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“Inventive and incisive, Bunn’s fiction never disappoints. And he’s scored again with Book of Dreams. Don’t miss this one.”


—Jerry B. Jenkins, New York Times bestselling author of the Left Behind series


“Book of Dreams is wonderful. Davis Bunn has created a literary delight that underscores the power of God’s word. A page-turner with an inspiring supernatural element. I could not put this down.”


—Anne Graham Lotz, bestselling author of Just Give Me Jesus


“Book of Dreams is an exceptional story. The concept itself is remarkably fresh, with a genuinely unique design. There are very few inspirational-style concepts that have the potential to cross over and become major mainstream hits. In my opinion, Book of Dreams is at the top of this list. Exciting, relevant, and accessible. A remarkable story, one that will linger long after the book is put down.”


—Norman Stone, producer/director of Shadowlands


“Book of Dreams is a fascinating read. A totally new concept, which makes it a rare achievement. The story really makes you think. The theme is both very challenging and mesmerizing. A first-rate effort.”


—Hy Smith, former executive vice president, United International Pictures
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Teddy Wainwright was a very happy man. Not many people had the chance to reinvent themselves at the ripe old age of sixty-three. He finished typing his resignation, hit the Send button, and gave a satisfied sigh. Shirley would be so proud of him.


His young aide set the photographs of Teddy’s wife and daughters into the last crate. “That’s the lot, sir.”


“Thank you again for your help.” Teddy slipped his aide a letter. He had been up until almost dawn, working and reworking the words. There was so much to pack into a few paragraphs. The envelope bore his wife’s name. Nothing more. “Here, put this on top.”


“No problem, sir.” His aide set the envelope in the box and fitted on the lid. “I’d just like to say again how sorry I am you’re going.”


“That makes two of us.” His secretary of nineteen years walked through his open door and waved the multiple copies of his formal resignation. “This is so hot it must be radioactive.”


Teddy Wainwright signed each letter in turn. “This is also a long time coming.”


“Your daughter’s on the phone.”


“Put her through.” He reached over his desk and shook his aide’s hand. “I wish you every success in your new position.”


“I could come with you, sir. Matter of fact, I’d like to.”


“You’re better off here.” Teddy had rewarded the young man’s loyalty by promoting him to a junior vice presidency. “The legislation required to formally start the financial oversight commission is months off. Until then, I’ll be cooling my heels in Washington. Which is why I haven’t even invited my secretary to join me. Yet.”


“I’m a patient guy. You should know that by now.”


“If or when things get going, I’ll give you a call, see if you’re still interested.” Teddy lifted the receiver, waved his former aide through the door, and said to his elder child, “Perfect timing.”


“You really did it?”


“The letters are winging their way to the board and the papers as we speak.”


“Mom must be so thrilled.”


Teddy Wainwright turned and stared at the spot where his wife’s photograph had sat since he had become president of the Centurion Bank seven years earlier. His throat was so tight he found himself unable to respond.


His daughter asked, “When are you giving the speech?”


Teddy checked his watch, though there was no need. He had been counting the minutes for a month. Longer. “Five hours.”


“I called because I wanted you to know Sis and I are here together and we’ll be praying for you.”


He had to clear his throat twice before he could say, “Thank you, honey. That means the world.”


“Go out there and knock ’em dead.”


“I intend to.”


“They’ve had this coming for a long time.”


“Too long.”


She hesitated a long moment, then said softly, “I’m so proud of you, Daddy.”


Teddy Wainwright told his daughter good-bye, then pressed the phone to his heart. He held it there long enough for the receiver to emit the beeping alarm, telling him to cut the connection. His secretary reentered his office and saw him sitting there, staring out the window. “Everything all right?”


“Everything is fine.” He set the receiver down in the cradle and wiped his eyes. “Everything is just great.”


“The garage just called to say your car is waiting downstairs. I checked with the airport and your plane is inbound. And your wife is on line three.”


Teddy Wainwright rose from his chair, plucked his suit jacket from the back of his door, and slipped it on. “Tell Shirley I’ll call her from the car.”


His secretary handed him a plastic file. “Your speech.”


“Thank you.”


“I hope you know what you’re doing.”


“I do.”


“The banks won’t like this. It’s one thing for some politician or journalist to take aim. But when one of their own turns on them, it’s war.”


Teddy Wainwright heard both her years of experience and her very real fear. But all he felt was the same sensation as the previous evening, kneeling on the floor of his home office. The strength he had known at that point, the conviction, the certainty. He slipped the speech into his briefcase. “I should have done this years ago.”


She did not say anything more, just stepped away from his office door. They had said all the farewells that were necessary, shared the meals and the hugs and the tears. His departure was anticlimactic.


Teddy crossed the foyer shared by the bank’s five senior executives and the boardroom. All the doors were shut. His so-called friends had turned their collective back on him. The other two secretaries refused to meet his gaze. When Teddy reached the elevators, his secretary was still standing in the doorway to his former office, a strong, intelligent woman who had watched his back for years. Worried for him.


Like everyone else on Wall Street, the bank’s executives used so many limos that they had their own parking area just beyond the handicapped zone in the basement garage’s first level. Teddy did not recognize the driver, but this was nothing new. The man was pale-skinned and lean, with clean hands and a well-pressed suit. He held Teddy’s door, then slipped behind the wheel and said, “We’re headed to Teterboro Airport, Mr. Wainwright?”


“That’s correct.”


“You want me to call ahead, make sure your plane’s ready?”


“That won’t be necessary. Would you mind rolling up the divider? I need to make a call.”


“No problem, sir. There’s coffee in the thermos.”


“Thank you.” Teddy pulled his phone from his jacket, but before he could punch in his home number, the phone rang. Teddy checked the readout and recognized the senator’s office. “Wainwright.”


“Good morning, Mr. Wainwright, this is Allison, in Senator Richard’s office?”


“Yes, Allison.” Teddy recalled a pert young woman who managed to turn every sentence into a question. “What can I do for you?”


“The press has been showing a huge interest in your talk, so the senator was wondering, could we shift your testimony forward an hour so your comments can make the evening news?”


“Let me check my schedule.” He opened his briefcase and scanned the typed page his secretary had slipped into the folder with his speech. “I’m due to arrive at Reagan National at two thirty.”


“The senator will be so pleased. Can I ask, do you prefer to be addressed as Theodore?”


“Teddy is fine.”


“Thank you. One more thing, Mr. Wainwright, could we please make sure you’ll hold your opening remarks to fifteen minutes? This is so important, since the committee members will want their responses to make the newscast—”


“Fifteen minutes will be more than adequate.”


Terry cut the connection and cradled the phone between his hands. He had spoken several times before the US Senate’s Banking Committee. But on previous occasions he had always been part of a team. His last time seated before the curved dais had been the worst, when the Wall Street banks had come hat in hand to the federal government, begging for a bailout. One they did not deserve. Everything Teddy had spoken into the microphone had fallen from his mouth like dead weight. A ton of lies strung together with desperation and urgency.


Well, not this time.


He phoned his wife. When Shirley answered, he said, “I had the sweetest call from our daughter.”


“She and her sister have their entire prayer group coming over. They’re going to watch you on C-SPAN.”


Sunlight played between the New York high-rises, dappling his side window. He and his older daughter had fought a series of increasingly bitter disputes throughout her teenage years. Then the year she graduated from university, Shirley had brought their daughter to faith. And everything had changed. At least for her.


Teddy had held out for a good deal longer.


Until nine months and three days ago, to be exact.


His wife went on, “I’m supposed to already be over there. But I wanted to speak with you first.” Shirley had been living in a state of perpetual joy ever since he had agreed to pray with her. But Shirley did not sound happy now. She sounded frightened. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”


The previous nine months should have been the happiest of his own life as well, at least on the surface. Teddy did not merely believe that his burdens had been lifted, he knew this. He was convicted by the reality of his freedom.


And that was where the problem lay.


Teddy Wainwright was a victim of his own success. He had lived a life of unbounded ambition and greed. He was a skilled manipulator and a man accustomed to wielding almost unlimited financial power.


Now he had been saved from himself and his misdeeds. But this freedom came at a price. The eyes of his soul had been opened. Coming face-to-face with his true nature, in the one mirror he could not ignore, was a dreadful experience.


Teddy realized Shirley was still waiting for his response. “This is not only what I want. It’s what God wants too.”


Shirley was a solid woman. Strong and beautiful, both inside and out. “The years I’ve prayed, hoping someday you might speak those words.”


Teddy pressed a fist to his chest, trying to push the emotions back inside. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”


They shared a moment’s silence, then Shirley said, “What about all the things you used to describe the opposition? ‘Vindictive, murderous, determined to crush anyone who stands in their path.’ Those were your words, not mine.”


Teddy knew she was hoping for a soothing word, a promise of assurance. But he was not going to lie. Not today. “I had a remarkable experience last night.”


“You certainly were late coming to bed.”


“I like the quiet hours when the world is asleep. God seems a lot closer then.”


“Hold on just a moment, please.” Shirley set down the phone. Teddy thought he heard her sob. He bit down hard on his own emotions. If he started now he might not be able to stop. Besides, the limo driver kept glancing at him in the rearview mirror. Shirley picked up the phone, sniffed loudly, and said, “All right, darling. I’m back.”


“I finished my speech and was sitting there with the Bible open in my lap. And it felt like God entered the room.”


Her voice was unsteady as she replied, “Maybe he did.”


“I’ve had some amazing moments recently. But nothing like this.”


“God spoke to you?”


Teddy stared out the window, and recalled the overwhelming sense of presence. The unquestionable sense of eternity. “Not in words, no. But the message was very clear just the same.”


“What did he tell you?”


Teddy took a long breath. “I have to do this, Shirley.”


She wanted to argue. Teddy felt her tension and fear radiate over the phone. But all she said was, “Will you be coming back tonight?”


The need for total honesty restricted his response. “As soon as I am able.”


“I love you, darling.”


Once again Teddy cradled the phone tight to his chest, and ended the conversation with a prayer of thanks.


The limo gained speed as it pulled onto the freeway. Teddy fanned the speech across his lap. Six pages in all. Double-spaced, printed in an oversize font so he could look up at the senators and then find his place easily. Each page took just over two minutes to read. He had a great deal more that he intended to say. But the specific details would come out during questioning. Teddy knew his remarks would have much more impact if it appeared that the senators’ questioning drew him out. He intended to use the questions, however they were phrased, to make sure these revelations emerged.


One passage in particular caught his eye:


It is not enough that the banks’ misadventures brought the world’s economies to the brink of disaster. Wall Street is not satisfied with all the distress they have created for our economy and political system. The leaders of our nation’s largest banks are intent upon repeating the same dire mistakes all over again.


Teddy had been redrafting that paragraph the previous evening when the divine force had filled the room. Now the limo’s tires zinged and rumbled as it accelerated through traffic. Rushing him toward a new destiny. Teddy felt the same undeniable presence return.


He had faced a series of choices that he now saw stretched back to that first night when he had gotten down on his knees. Each one had carried a genuine threat to the way he had previously viewed his life, stripping away one lie after another. And at the same time, each choice had drawn him a bit closer to yesterday’s experience. He had not realized that at the time, of course. All he had known was a sense of divine rightness, of reknitting the nation’s financial fabric and restoring some of what he had himself helped destroy. Teddy read:


I have accepted the position of chairman of the new financial oversight commission precisely because this insanity must be stopped. The banks intend to neuter this commission before it is fully formed. I know this for a fact. Their aim is to render the commission powerless. The American people demand new financial oversight. The banks have resigned themselves to this. So now they have shifted tactics. Their Washington lackeys are peddling influence and spending money, pressuring Congress to transform the commission into mere window dressing. This cannot be allowed to happen.


The sound of honking horns drew Teddy’s gaze from the page. He realized the limo was slowing and maneuvering out of the fast lane. He tapped the intercom button and asked, “What’s the matter?”


“The engine just cut out, sir.” As the driver spoke, it happened again. This time Teddy felt as much as heard it. The motor went silent, coughed, then picked up again. The limo was so heavy that its forward momentum softened the jerks. “It was going fine until … There it goes again.”


The motor fluttered, surged, then died a third time. The driver turned on the flasher and steered toward the curb. He tucked the car into a bus stop. He rolled down the glass divider and said, “I’ll ring central and have them send you another car …” The driver studied his cell phone’s readout. Then he turned around and said, “Mr., ah …”


“Wainwright.”


“Sure. Could you check and see if your phone has a signal?”


Teddy opened his phone. “Apparently not.”


“We must be sitting in a dead zone.” The driver turned the key. The engine clicked but did not fire. He shook his head and opened the car door. Instantly the limo was filled with the roar of midday traffic. “I’ll just walk around the corner to where I can phone this in, Mr. Wainwright. Shouldn’t be long.”


Teddy did not speak. There was nothing to be said. The car door shut, leaving him isolated. But not alone.


The sensation was far stronger now. Although it was unlike anything Teddy had ever experienced, he had no question what was happening. There was simply no room for doubt.


A young woman appeared by the same corner the driver had just rounded. She was very attractive though quite small, and carried herself with an air of fresh innocence. Teddy sat and watched her open the rear door and slide into the seat beside him. She had a pixie’s face and round, gray eyes, clear and seemingly without guile. “A limo. Wow. I guess you must be someone really important.”


Her hand emerged from the pocket of her raincoat, holding something that might have been a silver pen. When the image had come to him the previous evening, Teddy had faced a dark wraith, little more than a twisting shadow.


Teddy stared at the woman, and for a fleeting instant found himself seeing her true form. He realized the image had been absolutely true.


His mind locked on to the verse from Second Corinthians that he’d been reading the previous evening when the room filled with that undeniable force. Just like now. “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”


As the young woman reached toward him, Teddy said, “I’ve been expecting you.”
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FRIDAY


Friday morning, Elena unlocked her office’s front door and stepped into the reception area. She shut the door on the rumbling bus traffic and the early-morning sunshine. The receptionist Elena shared with her five colleagues had not yet arrived. Elena checked her image in the antique mirror opposite the desk. The mirror had only been hung the previous week. It was silver backed and six feet tall and veined like a crone’s face. The mirror was positioned so the receptionist could survey the entire waiting room from behind her desk. It showed a distinguished-looking woman in a fawn-colored suit, with long, auburn hair and a timeless gaze. Elena was going to have to discipline herself to avoid looking in that direction, for the action was a futile gesture. After nine years as a practicing clinical psychologist, Elena did not need to inspect her reflection to know her professional mask was in place. And there was nothing she could do about the vacuum that lay beneath.


The world knew Elena Burroughs as a foremost authority on dreams. For three years and counting, her book had topped the bestseller lists around the globe. The Book of Dreams had sold eighteen million copies and been published in three dozen languages. Her rare public appearances were sold-out events.


For Elena, that one glance in the mirror was enough to reveal the lie.


She loathed the adulation that surrounded her infrequent lectures. She no longer did any publicity or televised events. She hated herself too much afterward.


Elena climbed the carpeted staircase to her office on the British first floor. The entire building still smelled faintly of fresh paint. When the university had begun renovating their offices the previous autumn, Elena had inserted herself forcefully into the process. One of her defining traits was impatience with anything that did not move at a pace to match her own. And if a single word described the University of Oxford’s approach to any change, it was glacial.


Elena persuaded a reluctant university to give her the sum planned for the renovations. She then doubled it with funds of her own. What she really wanted was an office to match those she had often seen in the United States. Modern and discreet and elegant in a properly subdued fashion. She knew anything the university did was going to wind up looking like a newer version of the stodgy interior they replaced. And the only way she could get what she wanted was to give it to everyone. From the receptionist to the newest associate in the fourth-floor garret. Even the elevator was new, a sleek tube that moved silently between the floors.


Her grateful associates all took the renovations as a sign of her having recovered from the tragedy that had dominated her life for five long years. Elena saw no need to correct them.


Elena used the ninety minutes before her first patient to catch up on her paperwork. Gradually the building around her began to hum with activity. She smelled fresh-brewed coffee and heard friendly banter in the reception area downstairs. At five minutes to nine, Elena checked her computerized calendar for the day and frowned. She rose from her desk and walked back downstairs.


The main entrance opened into a brief hallway leading to the reception area and Fiona Floate’s kingdom. Fiona was the lone secretary for the entire building, and the only one they needed. Her new roost was an ergonomic chair behind a long elm counter, one shade darker than the maple floors. A Japanese vase held a spray of tulips and baby’s breath. The florist had a standing order to provide three matching displays every Monday, for the reception desk and Elena and the other female clinician. Elena assumed her male colleagues could buy flowers for themselves. The two women had never thanked Elena. Elena considered their silence a perfect example of British understatement.


Elena waited while Fiona directed an arriving patient into the redesigned waiting area. Only two of the offices had antechambers, Elena’s and the director’s. Patients for the other counselors waited in the public area opposite Fiona’s desk. When they were alone, Elena leaned over the counter and said, “My nine o’clock.”


“Mmmm.” Fiona did not check her computer. She did not need to. Ever.


“What happened to Richard?” Her regular appointment was a postdoc student with an almost crushing burden of self-loathing.


“Quite ill, actually. Physical ailment, for a change. I slotted this in yesterday.”


“I did not see a last name for my appointment.”


“A good thing, that, since I wasn’t given one.”


“Is she a student?”


“Not that I am aware.”


Oxford’s system permitted the clinicians to accept patients from outside the university. This was necessary, as treatment of patients did not simply end upon graduation. Since her fame began spreading, however, Elena had stopped accepting new patients from beyond the university perimeter. The risk of being confronted with another rabid fan was just too great.


Fiona answered her unspoken question. “Miriam referred this patient. She asked that Sandra be slotted in. Immediately.”


This was news. “Miriam phoned?”


“Yes, Elena. Miriam phoned.”


“When?”


“Yesterday evening after you left.”


“Why didn’t she try my mobile?”


“Do you know, I didn’t ask.” Fiona was clearly enjoying this. “One might assume it was because she didn’t want to speak with you. Perhaps in order not to be pestered with questions for which Miriam didn’t have answers.”


“Oh, thank you so very much.”


“My pleasure. Will there be anything else?”


Elena returned to her office. She was in the process of phoning her closest friend when the outer door opened.


The university counseling offices were located in what once had been a private residence on Broad Street, an avenue bisecting the central city. Elena’s office occupied a formal parlor. The room had been divided into a small antechamber and a larger office that looked over the building’s rear garden. Elena had fitted sliding double doors between the antechamber and her office. Through the open doors she observed a man in a navy suit enter and survey her waiting area. He then crossed the room, nodded once to her, and scanned the office. Then he retreated to the outer door.


More than two dozen heads of state had formerly studied at Oxford. The current student body included family members from the sultan of Brunei, three former US presidents, the prime minister of Israel, the kings of Saudi Arabia and Jordan, and leaders of nine other nations.


Elena knew a professional bodyguard when she saw one.


Elena rose to her feet as the woman entered. She was perhaps a decade older than Elena’s thirty-five years. She carried herself with the casual elegance of someone who had handled both money and power for so long, they formed a second skin. She was dressed in a beige cashmere cloud and pearls.


The bodyguard slid the double doors shut, sealing the two of them inside.


Elena spoke the name on her computer screen. “Sandra?”


“That is correct.” The woman’s accent was unmistakable. Northeastern United States, perhaps Canada.


“I am Dr. Burroughs.”


“You are American as well?”


“I am. Won’t you have a seat?”


“Thank you.” The woman carried herself without the nerves of most first-time patients. She chose the rosewood Louis XIV chair drawn up to the other side of Elena’s desk and said, “You came highly recommended.”


Elena knew the woman expected her to ask how she knew Miriam, or what the woman’s last name was. Instead, Elena resumed her seat and waited.


The elegant woman asked, “Are you recording, Dr. Burroughs?”


Elena lifted the top of a Georgian silver box that rested on the desk next to the telephone. Hidden inside were a set of four electronic controls. “This first button is the general alarm. It rings at both the receptionist desk and inside my director’s office. All of the offices have one. The second button cuts off my phone. I press it, and the light on my phone goes from green to red, see? The third locks the doors leading to the outer office—”


“Please don’t touch that button.”


“Very well. I will leave the doors unlocked as per your request.” Elena held to the monotone she used with her most fractured patients. “See? The light remains green.”


“The fourth button?”


“That cuts on my recorder. I have a digital system installed in my top right drawer. The light turns green when the recorder is on. Would you like to see it?”


“That won’t be necessary.”


“Please, I would prefer that—”


“No thank you.”


“Very well.”


The woman opposite her did not relax as Elena might have expected. Instead, a faint tremor ran through her slender frame. Only then did Elena realize how much control the woman imposed upon herself. The woman said, “Thank you for your candor.”


Elena did not speak.


The woman’s hands did a skittish dance from the chair arms to her lap and back again. “I am having dreams.”


Elena waited.


“Nightmares, actually. Worse than that.”


Elena nodded once and remained silent.


“They are so vivid I find myself unable to leave them behind. They shade my entire existence. They shatter my days as well as my nights.”


Elena watched the woman age as she spoke. “How long have you been having these dreams?”


“Twenty-six days.”


Elena blinked. Nightmares generally did not show a clearly pronounced arrival. She had never heard of such a thing before. Even if they did arrive suddenly, patients were unable to date them so precisely. “They come every night?”


“It,” the woman corrected. “One dream. Always the same. And yes, it attacks every night. Many times.”


“You have had this dream more than once in the same night?”


“The first doctor I approached prescribed a very strong sleeping pill.” The woman shuddered at the memory. “All the drug did was hold me down, where the nightmare could claw at me. Six times.”


“You’re sure it was six?”


“Of course I’m sure. Why, what does that mean?”


Elena shook her head. Such precision was unheard of.


The woman continued, “For the first time in my married life, I am sleeping in a separate room from my husband. My screams kept shredding his nights. And Lawrence …”


Elena understood the woman’s hesitation. “Let’s pretend that this isn’t the first time we’re talking. Let’s pretend that we have been friends for years. And as a friend, I will treat your problem with the utmost seriousness and care. I will not try to smother your symptoms with drugs. I want one thing, and one thing only. To help you.”


Generally Elena waited a few sessions to be so open with a new patient. She needed to ensure that the patient was indeed someone who sought help. And would respond to such a direct approach. Oftentimes those who most needed help were also terrified of the prospect. In such cases, a direct invitation would only slow down the opening process.


But Elena sensed that this woman was different. It was more than her intelligence, or her desperately concealed need. These symptoms suggested a completely new issue, one that confounded the standard dream doctrine. They invited a new approach. Elena went on, “Let’s pretend that you can tell me everything. It’s clear that you want to. And I want to hear. And nothing, not a single solitary thing, will ever escape this room. Including who your husband is. And what he does. And why your dreams terrify you both.”


The woman responded by coming apart. She folded so fast, she almost managed to hide the deep creases that marred her lovely features. She began weeping convulsively.


Elena was up and moving and there to catch the woman as she slid off her chair and landed on her knees.
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Elena called the hospital, then arranged for Fiona to reschedule her next two appointments. They took the woman’s Mercedes limo to the John Radcliffe, the university teaching hospital. A receptionist directed them through the crowded waiting room, down a long hallway, and into an empty MRI chamber. Elena’s new patient treated this rare immediate treatment as merely par for the course.


Elena stayed in the control room while her new patient underwent a brain scan. One of the woman’s bodyguards remained in the hallway, the other stood against the wall behind Elena. Though the two young technicians performing the scan said nothing, Elena could sense that the bodyguard’s presence spooked them both.


While the woman was deep inside the machine, the doctor slipped into the room. His name was Robards, and he had been the best friend of Elena’s former husband. Elena thought he had aged considerably since their last meeting. She supposed they all had.


The doctor’s aloof greeting reminded Elena of her husband, who had abhorred any show of affection around the hospital. Robards swept up the woman’s chart, studied it a moment, and said, “I see you’ve failed to enter her name.”


“That is correct.”


He glanced at Elena, then at the bodyguard, and went back to the file. “What precisely are we looking for?”


“I wish I knew.”


“Symptoms?”


“Severe nightmares. Traumatic stress. Related issues.”


“Any severe pain?”


“None other than what might be put down to interrupted sleep cycles.”


“Seizures?”


“None. Right now I am simply hoping to eliminate the worst.”


He set down the folder and leaned over the largest of the three screens; he studied it a moment, then asked, “Anything so far?”


The chief technician replied, “No evident anomalies that I have detected.”


Robards straightened. “I’m due in surgery. Shouldn’t be long. I’ll have a look at your mystery woman’s results when I’m done.”


“Thank you, Reggie. For everything.”


When he reached the door, he offered Elena a terse smile. “At least she brought you out here again. I suppose I should be grateful for that favor.”


While they waited for the results, Elena held the woman’s hand. “Will you tell me your name?”


The radiology waiting room was one of three open-ended chambers that fronted the tea counter. To their left was the sitting area for lab tests. Beyond that was a nursery shared with the pediatrics wing. The children’s play area was sealed, but the din still echoed through all three rooms. The noise isolated the two women.


The woman studied Elena for a long moment, then replied, “Sandra Harwood.”


“It is nice to meet you, Sandra. I am Elena.”


“My husband asked me not to tell you who I was.” She turned away. “Lawrence will be livid.”


One of Sandra’s bodyguards stood by the exit, across the room from where they sat. The other had returned to the limo. Elena said, “My husband was a biochemist doing research here at the Radcliffe. I have not been back since I cleaned out his office.”


“He died?”


“Five years ago. I miss him terribly.”


That brought Sandra’s nerves closer to the surface. “I don’t know what I would do without Lawrence. Wither on the vine, no doubt.”


The words might have been plucked from Elena’s own shrunken heart. “Is your husband ill?”


“Lawrence is extremely healthy for his age. He has a regular checkup. There are a couple of minor issues, but nothing that could be considered threatening.”


Speaking those words caused Sandra’s eyes to well up. Which was hardly a surprise, given the nightmare she had related to Elena. That knowledge, and the hold Sandra kept on her hand, pressured Elena to say, “This week marks the point at which I have been a widow the same amount of time that I was married. My husband was eleven years older than me. He was a celebrated biochemist looking into rare blood types at Duke, where I did my clinical training. I followed him here. Jason loved everything about Oxford. After he died, I had every intention of returning home. But I never did. I suppose I hoped that by remaining here I might hold on to a bit of his passion. Jason was passionate about everything. Life, love, Oxford.” She took a breath that should have come far easier after all that time. “Me.”


Elena had told this new patient far too much of herself and did not care. The memories were a boisterous mob. She had half hoped that returning to Jason’s professional abode would not hurt quite so bad after five years. She should have known better. Yet the shared information served a purpose. Elena valued how Sandra Harwood had confessed her name. She reciprocated by sharing secrets of her own.


Their conversation was halted by the arrival of two of Jason’s former colleagues, who had obviously been alerted to Elena’s presence by the radiologist. Elena endured their warmth as she would a visit to the dentist. She did not need their recollections and their sorrow to miss Jason.


The radiologist arrived while the two biologists were still waxing on about the vacuum Jason had left behind. Robards shooed them away, then addressed his words to Elena. Evidently he was still very uncomfortable dealing with an unnamed patient. “The preliminary results indicate a complete all-clear. I’ve detected nothing that even raises the hint of trouble. Completely normal in all respects. A well-functioning and healthy brain.”


Sandra had remained seated throughout. “I am indeed grateful, Doctor.”


Elena added her own thanks, then ushered Sandra Harwood over to where the bodyguard waited. She made an appointment to see the woman after the weekend break and refused Sandra’s offer of a ride back to her office. Elena’s time with the woman had come to an end. The medical examination and Elena’s confession of personal details had established a rapport. Sandra Harwood now saw Elena as a source of clarity in a frightening time. Anything further ran the risk of establishing an emotional dependency.


Elena waved the woman and her limo into the Friday sunlight, hoping she would never need to learn what it meant to travel with four inches of bulletproof glass between herself and the world. She climbed into a waiting taxi and allowed herself a final glance back at the window that had once belonged to Jason’s office.


Clinical psychologists were not supposed to use terms such as soul mate. Nor were they permitted to ever suggest that emotional wounds were a permanent fixture. Or that a life would always remain hollowed by loss. Elena grimly hoped that perhaps one day she would stop waking up in the middle of the night, furious with Jason over how he had abandoned her.


The closer the taxi drew to Oxford city center and her office, the larger her other concern loomed.


Elena had no idea what the woman’s problem might be. Or how she should go about treating her. None whatsoever.
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SATURDAY


Elena did not sleep well. This was hardly a surprise. Sleep had long been a reluctant friend, one who appeared and vanished with whimsical regularity. What was different about this night was that Elena did not care.


Saturday morning she took the train into London, and then the tube from Paddington Station to Notting Hill. Elena walked through the market, pausing to buy flowers and a jar of figs preserved in ginger and honey. Miriam’s house was a half mile farther on, a detached Victorian that crowned a steep side-street. Miriam had a photograph in her entryway taken a century before, when the lane had been shaded by elms so vast they formed a green tunnel. The few trees that remained were now surrounded by metal fences, placed there to keep vehicles from shouldering them aside in their desperate search for parking space. Yet the lane still held the charm of a bygone era. The sidewalks were empty save for the sunlight and a late-spring breeze. The market’s clamor swiftly faded. Elena climbed the stairs and shifted her purse and packages so she could pull the old-fashioned bell-knob.


Miriam Al-Quais opened the door, saying, “Ah. You’ve come. I hoped you might.”


“You knew I would.” Elena kissed the proffered cheek. The act brought back the fondest memories of her childhood. The cool skin, the fragrance of crushed rose petals. “How are you?”


“What a question to ask someone of my years. Come in, my dear. Such lovely flowers. And figs. Shame on you. You will make an old woman fat.”


Miriam Al-Quais led her back through a house of soft shadows, sunlit alcoves, and faint flavors drawn from Elena’s earliest recollections. Miriam was her mother’s dearest friend and Elena’s own godmother. Elena’s grandparents had sent their daughter off to England for a year of finishing school. The only bright spot to that dismal period, spent inside a drafty old monstrosity of a Jacobean manor, had been the school counselor. Miriam and Elena’s mother had remained friends ever since.


Miriam’s name, Al-Quais, was as famous as it was ancient. Al-Quais was one of the few Christian lineages that had survived the birth of Islam. Her family had once been residents of Tyre, the most famous port within the Phoenician trading empire. According to family lore, they had been converted to Christianity during the apostle Paul’s first missionary journey. Miriam had populated Elena’s childhood with such marvelous tales, always related as irrefutable fact.


Miriam Al-Quais carried herself with severe gravity. She was a smallish woman with hennaed hair bundled tightly against the back of her head. At eighty-one, her features remained even and remarkably unlined. Her eyes were her most astonishing feature, two dark and burning coals. They probed deeply and invited an intimacy that Miriam seldom returned.


Miriam had always maintained a certain aloof distance from Elena. Her affection for the younger woman had rarely been stated. Yet Miriam’s imprint upon her life ran deep. Miriam had been a clinical psychologist for over forty years. Miriam had been the reason why Elena became a clinician. When Elena had accompanied her husband to England, Miriam had come out of retirement to sponsor Elena’s passage through the British examination and licensing process. Miriam had been a very strict supervisor and treated their sessions as training times. She discussed at length potential differences between the British and American psyches. She lectured more than she listened. And Elena counted herself among the most fortunate of students.


Elena entered the kitchen and performed the ritual begun during her earliest training sessions. She made tea and served it in the sterling silver service and the Wedgwood china. They sat on Miriam’s rear sunporch. The furniture was wicker with quilted padding.


Elena asked, “How much do you know of my new patient?”


“Nothing whatsoever. I was called by a trusted friend, a Harley Street physician. The friend asked for a referral. I do not even know the patient’s name.”


“Why did you phone the appointment through yourself?” Normally the patient, or the patient’s primary-care physician, would make the initial connection.


Miriam sipped her tea. The china was so fragile that Elena could see the arthritic curl to Miriam’s fingers through the cup. “My friend stressed the urgency. I thought my initiating contact would accelerate the process.”


“So you have no idea who my patient is.”


“I just said that.”


There was no insult in repeating the question, and both women knew this. Elena was formally establishing the confidence required to consult with another clinician about a patient. “In that case, I need to ask your advice. The patient is female, in apparently excellent health, aged in her early fifties. Well educated, poised, intelligent. Accompanied by two bodyguards who certainly appeared to know their business.”


Sunlight dappled the room. The house sat on a hillside overlooking the London sprawl. In the distance, Hyde Park spread out like an oval green carpet. Miriam sat opposite her. She had not so much aged as moved beyond the reach of time.


“The patient has been suffering from nightmares for twenty-six days. Actually, that is incorrect. She has experienced a repetition of one single nightmare. And as the dream has recurred every night since it began, I can only assume it is now twenty-seven days and counting.”


Elena told her everything she knew of the dream.


Sandra Harwood had not called it a dream at all. She had called it an experience, as vivid as any waking moment. Which only made the event all the more grueling.


The dream had remained constant over the nights and the weeks. The only alteration had been its frequency. Some nights it only attacked her once. Other nights it came as many as six times. Every assault, except the night she had been held down by a sleeping pill, ended with her standing or kneeling beside her bed, screaming with terror.


Each time, the dream began with the sound of cheering.


Sandra Harwood stared out over huge crowds. Enormous. She stood upon a stage and waved to a throng one degree off berserk.


There were television cameras everywhere. Blank glass eyes that followed her every move. And balloons. And bunting. And signs. And colors and hats and horns.


The indoor stadium was packed. Sandra Harwood shared the stage with a half dozen others.


She was the center of attention, and yet she was not. She waved to people she couldn’t really see. She smiled, exhilarated with the energy and the power that pulsated through the auditorium.


She was more excited than she had ever been in her entire life. The streamers and the confetti fell like multicolored snow. The auditorium appeared filled with a billion fractured rainbows.


At the center of the stage, a man stood behind the podium. He spoke into the microphones. She could not clearly see the man at the podium because of the confetti, but she knew him. In fact, Sandra considered him a very dear friend. The man at the podium gestured toward her. Only then did Sandra realize she stood beside her husband. Lawrence Harwood had one arm around her waist. With the other he waved to the crowd. She did not need to look at him to know he was as excited as she.


Then she felt the eyes.


This other man stood behind the curtains at the stage’s far side. He was not really visible. But he was there. He was partly shadow and partly human. He was a living wraith.


She knew the wraith was watching her. He smiled at her, and instantly her exhilaration vanished. She became flooded with a cold and helpless dread.


The man at the podium, her dear friend, called out her husband’s name.


The crowd screamed louder still.


Sandra realized it was all wrong. She tried to tell them to stop. She begged her friend not to name her husband. She shrieked for her husband not to step forward. But the noise was too great. And her husband was blind to the risk and danger that now consumed her.


The streamers and the bunting and the confetti all turned to ash. The crowd’s clamor became ghoulish. The lights went dark. All but one.


The light is focused upon the podium.


Her husband is there.


In his coffin.


Elena finished relating Sandra’s experience with “It is not just that the dream itself or its exact repetitive nature defies standard analysis. The patient does not show any of the expected symptoms. She is well adjusted. Emotionally stable. She claims to have experienced no extraordinary trauma. She appears to love her husband very much. She states that their marriage is sound. They have two children. Both are in their late twenties. Married. One grandchild, an infant. There have been no recent arguments or unusual stresses. She describes her childhood as normal, and the relationship with her parents remains good.”


Miriam said, “And you believe her.”


“I have no reason not to. She appears too desperate to mask a possible causal factor with lies. She is frantic with worry. And yet, beneath the quite evident fatigue and fear, she appears to be exactly what she claims. A well-adjusted mature woman with a highly fulfilling life.”


“And you like her.”


Elena set down her cup. It was not an unfair question. A clinical distance was important in arriving at valid analysis. Some patients, especially those with psychopathic tendencies, used emotional affection as a means of domination. “She is utterly terrified. She has lost control of her life. These experiences have wounded her. I feel for her. Yes. Very deeply.”


“And yet, here you are, a world authority on dream interpretation. Facing a patient whose dilemma defies your analytical abilities.”


Elena studied the older woman. “Are you suggesting I pass this patient on to another clinician?”


“My dear young friend, perish the thought. I am simply seeking to clarify for you the facts surrounding your situation. You, the expert, are baffled by a patient whose symptoms are unexplainable.”


“Completely.” But it was not merely the patient who was confused. Miriam’s observations did not make sense. “You’re saying I am too reliant upon my training and studies?”


Miriam smiled in a very curious manner. Her lips did not move. But her eyes tightened in genuine pleasure. “There comes a point where we must risk everything, our heritage and our training and our future direction, upon a course for which there is no standard definition.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t follow—”


“We have come very far, you and I. From a young child whose questing mind and open heart called to an old woman and lit her days. Even then, I wondered if perhaps you were the one.”


Elena no longer recognized the woman seated opposite her. “We were discussing a patient.”


“No, my dear. I’m sorry. But you are incorrect. We are speaking about the future. And the distant past. And how they might indeed be intertwined.” Miriam rose from her chair. “Wait here, please.”


Miriam was gone for perhaps half an hour. Elena heard the occasional sound from the upper floors. She did not mind the solitude. Miriam’s home was one of the few places where Elena felt utterly able to release her deepest tensions and relax. The home invited the inspection of secrets, particularly on such rare spring days. The sunlight created a gleaming patina over the city. Even the distant towers held a mystic quality. London became a haven where the divide between past and present was dissolved. Here was a sanctuary where a woman might permit her inner child to emerge and dream safely once again. Where knights on shining steeds appeared at the moment of direst need, to protect the defenseless from dark forces. Where pennants waved gaily from the king’s tower, and peace was a force in the land. Where hearts could heal, and hope was a constant friend.


When Miriam returned, her face was scrubbed clean of makeup. Elena had the sudden impression that her friend had been weeping.
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Elena asked, “Is everything all right?”


“Everything is fine.” Miriam seated herself and placed a case upon the table between them. “I have carried this for seventy-two years. It was given to me by my great-grandmother. She died the following year. I was nine.”


A lance of genuine fear pierced Elena’s heart. “Are you unwell?”


“My health is not the issue.” Miriam traced a finger across the case’s surface. “Take careful note of what I just said. I have carried this. As in, bearing a burden. It was entrusted to me, and now I am offering it to you. It does not mean that you will be able to use it. I have never known any benefit. Only the responsibility.”


“What is it?”


Miriam had become the immutable, timeless wise woman. “This is yours to accept or reject. My great-grandmother did not offer me any such choice. She commanded, and I obeyed. But times change. So I am making this request of you.”


“How could I refuse you anything?”


Miriam did not so much smile as offer an enigma. “If you agree to take it, your responsibility will remain until you select another individual and pass it along.”
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