod. All were the same style—the kind that was meant to be worn untucked and loose. Similar clothes lay in a basketless heap of laundry on the floor. The pants and shirts looked new. He hadn’t unpacked much after all—he’d shopped. Maybe he liked to shop, but from the look of the place she didn’t think so. 

Jamie had told her that Wendy had ordered him to get clothes that fit. He could have unpacked some, but he hadn’t. When he’d said he felt like he would dig up a body—my own body at a hundred pounds of different sizes—that meant he had clothes in these boxes that would fit him at his present weight. It also implied he didn’t want to see the ones that had fit him when he was a lot bigger or a lot smaller. That couldn’t be the whole explanation, though. Mae’s suspicion that he’d been making re-packing easier on his survivors came back. 

It was time to unpack. He’d made progress on his body image, and his remarkable survival in the lake seemed to have put an end to his death wish. Living with the boxes had to be making him feel more stuck than he really was. Was he afraid they had spiders in them?

The vase for the roses should come first, and then she would unpack everything. Jamie would be so surprised—and relieved.

As she started for the stairs, a glimpse of something lived-in and personal caught her eye, another hint of normalcy. On a box across the room from the bed was the usual little pile of things men pulled from their pockets at the end of a day. Coins. Crumpled notes and lists. A wrinkled pink business card with one word on it and a phone number. Dahlia. 

Mae put the roses in water in the sink. Already tired, they left petals on the bed.
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Dahlia’s reception was cool. “Jamie Ellerbee gave you my number? He hasn’t even called me himself.”

Mae doubted he ever would. “His father is one of my advisors on an independent study I’m doing over the summer. I’m researching modern shamanism and healing. Jamie said he’s seen you with Jill Betts. I’ve got interviews scheduled with some other prominent people, but I haven’t been able to arrange to meet her.”

“Jill doesn’t just meet people.”

“I can understand that. But I’m not some groupie, I’m a college student. Jamie said you were with Fiona McCloud, too. It’d be great if I could talk to her.”

“Oh. Fiona.” Dahlia’s voice dropped, dismissing Fiona like an unfashionable idea. “I can steer you better than that. Don’t waste your time.”

Did she want to hide Fiona’s condition? “Wow. I’m glad I talked to you. Her book made me think she’d be one of the best. Do you know other healers, then?”

“Of course I do. If you want to talk with me, I’m at De Vargas Mall. Meet me at the Starbucks there in about half an hour.”

Not a question, a command. Mae gave a description by which she could be recognized. Dahlia didn’t reciprocate. She said, “I’ll look for you.” 

And then decide if you’re willing to talk with me?
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Seated at a table in the center of the coffee shop, surrounded by small shopping bags, Lily—Mae had to make herself think of her as Dahlia—waved a few fingers and hinted at a possible smile. Mae crossed the room and introduced herself. As soon as she spoke, she wondered if her accent would make Harold’s daughter think about him. Dahlia was so limited in her expression, it was hard to tell if she noticed.

“Let me get you some coffee,” Mae said. “What would you like?”

“Iced.” Dahlia’s speech scarcely betrayed her North Carolina roots. She looked past Mae, watching people. “Black. No sugar”

Mae bought the drinks and returned to her companion with two black iced coffees. She really wanted sweet tea but intuition told her to conform to Dahlia. Still observing the other customers in the coffee shop, the girl took her drink without thanking Mae. “There are a fair number of decent-looking people in Santa Fe. Have you noticed that? Not as fat as the rest of the country.” 

What an odd piece of small talk. No, maybe not, from a model. “They are in good shape.” 

“But they don’t do a thing with their hair.”

Mae nodded without comment. She didn’t do a thing with her own hair besides wash and brush it, and Dahlia’s was probably cultivated and nourished like a garden.

“And they let their skin go.” This came out with the strongest emotion Dahlia had registered so far. “Some of these people are so dried up. They have no idea.”

“Reckon they don’t care.”

“They should. You seem to.”

“I try.”

“You’ve done pretty well, for a redhead in New Mexico, but I can tell you the real secret of skin. Of course there’s sunscreen and staying hydrated, and the right cleansers—and a soft towel is very important—but this is the key thing.” Dahlia sipped her coffee, without pursing her lips to the straw. “Restrain your face.”

Mae had to restrain a laugh. “Really?”

“Oh, yes. I mean, you obviously take care of your complexion, but ...” The purple-blue eyes fixed frankly on Mae’s. “You’re awfully expressive. Relax your eyebrows. See? Now if you like what I say, just imply a smile. Try it. See? Half the wrinkles.”

“I’ll have to practice.” Mae tried a pale shade of an agreeable look. “Do you work in skin care?”

“No.” Dahlia’s tone was slightly contemptuous, but she restrained it as well as her face. “I’m a model. I patronize skin care.”

So she wasn’t going to hide her profession. This was unexpected. “That’s so cool. I wouldn’t think there’s a lot of modeling work here.”

“Not much, no. Mostly I fly to L.A. or New York.”

“Sounds exciting.” 

“Beats going to college. What a chore. I hated it. What are you doing in college here? You sound North Carolina. Mountains.”

“You’re good with accents. Most people can’t tell one Southerner from another. My daddy coaches at College of the Rio Grande.” Dahlia registered subtle approval. The small, private school must have impressed her. Mae decided not to mention the free tuition, and sipped her coffee, trying not to overuse her face in case that was what it took to build a rapport. “What got you to studying with these healers?”

Dahlia scooted her chair in closer and spoke just above a whisper. “I had a professional reason.”

“Really? Can they just wave a crystal at you and make you skinny? A lot of girls would love that. Put me out of business as personal trainer, though.”  

A glimmer of further approbation showed in Dahlia’s eyes at the mention of Mae’s occupation. “Oh, it’s easy being thin. For me, anyway. No, I wanted to be the best. You know how that feels, right? There are a lot of trainers out there. How do you get ahead of the pack? I needed to find my power animal.” Dahlia drank her coffee, again with great care about how she moved her lips onto the straw. “Jill’s helping me with that.”

“A power animal. I never would have thought of that. Would it fit in a paper on emotional wellness?”

“I have no idea. I’m not into that healing and wholeness bullshit.”

A desire for power was more in character for Lily Petersen than an interest in healing. “Power sounds more interesting, but I’m studying what most people who go to healers and psychics want.”

Dahlia implied the potential lift of one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Which is?”

Mae improvised. “Growth.” It was what Kenny talked about all the time. “I’ve read that word so much I’m starting to picture spiritual growths. Like carbuncles or something.”

Dahlia’s eyes bordered on warmth, and her lips nearly curved. “I’m so glad you don’t take it all seriously. I swear, except for having my neighbor fix my stupid lights, I haven’t met any normal people around here. I mean, look at that.” She nodded toward a Caucasian couple in white robes and turbans. “They think they’re Sikhs. Some suburbanites out of Idaho or somewhere and they go do Kundalini in Espanola and they’re all Singhs and Khalsas now. Spiritual people are such idiots.”

Her cell phone rang in a pocket on the outside of her tiny, square purse. She answered without excusing herself. “Oh. Wonderful ... Did you get them to meet my fee? ... Good ... Yes. Of course. Monday and Tuesday. I’ll be there.” She entered a date in the calendar function of the phone and tucked it back in its place. “I have to go out of town Sunday so I can do a shoot in LA next week, but tomorrow I’m going to a concert with Jill and Fiona. Join us. Jill might even talk to you.”

“Thank you. I look forward to meeting them.”

“We’ll see. They may not want to be researched.”

“Should you check with them first?”

“No. If they won’t talk to you or the music sucks, we can get up and shop. The concert’s at a mall. There’s a new coffee shop with a music stage at La Villa Real Center.”

That mall was the first place Mae had seen Jamie perform. “Is the band Zambethalia?” Dahlia nodded. “They won’t suck,” Mae assured her.

“Great.” Dahlia finished her drink, unenthused even when she said great. She reached to the empty chair beside her and picked up a copy of the local free paper, The Reporter. “This is your best resource.” She turned it to the back page classifieds and took a pen out of a special pen compartment in her purse. “These people will be interesting for your research.” She slashed through a few ads with big checkmarks. “And maybe these ...” She ticked a few more, stood, gathered her purchases, and dropped a fresh pink card in front of Mae. “I’ll see you tomorrow night. We should get together, hang out sometime without the old women when I get back from LA. ’Bye.”   

With a flip of her extraordinary hair, she swung toward the exit and then braked, spun back, and returned to Mae, leaning in close to whisper. “Don’t tell anyone what I do, all right? And don’t tell anyone what you’re seeing them for. If you really want to see them do their thing, you should pretend you’re suffering.” She winked, a robotic little drop of her eyelid without a wrinkle, and strode out into the blinding sunlight of the parking lot. She put on sunglasses. No squinting, of course, and undoubtedly she was SPF 50’d down to her perfect pink toenails.

Mae went back for more coffee, this time with a muffin. She read the ads in The Reporter while she ate. The people Dahlia had recommended would help you communicate with your garden’s spirits, reveal your pets’ past lives, do Native American inspired feng shui, or astral plane surgery. Mae didn’t make any appointments. 

Did Dahlia have a strategy? It looked like she wanted to steer Mae away from the people she had damaged, but also to show off her relationship with the famous Ms. Betts. To do that she’d have to include Fiona, but she had already implied Fiona was worthless, perhaps to keep Mae from talking with her much. 

Why the new name? She could be Lily Dahlia, a flower-power version of a Southern double name. Mae was Rhoda Mae but had dropped the Rhoda. Using a preferred middle name wouldn’t explain Dahlia’s lack of a last name, though, or the don’t-tell-anyone whisper about her profession. Lily-as-Dahlia had a few secrets. Not only from her parents, but from her Santa Fe friends. Why had she shared them with Mae? 

Mae handled the card. She didn’t trust Lily. Dahlia. Was she really Jill’s weapon, like Kate suspected? If so, she was up to something—Mae had no idea what—on her own as well. Something Jill didn’t know about.
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On her way to her car, Mae got a call from someone named Heather, asking her to stop at Palace Street Healing Arts to sign her contract with Spirit World Fair. When Mae got there, Heather gave her a list of names with times, locations, directions and phone numbers for the next morning’s appointments with people Mae was supposed to heal. Tomorrow. She should be practicing her skills, not unpacking for Jamie.

Back at his apartment, she brought her suitcase into the living room and took out the brocaded case with the Chinese chi balls, and the books on crystals and on meditation techniques. It had been too long since she’d used them.

She sat on the floor, rolling the metal balls enameled with gold-edged clouds and dragons in her hand. It was supposed to be chi, not just subtle muscle control that made the balls orbit each other. She used to be able to roll and to reverse them in either hand without a sound. Now the balls bumped each other, the chimes inside them ringing a gentle scolding. 

Meditation was equally challenging. The clutter sent out distracting energy and it took her a while to focus. After a few moderately successful practices with the balls, she lay back with Lily’s jewelry in one hand, turquoise and aventurine in the other, and her grandmother’s amethyst resting on her heart. This time, maybe she would have a vision that found answers.

Why is Lily doing what she’s doing here? I need to know what will stop her if she’s a witch, and protect her, too, if Jill is one. 

The psychic tunnel moved Mae to a smaller kitchen than she’d seen before. Naomi, her broad-bottomed figure slightly slimmer, her thick hair as long and brown as Lily’s was now, talked on the phone. Lily, a fussy five-year-old, tugged at her mother’s jeans pocket chanting, “Mommy, Mommy.”

Frowning, Naomi ignored her for a while, and then pushed her away. Lily cried and stamped her feet. “You’re awful. You hate me.”

Her mother blew out an exasperated breath. “I’ve got to go. It’s Lily.” She slammed the receiver down and slapped the child across the face. Shocked, Mae struggled to stay in the vision. Lily wailed louder and struck at her mother’s arms. Naomi slapped her again and carried her up to her room. “You’ll stay there until you can be quiet.”

Lily screamed and threw her toys around the room until Naomi seized her by the arm and spanked her, crushing Lily’s face against the wall, spanking until the child crumpled. 

Naomi stalked from the room. Lily lay on her back, wailing, and beat the floor with her heels. As time passed with no end to the howling, Naomi hollered, “Shut up or I’ll give you something to cry about.”

Lily softened to sniffling and whimpering and rolled to her side, her ear to the floor near a heat register. Her mother’s voice came through it, and she was crying too, speaking to someone she called “honey.” No one answered. A phone conversation. Perhaps Naomi had renewed the call Lily had interrupted. 

Tears drying on her cheeks, Lily bunched up the rag rug from her floor and held onto it like a teddy bear. “I want my daddy.” 

Mae tried to keep her feelings from intruding on her focus, but her heart ached and her arms longed to reach into the past to comfort the little girl.

“I’m so sorry, honey,” Naomi said to the person on the phone. She sniffed and blew her nose. “I don’t know what gets into me—I feel like I’m losing control. That child is so difficult. I ... I’m so ashamed. ... I hit her. I slapped my baby.” She burst into sobs. “I need help. Harold’s the only one she listens to and he’s on the road for three months. Three months. If I didn’t have you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

Naomi wasn’t talking to Harold. Mae almost lost the vision again. With effort, she followed the thread of Lily’s energy back into the tunnel to a new vision.

Lily was about seven, tall and thin with a pale, pinched face. She was sneaking into her own house, closing the front door without a sound, and creeping up the stairs in her sock feet, carrying her shoes in one hand, her school bag in the other. The door to what must be her parents’ room was closed as Lily slipped into her own room, leaving the door ajar. She sat at a child-sized table and opened a coloring book, then began to fill in a picture. Not once did she stray outside the lines. Something made her look up. She tiptoed to her door and hid behind it, peering through the crack between the hinges. Naomi, dressed in a silky kimono, was kissing a tall, blond, broad-shouldered young man at the head of the stairs. He stood one step down, sliding his hands along her curves. 

“I hate to hurry you but the school bus comes soon,” she murmured between kisses. “I need to get dressed.”

“Why? Your husband’s on tour. You called in sick. So of course you’d be undressed.” The man stroked her back and squeezed her bottom. Taking a step backward down the stairs, he paused and kissed her breasts. “Hm?”

“At least I need my nightgown on if I’m sick.” Naomi’s eyes closed and her lips parted. “But ... you can help me put it on.” She drew him back into her room. 

After checking the hallway again, Lily sneaked down the stairs, shoes in hand, and opened the front door to run across the lawn.

From the sidewalk a few houses down, she watched the man leave the house and get in his car. She shoved her feet into her shoes and then walked toward the house as if she were just arriving home. As the man drove down the street, she smiled and waved. He waved back. Re-entering the house noisily, Lily called, “Hey Mom, I’m early. I got a ride home with Julie.”
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Enough. Mae put Lily’s things back in her suitcase. What she’d learned was far too private. Unless there was some hidden logic to her visions about Lily, they were once again useless as well as misdirected. How could what she’d seen help her stop Lily from stealing power? Could Lily be preventing Mae from finding out?

Mae had encountered a witch once before. He’d been able to sense her psychic access to his life and to catch her looking. If Lily could do something like that, it would make this work a whole lot harder.

Mae cleared her energy with a quartz point and took the crystals outside to rebalance in the sun. A spiral flagstone path wound around clumps of sage and what looked like it might bloom into lavender. Jamie must have made this little garden in his signature design. His landlady’s side of the yard was nothing but dirt, decorated only with the piles of pink pebbles excavated by ants.

She laid the crystals on a rock and walked the spiral, reflecting on her vision. It was hard to reconcile the generous, nurturing Naomi who had been so kind to Jamie on his tour with the woman who had slapped her child and spanked her so hard she collapsed. Mae hoped the violence was an aberration, a one-time terrible mistake, but it might not have been. It seemed to be part of some kind of breakdown for Naomi. Her desire to reconnect with Lily had to be burdened with guilt and regret.

To Lily, Naomi had been the “bad parent” and Harold the “good parent.” The bad parent had betrayed the good one, with a man Lily knew. What had Lily done with that secret? What had the secret done to Lily? Calling herself Dahlia, she studied with a shamanic teacher recommended by the “bad” parent, then cut her mother off and refused to see the “good” parent, too. 

The journey had raised more questions than it answered, and complicated Mae’s view of the girl. It made her care about her. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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Sign interpreting Bernadette’s Friday morning keynote address at the conference, Kate sat at the left edge of the stage with Lobo at her feet, her mind buzzing with both excitement and worry. 

The talk was on creating standards in CAM—complementary and alternative medicine— practices new to formal professional credentialing. Bernadette began with the history of licensure in acupuncture, and then moved on to Ayurveda and yoga as examples of CAM fields that were in the process of defining and measuring qualifications. When she reached the topics of healing and shamanism, Kate had to keep popping mental bubbles—from ideas for the guild to concerns about the plague—so she could focus on signing Bernadette’s speech.

“Energy healing therapies, from older traditions like Qi Gong to modern ones like the Brennan school, have training standards. But neither the skill nor the result is observable in the same way it is in the case of an Ayurvedic diet or a yoga practice. How does one assess competence on the invisible? The same problems occur with training neo-shamanic practitioners. How does one measure the outcomes, or even confirm the reality of the experience? These fields present special challenges, but I believe those are not insurmountable if practitioners are willing to be studied.”

And if the best ones don’t all get the plague.

As she wrapped up, Dr. Pena asked if there were any questions. Kate scanned the audience. She would need to hear the question well enough to sign it. Jill Betts stood. Her voice carried. “Are you serious about credentialing and registration for shamans? Is nothing sacred?” 

She sounded serious, and yet many in the audience laughed at her use of the cliché. So much for Jill joining the guild. Kate signed the question and indicated as an aside that there had been laughter.

“With respect for sacred traditions,” Bernadette replied, “I certainly wouldn’t suggest that we need exams and certifications for Native medicine people. That may be my Apache bias, but Indian people have ways of assuring competence in our traditions. Perhaps, though, there is a need for credentialing people who set up a practice and charge by the hour, or train others for a fee. I’d recommend that such a process should be attentive, the way it is in more established fields, to the potential to do harm as well as the competence to do good.”

Jill began to say more, but Bernadette had already acknowledged the next questioner. He asked about standards for yoga teacher training programs. Jill sat, taut as if ready to spring back to her feet, but the new subject was popular and used up all the time allotted for questions. Kate translated Bernadette’s final thank you, and the professor put her web site on the PowerPoint screen for further contacts. After applause, Bernadette said, “I’d like to thank Katelina Radescu for her signing. You were beautiful to watch.”

The attention both embarrassed and honored Kate. She was accustomed to being invisible except to the deaf. She woke Lobo and proceeded down the ramp. She had another session to interpret, but her way was doubly blocked by front row attendees moving toward the exits and a flow from the other direction forming into a line in front of the stage. 

Jill worked her way down the aisle and joined the line waiting for Bernadette, glancing up at the professor with the kind of smirk Kate had seen on the faces of political debaters about to score a point. The famous shaman then took notice of Kate, giving her a small, dry smile, and said, “I’m intrigued that there are signs for the things she was talking about. Can you really translate all that?” 

“Once in a while there aren’t signs for the words. Then I spell. But I specialize in academic events. My vocabulary is extensive.”

“Your spelling must be good, too,” said a tall, shapeless woman in line behind Jill. “I’d hate to have to spell something in public.” She giggled and then turned to Jill. “I was with you on that last thing she said about potential harm being as important as competence. I mean, modern medicine does so much harm, but alternative medicine is always being asked to prove it’s not dangerous.”

Jill nodded and looked over the heads of the people in front of her. Royalty forced to stand among the peasants. 

Kate asked, “Do you think she was saying that neo-shamanic practitioners are dangerous?” 

“Not people like Jill.” The bad speller touched Jill’s arm. “But someone like that witch doctor in your book—”

“A colorful anecdote from my travels.” Jill ruffled like an irritable bird. “Not exactly representative of modern neo-shamanism.” 

The line progressed and Jill closed in on Bernadette. “I suppose Stan Ellerbee had an influence on your ideas about verifying shamans?”

Bernadette replied, “I started studying these issues before I met Stan. I began my research on modern healers in Norfolk and Virginia Beach.”

“The guild of verified healers started there?”

“No. That wasn’t my idea. It was Jamie Ellerbee’s. I’m only consulting, and I haven’t got anywhere near developing a verification system yet. If you’d invite me to review your trainings, I’d be further along. Please get in touch.”

Bernadette slipped past Jill and began to talk with the bad speller.

Jill muttered, “Does she really think I need her approval? A review in her little column?”

“I have no idea,” Kate said. No idea why Jill objected so much, either, or what was behind the bad blood between Jill and the Ellerbees. Kate wanted to ask, but couldn’t risk alienating her last hope of a star attraction for the fair. Access to the exit had cleared. She gave Lobo his cue to walk. “Please excuse me. I have to sign another session.”

“Meet me for lunch, Kate.” Jill spoke her name with sudden warmth. “We may have things to talk about.”
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Between signing sessions, Kate checked e-mail and the fair’s web site on her tablet. No updates yet. Jamie had still done nothing. All he’d had was a good idea, and Kate could have signed this conference and thought of it herself. She checked messages on her phone. He’d left her a chaotic text. What had he done—turned off the auto-correct when he couldn’t type? Gto hlep. Fwe dyas ago. Fgrot to teel u. Heather. Kate hoped that the number he gave wasn’t scrambled. She called it.

“Palace Street Healing Arts, this is Heather. How can I help you?”

“This is Kate Radescu. Spirit World Fair. Does Jamie do anything on this project?”

“He pays me.” Heather sounded cheerful and light-hearted. “Or he will.”

Outrage popped up like a jack-in-the-box. What? I didn’t tell him he could do that. That’s coming out of his pay if we don’t get enough vendors. Kate kept her voice calm, pressing her frustration back into its container. “What has he hired you to do?”

“The web site. Ad ideas. Place ads once you approve them. I called about the location, too. The price has gone up for the outdoor venue in Pojoaque, so we may have to move it. The registration for participants is so low it’ll be hard to pay for it. Since Jamie’s got some connections at the tribal college I thought we could move it there if we made it more relevant to their mission. You could get some Native dancers and story-tellers, and have lectures in some of the classrooms. They don’t have much going on in the summer, so I bet we could get a weekend. I can’t work on the ad copy, though, since we don’t know what we’re advertising yet—and we can’t take the web site live yet, either. I’ve got a draft version you can look at if you log in as an administrator. I had fun playing with that last night. It’s not fin—”

“Shit.” Heather was right. How could they advertise when they didn’t even know who was participating? 

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No. You didn’t. You’re great.” Kate had to credit Jamie with that. He knew who to choose to do his work for him. “But Jamie did. Where is he?”

“Albuquerque. He’s doing an interview on KUNM, and then he’s at the hospital.”

“What?”

“Oh no, he’s not sick. He volunteers with the Music in Medicine program. Concerts, or bedside music for people who are stressed or scared.”

It might be nice for the patients to hear his flutes or his voice but she couldn’t picture him being soothing. Fuck. You look buggered. Need a lullaby? Kate brought her mind back to Heather. “Have any more major people declined to participate?”

“One more, yes. Jill Betts.”

“She doesn’t count. She already turned me down.” 

“I know. I thought I should try again, though, since the other famous people weren’t doing it, and I love her work.” Heather sighed. “She wasn’t even interested.”

“Still, you showed some initiative.” Curious about what was behind Bernadette’s exchange with Jill, Kate asked, “Do you know Jill? Have you been to her drum circle?” 

“No, and I couldn’t afford to join even if I was asked. One of our massage therapists got invited and I looked at the application—phew! That’d keep me out even if Jill wanted me in.”

“How much is it?”

Heather named a startling price.

“Wow. If she can command that kind of money ...” Kate needed the psychic part of the fair to bring in the equivalent of Harold Petersen in the musical part. Witch, bitch and all, Jill would be valuable. “We could charge a good fee if she’d do a talk. I like the lecture idea if we get the campus. Did you mention that to her?”

“No. I thought of it after I’d already asked her. It was just an e-mail, but she came across as pretty final.”

“Are the campus setting and the lectures on the new web site?”

“Yes—but it’s just a draft. None of that’s confirmed yet. I can’t get hold of anyone there on the weekend.”

“Look into it Monday. I’ll see if I can get Jill.”
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Jill sat across from Kate in the hotel coffee shop, examining the draft version of the new Spirit World Fair web site on Kate’s tablet. Heather’s plan included the music, spiritual art, book signings, healing sessions, and psychic readings that had always been features of the fair, along with her proposed expanded programming. Kate sipped her chai tea and watched her companion’s reactions go from frowning distrust to smug delight. 

“This looks marvelous.” Jill’s voice dropped into the glass of iced coffee poised at her mouth, like an echo in a small cave. “Very professional. I think I could find time to be one of the speakers.” 

“So it’s good enough for you now?” I’m inviting the witch who almost destroyed the fair to save it.

Jill drank and lowered her glass. “Now, Kate, really. I never said it wasn’t good enough. You’re putting words into my mouth. I was busy. A ninety-minute lecture isn’t like committing for two whole days.”

“Be honest. You want to do this now that it’s classy.” Or now that you’ve eliminated the competition.

A little girl trailing disinterested parents lunged toward Lobo. Kate thrust her hand between her dog and the child. “You never play with a service dog when he’s at work. Do you understand?” 

She kept her voice soft for the little girl, but gave the parents a freezing glare. They were the ones that should know better. The mother mumbled an irritable apology. Lobo remained alert but calm. A look of amusement crossed Jill’s face as the chastised family walked away.

“I’m afraid I turned Heather down.” Jill speared an olive from her salad and pulled it off her fork with her lips. There was a theatrical precision to her eating, the opposite of Jamie but equally annoying. She reminded Kate of a proper New England dowager at tea, dressed up as a Santa Fe cowgirl. “But she didn’t tell me all this. It would be a perfect venue for sharing my work. In the earlier version of this event I’d imagined having a booth like someone selling frybread at a powwow. In this setting, I think I could reach a great many more people who could benefit.”

Kate pulled a wilted piece of lettuce from her sandwich. Disgusting. “People who could buy your books?” 

“Have you read them?” 

“No. Do I need to?”

“Hardly.” Jill cut a tomato slice with her knife and dipped it in dressing. “I think you are fully in touch with your personal power and your womanhood.”

“You mean I’m a bitch.”

Jill chuckled, a deep, close-mouthed sound. “That’s what timid people call strong women.”

“Will you call Heather back?”

“Get her to ask me again.” Jill took a bite of her salad and leaned back in her chair, taking her time to chew and swallow. “I’m sure I’ll get a better location and time slot if I’m courted. I see it’s going to be at the Eight Northern campus.” 

“That’s tentative.”

“I expect you can work it through Jamie’s connections.” Jill’s tone became condescending. “Everything that young man does comes through his father’s influence. Verifying healers.” She sniffed. “That has Stan written all over it.”

Kate felt a strange urge to defend Jamie. She’d seen him at the board meeting, struggling to pull his thoughts together as the idea formed. “No, I was there when Jamie came up with it. It’s his original idea.” 

“It still came from Stan. Jamie’s thinking is no more original than his music.”

“His music—”

“Is a hodge-podge of influences from Stan’s travels, plus the operatic training.” Jill winced as if hearing music in two clashing keys. “Jamie’s talented, but he has no center.”

“If you’re doing the fair, you’d better not go around saying things like that. He’s the emcee, and the opening act.” 

“That’s why I wanted to see you.” Jill lowered her voice, angling in toward Kate with the air of a concerned confidante. “He’s unreliable. I’m sure you’ve noticed, but I don’t know how well you know him.” She speared a slice of zucchini, held it poised near her mouth. “Check your crystal ball, dear. You may need a plan B.”

Kate turned off her tablet and put it away. “Thanks for the warning, but I don’t need it.” 

Enemies said things about each other that weren’t worth listening to. Jamie wasn’t that unreliable. He might want to quit if Jill was in the fair, but he couldn’t, and he and Jill both knew it. Kate was going to have them both whether or not they wanted each other there.
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On her way to interpret her final session of the day, The Intentional Evocation of the Placebo Response in Traditional and Modern Healing, Kate made a quick call to Heather to have her take care of Mae’s contract and appointments, and suggested she re-invite Jill. Heather bubbled with excitement at the prospect. 

Attendance at the talk was low. Kate had only one deaf client left. The speaker, a squat woman wearing ceramic jewelry in the shape of frogs, had a monotonous voice that put a few listeners to sleep. The deaf man looked more alert than the people who could hear her. 

“Ceremony evokes a response, whether it’s an OCD ritual, an athlete’s superstition about his lucky socks, or a shaman’s dance. Rituals with negative meaning create a nocebo rather than a placebo.” Kate had to spell out nocebo. “For example, a voodoo curse, or having your blood pressure taken.” 

Being in a doctor’s office made Kate’s blood pressure go up. She understood the nocebo. 

“These responses are real, not imagined. It’s how shamans have always worked. We all respond to music and dance, and we all respond to hope and to dread. I’ve conducted studies on lesser-known placebo effects that are more subtle aspects of our expectations. CAM practitioners, for example, may be advised not to set their prices too low. My studies have found that an expensive placebo is more effective than a cheap one. This is true of pills and procedures. If your work is effective, it may be more effective if it costs more. Our beliefs set up our expectations of quality, and our bodies respond accordingly.”

Kate was grateful to her remaining deaf client for not leaving early. Her head was spinning with ideas that almost fit but sometimes contradicted each other. Were Jill’s high prices making people feel better, rather than her teachings? 

Meanwhile Jamie was giving away music at a hospital where people paid thousands of dollars for treatment, yet might need a song to ease their suffering. A nurse could check blood pressure or the use of self-administered pain medication and see if the music helped. Who would measure anything Jill did? Bernadette wanted to, but Jill wouldn’t let her. 

Maybe the high prices and the applications were a guarantee of a good placebo response, but they could also be a moat around the castle of Queen Jill. Her reputation must have suffered when Kandyce Kahee died. Jill protected herself from scrutiny after that. Maybe it was because she was a fake, or maybe because she had something else to hide. 
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Chapter Nineteen
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Unpacking the kitchen was easy, since Mae could put things in cabinets. She flew through it, eager to surprise Jamie. The work was harder in the other rooms, since they had no furniture, but it was worth the effort. The last artifacts of his winter of depression would be gone by the time he got home. 

She had to put the boxes with papers in them in the living room closet. If she didn’t make Jamie buy a file cabinet tomorrow he might leave them forever, so she started a furniture shopping list. When she stacked books where shelves should go, she estimated how many shelves he’d need and added those to the list. Upstairs, she found one disassembled lamp and a whole nest of lampshades in a box, but no other lamps. More for the list. Lamps. Dressers. Bedside tables. She turned an empty box upside down as a table for the bouquet, which she had arranged in a pretty blue vase.

As Jamie had predicted, the clothing she unpacked showed him at extreme variations in weight. Why hadn’t he gotten rid of things he’d never wear again? Avoiding the history of his battles with his body? The biggest clothes must have been packed for years. She hung all the clothes she thought he might want to keep in the closet. The largest and smallest sizes she repacked into separate boxes and labeled them. 

At the bottom of a box containing neckties, dress shirts and a suit, which would fit him at what he called perfect-one-seventy-five, Mae found photos of Jamie with an elegant blonde woman. Mae had never met her, but she knew enough about Jamie’s life to recognize his ex-fiancée, Lisa. He probably hadn’t dressed up since Lisa had broken the engagement. Mae put the pictures on the spare room’s closet shelf and hung the clothing toward the far end of the bedroom closet. Jamie might not want to think about Lisa, but he’d lose a few pounds eventually and look good in that suit.

At the bottom of the box, Mae found two small lumps wrapped in white paper, and a cheap stand-up picture frame, face down, showing its black cardboard backing. She picked up the first bundle of paper and two rings fell out, wide silver bands with gold-trimmed inlays of alternating green and blue turquoise. Two sizes, a man’s and a woman’s.

For a second her breath stopped. Wedding bands? Jamie had packed most of these boxes when he’d split up with Lisa. The suit might have been for their planned wedding. 

The edge of a bracelet poked out of the other wad of paper. Gold-trimmed silver, perhaps the work of the same artist. Mae unwrapped it with the intention of rewrapping it more tightly, but once she’d uncovered it, she was too struck by its beauty to hide it again.

The heavy silver cuff bore a solar system in semi-precious stones, the ringed planets wearing thin bands of gold around their colorful belts. A yellow turquoise Jupiter was inlaid with jasper for its red spot. Mars was apple coral. Venus, mother of pearl. Earth, made of green and blue turquoise like the wedding bands, showed the western portion of North America and all of Australia, wrapped in gold in the silver sea. Lisa must have had it designed for Jamie, showing his birthplace and hers. Tears started in Mae’s eyes.

So much love and hope went into these things. They told a story she could read without being psychic: Lisa gave Jamie the bracelet and he went to the same silversmith for their rings. If Mae had uncovered anything this meaningful from her marriage to Hubert, even after moving on from him, it would still hurt. She wished Jamie had furniture, a drawer in which to tuck these away so he wouldn’t lose them, but wouldn’t have to see them until he was ready. 

Turning the bracelet reverently, she noticed words engraved inside. Reading them felt almost sacrilegious. They might say, Love forever from Lisa, or some other broken promise.

They didn’t. The inscription was simply sterling silver, 14k gold, and the artist’s maker’s mark and tribe. Mae stared at it. The letter K framed either end of a striated arc like a rainbow. K rainbow K. Kandyce Rainbow Kahee, Cochiti. 
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If Mae thought like Kenny, she’d say the universe had put this in her hands. That everything happened for a reason. Through Kahee’s creations, Mae might see how Jill had worked with a chosen student. If Jill taught certain favored students how to steal power, knowing how she did it could help Mae undo the damage.

It wouldn’t be right to use the bracelet, though. Mae put it on the box with the roses. Psychic work with this would pry into Jamie’s broken love story rather than bring up the artist’s life. The dead didn’t leave energy trails anyway—not unless they were ghosts.

Could Kandyce Kahee be a ghost? If Jill had trained her as a witch, she could be a scary ghost, but she was a good candidate for being one. The silversmith had died unexpectedly and might have some unfinished business with her shaman teacher. That could keep her around. 

Mae picked up the rings from where they had tumbled on the floor. The jeweler’s mark inside them was tiny and hard to read but it was there. Unlike the bracelet, the rings wouldn’t have been worn. Jamie and Lisa would have tried them on once and put them away. Only the artist’s energy should come through. 

Would Jamie be upset if Mae used one of the rings for her work? He’d been too close to the relationship with Lisa when he’d packed to think of selling them, but that was probably what he would do now. He wouldn’t save them for a future marriage, not the same rings.

Mae put the man’s ring on the box with the bracelet, and held the woman’s ring, the one that would have the least trace of Jamie in it. It wasn’t as if she’d be looking into his life, and yet she still felt a ripple of unease. Unpacking was supposed to be a favor, not an intrusion, and now that she’d found these it already felt like one. Was there some other way she could get at Jill and Kandyce Kahee’s past? Through something of Jill’s, perhaps? 

No. If Jill was a witch, she would guard her belongings and her energy. Even if she didn’t, Mae wouldn’t meet her until after her appointments with Azure, Mary Kay, and Hilda, and she needed the information in advance. Healing the victims of the plague wouldn’t be much use if Jill and Dahlia could just keep spreading it. A journey now should be the best way to learn how Jill worked.

Mae turned the ring in her fingers. If she picked up something about Jamie’s relationship with Lisa instead of Kandyce Kahee’s story, she would break the trance.
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When Mae brought her crystals in from their sun bath in the garden, Gasser surprised her by making a lunge for the door. She stopped him and he yowled. Should she let him out? She couldn’t picture Jamie turning his pet loose in the middle of the city. Then she remembered a harness and a leash in the coat closet. Crouching to pet the cat, she promised him a walk in a few minutes. He ignored her and slumped into a soft spreading heap, nose to the crack under the door. Looks like he’s sulking.

She left him to it, and lay on the living room floor with the crystals and the ring. Already it was easier to quiet her mind and focus on her breath without the boxes all around her. She set the intention for the journey. 

I need to see what Jill did to Kandyce Kahee. What did she teach her? The grid of crystals charged with energy, and the tunnel took her suddenly and without effort on her part. It opened to a large institutional cafeteria. A chubby, brown-skinned young woman with straight black hair sat alone at a table, hunched over a slice of pepperoni pizza. No taller than a twelve-year-old, she had a round face with high cheekbones, a short nose, and deep brown eyes. This was probably Kandyce. 

A tall, heavy-set young black man took the place across from her, setting down a tray loaded with mushroom and onion pizza, salad, soda, and a large bowl of ice cream. Though Mae had seen images of Jamie in his late teens or early twenties before, she still didn’t recognize him until his smile showed the gold tooth. His hair was cut short and dyed dark, and he far exceeded his present weight. He started his meal with ice cream. 

Jamie had known Kandyce Kahee? They must have been in college together. It might explain why he’d chosen her to make the rings, but it was startling enough that Mae almost lost her trance. She refocused. This wasn’t Jamie and Lisa’s story, it was the artist’s.

“Giving this up when I graduate, y’know?” Jamie said, wiping ice cream off his mouth with his hand, which he then cleaned with a napkin. “Think maybe it’s what’s making me depressed.”

The girl across from him frowned. “Ice cream?”

“Nah, the cows. Vejjo’s not enough. Need to go vegan.” He fidgeted, ate pizza. “Jeezus. Fucking hate being fat, and look what I’m doing. Sorry, group’s over. Still yabbering about my crap. But I got two words out of you. You said ‘ice cream.’ ” He tossed a cucumber slice onto her plate. “You eat worse than I do. You don’t have any vegetables.” 

She looked at the cucumber and picked it up with a little shrug. As she bit into it, he said with surge of mischievous energy, “I licked it.”

Her shoulders moved in a breathy giggle as she chewed.

“Right then, made you laugh, got two words out of you, and you ate a vegetable. Am I your savior?”

She studied him, then shook her head with a smile. “You’re kind of crazy.” Mae recognized the clipped yet lilting accent of someone who grew up on an Indian reservation. Not quite like Bernadette’s speech, yet similar.

“Bloody oath. You already knew that.” Jamie drank soda and belched. “Sorry. D’you want me to go away?”

The girl nibbled on her pizza, looking down at her plate. “No.” 

“Why don’t you talk? You waste your fucking time in group. Dunno anything about you except your first name. What’s the rest of it?” 

“Kahee. Kandyce Rainbow Kahee.” She spelled out the unusual version of her first name. “So it’s Kandy with a K.” 

“Kandy Rainbow.” He sang a line of Somewhere Over the Rainbow with a theatrical sweep of his arms that knocked his drink over. “Bloody hell. I even fuck up a joke.” 

The plastic glass left a hissing spill of soda on the table and rattled to the floor. Jamie grabbed it, swiped at the puddle with a napkin, and gave up, throwing the sodden wad on the table and propping his head in his hands. “Jeezus. I’m so fucking sick of myself.” 

Kandy watched and waited. Jamie made a few distressed noises and huddled more deeply. She forked a piece of broccoli from his salad and ate it. He looked up, blinking and sniffling.

“See, you’re not so bad.” She smiled shyly. “You got me to eat my vegetables.” 

“Yeah.” With an unsteady laugh, he took a napkin from the dispenser, blew his nose in it and crammed it under the edge of his tray. “Sorry. Snot while you’re eating. Doc’s trying new meds. Kind of wobbly. Cry at anything. I cried at a fucking commercial yesterday.” He resumed eating. “So now you know even more about me. Still dunno about you. Share something.”

“I’m sharing your salad.”

“Come on. Three things about yourself.”

“You first.”

“Like you haven’t heard my bloody soul search already.” 

She ducked her head and stole another cucumber slice. 

“All right. I’ll start. My dad’s American, my mum’s Australian, and I used to think I’d be an opera singer but I won’t be.” 

“My dad’s Cochiti, my mom’s Filipino, and they split up and I go back and forth.”

“Philippines and the pueblo?”

“No, silly. Mom’s in Albuquerque. Dad lives on the reservation. He’s a silversmith. My grandpa was, too and so’s my grandma. She’s teaching me.” She sipped her cola “When they’ll let me stay.”

“They kick you out?”

“Sometimes. I stay with Mom ’til they let me come back.”

“Can’t you get your own place?”

“No money. It goes for school.” She lowered her gaze, cut off a bite of pizza with her fork and ate. “I’ll be okay. Double major, fine arts and business. I’ll make a good living.” Kandy held out her hand, displaying two inlaid rings and a carved silver bracelet. Jamie murmured admiration with his mouth full. She curled her fingers around her fork again and poked her pizza. “I just have to put up with some stuff to get there.”

“The back and forth?”

Kandy pulled her lips in and nodded.

Jamie slurped a spoonful of melting ice cream. “I’m so bloody scared about what I’ll end up doing. Now it’s a big hole. Think I’ll have to teach.” More ice cream. He wiped his mouth with his hand again. “Scares the piss out of me. Dunno what else to do, though. Blew the opera thing.”

“How?”

“Dunno. Just—fucked up. It’s like I’m broken for no reason. Hate that. Some people, something awful happened, y’know? Like a pot that got dropped. I’m the one that cracked in the kiln.”

“Can you talk about something else?” 

“Sorry. Crack pot, y’know? Supposed to be funny.”

“It’s not. I’m the one that got dropped.”

“Fuck.” He looked at her with wide, worried eyes, took a drink of her soda without appearing to realize it wasn’t his, and said softly, “You can talk to me, y’know. I mean, if you want to. You heard all my crap in group. Can’t exactly be ashamed of anything around a wreck like me.”

“Maybe I can.”

“Did you try to kill yourself, too?”

She cut off another tiny bite of pizza and nodded. “With my father’s gun.” 

“Fuck. How’d you survive?”

“I was so drunk I missed my own head.” 

“Jeezus.” Jamie snort-laughed. “Sorry, but—”

“No, that part is funny. It’s the reason I did it that’s not. And don’t ask. Eat your vegetables.”

Kandy was a drinker, and suicidal. It was enough information. Jill and witchcraft probably had nothing to do with her death. Mae could stop here. 

She tried to, but to her bewilderment the journey kept going. What was happening? She could always break a trance unless she drifted into a psychic state half-asleep, yet here she was wide awake and unable to emerge.

The tunnel moved Mae’s vision to a messy apartment. Jamie and Kandy sat on the floor on opposite sides of a low table, drawing pictures. He set his pencil down and looked at her work. “Jeezus, yours is good—if I wasn’t so fucking ugly.” 

“I don’t think you’re ugly.”

“Fat and ugly. Make me look better, will you?”

She glanced up at him and then worked on the picture, sketching some changes as he watched. She trimmed his girth, lengthened his hair, and added a little goatee beard. 

Jamie half-frowned, half-smiled. “Made me look like a rock star.”

“Why not?” She framed him with a big star. “You could be.”

“Y’know my hair’s really blond?” He bent down and she peered at the top of his head. “A lot of Aboriginal kids start out blond. Turns dark when you grow up but mine didn’t. See the roots?”

“That’s funny. You’re like a butterscotch brownie.”

He straightened up. “What?”

“I don’t know. It’s just what I thought.” 

She used her eraser to lighten his hair in her sketch, retouched some details, and handed him the finished drawing. “See, I gave you the beard because you have such a sweet baby face. But it’s a little bitty beard so it won’t hide you. And you just seem like a long-haired kind of guy. You should let it go blond. And then since you feel bad about being so big and cuddly, I made you in really good shape.” She smiled. “I bet you can do that, Big Buddy.”

“Get in shape? Fuck. Round is a shape.” He drew a circle and pecked it with the pencil. “I hate gyms and running and all that crap.”

“You have to like something.”

“Had to take dance for my old major. Looked like a bloody pig on wheels, but I liked it. Even used to do gymnastics as a kid. Little pudge flipping around like a frog. Liked that. S’pose I could do something.” He fingered the edge of the sketch, his eyes taking her in like a hug. “Thank you, love.” 

He slid his picture of her toward her.

It was one of his heart cartoons, a valentine candy conversation heart with words on it, My Best Friend, and rainbow arms reaching out to hug someone. “That’s what I see. Your sweet, sweet heart—”

“Stop it.” She began to cry.

Half-kneeling, half-walking, he rushed to the other side of the table, landed beside her, and wrapped his arms around her. “Kandy, Kandy, love. It’ll be all right. We’ll take care of each other. I’m scared to death, too, scared out of my fucking mind, and I’ve still got another year before I face the bloody real world. But we’ve got our promise. We’re going to live.”

She let go into him like a child with a human teddy bear, her head on his chest, her arm resting on his belly. He patted her hand and squeezed her closer. The matching rings met. 

Could Jamie have been married to Kandy? 

No. There was nothing sexual in their touch, no kisses or caresses, and if Mae had understood what they’d said, Kandy’s graduation would separate them. They’d been soul mates, in that deep way of youthful friendships, but not lovers. Still, the moment was so intimate Mae felt that she’d trespassed. She tried to close the vision. Again, she couldn’t.

The tunnel pulled her, rushing through fog and darkness and a rapid shift of scenes. Each took place in a restaurant, Jamie and Kandy talking. For a while he stayed the same—heavy, dejected and lacking energy—while she tried to cheer him up, showing him boxes of jewelry she took from her purse, displaying a bracelet on her wrist, or pulling her hair back to show the earrings she wore. 

As more scenes flew by, he gradually became the man in her sketch and did most of the talking, animated and intense, while Kandy listened. In one brief image, when she did finally talk, he grew serious and concerned. She shook her head. Reaching into her purse she brought out a small zip-lock bag with an object inside it wrapped in white paper, and handed it to Jamie. He opened it. The bracelet. With tears in his eyes he gazed at it, and then at her. He began to protest, but she silenced him. He put it on and walked around the table to lift her into a long, hard hug.

The images slowed again. Jamie and Kandy met on a city street in front of a restaurant. He was fit, vital, and graceful, with jaw-length blond hair and a tuft of dark beard accenting his chin. She beamed up at him. “Look at you, handsome. I missed you.”

“Missed you, too.” The solar system bracelet gleamed on his wrist as he embraced her. “Sorry it’s been so long. Jesus, so much going on, dunno where to start.” 

“The hair’s good on you.” 

“Thanks. Finally learning to like it.” 

“And you’re so skinny.”

“Nah—still got this inch.” He made her feel his belly. “See? But I am in shape. Taking ballroom dance. And I’m rock climbing. Can you picture that? Me? Rock climbing?” 

“Yes.” With a smile, Kandy let out a patient little sigh. “That’s part of your therapy.” 

“Fuck. Already told you that, didn’t I? Sorry. Been a while. Dunno what I said or didn’t. Winding down with Dr. G and I feel like I never even told you about him.”

“You’re done already?”

“Probably should keep going but I don’t want Lisa to think I’m fucked up.” Kandy gave him a questioning look. Jamie frowned. “What? Is that fucked up?”

“Kind of.”

He snort-laughed and put his arm around her shoulders as they walked into the restaurant. “Feel bad for not making it down to see you enough. Bloody yakka sucking up all my time.”

She elbowed him playfully. “And love.”

They sat, and a waiter brought the menus. 

“Well, yeah, that.” Jamie grinned. “Spare you the details, but when you wait till you’re a fucking ancient to finally do it, it’s like taking the top off a champagne bottle.” He gestured an explosion, and leaned back with a loud whew of breath. “Learned fast. Think I’m actually good at it.”

Kandy lowered her head and gripped the edges of the menu. “My step-dad tried it again.”

“Jeezus.” Jamie smacked the table with both hands, his eyes blazing. “Did you kick his balls? Tell your mum? Call the police?”

“I can’t. Dad and Grandma won’t let me come back. I got drunk. At their house.”

“I’m sorry you relapsed, love. But that’s once, in what—three years?” 

“Two years. Last time, they said if I drank again, I’d be out for good.”

The waiter took their order, and silence fell. Jamie fidgeted with his utensils. “What about your cousins? Aunts and uncles? I mean, you’re always happier at the pueblo, aren’t you?”

“There’s no point. Grandma won’t teach me anymore.”

“Jesus. So you got drunk. I mean, people get drunk. It’s not a crime.”

“It is if I do it. They won’t let me use the workshop or their tools. I have to save up and get my own.”

“Fuck. D’you have enough money to get your own place, start your own business? I wish I had some. D’you need anything? I could ask Mum and Dad—”

“No. Don’t tell them. I have to stay with Mom.”

“And your stepfather? Fuck. Lock your door. Sleep with a fucking knife.”

“I’ll be okay. I need to be in Albuquerque for now. I’m going to this—these workshops.”

“For what? Like, making jewelry? You’re already brilliant.”

The waiter brought bread, olive oil, and salads. 

Kandy waved a cucumber slice at Jamie before she bit into it. “No, the workshops are for empowering. It’s sort of like ... I can’t explain it well. Like, I never got to be in the dances and ceremonies at Cochiti, I wasn’t there enough, always back and forth. So these workshops are like a community thing, and sort of like ceremonies. It’s supposed to help me be stronger.”

“You have health insurance, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I’m on Indian Health Service. What’s that got to do with it?”

“Because finally getting a good therapist—after five fucking years with a bad one, Jesus, it was like I woke up from the dead. Is this workshop helping you?” He dipped a breadstick into a puddle of olive oil and bit into it, talking through chewing. “Or do you need therapy? Sorry.” He swallowed. “Lisa always gives me an earbashing about my manners.”

“I don’t mind. It’s part of you.” Kandy’s smile warmed her face. She drank her soda and grew thoughtful again. “It’s funny. You know how I failed at group because I wouldn’t talk about my feelings?”

“Yeah.”

“I may have to finally go through with it. But not by talking. Jill says I have to stop going to AA with everybody just talking, and start feeling. Feeling all that bad stuff. She says if I do that, I’ll have this crisis, and then I’ll come out different. She says I have spirits that want to talk through me.”

“Really? Spirits?” Jamie stuffed a large cherry tomato into his mouth. Seeds popped out as he bit into it, spraying Kandy. “Sorry. Just shoot me. Jesus.” He blotted her hand with his napkin. “You said Jill. Jill Betts?”

“Uh-huh. You’ve heard of her?”

“Dad mentioned her. Said she’s not very good.” At Kandy’s hurt look, Jamie gestured an erasure and then took her hand in both of his. They still wore the rings. “Sorry. You think she is?”

“I do. You should come with me next week.”
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This time, Mae didn’t try to stop when the tunnel took her again. The new vision opened in a hotel ballroom, empty of furniture and full of people. Barefoot or in socks, they shuffled to a monotonous beat, moving in concentric circles around Jill, who stood with her eyes half-closed, cradling a drum and thumping it with a leather-headed drumstick. She wore what seemed to be her trademark look—tight jeans, a fitted Western shirt, and an abundance of Indian jewelry. 

“Let the drum transport you,” she intoned with a trace of a New England accent. “Let yourselves lose the mask of civilization.” 

A few participants began jogging rather than shuffling. Some looked toward Jill as if waiting for a cue. Others watched their feet. Kandy faced the center, moving in a delicate side-step, meditative rather than awkward and self-conscious like the others. Jamie walked, ignoring the beat and wearing an exasperated grimace. His fingers wriggled in restless fists, occasionally tapping against his thighs. Jill urged the group again with the same words, and her steady drumming grew louder.

After a hesitant glance at the contemplative Kandy, Jamie let out a high-pitched ow-whoo and began to dance and spin. Emitting a variety of ear-splitting animal sounds, he wove in and out among the startled shufflers. One by one, they lit up and began to leap and hop when he passed. Soon they all joined him in howling like wolves, yipping like coyotes, cawing like crows and croaking like ravens. All but Kandy.

Still in what looked like a trance, Jill sped up the beat. Jamie dodged out of the circle and paced silently around it, watching the madness he’d begun. If his expression could be read as something he’d typically say, it might be, Fuck me dead, will you look at this crap?

When the drum stopped, everyone sat on the floor in a congested circle and Jill chose a place between Jamie and Kandy. Jamie squirmed like a ten-year-old stuck in school on a nice day. Kandy gave him a scolding look and then gave her full attention to Jill. 

“It’s good to see that the wild lives in us.” Jill cast a beatific gaze around the group. They beamed back at her, glowing and sweating. “This promises to be an eventful weekend. Based on what I just heard, I hardly need remind you to welcome the divine madness.” She turned off her smile. “Remember that we have two paths. One: the path of the artist. Create your way to the upper and the lower worlds, find your guides, and come back to your starting place. Two: the path of crisis and emergence. If you feel its power coming, let go and allow the spirit world to take you.” She nodded toward Kandy and Jamie. “If your culture and your roots lead you to the emergence path, trust it.”

Jamie’s eyes narrowed, and his upper lip drew back, but his recoil went unnoticed. Jill had already turned her regard back to her circle of students.

“We’ll break for lunch now,” she said. “See you here in an hour.” They began to disperse. She spoke to Jamie as he hurried Kandy away. “Rainbow’s friend?” He stopped and did a dramatized slow-motion pivot. Jill extended her hand. “We haven’t been introduced. I’m sure you’re new. I’d remember that face and that energy. Welcome.” 

Jamie shook Jill’s hand briefly, nodded, and started to leave again, his hand on Kandy’s upper back. “Want to eat here, then? They have good tucker?” 

Jill called after him. “Australian?”

Once more, he stopped and made the reluctant turn. “Yeah.” 

“Any chance you’re Stan Ellerbee’s son?”

“Jesus. You think every half-caste Aussie blackfella is his kid? Come on, there’s at least fifty of us running around. Kandy, you ready?”

Kandy stood on tiptoe and whispered to Jamie. He turned to Jill one more time. “She says I was rude. Sorry. Parents raised me better. Yeah, Jamie Ellerbee. Gotta run. I’m so hungry I could eat the arse end out of a low-flying duck. Catcha.” 

He steered Kandy out of the ballroom, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Really. But that bloody racial crap, sitting with us and talking about your culture and your roots, y’know? Like she’s so fucking in with the indigenous. It got to me.”

Mae’s vision faded quickly in and out, returning to the ballroom. Participants sat in a crammed circle, several people deep in places. Jamie lay on his back. Kandy tapped his shoulder. “Sit up. Jill’s coming.”

“Fuck. Why’d you let me eat all that? I fucking sprained my guts.”

“You eat too fast. Come on, you were supposed to feel better after that walk.”

“Nah. Just refried the beans.” He snort-laughed. “You may not want to sit near me.”

Jill walked through the center of the circle, took a place between Kandy and Jamie again, and picked up her drum. Jamie sat up, stretched uncomfortably, let out a small belch, and reclined again, propped on his elbows. Kandy gave him a stern look. He flashed his charm smile and made an attempt at respectful and alert posture.

“This afternoon,” said Jill, “we’ll seek our power animals. Most of you will find yours in the lower world, but some will be in the upper world. Be careful of middle-world spirits, they can deceive you. Go to your known place of entry, and as the drum speeds up, you will either climb or crawl, fly or fall, to meet your animal. Remember, you can travel as a poet and an artist. Create. Or, you may find the spirits take you. If they do, don’t fight them.”

Jill looked around the circle. “Newcomers, we have a custom you should be prepared for. If anyone starts having a shamanic emergence, I will change the drumming to this beat and we will form the circle around that person to hold them in the heart of our community.” She demonstrated a shift from rapid pounding to light fluttering. “The emergence of the spirit can take many forms, such as loss of control in crying, laughter, voices, dancing, or animal calls. If it claims you, let it through. The crisis needs to burn through the veils of the ordinary. Don’t interrupt it. We will dance you through it in safety.”

She instructed the participants to do as they felt moved—sit, lie, or stand—and she would begin to guide the journey. Jamie lay back and closed his eyes, all too clearly intending to take a nap after a big lunch. A few others lay down, but most chose to sit against the wall, or to stand swaying, eyes closed, as Jill drummed slowly.

“Call ... in your mind ...” She spoke in a sing-song voice. “Call your animal. Call your animal.”

She kept the beat steady, occasionally repeating the incantation. Gradually, she accelerated the drumming. “It is coming,” she intoned. “See it coming. Feel it coming.”

Jamie twisted and began to giggle. Jill looked at him and walked to the center of the group. He curled up on his side and struggled, one fist to his mouth, the other thumping the rug, but laughter escaped. Jill beat her drum faster and he laughed harder. When he let out a raucous hah-snort-hah, a few people near him began to chuckle. Out of control, flipped to his back, thrashing in the type of fit that inspired the phrase “rolling in the aisles.” The majority of the group still swayed, sat with intensely concentrated faces, or lay still. Jill accelerated her drumming again, and brought it to the flutter beat, cuing her participants to surround Jamie. They came like flocking birds.

He half-sat, stared at the shuffle-dancing feet around him, and flopped back in a new explosion of hilarity, fizzing with failed attempts to stop. When his laughter subsided at last, Jill slowed the drum, and the group dispersed to resume sitting, lying, or swaying. Kandy returned to her seat against a wall, eyes closed.

The drumming slowed until Jill struck one loud thump to end it. The scattered men and women opened their eyes and obediently formed one large circle.

“Beautiful.” Jill smiled at them. “Extraordinary. The spirits come to us in many ways. Including the tricksters.” She held up her drumstick in a powerful ceremonial gesture that swept all eyes to it. “The spirit world is here. We are in it. It is in us.” She lowered the drumstick. “We’ll start the talking circle now. After Jamie shares, break up into four circles so all can share. Pass any object for the talking stick in your own circles. Its meaning matters, not its form.”

She handed Jamie her drumstick. “Tell us about your experience.”

He looked back and forth between Jill and the drumstick. “Like, what happened to me?”

“Yes. When the spirits took you. While you have the stick, you speak. When you’re done, you pass it.”

He swallowed a laugh. “Right.”

After sitting a while, silent, frowning, and twirling the drumstick, Jamie smiled at some private thought. He stood, and a snaky, liquid grace flowed through him, transforming him. With a voice big enough for the stage, he declared, “I was Old Man Coyote.” He crouched, snarled, and then grinned. “I lifted my tail.” His movements controlled yet overblown, he swung his hips, aiming his buttocks at Jill. “And I farted out the stars.” 

The group laughed, all but Kandy. 

Jamie lifted one leg to the side, cocked like a canine’s. “Then I pissed the great rivers.” He set his foot down and squatted, speaking in a low, growly voice. “I sat and I shat out the rocks of the earth.” 

The group chuckled, but less than they had at his first gesture and line. Their rapt gazes suggested they might take him seriously.

“Then—” He stood, flung his head back, grasped an invisible partner and made pelvic thrusts, his pace and volume building to a crescendo. “I whipped out my donger and fucked my wife ’til the heat made the sun and we sweated the rain and she shook and made thunder as I shot out my lightning.” 

He shuddered orgasmically, yipped like a coyote, swung the drumstick to thump himself on the chest and the backside, and finished by flourishing the stick in the same pose Jill had struck earlier. 

Jill’s expression was inscrutable. Impressed, insulted, cynical, intrigued, or a little of each? Most members of the circle had wide eyes and open jaws, exhilaration and awe on their faces. Kandy stared at the floor. Jamie seemed not to see her. From his triumphant, theatrical stance, he dropped to sitting and handed the stick to the man beside him as if inviting someone to take a turn in a pub game of darts. “Your go, mate.” 

The man took the stick, shook his head and mouthed, “Wow.”

“Four circles,” Jill said. The participants dispersed to the four corners and the room soon buzzed with stories of animal spirits—coyote, wolf, horse, and eagle. Jill prowled from group to group, nodding and listening.

She stopped and knelt beside Kandy, who held someone’s ballpoint pen as the talking stick. “I didn’t see a power animal,” Kandy said, subdued and barely audible. “I saw a beetle walking on the dirt. One of those shiny black ones you get in the summer. Like I was home in Cochiti watching bugs outside my house.” 

She passed the pen to the woman beside her, who described an encounter with a wild stallion that mounted a mare. The storyteller’s style echoed, in a modified and untrained way, Jamie’s performance. Jill nodded approvingly, keeping a hand on Kandy’s shoulder.

Mae’s vision darkened and shifted. When she refocused, she saw the ballroom again. The workshop appeared to be coming to an end. Jamie drew Kandy apart from the crowd, his energy intense and urgent. “I’ve had enough. Let’s get out of here before they circle me again. I’m ready to blow, and I don’t mean another fart.”

“No.” She took a step back from him. “You shouldn’t make fun, Jamie.” 

“I didn’t laugh on purpose—Jeezus.”

“I meant after. You treated Jill’s work like a joke. It’s serious.”

“It’s theater. So I did theater. Don’t you get it? I had a spiritual experience from the wrong fucking culture and no one even noticed. Jesus. The only thing that’s serious is the fuck-load of money she’s taking from you. You could save that to buy silver and stones and tools. You could put a deposit on an apartment. She’s robbing you blind.”

“She’s not. Something happens. I hear the drum and I get quiet. And I saw this bug—” 

“It’s the drum, love. Not Jill.”

Kandy looked at her feet, hands in her jeans pockets. “I wanted you to understand this. It’s important to me.”

“I’m sorry. I really am.” Jamie pulled her head in against his chest and mussed her hair. “I’m a stupid, loud, ill-mannered, inconsiderate—”

“Stop it.” Kandy pulled away. “You’re not.” She looked up into his eyes. “But you could be nicer. You could try to understand. Please, stay for the rest.”

“Can’t. One day is enough.” He jammed the straw fedora he’d been carrying onto his unruly hair and clasped Kandy in a hug that brought her up on her toes. “Wish you’d see what I see. Save your money. Go back to AA. You were doing all right with that. And it was free.” 

She pushed out of the hug and stepped back. “I thought I explained what Jill said about that.”

He shook his head. “Don’t buy it.”

Head down, arms folded, Kandy started to walk away.

Jamie jogged around in front of her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Jesus, love, I’m trying to help you.” He exhaled noisily as she wormed her way out of his hold. “Fuck. Let’s have a better goodbye than this. Come on.”

Kandy kicked at the carpet. He lifted her chin, but she jerked away. Sadness crept into his voice. “I’ll see you then. Hooroo, love.”

He opened his arms to her but she didn’t respond. With a groan and a gesture of air-clutching frustration, he headed for the exit, cussing under his breath. Kandy bit her lip as she watched him stride away.

Jill stepped apart from a cluster of admirers and held up a finger, indicating they should wait. She followed Jamie and caught him near the door, placing a hand on his arm.

“Leaving? You’ll be back tomorrow, won’t you?”

“Nah. Other plans.”

“You should reconsider. I think you have a calling.”

“Pig’s arse. To do what?” He locked eyes with her. “What you do?” 

“You could work with me and do very well.” 

Jamie turned away, rubbing his hands against the seams of his jeans. When he faced Jill again, he eyed her up and down as if newly interested, 

“Nice clothes.” He put on the charm smile and earned her smile in return. “Emperor.” 

He walked out, leaving her glaring at his back. 

She spun on her heel and hurried over to Kandy, who had drifted alone toward another exit from the ballroom. Jill fell in step with her and caressed her upper arm. 

“Rainbow, dear, you had such an interesting experience today. So unusual. Colorful as your friend is, I think your work may be deeper. I’m having dinner in my room, room service. Why don’t you join me? My treat.”

Kandy’s round face lit up. She brushed away tears. “Thank you. Thank you. That means so much.”

They walked to the elevator and Jill pressed the button. “So,” she said, resettling her heavy necklace and smoothing out her collar, “how in the world did you meet Jamie Ellerbee? Stan wasn’t studying you, was he?”

“Oh, no. It was ...” Kandy looked up at Jill with childlike openness. “It was in college. We were in a therapy group.” 

The elevator doors slid apart. Jill touched Kandy’s back, guiding her in. “How interesting. Tell me more.” The doors closed.

The vision shifted, moving Mae through the tunnel into a darkened hotel room with its door propped open. Kandy, in a different T-shirt and old, loose jeans, sat at the desk, writing on hotel stationery by the light from the hallway. Doors to several other rooms also stood open, and women circulated from room to room, laughing and chatting, carrying various alcoholic beverages. Mae recognized faces from the ballroom, but everyone had changed clothes. It looked like another night of the same workshop. Two women stopped in the hallway, calling to Kandy to come out and join them. She hesitated, then declined, saying that watching was party enough for her. 

Jill, in a short denim skirt instead of the usual tight jeans, stepped out of an elevator. “Embracing the Divine Madness, are we?”   

“Omigod, it’s Jill,” came a voice from one of the rooms.

“Yes, it’s Jill.” The shamanic teacher sounded pleased and amused. She passed the women in the hall to stand in the doorway of the room across from Kandy’s. “Is everyone ecstatic?”  

One of the women raised a glass. “Not quite.”

“Then you know the ways to get there.” Jill swaggered into the party. “There are men on the next floor if you don’t find each other adequate to the job.” Her eyes flashed, and the women giggled and whooped. “Well,” she said, leaning her buttocks on the edge of a dresser, “don’t just stand there, someone get me a drink.” 

“What do you like?” asked a thin woman in clothes and jewelry like Jill’s.

“Scotch on the rocks, if I might be so lucky.”

“Got it!” The woman ducked out to return with the whole bottle as well as a drink for Jill. 

Jill blessed her with a gap-toothed smile that stayed flat at the top. “Don’t let me stop the party. Carry on.”

More women crowded into the room, but they became less festive, less talkative, in their workshop leader’s presence. She excused herself and crossed to the opposite room where Kandy was still writing.

“Whatever is the matter with you, sitting in the dark by yourself?” Jill turned on the desk lamp, closed the door, and sat on the foot of the bed. “You’re missing the party, dear.”

Kandy looked up. “I’m listening to it. That’s ... That’s enough.” 

“You should join it.”

She glanced toward the door, bit her lip, and shook her head. “I need to finish this.”

“What are you writing?” Jill walked to the desk, sipping her Scotch. She set it down in front of Kandy. “Let me see.”

“Not yet.” 

Kandy tried to cover the letter. Jill snatched it, held it out at arm’s length and read it aloud, eyes bulging with emotion.

“ Dear Jill. I’m sorry. I really tried. I tried all last night and all day today. But Jamie’s right. I’m not emerging as a shaman.” Jill slapped the letter. “And what else does Jamie say?”

“It’s not real. It’s not helping. I wish he was wrong, but it’s true. I’m the one that was wrong. I thought I’d get better here, but I’m not. ”

“Better than what? Don’t be ridiculous. There’s nothing wrong with you other than giving up on the process. Do you think you’re going to reach spiritual enlightenment without a struggle? You have to go through it, dear. Jamie doesn’t have the courage. You do. Show him how strong you are.” 

“I don’t feel strong at all. I’m so hungry I’m shaking, I’ve been crying all day ...” Kandy pushed the drink toward Jill. “I’m really struggling. Could you take this, please?” 

Jill tilted her head, half-smiling, took a tiny sip, and set the drink back down. She resumed reading the letter. Her jaw dropped. “How dare you?”

“I haven’t done it—yet. But I should. If I talk to Dr. Ellerbee about what we do here, he could—”

“Rainbow. He could do absolutely nothing to help you.”

“Yes, he could.” Kandy stood suddenly, banging the desk. Her voice shook. “He has to. He could help me show everybody what you really do. How you made me fast all day and made me cry in front of everybody and nothing happened, how you said I’d be special and that I had gifts, and it’s all bullshit. Really expensive bullshit. People will listen to him.”

“My god, Rainbow. Do you want your money back because you didn’t see God yet? It takes time.” Jill crushed the letter. “Stan Ellerbee has no more concept of a spiritual experience than he does of how to be a father. Look at Jamie.” Jill paused, looking into Kandy’s eyes. When she spoke again, her tone softened. “What kind of friend tries to undermine you in your spiritual search? If you’re unhappy now, I think you should take a look at this so-called friend. He’s taken too much out of you. Don’t let him drag you down.”

“He doesn’t drag me—”

“Of course he does. You told me all about it. You can’t take that back. You gave up a lot for him. Are you going to give up more?” Jill sat on the desk and cupped Kandy’s cheek, turning her face to her. “You’re a woman. You can stop bowing to men. Jamie’s no friend to you. He uses you and then cuts you down. Stand up for yourself and see the light, be the light, on your own. If you don’t quit on me.”

Silence hung between them. Jill didn’t let go until Kandy sank into her chair and wept.

“Take my drink, dear. Pull yourself together. Let’s join the party.”

Still crying, Kandy stared at the Scotch. “I’m trying not to drink.” She sniffed and rubbed at her eyes and nose. “Remember? I’m an alcoholic.”

Jill flattened the letter and put it in her jeans pocket. “If you believe that powerlessness message from AA, you’ll feel that way. Weak and powerless. But alcohol has a spirit. It is a spirit. You can claim and conquer it. Along with your choice of ‘friends,’ this fear may be your obstacle to the emergence.” 

She caressed Kandy’s neck, running a finger around to her throat and down to her collarbone. Kandy jerked, her eyes like a scared animal’s. Jill drew back and studied the young woman. “And that fear, too. My dear, dear Rainbow. Will you trust me one more night?”

Kandy hid her face in her hands. Jill patted her shoulder and spoke softly. “We have many breakthroughs to seek. If you’ll only dare.” She stroked Kandy’s hair and left. 

Kandy stared at the drink. She picked up the pen, clenched it, stabbed it at the stack of stationery, and dropped it. Her eyes filled again with tears. Slowly, she drew her ring off her finger. Her hands trembled. She took an envelope from the desk drawer, sealed the ring in it, and wrote on it Goodbye Big Buddy. With a loud sob, she tore the envelope and took the ring back and gazed at it. After a long hard cry, holding the ring to her heart, she put it in another envelope and sealed it. This time she wrote Jamie Ellerbee.

She picked up the drink and gulped it down.

Mae’s vision blurred and spun through the party. Kandy began the evening trying to talk with the other women but soon dropped into the background, sullen and quiet, drinking shot after shot. Jill drank little but joked and teased with the more boisterous partiers, appearing to have forgotten Kandy. Then Kandy, sitting on the edge of a bed, lost her balance and slipped to the floor as she reached for a bottle to refill her glass. The vision slowed down.

“Rainbow’s falling out on us.” A woman in a broomstick skirt gave a tipsy laugh. “Falling rain.”

“I’ve got her.” Jill poured herself a fresh drink and carried it along as she helped Kandy to her room. She closed the door and sat Kandy on the bed. The intoxicated young woman reached for the drink. Jill helped her take it. Kandy swallowed the liquor and fell back with a gasping sigh. 

Jill leaned down to kiss her full on the mouth. Kandy’s weak flutter of a hand might have been meant to push Jill away, but was too feeble to reach her. The vision went to black. 

Mae didn’t want to see more. This journey had to be over—but it didn’t let her go. The tunnel took her again. 

Mae’s perception was odd this time, both sharp and remote. She could see better, yet scarcely hear. Jamie and Lisa were curled together on a sofa amid pink and blue floral cushions, watching TV. They looked toward the door, and Lisa rose to open it. She met a tall, bearded, silver-haired man with gray eyes behind wire-framed glasses. He spoke to her in the doorway. Jamie looked up with a start. The tall man entered, and Lisa left the room. From the way he sat close beside Jamie and looked into his eyes as he spoke, Mae sensed the visitor was Jamie’s father. Stan took a folded envelope from his pocket and shook it gently, displaying on its open flap the ring that matched the one on Jamie’s hand. 

As he listened, Jamie’s expression changed from shock to grief, then to wild despair. His father tried to stop him as he rushed from the room and into the kitchen, where Lisa stood in front of an empty drawer. Like a cornered animal, Jamie turned back toward the door. This time, his father managed to grasp his arms. Jamie fought to get away. Lisa held him from behind, helping restrain him until Jamie stopped struggling and collapsed on his knees. He tore off his bracelet and ring and curled up in a fetal position, arms wrapped around his belly, sobbing and rocking. Stan stroked his son’s hair. Lisa rubbed Jamie’s back until he sat up enough that she could wrap him in her arms.

Gasser began to mew plaintively from the kitchen, and Mae’s trance finally broke. She pushed up to a sitting position and let the ring rest in her palm. It felt heavy and almost alive. 

Jamie’s grief haunted her. He and Kandy had had the opposite of a suicide pact: a promise to each other that they would live. The goodbye note Kandy had discarded—did it mean she’d intended to break the promise, or to end the friendship? Writing Jamie’s name instead of Big Buddy said something had shifted. Had she been trying to make sure he got it when she was gone? Or could she simply not bear to call him that pet name anymore?

Mae tried to imagine being Kandy at that moment, weak with fasting and emotionally overwhelmed. Jamie had undermined her faith in Jill. And then Jill had undermined her faith in Jamie. With a mother who didn’t protect her and a father who’d sent her away, Kandy must have felt she had no one to turn to. Only alcohol. Whether she’d been trying to get up the courage to kill herself, or drinking to escape so much pain and disappointment, maybe she herself hadn’t known.

Gasser cried and then yowled, alternating between pitiful begging and forceful demands. Mae called to him to hush up and wait, but he didn’t stop. She closed the door to the kitchen, still needing to think.

How could Jamie never once have mentioned Kandy? It wasn’t healthy to hide a story like that. Was he angry with her? When The Urban Shaman came out, it must have looked like his best friend, whose death had already torn him to pieces, had betrayed him. 

Mae stroked the rim of the ring. She could almost feel Kandy’s hand through it. The vision had been unstoppable when Mae wanted to pull out. Could Kandy’s ghost have driven it? Even the part that happened after she died?

The mewing took on a new urgency. Mae pocketed the ring and crystals and got up. Gasser might be stuck in some small space, his soft bulk wedged between appliances. 

She found him pacing around his food bowl. “I don’t think Jamie would leave you to starve. I bet you ate everything he put out for you.”

Gasser continued to pace and meow. 

Exercise helped Jamie’s anxiety. It should work for his cat. Mae got the leash and harness from the closet. Gasser hissed and fuzzed, resisting her attempt to buckle him up. As soon as she gave up on the harness, he resumed begging. Mae stuck her hand in the cat food bag and dropped three bits in the bowl. The cat wailed. It was like having a stepchild. Except her stepchildren loved her.

She rinsed the crystals in salt water and put them away. Upstairs, she placed the ring beside the roses and the rest of the jewelry on the upturned box, and sat and gazed at it. Jamie had felt that he would dig up a body if he unpacked. Mae had done it instead.

Gasser raised his volume. If he didn’t shut up soon, she would have to leave, go read her books somewhere else. She wasn’t caving in on feeding a cat the size of a Thanksgiving turkey. She could come back later and flatten the cardboard after Gasser lost his voice or gave up crying.  

There was one thing left in the box where she’d found the jewelry. She took it out. The last of Jamie’s unpacking was that cheap metal frame she’d noticed earlier. Bits of paper stuck out of the cardboard backing. Mae turned it over. The picture showed Kandy and Jamie as college students, his arm draped over her shoulders and hers snugged around his thick waist. They stood in front of an institutional-looking building, their free hands giving thumbs-up. So loving, so hopeful. The best of friends.

Kandy’s picture should go in the spare room’s closet with Lisa’s, but Mae couldn’t bring herself to hide it, or the jewelry. Not yet. The force behind her visions made her feel these objects wanted to see the light. 

Mae opened the stand on the back of the frame to set the picture beside the roses, and the cardboard popped loose. The sketches fell out: Kandy’s future Jamie and his candy rainbow heart. Touched almost to tears, Mae tucked them back in, pulled the tabs in place, and studied the picture. Perhaps they’d had it taken the day they made that promise. It was inscribed in round upright script: Stay strong, Big Buddy. Always with you, Kandy. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Leaving his instruments in the Fiesta, Jamie locked it and hustled up the walkway to his apartment. Eighteen lonely months since he’d had a girlfriend, ten of them spent wishing he had Mae—and now she was in there, waiting for him. The lights were on. Her car was there. She hadn’t left. 

For the entire hour driving back from Albuquerque, he’d fretted that his place might have scared her off. Dinner and roses would hardly make up for seeing proof of pathological procrastination. She’d seen him through all sorts of emotional messes, but not material ones. He hoped she’d spent the day somewhere else—galleries, museums, parks—anywhere but in his apartment with his boxes.

As soon as he stepped inside, he froze. The boxes were gone. His books were stacked in the middle of the living room. Mae was in the kitchen, doing something noisy. She must have been here for hours, doing his work for him. He hadn’t wanted that. He’d asked for all those months apart so she wouldn’t take care of him. Now they’d gotten together, and what was the first thing she did? Take care of him. This was all wrong.

He hurried into the kitchen. “You shouldn’t have—”

She let out a little peep of surprise, interrupted in the act of flattening cardboard by stamping a particularly stubborn box into submission. Those she had already conquered lay in stacks beside her like the pages of a gigantic brown book. “Hey, sugar.” She looked so pleased and proud, like a kid who’d brought home some awful piece of school-made art. Jamie’s annoyance choked on his love for her, and he lost the urge to scold. She said, “You don’t make a sound. You scared me.”

“Weightless.” 

He glided to her and wrapped his arms around her. “So good to see you, love.” He kissed her cheeks, her eyes, her lips. His body craved to be skin to skin with hers. “Been thinking about you all day.” 

Her lips didn’t lock onto his, her tongue didn’t tickle back. Jamie let her go, touched her face, and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. She looked too serious. The love song on his heart radio broke up into static. Unpacking must have been unromantic. Fuck. Of course it was. “You didn’t have to do this, y’know. Jeezus, bloody awful yakka.”

“I didn’t mind at all. It felt good to do it for you. Anyway, it’ll help us shop for furniture tomorrow if you can see the rooms without boxes.”

“What’s wrong, then?” Bats of anxiety swarmed and flapped in his chest. Maybe it was the kiss. He’d probably suffocated her. Slobbered on her. He opened the refrigerator and got a beer. She hadn’t finished her dinner. “Was my cooking all right? You didn’t eat it all.”

“It was great. But three giant burritos is a lot even for a triathlete. I think you cooked like—”

“Like I was cooking for myself. Yeah.” He drank a long, cool swallow of beer, and leaned against the counter, opened the bag of blue corn chips and grabbed the last handful. A few of the bats went down with it. “I’ll get used to cooking for you. Give me a few days.” He sought her eyes. She looked down and flattened the last empty box. 

“Jeezus,” he said. “What in bloody hell is wrong? Are you all right?” 

“Yeah. It’s not about me. It’s just something hard to talk about.”

A serious talk was the prelude to a fight. Anxiety flapped its many wings again. “Fuck. You’re scaring me.” He drank more beer, got the leftover burrito from the fridge, and stuck the plate in the microwave. 

“It’s not about us.” She added the flattened box to a hip-high heap and sat on it. “I ... I unpacked everything.”

That was obvious. Had she found something disturbing? Maybe she’d come across some really big pants. That might worry her. She might think he was headed back into them. She might have found Lisa’s picture and wondered why he’d kept it—or Kandy’s, and thought she was a girlfriend. He didn’t want to ask any more about what was wrong.

The microwave hummed in the silence between them and beeped. Jamie took the burrito out and began to eat.

Mae jumped up and got a placemat from a drawer, utensils from another. Nothing was where he wanted it. What had she been thinking, making kitchen decisions when she didn’t even cook? She set a place at the table. “Why don’t you sit down?” 

He didn’t want to sit and act like he was having a meal with her not joining him. It would feel weird. This wasn’t a meal, he was just—eating. Was she giving him a warning: Better sit down? “Fuck. You telling me something that bad?”

“You’ll slow down and eat less if you sit—”
“Who said I’m trying to? Jeezus.” It was like she’d unpacked Lisa and turned into her. “I’m not having another girlfriend who nags me about my weight.” 
“I wasn’t nagging you.”

“Yeah, you were. Don’t, all right? You love me, then love me as I am. I told you that.”

This was the fight Gorman had tried to prepare him for. It hurt out of proportion to its size and content. In silence he ate the burrito and drank his beer, pushing his emotions back down, while Mae sat at the table, toying with the note he’d left her, and another piece of paper. 

“I do love you as you are.” She sounded sad, her delicate orange-red eyebrows pulling into a little tent of tension. “I meant to help, that’s all. With everything. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Guilt poured into the whirlpool of fears. Jamie put his food and drink aside and knelt at her feet, taking her hands. “Don’t feel bad. Jesus. I just react, y’know? To old stuff. Lisa was so hard on me. If I gained weight, it was like a fucking crime against our relationship.” He searched her face for a smile. What he’d said was supposed to reassure her, but she looked even sadder and more worried. “Jesus. Was I that harsh? Sorry. I’m out of practice with relationship stuff. I’ll get better.”

“Sugar, it’s all right. We’re both out of practice. I’m so used to helping my clients lose weight I say things like that. And I should have asked before I unpacked for you.” 

She should have. He would have to rearrange the kitchen tomorrow. 

“No worries.” Jamie kissed her hand and returned to the counter to finish the burrito and the beer. “I should have thanked you. Sorry I didn’t.” He smiled. “Huge thanks. You’re an angel.” There. Survived the fight. Or had they? Her eyebrows were still in that unhappy position. “Do we still have to talk?”

“I’d like to. It’s about ... something I learned about Jill.”

“Fuck. Why didn’t you say so? Yeah, I hate her, but Jeezus, you made me think it was personal. Saying it was hard to talk about.”

Mae looked at his note in her hand and let it go. She sighed, wrapped her ankles around the legs of the chair. “I saw the artist’s mark inside your bracelet. I didn’t know you knew her.”

The meaning took a second to hit. This was how she’d learned something about Jill? Jamie slammed the beer bottle down, his insides churning. “You did psychic work with my things?” 

“I’m sorry. Kate thought Jill might have done something to your friend—”

“Bloody fucking hell.” A surge of rage and pain shot through him. He pitched the bottle into the recycling so hard the bin traveled several inches. Tears burned his eyes. “You didn’t need to dig her up to know that.” 

“But you never told me about her—”

A sudden clattering sounded like marionettes falling down flights of stairs. His mind shot sideways to it. “What the fuck?”

“It’s your icemaker.”

It couldn’t be. He kept it turned off. It wasted water. It clattered again. “Fuck.” He opened the freezer. There was no container under the ice chute, and a deluge of cubes slid off bags of frozen berries onto his bare feet, like penguins off ice floes into the sea. “Ow! Fuck. Bloody hell.” 

He turned off the icemaker, slammed the freezer door, and kicked at the ice. His anger dropped into a heavy pool in his stomach, lava falling back down into the volcano. If the icemaker hadn’t interrupted him, he might have said things to Mae he could never take back. He still might. The truce with his outrage was fragile. “You should go.”

“No. You’re upset—”

“Yeah, I’m fucking upset. Jeezus.” He kicked an ice cube across the floor. “You went through my things, you—you touched her.”

“I’m sorry. Please. Let me explain—” 

“No.” He could hardly breathe, as if thick choking vines had wrapped around his chest. His inhalation made a noise as it dragged past some obstruction. He turned his back. “You stuck a fucking crowbar into my past and broke in. I can’t trust you. Go.”

“Jamie, sugar, I said I’m sorry.”

“Get out!” He seized ice cubes from the floor and flung them at the opposite wall, ice shattering and skittering. Throwing ice until his fingers were numb, his arm spent, and his whole body shaking, he shouted get out again and again. Mae’s steps slapped through the living room. A pause, stillness, and then the front door closed behind her.

The sound of his own crying came to him as if from somewhere else. Gasser padded in and began to lap at an ice puddle.

Feeling drained and hollow, Jamie shoved the ice out the back door with the dust pan and then carried the cat upstairs. He should have made him walk, but he wanted to hold him. He put him at his feet while he brushed his teeth. Gasser licked at one of the bruises from the ice fall. The vent fan turned itself on. Jamie shut it off. 

In his bedroom, it looked as though Mae had made an altar with the roses, the picture of him and Kandy, and the jewelry. He turned the picture face down. What had gotten into Mae? Did she think she was helping him?

Fuck. She probably did, as she had with every other kind, misguided thing she’d done. Weight loss tips. Unpacking. She’d fucked up left and right, but she did it because she loved him.

Regret banging at his heart, he called her. No answer. “I’m sorry,” he told her voicemail. “Come back. I’m sorry.”

His phone beeped at him, and he saw that Heather had left messages. Too unhappy to listen to them, he deleted them to stop the noises so he could leave his phone on in hopes of a call from Mae. He stared at the jewelry. Unbearable. Apologizing to Kandy as he did it, he took off his shirt and covered the gleaming artifacts of her lost life.

He shook the rose petals off the top sheet as he lifted it to check for scorpions and spiders. The falling petals reopened his wounds. His hopes lay between those sheets. Getting in alone would be too painful. He got his sleeping bag from the back of the closet and lay on top of it on the floor, cuddling Gasser.

The lamp Mae had unpacked gave off a soothing light, but it reminded him how much she’d done for him. He lay gazing into his open closet. She’d put away some of his clothes, and repacked others into boxes and marked them, reckon not, and kinda hope not. He got up and looked. Reckon not held clothes that had fit Lisa’s struggling-to-be-perfect fiancé at his untenable slimmest. Kinda hope not held the fat clothes that belonged to Kandy’s Big Buddy. 

Jamie lay back down on top of the sleeping bag. It didn’t seem possible that he had more tears left, but a soft, tired weeping overtook him. Gasser, frisky with the freedom of being on the floor, occasionally deserted his duty of comforting his owner to bat a rose petal around the room instead.
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The quality of the light beyond his eyelids told Jamie it was too early to get up. The Mozart ringtone played near his right ear. Mae? He rolled over enough to reach his phone and then lay back down. As usual, he had finally fallen asleep soundly around sunrise. One of these days no one would call him and he would sleep through an entire rotation of the planet. He answered with a croak, unable to form words yet. 

“Jamie, this is Heather.”

“Fuck—it’s Saturday. D’you ever take a day off?”

“Sunday and Monday. Did you get my messages? Can you be at Healing Arts at nine? This is really important. I scheduled you since you didn’t get back and say no—”

He looked at the clock Mae had placed beside the lamp, and sat upright. Ten minutes. No time to even get an explanation. Had to be something for the fucking fair. “Yeah. Be there.”

He dressed, gargled with mouthwash, then hurried out and jumped on his bike to race to the healing studio, dodging traffic in a crazy dance. Drivers honked at him for four near-misses. What a fucked-up coward. Scared of unpacking his boxes, but not of riding without the helmet that was lost somewhere in them. 

Mae had probably found it. He’d have to ask her where she put it in case he could get himself to wear the bloody thing. If she would even talk to him.
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Heather looked up from her computer. “Thanks for coming. Sorry I didn’t explain much. This client was really private, and insisted she would only see you. I told her Andrea had studied with Fiona, but—”

“Client? Fuck—I don’t work here. I don’t do that stuff.” Who would know he took those classes? He hadn’t told Heather. “Who in bloody hell—Why here? Why me?”

“She called the psychic fair number.” 

“It has a phone number?”

“Mm-hm. It’s a cell phone. Kate brought it in yesterday for me to keep until the fair’s done. The client doesn’t have your number and she didn’t want to ask too many people. It’s confidential. I won’t talk about it, and she won’t. She’s in room B.”

“Jeezus.” Disoriented from lack of coffee, depressed from the fight with Mae, Jamie crossed the short hallway and tapped on the pale blue door. Who was in there? “Um—it’s me. Jamie.”

A woman’s familiar voice said, “Come in.”

Ximena sat on the edge of the massage table. Still lacking her usual makeup and jewelry, she wore a black dress and shoes, like she was mourning the loss of her role as a healer.

“I want to keep this private,” she said. Her sharp dark eyes pinned him. “Azure says she told you. But I don’t want everyone knowing.” 

“People have guessed.”

“Let them. But don’t tell them.” She lowered her gaze, “I trust you not to. You’re a gentleman.”

It was a word so few would apply to him, he almost laughed. The moment of humor passed. Her sturdy, short legs dangled like a child’s in an adult’s chair, her worn shoes coated with red dust. Seeing this respected elder so vulnerable, waiting for his help, humbled him.

He rested on the wheeled stool the massage therapists used. His hands felt heavy and empty. “Dunno what I can do for you.”

“I think you have a calling. Your father has suspected it.”

“F—” He managed to suppress the word. “Sorry. He never said that.”

“To you. No. He’d never push you. You have to be ready. I hope you are.”

“Why me?”

“I tried a curandero I trusted. But when I told him what was wrong, it frightened him. He wouldn’t even try to heal me.” Smart bloke. “I never knew he was a coward. So I asked people I knew from the fair that were supposed to be the best. I suppose I became a coward, then, because I didn’t say what was wrong, only that I wanted healing. They turned me down. Fiona’s not well. Gaia’s not working, either. They both say you should be.”

Hope rose. “You talked to Gaia?” 

“Before she left. She told me she was going back to Siberia to see her teachers, and that I should trust you.”

Hope crashed. Jesus. What a burden. His father saw him as a shaman and never said. Didn’t want to strain his unstable son. Now his teachers were broken and thought he could fill in. If he said no, Ximena would think him a coward.

Should he be scared? He didn’t like his gift. If he caught the plague, he had little to lose—but he could pass it on to Mae. No, that wasn’t how it spread. That was his old hypothesis. It came from Dahlia, not random contagion. The only thing to fear was his own ineptitude.

He’d done spirit callings with Gaia, but she had been there. What kind of spirits would come through him alone? Was he grounded enough to handle this without her protection and guidance? He still messed up appliances and didn’t know why. Did spirits creep in to do it? Did he leak energy? Either way, it meant his control was terrible, like a singer who went flat and sharp. Like an overweight beginner taking Level II Yoga.

Feeling like an imposter yet obligated to help, Jamie asked Ximena to take off her shoes and lie down. He tried to remember the forms Fiona had taught him. Sacred space. Losing self. How to get there? He’d spent the class working the skills backwards. He’d never tried to heal anyone but Gasser and Cara. The cat soul was simple, a melody in C major. Humans were a dissonant symphony in a minor key.

When he tried to think of something sacred, a whole world of religions crowded in on him. Exposed to so many traditions in his life, he honored them all but didn’t have one to fall back on. The prayer felt false and useless. A breathing exercise from yoga calmed him, but he struggled to draw in healing energy. A spirit helper would have to do the work. Jamie couldn’t. He hoped he brought in the right one. 

Gaia’s calling-in-spirits song might alarm Ximena, so he sang it silently in his mind and tapped the rhythm in a spiral pattern with his fingers in the palm of his other hand. Knocking at the spirit world’s door. Something moved in the air around him, blue whizzing lights and a presence. A sudden force lit up his hands. He touched Ximena’s shoulders.

Her energy was a sucking dark void, a wind reversed. The shock made him let go of her. Cautiously, he laid a hand on her upper chest, and another on her belly. The void’s suction was even stronger here, tubes of hungry emptiness pulling at him. Was the plague passed this way after all? He released his touch, stepped away, and sang the song again under his breath. 

The vibration of a clear light moved through his back, a spirit coming through him, down through his hands. He hoped it would let him safely heal her, but instead the spirit seemed to feed the void when it reached Ximena.  

A half-solid image of a surgeon, a 1950s white man with a headlamp and crew cut, appeared beside him. What the fuck? Gaia had warned him to expect his guides to be strange, but it still startled him. The surgeon gazed down at Ximena. “Close her up, there’s nothing we can do.” 

The spirit doctor faded. Jamie closed the healing as Fiona had taught him, holding his hands over Ximena’s head, heart, hands, and feet, and then sat on the stool at the end of the table and waited. 

Ximena sat up slowly. Unable to meet her eyes, Jamie bent over, retrieved her shoes, and slipped them onto her feet. Emotion overtook him and he clasped her ankles, something he normally wouldn’t have done to this dignified woman, but he had to touch her. Head still bowed, he said, “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right. We tried.” 

He helped her down from the table. “Can I ask you something?”

“I don’t know. Is it about this problem I have?”

“Yeah. D’you remember the last client, before you couldn’t help the next one? Any weird stuff happen?”

She frowned. “No. The client before the last one—I didn’t help her either, but she was too troubled, she would need three or four limpias. That’s all I can tell you. I don’t talk about my clients. Just like you won’t talk about me.”

“If I guessed right, you wouldn’t be talking about her. Like, if I said it was this tall thin white girl with hair down her bum, and you nodded yes—”

“I don’t discuss who comes to me for healing, or why. Not without their permission.” Ximena gathered her purse from the side table and began to leave. She paused. “But I will tell you that I have met that girl. Dahlia.”
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Alone, Jamie lay on the table and closed his eyes. Spirits circled him like bees. It took effort to close their door, and he hadn’t the strength after the failure with Ximena. Mae could do something with her crystals and make it all balance out, or Gaia could sing them away, but he couldn’t ask either of them. Mae might as well be in Siberia too, after what he’d done. He was on his own. 

He used yogic breathing and imagined the door spiraling down to a purple pinpoint of light. Go away. Please. I can’t handle it. I’m not a real shaman.

They stopped circling and buzzing, but then the music turned on. Someone had left one of his old albums in the CD player. The chants and drones of Sound Bath filled the room. Healing music, he’d called it back then. Now it made him feel as if the spirits were sticking their tongues out at him. What in bloody hell did he know about healing? 
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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At the first red light, Mae managed to stop crying long enough to make a call. Bernadette sounded sleepy. She asked no questions when Mae said she was on her way. They already had an understanding that Mae would probably be arriving somewhat late—Plan A—unless she decided to stay at Jamie’s—Plan B. Mae was relieved that the decision not to stay with him could pass for normal and undramatic. The fight was too painful to talk about yet.

Her phone was beeping a low-battery signal. Mae shut it off and turned right on St. Francis toward 285 North. She didn’t want to be making this drive. Part of her wanted to go back to be with Jamie, but she couldn’t. He’d lost control like a child, throwing things and yelling and sobbing. It broke Mae’s heart to see him suffer that way, but he wouldn’t let her near him, wouldn’t hear her apologies. She’d realized she’d hurt him and had tried to make it right, but he’d been too far gone, yelling at her to leave, to get out of his life and not come back.

When he’d gotten over the first little hint of a fight, she’d been so proud of him. Sane Jamie had made it to first base. Then crazy Jamie had hit a home run out of the park. What had made either of them think he was ready for a relationship? He’d said he was trying to convince his therapist of it. Mae should have noticed the implied professional opinion, but she’d been so eager for intimacy she hadn’t paid attention.

Her headlights picked up the stunning blue corn imagery decorating the Tesuque overpass. It was like the gateway to another world, full of beauty and light. She’d thought love would be like that. After two divorces, she should know better. Love was a dark hole, a cave, a labyrinth. A place where she got lost.
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She knocked softly on the door of the second-floor apartment in Pojoaque. To her surprise and embarrassment, she was greeted by Dr. Alan Pacheco clad in an old terrycloth bathrobe. She hardly knew him, and Bernadette hadn’t mentioned that he was spending the night. 

“Oh my god,” Mae whispered. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were here.”

“It’s all right.” He kept his voice low also. “Hope you don’t mind seeing me instead of Bee. She has a conference this weekend and has to get up early. I don’t.” He closed the door silently and studied her face. She knew she must look like she’d been crying. Alan asked, “How are things with you and Jamie?”

His eyes were so kind. She tried not to choke up. “We had a fight. A bad one.”

Alan offered a hug. Mae hesitated, but the need for reassurance won out and she let him hold her. He was short and blocky, a little boulder of a man, so unlike hugging Jamie that the attempt at comfort made her sadder. She drew away. 

He resumed the task her arrival had interrupted, tucking sheets onto the sofa-bed, the same one Mae had slept on in Bernadette’s apartment in Norfolk as a refugee from her second marriage. The room was much the same—the Apache art, the pueblo pottery, the yellow cat playing with his rubber tarantula. 

Alan said, “I’m sorry you fought. It’s part of the package with Jamie, though. I’ve known him a long time, and he fights with everyone. I don’t think he can help it.”

“This wasn’t just Jamie being moody and fussing. I can handle that. This was worse. I brought up something that made him ...” She didn’t know what to call his behavior. The memory tore a little hole in her. “I never seen a grown man act like that.”

Alan held still, his brows contracted, and then nodded toward the exit to the deck through the kitchen. “Let’s go outside.” 

The deck of the second-floor apartment looked like a cave, with its rounded brown stucco walls. Mae and Alan sat in plastic lawn chairs, gazing out across the highway into the empty desert. Dim shapes of mountains and mesas on the horizon pressed black against the glittering sky.

For a while they said nothing, sipping glasses of ice water as occasional cars passed on 285. Alan had the robe tucked carefully around his thick legs, his ankles crossed. The night wind lifted a few strands of his long, gray-streaked hair, blowing it back from his face. He offered a gentle smile, an invitation for Mae to open up.

Maybe he could help her. Alan was an artist, an art professor, and an art critic. He was from a different pueblo than Kandy and her father, but odds were their professional paths had crossed. She asked, “Did you know Kandy Kahee?” 

Alan took a moment to answer. “Yes. Her father’s my friend.” A shadow of sadness darkened his eyes. “How did you hear about Kandy?”

“Kind of by accident. I didn’t know she was Jamie’s friend.” Mae explained how her work for the fair had led her to look into Jill’s relationship with Kandy. “I didn’t find what I thought I would, but what I learned seemed like something Jamie ought to know. I didn’t get to tell him anything, though.” She summed up the essence of their fight. “He’s as sensitive as if he’d just lost Kandy today. Has he ever talked about her at all, since she died?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Isn’t that kind of strange? She was his best friend.”

“Death from alcohol takes longer to heal. Maybe you know, if you’ve lost someone that way.”

“No. I divorced an alcoholic—my first husband—but he’s still alive.”

“After my wife died, I used to wonder if I should have divorced her. If it would have made her wake up, or at least saved our girls.” He gazed out into the night. “She drove drunk with my daughters in the car and killed them all. On that road out there. The same year Kandy died.” 

Mae gasped, stunned. “I’m so sorry. That’s terrible.”

“It was.” He met her eyes for a fraction of a second, sipped his water, and looked down at the glass. “I didn’t tell you to upset you. It’s to help you understand Jamie. Losing someone to alcohol is different than if they’d died of cancer or old age. You’re not just sad, you’re angry. You blame the dead. You blame yourself for not being able to stop them. Oscar made Kandy leave. I let my wife stay. Would it have made a difference if we’d each done the opposite? When we lost them, we kept telling ourselves a hundred things we should have done differently, as if we could go back and change the past. I’m sure Jamie does that, too.”

“At least you and Kandy’s daddy are talking about it. I hope it helps some.” Alan nodded, and Mae continued. “Jamie won’t get near it.”

“Give him time. It may be easier for us to talk. Pueblo people see our dead as nearby, still caring about us, but his mother’s people have a taboo on the names of the dead—like the Apaches do. They don’t say the name for a long time. I think it helped him back off from Kandy while it hurt too much.”

A small cloud blurred a patch of stars. A motorcycle shot by on 285, speeding. A tribal cop pulled out and followed. How much time would Jamie need? Mae had heard him mention the name of a dead person seven or eight months after the death. Surely he could say Kandy’s name now. He’d had years. Maybe he talked about her in therapy, though he didn’t act like he had. The past year and a half of his life had hit him with enough stress and traumas to occupy his counseling hours. He probably hadn’t told his doctor any more than he’d told Mae.

Claws tapped and scratched on glass. The cat was hunting moths. Alan opened the door and the moths flew inside as the cat sprang out. Alan slid the door shut. The Yellow Gentleman, Bernadette’s oddly named pet, turned and stared back into the kitchen. Alan petted him and sat back down. “That jewelry you found. Was it the solar system?”

“Yeah. She was an amazing artist.”

“She was. I hope Jamie wears it again. There’ll never be any more works by Kandyce Rainbow Kahee, and that was her best. Oscar was so proud of her when she made that.” Alan took a long pause, turning his water glass in his hands. “He used to hope Kandy and Jamie would get married. He didn’t understand why she didn’t want to, when she loved Jamie so much. She never told Oscar what you found out in that vision. About her stepfather. I wonder how long that went on.”

“I don’t know. I reckon Jamie never told anyone either, if she didn’t want him to.”

“I wish he had.” Alan’s eyes moistened. “I wish one of them had. She might have lived. Oscar wouldn’t have kicked her out. Or if he had, I would have taken her in. I—I’m sorry. There I go. What if, what if. A death like that. You never quite let go of it.” 

Mae offered her hand, and he squeezed it. It was too late at night to go back to Jamie—if he would speak to her—but her heart went out to him as well. 
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Bernadette woke Mae with a hug on her way out the door, assuring her she could stay as long she needed, and gave her a key. Alan was still sleeping. Mae felt oddly lonely in her awareness of his presence. The Yellow Gentleman chirped as he raised a paw and asked permission to come up on the couch. Mae shook hand and paw with him, he jumped up, and she petted him, comforted by his affection. The contrast with Gasser was sadly funny. Even Jamie’s cat was moody.

She took her phone off the charger and listened to her voicemail. Jamie’s voice was ragged and sad. He’d forgiven her less than an hour after she’d left, and started to blame himself. His urgent apologies faded to weary surrender. The last of his messages had come in at four in the morning. If she’d gone back at night, it wouldn’t have been too late after all, or unwelcome. Now he wouldn’t be up for hours, and if she called she would wake him. She’d have to stop by after her appointments, when he’d had time to sleep. Much as she wanted to drive straight to his place and hold him and kiss him, it would be selfish to disturb him this early—and unwise. They needed to talk about that fight before they did anything else, and see if they could have the talk without fighting again.
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Mae’s first appointment was with Azure Skye. The medium welcomed her into a house that smelled of coffee and fresh-baked peanut butter cookies. Sky-blue walls and white furniture with puffy pillows gave the impression that the house and its soft, pastel-clad owner were one continuous cloud. A white rabbit bounced across the room and lowered its head at Mae’s feet. Azure said, “That’s Mr. Perkins. He’s very sweet but he loves to chew shoes.” 

She disappeared into the kitchen, announcing her intention to serve coffee and cookies. After disengaging the rabbit’s teeth from the sole of her shoe, Mae stroked Mr. Perkins and he followed her to the couch.

Once Azure had served food and drink and settled in an overstuffed chair, Mae explained her supposed research project, ending with a request she hoped would set up a chance to do the healing. “I’d like to be able to describe your work the way your clients experience it. Could you show me?”

Azure sipped her coffee, added a little more cream, and tasted it again. Her voice became subdued. “I’d love to but ... I’m not working right now.”

“Of course not.” Mae pretended to misunderstand. “I can’t pay you for a real session anyway. But what would it be like? Could we go through the motions?”

Azure looked down as Mr. Perkins hopped to her. She baby-talked to him, and he scooted under her chair. “Maybe. Obviously we wouldn’t be contacting anyone since it’s not a real session.”

“Of course not. But if you could demonstrate, even just the beginning of a—you don’t call it a séance, do you?” 

Azure laughed softly. “Like Blithe Spirit.”

“I didn’t mean to make fun, if that’s how it sounded.”

“It didn’t. I found it charming.” Azure drank coffee and looked out the window. “We can put on our play.” More animated, she faced Mae again. “Let’s imagine that my back yard is a place associated with someone’s lost loved one.” 

“You have to go to a special place to find the spirit?”

“It helps. Very few souls stay around as ghosts. Most of them move on, and for them to reassemble themselves in a way that’s meaningful to their loved ones there needs to be a strong call. So, if possible, I go with my clients to places where the departed person’s energy might be attracted to us.”

When Mae had started working as a healer, she had sensed guidance from her maternal grandmother, a folk healer, who had died when Mae was ten. Had using Granma’s crystals that way called her? “Does it have to be a place that calls them, or can it be something else?”

“I can use places, objects, music, favorite poems—but depending how long they’ve been on the other side, how close they are to another life, or how far into a higher plane they’ve moved, it can take a lot of effort at attraction to bring them back to communicate. There’s so much evolution after death, it’s very hard for some to return. Or, so they tell me.”

“Dead people told you all that?”

“Of course. How else would I know?” 

Azure led Mae to the shady back yard. Its collection of chimes was soothing, except for an annoying bamboo clacker that sounded like a recycling truck collecting plastic bottles. 

“In a real session,” Azure said, “the client would go with the medium to the place where they hope the soul will find them. If someone had loved this yard, for example, the chimes would call them.”

“What if the place is too far off?”

“I’d try to call the soul here. The dead visit my home often. And then—yes, this will seem a little like an old-school séance—we’d hold hands.” She offered Mae her hands. The moment Mae had hoped for as a healer had arrived. “We’d concentrate on the feeling of love. The client sending love to the departed and the medium opening to the universal essence of love.”

Mae tuned into the energy of the crystals she carried in her pocket as well as to the feeling of love, and sought the place in Azure that needed healing. 

At first it felt like a weak, broken spot. Internal bleeding of the soul. As Mae explored further, she found the source of the weakness, a tube-like structure in the back of Azure’s energy body, like a tiny throat. It seemed alien, a secret surgery done to her without her knowledge. This had to lead back to whatever was taking power. 

Mae started to follow the tube, but it began pulling on her. Alarmed, she let go. That pulling was familiar. She’d run into it before—in a witch. This time, it was coming at her through the witch’s victim. How could Mae attack the intruder without damaging the host?

She called on the feeling of love again and filled the shared inner space with blue and white light, Azure’s colors. It didn’t work. The tube sucked up the healing. Mae couldn’t follow it without feeding it more. Frustrated and unwilling, she withdrew her efforts.

Now what? This was her job. Azure had to be healed.

A voice spoke so clearly that Mae almost thought someone else was in the garden. An old woman with an Appalachian accent. “I’m gonna do this, honey. You watch.” 

Granma? 

Rhoda-Sue Jackson’s blue-veined, knotty-knuckled hand reached into Azure, pulled the little tube out, and then patted the energy space inside her back together, like putting soil in place around a plant after weeding. “There. No worse than getting a splinter out of your young’un’s finger.”

The vision fractured and vanished, replaced by a split second of lightning and black thunder in the inner world. Mae felt a chill, and quickly focused back on the love, the light, the warmth of Granma’s voice, and the energies of the crystals.

“The departed loved one,” Azure said, “has come and gone.” She held Mae’s hands a little longer, and then let go to sink onto a bench under the bamboo clacker.

Mae struggled to force herself back into her role. Her grandmother’s guiding presence had never been more than a feeling before. She wanted to take time to process what had happened—but she needed to close her boundaries again. Had that flash of lightning been a warning, the witch’s anger at being cut off? “Is it usually short like that?”

“No, but it’s not unusual, either.”

“Does the dead person speak through you, or to the client?” 

“Sometimes I hear them. Sometimes I only feel their presence, and my client hears them. Other times, the dead will move things, make signs in the physical world. If they’re still very close to this world, they can do that, or even make themselves seen. The further along their path they’ve gone, though, the more likely it is that only I hear them, and not the client. I spend more time among them.”

Mae sat on the bench with Azure. “You must be really good at this. I actually felt like somebody showed up. And you weren’t even trying to do it for real. Do I just have a vivid imagination?”

Azure closed her eyes. “No. Someone showed up.” Her pink mouth parted, perfect teeth shone in a radiant smile, and her eyes opened again, shining. “I could only feel her hands. I couldn’t see her face, and her voice wasn’t clear, but she felt like an old, country grandmother.” 

“So, an actual, real dead person showed up?”

“Yes.” The medium clapped her hands together, beaming. “A healer from the other side.” She popped to her feet and headed for the door. “Would you like some more coffee? Another cookie?”

Mae hesitated. Two dead people had come through her in two days. First Kandy, apparently directing Mae’s journey, and now Granma, not just guiding the healing but talking and visible. This wasn’t normal. Mae wanted to stay, to drop her role and talk with Azure psychic to psychic, but if she broke her cover to get advice or explanations, it would violate her contract and possibly jeopardize the rest of her work. “Thanks, but I need to get going.”
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Relieved by Azure’s healing, Mae got in her car and placed her crystals on the dashboard to cleanse them with sunlight. The interior was an oven. She left the door half open and rolled the windows down. Before her next appointment, she wanted to look at Azure’s past to see if Dahlia really was the attacker. Mae had considered asking the medium about any contact with Dahlia, but such questions might get back to the presumed witch. 

Mae took a quartz point from the dashboard and held it, her other hand resting on the zip-lock bag of cookies Azure had given her, and prepared for the journey. Where did that tube come from? Who or what does it feed? 

The tunnel swept her back into the blue-and-white living room.

Dahlia stood just inside the door. Azure, her face pink and distressed, put Mr. Perkins into his cage, murmuring to him and smoothing his fur. Mae sensed a disturbed energy in the room. She suspected Dahlia might have kicked the bunny if he’d gnawed on her strappy suede sandals. Azure closed Mr. Perkins in his cage and took a seat on the couch.

“My parents are dead,” said Dahlia, with no more feeling than if she had said they lived in Illinois. “Can you really contact them?” 

“Of course, if you want to.” Azure’s agitation melted. Her voice was full of compassion. “That must have been hard on you—to lose them so young. When did they die?”

Dahlia flicked her hair back, glanced at a text message on her phone, and back at Azure. “That doesn’t matter. I just want to see what you get. Can you bring them in?”

“We need to do a little preparation. Come over and sit with me.”

Dahlia looked frankly repelled. She joined Azure but sat with her spine stiff and responded to the request to hold hands by flipping her palms up and staring. Azure’s voice, still tender, grew trancelike. “We will think of the family you lost. We will open our hearts to receive the family you lost.”

While Azure closed her eyes and lifted their joined hands, Dahlia’s face tightened in concentration like someone trying to remember an answer on an exam. After a silence, Azure said, “Dahlia, I don’t see your parents. I see a tiny baby. A little boy. I can’t tell if he’s a well-developed fetus, or a terribly early premie.” 

Dahlia exhaled strongly, an animal sound of effort or warning.

Azure recoiled a little, as if she’d been hit. “He’s gone. But I think he had something to tell you. Asking you to let him go. To let him move on.”

Dahlia released Azure’s hands and let out another harsh breath. “What kind of crap is this? I asked to contact my parents and you bring up some dead fetus? So, like, is that yours or something?”

“No. My boy is alive and well and eighteen years old. This boy was yours.” The medium was gentle but firm. “The family you lost.” 

“Bull.” Dahlia rose, opened her purse, and tossed a few bills on the coffee table. “That was worthless. I’m paying you half what you charge.”

Leaving the door open behind her, she strode through the front garden, a hint of a smile barely curving her mouth. The vision closed. 

Mae cleansed her energy with the stones that had stayed in the sun. 

That wasn’t a throat or a tube in Azure’s energy field. It was an umbilical cord. Dahlia hadn’t attacked Gaia the way she had because of Gaia’s miscarriages. She did it to everyone, with the image of her own aborted fetus.

No. Not aborted. Lily Petersen, dancer turned model, whose life revolved around her slim, taut body, wouldn’t let her pregnancy reach the end of a second trimester—a developed, viable fetus—if she planned to end it. She must have wanted the child.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Mary Kay and Hilda had arranged to meet Mae in the Railyard Park. It was so close to Jamie’s apartment, she was tempted to stop in to see him, but she only had a few minutes and he might still be asleep. Hoping these next healings would be as successful as Azure’s, Mae left her car in public parking and walked behind a row of studios and galleries and across Paseo to the Railyard.

A red dirt path decorated with old train wheels led her past a bed of spiky agaves to a rose garden ringed with metal benches. In the center, a small bridge spanned a pond of blue glass pebbles and low-growing desert-hardy plants, the place she’d agreed to meet Hilda and Mary Kay.

As soon as Mae reached the bridge, two women rose from a bench. One was a handsome, well-built brunette. She wore sunglasses and a broad hat, like Mae did. The other woman was thin and harshly tanned, with fair hair pulled back in a ponytail. Sun damage made it hard to tell her age. She dressed in a cross between cowgirl chic and imitation Navajo, with too much silver and turquoise, like Jill’s style but less gracefully executed. Dahlia would disapprove of the failures in both fashion and skin care.

The brunette introduced herself as Hilda Davis and the tanned woman as Mary Kay Dieffenbacher, and then they led the way to a secluded table in the shade of a cottonwood tree. The breeze carried a scent of sage and dust, and someone’s greasy picnic. 

Mae gave them the same story about her project. Hilda said she would take her to see the angel paintings in a nearby gallery after Mae talked with Mary Kay. Mae started the interview the way she had with Azure. If it had worked once, it could work again. “Would you mind showing me, just make-believe, what a session with you would be like?”

“Is that the best way for you learn about it?” Mary Kay’s fingers tapped on the table. “I can tell you about some of my case studies. And I can refer you to physicians who work with me for diagnostic confirmation and insights.”

“That would be great. Thank you. But I need to have something descriptive as well as some facts.” Mae wondered if she sounded false. Though she was less experienced, Mae had the same gift Mary Kay did, the ability to see illness or injury in people’s bodies. “I might publish somewhere other than a scholarly journal, so I need to make it exciting to readers.”

“All right, but it’s not very dramatic.” Mary Kay removed her bracelet and set it on the table, and then her necklace and earrings. Mae looked at her quizzically. Mary Kay explained, “I find that metal affects me. It alters my frequency.”

“That’s interesting. I like getting these details.”

“I need you to lie on the table.” 

“Sure.” Mae brushed a few leaves and sticks and a scattering of grit off its surface. “Where do you usually work?”

“Doctor’s offices. Once in a while in a client’s home, but I prefer some medical presence in case I find something serious.”

“Well, please don’t find anything serious in me. Just fake it.”

“Don’t worry,” Mary Kay said, with a hint of annoyance. “Just close your eyes and I’ll narrate this. So, first I get into a quiet headspace, which would take a few minutes.” 

She became quiet. Mae did the same, attending to her breath and the crystals in the front pocket of her shorts. Mary Kay continued, “Then I float my hands over the patient to read them. I take my time, and don’t try to interpret anything right away. I look for hot spots, cold spots, or places that seem like knots or congestion.” 

As she passed her hands over Mae’s body with a feather-light touch, the intuitive’s palms were portals into a void. Remembering what Granma’s voice had told her to do, Mae visualized her own hands, as careful as her grandmother’s, reaching in through Mary Kay’s, finding the tube, and ever so slowly drawing the spiritual parasite out. It grabbed at Mae like a hungry root.

Stunned, she drew her energy back. What had she done wrong? Did this mean she couldn’t do the healing without help? Granma—I didn’t learn to do this yet. Can you show me again?

No voice. No hands. Only the ghost cord, still seeking to attach itself to Mae. Using the energy of a quartz point, Mae cut the connection before the tube could enter her. She checked on Mary Kay. Her hands remained openings into emptiness.

Mae pulled her energy inward and moved one hand to rest on Mary Kay’s necklace. If she couldn’t heal her, at least she could confirm that the source of this invasion was Dahlia.

The tunnel led to a medical office. Dahlia lay on the examination table, saying in her flat tones that her heart fluttered and alarmed her, and it was worse since her parents died. Mary Kay said she would look for the problem. She closed her eyes, scanned Dahlia with her hands, and frowned, stopping at her heart. Dahlia wore a fierce little bat-like smile. Mae left the vision.

Mary Kay completed the pretended scan. She laid her palms on Mae’s shoulders, wrapping fingers around her deltoids. “If I find something, I bring my hands to that spot, or those places, and stay a while, until I start to hear it talk to me.” She conveyed forced confidence over a layer of sadness. “Sometimes it’s like I’m reading words in a medical book, sometimes it’s like I hear a voice telling me. Then I ...” Mary Kay choked a little. “I don’t yet tell the patient what I find. I double-check.”

She let go, tracing her hands over Mae’s body again. “If I don’t find anything else, I come back to the problem area, if there was one. If there were two or more, I go to the worst one first and back to the secondary.” She grasped Mae’s hands, and let go. “Only then do I tell the patient. If it’s serious, I explain that I want their doctor there first. I end the session by sealing my field and the patient’s so we don’t cross-contaminate each other.”

Mae did this in her own mind, to protect herself from the parasite in Mary Kay and to separate their fields safely. She would have to find an excuse to step away soon and cleanse herself and her stones to fully close the failed healing.

“That was fascinating.” Mae sat up. She felt heavy and confused, and found it hard to pretend to be excited. “Could you pick up anything from me, even though you were just talking it through?”

Hilda’s posture perked up. She leaned in toward Mary Kay. “Could you?” 

Mary Kay shook her head. The lines around her lips deepened. She opened her purse and brought out a business-card case, sorted through cards, and gave Mae those of several physicians. “I work with these practices. For people who don’t want invasive tests or extra screenings, it’s a valuable service. I’m sure they can back up my story for your research”

“Thanks so much. You’ve helped me a lot.” But I haven’t helped you.
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Hilda led Mae across Paseo to a pale yellow building with few windows. The Secrist Gallery didn’t fit aesthetically with most of Santa Fe, but the Railyard area was different, not all adobe. Hilda opened the glass front door. “You don’t need to play student researcher with me, by the way. Did Kate tell you I was at the meeting where they came up with that role for you?”

“Yes—she gave me a list of who was there.”

Mae excused herself to the gallery’s ladies’ room for a private space to fully close the healing. She used snow quartz to clear her energy and rinsed the crystals under the faucet. No salt for the water, but it would have to do. 

She felt like she’d just struck out and was already at bat again. Hilda had sounded so optimistic about Mary Kay’s possible healing. Unless the angels showed up for the artist the way Granma had for Azure, Mae would probably whiff it again. She put the stones back in her pockets and rejoined Hilda. 

“My work is upstairs.” Hilda led Mae past a display of brightly colored abstract metal sculptures and up to a second-floor atrium. A sign on the wall at the head of the stairs read: Hilda Davis: The Angels Series. Speakers brushed the visitor with ethereal, wandering music. Mae sensed it as the vibrations of stars in space, the hum of the spinning of planets.

“I love this,” she said.

“Thank you.” 

They strolled without talking for a while, stopping every few steps. Each painting was unique, yet all shared the suggestion of something hidden behind a veil. Forms neither human nor plant, with qualities of both, blended into shafts of light that appeared to move. The first painting was cool and delicate, the next flashing with shades of orange and gold and startling bursts of magenta. Another was almost entirely white, yet filled with subtle form. This was an extraordinary body of work, though it bore no resemblance to Mae’s expectations of angels. 

What would Hilda do if Mae couldn’t help her? “Have you had to stop painting?”

“No. In fact, I started a landscape today. That was what I did before I had the angels. I was already an established artist.” Hilda paused in front of a painting of green forest-like lights. “It amazes me what I did through them—or they did, through me—but Kate thinks I was high on them, like an addiction.”

The two women sat on a gray vinyl bench, looking across the atrium. Mae said, “I thought she wanted me to heal you.” 

Hilda took off her sunglasses and ran her gaze over the arc of her work along the walls. “She’s afraid of what I’ll do if you don’t. It’s hard, coming back down to the real world.”

“What was it like when you had the angels?”

Hilda gestured to the paintings and the speakers. 

“It was literally like that?”

“Sometimes weaker, sometimes stronger, but yes.”

No wonder Jamie had learned to shut off his gift. Mae finally understood why. Even if the visions were beautiful, it would be terrible to be unable to control them. She marveled that Hilda could miss the experience. It was Mae’s job to try to bring it back, though. “This would be a good place to call ’em to you, if I can do it.”

“That was what I’d hoped.” Hilda turned to face Mae. “That’s why I brought you here. Do you mind doing your work in a place like this?”

“No, but I’m supposed to be undercover, so we can’t talk about it if anyone comes upstairs. Would it bother you if people saw us holding hands? I have to touch you to do the healing.”

“No one around here cares about things like that.” Hilda offered her hand, but then drew it back before Mae could take it. “I’m sorry. I ...” She sighed. “I think I should wait. Now that I’m painting on my own again. It’s hard, but I should see what I can do without them.”

Mae was both disappointed and relieved. It would have reassured her to enlist the angels and succeed again, but there was no guarantee she could have, and she couldn’t help thinking Hilda might be better off without the visions. “You’d probably have to anyway. I couldn’t help Mary Kay, and I tried.”

“I wish you could have healed her. She doesn’t have anything to fall back on like I do. I’m worried about her. She hasn’t been herself since she lost her abilities.”

Another approach occurred to Mae. Something more direct. “The best way to heal everyone might be to be to heal Dahlia. I could undo everything she’s done all at once.” 

Hilda shivered. “Don’t.”

“Because you’d get the angels back after all?”

“No—I trust they’d let me be if I no longer need them. I said it because of what happened to Mary Kay with Dahlia. She told me it was like looking into dark purple flames, where she should have seen Dahlia’s circulatory system and heart. She thought she was seeing some terrible disease she’d never seen before, and she spent a long time trying to read the imagery. She hasn’t been able to read anyone since.” 

“But she was working on a problem Dahlia doesn’t really have. So were Azure and Gaia, and she told you a lie to get your sympathy, too. I know what’s actually wrong with her.” 

“You’re supposed to heal the healers. If she steals your ability, who’s going to bring theirs back?”

“I don’t know.” If Granma wouldn’t show up again, maybe no one.   
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Mae parked in the strange long gravel driveway that ran parallel to the street and sidewalk along the block of Don Diego where Jamie lived. Before she could think any further about her work, she needed to heal their relationship. As she expected, his car was there, and his bike was propped against the side of the building near the garden. To her dismay, she saw that she’d crushed some of his plants the night before. Stuck between his car and his landlady’s, too hurt to go in and ask him to move the Fiesta, Mae had driven through the yard to reach an exit from the driveway. I should have driven over the curb. Jamie had been so proud of his work on that little garden.

He didn’t answer when she knocked. She called him. No answer. Even if he was still in bed at noon, he should hear his phone. He only turned it off while he was working or driving. Maybe he’d walked somewhere and forgotten to bring it, but with his bad hip, Jamie didn’t go for long walks, he biked, and if he was walking Gasser, the pocket park at the corner would be about his limit. Gasser couldn’t go far enough to get out of sight of the apartment.

A stab of worry struck her. That final four a.m. message might not have been accepting but depressed. She could hear Alan in her head. You blame the dead. You blame yourself. How could she have left Jamie, upset as he’d been? Yes, he’d hurt her, but he’d been in pain far worse than hers. Clumsy with anxiety, Mae found the key Fern had loaned her and dropped it twice before she unlocked the front door. 

She felt compelled to close it again immediately, very quietly, without going in. Jamie was in the front room doing yoga, wearing only his jockey shorts. Deeply absorbed in a seated side bend, grunting as he struggled to reach his arm up and toward his head, he hadn’t noticed the door opening. Distractible, mood-swinging Jamie had been so focused he hadn’t heard her knock. If she’d found him suddenly thirty pounds thinner she couldn’t have been more surprised. 

She began to remove the broken plants injured by her drive over the edge of the garden and scooped scattered gravel back onto the spiral path, filling the spaces between the flagstones. Jamie had looked and sounded funny in his yoga practice, but he was coping in a sane, self-healing way. After Mae had unpacked Lisa, Kandy, and his chef’s knives, he hadn’t resorted to self-harm or sunk into depression. She’d underestimated his resilience. It gave her hope that they could sort out this fight and be all right together. Maybe, if Mae was careful and gentle, he would even be able to finally talk about Kandy, or at least to hear what his departed friend seemed to want him to know.

“What are you doing out here?” Jamie walked out the front door barefoot and shirtless, buttoning his jeans with a little tug to get them to fasten under his belly. It was strange to see him so unselfconscious, not only about his weight but his scars. He used to hide his arms and stomach even when he was slim. “Jesus—you didn’t have to work on this. I’ll redo it.” He stopped a few feet away from her and squeezed pebbles with the toes of one foot, dropped them, and toe-gathered them again. “It’ll be fun.” An effortful smile. “I like gardening.”

“I feel bad about what I did to it, though.” She stood, brushing dirt off her knees. “Anyway, I didn’t want to bust in on your yoga practice. You were pretty concentrated there.”

“First time I’ve tried to do it on my own outside of class.” He slid his hands into his jeans pockets and toed another pebble into a fist-like clutch. “Hard. But my hip was killing me. Thought it’d help.”

“Did it?”

He wriggled his evasive shrug and dropped his pebbles. “Been a hard day, y’know? Doing what I can.”

“I think you’re doing great, sugar.”

Eyebrows drawn down, he pulled his head back like a turtle. “You do?”

“I do.” She walked up and hugged him.

He held her hesitantly. “You ... you want to come in, then?”

“Of course. We still need to talk”

“Thought you’d say that.” One of his hands drifted to fidget with the sleeve of her T-shirt. “Made you some iced tea.” He looked into her eyes and smoothed her hair. “Southern sweet crap.”

“Thank you. That was real thoughtful of you.”

“Seemed right to do something with ice, y’know?” A hint of a laugh, dipped in sadness. “For when you came back to break up with me.”

He released the embrace. They went into the kitchen. Mae took off her hat and sunglasses and put them on the table. “Talking doesn’t have to mean breaking up, sugar.”

“Yeah, it does. When the girlfriend says it.”

Was he joking, or serious? Jamie pulled out the single chair for her, poured a glass of tea and gave it to her, and then opened a beer for himself. He took a drink, almost hid a little belch, and sat at her feet, leaning his head back in her lap and looking up at her. His hair spread in a crinkly tangled mess over her thighs, tickling her skin below the edge of her shorts. He rocked the base of his skull against her muscle in a kind of massage and blinked a few times. “Go ahead. Interrogate.”

“I don’t want to interrogate you. Just—”

“It’s all right, y’know. I’m not mad anymore. About the unpacking. Except for trying to do my kitchen. Jeezus.” He raised his head to take a drink. “And I’m taking my fucking suit to the thrift shop.”

“But it’s such a nice suit. I thought—”

“Don’t think it.” He stuck a finger in her sock. “Interrogation, allowed. Nagging, banned.”

“I wasn’t nagging.”

“Yeah, you are.” His finger probed her arch. “If you say things I don’t want to hear.” 

“I think I’m bound to.”

He put his head in her lap again and gave her the baby seal eyes. “Might go better if you brushed my hair.”

“Sugar—”

“Makes me calm. Malleable.”

Before she could object, he scrambled to his feet and sped out of the room and up the stairs. Trying to have a serious talk wasn’t as bad as Mae had thought it would be, but it was weirder.

She got up and looked in a few cabinets. He had moved everything. She sat back down as he reappeared, brush in hand, and dropped to his place at her feet. “Thanks, love. Hair got really bad biking in the wind. Did you find my helmet? My lock?”

He’d been biking already? After being up that late? “They’re in the closet with Gasser’s harness.”

“We should walk him after this. I carry him across to the Railyard. Lots of things for him to look at there. He likes birds. Think he likes to watch the skateboarders, too.”

Mae began to brush Jamie’s hair. He stopped chattering and held still. While she untangled a portion of his mane, she tried to figure out the next step. They needed to talk, but about what? It had seemed clear to her earlier, but now it didn’t. Should she start with asking him not to yell and throw things? No, that would be putting it all on him. Maybe she should open the conversation by apologizing again for finding out about Kandy. That was the thing that had pushed him over the edge. Kandy seemed to want him to know her story, though. There was no talking about that fight without bringing up her ghost. 

When Jamie appeared peaceful, Mae asked cautiously, “How would you feel if a spirit wanted to tell you something?” 

“Don’t let ’em. That’s what the spirals are for.” 

“What do you mean?”

“The spirals are for sending ’em away.”

She looked at the swirly pattern on the wall. How bizarre. She’d thought it was a petroglyph theme to go with the southwestern colors, or some kind of symbol at most. “How are those for sending spirits away?”

“Dunno, but they go in. Like a toilet, flushes ’em. Sort of looks like that, doesn’t it?” 

A spirit toilet? Mae wanted to follow up on this, but if she did they might never get around to what they needed to talk about. She steered out of the skid. “I think I had a spirit show up that wanted me to have a certain vision.”  

He closed his eyes. A pained look crossed his face. Had she already pushed too hard? Did he know what she was leading up to? 

“I had a whole busload of spirits show up.”

Mae almost dropped the brush. “When?”

“This morning.” He opened his eyes again. “Bloody fuck-up, but I tried to help Ximena.”

“You tried to do my job for me? I told you—”

“She asked me.”

“How did she know you’re a healer?”

“My teachers. Told her I’d be good. But the whole thing was bloody awful.”

Hearing the agitation in his voice, Mae resumed his grooming. “It’s not just you. I couldn’t help Azure, either. My Granma’s spirit did it for me.” 

He sat up abruptly, jarring her hand. “So Azure’s healed?”

“Yes, but—”

“You did it like Gaia would.” He craned his neck around to look at her. “Is that what you wanted to talk about? You made it sound so—dunno—stressful or something.” After giving her knee a congratulatory rub, he laid his head back down. “Guess it’s scary the first time you do it, but, Jesus, I’m so happy for Azure. That’s great. You called in a spirit.”

“Not really. She showed up on her own. And then she didn’t come back when I asked her to. I guess dead people have some special feeling for Azure. That’s the only way I can explain it.” Mae told him what had happened with Mary Kay. “Dahlia’s one heck of a strong witch. She almost got me. You took a big risk, going up against her. Did you feel that thing pulling on you, too?” 

“Yeah.” 

As he drank his beer, Jamie described the attempted healing, the spirit doctor, and the buzzing lights. 

“Are those your guides or something?”

“Dunno.” Jamie bowed his head, an unsubtle hint, and Mae began to untangle the knots in the back of his hair. “That’s who showed up.”

“You don’t invite certain ones?” Mae thought of Kenny’s worries about what an amateur shaman could conjure. “You don’t know them?”

“Nah. Gaia must know who they are, though.”

“If they’re the same ones she calls. Be careful.”

“Fuck—you had a dead person. You think I’m messing with stuff I shouldn’t?”

“It’s different. She’s my Granma, and she was a healer. Half the crystals I use were hers. It wasn’t some random stranger from the other side popping in. You wouldn’t ask people you don’t know into your home. I don’t think you should let them into your head. Jamie, please—I’m proud of you for taking on the healing work—but I don’t like you calling in spirits when you can’t decide who comes.”

“Didn’t think I’d ever have to, y’know? Just send ’em away.”

She brushed his hair, sipped her tea, and brushed some more, until she sensed he was calm again. “I had a spirit I couldn’t ... I don’t want to say send away, because I’d been looking for her, but, I couldn’t—”

“Stop.”

“Sugar, this is what I needed to talk about.”

He grasped her wrist softly, his voice firm yet pleading. “No. I can’t.”

He let go. She finished his hair, and Jamie kissed her hand and thanked her. He stood, took his shirt from the back of the chair, walked to the window and opened the blinds. Silent, he slipped the shirt on—red with yellow lightning bolts, in the same cut as all the others—and took his time to button up. Between buttons he rippled, flexed, and criss-crossed the fingers of his right hand. “Still numb in one spot. Still hurts sometimes, too.” He rubbed the outer edge of his little finger with his thumb and then did another button. 

When he’d finished, each hand massaged the opposing forearm while he stared out the window. “Fuck.” He pressed his fingers into his hairline and closed his eyes. “It’s like that nerve, all right? You touch it, I get worse. The whole bloody chain reaction starts. Some things only heal if you leave ’em alone. Talking is like—” He lifted his flexed arm and whacked the inside of his right elbow against the edge of the window frame, recoiling with a silent gasp, his face scrunched up in pain. “Like that.”

Mae was too shocked to know what to say. He’d deliberately aimed the notch where the ulnar nerve was exposed onto a sharp corner, striking with force and precision. How could he hurt himself like that?

He stood huddled, rubbing his arms, looking out the window. Mae pictured him alone in this apartment, working on the plan to drown in the lake like a prisoner plotting an escape while some gloomy, death-soaked opera played on the stereo. Only ten weeks ago. If Kandy wanted Jamie to know her story, she would have to find a different messenger or tell him herself. Mae wasn’t going to add to his troubles. All she wanted now was to take them away.

She came up behind him, wrapped her arms around his belly, and rested her forehead on the back of his head. Jamie’s arms slid down to form a layer over hers. His hands were hot, even hotter than the rest of his body. 

“I love you,” she whispered. “No matter how hard it is for you to heal, or how long it takes, I’m with you. Even when I don’t understand, I love you.”

He turned to face her and pushed his fingers through her hair to the back of her head. His kiss was tentative, and he interrupted it. His eyes searched hers. “It won’t be easy. Loving me.” He stroked her cheek and kissed her lightly again. “Are you sure you want to?”

“Letting go of you would be a whole lot harder.” 

She returned the kiss. In a moment that was all there was. The sweet wet darkness of the kiss.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Hours later, even after furniture shopping, a buzz of bliss still vibrated in Jamie’s body. He couldn’t help smiling at everyone, laughing at nothing, dancing as he carried the last of his instruments into the Magic Bean for the evening’s show. 

His phone rang. Arms full, he hurried across the dance floor, stepped up onstage, and set the drums down. Mae could miss him already. He missed her, after ten minutes apart. He’d scarcely been able to let go of her while they’d shopped, and he’d kept feeling her thigh during dinner, delighting in that little intimacy, finally free to be as affectionate as he wanted. 

The call was from Gaia’s husband, Mike. “The shamans at the clinic in Tuva are doing a healing for Gaia tomorrow, to drive out the curse. She wants you to do a song for her, too.”

Jamie promised he would. It meant a lot to him that Gaia had asked. With a twelve-hour time difference it was already tomorrow in Tuva. If he did the song tonight, he and Gaia’s teachers might sing at the same time. Gaia could be healed, and in some small way he could be part of the ceremony. He wouldn’t do the sacred music exactly as the shamans would—Gaia had taught him adaptations of the songs and dances for concerts—but the performance version could still add strength to the sounds that reached the spirits.

He waited for his mates to reach a good stopping point so he could tell them the new plan. Dagmawi Molalenge, a long, lean, young Ethiopian, was warming up with a soft chant, beating on a pair of tall drums. Mwizenge Chomba, a round-faced Zambian man with a short graying beard and bright, protuberant eyes, tested the sound system with a few lines of a song. 

They were busy. Maybe this was a good time to get cake.

Jamie had felt funny about getting dessert after dinner with Mae, so he hadn’t done it. It could have made her nag him and spoil the moment. No such problem now. He jumped off the stage and headed for the coffee shop, a second room delineated by a wide archway and a change in wall color from cream to café-au-lait. At the counter he ordered vegan carrot cake and coffee. Sugar before singing—bad idea, and he would have to brush his teeth again, but Magic Bean’s cake would be worth it. 

His phone rang, and this time it was Mae.

“Hey, sugar.” Her voice tickled his ear. It charmed him endlessly, such a sweet little voice coming from such a tall, strong woman. “I got so wrapped up in everything, I forgot to tell you—I’m supposed meet Fiona tonight. I thought I’d find a way to sneak in a healing. That doesn’t look promising, but we’re gonna—”

“Fiona answered a call?”

“No. Dahlia invited me to your concert tonight with her and Jill.”

“How in bloody hell do you know Dahlia?”

“I found her card lying around your place and called her.”

“Jeezus. Forgot I had that. She was flirting with me or something. Scary.”

“I’ll try to keep her away from you. I thought I might figure out what’s up with her and Jill.” 

“Jill’s a bloody fake.”

“I think so, too. Do you have any idea why Dahlia spends so much time with her?” 

“Dunno. Jill’s bi.” The barista delivered Jamie’s order. He ate a tiny bite so he wouldn’t have to talk with his mouth full. “Gets around a lot. Might be—Jesus, don’t want to picture it.” Especially not while he was eating. “But they could.”

“Maybe. I kinda hate to say it, but it’s in character for Dahlia to be trading sex for something.”

“For teaching her? Nah. Doesn’t seem—” He slurped his drink. “Sorry. Coffee.” Another sip, less noisy. Medium roast black coffee, a perfect balance to the cake. He wanted to enjoy it, not think about the scary-soul girl. “Dahlia doesn’t seem naive enough to believe Jill’s crap. And even if she was, she could pay. Wouldn’t have to lick her fucking cunt.”

“Jamie!” 

“Sorry.” Sometimes he still forgot how much Americans disliked that word. He checked to see if the barista had overheard. She didn’t look shocked or red-faced. Dagmawi’s drumming was loud enough to have spared her. “But pussy’s too nice for some part of Jill. And it’s true, whatever I call it. Dahlia could pay with money.”

“Whatever way she’s paying, she seems to think Jill is genuinely teaching her.” 

“Nah. Couldn’t be. But someone did. Scares me to say this but—I took those healing classes and turned it around, right? If I could do it backwards, could Dahlia do it evil? What if she studied with Fiona and used it against her? Jeezus. Can you picture that?”

“Fiona hasn’t been working for a while. Dahlia couldn’t have studied with her long.”

“How long did you study to be a healer?”

“I didn’t, really. I had only one lesson. Bernadette gave me things to read, but mostly it came to me with practice, and using Granma’s stones.”

“Right. A natural. Born to it.”

“Like you, sugar.”

“Mmm.” He paused for a bite of cake. “Dunno about me. But—” An idea struck that made his skin crawl. “Dahlia could be a natural, too. Naturally unnatural, y’know?”

“Come on. She’s done some bad stuff, but she’s still human.”

“Just barely.” He suddenly realized he was talking about this in public. That was worse than saying cunt. Though the place was almost empty except for a few people at one far table and his band mates warming up, he’d better stop while he was ahead. “Got to go, love. Catcha. Make sure you bring your suitcase.”

Mae would be spending the night. Jamie played a celebratory drum roll on the counter and danced on his stool.

He finished the cake and coffee and rejoined Mwizenge and Dagmawi. “Listen, I want to add a new song tonight. One of the ones I’ll be doing with Gaia Greene in Spirit World Fair. Do it as the end of the first set. It’s too weird to flow into anything else.”

Dagmawi asked, “Do we have time to rehearse this?” 

“Don’t need to. I’ll lead into it with some bird-sound stuff on the shakuhachi and some drones on the didg. All you have to do is the one-one beat.” The joke brought a chuckle from Mwizenge and a groan from Dagmawi. Jamie knew the Ethiopian didn’t like shamanic trance drumming. He liked complex rhythms, which he played with such skill he could sound like five men. “I’ll show you the tempo, and that’s all you need. Just keep it going, and speed up when I start the dance.”

Jamie picked up a drum, tapped the beat, and began to warm up his voice with a soft rendition of the chant. When he’d rehearsed this with Gaia, they’d gone in and out of serious work and silliness, rapping as the Flamin’ Shamans. She’d put her antlered headdress on him and said he looked like a Bill Worrell sculpture, one of those mystical deer-shaman figures. He’d felt like one and taken it off, terrified. Gaia had grinned. Came through, didn’t it? He missed her. Maybe Dahlia would feel the shamans in Tuva driving her witch spirit out—unless she latched her little tubes into them. No, she couldn’t, could she? He had to push hard against her in the song. Really do it as a prayer for Gaia, calling her spirits back to her.

––––––––
[image: image]


Jamie forgot about Dahlia during the show, swept up in communion with the crowd on the dance floor. The concert featured Mwizenge as lead singer and Dagmawi and Jamie on harmonies. They did a mix of African songs and the group’s original compositions featuring Jamie’s woodwinds and the other men’s drumming. Andrea, who studied African dance, came out on the dance floor from time to time, dancing solo close to the stage. She wasn’t part of the show, but she added to it, shaking everything she had in a body-hugging red dress, while Wendy prowled the perimeter of the stage and the dance floor with a camera, capturing video for Jamie’s web site. 

During one of the African songs, Jamie set his drum aside and jumped from the stage to dance with Andrea. Her energy kicked up a notch as they challenged each other to sliding jumps, crouching turns, and hip-pulsing, shoulder-pumping moves like a cross between flirtation and competition. The other people on the dance floor moved back to let them cut loose. 

Breathless and sweating, Jamie bowed to Andrea and sprang back up onstage in time to rejoin the band for a final chorus. They finished the Zambian song with an exuberant double-thump on their drums and became still. The audience, who had been asked in advance to keep the trance-like flow of the concert, didn’t applaud but waited for what would come next. The musicians exchanged looks.

Jamie indicated the tempo, hoping his cardiovascular system would slow down to match it, and Mwizenge and Dagmawi played the steady pulse in unison. Jamie wasn’t sure how to pray any more than he had been when trying to heal Ximena, but he sent the song to Gaia’s helping spirits. He picked up his shakuhachi and blew some startling shrill sounds, like eagles’ cries, bats’ calls, and the shrieks of spirits, and then sat on a stool to play the didgeridoo, beginning the drone. The circular breathing, the inhale-exhale loop that kept the sound going, altered his mind like a drug. When the music felt ready, he left the didg in its stand and strapped on a drum.

Pounding the heart-like beat, he chanted a wailing minor key song, broken up by staccato calls and shouts. His mind emptied, filled with only the sounds. At the end of the vocal, he set his drum aside and started to dance. 

As Mwizenge and Dagmawi picked up the tempo, something took over Jamie’s limbs, like lighting in his nerves. A buzzing swarm merged with his muscles. He didn’t choose the movements or know what they meant. He only knew that when the drumming reached a peak he was whirling, and somehow stopped exactly when Mwizenge and Dagmawi stopped. 

The crowd inside his body left except for one wild stranger riding in his chest behind his heart. A spirit. How could he have called in spirits? Hadn’t they been paying attention? He was sure he’d done the concert version, and even if he’d messed that up, he’d asked them to go to Gaia. Had he drawn her helpers into himself instead?

The three men took a bow, indicating the end of the first set. The audience exploded into applause. Mwizenge thanked them and let them know that they could hear Gaia Greene with Jangarrai, doing more music like the final song, at Spirit World Fair. 

As the musicians started toward the coffee bar, talking about the show, Jamie saw Dahlia gliding toward him. Tonight she wore dark burgundy lipstick and a shimmery black dress. Both emphasized the whiteness of her skin. She stood in front of him and touched the tip of one long nail to his arm. Strangely, she didn’t chill him, though she was so close he could smell her floral perfume. There was a layer between them, like a thin cushion of air. She said, “That song was beautiful.” 

“Pig’s arse. It was cacophony.”

She ignored his reply, her hand resting lightly on his forearm. “Can I buy you a coffee?”

“Nah.” He shook her off and adjusted his hat like a cool sexy man in a movie. It didn’t feel like a Jamie gesture, or as if he had made the decision to do it. “Get my own.” 

Her eyes barely shifted expression but might have flickered with interest. “You didn’t call me.” 

The voice was his, but the words came from the same source as the arrogant hat-tilt. “No law says I have to, just because you gave me your number.”

“Come talk with us. I’m over there.” She angled her chin toward a table far in the back of the coffee shop. A subtle hint of amusement crossed her face. “With Jill Betts.” She swayed off in a willowy runway walk. 

At the coffee bar, Jamie sat beside his fellow musicians. He ordered an iced black coffee. More caffeine? What was the matter with him? The carrot cake called him again. He ordered that, too. The spirit craved the food and drink. It didn’t interact with his friends or the server but sheltered in the pocket of his heart as if waiting for something. It seemed oddly comfortable in him, and he was, to his own confusion, so enmeshed with it he couldn’t fully react to its presence. 

“Who was that girl?” Dagmawi asked with a frown. “Not your girlfriend is she?” 

“Fuck, no.” Jamie looked around for Mae, but didn’t see her. “Girlfriend’s healthy-looking. Dahlia—Jeezus. Fucking zombie.” 

Mwizenge’s eyebrows shot up. “Be careful.” He paused. “She might be from Zombia.” 

His deadpan delivery made Jamie and Dagmawi crack up. Jamie paid for his cake and coffee, still laughing when the server brought him his order. Zombia. 

Dagmawi caught his breath, sipped his coffee. “Don’t let her bite you, man. She looks more like a vampire to me.” 

She did. A vampire witch. Jamie felt cold. The joke was over.

No, it wasn’t. With a tickling, giggly, hollowing sensation, his inner visitor bumped his hand, making him spill a little coffee, and climbed from his heart to the posterior curve of his skull. What the fuck? Did he need to do another song to send this thing away? It seemed friendly in a bizarre way, but it had to be Gaia’s helper, not his. It was too strong for him. It pushed him to his feet.

Guided by its energy, he carried his paper plate of cake to the archway between the concert space and the coffee shop. Dahlia stood there with Mae, looking at the community bulletin board. He could tell they didn’t hear him come up behind them. No one ever did.

“You should talk to this guy.” Dahlia pointed to a homemade flyer featuring a man’s staring, bearded face and a list of his accomplishments: astral travel, psychic surgery, soul clearing, chakra balancing, karmic cleansing, inner child work, and contact with ascended masters. “You could write your whole paper from one interview.”

“Good idea.” Mae tore off a phone number from the fringed bottom of the flyer. “I could be done by the time you’re back from LA and we could go shopping.”

“Seriously. Life’s too short. But don’t tell anyone where I’m going. Or why.”

The two women were turned at a slight angle so Jamie could see the prominent curve of Mae’s breasts and Dahlia’s slightly smaller and presumably plastic ones. She didn’t have enough meat on her bones to grow real ones. 

Mae looked around with a start. “How long have you been there?”

“Years.” Jamie grinned. “Didn’t you feel me?”

“I kinda did just now.”

Felt him looking at her titties. Dahlia hadn’t, which was probably proof that hers weren’t real. No sixth sense in them.

The model regarded the cake the way she might a pile of vomit. “That thing is huge.”

“Yeah.” Jamie winked. “So’s the cake.” He offered her a forkful. “Open wide.” 

She gave him an eye roll at the innuendo and recoiled from the fork. Scared she’ll catch fat cooties.   

“Jesus.” He—or the spirit—stuck a finger into the cake and put a dab of frosting on Dahlia’s nose. “How in bloody hell am I going to cook for the likes of you?” 

Mae pressed her lips together, but a laugh escaped. Dahlia took a tissue from her purse and wiped her nose, glaring at Jamie. “Is that an invitation?”

“Dunno. Need to work on your appetite. Can’t waste my cooking on a sheila who won’t eat.” He turned to Mae, aiming the fork at her lips. His words emerged without volition. “Would you lick my utensil?” As she opened her mouth to answer he fed her a bite of cake, and licked the fork after her. “It’ll taste good after it’s been dipped in you.”

Mae gaped at him and blushed. Jamie shared her embarrassment. He’d topped himself for crassness and knew it, but it wasn’t him. Something had taken him over. He wondered if Mae could tell the difference.

“I thought you just invited me to dinner.” Dahlia glanced back and forth between Jamie and Mae and altered the shape of her mouth to suggest a smile. “Are you inviting her, too?”

He took a bite of cake. “Might. I’ve had two pieces of this.” His hand, controlled by the spirit, mimed cupping her little arse in his hand, stopping short of touching her. “Could go for two pieces of that, too.”

“There are more calories in her ass. You’d better go for mine first.” With a fling of her hair, Dahlia strode off toward her table. 

Jamie let out a little chug of a laugh. “What a bloody stupid joke.”

“So were yours. What is the matter with you?” Mae asked. “Are you high?”

“Nah. Jeezus. You think I’d do that?”

“You’re acting peculiar. I could swear you’re stoned. Have you really had two pieces of cake?”

He surprised himself by making a snarly face like a Chinese lion-dog statue, bug-eyed and soundlessly roaring, sticking out a tongue full of half chewed cake. Fuck, this spirit is weird. He swallowed. Every other breath, every other heartbeat, he felt normal, which was even stranger than being entirely out of control. The spirit cohabiting with his consciousness didn’t so much suppress him as outvote him. “Yeah.” This felt like the real Jamie answering, but with a touch of the intruder’s humor. “Loved every bite of it. Want to nag me?”

“Kind of. Did you mean to invite Dahlia for dinner? Like, the three of us?”

“Fuck. Think I did. Dunno. I’m ...” The spirit giggled, but it sounded as though Jamie did. “I’m possessed.” 

“People do not get possessed.” Mae had that charming pissed-off Southern girl sound, punching the words yet stretching them a little, like taffy right before it snapped. “Are you sure?”

He nodded, trying to stifle the spirit’s spurts of laughter. His bad language earlier didn’t do much for his credibility in claiming innocence. Mae frowned. Maybe she still believed he was high. “I hope you can keep a lid on it, whatever’s gotten into you. I have to get back to their table. I’m pretending I’m doing my research—not that Jill will let me get a word in, but I’m trying to see if I can connect with Fiona. See if she taught Dahlia. You coming with me?”

“Yeah.” 

The spirit was willing, even eager, untroubled by Jill or Dahlia. Jamie followed Mae across the room, weaving between tables and admiring her firm rounded bum draped in a yellow knit dress. Now that he’d finally seen and touched every inch of her, she was even more compelling. He could fantasize better.

Mae interrupted his imaginings. “They don’t know I’m your girlfriend. I thought it might put Jill off, since y’all don’t like each other. Not that they let me talk about myself anyway.”

“What do they talk about?”

“Practically nothing. Jill keeps discouraging Fiona, like she shouldn’t waste her energy on me.”   

They reached the table and took seats. Dahlia and Fiona fell silent. Jill wasn’t there. Jamie caught sight of her striding though the coffee shop from the far side, changing direction to keep up her speed when people in less of a hurry got in her way.

“Wonderful show,” Fiona said to Jamie. “Please tell the other men I said so.”

“Thanks. I will.” 

“I love Andrea’s dancing.”

“Yeah, she’s good. Been taking those classes at the Railyard Center.” Jamie slightly invaded Fiona’s space, elbows on the table sliding toward her, chin on his hands. He cared, but his inner visitor was making him pushy about it, peering at her with unabashed concern. “How are you? You look buggered.”

“I’m hoping the music does me good,” she said. “I’ve been in kind of a trough.”

“Still?” He reached over and rubbed her wrist. “What are you doing for it? Seen anybody?”

Fiona shook her head and made a silencing gesture as Jill arrived. 

“Are you going to recommend a healing for her?” Jill asked, sitting close by Fiona. 

“Nah. Wouldn’t dare.”

Jill adjusted her necklace and settled her shoulders. “I thought you might have been auditioning as a new shaman.”

“Me? A sham-an?” Jamie pronounced the first syllable as sham. “Nah. But y’liked that song, then.”

“From an ethnomusicology perspective, yes. Which I believe is all it merited. It was a good show.”

“That’s the modern shaman in a nutshell.” Jamie grinned and leaned back in his chair. “Right, Jill? A bloody good show.”

Jill regarded Jamie like a predator scouting possible prey and deciding it wasn’t worth attacking. She gave him her queenly smile and then drew in close to Dahlia. “Dear, did you ...?” Jill tilted her head slightly toward Jamie.

Dahlia nodded and slipped the faint corner of a smile at him. Lifting the other end of the implied smile, she shot a glance at Mae.

“Good.” Jill planted her hands on her thighs and stood. “We should go now. Fiona’s tired.”

Mae thanked Dahlia for inviting her, gushing in pure Southern excess, impressing Jamie with her unexpected acting skill. “You are such an angel. You’ve already helped me so much in getting started on my research. Fiona, if you change your mind, please call me. And Jill—I know I’m not finished with your books yet, but I’d love to talk with you some more.”

“Finish reading first.” 

Jill herded her companions away, barely allowing Fiona her soft goodbye. Dahlia, her burgundy lips parted, waved with two fingers. She ran the tip of her tongue along her flawless teeth, swung her hair, and strode off ahead of the older women.

Bloody hell. She’d liked the spirit.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Jamie’s eyes were like dark crystals with blazing fires behind them. The poem Kubla Khan, half-remembered from an English class, flashed across Mae’s mind. Something about “his flashing eyes and floating hair” and consuming something magical. Though all he was doing was finishing off his slab of cake and his tank of coffee, Jamie projected three times his normal energy. Even this much sugar and caffeine didn’t explain it. She stroked the top of his hand. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

He lifted the paper plate and licked the final crumbs and frosting off it, his glowing gaze bordering on inexplicable hilarity. Stoned. No, he’d said he wasn’t and she had to believe him. He took his music too seriously to perform under the influence. Smoking would hurt his voice, too, and marijuana’s effects on heart rate could cause panic attacks. He’d never take those risks. So what was wrong with him? Sleep deprivation could make people silly and hungry, and he’d been up late and then woken early. He couldn’t really be possessed. That had to be a joke. 

Unless he’d messed up when he did that song. Called in who-knew-what kind of spirits.

“Sugar. Talk to me. I’m pretty sure Dahlia thinks you suggested a three-way thing for us—” 

Wendy and Andrea’s arrival cut her off. Wendy grabbed Jamie by the shoulder. “Finally. I’ve been looking for you. You need to talk to this guy from Rolling Stone.”

The weirdness left him. His normal soft baby seal eyes, not Kubla Khan’s, widened with excitement. “Fuck me dead. Do I get to get richer, and then get my picture—?” He danced a little as he rose, singing an old pop-country song about the cover of Rolling Stone, a subtle yet solid difference in his silliness.   

“Nowhere near the cover. But come on. Even a paragraph is incredible. Meet him before your break is up. He can do the interview after, but I don’t want to lose him.” 

Wendy gave Jamie a push in the middle of his back and apologized to Mae as she hurried him off.

“No problem.” Mae was grateful. Whatever had been wrong with Jamie, Wendy had knocked it out of him—or seemed to. If he really was possessed, the thing couldn’t have left just because he was being interviewed, could it?  

Andrea set her drink on the table and took the chair Jamie had vacated. “I don’t know if you remember me. Andrea Jones. We met back when Wendy was trying to sign Jamie last summer.”

“I do.” Mae did her best to drop her worries and be sociable. “Nice to see you again.”

“Is Jill gone for the night?”

“Yeah. The whole trio.”

“Good.” Andrea put down an orange business card with raised turquoise lettering around an image of a woman playing a drum. “I can’t believe she hasn’t given up. She’s been trying to get me to apply to her drum circle ever since Jamie and I went to that training with Fiona.”

Jill had abruptly left a conversation with Andrea at the edge of the dance floor when Mae and Jamie joined Dahlia and Fiona at their table. “That’s weird. You’re being recruited, but you have to apply?”

“Apparently. She gave me a new password tonight.” Andrea turned the card over. Something was handwritten on it, too small for Mae to read upside down. “She changes it every few weeks so an applicant won’t let some uninvited person apply. It was hard to keep a straight face when she told me that. I wanted to ask if they had secret decoder rings. She’s making people feel special over nothing.”

“It must work.”

“I don’t know how. It costs a fortune to join, and even the application has a fee. And it’s long. She asks for your education, previous shamanic training, previous visionary experiences, and your health history, mental and physical.” Amusement bubbled in Andrea’s voice as she recited the list “Professional skills. Current employment. Religious affiliation if any. Travel experience. Statement of interest. References. You’d think it’s some Ivy League shaman college. It’s crazy that she’s even asking me. I have no background in this stuff besides the energy healing class, and I’ve never traveled other than to move here from Colorado.”

“What a scam. Jill would still get your application fee even if she didn’t let you in.”

“She’d let me in. Not that I’m interested, but I think she wants me as a token.” Andrea scooped the froth off her drink with her straw and licked it. “It’s a stereotype that Jill Betts fans are all rich, middle-aged, and white.”

In Mae’s vision of the workshop, Jamie had griped about Jill’s attention to him and to Kandy as an attempt to look in with the indigenous. “Have you told her you’re not interested?”

“You talked with her tonight. Did she pay attention to anything you said?”

“No.” Jill had cut Mae off, ignored her, or mocked her. “But I think she’d already decided she didn’t like me. Jill and Jamie hate each other. I tried not to let on that I’m with him, but she took against me anyway.”

“It wasn’t because of him.” Andrea finished her drink and giggled. “She thinks I’m Jamie’s girlfriend.”

“You’re kidding. Because you danced with him?”

“No, but that probably confirmed it. Fiona must have got the girlfriend idea during the workshop. He wouldn’t practice with anyone but me.” Of course. Trying to hide his gift from the others in the class. “I don’t think it matters that much to Jill, though. She says things like, ‘I realize Jamie wouldn’t support your joining my circle, but it’s very empowering for a woman.’ ”

“I think it matters. If you joined, she’d kill two birds with one stone. Piss him off and get diversity. No, make that three birds. Jill doesn’t like Dr. Ellerbee. If his son’s girlfriend joined her drum circle, she’d score against him, too.”

If Mae had told Jill that she was Jamie’s girlfriend, she might have gotten the invitation instead of the snub. She wouldn’t qualify if Jill wanted well-traveled, educated people, but neither would Dahlia. Jill probably looked for low qualifications and selected applicants who wouldn’t question her, who would convince themselves they’d had a spiritual experience or pretend they had, and who would feel grateful to be part of the circle. She might also admit a few people she could use for her own ends, like diversity or revenge. Dahlia would provide the youthful end of the diversity spectrum, and might have passed as a spiritual seeker when she applied, though she was nothing of the sort. Why had she applied? Did she actually think Jill could help her get power?

The band ascended the stage to a round of applause, and Mwizenge began to introduce the next song. Andrea stood, inviting Mae to dance with her. “If Jill comes back, we can really confuse her.”

As they made their way toward the dance floor, Jamie waved and grinned, bouncing a little. No sign of being possessed, or whatever had actually been wrong with him. Thank God. That had been strange, even for Jamie.
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Mae danced with Andrea and Wendy for several songs. Jamie left the stage and joined them for a few minutes, drumming and leading them into a kind of line dance. As far as Mae could tell, he was still himself, but the puzzle of what had happened to him earlier nagged at her, undercutting the fun. The puzzle of Jill and Dahlia snagged her mind as well. When Jamie rejoined his band mates onstage, Mae returned to the table to sort out her ideas.

They were so tangled, she tried drawing them on a napkin to see if any patterns emerged. Bernadette had showed her the epidemiology chart of “the plague” when Mae stopped by to pack an overnight bag, but they hadn’t talked about it much. At the time Mae had felt a greater need to talk about her relationship with Jamie. From what she could remember of the chart, its grid described a pattern but not a cause. Mae wanted to find causes.

She drew a long line representing Dahlia down the center of the napkin, and double lines connecting to dots along each side, representing people Dahlia interacted with. These lines were pairs of arrows indicating the flow back and forth between Dahlia and others. Mae marked them with plus signs for positive energy, minus signs for conflict or negative energy, or little barbs along them for stealing energy, 

Dahlia didn’t have negative energy toward anyone in Santa Fe, but she did toward Naomi, who wanted to direct positive energy toward her daughter. Dahlia stole energy from healers who sent her positive energy, like Azure and Gaia. Dahlia had no energy at all toward most people. She was cool and neutral, except toward Mae. Why, Mae had no idea, but there it was, a weak positive. She drew a plus sign. Dahlia appeared to like her, though it was probably a strategy of some kind. Since she felt sorry for the child Lily, but repelled by what she had become, Mae gave herself a mixed positive-negative line toward Dahlia

How had Dahlia felt toward the fetus whose image she used in her witchcraft? If she’d wanted him, why would she use him that way? The connecting line from Dahlia to her almost-baby got a question mark on it.

Kate was the one psychic known to have done a session with Dahlia and come out unharmed. Had her energy toward Dahlia been negative or neutral? This Kate-to-Dahlia line also got question-marked. Mae needed to meet Kate soon and made a note to herself to make an appointment. Kate was signing at the same conference Bernadette was attending. Mae could try to see them both during a break the next day, if they had one long enough. Bernadette had a good clear head and might be helpful in solving this puzzle.

Mae went back to the lines, this time examining Jill. Jill had positive energy toward Andrea. Andrea didn’t think too highly of Jill, but it wasn’t really conflict or negative energy. In her own snobby way, Jill had positive energy toward Fiona and Dahlia. Negative toward Jamie and his father.

Jamie had a strong aversion to Dahlia. Except when possessed. Had she done something to him, or had he done that to himself? Could it have been both? He might have opened himself to spirits and then she’d put something in him. Whatever it was seemed to have left, but Mae would have to check him out and make sure. For now, the connecting lines to Dahlia got a minus sign from Jamie’s direction, a plus sign from Dahlia’s, no little barbs—yet—and a huge, troubling question mark. Mae tried not to look at it as she worked on the rest of the puzzle.

Did Jamie have negative energy toward anyone besides Dahlia? 

Jill. Who equally disliked Jamie and his father. This cluster, Jill vs. Jamie and Stan, had the only two-way negatives in the whole pattern. That had to mean something, but Mae didn’t know what.

The diagram looked like a long-chain molecule, reminding her of how a polyunsaturated fat got turned into a trans fat. Dahlia would be horrified to be analyzed in terms of a fat molecule, but the image worked. Not all the bonds were occupied, which would make the molecule less stable. The witch was not fully saturated. 

Dahlia had lost her connection with Azure. Jill’s unfinished exit question to Dahlia seemed to have been about making a date with Jamie, though she thought he was in a relationship with Andrea, who had expressed no interest in Jill’s drum circle. Why pursue the two of them? They’d trained with Fiona together. The pursuit could be sincere, or it could be for stealing energy. If so, what was in it for Jill—to set Dahlia up with new victims? What did these bonds do for Dahlia? 

Mae studied her molecule and looked for answers. She found none. Her eyes were drawn back to the big question mark between Dahlia and Jamie. Possessed? By what?

––––––––
[image: image]


Mae got her overnight bag from her car and slung its strap over her shoulder. After the afternoon’s sweet and unexpected intimacy, she shouldn’t feel nervous about spending the night, and yet she did. Much as she loved Jamie, she didn’t know how well she could actually sleep with him. She had to ask about his so-called possession, too.

While she helped him bring his instruments into his apartment, he chattered elatedly about the Rolling Stone interview, reenacting key parts. When he’d finished the story and they’d set down their loads, he took her in a dance hold, scat-singing a Latin-style tune and beginning to rumba with her.

“Sugar.” She stopped the dance. “You’re in such a good mood I hate to pop your bubble, but I need to know more about that—whatever that was. The thing you said possessed you.”

“Nah.” Her gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “No worries. All gone.” His confidence surprised her. How could he be so sure? If he’d gotten something in his hair, he’d be freaked out and begging her to check on it. This thing had gotten into his head. He padded barefoot into the kitchen. “Get you a coldie?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Mae sat on one of the cushions that constituted the new living room furniture until the rest would be delivered. The second chair at the dining table was the only other item they’d brought home. Jamie returned with two beers and the bag of green chile pistachios. After two pieces of cake? He handed Mae her drink, kissed her again, and sprawled into a mess of pillows. 

Gasser waddled in, uttering his loud, abbreviated mew. Jamie gathered his cat to his heart. “Yeah. I hear ya, mate. Get your tune-up in a minute.”

“Can you tell if he feels it?”

“Nah. But I can see his soul. And it looks good, y’know? Like I shine him up.” Jamie propped his head and shoulders on a stack of pillows and resumed his drink, while Gasser walked on his belly. The beer belch came out louder than normal, assisted by the cat’s weight. “Whoo. Sorry.” 

Mae took a sip of her beer and set it aside. She didn’t want to have a buzz while she did psychic work. “Let me check you out before you do anything with him.” Jamie shook his head and focused on his pet’s front paws, beginning to stroke the tops of the big white toes. Was this the first step in cat Reiki, or just one of those odd ways he handled cats? “If Dahlia put something into you, you could pass it on to Gasser.”

“Jeezus.” Jamie looked up, wide-eyed, freezing Gasser’s toe massage “You really think I could?”

“Maybe. I never ran into anything like this before. Were you really possessed?”
“Fuck, yeah. I had some visitors. Stuff flew in.”
“Did you know who or what it was this time?”

He tossed a handful of pistachios into his mouth and mumbled with his mouth full. “Nah. Some bunch of spirits. Gaia’s helpers, I think.” He swallowed. “Sorry. Smack me when I do that. One stayed.”

“One that made you do everything you could to disgust Dahlia—and she liked it. What kind of spirit does that?”

His shoulders rocked in an evasive shrug. “Dunno. Crazy bastards show up and they decide.” He took a long, chugging drink and thumped the beer bottle onto the floor. “But it was Gaia’s crazy bastard. Not Dahlia’s.”

“I wish I was so sure. You can’t recognize or identify your spirits. She seemed to think she’d made some sort of connection with you. Please—I need to see if she put that fetus thing in you.”

“Into a bloke? That’d be fucked up. Anyway, I know what that fetus feels like, if it was in Ximena. I don’t have it in me. I feel fine.”

“But if you made yourself open to spirits, Dahlia could have sent—I don’t know—some different one she uses on men. Who just accidentally gets possessed? That was too weird.”

“Think I did the wrong song. Invited the spirits instead of sending ’em. The shamans at the clinic in Tuva are doing a healing for Gaia around now. Wanted to join in, y’know? It was—fuck. Dahlia stole Gaia’s power.” He squeezed Gasser, staring at Mae. “Jeezus. What if I called in Gaia’s helpers, and they work for Dahlia now?” 

The idea was appalling, and all too possible, but Mae tried to stay calm for his sake. “I hope that’s not what happened. Let me look and find out.”

“How? You’ve never seen anything like this before.”

“I’ve never known anyone to get possessed, but I can pick up energy, and I can see the past.”

He frowned, kneading Gasser’s back. “I know.”

The two words dropped between them like stones into a pond. Mae hesitated, then pushed through the ripples of discomfort. “I won’t be looking at your personal past, sugar. Not deep, anyway, not far. Just like ninety minutes ago.”

“No. Anyway, if Dahlia did something, you shouldn’t touch me.”

“She didn’t get me through Azure and Mary Kay. I can let go in time.”

Gasser stood, turned, and resettled, farting in his owner’s face. “Fuck.” Jamie pushed the cat’s hindquarters down, provoking a kind of yodel from his pet. “Sorry, mate. I know you can’t help it.” He resumed rubbing Gasser’s back, fingers deep in his fur, and stared at him for a while. “All right.” Jamie stuck his hand into the bag of pistachios. “Quick in and out, inspection. But don’t mess with me. Don’t want you looking at my, y’know, my inner landscape.” He tossed a nut into the air and caught it in his mouth. “And don’t go pressing some fucking weight loss button, either.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“Yeah, you would. Love ya anyway.” 
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When Mae turned around from digging in her bag for her crystals, she found Jamie sitting cross-legged on a couple of pillows, eyes closed. 

She sat across from him. “You meditating?” She didn’t think he could focus his mind that well that fast, but he could surprise her.

He roused, still partially absent, dazed and quiet. “Nah. Opening up. If you’re going looking for some Dahlia spores, I ...” He looked at the palms of his hands, then at Mae. “I need to be able to help you. Protect you.”

“You seeing my soul?”

He nodded and caressed the air space an inch from her body. Heat came off his hand. “Kind of strange. Seeing inside each other like that. Don’t think Dahlia left anything in me, but if she did, I’ve got your back.”

Did that make sense? If something went wrong, he’d be able to see it, but that didn’t mean he’d be able to do anything about it. Mae didn’t argue, though. She knew Jamie needed to feel useful.

He lay back down. Gasser reclaimed his spot, punching his paws into his owner’s belly. Mae held Jamie’s hand, took a moment to quiet her thoughts, and asked the questions to guide her journey. Where did the spirit that had entered Jamie come from? Who or what was it? Had it left anything behind?
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Avoiding the cat so she wouldn’t pick up his energy, Mae scanned the length of Jamie’s body with a clear quartz point, feeling for traces of something that wasn’t him. Nothing came through but pure Jamie, a fire like the heart of the sun. Good—the spirit was gone. But what had it been?

The tunnel shot her into a vision full of light.

College-aged Jamie and Kandy stood in an alley between two adobe houses, part of a crowd that lined every side of a pueblo plaza and even the rooftops. Jamie wore a stained, battered outback hat and held his hands as a sunshade over Kandy’s eyes. She leaned against him as if he were a comfortable piece of furniture and watched the dancers who filled the plaza. 

Women in one-shouldered black dresses with colorful sashes and turquoise-and-coral jewelry danced across from men in white kilts with red-and-green trim and foxtails down the back. Heavy necklaces and strands of shells bounced on the men’s bare turquoise-painted chests. Tufts of parrot feathers waved on their heads. Shaking rattles and waving pine branches, the lines moved in unison in an elaborate weaving pattern except for small confused children shuffling at one end. On the far side of the plaza, a fat man painted with black-and-white stripes, wearing a black vest-like drape and a belted loincloth with a turtle shell on the back, guided and cared for the group. Feet keeping the rhythm set by a single huge drum, he lifted a woman’s long hair off her neck and smoothed it back down, and then retied a child’s loose legging. 

A thin man in the same striped body paint and turtle-backed loincloth, his whitened hair in high pigtails stiff with cornhusks, passed near Jamie and Kandy. He danced between the lines of dancers, going in the opposite direction of their progress around the plaza. His movement had an eerie, floating quality. Squared black lines around his eyes and mouth gave his face an otherworldly expression. He directed a slow smile at Jamie, miming something around his head. 

“I think he wants your hat,” Kandy said. “Or else he’s making fun of it.”

The thin man moved on.

Jamie gazed after him. “Don’t see how these are clowns.”

“They make fun of everything, not just tourists with crummy old hats.” Smiling, Kandy reached up and tapped the brim of Jamie’s decrepit headgear. “They act out how we’re living, to make us see our faults. I’ve been told they make dirty jokes, too, but they’re always in Keres, so I don’t get them.” 

“Didn’t mean the jokes. It’s the paint. Bloke looks like death.”

“I think the clowns hang out with the dead.”

Jamie dropped his hands to her shoulders. “Fuck. Seriously?” 

“I don’t know the religion that well, but I think they’re from the underworld. With the dead people and the cloud people. The shiwanna. They all have something to do with making rain.”

“Rain from the underworld? Shouldn’t that come from the sky?”

“Water spends more time in the ground. When I was little, I used to think Cochiti Lake was the underworld. That’s where I’d be if I hadn’t missed.”

“In the lake?”

“No, silly, one of the underworlds.” She squinted at the dance. He shaded her eyes again. Her face relaxed, open and curious. “Where would you be, if you hadn’t lived?”

“Dunno. Never think about that.”

“Why not? It’s not like we really go away. My Grandpa died last year, but I’m sure he’s here for the feast.”

“Mum told me we come back as plants or animals. Said I’m coming back as a yam.” 

“A yam?” Kandy looked incredulous. Jamie nodded. She asked, “You don’t go to the Dreamtime?”

“Nah. Dreamtime’s not heaven. It’s like ... creation-time-space, when we were all people-animals. Still are.” He fell silent a while. “Hard to explain.” 

The pounding of the big blue-and-yellow drum sounded like a giant heart echoing off the walls of the pueblo. The drummer turned it on its side, and then over, never losing the beat. A chorus of men in white pants and bright shirts sang with it, moving in a slow, subtly rotating procession. A stout man swept a banner over the dancers. The banner was attached to a pole so long it looked impossible to handle, and yet he did so with grace. On the banner were symbols of corn, sun, clouds, lightning, and rain.

Kandy said, “When we’re old and we die, I couldn’t find you if you were a yam.”

“Yeah, you could.” Jamie pressed his chin into the top of her head. “You’d rain on me. I’d say there’s Kandy, pissing on me, thanks, love.”

“Yuck. You’d make a good clown.”

He straightened up, lowered one arm, rolled his shoulder, then put that hand back up to shade Kandy’s eyes while he rested the other arm. “Might make a good yam.”

“No. I want you to go to your Dreamtime when you die. I bet it meets my underworld. Some place where all the sacred stories are. We’ll be friends ’til we’re a hundred years old, and then we can still be friends after we’re dead—if you don’t come back as a vegetable.”

“Do my best.” He bounced his knees in time with the dance and hummed along with the singers. “Great music. Know where I can get one of those drums?”

The trance vanished as Jamie yanked his hand from Mae’s. She opened her eyes. He moved Gasser to the floor in a desperate scramble and sat up. His voice creaked. “Fuck.”

“Sugar? Are you okay?”

“Fuck.” He pushed himself to stand and ran up the stairs.

Mae followed halfway. The bathroom door flew shut. Was he sick? Beer on top of all that cake—she wouldn’t be surprised. “Jamie?”

No answer. She climbed another step. He was crying. Loud, stormy sobbing. Mae hurried the rest of the way up the stairs and tapped on the door.

“Jamie?”

More sobbing. Silence. A thump, a gasp. Water ran. A loud sniff. “I’m brushing my teeth.” 

He probably was. 

She sat on the top step and waited, her mind strangely empty, her heart full.

Jamie emerged, red-eyed and mint-scented, and sat beside her. He put his arm around her. “Sorry.” His voice was hoarse.

“What happened?”

“You took me with you. To Cochiti.”

Mae was too startled to speak, but her expression must have asked him to explain.

“You went inside me. Like—like little threads.” He raised his hands and spread his fingers, making a trembling loom. “Weaving backwards.” The shuttle hand turned sideways and slid into a space between two fingers. “Through me, through time.” He dropped his hands to the floor and braced his arms. “You go there. Where it’s all still happening. Bring it with you when you come back out. You leave a trail.” He looked down at his chest. “This little gold thread.”

Jamie rubbed his heart area as if it was sore from this thread she’d left in it. 

“I’m sorry,” Mae said. Even though she called what she did a journey, the idea that she’d actually traveled and done this to him stunned her. “I didn’t know that was possible.” She stroked the place he’d touched that seemed to hurt. Maybe it was because he’d been in an altered state himself, or because they were intimate, that he’d been able to feel it. “I was looking for the thing that got into you.” After Jamie’s Old Man Coyote act at Jill’s workshop, it would be ironic if some trickster from the underworld had come when he’d called in spirits. “Do you think I found it?” 

“Nah. It’s not the clown. It’s ... that was...” He bit his thumb knuckle. Mae couldn’t tell if his look of pain was entirely from thinking about Kandy, or partly from biting himself. She took his thumb from his mouth. He lay back and stared at the ceiling, holding her hand. “Those are her spirits.”

Kandy must have been guiding Mae’s journey. Again. The vision now seemed layered with meanings—the clowns, the clouds, the dead, the drum—that she didn’t understand.

Jamie gulped and took a deep, unsteady breath. “She’s with them now.” He clutched Mae’s hand against his chest and began to rock side to side. “I let her die. Fucking left her with Jill.”

“It’s not your fault.” 

He shook his head, tears trickling back into his hair. 

Mae touched his cheek. “Jill made her fast all day, the day after you left, and made her cry in front of everyone. It must have been humiliating. Nothing spiritual happened. Kandy finally saw through it all. She agreed with you about Jill. She even wanted to tell your father, to get him to help her tell the world what Jill was really like.” 

Jamie sat up. His voice had the wounded quality of a child faced with incomprehensible unfairness. “Then why’d she get drunk?”

“I’m not sure she even knew why. But she was already struggling, and ... Jill kinda pushed her.”

Mae described Kandy’s final hours. Jamie withdrew into a huddle, feet on the top step, shoulders hunched in, hands rubbing his thighs and knees. When she finished, he stood, frozen for a moment, fists clenched, and then walked with a strange, rigid precision down the stairs and out the front door. 

She hurried after him. “Jamie, where are you going?”

“Dunno. Fuck. I want to—I want to—” He choked an invisible enemy, threw an unseen object, pounded his fist into his palm, and then pulled on his hair in a frenzied succession of explosions. “Jill. Jesus. I hate her. I fucking hate her.”

Mae searched for some way to help him, but his pain was too big for her to soothe or comfort. She could only witness it and hope he would turn to her when he could.

Jamie kicked the stone step with his bare foot and recoiled with a gasp. His rage disappeared, replaced by dismay. “Fuck. My toes.” He sat and put his ankle on his thigh, anxiously examining the damage. “Why did I do that?”

“You were really upset.” Mae sat beside him. “Let me look at it.” 

He placed his foot in her lap. “Jeezus. Just fucked up the only part of my body that never hurts.”

His long slender toes looked as normal as they could for such fingerlike appendages. No swelling, though one was bleeding. She squeezed them one by one. He frowned, but didn’t show signs of serious pain. “Wiggle ’em for me.” They rippled. She saw the source of the bleeding. “It’s your toenail. You almost ripped it off.”

“Jeezus.” He stared at his foot, took it from her lap, and put it back on his thigh. He prodded the toenail and winced. “I’m a fucking lunatic.”

“Shh.” She stroked his hair. “You’re not a lunatic.” 

He wiggled the loose toenail. Blood oozed from under it. “Should I pull it off all the way?” 

“No! Oh my god. Do you know how much that would hurt?”

He frowned and wiggled the toenail again, as if pain was somehow irrelevant in decision-making.

Mae took him up to the bathroom and cleaned and taped the injury. If left to his own devices, he would have hurt himself more, without even realizing that he shouldn’t. How in the world did he get through life?

Stupid question. He almost hadn’t.
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Mae had worried that she’d find it hard to sleep with Jamie, but she drifted off easily after they made love, curled spoon-style with her back to his front. Her last drowsy thought was a hope that he would be able to sleep, too.

Within what felt like minutes, she woke again. The light was still on. Gasser had lumped his bulk onto her pillow. Before she could push him away, he went for the back of her neck like an obese deconditioned leopard taking prey. It was a pitiful little nip, not a real bite, but it stunned her nonetheless. 

Jamie sat up, pulling his cat to his chest. “Jesus, mate. What’s got into you?” 

“Is he jealous?”

“Fuck. Hate to think he’s like that.” Jamie carried Gasser to the hallway, put him down and talked to him softly, and then closed the door. Gasser began to yowl. “Sorry.” Jamie nestled behind Mae again. “Cuddle up. We’ll train him. He’ll learn.”

“To sleep alone?”

“Nah. Can’t do that to him. Teach him to share.” He pulled her hair aside, touching and prodding her neck, and kissed the spot to which Gasser had applied his teeth. “He didn’t break the skin. Does it hurt?”

“No. He just behaved badly, that’s all.” 

The sorry mewing stopped, but Gasser kept sliding a paw under the door, a soft sh-shing noise on the hardwood floor. Mae reached for the lamp to turn it off.

“Not yet. I’m still looking at you.” Jamie ran a finger along the length of her side. “You’re so beautiful. Like a moon goddess.”

“That’s the most poetic compliment I’ve ever heard. Thank you. But I need to turn off the light so we can sleep.” The big white paw persisted under the door. “You can see me in the morning.”

“Mm. Can’t sleep in the dark.” Jamie pushed upright, sighed, and walked to the closet. He put on the pink satin robe with silver embroidery that Mae had hung up while she was unpacking. If she hadn’t been so tired, she would have asked where in the world he got such a thing. He said, “Turn off the light once I’m out. I’ll just keep you up if I stay here.”

“You okay, sugar?”

“Yeah. No worries.”

He paused on his way out the door, in front of the box where she’d put the roses, the picture and the jewelry, and slowly drew aside the shirt he’d draped over the mementoes of Kandy.

Mae asked, “You still thinking about her?”

The light caught the gold in the bracelet. He picked it up and turned it as slowly as the heavens. She didn’t need him to answer with words. Jamie dropped to his knees, put the bracelet on his wrist, and held the picture. After a moment of silence, he rose stiffly and took the picture with him.

Mae felt a thread tugging at her heart, but lay still and turned off the light. Jamie needed some time alone with Kandy.
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Around two in the morning, he came back to the bedroom, turned on the light and sat on the edge of the bed, holding Gasser up to Mae’s face and asking if he could please have his pet sleep with him. When she protested, he told her about Gasser saving his life when he’d overdosed. Another suicide attempt he’d kept from her. She didn’t know what to say. Whenever she started to think he was healing, another trapdoor opened, dropping her into his darkness. They gazed at each other in sad silence.

Jamie seemed to take it as permission. He got into bed with the cat. Mae turned off the light. 

After a few minutes in the dark, Jamie began to fidget. Though he had Mae on one side, her arm draped over his belly, her head on his chest, and Gasser presumably cuddling on his other side, his breathing grew shallow and his muscles tense. Then the light in the bathroom turned on, sending a soft glow into the bedroom. It bothered Mae—she’d somehow almost forgotten about Jamie’s effects on electricity—but he relaxed, mumbled something about forgetting to send the spirits off, and fell asleep. 

An hour or so later, he made small distressed vocalizations in his dreams. Mae calmed him out of the nightmare. Off and on for the rest of the night, though she could tell he was trying to be considerate, he disrupted her rest repeatedly by whispering to Gasser, restraining him from going after her.

When she was deeply dreaming at last, heavy paws pressed into Mae’s pillow. The bright light told her it was morning, a little later than she normally slept. She turned and put a hand on the cat’s chest, urging him back. He didn’t move, his legs braced and unexpectedly strong. Jamie stirred, grabbed him, re-planted him on his side of the bed, and tucked Mae against him, spooning. He kissed the back of her ear, his hand cupping her breast. Noticeably aroused, he pressed against her and made soft sounds of pleasure, but then stopped, his breath slow and steady on her neck. Asleep. 

Mae was too exhausted to feel romantic herself. She closed her eyes, but the light and her to-do list wouldn’t let her go back to sleep. Maybe she could slip out and see Kate without disturbing Jamie. She began easing as gently as she could out of his arms. He made a few incoherent noises and reached for her. “Why are you getting up?” 

“I can’t sleep after I’ve seen the sun. I’m a morning person.”

“Jeezus. How are we ever going to live together?” He rolled onto his back. “Only time I’m up in the morning is if I’ve been up all night. Get my best sleep when it’s light out.” 

“We’ve got all the time in the world to work that out. This was only our first night.” She kissed him and got out of bed. Gasser crept onto Jamie and spread across his chest, put a paw to his face, and purred. “Look at that. Cat thinks he won. He’s gonna love it when I go back to Bernadette’s for the rest of the week.” 

“Fuck.” Jamie sat up, sliding the cat down to his lap. Gasser protested with a small mer. “Was it him?”

“Me and Gasser got some negotiation to do, but it’s not him.” Jamie’s pink robe lay on the floor at her feet. She placed it near him on the bed and borrowed his other one from the closet, bright yellow terry cloth embroidered with tiny red parrots. “Where do you find this stuff? You got some wild outfits.”

“Dunno. Gifts. Impulses. I like parrots. Why are you leaving? It’s not my fucking clothes.”

“It’s not anything. It’s just healthier, that’s all. Taking our time. You can go back to sleep if you want.” 

“Nah. Got to try to adapt to a morning person.”

They went down to the kitchen, Gasser belly-dragging ahead of them, mewing and squalling in what Mae now recognized as his food call. Jamie ground coffee beans. Then Mae had an idea of what might help him enjoy the morning,

“Let’s go for a swim before breakfast. I brought my suit. You up for that? I got stuff I need to do today, and it’d be something nice we could do together first.”

“Jeezus. Before breakfast? Is the Chavez Center even open this early on a Sunday?”

“It’s not that early. It’s eight o’clock.”

“Crack of fucking dawn.” He yawned. “Yeah. S’pose we could. Y’know we’re having dinner with the oldies tonight, right?” She nodded. “What else did you need to do?” 

“I need to meet up with Kate, and ...” She reached down to her purse on the floor near the table and took out her phone. “Figure out a bunch of stuff about Dahlia. Do my work I’m here for.” Mae sent text messages to Kate and Bernadette.

Jamie filled the coffeemaker and Gasser’s water bowl. “Thought you were stuck. Couldn’t heal anybody else.”

“I am stuck. But I can’t quit. I need to meet Kate and Bernadette, try to figure out a strategy.”

The coffeemaker hissed suddenly as Jamie poured cat food into Gasser’s dish, making him start. Gasser plowed into the resulting spill, hunkering down with a quiver. “Manna from heaven, mate.” Jamie put the box back on the counter. “Strategy to do what?”    

“Stop Dahlia.” Mae got up and pulled the overfull dish away. Devouring what had fallen on the floor, Gasser didn’t take any notice. She emptied the dish back into the bag. “Any idea why Jill would want her to have power?”

Jamie watched the coffee drip and wiggled the pot as if that would hurry it. “Dunno. Prove she can actually teach people?”

“I don’t think so. Dahlia isn’t bragging about being a shaman. She told me she was getting her power animal, but it was like this big special secret.”

He stuck a mug under the drip, poured what was in the pot into another mug which he handed to Mae, and then switched mug and pot again. There was only an inch in his mug. He gulped it. “Kate tell you what she predicted for Dahlia? Might be something in that.”

“She e-mailed it to me.” Mae stood at the counter, drinking. Kate’s reading had baffled her more than helped her, other than it confirmed what she’d observed about Dahlia’s personality. “She said it’s confidential between her and me as professionals. She doesn’t want me to share it.”

“Jeezus. I’m on the board. You can tell me. I could help more if you did. I can think of strategies, too, y’know.”

Mae glanced down at his bandaged toe. So far he’d talked about Jill without getting upset, but he wasn’t fully awake yet. He shouldn’t swim with that injury, anyway. “You know, maybe you shouldn’t get that toe in the pool yet. I should let you go back to bed and just—” 

Her phone beeped. She returned to the table and read a message from Kate agreeing to meet when the conference had a break. In her peripheral vision, Mae noticed Jamie cutting the finger off a rubber glove and then opening a drawer and taking out some small object. Another message came in, this one from Bernadette. Mae looked up. Jamie slipped the glove finger onto his injured toe, wrapped a little green rubber band around it, and dipped his toes into Gasser’s water bowl. She burst out laughing.

Jamie withdrew his foot and rubbed it on his robe. “What? He’s not fussy. And it works. We’re going swimming.”

It took her a while to stop the giggles. Jamie was creative. The reason for the injury he’d handled so inventively wasn’t funny, though. “Kate and Bernadette have a half-hour break at ten-thirty. You can help us with our strategies. But we may have to talk about Jill. You gonna be okay with that?”

“Jeezus.” The coffeepot emitted a final moist sigh. Jamie sighed with it and filled his mug. “You think I’m gonna freak out and tear off the rest of my toenails? I’ll be fine.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Kate and Lobo arrived in the hotel lobby at ten-thirty on the dot. Bernadette was already perched on the edge of one of the oversized gray velour chairs, her posture easy yet erect. She looked up from her phone. “Mae’s running a little late. Jamie.”

“She’s bringing him?”

“Why not? He is on the board.”

“All he does is delegate.”

Bernadette glanced down at her phone again and smiled. “And cook. They went swimming, and then he had to go back home and bake us some muffins. I don’t know if that means she’s bringing him, or just the muffins.”

“Just the muffins, I hope. We need to get a lot done in half an hour. Has Mae told you anything about how her work is going?”

“I’ve hardly seen her. I showed her my epidemiology chart, such as it is, but we’ve really only had time to catch up on our friendship. Not her work.”

Friendship first, work second. What a novel idea. Maybe one day Kate would think like that, if she didn’t work herself to death first.

The automatic doors from the main parking lot opened and Mae came in—with Jamie. Mae offered a cheery little hey in a voice that could have sweetened lemons, confirming Kate’s impression from her online picture. Healthy girl-next-door type. Voted least likely to be a psychic in her high school class. Jamie carried a slightly fogged plastic tub with its lid askew. The smell of hot cornbread wafted from it as he set it on the coffee table. 

“G’day.” He sounded half-asleep, though he had to have been up for hours. “Blue corn muffins.” He rippled his fingers and popped the lid the rest of the way off. The muffins were a dull purplish-gray color. “Need coffee with ’em.”

Bernadette indicated the buffet table bearing coffee carafes and cups behind her. “Over here.”

As if an inner gear had shifted and all his systems were now running, Jamie walk-danced across the room to the coffee, moving to that music that always seemed to be playing in his head. 

“Sorry we’re a couple of minutes late,” Mae said softly, taking the chair closest to Kate. “Nice to meet you. We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” She looked down, fiddling with the handle of her purse, then put it down and met Kate’s eyes. “The work’s not going like I wanted.”

Shit. The fair depended on Mae’s success. There was no room for failure in the time table or the budget. “What’s happened?”

While Mae described her work so far, Jamie served coffee in paper cups and delivered each woman a napkin bearing a warm gray muffin, presliced and moistened with what must be some vegan butter-like substance. Hungry, Kate got past the color and took a bite. Jamie hovered over her, apparently waiting for approval. He’d gone to the trouble to bake for this meeting. She told herself to be grateful, but he still got on her nerves. 

“Yes, it’s good. Thank you. Please sit down.”

He disappeared, as much as Jamie could disappear, into the vast cushiony sofa, kicking his sandals off and putting his feet up, arranging the pillows, and then slurping his coffee and shoving half a muffin into his mouth. When the fair was over, Kate would never, ever watch him eat again. 

She refocused on Mae and where she had broken off her account. “What about Ximena?”

Mae glanced at Jamie. “You want to say anything, sugar?” He made a negation-like sound. Mae continued. “Same as with Mary Kay, pretty much. I reckon Hilda’s already told you she didn’t want me to try with her.”

“No, she didn’t.” It might be a sign of sobriety taking root, which Kate was glad to hear. She wished she could have had more proof of Mae’s abilities, though. Azure was healed, but in a way that Mae couldn’t reproduce with Mary Kay and Ximena, and Fiona wouldn’t agree to an interview. Trying to sound calm despite her simmering frustration, Kate asked, “So what are you going to try next? Any ideas?”

“I was thinking I’d try to heal the source rather than the victims. It makes more sense. It’d cure ’em all at once. Dahlia’s just gonna want new victims if she loses ’em one at a time. She’s down one with Azure, and if the ceremony for Gaia worked, that’s another. I think Jill’s scouting already. Finding replacements.”

Bernadette inched even further to the edge of her chair. “Be careful what you say, and keep your voices down. Jill’s attending this conference, and you never know who’s a friend of hers.”

A good point. There was little privacy. The lobby had doors on four sides. The main entrance from the parking lot faced sliding glass doors to a patio at back, with a blooming cactus garden and two tall water-trickling stones in its center. On one side, a corridor led to the conference center and on the other side, to guestrooms.

Kate moved closer to Mae. “Scouting?”

“She invited Andrea Jones to join her drum group. She could have other motives, but she might want to—”

Jamie cut in. “Feed her to her pet vampire.”

“So,” Kate brought her voice to a near whisper, “Jill is teaching Dahlia to be a witch?”

“Not that I can tell,” Mae said. “I found out what Jill did with ...” Jamie rose and walked to the patio doors, carrying his coffee in both hands. Mae’s eyes followed him. “With Kandyce Kahee. She didn’t use any kind of power on her, and she didn’t teach her anything like what Dahlia does. As far as I can tell, Jill’s a complete fake. I have no idea why Dahlia would be studying with her, or who’s really teaching her. It doesn’t seem like it could be Jill.”

Kate’s relief stalled halfway. She hadn’t asked someone evil to headline in the fair—she’d asked a fraud. “So, if Jill’s just in it for the money, inviting Andrea to join the drum group might have nothing to do with Dahlia.”

“No—there’s a connection. Jill likes Dahlia. Andrea studied with Fiona, but she’s not publicizing that she had the training. I think Jill uses Fiona to find out who’s—” Mae turned to Jamie. “Sugar, can you come back with us? I need to know if it’s okay to talk about this.”

He shoved his free hand in his pocket, drank coffee, and stared out the patio doors a little longer before returning to the couch. Slouched, elbows on his knees, he kneaded the carpet with his toes, one of which wore a conspicuous Caucasian-colored adhesive bandage. 

Mae prompted him. “Sugar ...”

He looked up at Kate. “I went to Fiona’s workshop with Andrea. I’m not a real healer or anything, y’know, just do a little Reiki on my cat. But I had the training.”

Mae tipped her head, raised her eyebrows. Jamie picked up another muffin, pulled a piece off and examined it before popping it in his mouth. “I studied with Gaia, too.” 

Kate felt her brain jolt a little. Gaia didn’t take a lot of students. He had to be—Jamie?—exceptional. “You? How?”

He finished chewing and swallowing, and tossed down the last sip of coffee. “We mostly did music. I’m not—fuck, don’t look at me like that, I’m not a shaman or anything. She just taught me a few things. That’s all. I hardly told anyone—just Fiona, Wendy, Andrea, Mae. That’s it. Think Fiona told Jill, and Jill sent Dahlia. Only reason a model’s chasing some fat bloke. Think about it.”

Kate thought about it. Jamie returned to the coffee bar and refilled his cup. He was hardly what she’d call fat. A little overweight, but graceful enough to carry it, and reasonably good-looking in an off-beat way. He was a local celebrity of sorts. She’d assumed Dahlia might be chasing him for the reasons women chased performers in general. His revelation changed the picture. If Mae’s guess was right, Dahlia would keep getting new victims. She might not get Andrea or Jamie, but sooner or later Jill would tell her about some other student of Fiona’s, or some gifted new healer would move to Santa Fe and Dahlia would show up as a client. The only way to stop her was the way Mae had suggested—at the source, not victim by victim—but this might not be safe.

Kate asked Mae, “Can you really heal Dahlia? I thought that was how everyone lost their power.”

Bernadette spoke up before Mae could answer. “Not everyone. Ximena, Fiona, and Gaia. All Hilda did was talk with Dahlia. Mary Kay and Azure are psychics, not healers. They made a connection with her that way, like I assume you did. If we could figure out why you were immune to her, maybe Mae could use that factor—”

As other people entered the lobby, Bernadette cut her words off and rose to join Jamie at the coffee bar. To Kate’s dismay, the people coming in from the patio were the same family with the wandering child who had tried to play with Lobo the day before. The parents were engaged in conversation with each other, ignoring their daughter. The child lunged for Lobo again, running at him, arms wide, shouting, “Doggie!”

There was no point in talking to this family. Kate spoke to Lobo instead, her hand on his harness, and the dog held perfectly still. 

Jamie looked alarmed, though. “Jeezus.” He dropped his coffee on the counter—upright, somehow—and ran to stop the little girl, grabbing her shoulders as she was about to seize Lobo’s muzzle. “Don’t do that.” His voice trembled. “You could get hurt.”

The parents stopped their progress down the corridor, looking back as if they had just discovered they might have a daughter. Lobo showed a similar level of detachment, but more alertness. Kate patted him and praised him. The little girl pouted at Jamie and ran off after her parents, who resumed their stroll and conversation without waiting for her to catch up.

“Fuck.” Jamie seemed unsteady or light-headed. He staggered back from Lobo and leaned against the coffee bar. “Scared the crap out of me for a second.”

Kate had to admit that with his fear of dogs he’d been brave. A less well-trained dog might have bitten the child. “Thanks for intervening,” she said. “But I knew he’d be all right.”

“He’s amazing. Doesn’t growl or anything.”

“No.” Kate rubbed Lobo’s head. “Only at Dahlia.”

“Seriously?”

“Sometimes his hair even stands up. We pulled in at Tim’s place last night at the same time she was going out to her car, and you’d think Lobo had smelled a bear or something.” 

Jamie retrieved his coffee and sank onto the couch. His hands were shaking so much he failed in an attempt to drink. Mae sat beside him and patted his leg, but he didn’t respond to her. He looked at Lobo for a while. The dog lay down and grunted. “She makes me feel strange like that, too,” Jamie said. “Cold stuff coming off her like dry ice.”

Bernadette returned to her perch on the edge of her chair. “I don’t think other people pick up on what you sense. She seemed perfectly normal to me when you pointed her out the other day.” 

“I didn’t like her,” Kate said. “She annoyed me. But that doesn’t mean much, if you know me. If Lobo hadn’t growled, I wouldn’t have thought she was abnormal until I did her reading. Mae?”

Mae said, “She came across as shallow and conceited, but she was sort of friendly to me. Nothing witchy about her.”

Bernadette sipped her coffee, frowning, and put the paper cup on the end table beside her. “I think I’ve figured out why Kate is immune to Dahlia.” She turned to Kate. “It’s simple. Everyone she’s attacked has opened up to her, cared about her. Lobo growled and put your guard up. You didn’t trust her.”

“So Mae has to feel that way, too, to be safe to heal her.” Kate looked at the psychic. “Can you do that?”

Mae got up and refilled her coffee. “I don’t know. Her folks had me looking for her and I learned a lot about her childhood. She’s awful now, but she wasn’t always. I’ve got this—I can’t call it friendship—but I’ve got some kind of rapport with her. I might be able to shut it off. I’ve never done that, though, made myself not care about somebody. Especially not someone I was gonna heal.”

Jamie sat up straighter. “I put a spider outside and I still didn’t like it.”

“Sugar, that’s wonderful.” Mae beamed at him and then frowned. “I don’t see how it helps me stay safe from Dahlia, though.”

“Not you. Me. I can’t like Dahlia. You paint a target on her for me, since you know her story, tell me where to aim, what to send her for healing. Be like those robo-surgeon arms, y’know? And I could tell if it worked. So could Lobo.”

Robo-surgeon. Kate started to laugh and stopped herself. Jamie wasn’t joking. But if he did as little with his training as he’d said, he was nowhere near qualified to make good on his offer. Kate tried to think who else could do the work. If he had the aversion to Dahlia that he claimed, he might be the only immune healer. No, not quite. “What about Andrea? Does she know or like Dahlia?”

“Nah,” Jamie said. “Never met her. And I warned her about her.”

“So she could aim at Mae’s target as well as you could. If she joins the drum circle, she’ll have to play spiritual with Dahlia anyway and it’ll be the perfect set-up. Does she do any healing work?”

“On her massage clients. Sort of like I do when I brush my cat.”

“That’s a lot more than what you do when you brush your cat. Give me her number.”

“I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“She’s more experienced than you are. You’re the one that would get hurt. Anyway, it’s up to her if wants to say no. Will you give me her number? I’m sure I can find it some other way if you won’t.”

Making a scrunchy-mouthed face, he went through his contacts list and then brought Kate his phone, displaying the number. “Might say it scrambled if I read it to you.”

A heavy silver bracelet with gold trim and inlaid stones like little planets glittered on his wrist above the phone. The artwork was so beautiful Kate wanted to stare at it, but she entered the number and thanked him. Jamie returned to the couch and the muffins. Kate texted Andrea. Spirit World Fair would pay for her to apply to and join Jill’s drum group, and pay her to attempt to heal Dahlia. The money would come out of Mae’s projected pay, but Kate didn’t mention that. She would have to explain it to Mae first.

Bernadette started talking with Mae about her triathlon training. The conversation sounded natural except for the abrupt shift. Kate sent the message and looked up. 

Jill, her arm around the waist of a slim brown man with collar-length hair, strolled into the lobby from the corridor of bedrooms. The man was around forty, dressed with casual, stylish elegance—a Latino GQ cover model. Jill’s cheeks glowed and she walked with a flaunting, sensual sway. 

“I’m glad to see you’re working on your education, Miss Martin.” Jill beamed a gap-toothed smile at Mae, a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Good morning, Bernadette, Kate.” She paused. “But why do we have Jamie Ellerbee at this conference? Don’t tell me you’re seriously studying healing.”

Before Jamie could answer, Jill turned back to Kate. “Miguel is my agent.” She loosened her hold on her male companion to rest a hand on his arm. “He’s very excited about my doing a talk at the fair. He thought I could preview my new book then.”

“You? At the fair?” Jamie looked from Jill to Kate. “What in bloody hell is going on?” Kate held up both her hands and lowered them as if she were pushing him down into a box. It didn’t work the way his father’s calm-down signal had at the meeting. Jamie grew angrier. “I told you I’m not in if she is, and you fucking lied. You said you’d wait before you asked her—”

The man at the front desk called out, “You’ll need to quiet down, sir. We can’t have that kind of language.”

Jamie paced to the patio door, punching his fist into his palm.

Jill’s stage whisper was exactly that—staged, and loud. “Kate, dear, I warned you. If you need back-up, Miguel knows people who represent some good musicians. I’m sure we can help you out.”

Jamie spun on her. “Is that what you want? You think you can—fuck—I’ll do the bloody show then. I’ll—”

Jill aimed her smug flat-topped smile at him. “You’ll what?” 

The clerk raised a warning finger. Jamie yanked the door to the patio open and strode out.

Kate glared at Jill. “I hadn’t told him yet. I wanted to break it tactfully.”

Jill’s mouth twisted to the side. She glanced at Miguel, then back at Kate. “I haven’t seen you do tact. Can you?”

“Not really. But I need you two to get along. Or put up with each other. Something. The fair’s riding on both of you, not one or the other. He may be temperamental, but I need him. You didn’t have to make those comments about getting back-up. Be the adult. Go make peace.”

Jill regarded Kate with mock awe, as if no one told Jill Betts what to do, but then Miguel nodded and inclined his head toward the open doors. Jill lost the sarcastic look and went out, her boots clicking on the flagstones. 

“I’m not so sure that was a good idea,” Mae said. “I found out why he doesn’t like Jill.”

Miguel’s eyebrows lifted. If his ears could have pricked up like a dog’s, Kate thought they would have. Mae gave Miguel a defensive stare, took her phone out and texted. Kate read the message.

Kandy Kahee was Jamie’s best friend. She was a recovering alcoholic and Jill pushed her to drink. He blames Jill for her death.

No wonder Jamie had jumped to Hilda’s rescue in that ludicrous, desperate way. Kate muttered a quick thanks to Mae, roused Lobo and headed to the patio. She felt guilty and stuck, two of her least favorite feelings. Her hands craved to light a cigarette.

Miguel came up behind her. “I want to supervise this, too. I have a lot invested in Jill, as I’m sure you do in the Spirit World Fair.”

True, but Kate resented being paired with Jill’s agent at some level. She ignored him and wheeled hurriedly across the open space, Lobo trotting ahead, Miguel pacing behind.

Jamie stood at the edge of the cactus garden, still shoeless, facing Jill. The hot dry wind blew her hair toward him while his hair blew back, giving the odd effect that Jill was controlling the wind, sending her long silver threads at him. She held out her hands, palms up. “I told Kate I’d make peace with you.” 

Jamie scowled. “Don’t even try.”

“Come, come. It’s a spiritual event.” 

“Would be if you weren’t in it.”

Jill folded her arms. “I’m doing you and Kate and the rest of the board a big favor by being in it.”

“Pig’s arse. You’re doing it to be a star. Or so you can stand at a lectern on the Eight Northern campus.”

“I hardly need that kind of local publicity.”

“Nah. But you’d do it to piss off my dad. You’ve been aiming at him for years.”

“I think he took aim at me.” Jill stepped closer. Kate stopped a few yards from the arguing pair. She felt Miguel close on her back, and picked up a scent of mixed colognes and sweat. Jill probably had that same reek of infidelity on her, too. Jamie backed off from her at the same time Kate eased away from Miguel. Jill closed in again. “But my issues with your father aren’t about you and me, Jamie. I always thought we should be friends.”

He turned away from her, fists clenching and unclenching, and then massaged his forearms. Her hair blew onto him. He brushed it off with a cringing panic, as if he’d walked into a spider web. Kate wanted to yell at him to get it together. She wished she’d never sent Jill out to talk to him.

Jill said, “It would honor Rainbow’s memory if we made peace.”

Jamie faced her again. “Jesus. You, honor her? You wore her like your fucking jewelry, like some Indian accessory. Got rid of her when she didn’t flatter you anymore.”

Miguel murmured over Kate’s head. “This is not going well.”

“No shit. Are you going to butt in?” 

“No.” He sounded amazed that she would ask. So much for supervising. “Are you?”

Jamie had been too angry to listen to reason even before things got his far, and Jill, Kate suspected, was too proud to quit a fight. If Kate intervened, she could have the fair’s key people pissed off at her as well as each other. Reluctantly, she said, “No.”

Jill pulled herself up tall. “What makes you say that?”

“You know bloody well. You made her give up—”

“You made her choose between us. That’s why she drank. I’m sure you feel terrible about it, but you can’t blame me. I was there. I know what happened.”

“Yeah—you gave her another drink when she could hardly walk. You fucking killed her.” 

Kate and Miguel exchanged looks.

Jill took a long pause and adjusted her heavy necklace on her chest. “That’s cruel. And it’s perfectly absurd. You weren’t there. You left her. You have no idea what happened.” She stepped closer to Jamie and grabbed his arm, squeezing hard. “I cared very much about Rainbow. You let her down. She drank. She died. I lost her, too, and I haven’t held it against you.” Her jaw clenched and her eyes hardened as she seized him in a forced handshake. “Let everyone see we made peace.”

“Not a bloody chance.”

Jamie yanked both arms out of Jill’s grasp with a dramatic backward sweep, straight into a man-sized cactus. Kate gasped. She’d gotten an armful once and it had hurt for days. Jamie held up his hands, his palms a thicket of cactus spines, and stared at them, as silent as if he’d stopped breathing. Jill laughed. “Well, I guess we can’t shake on it.”

Miguel hissed Jill’s name in the tone of a parent with a misbehaving child.

“Oh, stop,” she snapped. “You saw I made an effort.” 

Jamie turned from her and tried to wrap his arms around himself, only to recoil as his thorny hands took the pressure. His legs buckled the way they had after he’d stopped the child from touching Lobo, making him stagger into the same cactus. Lobo whimpered. Alarmed, Kate called to Jamie and hastened toward him, offering to help, but he bolted as if she’d come at him with a weapon. He stumbled frantically through the garden, crashing into several more cacti, and came to a stop between the two water-trickle stones, leaning one shoulder against the taller rock and breathing with hoarse vocalized gasps. What in the world had made him act like this?

Cactus blossoms had somehow gotten snagged on the thorns that stuck into his arms and chest, so he looked both deranged and weirdly festive. He had to be in agony, emotionally and physically. Kate wished she could get her chair into the rocky garden. It didn’t matter anymore that he’d annoyed her for weeks. Something was seriously wrong. She had a strange, painful urge to take care of him, and not in the condescending way Miguel was whispering to Jill, patting her shoulder and sending her off. Kate called out to Jamie again, but he didn’t seem to hear her. 

Mae dashed past her and into the garden, dodging cacti and rocks to rush up to Jamie. A short, rotund security guard hastened across the patio from the furthest side of the hotel. At the same time, from the conference center, a long, lean Native man with graying hair in a double- folded bun ran to join them, his Western boots clattering. Kate recognized Carl Gorman. She’d interpreted his session on alternative therapies for mental illness that morning. He reached the cactus garden a few seconds after Mae and a few seconds before the guard.

“Please, let me help.” He spoke to the guard. “I’m a psychologist.”

“How do I know that?” the guard asked.

“I’m one of the presenters at this conference.” Dr. Gorman tapped a name badge on his shirt. “You can check the program.”

“I can vouch for that,” Kate said. “I sign interpreted his talk.”

Kneeling between the stones, Mae was pulling cactus spines out of one of Jamie’s legs. “It’s okay, sugar. Breathe slow. Hang in there. I don’t want you falling down with all these stickers in your knees.”

“Thank you.” Dr. Gorman acknowledged Kate with a respectful nod, and turned to the security guard again. “Could you ask your manager if there’s a room where I can—”

“I’ve already talked to the manager.” Bernadette’s voice surprised Kate, though it shouldn’t have. Of course she’d come out. She’d probably called Dr. Gorman. Or maybe he’d noticed on his own. Several people from the conference were out on the steps watching, some shooting pictures or video with their phones. “Mae can get Jamie to come in. Carl, thank you for coming out. Officer, he’s in good hands. Let us take care of him.”

Jamie looked like a frightened porcupine, quivering, staring, seemingly fixated on a short, fat barrel cactus that had sprouted a yellow flower at the bottom like a foot in a frilly sock. Mae kept reminding him to breathe. His gasps grew softer but shakier.

The guard frowned at him, glanced back at Dr. Gorman, and took his radio off his belt and spoke into it. “They got a psychologist here. He wants a place to check the guy out. Lady in a suit says she talked to you already.” A crackly voice answered, unclear to Kate, but the security officer said, “Gotcha. Over.” He turned to the doctor. “Follow me.” And then to Mae, implying Jamie was too incapacitated to communicate. “Ma’am, is this your friend? Will he come with you?”

“I think so.” She stood, placing herself between Jamie and the barrel cactus. The wind blew the water off the rocks in little rainbow sprays, moistening him. “Come on, sugar.”

Mae guided him, her hand on the back of his neck, massaging, and presented him to the psychologist like some shaken, bedraggled prize a cat might lay at its owner’s feet.

“Ms. Radescu.” Miguel appeared beside Kate. “We need to talk. Damage control.”

She looked at the small crowd on the steps of the conference center. It was growing. More phones were up. Why did some idiot have to call security? Maybe it was standard procedure with a disturbance, but Jamie hadn’t been dangerous or violent. If he hadn’t been a local celebrity, or Jill a national one, no one would be taking pictures of him being escorted into the building like this. But they were. He would be on YouTube any minute. Rumors would follow. “Yes. Let’s talk.”

“I sent Jill to my room, so we can’t go there ...” Miguel looked across the patio. “Let’s go over to that corner.”

Kate cued Lobo to walk and they followed Miguel. He sat back in a big white wooden chair, steepling his fingers and then interweaving them. “Do you know how to reach Jangarrai’s manager?”

“Yes.” Kate had plagued Wendy Huang all winter, trying to get Jamie to make a commitment to the fair. For some unexplained reason, it had taken until mid-March. “You want her to do the damage control?”

“She needs to be in on it. Brainstorm. Find ways we can spin this to make both our clients look good.”

Kate had no desire to make Jill look good, but he was right, they had to do it. It was his job as Jill’s agent, and Kate’s as director of the fair. She let her mind go blank and open the way she did before a reading, hoping for a brainstorm. Nothing came. 

Miguel prodded. “What could help sell your fair? Something positive. It doesn’t have to be true.”

No wonder Jill kept her glowing reputation. Miguel wasn’t her book publishing agent, he was her handler and image-maker. She’d probably signed with him the day Kandy Kahee died. Kate checked the time on her phone. Amazingly, she still had ten minutes before she had to interpret another presentation. Ten minutes in which to think of a spin, even a lie, if this pro didn’t think of one first. Wendy might be able to help. As Kate looked up her number, the edge of an idea began to surface. 

“Crisis,” Kate said, listening to the ringing. What had Hilda said about crises? “Emergence. Look it up in Jill’s books. Shamanic conductor, some shit like that.”

“I like it.” Miguel leaned toward her, his eyes alight. “Some shit like that indeed. Keep going.”

Kate pressed the end button before Wendy could pick up. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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The hotel manager glared at Jamie. Her voice was as stiff as her spine and her gelled hair. “Personally, I think I should have you arrested, but this doctor wants me to wait. Will you submit to a psychological evaluation?” 

Mae fought the urge to tell the woman to back down. It wasn’t as though Jamie had meant to damage the garden. He’d toppled a cactus and broken the arm off another, but it had been an accident. He sometimes ran like that when he had a panic attack, deaf and blind with fear, and running into more cacti had to have made the panic worse. Her body ached to hold him, but he was too thorny. She rubbed his neck. The muscles were rigid, and his skin was hot and damp.

“Come on, sugar. Tell her you will.”

Jamie stared at the floor and whispered, “Bloody hell.” He sighed. “Yes.”

The manager said, “Doctor Gorman, if you think we should call for the police or an ambulance, don’t hesitate. Horace will be outside the door if you need immediate help.”

She nodded to the guard, who led them to an office accessed through an alcove behind the front desk. The clerk put a plastic bag, a towel, and a first aid kit on an end table in the office, then returned to his station. Mae followed Jamie as far as she felt she should, bringing his shoes, and picked up a flower that fell from him. He held out his hand for it. 

Dr. Gorman paused at the office door and spoke to the guard. “I don’t think we’ll need you, or the ambulance, but thank you.” He looked at Mae. “I’d like your assistance with the thorns. Jamie, will it be all right if she joins us?”

Jamie nodded. The security guard closed the three of them in the office. The doctor sat on the edge of the desk. Jamie looked down at the flower cupped in his hands.

“Mae.” Dr. Gorman didn’t take his eyes off Jamie. “It’s going to be hard for you not to comfort him. But with his permission, I’m going to ask you to help him with the thorns, and that’s all. No interruptions if he’s talking with me. Jamie?”

Jamie mumbled his assent. Another flower fell off and he reached for it, which dislodged the rest. Mae picked them up and handed them to him. Did that count as comforting? She knelt and began to extract thorns from the tops of his feet and the tips of his toes. He made noises and his toes tended to curl. 

“Stop squirming, sugar. I don’t want to break these stickers off in you.”

He froze and let her finish. She helped him out of his pants carefully so the thorns that remained on his legs came with them. Before he could take off his shirt and its coat of thorns, she had to remove the spines in his hands and forearms. Gorman waited. Mae sensed a powerful, compassionate presence in his silence, his every fiber tuned to Jamie.

Talking to the flowers, Jamie finally spoke, his voice small and flat. “You going to have me committed?”

Dr. Gorman asked, “Do you think you need to be?” 

Jamie shook his head.

The doctor propped one elbow on a stack of shrink-wrapped packs of glossy magazines and interlaced his fingers. His silver rings clicked. “Were you trying to hurt yourself?”

“Nah. Panicked. Hate thorny plants.” 

And Jill. You need to talk about Jill.

Gorman raised an eyebrow. Jamie glanced at him, wriggled his shoulders, and returned to his absorption in the flowers. The silence grew long and heavy. Was therapy always that slow, or was it because Mae was in the room? She cleared Jamie’s arms and the backs of his hands as quickly as she could. The only sound was each cactus spine tapping into the wastebasket, hitting the plastic liner and some crumpled candy wrappers. 

“Dog scared me, too,” Jamie said. “He was coming at me.”

Gorman sounded puzzled. “The sign interpreter’s service dog?”

Mae explained. “I think Kate was trying to get to Jamie to help him—”

“Let him speak for himself.”

Jamie said, “Little kid tried to grab him earlier. I—” He bit his lip and his fingers wriggled under the flowers. “I had a flashback, y’know? I mean, my mind knows he wouldn’t hurt me, but—fuck, he’s a dog.”

The doctor lifted his chin slightly.

Come on, sugar, tell him about Jill. The famous author hadn’t moved when Kate did, but had stood and watched Jamie react to his hands full of cactus spines. Mae wished she knew what they’d been saying before he’d smacked his palms back into the plant. His palms. They were full of thorns and he was covering them with the flowers. “Let go of your flowers, sugar, so I can finish and take your shirt off.” 

He separated his hands with a small shudder. Somehow she knew the pink petals had become a comforting obsession, a distraction, but she had to take it away from him. She dropped the flowers into the trash. Neither the doctor nor Jamie said anything more while she extracted the spines from his palms and fingers. 

When she was finished, she drew his shirt off, bringing the final thorns with it, and put both shirt and pants in the plastic bag the clerk had left. Jamie looked vulnerable, standing there in his undershorts, his scarred body a mix of strength and softness, freckled with tiny blood spots. She dabbed antibiotic ointment from the hotel’s first aid kit on his wounds. The need to say reassuring things, to promise him he would be okay, pushed at her throat, but she restricted herself to, “All done, sugar.”

Jamie made a sound that might have been thanks.

Gorman looked at Mae. “Take his keys and bring him some clothes. Thank you for your help.”

She picked up the bag of thorny clothing and left the office, closing the door softly. Maybe after this bizarre crisis, Jamie would have to talk about Jill in therapy—and about Kandy.

Kate and Bernadette were gone. They must have had to get back to the conference. Mae approached the front desk. The manager and the clerk looked up from a computer.

“Yes?” the manager asked.

“I’m sorry it’s taking so long,” Mae said. “I’m gonna get him some fresh clothes and I reckon the doctor will be done by then. I’d like to pay for the damage to the garden before I go. I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you for offering. It won’t cost much, and Ms. Radescu took care of it already.”

Surprised, Mae texted her thanks to Kate. Even if it hadn’t been expensive, the gesture had been kind, especially since Kate didn’t seem to like Jamie. Did she feel responsible for sending Jill to make peace with him? It was hardly her fault he’d reacted that way. She couldn’t have seen it coming. Mae should have, though. She should have stopped Jill from even talking with him. Jamie was getting stronger and saner in a lot of ways, but not when it came to coping with Jill.
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Mae hastened to his apartment for fresh clothes and returned to the hotel. Jamie’s hand, spotted with little holes, reached through the cracked-open office door to receive his fresh outfit. “Thanks, love.” 

She walked to the patio doors and watched two groundskeepers in long sleeves, long pants, and heavy gloves at work in the garden. One was removing the stump of the knocked-over cactus, the other trimming a damaged one. They were talking in Spanish and laughing about something. Mae caught the word loco.

She felt rather than heard people come up behind her. Dr. Gorman walked as noiselessly as Jamie did. She turned. Jamie’s hair was a disaster area, and he looked drained. His doctor stood back a step, apparently waiting for something.

“Fuck.” Jamie stared through the door and grasped the handle. “I should help.”

Mae put her hand on his. “You should not. I’m not pulling any more thorns out of you. Five hundred was enough.”

“Wasn’t five hundred. Jeezus.”

“Felt like it.”

She thought she detected a crinkle of amusement around Dr. Gorman’s eyes. He said, “I’m going to talk with the management and recommend that Jamie shouldn’t be prosecuted for willful damage. You should wait in case they disagree.”

Jamie nodded and let Mae take his hand off the door. He looked at his palm. “Think there’s some still in there.”

“No. It just hurts. I got ’em all.”

The psychologist went back to the front desk. Jamie slipped his arms around Mae and held her quietly cheek to cheek. She returned the embrace but kept her touch light, so as not to hurt him. “How you doing, sugar?”

“Mm.” He rocked her gently. “Little wobbly still. Not bad. Need to pay for the mess.”

“Kate already did.”

“Fuck me dead.” Jamie drew back. “She say why?”

“I was still plucking you. I don’t know. She’s in the conference now. I sent her a text. You can thank her later, too, if you want.”

“Jeezus. Yeah. Pay her back or something.”

“You could, but it didn’t cost much. What’s your doctor want you to do?”

Jamie took a list from his pocket and handed it to her. It was in his slanting, sprawling script, scrambled in places.

I will not harm myself or objects in my nevrinmnet

I wlli ont be aloen for sevnety two hours.

I will call in tiwce day for four days and ocne a day for hte next week.

I will get eight hours sleep ervey night or attenmtp it without struggle. No coffee aftre four.

I will go to yoga classes every day and tell my teachers I had a wobbly. (Bad wobbly.)

I will finish that song.

I will notice my fleelings and say whta they are before I xelpode or lose cotnrol.

It was more than a list; it was a signed contract between patient and doctor. Mae gave it back to Jamie.

“That’s a good plan, sugar. And I’ll stay with you, of course. I can wait to go to back to Bernadette’s.” 

“Nah. You need a break. I’ll stay with the oldies.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Sleep there I can have the light on.” He pumped her arms back and forth in a little dance. “Nah. Kidding. Need time to work on Gasser. Heal him, y’know? So he won’t be jealous.” 

The manager called them over and had Jamie sign an agreement not to come back on the property for two years. He looked wide-eyed at his psychologist, who nodded. It struck Mae as extreme, too, but she guessed the duration implied Dr. Gorman’s estimate of how long Jamie’s therapy would take. Good to know what she was in for. 
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As soon as they got to Jamie’s apartment, he brushed his teeth and went to bed with his cat. She sat next to him and asked if he needed her to brush his hair or to lie beside him. He mumbled, “Nuh, ’m awright,” and drifted off, so soundly asleep he didn’t stir to her kiss. 

Mae stroked his face and smoothed his eyebrows. He was right—it wasn’t going to be easy, loving him. No, the love was effortless. It was the life that might come with it that could be hard. Last night’s fractured sleep was only the tip of the iceberg. He wasn’t supposed to be alone for three days, so she couldn’t leave. She had hours to fill before she’d need to wake him to go his parents’ house. The possibility of years like this loomed. Could she handle it? Was this the future with Jamie? Two steps forward, one big breakdown back?

No. She couldn’t let herself believe that. Dr. Gorman knew what he was doing. Jamie was never going to be normal, but he was going to get better, even if it took a few years. He was wearing the bracelet and the ring. He had even offered to heal Dahlia. It had been a brave offer, but he’d overestimated himself. Good thing Kate had come up with another plan.
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Mae took her pouch of crystals and Lily’s Dahlia card from her purse and went down to the living room. Back when Jamie had first told her about studying with Fiona, he’d said Andrea was competent but not strongly gifted. She would need all the help she could get if she was going to heal Dahlia. Jamie’s idea of drawing a sort of target might work. If Lily had wanted the baby and miscarried, the desire for a child could be an opening Andrea could work through, a vulnerable place in Lily’s energy. Indecision and delaying an abortion would mean something different—maybe a more conflicted desire for a child. Would this explain how she used his image in her witching? It was a strange thing to do with a lost but wanted baby.

Mae did a long, deep visualization exercise to prepare for her work, and then lay down with the card and the crystals and set the intention to learn about Lily’s pregnancy. How had she felt about her unborn son?

The psychic vision tunnel opened and brought Mae to a place she hadn’t seen before. In a short hallway between two dressing rooms and the doorway to a ballet studio, youthful dark-haired Naomi stooped to speak to five-year-old Lily, introducing her in a baby-talk voice to Mr. Calvin Mackenzie. Mae recognized the golden-haired man Lily would spy on later. “He’s the best ballet teacher in Asheville. He used to dance in New York.” 

The little girl in wrinkly pink tights and a baggy black leotard joined other children in the studio. Naomi and the dance teacher chatted warmly. The vision moved through the tunnel again to show Lily, tight-faced and determined, aged twelve or so, in the studio rehearsing with other girls. Calvin critiqued the ensemble’s pirouettes and demonstrated a correction. Another vision. Naomi and Calvin, older, kissed and groped each other halfway up the stairs in her house. Adolescent Lily froze at the open door downstairs and closed it again in slow motion without a sound, her expression more contemptuous than surprised. 

The next vision showed the dance studio again. Lily, tall and fluid, around age fourteen, spun in a series of spectacular whipping turns. Calvin congratulated her on her improvement and suggested an appointment for her next private lesson. He opened the door to an office at the opposite end of the studio from the dressing rooms and began to step through. 

Lily pulled hairpins from her bun and let her hair fall down. “Can we talk, Mr. Mackenzie?” She swung a leg up onto the barre and began to untie her pointe shoes. She undid one ribbon easily, but yanked hard on the other, making its knot tighter. “Do you have time?”

“Sure, Lily. What is it?”

“Darn. This knot is stuck. Can you get it?”

He came back and worked on it without success. Lily giggled. “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

“You’ll just have to cut these off and put on new ribbons. That is one hell of a knot.”

“Can you get the scissors, then? I really need to take this shoe off.”

“Okay. Hang on.” He disappeared into his office, and she sat on the floor to remove her other shoe. When he sat beside her and began to cut the knotted ribbon, she laid her leg in his lap and smiled.

“Lily.” He looked up with a frown. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“I do. I take after my mother.” She glowed as his jaw dropped and he blushed. “Do you know I’ve had five boyfriends already?” 

Hastily, he finished cutting the ribbon and started to stand, but she used the leg in his lap to reach around his waist, like a spider pulling itself along a web. “I’m tired of boys,” she said, hooking her worn pink satin heel into his back. “I want to find out what a man is like.” 

As her arms stretched out for him, he braced his to resist her. “Lily. Stop. Someone must be waiting to pick you up.” 

“No. I said I was staying to practice after my lesson.”

“My wife is upstairs.” He placed his hands on her pink-tights leg. She held him with it. He protested, “No, Lily. This is wrong.” 

When he tried to stop her arms reaching for his shoulders, she grasped his hands. 

“You’re too young.” He managed to keep her at a distance, but she changed her grasp, wrapping her fingers around his forearms, forcing him into a wrestling match in spite of his greater strength. He arrested the struggle for a moment. “I’m your teacher. It’s all wrong.”

“That’s what everyone would think.” She tossed her hair back and fixed her gaze on his face. “But as long as we do, I won’t say we did. You see how this works? You’ll have to fight me so hard, I’ll have bruises, and when I explain how I had to struggle with you, people will believe me. Your wife,” she smiled, “might even hear me scream. And then I’d tell her about Mom, too.”

Mackenzie started again to stand, but Lily grappled him. As she opened her mouth in a dramatized pre-scream, he sank back down and closed his eyes, with the face of a man being taken to prison. Lily crept onto his lap.

The vision changed again, to Lily and Naomi in a car. Naomi was driving. “Lily, please, I’m asking you one last time, just tell me whose it is.”

“You’ll hate him.”

“Is it Gerry’s? I thought you broke up with him.” 

“I did.” Lily smirked.

Naomi, eyes on the road, took no notice. “I won’t hate him, whoever he is. He must be important to you. If you’d put this off much longer, you’d be having his baby. I was starting to think you wanted—” 

“You wanted it.”

“I said I would love and welcome my grandchild.” Naomi’s voice caught. “But if you decide to have sex again, with this boy—or anyone—let’s make sure to get you on the pill, and get you condoms too. You can’t be too careful.” 

“Why? ’Cause he screws other people and I’d catch something?” Lily verged on laughing.

“My god, honey, I hope he doesn’t.”

“Oh, he does. He definitely does.” They pulled into a parking lot, stopping close to the entrance of a one-story brick building. “He’s not a boy. He’s a married man.” 

Naomi was reaching into the back seat for her purse. “What?” She paused in mid-turn, staring at her daughter.

“He’s got a good thing going, with that miserable half-dead anorexic wife as his cover, and all the bored ballet moms at his service.”

“He does not have all the—” Naomi stopped. Her face reddened and her eyes filled with tears. “Lily—how could you?”

“Why not? It’s good sex. You should know.” Lily locked her violet eyes onto her mother’s, her expression not quite smiling, not quite anything. “Well, shall we go take care of this inconvenience?” Lily opened her door and swung her long legs out. “I’d hate to have a belly for the Nutcracker. It’s gotten big enough already.”

Mae recoiled so strongly she left the vision. She had an emotional aversion to abortion even though her rational mind accepted it as sometimes necessary. This one had been appallingly unnecessary, and deliberately late, delayed to make Naomi want the baby. If there was a soft spot a healer could reach in Lily, Mae had no idea what it would be. There didn’t seem to be one. Lily had created a life for the sole purpose of destroying it. From the moment of conception, she’d never seen her fetus as a child but as a weapon.
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Jamie emerged from his nap around four o’clock, foot-groping down the stairs with his eyes half-closed. He slumped onto a lower step, head in his hands. Was he depressed or just not awake yet?

“Hey, sugar.” Mae joined him, wrapping her arm around his shoulders. He was oddly floppy, not his usual nervous self, and it made him softer to touch. “How are you feeling?”

“Dunno.” He leaned into her as if to sleep again. “Need to talk to Mum and Dad.”

Was he going to cancel dinner? She hoped not, though she could see he might not feel up to going. She needed to meet his parents. Other people who understood what it was like to love him. “About tonight?”

“Nah. Therapy homework. S’posed to tell ’em everything I held back.”

“That’s good. You know they’ll understand.”

“Worry, though. Got to tell ’em I threw a wobbly with the cacti, too.”

“If you don’t, someone else will. You don’t want them to hear it that way. Anyway, you’re ...” What was the word for it? “Perforated. They’d ask what happened.” She kissed his cheek, moved a strand of hair out of his face. “You need some coffee before we go?”

“Mm. Sleep on the way. You drop me off, come back for dinner.” 

She helped him load the cat, cat supplies, and few days’ worth of clothes into her car, and left him at his parents’ house in Tesuque, watching him go in before she went on to Bernadette’s. It was hard to let him go, but at the same time it was a relief to have a few hours to be alone.
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Mae took a mind-clearing run in the broad dry riverbed, showered, did some reading, and returned, both eager and nervous to finally meet Jamie’s family. 

Isolated from the more developed neighborhood, the Ellerbee house sat back from a dirt road, its front yard a natural desert. Its extended roofline reminded Mae of an Asian temple, though the walls were brown adobe. There was no doorbell. Instead, a huge gong hung in a wooden frame. Mae hesitated. She should probably just knock. No—these were Jamie’s parents. They had a gong. She picked up the clubbed striker from an earthenware pot by the red door and struck the metal disk. The sound resonated through her bones.

A short, vigorous woman with nearly-black skin and thick, dark hair touched with white answered the door. “Welcome.” She gave Mae a hug. “I’m Addie. Take your shoes off. We’re a barefoot house. Japan did it to us. Never could go back to tracking the dirt in.” Her accent was stronger than Jamie’s, and her features remarkably like his. She smiled broadly, holding the door open. “Nice to have you. Jamie and Stan are on the back deck. Can I get you tea or anything? Beer, wine? Drink all you like, stay if you need. Celebrating Jamie’s birthday.”

“It’s today?” Mae stepped inside and slipped her shoes off. “He didn’t tell me. I don’t have a gift.”

“Listen, love, every year he’s alive, it’s a gift. We don’t give things anyway, just love. What can I get you?”

Mae followed Addie into the kitchen. Its elegant simplicity, black and white, gray and steel, was softened by lived-in clutter, magazines scattered on the table and cartoons magnetized to the fridge. The air was filled with smells of spices and chocolate. “Iced tea would be great, thanks.”

“Jamie’s quite taken with you.” Addie took a pitcher of tea from the refrigerator and filled a tall glass. “Ice in it?”

“A little. And I’ll do the sugar. You won’t believe how much I use.”

Addie offered Mae a black porcelain sugar bowl decorated with a gold Japanese character. While Mae dumped in North Carolina levels of sugar and stirred, Addie said, “He’s in for good, y’know. For life. He’s like that. I hope you know what you’re in for. And that you are in for it.”

Addie’s jaw was set, her eyes black and bright, and her bluntness, though it was not unfriendly, took Mae off guard. This was not Southern-style small talk. Mae would have started the conversation by admiring the house. Too late for that now. She had to be just as honest. “I got a good look at what I’m in for, and I still love him. I’m not jumping in as fast as he is, though.”

“Good onya. Wouldn’t think much of you if you were.” Addie led Mae through a spacious living room, its décor a blend of Zen temple and cozy nest. “Got to take your time to get used to him.”

They went out through the sliding doors to a deck overlooking a steep, scrubby bluff and a deep arroyo. It was obvious that Jamie and his father, seated in heavy wooden chairs, were in a serious conversation.

When he saw Mae, Jamie’s expression changed from solemn to joyful like a fast-motion sunrise. Stan Ellerbee came over and shook her hand. He was the man from her vision who’d broken the news of Kandy’s death. In person, she could see he was taller than Jamie, similarly broad-shouldered and long-limbed, but slimmer and finer-boned, with only a hint of middle-age thickening around the middle. His voice was soft and quiet as he introduced himself and welcomed Mae.

Jamie met Mae’s eyes, his brightness fading. “So, I—I was telling Dad about—about ...” He leaned his elbows on his thighs and looked down at his feet. Addie came up behind him, laid a hand on his shoulder, and Jamie jumped. “Mum, will you not fucking do that? Jesus. Let me be.”

“Not touch you?”

“Let me get through on my own, all right? You’d think I was crazy and that you were my fucking mother.” After a pause, both burst out laughing. Addie backed off, perched on the railing. Jamie said, “So, anyway, whatever in bloody hell I was trying to say, pretend I finished.” He gestured to his throat and heart. “Sorry, excuse me.” 

He rose, walked down the steps of the deck and disappeared from view. 

“He won’t go in the arroyo ...” Addie started after him.

“Let him be,” Stan said. “Hovering makes it worse. Let him breathe. He’s worked hard, telling us all that.”

“If he goes down there and has a wobbly—”

“You’ve got to let him go sometimes.”

“But he shouldn’t be alone after—”

“I’m not alone,” Jamie’s voice came from below. “Got Mum in my bloody shirt pocket.”

Stan looked to Mae. “It’s not always like this around here.” He resumed his seat and added dryly, “Sometimes there’s drama.”

He was a good balance to Jamie and Addie. Mae warmed to him immediately. She sat across from him. “I hope I didn’t cut y’all off in the middle of something.”

“Quite all right. He needed the break. He’s been at it for hours.” Stan glanced at Addie. “I think we’d about reached the end.” He paused. “Jill and his cactus attack today.” 

“That bloody bitch. Blaming him,” Addie said. “As if he didn’t already blame himself enough.” She leaned over the railing. “Jamie, will you leave those alone? There is nothing still stuck in your hands. Jesus.” She straightened up. “Best keep him company. He thinks there are things in him and they’ll get infected. They will, if he keeps trying to get ’em out when they aren’t even there.”

She started down the stairs at a stamping, determined pace. No wonder he sometimes resented too much help.

Stan pressed his shoulders into the chair’s back, tapping his thumbs on the armrests. “We’ve got a long, bad history with Jill Betts. Have you read her books?”

“Bits and pieces. The introduction to The Urban Shaman.” Mae noted Stan’s subtle wince. “I thought that was awful.”

“Yes, it was. Is that as far as you got?”

“I read a chapter in each of her books this afternoon.”

“What did you think?”

“The Woman in the Light wasn’t bad, kind of an adventure story. I couldn’t get into Sacred Cycles, but I’ve met some women that like it. I’m only in the first section, about puberty—”

Addie called, “She stole the Apache maiden part right out of Stan’s work and turned it into a load of crap.” Her tone changed to a gentle nag. “Show me your hands, love. Look. There’s—”

Jamie snapped, “Bloody fucking hell. Don’t push on it. Ow!”

“It hurts because there’s a hole. There’s nothing in it.”

Stan half-smiled at Mae. “You were saying?”

“I think I was done. I didn’t know Jill borrowed from you. Seems weird that she’s got it in for you like she does, if she uses your work. She’s done you more harm than you ever did to her.”

“That’s not how she sees it. Jill started out as a real scholar, before she went commercial. She was teaching at a college in Connecticut, ABD—”

“I’m sorry. What’s that?” It sounded like the way Jamie would write “bad.” Jill is abd.

“All but dissertation. If you don’t finish in seven years your program won’t let you, and if you don’t have your doctorate in six years after getting hired you don’t get tenure and you lose your job. Jill went on that South American trip and turned it into her first book instead of her dissertation. She’s made a great deal more money than she ever would have as a professor, but she still craves being seen as a scholar.”

“Is that why she steals your work, then?”

“It’s more complicated. She applied for a teaching job at Eight Northern about six years ago. I think she wanted the tribal college affiliation to make her look good to her followers, as well as to reclaim her intellectual reputation. I wasn’t the first academic to criticize her in print. The whole search committee agreed her recent scholarship was limited and shoddy and she would be an embarrassment to the college. I wrote the letter that declined to give her an interview.”

“That took nerve for her to apply, if she knew what you thought of her.”

“Actually, I read her work for the first time as part of the search process. She had a how-to-be-a-shaman book out at the time, something she put out in a hurry after Woman in the Light was so successful. Her publisher let it go out of print after she recycled parts of it into her later books—she even steals from herself—but anyway, I started looking into neo-shamanism after I read it. I published my article on it about a year or so later, nothing personal, strictly an assessment of her work and that of others in that field. The others took it in stride. Jill fought back.”

“She should have just written you a letter.”

“That wouldn’t have made her feel as if she’d won.”

“So, she’d really have felt like she’d lost if Kandy had told you—I’m sorry—did Jamie explain to you about me—that I ...” Mae faded, unsure how to approach being psychic, even though Stan had spent his career studying people who used spiritual powers.

“He did.” Stan took a silent moment. “I’m grateful that you learned what you did. Furious with Jill, grateful to you.” He pushed himself up straighter in his chair, took his glasses off, and rubbed the back of one ear. “I wish we’d known what Kandy’s home life was like. Maybe we could have helped.” He put his glasses back on. “Now that I know what her mother let go on—not much of a mother—I suspect that Kandy may have seen Jill as a mother figure.” 

“Another bad one.” 

Jamie came into view in the backyard desert, kicking a small rock along. Addie caught up with him, and they appeared to argue. He reached up and grabbed a sturdy branch of a twisted old juniper and swung out over the arroyo in a failed pull-up. Mae’s heart felt jerked by a string. His right hand couldn’t hold his weight and started slipping. Addie shouted, “You could kill yourself!”

Jamie landed next to her and examined his palms. “Nah. I’m pretty bad at that.”

A pause, and then they both laughed, Jamie snorting, Addie whooping. His mama thinks his death jokes are funny.  

They walked along the edge of the arroyo, talking more quietly. Addie pushed his hands down as he tried to pick at imaginary thorns. Jamie glanced up at the deck and smiled at Mae with a mysterious crazy radiance. The sun shone golden on his unlikely hair and caught the gold glint in his smile. He looked to his mother again, draped an arm around her shoulders, and said something that made her pull away from him, hands raised in exasperation.

They reminded her of Gaia’s Tuvan shamans somehow, the way every conversation was an argument, yet warmth flowed while they fussed at each other. “Y’all seem like a real close family.” 

“Yes ...” Stan watched Jamie and Addie. “But we didn’t do right by him. Chaotic life growing up. His sister thrived on it, but it made him fragile.”

“That doesn’t mean you messed up.”

“We did.” Stan’s voice grew melancholy. “We went to Australia the summer after he finished high school and left him here for his apprenticeship with the Santa Fe Opera. He had a complete breakdown. We hurried back, but we didn’t know how to help him, how to choose a psychiatrist, or what kind of progress to expect.” He shook his head, a Jamie-like gesture, as if something disagreeable had landed on him. “We were incredibly unsophisticated about mental health. We kept thinking we were doing the right thing, and that his doctors must be, too.”

“At least the treatment kept him alive.”

“No, Kandy kept him alive. In March of his senior year in college—I think the prospect of graduating and having to teach depressed him—he took all his meds at once.” Stan seemed to sink into a shadow, his gaze fixed on a place on the deck floor. “We almost lost him again. Jill’s entirely wrong that this was some sort of spiritual event, but it’s true that medications and hospitalizations weren’t working. He was still depressed when he got out. Addie and I wanted to stay with him, or bring him here, but Jamie wouldn’t have anyone but Kandy. She moved in with him until graduation, made sure that he didn’t just eat and sleep, walked him to classes, helped him study for his finals ... She dropped everything. That was huge. As a silversmith she had to make the jewelry and travel to art shows or powwows to sell it in order to earn anything. Addie and I went down on weekends so Kandy could do some of that, but she was his rock. A loss, that girl. A terrible loss.”

Kandy must have told Jill all of this in the elevator and at their room service dinner. Jill’s claim that Jamie dragged Kandy down, that Kandy had been subservient to men, came from this unselfish act of love, a love as deep as that of a wife or a sister. Jill had used that story to make Kandy give up and drink. All because Stan Ellerbee didn’t like her books.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Unable to sleep even with the cat and the light, Jamie left Gasser on his bed and took his classical flute out on the deck. The stars shone like a thousand diamonds above the empty blackness of the arroyo. Their light caught the bracelet on his wrist. Kandy lived in her work, her hands forever setting each delicate planet into the silver sky. When he’d finally put her gift on again, a part of his soul came home, like a lost moon that had found its orbit. 

His birthday had brought her back to him, too. They’d both been born in June. Geminis. Twins. He could see her laughing as she cut into a silly cake he’d made her, decorated with a candy rainbow of jellybeans and frosting. Every year, they’d celebrated their birthdays together with a ceremony, telling each other this is why I’m glad you’re alive, renewing their promise to live and not to let each other slide into darkness. A promise he’d broken again and again. 

Would she understand what had happened to him today? He didn’t, other than he’d finally felt it. Felt his full rage at Jill and at Kandy’s death and his part in it, even at Kandy herself for drinking and dying, for leaving him. He had no words for what he wanted to tell her, but there was music. Hours of music until his fingers were cold and his right hand began to fail him. For the first time since he’d almost died in the lake, he created new songs. 

In the morning, he barely woke in time for therapy. A hot thread of anger at Jill was the only thing that pulled him out of bed. His exhaustion bothered him. He’d had almost four hours of sleep during the day, and then four at night. It should count for eight. He told Gorman this, and got a raised eyebrow, a click of the rings. Jamie picked up where they had left off in the hotel office. Kandy.

In yoga class, his balance was off and every old injury ached as if he’d turned sixty, not twenty-nine. He fell out of poses. Gwen told him to stop pushing himself and do less. He feared he might break if he let go of the struggle, but he didn’t. As he released his quivering body from a twist, the strange conviction arose that in his unraveling, he was getting better. Getting closer to the center of the knot.

Wendy’s message was waiting when he turned his phone on after class. “Hope you’re feeling better today. Meet me for lunch at my office. We have a little mess to clean up.” 
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New to music management, Wendy kept her day job as a mid-level manager at a luxury hotel near the Plaza. Jamie briefly imagined a bulletin going out to all Santa Fe hotels warning them to ban him, but the front desk clerk ignored him as he passed through the Spanish Colonial style lobby and took the stairs to the lower level. In her coral-walled office with its shelves of Acoma pottery, Wendy was having lunch at her desk with Andrea, and they were laughing as he walked in. 

“What’s funny?” Half-afraid that it might be him, he stalled in the doorway.

Andrea stuck her fork into the huge salad she and Wendy were sharing. “Jill’s drum circle.” 

“Fuck. You got in? In one day?”

She nodded and ate the bite of salad. “She rushed me through the process so I could join last night. They meet on Sundays. It was so stupid. I had to”—she giggled— “lie on the floor in the middle of Jill’s living room, while these middle-aged white women in expensive clothes circled me”—she burst out laughing again, and stood up, mimed holding a hand drum, and side-stepped in a steady rhythm—“beating this boom, boom, boom. And I was supposed to—”

Wendy cut in with a little whoop of hilarity, “Find her animal and her ancestor.”

“I was supposed to have a vision.” Andrea sat back down, sipped her iced tea, and took another bite of her lunch. “And then not tell anyone, or they could harm me by harming my animal. Can you believe that? It’s like a guarantee that no one has to lie when nothing happens.”

Wendy gestured to a sandwich, a salad, and a lemon-garnished glass of water on the coffee table. “I got you lunch. Light and healthy.” 

Jamie sank onto the love seat and regarded the lunch. Crusty white bread. He hated crusty white bread. He picked at the clear plastic wrap that bunched up under the edge of the plates. “Thanks.” 

It suddenly struck him that Andrea had only been amused. Not scared, not challenged. Had Dahlia left for LA already? “Jill’s pet vampire wasn’t there, was she?” 

“Dahlia? No.” Andrea turned toward Jamie. “It was weird. Mae made her sound like this mean little witch, but Jill made her sound so fragile. Poor little Dahlia was home in bed with a migraine. She gets laid up for days, she’s so sensitive.”

“Migraine? That’s a load of crap. She’s in LA modeling for some lipstick ad.”

“You’re kidding. Jill thinks Dahlia is living off her parents’ life insurance and is so depressed she can’t work. Jill was bragging about how she’s empowering her, helping her recover.”

“Nah. She’s using her for something. Of course, she’d do that even if she thinks Dahlia really is that frail little thing.” He wadded up the wrap from his lunch. Could he say this? “It’s what she did with my friend who died.” 

Andrea’s puzzled look said she had no idea what he was talking about. “Who?”

His words scraped at his soul like sandpaper dragging over his cactus-pierced skin. “Girl who died at Jill’s retreat. Kandy Kahee. Years back ...” 

His edges were fraying. He was supposed to say what he felt. What did he feel? “Um. Sorry. Makes me sad to talk about it. Or mad. Something.” He took a break, sat up straight and put a hand on his belly to feel his breath. It calmed him down enough to get the words out and remain intact. “Jill uses everybody. She wants to use you to get to me, and she wants to use Dahlia for something—she has to. She doesn’t have any good motives.”

“Maybe so,” Wendy said, “but you’d better not make any more waves with her. I’ve got enough on my hands with your freak-out yesterday. Let me show you what I asked you here to talk about.” Wendy typed something on her computer and turned the monitor to face Jamie. A YouTube video showed him talking with Jill and then jerking his hands back into the cactus. An argument obviously, but no words were audible. Jill looked calm, Jamie furious, and then—no getting past it—crazy. 

The camera hadn’t picked up Kate’s approach with her dog. It focused on Jamie. In his breath-starved, weak-legged, heart-thundering terror, dark edges narrowing his vision, blood pounding in his ears, he’d had no idea how he’d appeared. He’d been so overwhelmed by his impotent rage at Jill and his double-panic at the thorns and the dog, it had been like a storm blowing through his body. Gorman was right, of course. It was more than a panic attack. Jamie didn’t yet understand the layers of what he’d done, but at some level he’d sought the pain piercing his skin even while it scared him, even while it was more accidental than intentional. 

He stared at his image on the screen. Jesus. I am not a well man.

Wendy turned the monitor back to its usual position. “You’re getting a lot of buzz. Some people think it was a publicity stunt. Some think you’re having a total breakdown. You should read the comments. ‘Crisis type of shamanic emergence?’ I don’t know what that means.”

“Fucking Jill crap.”

“And then there’s ‘Jangarrai vs. Jill Betts and cacti. Jill, one, cacti, three, Jangarrai zero.’ ” She made a few clicks, frowning at the screen. “Then we get someone guessing that you and Jill staged it to build up to some kind of shamanic healing she’ll do with you at Spirit World Fair. It’s totally stupid, but it’s out there.”

Jamie forced himself out of a fog of amazement. “How can anyone think that? No one would stage this.”

“The thorns don’t show in the video.”

“Still. No one in his right mind goes tearing into cacti for effect—”

“No one in his right mind does that for any reason. I’m worried about you, not just this rumor nonsense. You’ve got almost two weeks until the fair. Are you going to hold up?”

Was he? Jamie felt weak. He’d worked hard this morning in therapy and yoga, but that video said he was weak—and crazy. Getting well was going to take forever. Forever. He craved chocolate chip cookies and a whole pint of vanilla soy ice cream, but all he had was this lunch. Light and healthy. Slowly, as if he’d never tasted food before, he bit into the Portobello sandwich. The bread was tough and splintery, the mushroom over-salted. He set it down and poked at the salad. At least no one could ruin a raw vegetable. He forked a cucumber slice.

Wendy said, “They got the college location and Heather is putting in a twelve-hour day today to get the publicity out. With your face on the posters. What are we going to say about your scene?”

Jamie couldn’t answer. Wendy sounded like she was talking in another room. Reality had slipped. Light was fractured, sensation remote. Kandy seemed to be sitting across from him on the floor, her elbows on the coffee table. She took the cucumber and licked it, and put it back on his fork. How far off the deep end had he gone?

Kandy faded. In her place he suddenly saw himself in his hefty college-age body, with his dyed-dark hair and operatic ambitions, his badly medicated anxiety and desperate needs. Her Big Buddy. She’d seen something worth loving in him then, when he couldn’t see it in himself. His guilt and rage over Kandy collapsed, a decayed roof falling, letting in light.

“Jamie?” Wendy’s voice broke through to him. “What’s the matter?”

He realized he was crying, with his fork stuck in a vegetable. It had to look insane, even for him. “Nothing.” He dropped the fork and wiped his tears with his napkin. “Not hungry, though.”

“Then you are not all right.” This made them both laugh a little. She came over and sat beside him. “Listen to me. If you really are having a crisis—”

“Nah, I’m fine. No worries.”

Wendy sounded doubtful. “If you say so.”

He blew his nose and pitched the napkin into the trash. “Let’s deal with my cactus problem.”

“Kate wants to make that scene into a mystery that you’ll explain at the fair. She says just hold off, build up the curiosity, and then you can say anything you want, and so can Jill. The truth, part of it, next to nothing, it’s up to you. She doesn’t even care if you and Jill tell the same story, so long as you both wait. It’ll draw interest in the fair. I can’t let her do that if you’re not well, though. I’m not exploiting a mental breakdown.”

Kate was. Or was she? As emcee, Jamie was on first. As a featured speaker, Jill came later. Jamie would be back onstage again and again, for two days. Jill would have an audience only once. “Did Jill agree to this?” He couldn’t believe she would.

“I talked with her agent. He says she did.”

“Fuck me dead.” Jill probably thought Jamie had fallen apart too much to do the show, or that he was too emotionally damaged to be credible no matter what he said. Thought she’d get the last word, and it could be her shamanic emergence crap. He couldn’t let that happen. “I’ve gotta do it, too, then.”

“What are you going to say, once you’ve got an audience?”

“Dunno.” He ate the cucumber. It was hard to swallow. “Got two weeks. I’ll think of something.”
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Chapter Thirty
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Minutes after the furniture delivery truck left, a red Fusion hybrid pulled into the driveway in front of Jamie’s duplex. Mae came out the front door to see who it was. Jamie was in the passenger seat, looking down, hands busy. Addie got out the driver’s side, standing in the angle of the open door and drumming her fingers on it. “Ask me what took so long.”

“Okay.” Mae wanted to know, but it would have been rude to ask Addie directly without the invitation. Jamie should have met her before the furniture arrived. “What took so long?”

“He had to go back and get the bloody cat. But first he had to give him his treatment. Crikey.”

People really said crikey? “You missed all the fun. Furniture guys already came and went.”

Jamie emerged, Gasser in his arms. “Fuck—sorry to stick you with you that. Hard day. No excuse. Yeah, it is. Thanks for the lift, Mum.”

Addie said, “You should thank Mae for being here for—”

“Rack off. Jeezus. I will.” Jamie kissed her on the cheek. “Come in. Help us arrange it.”

“Already done,” Mae said. She’d had a floor plan in mind when she made the shopping list, so it had been easy to tell the delivery men where to put things. “Want to see how it looks?”

Addie got back in the car. “Take you up on that later. He’s got me running behind on some other things.” She closed the door and rolled the window down for a short fuss back and forth with Jamie before saying goodbye and driving off.

Jamie hugged Mae with his free arm. “Thanks for taking care of all that.” Compressed between them, Gasser squawked. Jamie said, “Sorry, mate,” and shifted the cat.

“Why’d you bring him? Aren’t you staying with your folks for three nights?”

“Yeah, but he needs some time with you. Been working on him. Pet him.”

Mae did. Gasser laid his ears back and warbled, a strange, unhappy sound.

“See?” Jamie adjusted his hold on the heavy animal, using both arms. “He’s singing to you.”

“Reckon you’d better work on that next.”
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Jamie thanked her repeatedly, but he muttered and frowned as he studied the arrangement of the furniture each room. In the bedroom he inched the bedside table away from the wall and examined the effect, tapping his knuckles against his teeth.

“You don’t like it?”

“Dunno. Pictured more of a ... shelter ... cluster ...” He sat on the edge of the bed. “Fuck. I’m buggered.”

Mae ran a hand through his hair. It was tangled. “Want me to brush you?” 

“Mm.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I’d love it. But it makes me sleep. Trying to get on a schedule. Sleep at night like a proper human.” He stood. “Thanks for doing the place. Really. I’ll move everything, like I did in the kitchen, but it doesn’t mean you did anything wrong, I’m just ... dunno. Picky.”

“Then let’s rearrange it now. You’re gonna be a fuss-pot if we don’t.”

“Nah.” He started downstairs. “Won’t fuss. Need to talk. Can’t talk and think spatially at the same time.” 

She followed him. “Sure you can. What do you need to talk about?”

“Andrea didn’t undo Dahlia. Drum thing meets on Sundays. No Dahlia.” In the living room, he vibrated his fingers on a book shelf. “Gnph. At least you didn’t put the books on ’em.” He lifted the shelf, looked around the room, and set it down again. “Still got one Sunday before the fair, though.”

“Actually we don’t. Dahlia called me today. She wants us to get together when she gets back from LA and then she’s leaving again for more work. She’ll be back for the fair, but if the drum circle on Sundays is the only way Andrea can try to heal her, that’s not gonna happen.”

“Fuck.” Jamie moved the shelves tentatively, inching them around, and then carried the chairs to the middle of the room. The furniture now formed a circle.

Mae asked, “You like where the shelves are now? I can put the books on ’em.”

He adjusted the new bench, exchanged the cushions that lay on it with some that padded the chairs, and then changed them back. Fuss-pot. “Yeah. Think so. Thanks.”

Jamie vanished up the stairs, and Mae heard furniture scrape. Moving the dresser? It had to touch the wall. No. Spiders and scorpions hid in dark places. He must not want any dark places.

Gasser began to meow in the kitchen. “Feed him, will you, love?” More scraping. “Not much. Just enough to make him feel safe. He gets anxious.”

Mae went to the kitchen and sprinkled a few fish-shaped kibbles in Gasser’s food dish and filled his water bowl. He said something that sounded like mrah, an irritable complaint, glared at her, and then squatted down in a spreading mass and ate.

“See?” Jamie appeared beside her, silent as always. “He likes you now.” Mae saw no evidence of this, but didn’t think she should discourage the illusion. Jamie patted his pockets in a wallet-and-keys check. “Ready to shop? We need food for dinner.”

“Let’s finish your bookshelves first. And whatever you wanted to talk about.” She returned to living room, Jamie trailing her. “Or were you done with that?”

“Nah. Still need to heal Lily.”

“Are you offering again?” 

“Kind of. Yeah. Talked to Naomi on my way over. She’s coming for the fair. Thinks she’ll get Lily to introduce her to Jill, and it’ll be all happy and magical. Jeezus. Didn’t know how to talk her out of it. Couldn’t say ‘stay home, they’re evil.’ ”

Mae sat down and began to shelve books. “No. Naomi’s convinced that Jill can heal Lily. It’s gonna be awful for her when she finds out what they’re both really like.”

“And for Harold. Fuck. He’s as excited about Lily as Naomi is about Jill. It’s the main reason he’s doing the show.” Jamie knelt, sitting back on his heels, and frowned at a book cover. “Whole bloody thing adds up to Jill getting away with murder. I mean,” his voice faded, “I know ... it was suicide, sort of—fuck—” He dropped the book and clawed at balls of air in front of his face, rocking, eyes scrunched shut. “Oh, Jesus. Jesus.”

Mae scooted over and hugged him, and he let her hold him until he calmed down. It was a strange spell—not panic, not crying, not rage, but something on the edge of all three. She smoothed his hair, undoing a knot with her fingers. “You want to win this fight with Jill, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but ...” He pulled away. “I never thought I could. I’m not a good fighter. I’m—y’know—you’ve seen me.” He stroked her arm, fiddled with her fingers. “I’m not cut out for it. Lose control.” 

“I don’t like fighting, either.” She looked into his eyes. “But winning’s different. Somebody starts catching up on me in a race, I get a second wind. I bet you got that in you, too. I’ve seen you try to be the best dancer in the room.”

“But that’s easy. The only way to win against Jill is to put her out of business, and I can’t do that.”

“Reckon not. But ...” Mae hesitated. She wasn’t sure Jamie was up to the effort, even though he’d offered. “If we put Dahlia out of business, it’d put a dent in whatever’s between her and Jill. I could swear that even if Jill didn’t teach her to be a witch, she knows about it and uses it.”

“Yeah.” Jamie flipped through a book, closed it, and put it away. “Can’t believe Dahlia’s only knocking out Jill’s competition, though. Taking all that power. She doesn’t seem to do a bloody thing with it, but she has to, somewhere.”

Mae shelved more books. Had Dahlia given any signs of using power? “When I first met her, she told me she needed power to succeed in her profession. Maybe she’s taking down her competition. When she called today she was all smug about how these two models she thought of as rivals for a perfume ad campaign are both in rehab—one for drugs and the other for an eating disorder. Dahlia got the job. What if she directed this power at them?”

“Nah. High risk profession for what happened to them.”

“Both at the same time while they’re casting?”

“Don’t think she’s got that much control.” He rose a little stiffly and ran the heels of his hands down his thighs. “Can’t believe I’m sore from yoga. Want something to drink?”

“Iced tea, thanks. Why don’t you think she has control of her power?”

From the kitchen, he called over the rattling of glasses and rummaging in cabinets. “She zaps her appliances. Kate’s boyfriend’s an electrician, and he’s Dahlia’s neighbor. Said things fry. Sort of the opposite of what happens to me.”

“I thought maybe spirits did that.”

“I did, too. Sort of.” He returned to the living room with a glass of tea for her, a beer for himself, and resumed shelving. “Dunno, though, not really.”

She sipped her drink and set it on the coffee table. “Power she can’t control makes more sense. She’s probably got more than she knows what to do with, stealing from the kind of people she’s attacked. You could be sending out your excess, too.”

“Gives me an idea.” Jamie stretched his legs out, straddling a stack of books, and began to sort the pile into smaller stacks. “I could short her out. Get Dahlia to send her suckers out and reverse it back at her.”

“But what happens if she succeeds? Gets her suckers in?” 

“Dunno.” He drank beer, and wiggled his injured toe. “Can you do that?” One toe bent like a beckoning finger. “Move your second toe all by itself?” He crooked the same toe solo on the other foot. “Third one’s even harder.” 

Mae pictured Jamie wrestling with Dahlia’s energy suckers like some sort of spiritual octopus, toes around her tentacles, electricity shooting out all their appendages. “Let’s stay focused, sugar. Were you that good, in the energy healing training, that you can really do this?”

“Just did it.”

“I don’t mean the toes.” Who in the world sat around practicing this? “I mean, short her out or reverse her energy or whatever.”

He hesitated, biting his lip, and then put on a bright expression. “Think I can.” 

“I know you want to help, but we can’t get you in over your head.”

Jamie looked at the floor, drank, and turned the bottle around a few times. “I got Gasser to play today.” He picked up a jingling plastic cat toy off the floor and tossed it to where Gasser lay in the kitchen. The cat lifted a paw and batted the ball once. “Best workout the old pudge has had since I’ve owned him.”

Mae took a second to realize this wasn’t a non sequitur like toe flexion. “Was that healing work?”

“Yeah. Y’know he’s only got three chakras? Tail-spine, heart-throat, and head.”

“That’s nice to know if you need to heal a cat—” Jamie’s hurt look told her she’d been tactless. She backtracked. “And you’re good at that. You did real well with Cara. But it doesn’t mean you can handle Dahlia.”

“Bet I could. Bet she’s only got two chakras. One point five. Half the soul of a cat.” He got up with a soft grunt, swigged from his beer, then put it on the table and fetched Gasser. Kneeling, he put him in Mae’s lap. Jamie tickled Gasser’s heart-throat juncture. “That middle chakra is his affiliation needs.” He whispered to the cat, “You love Mae now, don’t you, mate?”

Gasser blinked, farted, and put his head on his front paws.

“See? He’s not so jealous anymore. Pet him.”

Mae petted the fat cat. No response. “Sugar, he’s not exactly affiliating with me.”

“Yeah, he is. Didn’t bite you did he?” Jamie massaged Gasser’s back and Mae’s at the same time. “Work on you next.” He snort-laughed. 

“That won’t prove you can heal Dahlia.”

“Got to chance it. I’m the one who should take the risk. Not you. Not Andrea. If I try and fail and she steals my power, fuck, so what? I don’t need it.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t miss it?”

He petted Gasser, stood, and shifted his hips around as if trying to adjust something. “Mm. Little bit. I like shining him up. But it’d be all right. I want everyone else to get their gifts back.”

Jamie glided into the kitchen and began opening and closing the refrigerator and cabinets, chattering about what ingredients they’d need for dinner. Mae let his airy ramblings fade into background music, a pleasant sound that asked little of the audience.

The fair would open in twelve days. Naomi and Harold would be there, hoping to reunite with Lily. If she was healed before they arrived, they might have their reunions—and her attack on the healers would be undone at the source. Ximena, Mary Kay, and Fiona could still participate in the fair. Jill wouldn’t get to be the only star. Healing Lily would solve almost everything. If Jamie could do it.

He had a strong aversion to her, and could see her soul if he dared. Like Gaia, he would feel her invasion, but unlike his teacher, he would know what was happening and be able to pull back in time—Mae hoped. But although at this moment he seemed strong, his attention span was as short as ever, he had limited experience, and his emotions were unpredictable. She couldn’t quite agree to his offer. But if she didn’t, what other choices were there?
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They could have walked the few blocks to the Whole Foods on Cerrillos, but Jamie insisted on driving to the co-op on West Alameda for its selection of stone-ground Mexican chocolate. Inside the store entrance, in an area dedicated to flyers, announcements, and free newspapers, was a poster for Spirit World Fair. Mae put a hand on Jamie’s arm as he started off toward the produce section. “Look. The publicity’s out. That is such a good picture of you, sugar.”

He snugged up next to her, humming. The poster featured his image in the center of a cloudy red-and-purple circle. An action shot of him in performance, drumming and singing, his face alive with ecstasy, it showed his charismatic vitality. The faces of featured musicians, psychics, and healers floated in the purple ring around the outside of the poster.  

“Jeezus.” Jamie stopped humming and scowled at the poster. “Fuck.”

“What’s wrong?” Not only was the picture good, but the list of events was clear and inviting: wisdom stories, healing demonstrations, psychic readings, lectures by famous authors, and the daily concert schedule. Of course Jill’s involvement had to bother him and she was on the poster, but he didn’t sound upset in a Jill kind of way. Mae said, “I don’t see anything.”

He tapped a spot on the poster near his braided beard. “That.” 

Someone had drawn a little speech bubble in blue ink, barely visible on the red-and-purple flame-cloud background, and filled it with exclamation points and question marks. In the mandala of faces around the border, the same blue pen had drawn a bubble with a single question mark over Jill’s head. 

Mae glanced at Jamie. He was rubbing the underside of his chin, pinching the flesh. “Jeezus. Do I really look like that?”

He hadn’t seen the graffiti. He’d been looking at his chin. She swallowed a giggle. “Well, your face is kind of filled out, and when you sing ...”

“Fuck.” He lifted his chin, stretching out, and then ducked his head and felt the underside of his jaw again. “Never knew that was there.” 

“Sugar.” She tapped the graffiti. “I think this is more to worry about than your chin.”

“Chins.” Hugging her to his side again, he looked at the markings and snort-laughed. “Nah. No worries.”

“People are talking about you.”

“Yeah. Happens when you’re famous.” He grabbed a shopping basket and steered her toward the produce. “In the mood for Thai? I can do sort of a pad Thai thing, got some peanuts at home, get some of those snot-string noodles—”

“How can you not care?” Or call rice noodles snot and expect me to eat them? “Did you and Wendy do something about it?”

Basket hanging on his arm, he juggled a few onions before he chose one. “Yeah. I’ll explain it at the fair. Dunno what I’ll say yet. ” He dropped a package of tofu into the basket. “A shaman, a priest, and a rabbi walk into a bar? Got to work on a punch line for that.”

“If I were Jill I’d be a little nervous, with someone who hates me as the emcee of the event, promising he’ll explain why he talked to me and went crazy.”

“Ya think?” Jamie palpated a bunch of celery, put it down and felt another one. 

“She might try to do something to stop you.”

He selected a third candidate. It passed inspection to join the tofu and the onions in the basket. “Why?”

“You’re going to explain why you acted like that. She knows at least part of why you did. Think about it. She did what she did to Kandy to keep her from telling your dad Jill’s a bad shaman. What if she thinks you’re gonna tell the whole world?”

Jamie’s energy dropped a little as he moved to the next section of produce and studied the hot peppers. “Got some dried ones at home ...”

Was he upset that she’d mentioned Kandy? “Should I not have said that?”

“Nah, it’s all right. Kind of.” He thumbed the stem of a pepper back and forth. “Stop worrying about Jill. She’s already put me in her book as a fucking tragedy. What more can she do?”

“She’s sending Dahlia after you.” 

He chose three small, dangerous-looking peppers and pushed them into a plastic bag. “To steal power I don’t even want. Worst thing Jill can do is remind people that I’m fucked up. Which I am.” His smile revived as he lightly swung the bag of peppers into Mae’s bottom. “Hot stuff to hot stuff. Sorry. Couldn’t help it. Wonder where they keep the snot noodles here.”

They browsed in search of rice noodles. Maybe he was right. Jill couldn’t do him any worse harm than she’d already done, as long as Dahlia didn’t attack him, and he’d said, again, that he could lose his gift and he’d be okay, that Dahlia wasn’t a threat to him. Had he forgotten how her soul chilled him, or was he pretending not to be afraid of her?

Jamie had invited Dahlia for dinner while he was possessed. Did he remember doing it? “Sugar, I’ve been thinking. About what you offered to do, with Dahlia—”

“Hah!” Jamie snatched a package of noodles from a shelf and held them up like he’d won a prize. “Yeah?”

“Do you really want to try it?”

“Maybe.” Fingering the flesh under his jaw, as he’d been doing every few minutes since seeing the poster, he led the way across the store to a vast display of chocolate near the checkout. “Y’know the only chocolate I don’t like is ice cream?”

Mae stopped his hand on a disk-shaped package of stone-ground dark chocolate. “Focus, sugar. Listen to me. If you’re serious, we need to plan how we’ll do this.”

He took her hand off his and dropped the chocolate in the basket, followed by other varieties. Coffee. Red chile. Orange. Vanilla. Mae asked, “How about we get just one?”

“Nah.” He sniffed the disk of coffee chocolate with a beatific look and dropped it back in the basket. “Dunno what kind I want tonight. And you’ll like it, too, y’know.”

We could split one. She wanted to argue but she expected Jamie would accuse her of nagging. If he couldn’t put chins and chocolate together for himself, he wasn’t going to like it when she did. 

They walked to the checkout. In line behind a trim woman in yoga clothes, he pawed through the basket, tapping his fingers on various items before unloading them onto the belt. He made a little tower with the disks of chocolate, lining their edges up evenly. “Where were you? You wanted to plan something?”

Amazing. He’d found the train of thought and jumped back on without her prodding. “Yeah, with Lily. The dinner, and the healing.”

“Jeezus.” The belt of the checkout counter began to move, and the tower of chocolate toppled. “Having the zombie vampire over. Should’ve bought garlic.”
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Two days later, on Wednesday afternoon, Mae walked downtown from Jamie’s apartment to put their plan into action. It was simple: They would let Dahlia think she was invited for the threesome she wanted, and then make friends with her, asking about her childhood and her parents, making her vulnerable enough to be open for healing. Mae would have to do most of that, since Dahlia seemed to already like and trust her. If that liking was genuine, the plan stood a chance. Jamie would let himself see Dahlia’s soul, so he could know when the moment to heal her had arrived. 

Mae found Dahlia where she’d agreed to meet her, sitting on a bench in the Plaza with her long slim legs crossed at the ankles. In a short red dress, low-heeled red sandals and a gold chain with a single pearl, she didn’t look like a poor orphan, but stylish and prosperous.

“Hey, girl.” Mae sat beside her. “You look gorgeous.”

“If you dress well, sales people give you better service.” Dahlia handed Mae a small red-and-gold paper gift bag. “Swag.”

Mae looked inside. Lipstick. Blush. Eye shadow and mascara. She hadn’t worn makeup since her first wedding. Apparently Dahlia thought she should. “Thank you.”

“I picked the eye colors for you. You need to bring out your eyes.” Dahlia smoothed her dress along her torso. “I just took a Pilates class with Richard Winger. He even has aerial Pilates. You should try that, too. It makes you tone without getting big muscles.” 

A hint, perhaps, that Mae’s muscles were not feminine. Was this how Dahlia showed friendship? Trying to improve Mae’s appearance? “Too late for me. I’ve been lifting everything from free weights to six-year-old twins.”

Dahlia inspected her, and when the model spoke again, there was a childish sound to her voice. “You had twins?” She sounded appalled. “Like, two babies growing inside you?” 

“They’re my stepdaughters, my ex’s kids from his first marriage.” Seven years old now. Mae hadn’t been there for their birthday. She pressed the thought back into the deal-with-it-later place. “So no, they didn’t grow in me, but that’s what babies do. You make it sound like they were tapeworms or something.”

“They are. Yuck. Pregnancy is creepy.” Dahlia resumed her normal indifference even as she said this, her violet eyes staring blankly at the monument in the center of the square. “Well, I’m up for some jewelry. If there’s anything you should buy while you’re here, it’s jewelry.” She rose. “You’ll have to get some rich clients. You should learn Pilates for that.”

Mae managed to look grateful for the advice. “Thanks.”

Dahlia aimed toward a shop, but Mae paused as they passed the vendors in front of the Palace of the Governors. “Wait. Won’t they have the best stuff straight from the artists?”

“Oh my god. Are you kidding? I shopped there for about five minutes when I first got here and that was enough. There’s some great jewelry, but there are some trinkets, too—and you have to squat. With all those people from Idaho. And the artists all have those accents, and some of them are so fat. I hate that. I want someone with class waiting on me, not some old diabetic Indian lady pointing her cane at something.”

Mae gripped the handle of her little bag of cosmetics, choking it. Rapport. She had to maintain rapport.

In the first shop they visited, Dahlia demanded that the salesperson, a trim, well-dressed blonde woman in her fifties, bring out ten different turquoise necklaces one by one, inquired which mines the stones came from and if they were natural or hardened, asked Mae’s opinion on each, and then ignored it, buying nothing. She repeated a similar routine in a second shop. In the third, she briefly went through the same motions and then insisted that Mae try some things on.

“Oh, that coral is unfortunate on you. Too much orange.” Dahlia’s voice barely registered amusement and distaste and her face remained blank. Mae suspected the girl had suggested the necklace just to set up the criticism. “I think your coloring calls for the green turquoise.”

Dahlia finally chose a delicate gold and turquoise choker and a matching ring, earrings and bracelet. 

“A wonderful Native craftsman, one of the few who does much with gold.” The saleswoman, another slender fifty-something blonde, slipped a card into the box with the jewelry. “In case you want to add to your collection of his work.”

Dahlia gave the saleswoman a credit card and asked Mae, “What are you getting?” 

“Nothing. I’m a student, remember?”

While she signed the charge slip, Dahlia left her Visa card lying on the counter. The name on it was Lily Petersen. Was she too self-absorbed to notice she’d displayed it, or didn’t she care if Mae knew? Dahlia put the card and receipt in her wallet. She tapped on the glass case, pointing out a silver bracelet with a single green turquoise set at an angle. “You should get that.”

“Maybe I will someday.” Mae started for the door, taking her phone out. “I need to call Jamie—”

“Don’t even think about it.” Dahlia swatted the phone down with a limp hand. “You ask for the jewelry after. When he wants more.”

Was Dahlia playing? Even though the joke was about trading sex for jewelry, the girl had, for a second, acted almost human.

A woman of about sixty exited the shop a few steps ahead of them, her leathery limbs exposed in summer clothes. “She shouldn’t be wearing shorts,” Dahlia said, making no attempt to avoid being overheard. “I don’t care how hot it is. Cover that up.”

So much for being almost human.
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When Mae knocked, Jamie called to them to come in, his voice carrying over the wild, dramatic sounds of a chorus and orchestra. The music practically shook the walls. Mae turned down the volume as she and Dahlia passed through the living room. Dahlia stopped and stared at the spiral on the wall. “That is bizarre. What is it?” 

Dahlia apparently hadn’t gone out hiking and seen the area’s rock art. “It’s like a petroglyph.” Mae didn’t think she should explain the spirit toilet.

They entered the kitchen. The air was dense with cooking smells. Vegetables, tofu, utensils, and bottles of oil and seasonings covered the counter. Small fluffy wrapped pastries sat on a cooling rack. Jamie turned from chopping onions to fling his arms open to his guests, conducting the music with a large knife. Something animated him beyond his normal high intensity.   

His eyes had the Kubla Khan look, a bright but distant fire. No. What got into him? This wasn’t their plan. He was supposed to act empathetic.

“Two women.” Jamie dropped the knife on the counter and walked to meet them. As he hugged them both at once, Mae hoped his other hand hadn’t squeezed Dahlia’s bottom the way he squeezed hers. Possessed by that trickster spirit, he went in and out of acting like it and acting like Jamie, and she wasn’t sure what the spirit might do. He hip-bumped each of them and then let them go. “Should be a feast.” 

Mae didn’t know what to say. Dahlia, expressionless, also said nothing. 

“What?” Jamie touched each of their mouths in turn with the pads of his long extended fingers, a strange yet sensual gesture. “Not worried, are you? We’ll be fine.” He grinned. “There’s enough of me to go around.” 

He resumed chopping, singing along with the music, occasionally waving the knife again like a conductor. Bits of onion flew from it.

Dahlia’s eyes scanned the counter. She pointed to the pastries. “What are those?”

“Samosas. Never had ’em? Curried peas and potatoes inside. Try one.”

“That’s a lot of carbs in one food.” She hinted at a possible scrunching of her nose. “And what’s with all this dessert?” A freshly baked cake lay on a rack beside the samosas.

“Sweetness, what else?” Jamie pressed a plate onto a block of tofu, squeezing water out. “It’s all organic.”

“Still, the fat.”

“Nothing wrong with a little fat. And Mae’s training for a triathlon. She needs food.”

Dahlia examined Mae the same way she had after suspecting she might have been a mother, scanning her body critically. “Really?” 

Mae said, “Yeah. I did the run, bike, and swim back-to-back today.”

Dahlia shook her head. “All that metabolism. It’ll age you. It’s better just to eat lightly, exercise lightly.” She picked up a plastic tub of cookies from the counter as if weighing it and put it back down. “We need to do some chicken breasts and steamed vegetables. And one glass of white wine.”

“We can’t do chicken, honey,” Mae said. “Jamie’s vegan.”

“Really? You’d think he’d be skinnier.” 

Jamie snort-laughed. Mae poured wine, handed Dahlia a glass, and sat at the table. Leaning against the counter, Dahlia poked Jamie in the side with one red-painted fingernail. “I bet your power animal is prey. Mine’s a predator. I eat meat.”

Gasser let out a long, lonesome yowl from the confines of the spare room. Jamie inclined his head toward the sound. “That’s my power animal.”

“A cat?” Dahlia recoiled. “I hate cats.” 

He put a hand to his heart. “Dunno what you’re missing.”

She sniffed the wine and sipped. “Not bad. The food is wimpy, though. Vegan.” She sat opposite Mae and said quietly, “Eating meat can actually be spiritual. There’s a lot of power released in a death, you know, if you can catch it at just the right moment. That’s why the ancient people did animal sacrifices. Like when they kill chickens in voodoo. It’s not to please God. It’s to get the power.”

Jamie slid the onions aside and began to chop garlic. Mae wished she could see his face to gauge his reaction. Perhaps Dahlia was trying to impress the supposed student researcher, but the information was bizarre. Mae asked, “Did Jill teach you that?”

Dahlia lifted one thin shoulder an eighth of an inch and dropped it. The pause was filled by more of Gasser’s pitiful wails. “I’m not supposed to share what Jill teaches. You have to get into the circle.”

“Jeezus.” Jamie roared out another laugh. “You have secret handshakes? Got the bloody recipe for Coca Cola?”

“We keep things to ourselves because other people aren’t ready to practice the advanced skills. We protect them. So,” Dahlia paused, “you should respect it when Andrea doesn’t tell you.” She barely tasted her wine again. “Especially since you have secrets from her.”

“Do I?”

“Unless you told her you’re having a date with two women.”

“Maybe I did. You tell Jill?” 

“Jill and I aren’t—”

“Bet you are.” Jamie turned around. “Let’s see your tongue.”

“What about my tongue?”

“See if it’s gotten stuck to that frozen cunt. Like licking a sled runner.” Unlike Mae, Dahlia didn’t recoil at the offensive word, but almost smiled. Jamie said, “Maybe Jill wants to have a go at Andrea. Thinks it’ll get to me. Bloody stupid old witch.”

The demi-smile faded. “Jill’s not an old witch.”

“Yeah she is. Should’ve seen her a couple of years ago. You wouldn’t believe the change. Hair turned gray—slam.” He snapped his fingers. “Like an equatorial sunset.”

“What?” Dahlia almost failed to restrain her face, then relaxed her forehead and jaw. “That’s ridiculous. It takes years.”

“Nah. When you do bad magic, it sucks the juice out of you. Makes you old. She’s younger than she looks. You probably think she looks great for fifty-something, but she’s thirty-seven.”

A shadow of fear passed through Dahlia’s eyes, and the light went out over the stove. The music, full of ecstasy and urgency, got louder, as loud as it had been before Mae turned it down. 

“I hate that music,” Dahlia said. “It sounds like some bunch of people going to war or something.”

“Nah. Carmina Burana. Great stuff.”

Gasser let loose another dismal cry. “Mae, do me a favor, love.” Jamie stopped chopping, unbuttoned his shirt, shrugged it off and tossed it to her. “Take this up to him so he can smell me and cozy up on it. He’s in the guest room and it’s all strange to him in there with the new furniture.”

As she rose, Mae caught a worried glance from Dahlia. Jamie, scarred shoulders and belly revealed, was conducting the music with the knife again. Mae turned the volume back down.

At the top of the stairs, she found Gasser shoving his paw under the door. She had to nudge him back in with her shin, and then sat with him and spread Jamie’s shirt on the floor. Gasser circled on it and lay down like a fur pudding, indifferent to Mae’s petting.

Jamie had done some deep healing on Cara, but his own cat hadn’t shown much progress. His control of his skills as a healer was as uneven as his control of his emotions. Mae closed Gasser in the guest room and went to Jamie’s bedroom to get him another shirt. As she started downstairs, the music changed. Blues Ridge. Jamie was on track with at least part of the plan. 
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In the living room Dahlia sat on the edge of a basket chair, arms locked straight and crossed, leaning on her thighs. The odd posture made her look like a bird of prey on a limb, scouting for little animals to attack. The four speakers around the ceiling poured out Harold’s husky voice. Jamie danced backwards, playing air guitar and singing high harmonies.

“Like this better?” he asked.

The model arranged herself into a more normal posture. “It’s all right.”

One of the speakers hissed and stopped working. It had to be Dahlia’s electrical effects. Things turned on for Jamie, they didn’t break. 

Mae offered Jamie the new shirt. “Shouldn’t you be cooking?” 

“Nah. Think you should.” Dropping onto the cushion-littered bench, he sprawled out and tossed the shirt over the back. “Bring us our drinks, would you, love?”

Stifling annoyance, Mae fetched the drinks. She couldn’t see how this obnoxious spirit helped Jamie. The way he had called it in struck her as the spiritual equivalent of dialing a wrong number. 

He took the bottle and locked his gaze with Mae’s. The black hot coals of his eyes were remote yet intimate. “Y’know Harold Petersen called Heather—my assistant on the Spirit World Fair thing. He’s agreed to sing some old country hymns.”

This wasn’t news, but Jamie was in line with the plan again. Getting Dahlia to think about her father should open the one soft spot in her energy field a healer could reach. “That’s exciting.” Mae handed Dahlia her wine “You like Blues Ridge?”

Dahlia shook her hair. “It’s old fart music.”

“Nah, it’s ageless.” Jamie did his usual—chugging his beer too fast and belching—but without the customary apology. “Y’know, I saw Harold’s ex on the train yesterday coming from Albuquerque. She’d just flown in, said she’s catching all his shows here. Can you imagine wanting to see your ex that bad? She kept checking these tweets from Jill, though. Think that’s really why she’s here. Fucking New Age groupie.”

Mae hesitated to go take over the cooking. Jamie, or the spirit, was lying. Naomi wasn’t in town already. Jamie hadn’t even been to Albuquerque the previous day.

Dahlia gave him a guarded look over her glass. “You know his ex-wife?”

“Yeah. Met her when I played in Asheville. She was an angel.” Another speaker hissed and fell silent. “Had no idea her drumming thing had anything to do with Jill or I might not have liked her so much. Y’know she’s actually happy that her daughter is studying with Jill here? In that stupid cult? Thinks it’ll heal her or something. Not bloody likely. If they’re all like Jill, they probably deflowered Lily with their drumsticks.” He twirled his beer bottle on the coffee table and snort-laughed. “Deflowered Lily. Good one. Y’know her, in the drum circle? Lily Petersen?”

Dahlia put her drink down and stood, her words tight through her teeth. “Why are you talking about these people?”

Afraid that Jamie’s possessing spirit might drive Dahlia away, Mae put an arm around the girl’s shoulders and guided her into the kitchen. “Honey, he’s just name-dropping because Harold Petersen’s a celebrity. But ... I saw your credit card in the store.”

“That’s okay—that’s you.” Dahlia slipped out of Mae’s side-hug and ran the pearl pendant back and forth on its chain. “But he can’t know.”

“He doesn’t. Nobody does. You don’t see Fiona reading Glamour do you?” 

“Jill cares about style, though. Did you recognize me?”

“No.” Mae had looked at some fashion magazines recently to see if she could spot Lily. It had been difficult but she’d found her twice. The clothes were so dramatic they drew attention away from the model, and Lily was made up and hair-styled almost beyond recognition. “You looked familiar, but I only figured out who you were from your card. Why the secret?”

Jamie had arrived without a sound, leaning in the doorframe with liquid grace. “I get it. My dad’s famous, too, in his own small way. That’s why I’m Jangarrai, not Jamie Ellerbee. Come, talk to me.” He glided into the kitchen, picked up a samosa and held it out to Dahlia. She declined, and he popped it in his mouth whole, talking through it. “Mae, finish up in here, will you, love? Better reheat these after the curry’s done. Rice cooker’ll turn itself off. Spices are measured, just sprinkle what’s in that cup over the oil before you add the food. Stir-fry the veggies, and add the tofu last.” He finally swallowed. “And keep stirring.”

He helped himself to another pastry and guided Dahlia into the living room. Strangely, she let him, this scarred shirtless man eating carbs and ordering Mae around like a servant. Over the music, Mae heard him purring in the other room. “Come in closer. Get to know me a little better. While the good housewife does her chores.”

Mae washed her hands and began cooking. She had to hope the invitation to get closer meant he was getting ready to try the healing. Somehow Dahlia was attracted to Jamie when he acted like this. Maybe the spirit he’d called in knew what it was doing after all. If Jamie could encompass both healer and trickster, the plan still might work.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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The layer of light between Jamie and Dahlia felt like a cushion of air. When he touched her, he didn’t quite touch her. Soul condom. Buzzing blue lights the size of gnats shot through his vision and filled his veins and nerves. Part of the plan had been that he and Mae would seek spiritual protection before they started. When he’d done the calling-in song, asking for a protector, he’d expected something benevolent to show up, like the guide that had come through him when he tried to heal Ximena, or even the doctor that had helped him cope with failing. Not the trickster and the buzzing things.

Dahlia showed him pictures on her phone, some of her modeling shots. In her lifeless voice, she narrated her successes. She clearly had no idea how to make conversation except about herself.

Jamie waited for the spirits to move him, his light-coated arm around her shoulders. After Mae, Dahlia felt like half a woman, so delicate she could break if he really squeezed her, but there was something strong in her too, like a caged creature, a huge thing about to break free. The human soul in him was terrified of it, but the spirit in possession of him dared tease the one that lived in her. “Nice shots, except for those ugly shoes. Bloody torture devices. And the makeup makes you looks like a fucking alien. You look better when you’re more natural. Remind me more of your mum.”

Dahlia closed the pictures and jammed her phone into a little pocket on her purse. “I do not.”

“Yeah. She’s got that nice hair and skin, pretty face. I know she’s got the great big bum, but maybe when you’re her age you’ll fill out a little—” 

“I will not. What is the matter with you? I hate her. I don’t want to talk about her.”

He heard a thump in the kitchen, and Mae let out a little cry. He asked, “You all right, love?” 

Mae said, “The wok keeps sparking, where the cord plugs into the pan.”

“Careful.” Had to be Dahlia fucking with it. “Turn it off. Use the stove.” It was a gas stove—she shouldn’t affect that. “Got fry pans if you can find ’em.”

His real self wanted to make sure Mae was all right. The spirit made him stay put and cuddle Dahlia. He lifted her hair back. It was so heavy it had to hurt her scalp. If he struggled with keeping his untangled, what did she do? Spend hours brushing hers? She had to. How vain and lonely. “They should get you on a Godiva chocolate ad, in the nuddy on a horse, eating chocolate. Not that you eat. And your dad wouldn’t like that nude bit, would he?”

“You don’t know what he’d like.”

“Yeah, I do. Doing the fair, remember?”

“I’m not talking about him.”

“What’s with you and your parents? I get not wanting to be known as Harold Petersen’s daughter, like you have to live up to it. Mum’s a poet and Dad’s written all these books on shamanism. I don’t like people dragging my music through those filters. But I don’t go telling people they’re dead.”

She jerked out of his embrace, and Mae let out another little shriek in the kitchen. 

Dahlia’s face bordered on having an expression. She straightened her already rigid posture. He thought she might say something, but she didn’t. He felt a change in her energy. Something flew out of her like a small dart. It bounced off him, but he sensed danger. Maybe this was the weapon she’d used on the models Mae had mentioned. This new power of hers was fascinating to the inner visitor, disturbing to Jamie. 

“Don’t mess with me,” Dahlia whispered. “It’s not funny.”

Guided by the spirit, he ran a finger along her jaw. “Thought you wanted to mess with me.”

“I changed my mind.” She cast a derisive look at his belly. “Now that I’ve seen you better. You’re not my type.”

“You saw me in my yoga clothes back in March, and I’m the same shape I was then. You want ...” He brought his hands palm to palm with hers, testing to see if she would try something. She drew her power in, like a turtle into a shell, and he couldn’t feel it any more. “What do you want?”

Gasser began to meow again, his calls long and pleading. The spirit didn’t care, but Jamie’s heart inside the envelope of possession ached to comfort his pet. 

Dahlia said, “I want your stupid cat to shut up.”

“Let’s talk softer, maybe he’ll forget about us.” 

He lowered their joined hands. After a brief stillness, Dahlia let go and lightly touched his bracelet. “That is totally amazing.”

Jamie pulled his wrist away and covered the bracelet with his other hand. “Thanks.”

“Can I look at it?”

Letting her touch it troubled him. “Dunno. I’m funny with it.”

“I won’t get fingerprints on it. God, you’re so sweaty, I can’t believe you think I’d be icky.” Dahlia stood and got a petite brown shopping bag with the logo of a downtown jewelry store on it from the top of one of the bookshelves. When she sat beside him, she was cool yet friendly. “Look at this.”

She spread the contents of the bag on the coffee table and opened the boxes. Jamie touched the necklace. He recognized Oscar Kahee’s work before he even saw the card. Hiding from Oscar’s pain in order to bury his own, he hadn’t spoken to Kandy’s father since her death. He hadn’t even gone to her funeral. A heavy guilt overtook him, and he lost touch with the trickster. The buzzing lights vanished. 

It was like waking up from being drunk and having no idea how he’d gotten where he was. Dahlia’s cold soul paralyzed him. Was he going to have to do something to her on his own? 

“What is the matter with you?” she snapped. “It’s only jewelry.”

Jamie’s hand went protectively to his bracelet. “His daughter made this.” 

Dahlia looked at the card, at the bracelet, and then at Jamie. “Kahee.” A shadow shifted in her eyes. “The girl that died. Did you know her?”

“Yeah.”

When she laid her hand on his arm, no layer of light came between them now. He sensed something coming from her again. The tube, this time. He’d let himself be vulnerable. Shaking her off, he drew on his rage against Jill and his horror of Dahlia’s touch. The feeler stopped, but it didn’t let go. She whispered, “Jill tells me everything. Do you want to know how Kandy Kahee died?”

“Fuck, no. I already do.”

“You can’t. Jill never told anyone but me. How did you find out?”

He wasn’t about to betray Mae and have Dahlia go after her, too. “I talk to the dead.”

“Seriously? Like that fat woman?”

The sucker pushed in again. Could Jamie do what he’d told Mae he would, and turn the negative energy back at Dahlia? He was supposed to heal her, not hurt her, but she was attacking him. His pulse accelerated, his breath grew shallow, and he felt sick. Desperate, he imagined vomiting out her intrusion.

The invading sensation stopped. Dahlia put her jewelry back in its box. Jamie knew he should try to get back on track with the plan, but she scared him too much now, and Gasser was crying again. “’Scuse me. Need to take care of my cat.”

Her expression so subtle he couldn’t tell if she was angry or pleased, Dahlia pinched up a wad of Gasser’s hair off the pillow and twisted it into a little rope. There was a vibration to her energy, something as powerful and hot as her face and voice were cold. “You do that.”
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The cat fell silent. Worn himself out, poor thing. Jamie opened the guest room door. “All cried out, mate?” No response. The cat’s sides didn’t swell with breath. Jamie crouched and felt him for a pulse. “No, fuck, no—”

Downstairs, Mae screamed and the smoke alarm blared. The front door slammed.

Clutching Gasser’s inert body, barely aware that he was crying, Jamie ran down to the kitchen. Mae, her back to him, was aiming a fire extinguisher at smoke pouring from the outlet where the wok was plugged in. She was alone. The slamming door had to have been Dahlia. The wall began to smoke and darken. Mae swung the nozzle of the extinguisher up and down the area of the fire. “I couldn’t touch it to unplug it or turn it off.” 

“Stop. Let it go.” 

She kept spraying. “No. You worked so hard on this place—your painting, your new furniture—”

Holding Gasser with one arm, he grabbed her elbow and pulled her toward the door. “I’m not risking you for my fucking stuff. Let it go.”
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While Mae banged on Fern’s door, shouting to her to call the fire department and get out, Jamie dropped to his knees in the dirt of the front yard. Gently, he laid Gasser in front of him and felt again for something to revive, probing though flesh and fur for a pulse. None. He turned him face up between his knees and pressed the cat’s chest rhythmically with two fingers in a desperate attempt to resuscitate his heart. Nothing happened.

Jamie let the inner door of his vision open. He moved his fingers up to Gasser’s second chakra. The soul was thready but present. He returned to the physical heart. One of Dahlia’s little darts stuck there. It felt like a miniature arrowhead carved from bone, yet made of spirit stuff. Jamie sent everything he could into saving his pet, an effort as fluid and intense as singing at full volume, holding his highest note. Gasser spasmed and let out a strange, choking yowl. The dart broke loose, floated out of his body, and then vanished. Gasser lay limp, heavy, and silent.

Mae knelt in front of Jamie. “Oh my god, sugar, what happened? Is Gasser ...?” 

His voice cracked. “Dunno.” 

Dimly aware of Fern’s dowdy form hovering behind Mae, Jamie examined his cat again. There was another spirit-bone arrowhead in his tail-spine chakra. Again, Jamie flooded him with full healing force. Again, Gasser spasmed, but this time he gave a little mew of relief. The dart popped loose, left him, and dissolved. Jamie stroked him, feeling his breath and heartbeat, speaking soothing words through a new flood of tears.

When the fire truck arrived, he got to his feet, hugging Gasser to his chest, and walked away from the building, away from Mae’s attempts to comfort him and Fern’s persistent questions about what had started the fire. They didn’t understand. His companion had almost died, and it had been his fault. He’d failed. Called out the witch instead of healed her. 

He paced down the sidewalk, away from the noise, and cuddled the cat to his face, listening to what could be a purr. “Jesus, mate, are you really all right?” 

The cold sense of being stared at snagged him. He looked for its source. Dahlia was standing across the street, as motionless as a mannequin. The moment they met each other’s gazes, she vanished. A white owl flew into a tree in a neighbor’s yard. A chill gripped Jamie’s bones. He bowed his head over his cat and hunched his shoulders protectively around him. The huffing of large wings passed overhead.

He stood still, closed his eyes, and summoned the strength and focus to close his inner vision. He never wanted to see Dahlia’s soul again.
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The apartment stank with smoke, though only one wall in the kitchen was damaged. Jamie called his parents and told them he needed to come out for the night, bringing Mae and Gasser. He didn’t dare stay home. Dahlia knew where he lived, and how to kill with power. Why she would do it, he didn’t know, but she’d tried.

Mae drove, and Jamie held Gasser in his lap. He felt underwater with exhaustion, his words struggling through to the surface, but he managed to tell her everything that had happened, up through the moment Dahlia had done something witchy with Gasser’s fur.

Mae asked, “Do you think she did it to get power from his death?”

“Dunno. Maybe she did it at me when I pissed her off.” Then he remembered what Andrea had said, when she’d been laughing about Jill’s drum circle and their secrets. “Fuck. She really thought he was my power animal.”

“She believes that stuff?” 

“Yeah. She’s got one.” He shivered. “I saw it.”

He described the owl. Mae remained silent for a while, and then said, “Kate saw that. In her crystal ball. She doesn’t want me to share her readings, but you should know. In the next part of the vision, Dahlia hitched a ride with someone who crashed into a cliff.”

Jamie petted his cat’s spreading sides, cherishing the furry heat. Life. “Probably me after she killed Gasser.”

“Or one of the people whose power she took. Some of them have crashed pretty bad. Especially Fiona.” 

Fiona. “Bloody hell.” Jamie had failed her, failed Ximena, failed everyone by not healing Dahlia. All he’d done was make her act even worse. “Can’t believe how bad I fucked up.”

Mae reached over and rubbed Gasser before she took Jamie’s hand. The gesture touched him even though Gasser didn’t respond to it. “You tried your best, sugar.” She glanced at him, and then back at the road. “You gave it a good shot. At least she didn’t get Gasser. He’s your baby. Good thing you’d been practicing on him.”
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It was hard for Jamie to let go, but he knew the cat needed to rest. He put him on the bed in his room at his parents’ house, and went downstairs to join Mae, Stan, and Addie. Their conversation drifted to him from the back yard, far from the lights of the house, where the stars would be at their brightest. Addie’s voice carried like a bell.

“Showing Mae the view, love. Come on down.”

He found them sitting on the bent trunk of an old, wind-twisted juniper that formed a natural bench facing the arroyo, under a black sky blazing with stars. His parents sat hip to hip, and Mae a seat-width from Stan. Jamie slid into the space and put an arm around Mae.

“I told them about Dahlia and Gasser,” she said. “And about those little arrowheads.” 

Addie leaned around and patted Jamie’s knee. “I’m proud of you, love. You saved him.” 

“But that’s all I did. I fucked up the rest.” 

Mae squeezed his hand that held her shoulder. “If you could have kept that spirit guide with you, maybe you could have won. There had to be some reason why he was pissing her off like that.”

Jamie kicked a heel into the dirt. “But I had no fucking control. I can bring a spirit in, but I can’t control it once it’s there. Bloody thing runs off.”

Stan said. “Control might not have mattered. You couldn’t have known what was coming. I’ve met two shamans in my entire life who could kill that way. You could hardly expect it of a nineteen-year-old fashion model.”

“Dunno. She said something about animal sacrifice, but I didn’t hear it as anything serious. She was in the middle of snarking about my food and Mae’s metabolism and everything else, and it sounded like the rest of her crap.” Jamie picked at a piece of the tree’s bark. He stopped. This was its skin. It would feel it. He patted the hurt place. Sorry. “I should have noticed.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Stan said. “You didn’t know what she did was possible. I didn’t want to scare you, so I never told you.”

A disturbing possibility crept in. “Did you publish it?”

Stan turned to face him as much as their close seating allowed. “I wrote about it—in that skeptical manner of the professional observer—as an unexplained phenomenon attributed to extraordinary powers. It’s an obscure article, too bizarre to have ever gotten much attention. It was about fifteen years ago.”

“Jill could have read it. She was still a scholar back then, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, but she isn’t a shaman. You know that. She wouldn’t be able to do anything with it.”

“She wouldn’t. But there are people the spirits want, y’know? Me, Mae—maybe Dahlia. And Jill knows some rituals, even if she doesn’t have the power to use them.”

“So she finds a gifted person and turns her into a monster?” Addie said. “Even for Jill, that’s quite a stretch.”

“Nah. She finds a monster and turns her into a shaman.” Jamie stood and walked to the brink of the arroyo. The emptiness below exhaled a drift of warmer air, the earth breathing in its sleep. “She’s using Dahlia to hurt me so she can hurt you, or to show she’s a real scholar who knows her stuff so well she can—”

“Kill a harmless animal?” Stan cut in. “That’s a lot of firepower for an academic argument.” 

Jamie looked back at him, and noticed that Mae and Addie were leaning forward on the bent trunk, poised like sprinters in blocks. His closeness to the edge probably made them nervous. He moved away from it. “She used Kandy that way.”

“Yes—but I don’t think Jill meant for her to die,” Stan said. “An alcoholic blackout, a surrender—that was all she needed to have happen.”

True. Jill had manipulated Kandy into giving up, but she hadn’t intentionally murdered her. Cold-hearted as she was, Jill wouldn’t kill his cat, either. It was Lily that hated cats—and her mother.
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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Without pausing to explain to Mae and his family, Jamie walked away from them, calling Naomi on his cell phone. Her recorded greeting answered. “Hi. You’ve reached Naomi. Sorry I missed you. Leave a message. Be happy, be blessed.”

Stumbling over his words, Jamie told her to call him and then tried her store’s number. If they were open until nine, she could still be there at ten doing paperwork. He had to explain this in conversation. A message would sound too strange, too crazy.

Her voicemail picked up. “Hi. You’ve reached Naomi Petersen at Magic Mountain Books.” Idiot. It’s midnight on the East Coast. He almost hung up. “I’ll be out of the office for a couple of weeks. If you need immediate assistance please contact my assistant manager Willow at extension 6754 or use the customer service link on our web site. Thank you for calling and have a day full of love and light.”

“Bloody hell.” She’d left for Santa Fe early—and planned to stay late. His lie had been close to true. He called her cell, willing her to pick up this time. She didn’t. He had to leave the message no matter how it came across. “Jamie again. Guess you’re on your way to Santa Fe. Wish you’d waited. Don’t see Lily, whatever you do. She could hurt you. Call me or Mae. We can explain.”

He rejoined the group at the bent tree, but didn’t sit. Stan and Mae were in the middle of an argument. Stan had his fatherly, lecturing manner. “You’re too new at this. Only medicine people who’ve been practicing their whole lives can interfere with witches and sorcerers in the way you’re talking about, and even for them it’s not easy, or safe.”

Mae protested, “But Dahlia is even less experienced than I am.”

“It doesn’t matter. A witch who can kill has a power stronger than anything you have. She’d attack you before you could take it away from her. Look what she did when Jamie tried to fight her off.”

Mae straddled the tree trunk, facing him. “We can’t be stuck. There has to be something we could do.”

“I think ...” Stan paused, frowned, and continued carefully. “Your only hope is that she would choose to give it up.”
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They brainstormed ways to get through to Dahlia to make her quit, but came up with nothing promising. All her potential soft spots had been explored already. She didn’t seem to have any. Stan, Addie, and Mae declared themselves ready to sleep, too tired to think. Jamie said he couldn’t sleep yet, but went inside with the rest. In the kitchen, Addie brewed some herbal tea she claimed would help everyone relax, and the two couples departed to their rooms with steaming mugs.

After the chaos, fear, and worry of the evening, Jamie found something comforting about his old bedroom. A hopeful young teenaged Jamie, the person he’d been before his first big breakdown, had decorated the walls with Santa Fe Opera posters and some small works of Aboriginal dot art, had painted each dresser drawer and knob a different color, and picked out a furred red bedspread that reminded him of his roo. Gasser slept on it now.

Jamie sat beside his cat and stroked him. “Feeling like your old self, mate?” Gasser made a low rrrr sound, opened one eye and then the other, and stretched and farted. “Seem all right.”

Did the cat remember dying, or had he suppressed or forgotten it? Though Jamie wished he could remember his own near-death, he thought it was better for his cat to forget. With his hand at the root of Gasser’s tail, he dug in a little with his thumb, provoking a questioning mer from the cat. They were so connected it was easy to tune into Gasser’s energy. Like a melody he knew so well it played itself when his fingers touched the flute, all Jamie had to do was open up and feel its flow.

Mae put their tea mugs on the bedside table and stood watching him. “You checking his three chakras?”

“Yeah. He’s a little sore.” He moved his hand up to the heart-throat point. Gasser was aching there as well, his energy shredded and weak. “Like how you feel after something sad or scary.”

If Gasser remembered dying, the memory was that feeling, not a thought. His head chakra was peaceful, a nice bright purple. Jamie sent its flow down to the others until he felt Gasser vibrate at a slower frequency and sensed the trauma letting go. Satisfied, he closed his inner vision and healing force.

“All better?” Mae asked.

“Yeah. Think so.”

She sipped the tea and made a face. “What in the world kind of herb is this?” 

Jamie tasted his. It was grassy and peculiar. He set it back down. “Ugh. Dunno. Mum means well. You don’t have to drink it.”

“I’ll probably sleep without it.” She sat next to him, put her mug aside, and swung her legs up on the bed. “I always get tired this time of night.”

It wasn’t even midnight. Jamie felt like a bat that had chosen a songbird for a mate. “My head sort of churns at night. What in bloody hell could Jill have done to teach Dahlia what she did?”

Mae slid down, head on the pillow. “Dahlia is really into this power animal idea. Jill teaches that stuff.”

“But it’s a load of crap when she does. Dunno how Dahlia could ...” Jamie forced down another sip of the supposedly soothing tea and shivered. “Freezes my bones to think about it.” 

He cuddled Gasser and lay back with Mae. Side by side, leg over leg, they stayed quiet for a while. Gasser tried to wedge himself between them but there was no room. He gave up and spread over Jamie’s belly with his tail on Mae. 

Mae broke the silence. “The electricity started messing up right around the time Dahlia talked about power animals, didn’t it?”

“Nah—right after. When I pissed her off about something. And it wasn’t just her burning stuff out, my music got louder—like my spirits were fighting with hers, or my energy and hers.” 

“It makes more sense that it was your energies. Positive and negative. Yours does things like fixing my ceiling fan and hers does stuff like setting your kitchen on fire.” Mae turned on her side and ran her hand over Jamie’s hair. “Your head looks like a hoo-rah’s nest. You want me to undo your braids? It’ll help you sleep if I brush your hair.”

He pushed himself up to look in the mirror over the dresser. His hair frizzed from the braids like frayed rope. “Jeezus. Yeah, thanks.” He pulled a rubber band off a braid and hairs came with it. “Ouch. I think it’s spirits. Like, with the fan, and the ice, they wanted me to chill, y’know?”

“It didn’t look like it worked too well.”

“Ice did, sort of. For a minute.” He pulled another tiny rubber band off and cringed at the hair-pulling. “And if I’m lonely they turn on music, or if I’m scared they turn on lights.”

Mae sat up, took the rest of the rubber bands off, and began to unravel one of his braids. Somehow she could do this without causing him pain. “You got guardian angels, sugar?”

“Something like that.”

“But that would mean Dahlia has spirits, too.”

“Yeah. Demons.” He made a face in the mirror, frowning over wide-open eyes and forcing a square grimace. Japanese woodcut demon. It was a good face, but it strained his eye muscles and made his chin look triple. He rubbed his eyes and lifted his chin, stretching out the feeling of that little roll of flesh. “Anyway, she could attract some bad stuff.”

“So could that face.” Mae finished undoing the braid and began on another. “I don’t see how Dahlia’s got demons. Demons would help her, not wreck things. If you got spirits that send you reminders and do things to help you feel better, what do hers do?”

“Dunno. Maybe they’re holding up a mirror. Warning her to stop. ‘You’ll burn in hell if you keep this up.’ ” He made a modified demon face, adding a tongue flicker. “Spirits. Jesus. They’re running everything and we don’t get it—don’t pick up our cues or something.”

“Maybe.” 

She sounded like she doubted his ideas. As she should—he was fishing. The ancient Mayan glyph for having a spiritual experience was a hand grasping a fish. Perfect image. Slippery and submerged. 

Jamie’s phone rang. Expecting Naomi, he answered without checking the caller ID. Kate’s fierce, frustrated voice shot into his ear.

“We just got in at Tim’s place. Dahlia was coming out of her building with a suitcase. Tim tried to talk to her but she was in too big a hurry. Did you and Mae—”

“No. We didn’t.” They’d told Kate a little of their plan. She hadn’t shown much faith in it, but after paying for Andrea to join the drum group and then finding out that she wouldn’t even be able to meet Dahlia, she’d been at a loss for any other ideas. In retrospect, setting up a threesome and turning it into an empathic conversation about Dahlia missing her father and then healing her had been absurd. Jamie could see why Kate had been skeptical, but he didn’t want to hear her say I told you so. “Sorry. Better let you talk to Mae. Dahlia’s worse than we thought.” 

He handed off the phone and took over unbraiding. It hurt again, but it was better than having Kate yell at him. Mae described the events up through Gasser’s near death, and explained that the model had gotten the perfume ad campaign she wanted and was headed to New York or LA, Mae didn’t know which. “As far as I know, she won’t be back until the fair.”

Kate’s response was so loud Jamie could almost make out what she said. He heard fear under the anger. Mae said, “I hope not, but her mama’s coming here to try to see her, and Dahlia hates her mama.”

Mae handed the phone back to Jamie, told him to put it in speaker mode, and began brushing his hair. He whispered his thanks, and then said to Kate, “We’re trying to make sure Naomi stays safe. Can we ban Dahlia from the fair? Not let her in?”

“What—have every ticket seller refuse to sell to every tall skinny white girl? Have her picture up like a wanted poster?”

“Of course not,” Mae said. “We’ve got plenty of time to warn Naomi to avoid her. Dahlia needs to be there. It’s the one chance to turn around. I’ll ask her to go with me to see her Daddy, and—”

Kate cut in. “This is just your last plan that didn’t work, recycled with you as the healer instead of Jamie. And that makes it even worse. I thought you liked her too much to be safe.”

“I didn’t say I’d heal her. I’m gonna try to talk to her about ... I don’t know exactly.” Mae ran the brush through Jamie’s hair a few times. “Something that’ll make her quit on her own.”

“I have no idea what that would be.”

“Was there anything in your reading? After what Jamie’s been through with Dahlia, I think you should share that with him.” 

After a pause, Kate said, “The cards—the Hierophant, someone with secret knowledge, and the Tower—something getting torn down ... They could mean you’re going to succeed. But that car crash, and the owl—I hope that doesn’t mean she tries to kill her mother first.”
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In a flowing purple dress that flattered her rosy coloring and periwinkle eyes but not her figure, Naomi strode across the hotel room to embrace Jamie. “This is so exciting.” 

He returned the hug with weary arms that felt as if something was hanging from them. Mae had gone back to T or C. She had a personal training client who wanted to schedule a session and there was no more work for her to do in Santa Fe until the fair opened. Jamie had assured her that he’d be fine, but in the days since she’d left her absence was like a hole in his bed. Lonely for the first time since signing the contract with Dr. G, he’d ended up repainting his kitchen and eating chocolate at four in the morning.

Naomi half-released him, beaming up into his face. “I get to see you and Harold in the same show. And Lily—oh my god—I might see Lily.”

“Yeah—we need to talk about Lily. Don’t see her until you hear what she’s done.”

“Oh, she’s always been a handful.” Naomi tapped Jamie under the chin, and then grabbed his middle. “And you’re an armful. Settled down with a good cook, have you?” 

“Fuck, no—Mae can’t cook and we’re not settled. I got fat without her.” As Naomi released her playful hold on him, he realized he sounded grouchy. “Sorry. We need to talk.”

“About Lily? Relax. Everything’s fine. She called me. She actually called me.” 

Naomi hurried across the room to take a phone from her big flowered bag and played a voice mail message. Lily’s cool, expressionless voice said, “Mother, I thought you’d like to know—I’m going to be the face of Jeteuse. I’ll bring you a drop. See you at Spirit World Fair.”

“Jeteuse.” His French was rusty, but the word rang a bell. “What’s that?”

Naomi dropped the phone back in the bag. “A new top-of-the line perfume. She’ll be the face of the brand. That’s quite a coup at her age.” She settled into an armchair. “Of course, she got an early start. Did you know I was her first modeling agent?”

“No. You never said.”

“I caught her selling drugs when she was sixteen. We’d tried to teach her to value simplicity but she always wanted more, so I showed her she didn’t have to hurt people to get rich.”

“Fuck—you rewarded her?”

“I educated her.” Naomi fluffed her hair back over her shoulders. “Punishment doesn’t work.” She glanced down, and her voice faded. “I learned that the hard way.”

“But—drugs? My parents would have grounded me for a year if I did something like that.”

She shook her head and pressed her hands to heart. “You may not understand this, but ... I had to love her without anger, no matter what she did.”

Jamie took the chair from the desk and turned it around to sit facing her with his arms folded over the back. He remembered Naomi as full of excessively positive beliefs, some of them implausible. It had made her cheerful company on his Asheville stop, but it bothered him now. It was going to be hard to get through to her.

She had an altar set up on the bedside table, with little statues of various goddesses, smudge sticks of sage and cedar, and some prayer beads. Her drum sat near the window, and the full opus of Jill Betts books lay on the small dining table. He didn’t know where to start. When he had to say difficult things, he either exploded, or yabbered and then exploded. No, he was learning not to do that.

“I’m feeling a little anxious telling you this.” Good. Found the feeling and said it. “Y’know she’s been studying with Jill.”

“Of course. I’m sure that’s why Lily finally called. A woman to woman healing. It’s in the Sacred Cycles book, about the maiden, mother, and crone stages. As we move through them we often have chances to heal at the cusp of these phases. Lily may be ready to move into the mother phase as I move into the crone—”

“Bloody hell, she’s not in some mother phase.” Fucking Jill drivel. “She’s a witch.”

“Wiccan? How wonderful.”

“Not some berry-stringing harp-playing pagan—I mean an actual witch.” The French word’s translation came to him. “A spell-caster. Jeteuse.”

“Oh my goodness, how magical—is that what that means? What a beautiful synchronicity.”

“Jesus. It’s not beautiful. Listen to me. Lily’s not Glinda the fucking good witch. She steals healers’ power, like a spiritual vampire—”

“That is not just ugly, it’s preposterous. She was a difficult child, but she isn’t bad. Just wounded.”

“And you thought Jill Betts could heal her?”

Naomi nodded. “I think she has. You heard that message.”

“That’s not why she called. Lily wants to hurt you. She’s got powers that could kill you.”

To his dismay, Naomi laughed. “Oh, Jamie, you’re such a worrier. Don’t be silly. Jill’s work is all about empowering. You get power, yes, but there’s no evil in it. My women’s circle has had such bonding through using her books.”

“Through playing drums together. Jill had nothing to do with it.”

“Her books changed our lives.”

Jamie paced to the window and stood rippling his fingers on the stack of Jill’s books. If Naomi could go through what Lily had done with her intentional pregnancy and abortion and still not believe her daughter capable of harming her, what could change her mind? His brain felt like wet wool. He flipped the page edges of The Woman in the Light, A Shaman’s Path to Healing, making a fluttering sound. Jill—healing. What a lie.

“That’s the only one Lily liked,” Naomi said. “She thought the ones my circle uses for our ceremonies were stupid.”

“You mean she read it before she came out here?”

“Yes. I shared them all with her. She gave me such a hard time about my spiritual path. I wanted her to understand. After she read that book, she said Jill might be cool, for having gone off in the jungles. That was about it, but if you know Lily that rates as wild enthusiasm.”

Jamie could picture Lily’s zombie manner of saying it, the hint of approval without warmth. He scanned the table of contents. Introduction. Jaguar Spirit. Anaconda Spirit. No owl spirit, but she might have gotten the idea here. Purging the Soul. Shared Visions. A Shadow on the Path. That sounded dark. He turned to it, a short chapter of three pages. In his peripheral vision he noticed Naomi watching while he read, smiling. She must think he’d been captivated and converted. 

A shaman does not need to be a good person, only a powerful person. Some whom we might call sorcerers get into spirit world battles with each other or inflict harm with their magic (1). Even the men and women we would call ‘good’ shamans seldom live exemplary lifestyles by Western religious standards, nor do they need to. It makes them understanding of their patients to be sinners themselves (2).

This latter mild level of wickedness was all I expected at first, when I spent a week in the company of a man I hope never to meet the likes of again, a witch doctor of the Wayani tribe. He was a short, wrinkled man with thin bowed legs and a pot belly, one of the ugliest men I’d ever met, and the most powerful in his own way. I think my guide introduced me to him to see if he could spook the white woman out of the jungle.

Jill wrote that she’d found the witch doctor frightening until she realized that his powers came from suggestion and reputation, not magic. He left bits of bone carved like tiny arrowheads in the hammocks of his enemies, and they got sick. Some went mad. If he made little ropes of their hair, they died. Jill said it was the fear of his curses that killed people rather than the sorcery itself and that this was her lesson. Our negative expectations kill us, not our enemies.

Lily had proved otherwise. She did her cursing in secret with spirit arrows—and to poor Gasser who didn’t know she was twisting his hair into a death rope. No fear or belief was needed.

Jamie checked the two citations. The second was John Lame Deer’s autobiography. The first was Stanley Ellerbee, Magic-induced death in Polynesian shamanism: a case study. 

“Isn’t her work marvelous?” Naomi came up beside him. “Look—you’re drawn right in.”

“Read the fifth chapter.”

“I already have. That’s where she proves that fear will destroy you. It’s a powerful lesson.”

“No—you don’t get it.” He slammed the book shut. “It’s not a lesson, it’s not symbolic—it’s what Lily does. She’s like that witch doctor—”

“Jamie, Jamie.” Naomi patted his arm. “You have more fears—”

“This isn’t me being neurotic. Jesus. This is real.”

Naomi slowly shook her head and walked to her altar. “My daughter is being healed. Our relationship is being healed.” Her words sounded like a prayer or an affirmation. “What you believe is what you bring into the world. Don’t bring in fear or negativity or doubt.” She touched each goddess, and then faced Jamie. “Support me in this.”

“She almost killed my cat. She did the hair rope, and—”

“Goodness—a cat can’t even imagine a curse to be scared and die of it. Be realistic. I saw his picture on your web site. He’s terribly overweight. If he almost died—”

“Jesus.” Jamie banged the book on the table. “He didn’t have a fucking heart attack. Your fucking zombie vampire witch of a daughter tried to kill him. She takes healers’ power and hoards it so she can send it out to kill.”

Silently, Naomi went to the door and stood holding it open. Her gesture enraged him. Worse, she spoke in a sweet, syrupy voice, sing-song and scripted-sounding. “I forgive your anger and your fear. But please, take it out of here.”

“I’m trying to save your bloody fucking life.”

She signaled again for him to exit. Jamie stormed out. His fury sank into ashes by the time he reached the lobby. Not only had he lost control, but he’d lost Naomi. Jill wins again.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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The time since the peculiar drama in the cactus garden had flown, and the rumors had too. Kate had let them. The buzz she and Miguel had planted was working as publicity. Anytime someone asked her about what had happened, she said it was up to Jill and Jamie to explain. 

She’d told them they could say anything they wanted as long as they waited until Spirit World Fair, and they had. Jill, no doubt, would have a good spin on the shamanic emergence theme, but Jamie? Kate had no idea. On the opening day of the fair, she showed up at sunrise to supervise the final details—stage, seating, sound system, booths, ticket sales—all the things she could have control over. After that, there was nothing left for her to do but prepare her own booth and endure the uncertainty. 

Lobo trotted ahead of her and sniffed the cool morning air as they crossed the quad behind the rows of benches that faced the stage. Tim walked beside her, carrying her crystal ball and her tarot cards. Azure, Mae’s lone success, was arranging a small circle of chairs in the open-fronted blue tent closest to the stage. In the booth beside her, Hilda was hanging her angel prints. Kate’s booth was next. Geoff Johnson, past-life astrologer, had his charts and books ready for business on the other side of Kate. A mix of spiritually themed artists and writers and people further to the fringes spread out beyond Geoff and lined the other side of the quad. Except for Azure, the major attractions in this year’s fair would be on the stage or in the college lecture halls. Harold Petersen. Jangarrai. Jill Betts.

Tim adjusted the drape of Kate’s shawl along her shoulders. “You look tense, sweetheart.” 

“I keep thinking of what could go wrong.”

“Do a reading for the event. Reassure yourself.”

“That could give me more dread. What if I saw that car crash again? What if that was the whole fair crashing?”

“Come on. Look at all this.” Tim’s sweeping gesture took in the festive displays surrounding them. “It’s too late for it to crash.”

“I hope so.” 

On the stage, Jamie bounced and gestured as he talked with a sound technician. He was wearing a flamingo print shirt and the fedora with the pink and green band. Kate was glad to see him as annoyingly perky as if he’d never had that scene with Jill and the cacti. She liked to imagine he would tell the truth about the fight she’d overheard, but from what she’d seen of Jamie under stress, he lacked the strength to get through such a speech or the escalated conflict with Jill that would follow. 

Tim helped Kate set up in her booth. When they were done, he asked, “Need me to stay? I want to take a look around.”

“Don’t go far. We could have a power outage if Dahlia shows up.”

“I hope she doesn’t. I’ve seen enough of her. She fritzed out her microwave when she got back last night and wanted me to fix it right away so she could have her no-fat, unsalted popcorn.”

“She’s back in town? Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“Sorry, I forgot. I don’t wake up at the crack of dawn with my brain working.”

“I hope Mae did. This is her last chance to undo Dahlia before we open.” 

“I thought you didn’t think she could.”

“I don’t. But I still want her to try.”

“So do I. All your healers would be healed, and I’d never have to deal with Dahlia’s appliances again.”

Tim kissed Kate and strolled off down the row of booths. 

Seeing that Hilda wasn’t ready yet, Kate went to help her arrange her CD display.

“Thanks.” Hilda hung another print and studied it. “I wonder if I’ll make more copies after these sell out.”

“Of the prints? The music?”

“Both. I might let it all go, even the paintings. Sell the whole collection and move on.” 

Jamie tested the sound system by yodeling. Startled, Kate dropped a CD, and Lobo picked it up. She dried it off and continued filling Hilda’s display case. It felt like years ago, not a mere few weeks, when she and Hilda had hoped this exhibit might somehow attract the angels back. A guilty thought struck Kate. She’d been so focused on stopping Dahlia she hadn’t considered a possible unwanted side effect. “If Mae undoes Dahlia and you get the angels back, what will you do?”

Hilda frowned. “I don’t know. I should hope if they love me they’d let me be, but I don’t know if they have feelings like that. They’re not like us.” She flipped open a small battery- powered CD player and put one of her disks into it. The wandering, floating electronic sounds began. “The longer I’m without them, the less I’m sure they’re really even angels.”

The arrival of an influx of people made Kate look at her watch. It was just after ten a.m. The fair had started. She excused herself to Hilda and returned to her booth. A minute later Lobo growled, and his back hairs rose around his harness. That could only mean one thing. Kate searched for Dahlia in the crowd that spread across the quad. She didn’t see her, but she spotted Mae easily. A very slender woman, equally tall and fair-skinned, walked beside her, engaged in conversation. The woman wore sunglasses and a wide brimmed hat with her hair swept up under it. Dahlia, incognito. And according to Lobo, not yet healed.
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Shortly before eleven, when the music was scheduled to begin, Jamie introduced an elder from Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo who said a prayer in Tewa and blessed the space. Jamie then helped the man make his stiff-kneed descent from the stage, and came back up to welcome both the audience and the participants, promising all a wonderful experience and thanking them for being part of it. After the formalities, Kate expected him to either introduce his first song or explain his public craziness, but instead he blithered for at least five minutes about how to find the café, the restrooms, and the water fountains. What was the matter with him? That was all in the program.

Just then, Jill dropped in at Hilda’s booth and began browsing through the prints with Fiona. Jamie ceased rambling. “Got to remind you about our special, honored guest, Jill Betts.” He flashed a spectacularly insincere gold-toothed smile. “Check your programs for where to find her. I understand she’ll be giving a preview of her new book. You don’t want to miss it.” 

Had he been waiting for Jill? Kate had pictured Jill sweeping in just before her lecture in her arrogant, above-the-riff-raff style, confident and prepared with her story. Jamie apparently knew her better than that, and Kate should have. Of course Jill would want to hear what he had to say, and to intimidate him while he said it if she could. Jill stepped to the edge of the tent and waved like royalty. 

Kate’s client, a broad-hipped woman with long, thick, wavy gray hair, looked up from choosing her Tarot cards and gasped. “Oh my god. I’m right next to Jill Betts.”

Jamie walked to the edge of the stage. “Got to get serious for a minute now. Said I’d explain. Y’know. My run-in with the cacti. Bear with me if you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

Jill whispered to Fiona and turned to examine the prints again. Kate offered to delay her client’s reading until Jamie finished his story, and the woman nodded.

“This may disappoint people who thought Jill had triggered some kind of emergence or something, but an emotional breakdown hasn’t got a bloody thing to do with being a shaman.” Kate’s client twitched as if someone had poked her. Jill let out an exasperated huff. Jamie continued. “I lost it because Jill and I were talking about a friend who died. It tore me up.” His voice faded a little. “I couldn’t handle it.” 

Was he going to tell the truth? Could he get through it?

In silence, he fidgeted with a shirt button before resuming. “If you’ve followed my music, you probably wonder why I keep disappearing for months at a time and coming back all different sizes. Been through some struggles, y’know?” He rubbed his heart as if he needed to massage a knot out. “Not done with ’em yet.” A sudden snort-laugh. “Guess that’s obvious.” 

A soft chuckle rippled through the audience. Jamie half-smiled, faded, and waited. No hint of humor remained when he spoke again, intense and passionate. “But I’m as well as I am and still alive because of my parents, no matter what some bloody fool put in a book.” 

Jill stopped her show of interest in Hilda’s art and stared at Jamie. 

He continued. “When I couldn’t hold myself up, they never let me down. I made it this far because of them—and Kandyce Kahee.” Kate shot her attention back and forth between Jamie and Jill. The shamanic teacher’s lips and jaw tightened. Jamie’s volume dropped. “Kandy saved me from killing myself.” He took a pause, long enough to let his words sink in. “And then she died—drinking—at one of Jill’s retreats.” Another beat, an actor’s timing. “Jill was the last person to see her alive.”

He walked to the side of the stage closest to Jill. She pulled both in and up, like a snake lifting its head. His voice shook. “I had a bloody worthless shrink in college, always trying out more meds to see what happened. Fucked me up even more.” Kate barely had space in her mind to object to his F-word. Even though she didn’t understand half of what he was talking about, it was obvious that Jill did, and Kate’s Jill-fan client seemed to follow his meaning with deep concern as well. “You don’t test your bad ideas on people who are breaking, but she did. They’ve got that black box thing on the drugs now. But there’s no warning label on—”

He turned to his back on Jill and strode to center stage. Kate filled in the blank in her mind, and imagined that most of the audience did the same. No warning label on Jill Betts

Jamie tipped his head back, blinked at the sky, and then looked out at the crowd again. His next words came out like delicate bubbles of glass. “I want to dedicate this song to the memory of Kandyce Rainbow Kahee. And to everyone who’s lost someone to alcohol or suicide, and to everyone who’s survived. I miss you, Kandy. I always will.”

A cappella, Jamie sang a slow, haunting melody, with spaces between the lines like the breaks when a person overcome with grief attempts to speak. The emotion that poured through his voice moved Kate to unexpected tears. 

“It can’t be true, no, no, not you

Please, please, don’t die

Don’t give up, don’t let go

Don’t say goodbye

What will I do—life without you— 

No, please don’t die

You can’t be gone—it can’t be true

Our last goodbye ...”

As Jamie’s voice soared and swelled though variations on the song, Kate’s client and Hilda also wept. Dry-eyed and tight-lipped, Jill touched Fiona on the arm and slipped out through the rear of booth. Fiona, for once, didn’t follow.

Hilda said to Fiona, “Shouldn’t you go with her? Jill was the last person to see this girl alive.”

Fiona shook her head, her face sadder and more drained than ever, and sank into a chair in Hilda’s booth. It was Kate’s client who ran after Jill, leaving behind a large flowered purse. 

Jamie blended the sad song into an anthem Kate recognized from his concert at Soul, a faster, upbeat melody with only one lyric. “I am alive.”

At Jamie’s encouragement, the audience took up the song. Hilda began to dance in front of her tent. Jamie sang harmonies over the crowd, spun like a dervish, and invited people up onstage. He hugged them, sang with them, danced with them, unmistakably loved them, these strangers who shared his song. 

Tim ran across the quad. He bent to squeeze Kate in a powerful hug as he arrived, and held her hand and sang at the top of his lungs, “I am alive, I am alive, I am alive.”

Yes, we are. That death from alcohol could have been any of them. Hilda, Tim, Kate. She sang along.

When the song ended, she asked Tim if he could watch her booth and make appointments for her during Jill’s talk. Human nature being what it was, the suggestion of scandal should draw a crowd. Jill and Miguel were probably meeting right now to spin something new to tell them. Though she doubted Jill stood a chance of erasing Jamie’s impact, Kate had to know what she said so she could bring him ammunition if he needed it. She also needed to find her runaway client and return her purse.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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Mae and Dahlia stood at the edge of the crowd, listening to the song dedicated to Kandy. Mae loved Jamie so much at that moment she felt she could burst with it. He’d had the courage to share everything and turn his anger into healing, not only for himself but for all the people in the audience who’d suffered the same way.

Dahlia appeared unmoved. She raised an eyebrow infinitesimally. “Alcohol.” She almost laughed. “I suppose the medical examiner had to come up with something.”

The night of the fire, Dahlia had offered to tell Jamie how Kandy had died. Jill tells me everything. “What do you mean?

“That’s not how it happened.” Dahlia checked her phone, took a small tube of sunscreen from a compartment of her purse and reapplied. “Jill used her power.”

Mae stared at Dahlia. It was hard to tell what the model thought of what she’d just revealed—approval, disgust, admiration? She restrained her face too well. 

“Is that what Jill told you?” 

“Mm-hmm.” The song ended. Applause exploded. Dahlia steered Mae toward Azure Skye’s booth and planted herself in front of the medium while Jamie introduced his next song. “We want to talk to that dead girl.”

Why? To find out who’s telling the truth?

Azure sat stiffly and folded her hands on her table, her pink face firm. She seemed to recognize the disguised Dahlia. “I’m sorry. The dead only come back for people they had relationships with, or whom they can serve.”

“That’s all right,” Mae said. “I want to go hear the wisdom stories now anyway.”

“Old people.” Dahlia fingered Azure’s business cards. “I’d rather hear from dead people.”

“A number of the dead are with us today, Dahlia,” Azure said. “But most of them aren’t here for you.”

“Most of them?” Dahlia’s voice rose a notch. “Is there anyone dead hanging around me?”

“Yes. You should let him go.”

Dahlia spun on her heel and flicked her head to indicate Mae should come with her. “She has to be making that up.” 

Mae apologized to Azure and caught up with the girl.

A number of the dead are with us today. Mae hoped her Granma was with her. She needed all the help she could get. 

“Where are we going?” she asked. Dahlia was walking fast.

“Somewhere indoors. I want some tea. And I want to sit down.”

Mae looked at the campus map in the program, located the coffee shop, and directed the way.

Dahlia shoved the door open, let Mae catch it, strode to the counter, and demanded iced green tea. The heavyset Indian girl at the counter explained that they only had black tea cold, but could brew green tea and ice it. Dahlia preached at her about the skin benefits of green tea, and paid with a fifty-dollar bill. 

Mae bought iced black tea and dumped sugar in it. Dahlia said, “You’ll look like that medium if you keep doing that.”

“Don’t worry. I’m training for a triathlon, remember? All that metabolism?”

“Oh, yeah.” Dahlia watched the barista count out her change and then tucked the bills and coins into their own little compartments of her purse. “That seems like a hundred years ago. Going to Jamie’s for dinner. That was a really weird night.”

“No kidding. It was a mess. I helped him clean up after the fire truck left. I could swear you were outta there before the smoke alarm went off.”

Dahlia lifted her arm above the counter and examined it, rotating her wrist and running a finger over her skin. Small soft muscles swam under the ivory surface. “I stayed around. Outside.” 

“You did?”

She lowered her arms. “Jamie saw me. He didn’t tell you?”

Did Dahlia realize Jamie had perceived her owl form? If she had, Mae didn’t want Dahlia to think she knew about it. “No.” 

The barista handed Dahlia her tea, and she took it with a sigh that suggested it had taken too long. “I saw him doing something with his cat.”

Mae and Dahlia took seats at a table near the window. Mae said, “He was saving his life. The poor thing almost died. I don’t know if it was from the smoke or what. Jamie probably didn’t remember he saw you, he was so broke up over that cat.”

“Really?” A subtle trace of surprise moved Dahlia’s eyebrows above her sunglasses. She placed a straw in her tea and arranged her lips around it with minimal creasing or suction. “I thought Jamie was some big shaman or something, with a cat for his power animal. Like a witch’s familiar.”

“That was a joke, honey.” 

“So ... it’s like his pet?”

“It sure is. That’s his baby. Jamie was crying when he brought him downstairs, he was so sad he might have lost him.”

Dahlia remained silent for some time, and then let out a little dry laugh. She took her hat off, and short, jaw-length hair fell free. She shook it. “I almost cried when I had to cut my hair for the shoot this week.”

As if there was any comparison. “Is that the saddest you’ve been in a while?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“I don’t know. Azure saw somebody dead hanging around you. I wondered if that might make you sad.”

“She’s stupid. There’s no one. Come on, you haven’t said if you like my hair this way.”

Mae had almost angered Dahlia—not a good idea. If she was going to try to get her to surrender her power, she had to keep a connection. She went with Dahlia’s flow. “I do. It makes you look older, more soph—”

“Older?”

“Not in a bad way. But like you could be my age, maybe, less of a kid.” 

Dahlia turned her face to the window, expressionless behind her shades. Abruptly, she took them off, a subtle hint of fear tightening her lower lids, her purple irises bright with pinpoint pupils. “Do I look all right?”

“Of course you do. You’re always the most put-together person in the world.”

She put her sunglasses back on. “I think my eyes look different.”

“Is that why the shades?”

“No. Jill doesn’t know I’m here, or that I cut my hair. I’m going to surprise her.”

“What about surprising your parents? Sorry, I know you don’t like to talk about your folks, but I love your daddy’s music. I hope you’ll want to hear him with me. I bet he’d be tickled to see you.”

Dahlia dropped her chin and played with her straw. “Maybe.” She reached across the table and took the program out of Mae’s purse. “But first we have to go hear Jill.”
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By the end of his set, Jamie was shaking as if the temperature were twenty below zero. His opening talk and the song for Kandy had taken almost everything out of him, and he’d still had to perform for the rest of the hour. He introduced the next performer and took a break to sit in the front row and listen. The Native flute music soothed him, and he lingered as long as he could before going inside to check messages. The day’s stresses weren’t over yet. Mae was spending the day with Dahlia, and that troubled him. He’d glimpsed Naomi at Kate’s booth and feared for her, too, and then depending on how Jill fought back, he could have his own problems coming. 

He unlocked Stan’s office, the stars’ dressing room for the day. The other musicians had classrooms for backstage space but Jamie had asked Harold to share this more private room, to keep him away from his daughter for now. 

As soon as the door swung open, Cara launched from the arm of a chair onto Jamie’s shoulder. Fuck. Relapse. He shouldn’t be surprised. As hard as he worked on getting better he still had setbacks all the time, and it wasn’t as though cats could go to therapy.

Harold, seated in the chair in front of the desk, glanced up from tuning his guitar. “Sorry about that. Had to bring her. She freaks in hotels if she has to stay through housekeeping. She was better after Mae did something, but it didn’t last.” 

“Wasn’t Mae.” Jamie opened the small refrigerator and took out two local microbrew beers, handed one to Harold. “Give her a touch-up in a minute.”

“You?”

“Yeah. Don’t tell anyone. I’m weird enough without that.”

Harold shook his head with a puzzled half-smile and opened his beer. “I saw a reminder in the program that this is a dry campus. Your father know we’re drinking in his office?” 

Jamie sat behind the desk. He disengaged Cara from his back and put her in his lap. “Didn’t ask. Plenty of room in the fridge. He just keeps his boring little snacks in there. Apples and yogurt. Every day, same thing. Got to love how dull he is, y’know? Been all these crazy places and he’s still this ordinary bloke.”

“Not a Jill Betts kind of anthropologist.”

“Fuck no. He’s a real one.”

Harold sipped his beer. “You sure gave Jill a haircut. Naomi made me read those books—trying to save our marriage with that shit, if you can believe it—so I got what you were saying. I haven’t seen her yet, but you must’ve shaken her up some. Were you trying to make Lily leave Jill, too?”

“Nah. Don’t think she’d care, to be honest. Or that Naomi would listen. Just had to do it for my friend. ” 

“That took some courage, man. Telling your story like that. It made that song powerful.”

Courage? Maybe it had. He’d been scared and done it anyway. “Thanks.”

Jamie drank and looked at his phone lying on the desk. Three new messages. Oh, yeah. That was what he’d come in for. 

Mae had sent two texts assuring him she was still Dahlia’s friend so far, and they hadn’t run into Naomi. Wendy had left one furious voicemail saying she was looking for him and demanding to know what was the matter with him. 

The sound of it stirred Cara. She crept in a low-walking scurry over to Harold, leaped to his lap and then his shoulder, finally latching onto his upper back. Poor thing. “No offense, mate, but your cat’s more fucked up than I am. Hand her over.” Harold stood and passed Cara to Jamie. Jamie petted the cat’s back and pressed her down into stillness. “Give me a minute. Enjoy your beer. I need to get quiet.”

After seeing Lily’s owl form, Jamie hadn’t wanted to see a soul again ever, except for Gasser’s, but this was another cat. He’d be safe. He half-closed his eyes and let the inner door open.

When his vision shifted, he found her soul was shaky and starting to crowd up into her left shoulder again. She was so full of fear, only her head chakra was open, while the ones at the throat-heart center and the spine-tail joint were fluttery and almost closed.

Letting the healing force take over, he explored her energy with a nudge here, a wait-and-see there. After a while he felt her lower chakras flower in relief, and she purred so loudly it made him want to purr back. He massaged her all over to close the healing, and then put her on the floor. She looked around and began to explore. “She’s better for now, but don’t let Lily near her. She’s the one that fucked her up in the first place.” 

“Lily?”

“Yeah, she—” An alarm on Jamie’s phone went off. Heather’s idea, to get him places on time. She’d set what felt like hundreds of them. This one interrupted his attempt to shut down his soul vision. 

“I’m not buying that witch stuff,” Harold said. His soul was over-extended and foggy, like mountain mist drifting into valleys. “I know you and Mae believe it, but I can’t swallow it.”

“I didn’t mean she witched Cara. She ...” Could he tell Harold his daughter had abused his cat? “Never mind. Just act like you believe everything, all right? I don’t think she’d hurt you, but wait until Mae or I give you an all-clear—” 

A hard knock on the door. “Jamie?” Wendy’s voice.

He rose and opened the door. Cara remained calm as Wendy’s spiky sandals stepped in. “What got into you?” Wendy asked. Her firm soul-radiance, subtle northern lights, grew brighter and hotter. “I told you I didn’t want you to make more waves with Jill. You were supposed to talk about your stuff, not hers. I heard someone gave Jill a pretty bad dig at that conference and she wanted to do this lecture to prove herself. If she walks out on the fair, I wouldn’t blame her.” 

“Nah—she won’t walk out. Not ’til she gets to stand in a lecture hall on this campus.”

“Then you’re lucky. That was irresponsible, dropping hints like that, and you didn’t run it by me—” 

“Didn’t have to. I’m on the board of this bloody thing.” Jamie put his hands on her shoulders. “Come on. You heard me. Don’t you get it? I had to talk about Jill. I couldn’t explain myself without the whole story.”

“I know.” Wendy’s face softened. “But you stirred up more gossip. You didn’t kill it.”

“Sorry.” He hugged her. “Couldn’t help it.” 

She pulled back and looked at him with wide, puzzled eyes—he must have sent her a charge, the same thing he’d done to her back in March, the day he’d come back from near-death. Juice running though him. He needed to get away and shut down, get back to normal. 

She left with a warning not to be seen with that beer and to keep track of time. 

Time. The alarm had already beeped.

Harold reached down to pet Cara, who still sat fearlessly on the floor. “Is she gonna need these treatments every week or so?”

“Dunno. Maybe. Bound to be someone in Asheville who can do it.”

Jamie took another drink and excused himself. He was due back onstage as emcee in a minute.

He tried to find a quiet place to close the spirit door, but the building was full of other musicians talking, laughing, and rehearsing in the classrooms, and they flooded him with auras and feelings. A stall in the men’s room might be the only private place. He went in. Someone in the next stall was talking on a phone and farting. Jeezus. Thought my manners were bad. No chance of concentrating here either.

Out of time, inner vision wide open, Jamie gave up and hurried to the stage.
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Kate looked for her lost client. She spotted her trailing Jill into the lecture hall, struggling to keep up with Jill’s brisk strides. The woman looked as though she’d attempted to style herself after Jill by wearing her gray hair long and flowing and loading her neck with oversized jewelry, like a high school girl copying one of the cool mean girls. The effect was more comical than flattering to either of them. Jill kept waving her follower off, but the woman persisted, talking to Jill’s back as she walked toward the stage.

Almost all the seats were filled, and the room buzzed with conversation. Far from driving people away, Jamie had sparked their curiosity. Whatever happened next, Spirit World Fair would be talked about for weeks to come. 

Kate had a place up front where a few seats had been taken out near one of the side exits for wheelchairs to fit. Her disability was accommodated well. She didn’t have to sit in the back like she did in some theaters. Suddenly she realized with dismay that she, of all people, had neglected to arrange for sign interpreters. The fair had never had lectures like this before. Delegating, working less, sharing responsibility, she’d lost track of details. Shit. I’m turning into Jamie. She started for the ramp to the stage. 

“I’d show you her picture,” the follower said to Jill, “but I misplaced my purse. I’m sure she’s in your group, and would want me to come—” 

“There is no Lily Petersen in my drum circle, and there’s a very important application process. This is deep work. It’s not a drop-in yoga class.”

Lily Petersen. This was Dahlia’s mother. Kate had to keep her away from her daughter. She waved the big flowered purse. 

“Oh—thank you, that’s where I left it.” The Petersen mother turned to take her bag, and as soon as she did, Jill climbed the steps to the stage. Ms. Petersen sighed. “I should have come earlier. I’ve been trying to find Jill all morning after Jamie—Jangarrai—the dedication ... That had to have been awful for her.”

“I’m on the board of directors for this event. Maybe I can arrange for you to talk with Jill later, if you stay right up front where I can find you.” 

“You know her?” 

Kate nodded. Ms. Petersen took her phone out and opened her picture files to display Dahlia modeling as a nymph in a purple tunic. “This is my daughter. Was she ever with Jill?”

“Yes, but—”

Jill tested her microphone, then glanced at Kate with raised eyebrows. Of course—Jill expected the director of the fair to introduce her. Kate signed, Sorry, aware that she was being a little passive-aggressive. For all Jill knew she could have been saying Too bad, bitch, I’m not kissing your ass.

“I suppose,” Jill said to the crowd, “I need no introduction.”

Applause pattered through some parts of the room, but the silence of the rest, punctured by a lone giggle, outweighed it.

Dahlia’s mother whispered, “Are you staying for this? You don’t have to go tell fortunes?”

“My boyfriend’s making my appointments. I’m trying to get up on the stage to sign interpret. Come back to my booth with me after. I still have to finish your reading. Maybe it’ll tell you something about your daughter.” Like, that she’s dangerous. “I’ll bring you to meet Jill later.”

Not much chance of that. Even if Jill managed to pull off a rebuttal, she would probably leave when her lecture was over and have nothing to do with Spirit World Fair or Kate Radescu ever again. 
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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As the faint applause faded, Dahlia whispered to Mae, “Have you ever noticed Jill’s throat? It’s so wrinkly compared to her face. Do you think she’s had some work done?”

“Shh. Maybe.”

“It’s either that or she’s aging funny.”

Jill placed her hands on the podium and looked around the room like a minister about to preach. “My purpose, ever since the tragic death of Kandyce Rainbow Kahee, has been to empower women. Most of all, women who feel they are victims, who feel life has crushed or wounded them. I learned the hard way that the path of light, the path of the moon, is too mild for strengthening these broken souls. My new book is a case study of teaching another path, the shadow path, to heal a young woman into her true power.”

She paused to drink from a bottle of Evian water. “All shamanism is poetry, music, and art. The spirits we invoke are the archetypes of our souls. In the Jungian shadow, we find the spirits needed for this kind of healing—the dark goddesses, the shadow powers. The Woman in the Shadows: A Shaman’s Path to Power, will come out in the fall. This book holds a message many young women need: to overcome nice, to overcome sweet, to be empowered.”

Dahlia elbowed Mae and whispered, “Bullshit.”

For once, Mae had to agree with her. Jill’s claim about Kandy’s death motivating her work had to be a quick cover-up, a replacement for explaining her strange scene with Jamie. She might have already planned to talk about this book, but not about Kandy. Jill continued describing, in a vague and intellectualized way, her work with a depressed, orphaned young woman who lacked confidence in her personal power or sexuality. She made a dismissive reference to “certain narrow-minded anthropologists” who didn’t see value in modern neo-shamanic practices, but assured her audience that she had proof of its effectiveness in this extraordinary student.

Dahlia pushed her sunglasses up her nose and tucked her hair more neatly under her hat. “She didn’t tell me I’d be in a book. Does she think I’ll be flattered?”

“She doesn’t think you’re here.”

As usual, Dahlia was expressionless, but she twisted her purse strap and ran the zipper open and closed repeatedly. 

Maybe Dahlia’s resentment of Jill’s book would be the key to getting her to give up her power. Mae hoped the lecture would go on for a while. It would give her time to come up with a plan around this new idea. The talk was short, though, and when the time came for the question and answer session afterward, she still didn’t have a strategy for approaching Dahlia. After all, the power was working for her. It was the book she didn’t like, not its subject matter. 

“First question?” Jill asked. “I’m sorry we don’t have microphones for you to be heard.” She made the situation sound blameworthy. “Please stand and speak up so everyone can hear you.”

Kate spoke before Jill could select a person from among those waving hands. “Pardon me that I don’t stand.” Kate signed her own speech and got a few uneasy laughs. “This is a long question, so I want to a make sure everyone can hear me.” She reached out her hand in a manner that gave Jill no choice but to give her the mic. “Last week at the Complementary and Alternative Medicine Symposium, you took issue with Dr. Bernadette Pena’s suggestion that neo-shamanic work like yours had the potential to do harm. Today you say your work is essentially healing even when you invoke the images of black magic and witchcraft. Are these things real or not? Is there a spirit world, and do shamans interact with it, or is it all myth and poetry? If it’s real, it seems to me it could do harm as well as good.” Kate offered the microphone back to Jill.

The speech surprised Mae. Why was Kate, who had recruited Jill to speak, challenging her like this? Was it because of what Mae had told her about Kandy’s death? Another possible answer came when Mae recognized Naomi in the front row. Kate could be trying to get Jill to say something that would convince Naomi to avoid her daughter. 

“Wonderful question.” Jill nodded. “Did everyone hear that? The answer—wow—this gets into the quantum nature of the spirit world. The is-and-isn’t, the neither-here-nor-there, the both-and rather than either-or.”

“More bullshit.” Dahlia rose, slipped past the other people in their row, and started down the outer aisle.

Fearful yet focused, Mae followed. She had no idea what she could do, but she had to stay near her if only to stop her from touching Naomi. Mae’s spiritual powers might not be stronger than Dahlia’s, but her muscles were.

Dahlia walked past her mother without a sideways glance, directly to the edge of the stage. Jill took a question from another audience member. A man in the white turban and clothing of the Kundalini community in Espanola stood. “Are you familiar with the Tantric left-hand path, and do you think it relates to your ideas in this book?”

“Excellent insight, making that connection.” Jill beamed her gap-toothed smile at the man. “I’d say both are misunderstood in the mythology of the modern world.”

Dahlia took off her sunglasses, put them in her purse, and left her hand inside it. Jill froze, and then frowned like a disapproving parent. Taking a step closer, Dahlia brought out a lock of long gray hair tied with black ribbon. She stretched it out, holding it close to her body. Had she gotten hold of Naomi’s hair somehow? “I have a question.”

A slow cold moonrise of fear blanched Jill’s face. 

Dahlia kept her back to the audience. She began to twist the hair into a rope. “Are you a crone?”

Crone. Mae had a sudden image of Jamie teasing Dahlia as he cooked. Hair turned gray—slam. Like an equatorial sunset. When you do bad magic, it sucks the juice out of you. Checking her forearm, thinking her eyes looked different—Dahlia was afraid she looked older since trying to kill Gasser. Mae grabbed the model’s wrist and whispered, “You do that, and your ass is gonna look like your mama’s.”

“What? How do you know—”

“And your neck is gonna look like Jill’s.”

Dahlia let out a sharp huff and dropped the hair. Too late. Jill fell.
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“I’m CPR trained, but we need a doctor here,” Mae called out. She swung herself up onto the stage and knelt to touch Jill’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

No answer. Mae leaned close to Jill’s face. To her relief, she felt breath. Kate had her phone out, probably ready to call 911.

A thickset woman of about Jill’s age came down the center aisle, identifying herself as a doctor. She hurried up the stairs to the stage.

Mae said, “She’s breathing.”

“Thank you. I’d like you to stay in case I need you to get an AED or help with CPR.” The doctor knelt beside Jill and said to Kate, “Can you clear the room, please?”

Kate obviously hadn’t really needed the microphone. Her voice came out strong and steady as she asked the audience to leave and assured them Jill was under a doctor’s care. The crowd, buzzing with low-pitched conversations, began trickling out the three exits. Already on his phone, Jill’s agent Miguel pushed through the congested bodies like a knife through butter, heading toward the main lobby doors. 

Dahlia had already left. Naomi was gone, too. They’d been close to the side exit. Naomi’s voice called out in the corridor, “Lily! Lily! Wait!”

Mae’s impulse was to run after them, but the physician had asked her to stay. Kate could go after Naomi, but no—she’d never get her wheelchair through that crowd fast enough.

Jill’s eyelids fluttered and she moaned. The doctor began to ask her about pain and other symptoms. Jill mumbled her replies, denying any problems, but her voice was weak and her face white. 

Had the black magic done real harm, or had she simply fainted in fear of it? The answer to that, and Naomi’s safety, too, might depend on whose hair had been in Dahlia’s hands. 

It lay on the gray carpet, barely visible. Mae let the doctor know she wasn’t leaving and jumped down to look. The hair was bright, silvery and straight. Jill’s. 

She picked it up and showed it to Kate, who uttered a near-silent whoa. “It doesn’t make sense,” Kate said. “Jill worshiped Dahlia.” 

Mae laid the ribbon-tied lock on the edge of the stage. “But her mama worships Jill.”

She explained about the forced seduction of Calvin Mackenzie, the delayed abortion of his child, and Lily’s cruelty to the kitten Naomi had called her new baby. Lily’s way of punishing her mother was to attack the ones Naomi loved.

Kate asked, “Do you think she’ll go after her mother, too?”

“It looked more like she was running away from her. Anyway, I might have scared Dahlia into quitting her power.” Mae described Dahlia’s fear of looking older, Jamie’s creative version of Jill’s age, and Mae’s attempt to frighten Dahlia even more. “Dahlia’s so scared of getting wrinkles she won’t even smile or frown. If she thought being a witch would age her real fast, it might have made her want to quit. But I can’t be sure.”

“I know how you can be.” Kate scrolled through the contacts in her phone. “If she pulled the plug on what she was doing, other people could have their power back.”

––––––––
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At the doctor’s request, Mae returned to Jill’s side and supported her into a sitting position. Jill grumbled and protested when the doctor asked her to raise each arm in turn, and then to smile. Mae recognized a test for signs of stroke. Could Dahlia have caused one? 

Both arms worked. The empty smile was symmetrical. With Mae’s assistance, the doctor helped Jill to her feet and made sure she could stand. “Ms. Betts,” the doctor said, “I think you simply fainted—from stress, maybe, or hunger, or heat. You should have a friend or family member take you home and stay with you. See your regular doctor as soon as you can. Check your blood pressure, blood sugar, make sure there aren’t more serious reasons for this. Things start to wear out when we reach a certain age.”

“I’m not old, I’m fifty-six. And perfectly healthy.” Jill stepped away from the physician, stopped, and glanced back with a brusque, “Thank you for your help.” She glared at Kate. “What are you doing here?”

“Being a responsible board member,” Kate replied. “I called Fiona. She’s on her way over.” 

“I don’t need her.” 

Jill walked past, head held high. The doctor followed and caught up with her, offering a hand at Jill’s elbow. Jill ignored her. She kept her hands out but didn’t touch the wall on her way down the steps. 

“Too late.” Kate urged Lobo up and started down the ramp. “You aren’t getting out of here without someone keeping an eye on you. Mae can wait until Fiona gets here. I need to take care of an incident report, if the doctor can give me a few more minutes of her time.” She paused at the bottom and said to Mae, not bothering to lower her voice, “If you’re up to it as a psychic, you can give Jill a check-up. Earn what’s left of your pay.”

Kate and the doctor started up the center aisle. Mae stifled the urge to argue. Kate’s words were sharp, but so was her aim. Mae hadn’t done all the board had hoped for. She should do this last service for them. 

Jill’s velvet-brown eyes examined Mae from a curious side angle. “What’s she talking about?”

“I’m not really doing a study. I’m working for the Spirit World Fair board—”

“Working where?” Jill sniff-laughed through her nose. “Jamie Ellerbee’s bedroom?” 

“I can’t believe you just said that. Especially the way you’ve been sending Dahlia after him.”

“I didn’t send her after him. She chose him. I was encouraging Dahlia to develop confidence in her sexuality.”

“With a man who’s already got a girlfriend?”

“That didn’t stop you.”

“That’s because I’m the girlfriend.”

Jill’s guard dropped for a split-second of genuine surprise. “What?”

“Andrea’s his manager’s partner. And she’s been telling people your drum circle is a hoot.”

Jill’s pale face whitened even more. She started to say something, but stopped. Mae continued, “Looks like your application process doesn’t work so well. Especially seeing as Dahlia got in. I need to see if she—” 

“Dahlia has been an extraordinary student.”

Mae offered Jill the lock of hair. “Then you’ll want this back. Or should I return it to Dahlia?” 

Jill snatched the hair. “Of course not.”

“You should let me check and see if she hurt you with it.”

“Don’t be stupid. It’s only a symbol.” Jill crushed the hair in her fist. “Asserting herself against the power of the mother and the crone. She couldn’t do anything with it.”

“Nothing that would make you faint? She could have sent those little arrowheads—”

“There are no such things. Like the doctor said—it was stress.” Jill lowered herself into a front row seat and jammed the hair into her pocket. Mae faced her, leaning her back against the edge of the stage. Jill said, “I haven’t addressed a crowd this size in years.”

Probably not since Kandy died.

In the back of the lecture hall, Kate and the doctor were leaving by the main exit as Fiona came in. Her jeans bagged on her hips and thighs, and her face still sagged from her rapid weight loss, but her steps had a new strength, and her posture a new vigor.

Mae offered again to check Jill’s condition. Jill pressed her lips together and stared above Mae’s head. Fiona reached the front row and sat angled toward Jill on the arm of the adjacent seat. “You look terrible. What happened?” 

“Could be anything. Stress, standing too long, didn’t breathe right—”

Mae interrupted. “She passed out when Dahlia did this witchy thing, like she was gonna put a curse on her with a lock of her hair. Dahlia stopped as soon as she started, but I don’t know if she checked her swing soon enough.”

Fiona said, “I tried to tell you—”

“We’re not talking about it in front of this young woman.” Jill slashed a cold glance at Mae. “If she won’t have the grace to leave us, we should get going. This is all ridiculous. Dahlia was doing that as a ritual. She wasn’t actually cursing anyone.”

Mae asked, “If you don’t believe all this stuff is real, why didn’t you answer Kate’s question straight out? And why did you tell Dahlia you used your power to kill Kandy?” 

“I did no such—”

“She did,” Fiona said. “Like some stupid gangster wannabe kid, boasting that he shot people.” She stood and spoke to Jill with a force just short of shouting. “You think I couldn’t see you turning into an idiot over her? Pretending you were some kind of shaman-witch if that’s what she wanted you to be? Teaching her those rituals? Of course Dahlia dear, I’m great and dangerous. I warned you what I thought she’d done with my trainings—but you’d give her anything she asked for, if you could get her into your bed.”

“I needed her for my book. I wasn’t seducing her.”

“Not successfully. But you tried. God, Jill, I could stand the men, they came and went and they weren’t your students, but—”

“I think we’d better go. I feel well enough to walk, and this young lady has no business hearing our quarrels.”

“You’re right. We should stop fighting,” Fiona said, and Jill relaxed back into her seat. “It would only hurt me more, and I’ve put up with enough.” Fiona walked back up the aisle and out the door.

Jamie was right. Dahlia had learned to use power from Fiona and had turned it evil with ceremonies she learned from Jill, even though Jill didn’t have the power to use them herself.

“You meddling, prying bitch.” Jill started to stand and sank back down, apparently faint again. “Now look what you’ve done.”

“Me? I’m not the one that hurt you. Dahlia could be trying to capture the power of a death, especially if she thinks it’s a powerful shaman dying—”

Leaning her head on one hand, Jill held up the other in a signal to stop. “She can’t really do any of that.” 

“She almost killed Jamie’s cat.”

“Dahlia?” Jill looked genuinely shocked. “She just lost her parents. She’s been wounded by death. She wouldn’t kill.”

“Her name is Lily Petersen, and she’s a model, not some poor orphan. That lady who was chasing you down is her alive-and-well mama. Dahlia lied to you and everybody else so they’d teach her things or try to heal her. She never had those migraines or any of those problems. She was in New York and LA making money.”

Jill growled, “I’ll kill her.”

She tried to rise but lost her balance. Mae caught her. “She might have tried to kill you. Lie down. Please. Let me check you out.” 

Jill jerked away, her heavy necklace slamming against her chest. “You want me to trust Jamie Ellerbee’s girlfriend? If you really have any power, you’re probably going to do what you say Dahlia did.”

“I am not. I can do what Mary Kay does, and what Fiona does.”

Jill wobbled. “Then get them.”

Mae guided her to the floor before she fell. “Mary Kay’s not here. She was one of Dahlia’s victims. And I don’t think Fiona’s gonna come back and help you.”

“So why would you?”

“Same reason that doctor did. I’m a healer. It’s what I do.”

“The doctor said I’m fine.”

“And to get a checkup. She couldn’t exactly diagnose witchcraft, could she? This is the check-up.”

Jill’s eyes widened, wild with fear for a moment, then she closed them. “Fine. Do it. You won’t find anything.”

Mae took her crystals from her purse and dumped the contents of the pouch into her hand, not taking time to choose. Her other hand holding Jill’s, she closed her eyes, slowed her breathing and tried to still her mind. She had practiced daily while she’d been home, but with Jill’s impatience and resentment pushing at her, and her own aversion to Jill battling the healing impulse, Mae struggled. 

To her surprise, when she finally was able to sense Jill’s inner body, Granma’s hands came in again. Why for Jill, and not Mary Kay? Bewildered, Mae watched Rhoda-Sue Outlaw Jackson’s fingers explore a semipermeable Jill in whom Mae saw both the internal physical structure and the energy body. Granma prodded around and found a torn place in Jill’s energy near the base of the skull. It was like a hole in a window screen made by a cat’s claw.

While her grandmother held the torn place, Mae looked for anything physical that might be causing the weakness. A clot in the brain, a tumor, anything abnormal in the inner ears, malfunctions in the nerves or muscles. Nothing looked amiss. It had to be the rip in her fabric. Mae refocused on the place Granma held, and to her surprise, saw her let go—without fixing it. A breeze came through the hole, a small, slow leak in Jill’s life force.

You want me to work on that, Granma?

No, honey. I came in to stop you

But Granma—

I’m sorry, but this ain’t ours to fix. It stays. It won’t kill her. 

Granma Jackson vanished. Mae tried on her own to adjust the little tear in Jill’s energy, but nothing happened.

“I’m sorry.” Mae released Jill’s hand. “There’s nothing wrong with your body, but there’s like a little chi leak, where Dahlia started to attack you. She just nicked you, but my guide says I can’t fix it. That we’re not supposed to.”

Jill propped up on her elbows. “What? That’s absurd. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Sorry. Neither have I. Maybe if you take it easy you’ll be all right. You can keep trying some other healers.”

Jill got to her knees, and Mae helped her into a seat. “Lovely. Jill Betts weak and disabled, crawling from healer to healer. I’m sure that will do wonders for my reputation.”

Jill’s reputation should already be down a notch locally after letting a skeptic into her drum circle, and nationally as the negative publicity from the day’s events spread. In her weakened condition, she probably wouldn’t have the strength to keep going against all that. The book might never get finished. She might have to retire. Mae didn’t have it in her to rejoice over suffering, even Jill’s, but she couldn’t help feeling there was a karmic fitness to what had happened.

Mae asked, “You need a ride home?”
“What? With you?” Jill took out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. “Miguel? What—oh for God’s sake, forget about that book.” Tapping her foot, she listened for barely a second. “It seems that I have to lie down.” She sighed. “Yes, I thought you’d like that. Come get me.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Vishnu and Shanti, the kirtan singers, asked Jamie to stay onstage to sing their first song with them. Inundated with an excess of light and energy, he wanted to say no, but sharing his voice was part of his job. The couple sparkled like a fireworks display as they began the vibrant call-and-response in Sanskrit. Jamie managed to improvise around the melody, but he had to close his eyes. Even then, he felt the singers’ souls as a double undulation. The effect made him feel slightly ill, as if he were on a roller coaster ride.

When the song ended, he left the stage and sat in the front row. As soon as he could get his bearings, he’d need to try to find a quiet place and shut his visions down. The people surrounding him sang along with the next song, rocking with the rhythm, their souls mingling in an aurora that swayed with them. Jamie looked down at the dirt. It felt more alive than it ought to, but at least it held still.

Heather ran up and crouched in front of him. Her inner light vibrated like a small motor. She whispered urgently, “Jill passed out at the end of her talk.”

His soul vision dimmed to a lower wattage. “Good. Hope she hit her fucking head.” 

“Jamie—”

“Sorry.” 

“Kate’s been trying to reach you. Dahlia did something witchy and Jill fainted. Hilda says the angels are back and she doesn’t know what to do about it. What’s going on?”

“Fuck me dead.” He led Heather away from the sing-along. “Mae did it.” After Dahlia fucked with Jill. Not Naomi, Jill. He was happier about it than a decent human being ought to be, but he couldn’t help it.

“Did what?”

Jamie hugged Heather as hard as he wanted to squeeze Mae. “Unwitched Dahlia.” His joy over Mae’s success quickly flattened. Hilda had been returned to a spirit-swamped state, with no idea how to get out of it.

Heather wriggled out of the hug. “What are you talking about?”

The board and its advisors had kept the secret well. She was clueless. “Tell you later. After I talk to Kate.”

“You’d better.” Heather’s fast-idling glow skipped and stuttered. “You owe me something after you ruined Jill for me.”

Heather excused herself to see to other business. Jamie couldn’t regret that he’d ruined Jill for her. He looked down at his bracelet. If Kandy had lived to tell her own story, Jill would have been discredited years ago. The auras of the kirtan singers and the crowd pushed at him like a swarm of beach balls borne on thick waves of light, crashing up against his sudden sadness. Time to slip away and close the inner door. 

Before he could take half a step, a cool, limp hand touched his arm. He jerked around. Dahlia. Her hair was shorter, rippling out from under a hat that matched her pale gold dress and dainty sandals. She took off her sunglasses and started to speak, then stopped. 

Something was different about her, and it wasn’t the hair. She didn’t feel like a zombie anymore. Her soul was still cold, but in a sad, gray way like the tail end of winter. Like Boston in March. He’d gone there with his parents years ago and had been depressed by the heavy sky and the crusty black ice protruding from the curbs after the snow had melted. Dahlia’s energy was like that, except in one place. Behind her sternum sat something like a single green pea. It made no sense, but it was how he saw her. Boston dirt ice and a green pea. Nothing else.

“Did you see it?” she asked finally.

“No—it’s left you.”

“What do you mean?”

Mentioning it made him shiver. “The owl.” 

“What about ... the other?”

“Mm. Dunno. Can’t tell if that’s you or some bit of him. Little green spot, though, something healthy.”

It was her turn to shiver. “I hope he’s gone.”

She looked Jamie over. He felt her attention pause at his belly and then snag on his braided beard, or maybe his chin, before meeting his eyes. “So you really are a shaman.”

“Sort of. Bloody incompetent one.”

“Is that cat your power animal or not? Mae said it isn’t.”

“He’s my friend.” Jamie slid his hands into his pockets. “That was bad, what you did to him, y’know. He’s a good little bloke and you really hurt him.” 

Dahlia sat on the edge of the nearest bench. “I never thought you’d be so emotional about it.”

“Jeezus. You ever feel anything?” 

She shook her head, pinching her shoulders in toward her chest. 

“You got upset when I talked about your parents.” 

Her face showed nothing, but the dirt ice energy contracted, like a bizarre rigid jellyfish that had been poked. 

Jamie kept his voice soft, the way he would when talking to an animal. “Bet ya—up in the attic, packed in a box, there’s a little Lily with a heart.”

She jumped to her feet, color flushing her almost inanimate face. “That is so stupid.”

Something moved him to grasp her in a bear hug. She was so delicate, he felt he was overpowering her with his size, his heat, and his strength, but it didn’t stop him. He wasn’t hurting her. She made a small, incoherent noise and began to tremble. He let loose the full force of whatever moved through him. It wasn’t possible for him to love her, yet this power did.

She wept, and some chips of the dirt ice fractured into him, sharp, heavy, and painful. It hurt enough that he shed a few tears with her, and the ice chips melted. Relieved, Jamie let go of her, took a wadded bandana from his jeans pocket—the thing he’d used to wipe the sweat off his face when he danced—and handed it to her. She slightly scrunched her nose, blew it, and then turned to drop his bandana in a nearby trash can.

“Want to go see your dad?” he asked. “We’ve got a few minutes before he’s on. It’d make his day.”

She took a compact from her purse and checked her face in the mirror. Her eye makeup was smudged. “I need to fix myself up first. And my mother had better not be there. Or Daddy’s cat.”

“Can’t promise about your Mum, but I’ll take care of the cat.” If he sent Harold and Lily out for a walk, he could sit alone with Cara, give her a touch-up, and close his visions. 

They started toward the classroom buildings. Lily put her sunglasses back on and walked at a distance that discouraged conversation. Compared to Cara, she’d been hard to heal. Jamie had barely made a dent in Lily. He thought of referring her to Gorman but changed his mind. She could find her own shrink. She might not be a zombie vampire anymore, but he still didn’t like the idea of running into her in the waiting room.

*****
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Mae was amazed to find some open space in the middle of a fourth-row bench, just in time for Harold’s performance. After introducing Harold, Jamie stepped aside, fidgeting with his bracelet while the audience cheered and clapped at Harold’s entrance. 

The applause eased off. Harold thanked the crowd for their reception and began to give some background on his choice of songs. He wrapped up his introductory talk with, “A special hey to Mae Martin, my fellow hillbilly,” and launched into an upbeat gospel tune, with Jamie in the background playing hand drums. Jamie looked tired, though it was something only Mae would notice about the set of his shoulders, the limited scope of his smile. She hadn’t had a chance to be with him all day, or even to talk on the phone other than to leave messages. I love you. I’m proud of you. You helped me more than you know.

Lily made her way past the people on Mae’s right. Even though there was more room on that side, she stepped over Mae’s legs and squeezed her petite backside into a nonexistent space to Mae’s left, without excusing herself to the person she was shoving. “What was Daddy talking about? You know him?”

“Sure. Met him through Jamie.” Mae slid a little to her right. “Let’s scoot over some, give those folks some room.” 

“Not too much. I’m making sure Mother can’t sit with me.”

Naomi danced up the row, waving her hands in I-got-the-spirit finger-wiggles. She plopped beside Mae and talked across her. “This is so exciting, isn’t it, Lily? All of us here.”

Lily shrugged and averted her eyes to watch Harold.

Naomi asked Mae, “Was Jill all right? I didn’t hear any ambulances.”

Mae hesitated, not sure how much she should explain. “The doctor didn’t find anything.”

“Good. I can’t wait to tell everyone at home I heard a preview of that book. That was one lucky young lady that got to study with her that way.”

Lily told Naomi to stop talking and gave Mae an elbow in the side. In a way Mae was grateful. She liked Harold and didn’t want to be rude to him, or to miss another note of his performance. His rough-edged voice was perfect for the songs. It sounded lived in, like he’d seen enough hard times to appreciate a blessing.

Lily opened her purse and took out a tiny object like a miniature test tube filled with pale gold liquid. She reached across Mae and handed it to Naomi.

“Jeteuse. Free sample.” So much for being quiet while her father was singing. “The designer bottles aren’t coming out until the marketing blitz.”

I hope that’s really perfume and not Lily’s pee.

Naomi mouthed an ostentatiously silent thank you and blew Lily a kiss, beaming as if some free bit of swag was a generous gift. The girl withdrew to hide behind Mae. 

Harold invited Jamie to sing with him on the next song. Looking a little dazed, he joined Harold at the mic, gave him a nod and a partial smile, and they began to sing a cappella.

“No matter how far in sins you fall

Your loving God forgives them all

Like the prodigal son, like the prodigal son, like the prodigal son.”

As he harmonized, Jamie brightened, but not all the way. Mae sensed the clouds in him, and could see him working at being happy. After he’d shared his story and his song for Kandy, Mae had momentarily imagined he’d be healed in some deep, miraculous way, but of course he wasn’t. He’d taken a big step, but there were many more to go.

The audience began to clap along with the beat. Naomi stood, swinging her hips, clapping above her head and flinging her hair. With a practiced adolescent eye roll, Lily tapped Mae on the arm and then rose and walked off. Startled, Mae scrambled past the other people in the row and ran after her.

“Where are you going? You just got back together with your daddy after months, and your mama is so excited to see you—” 

“She’s excited to see herself. I’m just a prop. Daddy’s just a prop. Jill was a prop. She even thinks knowing Jamie makes her cool and he’s only halfway famous. Can’t you see what she’s like? She makes me sick.”

“Okay, so you don’t get along with her. But your daddy’s still singing.”

“Like I’ve never heard him before?” 

“Still, I don’t think he expected you to walk out.”

Jamie took the melody so Harold could sing deep bass, and then Harold came back on melody for Jamie to take the high notes. Lily strode toward the parking lot, extracting her keys from the key pocket on the outside of her little purse. “Serves him right. He was gone for half my life.”

“I know he was, but he’s trying to reconnect with you—”

“Then he’ll forgive me. Like the prodigal son, right?” Lily slowed down as she drew close to a dark blue Mini Cooper, clicked its key to unlock it, and opened the back. It was full of suitcases. “He already said he’ll come see me in New York.” 

“You’re moving there?”

“Of course. You didn’t think I’d stay here, did you? I mean, the desert air is so bad for skin. And I got what I needed, right? Jeteuse. I’m on top. I don’t need power anymore.” Mae didn’t know what to say, but her face must have shown her disbelief. Avoiding Mae’s eyes, Lily reached behind her suitcases in the tiny compartment, shoving a few boxes of shoes aside. “I guess what I mean is ... my career will probably last longer without it.”

You keep on believing that. “I’m sure it will.” 

Lily brought out a tiny brown shopping bag and handed it to Mae. “Sorry this isn’t gift wrapped. I ran out of time.”

“Lily, I—” 

With an exasperated sigh, Lily shut her car. “Open it.”

Half-fearing to find little carved bones or twisted ropes of hair, Mae took a small brown box from the bag and opened it. Inside it lay a set of simple, elegant accessories in green turquoise framed in silver: earrings, a pendant, and the bracelet Lily had urged her to buy. Stunned, Mae closed the box and sought Lily’s eyes, but the girl was looking at their feet.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

“You’ll have to come see me in New York. I’ll take you to my stylist, get you a makeover. And I’m going to get you to a Pilates class, seriously. You need to stop building so much muscle.”

Mae almost laughed. “Thanks for thinking of me.”

“You’re welcome.” Lily offered her arms tentatively, and Mae received her wilted hug with such amazement she had to remind herself to hug her back. Lily’s voice stayed cool and flat, but her volume dropped as if her words were too heavy for her. “Everybody wants to use me or fix me or fuck me. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who actually wanted to be my friend.” 

Mae held her tighter. She’d thought Lily must have some selfish motive for connecting with her and had told Kate she couldn’t call the feeling she had for the girl friendship, but in Lily’s eyes it had been.
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Kate didn’t schedule any clients during the final musical performance. She’d promised her sponsor she’d take time to enjoy life and not work herself into a relapse, and she hadn’t done much to keep that promise today.

While Gaia Greene chanted, drummed, and slowly spun, tiny bells jingled on her regalia. Jamie harmonized in an unearthly minor key. Then Gaia gave him her drum. She moved like a cross between a bird and a whirlwind while Jamie, still chanting, accelerated the beat. Her dance reached a crescendo, stopped, and Jamie shifted back into a slow, steady pulse. When Gaia took her drum back, Jamie played shakuhachi, ethereal and shrill. Gaia danced while drumming. Something about her high, slow steps gave Kate the image of a puppet operated by spirits. She glanced at Hilda. The artist looked strained, the way she had at her first AA meeting

The last song came to an end. Gaia took one deep bow and left the stage by its back steps. Jamie kept holding his arms out to her as she vanished, sending the applause after her. When it finally faded, he faced the audience, swept off his hat and waved it with a twirl. “Thanks. Love ya. Drive safe. Come back tomorrow. Catcha.”

More applause followed him off the stage. Kate knew he couldn’t hear her, but she gave him a cheer. He’d done his job and more: his opening set, all the introductions, a song or two with most of the performers, and then the closing number with Gaia, an exhausting schedule even without the emotional stress of his first speech. Aside from a few spacey moments midway, he’d held up. Jangarrai one, Jill Betts, zero.

The sun was setting. Kate left her things on her table—she had little to pack—and went to help Hilda. She started with the few CDs that were left. “Are you hanging in all right?”

“Not really.” Hilda took a framed print from the wall of the booth, slid it into a cardboard art box, and poured packing peanuts in around it. “It’s actually depressing to have them back. I was starting to like ordinary reality.”

“They don’t make you want to drink now, do they?”

“Not yet. If they don’t go away, though, they could.” 

Tim joined them and began to help Hilda pack her prints. She’d sold a lot. Kate wondered if the angels—or the light-sound creatures, as she thought of them now—were pleased, and if they wanted Hilda to paint them again and to recreate more of their music.

Mae and Jamie approached, holding hands. Kate excused herself to Hilda and returned to her own booth. Talking to Mae about payment should be private. Mae greeted Kate with a soft drawly hey. Jamie, suddenly intent, began pawing through the Tarot cards. He slapped down the Tower, the Hierophant and Strength in a row and stared at them. “Fuck. I get it now.”

“We all do.” Kate took the three cards away from him and opened their box. “For all the good it does at this point.”

“Jeezus. Wasn’t criticizing you. Just saying, y’know, I get it. That’s all. You don’t have to rip—”

“I didn’t—”

Mae cut in. “Sugar, why don’t you go talk with Hilda?”

“In a minute.” He slid the remaining cards around. His long, liquid fingers hovered above the Hanged Man, tapped the Fool, and then Death. “What if that was my reading?”

“It isn’t,” Kate said. “You’re not supposed to see them while you pick them.”

“Good. Didn’t like those. Like the wine glasses better.” He pulled out the five of cups and the ace of pentacles. “And the star-circle doovalackies. They look nicer.” 

“The cards aren’t inherently nice or bad. It’s how they’re placed. Did you want a reading?”

“Nah. Rather not know.” Jamie stacked the cards neatly and handed them to Kate. His please-like-me smile turned on like a floodlight. “You and Tim want to come for dinner tonight?”

Mae looked as surprised as Kate felt. A good excuse to decline. “Thanks, but it’s been a long day. Maybe some other time.”

Jamie nodded, subdued and withdrawn, and drifted to Hilda’s booth. Kate asked Mae, “Did that piss him off? I mean, I could tell you didn’t expect him to do that, and I imagine you’re as tired as I am.”

“So’s he. He just doesn’t know it yet. It’s okay.” Mae sat in the client’s chair. “Did you hear anything from Mary Kay or Ximena?”

“Yes. Thanks for asking. They’re healed. I’m trying to see if I can get booths added for them tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything sooner. This was over my head. I need to train more, I think. Practice more, too.”

Kate packed her cards into their box and began to wrap the crystal ball in a velvet cloth. “It was over everybody’s head except those shamans in Tuva. I didn’t understand my own reading. Even Fiona and Gaia got taken in. I’ll still pay you what I didn’t have to spend getting Andrea into that stupid drum group—maybe even the whole paycheck if Jill will do a refund.”

“She might. I expect that group is closing down.”

Kate placed the ball in its wooden container, tucked its stand in with it and closed the lid. She glanced over to Hilda’s booth. Tim was alone, packing one final print. She asked him, “Where did Hilda go? And where’s Jamie?”

Tim sealed the last angel in its box. “He took her to his father’s office. He’s going to try to teach her to send away spirits.”

Kate turned back to Mae. “Can he do that?” 

“Sometimes.” The breeze shook the banner above the empty stage, making a whipping, snapping sound, rippling the logo of Spirit World Fair. “Not always, though. They got pretty strong minds of their own.”  
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Epilogue
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The same moon, round and white, lit the desert and the lake. Jamie stopped at the water’s edge. First, he had to sing the song. Reviving that melody felt strange, but the scene had to be set, the story retold.

I might be the stars in the deep of the night

Might be the sun on your face at noon

If you go into the Dreamtime

You will see me soon.

The place Kandy had wanted to find him. Was she in her underworld now, coming out sometimes as a cloud? The monsoons should start any day now. Maybe he would feel her presence in a flash of lightning, a wash of rain. 

He’d been talking about her in therapy for three weeks now. It hurt. The loss of her was greater for being spoken of, a bone of grief that had healed wrong and had to be broken and reset.

I’ll be the beat of your feet when you walk down the street

A snatch of song from a passing car.

We can meet deep in the Dreamtime

Right where you are.

His voice, for all its size and power, sounded small to him, spreading without echo over the island-studded lake, vanishing without reaching the mountains. Coyotes yipped somewhere in the desert behind him. Fear of canines rose in him, but he breathed it away and sang more softly so they couldn’t hear him. 

If you go into the Dreamtime

I won’t be far.

He liked the tune, with its weirdly danceable Brazilian beat. Funny, for a death song. No, not really. Suicide always had that euphoria right before the act. The high of believing he’d be free. Had Kandy felt that when she’d decided to drink? Somewhere behind her sadness and despair, a perverse kind of hope? 

Jamie waded into the lake. Its coldness stopped his breath, and it was seventy-six degrees. How had he made himself go in, in March? Swimming with rocks. Jesus. He’d been serious about dying. When he reached waist deep, he dropped forward and began to swim out, aiming for the place where he’d stopped before, halfway between the shore and the nearest island. It was easy now, without the wet clothes and the rocks. At the approximate spot, he turned onto his back and floated. 

He stroked in a slow circle, spinning the sky. Maybe he should have told someone he was doing this. Going under scared him now. He hoped he wouldn’t have to stay down long to finally grasp the rest of the memory. That last conscious craving for air had been terrifying.

He took a huge breath and let himself hang vertically under the water, rationing his exhalations, and then stopped the bubbles, looking up at the blurry moon. No light. No voice. Only fear. He pushed back to the surface and inhaled greedily. Should he go under and try again, or was it too dangerous?

The longer he floated in indecision, the more the water chilled him. A shooting star crossed the moon-bright sky, flying toward T or C. Too cold and frightened to stay any longer, Jamie swam back toward the shore. The movement warmed and calmed him. His strokes and kicks flowed with scarcely a splash as he sliced through the water. On the beach, he picked up his towel, though in the desert he hardly needed it, and started uphill toward his camp. 

No miracle of aliveness this time, no shivering and staggering to his car. After a hundred-degree day, the night air was still around eighty-five degrees. He crawled through the small flap of his tent, the humbling low door that reminded him of entering a sweat lodge or a Japanese tea house. He left it open to the night breeze and moonlight. Inside, he had only what he’d had in March. No food, only water, and the same book that he’d found unread in the hatchback that night. The book he’d stared at, incapable of reading, as he’d tried to avoid and yet to process what had just happened.

He took off his trunks, got into his sleeping bag wearing nothing but his headlamp, and picked up Light on Life. The title of the appendix, Asana for Emotional Stability, attracted him, and he flipped ahead to it. He couldn’t do half of the poses in the illustrations, but he related to the drawing of a man in those awful little shorts with his belly hanging down at him in a shoulder stand. Jamie laughed out loud, and returned to the first chapter of the book. 

Hunger and fatigue made it hard to focus. No insights were destined to come tonight, from yoga philosophy or anything else. He set the book down and turned his headlamp to face the wall, a soft, safe light for sleeping. His trip through death remained a mystery.

He rolled to his side, reached to close the flap of his tent—and then the Fiesta’s headlights came on, beaming out across the lake.

The memory surfaced. He could hear her now, the voice that gave him strength to shed the pack, to push upward, to keep struggling stroke by stroke.

Stay strong, Big Buddy. You can do it. Swim toward the light.

Slowly, like a sunset, all the lights turned off.
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Jamie packed up his camp. He could be in T or C in fifteen minutes. It was only around midnight. Mae could still be awake—and even if she wasn’t, he had a feeling she wouldn’t mind his showing up.

When he pulled his car into Mae’s driveway, he noticed the big mesquite tree by the front steps had been cut to a stump. A few lively branches straggled from its base, prickly with health. He got out and Mae came around from the back yard in her bathing suit. She’d been in the hot spring.

“What’s going on, sugar? You okay?” She toweled off and hugged him. “I didn’t expect you ’til tomorrow.”

“Mm. Yeah. Hope it’s all right.”

“Of course it’s all right. You want to soak?”

“Nah. Later. Hungry. Haven’t eaten since noon.”

On his way to the house Jamie nearly stepped on a beetle the size of a small eggplant. It rocked against the dirt as if making love to the earth. He bolted onto the porch. Mae crouched to admire the giant insect, cooing over it like a child with a toy. “I saw another one this big down by the river that had a red and black back.”

“Jesus.” Jamie opened the door. “That’s too fucking big.” 

She stood, letting the beetle go about its mysterious night business. They went inside, into the dimly lit kitchen. He kissed her, pulling her close against him. Mae ran one hand into his hair, the other down his back. “I thought you were hungry.”

“Lonely, too.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Mostly.” About to go in for another kiss, Jamie saw something over Mae’s shoulder almost as creepy as the beetle, and he froze. “Bloody hell—will you look at that?”

On the window screen a pair of lizards chased moths that had come to the light. One lizard caught its prey sideways in its small jaw and struggled to chuff the powdery creature down its gullet. The reptile’s underbelly was so translucent he could see the moth’s passage. 

“Jeezus.” Jamie broke the embrace. “I’ll be thinking about that for the rest of the night.” He opened a cabinet and took out a box of pasta and a bottle of olive oil. “Watch myself eat and think about being all transparent like that.”

“That’d be funny.” Mae tickled his belly as she passed on her way to the window lizards. “These guys are so cute. They come every night. I like how you can see inside ’em. And they got those little feet and itty bitty toenails that you can see through, too. Whoop—there goes another moth. Down the hatch. It’s in his tummy now.” 

“Fuck. Don’t tell me about it. They need shirts. Get ’em some doll clothes or something.” He filled a pan with water and put it on the stove. “Why is the world so full of strange things?”

“It’s only strange to us. If we were them, we wouldn’t think so.”

He walked to the window and pulled down the shade. “Sorry, love, can’t look at lizard guts while I eat. If you like to look at weird creatures, you’ll have to settle for me for now.” 

––––––––
[image: image]


After a good meal, love-making, and a hot spring soak. Jamie should have been drugged with bliss, but he couldn’t sleep. The room was too dark. Mae had double layers of curtains blocking every last photon of light. The air conditioner roared in the window over the bed, intermittently changing its force and loudness like a snoring roommate. Undisturbed, Mae slept in his arms, her back against his front, spooning peacefully. Careful not to wake her, he moved his hand to the curve of her hip. He wished he could see her. It would pass the time.

In his idle state of tired yet sleepless mind, he imagined spirit visitors and guardians watching over them, and wondered what they thought. Was Kandy happy for him now?

Like a fall into sleep that went up and backwards, the spirit door opened wide. Not from his side but from theirs. Through a skin as sheer and alive as the lizards’ bellies, a chaotic world looked down on him—a Picasso cubist painting mixed with an Escher infinity drawing, full of active light, busy with watchers. Time jerked and stopped, backed and circled and spun. Voices murmured and conferred. Entities changed forms, moving in ways not possible with bodies. 

The spirits ranged from human ghosts to the buzzing lights and shapes like Hilda’s angel paintings. He caught a glimpse of the doctor who had told him to close up Ximena, and then an old woman he sensed was Mae’s grandmother. Kandy. The blue whizzing lights again. A coyote walking like a man and laughing. The dead and the spirits, shifting through the layers and dimensions, looked out and down, watched, spoke among themselves in voices like light through a prism, and shifted again.

It wasn’t what he’d imagined death would be. Not serenity. Not escape. The dead were busy, curious, interfering, creative, and restless. Jamie drew back from them. The door closed, and this time it closed tight. He held onto Mae. To life. 
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Eight Northern Pueblos Tribal College, the College of the Rio Grande, and the various businesses in Santa Fe are fictitious.
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Sparky’s in Hatch, NM is real. The skeletons change their outfits occasionally. I described what they were wearing a few years back, since this book takes place in 2011.
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Gaia Greene’s practice of Tuvan shamanism is based on material from “An American in Tuva: The Education of a Reluctant Shaman” by Robert Amacker, Shaman’s Drum number 61, 2002 pp. 46-58
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The book Jamie is reading in the epilogue is Light on Life by B.K.S. Iyengar, Rodale Books, 2006. 
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