
The Professional Boundary


Emma watched her client's shoulders soften, the tension finally releasing after their fifty-minute session. Mrs. Henderson's hands, which had twisted anxiously in her lap when she'd first arrived, now rested calmly on her knees. Progress, Emma noted mentally, adding it to the catalog of subtle improvements she'd observed over their eight weeks together. The wall clock ticked toward the hour mark – precisely on time, as always.

"I never thought I'd be able to go into the grocery store without feeling like I might collapse," Mrs. Henderson said, smiling with the hesitant pride of someone still adjusting to their own capabilities. "My husband couldn't believe I went alone yesterday."

Emma returned the smile, professional warmth carefully calibrated – enough to convey genuine pleasure at her client's progress, not so much that it might blur the boundaries between therapist and friend. "The exposure techniques are working well for you. Remember to use your breathing exercises if you feel the anxiety starting to build."

Mrs. Henderson nodded, gathering her purse as the clock struck four. Emma rose from her chair in one fluid motion, extending her hand for their customary end-of-session handshake. "Same time next week?"

After showing her client out, Emma closed the door with a soft click and allowed herself a moment of stillness. The late afternoon sun slanted through her office blinds, casting golden bars across the polished hardwood floor. She inhaled deeply, savoring the faint scent of the lavender oil she diffused between sessions – a small ritual that helped clear the emotional residue from one client before welcoming another.

She moved to her desk and gathered Mrs. Henderson's session notes, her pen moving in neat, precise script as she added her observations. Emma's handwriting had been described by colleagues as unusually uniform, each letter formed with the same care she applied to maintaining the boundaries in her therapeutic relationships. She noted the breakthrough with the grocery store, the reduced physical symptoms, the improved sleep patterns – all promising indicators that the treatment plan was working.

The office around her reflected the same measured approach she brought to her practice. Walls painted in a soothing sage green provided a calming backdrop for carefully selected artwork – abstract pieces in muted blues and grays that clients could interpret according to their own emotional landscapes. A single photograph in a silver frame stood on her desk, angled so that only Emma could see it: her grandmother standing before a lighthouse, face tilted toward the sun. Beside it, a small potted peace lily thrived despite the limited natural light, its white blooms a testament to Emma's consistent care.

Everything in the room served a purpose. The comfortable but supportive chairs positioned at a precise angle – close enough for connection, far enough for psychological safety. The bookshelf stocked with carefully curated texts on therapeutic approaches. Even the tissue box, disguised in a handcrafted wooden holder, was positioned within easy reach of clients but never prominently displayed – available without suggesting expectation.

Emma straightened the already-aligned pens in their holder and adjusted the framed psychology license on the wall, though it hadn't been askew. These small adjustments to her environment provided a sense of control that she found comforting after sessions where she held space for others' chaos.

The sudden ring of her phone interrupted her routine. Emma checked the caller ID and felt a subtle tightening between her shoulder blades – Dr. Claire Donovan, her occasional supervisor and the most prominent psychologist in their small New England town.

"Dr. Cole speaking," she answered, her voice composed.

"Emma, it's Claire." The older woman's crisp tone came through clearly. "I have a potential referral for you, though I'm not entirely convinced it's appropriate."

Emma settled into her chair, recognizing the familiar prelude to Claire's particular brand of professional skepticism. "What's the situation?"

"A young woman, early thirties, graphic designer. She's been experiencing persistent dreams and what she describes as 'memories' of a past life. Specifically, Paris in the 1800s." Claire's tone carried a barely concealed note of dismissal. "She's requesting past-life regression therapy."

"I see." Emma kept her voice neutral, though she felt a familiar tension building. Claire's views on hypnotherapy and regression work were well known in their professional circle.

"You know my position on these methods," Claire continued. "The risk of false memory creation, the lack of empirical evidence—"

"The substantial body of case studies and qualitative research suggesting therapeutic benefit," Emma interjected gently. "And my certification in clinical hypnotherapy."

A slight pause followed, the silence weighted with professional disagreement. "I'm concerned about reinforcing potentially delusional thinking," Claire finally said.

Emma traced the edge of her notepad with one finger, choosing her next words carefully. "I understand your concern. But exploration of these experiences, whether they're actual memories or symbolic manifestations of unconscious material, can provide significant therapeutic insight. My approach is methodical and grounded in established psychological principles."

"Hmm." The sound conveyed volumes of academic skepticism. "Well, she specifically requested this approach, and you're the only qualified practitioner in the area. I've already discussed the limitations and potential risks with her."

"I'm sure you have," Emma replied, managing to keep the dryness from her tone. "Would you like to send me her information?"

"Yes, though I want to be clear that I'm documenting my reservations about this treatment modality."

Emma suppressed a sigh. "Noted. As always, I appreciate your candor, Claire."

After arranging the referral details, Emma ended the call and placed her phone face-down on the desk. Claire's disapproval was nothing new – the older psychologist approached anything outside traditional cognitive-behavioral methods with the same wariness others might reserve for experimental pharmaceuticals.

Still, something about this particular case caught Emma's attention. Dreams of Paris in the 1800s – specific enough to suggest more than random dream content. She opened her calendar to find an opening for the new client, curiosity stirring beneath her professional interest.

Emma added the appointment to her schedule, writing the name in her appointment book with characteristic precision: Kate Thompson, initial consultation. She closed the book and aligned it perfectly with the edge of her desk, a small action that gave her satisfaction. Tomorrow would bring a new client with an unusual concern, but today's work was complete, each session conducted, each note written, each moment accounted for – just as she preferred it.

———

The Vintage Room was already half-full when Emma pushed through its heavy wooden door at precisely seven o'clock. Jazz notes curled through the dimly lit space, wrapping around conversations and clinking glasses. She spotted Margot immediately, her friend's auburn bob catching the light from the small candle flickering on their usual corner table. Emma felt the day's professional veneer begin to soften, though not entirely dissolve, as she navigated between tables toward the one person who had known her long enough to see past most of her carefully constructed walls.

"There she is," Margot called, already halfway through a glass of merlot. Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes, genuine warmth that had been consistent since their graduate school days. "I was about to send a search party—or at least drink your wine myself."

"I'm exactly on time," Emma said, sliding into the booth opposite her friend. The leather seat was worn in a way that suggested comfort rather than neglect, like everything else in this place they'd been meeting at monthly for years.

"Which for normal people means you're early." Margot pushed a second glass of wine across the table. "I ordered for you. The cabernet you liked last time."

Emma accepted the glass with a grateful nod, appreciating how Margot remembered such details without making a production of it. She took a small sip, letting the rich, earthy notes settle on her tongue before swallowing. It was perfect—just bitter enough to feel sophisticated without being unpleasant. Like their friendship, she thought.

"So," Margot leaned forward, elbows on the table in a way that would have horrified her proper New England mother, "tell me about the anxious grocery shopper. Any progress?"

Emma smiled despite herself. Margot always asked about her clients with a mix of genuine interest and gentle teasing about Emma's methodical approach to therapy. "Actually, yes. She went shopping alone yesterday. First time in months."

"Your exposure techniques working their magic again," Margot raised her glass in a small toast. "Meanwhile, I had a patient today who swore his hamstring pain was caused by his wife's negative energy. Tried to convince me that massage therapy could exorcise her influence from his muscle tissue."

Emma laughed, a genuine sound that she realized didn't emerge often enough. "What did you tell him?"

"That I specialized in physical therapy, not marital counseling or exorcisms, but I'd be happy to refer him to both." Margot's green eyes danced with mischief. "Though I did suggest that carrying his own groceries instead of making his wife do it might help with both problems."

Their conversation flowed easily through appetizers—warm artichoke dip that they'd ordered so many times the server brought it without asking. Margot dominated the dialogue with stories from her physical therapy practice and updates on mutual acquaintances. Emma contributed her own carefully edited anecdotes, finding comfort in their familiar rhythm.

"Did you hear Mayor Grant is pushing that new 'historical preservation' ordinance?" Margot asked, tearing a piece of bread in half. "Jonah from the university is furious—says it's just her way of preventing the rainbow crosswalk the LGBTQ student group proposed."

Emma made an appropriate noise of interest, though local politics rarely engaged her. She preferred problems she could address directly through her practice, with clear boundaries and measurable outcomes.

Their entrées arrived—salmon for Emma, risotto for Margot—and they settled into comfortable silence for a few bites. Emma noticed the way the candlelight softened the fine lines beginning to form around her friend's eyes. They were approaching forty from different directions—Margot embracing it with characteristic enthusiasm, Emma pretending time was a patient she could keep waiting in the lobby indefinitely.

"So," Margot said finally, setting down her fork with deliberate care. "Any interesting prospects lately?"

The question landed between them like an uninvited guest. Emma concentrated on cutting her salmon into a perfectly symmetrical piece. "Unless you mean prospects for office space when my lease is up next year, then no."

"Emma." Margot's voice carried both affection and exasperation. "It's been two years since Theo. Two years of you 'focusing on your practice' and 'not having time' for dating."

"My practice does require focus," Emma replied, keeping her voice even. "And emotional energy that I don't necessarily have left over at the end of the day."

"You help people navigate their emotional lives all day, but somehow can't find space for one of your own?" Margot reached across the table, her fingers warm as they covered Emma's hand. "You can't hide behind your clients forever."

Emma felt herself withdrawing, not just her hand that slipped away on the pretense of reaching for her wine, but something deeper. The familiar retreat inside herself where feelings could be observed clinically rather than experienced. It was the same instinct that had ultimately ended things with Theo—his persistent attempts to breach walls she hadn't even recognized she'd built.

"I'm not hiding," she said finally. "I'm being practical. Dating requires an emotional vulnerability that isn't compatible with maintaining appropriate therapeutic boundaries for my clients."

Margot's expression softened into something dangerously close to pity. "That's the most clinical description of fear I've ever heard."

"It's not fear, it's—" Emma stopped, recognizing the defensive note in her voice. She took a deliberate breath. "Can we talk about something else? Like how your marathon training is going?"

A beat of silence stretched between them, laden with everything Margot wanted to say and everything Emma refused to hear. Then Margot's shoulders relaxed, accepting the diversion with grace Emma knew she didn't deserve.

"I've added another mile to my long runs," Margot said, allowing the change of subject. "My knees hate me, but my mind loves the endorphins."

They finished their meals with lighter conversation, though Emma caught Margot watching her with concerned glances when she thought Emma wouldn't notice. It created a gentle ache in her chest—the knowledge that she was loved so thoroughly by someone who saw both her strength and her cowardice.

When the bill arrived, they fell into their usual mock argument about who would pay.

"My turn," Emma insisted, sliding her credit card into the leather folder.

"Fine, but I'm leaving the tip." Margot added cash to the table. "Consider it payment for listening to me complain about that hypochondriac with the tennis elbow who comes in every week."

Outside the restaurant, the spring evening had turned cooler. Street lamps cast pools of golden light onto the cobblestone sidewalk, and somewhere nearby a saxophone player practiced a melancholy tune that seemed to follow them down the street.

"Oh, before I forget," Margot said, turning to face Emma as they prepared to part ways. "My colleague David—the one I mentioned last month—he's finally divorced. Smart, kind, reads actual books." She raised her eyebrows meaningfully. "Would you at least consider meeting him? Just coffee?"

Emma sighed, recognizing the stubborn set of Margot's jaw. "I'll consider it. That's all I'm promising."

"That's all I'm asking." Margot pulled her into a hug, warm and solid. "Well, for now anyway."

Emma returned the embrace, allowing herself to lean in briefly before stepping back. "Goodnight, Margo."

"Goodnight, Em. Text me when you get home."

As they turned in opposite directions, Emma felt the weight of Margot's concern following her down the street. Her friend's words echoed uncomfortably: *You can't hide behind your clients forever.* She quickened her pace, as though she could outrun the truth in the statement, the sharp edge of recognition that Margot had handed her like a mirror she wasn't ready to look into.

———

Emma's key turned in the lock with a satisfying click, the sound echoing slightly in the empty apartment. She stepped inside, inhaling the faint scent of lemon polish and the subtle notes of the seasonal candle she'd lit that morning—precisely thirty minutes as she showered and dressed, then extinguished before leaving. The space welcomed her with stillness, everything exactly as she had left it. No surprises, no chaos, no other person's needs to navigate. This was what she wanted, she reminded herself as she slipped off her heels at the exact spot designated for them beside the door.

The apartment spread before her in clean lines and muted tones—dove gray walls, ivory trim, hardwood floors that gleamed with care. A spacious one-bedroom on the fourth floor of a renovated Victorian, it offered high ceilings, generous windows, and a view of the town that had initially justified the somewhat steep rent. Emma had decorated minimally but with purpose: a charcoal sectional positioned precisely at the optimal angle to both the television and the windows, a glass coffee table that never bore water rings or clutter, two articulated reading lamps that cast perfect pools of light for evening case reviews.

She moved through her evening routine with practiced efficiency. Her coat—a tailored wool blend in navy—found its place in the closet, centered on its wooden hanger with sleeves smoothed and collar straight. Keys and wallet settled into the small ceramic dish by the door, a handmade piece purchased from a local artisan, its organic form the only item permitted to deviate from the apartment's geometric precision. Emma aligned the wallet's edge parallel to the dish's rim, a small adjustment that provided disproportionate satisfaction.

In the kitchen, Emma selected a bottle of cabernet—different from the one she'd shared with Margot, but similar enough to create a sense of continuity. She poured precisely one glass, the dark liquid rising exactly to the widest point of the bowl. A ritual with rules she never articulated but followed faithfully: one glass on weeknights, no more than two on weekends, always in the proper stemware that emphasized the wine's character.

The antique grandfather clock in the corner marked the hour with resonant chimes. It was the only piece she'd kept from her grandmother's house—a stately presence that had frightened her as a child with its imposing height and mysterious ticking innards. Now its steady heartbeat provided comfort, a reminder of continuity in a world of constant change. Emma ran her fingers along its polished wood as she passed, a rare gesture of affection toward an inanimate object.

She settled onto the couch with her wine and the case file she'd brought home—notes on the anxious client whose progress had been the highlight of her day. But instead of opening the folder, Emma found herself staring at the empty cushion beside her. The sectional could comfortably seat four, yet in the three years she'd owned it, rarely had more than one other person occupied its pristine surface. Margot occasionally. Theo, before their relationship had faded into polite distance.

The case file remained closed on her lap as her eyes traced the apartment's careful arrangement. Everything in its place. Everything serving a purpose. No excess, no disorder. She had created this space as she had created her professional life—with intention, with boundaries, with a careful eye toward what was necessary and what was not.

Margot's words from dinner returned, unwelcome: *You can't hide behind your clients forever.*

Emma set down her glass with more force than intended. She wasn't hiding. She was being prudent. Responsible. Her clients deserved her full emotional capacity, not whatever scraps might be left after navigating the messiness of romantic entanglements. Theo had never understood that—his frustration at her canceled dates when sessions ran long, his thinly veiled impatience when she declined to discuss her clients even in vague terms.

The wine tasted suddenly bitter. Emma stood, drawn to the windows overlooking the town. Below, streets curved between historic buildings, lights twinkling like earthbound stars. People moved between pools of streetlight—couples with hands linked, friends in animated conversation, lone figures with destinations that mattered to someone. From this height, their purposes seemed both significant and insignificant simultaneously.

Her reflection stared back from the glass—composed features, the slight furrow between brows that had deepened over recent years, hair still neatly secured despite the day's length. Behind her reflection, the empty apartment stretched like a statement she couldn't quite interpret.

Emma raised her hand, fingers brushing the cool glass as though she might reach through it into the world below. The gesture felt foreign to her—impulsive, without clear purpose—and she withdrew quickly, turning back to the controlled environment she had created.

A picture frame on the bookshelf caught her attention—slightly askew by perhaps two degrees. She crossed the room and adjusted it with precise fingers, though no one but her would have noticed its imperfection. The photo inside showed Emma at her graduation from the doctoral program, flanked by beaming parents. All three faces smiled with appropriate pleasure, proper distance maintained even in celebration.

In the bathroom, Emma removed her makeup with thorough strokes, the cotton pad coming away with the day's professional mask. She brushed her teeth for exactly two minutes, as recommended by dental professionals. Her nighttime moisturizer was applied in upward motions, fighting gravity's inevitable claim. The mirror reflected efficiency in all things.

The bedroom waited, dominated by a queen-sized bed dressed in crisp white linens. Emma changed into silk pajamas the color of sage leaves, folding her day clothes with hospital corners before placing them in the hamper. She set her alarm for 6:00 AM, never 5:59 or 6:01, a precision that extended to even her unconscious hours.

As she slipped between the cool sheets, Emma performed her nightly smoothing ritual—her hand running across the empty half of the bed, erasing wrinkles that weren't there. The left side of the bed remained pristine, unmarked by use, a space preserved for someone who never arrived.

The bedside lamp clicked off, plunging the room into darkness relieved only by the faint glow of streetlights filtering through custom blinds. In this darkness, with no one to observe, Emma allowed her hand to rest momentarily on the empty pillow beside her own. The gesture held no practical purpose, no therapeutic benefit, no measurable outcome—everything her waking self valued.

The clock ticked in the living room, its mechanism counting moments with relentless precision. Emma listened to its rhythm, syncing her breathing to its steady beat. Control returning. Order maintained. She curled onto her side, facing away from the empty half of the bed, and closed her eyes against the shadows that suggested shapes where there were none.

In the silent apartment, everything remained in its proper place, including Emma herself—contained, composed, and carefully walled away from the messy, unpredictable currents of connection that flowed through the town below her window. This was what she had chosen, what she had built with careful intention. This was enough, she told herself as sleep approached. It had to be enough.


A Life Unexplored


Stone corridors stretched before her, cold and endless. Her fingertips brushed against rough walls as she ran, heart pounding in her chest, searching for something—someone—she couldn't name. Ahead, a figure draped in gauzy veils extended a hand toward her, face obscured but somehow achingly familiar. Laughter echoed from somewhere distant, the sound like water over stones, and Kate reached forward, desperate to touch the outstretched fingers before they vanished. Just as their hands were about to meet, the floor beneath her feet dissolved, and Kate Thompson bolted upright in bed, a gasp tearing from her throat.

The dream clung to her like damp silk. Kate pressed her palms against her eyes, trying to capture the fading fragments before they slipped away. Her heart hammered against her ribs as though she'd actually been running through those stone passages. The digital clock on her nightstand read 4:37 AM, its red numbers harsh in the darkness of her bedroom.

"Again," she whispered to the empty room, her voice rough with sleep. The third time this week the same dream had yanked her from slumber, each occurrence more vivid than the last.

Kate swung her legs over the side of the bed, feet finding purchase on the cool hardwood floor. Sleep wouldn't return now; it never did after these episodes. Her bedroom reflected the aftermath of a creative hurricane—clothing draped over her reading chair, sketches pinned haphazardly to the walls, a half-assembled collage spread across her desk. She'd always claimed that disorder fueled her creativity, but the truth lingered beneath her justifications: stillness made her anxious, as though settling meant surrendering to the emptiness that followed her.

She navigated the cluttered path to her bathroom, flicking on the light and wincing at the sudden brightness. The woman in the mirror looked haunted—dark eyes shadowed underneath, wavy hair a tangle around her shoulders. Kate touched her reflection, tracing the crescent-shaped scar near her left eyebrow, a childhood remnant that seemed to deepen when she was tired.

"Who are you looking for?" she asked herself, the question hanging in the steam-filled bathroom as she splashed cold water on her face.

In the kitchen, morning light had just begun to seep through the blinds, casting long fingers across her countertops. Kate filled the kettle and set it on the stove, the familiar routine a comfort after the disorientation of her dreams. Her hands trembled slightly as she scooped coffee grounds into the French press, spilling a few dark grains across the counter. The tremor wasn't new—it always came after these dreams, as though her body was still running through those stone passages, still reaching for that veiled figure.

While waiting for the water to boil, Kate wandered into her living room. Unlike Emma Cole's precisely arranged space across town, Kate's apartment exploded with color and contradiction. A Moroccan tapestry hung beside a Japanese woodblock print. Shelves overflowed with souvenirs from impulsive trips—a carved wooden elephant from Thailand, cobalt glass beads from Greece, a delicate paper fan from Spain. Half-finished canvases leaned against walls, ideas abandoned midway when inspiration evaporated. Tubes of paint, brushes soaking in murky water, and sketches littered every surface, a testament to her restless creativity.

Her gaze settled on the wall by her desk, where dozens of postcards created a patchwork of places. Paris dominated one corner—the Seine at sunset, Notre Dame in morning light, narrow streets winding between ancient buildings. Kate approached this personal gallery, fingers hovering over the images before touching the edges of a sepia-toned card showing Montmartre in the 1890s.

She'd been to Paris three times, drawn back repeatedly by an inexplicable pull she couldn't articulate. Each visit left her simultaneously satisfied and wanting, as though she'd come close to finding something essential only to miss it by moments. The same feeling followed her through the cobblestone streets of Prague, the misty hills of Scotland, the sun-drenched piazzas of Florence—places that called to her in dreams before she ever booked a ticket.

"I've stood exactly here," she murmured, touching a postcard of a small Parisian courtyard hidden behind wrought iron gates. "I knew which way to turn without a map."

Behind her, the kettle's whistle built to a shriek, startling her from her reverie. Kate returned to the kitchen, the floor cold beneath her bare feet. As she poured the boiling water over the coffee grounds, the rich aroma rose in fragrant clouds, momentarily displacing the lingering scent of stone and old perfume from her dream.

Cup in hand, Kate settled on her windowsill, knees drawn to her chest as she watched the town slowly wake beyond her third-floor apartment. The dreams had started when she was sixteen—vague at first, just impressions of places she'd never been, emotions she couldn't name. Over the years, they'd grown more detailed, more insistent, until the veiled figure appeared three years ago, always reaching, never quite connecting.

Her therapist had suggested anxiety, unresolved grief over her grandmother's death, even simple overwork. But none of those explanations accounted for the specificity of the places, the bone-deep recognition she felt when she eventually visited them in person. Or how she sometimes knew what was around a corner in a city she'd never visited, could anticipate the pattern of stones in a cathedral floor before seeing them.

Kate sipped her coffee, its bitterness grounding her in the present. Last night's dream had been the clearest yet—she'd almost touched the veiled figure's hand, had almost seen the face behind the gauzy fabric. And there had been a voice this time, soft but distinct, speaking words in French that Kate somehow understood despite her high school language classes being fifteen years behind her.

*Reviens-moi. Tu m'as trouvée.*

Come back to me. You found me.

The coffee cup warmed her palms as Kate made a decision that had been forming for months. The dreams weren't random; the places weren't coincidences. The hollow ache she'd carried her entire life, the one that sent her traveling across continents and abandoning careers in search of something indefinable—it all connected to these nighttime visions.

She set her cup down on the cluttered coffee table, nearly knocking over a stack of art books in the process. From beneath a pile of mail, she extracted a business card she'd been holding onto for weeks. Dr. Emma Cole, Clinical Psychologist. Specializing in Hypnotherapy and Regression Therapy.

Kate had found the card pinned to a community board at her favorite café, had tucked it into her pocket with a mixture of skepticism and hope. She'd researched the doctor online, reading about her credentials, her methodical approach to therapy that some reviewers found too clinical but others praised for its thoroughness.

"No more running," Kate said to the empty apartment, to the postcards and the half-finished paintings and all the places and projects she'd abandoned when they failed to fill the nameless void inside her. She reached for her phone and punched in the number before doubt could overtake resolution.

As the phone rang, Kate looked out at the awakening town and felt, for the first time in years, that she might be moving toward something instead of away from it.

———

The Cornerstone Café hummed with lunchtime energy—the hiss of the espresso machine, the gentle clatter of ceramic against wooden tables, and the layered murmur of a dozen conversations. Kate breathed in the familiar scents of coffee and freshly baked bread as she scanned the room for Daniel. She spotted him at their usual corner table, his dark eyes already tracking her approach, one hand raised in greeting. The warmth of recognition passed between them—fifteen years of friendship compressed into a single glance.

"You're late," Daniel said as she slid into the chair opposite him, though his tone carried no real admonishment. "I ordered your usual. The soup today is tomato basil."

"Sorry. Lost track of time." Kate unwound her scarf and draped it over the back of her chair. A ceramic mug of chai tea already waited for her, tendrils of steam curling upward. "Thanks for ordering. How's the new project going?"

Daniel launched into a detailed account of his latest data analysis challenge, his hands gesturing expressively as he described algorithms and client expectations. Kate nodded at appropriate intervals, though her attention occasionally drifted to the window beside them, where April sunlight played across the cobblestone street outside.

"And now I'm developing a program to turn lead into gold while riding unicorns," Daniel finished, raising an eyebrow.

Kate blinked back to the present. "Sorry," she said, wrapping her fingers around the warm mug. "I was listening, I promise. Mostly."

"No, you weren't." His gaze softened with familiar concern. "Another rough night?"

She hesitated, turning the mug in slow circles. Their lunches followed a comfortable routine—work updates, town gossip, playful arguments about films and books. What she needed to say would disrupt that pattern, inviting exactly the kind of scrutiny she'd been avoiding.

"I made an appointment with a therapist," she said finally, watching his expression carefully. "Dr. Emma Cole. She specializes in hypnotherapy and past-life regression."

Daniel's reaction was immediate. His posture shifted, shoulders squaring as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. The defensive barrier was so familiar that Kate could have sketched it from memory.

"Past-life regression?" His voice lowered to avoid being overheard, but the skepticism rang clear. "Kate, that's pseudoscience. Hypnosis can't access past lives because there's no credible evidence past lives even exist."

The server arrived with their food—Kate's tomato soup and Daniel's turkey sandwich—creating a momentary reprieve from the conversation. Kate stirred her soup with deliberate concentration, gathering her thoughts.

"I know how it sounds," she said once they were alone again. "But these dreams, Dan—they're not just dreams. They feel like memories. Places I've never been but somehow recognize. People I've never met but know."

Daniel's expression remained unconvinced, though he uncrossed his arms to reach for his sandwich. "The brain creates incredibly convincing narratives during REM sleep. That doesn't make them real."

"Last month in Florence," Kate continued, leaning forward, "I turned down a street I'd never seen before and knew exactly what would be around the corner—a tiny piazza with a fountain shaped like a turtle. I knew which cobblestones were uneven without looking down."

"You probably saw it in a travel guide or movie and forgot."

"I knew how the water would sound hitting the basin. I knew there would be a crack in the turtle's shell." She met his gaze steadily. "And that's just one example. It's been happening for years, getting stronger."

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Daniel's face. He'd been with her through college, through her abandoned law career and subsequent drift into graphic design, through relationships that ended when they couldn't fill the emptiness she never named. He'd helped her pack for impulsive trips and welcomed her home when they inevitably left her still searching.

"Kate." His voice gentled. "You know I worry about this pattern. You get fixated on something—a job, a relationship, a place—thinking it will finally be the answer. Then when it isn't, you move on to the next thing."

The truth in his words stung, but Kate didn't flinch. "This feels different," she insisted, her voice taut with conviction. "These dreams have been with me since I was a teenager. I've tried ignoring them. I've tried regular therapy. I've tried meditation and journaling and every practical approach."

"And now you're turning to past lives?" Daniel sighed, but his expression had softened from outright skepticism to concerned doubt. "What exactly do you hope to learn from this Dr. Cole?"

Kate sipped her cooling chai, considering how to explain something she barely understood herself. "I need to know who the woman in my dreams is. Why these places feel like home even though I've never lived there. Why I feel like I'm always searching for something I can't name."

She paused, running her finger along the rim of her mug. "These dreams—they're not just strange or vivid. They hurt, Dan. I wake up with this ache, this sense of loss that follows me all day. If there's even a chance this therapy can help me understand why, I have to try."

Daniel studied her face, the resistance in his expression gradually yielding to resignation. They'd had variations of this conversation many times over the years, and he knew the look of determination that meant her mind was made.

"Just... be careful," he said finally. "Don't go in expecting miracles. And maybe research this doctor thoroughly before you let her mess around in your head."

"Already did," Kate assured him, relief washing through her at the tentative acceptance. "Harvard-educated. Board certified. Very methodical approach, according to the reviews."

Daniel nodded, then deliberately shifted the conversation to safer territory—a new restaurant opening downtown, the latest exhibition at the local gallery. The tension between them eased gradually, settling back into their comfortable rhythm. But Kate noticed how his eyes occasionally darted to her face, searching for signs of the familiar restlessness that had propelled her through so many changes.

As they talked, Kate's fingers found a paper napkin. Almost unconsciously, she began sketching with the pen she always carried—quick, sure strokes forming the outline of a woman's face. High cheekbones, a slight asymmetry to the lips that curved into a half-smile, eyes that seemed to look directly at the viewer. The same face she'd drawn countless times since her teens, the face from her dreams that was becoming clearer with each passing night.

Daniel's words faded mid-sentence as his attention caught on the drawing. "That's her, isn't it?" he asked quietly. "The woman from your dreams."

Kate glanced down, surprised by the detail that had emerged without conscious effort. Her fingers stilled on the napkin. "Yes."

"You've been drawing her for as long as I've known you." It wasn't a question.

"Longer," Kate admitted. She folded the napkin carefully and tucked it into her pocket instead of leaving it behind as she usually did with her casual sketches. "My appointment is tomorrow afternoon."

Daniel reached across the table and briefly squeezed her hand, his callused fingers warm against hers. "Text me after. Let me know how it goes."

The gesture contained everything that made their friendship endure—his skepticism yielding to support, her independence accepting his concern. In the background, espresso machines hissed and conversations ebbed and flowed, the café's familiar symphony continuing around their moment of connection.

"I will," she promised, knowing that whatever happened in Dr. Cole's office tomorrow, Daniel would be there afterward with either congratulations or consolation, whichever she needed.

———

Kate's parents' house stood exactly as it had for twenty years—colonial brick with black shutters, a meticulously maintained lawn, and seasonal wreaths that her mother changed with clockwork regularity. April meant pastel flowers and ribbons adorning the front door, welcoming Kate as she approached with the familiar mixture of comfort and constraint that home always evoked. She inhaled deeply before ringing the doorbell, centering herself for the evening ahead. No mention of dreams or therapy or past lives—just a normal family dinner with the parents who still introduced her as "our daughter who went to law school" despite her career change five years ago.

Her mother answered the door with a smile that creased the corners of her eyes. "Kate, darling! Right on time." She pulled Kate into a hug that smelled of perfume and roasting meat. "Your father's just opened a bottle of that Merlot you like."

The house enveloped Kate in sensory memories—the faint lemon scent of furniture polish, the creak of the third stair, the way light pooled in the entryway from the chandelier her parents had installed when she was twelve. Everything preserved in amber, unchanging while Kate's own life remained in constant flux.

"Something smells amazing," Kate said, following her mother toward the kitchen.

"Pot roast with those little red potatoes you've always loved," her mother replied, pleasure warming her voice at Kate's appreciation. "And green beans from the Murphy farm stand—first of the season."

Her father appeared from the dining room, wine glasses in hand. His silver hair had receded further since Christmas, but his smile remained the same—broad and genuine, crinkling the corners of his eyes just like her mother's.

"There's my Katie," he said, passing her a glass of ruby-colored wine. "How's life treating you this month?"

The question contained no judgment, yet Kate felt its weight. *This month*—as though her life changed so frequently that updates required specific timeframes. She took a sip of wine before answering, letting its warmth bolster her.

"Work's steady," she replied, following them to the dining room. "I just finished a branding package for that new bakery downtown, and I'm starting a website design for a local photographer next week."

Her mother set a steaming platter in the center of the table, the rich aroma of garlic and herbs rising in a savory cloud. "That's nice, dear. Is the graphic design still fulfilling? You seemed so excited about the gallery position last time."

Kate arranged her napkin in her lap, buying time. "The gallery job was just part-time. The design work pays the bills."

"And your apartment?" her father asked, serving portions onto their plates. "Still in that place on Maple Street?"

"Yes," Kate answered, neglecting to mention she'd been browsing rental listings again last week, that familiar restlessness creeping in at the edges of her life. "Coming up on a year now."

"That might be a record," her father said with a wink, his tone light but the observation pointed. "Remember when you lived in three different places in fourteen months?"

Kate forced a laugh. "I was trying to find the right neighborhood."

"You've always been our explorer," her mother said fondly, passing the basket of rolls. "Even as a little girl, you could never stay in one spot for long."

The conversation flowed into familiar channels as they ate—town gossip, her father's golf game, her mother's garden club politics. Kate contributed appropriately, asking questions and offering responses that kept the exchange comfortable. The pot roast was perfect, falling apart beneath her fork, exactly as it had tasted throughout her childhood.

"I ran into Professor Harmon at the grocery store," her mother said, refilling wine glasses. "He asked about you. Said you were one of the most promising pre-law students he'd ever taught."

Kate's stomach tightened despite the excellent food. "That was nice of him."

"Remember how certain you were about becoming a corporate attorney?" Her mother passed the potatoes, her expression nostalgic. "What happened to that girl? You had your ten-year plan all mapped out, right down to which firms you'd apply to."

The question lingered in the air like perfume—too strong, impossible to ignore. Kate cut a piece of meat with careful precision, buying seconds to compose her response.

"I guess I realized I didn't want that life after all," she said lightly. "The hours, the pressure—it wasn't for me."

"You always did change your mind," her father added, not unkindly. "Remember that semester you were convinced you'd be a marine biologist? Your room was covered in whale posters."

"And that nice young man from your constitutional law study group," her mother continued, warming to the theme. "Michael, wasn't it? You two seemed so well-matched."

Kate nodded, maintaining her smile through sheer determination. "He's a partner at Davis & Merrick now. Married with twins."

"And before him was the architect," her father recalled, counting on his fingers. "Then the musician. Then the tech startup fellow with the unusual name."

"Thaddeus," Kate supplied, the wine turning bitter on her tongue.

Her mother sighed softly. "You have such a good heart, Katie. You throw yourself completely into each new passion. I just worry that you're still searching when you could be settling."

*Settling*. The word dropped like a stone into the conversation. Kate wondered if her mother realized the double meaning—establishing roots versus accepting less than what she truly wanted. The problem had never been commitment itself, but rather committing to things that never filled the hollow space inside her, that never felt completely right.

"I'm happy with my choices," Kate said, the partial truth the best she could offer. "I've learned something valuable from each experience."

The conversation shifted to safer topics—her cousin's new baby, the neighbors' renovation disaster, her father's upcoming retirement. Kate participated with practiced ease, her outer self engaged while her inner thoughts drifted to her appointment tomorrow, to stone corridors and veiled figures and the promise of answers.

Later, after declining dessert and promising to come for Sunday dinner soon, Kate found herself alone in her childhood bedroom. Her parents had preserved it in a strange hybrid state—part time capsule with her high school trophies and framed graduation photos, part guest room with neutral bedding and cleared surfaces. The walls had been repainted from her teenage choice of deep purple to a sensible sage green, but the built-in bookshelves still held volumes from her youth.

Unable to sleep, Kate knelt beside her old desk and opened the bottom drawer where miscellaneous remnants of her earlier self had been stored. Beneath yearbooks and ribbon-bound letters from summer camp friends, her fingers found a dusty cardboard box she'd forgotten existed.

Moonlight sliced through the lacy curtains, casting dappled patterns across the carpet as she lifted the lid. Inside lay sketchbooks—not her current professional-grade ones, but the spiral-bound tablets from drugstores where her artistic journey had begun. Kate lifted the oldest one, its cover faded and corners bent, and settled on the edge of the bed to examine it.

The first few pages contained the expected adolescent attempts—still lifes of fruit bowls, awkward self-portraits, studies of her hand in different positions. But as she continued turning pages, her breath caught. There, rendered in tentative pencil strokes by her fifteen-year-old hand, was a woman's face. The proportions were amateur, the shading inconsistent, but the features were unmistakable—the same high cheekbones, the same slight asymmetry to the lips, the same penetrating gaze she'd drawn on the café napkin earlier that day.

Kate flipped through the sketchbook with increasing urgency, finding the face repeated on page after page, interspersed with other subjects but returning like a visual refrain. She reached for the next book in the box, dated a year later. The same woman appeared, the rendering more skilled but the features identical. And in the next book, and the next—across years, across her developing artistic ability, the same face looked out from the pages.

"I've been drawing you my entire life," Kate whispered, tracing the pencil lines with trembling fingers. "Before the dreams even started. Who are you?"

The moonlight shifted, illuminating the final sketch in the last book—dated just before she'd left for college. It showed the woman standing beside a wrought-iron gate, her hand extended as if in invitation, a half-smile playing across her lips. Behind her, barely suggested with a few light strokes, stood a structure with stone corridors.

Kate's heart hammered against her ribs as connections formed between fragments of her life—the dreams, the drawings, the inexplicable recognition of places, the persistent emptiness that nothing had ever filled. The sketchbooks provided physical evidence of something she'd tried to dismiss as imagination, as anxiety, as anything but what it felt like: memory.

She clutched the final sketchbook to her chest, feeling her resolve solidify into certainty. Tomorrow's appointment with Dr. Cole wasn't just worth trying—it was essential, perhaps the most important step she'd ever taken. Whatever waited for her in those hypnotic regressions, whatever explanation existed for the face she'd been drawing since before she understood its significance, Kate knew she had to pursue it.

For the first time in years, the hollow ache inside her chest felt not like absence but like anticipation—as though the space had always existed not as emptiness but as readiness, waiting to be filled by something, or someone, she was finally prepared to find.


The Initial Session


Emma's fingers traced the edge of the leather armchair, adjusting its position by a precise quarter inch. Perfect. The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the blinds, casting long fingers of gold across the sage-green walls of her office. She inhaled deeply, catching the subtle notes of lavender from the essential oil diffuser—just enough to calm nervous clients without overwhelming their senses. Every element in the room had been selected with deliberate care: the abstract paintings in muted blues and grays, the strategically placed lamps creating pools of warm light, the precisely arranged bookshelf showcasing carefully chosen psychology texts. This was her domain, a controlled environment where she guided clients through their most vulnerable moments while maintaining her own emotional distance.

She smoothed the pillows on the reclining chair, ensuring their alignment before stepping back to assess the arrangement. The chair needed to invite relaxation while maintaining a professional atmosphere—too casual and clients might forget the therapeutic nature of their relationship, too clinical and they'd remain too guarded for effective hypnotherapy. Emma adjusted the angle once more, satisfaction warming her chest as the chair settled into perfect harmony with the rest of the room.

At her desk, Emma aligned her pens perpendicular to the edge of her notepad, the blue and black ink soldiers standing at attention beside her leather-bound notebook. She opened Kate Thompson's intake forms, scanning the neat handwriting once more though she'd already memorized the essential details. Thirty-two years old, graphic designer, seeking past-life regression therapy for recurring dreams and unexplained recognition of places she'd never been. No previous psychiatric history, no medications, no significant medical concerns.

Emma's fingertips brushed over Kate's signature, the loops and whorls conveying a personality at odds with the orderly responses—impulsive, perhaps, or creatively unrestrained. Interesting contradiction. She tapped her own pen against the form, considering Claire Donovan's skepticism about this case. The older psychologist's words echoed in her mind: "reinforcing potentially delusional thinking." Emma frowned slightly. Despite her mentor's reservations, regression therapy had proven beneficial for many clients, whether their experiences reflected actual past lives or merely symbolic manifestations of unconscious material.

The intercom on her desk buzzed softly. "Dr. Cole, your four o'clock is here. Kate Thompson," came Rosa's melodic voice.

"Thank you, Rosa. Please show her in," Emma replied, closing the intake folder and straightening her already impeccable posture. First impressions mattered in establishing the therapeutic relationship. She smoothed her charcoal pencil skirt and adjusted the collar of her cream silk blouse, professional armor donned with the same precision she applied to every aspect of her practice.

The door opened, and Emma rose from her chair, practiced smile in place as Rosa ushered in the new client. "Dr. Cole, this is Kate Thompson."

The smile froze on Emma's lips as a sensation like cold electricity traveled from her nape down her spine, raising goosebumps along her arms beneath the silk of her blouse. Kate Thompson stood in the doorway, her dark wavy hair falling just past her shoulders, one strand tucked behind her ear in a gesture that felt impossibly familiar. Their eyes met, and Emma felt the ground shift beneath her perfectly sensible heels.

*I know you*.

The thought sliced through Emma's mind with alarming clarity, though she was certain they'd never met. She'd have remembered those eyes—deep brown with flecks of amber catching the late afternoon light. Emma blinked, forcing her professional mask back into place as she extended her hand.

"Ms. Thompson, welcome. Please come in."

Kate seemed equally disoriented, a flush rising to color her olive complexion as she stepped forward. Her hand trembled slightly as it met Emma's, warm skin against cool in a contact that sent a jolt through Emma's carefully composed system. Their handshake lasted a beat too long, electricity humming between their palms until Emma consciously released her grip, disturbed by the intensity of her reaction.

"Thank you for seeing me," Kate said, her voice slightly husky. "I've been looking forward to this appointment."

Emma gestured toward the chair opposite her desk, retreating behind the safety of professional routine. "Please, have a seat. Rosa, would you mind bringing us some water?"

The receptionist's eyes darted between them, her perceptive gaze lingering a moment too long for Emma's comfort. "Of course, Dr. Cole." Rosa closed the door behind her, leaving the two women in a silence that felt far too intimate for a first meeting.

Kate settled into the chair, crossing then uncrossing her legs, her nervous energy palpable in the carefully calibrated calm of Emma's office. Emma returned to her own seat, grateful for the solid oak desk between them, a physical barrier to match the professional one she was struggling to maintain.

"I hope you found the office without difficulty," Emma said, reaching for the banal safety of small talk while her pulse continued its unauthorized acceleration.

"Yes, though I..." Kate paused, her gaze drifting to the abstract painting behind Emma's desk. "This is going to sound strange, but I feel like I've been here before."

Emma's pen stilled on the notepad where she'd automatically begun to document the session. The statement aligned perfectly with Kate's intake forms—her reported experiences of déjà vu in unfamiliar places—yet something in the way Kate looked at her suggested this familiarity extended beyond the office itself.

"That's not uncommon," Emma replied, her voice steady despite the flutter in her chest. "Especially for someone experiencing the kind of recognition patterns you mentioned in your intake forms."

Kate nodded, her fingers finding the crescent-shaped scar near her left eyebrow—a nervous habit, Emma noted, filing it away alongside the inexplicable desire to reach across the desk and trace that mark herself. She clasped her hands together instead, anchoring them firmly on the notepad.

"Let's begin by discussing what brought you here today," Emma suggested, retreating further into professional protocol. "You mentioned recurring dreams and a sense of recognition for places you've never visited."

Kate leaned forward slightly, and Emma found herself mirroring the movement before consciously straightening her posture. The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with something Emma refused to name. She had conducted thousands of initial consultations over her career, maintained appropriate boundaries with even the most charismatic clients. Yet something about Kate Thompson bypassed her carefully constructed defenses, resonating with a part of herself Emma hadn't known existed.

*This is merely an unusual psychological phenomenon*, she told herself firmly. *Nothing more than an interesting case study in projection or transference*.

But as Kate prepared to speak, her eyes meeting Emma's with an intensity that belied their status as strangers, Emma's rational explanations felt hollow against the bone-deep certainty that this meeting was significant beyond her understanding. She tightened her grip on her pen and forced herself to concentrate on the professional task at hand, ignoring the whisper at the back of her mind that insisted: *This is only the beginning*.

…

"Past-life regression therapy," Emma began, her voice settling into the measured cadence she used for clinical explanations, "uses hypnosis to access memories that some believe may be connected to previous incarnations." Her fingers traced the edge of her notepad, a habitual gesture that usually centered her. Today, it failed to calm the inexplicable current running beneath her skin. "Whether these memories represent actual past lives or symbolic manifestations of unconscious material remains academically debated. My approach acknowledges both possibilities while focusing on the therapeutic value of the exploration itself."

Kate nodded, her dark eyes fixed on Emma with an intensity that made Emma acutely aware of her own heartbeat. "And you believe it's possible? That these could be genuine memories?"

Emma hesitated, measuring her response with professional caution. "I believe in remaining open to experiences that fall outside our current scientific understanding. The subjective reality of these memories—how real they feel to the person experiencing them—is undeniable, regardless of their ontological status."

"You choose your words very carefully," Kate observed, a slight smile softening her features. The observation was unusually personal for an initial consultation, yet Emma felt no need to reinforce her professional boundaries as she typically would.

"Precision matters in this field," Emma replied. "Particularly with experiences that exist at the edges of conventional understanding. I won't make claims beyond what evidence supports, but neither will I dismiss what might be meaningful to you."

Kate's hands, which had been restlessly moving since she sat down, briefly settled in her lap. "I appreciate that. Most people either tell me I'm imagining things or try to convince me I lived as Cleopatra in a past life."

The laugh that escaped Emma surprised her—warm and genuine rather than her usual measured professional chuckle. "I can promise neither dismissal nor grandiose historical identities."

Kate shifted in her chair, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward slightly. "These dreams I've been having—they're not random. They feel like memories trying to surface." Her fingers resumed their movement, tracing invisible patterns on the armrest. "Always the same stone corridors, always searching for someone I can't quite find. And there's this..." She hesitated, her gaze dropping to her hands.

"This what?" Emma prompted softly, finding herself leaning forward to match Kate's posture.

"This ache when I wake up." Kate pressed her palm against her sternum. "Like I've lost something essential. Something I need to find again."

Emma noted the downward glance, the protective hand gesture, the slight tremor in Kate's voice—all indicators of emotional vulnerability she'd observed in hundreds of clients. Yet Kate's description resonated with her in a way that felt disconcertingly personal. She wrote "persistent sense of loss" in her notepad, the pen pressing harder into the paper than usual.

"How long have you been experiencing these dreams?" Emma asked, her voice steady despite the unexpected flutter in her chest.

"Since I was sixteen. But they've intensified over the past few years." Kate's fingers began a rhythmic tapping against the armrest, a quiet percussion accompanying her words. "They've become more detailed, more urgent. And then there's the places..."

"Tell me about the places," Emma said, finding herself drawn to the cadence of Kate's voice, the way it rose and fell like a melody she'd forgotten but somehow still knew.

Kate's expression brightened, animation replacing the earlier vulnerability. "I'll be in a city I've never visited before—Florence, Prague, Paris especially—and I'll turn a corner and just... know what's there before I see it. A fountain with a specific crack, a particular arrangement of cobblestones, the sound of water against stone." Her tapping fingers accelerated. "I can feel myself being pulled to these places, but when I get there, it's like... like I've arrived too late. Whatever—whoever—I'm looking for is already gone."

Emma wrote "specific sensory details of unvisited locations" in her notes, anchoring herself in professional documentation while her mind conjured unexpected images: stone arches, winter light through leaded glass, the scent of rain on ancient streets. Places she'd never been but that felt momentarily, impossibly familiar.

"Are you drawn to specific historical periods as well as locations?" she asked, proud of how clinical her voice remained.

"Yes, especially late nineteenth-century Paris." Kate's eyes lit with passion. "I've researched the period extensively—the art, the architecture, the social customs. Sometimes when I'm reading about it, I'll encounter a detail and think 'No, that's not how it was,' as if I'm correcting the history books from personal experience." She shook her head, a self-deprecating smile playing across her lips. "I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like a deeply meaningful experience," Emma replied, surprised by the warmth in her own voice. "Whether these are memories or something else entirely, they clearly matter to you."

Their conversation flowed with unexpected ease, each question leading naturally to the next as though following a path already mapped between them. Emma found herself less concerned with standard assessment protocols and more engaged with the content of Kate's experiences than she'd been with any client in recent memory. They discussed Kate's previous attempts to understand her dreams—meditation, dream journals, even a brief, unsuccessful stint with a traditional therapist who'd suggested the dreams represented anxiety about her career choices.

"He wasn't wrong about the anxiety," Kate admitted. "I've never been able to settle into one place or career for long. There's always this sense that I'm supposed to be somewhere else, doing something else."

"Looking for what you lost," Emma suggested quietly.

Kate's eyes widened slightly. "Yes, exactly. How did you...?" She trailed off, the question hanging in the air between them.

Emma didn't know how she'd known. The words had emerged without conscious thought, as though pulled from somewhere deeper than professional insight. The realization disturbed her, and she glanced down at her notes, retreating to the safety of clinical observation.

"It's a common pattern with recurring dreams," she explained, though the justification felt hollow even to her own ears. "They often represent unresolved needs or unfinished emotional business."

A silence fell between them, not the awkward pause of strangers struggling for conversation but something deeper, more resonant. Emma became aware that she had leaned forward across her desk, mirroring Kate's posture, creating an intimate bubble in the professional space. Their faces were closer than protocol would dictate, the air between them charged with unspoken recognition.

Kate didn't seem to find this unusual—her body remained relaxed, her eyes steady on Emma's face, as though this closeness were the most natural thing in the world. Emma found herself studying the curve of Kate's jaw, the specific way her eyelashes swept downward when she blinked, with a focus that went beyond professional assessment.

"I feel like I can trust you," Kate said finally, her voice soft in the quiet room. "Like you'll understand what others haven't."

The statement should have triggered Emma's professional caution—transference often manifested early in therapy, particularly with vulnerable clients. Instead, she felt an answering certainty, a bone-deep assurance that she would indeed understand Kate in ways others couldn't. The thought was as thrilling as it was terrifying.

Emma straightened, consciously creating distance, reclaiming her professional role through physical stance. "I'll certainly do my best," she said, her voice cooler than before. "Based on what you've shared, I believe hypnotherapy could be valuable in exploring these experiences further."

Kate nodded, seeming to accept the subtle shift in tone without comment. "When can we start?"

Emma consulted her calendar with deliberate focus, avoiding Kate's gaze as she regained her equilibrium. "I'd like to begin with a preliminary relaxation exercise today, to assess your response to hypnotic induction. Then we can schedule a full session for next week."

"That sounds perfect," Kate replied, and Emma couldn't help but notice how the afternoon light caught in her dark hair, illuminating subtle strands of copper she hadn't noticed before.

Emma closed her notepad with more force than necessary. "Shall we begin?"

Emma moved to the wall switch, dimming the lights to a soft amber glow that transformed her office from clinical space to intimate sanctuary. "I'd like you to settle comfortably in your chair," she said, her voice dropping to the lower register she reserved for hypnotic induction. "Close your eyes when you're ready." She watched as Kate adjusted her position, shoulders relaxing visibly as she closed her eyes. Emma's gaze lingered on the curve of Kate's throat, the slight flutter of pulse visible beneath olive skin. She drew a measured breath, centering herself in familiar protocol. This was merely a preliminary assessment, a standard procedure she'd performed hundreds of times. Yet nothing about this session felt standard.

"Focus on your breathing," Emma continued, returning to her chair. She kept her voice steady, each word precisely paced. "In for four counts, hold for two, and out for six." She demonstrated the pattern, surprised when Kate immediately synchronized her breathing without the usual adjustment period most clients required. Their breaths aligned with unsettling ease, as though they'd practiced this dance countless times before.

The office cocoon tightened around them—the low hum of the HVAC system creating white noise that insulated them from the world beyond her door, the muted light filtering through half-closed blinds painting Kate's features in gentle shadow and subdued gold. Emma found herself leaning forward, drawn by the peaceful surrender in Kate's expression.

"With each exhale, feel the tension leaving your body," Emma guided, noting how Kate's fingers uncurled from their earlier nervous grip, how her jaw softened, how her chest rose and fell in perfect rhythm with the cadence of Emma's words. "Starting from your toes, moving up through your legs, your abdomen, your chest..."

Time seemed to elongate, stretching like honey dripping from a spoon. Emma's professional assessment continued beneath her verbal guidance—Kate showed extraordinary susceptibility to hypnotic suggestion, entering a light trance state with minimal induction. Fascinating from a clinical perspective. Disturbing from a personal one.

"You're doing very well," Emma said softly, observing the rapid eye movement beneath Kate's closed lids. "For our full session next week, I think you'd be more comfortable in the reclining chair. Would you like to try it now, to get accustomed to the position?"

Kate's eyes opened slowly, her gaze unfocused for a moment before settling on Emma's face. "Yes, I think that would help."

Emma stood, gesturing toward the leather recliner positioned near the window. "This allows for deeper relaxation without the discomfort that sometimes comes with sitting upright for extended periods."

Kate rose with fluid grace, crossing the short distance to the recliner. Emma followed, aware of a strange electricity that seemed to arc between them, charging the air with unspoken recognition. She gestured for Kate to sit while she adjusted the chair's angle, her movements deliberate and precise. The afternoon light caught in Kate's hair, illuminating those copper strands that reminded Emma of autumn leaves, of sunset over water, of things she couldn't quite name.

"Is this comfortable?" Emma asked, her hand moving to adjust the small pillow supporting Kate's head.

"Yes, it's—"

Their fingers brushed accidentally over the leather armrest, and the world stopped. Heat sparked where skin met skin, rushing up Emma's arm and cascading down her spine like liquid fire. Kate inhaled sharply, her eyes widening, and Emma felt her own hand tremble with an intensity that would have alarmed her had she not been consumed by the sensation itself—recognition, completion, homecoming.

Emma snatched her hand away, averting her eyes as she stepped back to a professional distance. Neither acknowledged the moment verbally. Emma smoothed her skirt with hands that still vibrated from the contact, while Kate examined the fabric of the chair with sudden fascination.

"Let's continue," Emma said, her voice carrying a huskiness that hadn't been present before. She settled into the chair beside the recliner, maintaining careful space between them. "Close your eyes again and return to that steady breathing pattern."

Kate obeyed, though a slight furrow appeared between her brows, as though she too was struggling to process what had just transpired between them. Emma guided her through a progressive relaxation exercise, watching as Kate's features softened once more into tranquil surrender. The sunlight slanted lower through the blinds, painting golden stripes across both women as the clock ticked toward the session's end.

Despite the disquieting undercurrent of attraction, or perhaps because of it, Emma's professional assessment remained clear: Kate was an excellent candidate for regression therapy. Her ability to enter altered consciousness with minimal guidance suggested the upcoming full session would likely yield significant material. Emma should have felt only clinical satisfaction at this promising start. Instead, she found herself torn between professional success and personal disturbance at her unprecedented reactions.

"I'm going to count backward from five," Emma said finally, her voice gentle but firm. "When I reach one, you'll open your eyes feeling refreshed and fully present." She counted down slowly, watching as awareness returned to Kate's expression with each number.

"How do you feel?" Emma asked as Kate's eyes opened fully.

"Like I've been asleep for hours," Kate replied, her voice slightly dreamy. "But also more awake somehow." She straightened in the recliner, tucking that wayward strand of hair behind her ear in a gesture Emma now recognized. "That was...different than I expected. Deeper."

"You responded exceptionally well to the induction," Emma confirmed, rising to return to her desk, needing the physical barrier between them. "We should be able to achieve significant depth in our full session."

Kate followed, moving to stand before Emma's desk as she consulted her appointment book. Emma felt rather than saw Kate's gaze on her face, studying her with an intensity that made her skin prickle with awareness.

"I have an opening next Thursday at two," Emma said, pen hovering above the page. "Would that work for you?"

"Yes, perfect."

Emma wrote Kate's name in the appointment slot, her pen making unusually forceful marks against the paper. The letters seemed to stand out from the page, darker and more defined than her typically precise script. "The session will last approximately ninety minutes. Please avoid caffeine beforehand and arrive ten minutes early to settle in."

Kate nodded, gathering her purse from the chair. "Thank you, Dr. Cole. I feel like..." She paused, searching for words. "Like I've been looking for this for a very long time."

Emma managed a professional smile, though her heart stuttered at the echo of her own inexplicable feelings. "I'll see you next Thursday, Ms. Thompson."

At the door, Kate turned, her gaze lingering on Emma's face with an intimacy that felt both intrusive and inevitable. Then she was gone, the soft click of the door leaving Emma alone with the fading scent of Kate's perfume—something with notes of jasmine and amber that tugged at memories Emma didn't possess.

She sat motionless behind her desk, the silence of the empty office pressing against her ears. The professional part of her mind began cataloging the session—Kate's exceptional hypnotic susceptibility, the recurring dream patterns, the specific historical fixations—all promising material for therapeutic exploration. But beneath these clinical observations, something deeper and more disturbing churned: the bone-deep recognition, the electric current of their touch, the ease with which they'd fallen into synchronicity.

Emma reached for her notepad, intending to document her clinical impressions. Instead, her pen moved of its own accord, tracing the curve of Kate's jaw, the arch of her brow, the specific way her eyes crinkled when she smiled. The face emerged on the page with startling accuracy—not the generalized impression a therapist might note, but the detailed rendering of an artist captivated by their subject.

She stared at the sketch, a cold thread of fear winding through her chest. In fifteen years of practice, she had never drawn a client, never felt this pull toward anyone who entered her office. Emma Cole—who maintained careful boundaries, who kept her personal and professional lives in separate, tidy compartments—had violated her own principles within an hour of meeting Kate Thompson.

"This cannot happen," she whispered to the empty room, even as her pen continued to shade the hollow of Kate's throat, the exact spot where her pulse had fluttered during their session. But even as she spoke the words, Emma knew with unsettling certainty that whatever had begun between them that afternoon was already beyond her power to stop.


Beneath the Surface


The afternoon sun slanted through the large windows of The Daily Grind, catching dust motes in golden beams that warmed the worn leather of Kate's favorite armchair. She clutched her ceramic mug with both hands, the chai barely touched as words tumbled from her lips in a rush of excitement. Daniel sat opposite her, his expression a familiar blend of affection and concern, his coffee cooling beside a half-eaten scone as he listened to Kate describe her first session with Dr. Emma Cole.

"Her office was exactly how I imagined it would be, but also not," Kate said, her eyes bright with animation. "Everything was so precise—these abstract paintings in blues and grays, furniture arranged at perfect angles. Even her pens were lined up like soldiers." She leaned forward, lowering her voice though no one sat close enough to overhear. "But Dan, when she looked at me, I swear—"

"Let me guess," Daniel interrupted, reaching for his coffee. "You felt like you'd met her somewhere before." His tone was gentle but carried an undercurrent of practiced patience.

Kate's fingers tightened around her mug. "It wasn't just that. It was like..." She paused, searching for words that wouldn't sound as unhinged as she feared they might. "Like recognizing someone you've only seen in dreams."

Daniel's expression remained neutral, but Kate caught the subtle tightening around his eyes—the look he'd given her countless times over their fifteen years of friendship. It was the same look he'd given her when she'd abandoned law school in her final year, when she'd returned from Florence convinced she needed to become a painter, when she'd dated that musician who lived in his van.

"You're doing it again," Kate said, her voice sharpening. "That look."

"What look?" Daniel raised his hands in mock surrender, but his eyes remained steady on hers.

"The 'Kate's being Kate' look. Like you're just waiting for this phase to pass too."

Daniel sighed, setting down his coffee and leaning forward. His dark eyes softened with what Kate recognized as genuine concern. "I worry about you getting your hopes up, that's all. Remember the pottery instructor last year? You were convinced you'd known her in another life because she showed you how to center clay and it felt 'familiar to your hands.'"

Heat crept up Kate's neck. "That was different."

"And the woman at the bookstore who recommended that novel about Paris? You followed her around three different sections before working up the courage to ask if you'd met before."

"She had the same perfume as my grandmother," Kate muttered, though they both knew the justification was thin.

Daniel's arms crossed over his chest, his posture shifting from open to protective in a way that Kate had seen countless times—whenever she revealed a new plan, a new certainty, a new path that had appeared suddenly before her.

"I'm not saying these connections you feel aren't real to you," he said carefully. "But you have to admit you have a pattern of finding cosmic significance in new people who cross your path."

Kate set her mug down with more force than intended, tea sloshing over the rim onto the scratched wooden table between them. She didn't reach for a napkin, letting the small puddle spread like her frustration. "This isn't the same. I can't explain it, but when our hands touched—it was like electricity. Like recognition."

Something flickered across Daniel's face—concern deepening into worry. "Your hands touched?"

"Accidentally. When she was adjusting the chair." Kate's fingers found the crescent-shaped scar near her eyebrow, tracing it unconsciously. "It wasn't inappropriate or anything. It was just..." She paused, remembering the jolt that had traveled up her arm, the way Emma had snatched her hand away as though burned. "It was significant. I know that sounds crazy."

"Not crazy," Daniel corrected gently. "Just very Kate."

A barista called out an order nearby, the hiss of the espresso machine punctuating the moment of silence that fell between them. Kate stared into her cooling chai, watching the film of spices swirl on its surface. Daniel's skepticism wasn't unexpected—he'd been the steady counterweight to her impulsivity for most of their adult lives. His questions grounded her when she floated too far into possibility. Usually, she appreciated his gravity. Today, it chafed.

"The dreams are getting more detailed," she said after a moment, changing tactics. "Last night I could smell the stones in the corridor, feel the texture of the walls. And the woman with the veil—I almost saw her face."

Daniel uncrossed his arms, his expression softening into the genuine interest he reserved for Kate's dreams, which had fascinated him despite his skepticism about their origin. "What did you see?"

"Just a glimpse—high cheekbones, a mouth that's slightly uneven when she smiles." Kate's hands moved in the air, sketching invisible lines. "But her eyes... they looked like Emma's. That same intensity, like she could see straight through to the core of me."

A shadow of concern passed over Daniel's face again. "Kate, you met this doctor once. Don't you think it's possible you're projecting onto her because she's offering what you want to hear about these dreams?"

Kate shivered suddenly despite the warmth of the café, wrapping her arms around herself. "You don't understand. This isn't about wanting to believe. It's about finally finding answers to questions I've had my whole life."

Daniel's gaze flickered to her bare arms, noting the goosebumps that had risen there. Without comment, he shrugged off his denim jacket and handed it across the table. The gesture was so familiar—this offering of literal warmth when emotional warmth seemed insufficient—that Kate felt her irritation dissolving despite herself.

"Thanks," she murmured, slipping her arms into the oversized sleeves that carried the comforting scent of Daniel's sandalwood cologne. "I know you think I'm chasing ghosts again."

"What I think," Daniel said carefully, "is that you're the most alive person I know. You feel everything at maximum volume. It's what makes you an amazing artist, and sometimes a heartbreaking friend to watch." He broke off a piece of his scone, offering it to her as another peace offering. "I don't doubt that you felt something powerful with Dr. Cole. I just want you to consider that the meaning you're attaching to it might be coming from your desire to find answers."

Kate accepted the piece of scone, the sweet, buttery texture melting on her tongue as she considered his words. The sunlight had shifted, no longer falling directly across their table but casting longer shadows through the café. Around them, the afternoon crowd had thinned, leaving pockets of quiet in what had been a bustling space.

"I have another appointment next Thursday," she said finally. "A full regression session. If you're right, and this is just another false trail, I'll know then. But if I'm right—if these dreams are memories trying to surface—"

"Then you'll have answers," Daniel finished for her, resignation mingling with affection in his voice. "And I'll be right here to hear all about them, whatever they turn out to be."

Kate nodded, grateful for the constancy that anchored their friendship despite the fundamental difference in how they viewed the world—her believing in connections that transcended rational explanation, him requiring evidence before acceptance.

"The next time we sit here," she said, a slow smile spreading across her face, "I might be able to tell you who I was in a past life. Maybe I was someone fascinating—a painter in Montmartre or a writer in the Latin Quarter."

"As long as you weren't Marie Antoinette," Daniel replied with the hint of a grin. "The historical delusions of grandeur would be too much even for you."

Kate laughed, the tension between them dissolving into familiar warmth. Even if he didn't believe in the significance of her meeting with Emma, even if he attributed her recognition to pattern-seeking rather than genuine connection, Daniel would remain her steadfast companion through whatever discoveries lay ahead. His skepticism was the counterweight that kept her tethered when she might otherwise float away entirely into the realms of possibility.

She pulled his jacket tighter around her shoulders, the borrowed warmth a physical reminder of the friendship that had withstood countless enthusiasms, disappointments, and reinventions over the years. Whatever happened in Emma Cole's office next Thursday—whatever truths or illusions awaited her there—this, at least, would remain constant.

———

The fluorescent lights of Dr. Priya Sengupta's lab cast a harsh glow over the polished surfaces of research equipment, reflecting off the stainless steel and glass in a clinical brightness that made Emma blink. She adjusted her position in the hard plastic chair, so different from the carefully selected furniture in her own office, and attempted to focus on Priya's animated explanation of her current research. Emma's pen tapped an irregular rhythm against her notepad—a habit she normally controlled with perfect precision, now betraying the unsettled current running beneath her composed exterior.

"We're seeing fascinating results in the fMRI studies," Priya said, gesturing toward a series of brain scans mounted on light boards along the far wall. Her dark ponytail swung with the enthusiasm of her movements. "The hippocampal activity during memory formation shows distinct patterns depending on whether subjects believe the memory is authentic or implanted."

Emma nodded, forcing her attention back to the young researcher whose brilliant mind had first caught her attention at a neuropsychology conference last year. Priya was exactly who she needed now—someone who understood the mechanics of memory without the clinical skepticism of Claire Donovan or the personal familiarity of Margot.

"That's actually related to what I wanted to discuss with you," Emma said, her voice maintaining its professional steadiness despite the irregular beating of her heart. "I'm curious about déjà vu experiences during hypnosis—is there research on false recognition patterns?"

The question hung in the air, carefully phrased to reveal nothing of Kate Thompson's face, which had haunted Emma's thoughts for the past forty-eight hours. Nothing of the electric current that had jumped between their fingers, or the dreams that had followed.

Priya's eyes lit with intellectual interest. "Absolutely fascinating territory. The literature suggests hypnotic states can heighten susceptibility to false recognition." She swiveled in her chair, reaching for a journal from a meticulously organized shelf. "There was a study at Stanford last year—subjects under hypnosis reported recognition of strangers at rates nearly triple the control group."

Emma's pen moved across her notepad, taking notes in what would normally be her precise script. Today, however, the letters wandered unevenly across the page, some pressing deeper than others as her attention drifted. In the margin, almost without conscious direction, her pen began sketching the curve of an eyebrow, the angle of a jaw that looked distinctly like Kate's.

"The current theory," Priya continued, flipping through the journal, "suggests that hypnosis temporarily alters the brain's filtering mechanisms. The prefrontal cortex typically helps us distinguish between familiar and unfamiliar stimuli, but under hypnosis, that discrimination weakens."

Emma's gaze drifted to the window, where afternoon light illuminated the university quad below. Students moved between buildings, their paths crossing and diverging like thoughts in her usually ordered mind. What would Priya say if Emma described the instantaneous recognition she'd felt upon seeing Kate? The bone-deep certainty that transcended rational explanation? She imagined the young researcher's scientific curiosity, the way she would immediately propose an experiment, perhaps even suggest brain imaging to locate the neural correlates of such recognition.

"Dr. Cole?"

Emma startled, her pen making an unexpected mark across her notes. Priya was looking at her with a mixture of curiosity and concern, the journal open to a page Emma hadn't registered.

"I'm sorry," Emma said, smoothing her expression. "You were saying about the prefrontal cortex?"

A slight furrow appeared between Priya's brows. "I was actually asking about your specific interest in this phenomenon. Is this related to a particular case?"

Heat climbed Emma's neck, a physical betrayal her professional mask couldn't control. "I've noticed patterns in my hypnotherapy practice," she said, which wasn't untrue. "Clients occasionally report recognition sensations that don't align with their documented histories."

Priya nodded, but her perceptive gaze lingered a moment too long on Emma's face. "False memory syndrome has been extensively documented, of course. But there's another interesting angle—the emotional component of recognition."

She rose from her chair, moving to a whiteboard covered in diagrams of neural pathways. Emma watched her, grateful for the momentary reprieve from direct attention, and surreptitiously turned to a clean page in her notepad, away from the half-formed sketch.

"The amygdala and limbic system activate during recognition events," Priya explained, drawing quick, precise additions to the diagram. "But what's particularly interesting is that the emotional response often precedes conscious recognition. We feel before we know."

The words struck Emma with unexpected force. We feel before we know. Wasn't that exactly what had happened in her office? That immediate, visceral response to Kate that had preceded any rational understanding?

"And these emotional responses," Emma asked, working to keep her voice level, "how reliable are they as indicators of genuine recognition versus false pattern matching?"

Priya turned from the whiteboard, her expression alight with scholarly enthusiasm. "That's where it gets complicated! The subjective experience is neurologically indistinguishable. The brain's response to what it perceives as recognition is identical whether the stimulus is genuinely familiar or not."

She returned to her chair, rolling it closer to Emma with a conspiratorial lean forward. "Which raises fascinating questions about the nature of memory itself. If two people experience mutual recognition without prior meeting—twins separated at birth, for instance—what exactly is being recognized? Genetic memory? Quantum entanglement? Most of my colleagues would dismiss such ideas, but the boundaries of consciousness remain largely uncharted."

Emma's pen had stilled completely now. She could feel Priya studying her with increasing interest, noting the unusual stillness that had replaced her earlier fidgeting.

"You've gone quite pale, Dr. Cole," Priya observed. "Have I said something that resonates with your research?"

Emma forced a smile, reaching for the professional mask that had never before fit so uncomfortably. "It's all quite fascinating from a theoretical perspective. The intersection of neuroscience and subjective experience has always intrigued me."

Priya nodded slowly, then turned to retrieve another journal from her shelf. In the brief moment when the younger woman's back was turned, Emma closed her eyes, a flash of memory surfacing—Kate's fingers brushing against hers, the world stopping on its axis, that sense of completion that had no place in a therapeutic relationship.

"Here's a recent paper on memory plasticity during altered states of consciousness," Priya said, turning back with the journal extended. She paused, her keen eyes catching something in Emma's expression. "Dr. Cole, forgive me for being direct, but this doesn't seem like purely academic interest."

Emma accepted the journal, her fingers remarkably steady despite the internal turbulence. "I assure you, my interest is professional. Though I admit, the subjective experiences my clients report have raised questions that traditional psychological frameworks struggle to address."

Priya studied her for a long moment, her scientific mind visibly processing the subtle signals Emma couldn't fully suppress. "Well, if you'd like to discuss any specific cases—anonymized, of course—I'd be happy to offer a neuroscientific perspective."

"I appreciate that," Emma replied, gathering her notes and rising from the chair with deliberate composure. "These papers will be quite helpful. Thank you for your time."

As she slipped the notepad into her leather portfolio, Emma caught a glimpse of what she'd unconsciously sketched in the margins—not just the curve of Kate's eyebrow, but the specific way her lips tilted when she smiled, the exact shape of her eyes. The evidence of her preoccupation was stark on the page, a betrayal in ink of the professional distance she'd always maintained.

Priya walked her to the lab door, the younger woman's curious gaze never quite leaving Emma's face. "You know," she said as they reached the threshold, "there are phenomena that exist at the boundaries of our scientific understanding. Experiences that feel transcendent to those who have them, but which may eventually yield to neurological explanation."

Emma paused, her hand on the doorframe. "And if they don't? If some experiences resist scientific explanation?"

A smile touched Priya's lips, surprising in its warmth. "Then perhaps science needs to expand its boundaries. The most interesting research happens at the edges of what we think we know." She tilted her head, studying Emma with undisguised interest now. "Whatever you're exploring, Dr. Cole, I suspect it challenges more than just memory theory."

Emma managed a polite nod, unable to form a response that wouldn't reveal too much. As she walked down the sterile university hallway, the fluorescent lights humming overhead, she felt the weight of the notepad in her bag—filled with scattered thoughts, uncharacteristic doodles, and scientific explanations that somehow failed to capture the essence of what had happened in her office with Kate Thompson.

We feel before we know. The words echoed in her mind, offering both explanation and deeper mystery. What she had felt upon meeting Kate transcended the neural pathways Priya had so confidently diagrammed—and that, perhaps, was what frightened her most of all.

———

Kate settled against her pillows, the sketchbook she'd been drawing in sliding from her lap as sleep claimed her. The transition was unusually swift tonight, consciousness slipping away like water through cupped hands. When her eyes opened within the dream, she found herself standing in a dimly lit corridor, the weight of heavy silk settling around her legs and the bite of whalebone stays constricting her ribs. Gaslight flickered in wall sconces, casting dancing shadows across papered walls and polished wainscoting. Kate inhaled, startled by the clarity of sensory detail—the unmistakable scent of beeswax candles, the distant murmur of voices behind closed doors, the whisper of expensive fabric as she took a cautious step forward.
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