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PART ONE






Prologue


Most women know this feeling of being more and more invisible every day.


—Chuck Palahniuk


There I was, in my little Honda Accord, parked under a tree, thinking I was hidden from view, sobbing my eyes out. I sat up sharply when a young man rapped on my window and asked me if I was okay. I hastily wiped the tears from my eyes. Judging from the look of shock on that poor boy’s face, I knew I had smeared black mascara down half my face. I attempted a weak smile and a nod of my head to let him know I was fine—God forbid he should feel bad on my account.


I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope, though. My youngest son, Cody, had just kissed me good-bye as he strode eagerly into his new home—a newly-built dormitory on the campus at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. It had been agony when my oldest son, Julian, had left three short years before, but at least I still had my baby at home: a raison d’être. Now that my baby had flown the nest, what did I have left?


How had this happened? How had I become this weak, simpering, pathetic person? Who the hell was this woman?


I used to be so robust. I used to travel around the globe, hitchhike alone, grab the world with both hands—carefree and oh so strong. It seemed like only yesterday that I had been the one wandering in and out of stately university halls, the one who was fiercely embracing the wild abandon of newfound independence.


I looked down at myself sitting in the red bucket seat of my little car. I half expected to see my body turning hazy and disappearing right before my eyes. That’s what it felt like. Like I was disappearing, diminishing. It felt like I had been tearing out small pieces of myself and then giving them away, bit by bit.


I had been a good wife. I supported my husband, Jay, while he pursued the jobs and the life he thought would be best for us. Then I had children and I became a good mother. My boys confirmed I was the best mother anyone could ever hope for. Even when Jay died suddenly, I knew I had to hold it together for the kids. I was there for them and simply threw myself more than ever into my maternal role. But eventually, I gave away so much of myself that I wasn’t sure I even existed anymore.


I glanced over at the passenger seat, where a note from my big sister, Kenya, sat. She had left it for me, wishing me a safe trip as I dropped off my son to start his new life. She knew it would be a hard journey. I silently sent her a blessing. Kenya knew me so well. She and I had become a team when our mother had died very young, and we had helped raise each other, although because I was only sixteen when our mother died and because Kenya was the older sister, she had definitely taken on the lion’s share of responsibility.


Our mother, Kathryn, had been a hopeless romantic and had had a peculiar penchant for the letter K—hence our names, Kenya and Katya, which eventually became shortened to Ki and Kat. This note from my sister, however, was addressed simply to K, which had replaced Kat more and more as of late. I snorted humorlessly—even my name was diminishing. As I sat there in my car, feeling bereft, with tears streaming down my face, I wondered whether one day soon I would just be reduced to the point of nonexistence.


“Oh, hell!” I said out loud to myself. “Quit feeling sorry for yourself, or at least leave this parking lot and don’t embarrass your poor son any further.”


And, with that, I hastily backed my Honda out of its space, barely missing a young woman loaded down with pillows and boxes.


Shamefaced, I mouthed, Sorry, and drove away.


My tears welled up again as I thought of my son, so eager to join the other young people who were wandering around on campus, strutting their youth and independence. The thought of returning to my cold, empty house was just too much to bear.


The sun was shining and the leaves were just starting to change colors as I drove through town. The day seemed so bright and autumnal, so optimistic—the opposite of how I felt.


I noticed a small pub I used to frequent, the site of many late nights and raucous events with Kenya and a few other friends. I hadn’t been there in years; as a matter of fact, I hadn’t had any alcohol in years. However, at that particular moment, it seemed like the perfect place to go—dark inside, to match my mood. There was no one home who would miss me. No one would notice if I had just a bit of wine to ease the pain of saying good-bye to my baby. So I pulled into the parking area of the pub and swore I would have just one glass of wine before I went home, just to numb the pain a little bit and to postpone entering the inevitable empty house awaiting me.


I parked my car, went inside, and paused for a minute to allow my eyes to adjust to the dim interior after the bright sunlight. I went up to the bar and ordered a glass of wine. I took the glass over to a seat as far away from the window and the sunlight as possible. I savored the first sip; it went down like . . . well, like the first sip of wine after a period of abstinence. It felt great.


As I sat at the table and twirled the glass, watching the wine swirl around, I thought about motherhood, and I couldn’t help recalling my own mother, a melancholy alcoholic whose depression and alcoholism had overshadowed our family and our home my entire childhood. Weeks could go by without the curtains being opened at all. It didn’t matter whether it was winter or summer; our house existed in a perpetual, oppressive state of gloom. Dishes didn’t get washed and laundry piled up while our mother sat at the kitchen table, listening to opera records, drinking bourbon, and crying. I hated being there.


My mother had once been an independent woman. She had gone to the University of California, Berkeley, in the ’40s, which was relatively rare for a woman back then. She used to love to tell Kenya and me about going to Cal way back when. Her sister, my aunt, also went to Cal. When they got together, they would drink and laugh and tell inside jokes. It was fun to sit and listen to them as they reminisced. Well, fun for the first hour, until they got drunk and sloppy. Their influence and stories were what inspired both Kenya and me to go to UC Berkeley, too. Sisters following sisters, in more ways than one.


My mom finished her degree and then got a good job working at the ports of San Francisco—again, a real rarity for women back then. She told stories about that time in her life with a light in her eyes. I could almost imagine what she had been like.


But she had somehow become a shadow of the woman she once was. She had lost herself. It began when she got married. She was a good Catholic girl, and she married a good Catholic boy, and so she quit her job and got pregnant. My father bought the family a nice house in the Bay Area, and my mother started her rapid descent.


I’m not sure if it was the alcohol that caused the depression in my mother or if the depression made the alcoholism worse, but either way, the combination was lethal. Everything seemed to overwhelm her, and the way she dealt with the pressure was to drink, which meant that nothing got done, which meant that she seemed even more overwhelmed.


As much as I hated being home, I also didn’t feel very comfortable in my own skin, so I wasn’t very happy not being home, either. Then, as a teenager, I found the magic answer. I realized that alcohol did a great job of numbing pain in a fast and efficient manner; I felt much more comfortable in my body after a few drinks.


Most of my memories of high school and college revolve around alcohol. I was usually the one who got drunk first and made a fool of herself; I was usually the one who got sick at parties and passed out. And yet I consistently convinced myself I was having fun and was the life of the party.


In retrospect, I know I was just following in my mother’s footsteps. When I was young, every Christmas, birthday, and wedding meant a lot of food but even more booze. The bar was always well stocked, so it’s not surprising that I always associated holidays, celebrations, and parties with an abundance of alcohol. I was certain that alcohol meant having a good time—and having a lot of alcohol meant having a really good time. I saw the parallels between my own drinking and the behavior I hated in my mother, but denial is a powerful thing.


I always started out thinking alcohol would help any situation. I used it as a form of self-medication, in an attempt either to feel better about myself or to slow down at the end of a day. But invariably it just exacerbated whatever I was experiencing. Yet I continued to drink a lot after college and into adulthood, never missing an opportunity for a few cocktails with friends or a TGIF drink after work, even though alcohol always left me feeling like crap.


Then I got pregnant and I knew things had to change.


I did my research; I understood my own history. I knew that alcoholism and depression are hereditary, and I learned that biology makes us more vulnerable to all sorts of mood disorders. I resolved that I would be different. I would be a good mother. I was ready to break a multigenerational pattern.


But everything seemed so hard with young children; there was so much to do that I constantly felt overextended and rushed, as if I could never catch up. I felt as if I had lost myself along the way. And losing myself was painful.


So the cycle began again, and it wasn’t long before it impacted my own family. It wasn’t just me who hated me after one too many; my boys couldn’t stand it either when I drank too much. And the sound of their voices, an echo of my own voice pleading with my mother about her drinking, was just too painful. So I made the choice to stop, and now I hadn’t had any alcohol in several years, not just because of my history but also because of my physiology, the fact that one glass of wine inevitably led to at least three, which left my middle-aged body feeling quite horrible.


But as I finished that first glass of wine at the pub, amnesia set in. I forgot all about my physiology and my history, and all I could think about was my empty house and a huge sense of loneliness. So I walked over to the bar.


As I approached with my empty glass, the bartender was already pouring a second one.


“I figured you’d want to take advantage of our two-for-one Tuesday special,” he said amicably.


“Thanks.”


I smiled at him and walked back to my table.


Well, if I’m paying for only one, it’s not really like I’m having two drinks, I told myself.


In my dark corner, I took a large sip from the second glass of wine. It was warm going down. I was feeling a bit fuzzy and relaxed. I wasn’t ready to go home yet, but I felt better now than I had when I walked in. In my mellow mood, I started thinking about Jay, and my heart softened, until tears began to roll down my cheeks once again.


Ah, Jay, the love of my life. The man who I thought would rescue me from myself.


We met in the early ’80s, when I was living in Tucson, Arizona, working with refugees. I went to a talk at the Tucson Central Library about the ongoing Cambodian humanitarian crisis, given by a man working with Doctors Without Borders. The speaker was tall and poised and passionate. He was relatively young to be a doctor but seemed knowledgeable and sure of himself. His passion was contagious, and his confidence was alluring.


I stayed after the talk to ask a few questions. I was working with quite a few Cambodians, so I felt justified in waiting to talk to him. I convinced myself it was for the good of my clients and had nothing to do with his broad shoulders or his beautiful beard. I waited until all the other people had asked their questions, and then I went up to him to ask my question. But before I could ask him anything, he said he was starving and asked if I wouldn’t mind going with him to get a burrito, and we could talk then.


He didn’t have a car, so I drove us to a popular café that specialized in massive burritos. There, I found out that Jay was originally from Wisconsin but had studied medicine in Tucson. By the time we had finished our food, I was star-struck. I had never met anyone like him. He was so good, so altruistic. I felt selfish and small with him. He made me want to be a better person.


The sight of my empty wineglass snapped me out of my reverie long enough to make me realize what a bad idea it had been to start thinking about Jay in this place. Now, feeling sadder and lonelier than ever, and feeling that warm buzz from the wine, I thought vaguely that another glass seemed like a great idea.


As I approached the bar for the third time, I pulled out my wallet.


“I’ll have one more, but let me pay for that now; I won’t be having any more after this,” I said firmly.


“Shall I give you two more? The deal’s still on,” the bartender said innocently.


“Well, why not? It would be a waste if you didn’t.” I took the two glasses back to my table.


I’d love to say that this round of wine made me feel better, but the more I drank, the more morose I became. Remembering my early days traveling with Jay made me long for the woman I used to be, and the thought of the empty days ahead left me feeling lost and sad, and then irritated that I wasn’t that woman anymore, that I had somehow lost touch with her.


After the boys were born, I was frustrated with Jay for being away so much of the time. I refused to travel with the boys to the areas of the world where he worked. They were dangerous places, and most of the diseases he was treating were infectious, and I didn’t want my sons anywhere near them.


I still remembered vividly getting the phone call from the Democratic Republic of Congo. It was the end of 2001, and the world was reeling from 9/11. There wasn’t a lot of news about Ebola back then; it wasn’t a huge problem yet, and it seemed as if only a few people in the health field were even aware it existed. But Doctors Without Borders had sent a few people in to assess the cases and try to help. Ah, yes—Jay was always trying to help.


He flew to the Democratic Republic of Congo in August 2001, which meant he’d have to miss Julian’s eighth birthday. But any frustration I felt about that quickly dissipated when September 11 exploded into everyone’s consciousness. Then, all I could think about was how worried I was that Jay was away from home and due to fly back in November.


I was nervous about his flying. It was ironic, in hindsight—he died on the ground, not in the air; in a car, not in a plane. A driver was taking a group of doctors to a remote village and somehow lost control of the Jeep; it rolled, and everyone in the car died. It wasn’t even reported in the news—all eyes were on New York City.


It was getting dark when I finally left the pub. As I fumbled with my car keys to unlock the door, I dropped them and cautioned myself to drive carefully. I took a mint out of my purse to suck on, just in case, and rolled down the window so I’d have lots of fresh air on the way home.


I started driving home along the lakefront road. I gazed out the window as the sun set over the water. The view was glorious, like some big-budget Hollywood movie ending. As I watched the sun drop below the horizon, my mind wandered and I didn’t even notice the approaching tree.





Chapter 1


Trust in dreams, for in them is hidden the gate to eternity.


—Khalil Gibran


I spotted a nurse in the corridor and called out to her. After briefly surveying the room, I surmised I was in the hospital but had no memory of how I had gotten there.


“Excuse me,” I called out weakly. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” I winced with pain. I had a splitting headache, and the rest of my body didn’t feel very good, either.


The nurse smiled as she walked in silently, as only nurses seem able to do.


“Well, I’m happy to see you awake and talking,” she said, glancing at the liquids dripping into my arm.


“What happened? How long have I been here? And where is ‘here,’ anyway?” I asked timidly.


“You’re in the hospital, dear.”


Yeah, okay, I figured out that much myself, I thought.


“But where? And how long have I been here?”


“In University Hospital. You arrived last night—after a bit of an altercation with a tree, it would appear. From the way I heard your car described, it sounds like the tree won.”


It all started coming back to me: saying good-bye to Cody; stopping at the pub; getting back into my car after four glasses of wine; watching the sun set over the lake.


I contemplated asking the nurse to call Julian or Cody, but I didn’t want to bother them. I hated to ask for help from anyone, especially my sons. But even more than that, I didn’t want them to see me in the hospital. I had too many horrible memories of seeing my own mother like this. So I decided to ask the nurse to call Kenya.


“Would you call my sister for me? I’m sure she’s wondering what happened to me.”


“Of course I will, dear. Apparently, they tried to reach someone at the number listed on your car registration, but there was no answer.”


Nope, no answer; no one there now but me. The cold recollection of my tears the day before, in the parking lot, hit me again like ice water running down my back. I gave the nurse Kenya’s number, and as she left the room, I sat back and closed my eyes, feeling waves of shame wash over me, until I drifted off.


“No wait, don’t go. I have more questions. Please don’t leave yet.”


“Shhh, it’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.” Kenya’s voice was soft and reassuring.


“Ki, is that you?” I asked groggily.


I opened my eyes and squinted at my sister’s silhouette, backlit by the sun in the window.


“Mm-hmm, it’s me. You’ve been having quite a dream. You were laughing and making noises. But just now you called out really loudly, asking someone not to leave or something.”


“Oh my God, Ki, I had the most amazing dream. Go find the nurse—quick!”


Kenya started to get up, looking worried. “Okay, what do you need?”


“Ask her to bring more of the drugs they’ve been giving me. You’ve gotta try them. They’re better than anything we used to take when we were younger.”


Kenya sat down again, laughing.


“Well, I’m glad to see you still have a sense of humor.”


“I’m serious. It was amazing, fantastic. I don’t know where to start. I’ve learned so much already, I want to share it. But, Ki, would you do me a favor first? Call Jess, okay? I want to tell you both about this dream at the same time. It was so powerful. And could you also go grab me a notebook from the gift shop? I really want to write this down before I forget.”


Kenya looked slightly perplexed but nodded and headed for the door. “Okay, I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”


I gave her a slight nod, acknowledging her joke.


Was it all just a dream? I wondered. It had seemed so real. It had felt so real. I lay there, trying to piece it all together; it seemed important that I remember every bit, every detail.


Soon, from the corridor, I heard voices that I recognized as those of Kenya and my best friend, Jess, the two women who knew me better than anyone in the world. I smiled as they entered the room, carrying a big bouquet of flowers.


“Oh, you guys, they’re beautiful. Thank you.”


“You little shite!” Typical first words out of Jess’s mouth. “I’ve been so worried about you.”


“And I love you, too. Hug me gently. Apparently, I’ve broken a couple of ribs, and my body feels pretty battered.”


Jess leaned over and hugged me gingerly, and then they both stood awkwardly near the bed, staring down at me. I felt a bit like a specimen on display.


“You guys need to sit down while I tell you about this. It was the most amazing dream . . . or something. Actually, it doesn’t feel like a dream at all; it feels like I just had the most intense conversation with a really close friend. I feel kind of ridiculous even talking about it, actually. I don’t know where to start.”


I fell back against my pillows and grimaced. I had been so excited talking about my dream that I had momentarily forgotten my headache and how tender my body was.


“Just start at the beginning,” Kenya suggested.


“Easier said than done. I’m not sure where the beginning is. It felt like I had been talking to this person for ages, like we were just continuing a conversation that we’d started years ago.”


“Well, how about starting with who this person even is?” Jess said, making finger quotes around the word person. “I mean, was it a woman or a man—or perhaps a cat?”


“Honestly, I feel the way Scrooge must have felt. Like, how would he tell Bob Cratchit about being visited by the Ghost of Christmas Past?”


“Well, how about if you just start by describing this being, so we can picture him or her, and then just sort of carry on, like a stream-of-consciousness kind of thing?” Kenya suggested.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try that. First of all, the being was definitely female, but not all ethereal and gauzy, like a ghost or a spirit—she was very real, very earthy. She was wearing jeans and kind of a silky top. And she was wearing boots. And they were great boots. I mean, honestly, how many angels or ghosts or whatever wear boots?”


“She sounds like my kinda spirit,” Jess said, and laughed.


“Anyway, she was just so real, she felt like an old friend, like someone I had known for a long time.”


“Okay, so we’ve established that you have a very well-dressed, very real-seeming being visiting you in your dreams. Right. So what happened next?” Kenya asked, obviously wanting to get to the meat of the story.


Jess held up her hand like she was stopping traffic before I could continue.


“But hold on a minute. Before you give us a run-through of your dream and this groovy gal in boots, what the hell happened in the first place? I mean, how did you end up in the hospital, dreaming about anything?”


“Oh, right—how did I get here?”


I blew out a big breath and felt deflated suddenly, like a balloon with a leak, the exhilaration of the dream seeping out of me.


“It’s hard to put into words. You both know that I’ve been dreading Cody’s leaving and all that aloneness staring me in the face. Well, the shit hit the fan when I finally kissed him good-bye yesterday. He strode off so happy, so eager to start his life, and I felt like mine was ending. I know, I know—it sounds ridiculously melodramatic, but it just hit me right then: I’ve been giving away little pieces of myself, bit by bit, for years, and it seems that I’ve lost who I used to be. I feel so . . . I don’t know . . . purposeless is the best word, I guess.”


I looked down at my hands clenching the hospital sheets, trying to gather the right words. Kenya and Jess were quiet, giving me time to collect my thoughts.


“I don’t know what I want to do with the rest of my life. I feel so lost and hopeless and directionless.”


I paused, not wanting to talk about the wine but knowing I would feel better if I came out with it.


“And then . . . oh, shit, I’m ashamed to even say this. I felt so horrible and lonely, you know, and I just wanted to numb the pain. So I stopped at that little pub out by the lake—Ki, you know the one that you and I used to go to? Anyway, I drank way too much. I didn’t plan to—I swore to myself that I would have only one glass of wine to numb out just a bit—but it was two-for-one Tuesday.”


It sounded like a lame excuse, even to my own ears. I knew that Kenya and Jess weren’t going to judge me, but I was so embarrassed. Then I explained about getting back in the car at dusk, about getting lost in my thoughts as I was driving, about the sunset, and finally about the tree that I never saw.


Kenya and Jess looked at each other. I knew they could both relate—Kenya’s only daughter, Marissa, would be leaving for university at the end of the year, and Jess’s son, Ty, had left home a few years before—so Kenya’s reaction took me aback.


“Are you insane or just incredibly selfish? You could have gotten yourself killed. Or even worse—Marissa could have been on that road! I thought you didn’t drink anymore. Have you forgotten what it was like to grow up with our mother? And now you’ve landed yourself in the hospital, Kat. This has got to stop! Hold on a sec. . . .”


Kenya opened her wallet, went through some business cards, pulled one out, and handed it to me.


“Here—this is the counselor I saw after I split up with Dick. Her name is Dina Sinclair. She’s wonderful, and she has a background in dealing with people from alcoholic family systems. Kat, you have to do something about this now, for the sake of your boys. It’s obvious you’ve got a bad case of empty-nest syndrome, but before you can even look at that, you have to look at your drinking.”


“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll call her about the alcohol. But empty-nest syndrome? Is that an actual clinical thing? I thought it was just something parents talk about figuratively.”


Kenya nodded emphatically. “Yes, empty-nest syndrome really is a condition. I was just reading about it a couple of weeks ago. The Mayo Clinic published a big article about it. They said that it often coincides with other major events in life, like menopause.”


Jess and I looked at each other and nodded; we had both complained about hot flashes recently.


“The article also said that empty-nest syndrome impacts women in particular, especially women who have dedicated themselves to motherhood as a principal responsibility. It said that the last child leaving home can create a feeling of redundancy and that the woman can feel lost, unworthy, and unsure about the future. Kat, those are all feelings you described having as you dropped off Cody. That was what you said, almost verbatim.”


I nodded.


Kenya continued, “The main point of the article was that feeling sad when your child leaves is normal, but it becomes a problem when you have feelings that stand in the way of your life, such as thinking that your life is no longer worthwhile. The article also stressed that parents who are already predisposed to depression are most at risk.”


Kenya held out Dina’s business card. “Promise me you’ll call her, okay?”


I looked up at her and nodded. The energy in the room was subdued. I knew Kenya had my best interests at heart, but I still felt resentful that she thought I needed outside help. I had done just fine on my own all these years; I didn’t need some counselor telling me that I was doing it wrong.


I was lost in these thoughts when the same nurse came back in and asked Kenya and Jess to leave for a few minutes so she could check on a couple of things before the doctor stopped by.


Kenya squeezed my hand and said, “We’ll be right outside.”


“You know, I’m really tired, and I know you both have places to be; why don’t you just come see me tomorrow morning? I think I just want to be alone for a while.”


“Don’t be stupid,” Jess chimed in. “We’re here and we’re staying.”


I agreed reluctantly but then, as they stood to go, said, “Ki, will you do me a favor?”


“Anything,” she said.


“Will you call Julian and Cody and tell them what happened? Not about the wine, though—just that I was in an accident and I’m going to be fine.”


“Of course,” Kenya said.


“And when we get back, you have to promise to finish telling us about this crazy dream,” Jess added.


I nodded, and they each gave me a gentle hug and left the room.


When the nurse and the doctor had finished, I picked up the notebook that Kenya had bought for me and was trying to recall as much of the dream as I could. My memory was fuzzy, and I still felt nauseous and hung-over. But even in that state, I knew that what I had learned in this dream was somehow important and I had to remember as much as possible.


About half an hour later, Jess and Kenya came back. “So, tell us more about your little spirit friend,” Jess said, smirking, as she pulled up a chair.


“Okay, you guys, you both need to listen—and no interrupting. And you’ve got to promise not to laugh, even though I’m gonna sound really weird while I’m telling you about it. I mean it. I feel silly even talking about all this. Not to mention I still feel hung over and my body hurts like hell. So be nice to me.”


I took a deep breath and tried to collect my thoughts. I glanced down at the notes I had been making.


“First of all, she’s not my ‘little spirit friend.’ She referred to herself as my guide in the dream. At least, I think she said guide. Actually, I’m not sure if she said guide or Gaia, and I didn’t think of asking for clarification.”


I was quiet for a few minutes while I read through the notes I had been making.


“It started out in a pretty surreal manner. The being, or what-ever—I have to call her something, and guide sounds like I’m talking about Girl Scouts, so I’ll just call her Gaia, since I never got clarification—”


“Well, technically, Gaia is the Greek goddess who personifies the earth,” Kenya interjected.


Sometimes my big sister’s knowledge about esoteric stuff baffled me.


“Well, the first thing Gaia did was take off her flowing, silky shirt.” At that point, Jess couldn’t stop herself: she burst out laughing.


“Come on, Jess, you promised.”


“Okay, okay.”


“So, anyway, once her shirt was off, she was sort of translucent—kinda like a ghost, I guess, but with all these colors and symbols on her body. I know it sounds woo-woo as hell, but there were all these symbols in a line up her body. I felt like laughing in one way and crying in another. I mean, I was obviously getting some important information, but it felt so ridiculous—like I was watching some B-rate, New Age, made-for-TV film. I kept thinking, This is so silly, but the feeling inside me—that this was important stuff that I must pay attention to—was absolutely real.”


This was even harder to retell than I’d thought it would be, even to my closest friends. Part of me wanted to say, Oh, forget it and just ask about the latest gossip in town and chitchat about the weather. But I knew in my heart of hearts that if I made light of this or ignored it, I might not get another chance to learn. So I persisted.


“Her glowing body was radiant. As I said, there were symbols in a line, seven of them, starting at the bottom of her spine and going all the way up to the top of her head—”


Ki interrupted me: “So, like a symbol in each place where a chakra would be?”


Of course I had heard of chakras, but I knew nothing about them. I didn’t know whether there were seven or seventeen of them.


“Um, I’m not sure. Maybe. I think it would be easier to draw them than to try to explain them in words. Jess, would you draw what I describe? After all, you are the artist of the group.” I handed her the pen and the notebook I had been using.


For as long as I had known her, Jess had been an amazing artist, but only recently had she felt confident enough to actually sell some of her stuff. Jess reached over and took the notebook and pen. She held up the pen like a secretary ready to take dictation.


“Okay, so, first, sketch an outline of a body. Right. Now, starting at the bottom, where the spine starts, draw a small flame.” I watched closely as Jess sketched. “No, not so high up—right at the very base of the spine. And it’s not a full, blazing fire—only a small flame, like a campfire just starting.”


She tore off the sheet of paper in a bit of a huff and started over. She drew for a few minutes and showed it to me.


“Yes, just like that. Next, go up a bit, just below where the belly button would be. Now draw a wave of water. It’s not a tsunami, just a small wave.”


Jess positioned the pencil right above the flame and asked me if that was about the spot. I assured her it was close enough, and she drew a small wave.


“Now go up to the solar plexus and draw a sun.”


Jess showed me the small sun sitting in the middle of the body’s torso.


“Good. Now go up to where the heart would be and draw a heart—just a simple heart shape—at about breast level.”


Jess drew the heart and showed me the picture, and I nodded.


“Okay, now go up to the middle of the throat and draw a small spiral.”


I leaned forward and watched as she drew.


“Yes, just like that. And then go up to the top of the nose, right up between where the two eyes would sit. Yes, there. Now draw a diamond.”


Jess looked at me, a bit confused.


“You know, right here,” I said, and pointed between my eyes. “Just a simple diamond: four connecting lines.”


She drew it, and I nodded again.


“Great. And finally, at the crown of the head, draw a sphere. Well, actually, it wasn’t exactly a sphere; it was like a transparent bowl that was also sort of tubular.”


Jess looked perplexed, and I sighed.


“It’s hard to explain. It was like a big crystal ball over the head, but then it kind of became elongated, and then it became a long tube going up toward the sky, from the top of the head . . . Oh, forget it. Just put a crystal ball over the head.”


Jess quickly drew something and showed me.


“No, that’s not it. That looks more like a halo, and it wasn’t a halo. But it wasn’t a bowl, either.”


Jess erased the halo and tried again. This time, it was much closer to what I had seen in the dream—like an elongated, translucent ball.


“That’s good enough; it’s close. And each of the symbols had a color associated with it. The flame was red; the wave, orange; the sun, yellow; the heart, green; the spiral, blue; the diamond, purple; the sphere, sort of a silvery white. Since we don’t have any color, just write the word red, orange, et cetera, next to the symbol; you’ll have to use your imagination.”


“But shouldn’t the water be blue and the heart be red?” asked Jess. “I mean, I don’t see a heart as green; it just doesn’t work in my head.”


“Yeah, I know. I’m not sure why. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me, either, but I got the feeling that the colors were really important, and those were the colors I saw.”


“Actually, each of the chakras is associated with a specific color. Red is associated with the first chakra, orange with the second, yellow with the third, green with the fourth, and blue with the fifth. And actually, the sixth is generally indigo and the crown chakra is usually violet, although sometimes it’s white,” Kenya explained quietly.


Jess and I turned toward Kenya, surprised.


“How the hell do you know this stuff?” I asked. “Where did you learn that?”


Kenya laughed. “Come on, guys—it’s not all that bizarre. This is pretty common knowledge in some circles.”


“Yeah, well, maybe in some circles, but I didn’t know that you traveled in them!” I said.


Kenya gave me a little Mona Lisa smile but didn’t care to elaborate. I realized there were quite a few things I didn’t know about my sister.


Jess interrupted my musings about my sister’s past. “So, anyway, back to this guide of yours—did she eventually get dressed again? Same silk shirt, jeans, boots? Or was she wearing a new ensemble? And did she add any new info or just put her body on display?”


I could tell that Jess was interested in this, despite her skeptical approach.


“Yeah, there was a bit more, but it’s fading now and, to be honest, I’m exhausted. Can you guys please come back tomorrow morning? I’ll try to take some more notes after I rest a bit. Is that okay?”


“Of course,” Kenya said kindly.


“Yeah, you do still look a bit green around the gills,” Jess added helpfully.


“Thanks loads.”


“We’ll come back in the morning, after you’ve had a good sleep,” said Ki, as she leaned over to give me another hug.


Once we’d all said good-bye, I felt sick, tired, and rather pathetic. I was looking forward to going back to sleep, partly to escape my humiliation and physical pain and also, I had to admit, because I was hoping for another encounter with Gaia.
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