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EPIGRAPH

			What the eyes sees, the ear hears, and the mind believes.
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			1

			“YOU KNOW WHAT you have to do,” said the distant voice at the other end of the phone.

			Sheriff Jessup nodded. Moonlight glinted off the cars parked in front of the small church: the Alsops’ rusted Jeep, Bear McKnight’s new pickup truck, Reverend Curtis’s Cadillac that had been a bequest from Elena Partridge when she passed. All of them were here.

			He was here.

			Jessup was a powerful man. Six-foot-three, weighing close to three hundred pounds, he was more muscle than fat. The teenagers and wise-asses in town gave him a wide berth. His handcuffs usually stayed on his belt. One grip of his iron fingers on your collar and you knew you were up against a force of nature.

			The occasional fool who tried to outrun the sheriff found out the former high school football player who could sprint with the best of the track team hadn’t lost much speed with age.

			Jessup walked up the stone steps to the church and entered the doorway. Adam Alsop turned in the pew where he was sitting next to his wife and watched with confusion as Jessup bolted the door shut.

			“Carson?” asked Adam, calling the sheriff by his first name.

			Natalie Alsop, with her gray hair pulled back in a bun and the same tired eyes as everyone else, froze when she saw the ferocity of the sheriff’s expression.

			Reverend Curtis and Bear McKnight were huddled at the lectern turning the pages of the church’s oversized Bible.

			“Christ,” McKnight said as he saw the sheriff.

			Jessup walked first toward the Alsops. Adam was paralyzed with panic as the sheriff clenched his neck, thick fingers stabbing into his throat. His wife tried pulling at Jessup’s thickly corded arm, but was backhanded so hard her head cracked against the wooden pew, knocking her out cold.

			McKnight ran toward Jessup to intervene. His heavy footsteps were the only other sound in the hall besides the gurgling noise coming from Adam Alsop’s mouth as he tried to breathe.

			Reverend Curtis hurried to the back of the church, toward the fire exit he’d reluctantly installed after the fire marshal had demanded it. His frantic hands pulled at the crossbar. The door wouldn’t open. Something was blocking it from the outside.

			Curtis turned back as Sheriff Jessup grabbed McKnight by the arms and bit into his shoulder, tearing away a mouthful of flesh. Even more shocking than the savage act was the cold dispassionate look in the sheriff’s eyes. It was the lifeless stare of a great white shark on the hunt. A predator that didn’t see another life, only something to be eaten.

			McKnight screamed and dropped, falling next to Adam’s body. He tried to cover the wound with his hand, but the blood kept pumping relentlessly through his fingers until the cold, tingling sensation of consciousness fading overcame him.

			Jessup kicked him aside and strode down the aisle dividing the pews. His boots left prints in the growing puddle of blood. Shreds of McKnight’s shoulder muscles and skin still hung from his mouth, his face misted with arterial spray.

			“Carson . . . Carson,” pleaded the reverend. “I can help you. I can help you rid yourself of this . . . this thing.” He fell onto his knees, hands grasped over his head in prayer.

			Sheriff Jessup looked down. “Rid me of the thing? Rid me?” His vacant expression broke for a moment. He grabbed the reverend by the back of the jacket and pulled him to his feet. “I am the cleansing fire! I’m the one ridding you of the evil!” Spittle flew from his mouth, a sputtering teakettle on the verge of exploding.

			Reverend Curtis futilely kicked and punched. In an act of desperation he clawed at the large man’s cheek. But the deep gouges didn’t even faze Carson Jessup.

			Jessup punched back, breaking the smaller man’s nose. He pounded again and again until the entire bridge collapsed, sharp fragments of bone embedded into his raw fist like pieces of coral.

			The reverend fell to the ground in a bloody heap. The whistling sound of his breath through what was left of his nose faded.

			Sheriff Jessup pulled the phone from his pocket. “It’s done.”

			The phone had been dead for days, yet the sheriff heard a voice tell him, “Good, my son.”

			He closed his eyes and waited for the fire to cleanse away the wickedness and evil.

			On his knees, he folded his hands and thanked the guiding archangel for showing him a clear path. He thanked the Lord for the strength to do His bidding. He thanked God for bringing this long nightmare to an end.

			WHEN THE EXPLOSION ripped through the church, a sleep-deprived grad student at the Seismology Lab at the University of West Virginia jerked upright in his chair, spilling his coffee as his computer sounded an alarm. His first reaction to the sudden spike was that there had been a plane crash, or a meteor strike.

			The residents of rural Hawkton ran outside to see the source of the explosion and were horrified to see the huge ball of flame rise from the direction of the old church, a bright orange plume against a plum-colored evening sky. Some felt it was an end to the darkness that had enveloped the town. Others suspected that the darkness had only just begun.

			A CONTINENT AWAY, Father Carmichael sat lost in thought as he studied a nineteenth-century letter from a cavalry officer serving in Napoleon’s North African campaign. The officer had found an inscription assumed to have been archaic Hebrew. The location of the inscription, Carmichael deduced, was now lost, very likely under a parking lot or apartment building. He turned the page, and as the paper disturbed the stale air of his basement reading room he noticed the smell of cigarette smoke.

			Carmichael looked up and saw a man perched in the corner, watching him. Behind the orange glow of the man’s cigarette was a tan face worn with wrinkles, and intense, piercing eyes. Gray hair at his temples blended into blue-black. Dressed in a dark suit, suitable for a Brussels banker, he was clearly not a visiting priest. He had the presence of someone who cared little about smoke alarms or the effect the smoke had on old books.

			How the man had been able to find him down here in the labyrinth was a feat unto itself. Carmichael liked the old reading room below the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze in Florence, Italy, because it wasn’t on any map.

			He felt himself a kindred spirit of the man who had founded it some three hundred years prior. Antonio Magliabechi lived and breathed words. He was reputed to have read every one of his forty thousand books and been able to recall them in great detail, yet he paid so little attention to worldly matters that his threadbare clothes would fall apart on his body.

			It was through this lens of history that French Lieutenant Chambliss was speaking to Carmichael, after a fact. The library’s surroundings gave him a different context to examine these letters. Touching them was like stepping into the past.

			Like his hero, Carmichael could be entirely oblivious to the world beyond the page. He’d no idea when the man had entered the room, but attributed the apparition to his mindlessness and not any stealthy intent on the man’s behalf.

			“You’re the Mandean scholar,” the man stated in English.

			Carmichael had written some papers on the language and belief system of the ancient Gnostics of the Middle East. While he didn’t consider himself an expert, he wasn’t going to argue with his strange visitor. “Yes. I guess.”

			The man nodded. He reached his hand inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope and placed it on Carmichael’s table. His raised eyebrow indicated Carmichael should look inside.

			Carmichael slid the photograph out of the envelope. His cheeks flushed. Bottle-blond hair, a mischievous smile; he recognized the girl immediately. She was a friend of his cousin. A girl he’d met a few months ago in Austria. Carmichael had been drinking heavily that day. The innocent flirtation had turned into something more . . .

			Shame wracked his guilt-trained mind. He’d confessed a week later, after much anguish. Not to his usual confessor, but to a priest in a small parish near San Marino. He didn’t fear divine wrath as much as he did the long ears of the Vatican.

			“I . . .” Carmichael began, not sure where the words would lead him.

			The man in the corner raised a finger and wiped away the words with a gesture. His large hand reached out and landed on the photograph, concealing it from view as he slipped it back into his pocket and away from Carmichael’s conscience.

			There was something symbolic about the gesture. Carmichael vaguely understood there was to be no more discussion on the matter of the girl. He waited.

			“Discretion can be a virtue,” the man said.

			Carmichael nodded.

			“You have mine, and I would like yours.”

			“Of course.” Carmichael’s knee began to shake under the table.

			The man reached into his other jacket pocket and removed a portable cassette recorder. He set it on the table next to Carmichael’s pad of paper and pencil.

			“I need the words,” said the man. “Just the words. After the words, you’re to forget about this. Understood?”

			“Yes . . .” Carmichael said, hesitantly.

			The man’s stare lingered, turning Carmichael’s acquiescence into a verbal contract.

			Carmichael pressed the play button and held the speaker to his ear. The voice seemed half asleep, or in a trance. The words at first sounded like Hebrew, but they weren’t. This language shared a common ancestral tongue, but had diverged a thousand years before; the closest version still spoken would be Syriac. This was different. This was a version of Aramaic—the language spoken by the Jews in Jerusalem in Jesus’s time.

			Understanding spoken Aramaic is a challenge because there are no living native speakers. The closest approximation comes from analyzing Syriac, Hebrew dialects and a few other variations. There are maybe a hundred people in the world who could speak conversationally in Aramaic. While computer translation allows anyone to read the words, comprehension is a different matter. Something told Carmichael that the man in his reading room preferred a more thoughtful interpretation.

			Carmichael’s nervous fingers fumbled with the machine as he replayed the tape to check his phonetic transcription. He had understood the words on the first pass, but wanted to be absolutely certain. He was also distracted by the speaker.

			The man took the sheet of paper from Carmichael, quietly read the translation, then pocketed it along with the cassette recorder. He straightened the creases in his slacks and stood. “This never happened,” he said flatly.

			There was something about the man that implied there would be no choice but to agree.

			Carmichael waited for the man to leave. After his footsteps faded down the miles of bookshelves, the young priest leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling and breathed for the first time in what felt like an eternity.

			The Austrian girl, Anya, was the furthest thing from his thoughts. The words on the tape recorder echoed through his mind as clearly as they had when he first heard them.

			I am the one who walks in darkness. I am the one who is fallen.

			THESE WERE NOT the words of a disciple of God. These were declarations of evil. These were the proclamations of a demon in a religious text. This was the voice of Lucifer, or another fallen angel.

			But by themselves, the words weren’t anything extraordinary. Not in this day and age. He’d recently watched his nephew, Pietro, play a video game featuring an antagonist who spoke in a demonic style. Carmichael only had to turn on the radio to hear a thousand sung phrases like that, or watch them uttered on television. This was different.

			Context was everything.

			The speaker on the tape had used an almost forgotten tongue, and he was also someone Carmichael knew—a man that, to Carmichael’s knowledge, could not speak Aramaic, Syriac or even Hebrew.

			Anyone could have memorized the words. But they had no business coming out of the mouth of a man of the cloth.

			Least of all the mouth of the Vicar of Christ, the Bishop of Rome, His Holiness the Pope.





		
			
			FEAR

			I REMEMBER THE FIRST time I experienced fear. Not a child’s fear of a scary noise outside the window or an unexpected face. Real fear, the fear a young girl feels when she sees the faces of adults around her as they realize that they are no longer in control—even though they’re telling her that things are going to be okay, she can see the lie in their eyes and hear the hesitation in their voices.

			The old black Buick didn’t scare me, not at first. I was seven and had been told countless times to look out for creepers and other weirdos. As a kid, though, this was an abstract threat, like germs or mortgages. The car was just a car following me.

			I was careful, and smart enough to know this wasn’t a good thing, but I wasn’t fearful. I didn’t know what it meant. The fear came later.

			By this time, Dad and I had moved back into Grandfather’s house and I was going to a small private school on the edge of Beverly Hills. I knew it had been a rough year for Dad, but somehow he found the money to send me there. In the evenings he’d be in the workshop, making magic tricks and collectibles to sell through ads in magic magazines. Grandfather, who prided himself on making his keep as a performer and not by selling his secrets, looked down upon this, but he kept his sarcastic comments to a minimum. He knew Dad was trying his best for my sake.

			At seven I was already articulate enough for people to assume I was eleven or twelve. Letting me walk home by myself in my school skirt and Nintendo backpack didn’t seem like a bad idea to my dad. Far be it for seven-year-old me to tell him otherwise.

			While the other kids were being picked up in Mercedes or minivans driven by nannies, I walked away up the hill toward the sprawling house where we lived.

			A mansion that would have looked like a haunted house on a studio back lot if Grandfather hadn’t made sure to keep it well-coated in paint, it was set back on a path that wound through overgrown trees and bushes, which took an army of gardeners to tame.

			Grandfather cultivated a certain degree of theatricality to impress reporters and other guests. Although overrun was fine, dilapidated was not. The former implied he was an eccentric who wanted his privacy, but the latter suggested he was on the edge of financial despair.

			With its pointed spires and steepled roof, the mansion was more medieval Disney than tony Beverly Hills. It was built by one of the first Hollywood studio heads, who had been heavily influenced by the fairytale stories of his native Germany.

			I was only blocks away from school when I heard the car’s brakes squeal as it came to a stop. With tinted windows almost rolled up, the interior was dark. I saw blue cigar smoke wafting from the small gap between the top of the window and door, then turned back to my walk.

			I liked the peace and quiet of my neighborhood. Each front yard seemed like a private diorama built for my own amusement. I almost never saw anyone on the sidewalk or on their lawns. At least not a gardener. I stopped from time to time to stare through the bars, or gaps in the hedges, at some of the more lavish landscapes.

			My favorite had a small curved koi pond with a bridge. The brightly colored fish liked to gather at one end, near a fountain pouring from a cement waterfall, and huddle like a rainbow tied in a knot. Occasionally one would thrash and break the surface, forcing them to line up again in a new pattern. I hadn’t yet been to Japan then, but I imagined that this must be what it was like there.

			At the end of the block I turned the corner. Walking under the shade of the trees, I passed the house with the large female sphinx surrounded by a circular driveway. Every now and then a heavyset man would be out washing a Rolls-Royce, and he would wave to me as I passed. I’d wave back and continue home.

			He wasn’t there that day. But the Buick was. It was when the car made another turn shortly after me that I got a little suspicious.

			Lots of people drove through the area hoping to see a famous resident, as if they expected Paul Newman to be out mowing his lawn. The funny thing is that it was almost impossible to tell the vacant houses from the ones that were lived-in. If people went outside, it was almost always in their backyards.

			The low rumble of the car engine was making me anxious so I picked up my pace, but tried not to make it too obvious. Eyes forward, I listened carefully. I was all set to run if I heard a door open. In class they’d told us the tricks a pervert might use: that he was lost, that he knew our parents. (I had retorts to all of them. Logic told me the best response would be to just get away.)

			At random, I picked a back alley that ran between the big avenues fronting the houses. This was a side road the garbage men took, or where the ‘help’ would unload groceries. Hardly anyone else ever used it.

			I didn’t have to look back to know the Buick had followed me. The sound of the engine echoed down the back fences along the alley.

			In my still-innocent mind, I thought of a million reasons why someone could be following me. Maybe it was a friend of Dad’s or Grandfather’s who was lost. It didn’t matter.

			At the end of one lot a long hedge ran perpendicular from the street to the avenue in front. The wall of the neighboring mansion was only a foot away, forming a dark, narrow corridor. I was certain rats, raccoons and other nasty creatures used it as an expressway to the trashcans. But it didn’t matter. I ducked into the passage and ran toward the other end.

			Behind me, the Buick’s brakes let out a high-pitched noise as the car rolled to a stop. I could feel the eyes of the driver looking at me from behind the tinted glass. I didn’t turn back. I sprinted toward the keyhole of light at the end of the path. A twig, sticking out like a skeletal finger, scraped my cheek. My blouse and skirt were covered with dry leaves.

			I kept going until I reached the road that led to our block.

			I slipped through the bars of the huge wrought-iron gates at the end of our driveway and clambered up it to safety.

			Out of sight and no longer a threat in my mind, the Buick became just one adventure among others in that particular day. It was just one more anecdote, like when Hayley Siegel announced to our class that her sister had got her period the day before. None of us knew what it meant, but it seemed like a big deal when she said it. From the entryway, I heard voices in the back kitchen and found Grandfather and Dad sitting around the large wooden table, looking at sketches for a new illusion Grandfather wanted to add to the show.

			“Hey, kiddo,” said my dad, not looking up.

			“Looks like you rolled your way home,” Grandfather remarked before crossing out something on the sheet of paper.

			I poured myself a glass of milk, then scooped in some chocolate powder. Being careful to not hit the spoon against the side of the glass and get myself shushed for overzealous mixing, or a quip from Grandfather about ruining a martini that I didn’t understand, I stirred as quietly as possible before placing the spoon in the sink to be washed alongside the glass when I’d finished.

			I peered between their hunched shoulders and kept as quiet as I could. They tolerated my presence as long as I avoided interrupting. If I was in a curious mood, that could be only seconds.

			Dad traced a line across the page and gave me a quick glance. “Uncle Darius will be coming over tonight.”

			I hadn’t seen Uncle Darius in ages. More lighthearted than either Dad or Grandfather, I always liked having him around the house. Although referred seemingly behind my back, and to his face, as a “fuck-up” by Grandfather, he seemed pretty okay to me. He was fun.

			Remembering the kind of thing he should ask as a Dad: “How was school?”

			“Hayley Siegel’s sister got her period,” I replied nonchalantly.

			Dad’s face grew red. Grandfather let out a chuckle. “Heck of a school you’re sending her to.”

			I knew I’d said something funny, but I didn’t get it. Trying to change the conversation, I said, between quiet slurps, “An old black car followed me all the way home. I tried to ditch it in the alley, but it kept following.”

			Grandfather jerked around to face me. His words came out slowly, as if he were giving me stage directions. “What kind of car?”

			I knew the names of dozens of cars from watching Grandfather’s mentalism act. I’d even made my own little mnemonic to remember them. My finger made the shape of a shield. “A Buick, I think?”

			Dad looked to Grandfather, his eyes wide and his mouth slack. That was the moment I saw it. That was the moment I knew fear.

			They knew something I didn’t, and that knowledge scared them. My hand grew numb, and the chocolate milk spilled to the floor.


		

	
		
			2

			BLACK BUICKS AND the novelty of fear were a distant memory to me by the time I visited the Hawkton Hellmouth. By now, fear—usually not mine, but more often my own than I liked—had become a constant element of my work. Hellmouth. The word sticks in my mind. This was how one hyperbolic news site described the scene of the explosion when the first aerial footage became available. It caught on from there. Being here in person, I decide it’s a perfectly suitable name.

			There’s a gaping hole in the earth where the little church once sat. Nervous couples were married there. Crying babies baptized. Worshippers found solace in prayer. Now all those memories have disappeared into a huge maw screaming at the sky.

			Splinters of wood litter the surrounding farmland and are even lodged in the branches of the trees. It’s as if a toothpick house has been smashed under the heel of an angry giant.

			The pilot brings the helicopter higher so that the technician controlling the mounted camera and laser-ranging system can get a different point of view. I can see the screen over his shoulder; the program plotting away thousands of dots to build a 3-D map forensics will use later on to decipher what happened.

			It seems farcical to think that all this destruction can be captured into data points and emailed around like cat photos. The devastation, the emotion, the passion behind what happened—reduced to digital bits. But that’s what a detective does. We see everything as numbered lists. Dispassionate, objective, we have to turn off our emotions and focus on the facts. Truth hides in little details. My instructor at the Academy told us the first thing we have to do at a crime scene is to forget everything we’ve been told about what happened—focus on the atoms.

			“Any sign of our victims?” asks Vonda Mitchum, the lead investigator from the local Bureau office, over the radio.

			“Negative,” replies Agent Knoll from the seat next to me.

			“Try going lower,” Mitchum commands, before clicking off our channel.

			“That’s helpful,” grumbles Knoll as he presses his binoculars against the window. Muscular, compact, with a head like a prizefighter, he’s as frustrated as me with how the search is progressing.

			Five hours in and we don’t have any bodies. Traces of blood were found on a few of the planks; that’s it on the victims so far. Inside the search perimeter is a truck with blown-out windows that belonged to a man named Bear McKnight. Wedged into the side of the truck is Mr. and Mrs. Alsop’s Jeep, also with shattered glass. Reverend Curtis’s Cadillac is flipped over entirely, like a belly-up turtle in the mud.

			There are four missing persons and a potential fifth. Hawkton’s sheriff, Carson Jessup, is nowhere to be found. The nervous deputy can’t confirm if the sheriff had cause to go out to the church last night, but his SUV was found parked a half-mile away on a dirt back road.

			“You got your map data?” I ask the young technician leaning over his plotting computer.

			“I think we got enough,” he replies.

			“Mind if we take this on a wider search pattern?” I call to the pilot.

			“Not much point,” says the pilot, Bilson, a sunburned man who was flying for the Bureau while I was in middle school. “We ran the numbers. This is the outer limit of the radius. The debris field ends fifty yards back in.”

			“I know. I understand the physics. Still . . .” I gaze out the window. Bits of the church’s white planks stick out of the brown grass and dull dirt like cat’s teeth. “But the physics isn’t telling us where the bodies are.”

			“We got another hour of fuel,” says Bilson. “Fine by me.” He turns the stick to the left and brings us into a turn. Knoll and I use our binoculars to scan the trees and fields again, hoping to find some sign of whoever was in the church.

			We don’t want them to be dead. In a perfect world, we’d find them sitting on the porch of a farmhouse drinking beer and smiling up at us, eager to tell the story of how they narrowly escaped death.

			This isn’t that world. We know there’s at least one body, or at least part of a body, to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

		
	
		
			INSECURITY

			THE FALL THE Buick followed me home was already a time of stress. As big as the old mansion was, and as few of us as there were, every room seemed filled with sharp words and arguments over something I couldn’t quite wrap my seven-year-old mind around.

			There had been talk of a winter tour since the spring. Grandfather had wanted to rent out a string of the bigger halls on the East Coast, spending more on advertising than he’d ever done before. Rather than present the show as some kind of nostalgic tribute to his glory days, he saw it as a comeback. New illusions, new sets and costumes, this was going to be a show about the future. He’d even hired an illustrator of sci-fi movie posters to create a grand one for the production.

			Standing in the center of the poster in his floor-length cloak, Grandfather looked like a cross between Obi-Wan Kenobi and a classical magician of yesteryear. Laser beams illuminated the sky as cards flew over his head like spaceships. There were hundreds of details in the image referencing the acts. I loved how the artist interpreted illusions, translating the box for the sawing-a-woman-in-half effect into a woman floating in midair, her two halves divided by a vast gulf.

			It promised to be an amazing production, even if Grandfather’s ideas about science fiction were a bit dated. The magic was going to be like nothing ever seen before. Both Dad and Uncle Darius had worked all summer to create some spectacular effects. They contracted a Star Trek set designer to give the production a slick, Hollywood look.

			There was even to be a part for me. I was to play a robot space princess who would be teleported with a laser beam. The act involved me crawling through a piece of conduit that looked too small for a hamster, let alone a human child.

			I’d had lots of practice going unseen and hiding in small spaces, and not just for the shows. The mansion had actually been a speakeasy, back in the days of Prohibition. Despite its bad plumbing and rotten wood, Grandfather had bought it because of its secret passages and hidden rooms. You could travel from one end of the house to the other entirely through its warren of corridors. The secret gambling room and cellar became Grandfather’s workspaces, but I found other nooks and crannies I’m not even sure he knew about. There were slim hallways that wrapped around the guest rooms, and above the kitchen there was an attic-like space. The floor was still covered with dozens of rotting mats, as if it were a kind of bunk area. Probing around with my flashlight one afternoon, I discovered newspapers that looked Chinese and some gold sequins stuck between the floor planks and the beams. Shards of broken bottles were lodged into the corners.

			My childish imagination conjured up explanations for these odd artifacts. I sort of knew from old movies that a speakeasy was like a cowboy saloon, and I assumed the sequins were from the clothes of the girls who danced and flashed their legs doing the cancan. The newspaper, I decided, was there because one of them was saving up to take a trip to China and was teaching herself to read Chinese.

			The truth, which I found out later, was a lot sadder. Our house had also been a brothel. The girls in the attic were brought out when customers came to drink, and sent back up there when they weren’t working.

			THE HIDDEN CONDUITS were a source of amusement for me at first, but I soon learned they could serve another purpose. Back then, my biggest concern in the world was uncertainty. I could be happily enrolled in school one week and then packed onto a cruise to Australia the next, all because Grandfather got a booking and needed Dad to come along, which meant me too.

			Grandfather always had plans. Some came to fruition but others did not, as talk of a tour could vaporize if he didn’t line up enough bookings. These endeavors were generally kept from me until they began to take definite shape and the first checks arrived. All too often, that meant a day’s notice to pack my little suitcase.

			When I was in school, I enjoyed the regularity of studying and did better than most of the other students. Even though I was off having adventures around the world they’d envy, all I could dream about was being in class and not having so much uncertainty.

			A few months before the Buick followed me, while prowling the corridors I heard Grandfather and Dad discussing a project they hadn’t yet mentioned to me. I sat still behind the other side of the plaster wall and listened. They spoke for an hour about the logistics: how many trucks they’d need, how many stagehands, which theaters were the best, whether to spend money on television or just radio ads. The conversation ended with no decisions about anything, but simply overhearing it had made me feel calm. Just knowing that it was in the works, that details were being worked out, that I could participate in some way, even covertly, provided comfort.

			I made it a habit, then, to listen whenever I could. In my world it was the one way I could gain some idea of what to expect. Tours and trips would live and die in those conversations, but being part of it gave me some sense of calm.

			THE EVENING OF the day the Buick followed me home, I pretended to go straight to bed after dinner and then rushed into the passages so I could listen as Grandfather and Dad talked. I’d already noticed that the talk of the “Beyond” tour, his sci-fi comeback, had stopped. Something told me that poster was all we’d ever see of it.

			“Is it Brutani?” asked Dad in the library.

			I could hear Grandfather’s feet shuffling across the old wooden floor. “One of his guys drove a Buick. I saw him sitting in the parking lot a few times when we went to speak to him at the restaurant.”

			“Bodyguard?”

			“Or something . . . Damn!”

			“I’m sorry, Dad,” my father said quietly.

			“You damn fool. I don’t know why I listened to you.” It was always painful to hear him talk to my dad like that.

			“It could be nothing.”

			“Bullshit. That’s not how these guys work,” snarled Grandfather.

			“You don’t think . . .”

			“This was a threat. Goddamn it! He wants it all back.”

			I tried to put the bits and pieces together, but I couldn’t understand what it was all about.

			Dad pleaded, “We don’t have it. Most of it is sitting in the warehouse. I tried explaining this to him when that ice show got booked over us and we lost most of our dates. It’d just have to be next year.”

			“Guys like him don’t think that way. You tell Brutani something is going to happen, damn it, it has to happen.”

			“Why can’t he understand? It’s not like we wasted the money,” replied Dad.

			“You don’t see, do you?” My grandfather had lots of different ways to make you feel stupid by pointing to something that’s supposed to be obvious.

			“See what?”

			Grandfather said something inaudible under his breath. “Brutani is small-time. He came out here to invest in the pictures and be a big shot. He wanted in on what we were doing because it excited him. But at the end of the day, it’s not his money. It’s his father’s.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“He’s putting the squeeze on us because he’s afraid of his old man.”

			“We can’t just let him threaten us! And the business with Jessica? That crossed the line. We should go to the police.”

			The business with me? Was this was about the Buick?

			“That’s a horrible idea,” interjected Uncle Darius, who must have just walked into the room.

			“We’ll make sure you’re not here when they come over,” replied my father, getting in a dig about my uncle’s arrest record.

			“There’s a quick wit,” Darius shot back. “You don’t call the cops when you borrow money from the mob and they want it repaid.”

			“I didn’t borrow money from the mob,” snapped my father.

			“You let the son of a major mobster invest money in the show. It’s the same thing.”

			“What happens if we call the cops? What can Brutani do?”

			“It’s not what Brutani does, brother, it’s what the low-rent guy fresh out of the can and desperate to go back in that Brutani paid off can do. They hit you sideways. Sending that car to follow to Jessica, that was dirty. Real dirty.”

			“So what do we do?” asked Dad.

			“Talk to someone who’s connected, so we can get to his father.”

			There’s a long pause. “Not her,” grumbled Grandfather. “God, not that bitch. I almost called her a cunt on live television. She won’t help us.”

			“Yes, she will,” said Darius.

			“Why is that?” asked Grandfather.

			“She’ll want you to owe her. She’ll want a favor.”

			“I can’t do that. I’ve got my integrity.”

			“Well, in that case,” said Darius, “I hope you and your integrity are happy here. Because I’m going to take Jessica with me and relocate somewhere under another name.”

			I’d never heard my uncle look out for me like that.

			“Bullshit!” shouted Dad.

			“You don’t solve this, just watch me. That kid is all that matters. This is your fuck-up, not hers. Swallow your enormous egos and let’s fix this.”

			“I hate that woman,” Grandfather growled.

			For a fleeting second I thought he meant me.

			“Yeah, well be sure to add an extra degree of spit and polish. You need to charm her,” explained Darius.

			“I’d rather seduce a cobra.” 


		
	
		
			
			THE FAVOR

			THE WOMAN WHO opened the front door smelled like a perfume counter. That overwhelming scent is my strongest memory of Julia Vender. Dressed in a bright silver evening gown and draped in more costume diamonds than there were crown jewels in all the kingdoms, she exuded a calculated, over-the-top opulence. From the bright smile with which she greeted us and the way she kissed him after calling out, “Petey! Dahhhling!” I thought she had to be a friend of Grandfather’s.

			Grandfather grumbled a response through his gritted teeth. I would learn later on that Vender was, in a sense, his arch nemesis. A celebrity psychic to the stars, she and he had faced off more than once on a television interview couch: Grandfather as the crusty skeptic, and Julia as the effervescent charmer swatting aside his comments about her being a charlatan.

			“Dahhhling, my clients have more money than they know what to do with,” she’d say with a smile to the audience at home.

			After the showdown, Grandfather would drive back from the studio hoping the appearance might get him another Atlantic City booking and put butts in seats. She’d count the money flooding into her 1-900 line.

			Grandfather had watched her con her way into the lives of anyone important in Hollywood. Having spent years using magic to entertain, he was frustrated to see her manipulate its methods to scam people out of their money. But it wasn’t really the lavish gifts given to her by brain-dead celebrities that bothered him. It was knowing that, every time she appeared on a talk show, thousands of vulnerable, desperate people would call her pay line or buy her books with money they couldn’t really spare. The live readings, or “demonstrations,” she held in major cities, where people who really couldn’t afford it would pay five hundred dollars for the chance to ask her a question in a crowded room and maybe hear that yes, a departed relative still loved them, were the worst.

			A con-artist extraordinaire, Julia Vender was also the most connected woman in Hollywood. From the struggling actress just off the bus from Nebraska to the studio chief who could make or break someone in a pen stroke, she knew everyone. Grief, pain and desire are universal.

			Julia turned away from Grandfather and gazed down at me, broadly smiling. “Aren’t you the most adorable creature!”

			Too afraid to leave me alone at the house after the Buick incident, Grandfather and Dad had brought me along tonight. I’d followed them inside to endure Julia’s embrace, and then sat quietly in a chair that looked to me as old as the pyramids, pretending to read a book while I listened.

			“I was delighted when you called!” she effused. “I wish I saw more of you socially, Peter. I always think our banter makes for so much fun!”

			“Yes, our encounters are lively,” replied Grandfather stiffly, trying to avoid a confrontation.

			“So what is it that Peter Blackstar the Magnificent needs from Julia the Merely Interesting?” She grabbed his hand and slowly turned it palm up. “Come for a reading?”

			Grandfather jerked his hand away. “Not quite.”

			“What are you afraid of?”

			“Contagious charlatanism,” he muttered. Dad gave him a nervous glance.

			Julia’s loud laugh nearly shook the chandeliers. “Oh my, Petey. You have such a wit. Why waste your time with the magic baubles? I think you missed your true calling.”

			“Perhaps.” I could tell coming to her had been very difficult for him, and she knew it. She was reveling in the moment that was, for him, a humiliation.

			“Seriously then, what can I do for you? Or is this to be the first of many friendly visits?”

			Grandfather ignored her last comment, folded his hands under his arms, and stared at the floor. “I know we have our . . . professional differences . . .”

			“What was it you said on Merv Griffin? Oh, yes, you accused me of being a fraud and a cheat, I recall. You said I fleece the innocent. You must know that my lawyers are always after me to take you to court. But I say, ‘No, leave poor Peter alone.’ What would be in it, anyway?” Her eyes narrowed as her tone changed. “A ramshackle house? Some moth-eaten magic things. No, Peter, I don’t let those things get to me. I’m better than that.”

			“Better than that?” asked Grandfather, his voice rising.

			Dad shot him another look from across the room, and Grandfather tried to regain his composure.

			“We have very different ways of looking at things,” he finally said, in his most diplomatic manner. “I can be blunt . . . I don’t think you’re an evil person.”

			“That’s a relief! Especially coming from a man whose posters depict him with devilish imps sitting on his shoulders.”

			Grandfather shook his head, barely controlling his anger. I could tell he was on the verge of giving up, but then he glanced toward me in the corner. His face softened. “I won’t pretend I don’t like what you do. But . . . I know there’s a good side to you.”

			“Likewise,” she replied halfheartedly. “But you’re not here to mend fences. You’re certainly not asking for a loan. Are you? Oh, how I’d love that.”

			Grandfather bit his tongue. “They’re threatening Jessica.”

			Julia’s face slackened. She turned to me, then back to Grandfather. “Who?”

			“Brutani’s outfit. It’s complicated.”

			“With him, I would imagine it is. Whyever would he hurt that precious little girl?”

			“Because of me.” Dad spoke up for the first time. “He invested in a show that fell apart. He wants his money back and we don’t have it right now.”

			“Oh, dear.” Julia seemed sincere for the first time since she’d greeted us at the door. She smiled sadly at me. “Do you need money?”

			“No!” Grandfather replied sharply. “We’ll settle that ourselves. We just need some time, a way to talk to his people before things get out of hand. When Brutani’s kid came out here he didn’t say it was mob money he was loaning us, or we never would have touched it. Now we’re in this pickle. I was hoping you might know somebody. Someone we could talk to.”

			“Someone who Brutani answers to?”

			“Yes. Maybe help us set up a meeting.”

			“He’s East Coast. I don’t really know anyone out there. I don’t run with those types anyway.”

			“You don’t have anything?” Grandfather pleaded.

			Over the edge of my book I watched Julia’s face soften. She could tell how hard it was for him to ask this. She also keenly understood the value of a favor. “Maybe . . .” she replied, with her finger in the air. “I have a friend who might know something. Sometimes we exchange information about clients.”

			Much later, I realized she’d been obliquely referring to the psychic mafia, a tight-knit group of mediums who exchange inside information on their clients in order to better fleece them. There’s a book: a directory of the wealthiest clients and their dark secrets, the triggers to pull. As people hop around from psychic to psychic, they are consistently astonished at how much each one already knew about them.

			The truth of the matter is that the moment the appointment is booked, the psychic will be on the phone with a colleague gleaning as much information as they can. This isn’t something they do for garden-variety readings with bored housewives. This is what they do when they had real whales, clients who had too much money and spare time.

			“I might be able to help you,” Julia continued, after thinking it over for a moment. “But I’ll want a favor.”

			“What?”

			“An endorsement.”

			“Out of the question.” Grandfather stood up and motioned to me and Dad. “Time to go.”

			She tried to reason with him. “Just words, Peter.”

			He shook his head. “Words are everything. Can’t you understand that? If you don’t speak truthfully, where is your integrity?”

			“Integrity? I’m not the one in deep shit with the mob.”

			Grandfather made a show of taking my hand as we headed toward the door with Dad in tow. I looked back at her and waved, then followed him out the door.

			“Dad,” my father said as we walked to the car.

			“Not now,” Grandfather growled.

			“Dad!” he insisted.

			“Get in the car!”

			I buckled myself into the backseat as we headed down the long driveway. When we reached the gate, it refused to open.

			“For Christ’s sake!” Grandfather got out of the car to try to pull it.

			In the headlights I saw a flash of gleaming diamonds as Julia ran up to him. They quickly exchanged words, then she pushed something into his hand before retreating back into her house. The gate opened and Grandfather climbed back into the car.

			“What was that about?” asked Dad.

			“The old broad took pity on us. She said to talk to Father Devalo. She gave me his number. He’s a former priest and a spiritualist. Brutani’s uncle goes to him. The uncle is the real weight in the family. Julia said that if we can get Devalo on our side, then maybe we can get Basso, the uncle, to leave be.”

			“A spiritualist?” Dad asked.

			“Basso goes to him to hear from his dead mother. If we can get Devalo to invite me to the séance, maybe we can ask Basso’s mother to forgive the debt.”

			“Are you goddamn kidding me?” snapped Dad. “This is the plan? More mobsters?”

			Grandfather shot him a deathly stare. “This is the mess we made.”

			“What if she says ‘no’? Christ, what am I saying, she’s dead.” He turned back to me. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I’m sorry your pop is such a screwup.”


		
	
		
			CRISIS

			SO MUCH OF the way I think about things is influenced by what I learned watching my father, my uncle and my grandfather sit around the large table in our kitchen and dissect a problem to come up with a solution. Usually they were fun problems, like the creation of a new illusion. Occasionally, there were not-so-fun ones, usually financial ones. The worst nights were those they spent drinking large cups of coffee while trying to figure out what to do about Brutani.

			My father is mechanically inclined. He tends to see things as physical problems, to be solved with physical solutions. How could you use a mirror to hide someone onstage?

			My uncle is more psychological. His mind would leap to how you could hide someone in plain sight, maybe through a visual distraction.

			Grandfather likes to see the problem as a matter of theater. How you hide the woman is irrelevant unless you have a good reason to make her disappear. Simply vanishing a woman has no dramatic value. Vanishing a woman an instant before she is about to be pierced by a rack of swords creates dramatic tension, and a climactic solution with meaning.

			After Grandfather and Dad met with Julia Vender, they spent several nights trying to figure out how to use the information about Father Devalo. Arranging a meeting with Devalo, who lived in a sprawling estate near Lake Tahoe, was a challenge unto itself.

			Before I could walk, Dad and Grandfather taught me how to hide inside the razor-thin magic tables and secret compartments magicians use. They’d had no idea they were also teaching their little girl to be a ninja capable of spying on them from any room, even if it wasn’t bordered by a secret corridor. I’d wedge myself behind cabinets, under tables, or just disappear quietly into a dark corner.

			This was how I followed their conversations with visitors and people on the phone as they tried to deal with the crisis.

			Before becoming, and then “unbecoming,” a priest, Devalo had lived in Sicily. He left the Church and started his own, almost cult-like, following in America when his passion for women got the better of him. His mother had been a half-gypsy tarot reader back in Sicily, and Devalo adapted and expanded this skill considerably for his own ends.

			Criminals are probably more superstitious and religious than anyone else. You only have to look at the tattooed crucifixes and Virgin Marys on gang members to understand this. Devalo soon found himself doing psychic readings and even acting as a confessor of sorts for a number of high-ranking mobsters. All of them, without fail, wanted to speak with their departed mothers. From there he built himself a reputation as a spiritual adviser to some of the roughest criminals in the country. Always discreet, he was rewarded lavishly.

			About a week after our meeting with Julia Vender, the phone rang late one night and I was ushered into the car for the drive to Devalo’s estate. Dad and Grandfather were still too scared to leave me out of their sight. The introduction came from an old actor friend of Grandfather’s.

			I slept in the backseat most of the way to Lake Tahoe but woke up as we pulled onto the gravel drive that led to the three-story stone mansion. I remember it looking like a castle, but not an inviting one like Cinderella’s Castle at Disneyland. More like a Roman fortress. I stayed in the car with Dad as Grandfather met with Devalo for what seemed like several hours.

			Finally, as the sun came over the horizon, Grandfather climbed into the car. He was tired as hell from being up all night, but was all set to head back to Los Angeles.

			“That is the strangest man I’ve ever met,” was all he would say as we drove off.

			Sometime later, Dad prodded him for more information. “What do you mean?”

			“I had to spend an hour convincing him I wasn’t Satanic. I showed him a half-dozen card tricks and had to explain how I did each one. The man has no idea how conjuring works,” replied Grandfather.

			“But he’s a fraud, right?”

			“A peculiar kind. Not like Vender. He did a cold reading on me. I think he genuinely believed it was divinely inspired.”

			“You sure it wasn’t an act?” asked Dad.

			Grandfather was too exhausted to call out the question as stupid. “If so, he’s the greatest actor in the world. I think the mob guys go to him because he doesn’t go in for the blackout spookshow stuff. Apparently he talks in the voices of the dead. All these guineas want to hear the same thing from their dead mothers, so it’s not hard to keep them happy. I think Devalo genuinely believes he’s channeling their relatives.”

			“Is he going to help?”

			“He’s going to let me come to a séance with Basso in a week. He says I can ask for intervention there.”

			“You mean, ask Devalo to pretend to be Basso’s mother and ask for intervention?”

			“I don’t know.”

			My father glanced at me in the backseat, where I was pretending to sleep. “That’s not good enough, Dad.”

			“I know.” Grandfather sounded almost defeated.

			“If all you had to do was ask their dead mother to forgive a debt at a séance, there wouldn’t be too much point to loan-sharking. I get the feeling they’re not in the habit of saying ‘yes,’” my father continued, agitated.

			“You don’t think I don’t goddamn know that?” Grandfather shot back tersely. “Where were you with all this wisdom when you were telling me to take Brutani’s money? Huh?” Under his breath, he muttered, “Just one more goddamn disappointment.”

			“Don’t say that in front of my daughter,” my dad snapped, trying to keep his voice low.

			“Your daughter? Heh. Whose roof is she living under? Where’s her mother? You’re a child. A goddamn child. I have three children.”

			“You’re an asshole.” My father turned back and gave me a guilty look when he realized my eyes were open and I was awake. “Sorry, hon, we got carried away.”

			I just stared back at him, not sure what I was supposed to say.

			“She knows that. Christ, the girl sees everything. Don’t you know that by now?” chided my grandfather. “Always watching, never speaking. She sees everything,” he emphasized. “I wish you had a fraction of her common sense.”

			These moments were my least favorite ones. I could handle it when their criticism was directed at me, but not when it was pointed at each other. Especially not when Grandfather would rip into my father.

			I love my dad. He is, at heart, a sweet man. But I think I sometimes look down on him because of the way my grandfather talked to him. You can’t help but notice someone’s flaws when somebody else is constantly shouting them to the world on a megaphone.

			Dad would rarely defend himself. He would just take it all in, quietly accepting that he was a failure. Uncle Darius is different. He would have no qualms about calling Grandfather a righteous bastard to his face. Grandfather would retort that he was a cheat and a thief, but Darius would just throw up his hands and say he had no trouble admitting what he was. At least he knew.

			But what was I? Who am I?

			I am all of them. The good and the bad, I think. Right now, I need the good.


		
	
		
			THE PACKAGE

			ABOUT TWO WEEKS after our drive to Tahoe, I was awoken one night by the rumbling sound of a truck engine in the back driveway of Dad’s workshop. I crawled out of bed and crept through the house to the kitchen window to see what the noise was about.

			Dad and Uncle Darius were pulling a large wooden crate out of the back of a pickup truck. Uncle Darius had been gone for several days so I rushed out onto the driveway to greet him.

			“Uncle Darius!” I shouted.

			He looked up from the crate they were struggling to lift and smiled. Dad scowled at me. “Go back to bed!”

			Hurt, as he rarely raised his voice at me, I ran back inside and defiantly climbed onto the counter in the darkened kitchen. I listened to them argue for several minutes. I couldn’t quite make out the words.

			“Spying?” barked Grandfather from behind me.

			I turned around to face him. “What’s in the crate?” My curiosity was stronger than my fear of being caught.

			“It’s not important.”

			Obviously it was, but I knew better than to challenge him on matters like that. I climbed down from the counter and padded toward the hallway.

			“Jessica,” called my grandfather. He was half lit by the light of the driveway through the window.

			“Yes?”

			“Do you know the difference between sheep and wolves?” he asked.

			“Wolves eat sheep?”

			“Yes. What else?”

			“Sheep are gentle?”

			“Gentleness isn’t always a virtue.” He leaned on the counter, staring out the window into the dark. “The difference between a wolf and a sheep is that a sheep will stand by and watch a wolf devour its own lambs. If you threaten a wolf’s pup, it’ll rip your throat out. Wolves are foul, vicious creatures. But it’s better to be a wolf pup than a dead lamb. Now good night.”

			I returned to my bed with some horrible images churning in my head, but they were nothing compared with what I saw early that morning when I got up before everyone else to go to Dad’s workshop. I can never remember a time when my curiosity didn’t get the better of me.

			Bigger than a toy chest, the crate was in the middle of the floor. Made of wood planks, there were foreign words stamped on its side and I stood there trying to imagine what was inside.

			I could see from the scraped wood where Dad and Darius had opened it last night then sealed it back up with four small nails. I grabbed a hammer off the workbench and clumsily pried the lid off the top of the box using all my weight as leverage.

			I had to know.

			The box was stuffed with straw. I pulled fistfuls aside to see what Uncle Darius had gone away to get. At first I thought it was a ceramic vase because of all the padding.

			When I pulled away more straw, I revealed fine black hair. Below it was the thin brown skin of a scalp.

			A body.

			I didn’t scream. We had shelves of fake body parts in our house from the show. I could look at this dispassionately as if it was a severed head I’d placed into the magic guillotine bucket.

			On another level I registered the dried-out leather smell invading my nostrils. This wasn’t latex and rubber. This was rotted flesh and blood.

			That was the first time, but sadly not the last, I experienced a dead body. I say experience, because the scent penetrates you.

			This was a dead thing.

			A dead person.

			Uncle Darius stole a body.

			I replaced the lid and shoved it back on the crate and hammered the nails in the exact spots, using small strokes so I wouldn’t wake anyone.

			I crawled back into bed, still trying to understand everything. I knew this had something to do with me and the man that had me followed after school.

			The corpse was old and withered. I couldn’t imagine that it was anyone Uncle Darius would have killed. This was an old thing dug up from some cemetery—a cemetery in a faraway place.

			Grandfather and Dad had been talking about things late into the night over the oak table. They always waited until I was in bed before they had their discussions, and even if I didn’t creep out to my usual spots the sound of their arguing voices carried all the way into my room.

			A few weeks after the Buick followed me, we started receiving calls at all hours. I picked up the first time and heard a man panting. After I described this to Dad, I was forbidden from answering the phone. Grandfather had them all unhooked except for the one in his study. The calls kept coming. One time I heard him yelling at the man on the phone. A little while later the phone rang again and Grandfather started screaming, only to stop abruptly when he realized it was someone he knew.

			I imagined it was Uncle Darius calling from some exotic location. I may have heard the word Sicily. It’s hard to remember.

			The body was real, I was sure of that.

			I also vividly remembered the previous night, when my grandfather told me I was being raised by wolves.


		
	
		
			WOLVES

			“SOMETIMES THEY’RE NAKED,” the odd little girl confided to me as I sat at her play table reading The Marvelous Land of Oz, which I found on her shelf. Two years older than me, she was eager to tell me all the things that happened under that roof.

			She whispered this to me, revealing the strange world of adults as one child does with another. My house had its own secrets, although nothing as sensational as naked moonlight rituals on the lawn.

			Grandfather was in the study with Dad, Devalo, Basso and several other men who’d come for the spiritual session. I was squirreled away in the attic room with the mysterious girl. We both were happy to have someone to talk to who was close to our own age. But we were also equally shy around strangers.

			Her hair jet black like my own, she had pale skin and seemed thinner than I was. Her room was immaculate, with each doll and book in its precise location on her shelf. I would find out much later she was Father Devalo’s illegitimate daughter, presented as his niece.

			“They go into the room and place their hands on the table and hold hands. Even the men,” she continued. “They dim the lights and light a candle. That’s when it happens.”

			“What happens?” I wasn’t sure if this was play mysterious, like the dancing skeletons in our stage show, or like the spooky stories kids shared at sleepovers.

			“Voices. Lots of funny voices.”

			“What kind of voices?” I asked, in my head conjuring up cartoon voices.

			“Dead people. They go in there to talk to dead people.”

			This was definitely the spooky kind of story, but even at seven I was a hard scare. I focused on the part of the story that was more disturbing to me. “Naked?”

			She gave me a knowing look. “Not when it’s just the men. That’s the other times.” She points out of her window. “They form a circle out there in the dark under the stars. They all get naked. And then they do stuff.” She smirks at the ridiculousness of adults.

			I didn’t want to know what kind of stuff. “Have you ever been there when the voices spoke?”

			At that age, ghosts were more interesting to me than naked, cavorting adults. Now that I think of it, they still are.

			“Lots of times. Sometimes they speak to me when I’m all alone,” she replied in a hushed tone. “They often bring me presents. Want to see?” She walked over to a shelf and pulled down a small, colored-glass teddy bear. “You like?”

			I took it from her hands and pretended to admire it, but even as a kid I didn’t have much patience for silly toys. A bookshelf contained far more treasures for me.

			“Do you have one like it?” She watched my face for envy.

			“Like what?” I replied as I vanished it from my closed fist. I’d mastered the red sponge ball trick when I was five. I was not expert at seven, but I was good enough to fool a nine-year-old.

			The girl’s eyes widened and she took several steps back, mouth gaping. “You have the gift,” she murmured.

			“No, I don’t.” I thought she meant the bear.

			I stepped toward her to complete the trick, but she flung her hands out to protect herself. “Don’t touch me!” she hissed.

			I reached behind her ear to produce the bear. “It’s just a trick.”

			She jumped back into the corner of her bed, staring down at me like I was a giant spider. I tried to hand her the bear, but she wouldn’t take it. I walked over to her shelf and returned it to where it came from. Her eyes followed me all the way, waiting for something else to happen.

			“It’s just a magic trick,” I explained again as I sat down at the small table.

			She remained cowering on her bed. “It’s black magic. It’s evil.”

			“No, it’s not. There’s no such thing.” I was getting tired of defending myself. I’d seen strange outbursts before and was beginning to think she might be “special.”

			The girl made a strange hand gesture with her outstretched first finger and pinky in my direction. At that same moment the lights flickered. Someone downstairs let out a loud scream. She pulled herself even more tightly into the corner.

			Footsteps came pounding down the hall and the door flung open. “Jessica! We’re leaving,” shouted Dad as he grabbed my arm.

			From outside I heard tires squealing as a car raced away. In the house below there was yelling. Grandfather’s voice was loudest, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying.

			Dad led me down the stairs and into the hallway. Devalo was yelling at Grandfather and pointing to the séance room, his hands contorted into the same frantic gesture the little girl had made.

			“You swore to me you wouldn’t bring your black magic here!” he roared. “Now! Now! Look what you’ve done!”

			Grandfather swore under his breath and turned toward us. “Let’s go.”

			Inside our car, he gunned the accelerator, tearing down the driveway. I turned to look back, and saw the silhouette of the little girl watching from her attic window.

			“Think it worked?” asked Dad.

			“The way he tore out of there?” replied Grandfather. “I don’t think they’ll be fucking with us again.”

			“I thought you were just going to produce the ring on the table.”

			“I figured the hand and the dress would get the point across.”

			“I never saw it coming,” Dad admitted.

			“Of course you didn’t. If you knew what was going to happen, it would have killed the whole thing. The dumb, superstitious bastards.” Grandfather lodged a cigar in his mouth, lit it, then cocked his arm across the back of the passenger seat. He tossed me a wink over his shoulder. “Never fuck with wolves.”
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