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   DEDICATION
 
   
This book is to all my spirit guides and guardian angels 
 
   I imagine I had a badass team on my side because you saved me in some pretty crazy situation.  
 
    
 
   There was the time I was stressed and completely missed the red light but miraculously avoided the large truck and the van coming from each side, as I flew through the intersection in my car. 
 
    
 
   There was the time I was fourteen and thought it was safe to get in a car with a stranger by myself. 
 
    
 
   Yes, I know, you’ve been shaking your heads at times and I haven’t made it easy for you.
 
    
 
   So thank you!
 
    
 
   Elin
 
 
   As a child I was afraid of ghosts, 
 
   but then I grew up and realized
 
    that people are more scary. 
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Prologue 
 
   Spin the bottle
 
   13 years ago
 
    
 
   The loud music blaring from downstairs made my bed shake and the mirror on my wall vibrate. ‘Lady Marmalade’ with Christina Aguilera was playing and I tapped my feet to the beat, tempted to leave my room and go spy on my brother, Christian, and his friends. 
 
   Our oldest brother, Fred, had already moved out of the house, and with our mom and dad away for the weekend; Christian had tried to get me to sleep at a friend’s house tonight, saying he was just having one or two friends over. 
 
   As if!
 
   I could spot his lies from a mile away and there was no way I was going to miss out on a real teenage party, especially not when Jake was going to be there. 
 
   Jake had been my brother’s best pal since they partnered on a science project back in eighth grade. Getting an A+ was not a new thing for Jake, but it was a first for Christian and since then the two of them had been inseparable. 
 
   Everyone in my family liked Jake and agreed he was a good influence on Christian. He was quiet but charming and when he stayed over for dinner he would discuss foreign politics with my parents and beat my dad at chess. If I’d kept a diary, it would have been full of my admiration for Jake and how one look from him made me feel all gooey inside. But, with two older brothers and a nosy mother, a diary was out of the question. 
 
   I did however have a small picture of Jake that I treasured. It was from one of my brother’s yearbooks and showed Jake at the age of fifteen. I couldn’t get enough of his blond surfer hair with the soft curls that fell to his neck and his soulful brown eyes framed by really dark eyelashes. Fringe which made no sense since he was a natural blond. 
 
   Since the picture had been taken two years ago, Jake had filled out nicely and grown to be almost six feet tall, with a much deeper voice than when I first met him. 
 
   He would be eighteen in only two weeks, and with exactly three years and one month between us, that would officially make him four years older than me. Even though the gap in age was large, I felt very mature for fourteen and was determined to make him notice me this year. 
 
    For the past three years, I had been nothing to him but Christian’s annoying little sister. A pest to be ignored. This year, I would be the freshman he noticed.
 
   Only you can’t get noticed by staying in your room and the trouble was that my brother had ordered me to stay here.
 
   I hadn’t argued with him.
 
   I hadn’t agreed either. 
 
   I had just waited for people to arrive, knowing that once Christian was occupied with his guests, he wouldn’t have time to focus on me. 
 
   A new song came on; this time ‘Survivor’ by Destiny’s child. I opened my door a crack, peeking out to make sure the coast was clear. 
 
   The noise level and the number of voices screaming and talking loudly told me there were at least thirty or more people downstairs. 
 
   I crept down the back stairs that led down to the kitchen and sure enough the house was full of high school kids doing all sorts of things that good kids from Eastside Catholic School definitely shouldn’t be doing. 
 
   I wrinkled my nose at the sight of a couple making out. She sat on the kitchen counter in a mini skirt with him pressed between her legs. Eww… I made a mental note to wipe that table down tomorrow. 
 
   A group of four guys played some kind of drinking game and in the living room at least ten kids jumped and shouted to the music in what I suppose was their version of dancing. 
 
   I walked around, taking in the many ways my parents would be upset if they could see this scenario. No one was using coasters and people had their feet up on the coffee table. One girl even had her feet pulled up under her on my parent’s white couch with her shoes still on. 
 
   At only fourteen years old, I was definitely the youngest here, but still no one was twenty-one and yet they were drinking alcohol. Bottles of gin and vodka were being passed around and several kids held cans of beer. 
 
   I spotted my brother in the dining room drinking tequila shots with some of the guys from his football team, and quickly headed outside to avoid a confrontation with him. In the garden, the smell of weed hit me hard. I’d never smoked it but I recognized the spicy scent and looked over to see seven people sitting closely together, laughing at some joke I hadn’t heard. 
 
   Shouting from the living room snapped my head up in time to see two girls fighting over what CD to play next. Soon Missy Elliott blasted out through the French doors with ‘One Minute Man’. 
 
   A sudden spark of light shining from an upstairs window caught my eye. Someone was in my parent’s bedroom. Shit. Christian should have locked the door. Even he wouldn’t be okay with someone fooling around in our parent’s bedroom. 
 
   I was probably the only sober person in this place and I knew I had to do something. Taking the steps two at a time, I darted through the house, budging inside my parents bed room, hoping I was in time to stop the insanity. 
 
   Instead of a couple making out, I found six people sitting on the floor in a circle with a bottle in the middle. They all glanced up at me with questioning looks. 
 
   “Do you want to join us?” a guy asked with a grin. 
 
   I gaped at him; unable to fathom that seventeen and eighteen-year-olds would play something as juvenile as spin the bottle. Hell, even my peers thought it was lame and we were just eighth graders. 
 
   “Close the door behind you.” A girl waved me over and I knew I should tell them to leave the room but there were so many of them and they all looked so cool. I succumbed to the peer pressure.
 
   Fascinated, I stepped closer and sank to my knees just as the guy who invited me to join, spun the bottle with a smirk. 
 
   The bottle spun and spun and when it slowed down my heart started thumping uncontrollably as it took a last round and slowly turned toward me. Automatically, I leaned away and held my breath as it pointed right between me and the girl next to me.
 
   “Julie,” the group called out and I could breathe again. 
 
   Julie giggled and didn’t seem to mind that she had to kiss one of the guys. 
 
   I swallowed hard when I realized that the kisses weren’t just quick pecks on the lips but full blown French kisses. With tongue. 
 
   I’d never kissed anyone like that before. I mean there had been chaste kisses with closed eyes but nothing like this and I stared in fascination as the game continued and practically evolved into thirty second make-out sessions with hands behind necks, cupping faces, and a bit of groping too. 
 
   When the bottle spun for the sixth time my luck ran out. It pointed straight at me and they all eyed me with eagerness as if I had a neon sign above my head blinking “innocent”.  
 
   The guy across from me was a senior. I’d seen him at my brother’s football games but didn’t remember his name. He was one of the heavy linebackers on the team, and I felt tiny compared to him. The way he grinned and the way the others cheered him on as he leaned over reaching with his huge hands, freaked me out. I really didn’t want him to kiss me, but I also didn’t want to chicken out now. 
 
   When his warm beer breath hit my nostrils, I automatically leaned back, making him almost lose his balance. 
 
   “You got to kiss him.” The girl next to me grinned and pushed me forward. 
 
   Squeezing my eyes shut I prepared for impact when a loud voice filled the room.  
 
   “Jameson, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
   I whipped my head toward the door to see the source of the voice. 
 
   A voice I’d recognize anywhere.
 
   The drunk senior who had been leaning forward when I turned my head, smacked his nose into my ear. 
 
   “Hey,” he complained, but I was too busy staring at Jake to care. Jake stabbed his pointer finger into the air. “That’s Christian’s little sister, you moron.” His eyes darted to me. “You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Ehh…” I whispered, taken aback by Jake’s anger. 
 
   “This room is off limits. Get out of here, all of you.” I’d never seen Jake so authoritarian and despite a few mutters and some name calling, the group disbanded and trickled out. 
 
   “Go back to your room,” Jake told me with blazing eyes. “This party is crazy and you shouldn’t be out here.”
 
   “I can’t sleep when the music is this loud,” I protested. 
 
   “I’m not asking you to sleep. I’m asking you to go to your room and lock the door so you’re safe.”
 
   Resentment bubbled up the back of my throat. How dare he treat me like a small child? My rebellious teen hormones kicked into gear. 
 
   “Who made you the boss of me?” I asked, one hand on my hip. “It’s my house too, you know?”
 
   As we stood in the upstairs hallway, a couple suddenly exited my bedroom. I didn’t even think. Instead, I hurried to my room, slammed the door open and turned on the light. 
 
   “Shit,” Jake sputtered from behind me.
 
   “Did they just use my bed for…” I trailed off but the disgust in my voice must have said it all because Jake nudged me farther into the room and closed the door behind us. 
 
   “Violet, I’m sorry, but it wouldn’t have happened if you had just stayed in your room like Christian told you to.”
 
   Anger roiled through my gut. At the couple, and at Christian for having this stupid party to begin with, but also at Jake for suddenly feeling entitled to boss me around. 
 
   “You’re not my brother and even if you were, you still couldn’t tell me what to do.” I pushed my jaw out and took a step toward the door when Jake squared his shoulders and blocked my way. 
 
   “I know I’m not your brother, but there’s nothing for you out there. You’re staying here,” he commanded and I tossed my head to the side with an offended snort. “Don’t you have somewhere to be? I saw Lucy downstairs,” I said, referring to Jake’s on and off girlfriend.
 
   He took me in from head to toe, and for a second my heart stopped beating. For three years I had been crushing on Jake Parker and never had he given me this much attention. Negative attention was better than none at all.
 
   “Listen, Violet,” he drawled as if I were dimwitted. “You’re only thirteen.”
 
   “Fourteen,” I corrected him and quickly added, “and I’ll be fifteen next month.”
 
   “All right, fourteen. But still, you’re smart enough to know it isn’t safe out there.”
 
   “Who says I want safe?” I knew he was right, but I wasn’t going to admit that during his little lecture.
 
   He tilted his head slightly. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Maybe I wanted to be kissed,” I added with an arched brow. 
 
   Jake narrowed his eyes and snorted. “Are you seriously trying to make me believe you wanted Jameson to stick his tongue down your throat?”
 
   Of course I didn’t, but I crossed my arms and said, “I was curious.”
 
   “You were curious?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve never been kissed that way before.” It took all my courage to look up at him while I said it, my face burning hot with embarrassment. 
 
   “Huh.” He made a small nod with his head. “So you want to French kiss some random guy, is that it? Out of curiosity?”
 
   It sounded disgusting when he said it like that, but I wasn’t going to back down now. “It’s none of your business,” I managed to say and cringed inwardly. I’d never been rude to Jake before, but then again, I’d never had the opportunity as he typically ignored my existence. 
 
   He took me completely by surprise when he stepped closer and cupped my face, sliding his warm hands along my jawline. My eyes must have doubled their normal size when he leaned in and kissed me.
 
   I didn’t protest. 
 
   I didn’t push him away.
 
   I just stood there completely stunned allowing Jake to kiss me.
 
   “Open your mouth,” he whispered. 
 
   The strange sensation of his tongue raking over my teeth and swirling around my tongue was overwhelming and so… unexpected.
 
   This was Jake. I’d practiced writing his last name after my name and now had Violet Parker down to an artistic signature. 
 
   He lowered his left hand to find mine and interlaced our fingers, and maybe that was what gave me the courage to kiss him back. The kiss was full of curiosity and when he nibbled at my lower lip a whole swarm of butterflies took off in my stomach spreading a warm, tingling sensation. 
 
   Jake was kissing me; overwhelming my senses with the wonderful smell of him, feel of him, and the sound of our tongues and lips in a dance of exploration. 
 
   It was the happiest moment of my life. 
 
   And then it was over. 
 
   He pulled away leaving me slightly out of breath. 
 
   “There,” he said and cleared his throat, looking at me, eyes blazing with what had to be the most hypnotizing expression in the world. “Now you’ve been kissed like that, and there’s no need for you to leave your room. Stay here and lock your door.”
 
   He didn’t wait for me to reply before he left and that was a good thing because I was in a haze and unable to form a whole sentence. I simply stood in my room; frozen to the ground while my floor vibrated with the beat from ‘It’s a beautiful day’ by U2.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   Violet
 
   13 years later
 
    
 
   I let my fingers slide over Cia’s skin, admiring the tattoo sitting right between her shoulder blades.  
 
   “It looks great,” I said softly and Cia put her shirt back on. “I know, right?” She smiled that smile that lit up the room. “It’s just like I wanted it.”
 
   “But why a compass?” I asked. 
 
   Cia sat back down in her seat at the kitchen table after tugging her shirt back into her pants. “It was a wedding gift from Gabriel, it’s symbolic, you know.”
 
   “A compass because you felt lost?” I asked. 
 
   “Uh-huh, and now I’ve finally found my path.”
 
   I nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
   When I first met Cia a few years ago, she called herself Black and dressed as an angry Goth girl. It was my friend Daniel who introduced us and I knew from the moment I met her that we would be friends. What I didn’t know however, was that it would take years for her to open up to me. 
 
   “And what did you give Gabriel in return?” I asked. 
 
   Her cheeks flashed red. “I made him a painting for our bedroom.” 
 
   “That’s brilliant.”
 
   “So how is Missouri?” I asked her. “Better than Seattle?” 
 
   “Nothing is better than Seattle… all my friends are here.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s only been three months and you two have probably been in your own little honeymoon bubble; not letting anyone in. You’ll meet new people soon. Don’t worry.”
 
   Cia shrugged. “The good thing is that I have plenty of time to paint.” 
 
   “That’s great.” I got up from the table and poured myself another cup of tea. Raising my head, I spotted the mailman through the window. He’s bringing more bills. I knew it in my bones and it made my mood drop to the vicinity of the floor. Too bad I didn’t have a broom handy to sweep the fear away.
 
   “So, were you celebrating Thanksgiving with your parents then?” Cia asked me.
 
   “No,” I muttered while carefully sipping my hot tea. “Not this year.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Oh, you know.” I let out a sigh. “I reached my yearly dose of family drama back in June. It’s just easier this way.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” The concern on her face made me look away. 
 
   “It’s okay. My brother Christian has invited me for dinner on Saturday at his house.” I gave her a small smile. “He says it’s just a dinner party, but it’s really his attempt of making me feel included.”
 
   “That’s sweet of him.” 
 
   “I know, and Fred and Nancy are bringing their new baby, so that’ll be exciting.” 
 
   Cia furrowed her forehead. “Fred is your oldest brother, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, the one that lives in Ohio and got married last year. He and his wife Nancy just had a daughter seven weeks ago.”
 
   “Are they still angry with you, Violet?” she asked me in a small voice as she shot me a sympathetic glance. I liked Cia. Her quirks rivaled mine and we always kept things real between us. 
 
   “Do you mean my parents?” I asked and she nodded. 
 
   “Not angry. More like disappointed about my ‘unfortunate choices’,” I said in a sarcastic tone of voice.
 
   “For buying this house?” she asked and I responded with a shrug. 
 
   I’m proud of my house. It’s not big or fancy, but it’s mine. It’s located in Ballard which is an old part of Seattle where hippies and families live side by side. I bought it five years ago when I was only twenty-two and still in college and more than anything it’s a statement to my parents that I can make it on my own. 
 
   I met her eyes with a sad smile. “Did I tell you my parents once came to visit me here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “They brought a plant and everything.” I blew steam from my cup of tea. “But then my mom saw the sign on the front lawn and her face curled up like she had just sucked on a lemon.”
 
   “But she already knew what you do for a living, right?” Cia asked softly.
 
   “Yeah, but knowing and seeing are two different things. Anyway, I don’t blame them; my parents spent thousands of dollars trying to make ‘my condition’ go away and the sign on my front lawn was like a public statement that they’d failed.”
 
   “Have you talked to them about it?” Cia asked. 
 
   I shook my head. “No, they don’t like to talk about it. They never did. That’s why they sent me to all those damn therapists when I was a kid. In their offices, I could talk about it, but never with my parents. With them, it always turned into a fight – it still does.” 
 
   Cia threw her hands in the air. “Why is it such a big deal to them. It’s not like you’re doing something illegal. They’re acting like you’re the black sheep of the family.”
 
   “True,” I said and took another deep breath. “It’s not that my family doesn’t love me. They do! It’s just that… well you have to see it from their side, Cia, I have a college degree in Anthropology, paid by my parents, and yet I’m choosing to work as a psychic medium.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “I’ve come to accept that the paranormal is a taboo that makes people uncomfortable. People like me are considered to be weirdos and most people don’t take us seriously. My parents are still hoping that I’m just going through a phase or something.” 
 
   “But still, you’ve told me it’s a calling to you. Did you tell them that?” she asked with deep frown lines. “I mean, I don’t claim to understand this whole psychic thing either, but I would paint all day for free, so I get what a calling means to someone,” she said supportively. “To you.” 
 
   “Thanks, but in my parent’s point of view life isn’t about finding your calling, Cia, it’s about finding a job that pays well enough to maintain a comfortable lifestyle,” I said and put my cup down. “I think that’s why buying my own house was so important to me. You know, as a way to show them that I’m serious about this and that they don’t have to worry about me being a homeless loser…” My hand flew to my mouth when I realized what I’d just said, but Cia’s eyes softened at the edges and she broke into a small laugh. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have said that. I would never think that way about homeless people. It’s just how my parents think, you know?”
 
   Cia placed her hand on top of mine. “Don’t worry about it, Violet. I didn’t take offense.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t want you to think that I ever saw you as a loser, just because you were homeless.”
 
   “It’s all good. Like I said, don’t worry about it,” she smiled. “So you bought the house to show your parents that you can support yourself and make good money.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And are you?” she asked and added. “Making a good living, I mean?”  
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m telling you, Cia, it’s not a life I would have chosen for myself. I didn’t ask to be born with the ability to see, hear, and feel things others can’t, and it hasn’t made my life easy.” 
 
   “I understand,” she said and I could tell she really wanted to, but the truth is that very few people can truly say that they understand what’s it’s like to have psychic powers. I think people would literally freak out if they lived my life. I know I used to, but you get desensitized to spirits after a while.
 
   “I have clients, but not enough and the bills just stack up,” I admitted. “Besides, a lot of the work I do, I can’t charge for.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because there are people so vulnerable that I refuse to charge them. Parents with a missing child for instance.”
 
   “But you still help them?” Cia asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, can you do a reading on yourself and see what happens in the future?” Cia asked. “Do the tarot card thingy or something.” 
 
   “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” I wiped the table in front of me, as if I was wiping the slate clean. “I want to talk about happy things, not bills and disappointed parents.”
 
   Cia broke into a wide smile. “Sure.” And then she took my mind off my problems by sharing about her own life, her art, and her new love for cooking.”  
 
   It was late afternoon when I walked Cia to the door. 
 
   “How is Arion doing?” she said and pointed to my old, but loyal, station wagon which I named after a divinely-bred, extremely swift immortal horse from Greek mythology. Of course my car doesn’t exactly look divine; with the wooden panels on the sides and the many bumper stickers littering the back. Arion looks more like the old car from nineteen eighty-one that he is, but I love him and he takes me from point A to B without a fuss. 
 
   “Arion is doing fine,” I said and pointed. “See, I even got a new bumper sticker for him.”
 
   Cia grinned and took a few steps closer to the car, reading aloud: “Don’t judge me. You haven’t walked in my shoes… or ridden my broom.” 
 
   “I got it after I found out people secretly call me ‘the witch’ in this neighborhood,” I explained. “You got to have a sense of humor in my line of work.” 
 
   Cia’s eyes stayed fixed on a pink sticker. “I still like that one the best.” She grinned as she read it. “They told me I’m crazy, but my unicorn says I’m just fine.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement when she shook her head. “It still baffles me that you speak to your car. That’s just odd. You know you’re an eccentric, right?”
 
   “I know,” I said and tilted my head back to look up at the clouds on the sky. “But you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m okay with that.” 
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “Yeah. Took me long enough to get to that point though. Now I figure that since we’re all born as originals; it would be a shame to die as a copy.” I turned my face to watch her expression. Cia watched me closely but didn’t speak. 
 
   “I’m not going to let that happen to me. I’m sticking to my originality.” I spoke the words softly, but they held tremendous power. 
 
   “You should!” Cia leaned in to hug me tightly and I planted a kiss on her cheek. “Take care, sweetie,” I whispered and waited while she got into her small Prius and drove off. 
 
   After Cia turned the corner, I noticed a woman standing only ten feet behind me. 
 
   “Hello,” I said and gave her a tight smile. 
 
   She looked me up and down. At first, I dismissed her as one of the nosy neighbors, but then I noticed how she wrung her hands and I sensed she wanted something from me. 
 
   “Can I help you?” I asked.
 
   The woman was around forty; tall and slender with an earnest expression on her pale face. Her eyes darted around as if to make sure no one watched. 
 
   “Are you the medium?” she asked in a loud whisper.
 
   “I am,” I said and pointed to my house. “Won’t you come inside and tell me what troubles you?”
 
   With a last glance over her shoulder she gave a curt nod and walked swiftly to my house. 
 
   “Have a seat. Can I offer you some tea or coffee?” I asked when we entered my kitchen.
 
   “Coffee please,” she said and took a seat at my kitchen table, where Cia had just been sitting five minutes earlier. “I live only two blocks from here,” the woman informed me and then she added, “But I don’t believe in the paranormal.”
 
   “All right,” I said, because honestly I hear that all the time – and it’s hard to take seriously when it’s most often followed by a request to speak to their loved ones who have passed on. 
 
   “I only have Nescafe. Will that do?”
 
   “That’s fine.” She gave a nervous chuckle. “I’ve had my share of bad coffee to stay awake when I was a student.”
 
   I put down the coffee and hot water in front of her. “I’ll let you mix it yourself since I don’t know how strong you want it.”
 
   “Thanks.” She picked up the Nescafe and started unscrewing the lid. “I’m Nina by the way.”
 
   “Nice to meet you. I’m Violet.” I reached for my tarot cards and asked her the obvious. “Would you like me to give you a reading?”
 
   “No.” Her answer came out as a small shriek. “No, that’s not it… I wanted to ask you something.”
 
   “All right, ask away.” 
 
   “Do you talk to dead people?”
 
   I leaned back a bit. “Sometimes. It depends if the spirits wish to communicate with me or not.” 
 
   “Okay…” She squirmed in her chair and her eyes stayed fixed on the coffee she mixed with a spoon that clang loudly against the cup. “I would like your help with something.”
 
   “Go ahead, I’m listening.”
 
   “I work in a medical facility where we develop… well it doesn’t really matter what we do, but it’s a lab and strange things have been going on… unexplainable things.”
 
   I nodded for Nina to continue.
 
   “I lead a team of nine scientists and two weeks ago, Ben, one of my team members, died in the lab.” She looked at me with a grave expression. “It was an aortic aneurysm that caused it.” 
 
   I don’t know if I looked confused or Nina just assumed that psychics are by definition a little slow, but she added. “A heart attack.”
 
   I nodded to signal that I understood and she continued explaining. “And ever since his death things have been different.”
 
   “Different how?” 
 
   She took a sip of her coffee and swallowed. “Well, some of my staff members are reporting unexplainable activity. I mean, for the most part, it’s innocent and really silly. You know, like light bulbs suddenly exploding or just going out with unprecedented speed. Papers spread out on the floor when we arrive in the morning or strange messages on the whiteboard that seem to appear overnight.” A strangled laugh caught in her throat. “As you can imagine, we are not the superstitious kind of people, and I’ve dismissed it all, until yesterday.” 
 
   “Yesterday?”
 
   “Well, yes,” Nina suddenly looked very uncomfortable. “We had a staff meeting and all of us were sitting around the meeting table when the door opened.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She arched her brows. “No one was there. The door just clicked and slowly swung open, but no one entered.”
 
   “Could it have been the wind?” I suggested. “Or a draft?” 
 
   “No. We work underground and the door in question is heavy and requires a scan of your thumb to gain access. Only my team and senior management have clearance.” 
 
   “But maybe the door wasn’t closed all the way?” I asked because I’ve worked with too many people who convinced themselves of spirit activity when it was really just ordinary things like the wind or the cat causing it. I didn’t know this woman, but as a general rule I always tried to eliminate natural circumstances before I pulled out my spirit canons. 
 
   Nina’s brows knit together. “The door was closed. I know that for a fact because it’s heavy and designed to close automatically,” she said with conviction.   
 
     “All right. But then who do you think opened the door?” I asked. 
 
   Nina leaned closer. “There’s a computer-log connected to the scanner and we stopped the meeting and accessed it right away.” She lowered her voice. “It was Ben.”
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Yes, the colleague who died two weeks ago.”
 
   “So what does he want?” I asked calmly. 
 
   Nina looked perplexed. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Now that you know Ben is still with you, did you start to gather the clues? You said there were strange messages?”
 
   “But he can’t be with us. We all went to his funeral last week for heaven’s sake.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   “Do you?” Nina fiddled with her coffee cup. “Because none of us understand anything. And now Maria has threatened to quit her job and I can’t let that happen.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because she’s a valuable employee and it’s a critical time for our team. With Ben gone, our team can’t risk losing more people.  I know she’s scared. I mean, I knew she was a catholic, but I never realized she was superstitious. You should have seen her the minute we saw Ben’s name on the computer log. Maria started praying and talking about demons and exorcisms. We all thought she had completely lost her mind.”
 
   “I’m a catholic, too,” I said in support of this Maria.
 
   Nina frowned and blinked a few times. “Right, but basically I just want things to go back to normal in my lab and I was thinking…” she paused. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Well, I’m sure there’s a psychological phenomenon for what is happening. It must be somehow related to grief over Ben’s death, but whoever is playing a trick on us is doing a really good job; even the surveillance cameras show nothing.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is that you don’t believe it’s Ben’s spirit causing the phenomenon?” I asked to clarify. 
 
   “No…” Nina waved a hand at me. “Of course not. That’s impossible. But Maria believes it and I suspect a few of the others are nervous too, so I said I would take care of it.”
 
   “And have you?”
 
   “Well, no, but that’s what I’m here for. I want you to come to the lab and testify that there are no spirits. That will hopefully calm Maria and the others down.”
 
   “I doubt it. I’m sure lots of people have already told Maria that there is no such thing as spirits. My opinion wouldn’t matter, and besides, I don’t lie.”
 
   Nina wrinkled her forehead. “I thought you might say that, but then you could come and pretend to send Ben into the light or something… you know to give everyone peace that he’s fine and we can all move on.”
 
   I folded my arms in front of me. “But didn’t you just say that you don’t believe it’s actually Ben?”
 
   “I don’t, but Maria does, and I believe in the power of the placebo pill.” 
 
   My eyebrows shot up. “I’m a placebo pill?”
 
   “Yes… if they believe the situation has been handled, it’ll help them deal with their grief. So, if you could pop by and do your thing, I’m sure it’ll calm them down and we can put it all behind us.”
 
   I had been called many things to my face, but placebo pill was a first.
 
   I inhaled deeply and spoke in a voice much calmer than I felt. “If you’re just looking for a useless performance to make your employees think the lab has been cleared, then why not just hire an actor. It doesn’t seem to matter to you that Ben might have some unfinished business that he needs help with.” 
 
   Nina who had been so nervous to begin with had changed during our talk and now openly snorted at me. “I can’t hire an actor. It has to look real and my staff are all highly intelligent people. They’ll see right through an actor.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, I mean I wouldn’t do this sort of thing normally, but I read a management book that states how important it is to meet your employees where they are, and well, Maria apparently believes in this stuff, and I want to keep her on the team so we’ve got to make sure she feels safe.”
 
   “I’m very expensive,” I said dismissively because I honestly didn’t want the job. Yes, I had to pay my bills but, no, I didn’t have to sit in my own kitchen and be humiliated by a woman who clearly thought that anyone who believed in spirits was mentally challenged. 
 
   “How much?” she asked with a determined expression on her face. 
 
   “A job like this will take time and preparation. There’s at least four of five rituals that must be completed, and I’ll need access to the lab every night for four days to perform them. It would probably be much cheaper for you to call in an actor than to hire someone like me to do it for real,” I said with great exaggeration.
 
   “How much?” she asked again and I threw an obscene amount at her to make her get up and leave. 
 
   “Five thousand dollars,” I said. 
 
   “Deal,” she exclaimed. 
 
   “Before the job… and five thousand when the job is over.” I added in a last attempt to scare her off. 
 
   But Nina reached her hand out to me. “If you can make things go back to normal I’ll happily pay you ten thousand dollars.”
 
   Shit! I realized she had to be desperate to pay me ten thousand dollars and I wanted to kick myself for saying I needed four days when the truth is I can typically clear a house in a few hours. 
 
   “All right then,” I said and stood up. “When would you like me to start?”
 
   “Tomorrow… can you come tomorrow?” 
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Great. I’ll text you the address and you can meet with me in the reception around five-thirty p.m. Most people leave no later than six so it should be quiet.” Nina glanced over my outfit. “And maybe you could wear something less conspicuous.”
 
   I gave her a strained smile and looked down at my long skirt and neat blouse. “This is how I dress.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Nina said with disappointment lining her face. “But maybe you have something a bit more… contemporary? It’s just easier if we don’t alert the whole company about this little operation.”
 
   I realized I’m about one hundred and twenty-years late in terms of fashion, but it’s my signature style and I don’t have much else to wear. 
 
   “I understand,” I said to end the topic. 
 
   “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
 
   When I closed my door, I noticed that my hands were shaking. If Ben’s spirit truly lingered on, I would be happy to help him. For ten thousand dollars, surely, I could endure a week with square-minded Nina and her colleagues.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered to my spirit guides. I had prayed yesterday, asking for money to pay my bills and my prayers had been answered. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   The Lab
 
    
 
   The last Tuesday in November, I walked into the reception area at PamLab and announced my arrival to the receptionist. I knew Nina would have preferred for me to show up in something less… me, but I didn’t have any sneakers and jeans. I’d chosen my most simple dress; a dark blue velvet one with a square neck long enough to almost cover my fine brown leather boots. I had left my knitted shawl at home and only wore my long black jacket that enhanced my slim waist and had a nice touch with a double row of golden buttons. 
 
   “Nina Debeau will be here in a few minutes,” the receptionist said with a kind smile.
 
   I smiled back at the middle-aged woman. “Thank you.” 
 
   People walked in and out of the foyer that displayed large frames with information about the company. I used the waiting time to study a wall with pictures of five earnest looking men. The first was the founder of the company; the others the CEO’s that had followed him.  
 
   “Violet,” a voice called out to me and I spun around to see Nina behind me. 
 
   “Oh, hi.” 
 
   “It’s this way,” I followed her to the elevators where she used a keycard to activate the lift and pushed minus two. 
 
   “I’ve told the team to gather so they can all meet you,” she told me as the doors closed.
 
   “All right,” I said with a lack of enthusiasm, knowing that I was walking into a group of mostly non-believers. 
 
   We stepped out into a long hallway that had a hospital feel to it with its white walls, white floors, and fluorescent lights.
 
   “This is the door,” Nina said and stopped in front of an iron door with a white metal sign identifying it as Test Lab 4. 
 
   “As you can see, the door is locked and the only way to get in is to use the scanner. Nina demonstrated by using her thumb, and the door opened for her. 
 
   “It’s heavy. Feel for yourself.” She encouraged me and I put my hand on the door holding it open while I stepped into the room. Yes, the door was definitely not likely to open because of a faint breeze. 
 
   “The lab is divided into four divisions as you can see,” Nina said and pointed around. “They’re outlined so there’s no confusion.” 
 
   I was surprised to see a large room the size of a basketball court. Four areas were outlined with red lines on the floor, and on the wall in each corner a massive painted number between one and four. Each area looked different with computers and machines that were foreign to me, and there were even three completely closed-off rooms made of glass. My head turned from side to side, taking it all in.
 
   “Oh, great, everyone is here.” Nina pointed to the middle of the room where six people sat around a long table; all looking toward us. 
 
   I scanned the five men and two women quickly but my eyes came to rest on the man closest to me. My heart pounded against my ribs as a thin sheen of perspiration broke out in spite of the chilly temperature. No. It couldn’t be possible. Not ten yards away from me sat Jake. My brothers best friend who I hadn’t seen since he and my brother came to one of Cia’s art exhibitions five months ago.
 
   “Hey,” I greeted him, but to my disappointment he only gave me a miniscule nod of recognition before he looked away.
 
   I knew Jake wasn’t my biggest fan, but he was still a friend of my family and for him to pretend that he didn’t know me stung. The pain sliced through my stomach but I shrugged it off. I was here to do a job and I wouldn’t allow my emotions stop me from completing it.
 
   Nina cleared her throat and took a seat at the table, signaling for me to do the same. 
 
   “This is just going to be a quick introduction. After what happened the other day with Ben’s name on the computer log, some of you have expressed concern that there might be spirit activity in the lab,” Nina said earnestly. “Because I want to make sure that you all feel safe working here, I’ve hired, Violet Robertson.” She looked to me and seven sets of eyes followed. “Violet is here to make sure there is nothing to be afraid of.”
 
   There was absolute silence around the table; only questioning looks met me, except for a small smile from a Hispanic looking woman around forty whom I guessed to be Maria. 
 
   “Is this a joke?” a blond man asked. 
 
   Nina shook her head. “Certainly not. If there is any spirit activity going on, Violet is the best in the business to clear it away; she’s a medium.”
 
   Jake muttered a low. “Bloody hell.” And rubbed his forehead, but Nina ignored him and turned to me. 
 
   “Violet, why don’t you introduce yourself to the team?”
 
   My mouth was dry and my lungs felt two sizes too small. I knew Jake was a scientist, but I had no idea he worked here or I would have never agreed to come. This was just awkward in the worst possible way.
 
   “Hey, I’m Violet,” I managed to say with a small wave of my hand. “I’m here to determine if there is anything going on here that would be considered out of the ordinary.”
 
   “There is,” the blond man scoffed. “Management has clearly lost their mind.” A few subdued laughs floated on the sterile air and Nina shot blondie a hard glare. “Tony, I’m not saying I believe in these things, but since I know some of the team members do, I think we owe it to them to eliminate any doubt that this is a safe working environment.”
 
   “Don’t tell me anyone in this group is that naïve.” The blond guy huffed out, leaned forward and looked around at his colleagues. His eyes landed on Maria who sat with her eyes glued to the table. “This is a lab. Honestly Maria… tell me you don’t believe that Ben is walking around as a ghost.” 
 
   Maria lifted her gaze. “You weren’t here the other day, Tony. There’s no way that door could have opened by itself.”
 
   Tony snorted and shook his head. “What the hell is this. Candid Camera?”
 
   Nina took the floor again. “Anyway, over the next week, Violet will perform rituals to appease the spirits… or something,” her voice lowered as if she found it hard to speak the words. 
 
   A blond woman in her late twenties wearing square glasses and a low pony tail crossed her arms. “Nina, you do realize that with the deadline coming up and our team being one man down, we don’t have time for any distractions, right?” 
 
   Nina cleared her throat again. “Violet will mainly be here in the evening, so we won’t disturb her work and vice versa.”
 
   Mutters, arched brows, and head shakes made for the only response. 
 
   “Violet will be starting on her work tonight and I thought we could take turns staying with her since the safety procedures forbid visitors to have unsupervised access to the lab.” 
 
   “I don’t like to be here after dark,” Maria said, nibbling on her lower lip. Nina was right. Maria was truly afraid of this place.
 
   “That doesn’t make sense, Maria,” the woman with the ponytail said. “What does it matter if it’s day or night. This is an underground facility; there could be a hurricane outside without us knowing about it. Night or day makes no difference.”
 
   Maria fiddled with a small, golden cross around her neck but she didn’t get a chance to answer before an older man broke in to the conversation. “How long do you need?” he asked me. “I have something I need to finish anyway, so I’ll be here for at least a few more hours.”
 
   The older man looked at Nina, “And what do you mean when you say we need to supervise her? I don’t have time to babysit, but if she can do her own thing, I can lock up the lab afterwards.”
 
   “It means keep an eye on her at all times,” Ms. Ponytail said in a hard tone. “I suggest you keep her away from our work so she doesn’t touch anything. There’s a reason part of this lab is restricted and I for one, don’t appreciate that a stranger is granted access in the first place. In fact,” She pointed to the painted areas and looked at me, “do you see the white space between the four divisions?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I suggest you stay on the white floor to be on the safe side.” 
 
   “Jennifer,” Jake muttered in a low voice. “She’s not going to steal your work.”
 
   Jennifer gave him a defiant look. “How can you be sure?”
 
   His eyes narrowed and I waited for him to tell his sassy colleague that he had known me for sixteen years, but he didn’t. You didn’t have to be a psychic to see that Jake was embarrassed to be associated with me. 
 
   “All right, you can all go back to your work. Violet, if you need anything, feel free to ask any of us.” Nina said.  
 
   “Not me,” Tony pointed out, “I don’t have time for ghost hunters.”
 
   I looked down, reminding myself of the ten thousand dollars, but I truly hated it when people called me a ghost hunter. 
 
     Soon the table was cleared of people and I took a minute to feel the room. I could hear low whispers from the divisions and looked around. Jake and Jennifer were in the same area and sending glances and headshakes in my direction. 
 
   What I needed to do was to sit quietly and open up to the other side, but Nina came back and leaned down. “Do you need anything for your rituals?” she asked. 
 
   Damn. She expected some type of rituals like I had told her about during our initial meeting. 
 
   “No, I’m fine,” I said. “I just need quiet.” 
 
   “All right, I’ll be in my office.” She pointed to an open area with a desk. And then she added in a whisper: “Remember, a little bit of a show won’t hurt. It has to look real.” 
 
   When I stood up to take off my jacket, there was a sudden breeze in the room that snapped my head around. The nine other people in the large room were all focused on their work and since there were no windows or open doors I looked for a fan of some kind. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   With deliberate movements, I placed my jacket over a chair and closed my eyes, sending out my mental signal to my spirit guides that we were about to go to work. 
 
   I call upon my spirit guides acting in my highest interest. I ask you to come and stand guard as I strive to serve the spirits in this place. Let them approach. 
 
   Another breeze of cold air hit me and then a loud sound caught my attention. The chair to my right had moved. 
 
   I didn’t see it happen as I had my eyes closed, but the sound of the metal feet against the smooth cement floor and the fact that I had seen Nina push the chair in just a minute ago made me sure. 
 
   Who is here?  
 
   No one answered, but there was a feeling of being watched that I recognized. I opened my eyes only to see Jake turn around quickly. Had he been watching me? 
 
    After having no results for a few minutes I took a seat and pulled out a pen and paper. 
 
   What is your name? I asked mentally. 
 
   An image of a forest popped into my mind. 
 
   Your name is Forester?
 
   I saw a close-up of a chopped down tree. 
 
   Something about cutting trees… cutting wood? I asked and there it was; the tingling sensation of being right that I used constantly to navigate.
 
   Your name is Woods? 
 
   A hundred-dollar bill flashed before my mind’s eye with Benjamin Franklin standing out. Frank… is your name Frank? No… Benjamin. Yes, okay got it. Benjamin Woods, is that your name? I asked mentally.
 
   Yes. It’s not that I heard a man’s voice but again I felt the conviction of being right. 
 
   Can you come and talk to me? I’m here to help you. 
 
   A mental picture of a notebook appeared. 
 
   Is that your diary? I asked. Is it here?
 
   Ben was not very talkative and wouldn’t give me anything else than the image of the notebook. 
 
   With a sigh I opened my eyes and looked over to Nina’s desk. She sat in a red zone so my eyes darted to Jennifer, the angry scientist, who was sure I would corrupt or steal their work and wanted me to stay within the white zone. Right now, Jennifer sat bent over a microscope. Hoping she wouldn’t see me I entered red zone four, I approached Nina’s desk. 
 
   “Excuse me,” I said in a low voice. 
 
   “Yes?” Nina looked up. 
 
   “Can I please see Ben’s notebook?
 
   She shook her head. “His notebook?”
 
   “Yes, it’s green and about this thick.” I held up my hands to show her. 
 
   “We keep all notes on computers.”
 
   “He says his name was Benjamin Woods and he wants me to look in his notebook. It could be a diary I guess.”
 
   “I told you his name yesterday,” Nina said and I picked up on a slight irritation. 
 
   “No, you told me his name was Ben. He told me his last name.”
 
   Nina lowered her voice. “It’s not me you need to convince, and besides, even if I hadn’t told you yesterday, it wouldn’t have been hard for you to find the obituary.”
 
   Ten thousand dollars. I reminded myself and turned on my heels. 
 
   Sorry, Ben, you’re going to have to give me something more to work with because your colleagues are being jerks.
 
   I sat down and picked up my notebook again. I need more information, please talk to me.
 
   Nothing came.
 
   “Would you like some coffee?” a soft voice asked. Maria hovered over me with a serious expression on her face and a cup of coffee trembling in her hands. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “You’re Maria?”
 
   “Yes.” She came closer to set the coffee down. 
 
   “Is he here?” she whispered.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I answered and pointed to the chair beside me. “Can I ask you a few questions?”
 
   Maria looked over her shoulder. “I’m leaving in ten minutes. I have to get home to my kids.” 
 
   “I understand, but have you ever seen Ben’s green notebook?” 
 
   Maria shook her head. “Can’t say that I have. Maybe you can ask Steve. He and Ben worked closely together.”
 
   “Who is Steve?”
 
   Maria pointed to the older man who had offered to stay and close up after me. 
 
   “I’ll talk to Steve then,” I said and looked at Maria. “Why are you afraid of Ben? Did he scare you when he was alive?” 
 
   “No.” She fiddled with her cross again. As if doing so could protect her. “I just don’t like it when there’s spirit activity. You never know what they’ll do.”
 
   I tilted my head. “What do you mean?”
 
   Maria leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “When I was a small child, my cousin got possessed by a demon.”
 
   I frowned. “Really?”
 
   “It was the scariest thing I’ve ever seen and the priest performed an exorcism on him.”
 
   “How old was he?”
 
   “Fourteen or fifteen, I think.”
 
   “That must have been very traumatic for you,” I said sympathetically. “Are you afraid Ben will possess you?”
 
   Maria made the sign of the cross again and hushed me down. “I know he’s here. I feel him, and he’s not happy.”
 
   I nodded but didn’t say anything for a few seconds as I tried to reach out to Ben mentally. 
 
   “Why do you think Ben doesn’t want to talk to me?” I asked her. 
 
   Maria’s lips curled downward. “Because he was the biggest non-believer when he was alive, I bet he thinks he’s too good to talk to someone like you.” She looked around. “Just like everyone else in this place.”
 
   “But you believe.”
 
   “Of course. I’m a catholic. We believe in heaven and hell. There are such things as demons and sometimes they walk among us just like spirits do.”
 
   “But you’re a scientist. I thought all scientists were all about reason and logic. You’re very spiritual for someone in a white coat.”
 
   Maria gave a small head shake. “I’m not superstitious. I mean… I don’t spit over my shoulder if I see a black cat pass in the street or anything like that, but this is different. Ever since Ben died there’ve been so many signs. Did Nina tell you about the messages?”
 
   “Yes, but I still don’t know what they said.”
 
   “I took pictures; I can send them to you.” Maria pulled up her phone. “But basically they were very cryptic and didn’t make much sense.”
 
   I gave her my phone number and she sent me five pictures of scribbles on a whiteboard. 
 
   “It’s was written on that whiteboard over there.” She pointed to a whiteboard standing next to the meeting table. 
 
    “And you’re sure none of your colleagues wrote it?”
 
   “Yes! Nina said she checked the videos and I trust her.” Maria looked down at her clock. “I’m sorry, but it’s already past six. I have to go.”
 
   “I understand,” I said and thanked her for the pictures. 
 
   After Maria left, Nina waved a hand at me. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.” And then she left too. Within ten minutes the lab emptied until only Steve, Jake and Jennifer remained. 
 
   Jennifer packed up her things and said something to Jake with a smirk in my direction. I couldn’t see his reaction as he had his back to me, but it still bothered me. He probably thought she was interesting and smart. Maybe he even respected her. Maybe he even liked her.
 
   I forced myself to sit down again, close my eyes and for the tenth time call on Ben.
 
   Listen Ben, I feel you and you already told me your name. If you don’t want to talk to me then that’s your choice, but I’ll come back tomorrow to give you a last chance.
 
   I heard Jennifer shout a goodnight before the door slammed behind her. I really didn’t like her and now that she was gone I could get up and walk around more freely. 
 
   “Steve?” I approached the older man working inside a closed off room of glass. “Can I ask you a few questions?” 
 
   “What?” he asked and lifted his safety glasses, gesturing for me to stay back. “Don’t come in here; can’t you read?”
 
   “Sorry,” I said and stepped away from the door. 
 
   His voice dripped with annoyance when he put down his safety glasses and got out of the glass box to talk to me. “What do you want?” 
 
   “Have you seen Ben’s notebook?”
 
   “His notebook?”
 
   “Yes, it’s green and about this size.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes. “We don’t use notebooks; we use computer logs.”
 
   “Maybe it was a diary,” I suggested. 
 
   “Or maybe you should stop wasting my time,” Steve snapped when his phone started playing the tune from Indiana Jones.
 
   “Excuse me.” Steve headed for the phone on his desk and left me to myself. Not that he’d been helpful anyway. I continued walking around slowly, sensing the room and opening up to guidance. 
 
   “Violet.” Jake called me over and apparently I could cross into his section just fine now that Jennifer with the glasses and the low ponytail had left. 
 
   “I’m sorry if I was a bit reserved before, but it’s just that I don’t really mix work and my private life.”
 
   I smiled politely and refrained from pointing out the obvious fact that he was ashamed of knowing me. 
 
   “I thought so,” I said instead which was followed by an awkward silence between us. 
 
   Jake and I, well, it’s complicated since we have history. 
 
   He was the first guy to give me a real kiss. He was the first boy I ever fell in love with and he’s been in my life as my brother’s friend since I was in fifth grade. 
 
   With Jake, I get nervous and awkward and for some reason I can’t read him easily like I can read other people. 
 
   “How is Christian?” he asked. 
 
   “Fine… I talked to him yesterday and he said you and he went hiking together over the weekend.”
 
   “We did,” Jake confirmed and looked down at his shoes.
 
   “Okay… then maybe I should be asking you how my brother is, since I haven’t seen him for weeks.”
 
   Jake shifted his balance again and stuffed his hands into his white lab coat. “Christian is fine.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Right… good.”
 
   I hate that awkwardness that always comes between us once we’re done with the initial small talk about Christian. 
 
   Steve saved us by busting in. “Hey, Parker, can you close up the lab… my wife just called to remind me we have tickets for the theater.” 
 
   Jake’s eyes flew to me. “Ehh… actually.”
 
   “I missed that it’s our anniversary, so I need to go,” Steve said and didn’t look happy when he headed for the exit. “I’ll see you tomorrow Parker, and thanks.”
 
   “When the door slammed shut, Jake and I stood for a second staring at each other. 
 
   “How long do you need?” he asked. 
 
   I looked around. “Not long.  I was thinking about coming back tomorrow since Ben isn’t willing to talk to me.”
 
   “No, I suppose that would be difficult for him since Ben died two weeks ago.”
 
   My head swung back to Jake. “I meant, Ben’s spirit won’t talk to me.”
 
   Jake tapped his foot and crossed his arms. “Listen, Violet, how long have we known each other?”
 
   “Sixteen years,” I said.
 
   “Have I ever, in all that time, believed in any of your Voodoo stuff?”
 
   “I don’t perform Voodoo,” I said trying not to get offended.
 
   “Then witchcraft or whatever you want to call it,” Jake said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You would need some pretty hard evidence to convince me that there is more to this world than being born, living and dying in the end.”
 
   “So what do you think happens after we die?” I asked him. 
 
   “Nothing happens as far as I’m concerned. I get buried and my corpse decomposes in the ground. I can see why that would be disappointing to some people, but I don’t need fairytales about heaven to feel good or get out of bed in the morning. I get one life and I’m going to live it to the fullest and die a happy man.”
 
   “You really believe that?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I had studied this man for so long and although I seldom got anything from him, I had once spoken to his dead grandmother and never been brave enough to tell him. Tonight I found my courage.
 
   “Your grandmother doesn’t agree with you. She died when you were twenty years old and I spoke to her just after she passed over.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Her name was Lucy and she lived to be eighty-three,” I said with my chin held high. “She died of pneumonia and you were there with her. You blamed your mom for months that she didn’t insist on Lucy going to the hospital but your grandmother told me it had been her choice and she wanted you to forgive your mom.”
 
   Jake gaped at me. “Who told you that?”
 
   “Lucy did.”
 
   “Stop it Violet. It’s not funny.”
 
   “Okay, how about this then.” I swung my arms out.  “This place used to have animals that were being poorly treated. Rats and monkeys, so I suspect it was for testing. The room was smaller then, but they suffered a great deal.”
 
   “True, but Nina could have told you that,” Jake said with deep frown lines on his face. 
 
   I gave up and turned around. “You know what. I think my work here is done for today.”
 
   “Good.” A deafening silence settled between us when Jake walked me out of the building and we parted with a curt “goodnight.”
 
   Of all the men in the world, why did someone so narrow-minded as Jake have to be the guy that made my heart thump faster? 
 
   As soon I slid inside my car, I called up Cia, just to hear a friendly voice. 
 
   “What an ass,” she said after I explained what had just happened. “Can’t you just tell them that their ghost moved on and take the money?”
 
   “Cia,” I said in a tone light with censure. “I could never do that.”
 
   “Why not? They think you’re a fraud yet they’re paying you, so take the money and hide your smirk when you cash the check.”
 
   “You don’t understand.” 
 
   “What? I’ve had to stretch my morals to get by, you can do the same.”
 
   “No I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I don’t work alone and my spirit guides would go on strike if I didn’t take this seriously.”
 
   “Right,” she said dryly. 
 
   “Could you at least try to hide your skepticism… I could really use a little support tonight.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Do you want me to go with you tomorrow? I could dress up as Black and be your demonic assistant; that should get them talking,” she chuckled.  
 
   I sighed. “Would you do that?”
 
   “Absolutely. I guarantee that they’ll be too busy avoiding me to bother you. People always avoid me when I dress as Black.”
 
   “That’s not true. I met you as Black and we became friends.”
 
   Cia was quiet for a minute. “But you’re one in a thousand, Violet.”
 
   “Thanks.” I sighed a deep cleansing breath. “I know I should just put on my big girl panties and go by myself tomorrow, but it really hurts to hear Jake accuse me of being a fraud and a liar. God, I wish I didn’t like him.” 
 
   “That’s why it’s called a crush, you know,” Cia said softly. “It hurts to want the wrong one.” 
 
   “Yeah, but my crush has been a sixteen-year painful experience. How do I get my heart to understand that this wasn’t meant to be and move on already?”
 
   “I’m coming with you tomorrow and then you’ll blow that ghost to heaven and tell them it’s all over and they can all relax,” Cia commanded. “Gabriel and I aren’t flying home until Friday anyway. And besides, I was going to visit Darren at the Gallery tomorrow evening. We could go together after your gig.”
 
   The thought of hanging out with Cia and Darren made me feel better. I had only met Darren six months ago, but it had been an instant love match. Darren is as eccentric as me and if it wasn’t for the fact that he’s gay I think we would have made the perfect match. 
 
   “Yes, I would love to see Darren,” I said feeling better already. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Satanist 
 
   Violet
 
   Cia had been right. 
 
   If people stared at me strangely for wearing old fashioned clothes, it was nothing compared to the reaction Cia got when she showed up dressed as Black. 
 
   We were led into the lab and nobody spoke to us, except Maria who gave me a curt greeting and shot Cia a nervous glance. 
 
   Back when Cia called herself Black and dressed as a Goth, she used to have raven black hair, but now that her hair was strawberry blond, she had covered it with a black beanie and pulled her hoody up. Her dark makeup with the exaggerated black eyeliner and all the fake piercings made her look very different from current Cia, but mostly it’s was her attitude that changed. Cia is kind, generous, and sweet. Black is reserved, aggressive, and not to be messed with. 
 
   “Who is this?” Nina asked when she saw Cia.  
 
   “My assistant,” I told her. 
 
   Cia looked straight at Nina and said: “It seems your little lab has a problem with the dead, and sometimes the good witch,” Cia nodded toward me and kept talking in a loud and clear voice, “calls on us Satanists to do certain rituals that would be too dangerous for her to do herself.”
 
   Maria who had been listening, made the sign of the cross in front of her and started packing up her things.   
 
   Jake and Jennifer scowled at us and talked quietly among themselves but they quickly packed up and left too. In fact, the whole place dwindled down to one person beside Cia and me in less than fifteen minutes.
 
   “I’ll be in my office,” Nina said once she understood that all her staff had escaped and she was now the only one left to supervise us.  
 
   We watched her plant herself in front of her computer and put on a set of headphones. 
 
   “I told you.” Cia swung her legs up on the table. “People scatter like rats when they see a Goth.”
 
   “Did you have to say that stuff about being a Satanist?”
 
   “Oh, come on, it was fun, wasn’t it?” Cia asked with a smile and I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
   “So what do you want to do now? We still have two hours before we’re meeting Darren,” she said. 
 
   “I’m going to do my work,” I told her and got up to walk around, saying my opening prayer and allowing any spirit to approach me.
 
   And bang, there he was; a scientist looking gloomy and pale but never the less as clear as Nina or Cia. 
 
   “Hello. You must be Ben Woods,” I said to him mentally but the man just glared at me with his hands in his pockets. 
 
   “Hello,” I said aloud and he looked into my eyes but kept floating right pass me. 
 
   I turned to watch the man; curious to see where he would be going and hoping he would give me more clues to where his notebook was located.
 
   He stopped when he reached the meeting table and shot Cia a furious glance. “Get your shoes off the table,” he said but she didn’t even flinch. 
 
   “Nina,” the man shouted and pointed to Cia. “What the hell is this punk doing in my lab?”
 
   Nina didn’t react. She had her headphones on, but that didn’t stop him. He resolutely walked over and brushed them off her, making Nina shriek and jump in her seat. 
 
   “What is that disturbed teen doing in my lab?” the man repeated in a loud bellow. 
 
   Nina looked around confused and when her eyes landed on me I saw the question in her eyes. “What was that?”
 
   Nina can’t see you, I communicated to him internally. The man ignored me. 
 
   “Nina.” He pushed at her shoulder. “Get those two civilians out of here.”
 
   Nina touched her shoulder and picked up her headset. 
 
   You can ignore me all day long, but Nina can’t hear you or see you. I’m the only one who can, I thought and waited. 
 
   He glared at me and went in front of Nina waving his hand before her eyes. “Wake up woman. Are you completely blind?”
 
   I walked over quietly and stood only ten feet from Nina, looking straight at the man finding him familiar. 
 
   Are you Ben Woods? I asked. 
 
   The man snorted. “Of course I’m not Ben Woods. If you don’t know who I am, you shouldn’t be here.”
 
   Have you seen Ben Woods? I asked. 
 
   “He works for me,” the man said in a dismissive tone and then it hit me. 
 
   You’re one of the CEO’s. 
 
   He turned his back on me and walked straight through the wall where a large shelf stood. 
 
   I took a deep intake of air and went to sit down. “Are we done here?” Cia asked and I shook my head. 
 
   “Not quite,” I said and got out my notepad. 
 
   Ben Woods, are you here? I asked and heard a voice answer me. “Who are you?”
 
   My name is Violet. I’m a medium and I’m here to help.
 
   “Do you have my notebook?” 
 
   No, nobody knows where it is. Won’t you come and talk to me so I can see you.
 
   The chair to my right started spinning. 
 
   “Holy fuck,” Cia leaped up from her chair and almost fell because she had been sitting leaning back with her feet up. “What was that?”
 
   “It’s just Ben,” I said calmly. 
 
   “Well, tell Ben to stop messing around,” she said and ducked her head under the table. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
   “Checking to see if there are any strings.” 
 
   Ben, why are you still here? I asked. 
 
   “What do you mean?” He appeared at the end of the table, looking much younger than I had pictured when Nina spoke of a heart attack; this guy was no more than thirty-five. 
 
   “Thirty-seven,” he said dryly, “and thanks.”
 
   I closed my eyes. The problem with speaking telepathically with spirits is that they hear everything and sometimes you think things you wouldn’t normally say. 
 
   You’re welcome, I said knowing I had deemed him attractive when he first appeared. 
 
    “I didn’t have to die, you know,” he said and pushed some papers around on the table. 
 
     I faintly noticed Cia pulling up her phone and walking closer to where Ben stood, filming the papers. 
 
   “Who is that boy?” he asked. 
 
   That’s Cia. She’s a girl, or I suppose a woman is the right word since she’s twenty-one.
 
   “I don’t like her,” he said and disappeared.
 
   Argh… hardly ever do spirits cause me this much work. Maybe scientists are a special tribe who think they are different from the rest of departed people.
 
   I called out for him several times but Ben didn’t reappear. “Come on Cia,” I said after twenty minutes. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Did you see the paper move?” she asked. “I was just about to film it when it stopped. You saw it too, right?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   It took us another twenty minutes to get to Darren’s gallery where we picked him up and headed for the bar around the corner.  
 
   “I thought you said you were done with the Goth costume,” Darren said to Cia. 
 
   “I am! It was only to help Violet out tonight.” Cia started removing her fake piercings and used a napkin to wipe off some of her dark make-up. “It was fun though. I told them I was a Satanist and that Violet needed me for a dangerous ritual. You should have seen them run out of there as if I were the demon.”
 
   Darren put a palm to Cia’s face. “Do not make fun of demons. Just wait until you have one up your ass, playing you like Pinocchio on a stick. Then you won’t think it’s funny.”
 
   Cia pushed his hand away. “Come on, Darren. I’m only joking. Don’t tell me you believe in demon possession too?”
 
   Darren is such a character; with his giant size and hipster beard you would take him for a strong Viking, but the minute he starts throwing his hands around with those loose wrists and talks like a drag-queen you know he’s gay. And then there’s the clothing. He likes to mix the unmixable and today he wore a cowboy hat and cowboy boots, with a green tuxedo jacket, red bow tie, and red leather pants.
 
   “Do I believe in demon possessions?” he said with exaggerated drama. “Hell yes, I believe. Haven’t you seen The Exorcist?” 
 
   “That’s just a movie,” Cia said and tilted her head. 
 
   “Based on a true story,” Darren claimed and crossed his arms. “Of course in the real story it happened to a boy and he was slightly older than the girl in the movie, but still, it happened and it took weeks for a bunch of priests to win the fight over the devil that possessed that poor boy.”
 
   Cia gaped from Darren to me. “Seriously?” she said and looked at me for help. 
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “Ferfucksake,” Cia said in a last attempt to call us to order. “Can we please agree that horror movies are not real.”
 
   “Of course they’re not real,” I said. “It’s hardly ever as gory as in the movies.”
 
   “Good. Now let’s change the subject before your ‘crazy’ rubs off on me,” she said.  
 
   Darren grinned and ordered a large beer for himself, white wine for me, and a Coca Cola for Cia who hardly ever touched alcohol since she got alcohol poisoning from drinking with her alcoholic mom as a child.  
 
   “Well, at least you didn’t have any trouble with loser Jake tonight,” Cia said looking at me. 
 
   “Loser Jake?” Darren asked. “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on that childhood crush of yours.”
 
   My sigh was answer enough. 
 
   “I told you to move on, didn’t I?” Darren sounded disappointed. “There’s nothing for you there.”
 
   “I know,” I muttered. 
 
   “If this Jake guy wanted a slightly neurotic woman with psychic powers, you probably would have been the first to know, don’t you think?” Darren asked and Cia added. “Raise your hand if you think Jake is a jerk who doesn’t deserve Violet.” Cia raised her right hand high in the air. Darren followed and grabbed my hand, raising it too. 
 
   “Good,” Darren banged his fist on the table. “The vote’s final and you are hereby forbidden to have a crush on Jake. We deem him unworthy of you.”
 
   “That’s right,” Cia said and leaned back so the server could place our drinks on the table. “It’s time for you to move on and find another guy. Have you considered online dating?”
 
   Darren and I looked at each other and then he burst into a belly deep roar of laughter. “You should totally do net dating…” Darren squirmed with excitement and made a headline in the air with his hands. “Psychic woman; tired of seeing dead people, looking for a wildly alive man to hump with.”
 
   “Shut up…” I laughed but Darren kept going. 
 
   “I’m into fashion! Circa eighteen hundred and ninety. My idea of fun is to play Ouija board games.”
 
   “I would never use an Ouija board,” I protested. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I should take this seriously,” Darren said and sat up straight, but then he broke into laughter again. “I’m sorry sweetie.” He dried away a tear. “But let’s face it. The only men crazy enough to be with someone like you and me - are the men we don’t want.”
 
   “Why did you have to be gay?” I pouted and punched his shoulder. “We would have made a terrific couple.” 
 
   “I know.” Darren pulled me closer and placed a kiss on my forehead. “But hey, if you use a strap-on dildo, I’ll let you do me.”
 
   “Oh, gross…” I pushed away from him and buried my head in my hands. “You’re such a pig Darren.”
 
   The large man wiggled his eyebrows with a joyful grin. “You don’t know half of it.” 
 
   “And I don’t want to,” I exclaimed. 
 
   Cia chuckled from her seat, her face tinged a rosy hue from her enjoyment of the conversation. “I’ve missed you two so much.” 
 
   “We miss you too. Can’t you and Gabriel come back to Seattle soon?” Darren asked. “I mean honestly, who moves to a place called misery anyway?”
 
   “Missouri,” I corrected. 
 
   “Sounds like misery to me,” Darren said and took a large gulp of his beer. 
 
   “And it’s expensive to ship your art across four states. Which reminds me, when will I get my next shipment?”
 
   “Soon,” Cia promised. 
 
   “I have a waiting list, you know,” Darren said. “Your name is hot right now so we want to ride that wave. I’ve never had a first time artist sell out within ten minutes of the exhibition,” he said. 
 
   “Only because my mother-in-law bought all my paintings,” Cia muttered. 
 
   Darren made a clicking sound with his tongue. “My regulars don’t know that. They think you’re a unique talent and the next big thing.”
 
   “Are you saying, the only reason they think I’m the new, hot artist, is because my paintings sold out? I thought they really liked my paintings.”
 
   “Of course they liked your paintings,” Darren exclaimed theatrically. “But art is part talent and part show.” People will pay a million dollars for a white portrait with a dot in the middle if the right person created it.” 
 
   “Hey, I think you’re amazing, and I would love a painting of yours. If I ever get rich, I’ll buy one from you.” I told Cia to cheer her up. 
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Sure. If your paintings weren’t already priced higher than my monthly mortgage, I would love to have one in my house.
 
   “I’ll make you one then,” Cia said softly. 
 
   Darren cleared his voice. “No, you can’t do that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because, it’s what all painters do and it’s a big mistake. You start making presents for people you know and suddenly you don’t have anything to sell.”
 
   “Ha,” Cia laughed. “That’s not a problem. My list of people I like is very short and with that shitty comment I’m sure as hell not making you a painting. You’ve been scratched from my short list.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want a painting of yours anyway. You’re not that talented,” Darren said and winked at Cia. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   Stripped down
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   I was late. My third evening trip to the lab and I didn’t have an excuse, except my feet simply didn’t want to take me back to that place. 
 
   Only yesterday, I had agreed with Darren and Cia that I needed to get over my obsession with Jake. The last thing I needed was to see him again. 
 
   “I’m afraid Nina just left,” the receptionist said. “We close at six.” 
 
   “Could you call Maria instead?” 
 
   The woman made a call but shook her head. “Maria has left for today too. 
 
   “How about Jake Parker?” I asked with a knot in my stomach.
 
   The woman dialed Jake’s extension and in contrast to the others, he actually picked up the phone.
 
   “Jake will be right with you,” the receptionist said with a smile. 
 
   While waiting for Jake, I once again glanced to the pictures of the CEO’s and recognized one of them as the man who had pushed Nina’s headset off her head and called Cia a punk. 
 
    
 
   Dr. John. T. Larsson, CEO from 1998 to 2015. 
 
    
 
   That’s why he called it his lab. I thought and moved away from the picture to wait for Jake. 
 
   Ten minutes later, I was convinced that he intentionally took his time to annoy me and when he finally arrived, he held open the elevator door and stuck his head out with a short: “Are you coming?” 
 
   I tried not to look at him as we descended down to the second level underground, but my good manners made me break the silence with a polite question. “How has your day been?” 
 
   “Fine,” he said, “But Nina thought you’d blown her off and now it looks like I have to stay for you to do your magic tricks. I don’t have time for it, Violet.”
 
   “I’ll be quick,” I assured him and followed his quick pace down the long hallway and into the lab. 
 
   “You don’t need me, do you?” Jake asked, already walking toward his work station. 
 
   For a moment I stood there drinking in Jake in his environment and remembered Cia and Darren, and their teasing. Jake wasn’t worthy of me. My friends were right. I deserved someone kind and warm. Someone who loved me for me. This childish obsession with Jake was beyond ridiculous and it had to stop. 
 
   Ben, I’m back, I called out mentally after saying my opening prayer. We’re running out of time. If you need my help, you’ve got to come and talk to me.
 
   “Why would I need your help?” Ben stood right behind me and I jumped a little. 
 
   “Don’t do that,” I scolded him and started when I realized I’d said the words aloud. 
 
   “Excuse me?” Jake looked back at me. “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Not you,” I explained but that only made him shake his head at me. 
 
   I turned my back to Jake and shut him out so I could focus. 
 
   Ben, why are you still here?  
 
   “You didn’t bring that girl in black. That’s good,” Ben answered. 
 
   Yes. So tell me, do you remember what happened to you?
 
   “You mean, am I aware that I’m dead?” Ben asked and appeared over by the meeting table. 
 
   So you understand that you’ve passed over?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Then what is keeping you here?
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   I can sense that you’re angry. Do you know why?
 
   “Because he let me die.”
 
   Who did?
 
   “Watch the video.”
 
   What video? 
 
   Ben faded out, but I knew he was referring to the recording from the night he died. Since there was only one person to ask for help, I walked with heavy steps to Jake’s working area. 
 
   “Jake.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Could you help me get access to the recording from the night Ben died?”
 
   Jake frowned. “I might. Why?”  
 
   I psyched myself up, telling myself that I didn’t like this guy and I had no need to be nervous around him. “I want to understand what exactly happened when Ben died.”
 
   Jake exhaled an angry hiss of breath. “Haven’t you heard the saying about leaving the dead in peace? Why do you insist on digging into things that have nothing to do with you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but this is my job, Jake. People hire me to help the spirits pass over into the light.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Even after our discussion yesterday, you really want to go another round with me?”
 
   “No, I don’t want to argue with you,” I sighed. “I just want the recordings and then I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
   “All right.” A smile tugged at his lips. “Tell you what. I’ll give you the recordings if you can prove that Ben is here.”
 
   I shook my head. “It doesn’t work like that.” 
 
   “Really? As I see it, it should be fairly simple to have him answer questions you would never know the answer to. So answer me this: After a blood test has gone through centrifugation what happens to it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said honestly. 
 
   “I didn’t think so, but Ben would definitely know, so why don’t you ask him.”
 
   I clenched my jaw and squared my shoulders, reaching out to Ben mentally. 
 
   “Tell him he’s a wanker,” Ben whispered in my ear. His closeness made me jump a little again. 
 
   “Ben says that you’re a wanker.” For some reason those words made Jake’s eyes widen. 
 
   “Does he now? Ask him to answer the question.”
 
   “It separates into plasma, white blood cells, and red blood cells,” Ben said dryly.
 
   I repeated his words and it made Jake tilt his head suspiciously. “Give me the percentages.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
   “Ben would know what I mean,” he said.  
 
   “Fifty-five percent plasma, one percent white blood cells and about forty-five percent red blood cells,” I repeated what Ben told me and for a second Jake looked shaken, but then he squared his shoulders.  
 
   “Nicely done, Violet, but Ben would never call it that. He would say erythrocytes and leukocytes.”
 
   I looked at Ben who pointed at Jake. “Tell him to go fuck himself.”
 
   “He says you should go fuck yourself.” 
 
   “All right, I’ll give you one more chance. What is plasma made of?” Jake asked. 
 
   “You can tell him it’s ninety percent water, eight percent protein and the last two percent are hormones, electrolytes, and nutrients.”
 
   Again I repeated Ben’s words but Jake still didn’t look convinced. “So what? You got a few things right. Doesn’t mean you’re psychic. You could have studied before you got here.”
 
   I broke in to an offended chuckle. “Are you kidding me? I have a major in anthropology. I couldn’t care less about what blood consists of and I can assure you I did not study to be prepared, in case you came up with the random idea of testing my knowledge on blood.”
 
   “Then someone helped you,” Jake said. “Nina seems eager to make us buy into this bullshit.” He waved his hands up and down in front of me and it provoked me. Was he referring to me as bullshit? 
 
   “You think Nina told me about plasma and blood before I came here?”
 
   “Possibly, or maybe you’re carrying a device so she can talk to you.”
 
   “Urgh.” My hands shook with indignant fury. Enough people have accused me of being a fraud, that the pain is palpable. But to hear these vile accusations from Jake, hurt me so much more, because for sixteen years he had been the guy I mostly wanted to like me. And it was obvious he didn’t. He didn’t like me at all. 
 
   With my fists clenched and a stubborn look, I stepped closer to him. So close he could feel the emotion radiating from my tight body. “If you think I’m wearing some kind of microphone, then feel for yourself.”
 
   Jake pulled back. “I’m not going to feel you up… I can’t. You’re Christian’s sister.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “As I recall it, you had no problem kissing me once.”
 
   Jake’s Adam’s apple jumped in his throat. “That was more than ten years ago and it was different. I did it for your own good.”
 
   A silent power struggle crackled between us before I stepped back. “Fine! Then I’ll prove it to you in a different way.”
 
   I raised my hands up and started unbuttoning my blouse. Jake’s eyes were fixated on my hands but he said nothing. Just waited until I had the whole row undone and pulled my shirt open for him to see that nothing lay underneath except my white lace bra. 
 
   “It could be on your back,” he said in a low voice, so I shrugged my blouse off completely. “See,” I said and twirled slowly. “No wires.”
 
   His eyes drifted to my skirt and I arched a brow. “You think I have it hidden between my thighs or what?”
 
   “No,” he said in a rush, but anger had consumed rational thought so I pulled my long skirt down and stepped out of it. I stood before my lifelong crush wearing my brown leather boots with a three-inch heel and my lacy lingerie. “Do you think I’m hiding something in my underwear or in my boots? Do I need to strip completely naked for you to see for yourself?”
 
   Again Jake swallowed hard and shook his head. “No, of course not.”
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   Violet stood with her eyes blazing fire at me and I struggled not to drink in her incredible body with my own. Every drop of the blood we’d just discussed pounded through my veins. 
 
   She’s Christian’s sister and he’ll kick your ass if he finds out you made her strip down in front of you.
 
   Technically, I didn’t ask her to strip. It was her idea to prove to me that there were no hidden microphones on her body. 
 
   Focus on her hair and not her body. I reminded myself but when I did she misunderstood. 
 
   “You must be joking,” she scoffed.  “No, Jake, I don’t have any hidden wires in my hair bun. Before I could say anything Violet had reached up and pulled out the pins one by one, until her long brown hair cascaded down around her shoulders. 
 
   I closed my eyes, but I couldn’t block out the fresh scent of flowers and femininity that waved at me. 
 
   That’s the thing about Violet. She is pure femininity; and with her long shiny hair and pretty face she stirs a man’s interest, but I’ve known her long enough and shouldn’t be fooled by her sweet innocent looks. 
 
   Christian always says she was born in the wrong century with her love for vintage and the way she dresses, but I think she’s lucky she wasn’t born two hundred years ago. She would surely have been burned at the stake with all her nonsense about being a psychic. 
 
   “Look at me, Jake.” Her insistent voice snapped my eyes open in time to see her standing too close to me. 
 
   Too. Damn. Close.
 
   “Feel,” she said, grabbing my hands and placing them in that glorious, silky mass of her hair. For one spectacular second, I let my fingers just feel the velvet-like strands.   
 
   Once I reined in my wayward senses, I pulled my hands away as if I had burned myself. But it was too late. My fingers had touched long enough for me to feel that her hair was as soft as it was beautiful. I shouldn’t be touching Violet and she certainly shouldn’t be standing so close to me in nothing but her white lace underwear.
 
   Clearing my throat, I took a step back. Too bad I couldn’t push myself so far backward I’d disappear into the wall behind me. Anything to escape the roiling emotions that I had no right to feel.
 
   “I believe you! You don’t have any hidden microphones,” I said and looked away. If I couldn’t escape with my body, I’d do it with my eyes.
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked impatiently. “Because I’ll take off the last two pieces of clothing if you need me too.”
 
   “No,” I held up both hands. “Don’t do that. I’ll get you the recordings… just put your clothes back on.”
 
   Relief course through me when she finally complied and I acted cool when I accessed the security file on my computer and presented it to her. But all the play acting in the world couldn’t stop my pounding heart.  
 
   Violet was not a child any longer. I knew that of course, but somehow seeing her standing almost naked in front of me had shaken me more than I wanted to admit. Why in the world would she hide such long perfect legs under those boring long skirts she always wore? 
 
   And how had she known Ben used to call me a wanker? It was an inside joke of ours he’d started the day he realized I was born in England.
 
   While Violet watched the video, I stood behind her with my mind spinning a thousand miles an hour. My questions had been too easy; I had underestimated her basic knowledge of science. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
   She paused the video at one time and leaned closer, placing a hand on a round circle on the screen. “An orb,” she said. 
 
   “A what?” 
 
   “Spirits are often seen as orbs on recordings,” she explained.
 
   “Nah, I think it’s just some light reflections,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Or maybe some dust.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” She pressed play again and four or five times during the video she touched the screen when the so-called orbs appeared.
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   On the screen, I watched how the lab emptied of their colleagues and only Steve and Ben remained. The recording lacked sound, but it showed how Ben fell to the floor and Steve came and bent over him, slapping his face. 
 
   “You would have thought a man like him would know how to do CPR,” Ben said and spooked me once again by being too close. I jerked back and bumped into Jake who stood behind me. 
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered. “Ben just has an annoying habit of sneaking up on me.”
 
   “Right,” he said with a snort. 
 
   I snapped my head around. “It’s true.”
 
   “Sure.” He looked down at the screen. “You just missed the important part.”
 
   Shoot. “Can you rewind a bit?” 
 
   “Yeah… There it is.”
 
   On the screen, Steve retrieved a glass of water and returned at a steady pace. He tried to wake up Ben by throwing water in his face.”
 
   “See… who does that?” Ben said from right next to me. “I swear it took him ten minutes before he called for an ambulance and that’s why I died. If he’d called right away, I would still be alive.”
 
   I gave Ben a sympathetic glance. I’m sorry you feel that way. Is that why you’re still here, because you’re mad that your colleague didn’t react fast enough?
 
   Ben nodded. “And because someone stole my work.”
 
   What do you mean?
 
   The recording kept running on Jake’s computer screen and finally I saw the paramedics arrive.
 
   “I don’t know why Steve didn’t use the defibrillator,” Jake said from behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. It was almost as if his breath had caressed my unbound hair. “It’s a damn shame… I liked Ben and he was too young to die.”
 
   “Exactly!” Ben said and shot me a pointed look. 
 
   I turned to look at Jake. “Ben agrees with you. He’s upset that Steve didn’t try to revive him.”
 
   Jake crossed his arms. “I guess some people run in circles when something unexpected happens and Steve apparently is just one of those people.”
 
   “Ben keeps talking about a green notebook. Do you know anything about that?” I asked but Jake shook his head.
 
   It’s not unusual for spirits to be confused and mix up things, so truth be told I thought this was just one of those times. I was just about to tell Ben my theory when I felt a strong pull that led me to the work station where Steve had worked earlier. 
 
   “Can I search for the book here?” I called back to Jake.
 
   I could hear him curse low but he came over, hands in his pockets and a scowl on his face. “Honestly, Violet, I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “I just want to search for the green book, something tells me it’s here.”
 
   “And by something, you mean Ben?” he grumped and rolled his eyes to emphasize how ridiculous he found it all. 
 
   “Actually, no, Ben isn’t here right now. This is something else.”
 
   Jake held up a palm. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I can’t let you touch anything, but tell me where you want to search?” 
 
   “There.” I pointed to a metal file cabinet and Jake started opening all the drawers while I looked on with my fingers crossed. It would be amazing if I could find Ben’s green notebook, but nothing appeared and after a five-minute search Jake gave up. “That’s it, I’m done with this nonsense.”
 
   He passed me with a grunt and left me standing there like an idiot. 
 
   Jake was done helping me and it didn’t help that Ben was playing hide and seek and wouldn’t come when I called for him. Disheartened, I went back to the meeting table, sat down and pulled out my phone to look at the messages that Maria had sent me. The photos of my first night in this lab. 
 
   They still didn’t make much sense to me. It was like words from a riddle or a poem but not enough to complete it, and some of it sounded down right eerie “in the shadow, afraid.” I read aloud, but had no idea what the message meant. I flipped to a different image. “Do you see me? Do you know I’m alive?” Was that Ben trying to communicate with his colleagues?
 
   The third message said: “pretend that I’m not here.”
 
   I shook my head. I hate riddles. It’s much easier when spirits talk to me like living people. 
 
   Ben? I called out mentally. Can you please come out and talk to me?
 
   He didn’t respond and with Jake, the human iceberg, starting to pack up his things, I inhaled a deep sigh. 
 
   “All right, Ben, I’ll come back tomorrow, but you better be ready to talk to me, because this is getting ridiculous,” I muttered. 
 
   “Violet.” Jake approached me. “Someone is waiting for me. Do you mind if we leave now?” It wasn’t a question. He had already turned off the light at his work station, taken off his white coat and stood with his jacket in his hand. 
 
   “Okay,” I said and followed him out feeling like a complete failure. 
 
   “See you,” Jake said as we exited the building.
 
   “Yeah,” I muttered and started searching for my car keys. They weren’t there and after a double search I concluded that I’d forgotten them inside. The logical thing would have been to call out to Jake, but something stopped me. I already felt like a major pain in his ass. 
 
   I watched him get into his car and drive away without saying a word, determined that I would rather walk home than ask for his help ever again. 
 
   Unfortunately, the building was locked and no one reacted to my knocking on the door. If there was a guard on duty, he didn’t come to my rescue, which meant there was no other option than to start walking. 
 
   An hour and twenty minutes later I walked into my cozy little house and the first thing I did was run a bath. 
 
   For the last half hour of my walk in the rain, I had been promising myself that I would reward my sore feet with a nice bath after enduring a four mile walk in high heels. 
 
   With a glass of red wine, some lit candles in the room, and soft music playing, I undressed and let myself sink into the steaming hot water with a loud “Ahhh.”
 
   I would have to find a way to drag myself back to PamLab tomorrow and my only conciliation was that no matter what, it would be my last day there because tomorrow was Friday and there was no way I was going back next week. 
 
   I picked up a sponge and started washing my neck and breasts with my head spinning. The scene from earlier came back to me. I had been almost naked in front of Jake today and yet I hadn’t been half as embarrassed as I should have been. Mostly because I was furious at him at the time, but now… I cringed at how it must have looked to him. 
 
   When my phone rang, it drew me away from my indulgent self-pity. I smiled at the caller ID. Christian. 
 
   “If it isn’t my favorite family member,” I said sounding much chirpier than I felt. 
 
   “Hey, Vi, is everything all right?” Concern laced his voice. 
 
   “Yes. Why?”
 
   “I spoke to Jake.”
 
   I leaned my head back on the tub. “And?”
 
   “He mentioned you’re working in his lab.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He didn’t sound too happy about it?”
 
   “I know.” I dipped the sponge in the warm water. “He can be a real jerk.”
 
   Christian laughed. “I know… but if it makes you feel better, he’s only a jerk to you.”
 
   “How is that going to make me feel better?”
 
   He laughed. “You two have always been awkward together, but he really is a nice guy and I invited him to join us on Saturday.”
 
   I sat up straight. “You did what?”
 
   “You don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to, and from the things he just told me, I would say he probably prefers if you don’t talk to him at all.” Christian chuckled, but I didn’t find it funny. 
 
   Rude.
 
   “What did he say about me?” I asked feeling humiliated. 
 
   “Ahh, just the usual moaning about your witchery. Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter what anyone says, sis, you know that I’ll always love you.”
 
   I leaned back and sunk lower again. So low the water threatened to engulf me. “I know, but still…”
 
   “So what if Jake isn’t your biggest fan? You hardly ever see him, and you can survive a polite dinner on Saturday for me, right?”
 
   “Right,” I muttered and told him I loved him too before I hung up. I would just have to endure two more days with Jake and then I would use all my powers to block him from my mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   The Dinner Party
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   Friday was a complete disaster at PamLab. Ben stubbornly refused to talk to me until I found his green notebook, which I didn’t – so yeah… mission failed. 
 
   I was honest with Nina and told her that Ben didn’t want to leave but she just patted me on the arm and told me how she appreciated my time and that she was sure everything would be fine now. 
 
   No doubt, Nina would tell Maria that the ‘spirit problem’ had been taken care off and I only hoped that Maria wouldn’t be frightened by more disturbances in the lab.
 
   On Saturday I worked all morning doing four readings on clients that were regulars. 
 
   Christian had texted me three times to remind me of our dinner plans and when I finally showed up at his place, I was twenty minutes late. I’d spent those precious moments pumping myself up for a night with Jake. It was always an emotionally confusing experience to be torn between the hope that he would finally reciprocate my feelings for him and the fear that the night would be yet another disappointment. 
 
   It was a small dinner party with only, Fred, who is my oldest brother, his wife Nancy, and of course my eight weeks old niece. I’d yet to meet the baby since they live in Ohio. 
 
   “Let me take your jacket,” Christian offered and helped me shrug out of it. 
 
   “Hello, Aunt Violet.” Nancy came to give me a hug with the little baby girl in her arms and I was awestruck with the little hands and fingers on the perfect child.
 
   “Oh my goodness, she’s beautiful,” I exclaimed and carefully reached out to touch her tiny little hands. 
 
   God, she was adorable. “Can I hold her?”
 
   “Of course.” Nancy carefully placed my little niece in my arms when Fred came from behind, placing an arm around my shoulder. “Long time, no see, sis.”
 
   I beamed at him, feeling the happiest I’d been for weeks. “Congratulations, she’s beautiful,” I told him and he stroked his daughters arm. 
 
   “What’s her name?” 
 
   “Rose,” Nancy said and from the way Fred’s nostrils flared I could tell there was a conflict. 
 
   “You don’t like Rose?” I asked him. 
 
   “Don’t even get him started,” Nancy warned. “Fred thinks her name should be Catherine after your grandmother.”
 
   Christian spoke up as he placed a glass of wine on the coaster in front of me. “Why not just name her Catherine Rose then?”
 
   “Or Rose Catherine,” Nancy said with a challenging look at Fred. 
 
   “I can ask her spirit guides what her name is, if you want me to,” I offered but that only made Nancy shoot Fred the stink eye and he hurried over and gently lifted my niece out of my arms. “That’s okay. Nancy and I will figure it out.”
 
   Great, I had only been at Christian’s for five minutes and already the family drama was starting to simmer. 
 
   I gave them a strained smile and made my way to the kitchen offering my help to Christian, but as always he had everything under control. A trained chef, his dinner parties offers him a way to live out his passion. 
 
   “How is business going?” I asked him while snatching a piece of his homemade bread.
 
   “Good. The new restaurant is booked solid throughout December, so that’s sweet.” He grinned, probably thinking about his three high-end steak houses.
 
   Christian makes good money on the wealthy people’s need for expensive wining and dining.
 
   “That’s great,” I said returning his smile, but the question about Jake burned on my tongue. Why wasn’t he here already?
 
   “Oh, Jake called. He is picking up his girlfriend, but he said they’ll be here soon.”
 
   “His girlfriend?” I repeated and wondered once again if I’m really the only one with a gift in this family. Christian often reads my mind before I speak, but every time I’ve confronted him about it, he strongly denies to have any sort of psychic abilities. 
 
   I couldn’t help the gnawing feeling in my belly after hearing that Jake was bringing a girlfriend. He had always been popular with women, but still, I hadn’t heard about anyone special for a while. 
 
   Christian busied himself making the salad, but I still tuned in to read him, searching for information about this girlfriend. 
 
   “Jen,” I said and tasted the name. “Is her name Jen?”
 
   “Yes,” Christian threw the syllable over his shoulder. “Jennifer. They work together; you must have met her at the lab. They’ve been real secretive about the whole thing because apparently there’s a no dating policy or something.”
 
   A clear image of Jennifer from the lab flashed before my mind’s eye. Ponytail, blond hair, glasses, and a hostile attitude toward me. “Yes, I met her,” I pushed the words past my parched throat and emptied my wineglass in one big gulp. 
 
   “Hey, that wine costs almost a hundred dollars per bottle. You might want to actually taste it, and not just swallow it,” Christian complained. 
 
   “Then find me a cheap bottle. If she’s coming, I need it.”
 
   Christian gave me a quizzical look and pointed to a bottle on the kitchen counter. That’s the one I used for the sauce. It’s decent.”
 
   I grabbed the bottle and filled my glass. “Thanks.”
 
   Ten minutes later, the dinner was on the table and Christian welcomed Jake with a man hug and Jennifer with a gentler one. 
 
   “Nice meeting you again,” Christian told her. It annoyed me that he hadn’t revealed Jennifer’s impending arrival sooner. I could have made up an excuse and stayed away.
 
   Jennifer came into the living room with a smile on her face and shook hands with Nancy and Fred, but then she saw me and her face fell.
 
   I raised my glass of wine. “Hello,”  
 
   “Hello,” she answered in a reserved tone. Jake at least had enough politeness to walk over and shake my hand. When he walked back to Jennifer I saw her sending him a what-the-hell-is-she-doing-here look.
 
   God, this is going to be a long night, I thought and gave my brother Christian a frosty glance. I knew he meant well and that the purpose of this whole charade was to imitate a thanksgiving dinner since I had missed out on our family tradition. But this was way worse than dining with mom and dad.
 
   I took another large gulp of wine and looked longingly at the door, but I couldn’t leave yet. 
 
   Quiet as a mouse, I sat through dinner and wished I was somewhere else. Anywhere else. Even with my strong resolution not to like Jake anymore, it was impossible to erase sixteen years of longing and wanting. Being an empath is both a gift and a curse, because we’re sensitive and feel more strongly than others. Maybe that was why I couldn’t just turn-off the attraction I had felt to Jake since I was a pre-teen, no matter how badly I wanted to. 
 
   While the others talked about the baby and Fred and Nancy’s sleep deprivation, I kept my eyes down, summoning strength from the source. Please give me closure. Make my attraction to him stop.
 
   “Violet, what was that girl’s name from high school again… the one that got expelled for trashing your car?” Fred asked with a grin and I could tell he had been entertaining his rapt audience with stories from our youth. 
 
   “I don’t remember,” I lied and noticed how Jake stared at me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked and his concern surprised me. 
 
   “Uh-huh.” I took another sip of wine. I shouldn’t drink but the dilemma was clear. I needed my car to get away from here, but I needed the wine to get through the hours I had to stay. 
 
   I didn’t want to take a taxi since I already paid for one yesterday when I picked up my car at the lab. And besides, I still loved my brother and didn’t want to disappoint him by leaving early. 
 
   “So Jennifer where did you go to college?” Nancy asked and leaned closer to hear Jennifer. Jake’s girlfriend explained about Duke University, her journey to becoming a biomedical engineer, and how growing up on the east coast had influenced her to be competitive and focused.
 
   “And when did you move to Seattle?” Fred asked. 
 
   “Only a year ago and then I met Jake.” Jennifer took his hand and shot him a smile so sugar coated that it made me want to vomit. “We’re very happy together,” she said.
 
   Her eyes drifted to me. I don’t know what possessed me to look deeply into those chilly orbs but I wished I hadn’t. This woman was shallow, cold, and cynical. She had a blinding smile and was pretty enough with her long blond hair and intelligent gray eyes, but she was a calculating person without true empathy. 
 
   I broke the eye contact and took another sip of wine, and this time I started to feel a slight buzz. 
 
   “Christian, tell me about yourself. You’re Jake’s best friend but I don’t know much about you. Last time we met it was so brief,” Jennifer said and gave my brother a charming smile. 
 
   Christian was happy to share about his background as a chef, and his jump to being a restaurant manager where he learned the trade.
 
   Jennifer looked captivated by his story and I didn’t like the way she gazed at my brother like she wanted a threesome with him and Jake for Christmas. 
 
   “But Jake told me you own a chain of restaurants,” Jennifer said and let her index finger slide along the wineglass. 
 
   “I wouldn’t call it a chain yet. I just opened my third a few weeks ago, but if all goes well, I’ll be opening one or two again next year.”
 
   I sat quietly, listening to Christian when I caught Jake looking at me again. What was his problem?
 
   I never get much when I try to read Jake. It’s frustrating as hell, but either he doesn’t feel much or I just can’t read him like I can read other people. He’s my blind spot. 
 
   Jennifer, however, I could read like an open book and if she had known how much I was learning about her, she would have been horrified. 
 
   I got images of her cheating on a test, and I knew she had slept with one of her professors. Although, it wasn’t clear to me how many times or if she had done it for love or to gain something. I could also see her as a teenager lying to her parents about who caused a fender bender with their car. These where just some of the things she was hiding and I closed off the connection since I didn’t need to dig deeper to conclude that Jennifer had a sleek surface with rotten content. Just before I cut the connection I picked up a last image that made me gasp. 
 
   Five set of eyes drifted to me.
 
   “Sorry,” I said “I just forgot something at work.”
 
   But my shock had nothing to do with work; it was the flashing sensual images of Jennifer with my brother that disturbed me. I tried to categorize it as past or future, but the timeline was unclear. If they had actually slept together behind Jake’s back, that would be horrific on so many levels. Frantically, I searched Christian but I found nothing, and my heart sank as I realized that what I had just seen was in the future. 
 
   Shit! Jennifer would have an affair with Christian. It was incomprehensible to me that my brother would betray Jake like that; they were best friends! Jennifer would have to brainwash him first… and if she could do that, what else was this woman capable of doing? Paranoid thoughts made my hands shake. What if she turns Christian against me? 
 
   I had no choice but to open up and search her again. I needed to know what I was up against and what her intentions were. 
 
   The series of images that hit me were worse than if she’d walked over and slapped my face herself. Jennifer and Jake on a boat, his proposal to her, her high-pitched scream of joy. The ring, champagne, and the two of them making love under the moonlight. 
 
   I wanted to rip the images out of my brain but I was stunned. Tears swelled up in my eyes as I stared at Jake, trying to understand why he would want to spend the rest of his life with someone as shallow and cold as her.
 
   “What?” he mimicked but I couldn’t answer. All I could think about was to get away. I needed fresh air. Now!
 
   Stumbling from my chair I headed for the door without excusing myself. I heard their comments behind me asking me if I was all right, but I knew that if I spoke one word it would be a full blown attack on Jennifer. 
 
   Christian’s place was on the third floor but I felt like I was in the highest tower with endless stairs. When I finally reached the street outside, I released a cry and sucked in fresh air. 
 
   My hands were shaking violently and I couldn’t stand still. With waves of emotions rolling through me, I paced the sidewalk, angrily drying away my tears of pain and frustration over that awful woman.  
 
   “Violet, what happened?” Christian came toward me with Jake on his heels. I held up both my palms signaling for them to stay back, as if I could somehow hold them off with telekinesis, but unfortunately, I don’t have powers like that and they just kept coming. 
 
   “Why did you run out like that?” Christian asked with concern. 
 
   I scowled accusatory at Jake. “You’re marrying her.” 
 
   “What,” he said and frowned. 
 
   “Of course not,” Christian told me. “Trust me; Jake would have told me if he had proposed to Jen.”
 
   I pointed a finger at Jake. “You proposed to her on a boat with champagne and you made love under the moonlight.”
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
 
   Christian turned to look at Jake with an expression of confusion. “What… is this true?” 
 
   Jake went from surprised to mad and crossed his arms, scowling at me. “I don’t know how Jen could be this careless, but obviously, you must have overheard her tell someone while you were at the lab.”
 
   “I didn’t,” I claimed with force. 
 
   Jake lowered his voice. “Of course you did, but you can’t share this with Nina or anyone at PamLab… there are strict rules.” 
 
   Christian pulled back. “Wait, so it’s true… you’re getting married?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s true.” Jake met my brother’s questioning gaze with a nod. It took Christian a second to get over the shock but then he burst into a smile. “Well, congrats man. That’s great.” Christian patted Jake on the shoulder while I watched in horror. “Jen is great; so smart and driven… When is the wedding?”
 
   “We haven’t set a date yet, but I’m counting on you as my best man,” Jake said and shot me a side glance of annoyance. “This wasn’t how I wanted to tell you, though.”
 
   Christian laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s all good.”
 
   The two men stayed engulfed in their bro-moment but when Christian’s eyes finally drifted back to my tear stricken face, he narrowed his eyes and then he tried to break the painful silence with an offer of dessert. “Come on, Vi, I’ve prepared crepes with ice cream,” he coaxed. “It’s your favorite.”
 
   I turned my back on them, and dried my tears away with harsh movements. Couldn’t Christian see what a horrible mistake Jake was making, marrying that cow? I wanted to tell them what I had seen in my visions, but Jake would think I was raving mad and Christian would be embarrassed. It wasn’t like I could prove any of it, and there was no way Jennifer would admit to the things I’d seen in her past.
 
    I heard the door to the building close behind me and stood for a few seconds, hugging myself with my head down. There were days when being a seer brought joy but today wasn’t one of them. 
 
   “Violet?” 
 
   Jake’s familiar voice took me by surprise and made me jerk. “What?” I asked, not making eye contact. “I thought you left with Christian.” A look over my shoulder made it clear that Christian was gone and I was alone with Jake. 
 
   “Why does it upset you so much that I’m marrying Jennifer?”
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed. “It doesn’t.”
 
   “Then why are you angry and crying?” 
 
   How does a volcano explain heat to an iceberg? I would never be able to explain Jake how complicated my feelings for him were, so I didn’t even try. I had already humiliated myself enough by reacting this strongly, but one thing still gnawed at me. 
 
   “What are you even doing out here… acting as if you care?” I scoffed. “Weren’t you the one who coldly ignored me when I walked into your workplace the first time and then later told me,” I imitated his deep voice. “I’m sorry if I was a bit reserved before, but I don’t mix work and my private life.” 
 
   “Normally I don’t,” he said.
 
   “Then what do you call marrying a colleague?” My eyes accused him of hypocrisy and he shifted from foot to foot, probably thinking of something to say. I brushed him off before he got a chance to come up with an answer. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Jake. You know me; always over-sensitive and crazy,” I said, sarcasm dripping from every word. 
 
   “I didn’t say that,” he muttered.
 
   I raised my chin. “My apologies for not congratulating you on your engagement.”
 
   “I didn’t expect you to,” he mumbled and turned to go back. 
 
   Squatting down, I took a minute to feel the ground, and focus on my breathing in an attempt to center myself.
 
   “What are you doing?” Looking up I saw Jake glancing at me from the door to the building. 
 
   “Can’t you just leave me alone and go back to your fiancée?” I threw at him harshly.  
 
   “I merely wanted to…” he started to say.
 
   I cut him off mid-sentence. “Just go away, Jake.”
 
   “I’ll make sure they save a crepe for you,” he called to me from the door before he disappeared from view.
 
   I closed my eyes and thought back to what I had asked of the source, just half an hour ago. My own prayer resounded in my mind. Please give me closure. Make my attraction to him stop. It seemed that once again the universe had delivered by giving me undeniable proof that I had to move on. Jake had bound himself to Jennifer and there was nothing I could do about it. He would never wake up and realize, I was the love of his life, because I wasn’t. She was!
 
   Light glowed from Christian’s windows, but I couldn’t go up there. Not yet. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Jake
 
    “What happened to her?” Jen asked me when I returned to the dining room where Fred, Nancy, and Jen sat at the table. 
 
   “I don’t know exactly,” I said. “But I think she’ll be up in a few minutes.”
 
   “Don’t worry about her,” Fred said apologetically. “Violet has always been very… emotional.”
 
   “But to storm out like that. What did she say?” Jennifer asked me.
 
   “Not much,” I told her because I didn’t want to discuss that Jennifer had been careless and blabbered about our engagement at work, for Violet to overhear.
 
   Jennifer looked from Fred to Christian. “Is she getting some kind of help?” Jennifer asked and looked genuinely concerned. “I mean, she says she’s a psychic and that she hears voices and sees thing, but she’s obviously hallucinating. Shouldn’t she be getting medical treatment or something?” 
 
   Fred fiddled with a napkin. “Believe me, Violet has seen more doctors than I hope I’ll ever see in my lifetime. If there was a cure for her condition, I’m sure they would have found it by now.”
 
   Christian, piles of crepes in both hands, sat down the plates. Hard. “Violet isn’t sick.”
 
   “But clearly you must realize that her behavior isn’t normal,” Jennifer said with her nose wrinkled up. 
 
   Christian kept cool, but I knew him well enough to know that Jen walked a fine line. He’d always been protective of Violet, almost to the extreme. Back when we were seventeen, Christian threw a party and I ended up kissing Violet. When I admitted it to him, he jumped me and gave me a black eye. We didn’t talk for three months after that and when we finally started talking again, he made me swear I would never touch his sister again.
 
   “But Christian,” Nancy was talking softly. “Violet listens to you. You know Fred and your parents already tried to reason with her, but maybe if you talked to her? I mean you must realize that…” she trailed off. 
 
   Christian stood at the end of the table with a hard expression on his face. “It’s no bloody secret that Violet had a huge childhood crush on Jake when we were younger. Maybe seeing him with Jen upset her. Just leave her alone.”
 
   “Ohh,” Jennifer said and turned to look at me. “But that’s just ridiculous… could you imagine?” She gave a small chuckle. “You and her.”
 
   I didn’t laugh and neither did any of the others. Violet was an eccentric for sure, but she wasn’t a bad person. I had never been close to her, not least because of my oath to Christian that I would leave her alone, but the night I kissed her, I had done it because I had wanted to. Very much!
 
   “Who wants crepes?” Fred asked and was clearly trying to change the subject. We supported his effort with a heated discussion about American pancakes versus French crepes.  
 
   Half an hour later, Violet, still hadn’t returned and I felt my mind raising stupid questions like: why hadn’t I insisted that she came with me? What if something had happened to her? 
 
   I didn’t know why the proposal got her so riled up exactly, but I feared she might still have feelings for me, which was weird since there had never been anything between us but a teenage kiss. I supposed I should be flattered, but it only made me feel guilty for being the reason she was upset.  
 
   Violet should be with a nice guy who adored her and wasn’t put off by her ‘spiritual’ side. She might be weird, but even I couldn’t deny that she was also a warm and very attractive woman. I mean if things had been different… if she had been ‘normal’ and Christian hadn’t made me choose between them all those years ago, then who knows… 
 
   But I was marrying Jennifer who would make any man proud and Violet would just have to get over it.  
 
   Just when I was about to suggest that Christian and I should go look for Violet, she came back. This time carrying a paper bag.
 
   “I brought you something,” she said to Christian and ignored the rest of us. 
 
   “What did you get me?” he asked and the two of them moved to the kitchen. Soon Christian brought a plate with exotic fruit for us to taste.
 
   “How did you buy it; your bag was here?” Jennifer asked Violet, her insinuation clear.
 
   She shrugged. “I found a vegan specialty store and realized I know the owner.”
 
   Christian who had been eating some strange multi colored fruit stiffened. “You know the owner of ‘Green’?”
 
   “Yes. Well, sort of. She’s Cia’s sister-in-law.”
 
   “Who is Cia?” Nancy asked. 
 
   “One of my good friends,” Violet answered without looking at Nancy. “Cia told me Melody had a vegan store called Green, but I had no idea her store was just around the corner from your apartment, Chris.” 
 
   “Just to clarify,” Christian said. “Are we talking about the bossy woman with the red hair?” 
 
   Violet thought about it. “Yes. She’s got a beautiful dark copper color… why”
 
   Christian arched a brow and looked at Fred and me. “I swear, that woman has the nicest ass in town and probably the best green-shop in the world, but she’s the most uptight, bossy, female I’ve ever met in my life.”
 
   “Who Melody?” Violet asked surprised. “You must be thinking of someone else, because Melody is always super nice to me.”
 
   “Maybe,” Christian said thoughtfully. 
 
   “So Green is the name of the store?” I asked, somehow hoping Violet would look at me. Ever since she had walked back in, she had been avoiding any sort of eye contact with me. It surprised me that I cared, but for some reason I did.
 
   “Yes,” Christian answered and I wanted to kick him - couldn’t he see I was trying to reach out to Violet. 
 
   But Christian kept talking. “I love to tease vegans and when I go there I always ask for their meat section and stuff.” Christian grinned wide and his green eyes sparkled with mischief, while Violet still ignored me.
 
   Somehow the evening progressed without further drama. Violet kept mostly to herself and said next to nothing, except for when she offered to take her niece.
 
   Nancy and Fred who had both been trying to calm their daughter for the past twenty minutes exchanged a look of surprise when the baby miraculously stopped crying the minute Violet put her to her shoulder. 
 
   I had to admit that my eyes wandered to Violet often. It was simply fascinating to see the bright glow in her eyes when she smiled down at the baby and cuddled with the child. Love radiated from her as she babbled and laughed with the little one in her arms. It stood in stark contrast to Jennifer who had kindly declined earlier when Nancy had offered to let her hold the baby. 
 
   It’s not that Jennifer didn’t like children. We’d talked about it, and like me, she wanted at least two, but first we wanted to focus on moving in together and the wedding. 
 
   I’d always known I wanted to marry and have kids someday. The challenge of course was that we both liked our jobs and were fully aware that the minute we announced our relationship at work, one of us would have to leave PamLab. 
 
   So far, we hadn’t found a solution to that problem and that’s why we hadn’t been able to set the wedding date either. I had proposed to Jennifer on her thirtieth birthday four weeks ago, knowing that I would never find a stronger partner. She was incredibly talented at making her point, and she was extremely ambitious and skilled at anything she set her mind to. I had no doubt Jennifer would be the kind of wife who appreciated the nerdy part of me and we’d be able to share our passion for science. And it didn’t hurt of course that she was sexy and good looking. Still, seeing Violet care for her niece did make me feel a little funny.  
 
   As we drove home that night, Jennifer couldn’t stop talking about Violet. 
 
   “I can see why you didn’t want anyone at work to know that you know her, but still you could have told me,” she said. “And to think that the loony has a crush on you… that’s just sad. As if you could ever be attracted to someone like her.”
 
   “You mean because I’m a scientist and she’s a medium,” I said to clarify, but Jennifer shook her head and snorted. “A medium, oh please… I’m no psychologist, but I’ll bet my right arm, she’s schizophrenic with all those voices in her head. I mean I like your friend, but Christian is clearly in denial about how sick his sister is… if she was my sister, I would help her get medicated for her condition.”
 
   “Listen,” I said and turned down the heat in the car that Jennifer had put on full blow. “Who did you tell about our engagement?”
 
   She batted my hand away and turned the heat back up. “Only my mom and aunt.”
 
   “When did you tell them?”
 
   “Hellooo… about ten minutes after you proposed. You were there when I called them, remember?” 
 
   “So you haven’t mentioned it to a single soul while at work?”
 
   Jennifer shot me a strange look. “Why? Did someone find out at work?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because I have the presentation for the management team on the thirteenth and it’s a major chance for me to impress them. I can’t miss that opportunity. I just can’t.”
 
   I placed a hand on her thigh. “Relax, no one knows anything.”
 
   She didn’t look convinced, but started searching for a good radio station and settled on a song by Justin Bieber. “Good, because if they find out we’re together and asks one of us to resign, it’ll have to be you. I just want to make that clear.” 
 
   I clenched my jaw, hating this ongoing battle between us. “Can we listen to something else, please,” I asked.
 
   “I like this song,” was her only reply. While listening to Justin Bieber singing, my mind was trying to solve the puzzle. 
 
   If Jen hadn’t told anyone about the proposal, then there was no way Violet could have known about it. Even Jen’s mom and aunt didn’t know that Jen and I made love under the moonlight. How the hell had Violet known about that part?  There had to be a logical explanation and I was determined to find it. 


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   Invitations
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   December is my busiest month. People are nostalgic and many feel lonely and want to know when and where they’ll find love again, or they want to connect with someone who passed over.  
 
   I try to help as many as I can and this year, I truly welcomed the work as it helped me keep my mind off Jake and his awful fiancée, Jennifer. 
 
   For the most part, my week after the dinner party was pretty standard except for a call from Jimmy, a police officer I work with on missing person’s cases. Jimmy is in his mid-thirties and used to be a major skeptic, but not anymore. 
 
   He never tells me anything about the case. He only gives me a piece of clothing or a piece of jewelry that belongs to the missing person and I use that to energetically connect to the target. I’ve told him a million times that I would work better from home, but he won’t let me leave with the search article. So once again, I sat in one of their meeting rooms trying to block out everything else than the missing person.
 
   “Did you get anything?”  Jimmy asked me when he came knocking on the door. “You’ve been in here for two hours, so what do you have for me?”
 
   I sighed and put the baseball cap down on the table in front of me, looking at my note pad with scribbles. 
 
   “What do you want first? The good news or the bad news?”
 
   Jimmy squared his shoulders. “Just spit it out, Robertson.” He’s the only one who calls me by my last name. 
 
   “All right. The good news is that she’s alive.”
 
   I saw relief on his otherwise stoic face. “The bad news is that she doesn’t want to be found.”
 
   “Tell me more.”
 
   “I see her heading for someone she knows and I get the sense that they’re family. She left by bus.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I glared at him. “You know it’s more difficult when the person doesn’t want to be found.”
 
   He shrugged and gave me his signature what-else-do-you-got glance. I let my finger slide over the scribbles on my note pad before I slowly lifted my eyes to him. “She’s a young teenager.”
 
   “I know that. What I need from you is her location.”
 
   I ignored his hard tone knowing he didn’t mean it to be rude. He’s just concerned about the girl and wants to do his job.
 
   “The reason she’s running is…” 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “She thinks she’s pregnant and fears her parent’s reaction.”
 
   Jimmy, who I know is divorced with a young teen daughter of his own, rubbed his face. “And is she?” he asked. 
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   “All right, did you pick up what direction she’s headed?”
 
   “No,” I said slowly, “but there’s a person who knows where she is and our target worries that this person will tell on her.”
 
   “What person… a friend?”
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to get a better image in my mind’s eye. “Female… older than our target, maybe twenty… and she knows the family,” I said.  
 
   Jimmy kept quiet, and I kept focusing in on the young woman who I knew was the key to finding the missing teen.  
 
   “Her name starts with L… it’s Laura or Lauren…” I tasted it, searching for the feeling of being right. 
 
   She drives a silver car, small, older model,” I said and opened my eyes to look at him. “Does that help?” 
 
   “It should. I’ll give the parents a call and see if it rings a bell.” 
 
   “All right. And I’ll let you know if anything else comes up,” I said and handed him back the baseball cap.
 
   “Listen,” a wry smile tugged at the corner of Jimmy’s mouth. “We’re having our annual Christmas party down at Jerry’s Bar this Saturday. Why don’t you come? You’ve helped us out enough to earn a few dances with some handsome officers.” 
 
   I gave him a smile of dry amusement. “What you’re trying to say is that all women are welcome, aren’t you?”
 
   He chuckled “Hey, with eighty-five percent males on the force, can you blame me? So what do you say? Care to add a bit of estrogen to a bar full of testosterone?” 
 
   I don’t like bars or clubs in general; crowded places tend to overwhelm my senses, and I find that when I absorb that many people’s energy it drains me and leaves me with what I can best describe as emotional hang-over.
 
   “I haven’t been to a bar in five years.”
 
   “Then you have to come.”
 
   “You know, maybe I should make an exception,” I said and straightened up.  
 
   “Great, and feel free to bring some of your girlfriends.”
 
   I only have one real girlfriend, but Cia lives in Missouri now.  
 
   I use to have many, but that was before the “incident” in high school that left me friendless overnight. 
 
   A thought hit me. When I had met Melody in her store, she did mention that she had just broken up with her boyfriend, so maybe she would go with me. A soft smile spread across my face. 
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, Jimmy.” 
 
   On my way home from the police station, I swung by The Urban Gallery to say hi to Darren.  The guy sometimes reminds me of a happy puppy with the way he greets me. His voice escalates to a high pitch and he always gives me a large hug and several kisses on my cheeks. It’s so nice to be welcomed with such enthusiasm and it almost makes up for the sarcastic tone that often follows. 
 
   “Did it work?” he asked me after his extravagant welcome scene.
 
   “Did what work?”
 
   “Our intervention the other night… you know when we went out with Cia.”  
 
   I stared at him blankly. “What intervention?”
 
   “Remember how we decided that you would move on and forget about that boring scientist you’ve been obsessing about.”
 
   “Oh… you mean Jake?”
 
   Darren waved a hand. “Whatever, just tell me you’ve moved on already.”
 
   I raised my chin, “Actually, he’s getting married, so I have no choice but to move on… which is fine - because I was just invited to Jerry’s bar this Saturday.”
 
   Darren gave me an approving nod. “About time you go on a date. Who’s the guy?”
 
   “It’s not exactly a date.”
 
   “Oh, so just a few drinks and a fuck then? Darren asked with his usual bluntness.
 
   “No… one of the police officers that I work with invited me to their annual Christmas party.”
 
   “Wait what? Don’t tell me you’re going to a party full of police officers.” His eyes glowed with excitement. “A whole bar full of uniformed men - it sounds like one of my dirty teenage fantasies.”
 
   I don’t think they’ll be wearing their uniforms,” I corrected him, but Darren just grinned. “I can live with that; what time are you picking me up?”
 
   “Who said I was bringing you?” 
 
   Darren placed an arm around me. “Listen my little purple flower, just listen.”
 
   We stood in silence for a few seconds before I looked up at him with a questioning look. 
 
   “What am I listening for exactly?” I asked.
 
   “For that little voice inside you that is whispering; ‘bring Darren to the party and let him hook up with three gorgeous police officers who will restrain him with handcuffs and spank him while they take him with force all night long…” Darren gave a wistful sigh. “Do you hear that voice, my purple flower?”
 
   “Ehhm, nope.” I put a finger to my temple and closed my eyes. “Oh, but I do hear a loud voice warning me that if I bring you, you’ll end up being arrested for indecent exposure and I’ll be remembered at the police headquarters as the freak who brought the weirdo to ruin the holiday festivities.”
 
   “Tsk, tsk,” Darren smacked his tongue. “Some dreams are worth a sacrifice. I’ve fantasized about being with a cop, or three, for ages… and I’m not getting younger, you know.” He raised a brow. “Soon I won’t be this gorgeous and sexy. This might be my only chance?”
 
   “Actually, I was thinking about asking Melody to come with me,” I said.  
 
   “Who? You’re not talking about Cia’s sister in-law, are you?” Darren placed both hands on his hips, and when I nodded to confirm he rolled his eyes and gave a loud huff. “If you’re telling me that you’d rather party with that dry vagina instead of someone as flamboyant and fabulous as me, then I don’t think I want to be your friend at all.”
 
   I broke into a laugh. “How do you know she has a dry vagina?”
 
   “Because she looks like a freaking reincarnation of Jackie Kennedy. No one is that proper and uptight without having a vagina as dry as the Nevada desert. I bet nothing excites that vegan chick except a nasty kale smoothie.”
 
   “Well she just broke up with her boyfriend, so I was thinking it might be good for her to get some male attention. It might moisten her.”
 
   Darren wrinkled up his nose. “And that is where you’re wrong. She doesn’t appreciate men like I do. That rich princess has her nose so high in the air that she would never allow a simple police officer into her bed. But with me….” he waved a finger in front of my nose. “I would show my gratitude toward the heroes who keep our streets safe.” Darren made two flat palms as if he was weighing something in the air. “Dry vagina or fun dick… you decide.”
 
   “You’re impossible. You know that, right?”
 
   “Don’t forget conceited. You told me I was conceited a while back, remember?”
 
   “I remember.” I thought for a second and he became impatient. 
 
   “Hey woman, I’m warning you,” he said. “It’s dangerous to get between a man and his dirty teenage fantasies.” 
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “I’ll let you come, but I’m also asking Melody and if she comes, I want you to be nice to her?”
 
   “Hey, I’m always nice to people. That’s why they call me ‘courteous Darren’,” he said and made a small bow.
 
   I snickered loudly. “No one calls you that.”
 
   He gave me a mischievous grin. “But they should.” 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   I didn’t have Melody’s phone number so I figured it would be easier to drop by the store and talk to her. 
 
   Melody was busy going over some papers when I stepped into her office in the back room, but she looked up when I knocked on the open door.
 
   “Hey Violet, how are you?” she asked with a smile. “Did you like the fruits I gave you?”
 
   “Yes, they were delicious. My brother was very excited… did I tell you he’s a chef?” I added.
 
   “Yes, you did.” She gestured for me to come closer.
 
   As I stepped into the room, Melody leaned back in her chair and eyed my clothing which I knew she found an oddity because the first time she met me she thought I was an actor and that my clothes were a costume. Most people find the way I dress strange, but I suppose Melody made a note of it because fashion is her thing. Her long auburn colored hair is always perfectly styled, her discreet make-up is flawless, and every time I’ve seen her outside her store she’s dressed to a tee. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” She pointed to a chair in front of her desk. 
 
   I smiled and took a seat. “Actually, I was thinking I could do something for you.”
 
   Her brows shot up in surprise. “Really?” 
 
   “Yes,” I started. “The other day when I met you, you mentioned that you had just broken up with your boyfriend and I figured that maybe you needed to be cheered up a bit.”
 
   “Oh, that’s sweet of you, but don’t worry about it. We’d only been dating for three weeks, and it was my choice to end it. I’m fine.” I could sense she told the truth; he really hadn’t been very important to her. 
 
   “Good,” I said, “but here’s the thing. I’ve been invited to a Christmas party in a bar this Saturday with the Seattle Police department and they want me to bring a friend. I thought it would be fun if you came with me.”
 
   A smile spread across Melody’s face. “That does sound like fun.”
 
   “So are you up for it?”
 
   She gave me a long glance while tapping her pen down on her open palm. “How about this,” she said. “I’ll go with you if you let me do a make-over on you.”
 
   “A make-over,” I said slowly. 
 
   “Yes. I’m dying to see you dress in something modern for once. Come Sunday morning you can go back to that Victorian style of yours, but if you and I are going out to party Saturday night, we’re going to do it in style.”
 
    “But I don’t have the money to buy fancy dresses,” I pointed out. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure we can find something for you in my closet. What shoe size are you?”
 
   “I’m a size eight.”
 
   “I’m an eight and a half, it’ll be fine. Melody leaned forward and her eyes danced with glee… “This is going to be so much fun.” 
 
   I gave her a nervous smile, we exchanged phone numbers and Melody gave me her address. “If you want, I can drive us there on Saturday,” I offered. “I have clients on Sunday, so I won’t be drinking much.”
 
   “You mean in that station wagon of yours?” Melody wrinkled her nose. “Sorry sweetie, but even though you don’t plan on getting drunk, I still want you to be able to enjoy a few drinks; we’ll take a taxi from my place… be there at seven.”
 
   I considered telling her that Darren had invited himself, but something told me that she liked him as much as he liked her. Not that they really knew each other, but I didn’t want her to back out now so I kept quiet, hoping that Darren wouldn’t cause too big of a scene. 
 
   But God, was I wrong!
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Jerry’s bar
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   The official Christmas Party at PamLab is not very exciting. It always takes place in a large banquet hall with round tables and fine cutlery. With almost five hundred employees and a random seating plan, you’re lucky if you know a single person at your table. This year I didn’t. 
 
   Jennifer sat at a different table next to the Director of Personal, Eric McCormick, who is a presentable guy in his forties. From the way she laughed and smiled at him, I could tell Jennifer enjoyed his company. 
 
   We stayed until the band started playing around ten. Jennifer wanted to go to a bar downtown where Eric and some of the others were headed. I wasn’t very interested, but she convinced me to call Christian and have him join us. Christian is always complaining that I don’t go out with him enough, so it only took a second to get him on board, and meet us at Jerry’s bar on Cherry street. 
 
   From the moment we walked in, the place boiled with patrons singing and dancing. The crowd was mostly men and when one of them slapped Jennifer on the ass and gave her a drunken grin, I scowled at him. 
 
   An Irish pub, Jerry’s bar kept everything in dark wood and the large bar proudly served nine different types of draft beer. 
 
   One of the guys in our party knew the owner and they managed to clear a table for us close to the dance floor. I’m not much of a dancer myself, so when Jennifer wanted to dance I honestly didn’t mind that she asked Eric instead of me. After all, we were keeping a façade and as far as our colleagues were concerned; Jen was single. 
 
   Christian found us twenty minutes after we arrived. He was in a great mood, showing us a newspaper clipping from the Seattle Times with a five-star review of his new restaurant. 
 
   “It’s incredible man. The reservations are rolling in and when I left we were almost booked solid through January.”
 
   “Hey, Christian,” Jennifer purred and gave him a hug so inappropriate that it made me uncomfortable. Okay, so Jen was tipsy and pretending we weren’t ‘a thing’, but did she have to include my best friend in the charade? Christian gave me an apologetic shrug after she’d planted a sloppy kiss on his cheek. 
 
   “Come dance with me,” she said and winked at him without even looking at me. 
 
   “Ehh…” he glanced over at me with uncertainty, but Jennifer was already dragging him onto the dance floor. 
 
   While I’m typically the guy that watches from the bar, tapping my foot to the beat, Christian is a fucking super star on a dance floor. His mom made him take dance lessons when he was a kid and it has served him well ever since. For one, he was always popular at our high school dances and he looks so damn comfortable on a dance floor 
 
   Jennifer shook her hips and backed herself into Christian’s front several times, but each time he elegantly moved away and resumed dancing front to front. 
 
   I didn’t like how Jennifer tried to force close proximity with my friend and looked away as if it pained me to witness her antics. Other couples were going at it with sexy dance moves and many of them were sweaty and rubbing against each other. I could see a woman in a comical dance that looked more like a chase where she kept moving away and her dance partner kept moving closer. 
 
   Because of the crowded dance floor, I couldn’t see the couple very well but for a while I was entertained by following their awkward dance around the floor. When they came closer to me, I understood why he chased her. She was hotter than hell. This woman had an incredible body and long lush curly hair that fell down to the small of her back. I couldn’t see her face, but I got a good view of her round ass and her long, smooth legs. Her short dress clung to her shape, giving away that she had a slim waist and a firm set of breasts. I wondered if she used one of those wonder bras. I hate those things - nobody likes false advertising. 
 
   “Here you go.” One of the guys at our table brought us a round of beers and I thanked him and took a sip of my large Belgium beer. When my eyes returned to the dance floor I spotted something that made me look twice. 
 
   Christian talked to the beauty I had just been admiring. Unfortunately, he also blocked my view so I still couldn’t see her clearly.
 
    “What happened?” I asked Jen who returned to our table. 
 
   “Christian met someone he knew,” Jen said with a pout. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s always been popular with the ladies,” I replied calmly and glanced back to Christian. He and the beauty talked as they danced in long, languorous movements. With her high heels, the top of her head reached his nose and he had her tugged in close. So typical of Christian to always get the most smoking hot girls in town. 
 
   “Do you know her?” Jennifer asked and nodded toward Christian and the woman. In that moment, the woman leaned her head back and laughed, revealing a blinding smile and a set of white teeth. She was stunning. Her hair and make-up made her look like a cover model and even for Christian she was a catch. 
 
   “No, I don’t know her,” I told Jennifer. “Did Christian say he knew her?” 
 
   “I couldn’t really hear anything because of the music.” Jen said in my ear. 
 
   A buff guy came over to ask Jennifer to dance and she reluctantly went with him. 
 
   Once again, I was left alone to watch and that’s when I spotted a guy that I had most definitely seen before. 
 
   About six months ago, Christian had taken me to an art exhibition for one of Violet’s friends, a Goth chick named Black, and the owner of the gallery had been a big, tall gay guy with a peculiar sense of fashion. What in the world was he doing in a bar like this? 
 
   The man stood close to the dance floor talking to a few other guys. He was a bit more subdued in his outfit than last time I saw him, but still, everything about him screamed ‘gay’ and the guys with him didn’t look gay at all. 
 
   My eyes drifted back to Christian but he swayed to the music, his hands not even close to landing anywhere indecent. Maybe he was losing his touch, or maybe my friend had finally found a girl that was out of his league. I laughed at that last thought. She would definitely have been out of my league, but Christian is the most confident person I know and he would never shy away from a challenge. 
 
   Then it hit me; maybe this girl was one of his employees… that would explain why he restrained himself and how he knew her. 
 
   Jennifer still danced with the buff guy but looked a bit bored. I shot her a smile and thought about cutting in to save her from him, but I never got the chance. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   Everything was going so well. 
 
   Melody and I had spent a few hours doing what I always imagined girlfriends did before a party. We had laughed and exchanged stories about guys, not that I had much to share, but still. 
 
   Melody lived in a posh building with a view over Lake Washington and her apartment was decorated like something from a magazine. 
 
   I knew her family had money, because Cia’s wedding had been held in Melody’s parent’s garden, idyllically located on the waterfront with their mansion in the back ground. Still, I had always thought it was only the parents that were millionaires. Not least because I had once been inside Melody’s stepbrother Gabriel’s apartment by Union Lake and that had been a modest apartment with only a bedroom and a living room. 
 
   Melody’s place though… that was something else. Not to mention her walk-in closet.  She had a wardrobe that would make any girl drool and rows and rows of designer shoes. It turned out to be a bad thing as she had too many options to choose from and made me try on at least twenty outfits before she decided on the right one. 
 
   But it was worth it. 
 
   Melody was a magician with make-up and hair products and I almost didn’t recognize myself when she was done. 
 
   I typically have my hair braided or up in a bun because it’s quick and convenient, just like my clothing which is always comfortable, and feminine, but very modest. 
 
   Seeing myself in the short blue dress which enhanced my assets and brought out my slim waist, was a bit of a shocker. Just like Melody’s apartment, I too looked like something out of a magazine. 
 
   I told her I didn’t think anyone would recognize me, and I was right. 
 
   Jimmy stood talking to two of his colleagues when Melody and I arrived at the bar. She looked like the typical rich girl, carrying her Hermès bag. The three police officers glanced at us before continuing talking among themselves. 
 
   “Hey, Jimmy,” I called out as we approached them and all three turned their full attention on us. 
 
   “Hi,” Jimmy said with a ‘do-I-know-you?’ smile.
 
   “Did you find the girl yet?” I asked.
 
   He blinked a few times before his eyes widened. “Violet?” 
 
   “You told me to come by and bring a friend, remember?” 
 
   Jimmy looked me up and down with a baffled expression. “What happened to the renaissance outfit?”
 
   “I never wore a renaissance outfit in my life.” 
 
   “But you always dress like an old lady – I’ve never seen you like this.”
 
   “Well, you’ve never gone clubbing with me before have you?” I laughed.
 
   Jimmy looked at his two friends, both grinning like they’d discovered the prize at the bottom of their Happy Meal. “I wouldn’t exactly call this a club, but we certainly do appreciate that you dressed up for the occasion.”
 
   “I’m Mike,” one of the men said and offered his hand. 
 
   “Hello Mike, my name is Violet and this is my friend Melody.” 
 
   The three police officers offered to buy us drinks and Jimmy kept glaring at me as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “You know when you first walked in, I saw you and your friend, but I honestly just figured you were two rich chicks who had strayed from your flock.” 
 
   “That’s okay… Melody just had a bit of fun dressing me up and your instincts weren’t completely off. Melody does kinda fit into that category.”
 
   Jimmy looked over to Melody who talked to Mike. “Well, we don’t discriminate and if your friend doesn’t mind our rude jokes, she’ll be fine.”
 
   “What about the missing teen?” I asked. “Did you find her?” 
 
   “Yes, we found her,” he said. “I was going to call you and let you know, but I got distracted. Anyway, the family recognized the young woman from your description.”
 
   “Was I right about her name?”
 
   He nodded. “It was Laura. Turns out she used to babysit for the family and once we brought her into the station she broke down and told us everything.”
 
   “Who told you what?” Melody asked as she and Mike joined our conversation. 
 
   Jimmy smiled. “I was just sharing the good news with Violet. She helped us with information on a missing teenager and yesterday morning we managed to find the child and bring her back home.”
 
   “No way,” Melody exclaimed with disbelief. “Are you saying that Violet helped you solve a crime?” 
 
   “No, she helped us find a missing teenager,” he corrected. “She regularly uses her gift to help us.”
 
   Melody gaped at me. “Shut up. I thought you were just a bit crazy. Are you saying the whole psychic thing is a real?”
 
   Jimmy laughed. “I was a skeptic too,” he told Melody with a charming smile. “You should have seen me the first time I was asked to work with Violet. But look at the bright side, with a friend like Violet, you can safely go home with any of us tonight; your friend here is a bloodhound and she’ll find you in case someone decides to keep you past your curfew.”
 
   “I don’t have a curfew,” Melody said with a puzzled expression. “And no one could make me stay if I didn’t want to.” 
 
   Jimmy and all of the other men laughed out loud. “Maybe not, but I bet some men would try and persuade you to stay,” he said with a wink. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad you found the girl,” I interjected and raised my drink. “Cheers to that.” 
 
   “Cheers.” Jimmy clinked his glass against mine and we beamed at one another. I felt good about myself. Because every guy in the bar seemed to be looking at me with an interest I wasn’t used to, and because I had helped solve another missing person case. 
 
   Jimmy had been right. For every girl in this bar there were eight or nine men, and if I ever needed a confidence boost, this was the place to get it. Melody was having a great time and during the evening I saw her flirt and dance with Jimmy, Mike, and some of the other guys. 
 
   Darren showed up around ten and made a grand entry like always. To my relief, Jimmy and his colleagues didn’t seem the least bit homophobic and made sure Darren got a beer too. Melody didn’t even seem to notice him much as she was distracted by men dancing with her and soon Darren ventured out in the bar to seek out ‘the three lucky ones’ as he called it. 
 
   Just like Melody, I danced with several men and some of them were a little too eager to get close to me. One of them even groped my ass and another kept wanting to grind himself against me which caused our dancing to be an awkward mix of me trying to create distance and him following me around the dance floor. 
 
   I can’t tell you how relieved I was when I bumped into a large body and realized it was my brother Christian. He was dancing with Jennifer, but none of them recognized me at first. 
 
   “Save me, please,” I whispered in his ear.
 
   Christian gave me a surprised look before he broke into a wide grin and said in an exaggerated tone, “So good to see you again, long time – no see.”
 
   Only after Christian had excused himself to Jennifer and told my obnoxious dance partner that he was cutting in, did I understand, that my brother thought he had rescued a stranger. 
 
   “I’m Christian, and I’m honored to save you.” His warm breath tickled my neck as he held me close in a slow dance. 
 
   I know he hadn’t gotten a good look at me in the dim lights of the dance floor, but I still punched his shoulder and pulled back to look into his eyes. “You idiot. It’s me Violet.”
 
   Christian’s eyes just about popped out of his eye sockets.
 
   “What the hell, Sis?” he shrieked.
 
   He took a step back to get a better look at me. “I didn’t recognize you. Who did this to you?”
 
   “My friend, Melody,” I said.
 
   “Are you wearing fake eyelashes?” He held up my hands to inspect where Melody had covered my short and practical nails with long red fake ones. “And where did these nails come from? What the hell did this Melody do to my little sister?”
 
   “You don’t like it?” I asked.
 
   His surprised expression transformed into a soft smile. “You look gorgeous… just so different, that’s all. Is your friend a make-up artist or something?” he asked.
 
   “No, she’s the one with the vegan shop.”
 
   “Christ!” He pulled me close to him and danced slowly even though they were playing an upbeat song. “I can’t let you walk around like that; men are going to be all over you.”
 
   I made a small laugh. “Good, I’m twenty-seven. It’s about time I see some action.”
 
   “Don’t forget that you just asked me to save you?” Christian made a low grunt.
 
   I laughed out loud. “Good point,” 
 
   “So who are you here with?” he asked. 
 
   “I was invited by Jimmy, one of the police officers I work with. It’s their annual Christmas party.”
 
   Christian lifted his head up and looked around. “That explains the predominantly male audience in here.”
 
   “Yes, so I brought Darren and Melody.” I pointed to Darren who stood not far from us, talking to a group of men. As I looked at Darren he spotted me and winked while making a discreet nod to one of the guys next to him and licking his lip as if they were covered with sugar. A mistake, because the guy saw it and shouted something back at Darren, which made some of the others interfere. I could see Darren holding up both hands as if he were waving fleshy white flags, but the group of men were already shouting at each other and I must have blinked because I didn’t see who made the first swing. It went from calm to chaos in a blink of eye. 
 
   With three-hundred drunk males, most of them police officers and adrenaline junkies who are used to using their authority to bring order, the fight had the same effect as a spark of fire in a dry forest. If you think too many chefs can ruin a meal, then too many cops can create chaos in a bar fight! 
 
   I screamed, Christian yelled, tables and chairs toppled, and more people entered the fray with each tense moment. 
 
   “Someone call the police,” a woman next to me screamed.
 
   And then I heard what sounded like a gun shot and I hit the deck, flattening myself to the rough hardwood. 
 
   “Get up! You’ll be trampled to death,” Christian yelled and plucked me up from my prone position. 
 
   “But Darren,” I screamed, “they’re killing him.” 
 
   I couldn’t see my friend in the expanding group of fighting men but I knew he had to be in there somewhere. 
 
   Christian didn’t stop and listen to me; he continued pulling me harshly with him toward an exit sign in the back of the bar. 
 
   “Melody,” I screamed when I spotted her shouting for help. She’d climbed on a table close to the dance floor and all around her men threw punches at each other. 
 
   “Christian! Over here! This way!” Someone shouted but I was busy beating on Christian’s shoulder to get his attention. 
 
   “We’ve got to help Melody,” I screamed at him and finally his frantic eyes followed my outstretched finger pointing to my screaming friend. 
 
   I could see him draw a deep breath as though he was about to dive under water, and then he resolutely pushed me away and into someone behind me. 
 
   “Get her outside,” he ordered and ran in the direction of Melody. 
 
   People screamed and shoved at me from all sides and when a big guy fell into me, it knocked all the air out of my lungs and I went flying to the floor. Covering my head with my arms, I prepared for the impact of his massive body falling on me, but a strong hand pulled me away and dragged me over the floor. It wasn’t pretty; I had lost one of my shoes, my nylons were shredded and my short dress no longer covered anything below my belly button. It hurt and I had a feeling the pain was caused by broken shards of glass and splinters up my buttocks. 
 
   “Stop it! Stop it!” I kept yelling while kicking my legs in a futile attempt to get up. Somewhere along the way of being dragged, a guy stepped on my hair and I screamed in agony which finally made the person dragging me stop and pull me up on my feet. Before I could orient myself my gruff savior shoved me through a door to a back alley.
 
   “Ouch! Stop it!” I yelled as hands pulled at my dress from behind. 
 
   “I’m just pulling your damn dress down to cover you,” a male voice growled amid the inferno of screams and sirens. 
 
   I spun around and saw Jake behind me. His eyes were wild and his face red as if he had just run a marathon. 
 
   “Jake?” I exclaimed in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
 
   The second he registered my identity, he took a step backwards.
 
   “It’s me, Violet,” I confirmed.
 
   Jake’s eyes ran down my body with the dress still much too high up and the torn thigh-highs, and then his eyes fixed on my hair and my face, as if trying to understand what he was seeing.  
 
   “Where’s Jennifer?” I asked him and that broke his moment of stunned staring.  
 
   “I saw her run out when the fight begun. I think she’s up front,” he told me and grabbed my wrist. “Come on.” 
 
   “But Christian and the others are still in there,” I said from behind him; my words drowning in the noise. 
 
   Tears welled up in my eyes, damp with fear that Christian, Melody, and Darren were still in major trouble. I tried to hump along on my one shoe, but quickly realized that my bare foot was injured too. 
 
   “I can’t walk this fast,” I whimpered because of the pain in my butt and tried walking on the tip of my toe because of glass splinters in my heel. 
 
   Police cars and ambulances squealed into the parking lot as we arrived at the front of the bar. 
 
   “Jennifer,” Jake called out. He rose up on his toes, and craned his neck to get a better look. “Jennifer!”
 
   I looked for my friends, but chaos reigned and I didn’t see any of them. 
 
   “I think I see Jen.” Jake tightened his grip on my wrist, pulling at me again. 
 
   I tugged my arm back. “Go Jake. I don’t need you. Find you fiancée. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Jake stood glaring at me for a second, his eyes shooting daggers; I could see the conflict there too. He didn’t want to leave me in this mayhem.
 
   “Stay here. I’ll be right back,” he said before he turned and disappeared into the sea of people. 
 
   Every time I tried to pull down my dress, I had to give up because the pain of the fabric touching my skin just made everything worse. 
 
   “Violet… are you okay?” Jimmy pushed through the crowd of people and he looked like he had just boxed twelve rounds with Mike Tyson. 
 
   “It hurts.” I whimpered, because I honestly felt miserable in the crowd of strangers, not knowing if my friends were all right. 
 
   Jimmy shoved a guy out of his way and grabbed my shoulders. “Where does it hurt?”
 
   I looked up at the large blond guy and saw concern in his blue eyes. “On my foot and my behind. I fell down and I think I got glass splinters everywhere.”
 
   Jimmy turned me around and squatted down to get a better look. “Oh Jeez, you’re right, and it’s not just a few.”
 
   “Well can you get them out?” I asked and jerked in pain when I felt him touch my sore skin. 
 
   “I’m trying, okay, but I need some more light and a tweezer,” he told me. 
 
   We were jostled aside when the paramedics hauled a stretcher through the crowd of agitated people, many bleeding from scratches or bloody noses. A woman stood against a car and hurled up her dinner and others cried like me. My eyes fell to a man who sat against the wall with his hand to his head, trying to stop a bleeding cut with his curled up shirt. 
 
   “Hey, Wilson, are you okay?” Jimmy shouted to him. 
 
   The man looked up and made a short nod. “Yeah, I just caught a beer bottle with my head, that’s all.”
 
   “Go to the paramedics, you probably need stitches,” Jimmy suggested, but Wilson just waved a hand, “There are others who need them more than me. I saw a woman getting trampled.”
 
   “Melody,” I cried with my lips trembling. 
 
    “Come here,” Jimmy said and steered me toward a lamppost. “Hold on to it and bend over for me,” he ordered. 
 
   I grabbed the lamppost with both hands and leaned forward. At this point my modesty was suppressed by my pain and fear. 
 
   “I got one,” Jimmy said and I looked over my shoulder to see him kneeling behind me, picking out glass splinters from my behind. 
 
   “How many are there?” 
 
   “I don’t know… a lot,” he leaned closer to see better and let his hands feel for the splinters. 
 
   “Ouch, careful,” I complained. 
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing!” a loud voice shouted from behind us and then I heard Jimmy cursing. “Get your fucking hands off me.”
 
   “Violet, are you okay?”
 
   I turned to see Jake with an agitated look on his face, holding Jimmy away from me. Jimmy who was now standing instead of kneeling, crossed his arms and arched a brow at me. “A friend of yours?” he asked. 
 
   I nodded. “Jake, did you see Christian?” I pleaded. “He went to help Melody but I haven’t seen him come out and I don’t know about Darren either… I’m so scared that something happened to them.” 
 
   Jake shook his head. “I haven’t seen them, but I’ll go look.” He gave Jimmy another dirty look. “If I see your hands on Violet’s ass again, I’ll break your arms. Do you understand?”
 
   Jimmy scowled at him. “Chill out man. I was only trying to help her.”
 
   “Then stay with her until I get back, but keep your hands to yourself,” Jake shouted over his shoulder as he went to find Christian. 
 
   Everything hurt on my body, from my scalp to my feet, but I still gaped at Jake’s back, watching him hurry to find Christian. He had been protective of me when I was fourteen and got entangled in a game of spin the bottle with some older kids, but I was a grown woman now, so I couldn’t figure out what possessed him to start manhandling Jimmy and threaten to break his arms. But then again, this whole situation with the bar fight had us all pumped with adrenaline and I supposed all the aggressiveness had ripped through the crowd like wildfire. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔ 
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   My grandad used to tell me that when the house is on fire you’ll know what is important to you. 
 
   He should have told me that I might be surprised about my priorities. The bar wasn’t on fire, but when the fight broke out it quickly escalated to a mass panic. 
 
   My first concern was Christian, my second was Jennifer. I basically only had two people I cared about in that bar and when the shit hit the fan, my protective instincts went to my best friend first. I can’t explain why, since in a bar fight, Christian would be able to fend for himself much better than Jennifer, who is a scaredy cat when it comes to physical confrontations and wouldn’t stand a chance against an angry mob of men. 
 
   A quick glance told me Christian was trying to get the beauty he had been dancing with to safety.  
 
   My eyes searched on and found Jennifer, who to my relief was being pushed to the exit by the buff guy she’d been dancing with. She didn’t look back so I had no chance to signal to her that I was okay. 
 
   Christian struggled to get through the crowd with the woman in his arms. She was either stupid or in pure panic, because she pounded on him as if he was trying to kidnap her.  
 
   I made my way to him and called his name to alert him to my presence and to let him know I was here to help him and lead him to the exit. Instead of listening, he pushed the woman into my arms, and told me to get her to safety before he went back in to save someone else. It was so typical of Christian to always be the hero, but I couldn’t blame him because the despair and fear from people unwillingly trapped in the fight felt suffocating. 
 
   I dragged the woman with me but some big dude knocked her down. He would have fallen on top of her if I hadn’t moved quickly and dragged her away. I wanted to get her up on her feat but survival instinct and an overload of adrenaline kept me pushing forward. 
 
   “Stop it! Stop it!” she screamed and finally I stopped and took a second to pull her up on her feet and push her out of the exit door leading to the back alley. 
 
   The once stunning woman was now in disarray; her hair tangled, her black thigh-highs torn. I could see her black lace thong as her short dress had crept up under her bra. 
 
   Being a gentleman, I immediately tried to tug her dress down and make her decent, but she batted my hands away and yelled at me to stop. 
 
   “I’m just pulling your damn dress down to cover you,” I told her, annoyed, and then she turned around to look at me with wide fearful eyes. “Jake, what are you doing here?”
 
   I frowned, wondering how she knew my name before I looked deeply into her eyes and saw past all the make-up. But it couldn’t be. Suddenly the image of Christian and this beauty dancing flashed back to me and I knew why Christian had been such a gentleman with her. She was his sister. I took a step back to create some distance and clear my head.
 
   “It’s me, Violet,” she exclaimed.
 
   But it wasn’t. Even in her current state with only one shoe, her hair ruffled up, her make-up slightly smeared, and her dress exposing half her body, she was gorgeous and incredibly sexy. 
 
   Violet was proper and innocent, while this woman looked like she partied for a lifestyle and had men lined up to worship her. 
 
   Violet broke through my tortured thoughts when she asked after Jennifer. 
 
   Right. Jennifer. My fiancée, who should have been my first priority. 
 
   “I saw her run out when the fight began. I think she’s up front,” I said and grabbed Violet, telling her to follow me. 
 
   I heard her protest but the actual words floated away on the noise of loud sirens from the emergency vehicles arriving on the scene. 
 
   “Jennifer,” I called out loud and searched for her. Violet whimpered behind me and I knew she was scared and overwhelmed. I glanced back at her and felt a tug in my chest. I wanted to pull her into my arms and comfort her, but I had to find the woman I loved. 
 
   Loved.
 
   “Jennifer,” I screamed out again, reminding myself that my fiancée would be equally scared and needed me too. 
 
   “I think I see her,” I told Violet and tightened my grip around her wrist, but she harshly pulled free of my hand. “Go Jake. I don’t need you. Find your fiancée. I’ll be fine.”
 
   The expression in her eyes, didn’t match her words and once again I felt compelled to take her into my arms and kiss her on the top of her hair, offering her my protection. You’re marrying Jennifer. You need to find Jennifer, I reminded myself and broke free from the long glance between me and Violet, with the promise I would be right back.
 
   With a big hole in my chest I left to search for Jen and when I found her, I stopped and stared for a second. 
 
   Jennifer sat on the sidewalk on the other side of the street with a man’s jacket draped around her shoulders and next to her PamLab’s Director of Personnel, Eric McCormick, cradled her in his arm. 
 
   I approached them and squatted down in front of Jennifer, placing my hands on her knees. “Are you okay sweetie?” I asked and at that point I didn’t give a shit if Eric found out what I meant to Jen. If my woman needed me, I was going to be there, hold her, and comfort her. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Jennifer said in a frail voice and pushed my hands off her knees.
 
   “Do you want me to take you home?” I asked her.
 
   “She’s all right, just shocked,” Eric said and gave me a nod of approval. “Kind of you to offer, but I already called for a cab and I’m taking her home myself.”
 
   “Jen?” In her name I put so many questions that I couldn’t ask straight out.
 
   “I’m fine Jake,” she said dismissively. “You don’t have to baby me. I’m a big girl, and Eric is taking me home.”
 
   Anger erupted under my cool exterior from that rejection. If she was in shock, I wanted her to turn to me, not Eric or any other man. I turned on my heel to head back and make sure Violet and Christian were all right. 
 
   When I found Violet close to where I had left her, she was bent over, holding on to a lamp post with a big guy kneeling behind her. His hands had a firm grip on her hips and his face hovered near her round ass. 
 
   The anger I felt from being rejected by my own fiancée as if I didn’t matter, combined with the protective rage of seeing Violet in such a compromising situation made me react stronger than I normally would. 
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” I shouted and pulled him off her. 
 
   The blonde guy reacted by pushing at me. “Get your fucking hands off me,” he said and I let go but kept my arms out as a barrier between him and Violet. 
 
   “Violet, are you okay?” I asked and saw her turn to face me. 
 
   “A friend of yours?” the blond man asked Violet with a grim look at me. 
 
   Violet ignored his question and her pleading eyes bore into mine asking me to find Christian. 
 
   I didn’t want to leave Violet with this stranger but I needed to know that Christian was all right. I pointed a finger to the blond man’s face. “If I see your hands on Violet’s ass again, I’ll break your arms, do you understand?” I threatened. At that moment, I didn’t care that she was a grown woman; Christian had left her safety to me and I knew how he would feel about his sister standing in the middle of the street showing her black lace thong, and letting a stranger grope her ass.  
 
   “Chill out man, I was only trying to help her,” he said. 
 
   “Then stay with her until I get back, but keep your hands to yourself,” I shouted before I ran around the building to find Christian. 
 
   The alley was full of people but from what I could see, no one looked as seriously injured as those up front. 
 
   I found Christian with a red-haired woman that I didn’t recognize; he looked to be in a foul mood with a cut under his eye and his lip swollen. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked him and looked him over. 
 
   “Jake.” He pulled me into a hug. “Did you get Violet out all right?”
 
   “Yes, she’s up front. She was worried about you.”
 
   “Show me to her,” he said and started walking. 
 
   “Hey, I want to see Violet, too,” the red-haired woman called after us but Jake only glared back with an arched brow. “Then move your feet, I’m not carrying you again.”
 
   I had never seen Christian this hostile toward a female before, and wondered what had happened between them. 
 
   Violet was ecstatic to see Christian, and the red-haired woman and Christian pulled her into a hug so tight that he raised her off the ground. 
 
   “Oh, Christian, you got Melody out. Thank you,” Violet exclaimed. 
 
   “I did,” he answered and shot Melody a short scowl that Violet completely missed. 
 
   “I don’t think I’ve met your friend?” I told Violet and offered my hand to Melody. “I’m Jake.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sorry,” Violet said. “Melody this is my brother Christian and his best friend Jake.”
 
   Melody held on to my hand and gave me a curious look. “So you’re Jake.”
 
   I looked to Violet who flushed red. Clearly they had been talking about me. 
 
   “And where’s your fiancée?” Melody asked me. 
 
   “A colleague took her home,” I muttered feeling anger bubble inside me from the reminder. 
 
   On instinct, I pulled out my cell phone hoping to find an apology text from Jen or at least an urgent message to call her so we could talk. Nothing. Not even a text asking me if I was okay. 
 
   “Ehhm, Violet,” Melody nodded down to Violet’s dress, “You’re kind of flashing your tush. You might wanna pull the dress down a little.”
 
   “I can’t. I’ve got glass splinters that hurt when anything touches my skin.”
 
   So that was what the blond guy had been doing. Pulling out glass splinters, I thought and took a deep breath. 
 
   Christian took a look. “Shit, Violet, this is bad. We need to get you to the emergency room. You’ve got glass splinters all over your butt,” Christian said. “They’re probably busy but I’ll wait with you.”
 
   “I can take her,” I offered. “I live close to the hospital anyway so it’ll be fine.” 
 
   Violet nodded to me. “Actually, if you can just drop me off, that’ll be fine,” she said and turned to Christian. “I know you want to come with me, but could you please make sure Melody gets home safely? You live in the same direction anyway.”
 
   Christian looked like he might bite his tongue off, but managed a short; “Of course.”
 
   Melody started to object, but Violet cut her off, “It’s okay Melody. My brother is a good guy. He won’t mind.”
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Christian and Melody let us have the first taxi that arrived and that’s when the first problem arose. It was impossible for Violet to sit in a seat and the driver wouldn’t allow her to lie down on the backseat without being buckled up in a seat belt. 
 
   Christian and I discussed with him while Melody snuck back into the bar to retrieve her and Violet’s bags and jackets.
 
   “What if I sit buckled in and hold on to her?” I said in desperation. “Will that work?”
 
   The taxi driver didn’t look pleased but agreed to the solution which meant I had to sit in the middle of the backseat with Violet lying over me. Her dress was still not covering all of her butt and her black thong didn’t cover much either, so I had a full view of the soft swells of her ass when she climbed in. At first, she just stood over me, her knees on the seat to my right and her hands on the seat to my left, but the driver turned in his seat and told her to lie down. 
 
   “I can’t drive around with you flashing people out the window. I’ll be pulled over and get a fine for allowing you to be a passenger without a seat belt.” 
 
   I could feel her resistance to resting on top of me, but I tried to make it as easy for her as possible by keeping my hands to myself - keeping my eyes to myself, was a bit harder. 
 
   Christian was just about to shut the car door when Melody came running. “I have Violet’s jacket and her bag.”
 
   With a sigh of relief, I covered Violet’s behind with her jacket and waved at Christian before we took off. 
 
   With every bump in the road, I could hear Violet whimper. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
   “It’s the jacket. It hurts so much every time it brushes over me,” she said in a small voice. 
 
   “Then let me remove it.” 
 
   “No. I don’t like the idea of flashing my naked butt in your face.”
 
   “Are you holding on to her, back there?” the driver asked.  
 
   “Maybe I can hold the jacket up a bit so it doesn’t rub against your skin.”
 
   “Okay,” she said with her head down on the seat beside me. 
 
   I let my hands slide under the jacket and held it up a bit while getting a firm grip on her as agreed with the driver. 
 
   “Do you think I can rest my arm here?” I asked and placed my left arm on the top of her back.
 
   “Uh-huh, but I’m afraid I might have gotten glass splinters in my thighs too, so please don’t touch anywhere down there.”
 
   I held the jacket up the entire taxi ride and helped her into the emergency room when we arrived. It looked like a war zone and Violet was just another patient limping in on one foot, supported by me and with her jacket making her decent.
 
   “Please take a seat,” the woman at the counter said. “It might take a while.”
 
   “How long?” I asked and gazed around the full waiting room, where children and grown-ups sat in every available chair. 
 
   “I can’t tell. We’re working as quickly as we can, but there was an accident at a Christmas parade downtown and a lot of kids got hurt. Then there was a bar fight with a lot of broken hands and noses, so unless it’s life threatening, I’m afraid you’re looking at somewhere between three to four hours at least.” 
 
   Violet turned to me. “It’s okay, Jake. I’ll just wait for my turn. You should go. I’m sure Jennifer is worried about you.”
 
   I fished my phone out on my pocket, and saw that Jennifer had texted me. 
 
   Violet was right. Jen was worried about me. But that pleasant thought was short-lived once I opened the text and read it. 
 
   Got home safe. Going to sleep now. Let’s talk tomorrow. XOXO Jen.
 
   I put my phone away with a heavy sigh and glanced around the waiting room again. This was ridiculous. “I can’t leave you here to wait for hours in agony. You can’t even sit down.”
 
   “I’ll stand,” she said bravely. I admired her so much in that moment.
 
   I folded my arms and gave her a scrutinizing look. “On one foot?”
 
   “If I must.”
 
   “No, I won’t let you. Do you have a magnifying glass and a tweezer at your house?”
 
   “Yes.” Violet looked at me with a worried glance. “But I can’t get to the splinters. I’m not that acrobatic.”
 
   “Then I’ll help you.”
 
   Violet was pale and completely quiet in the taxi on our way to her house. Obviously, this would be an awkward situation for both of us, but I think she realized having me play doctor was a better alternative than suffering for hours in the emergency room.
 
   When we arrived at her house, I took a clinical approach to the whole thing in an attempt to make it less embarrassing for her. “Which room has the best lighting?” I asked 
 
   “The kitchen, I think,” she said and made her way there. 
 
   I turned on all the lights in the room and asked her direct me to the magnifying glass and the tweezer. With her guidance I found the things in her neat little cottage house, which was full of colorful things and books.
 
   “All right,” I said as I returned to find her bent over the dining table in her kitchen. “Try to climb up and lie down on your stomach and just think of me as a nurse or a doctor,” I said and helped her up on the table. 
 
   Violet didn’t speak, but complied with my instructions and at least the table was long enough that only her feet stuck out. 
 
   “I’m going to start with your foot. Where do you feel the pain?”
 
   “In my heel,” she said. 
 
   “I’m just going to remove your nylon stocking, all right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   I gently peeled them off and tried to suppress the feeling of unwrapping a special gift. 
 
   “Can you bend your knee for me?” I asked and took her foot in my hands to get a closer look. The magnifying glass and the bright light from the two lamps above the table revealed that she had three small pieces of glass and a bigger one stuck in her heel. I patiently removed all four and washed her foot with soap and hot water. I might have prolonged the cleaning a bit as I needed the time to center myself before continuing upwards to the parts of her body I was less comfortable touching than her foot. 
 
   “How did you manage to get so many glass splinters into your skin?” I asked and dried her foot with a clean towel.  
 
   Violet turned her face and looked at me. “Remember when I fell down and you dragged me with you?” she asked. “There were broken glasses all over the floor.” 
 
   “Oh, sorry about that.” For a moment I stood quietly, unsure how to proceed. This was the woman I had admired on the dance floor and thought to be out of my league before I recognized her. Having her spread out on her dining table like a delicious feast made it hard to think only pure thoughts, but I forced myself to approach her with a clinical attitude. Just like I’d do with an experiment in the lab. 
 
   “You know, I can tell that the skin on your behind is very irritated and red from all the little glass splinters. I might as well warn you that this is going to hurt.”
 
   “I know,” Violet huffed out air. “Hey, Jake.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Could you do me a favor and get me something to drink… something with a lot of alcohol preferably.”
 
   “Of course, where do you keep it?”
 
   She pointed to a kitchen cabinet where I found a bottle of Jack Daniels. “There’s some Coca-Cola in my fridge. Can you mix me a glass?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “And be generous with the whiskey.”
 
   “I don’t think it’ll be that painful,” I said to cheer her up. 
 
   “I’m not drinking to numb the pain; I’m drinking to overcome my embarrassment of having you help me with this.” She shook her head. “I mean you of all people.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I said and wished I could have mixed myself a drink too, but I figured I better not when precision was important to the success of my task. 
 
   Violet swallowed the drink in two large gulps and asked me for another one. 
 
   “Ready now?” I asked when I gave her the glass with one more JD and Coke. 
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said and rested her head on her arms. 
 
   I bent down over her backside and with a deep breath I got to work and started pulling out the glass splinters. It took time and patience but Violet lay still the whole time. 
 
   I kept working, knowing that I would have to ask the uncomfortable question very soon. 
 
   “Ehhm… Violet?”
 
   “Yes.” She said and turned her head to look at me. 
 
   “I can’t really tell if you have glass splinters under your panties. It’s only a thin lace fabric, so it’s possible that you do.”
 
   Violet’s face grew crimson red and she turned to hide her face in her arms. I waited for a few seconds and then she nodded and took another big sip of her drink.
 
   “How many drinks have you had tonight?” I asked. 
 
   “More than I should, but since I haven’t been to a bar in five years, I had to make up for lost time.”
 
   “I’m sorry if I’m making you feel embarrassed but I like to be thorough in everything I do.”
 
   “Right….” she said dryly and sighed. “Okay, Jake. I’m guessing this is as uncomfortable for you as it is for me, so let’s just do it fast and get it over with.”
 
   “Good plan, and if Christian asks…” I trailed off. “Or Jen for that matter.”
 
   “I know. This never happened,” she agreed. 
 
   “Right.” I wrapped my fingers around both sides of her small black thong. “Can you lift up for me?” I asked and my heart raced as I slowly slid them off her. 
 
   I’m only human and the sight of the naked flesh between her thighs made the blood pump to my groin. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was curious to know if she was completely shaved or had a bikini trim, but I couldn’t tell with her on her stomach. 
 
   I refocused my thoughts and started by examining her skin around her tailbone and found some minor splinters and then I let my hands slide gently across her skin and further down searching for more splinters. “Ehhm… do you think you can spread your legs a little so I can see better?”
 
   Violet groaned and I saw her take another sip of her drink before she complied and opened her legs wider. 
 
   I had to close my eyes for a second and get my thoughts in line because my brain was not filled with thoughts of glass splinters… at all. 
 
   “Do you see anything?” Violet whispered.
 
   Did I see anything? … yes… something moist and warm and inviting that made me think of pushing myself inside her and biting her neck gently in the process.
 
   “Ehhhm, ahem.” I cleared my throat loudly. “I ehhm…” It was hard to form a sentence and I was afraid of the words that might escape. “Give me a minute,” I said and placed my hands on her behind and let them slide carefully down to her inner thighs. “Does anything hurt?” I asked in what I hoped sounded like a calm voice. 
 
   “No.”
 
   I slid my hands up again and around her sensitive skin. “Now?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Spread a little wider then,” I asked in a low voice. Every alarm bell rang inside me. I shouldn’t touch her like this. It was no longer clinical. It was sexual and she had to know it. 
 
   Violet spread her legs wider and it made my heart fucking hammer. I slid my fingers along her sex and heard her moan. “Does it hurt?” I asked. 
 
   “No… it doesn’t… hurt.”
 
   “Good. Do you think you can turn around so I can check your front?”
 
   Slowly Violet rolled to her back and our eyes met. I had been drinking red wine and beer tonight, but not enough to be drunk. I should know better, but my brain was fogged with desire for Violet.
 
   “I’m just going to make sure there’s nothing bothering you down there,” I said and held her gaze. 
 
   “Okay…” she said slowly and didn’t protest when I bent her legs and lifted her toward me with a strong grip around her upper thighs. 
 
   I hissed in a ragged breath as I splayed my hands over her flat abdomen. “Tell me if it hurts,” I said. 
 
   “Uh-huh,” she muttered with her eyes wide open. 
 
    My hands continued downward, searching her pelvis. She had a sweet triangle of perfect dark curls that made me long to bend down to smell her and taste her. I had her in a lurid position with me between her spread legs. I fought hard to suppress erotic thoughts of what it would feel like to push myself inside of her; would she be moist, warm, tight? Would she welcome me or tell me to stop? 
 
   My control slipped when I gently brushed my fingers over her slit. “Do you feel any pain?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said and met my gaze with lust in her eyes. 
 
   “You do?” I lowered my head to look closer and with both my thumbs I spread her folds and saw her moist, pink flower. 
 
   “Ehh… I ehh… no, I mean it doesn’t hurt exactly,” she babbled.
 
   “But you just said it hurt,” I said slowly and let my thumb stroke with her clit. “So what is it… does it hurt or not?”
 
   Her breathing turned shallow and I noticed her hands gripped the edges of the table like iron claws.
 
   “I’ll just make sure,” I said and kept her gaze as I slowly pushed a finger inside her. “How does this feel?”
 
   “Ohh…” she moaned and her eyes expanded. “That feels… nice.” The uncertainty in her voice told me she was confused about where this was going. 
 
   My cock throbbed as I started slowly fingering her. In that moment, there was nothing I wanted more than to take her. Our eyes locked. She moaned, a tiny admission of want and my body hummed with desire. 
 
   Somewhere inside me warning bells sounded, She’s Christian’s sister… she’s a psychic… but I didn’t want to hear them. I needed this. Needed Violet who looked at me with such wanting that it took my breath away. 
 
   Images of Jennifer invaded my mind… the way she had pushed my hand away and rejected my offer to drive her home. Still, Jennifer was my fiancée who trusted me to not touch other women. That thought filled me with remorse. No matter how ‘right’ being with Violet felt in my haze of lust. It was wrong! I had gone too far and forced myself to stop by taking a step back. 
 
   Swallowing hard, I took in the sight of her spread for me on the table, memorizing it as one of the most erotic sights of my life. 
 
   “I think…” I said, no longer able to meet her eyes. “I think we got all the splinters out. I just need to clean you with soap and hot water and then we’re done.”
 
   Violet got off the table and grabbed the towel to cover herself. The energy between us had shifted from intimate to nervous. “No Jake, that’s all right. I’ll just take a bath and soak in hot water and soap. That should do it, right?” she said in a too chirpy voice that didn’t match her strained smile. 
 
   “Violet?” I waited for her to finally look at me. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You are…” I wanted to say beautiful but the words stuck in my throat. 
 
   She gave me a sad smile that didn’t reach her lovely brown eyes. “I know.” She nibbled her upper lip and her knit brows made her look like she might burst into tears. “I’m not the one you want.”
 
   “No, that’s not what I wanted to say.”
 
   She waited for me to continue, but the meaning of her words caught up with me. She was right. My body might be screaming for her but she wasn’t the one I really wanted. I was marrying Jen. I wanted Jen… didn’t I?
 
   I shook my head with confusion but seeing Violet standing in front of me looking both gorgeous and so damn vulnerable, made me want to swoop her up and take her to bed. To hold her. Kiss her. Bring back a real smile to her face. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” It was all I could manage before I left her house with one more shared memory of me and her in an intimate situation that could never be repeated.
 
   And another I’d never forget. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   Darren
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   I don’t know what hurt the most. The memory of Jake’s face full of shame and regret after making me feel more aroused than I’d ever felt in my life. Or that I’d been so focused on my own pain that I’d forgotten about Darren. 
 
   It wasn’t until I lay soaking in a hot bath enveloped in solitude that images bombarded me of Darren trying to defend himself in a fight. I felt a blow to the back of my head and knew he had been hit by something large and heavy. A chair maybe?
 
   Folding my hands and praying that Darren would be okay, I asked for guidance to find him. I already knew he wouldn’t be answering his phone since my psychic senses told me he his injuries were serious; my challenge would be to find out which hospital he had been taken to. 
 
   “Where is he?” I asked and an image of a blue and yellow flag came up. Unfortunately, I’m not good with flags or geography so I looked it up on my phone. “Sweden… the flag was Swedish so he had to be at Swedish Medical Center, but which one?”
 
   It took me a few calls to locate Darren and another twenty minutes to get there and by that time it was almost five in the morning. 
 
   I don’t like hospitals. They are full of spirits and many of them are angry and confused. When I was younger spirits used to approach me at all times of the day, and in the worst circumstances. I’ve been pestered by a dead woman who didn’t care that I was in the middle of my exam, and I’ve been spooked several times while taking a shower or a bath. That’s just rude and today I don’t allow that sort of behavior. I’m much better at controlling when I want to interact or not, and that’s why I put up my mental neon sign saying ‘closed for business’ and asked my spirit guides for time to focus on Darren alone.
 
   Darren was on the third floor and the nurse told me he had been unconscious since he came in. He had a head trauma but the doctors had managed to stabilize him and now it was a waiting game to see when he would wake up and the extent of the damage. 
 
   “We found his ID in his pocket, but we’re still trying to locate his family. Do you know them?” she asked me.
 
   “No, but I might know someone who does,” I said. “Can I see him now?”
 
   “Normally it’s only family, but let me talk to my supervisor.” After a twenty minutes wait, the nurse led me to his room and I sat next to Darren and cried quietly while holding his hand, praying that he would make it through without any complications. 
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine in no time. You’re strong Darren. I know you’ll pull through.” 
 
   Wiping away a tear, I found my phone and called up Cia who had originally introduced me to Darren. It turned out that she and Darren had a therapist in common called Bruce, and with his help we managed to contact Darren’s parents. 
 
   There wasn’t anything more I could do for Darren at the moment, so I kissed his cheek and promised him I would be back soon.
 
   Leaving the hospital, I felt as sick as some of the patients there. I was tired to my bones, hung over from too much alcohol, and emotionally drained from the human trauma I had experienced at the bar last night. Not to mention that my wounded heart kept showing me images of Jake’s remorseful expression as he left my house. What I wouldn’t give for a day in bed, but I had only four hours before my first client of the day would arrive for a reading.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   Confessions
 
    
 
   Jake 
 
   In the weeks following the bar fight, Jennifer and I fought more than usual. I blamed it on the fact that I was on edge and couldn’t stop thinking about what I had done with Violet. No matter how I looked at it, it felt like infidelity and in the end I had to come clean to Jennifer. I couldn’t go into a marriage with something this big on my conscience. 
 
   I sat her down one evening and over a glass of red wine I admitted that I had helped Violet remove glass splinters from her behind. 
 
   “So what?” Jennifer asked. “That’s all that happened, right?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “Did you kiss her?”
 
   “No,” I shook my head vehemently. “No I didn’t kiss her.” 
 
   “Well did you fuck her?”
 
   I jerked back in reaction to her crude choice of word. “No, of course I didn’t.”
 
   “Then what’s the problem?”
 
   “I touched her,” I said slowly, “On her butt and I examined her vagina to make sure there were no splinters.”
 
   “Eww…” Jennifer scrunched her face in disgust. “God, I feel almost sorry for you. That must have been freaking awkward. I mean I know how you feel about that weirdo.”
 
   I sat there with a stone expression, not liking anything about Jennifer in that moment. “Actually that night at the bar…” I began.
 
   Jennifer pulled a throw over her feet and seemed a bit distracted. “Yeah?”
 
   “Violet looked very pretty,” I said and waited for Jen to get upset with me.
 
   “Tsk,” she smacked her tongue. “How much did you drink?”
 
   “Listen,” I drew a deep sigh. “I need to come clean, Jen; Violet and I… we kind of shared a moment.”
 
   “A moment?” she crossed her arms. “What does that even mean?”
 
   “It means…” I said slowly. “That while examining her I got aroused.”
 
   Jennifer lifted her left brow in a perfect arch. “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, of course you did. You’re a man and she was lying there flashing her pussy at you. Your brain is programmed to find that arousing. It has nothing to do with her. It could have been any pussy in the world,” she postulated. 
 
   “Maybe,” I said - but I knew differently. 
 
   “No,” Jennifer sneered. “It’s not a maybe. It’s a fact. You had a few drinks. You were alone with a practically naked woman who has been drooling over you for years and your hormones told you to fuck her. But you didn’t, did you?”
 
   “No… but I did insert one of my fingers inside her.”
 
   “To examine her?”
 
   “Maybe at first. I don’t know… that’s when I stopped because it felt like cheating.”
 
   Jennifer filled up her wine glass and tugged the throw closer around her. “Well, shit happens, and I don’t consider it a big deal.”
 
   “You don’t?” I said astonished.
 
   “No.”
 
   I knitted my brows. “Jen, this is a big deal… It’s been killing me every day since it happened. I wouldn’t want anyone touching you that way.”
 
   Jennifer avoided my apologetic glance and took another sip of her wine. 
 
   “Please look at me, Jen.” 
 
   “What?” She licked the wine off her lips but only looked at me for a flash of a second. My throat tightened, my instincts telling me she was hiding something. 
 
   With a feeling of dread, I lowered my voice. “Jen, do you have anything you want to tell me before we get married?” I asked slowly, hoping I was wrong.
 
   “Like what?” she asked with a shrug. 
 
   “Like you being attracted to someone else maybe?”
 
   “No,” she said but again her eyes darted away and it gave me the chills. There was definitely something she wasn’t telling me.
 
   “Jennifer… please. I don’t want our marriage to be tainted with lies between us. If there’s something I should know, then please tell me.”
 
   “There’s nothing.” She said with annoyance. “Now let it rest. I need you to help me go over my presentation and I’m bored talking about this subject.
 
   “You’re bored talking about trust between us?”
 
   “Yes, I’m bored, all right. In fact, if you really must know then I’m often bored with you.”
 
   I pulled back. “You’re bored with me?”
 
   “Yes, there, I said it.” She didn’t give me a chance to respond before she elaborated. “We never go anywhere. You always work, and sex is so predictable.” 
 
   “I… I…” there were no words for the confusion spreading inside me. 
 
   “I mean, I know we both work a lot,” she continued, but some spontaneous weekend trips and presents now and then would be nice. And why does sex always have to be in the bed?”
 
   My insides were so pained that it felt like my lungs and liver had somehow swapped places and neither worked probably. I couldn’t breathe and I couldn’t filter the poison she was spewing at me. 
 
   When I finally found my voice I spoke in a harsh, defensive tone. “If you feel that way, maybe we shouldn’t be together.” 
 
   “Ahrgh, Jake, don’t be so dramatic. You know I love you to bits. You just have to shape up and be more interested in me.”
 
   “And you?” I asked. “How many spontaneous weekend trips have you arranged and how many presents have you given me?”
 
   She pouted. “Don’t turn this on me. You’re the guy.”
 
   “Why the hell not? I can remember you being too tired for sex and not in the mood…  and what about the time I wanted to join you in the shower and you wouldn’t let me?”
 
   She raised her voice to a high pitch. “I was shaving my legs.” 
 
   “So what? I would have happily shaved them for you. Don’t you fucking accuse me of only wanting sex in the bed when only last week, you’ve rejected me on the couch and in the shower.”
 
    “That’s not what I mean. Everybody does it on the couch and in the shower. I want something else?” she complained. 
 
   “Then what do you want from me?” I yelled and threw my hands up in frustration. 
 
   “I want you to fuck me on the dining table in the middle of dinner. I want you to sneak up while I cook and just fucking take without asking… I want you to be crazy for me.”
 
   My chin dropped and for seconds I just sat there staring at her in disbelief. “But you never cook,” was the first thought that found a voice. 
 
   “That’s not the point. The point is that you’re too gentle and too…” she trailed off. “Boring.”
 
   I closed my eyes and hissed out a breath, trying to calm down, but it was impossible and I felt like my skin held me hostage. 
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
   “I need some air.”
 
   “Stop, don’t go… you’re taking this the wrong way.”
 
   I rubbed my face. “I… I don’t know what to say to you, Jen. I don’t even know where all of this is coming from. I thought we were happy together.”
 
   She lifted her shoulders in a quick shrug “We are happy, but all couples fight and you’re the one who started this argument by telling me that you fingered that psycho.”  
 
   “So that’s what this is about? You’re trying to get back at me by insulting me and telling me I’m a lousy boyfriend?”
 
   “Of course not. I didn’t say that you’re a lousy boyfriend.”
 
   “Oh…. right, no, you just said that I was boring and bad in bed.”
 
   “You’re not bad in bed… you’re very attentive and well hung.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she just sat there looking completely unaffected, as if we were talking about work or what to have for dinner. 
 
   “I mean you’re a decent lover, Jake. It’s just… we should spice it up.” 
 
   I leaned my head back and looked up at the ceiling before I returned her gaze. “Wow… thanks… I’m decent… as in mediocre?” 
 
   Jennifer bit her lip. “Would you prefer that I lied to you?”
 
   “Why the hell are you even with me, Jen? If this is how you feel about me, then why are you wearing my ring?”
 
   “Because I love you.”  
 
   Weaving my fingers through my hair, I pushed out air. “Why do you love me?”
 
   “Because you’re brilliant. Your intelligence is a major turn-on for me.”
 
   “What?” I said in disbelief.
 
   “No, I mean it. You have to be the most intelligent person I know. Nina told me that no one ever scored as high as you did on their application tests.”
 
   “So you love me because of my IQ?” I lowered my hands from my hair. 
 
   “Yeah, and you’re attractive… and kind.”
 
   “What’s my favorite color?” 
 
   She furrowed her brow. “I don’t know… blue?”
 
   “No, it’s green. What is my favorite position to sleep in?”
 
   “On your back?”
 
   “No, on my side. What kind of music do I like?”
 
   “You like lots of different kinds of music,” she said.
 
   I crossed my arms. “You do realize that you want me to be more interested in you, yet you know nothing about me.”
 
   She scoffed out loud. “Of course I do. You’re my fiancé.”
 
   “Then name one song I don’t like,” I challenged her.
 
   “Anything with Justin Bieber,” she said quickly.
 
   “True… but that question was too easy as we always argue about that in the car.”
 
   “Then give me another question,” she said.  
 
   “Okay, which sexual position do I prefer?”
 
   She pulled back a little, a look of uncertainty on her face. “Missionary style,” she said slowly. 
 
   “Wrong.” I stepped closer. “In my dirtiest fantasy I have the woman on a dining table, spread out like a delicious feast, ready for me to devour, and when I take her I’m standing between her legs, lowering myself into her; gently at first to enjoy the way she reacts to my size, and when I’m balls deep inside her, I intensify the pace and take her harder and faster until she cries out my name in a heavy orgasm.”
 
   Jennifer’s eyes widened and she got up from the couch to stand in front of me, trailing a finger down my chest. “I like that fantasy,” she said and a smile formed on her lips. “You can devour me like that anytime, but couldn’t we add a part about you falling to your knees first and licking me thoroughly before you take me.”
 
   I pushed her finger away. “No… we can’t,” I said and felt angry with Jennifer for all the hurtful things she had said. What she didn’t understand was that the woman in my fantasy was Violet and I never should have mentioned it to begin with.
 
   Jennifer moved to my dining table, lifted herself up, and gave me a come-hither signal with her finger. “Don’t be a party pooper, come here and devour me a little?” she said with a purr.
 
   I shook my head. “I think I need some time to digest all the things you told me… If I took you right now, it would be angry sex, and I don’t want that.”
 
   Jennifer’s face went from inviting to resentful. “See, that’s your problem, Jake. You are too goddamn polished and polite. Sometimes a woman needs to be owned and taken. I bet Christian would have no problem with angry sex.”
 
   “Christian?” I clenched my jaw. “Why do you mention him?” 
 
   “For no reason.” She tried to back paddle but she had just confirmed my suspicion; that my fiancée had sexual thoughts about my best friend.
 
   “This is too fucked up,” I murmured and went to grab my jacket. “I’m going out.”
 
   “Just don’t forget that it was you who screwed up by finger fucking that psycho,” she yelled after me. 
 
   I turned to look at Jennifer from my entry door. Somehow it hurt me profoundly that she was so disrespectful to Violet who would never say a mean thing about anyone. “She’s not a psycho,” I protested, but Jennifer just snorted at me.
 
   “Anyone who thinks they are psychic are psychos in my book,” she spat.
 
   I slammed the door when I left and took the stairs instead of the elevator. My view on Jennifer had changed. She was more than ambitious, beautiful, intelligent, and sharp… she was also mean, crude, and someone who didn’t think much of fidelity, and she was attracted to my best friend. How fucked up was that?
 
   I walked for miles, thinking like a mad man. My pride was bruised and my ego hurt, but somewhere along the long walk I realized that maybe there was a grain of truth in Jennifer’s words. I was a gentle and considerate lover but probably quite standard. Still, none of my girlfriends had ever mentioned that they wanted something else. Except for Jennifer. 
 
   I hated that she was attracted to Christian, and of course she was right; he would have no problem with angry sex. Come to think of it, from the way his girlfriend’s always grinned like they were on a constant sex-high, he probably had a whole arsenal of sex toys and costumes in his apartment to make sure he brought them variety. 
 
   For a few seconds I really disliked my friend, although I knew rationally he wasn’t to blame for any of this. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   My feet led me to the lab. It was either that or find a bar and get really drunk, but since it was a Tuesday night and I had to work tomorrow I figured a few hours in the lab would help me calm down enough to go back to my apartment and face Jennifer. 
 
   My phone showed that she hadn’t tried to text or call me and I ended up at my desk searching Google for sex tips. Apparently, Jennifer wasn’t the only woman who wanted an assertive man in bed. I was literally shocked to read a number of articles by experts explaining why the book sensation Fifty Shades of Grey had been such a hit. According to them, strong women secretly wanted to be dominated. What the hell? I had always thought women wanted to be pleased and worshipped and I couldn’t imagine causing a woman pain. Did that make me a bad lover? I sat for hours reading and going through images of women being dominated. Some of it made my stomach churn. 
 
   I must have fallen asleep because I didn’t hear the cleaning staff until one of them tugged gently at my shoulder
 
   “Senor? Excuse me, Sir… hellooo…” 
 
   When I lifted my head, I saw a stranger staring at me. 
 
   “What?” I said in a drowsy voice and looked around. “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s morning, senor. We’re cleaning… I think you fell asleep,” the man bent down to grab my trash can.
 
   “Oh… yeah… sorry.” I stretched my arms and yawned, accidently touching my keyboard. 
 
   “We’ll be gone soon,” the man told me politely with his eyes flickering to my screen. A smile spread on his face and he gave me a small nod before he moved on and when I turned to see what he had seen, I groaned. 
 
   On my screen was a picture of a woman tied up and bent over.  
 
   “Great,” I muttered and closed down the browser. The clock in the lower right corner showed that it was only ten to six in the morning. 
 
   “Sir… excuse me, senor.”
 
   I turned around to see the cleaning guy standing behind me again. “Yes?”
 
   “My colleague found this one over there under the cabinet… where should we put it?”
 
   He held out a book and I reached out to take it. 
 
   “Just give it to me, thanks.” My body was sore from sleeping in the chair and my mood was low because of my fight with Jennifer last night; I definitely needed a strong cup of coffee to get me going.
 
   The machine had to warm up and with nothing else to do, I opened the book and read the first page. 
 
    
 
   Do you see me?
 
   Do you know I’m alive?
 
   The nerd in the shadow, afraid of the fight.
 
   Sure, other men are bigger 
 
   and more impressive than me
 
   but will they treat you like the princess,
 
   that you were born to be?
 
    
 
   I read it one more time in my head and raised both brows. What the hell was a handwritten book with bad poetry doing in our research lab? I turned the book around but found no name or title on it. It was just an ordinary green notebook. 
 
   A green notebook… I stopped in my tracks. Hadn’t Violet mentioned that Ben had a green notebook? I opened it again and turned a few pages, reading a bit more of the ‘poetry’.
 
    
 
   Love is for losers; not smart people like me. 
 
   Still I would give up my smartness to feel what you feel. 
 
   Does your soul dance with joy? 
 
   Is that why you glow so brightly?
 
   And what’s with this laughter? 
 
   Does it reflect that you feel mighty?
 
    
 
   Jeez… I let my hands flip through the pages and stopped at the very last page. Benjamin Woods it said in a corner. 
 
   So he did have a green notebook and what was equally strange; it had been found under the cabinet where Violet had searched for it.
 
   I made my cup of coffee and headed back to my workstation, planting my feet comfortably on top of my desk and wondering how Violet had known that. 
 
   “Unless,” I said out loud when clarity stroke me. “Of course!” Violet had written this poor crab of poetry, or copied it from the internet, and planted the green book in the lab for us to find. What an elaborate way to convince us that she could actually talk to Ben, but I would never tell anyone about this book and so her trick would be wasted.
 
   I flipped through the book some more and just to be absolutely certain it was a forgery I got up and walked to his former workstation and pulled down a text book I had once borrowed from Ben. 
 
   I remembered seeing him write his name in it before lending it to me, and it was still there, on the very first page. “Property of Ben Woods.” 
 
   I carefully compared his handwriting to the writing in the green notebook and my face paled. It was the same signature.
 
   I don’t know why, but I hid the green note book. 
 
   If Violet had been right about this, and she had been right about my proposal to Jennifer, then… NO! 
 
   I wasn’t even going to allow myself to think the thought and slammed the drawer where I had hidden Ben’s book. 
 
   I was just going to pretend I never saw it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    CHAPTER 10
 
   End of the Year
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   Christmas came around much too soon. The last two weeks, I had visited Darren in the hospital as much as I could, and I kept Cia up to date on his recovery, too.
 
   I would like to say Darren was a brave trooper, but that would be a lie. He enjoyed the fuss everyone made over him and whenever the doctors told him he was doing better, he debated with them on how poorly he really felt. His room was full of flowers, balloons, and a constant flow of visitors since Darren was a man with a huge social network. 
 
   Still, every time he saw me - he lit up. 
 
   “Violet, my purple flower,” he said when I came to check up on him the day before Christmas. “How are you my little psychic?”
 
   “I’m good. Merry Christmas.” I handed him a little box. 
 
   “Sweet, you brought me a present.” He smiled and I noticed he looked much better than when I’d seen him two days ago. 
 
   It didn’t take Darren long to unwrap the little box and hold up the content. “Wow, how did you know I wanted pretty stones for Christmas?” he asked sarcastically.
 
   “They are gem stones,” I explained. “This one is an Amethyst; it has healing powers and will soothe your headache. That one is a crystal which amplifies the healing power of other stones.” 
 
   “Thanks.” Darren put the stones back in the box. “I’m afraid I haven’t been shopping so I didn’t get you any pretty stones this year.” 
 
   I smiled. “Are they still letting you go home tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes. And my mom is insisting that I spend Christmas with her and my dad.” He sighed dramatically. “So come Christmas morning you’ll find ‘Darren the Great’ dressed in my pajamas, unwrapping presents in my parents living room like I did when I was a five.”
 
   “Oh, that sounds nice,” I said to cheer him up. 
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know… maybe it will be. What are you doing for Christmas?”
 
   “Christian and I are going out for brunch, I think. Our parents left for Ohio to be with Fred and Nancy. Now that they have a grandchild they are going to shower her with presents.” I probably looked as relieved as I felt that this year there wouldn’t be any Christmas drama.
 
   “And what about New Year’s Eve?” Darren asked. 
 
   “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Good, because Cia called me last night and she’s flying in to see my new haircut for herself and she wants us to celebrate New Year’s Eve together.”
 
   I smiled at him. Ever since Darren had come out of his coma, he had been in hysterics about the fact that the medical staff had shaved the side of his head to prepare for the operation. 
 
   “You look fine,” I said.  
 
   “I do not look fine… do you know how long it took me to grow out my beautiful mane. It’s like in the bible when Samson had his hair shaved and lost all his strength.”
 
   “Wow, is it that bad?”
 
   “Yes,” he said offended. “I loved my man bun, so you better take my pain seriously.”
 
   I held up my hands as a sign of peace, and it made his shoulders relax again. 
 
   “Anyway, I told Cia we would celebrate New Year’s Eve with her and Gabriel.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “I can tell that you’re dying to know why such a popular guy like me would blow off numerous invitations to wild parties, and hang out with straight people on the biggest night of the year,” Darren said with a deep sigh. 
 
   “Actually, I…”
 
   “I’ll be perfectly honest with you.” He took my hand. “I don’t think I’m ready to get back on the horse yet... I mean I almost died and the thought of loud music and a crammed venue, well, I’ll rather spend a boring evening with the lot of you.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Hey, what’s with the long face? You know I’m crazy about you guys, but you’re my Tuesday people.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
   “You know… there are people you hang with on the weekends when you want to have fun, and then there are people you hang with during the work week, because they offer good laughs or great conversations, but things never get out of control.” 
 
   “But why Tuesday?”
 
   “Because Monday is reserved for people who I can bitch and gossip with about what happened on the weekend. Let’s face it, Violet, you suck at bitching and you’re no good at gossiping either.” 
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said with dry amusement. 
 
   “Anyway, Tuesday, is for good conversations and reflection.” 
 
   “Aww, that’s nice Darren.” 
 
   “Yup, you Tuesday people are my crazy friends. You know, the ones that see the world differently and dare to stand out.” 
 
   “I know you mean that in a nice way, but I don’t like it when people call me crazy,” I told him and it made Darren take my hand and give it a squeeze. “I’m sorry… what should I call you then? Mentally hilarious?” 
 
   That made me laugh. 
 
   “And your Wednesday and Thursday people - I’m not even going to ask about who they are, but just for the record, your system is flawed, because we’ve hung out on Fridays and Saturdays, too. And, might I add, that the reason you’re in a hospital bed in the first place is because you went out with me on a Saturday night and things did get out of hand.”
 
   He ignored that. 
 
   “Come on, it’s not like you have something better to do than hang with me and Cia on New Year’s Eve,” Darren teased. 
 
   “True…” I admitted. “I’ll ask Daniel to join us. He’ll be so excited that Cia is in town and maybe my brother Christian can cook for us. He’s a great Chef.”
 
   “Sure, the more men the better. Is your brother single?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is he gay?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Huh… do you think he’s open to a little adventure?”
 
   “With you?” I knitted my brows. “Shouldn’t you be focusing on getting well before you even think about hooking up with someone?” I asked, “Besides my brother is off limits.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you don’t date your friend’s siblings, that only complicates things. Everyone knows that.”
 
   He pouted and reached out his hand for the water on his side table but gave up. “Can you hand me my water?” he said. 
 
   “Are you serious? It’s right there… all you have to do is lean forward.”
 
   Darren moaned theatrically. “What kind of friend are you? I’m in a hospital bed and asking you to give me a bit of water and you refuse?”
 
   “Honestly…” I stood up and walked around the bed to hand him his water, which wasn’t out of his reach to begin with. “You better stop being so helpless my friend.”
 
   “And you better stop being so mean, or I won’t be your friend,” he retorted. 
 
   “You know you love me,” I said and took back the glass when he was done drinking. 
 
   “Of course I do; you’re my purple flower,” Darren said with an infectious smile. “But I don’t like your stupid rules about not dating friends of your siblings and just for the record, if your brother is hot and interested, I’m not holding back.”
 
    I crossed my arms calmly. Christian was not only straight, he was a ladies’ man and Darren didn’t stand a chance. “Give it your best shot Cowboy. Just don’t get offended if he asks you to back off. He can be pretty direct. 
 
   Darren wiggled his eyebrows. “I like direct.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   New Year 
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   I celebrated New Year’s Eve with a very eclectic group of people. 
 
   Jennifer had celebrated Christmas with her family on the east coast. It worried me how little I had missed her and apparently the feeling was mutual since she decided to stay on the east coast and celebrate the end of the year with her old room-mate from college instead.
 
   When I told Christian about the change of plans, he wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer and insisted that I celebrate with him instead. We were going to have dinner with Violet and her friends who had talked him into cooking, and later Christian had a number of invitations to parties we could attend.  
 
   Violet and I hadn’t met since that night when I pulled out splinters from her behind two weeks ago. But I’d thought about her. 
 
   Every. Damn. Day. 
 
   Feeling nervous that she would be angry with me for taking advantage of her vulnerable state and crossing my own line in the sand, I showed up at the address surprised to find an upper class building on the waterfront. 
 
   Call me judgmental but I was expecting all Violet’s friends to live in the same kind of bohemian fashion as she did. Especially, since the only name I had heard mentioned from Christian was Cia, an artist. 
 
   When the woman who opened the door gave me a friendly greeting and introduced herself as Cia, I got very confused. The Cia I had met in the gallery six months ago had been a Goth girl while this woman was blond with a lovely long dress and high heels. 
 
   “Is Christian here?” I asked, half expecting her to say I had the wrong address. 
 
   “Yes, he’s in the kitchen with Melody. I think they’re about to kill each other, but come in and let me take your jacket,” Cia said with a smile. “Violet said you’re a doctor, so hopefully you can patch them up if they start throwing knives at each other.” Her eyes darted toward the kitchen where I could see movement. 
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not that kind of doctor,” I said and shifted my eyes to Violet who came toward us looking beyond lovely with her long brown hair flowing down her back and only two small braids creating a hairband. She wore all black, some kind of one piece pants and shirt thing that looked shockingly modern. 
 
   “Cia’s right,” Violet said and my nerves calmed a bit when she smiled at me. No visible anger touched her eyes, but I still felt like I should apologize to her for what happened between us. 
 
   “Melody and Christian are like two clashing colors – it just doesn’t work. The problem is that she’s a vegan and insisting on making some special vegan dish herself, while he’s preparing a roast of some kind.” 
 
   “Whatever they’re making, it smells delicious.” I smelled garlic, and something sweeter. “Do you want me to try and soothe the waters?” I offered. 
 
   “You can try,” Violet said skeptically. “But first you should come and meet the others.” She waved me into the living room that offered an incredible view of Lake Washington and had some seriously upscale designer furniture. 
 
   “Hi there,” a tall, muscular and very broad shouldered man greeted me. He was rank as a soldier and held out his arm to Cia who snuggled up to him and placed her arms around his waist. 
 
   “This is Cia’s husband Gabriel. He’s a marine,” Violet said. 
 
   “No, I’m not.” Gabriel chuckled and grabbed my outstretched hand to shake. 
 
   “Well, a soldier of some kind then,” Violet corrected. 
 
   “I’m a sapper… battle engineer, but not a marine.”
 
   “Got it,” I said with a friendly smile.  
 
   “And this is my friend Daniel, who works in a school,” Violet told me and smiled to a man who had to be in his mid-thirties. 
 
   “Are you a teacher or a Principal?” I asked the man who looked a bit reserved. 
 
   “Neither,” he said calmly. “I’m a janitor.” He nodded to Gabriel, “I used to be in the army, too, but I ended up with post-traumatic stress syndrome.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that,” Gabriel said and gave Daniel a nod of sympathy. “That must be tough.”
 
   Melody stormed out of the kitchen with wild eyes, interrupting our conversation. “Who’s idea was it to bring that insufferable man into my kitchen?” 
 
   Violet smiled at me. “Jake, you remember Melody, right?” 
 
   Melody and I nodded at each other. “What do you mean your kitchen? I thought this was Cia’s place,” I said to Melody.
 
   “No, Cia lives in Missouri with Gabriel,” Violet explained.
 
   I turned back to Melody. “So this is your place?”
 
   “Uh-huh…” Melody confirmed. “Gabriel is my brother; in case you wonder how I fit into this group.”
 
   “Oh, that makes sense,” I said, since I didn’t know what else to say. It was a stupid thing to say because it really didn’t make any sense. My eyes dotted from the tall soldier and back to Melody and they looked nothing alike. She had golden brown eyes and auburn colored hair while he clearly was a mix of something, maybe Hawaiian or Inuit. If they were siblings, one was probably adopted, but it was none of my business and I didn’t ask.  
 
   “Melody, now that Jake is here, maybe he can help you and Christian get along.” Violet shot me a hopeful smile but Melody made a face that said she doubted it.
 
   “Did anyone offer you some wine?” Melody asked me.
 
   “No, not yet.” 
 
   “Then let me rectify that because trust me, Jake, you’ll need to calm your nerves if you’re going to talk that friend of yours into reasoning.” She walked over to the large dining table with the elegant cutlery and filled two wine glasses. “Here you go,” she said and offered one to me. “I’m sorry we seem to always meet when I’m stressed out, but just for the record I’m normally a calm and sane person.” She took a sip of her wine, catching a loose drop with the back of her hand. “For some reason I lose my shit around that man,” she nodded toward the kitchen.
 
   The wine was extraordinary and I praised her for it. 
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” she said. “I’ll give you five bottles to take home if you get that lunatic in my kitchen under control.”
 
   I looked to the kitchen and gave her a reassuring glance. “I’m on it.”
 
   Christian was whistling when I stepped into the kitchen. “Hey, Jake, good to see you man. What do you think of this place? Nice crib, right?”
 
   “Very nice.” I gave him a half-hug and patted his shoulder. 
 
   “I wouldn’t mind living here,” he said, “Except for the dragon who comes with the castle, that is.”
 
   “I just spoke to her and she’s not too impressed with you either.” 
 
   He laughed, unconcerned, and moved to a cutting board picking up a large knife. “That’s just because I like to get her all riled up.” 
 
   “Well, maybe for the sake of the rest of us, you could ease up on your torture of the poor woman, just for tonight?” I suggested. 
 
   He shot me a smirk over his shoulder. “Where’s the fun in that? And why are you taking her side anyway?” He lowered his voice. “She’s a spoiled rich girl, who lives on a cloud of ideology. Vegan nonsense… you know.”
 
   “That might be,” I said and leaned against the kitchen counter. “But the rich girl just promised me five bottles of this amazing wine, if I get you under control.”
 
   Christian put down his knife and turned around to look at me. “Did she now?”
 
   “Uh-huh. And I really like this wine, so can you please control yourself?”
 
   He didn’t answer but nodded to the oven. “Hey, take out those baguettes will you?”
 
   I complied dutifully and stayed to help him finish the last details for the first course; garlic scallops on some delicious smelling homemade bread.
 
   Melody ate a salad of some kind and reluctantly accepted a piece of Christian’s bread when it was offered to her. He gave her a pointed stare and raised an eyebrow as if to challenge her to criticize his baking. 
 
   She didn’t. 
 
   We were almost through the first course when the doorbell rang. 
 
   “That’ll be Darren,” Cia exclaimed and hurried to let him in. The noise level from the entryway had us all exchanging glances. Whomever Darren was, he was very happy to see Cia.  
 
   Darren politely went around the table to shake everybody’s hand. I recognized him as the man from the gallery whom I’d glimpsed that night in the bar. When he came to me his smile stiffened. “Ahh, the scientist,” he said and his eyes wandered over me. “Well, you do look cute. I’ll give her that.” 
 
   My eyes shot to Violet who look mortified and when I recalled Melody’s reaction to me the first time we met, it wasn’t hard to figure out that Violet and her friends had talked about me.  
 
   Darren had moved on and with a huge smile, he held on to Christian’s hand with both of his own. 
 
   “So you’re the famous brother.”
 
   Christian tilted his head. “I don’t know… am I?” He looked to Violet for help. 
 
   “If your cooking tastes half as good as it smells, then all your fame is earned,” Darren charmed and finally took a seat. 
 
   He wore a mint green tuxedo with a black shirt and a black butterfly. Not that I would ever wear something that bold, but he looked surprisingly good in it.   
 
   “You’ll have to excuse the hat,” he said and pointed to the black Bogart type of hat. “But someone thought it would be fun to throw a table at me and it completely messed up my hairstyle.”
 
   “Cia told me about that. What the hell happened that night?” Gabriel asked and everyone started telling their version of our terrible night at Jerry’s bar. 
 
   When Christian excused himself to prepare the main course, I followed him into the kitchen. 
 
   “How are things with Jennifer?” he asked me while pulling things out of the massive fridge. 
 
   “You want the truth?” I asked.
 
   He gave me a concerned side glance. “Of course.”
 
   “We’ve been fighting a lot.”
 
   “Why? What’s wrong?” he asked and set down a plate he had been holding.
 
   I wasn’t about to admit to having a moment with his sister, or the fact that Violet lived inside my mind, so I opted for the other part of the truth. “Jen thinks I’m boring.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. She told me I’m not spontaneous enough and that I’m boring in bed.”
 
   “Ouch…” He gave me a pained expression. 
 
   “She says I should be more assertive and take without asking…”
 
   “Huh.” Christian seemed to be thinking. “Then take her up on it. Give her what she’s asking for.”
 
   “But how?” I asked and felt completely out of my league.
 
   “I don’t know. Just slam her up against the wall and give it to her. You could do that, couldn’t you?”
 
   “But what if she gets angry with me?”
 
   Christian placed his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t ever be afraid of a woman’s anger, Jake. It’s all passion and if you learn how to surf their anger, I promise you’ll get the most amazing ride of your life.”
 
   I scrunched my face, unconvinced, and in that moment Melody walked into the kitchen. 
 
   “Do you mind keeping your dead corpses away from my vegetables? I don’t want any blood on my green peas,” Melody said with a small hiss. 
 
   Behind her back, Christian gave me a nod and mimed “Watch and learn” at me. Then he walked over and surrounded Melody from behind so she was literally caught between him and the kitchen table.  
 
   She froze and lowered her voice to a menacing sneer. “What are you doing, caveman?”
 
   If it was me, I would have backed away quickly… hell, I wouldn’t even have dared walking that close to her to begin with, but Christian seemed unintimidated and leaned closer to her and brushed a hand over her arm. “Did I tell you how beautiful you look tonight?’ he muttered in a low voice making it more intimate.
 
   Melody tried to step away, but he placed his hands on the table trapping her in his arms.
 
   “I love your passion, you know,” he said into her hair. “For all things green.”
 
   I could see her chest rising and falling in little pants and her eyes fill with confusion before she turned and pushed him away. 
 
   “Get away from me,” she hissed. 
 
   He stood his ground and kept an open face. “You’re angry with me.” 
 
   “You think?” She snorted and her eyes flew to me.
 
   “Why are you angry with me?” he asked her softly.
 
   “Because you’re being a jerk and you don’t respect that I’m a vegan,” she said quickly. “It’s important to me.” 
 
   He tilted his head and kept his gaze on her. “That makes sense,” he said with a straight face and even I thought he meant it. “Would you feel better if I let you hit me?” he asked Melody. 
 
   Temptation shone from her eyes and there was an intense eye contact between them. “Hit me, Melody. Right here on my shoulder. Hit me and tell me how bad I am.” A small smile broke out across his face. “Come on, I know you’re worth the pain.”
 
   Melody narrowed her eyes. “I don’t go around hitting people,” she said and her voice held less anger than a minute ago.
 
   Christian gave her another smile and turned his shoulder to her. “But you want to hit me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then do it.” He coaxed her with a grin and I could see her lips starting to purse into a sexy pout. 
 
   “Why do you want me to hit you?” She smiled reluctantly but the wider his grin got the more hers grew too. 
 
   “Because my sister likes you and I can’t have you stay mad at me forever.”
 
   “But I don’t like you,” Melody said, stating the obvious. 
 
   “That’s okay, because I don’t like you and your vegan crap either, but I respect your passion, Melody, and I meant it when I said that you look beautiful tonight.”
 
   For another long second they locked eyes and then she narrowed her gaze, lifted her hand, and hit his shoulder with her fist. “God, you’re such a jerk.” 
 
   “Ouch.” Christian rubbed his shoulder although it didn’t look like she’d put much force into the blow.  
 
   “Are we good now or do you want to come sit on my lap and tell me exactly how horrible I am?”
 
   Melody shook her head and grinned. “Nice try, but I’m never sitting on your lap.”
 
   “But at least you don’t hate me anymore,” Christian teased. 
 
   Melody ignored his comment. She looked a bit flustered as she took a few steps away from him. “Just make sure I don’t get any of your nasty meat sauce on my plate or I’ll come beat on you some more. With pleasure.”
 
   “Don’t tempt me. I just told you that I like your passion,” Christian said and winked. 
 
   Melody left us with a shaking head. 
 
   “Wow!” I exclaimed when she disappeared from view. “You are fearless.” 
 
   Christian laughed. “I told you. Never be afraid of a woman’s anger. Our masculinity is the antidote and they need us badly, just like we need them.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel that way when Jennifer criticizes me.”
 
   “Still, she wouldn’t be with you if she didn’t love you. Jen is a great woman, I mean, she’s smart and pretty.
 
   “Yeah, I guess, but pretty isn’t everything.”
 
   “You’re right, pretty boy, so make yourself useful and help me serve the main course.”
 
    When we got to the dessert I was astonished at how Melody was almost friendly to Christian but maybe it was because she was beginning to feel sorry for him like the rest of us. Darren was coming on to Christian so hard that it was hilarious to see the womanizer being subjected to his own game. By another man. 
 
   Darren, who had somehow managed to switch to my seat next to Christian while I was in the kitchen, wasn’t exactly subtle and I could tell Christian was under pressure.
 
   “Excuse me,” Violet said when her phone rang. A minute later she returned and looked white as a sheet. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”
 
   “Noooo,” Cia said and tilted her head. “What’s so important?”
 
   “It’s work.” 
 
   Gabriel looked at his watch. “What kind of work do you have on New Year’s Eve at almost ten-thirty?”
 
   “Father Thomas called me; they need my help.”
 
   “Who is father Thomas?” Gabriel asked, “And what does he need your help with on a holiday?”
 
   “Apparently it’s a possession and there’s a little child involved.” 
 
   Melody held up both hands. “So wait a minute… the police call you when they have people missing and the church calls you when they think houses are possessed?”
 
   “Yes… houses or people.”
 
   “You do exorcisms?” I asked in disbelief.
 
   “No… father Thomas does that. He’s the mandated exorcist, appointed by the Catholic church. He was trained at the Vatican by a priest who specializes in this sort of thing.” Violet spoke fast and dialed to get a taxi. 
 
   “You won’t get a taxi tonight,” Darren said. “Why do you think I was an hour late?”
 
   “Shit. Do you think I can drive?” she asked Christian. “It’s in Renton, and I already had four or five glasses of wine. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be driving.”
 
   Violet’s eyes focused in on her friend Daniel. “How much did you drink?” she asked. 
 
   “More than you and I didn’t bring my driver’s license.” 
 
   “I can take you,” I offered. “I’ve only had two glasses of wine and I brought my car.” My blood pulsed fast and I couldn’t tell if it was from the prospect of some more alone time with Violet or because I had always been a horror fan. A real life exorcism sounded morbidly fascinating. 
 
   Violet widened her eyes. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t want to ruin your night.”  
 
   “It’s fine. I really don’t mind.” I repeated but Violet gave me a look of concern. 
 
   “I’ll come too,” Christian offered but to my relief Violet told him to stay. This could give me a chance to talk to her about what happened between us at her house. It would give me a chance to apologize. 
 
   “Don’t be silly… I’m coming.” Christian got up from his chair. 
 
   “No, Chris, really it’s fine. Stay and enjoy yourself.”
 
   Violet pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Jake will just give me a ride and be right back. I don’t want to break up the entire party.” 
 
   As we quickly said our goodbyes and made our way to the car, she texted with Father Thomas to get the right address. 
 
   “Okay, I got it… do you have a GPS?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Once we were in the car and started driving, I couldn’t help but ask; “Are you scared?” Her tension was thick like tar dripping from the sealing. 
 
   “It’s just the things he told me on the phone… I don’t like it when there are children involved.”
 
   “What exactly did he tell you?” I asked. 
 
   “He told me about this case last week… and I don’t understand why he chose to do the ritual at their house. He always does it in the church.” 
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “The church offers sacred ground…”
 
   “Okay, but what did he tell you about the situation?” 
 
   Violet looked straight ahead, following as we drove toward the freeway.  
 
   “Father Thomas was called in by the child’s psychiatrist.”
 
   “What?” That didn’t sound right. 
 
   Violet gave me quick side glance. “From what I understood the girl is only five and she was submitted to a hospital because she tried to kill herself.”
 
   “Shit,” I gasped. 
 
   “There were signs of possession and things levitating around her and the staff didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “But that’s impossible,” I said firmly. 
 
   Violet didn’t answer. 
 
   “Violet, sweetie,” I said as if I was talking to a child. “Things don’t just fly around. There has to be a logical explanation.” 
 
   She turned toward me. “I’m not asking you to believe or even go inside. In fact, it’s better if you don’t,” she said in a no nonsense voice.  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you wouldn’t understand and protecting us both will take more of my resources.”
 
   “Protecting me from what? Demons?” I didn’t snort because I could tell Violet took this all very seriously. 
 
   “I need to prepare. Do you mind if we don’t talk? I have to get into a meditative state and power up.”
 
   “Okay… but before you go meditative on me… can you just explain what your role is?”
 
   “I’m like the tracker… I can sense spirits and sometimes see them. Demons tend to attract spirit activity of the worst kind so while the priest is there to send the demons back to hell, my job is to clean up afterwards and make sure nothing lingers in the shadows. I also channel power and protection during the ceremony.” 
 
   “Is this just a normal day on the job for you?” I asked.  
 
   “Not exactly. Demonic possessions are rare and most are dealt with by Thomas himself.”
 
   “Then why does he call for you?”
 
   “Because he already tried and failed. Think of it like a cop calling for back up. I’m on his SWAT team and my job is security. I bring in the heavy ammunition and channel the spirit guides that can help us fight off the demons.” 
 
   “Are you the only one on this ‘SWAT’ team?”
 
   “No, Adam is already there.”
 
   “Who is Adam?”
 
   “He’s a native American Medicine Man.”
 
   “So not a Catholic?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But isn’t it a requirement that you believe in those sort of things?”
 
   She looked at me. “You think only Catholics believe in demons?”
 
   When I didn’t answer she explained. “Different religions call it different things… but Adam specializes in entities connected to nature. He’s the youngest Medicine Man in the history of his tribe and I’ve worked with him before.”
 
   “What do you mean; nature?”
 
   “It’s just that some entities and phenomena are linked to nature and previous historic events that require the Native Americans to help us cleanse houses or places.” 
 
   It made little sense to me. “Can I record it if something really starts levitating?” I asked with a bit of excitement.”
 
   “I suggest you stay out of the house.”
 
   “But do I have to?”
 
   “Jake, I’m sorry, but I need to do my work… can you be quiet now?”
 
   “Sure… do your meditation thing,” I said and kept my eyes on the road. 
 
   For the next twenty minutes there was absolute silence in the car. I didn’t for one second believe there were real demons in that house. Still I was determined to witness this exorcism first-hand because how often do you get the chance to see a live scene from a movie?
 
   More than that, I really didn’t like the idea of Violet being in any sort of danger. I looked over at Violet who had leaned the passenger seat back and closed her eyes. She looked so innocent and fragile. What if these people were psychotic and pulled a gun or something? 
 
   That thought alone tugged at my protective side and gave me enough reason to ignore her warning of staying outside. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   The Exorcism 
 
   Violet
 
   When Jake put his hand on my knee and told me we had arrived I had already entered an altered state and wore my protective bubble. 
 
   When I enter my bubble, I imagine a little egg that I crack on top of my head with a fluid that runs down and covers me like clear rubber. Then I imagine blowing up the rubber around me until I can move freely inside my impenetrable bubble. Once I can move, I take a second to fill my bubble with bright light. 
 
   You wouldn’t be able to tell a difference if you saw me with or without a bubble, but trust me it makes a huge difference when dealing with the paranormal. 
 
   “Hang on,” Jake said and got out to open the door for me. 
 
   “Go back to the party, Jake. I’ll get a ride back,” I said quietly and looked at the old ramshackle pick-up truck outside the two story house. “He’s here,” I said low. 
 
   “Who is? Father Thomas?”
 
   “Yes, and Adam.”
 
   “Who is Adam again?”
 
   “The Medicine Man,” I answered and closed my eyes for a minute, telling my spirit guides that it was time to go to work. 
 
   Focusing solely on the task before me, I didn’t take time to make sure that Jake went back to the party. Instead, I made my way to the house, which looked much like all the other houses on the street. After a soft knock, a woman opened the door and I knew right away she was the mother. “I’m here to help,” I said sympathetically. “My name is Violet, and I’m a medium.”
 
   The woman took my hand with both hers. “We’ve been waiting for you. They’re all inside,” she said and stepped back to allow me access. 
 
   The air inside the living room was hotter than a sauna despite the fact that it was a cold December day. 
 
   Adam and father Thomas stood in quiet conversation in a corner of the room with two other priests while a corpulent man sat on a chair with his head in his hands. The child’s father. My eyes shifted to the little girl on the sofa; her eyes were closed and she seemed to be peacefully asleep in her Dora the Explorer night dress. 
 
   “Violet.” Adam waved me over. He looked stern and his dark eyes were grave when he gave me a hug. 
 
   Father Thomas shook my hand. “Violet, thank you for coming. Meet Father Michael and Father Carlos. 
 
   I nodded at both men who eyed me suspiciously. 
 
   Mediums aren’t normally well respected among priests and I’ve heard my tarot cards referred to as something dark and occult. I suppose priests, like other people, fear what they don’t understand and that’s why I don’t take comments like that personally. 
 
   I wasn’t there to make friends anyway; I was there to help, and Father Thomas had come to rely on my abilities to communicate with the dead. 
 
   I don’t think he would work with just any medium, but I’m a Catholic and over the five years that we’ve known each other, our mutual respect has developed to the point where we now work side by side.
 
   Some people think that an exorcism is done lightly, but that’s not true. An exorcism is always the absolute last resort and Father Thomas only performs it after a thorough psychiatric evaluation. 
 
   “We’ve heard good things about you,” Father Carlos, a round Hispanic looking priest, muttered low. 
 
   Adam got my attention by touching my arm.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   He nodded to the doorway where Jake stood quietly. “Is he with you?”
 
   “Yes, Jake gave me a lift here,” I said. 
 
   Adam walked over and spoke a few words to Jake who retreated to a chair in the corner while I turned to Father Thomas. “Do you want me to search the house first?” I asked him. 
 
   “Yes. Adam already cleared the outside, but I would like you to do a walk-through before we start.”
 
   I moved up the stairs right away. The pull was strong, almost like a sound wave with a heavy bass sounding from one of the three doors in the upstairs hallway. 
 
   Placing my hand on the door, visions started coming to me and I slowly pushed the door open. 
 
   Pink. 
 
   The room was a blast of pink with dolls, teddy bears, and toys spread out. The moment I walked in, I felt an attack on my bubble. Almost like I had poked a beehive and they were swarming me from all sides. Shit! 
 
   I backed out… this wasn’t where the battle would take place, and I had the information I needed. 
 
   Closing the door again, I retreated back into the hallway turning to search the other rooms when an old woman appeared in front of me. 
 
   “You have come to help?” she said with deep frown lines on her face.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I tried to protect her… but there were too many,” the woman told me.
 
   “I know… it’s not your fault.” Without asking, I knew this was a relative to the child, maybe a great-grandmother. Her identity wasn’t important. All that mattered was that her bright light could help us. 
 
   Ten minutes later, I had completed my walk through the small house and returned to Father Thomas. 
 
   “It’s all centered around the girl; it’s like there’s a portal in her room.”
 
   “But why is this happening to our Louisa?” her father asked with red rimmed eyes and got up from his chair. “We’re a good Christian family. Why us?” 
 
   I bit my lip and was unsure if I should tell him. One of my mentors once told me: A good medium knows how to communicate what others can’t hear. A wise medium knows only to communicate what others need to hear. 
 
   Some people can’t handle the truth. 
 
   Sometimes the truth is incriminating to others and will destroy relationships in the family.
 
   Sometimes, what the spirit is saying, is their opinion and not necessarily the truth. I always tell my clients, if you wouldn’t have sought advice from this person while they were alive, then don’t ask for it now. 
 
   “I just want to know why?” the father cried again.  
 
   “Louisa didn’t open the doorway or invite them in. It was someone else,” I said softly. 
 
   “Who?” the father asked. 
 
   I tilted my head sorting through the images I had seen upstairs. “I’m seeing three teenagers playing with an Ouija board in the pink room upstairs.” 
 
   “That’s Louisa’s room,” the mom exclaimed, but of course I had already guessed that much.  
 
   “There were two girls and one boy and I saw Louisa sleeping in her bed as this took place.” I paused for a second. “I’m getting that one of them is connected to Louisa somehow.”  
 
   “Who?” Father Thomas asked. 
 
   I looked straight at the mother. “You have a daughter who doesn’t live here.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Was she babysitting Louisa three or four months ago?”
 
   The parents exchanged a glance and nodded. 
 
   “She and her friends didn’t know what they were doing. It was just a game to them.” I shook my head feeling saddened by their naïve stupidity. “There were no prayers of protection. They basically opened a door and invited anyone in who was willing to communicate with them.” 
 
   “Can you close the door?” The mother asked with teary eyes, and her arms wrapped closely around herself. 
 
   I reached out and stroked her arm empathetically. “I think if we all work together, we can cleanse and seal the house, but the first thing we need to do is find out what has attached itself to Louisa and get rid of it.”
 
   “Then let’s start with the ritual,” Father Thomas said and we moved closer to the sleeping girl on the sofa.
 
   “You said on the phone that things got out of hand?” I asked in a low voice.”
 
   Father Thomas didn’t answer me in words, but he pointed toward the mantel above the fireplace where I could see broken pieces of porcelain figures. 
 
   Adam frowned. “We cleaned up most of the damaged things before you came, but it was bad.”
 
   “I see… and did you find out what demon we are dealing with?” I asked Father Thomas.
 
   “No, all I know is that there are several.”
 
   “Always traveling in gangs, like some damn bikers,” Adam remarked dryly. 
 
   “I’m worried for Louisa’s safety. That’s why I called you all.”
 
   “Then why aren’t we doing this in the church?” I asked. “Shouldn’t we be doing the ritual on holy ground?”
 
   “She’s been through a lot at the mental hospital and Louisa’s parents think that she would feel safer here. Because of her young age, I want to honor that wish. If we don’t succeed today, we’ll have to take her to the church and try again.”  
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It’s time,” Father Thomas told us and we formed a circle around the small sofa. Adam isn’t a catholic but he brings his spirituality to the circle. 
 
   After the opening prayer, Father Thomas sat down on the couch next to the little girl, bringing out holy water and making the sign of the cross on her forehead with his wet fingers. 
 
   Louisa’s eyes flew open and instantly symptoms appeared. Her eyes rolled back and she hissed at Father Thomas and the priests like a rabid animal. 
 
   People who have never seen an exorcism should consider themselves lucky. I envy the people who don’t believe in demons. I wish I could live in ignorant bliss like them, but once your eyes have been opened, there’s no going back.
 
   I’ve seen an old woman throw a large rocking chair through the room like it was made of paper. Even this small child had immense strength and catapulted herself at Father Thomas with crazed eyes. 
 
   It took three grown men to hold her down. Adam had her arms and the two priests each had a leg, but the girl still managed to twist herself into an unnatural position which would be impossible for most acrobats to perform. 
 
   Father Thomas read from the rite of exorcism in Latin and Louisa shouted words at him in an eerie voice that sounded raw and guttural. 
 
   In the meantime, I focused on summoning the spirit guides of every person present, asking for the protection for our group and for the power to free Louisa’s soul.
 
   I had my eyes closed, so I didn’t see the object that flew toward Father Thomas, but Adam’s gasp made me open my eyes in time to see Adam’s arm fly up and shield father Thomas’ head from the picture frame that fell to the floor.
 
   I closed my eyes again, mentally expanding my bubble of protection to include Father Thomas while trying to ignore the profanities that the demon spewed at us in different languages. 
 
   I didn’t understand the words that flew out of Louisa’s mouth, but I understood father Thomas when he switched into English. 
 
   “I command you, unclean spirit, whoever you are, along with all your minions now attacking this servant of God, by the mysteries of the incarnation, passion, resurrection, and ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ, by the descent of the Holy Spirit, by the coming of our Lord for judgment, that you tell me by some sign your name, and the day and hour of your departure. I command you, moreover, to obey me to the letter. I who am a minister of God despite my unworthiness; nor shall you be emboldened to harm in any way this creature of God, or the bystanders, or any of their possessions.”
 
   All the while he spoke, Louisa’s head rolled around and she coughed violently in between hissing and spitting at him.  
 
   Somewhere in the distance, I could hear the mother crying and the priests praying. 
 
   The pressure on my bubble felt like someone was testing it and pushing against it, and I was using all my energy to hold up an impenetrable layer around us. 
 
   Sounds of running feet came from all around us. Like someone was literally running on the walls. Doors slammed upstairs and the lights flickered casting ghostly shadows throughout the room. 
 
   “Tell me your name,” Father Thomas commanded in Latin for the twentieth time, holding the cross to the little girl’s head.
 
   That’s when the light extinguished and we stood in pitch blackness, only the voices from the chanting priests remained constant. 
 
   Father Thomas didn’t stop but kept demanding the name of the demon, repeating the command with great authority and pressing his hand to Louisa’s head asking Peter and Paul and all His saints to show her favor and mercy. 
 
   An eerie scream ripped from the child and when the lights flickered on again there were bleeding scratches on Louisa’s arm and face.  
 
   I placed my right hand on father Thomas’ shoulder and envisioned a divine energy stream of goodness washing through me like a water hose on full power. Evil would not take this child and together we would set little Louisa, her family, and this house free. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   Theories
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   Violet and I talked about what had happened on the way home and it was clear to me that she’d had a very different experience. 
 
   Her excitement about the exorcism being successful, according to Father Thomas, seemed to vanish quickly once she had said her goodbyes and we drove back toward Seattle. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked and she nodded.
 
   “Just tired.”
 
   “So, is the girl free now?”
 
   Violet leaned back in her seat. “Yes, she’s free.”
 
   “And those ‘demons’ won’t be back again tomorrow?” I tried to hide my sarcasm.
 
   “No, it’s very rare for someone to be possessed twice.”
 
   I bit my tongue. 
 
   “You still don’t believe?” she said calmly and looked at me. “After all you saw in there, you actually still believe it’s all in my mind?”
 
   “No,” I assured her, “I can definitely see that you share your belief with others and that they respect you, but…” I trailed off and she waited for me to continue. 
 
   “But, I just feel the child was being influenced by the atmosphere and took on a role to please the adults.”
 
   “You think she was pretending? She’s five, Jake. How would she know what it looks like to be possessed?” Violet questioned. “How would she know how to speak in tongues?”
 
   “Well, you’ve got to admit, all she did was throw herself around and say the foulest words she could think off.”
 
   “Did you not hear how she growled and the guttural voice that sounded nothing like a small girl, and what about all the different languages?”
 
   “I heard it, but she could have changed her voice and made it deeper to be more dramatic. Besides, it sounded more like gibberish to me than actual languages.”
 
   “So you think a five-year-old would dare sneer and growl at a priest? And call him the c and f word?”
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   “And what about the scratches on her arms and face?” Violet challenged.
 
   “She could have made them herself or someone else could have. I didn’t see it happen, because the lights went out,” I said. 
 
   “And I suppose your theory is that she turned off the light from her place on the couch and turned it back on when she was done scratching herself?” Violet asked with annoyance.
 
   “I don’t know who messed with the lights, but I recorded the whole thing and plan to go over it and find an explanation,” I said. 
 
   “Good, and while you’re at it, maybe you can explain the picture frame that flew at father Thomas, the slamming doors upstairs and the sounds on the walls.”
 
   “I suspect there was some kind of theater tricks involved. Just like in a haunted house for Halloween. Have you ever been to one of those?” I asked her. 
 
   “Only once as a child. I hate places like that?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they attract tortured souls.”
 
   “Living or dead?” I asked in what was meant as a joke, but she didn’t answer me. “Listen, I don’t mean to offend you, but all I’m saying is that maybe you’re doing more harm to the child than you realize. It must be traumatizing for a five-year-old to go through such an ordeal.”  
 
   “She won’t remember it,” Violet claimed with certainty. “They never do.”
 
   “But Violet, come on… you grew up in a normal family, somewhere inside of you there must be a voice that tells you this is questionable.”
 
   She turned her head and looked out the window. “No, Jake, there isn’t. Because unlike you, I see with more than just my eyes.”
 
   “But…” I trailed off again. 
 
   “Jake.” She sounded exhausted. “How would you explain colors to a color-blind person?
 
   “If for some evolutionary reason, human’s lost their ability to see color… it still wouldn’t change the fact that colors exist, would it? I don’t blame you for wanting empirical evidence, but I can’t give that to you any more than you can give proof to a color-blind person that red is different from green.
 
   “I was born this way for a reason, and I like to believe that reason is to help people in need.”
 
   “But what if you actually hurt people more than you help them?”
 
   She whipped her head around. “How would I hurt them?”
 
   “Okay, let’s say someone comes to you because they’re searching for love and you tell them that their next love has brown hair and brown eyes… then what? Will they avoid all potential partners with blue eyes and blond hair… could it be that your advice turns into a limitation in their lives?”
 
   She closed her eyes and sighed. “I don’t have the energy to argue with you and it would be pointless anyway.”
 
   “All right, but you have to agree that I have a point.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” she muttered and pressed her bag against her stomach as if the leather could protect her from my skepticism. 
 
   The sadness radiating from her made me feel cold inside. She whole-heartedly believed she had helped save a little girl and all I was doing was making her feel bad about her job.
 
   “Violet, I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said in an attempt to make her feel better.
 
   But my words seemed to have the reverse effect on her. They fell flat.
 
   “There is nothing I can say or do that will ever change your mind about me. Is there?” Her voice dripped with sadness. 
 
   “We’re just very different,” I pointed out.  
 
   She had her face turned away from me and didn’t answer, and when we got to her house, she fumbled to get her seat belt unfastened. 
 
   “Hey, wait a minute,” I said and lifted her chin to make her look at me. The pain in her expressive brown eyes made me swallow hard. “I didn’t mean to hurt you and I owe you an apology.”
 
   She kept quiet, waiting for me to continue. 
 
   “That night… after the bar fight, when we ended up here… at your house,” I started and found it hard to express my thoughts. “I want you to know that I think about that night… and you. I think about you.”
 
   She blinked in confusion. 
 
   “Violet, if things were different… I mean, you are incredibly beautiful and that night…” I cleared my throat. “I… I…” 
 
   “You what?” she asked.
 
   My head fell down to my chest and I sighed. “Do you remember that party when you were a kid and I kissed you?”
 
   “Yeah, what about it?”
 
   “We never talked about what happened between us that night.” I raised my head to see her studying me closely. “Were you angry with me for kissing you?” I asked her.
 
   “Why do you ask that thirteen years later?” 
 
   “I was just wondering.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t angry with you, Jake.”
 
   “Your brother was. He gave me a black eye.”
 
   She creased her brow. “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Don’t be. I knew you were off limits. You always were.”
 
   “Christian doesn’t own me. I can date whomever I want,” she insisted.
 
   “I know.” I swallowed hard, fighting the urge to lean in and kiss her like I had thirteen years ago. Everything with Violet confused the hell out of me. I was attracted to her and repelled by her at the same time and it didn’t make any sense. 
 
   “That night when I took you home,” I said instead. “I crossed a line, and I want to apologize for that.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.” 
 
   “I just wish…” I was going to say that I wished she wasn’t Christian’s sister but she cut me off. 
 
   “You just wish I wasn’t some weirdo who thinks she can talk to dead people.”
 
   I didn’t respond, but I think my eyes confirmed the accuracy of her words. There was that too.
 
   “Tell me, Jake, what is your honest opinion of me?”
 
   I pulled back in my seat. I couldn’t answer that question without hurting her and that was the last thing I wanted. 
 
   “What’s your opinion about me?” I asked her to buy some time.
 
   She tilted her head. "Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I think you are extremely intelligent and gifted, but limited in the way you see others and yourself. You are conventional and like to fit in without being noticed too much. You feel more secure when you have a strong leader and I think Christian has been that for you ever since you met him.” 
 
   “Wow,” I said and felt offended. “So basically, a bit boring and mediocre… is that it?” It felt like something Jennifer would have said.
 
   Violet shrugged. “I’m not criticizing you. I’m just stating what I see.”
 
   “What else do you see? Spontaneity? Passion? Do you see any of that?” I asked, starting to feel my pulse race. 
 
   She narrowed her eyes and gave me a long glance. “Definitely not much spontaneity. You like routines better… I wouldn’t say passion either, but determination and loyalty maybe…”
 
   I don’t know what came over me, but I was so provoked by her vanilla categorization of me that I cut her off by grabbing her face with both my hands and pulling her into a deep, long, passionate kiss. It felt violent, exploding with longing, desire, and anger. Every damn emotion I’d felt since I’d seen her again, I poured into the kiss. The first time my lips had touched hers, all those years ago, it had been a kiss full of curiosity, playfulness, and exploration. But this kiss… it was one of hunger and desperation. 
 
   Punishment.   
 
   She pushed at my chest, but I only tightened my hold on her neck and wouldn’t let go, forcing my tongue inside her mouth like a mad man needing her to acknowledge that I wasn’t just a pushover of a man. I had burning desires too. Her! I desired her! And there was an unfamiliar edge to my desire, almost like I wanted her to suffer for making me hunger for her. 
 
    I ignored her sounds of protest and the way her hand pounded on my shoulder. “Don’t pretend you don’t want this. You’ve fucking wanted me since we were children,” I groaned and kissed along her jawline.
 
   “Jake, stop it.”
 
   I let my hand roughly squeeze her breast. “What? Your psychic powers didn’t see this untamed side of me? You didn’t think I could be this dominant or show this kind of passion?” I pulled back with a snort, “What kind of psychic are you anyway?”
 
   Violet, stared at me in shock. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” she asked in a tortured whisper. 
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with me. I’m just tired of women thinking they know everything about me, when you don’t know shit.” I was on a rampage. “I want nothing more than to drag you into your house and rip your clothes off before I slam you down on your kitchen table and fuck you senseless. How boring is that for you?”
 
   “But what about Jen?” Violet asked with a tremor. 
 
   I leaned in and caressed her face which made her stiffen. “I won’t do it of course. How could I when I’m marrying another woman? And even if I wasn’t, let’s face it. You and I Violet… what a joke.” 
 
   “A joke?” she asked as her fearful eyes followed my every move. 
 
   I think my words were kind of a pep talk to myself, a reminder of why I shouldn’t make earnest of my threat to drag her into the house. 
 
   “You live in a fantasy world and I live in the real world. You have no critical sense and believe in fucking fairies and unicorns, like a child.”
 
   I should have stopped when I saw her tear up but I wasn’t myself. I’d turned into a monster like Dr. David Banner. “You are a joke, Violet. Don’t you see that?” 
 
   “No,” she said and shook her head while pulling hard at the seat belt. “I don’t understand why you would say something that cruel to me. I would never speak to you that way.” 
 
   Before I knew it, she stormed out of my car and from the way her head hung down, I could tell she was crying as she ran to her house. 
 
   What the hell had happened? It was like I’d just emerged from a douche bag coma, horrified about what I had said and done these last minutes. 
 
   “Violet,” I called and got out of the car to follow her. “I’m sorry,” I yelled, but she had already closed the door to her house. 
 
   Fuck! I was now officially a spontaneous, passionate, IDIOT!  
 
   There was no doubt I had hurt Violet’s feelings profoundly and I felt like the biggest piece of shit when I drove off. 
 
   Who the hell was I to judge Violet? The parents of the little child had cried, hugged, and thanked her for coming to their daughter’s aid. Adam, the native American had expressed admiration for her after the ceremony, and Father Thomas had praised her too. None of them saw her as a joke. 
 
   My frantic mind ran in circles, but slowly as my boiling blood cooled down, I reminded myself that these people were all a bit delusional and naïve. To make it worse, at least one of them was manipulating reality with some kind of magic tricks to make the picture frame fly through the room and the lights go on and off. I, however, wouldn’t be fooled that easily. 
 
   The real mystery was why Violet affected me like she did? Never had I been unfaithful to any of my girlfriends, except with Violet. The first time I kissed her, I had a girlfriend and this time I was engaged. 
 
   Why was it that around other women I was always calm and reasonable, but around Violet I became someone else? Someone with less control and more hunger. It made no sense and was bloody irritating. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   Christian’s Birthday
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   I had really hoped that I would never have to see Jake again. It was a huge mistake that I accepted his offer to drive me down to Renton, and an even bigger mistake that I hadn’t forced him to stay outside. 
 
   Maybe a small part of me had hoped that his seeing the ceremony would help convince Jake that spirits and demons are real. A vain part of me wanted badly for him to acknowledge that I’m not crazy. 
 
   But of course none of that happened. He completely disregarded the whole thing as an elaborate hoax and blamed me for harming the child involved. That part of his accusation was particularly hurtful. 
 
   I didn’t really know what to think about his kiss. I’ve wanted him to kiss me for so long. But not with anger. Not with so much resentment pouring through him.  
 
   He was like a completely different person and I couldn’t be flattered that he wanted to have sex with me when at the same time his hurtful words revealed how low his opinion about me really ran. 
 
   A joke… he had called me a joke. 
 
   That night, when he drove me home, I went inside and cried. Praying that I would never have to see him again. 
 
   Unfortunately, the person who links us is Christian; who happens to be the person I love most in this world. 
 
   Despite my love for my brother, I seriously considered not attending his birthday party, just to avoid seeing Jake and his awful fiancée. 
 
   Christian had invited fifty of his closest friends to a celebration in one of his restaurants. It was his thirty-first birthday but since he never actually celebrated his thirtieth birthday, he was making up for it.
 
   Jake would be there; he was always there for Christian, so the only way to avoid meeting him again was to stay away. 
 
   I spoke to Melody about it and she suggested that I could bring a hot date to boost my confidence a bit. The problem was that my only male friends were Daniel and Darren and one was gay and the other not exactly what anyone would consider hot. There was Jimmy, the police officer, who I considered to be fairly attractive, but it would probably be smarter to keep him out of my private mess for the sake of our work relationship. 
 
   Melody’s next suggestion was to hire an actor and make him seem completely crazy about me, but I’m too honest for that sort of deceit and I most likely couldn’t afford it anyway. 
 
   My solution of course was to ask my spirit guides for help and the next morning the answer came to me when Adam called me up out of the blue.
 
   “It was good seeing you on New Year’s Eve,” he said in his deep pleasant voice. 
 
   “Yeah, same to you.”
 
   “I wanted to ask you a favor, Violet,”
 
   “Sure, what can I do for you?” 
 
   “There’s a student who wants to do an interview with me about spirituality. She called me half an hour ago and you know I’d love to help, but it sounded like she’s mostly interested in the kind of work you do. 
 
   “Readings?”
 
   “Nah, more like how to communicate with the dead which isn’t what I focus on.”
 
   “You want me to do the interview?”
 
   “Yeah… I think it’s more your area of expertise.
 
   “Sure, you can just give her my phone number.”
 
   “Will do,” he said 
 
   “Adam?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Would you do me a favor, too?”
 
   “A favor? Sure, what’s up?”
 
   I suddenly felt my throat dry up. “Would you go with me to my brother’s party?” It came out too fast and in a mumble.
 
   Adam is very handsome in that rough Native American way. He wears his hair long to honor his cultural traditions and he is tall and strong like a true warrior, but more importantly, he always makes me feel good about myself. If I could convince him to come with me, I knew I could face Jake and Jennifer head on. 
 
    “Sorry, what did you say?” he asked.
 
   “My brother is having a party,” I babbled nervously. “And there’s this guy who makes me really nervous, and he’s going to be there with his fiancée. Anyway, my friend Melody thinks I should bring a really handsome guy as a date to boost my confidence.”
 
   “Okaaay…” Adam said in a drawn out tone.
 
   “But the trouble is that I don’t know any.” I closed my eyes and banged my palm to my forehead when Adam chuckled.
 
   “Hold on, so what am I then? Your least ugly friend?”
 
   God, I felt stupid and didn’t know what to say. As always when in doubt, I went with the truth and cleared my throat. “Actually I think you’re very handsome, but I didn’t know if you would be comfortable with me calling you my friend since we’ve only worked together.” Again it came out in a babble and he was quiet for a few seconds before he asked, “When is the party?” 
 
   “This Saturday, January the fourteenth.” 
 
   He took a few long seconds before he finally answered. “Sure, why not. I don’t have any plans, so I might as well spend a night in Seattle as your man-candy.” He laughed. “But I’ll have to crash at your house though, because it’s a long drive home.”
 
   “Of course… no problem.” I smiled from ear to ear. “Just dress casually smart. I’ll text you my address.”
 
   “Cool,” Adam said, “Then it’s a date.” 
 
   When I hung up I wanted to reach my hands up and do a victory dance. 
 
   I had a date with a gorgeous guy and I wouldn’t have to pretend to be normal. Adam knew what I was about and he had still called it a date.  
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   Christian’s success has changed his group of friends over the years. It used to be all high school buddies, but now it’s a mix of the old crowd and clingers aching to capitalize on his success. 
 
   Several of the people at his birthday party, I knew only from the media. A few of the Seahawks players were there, a movie star who Jennifer whispered was the hottest thing in Hollywood, and other very important looking people. 
 
   The person who caught my eye the most, however, wasn’t a celebrity. It was a man around my age who carried himself with such assertiveness a shot of envy shivered down my spine. I bet he didn’t have any issues pushing his women up against walls and ravishing them. 
 
   He had golden-brown skin with high cheek bones and long black hair that fell down his broad shoulders. Even I could tell that this guy had to be the epitome of Native American Beauty. All he needed to complete the image, was a bloody Eagle to swoop in and land on his shoulder. 
 
   Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed him quite so much, if it wasn’t for the fact that he held Violet’s hand as they walked in. 
 
   I’d seen the man before and remembered him from the exorcism in Renton, but I couldn’t recall his name. 
 
   “My, my, my, if it isn’t your little psycho,” Jennifer whispered to me. “How in the world did she manage to land a guy like that?” 
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” I muttered and snatched a canape from her plate.
 
   “For god’s sake, Jake, he obviously doesn’t know how disturbed she is.”
 
   Jennifer continued talking but I’d lost interest. I focused on Christian who moved toward Violet and her date, his face wrinkled into a grimace. Christian would give that guy hell; he had always been overprotective when it came to his sister. But to my surprise Christian’s eyes softened at the edges when he reached them and he merely hugged Violet and shook hands with her date. 
 
   I don’t know where it came from; the sense of seeing your fortress rumble and the enemy move in on you. But standing passively and seeing Violet’s date being welcomed by Christian made flames shoot up my spine. 
 
   No! The syllable ripped through my body, echoing off my ribs and landing straight in my brain. Seeing this man hold Violet’s hand, made me feel a resentment so powerful, that I had to question myself.
 
   Why the fuck do I care?
 
   The realization smacked me in my face. I hadn’t been honest with myself. I did have feelings for Violet. Old feelings. Raw feelings. In all these years, I had never seen her with a date. Not once. But now that I did, I hated it!
 
   She stood across the room looking beautiful and ‘normal’ in her modern day clothes, with a bright smile on her face that showed the perfect result of the two years she worn braces as a teenager. She looked happy and leaned against her date who had his arm around her, holding her close to his body. 
 
   Unfair… it was more than a word filling my mind. It was a colossal feeling of being cheated, excluded, found not good enough and it went back to the night when I admitted to Christian that I had kissed his little sister. That admission had earned me a black eye. He had made it perfectly clear that I couldn’t have Violet and I had spent thirteen years convincing myself that I didn’t want her anyway. We were too different. She was too strange. I wanted a woman who was everything Violet wasn’t. 
 
   “Are you even listening to me?” Jennifer said and pushed at me to get my attention. Even though I could hear her, I couldn’t respond.
 
   “Jake, hon, you look pale. What’s wrong? Do you need to sit down? Are you sick?” Jennifer fired the questions in rapid succession. 
 
   “I just need some water,” I muttered. But I actually did feel physically sick and could hear my own heartbeat hammering away.
 
   She pushed a cold glass of water into my hands and I sucked it down as if the water contained the antidote to some kind of crazy love potion that had poisoned my body. 
 
   I had suppressed my feelings for over a decade and now that they were bubbling back to the surface. They were too much, overwhelming my senses. 
 
   “Christian, Christian, something’s wrong with Jake.” I heard Jennifer call out beside me and two seconds later Christian stood in front of me. 
 
   “Jake, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing…” I tried to smile but it turned into a baring of teeth. 
 
   “Bullshit. You look like you’re about to drop.” He nudged me to a chair and pushed me down. “Put your head between your legs, man. I’ll see if there’s a doctor present.”
 
   “No.” This was ridiculous. I had experienced how some people drop when they see blood, but I’m a damn scientist. A doctor. I wasn’t one of those people and this was annoying and embarrassing. 
 
   Christian returned and stroked my back. “Do you feel better? Let Adam look at you.” 
 
   “Are you a doctor?” Jennifer asked a man standing next to me and despite my blurry state I could still hear the unusual softness in her voice.
 
   “No,” a deep masculine voice answered. “I’m a healer.”
 
   That statement made me lift my head and sure enough Violet’s date gazed down on me. 
 
   Fuck! The last person I wanted to put his hands on me was this guy. “I’m fine,” I muttered and held up a hand to stop him from coming closer. 
 
   “Jake, listen to me.” Violet kneeled down beside me, bringing her face close to mine. “Adam isn’t going to hurt you. He’s really gentle and he’ll make you feel better.”
 
   After the way I had treated her and the way we had parted two weeks ago, I was surprised that she remained so calm. To me, Violet’s light brown eyes were the perfect color of comfort; hot chocolate on a winter day, the blanket my mom used to tuck under me when I was sick as a child. I couldn’t break the eye contact with her, wanting to soak up that feeling of warmth and safety that radiated from her. 
 
   “Jake?” She took my hand and it was like an anchor that immediately made the world stop spinning. 
 
   How could she not still be furious with me?
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said and hoped that she understood the apology. 
 
   “Just let him look at you,” she repeated and I think I nodded because at that moment I would have said yes to anything she asked me. Anything. But it was the wrong answer because it made her stand up and move away. She was just about to release my hand but I tightened my grip and looked up at her. Her eyes widened and then her lips tugged at the edges when she gave my hand a squeeze back. A silent promise that she was here for me.
 
   “Hey, Buddy,” Adam said and squatted down in front of me, bringing with him a fresh fragrance of masculine perfume and nature. “My name is Adam and I’m just going to put my hands on your shoulders. Is that okay?”
 
   No, it was not okay, but another small reassuring squeeze from Violet forced a nod. 
 
   Adam placed his hands on my shoulders and then he closed his eyes. I felt his closeness suffocate me and closed my eyes to block him out. For a few seconds my mind whirled with unpleasant thoughts about what parts of Violet’s body his hands had already touched or would touch tonight… images of her spread out on the dining table with him between her legs made me see red. So much for calming down. 
 
   “Take a deep breath, Jake,” Adam instructed and I complied. “That’s right, and don’t get scared if you feel heat from my touch.”
 
   As he said it, a warmth spread from my shoulders and I felt my heart rate slow down. It was a peculiar feeling that I can only compare to the time I had laughing gas in the dentist’s office. I could still sense the emotional confusion, but it didn’t bother me. I was able to distance myself from the anger and resentment by seeing it all through a filter that provided safety from the stabbing pain in my chest. But it wasn’t laughing gas and I didn’t feel giddy. I felt calm and it was a wonderful feeling that caused my eyes to snap open. 
 
   Adam squatted down in front of me and looked to be almost in a trance. His handsome face was peaceful and I couldn’t feel angry with him. Adam was a genuinely good guy and I would be an ass if I couldn’t be happy for Violet to have found such a perfect partner. He would never judge her or ridicule her for her beliefs. Adam would support her and admire her, and she deserved that. 
 
   My eyes found Violet. Even with the worried expression on her face she looked like an angel to me. Someone pure and innocent who brought only good intentions to the world. She had suffered for being different all her life, and still she had never given in or conformed to other people’s wishes for her to be normal. 
 
   She wasn’t normal. She was better. 
 
   My eyes found Jennifer and seeing her through my disconnected emotional state made everything so ridiculously clear to me. Jennifer’s eyes were on Christian, not on me. Her version of love wasn’t the same as mine. Not really. We had both chosen each other for the wrong reasons, and if I was honest with myself I knew that I could probably spend a lifetime with Jennifer without finding the same amount of comfort that a single smile from Violet gave me.
 
   Adam opened his eyes and looked into mine. “Jake,” he said and there was such kindness radiating from him. “We have a saying among my people.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It takes someone different to make a difference.”
 
   I knitted my brows. 
 
   “Don’t be afraid of different.” 
 
   “All right,” I said and blinked a few times in confusion. 
 
   Adam rose to his full height and let go of my shoulders. There was an immediate emptiness as if he had lent me some of his abundant assertiveness while we were connected. Just the thought made me decide that I wasn’t drinking more alcohol tonight; clearly my judgment was clouded. 
 
   “How do you feel?” Adam asked. 
 
   “I feel fine,” I lied.
 
   “Good.” Adam looked to Christian who patted his shoulder and smiled brightly. 
 
   “I think, Jake, needs a bit of space. In the meanwhile, let me get you a large beer, medicine man, you deserve it.” Christian was already turning on his heels and walking toward the bar.
 
   “Are you coming?” Adam reached out his hand to Violet and a knot formed in my throat when she released my hand and took his instead. 
 
   I sat on the chair and watched them go to the bar. It nearly killed me when Adam placed his arm around her waist and pulled her close to him. 
 
   They were both ‘different’, but at least they knew exactly who they were and didn’t try to hide it. I admired that about them. 
 
   “I’m going to the bar. Do you want anything?” Jennifer asked me. 
 
   “Just water,” I said and then she headed off - most likely to rub against Christian… or something.
 
   Only this time I felt no jealousy; I knew what I had to do when this party was over and Jennifer and I were alone again. I might not be able to marry the woman I loved, but marrying Jennifer who I didn’t love wouldn’t be fair to either of us. I would have to break off the engagement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   The kiss he wants
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   Christian handed Adam a large glass of beer with foam on top. “This is my favorite Lager - you’ll like it,” he said and turned his eyes to me. “And you, Sis, what can I get you?“
 
   “Just the usual.” I smiled and Christian poured me a glass of white wine. 
 
   “Christian darling, happy birthday?” A blond woman who seemed a bit tipsy came up and smacked a big kiss on Christian’s face. She was one of those extraordinary beauties with long wavy hair that cascaded down her back with a thickness that made me suspect it wasn’t all hers. Everything about her screamed glamour, from her perfectly manicured nails and her perfect make-up to her glittery dress and impossibly high heels. 
 
   “Cleo,” Christian said and put his arm around her. “Let me introduce you to my sister, Violet, and her date, Adam.”
 
   Cleo reached out to shake our hands and broke into a pearly white smile. “I’m so glad to meet you both, Christian is one of my favorites and I adore his restaurant. If you want my autograph, I’m happy to give it to you.” She spoke in a British accent and I felt foolish for having absolutely no clue who she was, or why I would need her autograph. I looked to Adam for help but he just shrugged and took a sip of his beer. 
 
   “Cleo, I’m afraid not everyone is aware of your great work in Hollywood,” Christian said. “My sister isn’t big on pop culture.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re an actress,” I said politely. 
 
   Christian grinned and elbowed Cleo, “See what I mean?” 
 
   Cleo laughed along but from the way she flicked her hair back, I could tell she wasn’t pleased.
 
   “You have beautiful hair,” I said to make her feel better. 
 
   “Thank you.” She was just about to walk away when her eyes landed on Adam who looked out over the crowd and rather rudely showed her no interest whatsoever. “You could be in a movie with your looks.” she said and tilted her head.  
 
   He gave her a curios look. “As what? The villain?”
 
   She took a step closer and picked up a strand of his long hair and twirled it around her finger. “Maybe… but I think the female audience would much rather see you as the lover.”
 
   I didn’t know whether to be offended that she was so openly hitting on my date, or give in to the laughter that bubbled up inside me from the expression on Adam’s face.
 
   “Sorry, Claire, I only do private shows and they are intended for a very selective audience.” He pulled me closer, making a statement that he was with me. 
 
   “Cleo,” she corrected him and flashed another one of her wide smiles. “Oh well, if you change your mind, I’m sure Hollywood would love you, and I’ll be happy to set you up with the right people.”
 
   “Yeah… that’s not happening,” he said with a dismissive shake of his head, and I wondered where this rude side of his came from. I was pretty sure, Cleo, had tried to compliment him, and that her clumsiness was only due to her tipsy state.  
 
   When Cleo and Christian moved on to mingle with others, Adam and I had a moment to ourselves. 
 
   “I like your brother. He’s nice,” Adam said.
 
   “Yes, and not nearly as protective as I had feared he would be,” I said.
 
   “Talking about protective, Jake is staring at us.”
 
   I discreetly glanced over to see Jake in a group of people, and Adam was right. Jake was watching us. 
 
   “Maybe he’s just curious about you,” I suggested. “He’s never seen me with a date before.”
 
   “Are you saying you’ve never dated?”
 
   “No, there was a short fling in college, but it never got to the point where I wanted to introduce him to my friends and family.”
 
   “You mean unlike our strong and solid relationship.” Adam grinned. “I’m honored to be found worthy.”
 
   I slapped his shoulder, “You know what I mean.”
 
   “What? That I’m just the eye-candy,” he joked. 
 
   “No, it’s just that Jake has always been protective of me, even when we were teens. I guess he feels obligated because Christian is his best friend.” 
 
   There was a smile of mischief on Adam’s face when he leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I don’t care how obligated you think he feels. I have a different theory.”
 
   “And what theory is that?”
 
   Adam placed his beer on the bar and cupped my face. “I think,” he said and looked deeply into my eyes. “That Jake really wants to do this.” And then he kissed me. Long and hard and… it made me so confused. 
 
   The kiss evolved into a long hug and then Adam released me. “I don’t blame him, Violet. You are an amazing person and a beautiful woman.”
 
   “Tsk,” I clicked my tongue. “You’re just saying that because I told you I needed a confidence boost.”
 
   “No, I’m not. I find you attractive.” Adam’s fingers ran up and down my upper arm. “And if you lived closer to me and were Native American, I would want to make you mine.”
 
   I blinked at him. “What?”
 
   Adam leaned in and kissed me again. This time on my cheek and he spoke intimately into my ear. “I can’t offer you anything more than tonight, but I would like nothing more than to take you back to your house and make love to you all night.”
 
   I could hardly breathe. Images of Adam without his clothes filled my mind and I had no doubt he’d be gorgeous naked. 
 
   “That has to be the sweetest thing any man has ever said to me,” I told him and it made Adam knit his brows together. 
 
   “It wasn’t sweet at all; it was bloody rude. I’m coming on to you and at the same time saying it can only be a one-night stand. Most women would slap my face.”
 
   “But just the fact that you’re coming on to me… I’m not used to that. Well, there was that one night at the bar, but it doesn’t count as I looked nothing like myself. Then there was Jake, I suppose. He did say he was attracted to me physically, but it was in the same sentence when he told me I was a joke.”
 
   Adam pulled me into another hug. “Jeez, Violet. The world is a crazy place when someone as radiant as you isn’t being worshiped by men.”
 
   “I’m afraid they are too busy worshipping women like Cleo,” I said with a sad smile. 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You know, the actress.” I nodded to the glamourous woman who was posing for a selfie with a man who looked completely star struck.
 
   “Hmm, that’s because men are too busy looking at the wrapping instead of the present,” he said and continued. “That woman is like fast food; full of artificial flavors and without any real nutrients. You on the other hand… you are whole food and will leave a man healthy and energized. I would pick you any day of the week if I had to choose between the two of you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said and tried to blink away the tears  pooling in my eyes. 
 
   “Anytime,” Adam said and pulled me into a hot kiss. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   Hang-Over
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   When pain is physical, you can go to the pharmacy and buy Advil for your head ache, back ache, bee sting… or whatever troubles you.
 
   But where in the hell do you go to buy pain relief when the hurt’s overtaken your heart?
 
   I had walked into Christian’s birthday party as one man, and come out as another.
 
   My feelings for Violet were no longer suppressed inside me. They had me in fucking shackles, forcing me to think of her constantly.
 
   Like a bloody masochist I had watched her and her date kiss and hug all night. That part of my night had hurt considerably more than telling Jennifer that we were through. 
 
   As expected, Jen got pissed at me and told me how she had wasted her time and that I was the worst boyfriend she’d ever had. After that, I didn’t pay much attention and was able to shut out her spew of anger and keep a stoic face until she finally slammed my door and took off. 
 
   I don’t know what possessed me to go by Violet’s house that night. I told myself that I just wanted to make sure she made it back safely, but it was more than that. 
 
   The change in me was so significant that I couldn’t ignore it. I had suppressed my emotions for Violet for so long and now that I was finally admitting to myself that I was deeply in love with her, I had to see her… talk to her. 
 
   I didn’t have a big plan of what to say to her, and my thoughts were confused and scattered as I stepped out of my car and came to a full halt.  
 
   The truck in front of her house belonged to Adam; I recognized it from the night I drove Violet to Renton. For a few seconds I argued that I should drive away and let her be happy with him. But I couldn’t. 
 
   I walked past the truck and took a few steps further toward her house, when I stopped for the second time, staring at the sign on her front lawn. 
 
    
 
   Psychic Medium Violet Robertson
 
   Psychic reading
 House clearing or blessing
 
   Past life regression
 
   Spiritual Counseling 
 
    
 
   Fuck! 
 
   Closing my eyes for a minute, I realized that I’d been operating entirely from my emotions and not using my calm logic. No matter how amazing, warm, beautiful, and attractive I found Violet to be, there was also this other part to her. I clenched my jaws, blaming myself for coming in the first place. It wasn’t like I could just walk up and knock on Violet’s door to tell her that I wanted us to be a couple. Because I didn’t. I mean I wanted her, but not all the craziness that came with her, not that… I opened my eyes and read the sign again. 
 
   The conflict within me was painfully confusing. I turned and took a few steps toward my car, then turned around again and walked back toward the house. Love and logic were pulling me in different directions but in the end, my desire and hunger to be near her pushed me on and brought me to her front door. 
 
   I had just raised my hand to knock when I heard the noises through the slightly open window to my left.  
 
   Goosebumps made my hair stand up on my arms and for a long second I tried to convince myself it was all in my imagination, but when another deep moan sounded, I knew it was real. Closing my hands in fists, I dropped my pride and stepped toward the window, hoping to see Adam giving Violet nothing more than a friendly foot rub, but instead I saw the contours of two people in a very intimate act with his head between her thighs. 
 
   Rage, disappointment, and powerlessness hit me so hard that I took a step back, almost losing my balance. 
 
   I might have realized how special and amazing Violet was, but so had Adam, and unlike me he had no issue with her profession. From the sound of her deep moans, Adam made her happy. Very happy. 
 
   Primitive thoughts about barging in and pulling him off her ran through me, but Adam wouldn’t just pack up and leave because I told him to, and Violet would never understand what had gotten into me. 
 
   With a heavy head I retreated to my car, hammering my hands down on the steering wheel while cursing at myself for being such a fucking fool. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Waking up on my living room floor Monday morning felt a little like stepping out of the crazy house at a carnival. My head spun, I felt nauseated, and my legs wobbled.
 
   The large empty booze bottle on the coffee table left no mystery as to why I suffered from the meanest hangover in my life. Christian snored on the couch and even though it hurt just to lift my hand, I shook him. 
 
   “Chris, Chris wake up.”
 
   He stirred and turned his head away from me. 
 
   “Chris… what the hell happened?” I moaned and put both hands to my pounding head. 
 
   “What time is it?” Chris mumbled with his eyes still closed. 
 
   I looked around and found my phone. “It’s almost nine in the morning. We need to be at work.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” was all the answer I got from him. 
 
   There was no way I could turn up at PamLab in this poor state. No deodorant or mint gum could cover up the heavy stench of brewery that clung to me, and when I forced myself up and took a look in the bathroom mirror, I was horrified to see my bloodshot eyes. 
 
   I could remember waking up yesterday morning feeling sorry for myself because of all the shit that had happened in my life. Jennifer, the woman I had planned on marrying, was attracted to my best friend and Violet, the woman I now realized I was in love with, was in a relationship with another man. 
 
   But there were big blank spots in my memory and I couldn’t recall any of Sunday night, nor could I recall falling asleep on the hard floor. 
 
   “What happened?” I asked Christian as I entered the living room again. He sat with his head resting in his hands and his elbows leaning on his thighs.
 
   “You called me, remember?” He sounded drowsy. 
 
   “Vaguely.” 
 
   “You were upset about breaking off the engagement and as your good friend, I got you hammered.” With his eyes squeezed into two lines, Christian lifted his head revealing that he looked as awful as I did. 
 
   “Was I crying?” I asked hesitantly; my memory taunting me with toe-curling images of myself wracked with sobs. 
 
   Christian gave me a sympathetic glance. “Just a little. Don’t worry about it man.”
 
   “Did we drink that whole thing?”
 
   “Looks like it,” he said. “But hey, it could be worse.”
 
   “How?” My body felt like I was ninety and my male pride was wounded from the knowledge that I had at some point yesterday wailed like a girl about the unfairness of it all. 
 
   “Of course it could be worse,” Christian stated. “If we were chicks, we would have downed a gallon of ice cream and spend the whole night watching tacky romantic movies that made us sob.” 
 
   I’m not sure why ice cream is worse than a hangover in Christian’s book and I didn’t ask because my eyes were focused on the wall so I didn’t vomit on my shoes. “Why is there pizza on my flat screen,” I asked in wonder.
 
   “Ohh… that… sorry. I think that was me.”
 
   “Why would you throw pizza on my TV?”
 
   Christian’s lips turned up in a tight grin but it seemed to hurt his head so he stopped. “All I remember is that I came over with my best gin when you told me you broke up with Jen. I tried to get you to talk about it, but you clamped up and said you didn’t want to talk about her, so instead we played computer games and drank all night.”
 
   I was relieved that at least I hadn’t told him about my feelings for Violet, and despite my drunkenness I hadn’t told Christian how Jennifer’s attraction to him was one of the reasons I had broken up with her. 
 
   “That doesn’t really explain the pizza though,” I said.
 
   He shrugged. “You were winning, so I improvised.” 
 
   Normally, I would have cared enough to get up and remove the pizza slice, but another glance at the watch told me I had to contact my boss. “I can’t go to work today,” I said mostly to myself. “I think I’m still intoxicated.”  
 
   Christian looked like he suddenly remembered something. “You’re not going to work. You’re going to Virginia, remember?”
 
   “Virginia? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “You said you didn’t want to face Jennifer and that it would be best for the two of you if you stayed away from work for a few days. You said you wanted to get out of Seattle.”
 
   His words jogged my memory and I started searching through my emails on my phone. “I bought a plane ticket to Virginia?” 
 
   “Yes,” Christian confirmed, “I remember now. You spoke to your old college pal Matt and invited yourself to stay at his place.”
 
   “Matt…” I lifted my eyebrows. “I haven’t seen Matt in two years. What in the world made me think of him of all people?”
 
   “I don’t know, but yesterday you said he was one of your favorite people,” Christian said and made his way to the kitchen, surfing my fridge for something to eat. 
 
   “Matt is cool, but I don’t normally spontaneously fly to the east coast to visit an old college friend.”
 
   Christian was making too much noise with drawers opening and closing and a large frying pan being placed on the stove. It all bothered me. 
 
   “Do you want some bacon and eggs?” he asked. 
 
   “No thanks, I don’t have much of an appetite.”
 
   “Jake, my friend, it’s been too long since you’ve had hangovers. What you need is a few aspirin, a cup of coffee, a whole lot of water to hydrate your system, and some of my eggs and bacon to fill your stomach. Then you’ll feel better, I promise.”
 
   I didn’t answer him, because even though I was grateful for his support, I couldn’t tell him the truth. I was grieving the loss of Violet, and the love we would never share.
 
   Last time I told him I had feelings for his sister, he gave me a black eye, and with the weak condition I was already in, I wasn’t taking the chance of admitting that the physical pain was bad, but my emotional hangover was worse. 
 
   I just hoped that Violet would be happy with Adam and that I would someday stop wishing that things could have been different between us.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   Bullies and Spirits
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   It was a bit of a triumph to me that I got Melody and Darren to meet up with me on Tuesday night. The two of them had never liked each other much and it was silly because they didn’t even know each other that well. 
 
   Darren had insisted on meeting in a downtown bar in Seattle that rivaled him in quirkiness. I think it was a signal to Melody that he wouldn’t bow to her rich girl shit, but luckily Melody broke into a huge grin when she and I walked inside. How could we not? Unicorn & Narwhal the sign said, and the place definitely lived up to the name with its carnival themed interior. We both looked around in fascination, taking in all the intricate little details from the candy colored wall paper decorated with stuffed animal heads to the impressive chandeliers and the one-of-a-kind circus bar. 
 
   “What do you think of this place?” Darren said after he’d hugged me and told us how lovely we looked. 
 
   “I can’t believe I didn’t know about this place,” Melody exclaimed. “It’s incredible.”
 
   “I know…” Darren puffed out his chest with pride as if he had decorated it himself. “The place is just as colorful and flamboyant as myself.” 
 
   Melody swallowed a grin and kept her tone civil when she said: “I can see that you dressed accordingly. You look like a true circus announcer with that red tailcoat. Is there a top hat under the table, too?”
 
   Darren raised a brow. “I’m afraid not, my Liebling. I only bring my top hat for the finest audience.” His tone dripped with sarcasm.  
 
   “So, in other words, we’re not worth the trouble?” Melody retorted, her cheeks reddening with color. 
 
   “Why don’t we sit?” I suggested in an attempt to ease the already growing tension. I planted myself by the table and figured it was time for me to take control of the situation, before it ended badly. 
 
   “Listen!”
 
   Darren and Melody sat down and looked at me, but not each other.
 
   “For some reason you two have decided that you don’t like each other much, and I have no idea why, since you really don’t know one another that well.”
 
   “We’ve met,” Darren said dryly. 
 
   “I want you to start fresh… you two have much more in common than you think.”
 
   “Such as?” Melody asked. 
 
   “You are both entrepreneurs and own your own businesses.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “You both like men.”
 
   Darren snickered low. “I thought Melody only played with vegetables.”
 
   Melody crossed her arms. “Right now I wish I had a large watermelon to smash on your head.”
 
   “Hey… time out.” I held out my arms like a referee. “What’s the problem. Why are you behaving like this?”
 
   “I don’t have a problem,” Melody said. “Do you have a problem?” she challenged Darren.
 
   “Nope, no problem here,” he said, looking like he’d just sucked on a lemon. 
 
   “Wonderful.” Melody cleared her throat. “Then why don’t you tell me something about yourself? Like how long have you had your gallery? And what made you interested in art?”
 
   To my relief, the conversation flowed more easily after that initial awkwardness. Melody earned a lot of points in my book when she showed genuine interest in Darren’s person. He of course was happy to talk about himself and slowly warmed up to her. 
 
   “And you, how did you decide to start a green shop?” he asked after a while.
 
   Melody sat back in her seat. “Good question. I wonder that myself sometimes. It’s a big jump from corporate lawyer to shop owner.”
 
   “Is it because you’re a vegan?” I said as that seemed to be the obvious reason. 
 
   “I suppose there was a need to prove that I could actually build something from scratch and make it successful.” She scratched her arm looking distracted, “Although, I’m sure that many would say it’s just another of my flimsy ideas.” 
 
   “Christian says you have the best vegetables in the city,” I added in support. “So you must be doing something right.”
 
   Melody smiled. “I’m trying. It’s a learning curve though and this is new territory for me, so I’m making a ton of mistakes too.”
 
   “Don’t we all,” Darren injected with a pained sigh. “Like yesterday when I agreed to go on a blind date.”
 
   Melody and I both turned our full attention on him. “What happened?”
 
   “Ohhh,” Darren threw out his hand. “Where do I even begin. Okay, first of all I don’t usually do blind dates but this guy, Mike, had called me three times to ask me out, and I have to say that I was happily surprised that he was fairly good looking... shorter than me of course, but that’s okay because I knew from my good friend Charles, who set us up, that Mike is a successful guy who has tons of money.”
 
   Melody and I exchanged a frown. “But it would have been a problem, if he was poor?” Melody asked. 
 
   “Shh… don’t interrupt my story,” Darren said and continued. 
 
   “So he picks me up and takes me to this really nice restaurant, and then he has the nerve to ask if I’m okay with splitting the portions, since the meals are so overpriced. I’m like ‘what… are you kidding me?’ but he wasn’t and I felt so rude when I insisted on getting my own meal. I’m a big guy, and I don’t do small portions, you know. I’m crabby when I’m hungry.” Darren rolled his eyes. “I mean why take me to that fancy place if he doesn’t want to spend that kind of money. Anyway, he consistently ordered the cheapest on the menu and only drank one glass of wine. What kind of date does that?”
 
   Melody chuckled. “Jeez, if you think that counts as a bad date, then you don’t know the half of it. I once went out with a guy who took me to Denny’s, and implied that I should have sex with him because he paid for the meal.”
 
   “Why would you even go on a date with someone like that?” I asked in wonder. Melody looked like she wouldn’t set her foot in a Denny’s.
 
   She shrugged. “Ahh, long story, but it was during the phase when I rejected rich guys because I thought they were all entitled assholes. Turned out that going out with a poor guy wasn’t any better.”  
 
   “Huh, I could have told you that,” Darren said and snorted. “But we haven’t gotten to the worst part of the date yet.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked, encouraging him to share. 
 
   “When we got to the sex part, he hurt me.” Darren leaned closer. “You see this?” He pointed to the top of his cheek bone, close to his temple. 
 
   “It’s a bruise.” I said, as if we were playing Murder She Wrote and I had to collect clues. “But how did you get it? He didn’t hit you, did he?”
 
   Darren scoffed. “No, but he kicked me.”
 
   “Your date kicked you?” Melody exclaimed with indignation. “Well, I hope you kicked him back then.”
 
   “No, you’re getting the wrong idea. Okay, imagine us going at it.”
 
   Melody wrinkled her nose. “Quite frankly, I prefer not to imagine it.”
 
   Darren ignored her comment and continued undeterred. “So we’re naked and getting started, when I suggest a sixty-nine, which Mike is all for, but when the idiot turned around to swing his leg over me, he literally kicked me in the head.”
 
   “But why would you have sex with him, if you didn’t hit it off during dinner?” Melody asked looking baffled.
 
   Darren laughed. “My god, you think like a woman.”
 
   “That’s a shocker,” Melody said, “But honestly, why would you want to have sex with someone you’re not attracted to?”
 
   Darren took a swig of his beer, sat down his glass and gave Melody an incredulous glare. “Didn’t you hear me say he was fairly good looking?”
 
   “But still…”
 
   He shrugged. “Look princess. I’m not looking for someone to raise a family with or plan my big white wedding. It’s no surprise to me that you wouldn’t give it up on a first date, but guys are a little different and I can fuck someone I don’t like, as long as I’m physically attracted to them. I would even fuck you if you were a guy…” he stopped talking and tilted his head. “Or if you’re into glory holes, because then I could just imagine you were some hot guy on the other side of the wall.”
 
   “Wow, thanks, but no thanks,” Melody said firmly.
 
   “I knew you were a prude,” he snickered. 
 
   “Jeez, how will I live with myself, knowing that you think me a prude?” Melody said sarcastically. 
 
   “So it was an accident?” I asked. “Him kicking you I mean.” 
 
   “Oh, yeah, I’m telling you the guy was like a fumbling teenager and he kept apologizing about being clumsy, which wasn’t exactly sexy either. It was a complete disaster.”
 
   “Poor Mike,” I said thinking about how embarrassed I would have been if I had done something similar.  
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Darren exclaimed. “Did you not hear what I suffered through? How can you sympathize with him instead of me?” Darren complained. “Have you forgotten that I was hospitalized with a head trauma two months ago?”
 
   “Calm down, Darren, you look okay to me.” I gave him a warm smile. 
 
   “You’re right, but it was a very disappointing date.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   “You know who I would like to go on a date with though,” he said slowly, taking another large sip of his beer. 
 
   “Who?” Melody asked. 
 
   Darren gave me a devilish grin. “That delicious brother of yours… ohh, he has that look.”
 
   “Christian? And what look would that be?” 
 
   “I can just tell he’s amazing in bed.”
 
   Melody laughed. “Really, how so? I’m pretty sure he’s straight and he didn’t seem interested when you came on to him at New Year.” 
 
   “Ohh sweetie, don’t be naïve, straight guys have adventures too…” he gave me a wink. “And I wouldn’t mind being Christian’s adventure. He just needs a little warming up to the idea first.”
 
   “I doubt he’ll ever warm up to the idea of you being his little adventure,” I pointed out.
 
   “Don’t insult me.” Darren grinned. “In my case, it would be a large adventure.” He smirked. 
 
   Melody shook her head. “All right, I’m changing the subject here. Violet, how did it go with Adam?”
 
   I immediately flushed red.  
 
   “It went really well.”
 
   “Who is Adam?” Darren wanted to know. 
 
   “The date Violet brought to Christian’s birthday party.”
 
   “What? Why wasn’t I invited?” he said with a pout. 
 
   “Sorry, but I wanted a real date, and Adam agreed to go with me.”
 
   “Do you have a picture of this guy?”
 
   “As a matter of fact I do.” 
 
   I showed him a picture we had taken that night and Darren whistled.
 
   “Yummy.” 
 
   Melody cut him off. “So, when you say it went well, does that mean you got together?”
 
   “Sort of,” I said, and that really got their attention. 
 
   “Sing my little bird,” Darren said eagerly. “We want to hear the details.”
 
   “Long story short, Adam slept at my house and we made love.”
 
   “Finally!” Darren lit up in a big grin and gave me high five. “Wow, someone actually managed to cut through all the cobwebs down there?”
 
   “Hey,” I mockingly hit his shoulder. “Don’t be gross.”
 
   “Was he good?” Melody leaned in.
 
   “It was really nice. I like him. It’s just that…” 
 
   “What?” they both said.
 
   I couldn’t say it… they were going to “buh” me out of the bar. 
 
   “What is it? Was his dick weird and crooked?” Darren grinned.
 
   Melody gave him a reproachful glance. “God, can you not be vulgar for two seconds or is that too much to ask?”
 
   “It wasn’t that,” I said. 
 
   “Was he uninterested in you as a person?” Melody asked.
 
   “No, not at all.”
 
   “Didn’t he respect you?” she suggested. 
 
   “He was really good to me,” I assured her. 
 
   “Then why aren’t you excited about this hook up?”
 
   I bit my lip. “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Hey, if the guy had some kinky fetish, you can tell us,” Darren said encouragingly and when Melody arched a brow at him he grinned. “It’s been more than two seconds.” 
 
   “There was nothing wrong with Adam. He’s perfect,” I said. “But you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Understand what?”
 
   I looked down and fiddled with my hands. 
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” Darren’s normally sassy tone turned soft and caring. “We’re your friends. Whatever it is, you can tell us. We’re here to support you.”
 
   I sucked in a big boost of air and spoke. “Adam is great, but he’s just not Jake.”
 
   “Violet,” Melody said in that you’re-kidding-right? tone.
 
   “I know it’s silly, but even as I was with Adam, I thought of Jake. I can’t help it.”
 
   There was a loud thump when Darren’s head hit the table top and he covered his ears. “Ohh nooo,” he moaned and then lifted his head and met my eyes. “What is wrong with you? We took a vote on this, remember?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You were supposed to move on. I honestly think my ears will start bleeding if I hear you say Jake’s name one more time.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Hey…” Melody took my hand. “It’s not your fault that you’re so damn loyal. He’s the idiot for missing out on someone as spectacular as you.”  
 
   “Thanks,” I said and rested my chin in my hand. “If by spectacular you mean freakish, then yeah, I’m pretty spectacular.”
 
   “You mean because of your gift?”
 
   “I think Jake would call it a curse,” I muttered.
 
   “What’s it like anyway?” Melody asked. “I mean what’s it like to see dead people?”
 
   “That depends what dead person you’re talking about. They are all different.”
 
   “No, but I mean… the first time you saw them… wasn’t it scary?”
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah, but I can’t remember not seeing them, so it’s like asking you what’s it’s like to see people. I’m sure some have freaked you out because of their behavior, but in general you don’t think much about it.”
 
   “Okay, then let me ask you this. What happens when we die?” Melody asked. 
 
   “You know,” I said, taking a second to think. “I’ve spoken to so many on the other side and their experiences vary. Spirits who die a quick and unexpected death are sometimes confused… they don’t know where they are and so I help them come to terms with that. Other’s talk about entering the light and some tell me they were sick and that loved ones came to bring meet them.”
 
   “And do they go then?” Melody was clearly fascinated.
 
   “Not always. If they aren’t ready to let go of their family here, they’ll stay close and go through their own grieving period.”
 
   “But… for those who go into the light… or heaven… what’s happens to those?”
 
   “You know, Melody, if you’re curious, I’m happy to do a reading on you to see if someone from the other side has a message for you,” I offered. 
 
   “What, now?” she asked. 
 
   “No, you should come to my house where it’s quiet and I can concentrate.” 
 
   “Okay, that should be interesting, but I would still like to know what happens when we get to the other side.” The eagerness in her voice made me smile. She had been so skeptical and she was starting to ask questions. 
 
   “My hunch is that whatever is on the other side is to incomprehensible for us to put into the right words, since references from our dimension don’t fit.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
   “Take time for instance. We experience time in a linear way, but on the other side time isn’t linear at all. It’s very hard to explain, but from what I understand we go through a sort of life review that helps us continue to evolve.”
 
   “Evolve how?” Darren asked. “You mean grow older?”
 
   “No, more like… if you have unresolved issues, you’ll bring those with you and there is guidance there… a loving intelligence so to speak.”
 
   “Please tell me we aren’t actually punished for our sins?” Darren said. “’Cause I don’t think roasting over a fire would be my kind of thing.”
 
   I smiled. “I’m not getting the sense that there’s a hell if that’s what you mean. I’ve spoken to spirits who’ve committed horrible crimes and they talked about being in a good place and getting help.” 
 
   “I’m curious,” Melody said. “How did your friends react to your gift when you were a child?”
 
   I tensed up, thinking about that horrible day.
 
   “They didn’t take it well. I kept it hidden for as long as I could; tried to act normal and fit in.” 
 
   Melody and Darren both waited for me to elaborate.
 
   “There was an incident at school when I was sixteen, but I don’t like to talk about it. Let’s just say, I went to school in the morning having friends, and five hours later I left school without a single friend left. 
 
   “Wow,” Melody stroked my hand. “Did you change schools?” 
 
   Shaking my head, I felt the familiar sadness and anger creep up on me whenever I thought back to that horrible day. “My parents wouldn’t let me change schools, even though I begged them.”
 
   “And so you were bullied?” Darren said quietly and I nodded. “Join the club, Sista. High School for me was a four-year long warfare. There was this one chick called Jessica; rich, spoiled, and evil… I honestly think she lived to torture me.” Darren looked up and gave Melody a speculative glance. “Come to think of it, she looked a lot like you.” 
 
   “Aha! That would explain why you didn’t like me.”
 
   Darren’s smile made his eyes crinkle. “You say that in the past tense, as if I might like you now.”
 
   Melody tilted her head and grinned back at him. “Admit it; you like me.”
 
   “Never.” He laughed.
 
   “Come on, I’ll admit that I like you, even though you’re vulgar as hell and need some serious help with your sense of fashion.”   
 
   Darren didn’t admit to anything in words, but he did raise his glass to her. 
 
   I beamed at my two friends as we clinked glasses, feeling like this evening was a huge success. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   The Professor
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   Christian was right. A few hours after his cure against hang-overs, I did feel better, and after sleeping almost five hours on the plane between Seattle and Virginia, I looked decent when Matt, a professor at the University of Virginia’s School of Medicine, came to pick me up at the airport. 
 
   “You should never date a colleague,” he told me when we went out for a late dinner that first night.
 
   I had just explained about Jennifer, and blamed our break-up as the motivation to suddenly get away from Seattle for a few days. 
 
   “Didn’t anyone tell you not to shit where you eat?” he asked. 
 
   “I hate that expression,” I muttered. 
 
   “Ahh, don’t worry about it. I’m sure you can get her back if you want to.”
 
   I leaned back in my seat and gave Matt, the eternal bachelor, a pointed stare. “Why do you assume Jen walked out on me?”
 
   Loud shouts came from the bar where a group of guys cheered for an NFL play-off game on the big screen. 
 
   “Are you saying it was your choice?” Matt asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But I thought you said she was hot?”
 
   “So what? You don’t think I would walk out on a hot woman?”
 
   Matt scratched the back of his neck. “Why would anyone?”
 
   “Simple. I didn’t love her.”
 
   “Right, so was it the sex? Not everyone is compatible.”
 
   “It wasn’t the sex.” 
 
   “Then I don’t get it. Why would you give up a hot chick who gave you good sex?”
 
   “I just told you; I didn’t love her.”
 
   Matt scrunched his face. “Still…”
 
   “And there’s someone else,” I admitted and it made his face light up in a big “Ohh” and then he clapped his hands together. “Now you’re talking. Did you hook up with some young research assistant or something?”
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “She’s the sister of a friend and she’s with someone else - so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
   “Is she married?”
 
   “No, I think they only just met.”
 
   Matt picked up his glass of beer. “Then what’s the problem? Man-up and steal her away from him.”
 
   I shook my head. “That wouldn’t be fair. He seems like a good guy and I think he could make her happy.”
 
   “What kind of crap is that? Really?” Matt said skeptically. “And why do you think he’s better for her than you are?”
 
   I took a deep intake of air. “Because she’s not normal… I mean, she’s an intelligent person, but kind of naïve and she believes in these weird things, that I don’t agree with.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like spirits and stuff.”
 
   “Oh, you mean like reincarnation?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s a little more than just that. She believes she can talk to the dead.” I felt my toes curl. Matt would have to think me an imbecile for being in love with a woman like that.
 
   He just nodded his head. “Interesting.”
 
   “You’re joking. How is that interesting?” 
 
   Leaning back so the waiter could place the large plates with burgers and fries on the table, Matt said, “You know we have DOPS here, right?” His eyes didn’t leave his food.
 
   “DOPS?” I asked. 
 
   “The Division of Perceptual Studies. DOPS.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “It’s in the department of psychiatry. We call it the Division of Paranormal Studies, but they don’t like that.” He chuckled. 
 
   I picked up a French fry and dipped it in ketchup. “Tell me more.” 
 
   “It’s a small division… five or six scientists plus research assistants, and they study all sorts of things you would consider weird.”
 
   I leaned my elbows on the table intrigued. “Like what?”
 
   “Let me see,” he stuffed his mouth with fries and it took him forever to chew, but when he was finally done he counted on his fingers. “Apparitions, ESP, poltergeists, out-of-body and near-death experiences, ehhm… what else?” He looked up in the ceiling as if he would find answers there. “I can’t remember all the things, but you get the picture right?” 
 
   I nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh, and of course there’s death-bed vision and reincarnation,” he added. “Nick, one of my friends, works there and he’s convinced that reincarnation is real.”
 
   I crossed my arms and frowned. “He believes that we have more than one life?”
 
   “Uh-huh, he worked for Dr. Ian Stevenson?”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “Dr. Stevenson. He’s a legend around here. He’s the man who started it all and it was a great loss when he died about ten years ago.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “Basically, he started logging cases of reincarnation back in the sixties or seventies and from what I remember there are more than two thousand cases of reincarnation that are now documented.” 
 
   “What do you mean ‘documented’?”
 
   “It’s typically young kids that tell their parent’s about a previous life and then Dr. Stevenson and his colleagues would investigate the claims to verify it.”
 
   I raised a brow. “But how would they verify it?”
 
   “I don’t know exactly, but if you’re interested I could ask Nick to meet up with you. I bet he would love a chance to talk about his work.”
 
   “Yeah, why not? But are you sure he and his colleges are legitimate scientists?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Matthew said and fished out his phone to write a text message. “They all have impressive credentials. Besides you, Nick is one of the smartest people I know and his flair for stats and figures is undeniable. He’s a professor of psychiatry and Neurobehavioral Science. The man holds an M.D. from Harvard Medical School. 
 
   That did impress me. “But why would someone like that study something like this?”
 
   Matt shrugged. “You can ask him tomorrow… he just texted back that he’ll be happy to answer your questions.” Matt put down his phone. “That’s perfect. Tomorrow I can give you a tour of the University and then you can meet up with Nick while I teach.”
 
   I nodded with a head full of questions. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” Nick said. “The DOPS isn’t a bunch of self-proclaimed energy healers or psychics. They are all professionals like you and me and their methods are valid and rigid.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because everyone at this university knows that Dr. Stevenson was known to be extremely methodical and thorough in his data collection.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.” Matthew’s eyes flew to the football game on the screen when another shout from the crowd made it impossible to converse. “With such controversial research, he had to be, or he would have been closed down quickly, and Nick and his colleagues are the same way,” he said.  
 
   That night, I crashed on Matt’s couch and the next morning he gave me the promised tour of the University. I dutifully walked through the beautiful old buildings and admired the architecture of the historical place, but my mind was focused on all the questions I had for Nick. 
 
   I don’t know what I had imagined, but whatever it was, Nick wasn’t it. He didn’t have crazy hair, didn’t wear a cross around his neck, or display any visible signs of weirdness. Nick was a short guy in his forties with dimples that came out often because he smiled a lot. 
 
   “So, did Matt give you the tour?” he asked. 
 
   “He sure did. It’s beautiful here.”
 
   “You should see it in the summertime. I have most of my meetings out there on the grass,” he pointed out the window to a huge lawn. “But right now, we’ll have to make do with my office. Please sit.” He pointed to a comfy leather chair and plunked himself down in the one next to it. 
 
   Nick’s office was full of books, but unlike most professor’s offices that I’ve been in, his was relatively tidy. 
 
   “Matt said you’re curious about our work here at the DOPS.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you’re one of his old college friends?”
 
   Yes, I am. I work in the biotech industry now.”
 
   “I know. I looked up your name and read some of articles you’ve had published. Very impressive.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   “So what has spiked your interest for our work; a personal experience perhaps?”
 
   “Ehhm, yes. Lately, strange things have happened in my life and it’s challenging my view on the world,” I admitted. 
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “There’s a woman that I’ve known since she was a child.” I cleared my throat and continued. “She is the sister of a friend, and she claims to be a psychic medium.”
 
   “All right.” Nick nodded for me to continue. 
 
   “I am very skeptical, but when I mentioned Violet to Matt he pointed out that you approach paranormal things with a scientific approach.”
 
   “Is Violet your psychic friend?”
 
   “Yes. Or technically she’s the sister of my friend.”  
 
   “I see.” Nick just smiled and folded his arms over his stomach. “It’s really hard for you to associate yourself with someone like her, isn’t it?”
 
   I looked away, shame pinching at me. I was drawn to Violet, I longed for her, but part of me still struggled with accepting that “psychic” part of her. 
 
   Nick gave me an empathetic smile. “I used to be a skeptic too, so I don’t blame you. I’m a child psychiatrist and it was one of my young patients that led me down this path, ten years ago.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Oh, it’s a long story, but basically he was a three-year-old boy who would talk about a past life and be so insistent and detailed in his description that I couldn’t dismiss it without finding out for myself.”
 
   “And did you?”
 
   “I did… it turned out to be true.”
 
   I frowned. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The little boy was haunted by nightmares about falling out a window and burning to death. Of course his parents didn’t know what to do or where these nightmares came from since he was too young to watch any violent TV. The level of details was astonishing and he would tell me he used to be a woman by the name of Maya Jackson and that he had died when he was only twenty-seven. He could even tell what city he lived in and that he had a sister and two brothers.” 
 
   “And it was true?” I said and leaned closer.
 
   He nodded. “I hired someone to search the local archives in that city and it turned out there had actually been a Maya Jackson who had died in a fire in ninety-two. After a lot of contemplating, I contacted her family and they confirmed that Maya had left behind a sister and two brothers, who were all still alive.”
 
   “But couldn’t that information be planted in the boy by the parents?” I suggested.
 
   “I did my research and there were no ties between the families whatsoever, but of course I was suspicious like you, so I went to interview Maya’s family and they gave me pictures from Maya’s life. Childhood pictures, pictures of her friends and family, and I took those pictures and mixed them with other random photos and presented them to the boy.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And he recognized and named people in her family and some of her friends too.”
 
   “Huh. That’s strange,” I said.
 
   “I found it fascinating and it made me search for other cases like his, and that’s how I learned about Dr. Stevenson and his work here at UVA. Of course, there are other universities around the world that do similar work, but this division was founded fifty years ago and is one of the well-established departments. Anyway, one thing led to another and here I am, still looking for answers.”
 
   “But what do you want to achieve by proving that reincarnation is real?” I asked.
 
   “Many things, but for one it could explain a number of psychiatric conditions; such as phobias or personality traits that cannot otherwise be attributed to environment or heredity.”
 
   “So does your work conclude that reincarnation is real?” I asked. 
 
   Nick gave a small shrug. “It certainly indicates that consciousness is not limited to the physical brain but can continue on after the brain dies and in some cases appear again when a new person is born.”
 
   “Are you saying we have souls?” I thought about Violet and how certain she seemed in her abilities. Nick reminded me of her in the way he looked unconcerned as to whether or not I believed him. 
 
   “I can see that you’re struggling to take this in,” Nick said.
 
   I cleared my throat. “That would be an understatement. 
 
   Nick didn’t interrupt but kept his eyes on me. 
 
   I told him about the green notebook with Ben’s signature and I told him about the exorcism I had witnessed. 
 
   “Fascinating,” Nick said. “I had a colleague who wrote a long scientific paper on exorcism as a phenomenon.”
 
   “And what was his conclusion?” I asked.
 
   Nick rolled his thumbs and closed his eyes as if trying to recollect a past memory. “Hmm, he wasn’t able to prove the existence of demons if that’s what you’re asking.
 
   “He did say, however, that he wouldn’t recommend the practice in any way although he could see that it served some people who believed in it. I suppose the healing power of an exorcism lies in the people’s trust that the priest offers divine protection somehow,” Nick pondered. 
 
   “Exactly… which means that it’s not real. It’s all in their minds,” I pointed out. 
 
   “Maybe… maybe not. It’s not a discussion where consensus can be reached easily, or even expected I suppose. In much of our work there’s an element of spiritual belief that raises questions… makes us curious you could say. But demons aren’t something I work with and I hardly see how it can be verified objectively, any more than the existence of God can be verified.”
 
   I leaned closer. “So what you’re saying is that you don’t believe in it either?”
 
   Nick tilted his head. “You know, Jake, a research assistant of mine made an interesting point the other day. He said that his peers were giving him a lot of crap for working in our department and he had taken time to ponder why they were so provoked by the idea of the paranormal. He said that some of them had told him he was committing professional suicide… that his career would be tainted and no one would take him seriously.”
 
   I didn’t share with Nick that I agreed, but chose to let Nick carry on. 
 
   “My assistant’s point was that the power struggle between faith and science has been reversed from the old days where the church would prosecute men of science for having crazy ideas like ‘the sun doesn’t revolve around the earth, it’s actually the earth that revolves around the sun.’ I’m sure you’re aware that the first time Copernicus shared that theory the church dismissed it blankly, and said it defied common sense, not to mention that they later burned Giordano Bruno alive for saying the same thing.”
 
   I made a grimace. 
 
   “I know, right,” Ben said, “And to think that only ten years later the telescope was invented and proved that Bruno had been right. 
 
   “Today the church doesn’t hold the same power. Instead, the scientists have become the ones who ruthlessly dismiss anything that isn’t proven with data. Personally, I think most scholars believe themselves to be above things as trivial as spirituality and faith. They see those things as something for the naïve and superstitious mind.”
 
   “Because they are,” I said with a nod of my head. 
 
   He gave me a pointed stare. “But doesn’t that make the scholars strong believers in a way? Their religion is just science and data. They preach it, they talk about it with absolute certainty, and they live by it rigorously. And isn’t the problem that science in that sense becomes like a religion that limits you because it gives you a false sense of being right?”
 
   His argument rubbed me the wrong way. “Science and religion are two different things. One is a doctrine, the other enlightenment,” I claimed. “I would argue that we’ve come a long way. Think of vaccines, cancer treatments, operations, penicillin … Science is power.”
 
   Nick drummed his fingers on the arm rest. “Obviously, you’re right – we are much wiser now than we used to be, but then again, we look back now at doctors from the past and we shake our heads at how horribly wrong they were. It really was dangerous to get in the hands of a doctor if you were sick. The leeches and bloodletting, the prescription to smoke cigarettes to strengthen your lungs, or radioactive water to prevent aging. How many medical treatments have been debunked? 
 
   “Who knows? Maybe in the future, doctors will look back at this day and age and wonder how we could think that injecting patients with toxins like Botox could be safe, or why in the world we were thinking that breaking down a patient’s immune system could be a good way to help them heal.” Nick chuckled low and his dimples came out again. “Every man of science thinks his knowledge is superior from the people who came before him, but hates to admit that he knows nothing compared to the people who will follow.” 
 
   His words hit a weak spot, because my own work was related to stimulating and boosting the immune system in order to fight off diseases. 
 
   “I’m not saying we know everything,” I admitted. “But at least we’re using scientific methods and not just guess work.”
 
   “True, but to reject everything that isn’t measurable or verifiable, isn’t right either.”  
 
   “So what I’m hearing you say is that just because we don’t understand something, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” 
 
   “Right…” Nick broke into a wide grin. “In fact my wife once went head to head with her sister who’s a lawyer and had dared question my work. Diana, my wife, passionately told her sister something like. “If you can’t measure and prove your love for me, I refuse to believe it exists.” 
 
   “And what did her sister do?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t remember, but those two always argue about everything in a loving way… but I thought the point was well made, because I’m sure you can think of someone who you love and yet how would you prove it with hard data if they asked you to?”
 
   “How would I prove love with hard data?” I asked.
 
   “See, just from the look on your face I can tell you’re thinking that love and hard data are incompatible, but still you don’t doubt that love exists, do you?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “So then you also accept the premise that things can be real although they aren’t measurable.”
 
   I didn’t answer him, instead I fired one of my own questions at him. “You know that magician who offers a million dollars to anyone who can prove that the paranormal exists?”
 
   “James Randi.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Nick chuckled. “Ahh, yes, the good old James Randi.”
 
   “What about him?” I asked. “Why hasn’t anyone made that claim?”
 
   Nick sighed long and hard. “I have colleagues who have been in contact with him, and according to them his demands are so rigid that it’s like saying to a pro golfer, ‘If you can make a hole-in-one on all eighteen holes of this golf course, then I’ll believe you are a golfer.’”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Anyway, here at the University we are not interested in spending our resources on skeptics like him, and I think most genuine researches feel the same way.”
 
   “Fair enough, but what about psychics and mediums. Do you believe those are genuine?”
 
   “Some. But obviously there are people who are frauds too.”
 
   “Violet, my friend’s sister… I wish there was a way to know if she’s genuine.”
 
   He took a minute to think before he spoke. “I can’t help you with that, but I would ask myself some basic questions.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like… has she gained fame, popularity, or wealth on her abilities?”
 
   I shook my head. “On the contrary, she was mercilessly bullied in school because of it, and her family ties have been torn. She lives in a small house and I don’t think she has much money.”
 
   “Then why would she do it?”
 
   “Maybe it’s some kind of mental disease,” I suggested. 
 
   “Yes, maybe. Has she seen a doctor?”
 
   “Tons. They didn’t find that anything was wrong with her.”
 
   “Hmm, you said that the priest believes in her abilities.”
 
   “Yes and apparently so do the police. They call her in when they have missing person cases.”
 
   “Do you think they would do that if she didn’t provide something of value?”
 
   Again I didn’t answer. 
 
   Nick tapped his finger on his upper lip. “What is your concern, Jake?”
 
   “I like her, but the things she claims just don’t make sense.”
 
   Nicked laughed. “And isn’t that what gets us out of bed in the morning? The need to have the puzzle solved?”
 
   I couldn’t help join in his laughter. He had a nice ability to not take things too seriously.
 
   “Sounds like you have access to a true mystery,” he said and pointed at me. “Maybe you should go and investigate and get your questions answered with her.” 
 
   “A mystery?”
 
   “Yes. Someone who challenges the way you see the world, and who defies the logical way your mind works.”
 
   “She certainly does that.”
 
   “Those are the best people to have around.”
 
   “You think so.”
 
   “Absolutely, just remember; you can’t understand beliefs through logic and reasoning.”
 
   I got up from the chair and reached out my hand to Nick who got up too. “This has been inspiring and I thank you for your time.”
 
   “Anytime. If you want, I’ll be happy to send you a few links about our work and maybe that scientific report my friend wrote on exorcisms.”
 
   “Please do, and if you’re ever in Seattle, call me up and we can continue our fascinating discussion.”
 
   “Only if you promise to introduce me to your friend’s sister.”
 
   “Violet.”
 
   “Yes, Violet.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be happy to meet you,” I said and added, “she’s an extraordinary person.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   Tornado in the house
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   “So this is how you live?” Melody was walking around my house and taking in the small rooms. “It’s so cozy. “
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I brought you another bag from my closet.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have,” I said but felt excited when I looked down at the bag and saw more fashionable clothes. We both knew that Melody had made it a pet project of hers to get me out of my old fashion clothing and into more modern styles. 
 
   “Violet, you never told me where that fetish with old fashioned clothing came from. When did it start?” Melody asked me.
 
   I pulled myself up on my kitchen counter, waiting for the water to boil and the bagels to pop up from the toaster. It was the first time Melody had invited herself over for breakfast and I was excited to have her here. 
 
   “It’s stupid really, but you know how I used to have a huge crush on Jake.”
 
   “Used to?” Melody said with a smirk.
 
   I ignored that comment. “A few days before I turned sixteen I walked in on my brother and Jake making out with two girls from school.”
 
   Melody whistled low. “What, like in a foursome?”
 
   “No, nothing like that. My parents weren’t home and I was supposed to sleep at a friend’s house, but then something happened and I came home early to find Christian and Jake on different couches in the living room.”
 
   “Having sex with the girls?” Melody asked.
 
   “Probably, but I didn’t see that much, because the lights were low and both couples had blankets covering them.
 
   “Anyway, it made me so jealous that I cried my eyes out, and decided I had to do something desperate to get Jake’s attention.”
 
   “So what did you do?”
 
   “I started dressing more provocatively to get attention from the boys. I figured that maybe that would make him jealous.”
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   “No… it backfired and within a few weeks, rumors started flowing around that I was cheap and had been with several of the guys.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “It was hurtful and untrue of course, and as a counter reaction I started dressing extra modestly… long sleeves, long dresses, high neckline, hair up in a bun… and then people started making fun of that too, calling me a puritan and saying I had gone into celibacy. I made the choice that I would rather have people say that about me, than call me a slut, so it became my signature thing to dress that way. 
 
   “Seems kind of radical,” Melody said thoughtfully. “I’m glad you’re embracing a more contemporary style now. 
 
   “I’m working on it.” I nodded to my pants with a smile. They were becoming one of my favorite pieces of clothing. “Hey, enough about me. Did you want me to do that reading for you or what?”
 
   Melody didn’t look too excited about it. “Alright, but don’t tell me any creepy stuff… I don’t want to know when or how I’m going to die.” 
 
   “I would never say anything like that.” I slid down from the counter, took a seat at my dining table and tapped the stool. “Come closer my dear and pick your cards.” 
 
   As always she was dressed to a tee and looked astonishing. Her expensive perfume reached me when she took a seat across from me. It was a pleasant feminine fragrance that I had learned to associate with Melody. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this, Violet. I mean if you would rather just talk or hang out as friends, that’s cool to.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? I’m honored that you are starting to change sides.”
 
   “Change sides?” 
 
   I smiled. “You used to think I was crazy, and now you’re agreeing to a reading. I’m turning you into a believer.”
 
   Melody laughed. “I don’t know about that… I guess it depends on how well this reading goes.” And then she drummed on the table. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
   “What would you like to ask the cards?”
 
   “I want to know about my business?”
 
   “Do you?” I asked because I sensed that something else burned on her mind.   
 
   “Yes,” she said but her eyes flickered. 
 
   “Melody, what do you really want to ask the cards?”
 
   Melody squirmed in her seat. “I don’t know exactly. Can’t they just give me advice on whatever they feel I should know?”
 
   “Take my hands,” I instructed her.
 
   She placed her hands in mine and I looked into her eyes. 
 
   “Love. You want to know about love.” 
 
   She pulled her hands away. “No, I don’t. I’ve been on so many horrible dates and I’m giving up on that hole fairytale. I would rather ask the cards about my business.” Color spread quickly across her face. 
 
   “But I’m sensing that you…” A loud knock on the door interrupted me and I got up to open the door. 
 
   “Christian,” I said with surprise. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He looked miserable. “I need some advice, Sis. I think I fucked up.” 
 
   “Come in.” I opened the door wide for him and he stepped in and gave me a huge hug. 
 
   “What happened?” I asked with concern and closed the door behind him. 
 
   “You’re going to hate me when I tell you.”
 
   “Christian, you’re scaring me. Whatever it is, just tell me.”
 
   “I think we should sit down first.” Christian took my hand and pulled me toward the couch in my living room but stiffened when he saw my friend. 
 
   “Melody,” he said with surprise.
 
   “Hello, Christian.” Her voice dripped icicles and the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. These two had never liked each other. 
 
   “I didn’t know you were here,” Christian said in a blaming tone of voice. 
 
   “Violet is my friend,” Melody responded.
 
   He almost sneered back. “And she’s my sister.”
 
   “I’m aware.” 
 
   “Hey, could you two be nice to each other for a second. Vegans and carnivores can be friends, you know.” 
 
   There was another knock on the door. 
 
   “Jeez, that would be Jake,” Christian said. “I asked him to come over.”
 
   “Why?” My heart started pounding faster. I was still haunted by memories of Jake telling me I was a bad joke, even though there had been a moment during Christian’s birthday party when Jake had looked at me like I was someone significant to him. Of course at that time he had been unwell and not quite himself. 
 
   Christian rubbed his face. “I’m sorry, this is all a mess,” he said and opened the door.
 
   “You wanted to see me” Jake sounded out of breath. “Did something happen to Violet?” 
 
   “No, no… you’re early, but come in.” Christian raked his hands through his hair.
 
   “I rushed over… when you said to meet you at Violet’s place I feared that…” Jake stepped inside, scanning the room, his eyes locking in on mine. I saw worry and regret on his face and wondered if that regret was related to the way he had treated me the night he’d kissed me and insulted me, or if it was about whatever it was Christian needed to confess to me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Jake asked me. 
 
   “Yes, I’m fine… but I have no idea what is going on and why the two of you are here?”
 
   We all turned to look at Christian and never had I seen my brother looking more uncomfortable. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you, Jake. It was a mistake… and Violet.” He pointed to me. “We can talk later.” 
 
   You would have to be an idiot not to figure out that he couldn’t say what he wanted to say because of Melody. 
 
   “What are you talking about? What the hell is wrong with you?” Jake asked and spread out his arms.  
 
   Melody stepped forward, speaking directly to Jake. “Let me fill you in; apparently Christian fucked up,” she said with an arched brow. “He was just about to confess it all to Violet when he realized that I was here too… and then you knocked on the door.” 
 
   “Fucked up how?” Jake asked and looked at Christian who now stared down at the floor. “Jake, what did you do?”
 
   Christian didn’t answer. He stood still with his head down, his hands fisted, and tension radiating from him. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this,” he finally said, turned on his heel and left my house. 
 
   “Do you know anything?” I asked Jake but he shook his head and pointed to the door which Christian had just slammed shut. 
 
   “Are you going after him or should I?”
 
   “I’ll do it,” I said, put on my shoes, and ran out to find Christian. The only thing I saw were the taillights of his sports car. 
 
   I pulled out my cell phone and tried calling him, but he didn’t answer. Then I squatted down and took a second to close my eyes and search for answers. 
 
   Images I had seen before came rushing back to me. Christian and Jennifer… dancing and kissing. I pushed the images away, afraid of what I would see if I allowed them to continue. It made perfect sense that Christian would categorize hooking up with his best friend’s fiancée as a ‘fuck up’ and maybe he had called Jake over, hoping I could help him tell Jake about the horrible betrayal. If that was the case, Christian was a real ass. I might be angry at Jake for being rude to me, but I didn’t want to take part in ripping out his heart. 
 
   Stiffly I walked back into the house. 
 
   “Did you catch him?” Jake asked.
 
   “No, he took off.”
 
   “This is so unlike Christian. What is wrong with him?” Jake paced my floor.  
 
   “Listen, I’m going to take off too,” Melody said and picked up her jacket and hand bag. “We can do the reading another day.” She walked over and gave me a hug. “Call me later if you need support,” she said and gave Jake a side glance before she finished her sentence. “…or something.”
 
   When the door closed behind her, I stood frozen like a deer caught in the headlights of a fast moving car. It was me and Jake now and with the images of Christian and Jennifer kissing still fresh in my mind, I couldn’t face him. 
 
   “You know something… don’t you?” Jake said and took a step closer. “You know why Christian was so upset.”
 
   “No,” I tried to sound convincing and in reality it was true. I didn’t know anything for sure, but I had an idea. 
 
   “Violet… can we talk?”
 
   “Talk about what?” I asked and took a step away from him. “Maybe it’s better if you leave. You don’t want anyone to see you in the witch’s house, do you?” I couldn’t hide the sarcasm that masked the hurt from being called a joke.
 
   “Where’s your boyfriend?” he asked.
 
   “You mean Adam?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I sensed hostility from him and it provoked me greatly. Did he think Adam a joke too because he was a healer?
 
   “He lives three hours from here. We don’t see each other every day.” It was all true, except that Adam wasn’t my boyfriend. 
 
   “Does he make you happy?” Jake asked and if I didn’t know any better I would have said he sounded jealous, but that couldn’t be right. 
 
   “Why do you care? You have Jennifer.” 
 
   Jake shook his head and gave me a grim smile. “See… this is what makes it hard for me to believe in your psychic powers. Jennifer and I broke off the engagement after we got home from Christian’s birthday party.” 
 
   “That was three weeks ago,” I said in surprise. 
 
   “Right. So how come you haven’t picked that up with your ‘abilities’?” he asked and crossed his arms. 
 
   I raised my glance to look at him. “First of all, I haven’t seen you in all that time and secondly, I’ve never been able to read you. You’re like a blank canvas to me, always have been.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Maybe you’re better at hiding your emotions, or maybe you just don’t feel much to begin with,” I said sarcastically. 
 
   He frowned. “I assure you I feel and hurt like others.” 
 
   “Are you hurting because Jennifer left you?” I forced myself to ask, but really I didn’t want to know how much he missed her.
 
   Jake stuffed his hands in his pockets and tilted his head. “Why does everyone assume that it was Jennifer who left me?”
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “Well for your information, I left her.”
 
   My head whipped up. “Why?”
 
   Our eyes locked and for the thousandth time I wished I could read him better. 
 
   “If you’re really psychic, then you of all people should know why I did it.” He took a step closer and this time I didn’t move back.
 
   “Because she’s more attracted to Christian than you.” It flew out of me… I would have never said it, except for all his provocations about me being a lousy psychic. 
 
   He gasped. “You knew?”
 
   “I saw.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “Nothing.” There was no way I could tell him. 
 
   “But you just said that you saw.”
 
   “Not in real life… in my visions.”
 
   “What did you see in your visions.”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t matter. You don’t believe in my abilities anyway… It’s probably just my over-active imagination,” I muttered while stepping backward which only made him move closer.
 
   Jake’s face changed into a visage of intense determination as he grabbed my shoulders. “Violet, tell me what you saw. Now!”
 
   “You’ve got to promise not to get mad.” What a stupid thing to say to someone who was already mad.
 
   “Just tell me.”
 
   “I don’t know if what I saw was in the future or the past.” 
 
   “Violet,” he sneered in frustration. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell you but let go of my shoulders.”
 
   His hands released me but he still stood close to me. 
 
   “I saw them dancing and kissing.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I didn’t want to see more, so I blocked the vision.”
 
   “Does that mean nothing more happened?”
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t want to see the whole thing.”
 
   “That bastard!” Jake proclaimed with force. “When did it happen?”
 
   “I don’t know… I told you, it could have been in the past or in the future.”
 
   Jake threw his hands up in the air. “What kind of visions are these? Can’t you pin them down more accurately?”
 
   That provoked me. “I agree, oh great scientist, that it would be more convenient if my visions came with time and date plastered in the lover corner like on a camera, but I’m afraid that’s not how this works.”
 
   “It should,” he grumped.
 
   I ignored his comment and went into my living room to plunk down on my couch. 
 
   “Do all your visions come true?” he asked and followed me looking anything but happy.
 
   “Yes... well most anyway.”
 
   “Aha!” He sat next to me and pointed a finger at my face. “So if not all come true, then this might be one of them.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said with a long sigh. 
 
   “Tell me what other visions haven’t come true,” he demanded. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh, you owe me for putting these ridiculous images in my mind. Tell me what visions didn’t come true.”
 
   “There’s only one and I’m not telling you about it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s private and you really don’t want to know.”
 
   Jake was angry with Jennifer and Christian and taking it out on me. “Violet, just fucking tell me,” he shouted. 
 
   I was so angry with Christian for involving me in his drama and with Jake for being an ass to me when I had never been anything but kind to him.
 
   “You’re such a jerk, you know that?” I threw at him.
 
   “I’m the jerk? What about Christian, that fucking hypocrite.” 
 
   “You don’t know if he did it for sure.” I defended my brother.
 
   “No, but I know Jennifer wanted to. You were right; she’s attracted to Christian and it was one of the reasons I left her. But if that fucker touched her… I’m going to kill him.” 
 
   “It was you and me,” I busted out. “My vision… it was you and me… married with kids.”
 
   “What?” he looked like I’d just told him Aliens had landed in the front yard.
 
   “When I was eleven and you came to our house. The first time I saw you… I got a vision of you and me married with children.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I know… it didn’t come true, so maybe my brother and Jennifer is another one of those untrue visions.”   
 
   Jake stumbled to his feet and moved away from me. “You had a vision of you and me married with kids?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He shook his head… “No… Your brother… Christian… he… no…” Jake trailed off and just stood there for a few seconds staring at me blankly. 
 
   “I’ve got to go,” he finally said.
 
   Two seconds later I sat alone in my house. 
 
   With the emotional tornado that had just ripped through here, it felt unreal that everything looked normal when nothing was normal and if my psychic abilities told me anything it was that something big was coming. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
       
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
   The Bastard
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   I rang Christian’s doorbell twice and when he didn’t answer, I started banging on the door with my fist. 
 
   Finally, Christian opened the door and shoved at my shoulder. “Hey, stop knocking down my door.” 
 
   I stepped inside and slammed the door after me. “What the fuck is going on Chris? Did you sleep with Jennifer?” 
 
   “No…” he scrunched his face. “Of course not.”
 
   “Your sister thinks you did.”
 
   “What? That makes no sense.” 
 
   “She saw it in her vision… I thought you believed in her visions.”
 
   “I do, but I swear to you that I didn’t touch Jennifer.”
 
   “Then why did you call me over to Violet’s house?”
 
   “Because I wanted to tell you both something…”
 
   “Tell us what?” I exclaimed when he didn’t finish his sentence. 
 
   He looked pained. “I wanted to give you two my blessing.”
 
   “Your blessing? You’re making no sense.”
 
   “I know that I told you to stay away from my sister but I’ve changed my mind. If you two love each other, you should be together.”
 
   “You changed your mind?” I scoffed. “Sounds more like you’ve completely lost it.”
 
   “Hey…” Christian pointed at me. “Something happened to me and it made me think.”
 
   “Well, it’s a bit late for that. I wanted your sister when I was seventeen. And besides Violet might have had feelings for me once, but she’s got Adam now. She’s not interested either.”
 
   “Adam? No he was just a date,” Christian objected. 
 
   “You’re wrong. He’s her boyfriend,” I shouted at him with all the frustration I’d been carrying inside me since I saw them together through the window. 
 
   “No, Jake, he was just a date… nothing happened between them. She told me.”
 
   “She was lying to you. He slept at her house after your party.”
 
   “I know… because he lives hours away, but nothing happened between them.” 
 
   “Of course she would tell you that, but it’s a lie. You saw them at the bar all over each other.” I couldn’t tell him that I’d watched them through an open window like a creepy stalker. 
 
   Christian narrowed his eyes. “You do love her.” 
 
   “No!”
 
   “Then why are you glowing with rage and jealousy.” 
 
   “I’m not… You’re delusional – just like her.”
 
   Christian was in my face in a split second and held on to my shirt with one hand while the other balled into a fist. “Don’t you fucking talk about Violet that way. Be honest or be gone.”
 
   I pushed him away. “You want honesty?” I shouted. 
 
   “Yeah I want fucking honesty” he shouted back. 
 
   “I love her… I’ve loved her since I was a kid… but you made me choose and I spent more than a decade telling myself all the reasons she isn’t right for me.” My voice broke and angry tears formed in my eyes. 
 
   “I made myself not care. For everything that drew me to her, I found a way to go in the opposite direction. To resent her, to ridicule her… because that was my only armor against how I really felt.”
 
   Christian’s hands fell to his side. “I’m sorry, man.”
 
   I dried away my tears with harsh movements. “There is no woman on this planet that makes me feel like Violet, but I can’t have her… things between us are so twisted and awkward because of my resentment toward everything she stands for.”
 
   “Maybe if…”
 
   “No Chris… NO! It doesn’t work like that. You can’t just change your mind after digging a canyon between us. It’s too late now.”
 
   “Why is it too late?” he asked with deep frown lines.
 
   “Because I’ve hurt her too deeply and we’ve drifted too far apart.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I never meant to hurt either one of you.”
 
   I turned around and stopped by the door, giving him one last glance. “I don’t even care if you banged Jennifer, but I do care that you got between me and Violet… did she tell you that she saw a vision of us together, the first time she met me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   I forced the words out. “We were married and we had kids.”
 
   “I’m sorry…” Christian repeated for the third time and this time his eyes were moist too, but somehow those words meant nothing, and as I slammed his door behind me and ran down the stairs, I hated him. Hated my best friend for getting between me and Violet. 
 
   This time I wasn’t going to dismiss her vision as a product of her imagination. I remembered the feelings I use to get every time she was near. The attraction, the curiosity, the fascination. I had fought those feelings hard… first because she was too young, later because she was Christian’s sister, and lately because she was too different. But all along, there was that electric pulsation that surrounded her and made my heart beat faster. No one made me feel like Violet did, and most likely, no one ever would because I had fucking missed my chance. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   It took me a few days before I got a hold of Christian and when I finally did, he joked about the incident.  
 
   “I honestly don’t know what came over me.” He laughed. “Maybe someone spiked my drink or something… I’m sorry for acting so weird.” 
 
   “But what did you mean when you said that you fucked up?”
 
   “Oh, nothing… it was nothing.”
 
   “Christian.” I used my you-better-tell-the-truth tone and he made a long, deep sigh.
 
   “I just had a little breakdown because I felt that I took on too much with three restaurants, but I’m fine now.”
 
   “So you’re saying you were just stressed at work and that’s what caused your strange behavior?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So when you said that you fucked up, you meant you took on too much work, is that it?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   I was quiet for a few seconds, going with my gut instinct. “Nice try Christian, but I don’t buy it. Now tell me the truth.” 
 
   “Hey, it doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “But I do worry about it.”
 
   He sighed again. “Okay… here’s the truth. I’ve realized what a complete jerk I’ve been for coming between you and Jake. I should have never made him choose between us.”
 
   “What? What do you mean? Jake was never interested in me to begin with.”
 
   “But he was… Years ago he told me that he kissed you and that he liked you… I beat him up for it.”
 
   “The black eye,” I muttered, quietly remembering Jake’s words to me.
 
   “Yes, I made him swear that he would never come near you that way again.”
 
   “But why?” 
 
   He sighed into the phone. “I was young and selfish… I figured that if it didn’t work out between you and Jake, I would lose him as my friend.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “You were way too young to have a boyfriend anyway. You were a freshman. We were seniors.”
 
   “I don’t believe you. Jake thinks I’m delusional and a joke. He told me so himself.”
 
   “Not really… he just had to convince himself he didn’t like you to keep his promise to me.”  
 
   “Well, he certainly did a good job,” I huffed out and felt my whole inner world quake with this new side of the story.
 
   “Yeah, unfortunately, he spent all those years distancing himself from you and now he says it’s too late for you two.”
 
   For a minute there, a small hope had been planted in my heart, but Christian’s last comment crushed it completely. I’ve never been in a car accident, but I imagine that is how it feels to be hit by an airbag. Bang! Right in your face, suffocating you from all sides. 
 
   “Jake said that it was too late? When?”
 
   “He came to my house after I left so suddenly from your house and we talked… or yelled to be more accurate.”
 
   “You two argued about me?”
 
   “Yeah, he blames me for coming between you two to begin with.”
 
   I was stunned. Even in my depressed state after hearing that Jake thought it was too late for us, it still made me glad that at least once he had cared for me.
 
     “Listen,” Christian said, “I have to go. There’s another call I’ve got to take, but let me take you out to lunch soon. I owe you after fucking up and coming between you two.”
 
   “Christian, it probably wouldn’t have worked anyway… Jake and I are so different.”
 
   “Maybe… but your vision said otherwise,” he said just before we ended the call. 
 
   I sat with my phone in my hands and closed my eyes for a second. “Too late, huh, maybe it’s time to get a cat,” I muttered quietly.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
   Maria’s Scream
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   Christian and I weren’t talking. He had tried calling me several times but I was still too angry with him. Rationally, it made no sense, since he hadn’t done anything but change his mind and suddenly give me his blessing to date his sister, but his timing was wrong. He should have given me his blessing back when it mattered. 
 
   Only one other time in our long friendship had Christian and I gone this long without speaking, and that was after he beat me up for kissing Violet when he and I were seventeen. 
 
   It had been more than three weeks since my fight with Christian and our argument kept repeating in my mind. His words that Violet and Adam weren’t a couple and my rejection of their being any chance for Violet and me. 
 
   Of course it had been anger and fear talking, but now that I wasn’t angry anymore, I was starting to think impossible “what-if” thoughts. I dreamed about Violet and thought about her to the point that it was distracting me at work. 
 
   Talking about work; Jennifer, was driving me crazy. She had tried getting my attention in every way possible. When threats and ridicule didn’t get me into a fight with her, she even tried riling me up by crying last night. That didn’t work either, except to get on my nerves and push me to the point where I seriously considered looking for a new job just to avoid her.  
 
   It was a mystery to me why she even cared. Least of all because I’d overheard her tell Nina that she was now in a relationship with some successful CEO. We had only been apart for a month, but I felt no jealousy, and that only confirmed that my decision to break off our engagement had been the right one. 
 
   I was going over the latest results from our research, when I heard my colleague Maria scream. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I called out while running to her. “Maria, what happened? Are you all right?”
 
   Maria’s eyes were wide as saucers and she pointed to her screen where a picture of our former colleague Ben flashed across it.
 
   “What’s going on?” Behind me Nina, Steve, Jennifer, and others gathered, all looking at the formal picture of Ben smiling for the camera in his white coat. We had all had pictures taked like that for the employee files. 
 
   “I can’t take it anymore,” Maria exclaimed in a trembling voice. “He’s still here. He’s trying to get our attention and I’m scared.” She started gathering her things with frantic motions while babbling about this place being haunted and unsafe. I knew I had to do something, because Maria is one of the most gifted scientist I’ve ever worked with and our team needed her.  
 
   “Don’t go,” Nina told Maria but Maria pointed an accusing finger at Nina. “You told me Violet helped Ben into the light. You said he wouldn’t come back anymore.”
 
   I stepped closer. “Maria, can I talk to you for a second?”
 
   When she nodded, I waved the others back. 
 
   Only when they had all returned to their workstations, did I speak, in a low voice. “Listen, do you remember what Violet said?”
 
   “Yes, she said Ben was here,” Maria said quickly. “But Nina assured me he had entered the light. I don’t believe that anymore.” 
 
   “You’re right,” I said, and that made Maria stop and stare at me. 
 
   “You believe Ben is here?”
 
   “Yes… maybe… I don’t know exactly. But here’s what I do know. Violet kept saying that Ben was looking for a green notebook, remember?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Maria still look frightened but she was nodding her head and I had her full attention. 
 
   “Violet never told Nina that she helped Ben into the light. In fact, she couldn’t get Ben to leave because he wanted her to find that stupid notebook and she couldn’t.”
 
   “But Nina said…”
 
   “She lied,” I whispered and Maria’s head whipped toward Nina. 
 
   “Listen… I have the notebook. The cleaners found it where Violet searched for it and it’s just some bad poetry.”
 
   Maria hushed me down. “Don’t say that. Ben might be listening,” she said in censure.  
 
   I gave her a sly smile. “That’s okay. Ben knows I’m a wanker who doesn’t understand or appreciate poetry.”
 
   “Can I see the book?” she asked, nervous energy radiating from her. 
 
   I nodded and went to get it. “Here.” 
 
   Maria read the first few pages and then she looked up at me with eagerness. “This,” she pointed to one of the lines. “I remember this.” She pulled out her phone and started scrolling through pictures. “There… see, the messages on the white board?”
 
   I whistled low. “Wow.”  
 
   “Do you see me? Do you know I’m alive?” Maria read aloud and then she pointed to the first line in the poem. “It’s right there.” 
 
   “You’re right and this one. I pointed to another of the pictures on her phone and read “in the shadow, afraid.” 
 
   “It’s part of the poem too.” Maria let her index finger slide over the page as she read the first poem aloud in a whisper: 
 
    
 
   Do you see me?
 
   Do you know I’m alive?
 
   The nerd in the shadow, afraid of the fight.
 
   Sure, other men are bigger 
 
   and more impressive than me
 
   but will they treat you like the princess,
 
   that you were born to be?
 
    
 
   She turned and looked at me. “Aww, that’s kind of sweet.” 
 
   I wrinkled my nose. “Sounds like something a fifth-grader would write.”
 
   Maria turned the page and this time she read Ben’s poem silently in her head. I read it in mine. 
 
    
 
   Love is for losers; not smart people like me. 
 
   Still I would give up my smartness to feel what you feel. 
 
   Does your soul dance with joy? 
 
   Is that why you glow so brightly?
 
   And what’s with this laughter? 
 
   Does it reflect that you feel mighty?
 
    
 
   I snorted and Maria batted my arm. “Show some respect, Jake, this was obviously very important to Ben and you’re being disrespectful.” 
 
   “But who would give up their smartness for something as painful as love?”
 
   “Love isn’t painful,” she said and furrowed her brow. “Rejection is painful. Loss, grief, and confusion are painful. But not love. Love is healing and beautiful.”
 
   I didn’t say anything because what she had said felt profound to me and it occurred to me that maybe I hadn’t experienced real love at all. 
 
   “Any wise man would give up his smartness for true love. There is nothing that compares to it,” Maria claimed. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “Right, but back to Ben.” 
 
   “Yes, what are we going to do?” Maria asked in a whisper.
 
   “I’m going to ask Violet to come down here one last time and now that she has the poetry book, I bet she can get him to move on.” 
 
   “But what if there are demons here?” Maria looked nervously around us.
 
   “Then Violet will get rid of them too.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded and felt a huge conflict within me as I spoke. “I’ve seen her do an exorcism on a five-year-old girl and trust me Violet is as bad-ass as they come. The priests call her in for reinforcement.” 
 
   Maria looked impressed and internally I pondered all the times I had watched the video from that night and found no plausible explanations for the lights going on and off, or the picture frame flying through the air. The little girls guttural cussing also seemed to get more and more creepy every time I watched the clip. I still didn’t think demons were real, but I was convinced that if they were, Violet, would be the one to call for help. 
 
   “How soon do you think she can get here?” Maria whispered again and we both stood closely looking over our shoulder as if we were discussing national security details. 
 
   “Hopefully, tonight. I’ll call her right away.”
 
   Maria gave me a grateful smile and put down her bag again. 
 
   “And, Ben,” I said out loud, just in case he really was listening. “You better leave Maria alone or I will beat the crap out of you, when I find you on the other side.”
 
   It was probably a coincidence but in that second the picture of him on her screen disappeared.   
 
   Maria made the sign of the cross in front of her and closed her eyes in a small prayer before she went back to work. I would never be religious or start praying myself, but I was starting to accept that other people found strength in their beliefs. 
 
   Violet picked up on the third ring and my heart hammered just from the sound of her voice. 
 
   “Jake, what a surprise. What can I do for you?” 
 
   “Actually, I need you to do something for Ben. He’s freaking out Maria. We need your help.”
 
   She was quiet for too long so I explained. “Listen, I know I’m not your favorite person and that I said some unforgivable things to you, but this isn’t about me. Maria is genuinely scared. Can you help?”
 
   “Yeah… I mean, yes. I’m just surprised to hear you talk about this as if you actually believe in it,” Violet said
 
   “We found the green notebook,” I told her. “How soon can you come?”
 
   “I’m in Spokane with Father Thomas. We just finished here. I can be there in about four hours. No, make that five because I need a shower first.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The possessed threw up on me,” she said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Ohh, in that case, a shower is good.”
 
   “I’ll see you around eight then.”
 
   “Yes,” I hesitated a second. “But ehhm, it’ll just be me and you here, if that’s okay?”
 
   “And Ben,” she said with a smile in her voice.
 
   “Of course, let’s not forget Ben.” I chuckled and felt like a bloody schoolboy on the phone with his first crush. God, just talking with Violet on the phone made my head spin and my heart gallop. I didn’t want to hang up. 
 
   “Sooo…. I’ll see you later then,” she said.
 
   “Yes… yes, see you later, Violet.”
 
   It was five long hours and I nearly panicked when Jennifer kept hanging around. 
 
   “So what’re your plans for Valentine’s?” she asked. 
 
   “Valentine’s?” I said distractedly and kept my eyes on my computer screen. 
 
   “Yes, it’s tomorrow… are you going out with anyone.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jennifer moved closer and I stiffened when she placed her hands on my shoulders. You know, we could have a little pre-Valentine’s fun together.”
 
   I turned around and looked at her with my eyes narrowed in suspicion, wondering what game she was playing now. She had her hair out and she had taken off her white coat, something was definitely up with her. 
 
   Jennifer smiled seductively and leaned closer. “Don’t you miss me, Jake?”
 
   When I didn’t answer she whispered into my ear. “I miss you. Miss having sex with you.”
 
   “That makes no sense. You told me I was boring in bed,” I protested to this assault on my sanity. 
 
   She made a small pout. “I never said that. You just misinterpreted my words.” Her finger slid down my neck and she spoke in a low seductive tone. “You are the most attentive lover I’ve ever been with and I like your equipment.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “It’s been a month, Jake; you must be starving for it. Why don’t we go to your place and have some great make-up sex?” 
 
   I gaped at her, but I still managed to force out that I wasn’t interested in a relationship with her. 
 
   “But we could still be friends with benefits, couldn’t we?” she suggested. 
 
   Two things hit me hard. First, despite the fact that Jennifer is a really beautiful woman, I wasn’t the slightest bit tempted. Second, I had been right in my suspicion that Jennifer didn’t value fidelity very highly. She wasn’t ready to settle down with one man, and she might never be. If she could do this to her new boyfriend, chances were that she had cheated on me too. 
 
   “The answer is no Jennifer. We’re done, and I wish you all the best with your new boyfriend.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t try to deny it.” I turned my back on her and she placed a hand on my shoulder to turn me back around.
 
   “Okay, it’s true,” she started, “but he’s not as good as…”
 
   Quickly I brushed her hand off me. “Just stop… I don’t care how good or lousy he is in bed. I’m not interested!”
 
   Jennifer turned on her heel with an offended puff of air and I was hugely relieved when she left two minutes later. To think that I had almost married the woman made me sick to my stomach. 
 
   A buzz from my phone interrupted my ruminations. It was a text from Violet.
 
   I’m on my way, see you in ten minutes
 
   Skimming the text twice, my spine burst into flames and my heart started hammering away. In only a few minutes I would be alone with Violet. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
   Poems and Kisses
 
    
 
   Jake
 
    Five hours after I had called her, Violet showed up as promised. She looked beautiful with her long hair still a bit damp and just a touch of make-up.
 
   “Why are you staring at me?” she asked when I opened the door for her.
 
   “I’ve never seen you in jeans before,” I said astonished. 
 
   “Sure you have. I wore jeans in middle and high school.”
 
   “You should wear jeans more often; they look good on you.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said with a small smile.  
 
   When we entered the lab, Violet took off her jacket and threw it over a chair. She wore a short-sleeved t-shirt with a deep v-neck that showed her cleavage. I had seen her practically half-naked on the night I removed glass splinters from her behind, but she had never looked sexier than she did standing there looking so naturally beautiful with flat sneakers, her hands in the pockets of her tight jeans and that red t-shirt that stood in contrast to her long dark hair. I was admiring her long lashes and very feminine features when she spoke. 
 
   “So, where is the notebook?”
 
   “There, over by my work desk.” I pointed and she started walking toward it, giving me a perfect view of her behind. Yes, she should definitely wear jeans more often. I drew in a long, deep, breath of air and followed her. 
 
   “The messages on the whiteboard,” I said, “were all just lines from his book of poetry.” 
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Now that you have the book, do you think you can make Ben move on.”
 
   “I’ll try.” She closed her eyes and when she opened them she made a small shriek and jumped toward me. “Will you stop sneaking up on me like that,” she said out loud and looked angrily over her right shoulder. 
 
   “Tell him we found his book,” I said, assuming it was Ben who had spooked her.
 
   Violet turned her head and gave me a puzzled look. “Ben knows. He says you’ve had it since before Christmas and that you found it under the cabinet.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “That’s ehh… correct.”
 
   “He also says, you kept it hidden.” 
 
   I nodded and looked away.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked and there was a hint of accusation in her tone.
 
   “I don’t know exactly… probably because I don’t understand what’s going on with all this spirit stuff, so I figured it was better to not stir the waters.”
 
   Violet was already close to me but she reached up and placed her hands on my upper arms. “Jake, look at me.”
 
   I did and I swear I could have lost myself in those big brown eyes of hers.”
 
   “You’ve got to let go of your need to understand everything. A bit of mysticism isn’t so bad.”
 
   “You’re a mystery to me,” I muttered as our eyes locked, and delightful shivers ran through my body from her hands touching my shoulder. 
 
   “And you to me,” she said quietly. “The only person I can’t read.” 
 
   When her eyes fell to my mouth, I moved on instinct and leaned in to kiss her, but before our lips touched, four books dropped on the floor behind us. It freaked me out but Violet just turned and spoke in a reproachful tone. 
 
   “Don’t be rude, Ben.” And then a peculiar thing happened. For several minutes she was quiet but her body language would indicate she was discussing something with her head nodding and shaking on occasion. At one point she even crossed her arms and scowled.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked impatiently.
 
   “Ben wants me to make him famous and thinks his poems deserve to be read. He wants us to do all sorts of crazy things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like go to some open mic night and read his poetry for other people, and send it to agents.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Ben, why didn’t you do this while you were alive?” I moaned. 
 
   “He says he was afraid that people wouldn’t like it.”
 
   “Well, I don’t like it, so he thought right.”
 
   Violet shrugged and gave a small chuckle. “I’m not repeating what Ben just called you, but I think what he means to say is that he doesn’t count your opinion,”
 
   “Yeah, well, he should, because I’m a very honest person, and I say his poems stink.” I weaved a hand through my blond hair feeling annoyed with Ben for interrupting the kiss. 
 
   Violet held up a hand. “Stop it Jake. You’re upsetting him. Just give me a moment to talk with Ben alone.”
 
   “Fine.” I went to get something to drink and was leaning against the meeting table when Violet finally came to find me later. 
 
   “Is Ben still here?” I asked. 
 
   “No, he’s gone now.
 
   “As in gone-gone?”
 
   “As in passed over.”
 
   “How did you get him to do that?”
 
   She smiled softly. “I figured it out.”
 
   “Figured what out?”
 
   “The poems. It really wasn’t about getting famous. He just wanted the right person to hear it.”
 
   “And who might that be?”
 
   “The woman who inspired the poetry in the first place, of course.”
 
   “And I suppose he gave you her name and address?”
 
   “Almost. He told me they went to the same high school and that her name used to be June Gehringer, so I’ll find her.” 
 
   “Ahh,” I said, taking a healthy swig of my coke, and swiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “June Gehringer, the one that got away?” 
 
   “Yes, something like that,” she said and reached for my coke. “Can I have some?”
 
   “Sure.” I don’t know what made me brave enough to do what I did. Maybe Jennifer’s words; that I was a great lover had boosted my confidence, but more likely it was the fact that Ben had died without getting the girl he wanted, while I was alive with the woman I loved right in front of me. 
 
   Still leaning back on the meeting table, I pulled Violet closer and looked deeply into her eyes. 
 
   “Obviously, I would never write crappy poetry,” I said, “But Ben was a great guy and I can relate to his pain.”
 
   Violet raised her eyebrows. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
   “Absolutely. You see when I was a teenager I fell in love with a girl,” I said softly and brushed a strand of hair away from her pretty face. “I only had to kiss her once to know that she was special and that I wanted to be with her.”
 
   “And were you?” she asked with eyes boring into mine.
 
   “Sadly no, things were complicated and I couldn’t have her. To me, she’s that person… the one that got away.” 
 
   “Really?” Violet’s eyes sparkled with humor.  
 
   “Yes. Really.” I let my hand slide down her arm, enjoying the warmth of her body so close to mine. “Do you have someone like that in your life? Someone you wanted but couldn’t have?”
 
   A slow smile spread on her lips. “Nope.”
 
   “But I thought…” I trailed off. Had I misunderstood something?
 
   Violet set the soda can down and returned her gaze to mine. “There is someone, but just because he hasn’t been mine yet, doesn’t mean he never will be. I think he’s just slow… you know? You have to take pity on the man. I mean people see him as highly intelligent, some say genius even, but sometimes I doubt how smart he really is.”
 
   A small laugh erupted from me. “So you take pity on this guy?”
 
   “Uh-huh. He cares too much about what other people think and he lets that stop him from getting what he wants.”
 
   “What a fool,” I said.
 
   “Yes, this guy will even try to convince himself he doesn’t want something, just so he can justify why he’s not going after it.”
 
   “He sounds like an idiot.”
 
   “Nah, I wouldn’t call him that, because most of all he’s protective of me.”
 
   God I wanted to kiss her, but the flirtatious energy between us was addictive. “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
   “Because he once got really angry when a big football player tried to kiss me in a game of spin the bottle.”
 
   I had the widest smile on my face. “How old were you?”
 
   “Fourteen, but he thought I was thirteen,”
 
   I grinned. “Nah, I think I know this guy you speak of and I can assure you that he knew exactly how old you were. He just didn’t want you to know how much he cared.”
 
   “Is that how boys think?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “Interesting.” A cute dimple appeared in the corner of her wide smile and her eyes crinkled at the corners of her warm brown eyes. “I wish you could have seen how he puffed himself up and threw a group of seniors out of my parent’s bedroom. I remember him like a grown-up in that moment.”
 
   “Impressive, so what happened then?”
 
   “Ooh, now we’re getting to the best part… he kissed me.”
 
   “What a bad-ass.” I laughed. “Did you like the kiss?”
 
   She nodded and didn’t pull back when I placed my hands on her hips. “Loved the kiss. Best kiss of my life actually,” she said and bit her lower lip. 
 
   “Jeez, that’s just sad. If you want, I could try to help you get over him by kissing you right now. I’m a good kisser.” I offered with a smile. 
 
   “You can try, but I don’t think I’ll ever get over him. I’ve been trying for years, you know,” Violet said and caressed my face. “But now, I’m not sure I want to get over him anymore.” 
 
   Have you ever watched soccer or football players doing those ridiculous victory dances when they score? I have and I never got it, until that moment. She didn’t want to get over me and that had to mean there was still hope for us. I wanted to shout and raise my hands in victory, but I kept it cool and continued playing this charming game a little more… 
 
   “If you don’t want to get over him, then how about getting under him?” I asked and touched her nose with mine. I don’t have any scientific evidence to back this up but I think we could have lit up a small village with the heated exchange of sexual tension running between us.  
 
   “Hmm…” she purred. “Is that your best advice?”
 
   “No… my best advice would be to confront the idiot and tell him how you feel. You know… if he’s so slow, he might need to hear the message loud and clear.”
 
   She pulled back a little and widened her eyes. “You want me to tell him that I love him?”
 
   Other women had told me they loved me, but never had the words made me feel like I was skydiving with a massive belly tickle from falling in free air. I swallowed hard. “Yes Violet, I think you should tell him.”
 
   “He knows I love him.” She played with my earlobe, her lips curled up in a smile. “I’ve loved him for so long, it doesn’t really make a difference to him, I think.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” I said in a strained voice.
 
   “And you, have you told the one who got away that you love her?” she asked me with a raised brow. 
 
   The connection between us was intense and I knew she was asking me to go first. And after how I’d behaved in recent weeks, who could blame her? 
 
   “I’m not sure she’s ready to hear how I really feel about her. We haven’t dated or been a couple, you see… so maybe she wants to start out slow before I throw the L word at her,” I said analyzing every movement on her face. 
 
   “Maybe. But you said you’ve known her for years, right?” 
 
   “Yes. I was only fourteen the first time I saw her.” 
 
   “Sweet. You were children then.”
 
   “Yes, but she hasn’t been a child for a long time now,” I pulled her closer, letting her feel how my body was responding to her. “In fact, she’s grown into the most amazing and sexy woman you could ever imagine.”
 
   A shy smile erupted on her face, making her eyes sparkle even more brightly. 
 
   “Once, I had to help her remove some glass splinters.”
 
   “Ouch.” 
 
   “Yes… and to do so, I had her spread out on her dining table half-naked. It was the most erotic sight I’ve ever seen and I’ve fantasized about taking her in that position ever since.”
 
   “There’s a table here…” she said and wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
   “I know… and security surveillance.” I laughed.
 
   “Maybe if you went to her house, she would let you take her just like in your illicit fantasy.”
 
   Jeez… I think I could have poked a hole in hard metal with the boner in my pants. 
 
   “You think so?” 
 
   Violet must have felt how aroused I was because my breathing had changed and my hands were boring into her skin. “I think she would,” she said in a voice as soft as velvet. “Maybe she has fantasized about that night as many times as you have. Maybe she wanted you to take her on that table.”
 
   “Christ,” I moaned in a breathy voice and let my forehead rest on her collarbone. 
 
   “You would probably have to be brave enough to tell her what she means to you first though,” she suggested.
 
   I slowly lifted my head and traced her lips with my fingers, literally shaking with desire for her. “Violet.” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I think about you constantly and when you’re close to me I crave to touch you, and...” I paused. 
 
   “And?” she whispered. 
 
   “And the thought of you with someone else makes my heart black with anger… I want you for myself.”
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Because I love you.”
 
   She gave me a radiant smile. 
 
   “I’m not going to lie,” I added. “I don’t always understand you, and some of the things you say and do seem odd to me, but there is no one I would rather be close to than you.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” she watched me through hooded eyes that made her look even more sexy. 
 
   “I’m sure! You are the kindest and most authentic person I know, and I trust you completely.”
 
   “Do you trust that I’m not a fraud?” she asked. 
 
   My answer came without hesitation. “Yes.”
 
   “Good, that’s important to me.”
 
   “Now that you know how I feel, maybe you can share how you feel?” I encouraged her. 
 
   “You know how I feel,” she said. “You’ve known for over ten years that I loved you.” She took my hand and started pulling me toward the chair with her jacket. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. I think I might have a glass splinter that you never got out… could you maybe take a look at it?” she winked and I grinned widely. 
 
   “Definitely… it would be my pleasure.”
 
   “Then why don’t you spend the night at my house? It might take you a while to search for such a small piece of glass.”
 
   “Yes, especially for someone as slow as me.” I squeezed her hand.
 
   All the way to her house I used all my energy to act like a gentleman and suppress urges that were completely new to me. I had been in several relationships, and even been engaged to be married, but no woman had made me feel like a caveman inside. It was a physical craving, much stronger than any normal sexual desire. A primeval need to be inside Violet and make her mine. 
 
   The moment she closed her front door I gave in to those desires, picked her up, and carried her to the dining table while kissing her violently. 
 
   Violet’s hands were in my hair, tucking and pulling and with her sweet moans and closed eyes I knew she wanted it as much as I did. 
 
   I sat her down on the table and told myself to take it slow. 
 
   “I love you,” I whispered and bit her earlobe gently. 
 
   “Then show me,” she whispered back. 
 
   My hands trembled when I undressed her, not because I was nervous, but because I was holding back from ripping the clothes off her body. 
 
   When I got to her jeans, I couldn’t control myself any longer and jerked them off in harsh movements. There she was, as I had envisioned it a million times, on her dining table with her legs slightly spread and her eyes blazing with desire for me. 
 
   “You look fucking gorgeous,” I groaned and she pushed up, reaching for my neck, pulling me in for another long kiss. 
 
   “Jake.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ve got to be careful when you take me.”
 
   “I won’t hurt you.”
 
   “I know, but we both want it so much. This is our first time together and I don’t want it to be over in a minute.”
 
   She was right. If I took her now, I would come in no time. Just the sight of her on the table was enough to make my balls hard and tight. 
 
   “I need to be inside you so badly,” I groaned.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve waited for you, remember?”
 
   “I should have been your first.” The minute I said it, I felt a deep regret inside me. Why wasn’t I her first?
 
   “It doesn’t matter. You can be my last.”
 
   “So you’re not a virgin?”
 
   “Jake, I’m twenty-seven.”
 
   “Who was it?” I stood with my head against hers, my heart racing with possessiveness. 
 
   “A boyfriend in college. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “How many?” I asked like a fucking masochist. 
 
   “Two,” she admitted softly.  
 
   “Was Adam the other?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I knew it. I fucking knew it,” I sputtered. The glimpse I had seen of them together had been of him going down on her, and there had been the slight hope that it had stopped at that. 
 
   She lifted my head to gaze into my eyes. “I’m not going to ask how many you’ve had or who was your first.”
 
   I nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter because from now on it’s just you and me.”
 
   “Yes,” she kissed me again and I squeezed her to me.
 
   “I’m never letting you go and you’ll stay away from Adam.” I growled low. 
 
   She pushed back a little and tilted her head ever so slightly. “Do you doubt my loyalty?”
 
   “No.” I caressed her again.  “I’m just terrified of losing you now that I’ve finally realized what you mean to me.”
 
   My answer relaxed her and her eyes softened when she broke into a flirtatious smile. “Remind me again what I mean to you?” she teased. 
 
   “Everything… you mean everything to me.”
 
   She didn’t smile, grin, or chuckle. Her breathing picked up and her eyes blazed with possessiveness as she started to undress me, opening up my shirt and letting her tongue play with my nipples. 
 
   The desire radiating from her, and the words spoken between us had my body humming on all cylinders. My hands threaded through her hair, my jaw clenched in concentration, and my thoughts ran wild. I wanted it to be good for her… but that primeval call to claim her was so strong that I wasn’t myself. The gentle lover who would have kissed her and used my fingers and tongue to make sure she reached an orgasm before I took her, was long gone. 
 
   I normally pride myself on being an evolved man, capable of using all three parts of my brain, but in that moment the two more refined parts flickered out of reach and I was reduced to using my reptilian brain. 
 
   “Got to have you,” I groaned and unzipped my pants. 
 
   Violet helped push my pants down and laid back on the table opening herself up for me. 
 
   “Fucking need you so bad it hurts.”
 
   She lifted her ass when I pulled her panties off and it was a rush to see her bend her knees and spread her legs wide for me. 
 
   With greedy hands I touched her, spread her folds and moaned when I saw the pink wetness waiting for me. Mine I thought and growled low as I stroked my hard cock slowly up and down, spreading the pre-cum all over my shaft. 
 
   “Come here,” she said and reached out her arms to me. Like a man under a spell, I bent over her; trapping her arms above her head and looking deeply into her eyes. “What about protection,” I whispered. “I don’t have any.”
 
   “Neither do I,” she whispered back, her eyes glowing.
 
   There were a few seconds of silent communication between us. I wanted her enough to risk anything, and pressed slowly against her entrance, giving her the chance to say “stop”. But she didn’t. 
 
   Instead Violet pressed against me, just enough to make the tip of my cock enter her. 
 
   Okay, so she’s willing to take a risk too. The thought was extremely arousing. I had no diseases, but there was the chance I could impregnate her. 
 
   Fuck, it was the biggest turn on that she surrendered like this. Gave me power to bond myself to her for life. A desire so raw I would have sworn it didn’t exist inside of me, took over.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
   “For what?” she whispered back. 
 
   “For this.” I groaned as I pushed deep inside her. 
 
   The way I took her was animalistic and primitive. There were no loving words or gentle strokes. I fucked her as I held her arms down. Violet looked into my eyes and arched her back, making sweet moans that drove me crazy. It felt so good I wasn’t sure which of my two heads would explode first.
 
   Mine, mine, mine… The word looped on endless repeat in in my mind as I pounded in and out of her with the table shaking violently beneath us.  
 
   “Easy… let me get used to your size,” she breathed and I placed my head against her neck panting and desperately trying to get my emotions under control. 
 
   “You’re so damn tight and delicious that it makes me lose control,” I muttered against her neck. 
 
   Violet made a contented sigh, and when I let go of her arms and grabbed a hold of her hips, she swung her legs around my waist and folded her arms around my neck. 
 
   “I’m ready for more,” she said playfully and ended that sentence in a breathy “Ahhh,” because I was already pumping in and out of her again. With Violet wrapped around me and our bodies merged together, I was in heaven. It felt fucking incredible and I kept going, unable to get enough of her. There was sex. And then there was sex with Violet, and those were in two different categories. 
 
   “Feels so good,” I moaned and knew I was close to coming. Violet opened her eyes, a smile of deep satisfaction spread across her face and then she spoke one word that pushed me over the edge. 
 
   “Forever.”
 
   It made me come like a cannon, emptying myself inside her in a series of heavy bursts, my eyes on her the whole time. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
   The Vision
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   I wanted this magical night to go on forever. Jake and I were both insatiable and after that first initial time on the dinner table we continued in my bedroom. 
 
   “Why didn’t we do this sooner?” Jake asked me as we lay completely spent across my bed.
 
   “Because you didn’t want me.” I chuckled and poked him in his ribs. 
 
   “If I had known sex with you would be this way, I would have knocked down Christian for telling me to stay away from you.”
 
   “It is special, isn’t it?” I mused with a happy grin on my face. 
 
   Jake turned his head and gave me a long thoughtful glance. “Nothing comes close to this.”
 
   “I agree…” I cropped myself up on my elbow and covered my naked body. “I have to say though, that I’m a bit surprised.”
 
   “About what?” 
 
   “It’s just that I didn’t expect you to be so aggressive in bed… you seem way to nice for that, except for that kiss in the car of course.”
 
   Jake covered his eyes with his arm and started groaning. “I know… I’m so sorry… I wasn’t myself.” He sounded mortified so I tried to make him feel better. “This last time was different,” I said. “You were more gentle and I loved that thing you did with your tongue. I can’t believe you made me come three times.” 
 
   He rolled over and faced me. “Violet. I wish our first time together could have been sweet and romantic. You deserved that, but I had more than ten years of pent up desire for you, and I couldn’t control myself. Sorry you had to see me like a beast.”
 
   I laughed and weaved my hands through his hair, once again admiring the rare combination of his blond hair and brown eyes. “Hey, you should know by now that beasts and monsters don’t scare me. I loved seeing you so passionate and wouldn’t have wanted our first time to be any different.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he said, looking skeptical. 
 
   “Are you kidding me? What woman doesn’t want to be devoured by her lover?” 
 
   “You want to hear something crazy?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Jennifer told me I was boring in bed.”
 
   “No way?” I gaped at him. “She must have been out of her mind.”
 
   Jake fiddled with the bed spread. “No, it’s true, she said I wasn’t dominant or inventive enough. But apparently she changed her mind because she came up to me at work today and told me she missed having sex with me.”
 
   Wow… I did not need to hear that last part. It made all my insecurities blow up inside me. How was I supposed to feel about Jake seeing Jennifer at work every day and at the same time knowing that she was trying to get back together with him. 
 
   “Hey… what’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
   “Nothing.” I pulled myself up to a sitting position and rested my back against the headboard. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have told you about Jennifer,” he pondered aloud. 
 
   “No, it’s fine. I don’t want you to hold back around me. No secrets between us ever again. It’s fine.”
 
   “I don’t want you to hold back around me either, so tell me what you’re thinking,” he said and got up to sit next to me, crossing his legs at his ankles.   
 
    “How would you feel if I worked with Adam every day and you knew he was trying to get me to sleep with him?”
 
   “I would hate it!” he admitted. “So tell me again… what happened between you two?”
 
   “Don’t change the subject. I don’t trust Jennifer.”
 
   “Neither do I and that’s why I’m not with her. Besides, what I just experienced with you tonight trumps every sexual encounter I’ve ever had.” He lifted my chin with a finger and looked deeply into my eyes. “You better clear a drawer for my clothes, because I’m sleeping with you from now on.” The intense joy and warmth shining from his eyes made me feel a bit better, but there was still that doubt inside me.
 
   “How do I know you won’t regret it? I’m still the weird psychic and I know you don’t like that part of me.”
 
   Jake toyed with my hair for a bit. “It’s more accurate to say that I don’t understand that part of you. But I’m a scientist; it’s my job to study the unknown and make sense of it.” Jake took my hand and stroked his thumb over my knuckles. “This is how it should have been from the beginning?”
 
   That made me laugh. “Hopefully, you don’t mean that. We were way too young to have sex when we met.”
 
   “Very funny…” he scrunched his face at me. “I didn’t mean from the beginning, beginning. I just meant the talking and laughing part…” he trailed off. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I feel bad that I didn’t try harder, that I didn’t fight for you.” He lifted his gaze and his deep brown eyes looked sad. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about your vision of us together?“  
 
   I snorted. “Come on, Jake. How could I? You already thought I was crazy and we were never close enough to share things like that.”
 
   He looked down. “Do you remember that kid, Mc’Aden?”
 
   Pain welled up inside me. “Yes.” 
 
   “Did you ever wonder if I heard the rumors?” Jake asked.  
 
   I nodded. I had always hoped that he hadn’t since he was in college at the time. 
 
   “That first year in College, I came home for winter break and people told me that you had been with a bunch of guys.”
 
   I cut him off. “It was all lies…” 
 
   “I figured that much.” He gave me a reassuring smile and kissed my forehead. “Anyway, I didn’t want Christian to know because he was already so worried about you.”
 
   I lowered my head, pushing away unpleasant memories of my teen years.
 
   “I went to have a little chat with Mc’Aden and some of his friends,” Jake continued. 
 
   “I didn’t know that,” I said. 
 
   “Good, you weren’t supposed to know. I wasn’t alone either. I knew Mc’Aden would be with his pals, so I brought Jameson and Brown with me.”
 
   I frowned because those names didn’t ring a bell. 
 
   “Big football players… they played with Christian… senior year,” Jake said to jog my memory. “You might not remember them, but I guarantee you that Mc’Aden and his friends will never forget any of us.”
 
   “Did you guys threaten them?”
 
   “That was the plan, but then they started talking shit, so we beat them up.”
 
   “Really? 
 
   Jake was always the one to get Christian out of confrontations. For him to seek out a fight seemed out of character. “I’m surprised. I mean, I’ve seen Christian fight several times, but you, why would you bother?” I asked. 
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” He blinked. “They were claiming to have taken what I couldn’t touch. You!” 
 
   “But didn’t they admit it wasn’t true?”
 
   “Of course. Mc’Aden and his little friends were scared shitless and admitted to spreading false rumors about you. I chose Jameson and Brown because they both have younger sisters and they were as furious as I was.”
 
   “Is that why the rumors stopped? I always thought it was because I started dressing so conservatively,” I said slowly.  
 
   “Probably a bit of both.”
 
   “And you never told Christian?” I asked.
 
     No, but Jameson did a few years later.” 
 
   “I wonder why he never mentioned it to me,” I pondered out loud. “I always thought I could read Christian like an open book, but I’m realizing there are several things he has managed to hide from me.”
 
   “And vice versa,” Jake pointed out. “Christian bought into your story that nothing happened between you and Adam.”
 
   “Let’s keep it that way.”
 
   Jake became serious. “I still don’t understand what happened between you and Adam. You don’t seem the type to have short flings or one-night stands. Why didn’t it work out?”
 
   I took a minute before I answered. “It was just after you had told me I was a joke.” A ghost of pain flashed over Jake’s face, but I continued. “Adam offered me something I needed very much. He made me feel desired and appreciated and when we got back to my place, he was honest with me that it could never be more than a night between us. He made me smile and laugh again and it was a very healing experience. But I guess that’s what he does. He heals people.” 
 
   Jake cleared his throat. “Right. I feel like an even bigger shit now. I can’t believe I said those nasty things to you.” He squeezed my hand. “But why didn’t he want more than a night?” 
 
   “Neither of us wanted a long-distance relationship and Adam has this thing…”
 
   “What thing?”
 
   “He’s determined that he’ll only marry a Native American woman.”
 
   “Are you sure you and Adam were just a one-night thing?”
 
   “Yes, I’m absolutely sure. I’ve seen into his future and I’m not in it.”
 
   “Wanna tell me about it?” Jake asked. 
 
   “No, it’s Adam’s business only.”  
 
   “And my future?” Jake smiled.  “Why don’t you tell me about my future?”
 
   I gave him a speculative glance. “I already told you what I saw for you and me. But there is always free will.”
 
   His smile widened. “So let me get this straight. You saw us married with kids, but it doesn’t have to come true unless we want it to.”
 
   “That’s right.”  
 
   “So then the question becomes ‘do we want your vision to become our reality’?’”
 
   It was surreal to me that I was facing that question from Jake, when only six hours ago I had walked into his work place thinking there wasn’t a chance for us in this lifetime. 
 
   “Violet.” Jake turned his body to face me and kissed the back of my hand. “I know it took me way too long, but I’m here now and I love you. I say we go all in.”
 
   “All in… what do you mean?”
 
   “Papers, commitment, living together. You know, the whole package.”
 
   “Papers? Wait… as in a marriage certificate?” I asked with my brows lifted.
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   His proposal was nowhere close to what I had spent endless teen years fantasizing it would be. First of all, he was naked with tousled hair. No soft music played, he had no ring for me, and no public audience held their breath waiting for my answer. But none of that mattered and my answer rang out as clear as it had been in all my fantasies. 
 
   “Yes, of course I’ll marry you, Jake.”
 
   He raised his hands in the air and grinned. “Yes.” 
 
   I grinned back at him feeling a wild burst of happiness taking over my entire body.
 
   “And when we decide to have children,” he whispered and leaned in to kiss me again. “They’ll have the best mom in the world.”  
 
   “If we’re lucky, they’ll be as smart as their dad.” 
 
   Jake’s eyes moistened and when he leaned his head against mine, I knew it was because he didn’t want me to see how close he was to crying. “Or as pretty and kind as their mom,” he whispered softly, his hand sliding over my abdomen. “Who knows, we might have created a son or daughter tonight.”
 
    “Maybe,” I said and sniffled a bit because I too was getting very emotional. “But I hope not. Call me selfish but I really don’t want to share you yet.”
 
   He kissed me softly and hugged me tightly. “I guess I’ll have to forgive Christian then.” His body shook with a small laugh. “This will be the second time I ask him to be my best man in only two months.”
 
   It wasn’t funny, but we had to find some humor in the madness. 
 
   “He’s going to think we’ve gone raving mad. Who decides to get married after only one night together?” I asked. 
 
   “You’re right.” He chuckled. “We better prepare for all the warnings about moving too fast. But I don’t care. We’re not teenagers and this is what I want.”
 
   “Christ,” I shook my head with a sudden realization. “Do you have any idea how nightmarish our wedding is going to be?”
 
   Jake stopped laughing and then he took a deep breath. “Christian gave us his blessing and your parents like me, but that’s about the only positive thing I can think off right now.”
 
   “True, and have no doubt that your parents are gonna flip out when you tell them you exchanged brainy Jennifer for wacky Violet, and I can just hear my parents clapping their hands expecting that now that I’m marrying a respectable and normal guy like you, I’ll finally give up on my crazy fetish with the occult and move to the suburbs to raise their grandchildren.”
 
   Jake gave me a wicked smile. “So you’re saying we shouldn’t go house hunting on the east side just yet?”
 
   “Not ever.”
 
   “You know what, if you’re so stressed out about our parents’ reaction, then why don’t we just elope?” Jake suggested. “I don’t need a big wedding, do you?”
 
   I lit up. “No, absolutely not! But I would never forgive Christian if he got married without me,” I said. “My brother has to be there, so how about we invite a few close friends?”
 
   “Okay,” Jake agreed. “What about Cia. She’s your best friend, isn’t she?” 
 
   “There’s only Cia and Melody. I’ll ask them both, maybe Daniel and Darren too.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll ask Matt to be there. He was my roommate in college and is a close friend of mine.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Vegas or Hawaii?” Jake asked. 
 
   “I don’t know. What do you think?”
 
   “Vegas for the wedding. Hawaii for the honeymoon.” 
 
   I raised both brows. “Let’s not go crazy. I don’t have that kind of money.”
 
   Jake gave me a charming smile. “You’re forgetting that I’ve been saving for my wedding with Jennifer. Besides, Christian and Matt can pay for their own plane tickets. They’re both loaded.”
 
   “So can Melody, if she comes along. A trip to Vegas will be nothing to her.”
 
   “Great… then let’s do it,” Jake said with excitement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   Viva Las Vegas
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   The control freak in me wanted to shout, “this is going too fast Jake,” but like a possessed person I was determined to let nothing else come between Violet and me. I had been in love before, but never in a state of euphoria like this. It was almost a bit surreal with our constant need to touch, kiss, talk, and make love at every given chance. 
 
   We stayed in bed the first two days, doing nothing but exploring and bonding. We talked about the past and it was interesting to hear her perspective on situations I had mostly forgotten about. Like the time she walked in on me and Christian making out with our girlfriends in her parent’s living room. 
 
   We laughed together - a lot, but there were also times when I held her close and listened quietly as she told about the traumatic events that led to her lonely teenage years. I knew about it of course, but had never heard her side of the story. 
 
   When she started crying, I kissed her and promised her that I would never turn my back on her like her friends had back then. I promised her that from now on, it would be me and her together. It was an easy promise to make because those were the promises I wanted from her too. 
 
   Late Sunday night, we ventured out of our love bubble and went by Christian’s place for a surprise visit. 
 
   The moment he opened the door and saw us standing hand in hand was priceless. The always talkative Christian, was struck speechless and it took him a while to get past the obvious questions of ‘how and when’. 
 
   “It just happened,” Violet said. “But we’ve decided that we won’t waste any more time fiddling around so we’re getting married in Vegas next weekend.”
 
   At this point Christian stood in his living room, wearing a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt, looking like he was recovering from yet another round of hangover.
 
   His eyes dotted from me to Violet and back again. “You’re joking, right?” he said with a hint of uncertainty in his voice.
 
   “No, we’re not. You gave us your blessing, so what’s the problem?” I asked.
 
   He made a grimace. “Are you out of your mind?”   
 
   We didn’t answer.
 
   “You can’t just get married. It doesn’t work that way.”
 
   “Says who?” Violet asked defensively. 
 
   “Says everybody,” he half-shrieked and then he calmed himself and held up a hand, looking like he was internally counting to ten. “Look, I can appreciate that you love my sister, Jake, but why not date for a year and see how you feel about each other? You just got out of an engagement with Jennifer and I don’t want my sister to be hurt because she’s just a re-bound to you. Those relationships never last.”
 
   “This relationship will last, because we’re getting married,” I said but that only made him scoff. 
 
   “You think marriage offers a guarantee? You do realize that people get divorced all the time, right?”   
 
   Violet squeezed my hand and let go, taking a step toward Christian. “You know I love you and that it means a lot to me to have you at my wedding, right? It’s happening next weekend in Vegas, whether you approve or not. Please come.”
 
   Christian closed his eyes and after a few seconds he nodded. “Of course I’ll be there.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Violet hugged him. “But you can’t tell anyone, because we’re eloping.”
 
   He shook his head with a small smile. “I should have known nothing about your wedding would be sane or normal. A Las Vegas wedding… why not?”
 
   “I could use a best man,” I said and Christian took a deep intake of air. “Give me a second to catch up here. The last time you left my apartment you shouted at me and slammed the door. I tried calling you a million times and you persistently ignored me, and then you turn up here out of the blue with Violet to tell me you’re getting married to my sister and want me to be your best man.”
 
   “That sums it up pretty accurately,” I agreed. 
 
   “So no hard feelings for coming between you two then?” he asked me. 
 
   “You can earn my forgiveness by being my best man.”
 
   “Wait a minute. If Christian is your best man, then who’s gonna give me away?” Violet asked. 
 
   I turned my head and met Violet’s questioning eyes. 
 
   “You want Christian to give you away?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s my only male relative there…”
 
   “How many are coming to this wedding?” Christian asked. 
 
   “Just a few friends. I’m going to ask Matt, and Violet is asking Cia, Melody, Darren, and Daniel.” 
 
   Christian moaned. 
 
   “Hey, she’s not that bad. Melody is actually really nice once you get to know her,” Violet insisted. “You should just give her a chance.”
 
   “It’s not just her, it’s Darren, too. Last time I saw him he practically groped me in Melody’s kitchen.”
 
   “Sorry about that,” Violet said with a wink. “I can’t help that he finds you irresistible.”
 
   Christian turned toward me. “You could ask Matt, but I would love to be your best man, and why can’t I do both?” 
 
   “I have no problem with that.” 
 
   “Great, then it’s settled,” Christian said. “I can’t believe we’re going to Vegas. I actually woke up this morning swearing to myself that I would never drink again, but I’ll make an exception for you guys. What hotel are we staying in?”
 
   “We don’t know yet. One of the big ones with a wedding chapel,” Violet said.
 
   “Okay, I have a few friends that owe me one. Do you want me to make the arrangements?”
 
   Violet broke into a wide smile. “That would be brilliant. Anything you can arrange is good, as long as we fly home man and wife.”   
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   When I called Cia to tell her the news, she thought I was kidding. It took her a while to accept that I was truly marrying Jake. But when she did, she was enormously happy for me and promised that she and Gabriel would both be there for the ceremony.  
 
   On Monday night, I met up with Darren, Daniel, and Melody to invite them to the wedding. 
 
   Daniel didn’t take it well. 
 
   He said he didn’t believe in marriage but I could tell he was afraid that I’d forget about him. He already felt like he’d lost Cia when she married Gabriel and moved away.  
 
   I understood his pain, but it wasn’t going to stop me from marrying the man I loved and luckily both Darren and Melody were happy to go to Vegas for the weekend. Melody even agreed to invite her new boyfriend Michael, when I suggested she should. 
 
   With Matt on Jake’s side, that made the wedding party nine people in total.  
 
   My week with Jake was hectic but romantic and I was still on cloud nine. Before I knew, it we left for the airport, met up with Darren, Christian, Melody and her new boyfriend Michael and took a plane to Vegas to check in to The Venetian. Christian knew a guy who had gotten us an exceptional deal.  
 
   Everything was going perfectly. I could have pinched myself as I stood in the impressive foyer with people who accepted me, and Jake by my side constantly touching me lovingly in some small way or another. 
 
   But in the back of my mind there was this fear that it was just a matter of time before my bubble would burst. Nothing in my life had ever been easy. 
 
   “I love you,” Jake whispered to me and kissed me on my hair. 
 
   “I love you too,” I whispered back and gave him a warm smile. 
 
   That smile evaporated quickly when a group of seven loud women entered the foyer. 
 
   The bubble busters had arrived!
 
   I saw them before they saw me and every nerve ending on my body tensed up. Six of them had been my friends in high school and of all the horrible things that had been said about me, their betrayal had been the worst.
 
   I had known these women since elementary school and trusted them. That trust had been shattered to pieces when they collectively turned their back on me when my life had come crumbling down. 
 
   They could have helped me. Instead, they stabbed me in the back, spreading more lies about me.  
 
   In the front of the group was Leilani Clark. Apparently, nothing had changed; she had been the queen bee back then and from the way she led the group, I got the feeling she still was. 
 
   The seventh woman in the group was Janine, who was the older sister of Leilani. She and Christian used to be teenage sweethearts and I only remember her being kind to me, but then again, she had already graduated and left for college when ‘the incident’ happened. 
 
   Even through my filter of loathing for them, I couldn’t deny that they looked fabulous, all of them. 
 
   Styled, tanned, happy – just like they had been when we went to high school. 
 
   “Oh my god, it’s Jake Parker and Christian Robertson,” Ava almost shouted and in seconds the swarm of bees was upon us. 
 
   I wasn’t the only one who had a crush on Jake back in high school, but more of them had been interested in Christian. Of course Janine, his old flame, gave him a huge hug and told him how good he looked and how she hadn’t seen him in forever. 
 
   Leilani, the queen bee, told Jake that she met his mom down in QFC the other day and all of them made it sound like we were all best friends, when the truth was I didn’t like any one of them, except maybe Janine by default. 
 
   Darren and Melody seemed to buy into it and joined the chit chat. I almost died when Melody told the “Piranhas” we were going to be in the hotel nightclub later. 
 
   Truth be told, I wanted to be the bigger person and not hate every single one of my former friends, but I couldn’t look at them without remembering the pain of eating lunch alone or being ignored in the hallways and class rooms by friends I had grown up with and known since kindergarten. And I’d never forget the rumors, the name calling, and the loneliness I suffered at their hands. 
 
   I said as little as possible, and noticed that although Christian and Jake were polite, they weren’t thrilled to see Leilani and her gang either.
 
   “What’s the occasion?” Jake asked them.
 
   “It’s our yearly Vegas Weekend,” Leilani explained. “We started the tradition six years ago and it’s so much fun.” 
 
   They were too self-centered to ask us about our occasion, and although a juvenile part of me was dying to slam in their faces that I was marrying Jake Parker, I kept quiet. 
 
   Similarly, I thought about telling the others how I felt about the women, but ultimately decided against it. No way would I give up a minute of this wonderful weekend to talk about them or the past. I wouldn’t give the “Piranhas” that kind of power over me. 
 
   “Let’s meet for dinner in twenty minutes… I’m hungry,” Darren said as we stood cramped in the elevator on our way up to our rooms. Everyone agreed, except Christian who was meeting up with his friend that worked at the hotel. 
 
   “Tell him I said ‘thank you’, and come find us as soon as you can,” I told Christian when we split up. 
 
   The Venetian is a huge hotel with thousands of rooms and the suite that Christian secured was ridiculously opulent with a nice view of the mountains. The colors were gold, beige, white, and all the heavy furniture were kept in dark wood.  
 
   “This place is bigger than my house,” I said and twirled around in the living room. “Wow, Jake, isn’t this amazing?”
 
   Jake smiled and pulled me close. “You are amazing,” he whispered against my neck. 
 
   It was a good thing that Darren had set a time to meet for dinner, because otherwise, I don’t think Jake and I would have left the gorgeous suite – it even had flowers, strawberries and a bottle of Champagne with compliments from Christian.
 
   “Where do you want to eat?” I asked when we were all gathered again.
 
   Melody laughed. “You should decide. It’s your wedding weekend.”
 
   “I could eat a pizza… this being Italian and all,” Michael suggested and looked around at the beautiful imitation of Venice. 
 
   The hotel is so large it boasts actual canals in the foyer where guests can ride in real gondolas both inside and outside. 
 
   The majestic ceiling reminded me of the Sistine chapel in Rome, with a fresco covering the arched ceiling in the registration area. My favorite part was the indoor arcade that was a replica of Italy with the arched ceiling painted as a sky and cozy shops and restaurants along the cobblestone street next to the canal. That’s where we found a small Italian restaurant and had the best Italian food I’ve ever tasted.
 
   Matt arrived from Virginia and joined us right before we entered the night club. 
 
   He was a really nice guy that Darren instantly took a liking too. The two of them seemed to share the same dirty humor and laughed a lot. 
 
   In fact, we all laughed a lot, until I didn’t laugh anymore. 
 
   Leilani and her Piranhas joined us in the nightclub and instantly adopted Darren as some kind of bestie. The man had turned up in the airport wearing a tiara that said Las Vegas and acted hysterical if we tried to take it from him, but lo and behold if Leilani wasn’t dancing around with the thing on her head now. 
 
   Ava only had to wave a finger at Matt to get him on the dance floor and Melody and Michael were dancing too. 
 
   That left only Jake on my left side to be a buffer against me and my former friends. Of course, Jane took the chance to move closer and question me. 
 
   Jane is Korean and in high school she used to wear her long black hair down to the small of her back. Now it was cut short in a stylish hairdo that made her look like a modern businesswoman. She probably was since I remembered her always getting good grades, but I wasn’t interested in her job status.
 
   “I can’t believe you and Jake are really a couple now,” she said and raised her drink to me. “Good for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I heard you went to college. What did you study again?”
 
   “Anthropology,” I said without looking at her.
 
   “That’s right. Cheers to that.” She clinked my glass and took a sip from her pink straw in a fancy drink. “I sometimes think of you, you know,” she said and it made me turn my head and look at her. Jane was a follower. She hadn’t been the most aggressive of the girls, but she hadn’t done anything to stop the bullying either.
 
   “I’m married now with two bonus children, and one of them is like you.”
 
   “Like me how?”
 
   She shrugged. “You know different. I would describe him as socially challenged… people don’t like him much.”
 
   What the hell – I had been just fine until I was sixteen.
 
   “I see how sad he gets when kids pick on him and then I feel bad for him.”
 
   “And what do you tell him then?”
 
   “I just tell him to find some other friends. You know some who are more like him.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow and gave her a cold stare. “Let me explain something to you, Jane. The only people who are socially challenged, as you call it, are people like you and your friends here.” I nodded my head toward the other women. “You are so socially handicapped that you lack the most fundamental part of humanity. It’s called empathy. It’s that little thing that makes us accept people who are different from us and stops us from hurting others for our own amusement.”
 
   Jane made a pout. “So you’re still angry with us.”
 
   I snorted. “How I feel is none of your business. You stopped earning the privilege to know how I feel, the minute you ridiculed me like a leper. I owe you nothing.”
 
   Laura, one of the other six girls, bumped down on Jane’s lap and wrapped her arm around Jane’s neck with a drunken movement. “What are you two bitches talking about.” She grinned and planted a wet kiss on Jane’s cheek. 
 
   “Oh, just catching up with Violet, you know,” Jane said.
 
   Laura arched her brow and studied me for a second. “So you’re with Jake now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Without warning she leaned over and poked a finger into Jake’s shoulder. “Hey, Parker,” she shouted and he turned his head.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid you’re going to end up like Tim?”
 
   I froze up and Jake hesitated before he spoke with a frown. “No, I’m not.”
 
   Laura wiggled a drunken finger at me. “Don’t think we’ve forgotten about all your creepy voodoo stuff… Leilani told me you’re a gypsy now, working at the circus telling people’s fortunes for pocket change.” Her smirk made me boil inside and I wanted Jake to defend me but he looked uncomfortable as hell and didn’t speak up. 
 
   I’m not letting them ruin my night. I’m not giving them that satisfaction. I got up and signaled for Jake that I wanted to dance, but in reality I just wanted to get away from those horrible women.  
 
   Shortly after, Christian walked in and waved at me and Jake. 
 
   Bam! The Piranhas hovered over him like he was a piece of fresh meat and three of them surrounded him and got him on to the dancefloor, where to my horror, my brother got into a full blown dirty dancing performance with the women who had ruined my teen years. 
 
   He knew! 
 
   Christian might not have been at the high school when the bullying happened, but he knew about it. I had told him. 
 
   How could he act like he liked them? It felt like a betrayal and I didn’t want to dance any longer. 
 
    We returned to our seats and shortly after Melody and Michael stopped dancing too. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Melody asked and took a seat next to me.  
 
   “Sure.” I gave her a smile that didn’t reach my eyes. 
 
   Ava who has always been the cute blond in the group, leaned over Melody, talking with a slur. “Oh my God, your brother was the hottest guy at school. I can’t believe he’s still single.”
 
   “Yeah, he doesn’t seem in a hurry to settle down,” I said dryly and tried not to look at the dance floor. 
 
   “We already made a bet who gets him tonight and how many he can handle at once,” Ava shouted over the music. 
 
   Melody tried to push Ava back in her own seat. “I don’t think Violet wants to hear about your lust for her brother,” she protested. 
 
   “Relax,” Ava told her with a giggle. “Violet has been used to it since Middle School, haven’t you?” 
 
   I looked away. Yes, I had been used to girls asking about Christian for as long as I could remember. 
 
   “And now with him being so rich and successful it’s probably much worse, isn’t it?” Ava continued. 
 
   I felt like strangling her but settled for a sharp comment. “Yeah, it’s bad, but he’s a big boy, so I’m sure he can handle gold diggers when he sees them.”
 
   “What did you say?” Ava shouted and put a hand to her ear, but I didn’t repeat it.  
 
   Melody leaned up against me. “What did she mean about Christian being rich and successful?” she asked. “I didn’t know a Chef made a lot of money?”
 
   I had never told Melody what Christian did for a living but there was something in the way her question was formed that made me alert. “Don’t tell me you want him too?” I said ironically since everyone knew how much the two of them disliked each other… besides Melody was anything but a gold digger – she had her own money. 
 
   She wrinkled her nose up. “No, of course not. I’m with Michael and you know how annoying I find your brother.” 
 
   It was true, she did find him annoying, but I still wondered why she even bothered to reject the idea when an eye roll would have been enough. 
 
   “He’s not a Chef anymore. He used to be.” As I said it I saw Jake move into my peripheral view. He was being dragged to the dance floor by Leilani. It made me sit up straight and form both hands into fists. 
 
   She was an awful person, but still very beautiful with her athletic figure and big green eyes. The sight of her hands on Jake made me sick with jealousy. 
 
   Matt was talking to Nicole and looking very cozy. 
 
   Darren was having a blast on the dance floor with Laura and Maya.
 
   Christian was now dancing with Janine, Nadia, and Ava and they honestly looked like they should take it back to a hotel room.  
 
   The “Piranhas” had infiltrated and stolen my group. I didn’t have many friends to begin with so to see my friends party with my enemies filled me with irrational fear that they would somehow turn my friends against me. 
 
   And now Jake… how could he dance with another woman without asking me if I was okay with it, and Leilani of all people? 
 
   My heart raced too fast and a large knot formed in my belly, but even worse; I could feel bile rise in my throat as if I was going to be sick. 
 
   “Are you okay, Violet? What’s going on?” Melody asked me but I had tunnel vision and could only focus on getting the hell away from this flashback to my youth were everyone had a good time.
 
   Except me. 
 
   I practically kicked my way out when the people sitting in the half circle, didn’t move their feet fast enough. 
 
   I didn’t say where I was going, because I had no idea. It was a raw emotional breakdown and I didn’t want any witnesses. 
 
   Nevertheless, Melody followed me and caught up with me as I leaned against a railing outside, crying and gasping for breath. 
 
   “Violet, what happened in there? Talk to me, sweetie,” she said and pulled me in for a hug. I sobbed against her soft chest.  
 
   “It’s like being back in high school,” I admitted and dried my eyes. “I finally have my own friends… you know… people who like me and then they come and take all of you away from me.”
 
   “What do you mean? I’m right here,” she said with confusion.
 
   “Yes, but they have their claws in Christian, Darren, Matt, and even Jake – I hate it.”
 
   “Wait a minute.” Melody pulled me down onto a bench. “Are those the girls who bullied you in high school?” she asked. 
 
   I nodded. “Most people did, but the difference is that they used to be my best friends and it hurt so much when they wanted nothing to do with me after…” I trailed off.
 
   Melody caressed my hair. “You once told me that something happened when you were sixteen. What was it exactly?”
 
   “They found out about my abilities,” I explained. 
 
   “Yes, but how? What happened exactly?”
 
   I sighed, really not interested in thinking about the worst time of my life. A time I had done everything I could to suppress. 
 
   “You can trust me,” Melody encouraged me. 
 
   “Do you really want to know?” I asked.
 
   Melody dried away one of my tears and nodded softly. “Tell me about what happened to you.” 
 
   Closing my eyes, I started telling her and re-lived the whole thing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 22
 
   Haunting Memories
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   That morning began like most. 
 
   I was sixteen and worried mostly about what clothes to wear and how best to cover that annoying pimple on my forehead. 
 
   Leilani gave me a ride to school like she always did and we were laughing about stupid stuff and making plans for the party she was hosting in two weeks. 
 
   Life was relatively good and for years I had managed to hide the shameful thing about me that upset my parents so much that they’d sent me to one mental health professional after the other. It was our family secret and no one could know about it. 
 
   I’d been sitting in Mrs. Raffen’s class room trying to follow her explanation when a crippling headache hit me and knocked the breath out of my lungs. 
 
   I gasped out loud and started rocking back and forth in agony as images bombarded my mind of a young man, not much older than me, flung out of his car. 
 
   So vivid, it was like I was standing next to the car. A mangled wreck of twisted metal crashed against a lamp pole; looking at myself, blood on my hands… iron taste in my mouth. Confusion. Guilt. 
 
   Complete and utter devastation. 
 
   Only I was Violet and not a young man and I hadn’t been driving a car. 
 
   I tried to zoom out to understand where I was and I recognized the place, recognized the car, recognized the young man. 
 
   A hand shook my shoulder. “Are you okay, Violet?” 
 
   With my head still pounding mercilessly, I looked up at Mrs. Raffen and burst into tears. 
 
   “Slow down. I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she said when I tried to explain my visions to her.
 
   “Your son… he drove off the road… he crashed. Your son, Tim…. Tim he’s hurt.”
 
   Murmurs erupted all around me. 
 
   “That’s not even funny man…”
 
   “What a sick joke.”
 
   But I only looked at Mrs. Raffen who blinked down at me with fear and confusion on her face. 
 
   “I assure you Tim is fine; I saw him only this morning.”
 
   “No…” 
 
   And then Tim’s spirit appeared… standing right next to his mom, bloody and scared with tears of regret. “I’m sorry mom… I’m so sorry,” he kept repeating. 
 
   I was too distraught to think of the consequences of acknowledging his presence and spoke to her. “Tim is here; he says that he’s sorry…”
 
   “Stop it Violet… stop it right now!” she hissed. 
 
   But I couldn’t stop it and kept wailing as the sobs wracked my body. “He wants you to know he didn’t mean to do it; it was an accident.”
 
   Sirens sounded in the distance and more scowls and murmurs floated around me. 
 
   Mrs. Raffen found her cell phone and started calling her son, but I knew he would never again be able to pick up his phone and talk to her. 
 
   With sadness he looked from his mom to me. “Tell my mom that I love her and that I’m sorry. I should have worn my seat belt… she always told me to wear my seat belt and to keep my eyes on the road.”
 
   I sobbed… my heart ached to not only see the powerlessness radiate from him but also feel it. I was inside him. I felt his pain, his fear, his love, and his loss. And there was nothing I could do to help either one of them. 
 
   “Pick up Tim,” she muttered with the phone to her ear and moved around nervously. 
 
   “He can’t,” I tried to explained. “He’s dead.”
 
   “Shut up Violet, you’re scaring her,” someone called out, but I didn’t see who it was because I only had eyes for Mrs. Raffen who looked right back at me, tears welling up in her eyes. I know she saw the truth in my sadness, although at the moment she lived in denial and didn’t want to believe anything bad had happened.  
 
   “He’s up on 228th Ave…,” I said while more sirens were heard in the distance. 
 
   After that I don’t remember much. I mourned in a vacuum of shock and grief. I had seen dead people many times before, but never like this and never had I felt their pain so vividly. 
 
   It didn’t take long for my visions to be confirmed. 
 
   Tim had lost control of his car and collided with a lamppost. He wasn’t wearing his seat belt and had been flung out of the car; head injuries killed him on impact. 
 
   Maybe it’s human nature to reject what we don’t understand and certainly no one could explain how I had known what had happened to Tim. 
 
   I was questioned by the principal and the police before my parents were allowed to take me home. 
 
   And even though they couldn’t prove that I had any connection to the accident; rumors spread that I was responsible for Tim Raffen’s death. 
 
   He was my age, and many knew him from sports and elementary school. Personally I had only seen him once or twice since he didn’t go to our school but attended Eastlake High School just a few blocks from mine.
 
   Some said I was a psycho who had sabotaged his car to get attention. 
 
   Others said I was evil and had cursed him with some sort of witchcraft.  
 
   Most people agreed that I had spooky paranormal powers and kept their distance just to be safe. 
 
   All my friends turned on me without exception, agreeing that I was a freak. 
 
   Tim’s physical death became my social death. 
 
   Leilani only talked to me to let me know I was no longer invited to her party and she couldn’t give me the usual ride to school any more. After that, I was back on the school bus.  
 
   If I came into the cafeteria, people either stared like they had paid for a circus freak show or they turned their back on me. No one wanted to be my partner in classe activities and Mrs. Raffen refused to teach me. 
 
   I wanted to change schools, but my parents wouldn’t let me. I think it was a matter of pride to them. Taking me out of school would have been an admittance that I had done something wrong, and that would reflect poorly on them. 
 
   My mother in particular was furious at me for having revealed my dark secret and she often blamed me for the social decline my parents suffered because of it. 
 
   She would tell me things like: “Do you have any idea how humiliating it is to see your friends bow their heads and pretend they don’t see you in the supermarket or at church?”
 
   I knew all too well how that felt. 
 
   I also knew how lonely it was to eat my lunch in the girl’s restroom, or watch other kids joke and smile only to clam up when I passed them. 
 
   I knew how it felt to lose all your friends in a single day and hear kids talk about parties and movie nights without getting an invitation. 
 
   I knew what it was like to see your locker littered with graffiti saying “Witch” and “Freak”. When I finally saved enough money to buy myself a small car, I found out what it felt like to walk out to the parking lot and see it completely trashed with the tires slashed, the windows broken and the spray painted words… “Burn witch” and “Die child of Satan.” 
 
   I walked home that Friday and cried all weekend. 
 
   My father insisted that the police be involved and in the end a girl was expelled from the school. I knew who she was, but had never spoken to her and couldn’t understand her anger toward me.
 
   Later that year, I chose to write about the Salem witch trials as a way to process my own journey. That was a mistake and only added fuel to the rumors that I truly was a witch. 
 
   There were days when I secretly wished I had the power to hurt them like Carrie from Stephen King’s book, but of course my abilities didn’t allow for it. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Melody listened quietly without interrupting me. 
 
   “Wow… I had no idea it was that bad.”
 
   I pulled my legs to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, resting my head on my knees.   
 
   “I was so full of anger for years, but I honestly thought that I had put it all behind me. Until I saw Leilani, Ava, and the others today. It’s like I’m that lonely, sad girl again.”
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” Melody leaned her head against mine and rubbed my back. “You’re not alone anymore. You never will be again. There’s nothing they can do to take any of us away from you.”
 
   I sniffled softly. “They were so mean to me. Not once did they ask me if I was all right or how I was doing.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Melody said with a hug. 
 
   I sat for a while, my eyes glazed over with memories. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Melody asked.
 
   “I’m supposed to be happy that I’m getting married tomorrow,” I whispered. “But right now I’m not even sure I want to. I don’t understand how Jake could be that insensitive and Christian…” I stopped talking, tears falling from my eyes again. “I know I should be a bigger person, but I feel so betrayed and rejected… like they picked sides and left me.”
 
   “No, no, no,” Melody shook her head. “Don’t say that. Jake is crazy about you and you will marry him tomorrow. This is just a bump in the road and you can’t let those mean girls take away your happiness. I won’t let you.” 
 
   I hid my head in my hands. “Right now, I don’t even want to see Jake. I just want to curl up in a ball and cry.”
 
   “Ohh, we’ve all been there sweetie, but you won’t find happiness in a fetal position. You’ve got to fight for what’s yours.”
 
   Melody was so incredibly strong… like Cia, who is one of the most fearless people I know. But I’m different. I rely on my intuition and my senses, not my sharp tongue.
 
   “I don’t like confrontations,” I said and received an incredulous stare from her. 
 
   “Are you kidding me? What the hell do you call an exorcism then?”
 
   “That’s hardly the same thing.”
 
   “Why the hell not? How can someone who fearlessly walks into a house and confronts demons and spirits head on, be afraid of confronting six skinny bitches?” Melody asked with her brows raised up high. “That makes no sense.”
 
   “To you,” I said and gave a sad smile. “Spirits and demons hold no power over me. Those women made my life a living hell for years.” I got up from the bench. “I’m not asking you to understand. I don’t think you’ve ever known what’s it’s like to be bullied.”
 
   Melody scoffed. “That’s because you haven’t grown up with my dad. Believe me I’ve taken plenty of verbal abuse! But you know what it taught me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That if you lie down flat, people will step on you,” she said, pragmatic. “It’s a universal law. So I want you to dust yourself off, raise your chin and claim your happiness, because you damn well deserve to be happy, Violet.”
 
   For a moment we stood in front of the Venetian, hugging each other, while waves of people passed us by.
 
   “Why don’t you go back to your room, eat some chocolate, take off your make-up, climb into your soft bed and think happy thoughts?” Melody suggested. “I’ll go find Jake and tell him what an idiot he is.”
 
   I nodded and walked arm in arm with Melody until we got to the bank of elevators where she gave me a goodnight kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Go get your beauty rest and focus on your happy wedding tomorrow.”
 
   I looked down. “I mean it… I don’t want to get married… not when I feel like this.”
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll feel better tomorrow. I promise,” she said, but in that tortured moment, I doubted it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    To marry or not to marry
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   When I first returned from dancing with Leilani, I thought Violet and Melody had gone to the ladies room. 
 
   Five minutes became ten and then fifteen, but they didn’t return. I asked Michael if he had seen them and although he didn’t seem too worried, he and Darren offered to go look for Violet and Melody outside the club while I did a lap inside the club searching for them. 
 
   I was getting more and more frantic when almost forty minutes had passed since I last saw them. Then Melody walked back in to the nightclub with a determined expression on her face. 
 
   “Melody,” I called out and got a bad feeling from the way her eyes shot daggers at me. 
 
   “You,” she said when we met in the middle, stabbing her pointer finger in the air. “What the hell were you doing dancing with that she-devil when you know damn well she has caused Violet years of misery? What the fuck is the matter with you?”
 
   All color left my face and I closed my eyes. The thought had occurred to me that my dance with Leilani might have been the reason for Violet’s disappearance. 
 
   “You have to be the stupidest and most insensitive man alive.” Melody threw her arms around and blistered my ears which I didn’t appreciate one bit. “On the night before your wedding? Those skinny bitches snake their way in, crook their fingers and then you, Matt, Darren, and Christian all jump to dance with them, completely ignoring how Violet might feel about it. Me, Darren and Matt had no clue who those toxic women were, but you and Christian,” she shouted and pointed back to the table. “I don’t even have words for what you’ve done tonight but you better go apologize because as of right now, Violet doesn’t want to marry you anymore.”
 
   Fuck! My eyes widened and my heart started hammering against my chest wall. 
 
   Christian came over. “Hey, where’s Violet?” he asked. 
 
   I raked my hands through my hair, feeling miserable, my mind shouting fuck, fuck, fuck on repeat. 
 
   “Where is my sister?” Christian asked again harshly and pinned Melody. “Is she all right?” 
 
   “No,” she said and placed her hands on her hips. “Violet is not all right and you two are to blame.”
 
   “What did I do?” Christian asked and looked to me for help. 
 
   “It’s mostly my fault,” I said and probably looked as miserable as I felt. We were here to celebrate our love and then I had ruined it all by dancing with her enemy. How stupid could a person be? “I’ll go talk to her and apologize,” I told them and hurried to our suite. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Violet lounged on the bed with the TV on when I walked in to the bedroom. 
 
   “Hey, sweetie,” I said as a small tester to see how she would react. 
 
   She didn’t even look at me, but kept her eyes on the TV, dismissing me.
 
   “What happened? Why did you leave?” I asked and crawled up on the bed to lie beside her.
 
   She moved away to create more space between us and when I touched her arm she shook my hand off. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “Please forgive me.”
 
   The light from the TV lit up the room just enough for me to see that her moist eyes.
 
   “Violet, please talk to me.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” she said and still refused to look at me. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt you; I just didn’t think one dance would be that big a deal to you.”
 
   Still no response. 
 
   “Tell me what you want me to do?”
 
   “I don’t want you to do anything. Just leave me alone.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   She looked so sad it ripped my heart out. Only last weekend, she had confessed how hard the last two years of high school had been for her. What the hell had I been thinking?”
 
   “Do you want to hit me?” I asked, remembering Christian’s lesson in women’s anger, but she just creased her brow and looked at me as if had lost my mind. 
 
   “Come hit my shoulder and tell me what an idiot I am,” I encouraged her. 
 
   She ignored me. 
 
   “Melody said you didn’t want to marry me anymore… is that true?” My stomach hurt so much from the possibility I felt like I might throw up. 
 
   Very slowly, Violet turned her head and looked at me with a sadness that chilled the inner chambers of my heart. “I don’t know how I feel about anything right now. It’s all just a big painful blur of emotions and I don’t think that’s the right mindset to marry anyone.”
 
   I got up on my knees in front of her, wanting to shake her out of this depressive state. “But I love you, and I want to marry you.”
 
   A bright flash from the TV lit up her face enough for me to see big fat tears falling down her cheeks.
 
   “Maybe we’re rushing into things,” she said in a monotone voice that sounded nothing like her.
 
   “No, don’t say that.” I felt like fucking crying too as I watched my future slipping away.
 
   “It was one stupid dance, Violet… why didn’t you tell me how it bothered you? One word from you and I would have stopped… One look from you would have been enough. What do you want me to do? Fucking beg you to marry me?” I exclaimed with deep frustration.
 
   She turned her back to me and sobbed into her pillow. 
 
   Like most people under pressure, I searched for someone to blame for this mess and my racing mind found Christian. 
 
   Melody was right, we couldn’t blame Matt and Darren because they didn’t know the history, but Christian and I did, and we had behaved rashly like men seduced by a sirens song. I had seen him on the dance floor with Janine and Violet’s former friends and he had looked very friendly with them. How could he not know how hurtful that would be to Violet? And then there was my stupid dance with Leilani… if only I could turn back time. I don’t even like to dance, so why the fuck had I let her drag me onto the dance floor in the first place? 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I repeated and hugged Violet from behind. 
 
   She didn’t speak or move. She just lay there - crying softly while I had my arms around her and whispered into her hair how much she meant to me. 
 
   I didn’t take off my clothes or go brush my teeth. I was scared that if I moved, she wouldn’t let me hold her when I got back to the bed. After a while we drifted to sleep with me fully dressed on top of the duvet and her tucked under it. 
 
   It must have been three or four in the morning when I woke up and realized she was gone. Panic spread and I scrambled to get out of the bed and search the suite. 
 
   The bathroom was empty, the living room was dark. I had no idea where she would have gone in the middle of the night but opened the hotel door to look outside. 
 
   I didn’t see her but figured she might have gone down to the casino or the foyer area so I put on my shoes to go search for her. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   Her voice made me jump like a spooked cat. 
 
   “Shit, you scared me… what are you doing sitting in the darkness.” 
 
   Violet turned on a small table lamp that revealed her sitting cross legged on the floor with her back against the couch.  
 
   “I was meditating,” she said. 
 
   I closed the front door to the hallway and kicked off my shoes again. “Is that normal for you… to meditate in the middle of the night?” 
 
   “No,” she said as I moved to squat down in front of her. 
 
   “But sometimes when I’m in doubt and need guidance, I’ll ask my spirit guides a question and meditate on their answer.”
 
   I rubbed my eyes, still tired and with a knot in my stomach. “Are you still mad at me?”
 
   She didn’t answer at first. 
 
   “Violet, please tell me that we’re still getting married.” my male pride resented the begging tone in my voice. 
 
   “That’s the question I’m seeking guidance about,” she said softly. 
 
   “From your spirit guides?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I swallowed hard, hoping my face didn’t reveal how crazy it sounded to me. “Okay… and what are they saying?”
 
   She stretched her legs out in front of her and crossed her arms. “That it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “What is?” I wasn’t sure if she referred to getting married or not getting married. 
 
   “My spirit guides are telling me that I should marry you.”  
 
   I exhaled a huge sigh of relief. “Thank God. You have the wisest spirit guides ever… I promise you that you won’t regret it.”
 
   “But I still don’t know if I want to.”
 
   “Ahh, the free will thing?” 
 
   “No bride should feel this way on her wedding day,” she said quietly. “It just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
   She allowed me to pull her up from the floor and nudge her back into the bedroom. 
 
   In some ways, I think I would have preferred if Violet had just gotten angry with me and shouted to get her anger out. That’s what Jennifer would have done and although a fight like that can be draining; at least you know what’s going on inside your partner’s mind. 
 
   “Please don’t shut me out,” I pleaded. “I’m here for you.”
 
   There was no reaction. 
 
   “Look, sweetie, if you hide inside your shell it’s hard for me to help you, or for us to move past it. I can tell that you’re thinking a lot, but you need to share your thoughts with me since I’m not a mind reader. 
 
    “Okay… you said nothing when Laura called me a gypsy working for pocket change.” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you speak up and defend me?”
 
   “I didn’t want to start a scene.”
 
   “Or maybe you agreed with her?”
 
   “No, we’ve been over this. I don’t understand most of what you do in your work, but you wouldn’t understand what I do either.”
 
   “You’re a scientist. What’s not to understand?”
 
   “All I’m saying is that if you overheard me talk to my colleagues, most of the scientific language that we use wouldn’t make much sense to you either. Just like it makes little sense to me when you talk about spirit guides,” I argued. “We don’t need to understand everything about each other to love each other, do we?”
 
   “No, but if you’re embarrassed by me then we have a problem,” she said. 
 
   “I’m not embarrassed by you.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes! I see you as an enigma and I’ll happily spend my life making sense of the strangeness of it all, as long as I get to be close to you and love you.”
 
   Violet didn’t say anything more. She just stood in her white panties and tank top, looking at me with her beautiful brown eyes and tousled hair. 
 
   “You are so beautiful,” I told her and meant it one hundred percent. 
 
       
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 24
 
   Lobster Talk
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   Jake had screwed up and I was fighting hard to not shut him out completely. 
 
   I’d never had a real boyfriend and therefore had very little practice in working through situations like these. My instinct was to protect myself by shutting off and finding a place to hide. Maybe that’s why I climbed back in bed and pulled the covers up high. 
 
   I could hear him undress and then he joined me under the covers, pushing the fabric up above us as if we were children creating a small tent to hide in. 
 
   “Listen, Violet. I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too. But I think you’re taking it the wrong way.”
 
   “And what way is that?”
 
   “Mistakes are inevitable.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “We’ve known each other for a long time, but only from a distance… there’s going to be some growing pains along the way.”
 
   “You really hurt me,” I accused. 
 
   “And I’m sorry for it… but this is the part where bravery and trust come in. We’re like lobsters.”
 
   “What?” It was dark under the covers and quickly getting too warm so I pulled down the duvet to get air and looked at Jake in the darkened room. “You did not just call me a lobster? That’s just rude.”
 
   He waited for me to calm down before he spoke. 
 
   “Do you know how a lobster grows?”
 
   “What do you mean… how it grows? It gets bigger like all animals, doesn’t it?”
 
   “No. A lobster is actual a really soft animal that wears a hard shell and several times in its lifetime it will outgrow its shell and have to shed the old one.”
 
   “Like a snake changing skin?”
 
   “In a sense. Only, with the lobster, it takes a while for the new shell to grow into a thick armor and that’s why it’ll find a rock to hide under until it feels strong enough to risk coming out.”
 
   I gave him a side glance. “Okay, but what exactly does that have to do with us?”
 
   “Maybe it’s just a good metaphor for what is happening here. You and I are taking a big step together, one that is terrifying and requires personal growth from both of us, and in order for us to get to this new place in our lives we need to be vulnerable for a while.”
 
   I thought about it before speaking. “I can see that I might be more insecure than normal, but it doesn’t change the fact that you shouldn’t have danced with her.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t, but you need to trust me and I think that if I had danced with Leilani a year from now, or even a month from now, you wouldn’t have been so heartbroken.” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you would have felt secure in our relationship. You wouldn’t have felt betrayed by a dance because you would know that I belonged to you and she could dance around me all day. It would never change how devoted I am to you.”
 
   I didn’t respond but when Jake intertwined his fingers with mine I did squeeze his hand. 
 
   “You need to give our relationship time to grow a strong armor, and actually I think that for every disagreement that we have, we’ll be stronger for it… More bonded, you know?”
 
   “You’re not seriously saying that fighting is a good thing, are you?” I gave him a skeptical look. 
 
   “No, not the fighting itself, but working through our problems instead of walking away is good.” Jake lifted our joined fingers to his lips and kissed the back of my hand. “I don’t expect this journey with you to be easy, Violet, but I do expect it to be worth it.”
 
   The knot in my heart eased up. “How did you get so smart about relationships?” I asked him with a hint of a smile. 
 
   “I’m not. I just like marine biology and you.” He winked and kissed me.
 
   “I don’t want to have our weekend destroyed because of this. I want the rest of our time here to be drama free,” I told him.
 
   “Okay,” he said and inhaled deeply. “Is that your way of saying that you’ll be my wife?”
 
   I squeezed his hand again and nodded. “Yes.”
 
   His reaction softened me even more with the way he sighed in relief. “You had me so scared,” he said and caressed my face. “I love you and all I want to do is make you happy.”
 
   I snuggled up against him and he whispered in my ear. “I really want to make love to you as my fiancée one last time before I officially bind myself to you for life.”
 
   “Why?” I lifted my head and smiled. “Do you need a last test run to make sure it’s the right decision?” 
 
   Our kisses swallowed his answer and soon none of us remembered the question anyway. 
 
   The lovemaking that followed was emotional and tender and all about closeness and kissing. Jake made me smile again and filled me up with his loving words that helped mend my broken heart. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but when the sun rose, I was starting to feel foolish for having doubted his love. If anything I felt like our dramatic night had helped solidify the bond between us.
 
   “I think I grew a lobster size,” I joked when we took a shower together. “I hope I can still fit into my white dress.”
 
   Jake wrapped his hands around me. “You could wear a sack and still be beautiful.” His midsection confirmed that he liked what he saw and when he turned me around and half bit - half kissed my neck. I gave him a questioning look. “Seriously Jake, again? You’re completely insatiable.” 
 
   “Only with you,” he murmured and nibbled at my earlobe. “And you better get used to it, because once you sign those papers today, you’ll have marital duties to perform.” He growled in a playful way. 
 
     “I think I can handle it,” I said with amusement and pushed my ass back against him. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Christian came knocking around ten, wanting to discuss what had happened yesterday, but I kept my promise to myself that I would stay clear of anymore drama this weekend and told him that I refused to discuss it on my wedding day. 
 
   Today was going to be all about me and Jake!
 
   So I sent Christian off to check up on the last details and minutes later Melody came and kicked Jake out of the suite. 
 
   “Where am I supposed to go?” he asked. 
 
   Go to Matt,” Melody suggested. “Isn’t he your best man?” 
 
   Jake gathered his things and gave me a warm smile before he left.
 
   “I’m going to make you the most beautiful bride ever,” Melody said sweetly and started unpacking her bag of beauty products. 
 
   For the next few hours she transformed me into the most gorgeous version of myself. 
 
   “What do you think?” she asked when she was done. 
 
   I leaned closer to the mirror, admiring the make-up that made my skin look flawless and my lips fuller than normal. “You’re really good.” 
 
   “I didn’t want to go crazy… you’re so natural, and with the simple white dress you chose I think this is more you.”
 
   “You’re right, I love that I still look like me, but just with baby skin, bigger eyes and fuller lips.” I looked up at her. “It’s like you photo shopped me a little.”
 
   “And the hair…” she gave me a critical look in the mirror. “Does it work for you, or do you want me to try something else?”
 
   My long brown hair was loose but with added soft curls and a waterfall braid on the side.
 
   “It reminds me of something from a film,” I said. “You know that elf princess from Lord of the Rings?”
 
   Melody laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment if you’re talking about Liv Tyler’s role.”
 
   I laughed back. “All I need are the elf ears.” 
 
   “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.” Melody suddenly sounded serious. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Michael has been called home for a family emergency; I’m afraid he won’t be attending the ceremony.” 
 
   I immediately sensed drama between Melody and her boyfriend and quicker than a turtle retracts its head, I raised all walls of mental protection to stay in my drama free bubble. “I’m sorry… I hope it all works out,” was all I said before I changed the subject. 
 
   It didn’t take long before there was a knock on the door. 
 
   “Wow, Sis, you look pretty,” Christian said when he came in, giving me a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   “Yeah, Melody works wonders,” I chuckled nervously. “I can’t believe it’s really time.”
 
   Melody picked up her bag with all the beauty products.  “I’ll meet you downstairs, I’m just going to drop this off in my room first.” 
 
   “All right, we’ll walk slowly,” I told her and took a last look in the mirror where she met my eyes with a warm smile. “You look stunning,” she said. 
 
   I smiled back, feeling grateful that she was my friend. “Thank you. Now hurry.”
 
   As Melody left, I looked to my dashing brother who looked amazing in his black tuxedo. 
 
   “Are they all downstairs?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes. Except Michael, but the numbers still add up for the table reservation since I brought Janine as my date.”
 
   “Ohh, okay.” Flashbacks from yesterday popped into my brain, but I reminded myself that Janine had been Christian’s first real girlfriend and that she had been out of high school when it all happened. I couldn’t say that she had ever been mean to me.  
 
   With a deep intake of air, I stepped toward Christian. “Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 24
 
   Joke
 
    
 
   Jake
 
   The moment Violet walked in through the doors to the wedding chapel, I teared up. It might seem unmanly to some, but I have absolutely no problem admitting that I was overcome with gratitude to this amazing woman. 
 
   To think that she was forgiving enough to marry me despite all the awful things I had said to her over the years. I had once called her a joke for God’s sake. Not to mention that I had behaved like an ass only yesterday when I’d danced with her high school tormentor. 
 
   She had been loyal to me, long before I offered her anything in return, and she had loved me, when I wasn’t worthy. 
 
   I had been so close to losing her last night, so to see her walk in with a smile, ready to commit to me for life... yeah, it made me feel like the luckiest man alive and I teared up like a mama’s boy. 
 
   The room was extravagant and the ceremony was short and simple. It was perfect!
 
   And afterwards we went out to a late lunch with the wedding party consisting of only my best man Matt, Gabriel, Cia, Melody, Darren, Christian and his date Janine.
 
   With Jennifer, it had been all about saving for a grand wedding and she had talked about the food, the wine, the band, the invitations, the extensive guest list, and the exotic honeymoon. 
 
   Somehow it was ironic that my wedding ended up being such a small affair, and yet it was the most wonderful experience ever. 
 
   Everyone was smiling… people were making jokes. 
 
   I shouldn’t have been surprised when Darren clinked his glass and rose to make a toast. 
 
   “Dear Violet and Jake,” he started. “I’m not much of a speaker. I’m actually more of a singer… but some people in the group insist that it would make you a tad uncomfortable if I started singing in the middle of the restaurant.” He rolled his eyes dramatically. “I’m not mentioning any name of that person,” he said while pointing at Cia.
 
   “I only said that you would get us all kicked out,” Cia interjected. 
 
   “Hush, Liebling.” He signaled for her to zip her lips. “You can make your own toast if you wish. This one is mine.” 
 
   “Okay.” Cia raised both palms in surrender.
 
   “Since I’m therefore unable to entertain you with my exceptional singing talent, I’ve decided to tell a joke.” He made an artistic pause and spread out his arms, preparing us for his greatness. 
 
   “What do you call the people who work in a liquor store and help you find what you’re looking for?”
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   Darren took time to look around his captivated audience. “No one?”
 
   “A cashier?” Janine offered. 
 
   He shook his head. “They’re called spirit guides of course.”
 
   Violet and I exchanged a grin… mostly because Janine turned to Christian looking completely lost. “I don’t get it,” she said and Darren impatiently looked at Christian who grinned in response. 
 
   “For Christ sake, Christian, are you sure you don’t want to try out some delicious manliness… honestly your woman has no humor.”
 
   Christian laughed but held up a hand. “I’m good, Darren… thank you, though.”
 
   “Anytime.” Darren winked. “Night or day…” and then he returned his attention to us and raised his glass. 
 
   “I just want to say to the lovely bride that you’ll always be my little purple flower and that despite the fact that you have awful taste in men and apparently prefer dusty judgmental scientists, I love you.”
 
   Violet blew Darren a kiss. 
 
   “To you, Jake, I’ll share something that might be useful for you to know for future anniversaries and that sort of thing.”
 
   “I’m listening,” I said. 
 
   “Your wife,” Darren paused. “Has the worst taste in gifts in the history of humanity.” He picked up a stone from his pocket. “This is one of the two stones I got for Christmas.”
 
   Everyone laughed at his exaggerated display of disappointment.
 
   “Hey they’re gemstones with healing abilities,” Violet threw in. 
 
   “So without further ado,” Darren continued. “I’ll present you two with a wedding present especially handpicked by yours truly.” He picked up a box from under his chair and handed it to Violet and me. I held the box while Violet lifted the lid and picked up a stone, the size of a Russel potato.
 
   Belly deep laughter broke out around the table and Violet grinned widely. 
 
   “Wow… this is… I don’t know what to say,” Violet said and handed me the stone to look at.
 
   “I know,” Darren said with pride. “It’s a lot bigger than those puny ones you gave me, but I thought I would go big… this being your wedding.”
 
   Matt was drying his eyes from laughing so hard. “You could have at least washed it,” he managed to get out. 
 
   “What do you mean, washed it?” Darren asked. “This is an authentic asteroid that I found in my garden. I’m sure that it’s got all sorts of impressive abilities, being from outer space and all.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” I said with a grin, feeling that magically elevated feeling that a wonderful shared laugh can bring you. No matter who I looked at around the table they were all in tears and our table was attracting a lot of attention. 
 
   Despite it all, Darren stood with impressive coolness “I know,” he said. “And that’s why people call me ‘Darren The Kind’.” He raised his glass and signaled for the rest of us to do the same. 
 
   “To the bride and her broom… sorry I meant groom.”
 
   It was impossible for us to do anything but give in to the biggest fit of roaring laughter. Even Janine had surrendered and was trying to save her running mascara.  
 
   I think most people around us thought we were all drunk, but if anything we were high on laughter and it took a while for us to calm down and be able to continue enjoying the exquisite food. 
 
   “So where are we celebrating tonight?” Matt asked.
 
   “We don’t know.” I squeezed Violet’s hand. “We just want the day to be relaxed and comfortable.”
 
   “There’s a nineties themed nightclub that I know,” Janine said. 
 
   Christian and I exchanged a glance and I hoped he understood my silent message: “Make sure that Leilani and the others don’t join us tonight.” 
 
   “Do we have time to hang out by the pool before we go out?” Gabriel asked and since it was only four, we decided we should get our swimsuits and meet by the pool. 
 
   Violet and I never made it down there. 
 
   Once we were back in our suite, I closed the door and gave her a wolfish grin. 
 
   “I’m not letting you out of this room before our marriage is consummated.”
 
   “But we’re meeting with the others. We should make it quick,” she said. 
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t think so. I was too eager the first time I took you. This will be my first time with you as my wife… I’m definitely going to take my time and do it right. Besides, they know what happens when newlyweds are alone.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 25
 
   Be to Others 
 
    
 
   Violet
 
   At least fifty times that day I felt like pinching myself. I was really Jake Parker’s lawfully wedded wife. We were in a pink bubble of blissful happiness that nothing could pierce. 
 
   Still, I was happy that we didn’t meet Leilani and the others when we went out to celebrate that night. 
 
   I was with my new husband, my brother, and my best friends. Life was good and our evening was fun and completely drama free. 
 
   The next day, we spent hours at the pool since we weren’t flying out of Vegas until later that evening.
 
   My recent intervention with Darren and Melody had paid off and they were friendly to each other. Of course he made it easy for her by sleeping most of the day since he had continued partying long after the rest of us went to bed. 
 
   It would be a lie to say that I didn’t notice when Leilani and the rest of the “Piranhas” came to hang out at the pool, but at least they kept to the other side and on a positive note, I didn’t have to listen to Christian and Melody argue since he spent most of his time with Janine in the water. 
 
   He and Janine looked so in love and I was just about to tune in and try to get a better reading on his feelings for her when Jake interrupted my thoughts 
 
   “Violet?”
 
   “Yes?” He looked way too serious and I instantly knew something was wrong. 
 
   “I just listened to a voicemail from my mom… I think we have a problem.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   “I know we said we wouldn’t check our phones this weekend, but I just did and…” He looked down at the phone in his hand. “It seems there was a post on Facebook.”
 
   I tensed up and my eyes flew to Leilani and her team on the other side of the pool. “What? Did they write something cruel about me?”
 
   “No, that’s not it… it’s just that Janine posted pictures from our wedding on Facebook and tagged both Christian and me.” 
 
   My eyes narrowed. “But we told everyone to keep it a secret.”
 
   “Apparently Janine didn’t get the message and with eight unanswered calls from my mom, I had to listen to her voicemails since it could have been an emergency… the news is out.”
 
   “Shoot… is she angry?” 
 
   “I don’t know… all she said was that she saw it on Facebook and that I should call her asap.”
 
   I brushed my hair back with both my hands. “If your parents know, then my parents know too… and Fred.” I rubbed my forehead feeling annoyed. “Shit, I wanted us to tell them ourselves.” 
 
   “I know,” Jake said. “There’s not much we can do about it now, though.”
 
   I sighed. 
 
   “You know what? Why don’t we just forget about it and enjoy the last hours of our wedding weekend?”
 
   “Yeah – we can deal with disappointed parents later,” I said in agreement.
 
   “You think your parent’s will oppose your marriage?” Melody asked. She’d been following our conversation.
 
   “Not mine,” I told her. “They love Jake as a third son, but they won’t be happy to learn that they weren’t invited to the wedding. And Jake’s parents… well let’s just say I’m probably not their first choice for a daughter-in-law.” 
 
   “That’s not true. I’m sure they’ll be happy for us,” Jake said, but there was no conviction in his voice. 
 
   We did our best to forget about it and ordered lunch by the pool. Jake and Matt enjoyed a last beer together before Matt had to leave for the airport, while I sat with Cia and Gabriel, dipping my feet in the water and enjoying a plate of French fries. 
 
   “You know, Melody told me how those nasty bitches treated you in high school,” Cia said and made a discreet nod in the direction of Leilani and her crew. “I think we should do something to get even with them.”
 
   Gabriel scowled at them, but didn’t say anything. 
 
   “It’s okay, Cia. I don’t believe in revenge. It’s a bad idea and it’s not who I am. I believe in doing to others what you would have them do to you.”
 
   “Bullshit,” she said. “You have every right to be mad and kick their asses.”  
 
   I smiled. “I’m not a violent person. It’s not my style.”
 
   She gave me a wicked smile. “Then at least get one of your ghost friends to haunt the shit out of them or something.”
 
   Gabriel and I exchanged a laugh. “That’s not how it works I’m afraid,” I explained. 
 
   “Hey, babe,” Gabriel put his hand on Cia’s thigh. “If Violet says she wants to rise above it, then I think that’s very mature of her.”
 
   Cia is younger than the rest of us and will be twenty-two in a few months, although she’s way softer now than when I knew her as an angry Goth girl, she still has a bit of a badass attitude at times. 
 
   “Whatever you say,” she said with an expression that left no doubt that she didn’t think their actions deserved to go unpunished. 
 
   There was a lot of relaxation, good conversation, fun in the water, and then - before we knew it, our day at the pool came to an end and we boarded a plane to Seattle while Cia and Gabriel headed back to Missouri. 
 
   When I turned on my phone in the airport, messages stormed in like a tsunami. 
 
   I looked to Christian because I hadn’t discussed the situation with him yet. “You should have told Janine not to post anything about the wedding,” I said with censure. “Mom is not happy.”  
 
   “Actually,” he said, “mom is very happy that Jake is now part of the family, but she’s extremely upset that she and Dad weren’t invited. What did you expect?”
 
   “You talked to her?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Mom kept calling me every five minutes because you didn’t pick up, so I got to listen to her rant. I took one for the team.”
 
   I shrugged. “Sorry, but you kinda deserved it since you’re the one who forgot to tell Janine not to post about the wedding.”
 
   At least Christian was man enough to admit that I had a good point. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Jake insisted we had to visit his parents a few days after we got home. He’s an only child and I could understand his parent’s disappointment to have missed out on his wedding, and also their confusion that he had married so soon after his engagement to Jennifer had ended.
 
   To his parent’s credit, they congratulated us and welcomed me into their family and not once did they mention anything about my peculiar choice of occupation.  
 
   I knew my parent’s reaction wouldn’t be as civil and dreaded another round of exhausting family drama. That’s why I waited two weeks before Jake and I went to see them for Sunday lunch. 
 
   As Jake and my father discussed fishing equipment, I sat on the couch feeling the uncomfortable tension that always came with being in this house. 
 
   “Hey,” I said when Christian came in and sat down next to me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
   “No, I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I whispered to him. “Mom is way too nice. She’s up to something.”
 
   “Did you talk to her?” he asked and I shook my head.  
 
   “What do you want me to say? I gave up trying to make Mom and Dad proud of me a long time ago.” 
 
   I knew it before the doorbell rang. Mom had invited Jake’s parents. As soon as the bell sounded, my mom put on her happy face and swung the door open with her arms swung wide and a high-pitched greeting. 
 
   “Welcome.”
 
   Jake’s parents came in and cheerful voices filled the room. 
 
   “Thank you for inviting us,” Cindy, Jake’s mom, said.
 
   “But of course,” my mom replied. “The young people have been avoiding us all for so long that I’m sure you’re curious to see the newlyweds too.”
 
   “Well, actually, they came to see us a few days after the wedding,” Cindy said which left an awkward silence in the room.
 
   “How lovely,” my mom replied with a sugary smile to Cindy, that didn’t match the arrows her eyes pierced me with a second later. 
 
   When the doorbell rang again five minutes later, Christian and I exchanged a look of unease. 
 
   “Who else did you invite?” he asked our mom with a frown. 
 
   Her eyes shone triumphantly. “It’s not just you young people who can be spontaneous and secretive. We old folks have a few surprises up our sleeves as well.” 
 
   With those words, she opened the door and welcomed Janine and her parents. They were friends from church.
 
   Constant chatter and so many little passive aggressive hints about Jake and me excluding our parents from our wedding pinged through the room that I felt sick of it before the lunch had even been served. 
 
   “Christian, why don’t you show Janine the creek in our backyard?” my mom suggested. “We’ll eat in a few minutes, but you have time.” 
 
   Christian smiled and led his girlfriend out to my parents backyard that runs up against a green belt with a large creek.
 
   I took the chance to escape and called Melody to get a mood boost. 
 
   “Violet, how are you, sweetie?” she said when she picked up.
 
   “About to explode… I need to vent.”
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked with concern. 
 
   “My mom is driving me crazy and I don’t mean a little.” 
 
   “Take a deep breath and fill me in.”
 
   I inhaled. “My mom invited Jake’s parents over and it’s like everything is a competition between them. My mom is offended that we went to see Jake’s parents last week after we got home from the wedding, but didn’t take time to visit her and my dad. It’s like every sentence from her is toxic with some hidden message of disappointment and I can’t stand being here.”
 
   “But Jake is there, can’t he help you?”
 
   “He’s a guy. He hears the words my mom says but not the underlining meaning and Christian who normally helps me get through these things is occupied with his girlfriend.”
 
   We talked a little more before Melody spoke up. “You can do this. Don’t let your mom ruin your happiness. Just tell her that if she wanted to come to her daughter’s wedding maybe she shouldn’t have alienated you with her constant nagging over the years.”
 
   I thought about it. “Yeah, maybe you’re right, but she doesn’t take well to criticism.”
 
   “Few people do.”
 
   “Right…,” I sighed. “I better get back in there.”
 
   “You got this. You’re the strongest person I know.”
 
   “Thank you Melody,” I took another deep breath. “It’s not true but I’ll take the encouragement.”
 
   “Go get ’em tiger,” she cheered. 
 
   I think I did a good job at rising above my mom’s irritation with me, and then something interesting happened that got my full attention. 
 
   It started as an innocent remark from my mom to Janine. 
 
   “How fun that you all ran into each other in Vegas… I understand that you stayed a day longer.”
 
   “Yes,” Janine said. “We did.”
 
   “I bet you wished you hadn’t,” Janine’s dad remarked and received glances that could kill from both Janine and her mother. 
 
   That peaked my interest. 
 
   “Why, what happened,” Jake asked. 
 
   “Oh, nothing,” Janine said too quickly, but her father who was eating my mother’s soup and didn’t look at Janine or his wife, completely missed their subtle signals for him to shut up. 
 
   “Leilani, got really unpopular with the other girls that last day,” he explained. “There was some kind of misunderstanding and they thought she had stolen from them.”
 
   Janine leaned forward. “Of course, she hadn’t.” 
 
   “Why would they think that she stole something?” my father asked.
 
   “I had the same question,” Janine’s father responded. “But apparently, someone played a prank on Leilani and placed some of the girl’s jewelry and money in her suitcase… you know how mean girls can be… it was a set-up as Leilani would never steal.”
 
   “Did they find out who did it?” my father asked with interest. “That’s a pretty crude prank… she could have been reported for theft.”
 
   “She almost did get reported by some of the girls even though she gave everything back and explained she hadn’t stolen it in the first place,” Janine’s dad said. “Apparently, it was all very dramatic and now poor Leilani is heartbroken. What was it that she told you Janine?” Mr. Clark looked at his daughter for the first time. Her bulging eyes matched her lips that she’d pressed into a tight, white line of annoyance. Even Mr. Clark understood that he had said too much. 
 
   “She just said that it was a traumatic experience and that she knew one of her friends had set her up,” Janine admitted.
 
   “Then what is she going to do?” my mom asked, clearly intrigued with someone else’s misery.
 
   “She says she’s done with them.”
 
   “And they’ve been friends since childhood,” Mrs. Clark said. “It’s such a shame… those girls meant everything to Leilani and they’ve been going to Vegas every year since they were in college. It’s hard to understand that it’s over.”
 
   “Excuse me,” I said and walked back out in the garden to make a call.  
 
   Cia picked up on the third ring. “Hello.” 
 
   “It’s me, Violet,” I said. “Tell me what you did to Leilani.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she said innocently. “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Not true. I feel like you’re involved in something that happened to that group of women we met in Vegas, and I’m getting a lot of confused impressions. What happened?”
 
   “You’re talking about your high school tormentors?”
 
   “Geez, Cia…” Images flashed across the screen of my mind like a movie. “You stole from them.”
 
   “Nooo… I just rearranged a few things in their room.”
 
   “But how did you get in?”
 
   Cia snorted. “Please… as if that’s hard. I simply snatched Leilani’s keycard. She had her eyes closed most of the time, tanning and relaxing.”
 
   “You stole her room key?”
 
   “No, I borrowed it and returned it to her afterward. She didn’t notice a thing.”
 
   “How come none of the others noticed? It’s not like she was sitting alone.”
 
   “Because I’m a damn good thief… I’ve shoplifted for years without getting caught, remember?”
 
   “That’s hardly something to brag about, Cia.”
 
   “I’m not saying that I’m proud, just that I’m good at it. Besides, I haven’t stolen since I met Gabriel,” Cia defended.
 
   “But I still don’t understand. How did you know what room they were in or what her suitcase looked like?”
 
   “Easy… I heard one of them mention their room number to Matt and I remembered the skanky purple bikini the queen diva wore to the pool the day before, so when I saw it on top of a suitcase, I knew that was the one.”
 
   “But Cia, did you roam through all their things to find jewelry and money?” I rubbed my nose, unable to understand why she would go to such an extreme. 
 
   “That wasn’t necessary. Most of it was on the nightstands and in the bathroom and some of it was in the safe.”
 
   I closed my eyes. “Please don’t tell me you broke in to the safe?”
 
   “You would be surprised how many dipshits use 1234 as their code.“
 
   “You guessed the code?” I almost shrieked. 
 
   “On my fourth try,” she said with a hint of pride.
 
   “You can’t do things like that Cia. It’s not right.”
 
   “Tsk.” She smacked her tongue. “They had it coming.”
 
   “But Leilani thinks one of her friends set her up. Some of them almost reported her to the police and the group is falling apart from mistrust.
 
   Cia chuckled. “Great… mission accomplished then.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear me when I said I believe in being to others as you want them to be to you?”
 
   “Yes I heard you, and I figured that if Leilani lives by that same rule, then she would have wanted someone to isolate her and make her feel betrayed, because that’s what she did to you… right?”
 
   “But it’s not right.”
 
   “Why not? I treated her like she treated you. Maybe this is good for her… maybe she’ll learn a bit of empathy.”
 
   I exhaled deeply. “I know you did this for me, Cia, but you could have gotten in major trouble for it. Don’t ever do something like this again.”
 
   “You don’t need to lecture me. Gabriel already threw a fit when I told him what I did.”
 
   “Good, and for the record, I agree with him.”
 
   “But aren’t you at least a little happy that my undercover operation worked so well?” 
 
   A small laugh escaped me. “I’m happy nothing happened to you and I’m touched you care so much about me. That means a lot to me.”
 
   “Of course! I may not have many friends,” Cia said softly. “But I’m damn protective about the few that I have.”
 
   “Remind me never to piss you off…” I said, overcome with emotion. 
 
   When I went back inside, I saw that Jake and my mom were missing from the table. Everyone else talked and laughed and as usual, the conversation had split into groups of men and women. Christian, my father, Jake’s father, and Mr. Clark passionately discussed which type of salmon offered the best flavor when grilled. 
 
   “It’s definitely the Chinook.” I heard Christian press his position from behind me as I went to find Jake. 
 
   I was just about to turn the corner in the kitchen when his voice made me stop. 
 
   “You can’t ask me to do that,” Jake said in a hushed voice that made me stiffen and strain my ears. 
 
   “Jake, be reasonable. It’s not healthy with her obsession for the occult. I could understand if it was just a teenage fascination like those awful vampire books that some people enjoy, but Violet is twenty-seven and she needs to stop the nonsense,” my mom whispered back. 
 
   I knew it was wrong to eavesdrop… but I pressed myself against the wall and stayed silent. 
 
   “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Linda, but you always talk about being a devoted catholic.” There was a rawness in his voice.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Then explain to me how you can believe in a doctrine that teaches about heaven and hell, demons, angels, spirits, and talking snakes. When at the same time you refuse to believe your daughter when she speaks of seeing spirits?”
 
   “Jake, not everything in the bible should be taken literally.” 
 
   “Have you told the priest that?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Well, I don’t see how Violet’s job is any different than a pastor’s. They work in the same realm of faith. You want to judge her – then you have to judge every priest too… not to mention yourself for taking Violet to church ever since she was a toddler. Who do you think filled her head with that belief system to begin with?”
 
   “Don’t talk about the church that way, Jake. You wouldn’t understand since you’re an atheist.”
 
   “I’m sorry if I offend your church with my opinion, but let me share some of what I’ve learned on this subject so you understand my point of view. Did you know that back in 2004, Pope John Paul mandated that every bishop in the world was to select and train an exorcist?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Do you know what that means? It means, the pope didn’t think demons were a theoretical thing from the past. He took it very literally.”
 
   “But that’s…” he’d struck my mom speechless. 
 
   “I know… I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t believe in demons…” Jake said and his comment made my hand fly to my mouth. Jake had told me he didn’t think I was a fraud… how could he stand here and admit to my mother that like her, he didn’t believe me either. I was horrified and swallowed hard as if I couldn’t take in his betrayal.
 
   “But you belong to a church whose appointed exorcist calls your daughter for help when he has to battle evil,” he continued.
 
   There was a loud gasp from my mom. “No, you’re wrong. The church doesn’t do exorcisms anymore… only in the old days,” she claimed. 
 
   “Wrong, Linda. I’ve seen the ritual performed.”
 
   “Christ, you’re not seriously saying that Violet is involved in any of that?”
 
   “I’m saying that she’s a freaking ghostbuster or demon buster if you will.”
 
   “Oh my goodness, Jake, that’s terrible.” 
 
   “Before you freak out… it’s a small part of what she does, but I can tell you firsthand that she performs small miracles for people. Honestly, this week I watched a woman come to Violet looking gray with grief and walk away with a big smile, looking ten years younger. How many psychologists can produce those kind of immediate results?” 
 
   “But you never believed her, I’ve heard you say so yourself years ago.”
 
   “You’re right, and Violet knows that as a scientist, I’m having a really hard time with all of this… but she also knows that I don’t question her sanity and I’m asking you not to question it either. 
 
   “That’s easier said than done,” my mother objected. 
 
   “Maybe, but if you truly believe in your religion, like you say you do, then you should be damn proud of Violet for the work she does.”
 
   “Linda, do you even realize that the police call her to help them find missing people and that she has helped find several? And do you realize how she selflessly helps the ones who might or might not be possessed or the ones who live in fear because they think their house is haunted?”
 
   “She finds missing people?” my mom asked. 
 
   “Yes. I didn’t know either, but she does.” 
 
   “But why didn’t she tell us?”
 
   “Could it be that she doesn’t want to discuss her work with people who constantly tell her she’s wasting her life?”
 
   I could hear my mom release a deep sigh. 
 
   “Linda, I’m not blaming you for being critical. God knows I’ve been the biggest critic of all, but I truly have no doubt, that your daughter has a rare gift. 
 
   “You don’t think she’s sick?”
 
   “No… I don’t, and I would suggest that whenever you think Violet is wasting her life, that you change your focus and think about all the people she’s helped instead. 
 
   “But spirits aren’t real Jake, you’re smart enough to know that.”
 
   “No… honestly I don’t know that.”
 
   “But Jake… are you saying you believe in spirits now?”
 
   “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’ve struggled with this a great deal and I certainly don’t think there’s anything magical about it… I’ve come to think of it as science that we just haven’t yet figured out. From a scientific point of view, I know that we are constantly surrounded by all kinds of invisible transmissions passing through the atmosphere. Like cellular phone frequencies, radio and television signals, and wireless internet… but we don’t see them and wouldn’t know they existed if we didn’t have the right devices to convert the signals to information for us. So who knows… maybe in the future we’ll invent some type of device that makes it possible for all of us to see spirits like Violet does. Maybe Einstein was right and there really are more dimensions and she’s simply able to shift between them. It could all be a matter of understanding quantum physics and the string theory, but I’m no longer arrogant enough to say that just because I can’t see it, it doesn’t exist!
 
   “Tsk.” My mom clicked her tongue. 
 
   “Let me ask you this, Linda. Would you ever ridicule your pastor for saying that our dead relatives are with God in heaven?”
 
   “No of course not.”
 
   “Have you ever asked him to back up his claim with evidence?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Then how do you know that angels are real? How do you even know there is a God?”
 
   “Well,” my mom said. “My faith is strong.”
 
   “Right, so you’re not critical about the message, just the source, is that it? You trust more in the bible than you do in your own daughter?”
 
   “I guess you could say that.”
 
   “So how much of the bible would you say is true? Ten percent? Fifty percent? Eighty percent? Ninety percent? And do the parts you think are true include the magic tree with the magic fruit, and the talking snake? And how about Samson’s magic hair or Lot’s wife who became a pillar of salt? Do you believe those things?” 
 
   “I believe they are interpretations of things that happened.”
 
   “Right, but then what about Mary’s virgin birth, or the time Jesus called Lazarus back to life after he had been dead for days? Do those things seem plausible to you?” 
 
   “Jake, I don’t know how to respond to that.”
 
   “That’s okay. I don’t mean to be disrespectful or criticize you and obviously you’re completely entitled to believe whatever you want to. I’m just trying to make a point that Violet’s claims of communicating with the dead are a lot less outlandish than most of the teachings in the bible that you live by.” 
 
   Jake’s words touched me deeply. So he wasn’t taking her side after all. He was defending me and supporting me despite the fact that he remained skeptical.
 
   There was a pause and then Jake spoke again. “Listen, Linda, I love Violet and I want her to be happy. She didn’t chose her abilities and she has suffered a great deal because of them. Her life would be a lot easier if she felt loved and accepted by her own family... by her own mother.”
 
   “She knows I love her.”
 
   “You sure about that? When was the last time you told her?” Jake’s voice softened and then he chuckled. “Wouldn’t it be ironic if you had to come back as a ghost to tell her what she really means to you?”
 
   The thought made me smile a little. My mom coming in her spirit form to apologize for not believing me. 
 
   I didn’t want them to know I had been eavesdropping and made a big show out of closing the terrace door, pretending I had just entered.
 
   “Hey,” I said when I walked in to the kitchen.  
 
   Jake leaned against the kitchen aisle and my mom had her head stuck in the fridge as she pulled out eggs.
 
   “Why do you need eggs?” I asked. 
 
   She looked down at the eggs in her hands and put them back. “I forgot what I needed,” she said, clearly out of it.
 
   “Did you guys eat dessert already?” I asked. 
 
   “Ahh...” She placed a palm on her forehead. “That’s what I was doing… I swear sometimes I think I have early onset dementia or something.”
 
   I snuggled up against Jake and was rewarded with a quick kiss and a smile. “It’s okay, Mom,” I said and actually felt bad for her - Clearly Jake’s arguments had confused her. 
 
   “I made you the homemade apple pie you love so much,” my mom told me and retrieved a large, golden, crispy apple pie from the pantry and set it on the kitchen counter. 
 
   “Thanks, it looks delicious.”
 
   My mom paused to look at me and I got the feeling she was seeing me for the first time. “You two are such a perfect couple,” she said and moved toward us and did the last thing I would have expected. She placed her hand on my cheek and leaned in to kiss my forehead like she hadn’t done since I was a small child.
 
   “I’m so proud of you,” she said and gave me a warm smile before she picked up the apple pie and walked out of the kitchen, throwing a last comment over her shoulder. “Bring that stack of plates on the corner and some dessert forks too, will you?”
 
   I was shocked. I hadn’t heard my mother express love or pride for me since… well probably middle school.
 
   When I didn’t reply, Jake called back to her. “Sure, we’ll be right there.” 
 
   I looked up at him… knowing full well that he was the best thing that had ever happened to me. 
 
   “Hey, are you okay?” Jake asked me.
 
   A wide smile spread on my lips. “I’m better than okay… I’m flying, Jake, I’m so happy.”
 
   His brown eyes lit up. “Then so am I.”
 
   “What the hell is taking you two so long?” Christian asked from the doorway. 
 
   “Nothing…” I shook my head. “I was in the garden making a call.”
 
   “To whom… Melody?” He wrinkled his nose and I was just about to tell him to be nice to my friend, when a whole row of images almost knocked me over – Wow, he wasn’t going to like what I had just seen.
 
   Christian moved over to pick up the plates. “Come on, let’s get some of that scrumptious pie.”
 
   Jake grabbed the dessert forks and I followed them trying to comprehend what Christian would have to face in his future. 
 
   “So, Violet,” Janine said with a smile after we sat down. “Christian told me you used to have a big crush on Jake as a teenager. What’s it like to be married to him? Was he worth the waiting?”
 
   The whole table stared at me, including Jake.
 
   With a warm smile, I squeezed his hand under the table. “Oh, Jake was definitely worth the wait.”
 
    
 
   This concludes VIOLET – Clashing Colors #2
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading Violet’s and Jake’s story. 
 
   If you liked it, please, please, please take a second to leave a review on Amazon. It helps me reach a broader audience.  
 
    
 
   Want more?
 
   In the next book we’ll follow Melody, who you’ve come to know as Violet’s friend in this book. Many of the characters from the first two books will appear in Melody’s story, too. 
 
   Here is the blurb, and after that you can read the prologue of the book, describing the first meeting between Melody and Christian.
 
    
 
   Clashing colors #3 - Green 
 
   How dare he? How dare he come into my store, The Green Vegan Shop, with a t-shirt saying: I didn’t claw myself to the top of the food chain to eat vegetables? 
 
    
 
   I get it. He’s a Chef and meat lover, but does he have to flash it in my face every time he shops here? Honestly, I try to be nice to everyone. I’m a vegan after all. We’re nice people… but this guy gets under my skin. Like a tick. And brings out the feisty redhead lurking inside me. He is easily the most infuriating, selfish, and cruel bastard in the city of Seattle.
 
    
 
   Melody is proving to herself and the world that she has what it takes to run a successful business, based on sustainability and fair trade. 
 
   Her family thinks she should be focusing on starting a family since she’s already thirty-two, and she is trying. But even with the help of an agency it seems impossible to find a decent man who matches her criteria and has what it takes to excite her. It’s not that’s she’s frigid, it’s just that she’s attracted to the wrong man. 
 
    
 
   BONUS CHAPTER FROM GREEN CLASHING COLORS #3
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
   The Vegan Shop
 
    
 
   Melody
 
   A knock on my door snapped my eyes from my computer screen. Ginger stood in the office doorway leaning against the frame with a smile tugging at her lips.
 
   “Hey boss, this time you have to come and see for yourself,” she said.
 
   “See what?” I asked.
 
   “It’s that guy we’ve all been talking about. The hot one who likes to torment us whenever he comes in. Like he’s on some kind of douche bag mission.”
 
   I leaned back and narrowed my eyes. “Ah yes, the proud carnivore.”
 
   “Yup,” Ginger nodded. “I just saw him come in a minute ago. Wanna meet the troll?” 
 
   With a small nod I rose to my feet to follow Ginger in to the store full of vegan products. I had heard a great deal about this guy and was curious to see the villain for myself. For months, my staff had muttered about a particularly annoying customer while I’d reminded them about the importance of customer service. No matter how annoying the customer. 
 
   “There he is…” Ginger lipped and nodded her head toward a guy in a dark gray leather jacket. He sorted through our selection of tomatoes and touched every one of them. 
 
   God, I hate when people do that. 
 
   “Told you he was handsome, remember?” Ginger whispered and continued with a low sigh. “If only he wasn’t such a jerk.” 
 
   My heart raced faster with the irritation I felt toward this man for upsetting the zen atmosphere in my store. There were plenty of supermarkets in Seattle, so why did he insist on coming here? He clearly didn’t agree with the vegan lifestyle we promoted. Slowly I took a step closer to get a better look at him, noticing the man’s stylish haircut, his broad shoulders, and impressive height. 
 
   The girls had described him as gorgeous but they were young and impressionable, I was thirty-two and not into pretty boys with rude personalities. 
 
   “Thank you Ginger,” I dismissed her with a reassuring smile, signaling “I got this” and strode over with decisive steps to meet ‘the devil’. 
 
   “Are you finding everything you need?” I asked and kept my gaze locked on him.
 
   A pair of sunglasses covered his eyes but he broke into an amused smile. “Actually, no, I’m not finding everything I need.”
 
   “Then maybe I can be of service?” I said politely, observing him closely and reluctantly admitting that my staff had been right. With his chiseled jaw and full lips, he was handsome, even the scar over his left eyebrow only made him look more roguish and sexy. 
 
   Which only made me like him less. 
 
   No doubt this guy was used to women swooning in front of him all the time and he used his magnetism to torment my young staff members for his own amusement. What an ass!
 
   “Sure I would love your help. If you can just show me where I’ll find eggs and bacon for my breakfast.” He kept his tone serious but I didn’t doubt for one second he played some kind of twisted game. 
 
   “Certainly, follow me,” I told him with my most innocent smile, signaling for him to follow. 
 
   “Are you new here?” he asked, as we walked quickly through the store. 
 
   “No, I’ve been here for a while,” I replied without turning my head. 
 
   “Really? I’ve never seen you before.”
 
   “Bacon and eggs you said, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” He nodded. 
 
   Stopping in front of the check-out stations, I pointed out the windows. “You’ll find it right across the street in that supermarket over there. I’m sure that if you pick the cheapest bacon they have, you’ll even be able to taste all the harmful growth hormones they injected into the pig, not to mention all the adrenaline and cortisone that the poor animal released in terror just before it was slaughtered.” I gave him a sweet smile that didn’t mirror my sardonic tone.
 
   He quickly recovered from the initial shock of my rudeness. “As long as it’s crisp and tasty,” he said. 
 
   His sardonic grin lit an explosive fire inside my belly. I love animals and have seen too many documentaries about animal cruelty to find this a laughing matter. 
 
   “Then go knock yourself out,” I snorted. “And while you’re over there, you might want to visit their pharmacy department and buy some supplements to prepare for the cardiac problems, impotency, and general fatigue that follows meat consumption.”
 
   That wiped the grin from his smug face. “Ah come on. You don’t really believe that shit, do you?” he said and gave me a scrutinizing glance as if he couldn’t begin to believe it.  
 
   “I most certainly do,” I replied in the authoritarian voice I’d perfected as a lawyer. In fact, I believed it so much that I’d changed my entire life after seeing a documentary that led me to abandoning my high paid job at the law firm to start “Green” my own vegan specialty shop based on values of fair-trade and sustainability. No animals had suffered to provide the products in my store. I puffed out my chest with pride. 
 
   “I can assure you I’m healthy as a horse,” his eyes danced with mischief as they raked over my body. “And if you need proof that I don’t suffer from impotency or fatigue, I’m sure we could arrange something.” 
 
   The guy had some nerve to look at me like a lamb chop to devour. Handsome or not, he was not my type and I replied with a raised eyebrow and another offended snort. 
 
   “Was that a no?” he laughed and called out as I walked away from him. “Because I really wouldn’t mind taking you to a proper steakhouse for a date, if you’re up for it.”    
 
   That stopped me in my tracks and I spun around to face him; my face heated and throbbing. “I’m sorry, but maybe you don’t understand the meaning of vegan.” I placed both hands on my hips. “We don’t eat or use any animal products, so no, I don’t want to go to a steak house, and I certainly don’t want to go with you!”
 
   Again, he looked amused and that’s when I realized that I too had fallen for his mind games. 
 
   Annoyed, I walked back to my office and plunked into my chair with a frustrated exhale. I had faced bastards of his ilk at the law firm without even twitching an eyebrow. In fact, I was known to be a calm, intelligent woman, so why had I allowed this man to crawl under my skin in mere seconds? 
 
   I leaned my head back and covered my eyes with a hand for a second. Jeez – what the hell just happened out there? Being rude to a customer was certainly not my style, but I couldn’t tolerate anyone messing with my staff. And besides, animal cruelty is repulsive and I couldn’t stomach people who think it’s funny. 
 
   Pushing off from my chair, I fished out a document from the cabinet and banged the drawer shut with too much force while cursing under my breath. “At least I was so rude that the jackass will know not to come back here.” 
 
   I hoped I was right because I had zero desire to ever see that insufferable man again. 
 
    
 
   ⦓∞⦔
 
    
 
   Christian
 
   “Will that be all?” the cashier asked me with a lovely southern accent.
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said and swiped my credit card while glancing around to get another glimpse of the fiery redhead I’d just been messing with. “I didn’t catch the name of your colleague before… red hair, about this tall…” I held my hand up to my chin. 
 
   The young woman glanced toward the back of the store before she lifted her eyes to look at me. “That would be Melody, sir; she’s the owner.”
 
   My lips pursed upwards. “Is she now?” 
 
   The cashier bagged my items and just nodded in response. 
 
   My eyes fell to her name tag. “And do you like working for her, Ginger?” I leaned closer and put on my most charming smile. The effect was immediate as Ginger’s cheeks turned bright pink. 
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Raising my sunglasses, I enjoyed the girl’s reaction to my direct glance. “And does Melody scream at you, too?” 
 
   “No,” she shook her head. “I’ve never seen her in an argument with a customer before and she’s always nice to her employees.”
 
   “Huh!” I picked up the paper bag that Ginger handed me. “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   With another charming smile in her direction, I left the store, whistling a happy tune.
 
    
 
   GREEN - Clashing Colors #3 will be available for sale on Amazon as paperback and e-book in December 2016. 
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