
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			For Trish, my sister

			and

			For Dennis, who has my heart

		

	
		
			“Our cause is never more in danger than when a human,
no longer desiring, but still intending, to do our Enemy’s will,
looks round upon a universe from which every trace of Him seems
to have vanished, asks why he has been forsaken, and still obeys.”

			SCREWTAPE TO WORMWOOD IN
THE SCREWTAPE LETTERS BY C. S. LEWIS

		

	
		
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			[image: ]

			Writing is a tedious and solitary endeavor. In the glow of the computer screen at 3:00 a.m. on a Tuesday, with a full day of civilian work on the other side of daylight, writing a novel can seem like the most extravagant, irresponsible indulgence.

			I offer immense gratitude to those who encouraged me to stick with it.

			My parents, Dot and Ron Wells, taught me to color outside the lines. Felicia Brady, singer-songwriter and fellow traveler, has quite literally cheered me on. I have the poster to prove it. Susan Thornberg read every word of an earlier work and always wanted more. Kim Coffin read this manuscript in her usual obsessive manner, noticing details everyone else had missed, as did Elizabeth Emerson. My fellow Wednesday night whiners—the Waah Waah Sisterhood—prayed for me and encouraged me weekly Trish Murphy, singer-songwriter and best friend, shares the crucible and has fried me lots of chicken. And Dennis Ippolito, who sees with such a clear eye, encouraged me to set a deadline, take some time off work, and finish this book. He then read every word, more than once, through drafts, rewrites, and edits, pen in hand, and offered invaluable insight.

			Following the bread-crumb trail to Multnomah … Allen Dorsett of the Sanctuary International pointed me across the room to James Langteaux, who was visiting Vail that evening and had just signed with Multnomah. James read an early work of mine and sent it to his editor, David Kopp, who walked it down the hall to Rod Morris, who liked my voice. A particular, thunderous thanks to Rod, who encouraged me to write this book, continued to check in on me, even during the wasteland years, and when the manuscript finally arrived, uttered the magic words, “I like it. I want to publish it.” Rod went to bat for this book and then, with a careful surgical hand, shaved the edges off and left a book that is exactly what I hoped it would be.

			All my thanks.

		

	
		1

		[image: ]

		SOMEONE SAID TO ME THAT DAY, “It’s hotter than the eyes of hell out here.” I can’t remember who. Looking back, I wonder if it meant something, that phrase. Something more than a weather report. But as it was, I let the remark pass without giving it a thought. It was hot. Hotter than the eyes of hell. That was true enough.

		If I’d known enough to be afraid, I would have been. But I was a thousand years younger then, it seems, and I didn’t know what was out there. To me, it seemed like an ordinary day.

		I was making a rare appearance at a faculty event. I hate faculty events. Generally, truth be told, I hate any sort of event. Anything that involves pretending, in a preordained way, to like a bunch of people with whom I have something perfunctory in common. Faculty events fall into this category.

		This particular faculty event was a picnic at Barton Springs in Austin. The picnic was the final fling of a faculty retreat—my definition of hell on earth, speaking of hell. They’d all spent the weekend at a retreat center in the hill country of Texas, getting to know each other. Or bonding, as we say in the industry.

		Imagine the scene. A dozen puffed-up psychologists (I include myself only in the latter part of this description, for I do admit I’m a psychologist), wallowing in all the clichés. Bonding exercises. Trust falls. Processing groups. Sharing. I could imagine few things more horrific.

		I’d begged off the retreat, citing a speaking engagement in San Antonio. A speaking engagement, might I add, that had been carefully calendared a year before, timed precisely to oppose the dreaded faculty retreat.

		So I’d spent the weekend in the hill country too. But my gig involved talking to entering master’s-degree students about surviving graduate school. A topic on which I considered myself an expert, since I’d done more time in graduate school than 99 percent of the population of this grand country of ours. Hard time, in fact. I’d won my release a few years before by earning my PhD and promising myself I’d never breach the last frontier—the suck-you-in quagmire known as “post-graduate education.”

		Over the weekend, I’d let those entering students in on my secret—higher education is all about perseverance. It has nothing to do with smarts or creativity or anything else.

		It’s about cultivating the willingness and stamina for hoop-jumping.

		Jump through the hoops, I’d said. Do it well. Do it relentlessly. And in a few years, you can join the elite of the American education system, secure in the knowledge that you too can endure with the best of them.

		After sharing this little tidbit, I’d decided to take my own advice and jump through a hoop myself. The aforementioned faculty picnic at Barton Springs.

		Barton Springs is a natural spring-fed pool in the heart of Austin, which is in the heart of Texas. And since it was the heart of summer, the water would be sixty-eight degrees of heaven on a hundred-degree day.

		I like picnics, generally. And anything that involves water is a good thing in my eyes. I’d started swimming competitively once I figured out that swimming is like graduate school. Perseverance is the thing. And I’m pretty good at that.

		So I drove to the picnic that day with a fairly good attitude, for me, considering this was a herd event for professional hoop-jumpers.

		I parked my truck in the shade, saying a quick prayer of thanks for the shady spot. I don’t know why I do things like that, pray over a parking spot, as though the Lord Himself is concerned about which parking space I get. Surely He has more important things on His mind. But I said the prayer anyway, parked my truck, grabbed my swim bag, and set out to find my colleagues.

		They were bunched up in a good spot: near a group of picnic tables, under a live oak tree, and next to one of my favorite things in life. A rope swing. What could be more fun, I ask you? Rope swings are childhood for grown-ups.

		I said my hellos and settled in at one of the tables next to my department head, Helene Levine. I liked the name. It had a swingy, rhymie sort of rhythm to it. One of the matriarchs, as she liked to describe herself, referring to her Jewish heritage.

		Helene is indeed matriarchal. She’s an imposing woman, with a big battle-axe bosom and a manner that is simultaneously threatening and nurturing. I don’t know how she pulls that off, but I love her. And she loves me. For some reason, as different as we are, we hit it off from the beginning. I signed up as daughter to her nurturing side.

		This day, she was in threatening mode, at least with everyone else. Foul-tempered in the heat, I guess. And probably sick of babysitting her faculty charges. In any case, she brightened when she saw me, handed me a plate of fried chicken and potato salad, and poured me a cold soda. I settled in to eat.

		The food was good. Few things in the world sing to my heart like picnic food. Especially good fried chicken, and I knew Helene had fried this chicken herself. I ate a breast and a wing, two helpings of potato salad, and a huge fudge brownie, all washed down with the national drink of Texas, Dr. Pepper. A meal of champions.

		Then the rope swing beckoned.

		Since most PhD’d folks spend lots and lots of time bent over books or lecturing halls full of students, they don’t get outside much. Hence, they tend to be white and lumpy. They are also not very much fun.

		I am not terribly lumpy by nature and try to grasp at any fun that is to be had, being determined as I am not to sacrifice my life on the altar of academe. So while everyone else stayed safely dressed and sheltered on the shore, I availed myself of the dressing room, changed into my bikini, and jumped in the pool.

		For a while, I was self-conscious, with all those psychologists watching me frolic by myself. Surely there was something Freudian in my behavior that would get me duly diagnosed and labeled. I kept at it, though, and eventually they lost interest in me and returned to their conversations.

		After some diligent practice with the rope swing, I discovered that if I timed it just right, letting go at the very zenith of the arc as I swung out over the spring, I could hit a deep well in the pool, falling into cool, dark water that seemed to take me somewhere safe and almost otherworldly. I did that over and over, sloughing off my stress from the weekend (I had been working, after all) and leaving it on the cold smooth slabs of limestone at the bottom of the pool.

		After several minutes of this, I climbed onto the shore, ready for another go, and discovered that someone was competing for my toy. A man stood there, holding the swing tentatively I found everything about him unsettling.

		His skin was chalk-white and he was hairless as a cue ball. He looked like a cancer victim. Not a survivor, which conjures up sinewy visions of strength and triumph, but a victim. Someone weak and bony and sickly, just this side of death. Next to me, with my against-dermatologist’s-advice summer tan, he looked like death itself.

		I’m not shy, so I walked up next to him. “You want a turn?” I asked.

		“What do you do?” His voice was strong and deep, incongruous against his appearance.

		I wasn’t sure if he was asking what I did for a living or what you do with a rope swing. Since I don’t like to tell people what I do for a living, I opted for the rope swing question. “You just grab on and swing out,” I said. “And then let go as far out as you can. I’ll show you.”

		I took the rope from him and walked backward to the rock I’d been jumping off of, then made a run for it, landing again in my favorite spot.

		When I came up for air, he was in the water right next to me. I suddenly felt uncomfortable.

		I fell back on a lame old line.

		“Come here often?” I asked.

		“Never,” he said. “I’m not from Austin.”

		“Where are you from?”

		“I live in Houston now.”

		Which made sense, since that’s where the big cancer center is. Maybe he was just there for treatment or something. I felt sorry for him, but something about him wasn’t sitting right with me. I have pretty good instincts about people. I decided to listen to myself and end the encounter.

		“The cold water’s starting to get to me,” I said. “I think I’m going to get out. Nice meeting you.”

		“We didn’t actually meet,” he said. “I’m Peter Terry.”

		I gave him a little nod and said, “nice meeting you” again. “I’m Dylan,” I said, and immediately regretted it.

		“Nice meeting you,” he said.

		Okay. Done meeting this guy. I swam for the shore and climbed out onto the bank, making a point to look back at him and wave after I got on solid ground.

		I felt my stomach clench as he turned to swim away. His back had a big gash in it, red and unspeakably violent against all that pasty white skin.

		I strained to see it clearly The wound was jagged and severe, brutal enough to be fatal, it looked like to me, in my quick view of it. It ran horizontally, between his shoulders, blade to blade. It was red and ugly, shredded, pulpy flesh pulled back from a scarlet strip of bleeding muscle.

		My mind started casting about for a better explanation, needing to make some sense of what I was seeing. Surely it wasn’t a real gash. No one with a wound like that would be walking around.

		I finally decided it could be a tattoo. In fact, it must be a tattoo. That was the only logical conclusion. Which just confirmed my impression that something was off with this guy. Anyone with a tattoo like that had some issues, in my professional opinion. Good riddance.

		I toweled off and walked back to my group, glad to be with the lumpy whities. Suddenly they looked pretty good to me. I sat down next to Helene and reached into my swim bag.

		I found a surprise. A box, ribboned and wrapped.

		I held it up. “Hey, what’s this?”

		Helene looked over. “I have no idea. I got one too. I thought it was from you.”

		The others started looking into purses and bags. Eventually, each person came up with a box, all identically wrapped.

		We opened them together, accusing one another of being the thoughtful culprit behind such a fun surprise. No one copped to it, though.

		Each box contained something different, but they were all personal gifts. Expensive personal gifts. No one at that picnic could afford such extravagance on faculty salaries. Even those of us who were in private practice wouldn’t have spent that kind of money. We didn’t like each other that much.

		Someone must have a secret, I assumed. Someone who was equally wealthy and codependent. And slightly manipulative.

		I didn’t really care. I like presents.

		My gift was a black leather cord necklace with one big, rough black stone trimmed in silver. It was beautiful and very funky. Perfect for me, since I’m sort of a hippie and like strange jewelry. Whoever picked it out knew me pretty well.

		We accused each other for a while longer, until it became obvious that no one was going to confess. Finally, we packed up our stuff and called it a weekend, the faculty retreat officially over. I suspected everyone would show up Monday morning wearing or using their gifts. John would mark his appointments in his new leather Day-timer. Helene would be using her fountain pen. And you bet I’d be wearing that nifty necklace.

		I said my good-byes and walked to my old, worn-out pickup truck—a ’72 Ford I’d purchased for seven hundred dollars—yanking the door open and promising myself once again I was going to buy a can of WD-40. That door was stubborn as a donkey and twice as loud.

		I threw my bag in and started to scoot onto the seat when something caught my eye.

		It was another package, wrapped just like the necklace had been. Identically.

		I picked it up, examining this one more closely. The paper was expensive. Not the kind of wrapping paper you get at the drugstore. The kind you buy from specialty stores that sell handmade journals and twenty-dollar soap. The ribbon was fresh, unwrinkled satin. Off-white paper, off-white ribbon. Lovely and tasteful.

		Warily I pulled one end of the ribbon and eased the paper away from the box. The box was generic, as the others had been. Thick pressed white cardboard, expensively made. But no store logo on it. Nothing that would identify where it came from.

		I tilted open the lid, took a peek, and dropped the box. Inside was an engagement ring. It was platinum, an antique setting, with a beautiful 1.2-carat diamond set among a few dainty smaller stones.

		The reason I knew the weight of the diamond is that I knew the ring. Intimately. It was my mother’s ring. And it was supposed to be on her finger, six feet under at the cemetery outside her hometown.

		I’d decided to bury her with it instead of keeping it for myself. I’d seen it on her finger before they closed the lid. That was two years ago last March.

		I fished my new necklace out of my purse, opening that box carefully, suspiciously. The necklace was still there, funky and chunky I took it out of the box and closed my fingers around it in a fist.

		I got out of the truck, slammed that noisy door, and marched back to the water’s edge. I stood on my launching rock and wound up, throwing that necklace as far as I could into the spring. It was a good, long throw, reminiscent of years of childhood lessons from my brother. The necklace hit with barely a plop and sank to the bottom.

		I sat down on the rock for a minute. Queasy and green with emotion.

		I waited there until my head stopped spinning, then walked out to the parking lot and got in my truck. It started with its usual rumble, reminding me that I needed a new muffler too. But it got me home, which is where I wanted to be.

		I pulled up in my driveway in Dallas four hours later, relieved at the impending comfort of my house and looking forward to a warm, soapy bath. I unloaded my gear, tucking the box with the ring in it carefully into my swim bag, and hauled all my stuff to the front door.

		And there, hanging on my front doorknob, was that necklace, still dripping with the cold water of Barton Springs.
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		I HAD A TIME DECIDING what to do with that necklace overnight. I didn’t want it in the house. That I was certain of. But I was afraid that if I tried to dispose of it, it would keep following me around, as ridiculous as that seemed.

		What if I threw it in the dumpster, only to find it on my bedside table when I crawled out from under the covers the next morning? I couldn’t stand the thought. It was just too creepy.

		I felt somehow that the solution was to satisfy the ghost. Or whatever it was that had brought the necklace back to me.

		Now let me say here that I do not believe in ghosts. And though I am a Christian person and consider myself to be fairly serious about my faith, I am not one to see a demon under every rock. The supernatural is not something I think a lot about.

		But this experience had me rocked. Ghost. Demon. Weirdo Peter Terry. Whatever or whoever had retrieved that necklace from the bottom of the Springs and hung it on my doorknob had my attention. I intended to play the odds.

		So I took the necklace and the ring, put them both in a little velvet bag that had held some other jewelry at one time, and locked them in the buffet cabinet in my living room.

		The cabinet was old, a hand-me-down from my mother. The connection to Mother seemed to have an appropriate vibe to it. Maybe she wanted me to have both gifts or something, as weird as that sounded. I trusted her furniture to hold the jewelry for me overnight.

		I locked it in there, said a long prayer for safety, and went to bed. Slept like a stone, believe it or not.

		Somehow I always manage to run late the first day of the semester. Some subconscious resistance on my part to working, no doubt, since I’m truly lazy by nature. I overslept that day and had to get myself ready for work in a hurry.

		But I made it to class on time, with about four seconds to spare, and found myself standing in front of thirty-seven freshmen, all of whom had signed up for my Intro to Psychology class at Southern Methodist University.

		I should say a few things about SMU. Though the “M” stands for “Methodist,” SMU is a liberal arts school. Not a church school like some other universities that have churchy words in their names. No theology or religion classes are required, and you can get through your entire academic career on campus and never hear a word about God or the Methodist church, either one.

		That worked for me. It is an atmosphere for free thinkers (unless you are a Democrat, but that’s another conversation), and I like to keep my theology and religion to myself, thank you very much.

		And where my colleagues at other churchy-named schools are regularly getting themselves called before boards to defend their beliefs (or lack thereof), my superiors are happy if I can get my students to use their actual brains and get myself published on a regular basis. I am rigorously faithful to both of these tasks. Faculty events, thankfully, are optional.

		I like to start the semester off, especially when I have nice fresh, green minds in the seats, with an exercise in the psychology of assumptions. It throws the students a curve, gets the semester started out right.

		I stood in front of the class and tried to look authoritative, which is a stretch for me, since I don’t look much older than my students do.

		“Everyone look at me,” I said sternly. I am not terribly stern, in actuality, but they didn’t know that yet.

		They all looked up at me like they were in trouble.

		“Keep your eyes on me,” I said, “and clear your desks. Do not look down at what you’re doing. No pens and paper allowed on your desks.”

		They shuffled around with their stuff, trying to maintain eye contact with me, but dying to look at one another. They wanted to pass the question around the room with their eyes—“What’s up with this psycho?”

		After a minute or two, the desks were clear. I took out a tennis ball and held it up for everyone to look at, as though it had some sort of cosmic importance.

		Without saying a word, I tossed the ball to a kid in the first row He caught it, and I said, “Name, please?”

		“Jeremy,” he said, and tossed the ball back to me.

		I tossed it to another kid and raised my eyebrows, as though I were asking him a question.

		“Darin,” he said without prompting, and threw the ball back to me.

		I repeated the exercise until everyone had caught the ball, recited his or her first name, and thrown the ball back to me. It happened, like magic, thirty-seven times.

		“Now,” I said, “what did you learn?” I looked over the faces. “Lauren.” I called on a girl in the second row. By the look on her face you’d have thought I’d punched her in the gut.

		She turned to her left and right. “This is Stephanie,” she said. “And that’s Chris.”

		“Anything else?” I asked.

		“I don’t remember any of the others.”

		I looked disappointed and called on another kid. He remembered six or seven names. I asked around the class, prodding them all to tell me what they’d learned. One after another, they listed all the names they could remember.

		Finally one kid sitting near the back raised his hand.

		I called on him.

		“I learned something,” he offered.

		I liked the look of him. He was scruffy and seemed slightly disreputable. He had an ankh on a leather rope around his neck and earrings in both ears. His hair was bleached yellow-white and his clothes could have been purchased at an Army surplus store. Or stolen from one, maybe.

		“And what might that be?” I searched my memory for his name. “Gavin?”

		“We’re all a bunch of sheep.”

		People turned around to look at him.

		I grinned. “Go on.”

		“You never told us to say our names.”

		“Are you sure?” I asked.

		“Positive. You asked the first guy what his name was, then everyone else just went along. We all assumed that’s what you wanted. But you never said that at all.”

		“Good observation. Anything else?”

		“Yeah. Come to think of it, you never asked us to throw the ball back either. We just did it. Every last one of us. like sheep.”

		“Gavin, you are a genius.” I threw him a bite-size Snickers bar, my standard reward for creative thinking. “You get the first candy of the semester.”

		I turned to the class and began clapping. Everyone clapped along.

		“See?” Gavin said, when the clapping had died down. “Sheep. Everyone clapped. Just because you did.”

		“Good point.”

		I threw him another Snickers bar. He opened it up with a rattle and popped it into his mouth, staring at me while he chewed.

		I spent the rest of the hour leading a discussion about perception versus reality. How we all make subtle, unspoken assumptions, sometimes in unison, and allow those assumptions to govern our thinking and our behavior. By the end of the hour, I’d knocked some holes in their concrete brains and, I hope, planted a few seeds for nonconformity and creative thought.

		I could tell it would be a good semester. I began to feel myself being drawn into the school year, and remembered once again how much I love teaching. It happens every fall, usually after I’ve spent the entire summer thinking about changing jobs.

		I left to grab an early lunch at my favorite sub sandwich place across the street, spent a little time sitting outside working on my skin cancer, and then did my afternoon lecture.

		As the students got up to leave, I was surprised to see Gavin walk into the classroom and stand by my desk.

		“Good work this morning,” I said to him. “Is this your first semester at SMU?”

		“Yep.” He picked up my book bag to carry it for me. My hands were full with my mug and a stack of notebooks, so I was grateful for the help. “You have another class now?” he asked.

		I shook my head. “Office hours.” I looked up at the clock on the wall. It was 3:35. My office was two floors up and I was supposed to be there five minutes ago. I started up the stairs, Gavin tagging along.

		“Mind if I follow you to your office?” he asked.

		“Of course not. Are you one of my advisees this semester? I give lousy advice. Scheduling conflicts are complete nightmares for me.”

		He shook his head. “I don’t need that kind of advice.”

		We wove through student traffic and found our way to my office. I unlocked the door and shoved it open with my hip, dropping the stack of notebooks onto a chair and clearing another one for him to sit in.

		I like my faculty office. It’s full of things that inspire me. Rocks I brought back from a mission trip to Guatemala. Pictures of my grandparents when they were still optimistic. Shelves and shelves of books written by my favorite smart people—Eudora Welty and Francis Schaeffer and C.S. Lewis. People like that.

		The office is tiny, since I have no status at all in a fairly weighty department. But it has a window and it’s cozy and it’s mine. It’s a good place to settle in and think.

		I fixed myself another cup of tea—the last cup of a half-gallon this day, it seemed, and offered Gavin one. He declined.

		He looked nervous, so I settled in behind my desk and asked him what was on his mind.

		“I read your bio,” he said.

		“My bio? I have a bio?”

		“On the Internet. The university has a website and each department has faculty bios and pictures.”

		“Tell me there’s not a picture.” This could be bad. I’m always the one with the eyes closed and the mouth open.

		“It’s a pretty good one,” he said. “You look a little drunk, is all.”

		“Well, I probably wasn’t, but I might want to be after I take a look at the picture.” We had a laugh. “Anyway, you were saying?”

		“The bio. It said you have a theology degree.”

		I nodded. “Guilty as charged. A master’s in systematic theology, actually. I went to school here in Dallas.”

		“Yeah, I saw that.” He shifted around. “Why’d you do that?”

		“What? Go to grad school in Dallas or get a theology degree?”

		“The theology part. Are you really religious or something?”

		“Actually, no. The theology degree was personal. I wanted to learn some things.”

		“What brand of religion are you? Methodist?”

		I laughed and followed his metaphor. “Generic. The kind that comes in the plain black and white box.”

		My mind zoomed back to the boxed gifts from the day before. I’d forgotten about them for a few hours.

		“Why? Are you Methodist?” I asked.

		“No, I’m not anything, really. But something weird happened to me yesterday I wanted to talk to you about it.”

		I resisted the temptation to compete over weird yesterdays. I was certain I would win. Instead, I sat back and picked up my cup, waiting for him to tell me. It’s my therapist posture. I do it automatically when I’m listening to someone. I can’t seem to have a clear thought in session without a mug of tea in my hand.

		“I have this friend who’s pretty religious,” he began. “I’ve known him for a long time. You remind me of him a little bit. Something about you … he thinks like you do, I guess it is. He always challenges me to think about things differently.”

		“He sounds like a fabulous human being,” I said, grinning.

		“He is. But yesterday he gave me a Bible. A real nice blue leather Bible with my name stamped on it. Probably cost sixty or seventy bucks.”

		“What’s wrong with that?”

		“It made me mad, for one thing. We’d never talked about him getting me a Bible. I thought it was sort of pushy. So I’m like, ‘Hey thanks for the book. Looks real nice and expensive, and I hope this doesn’t offend you, but I’m not into it. I’ll probably never read one word.’”

		“What did your friend say?”

		“He said fine. He just wanted me to have it. I mean, where does he get off, doing that? I never asked him to save me.”

		“Sounds to me like he meant it as a good thing. Not an insult.”

		Gavin nodded. “I know. But I was still mad. It was like he backed me into a corner or something. I took the Bible—I didn’t want to hurt his feelings—but I threw it in the backseat of my car and drove home.”

		“So what’s the problem?” I asked, stirring my tea. That’s the other thing I do. I stir. Slowly. Like I’m trying to mingle my thoughts together and come up with something cohesive. “Sounds like he was a sport about it.”

		“The problem is, I got scared.”

		“Of what?”

		“I don’t know, just scared. And not ordinary scared. It started out ordinary, when I was driving home. But then I got to my dorm and parked my car, and by the time I got to my room I was shaking. I could barely put my key in the lock.”

		“Go on,” I said. Stupid, therapist cliché. I hate it when things like that pop out of my mouth in civilian conversations.

		“I’m talking about terror, at this point. Like, serious terror. I climbed straight into my bed and crawled under the covers. I was afraid to even leave my foot hanging over the edge of the bed. Like something was going to grab it from underneath. Monsters under the bed or something, like I’m a little kid.

		“My roommate comes home and I’m lying there shaking and sweating with my teeth practically chattering. He asked me what was wrong and I told him I had food poisoning. He left to go to some party and I stayed there the rest of the night afraid to move. Literally. Afraid to move.” He looked up at me. “I think there was something in the room with me.”

		“Like what?” I asked.

		“Do you believe in demons?”

		I stirred my tea again. It was getting cold. “Do you?” I set the cup down.

		“I do now. I think it was a demon.”

		“What makes you think that?”

		“I had a dream last night.”

		Now we were in familiar territory I could probably gain some insight from the dream.

		“Tell me about the dream.” Another psychology cliché. Oh-for-two.

		“I was at a lake. Some lake. I don’t know what lake, but a lake. Sort of a rocky lake. And there was this guy. He was white. Sick white. Like he had cancer or something.”

		I felt my skin begin to prickle.

		“He was bald,” he continued. “And made me really nervous for some reason. He got into the water with me. And when I told him to go away, he just stood up where he was. On the water. I swam to the shore and got out of the lake. Someone handed me my new Bible. I picked it up and threw it at him, and he screamed and turned around and ran.”

		“Go on.” I knew there was more. I knew what it would be.

		“He had a big cut on his back.”

		“Up and down or side to side?” I asked.

		He looked surprised. “Side to side. Why?”

		I bluffed. “It makes a difference in the interpretation. What happened next?”

		“I woke up. I was sopping wet from sweat. I was shaking. I was too afraid to move. So I prayed.”

		“What did you pray?”

		“I said that I didn’t know if God was real, but that if He was there, I wanted Him to come and protect me from evil. I didn’t want to be afraid anymore.”

		“And?”

		“And I felt it go away. Immediately. All that fear just evaporated. And I felt peace. I fell asleep. I slept so hard, I barely made it to class this morning.”

		I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table. He was still holding something back.

		“Why are you telling me this? Because of the theology degree?”

		He met my eyes. “No. Because you were in the dream.”

		“Where? It was just you and the bald white guy, right?”

		“You were the one who handed me the Bible. The one standing on the shore.”

		He looked at me with bright eyes. Waiting for my reaction.

		“You probably just associated me into the dream because you’d read the bio,” I said.

		“No.” He shook his head emphatically.

		“How do you know?”

		“Because I’d never seen you before.”

		“I thought you just said you looked me up on the web.”

		“I did that today. After class.”

		I felt myself get cold. Barton Springs cold. “And you’d never seen my face before this morning?”

		He shook his head. “Nope. Not once in my whole life.”

		“How do you explain that?” I asked.

		“I think you believe in demons, too,” he said.
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		IF THIS WERE A MOVIE, my next move would be to visit a priest. But since this is not a movie, and since I do not personally know any priests, I called my friend Bob.

		Bob Follet teaches at the seminary where I got my master’s degree. It is a conservative school, both theologically and socially, and I was in trouble most of the time I was there. Which isn’t surprising, given my aversion to herd activities and to hoop-jumping. Seminaries, even more than other graduate schools, tend to require a lot of hoop-jumping.

		Bob is a rebel too, but is better at conformity than I am, and thus had managed to stick around long enough to get his doctorate in theology. He was still sticking around, in fact. He’d landed himself a spot as an assistant professor in the systematic theology department.

		Bob is a very good egg. Also to his credit, he still has most of his hair and his sense of humor. Two of my favorite qualities in a man.

		I was relieved when he answered the phone and said he could meet me after his first class the next day.

		I ventured onto the seminary campus the next morning cautiously, as I always do.

		Since I teach in the “secular” world, I get to wear whatever I want. Academics are supposed to be strange and eccentric, and everyone knows psychologists are just this side of the loony bin, so I happily dress the part. I wear jeans with beads on them and funky shirts and hats I buy in thrift shops.

		The seminary has a dress code (“professional attire required”), and no one there dresses like I do. But I was determined not to give in to the peer pressure, convinced as I am that if Jesus were walking around today, he would be wearing ratty jeans too.

		Bob was not in his office, but the door was standing open, so I let myself in and helped myself to a cup of coffee. I hate coffee. But I was desperate. I needed the caffeine. I poked around his office while I waited for him.

		I’ve always thought you could learn a lot about a person by studying his bookshelves. People who buy their books by the yard, with matching leather bindings, always seem like phonies to me. Like they’re trying too hard. But Bob’s bookshelves let me into his creative, critical-thinking mind. He had C.S. Lewis and Francis Schaeffer too, along with Langston Hughes, Kierkegaard, and a bunch of people I’d never heard of. Since Bob is my intellectual hero and I want to be like him when I grow up, I got out a pen and paper and copied down a few titles.

		“Analyzing my bookshelves again?” Bob’s voice startled me.

		I turned around, busted.

		We hugged and he offered me a seat, settling himself in behind a very tidy desk.

		“You look good, Dylan,” he said, loosening his tie. “Satan invented neckties, I’m convinced.”

		“And panty hose,” I added.

		“How would you know? When was the last time you wore a pair?” I thought about it. “November ’99. My brother’s wedding.”

		“He still married?”

		“Guthrie? Oh yeah. They’re moving to Seattle.”

		“Any kids yet?”

		“No, they’re trying to get it right with the cats first.”

		“Absolutely.” Bob nodded and checked his watch. “You didn’t sound too good on the phone.”

		“Well, I’m not too good, to tell you the truth. I’ve got some pretty bizarre stuff happening.”

		I told him my story. Both of them, actually Weirdo Peter Terry and the jewelry, and then Gavin and his dream.

		Bob listened without changing his expression. He raised his eyebrows a couple of times, but that was it. When I was finished, he checked a list beside his phone and dialed an extension.

		“Tony?” he said into the phone. “You got a minute? I’ve got something you might want to hear. Great. In my office.”

		He hung up the phone and looked at me. “You remember Tony DeStefano?”

		“The missions guy with the glasses?”

		“No, the other one. The short one with the briefcase.”

		“I always got those two mixed up.”

		“Well, Tony doesn’t have the briefcase anymore. He’s been in Central America for six years. Guy’s got cockroach stories like you wouldn’t believe.”

		“Cockroach stories? What does that have to do with—”

		He waved my question away. “No, not the cockroaches. He’s teaching here for a year while he’s on sabbatical from Central America. I forget where he was stationed. Costa Rica, I think.”

		“Nicaragua,” a voice said.

		I turned around and laid eyes on Tony DeStefano for the first time in more than a decade. Bob was right, the briefcase was gone. Tony wasn’t Mr. Buttoned-Down Seminary Guy anymore. He was worn around the edges. Wrinkled khakis, a little-boy tie clipped to his shirt pocket (I guess in deference to the Seminary’s requirement that the men wear ties), and hair that was beginning to gray.

		We said our greetings and spent a few minutes catching up. Then Bob asked me to repeat my story.

		“What do you think?” Bob asked Tony when I was finished.

		Tony shrugged. “I think you got some demonic activity there.”

		Tony was from New York. I loved his accent. Hearing him talk always made me want to go to a baseball game and order a hot dog.

		“You think?” I said. “Seems like there must be some other explanation.”

		Tony squinted at me. “Why look for one?”

		“Because it seems so far-fetched. Demons don’t just run around going to picnics and giving people presents and injecting themselves into people’s dreams. This is America. Modern times. Cell phones and computerized air-conditioning and skin grafts with synthetic skin. Not first-century Jerusalem.”

		“What difference does that make?” Tony asked. “Spirits—angels and demons both—are eternal. It’s not like they all died off after the New Testament was written. They’re still around.”

		“That’s why I called you,” Bob said to Tony.

		Bob turned to me. “Missionaries see theology happening all around them every day. Americans are so insulated from this stuff, I think. We don’t see it. It’s all theory for us. But these missions guys have stories you wouldn’t believe. Where life is more primitive and primal, theology is very raw and daily. And demonic activity is easy to spot. You see it every day.”

		“Is that true?” I asked Tony.

		“Absolutely.” Tony nodded emphatically. “I been in Nicaragua for, what, six years? And Haiti before that. Both cultures, they got these traditions of spiritism. You see some crazy stuff. Stuff you wouldn’t believe. When you’re not living in the culture, it’s easy to dismiss as superstition. You think, these people just aren’t sophisticated enough to know any better, see?

		“But when you’re there, living with them, eating and sleeping and praying with them, you see that it’s real. And pragmatically, and scripturally too, there’s no reason not to see it for what it is. You see it a lot in these cultures. All the time.”

		I shifted uncomfortably. I was willing to concede the point. Tony obviously knew what he was talking about.

		“Why would I rate a visit?” I said. “It’s not like I’m a threat to anyone. I’m not out there holding evangelism crusades, you know? And I’m not out there holding séances either. I’m just going about my tiny little life, doing my tiny little thing.”

		“Bad theology,” Bob interjected.

		“Excuse me?” I feigned offense.

		“Lousy theology, in point of fact. ‘Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.’”

		“Hebrews,” Tony said. “Thirteen, verse two, I think. New American Standard, right?”

		Bob nodded and grinned.

		“You guys need some hobbies,” I said.

		“Demons are angels, Dylan,” Bob was saying. “Just fallen ones. The passage says nothing about the person who receives the visit being in any way special. It’s the angel that’s special.”

		“Then why show up in my life as opposed to someone else’s?” I asked. “It’s not like this happens to people every day. Something bizarre is going on.”

		“I remember something about you,” Tony said quietly. “From school. You were always real good about knowing who to pray for.

		“I remember you called me out of the blue one time. Just totally out of the blue. Hadn’t heard from you since graduation, and this was about six, seven months after. You said I’d been on your mind and you had the feeling you should pray for me. You called to find out how I was. See what was up. You remember that?”

		I didn’t. I’m always getting some powerful urge about
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