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			For my Uncle Bobby…and all the other family I never had a chance to meet. You’re all still a part of me, and I thank you, and I love you.
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			The plot of this book was originally meant to be the story of the previous book in the Dream Detective Mysteries, Dream Family. But there are always surprises in writing, and what started out as a short scene meant to be a minor obstacle for Sara, finding herself in jail for a night, quickly became something much larger.


			But I didn’t forget the idea of an “evil dreamer” and you’ll meet her here. As horrible as she is, she was a lot of fun to write for!


			I should also note that this book takes place at the end of the year 2000 and into January of 2001. Some things you might want to know about that:


			

					The third millennium actually began on January 1, 2001, NOT January 1, 2000!


					George W. Bush was elected President.


					
Mission Impossible 2 and Gladiator were the biggest box office hits of the year (and Gladiator also won the Oscar for Best Picture)


					On television, Big Brother, Gilmore Girls, CSI (the original one that takes place in Las Vegas) and Trading Spaces all premiered. Beverly Hills: 90210 went off the air.


					Madonna, Britney Spears and U2 had the biggest hit songs of the year.


					The internet dating site eHarmony was created.


			


			One more note: you can read all about the trip that Sara’s parents take to Spain in the short story Betty and Howard’s Excellent Adventure, available as a free eBook, and also as an audiobook narrated by Doctor Who star Nicola Bryant (my choice to play Betty Barnes if Hollywood ever decides to make movies of these books)


		




		

			“Many that live deserve death. And some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them? Then do not be too eager to deal out death in judgement. For even the very wise cannot see all ends.”


			— Gandalf, in “The Fellowship of the Ring” by J.R.R. Tolkien
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			House


			(July 15-16, 2000)


			The last time we moved, two years ago, it was nearly a hundred and fifty miles, from Philadelphia to Washington, DC. This move is less than half a mile, and yet it seems much farther. I guess that’s what it feels like to move from an apartment into a house of our own.


			Technically, I suppose, it’s really the bank’s house, since we only put down ten percent as a down payment. Even with my parents helping, that’s all we could manage, and we just about wiped out our savings to come up with that much money.


			It’s not a terribly large house. There are four bedrooms and two and a half baths, which sounds like a lot. But the bedrooms are small and the baths are tiny. The living room isn’t big enough to host Grace’s ballet classmates or Lizzie’s Brownies troop, there’s not enough space in the kitchen cupboards to keep a week’s worth of food and the basement is hardly worthy of the name. There’s at least two years’ worth of work that needs to be done, from rewiring to plumbing repairs to ripping out all the carpeting in the place, and that’s only the things we’ve seen so far. And we don’t have the time or the money or the energy to even think about any of that work, let alone get started on it.


			But none of that matters. The only thing I care about right now is that it’s our house, and we’re about to step inside as the owners for the first time. It’s just Brian and me; the kids are with my parents. We’ll go back over and pick them up later, but we wanted to do one last walk-through and make sure there weren’t any last-minute surprises. I don’t want to have to take one of them to the emergency room because they found an exposed live wire or something.


			Brian is right beside me, but he takes half a step back and lets me put the key in the lock. “You ready?”


			“I think so,” he answers. “Besides,” he says with a laugh, “it’s too late to back out now. They cashed the down payment check already.” I insert the key, turn it, and listen to the lock click open. The doorknob turns, but not without difficulty—something else to add to the list. And then, suddenly, there’s a hand on my back and another one at my knees, and I let out a yelp as I’m lifted off my feet.


			I should have known—of course Brian’s going to carry me over the threshold. I throw my arms around his neck, lean up and kiss him. He’s not shaking or shuddering at all as he kisses me back; every muscle in his arms is rock-solid. Up the single step he goes, through the doorway and into our new home. I kick out and catch the door; it slams shut. Brian isn’t putting me down. He’s heading—no, he’s not going to…


			Yes, he is. Up the stairs. Now I can feel him shaking a little, and his breath is getting short as he takes one step after another. Those rock-solid muscles are trembling, but he’s still got me, and I feel perfectly safe. There’s nowhere on Earth I’d rather be than in his arms.


			He keeps going. I don’t know how he’s managing this. He’s halfway up now, and he stops for a moment. I hear a creaking sound that I hope is the stairs, and not his ankles or his knees. I’m sure he’s going to put me down, but he summons a burst of strength from somewhere deep inside and just like that we’re at the top.


			It’s only a few steps from there into the master bedroom and—oh, my God!


			It’s fully furnished. How—when—I don’t understand…


			The next thing I know, I’m lying on the bed—the brand new bed that I didn’t even know we had. And then he’s lying next to me, completely out of breath, his arms shuddering with the effort of hauling me all the way up here. I let him take a few minutes to recover, while I look around at our new bedroom.


			Everything in here is something I saw in the furniture store and loved. There are two matching dressers, made of what I’m sure is real oak. There’s a gorgeous full-length mirror in an iron frame with fancy flourishes at the top. The bed itself is only a queen. The room isn’t really big enough for a king-size mattress, but the frame, like the mirror, is finished with fancy ironwork. It’s beautiful.


			There are even new sheets on it. When could Brian have done this?


			“The furniture is from my parents,” Brian pants. “They offered, and I remembered what you picked out when we were looking last month.” Of course he did.


			“And you had it delivered last night, after the closing.” It’s the only time he could have. He nods; that’s about all the movement he’s capable of at the moment. “So that was the ‘team meeting’ you couldn’t get out of.”


			“Surprise,” he smiles. I shouldn’t be surprised, but I always am. That’s probably a good thing—if I ever stopped being surprised at how wonderful he is, I’d be taking him for granted, and I don’t ever want to do that.


			There’s something I do want to do, though. He’s on his back, and I roll over on top of him. He can barely raise his arms to put them around me. I shake my head. “You don’t have to do anything. You’ve done so much already. Let me handle this…”
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			Well, I handled things. And then Brian managed to summon up enough energy to do some handling himself, before we were done. Right now, we’re lying side by side on our new bed, both completely spent.


			“I don’t remember, when did we tell my parents we’d be back?”


			Brian laughs. “Noon, I think.”


			“What time do you think it is?” There’s no clock in here yet, and neither of us is wearing a watch. I could check my cell phone, but that’s in my purse, and it’s all the way over against the wall, ten feet from me. It might as well be ten miles right now.


			“Probably after noon,” Brian sighs. I’m sure he’s right.


			“We have to get up, don’t we?” The movers are coming to our apartment at three o’clock.


			“Probably,” he answers, then he laughs softly to himself. “Tell me something. What would you have done if the bed wasn’t here yet?”


			I roll over to him, run a hand through his hair. I could stay right here on this bed with him all day. “You didn’t look in the trunk, did you?” He knew what would happen when he carried me up to the bedroom. I wasn’t expecting furniture when we got here, but I had the same idea he did all along. “I wanted our first moment in our house to be—well, our first time in our new house. I figured we’d end up in the shower, though. I was prepared. I’ve got clean towels for both of us in the trunk.”


			He puts a hand on the back of my neck, to that spot, and I’m gone. Sometime later, minutes or hours, I have no idea, I hear his voice again. “I like the way you think, lady.”
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			We’ve just finished our first dinner in our new house. There’s plenty of work we could be doing, but none of us has the energy to get up and do any of it. We can’t even watch TV, because the cable hasn’t been hooked up yet and the VCR is still packed, somewhere among the dozens of boxes scattered around the house.


			Brian asks the kids, “So what do you think?”


			“I like our house!” Lizzie is the first to answer.


			“Me, too,” Grace adds, “but it’s going to be weird having my own room again.” With three bedrooms for four kids, we had a decision to make. After a lot of back and forth, we finally opted for giving Grace and Lizzie each their own bedroom, and keeping Ben and Steffy together. As a compromise, the twins got the biggest of the three bedrooms, and Chrissy’s dog bed went in their room, too.


			We’ll revisit that in a few years, when the twins are in grade school. Or maybe by then we’ll be able to move up to a larger house, if my practice continues to grow or Brian gets a big promotion or two.


			“It’s really big, Daddy,” Steffy says. I’m glad she thinks so!


			“Grandpa Ben’s house is bigger,” Ben counters. Yes, it is. But this is all we could afford for now. Especially because it’s only Brian on the mortgage. I couldn’t apply with him, because I’ll be paying off the loan that paid for my practice for the next eighteen years. But he did make sure that we’re both on the title of the house. He didn’t have to; I honestly don’t care one way or the other. But he wanted to be sure I knew that we’re equals and partners in everything. As though I would—or could—ever forget that.


			“I don’t think Chrissy likes the house,” Lizzie notes. Our poor dog has been running from room to room, and she hasn’t been able to get comfortable anywhere.


			“It’s just a lot for her to get used to. Give her a few days and she’ll be perfectly happy,” I say. I’m sure she will. She’s such a good-natured dog, it’s hard to imagine she’ll stay agitated for very long. Until she does, though, sixty pounds of Golden Retriever-Labrador mix is a handful. Right now she’s scratching at the front door, and Brian gets up to take her out. While he does that, it’s time for me to get the twins to bed. “Ben, Steffy, come on. Let’s get upstairs.”


			Ben goes without protest, but Steffy hesitates. “Can Grace read to us? I wanna hear the Harry Potter!”


			I’d been hearing about those books for the last year; it seemed as though every child over the age of ten who came into my office had read them and loved them. A couple of months ago, Laurie went out and bought copies—there are three books so far—for the waiting room. They sat for a while, but curiosity finally got the better of me, and to my surprise, I actually liked them. So I bought copies for Grace, and of course Lizzie wanted to read them, too. She’s not even eight yet, and there is some rough material in the books, but certainly nothing rougher than what she saw during my residency at Children’s Hospital.


			Both Grace and Lizzie blew through the books, and now there’s a fourth one—it just came out last week, but with all the excitement of the move, I’ve been waiting to buy it for them. And Grace decided that Ben and Steffy would like them, too, so she’s taken over bedtime reading duties most nights. They’re about halfway through the first book. “Sure, Steffy, if Grace wants to.”


			“I do, Aunt Sara!” We officially adopted her just a month after her father passed away; we’re her legal parents now, and she’s our child just as surely as Lizzie and the twins are. But Brian and I agreed—we don’t want her to ever forget she had a mother and father who loved her dearly, and they should always be “Mom” and “Dad” to her.


			With Grace’s answer, the matter is settled. The kids all head upstairs while I clear away the remains of our dinner. When that’s done I join them, and Steffy and Ben are in their pajamas and lying on their beds already. Grace has her book at the ready, with Lizzie beside her to add sound effects and explain any confusing parts to the twins. I just stand in the doorway, watching, and before long, all the kids have forgotten I’m even there.


			I can’t help myself; I’m quickly engrossed too. I don’t even hear Brian come up behind me. I only know he’s there when I feel his arm around me and my body automatically leans into his. He doesn’t say a word; we both listen silently as Grace reads along. The twins both gasp in fright when she reads about Harry and his friends running into a giant three-headed dog. And when Grace describes the reaction of the girl in the group, complaining that they all could have been expelled from wizard school, she reads the dialogue in what sounds suspiciously like an imitation of my voice. Brian gives me a quick pinch, and Lizzie glances back at me as well. Everyone’s in on the joke, except me.


			I force a weak smile. But I’m not like that girl at all! They’re lucky I’m not. If I had a magic wand and I could turn people into frogs, the house would be full of hopping and croaking right now.
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			I still haven’t decided whether I forgive Brian or not. I’m nothing like that silly, bookwormish girl, studying all the time, running to the library at the drop of a hat…


			Who am I kidding? I’m exactly like her, aren’t I? “It still wasn’t funny,” I say to Brian, but I can’t be annoyed with him when I’m lying on the new bed he picked out for me, surrounded by the furniture he remembered I liked best, in the house that he bought. “Well, maybe it was a little bit funny.”


			He turns to me, wraps his arms around me. “You’re the one who told me you never learned to ride a bike because you could walk to the library and there wasn’t anywhere else you needed to go.” That’s true.


			I put my arms around him, pull myself closer. “I guess it’s for the best,” I purr. “If I wasn’t so smart, I might not have picked you for a husband.”


			“You picked me?” I wrap my legs around his, then I reach up and take his face in my hands. I kiss him slowly, deeply, and I don’t let him go for what seems like forever. Finally, much later, when his breathing is close to normal again and he can focus his eyes properly, he says, “OK, you picked me…”
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			Sara is in a glass-walled meeting room, somewhere high up, overlooking what she realizes must be the Potomac River. It’s a large room, with a long boardroom table that could comfortably seat at least twenty. Right now, about half the seats are filled.


			It’s an even split between men in suits on one side of the table, with their backs to the floor-to-ceiling window, and a party of uniformed men and women across from them—Air Force officers, one and all.


			One of the men in the suits is Brian, and Sara knows the moment she sets eyes on him that this is his dream. He’s leading the meeting, focusing everyone’s attention on a large screen mounted on the wall past the far side of the table. He’s got a laptop computer open in front of him, and now he’s leading the group through a Powerpoint presentation.


			Sara has seen this presentation more times than she cares to count; she’s been his practice audience for the last two weeks, until he finally pronounced himself fully prepared. The practice was not wasted; here in the dream, he’s going through it flawlessly, and his audience seems quite impressed. Laughing, Sara thinks to herself that he can now literally say “he can do it in his sleep.”


			As Sara watches her husband, her heart swells with pride as the Air Force delegation—including, Sara now notices, a General—enthusiastically follows along with him. But in the midst of his success, Sara suddenly feels a chill, as though someone opened a window and let a draft of cold air into the room.


			But there is no window open, and even if there were, this is the middle of summer; any air that came in would be hot and stagnant. Sara turns, and a glass door leading out into the hallway is closing, although she didn’t see or hear it open.


			Just for an instant, Sara thinks she sees someone just as they disappear down the hallway and around a corner—a woman, she’s sure. But she didn’t get a good look; the only thing she can recall for sure is the color red. Red shoes, and a red dress.


			As she turns her attention back to Brian and his meeting, she wonders why he’s dreaming about a woman in a red dress, who has to run away the moment Sara notices her…
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			Where’d she go? There was someone, I wanted—needed—to know who she was, where she was going.


			It was a dream. Brian’s dream. And there was a woman, a woman in a red dress. He was dreaming about a woman. A woman who isn’t me…


			No, that’s not right. That’s insane. Brian has never, ever given me the slightest reason to be jealous, and he never will. Except—I was there, in his dream, and he had to hide her from me. Right? I was watching him give his presentation, everyone in the room was completely focused on it, they were all sitting there, mesmerized.


			And then the door to the meeting room opened. Someone inside the room opened it. That woman, with her red?—yes, definitely a red dress. And red shoes, with at least two-inch heels. Not Brian’s type at all—nobody is his type, except me.


			But she wasn’t sitting at the table. There were a bunch of his co-workers, all men, all wearing suits. And there were a bunch of Air Force officers, and they were all wearing their uniforms. Nobody in a dress at all.


			Until there was. And nobody else seemed to notice her. Nobody even looked up for a second to see who was opening the door.


			“Brian?” I grab his shoulder, shake him awake. It’s three-thirty in the morning, but I have to know.


			“Wha?”


			“You were dreaming. Just now.”


			“Let’s take a quick break,” he mutters. He’s still mostly there.


			“Brian!”


			He turns to me, his eyes slowly focusing. “Quick break,” he murmurs again, then he finally realizes he’s not at work. “Sara?” Fear suddenly spreads across his face. “What’s wrong?”


			“Nothing,” I say, too quickly. Now he looks terrified. “Just—you were dreaming. Can you remember?”


			He rolls over onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “I was—uh, in a room, a big glass room. Giving—I was doing my presentation. You know, the one I’ve been working on.”


			“I know. I was there.” Now the fear vanishes, and it’s replaced by puzzlement. “Do you remember who was there?”


			“Didn’t you see? Sara, what’s going on?”


			“Humor me,” I say softly, running a hand through his hair, trying to calm him—and myself.


			“Uh—just my team. Rick and Alex and Joe and Dave. And there were four—no, five people from the Air Force. General Kelley was there, and the rest of them were his aides.” He sits up, and so do I. He’s staring hard at me. “Sara, I don’t understand.”


			Neither do I—except that I think I do, and I’m afraid to say it. It’s impossible—but it’s impossible for me, too, and I can still do it. “There wasn’t anybody else?”


			“No. That was it, just who I said.”


			I’m staring hard right back at him, holding his eyes. “You’re sure? Nobody else? Not a woman in a dress, a red dress?”


			He has no idea what I’m talking about; I can see it all in his eyes. “No. Why would you think…?” His jaw drops. “No. You don’t mean what I think you mean?”


			“I saw her, but you didn’t. Nobody else in the room did, either. The same way that you didn’t see me, and neither did anybody else. The way nobody ever notices me.”


			We’re both silent for a moment, then we speak the same words, exactly in unison: “Oh, my God…”
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			Downhill Racer


			(December 22-23, 2000)


			Brian is downstairs helping Beth and Zach get the rental van loaded. With four adults and five children, our choice was to go in three cars, or rent something that could carry us all and so, the van it was. All the kids are down there, too, except for Lizzie, who’s keeping me company.


			I’m checking my email one last time, in hopes of a message from my parents. I know I’m holding everyone up, but I know they won’t let me down. And sure enough, there it is. “See, Lizzie,” I say to my extremely impatient daughter. “I told you Grandma and Grandpa would write before we left.”


			I don’t have the phone number where they are, and since my cell phone is programmed into their home phone, I’m not sure they actually remember the number. I’m hoping they mention it in their email.


			“Let me read it!”


			It’s pretty long. “I’ve got a better idea. Let’s print it out, and we can read it once we get in the van, OK?”


			Lizzie’s OK with that, and two minutes later I’ve got my printout, my purse, and we’re out the door. When I get to the van, I do what I always do when we’re going somewhere. First, a quick count to make sure that we’ve got all four kids—check. Then a momentary glance to see that Grace has her little bag with her glucose meter and her insulin—check again.


			One of the first things Brian and I decided after Grace came to live with us was to put her in charge of keeping up with her diabetes. I thought that having something to keep track of every day would give her something to think about besides the loss of her father. And, I thought it would help her develop her sense of responsibility. It’s worked better than I could have hoped. I showed her how to test herself and how to give herself her shots, and she hasn’t missed a day or had a problem since.


			I don’t ask her if she’s got her bag with her; I don’t want her to think I don’t trust her. But I do make a point of looking. I’ve mastered the brief flick of the eyes that—I hope—she doesn’t even notice. After all, I wouldn’t be very responsible myself, as a parent or a doctor, if I didn’t double-check.


			With everyone and everything accounted for, I climb into my seat, buckle up, and we’re on our way to the Wintergreen Ski Resort, somewhere in the Blue Ridge Mountains.


			The ride is surprisingly easy, considering how full the van is. Between my kids piping up and asking questions every minute, it takes a good hour to read the email from my parents. They’re loving the trip so far; they’re in Spain, volunteers on an archaeological dig for two weeks. They got the idea from an article in my alumni magazine: Jane Barnaby, who lived down the hall from me for three years in college, was profiled. She’s working with the scientist who runs the project, and Mom was intrigued by the idea that regular people can volunteer and participate in it.


			She did her research and talked Dad into it, and off they went, their first ever trip abroad. It’s also the first Christmas we’ll spend apart, which is a big reason that I agreed to this ski trip. If I can’t have my parents around, at least I’ll spend Christmas with my best friend and her family. It won’t only be Beth and Zach and their son, either. Beth’s sister Maggie and her son will meet us at the resort, and Laurie and her girlfriend Kate will join us tomorrow.


			Hearing about Mom and Dad’s adventures takes us to the first rest stop. I’m thankful for the break, because both Lizzie and Grace are curious about something Mom said at the end of the email. Mom wanted to know the circumstances back in college that led to my asking Jane and her roommate to teach me how to pick a lock using a credit card, and that’s not a story for young ears. Beth and Brian are both laughing at me, but I don’t really mind, because thinking about it brings me back to that day, nearly eleven years ago now, when I surprised Brian after Christmas break.


			Now Lizzie wants to know why I’m smiling, and I really don’t want to explain. “Your mother snuck into your father’s dorm room to leave him a present as a surprise,” Beth says, a twinkle in her eye. She knows perfectly well what the next question from my daughter will be.


			Right on cue, Lizzie asks, “What was the present?”


			As we lock up the van and troop into the rest area, Brian and I look at each other blankly. When neither of us answer, Grace steps in. “I think Aunt Sara wanted to be there in his room when Uncle Brian came back to school. I think that was the surprise, Lizzie.”


			“Like a surprise party, like for Aunt Beth’s birthday last year?”


			“Yes, exactly,” I say, a little too quickly. Grace realizes it, but thankfully she doesn’t say anything to Lizzie. She’s eleven, old enough that she’s probably got a good idea about what I was really doing that day. I don’t want to think about it, but it may be time to have “the talk” with her. I was hoping that I had at least another year before we got there, but probably not.


			Over Cinnabons and coffee, we all talk about future trips we’d like to take. Other than Canada and a cruise with Beth’s family the summer after freshman year of college, I’ve never been out of the country myself. Brian was in Europe just once, when he was eight or nine, when his family went over to visit his brother in Germany. “But I was too young,” he says. “All I cared about was seeing Jack, I didn’t pay any attention to anything else.”


			“I wouldn’t mind going to Germany,” I say. “Or anywhere in Europe, really.” But it won’t be for a while, with all our money tied up in the house for the foreseeable future. I’m very jealous of my parents right now. Especially when I remember what their email said about the weather where they are—sixty-five degrees and sunny yesterday. It was nineteen degrees when we left the house, and now, an hour west and heading into the mountains, it’s colder than that.


			“Yeah! We could see where Uncle Jack lived,” Lizzie says.


			“Uncle Jack lives near Grandma and Grandpa,” Steffy chimes in.


			“But he didn’t always. He lived in Germany. He didn’t come here until you were born,” Lizzie replies. “I remember Grandma Helen was so happy when he came.”


			We all chat a little longer, then it’s back into the van. Amazingly, Zach Jr., who fell asleep the moment Brian started the engine back at our house, didn’t even stir being carried out of the van and into the rest area, or back out to the van again. And the whole rest of the ride, there’s not a peep from him. But my kids more than make up for him; their excitement grows with every sign one of them spots, counting down the distance to the resort.


			We finally arrive, parking right outside our—I was going to call it a cabin, but that’s not really the right word. It’s a huge house—I guess technically it’s a chalet. Beth and I herd the kids inside while Brian and Zach tote all the luggage in. Bedrooms are quickly claimed. Lizzie and Grace take the one right next to a bathroom, “because,” Grace explains, “sometimes Lizzie wakes up in the middle of the night and she has to go.” The twins stake out the one right next to them, to be close to their big sisters. I pick out the room next to the other bathroom—the larger one, with the Jacuzzi tub. I plan on spending a lot of time there while everyone else is out skiing or otherwise frolicking in the snow. Beth knows exactly what I’m thinking, too. For the past month, ever since we booked this trip, she’s been harassing me about getting on skis myself. She’s wanted to get me skiing ever since we became friends, but I’ve always resisted.


			“Sara, you’re not going to spend the whole trip in the Jacuzzi, are you?” She’s smiling; she also knows why I don’t want to even try to ski. I can just picture my right leg giving out, and then falling—no, rolling—down the hill gathering a giant snowball around me like in a Bugs Bunny cartoon, and then having to be airlifted out to a hospital.


			“That’s the plan, Beth.”
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			With the exception of Brian, everyone asks me, about a hundred times, if I’ll give skiing a try. “Look! Those are little kids over there, and they can do it!” Lizzie points out a group of children who can’t be more than six or seven, all learning to ski.


			“Do you remember your fourth birthday party?” When I gave in to her repeated pleas to join her on the ice, and five minutes later I was on the way to the hospital.


			“Yes, Mommy.”


			“That’s why I’m not skiing, Lizzie.” I’ll probably only have to remind her a hundred more times while we’re here. But at least I am outside, so I can watch her and Grace get on skis for the first time.


			Beth is going to teach them, and in less than five minutes, she’s got them ready to go and we head to a trail called the “Potato Patch.” My girls are doing amazingly well for their first time. There are a few falls, but they’re right back up, none the worse for wear. Within an hour, they can both turn, and even stop. It looks horribly difficult to me, but apparently not to anyone else.


			“They’re naturals,” Beth says, as she takes a break and her husband supervises them.


			“Well, Lizzie sure didn’t get it from me, and I can’t picture Grace’s father on skis, so I have no idea about her, either.”


			“How is Grace doing?”


			I shake my head, chuckling. “Really well. Sometimes, it’s almost as though she was always ours. I—I wish I could say it was something we did, but it’s all her. She’s so strong.”


			Beth puts an arm around me. “Oh, I think you and Brian have something to do with it. And Lizzie and Steffy and Ben, too.” I guess I can say it to myself—she’s right.


			“Maybe. Her and Lizzie—God, they’re so close. I just hope they can stay…”


			Beth doesn’t let me finish. “I know. You’ve probably got one more year, until Grace goes to junior high.” Grace is eleven, and Lizzie is only eight, but if you didn’t know that, you might think there’s only a year between the two of them—and they’re only two years apart in school; Grace is in fifth grade, Lizzie’s in third. And honestly, there’s not that much difference between third and fifth grade.


			But between fifth and seventh? That’s all the difference in the world. “I’m more worried about Lizzie—she’ll be ten going on twenty-one, you know?” Beth nods. I imagine that’s exactly how she was, and in some ways Lizzie takes after Beth more than either Brian or me.


			“Maggie’s two years older than me. If you don’t mind listening to five days of ‘how my little sister made me miserable for seventh through ninth grade,’ you can ask her about it.” Yes, that sounds like fun for everyone.


			“I think I’ll spare you,” I tell her, just as Zach returns with my girls in tow.


			“Mommy, it was so easy! You have to try!” Lizzie is beaming as she walks up and hugs me.


			“Yeah, Aunt Sara! You won’t hurt yourself. It’s so much fun!” Grace is taking off her skis, grinning from ear to ear as well.


			No. Absolutely not. I shake my head, and both their smiles turn to frowns. It’s going to be five days of this. “You know what?” There’s got to be something I can do that will satisfy them, and not put me in the hospital. “You’re not getting me on skis. You can ask until you’re blue in the face. But—how about the snow tubing? If I do that, will you guys stop bugging me about skiing?”


			Lizzie turns to Grace, and they both consider my offer. “OK, Mommy,” Lizzie says after a minute. “Ben and Steffy can go too, right?”


			“We can all go,” I say. I hope we can, anyway. I have no idea if there’s an age limit. I guess we’ll find out. With the girls satisfied, we all head up to the Mountain Inn for hot chocolate by a nice warm fire.
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			I’m back in our chalet with the kids, as in “all of them.” Lizzie and Grace are actually right outside having a snowball fight, and Ben and Steffy are taking turns listening to Zach Jr’s heart with my stethoscope. At least I’m indoors and warm; Brian is out on the slopes right now learning to ski.


			Beth and Zach swore they’d return him to me in one piece, and they’d better do it. The bed in our room is incredibly comfortable, and I’ve got big plans for it this weekend, which will be ruined if my husband comes back with his leg in a cast.


			In the meantime, I’m sitting by our fire—it’s a gas fireplace, which seems like cheating. But it’s very warm, and I don’t need to mess around with the poker or grab more logs, so maybe cheating isn’t so bad. This living room is huge; there are two big couches and a forty-inch TV, a fully-stocked bar, a shelf full of board games, and a very high ceiling—maybe twenty feet.


			From outside, I can hear Lizzie and Grace squeal occasionally, so I know they’re fine. And I’m thrilled that Ben is talking and asserting himself a little—he’s by far the quietest and shyest of our kids.


			In other words, he’s the most like me. He enjoys coming down to my office with me more than his twin sister does. He even looks like me, a lot more than Lizzie or Steffy do. And I think, unfortunately for him, he’s going to be much closer to me than his father in height.


			As for Steffy, not only does she favor her father in appearance, she takes after his interests as well. Six months ago, he took her with him out to the airport and they went for a ride in a helicopter, and she still talks about it almost every day. I’m happy about it; whatever they’re interested in is fine with me.


			There’s shouting outside, and then the door opens. Maggie Rosewell, Beth’s sister, is there along with her son. Maggie’s got the same perfect blonde hair as Beth, and she’s just about the same height—maybe half an inch taller. But her face is very different; she’s got sharper features than Beth, and gray eyes unlike Beth’s bright blue ones. And while Beth has her mother’s small, unobtrusive nose, Maggie inherited their father’s bigger, almost hooked nose. Her son, David, takes after her in almost every respect.


			“Maggie!” I go to the door, give her a big hug. “And you!” I pat David’s head. “God, you’ve grown. How old are you now?”


			“Eleven,” he answers, not quite smiling.


			Maggie scoots her son forward. “Come on, what is that? You remember Sara, don’t you?” It’s been two years; the last time I saw him or Maggie was at the incredibly cramped Thanksgiving dinner Beth hosted at her house. David doesn’t brighten up at all, and Maggie leans close, whispers in my ear, “He didn’t want to come. He’s missing his friends, that’s all.”


			I can understand that. He’s probably afraid he’ll get stuck babysitting all the younger kids while the adults enjoy themselves on the ski slopes. “Come on in, take your coat off,” I say. He trudges in, not meeting my eyes, or his mother’s. But he does react when Lizzie and Grace appear in the doorway, shaking the snow off before walking inside. I’m pretty sure it’s Grace, rather than Lizzie, that he’s paying attention to—someone his own age to hang out with.


			“Grace, you remember David, right? He came to Thanksgiving dinner a couple of years ago,” I remind her. She’s not sure, but I can’t blame her. That was only a month or so after her father passed away; it was a very difficult time for her.


			But either she does remember, or she’s just taking pity on the poor boy, because she looks up at me, gives me a quick smile, and then turns her attention back to him. “Yeah, I remember you. We’re going to get a snack, come on,” she tells him, grabbing his hands and dragging him away, with Lizzie following.


			I motion over to the bar. “Help yourself, Maggie,” I say as I lay myself out on the couch. She takes my advice and fixes herself a drink, then pulls up a chair.


			“Just one. I want to get some skiing in this afternoon,” she says, raising her glass to me. I’d join her, but I’ve got my eye on a very nice bottle of Merlot in the refrigerator. When Brian gets back, we’ll be opening that up.


			We chat for a while. Maggie updates me on her life—she’s started dating again, but it doesn’t sound very promising. “David’s got to come first. Do you have any idea how tough it is to find somebody who gets that?” No, thank God. And I’m never going to have to learn. But I nod my head in sympathy as she tells me about her last several dates and the various ways in which they were awful.


			She finishes up right as the twins run to the door; they must have heard their father coming. Sure enough, the door opens and there’s Brian, and he’s—no! He’s hopping on one leg, wincing in pain, supported by both Beth and Zach. I knew it! I knew they’d injure him—except I’ve seen him in actual pain, and I don’t see the tiny worry lines that crop up around his eyes when he’s really hurting.


			Ben and Steffy aren’t quite as attuned to Brian as I am; they both look up at him with worry. Steffy cries out, “Daddy!”


			If he wants to joke, I can joke, too. I put on my best serious face and take a deep breath. “How bad is it?”


			Beth and Zach bring him to the other couch and lie him down. “I don’t think he broke anything,” Beth says.


			“I’ll be the judge of that,” I answer. “Ben, can you grab my bag?” He runs over and brings it to me. I crouch down next to Brian and take off his right boot. He groans and flinches, but he’s half a second too slow; if he were really injured, he’d have reacted instantly, automatically. I doubt anyone but me could tell, though.


			They must have put him up to this. He does joke with me, but he’s not a practical joker. Neither am I, usually. But I have been known to retaliate. I pull his sock off, and feel all around his right ankle. It’s perfectly fine, of course. “Uh-oh,” I say. “I think there’s a hairline fracture of the talus, but I can’t be sure. We’d better get it X-rayed.”


			Brian can read me every bit as well as I can read him; he wrenches his foot out of my grasp and sits up. “You knew I wasn’t hurt,” he says, throwing his arms around me and giving me a good squeeze. With his strong, sure arms wrapped around me, all my annoyance disappears. Another feeling replaces it, and even in a roomful of people looking at me, I can barely keep control of myself.


			I whisper into his ear, “It was all Beth’s idea, wasn’t it?” He nods, ever so slightly, and I can’t help myself, I say, so low he can barely hear it even though my lips are just an inch from his ear, “We’re locking the bedroom door tonight.” Then I lean even closer, and kiss his earlobe quickly; he shudders all the way down to his toes. And so do I.
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			The kids are all asleep, and it’s time for Brian and I to retreat to our bedroom. We say our good nights and carry our wineglasses with us. Brian goes straight to the bed, but I hesitate at the door, my hand on the lock. I’m not remembering, not really. It’s just a feeling—even now, even though it was only one night, and it’s two years in the past, the idea of locking myself in a room sometimes still makes me uncomfortable.


			I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and tell myself I’m being ridiculous. Then I open my eyes and look over at Brian, already lying out on the bed, and the feeling is gone. I turn the lock and rattle the doorknob to make sure, and then I join my husband on the bed.


			For a few moments, I don’t even touch him, I just look into his eyes, losing myself there. He reaches over, pulls me to him, never breaking eye contact. “How long has it been?”


			I sigh. “My birthday,” I answer. Two and a half months ago. And it hasn’t been for lack of trying. But every time we thought we had time to ourselves, something happened. The dog, one of the twins waking up unexpectedly, the boiler acting up, you name it. And then there were the nights that one of us was ready to go and the other—well, wasn’t. Mostly that’s been Brian lately. Work has been very stressful for him for a while now, and last week he confessed he’s worried that his company might actually lose their biggest contract. And if that happens, the contract wouldn’t be the only thing lost. Unsurprisingly, that’s a real mood-killer.


			With all that, it just hasn’t happened since October. The closest we’ve come was one frigid night right before Thanksgiving in the back seat of the old Volvo, in a far corner of the Pentagon parking lot. We got as far as—I can’t believe I’m saying this—“second base” before we came to our senses and realized what could happen to Brian’s security clearance if we got caught.


			It’s almost more funny than frustrating, but tonight is going to be different. No dog. No boiler. No twins. No interruptions. We come closer and our lips meet, while his hands are all over me, and mine exploring him. I feel myself melting at his touch. I’m in no mood to take things slowly tonight; I roll onto my back, pulling him on top of me. And then…


			I don’t know what the hell it is, but it’s a sharp, echoing bang so loud that it startles me into sitting straight up—and head-butting Brian. As we both groan in pain, there’s a second bang, and then the lights go out.


			Not just in the bedroom, but outside, too—just a second ago, I could see the lights of the next chalet over, but now there’s nothing. Just pitch darkness, inside this room and out. As the shouting begins just outside the bedroom door, Brian says exactly what I’m thinking: “You’ve got to be kidding!”
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			It takes an hour to find candles, since the only flashlight in the chalet is the tiny light in my medical bag. And of course, the moment we do get a few of them lit, the power comes back on. Then it’s another hour cleaning and bandaging up everyone’s cuts and scrapes, and then getting the twins and Zach Jr. back to sleep.


			Beth grabs my arm as I’m heading back to my room. She whispers to me, “I can’t believe that. We were just…”


			“Us, too,” I say, and we collapse into giggles. What else is there to do but laugh? We stand there right outside my bedroom, laughing, for probably five minutes, until our respective husbands grab us and drag us away.


			Once we’re in the room, Brian asks, “Do you have your light?” I hold it up and wave it at him. “Good,” he says, then he locks the door. This time, I don’t feel uncomfortable at all about the idea. Brian’s still staring at the door, and I have no idea what’s going through his mind until he drags a chair over and wedges it under the doorknob. “Just to make sure. I don’t care if the lights go out again, or the fire alarm goes off, or if aliens land outside the front door and demand we take them to our leader. No interruptions. Agreed?”


			I go over to him, throw my arms around his neck, and give him a kiss that makes his knees buckle. As he sinks down to the floor, carrying me with him, I say, as if I hadn’t already given my answer, “Agreed!”
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			Sara is sitting in the passenger seat of a car. She immediately recognizes it as her car, her elderly Volvo. She turns around, knowing whose dream this is, and what she’ll see in the backseat.


			Sure enough, there she is, with Brian atop her, going at it with abandon. They’re both wearing—or half-wearing—the very same pajamas Sara knows they have on in reality. Sara has never seen herself this way before, and she isn’t sure what she thinks about it. On one hand, she’s never had the slightest interest in watching herself. But on the other hand it is, she realizes, both flattering and—there’s no other word—arousing—to see just how much Brian desires her. She knows it already, but still, seeing it as an observer is—Sara blushes as she thinks it—very, very hot.


			Yet another part of her mind watches the scene and can’t help noticing that dream-Sara is lying atop the seatbelt buckle, and that it must be grinding into her back. Surely, she thinks, that must be very uncomfortable, but dream-Sara doesn’t seem to be uncomfortable in any way.


			Just the opposite; dream-Sara is extremely enthusiastic, and not at all shy about expressing it. But every time she does, Brian silences her with a kiss. Just as, Sara remembers, he did only a little while ago in reality, so that she wouldn’t wake anyone else in the chalet.


			As Sara watches herself, she suddenly feels a cold breeze, as though one of the windows was open. But they’re all closed; there’s nowhere for the breeze to have come from. And then Sara turns away from herself and her husband and she sees it—sees her.


			Only for an instant, and only from the back. The driver’s door is already open, and a woman—a woman in a red dress, with long black hair falling down just past her shoulders—is out of the car and running away…
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			As my eyes open, I’m looking at the door very intently. Why? What am I expecting to see? It’s still closed, the chair is still wedged there…


			It was a car door. My car door. I was dreaming, and—she was there. That woman. The same one I saw a few months ago in Brian’s dream. The woman who can do what I can do. I let myself forget about it. Brian and I talked about it, and we convinced ourselves that I must have misunderstood what I saw, or something.


			Not this time. I know for sure now. I felt a draft, as though a window had opened. Every time Lizzie or my mother came into my dreams, I felt an invisible door opening. They go through the door; this woman climbs in through the window. It makes perfect sense. And she just appeared, the way I—usually—just appear. And the moment she realized she wasn’t alone in Brian’s dream, she ran for it.


			I have to tell Brian. It’s—God, it has to be someone he knows. That’s how it works for me. We have to figure out who, and then—what?


			I don’t have the slightest idea.


			I’ll tell him, but not until later. I’ll let him sleep, and enjoy his dream. It was a very nice dream, after all…
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			The Nightmare Before Christmas


			(December 23-24, 2000)


			I should never, ever in a million years have agreed to this. It’s madness. I’m looking down, and I can’t even see the bottom of the hill. It’s supposedly a thousand feet. That’s as tall as the tallest skyscraper! And I’m supposed to slide all the way down on a glorified spare tire, with my four-year-old twins right in front of me?


			We’re all going to die. That’s all there is to it. Me and the twins, and Laurie, who’s in front of them, we’re going to die right here and right now on this frozen hill.


			“Ready?” I look up into the face of a girl who’s almost certainly still in high school, smiling down at me. No, I’m not ready! No sane person could ever be ready for this. But I’m trapped, and I have to go through with this, so I nod. The girl, wearing her bright blue parka with the resort’s logo over her right breast, counts to three, and on “Three!” she gives my tube a shove.


			For a moment nothing happens, and then it begins to move, picking up speed, and it’s not more than five seconds before the wind is roaring, and trees are zooming by. I grip the handles on the sides of the tube so hard that my hands hurt, and I close my eyes tightly. I let out a shriek that’s carried away by the wind, and then all rational thought follows it, blown right out of my mind…


			…there’s a hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me. I can hear someone—me—whimpering. “Sara, relax! You survived!” I open my eyes very slowly. Laurie is smiling down at me, and as I look past her, I can see that we really are at the bottom of the hill. She extends a hand, and I grab it and let her pull me up. “You OK? All in one piece?”


			“No,” I say. “I think I left my stomach up there somewhere near the top.”


			My twins are standing next to Laurie. Steffy is hopping up and down with excitement. “Again!” That’s no surprise. Ben isn’t so sure; he doesn’t look nearly as bad as I feel, but I don’t think he liked it all that much.


			I take his hand and squeeze it as we head to the chair-lift. He gives me a weak smile as we climb on and buckle ourselves in. The chairs are arranged in twos, side-by-side, so Ben goes next to me, and Steffy and Laurie are in the next set, right behind.


			I pointedly don’t look down as we’re conveyed back up the hill, and Ben follows my lead; we hold hands the whole way up, but neither of us says a word. When we arrive at the top, I pick him up and give him a nice, tight hug. It makes us both feel a lot better.


			“Acrophobia,” I say to Laurie when she steps out of her chair a moment later. “That’s it, right? Fear of heights? I think I just gave it to myself.”


			She laughs. “Well, you were crying like a little girl all the way down,” she says. And I don’t even know why. I’ve never had a problem with heights before. I don’t mind roller coasters. Maybe it’s the combination—the height, plus the speed, plus not being buckled in plus not being attached to any kind of track. That must be it.


			“And you’re never going to let me forget it, are you?”


			“Well,” she says with what I have to call an evil grin, but it fades into a warm smile after a moment, “I think I’ll give you a pass on this, actually.” She could be remembering any number of embarrassing things she’s done that I’ve seen and never mentioned again.


			I smile my thanks as her girlfriend comes up to us. “So you all made it in one piece,” Kate says.


			“You’re talking big for somebody who was sitting in the café the whole time,” Laurie answers her. They banter back and forth; it’s easy to see what a close couple they are. I’m so happy for Laurie that she’s got Kate. They didn’t arrive until this morning, so they missed out on our exciting power outage last night.


			Kate finally agrees to go down the hill with Laurie. “How about if Steffy goes with you guys?” That’s the perfect solution. Steffy can go again, and Ben and I can drink hot chocolate from the safety of the café. As my son and I watch them get in line for another run, I realize that, while Laurie will let me forget my “crying like a little girl,” Steffy certainly won’t…
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