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			Prologue

			Eduardo felt a sensation like a low-voltage electrical current flow through his limbs as he took the Jimmy Carter Boulevard exit from I-85 north toward Lilburn.

			The directions to the professor’s house were printed on the folded sheet of paper next to him on the front seat of his ’68 Pontiac GTO coupe, but he had no need to consult it—every detail of his assignment was scorched into his brain. Next to the paper was the sealed, padded envelope, the electronic clipboard, and the Fiskars stainless-steel meat shears, folded up inside their leather sheath.

			The mid-October sun hung low and molten above the pine trees as he headed east, navigating through traffic and the northside sprawl. He passed a Waffle House, a Target, a Fuddruckers, a Rooms-to-Go store.

			The sprawl gave way to older subdivisions, more trees, then an elementary school and a playground, a 7-Eleven. He could feel a lump of bile working its way up his throat when the name of the housing development came into view: Indian Hills.

			Eduardo had done a few rough things before. As a member of the Sangres gang, he’d hit a scab on the back of the head with a pipe and seen him drop like a tower of sandbags. He’d boosted stereo equipment from a house in Smyrna while an old lady looked on, clutching her granddaughter, eyes red and wet with fear. But he’d never done anything like what the Organization asked of him tonight. This was new territory.

			He felt conspicuous in the coupe, especially wearing his moronic brown UPS shirt with ERNEST embroidered in yellow letters. In fact, he was attracting a few glances—a woman pushing a jogging stroller, a couple of kids riding Big Wheels on a lawn—as he eased it along the blacktop, passing one McMansion after another. No matter, he told himself. He loved his GTO, but it would be replaced by something else after tonight. Something better.

			
			He spotted the professor’s house from a half block away, recognized the rustic wood siding and the sweet gum tree in the center of the front yard from the photographs, and pulled up to the curb, deliberately parking one house down.

			He took a deep breath. It’s showtime, Eduardo. Final exam. He killed the ignition, put the shears in his back pocket, picked up the envelope, and started toward the house.

			—

			Eduardo could hear the faint drone of a television inside as he rang the doorbell. It sounded like a cable news show. The man would be home tonight; he knew that from the intel he’d been given.

			Eduardo waited with the padded envelope in one hand, the electronic clipboard in the other, until McCaffrey came to the door. The sociology professor still had a salt-and-pepper beard, like Eduardo had seen in the photographs, and he wore a rumpled flannel shirt and wire-framed glasses. Behind the glasses, his eyes looked curious, a little distracted.

			Will you be able to do it?

			“Package delivery,” Eduardo said.

			“I didn’t know you guys worked after six.”

			
			“Sorry, I’ve been driving all afternoon trying to find this house. Can you please sign here?”

			McCaffrey took the clipboard and stylus, stared for a moment. “This says James McCarthy. I think you’ve got the wrong house.”

			Eduardo followed the script that he’d rehearsed a hundred times. “But the address says this place. I’m sure.”

			“No, you have the wrong address, son.”

			Eduardo put the envelope under his arm and stared at his clipboard. He took a step toward the threshold and put a hand to his forehead. “Oh, no…”

			“See here? The address says 4400 Casting Court, not Cascade Heights,” McCaffrey said.

			“Oh, no,” Eduardo repeated. “Do you have a map?”

			McCaffrey glanced toward the street. “Don’t you guys use GPS these days?”

			“Yes, I’ve got it, but that thing is not working right, or I’m not using it right. I’m afraid I’m going to lose this job, and my mother’s very sick, they’re going to fire me, and…”

			“It’s all right, son. Calm down. Let me get my iPhone and we can look it up.”

			“Okay, okay,” Eduardo said. “I’m afraid if I lose this job—”

			“Just wait here a sec,” McCaffrey said. He went back into the foyer, leaving the door cracked. As soon as McCaffrey had disappeared around the corner, Eduardo pushed through the door and stepped into the foyer. He closed the door softly behind him. Then he pulled the tear strip on the envelope, opened it, and took out a loaded Glock 40. He let the envelope drop to the floor.

			
			McCaffrey returned with the smartphone in his hand and was halfway across the foyer when Eduardo raised the gun. Eduardo thought he could see the blood run out of McCaffrey’s face as he looked up and registered the situation: the closed door, the gun pointed straight into his face.

			“Put your hands in the air,” Eduardo said.

			McCaffrey tossed the smartphone onto a chair in the foyer and lifted his arms. “Listen, I have a safe with ten thousand dollars in cash, savings bonds, and some heirloom jewelry as well. Just let me go and open it for you—”

			“I don’t care about your fucking safe. Just shut up and turn around and do exactly what I tell you.”

			McCaffrey turned slowly, hands still raised. “What is it you want from me, son?”

			“I want you to shut up and go into the living room. Walk slowly.”

			He followed McCaffrey into the living room.

			“Clarise!” McCaffrey shouted as he turned the corner. “Get out of the house! Run next door and dial 911!”

			“There’s no one else here,” Eduardo said. “But if you say another word, I’ll launch a copper hollow-point right through your educated brain. Get over there and sit down on that sofa.”

			“Very well,” McCaffrey said, as he might speak to a child who had just asked him to build a house out of blocks. He turned very slowly and deliberately, sat down, and placed his hands on his knees. “What is it that you want?”

			
			McCaffrey was a cool customer, Eduardo thought to himself. Not showing much fear. This could make the assignment harder than he expected. Eduardo himself was trembling, though he fought not to show it.

			“I’ll do whatever you like,” McCaffrey said, “but you should know that my wife is already next door by now, and calling the police. You’d better plan a fast exit.”

			“You aren’t fooling me, graybeard,” Eduardo said. He pulled the coffee table toward the center of the room, took a mini-tripod from his pocket. He extended the legs, placed it on the table, then mounted his Galaxy phone on the stand and pointed it toward the professor. “Your wife doesn’t live here anymore. She dumped your wrinkled ass six months ago.”

			Eduardo saw a flicker of change on the professor’s face. A slight paling. “How did you know that?”

			Eduardo took out the Fiskars shears from his back pocket and placed them on the table next to the stand.

			“What’s that for?” The professor’s face grew even paler.

			“This ain’t no classroom, and you don’t ask any questions, all right?” Eduardo punched in his ID code on the phone’s touchscreen. His fingers were trembling, and the screen tremored in response. INVALID PASSCODE. He’d made a mistake.

			“Is this some kind of prank?” McCaffrey asked.

			“Shut the fuck up!” Eduardo entered the code again, and this time he got to the home screen. He punched the icon for the Periscope app. Soon they would be on the air. The Organization would be watching everything, and recording. There would be no retest, no makeup exam. He needed to find his balance.

			
			As Eduardo adjusted the phone on the stand, he heard a noise from another room: a shuffle, a thump. What the fuck? There’s someone else in the house.

			He stepped toward the professor and pointed the Glock in his face. He could see the black steel reflected in the lenses. The old man’s eyes looked like moist prunes.

			“Who is that?” Eduardo hissed.

			The professor licked his lips and swallowed. “I don’t know.”

			Without thinking, Eduardo raised the gun and slammed it down on the professor’s skull. The gray-haired man pitched over sideways against the armrest, his glasses askew. He grabbed the spot on his skull where Eduardo had slammed him. “Please…,” he muttered.

			“Shut up,” Eduardo hissed, and he sidestepped toward the doorway where he’d heard the sound. What the hell was this? Maybe his wife really was here. It would be just like the Organization to throw him a curveball.

			There was a narrow door next to the kitchen entrance, and a gleam of flat, white light came from under the edge. Fluorescent light. He put his hand on the knob and turned slowly.

			Then he slammed the door open and extended his gun. Utility room. Shelves. A washer and dryer. He almost pulled the trigger as an orange-and-white shape bolted off the washing machine and trotted toward the far end of the room.

			The cat pushed through a plastic cat door and was gone, leaving the hinged panel swinging with a faint plastic creak.

			
			Eduardo allowed himself to breathe again, heaving air like he’d just jogged sixty miles. Relief spread through his veins like spring water.

			He turned and stepped back to the living room, where the professor still sat, holding both hands against his skull. Blood was oozing between his fingers.

			The old man looked different now, smaller, more pathetic. Eduardo felt different now, too. Braver, empowered. He’d faced a challenge, dealt with it. He’d kept his cool.

			“Just tell me what you want,” the professor gibbered.

			“Just wait,” Eduardo said, strangely calm now, although his system was energized, tingling. He was in control. This was what the Organization had promised would happen—the glimmering. A transformation. He was ready for anything. He didn’t give a shit, and it felt fucking fantastic.

			He picked up the Galaxy phone, attached it to the tripod, and oriented it so the image of the pathetic, quivering man on the sofa filled the screen. He started the live stream and checked his wristwatch. “Okay, professor, we’re on the air. You got only one chance.”

			“For what?” McCaffrey asked hoarsely. “What is it you want me to do?”

			“You’ve got exactly five minutes to explain why you should be allowed to live.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			Martha sat slouched on the wicker sofa, her notebooks and reference books spread in drifts on the side table and floor. The Hoodoo and Conjure Handbook, a musty volume she had ordered from a dealer in antique curios, lay open in her lap. Mojo, her seal-point Himalayan, was curled up next to her feet.

			She was supposed to be working, but the languor of the morning had cast a spell on her. “All right, we’re going to finish one more chapter, Mojo,” she promised the cat, and gave him a small rub with the side of her foot.

			Her legs were lightly tanned, as they always were since she’d lived on Shell Heap, even in winter, and well toned from daily bike rides—her sole means of transportation on the island. Her jaunts took her along the shady road that ran through the center of the village, where she would often pause for extended conversations with her Geechee neighbors, the direct descendants of slaves who had settled the island and formed an isolated community after the Civil War.

			After making her social rounds, she would ride out to the ferry dock, pick up her mail, and head out of the village, following the dirt road north across the center of the island. A mile later, she would turn right on a sandy path that led into the forest and down to a hollow that contained the prehistoric shell midden, the archeological feature that gave the island its name. It was there that she would rest and have lunch, breathing the clean oxygen of the forest and tasting the brine of the nearby ocean.

			
			Later. You have a deadline. She was pulling the book forward, pen in hand, ready to take notes, when she noticed that Mojo had turned his head and pricked his ears. He was looking toward the front door. Martha followed his gaze.

			Martha felt her skin temperature drop when she saw them standing there, an elderly African American couple, motionless behind the screen door. They looked like characters from a 1940s vintage photograph, posing in their Sunday finest. On the left, a wiry gentleman with a chocolate-brown brimmed hat and matching tie; beside him, a stocky woman who shimmered in a paisley rayon dress.

			A hallucination? It had been a long time, more than a year, since Martha had experienced visual symptoms. Look away, then look back. She looked down at her teacup on the glass-topped wicker coffee table, with its vestige of ruddy chamomile, and counted slowly to three in her mind. Then she looked back toward the door. The two shapes were still there. The taller one reached up and pulled off his hat. He rapped his knuckles against the wooden frame of the screen door. Mojo slid off the sofa and padded toward the kitchen.

			It’s okay, they’re real. Martha pushed aside her papers, slipped on her sandals, and went to the door.

			“Good morning. Sorry to disturb you. Are you Miss Covington?” the man asked. He held a shoebox. The woman wore horn-rimmed glasses and clutched a silver lamé handbag with a gold clasp. Deep in the crevasse of her large bosom, a tiny gold cross glinted.

			The couple was not from the island. She knew every name and face in the small Geechee community.

			
			“Martha Covington?” the woman asked.

			“Yes, that’s me. Can I help you?”

			The couple glanced at each other.

			“We’ve driven all the way from Palmetto,” the man started, holding his felt hat over his stomach. “We spent the night in Amberleen and took the ferry out this morning. We’d very much like to speak with you. We’ve heard about your practice.” The man smiled, causing his face to crinkle. He projected a courtly grace, a gentility, while the woman looked tense, determined.

			Palmetto. Martha had heard of the town, vaguely. A small burg somewhere south of Atlanta. Hours from the coast. And Martha had no landline, no Internet, and her cellphone worked only on the mainland. She certainly didn’t advertise her “practice.” How had they found her?

			“I apologize for us coming unannounced like this,” the man continued. “Folks said you don’t have a phone, so we just came out to see if we could find you. I’m sure glad we were able to.” He pulled a white handkerchief from his back pocket and dabbed sweat from his forehead. The walk from the ferry landing was a solid mile, and the pair looked hot.

			“Would you like something to drink? Maybe some water or tea?”

			The couple looked at each other. “Do you have any iced tea?” the woman said. “I would love a small glass.”

			“Yes, just a small glass would be wonderful,” the man said.

			Martha paused, holding on to the screen door, considering the two apparitions before her—antique and materialized wholly out of nothing on a Sunday afternoon. They looked harmless enough. “Come on in,” she said.

			
			They stepped inside and surveyed her small living room. They saw her shells on the windowsills; her desk covered with papers and stacks of books about root work; the clay bowls and Mason jars containing roots, herbs, and miniature bones; the twine-wrapped packets of feathers and dried botanical matter. She could feel them watching her curiously as she took a pair of thrift-store tumblers from the cabinet and filled them with ice. She poured in the remaining chamomile tea from the pot she had made that morning, then set the two drinks on the coffee table along with a bowl of sugar and a spoon. “I’m afraid you’ll have to add your own sugar. I drink mine unsweetened.”

			“It doesn’t matter, as long as it’s cold and wet,” the man said, taking a polite sip.

			“How can I help you?” Martha asked nervously. “Did you want some kind of consultation?” She always felt like a fraud, doing her so-called practice for the island residents: prescribing herbs, making up gris-gris bags, occasionally interpreting dreams. It was all based on her research into archaic folklore, combined with a dollop of intuition. Any positive results, her psychologist felt compelled to remind her frequently, were simply due to the placebo effect. To extend the charade to outsiders seemed unthinkable. Had her “reputation” spread so far? It’s not as if she advertised, or even hung out a shingle. This was too much.

			“Yes, ma’am, we’d be much obliged if you could assist us,” the man said. “We understand you have the gift.”

			Martha smiled. “I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. I only do this as a hobby, and a research project.” She waved toward the stacks of books and papers on the desk. “I got a grant from the Georgia Humanities Council to write a book about the folk traditions of the Geechees. I’m not a real root worker.”

			
			The couple looked around her living room, scanned the bottles and herbs, the snakeskin hanging from the corner of a bookshelf. Martha knew she had begun to look the part, too, with her windblown, sun-bleached hair, her necklace of shells.

			“None of this is real,” Martha said emphatically. “It’s just research.”

			“We learned about you from Charlie Gibbons. He’s Clarence’s brother-in-law, and his wife’s cousin lives out on the island. We came because Charlie told us you were the real thing. One of the very last who’s got it.”

			Gladys looked at Clarence, her face drawn, like she might burst into tears. Clarence put a hand on her knee and spoke, squeezing the folded peak of his hat. “We’ve driven a very long way, Miss Covington. As I said, we would have called ahead, but we decided just to drive out and see if we could find you.”

			Gladys pulled a crumpled tissue from her handbag, mashed it against her eyes. “It’s been so long since…”

			“And now that we have,” Clarence continued, “we would be much obliged, much obliged, if you would just take a few minutes to hear our story.”

			Gladys spoke again. “We don’t want to trouble you in any way, but we’ve tried everything else.”

			“Everything we could think of.”

			“The police, the FBI, the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. We’ve talked to most everybody we know of. We’ve been carrying this around for years, and everyone else has just give up, but we can’t ever give up, not until we have the answer as to what really happened.”

			
			“Gladys,” the man said, “we need to take this slowly.” He turned back to Martha. “Just let us tell you our story, and you can decide if you think you can help us in any way.”

			He leaned forward and put the shoebox on the coffee table.

			“This is about our grandson, Peavy,” Clarence said, lifting the lid from the shoebox.

			Martha felt a clammy sensation in her gut. No, not this.

			“He’s been missing for a number of years,” Gladys continued. “It’s what the police call a cold case.”

			“We used to live out here,” Clarence said. “St. Helena Island. We used to have a root doctor we went to, a seer, out there. All the villages had at least one. But not anymore. Leastwise, not since Dr. Buzzard passed.”

			“What Clarence is saying is, you don’t look like what we expect, but Charlie said you’re one of the last that can really do it. The last one the elders still go to for this kind of help.”

			Martha took a breath. She looked into her cup with its puddle of cold tea, gave it a slight swirl. “I’m sorry, I’m really very sorry, but this isn’t something I can help you with.”

			The old woman’s eyes were starting to well up. “I told you, Clarence, I told you—”

			Clarence put his hand on Gladys’s and squeezed. “Miss Covington, we don’t expect a miracle, but we’ve been fighting to keep this investigation open for years.”

			
			“What do you think I can do?”

			“We just want to tell you our story, and share with you a few things that belonged to Peavy, and then just see if you get an impression, or any feelings. Or maybe you’ll have a dream. Anything that opens up a fresh lead for us.”

			“The police have been useless,” Gladys interjected.

			“What is it you think I can help you with?”

			Gladys opened the shoebox and took out a color snapshot and handed it to Martha. “This is Peavy.”

			The boy in the picture looked to be twelve, maybe fourteen. Large eyes, close-cropped hair. Wide, toothy smile.

			“His mother wasn’t around much. She had a lot of trouble with the law. Most of the times he saw her, it was inside the penitentiary,” Clarence said.

			“The visitation room,” Gladys added.

			“We raised the boy.”

			Martha took another breath. She could feel that most of the color had run out of her skin, but she tried to hide her reaction, carefully modulating her voice and manner.

			“I’m so very sorry. I don’t know what gave you the impression—” Martha paused and thought about the folk remedies she had dispensed to her neighbors, the informal psychic “counseling” sessions. Of course her reputation had spread.

			She bit her lip and looked down at the picture. “When was the last time you saw him?”

			
			“It was six years ago, come this March. He was over at a friend’s house and Jerome’s mother was supposed to be watching them, and Peavy wanted to go down to that old playground where they took out the neighborhood to expand the airport.”

			“Took out a neighborhood?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Clarence continued. “The area used to be called Lineville. They bought out the houses there and tore them down. But the playground was still there, and a field next to it. It was kind of overgrown. Peavy wanted to go down there and throw the baseball back and forth, so they went.”

			“Here’s the baseball,” Gladys said. She lifted the ball out of the box and placed it on the glass surface between them. The white leather was discolored from use, the red stitching slightly frayed. Martha felt a shudder start at the base of her spine. She pushed the feeling back.

			“The only witness to what happened that evening was Peavy’s friend Jerome,” Clarence said. “He said the sun was going down and they were getting ready to walk home when a car came through. The boy said it was a Buick sedan.”

			“Green, with whitewall tires,” Gladys said, leaning forward.

			“It pulled around the circle across from the park. There was a man and a woman in the car. The man rolled down the window and called out to Peavy.”

			“He knew his name,” Gladys said. “He called his name out and said, ‘Hey, Peavy.’ ”

			Martha nodded.

			“Jerome said Peavy handed him the baseball and told him to wait while he went over and talked to that couple,” Clarence said.

			
			“The ones in the car,” Gladys said. “It was a white couple, maybe European. Jerome said he thought they had a funny accent.”

			“Jerome said he waited for a few minutes, but they just kept talking,” Clarence continued. “It was getting dark and he knew his mother would start to get worried, so Jerome shouted over to Peavy that he was going home, and Peavy just said all right, go ahead, he’d catch up a little bit later.”

			“And then Jerome went on home, and that was the last anyone—” Gladys’s voice broke, and she put the crumpled tissue to her lips.

			“What we can’t understand,” Clarence said, “was that Peavy never told us about knowing someone like that. A foreign couple with a green Buick. And Peavy was never one to keep secrets.”

			“He was always so extroverted,” Gladys said. “Never met a stranger. Everyone liked him.”

			Martha looked at the snapshot. She could see the neckline of an orange baseball jersey. The boy’s brown eyes shone with a hint of mischief.

			“Now, they searched that area for weeks,” Clarence said. “Sent dogs out and dug up the old sewer lines and everything else you could think of, but there weren’t nothing there. They put his picture on milk cartons and mailers and so forth, but nothing’s ever come up except occasional false hope.”

			“The police thought Peavy was mixed up with drugs,” Gladys said, her gray eyebrows descending. “But there weren’t a word of truth to that. His mother may have been a wild one but Peavy was different. He did well in school. He wanted to become a professional baseball player.”

			
			“Are they still looking for him?”

			Clarence and Gladys looked at each other. “The detective assigned to the case, Detective Grimes, he says the case won’t ever be closed, but after those first two months…”

			“One day we were looking through Peavy’s things,” Clarence said, “his notebooks from school and such, and we found this.”

			He pulled a ruled sheet of notebook paper from the box. Pieces of torn perforation dangled from where it had been ripped from a spiral binder. On the front was a swath of lead pencil marks. In the gaps of the scribbling, Martha could make out a symbol or glyph of some type—a circle enclosing two triangles that were joined at the tips. The outside of the circle was surrounded by points of differing sizes that radiated outward. Martha felt a chill—something about the symbol seemed vaguely familiar. She swallowed and brushed the thought away, at least for the moment. “What do you think it is?”

			Clarence pulled at the knees of his pleated slacks. “We don’t rightly know. But we do think the investigation took a funny turn after we found this.”

			“Funny?”

			“The detective’s reaction was odd,” Clarence said. “Things were just different after that.”

			“It seemed like they weren’t trying as hard,” Gladys added.

			“It’s a nice drawing. Did Peavy study art?”

			Gladys nodded. “If he ever drew anything, it was monsters, cars, or stick figures. Never anything like this.”

			
			“Anyway, it’s not really a drawing,” Clarence said. “It’s what they call a frottage. We looked it up.” Martha herself had learned the term for the practice during an art history class at Ponce de Leon College.

			“Every child tries it at some point,” he continued. “It’s like when you place a penny under a piece of paper and run the pencil lead over it until you pick up the image of Lincoln.”

			Martha tilted the drawing back and forth in the sunlight that streamed from the window behind her. The shaded impression had an elusive, spectral quality. “So you think Peavy found this symbol engraved somewhere and rubbed his pencil over the paper to capture it?”

			Clarence nodded. “We just don’t know where. We’ve never seen it before or since.”

			“What do you think of it?” Gladys asked.

			Martha shook her head. “I’m sorry, it doesn’t mean anything to me.”

			“Just let us show you the other things that we brought,” Clarence said. He took the objects out of the box and laid them on the glass top of the coffee table in front of Martha: A small, jointed Spider-Man figure. Some marbles in a baggie. A stack of baseball cards bound by a rubber band. A translucent hair comb. “These are items that were special to Peavy, things that meant something to him.”

			They watched her expectantly. After a moment Clarence added, “We come a long way, Miss Covington. We just hoped you might look at his things, touch them, and let us know if anything comes to you. Any impression or idea about what may have happened to Peavy.”

			“You’re pretty much our last hope,” Gladys said. She started to sob, and fished a tissue out of her purse. Clarence put a hand on hers. “I’m so sorry. I tried hard not to do this.”

			
			“We know there isn’t much hope that Peavy is still with us,” Clarence said. “But we’ve got to know. We’ve just got to know, or we aren’t ever going to have any peace.”

			“There’s been a misunderstanding. This isn’t something I can do. I don’t help find missing people.”

			“But we read what you wrote about in your book,” Gladys said. “You see shadows of the past.”

			“I brought some money, right here.” Clarence started to open the envelope, revealing a stack of bills.

			“No,” Martha said, holding her hand up. “I don’t take payment for my work. Even if I could help you—”

			Gladys nodded at the box. “Aren’t you going to touch his things?”

			They sat there looking at her, Clarence with his hat in his lap, Gladys gripping her handbag.

			Martha looked at the sad collection of items on the table—the comb, the baseball cards, the figure, the ball, the drawing. Was it familiar, or had she just imagined that? Clarence nodded his encouragement. Should you tell them that you’ve been diagnosed with schizophrenia?

			The only way to convince them she couldn’t help would be to demonstrate, to just get it over with.

			“All right,” she said.

			She picked up the cards first, pulled off the rubber band. She went through the stack, sliding each card from top to bottom, one by one. Atlanta Braves.

			“I don’t know much about sports, but even I’ve heard of this one,” Martha said, smiling ruefully as she turned one of the cards around: Greg Maddux.

			
			“Mad Dog Maddux,” Clarence said, smiling back at her. Gladys was squeezing her handbag, causing the silver lamé fabric to flex and gleam.

			She reached the end of the cards, looked up at the couple, gave her head a tiny shake. She felt ridiculous.

			She picked up the baggie with its eight marbles.

			“Go on…take them out,” Gladys said.

			Martha poured the marbles, eight of them, and they soft-clicked into her palm. There was a cat’s eye and a sunburst. Another was translucent green with smoky clouds inside. Beautiful, marvelous spheres. Every kid owned some at one point or another, and every adult forgot how wondrous they were. Glass. Something flashed in the corner of her mind, like a half-glimpsed firework. She glanced up at the couple, saw that they were leaning forward.

			“Something?” Clarence asked.

			Martha shook her head. “I’m sorry, just thinking.”

			She continued the ritual with the comb, the Spider-Man figure, then the baseball.

			She hefted the ball, felt its weight, closed her fingers around it, shut her eyes, then—

			A hum filled her ears, and she felt herself drop into a twilight world. A vision opened up: a half-lit landscape. Hills. Trees. Leaves. A house. White columns. A ravine. Leaves, rocks. A towering column of smoke—

			Martha heard a hollow thump and snapped out of it, rocketing back into the day-lit room, gasping.

			
			Clarence stood, leaned over, and grabbed the ball, which was rolling across the living room floorboards. He turned back toward her.

			“Are you all right, Miss Covington?”

			Martha’s vision was muted by brown spots and sparkles that were presently clearing. She stood up, felt dizzy, sat back down. She took a sip of tea.

			“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry, I just—I felt like I was going to black out. Maybe I was sitting for too long.” Oh, no, no. Why me? Oh God, I don’t want this.

			“You saw something?” Gladys asked, leaning forward, gripping her purse.

			Martha took another sip of tea. “I’m not sure.”

			Mojo rubbed against Clarence’s pant leg, and he reached down and stroked the cat.

			“It was just a feeling, a glimpse of something. I don’t know how to describe it.”

			“But it was something,” the woman said, curling her lip into her teeth.

			But I’m not well, you see. I’m as batty as a bell tower.

			“Do you think he’s alive?” Gladys blurted out.

			Clarence put his hand on her leg again. “Let’s don’t get ahead of ourselves here, Gladys. We’ve got to give the girl some time.”

			“I don’t know. It was just a feeling, that’s all.”

			Clarence put the ball back in the box. “We’d like to leave his things here with you. Keep them as long as you like. I’ve put our address and postage in the box so you can send it back when you’re ready.”

			
			Martha nodded. The couple rose.

			“No matter what happens, you can’t disappoint us,” Gladys said. “Nothing else can disappoint us.”

			“God bless you,” Clarence said. He put his hat back on his head and placed a piece of notepaper on the coffee table. “Here’s our phone number.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Martha shifted her five-speed Schwinn into low gear and pedaled along the sandy, oak-shaded road, rolling past the low-slung cottages and cinder-block houses that made up the community of Turkey Point, her adopted village. She waved at Garland Rusk, who lived in an abandoned school bus with a screen porch attached. He was noodling in his vegetable garden, staking his tomato vines with twine. A rooster pecked beside the road in front of the home of Eunice Beady. The sun winked in and out of the elderly oak limbs, kissing Martha’s bare arms and shoulders, and the clean, briny air filled her nostrils. Her home for more than a year, and she was in love with this place. It had accepted her, healed her.

			As she turned off the road onto a path that threaded through the coastal oaks and poplars, she thought of Jarrell, the smoldering volcano of a young man who had come into her life so briefly and intensely just over a year ago. She thought of him often—how could she not? Jarrell wasn’t just from this island; he was of the island. Yet, apart from the one visit to his mother’s grave last spring, he had not returned. She had sent him a letter in June, the old-fashioned, handwritten kind, and had received a typed response—polite, but impersonal and lacking details. She had written another letter, this time hinting that they should get together again. It had been met with no response at all. Then she’d written a third, also unanswered. A couple of attempts to find him using Google at the Amberleen Public Library had been to little avail.

			Pine straw gave way to white sand as she followed the path down into a shallow depression. Her tires crackled over oyster fragments and she arrived at the midden, a low hill of shells, bones, and dirt. It was a kind of prehistoric trash pit, the residue of some ancient populace whose provenance and destiny were lost to time. She dismounted the bike and leaned it against a tree.

			
			It was a quiet place, one of her favorite spots on the island. A place to meditate and seek inspiration for her book project. Billy Goat Beach, a wild, undeveloped stretch of windswept sand that seemed to go on forever, was a few hundred yards away, past low dunes carpeted with ice plants and pennywort. She could hear the waves from here sighing and collapsing against the near-white sand. Somewhere in that soundscape of the breeze and waves, a thousand other voices whispered, vying for her attention. But now she knew how to tune them out, how to dial them down and ignore them. She was in charge now, thanks to rigorous cognitive therapy and the single clozapine tablet she took nightly.

			At times she wondered if she still needed the drug, but her new doctor, Gayle Goodwin, was quick to quell such thoughts. Lenny, the hallucinatory punk rocker who had once plagued her with self-destructive exhortations, was now banished to the nether regions of her consciousness, like a faint radio transmission. She knew she could tune in to Lenny again if she wanted to. It was like picking up a conch shell found along the beach and holding it to her ear. She could listen for a moment, then put the shell down and continue on her way.

			Martha took the shoebox from the wire basket on the front of her bike and sat down on a wind-polished piece of driftwood. She closed her eyes, and in the purple gloom she took a long, slow breath, then released it gradually. If there was any place where she felt safe enough to find out if the vision would return, it was here. She took the lid from the box and removed the baseball. She cupped the ball in her hands, then closed her eyes, touched it to her forehead.

			
			Nothing. She rolled the ball from hand to hand. What was she doing? She was out of her depth, playing with people’s lives and hopes.

			She closed her eyes again, listening to the distant sound of the waves. Faint glimmers began to swirl behind her eyelids; transparent, ghostly shapes. The shapes coalesced into forms of aggression and menace, frozen like glass statues. She saw teeth, fangs, legs. Animal shapes, predatory.

			Martha took a deep breath. Stay in control. You are safe here. You are in control. Then the glass beasts began to dissipate, were replaced by another scene—a dusky landscape. It was the same vision she had glimpsed the day before in her living room with the elderly couple, unfolding like a silent movie in the cinema of her mind. Was she simply remembering the scene from the day before, or seeing it anew? Relax. Pay attention this time.

			The house. White columns. Perhaps a mansion. The light was dim, ruddy. Maybe it was dawn, or dusk. Hills, trees. Then a shallow ravine, rocks and leaves, and—

			A shape among the leaves, a figure lying prone. A male.

			The image unsettled Martha, and she felt herself floating back to the surface, back to the present. As she rose, the last thing she glimpsed was that column of smoke, rising against an ochre sky—

			
			Martha’s eyes opened and she saw the sunlight and the tranquil surroundings. Trees and shell fragments. Heard the twitter of sparrows. Her heart was racing. She controlled her breathing and put the baseball back into the shoebox. She went to her bike and took out her notebook and pen—the basic tools of the profession she had trained for, journalism.

			She sat on the log and wrote down every detail she could remember.

			A house, or mansion. White columns; perhaps Greek Revival style?

			Animals made of glass, or crystal. Bared teeth.

			The prone figure in the ravine, in twilight—perhaps dusk or dawn. Lying there among the leaves, leaning against a rock. Alive or dead? Martha squeezed her eyelids together and asked herself again: Alive or dead?

			Martha clicked her pen. What else had she noticed? The figure was unmistakably male, African American, and older than the Little Leaguer in the photograph. Wearing long pants and what appeared to be a gray shirt. His face was partially turned away, and the light too dim to make out specific facial details. How old? Peavy had been fourteen when he disappeared. The boy in the vision—eighteen, twenty, twenty-five?

			Where was he? Perhaps near the house? She had a sense that all of the elements in the vision were connected, all contained within a limited geographic region.

			And then the last thing in her vision, some distance away, that tower of black smoke. Maybe she could tell the police to look for a fire. But when, and where? And a white-columned mansion—there were surely hundreds in the state of Georgia alone. Thousands throughout the Southeast. It wasn’t much to go on. But the glass animals—maybe something there. For that topic, she could deploy one of the best resources in her journalism tool kit: the Internet.

			—

			
			“All right, suppose you go to Atlanta. What then?” Gayle Goodwin sat in her leather chair, clipboard on her knees. She was staring at Martha evenly through her round glasses.

			Martha rubbed her knee. “I don’t know. I’ll go to the place where the boy was last seen. I just want to look at it.”

			“And if you
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