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The Calling: Prologue
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June, 1997

––––––––
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That first night in their new home, the cat did what Mae wanted to do—it ran off, probably trying to go back to their old home, to the mountains. The new neighborhood was dismal, nothing but little square houses with little square yards. A car dealership and the local armory bordered it on one side, and a row of old tobacco barns on the other. The house, pale green to start with, smelled moldy in a way that made it seem greener. If this was home, it made sense to run from it.

As Mae carried the last of the luggage, what little there was, into the dank living room, the cat squirmed out of her mother’s arms. Her mother, Rhoda-Rae, doted on the cat, a lavender point Siamese with the ridiculous name of Adorabelle. Before Mae had even put down the bag, the cat dashed out the open door.

“Rhoda-Mae how could you?” Rhoda-Rae exclaimed with a whine. “You know she’s terrified.”

Mae resented the rhyming name for being so close to her mother’s, hated hearing it used, and it added to her aggravation. For years she’d insisted on being called just Mae, but her mother was the one person who ignored that. “Mama, I couldn’t close the door with both hands full. You should have left her in her cage.”

It was like talking to the TV. No one listened and the drama went on. With a wailing o—hhh, Rhoda-Rae Martin collapsed into one of the cracked fake leather chairs that came with the furnished rental and wept. “My baby.”

“I reckon you mean the cat,” Mae said under her breath. The possibility that her mother saw thirteen-year-old Mae as her baby was slim. “I’ll go look for her.”

Rhoda-Rae barely looked up from her crying to mumble, “Go. You do that.”

More than willing to get out of the house, Mae left, closing the door behind her. She walked down the chipped brick steps and stood in the yard. Crowds of insects battered the streetlamps as dusk turned to dark. Dogs barked in the yards of several houses left and right, so she couldn’t tell which direction might bring her to Adorabelle.

She was a smart, mean little cat, in spite of the silly name and the stupid lavender bow Rhoda-Rae had put around her neck, and Mae wanted to find her. The cat might be the only comfort she would have in this new place. 

A creek bordered by a tangle of scrawny trees ran alongside the cross street behind the Ford dealership and the armory. If I were a cat, I’d go in those trees. Mae approached the creek. More dogs barked in houses or yards on either side. She didn’t like this neighborhood. So much barking. Must be scaring Belle half to death.

On a low branch of a thorny bush, Mae saw a ribbon—Adorabelle's purple bow. Good thing she hadn’t choked getting it snagged. It must have hurt to slide her big ears through it to get free. Must have felt good, though. A cat ought to be naked like an animal, not wear some human frills.

“Hey, kitty.” Mae could never bring herself to use the cat’s whole name any more than she cared for her own whole hyphenated double. Rhyming with her mother was an embarrassment almost as bad as Adorabelle. “Belle, come on.” 

No movement. She took the ribbon off the bush and closed her eyes, trying to imagine what she would do if she were Belle.

Strangely, she could feel something through her hand and arm, as if she had touched Belle and could feel the cat’s fear. Even stranger, her vision traveled through a kind of tunnel, and then Mae could see Belle, hiding under a large brown and timber trimmed house’s back deck. It was like she could see in the dark the way Belle could. The effect was startling and inexplicable. Can Belle somehow tell me where she is? Amazed but hopeful, Mae memorized the details of the house and its yard and then opened her eyes. 

Looking through the trees in front of her, she noticed the back yards of a better neighborhood, houses that fronted a main road through town. Straight ahead of the bush where the ribbon had hung, barely discernible though the black outlines of trees, was a shape that might be the house and deck Mae had seen. Even though seeing it didn’t seem possible.

She crossed the creek with a jump and jogged to the edge of the yard. It really was the house she’d seen. Every detail, exactly right. The recognition was exciting, and a little frightening somehow. “Belle, kitty. Come on, Belle.”

No barking. No lights in the house. Feeling safe to trespass, Mae crossed the yard and peered under the back deck. Her heart gave a thump of amazement. Belle’s pale fur and huge eyes caught a glint of streetlight. The cat uttered a long despairing yowl.

“I know, kitty. I get it.” Mae crawled into the dirt-smelling wooden cave under the deck and picked up Belle, holding the small, quivering animal against her heart. The future felt like that yowl. “It’s a nasty old house Mama’s put us in. I don’t blame you one bit.” Belle didn’t purr, but she stopped shaking.

Trying not to cry, not to be a sniveling weak mess like her mother, Mae swallowed her tears and carried Belle out from under the deck. “We’ll make it, kitty. I don’t know how. But we’ll live.”

Belle hissed and squiggled on coming out of her hiding place, but Mae held her, claws and all. Bringing her home hurt. Seemed like neither of them wanted to call this home, not the damp house, the ugly neighborhood, or the town of Cauwetska. No mountains. No Daddy. No beauty as far as Mae could see.

Opening the door of the green house with one hand, she let herself in and closed it firmly before letting the cat down. Belle ran around the room a few times and ducked under the sofa. Rhoda-Rae was on the phone in the kitchen. “Arnie, honey, I’ve got to go,” she said. “Rhoda-Mae brought the cat back, thank God. I’ll see you tomorrow ... Yes, I’m fine, sugar, I’m fine. I love you, too.” 

Mae’s resentment hardened on hearing her mother talking lovey-dovey to a boyfriend, the inspiration for this move, only six months after evicting Daddy and everything that had to do with him.

“That was quick. How on earth did you find her so fast?” Rhoda-Rae stood in the doorway, smoothing her permed and proper auburn hair as if it had been mussed by the phone call.

“It was funny.” Mae slipped past her mother into the kitchen and opened a cardboard box to get a glass, unwrapping one from the dishtowel that had held it safe from breaking. She drew a drink from the tap, wondering if she could explain what had happened. It was so strange, she had to tell someone though, even if that someone was Mama. “I found her ribbon, and then ... I closed my eyes, and I could see her. I could see right where she was, every detail, like a movie.”

“Are you sure, sugar?” Rhoda-Rae turned to her daughter with narrowed eyes, one manicured hand going to the cross around her neck.

“I’m not lying. Yeah, I’m sure.”

Rhoda-Rae walked to the kitchen table and sank into one of the old wooden chairs. Its uneven legs made it rock as she sat. “Oh, that Outlaw blood will show.”

“What do you mean?”

“My mama. She was an Outlaw before she married your Grampa Jackson. She didn’t just do the old country doctoring, she had the sight. Like what you just did.” She sighed, folded her arms, and crossed her ankles. Even for moving day, she wore nylon hose and shoes with little heels. “Outlaw clan was known for that.”

“How come you never told me?”

“I don’t hold with any of it. It’s against God and it’s against good, modern medicine, all that nonsense. I wouldn’t let her talk to you about it.”

“Mama—against God? I found Belle.”

“Letting things into your mind like that, it’s like doing magic. It’s witchy, that’s what I think. My own mama.” Rhoda-Rae shuddered, with a look to heaven, as if she hoped God could see her performance. “She made potions and sold herbs and she laid her hands on people to get them well, and they’d skip going to a real doctor. She could have killed somebody.”

Rhoda-Rae was a nurse. Mae could see maybe her mother might not like the country doctoring. The other objections didn’t make sense, though. Before Mae could argue again, her mother continued.

“And as for seeing what isn’t your business to see, that’s just plain wrong. She could spy out what someone was doing miles away, or even ten years ago if she tried. All she needed was a little bit of your hair or your clothes, and she could see you. If that’s not the work of the devil I don’t know what is.”

This was silly, more superstitious than really religious. “Not if you use it to do good.”

“Are you arguing with me, Rhoda-Mae?”

“I am.” Mae finished her water, set the glass down, and began to unpack the rest of the box. The cabinets felt sticky inside as she arranged the glasses in them, and she wondered if it was the humidity or if the last tenant hadn’t been clean. “I found Belle. That’s not witchy.”

“I don’t want you ever using the sight again, do you hear me?” Rhoda-Rae stood, started to leave the room, and paused by her daughter, waiting for an answer. “It spooks me, sugar. I didn’t raise you to be like that.” 

Not even a thank you for finding Belle. Too annoyed to make a promise, Mae avoided her mother’s eyes. She took one of the dishcloths from the box she’d been unpacking and wet it to wipe out the next shelf before she put the dishes in it. It came away black. She should clean out the others. 

With a snappish sigh, Rhoda-Rae left the room. Soon Mae could hear the radio playing country music in her mother’s bedroom and the sounds of drawers squeaking open and closed.

Bewildered but intrigued by her experience with the sight, Mae tried to remember her Granma Jackson. Rhoda-Sue Outlaw Jackson had been as country as they come, a mountain widow who grew a vegetable and herb garden, raised chickens, and lived by herself in a holler outside of Boone, a long way from other people. Mae had loved her kindness and humor, and enjoyed helping in the garden. Rhoda-Sue had shared a little of her herbal medicine, but had never shared the rest of her lore and skills, apparently honoring Rhoda-Rae’s wishes.

Placing bowls and plates in the cleaned cupboards, Mae felt sad that her Granma had died never teaching her, never even telling her, just because Rhoda-Rae thought this sight was spooky and devilish. It hadn’t felt that way. It was peculiar, sure, but finding Belle had felt, if anything, like something God might want you to do, not like letting the devil into your mind.

Of course, Mama was right that if you used this sight to spy out all sorts of things that were none of your business, then it would be bad. If Granma had done that, she’d been a little wicked. Mae unwrapped the last bowl, put it away, put the dishtowels in a drawer, and walked to her mother’s room. Rhoda-Rae, singing along with the radio, danced as she hung her dresses. She had a lot of dresses. Liked to go out dancing.

“Mama?”

“What is it?”

“I won’t do anything wicked with the sight. I promise.”

“I should hope not, sugar. I should hope you can promise me you won’t use it again at all.” The phone rang, and Rhoda-Rae scurried to the kitchen to answer. “Arnie? Oh, bless your heart, I’d love to ... Rhoda-Mae, sweetheart, Arnie wants to take me out to celebrate my moving here. You’re a big girl, you’ll be all right by yourself for a little bit, won’t you?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Belle followed Mae to her room and hid under the bed while Mae unpacked and Rhoda-Rae sang with the radio in the next room. 

When Rhoda-Rae and Arnie left, calling goodbye, Mae didn’t bother to see them off. She didn’t care if they had a good time. She missed her father. And wished she could have unpacked her softball glove and bat he’d given her. But Rhoda-Rae had sent it all with him when she kicked him out. Every last trace of Jim Bob “Marty” Martin had gone with him. At the time, Rhoda-Rae had said it was because “men like your father should be erased from the face of the earth.”

But as Mae neatly folded her running shorts and T-shirts, filling a drawer with athletic clothes, then another with jeans and sweaters, she wished she had those gifts from her father. Belle crept out from under the bed, swatting at a trailing bathrobe belt as Mae tossed the robe onto the bed. The cat’s lavender-gray paw snagged Mae’s mind as well as the belt. Finding Belle. No wonder Mama got rid of his stuff. She thought I might have the sight like Granma and use it to find him, like I did with Belle’s ribbon.

Of course, six months gone and no calls, no letters, maybe Daddy was as bad as Mama said and there was no point in looking. After all, he knew where she’d been until this move.

As Mae sat on the bed, Belle crept out from under it. Mae scooped her up and lay back on the bare mattress. Belle squirmed before accepting the embrace, but her lavender-tipped tail continued to switch. Feisty thing. More her true nature not to wear that ribbon.

The mattress felt lumpy and had a dip in the middle like one big person had slept in it. This was someone else’s sleep, someone else’s life, in this bed. Mae closed her eyes and began to see something, the tunnel, the shape of a person in the bed. Shocked, she opened her eyes and sat up, still holding Belle. Shoot. The sight. She could see anything, anyone, if she wasn’t careful. What had woken up in her? Was this like puberty—you turned thirteen and it came on like your periods? She didn’t want to see whoever slept the dent into this old bed. 

Didn’t want to see the father who left and never called or wrote. She’d probably see him doing something awful, some horrid thing Mama had kicked him out for, whatever it was, and ruin all her sweet memories of her daddy. Mama wouldn’t say, wouldn’t talk about him, it was so bad. Tears burned in Mae’s eyes and her chest tightened.

Maybe Mama was right. Don’t use this power. Turn it off. But it was good to have Belle back. Good to have some company in this lonely, ugly place. Standing up before she broke down and cried, she tried to cut out feeling sorry for herself. She had to get the bed made up, get Belle’s things taken care of, set up her litter box, get her little dishes out and give her food and water.

It was nice to have someone to take care of. “Let’s get you fed, kitty.”

Mae let Belle ride on her shoulder as she walked to the kitchen, then set her down to open the box that held Belle’s dishes. Mae opened another box and unpacked a few cans of cat food, as well as some soup and beans. She hadn’t eaten, and Rhoda-Rae had left without thinking about Mae’s supper. Typical. Belle wove herself around Mae’s ankles as she opened a can of food and dumped part of it into a bowl, filled another bowl with water, and set them on the floor.

Listening to the familiar snicking sounds of the cat eating, Mae thought how sad it would be right now if she hadn’t found Belle. She didn’t want to get rid of the sight. She’d never have seen her under that deck, and Belle never would have found them again. Belle would have tried to run back to Boone and got hit by a car or eaten by a hawk. 

What if she’d found the ribbon, used the sight, and seen something like that? Seen the cat die? That could have been worse than never knowing, at least hoping she was all right.

As she opened a can of soup for supper, Mae heard the radio still playing in Rhoda-Rae’s room. It bothered her. She needed some peace and quiet when her mother wasn’t around. 

She went down the hall and looked around her mother’s room to see where the radio was. Rhoda-Rae already had frilly pillows on the bed, and on the dresser she’d placed a picture of Jesus and a picture of herself as a teenage cheerleader. There was so much Mae could know, if she held something and asked to see. And there was so much she didn’t want to know, about her parents, the old tenants, the whole miserable world of adults and their problems. Like the stuff in the country song that was playing.

Turning off the radio on the bedside table, Mae realized that was what she’d have to do with the sight. Turn it off, if she could, and keep it off unless she really needed it, like needing the radio on during a hurricane. And she’d get Belle a leash to walk her like a dog, so she wouldn’t have to find her again.




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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December 2009

––––––––
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The old red truck had sat by the edge of the field all day and the hunter still wasn’t back by sunset. Mae’s first thought was it served him right if he got lost. He was on her in-laws’ property, and they had plenty of signs posted saying No Hunting. Her second thought was since this truck belonged to her ex-husband, Mack Tyler, he’d probably gotten drunk and shot himself in the foot and might need help. Back when they were newlyweds and he’d taught her to shoot and hunt, she’d caught on fast. She had to. Not just because they needed the meat, but because Mack drank too much to be safe with a gun. Lacking a sober wife wouldn’t stop him now, though. Fool.

His beat-up truck leaned into the dry grass on the roadside facing the Ridley farm’s fields. Mae had seen it this morning when she dropped her step-daughters off with her in-laws on the way to a job interview, and it was still there in the evening when she and Hubert brought the twins back to his parents for an hour so they could get some free time for a long run together. After her day at home with the five-year-olds and his day at the car repair shop, they needed the time outdoors and the time together.

Hubert’s parents’ three dogs sniff-trotted ahead as Mae and Hubert jogged down the farm’s tractor lane past corn stubble in the unseasonably warm evening air.

“Reckon we should call the cops on Mack?” Hubert asked. “You know he’s probably shooting on my folks’ place just to piss you off.”

“I don’t know. Mack’s probably on probation for something. Drunk driving. Bad checks. We need to get him rescued, but maybe not arrested.”

“Rescued? From what?”

“His truck’s been there all day. He could be passed out, and it’ll get cold overnight. Or he could have shot himself or tripped and got hurt. Dogs might find him if we let ’em.”

“And what if he shoots the dogs? I don’t want them going after a drunk with a gun.”

She considered the familiar rear view of the random assortment of ugly mutts. “You’re probably right. We’ll call the cops if he doesn’t come out by the time we’re done.”

“One of us might have to go with ’em. They’d get lost out there trying to find him. I hope he comes out.”

As the sun sank lower, Mae and Hubert ran two miles into the fields, staying away from the woods in case Mack was shooting, while the dogs digressed, finding smells to roll in and puddles to drink from. Then they all turned back toward the old Ridley family house. No sign of Mack emerging from the woods. Seeing the red truck still sitting as darkness crept up, Mae had a third thought about Mack.

I could find him.

After all this time not using the sight, it made her nervous to try. How would she explain to Hubert what she’d done, if it worked? He wasn’t religious like Rhoda-Rae, in fact the opposite. He didn’t believe in anything besides common sense and science. But what were the options? The trails were long and twisting, and somewhere in those woods was a man who might need help. If she looked, dared to use the sight again, the police would at least know where he was and what shape he was in.

“Honey, what are you doing?” Hubert watched her swing herself up into the bed of the truck.

“I think I can find him.” 

The feeling came on strong, like the intuition she felt in a softball game when she somehow knew she could connect with the ball. She hadn’t used the sight since she’d found Belle the night she and her mother had moved to Cauwetska. There’d been no call for it, and she’d promised not to use it to be wicked and pry into people’s business. But now Mack might be lost, and the night would get cold. 

In the back of the pick-up, she sat holding one of Mack’s once-treasured possessions, an empty beer can, and kept her mind quiet. There’d be some trace, some kind of scent-like thing about Mack on the beer can or even in the truck itself, like there had been with Belle’s ribbon. 

“Mae?”

“Give me a minute.” This had to look crazy to Hubert, and she had no idea if she could make it make sense to him. “I’ll explain this later.” 

Forcing herself to stop caring what Hubert thought, she concentrated on the feeling of Mack. Slowly, something came through her hand as if a line of energy linked her with her ex-husband, a heavy feeling as if indeed he were drunk. She knew Mack, regrettably, as well as she’d known the late Belle, so if she was going to be able to do this at all, it should be as quick as that search had been. But since she’d kept the sight shut off for almost thirteen years, nothing might come of this at all.

She closed her eyes, and her vision narrowed in her mind to that same tunnel she’d seen when she looked for Belle this way. The tunnel moved her and opened up to show what she was looking for. In a nest of beer cans and dry leaves behind a fallen tree covered with a few years’ moss, Mack lay apparently passed out or sleeping, his rifle tipped up against the enormous dead trunk. Mae recognized the place. The trails through the woods were as familiar to her as the streets of Tylerton. In her four years married to Hubert, step-mama to his twin girls from his own early mistake of a marriage, she’d spent as much time at his parents’ place as at their own home, and in the summer she ran those shady trails. This place was a long way in, but it was on one of them. 

“He’s near that big oak that got knocked over by Isabelle.” Eastern North Carolinians were on a first-name basis with a lot of storms and dated events by them. “He’s drunk. ’Course I reckon that’s like saying he’s breathing.”

“Mae, how in hell did you come up with that?”

Mae jumped out of the truck, and she and Hubert crossed the side yard to the late-eighteenth-century farm house, dogs a few feet ahead, the old one limping, the young one chasing something no one else could see, the middle one sedate. “Come on, I used to be married to him. I know he’s drunk.”

“You know what I mean. The rest. How’d you figure he’s near that tree?”

She doubted Hubert would accept her vision. He didn’t believe in that sort of thing. “It’s far enough in he’d think he won’t get caught. Hiding place.”

As they came to the front porch, a few sturdy December mosquitoes approached the screen door with them. Hubert smacked one against the door frame, saying they needed a frost to kill them off, then opened the door, letting the dogs in first. They scrambled with the irrational claw-slipping excitement of canines on coming home.

“So you were guessing?”

Mae hesitated. She didn’t like lying to Hubert about anything. But what if she was wrong? She was sure she wasn’t, but still ... if she said she saw it and was wrong, she’d never live it down. 

“Good run?” Sallie Ridley looked up over her reading glasses. She and her husband Jim, both sporting their graying hair long, wore old jeans and T-shirts, incongruous with the family antiques and the historic house. The dogs, after seeking petting, sprawled on the Oriental rug. Books and magazines lay on all surfaces not occupied by cups of tea. The couple was the picture of their typical evening at home, reading in contented chaos, while the twins lay on the rug with the dogs, drawing with crayons on the backs of pages of computer printout not quite used enough to recycle yet.

“Mack Tyler’s truck is still out there. Mae says she thinks he’s passed out drunk and that she knows exactly where.” Hubert walked to the landline phone in the hallway between the living room and kitchen. “I’m calling the cops to go get him.”

“You can’t know exactly where,” Jim said, frowning, and set his book down.

“I reckon not.” Mae sat on the couch and looked at what the children had drawn so far. Brook’s picture showed a tractor with pink tires, and Stream’s, a dancing dinosaur. Mae praised the art. She could feel her in-laws’ eyes on her and heard Hubert talking on the phone. “But I feel like I do. It’s like I could see him.”

“Uh-oh, she’s turning occult on us,” Sallie teased. “We’ve got a psychic in the family.”

Jim and Sallie, more educated than most people in the area, had come back to Tylerton after college to make something of Jim’s family place as an organic farm. Belief in anything mystical or spiritual, anything that couldn’t be proven, was out of their range, and Mae hoped she wouldn’t end up having to explain her vision to them.

“Mae,” Hubert called, “you want to tell Yolanda exactly where?”

The cop would be a former classmate, Yolanda Cherry. “I’ll show her.”

“No, she doesn’t want you going out there. She knows Mack. He’s probably loaded and so is the gun.”

“You know the spot. That huge oak that fell across the trail that runs toward the gully. The one y’all couldn’t even cut up and move.”

Jim’s lean face crinkled into a grin of cheerful disbelief. “You really do think you know that, don’t you?”

Mae wondered if she did know. The vision had felt so clear and right, but no one believed her. “We’ll find out when they find him, I guess.” 

It took an hour and two cops to get Mack out of the woods and into the back of a police car. The Ridley family, including Hubert’s daughters, passed the time in a board game suited to the five-year-olds.

Yolanda, a heavyset young black woman, came to the door to ask Jim and Sallie if they wanted to file a complaint about Mack’s trespassing. Mae looked out the open door. Her ex slumped behind the grate separating police from trouble-makers, his thin, sharp-boned face slack with alcohol. He’d cheated on her enough in their short marriage that she could only feel a shade sorry for seeing him in that position. More, she felt sad over what he’d become. 

He could have been something. But then, so could she.

“Yes,” Sallie said, “we’d like to. I don’t want anyone shooting on this land. Where did you find him?”

“Right where y’all said. Behind that big tree across the trail. Bunch of beer cans all over the ground. We cleaned it up for you. He still had the bag.” 

“Thank you. Above and beyond the call of duty.” Jim looked at Mae. Raising her open hands to imply, Don’t ask me—I can’t explain, she left him with Yolanda, collected the tea cups, milk glasses, and cookie plates from the evening’s gathering and took them into the kitchen. She needed a minute alone. In the farm office and all-purpose junk room, she could hear Hubert getting the girls to put away the game, calming their protests at heading home to bed.

She wished she’d said she just guessed. The Ridleys didn’t believe in anything, not God, not ghosts, not a thing. They only went to church because it was good for business to look like church people. If they didn’t even believe in what they heard in the Episcopal Church, where according to Rhoda-Rae folks didn’t believe in much anyway, then they sure didn’t believe in psychic visions.

Mae rinsed the dishes slowly, aware of the roughened surface of the old glasses, the texture of the china pattern’s thin gold trim, smelling the scent of that night’s dinner lingering in the air. Everything felt so down-to-earth and ordinary, that Ridley farm mix of heirloom antiques and the cheap and practical, the compostables tub on the counter waiting to be taken out to the heap, the clean thin china dishes drying in a wooden rack, the old toaster oven where most houses would have a microwave, the lanky young dog wandering in to snuffle around her feet as if she might have spilled crumbs. All of this ordinariness meant a lot to her; she loved the whole family, the way they lived and the easy way they loved each other. The last thing she wanted was to come across as crazy and superstitious.

But at least Mack was out of the woods. Mae had done the right thing by finding him. She didn’t like doing it to him, but maybe getting arrested would sober him up this time. 

Setting the last dish in the drying rack, Mae joined Hubert and Brook and Stream. The girls looked like their father—strong jaws and wide mouths, thick, dark hair and deep brown eyes, but they were skinny like their absconded mother rather than solid and strong like Hubert.

“We ready?” Mae asked. 

“I think so.” Hubert zipped Stream’s light jacket. Brook wore hers with the hood up and pulled over her eyes, making eyeless faces from underneath it. They were at a delightfully silly stage. Mae yanked Brook’s hood up and made a face back at her, and both laughed. Hubert glanced toward the living room. “Ready as soon as all that business out front is done.”

Mae heard the front door close. “Sounds like it is.”

––––––––
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Mae, Hubert and the twins said goodbye to Jim and Sallie in the living room and stepped out the door as the police car pulled out of the driveway, its lights turning onto the road toward Cauwetska.

“Who was that?” Stream asked, walking with Brook ahead of Mae and Hubert. The twins took turns walking sideways or backwards in some private game.

“Police arresting a trespasser,” Hubert said

Brook, turning to walk backwards again, asked, “What does that mean?”

“Someone where he doesn’t belong. Y’all be careful, there’s a lot of roots underfoot,” Hubert said. “Walk normal.”

“Walk normal,” Stream said, stretching the word out, and faced front to walk with exaggerated good posture and neat little steps. Brook joined in, walking directly behind her, giggling. “We’re normal.”

Hubert opened the back door of his car, made sure the still giggling girls got settled in their car seats safely, and he and Mae got in the front.

“So?” he asked, as he started the car. Mae knew exactly what he wanted to know.

The car rolled slowly out the end of the circular driveway, taking them toward town.

“I was right,” she said. It felt strange. Kind of scary. She had been entirely right. Seen exactly what Yolanda found. 

“That is one weird coincidence.”

“It’s not a coincidence. I knew.” 

“No.” Hubert glanced at her with a quick smile that faded. He sounded as if he were correcting the children’s manners or telling them that a dream wasn’t real when he said, “You think you knew.”

“Hubert Ridley, that is the most condescending tone you have ever taken with me. You gonna take that back?”

“No, I’m not. You can't have really seen him. You took a good guess and it was right.”

Mae felt herself steam inside. Even though she couldn’t explain what she’d done, she didn’t like having him dismiss it.

“I did not guess. I knew. I saw him.” 

“What’s condescending mean?” Stream asked, tugging lightly on a strand of Mae’s red hair. 

Mae gave Hubert a look, but his eyes stayed on the road. A herd of small, delicate-legged deer grazed fearlessly close to the slow-moving car. “It means your daddy’s acting like he thinks he’s smarter than me.” 

“Is he?”

“Sometimes. Not this time. And I’m gonna find a way to prove it.” A doe raised her head. “Stop the car.” 

Hubert braked, and the herd, with undulating leaps, crossed the road like a river of deer. “Don’t tell me that’s your proof, hon.”

“No—I could see the mama getting ready. But you gotta wonder how they all know what to do and when to move.” There had to be some way of natural communication animals and people had that wasn’t spooky or scary, that was actually normal. Not witchy like Mama said. Normal.

“That was pretty,” Brook sighed. 

Hubert started the car moving again. “You’ve got no idea how you’re gonna prove it, do you?”

“Not much. But I’ll bet you three backrubs and five Sunday dinners that I can.”

Hubert grinned. “Honey, my back feels good already.”

––––––––
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She started the bet the next day. Having failed to get the job she had interviewed for, Mae had time on her hands. It would have been a dull job as a lunch shift restaurant hostess, nothing she cared about, but it would have gotten her out of the house and paid a little something. The twins were in school now and her mind was restless, staying home. This experiment was something to do.

Now that she had finally used the sight, she didn’t want to use it wrong, to see things she shouldn’t or pry into anyone’s business, so she tested it by finding and seeing people she knew at times she could be sure they were doing something ordinary. But then it was all so predictable that Hubert could explain it away. 

If she held one of Hubert’s ball caps and pictured him when he was at work, she could see him all right, but where else would he be and what else would he be doing? He’d have his long ponytail tucked up under some other ball cap, and he’d be working on a car, either under it, or leaning into the engine. 

“It was Lorrie Smith’s old pink car and you were doing something under it.”

“And you didn’t see Lorrie drive past? See, you could’ve glanced out the window and seen her drive toward Buddy’s and not really paid it any mind, and you’d think you’re psychic.”

Holding an old family picture Jim and Sallie had given them, Mae searched for her in-laws when she knew they’d be home and working on the farm. Without telling them what she was up to, she called Sallie’s cell phone and casually asked, “What are you doing?”

“Picking the last of the collards. You want some? There’s not enough left to bother to sell.”

The work matched what she’d seen them doing in her psychic search. Easily a coincidence, according to Hubert. It was December. What else would you do but cut the last of those greens before a big freeze? Mae had to know that. Jim and Sallie had even mentioned it recently in front of Mae.

The senior Ridleys were just as predictable as Hubert. They had too much to do running a small organic farm with only a little help from their sons and their sons’ wives. The only thing Hubert couldn’t have explained away would have been a vision of them doing something strange, off the property. Of course, she’d seen nothing like that. 

Brook and Stream, creative as they were, could be less predictable, but Mae’s accuracy was not easily proven if they were at home. As soon as she’d try to see what they were doing after she experimented with a vision, they’d be doing something different, or they’d play with her and say, “Nuh-uh” no matter what she said she thought they’d been doing. And of course they didn’t remember what they had done at a particular time in kindergarten that day—that was too much to ask of them. Telling time was still a challenge.

Sometimes Mae even came up wrong in a search, and saw something the way it wasn’t. If she tried to have a vision without holding something the person she looked for had touched a lot, it felt more like using her imagination then. It didn’t go through the tunnel. Somehow, if a vision was real, it went through a tunnel. Telling Hubert about the tunnel would hardly convince him though. She lost the bet.

Mae agreed to cook dinner five Sundays in a row and gave Hubert his three backrubs on three Saturdays—something she enjoyed a lot more than cooking.

At the conclusion of the third backrub, he rolled over and pulled her close for a kiss. “I liked that bet. Want to bet on something else?”

“Sure, if it’s something where I win the backrub.”

Losing a bet to Hubert wasn’t so bad. She’d proven to herself what she could do, and that was enough. Maybe more than enough.

She gave up on convincing Hubert and stopped the experiments. They felt too much like what she’d promised her mother she wouldn’t do—spying on people, getting into their business. Sooner or later, if she kept it up, she’d see something she shouldn’t, even if it was just something embarrassing like seeing the person on the toilet or in the bathtub. She’d done all she could. It was time to put it away again before she got into trouble.

What she didn’t give up on was finding a job.

Her mother knew it and called all too often with suggestions.

“Sugar, why don’t you try for this? I know it’s all the way in Greenville, but you could be a receptionist, couldn’t you?” 

“Mama, I can’t drive an hour back and forth five days a week. Jim and Sallie can’t keep the girls all afternoon.”

The next day, another call.

“Rhoda-Mae, honey, you’d be a wonderful model, you’re so tall, and look, they need models for something up in Virginia Beach.”

“Mama, I weigh more than a model. My left boob weighs more than a model.”

“You have very nice boobs, sugar. I hope you’re not complaining about them. Some girls would be very glad to pay to have some like that put on, you know.” 

“Fine, but I can’t be a model. Please stop trying to find me these jobs.”

“I’m always looking anyway, it’s no trouble. Arnie needs something better. God knows at least he's finally working again, but ... well, I’m not one to complain, but you know ... From that good job at the Newport News shipyard to how many years of nothing and now finally a dollar store?”

“At least he’s got work.”

“It still bothers me that he was laid off when you wanted to go to college. Seems that man could have found something. I swear, I have to push him to do anything.” 

Mae felt bad for Arnie. He’d had been depressed while out of work, and the situation in the trailer had been miserable when Mae, divorced and broke from life with Mack, had been stuck having to move back in with her mother and step-father. “I think he’s just glad to be earning again.”

“Well, don’t you settle like that. Look, this one’s good for you.” Rhoda-Rae kept pushing her job agenda. “The Health Quest Center needs a personal trainer. You’re in such good shape, honey, you’d be great at that.”

“I’d love it, Mama, it sounds perfect if I was qualified, but I don’t have the education. I don’t think working out counts as qualifying. People have to be certified, have a degree—”

“Are you just saying no to spite me? Call them. I don’t mean to insult you, sugar, but they have to be desperate around here. I mean who’s gonna stay to work here if they can go be a personal trainer in Greenville or Norfolk? Call them.”

Mae knew she wasn’t qualified, but to get her mother off her back, she agreed to call.

It went better than she could have imagined—meaning her mother, for once, was right.

––––––––
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“Hubert, if I get a certification, they’d hire me.” Mae picked the best time to bring it up, while she and Hubert worked out in their home weight room, a space meant to be a sun room or parlor in the old bungalow, if its owners lived that kind of lifestyle. They’d furnished it from yard sales, so the weight bench had duct tape on its worn vinyl and the dumbbells sat in a row along the floor without a rack. The big fitness balls served as toys for the twins as much as exercise equipment for Mae and Hubert. “Jen Baird’s the fitness director now.” 

“She okay with you?”

“Why not?”

“Jen and I had a little something going once upon a time. Community college.”

“I don’t care about that. She was on the softball team with me and we got on great. She knows I was smarter than her in high school, she even said so. She wouldn’t take the chance on most folks before they got certified, but she knows me. And they really need someone.” 

She picked up a pair of dumbbells and started a set of overhead shoulder presses. Brook and Stream grabbed their tiny pink half-pound dumbbells, another yard sale purchase, and imitated her, chatting about how they would have “muscles like Mama.” Their birth mother had run off when they were infants, so Mae was the only Mama they’d ever known.

“And where are you going to get this certification?” Hubert asked, pausing at the top of a pushup.

“I looked it all up. There’s a course I can take at the community education center at CVU—”

“In Norfolk? You’d pay out-of-state tuition.” Hubert continued his set, up and down. Mae admired his arms as he moved. His body wasn’t the only reason she’d picked him out of the crowd at community league softball, but it was one of them. The fact that he noticed and complimented her when she outran his throws helped. He didn’t go out for drinks after the game, and Mae liked that, along with his smart, laid-back, off-beat parents and those little baby girls they took care of while they watched the game. She’d fallen for him slowly, not head over heels, but looking at him had definitely kick-started the process.

“It’s not a college course, it’s a community education course for six weeks. And it’s in the evenings, so I could ride up with Patsy Johnson. She works with Mama at the hospital, and she’s getting a Master’s in Community Health at CVU. She and Mama already worked it out that I could ride up with her.”

“What’s it cost?”

Mae steeled herself. Money was always tight. “My whole tax refund and some help from Mama.”

Hubert said nothing as he struggled through a few more reps to muscle failure, then sat, stretching his shoulders. “I guess we could swing that. Nice of your mama.” He sounded a bit surprised that Rhoda-Rae had made the offer. “Six weeks.” He stood and walked over to the row of dumbbells. “How many nights?”

This was another hard part. “Three. And I'd have one long workshop on a Saturday.” She put her weights down, and Brook and Stream did the same, asking what exercise came next. She showed them, changing to a lighter weight for a bicep curl. “But I’d have a good job as soon as I passed the certification exam. The certification organization gives the exam at CVU, too, so that’s my one last trip up there. Jen says the test’s hard, but I’m good at taking tests. I’d have a real job, sweetie. I’d do something I care about.”

“I reckon you’d ace that test, that’s true.” Hubert picked up one of the largest weights, leaned an arm on the bench, and drew the weight back in a bent-over row. “You really want this, don’t you?”

“Like water if my ass was on fire.”

“Could you work times we wouldn’t need a babysitter? It wouldn’t make sense to get a job and spend all the money on child care.”

To her it would. They’d be the same financially, but she’d be different—using her mind, seeing adults, feeling productive. Much as she loved her step-daughters, being a mother was never something she’d planned on for a career. “Maybe. Sometimes. I’d be new. I’d ask, but I’d be low man on the totem pole for schedules.”

“We need to think about it.”

“Hubert, I want to work. I’m going crazy not working. It’s the best thing that’s ever gonna come along around here and you know that. Look at Arnie, making minimum wage at his age. If I see one more downtown go belly-up and boarded up, I’m just giving up on this place. There’s nothing. I need this.” 

Both paused in their routines and their eyes met. She hoped he’d agree. After all, he’d gone to the tech for his automotive trade degree. He had what he wanted. He had his parents’ farm, his house, his family, work he enjoyed. His life was complete. Hers wasn’t. 

“I don’t like to hear you say you’d give up on this place. This is home.”

“I meant for work. I didn’t mean for life.” She resumed her lifts, and so did he. Brook and Stream lost interest in their pink toy dumbbells and asked if they could go play with their toy cars.

“If you stay in your room, yes,” Mae said. “Don’t bring ’em in here and get underfoot.”

“Yes, Mama.” The girls scampered out to their room, whispering to each other and squealing.

“Good,” Hubert said. “You had me worried for a second.”

Each completed their sets. Mae sat on the weight bench when she had finished, still feeling the tension of the unresolved decision to be made. Seeming to take the cue, Hubert sat beside her, shoulder to shoulder, and slipped his arm around her. “Talk to me.”

“You gonna be good with this even if we need to get a sitter during the summer?” she asked. “Can I do this and not have anything come back at me? I don’t like feeling I have to ask you if I can have a good job, if I can do something important. I want to just go do it. I know we have to think like a family, about money and everything, but if I don’t get to think like me once in a while I won’t be much good to the family.”

“I’ll make you a deal.” He ran his hand along her back, his voice soft. She could tell by that tone and that touch, he was getting ready to make a joke, and that he was giving in to her.

“What deal?”

“If you can pass this test, I get a free personal trainer.” His hand caressed her hip. “Maybe real personal.”

She laughed, and turned and kissed him on the mouth. “Deal.”

He held the kiss, bringing his hands up to her neck and then into her hair. Finally releasing the kiss, he drew back a little. “I want you to be happy. You know that, don’t you?”

Looking into his soft brown eyes, she said, “I do. And I love you. I’m not unhappy, I just need to be ...” Nothing seemed to say it right. Independent. The person she could have been if she’d never married Mack, the person she could have been if Arnie hadn’t been laid off and she’d gone to college. The person she’d be if she was more than a wife and mother. “I need to be me.”

––––––––
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Rhoda-Rae, barefoot but still in nurse’s scrubs, crowed with joy at the news when Mae stopped by the trailer in Cauwetska to tell her. After a hug, Rhoda-Rae sat on her thrift-shop colonial sofa, and Mae in the matching rocker. Belle’s inadequate replacement, a white Persian with a pink ribbon, jumped into Mae's lap.

“Look at that. Gigi likes you. That’s so sweet. Well, I guess your mama trying to find you jobs wasn’t so bad after all, now was it, sugar?”

“No, it wasn’t. Thanks. You set me up good.”

“I always felt bad about not being able to even send you to the tech, with Arnie being out of work so long. And you are so smart, Rhoda-Mae, you are such a bright, bright girl.” Lost in some inner drama, Rhoda-Rae pressed her hands together and rocked, her large green eyes misted, but Mae knew her mother’s scenes too well to take the tears seriously. She’d noticed over the years of little mama-dramas that Rhoda-Rae wore too much eye make-up to let the tears spill over unless the emotion was deep and real, worth spoiling her face for. This wasn’t.

Mae moved on to practical matters. “I guess you should give me Patsy’s number so I can work out the car pooling.”

“I’ve got it on a magnet on the fridge.” Rhoda-Rae dropped her mood briskly and went into the kitchen, returning with a scrap of paper. She handed it to Mae and resumed her seat. 

Taking her cell phone from her purse, Mae programmed the number into her contacts list. “Patsy Johnson. I don’t know her at all. What’s she like?”

Rhoda-Rae’s hand went to her cross. “I don’t think she’s a bad person, sugar, but ... she’s not church folk. Bless her heart, she’s good with the patients, good with the other nurses on the floor, but she’s got some funny ideas since she’s been in that graduate school. Don’t listen to her if she runs on about that crazy alternative medicine course she’s taking. She’ll talk your ear off about that stuff if you let her.”

Petting the purring white cat, Mae felt immediately intrigued by anything her mother disapproved of. “What’s wrong with it?”

“My word, sugar, some of the things those professors have her reading are as witchy as your Granma. And I think Patsy halfway believes it.”
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January 2010
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Mae dropped Brook and Stream at her in-laws’ farm and drove the long empty road from Tylerton to Cauwetska. This would be her drive to work in a couple of months. She was excited about starting her certification course and hoped she could get Patsy talking about the class that Rhoda-Rae thought was so dreadful.

The winter-bare trees formed a lacy tunnel spotted with sky as she drove past the painfully beautiful, poverty-scarred landscape that was northeastern North Carolina. Deep wet woods, road-kill deer, corn stubble, cotton stubble with plastic bags snagged like stranded seagulls, graceful old barns and houses sagging into brown, paintless oblivion, trailers, and empty space. After thirteen years here, she still felt a tug of the same sadness, the same disappointment in it, that she had her first night in the dank green house.

She parked in the visitor lot at the hospital in Cauwetska. The weather had turned cold finally, making it a brisk walk to the front door to meet Patsy. Outside the hospital, an elderly black woman leaning on a walker waited for someone to come pick her up, a small suitcase near her feet. She looked frail, as if she might be going home to die. The front doors swished open, and a nursing assistant rolled out an obese man in a wheelchair. Cars pulled up for both patients. An obese white woman came for the obese white man, a strong-looking young black man for the elderly woman. 

Startled, Mae recognized Shawn Richardson, her old boyfriend that Rhoda-Rae had run off for being black. Shawn had gone to college, so it was strange to see him back in Cauwetska. This must his grandmother. No one came back unless they had to. His granma must be dying.

Not sure what to say, Mae said a soft hello, and Shawn smiled at her, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He then turned his attention to helping his grandmother into his car. A nice car. Virginia plates. He’d made it, gotten out of here. Good for him. Too bad about his granma, though, and about how awkward this was. He didn’t even say a word to Mae, like he didn’t want to.

Mae stepped through the automatic doors. She wished she could go back and make it right with Shawn, but his polite coolness had made it clear he had no room for that. 

A short, broad-hipped woman in jeans and a snowflake sweater, with questionably youthful blonde hair framing a fifty-plus face, rose from a chair in the waiting room. She seemed tentative, as if going on a description she’d been given, afraid she’d address the wrong five-foot-ten-inch redhead. “Rhoda-Mae?”

“Hey. You must be Ms. Johnson. Nice to meet you.” Mae approached to shake hands. Patsy’s was dry and rough, yet seemed freshly coated with lotion, too.

“Call me Patsy. Please.” Not a local accent. Southern, but not eastern North Carolina. Softer, quicker-spoken. “Nice to meet you, too. I’m glad to have some company on this drive.” Patsy shrugged her coat on, slung a purse over her shoulder, and strode toward the door.

They hurried through the cold and into Patsy’s small car. Once they were on the road and the heater had begun to thaw them out, Patsy said, “So you’re going for your personal training certification. That’s great. I go to Health Quest and they need some more people.”

“That’s why I’m doing it. Jen Baird said I could have the job if I did this course.”

“That works out well, then. They’re probably the last place in the world that still hires trainers without a degree.” Patsy stopped at a red light, then turned left toward the highway north. “Of course, if you ever want to work outside of this dismal swamp, you’ll have to go to college.”

“I know. On the web site for the course it said it’s better to have a degree, even to pass the course. But I’m not looking for a job away from here.”

“I am. I can’t wait.” Patsy unbuttoned her coat and wriggled out of it, keeping one hand on the wheel as she worked an arm out of each sleeve. “I’m from Virginia and I’m going back. I’m making contacts while I study.”

“Is that why you’re going to Coastal Virginia instead of East Carolina?”

“That, and the program. It’s better tailored to the administration job I want. The out-of-state tuition is a squeeze, for sure, but I know what I want.”

Mae tried to imagine Patsy’s life. The same hard job and long hours as Rhoda-Rae, but she had somehow saved up or borrowed and found time and money to go back for more education. “You got family?”

“Happily divorced, two daughters grown and living in Virginia, one in Richmond, one in Williamsburg.”

“I bet they’re happy you’re aiming to move back up there.”

“They’d better be, ’cause I’m coming. One more year.” Patsy smiled. “I’ve heard about you from your mother for years. Sports. All though high school, always about sports. I’m surprised you didn’t get recruited by some colleges.”

“I did. But there were no full scholarships.” 

“She says you were smart, too. All A’s and B’s. You don’t think you could have gotten a scholarship?”

Mae looked out the window at the blank stretch of flat land, more farm stubble, interspersed with what the Ridleys called chicken prisons and hog prisons, windowless factory farms set back from the road. Patsy was probably right. Mae could have pushed, fought for it, dug in and found a way, and gone off on her own somehow, if she’d looked hard for scholarships. 

What had happened to her at eighteen? Why hadn’t she fought for her future? A psychologist would probably say it was some fixation on losing her father. Or some bad example from her mother. Or both. Putting some man and being in love ahead of her education. Always taking care of someone instead of herself. And not thinking straight. Rebound from Shawn to Mack—bad choice. And that dragged her down. Rebound from Mack to Hubert. Good choice. But as far as getting ahead in her life, it dragged her down again. 

“I reckon I could have.” If Rhoda-Rae had been paying attention. If Mae’s father had still been around. He was a coach; he would have helped her find an athletic scholarship somewhere. And most of all, if Mae hadn’t married Mack. But that was water under the bridge. At least Rhoda-Rae was helping pay for this course, something she probably had to scrimp to do. The same mother who had made sure Shawn never dated her daughter again. Seeing Shawn, and now this question from Patsy, triggered deep old feelings in Mae about a whole list of wrong turns in life, both Rhoda-Rae’s and Mae’s own. She wondered if Rhoda-Rae’s unexpected bragging on her smart, athletic daughter had any of this regret in it, too. 

Mae turned to Patsy. “What else does Mama say about me?”

“She said not to talk to you about some of my classes.”

“The alternative medicine class?”

“That’s the one.” Patsy’s grin suggested she found the request amusing. “I told her about this program we studied, a very successful program for reversing heart disease without surgery. It involves a low-fat vegetarian diet, exercise, yoga, meditation and group therapy, and she said that it was leading people to the devil.” Patsy shook her head. “I asked her if the devil was a vegetarian.”

Mae laughed. She liked Patsy. “It had to be the yoga. Mama thinks it’s some kind of pagan worship when they do sun salutations. My mother-in-law takes yoga at Health Quest and Mama’s worried about Sallie’s soul. Says when you meditate the devil can get in.”

Patsy said, “I’m taking a class this semester on non-Western healing. I thought it would be useful, with so many immigrants from different cultures. Your mother would think this course is even crazier. ”

“Is that what you’re taking tonight?”

“Yes, that’s my Tuesday class. Thursday I have epidemiology and Friday is Health Law.”

“These only meet once a week?”

“For three hours.”

“So I’ll have an hour to wait for you.”

“Plenty of time to study.”

Mae thought about it. Yes, she could study her personal training course materials while she waited. It would be a good use of her time. But she was also curious about everything Patsy was studying. Mae didn’t even know what epidemiology was. She might be more open-minded than Rhoda-Rae, but she was actually more ignorant than her mother. She wished she could slip in on Patsy’s classes for the last hour and just listen to what other people knew, even if it was over her head.

“Would I understand what’s going on in any of your classes?”

“Not law or epi, no, I don’t think you would. Those take a lot of background. But the non-Western health systems ...” Patsy looked thoughtful. “Understanding is a funny word for what happens there.”

“Why’s that?”

“We’re starting from the premise that there are things in the world that we don’t understand. But they still happen. And they still heal people.”

Mae thought of her Granma Rhoda-Sue Jackson, with her herbs and laying on of hands. “My Granma did something like that. She was a folk healer in the mountains.”

“Really?” Patsy’s eyebrows shot up. “How wonderful. Did she teach you anything?”

“No. Mama didn’t believe in it. As you can imagine.”

“That’s a shame. A tradition like that shouldn’t die out. Appalachian folk healers must be fading away like traditional medicine people in other cultures. So you don’t know how to do any of it?”

Mae stopped before she answered. She shouldn’t tell Patsy about the sight. First, she didn’t plan on using it outside of emergencies, and second, even Patsy might think it was spooky or impossible. It wasn’t mainstream like yoga or meditation. It was off the map. But she didn’t want to outright lie. “Nothing I can talk about.”

“Good heavens, what do you do, cast spells on people?”

“No.” Mae felt the tension lighten with Patsy’s joke. “Mama doesn’t like it that I can—well, I can find people. Or lost animals. I can see them.”

“So you’re psychic.”

“I reckon. Sort of. I keep it turned off most of the time.”

“Probably because of your mother?” Patsy watched Mae’s affirmative nod. “To heck with her. I’ll have to share some of the articles I’m reading for class with you. The first two are on things exactly like what you can do. How people can know things or do things over a distance. Dr. Tann and Dr. Pena say it’s to get our minds loosened up for the really strange stuff that comes later.”

“Stranger than what I do?”

“Strange? Phooey. To some cultures, that’s perfectly normal. Honestly, you need to get the heck out of Cauwetska.” 

“I live in Tylerton.” It was a feeble joke, and Patsy blew right past it.

“I meant your mind, not your body. This certification is all well and good for getting a job, but you need more education than that. You’ve been raised in the dark. Time to turn on some lights.”

––––––––
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Patsy parked off campus in a residential neighborhood of older, somewhat neglected houses. “I’m already paying out-of-state tuition. I’m not going to pay for a parking permit, too.” As they walked in the cloudy, dim afternoon light toward the campus, Patsy pointed out the building where Mae should meet her, the new brown brick one with a huge satellite dish and antennae on the roof. “The classes are televised to a lot of remote locations around the country where people are getting degrees from CVU. Which works well for me because they record all the classes, and that means I can check out DVDs of any I miss if I can’t get up here.”

“Could I ever watch the DVDs?”

“I suppose. You’re really curious about this class, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Meet me in the second-floor hallway. We get done around six-fifty. Have a great first session.”

Following Patsy’s directions, Mae began a long walk across the campus. It seemed about as big as Tylerton, but with more people. The architecture changed as she walked several city blocks, from new, crisp modern buildings of tan and brown brick to old, mossy red-brick paths and columned buildings. Mae felt as if she were walking back through the college’s history. 

Unlike Tylerton, the college appeared to be growing. Aside from Buddy’s garage, where Hubert worked, and the peanut processing plant next door to the garage, everything else in downtown Tylerton was boarded up. Main Street was dying. Mae’s next door neighbor, the mayor, didn’t have much to govern. She sometimes thought he had more cats on his peanut farm than he had citizens to take care of.

At home, she saw mostly the same people, mostly black people and a few white people, all dressed pretty much the same. Farmers in jeans and old work shirts. In Cauwetska she’d see a few professionals in suits or medical scrubs, and old-money people in their conventional preppy garb. Here on campus she saw Middle Eastern people, Arab men wearing headdresses like Lawrence of Arabia and women with headscarves. A girl with a facial tattoo and lip ring and a man with blue hair spiked up the middle and purple tails down his neck held hands as they passed the Middle Easterners. 

Plenty of people on campus dressed in jeans and sweat suits and looked conventional, but Mae noticed they were often thinner and in better shape than folks back home. Her own vain, beauty-conscious mother and the organic farming health-nut Ridleys were exceptions. Good for her future career, of course, living in a county where some people even called her curvy, well-muscled build “skinny” just because she wasn’t fat. At CVU, some of the fittest-looking people hurrying to classes wore military uniforms. Mae didn’t know you could go to college and be in the military at the same time. Her friends from high school that had gone into the services had all done it instead of college. It was another way out of northeastern North Carolina.

She arrived at the Health Sciences building with two minutes to spare and hurried to the third floor. On the broad stairs, grooved with years of wear, she passed two trim, coifed women in suits and dress shoes, talking on their way down. 

“I’m sure he can explain,” one said reassuringly.

“I’m sure he can, too,” the other replied with sarcasm.

“Do you think Randi really wouldn’t know?”

“We’re talking about Charlie.”

Mae watched the tops of the women’s heads disappear down the angle of the staircase through the old wooden railings. Their tapping pumps and low voices fading, one of them said, “I wish he’d make my life easy and retire.” Sounded like colleges were as full of gripes and gossip as any low-wage place Mae had ever worked.

Entering the room where her course would meet for the next six weeks, Mae wondered if she would be the only one without a degree. Maybe it wouldn’t show, if she was.

At the front of the room, a stunning, olive-skinned blonde in a track suit and athletic shoes checked off names on a list and took payment from some students as they came to the front and identified themselves.

As she talked about tuition and registration, the husky, slightly scratchy quality of her warm alto took the intimidating edge off her beauty, and men registering for the course lingered to flirt as they made their payments. Waiting in line, Mae admired how the instructor expertly ignored the little jokes and clumsy attention-seeking. Rhoda-Rae would have taken a bath in it and flirted back.

“Hi. Your name?”

“Rhoda-Mae Martin-Ridley. But I go by Mae.”

The blonde checked her name off as Mae handed her the two checks, one from Rhoda-Rae for half the tuition and the other from Mae and Hubert’s joint account. “Good to go.” The instructor smiled. “Pick up your books and study guides over there.” She nodded toward a table to her left. Mae walked over to collect a thick hardcover book and two spiral-bound booklets. She was going to read all this in six weeks? But heck, Patsy was working and taking three graduate courses. If she could do that, Mae could do this.

“All righty. Let’s get started.” The blonde smiled and logged into a computer and turned on a projection screen. “This course will prepare you to take the American Council on Exercise Personal Trainer Certification Exam that’s being given in Geisert Hall on March 1st. So you’ll have a couple of weeks to study when it’s over, and you should. Some people fail this test the first time, even with degrees in exercise science. I’m teaching this course as if none of you do, to make sure it’s a thorough review. I’m not assuming you know anything.” Mae felt a surge of relief. “But it will help you get jobs, of course, if you have the degree. Especially if any of you are thinking of full-time careers in the fitness industry.”

A picture came on the screen, showing an older, overweight man working out on a seated chest press machine with a fit young woman in khaki pants and polo shirt standing by him, apparently supervising. The title said Overview of Personal Training.

“Before we get started,” the instructor said, “I guess I should tell you who I am. My name’s Randi Gilbert and I’m the fitness director at Oceanfront Wellness here in Norfolk and a graduate student in Community Health at CVU. I’ve been working in the fitness industry since I got out of high school. Life guard, group fitness instructor, personal trainer, and now management.”

Randi, Mae thought. The name mentioned by the women on the stairs as they talked about the troublesome Charlie one of them hoped would retire. 

Randi listed her certifications, mentioned her undergraduate degree in exercise science, and began the first lecture, encouraging the participants to take notes in their study guides.

“One of the most important things I want to emphasize is professionalism. I’m starting with anatomy and biomechanics and exercise physiology, the knowledge base that makes you a professional, but we’ll also talk about how to communicate with and plan programs for your clients. Your role as a trainer is always to help your clients. It’s never about your ego, how strong you are or how flexible. You dress professionally, you keep your boundaries and watch your language, you keep good records, you know your scope of practice, you look up anything you don’t know, and you don’t date your clients.” 

“Or your teacher?” asked a young man with a buzz cut and big shoulders, grinning.

“Seriously.” Randi met his eyes without a hint of a smile. “It’s not an option.”

––––––––
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For Mae the two hours flew past. Seeing herself as a professional with expertise in the near future kept her focused on every word Randi said, taking notes as if her life depended on it—and in a way it did. At the end of the session, Randi encouraged them not to miss any classes. The content would be intensive and they would also do some practice training sessions in the campus gym later, so every minute counted.

As the students filed out the door talking with each other, Randi checked her phone messages. She said, “Anyone walking over toward Spruce?”

“Space?” someone asked.

“Yes.” Randi cracked a smile. “Anyone walking that way?”

No one was, and the personal training students continued their exit.

Mae had no idea what they were talking about. It sounded as if most knew the campus. “I’m walking to the place with all the satellite stuff.”

“That’s Spruce,” Randi said. “People call it Space because it looks like it should be in orbit. Walk with me? I hate crossing the whole campus by myself at night.”

“Sure.” Mae hadn’t thought of that, and Patsy apparently hadn’t considered it either. “Isn’t it safe?”

“Oh, I’m sure it is. I’m just a big chicken. I’m a country girl.”

As the others left ahead of them, Mae and Randi walked downstairs more slowly. “Where’re you from?” Mae asked.

“Wisconsin. We moved here for my fiancé’s job. Do you go to school here?”

“No. I ride up with a lady who’s getting her Master’s. We’re from around Cauwetska.”

“Where’s that? I never heard of it.”

“Not much to hear. It’s in North Carolina, about ninety minutes from everywhere and two miles east of nowhere.”

“Sounds like my kind of place.” Randi sounded wistful. “I love nowhere.” At the foot of the stairs, where they could have stepped out a back door, Randi instead turned through double doors into a corridor and took a left down a hallway of faculty offices. Fluorescent lights buzzed and flickered, the only sound besides their footsteps.

“I have to stop by my office and Charlie’s office—I need to bring him something over at Spruce.” Randi stopped at the first office on the hall, which had her name on it, unlocked it and quickly checked the e-mail program that was already up and running on her computer. Her workspace looked to be about the size of a janitor’s closet. “Looks like I’ll be working late tonight.” She paused, shook her head, picked up a laptop, and relocked the office. “All righty. Charlie-land next.”

“You work here? I thought you were a fitness director at a wellness center.”

They proceeded down the hall, around a corner to another set of offices. Randi jiggled her key ring to make a key come loose from the tangle. “I’m also a teaching assistant. This course you’re taking isn’t even part of that, it’s still another job. And don’t tell me I have too many jobs. My fiancé says he’s going to de-fiancé me if I don’t find some time for him.” Randi smiled as she said it, as if his threats didn’t worry her much. Mae felt a tinge of envy at the idea of having too many jobs, as hard as it had been for her to find even one.

The next office door that Randi unlocked was tiled over with photographs.

“That’s a heck of a lot of pictures,” Mae said.

“Charlie’s daughter and her husband, and his granddaughter. He does show them off.”

Every inch displayed a snapshot of a dark-haired child, in stages from infancy to around Brook and Stream’s age, a young woman who looked to be her mother, and sometimes a young but balding man, or all three together. Mae had never seen such a congestion of pictures of someone’s family. She’d had a high school teacher who had his grandkids as a screen saver. But this was like wallpaper on the door. Overkill on being a father and grandfather. And the door wasn’t even for him to look at. It was for others.

Inside the office, Randi stepped past stacks of papers on the floor to get to a bookshelf.

Boxes overflowed with papers and books, and more books and papers covered a small round meeting table and the chairs around it. None of the books on the shelves looked new, but those in the heaps of papers did. On the top of the bookshelf, a pale, sprawling plant hung onto life without enough light, and a picture of Charlie’s daughter at her wedding had pride of place among its leaves. The walls held fewer pictures than the door, and a different orchestration of images. There were wedding pictures—all his daughter’s—and also paintings.

Mae asked, “How can you find anything in here?” 

“You get used to it. It’s Charlie.” Randi seemed to think this explained everything.

Mae admired an impressionistic beach scene. “I like the paintings.” 

“He did them.” Randi took a used-looking paperback from the shelf. She nodded toward a portrait of a blue-eyed, bearded young man who gazed at the viewer, looking serious and cold. “Self-portrait, if you can believe it.” 

Snapshots taped randomly to the wall showed the man in the portrait at various ages in exotic locales: high mountain landscapes, thick jungles, and even the Great Wall of China. In some pictures, obviously those taken later, he became heavy as well as graying, sometimes extremely overweight, sometimes only slightly. He had been quite handsome in earlier years, and his face in recent pictures, though thicker and harder, was still compelling, with its strong nose and arresting blue eyes. 

The photos, and also the props, suggested he had traveled a lot. Rattles, dream catchers, a long staff with carved faces along its length and a strand of black horse hair dangling from its tip, a drum with images of eagles painted on its sides, and masks ranging from carved wood to wild sequined and feathered Mardi-Gras types filled the spaces between books and pictures. 

Mae thought of her mother’s opinion of the course Patsy was taking. Witchy. Those props fit the description. “Is this the guy that teaches the alternative medicine class?” 

“That’s him. With Dr. Pena.” Randi stepped over a box and turned out the light as she and Mae left the professor’s office, then locked the door. “I guess you could tell, looking at his stuff.”

“Yeah.”

“Some of those masks are spooky.”

Mae thought they were fascinating. To her, something was more amiss in the way the man displayed things than in the things that he had. The real mask seemed to be the room itself.
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Chapter Three
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As they walked across the now dark campus, Mae asked Randi about her various jobs. The fitness director job sounded exciting to Mae, but the teaching assistant job surprised her. It had never occurred to her that professors might have other people grading their papers, but when Randi described the televised courses, it made sense. She also explained that a TA got discounted tuition and a small paycheck, so it was well worth the extra work.

“Do you grade papers for the alternative medicine class?”

“No. I’m Charlie’s TA, but not for that course. Only for undergraduate classes. I took both classes, though—the CAM class and the non-Western healing. Pretty cool, fun stuff.”  

Randi sounded so casual about the content, as if it were a good movie she’d seen. No one in Mae’s family would react that way. “What did you learn in the non-Western one?”

“The course is mostly for nurses and doctors, to be aware of things, like maybe Mexican patients wanting to see a curandera or Native American patients seeing a medicine man or woman. So they’ll understand customs and folk healing and not put it down as unscientific superstition.”

Mae thought of Hubert’s view of her having the sight, and Sallie’s and Jim’s skepticism. “You mean, so they’ll respect it, take it seriously.”

“That’s Bernadette’s goal, for sure. I think Charlie likes to shake people up for the heck of it.”

On a couch in the hall outside the classroom where Patsy’s class met, Randi graded papers online on her laptop, waiting to see Charlie, and Mae tried to concentrate on learning the bones in the human body. Too bad your humerus wasn’t your funny-bone, it would have been easier to remember than ulna. The skeleton was interesting, how all its bones worked together, but her mind frequently drifted to wondering what was going on in the class on the other side of the door.

She finally asked Randi, “Would it be rude if I eavesdropped?”

“You really want to know about this stuff, don’t you?”

“I’m seriously curious.”

Randi thought for a moment. “I could take you to the control room. When I took the class, once in a while one of the techies would chime in with a question. Gus likes the woo-woo stuff. He’ll understand.”

Leaving her laptop running, Randi led Mae down a short corridor and around a corner to a room where several young men and women worked with a bank of television monitors and an array of recording equipment.

“Hi. Gus is working this class. Gus, this is Mae. I told her she could watch the rest of CH 530 in here. Is that okay?”

Gus, a pudgy black man with thick glasses, rolled an office chair toward Mae. “As long as you don’t touch anything,” he said. As Mae took the seat, quietly thanking the technicians, Randi left with a cheery wave. Gus returned his attention to the sound recording equipment.

On the screen, Mae saw a student in the lecture hall leaning forward to hold down a microphone button. The attractive young woman, sandy-haired, trim, and in a military uniform said, “I’m not convinced. I mean, the remote viewing studies were too subjective. Saying the pictures the subjects drew really looked like the target places could be biased. I’m not convinced.”

The camera’s view shifted to the professors, Charlie Tann and a slim, brown-skinned woman with threads of gray in her long dark hair. This must be Dr. Pena. Both started to speak, then Dr. Pena deferred to Dr. Tann, who clearly was going to keep talking if she didn’t.

He placed his forearms on the desk in front of him and looked at the student, not at the camera. Something about him made Mae think of a huge gray wolf, with the icy blue eyes of an Inuit dog. “What would convince you?”

“Maybe if it happened right before my eyes.” The camera returned to the student. “But I think the drawings could be coincidence. And the studies with the random number generators—that seems like it could happen by chance, too.”

Dr. Pena spoke. She had a subtle accent Mae couldn’t place, clipped and yet musical. “Dana, is it actually the data you question? Because these are well-designed studies. The PEAR lab’s work was scientifically sophisticated. There was a trillion to one chance the REG machine outcomes were by chance, and a three in ten billion chance on the remote viewing outcomes. Deviation from randomness in a random event generator, at a statistically significant level—”

The camera moved back to the prim military woman. “All right, it’s significant. But I don’t believe it. Honestly, I’d have to see someone move something with their mind or see something they can’t see, or this doesn’t work for me. That’s just how my mind works.”

Charlie Tann smiled and shook his head with a twinkle in his eyes. “Dana, Dana, our resident skeptic.” He glanced at Dr. Pena. “This sounds like a case of ‘I wouldn’t believe it even if it were true.’ ”

Bernadette Pena said, “Has anyone had any experience with remote viewing or influencing events? We’ve got the hard data, which is what’s supposed to convince the skeptics, and anecdotes aren’t good science. But what we personally see is still what we believe more easily. Can anyone illustrate the data with experience?”

A voice came over the speakers. “This is Bob in Yavapai.” Someone taking the course online. The camera stayed on the professors, and they looked into the lens as if they could see the person who spoke, though of course they couldn’t. 

Bernadette smiled broadly, showing big teeth. All her features seemed a little too large for her face. Her bone structure was prominent, and her figure more planes and angles than curves. She seemed to make no efforts at conventional prettiness. It was a rare thing in the south, Mae thought, to see a woman who seemed truly at home in her age. Not like Rhoda-Rae, who went to great lengths to color her hair and make up her face to look younger.

“Hi Bob, how are things in Yavapai?”

“Good. Hey, I knew a guy that could make his corn grow by thinking about it. I swear it grew better than anyone else’s. I know that won’t prove anything to Dana, but I dreamed something once that happened the next day. The exact thing. Dreamed my son would hit a home run, and he can’t hit a ball, and then he did.”

Dana pressed her button. “Sorry, Bob. Not sold.”

Patsy pressed her button. “I have a friend who’s psychic, and I think she’s probably out in the hallway waiting for me. Maybe she could demonstrate something.”

Mae felt her heart jolt. Patsy volunteered her to be on TV doing something like that? Randi had said there were over three hundred people in these classes when you counted all the remote sites. “Oh my God. She’s talking about me.”

Gus seemed to mistake her surprise for enthusiasm, because he spoke to the classroom. “Hello, all, this is Gus. She’s in the control room with me.” 

Bernadette conferred with Charlie. “We could do an experiment—ask her to see something she can’t know.”

He nodded.

“Patsy’s friend. What’s your name?”

Gus showed Mae how to turn on the mic to talk. “Mae.” She didn’t dare say anything else in case her voice cracked or shook. This was a college class, and she had no idea what they were talking about other than the remote viewing. She didn’t understand about random event generators or statistics and significance. Not only did she feel out of place, but she wasn’t sure she could use the sight like a science experiment, even though she had done it a few times at home. She hadn’t been under any pressure then, except to win a bet with Hubert.

“Can you tell us how you know you’re psychic?” Charlie Tann asked with a playful, teasing tone. “Not that I’m doubting Patsy, of course.”

Claiming this in front of all these people made Mae’s mouth go dry and her hands damp. In her mind she could hear her mother saying it was devilish, and Hubert saying it was all coincidence and she was fooling herself. “I haven’t done it much. But if you give me something someone’s held or used a lot, I can see them from holding it. I found ...” She didn’t want to say the details: ex-husband, drunk, beer cans in pick-up truck, trespassing on in-laws’ property. “... a man that got lost while he was hunting. I saw where he was in the woods.” 

“Mae,” Dr. Pena said, “if we send you something that belongs to someone in the class and you don’t know whose it is, could you tell us something about the person?”

“Yes, ma’am. I believe I could.”

“Thanks. I’d like every other row, every other person, to pass something small down to the end of your row, something uniquely yours so we can identify it and you’ll get it back. Obviously nothing with your name or picture on it. And please don’t press your buttons to talk while you’re doing this. We don’t want the camera on you, so Mae is truly blinded in the experiment.” During the silence while they did this, Dr. Pena picked up a large manila envelope from among a stack of books and papers at her side, emptied it, and asked a student in the front row to collect all the objects in it, close it, and then take it to the control room. “Then Mae will randomly select something from the envelope and tell us something about its owner. Dana, if it’s strong enough information, will you be convinced?”

“Maybe.”

Charlie mocked her answer with an imitation of her serious frown and firm tone. “Maybe.” And then he grinned, as if pleased with some reaction Mae couldn’t see.

The class continued discussing the implications of these studies Mae didn’t understand—remote viewing and random event generators. To get ready for the experiment, Mae tuned out the class and focused on calming herself so she could concentrate, as if she were waiting for a pitcher to throw a ball. The student who delivered the envelope, a thirtyish Asian woman in a suit, watched Mae reach into the envelope and draw out a woman’s watch on a thin gold-toned band.

The student said, “Okay, Gus witnessed that I didn’t tell you whose it was,” and left. The class paused for Bernadette to speak with Mae, asking her if she was ready. Mae got on the microphone. “I have this item I picked. Give me about five or ten minutes to work with it.”

“Take your time. Just get on the horn when you’re done,” said Charlie, and resumed the discussion where it had left off. 

Mae moved her chair to a corner of the control room, away from the TV monitors and the other people, and leaned back, eyes closed, resting her head against the wall. There was so much going on around her—several classes on the TVs, and occasional conversation among the technicians monitoring them. How could she filter out all the distractions and find the energy traces from this lady’s watch? 

If she were waiting for a pitch, she wouldn’t think at all. She’d just clear out, get her noisy mind out of the way, and know intuitively when to swing, how to make contact. Concentration became empty, nothing in it but seeing and aiming, when she was in that zone.

She sat up straight and held the watch in both hands against her heart. The emotion that came through felt anxious and tight but also excited, and as the tunnel drew her vision into its depths, Mae saw the woman’s small white graceful hands, a wedding band and a diamond ring on the left hand, fidgeting with the edges of a photocopied article that was marked up with yellow and blue highlighter and penned comments. Her view moved to the woman’s arms and shoulders, then her face—it was the woman who had doubted, Dana. No one would believe this. Mae looked for something no one could see on camera. Her shoes were perfectly polished, and she had her ankles crossed, then uncrossed. Not much to tell, so Mae opened her empty mind even more—and felt the shock of hearing voices and seeing other people at the end of the tunnel.

Dana was starting out the front door of a small, square white house that looked like it might be military base housing. She paused in the open doorway to listen to someone inside and said with exasperation, “No, honey, I’ll be late.”

A boy of about six ran to her and she knelt and hugged him, running a hand through his strawberry blond hair. “Be good for your father, Paddy.” She kissed his forehead, and the boy ducked his head and hugged her again, then ran back into the house. “Dave?” She waited as if expecting an answer, but none came. “Dave, I have to stay late to work on a project. For God’s sake, don’t look at me like that.” After another moment of staring back into the house, Dana closed the door forcefully as if stopping short of a slam and stomped down the steps, then made a cell phone call as she walked to a small black car. Mae pulled out of the vision. She’d caught something that was none of her business.

Dana and her husband had an argument, and her son might be disappointed at her being out late. Was that the source of the fight? Hard to tell. Mae knew about being angry and trying not to fight in front of children. She felt for Dana, and wished she hadn’t dropped in on her life like that.

Mae returned to her spot beside Gus, waited for a pause in the class, and came on the microphone. “If you’re ready for me, I can tell y’all what I saw.”

“Come in and join us,” said Charlie.

“I don’t much care to be on TV. If you can let me talk from here, I’d be grateful.”

“You don’t want your fifteen minutes of fame?”

“Not really.”

“I haven’t cracked the camera yet. If they can stand the sight of me all these years, I’m sure you’ll be fine for a few minutes. Come on in.” He seemed so sure she was joining the class that he ended their conversation and returned to his discussion with his students. 

The assumption annoyed Mae. It felt as if he expected her to do what he wanted. If it weren’t for Patsy she wouldn’t have agreed to do this at all, and might have argued. But for her new friend and driver’s sake, Mae felt obligated to cooperate. Reluctantly, she walked down the hall and opened the door to the classroom.

Randi looked up from her laptop. “What are you doing? You can’t go in there.”

“I got asked.”

Randi’s eyes widened.

“I’ll tell you later. It’s weird. All I wanted to do was listen, but I got myself into a lot more than I asked for.”

––––––––
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“I’ll let you handle this,” Dr. Tann said to Dr. Pena. He removed his clip-on microphone, leaving it with his colleague, and gradually made his way to the back of the room, detouring through the aisles to place his hands on students’ shoulders, chatting in a serious-jocular tone about their attendance or attentiveness, asking how they were doing. Mae stood inside the doorway and watched him, not sure how she should fit in or where she should go next. Dr. Tann reminded her of a salesman, the way he pulled up little tags too obviously—the kids, the job, the military—and addressed people by name too often. 

When he got to the sandy-haired young woman in uniform, he didn’t do any of that salesman stuff, but simply looked at her, and she looked at him, and he said a long, rich, “Y—es?” in his buttery baritone. She tossed her neatly bobbed hair in an exasperated way, at which he laughed and then switched his style, speaking softly. “We’ll talk. After class.” She nodded. “You all right?” he asked. She nodded again. He meandered on, greeting, patting, teasing, and then chose a seat at the top of the auditorium with no one directly next to him. He used his size and his space consciously, Mae noted, like every single thing he did was on purpose. Somehow she was reminded of Rhoda-Rae—always onstage for an audience.

As Bernadette invited Mae to sit beside her and helped her attach the microphone to her shirt, Mae felt something, as if the sight hadn’t been quite shut off yet. There was an edge to Bernadette’s energy, something sharp and bright like the edge of both a weapon and a wound. Not wanting to see more than she should, Mae cleared her focus and did her best to turn off her gift.

“Thanks for doing this experiment.” Bernadette’s warm eyes, a mixed brown and gold-green color, rested on Mae. “Sorry to spring a televised appearance on you. Did you see the owner of the object?”

Mae set the watch on the desk. She still felt slightly disoriented from her vision. “Yeah, it’s Dana. The lady that was talking earlier.”

An Indian or Pakistani man with a strong accent pressed his button and spoke into the microphone. “Pardon me, but wouldn’t you have seen her watch on her wrist, if you saw her on the screen in the control room?”

Mae tried to remember. She had no recollection of seeing it. “I reckon I might have, but I don’t think I did.”

Dana turned on her mic. Her voice shook slightly. “Is this the whole experiment?”

“I ...” Mae hesitated. She felt she could say a little, but not all of what she saw. “I picked up a little more about you. You got a little boy named Paddy, maybe around five or six years old. His hair’s lighter than yours and kinda reddish. Your house is white. Your car is black. And your husband’s name is Dave.”

Charlie Tann sat taller. While all other heads turned toward Dana, he fixed his ice-blue sled-dog eyes on Mae.

“Is that correct?” Bernadette asked.

Dana nodded. Forgetting to press the microphone button, she said, “It is.” Bernadette mimed pressing the button, and Dana did. “And my watch clasp broke. I had it in my purse. I wasn’t wearing it.”

With a dawning smile, Charlie lifted his hands and very slowly and deliberately applauded. Then he pressed the microphone button at his seat and said, “One more part of this experiment. Raise your hand if you hoped Mae would pick out Dana’s object from the random collection.”

Of the approximately forty people in the lecture hall, almost half raised their hands. Still holding his microphone button, Charlie then raised his own hand, sat back with a satisfied smirk, and released the button without saying any more. He’d been making the camera go to him.

“If anyone would like to crunch the numbers, we can get data on intentions from our remote sites as well,” Bernadette said, “and calculate the odds of any particular student’s item being selected randomly. Thank you so much for helping us demonstrate, Mae. I’ll free you now from having to be on television.”

“Can I ask you one question before I go?”

“Certainly.”

“Are y’all saying that what everyone hoped would happen would make it happen? Make me pull that watch out of the envelope?”

“Not necessarily. Charlie suggested it, but I’d hesitate to put a human being’s choices in the same category as a random event generator machine, as far as being influenced by others’ intentions.”

“Good. Because that idea is a whole lot spookier than anything I can do.”

––––––––
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Returning to the sofa in the hallway, Mae picked up her personal trainer manual and held onto the book as if its practicality and physical content would make her feel the world was normal again, but she was too distracted to open it and study. Part of her wished she had never stopped studying it, had not gone nosing into this class. She hadn’t learned much about what they were studying—they’d studied her, instead. And what little she had learned made her uneasy.

“So, are you going to tell me?” Randi asked.

It would be uncomfortable to be in Randi’s class for the next six weeks if what Mae had just done seemed wacky. “I hope you don’t think I’m crazy or anything.” 

“Are you kidding? I’m Charlie’s TA. I’m used to crazy stuff.”

“Patsy told them I’m psychic and they asked me to do something to prove it.”

“Wow. Cool. So, did you?” 

Seeing how enthusiastic Randi appeared, Mae described the experiment and the part that had bothered her the most—the suggestion that she’d done what the majority wanted her to do when she picked Dana’s watch.

“Or what Charlie wanted you to do.” Randi’s voice dropped low, and she turned off and closed her laptop. “He can do some mojo.” 

“Like what?”

“With me, he cheats at golf. We played a lot last summer when I actually had some free time, and I swear, he could just look at my ball and make it not go in the hole. I’m a good golfer, and I could beat Rick, my boyfriend, all the time. But I always lost to Charlie.”

“Did he say he was doing something to your ball?”

“No. He’d look at it and give me this wicked little grin. And if we played with Rick, and Charlie’d have a date, he wouldn’t do it. I could hit right onto the green and I could putt, no problem. Rick doesn’t believe it. He thinks I’m making it up.”

Mae knew what that felt like. Still, she didn’t want to believe Randi’s interpretation of the golf game. The idea that a man could decide what he wanted to have happen and simply make it happen, even if did amount to nothing more than cheating at golf, troubled her. “I’d rather you were.”

The classroom door opened, and the first students out the door passed in a laughing, chatting cluster. Then a gray-haired woman in a long purple dress and a clunky wooden necklace stopped in front of Mae. “That is so marvelous, what a gift you have. Have you been to the Edgar Cayce Center?”

Mae shook her head and stood up as the woman began to expound about the great Virginia Beach psychic. A few other students lined up behind her and others clustered around her, apparently wanting to talk to Mae. The attention, especially when it was centered around this gift she’d spent thirteen years trying to stifle and hide, embarrassed her, and she felt pressured by the crowd and the intensity of the woman’s interest in psychic skills. As politely as she could, Mae excused herself to find Patsy, and Randi followed Mae into the classroom. 

Patsy stood up front in conversation with Bernadette, and Charlie sat several rows above them in conversation with Dana. Taking a seat in the first row, Mae settled down to wait, and Randi climbed the steps of the lecture hall to join Charlie and Dana. “Here’s the book.” She handed the old paperback to Charlie, who smiled and theatrically handed it off to Dana, who looked at it for a moment.

“Reincarnation?” She drew back her head and re-examined the title with a frown. “Come on, Charlie, what are you trying to do to me?”

“Speaking of which—” Randi kept her voice low, but Mae still heard her. The volume suggested she not look as if she were listening, so she turned away. “You should probably keep a lid on it. I got grilled by the dean.”

“And?” Charlie’s voice stayed cool and noncommittal.

“I don’t know anything.”

He sounded satisfied. “As it should be.”

Randi preceded Charlie and Dana down the steps and stopped to say goodnight to Mae, then left. The other two followed, in quiet conversation. Charlie laid a hand on Dana’s shoulder, let go, and looked pointedly at Bernadette. She stared back with equal force, resuming her conversation with Patsy as Charlie and Dana left the room.

Mae’s attempt to puzzle out the meaning of the exchanges she had overheard and witnessed hit a wall. It looked almost as if Charlie and Dana might be flirting, but it was hard to believe with their age difference. Still, Randi had warned them off something, or maybe protected them. It didn’t fit with Mae’s first impression of Randi to protect an inappropriate relationship. One of those women in that conversation Mae had passed on the stairs must have been the dean, who had been questioning Randi about something related to Charlie. If it wasn’t about pursuing a married student, what was it? And why did Bernadette look at him like that? Mae hadn’t expected a college to be such a soap opera.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Patsy said to Mae. “We’re talking about you.”

Mae didn’t want to be the center of attention. She’d wanted to slip in quietly and learn. Unsure how to handle the situation, she said nothing.

Bernadette sat beside her. Before she spoke, she took a moment to study Mae, as if taking in her feelings, and thinking. “I want to apologize for putting you on the spot,” Bernadette said. “I had no idea until Patsy talked with me after class that you were so inexperienced with your gift. Or that your family was so set against it. When she said you were psychic, I jumped to a conclusion and asked you to do something. I’m sorry if it was stressful for you.”

“Thanks. It kind of was. I guess Patsy told you what my Mama thinks, and my husband and in-laws think it’s all my imagination.” Bernadette nodded, and Mae continued. “I’ve been careful about doing anything like this, or even telling anyone I could.”

“But your grandmother was a healer.” Bernadette’s tone implied that there was more coming.

“Yes, ma’am. She was.”

Again, Bernadette paused and looked past Mae to some point in space where her thoughts seemed to be assembling themselves. “How have things gone for you, while you’ve been avoiding your gift?”

It was funny. The really good thing that had come around recently, the job and the certification course, had come right after her experiments to prove she really had the sight, after she’d used it to find Mack. Of course, since she had Hubert and Brook and Stream, she could hardly say things were bad, but her life with Rhoda-Rae and the unlucky, unhappy Arnie, and with the self-defeating Mack, had been hard. And it was still hard at times, even though it was better. “I can’t say it’s all good or all bad. I mean, I live in a ... a challenging place, I guess you’d say.”

“I grew up on the Mescalero Apache reservation in New Mexico.” Bernadette smiled slightly. “I think I know what you mean. Challenging.” She looked up at Patsy. “Can you give us about five minutes? I don’t want to make you late getting home. Just a few minutes.”

Puzzled, Mae watched Patsy leave the room, then looked back to Bernadette. What did the professor need to say that she didn’t want Patsy to overhear?

“If I’m out of line, please forgive me,” Bernadette said, resting her small, folded hands on the desk. No wedding band, no engagement ring. She wore a single piece of traditional Indian turquoise jewelry, a large bracelet that was a little too loose for her thin wrist. Looking into Mae’s eyes, she said, “If this doesn’t mean anything to you, set it aside. But I think it might mean a lot.”

Mae nodded. 

“The reason I ask the students to look at these studies of random event generators and remote viewing is to get them used to the idea that the world really isn’t what our ordinary mind thinks it is. That we can see with something other than our eyes, that maybe our spirits go out and travel. And that sometimes we can change things with our prayers or thoughts, not just our hands.” Bernadette waited for a sign of understanding from Mae, seemed to see it in her eyes, and continued. “My spiritual teacher at home, a medicine woman, likes to remind me that the world is fifty-percent physical, fifty-percent spiritual. That the spirit world is real, and if we don’t pay attention to it, it will do something to get our attention.”

“Like what?”

“Maybe little things, like that miraculous near-miss accident you don’t have. Maybe mischief, like hiding things you know you didn’t lose and putting them back. Or if you have a calling and ignore it, maybe something big.”

“A calling?”

“Like your grandmother. Like a medicine woman.”

A calling. Mae felt as if the brightly lit modern lecture hall had opened a huge space under her feet and dropped her down to another level. A dark, still place. In that place there was nothing but Bernadette Pena’s voice and gaze.

“In another culture, Mae, you’d be a shaman.”
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Chapter Four
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On the ride home, Mae felt lost in space, watching the flying lights of the highway, then the black tree walls of the country roads. Patsy said little, listening to classical music on the radio, and Mae was grateful for Patsy’s silence. A shaman. A calling. Like her grandmother or a medicine woman. Why Mae, of all people? She wasn’t religious or spiritual at all. She didn’t pray, didn’t even meditate or do yoga like Sallie did. She didn’t think about healing people. The idea of a calling was off the map. Psychic, yes, she really was, like it or not, and she might have to figure out what she was going to do with that and understand it better. But it wasn’t a calling. Anyway, Bernadette had said, in another culture.

But not in northeastern North Carolina in the twenty-first century.

“I guess you’re not going to tell me what Bernadette wanted to talk to you about.”

“No ma’am. I’d rather not.”

“Don’t call me ma’am. I’m Patsy. You do still want to read what I’m reading for this course?”

Mae thought for a moment. Part of her wanted to go backward, to not have been told she had a calling, to not have seen Dana’s private life, or seen that line of people all excited about what she could do. This gift had a shadow. 

But staying ignorant wasn’t going to make that shadow, or the gift itself, go away. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

“Good. I’ll have copies of the articles for you Thursday.” Patsy glanced at Mae, and her voice softened. “I’d like to think there’s one talent you have that won’t get thrown away.”

––––––––
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Studying at home the next morning, Mae heard her neighbor calling over and over. “Puss pusspuss! Come on, Priv, where are you? Come to Daddy.”

Ronnie had names for his cats? He’d know if one was missing? Mae thought of them as semi-wild. They roamed the neighborhood and the peanut fields, mousing for this stretch of town and probably the peanut packing plant as well, like field hands with a job to do. Although certain ones had a liking for her small porch and sunned themselves there in a friendly crowd, and sometimes the males went under her house in the crawl space and marked territory noticeably, Mae had never realized that they were tame enough that Ronnie related to them like pets.

Mae knew Ronnie Farmer, the mayor of Tylerton, only from neighbor-to-neighbor talk across the hedge. She’d learned that he thought Sallie and Jim were a “pain in the ass” with their complaints over crop dusting and GMO pollen drift contaminating their organic farm. To say nothing of their suggestions for what the town should do about it, which was in Ronnie’s opinion, nothing. “No offense to you and Hubert, Mae, but his parents ought to move to Vermont.” Still, she liked him well enough. 

She set down her book and went out to the small back porch of her house. Over the low hedge, she could see Ronnie, a heavyset, red-faced man with a shock of white hair, standing in his yard surrounded by at least half his cats. 

“Did you lose somebody?” she asked.

“Yeah. I haven’t seen him for two days.” 

Ronnie shoved his big hands into the pockets of his windbreaker and gazed out over his back yard into the fields leading up to the woods. Tylerton was barely a town, all farmland behind the four streets whose intersection formed its center, and Ronnie’s land spread behind not only his house but Mae and Hubert’s and the preacher’s next door as well. The cats had come in from the fields for the rare meal they were given in dishes. The majority of them were black-and-white, and Mae could never tell them apart. Only a few looked different enough that she knew them, and she had to ask which one was missing.

“My white tom,” Ronnie said. “Privilege.” 

Mae swallowed a laugh. He’d really named the white male Privilege? “He’s a sweetie,” she said. “I hope he’s okay.” The white cat was one of the friendly ones, one of the top users of her porch. She kept a water dish there for him and his companions, and he tended to show up in the morning looking at her through the glass door if the water wasn’t freshly refilled yet. “I can see if he’s in the crawl space.” 

She didn’t like going under there, especially in the coldest months. She and Hubert had started putting insulation under the house and she had not developed any liking for that job.

“Would you?” Ronnie looked at her, then down at his flock. “I’d appreciate it.”

“Give me a minute. Let me put on my dirt clothes.” She started into the house and had a second thought. She could hold Privilege’s water bowl. That cat loved his fresh water. She could skip the whole grubby, spidery crawl and find him wherever he was. Before she went in, she dumped the water, took the bowl with her, and sat on the floor with her back to the glass doors where the cat often sat and gave her that where’s-my-water look. The others who used the porch used the bowl, but surely some of these little white hairs stuck to the plastic were his.

She didn’t think she should let the mayor know what she was doing. It might not work, and even if it did, he might not understand it.

As she focused her energy and quieted her mind, Mae tuned into the white cat as best she could, trying to feel him rather than all the other cats. At first after the tunnel she saw several cats, the typical scene on her porch on a sunny day, and then she picked the white male out of the crowd and began to feel something through her hand. Pain. The cat licked his front paw, tried to lick his back. There were bloody spots on his back, matting his fur. The black spot over his eye looked larger, as if dried blood had congealed there, too. Cat fight? Dog attack? Escape from a hawk? Mae tried to see the location.

Behind the cat she saw a solid slab of stone. He leaned his side against its warm surface in his attempt to bathe his injured back, then lay down in dry grass and a few prickly holly leaves and licked the wounded paw again. Stone ... Where was a big slab of stone that would catch the late morning sun? Where was there a holly tree near some big stone? The graveyard at the old Episcopal Church, the little church that only got used once a month. It was on the wrong street for Ronnie’s cats. You’d have to go through someone else’s back fields to get there, places where one family had some scrappy dogs and another kept guinea fowl. Privilege had struck out a long way from home and through some dangerous territory.

Mae opened her eyes. Now what? She could say she was going to go look, and bring back the injured cat. But how to explain not checking under her house? Even though it's the most logical place he’d be, I’m not looking there, I’m going where your cats don’t go. Then she caught herself. Why did she care so much what anyone thought? What mattered was the right thing to do, and that was to go get the cat as quickly as possible so Ronnie could take him to a vet. 

She rose and hastened out the back door, sliding it shut, and jogged over to Ronnie’s yard. The black-and-white cats scattered except for two of the tamer ones. Ronnie was holding one of the speckled cats in his arms. “What is it?” He looked at her with a frown.

“Get a cat carrier. You’re going to need to take Privilege to the vet. I know where he is.”

“And how do you know that?”

“I just know. Come on. He’s hurt. I’ll explain it later.”

In the mayor’s old Cadillac, they proceeded to the corner opposite Buddy’s garage, taking the right turn away from town. Three blocks later, they came to the old stone church. It had been around as long as the Ridleys’ house, back when the town was more plantation than village and almost no one lived there but Tylers and Ridleys and their slaves. 

As Mae and Ronnie got out of the car, she could see the top of the stone at the side of the cemetery away from the church, its sunny side facing the street, most of it hidden behind a few other stones. 

“I think he’s on that grave near the holly bush.” 

“I hope he’s not dead. What a place for him to end up.” 

Carelessly walking over graves, they came to the one where the bloodied cat lay. He looked close to dead. When Ronnie arrived, Privilege lifted his head and meowed and tried to sit using one front leg.

“Look at you, Priv. What in heck happened to you?” Ronnie knelt and lightly petted the cat. Privilege cringed and almost clawed his owner when Ronnie touched the cuts on his back. One of the paws that shot out was gashed.

“I don’t think he can walk or he’d have come home,” Mae said softly. “He sure took a long walk to get here.”

“Or got chased, or dropped. Hawk. Dog. Who knows?” Ronnie gently scooped the protesting cat into the carrier. “Come on, Priv, little buddy. I’ll get you fixed up.”

As they walked back across the dry grass, through the cool mossy-smelling shadow of the church, Ronnie asked, “So how’d you know this, Mae? You psychic?”

She looked at the wounded cat. She’d saved his life. And Ronnie, a widower with no family, seemed fonder of his great brood of cats than she’d ever realized. “Yes, I am. When things call for it.”

“They sure called for it now. I’m going straight into Cauwetska to Doctor Hassel. You’re okay walking home?”

“Of course. I hope Priv is okay.”

“I hope so too.” Ronnie set the carrier in the passenger seat, turned to Mae, and shook her hand with both of his. “Thank you.”

Ronnie hadn’t blinked. He hadn’t judged her, doubted her, condemned her—none of that. He hadn’t been nosy or awed like some of the people at CVU. His warm acceptance of her gift, after the reactions she’d gotten elsewhere, came as more of a shock than if he’d said she was crazy. After he got in the Caddy and drove off, Mae stayed put. 

Giving her mind some space to soak up what had happened, she strolled among the graves. Now what? She’d shown and acknowledged the sight, and he’d believed her—someone in her town. The mayor. Would it change anything? It didn’t seem likely. People were set in their ideas. Tylerton wasn’t exactly a place of change.

Most of the graves she stopped by were Tylers or Ridleys, the two oldest families in Tylerton. Somehow Mae had managed to marry first into one, and then into the other. She paused at a Tyler grave scabbed with golden crusts of lichen. James MacArthur Tyler, 1848-1864. Mack was MacArthur Tyler. She’d found him and saved him at least a night of exposure, maybe a drunken self-shooting. One less Tyler in the ground.

Hubert Dearborne Ridley, 1810-1903. Some people never left this town. Maybe if your name was Hubert Ridley and it was all over these old stones, you really couldn’t. Maybe if your family had the oldest house in town and the oldest name, even if none of you lived like some grand old southern family the way some Tylers tried to, you had to stay. A live oak had begun to send roots into this ancient Hubert Ridley’s resting place. Perfect. The living namesake had roots.

Someday her Hubert would be here, and Jim and Sallie. Sallie would probably rather use the old cemetery on the farm, but you couldn’t add folks into those plots.

Mae didn’t like the idea of dying in Tylerton, whatever the graveyard. The place had never quite become home, any more than Cauwetska had. Nowhere was home, really, not since they left Boone. No, since before that—not since Daddy left. She couldn’t seem to put down roots, and didn’t care to imagine herself on a headstone in this churchyard, even though that seemed to be exactly where she would end up. 

Funny thing to be thinking about. She was twenty-six years old and as healthy as the proverbial horse.

Mae walked back to the stone by the holly bush. Curious whose grave Privilege had laid on to lick his wounds, she read the inscription. Elizabeth Andrews Tyler Ridley. Born 1799, Died 1825. Twenty-six years old.

That was one weird coincidence. In her mind Mae heard Dr. Pena: “The spirit world is real, and if we don’t pay attention to it, it will do something to get our attention.” If a person had a calling and ignored it, the spirit world might do something big.

Like get a cat hurt and drop it on some old grave whose occupant just happened to have married both a Tyler and a Ridley. A woman who died at Mae’s age. Calculate the odds on that.

––––––––
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As Mae walked home, she saw the usual cluster of retired men gathered on the bench in the parking lot at Buddy’s smoking and drinking coffee, wrapped in their winter jackets and ear-flap caps, shooting the breeze. Old black men, some of whose dialect Mae still couldn’t understand any better than they could understand her mountain accent. As long as the temperatures were in the forties, they were always out there. It took a frost to kill gossip. The oldest of the group raised a friendly hand. She smiled and said good morning, and he replied with a long string of words from which she could make out only “Hubert.” It bothered her that she still couldn’t figure out his speech, since Joe was reputed to be a colorful character and fun to talk with. Hubert had assured her that even being local he’d still had to “learn how to speak Joe.”

Hearing her husband’s name, Mae slowed down. She noticed that Hubert wasn’t in one of the bays working on a car, so she walked to the office door and went in. Hubert was behind the desk, writing up a receipt for a customer, a large, gray-haired black woman wearing orthopedic shoes, a heavy winter coat, and a knit hat. Hubert looked up at Mae, smiled, and handed the customer her receipt as she gave him a check.

“You have a good day, Miss Ella.”

“You too, honey.”

The bell on the scratched and scuffed red door jangled as the customer left. Hubert slid the check under the money and closed the cash drawer. “I heard Joe trying to get to you.”

“What’d he say?” 

Hubert grinned. “He asked if you were keeping an eye on me so Miss Ella wouldn’t run off with me.”

“I still don’t speak Joe.”

“He still doesn’t speak Mae. Y’all need to start signing. You out for a walk?”

“No.” She hesitated. “Ronnie lost a cat. I found it. Down by the old church.” Everyone knew that meant the little Episcopal church, not the big new Baptist church or the in-between size and age Presbyterian church. “I found it the same way I found Mack.”

Hubert came around from behind the counter. “Come on, you still think you can do that?”

“I know I can. Ask Ronnie.”

“Honey. You lucked out.” Here came that condescending tone again. “There’s no such thing as ESP or whatever you want to call it. You took a good guess.”

“No, I didn’t.”

Hubert opened the door to the garage, where a mud-encrusted pickup sat on the lift, and paused. “I gotta help Buddy with this truck. Don’t go off the deep end on me, hon.” He gave her a quick half-hug with one arm, as if trying to lighten the criticism. “I hope you didn’t tell Ronnie you’re psychic.”

He didn’t take her gift seriously. “I’m not going off some deep end, and I did. I’m coming out. Right here in Tylerton, North Carolina. Hubert Ridley, I am coming out of the closet as a psychic.”

He shook his head, adjusted the cap that contained his hair, and gave her a crooked half-smile. “I wish you wouldn’t.” And he returned to work.

To the closed door, Mae said under her breath, “Too bad. ’Cause I already did.”

As she walked across the street, past Ronnie’s big brick house with its trimmed hedges and winter pansies, Mae felt both angry and relieved. It wasn’t how she’d expected to feel. Coming out like that should have made her nervous, like it did in the televised college class. But somehow, helping Ronnie and his white cat, she felt right. More than right. Justified.

In the blue and white kitchen of her house, Mae refilled the cats’ water bowl and put it back on the porch, hoping Privilege would survive his injuries and be back out there sunning soon. As she made herself a pot of coffee, ready to get back to studying her personal training manual, she thought again about what Dr. Pena had said. Maybe Mae could open up and use the sight and still make it fit with her promise to her mother—that she wouldn’t use it to do anything wicked. Seeing the student Dana having an argument with her husband hadn’t felt right, and Mae didn’t want to go prying into anyone’s life that way. Finding lost pets and people was important, though, and could save some lives and misery. Hubert was just going to have to get used to this.
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Chapter Five
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“Mae, if you’re going to read so much into this, maybe that grave meant you’re going to die.” Sallie took the first sheet of cookies out of the oven. “And I don’t believe that for a minute, mind you. Superstition, though, that’s how it works. You can make anything out to mean something if you put things together the way you want them to look.” She bent over to bring out the next batch. “Hubert’s right. You took a good guess.” She placed the cookie sheet on the stove top and closed the oven door. “Of course, if Ronnie believed you’re psychic, then you’ll never hear the end of it. Nobody will.” 

Mae still felt the chill of Sallie’s first suggestion, even as the cloud from the second one moved in. “What do you mean?”

From the living room came a question from Brook or Stream—hard to tell whose voice. “Are the cookies done?”

“They’re too hot. You have to wait,” Sallie called back. 

Jim drifted in, gave the women thoughtful examination, as if assessing the level of argument going on, and opened a cabinet to take out a jar of coffee beans. Dressed in an old sweater and corduroys, his lean, slightly concave form made him look more like Mae’s idea of a professor than Dr. Tann at CVU. Jim had glasses and that serious look about him, and he read books nonstop. “How many for coffee?” He took the grinder and filters out.

“Decaf, if that’s what you’re making,” Sallie said, and Mae seconded the vote. “Jim, don’t you think Ronnie will talk up Mae finding that cat?”

“Like Yolanda Cherry talked up her finding Mack?” He filled the carafe halfway from the tap and used it to fill the coffee maker. “No one took that seriously.”

Sallie slid the cookies onto a cooling rack. “That’s because Yolanda didn’t. She knows better.”

Mae wondered if that meant her former classmate had made fun of her for claiming she knew right where Mack was. More likely Yolanda wanted credit for finding the lost hunter in the woods at dusk. “Why should she?” Mae said. “It would make her look like a better cop if she’d done the finding herself.”

“Maybe,” Jim said, scooping beans into the grinder. “But Ronnie’s another story.”

“He’s addled. Not all of his dogs are barking.” Sallie leaned her hips against the counter and folded her arms across her chest. Except for the thick grey curls down to her shoulders, Sallie looked young for her fifty years, the dark eyes and the strong, solid build reminding Mae of Hubert. But Sallie had a kind of fire that her son lacked. “I don’t know how he gets to be mayor year after year.”

Jim showed a hint of a smile. “No competition worth looking at. You finally planning to run?”

“I’m getting close to it. As long as people around here don’t think we’re hippies. Having our daughter-in-law telling folks she’s psychic is all we need to seal that image. I’d never get elected.”

Mae was used to Sallie’s rants on all kinds of issues, including Ronnie’s inaction in his role, but hadn’t imagined she would take it that far. “Are you serious about running for mayor?” 

“I’ve been telling her to.” Jim pressed the button on the coffee grinder, and the noise drowned out any hope of conversation for a moment. When he stopped and dumped the freshly ground coffee into the filter, he said, “It might be the only way to get some other farmers to think about the environment, get ’em out from under Big Ag.”

“And I’d hurt your chances? I mean, Ronnie always says y’all should move to Vermont, but he'd vote for himself anyway. And he really took what I did like it was normal, when I saw that cat. He wasn’t spooked, and he wasn’t cynical like you all are.”

“You think we’re cynical?” Sallie sounded hurt. “Mae, we’re not cynics. We just think you have to be exaggerating, that’s all.”

“You and Hubert, you’re all so sure I can’t be right. I don’t get it. I know what happened. I’m not making it up, and it’s not just some coincidence. I dropped in on this class Patsy’s taking at CVU—and there are educated people who take this sort of thing seriously.”

“Really?” Jim leaned against the refrigerator. “I’d never have expected that.”

“Well, it won’t be educated people hearing about it in Tylerton,” Sallie said. “It’ll be ignorant people, for the most part. Here’s what’s gonna happen. Joe works on Ronnie’s yard. Those old men get to yakking. Ronnie tells Joe. Joe does everybody’s yard that has a yard worth doing, and he tells them some Joe version of it. And Joe, can’t you see him down at Buddy’s with those old men? It’ll be all over town by Joe-mail in a week.”

“Joe? Three days.” Jim chuckled. “Mae’ll have people knocking on her door wanting her to look for lost puppies.”

Sallie snorted a half-laugh and said with an exaggerated old-south accent, “She’ll have the purebred Tylers asking her to verify the provenance of their antiques.”

“Or the feral Tylers asking her to verify the provenance of their son.” Jim grinned. “Mack’s folks ever thank you for turning him up?”

“Not likely they even know,” Mae said. “Nor that they’d be grateful.”

“If word does get out, and I think it will,” Sallie said, becoming serious again, “I’d really be grateful if you declined to keep doing this—assuming you actually can. Real or not hardly matters. I’m trying to get people in this town to wake up. I want to educate the farmers, keep the chain stores and fast food out, get some local businesses in, and if I do run for mayor, I don’t need the religious people thinking I’ve got a witchy-woman in the family, or the educated people thinking we’re a bunch of far-out hippie flakes who ought to move to Vermont.”

“If I could save somebody’s life? Or their pet?”

“Mae, that’s one cat.” Sallie pointed a thumb over her shoulder, indicating her backyard. “The water running out back in that ditch is so full of chemicals from everybody else’s fields that the dogs get sick when they drink from it. They drank runoff when the other farmers defoliated their cotton and all three of those dogs had seizures. There's more cancer around here than there should be in a town this size, and frogs with three legs and five legs and God knows what else, and I need to be taken seriously. You go for a run in anybody else’s fields besides ours, and when the dirt blows up, you’re getting a lungful of neurotoxins. Read the labels on those big tanks parked out there when they’re spraying. That’s going in the groundwater and our grandchildren are drinking it. Even if—God knows, I can’t believe it—but even if some professor at CVU can prove there’s such a thing as being psychic, I don’t need that woo-woo hanging on my tail. Find a professor who’ll help me get the water cleaned up or help start some decent businesses. I need science behind what matters, not fluff like psychic powers. And I need my reputation.”

The coffee pot burbled. Jim sat at the table, leaned back in his chair, and crossed an ankle on his knee. “Good campaign speech, ma’am. I liked that part about the neurotoxins. Don’t let her bite your head off, Mae. But you see the point?”

Mae nodded. She felt torn between the need to be right—to be herself—and to support her family. “I reckon. Yeah. I didn’t think about politics.” Ronnie didn’t do much for the town except keep it running the way it already was, while Sallie would be a firestorm of a mayor, if anyone would vote for her. Sallie’s own opinionated character might be as much of an obstacle as having a psychic in the family. But Mae would vote for her, and for the things Sallie wanted to get done. “I’ll try not to make you look flaky.”

“Thanks, hon. I hope it’s not too late.”

––––––––
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Mae had promised to drop by Rhoda-Rae and Arnie’s to catch them up on her start in the personal trainer course. She accepted Sallie’s suggestion that she bring some of the cookies over with her. 

Hubert was in the middle of a game with the twins on the living room floor. When she asked if he’d like to go with her to her mother’s, he gave her the martyred please-don’t-make-me look. The twins got almost the same expression when she asked them, as if it was a chore they didn’t want to do. Mae couldn’t blame them. And truthfully, in Mae’s opinion, the less of her mother’s influence on the girls, the better. The suggestion they go with her was a formality, one of those things she did because she had the vague sense you ought to. She had no expectation of agreement and didn’t even want it. Leaving the rest of the family lingering over cookies and coffee felt better than dragging them along.

As she drove to Cauwetska, she thought of Hubert’s joke about how they had to seat their families straight across from each other at holiday meals because Mae’s family couldn’t turn their heads to the left and Hubert’s couldn’t look to the right. It was funny when he said it, but not so much fun when they actually had them all in the same room. And the differences went well beyond politics. There was religion, too. The only thing they all might agree on would be that Mae should keep her psychic abilities under wraps, if for different reasons.

Pulling up at the trailer, Mae saw Arnie’s car, but not her mother’s. It was a little after seven o’clock, and Rhoda-Rae should have been on a shift that got off at three. The Christmas decorations were still up, but not plugged in. Not a good sign. Arnie’s energy was probably low, and Rhoda-Rae probably nagging him: When are you going to take those down, Easter?

Carrying the cookies, Mae walked up the unpainted wooden steps to the trailer and knocked. Through the drawn curtains she could see the flickering lights of the TV and hear its muffled electronic voices. On either side of the trailer, TV lights also danced in neighbors’ windows.

Her stepfather called, “That you, Mae?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Come on in. It’s open.”

Letting herself in, Mae saw Arnie’s heavy form reclining in his lounger chair. He nodded to the couch, and she took a seat. No lights on, just the TV. Arnie's tired face managed a smile when she put the cookies on the coffee table, and he leaned forward with a small grunt, opened the box and took a cookie out.

“Thanks honey.” He bit in, seemed surprised. “These are good. Really good.”

No one expected Mae to bake cookies. She let him think she had. Saying Sallie had made them, organic whole wheat with natural peanut butter, wouldn’t make them taste better. They’d be hippie cookies. “Glad you like ’em. Where’s Mama?”

“Working late.” He returned his gaze to the TV. The game show Wheel of Fortune was on. “I’m betting that chubby gal on the left wins.”

“Is she good at it?”

“I don’t know. Game just started. I try to pick the winners. Bet with myself.”

Unable to take much interest in solving the puzzles or caring who won, Mae looked around the room. Arnie’s old desktop computer hummed away far too loudly on a desk near the window, and Gigi slept on top of the modem, apparently enjoying its heat or even its purring.

“What are you doing on the computer?”

“I need to check my spin ID. Log in if I get picked. Might win a trip somewhere.”

“Mama would like that.”

He sighed, reached for another cookie. “Hope so. I sure hope so.” 

Something about the way he’d expressed that hope didn’t sound very hopeful. Maybe desperate. 

“You doing all right?” she asked.

Arnie started to speak, but just then tires crunched in the driveway and lights pushed through into the dim room, followed by silence as the engine cut off. Rhoda-Rae’s shoes clipped up the steps. Not soft nurse shoe treads, but dress shoes clicking. Arnie fixed his eyes on the TV.

“What in the world are y’all doing sitting here in the dark like a bunch of bats?” Rhoda-Rae breezed in and flipped on the overhead light as she closed the door. “Arnie, I do wish you’d get those Christmas lights down, it makes us look like lazy rednecks to leave those up like that.” She unbuttoned her winter coat, a stylish woolen coat that flared along her slim figure. She wasn’t in scrubs, but a crisp bright green dress that flattered her fair skin and green eyes. Rich people’s rejects from the consignment shop, probably. Her big purse bulged, as if she might have rolled up her uniform and jammed it in there. As she strode through and hung her coat in the hall closet, she called, “Why don’t you come talk to me in the kitchen, Rhoda-Mae?”

“Hope your number wins,” Mae said to Arnie, and rose to join her mother. Arnie reached up and let Mae’s hand pass over his in a friendly tap as she passed. She followed her mother out to the kitchen. “Where’ve you been, all dressed up?” she asked.

“I had a meeting. Well, several meetings. I’m the head of a very important committee. And then we had dinner.” Rhoda-Rae looked at her reflected face in the small window over the sink, straightened out an earring that didn’t seem to need adjusting, then turned to Mae. “I wish you wouldn’t bring Arnie cookies. What were you thinking?”

“They’re for both of you. To thank you for getting me started in this course.”

“Well thank me then, don’t give him cookies. Goodness, the man’s gained sixty pounds, sugar, sixty pounds, since I married him. If he doesn’t get himself in shape, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Quietly, so as not to be heard by Arnie over his game show, Mae said, “I think he’s depressed. I’ve told you that before. You should know that. Hasn’t he ever seen a doctor for it?”

“Can’t even get him off his fat backside to see a doctor. Anyway, all Arnie needs is a little get-up and gumption. Look at you. You had a hard time getting work, and you didn’t give up and get all fat and miserable.” Rhoda-Rae sat at the table, and Mae joined her, swallowing her irritation at the rant against Arnie. “So, tell me about your course. Are you gonna be good at this?”

“I think so. I really like the class so far. Studied for it most of the day while the girls were in school.”

From the living room came the sound of the recliner folding in and a grunt of effort as Arnie got up and walked to the computer. Must be checking to see if he won a trip. Mae hoped he would.

“Patsy didn’t waste your time talking about her peculiar classes, did she?”

“She didn’t waste my time, no.” Mae gave in to the urge to flout her mother’s restrictions. “It was pretty interesting.”

Rhoda-Rae picked up an Avon catalog and slapped the table with it, her eyes blazing. “I told that woman not to raise that topic with you.” 

As commercials came on the TV, Arnie shuffled into the kitchen in his worn bedroom slippers. Mae noticed that his sweatshirt didn’t quite cover the last inch of belly hanging over his pants. He looked unhealthy, for sure. But having Rhoda-Rae snap and nag wasn’t going to make him get any better. He set the cookies in front of his wife.

“Mae made these for us. You should try one. They’re good.” He opened the refrigerator and took out a carton of milk, filled a glass, and drank. Rhoda-Rae rolled her eyes to heaven, as if asking for patience with some intolerable suffering. Arnie set the milk glass in the sink. “My gal’s winning so far.”

“Whoop-ti-do.” Rhoda-Rae lifted a cookie, examined it as if it might have bugs in it, and took a cautious nibble. “This tastes funny, sugar. What’d you put in it?”

Mae couldn’t resist. “Arsenic.” Arnie laughed, Rhoda-Rae glared. “They’re whole wheat. Arnie, are you usually right when you bet with yourself?”

“Don’t get him started on that.”

Arnie nodded. “Right about half the time.”

“Half the time,” said Rhoda-Rae with the exaggerated patience of an adult talking to a child, “is no better than chance. It’s like flipping a coin. Chances are you’ll come up heads half the time.”

“I don’t know. After all, there’re three contestants. That makes it more than half. I think I’m a pretty good guesser.” Arnie took another cookie and returned to the living room.

Mae giggled. “That’d be pretty funny if Arnie was psychic.”

“Don’t go there.” Her mother didn’t appreciate the joke. “Patsy’s gone and got you started on thinking about that spooky stuff, and I wish to God I’d never set you up to ride with that woman.”

“Nothing evil’s coming of it.”

“Yet. If you go nosing around and spying, you still might get a look at things you have no business knowing. I won’t have it.”

“Mama, first you got rid of all of Daddy’s stuff, so I couldn’t look for him using the sight, and second he still could have found me if he really wanted to. So that makes all your rules ridiculous. That’s really what this is all about, isn’t it? About Daddy.”

Rhoda-Rae’s lips pressed into a thin, hard, painted line. “No,” she said, “it’s not. There’s plenty more in this world that's none of your business.” She rose and swept out, clicking down the hallway to her bedroom, and closed the door calling out, “And if you get to studying that spooky business, you can just stay out of this house. I never should have sent you to Norfolk.”

So much for saying thank you for that favor.

Mae put the lid on the box of cookies and walked back to the living room, where Arnie sat gazing at the TV. 

“Sorry I got her riled up,” Mae said. “I hope she doesn’t take it out on you.”

Arnie shrugged one thick shoulder, leaning forward to peer more closely at the screen. He probably needed his eyes checked, too, along with his depression and his weight. Mae wished she could flip a switch on Arnie the way her mother had flipped the lights on. If that inner light went on in this man, he'd probably leave her mother in a heartbeat—if he could afford to. Even if he was as used to those dramas and demands as Mae was, he couldn’t find it easy to live with. 

Maybe her father had left for a good reason, like being married to Rhoda-Rae. Not for some crime or perversion like she made it sound. Maybe he’d been fed up, like Arnie should be if he wasn’t too depressed to move, and simply left her. Sitting on the couch again, Mae said, “Arnie?”

“Hm?” Reabsorbed in the game, he didn’t even look at her.

Somehow, his lack of attention made it feel safer to talk to him. “Mama said Daddy’d done something awful. So bad she couldn’t tell me or even talk about it. She ever tell you what it was?”

“No. Same story.”

“I used to think he must have gone to prison or something, or be running from the police. But he could have just sinned ... whatever’s a sin according to Mama.”

“A sin is according to God and the Bible.” Arnie frowned. He and Rhoda-Rae had met at a Christian singles retreat. Even if their marriage was rocky lately, the Bible seemed to be one thing they still agreed on. “You should know that.”

Mae suspected her mother had defined a few extra sins, like being psychic, gaining weight, or leaving the decorations up past January sixth. “But some sins, you don’t go to prison for. He could have been looking for me.”

“He could have. Could have repented.” Arnie nodded solemnly, then smiled and clasped his hands together over his belly as the chubby woman on the show won a huge prize. 

“You do Facebook? Any of those things?” Arnie asked.

“No.” Mae wondered what this had to do with Arnie’s game show. Did you have to have a Facebook page to win the trip? “I don’t have time to mess around on that stuff. Anyway, everyone I went to high school with is pretty much still around, except for two or three.”

As his chosen contestant moved on to the final bonus round, Arnie left the TV on and heaved himself forward in the recliner. “I win again.” He rose and shuffled over to his computer, eased himself onto the wooden chair at the desk. It creaked as he sat. “You’d be hard to Google.”

“Probably. I’m not exactly famous. Why are you looking me up?”

“I just heard you tell your mother your father would have found you if he’d tried.”

“We didn’t move for six months. He could have.”

“But if he changed his mind later?”

“He still could have found me.” As it dawned on Mae what Arnie was doing, she felt a jolt of alarm tangled with an old shred of hope. “You trying to find my Daddy?”

“No. Just checking to see if it’d be easy for him to find you. Or your mother.” He typed in another search, scanned his results, and Mae watched. All sorts of Rhoda Martins came up, but none were her, and no Mae Martins except for May spelled with a y. No Martin-Ridleys—not that her father would know her married name. The Rhoda Gaskins search brought up one person, but of course Mae’s father wouldn’t even know that name, and the search result wasn’t Rhoda-Rae. “I don’t think it would,” Arnie concluded.

The effort, little though it was, showed more energy than Mae had seen Arnie put into much of anything in a while. A subtle rebellion against Rhoda-Rae in support of Mae. Then the result sank in. 

“He could have tried.” Mae glanced at the computer, which showed the Google home page ready for another search. The idea had crossed her mind often enough, but always a shadow trailed it: finding her father meant finding out what unspeakable thing he had done. Her image of a sweet, gentle, quiet man, her father and coach, was so precious she had been afraid to destroy it with the truth. And she’d always believed he would have found her if he cared. But maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he’d tried and failed.

But if she found him, would he want to be found? Had he tried to put his old life behind him? “If I looked him up, I’d probably find him, if he’s still coaching.”

“Might find news about what he did, too, if it was bad enough.” Arnie scratched his eyebrows, pursed his lips, and then rested his hands on the keyboard without typing.

“I’m always scared of that. But then I think, it might’ve been nothing worse than cheating on Mama.”

Arnie leaned his elbows on the desk and closed his eyes. In the silence and the slump of his fleshy back, Mae sensed a deep sadness. She rose to her feet, walked over beside her stepfather and waited for him to emerge from his funk. When he didn’t, she asked, “You okay?”

“That’s a serious sin. Thou shalt not commit adultery.” He straightened up. “My first wife ...” With the one-shoulder shrug, he seemed to push the memory aside. “Sometimes it’s better not to know.”

Mae looked at Arnie. “Not knowing wouldn’t have changed the truth.”

“Well, then ... if you think you’re ready to know the worst ... What’s his name?”

“James Robert Martin—Jim Bob to some folks, Marty to most.”

No articles about crimes came up. Mae’s father wasn’t in prison. Instead, Arnie’s search brought up the exact thing Mae should have expected if she’d trusted her heart instead of her mother. Articles about successful softball seasons for a little college she’d never heard of, and about sending several runners to a regional meet. In a rush of relief, guilt, and surprise, Mae read as fast as she could.

Jim Bob “Marty” Martin was head women’s softball coach and assistant track coach at College of the Rio Grande, a small school in southern New Mexico, still coaching those same two sports he’d taught her to love. She could see him in her memory, patiently coaching her hitting at home in the backyard.

“Oh my God, Arnie.” Tears in her eyes, Mae sat on the floor next to Arnie's chair. As her stepfather rested a hand on her shoulder, lightly, as if he didn’t quite know how to be affectionate, something inside her came close to breaking. “What could he have done that was so bad? They wouldn’t hire some pervert. Some felon.”

“I don’t know. Maybe they would. Lady I work with has a prison record.”

But that was a dollar store. “Surely a college wouldn’t hire someone with a bad history to work with its students.”

Arnie withdrew his hand and typed in a new search, for the college’s home page. It showed a set of brick buildings backed by spectacular sculpted mountains. These weren’t soft and greenish blue like her old home’s mountains, but high and red and bare. So this was where he lived now. 

Suddenly eager, Mae said, “See if we can find his picture.” 

Arnie opened a link to athletics.

Mae held her breath. Thirteen years. What would her father look like now? As Arnie clicked through to the home page for softball, her vision blurred. Daddy. He’d changed a lot and yet somehow not at all. More wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, a little gray in his tawny hair, and he’d shaved off his mustache. Still lean and fit, and looking shy for the camera, like he’d been caught halfway into a smile. 

“Well, there you go. He’s easier to find than you are.” Arnie glanced down at Mae. “I guess you still want to know what he did before you call him up or anything.”

“You think I should really ask Mama?”

He pushed himself to his feet, returned to his recliner, and picked up the remote. “I don’t know. Worst thing she can say is no.”

Through the bedroom door Mae could hear Rhoda-Rae talking on the telephone, her voice rising and falling in crescendos and descents of emotion, ringing out a brittle but melodic laugh.

Mae walked through the hallway and knocked on her mother’s door.

“What do you want?” Rhoda-Rae snapped. “I’m on the phone.”

“I want to talk to you.”

After an exasperated sigh and a sign-off to the person she’d been talking to, Rhoda-Rae opened the door. She now wore an emerald green velour bathrobe with gold trim. It reminded Mae of a Christmas present. “What do you want?”

Mae spoke softly, trying not to escalate her mother’s irritability any further. “I want you to come out in the living room and look at this web site.”

“What in the world is that important?”

“I found Daddy.”

“How dare you?” Rhoda-Rae’s eyes widened and flashed, and she strode down the hall, pushing past Mae, and stood frozen in front of the screen that still showed Marty’s picture. Then, with a frantic grab, Rhoda-Rae lunged for the computer mouse and accidentally knocked it onto to the floor. Gigi leaped off the modem and scrambled onto Arnie’s lap. Rhoda-Rae, dropping to her knees, pressed the button on the modem and shut the machine off. “How dare you show his face to me?” She stood, grabbing the desk for balance, her face contorted and reddening. “After all I’ve done for you, how dare you make me look at him? How can you bring that man’s name and face into this house? Do you think I deserve to have to live through that again?” Rhoda-Rae tugged on the belt of her robe, as if girding herself for battle, and spoke through gritted teeth. “Arnie Gaskins, I can’t believe you let her do that in this house. Don’t you pay attention to anything?” She glared at Mae. “I cannot believe you have so little respect for my feelings.”

“Look, this college hired him. How bad could he be? Please, Mama, just tell me—what did he do?”

“The worst thing a man can do to his wife. Now get out of here. I can still stop the payment on that check for your class.” Rhoda-Rae marched to the door and opened it, gesturing for Mae to exit. Cold air blew in, rustling the pages of the TV section of the newspaper that lay on the coffee table in front of Arnie.

“I have a right to know the truth about my father.”

“Then ask him, if he’s so all-fired important to you. And let him pay for your job training. Now get out.”

Mae glanced back at Arnie, his worried eyes briefly meeting hers, then walked out the door. Stopping on the top step, she put out an arm to keep her mother from slamming the door in her face. “Fine. I don’t want you hanging that money over my head. Stop the payment. I’m sick of you trying to run my life. You don’t own me.”

“I certainly don’t. I dis-own you.” 

Mae let go of the door, and Rhoda-Rae slammed it. As Mae walked away, she heard her mother let out a sobbing wail over the electronic mumble of the television. Going for an Oscar as the martyred mother. Mae got in her car and yanked the door shut. Her whole body shook and shivered as the adrenaline surge of the fight combined with winter night air. 

She started the car and began to drive past houses and trailers on blank treeless lots. She never loved me. She never loved anyone. Look at how she treats Arnie. We’re all just props for her ego. Rhoda-Rae, Queen of the World. Acts like we should be so grateful for little crumbs of her attention, wants to buy us into needing her so she can make herself think she’s so wonderful and brag to people, “Look what I did for my daughter. That girl would have wasted her life if not for me.” “I stood by Arnie through thick and thin, though it’s certainly been thick lately, bless his heart. I’ve had a time of it with that man.” Arrogant, stuck-up, self-centered bitch. Her whole life is a show.

The silence of the car echoed with her thoughts, and Mae began to hear how hurt and furious she was. As her heart rate slowed, she realized she was driving too fast, and she slowed the car as well, easing into the open land beyond town. A full moon shone over the bare fields and trees, a silvery, spacious world in which a small herd of deer grazed, turning their eyes to the lights before they leaped into the woods.

She had cut herself loose from her mother. One corner of her soul felt guilty, and a little puddle at the bottom felt sad, but the wide open space of most of it felt proud. Somehow, she would find the money for the half of the tuition Rhoda-Rae would take back ... for the training for the job Rhoda-Rae had pushed her to go after.

The pride crumpled. Her mother wasn’t all bad. Close to it, but no one was all bad. Not her mother—and not her father.

With the thought of him, Mae felt her strength rise again. She’d gotten up the nerve finally, with Arnie’s help, to look for her father, and for that she wanted to thank Arnie. She’d have to drop in on him at his job to do that. This thought reminded her that she’d gone over there to thank Rhoda-Rae and ended up undoing the very thing she'd gone to say thanks for. Somehow, in the end it felt right, but in between it felt wrong. Between finishing the course and starting the job, she had to come up with the rest of the money—and explain that problem to Hubert.




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six
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Mae and Hubert waved as the school bus pulled away. Brook and Stream were bouncing and making faces in the far back windows. When the bus was out of sight, they walked toward Buddy’s.

“What’s up—walking me to work?” Hubert wrapped his hand around Mae’s, and swung their arms playfully. “Am I in trouble?”

“No, I am. I couldn’t even get to this part last night. We’d’ve been up ’til dawn.”

“This to do with your fight with your mama?”

They passed Ronnie’s house. The mayor, on his porch drinking from a huge steaming mug, and Joe, on his knees digging in the pansy bed, paused in their conversation.

“Hey, Ronnie,” Mae called. “How’s Priv?”

“Touch and go. We’ll see. He’s still at Hassell’s.”

Joe sat back on his lean haunches, pushed his winter cap back, and twisted to look at Mae and Hubert. He said something that made Hubert and Ronnie laugh, something that included the phrases “... see’d that cat on a grave ... see what you up to ...” Mae understood enough to guess he was implying that Hubert should stay on the straight and narrow because she would be able to see whatever he did. As he resumed removing wilted pansies and replacing them with fresh ones, Joe spoke more quietly to Ronnie. The mayor raised his eyebrows, looked at Mae, and then drank his hot drink, shoving his free hand deep in his pocket.

“I think we’re gonna have a problem,” Hubert said as they crossed the street. “Joe’s got him some good material.”

“We might. When I did that, I didn’t even think about Joe-mail.” Mae didn’t like the way Joe had punched the word grave when he described her finding the cat, like he was making some witchcraft reference. It would make a better story if he played that up, of course. 

Joe’s cronies had not yet arrived on their bench. The day needed to warm up a tad for the gossip and coffee and cigarettes to come out. When they did, Mae would no doubt be part of the conversation.

“What’s our other problem?” Hubert asked.

“It’s big.” Mae stopped at the edge of the parking lot. Buddy, a thickset, light-skinned black man in his forties, stood outside the open garage doors talking with a customer who had pulled up an SUV in front of the work bays. She didn’t want Buddy to hear. Money matters were private, according to how she had been raised, and you didn’t talk about it outside of family.

“You pregnant?” Hubert looked worried. 

Money was too tight to even think of raising three children. “No. Nothing that expensive. But it’s money. Mama’s gonna stop payment on her check to the community education program at CVU. I’m gonna be short half my tuition.”

“Shit.” Hubert pulled off his cap and smacked it against his thigh. “I thought we were all set on that. What are you gonna do? Are you gonna have to quit the course? That’s your job hanging on that.”

“I don’t know. I’ll see if they can wait for me come up with the rest.”

“We don’t have it. I owe Jesse for the roof still, and we have to finish the insulation—”

“I know. I’m not asking you to come up with it.”

“I wish you’d thought of that before you got Rhoda-Rae stirred up.”

“I don’t think I thought at all, she made me so mad.”

Hubert looked at Buddy, signaled with two fingers that he needed two minutes, and looked into Mae’s eyes again. “I can’t get more hours here. That’s all the work there is. I hate to ask my folks, but I don’t see any other way.”

“Please, don’t.” Mae knew that while Hubert’s parents had the land, the house, and the antiques that came with it, the nature of farming meant they had little in the way of cash. She’d seen Jim and Sallie sell some two-hundred-year-old Ridley heirloom to help cover a crop loss. “Let me find a way. Wait at least until I talk to Randi tonight at class.”

“I’d rather owe family than the school if we’re gonna have debt. I don’t like debt.”

“Wait, please. It’s my fight, it’s my class, and it’s my job. I want to take care of it myself.”

“Mae.” Hubert sighed and took both her arms in his hands. “You don’t have to be so—I don’t know what to call it. Like you’re not part of the family. If my folks can help, they will. You’re acting like you’re still not one of us.”

“I don’t mean to. But I’d feel better, I’d feel safer, if I could figure it out on my own.”

“Trust us. Parents like yours, I don’t think you know how to trust people.” Hubert kissed her and went to join Buddy. Mae swallowed her husband’s words into a heavy heart. He might be right.

––––––––
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At home she cleaned the house, did laundry, and studied. Sometimes she got on her laptop and looked at the web page for College of the Rio Grande softball, and looked at the coach’s smiling picture. Daddy’s phone number at work was right there, and his e-mail address. Here she’d gone and made Rhoda-Rae act like it was the end of the world over finding him, and now that Mae could get in touch—something stopped her.

She knew where he was, but not why he’d left. If she asked him, and it was bad, would he tell her the truth? Still, how bad it could it be, with a job like that? They’d do a background check like Health Quest had for her. Worst thing a man could do to his wife, Rhoda-Rae had said, and yet Mae had never seen a sign of violence. And their fights had been mostly one-sided—Rhoda-Rae making a scene and Marty putting up with it or walking out. Maybe that was that “worst thing.” Walking out for good. But maybe it was something so dark Mae couldn’t even imagine it.

Each time she looked him up, she felt a little closer to calling, and a little more scared to try. 

By the time she met Patsy at the hospital for their drive to Norfolk, Mae had studied thoroughly, but still not contacted her father.

“Your mother’s in a mood today,” Patsy said, as she and Mae left the hospital parking lot. “Is that why you were waiting outside?”

“Yeah. If I ran into her I don’t know what would happen. We had the fight to beat all fights.”

“She wouldn’t talk to me at lunch. Am I part of it?”

“Doesn’t matter anymore. Mama and I aren’t speaking. You can share all the woo-woo spooky stuff in the world with me, and it won’t matter one whit.”

“I’m sorry y’all fought, though. Rhoda-Rae is difficult, but she’s still your mother. And she’s ...” Patsy frowned, then smiled. “She’s actually a good nurse. Hard on her colleagues, but sweet as honey with the patients. She makes them laugh, and I swear every man over forty she takes care of gets better faster.”

Rhoda-Rae was a habitual flirt. “Bet she’s doing some hands-on healing like Granma.”

“You joke, but maybe she is. You inherited your grandmother’s gift, why shouldn’t your mother?”

“Wouldn’t you have to be a nicer person to be a healer?” Mae felt guilty as soon as the words were out of her mouth, even though Patsy chuckled at them. “Sorry. Shouldn’t say that about my mama.”

“But it’s a good question. See if you find the answer in your readings.” Patsy nodded toward the back seat, and Mae looked around to see a thick stack of photocopied articles.

“Thank you.”

“I made you a copy of the syllabus in case you end up eavesdropping again or borrowing the DVDs. I think you’ll like it.”

“If I find out that some trifling person like Mama could be a healer—sorry, there I go again. I’m just so mad at her—”

“I understand—you’re hurt. The point about the readings, though, is that ordinary people affected those REG machines. Not any nicer or more holy than anybody else.”

And Charlie Tann affected Randi’s golf ball. He didn’t seem like a saint.

––––––––
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During the personal training class, Mae focused well most of the time. She liked picturing how muscles moved bones, understanding how everything worked. But in the back of her mind, as she listened to Randi explaining the major muscle groups, Mae wondered if she would find a way to finish this course and use what she was learning. And she wondered what her father would think, if he’d be proud to see her going into work a little like his. If the fight with Mama would still let her do it.

At the end of the class, Mae asked Randi to wait and talk with her.

“Sure. What’s up?”

Mae felt a twinge of pain, anger, and embarrassment, all the feelings that went with Rhoda-Rae. “My mother isn’t paying half my tuition after all. She stopped payment on the check.”

Randi’s expression showed such genuine chagrin, Mae liked her for the compassion. “So what are you going to do?” Randi asked. “It’s all supposed to be paid up front.”

“I don’t know.” They started down the stairs. “I hoped there might be some way to pay it later once I start working.”

“Gosh. I have no idea if the Community Ed people would let you do that. I can tell you’ve really been studying. I’d hate to see you not finish.” 

“I’d hate to see me not finish, too.”

As they arrived at the first floor hallway, Randi said, “If you don’t mind waiting while I finish up some work, I can give you a ride over to Spruce.”

Mae accepted the offer and took the spare chair in Randi’s office. She took out the syllabus and articles Patsy had given her. Reading them would keep her mind off the money issue.

Course description: A study of the healing traditions of indigenous cultures and of the influences of spirituality and nonlocality on health.

Course objectives: Students will gain insight into worldviews and healing practices frequently excluded by modern Western biomedicine, and examine explanatory models for documented events that suggest alternative understandings of reality. Contributions from physics and philosophy, anthropology and religion, as well as health sciences will be brought together in the process of inquiry. Health care professionals will develop respect for and openness to cultural concepts of medicine outside of their own.

Not all of it made sense on first reading. But one thing did: documented events that suggest alternative understandings of reality. Mae knew what that meant. 

In the hallway, she heard soft voices, unmistakably Charlie Tann and Dana, moving from the direction of his office toward the exit door.

“Give it some thought,” Charlie said. “Do that for me.”

“Charlie, it’s my career.”

“Just think about it. Don’t close your mind. Think what could happen.”

“My mind isn’t closed.”

“No?”

“Pre-contact Indians? Ancient Egypt? Wow. No. My mind is open. It’s like ... what if ... what if we really were there?” It sounded as if the book on reincarnation had made some inroads into the skeptic. Mae wondered why Charlie would want Dana to believe in reincarnation. If he was flirting with her, it would make one heck of a pick-up line: I knew you in past lives. We were meant to meet again.

“What if we were, indeed? What—”

They passed Randi’s office and abruptly stopped talking, as if the open door was a police car and they were speeders. As Charlie resumed speaking, his voice became less intimate, more formal and public in volume and texture. 

“Are you parked out back?”

Dana also lost the soft, gentle tone and sounded as if she were onstage. “I’m right outside.”

The hall doors softly breathed open and clumped shut, and footsteps descended the stairs to the back door, which closed more loudly. Mae had a flash image of Arnie in his pained dejection, Thou shalt not commit adultery, and of Rhoda-Rae in her green dress and fancy shoes, three hours late. Was her mother as suspect as Dana and Charlie?

As Charlie came back down the hall, Mae noticed a slight unevenness in his steps, as if he had a bad knee or ankle. At Randi’s door, he stopped and said in his booming, jolly voice, “Working late, young lady?”

“Working for you.”

“And how’s that working for Rick?”

“That’s not funny, Charlie.” Randi spun her chair to face him. Mae looked at Randi and nodded toward the door, implying an offer to leave if Randi needed to talk with Charlie. “No, you can stay. He’s just being a pain in the ass. Rick wishes I didn’t work so much. I told you that already.”

Charlie stepped into the doorway, apparently wondering to whom Randi was speaking, and peered into the corner where Mae sat.

“Good evening, Dr. Tann,” Mae said.

“Doctor Tann,” he repeated in a mock serious and deeply formal voice. “Charlie.”

“All right. Good evening, Charlie.”

“You’re reading my syllabus.” His voice expressed delight, as if she had flattered him. She noticed he said “my,” not “our,” although he shared the teaching with Bernadette.

“And all the articles,” she said. “Patsy gave me copies.”

“A psychic—you don't already know all that?”

“Don’t let him mess with your head,” Randi said, turning back to her computer. "It’s Charlie’s hobby, messing with people’s heads.”

“If they are easily messed with,” he replied, walking up behind Randi and placing his hands on the back of her chair. He read over her shoulder for a while. Mae could see it annoyed Randi.

“You want to read it? Be my guest.” Randi slid her chair away from Charlie. “They’re your students.”

“Aren’t we testy tonight.” He backed off with a mock gesture of self-defense, hands held up as if to ward off a blow.

Randi shook her head with a forced laugh. “I’m tired. And I have a problem.”

“Ye—-s?” The word slid from basso profundo to light baritone.

“You’re good with Bibhi in Community Ed?”

“I should hope so. I got her the job. Problem with her?”

“No, not exactly. Mae needs to pay half her tuition later, and I wondered if you could use a little influence. Get Bibhi to bend the rules.” Randi looked into his eyes, her voice pleading. Mae didn’t like having her financial problems exposed, but again Randi’s sincerity won her over. And it had to be done—she needed help.

“Bend the rules, eh?” Charlie sat on the edge of Randi’s desk and flipped the edges of a pad of blue post-it notes. He looked at Mae. “How much later?”

“I don’t know. It’s ...” She blushed. Her earlier confidence that she would find the money fell in the face of the question. “I’m not—I mean, I’d pay, for sure. But I don’t have a job until I finish the certification and the exam.”

“I suppose you could get a loan. But that wouldn’t come through fast enough.” Charlie looked at the post-its, still flipping them, then set them down. “What if ...” He studied Mae, his cool eyes serious. “Come with me.” He stood and started out the door. Charlie seemed to be making a mystery on purpose, but she hoped whatever it was led to her problem’s solution. Reminding Randi that she’d d be back for the ride to Spruce, Mae followed.

Walking to Charlie’s office, she noticed that it was his right knee that seemed to bother him, the cause of the unevenness in his walk.

“You got a hitch in your git-up. You hurt your knee?”

“Used to run marathons. Pounded too much pavement.” He opened the over-decorated door and looked around the room before going to his desk. “Of course I was younger and slimmer then.”

Mae sat in the chair facing him. It had been moved away from the cluttered table and freed of the layers of papers that had been on it the day before. “I ran track,” she said. “Never did a marathon.”

“Track? I’d have taken you for ...” Charlie studied her. “Basketball, maybe. My ex-girlfriend played basketball.” His expression darkened, so briefly Mae wondered if she’d seen the cloud pass. “Tall woman. You remind me of her.”

“Everyone takes me for a basketball player. I know I don’t look like a runner.” She tried to picture him with an athletic woman. It didn’t fit. And then she wondered if the basketball player had been a student. Probably. How did a man like him attract a young woman like that, or like Dana? Mae dropped the train of thought to come back to the conversation at hand. “I did track and softball.”

“And now you’re going to be a personal trainer.” He said this as if it were an occupation he only pretended to respect.

“I plan on it, yes sir.”

“Sir.” He chuckled. “You could make more money as a psychic.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Not at all.” He reached to his nearest bookshelf and took down a small brocaded box. Untucking a metal slide from a loop of the satin covering, he opened it and rolled two enameled metal balls, one red, the other green, into his hand. Elaborate gold-edged images of clouds and dragons covered the balls. Slowly, he rolled them in the palm of his hand, making them circle each other without ever touching, then reversed the direction. He handed them to Mae. As the balls touched each other, chimes inside them rang.

She let them rest in the palm of her hand. They felt heavier than she’d expected. “Is there some trick to it?”

“Just try it. You saw what I did.”

It seemed to be a game or a test, for what purpose she didn’t know. Mae thought of what Randi had said about not letting him mess with her head—and also thought of him messing with Randi’s golf ball. She wondered if he would interfere with her rolling these. Hoping not to let him, Mae set her mind to attention as if she were in a game and the pitcher was trying to psych her out, faking a throw to first when she was ready to steal. He wasn’t going to get to her.

As she first started to ripple her fingers the way Charlie had, the balls clicked and chimed, but then she felt how she could do less and get them to move in that circling pattern. At first it took intense effort, but gradually it became hypnotic and soothing, even easy. The switch-hitter in her had to try something, and she moved the balls to her left hand. She needed to roll them the opposite way, but the technique came to her, and the clouds and dragons orbited each other without a sound.

“Very good.” Charlie sounded mildly impressed. He held out the red satin box, and Mae placed the balls into the green velvet indentations inside. Charlie closed the lid. “You can move chi in your hands.”

“Chi?”

“Energy. In Chinese medicine, everything is chi. Acupuncture, tai chi, qi gong ... It’s all about moving energy. Some qi gong practitioners emit chi from their hands.”

“Like laying on of hands.”

“Not exactly.” He frowned, put the box away on the dusty shelf. “Now, can you tell me—where did I get those?”

“I don’t know.” She remembered noticing the picture of Charlie at the Great Wall the other day. “China?”

“Hong Kong airport.” He opened a desk drawer, rifled it for some small object, which he then closed in the palm of his hand, and turned to Mae with an unreadable expression. His lips bordered on an upturn, but his eyes narrowed subtly. “What have I got?”

This was nothing she’d ever done before. But she closed her eyes and tried to see in his hand. To her surprise there was a light coming out of his hand, like he glowed in the dark. The only sense she had of anything in his hand, though, was a shape, something with a short top and two lines like little legs coming out of it, one leg more bent than the other. The light was too bright to see anything clearly. Had he wanted her to see that light? What was it? She opened her eyes.

“I can’t tell you exactly what I saw, but it looks like this.” Taking a pencil from the messy table behind her, Mae drew a figure on the back of one of the papers in the pile and showed it to Charlie.

“Ren,” he said, and studied Mae with the first genuine interest and curiosity he’d shown. “That’s the Chinese ideogram for a person. You drew ren.” He opened his hand, to reveal a small brass fastener with its ends bent asymmetrically. He tossed it to her, and she caught it easily. “Intriguing.”

She hesitated to tell him about the light. The idea struck her that he’d had a person, this ren figure, in the palm of his glowing hand. Maybe it was that lack of trust that Hubert said she had, a problem and not a good thing, but Charlie Tann made her uneasy. 

“One more thing.” He got up and closed the door. Mae felt yet more uncomfortable as Charlie returned to his chair, sat, and closed his eyes. Then he smiled and looked at her. “All right. What was that thought?”

Startled, Mae had no idea. She didn’t go around reading minds. But, she was surrounded by his things. Maybe she could touch something in here and learn about him. The whole room was probably full of him in some way. He’d touched these papers under her hand, touched this table and chair. Could she find his thought? Trying to shut off the unease she felt, she used her ball game imagery to quiet her mind, to see the ball coming to her glove, and then the tunnel opened, and she shot into it strongly. But at the other end of it, she found not a thought but a wolf that ran toward her, a large gray wolf with ice blue eyes.

Frightened, she pulled out of the vision and looked at Charlie.

He sat with that half-smiling, half-serious look, drumming his fingers silently on the arms of his chair, and hummed a tune under his breath. “Ye——s?”

If he’d sent that wolf on purpose, she’d just as soon he didn’t know she saw it. “Did you think about running?” she asked.

“I did.” He leaned toward her, elbows on his chair arms, the tips of all his fingers making a steeple. Saying no more for a moment, he let his gaze travel over her, then sitting back, he lowered his steepled fingers and ripple-tapped them against each other. “What would you like to ask me?”

The light. The wolf. Had he been messing with her mind, or had she seen all this without his realizing she could? The only question she felt safe asking was an ambiguous one. “Why’d you do all that?”

“Have you play with my dragon balls?”

She ignored the risqué joke. From someone else it might have been funny, but she didn’t like it coming from him. “All of what you just did.”

“So I could recommend you for a job. If you want it, of course.”

“A job doing what?”

“Dollar a minute.” He smiled, turned to his desk, picked up his phone, and reading from something on the bulletin board at the back of his desk, punched in a number. “Deborah,” he said with three notes, as if it gave him pleasure to say the name. “Why of course it is ...” He chuckled. “Listen, I have someone you should bring on for readings ... Doesn’t matter, dear, she’s good. You can use her ... Oh, would you, for your old professor?” Another little chuckle. “Of course ... I’ll send her by. When? Sunday?” He glanced at Mae. She had no idea what was going on, but suspected he might be getting her a job doing psychic readings. At a dollar a minute. “Thank you. Stay good. Ciao.”

He rotated his chair to face Mae again. “All you have to do to be a good psychic is get one thing right, and then guess the rest. People are gullible. And predictable. Of course I got those balls in China. And of course I thought about running, after we chatted about that. All you needed to get was one thing right, my little ren. And if they ask about their future ...” He raised his hands, index fingers to the edges of his eyebrows, pursed his lips and half-closed his eyes. In a chanting voice, he said, ‘I see ... I see ... sickness followed by health ... difficulties resolved in love and work ...” then dropped the act, smiling, amused at himself. “Read the horoscopes. They do it brilliantly.” 

He wrote a number on a scrap of paper he tore from an envelope on his desk, handed it to Mae. “Deborah coordinates programs upstairs at the Healing Balance Store in Virginia Beach. They have massage, yoga classes, and psychic readings. Also some of the psychics do readings in the café or the bookstore downstairs. Big health food store. You’ve heard of the place,”

“Actually, I haven’t.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Seriously, I haven’t. I live under a rock.”

His laughed, a warm, sincere and unexpected sound, a laugh that shook his belly. 

Mae said, “I’m from Tylerton, North Carolina. I don’t get out much.”

“Apparently not.” He stood, opened the door, and Mae rose, noticing the artifacts in the room again. He’d been everywhere, it seemed. He didn’t live under a rock. 

“Have a good one.” Charlie shook Mae’s hand. “Tell Deborah I sent you. And I’ll talk to Bibhi about your tuition. ”

“Thank you.”

“They owe me. Consider it done.”

And now, she thought as she returned to Randi’s office, Mae had become one of those people Charlie could say owed him. She hoped it beat borrowing from her in-laws.
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Chapter Seven
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“I can earn the money. We don’t have to ask them.” Mae’s breath puffed out in frosty clouds as she and Hubert ran the farm road under a full moon. The young dog, Scofield, loped ahead, a skinny black shape with long ears and a feathery tail against the pale moonlit earth.

“Earn it how?”

“Working at the Healing Balance Store in Virginia Beach on weekends.”

“Retail? The gas would eat up anything they paid you. We’ll talk to the folks at dinner. I know it’s a lot, but they’d—”

“It’s not retail. It’s being a psychic.”

Hubert braked his run and stood staring at her. “Mae. Come on. Not that.”

“Don’t stop. You’ll get cold.” She sped up and made him follow her. “It’s not like I’m doing it around here.” Slowing down for him again, she explained the type of business Healing Balance was. “How many people from Tylerton go to that place? You think any of them do?”

“Some folks from Cauwetska might, like the yoga teacher at Health Quest.”

“But she wouldn’t hold it against your mother if I was doing that work. Only the people who’d never go there would. And I’ll only do it until I earn the tuition money. I don’t want to keep driving to the beach every week, and anyway I’ll have my real job.”

“I still can’t see it.” Hubert called Sco back from the pursuit of some small creature in the field stubble, and the long-legged mutt turned back. “It’s like you really believe you can do this. That bothers me.”

“It’s sixty dollars an hour. I can pay off that debt in a few weekends.”

“Of being a fake.”

“I am not a fake. How can you—”

“Honey, even if you believe you’re real, you’d be ripping people off. It’s not right.”

The calm, patient way he answered her, as if she were one of his daughters having a temperamental moment, infuriated her more. “You’re wrong. And I can prove I’m right. Now leave me alone.” She took off at her top speed, letting her irritation with him fuel her legs.

“Mae!” Hubert’s steps stopped, then picked up again at a jog. But the sound quickly faded, leaving her alone with the drumming of her feet on the frozen ground. She knew he could sprint, but he couldn’t keep a fast pace on a long run, and she’d given him no choice but to let her be.

Everything was crazy—she’d fought with her mother, fought with Hubert, still didn’t dare call her father, and she was getting deeper into something no one wanted her to do. Deeper into something that might even be frightening. What she’d seen in Charlie’s office suggested there was more to this spirit world than simply finding lost cats or people, maybe something dark or dangerous. 

Behind her, soft footfalls and panting jolted Mae into turning around, half-expecting to see the blue-eyed wolf. But it was only Scofield. “You scared me, Sco.” After the shock, she felt glad to see him.

They ran along the windbreak trees that separated two fields, the moon dancing among the black fingers of the branches, and the night seemed to take over with a wild, free kind of peace in the middle of her tumult. Hubert didn’t understand her lately. But he loved her. She loved him. She had to make him understand.

––––––––
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They finished their run, rejoining at the last mile, and said little on their way to the house. Mae didn’t want to bring it up with Hubert alone again. The only way to get him on her side was to get his parents on her side, though it was a slim chance. 

She tried the idea at dinner, proposing it as a reasonable way to pay her tuition. But Sallie shot it down. “Taking people’s money because they’re too ignorant to spend it wisely is wrong.”

“Sal, she’s not selling subprime mortgages.” Jim walked around the table filling the adults’ wine glasses. “What does each person pay for? Fifteen minutes or so?”

“Yeah,” Mae said. “Deborah says most people start with a short time and then pay for more if they get interested.”

Sitting taller, Sallie asked, “And it’s less wrong because it’s less money?” 

Brook interrupted, wide-eyed. “Can Mama tell fortunes?”

“No, she can’t.” Hubert shook his head. “Y'all eat one more bean each and go play in the living room. No running those trucks up and down the stairs.” The twins dropped off their chairs, each grabbing a final green bean, and scurried out, giggling. Hubert looked at Mae, turning his wine glass without lifting it. “Well, you can’t tell fortunes. Whether it’s fifteen minutes or fifteen hours, you can’t see the future.”

Mae hadn’t really thought of that. She’d never tried. What if she would have to be a fake and guess, the way Dr. Tann had implied most psychics did? 

“Doesn’t stop economists.” Jim corked the wine and resumed his seat. “And they get paid a lot more than Mae will.”

“You’re making awfully light of this,” Sallie said. “I don’t see how calling yourself a psychic is any more honest than Enron or Bernie Madoff or anything else where you take people’s money and they get nothing for it. Not to mention if word gets out.”

“I’ll be honest,” Mae said. “I know I can see the past and the present. I really can. I could help people know where their lost stuff is, or if their loved ones are okay. I don’t have to see the future.”

“Honey,” Hubert said, “nine out of ten folks, most likely they’ll want you to see the future.”

Mae sipped her wine and poked her fork at the remains of her dinner. She didn’t feel like eating any more, and set the fork down. What had she gotten herself into? She couldn’t even see the future well enough to realize people would want her to do that. Somehow she’d have to learn, have to practice, though she had no idea how. The sight was an accident; she hadn't worked on it, hadn’t practiced it like fielding and hitting and running. She didn’t have a coach. Maybe she should back out on the work. She wasn’t expected until Sunday, and Deborah, who had seemed nice in their phone interview, would understand.

“I’ll tell you what I see in the future,” Jim said. “Us needing a new tractor. And Ty’s getting expensive on us.” Ty was the old dog. “So I see Mae doing what people do in hard times. Earning the money any way she can. Even if we don’t entirely like it.”

It was thin and grudging support, but it was all she was going to get.

––––––––
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After the twins were asleep, Mae showed Hubert the articles from the non-Western health systems class that she had been reading. She hoped it would make him a little more understanding. Side by side on the couch, they read, saying little. Occasionally a car passed with loud music thumping over the soft country music playing in their living room.

“You making sense of this?” Mae asked. She’d given Hubert the article on the PEAR lab studies, while she read one on retroactive intentional influence.

“Yeah. Most of it.”

“I had to read it twice to get it.”

“That’s why I’m so slow with it.” Hubert glanced at the clock on the wall. It was ten o’clock. “The randomness thing—is that like, the robot moves in a random way or the numbers a machine puts out are random?”

“I think so. Like coin flips. If you did it long enough it would come out even. If it was all heads or all tails, it wouldn’t be random anymore.”

“So when the robot doesn’t move randomly or the machine starts putting out numbers that are in some pattern, they figure people’s minds made it happen.” He gave Mae a doubtful look.

“The one I’m reading, they even made the machine come up with numbers that weren't random—I know this sounds crazy—in the past. No one had read the record in the machine, and then they tried to influence it after it had done its thing—and the record was in some pattern that wasn’t random.”

“In the past?”

“Yeah.” She looked into his eyes. At least he was still listening and still reading. “Like changing the past.”

“That is weird. Let me finish.” Hubert changed position on the couch, stretching out lengthwise, and Mae did the same, so they lay close, legs intertwined, each with their head on a sofa arm. In this position, they read more until Mae sensed Hubert’s restlessness matching her own as they both began to fidget. 

“Did you get to the remote viewing part?” she asked.

They looked into each other’s eyes across the photocopied pages and the lengths of their bodies. “Just into it now. It’s pretty bizarre. Especially where it was—let me talk like a Princeton scientist here—time displaced.”

“Do you believe it?”

“I don’t know. People can make what they want sound scientific.”

Mae crossed a leg over one of his, as if getting the upper hand in the argument. “It was done in an engineering lab at Princeton, and that should mean it was done right.” 

Hubert set the pages down, looking up at the ceiling. “But they spent all those years on this for what? I mean, what’s it for? Seems like they’d do better to spend their time making a solar powered car or something.”

If Hubert were a Princeton professor of engineering, he would be inventing a solar car, no doubt. But Mae didn’t agree these studies were a waste of time. “I think it’s to find out if it’s true. Or maybe to use it for medicine. Toward the end of this one I'm reading, the authors say if you can influence the past with your intentions, you could go back to ...” She scanned the page for the words. “What they call the ‘seed moment,’ when a cancer begins to mutate, something like that, and change it before anyone’s found it.” 

Hubert set the article on the end table and swung his legs off the couch. “That’s a stretch.” 

“No, it isn’t. People could use their minds, or some kind of energy, for healing like my Granma did.”

“That’s a placebo. People expect to get better.” He stood, stretching. “You ready for bed?”

“Wait a second. You mean you read all this, and you still blow it off ?”

“I’m saying, even if it’s real, it doesn’t even matter. It’s still a big waste of everybody’s time and money, whether it’s scientists in some lab at Princeton or you in a store in Virginia Beach.”

“I found Mack. And I found Ronnie’s cat. Was that a waste?”

He sat back down, rested a hand on her sock-clad foot, and began to massage it. After a while, he looked up from the foot rub. “No. If all this stuff is true, and you really did find ’em, it wasn’t a waste.”

Her heart melted. He had finally understood. “Thank you.”

“It’s all so strange, though.” He leaned back and massaged her other foot. “Those studies make it sound like science, but they don’t explain it. And to me, that’s getting spiritual. I don’t like that. One thing we always had going was that we see things the same.”

“You mean we don’t anymore?”

“It’s always been important that you’re not religious or into a lot of spiritual stuff, didn’t take after your mama like that. We’ve been practical, down-to-earth. And you fit in so good with my family in all that.” Hubert kept his eyes on the foot rub. “I don’t like to think you’re turning into someone else.”

She sensed a fear and sadness in him she hadn’t realized he felt. Their fights were hurting him, worrying him. She slipped her foot from his hand and scooted over on the couch to wrap her arms around him. “I’m still me, sweetie.”

“I hope so.” He looked at the floor, then at her. “I didn’t plan to marry somebody who’s out in left field for anything other than a long line drive.”

The joke rankled. He meant it to lighten the mood, no doubt. But after all the reading and explanations, he still judged her. He must have felt her body tense, because he moved his arm to her upper back and rubbed her shoulders.

She said, “I want you to take me seriously.”

“I do. You’re a smart lady—you read all this stuff from this college course, and you got something out of it. I take you seriously, hon. I just worry where it’s going. What’s next? It keeps growing. First you say you can find somebody. Then you go and tell Ronnie you’re psychic, and then you go and get a job doing it, and you’re reading about it, and—what’s this gonna do? Take over your life?”

“No.” The idea that it could troubled her as well. She didn’t want to lose sight of her normal life, or get mixed up with things like a spirit wolf or a glowing hand. “It won’t. I promise. I might still read the rest of these articles, but I promise I won’t do psychic work again once I earn my tuition. I’ve got the personal training job, and that’s what I want to do.” And she meant that. She didn’t want to drive Hubert away, and she wasn’t even sure she could do what the customers at the Healing Balance Store might ask of her. “As soon as I have the money for tuition, I’ll be done with it.”

––––––––
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Mae felt as if she woke up every hour that night with a thousand nagging anxieties. She wasn’t a worrier normally, and the restlessness itself bothered her.

In the moonlight filtering through the curtains, she looked over at Hubert, his long, thick hair spread on the pillow, his broad, solid back turned to her. She wanted to pull back the blankets and look at him, touch him, for comfort, for sheer amazement at the fact that he existed, this beautiful strong body. This man she loved, who tried to understand her and didn’t quite succeed, who feared that he could lose her if she changed.

She rolled over, resting her back against Hubert’s. Far away a dog howled, a hunting dog with that awful beagle howl, and it somehow made Mae think of the wolf vision and how Dr. Tann’s blue eyes had been in that wolf. Spooky. Could energy and physics explain how she could see that? Or was it, like it had felt, some kind of spirit? And that light in his hand. What could make sense of that? Like Hubert said, the studies they had read didn’t explain what happened in them. Maybe some other reality had passed itself off as science to get noticed. The mystery still lay wide open. 

If it had to do with a spirit world, as Bernadette had suggested, and that world’s calling ... then Mae’s world was not what she’d believed. How strange that someone who believed in nothing might be called by a spirit world. 

A chorus of other beagles joined the howling, so far off you’d have to be awake to notice. Didn’t the owners want the whole pack to shut up, though? Mae knew some folks kept their hunting dogs outdoors all the time and didn’t want to do anything to keep them from being good trackers, so they let them hear everything and smell everything, said that if the dogs came inside they’d lose their keenness somehow. Maybe letting them howl was part of that. 

Shutting down the sight for all those years might have been like bringing a hunting dog in the house where he couldn’t smell anything wild. In a way she was like those dogs, using the scent from something to track it, the way she could hold an object and trace someone who’d touched it a lot. What would happen if she let her gifts out? 

Mae rolled over again and slipped her arms around Hubert, gently so as not to wake him. She’d promised him she’d let the psychic work go as soon as she earned the money. She’d promised her mother she’d never use the sight for anything wicked. Those promises, she could keep. But as for this new information and experience taking over her life, she was as worried about that as Hubert was.

The only way to get some peace about this would be to talk to someone who knew, who had lived through this sort of thing. Not Charlie—he might know his way around energy and spirits, but Mae didn’t trust him. Hopefully Bernadette could listen and guide Mae. 

Tomorrow, after the personal training class, Mae hoped she could find Dr. Pena.

––––––––
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To her discomfort, Charlie Tann showed up that next evening as Mae sat curled up on the couch in the second-floor hallway at Spruce, waiting for Bernadette and writing a letter to her father. 

Life seemed to be piling up uncomfortable questions. Should she use the sight? What did it mean? Should she contact her father? She’d looked him up again earlier that day, studied his face on the web site, wondering again what he could have done that was so unmentionable, what private cruelties he could be capable of. Writing a letter and asking for one back would give her time—and something of his she could hold. Maybe looking at what he’d done could be a legitimate use of the sight. Maybe not. Another one of those difficult questions.

“Waiting for your friend?” Charlie asked, taking a chair and putting his feet up on the table where she had laid her books. He had small feet for such a big man, and nice shoes, those expensive red-brown loafers that old-money men like the purebred Tylers liked to wear.

“Yes, sir.” 

He picked up one of her spiral-bound study guides and began to leaf through it from back to front, humming. “Don’t let me disturb you.”

Mae attempted to refocus. 

Dear Daddy,

I finally found out where you are after all these years. Looks like I might be hard for you to find. I used to think you didn’t want to get in touch, and Mama made you sound like a terrible man. I still don’t know what happened. I’m nervous to do this and not ready to call you, but I’d like it if you’d write, please. 

Should she tell him all about her life? Pouring herself out to someone who might betray her again felt wrong. Hubert was right. She didn’t trust.

“So how should I work on this?” Charlie tapped the study guide on his belly. “Do sit-ups?”

Mae shook her head. “Eat less.”

“That’s no fun.” His voice took on a teasing quality. “I don’t do sit-ups?”

“No, they’re bad for your back. I’m sure Randi can tell you exactly what to do.”

“She often does,” he said with a smile, implying Randi put him in his place. “How is she, as a teacher? Is she good?”

The small talk annoyed Mae. Maybe he really wanted to know these things, but she felt as if he were trying to command her time and attention. “Yeah, she’s great.” Mae looked down at her letter.

I’m married, have two step-daughters—twins—and I’m studying for my personal training certification. I met my husband at community softball—I still play, and I still run.

Even that felt like she was saying she missed her father, or the man she hoped he really was.

“A letter.” Charlie pronounced the t’s distinctly, not like a southerner. “Not many people write those anymore.”

“No, sir. I reckon not.”

“Boyfriend?”

“I’m married.”

“A-nd?” The word scooped and swooped like his usual ye-s, implying that marriage and boyfriends were not mutually exclusive. 

“I’m writing to my daddy.”

“Is he back in ... wherever you’re from?”

Mae shook her head and returned to the letter. I’d be really grateful to know what happened, why you left, the honest truth no matter how bad. I’m tired of not knowing. Should she sign it with love? Anything else sounded so cold. She wanted to still love him, but for all she knew, she shouldn’t. After staring at the letter for several breaths, she simply signed her name, Mae Martin-Ridley, and her post office box address, and slid the card into the envelope.

“You’re a very reserved young lady,” said Charlie, and then chuckled. “Either that or you don’t like me.”

What a manipulative thing to say. She had to either say she did or she didn’t. He’d done her a favor, so he was cornering her to be either ungrateful or appreciative. Annoyed, Mae resisted. She’d throw him a curve.

“Can’t stand you, Charlie.” She licked and sealed the envelope and put the card in her purse. “Wouldn’t piss in your ear if your brain was on fire.”

His eyebrows shot up, but then he gave his full-out belly laugh and handed her study guide back to her. “Touché.”

Before Mae could start reading, the classroom door opened and students streamed out, talking to each other or turning on their phones and walking while texting and reading messages. Patsy breezed past, saying she was running to the ladies room and then to the vending machines for a soda, and that she’d be back. Bernadette lingered in the lecture hall with a few students who seemed to need to continue the class discussion longer, and Charlie rose, walking just inside the doorway.

He waited while Bernadette finished her conversation, then approached her as the students left. “Are you ... so inclined?” he asked.

“I need to see Mae for a few minutes.”

“Our psychic?” The our irritated Mae. Since when did he get to use a possessive on her?

“Yes.”

“But are you ...?”

Bernadette stacked two heavy books, looked down at her hands, then back at Charlie. “You and I need to talk.”

“Don’t go all serious on me, Bern. God, you used to be fun. If you’re not interested, though, that’s fine. I’ll head home.” He started for the door.

“Give me a few minutes.” Bernadette half-smiled, her head tilted to one side, and Charlie nodded.

She let him pull her strings. How could Bernadette do that? She’d rolled right over like Sco did when Ty would growl at him.

Watching Charlie stroll out of the room and down the hall with less of a hitch in his knee today, singing under his breath, Mae thought, He’s like a big old alpha dog. Or alpha wolf. Truth was, she didn’t like him, and couldn’t for the life of her see why anybody did.

“Come in. I’m glad you wanted to talk.” Bernadette gestured to Mae and took a seat in the front row. As Mae sat next to her, she sensed a shift in Bernadette’s energy, a thawing from the tension with Charlie. “How are you doing?” Bernadette asked.

“Mostly all right. A little—no—more than a little confused.” Mae explained about reading the articles with Hubert and how her family didn’t like her having this power, and told about finding the cat on the grave. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t see myself as a likely person to have some calling like you said. I’m not spiritual at all.”

Bernadette looked into Mae’s eyes before speaking. “Maybe that’s why you’re called.”

“Because I’m ordinary?”

“Because you’re grounded. Not spacey like some people who are into these things. Not living a spiritual fantasy life. You may be strong enough to handle being a healer and a seer. Most people aren’t. I’m not sure I would be.”

Mae thought of the letter in her purse. She didn’t feel strong. It seemed so chicken to do things this way. But it was true that she wasn’t spacey or even very imaginative. She lived in her body and in the physical world. “I don’t see myself as weak, for sure, but I don’t know that I’m stronger than most people. I had this stupid, crazy first marriage. Second one’s good. But I fight with my Mama all the time—if we’re even speaking any more to have a fight. I’m not more than average strong.”

“Strong enough to get out of a bad marriage. Strong enough to fight back when you think you should. You’d be surprised how many people aren’t.” Bernadette took a breath and her voice lowered. “A lot of us aren’t.”

Mae hesitated to acknowledge this apparent confession. It seemed like more than she ought to know, maybe more than Bernadette meant to reveal. “But I’m not called like to be a healer the way Granma was. I don’t have any signs of that.”

“That you know of, yet.” Bernadette’s eyes softened. “It’s a lot to contemplate, I know. You may not want to think it’s part of your gift. My medicine teacher, Bessie Yahnaki, says that once you’re a medicine person and people need you, you’re always on call. You can’t turn your back.”

“That’s never gonna happen in Tylerton. Folks there either think it’s witchy or don’t believe in it. Anyway, I’d hurt my mother-in-law’s chance to be mayor if I went around saying I could see visions and heal people. I already stepped in it, telling my neighbor I could find his cat.”

“Don’t dismiss it, Mae. This is important. We should talk more. I’m sorry I don’t have more time tonight.” Bernadette rose and walked to the desk at the front to collect her books. “Charlie says you’ll be doing psychic readings at the Healing Balance Store.” 

Frustrated at being put off for Charlie, Mae stood and started toward the classroom door. “I start Sunday at eleven.”

“Why don’t I meet you there when they open at ten? We can talk some more. I need to go to the health food store there anyway.” Bernadette stepped out into the hallway and glanced down it as Charlie stepped out of the elevator, tapping his watch, giving her a raised eyebrow. “Would that work?”

“I’d like that.” Although annoyed to see Bernadette going with Charlie, Mae was relieved that at least she would get more time with her on Sunday. “Thank you.”

“Did Patsy give you the articles to read?” 

“She did.”

“Read the interview with Walking Thunder, the Navajo medicine woman. I think she may have something to tell you.”

“About having a calling?”

“About what happens if you try to run from it.”

Patsy rose from the couch, taking a swig of her cola, “Calling? That sounds exciting.”

“Not to me. Sounds scary.” Mae watched Bernadette and Charlie disappear into the elevator. “Is she going out with him?”

“I hope not,” Patsy said.

They started walking toward the stairs. “No kidding. She could do better than that.”

“It’s not that. I think she’d be a good match with Charlie, he’s a good guy. But he’s the department chairman. It would be, well, maybe not sexual harassment necessarily, but at least a shade inappropriate. Not as bad as dating a student, but some unfair power issues, nonetheless.”

“I thought he was chasing that girl Dana.”

Patsy snorted. “Dana? One, she’s your age, two, she’s married, and three, she’s in the Air Force and really conservative.”

Mae pushed open the glass door, and the two women stepped out into the cold night air. “I could swear he was flirting with her.” 

The front of the building featured a walkway over an ornamental pond with a blue-lit fountain. As she stepped outside, Mae noticed Charlie and Bernadette leaning on the railing of the walkway, facing the fountain. They appeared to be deep in conversation and stopped talking as Patsy and Mae approached. “Have a good one,” Charlie said as they passed,

“You too,” said Patsy. A few steps later, she said in an exaggerated whisper, “See, they’re not dating. They’re just talking. You’re seeing things.” 

Mae hoped so. She’d hate to think she was getting spiritual guidance from someone who’d mess around with Charlie.
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Chapter Eight
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Anxious to talk with Bernadette before starting this first day’s work, Mae approached the Healing Balance Store. The windows displayed hand-lettered signs announcing specials on products from massage oils to organic citrus fruits to a New Year’s yoga series. As she stepped inside the entrance to the health food section of the store, the scents of spices and herbs greeted her. The aisles were sprinkled with shoppers whose diversity and occasional eccentricity struck her the same way the people on the CVU campus had. Mae liked seeing someone in a turban or with dreadlocks or tattoos up their neck. These people wouldn’t think she was weird.

“Mae,” Bernadette called from a doorway to the right, and Mae turned to see her standing in the next room, a small café. Bernadette wore jeans and a sweater, and her demeanor was so different from what she projected in her formal, professional blazer and pants, she didn’t seem like a professor anymore. “Good to see you.” Mae joined her and Bernadette walked to the counter. “Did you want some coffee?” 

The coffee smelled good, but Mae thought better of it. “No thanks. Last thing I need is to be jittery.” 

A young woman with rainbow-streaked hair and multiple piercings took Bernadette’s order for decaf coffees and a carrot muffin. Mae studied the menu handwritten on a white board. Wheat grass juice? Smoothies with bee pollen? Mae didn’t even think of that as food. The green juice in a big plastic jar next to a blender looked like the stuff in the ditch running between the yard and the fields at the Ridley farm.

They took seats at a tiny round table. Bernadette offered Mae half the muffin, but Mae declined.

“I’m too nervous to eat. I can’t seem to get right with this gift. I hate it when people think it’s not real or it’s wrong, but when I use it I worry about how I can aim it.”

“I’m sure it’s hard on you not having a teacher. Most traditional societies would train you with an elder who shared your gift. You’d apprentice for a long time.”

“Mama wouldn’t let Granma tell me.”

Bernadette ate, sipped her coffee, looked at Mae, then off into space, as if she could see something of interest on the blank white wall.

A pear-shaped woman in jeans and an India-print cotton shirt and gauzy scarf stopped at their table. “Excuse me,” she said to Bernadette, “you’re American Indian?”

“Apache,” Bernadette said. 

“Oh. How wonderful. I’m part Cherokee, on my mother’s side.” The woman was as white as Mae. “I feel a lot of kinship with that part of my heritage. Do you know where I could find someone doing a sweat lodge around here?”

Bernadette shook her head, smiling politely, and said, “Sorry, I don’t,” then returned her attention to eating. The woman walked away. “If I were corrupt,” Bernadette said, “I could make a lot of money from people like her. It’s sad. Spiritually hungry people can be very gullible.”

Mae thought of the conversation she’d overheard between Charlie and Dana. It sounded like Dana had believed in the reincarnation book, and perhaps even believed that she’d known Charlie in past lives. Could Dana, the former skeptic, be spiritually hungry now—and gullible? Mae’s experiment in class might have opened the door for that to happen, but Charlie must have pushed a lot through that opening. “I’m worried about what I’ll come up with for them. I don’t want to take people in.” And she didn’t want to see more than she had to, as she had with Dana. “Do you know ways I can concentrate better?”

“You could learn to meditate, I suppose. But that’s a discipline that takes time.” Bernadette took another thoughtful pause. “Our part-Cherokee friend made me think. Some Cherokee healers, and some Navajo healers too, use crystals. To help them see, to diagnose.”

“Like a crystal ball?”

“No, rock crystals. And there are some uses for precious metals and minerals in Ayurveda, for balancing your own energy. It might work. They sell crystals in the bookstore. We should take a look.”

Once she saw the expanse of the store, Mae wanted to look at everything, so Bernadette took her on a quick tour, explaining as they went. It intrigued and surprised Mae that books on subjects she’d been taught were hocus-pocus, like astrology and herbal medicine, as well as things she’d never heard of, like astral travel, sold well enough to support a store. A lot of people must take this stuff seriously. 

In the back of the store was a small section on Native American traditions, which offered books, CDs, drums and wooden flutes, and some bundles of dried plants. 

“These are smudges.” Bernadette handed a thick bundle of velvety yet crisp grayish leaves to Mae. The scent was earthy but sweet. “That’s sage. I like to use it with cedar or juniper.”

“What does this do?”

“Besides smell good? The smoke is a path for spirits to walk on, and for your prayers to travel on. It’s also for protection and cleansing.” Bernadette picked up a cedar bundle as well as a sage smudge stick. “Do you want some?”

“If I brought that home, I’d never hear the end of it.”

Bernadette smiled and carried the smudge sticks to the cash register at the central glass counter that filled the middle of the bookstore. 

The glass turned out to be a case filled with crystals. Mae was transfixed. A row of geodes, like caves full of gemstone stalactites, sat on one of the shelves. Some of the large ones glowed pale purple with amethyst, others glimmered with translucent golden crystals, and the small ones held dark gray points in their tiny cave mouths. Clear quartz points, green rocks, blue rocks, and pink rocks drew her in. It was not only the way they absorbed the light and sent it back to her, or the colors and shapes, but something else. She wanted to hold them. 

“How would I choose which ones would help me?” Mae asked. 

The salesclerk pointed to a row of books between bookends on the counter to her left. The bookends were made from geodes, glorious and mysterious wombs of deep purple crystals inside rough gray ovals of rock. “We have a few books. They’re all good. But if you don’t have time to read them, you could start with whatever appeals to you.”

“They all do.”

Bernadette laid a turquoise-ringed hand on the counter above a display of small stones and asked the clerk to get them out. “Maybe if you touch them, you’ll know.”

The clerk spread the small colorful stones on the glass, and Mae started to sort through them, attracted to certain colors and shapes. Then she stopped, imagining her family’s objections. “I can’t spend my money on a bunch of rocks.”

“Those are the least expensive ones,” the clerk said. “And they still should have their powers.”

In the background, music played over speakers, music such as Mae had never heard before. A deep, droning, buzzing instrument, layered with drumming, and a man’s clear tenor voice chanting pure tones without words. It was like being swept up in the ocean. She fought the urge to give in to it all and buy crystals.

“I can’t do this.”

“So just look at them,” Bernadette said, browsing through the books on crystals. “Get to know them.”

Mae sifted through the stones in front of her. If she were going to buy some, she would pick these. She slid a rose quartz, a cluster of pale green crystals, a bright green translucent stone, a small hunk of turquoise, and a piece of amethyst, into a little heap. Then a pure white stone and a white one that seemed to have green leaves in it spoke to her. They felt healing or steadying. How strange to feel this way about some rocks. The atmosphere of the store was making her spiritually hungry and gullible.

“This book says clear quartz is powerful. Quartz points. I think that’s what the Navajo crystal gazers use.” Bernadette closed the book, but left it on the counter and moved it toward Mae’s pile of stones. “Add four of those.”

As the clerk took four pointed clear crystals from the case and added them to the heap, Mae protested. “I’m just looking. I can’t buy this. Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you think—”

“And the book,” Bernadette said, laying her purse on the counter and taking her wallet out. “I can’t be your teacher, Mae. I’m only a scholar, not a medicine woman. But I want to do something. I think these speak to you, don’t they? Please, let me.”

“I appreciate the offer, really, but I can’t come home with a bunch of crystals and a book about them. My husband will—I told him I wasn’t going to let this take over my life.”

The clerk looked back and forth from Mae to Bernadette. “Should I ring these up?”

Mae gazed at the sparkling collection of crystals. Something in her actually craved them. Her hand wanted to wrap around each stone and feel it, and she could even imagine herself walking right into the big purple geode of the bookend and closing her eyes and feeling more at home in that cave than she had anywhere on earth.

“I don’t get it. Why do I like these so much?”

“Stones are powerful,” Bernadette said. “There are sacred places all over the world, caves and mountains, where people have felt energy and healing for centuries. My people have four sacred mountains.” She arranged a black, a yellow, a blue and a multi-colored stone in a square. Still gazing at her arrangement, she said to Mae, “Aren’t you from the mountains?”

“Yeah.” Mae handled the crystals she had chosen again. The North Carolina mountains were full of gemstones. “I still miss them.” She suspected Bernadette did, too.

“And they’re made of rocks. It's not so strange, Mae. These are the bones of the earth.” Bernadette moved her four sacred mountains into Mae’s pile. “If they speak to you, I’d like to give them to you.”

Bernadette’s words, and perhaps the crystals themselves, stirred Mae with a sense of something powerful and unsettling. “Thank you. It’s really kind. But ... what if they really work?”

Bernadette nodded to the salesclerk and handed her a credit card, then looked at Mae. “You really are afraid of your calling, aren’t you?”
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