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			For William, Joanne, Jude, and Jane.

			 

			In loving memory of Patricia Fonti, 1953–1992.

			You will never be forgotten.

			Out of this world and into the next.

			Lost, but found.
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			Twinkle, twinkle, little star

			How I wonder who you are

			In the dark, you stalked the night

			With your mask, holding a knife

			—JACKIE BARRETT

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			There had been many doors, many different choices he could have made. But he had seen only one. He knew what was behind it, and he opened it anyway. And so the devil came to stay.

			When he was a child, he would kill animals with little homemade bombs, or torture them with fire. He was very interested in their screams. In school, he would daydream. The walls would change color to a murky dark green, and blood would drip down the walls. Everyone else would be dead in their seats. Pools of blood from slashed throats covered the desks. The room would be still and silent.

			He was in high school when he first began to plan. He brought a homemade gun to school and got caught and thrown out. He was rejected by the army after failing its tests, and his frustration grew. He went to peep shows to see all those dirty, rotten whores shaking their asses for a dollar in quarters. He liked to look, not touch. It felt good to be an intruder. He could violate every inch without being seen. He could have easily approached any one of those women, said a few nice things, gone back to her place, and had sex. But that wasn’t what he wanted. He didn’t need what was between his legs. Just what flowed in their veins. The feeling of shooting or slicing someone was what made his body shake.

			He would lock himself in his room at home, making his own bullets and assembling his own guns. He couldn’t even write properly, yet he began to understand certain codes and hieroglyphics, symbols and signs, other components of the occult. He had not studied to earn this knowledge, but it was suddenly there, helping him get closer to fulfilling his needs.

			He didn’t need food or water. He didn’t get hungry. He was just empty, except for the hate, the anger, and the lust. When he looked in the mirror, he saw that his pupils had vanished. All that remained were two all-black eyes. The day he first signed his mark, he felt like he was two people in one body. One hand did not belong to him. It was as if he had a twin. That other hand was not his conscience, though. He didn’t have one.

			As he roamed the dark streets night after night, he started to notice the stench. He had always been clean, always hated dirt and dirty people. But now, no matter how often he showered, he stank of rotting meat. His breath smelled like shit, and the odor of a slaughterhouse seemed to ooze from every pore. He knew—the more he became the beast, the more he smelled like one.

			Before he would go out, before he would kill, he needed to get ready. So he would stand in his tiny childhood room and put on the mask. This was his own private one, not the bandanna he wore out to hunt. It was a ski hat with holes cut into it for his eyes and nose. He would pull it over his face when he conducted his rituals, when he wrote the symbols and spoke the words that summoned the dark gods. He pulled on his second skin and became the devil.

			He always wrote the letters first. He knew what their signs were before he shot them. So he wrote the notes that included the signs of his victims and left them near the scenes of his shootings. The devil always knows a person’s sign. And so he did, too.

			The devil helped in other ways as well. The one victim who’d been able to give the cops a description had gotten it all wrong. The pigs were searching for someone who looked nothing like him—a man who was even of a different race. That proved very helpful as he continued to do his work. Even the prostitutes he would see at the park could never remember his face. It was as if he were invisible, which was of great benefit when you had so much work to do. He still had not found that special someone—his perfect victim. He had to keep looking.

			He would stand before the mirror with his face covered and slowly glide a knife over his body, touching his nipples with its tip. He would lean forward, closer to his reflection. “You want me to fuck you? Come closer, let me smell you. Whore . . .” The knife would go between his legs until he came in his own tight black pants, turning them sticky until they dried to his flesh. He did this for himself because no one else was worthy of touching him.

			He would pull on his heavy black boots and arm himself. He placed a gun in the back of his waistband and one down his boot. He saved a special makeshift gun for the front, shoving it down in his pants so that it touched his penis. The cold metal and the thought of using it made him hard.

			He would twist and turn as candles illuminated his moving reflection. Sweat formed on his brow, and his eyes darkened. He reached for a small bowl of water soaked with oils and herbs that sat next to his ritual book, which contained information about the Seal of Solomon, an ancient talisman of great power. He had no intention of using that knowledge for good but instead wanted it to help increase his own power and to blind others to his presence and the unholy acts he longed to commit. His hands dipped into the liquid and brought it to the mask, where he anointed himself by trickling drops into his eyes and mouth. The mask absorbed the rest and, with it, the last remnants of his humanity. One last stare deep into the mirror, and the Zodiac was ready.

		

	
		
			ONE
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			When I was eight years old, I died. I died on the operating table as doctors tried to take out my appendix. It had ruptured, and the contamination caused me to go into shock. I flatlined for more than three minutes. A large and immediate blood transfusion was the only thing that brought me back, the doctors said.

			But they hadn’t gone where I had. They hadn’t followed me into the bright tunnel. Yes, it was indeed a tunnel, where I felt happy and weightless. A dog came running toward me, barking cheerfully, and he was followed by my grandfather—my father’s father, a Native American medicine man who had passed away years before. I ran forward and hugged him. He reached up and took a medicine bag from around his neck and put it around mine.

			The tunnel began to fill with people, standing behind my grandfather and blocking the way through to the other side. One appeared off to the side, a very tall man dressed in black. My grandfather bent down toward me. “You must fight this man,” he said, as the man began walking toward me. “You must go back and follow your spirit. Never forget who you are.” Then he turned around and walked away from me, fading away, along with the protective crowd of people. “You shall win,” he said as he vanished, leaving me alone with the tall man in black.

			I wanted desperately to run after my grandfather, but I couldn’t move. The tall man took my hand and grinned at me. “Jackie, you’ll grow to realize that things are already set. If I let you go now, it will change everything else.” He turned me back the way I’d come. I tried to resist. “Cheer up,” he said. “I thought you would like a good fight. I will watch you as you watch me, and when certain deeds are done, we’ll meet again.”

			He pushed me out of the tunnel, his laughter following me as I returned to life.

			* * *

			Part of my work as a psychic medium comes from families desperate to contact loved ones who have passed away. Most of the time, these are not good deaths. They are people who have died suddenly—through something like accident, suicide, or murder—or who have died while distanced from their relatives by some force, like drugs or estrangement. Always, there are things left unsaid. That is where I come in. I am the communications link between the two sides. The living and the dead. And helping one side also helps the other. I have stopped being surprised at how much both sides still have to say, even after it’s too late. So then they find me—because I help it be never too late.

			I have spoken with the dead since I was a little girl, even before my own brush with death as a child. I know them well. I often hear people say, “No time for sleep—I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” I just smile to myself. If only they knew the truth: it is the living who rest. The dead don’t need to. Some of them work and play, or relive their lives, or stay to comfort the grieving loved ones left behind. Some go on long journeys, traveling over hills and roads, doing everything that was restricted during life. They are free.

			But some are not. This is especially true for those who die violently or much too young. They come to me the most, I think because they know I can communicate what they were robbed of the chance to say. Can you imagine walking around and having no one see or hear you, not even those you loved the most while alive? They try to get back, they try to break through. It takes a gentle hand, a kind heart, and patience to help them face what they often haven’t been able to accept—their own deaths.

			And so, when I meet these spirits, they give me clues about what their lives were like, signs that only their closest loved ones would recognize, so that the living will know that the spirits really are communicating through me.

			I always start with a photograph. I don’t go by names. It’s the imprint of the face that I take with me as I go on my personal journey to the other side. I stare at the picture and sit back in my office chair. That and a bright light are all I need—none of that other fancy crap psychics on television use.

			The journey usually comes with a bump. I smell flowers, or cologne, or cigar smoke—anything that was their favorite. The walls of my office often change, and the world turns into wavy lines and lights before my eyes. I look past the photo and go through the door of death. I feel weightless. The temporal world no longer holds me. I travel down that familiar tunnel. The lights turn into a steady stream, illuminating the walls as I pass crowds of people slowly walking toward me. I hear the whispers, voices reaching out to me with enduring messages.

			Have you seen my son?

			Tell my daddy I love him.

			Tell my daughter I saw her wedding. I was right there in my favorite dress.

			Has my girlfriend cried yet? I don’t want to scare her by coming around.

			How can the living think that the dead don’t feel? The body is just a house for a short time. The soul lives forever. When they come through me, I begin to write. After I get what I need, I pull myself out as fast as I can. Sometimes their sufferings are more than I can bear. The pain of the families and the dead is now mine as well. If only I had the ability to prevent such tragedies, to bring the dead back. But, unfortunately, death is an industry that never stops.

			And I can never say no. So I was at work two days into the new year, my holiday break over. I sat in my office and stared at the photograph of a middle-aged man. The attached note from his children and sister said he had passed away almost three years earlier. They hoped to make contact with him.

			I had three hours before their call. I didn’t need that much time to travel to the beyond and back. I stared at his face. “What happened to you?” I asked out loud. This time, there was no bump, no scent of the past. I went through the door anyway, and down that tunnel. I searched and searched, but I knew I would not find him. I kept going because I wanted to have something to tell the grieving family. But he was not there.

			Gradually, the crowds of people thinned until there was no one, and the empty tunnel began to echo with dripping water. The floor started to feel thick and pulled at my feet, making my footsteps heavy and unsure. A ball came bouncing toward me—the red rubber ball of a child—and I looked toward the end of the tunnel to see a little girl in a yellow raincoat appear. The sludgy water dripped all around her, but not a drop actually touched her. She covered her eyes and cried out for her mother. She choked back her sobs and looked at me. “Will you please play with me?”

			As she spoke, a light shone behind her like a storm had lifted and the heavens were smiling down. I took a step forward, but my Forever Guardian—my younger self who died on the operating table and has continued to appear to me throughout my life, protecting me always—stopped me and told me not to go. I stood with her and looked at the little girl in the raincoat, who waited there at the end of the tunnel for my decision. I hesitated, and my Forever Guardian yanked me back. I fell into the air, twisting and turning, then landed with a thump in my own office chair. I gasped for breath and held my now-pounding head. I looked down and saw that my feet were covered with mud and slime from my journey. I staggered into the bathroom and threw some water on my face, wiped my feet off, and reached for the ibuprofen.

			That was not how that travel was supposed to have gone. I did not know whom I had found, but it most definitely was not the man I’d been searching for. That family’s father and brother was most definitely not dead. Why would his children and sister ask for this? They certainly had some explaining to do. I sat back down and began to write out my questions for them.

			As I wrote, I looked at the man’s photo again and began to think that I might be able to answer the questions better than his family could. I stopped taking notes and put my hand over his face. “Where are you?” I called out loudly.

			I did this over and over, and slowly the answer came as the story of his life started to unfold. First I saw a little boy in a white shirt and blue short pants held up by suspenders, riding a tricycle. Then an adoring mom standing next to him at his high school graduation. I could smell the gardenia in the corsage she wore pinned to her dress. I knew I was on the right track now. His first kiss to a cute little redhead . . . his dad taking a picture of him standing alongside what I assumed had to be his first car . . . so far, the picture-perfect family life.

			But then it began to change. I saw him slumped over a steering wheel, a syringe and spoon on the seat next to him . . . again and again over the years as the drugs took over . . . his attendance at what must have been a daughter’s wedding, a train wreck of a father bringing no joy . . . a flash of his family, sitting in a kitchen and mourning what they thought was his death . . . and then there he was, sitting on a park bench with some other homeless people. Yes, he was definitely one of them—dirty clothes, ripped sneakers and no socks to cover his swollen ankles, a cigarette butt behind his ear, wrapped in a worn blanket. He showed signs of schizophrenia, which is very common for someone living in those conditions. My heart went out to him. A lost man at rock bottom, huddled in the cold, thinking no one cared anymore.

			I looked at the bench, at the city around him, and sat up straight in astonishment. It was Union Square Park, near Greenwich Village, in the city. It was no more than a thirty-minute train ride from my house. Man, did I have a wonderful belated Christmas gift for this family! Their father and brother was alive, and we could help him. I would gladly give my assistance in reuniting them.

			I put down the pen with which I had furiously been taking notes and pushed the intercom button to speak to my daughter, Joanne. “Get this family on the phone now! I have good news for them!”

			Her voice came back at me. “Are you kidding me? You always change the schedule.” I knew I had other people waiting to see me. “It takes me days to fit people in,” she said.

			I knew that. I knew how I made her work as my assistant much more difficult. I was always changing things up at the last minute. And that wonderful daughter of mine is always my miracle worker, somehow finding a way to make everything still run smoothly. As she did again this time—the family called me within five minutes.

			We greeted each other, and I could tell that I was on speaker phone. Normally, I hate that. I feel a reading is very personal, and I should be talking only to that person, not a whole audience.

			But in this case, everyone on the other end of the phone wanted to know about their dear, “departed” father and brother. I saw them sitting around a kitchen table, passing a box of tissues before the questions started.

			“Does he have a message?”

			“How is he?”

			“Does he know we love him?”

			As I listened to the questions, I closed my eyes and left my body, until I was standing outside a back door and looking into a kitchen. Leaning against a counter was an older man, probably in his eighties but still quite sharp. He looked a little nervous. Ah, that was because he was wanting me—on the other end of the phone line—to prove him right. He was the one who had arranged this reading for his son’s daughters and sister. He wanted me to say some otherworldly gibberish, some kind of hogwash, and confirm that his son was dead. His very much alive and homeless son.

			Well, since I am not a fraud, I was unable to do what he had hoped that I would. I opened my eyes and was back in my office. I stopped the family’s questions with one of my own.

			“Who is the older gentleman standing to the back of you?”

			I could feel them turning around and looking at him as if to say, “How did you know that?” Now that I had their full attention, I began to explain about their son, father, and brother. I described his whereabouts, his drug use, his likely mental illness, his desperate need of help. I could hear the tears falling on the other end of the phone. One daughter said she always had a feeling that he was still alive. They had been told he had died in an accident years ago. I asked why there was no funeral, and they said that their grandfather had taken care of the arrangements and felt it best to just have him quickly cremated.

			There were heavy questions in the air around that kitchen table. The grandfather began to yell. “I don’t need this. I gave you girls everything that deadbeat son of mine couldn’t.” I could feel his pain. In a way, he was right. He gave everything he could, and he couldn’t forgive his son. Instead of the joy I’d expected, I ended the call feeling horrible for everyone involved.

			The grandfather contacted me the next day to instruct me to leave things alone. In his eyes, his son had died a long time ago. I tried to talk to the daughters. They said they were happy to know that their father was not dead, but there was nothing they could do for him alive. And then they hung up. I was left confused by the whole situation. How could they have this new knowledge and not act on it?

			This was such an unusual result for me. I almost never get to deliver the news that there is life instead of death. I don’t often get to tell people that amends can be made now, in this world, before anyone crosses over to the other side. I rarely get to tell clients that they still have time and can do the communicating on their own.

			Maybe that was why I couldn’t let it rest. This poor man needed help, and I felt I’d been brought into his story for a reason. Two days after his family told me to do nothing more, I set out for Union Square Park to do more anyway. I don’t like seeing people in pain. Helping the vulnerable is one of my own vulnerabilities. And unfortunately for me, there were those who knew this.

			I took a pack of smokes and some coffee with me. I know the currency of the streets, and a few cigarettes can usually buy you some information. I walked through the whole area, looking everywhere. I saw crack vials, empty dope bags, tiny specks of blood on the ground. I showed the man’s photograph around, though most of these people wouldn’t have recognized the guy if he were sitting on their laps.

			I kept searching as the winter sun went down and dark clouds moved in. I finally sat down on a bench, about to admit defeat in my search for this nowhere man, when I happened to notice the feet of the person sitting next to me, wearing the same torn sneakers I’d seen in my vision three days earlier. I peeked into the blanket he wore wrapped around himself and got a look at his face. Jackpot! I told myself to remain calm. I did not want to spook him. I slowly pulled out a cigarette and extended it toward him. An aged, soiled hand emerged from the blanket and snatched it from my fingers. I lit it for him and watched the smoke billow from his nose and mouth.

			“What do you want from me?” he said. “You a cop?”

			“No. I’m no cop,” I said carefully.

			He peered around his blanket at me with a very alert expression in his eyes. “Well, I ain’t going home, and I ain’t going with you. This is no place for you. Go away.”

			Yeah, everyone knows how well that works on me. I knew of a men’s shelter where he could get medical care. “I want to help you. Please, let me get you a warm bed, some food, and a hot shower, and then we can talk.”

			He stood up and flung the half-smoked cigarette away. I stood up quickly, too, and said, “You have a family that loves you. You owe it to your daughters and yourself.”

			He stopped, and I thought for a split second that I’d gotten through to him with the power of remembrance and love. Then he began to chuckle, and in a different voice—one that sounded like a bucket of stones being dumped into the well of my soul—he said, “You couldn’t save your poor, tormented mother and you want to save me. You will always be a slave to salvation, you pitiful idiot.”

			I know the devil talking when I hear it. I yanked the blanket off him and found myself staring not at the son and father I’d been searching for but some man in his thirties with long blond hair and track marks mapping his arms. That sudden movement attracted the attention of the many homeless people, and they began to move toward me. I knew I had to get out of there. I bolted and was almost away when I ran right into a tall man dressed all in black. He had coal-black eyes and hair, short except for a thin ponytail that hung over his shoulder. He grabbed both of my arms. “You could get hurt stalking people,” he said. He pulled me into him, and I could feel his breath on my cheek. He rubbed his lips up my face to my ear.

			“Now we are one,” he whispered. “We are one. Two is one.”

			I wrenched myself free and ran to the subway. The thirty-minute ride back felt like eternity—I had never been so glad to see home. My husband, Will, greeted me at the door and asked me where I’d been.

			“I don’t know,” I said, “but something is coming.”

		

	
		
			TWO
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			I was working too hard. That was all it was, I kept telling myself. That was why this spirit was tugging at the edges of my brain, slipping past the corner of my eye, following me, and then disappearing as soon as I turned to look. Wrong numbers would appear on my cell phone and come back as disconnected when I called them. My voice mail would fill with incoherent messages. There would be knocks on the front door and no one outside when I answered.

			Food that I loved now turned my stomach. I would awaken in the middle of the night and stare at Will, wondering who he was and how I could get him to leave. My friends started to complain that I was acting differently, talking differently, dressing differently. I ate with my hands in restaurants, even fancy ones, which was a breach of etiquette my Southern upbringing would never, ever allow. I would catch myself in outfits that looked more like hooker-chic than my usual modest dress. I would glimpse myself in a mirror and wonder who had styled my hair or put on my makeup. It certainly wasn’t me.

			Jewelry went missing. Not my everyday stuff but expensive pieces I usually wore only once or twice a year. I would find them stashed far in the back of my armoire, under piles of clothes. When I straightened up the house, I would fluff a throw pillow and put it on the left side of a living room armchair. The second I let go of it, it would lift up and smash down on the right side. If I switched it back, the same thing would happen. Music would suddenly start blasting from the turned-off stereo. My cell phone, which I placed fully charged on my bedside table at night, would be completely drained of power every morning. I finally took it back to the store and was told that there was nothing wrong with it.

			Some nights, I would jolt awake from a dead sleep, consumed with overwhelming fear. I felt like I was being watched very closely, as though something were inches from my face. Other nights, I didn’t wake up at all. But in the morning, instead of pajamas, I would awake to find myself in jeans and a T-shirt that reeked of booze and stale cigarette smoke, my feet covered with mud. Where had I been walking?

			I got messages on my phone from strangers telling me that they’d had fun and asking if we could get together again. They never left names, and I quickly got in the habit of deleting them so my family wouldn’t find out. Many of my appointments—both personal and professional—got canceled, and when I asked about it, the people I had been scheduled to meet with said I was the one who had done it. I never had any memory of doing so.

			I kept trying to work throughout these months. I am a psychic medium, and I interact regularly with people who are grieving or traumatized, so I always take great care to be respectful and kind when I communicate. But now, when I typed out e-mails to my clients, I found myself unconsciously inserting words in the middle of my sentences.

			Help me.

			I’m inside.

			Murder.

			He’s coming.

			Beware.

			Killer.

			I’m stuck in an asylum.

			None of these phrases had anything to do with what I was actually writing. I would stare at a completed e-mail in total confusion. Where was this coming from?

			I slowly began to feel that I was losing control of my own life. Did I still even have one? One day, as I was saying good-bye to my husband as he headed off to work, I looked out our front door. The world outside was black and gray. Maybe I’m dead, and he’s afraid to tell me. I had known spirits who had not yet figured out that they had really died. Was I one of them? The thought turned me cold, and Will stepped back from our hug as though he felt the chill.

			He knew me so well, my big bear of a husband. And he knew other things, too. He was educated in voodoo mysticism, just as I was, and understood the other world that always called to me. He had always been able to tap into my thoughts and emotions telepathically, but now he looked unsure as he stared at me in our foyer.

			I first saw Will when I was in my late teens, as he climbed aboard a streetcar in New Orleans. My eye was immediately caught by the tall, handsome black man with a voodoo protection symbol tattooed on his chest. I would see him occasionally in different places in the city, but I did not learn his name for several years.

			At that point, in my early twenties, I was traveling the world, helping tend to wounded souls. The elders in New Orleans’s small voodoo community began to worry about my safety and thought that having a protector would be smart. So they suggested someone accompany me on my travels, and introduced me to that streetcar passenger I had seen before. And Will Barrett and I became inseparable.

			He watched over me and my daughter, Joanne, as all three of us became seasoned globetrotters.

			He started asking me to marry him after we had been traveling together for about a year. I said no. He kept asking, and I kept saying no. I liked things the way they were. We were best friends, and I knew I could depend on him for my life. I didn’t need a marriage certificate for that. Plus, I didn’t want to put him in danger by linking him to me that way.

			But that man wouldn’t give up. He asked me for about the hundredth time on Saint Valentine’s Day in 1997. It was a cold day in New Orleans, and I felt at that very moment an even colder blast run right through my bones. I knew it was time to make things right. So we got married in a voodoo ceremony that night in the Saint Louis Cemetery on North Rampart Street. He gave me a beautiful snake ring that symbolizes the white serpent of healing. And I gave him a ring that belonged to my father, a Blackfoot medicine man. We’ve been together for more than twenty-five years. He has made my work his work, and with him, I never felt scared or alone.

			Until now. Will looked at me closely as he left for work and told me I was working too hard. I needed a break. Take a few days off. Maybe I was still among the living and not dead after all. As he walked down the path and away, I paused to look around at my front garden, which was slowly returning to color from the black and gray of minutes before. Even though we lived in New York now, I’d kept my New Orleans green thumb. Green twisting vines with big pink blooms grew up the front wall, and other plants surrounded the double-tiered fountain just outside the front doors. Everyone in the neighborhood seemed to enjoy it. A little bit of nature always makes things better.

			And then there was my gate. I had designed it myself and collaborated with an artist and an iron worker to make it. It would have made my father, an iron worker himself, proud. A small cross sat on top of each picket, and the middle came together in a much larger cross—although you would have to walk across the street in order to be far enough away to realize that. There also were voodoo veves—the symbols of protection and love. I guess I’d brought more with me from New Orleans than just my green thumb.

			I walked out into my garden, happy I could now see the pink of the flowers. Could I still feel them? I reached out and grabbed one tightly. Yes, thank goodness. The flower filled my hand, and I could feel every part of it. But when I let go, the bright petals started to fade and shrivel as they fell to the ground. By the time they reached the earth, they were dead. I touched one slightly with my foot, and it sounded like I had just stepped on broken glass.

			“You killed it!”

			I jumped and whirled around. The screech had been full of fury, but there was no one behind me. I looked out the gate. There was no one there, either.

			I went back into the house, my heart racing. My hands were covered with pink from the petals and yellow from the flower’s stamen. I walked into the kitchen to wash them. I soaped up, and the colors began to wash down the drain. Then came the blood. I looked my hands over, but there were no cuts anywhere. Yet the more I rinsed them, the more blood poured forth.

			I grabbed a dish towel and dried my hands and arms. I had to get a second one to wipe the sink and the counter. Finally I seemed to have gotten it all. I used one more towel to scrub everything with bleach and then tossed all three—soaked with blood—into a bag. I didn’t know what to do with them, so I took them down the block to a service laundry that I always use. I walked up to the counter, and the woman there eyed my small bag.

			“Is this it?” she asked.

			I looked around nervously. I did not want anyone to see my red-stained towels.

			“I had a bit of an accident and cut myself,” I said. I knew this sounded odd, considering there was not a mark or a bandage on me. I pulled out one of the balled-up towels. “Please do your best to get the blood out. I just got these towels, and they’re expensive.”

			She took the bag from me and pulled out the other two towels. I was paying more attention to the people around me, wondering what they were thinking about me.

			“Miss Jackie,” the woman said. From her tone, she must have been trying to get my attention repeatedly. She held up one of the towels.

			“There is no blood—nothing. Only heavy bleach. I can wash them for you.”

			I grabbed the towels and turned them over frantically, wanting to validate what had just happened to me. There was nothing. Only bleach.

			* * *

			After months of whispers and thumps and a disembodied voice, I finally started seeing the culprit. She would appear on the street and go darting through traffic. I would see my own reflection in the glass of a store window and then hers right behind me. Once I walked downstairs and found her sitting in my office chair, wearing the same lucky red sweatshirt I had just put on. Another time, she made me take a drink. I fought my own hand as it brought the alcohol up to my mouth. I’ve never been a drinker, and it immediately made me sick. I ran into the bathroom to throw up and found her sitting on the counter, where she babbled away incoherently as I hung over the toilet. I could make out some words—she said that she was beautiful, and the two of us had work to do. She passed me a tissue so I could wipe my mouth and laughed at me. I felt sicker than ever.

			I knew she was dead. But I did not know who she was or what she wanted. Did she want help? Did she want my body, my life?

			Even my most mundane actions, my boring errands, were not exempt. I couldn’t even make an ordinary trip to the grocery store, for goodness’ sake, walking out to find the blue sky turning to deep gray. The air was thick, and the trees began to sway in the increasing wind. I quickened my steps, hoping to make it the six blocks home before the sky opened up.

			“Jackieeee . . .”

			The word was whispered directly into my ear. I spun around, expecting to see someone right over my shoulder, but no one was there. The wind tugged at my clothes as I gawked at the empty sidewalk behind me. I turned and started toward home again.

			“Jackieeee . . . be with me . . .”

			This time there were footsteps, too, pounding the pavement behind me. I started to run. The sky cracked open and shot lightning. The way things were going, it was probably aiming directly at me. I looked up at it and lost my footing. Down I went with my bag of groceries, stupid cans spilling everywhere. And then there was stupid me, embarrassed as I got to one knee and started gathering my food. A woman stopped and bent down to help. I was starting to thank her when she took a can of beans out of my hands and began to giggle. I slid back on my knees to look up at her but couldn’t see much past the matted hair obscuring her face. Just that glimpse, though, and the way she held herself sent a chill of fear down my back
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