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CHAPTER 1

1991


[image: ]




“But, Daddy,” Thea protested, “I know Fluffy died.”

“She did not die, Thea,” Dr. Ted Whitaker told his four-year-old daughter, pointing to the cat on the floor next to them. “She’s right here.”

Fluffy seemed to understand they were talking about her, because she purred and settled on the window seat beside Thea. Thea touched her tentatively, as if she expected the cat to disappear in front of their eyes. Then she scooped her up and buried her face in the cat’s neck.

“I told you, Thea, I do not want to hear you talking that way again.” He rubbed his forehead. Why did she have to keep telling these stories? How many times was he going to have to correct her until she stopped? He went down on one knee in front of his daughter and put his large hand on her own small, pink-clad knee. “Thea, look at me.”

She slowly turned from the shelter of the cat. Her wide, brown eyes studied him with a look he didn’t want to decipher but knew intimately. He’d seen that look so many times when he glanced in the mirror.

“I need you to stop telling these stories. Do you understand me?”

She stuck out her bottom lip and shook her head. “No.”

He almost smiled at her stubbornness, but this was serious. “Some day you’ll know what I mean. Trust me. Now, promise me.”

She hesitated for a long moment. “I promise.”

He smiled at her and gave her a hug. “This is for your own good.” 

He ignored the bewilderment in her eyes. This was for her own good, and some day she would understand.

A few hours later, he watched the cat slip out of the house when Thea went outside to pick up her toys. He heard the screech of tires and rushed outside to see what had happened. A young woman got out of a white Chevy Citation parked in the middle of the road and walked around the front bumper to stare down at Fluffy. The cat lay unmoving. Dead.

The woman’s hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

Ted gazed at his daughter standing on the front step. She was staring at him with accusing eyes and tears running down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry.” He echoed the young woman.
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CHAPTER 2

2019
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Thea Whitaker studied Braxton while he stared at his fingernails, which he’d bitten down until they bled. He sat in a chair pulled up to a small table which was the perfect height for him. Braxton was her first patient of the day. As the only child psychologist at the hospital, her patient load kept her busy.

For some reason Braxton reminded Thea of herself when she was four years old, even though he was six years old, and a few inches taller and heavier than she was at that age. His dark hair color matched her shiny black hair. His jitters threw stimuli at her, and a responding tremor shivered in her brain. Not big enough to be a seizure but a definite jolt of dizziness. 

Not now. She didn’t have time for visions right now. Or ever. If this feeling persisted, she’d have to get someone to stay with Braxton here in her office while she waited for the scenes in her head to go away.

The dullness invaded her head, and her vision blurred. Trying to stop the vision did no good. The scene came in the usual whirl. One minute she was staring at Braxton’s fingernails, the next she stood outside of her parents’ house, looking into a window, staring at her father.

The images came fast and indistinct. The blur of a white shirt, a curtain twitching, a cornflower blue, silk bedspread. And then her father fell. A crimson stain spread across his chest as she watched from a distance, unable to reach him, unable to stop the bleeding, and unable to keep her mother from screaming. The keening lament brought her out of her trance, and she stood still, waiting for her breathing to slow. She finally became aware of Braxton watching her.

He considered her from his chair by the little table, curiosity in his gaze. 

“What’s wrong?” Braxton asked loudly, as shouting seemed to be the only way he would be heard at home.

Thea tried to smile at him. “Nothing. I need to take care of something. I’d like you to draw two pictures for me. One of when you’re happy, and one of what makes you sad.” 

She placed a container with paper, pens, and crayons on the table. “Sherry will stay with you for a minute.”

His nose wrinkled. “Is she the one with the nose ring?” he asked, sidetracked from Thea’s strange behavior.

“Yes, she’s the one.” She hurried to the door and opened it into the hallway, needing a few minutes to collect her thoughts and decide what to do. 

“I don’t like her,” Braxton said.

She ignored him, which she wouldn’t ordinarily do. Two short steps down the hall from her door, she stepped into the reception area. “Sherry, could you sit with Braxton for a minute? I’m not feeling well.”

Sherry, her nose ring glinting, gathered a few papers and stood up from her desk. “Sure.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Thea headed for the restroom without waiting for a reply, knowing Sherry would take care of him.

Thea locked the bathroom door and put down the lid of the toilet to sit down. Her father...why did it have to be her father she needed to save? Their conversations were awkward at best, and he had made her promise not to talk about her visions. 

She couldn’t help feeling defensive whenever they talked. She was surprised he’d even allowed her to be hired at the hospital. As the psychiatrist who directed the Psychiatry Division, he had plenty of pull to prevent that from happening. Of course, that would have looked strange to the outside world if he had prevented her employment at the hospital where he had such power.

Thea pictured her father as she’d seen him in the vision. Falling, with the bullet hole in his chest. The red stain on his white shirt...she had to do something. Call her mother. Her mother’s screams echoed in her head. She didn’t have her cell phone with her, and she needed to take care of Braxton. Maybe she could catch her mom at her dermatology clinic. Her mother, Anna Whitaker was also a doctor. It ran in the family.

She glanced at her watch and jumped up. Ten minutes had gone by. She should get back to Braxton and his pictures before his mother came. When she stood up, her legs shook. She took some cleansing breaths and looked in the mirror. She didn’t appear all that different. Her dark eyes would only draw Sherry’s notice, and she could avoid her comments for a while. 

Maybe she should talk to Clarissa and see what she thought of the vision. As a fellow psychologist on staff at the hospital, she might have some ideas. Thea also wanted to talk to Clarissa’s husband, Hugh. As a deacon in the church, Hugh’s perspective on how to approach her father about this vision would be helpful. If anyone could get her father’s attention, it would be someone from the church.

She returned to Braxton and looked at his pictures. 

“Did you throw up?” he asked.

An embarrassed laugh escaped Thea’s lips. “No. Tell me about your pictures.”

Braxton pointed to a black blob with heavy arms and skinny fingers beside a blue blob with similar appendages. “This one makes me sad.”

“What is your picture about?” she asked.

He rolled his eyes at her. “Sherry knew.”

Of course, she did. Suddenly Braxton and Sherry were best friends. Sherry had that way about her, with adults and children.

Braxton pointed to the black blob. “That’s my dad.” 

He pointed to the blue blob. “Dad likes to swim in the lake.”

She tried to concentrate on Braxton’s problems, while pushing her fear for her own father aside. “And why does that make you sad?” 

“He doesn’t let me swim in the lake. He goes with his girlfriend.”

“Oh. That must be hard.”

Braxton nodded, his solemn eyes seeking hers. “It makes my mother mad. She yells at him.”

“I see. And what do you do?”

“I hide in my room.”

“I would too,” Thea told him. She reached for the other paper. This time she could tell that two of the blobs were people. They held hands, and each of them had a pink ice-cream cone in their other hand. Braxton and... “Tell me about your happy picture.”

“That’s Sherry and me having an ice-cream cone.”

Thea studied Braxton’s face, the guileless smile earning one in return. “I thought you didn’t like Sherry.”

He shrugged. “She’s not too bad. Her nose ring is pretty cool.”

Thea hoped Sherry hadn’t taken the ring out to show him. “That’s nice. I believe your mother will be here soon. Can I keep these pictures?”

He nodded. “I can make more at home.”

When he’d finally left with his mother, Thea stared at her case notes in the computer, not seeing any of the words. Instead, she saw her father fall to the floor in a pool of blood.

When someone knocked on her office door, she jumped. “Come in.” 

Sherry poked her head into the room. “I’m going to lunch. Do you want anything before I go?”  

Thea made up her mind on the spot. “Do you have a minute to come in?”

Sherry stepped into the office. “Sure.”

Thea tried not to wince at the low-cut top that Sherry wore. Every day her blouses appeared to get lower and her various rings more numerous. “What time is Luke’s party tonight?”

Sherry’s face lit up. “You’re going? That’s terrific. Are you feeling better?”

“I am.”

“Come any time after nine. That’s when most people arrive.”

Was she going to commit to going? Luke interested her, and she needed something to take her mind off her dilemma with her father. She’d have from now until nine to contact her mother and father and tell them about her vision. Until then she needed something to distract her. “Have you been to Luke’s house?”

“Sure. He’s given a few other parties. I’ve known Luke for years. He and Monroe, the new pediatrician, are friends too. A group of us get together every New Year’s Eve.”

Thea already regretted her impulsive decision to go. Parties and she didn’t suit. Neither did she and Monroe the few times she’d talked to him. On the other hand, there was Luke, whom she liked. They’d met when she first started working at the hospital back in February. She smiled in spite of the uneasy churning of her stomach. “Should be fun. I’ll be there.”

“One more thing,” Thea said before Sherry could leave. She’d almost forgotten to pass on their boss’s cheerful message. “It’s New Year’s Eve. Dr. Hanson said everybody can leave at three today and get their full eight hours paid.”

Sherry’s smile gleamed. “Great. I’ll tell them. See you later tonight.” She closed the door on her way out.

Perhaps Clarissa would be at Luke’s party, and Thea could talk with her. Clarissa said her husband Hugh enjoyed playing the midnight game, sounding mysterious when she said it and refusing to tell Thea what the game entailed. Thea knew a lure when she saw one. 

Their host would be the perfect distraction. Luke had made it plain he wanted something with her. How much of a relationship, Thea didn’t know. He would keep her mind off her father’s situation.

She left messages on her parents’ home and cell phones and waited anxiously for them to call her back.

#
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Thea didn’t hear from either of her parents before she arrived at Luke’s house for the party. If something bad had happened, they would have called her. Maybe she hadn’t made herself clear enough in her phone message that she expected a call back right away. Now she stood alone in the kitchen with Luke.

The familiar gleam in Luke’s eyes told Thea he wanted to kiss her. The clunk, clunk of Sherry’s wedge shoes sounding on the oak floor interrupted the moment.

“One minute until midnight. Five minutes until the game,” Sherry yelled into the kitchen before retreating.

“What game?” Thea asked, hoping for more details. She opened the fridge and took out a Pepsi. She twisted off the cap and took a sip before setting the bottle on the counter. She loved the warmth of Luke’s kitchen. The light oak floor matched oak cabinets and an oak table that could fit ten people. Moroccan red tile interspersed with tan tile above the sink and cupboards gave the room color.

“The game is one of Sherry’s hobbies.” Luke reached over and took Thea’s hand and pulled her closer. He nodded toward the drooping mistletoe above their heads. “How about a smooch to bring in the New Year?”

“How romantic. I think we need to get to know each other better first,” she said. In the past she’d avoided these parties, for just this reason. Luke’s feelings for her were obvious, and she hadn’t wanted to hurt him.

Luke’s sable hair curled at his neck above the red T-shirt that Sherry had decorated with a bow from some present. He was attractive, and Thea was tempted to give in to him. She heard the clunking of Sherry’s heels again and took a step back, but Luke continued to hold her hand.

Sherry peeked into the room grinning. “Hey, you two, it’s ten minutes past midnight. Enough. Let’s play the game.”

Some of Thea’s haziness cleared as they walked into Luke’s living room. Luke’s furniture always made her think of a fancy magazine layout for a successful surgeon’s waiting room. A large waiting room. She remembered the first time she’d seen the house and Luke’s words about needing space, lots of space. 

Two black leather couches and four matching wingback chairs surrounded two oak coffee tables with scroll designs on the tops and legs. Luke had carved the tables and covered them with glass for protection. Black charcoal drawings of bridges covered the walls, along with pictures of Luke and his parents.

Ivies and ferns filled the spaces between furniture. Red poinsettias sat on matching end tables. The green and red of the plants were the only colorful things in the room. Thea found all the black a bit depressing. Maybe she could buy Luke a colorful picture of an orange sunset. 

Her mind came back to Sherry’s words. She must mean the mysterious game Clarissa and Hugh played. “What game?”

Luke’s hold tightened on her hand. “We try to predict what will happen this upcoming year.”

Predictions. Her breath stopped, and her mind went numb. “I don’t think I’ll play.” 

“Everybody who stays after midnight plays the game,” Sherry insisted, her plain gold eyebrow ring glinting in the light from one of the three wall-mounted lights. Her hair appeared more spiked than usual.

Thea pulled her hand from Luke’s and tucked her smooth black hair behind her ear. She cautioned herself against playing. Maybe if she went along with the game, she’d find out her gift was gone. She’d suppressed the sights and sounds for twenty years. They should be dead from lack of oxygen. Right, and she’d just had a vision today. One that she pushed to the back of her mind yet again, wondering why neither of her parents had called her back. “How come nobody talks about the game?”

“We don’t play the game or talk about predictions except on New Year’s Eve. Then we forget them for the rest of the year.” Luke said.

“I keep track,” Sherry said. “No one has ever been right, so they conveniently forget.”

Thea settled on one of the black leather couches with Luke.

“She reminds us,” he said. 

Melissa and Keith sat on the other couch across from them, Keith’s ever-present six-pack of Diet Coke by his feet. They called themselves the old married couple of the group. Sixteen years, they proudly claimed whenever anyone asked, and even when no one asked. Keith worked road construction for the city, and Melissa worked at Kmart as a checkout clerk. They had twin teenage girls. Keith briefly went to college with Luke before dropping out of school.

Clarissa and Hugh sat in armchairs making up the circle around Sherry, who sat cross-legged on the floor in the space she had made by pushing one of the coffee tables off to the side. The only other person at the party was Monroe, a high school friend of Luke’s and another pediatrician at the hospital. Thea had only seen him a few times before tonight. He sat in one of the wingback chairs across from Clarissa. 

His clear gaze made her nervous. She should be more nervous of Hugh, who she couldn’t begin to think of as a deacon in this unusual atmosphere. She wondered about the religious perspective of visions when they didn’t involve religious views. Didn’t Hugh find this game a little presumptuous, considering his profession?

“Sherry resurrects the game every year.” Monroe mocked. “She writes all the comments down from the previous year and reads them back to us on the first of the following year.”

“Harmless fun,” Luke said.

Thea kept her inclination to disagree to herself. “Do the same people play the game every year?” 

“All of us here tonight played the past two years. I started the game at a party fifteen years ago and haven’t missed,” Sherry said, hugging a notebook to herself.

Something purple stained the plain blue cover. No writing on the outside indicated what the pages held. Then Sherry set the notebook in front of her and opened it. The inside contained more stains and Sherry’s barely legible handwriting. “Some day I want to get this entered into my computer.”

She flipped several pages forward and stopped. “These are the predictions from last year. Melissa predicted Hilary Clinton would become president. Since it wasn’t an election year, Melissa was so wrong.”

“I don’t think you wrote down exactly what I said,” Melissa said. “I said sometime she would become president.”

“Which doesn’t follow the rules of the game. The predictions have to happen within the year.” Sherry continued, “Melissa also said Charlie would get divorced.”

Luke laughed. “Instead, Charlie and Sarah have a baby and are glued together.”

The rest of the group joined in the laugh, except for Melissa, who muttered, “In spite of the affair he had.”

Thea started to enjoy herself and relaxed against the couch cushion. The game was just a lark to them, nothing to get upset over. They couldn’t really make predictions.

Sherry flipped a page in the notebook. “The next prediction was Luke’s.”

“I have no idea what I said.”

“You rarely do, since you’re always wrong.” Sherry smirked. “You said you’d sell this house, which we’re partying in right now. Which also went against the rules. You aren’t supposed to predict anything about yourself because you can influence the outcome.”

“You have more rules than the government,” Keith told her, exchanging his empty Diet Coke for a fresh one. 

Sherry ignored him. “And Luke said we’d get an inch of rain on August twentieth. We had one hundred degrees and no moisture all week.”

“What a stupid thing to predict,” Keith said. “Rain in August, here in the dry Midwest. Buddy, get a grip.” He took another swig of soda and then took a handful of pretzels from a bag on his lap.

Luke leaned forward and jabbed him in the shoulder. “Oh, yeah? Let’s hear what brilliant ideas Keithy-boy came up with last year.” 

“Keith said we’d have a record one hundred inches of snow. We didn’t come close to setting a record.”

“You guys are as good as the weather people,” Thea said. “Is that the best you can do?”

Luke put his arm around her shoulders. “This year’s going to be different. Wait and see. I’ll be two for two.” 

“In your dreams, man,” Keith said.

Luke smiled, and Thea missed the recital of Keith’s other prediction as she admired the gleam of Luke’s smile.

“Sherry, it’s your turn,” Melissa said. “Listen to this, Thea. Sherry’s guesses are way off the wall.”

“They are not,” Sherry said. She brought the notebook up to her chest in a protective hug.

Keith winked at Thea. “Let Thea decide.” 

Melissa hit his shoulder.

Sherry didn’t laugh with the rest of them. She bent over the notebook, as if ready to unveil some great revelation. “I said the US would discover aliens exist.”

They all groaned.

She appealed to Thea. “They do exist. There have been lots of studies. What about the one...”

Keith patted Sherry’s shoulder. “She thinks she comes from aliens.”

Sherry’s eyebrow ring sparkled in the light, making Thea want to blink in time. Thea could easily picture her with scrawny green men with odd-shaped heads and long, skinny fingers. 

“I do not. But I do think they exist.”

“She could be right, you know,” Monroe said, his green eyes glittering.

Keith threw a pretzel at Monroe. “Yeah, right!”

Luke’s arm tightened around Thea. She enjoyed the warmth and the weight, and leaned against him, wondering what the deal was with Monroe. Luke said they’d been friends since grade school and that Monroe had been a private investigator before becoming a doctor. She found the change in careers intriguing. He seemed intense but nice enough. Maybe he could do some investigative work for her, or guide her on how to find out who will threaten her father’s life.

Melissa filled in the silence. “What else did you predict, Sherry? Like we don’t already know.”

Sherry pretended to read her notes. “I said a...”

“A new species of butterfly will be discovered,” Melissa, Keith, and Luke chorused.

“She says that every year,” Luke told Thea.

“I say we add a new rule,” Keith said. “Sherry can’t say anything about aliens or butterflies in her predictions.”

“Agreed,” Monroe said. The glitter in his eyes turned a glowing emerald.

Thea forgot all about Luke’s warm brown eyes for a minute.

They all laughed, and she jumped. 

Monroe winked at her, and she dropped her gaze from his, cursing the blush that crept across her cheeks. What was wrong with her tonight? She couldn’t possibly be attracted to both Monroe and Luke.

Sherry tapped her pen against the open notebook pages. “Drum roll, please. We have a winner this year.”

“What?” Luke asked. “Impossible. We’ve never had a winner.”

“This year we do.” Sherry paused. “And the winner is...Monroe.”

They all stared at him, except Thea. She finally gave in and stared along with the others. Searching his expression, she realized Monroe’s pained smile didn’t reflect victory.

When she noticed him watching her, staring at her, mocking her and himself, she suddenly needed to get away. She slipped out of Luke’s hold. “I have to go to the little girl’s room,”

Melissa yelled over Keith’s and Luke’s whistles and jokes. “What did he predict?”

Thea didn’t turn back, didn’t hear the response. She was in the bathroom puking.
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CHAPTER 3
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Luke knocked on the bathroom door. “Thea! Are you all right? Come on. We’re waiting.”

Thea paused in her search for a washcloth in the huge cabinet behind the door. “Go ahead without me.” 

“What?”

She felt silly talking through the door. “I said, start without me. I’m not feeling very well.” 

“What can I get for you?” His concern touched her. 

“Nothing. It’s been a long day, and I’m just tired. Give me a few minutes.” 

“Okay. Let me know if you need something, Sweetie.” 

Thea heard the floor squeak as he walked away. She found a washcloth and ran cold water over it.

Sweetie? What had she done? Why had she come to this party? She should have gone home as usual. She squeezed the excess water from the cloth, held it to her forehead, and sat down on the closed toilet lid. The emerald carpeted floor was luxurious under her feet. Luke’s bathroom was bigger than her living room. She felt like she was swirling in a sea of green, and the dizziness didn’t help.

She couldn’t believe she was sitting in Luke’s bathroom during a New Year’s Eve party. Her stomach took a turn, and she patted her cheeks with the cool washcloth, wondering how she’d gotten into this position. Yesterday, she and Luke were just friends, but he’d made his feelings clear last night when he’d almost kissed her. 

And the predictions game. She couldn’t play. They’d find out about her, even though she’d been so careful. Thea patted her hot cheeks again.

Horror stories her father told her flooded her mind. They would lock her up, study her, and watch every move she made while they tried to figure out how she could predict the future. She never knew who they were. Their hazy nebulous form made them more frightening than if they’d been identified. Which was ridiculous. She was a grown woman. A psychologist. She knew the workings of the mental health mind.

As a psychiatrist, her father would know too, but they hadn’t discussed anything much in years. He hadn’t wanted her to speak of predictions and visions, so she’d kept her mouth shut for years. Now she was going to have to talk to him about the vision she’d had about him. How did a person tell their father they’d seen him murdered? She snorted out a mirthless laugh.

Getting hysterical wouldn’t accomplish anything. She’d better get back to the party. She got up and rummaged for toothpaste, knowing Luke wouldn’t care about her petty pilfering. Finding some, she rubbed it against her teeth to get rid of the vomit taste. A quick rinse of water, and she was good to go. She remained standing there, looking in the mirror at her pale complexion.

What about Monroe? Could she trust him? He appeared to have made an accurate predication, but for all she knew it had been some obvious event. She wished she had stayed and listened instead of running away.

Did Monroe guess, or could he make predictions too? She’d never met anyone who could do what she did. At least not that she knew of anyway.

She needed to stay calm, avoid playing the game, and go home. She didn’t feel well. No one knew anything about her visions. No one. She simply didn’t feel well. She repeated it a few more times while she stood on shaky legs. Ignoring the queasy feeling in her stomach, she washed her hands, keeping the water on cold.

“Thea!” Luke called from the other side of the door.

“I’ll be out in a minute.” She found him waiting for her when she opened the door.

“Are you okay?”

“Sure. I’m fine.” She smiled as brightly as she could. “Let’s go.” 

No one knew, she convinced herself, until she reached the living room and saw Monroe. He wasn’t smiling. His forehead creased in a slight frown and his eyes were a gray-green instead of the bright emerald hue of earlier in the evening.

Sherry pounced. “We’re all waiting for you to take your turn.”

“I’m not feeling well. Luke, thanks for a nice evening. I’ll get my coat and go. Goodnight everyone.” She gave a general wave and started walking out of the living room.

“You can’t leave. Not without making your predictions,” Sherry yelled after her.

“Let her go,” Monroe said. “It’s only a game, and Thea is sick.”

Thea thought she was the only one to notice his somber tone. 

“I don’t think...” 

Thea didn’t hear any more of what Sherry said because she’d reached the bedroom where she’d left her coat hours ago.

“I’ll get your coat,” Luke said behind her. He held it for her. A chivalrous act she could have done without at the moment. She allowed him to help and gave him a quick hug, moving away before he could respond. 

“Are you well enough to drive?” he asked.

“Yes. Some sleep and I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I only live a few blocks away.”

“Fourteen.” He followed her to the front door. 

Where Sherry waited. “Thea...”

Luke exploded. “What is your problem? It’s only a game!”

Aware of the others standing at the end of the hallway by the living room, Thea felt sorry for Sherry. She didn’t deserve to be yelled at by Luke. Thea couldn’t stand the hint of tears and the redness of Sherry’s eyes though. All because of her. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” Luke insisted.

“She wants to keep the tradition going, that’s all.”

“She’s being rude, that’s all.” He mimicked her.

Thea had had enough. “Don’t you make fun of me.” 

She turned to Sherry. “There’s going to be a two-vehicle accident within the week. Two people killed, one critically injured, and one person will be seen at the hospital and then released.” She heard a groan from the hallway and knew it was Monroe. Before anyone could react, she ran out of the door to her car. She drove home too fast.
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Thea’s cat, Tobias, greeted her as she entered her home. His tendency to wander around at odd hours of the night irritated her because he consistently knocked over her one decent potted plant. Whether his clumsiness was intentional or not, she hadn’t figured out yet. She fed him some Nibbles and settled on the couch. The beige cloth upholstery’s emerald velvet leaves embraced her, and the dark rose background soothed her. She rubbed one of the soft leaves with her fingers, and Tobias jumped into her lap. She stroked his soft white fur and closed her eyes.

She tried to relax but the hurt look on Luke’s face when she’d snapped at him bothered her. They’d been friends, nothing more. Until tonight. Would the almost kiss change their relationship? She was a fool to think otherwise, and she didn’t know where she wanted their relationship to go.

She thought about Monroe. Because he’d made an accurate prediction didn’t mean he had the same abilities she did. Secrets led to paranoia. She started suspecting everyone had their own secrets and read meaning into a normal guy’s harmless actions. As a private investigator, Monroe would be the perfect one to talk to about her vision and help her search for her father’s would-be killer.

She expected to worry all night, but her shoulders sagged and her breathing evened out. She fell into a light doze on the couch.

And then the vision came.

The blur of a white shirt, a curtain twitching, a cornflower blue, silk bedspread. Her father fell again. The red bloom on his shirt seemed bigger this time as she watched from a distance. Her mother still screamed that horrible inhumane screech. Then the vision ended. She sat up, waiting for the images to recede.

When her head started to pound, she stood on shaky legs to find her migraine medication. She welcomed the relief from pain and the drowsiness the medication brought. As she got into bed, she kept thinking of contacting Monroe to see if his investigative skills might help her. The more she thought of it, the more the idea stuck. Returning to her parents’ house tomorrow for a confrontation was inevitable. She couldn’t let her father be murdered just because he didn’t want to hear about her visions.
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The ringing of the phone woke her. When she opened her eyes, the sunlight from the south window of her bedroom caused her to blink. She groped for the phone. “Hello?”

“Thea?”

“Hi, Luke.”

“Are we speaking?” 

“Sounds like we are.” Wide awake now, she scrambled around in her brain, searching for a way to appease him. “I was out of line last night. I guess I was tired, and you were only trying to help.”

“I’m sorry things got out of hand.” The relief in Luke’s voice was evident.

Today things didn’t look so horrible to her, and she couldn’t believe last night she’d exaggerated everything until a nervous breakdown appeared imminent. “Yes. Me, too. Let’s forget everything and move on.” 

Thea got out of bed and stood on the carpet running her free hand through her tangled hair.

“Everything?” He sounded hurt. 

Strong, confident Luke, hurt? “Maybe not forget everything.” 

“How about we finish the kiss?” 

He’s back, which made her feel rushed. She didn’t want to hurt Luke again, but she had to be careful to not let things move too fast. If he found out about her visions, he’d freak. In spite of herself, she said, “You know we should get to know each other first.”

“How about now? I could come over.”

“Well...the phone woke me up,” Thea said, walking toward the kitchen for something to drink.

“I’m sorry. I...”

“No apology necessary but I do need to take a shower and run some errands. I fell asleep practically the minute I got home last night.” Luke didn’t need to know about her visions. Yet.

“You must have been tired. The afternoon is half over. It’s already two o’clock.” 

“I had a migraine, and the medicine knocked me out. It’s been a long week with extra patients. I guess everything caught up with me.” She got to the kitchen and rested her hand on the fridge door.

“How about later?”

“How about next weekend? I’m not putting you off, Luke, I’m not. But I have something that came up with my parents, and I need to take care of it today.” His silence told her he was disappointed. 

“Okay,” he finally said.

“I wish I could see your face and know it’s okay,” Thea said softly.

“It’s okay. Next Friday? Dinner and a movie?”

“Sure?” she said. Luke’s laugh sounded happy, and she knew they were fine.

“About last night...the accident...What made you predict that?”

“Does it matter? I was only playing the game.” What would they all think when it came true? Trying to sound casual and keep the desperation out of her voice, she changed the subject. “I have a question about your friend Monroe. I wondered about the detective work he used to do. How long was he a private investigator?” 

“He was in business for about five years. It paid his way through med school, so he did well enough. Why?”

“A friend is looking for some help. I’ll let her know. I’ve got to go.”

“Next weekend,” he reminded, and hung up.

Part of her was relieved at his quick acceptance of them being friends only; the other part wondered at his easy relinquishment of the subject.

Thea got a glass of juice and had just put the phone back on the charger in her bedroom when it rang again. Looking at the caller display, she saw it was Clarissa. She picked it up. “Hi. Happy New Year.”

“Happy New Year to you too, sleepy head.” Clarissa always sounded like she was smiling and today was no exception.

Thea looked at her reflection in the mirror above her dresser. Not good. “How do you know I slept late?”

“Your curtains were closed when I drove by an hour ago. I decided to give you until two o’clock before I called. Fortunately for me when I tried the first time your line was busy. I knew you would be awake now,” Clarissa said.

“What have you been doing while I’ve been sleeping?”

“Hugh and I took the kids to a movie, and I ate lots of popcorn. New Year’s resolutions don’t start until tomorrow.”

Clarissa always made resolutions and actually kept a few of them. Thea didn’t bother. It always reminded her of her mother’s Lenten resolutions, and that reminded her of going to church on Good Friday and kissing the feet of Jesus on the cross during the services. She felt funny kissing his feet in front of the whole congregation.

“How are you feeling today?” Clarissa asked.

Thea knew it would be as close to prying as she would come. “I’m fine. I had a long day yesterday and got overtired.”

“Did you want to talk about something? You haven’t been yourself lately, and I’m not the only one who has noticed.”

Thea was horrified. “Is everyone talking about me?”

“No. You don’t need to worry about that. You know we’d never chatter unless we were concerned. It was only Sherry who said you were sick yesterday and then you were sick last night.”

She decided to tell Clarissa a partial truth. “It’s my father. He’s having some difficulties, and I might need to take some time off to help. I’m not sure what’s going on. I have to check with him and Mom and see what they need.”

“Is one of them sick? They look healthy to me.” The curiosity was normal, even though it wasn’t the gossipy need to know curiosity. Since Thea’s mother was a dermatologist at the hospital, and Thea’s father was the head of Clarissa’s department, Clarissa saw them often. 

“No, they’re both well.” She didn’t know how to answer. Maybe with the truth? “Clarissa, would Hugh have time to talk to me today?”

“Yes, he should be around most of the day. I don’t think the kids have anything going on either, but if they do, I can take them.”

“Thanks. Is he there right now? I need to talk to him about my father.”

“Ah,” said Clarissa. “A spiritual issue.”

“Correct.”

“I’ll get him for you. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.”

“Thanks.” She waited while Clarissa went to get Hugh, grateful that she wasn’t offended. When Hugh answered, she set up a time to meet him later that week.
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[image: ]




In an old, quiet part of town, Thea found Monroe’s house easily. The well-established neighborhood with its square block pattern appeared like it had been there since the city was founded. Thea drove up to the small, white house with green trim and parked in the driveway. With mostly lawn and a few easy-to-care-for shrubs on both sides of the entrance steps, the simple two-story looked easy to maintain. 

Her mouth was dry from nerves; she knocked on the front door. When the door opened, Monroe’s green, piercing gaze intimidated her as much as it had last night, and she almost changed her mind about asking for his help. She wanted to return to her car and drive away. Hiring a private detective was turning out to be an unpleasant experience, and she tried to remember he was a baby doctor. He probably didn’t scare kids, so she should be okay.

Monroe opened the door wider. “Hi. Come in.”

Thea stepped into a living room office where the furnishings looked new, or maybe unused. A forest green couch with pillows and a throw featuring a mixture of autumn leaves and partially bare trees covered the space along one wall of the room. Across the room, a wooden desk held a computer and a laptop. What looked like a stereo system took up the rest of the wall. A coffee table with trees carved into the wood completed the room. She had a bought a similar carved table from Luke, even though Luke had wanted to give it to her as a gift.

Monroe gestured toward the couch. “Have a chair. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Nothing for me, thanks.” She sat down, her stomach roiling at the idea of what was to come. How much information did she need to disclose so she wouldn’t have to tell him about her visions?
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