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			Chapter One

			Friday, May 12th 1944

			Alice Baker’s House

			1100 Pelton Avenue

			Staten Island, New York

			Afternoon of the Waning Gibbous Moon

			My hand shook something fierce as I reached out to press the buzzer by the door. For the life of me, I couldn’t shake the jitters, and it sure wasn’t the cool spring breeze that had me trembling. It was somethin’ deeper—fear, plain and simple. If someone had told me four years ago, when I left this place, that I’d end up back here like this, I would’ve keeled over laughin’. But here I was, and none of it was funny. 

			The white paint on the front door had chipped away even more since I’d last seen it. Dark wood peeked through in patches, making it look worn and tired—kinda like how I felt. Everything seemed splintered and cracked, like the story of my life. I hated that “woe-is-me” feeling, but to be honest, I was at the end of my rope. If there had been anyplace else I could go, somewhere safe, I sure wouldn’t have come back here. But life handed me a basket of lemons, and I was still tryin’ to make it sweet. And right then, I was also stuck with Althea wrapped around my neck, holding on tight. So, I quit my hesitatin’, rang the doorbell, and tried to gently pry her off.

			The dogs barked their fool heads off. Momma’s glorious beasts. The three outside heard the three inside, and they went wild, too. Althea tightened her grip around my neck, afraid of the howling noises that filled the air around us. “It’s okay, Baby,” I coaxed. “They’re just big puppies who are excited to meet you!” She relaxed a little, satisfied by my comforting words. 

			Momma always kept big dogs, ever since I was a little kid. Said it was an insurance policy for not having a husband. “Dogs are more loyal than any man! Remember that, Tildy!” she’d preach often. But what did she know? Momma was only fourteen when she had me. And what did I know? I was twenty when I took off with him, so… 

			Momma yelled at them to settle down, and Althea tensed up again.

			“Shhh…” I said, petting her hair. 

			I often wondered what the mind of my three-year-old was like. What did she think about? How did she perceive the world? Me? Her reliance on me was all she knew, and that must have been so frightening for her. Like living in darkness with no control over anything. I didn’t want to be three again. I shuddered to think such thoughts. 

			I looked over my shoulder again, anxious that it was taking Momma so long to answer the g-d door. I did that a lot back then… look over my shoulder. I had to. Ever since I had fled with Althea from England six months prior, I hadn’t stopped… looking over my shoulder. I had been lucky enough to get a head start on the goons who had been hunting us down, but I knew my time was up. I knew they were too close for comfort. I’d seen it in my dreams and in the cards. And I had felt it. I knew they knew where we were. And being back at Momma’s house put the three of us in danger, but I was out of options. I needed help. Serious help. And if there’s anyone on this planet who could have helped me figure this out… well… it was Momma. 

			“C’mon…” I said under my breath, willing my mother to hurry to the door. Althea eyed me with a look of dread, but I smiled the biggest, fakest smile I could muster, and she again relaxed in my arms. I stifled a laugh at how easily the child was placated. 

			And then the door swung open, and I swear the way Momma’s jaw hit the floor almost burst my stifled laugh into a symphony of glee. Momma’s three massive German Shepherds crowded behind her, barking at their perceived intruders because that’s what they had been trained to do. Althea buried her face in my neck, and I handed Momma my overnight bag so I could wrap both arms around my girl. I glanced cautiously down the street one last time and quickly pushed our way into the foyer. 

			Momma stepped aside, and I slammed the door behind us. Aside from shushing the dogs, she was practically speechless, and she fumbled with the words in her throat. “Tildy? Althea? Wha… wha… what are you doing here?” Confusion darkened her face, and her perfect green eyes appeared tired and weary. Was it my absence that did that to her? 

			“No, ma’am,” I said firmly with authority as I turned my head and looked out of the small window cut out in the front door. “I think you’ve confused us with someone else.”

			Momma narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Til…”

			Lady, the largest of the Shepherds, immediately came up to my leg. She rubbed her snout against my knee and curiously sniffed Althea’s shoes. “See, Nancy,” I whispered to my girl, “this is Lady. She won’t hurt you. She just wants to smell you before she plays with you.” I reached down to rub the back of Lady’s ear to show the child that it was okay—the dog was safe and wouldn’t hurt her.

			“Nancy? Who’s Nancy?” Momma roared. 

			I didn’t respond. Althea mimicked me and put her hand out to reach for Lady. The other two dogs, Bear and Moose, came up and started sniffing as well. “That one is Bear,” I said pointing to the gray one. “And that one is Moose,” I said pointing to the black one. 

			Their tails wagged happily, and they playfully licked Althea’s little hand. She squealed with delight at their affection, so I gently eased her onto the floor. The second she hit the ground, the three of them surrounded her, all sniffing, licking her face, and practically knocking her over with excitement. “Oh, doggies!” she exclaimed. 

			“Tell them to go easy, Nancy,” I commanded.

			“Easy, doggies!” She giggled. 

			I hadn’t seen her that happy in months, and for that brief moment, my heart was filled with something wonderful and tingly in my chest.

			But the moment was only fleeting as I could feel Momma’s eyes boring holes deep into my body as each second passed. “Nancy? Matilda Jane Baker! Just what is going on? Where have you been? Why haven’t I heard from you in six months! You know I thought you were dead and…” 

			Althea looked at me sharply as Momma said the word “dead.” I shook my head at the child, and she went back to playing with the dogs. I pressed a finger to my lips in hopes of silencing Momma, but that proved to be fruitless. Her eyes narrowed, her hand flew to her hip, and she wildly tapped her foot on the wooden plank floor. No, not tap, more like stomp. She stomped so violently I thought she was going to stomp a hole right into the basement! 

			“S-p-e-l-l,” I spelled out, indicating to Momma that we needed to shield Althea from any scary words. “It’s just Jane, Alice,” I said calmly and quietly. “Jane and Nancy Crowe.”

			“Crowe? Really? Oh, heavens, child! What in God’s green apple Earth did you do?”

			“Can we please go inside? I promise I’ll explain everything.”

			Momma stared at me for a moment. It was the hard, longing stare of a parent who was conflicted. One part of her wanted to cry tears of joy that I was home, one part wanted to fall to her knees and thank Jesus I was alive, and one part wanted to strangle me for having left in the first place! My insides clenched, ’cause with Momma, you never knew just how she was going to react to something. Finally, she handed me my bag and sighed. “C’mon,” she relented, and she bent down to pick up Althea from the floor. Althea made a grunt of displeasure from being torn away from her new playmates, but Momma hushed her, and Althea complied. 

			Momma paused and took a long look at my girl like she was absorbing every feature of her countenance. “Her pictures don’t do her justice,” she said to me, but her eyes were trained on Althea. “I’m your grandma. Do you know that?”

			Althea nodded and her dirty-blonde curls bounced around her face.

			“C’mon, kiddo,” Momma continued, “I need a little cuddle time before your mother whisks you away from me.”

			I arched an eyebrow at Momma, letting her know I didn’t approve of her statement. But she was one hundred percent right. My time was limited, so I knew I needed to give her as much “grandma-time” as she wanted. 

			Momma glided into the kitchen with Althea on her hip and the three dogs at her heel. I exhaled loudly and dropped the bag to the floor. The living room was off the foyer, and I eyed the three-panel window with concern. From the street, anyone would have an unobstructed, straight-line view of the living room leading well into the kitchen. But I feared it was already too late—that they’d seen me enter the house and were just lying in wait. I knew I couldn’t stay there long. A night at most, if that. 

			Slowly, I crouched down a little bit, sneaked my way over to the side of the curtain, and jerked it across the rod, shutting out all the natural light. A line of dust descended from the floral pattern fabric. I sneezed once. I sneezed twice. I sneezed a third time until Momma finally called out, “Jesus! Bless you!” in an aggravated tone.

			I grunted back and wiped underneath my nose with the end of my sleeve. I would have taken a tissue from the box on the coffee table, but the layer of dust on top gave me pause. Had I taken a tissue, there would have been at least ten more consecutive sneezes! And as I surveyed the room, I quickly noticed that while this was the physical house of my childhood, it had become a shell of the former home I once lived in.

			“Janey? Are you coming?” Momma called from the kitchen. Of course, in true Momma-fashion, she had derived an obnoxious nickname for me without hearing my side of the story. 

			I exhaled loudly and quipped back, “Coming, Alice!”

			The kitchen was exactly as I remembered it, but much like the front door, the white paint on the cupboards peeled something awful. It was depressing to see how she’d let the house get to such a lowly state. A stack of dishes piled out of the side of the basin sink like the Leaning Tower of Pisa! Momma would never leave the kitchen in such a mess. Heck, she even threatened me with the switch if I didn’t keep things spic and span. An unsettling feeling worked its way into my chest, and I realized that Momma had just as much to explain to me as I did to her.

			Althea sat on top of a stack of books so she could reach the tabletop. A small glass of milk and a plate of cookies were just within her grasp, and I sighed. “Really, Momma? We haven’t eaten lunch yet!” 

			“Oh hush, you!” she barked back. “How long has it been since this sweetie pie had some real, homemade treats? She’ll be fine.” She arched her eyebrow and glared at me knowingly. “Besides, you got other things you should be worrying about, don’t you?”

			“Alice, I…”

			“…am home,” she finished for me as her tone softened with the gentle lilt of a loving mother’s concern.

			I gave a small smile and plopped down in the chair across from the baby. The dogs huddled underneath the table and eagerly snatched at the bits of cookie she tossed at them. She derived a game of “one for them, one for me,” and she sang merrily, “One for Moose” and dropped a piece on the floor for him. “One for Nancy” and popped a piece into her mouth. She did the same for Lady and Bear, and on the third time of her saying “Nancy,” the warmth in Momma’s demeanor transformed on her face in the manner of a hard scowl.

			“Nancy?” she spat. “The child has a beautiful name, and you go and call her Nancy?”

			“What’s wrong with Nancy? It’s a pretty name.”

			“Her real one is pretty, too—Althea Aisling Circe Baker.” 

			“Crowley,” I corrected.

			She rolled her eyes and huffed. “But for some reason you don’t seem to be acknowledging it. And yours for that matter. Care to tell me why?”

			“It’s a long story. Very long and very complicated.”

			Momma put a plate of corned beef and cabbage in front of me and nodded her head for me to eat. I touched the side of the white China, and it was cold. I surmised the food on it was cold too, so I pushed it an inch away. “But you said you didn’t eat lunch yet,” she said.

			“Her,” I said and nodded at Althea. “I’m not hungry. She needs to be fed, though. And not corned beef.”

			Momma put her hand on her hip and groaned. “Well, what then? What does she eat? Jesus Christ, Til, she’s my granddaughter, and I have no idea what kinds of foods she likes!”

			I wanted to blurt out, “I’m your daughter and you never knew what I liked,” but I refrained. “Peanut butter and jelly. She’ll eat peanut butter and jelly.”

			Momma went to the fridge to fix Althea a sandwich. Althea’s eyes widened with ravenous delight at the mention of PB&J. She nodded and kicked her little legs wildly off the side of the book stack. I swear, if she could, that kiddo would eat PB and J’s for breakfast, lunch, and dinner! The dogs underneath her were roused by her excitement. Their tails brushed back and forth across the linoleum floor as their tongues wagged happily from their mouths.

			“They like her,” Momma said.

			“Most animals do. They’re drawn to her light.”

			“Her light?” she questioned with a disgusted tone. “Please don’t tell me you’re instilling your cockamamie ideas on this poor thing.”

			“No. Nothing like that. Besides, she doesn’t have it… Nancy’s not … gifted in that way.”

			“What do you mean, not gifted? She’s a smart little cookie! And cute as a button! How dare you say she’s not gifted!”

			“Oh no! Nancy is the smartest little thing you ever did see! You misunderstand. She doesn’t have the sight. There’s no… no… essence.”

			“There it is! It took all of ten minutes to start in with the crazy talk.”

			“It’s not crazy, Alice. If you’d just listen to me for more than ten seconds without dismissing…”

			“You dismissed me when you left four years ago. Left for a man old enough to be your grandfather, for Christ’s sake. You took off to another country, no less, have his baby whom I’m just meeting now for the very first time, by the way. Then, you disappear for six months—not a phone call, letter, postcard… nothing! And now you show up at my doorstep with new names and being extremely secretive. So, you tell me, what part of that doesn’t sound crazy?”

			I exhaled, blowing strands of hair from my face as my shoulders slumped forward. I was exhausted. Beaten down. I didn’t have the energy to explain everything to her. “It’s not that simple.”

			“Don’t feed this to the dogs,” she said to Althea sweetly as she placed the sandwich in front of her. “They don’t like jelly.” Then she sat down next to the baby and reached out to touch my hand. “So, try to make me understand,” she said gently, lovingly. I swear, her hot-and-cold attitude was enough to drive me mad. But ultimately, I knew I deserved it and probably worse. I couldn’t deny her. When she put it like she did, it did sound a little insane.

			I bit my lower lip and looked at Althea. She was so involved with her sandwich and the dogs that I realized I could speak freely without her overhearing or really paying attention. “We have nowhere else to go, Momma,” I said in a hushed tone.

			“Baby, this is your home. You know you can stay as long as you like. I would never turn you and that beautiful little one away.”

			“I… We… we can’t though.” I leaned across the table so I could get closer to her. “The people following us are catching up. We can’t stay here, but I need to get far away and fast.”

			“Followed? What do you mean, followed?”

			“More like h-u-n-t-e-d,” I spelled out as I kept my gaze on Althea. She looked over at me when she heard me spelling out a word, and her face got all screwy. But when Lady licked her ankle again, she turned her attention back to her new furry friends.

			Momma gasped a little in her throat. “Tildy! You can’t be serious!”

			“We’ve been in hiding for six months, but they’ve finally caught up to us.”

			“They? Who’s they?”

			I paused and inhaled deeply.

			“It’s Crowley’s people, isn’t it,” she blurted.

			“Shhh…” I admonished. “You shouldn’t…”

			“Why is he after you?”

			“Well… I… I took something of his.”

			Momma threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “Can I say it now? Can I say, ‘I told ya so’?”

			“Please, don’t be so dramat…”

			“As God as my witness, I knew this day would come. I told you, Matilda Jane! I knew nothing good would come out of all that. But you insisted on running off with the old man and…”

			“Stop! Please!” I begged. “You don’t understand. You never understood. And look… one good thing came out of it.” I paused and looked at Althea again. My sweet and innocent little girl. The love and light of my life. She was everything I wished I could be and more. I would do anything for her… 

			Momma’s eyes widened, and a knowing look lit up in her green pupils. She knew my fierce love for my daughter, for she felt the same way about me. “Althea,” she whispered. “He wants her too?”

			I nodded. “That’s why I need to get away from them. I need to keep her s-a-f-e.”

			Momma side-eyed Althea the same way I had. “They mean to do her h-a-r-m?”

			I exhaled slowly and closed my eyes. The thought bubbled in my chest and made my head pound at the temples. “No, Momma, they mean to k-i-l-l.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Saturday, May 13th 1944

			Alice Baker’s House

			1100 Pelton Avenue

			Staten Island, New York

			Morning of the Waning Gibbous Moon

			I always knew I was born out of something awful. I might’ve been as young as three when I started asking about my daddy. Momma never said the word “rape,” not directly, but even as a kid, I could sense there was no happy story behind my parents like the other kids had. There was always a shadow over it, something dark and dangerous, something violent about how I came into this world. 

			And Momma had nothing to hide when it came to the topic; in fact, I think she wore that moment in her life like a badge of honor in some demented way. (But who am I to say it’s demented? My innocence wasn’t violently stolen from me when I was fourteen, so there’s no real tellin’ how I’d feel or how I’d handle it.) I know Momma did the best she could with the cards she was dealt, and she never let herself feel ashamed for what happened to her. Well, at least that’s how she masked herself to the world. And to me…

			My early life was fraught with confusion—with Momma being so young and close in age to me, I had at one time thought she was my sister, or my grandmother’s niece, or a friend of the family. And when I was old enough to realize my friends had fathers, and there was clearly no male figure present (except for my grandfather), I started asking questions to which my child ears heard words they couldn’t fully comprehend. 

			April 1919. It had been dark. It had been late. He was a stranger. She was walking home from a friend’s house after Bible study. She was alone. She knew he was following her. She ran as fast as she could. He caught her. There were scars all over his stomach. He smelled like hay. He had a large, bushy mustache and rotten teeth. He bit her neck and drew blood. She kicked and screamed as much as she could, but he overpowered her and did what he did. He was old. When he pulled up his britches, he told her he liked her and wasn’t going to kill her. At the time, she wished he had. She dragged herself home and didn’t tell nobody. She never wore a dress again. Nine months later, I made my way into the world, and she was grateful he hadn’t killed her.

			There really wasn’t much for me to say to any of that. It was easy enough to understand as a little girl and easier to internalize as a young adult. And that was where the discussion of my paternal line stopped. 

			Until that day…

			It was Friday, January 17, 1936. The day after my sixteenth birthday. It was a cold morning—the kind of cold that gets in your bones and doesn’t let go no matter how many layers of long johns you put on. I had been up late listening to Death Valley Days on the radio, and I really didn’t want to go to school. I was moping around the house procrastinating like a slow-poke, and when I had finally sat down at the breakfast table, Momma slapped a copy of The New York Times in front of me. I looked up at her, puzzled as she turned open the pages and tapped her long, slender finger on a headline. 

			“Your daddy is dead,” she had said, matter-of-factly.

			I looked at the headline that she drummed upon. “‘Slayer of Budd Girl Dies in Electric Chair?’” I read out loud. 

			“Keep readin’,” she commanded.

			“‘Albert Fish, 65 years old, of 55 East 128th Street, Manhattan, a housepainter who murdered Grace Budd, 6, after attacking her in a Westchester farmhouse in 1928, was put to death tonight in the electric chair at Sing prison.’” I brought the paper to my chest and inhaled. My rising bosom pressed against the paper as if there was something inside me that wanted to feel the words, be one with them, to make a connection to a dead man who was supposedly my father. There was no picture accompanying the article, but I pressed the paper harder into me and closed my eyes. A vision struck me so deeply, and a face began to take form in my mind—a haggard old man with white stubble across his chin and cheeks and a bushy white mustache. His blue eyes were like two pieces of frozen ice staring at me, into me, and through me. His eyes were like a mirror in which I saw my own reflection, for my eyes were just as blue and icy as his. I dared not tell Momma of this vision because she hated it when I spoke of such things. She hated it when I told her of my visions and premonitions or how I could hear the crows in the backyard talking to me.

			I breathed out, angrily. “Albert Fish? Are you saying this psycho was my…”

			“Yep,” she said, cutting me off, but I already knew the truth. Just having her verbal confirmation was oddly satisfying.

			“And he was executed yesterday?”

			“Yep,” she responded. “He was a bad man who did bad things, Tildy. He hurt many, many people.” She paused to reflect, and I saw a strange darkness come into her eyes accompanied by a weird, faraway look. “Kids,” she finally said with great emphasis. “He did bad things to kids. And now he’s dead, Tildy. He’s dead and gone, so you don’t have to ask about him no more.” She sighed and paused for a moment. “You come from a long line of broken people, Matilda Jane. Don’t you ever forget that.” Then she snatched the paper away before I could read the rest of the article. 

			I felt gutted from the inside out. I couldn’t remember the last time I had asked about my father. It might have been when I was eight or nine. But the fact that she was instructing me to forget about him once and for all was telling. So, I let it go. I had his name, and that was more than enough. I didn’t need to know what he looked like, nor did I have any desire to bond with his memory. I didn’t need to know what he’d done to the Budd girl. I didn’t need to know what he’d done to anyone else, for that matter. I knew what he did to Momma, and that was enough to know he was better off in the grave. He couldn’t hurt anyone else from six feet under. And yeah, he may have helped give me life, but being his offspring was not something I was particularly proud of.

			So, it made sense when Momma objected to my fascination with Aleister Crowley… the Aleister Crowley—world-renowned-practitioner-of-the-dark-arts-Aleister Crowley. Momma had likened him to Fish and forbade me to speak of him in her presence. But I couldn’t help myself. There was something magnetic about Aleister’s life story and his life’s work that I immersed myself in his teachings—read every book I could get my hands on! His teaching spoke to my soul and awakened something magical within me—something that had always been there but was jolted awake as I read his sacred texts.

			In 1940, I joined a group based in New York City who were devout followers, and soon they had organized a trip to go to England on a week-long retreat to meet him. News of his failing health made it a necessity to meet him before he passed, like a mecca to the holy land. As it turned out, Aleister did not die during that time period, and I ended up staying at his compound—first as a house keeper, and then as the secret woman who shared his bed. One time was all it took, one time was all he needed, because at 66 years of age, it was supposed to be a magical time for him to procreate. When I found out I was pregnant, I decided to stay at the compound. Well, it’s not like I had much of a choice in the matter. Had I left with Aleister’s unborn child, I’m not sure what they would have done to me. It was a happy time, though. I enjoyed the attention and the top-notch care I received. And then Althea was born, and Aleister held her at arm’s length with a look of disgust on his face. 

			“Vuota,” the midwife said to him in Italian, and he nodded at her.

			“Sunyata,” the nurse said to him in Hindu, and he nodded again, shoved the babe back in my arms and walked out of the room.

			Vuota. Sunyata. Both words for “void.” Empty. And that’s the moment I knew things were going to go downhill and fast. I had disappointed my Master by bearing him an empty-souled child when he had been anticipating the most magickal human to have ever been created.

			So, as the saying goes: things don’t always go as planned, and circumstances both within and beyond my control brought me right back to where I started—in my old room with my old canine companions at the side of my bed like watchful guards. Lady and Moose always slept by my bedside while Bear preferred to stay in Momma’s room. The deep, huffing noises they made in their slumber always comforted me, and as I laid in my old bed staring at the cracks in the ceiling just how I used to do when I was a child, I thought about how this time I had my own child snoring peacefully next to me. Huffing beside, and huffing beneath. 

			Still, in the early morning, I could not sleep. It didn’t surprise me much because all my nights had been endlessly restless for as long as I could remember, so I continued to stare long and hard at the ceiling. It was surreal how the cracks looked thicker and more pronounced than I had remembered. Out of each scar, little spiderweb-like cracks multiplied and spread across the surface, and as the sun started to rise and the daylight began to filter in from the spaces between the dusty curtains, I noticed the ceiling was marred with circular brown stains in each corner. 

			I thought, Jeez, Momma’s gotta get the roof looked at soon! But the thought didn’t stick around too long because my internal lamenting was soon interrupted by the barking of the “outside” dogs in the backyard. It started so faintly in the background that I scarcely realized it was happening, but when Lady and Moose simultaneously lifted their heads with a curious moan, I shifted in the bed and paid attention as well. The pitch and timbre of the barks indicated Hudson, Murray, and Bug were doing more than just messing around with some random squirrel or sewer cat. I even thought I heard one of them growl. Moose shot up and joined Lady on her side of the bed closest to the door, and I pulled Althea to me. 

			Momma’s footsteps on the hardwood floor were like a second heartbeat in my chest. She opened my bedroom door, and it creaked so loudly, I thought Althea was going to wake up. Even in the dimly lit room, I could see terror had washed over Momma’s face. Her eyes bulged out of their sockets, and I knew I needed to take swift and cautious action. Quickly, I snaked my body around Althea’s and slowly dragged her, and the duvet cover, to the floor with me. She stirred and groaned awake, but I shushed her and crept with her underneath the bed, wrapping the blanket around us. 

			“Mommy?” Althea mumbled with her eyes still shut tight.

			“It’s okay, Baby. Grandma wants to play Hide and Seek. We have to be very quiet. Can you do that?” I whispered.

			“Mmmhmm,” she said sleepily. She closed her eyes and nestled her body against mine. 

			“Rest, my love,” I whispered. “The game will be over soon.”

			“I win?” she asked.

			“Only if you’re quiet.”

			The dogs outside went wild again, their barks alerting to a clear and present danger while Lady and Moose sat like sentries guarding the side of the bed. Bear paced back and forth in the hallway; his nails clicked loudly on the wood, and I could see his massive shadow moving back and forth from underneath the doorway like an apparition. Across the hall, Momma fussed in the kitchen like it was a normal day—she slammed pans onto the stovetop, filled the coffee pot with water, and hummed a song— “That Old Black Magic.” If that wasn’t a message to me, I didn’t know what was. The dogs outside continued their baying when Momma stuck her head out the back door and yelled, “Quit yer hollerin’!” Following her command, the dogs eased up a bit, but I could still hear their uneasiness as their barking and howling simmered to a low rumbling in their throats. I know Momma used that moment not only to hush the animals, but she twisted and turned her head around in all directions to see what was causing them to act that way. And when she sang a line of the song out loud, “I should stay away, but what can I do?” I knew it was her way of letting me know something awful was lurking out there. 

			I pulled the blanket up over our heads but left enough room for my eyes to peek out. They’ve found us, I thought. This is it. 

			Suddenly, there was furious knocking at the front door that made me jolt with fear. Althea squirmed against me and made a small gasp, but I reached my hand up to cover her mouth. “Shhh,” I said softly, trying to calm her, but I knew it was no use—I knew she could feel me shaking on the inside. Lady and Moose sat up at attention, and I heard Bear race to the front door.

			There was more knocking, and the intensity grew wilder, more frantic. Bear howled, and Momma slammed a pan against the sink in mock aggravation. “Hold on, hold on!” she yelled down the hallway, but her shadow was right outside the bedroom door, hovering. I knew she was contemplating how to handle the situation because she gave a quick, audible sigh before walking toward the front door.

			“I’m coming!” she said with an annoyed tone. The door’s normal creaky sound was cut short, and I surmised she had only opened it enough to stick her head out.

			“Ms. Baker?” a female voice asked.

			“What can I do for you?” Momma responded.

			“We’re looking for your daughter, Tildy, and your granddaughter, Althea.”

			“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about… I…” Momma stammered, but someone shoved the door open. Momma gasped and there was what sounded like a struggle in the entryway. I shut my eyes tight and placed my hands around Althea’s ears to block out the sounds. 

			Please don’t hurt Momma. Please don’t hurt Momma, I thought over and over to myself.

			“Look, Ms. Baker, we’re not gonna hurt you,” another voice said as if he had read my mind. It was the voice of Paul Kendrick. He had just recently joined the group in England about a month before I left. It was not a surprise they would send him on this mission to find us. 

			Bear growled, and I heard a low click like the sound a pistol makes when the hammer is cocked back. I panicked a little at the thought of someone pulling a gun on Momma! But she just sighed and admonished Bear to behave. She spoke calmly to him so he would think everything was okay. He obeyed her, but I knew he was still on guard. And I also knew that Lady and Moose were paying very close attention to what was happening in the other room.

			“You won’t need that,” Momma said matter-of-factly. She was as cool as a cucumber, and I admired her poise in the face of this unexpected threat. “I’m not gonna give you any trouble.” 

			The front door eased shut, and soon I was able to ascertain there were only two others in the house—Paul, and the female whose voice I didn’t recognize.

			“She took something of ours,” Paul said. “We just want it back, is all.”

			“Like I said, I don’t…”

			“Don’t lie to us, Ms. Baker. We know she’s here. Call her out and let us talk to her. No one will get hurt, we promise,” the woman said.

			There was another shuffle, as if they had advanced into the house. Bear growled again, echoing my internal sentiment of fear and anger. 

			“It’s okay, Baby Bear. It’s okay. Easy.”

			“You call that a baby?” Paul exclaimed.

			“Shut up, Paul!” the woman snapped. “Ms. Baker, it’s extremely important that we speak to Tildy. We need to get Althea back to her father. Your daughter is not well. She needs help. Althea is not safe with her, and her father misses her very much.”

			Momma exhaled loudly. “Oh, what did she do this time?”

			My heart stopped at hearing Momma’s accusatory tone. I knew she was just acting to put on a front to keep me and Althea safe, but there was a hint of truth in her exaggerated pitch.

			“Much,” the woman answered. “Too much.”

			“Well, come on in,” Momma said, exasperated. 

			What? No! Don’t let them in!

			Momma led them down the hallway and made her way to the kitchen. Bear was behind her, putting some distance between herself and the intruders. The dogs in the backyard had ceased their barking, and I concluded there wasn’t anyone else lurking about that I needed to worry about.

			Chair legs screeched against the floor, and I heard Momma go to the cupboard to pull out mugs. “I just made coffee. Can I get you a cup?”

			“Ye…” Paul began.

			“No,” the woman interrupted sternly. “No, thank you.”

			“So, are you going to tell me what my dear daughter has done or not?” Momma said sarcastically.

			“Well, quite frankly, Ms. Baker, it’s none of your business what she’s done,” the woman said.

			“Look, I told you, Tildy ain’t here,” Momma said matter-of-factly.

			An uncomfortable silence filled the kitchen, and I could only imagine the looks they were giving Momma.

			“But she was here,” Momma continued. “She came by yesterday with the baby.”

			Just as I had suspected, Althea had been listening to the entire exchange as well because she muttered, “I not a baby,” in her pixie voice. I put my hand back over her mouth to quiet her.

			“Oh?” the woman asked.

			“Yep. I hadn’t heard from her in months, and she just pops up on my doorstep. I coulda killed her for scaring the life outta me. She said she was just passing through. Said she was gonna stay a few days and head down south. Florida. But when I woke up this morning, they had already left. And now here you are telling me she’s in some sort of trouble… Well… now it all makes sense.”

			“What makes sense?” Paul asked.

			“All the things she was saying.”

			“Like what? What did she say?” the woman pressed, and there was an eagerness, an almost desperation in her voice.

			“Oh, if you know Tildy, you know what I mean.” Momma laughed, but it was her fake chuckle, the one she did when she talked to the women at the market or at the Bingo hall. It was the “I-don’t-like-you-but-I-have-to-be-socially-nice-to-you” kind of laugh.

			Althea squirmed against me. Moose sensed her agitation, turned his head, and stuck his snout underneath the bed. He gave a little snort, like a warning of sorts, and she winced. “He wants you to be quiet,” I whispered. She nodded and tucked her face into the crook of my arm.

			“Did she tell you why she was back?” Paul asked.

			“Uh-uh,” Momma replied. “Visiting, I guess.”

			“And what was it she said about Florida?” the woman asked.

			“Oh, I don’t know. Something about taking the baby to some aquarium in Key West.”

			“I not a baby,” Althea mumbled against my arm, and I pressed her face deeper into me.

			A chair scraped across the floor again, and I heard someone get up. I was so anxious not knowing what was happening out there.

			“Did she tell you what she took from us?” the woman asked.

			Momma muttered, “Uh… no… I mean, I can assume but no. She didn’t.” There was a pause that seemed to last forever. Finally, Momma broke the silence with a gasp. “Oh! Oh, dear. Yes. It makes even more sense now. Florida. Aquarium. She stole some money from ya, didn’t she?”

			“Not quite,” Paul answered. 

			“More than money,” the woman finished for him.

			“And the child,” Paul blurted. “The Great Beast wishes his daughter’s return and…”

			The woman slapped Paul across the arm. It was loud enough to hear across the room. “Paul!” she exclaimed. “Enough!”

			“She didn’t take any money from you?” Momma echoed. “Then what’s all the fuss about? Besides Althea, I mean.”

			“A deck of cards,” the woman replied.

			“Pardon me? Did you say a deck of cards?”

			“They’re not just any cards. They’re priceless. The Master wants them back,” the woman said, her voice sharp.

			“Valuable cards?” Momma muttered under her breath.

			“When Lady Frieda releases the Thoth Tarot Deck—”

			“Paul!” the woman cut in, smacking his arm again, harder this time.

			“And Althea,” Momma added coolly. “He wants the cards and Althea.”

			“That’s right. His rightful daughter.”

			“Well, sorry to say, I can’t help you,” Momma said, and I heard her start to shuffle around the kitchen.

			“Ya know, Ms. Baker, I’m not so sure I’m buying what you’re selling,” the woman said, her voice turning cold. That’s when I realized who it was—Christina Combs. She ran one of the top factions in England. We’d crossed paths a few times back at the compound, and truth be told, I never cared much for her. From what I could tell, the feeling was mutual.

			In a flash, the bedroom door opened, and Momma yelled, “Wait! Don’t go in…” 

			My heart pounded against my chest in perfect rhythm with Althea’s. Her little rabbit heart flutter flutter fluttered against my arm, and I squeezed her tighter. 

			Please stay quiet. Please stay quiet. Please stay quiet.

			Lady and Moose were on their feet in an instant, guarding the bedside and giving the most threatening growls. A screech escaped Paul’s throat, and he took a step to the side and backed up right against Bear who had begun growling as well. “There’s two more of ’em in here, Christina,” he said in a quavering voice.

			“I can hear,” Christina answered calmly. 

			“Those aren’t the friendly ones,” Momma said. “That’s why I keep them in the room.”

			Christina mumbled something to Paul, and he took off out the front door. “Ms. Baker, if you hear anything about your daughter and granddaughter’s whereabouts, you have an obligation to let us know.”

			“Oh? I do?”

			“Kidnapping charges are about to be filed. Tildy will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

			Bear snarled at her, and a low, rhythmic rumble barreled out of Lady and Moose’s chests.

			“I think it’s time you left,” Momma said confidently.

			“Ms. Bay…” Christina began, but the pack started barking in unison. I’d bet money on the fact that Christina’s insides jumped, and I heard her turn on her heel and walk quickly out the door. 

			The dogs settled down a little while after they left, and when they felt the threat was gone, Lady and Moose went into kitchen to their bowls and lapped at their water. Momma soon came into the bedroom with Bear. She plopped herself onto the bed as Bear jumped up next to her. She stroked his fur and spoke in a sweet and calm voice. To the outside ear, it sounded like she was praising the dog, calling him a good boy and showering him with affirmations. But she was really talking to me in code as I continued to huddle under the bed and under the blanket practically smothering my girl. 

			“It’s all right now, Baby Bear,” Momma cooed in that playful tone she used for the pup. “Everything’s just fine. I’m gonna take good care of you, like I always do, Baby Bear. Isn’t that so? Isn’t it? No more of that nonsense, no sir! Nobody’s gonna upset my Baby Bear, not ever again. You can rest easy now. Just breathe, honey, just breathe. I’ve got it all figured out. Don’t you fret. Little Chickadee’s gonna be the answer. I know just how to keep you safe.”
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