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CHAPTER ONE
I opened my clenched fist and the object I’d been holding fell to the table with a delicate clink. One wing was badly bent, wires twisted. It wasn’t moving. The butterfly that had once fluttered across Yetzirah on silver filigree wings, its body a winking blue sapphire, lay on my kitchen table motionless. I assumed it was dead. Though could it be dead if it was never really alive?
I poked at it, but it only slid across the table, looking like nothing more than a finely wrought piece of jewelry. I’m the only one who knows that just moments ago it had been flying, where it should not, could not be. In a fit of panic I’d swatted it from the air. If I had taken a moment to think about it, I might have tried to take it back, return it to its world.
The phone rang, jarring me from my thoughts.
"Hello."
"Elise," my sister asked. "What’s going on?"
"What do you mean?"
"I felt it."
"Felt what?"
There was a long pause as I waited for Elena to put her fear into words, words that would make her fear, and Yetzirah, more real than she wanted them to be.
"I felt Yetzirah. I felt something . . . wrong," she confessed.
Picking up the butterfly and closing my hand around it, feeling the fine wire crumpling, the solid sapphire a throbbing in my palm I said, "I think you’d better come over."
"I‘ll be right there," she replied.
Elena thinks Yetzirah is something we should have left behind in childhood, like our old toys and bad memories. I want to keep returning and learning more about it, how it works, why it works.
For instance, we were never sure if we created Yetzirah or if it had always been there. Were the pocket wizards only products of our imagination? It was hard to believe we had that much imagination. Had they always been there? Then why didn’t anyone else know about them?
I’m not sure it matters. For me Yetzirah is a real and wonderful place, but Elena has decided that it’s just a delusion, one that grows stronger the more often I let my mind take me there. She thinks it’s dangerous.
Knowing what I hold in my hand I’m afraid that her fear may be justified, though not for the reasons she thinks. She worries that I may completely lose touch with reality, that one day I’ll travel to Yetzirah and never return. My fear is that my frequent trips between the worlds has weakened the barrier between them. How else could the butterfly have crossed?
Maybe Elena will have some thoughts, even some kind of explanation for the butterfly. Surely she’ll at least let me share my concerns. After all, for as much as we disagree, we are still closer than most sisters, as identical twins how could we not?
Glancing at the clock on the microwave I realized it would take Elena at least twenty minutes to arrive. I decided to take a quick shower and dress. It would not help her attitude to find me in my robe this late in the day.
I had finished dressing and was brushing the tangles out of my damp hair when the doorbell rang. Even though I’d been expecting it, the sound made me jump. Taking a deep breath, I opened the door, and in swept Elena.
She wore Italian boots, suede pants and turtleneck, all in black. A red leather blazer picked up the highlights in her spiked mahogany hair, and the amber in her otherwise dark brown eyes. Eyes that were staring at me with an intensity I didn’t like.
Refusing to be the one to start the inevitable argument, I led the way to the kitchen. "Coffee?" I asked politely, but it was only a formality, and without waiting for an answer I tucked my hairbrush into a back pocket and took two cups from the cupboard, filling them two-thirds full, then adding plenty of half-and-half and a packet of sweetener to each.
I handed a cup to Elena. We drank, made little sounds of pleasure, and put our cups down on the café table in my tiny kitchenette at the same time.
"Here," said Elena, turning one of the two chairs around. "Hand me the brush." I straddled the chair backward and handed the hairbrush to Elena. Starting at the ends Elena began working the tangles out of my hair. I was grateful. Since I’d allowed it grow long enough to reach the small of my back, it had become hard to take care of.
"So tell me what’s going on," said Elena, running the brush through my hair.
"Something came home with me from Yetzirah today," I admitted. "Nothing horrible," I added, twisting in my seat to meet her eye. "Something harmless."
Elena gently pushed me back until I was facing forward again, and continued brushing.
"First off, nothing came back from Yetzirah with you. But if it did, and it was harmless, why are you scared?" she asked.
"Who says I’m scared?"
"I felt something . . . a tremble. I know it was you."
"How do you know it wasn’t Yetzirah," I asked. We didn’t speak while Elena finished brushing my hair, then came around and sat at the table. She picked up her cup, took a sip, and staring over the rim said, "Yetzirah doesn’t exist. It never has. When I feel something, it’s you. A link we have. I accept that. I know the human mind can do things we can’t fathom."
"And that doesn’t extend to taking us to Yetzirah?"
"No, it doesn’t, though I do admit it may have created the place, our brains I mean. But that doesn’t make it real. Not in the," she paused, searching for the right word, "not in the real sense. It just means we created a strong illusion, one we both believed in, and then we convinced ourselves it was true. You know what my therapist said?" she asked. Then, without waiting for me to answer she continued, "She said that we needed to believe. We needed to escape."
"And we did," I agreed.
"Yes. But we didn’t do it by traveling to someplace. We only went there in our minds."
"Together."
"No. That would be impossible," Elena argued.
"Then why do we remember it the same way?" I countered.
"Because you brainwashed me. Because I was a child and you told me stories and I believed them." Elena’s face was flushed and her hands pale as she gripped the cup.
"How can you not believe in it?" I asked, my voice quivering. "Why can't you accept that Yetzirah is real, when you’ve seen it with your own eyes."
"Because it isn’t real," she countered. "It’s a dream. That’s the only possible answer. You have to give this up Elise. You have to face the truth."
"You want me to face the truth?" I jumped from the chair and it fell over with a bang. "Face this." I snatched a small plastic container from the window ledge, pried open the top and slid the broken-winged butterfly into my hand. Then I slapped it onto the table in front of Elena. "If you don’t believe it’s real what the hell is this?"
Reluctantly Elena touched it. Her fingers caressed the bent wings and carefully she pulled on them, coaxing them back into some semblance of shape. As the butterfly’s wings unfolded Elena shook her head. "It can’t be."
I righted the chair and sat down.
"It’s one of hers isn’t it?" asked Elena, her voice low and trembling.
"One of whose?" I coaxed.
"Alaura’s."
"Who must then exist," I said triumphantly. "A pocket wizard, a non-being, a delusion we invented when we were ten. Alaura, who creates butterflies out of precious gems she gets from Orin, who lost them to Richard, who is also real, and who loves to gamble, and who lost his white birds to Jarvin. Real Elena, all of them, pocket wizards, the mist, the whole thing. Real!"
"Real to you, yes. Real enough that you even convinced me. But that was almost twenty years ago, when we were children. I’m all grown up now. Something you might consider doing one of these days." She got up and began to head for the front door.
"Now who’s running away?" I shouted. "I need your help and you leave."
"My help?" demanded Elena, turning to face me, her fancy boots stamping heavily on my linoleum.
"I need you to go with me, and see if you feel anything different, if you sense something wrong, and then if you do, to help me figure out how to fix it."
"That’s ridiculous," said Elena. "You go there all the time. I haven’t for years. How would I know if something’s wrong?
"Fine. I didn’t want to say it, since you hate the place so much, but the truth is that when we went together it was always better. I could travel farther and faster than I can now. I could stay longer."
"And that’s the problem," Elena hissed between clenched, perfectly white teeth. "You want to stay there. You don’t want to come back. Look at you." She swept her hands apart and glared at me. "You are way too thin; you look like one of those starving models. Your jeans are practically falling down. Do you ever bother to eat any more? No, I bet you come home to this drab little hovel you call home and immediately disappear into this … this fairy tale land of yours. You can’t do this forever Elena, pretend that the past never happened, keep running away. You need to get help and you need to find it here, in the real world."
Pushing my anger down, forcing it down deep so that I could unclench my teeth, I tried one last time.
"Please Elena, you have to help me. That butterfly following me—that was a bad sign. I know you don’t want Yetzirah to fall apart."
"Yetzirah? What about you? From what I can see you’re what’s falling apart. Do you actually think I’d join you in this insanity? Things are following you back from Yetzirah? Well I have a solution for you. Don’t go back. Don’t open the door. There. Problem solved. Now I have to go to work." Elena spun away. I flinched at the slamming of the front door.
I walked back into the kitchen and sat down. I picked up my cup of coffee, inhaled the rich aroma, took a small sip, then sighed, "That could have gone better," I said to the empty room.
CHAPTER TWO
Lost in dark thoughts about sisters and butterflies I jumped when the phone rang. It was my boss.
"Jen called in sick. Can you work her shift?" he asked.
"What’s her shift?"
"She was supposed to work a split lunch and dinner, but I really just need you to cover dinner. It’s not that busy, now that the holidays are over."
"I’ll be there," I promised.
"Great."
He hung up. His problem was solved. Mine would take a little longer. The first thing I had to do was go to Yetzirah, find my friend Jarvin and maybe some of the other pocket wizards. I’d tell them about the butterfly, and see if they thought I should be concerned. After all, maybe flying jewelry crossed into this world all the time.
I took a last sip of coffee, put the cup in the sink, and made sure the front door was locked, before heading to my bedroom. Flopping onto the bed on my back twisted my shirt, so that I had to bounce up and down and tug on the hem to straighten it. I crossed and uncrossed my ankles, and wiped a loose strand of hair off my face. Then I took a deep breath, and stared at the ceiling. After a few moments I rolled my shoulders, cleared my throat, and scratched an itch on my neck. This was ridiculous. I’d traveled to Yetzirah hundreds of times.
Closing my eyes I concentrated on the bars of light inside my eyelids. High school science had taught me that something was firing, rods or cones, and that was responsible for the shifting light. But which ones was it, rods or cones? Wasn’t one for seeing color or something? I really should read more fact and less fiction. The room felt kind of chilly. Winter had started early and my snow tires were in bad shape.
All right, that’s enough. My eyes snapped open and I forced myself to concentrate on the ceiling. It was covered in cheap white tiles. One had an ugly crack with fuzzy edges. The edge was cardboard brown and beyond that edge was a dark, shadowy line. I looked at the line, into it, and beyond it until it filled my vision. Beyond the darkness I finally spied the familiar door, and I let myself slip forward, not walking, not running but moving nonetheless, until my hand appeared in front of my eyes, and I watched myself turn the knob.
The door swung in and I stepped through the entryway into a mist as deep and dark as any found in a Sherlockian mystery. Ignoring the lack of visibility, I kept moving forward in a straight line, and in just a few moments I felt the subtle change of pressure that indicates the wall of a pocket. I pushed through, expecting the usual sense of coming home. Instead there was a sense of uneasiness, as if I was ten again, walking through a graveyard on a dare, with a chill, like a skeletal finger, sliding down my spine.
Pushing forward I breeched the edge of Jarvin’s Pocket, entering a familiar world of lime green skies, where white, songless birds flew, casting jagged shadows across rolling hills of lemon yellow grass.
Jarvin’s house was a simple English cottage, with gray stone walls and a thatched roof. A wisp of smoke rose from his chimney and announced his presence. Grateful for the sign, I stepped onto the welcome mat just as Jarvin called out, "Elise, come in."
Inside, I found myself in a great hall, with marble floors and vast ceiling. Paintings of Jarvin’s long dead family members lined the walls; otherwise it was a huge, empty and extravagant room that felt more like a mausoleum than a foyer. My footsteps echoed as I crossed the hall to Jarvin’s den. While the foyer spoke of Jarvin’s family: their history, wealth and status, I felt Jarvin’s den did a better job of telling the story of who he was.
The room was decorated in a style I’d call "Lord of the Manor" with wood paneled walls, thick crown molding, and drapes in rich burgundy and gold fabric. Thick Persian rugs scattered across the wide floor planks echoed those colors, as well as muted greens and blues. There were no windows, but an ever burning fire in the rock fireplace provided a focus. In front of the fireplace were two dark brown, King George chairs, with leather so old it was crackled, like broken windshield glass. In the middle of the room sat a desk of matched oak heartwood, designed not for using a computer, but for writing on paper. Everything in the room was like that, outdated, worn, comfortable, and priceless.
But the real treasures in the room could be found in the mahogany bookcases that lined the walls. They held the items Jarvin had collected from throughout Yetzirah. A jar of Alaura’s butterflies, companions to the one that had brought me here, twinkled brightly in captivity. A sculpture, carved from a tusk that belonged to no animal I had ever seen, took up an entire shelf. There were drawings propped here and there, some crude, others so life like their subjects appeared animated. There were seashells, stones, and the skeletons of small creatures.
Jarvin was dedicated to collecting. His insatiable desire was to collect an object from each pocket within Yetzirah. Since new pockets formed and faded with time, he had set himself a task that would never end.
"Passing through or staying awhile?" Jarvin asked, gesturing toward the chair to the left of the fireplace, the one he knew was my favorite. I sank into the creaky, welcoming leather with a sigh, as he took the one opposite.
"I’m here for your advice," I told him.
"Well," he chuckled, "You know I always have a full supply of that on hand. Just remember what they say. If advice comes free, best to ask three. I hope you’re prepared to get other opinions."
Wordlessly I reached in my pocket, took out the butterfly and handed it to him.
Jarvin held it in his palm, looked down at it curiously, then back at me, "Yes?"
"It followed me across the barrier and into the other reality."
"It left the Pocket Worlds?"
"Yes."
Jarvin sat quietly, digesting this news. He touched the crumpled wire wings, smoothing them with his thumb. "I want to say that that would be impossible, that you’re making a joke, but I see from your expression that you’re not."
"I was hoping you’d tell me not to worry. That this kind of thing happens."
He looked into my eyes and I knew even before he shook his head and said, "Never. I’ve never heard of anything crossing over before."
"I’m scared," I admitted. "It’s not just the butterfly. It’s something else too. In all the times I’ve come here I’ve never felt … It’s never been like this."
"What do you mean?"
"I don’t know how to explain. It’s hard to put into words," I said, sitting up straighter, trying to put my thoughts in order. "It’s this feeling, like sometimes when you wake up after a bad dream, and your heart is racing, and your palms are sweating. You know something scared you, but you can’t remember why you’re so afraid. There are terrible thoughts in your head, like memories, but you can’t reach them. All you can do is feel your fear and know there was something in the dream. It leaves you anxious or I don’t know, with this sense of disquiet. You have to get up, out of bed, into a room where you can turn on all the lights and chase out the shadows. That’s what it feels like when I cross the barrier. A feeling that’s growing, like a memory of something horrible, but a memory I can’t hold onto."
"May I keep this?" Jarvin asked.
"Of course."
He got up, put the broken butterfly in a small glass jar, and placed it on a shelf, yet another oddity of Yetzirah.
Taking a poker from in front of the fireplace, Jarvin jabbed at the logs methodically, sending sparks spiraling up the chimney. It was an activity I knew he found especially relaxing. I watched him silently, thinking how little he had changed in the many years I’d known him.
I remembered our first meeting, when Elena and I were ten and first discovered Yetzirah. Then I thought of all the other times we’d returned to Yetzirah together. Usually it was when things got bad at home, when we had to move out of our house, when I broke my arm and, worst day of all, when we lost both our parents on the same day.
That day, our sixteenth birthday, was the last time Elena came with me. She had already begun to draw away from Yetzirah and though I suspected she may have gone back again without me, she never spoke of it.
That day we were quiet, each of us lost in our thoughts. Mourning of course, but also battling feelings we were ashamed of, a sense of freedom a feeling of … relief. Jarvin was sympathetic and kind. Somehow we got through the day, and during that visit, between tears and cups of chamomile tea, I made some small peace with my childhood.
Jarvin took one last stab at the fire, and then put the poker back in its place.
"I want to show you something," he said. He took a roll of parchment from a drawer and unrolled it across the desktop, holding down the four corners with a paperweight, a stapler, a jar of feathered quills and a book about kites.
"It’s a map," I said with amazement. I had never seen a map of Yetzirah before and this was not some crude, hand-drawn joke, it was detailed and meticulously labeled. "I didn’t think it was possible to map Yetzirah. It would be like, I don’t know, like mapping a flock of ducks on a lake."
"Not as bad as that," Jarvin assured me. "More like mechanical ducks, set to paddle in one set direction, at one speed. Here let me show you. He put the edge of his hands on the map, curving them so they matched the round circumference of the border. Inside the circle the map maker had drawn several smaller circles. "As you know, the pockets are constantly moving. The fog or mist or whatever you want to call it, it’s like an ocean current, as it moves it takes the pockets along with it." Jarvin pointed to a particular small circle labeled Jarvin’s World. It was near the outermost edge of the map, which I saw was labeled Rim-ward."
"This is where we are, Jarvin’s World you might call it, or Jarvin’s Pocket. You can see that we’re close to the Rim."
"But you can’t tell if you’re North or South, East or West."
"Well no, but directions do work here. Look." He touched the center of the map. "Think of the Pocket Worlds as having two main directions, In-ward and Rim-ward." He touched the edge of the map. "That gives us two points of reference. It’s also helpful to know that though pockets may move in a circle around the core of the Pocket Worlds, they are always oriented in the same direction.
Seeing the lost look on my face he smiled and tried again.
"Think of a compass. It doesn’t matter where you hold it right? It still points north."
"Yes," I agreed, though I wasn’t really sure it was true at the North Pole.
"Well no matter where you place a pocket on the map one area of it will always be on the side facing toward the core, or In-ward. In my pocket there’s a stream that runs almost perfectly In-ward. If I follow the stream by walking on the left side bank, and step out at that point, I am walking almost directly In-ward. If I walk a measured distance and turn right, after a few paces I’ll step into Richard’s Pocket. Richard’s Pocket will always be near there, perhaps a few meters farther or a bit closer but always near that exact place."
I pushed the hair back behind my ears, getting it out of the way so I could lean in closer to the map and read the handwritten labels penned there: Richard’s World, Alaura’s World, Sylvia, Orin, Harold, The Artist, Jeanne, and red dashes showing where Jarvin had traveled.
"This is fascinating," I said.
"Want to hear something even more fascinating."
"Sure."
"The map is changing. Things are getting out of kilter. Richard’s Pocket, last time I went to see him, was way farther out than it should have been. I’ve noticed this—I don’t know what to call it—this instability, for some time. Now you tell me that one of Alaura’s butterflies crossed over, and that you’re feeling strange when you use the doorway. I’m starting to worry. Something is wrong Elise. Something is very wrong."
I looked up and into his eyes. "What are we going to do," I asked.
"There’s only one thing I can think of," he replied, "We have to find the Queen."
CHAPTER THREE
My first impulse, after I returned, was to call Elena and share the news. We’d once talked about visiting the Queen, but it had seemed impossible. She lived at the core of Yetzirah, so far away we couldn’t fathom the distance. It was like wanting to travel to Mars, a wish so unlikely it would make you sad if you thought about it much.
Jarvin, however, felt we had a chance. He had met someone once who claimed to have met the Queen, and if it was possible for them, then why not us? Jarvin’s unusual obsession with collecting objects from across Yetzirah made him the most traveled of all the pocket wizards. I knew if anyone could find a way to reach the Queen he would.
"If we travel In-ward, toward the core, only passing through the pockets that are in the most direct line, and if there are enough of us, I think we can do it," Jarvin said.
"But can we find enough wizards willing to travel?" I asked. "And if we do, how do we know the Queen will know how to fix the problem? Wouldn’t she have already tried?" The last question bothered me the most.
"I’ve been thinking about that since you told me about the butterfly. What if the instability is only occurring here, near the rim? What if she doesn’t know?"
"Or what if she does know and doesn’t care, or just can’t fix it?" I persisted.
"I guess we’ll never know unless we ask her."
I couldn’t argue with that.
Now, as I prepared to go to work, in a world far from Yetzirah, yet separated by nothing more than concentrated thought, I began to wonder again if, and how, a queen could fix something like a sense of dread and a leaky barrier. Wouldn’t it be like asking someone to fix a tornado, some natural disaster that no person could control? But then again Yetzirah didn’t really work like this world. Trying to think it through just gave me a headache. Thinking about telling Elena made it worse.
I changed into my work clothes: black slacks, white blouse, black sneakers. I tossed my clip-on bow tie into my purse. I’d wait until I reached the restaurant before putting it on, and avoid looking like a penguin as long as possible.
Despite the garb I was still glad I hadn’t accepted Elena’s offer of a job. She owned a company that provided event coordination, and had contracts with several major corporations like Nike and Intel. She’d assured me that there was no shortage of catering jobs she could send my way. I’d even taken a couple days to think about it, but the truth was I’d only needed a couple of seconds. No way could I work for my sister, see her every day. Forget it. Besides, catering was a whole lot like waitressing, and if I had a choice I’d get as far from the food service industry as I could.
After weaving my hair into a single braid, I grabbed my car keys, locked the front door, and headed for the numbered slot in front of my apartment, where my dingy, mud spattered, fifteen-year old Jeep, Jessie sat waiting. Jessie had a black vinyl top, plastic windows, and was impossible to heat. Most of the time that wasn’t an issue. It was even fun to zip off the top and let the elements in, but it was January, the coldest month of the year, and I was already shivering in anticipation of the chilly drive ahead of me.
At the end of the shift the manager tipped us out, giving each waitress her share. I was a little annoyed that I had to split a twenty I’d received earlier. I could remember the customer clearly, a man around my age, late twenties, maybe early thirties. He was reading a James Tiptree Jr. novel. Trying to be friendly, so he’d leave a decent tip, I smiled at him, pointed to the book and said, "You know he was a she, right?"
For a moment he looked puzzled, then he smiled and said, "Oh the author. Yes, yes I do know. Her name was Alice Sheldon, right?"
"Right. She’s one of my favorites."
"Me too. You like science fiction?"
"Yes."
"Really? Not many women do."
I raised an eyebrow. "Should I be reading romances instead?"
"Well, maybe contemporary romances with non-stereotypical female protagonists," he replied, a quirky smile pulling up the corner of his mouth.
Not sure whether to respond with a smile or a scowl I just stood there, awkwardly.
Reacting to the silence he said, "Look, I didn’t mean women shouldn’t read science fiction. I think everyone should, if only so I’d have someone to talk to. I’m just saying, in my experience, the few women I know don’t seem to like the genre. I didn’t mean to offend you."
"You didn’t. I mean, well maybe you did, but I’m sort of crabby today. It was supposed to be my day off and well, you know. I didn’t mean to jump all over you."
"I didn’t think you were jumping all over me." I saw him catch the double entendre. Then he smiled and said. "I think I’d know if you were. And if you were I don’t think I’d complain."
Back in my comfort zone, where men hit on me and I played it for tips, I pulled out my pad and pencil, gave him an answering, flirty smile (good for at least fifteen percent) and asked what he’d like for lunch."
The restaurant got too busy for me to talk to him again, and there wasn’t anything that special about our short chat to make me try too hard, though I had liked the way his smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. When his lunch was ready it was even busier so I served him, asked if there was anything else, and quickly moved on to the next table. After he left I found an extra twenty dollar bill attached to his check. At the bottom he’d scrawled, "For books. Any kind you want."
I held onto the bill for a moment. It had been a nice gesture. I should have taken more time to talk. I loved to read, and finding a guy who liked to read was rare. At least we’d have had books in common. Oh well, it just wasn’t meant to be.
Thinking about books naturally led to thinking of Andrew, a good friend who owned a bookstore. I hadn’t seen or talked to him in weeks. We were terrible, always forgetting to call, blowing off birthdays. Our willingness to forgive each other for our terrible social skills was probably why we remained such good friends.
As soon as I got home I took another shower to get rid of the cloying smell of fried food, popped a couple potatoes in the microwave for dinner, and dialed Andrew’s number.
"Andrew speaking," he said, enunciating each word with dramatic formality.
I rolled my eyes. Why was my best friend such a geek? "What are you doing?" I asked, adding unnecessarily, "It’s me."
"Just got home. What a day. First the check did not come in from that woman in Baltimore who ordered the first edition Steinbeck. Who knows when she’ll get around to sending it, and in the meanwhile of course I’ve taken her word and removed the listing. People, I just don’t understand people. Anyway, then the roof started leaking. Again! I called the roofers and they said they couldn’t be here until next Wednesday. I said to them ‘Do you know what water does to books? Do you?"
"And did you give them a chance to answer?" I interjected, completely throwing Andrew off track. It didn’t take much to stop one of his rants, any interruption would do.
"Fine. I get the hint," he said. "So how was your day?"
"Nothing special. I got called in to cover someone’s shift, someone who would not cover for me if my ass was on fire."
"Why would your ass be on fire? Have you finally found a boyfriend?"
"Andrew I swear, the way your mind works is frightening. I thought I’d come over tomorrow, to the store I mean. I want to pick your brain about something. I might even buy a book."
"That would be a shock."
"Don’t be such a smart ass. Stranger things have happened. In fact," I said, remembering, "Strange things are happening. But I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. Is there some way you could close up so we could go to lunch? I really want to talk to you where customers won’t be interrupting."
"Oh honey, you make me laugh. If you don’t want to be interrupted by customers then my bookstore is the perfect place. Haven’t seen one all week. All I’ve seen are leaking roofs and …"
"Andrew!"
"Ok. Ok. I’ll be there, and if you want to go to lunch it’s not a problem. I usually close up from noon to one but if you want to take longer, why not? Honestly, if it wasn’t for my online sales and my eBay shop I’d be in trouble."
"I know you better than that Andrew. You’ll always find a way to get by."
"Mmmm . . . Nice of you to say, even if it isn’t true. I’ll see you tomorrow."
After I hung up, my thoughts returned to Yetzirah. I wondered if I was too tired to try to find the door tonight, and spend more time with Jarvin. Long ago I’d learned that if I was tired I would fall asleep before I managed to open the door. The state of mind I had to reach to enter Yetzirah was very similar to the relaxed state one enters just before sleep. This had always given Elena more ammunition in her argument that Yetzirah was just a state of mind and not a real place. To argue that it was no more than a dream we’d shared.
Thinking about Elena made me even more tired. Maybe it would be best to skip Yetzirah and get a full night’s sleep instead.
CHAPTER FOUR
I lived and worked in Beaverton, a suburb twenty miles west of Andrew’s bookstore, which was in the Pearl, the part of Northwest Portland that also contained Powells, Oregon’s largest used bookstore. Andrew had explained to me that because he sold collectibles and rarities he was not in direct competition with Powells. In fact, he often profited by their proximity when their book loving customers, seeing his sign, took the time to stop in.
The sign above Andrew’s store was certainly enough to catch a customer’s eye. First, it was carved from a thick slab of wood, and hung from wrought iron curlicues, giving it a look of antiquity. Second, the Egyptian Eye of Horus against the background of a pyramid, a stylized black cat and two witches wands, crossed like swords, with the words "Andrew’s Bookstore," burned into it was sure to arouse the curiosity of most passersby.
As I went in the bells tied to the doorknob jingled pleasantly. Andrew was talking to a customer, guiding him through the rows of bookshelves. I inhaled deeply, the musty scent of the store familiar and comforting. I’d spent so much time in libraries, staying late after school, helping to shelve. Libraries had become one of my refuges, as had the books they held. Sometimes I thought Elena and I could not have survived our difficult childhood without books.
I wandered through the narrow aisles, reading titles, stopping to pull books forward that had been pushed back by some careless hand, edging them so they all met at the lip of the shelf. It was as automatic as breathing. Finally the man Andrew had been speaking with left, the door chiming behind him.
I confronted Andrew. "So, what was that if not a customer?"
"That was no customer." Andrew shot back. "Did it buy anything? Did it order anything? No. Ergo, not a customer."
"Fine," I said, conceding the point.
"Well that was too easy. Feeling all right? What’s up?" Andrew asked, turning to lean against the glass front cabinet that served to hold the store’s rarest first editions and its cash register. Andrew was tall, just over six feet, with muscular arms, a waist that was as wide as his chest, and narrow hips. He was going bald and the rest of his hair was prematurely gray so he had shaved his head and made up for it by growing a carefully shaped goatee. His eyes were as blue as a Nordic sky.
To strangers, Andrew seemed like an average, middle-aged business owner. Those who knew him well would never call him average. For instance he was a Wiccan, a self proclaimed witch who believed he could make the wind blow or change direction. He was a healer who knew all kinds of herbal remedies for illness or injury. He was also a wonderful cook, though his specialty was medieval recipes, and he could whip up venison on a spit, or eel pie, faster than you could think to order them. His real specialty however were cordials, and I still winced when I thought about the last time we’d hung out together. I’d served as his taste tester and the hangover was memorable.
It was only because of this list of attributes, especially the witch thing, that I felt I could comfortably broach the subject with him.
"Remember Yetzirah?" I asked.
"That place you transcend to? Sure. How could I forget."
"You believe in it don’t you."
"Well, of course."
"But you’ve never been there," I said.
"Never been to France either but the French don’t care, they just keep on existing without me."
I stepped across the room and hugged him.
"Hey. What’s this about?" asked Andrew, patting my back.
"Elena doesn’t believe. She’s been there but she just can’t accept it." I stepped back, crossing my arms, anger at Elena washing over me again.
"Well some people seem to be able to live without magic," Andrew said, "Sad misguided people. Let’s get lunch and talk."
"Where are we going?"
"We’re going to this great little place down the street. It hasn’t been discovered yet." Andrew made quote marks in the air around discovered. "Once it is we’ll never get a seat, but for now we are in luck."
Andrew set the hands on the sign in the shop’s door to say he’d be back at one thirty.
I wanted to be as silly and lighthearted as he seemed to be, but my heart wasn’t in it. After a few moments of trying to make me laugh he caught on and changed tactics. We walked down the street, cars moving by slowly. No one seemed to be in a hurry to get anywhere on this particularly gray day. The wind was blustery, rising up to send swirls of leaves and bits of paper along the gutters, or dropping to create a strange stillness that made you listen for your own heartbeat. I was happy to get out of the erratic wind and into the restaurant. Andrew asked for a booth near the fireplace, and we ordered lunch.
As my fingers warmed I couldn’t sit still and kept toying with the vase of plastic flowers that sat in the center of the starched white tablecloth, turning the cardboard triangle which advertised three types of beer, and straightening the salt and pepper shakers.
"Tell me what’s happening," Andrew demanded. "Quit shredding those poor flowers, and sit still, or I’ll make you pay for your own lunch."
"Well that’s mean," I said, putting my hands in my lap. "But a really effective threat."
"So?"
"So." I took a deep breath. "It’s Yetzirah. I’ve told you about how Elena and I used to go there when we were kids and then she stopped going. She sort of outgrew it I guess," I said, recalling her angry words when she had said just that. "I guess I didn’t outgrow it. I’ve kept going and it’s always been a place to get away from this." I gestured as if to encompass the room but I really meant the entire world.
"And that’s changed?"
"Yes. It, well it feels different now. It feels. . .wrong. I’m worried Andrew. It’s hard to explain. It’s like . . . like the only place I’ve ever trusted, the only safe place, and now, well now I just don’t know."
"Tell me what happened."
I told Andrew about the butterfly.
"It’s just that one thing, that one time. Maybe it will never happen again," he suggested.
"Maybe, but it’s more than that. There’s a feeling now, a sense of something horrible that has never been there before. It makes me afraid. It makes me know that there’s something wrong, like a headache might be telling you there’s a brain tumor."
"Or that you shouldn’t have had that third shot of tequila," Andrew quipped.
I shook my head. "No, it’s much worse than that. If you felt it you’d know what I mean. Can you imagine what would happen if the barrier between the two worlds weakens, if it fails? Would the magic in Yetzirah leak into this world, bringing all the pocket wizards creations to life and letting them free where they couldn’t be controlled? Could it destroy this world, both worlds?"
"Or just destroy them as you know them?" asked Andrew. "After all, if we accept that Yetzirah is a parallel universe then we have to accept that there are probably many more of them. Maybe if your barrier falls only two universes fall. There are probably many alternate realities that would go on just fine."
"Maybe, but I don’t live in those alternate realities. I live here. And so do you. I guess that’s small-minded but a small mind is all I have."
Andrew laughed politely at my sad attempt at humor. "Well maybe it won’t mean the end of the world. Maybe it will be the beginning of something amazing."
"I suppose it would be nice if everyone here had the power of Yetzirah. If everyone could create their own pocket of reality, if the world was your perfect world, there would be no reason for wars, or all the other horrible things we do to ourselves."
"Utopia," agreed Andrew. "Heaven, or a complete and total disaster? What does Elena think about this?"
"You know her. She thinks I should have the traditional husband, the two point five kids and the Golden Retriever. Not that she’s had any luck with that herself," I added sarcastically. "Anyway she thinks Yetzirah keeps me from getting where she thinks I should be. The incident with the butterfly gives her a good reason to talk me out of going there again. Somehow she’s convinced herself that I should stay away, that if I don’t go there again nothing more can happen. She even implied that if there’s a problem then I’m probably the cause. On the other hand, Elena has also told me that Yetzirah doesn’t exist, so therefore how can she accept there might be a problem. It gives me a headache. How can she hold both beliefs? She either has to believe I can impact Yetzirah, and therefore it’s real, or I can’t, and it isn’t. She can’t believe both things at the same time."
"Of course she can. You know better than that," said Andrew. "People hold all kinds of contradictory beliefs. For instance, the right to lifers who kill doctors who perform abortions leaps to mind, or the belief that we must make war to have peace. In 1984, George Orwell called it doublethink. No, there’s nothing strange with your sister believing both things, frustrating yes; strange no. But come on, now that you’re telling me all this, tell me more. Yetzirah is such a strange name, Hebrew right?"
"Right. But it has nothing to do with Judaism. It was just a name Elena and I came up with after our third or fourth time there. We felt like we had to call it something besides the Pocket Worlds. That way we kept its real name secret. I got out the dictionary, and being silly and rebellious we started at Z and worked backward, looking for the perfect name.
"Nothing in the Zs caught our eye but then in the Ys I saw Yetzirah. The definition said something like—the Hebrew word for the fifth dimension, a spiritual world, full of souls and angels. It also said something about a place where good and evil entities mixed. We’d met a good spirit, Jarvin and we’d met a bad one, Alaura. Or at least she seemed bad to us at the time. Anyway it seemed exotic and fitting so we choose it."
"Makes sense," said Andrew. "At least for a couple of little kids."
"The other thing the dictionary said was that God forbids divination, fortune telling, because those things come from Yetzirah, a place of magic, both good and bad, and you never know which is answering you."
"Cool."
"But kind of too perfect. Yetzirah was a place of magic. Jarvin could make anything appear, or disappear. It was fun, but also sort of creepy. When I got older I looked up Yetzirah online. One of the things that came up was a picture of the Tree of Life. It’s a drawing of circles, connected by all these lines. It seemed eerily like Yetzirah. Each wizard’s private domain a sphere, separate from the other spheres, but connected by the paths they take as they travel. I don’t mean literally, you can’t really see paths, or much of anything between the pockets, but symbolically."
Andrew nodded his understanding and I continued. "You know what the residents call Yetzirah? They call it the Pocket Worlds, each world a pocket of reality controlled by someone who is all powerful within that sphere, a wizard. Seeing those circles and lines gave me chills, made me wonder whether we came up with the name on our own, or were led to find it. Just how much influence does Yetzirah have over us?"
The waitress arrived with our lunch, effectively ending discussion about alternate realities. As we ate, the conversation drifted to less bizarre topics, the upcoming year, the resolutions we’d made. I asked Andrew how his boyfriend Doug was doing.
"Doug is perfect," Andrew said, his smile so big he was practically beaming. "In fact," he said, leaning forward to whisper in my ear, "I’m thinking of asking him to marry me."
"Oh my gosh. Do you mean it?"
"I do." Then he nervously chuckled. "I mean, I plan to say I do. If he says yes, of course."
"And what idiot would say no to you?"
Andrew leaned back, a mischievous smirk on his lips and a happy glint in his eyes. "I’m quite the catch you know. Tall, balding, pot bellied—"
"Failing business owner," I added.
"Debt ridden."
"Old."
"Cranky."
"Can’t miss," I said.
"It’s a done deal."
"Here here!"
I raised my water glass and made a toast. "To young lovers everywhere."
Andrew clicked his glass against mine.
"Can I be your wedding planner?" I asked, all wide eyed.
"Oh, God no."
We finished lunch in companionable silence but once the dishes had been cleared I turned the conversation back to Yetzirah.
"I didn’t just come here to whine about what’s been happening with Yetzirah. Actually I need your help."
"My help. Well of course, anything."
"Go to Yetzirah with me?"
"What!"
"You heard me. Please Andrew. I’ve never tried taking someone there since Elena. Maybe it’s easy. Maybe anyone can go, once they know the way."
"I don’t know. It seems kind of . . ."
"Crazy?"
"I didn’t say that."
"I thought you’d be open to it. You seem open to other things, things most people don’t believe in. You say you can control the weather."
"Just the wind." Andrew corrected.
"Well, most people would think that’s kind of out there, Andrew."
"I don't care what most people think. My religion is ancient. Its practices built on a history that goes back far before Christianity."
"I didn’t mean to upset you."
"I’m not upset," Andrew replied. "I’m just reacting to the idea that my beliefs are, what did you say, out there? If you want to talk about out there, we can talk about the logic of throwing witches into a lake to see if they float. Float and they burn you, sink and you drown. But at least you’re not a witch, lucky you. Or how about that woman I heard on the radio last week, who was telling the DJ that she wasn’t going to move out of Texas, despite the drought and no work, because if God had wanted her to live somewhere else she’d have been born somewhere else. Has the woman never heard of Amtrak? Does she know how to drive? Is she lacking legs or just brains?"
I slumped back in my seat and shook my head, letting Andrew vent. The clouds began to fulfill their promise and rain started to fall, first patting against the restaurant’s picture windows and then falling in a deluge. I shivered as the water trickled across the glass, the wind blowing so powerfully that the rain moved sinuously, curling sideways as much as downward. Andrew had stopped speaking. I looked up and he grinned sheepishly.
"And if I did go there with you, what then?" he asked.
"Then I think I could stay a little longer, be a little more powerful. In Yetzirah you move faster when there’s more than one person traveling in the same direction. It’s a strange law of nature that exists there. When Elena and I were there together we moved through the space between pockets in nearly half the time than I do alone."
"Then maybe you should . . ."
"I know. I should get Elena. I’ve tried. I’m giving up on that. I have to try something else. Of course maybe I’m just being silly. Maybe you’re right and the butterfly was a one time thing."
"But you don’t really believe that."
"No. But I still can’t explain why. It’s like I can feel it deep inside, in my throat, in my chest and stomach. It’s like a vibration, this sense of wrongness."
"It really does scare you," Andrew said, as if it were a revelation.
"It does," I agreed reluctantly. "Whatever is wrong, I know it’s too much for me to deal with. I know I can’t face it alone. Maybe it’s because I’m a twin. Maybe it’s just my having always been part of two that makes me feel this way."
"There you are." The voice broke the spell of privacy around Andrew and myself. The sounds of the restaurant: the hissing fire, clatter of plates, smell of something overcooked, all broke through at once.
A tall, wide-shouldered man in leather boots, camo pants and a skin-tight black t-shirt that highlighted his rippling abs, strode across the room toward our table. His windbreaker was drenched, dripping on the table as he leaned forward and kissed Andrew full on the mouth. I sat back, a little stunned by the unexpected raw presence of the man that could only be Andrew’s boyfriend, the much talked about Doug. He was bigger, louder, younger. In all ways, not the person I’d envisioned.
"Doug," said Andrew. "This is my friend Elise. I’ve told you about her."
"The Extraordinary Elise, you bet he has," he said, twisting away from Andrew to wrap an arm around my shoulders and squeeze. I was sure I’d have bruises.
"Are you joining us for lunch?" Andrew asked.
"Please join us," I invited, pretending an enthusiasm I didn’t feel.
"Nice of you," Doug said, running a hand over his blond buzz cut and then shaking the rainwater off his hand. "Nah, I just come by to tell you I stopped by the store and took some cash out of the till."
"What?" Andrew asked, with a sidelong glance at me that increased my awareness that I was uncomfortably trapped in what should have been a private discussion.
"Had to. I’ll tell you about it later."
"You know I can’t really afford. . ."
"I know. I know. You’re worried about that roof thing. I’ve been talking to some friends and I think we’ve got some help there. Anyway, we’ll talk about it later. I gotta run. Meeting some guys at the gym."
"You’re not working today?"
"Oh, that was a bullshit job anyway. Plus, now I’ll be able to help you around the house. Get some things fixed. Nice to meet you Ellen. See you tonight honey."
"That's Elise," Andrew said, trying to correct him. Doug ignored him, leaned down and gave Andrew another embarrassingly long kiss, then stomped out, leaving a sense of calm behind, like the aftermath of a small tornado.
"Wow."
"Yeah," Andrew said sheepishly. "He’s kind of a force."
"I’ll say." What I was on the verge of saying was: Who is this clown who thinks he can take money from your till, expect you to support him, and paws you in public? All things I knew Andrew did not like. Luckily just then the waitress appeared, my very own, personal, keep your mouth shut and your friendship intact fairy.
"Dessert?" she asked.
"Just the check please," Andrew told her. "Thank you."
She placed it on the table along with a couple Ghirardelli mints. I stared at the table for a moment, then took a deep breath and smiled at Andrew.
"Tell me more." he asked. "Tell me how you first found Yetzirah."
Despite my gratitude for the return to our earlier subject I paused as I wondered how much to tell him. I covered by unwrapping a mint and popping it into my mouth.
I remembered it all of course. Elena and I had been hiding from dad in what we called, "The Fort." The fort was a place I’d only learned about that summer, when a boy named Harold took me there. It was a cluster of bushes growing at the edge of a strip of green space, between his street and mine. The bushes were thick, covered with dark green leaves, and two-inch long thorns. Harold had clipped a path through them just tall and wide enough to belly crawl through. Once inside you could stand easily. Two kids, standing in the center, could hold hands, then reach out with their free hands and just touch the leaves of the surrounding bushes.
Harold didn’t know if someone had purposely planted the bushes in a circle, or if the center of the circle had died from lack of sunlight. He liked me and I think he was trying to impress me with his fort theories. He didn’t have to try very hard. I knew it was a magic spot, and was flattered that he’d taken me there. I had just turned eleven and he was an older man of thirteen.
Harold had dragged cardboard boxes into the fort, flattening them to make a floor, a somewhat softer and cleaner place to sit. We sat on the cardboard and talked for a few moments, though I have no memory about what, and then awkwardly, Harold leaned forward and kissed me. His lips felt strange, like fat squirmy worms, and I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth.
He and his family moved away soon after, leaving me the memory of that first kiss and the keys, as it were, to the fort. The fort came in handy many times. It was an ideal place to play, and a perfect retreat to hide in when dad was in one of his rages.
That day, the first day we went to Yetzirah, had started out all right. It was a Friday. Dad had gone to work and we’d gone to school as usual. On the way home from school Elena and I talked about our plans for the coming weekend. We were meeting some kids in the woods on Saturday, and were going to build a tree fort. We’d already found some old fence boards and dragged them to the tree we’d selected. One of the kids swore he could borrow a saw, hammer and nails, and Elena and I had some rope we thought would help. When we got home we found the house filled with the aroma of mom’s beef stew. We could also smell fresh baked bread, and knew dinner would be wonderful.
Dad was late coming in so mom went ahead and set the table, but of course, she didn’t bring out the food. She stirred the pot and kept looking at the clock. It was a sunburst clock with long gold arms reaching out from a white face. Finally we all sat down to watch television; too nervous to really see what was playing but not sure what else to do. Dad found us there, perched on the couch, when he stumbled in.
He lurched across the room and into the dining room, banging his hip into the table, rattling the dishes and sloshing water from the glasses.
"Too damn good to wait for me?" he demanded.
"Of course not Scott," my mother answered him, practically running to the kitchen. "Of course we waited. We know how hard you work."
"Damn right," he said, then half fell into his chair at the head of the table.
"Come to the table girls," our mother called, her voice ominously cheery.
We stepped into the dining room and pulled out our chairs. Normally I sat beside dad and Elena sat next to me. Mom sat at the other end of the table and the fourth, long side of the table, was pushed against the wall that separated dining room from kitchen. Mom came through the kitchen door and set the pot of stew on the table. She ladled out a portion for dad first. He looked at his plate, his head rolling from side to side as if it were too heavy for his neck, and said, "What’s this crap?"
We knew then that we were in for a bad night. When dad complained about mom’s cooking, which was awesome, we knew nothing would please him. I wanted right then and there to grab Elena’s hand and bolt but I was starved, my stomach growling at the sight of the food mom was ladling into my bowl. Thick chunks of meat, carrots, onions and the smell of spices made my mouth water. I picked up my spoon and dad’s hand closed over mine.
Lost in the memory, my heart began to beat faster, and I nervously twisted my water glass, drawing damp circles on the table.
"What’s wrong, you can’t wait for your mother to sit down?" I remembered dad asking. "She works all day for you ungrateful brats and you can’t wait one minute?" His hand tightened until the handle of the spoon I was holding began to dig into my fingers. I winced and he smiled and tightened his hand even more. I jumped out of my chair, jerking my hand free. He slapped at me but missed. That drunk, his aim and his balance were lousy. He fell back into his chair but he was mad, and he started to get right back up again. "Little bitch," he snarled, starting to unbuckle his belt, even before he was on his feet.
I knew what was coming, and I ran. I got the sliding door open and yelled at Elena to hurry up. She grabbed a handful of bread from the table and followed me. We ran as fast as we could, hurrying across the yard, slamming through the back gate. I took a moment to shut it and throw the bolt. That would slow him down.
"Get back here!" his voice rang across the neighborhood, but I ignored his command and ran harder. We made it to the green space and to the back of the fort. There was no going fast now. It was getting dark and the entrance was blocked with dead branches. I pulled them aside and motioned Elena ahead. She dropped to her belly and dragged herself forward on her elbows. When her feet disappeared I followed. As soon as I got to the center of the fort I swung around and headed back out, fighting thorns long and sharp enough to tear skin from bone.
I could hear stumbling footsteps and panting breaths as I inched forward. I found the branches and slowly moved them into place. He probably couldn’t see the entrance anyway but I wasn’t going to take any chances.
"You get the hell home girls," boomed just inches from my face and I almost jumped. Instead, I drew a ragged breath and held it. There was a crashing sound and cursing, and then my dad’s footsteps going away. I wriggled back toward the center of the fort. A thorn slashed the back of my hand. I put the cut to my mouth, tasting blood like warm copper, and then scooted the rest of the way inside.
Sitting next to Elena in the darkening gloom I saw the glint of tears glistening on her cheek. I didn’t say anything. We were both uncomfortable, embarrassed.
I looked up, into Andrew’s eyes, and said, "I don’t know if you’ve known many people who had drunk or abusive parents but it isn’t like on TV. No one talks about it. It’s just, I don’t know, you’re ashamed, more ashamed someone will find out, than scared that it won’t stop. I know that doesn’t make sense, but that’s how it was. Elena and I never spoke of it, we just sort of got through it.
"There were times that Elena and I had to run away for a little while. We found Yetzirah during one of those times. We were hiding outdoors. Elena had taken some bread from the house. I remember her giving me some of it, but I didn’t want food. My stomach felt full, my skin tight. I felt sick all over. I didn’t want to think about home. This wasn’t the first time we’d had to run away and I didn’t look forward to a night outside, to wake shivering and damp, covered with morning dew. On the other hand, at least we felt safer than we knew we’d be at home. By the time we got back dad would have sobered up and things would be all right for awhile. Maybe he’d even take us out for ice cream, or buy us something, if there was money and he felt bad, he sometimes did that.
After a while Elena asked if we could go home yet, and I told her no. She kept asking me when and I kept telling her not to ask stupid questions. Then she started complaining that she was still hungry, that she was cold. The only thing I could think to do was take her mind off everything by telling her a story. She was only eleven and still liked bedtime stories. I lay down on this cardboard floor that was there.
I can still smell it," I told Andrew, "that paper and glue and damp, dusty smell. I told El to put her head on my stomach because it was soft and fluffy like a pillow. I remember she said my stomach was a lot noisier than her pillow but I told her that was because it was telling her to shut up.
Finally she just lay there quietly so I told her I’d found this really cool place. She asked if it was as cool as the fort and I told her it was even better. Then I told her that one night I was lying in bed and it was really late. It was so late even the moon was gone. So I closed my eyes and I thought about the moon. I pretended I could see it, and the man in the moon. Then I saw that the man was a fake. It wasn’t really a man’s face at all. It was just bright places and shadows that looked like a face. So I was sad you know, but I wanted to look closer, so I got up close to the man in the moon’s mouth.
Elena called me on that. She said ‘but it wasn’t really a man.’
‘I know. I know.’ I told her. ‘Just wait.’ So I got to the man in the moon’s mouth and I saw it was a giant white door. I reached up, opened the door, and walked inside. It was the most beautiful place I’ve even seen.
Elena asked if she could go there too and I said ‘Sure. You just have to think about the full moon real hard, and then find the mouth, I mean the door, and you have to open the door and walk inside, that’s all.’
I told her to close her eyes and listen to me and do just what I said. I held her hand and I told her I was walking toward the moon. I said, ‘We’re standing on the moon and I’m walking toward the door now, and I have your hand so you have to go along with me. There you are. Hi El, I said to her.’ "El was my nickname for her when we were kids. She used to call me Lise."
"‘I remember she giggled and said, "Hi Lise."
We talked about the door, how big it was and how shiny and I told her there was a door knob, right by her hand. Then I told her to reach down and turn the knob and she did. I could see her hand on the knob. It was sort of like being in a dream but awake at the same time. I could see the knob move easily, as if it wanted to turn, and was only waiting for the slightest sign that Elena wanted it too.
"The door began to open, swinging in and away from us.
We stepped through the doorway and there was nothing but us and fog. We took a few steps and Elena got scared as soon as we lost sight of the door. I could feel her hand tighten in mine. I told her not to worry, that I wouldn’t let us get lost.
"At first the fog seemed like a solid wall of gray, but as our eyes began to adjust to the gloom, we made out swirls and eddies of lighter and darker grays."
"We took a few steps forward, sliding our feet ahead, afraid we might step into a hole or fall off a cliff. Then, without any warning, we stepped into a pocket. Well, we didn’t know it was a pocket then. It was like being in a dark place, like a movie theater, then stepping into the bright outdoors too fast. All of a sudden there was a sky above us, but not a normal sky, this one was as green as Kermit the Frog’s skin. Flying across the sky were large white birds with feathers that trailed behind them like a kite’s tail. Below us was a valley, dark with trees, and bright with meadows. Every meadow was covered with waving yellow grass and dotted with strange, leafless trees. Around their black trunks grew twisting vines that held clusters of hanging purple flowers. On the floor of the valley, in the middle of one of the meadows, was a small stone house with a red door the color of our mom’s favorite lipstick. We looked at each other and without speaking Elena and I walked to the door and stopped.
‘Should I knock,’ whispered Elena.
‘It would be the polite thing to do,’ said the house.
"Well that must have scared the bejesus out of you," said Andrew.
"I think we were too numb or in shock at that point. Mostly the house just sounded friendly. I remember we both took a step back though. Then the voice said, ‘Didn’t mean to frighten you. I’ll be right out.’
"The door to the house opened and a man came out. He looked perfectly normal. I remember thinking he looked a bit like my fourth grade teacher. He had light brown hair and a shiny bald patch on his head. He was short and round and the lines around his eyes and mouth made it seem like he might smile or laugh at any moment. That was how we met Jarvin."
"Jarvin?"
"Yes. He was the first pocket wizard we met. There are more of course. I’ve met a lot of them."
"Are they all friendly, like this Jarvin person?"
"Oh no. They’re as individualistic as any group of people in this world. There are some I like, and some I dislike, and actually some of the ones I didn’t like at first have become friends. People are people I guess, no matter where you are. So now you know how I first found Yetzirah."
Andrew nodded. "Now I know."
"Well what do you think?" I asked impatiently. The wine in my stomach had turned to acid with the stress of recalling even such a small part of my childhood. I wanted to get out of the restaurant, get in my car, play music very loudly with the windows down, and let the music and the wind bring me fully back to the present.
"I think I’d love to try to reach Yetzirah. Would you mind if I took a day or two to take care of a few minor things; a spiritual cleansing ritual, ritual of protection, this and that?"
I laughed. I should have known. "No problem," I said, "Besides I have to work tonight. How about Saturday?"
"Just say when and where."
"Would you feel more comfortable at your place or mine?" I asked.
"I think it’s more important to know where you’d feel comfortable. This is your show."
"My place? It’s small but my bed is big enough for both of us, and I’ve left from there so often it would probably be easier for me."
"Sounds good, though that bed thing, you sure this isn’t just some sneaky ploy to lure me into your boudoir?"
"Not to worry. Remember we promised we’d only marry each other if we were both still single at forty. I still have a decade or so left."
"OK but that clock is ticking. Tick-tock."
"Not funny," Then smiling, "Ok maybe a little funny."
CHAPTER FIVE
I woke early on Saturday and got out of bed, too nervous to try and fall back asleep. That gave me extra hours to clean my spotless apartment, clip coupons I wouldn’t use, and otherwise drive myself slowly crazy. Finally, at ten a.m., when I thought the next tick of the clock would be the one to drive me over the edge, I heard a knock at the door.
Andrew was carrying a canvas bag in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.
"Brought my travel stuff and something for our celebration later," he explained. We were both a little awkward and when Andrew excused himself to the restroom I was happy to be alone to gather my thoughts. When he came back out wearing black robes reminiscent of graduation I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t. I knew this was part of Andrew’s spiritual life, and he took it very seriously.
"Do you think I should keep my shoes on?" he asked earnestly.
"If you want to. We’ll be walking through different pockets with different terrains and since that’s what you’re used to. . .but you won’t really feel the ground. Not in the same way. You sort of…"
"I’ll just leave them on then," he said, cutting off whatever convoluted explanation I might have attempted. "Glass of wine before we start?"
"For breakfast?" I asked with raised brows. "Maybe later."
Andrew nodded. "I didn’t know what to bring but I tried to be ready for anything." He gestured toward the bathroom and the duffle bag he’d left there. I brought a sweater in case it gets chilly and some flip-flops and shorts in case it gets hot. I’ve also got some dehydrated food my friend Ken tells me is great for camping."
"Did you bring a tent?" I asked, and the laughter I’d been holding back exploded from me so hard I snorted.
"What’s so funny?" Andrew asked, unable to hold back a grin in the face of my uncontrollable giggles.
I held my sides and rocked back and forth, fighting to breathe, and laugh, and talk, all at the same time. "No eating in Yetzirah," I chortled, "No drinking or sleeping. Oh gosh. Oh stop." I took a deep breath and wiped away a tear, then hiccupped. Oh great. Now I had the hiccups. "I just suck as a travel agent," I said to Andrew. "You’ll understand when you get there. I promise. You won’t need to eat or drink or sleep, and anything you want, the pocket wizards can create for you. Provided they like you of course," I added, hiccupping.
"No eating or sleeping?" Andrew asked, aghast.
"Only if you chose to eat or sleep. Most of the wizards do, but it’s because they like it. It’s a personal choice." Hiccup!
"Hold your breath," suggested Andrew. "It’ll make the hiccups stop."
I nodded, took a deep breath and puffed out my cheeks.
"Don’t people get tired? How do they manage not to sleep?" Andrew asked.
I blew out the air I’d been holding. "They rest sometimes. They let their thoughts drift, and don’t move around much. Hey, I think it worked," I said, taking another deep breath to see if I was right.
"It sounds amazing. I can’t wait to see all this for myself," said Andrew.
"Let’s do it then."
I led the way to my bedroom.
The room was so small that I’d tucked my dresser into the closet so that my queen-sized bed and two side tables would fit, without making me feel claustrophobic.
"Does it matter which side?" Andrew asked.
I shook my head and he lay down on his back, adjusting his robes until he was comfortable. Once he was settled I stretched out beside him, lying on my left side, my arm propped under my head, so I could see him.
"I think we need to hold hands," I said. I reached across with my right hand, taking his left and resting our hands on his stomach. His palm was damp and icy cold.
"Close your eyes," I directed.
He nodded, shut his eyes, and relaxed back into the pillow. I took a deep breath and began. "I want you to do nothing but relax," I said slowly, softly. "I want you to think about how relaxed every part of your body is: your feet, your legs, your hips. I want you to feel your stomach and your back dropping into the bed, sinking into the mattress. Feel how warm you are. How comfortable. Feel you chest relaxing, your shoulders loosening, your arms dropping at your sides. Feel your neck, all the tension going away. You are at peace. Calm. Feel your face, your cheeks, your forehead, your eyes. Everything is so warm and calm and smooth. Now I want you to think about the moon. Picture the moon and the face on it. Can you see the man in the moon?"
"Uh huh."
"Good. Now we’re going to walk toward him. We are walking right toward his mouth. But look, as we get closer we can see it’s not a mouth, it’s a door. See how it’s a large arched doorway? See the door. Look down and see that there’s a door knob. See it? It’s silver and black and etched with leaves. Let’s reach for the knob and turn it. See how easily it turns. And now the door is opening, swinging away from us. Let’s step inside."
I stepped in and was instantly lost in the fog, unable to see behind or ahead. I turned to reassure Andrew. To let him know that this was the way it should be.
He wasn’t there.
Disappointed, I looked down at my hand; my fingers. I could still imagine the touch of his hand in mine, but there was nothing there.
I turned and stepped back through the doorway.
I opened my eyes and looked at Andrew. He turned his head and looked at me.
"Well?" he said
"Did you fall asleep?" I asked.
"No. Why?"
"It didn’t work."
"You mean that was it?"
"I went there but you weren’t with me."
"Damn. I really wanted to go."
I slid my legs off the bed and sat up. I felt the bed move as Andrew stood and came to my side.
"Hey, let’s take a break and try again."
"You want to try again?" I asked.
"Sure. Maybe I was too nervous or my stomach was growling, and took my mind off relaxing.
"Or maybe you were thinking about Doug. How is he by the way? Did you get everything sorted out?"
"I think so. He can come across a little. . ."
"Neo-Nazi?"
"That’s a bit harsh."
"Sorry, sorry. It’s probably just the short blond hair, blue eyes thing. He does look the part."
"Yeah, but he’s really not like that, not political. Just between us, I don’t think he’s that smart."
"Just between us, I know it’s none of my business, and I’m sure he’s smart in other ways."
"Well he’d have to be, wouldn’t he?" Andrew asked, winking lasciviously.
"Too early for this kind of talk," I said, "Are you hungry?"
"I skipped breakfast." He admitted.
"Well then I’ll make us some scrambled eggs and toast, and then we’ll try again."
After our breakfast we did try again, but as I’d feared, the result was the same. I had done everything just as I had with Elena, but it did not work, Andrew could not enter Yetzirah. I was on my own.
CHAPTER SIX
Monday I worked a split lunch/dinner shift, with a two hour break in between. I was used to it, and usually stayed in town during the break; running errands, going to the library, or if the weather was good, taking a walk in the park.
The weather was horrible, cold and wet with hail, snow, and rain, all mixed together.
I couldn’t even get up the courage to face Jessie's cold, vinyl seats, and on again, off again heater. Instead I spent my break at the restaurant, sitting at an unpopular booth, reading old magazines, and sipping peppermint tea.
I had glanced at my watch to see how much time I had left. When I looked up I saw him. For a moment I didn’t recognize the man at table seven as my big tipper. I just thought, nice looking guy. He took off his gloves, which he laid on the table, then shrugged out of a sheepskin lined, brown corduroy jacket. Hanging it on the back of the chair he looked up and right into my eyes. Instead of one of us immediately looking away our glances locked. He smiled in recognition and I returned the smile without thinking. For a moment it was as if we were alone. All the noise, the clattering dishes, the voices, the background thrum of the music playing through ceiling mounted speakers was gone. Then a customer walked between us, breaking my line of sight, and the moment.
I looked back down at my magazine, and some article about planting flowers or drying herbs, something along that line. When I looked up again he was standing beside my table.
"I was hoping I’d see you here," he said, "I’ve been thinking about you for days."
Unsure how to respond to such an obvious and poorly delivered line, I raised my eyebrows and gave him my most doubtful look.
Oh, that didn’t come out the way . . . I’m not . . . I just meant I felt funny, leaving you that tip. I didn’t want you to think I was being insulting.
"Insulting? By leaving a large tip?"
"I thought maybe, well too large? Like maybe you thought I was trying to get something in return." His face was actually flushed, the color even reaching the tips of his ears. His discomfort was charming. I decided to let him off the hook.
"I didn’t take it that way at all. I just figured, you know, one book lover to another."
"Exactly, that’s exactly what I meant. Plus, I really am happy to see you again. I’m new in town, and you’re probably the only person, outside of work, that I’ve seen more than once."
"I thought you might be from out of town."
"Why would you think that?" he asked, his composure returning with lighting speed.
"I don’t know. You just seem . . ."
"Out of place?" he asked.
"Different," I said, "but good different. Where are you from?"
"Maryland. I moved here about two weeks ago."
"I’ve always wanted to visit the East Coast. Look, why don’t you sit down."
"Thanks. Let me get my coat." I nodded and he grabbed his coat and gloves from the other table, tossed them on the seat, and slid in across from me. I closed my magazine and added it to the stack in front of me, lining up the edges, then pushing them aside.
"So you’re from here?" he asked.
"From Oregon, but not from here. I was raised in Southern Oregon, different climate, different politics, different world."
"Sounds interesting," He smiled shyly. "Thanks, you know, for the company. Like I said, I don’t have many friends yet."
"Sure."
"My name’s Daniel."
I reached out and shook his hand, "Elise."
"Nice to meet you, Elise."
Daniel was not the kind of man I was used to. For one thing he was easy to talk to. We spent the next half hour comparing the East and West coasts, and then moved on to the conflicts in the Middle East, and then the problems with technology. It was one of those conversations that bounced from subject to subject, with only the barest thread to hold them together. He had just finished telling me how he didn’t much care for television, but that he loved the Internet. I told him chat rooms and email were lousy ways to communicate, and we were arguing about the worth of online dating services when we were interrupted.
"Can you clock in now?" Susan, my coworker asked. "I need to go home."
I glanced at my watch and apologized. Susan had covered nearly twenty minutes of my shift. I told Daniel I had to run, and almost literally did, heading for the back room and my locker, with Susan on my heels.
"I’m so sorry," I said again, as I clipped on my tie and dragged my time card out of the rack.
"Honey, no apology needed. But if you ever see me sitting with anybody half as good looking as that guy you can repay the favor."
"You’ve got it," I said, "but in the meanwhile you better get home and have dinner with your husband, and what is it, four kids?"
"What a rotten thing to say," she said laughing. With speed born of lots of practice she kicked off her shoes, tossed them and her bow tie into her locker, pulled on a pair of sheep lined boots and a thick parka and was halfway to gone. In fact, she’d turned the corner at the end of the hall, her red curls bouncing, before I’d finished putting my card away. So I was surprised to see her coming back.
"Here hon. Didn’t want Tom to toss this. See you later."
Tom was our bus boy tonight. I looked at the napkin she’d handed me. Daniel had written his name and phone number on it, using clear block letters. Seeing it made my stomach feel funny, like one of Alaura’s butterflies had gotten loose in there.
CHAPTER SEVEN
By Friday I was eager to escape to Yetzirah. Except for the short time spent with Daniel, the days had been monotonous. I wondered how people could stand to live in just one world.
Preparing for at least a two day stay I ate a light breakfast, and drank some orange juice. I dressed in comfortable clothes, and made sure the doors were locked, the curtains closed, and the phone turned off.
I lay down on my bed and closed my eyes. As fast as thought I found myself standing in the swirling mists of Yetzirah. I stepped forward, hoping that Jarvin’s Pocket would be directly ahead, as it always had been. Luckily, despite all the strange things that were happening, I was not disappointed. The green sky, yellow meadows, dark trees, and small cottage, with its front door, painted red for good luck, were just as I’d expected. I walked down the hill to the house and knocked.
"Be right there. Hang on." Jarvin called. A moment later the door swung open and he stepped out. "No sense coming in," he said. "I’ve already spoken with the others and told them to expect us. We don’t have a moment to spare. I’ve got the map right here," he tapped a round leather case with straps that was slung over one shoulder. "Ready to go?"
"I am," I said, just as eager as he was to be on our way.
"Super. I thought we’d stop at Richard’s first. He seems the most willing to take part in this adventure. I think he’s hoping to find more wizards to gamble with him. You know what they say, 'If you want to pay and pay, join Richard in his play.' "
"And a sucker is born every minute. I know. I know," I agreed. "But if finding new suckers gets Richard to go with us I say, good luck to Richard."
We headed In-ward, following the stream just as Jarvin had shown me on his map. I had gone this way on previous trips but seeing it on the map made it seem less magical. The walk was not long or taxing. Jarvin’s Pocket appears to take up about forty acres, usually covered in rolling meadows.
We stepped from Jarvin’s reality into the fog, went forward a few steps, then turned right. We walked for what felt like about a quarter mile then stepped into Richard’s Pocket. I waved my hands in front of my face and coughed.
"Richard." I barked.
"Smoke bothering you love?" Richard asked, knowing it did.
I gave him one of my looks and coughed harder. He rolled his eyes but made the smoke, which had been almost as thick as the fog, disappear.
"Thank you," I told him.
"You’re welcome."
Around us the smokers in Richard’s nightclub continued to puff away, but nothing drifted from their cigarettes or their lungs.
Richard’s Pocket of reality was a night club. It contained a long mahogany bar at one end, a raised platform for dancers at the other, and in between, every type of gaming table imaginable. On the walls, thankfully without sound, but with running scrolls showing scores and odds, huge television screens broadcast football, basketball, soccer, horse racing, dog racing, and even turtle racing. Richard’s gambling addiction, which he readily admitted had caused him so much trouble in the other world, was only a source of endless amusement to him in Yetzirah.
The characters populating Richard’s nightclub could be startling to the uninitiated. A three headed alien from some imaginary world might lean in and light a cigarette for Bette Davis, while Glenn Close and Bruce Willis made wry comments and placed bets on a roulette table. They were all illusions, which would disappear like the smoke had, as soon as Richard left his pocket.
"Ready to go?" Jarvin asked him.
"Ready, willing and able," answered Richard. "Orin beat me at table hockey yesterday. I ask you, is that going too far or what?"
"Much too far. Time we find out how to make things right." said Jarvin.
"Sounds good to me," said Richard. "Alaura’s?"
"Yes, Alaura’s." Jarvin agreed.
I followed both men to the back of the club, walking around the stage that was for once free of its usual population of semi-naked dancers, and to a door that opened onto the In-between.
"Feels like home it does," said Richard with a sigh. "Mist rolls in like this ever’ night in Grimbsby."
"Your accent’s getting better," I lied.
"What a kind thing to say, lass," said Richard, turning to wink at me. For some reason Richard loved to talk with an accent, always playing the part of someone else, be it a snooty Englishman, a Scotchman with a heavy brogue, or someone from Jersey who’d lost his R’s. It got on Elena’s nerves but I thought his characters were funny, or at least mildly amusing. It helped that he looked like the English actor Hugh Grant, with the same long face, dark hair and droopy eyes. He had the long, manicured fingers of a card player, and the pallor of someone who rarely saw the sun, which made perfect sense when you considered that he was a gambler. He even dressed like a gambler from an old time western, black slacks, a jacket with narrow lapels, a creamy white shirt, and a bolo tie. Richard loved to bet, and would bet on anything. He only lost when he wanted to, which was a source of annoyance to everyone, including me.
We walked through the fog, keeping less than an arm’s length apart so we wouldn’t lose each other. Jarvin, being the most traveled, as well as the possessor of the only map, was the natural leader.
"Hmmm," he said, after several moments had gone by. "Alaura’s Pocket should be right here, but it’s not. Let’s try a bit further this way."
We turned and followed Jarvin several steps to the right before we turned In-ward once more. A few moments later he disappeared and we knew he’d found Alaura’s. I stepped through the invisible membrane and into the pocket right behind Richard, bumping into him. He was standing motionless next to Jarvin, and they were both staring up at the unexpected.
We were in a pocket, but it was certainly not Alaura’s. The sky was dark, with storm clouds twisting and tossing, casting ominous shadows across the ground. Jagged bolts of lightning burned through the atmosphere, leaving an ozone stench and a static tingle that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Starting at another flash of lightning I saw, in the sudden flare, the dark sides of a castle. It was impossibly tall, its highest crenellations just visible, as breaks in the clouds opened, letting in weak sunlight. White banners snapped in the wind at the top of the towers, and imprinted in the surface of the arched wooden doors just beyond the moat was a stylized cat crossed with wizard’s wands.
What in the . . . "Andrew!" I shouted. "Andrew." The sound of my voice seemed to get lost in the crash of thunder but then, suddenly, it was quiet.
"Elise?" a voice I knew well reverberated from up high.
"Andrew." I said again. I looked up and saw Andrew leap from the wall of the castle. My other reality took over for just a second, and I closed my eyes in horror, then pried them open again to see Andrew drift slowly downward on a spiral of wind, until he landed at my feet as gently as an autumn leaf.
We hugged each other, his black robes only getting in the way a little bit.
"I see you found the place," I said.
"Oh my gosh," Andrew gushed. "I’ve been having the most amazing time. I’ve been playing with the sky. Here, wait." He swept his hand over his head and the dark clouds rolled away, grumbling and rumbling as if reluctant to go. The sun broke free, and the bright blue sky lit up the landscape. I could see we were standing in a picture perfect English countryside, complete with medieval castle. It was obviously Andrew’s dream of the perfect place.
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