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THE WITCH WAS CRAMPING MY STYLE. It was closing time, and I had a date with my best friend, but the woman was still rooting around different shelves, looking for something to poison her husband—if she hadn’t done it yet.

Grandpa said I was supposed to refer to her as Mrs. Chapiteau, but whatever. All I knew was that she was a witch, real or with a capital “B”. She always bought the weirdest ingredients our exotic plant nursery had to offer and, invariably, she did it on my time.

As I glared at her, wishing she’d leave, her attention shifted, and she peered at me with one eye. Caught in the act, I snapped my gaze to the half-dead herbs in their ceramic pots, while she went on, muttering in another language.

I checked my watch again. Five minutes past closing time. She seriously needed to hurry. I was tired of being behind the counter, and I had plans. Abby would kill me if I turned up late. Not that I would blame her. I hadn’t been a very good friend since senior prom three months ago.

On the verge of giving the woman a nice kick in the butt, I snatched the retractable hose and began watering the poor herbs. The August heat didn’t forgive anybody, not even innocent little plants.

I looked up. The sun was shining over the mesh canopy with a weird, yellowish tinge, giving everything a more sinister appearance than usual. Just how Grandpa liked it. He said Jardin Noir had to match its customers’ level of creepiness, and it did.

Checking on the witch again, I found her sniffing an aloe plant. After cursing at it, she set it down and picked up another.

I walked behind the counter again and examined the Band-Aids on my fingers. My hands looked hideous, cut and callused—all anyone could expect after a full summer of hard labor.

But I’d had enough of the “work therapy.” I didn’t need it anymore. Not since the tenth bag of manure busted in my hands anyway, which was about the same time Jeremy, my vile ex-boyfriend, became nothing but a regrettable memory.

So no more hiding.

It was Friday night, and I was going to rejoin the living, if the witch ever stopped petting the decorative cement gargoyles at her feet. Muttering again, she then took dirt out of one of the potted plants and threw it over her shoulder.

Weird. Just like all our customers.

Sure, they bought the exotic plants we sold, but some of them were flat out creepy. Like the “medicine man” who came in every Tuesday and still made me want to hide behind the shed when he approached the register. The guy never talked. He just grunted, then proceeded to smelled and, I swear, even licked some of his purchases—including the red, fleshy mushroom he bought last week.

Gross!

I sighed. The store needed normal customers. If Grandpa meant for us to stay afloat, he had to agree to sell more roses, fertilizer, and mulch—instead of all the esoteric crap that barely sold anymore. Carnivorous plants that looked like they’d sprung out of a sci-fi movie weren’t all that popular with housewives.

I tapped my foot. The witch huffed and left suddenly without buying anything.

Typical.

Marching after her, I checked the aisles to make sure they were empty. Javier and Grandpa were nowhere in sight.

Heat rippled in waves from the concrete floor, and not a plant stirred, including the trees beyond the chain-link fence. All was quiet and still.

Too still.

Some instinct tingled in the back of my mind. I glanced around and couldn’t stop my eyes from drifting to the cement gargoyles and sneering garden gnomes.

“Ugly little bastards,” I said under my breath. They always made me queasy.

Out of nowhere, a frozen gust of wind grazed my neck. I shivered, wondering if a sudden ice age was about to hit us. Anything was possible in New Orleans, though in August, heat and humidity reigned supreme.

Had the witch cursed me for looking at her the wrong way?

I shook my head, then chuckled. Apparently, Grandpa’s efforts to make me a believer weren’t wasted.

“If wish-granting Djinn are possible, why not witches and voodoo?” he always said.

Too bad I was too old to buy his Djinn stories—even if he swore by them.

Ignoring the twist in my gut, I walked to the entrance, clicked a padlock through the metal-grate doors, then turned on my iPod and began restocking and organizing. I started with the rose bushes, moving them from the wheelbarrow onto a shelf. Their stems brimmed with lovely pink buds, rolled tightly into petal cocoons.

After I set down the last pot, I dusted my hands and peered up to check on my work.

I gasped, heart knocking against my chest. What the hell?

Every single rosebud was open and in full bloom.

I looked around, the hairs in the back of my neck standing on end. I hadn’t imagined the closed buds, had I? I tried to remember and decided that I must have. There was no way they had opened that fast. No freakin’ way.

One of the flowers glimmered with water from the mister, its pink petals vibrant and stunningly beautiful. I reached out and, grabbing one of the stems, leaned in, inhaling. An intoxicating sweetness filled my senses.

My head swam for a moment, then . . .

“Ow!” I exclaimed, snatching my hand back.

A thorn. I pulled it out. A drop of blood beaded up. I sucked my fingertip, and—as my mouth filled with a nauseating, coppery taste—the shelves, the plants, the gargoyles, everything started to spin. The large, leathery leaves of the black magic plants swayed to the rhythm of the music in my earbuds, their tall stalks leaning into each other, their leaves touching like kissing couples.

My heart thumped faster. I shook my head and squeezed my eyes.

Not there. Not there.

A few seconds passed. I opened my eyes, and everything snapped back into place.

“Okay...” I mumbled, taking a step back.

A cold breeze in August? Insta-bloom roses and romantic plants? What was going on?

Grandpa’s wish-granting Djinn entered my mind again. Twice in one day? That couldn’t be good, could it? Maybe my blood sugar was low. Yeah, that had to be it. Low blood sugar could cause hallucinations, right?

The sound of a ceramic pot crashing to the ground slipped through the music and yanked me out of my thoughts. I spun and took out the earbuds.

“G-Grandpa?”

No response.

“Grandpa, is that you?”

“I’m fine,” he said from behind the tool shed.

I exhaled and felt my heart slow down a touch.

“You need help?” I circled the shed. “Grandpa! Are you all right?” I rushed to his side.

He was leaning on the wall, face strained as he dabbed a red bandana on his wrinkled forehead. Beads of sweat shone on his bald head. Big decorative pots lay at his feet, including a broken one.

“What in the world? Were you stacking those?” I demanded.

“Don’t make a fuss. It’s just the heat.” He swatted my hand away.

“Well, go inside and cool off, you stubborn old man.”

Normally, Grandpa Arthur would have argued, but this time, he shuffled obediently toward the office. I rushed ahead to open the door. Inside, the old window unit hummed and rattled, but it managed to cool the place down some ten or twelve degrees. He collapsed on an old vinyl chair by the desk and swiveled to face the AC.

Old pictures of his earlier years hung in dusty frames, alongside a collection of colorful Mardi Gras masks. The place needed a good cleaning, but he’d warned me to keep my hands off his property. With a sideways glance, I eyed the old army trunk that rested next to the rusty file cabinet, the place where Grandpa supposedly kept his Djinn.

Shaking my head, I took a bottle of water out of our small fridge. 

“Drink this,” I ordered.

“Yes, ma’am.” Grandpa unscrewed the top and drank big gulps.

“Why don’t you let Javier help you?”

“Don’t you have somewhere to be? Someone else to pester?”

The redness in his face subsided. I relaxed a little and checked my watch.

“Yeah, I need to take a shower.”

“Then go. Shoo!” He made sweeping motions with his hand, picked up a clipboard and started reviewing orders.

God, he needed to take it easy, but the man just didn’t know how. I was about to remind him about the doctor’s orders when Javier walked in.

“I’m done in the back. Anythin’ more before I go?” Javier asked in a singsong Spanish accent, his tan face gleaming with sweat.

“No,” Grandpa said.

“Yes,” I said.

Javier laughed and ran a hand through his brown hair. “Miss Mariella, you tell me what needs doin’.”

“Bah, outranked in my own place!” Grandpa huffed and went back to his clipboard.

“Terco,” I told Javier, hitching my thumb toward my stubborn Grandpa.

Javier stifled a giggle. I beamed. The Spanish lessons seemed to be paying off. Hell, maybe my dreams of becoming a linguist and traveling had a chance of coming true one day.

New Orleans was fine, but I wanted to see the world. Although, for now, I had to help Grandpa with the nursery. Even if my friends were getting on with their lives, going off to college, it wasn’t my time. Not yet.

“Could you finish stacking the ceramic pots by the shed?” I asked Javier.

“I was almost done,” Grandpa mumbled, eyes on his piece of paper.

“Yes, Miss Mariella. No problem,” Javier said.

“Thank you. You’re a star. And Javier,” I added, “just call me Marielle.” 

“Maybe tomorrow, Señorita,” Javier laughed at his own joke and left.

I shook my head, then glared at Grandpa.

He ticked orders off with a yellow pencil and made a big show of ignoring me. “Hmm, I like your revisions. I think you may be ready to run this place.”

“Then take a day off here and there.”

“I said may.” He emphasized with air quotes.

Hands on hips, I gave him an angry look. He returned it right back as if saying, “You’re not the boss of me, young lady.”

“Fine,” I said.

“Fine,” he huffed.

“I’m going to shower.”

“You do that.”

Shouldering my backpack, I stomped toward the small bathroom in the back of “the shack”, as we liked to call the shabby, prefab office.

Locking the door behind me, I turned on the old shower and endured its lukewarm water. Since Grandma Eloise died when I was twelve, everything had started going to downhill: Grandpa’s health, the house, but especially the business. I’d been helping around the clock all summer, but it hadn’t seemed to make a difference. The stress was getting to Grandpa, too. I couldn’t abandon him. Postponing college for a year was a small sacrifice compared to saving his livelihood.

I leaned my head on the fiberglass wall, letting water slide down my back. To my surprise, the temperature evened out to perfection. 

Thanking my lucky stars for the rare treat, I closed my eyes and groaned as warm water hit my tired shoulders. The shower sputtered, feeling like expert fingers on my back. I quivered. Heat built up in my chest and rose to my face. My breath caught. The kneading sensation traveled across my back, igniting something desperate inside of me. I bit my lower lip, enjoying it.

Suddenly, the touch grew heavier and something wrapped around my neck. My eyes sprang open.

Heart lodged in my throat, I whirled, expecting who knows what, but there was nothing. Panic crept up within me. I shut the water off and wrapped myself in a towel.

Okay, something weird was definitely going on. Either Grandpa’s view of the supernatural was true or he’d finally driven me crazy. My meager weekly salary was on the latter.

Darn Grandpa and his Djinn stories!

Ignoring my pounding heart and the distinct possibility that I needed a shrink, I rubbed my head with the towel. My dark hair shone under the fluorescent light, drying quickly into loose curls. I was about to slip into my dress when a loud thump startled me.

“Señorita Mariella! Señorita Mariella! Hurry, is your Grandpa!”
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“WHERE’S YOUR MOTHER . . . or father? Any adult we can inform about your grandfather’s condition?” the doctor asked. He was a tall, middle-aged man with graying hair.

I stared him in the eye and lied, even as my voice trembled. “It’s just us—just Grandpa and me. No one else. You can tell me.”

Of course, there was Robert, my father, but only God knew where to find him. He’d written us off five years ago, up and disappeared after one of his drunken rages. Even if we could get in touch with him, he wouldn’t come. And if he did, I’d ask him to leave. I couldn’t even bring myself to call him Dad anymore. I didn’t need him. Grandpa and I were fine by ourselves.

“All right. Well . . . your grandfather suffered a massive heart attack.” The doctor spoke in a hushed tone, Grandpa’s life hanging on his every word. I fought back the tears, the pain, the void threatening to open at my feet.

“They said someone administered CPR, then called the ambulance,” the doctor added.

Javier had come back into the shack after stacking the pots. When he found Grandpa, he dialed 911 immediately, then did CPR, which he’d only seen on TV. He knocked on my door after jump-starting Grandpa’s heart. Why I hadn’t heard anything through the thin bathroom door was lost on me. It didn’t make any sense.

My eyes darted toward Javier. He sat at the edge of one of the waiting room chairs, frowning at the doctor. His wife, Anita, sat at his side. My best friend, Abby, was also there.

“The paramedics stabilized him,” the doctor continued. “We ran some tests and . . .” 

I rested a hand on my chest. My heart pounded through my dress.

“The prognosis isn’t good. There’s a 97% blockage of his vessels and his aorta suffered extensive damage. He needs surgery but isn’t strong enough for it.”

“What are you saying?” I asked in an exhale of breath.

The doctor sighed. “I’m sorry. There isn’t much we can do right now. We’ll keep an eye on him, make sure he’s comfortable.”

Ignoring his meaning, I blurted out the only thing that made sense at the moment. “I want to see him.”

He nodded gently. “Give us a few minutes. I’ll send a nurse for you.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, but, somehow, I managed to hold them off. The doctor backed away, wavering politely.

“We’ll keep you informed of his condition,” he said before walking out.

My head spun. Grandpa was going to die. A wave of nausea hit me. I sat and doubled over, placing my head between shaky knees, hope quickly deflating. Abby put a hand on my back, saying nothing. No words could fix this.

“He can’t leave me,” I said.

Anita switched chairs and smoothed my hair in soft strokes.

I bit my tongue, fighting to get my emotions under control. I couldn’t sit here and make a spectacle. I stood abruptly and excused myself to the bathroom. Abby’s big brown eyes followed me as I walked away. I knew she wanted to help, get through to me somehow. But showing your emotions only made things harder for everyone. I’d learned that much after Mom died.

I’d forgotten that lesson with Jeremy and let my feelings take over. The result: nothing but pain.

In the bathroom sink, I splashed my face. My hands felt clammy and cold, so I let warm water run over them and stared at my blotchy cheeks in the mirror. My throat worked up and down. I would not cry. Grandpa would be fine.

A heavy feeling in my hands made me look down. I yelped, terrified by what I saw. A rope, not water, sprang from the faucet and slithered around my wrists.

NO. Not again!

My heart started pounding. I leaned backward, trying to pull away. The rope bit into me, tearing open my skin. Blood seeped from the cut. A glimpse in the mirror showed me a fear-stricken face. The glass rippled. My reflection turned to water, sinking, drowning.

Suddenly, the door opened and someone walked in. As quickly as it’d appeared, the rope vanished. Warm water ran through my fingers again. I stared, hysteria and denial filling my gut. A scream crowded my throat, choking me. I bent over the sink, sure that all those hours of work, stress, and no rest had finally caught up to me. I couldn’t fall apart now, I had to be strong. For Grandpa. I inhaled, shut off the water and straightened my back.

“Are you okay, Elle?” Abby asked.

I took in her concerned face, swaying like a weak sapling. This was my third hallucination. I had to tell Grandpa. He would know what . . .

“I’m . . . I’ll be fine,” I croaked, rubbing my wrists and hiding the bloody scrapes behind my back, afraid of what my friend would think.

We walked back to the waiting area and sat. Abby didn’t say anything, matching Javier and Anita’s quiet manner. Their presence calmed me, gave me the strength to push away the fear, the awful thoughts that kept entering my head, even if it wasn’t easy, even if it felt like trying to force the entire world through a pinprick. 

Instead, I thought of Grandpa getting better, of making him follow doctor’s orders. No salt, tons of steamed vegetables and oatmeal. No more working at the nursery, no matter the arguments. And once that was sorted out, I would tell him to quit with the supernatural babble unless he wanted me to go nuts.

Grandpa would be fine.

Everything would be fine.

***
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WE WERE SITTING IN silence, waiting for the nurse, when Maven practically ran into the waiting room. His blond hair was standing on end, his cheeks splotched red and his chest rising up and down. His clear, blue eyes moved around the room until they spotted me. He took a deep breath and approached, hands in his pockets.

I’d met Maven four months ago when he moved into my Metairie neighborhood with his mother and brother. He went to my high school for two months, only to get his diploma. During that short time, we found that we had a few things in common, like our love for track and field, our workaholic tendencies, and the need to postpone our college plans. All that led to us becoming running buddies and Grandpa finding him a job at a landscaping company so he could save for college. Maven’s single mom couldn’t afford the tuition. I liked him a lot, but our friendship still felt young—not like the comfortable familiarity I had with Abby.

“Hey,” he said, forehead creased with worry.

I stood. Abby did, too.

“Thanks for coming,” I said, unable to make eye contact. I’d called him earlier and he hadn’t hesitated to drop what he’d been doing, not even for a second.

After our mad dash from the nursery, neither Javier nor I could remember if we’d locked. He’d offered to go back and make sure, but I could tell he wanted to be here instead. Abby had offered as well, but Jardin Noir wasn’t in the kind of area a girl should visit alone—especially at night. So I’d called Maven, simply because there was no one else.

“Any time,” he said.

Feeling extremely grateful to this fairly new friend, I took the keys out of my purse and held them out. He put them in his pocket and gave me a faint smile. We stood awkwardly, the three of us, staring at the floor.

For something to say, I asked, “Um . . . remember Abby?”

“Yeah, sure.” Maven and Abby nodded at each other. They’d only shared one class while still in school and had never exchanged more than a few hellos.

The uncomfortable silence stretched and stretched, until Maven finally said, “I guess I’ll go.” He nodded toward the door and backed away, one slow step at a time. When he reached the threshold, he turned, looking reluctant.

“Maven, wait!” I exclaimed, suddenly guilty for not showing how grateful I was. “I’ll be right back, Abby.”

Maven and I walked out of the waiting room and into the hall.

“Thank you for doing this.” I made a point to look him in the eye.

He blushed. “Please, you don’t have to thank me. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. It’s Friday night. I’m sorry. I didn’t know who else to call.”

“No. You did right. I don’t mind this at all. I’m . . . glad you thought of me.”

I felt my own cheeks flush. I looked at a water fountain across the hall. It hummed and rattled.

“Thanks. I’ll drop by your house later to pick up the keys,” I said.

“If you don’t mind . . . I’ll come back after locking everything,” he said.

“I . . . of . . . of course.” I nodded, thankful for the support, but also worried about yet another person witnessing the nervous breakdown that I felt waiting, stalking, crouching beside me, ready to pounce.

The world was crumbling around me, and I was so afraid.

***

[image: image]





AFTER MAVEN LEFT, A nurse came for me. I followed her, dragging my feet, and walked through a set of sliding doors. Black letters labeled the section: Intensive Care Unit. A U-shaped counter occupied the center of a large area, surrounded by several rooms. Wall monitors flashed with different codes and colors. Beeps and hissing sounds mingled with the hushed voices of the staff on duty.

“This way,” instructed the nurse. A curtain hung from ceiling to floor. It slid with a metallic swish as she pushed it out of the way. My breath caught in my throat at the sight of Grandpa. Tubes, electrodes, and tape stuck to his chest and arms. His hands were swollen to twice their normal size and his breath sounded labored and shallow. I inched toward his bedside, a hand over my mouth.

“Is your grandfather a religious man? There’s a Catholic priest . . .” the nurse trailed off.

“No, he’s not,” I answered with regret. We’d both abandoned the whole mea culpa, chest-beating thing a while back—probably something to do with losing everyone we loved. Our irreverence never seemed to matter until now.

“The priest could come anyway—if you’d like.”

“That would be nice.”

“Okay, I’ll let him know.” She closed the curtain and left.

Just a couple of hours ago I’d been with him, telling him to take it easy. How did things go so wrong? So fast?

A tear spilled down my cheek. I took Grandpa’s hand. It felt cold, but its roughness gave me comfort.

“Grandpa,” I murmured.

He didn’t move.

I stood holding his hand, watching his chest rise and fall, tensing every time his breath snagged. When my legs went numb, I hooked a chair with my foot and pulled it closer, never letting go of his hand. I watched for a long time, but nothing happened. His stillness unnerved me.

Lowering my head, I finally prayed. “Please God, don’t take him. He’s all I’ve got.”

Instead of peace, anger swelled inside of me. Wasn’t praying supposed to make me feel better?

“You’ve taken everything from me already,” I accused through clenched teeth. “Now, you want to take him, too.” I pressed my forehead to the edge of the bed. “Please, let me keep him for a little longer.”

I looked up. Grandpa’s lashes fluttered. I stared at his closed eyes. Nothing. Only the rhythmic beeping of hospital equipment and the unbearable coldness of his hand.

Suddenly, his eyes sprang open.

“Grandpa?!” I leaned closer to catch his gaze. “It’s me, Marielle.”

His lips moved. I angled my ear toward his mouth.

“R-Robert,” he mumbled.

I shook my head. No, not Robert. He abandoned us! How could Grandpa think of him?! I bit my lower lip, instantly ashamed of my selfish reaction. Robert was his son, the son he’d missed every day for five years. Of course, he wanted to see him.

He spoke again. “Remember . . .”

“What, Grandpa? Remember what?”

“The . . . stone.”

What?! Oh, God. Not that awful Djinn story. Not now.

“You’re not dying, okay?” I told him. “There’ll be no Djinn for another twenty years. You’ll get better. You hear me?”

His eyes seemed to fill with a knowing smile for just a moment, then they closed again.

“Grandpa?” I whimpered. He’d gone deathly still, aside from his shallow breathing.

I pressed my forehead to the back of his hand and tried to pray again. I didn’t want a career in linguistics to travel the world, a boyfriend who loved me, a wish-granting Djinn or anything else. I only wanted Grandpa to stay with me, to bitch when I burned his dinner, to shoo me out of the shack when I tried to clean, to beat me at darts, to look at me with pride in his old, blue eyes when I accomplished something—like on graduation day.

Mom and Grandma had died. Dad had abandoned me. Only Grandpa had stuck by me, making sure I kept on the good path and grew up straight. The thought of being without him filled me with fear and rage. Life couldn’t be that cruel!

A sudden, loud beeping startled me. I jumped to my feet, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I pushed the curtain aside. “Someone, help my Grandpa, please!” I shrieked.

A male nurse hurried to his side. Others followed.

“Take her out of here,” someone said. 

A nurse took my arm. “Please, you need to come with me.”

“Help him. Don’t let him die,” I pleaded.

The curtain slid shut, hiding Grandpa’s ashen face while someone gave out orders. “Get a cart. Push one of epi.”

I didn’t protest as they led me outside. I didn’t want to be there, couldn’t stand to see Grandpa like that. I stood outside the ICU, hands trembling. 

“I love you, Grandpa,” I whispered.

My heart collapsed, robbing what little strength I had left. Holding back a scream, I ran to the restroom and locked myself in the last stall. My chest hurt as if I’d been physically assaulted. I pressed my back against the wall and lifted my tear-filled eyes to the sky.

“No, please,” I keened as the last of my hope slipped away. My back slid down the wall until I hit the tile floor. Somehow, I knew I’d never see Grandpa again. Though tears flowed and flowed down my cheeks, my chest still felt ready to explode. The pressure made me dizzy, then my vision blurred, and my world, or what was left of it, finally flew out of orbit, tumbling top over bottom.

I was alone.
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I STOOD OUTSIDE JARDIN Noir, key in hand, and stared numbly through the chain link fence. Just an hour ago, I’d been at Grandpa’s funeral, going through the motions, a zombie unable to acknowledge anyone—not even Maven and Abby, much less the few neighbors and acquaintances who showed up. I’ve never been more grateful not to have any extended family to speak of, because after it was over, all I wanted to do was be alone. So my autopilot brought me here, away from the rows and rows of cold mausoleums to a familiar place where I would grieve alone.

Humidity hung thick in the air, making the hideous black dress I’d just bought and would never wear again cling to my legs. I took a deep breath to steel myself, then went in through the service door. As I walked in a half daze, my eyes locked on a fat garden gnome—one of the big ones that sold for $69.99. Surrounded by smaller versions of itself, it stared at me from under bushy, concrete eyebrows. I would never understand why people liked those stupid statues. They were supposed to look sagely, but to me, they looked diabolical, especially today.

The gnome’s hands stretched forward as if reaching for something . . . 

For me.

Cupping my elbows, I shrank into myself. Childlike laughter rang in the air, accompanied by the din of cicadas from the nearby woods. The gnome’s lips tipped in a mocking grin.

No. No more. No more!

I pressed my hands against my temples. I wanted to feel sane and capable of moving forward. “Not real. Not real,” I said, shutting my eyes.

But if it wasn’t real, then what? A hallucination? Sane people didn’t have those.

Grandpa’s voice came to me from the past. “The Djinn likes tricks.”

The Djinn’s fault, then? His magic?

A slithering sound startled me back to the moment. I opened my eyes. Ivy erupted from several pots, surging like green garden snakes. I froze, my heart huge and throbbing inside my throat. The plants slid, made figure eights around my ankles, and squeezed. I lost my balance, flailed and fell toward the ivy. Rolling to my side, I managed to land on my shoulder. Thorns pierced through my dress. A vine stood out from the rest and lashed at my cheek. I screamed and clawed at my face.

Suddenly, everything went still. My cry echoed in the silence. I lay on the ground, trembling, imagining a jungle of vines growing around me, waiting to choke the life out of me. 

“I’m not crazy. I’m not!” I shrieked.

This had to be his doing. I wasn’t insane and this was his fault.

“Bastard,” I said under my breath. “Bastard,” I repeated over and over, my voice getting louder, as I gained confidence by pretending to be sane. Of course, believing in a Djinn was also insane, just a better type of insane. Right?

Yes, that’s it! The Djinn.

I sat up, banking on that explanation. My heart slowed down a little. Hugging my legs, I listened over the pounding in my ears. All was quiet. After a moment, I opened my eyes and looked around. The ivy was gone. Everything was back to normal.

“You son of a bitch!” I growled, trying to sound brave even as my heart shriveled to the size of a raisin.

My cheek tingled. Wincing, I touched my fingers to the spot and felt the sticky blood. I stared at the bright, red reality of the attack. This was no hallucination—not if there was blood involved.

“I won’t be a coward. I won’t,” I whispered to myself.

Trembling, I got to my feet. I stared at the shack, the last place where I’d seen Grandpa smile. Tears pricked my eyes as I remembered him lying on the floor while we waited for the ambulance. Sorrow tightened around my throat like a rope. Still, I found the courage to open the door and go in.

Paper lay strewn on the floor and the phone was off the hook. Absentmindedly, I dropped my messenger bag by the door and returned the receiver to its base.

I collapsed on the swivel chair in front of the desk and, immediately, my eyes zeroed in on the green box by the file cabinet: my great-grandfather’s army trunk. As if from a distance, Grandpa’s last words swept through my mind, a crippling reminder of his final moments alive.

“The stone.”

The Mardi Gras masks on the wall leered through empty sockets, stretching in and out of my field of vision. My heart pounded.

“I’m not gonna let you intimidate me,” I told the footlocker.

As if in answer, my face smarted again. Wincing, I turned and pulled out a mirror from a desk drawer and examined my wound. A one-inch cut sliced across my cheek, shining with blood.

Oh, God . . . Blood!

Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Every vision had involved blood! The rosebush had pricked my finger. The water rope had torn open my wrists. The vine had cut my cheek. Could that mean the Djinn was real?

When I was a little girl, I’d believed in Grandpa’s Djinn stories blindly. He’d told me the creature lived trapped in a stone. He said I would inherit it from him one day, just like he’d inherited it from his father. My great-grandfather had won the ancient thing in a poker game while stationed in Morocco during World War II—without knowing what it was. After the war, while looking for old pictures in his trunk, he cut himself on his army issue knife, spilling blood on the stone, accidentally releasing the Djinn that—with three wishes—changed his life forever.

The old trunk sat there, mocking me, reminding me of Grandpa’s promise.

“When I die, you’ll be able to set the Djinn free again. After he grants you three wishes, put the stone away, then pass it on to whoever you want.”

Suddenly, it all made sense. The bastard wanted out!

For a brief moment, I considered the possibility that I’d truly gone certifiable. For years, I had believed Grandpa’s stories until, in middle school, I wised up and decided he was just messing with me. Lately, though, I’d begun to think he was really off his rocker. Because weird customers who lick their purchases and a few odd stories didn’t amount to anything supernatural, but they did amount to a worrisome level of crazy. And still . . . Grandpa was gone and, on his deathbed, he’d reminded me of the stone with the Djinn trapped in it, a Djinn that needed blood to be released, a Djinn that was starting to seem more real by the minute. Guess whose levels of crazy were up now?

“Damn you!” I yelled at the footlocker. Anger fizzed inside of me and I let it. After all, wasn’t anger better than grief?

Clenching my fists, I rolled the chair toward the trunk. The corner braces, handles, and latch were corroded, the army green paint cracked. A Wordlock secured its contents. Leaning forward, I snatched the lock. Rust peppered my hand. Slowly, I turned the five dials, lining up the letters to form the word Grandpa had chosen.

B-O-U-N-D.

A chill made me straighten. I stared at the lock, then looked out the open door. My pulse throbbed in my neck. Rubbing the spot, I inhaled, slid off the chair and knelt in front of the trunk. The lock gave way after a gentle pull. I pushed the lid up with both hands. The smell of mothballs rose from inside.

A wooden tray with three compartments rested on top, making me think of a giant jewelry box. A green folder occupied the middle partition, bearing a Post-it note that read: “To Marielle.” I sat and crossed my legs, reaching up to wipe the sweat from my forehead. I hadn’t turned on the air conditioner, but this was more than just the heat. I opened the folder. A letter, written in Grandpa’s scrawl, waited inside.

Well, I guess I kicked the bucket. Don’t be too sad about it. Ever since Eloise, I’ve felt pretty much ready. Don’t take me wrong, I’m going to miss you. You’re the only thing that kept me going. I’m glad I was there for you and you were there for me. We made an alright team, don’t you think? Now, be done with your grieving or your happy dance (either way) and get on with your life. I’ve left the nursery to you. This envelope contains my will and testament and a business card for the lawyer. Go see him ASAP. Also, take care of that other little business you know well. I know that ever since you became Ms. Maturity, you’ve laughed at my stories and thought I was full of it. Ha! I hate that I won’t get to see your face.

Love, Grandpa.

P.S. Remember, think carefully and get it done quickly.

Really, Grandpa?! I stood up, left the papers on the floor. He wouldn’t still be playing the same joke from his grave, would he? He couldn’t be that cruel.

Mind spinning, I picked up a box of matches and lit scented candles around the room. They always helped clear my mind.

“You’ll burn the place down,” Grandpa’s words rang through my mind.

“The place stinks like old fart,” I bickered with his ghost.

A spiced aroma impregnated my senses as I inhaled and tried to ignore the musty scent of loneliness. I gathered the documents and placed them inside a drawer in the desk, then, with a firm stride, returned to the trunk.

So if there’s really a Djinn, could he erase this pain? Could he make me forget? There were rules, I knew, but it’d been a long time since Grandpa mentioned them, and I couldn’t remember if begging for oblivion went against any of them.

I lifted the wooden tray. The starkness under it surprised me. I’d expected to find the case full of things, but there were only four items. A neatly-folded army uniform. A box of mothballs. An old Time magazine with an “X” across its white cover. And a tin can of Royal Crown Pomade.

I picked up the magazine, purposely ignoring the can. I thumbed the pages, scanning the articles. When I reached the image of a huge mushroom cloud, I set the magazine on the floor, and, pretending it wasn’t hard, took out the can. Something rattled inside. In one rapid motion, I removed the round lid. As I peered inside, a cold wave ran down my back.

I upturned the can and allowed the stone to fall onto my hand. Awestruck, I examined Grandpa’s mythical object. It looked the way he’d described it, except smaller and narrower than I’d imagined, easy enough to hold with one hand. Unreadable markings—ancient letters?—etched the top of a lapping flames design. The thing looked flawless, from its smooth edges to its minute script, to the carved, mesmerizing flames that gave the impression of movement. How could it be ancient and look so perfect?

I rubbed the back of my neck, stood and propped the stone against one of the cinnamon-scented candles on the file cabinet. The flame flickered.

My hands tingled as I stared at the stone, unblinking. The rolling flames danced in unison with the wavering candlelight. A strange breeze rose outside, unsettling the plants, causing a rustle of leaves. A deep exhale rose through my throat and got stuck there.

Excavated by fear, Grandpa’s words of advice erupted into my mind. 

“If you remember any of my words, remember this. The Djinn is tricky. He’ll fool you if you don’t have your wits about you. Before you summon him, prepare your wishes carefully. Put a drop of blood on the stone, then make your requests quickly, so he goes back in. Don’t be greedy. Money won’t fix your real problems. Above all, don’t trust him. Now, there are rules. A Djinn isn’t all powerful, limitations exist. First . . .”

I tried to remember, but the memories proved skittish, like feral cats. The fact that I couldn’t recall what Grandpa so adamantly tried to teach me filled me with sadness. The silence in the shack suddenly grew palpable. Grandpa’s grumpy comments and constant huffing and puffing were part of this place, but now, there was only stillness. The shack felt unfamiliar and desolate.

Tears filled my eyes. I fought them, not blinking and swallowing hard, but they kept on building. Pain tore at my insides, crippling and terrifying. I fought it, tried to push it away, but it didn’t budge.

I took the stone in my shaky hands and stared at it through tear-filled eyes, wishing Grandpa was still alive and the stupid thing had never seen the light of day . . . yet it had and maybe there was a way to get rid of the pain. Aware of the wound, I ran a hand across my cheek. Blood and tears came away on my fingers.

Take the pain. Please.

Touching my forefinger to the stone, I deposited a tear on it.

Time slowed.

The droplet quivered for a moment, then began to disappear. Blood flowed between the grooves of the tiny characters, working its way into every crevice. My body went cold. For interminable seconds, I stared, eyelids paralyzed, but nothing happened. Nothing!

A nervous laugh bubbled from my stomach and burst through my mouth. Grandpa always had a weird sense of humor, but this . . . I imagined him laughing and saying, “I’ve got your number, little girl.”

An ugly curse word slid to the tip of my tongue. I was about to give Grandpa a piece of my mind when a sudden gust of wind blew through the open door, rustling my hair and scattering papers off the desk. I froze. Warm and tantalizing, a light touch traveled down the length of my neck. I straightened, holding the scream that rose to my throat, eyes transfixed by the rising smoke from . . . from . . . the candle. I breathed in and out, waiting—the hope of losing this pain teetering, fighting against the fear of the unknown.

After a still moment, I scoffed, both anger and hope leaking out of me. There was no Djinn, only pain, and despair. Defeated, I crouched by my messenger bag, stuffed the useless stone inside. I’d just finished securing the straps when, suddenly, my hands grew hot. Heart frozen, I lowered my gaze. The stone! It was back in my hands. And this time, its carved flames looked alive, undulating, glowing red, yellow and orange. I turned to concrete, just another garden gnome. In a stupor, I watched the stone’s unreadable characters shift, rearranging themselves like busy ants. Within five beats of my frantic, thumping heart, the hieroglyphs morphed completely, turning into . . . . into English words!

A shadow entered the office. My heart shrank, then pounded, sending adrenaline through my bloodstream. I dropped the stone. It clattered to the floor. A figure stood on the threshold, features concealed by darkness, light bursting all around him. I shrieked and kicked back from my squatting position, retreating. My ass hit the floor with a thud. I screamed again.

Something, someone, walked into the room, silent as a floating ghost.
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AS THE FIGURE BY THE door came into the shack, my feet thrashed and barely managed to scoot me backward from my spot on the floor. Gradually, the shadows around the silhouette fell away to reveal a young man. I bit my lip, looking up, examining him from head to toe. A wave of shock and doubt rushed through me.

Was this the Djinn?

If he was, he looked nothing like what I’d imagined. Too many Disney movies had me expecting a large blue man with pointy ears, a strong jaw and a red sash around his waist. This guy looked nothing like that.

He was slender and taller than average, though not by much. Maybe five foot eleven. He was around my age, definitely no more than twenty. He wore a black suit that reminded me of old covers of The Beatles’ albums. His tapering pants and form-fitting jacket were sharp and speckless, his pointy boots freshly polished. A thin, black tie and pristine white shirt completed the look. Matching golden bracelets peeked from behind the cuffs of his jacket.

He took two more steps and extended a hand. “Please, allow me,” he said. His self-assured, strong tenor made my skin crawl.

I stared at the outstretched hand and trembled inside. If I touched him, would he go up in smoke? I shook my head in response.

Inscrutable brown eyes examined me with curiosity and a hint of amusement. His lips parted. “Have it your way.” He withdrew his hand and stood at attention, arms at his sides, watching me with interest.

I scooted back some more until I hit the kitchenette’s peninsula. With my back against it, I slid upward and got to my feet. “W-who are you?”

His deep gaze traveled the length of my body. A million possibilities seemed to pass behind his eyes. “You don’t know who I am?”

Not the blue genie I was expecting. That was for sure.

His face was expressionless, his olive skin smooth and without creases to give away any type of emotion. Only his dark eyes seemed alive and sparkled as if something momentous was happening. I felt spellbound by his gaze and strong features. He was handsome and exotic with high cheekbones and thick, black eyebrows that rose devilishly at the tips. I had never seen a man more beautiful in my entire life.

No, not a blue genie. More like Prince Ali.

The idea jolted me out of the trance and tickled a memory in the back of my mind. I strained, trying to remember, but it slipped away. Had I seen him before?

As he waited for my answer, I imagined blurting out, “Are you Grandpa’s Djinn? I’m ready for my wishes to come true.” I grimaced. How ridiculous. He was probably a customer, and the way he seemed more familiar by the second made it almost a certainty. 

“Um . . . we’re closed,” I said.

He turned and looked around. My mouth went dry at the sight of his perfect profile. Grandpa’s old pictures caught his eye, and he walked to the wall to examine them. I wondered how he’d gotten in. I’d locked the gate outside, right? I forced my eyes away from him and toward the door, then took two steps in its direction.

“Arthur,” he said, staring at one of the pictures. His tone held a strange combination of regret and irritation. 

“H-he died Friday.”

He tore his eyes from the pictures and fixed them on me instead. Their intensity was almost unbearable. “Yes, and you are?”

“Marielle, his granddaughter.” I took another step.

“Granddaughter . . . I see. He didn’t tell you about me?” Like thick honey, his voice poured over me. He smiled a devastating smile that sent my heart rate sky high.

Pressure built in my chest, making it difficult to breathe. He was too much to look at. A restless tingle built in my legs. I wanted to bolt. I took two casual steps, but the door seemed to stretch away.

I blinked. “Uh . . . are you a customer? We’re closed for business today.”

Painting an all-too-satisfied expression on his face, he shook his head. “I think you know exactly who I am,” he said in an intoxicating tone.

That’s when I lost it and sprang for the door. Thinking I had time, I snatched my bag as I passed. Big mistake, because when I straightened, he was blocking the threshold
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