Thirteen Feathers
"I don't want to go to Paris," I said.

"We're going to Paris, and that's final!" Thomas stated this as if his words actually had power over me just because he could yell louder than I could.

"If Paris is where we are destined to be, then it is where we will go." I replied, calmly.  "The signs aren't clear—"

"Shut up already with that nonsense!  Your husband must be grateful to not have to listen to this crap all the time—"
"Thomas Warren!  Never bring up Martin when you—"

"—no wonder he never 'shows his presence' or whatever those freaks you hang out with call it.  He had enough of you already and is clearly glad to be rid of you."

Even if I had a good way to respond to him, he didn't give me a chance as he stormed out the door, instructing me to be ready to leave whenever he returned.  
"How can you let him talk to you like that?" Madam Rosandra asked from the dining room table, where she'd had ringside seats to this argument.
"Let him?" I asked.  "How can I stop him?  His mouth is under his control, not mine. It's just words anyway—he thinks he can control me by being loud.  He thinks he's my boyfriend, too, but that doesn't make it true."

"But how can you go on vacation with him?"

"I have to go!" I said, pulling out my phone to check my latest horoscopes.  "Fate demands it. Thomas has nothing to do with it except the free tickets he received."
"Fate?  Are you talking about your… recent indiscretion...?  Larissa, I'm not sure you're thinking clearly.  The practice of self-reading isn't scientifically proven to be accurate and is considered inappropriate in most societies… and with all the anecdotes about it causing blindness….  It's just too risky, if you ask me."

"I had a vision," I said flatly.  "I did not intend to self-read, it just… happened.  It happens to everyone occasionally and it's nothing to be ashamed of.  I've asked Miranda to do a Celtic Cross for me, and Miss Rita is going to perform a remote session with me.  They'll get back to me before my flight, so I think my bases are covered."

"The Tarot is such a sketchy science—I won't use it.  Miranda Moongoddess has a good reputation, but that's not enough.  As for mediums—I've never met a medium I could trust.  Their readings are so generic, it's almost comical sometimes."

"I've been thinking about branching into the Tarot, but there is so much to learn!  I trust Miranda and Rita—they've never led me down the wrong path. I just wish Miss Rita could tell me about my husband or explain why he's never there."

"That's why I don't trust mediums—they can never explain!  To each her own, I suppose.  Anyway, you haven't told me any details about the vision you had."
"I don't remember the details, Rosandra.  You know how it is with visions—you have them and hope someone is there to record them because your brain is somewhat more preoccupied with actually having the vision than it is with remembering it.  All I clearly remember is there were feathers.  And it had something to do with Paris… or Rome… or maybe it was Paris, Texas."  I waved my hand dismissively.  "Look, the details don't matter, I'll figure them out. I bought tickets to all three places and will randomly choose one.  Fate will guide my hand.  I just know I have to go—even if it means going with Thomas."
"At least sit with me for a moment, drink your coffee."

I knew how this would go.  I would sit and Rosandra would do a reading, whether I wanted one or not.  Her incense and flickering candles would put me into a trance and the dreams would start.  Sensing the inevitability of the situation, I sat and took a long drink of the double chocolate soy hazelnut latte with an extra shot—my spiritual drink of the day. The smoky aroma of the incense combined with the rich flavor of the latte, making me shiver. Rosandra noticed. "It's good when the coffee is pleasing to the soul," she said.
"Yes, it truly is. Sometimes I wonder how Jenny at the coffee shop always seems to know exactly the drink I need."

"Maybe she's clairvoyant… or maybe you're a coffee-addict.  Now relax, let your energy flow to me...." Rosandra's voice was a mere whisper, her eyes alternately rolled back into her head or stared somewhere not-quite-in-the-general-vicinity of my left earlobe.  "I see feathers… signifying a flight.  Thirteen feathers encircling your head. Your soul will soar when you follow where the eagle leads. But beware: your aura is layered with red and blue today, signifying conflict. You seek answers; answers will be found, though you may not like them."

Rosandra began to shake, though I couldn't be certain it wasn't me doing the shaking.  Her voice faded as the room spun and went out of focus.

I stood in the rain, beside the casket, closed because the body was damaged so badly. I searched for any remaining aura, any shred of my husband's presence but I could find nothing; he wasn't there. The explosion was so complete—virtually nothing remained; the house, our house, was reduced to rubble.  Firefighters theorized that construction workers had damaged a gas pipe and when my poor Martin turned on the grill to make a surprise dinner for me…. 
At least he didn't feel any pain. 
I landed in therapy for a while, spending a lot of time on the best couches money could rent for an hourly rate.  It never really helped, though—all the crying in the world wouldn’t bring back my beloved Martin from his fiery grave. 

But every night, and every time I had a vision, I returned to the closed coffin, to the empty feeling that surrounded me that day.  Something wasn't right and I looked around, as I always did, to try to spot it—anything—from the corner of my eye.  A man I didn't recognize stood in the distance, watching me before speeding away in my car.  I walked to the cage near the casket and released the thirteen white doves, just as we had done at our wedding.  A newspaper blew into view, the picture of my new house in the country on it.  Twelve flew away, disappearing into the overcast sky; one landed on the casket and lingered.  Overhead, three jets flew simultaneously, each turning to go a separate direction.  The rumble of their engines startled the thirteenth dove and it flew away, leaving a single feather on the casket. I noted the rain dripping off the edge of the casket, the wind whipping, causing the flag to flap in time with Madam Rosandra's wheezing…

My trance was fading and I could see and hear Rosandra again.  "…root chakra is out of balance—you're restless and tired of waiting.  For your protection I'm casting you a purple energy shield to promote balance. I sense you must go on a journey, and there are many paths; but there is only one True Path for you—choose it wisely or the consequences will be great for those around you."

The shaking, Rosandra's or my own, slowly stopped.  Her wheezing breath returned to normal as her eyes settled into their usual positions. Taking a drink of her own coffee, she stretched. "Did I say anything interesting?"
"Do you ever?"  I laughed.  "Seriously, you confirmed for me that I must go."
"Are you ready for your journey?"

"I've never flown before, so no, I'm not ready!"

"It's not hard, I'm sure you'll be fine. Be careful with Thomas, though."

"I can handle him," I said, not fully believing myself.  "He's been… different… the past week or so.  He won't let me do a reading, but I sense that he is in trouble and hiding something. Who knows—I may not travel with him anyway; Fate has a funny way of changing plans."

A knock on the door indicated Thomas's return.
"You're watching my cats… thanks again, by the way.  I have my three tickets, my suitcase is packed, I'm wearing the rainy-day clothes my fashion horoscope suggested—"
"It isn't raining," Madam Rosandra said.

"What?" I hurried to the door, opened it and let out a scream.  "Sunshine!  It's not supposed to be sunny today, it's supposed to be raining!" 
I stormed to the bedroom to change.  I removed my shirt and smelled it, scowling. Sunflowers. I had put on the sunflower perfume due to the dreary forecast. "Damn it! I need to take another shower!"

"Larissa, you don't have time to take another shower!"  Thomas shouted from the front porch. "Hurry up.  I'm getting in the car!"  

The front door slammed and Rosandra came to help me.  "Rosandra, today's Fashion Horoscope said to wear subdued colors and scents from the Syringa family if it's sunny, bright colors with an Asteraceae scent otherwise. I'm wearing sunflowers—I can't go on this trip now!"  

"Relax," Rosandra soothed, pulling a gray shirt with a giant lilac on it from my closet.  I pulled it on, grabbing the bottle of lilac body spray from my dresser and applying it liberally.

"Now I smell like some cheap bouquet from the grocery store," I complained.

"You smell fine," Rosandra said.  "Take this with you."  She handed me a cracked, round, webbed frame with twelve feathers hanging from it, all the colors of the rainbow represented except green.  "It's a bit broken and missing a feather, but it will still do the trick."
"It looks like the dreamcatcher Martin and I got… on our honeymoon."

"It is that one. Remember we found it when they finally let us near the house after the… accident?  I fixed it as best as I could."
I hooked it onto my belt and hurried to the car, checking the tickets in my purse.  The ride was spent mostly in silence.  At one point I thought I heard something in the back seat. I looked, but all I saw was a lumpy blanket.  "What was that sound?" 

"The luggage must have shifted in the trunk," he said, looking in the mirror.

Eventually we pulled up to the airport.  Thomas stopped at the first available area.  "Why don't you drop me off at the entrance for Pangaean?"

"Damn protesters," he muttered.  "They'll get in the way.  Your legs work."  
I got out and took my suitcase from the trunk, noting there wasn't another one.  I barely closed the trunk before he sped away to park.

I walked into the building, past the picketers whose public temper tantrum awaited the arrival of television cameras.  I reached inside my purse and randomly grabbed one of the tickets, hoping Fate would send me to Rome.  I looked at the ticket and sighed.  Paris.  France.  The loveliest place I've never wanted to go.  I got in Pangaean Airlines' baggage drop line, following the zigzagging queue of people navigating the little rat maze created by the retractable tape. As the queue crawled forward, different people came into view.  A young man with a Canadian flag on his backpack came near me.  The flag matched his aura, though it was the four feathers on the zipper pull that caught my eye.  "Orange is a good color for you," I said, smiling.  "You're creative and detail-oriented.  And the maple leaf is lucky this time of year."  The line shifted before he could respond. 

The line moved quickly, shifting different people into view every few steps. When I was the front of the line, I stood next to a large, sweaty man in a white leisure suit, the buttons on the shirt open nearly to his navel.  He wore dark sunglasses and seemed generally disinterested in everything going on around him.  The woman next to him was similarly sweaty and clothed in white, except for the pink feather boa she wore like a scarf.  
"Next!"

I hurried to the counter.  "Flying to Paris today?" Allison, the lady behind it, asked me. Her name badge was decorated with the watermarked outline of the Pangaean Airlines logo: seven feathers, one for each continent.
Feathers… all around me.

"Yes, it would seem fate would have me heading that way."
"Are you travelling alone?"

"Well, I should think not," I said, looking around.  "There has to be a thousand or more people in line behind me and probably thousands more who have already passed before me."

"Packed your own bag?" She was clearly following a script, not listening to the answers.  "Did you at any time leave the bag unattended?"  
"Yes," I answered.  "I mean no.  I mean… Yes, I packed my own bag; no I didn't leave it unattended."

"Very good."  She handed me my boarding pass and baggage claim ticket before heaving my bag onto the conveyor belt behind her.  I cringed as I thought of the Ouija board and meditation candles packed in it.  "Next!"

I started walking in the direction she had indicated for gate 46 but was interrupted by my phone, Led Zeppelin's Kashmir signaling a multimedia message from Miranda Moongoddess. I flicked through the images of the Tarot cards, feeling more uncomfortable as each card passed. "Seven of Wands in the self position…" I muttered.  "I have strong personal potential…  Knight of Cups in the situation position… someone is lost and will be found. Justice in the challenges/opportunities position… something will be set right." I flipped through the last few cards and then felt my stomach sink.

I ran back to the ticket counter, nearly bumping into the auburn-haired woman who was just leaving the area.  "You need to give me my bag back!"

Allison looked at me with a scowl.  "That isn't possible, I'm sorry."

"But—you don't understand," I pleaded.  "Look!" I shoved the phone in front of her face.  "The Chariot, reversed!"

She pushed my hand away.  "Ma'am, if you don't mind, I have a lot of people waiting to get checked in—"

"But the Chariot reversed!" I protested.  "It means we're not going anywhere! And it's entirely my fault.  I chose the wrong ticket!  Give me my bag back and—"

"What are you doing?" Thomas grabbed my arm to pull me away from the counter. He held the blanket from the back seat of his car, wrapped like a sack around something.
I showed him the shimmering image of the upside-down chariot on my phone.  "Look!"

"Get that away from me.  You need to stop wasting your time and money with this nonsense, Larissa.  The tarot readings, the mediums, the chakras – it's all just meaningless drivel.  Go back to the shrink and let him fix you."

A man in a suit bumped into me, nearly knocking me over.  He climbed over the baggage scale to get behind the counter and announced, “On behalf of Lawrence Rouke and Sons Administrators and Liquidators, I am charged with informing you Pangaean Airlines has gone into involuntary receivership.  From this point onwards the airline is grounded. All operations are terminated and assets seized.”

"See?" I said to Thomas beside me and Allison behind the counter.  Turning to the dazed crowd still waiting in the maze, I said, "I'm sorry.  It's my fault! I chose the wrong ticket!"

The crowd quickly found their voice and started shouting.  I walked away—clearly I had caused enough trouble.  Thomas caught up to me and handed me the blanket sack. "Take this.  Put it in the ladies room.  There's a stall marked with an Out of Order sign, put it in there.  Don't open it."

"What is it? How do you know there's a broken stall in the ladies room?"

"No questions, just do it.  I have to make a call."  He walked away after escorting me to the ladies room door.
I spotted the broken stall just inside the door and pushed it open.  The toilet seat had a plywood cover on it, so I propped the sack on it.  As I did, the top of the blanket opened, revealing a young boy.  I quickly untied him.  I could tell he was unharmed, but he didn't respond when I spoke to him.

"Are you done in there?"  Thomas's voice was calling from the restroom door.  I hurried out of the stall and back out of the restroom because I didn't want him coming inside.  
"Who is the boy?" I demanded, but he ignored me, putting the phone to his ear as he pulled me around the corner.  

“Hello MacKenzie,” he said into the phone.  "Oh, he's safe."  

Just then, a kid threw a paper airplane past us.  I saw my chance to escape.  "There's a bird!" I shouted.

"Shut up!" Thomas snarled, holding the phone against his chest as the startled people around me reacted, pointing and running after the plane.  In the confusion that followed, I pulled my arm from Thomas's grip and ran toward the throng of angry people near the Pangaean Airlines counter. 

I got the attention of a security guard pretending to watch the crowd but seeming more interested in his earpiece. "The man you're looking for is named Thomas Warren and he was just over by the ladies room by the bar.  The boy is unharmed."

"What are you—" the guard started to ask.

"I'm a psychic," I said. I was going to tell him where the boy was, but I saw Thomas coming my way and quickly turned to disappear into the crowd. I spotted the paper airplane on the ground and picked it up.  A single feather was drawn on the wing.  I tossed it back into the air, toward an overexcited crowd of suits gathering near the Atasari Airlines counter, before continuing away from the mayhem.
I found an oasis of quiet by a nearly-empty check-in counter near the end of the building. Through the window I saw dark skies emptying their rainy burdens upon the pavement.  Rain! I looked at the lilac on my shirt and collapsed onto a chair, wishing I had thought to put my other shirt into my purse.  My phone rang, this time a solo trumpet playing Taps to tell me it was Miss Rita, my medium. 

Miss Rita's voice was soft and soothing.  "I understand you're travelling."

"I… might be. It has gotten complicated.   I wanted to know if… my family—my dear husband—approves."

"Larissa, I'm merely a tool via which those who wish to communicate with you can do so.  I cannot specifically summon someone who has crossed over.  Your husband doesn't show his presence, I know not why.  But… your mother is showing me… feathers.  Feather drawings, feather boas… feathers everywhere… thirteen feathers… and a broken circle. Now she is showing me a reunion, a reunion you need to go to. There's pizza. She is indicating you like pizza?"

"I do but what does that have to do with—" My phone's battery died and I sighed as I finished my sentence talking to the ceiling.  –anything.
Pizza.  I was hungry.  I considered returning to the food carts Pangaean had wheeled out, but decided against it as I realized Thomas might still be around there.  I opened my purse and pulled out another ticket. I hadn't wanted to go to Paris anyway and it was clear Fate shared my disinclination.  I walked to the Etruscan Skyways counter and handed the man behind it my ticket.  
He was cordial and went through the same questions I had answered earlier. My answers were the same except I no longer had a bag to check and my destination was now Rome instead of Paris. His badge was shaped like a set of wings, the outline of the feathers catching my eye. I noted it was out of balance—seven on one wing, six on the other.  
"We'll see if we can redirect your luggage from Pangaean for you… once things settle down," he said.  "You'd better hurry—this flight is boarding soon! And yes, there is a food court on the other side of security."

I thanked him and hurried in the direction he indicated, hoping this airline wouldn't go out of business, too.  Luckily, the security lines were short and no startling announcements were made.  While I waited in the short-but-still-too-slow line, I reached into my bag and pulled out my Tarot cards, fanning them out and choosing one.  The World Card—the end of a long and difficult journey.  I traced my finger around the image, the eagle at the top right-hand side, the wreath and the ribbon forming a yin-yang symbol, and sighed.  I never could get the hang of Tarot, I thought, shoving the cards back into my purse. 
"Get your ass over here and man this station!"  

The security line stopped moving while a guard moved from one scanning line a few feet away to the one I was in as another pair of guards hurried away. Soon the line started moving again.  I set my shoes and my bag on the belt and walked to the scanner, watching my bare feet take each step and wishing I had gone with purple nail polish instead of red, to better balance my aura.  I looked up before stepping through the machine and stopped as my eyes met the security guard's on the other side.
"Martin?"

"Larissa?"

Several seconds that felt like an eternity passed as I stared at him.  Then, together, we said, "They told me you were dead!"

I stood, frozen, until a passenger behind me pushed me through the security scanner.

"I buried you," I whispered.

"I buried you, too," he replied, just as quietly. "Listen, my shift is almost over and afterwards I'm flying to Texas on the 3:13 flight. Are you in a hurry?" I shook my head in response, unable to speak.

I sat on the little bench on the secure side of the scanners and put my shoes on, questions racing through my mind. Looking at Martin working by the scanner, I noticed a single green feather hanging from his belt, right next to his ID badge. 
I opened my purse and pulled out the remaining ticket.  The World Card was stuck it. Pulling it off, I looked at the ticket: Paris, Texas, departing at 3:13.  

I was going to Paris after all.
