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Epigraph




In much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.

Ecclesiastes 1:18




The Malleus Maleficarum, or The Witches Hammer, is a lawbook published in 1486. It was accompanied by a papal bull, sanctifying it with supreme Church authority. For over two hundred years, the Malleus held sway over the courts in both Catholic and Protestant Christendom. Solidifying papal power, it was almost as popular as the Bible in its day and served as a basis for the Inquisition.













Chapter 1



It came as no surprise to those who knew him that my father, John OConnell, named me for a character in a book. He called me Beatrice, after Dantes guide in The Divine Comedy. A surgeon by profession, my father loved books: They were the passion that shaped his life. His library of rare books and manuscripts was well known to those in the field. Over the years, he had assiduously cultivated what he called his little garden of knowledge, using expert advice and his own shrewd instincts to form an eclectic but first-rate collection. Even at the beginning of his career, when some purchases were a financial strain on the family, my father could not resist a book that struck his fancy. Unlike most other collectors, who sell their finds or trade them up for rarer, more valuable ones, having bought a book, Dad never let it out of his possession. To him, books were friends; once acquired, they were his for life.

The man most instrumental in helping my father form his collection was Giuseppe Antonelli, a renowned Italian book dealer, who sold him some outstanding treasures over the years, including a Book of Hours illuminated by del Cherico, Niclaus Jensons incunabulum of Plinys Historia naturalis, printed on vellum, and a complete set of the Divina commedia, with illustrations, published in 1804 by the master printer Giambattista Bodoni.

Dad met Giuseppe Antonelli in Rome in 1964. He liked to recall the day he wandered into a tiny rare-book shop on the Via Monserrato, where a volume of Plutarchs Lives on display in the window caught his eye. He bought the book on the spot and entered into a lengthy discussion with the proprietor, who spoke perfect English with a light Italian accent.

Giuseppe and I recognized each other immediately, like Rosicrucians, Dad would say later. We both knew a bookman when we saw one.

In the ensuing years, the relationship between the two men evolved into something more than that of client and dealer. They forged a genuine friendship with each other, based upon their mutual appreciation and love of rare books. Whenever Signor Antonelli visited New York, he paid a call on us in our town house overlooking the East River on Beekman Place, a quiet neighborhood, well away from the bustle of city life. Our four-story brownstone is one of a number of old-fashioned houses on the charming tree-lined block. Sometimes Antonelli brought with him a parcel of wares he thought might be of interest to my father. Dad, in turn, took pleasure in showing Antonelli his recent acquisitions. On occasion, a curator in the field or another bookman was invited to dine with the two gentlemen. Afterward, I remember how they would sit in the library, drinking brandy, smoking cigars, trading book stories, until long past midnight.

Giuseppe Antonelli was a wiry little man. Angular cheekbones, a prominent nose, and meticulous grooming gave him a striking profile. His beady black eyes, sparkling with inquisitiveness, were forever darting about in search of an object or a person to pin with their penetrating gaze. My father, on the other hand, was big and stocky. His large features and gentle pale-blue eyes were dominated by a mane of white hair. A ready smile and a shambling, cozy appearance contributed to his aura of strength and intelligence.

Signor Antonelli always wore a starched white shirt, a pinstriped suit, cut in the English style, and highly polished black shoes. He sported a cane, the handle of which was a gold hawks head with an elongated beak. The sculpted bird had red ruby eyes and I was a little frightened of it as a child. Antonelli presented a marked contrast to my Dad, whose clothes, casual or formal, never seemed to fit him.

Even in their manner, the two men could not have seemed more dissimilar. Antonelli maintained a somewhat stiff, formal edge, while my father was naturally outgoing and friendly. However, there was an underlying remoteness in them both, which I believe expressed itself in their obsessive love of books and the solitary life of reading.

In later years, Signor Antonelli, semiretired, made fewer visits to the United States. However, he and my father continued to correspond. A bachelor, Antonelli filled his days with his studies and the company of a few close friends, while Dad enjoyed the life of a family man. When my mother, Elizabeth, Dads wife of thirty-seven years, had died, two years before, Signor Antonelli sent his friend an incunabulum of Latin meditations on the life of Christ as a remembrance. Dad was a surgeon and he took a rather dim view of religion and its supposed consolations, but he much appreciated his old friends gesture.

In the wake of my mothers death Dad grew pretty depressed, rattling around alone in his big house. Neither his work nor his library seemed to fill the void created by her passing. I, too, missed my mother very much. My own marriage had ended in divorce the previous year and I found myself drifting closer to my father because we comforted one another greatly. Eventually, I gave up my apartment and moved back home with him. We said it was only temporary, but as the days drifted on the arrangement suited us so well that no effort was made to change it.

One day, my father announced that Signor Antonelli was coming to New York, after a four-year hiatus. As the day approached, I watched him anticipate his old friends visit with growing impatience, and I was pretty sure that his agitation somehow involved a book. I hadnt seen him quite so jumpy since hed discovered a copy of the rare and valuable Bay Psalm Book, one of the earliest examples of Colonial printing, at a rummage sale outside Boston over fifteen years earlier.

Dad was often secretive about the books he acquired, or was thinking of acquiring, particularly if they had an odd provenance. Mom had learned early in their marriage not to intrude upon his collectors mind, and she had taught me likewise. When hed get into one of his moods, hed retreat to his library after work and shut himself in for hours. During those periods, my mother, who had a wry streak, used to joke that Dad was away with his mistresses but that luckily for her, most of them were several hundred years old.

A few days before Signor Antonelli was scheduled to arrive, my father spent increasingly more time alone in his favorite room. Insisting on early suppers, he didnt linger over his coffee, listen to classical music, or discuss the news of the day with me as he usually did. He excused himself from the table abruptly and retreated to his library for the rest of the night, the door always closed. When I asked him why he was being so secretive, he responded evasively.

I knew better than to press him. Encroaching old age and the recent sorrows of life had deepened and darkened all his moods, and I decided it was best to let this one simply run its course. I just went on about my own business, knowing that sooner or later he would tell me what was going on.

Finally, the day of Antonellis visit came. I felt my fathers spirits lift when the doorbell rang promptly at seven-thirty that evening and Signor Antonelli, still the dapper dresser, still sporting the same hawks-head cane, walked through the front door.

Giuseppe! Welcome, welcome! Dad cried warmly, shaking hands with the gaunt old gentleman.

My dear John, how good it is to see you!  cara Beatrice, he said with a stiff smile and I figured it was because he was a bit taken aback by my appearance. Well, I was older, after all, and I was never one to pay too much attention to my looks.


The last time hed seen me, I was wearing my brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and I still had a fairly girlish face. But now my hair was shorter and I looked my thirty-two years of age, if not older. I didnt wear any makeup or bother much about clothes. I just wasnt all that interested in my appearance. The only feature of mine that I quite liked were my eyes, which were large and blue, like my fathers.

Giuseppe, I cant tell you how much Ive been looking forward to your visit, Dad said as I led the two men upstairs. You havent changed a bit.

Nor you, John.

No? I feel old. Well have a drink before dinner, shall we? he said, affectionately patting his old friend on the back as they climbed the stairs in tandem.

In the living room, I fixed Dad and Signor Antonelli scotches and poured myself a glass of white wine. I sat by silently, listening to them as they entered into polite small talk. I stared at Antonelliwho looked jaundiced and juiceless, like a dried lemon of a mancasually wondering if hed ever had a passionate relationship with anyone. He seemed so self-contained and cerebral.

Signor Antonelli allowed as how New York had changed for the worse since his last trip. He said his regular hotel was under new management, which, not knowing him, took no pains to accord him the special treatment he was used to. Dad, in turn, spoke briefly of the escalating turmoil in the world, touching upon the political situation here and abroad. The four years between the two old friends quickly melted away, however, and the conversation took a more personal turn.

John, Antonelli said, please let me say again how sorry I am about Elizabeth. She was a lovely person, very simpatica. I remember her with great fondness.

Thats very kind of you, GiuseppeYes, its god-awfully lonely here without her. Thank God for Beatrice, my father said, beaming at me. Shes moved back in with me for a while. Gave up her apartment to be with her old man, didnt you, hon? Taking care of your dad now.

I gave him a little smile.

Ah, so you and your husband live here? Signor Antonelli asked.

No, actuallyIm divorced, I said.

Oh, I am so sorry, Signor Antonelli said with an air of concern. I never met your husband, but he looked like a fine fellow from the little wedding picture your mother so kindly sent me.

I recalled the small marriage ceremony, which had taken place in that very room over five years earlier, remembering it as the happiest day of my life. However, my thoughts quickly tumbled through the dissolution of the union and the painful breakup we had.

It was for the best, I said. Anyway, I was looking for another place when my mother died, and Daddy seemed so lonely here in this big old house that I thought, well, why not just move back in here for a while until things get a little more settled?

Shes like the daughter who came for dinner. I cant get rid of her! Dad joked.

I couldnt very well leave you to rattle around here all by yourself, I said.

Shes a devoted daughter. Shes here because she knows I need her.

Children must be a great comfort in ones old age, Signor Antonelli said with a wistful sigh. I do not regret never having married. But I do regret never having had a child.

So what are you up to, Giuseppe? Enjoying your retirement? my father asked.

Well, as you know, John, in my profession, one never really retires. It is true I have sold my shop. But I continue to deal privately for a few very special clients, among them you, my dear friend. He toasted my father with his glass of scotch. In fact, I am very, very anxious to see this mysterious book about which you have written to me.


I havent told Beatrice anything about it yet.

Then it must be very mysterious indeed! cried Antonelli with mock seriousness.

Oh, you know Daddy. Hes like that about his books sometimes. Im used to it.

Yeah, Ive been pretty distracted for the last few days, havent I, Bea?But she understands me, he said with an affectionate wink.

Just then, the clock on the mantelpiece chimed eight.

Come on, lets eat, my father said, putting down his glass decisively. Ill tell you the whole story at dinner.

Signor Antonelli and I followed my Dad downstairs to the dining room, where the round table in front of the bay window facing the tiny back garden was set for supper. The men helped themselves to the cold buffet laid out on the sideboard while I lit the candles around the room.

Please excuse our informality, Dad said, pouring his friend a glass of red wine. I let the cook go when Liz died, so its a little bit catch-as-catch-can.

But this is delicious! Antonelli exclaimed, forking in a bite of vitello tonnato. Who made it?

I did, I said as I joined them at the table with a plate of food.

You are a marvelous cook. This is just the sort of supper I like.

I was pleased. I enjoyed cooking for my father even though he seldom noticed the finer points of my efforts. Dad didnt care that much about food. Fuel for the engine is what he called it and, indeed, how he thought about even the tastiest delicacies.

I must say, it is lovely to be in a proper house rather than an apartment. What one misses in a city is space. Antonelli said, looking out onto the enclosed garden, where twilight was descending. It is so relaxing and comfortable herenot at all like being in New York.

Its really too big for me now, even with Bea here. But I cant leave it on account of my library.


Not just because of the library, Daddy. All your memories are here. You said so yourself. Mothers here.

Yes, youre right. Liz loved this house. Anyway, itd be hell to pack up all those years of living. I dont know what youre gonna do when your old man croaks, Bea.

Daddy, please. I cant stand when you say things like that. It pained me greatly to think that one day I might be without him, the only family I had left.

Im leaving the library to Beatrice, he went on. Shell decide what she wants to do with it.

Signor Antonelli, you can see this is a subject I hate, I said.

But rest assured my fathers library will remain intact. It will go to a public library or a university with my fathers name on it, so people can know what a wonderful collector he is.

With one little exception, of course, my father said.

And what is that? Signor Antonelli inquired.

In fact, its an incunabulum you sold me. The Roman de la Rose. Shes always fancied it, havent you, Bea?

I nodded.

Ah, the poem of courtly love, Antonelli said. A very good choice. He looked more closely at me as if divining for the first time a romantic streak in me.

Now, John, Antonelli continued, when are you going to tell us about this mysterious book you have acquired?

Yes, Daddy. Im longing to hear about it too.

My father leaned forward and cleared his throat. He folded his large hands in front of him, looking somber. I poured us all some more wine and Signor Antonelli and I sat back, making ourselves comfortable, prepared to listen to the story.

About a year ago, my father began, I performed an operation on a referral patient from Oklahoma City. The operation was a success. The man went back to Oklahoma, and I didnt give it any more thought until one day last month, when a package arrived with the following letter. He extracted a piece of white paper from the inside pocket of his jacket, unfolded it, and read aloud.



Dear Dr. OConnell,

I havent known how to properly thank you for all that you have done for me. I feel Ive licked this damn cancer thing thanks to you, and I am forever in your debt. I learned from one of your associates at the hospital that you have a very great book collection. Well, here is something I think you will enjoy. I picked it up during the war and kept it as a souvenir of those terrible and wonderful times.

I dont know if the book is worth much, but its sentimental value is, for me, enormous because it represents a time in my life when I felt I was doing something good for my God and my country. There is no person I would wish to have it more than you, Dr. OConnell, for I know it will be safe and properly cared for in your fine, capable handsjust as I have been. God bless you.



Et cetera, et cetera.

He put down the letter and stared at it for a long moment, having grown somewhat emotional while reading. His eyes moist with tears, he folded it carefully and put it back in his jacket pocket. I leaned over and touched his arm reassuringly.

A lovely sentiment, Signor Antonelli said.

Yes, the letters very fine, very appreciative, Dad said, taking a sip of wine. The book, however, is an altogether different matter.

Whatever do you mean, John?

Youll see, he replied, perturbed.

Why? What kind of book is it? I asked.

Im not sure.

Antonelli fidgeted with the corners of his linen place mat. Perhaps I will know, he offered.

Thats exactly why I wrote to you, Giuseppe. Because if anybodys going to know what the hell this thing is, you will.


Pleasemay we be allowed to view the book? implored Antonelli.

Sure, why not? Might as well get it over with. Throwing down his napkin, Dad rose from the table. Lets go on up.

Ever mindful of decorum, Signor Antonelli folded his napkin precisely before following his host upstairs. I was so curious, I decided to join them before making the coffee. Reaching the second floor, Dad opened the thick mahogany doors at the entrance to the library. They swung apart to reveal the famous double-height room lined floor to ceiling with books of all sizes. He flicked a switch, which lit up a row of old-fashioned brass light fixtures mounted on the bookcases.

Signor Antonelli looked around, taking a deep breath, relishing the smell of old leather as if it were fresh country air. He seemed pleased to see that almost nothing in the room had changed and he remarked on it. The two large windows facing out onto the garden were still cloaked in heavy dark-green damask curtains, pulled shut to block out all light. The antique furniture was just as he remembered it, he said, grouped away from the walls so as not to impede the locating of any book. He once more admired the old Tiffany lamp on my fathers desk, its domed stained-glass shade dripping azure and emerald leaves. He joked that the tall wooden library ladders, which slid on tracks across the vast bookcases, reminded him of the mild arthritis in his knees. He noted one new acquisitiona draftmans table, tilting upward, on which a copy of Dr. Johnsons Dictionary of the English Language was displayed.

As was his habit, my father checked the thermostat on the wall, making sure the temperature was just right. He then unlocked the top drawer of his desk and took out a small black leather-bound book, measuring about six inches in height, four inches in width, and an inch and a half in thickness.

This is it, he said, practically throwing the unprepossessing-looking volume down on top of the desk, as if he couldnt wait to get it out of his hands.

Signor Antonelli and I stepped forward to look at it. The dealer reached into his breast pocket and extracted a pair of spectacles, put them on, and picked up the book in order to examine it more closely. Holding the volume close to his face, he sniffed at it and turned it around every which way, gingerly running his fingers along the binding and the top, fore, and bottom edges, which looked brownish in color, as if they had been singed. Then he put the book back down on the desk and opened it carefully, with a certain ceremony. On the first page, there was a single line of Latin text in dense black Gothic lettering, the capital letters of which were rubricated.

Videmus nunc per speculum in aenigmate, tunc autem facie ad faciem, he read aloud, more to himself than to us.

What does it mean? I asked.

It is a quotation from Saint Paul, Antonelli replied reflectively. It means, For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face-to-face.

My father and I stood by while Signor Antonelli gave the work a thorough examination. As he turned one yellowing page after another, his eyes flickered with excitement. Periodically, he issued a little cry of delight or recognition or horrorI wasnt quite sure which. He paused over the center section, then continued on until he reached the last page. Finally, he closed the book and looked up.

Well? my father asked.

Pleaselet us sit down, Antonelli replied.

Dad sat behind his desk. Signor Antonelli and I pulled up two chairs and faced him. I picked up the book and began perusing it as Antonelli spoke in a slow, measured voice.

Well, my dear John, you have in your possession a grimoire.

My father nodded knowingly.

Whats that? I asked.


Very simply, my dear, it is a book of black magic, Antonelli said.

I figured it was something like that, my father said.

Though, from the looks of it, I thought it might have been a work of pornography.

Antonelli smiled. Very often, they are one and the same, John. It is written in French, he went on. Printed on vellum, published in 1670. Its author signs himself Pape Honorius III, but that is a spurious attribution. No pope wrote this. The illustrator is not mentioned. It was rebound sometime in the eighteenth century, I would say. The text is accompanied by a series of illustrative woodcuts, as you can see. It has no title page except for the date, written in Roman numerals, and the place,  Romea rather humorous location for such a work, no? What is particularly interesting is the quotation from Saint Paul at the beginningThe author was having a little joke, trying to make the reader think he was about to embark on a religious tract, when, in fact, he was about to dabble in the black arts.

As my father and Signor Antonelli continued their discussion about the book, I leafed through it. Page after page revealed the most macabre sensibility imaginable. Interspersed throughout the dense French text were occult signs and a series of gruesome woodcuts depicting bizarre sexual acts, frightening supernatural occurrences, and images of demonic animals and people. A particularly disturbing section at the center of the book highlighted a terrifying journey of death and resurrection.

The vignettes first showed a man and a woman coupling in a clearing in the woods. The woman disappears and the man is murdered by a priest, who stabs him through the head, heart, and groin with a sword, the hilt of which is an upside-down cross. Left to rot, the corpse is assaulted by lions. The beasts then carry the dismembered pieces to the center of a maze and bury them. The flesh rots away, leaving only bones. A full moon rises, and by its eerie light a sorcerer appears, holding a book. He draws a circle on the ground, marking it with crosses, the twelve signs of the zodiac, and seven occult symbols.

Stepping inside the circle, the sorcerer calls out strange words from the book. Soon the woman reappears and tries to seduce the sorcerer, to no avail. Protected by his magic circle, he is immune to her advances. Becoming infuriated, she turns into a succubus with fiery eyes, fangs, and a tail, her mouth dripping with blood. This hideous creature again tries to get at the sorcerer, but she cannot, for the magic circle protects him. The sorcerer continues with his incantations. Unable to harm him, the succubus departs. With that, the bones of the dead man are reassembled, and his skeleton arises from the center of the maze. The sorcerer lifts the book to the heavens in praise as the skeleton flies upward toward the moon.

I felt a strange pull in my gut as I looked at the woodcuts. I stared at the succubus with its bloody fangs, rolling eyes, and flicking tongue, its hair and breasts blowing wildly in an imaginary wind. Was this ghastly, sexually voracious being, depicted by the artist with such evident loathing, the aspect of women that men fear most?

My father looked at me. What do you think of it, Bea?

Primitive, but compelling, I replied matter-of-factly.

The woodcuts deal with the blackest magic there isnamely, necromancy, the raising of the dead, Antonelli said.

It seems to me that the artist was quite terrified of women, judging from this image of the succubus.

Surely, a succubus is not anyones image of a woman, my dear child. A succubus is an image of evil.

Yes, but choosing to personify evil as a woman is an interesting choice nonetheless.

It is in keeping with the imagery of the time.

Perhaps. I shrugged.

Antonelli and I stared at one another for a long moment. Then I closed the grimoire and put it back on the desk. My father picked it up and scolded it directly, as if it were a person.

Well, were going to have to give you a shelf all to yourself, you hear? To prevent you from contaminating my friends! Tell me, Giuseppe, he went on, have you seen a lot of these things?

A few, yes. I have a client who is interested in such oddities, and occasionally I have located one for him. But they are extremely rare, and this one is in very good condition. Also, the illustrations make it particularly amusing.

Amusing? I raised my eyebrows.

My dear Beatrice, one cannot take it all that seriously. Grimoires are a product of the medieval mind, which was full of superstition, as you know. These are people who believed the earth was flat, after all, and that one would sail off the edge of it.

How about the Inquisition? I said. Not a very amusing time.

Oh, but that was mainly politics, my dear.

A shameful time, Dad said, lighting his pipe.

And of course, it all seems rather ludicrous today, Signor Antonelli said. Imagine the idea that there are such things as witches among usreal agents of the devil. And that if a poor unfortunate old woman goes to gather herbs in her garden, it is for nefarious purposes. Or if a husband loses his potency, it is because his wife has put a spell on him and she is a succubus. No, no, noit is all a grim fairy tale, if you will excuse my little pun! He laughed.

Antonelli picked up the book and examined it again.

But you know, John, he said, this client that I spoke ofthe one who collects curiositiesI think he would really rather fancy this little orphan. May I contact him and ask him if he might be interested in purchasing it? He will pay you a good price.

I detected a sense of urgency beneath Signor Antonellis apparently casual proposal. In fact, I sensed he was far more interested in this curiosity than he was letting on.


Giuseppe, thats very kind of you. But you know my policy: once a book in my library, always a book in my library.

Yes, of course, John. I understand. But I thought as you had not acquired it yourself, and it seems to disturb you in some wayIn other words, it is not a work that you yourself purchased, merely a present, so

Presents are even more precious to me, Dad interrupted. I have a little section set aside for them. I still have that Nancy Drew mystery Bea gave me for my birthday years ago.

And just when did I give you a Nancy Drew mystery for your birthday, Dad?

You were around nine or ten, I think. Then Dad addressed Signor Antonelli in that affectionate way parents have of telling stories about their children when they are present. Her note said she thought Id like it, and P.S., could she borrow it after Id finished.

Antonelli smiled politely, but he seemed preoccupied.

I give Bea a book every Christmas and birthday, dont I, darling? Greatest present you can give someonea book.

I smiled, recalling all the works of literature my father had given me through the years, which I kept lined up neatly in the bookcase stretching the length of one wall in my bedroom. They were not valuable books, except for their contents: classics meant to be read and reread, plus the mysteries I so dearly lovedeveryone from Poe to Highsmith.

I noticed that Signor Antonelli was growing increasingly edgy. He caught me looking at him and rose abruptly from his chair.

Im afraid you will have to excuse me, he said. It is quite late for me with the difference of time. Will you forgive me if I bid you both good night?

Wont you stay for a little coffee, Giuseppe? Dad said. Im sorry I didnt offer you any, but I was so anxious for you to see the book.


No, no, I really must make my apologies. I am so pleased to have seen you, John, and Beatrice. And the book, of course, is really very, very interestinga little treasure. I hope you will reconsider my offer, John.

My father shook his head in amusement. I knew he was thinking how persistence was one of the essential qualities for a good dealer. Dad and I walked Signor Antonelli downstairs, where I removed his hawks-head cane from the umbrella stand near the front door.

I remember being frightened of this cane when I was a little girl, I said, handing it to him.

What once was an affectation has now become a necessity, Antonelli replied, leaning on the elegantly sinister stick.

Whats your schedule like, Giuseppe? my father asked.

I am here for a few days. I will call you tomorrow, John, if I may, and we will certainly meet again before I leave.

And when do you have to go back?

I am not sure. It will depend on a few things. In any case, it was lovely to have seen you both, and mille grazie for a delightful evening.

Ill be puttering around here all day if you want to just drop in. Dad opened the front door for his friend. Please stop by if you have a chance. In any case, I look forward to hearing from you.

I shall telephone you in the morning, John, when I am more certain of my plans.

Sure, Giuseppe, whatever you like.

Buona sera, then. A domani.

Signor Antonelli walked into the night.

Be careful, Giuseppe! my father called out. This neighborhood isnt as safe as it used to be!

Do not worry! I shall take care! the old man cried back.

Antonelli disappeared down the dark street, the tap-tap-tapping of his cane on the sidewalk fading in the distance.


Theres something hes not telling us, Daddy, I said.

You think so? Like what?

I dont know. But did you see the way he was looking at the grimoire? Plus, he couldnt wait to get out of here.

He was just tired, thats all. You know how jet lag suddenly hits you and, lets face it, were none of us getting any younger. But Giuseppes always been very straight with me.

You mark my words. Its something about that book.

Dad smiled. Always the little mystery lover. How about making us some coffee?

I made a pot of the strong espresso we both loved, prepared a tray and took it upstairs, joining my father in the library where he was examining the grimoire. He put it down as I handed him a cup of espresso.

Giuseppe looks older, dont you think? Even though I told him he didnt, he remarked, taking little sips of the strong coffee. I shouldnt lie, but thats what comes of having kissed the Blarney Stone, I guess. Anyway, Im glad to know what it is for sure. Loathsome things, grimoires. But interesting.

Dont give it to him, Dad.

You know me. I dont part with my friends, Beaeven if theyre a bit unsavory.

I wonder what it is about this book, I said, picking it up from the desk.

Dad poured himself another cup of espresso.

Its probably worth a few bucks and he thinks he can make some money. Hes a dealer, after all.

I reflected for a moment. No, its something else.

Like what?

I dont know, but something I ran my fingers over the black leather cover, colorlessly tooled with the signs of the zodiac and occult symbols.

Giuseppes an honest guy. Hes not about to cheat me. Dont forget, Ive known him since before you were born, you little pip-squeak.


Yes, well, I think hes going to try to get it away from you, Dad.

I doubt it, Dad said nonchalantly. He understands my policy about the library and respects it. Not that he doesnt occasionally try to buy books back from meI wont say that. After all, hes sold me some great stuff over the years. But he knows I mean no when I say no. And he never pushes.

He will this time. Want to make a bet? I bet he calls you about it tomorrow.

Bet he doesnt.

How much? A hundred dollars?

Ten dollars, Dad countered. Im not as rich as you are.

Okay, ten. Ten dollars says he calls tomorrow and makes you some amazing offer for it.

I pointed an accusatory finger at him and he shook his head, chuckling.

Dont laugh, Daddy. I have a very uneasy feeling about this little devil. Theres something about it hes not telling us. I just know it. I feel it.

Come here and sit down, Sherlock Holmes, he said, patting the couch.

I obeyed immediately, snuggling up against him just like I did when I was a little girl.

You know, ever since you were small, you always loved a mystery, he said, stroking my hair.

Did I? I suppose I was preparing myself for life.

Is life a mystery to you, Bea, dear?

Sort of, I guess. I wish I had more of a purpose at the moment.

I just hope youre not waiting for something thats never going to happen.

I knowlike Emma Bovary, ever searching for that sail on the horizon. Or John Marcher and his beast in the jungle. I feel that way sometimes, Dad. I really do. Like Im waiting for something or someone to shape my existence. Do you know what I mean?


In a way. But I was lucky. I had a calling. I always knew I wanted to be a doctor, and that shaped my life right there.

I wish I had a strong calling, I said.

What about your novel? Have you abandoned that?

I work on it sometimes. I like researching better than writing. But Ill get back to it one of these days. I just wishI dont knowI wish I had a clearer path ahead of me. Moms death, the divorcehave all kind of thrown me for a loop. But Ill survive.

Youre pretty hard on yourself, you know? All your authors seem to write good books and win prizes based on your efforts, sweetheart.

I was a specialist in a little-known area of publishing in which writers hire people to do their historical and sociological research work for them. The job was fairly well paying, as people of my competence and academic background are in demand. I prided myself on the investigative work Id done for several best-selling authors, two of whom had won National Book Awards for nonfiction.

Doing research had always given me the illusion of being up on things, in on things, without ever really having to test myself as a writer. I simply supplied the ammunition to soldiers at the front lines of their profession, those willing to risk savaging by the critics. No guts, no glory, my father used to say in an effort to encourage me to branch out and write a book of my own.

I was thinking I ought to go back to school and maybe get my PhD.

Dad cocked his head to one side. Really? That sounds like a fine idea.

Perennial student. Thats me. SometimesI dont know. Sometimes I feel sort of like a failure.

He hugged me closer.

You havent failed, honey. Youre too young to have failed.

I failed at marriage.


That wasnt a failure. That was just a setback, nothing to be ashamed of.

Daddy, forgive me. But youre speaking from the vantage point of a distinguished career and happy marriage. Youve had such a full, productive life.

Well, you see, life takes on a different aspect when you confront death, day in, day out. As a surgeon, Ive seen people die, and within minutes of their passing, their faces are almost unrecognizable, because the life force has simply gone out of them. In that moment, it all seems very simple: A spirit inhabits a body for a finite length of time and drifts on to somewhere else. Theres no intended shape to existence, Bea. Life is only the moment at hand.

We sat in silence for a time. I thought back to the grimoire and the figure of the succubus.

Some moments are too dangerous, I guess, I said after a time.

Dad looked at me askance. What do you mean, Bea?

Im not sure. But when I was looking at the grimoire, I thought I hesitated.

What?

Oh, I dont know. I was loath to tell my father what had really crossed my mind, so I made light of the thought. So you dont think Im missing my moment?

I dont know, sweetheart. Much as I love having you here with me night, I cant help feeling you ought to get out more with people your own age and have some fun.

I have fun with you.

I mean with your friends.

Youre the most interesting, fun friend I have, I said.

And youre a darling. But my little Beatrice, he said, pronouncing my name with an Italian accent, I dont want you staying with me because youre frightened of going out on your own. I worry about you after Im gone.

Ive asked you not to talk like that, Dad. Youre not going anywhere.


Im sorry, but I think about it a lot, particularly now that youre divorced. By the way, any news of Stephen?

The mere mention of my ex-husbands name always sent a little jolt of anxiety through me, perhaps because the way our relationship had ended left so many emotional loose ends. I leaned over and opened the cigarette box on the coffee table. It was empty.

Whatd you do with all the cigarettes, Dad?

He narrowed his eyes. You smoking again?

NoWell, maybe occasionally.

Bea, he said disapprovingly. You should see what I see in the hospital.

I know. Ill quit. I will.

Do you still think about him as much as you used to?

I dont know I got up and started pacing around the room. But its hopeless. He can resist anything except female temptation. You know how he iswas.

Darlin, I know how men are.

I stopped and glared at him. Not all men, Dad.

Find me the one that isnt, and Ill give him a medal.

You were never like that, I said confidently. My father lowered his eyes. You know, when things were really bad with Stephen, I used to think of you and Mom and how great your marriage was. Its hard to explain, but it was knowing in the back of my mind that its possible to have a good marriage that made me want something better for myself.

He looked up at me and said slowly, You know, Bea, no marriage is a steady course. There are always storms along the way.

I know that! I said. Depends on the type of storm, though. Some of them are too damn tough to get through.

Look, if you really love someone, you can get through anything. Love has to be greater than the sum of its parts, or it cant survive.

I looked at him skeptically. Daddy, you dont know the half of what happened between me and Stephen.


No, I dont. And its none of my business. But I do know what happens in relationships, Bea. They all have twists and turns in common. Its their nature.

Yes, but you never betrayed Mommy the way Stephen betrayed me. I couldnt forgive him after that. I just couldnt. Oh, I dont want to talk about it! I threw my hands up in the air in exasperation. Im sick of thinking about it. Its over. Finished! Im moving on, as they say.

My father didnt comment right away, but he seemed to be thinking hard about something.

Men are vain creatures, Bea, he said. Some of us respond a little too easily to flattery. Women are better able to resist temptation, I think.

I scoffed at this notion. Somehow I doubt you would ever have done to Mom what Stephen did to me.

Well, I never would have left her, thats true. But you mustnt be too judgmental about people, Bea. They cant live up to it. Theyll always disappoint you in the end if theres no forgiveness in your soul.

Ill tell you one thing: Id rather live alone for the rest of my life than put up with a man who was unfaithful to me. Its just too humiliating.

Even if he was sorry and wanted desperately to come back?

Stephen was sorry and he desperately wanted to come back. But I dont think you ever get over something like that. Anyway, I didnt.

I felt a tear at the corner of my eye and swiped it off with the back of my hand. My father winced as I did this, as if it caused him pain. A rare intensity came over his face.

Bea, darlin, he said softly, just as theres a lot I dont know about you and Stephen He paused and took a deep breath. I could almost see him making up his mind to tell me something. Theres a lot you dont know about your mother and me, he said at last.

Like what, for instance? I was genuinely curious.


A lot. And Im worried that youre going to spend your life adhering to a standard that His voice trailed off.

That what?

NothingJust that your mother understood me. And I understood her. We loved each other very much, but more important, we were friends.

Friends dont betray each other.

He shifted uncomfortably on the couch, edging away from me.

That depends on what you mean by betrayal.

Well, you were never unfaithful to Mom.

He lowered his eyes. The statement hung in the air.

Daddy? I said hesitantly. You were never unfaithful to Momwere you?

Was I what?

Unfaithful to Mom?

He avoided my gaze. I guess I made some mistakes, he said at last.

I stared at my father in disbelief. I heard his words but couldnt quite comprehend them. Wait! Are you saying you were unfaithful to Mom?

He suddenly looked up at me with a pleading expression on his face.

You betrayed her? I said, incredulous.

Betrayal is the wrong word. I loved your mother deeply. But I confess to one or two missteps. One in particular.

I felt my chest constrict. What do you mean?

I once fell in love with someone else.

Who?

A nurse at the hospital.

You fell in love?

Well, I thought I did. But it passed after a time, and Liz understood.

I was at a loss for words.

Your mother accepted me, Bea, he continued, looking hard into my eyes, searching for some understanding. She accepted me the way I am, not the way she wanted me to be.


I rose from the couch, shaking my head in dismay, unable to believe what my father had just confessed to me. I felt as if all these years Id idealized a lie, and the thought was unbearable. I looked back at my father who was holding his breath as if this were a turning point between us.

What was she like? I asked coldly.

Dad cleared his throat. She was a younger woman. Much younger than I was. A very decent and good person. It was very difficult for both of us.

And just when did all this happen? I couldnt control the edge in my voice.

About, oh, thirteen, fourteen years ago.

Really? I said, thinking. That was right around the time Mom got sick, wasnt it?

One thing had nothing to do with the other, Bea.

No? I glared at him.

Absolutely not! he said firmly.

Feeling my anger rising, I just shook my head from side to side, while my father sat immobile.

So thats where I got it from, I said at last, with great bitterness.

What?

My attraction to bastards.

A look of shock froze his face. Your mother didnt think I was a bastard, Bea.

Stephen was a bastard.

Maybe. But Im not Stephen.

And Im not my mother.

Dad slumped deeper into the couch, looking utterly defeated. I shouldnt have told you, he said at last.

No. Probably not. Its better when people dont tell each other the truth. Ive learned that from experience. Honesty is a greatly overrated virtue, as Miss Austen said.

I left the room in a rage and returned moments later with a cigarette. My father hadnt budged. I leaned on the desk and faced him.


I have to tell you, you and Mom are the last people in the world that I ever thought anything like this could happen to. Was I blind? Was that it? There must have been signs I just didnt see.

Children sometimes put their parents up on pedestals. They dont want to see things.

Yes, but they feel them, dont they? I must have felt somethingsome tension between you two that I didnt recognize. There must have been some climate that prepared me for the pain of my own marriage. I was full of rage and recriminations as I puffed anxiously on my cigarette.

You shouldnt smoke, he said.

I shouldnt do a lot of thingsBut what the hell?

Did you ever think of forgiving him, Bea? my father asked after a time.

Tell me, are you trying to justify your own behavior, Dad? Are women always supposed to forgive? Is that our role?

He began twisting his wedding ring in circles, a nervous habit of his.

Believe me, Im not trying to justify anything to you, darlin, he said without anger.

So, I said, shifting my weight from one leg to the other.

You said you were unfaithful once or twice. Who was the other one?

A brief dalliance at the beginning of our marriage.

A brief dalliance? I said sarcastically. Did Mom know about that?

Bea, it was all a long time ago.

No, Im curious. Im really curious. You started this.

All right, yes, he said. She found out.

You told her?

No. A friend told her.

Some friend, I scoffed.

It meant nothing. It was a kind ofI dont knowLook, your mother and I were married. We had you. We had a life together. I only told you this because


And what about Mom? I interrupted him. Did she ever retaliate?

II dont know.

I wonder.

I dont want to know.

Why not? Are you afraid?

Of what? He cocked his head to one side.

That her drives might have been just as ungovernable as yours?

He paused for a moment and shook his head. I should never have said anything. But I thought, if you go on thinking people are perfect

I think people are far from perfect, Dad! I think most of us, with some rare exceptions, are pretty neurotic and generally guided by forces we dont understand. But I did think that you and Mom had something special.

Bea, your mother and I did have something special. Very special indeed. We had you

Oh, so are you saying you stayed married to Mom because of me?

He sighed. PartlyIn the beginning maybe. It was a very strong connection I didnt want to breakLook, all of us are human beings and vulnerable, even you, darlin. Im afraid youre going to be so lonely if you hold people to such high standards.

Are fidelity and loyalty such high standards? I asked, stubbing out the cigarette.

Theyre different things, Bea. You can have one without the other.

Can you?

A black wave had suddenly swept over me. My father got up to give me a conciliatory hug, but I waved him away.

Bea, honey, pleaseplease dont be so upset. Im sorry for you, sweetheart. You dont know how sorry I am.

Dont be sorry for me! I got out of a hypocritical marriage. Be sorry for yourself and for poor Mommy, God rest her soul. You sure put on a good show.


I picked up the grimoire and brandished it in front of him. I love the way men portray us, I said angrily. Were all witches and temptresses, creatures of the devil. Tell me what you criticize, and Ill tell you who you are. Its you guys who cant keep your pants on. And I bet you that Mom maybe did get sick because of what you did to her. You never know.

My father put his hand on his heart and took an inadvertent step back, looking utterly stricken. My God, Bea. Dont ever say that!

I was defiant and felt no pity. Why? Because it might be true?

Theres a lot you dont understand

Me? What about you? You never stopped to think, did you? Mom counted on your love, and you betrayed her. You betrayed her just like Stephen betrayed me!

With that bit of self-righteous rhetoric, I turned on my heel, stormed out of the library, and ran upstairs to my bedroom, slamming the door behind me. Leaning against the dresser, taking deep breaths, I wondered if my mother had experienced the same sense of loneliness and abandonment Id known during my brief, tempestuous marriage. For me, my husbands infidelity had been the most damaging, ego-bruising treason imaginable. There was no hurt in my life to compare with itperhaps because I had loved him so much and thought he loved me. I looked down at the bureau and stared at the idyllic photograph Id taken of my mother and father on the beach years before. Feeling nothing but contempt now for the hypocrisy it seemed to represent, I turned it facedown.

A few moments later, I heard a soft knocking on the door.

Bea I heard my father say.

I remained silent.

Open up, will you, sweetheart?

I refused to answer him.

Come on, darlin, talk to your old man, please?Please try to understand.


Go away, I said softly.

He knocked again. I said nothing and after a minute or so, I heard my father retreating down the hall. I cracked open the door and watched him enter his bedroom at the end of the corridor. Stooped over, he looked old and weary, defeated. I felt too raw to say that I understood, to tell him that if my mother could have forgiven him, so should I. The self-righteous, indignant daughter wasnt ready to grant pity or charity. I wanted nothing more than to seethe over my failed marriage and the disappointments of my own life.

As I undressed for bed, I brooded about this newfound knowledge. My relationship with my ex-husband now seemed less like an unlucky choice and more like an inevitable extension of my parents marriage, except theirs had lasted and mine had split apart. All night long I lay awake, filled with regret and rage, thinking how ironic it was that Id always rued not marrying someone who was like my father. Well, now it turned out that I had married someone like my father. Only the main trait they had in common was one unbeknownst to me at the timeand it was one I despised.

The next morning I heard Dad stirring about in his room. My anger had pretty much passed but, I dont know, I just felt ornery for some reason. Ill let him stew awhile, then take him out for a nice dinner, I thought. As I passed his room, however, I raised my hand to knock on his door and tell him I loved him, because I did love him so very much. I dont know why I didnt knock, but I didnt. Instead, I lowered my hand, walked downstairs, and slipped quietly out of the house.











Chapter 2



That morning, I had an appointment in Harlem, to gather information for one of my writers who was working on a book about black and Hispanic immigrants. He was interested in what he called the love boutiques that were flourishing around the city and hed put me in touch with a social worker named Luis Daz. He told me that Daz knew all about the little shops catering to those seeking power over romance through the charms of the cult of Santera.

Id phoned Daz earlier in the week to ask some general questions and to set up a meeting. He sounded quite knowledgeable. When I asked specifically about the love boutiques, hed told me that most of the potions and powders sold in such establishments were ineffective and harmless.

For five dollars, you can buy an amulet guaranteed to attract a mate, he explained, talking with a slight Hispanic accent. For ten, you can get a powder and sprinkle it on your lovers food to make him faithful. Mostly theyre kind of seedy places run by bodega owners who want to make a quick buck off the lovesick. But Im going to take you somewhere special, he assured me. A place of real power.

Being innately skeptical about such things, Id initially dismissed Dazs claim. But since Id seen the grimoire, I was more intrigued with the concept of dark, mystical sexuality and with magic itself. Id arranged to meet Daz at nine a.m. in front of Sister Marleus shop, near Second Avenue at 113th Street.


How will I recognize you? Id asked him.

Ill recognize you, Daz said, and hung up.

Two things were on my mind as I left the house that morning: the argument with my father and the grimoire. Though they were seemingly unrelated, the knowledge of my fathers infidelities and the horrific image of the books female succubus kept preying on my mind, coiling around each other, inexorably linked. I tried hard to concentrate on other things as I boarded the uptown bus, but I felt an uncontrollable anger switching this way and that between my father and, to my surprise, myself.

I got off the bus at 125th Street and began walking. The neighborhood was a combination of vitality and poverty. Distant strains of rap and salsa music wafted through the air. A group of kids played on the sidewalk, splashing one another with water spewing from a broken fire hydrant. Delicious cooking smells from open windows mingled with a slight stench of garbage. I passed a homeless man camped inside the carcass of a stripped car and noticed a couple of syringes and a used condom discarded in the gutter. A few people loitering on the stoops of the old brownstones eyed me with passing interest as I made my way down the block.

A young couple was walking ahead of me, holding hands. The girl was light-skinned and blandly pretty. She wore the same type of uniform Id worn when I attended Catholic school. The boy was wearing chinos and a sweater. His face was beautiful in the way that the faces of adolescent boys can be beautifulthat is to say, almost femininewith a delicate nose and a full-lipped mouth. Gazing into each others eyes, they looked dreamily romantic.

They stopped abruptly, and I stopped too. I watched as the girl suddenly grabbed the young mans head with both her hands and insinuated her tongue into his mouth. They kissed and fondled each other, oblivious to the life of the street. I confess I stood mesmerized, impaled on a blade of longing. I finally walked past them, unsure if what I was feeling was distaste or simple jealousy.

I came to a tiny storefront wedged between a dry cleaners and a convenience store. A short flight of steps led to the entrance below, the door of which was partially open. A reddish glow radiated from within. A hand-painted sign nailed above the doorway spelled out the name SISTER MARLEU in uneven red letters. As I peered down, wondering if I should wait for my contact on the street or venture into the shop, I felt a light tap on my shoulder. Whirling around, I found myself staring at a man who stood slightly too near me.

Did I frighten you? Forgive me, he said in that low, lightly accented voice I recognized from my phone conversation. I am Luis Daz. Hello.

Daz was an extraordinarily handsome young man of medium height, with a smooth, tan complexion and wavy black hair slicked back in long, comb-marked strands. His watery brown eyes were rimmed with thick black lashes. He was dressed in khaki pants and a brown shirt, open one button too many at the neck. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing the strong, well-articulated muscles of his arms. He moved gracefully, never taking his eyes off me, almost as if he were stalking me. His mouth was slightly crooked and did not seem kind, even when he smiled. There was something feral about him and I felt uneasy in his presence, yet attracted to him at the same time. He was like a sleek jungle cat I wanted to pet, even fearing hed bite.

This way, he said, heading down the stairs.

I followed him until we reached a curtain made of long strands of red plastic beads, which he parted with his hand so I could pass through.

Dont be afraid, he said.

Im not.

When I walked inside the little shop, I found myself in a small space lit with red and white candles of all shapes and sizes. It was quite dazzling at firstmuch more powerful than electric light. When my eyes became accustomed to the brightness, I saw shelves and wooden stands upon which a variety of bottles, jars, and amulets glinted like jewels in the candlelight.

On a low pedestal at the far end of the room was a three-foot-tall plaster statue of a young woman surrounded by candles and robed in a white cloth tunic and a crimson velvet cape trimmed with gold. The angelic face of the figurine was saccharine with symmetrical features, like a cartoon. Perched atop her head was a gold filigree crown. In her right hand, she held a chalice encrusted with faceted red glass jewels; in her left, a wooden sword painted gold and silver. A small plaster tower completed the display. Amid the offerings of bead necklaces and other cheap jewelry strewn at the feet of the image was a glass of copper-colored liquid and a cigar.

Thats Santa Barbara, isnt it? I said, walking over to take a closer look.

So you know something about Santera.

A little. I did some research before I came here. I was interested in how the African deities have mixed with Catholic saints and become dual personalities. Though the idols take on the physical aspects of the saints, they still possess the magic of the old Yoruba gods.

Very good, Daz said, seemingly impressed.

Shes wearing her colors, red and white. And theres the tower, her symbol.

Daz took a step back and folded his arms across his chest, regarding me with some admiration, I thought. I went on.

You make an offering to Santa Barbara if you want love or I hesitated, unable to recall the second reason.

Revenge.

Thats right, revenge. So all these little trinkets are from people who want passion or revenge, I said, plucking one of the cheap necklaces out of the pile.

Love or revenge, Daz corrected me.

Love, of course. What did I say?


Passion. You said passion or revenge.

Well, perhaps theyre one and the same.

What? Passion and love, or love and revenge? he said.

Youre teasing me. I laughed, twirling the necklace around my finger. So whats in the glass?

Rum. The rum and the cigar are for Chango, her other aspectthe god of fire, thunder, and lightning.

I wish I had something to offer her, I said absently, putting the necklace back.

Why? Daz asked. Are you after love or revenge, or both?

Just then, a low, musical voice cried out from the opposite end of the room. Welcome! Welcome to Sister Marloo.

I turned around. Sauntering toward me was a short, plump woman of indeterminate age, with skin the color of milk chocolate. She was wearing a long tented dress and intertwining necklaces made of red and white beads, which swayed from side to side as she walked. Gleaming jet-black hair, plaited in a hundred snakelike braids, gave her round, friendly face a certain ominousness.

Sister, meet Beatrice OConnell, Daz said.

Sister Marleu stood motionless for a moment, appraising me with slow-moving eyes. She gripped my hand and held it for a long moment in both of hers. Her hands were hotter than normal, studded with rings. An inscrutable expression crept over her face.

Staring directly into my eyes, she said, We know each other, dont we? in a suggestive, singsong voice.

I returned her gaze, slightly more amused than intimidated, and said, No, I dont think Ive had the pleasure.

Yes, yes, Sister Marleu insisted, squinting at me. I know you. We know each other very well.

Forgive me, but I dont think weve ever met.

No, we have never met, Sister Marleu said in a sly tone.

But sisters know each other.

When I withdrew from the strange little womans clasp, she held her hands up to her nose and sniffed them as if she were trying to divine traces of my scent. A performance, I thought, but not a bad one. I glanced at Daz, who was regarding the proceedings with a bemused look on his face.

Why have you come to Sister Marleu? she finally asked.

I figured leveling with her was my wisest course of action.

Im doing research for the writer Nathan Markham. Hes quite famous. He won a Pulitzer Prize several years ago.

Sister Marleu seemed to look at me with interest. Research? About what?

Love boutiques, such as this one. I wanted to know something about Santera.

That is the reason you have come to Sister? she said in an insinuating tone.

Why, yes, I replied, nonplussed.

The woman shook her head in amusement. And you think that is the real reason?

Yes. What other reason could there be?

I was kind of intrigued by the strong energy emanating from her.

Sister Marleu cocked her head to one side and smiled. I felt slightly disconcerted by that smile, which reminded me of a crocodile.

Mr. Daz here said youd be willing to help me, I said.

Luis may want to help you himself, Sister Marleu said, flashing Daz a brilliant, toothy grin.

Ive already helped her, Sister. Ive brought her to you, Daz said.

At that, Sister Marleu let out a great big musical laugh. Flinging her arms into the air, she cried, Sister Marleu can help you for sure! Sister Marleu helps everyone! What is it that you seek?

I pulled out my notebook, poised to write. Id like to learn about Santera, I repeated. I understand that drug dealers use it sometimes to keep their soldiers in line.

Sometimes, Sister Marleu said.

How do they do that?

Are you a drug dealer?

No. I laughed self-consciously.

Then you have no business to know that.

All right, then. Tell me about the potions you sell here. What are they made of? How much do they cost? Who are your customers? Who comes to consult you? That sort of thing.

Sister Marleu looked directly into my eyes and was silent.

That is not what you need to know, she said at last.

Well, it is for a start, Im afraid.

No. Sister Marleu shook her head. You have trouble. Love trouble.

Good guess. Who doesnt? I said with a self-conscious little laugh. Look, I dont want to buy anything, if thats what you mean. I just need some information.

You need answers, yes. But first you must learn the right questions. Sister Marleu waved her hand impatiently.

You come back to see Sister when youve found them. She started walking away.

Wait! Please! I called after her. I dont understand. I thought youd agreed to talk to me. I thought Mr. Daz had explained

Sister Marleu stopped walking, faced me, and stood with her hands on her hips. She paused for dramatic effect, then said, He cannot give you Sister Marleus answers. Maybe he can give you your questions.

I snapped my notebook shut and looked at Daz. Can you please help me out here? I said, somewhat impatiently. He nodded slightly.

Sister, I told Miss OConnell that this was a place of power and that you were someone worth talking to.

Sister Marleu was growing irritable. She does not want to talk to me. She wants me to talk to her. I do not talk to those who do not talk to me first.

Listen, Im happy to talk to you, I interjected. What do you want me to talk to you about?

Chango, Sister Marleu shot back.

Hey, youre the expert, I said, figuring a flash of temper might be a smart journalistic move. You know more about Chango than I doI hope.

That is right. I am the expert, Sister Marleu said with a throaty chuckle. Chango is desire. Sister Marleu will only talk to your desire.

Im sorry, but my desires on vacation at the moment, I said.

Sister Marleu narrowed her eyes. Oh, no. I see a wolf. With that, the little woman turned on her heel and disappeared into the back room.

I looked at Daz, shaking my head in amused dismay.

Not too big on small talk, is she? I said. Daz smiled. Seriously, is she always like this?

Not always. But sometimes.

Well, now what? Know anyone else who can help me?

Were here. Why not take a look around?

Might as well, I suppose, I said with a shrug. I started wandering around the shop. I suppose its too much to ask what Im looking ator for. I picked up a vial filled with yucky brown liquid. And just what do we think this charming substance is?

Drink it and find out. Your wolf may be thirsty, Daz said.

Oh, you bet, I said sarcastically, holding the small bottle up to a candle and examining the contents. Its green when you hold it up to the light.

Give it to me.

I handed Daz the vial. He uncorked it and swallowed the filmy contents in one gulp. I looked at him incredulously.

Ugh! I dont believe you did that! You have no idea what was in there. It looked revolting.


Whatever it was, its in me now. And youre right. It was revolting.

It could be anything. Poison, for all you know.

He put the vial down. Well find out soon.

I guess your wolf was real thirsty, I teased him.

My wolf
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