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“Susan Ritz’s debut novel, A Dream to Die For, is an intriguing, original mystery that had me turning pages late into the night. Ritz does a brilliant job of making us care about what happens to her characters and is a master of detail. Impossible to put down!”


—MICHELLE COX, author of the award-winning Henrietta and Inspector Howard series


“Oh, what a wonderful book! It’s everything I want in a mystery! A wild imagination that made me believe every word.”


—ABIGAIL THOMAS, author of A Three Dog Life and Talking About Memoir


“A small-town crime caper with plenty of action and a cast of quirky, unforgettable characters. Ritz’s comic timing is flawless, and her rollicking plot is expertly balanced against a sobering premise: That last bastion of personal privacy— our own dreams—may no longer be secure. The idea has an alarming ring of plausibility, adding a shivery edge to this entertaining mystery.


—KATHRYN GUARE, award-winning author of The Conor McBride suspense series


“Susan Ritz’s Stolen Dreams exposes our universal human need to identify “us” and “them,” and the confusion that can come when group dogma no longer lines up with experience. Her dialogue rings true, and her lively small-town characters make sore subjects fun. Her mystery embodies crises we all face in a new world of techno fake news and resulting divisions. What’s real? What truly matters? Who can you trust? There’s nothing like a murder or two to clarify purpose, community, and one’s deepest identity as a blood-pounding, passionate woman with a brain.”


—RICKEY GARD DIAMOND, author of Screwnomics: Making Economics Sexy and Second Sight


“A gripping Gothic whodunit featuring obscure clues muttered by a dying man, strange encounters in foggy cemeteries, car chases on lonely roads, and clairvoyant dreams.”


—BERNIE LAMBEK, author of Uncivil Liberties


“With intrigue and humor, Susan Ritz has created an arresting novel that strikes at a core fear: what if your dreams were not safe? This psychologically compelling mystery about the murder of a therapist-cum-cult leader proves Ritz a natural storyteller. Her descriptions of the characters who people one small New England community expose both the best and the worst of human nature: the desire to pull together in difficult times, the terrible impulse to betray one another under pressure. Fortunately for us, Ritz is masterful at leading readers through a small city’s best and worst instincts with finesse and wit. Hold your own dreams close, but be sure to share Stolen Dreams, a most tangible tale of virtual reality that stays with you long after every secret is revealed.”


—SHELAGH SHAPIRO, Vermont author and host of “Write the Book” podcast


“A deft debut mystery that will appeal to anyone who loves a good puzzle with a feminist twist.”


—MARY FILLMORE, author of award-winning An Address in Amsterdam




A DREAM TO DIE FOR




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2019 by Susan Z. Ritz


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published July 2019
Printed in the United States of America
Print ISBN: 978-1-63152-557-5
E-ISBN: 978-1-63152-558-2
Library of Congress Control Number: 9781631525575


For information, address:
She Writes Press
1569 Solano Ave #546
Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




This book is dedicated to the women who helped bring it to life


Shelagh, Coleen,
Kathryn G, Tamar,
Kathryn D, and Eliza


and to Ethan, the best man I know.




The world is under no obligation
to make sense to us.
—Eric Zencey, Panama




CHAPTER ONE


MORNING IN RIVERTON FALLS
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Celeste reached for the remnants of last night’s dream. She’d woken, gasping for breath, throat raw and sore as if she’d been screaming in her sleep. A woman at a window, bushes blowing in a soft breeze. A shadow coming at her from behind. She’d scribbled down the disjointed images in her journal before she’d even opened her eyes, but now the morning had whisked the rest away. Still, she couldn’t shake the feelings of panic and guilt. She tried again to find a thread that would lead her back in, but it was too late.


Battered old Mr. Coffee burped and spluttered the last drops of java into the carafe. Celeste poured herself an oversize mug and stumbled back to bed to see what she could figure out. Propped against a pile of pillows, she opened the black leather notebook and sipped her coffee. Nothing in the trio of lines she’d scratched out in black ink explained why the dream left her feeling both frightened and ashamed. At least nothing she could figure out on her own. She wondered what Larry would make of this dream—the last she would share with him after four years of therapy.


All that time, Celeste had tracked her dreams, learning to decipher the letters and words she’d jotted down, often with eyes still closed, on the unlined pages of her journal. She’d poured out hundreds of dreams—some just scraps or a single startling image, others pages long, like surreal short stories. But now, if she could stick to her plan, she was done. Today was the day she was going to tell him she was quitting, and there was no way he was going to talk her out of it again. She’d had enough of Larry Blatsky, his Dreamers, and this thing he called the “Dreamscape,” the thing Jake called a cult.


Celeste tossed the journal onto the heap of library books, magazines, and last Sunday’s New York Times that littered the floor next to her side of the bed. Jake’s side was as neat and uncluttered as it had been since he’d moved out six weeks earlier. She rolled over onto the smooth, cool sheets. There was no trace of Jake there, no scent on the pillow she hugged to herself. She wanted to touch his body, then run her hand through the tangle of dark curls on his chest, pat his beer belly. She wanted to feel his legs stretched long against hers and play footsie under the comforter. She’d allowed Larry to take it all away.


“Larry will destroy you,” she remembered Jake saying the night he left, as he jammed his clothes into his duffel bag. “This isn’t a game, Celeste. He’ll turn you into someone you don’t know or even recognize. That’s what he does. Believe me, I’ve seen it. I can’t stay and watch that happen to you.”


She shook her head, trying to dislodge the memory. If Jake were still there, lying where he’d been the whole six whirlwind months of their engagement, she knew she could go through with her plan.


“Get down there and tell him it’s over,” he’d say, the calloused fingertips of his guitar strummer’s hands on her cheeks, pulling her face to his for a good-luck kiss. He’d say, “You’re tough. Larry’s no match against you in a fight! Go get it over with.”


Without Jake to back her up, though, Celeste wondered if she had it in her. She’d tried to stand up to Larry before, but she’d always left her therapy session feeling defeated and hopelessly mired in what he called her “Demon Mind,” the labyrinth of self-loathing and doubt Larry had unearthed and then used to control her.


Not this time, she thought, getting up to raise the shade to the wan November light. Larry wasn’t going to win while she still had a chance at happiness. She’d waited too long for the enlightenment he’d promised. Now all she wanted was love. She was going to get Jake back in her bed where he belonged.


Celeste shuffled through the pile of clothes she’d left thrown over the back of the folding chair the night before. With Jake gone, she had no reason to fold her sweaters, or hang up her skirts, or even clean the apartment. Not like she had much to control anyway. Some yard sale furniture, pots and pans from Salvation Army, a functional but minimal wardrobe from New To You—all things she could put out with the trash or recycle if she needed to make a quick getaway, like she had from the last couple of towns where she’d lived before landing in Riverton Falls. She could still fit everything that mattered into two suitcases in the back of her trusty old red Jetta and hightail it out of town.


“Not this time,” she said out loud to herself. “This time you’re going to stay. But not with Larry.”


Celeste pulled on a pair of crumpled brown cords, then gave her russet sweater a quick sniff to make sure it was relatively free of sweat and booze.


You’re wearing that? Right on cue, her mother’s voice rang through her head.


Better hurry! You’re going to be late again, her father added.


Even Larry hadn’t been able to silence her parents’ critical comments, though they’d both been dead for years. She combed back her mop of wiry blonde hair into a ponytail. As usual she struggled to get up and organized for these early morning appointments, even if early morning for Celeste was actually noon. Sometimes she thought about giving up tending bar and getting a serious day job, but she liked having her mornings and afternoons wide open. Besides, with Jake out of the picture, the bar at least kept her from some lonely evenings. For now.


Teeth, face, juice, another cup of coffee. She ran back into the bedroom and from her dresser she grabbed the tiny verdigris mermaid, one of the few possessions that had traveled the world with her. Her good-luck charm. A present from her mother one long-ago birthday. Celeste shoved her journal in her pack and banged out through the doorway into the damp, late autumn morning, zipped up her ratty down vest, and took off at a brisk pace for Larry’s house, fifteen minutes across town.


It was the kind of morning that made her dread winter’s arrival—dark and damp, with the threat of sleet hanging in the low gray clouds. The big Victorian houses along the way looked as dreary as the day, their porches emptied of summer’s wicker furniture, tired perennial gardens cut down to spiky stems, front stoops dotted with wrinkled, worn-out jack-o’-lanterns. Dry brown leaves scuttled across the sidewalks in the raw wind, and a raucous murder of crows wheeled above the bare trees on the hills overlooking the town. Once winter actually arrived, Celeste would feel better, but the anticipation of the increasingly dark weeks ahead made this transition hard to take. Everyone seemed depressed and cranky between Halloween and the first week in December when the Christmas lights went up at last and, with some luck, an early snow brightened the rolling New England landscape.


Celeste hugged her journal to her chest as she walked through town, head down, trying to figure out the dream. Maybe it was one of those “big” dreams Larry had always hoped she’d have. Like the one about the whale bones she discovered with the Indian elders. Or the one with the tall, African man in his sky-blue caftan holding her hand as they gazed out to sea from atop a grassy bluff. Maybe she’d finally broken through into the Third Level dreams Larry promised would emerge when she joined the Dreamers, Larry’s hand-picked group of advanced clients. Great. Right when she was about to jump ship and leave all that craziness behind, she may have finally crashed through the barrier that had kept her on the fringes for almost a year.


No. One dream was not going to crumble her resolve. Celeste began to practice her lines.


“Larry, I’m done. Larry, I’m leaving you,” she chanted under her breath right up to the walkway leading through an overgrown lilac hedge, across the patchy brown lawn to his little brick Cape. It stood out in this town of wooden clapboard homes, always reminding her of the third little pig’s house— too sturdy to be blown over by the big, bad wolf.


She hesitated before stepping onto the flagstones, stuffing the journal into her pack. She could still skip the appointment. She didn’t need to tell Larry she was quitting. The old Celeste, the one she’d been before Larry, wouldn’t have had any trouble just walking away; but Larry had huffed and puffed until her defiance finally crumbled into compliance. Besides, she was curious about that dream. She felt for the mermaid in her pocket. Squaring her shoulders, she marched up the walk, past the weed-choked flower beds, through the front door, and into Larry Blatsky’s waiting room.




CHAPTER TWO


THE END
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In Larry’s overheated reception area, Celeste squirmed on the lumpy couch, rearranging the heart-shaped silk pillows nestled in its corners. She’d never been good at sitting with her thoughts, and today she was so nervous she couldn’t stop fidgeting. To distract herself, she perused the few paintings that hung on the walls—a half dozen small watercolors of starry nights and blue skies filled with diaphanous angels. In the beginning, Celeste had thought all the art must have been done by children, but she learned via the local bar gossip that these were the only traces left of Larry’s wife. She’d disappeared, whispered the group of Larry’s loyal insiders. Ran off with some hippie guy, they’d heard, and Larry had never mentioned her since. Strange. Why hadn’t he tried to erase these reminders of their life together? Perhaps he’d just never gotten around to it, like she still hadn’t managed to throw out Jake’s can of shaving cream in her medicine cabinet. As long as it remained, there was still hope he’d be back.


Still restless, Celeste picked through the faded backpack she used as a purse, looking for something to read. She pulled out her journal and began thumbing through the last few months of dreams. When she’d first begun therapy, Celeste had filled up one of these notebooks in a matter of weeks. Lately, though, her dreams had seemed mundane: no more handsome leading men, Larry’s so-called Golden Princes, no more villainous “Dark Mother” figures to puzzle over or gestalt in her visits to Larry. In fact, her dreams had shrunk down to snippets, mostly truncated reruns of the events of her day, either too boring to even bother recording or dreams about Jake she knew would cause trouble. The dreams had lost their potency as the pain of losing Jake had replaced the pain Larry kept trying to get her to dredge up from her past.


She was still flipping through the pages when the door to Larry’s office opened. Out came an unfamiliar man, tall and gaunt, wearing mirrored Ray-Bans, clutching his own dream journal, a flimsy composition notebook. New client, she guessed, or at least one she’d never seen before. Larry was right behind him. The man turned in the doorway and the much shorter, much stouter Larry reached up and threw his arms around the man’s concave chest in his ritual good-bye hug. The man pulled back and stiffened.


Larry’s hugs were something Celeste also tried unsuccessfully to avoid. At five foot ten she towered over him, and too often he ended up with his head pressed against her admittedly small breasts. She never liked hugs from anyone, but from the beginning Larry had forced them on her, telling her that she needed to surrender to his love.


“Open your heart to me, Cel,” he’d say as he came in for the clinch. “Drop the armor and let me in.”


She’d done exactly that for Jake and discovered that his hugs were warm and comforting, while Larry’s continued to feel cold and forced. Larry had managed to convince her that her unwillingness to melt on contact was her own fault. It had taken her far too long to understand that Larry’s game wasn’t actually about opening her heart. It was about opening her wallet, over and over until there was nothing left. At any rate, she doubted he’d be hugging her today.


“Okay, man, you know the plan, right?” said Larry, thumping the man on the back so hard his whole bony frame shook and a shock of white hair tumbled across his forehead. “See you in a few.”


The man nodded, then walked by Celeste, looking down at his feet and smiling to himself. He looked familiar. Maybe the new pharmacist over at Downtown Drugs? Or perhaps she’d seen him in the meditation room at the Buddhist laundry.


Other therapists, she’d heard, had separate entrances and exits for clients or would at least space their appointments to avoid any embarrassing encounters. That would have made sense in this small town where Larry seemed to be ministering to almost everyone. Larry, however, didn’t believe in confidentiality.


“Privacy is overrated,” he’d said after telling her all about the erotic, almost pornographic, dreams one of the Dreamers had had about her.


In fact, Larry made a point of sharing intimate details of his clients’ lives and dreams because, he’d once explained, it deepened the Dreamscape for all. “My wish,” he’d told her years ago, “is to have all my clients sharing their dreams, caught up in the big web of the Dreamscape. We could be the collective unconscious of Riverton Falls!” That sounded great at the time, very spiritual and deep, until she realized Larry’s real need was to be the Dream Master himself, in charge of not only his clients’ dream lives but their waking lives, too.


“Come on in, Cel,” Larry said, waving her through the door.


“It’s Celeste, actually.” Larry and the Dreamers were the only people who ever called her Cel, and until now she’d never had the confidence to correct them. Today would be different.


She slid by him, looking down. Larry’s head barely reached her shoulders, allowing her to take measure of the growing bald spot that he tried to cover by teasing back his thinning blond hair into a feathery pompadour.


Larry’s office was as drab as his waiting room, plain old brown office furniture she guessed he’d salvaged from a bankruptcy sale, though Celeste figured with the rates he charged, he could afford better. She sometimes wondered just what exactly he did with all the money he hauled in from his clients. Probably stashed it in some overseas tax-dodge account. The fancy-looking computer on his desk was the only thing in the office that didn’t look tired and worn.


No diplomas or certificates hung on the walls, something Celeste should have paid attention to the first time she’d entered his office. Never having been to a therapist before, maybe, she’d naively thought, dream therapists didn’t display their credentials like doctors or massage therapists. It never occurred to her that Larry had no certificates.


Celeste sat in one of the two mismatched, straight-backed chairs in front of Larry’s desk, crossing her legs and folding her arms tightly against her chest. Suddenly from behind her came a loud command: “Feel the pain! Feel the pain!”


Celeste grabbed both sides of her seat and turned her head to glare at the talker. In the corner, pacing freely along a thin bamboo perch, Larry’s blue and green parrot bobbed his head up and down. Pete never failed to alarm her, especially when he landed on her head and pecked at her ears, as he had on more than one occasion. Sometimes when she was deep in a gestalt of some particularly scary or disconcerting dream, he would fly in frantic circles around the office. Larry refused to clip the bird’s wings. Something about leaving him wild and free.


“Shut up, Pete!” Larry yelled. “Tea?” He wiggled the mug Celeste was certain the pharmacist had just finished drinking from and walked to the closet where he kept his electric kettle, along with some Lipton tea bags and powdered creamer.


“No thanks.”


They went through this same ritual every week, but Larry never noticed how she cringed just imagining drinking from the crusty mug.


“Cookie?” Larry asked, returning to his rolling chair and pushing a plate of hard chocolate discs toward her. His own half-eaten baloney sandwich rested on a paper napkin on his desk. Celeste remembered when his cookies had always been so deliciously gooey and homemade and his grade-school-style sandwiches had seemed charming. In the beginning, she’d felt like she’d been invited to tea with a friend who was there just for her, ready and willing to listen to her darkest secrets and deepest fears.


Back then, Larry had seemed eccentric, so even though he’d often been overly tough on her, she’d forgiven what seemed his necessary ass-kicking. He just wanted her to dive into her dreams and crack open her psyche, which he claimed had grown calloused and cold after all those years she’d turned her back on what he called her “Vital Self.” For years, she had completely trusted his guidance, believing he could see more of her than she could see of herself. Larry could drop inside her like a spelunker into a deep, dank cave and hunt down every last lie she’d ever told herself or anyone else. Even now, she believed he’d transformed her life by opening the door to her heart. Once that door was flung wide, however, and Jake had walked in, everything changed.


She looked at the plate of cookies on the desk. The time for tea and sympathy was long past. “No thanks. Larry, I . . .” She now realized she should tell him right off the bat this was her last session, before she lost her nerve and succumbed once again to his offerings. But that dream—she had to know what it was. Maybe this plan to leave Larry wasn’t about Jake at all, but another attempt to sabotage her own progress, as Larry had made her believe when she’d tried to get away before. No, she scolded herself, Larry’s not dragging me back in. Not this time.


“Done your homework?” Larry continued, shoving the last crust of sandwich into his mouth then leaning back in his chair. Celeste watched him chew, little crumbs gathering at the corners of his mouth.


Homework. She hadn’t even thought about it since her last session. When she’d first started coming to Larry, the homework had consumed her.


“Feel your pain, your abandonment, how deeply afraid you are,” Larry had urged. “Be the little orphan girl of your dreams. See how hungry she is, how hard she is trying to keep help from getting in the door? Stay with her.” Back then he’d seemed an insistent but not unkind guide, challenging her to uncover what he called her “Shadow,” the parts of herself she’d hidden away long ago to protect herself from the chaos her drunken parents created around her. He’d explained how, with his help and her dedication to the homework, she would be reunited with the “Magical Child” she had once been, the child who still huddled somewhere inside her.


For the first couple of years, she’d immersed herself in the dream images. She’d walked and walked, spending hours on the twisting paths of Hutchins Park, feeling the sadness and utter hopelessness of her dream children, looking down so no one would notice that her eyes were perpetually red from crying. She had nursed the little nub of pain until it blossomed into a hardy vine, twisting through her thoughts, strangling the seedling of self-confidence she’d tried so long to cultivate. The pain had made her life feel significant. So what if she spent most of her time alone, weeping and wailing in the woods or huddled in the corner of her living room couch conjuring up images of starving babies and misshapen children hidden in the dungeons and attics of her dreams? She was growing into her authenticity, Larry had said, into her Vital Self.


Every time any niggling doubts about his methods or insights crept into her sessions, Larry pounced, reeling her right back into the Dreamscape. “Cel, Cel, that’s your false pride, your Demon Mind talking. It’s scared. It’s fighting back. It knows you’re trying to kill it.” Over and over, Larry had managed to convince her that she was on the verge of a breakthrough, dangling the reward of a new life just out of her reach. All she had to do, he whispered, was let go, surrender, and let herself drown in the streams, the ponds, the waves always flooding her dreams.


“Come on! Stop being afraid of the water! Ya gotta let yourself sink, dive into the waves. You gotta die to be reborn. Then you’ll be ready to become a Dreamer.” Still, she kept struggling to stay afloat. Dream after dream, she fought the pull of the tide. Until Jake.


Now she forgot her homework assignments the moment she walked out the door. Looking back, she couldn’t believe she’d actually fallen for Larry’s promise of a life free from the self-doubt and anxiety that still plagued her. Here she sat, older and in many ways wiser, and Larry still hadn’t delivered. In fact, when she’d made the big leap and fallen in love at last, he’d ripped all the happiness she’d found right out from under her. No, she’d had enough of the Dreamscape.


She wasn’t only leaving Larry, though. She’d also have to say good-bye to the Dreamers, the group that had become her family. Maybe this was finally the dream that would make her a full-fledged member at last, part of the inner circle, the members who claimed they dreamed each other’s dreams. How could she know unless Larry told her? After these years with Larry, she’d almost forgotten how to think for herself or trust her own intuition.


“So, ya didn’t do your homework, did ya?” Larry leaned back in his chair. The buttons on his flowered Hawaiian shirt strained over his big belly. “What’s your problem? You’re looking a little uneasy today, nervous. Letting your shame take over? Again?”


Celeste looked down at her lap, struggling to hold on to her determination as Larry described exactly the feelings that had swallowed her a few hours earlier. How did he know she’d woken up feeling like she’d done something she needed to hide?


“You’re letting the Demon Mind swamp you even after all the work we’ve done together. Don’t you understand you’re paralyzed with fear—that you’re getting older, that your life is getting smaller and more meaningless by the day? Instead of reaching inside, like I’ve told you and told you, you’re just letting it happen. And I thought we were actually getting somewhere with you.”


She tried to push her hurt feelings back down where they belonged, angry at herself for the tears gathering along her lower eyelids.


“There’s some tissues on the table if ya need ’em.” Celeste shook her head no, stifling her little snuffling whimpers, and screwed up her resolve. She would not let Larry make her cry today. He would not bully her into anything ever again.


Larry pushed the Kleenex box toward her anyway, then leaned forward in his swivel chair, waiting to type up her words. “Let’s get to work on your dream. I presume you brought a dream even if you didn’t do your homework.” He sounded fed up with her. “Let’s get in there and find out what those tears are all about so you can work on them for next time.”


“But I’m not—”


Larry talked right over her. “I’m serious here, Cel. If ya wanna keep working with me, then ya gotta keep up. How many times do I gotta say it? You go right back to the same old defensive patterns. Look at how you’re sitting, all locked up around yourself, keeping that heart suited up for battle, but afraid to make a move. Am I right?”


Celeste shook her head, staring down. She watched as a fat tear from each eye fell into her lap, and then she hugged herself tighter. How could he still have this much power over her? Do it, goddamn it, she yelled inside her head. Tell him!


“I’m not—”


“Feel the pain!” Pete squawked, drowning out her whispered words.


Larry wasn’t listening to her anyway. “Like how you still got that ring on.”


Celeste protectively covered the engagement ring with her right hand. Jake had designed it for her before he’d even asked her to marry him—a sapphire, her birthstone, a sky-blue Ceylon surrounded by diamond chips in an antique white-gold setting—the most beautiful thing she’d ever owned, better than anything she’d ever imagined—though engagement rings had never been something she’d thought much about.


“Jesus, Cel, when are you going to let go and move on in your life? Don’t you know it’s over with Jake? We’ve gone around and around on this. Your dreams are crystal clear, even if you refuse to believe them. Jake’s no good for you; he’s holding you back, keeping you from surrendering to the Dreamscape, to Dreamland. Let go of him. The choice is clear. You can’t keep living this double life.” Larry shook his head, puckering his lips as if he wanted to spit. “Jeez, just make up your mind once and for all.”


Celeste felt her face flush red. “Jake’s none of your business, Larry. In fact, I’m . . . this is . . .” She drew in her breath, trying to summon her earlier resolve, but just as she was about to get the practiced words out, Larry exploded from his chair, arms outstretched, hands waving like signals in the air. He suddenly looked like a furious dwarf out of some Grimms’ fairytale, bellowing and snorting at her as he shot out from behind his desk on his stumpy, little legs.


“No, I’m just your therapist! Are you fucking kidding me? Everything’s my business! When are you going to finally get that?”


She shrank back as he barreled toward her. “I guess never, since this is my last appointment.” There, she did it. Triumph and relief.


But Larry kept coming at her until he stopped abruptly in front of her, looking down at her sitting there and squinting through his tiny washed-out blue eyes. “So we’re going to play that game again, are we?” His voice softened, but she could still hear the cold steel under his words. “You know you’re not ready to leave, Cel. We’ve been through this how many times?” He bent toward her, his face just inches from hers, the baloney and onion fumes on his breath making her wince. “Can’t you hear yourself? Can’t you hear that pride, that stubborn resistance to any help anyone wants to offer you? Sometimes I have to wonder what you’ve even gotten out of all these years of work.”


“Me too.” Celeste could feel the rising sob finally overwhelming her. Larry hadn’t always been such a bully. She stared at her boots to avoid his eyes and his breath as he hovered over her. She could almost feel the heat drain from him, replaced by the sharp, cold edge of anger that scared her once again into submission. Her courage was slipping away like water down the drain, leaving a dirty ring of fear and resentment.


Larry walked to the window and stared out at the bare branches of the lilac hedge that surrounded the house, and she watched him breathe deeply, almost visibly reining in his anger. “You’re letting your Demon Mind run ya, Cel. It’s the same poisonous voice that tells ya to go back to Jake, to do the thing that undermines your true strength. Look at the timing.” He drummed his stubby fingers on the window sill, striking them one at a time as he made his points. “You’ve been making big breakthroughs. You’re starting to make an impact on the Dreamscape. You’re moving at last into Upper Level dreams, exactly what we’ve been trying to get to all this time. Any day now, you’re going to start entering the Collective Dreams. I can feel it, this close.” He turned back toward her, holding his two hands barely an inch apart, as if saying all she had to do was take that last little leap. As if telling her she stood a hair’s breadth from Nirvana. “Now you’re scared, ready to run off to some hidey-hole instead of reaching out one more time, when everything you’ve wanted is almost in your grasp. Jake’s an excuse, Cel. A way to avoid facing yourself once and for all.”


Maybe he was right. Running away just when things got interesting was her specialty. She was an expert at pulling up stakes, moving on whenever anyone got too close or wanted anything more than a superficial smile. Give her a promotion or an engagement ring and she was out the door. Sure, Jake had been the one to move out, but her lies had sent him away. Now here she was with this dream, maybe the dream, and she was ready to jump ship once again.


Larry turned back to the window and sighed. “Anyway, you know Jake and Nicole are seeing each other again, don’t you?”


Celeste grabbed the arms of the chair. He had to be lying. Jake had barely spoken to Nicole since their divorce. “I don’t believe you,” she said. “You don’t know that.”


“Yes, I do, Cel. Nicole told me yesterday. That she was thinking of moving back in with him.”


Now she knew he was messing with her. Even if Jake had wanted Nicole in his life again, there was no way Nicole— with her perfect hair and her fashionista wardrobe—would be going back to live with Jake in his off-the-grid cabin out in the woods. And, after all the crap Jake had given Celeste about becoming a Dreamer, she knew he’d never want the woman in charge of the group to move in. Even if that woman was Nicole, his own ex-wife. Celeste smiled to herself with relief, but Larry just shrugged and continued to gaze out the window, looking forlorn as he always did when he talked about Nicole, his Dreamscape queen and, as far as Celeste could tell, unrequited love.


Finally, Larry turned back toward Celeste, his lower lip trembling, his gaze both plaintive and sympathetic. “Believe me, I know how much that hurts to hear. But here’s the proof.” Larry walked back behind his desk, fiddled with the keyboard. He swung the monitor toward Celeste, revealing a full-screen shot of Jake and Nicole, sitting on a bench, heads inclined toward each other, looking into each other’s eyes.


Celeste turned her head away and shrugged. “So?” she said. “What were you doing? Stalking them?” She thought Larry could be trying to trick her, but he’d already popped a big hole in the hope she’d felt that morning.


“So admit it’s over and begin the healing. To be happy, it’s the Dreamscape you need, Cel. Not Jake.” Larry held out his hand to her. “Jake is moving on, and you need to do the same. I’m here to help. Time to give me that ring.”


Celeste looked at his open palm. No way, she screamed inside, no way I’m trading in this ring for you and the Dreamscape. She didn’t want to follow this absurd request. She didn’t want to turn over the most important thing in her life. But Larry always knew how to find her most vulnerable spot and drive the knife in. The anger and hurt the photo had unleashed poured through her as she wriggled the ring up her finger and eased it over her knuckle.


There was his hand—cupped fingers ready to take the last hope of Jake from her, and she was letting it happen. She couldn’t stop herself. Jake was right. She still couldn’t stand up to Larry, and until she could, Jake would never take her back. But maybe it was too late anyway. Maybe Jake really was going back to Nicole. Maybe surrendering to Larry was the only way Celeste would find happiness. Still screaming inside—no, no, no—she watched her ring fall like a shiny tear into Larry’s waiting hand.


“Now, you see, you’ll be able to give Bruce a chance.”


“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Celeste said, keeping her eyes on Larry’s closed fist. Larry loved playing matchmaker, and she’d seen him rearrange couples because of a handful of dream images. Those long-time Dreamers fell for it, switching partners as if they were at a contra dance. But not her, even if she did give up her ring. “I still love Jake. I don’t even like Bruce.”


“His dreams, Cel, they say all I need to know. He’s the one for you.”


“His dreams? What about my dreams?”


“Your dreams? They’re still full of mud. How can I know what you want?”


“But you just said I was so close.” She held up her hands, palms nearly touching, just as he had done a few minutes earlier.


Shaking his head, he mumbled something she couldn’t quite catch and walked back behind his desk. He dropped her ring into the inlaid wooden box next to his mouse pad. The lid fell shut with a snap.


“Speaking of dreams, we’ve got a few more minutes. You did at least bring a dream, right?” Larry pushed a craggy crystal as big as a baby’s head toward her—the jagged five-pound chunk of smoky quartz he had often handed her, and no doubt his other clients, to clear their minds and empty their hearts of fear and anger and recall the depth of the dreams he claimed were the pathway to the “Shining Spirit.”


Celeste nodded. She clutched the sharp-edged rock, thinking how much it looked like a frozen pile of snow at the end of a long winter, its surface a dirty gray, somehow still glinting in the light from the window. Larry sat down and swiveled his chair toward the computer, arching his hands over the keyboard, ready to type like a pianist about to play.


“I can’t remember much of it. I woke up feeling like I’d done something terribly wrong. Like I’d gotten really angry and hurt someone. And at the same time, I felt like I was the one who’d been hurt. Only I didn’t seem to be in the dream,” Celeste said. “More like it was someone else’s dream. Does any of that make sense?” She ran her fingers along the crystal’s rough edges, trying to believe it could actually suck the shame from her. There was something creepy about that crystal— charged with the negative emotions of half the town, the same way Larry’s computer held onto all their dreams.


“Everything in the dream is you. You know that. Why don’t you read it to me, then close your eyes and see if anything comes back. That works sometimes.”


Balancing the ungainly rock on her lap, Celeste bent over and pulled her journal from her backpack, trying to hide the tears she wished weren’t gathering again in her eyes. Once more she’d been defeated, and now she was following directions as if nothing had happened. She wondered how she would ever get away from this man.


She read what she’d written down that morning, then closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair, edging back into the dream, trying again to remember. Larry was right. An image swam up behind her closed eyelids. “A kitchen,” she whispered. “A woman, apron tied around her neck, rocking forward and back, like she’s kneading bread.” Just then everything went black, the image disappearing from Celeste. Her eyes flew open and she gagged, gulping for air, suddenly terrified. Biting down hard on her lower lip, she tried to bring herself back into the room where she expected Larry to be waiting for her.


Instead she found a man she hardly recognized, his face sheet-white, shoulders hunched, hands clutching the left side of his chest. “Larry?”


He looked up. “Is this a joke? Who gave you that dream? Did Jake put you up to this?” His voice sounded thick, as if he had a hard time forcing out the words.


“Jake? Why?”


“What kind of game are you playing? Who told you to come here with this?”


She could hardly hear him now, and he seemed to be shrinking into his chair. “Told me? Are you okay?” Celeste wondered if she should help him. He looked like he was having a heart attack.


Gradually, he leaned forward and pulled himself to his feet. “Get out,” he hissed, the words like a hot wind blowing across the desk. “Leave.”


Fear bolted through Celeste. She jumped to her feet. The crystal crashed to the floor. Larry stumbled from behind his desk. Instead of coming at her, he went to the door and yanked it open. Celeste scooped up her pack and her vest, caught herself from tripping over the chair legs, and backed toward the exit.


“Awk!” screeched Pete, launching from his perch, his unclipped wings whipping the air in front of her face. She covered her head and took off.




CHAPTER THREE


TAROT TRICKS


[image: Images]


Hurrying from the office, Celeste zipped her vest against a blast of November wind. Behind her, she could hear a door slamming over and over and Larry bellowing, his voice following her across the yard and out through the lilac hedge as she picked up speed. Her pack banged against her hip as she headed down Maple Street, muttering to herself, trying to figure out what had happened. She’d thrown back the curtain on the Wizard of Riverton Falls and found a half-crazed little man, as fearful as all the people he counseled. The dream had scared Larry enough to chase her away. She was free. That’s what she’d wanted. Only he wasn’t supposed to throw her out! She was supposed to leave him!


Slowing, she tried to catch her breath. A rising sense of relief calmed her confusion as she neared the center of town. The streets of Riverton were almost empty on this blustery day, except for the meter maid in her green uniform, pacing the curb, tapping her pen on her ticket book, counting the minutes for the next poor soul’s meter to expire.


Celeste stopped outside the Corner Cup Café. Any other day, she would have gone straight in and joined the group of Dreamers who usually gathered around the diner’s big center table, all inhaling their amaretto-flavored cappuccinos, Larry’s drink of choice. She imagined them there now, the women in tunics and leggings, the men in loose pants and flowing shirts, discussing one dream or another someone had had the night before. It would be so easy to go in, pull up a chair on the outside of the circle, next to those two annoying newbies, Sarabande and Arun, and listen in. Everyone would welcome her with nods and smiles, still unaware of what had happened in Larry’s office, unaware that her days as a Dreamer were over.


Instead, she headed for the bench on the Rialto Bridge down the block where, on sunny days, nomadic anarchists in their black leather jackets hung out, cigarettes dangling from pierced lips, and white Rasta wannabes kicked around Hacky Sacks and beat on African drums. In this weather, though, she had the bench to herself.


She dropped her pack on the wooden seat and plunked down next to it. The icy slats stung her thighs. Yes, she’d wanted out, but now she was really alone, just like she’d been when she went to Larry in the first place—older and wiser than when she’d started, maybe, but definitely a whole lot poorer. Not only had she lost her tiny savings and her fiancé, she’d also given up some essential sense of who she had always been—the tough, wisecracking, courageous Celeste who could take on the world one-handed. Until Larry got hold of her. He’d turned her into this whimpering woman she hardly recognized. She wished she could ask for a refund.


Getting up from the bench, Celeste leaned over the bridge railing, pushing one knee between the carved pillars of the granite balustrade. The West Branch, swollen with November rain, frothed and surged as it plunged beneath the street before spilling into the Pelletier River two blocks away. In the summer, she’d noticed kids in kayaks paddle beneath the bridge and disappear into a watery tunnel under the block of buildings on the other side of Maple Street. She admired their daring as they entered the darkness, not sure what they’d encounter. Now she wondered what the hell they thought they were getting themselves into, diving into danger that way, as she’d so heedlessly dived into the Dreamscape.


She watched the swirling eddies in the current below her on the bridge. The river wound and unwound itself, pulling in bits of twigs and trash and then spitting them out over and over again. Maybe it was too late to get her old life back. Not that she wanted all of it. That’s why she’d gone to Larry in the first place: she was finally worn out from running, country to country, man to man. Until Riverton, until Jake. She had to thank the Dreamscape for that. If Larry hadn’t ripped off her armor, she’d never have let herself open her heart. But if he hadn’t torn the guts out of her at the same time, she would have been able to get away once Jake proposed. It was all such a contradiction. Shaking her head, she scolded herself. Get it together, girl! This is what you’ve been fighting for, a chance to retrieve your life!


“Tarot, lady? Futures for free!” Celeste spun around at the sound of the raspy voice that seemed to rise from the ground next to the bench. She looked down. A squirming bundle of rags on a moth-eaten blanket propped up a cardboard sign that read “Tarot Trickster—Readings by Donation” in smeared red Sharpie. Oh, this guy. The heap of rags, she realized, was actually a filthy Army-surplus-type greatcoat draped over a small man with a tower of dreadlocks that made his head look twice as tall as the rest of him. He reeked of stale tobacco and old sweat. Celeste wrinkled her nose. Over the past week, she’d noticed him huddled outside the Corner Cup Café, like a small grungy garden gnome, inviting every passer-by to sit down for a tarot reading.


“Hey, lady, come find out where you’re going in such a hurry!” he’d plead in his cracked, reedy voice whenever she stormed by at her usual frantic pace. She wondered why he’d picked this cold time of year to wander into Riverton, anyway. He’d missed foliage season and all the tourists that blew in with it, if that’s what he’d been looking for.


Celeste turned back to face the river, trying to block out his pleas. She’d just gotten away from one crazy man; she didn’t need another. Still, right now, with everything sliding out from under her, she wanted someone to tell her what was around the bend. She pivoted.


“You did say free, right?”


The man pointed to his sign and held out a dirt-creased palm. Celeste sighed, pulled a dollar bill from her vest pocket and handed it over, pinching it at the edge so she wouldn’t have to touch the man. She wasn’t usually this wary; she’d seen people far worse off, but not in this part of the world. “There you go.”


He looked at the dollar, then up at Celeste, and that’s when she got her first good look at his face. She’d expected a weather-beaten Charles Manson type, eyes wild and deranged. Now that she looked at him more closely, she realized the Manson effect was a projection, as Larry would have warned—a scrim she had pulled over his actual face. His gaze was far from wild; in fact, it was strangely calming, and as she looked into those chocolate-brown eyes, she felt the raging tension of the last couple of hours begin to subside.


“I know it’s not much, but it’s what I have on me,” she lied.


The man shrugged and nodded, seemingly unconcerned, then patted a spot on the blanket next to him. “Down here by me, by me, if you please, Lady Celeste, I guess?”


“How did you know my name?”


“Small town, big ears.”


“Right. And you are?”


“Today I call me Adam.” He giggled.


“All righty, Adam Today, but I can see the cards fine from over here.” She sat back down on the bench.


“No bedbugs to bug you, lady.” Adam’s voice was high-pitched, kind of scratchy.


“No, not bedbugs,” Celeste lied again.


He stared up at her with those eyes. Celeste could see herself floating in their pools of sorrow and compassion, and then she found herself, for the second time that day, being pulled to do something she didn’t want to do. Once again, she couldn’t help herself. She slid off the bench and knelt just outside the hem of rags. The cold of the sidewalk sent goose bumps up her spine. She pulled the collar of her vest around her face for warmth and as a buffer against the man’s unpleasant odor. Now that she was closer, though, she was surprised to notice a spicy undertone. Aftershave? Whatever the scent, it somehow actually made it more bearable.


“All dust, all ashes, all one,” Adam said as he shuffled the cards, quick and smooth as any card shark she’d ever gambled with in Singapore. “Open your heart, lady, to tarot’s truth,” he said. “Hearts believe, no matter the mind, no matter the song of the skeptic.”


This little guy had figured her out fast. She thought Larry was the only one who could see right through her, but maybe she was easier to read than she thought.


“Yours to question, the cards to answer. Some sadness? Some hope? Your need, my command.”


Celeste thought for a split second and then blurted out, “Now what?”


“Now the question.” Adam watched her face, still sliding the cards between his hands.


“That is the question. What’s next for me?”


He gazed up again, tilting his pile of dreadlocks from side to side as if sizing her up, getting her full measure. “Yesterday and today hide seeds of tomorrow.”


“What’s that about?” She sighed, shifting over on her freezing knees to huddle on a tiny corner of the blanket. Adam handed her the pack of cards, which she took gingerly, noticing their oily sheen. “Little donation, little reading,” he told Celeste. Then he asked her to divide the cards into three piles and turn over the top card on each stack. When she was done, he let his gaze linger over the row, nodding and scratching at his patchy beard.


“What do you see?” Celeste asked.


“Angels and archetypes, fluttering, fluttering,” he mumbled, still staring at the cards.


Archetypes? That was part of Larry’s jargon. Larry thought he had the archetypal realm all locked up in this town, yet here was this street bum doing the same work, asking for dollar donations instead of a check for $150.


Pointing to the first pile with his dirt-encrusted, ragged fingernail, Adam began, “Your past brings you here, to this moment, this day.” He handed her the card and she studied the colorful picture—a shining, golden-haired youth in flowered brocade appeared to march along blithely, completely unaware that he was about to plunge over a cliff into a roiling sea. A terrier mutt yapped at his heels, as if warning him to stop and look around before it was too late. At the bottom of the card she read two words: “The Fool.”


“Unheeding, uncaring, the Fool rushes in, danger at your feet. Time to fly? Time to fall?” Adam fixed his brown eyes on her face, searching, it seemed, for some clue to her past.


She stared at the card wondering what to do next.


“Ask him your question, find your response.” Again, the guy was using Larry’s tricks. And Larry thought he was so special! “What part of my past are you?” she asked, looking the hapless Fool in his minuscule eye. Then, as if switching chairs for the gestalt in Larry’s office, she shifted her weight from her right hip to her left and began to answer in a high voice she thought sounded like the sprightly voice of her younger, more foolish self. “I’m the girl who left home to wander the world, gaily unaware of danger, of the abyss. I am the girl who always looked out, never within.”
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