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  A ghost was the last thing Małgorzata Mierzejewska Armitage needed to see through her camera viewfinder. At the frame’s edge, between the drum risers and the rack of keyboards, a bare-footed toddler with grubby cheeks in a tattered pinafore fell forward on her hands and knees and bawled. The child flickered, like a projection on the gauzy scrim that lined the set she’d spent weeks building, and vanished.


  Bugger! Of course this would happen now!


  A memory of damp earth and the tickle of tiny insect legs swarming across her skin leaked out of her subconscious. Gosha pushed it back down with all the other things she’d rather forget. No matter how hard she tried to avoid it, witchcraft always seeped in and wrecked her life. It didn’t care that twenty crew members, a dozen dancers, four musicians, and one disgusting record company executive were depending on her to get the job done.


  She squeezed her camera hard to distract herself. One corner dug into the flesh of her palm, but it didn’t help.


  “Gosha! What is this crap?” Darren, the record company man, thrust the band’s lead singer and his cowriter toward her. “I said none of this queer shit.”


  She ran her fingers through her bob, tucking her hair behind her ears and wished she’d teased it into its usual dark, angry spikes this morning. She could have used the boost to her confidence.


  Behind Darren, the little girl reappeared. Gosha glanced around, but no one else saw the apparition, not even the lighting technician standing next to it. An annoying side effect of her monthly flow, if Gosha wasn’t careful, she’d soon be overwhelmed by visions of the dead.


  “What are you talking about?” She smiled innocently, knowing exactly what he meant. Discussions about the band’s image had lasted for hours.


  “Makeup!” He grabbed the singer’s chin and pulled it toward him. “You can’t have them in makeup. They look like a bunch of shirt-lifters.”


  All they had on was eyeliner and a dusting of blush and eye shadow, even though Gosha wanted to push it much further.


  “What the fuck?” The singer, Johnny, knocked Darren’s hand aside.


  In the high-collared crushed velvet jacket she’d chosen for him he was an elegant, glam rock vampire. The makeup artist had done an adequate, but not stellar, job recreating Gosha’s sketches. Gosha would have done it much better herself, but she had too much else to think about this morning. Her first directing gig needed to go off without a hitch, for herself and for the band. She was as committed to launching Swish Brigade to the top of 1980’s hit parade as she was to get her directing career off the ground.


  “And that’s an absolute no.” Darren cocked his head at Johnny’s outfit.


  Gosha seethed. David Bowie would give his left eyebrow for that jacket.


  “Wardrobe!” Darren yelled out across the warehouse. “Get this whore’s dressing gown off him and put him in something that makes him look like a man.”


  “Why did you fucking sign us?” Johnny flailed his hands in Darren’s face. “You’re ruining everything. We did your stupid cover version, and now you want to change who I am. Maybe you should have found a suburban eunuch down the shopping center to do your bidding.”


  His cowriter and the band’s guitarist, Mick, wrapped an arm around him to restrain him. “Easy, Johnny.”


  The toddler materialized again. It rolled under the synth onto its back, its features contorting as tears streamed down its cheeks, and screamed soundlessly in anguish, unnoticed by the living except for Gosha.


  She took a deep breath and did her best to focus. Johnny and his partner were an odd pair. Tall and lithe, Johnny towered over Mick, his German-Indonesian background blessing him with a striking mixture of reddish-brown skin, sharp cheekbones, and a square jaw. Small and intense, Mick's curly hair spread out around his head like a mad scientist in a thunderstorm.


  Deep in the pit of her abdomen a cramp twinged through her uterus. Oh yes, she was in trouble. With the stress of prepping for the shoot, her period was late, and she’d hoped to be spared the monthly visit from her red-headed aunt and the curse of phantoms that accompanied it, but no such luck. In two, maybe three, hours a phalanx of ghosts parading before her eyes would make it impossible to function. If she got her hands on the little pouch of countermeasures in her bag in the coat check and found somewhere secluded to use it, she’d be fine. Until then, she’d have to do her best not to let it ruin the shoot.


  “Darren, darling.” She turned to face him head on. If she gave this arse an inch, he’d roll right over her. “We cleared all this with Melanie a week ago.”


  “Melanie’s off the project,” he sneered. The bristles of his mustache scraped obscenely on the perpetual cigarette clamped in the corner of his mouth. Over his shoulder a woman in an unlaced corset and ragged skirts materialized by the snacks table, doubled over coughing, and faded away, unnoticed by the crew. “The board isn’t happy with the direction the video’s going. They sent me down here to make sure you don’t make the lads look like a bunch of poofs.”


  He took a deep drag of his cigarette and blew the smoke out the corner of his mouth into Gosha’s face. In his Members Only jacket and flares, he’d be more at home outside Studio 54 picking up girls on the wrong side of the velvet rope than on the set of a New Wave music video. If she didn’t covet this job so, she would have punched the old lech in the face weeks ago for the filthy things he said to her.


  “Listen, ducky.” He thrust his cigarette at Johnny with one hand and picked tobacco off his tongue with the other. “I don’t give a fuck what you poofs do in your spare time. I’m not prejudiced.”


  He stabbed the air with his cigarette for emphasis, each thrust in time with the throbbing pulse at the base of her skull that grew stronger the more bigoted rubbish poured out of his mouth.


  He winked at Gosha. “You know all about that, don’t you, love?”


  She pursed her lips and clenched her jaw.


  Johnny was ready to knock him down. Wiry like a greyhound, he could hold his own, but a fistfight wouldn’t do them any good. Mick held him back.


  “Darren, sweetheart.” She smiled as she drew him to one side and leaned in close. “You and I think alike. We get this is a business, but these youngsters, these artists, are all about self-expression and creative truth. I speak their language. Let me talk to them. I’ll have them do a take your way, and if you like it, leave it in my hands. Deal?”


  He leered at her breasts. A comforting weight in her hand, her camera would probably survive forced contact with this lecherous bastard’s skull. If not, she owned others.


  “Your husband was right, luv. You are quite the scheming little minx, aren’t you? Yeah, you get them to butch it up and I’ll let you get on with it.”


  She took another deep breath and contemplated changing her stance on non-violence. What had her idiot husband, George, said? Sometimes it was like having an extra child: a randy, entitled narcissist teenager.


  “Don’t leave me here too long, darling,” said Darren as she walked back to the boys.


  Mick and Johnny retreated to safety behind Mick’s keyboards, Mick’s artfully disorganized thatch of hair brushing against Johnny’s tight, glistening bob as they whispered frantically. The pair usually put up a good front when faced with a challenge, but Mick worried at the Celtic torc he always wore around his wrist, a sure sign he was freaking out.


  “Okay, boys.” She picked her way across the tangle of electrical cables and strode to the middle of the set. “Gather round.”


  Johnny and Mick looked up from their huddle as if having forgotten there was anyone else there. The bass player and drummer kicked around an empty beer can, oblivious to the elaborate bazaar ripped from the Arabian Nights she’d built for them.


  “Oi!” She clapped her hands to get their attention. “Lads. Time is money. Get over here.”


  All four hustled toward her like the good little suburban boys they were.


  “Here’s the problem.” She leaned in so Darren wouldn’t hear. The lads huddled forward. “The man’s a pig, but he controls the purse strings. We have to appease him or we’re all in the shit, yes?”


  Mick nodded, the drummer and bass player following along.


  “I can’t do it,” said Johnny. “I just can’t. I didn’t get kicked to shit three times a week behind the cafeteria at school to go back in the closet.”


  Behind him, the shimmering backdrop moved a little too fast for the lazy drift of air that wafted through the vast warehouse under the hot film lights. The mirage coalesced into the figure of a man in nineteen-fifties work overalls thumbing through a pornographic magazine. Gosha did her best to ignore it. Sometimes she could hold the phantoms at bay by sheer force of will.


  “I’m not saying you should. I agree with you one hundred percent, but sometimes an offering must be made. Do you trust me?”


  The other band members looked to Johnny. It was an odd hierarchy. Some decisions they deferred to Johnny and some to Mick, and she hadn’t yet figured out how the responsibilities fell.


  “Yeah,” said Johnny. “Yeah, I trust you.”


  Relief spread down her spine. Her plan was tricky. She was certain the record company would love what she intended if only they could see it fully realized. Even their pet pig, Darren, wouldn’t be able to turn his nose up. And if they did, she had three music journalist friends to leak the video to who would be happy to pressure them to release it.


  “Good. Butch it up all the way. Take it as an acting challenge. Give him all the tired old rock-and-roll posturing. Get him salivating. Do it well enough, and he’ll leave us alone. I promise you no one will ever see the take.”


  The same evil grin spread across all four young, fresh faces. “Yeah,” said Mick. “We can do that.”


  “Good lads.” She stepped back from the huddle.


  “Marie, dear! Wipe all this off them.” The makeup artist, a sweet girl just out of cosmetology school, rushed over with a basket of supplies. Gosha wanted to do the band's makeup herself, but her producer had convinced her to get help.


  At the back of the warehouse, beyond the bustle of activity, Darren slumped against a pillar with a finger wedged up one nostril for a good dig. The ghostly figure of a woman hoisted one boob out of her corset in front of him and fed it to the swaddled baby in her arms. He stared right through it, oblivious.


  “Bugger,” she whispered to herself and trotted over to the bag check. “You will love it, Darren,” she called out as she passed him. He sneered and nodded as he removed his finger from his nose and licked the tip.


  She shuddered and picked up her bag. An amorphous, floppy sack from a stall in Kensington Market, it was magnificent and far too large to find anything in it. Digging past layers of camera equipment, film, sundry mundane items, and the odd child’s toy, she fished out the small glass vial of holy water from her kit. Even holding the bottle in her hand caused the pain in her temples to subside, though she never understood why. Her mother would know, but she wasn’t about to ask. Nothing came from the old witch without a price, and Gosha refused to keep paying when she ran away from home. All the tricks she’d learned to manage her condition she’d discovered by trial and error.


  Two men in sweat-stained work shirts walked past, one in tears, the other with a comforting arm draped across his shoulders. They grew faint and dissolved into shadow.


  She should have known better than to shoot in Bosworth Grove. The short corridor between Barnaby Chase and Stepbourne Canal had been one of the worst neighborhoods of London. Only Whitechapel was more notorious. Several hundred years of crime and misery left vestiges of shattered lives potent enough they could erupt into her awareness at any moment. She hoped she hadn’t left it too long for her countermeasures to do any good.


  If her mother could see her this way, she’d be ecstatic.


  “I told you so,” Gosh could hear her cackle in her Polish accent. “But you think you know better.”


  Her mother’s way was cynical and mean. It had filled Gosha's childhood with horror, forcing them to flee Poland and take refuge in a small town miles from everyone she’d ever known, her one source of hope the train that chugged down the line toward London three times daily, four on Saturdays. She had fled her mother as soon as she could earn enough money for a ticket and a few nights at a hostel.


  And now, fifteen years later, when all her ambitions were coming to fruition, the occult threatened to suck her back into its stinking and corrupted claws.


  Satisfied the crew was doing fine on its own, she found herself an abandoned corridor in the back of the warehouse, safe enough despite the worn and rotted floorboards buckling underneath her. The flickering and jarring of phantoms was minimal, and the decaying dividers gave enough cover to open her pouch and get to work.


  Stashed in the bag was a hodgepodge of religious paraphernalia cobbled together over the years: a Jewish tefillin, a tiny leather box containing prayers from the Torah attached to a leather strap to wrap around one arm; a Catholic rosary to wrap around the other; a figurine of a Santeria orisha; and the phial of holy water from an Anglican church.


  She had the tefillin strap wound halfway up her arm when a young production assistant stuck her head around the corner and got an eyeful of strangeness. The girl stammered apologies for intruding, her eyes bulging out of her head as she backed away.


  Great. Perhaps the girl will think I’m doing drugs. That would be easier to explain.


  The phantoms first appeared around her eighteenth birthday, a year after running away from home. The power of religious paraphernalia to banish them had been a chance discovery. Without her mother to ask, she’d never discovered why it worked, but Gosha never let ignorance stand in the way of a successful plan of attack. The beauty of living in a cosmopolitan city like London and in a neighborhood like Cheyne Heath was exposure to every imaginable color and creed. Time, curiosity and the willingness to look foolish was all it took to develop her ritual.


  Tefillin on one arm and rosary around the other, she held the little figurine and the phial of holy water as she recited a Jewish prayer, an ‘Our Father’ and a ‘Hail Mary.’ She turned around three times counterclockwise and sprinkled the holy water over her head and to the four cardinal directions.


  She believed in none of it, and her homespun ritual would be an affront to anyone of the faiths she was appropriating, but it did the trick. The jittery angst throbbing through her calmed and the flickering, disjointed apparitions faded, allowing her to go on working and give the job the attention it deserved. She closed her eyes for a moment to enjoy the quiet.


  Feeling a little lighter in her bones, she unwrapped the tefillin and rosary and put everything back in the pouch, but the relief didn’t even last a minute. As she stepped back into the cavernous open space of the set, a dark streak smeared across her vision, an omen she’d experienced before.


  Someone was about to die.
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  Gosha’s heart leaped in her chest as panic ratcheted her muscles tight around her bones. The omen of death was only a smudge in the corner of her eye, but it would spread, lengthening and curling into a circular vignette of darkness around the edges of her peripheral vision. ‘Widow’s weeds’ her mother had called it. It would grow and grow until someone close to her was dead.


  She checked her watch. Noon. Her mother had claimed widow’s weeds never lasted for longer than twelve hours. She had at most until midnight, though the rate at which the abomination spread around her field of vision told her it would happen soon. When her grandmother died, it took hours, before a truck ran her cousin down, only a few minutes. Her father lived long enough to eat his lunch and sit down to watch the news.


  “Gosha, love, are we doing the dancers next?” Gary ambled over, his kind eyes and receding hairline peering over a roast beef sandwich. She’d met his wife and daughter only last week. He loved them so much. Would it be him?


  Her second sight might have told her, but she’d just done her best to cut it off, and the widow’s weeds gave her no clues.


  “Yes. Let’s get close-ups of their hand gestures and their hips moving in the costumes. Then the routine with just them before we bring the band back.”


  “Gotcha.” He folded the last bite of roast beef sandwich into his mouth as he headed back toward the lunch table, his feet shuffling across the rough floor in a playful lope. A picture of his lifeless face flashed before her eyes, his body sprawled on the ground. Only an impression of dread, not a premonition, but it broke her heart.


  Most of her mother’s witchcraft was common sense dressed up in pantomime and spices from the pantry, but there were other things she did that Gosha couldn’t explain: words in the secret tongue her mother spoke only in whispers or behind closed doors where only the other women of her family were present, words that caused a scar to melt away, or a gimpy leg to take weight, or cured the weakness of a near-lethal bout of influenza.


  Every evening growing up, the old witch had forced her to help greet the visitors to her kitchen. If the inexplicable things her mother took out of the locked cabinet in the pantry didn’t scare her witless, the tedious litanies of mundane problems the women and men of the village came to her mother to solve bored her to distraction. Either way, she absorbed very little of what her mother tried to teach her.


  And now, with a death sentence hanging over one of the crew, she wished she hadn’t been so stupid. Thirty people were on set with her and she had no way of knowing who was the target of the widow’s weeds. The stain of death kept spreading, an hour or two at most until its awful release. How would she find out who the widow’s weeds had doomed to die?


  The wardrobe mistress approached with a costumed dancer in tow to get Gosha’s approval. Neither of them could be older than twenty-three. Was it one of them? They both looked so perfect, so fresh-faced, their lives so delicate to Gosha knowing that one of them might soon be dead.


  She approved the outfit and sent the two girls on their way. The pressure of knowing someone was about to die clutched at her ribs and made it hard to breathe. She needed to focus, to consider her options. If only she hadn’t used her countermeasures. The ritual that dispelled the longings of the dead dampened the only access she had to her mother’s world of occult mysteries.


  The hard edge of her camera pressed into her ribs as she clutched her bag against her. Maybe there was something in it. She crouched and shook out the bag, its contents pouring onto the floor: a dozen rolls of unexposed film; her chunky Nikkormat camera and her tiny Instamatic; one of Timothy’s stuffed toys; a bag of cough drops; her notebook and a handful of pens; her makeup kit; the countermeasures. And a small manila envelope containing a few sprigs of white sage, leftovers from a session with a South America shaman in Golders Green she’d attended with her friend, Miranda, after Miranda got out of rehab and was searching for something to provide her life with deeper meaning.


  She sniffed the sage, a complex, mouth-watering aroma, and her panic softened just a smidge, just enough for her gaze to soften and the suggestion of phantoms to flicker around her.


  It might do the trick.


  She waved at a passing PA.


  “Darling, do you have a light?”


  “Sorry, Gosha.” What was his name? Eric? Wasn’t he the cameraman’s nephew? “There’s no smoking in here. Fire hazard.”


  She swept her things back in her bag, the envelope of sage in her hand.


  “Oh, I know, but I’m gagging for a fag. I promise I’ll go outside.”


  She winked at him as he handed her a disposable lighter, amazed that she was able to act cool with her mind racing.


  “I’ll bring it back. Promise.”


  Outside, on the street by the loading bay, she dropped her bag at her feet and fished out a sprig of sage. What had they done with the shaman? A prayer to the four directions. Too religious. That would only reinforce the countermeasures. What would her mother do to prepare to read someone’s fortune? Roll her bloody acorn pendant between her fingers and mutter something incomprehensible to herself. Also not helpful.


  There was another way, she realized, and rummaged through her bag to fish out the Nikkormat. Experience shooting hundreds of portraits had taught her to unfocus her rational mind and turn the camera lens into a scrying glass to draw out images when inspiration escaped her. She could do the same now. With a little extra help.


  She lit the sprig and waved the smoke around, breathing in deeply, and wished she was brazen enough to ask around if anyone had weed. That would do a much better job. The visions would be impossible to manage, but this was much more important than a bloody music video. As the sage seeped into her bloodstream, two men dressed in sixties mod suits fought, the victor knocking the loser to the ground and kicking him sharply in the head. Gosha reached in her bag and took out the rosary. As she wrapped it around her wrist, the two men faded. Maybe she could have it both ways: find the victim and do a halfway decent job directing the video.


  She went back in as Sally called the end of lunch. The crew geared up to work, giving Gosha a perfect opportunity to take pictures without drawing attention to herself as they set up the next shot. This was another thing she knew how to do well. Confidence in her own ability settled her nerves even further.


  This way of using the camera she’d taught herself opened something within her that summoned ghost images of the hidden desires of whoever she made the subject of her lens. If she looked past what her subject wanted her to see and saw what was truly there—the line of a body, the color of a cheek, the texture of a person’s clothes—any detail could be an entrée.


  She focused her lens on the young man in charge of the lunch table and shot off a few exploratory snaps. The film wound on with its satisfying, chunky click. She paused with the viewfinder held up to her eye and softened her gaze, allowing the composition within the frame to wash over her. Observing someone through her lens like this became an act of intimacy.


  He looked up.


  “Do you mind?” she asked.


  He smiled and shook his head.


  He wore jeans and a white t-shirt, with a red bandana tied around his neck and a red pair of suspenders clipped to his waistband. His appearance was simple, but deliberate, his t-shirt ironed and pristine, his haircut fresh and styled, short on the sides with just a hint of extravagance on the top. The contrast of his shirt against the dingy warehouse caught her eye, the shock of his brightness moving across the frame as he cleaned up the empty platters of food.


  An image came into her mind, an inner tableau different from the skittering fragments of anguished phantoms. She saw him sitting with friends, smiling and drinking in a pub somewhere, his arm around a girl who leaned in to kiss him. The image shifted to him in a tiny kitchen, oven gloves on his hands, pulling a dish from the stove. A sunny day in the park, a tablecloth on the lawn, the remains of an elaborate picnic spread out around him and his girlfriend. This was a man in love who liked to express his emotions with food.


  “Lunch was delicious,” she said, as she fired off another couple of shots.


  Nothing showed her he would be the one to die.


  The afternoon progressed. At every opportunity she pulled out her camera and took a photo or two, gleaning whatever she could from the crew and performers, but there was nothing. The time flew by, her desperation increasing as the smear of widow’s weeds progressed around her field of vision. When the next break was called, she slunk away to a quiet corner, curled herself up into a ball between two camera crates, and wept. It was impossible. She’d sensed nothing that could help her, not a single clue to who was fated to die.


  She wracked her brain to scour her memories of her mother’s kitchen for some solution, but nothing came to her. The air in the cavernous warehouse thickened, pressing in as if a warm front were rolling through, pushing storms ahead of it. She wiped the tears from her face. Her widow’s weeds were at their greatest. Death would strike at any moment.


  A heavy wind blew through the warehouse and buffeted against her. Worried that the turbulent gusts would ruin her set, she looked around to see who’d opened the windows, but they were all shut and covered with blackout curtains. The fabric draped across the set hung still. Even though she could feel it gusting against her face, there was no wind.


  She remembered this sensation from her mother’s kitchen whenever the visitor’s problem was a big one and a convincing pantomime wouldn’t be enough. Her mother would roll her acorn pendant between her fingers and the same charge of phantom wind would fill the air, though the visitor never noticed.


  Once, after her mother had performed a particularly challenging healing and the phantom wind had blown through the house, she asked her mother what it was.


  “Influence,” said her mother. “That which powers Craft.”


  “You mean magic?”


  Agnieszka Mierzejewska reached across the kitchen table and swatted her daughter across the back of the head. It wasn’t the first time she’d clipped her, nor would it be the last. Her mother’s open palm conveyed a wealth of information. Not the hard slap of irritation when she fumbled one of her mother’s instructions, this one informed Gosha that a lesson was coming.


  “Stupid girl. Never use that word, ever. In times past, saying it would get you stoned, or drowned, or burned at the stake. Now it makes you look ignorant. We never talk of magic. Only Influence and Craft.”


  The way her mother said those words always made Gosha think of them as capitalized. And the contemptuous sneer in her mother’s voice guaranteed she never even thought the word “magic” again.


  She hadn’t felt the strange currents of Influence flowing around her since she’d fled her mother’s home, but the sensation was unmistakable. Something supernatural was happening. It had to be connected to the widow’s weeds. As she grabbed her camera and went back to the set, snapping off shots as she went, the Influence pushed against her like a warm tide. The crew was almost ready for the next shot, the band hanging around adjusting their costumes, all of them oblivious to the rising flow of energy around them.


  The cast and crew were all assembled, except for one.


  “Where’s Mick?” she asked the nearest production assistant, but the boy shrugged.


  “Johnny,” she cried out across the room, the bluster of Influence droning in her ears making it hard to hear her own voice. “Where’s Mick? Have you seen Mick?”


  The clusters of lights aimed at the set began to glow as the intensity of the flow of Influence increased.


  “Who turned on the lights?” shouted Gary. “We’re not ready.”


  He rushed over to the lighting board where the technicians slid faders and pulled plugs. The lights grew brighter and brighter no matter what they did until they were so bright she had to shield her eyes. The hair on her head stiffened to bristles. Influence pressed against Gosha’s ears and temples with a chaotic bluster, rising in power until her head felt like it would break.


  “Where’s Mick,” she shouted.


  With a loud pop and a shattering of glass, darkness fell around them. The pressure against her head stopped. The surge of Influence had passed.


  Cries of shock rang out and the crew threw open the shutters that held back the daylight. The glow of late afternoon flooded into the cavernous space. Her eyes adjusted to the light.


  The widow’s weeds were gone.
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  Mick was the only person she hadn’t accounted for when the lights went out. He must have slipped away in the break between camera set-ups. She pushed through a confusion of crew figuring out why the lights exploded to get to Johnny.


  “Where did Mick go?” She grasped the lapels of his frock coat.


  “The loo, I think.” She pushed past him toward the back of the warehouse and the toilets. “What’s the matter?”


  “Get help!”


  No sign had filtered through her camera lens to tell her Mick would be the one to die, but she knew the widow’s weeds were for him.


  A handful of stalls and sinks lined one wall of the men’s room opposite a single, vast urinal. It was clean, but well-worn, the porcelain stained by decades of dripping pipes, the small hexagonal floor tiles cracked and uneven.


  Mick’s slumped body stood out against the grime in the washed-out light from the frosted and mesh-reinforced windows above the urinals. Collapsed by the sinks, his head drooped against his chest, his legs crumpled beneath him.


  As she rushed to his side, she saw something out of the corner of one eye on the edge of the sink, but Mick consumed her attention.


  “Mick!”


  She dropped to her knees, slid an arm around his shoulders, and lifted his head, but his neck was slack, his head a dead weight.


  Only a year ago, a school friend of her oldest son, Edmund, had almost died. Gosha insisted she and George learn CPR. She was sure she’d be lost if she ever had to use it, but now her hands were steady and her head was clear. What were the instructions? First, call for help. She ran to the door and screamed for an ambulance at the top of her lungs, hoping Johnny, at least, would investigate.


  Shifting Mick’s body all the way to the floor proved harder than she expected, the dozen stone of uncooperative weight almost more than she could manage. As she tilted his head back to clear his airway, his skin was dry and brittle under her hands, his usual pallor set further into an inhuman shade of gray. She didn’t even bother to check if he was breathing. The widow’s weeds had disappeared. He was dead, but she was buggered if she wouldn’t do her utmost to revive him.


  She pounded at his chest and blew air into his lungs for an eternity. The rhythm of her efforts took over when her arms began to ache, and her lungs felt like they would burst. Her body became a tool, fatigue overridden by her force of will. All that mattered was to give this young man a chance.


  The world around her narrowed. When help finally arrived, she heard their cries of shock and ignored them as they tried to move her off for someone else to take over. Only when the ambulancemen arrived did she let them pull her to one side. A PA tried to lead her away, but she refused, insisting on watching over the two men as they worked on Mick. They cut his shirt open to reveal his thin, bony chest beneath, his skin that strange shade of gray. She held her breath as they used a defibrillator on him. His body jerked under the sudden current, once, twice, three times, but always the body collapsed, lifeless. No matter what they did to revive him, it was too late. The widow’s weeds didn’t lie. Mick was gone.
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  Somehow Johnny talked his way onto the ambulance as they carted off the body, leaving the other two boys to clutch each other, crying in one corner of the set. It took an hour for the constables to get the answers they needed, the crew waiting to be questioned in shocked huddles.


  Events blurred behind a scrim of numb exhaustion. When the police came to question her, she recounted the events as best she could. It took all her mental strength to stick to the cold, concrete details that any normal person would understand, omitting anything that brushed against the bizarre truth. When her haze lifted, she found herself perched on an equipment crate with a blanket draped around her, a mug of sweet, milky tea in her hands. She tried to remember how she got there, who was so kind to give her the blanket and tea, but it was all a blur.


  As the sugar and caffeine worked their effects in her bloodstream, her body unclenched, cables of taught agony unwinding, tension sloughing off her until she could move again. Her thoughts chattered with questions that were easier to bear than the shock of Mick's death.


  Based on the evidence, the bobbies had determined it an overdose, but she’d seen one of those before. She'd cradled her friend Miranda in her arms, forcing coffee into her, trying to keep her alive until the ambulance came. This was not the same. The texture and pallor of his skin was something different, something she'd never seen.


  And the surge of Influence that blew out the lights right before the widow’s weeds vanished? What had Mick been doing?


  This was why she hated witchcraft. It dwelt at the edge of madness. No sane person should have anything to do with it. Mick had been mixed up in it and look at what it did to him. She should pack up her stuff, go home, and put it behind her again. That was always the best solution.


  She checked her watch. The boys would be home soon for their tea. She could give the housekeeper the afternoon off and make them their favorite, fish fingers and chips. A simple task like that suddenly seemed the best thing in the world.


  But Mick. What was he doing?


  The constables finished questioning Sally and left.


  “May I have your attention, everyone?” She stepped up onto the abandoned camera dolly, her cigarette between her fingers burned down to the filter. “This has been an awful, sad day. Let’s all go home. We will obviously cancel the shoot, but we can pack up and load out tomorrow.”


  One final constable stepped out from the passage that led to the men’s room. Gosha put her mug down and darted across the set to retrieve her handbag from a mound of unclaimed belongings and head back to the scene of Mick’s death before anyone interrupted her. The thought of talking to anyone right now filled her with dread.


  The sun dipped in the sky. A chill settled in the bathroom as the afternoon light faded behind the wire mesh on the windows. Little trace remained of the struggle to save Mick, just a discarded protective glove and the remnants of whatever he was up to at the sink.


  She pulled out her camera and ran the calculation in her head for what aperture would give a decent shot in the available light. The numbers fell into place despite her weariness. As she softened her gaze and eased up the firm and defined edges of her awareness, she shivered. She jumped at a sharp snap behind her, but it was only a loose window banging against its frame caught by the evening breeze.


  She wasn’t superstitious. Superstition, her mother drilled into her, was the fruit of weak thinking, but something in here had her on edge. A quiver of fear rippled through her body. The darkening shadows at the corners of the room lurked as if ready to pounce on her and drown her in their depths.


  She clicked off a few snaps, took a deep breath, and went to the sink.


  Mick’s lighter, a cheap pink and orange plastic Bic disposable, had wedged itself between the back of the sink and the wall. In the bowl lay a burned slip of paper, a scant corner left uncharred with a single stroke of ink scrawled on it, the remnant of an elaborate calligraphic curlicue. A small bottle cap like the one she used for the holy water in her countermeasures kit balanced precariously at the edge of the plug hole.


  Its companion bottle she found under the sink on the floor next to where Mick had fallen. She picked it up with the tips of her fingers, held it up to the light and took a close-up. It was long and narrow, no wider than a small marker pen. No special insight came to her of what had been in it. There were a few grains of mottled powder still in the bottle, gray with flecks of green. This must be the reason the police assumed it was drugs. She recognized the odor as she wafted it under her nose: bitter herbs, the kind her mother would keep in her pantry on the shelf never used for the spices that went into the food.


  The rosary beads rattled on her wrist as she moved around. Something was in here, something left over from what killed Mick, but the beads were getting in the way of her being able to sense it.


  “Gosha,” came Sally’s voice from behind her, making her heart leap in her chest. “What are you still doing here?”


  “I just wanted to see.”


  Sally wrapped her in her arms and hugged her tight, forcing Gosha to hold her arms in an awkward position to not drop the bottle. The smell of nicotine in Sally’s hair drove the scent of herbs from her nostrils.


  “You were amazing, Gosha. You were a superhero. It’s so awful.”


  Gosha didn’t allow herself to melt into the embrace. She wasn’t amazing. If she were, Mick would still be alive.


  “Are you sure you should be here?” Sally pulled back. “It must have been so traumatic.”


  “I’ll hang out for a minute, then I’ll head home. I’m not keeping you, am I?”


  “No, no. Take all the time you want. I can’t leave till security lock up. Just don’t make yourself crazy, okay?”


  Gosha waited until she heard the click and scuff of Sally’s heels on the concrete floor disappear into the distance before digging in her bag for something to keep the bottle safe until she could find out what was in it, and drew out a silk neckerchief. Silk was a good insulator against Influence.


  How did I know that? 


  Astonishing, the things she still remembered from the childhood torture of her mother’s kitchen, no matter how hard she pushed them down.


  She picked up the bottle and cap with the scarf, a buried instinct from watching police procedurals on the telly, and screwed them together. Adding to them the fragment of paper and the lighter, she folded the lot into the square of silk and slipped it into a pocket so it wouldn’t get battered in her handbag.


  She unwound the rosary beads from her wrist, dropped them in the bag, and took out another sprig from the envelope of sage. The lighter she used before she’d given back, but Mick’s still had fluid in it. The sprig smoldered in the flame and she breathed the smoke in deep.


  In the corner, a man in oily jeans and a sweat-stained t-shirt throttled another man to death. Not the evil she wanted. She closed her eyes to banish the image, and a shiver of fear rippled across her skin. Every hair on her body stood on end. Animal claws scraped across the tiled floor behind her, and the stench of rot filled her nostrils as a hot, damp breath blew across the back of her neck.


  She ran from the room with eyes clenched tight, terrified to open them and see what was in there with her, and slammed headlong into a wall. Disoriented, she kept running, not stopping until she’d made her way out into the light.


  The bright afternoon made her feel foolish for acting so afraid. Cursing herself for ignoring her better judgment, she patted herself down and walked the long way round the block to get back to the loading dock where the production cars were parked. Whatever she sensed wasn’t real, she told herself, but she still wasn't about to set foot in the warehouse again.


  What could it have been that killed Mick? And how would it have left behind such a powerful disturbance? Had he meant to kill himself?


  Out of her depth, Gosha needed someone to help make sense of everything. The obvious candidate was her mother. The old witch had maintained a respectful distance since she moved to the other end of Cheyne Heath to be closer to her grandchildren, but bringing her this would be a huge mistake. She would take it as license to renew her blather about lineage and apprenticeship and the importance of Gosha undertaking the Witch’s Betrayal, a ritual she claimed every woman in her family had undergone for generations stretching back a thousand years. Nothing would force Gosha back to that.


  And what about George?


  A cold, hard knot sank into the pit of her stomach at the thought of opening up to her husband. He knew about Influence and Craft, but telling him had been a mistake, the discovery awakening a vindictive avarice within him she never would have believed possible in the man she first fell in love with. If it weren’t for the boys, she would have left him long ago.


  She stood by the loading dock and watched the crew walking around dazed as they packed up the expensive lighting and camera equipment. Beyond the pull-down gates the set stood dejected, empty, and unfinished without the band to bring it to life. Revulsion cut through the numbed fog that had settled over her and pushed her to find a production driver to take her home.


  She didn’t yet know who she could hold responsible, or what could be done, but she wouldn’t let Mick’s death go unchallenged.


  4
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  The car rolled to a stop outside the house. She slipped out with little more than a “thanks.” She would never normally be so rude, but she had to get somewhere she could breathe.


  George and she had bought number 64 Canterbury Gardens for a steal five years ago. Their friends thought them mad to throw their money away on a giant, dilapidated wreck in one of the worst districts of London. The six square, seedy, and squalid miles of the London Borough of Cheyne Heath reflected darkly its salubrious next-door neighbor, the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, home to palaces, embassies, and million-pound mansions. All Cheyne Heath had to offer was the street market, a few nightclubs where the rich and famous could rub shoulders with London’s most notorious gangsters, and a rumor of Spanish gold bullion buried somewhere under the Heath.


  Still in love, she and George hadn’t cared. Instead of intimidating them, the chaotic energy of the neighborhood filled them with excitement. It was a rare chance to own something special that might have taken them years to afford otherwise. With Edmund, Gosha’s first, on the way, they worked hard to turn the four-story house and garden flat into a home. Once the marriage soured, it became a weight around her neck, a gilded prison she’d have to surrender if she took the boys and left. Making the best of it, she built herself a sanctuary, a small photographic studio where she could impose order on a small part of her life.


  All she wanted was to get up there and lock the door behind her, but George’s Rover was parked next to her black Mini Cooper in the drive. He was home early from work. She couldn’t get past him without having to answer questions she would rather avoid.


  Her face creased into a pinched ball, her body curling in on itself in a spasm of grief she couldn’t control. She sagged to the bottom stair of the stone steps that led up to the front door and sobbed so hard her body shuddered. A small part of her chided herself for making a scene out in the open on a weekday afternoon, but she couldn’t have stopped even if she wanted.


  “Mrs. Armitage,” came a cheery, piping voice from the pavement.


  Mrs. Dearing, Gosha’s housekeeper, put down her shopping bags and rushed to her side. She wrapped her arms around her and enveloped her in an embrace of freshly laundered cotton and cedared wool.


  “What happened,” she said as Gosha rested her head against Mrs. Dearing’s ample bosom. “Are the boys all right?”


  Five foot four in her sensible flats and a cotton floral dress wrapped in a hand-knit cardigan, Mrs. Dearing was the heart of the house. She only came in four days a week, but made her presence felt in countless little touches, from prepared food left in the fridge, to ironed linens, and small bundles of dried herbs hidden in every nook and cranny.


  “A performer at work died,” said Gosha through a wall of phlegm.


  “Oh, my dear!” Mrs. Dearing pulled a pristine white linen handkerchief from the pocket of her cardigan and handed it to Gosha to blow her nose. “What happened?”


  Gosha recounted the events, taking care to edit out all references to the supernatural. Fifteen years ago, when she was first making friends in London, she’d found the process of self-censorship exhausting. By now it was second nature.


  “You poor, poor thing,” cooed the housekeeper. When standing, her head barely came up to Gosha’s chest, but here on the steps her plump frame enveloped Gosha in a blanket of comfort. “You’re so brave. Why don’t you come into the kitchen, dear, and I’ll make you a cup of tea?”


  She spotted George’s car and glanced up at the front door.


  “Or, we can stay out here for a bit.”


  The last thing Gosha wanted right now was to deal with George. He could be such a child. They argued constantly, doing a poor job of keeping it from the boys. Sullen silences in the kitchen and time spent huddled in the boys’ bedroom when their father was in a mood did little to foster a healthy environment for them.


  “Here.” Mrs. Dearing rummaged in her shopping bags to find her purse. She unzipped the small, hand-sewn Chinese silk pouch and removed a lozenge wrapped in a twist of wax paper. “I made these myself. I thought I’d be adventurous and try my hand at making sweets. It’s chamomile and lavender and a little something extra. A special secret ingredient.”


  Gosha popped the lozenge in her mouth, and its lemony tartness made her salivate. A weight lifted off her chest.


  “Oh, heavens, look at the time.” Mrs. Dearing glanced down at the nurse’s watch pin attached to the front of her dress. “The boys will be home soon. Perhaps we should go inside.”


  Gosha blew her nose again and wiped the tears from her face. She knew her makeup hadn’t smudged, but she was certain her eyes would be a red mess. The boys would only worry if they came home to find their mother crying on the front steps.


  “Yes.” She picked up her handbag and one of Mrs. Dearing’s grocery bags and sighed, the lozenge melting away another tiny fraction of her grief. “We’d better go in. I could murder a cup of tea right now.”


  5
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  “I’m not asking you for money!”


  George’s voice rang out from the living room as Gosha and Mrs. Dearing walked through to the kitchen. Mrs. Dearing took the outburst in her stride and made the tea as if he weren’t ranting at the top of his lungs in the other room. Gosha’s jaw clenched with every outburst as she put away Mrs. Dearing’s shopping.


  “Why do you think I’m always asking you for money?”


  He was on with his father.


  “I’ve never once come to you for a handout. I have my own money. They’re your grandchildren. They’re your own flesh and blood, whether you like it or not.”


  This wasn’t a new conversation. Robert Armitage was a cold and stubborn man who cut George out of his life when he turned eighteen, deeming him unworthy of any further care or attention. His father always met George’s repeated attempts at reconciliation with the same wall of indifference.


  Gosha put away the last can of beans from the shopping bags.


  “I'm going up to my studio, Mrs. Dearing.”


  “But your tea!” The housekeeper hovered, distraught, over the kettle on the stove. “It's almost ready.”


  She slipped her hand into the pocket of her cardigan to wrap her fingers around the hairbrush Gosha knew was in there, one of Mrs. Dearing's many endearing quirks. That hairbrush was never far away and was always the first thing she reached for whenever there was a problem.


  The kettle boiled, and the housekeeper tittered with her usual delight.


  “Perfect!”


  She poured the hot water into one of Timothy's mugs containing one of her homemade tea bags and handed it to Gosha.


  “Have a sip, dear, but don’t burn your tongue.”


  A bright yellow amorphous cartoon character smiled up at Gosha from the mug as she blew on the tea and took a sip. An earthy flavor, with pungent notes that seeped into her and warmed away some of her shakiness.


  “It’s very good. Thank you.”


  Mrs. Dearing served them all sorts of teas, so many different concoctions Gosha couldn’t keep track, all of them delicious.


  “You are such a piece of work! You will die a lonely, miserable old man. All that money will not do you a damn bit of good when the angel of death comes for you. How old are you now? Eighty? You’d think mortality snapping at your heels would make you less of a prick.”


  She took the increasing volume of George's ranting as her cue to leave, but he slammed the phone down and stormed into the kitchen before she could escape.


  “This is your fault.” As he bore down on Gosha, Mrs. Dearing attacked the kitchen sink with a soapy sponge as if nothing in the world were more important. “I had one—”


  Mrs. Dearing clanked the teapot against the tray, drawing attention to herself, and he lowered his voice.


  “I had one chance to win his respect, and you ruined it for me.”


  Six months after Timothy, their second child, was born, they packed up the car and drove to Liverpool to see Robert. After the success of integrating Gosha’s mother into the children's lives, they hoped presenting George’s father with the darling faces of his descendants might soften the old man, but the audience was short and acrimonious. Father and son stood fast in their feelings about the other’s shortcomings. For twenty minutes, Edmund hid behind Gosha’s chair, pale as a ghost, as Timothy bawled in her arms. The squabble ended with Robert summoning his butler to escort them from the house.


  When Gosha turned back to give Robert a piece of her mind, a vision struck her as clearly as if she had opened a door and peered into another room. She saw him dressed in an embroidered scholar’s cap and gown before a vast wall of blackboards covered in diagrams and equations scrawled in symbols she didn’t recognize. The writing throbbed with supernatural power. Whether the vision was a literal tableau or a metaphorical impression, Gosha couldn’t be sure, but all the hairs on her body stood rigid as needles. Robert Armitage reeked of Influence.


  They drove in silence for an hour, George clinging to the steering wheel, the muscles in his arms rigid and his foot heavy on the accelerator. When the speedometer edged up past ninety miles per hour, she had to calm him down. He refused to talk and brushed her hand away when she tried to touch him, so she did all the talking. As much as she loved and trusted him back then, she had never told him about Craft and Influence. Fear he might think her mad always stopped her, but a little madness right then might help him understand his father’s behavior.


  She told him what she had seen and everything about her mother and Influence, all her stories. The only thing she held back was the one story she didn’t dare think of herself, the reason her family had fled to Britain from the Old Country. At first, he thought she was telling a story to little Timothy, swaddled in the back seat. When he realized she wasn’t, he got angry, accused her of mocking him, but she was patient and adamant. By the time they passed Birmingham, he believed her.


  As he warmed to the idea, his questions grew more eager. He wanted to talk to her mother, to see Influence at work for himself. When she refused, he asked if there were other witches like her mother they could consult. She was sure there were, but she had met none in England. Her aunts from Poland vanished along with the rest of her family when they fled the country. She tried to make him understand how dangerous that life was. She had moved to London to get away from the old ways of her mother. But how could he when she couldn’t bring herself to tell him the one story that would show him how much danger they would be inviting into their lives?


  Her refusals turned him angry again. He accused her of being cruel, of enjoying seeing him humiliated.


  By Luton, he was a petulant, whining, and sulking child. If he were Timothy or Edmund, she would have cuffed him behind one ear and sent him to his room. By Watford, he was quiet and sullen. By the time they walked up the steps to the house, her mother’s world of awfulness had shattered another of her relationships.


  “This bloody Influence—” George hissed. Leaning on the table, he thrust his face at hers.


  “George!” She grabbed his arm and led him back to the living room, closing the door so they could talk without Mrs. Dearing overhearing. She wanted nothing more than to go upstairs and clear her head, but she knew from experience he wouldn’t let this go.


  “This Influence business is all he's ever cared about.” He abandoned all pretense of whispering. “I never understood him until you told me, and then my whole childhood made sense. All that secrecy. All that time he spent locked in his damn study. Why won’t you stand by me? You’re my wife. You’re supposed to support me.”


  “Because Influence has only ever brought me misery.” A memory of earthen cellar walls crawling with unspeakable insects leaped into her mind, and a shudder rippled across her skin. She did her best to push the memory away. “It’s dangerous. I don’t want it near the boys, and you shouldn’t either.”


  “You hate me, don’t you?” He paced the length of the living room. “You’re just like my father. You have the power to do marvelous things and you keep it all to yourself. You’re utterly selfish. If you took a second to look past your own insecurity, you’d see how much you’re hurting me.”


  “Oh, grow up, George!” She couldn’t hold back her irritation. “Can you just give it a rest? Not everything is always about you. Mick Trash died today. He overdosed on the shoot.”


  To her satisfaction, George’s expression went slack with shock.


  “He died?”


  “I was the one who found him. I tried CPR, but I was too late.”


  His jaw moved, but no words came. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he walked away from her, paused, turned on his heel, and stalked back.


  “What did he take?”


  “I don’t know. It must have been some kind of designer drug.”


  She knew it wasn’t, but even in her exhaustion, she couldn't help but censor herself.


  “What time did it happen?”


  “I don’t know. During the lunch break.”


  “Did anyone see him do it?”


  They had invited the band over for dinner once. Mick and George had disappeared into a corner and talked for hours about she knew not what. She couldn’t believe the way George was acting. He almost seemed excited to hear Mick was dead.


  “I told you, I was the one who found him. For pity’s sake, George. Show some compassion.”


  The unmistakable squeal of young boys at play came from the foyer. The children were home. With a grunt of disgust, she pushed past him and went out to greet them.


  “Mummy, Mummy, Mummy!”


  Edmund and Timothy exploded toward her with rosy cheeks and overcoats steeped in the cool freshness of an afternoon playing on the heath.


  “Wait, wait, wait,” said Cressida, their nanny, a tall and slender girl with blonde hair and perfect diction.


  Cressida did her best to take their coats from them before they went into the kitchen where lurked the inevitable crumbs and stains of teatime. At such precious ages, Edmund six and Timothy four, Gosha wanted to scoop them up in her arms and tumble around on the floor, but today she felt spoiled, tainted by darkness. She was afraid it might rub off on them.


  “Boys, boys, boys.” Mrs. Dearing bustled back to the table with a giant tray of provisions. “Be gentle with your mother. She’s had a trying day.”


  “Are you okay, Mummy?” A look of worry creased Edmund’s perfect face.


  “I am right as rain.” She smiled and kissed him on the forehead. “Even better now you’re home.”


  “Come along.” Mrs. Dearing shooed them into the kitchen with her tea towel. “I’ve made your favorite: fish fingers and chips. And there’s Jammy Dodgers when you’ve finished.”


  “Boys,” said George, emerging from the living room.


  “Hi, Daddy,” they chimed back, with much less enthusiasm than when they greeted her. He had never been affectionate with them.


  In the foyer, Cressida hung the boys’ coats on the rack by the door. As he passed, George stopped and leaned in to whisper something in her ear. Cressida suppressed a smirk.


  A hot coal of fury ignited in Gosha’s gut. She made another entry into her mental file of evidence that George and Cressida were having an affair. Young, blonde, lithe, and from a family far more posh than she or George, Cressida was just his type, Gosha knew from experience. He’d almost destroyed their marriage with an affair once before and swore he’d never do it again.


  “Why don’t you take your tea up with you and run yourself a nice hot bath,” said Mrs. Dearing with a comforting hand on Gosha’s arm. “A hard-working mother like yourself must have all her faculties about her if she’s to be any good to her little ones.”


  A queer thing to say, thought Gosha, never quite sure how much Mrs. Dearing really knew about her relationship with George.


  Mrs. Dearing beamed with a smile that crinkled her eyes and pulled from the pocket of her apron
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