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Prologue

 


"Where is she?" Officer Thomas Chang,
Senior, murmurs to himself as he steps swiftly through the cemetery
in the fading light. He pulls the flashlight off his belt and
clicks it on to hold back the growing darkness. Moving more
cautiously now as he approaches the far side of the cemetery
grounds, his free hand goes to rest automatically on his gun.
"There," he thinks and turns to head toward the recently dug
grave.

He kneels down and brushes the dirt
off the small marker in the ground. Satisfied, he sits down;
unconcerned about the dirt. Officer Chang closes his eyes and lets
his mind slip out past the boundaries of his physical body. He sits
and focuses on the young girl's spirit; trying to reach her, to
communicate. He sits unaware as the shadows creep up behind
him.

A man steps slowly out of those
shadows as they cling to him; reluctant to let go. He walks up
behind Officer Chang, leans toward him and stabs him in the back.
As Chang's body falls, his spirit comes to stand next to it.
Officer Chang's spirit looks down in shock and watches as the
shadows dance out of and away from his killer and float toward him.
He locks arms around the shadow and struggles as they merge with
the growing darkness.


Chapter One

 


Two weeks, four days and about
fourteen hours after we bury my father, I find myself dreaming of
him. It's as real as if his spirit is standing in front of me. I'm
in a room about ten feet by thirty feet. One entire wall is
mirrors. There are mats on the floor and the wall opposite the
mirrors has a variety of weapons on it. I don't have time to look
them over as my father is standing beside me telling me to punch
faster. He is wearing his police uniform and while I feel it should
be out of place in this room, some how it is exactly how I expect
him to look. He stands about 5'8" with short black hair; his
Chinese heritage slightly more pronounced than mine. I glance down
and realize I'm crouched with my legs spread about twice shoulder
width apart.

"Keep your back straight," my father
tells me as I punch forward with my left hand. "Again," he says as
I punch with my right. There is a rhythm to it that feels old as
though this is something I have done a thousand times before. I see
myself reflected in the mirror and shift to use myself as a target
while I punch. I'm wearing loose, white pants and a black,
short-sleeved t-shirt. My long black hair is gathered back in a
ponytail and it swishes as I turn with the punches; occasionally my
hair slaps the side of my face or neck. I lose myself in the rhythm
of the punches as he walks around me to check my form.

I smile as I punch faster now. I feel
the burn of my muscles starting to work. My father says something
in Chinese and though I don't consciously know the words, I
immediately drop and begin to do push-ups. My father drops down
next to me and begins to do them as well. Minutes pass without a
word being spoken as we push up from the floor and drop down again.
I find myself completely lost in the rhythm of it and for the first
time in over two weeks, my heart doesn't ache at the thought of my
father. Almost as soon as I realize this, the scene changes. We are
still in the room but now we are standing facing the wall of
weapons. Father reaches out and takes down two long wooden
sticks--more like staffs--and something inside me knows one is
called a bo. He throws one toward me and I catch it out of the air
without conscious thought.

We begin to warm up by twirling the
bos around us; over our heads. Father begins moving his as if
striking to the right and then the left, back and forth, and I
follow him into the moves. Soon we add overhead strikes and stabs
downward. I find myself clacking the bo against his in what is
obviously a predetermined workout set. Strike low. Strike high. We
begin to move around the room, striking each other's bos. I misstep
and his bo catches my knuckle. It stings and I stop to shake my
hand out. I look down at my hand and see a red welt already forming
across the knuckle.

"Are you going to tell me to pay more
attention?" I ask looking up at his face with a smile. My smile
falters as I see his face flickering in and out. I stop, letting my
weapon arm fall to my side.

"You died," I say.

"I know," he replies. "I'm sorry,
Jenny. It was not my choice."

He drops the hand holding his weapon,
too, and moves as though to step toward me but he stops, hand out
stretched, as though he has hit a wall. He lets his hand fall and
simply looks at me.

"I thought I had more time. I allowed
your mother to stop your training because I thought I had years
yet."

"You were only forty-five. You should
have had years yet. We should have had decades more together," I
say, tears starting to fall. "You will never walk me down the aisle
or hold your grandchild. You won't get to see Tommy learn to ride a
bike or go to his prom. Your son barely knows you. He is only two
and a half. He will forget you. You will be nothing but photos on
the computer. It's not fair."

"No," he says, "it is not fair. But
life is not fair, my little Tiger. That is why the world has always
needed people such as us. To help make it more fair; to keep the
balance."

I shake my head at him. "People like
us? You're the policeman. I'm fresh out of high school and working
at a used book store. People need cheap reading material? I know,"
I say, holding up my hand, "once I finish college and get my
psychiatry degree maybe I can learn to do something good but now
I'm nothing."

It is his turn to shake his head now
and the effect of it as his face flickers in and out is almost
nauseating. "No one is nothing. Every one has a place and a
purpose. Some choose their purpose and others have it thrust upon
them but no one is useless. Everyone is someone. The world has use
for us all."

I walk over to the wall and put the bo
back up on its rack. Tears thicken my voice as I say, "I don't
understand this. Where are we?"

"We are in our dojo," he replies.
"This is where we used to train when you were little. Do you
remember?"

"Obviously I do. Otherwise I wouldn't
be having this dream."

"This is not a dream, my little Tiger,
and if it were, it would not be your dream. It would be mine," my
father says.

I laugh a little at the thought, and
hearing a buzzing noise, turn my head toward it. When I start to
look back, I see a black shadow out of the corner of my eye. It
reaches for my father. I whip my head back toward him yelling,
"No." My father turns toward it and raises his bo as if to block
it. I dart toward the weapons on the wall but before I can reach
them, my father and the shadow disappear. I find myself bolting
upright in bed, my alarm clock blaring.

I throw back the covers and slide my
legs over the side of the bed. I slap the display on my phone to
silence it and take deep breaths to calm down. Rubbing my hand over
my face, I hop down to the floor. "It was just a dream," I tell
myself as I walk toward the bedroom door and the bathroom beyond
it. I keep telling myself that as I shower and wash my
hair.

"But it felt so real," I murmur to
myself as I dry off. "No surprise really. I'm sure my psychiatry
books would say I'm trying to create more memories of my father
right now or that it is my subconscious denial of his death." I
talk to my reflection as I comb out my long black hair. But as I
watch myself in the mirror, I notice the red mark on my knuckle
right where the stick in my dream hit it. I must have banged it on
my nightstand in my sleep and incorporated it into my dream but I
continue to stare at the mark long after I should have gotten
moving.


Chapter Two

 


I shake off the cobwebs of the dream
and start putting on my makeup, and once dressed for the day in
shorts and a t-shirt, head down stairs. I find my mother, Catherine
Browning-Chang, standing in the kitchen at the island chopping
vegetables. At little more than five feet, my mother has the petite
blond look of someone who should be a cheerleader. Her short hair
is always styled; her makeup always done. I have seen many people
underestimate her because of her looks but I know my mother is a
little scary; especially if you try to call her Cat or
Cathy.

My little brother, Thomas Chang,
Junior, is the spitting image of my Chinese father with black hair
like mine; what there is of it. He is sitting on a chair with his
booster seat pulled up to the counter eating cereal. I ruffle his
short black hair as I walk by him. "Morning, Bub. Morning, Mother."
My mother looks up and gives me a small smile as I walk toward the
fridge. I reach in and pull out a soda but with a sigh, my mother
reaches over and takes the soda away from me. She puts it back in
the fridge and turns and pulls a glass out of the cupboard; handing
it to me. She glances pointedly at the still open fridge and I
reach in and pull out the orange juice. I pour myself a glass, put
the orange juice back and close the door. I turn around to find my
mother has dished me up a bowl of oatmeal from a pot on the stove.
I grimace but I sit down with the oatmeal. Mother takes pity on me
and hands me the brown sugar. I smile and sprinkle a spoonful on
top. I sit down next to my little brother and dig into my oatmeal.
Mother goes back to chopping her vegetables.

"What's with the veggies?" I ask as I
chase the oatmeal down with the orange juice. "Are you resorting to
putting vegetables on our oatmeal now?"

Mother wrinkles her nose at me. "No,
these are for dinner. I thought I would make a nice stir-fry but
I'm working at the gallery all morning, and with you at work all
day, I doubt Tommy will give me much time for chopping tonight."
She waves her hand toward him with a smile. "He hates it when you
aren't home to play with him."

"That's because Bub loves me. Right,
Bub?" I lean over and give him a kiss on his hair. He giggles and
waves his spoon at me; sending small drops of milk flying. I grab a
napkin from the holder in the middle of the island and wipe them
up.

"Love Sissy," he says with his big,
beautiful smile.

"I love you too, Bub," I tell him,
tapping my finger on his nose before throwing the napkin in the
trash.

Mother smiles at us both and returns
to her vegetable chopping. There is a small mountain of vegetables
forming next to her and I fear I will be eating stir-fry for days.
Don't get me wrong. Mother makes great stir-fry. She makes the
sauce herself from her fiercely guarded recipe--says commercial
sauces have too much sodium--but sometimes you just want a
pizza.

"How did you sleep?" Mother asks;
looking up at me. She focuses on my face, seeming to zero in on the
dark circles that makeup doesn't quite hide.

"Not well," I admit. "I dreamed about
Father."

"Not surprising," Mother says as she
starts to scoop vegetables into a bowl. "You loved your father very
much and he hasn't been gone long. I'm sure those psychology books
you love would tell you it's normal." She turns toward the
refrigerator; bowl in hand.

"I know," I tell her around a mouth
full of oatmeal. "It was just a strange dream. We were in some kind
of a gym. Father called it a dojo."

The bowl slips from my mother's hands
and crashes down onto the floor. My eyes shoot to her face and I
see her color has drained. I jump up and take her arms in my hands.
"Mother? Are you all right?"

"I'm fine," she says waving me off and
sitting down on the stool I just got up from. I go to the cupboard
and grab another glass; filling it with water from the filter in
the fridge. I bring her the water and she sips it. I search her
face but find no answers. "It is probably just exhaustion or
stress," she tells me with a careless wave. "I miss your father,
too, and I'm not sleeping as well as I wish."

I crouch down and pick up the bowl
from the floor. It is plastic and seems unharmed. It landed
upright; most vegetables still safe inside it. I put some plastic
wrap across the top and put it in the fridge. I then bend back down
and pick up the fallen vegetables to add to our compost pile. I
sneak glances at my mother but her color is coming back and she
seems steadier. Perhaps she is right and it's just fatigue. And
hey, less vegetables.

I pile the vegetables up into the box
we use for saving compostable materials until they can be moved
outside. "Do you need me to take Bub to daycare today?" I ask her.
I move to a stool on the other side of my brother; bringing my
glass and bowl with me. "I can drop him off so you can get some
rest before work."

"No need," my mother says with a wave
of her hand, "I'm fine. Besides you have plans to go to the mall
before work with your friend, Beth. Don't worry about us. We will
be fine until you finish work tonight and we will save you some
stir-fry."

She is already looking better so I
scarf down my oatmeal. I rinse my dishes out in the sink and put
them in the dishwasher the way Mother likes. I run upstairs to grab
my bag and my phone, texting Beth as I run down the stairs to tell
her that I'm on my way. My keys are on the key hook by the door
next to my mother's keys. I give my mother a kiss on the check and
spare a quick hug for Tommy and I'm out the door.


Chapter Three

 


Beth Carlson has been my best friend
all through high school and she is waiting outside her house when I
pull into her driveway. She jumps into my old Chevy with a squeal
and we head out. Beth's hair is as blond as mine is dark and we
make quite a picture together. She starts chattering away and soon
I have forgotten all about the dream and put my worries about my
mother aside. We head to the mall to waste a few hours trying on
clothes and laughing about boys. It is the last summer before we
both head off to different colleges and we are determined to spend
every moment together we can.

Time flies by as it always does when
Beth and I are together. Soon enough, we are scarfing down lunch at
the food court before I have to get to work.

"How can you eat that?" I ask Beth,
gesturing to the mystery meat concoction she got from the Asian
booth. I look down at my slice of pizza. "Aren't you afraid of what
could be in it?"

Beth laughs. "Come on. Where's the
fun? Besides you know I'm only afraid of one thing."

"Planes," we both say at the same
time, laughing.

"Hey," Beth says, "planes crash.
Mystery meat only makes you puke." Beth looks over at the counter
at the boy who served her.

"You only went there so you could chat
up the cute guy," I tell her.

Beth smiles and adjusts the neckline
of her tank top. "I feel the need for a soda," she says. Beth
stands up and saunters up to the counter to flirt with the guy
working. I just laugh, used to her. I'm sitting at the plastic
table in the uncomfortable plastic chair looking at my phone when a
woman comes up to me. She looks to be about my age, maybe early
twenties, and her hair is dark like mine but cut into a short bob.
She is wearing fitted jeans and a long sleeve black shirt with a
scooped neck. She is dressed a little too warm for the weather but
perhaps she works at one of the stores that has a dress
requirement.

"You are Jenny Chang, right?" she
says, standing over me.

I pull my focus off my phone and over
to her. "Yes, I'm Jenny. Do I know you?" I ask.

"Not yet," she says, "but I think it
is about time we did meet. My name is Ann. I knew your father. I am
sorry about your loss."

Tears sting my eyes and I look away
for a moment to blink them back. "Thank you," I say as I look back.
"How did you know Father?"

"I have known him my whole life," she
tells me. "I even have some things of his you might like to see
some time. We should get together and I will show you."

"Like what?" I ask, gesturing toward a
chair.

She shakes her head. "I can not stay
now. I have to get back." She gestures vaguely toward the
department store behind her. "You have got to pay to play,
right?"

I laugh and tell her, "Sure. We should
get together. Give me your number and I'll text you."

"No phone." She says with a grimace.
"I smashed the screen and I have not been able to afford to fix it
yet. Tell me your number and I will get in touch with you when I
can."

I rattle off my number and look away
as I hear Beth call out to me.

"Come here, Jenny," Beth calls. I hold
up my finger to say one minute and look back at Ann. She has
disappeared into the crowd around us. I try to catch a glimpse of
her but she is gone. I give up and head over to Beth to find she
has had good luck with the guy and he and his cousin would like to
take us out this weekend. I forget all about Ann as we make plans
to go out and then I have to rush to drop Beth off and get to work
on time.


Chapter Four

 


I work at a used book store. It's good
work. I sometimes feel like I'm running against the incoming tide
trying to keep the place in order but it's a good job. I get paid
to play with books and most days, I'm by myself so I can read or
play on my phone with no one to bother me. Today I'm working until
closing so when I arrive the place is already open. As soon as I
walk in the door, the guy who has the shift before me gives me a
curt nod and walks out. Heaven forbid he stay for another minute
while I stow my stuff or go to the bathroom. I shake off his
rudeness, drop my things out back and head up front. I pull out my
phone and start some music playing as I tidy up.

There is a list of books next to the
store phone but nothing on it to say what it is for. Are these
books we took in today? Books we sold? I have been trying to get
some kind of system going for inventory but no one but me seems to
want to actually keep track of anything that comes in or goes out.
I sigh and start looking around to see if these might be new books
that came in. There are only about a dozen titles so that could be
it. A quick look around shows no such stack of books though. The
morning guy is too lazy to have put them away so that can't be it.
I get down on my knees to check the cash box to see if there are
receipts for any credits issued for incoming books. A few minutes
search shows nothing. I stand up and let out a squeal to find
someone standing in front of the counter.

I put my hand to my heart and gasp as
I recognize Ann from earlier. "Oh, my goodness. You scared me. I
didn't hear the bell over the door go off."

Ann gives me an apologetic look. "I am
sorry. I did not mean to scare you. You must have been very
absorbed in what you were doing."

"I'm afraid not," I say; shaking my
head. "But I'm surprised to see you here. Did you track me down to
talk?"

It is Ann's turn to shake her head.
"Actually, no. I did not know you work here. I was just looking for
some books for a college class. The bookstore charges a fortune and
I thought I could save some money by buying all of my books now
before everyone comes looking for them. I called earlier and spoke
to some surly-sounding fellow and asked him to get together several
titles I am looking for. He said he would call me back if there
were any problems and he did not. Is there by chance a stack of
books with my name on it? It has been several hours since my
call."

"Good news for me as that solves my
mystery," I tell her holding up the list, "of what this list of
books is supposed to be for. Bad news for you though. I'm afraid
the morning guy doesn't seem to have done anything beyond write it
down. I can get them together for you though. Did you want to come
back?"

"It is a long way for me to travel and
I have no car so I would prefer to wait if that is not a problem?"
Ann replies.

I shake my head. "No, of course not. I
hope you won't be too bored though watching me look up books and
search old shelves."

"I do not mind," Ann says with a
smile. "I have been wanting to meet you for years anyway. Your
father spoke very well of you. He walked the beat in our
neighborhood. He always had a kind word and a quick hand to help.
Your father was the kind of policeman that made the rest of us
happy to see him arrive."

I blink back tears at her kind words
but smile at her as I move from behind the counter. "Thank you. It
is very kind of you to say. One of my earliest memories is of him
in his uniform." I glance down at the list and see it is mostly
classics; something we always have plenty of copies of. I move
toward the shelf on the right and begin to pull books, Mark Twain,
Jane Austen, Alexander Dumas. "Are you talking a literature class?"
I ask.

"Yes. I am taking Literary Classics of
the nineteenth Century. I decided it was almost a guarantee that
any used book store would have them," Ann says.

"A good guess," I tell her.

We chat as I look for the
books on her list and I find myself laughing along with her. The
first few books on her list are easy to find and I soon have them
piled up on the counter. The last one stops me short though.
"The Divine and Demonic in Chinese
Culture?" I look over at Ann for
confirmation. "Are you taking a class on Chinese culture,
too?"

Ann looks down sheepishly. "No, that
one is just for me. I am a little obsessed with Zhong Kui." At my
blank look, she continues. "The guardian spirit and vanquisher of
ghosts. It is probably my Chinese heritage. You must have heard
something about him growing up."

"No." I shake my head. "We are more
American than Chinese. I don't think we will have this
one."

"The man earlier said he saw it on the
shelf. Could you just go check for me?"

"Okay," I say heading toward the
nonfiction. I look through the shelves and to my surprise, I find
it in hardcover, sitting on the shelf. I head back toward the front
holding it up in triumph to show Ann. "What do you know? We do have
it. It must have come in one day while I was off and no one
bothered to log it in. Hardly the first time that has happened," I
say.

I put it on top of the pile and move
back behind the counter to ring her up.

Ann reaches toward her back pocket and
pulls out a bus pass. She starts patting her pockets and then
throws her hands up. "I am very sorry. I seem to have forgotten my
bag. It is a good thing I put my bus pass in my pocket or I would
not even have gotten this far. Could you save them for me here at
the desk and I will come back tomorrow to get them?"

"Of course," I tell her. "We all have
those days. I'll keep them here."

Ann thanks me and heads out the door;
giving it a good hard shove so the bell rings merrily. I laugh as
she goes and I go back to sorting books and straightening shelves.
The rest of the night passes with few customers and I find myself
leafing through the divine and demonic book during my frequent down
time. Soon enough, it is time to close the store for the night and
I leave the book on top of the pile. I'm opening the next day but I
leave a note with Ann's name on it just in case the owner comes in
over night so he won't put the books away on her.


Chapter Five

 


It is after eight when I close up the
shop and the sun has started going down. It is still a little cool
at night even in late June and I shiver a little, wishing I had a
jacket. I hop into my car and turn the heat on as I pull out of the
strip mall that houses the used book store. I turn left and head
toward the house. When I get home, my mother has left the outside
light on for me. I hurry up the steps, trying to out run the chill,
and quickly let myself in the house. I flip the outside light off
as I kick off my shoes in the entryway and head into the
kitchen.

A quick peek in the fridge reveals a
plate of stir-fry with my name on it. I pull off the wrapper and
stick it in the microwave to heat up. While I wait, I head into the
living room to find my mother curled up on the couch with a book.
She looks up at me, shoves her reading glasses to the top of her
head, and gives me a tired smile.

"How was work?" she asks, putting the
book down on the coffee table.

"Quiet," I tell her. "Not many
customers. I almost had a good sized sale but the woman forgot her
wallet. Said she would come back for them tomorrow but you never
know." I sit down next to her on the couch and tuck my feet under
me. "Actually she said she knew Father. Said she lived on his beat;
that he was very kind."

"There is little better epitaph than
to say he was a good man," Mother says with the sad smile I have
gotten used to seeing whenever my father is mentioned. I reach out
and give her leg a rub.

"Is Bub down for the night?" I
ask.

"Yes," she says, "unless he hears you,
then who knows?" She rubs the spot between her eyes.

"I'll be quiet," I tell her. I get up
as the microwave beeps that my dinner is ready. As I head back into
the kitchen I say to her over my shoulder, "By the way, have you
heard of a Chinese guy named Zhong Kui?" I hear a banging noise
behind me and look back at mother. She is sitting upright, feet on
the floor. "Did you hurt yourself?" I ask her.

"I banged my foot on the coffee table.
It's nothing," she says with a wave of her hand. "Where did you
hear the name Zhong Kui?"

I continue heading into the kitchen
for my dinner. "The woman in the shop today mentioned him. She was
buying a bunch of ninetieth century literature books--Huck Finn,
Pride and Prejudice, The Count of Monte Cristo--that kind of thing
and then one book on Chinese legends. She seemed surprised that I
hadn't heard of him." I retrieve my plate from the microwave and
grab a fork from the drawer. "I take it you've heard of
him?"

"He is an old Chinese myth," my
mother's voice answers from the living room; her tone sharp. "Don't
waste your time on such nonsense."

I raise my eyebrows, safely in the
kitchen where my mother can't see. "Um, okay. I was just curious."
I grab a glass out of the cupboard and fill it with water. Sitting
down at the kitchen island, I tuck into my stir-fry. Mother does
make the best stir-fry sauce.

Mother comes into the kitchen and sits
down beside me. "Since when does your little used bookstore have
obscure books on Chinese culture?"

"I don't know," I tell her with a
shrug. "She asked for it and when I looked, it was there on the
shelf."

"Did she tell you her name?" my mother
asks. "Maybe I know her family. I've met quite a few of the local
Chinese families through your father's side of the
family."

"Ann was all I got," I
reply.

A look I can't identify flashes across
my mother's face and I stop with my fork halfway to my mouth and
drop it back onto my plate again. "What's wrong?" I ask
her.

"Nothing. It's nothing." My mother
shakes her head. "I think I forgot to lock the gallery when I left
today."

I smile in amusement at her. "That's
probably a good thing since you worked the morning shift today and
the gallery was still open when you left."

Mother shakes her head. "Of course.
How silly of me. I must be over tired. Perhaps I will head to bed."
She stands up and pulls my head against her chest. She kisses me on
the hair and gives me a squeeze. "I love you, Jenny," she says. My
eyebrows shoot straight up into my bangs. Mother must be tired or
perhaps feeling emotional about my father. She is never so
demonstrative, not even with Tommy. "Don't stay up too late," she
tells me as she walks out of the room. I hear her in the living
room gathering up her things. Soon I see the light go out and hear
her footsteps heading upstairs. Maybe I should get her some flowers
or something. Something to make her life a little nicer or perhaps
a little easier until she gets past some of the grieving. I vow to
take Tommy for the day on my next day off so Mother can rest. I
finish my dinner, wash my dishes out in the sink and head quietly
upstairs to my room. I change into my pajamas and braid my long
hair back from my face before I head to bed.


Chapter Six

 


I again find myself
dreaming of my father. We are back in the room with the mirrors and
weapons but now I can see the room more clearly. In addition to the
wall of mirrors, and the wall of weapons, one end has a bookcase
full of books. I wander over to look at the books and see the
titles seem to be a mix of Chinese and English. In surprise, I
see The Divine and Demonic in Chinese
Culture sitting on the book shelf. I pull
it out and begin to leaf through it. "This is the second time today
I have seen this book," I murmur. "Perhaps the universe is telling
me I need to read it."

I feel my father come up beside me and
see him run his hand over the book's pages. "Yes," he says, "I
believe it is time that you did. I had hoped to spare you this. It
should never have been your burden. It was never meant to be
mine."

I turn and look at him, the book
forgotten.

"What burden?" I ask.

"Being the Protector," he tells
me.

I can almost see the capital letter in
Protector. I crook my head to the side and look at him. "The
protector of what?"

My father opens his mouth as if to
answer but instead he turns his head suddenly away from me with a
cross look on his face. "What is she do-"; on that note, my father
disappears. I find myself standing alone in the dojo still holding
the book for a moment and then, I'm back in my bed. I hear a
scraping noise outside my closed bedroom door and realize my mother
must be moving around. I shake my head at myself. I'm so desperate
to have my father back that I have strange conversations with him
in my dreams. Sighing, I turn on my side, punch my pillow into
shape and burrow down. I'm determined to get some sleep.

I'm not sure what time it is when I
hear my door open. I open my eyes just enough to see my little
brother silhouetted against the night light in the hall. I scoot
sleepily back from the edge of the bed and pat the mattress next to
me. Tommy climbs up into the bed and snuggles up against me. I put
my arm over him and murmur to him as I head back into sleep; his
little hand pulling on my braid. He has often climbed into bed with
either me or Mother since Father died. I feel another tug on my
braid and then another sharper one. My hair tickles my nose and I
brush at it, sending hair falling around. He must have undone my
braid. I push up a little to grab it back up and chunks of hair
come out in my hand. I sit up with a gasp, pushing him away from me
and reaching for the bedside lamp. Tommy sits up and I can see he
has a pair of Mother's sewing scissors in his hands. I grab at my
hair and realize he has cut off about half of my braid. One side of
it still hangs down and the other is lying on the bed on top of
us.

"What have you done?" I scream,
sitting fully up in bed and grabbing the scissors from him. I slam
them down on the nightstand and jump up to head for the bathroom
mirror. I meet my mother in the hallway coming the other way to the
sound of my scream.

"What happened?" she demands, grabbing
me by the arm.

"He cut my hair off," I yell, shoving
past her to get to the mirror. I can see some of my hair hanging
chin length down on one side while the other side remains behind
me. I twist and turn in the mirror to get a look at what is left of
my braid. In my room, I hear Tommy start to cry but for once, I
don't go to him. "Where the hell did he get your sewing scissors?"
I yell after my mother. I can hear her in my room trying to calm
Tommy down. His sobs grow louder as I presume he sees his
mother.

"What did you do?" I hear my mother
ask him but I can't make out what he is saying through his sobbing
and right now, I don't care. I look angrily at myself in the
mirror. I look like two different people. One has long black hair
and the other's hair barely covers her chin. I yank the elastic out
of the bottom of my hair and angrily comb it out. My mother appears
in the doorway.

"I'm sure he did not mean any harm,"
she says, in what I'm sure is an attempt to soothe me but I'm in no
mood for it.

I shove past her and stalk toward my
room. I smell paint and look up to see a stylized symbol painted in
black over my doorway, perhaps a Chinese character. I can't deal
with it now so I move to where Tommy is sitting on my bed. "Why?" I
demand. "Why would you do this? After everything I do for you?" I
stand with my hands on my hips, glaring at him. His lower lip
trembles but I refuse to allow myself to soften.

"Father said no more long hair," Tommy
whines, wringing his hands in front of him. "He was in my room and
he told me so." My mother comes into the room and stands beside me
looking furious. I don't blame her as I'm furious with him and his
lie, too. She scoops Tommy up and takes him back to his own room,
cuddling him close. I follow them to his room but she stops me at
the door.

"Not now," she says. "Now everyone
needs to get some sleep. We will talk about it in the
morning."

"Fine," I mutter in a tone that says
it is anything but. I look up over his bedroom door quickly to
check for the little black-inked symbol like is over mine but the
wall is empty. I stop by the bathroom and grab my hair elastic
back. I put what is left of my hair into a bun and stomp back to my
room. I close my door with more force than necessary and for the
first time I can remember, I lock my bedroom door to keep my little
brother out.


Chapter Seven

 


The next morning I wake up feeling
sluggish. It takes me a minute to remember but then I shoot up in
bed and stalk to the door. I yank it open and head to the bathroom.
I pull out the elastic and see my hair is just as bad as I
remember. Furious all over again, I throw the elastic in the drawer
and get into the shower. I put the water as hot as I can stand it
and shampoo my hair. More chunks come out in my hand as I do and I
figure at least part of the steam in that bathroom is coming off me
and not from the hot water. I spend extra time trying to do
something with my hair but there is no way to hide half of it being
twice the length of the rest of it. I don't bother with makeup and
head back to my room. I grab the scissors off the nightstand and
try to cut what is left to a length similar to the shorter side. I
do my best and then head back to my room to dress.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see
my brother's bedroom door is closed and I notice a black smudge
over the door. I turn around to look and I see the black-inked
symbol. I turn back to my own doorway and see it is there also. I
remember seeing it the night before but had dismissed it in my
anger. I'm sure it was not over Tommy's door though. Mother must
have done it but why would you paint a strange symbol over the door
of your toddler after he misbehaves? I shake my head and go back to
my room.

Once dressed, I head downstairs. I
find my mother and brother in the kitchen in a scene very similar
to the day before. This time Mother is not chopping vegetables but
sitting at the island nursing a cup of coffee. I know she has had a
bad night when she resorts to coffee. I feel a twinge of guilt for
yelling last night and waking her up but it disappears as I catch
sight of my brother.

"I made you an appointment at the
salon for after work," Mother says. "I already called them and put
it on my credit card."

I looked up at her through what is
left of my hair; it seems to still be longer on one side. "The
salon?"

"Yes," she says briskly. "They will
fix it properly and there will be no more talk of it."

"Easy for her to say," I think. "She
isn't the one with hair all different lengths and forced to go a
foot shorter just like that."

"Eat your breakfast," she orders. "I
need you to take your brother to daycare on your way to work. I
need to go into work early as I have many things to do
today."

"Oh, no," I say, pointing at Tommy.
"The last thing I want to do is take him anywhere after what he
did."

"I have important things to do before
work," she tells me.

What kind of things?" I
demand.

She looks away as she says, "I have
things that must be settled."

I think of my father and look away
suddenly, feeling as though I have paste in my mouth. "Fine," I say
woodenly, "I'll take the little brat to daycare."

"Careful," my mother warns, her tone
of voice enough to tell me that she will permit no more insults
regardless of what Tommy has done.

I snarl to myself but remain silent. I
grab an apple from the bowl and hurriedly chomp it down. The extra
time spent on my hair means I have little time to get him to
daycare and still make it to work on time.

I grab a moist towelette out of the
container that is always on the counter since Tommy was born. I
wipe his face off quickly and put his dishes in the sink as
well.

"I can wipe my own face," he says
stubbornly but I'm in no mood to wait for him to do it himself. I
pull him out of his booster seat and set him on the floor. I grab
my keys from the rack and my purse from where I left it on the
island as well as his bag and head out, little brother in
tow.

 



Chapter Eight

 


We drive in silence for a few minutes.
Tommy, in his car seat, and me, sitting in the front. A small voice
breaks the silence.

"Sissy", a sad little voice says.
"Sissy still mad?"

I look in the rear view mirror at the
tiny figure in the backseat clutching his stuffed teddy bear. His
brown eyes are wet and his little mouth is trembling.

"I didn't mean to make you mad," he
says. "Father didn't say it would make you mad."

I can't help but soften as I look at
him. He is not even three and missing his father and I'm expecting
him to act like an adult. I pull my old Chevy into the nearest
parking lot and turn off the engine. On impulse, I grab the photo
of the two of us that I keep behind the visor on my car and take it
with me as I climb out of the front of the car and into the back
seat. I put the picture down on the seat, undo the harness on his
car seat and pull him onto my lap. He snuggles his head against my
shoulder and puts one hand on my neck, his little bear squashed
between us. I rub his back as he snuggles closer.

"No Bub, I'm not still mad. You just
surprised me." I can feel the tears dropping on the side of my neck
and hug him closer. I rock him a little and make soothing noises.
"Hey," I say, pulling back a little to look down at him. "How much
do I love you?"

He looks up at me from the one eye
that is showing and says in a hopeful little voice, "To forever and
back?"

I smile down at him. "That's right,
Bub, to forever and back." I hold up one fist to him. He puts his
little fist to mine and we both draw our hands back with a
whooshing noise. He smiles at me; the sunshine coming out from
behind a cloud.

He sits up straighter on my lap and
wipes his face with his hand. "Bear was worried that you would be
mad forever."

I laugh. "I could never stay mad at
Bear or at you." I kiss his forehead and hug him. "Why did you do
it?" I ask him.

"Father said it would help you." Tommy
looks up at me and reaches for my hair. "So the bad man can't
grab." He sits up a little. "Why would the bad man
grab?"

"It's okay, Bub," I tell him. "The bad
man won't get me."

"Promise?" he asks.

"I promise, Bub. Just promise me no
more midnight hair cutting, Okay?"

He nods solemnly up at me. I put him
back in his car seat and dig a tissue out of the bag my mother
always sends everywhere with him. I wipe his face and let him blow
his nose before tucking the used tissue into the trash bag I keep
on the back of my car seat. I pick up the photo and show it to him.
"You take this to daycare with you, okay? And if you get upset, you
can look at it and see that I love you." I put the picture inside
the front pocket of his bag and place it back on the floor. I turn
back to Tommy and buckle him in and give the car seat a tug to make
sure it is in firmly. I touch my finger briefly to his nose.
"Forever and back, Bub."

He smiles, all tears forgotten. I
climb out of the back, close the door and climb back into the front
of the car. My car is old but my father had surprised me on my last
birthday by having a CD player installed. I think of him as I put
on the CD of children's songs I always keep in the car for Tommy.
But I smile as I think of Father, and my little brother and I drive
the rest of the way to daycare singing along with songs about
bumble bees, monkeys and having the can do spirit.

When we get to daycare, I walk him in.
One of his hands is clutched in mine, the other holding his little
stuffed bear. "It's really time to wash that thing," I think to
myself. "Maybe tonight after he goes to sleep we can pry it
away."

His teacher meets us at the door with
a smiling, "Good morning."

I hand her his bag. "Mother will be
picking him up this afternoon."

She nods, takes the bag and puts it
over her shoulder. She takes Tommy's hand in hers. The last thing I
see is him holding her hand with one of his and waving the other to
me, stuffed bear in hand and yelling, "Bye, Sissy." I smile and
wave as I walk back to my car. I drive to work in a much better
mood.


Chapter Nine

 


My day passes quickly with no sign of
Ann coming to pick up her books. I hope she hasn't decided against
them without letting us know. At least we aren't holding anything
popular for her. We have plenty of the old classics and I have
never before heard of the demonic book she asked me to hold.
Thinking of it, I pick up my phone and do a search on this Zhong
Kui she mentioned. His Wikipedia page comes up easily. A vanquisher
of ghosts and evil spirits and commander of a demon army. "This guy
must be great fun at parties," I think to myself. Something looks
strange about the pictures and I zoom in. One of the examples looks
a lot like the little ink symbol I found over my door this morning.
I tap on the symbol and find it is used to block ghosts from
entering a room or a home. Why would a symbol to block ghosts be
over my door? I get out of the web page and on impulse, I call my
mother.

"Good morning," comes my mother's
voice. "Art gallery."

"Mother, it's me," I tell
her.

"Hello, Jenny. The hair appointment is
all arranged for this afternoon. You should go straight from work
to make it on time."

"Thank you," I say, "but I was
actually calling about last night."

"Jenny," my mother's voice takes on a
sterner tone. "He is barely more than two years old. I know you are
upset but you need to let it go."

"I know," I say with a wave of my hand
that she can't possibly see. "We worked it out on the way to
daycare this morning. I'm calling about the symbol over my door.
Did you paint the symbol of Zhong Kui over my door frame and then
Tommy's?"

My mother laughs a forced sounding
laugh. "Oh that. After our talk, I thought I had over reacted to
the idea of something supernatural so I painted it as a joke.
Woooo, evil spirits and ghosts."

"Why was it not over Tommy's door when
I first woke up but then was this morning?" I ask her.

"He saw it when he got up and I didn't
want there to be any jealousy on top of last night's already
fraught exchange so I painted him one, too. Then I was a little
worked up from the evening's drama so I went and painted some along
the bottom of the cellar stairs on the wall at the end."

"Oh," I say to her. "Did you run out
of canvas?"

Mother laughs and she sounds more like
herself now. "Just over tired, I guess. I have to go; someone has
come in. Don't forget your hair appointment."

"No way," I tell her. "I'm looking
forward to not looking like my hair was cut by a
toddler."

I let her get back to work and get up
and start pacing around the store. I pick up and put down several
books but find myself unable to settle. Something about that little
black symbol keeps speaking to me. I wish I knew what bothers me
about it. I make a deliberate effort to put it aside and get back
to work. I'll dust something. Something always needs dusting in the
bookstore. I kill time for the rest of my shift until I can get to
my haircut.


Chapter Ten

 


I leave the salon with a bounce in my
step. I may have had my hair cut with out my permission but for the
first time in my life, I got to go to a salon and have the full
wash, cut and dry. My hair is much shorter than I'm used to but I
think it's cute. It hangs to just above my chin and has a swish to
it. They have angled my bangs so they sweep out to one side. Not my
first choice for a hair cut but I can work with it. I also got some
great makeup tips from the manicurist and I feel
gorgeous.

I head home and find an empty house.
It is not yet five but I had expected to find Mother and Tommy
here. Maybe even dinner on the stove. I take my bag and head up to
my bedroom but the house feels too empty. I dump my stuff on my bed
and head back down stairs. I decide to grill some hamburgers and
yes, Mother, some vegetables. I open the fridge and find it is
bursting to the seams with food. Mother must have gone shopping
today. Perhaps she took the opportunity to go shopping without
Tommy hanging around and has now gone back to get him from daycare.
In that case, they will be home soon so I had better get moving. I
grab some burgers out of the fridge and leave them out on the
counter to rest for a few minutes.

I dive under the sink and find some
potatoes and set to scrubbing them. I turn up the radio over the
kitchen sink and sing along as I work. Corn on the cob, I think. I
open the fridge and open the vegetable drawer; reaching for the
corn and quickly husking three. We can cut corn off one of them for
Tommy. I go outside and get the grill going. I head back inside and
continue my preparations; wrapping the corn and potatoes in foil.
The potatoes go into the coals and the corn is put on the top. With
the burgers salted and peppered and some time left before the meat
needs to go on, I decide to sit down on the porch swing. I pull my
feet up and rock back and forth enjoying the warm June
evening.

I find myself dozing off in the swing
and when I do, my father is back. He gestures at my legs and I put
them down. He sits down in the swing next to me and we swing
quietly but companionably on our porch swing for some
time.

"I miss this," my father says after
several minutes. He smiles at me. "Not just being with you but the
little things. Warm spring breezes and time spent on porch
swings."

"Is it hard? Being dead, I mean," I
ask him.

"It is harder than I expected it to
be," he says quietly. "I guess I thought it would be only warmth
and sunshine. I thought I'd be somewhere warm and happy and know
that everyone I loved was warm and safe and happy. Instead I find
my work is far from done."

"What work?" I ask him
curiously.

"I guess you could say that I'm still
a policeman," he responds. "I knew there was more. You can't be a
Protector and not know that there is more and the more, often needs
assistance but I thought I would get to rest at some
point."

I feel tears in my eyes and I reach
out for his hand. When I reach what would have been his hand,
instead I feel a cold chill. It is like putting my hand on a block
of ice. I yank my hand back and look up at my father. I see a dark
shadow standing over him. I gape at it with my mouth open. My
father turns around and sees the shadow as well. He jumps up as if
to take off and the shadow reaches out and puts a black fist right
through my father's back and out through his heart. I can see the
pain on Father's face and I reach out toward him. I grab his hand
with both of mine and hold on despite the cold. I yank hard on him
and fight to pull him away from the shadow.

"Let my father go," I yell as my
father pops off the shadow's arm like a balloon busting through a
doorway. The shadow disappears and my father turns toward me with a
surprised look on his face.

"How did you do that?" he asks me.
"How did you make it let go?"

I shake my head at him. "I don't know.
I just couldn't let him take you."

"She is coming," my father says,
looking over his shoulder. "She still doesn't understand. Tell her
I'm sorry. Tell her this is more important than we are. If you
don't know, that is as much her fault as mine."

"Tell who? Why?" Something shakes my
shoulder and I open my eyes to find my mother standing over me. Her
face is screwed up in anger.

"What are you doing?" she yells.
"Sleeping on the porch. I made you a perfectly safe bedroom and I
find you out on the porch."

I push back in the swing in surprise
and when I go to stand up, I push up off the swing with my hand. I
let out a yelp and fall onto the porch floor. My hands are hurting
and I look down to see my hands are red and they burn like I have
just come inside from being out for an hour in one of our New
England winters.

Mother looks down at my hand and her
face goes white. She grabs my hand and yanks me toward her. I let
out a yelp at the pain where she squeezes my hand. "What have you
done?" she yells. "You stupid, stupid girl. Messing with things you
don't understand. Do you want to end up like your father?" She
pushes her face into mine and I start to cry in shock and pain.
"You don't know what you're doing."

"Well, if I don't know it is as much
your fault as father's," I say to her, remembering my father's
parting words.

Mother's face tightens and she firms
her mouth into a tight line. She drops my hand and stomps inside. I
hear her slamming things around in the first floor bathroom. I go
over to the grill and turn the potatoes and corn cobs. That small
motion is all it takes to make my hands hurt so I go inside and run
my hands under warm water. They sting and my eyes keep watering. I
sniff and rub the back of my hand across my nose. Mother comes back
into the room holding a first aid kit. She grabs my hand and sits
me down. After laying the first aid kit out on the island, she
pulls a warming pack out of the first aid kit and activates it. She
puts the warming pouch between my hands. I start to rub them back
and forth but she stops me with a hand.

"If you rub them, you may cause a
blister," Mother says stiffly. She picks up a towel from the handle
of the stove and drapes it over my hands. "You need to get them
warm. You treat it like frostbite."

"I don't even know what it is," I tell
her. "Treat what like frostbite?"

Mother turns her back on me. She picks
up the plate of hamburger meat and heads outside letting the
kitchen door slam behind her. I hear her opening the cover of the
old grill and I assume she is putting the burgers on.

"I don't know what is going on and I
don't know why you're mad," I mutter. I can feel the warmth coming
back into my hands in uncomfortable pulses. I pull the towel up to
look at them. The angry red color is starting to fade a little but
I cover them back up and stay where I am. I put my head down on the
counter and cry.


Chapter Eleven

 


I don't know how long I sit there
until Mother comes back in. When she does, she puts the plate from
the burgers in the sink and grabs a clean one down. She stops next
to me and for a moment, I think I feel her hand on my hair but then
it is gone. She goes back outside and comes in with the food.
Mother pulls the towel off my hands and looks at them. "You should
be fine," she says. "No permanent damage."

"No permanent damage from what?" I ask
her. "I don't even know what happened."

"Yes, you do," she says. She finishes
putting food and plates out but now I have lost my
appetite.

"Yes, you do," I mock. "You sound like
Tommy. Where is Tommy?" I ask looking around. I realize I had
forgotten about him with everything that was going on but now his
absence is like a siren going off.

"He is with your grandmother for the
night."

I look at my mother as though she has
suddenly sprouted another head. "He's with my grandmother? I have a
grandmother?"

"Of course you have a grandmother.
Didn't you think your parents had parents?" Mother asks
crossly.

"Yes, I know you had parents. I'm not
talking about the birds and the bees. I'm talking about the fact
that you've never mentioned a grandmother before. Yet apparently, I
not only have one, but I have one that lives close enough for sleep
overs," I tell her hotly.

"You never asked."

My tears are gone now and I feel my
face turning red with anger. "Well, do I have any grandfathers
living next door? How about aunts, uncles, cousins, in-laws or long
lost twin sisters?"

"Now you are just being ridiculous."
Mother slaps her hand down on the counter.

"I'm being ridiculous? You just told
me the only reason I don't know I have a grandmother nearby is that
I never thought to ask." I rise from my seat, practically yelling
now and I struggle to gain control.

Mother lets out an exasperated huff.
"Fine," she says in a voice that suggests it is anything but. "You
didn't know about your grandmother because we have been estranged
from her for years. She is your father's mother and she lives in an
elderly complex about an hour from here. With your father gone, she
has started calling me. I went to go see her today. Tommy wanted to
stay."

I stare at my mother in shock. "Have
you been taking Tommy to see her and not telling me?"

"No," she insists, shaking her head.
Her voice becomes angry again. "This is the first time I have seen
her since your aunt died."

"And now I hear about an aunt for the
first time." I speak very slowly. "How long ago was
that?"

"Ten or twelve years ago. Your father
could tell you better."

"What is wrong with you today? My
father could tell me? My father
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