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Chapter 1

	Jackie Turov mumbled the words to the liturgy. It wasn’t so much she couldn’t remember them after staying away from church for six years; it was David, the young seminarian, who tripped her up.

	She gazed dreamily at him while he read the Epistle, at his prominent cheekbones, like deft brushstrokes beneath his mesmerizing eyes. And when he carried the candle in the procession through the congregation, her heart swelled as smoke from the deacon’s censer billowed about his smoking hot body—okay, so he was dressed in a liturgical robe. Even so, the memory of yesterday afternoon crept into her thoughts and consumed her: meeting him in secret in the hospital garden, his hand cupping her jaw as he wet her mouth with passionate kisses…

	Ugh! He was driving her absolutely insane!

	She realized that the emotions she picked up from people and objects often overwhelmed her, but she was logical and sensible, and Madam Sophie, the local psychic, had taught her how to handle the emotions she absorbed, especially the negative ones that made her sick. Yet she couldn’t expel the passionate energy she picked up from David, and this empath was losing ground.

	Coming out of her fantasy fog, she noticed the congregation had formed two lines for Communion, one before Father Gabriel, the jovial soul who had taken Father Dmitriev’s place, and the other before the deacon. David and an altar boy stood on each side of Father Gabriel, holding a red cloth beneath the chins of the parishioners as they received Communion.

	Her stomach twisted as she was suddenly goosed by the thought that she wasn’t quite ready to come back to the flock.

	It’s going to work itself out, she told herself, because love overcomes all things… so they say.

	She was going to take this relationship one day at a time and not worry about the impending deadline of David finishing his internship in May and becoming ordained—that he either entered the priesthood married or unmarried, never ever to wed at all as a priest.

	Good Lord, it was already March!

	Please help it all work out, she prayed silently, but as always, she didn’t think anyone was listening.

	Prababulya, her great-grandma, whom she called Babu for short, must not have been ready to recommit to the church, either. Instead of going up for Communion, she remained planted in one of the folding chairs available for the elderly, her purse, handles erect, at her feet and her shin-length coat buttoned to the collar.

	Jackie was here to meet David halfway—a blind and obsessive move on her part—and Babu, because she, Jackie suspected, enamored by David, had her sights on a husband for Jackie.

	Meeting David in secret for the past four months and dizzy in love, Jackie had softened her goth look with lace and ruffles and occasionally, to her own horror, pastels. She often wore her hair up in a messy bun—only because David said it brought out her beautiful eyes. Yeah, he said her eyes were beautiful! But she still veered to dark-colored pants and had simply traded her black lipstick and nail polish for burgundies and reds.

	For today, because she didn’t have a single dress or skirt in her wardrobe, she’d borrowed a black jersey maxi from her friend Zeta to add to a lacey pullover. And following Babu’s lead—plus not having gotten the memo that women were no longer required to wear a head covering—she had tied a scarf gypsy style around her hair, once again reeking of freak!

	After the service, in the flow of parishioners, Jackie and Babu were immediately surrounded by people they knew back in the day, many hugging them and saying, “Welcome back” and “Good to see you,” some saying “Thank you” and glancing at the iconostasis, the majestic wall of saints that Jackie had “healed” last fall. The congregation’s energy, kind and loving, seeped into her and eased her anxiety about being here.

	She wondered how much they actually knew about her. Did they know the truth—that she had lied when she was twelve about seeing the Virgin, that it was a psychic phenomenon she had and not a miracle? Did they know that she was an empath and could gather psychic images from the emotions she picked up? Or did they, like David, not care and believe that there was a heavenly reason for it all and that she would return to the congregation?

	Heading toward the nave doors, she and Babu pushed their way a little further through the crowd but were stopped by Mr. and Mrs. Gorsky.

	Mrs. Gorsky, about sixty now, her body trim and her face radiant, framed by her brassy hair, appeared to be growing younger while her husband, gravity tugging on the loose flesh beneath his eyes, appeared to have aged much in comparison. Jackie recalled that Mrs. Gorsky had always been active in the church and fervently involved in everyone’s business. And she, Jackie learned from David, had taken Stephanie’s place in cleaning the rectory and church.

	“We’re so glad to see you,” Mrs. Gorsky said to her. Her earrings—tiny scissors with open blades—reminded Jackie that Mrs. Gorsky had been a hairdresser and had cut her hair when she was a kid. Mrs. Gorsky always gave her a little something to take home, a ribbon for her hair, a decorative hair comb.

	Jackie was amazed at how many good memories of these people she had, yet she had buried it all these years because of what had happened here.

	“We didn’t mean to scare you off,” Mr. Gorsky said and grinned, showing his fat teeth.

	“Oh, it wasn’t you,” Jackie said. “It was…” She stopped short of saying Father Dmitriev’s name.

	“You’re going to stay for coffee hour, aren’t you?” Mrs. Gorsky asked. Her smile was warm as the autumn color on her cheeks. “We have a lot of catching up.”

	“Sure,” Jackie said. She was starving, having fasted since yesterday evening for today’s service, and she craved some legit time with David. Since Father Gabriel had taken over as rector, it was hard for her and David to meet because Father Gabriel never allowed him leisure time. During the week, David was busy fulfilling his church duties and his volunteer work at the hospital. And before she had turned eighteen this month, there was the stigma of their age difference—he, twenty-four—that added to the taboo of their relationship and had made it even harder for them to be together. Ironically, this very predicament had both killed her and made her desire him more.

	Mrs. Gorsky repeated her question in Russian to Babu.

	“Konechno,” Babu said, eagerly nodding her round, scarf-bound head, her purse held close to her bosom and dangling from the crook of her arm.

	Mrs. Gorsky leaned in to Jackie and whispered, “We’re so grateful that David brought you back. You caught yourself a good one.”

	Jackie’s face grew hot. Was it obvious that she and David were in love? Jackie tried to stifle her smile, but then David came by and touched her shoulder and a warm sensation shot through her. She glowed and then blushed because now everyone was witnessing the effect David had on her.

	“Ladies,” David said to her and Babu, “thank you for coming. Same place, same time next week, yes?”

	“Of course,” Jackie said, mesmerized by his deep-set, downturned eyes and the sloped bridge of his nose.

	He repeated his words in Russian to Babu.

	“Da,” Babu said zealously. She hugged him, the height of her no taller than his shoulder, and she spoke to him in Russian.

	Even though Mrs. Gorsky somehow knew about her and David, Jackie tried not to get too close to him. No one needed to know how long they’d been seeing each other while she was underage or to speculate that they had been doing more than kissing in the park and hospital garden. As much as she craved him, she didn’t want to screw up his recommendation for priesthood.

	Her and David’s plan for “coming out of the closet” with their love affair was that once she had come back to church, David would speak with Father Gabriel about their relationship. And with his blessing, they figured, no one would have anything else to say.

	Making spider fingers, David lightly rubbed her back. “I will see you downstairs?” he asked softly, his eyes gleaming at her.

	Jackie’s mouth dropped open, but then she realized that’s where the food was. “Oh, yeah, right.”

	As he walked away, he was immediately swept up by a fan base of parishioners.

	She noticed there were quite a few new members, one of whom—an old woman with tiny eyes, a hyphen of a mouth, and a flowered scarf knotted beneath her square chin and jaw—was throwing harrowing glances her way. The woman was maybe in her eighties, about ten years younger than Babu. Bundled in a tweed coat, she stood near the nave doorway.

	What was on her mind? Had she seen her and David kissing at the hospital? She and David had tried not to get lovey-dovey with each other in public, but sometimes their passion made them careless.

	“Who’s that?” she asked Mrs. Gorsky.

	“That’s Mrs. Kevich. She came here two years ago from Chicago to live with her oldest daughter and her family. You know, I think she originally came from the same area of Russia that your great-grandma came from.” She turned to Babu and asked her in Russian if she knew her.

	On seeing Mrs. Kevich, Babu’s face paled. “Net,” she said resolutely.

	“Let me introduce you,” said Mrs. Gorsky.

	Babu tugged Jackie’s hand. A nervous quiver shot through Jackie and prickled her arms.

	“Ya ustala. Poshli domoy,” Babu said, insisting they go home because she was tired.

	“Sorry,” Jackie said to Mrs. Gorsky, confused about Babu’s change of heart. “I guess we need to go.”

	Mrs. Gorsky furrowed her brow. She shot a glance toward Mrs. Kevich and then patted Babu’s back. “No worries,” she said to Babu in Russian.

	Babu smiled wearily, her round blue eyes sinking into her wrinkled cheeks.

	“Could you tell David?” Jackie asked Mrs. Gorsky.

	“I sure will,” Mrs. Gorsky said. “You take care of your prababushka.”

	“Always,” Jackie said.

	Her hand on Babu’s shoulder, she guided her through the crowd and to the nave door where Mrs. Kevich stood. Mrs. Kevich, a frightened look on her face, eyed them as they passed.

	In the foyer, Babu’s head was lowered, and Jackie sensed fear and regret.

	What was it about Mrs. Kevich? Why was Babu so affected by her?

	Jackie told Babu to wait for her, that she’d just be a minute.

	She returned to the nave. “Excuse me,” she said to Mrs. Kevich, “we haven’t met.”

	Mrs. Kevich’s eyes stretched wide. She backed against the wood-paneled wall.

	“I’m Jackie Turov,” she said and latched onto Mrs. Kevich’s hand. It was cold, and Jackie was suddenly chilled to the center of her soul.

	Mrs. Kevich tried to free her hand from Jackie’s, but Jackie held on tight. Trying not to be conspicuous about her psychic ability, she directed her gaze at the wainscoting.

	The woman’s pulse ticked in Jackie’s palm, and her fear spread quickly through Jackie.

	Disturbing images flooded Jackie’s mind—peasants wrapped in blood-stained blankets, some on cots, some on pallets on the floor. They wailed and cried for God to save them. Some coughed up bloody phlegm into rags. A girl, about ten, her head covered in a flowered scarf, cowered behind a cot where a woman lay. The woman’s eyes were glazed with death; her lips were parched and white.

	Something dark and ominous entered the room, a figure as terrifying as death. The girl uttered a voiceless scream. Pee trickled down her leg from beneath her ruffled dress and wet her socks and shoes…

	Mrs. Kevich jerked her hand from Jackie’s.

	Jackie’s vision faded.

	“Ved’my,” she said accusingly.

	“What?”

	“Witches,” she hissed.

	Except for the quick, tiny heartbeats that vibrated in her chest, Jackie went completely numb.

	The demon that possessed her last October had said the same thing about her and Babu. Was there more to Babu’s past that Babu hadn’t told her?

	 


Chapter 2

	Jackie rushed Babu from the church. Outside, a cold March gale cut through the thin jersey of Jackie’s skirt and ruffled the flaps of her headscarf and trench coat.

	Babu gripped her upturned coat collar to protect her neck. Her eyes were sad and watery.

	What was Babu not telling her? What was she hiding?

	As Jackie drove her clunky Oldsmobile home, Babu, silent and contemplative, clutched her purse and stared out the window. She let out a weary sigh now and then.

	Jackie wasn’t sure where to begin in asking about Babu’s past. Despite their language differences, she and Babu typically communicated without a problem with simple day-to-day banter, but to communicate with Babu about what she had picked up from Mrs. Kevich and what she had said would take a lot more Russian nouns and verbs than Jackie had in her arsenal.

	David’s translation services were out of the question. She didn’t want him to know any more about Babu than what he and she had learned after the possession fiasco. It was bad enough that David hadn’t been thrilled that to get rid of the demon, Babu had used a crystal paperweight, a pewter letter opener, and a channeling technique to open up a portal to send it back to the underworld and that his holy water and scripture reading had only agitated it.

	Babu had assuaged the situation by saying these things were just instruments and that the real power came from the heart. And that’s where Jackie had left her questions about Babu’s life in Russia, never wondering what it was like before she had given up her pagan ways.

	But now Mrs. Kevich’s accusations brought so many questions to mind. Was Babu the one who had frightened Mrs. Kevich as a girl? Did she cause those people to suffer and die? And why did Mrs. Kevich call Babu and her witches?

	Even if Mrs. Kevich kept quiet about what she knew or thought she knew, it was more than that which troubled Jackie. Babu had the gift to heal just as Jackie did. What if they had this ability and many more paranormal abilities because they were witches—like a genetic thing she could never put behind her?

	Jackie gripped the steering wheel and bit her lip. Her stomach grew queasy. As much as she dreaded what she might uncover, she had to find out more about Babu, more about herself, before her relationship with David went any further. A priest married to a psychic was maybe tolerable, but a priest married to a witch—an abomination!

	e

	At her bedroom desk, Jackie skimmed through a Russian conversation book and jotted down words that she’d need to probe Babu’s past—parents (roditeli), like us (kak my), to heal (istselyat’), people (lyudi), and witch (ved’ma)—and put together some questions.

	Afterwards, she sat in the Lotus position on the floor and took deep breaths, holding her breath each time, and then slowly expelling it, clearing her mind and body of the worry that gnawed on her nerves and the negative energy she had picked up from Mrs. Kevich.

	With her embroidery in hand—a handkerchief stretched in a hoop, her note hidden underneath—she joined Babu on the couch. With Mom at her boyfriend Andy’s house this evening, it was the perfect time to inquire about Babu’s past.

	Babu was embroidering a Slavic pattern—borders and various geometric shapes—in red thread on a set of pillow cases for Jackie. Since the exorcism, Babu had been stitching these patterns onto almost everything—kitchen towels, throw pillows, scarves, even the sleeves of her robe.

	Jackie plucked the needle woven into the handkerchief. It was connected by a thread to the start of a D, the first of David’s initials.

	“Kakiye oni byli vashi roditeli?” Jackie casually asked in Russian what Babu’s parents were like—at least she hoped that’s what she asked. She had planned to ease her way into Babu’s past.

	“Nash papa umer. Mama vrastila troikh detey,” Babu replied.

	Babu said something about her father dying, and something about her mother with three children.

	Did he die young, leaving her to raise three children? But that’s not what she was asking.

	“Net. Oni byli taki, kak my?” She asked if they were like us.

	“Kartoshku rastili.”

	What? They grew potatoes?

	She turned her embroidery hoop as inconspicuously as she could and checked her note. “Oni umeli istseliat’ lyudey?” she read slowly, asking if they could heal.

	“Chto? Ne ponimayu,” Babu said, insisting she didn’t understand.

	Jackie flushed in frustration. She glanced again at her note to make sure she had correctly said the verb “to heal.” “Istseliat’,” she asked again Russian. “Like us?” she added, pointing to Babu and then herself.

	Babu looked away from Jackie and focused on the point of her needle as she pushed it through the linen.

	Jackie suspected it wasn’t her Russian that was the problem, but Babu conveniently dodging the question. She’d have to try a new tactic.

	She stitched for a while, filling in the fat part of the D, and then let her arms go limp and her shoulders slump. The embroidery hoop rested on her lap.

	“I don’t feel good,” she said. “Too many people today.”

	She reached for Babu’s hand as she always did when she was overwhelmed with emotions and needed Babu’s cleansing light.

	Babu moved her hand away. “Idi spat’,” she said, telling her to go to bed.

	What a clever woman.

	“Can I sleep in your room?” Jackie asked.

	Babu suspiciously studied Jackie and then nodded.

	“Spasibo,” Jackie said.

	She moped down the hall to Babu’s room. Inside, she closed the door and then lit a votive to give the semblance of needing to recoup, just in case Babu came checking on her.

	She turned down the quilt, but instead of crawling into bed, she pulled open the bottom nightstand drawer as quietly as she could.

	The drawer was empty; Babu’s photo album, gone.

	When Babu had tried to warn her last fall about the demon, Babu had taken the album out and showed her a picture of her as a young woman with two other women. They were sitting in front of a country church in Russia.

	Laying her hand on the photo, Jackie had picked up the dark presence that plagued them. Now, she had hoped to find photos of Babu and her family, to learn more about them by laying her hand on the pictures.

	She carefully slid the drawer closed to keep the ornamental ring on the handle from rattling and then continued to search each drawer of the nightstands and those in the long dresser.

	Nothing. Where did it go?

	She looked under the bed. Nothing but dust balls and house shoes.

	She stuck her hand between the mattress and the box spring and slid it inward as far as her arm would reach.

	Nothing.

	On the other side of the bed, she did the same. Her fingertips brushed the edge of something papery. She reached in as far as she could, the pit of her arm pressing against the rim of the box mattress. With the very tips of her fingers she pinched the paper and tugged it to her.

	It was a folded sheet of paper, which she unfolded—Babu’s petition for naturalization. She noted the details, that Babu had been unmarried when she arrived in America and had come from November, Russia—her name Svetlana Lubova.

	Jackie pressed her palms against the paper and closed her eyes. Loneliness and anxiety filled her.

	It must have been frightening for Babu to leave her family behind and come to a new country, alone.

	The toilet in the hallway bathroom flushed. Jackie slid the paper between the mattresses in the general spot she had gotten it from. She blew out the votive and, like a ninja, quietly snuck out of the room, past the bathroom, and up the stairs to her bedroom.

	Defeated, she sat on the bed and dropped her head into her hands to think.

	“What am I going to do?” she asked. She thought it at first a rhetorical question, but realized it was another attempt at prayer.

	“Are you there?” she whispered. “If so, I sure can use some help. Ugh, maybe I should have stayed away from David.”

	The memory of him at church today, his fingers lightly rubbing her back, the sound of his voice as he read the Epistle, filled her. She just wanted to nestle in his arms and let all of her worries fade.

	Maybe she was worrying over nothing. Maybe Mrs. Kevich’s memory couldn’t be trusted, like she had dementia or something and that was why her family had taken her in.

	Maybe Jackie was just being paranoid that she would lose the one thing in her life that felt so right.

	 


Chapter 3

	At school, nearly everyone kept their distance from Jackie. It wasn’t so much because she had used her abilities to nullify the negative energy in the “haunted” C-building bathroom, it was the Halloween party at which she, possessed by the demon, had sent Shaun Perry hurling across the room with a single, fiery-eyed look—at least that’s what they were saying. With that incident, she’d moved from ten to a hundred on the freak scale.

	The school wing that housed her locker was the quietest when she was around. Students who had lockers near hers quickly grabbed their things and got the heck out of the C-building hallway. No one hung out to talk anymore.

	In her classes, the aisles widened around her desk, or seats were left empty. Even Mr. Davis, whom she had this semester for English Lit and whom she’d tried to help last semester with his “haunting,” kept his distance from her. Instead of parading up and down rows personally handing back papers, he handed sorted stacks to the students at the first desk of each row, letting students pick out their own paper and pass the rest back.

	Her only consolation in Mr. Davis’s class was that her friend Jason sat next to her and it was the only time she could be near him without Trish getting in the way.

	At first, it really didn’t bother her that people kept their distance. That had been the whole point of scaring them off with the C-building bathroom thing. But now that she was with David, it bothered the hell out of her.

	She joined Zeta, Jason, and Trish—a ghoulish-looking crew—in the lunchroom. Zeta had recently dyed her hair. Streaks of purple ran sassily down her long, perky pigtails highlighting her energetic personality. Trish, with black lips and bruise-colored eye shadow, was the poster child for despair. And Jason, half of his face hidden beneath a crop of jet-black hair—which had grown longer and shaggier since going out with Trish—was looking more and more like the girl from The Ring.

	Jackie eyed the five empty chairs and the two freshmen boys who had no choice but to sit at the far end of the table. She sighed wearily, sensing it was her and not her freaky friends they were afraid of.

	“Have a seat,” Zeta said. “There’s plenty of room.” The corners of her scarlet mouth lifted into a sarcastic smile, and her smoky eyes gleamed deviously.

	“Ugh, I can’t take this anymore,” Jackie said. She tossed her neoprene lunch bag with gothic heart print onto the table and plopped into the metal chair next to Zeta. She tugged the sleeves of her sweater over her hands.

	“Why’s it always got to be about you?” Trish asked from across the table. The silver loop she’d added to her bottom lip made her look poutier than usual. “They’re just as afraid of me as they are you. I was the one who brought the demon in with a Ouija board. I was the one who used a voodoo doll and started the church fire.”

	“Seriously? You want that kind of attention?” Jackie glanced at poor Jason, whose shoulders were wadded beneath his ears.

	Trish scooted closer to Jason. She gave Jackie a look that insinuated Jason was hers.

	Jason rolled his eyes—at least one of his eyes. The other was completely hidden. Jackie noticed that the width of his eyeliner had thickened and that his black anime tee, which he practically lived in, hung on him like he’d lost weight.

	Trish had him trapped; she could feel it. She blamed herself, though. What was Jason to do but to go back out with Trish after Jackie had told him with heartfelt thoughts that she loved him only as a friend.

	Jason dug his salami sandwich out of the crumpled paper bag. The bag, splotched with mustard thumbprints, was so worn that Jackie could see light through it.

	Trish snatched the bag. “Throw that nasty thing away.”

	“No.” Jason snatched it back. “Ma will kill me. It’s still good.” He smoothed out the rumpled bag and slid it under his sandwich to serve as a plate.

	Didn’t Trish know that Jason’s mom insisted he reuse his lunch bags until they disintegrated? She wondered what else Trish didn’t know about him. And then, smugly, she wondered if his mom even liked Trish.

	Don’t be like that, she told herself, ashamed of her attitude. Let it go.

	“I thought you didn’t care anymore what people thought about you,” Zeta said to Jackie.

	“I don’t, but…” She glanced at Jason. She didn’t want to hurt him by saying it.

	“But what?” Zeta asked.

	Jackie turned her head downward and away and said softly to Zeta, “I went back to church.”

	Paper crumbled.

	Jason had wadded his lunch bag into a ball. He pitched it over Trish’s head toward the garbage barrel.

	It teetered on the edge of the can.

	“Score!” Zeta said. The crumpled bag fell to the floor. “Ooh, not.”

	Jason let it lie beside the can. He took a bite of his sandwich and, sulking, slowly chewed.

	“Did they repair the burned spots?” Trish asked.

	Jackie unzipped her lunch bag. “Did you complete your community service?”

	Trish smiled deviously. “You’re seeing David now, aren’t you?”

	Jackie’s lips stiffened. “If I thought that was your business, I would tell you.” Wow, she’d never gotten angry like this before, especially not with her friends. She burrowed her forehead into her hand.

	“You all right?” Zeta asked.

	“Sorry. I don’t mean to be snippy. It’s just that I feel like I’m living two lives.”

	“Well, when you’re keeping secrets,” Trish said.

	“It’s okay,” Jason said. “We’re your friends. We’re here to support you.”

	Jackie wasn’t sure if the “friends” part was a dig. He sounded a bit sarcastic… or maybe depressed.

	She looked sadly at him, her eyes begging forgiveness. “Thanks. I just want to get out of here—graduate.”

	“Don’t we all,” Zeta said.

	“Did you send in your application for RCC?” Jason asked.

	“Uh… no,” she said.

	He grimaced.

	“I plan to. I just haven’t gotten around to it. I’ve been…”

	“Distracted?” Zeta said and smirked.

	“We filled ours out together,” Trish said snottily.

	Jason swallowed. “If they fill up, you’re not going to get in this fall.”

	Trish glowered at Jason. “What do you care?”

	He shucked his shoulder. “Well… then… what would she do?”

	“Don’t worry, Jas,” Jackie said. “It’ll work out.” Her voice sounded as uncertain as she felt.

	“Sure,” he said sadly. He wadded his sandwich up in a napkin and pitched it. The napkin exploded above the garbage can and pieces of bread and salami tumbled out in midair and then fell into the can.

	e

	Under the glow of a red light, Jackie and Zeta worked in Jackie’s basement to develop pictures from her latest roll of film. Jackie, after taking her first photography class as a sophomore, had created a makeshift darkroom in the utility room, placing a red lightbulb in the pull-chain fixture, duct-taping sheets of cardboard to the windows, and lining the folding table with chemical bins and a photo enlarger that she’d bought on eBay.

	With plastic tongs, she lifted a photo out of the water basin and hung it with the others on the clothesline that was strung across the room. It was yet another picture of David, this one of him playing basketball at the park with the neighborhood boys. It hung between a picture of him in the hospital garden consoling an old man and a picture of him sweeping the church steps.

	Zeta, a fishnet glove covering her hand, her fingernails pointy and painted black, delicately touched the edges of David’s pictures, and she studied each one. “They’re so natural. It’s almost like he didn’t know you were taking his picture.”

	Jackie blushed. “That’s ’cause he didn’t?”

	“Holy cow! You’re stalking him?”

	“No… well… kind of. It’s not like we can always be together. Father Gabriel expects David to complete his field work without distractions, if you know what I mean, and under the same rules as the seminary. Father Gabriel’s not like Father Dmitriev. His only saving grace was that he let David get out a bit and wear his civvies.”

	“Wait, so you’ve been sneaking around?”

	Jackie wiped her hands on her black apron and turned away from Zeta. She busied herself at the photo enlarger, placing another negative in the carrier.

	Zeta leaned against the folding table, close to Jackie. “Have you?”

	Jackie flicked on the enlarger. An image of David lit faintly on the easel’s slate. He was in the park deep in thought, his hand on the trunk of a huge oak, his head bowed. “We had to. I wasn’t eighteen yet. And now, I guess he’s just waiting on the right time and place to talk to Father Gabriel about us.”

	“So what’s he got, one more semester after this?”

	“Just this one,” she mumbled.

	“What?”

	“This is his last semester.” She slid a five-by-seven paper under the easel’s frame.

	“And then he’s ordained?”

	“And then I don’t want to think about it.”

	“And how is this relationship working?”

	Jackie winced.

	“You’re seriously going to marry him when he graduates?”

	Jackie’s fingers froze on the timer knob. Dots of sweat prickled her forehead. “I don’t know. It’s not like he proposed or anything, but it’s either that or we never get to be together, not romantically. Once he’s ordained, that’s it for him.”

	“Are you hearing yourself?”

	“I know, it sounds ridiculous, but I’m totally in love with him.”

	“Uh, just because you’ve got the hots for him doesn’t mean you’re in love. I mean, honestly, you hardly know him. What’s his parents’ names? Where was he born? Did he always want to be a priest?”

	“I haven’t a clue. But you know that old song about the earth moving beneath your feet? That’s how he makes me feel when I’m with him. It’s either love or insanity. And I’m not insane.”

	Zeta raised her eyebrows. “Really? Hey, I’m not saying that you could never be in love with him. I just think you guys are moving way too fast. At this stage in your relationship, you need to get to know each other better.”

	“We don’t have much of a choice, and I don’t want to lose him. For the first time in my life, I feel normal. I want to be normal, and I want to be in love.”

	She set the timer.

	“Well, it might be a little too late to board the normal ship. And as for love, it sounds like you’re turning into Jason… a real emo. Whatever happened to Miss Logical?”

	“She went south with the possession. Now, I don’t doubt that anything is possible.”

	The timer beeped.

	“What about school?”

	“It’s not like I have to drop out. If he stays at Holy Resurrection, I’ll go to Ravenwood Community College like I planned, start my own business, live happily ever after.”

	“Taking wedding and passport photos for a living? You know you have real talent. You’re an artist at this. Your pictures capture the soul of your subject… not for real, I hope. But community college? You need to be enrolled in a Fine Arts school.”

	“I just never considered… I mean, what about Babu? Who’d look after her? Certainly not Mom.”

	“Who puts their life on hold to take care of their great-grandma?”

	Jackie furrowed her brow. She dropped the photo into the developer bin. As she gently rocked the basin, she watched David’s beautiful image take shape. “Do you think it’s hereditary, like David’s uncle being a bishop and David becoming a priest?”

	“What is? What are we talking about?”

	“Who we are. What we become.”

	“Like a family of cops?”

	“Yeah, kind of.”

	“I guess sometimes we choose what’s familiar to us, but overall, I think we have a choice of the person we are, who we become.”

	“But what if we don’t? What if it’s already imprinted in our DNA, and we can’t change?”

	“Where’re you going with this?”

	She waved her hand. “Nowhere. Just forget it.”

	“Tell me.”

	“Well, I mean, what if there’s more to my so-called talents that I don’t know about? You saw what Babu did to get rid of the demon…”

	“You’re saying?”

	“Maybe I have a natural propensity for… well, like what Babu did, things I haven’t realized yet?”

	“That’d be awesome.”

	“Actually, it wouldn’t, not with David becoming a priest… not with me and him together as a couple. What if some crazy episode happened again at church like when I was twelve or I don’t know… something stupid I couldn’t control? I don’t want to ruin his life.”

	“That’s what you’re worried about with this relationship?” Zeta slapped the heel of her hand against her forehead. “You just can’t be happy, can you? You are becoming Jason. You love to suffer. Quit beating yourself up!” She hit Jackie over the head a few times with a flimsy package of photo paper. “Let me do it.”

	Laughing, Jackie ducked and raised her hands. “You’re right. You’re right. I’m being paranoid over nothing.”

	“Come out with us Friday,” Zeta said. “We got a bonfire going behind the tracks.”

	“I can’t.”

	“What do you mean you can’t?”

	“It just wouldn’t feel right, not without David. It would kind of feel like I was cheating.”

	“Because of Jason?”

	“Because I’m out having fun and David isn’t.”

	“So you’re ready to give up things you enjoy?”

	“Maybe it’s time I grow up. Learn to like other things.” She lifted the image out of the developer and then immersed it in the stop bath.

	“Yeah, everything and only things that David likes. In a couple of years, tell me how that works out.”

	“Since when are you the Dear Abby of relationships?”

	“I think I’ve racked up enough experience to tell my true feelings from my hormones.”

	“Well, I haven’t. I had a boyfriend for a week when I was thirteen, and I lost him when I freaked out his mom by accidently reading her mind. And Jason and I were close… maybe too close… I mean, he’s like a brother to me. But David… I’ve never felt this way about a guy in my life. Yeah, I admit my logic’s gone out the window, but I don’t want screw this up.”

	“I get it, but just don’t get yourself stuck in something you can’t get out of. Before you commit to anything, think about this: Are you both going to be there for each other when shit hits the fan, because that’s the true test of love.”

	Jackie thought about her situation with Mrs. Kevich. “God, I hope so.”

	 


Chapter 4

	Jason picked a rubber band from the cluttered carpet. He’d been sitting on the floor in Trish’s bedroom lost in the disarray that surrounded him: heaps of clothes, stray shoes, coffeehouse straws and cups, battered school books, a tarot card here and there. Her new Ouija board was partially shoved under the bed, the box already smashed.

	Trish had been changing clothes for the past hour and was half dressed in a pleated, up-to-her-ass skirt and a lace bra, tugging yet another shirt from a hanger.

	He was bored.

	He stretched the rubber band across the tip of his index finger and over his thumb and, taking aim, fired it at the Death’s Child poster above the headboard.

	Snap.

	It smacked the poster, making a dent in the lead singer’s black lips and nicking the ink.

	“Hey! I paid twenty bucks for that.” She tossed the hanger to the floor. It clanked against the others.

	Ignoring her, Jason picked up a straw and attempted to bend it into a star.

	“How does this look?” Trish stood near the open closet, straight-postured, her hands high on her rib cage, her elbows jutting out. She had put on a corset-style blouse that made the top of her boobs, what little she had, bulge.

	“Nice,” he said, disinterested. It looked just as good as the other three shirts she’d tried on. She was the same Trish no matter what she wore—demanding, self-centered, vindictive… What the heck was he thinking when he asked her back out?

	He worked the straw, bending and weaving it, but instead of creating a star, he had formed a knot. He frowned at his inability to shine, to make nice things.

	He missed Jackie. He accepted the fact that he and Jackie would never be more than friends, but he missed her, and he’d been going on with his life since the exorcism feeling like he’d left the house without his pants or had left his leather jacket at the coffeehouse and some jerk had stolen it.

	A shadow cast over him, and he startled.

	Trish was towering over him. She plucked the knotted straw from his fingers and tossed it over her shoulder like a pinch of good-luck salt. Then she squatted before him. Squeezing his head between her slender hands, she planted a fat kiss on his lips. “Are you with me?” she asked.

	Her eyelashes, heavily coated in mascara, reminded him of prison bars. She always seemed to be on him whenever his mind drifted from her.

	He reluctantly nodded.

	“Good.” She wrinkled her mouth, making a half smile, and stood up. She placed her hands on her petite hips and lifted her chin. “Just because Jackie sent that demon packing doesn’t mean I can’t unlock the door again. Who knows what else I could call up? Maybe Jackie won’t be so lucky next time.”

	“Why do you hate her so much? I thought you were over that. You helped her.”

	“I don’t hate her. It’s just that you’re mine now… heart and soul.” She entwined her index finger and middle finger together. “You and I are like this. Don’t forget it.”

	Jason swallowed. A huge knot seemed to be wedged in his throat.

	He and Trish had planned to go to a party beneath the overpass by the tracks Friday night. The only thing that had motivated him to go and had made him happy was the hope that Jackie might be there. But Trish had just squashed that dream like a bug beneath her thick-heeled, gothic boot. If Jackie was there he’d have to avoid her. He was either with Trish, or she would harm Jackie with some kind of hoodoo. Of this, he was certain.

	 


Chapter 5

	Late Wednesday afternoon, the sun resting in the horizon of the calm blue sky, Jackie met David in the park. They sat together on a bench near the fat oak tree and walking trail, he in his cassock and wool coat and she in her black hooded trench and laced boots.

	He had come straight from the hospital, which gave them time to have dinner together before Father Gabriel grew suspicious of his absence. Because David was fasting for Lent, she had brought them each a Styrofoam container of vegan soup and apples for desert from the coffeehouse.

	She handed him a Red Delicious and studied the prominent ridge of his cheekbones, which highlighted his gorgeous, deep-set eyes.

	He touched her hand before taking the apple. His hand was warm. “I missed you,” he said.

	“I missed you too.” Jackie’s heart pounded, and her hand trembled. What the hell? She took a calming breath and then reached into the paper bag. “We have to quit meeting like this. Did you talk to Father Gabriel about us?”

	“I have not sought his counsel, no.”

	“You said when I turned eighteen and when I came back to church… Is there a problem?”

	“No… I… I thought I would wait until you came back a few times.”

	Her shoulders tensed. “What did you tell him… about the iconostasis?”

	“I told him that you expelled the demon’s power over it.”

	“Does he know about the exorcism fiasco?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“I mean about what Babu and I did to get rid of it.”

	“No. Between you, me, and Babu, nothing happened.”

	“Good,” she said, relieved. She dug out a container of soup and a plastic spoon and passed it to him.

	“Though, it didn’t help that he found out about Trish’s voodoo doll stunt.”

	“Oh, jeez. How did he…?”

	“Trish’s confession about starting the fire was in the police report. It made him wonder about the company you keep. Although, I put it in his head that Trish was under the control of a demon and would not have done it otherwise.” He carefully lifted the lid from the Styrofoam cup.

	“Ha. You blamed the devil.”

	“Eh, why not? He is no longer here to defend himself.” He grinned.

	“So he never questioned why the demon messed with Holy Resurrection?”

	“Why are you so worried?”

	She smiled weakly and shrugged. “I’m just worried something’s going to get in the way of us being together. And I just want a normal relationship with you. I feel like your mistress.”

	“This Sunday, I will talk to him. I will tell him how I feel about you. How we feel about each other.”

	“And what if he doesn’t approve?”

	“He has to. He has to understand our predicament.”

	Predicament? Is that what our love affair is?

	She hung her head. Steam rose from the container of soup she had set in her lap. “Maybe I’m worried that this relationship isn’t right, that I’m letting my emotions take over. I do that, you know, as an empath.”

	“But I am not an empath, and I feel the same way about you. You get an insight when I hold your hand, yes?”

	“I feel your passion, but what scares me is that there doesn’t seem to be a mind-heart connection here. I don’t see anything. I can’t read your past, your thoughts, nothing. Honestly, I think I’m blinded by passion.”

	“Maybe that is a good thing… like blind faith. I believe God has brought us together—you, a healer, and I, a priest to be. It is, how you say, a pair made in heaven.”

	“Match… a match made in heaven, but hopefully he doesn’t have a cruel sense of humor. I’ve been through enough in my short life. I’m tired, and I want normal.”

	He cupped his hand under her chin. “I promise I will make it right.”

	She smiled wearily, hoping it was true.

	As they ate their soup, she yearned to tell him about Mrs. Kevich and how she thought Babu was keeping something from her, but the safest place for that information right now was in her head alone. She would have to deal with that problem herself. How she would, she hadn’t a clue.

	After they finished their meal, they tossed their garbage in the park barrel and then walked together along the path. She talked about school, careful not to mention how most everyone kept their distance from her because they were afraid of her, and he talked about some of the new patients he met at the hospital.

	Near the end of the path, just before the street crossing, he pulled her into a nook of tall hedges. Without a single worry that one of the congregation or Father Gabriel would see them, she gravitated into his arms.

	He pressed his lips to hers, and it felt as if the whole world had fallen away and there was just the two of them… until someone said, “Jackie?”

	Mom, jogging by in a fleece jacket, collar zipped to her chin, a knitted hat pulled over her ears, did a double take. Having locked eyes with Jackie, she made a U-ey and jogged over to them. “It is you… and you,” she said, surprised and slightly out of breath.

	“Uh… David, you remember my mom?”

	“Yes, Ms. Turov. It is good to see you.”

	“Were you two just kissing?”

	Jackie moved in front of David as if to hide him, which was ridiculous because the elephant in the park had already been exposed.

	“No wonder you went back to church,” she said to Jackie. “Wow.” She blinked. “What a surprise. How could I not…”

	Jackie lifted her shoulders to her ears.

	“Well—” Mom continued.

	“I’m sorry to rush off, Ms. Turov, but I have duties to attend to,” he said, sounding flustered. “I will see you Sunday?” he asked Jackie.

	Jackie stared dreamily at him, yearning for one more kiss, and nodded.

	He threw a guilty look at Mom and then leaned in to give Jackie a quick peck on the lips.

	“Poka,” he said to them, saying bye, and briskly walked off.

	“I got homework to do,” Jackie said to Mom.

	Mom’s forehead wrinkled, and Jackie suspected she was formulating a lecture or some sort of parental advice. Before Mom could open her mouth, Jackie lifted her hand. “Catch you at home,” she said. Hastily, she took off across the grass.
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	At home, Mom came in unexpectedly just as Jackie grabbed the fridge handle.

	Mom hung up her coat on one of the hooks by the back entrance door. “Boy, was that a surprise.”

	It was too late to run. Instead, Jackie opened the fridge and cowered behind the door. Having forgotten what she came to the kitchen for, she looked mindlessly at the food-packed shelves.

	Oh, yeah, water.

	She grabbed a bottled water and closed the door.

	Mom was right beside her, obstructing her escape.

	“I know I shouldn’t worry,” Mom said, “since you are dating a seminarian, but he is older than you. What are his intentions?”

	“Mom!”

	“Well, I…”

	“Why don’t you ask him?”

	Mom sighed. “I guess I’m asking, what are your intentions? David seems like a serious fellow and committed to becoming a priest. Right? Is this what you want, to be a priest’s wife?”

	Jackie opened her mouth halfway and then shrugged. Talking to Mom seemed to realign her brain with logic.

	“I’d hate to see you rushing into… marriage. God, I can barely say it. You’re still so young. Dad and I were too young when we married.”

	“And that’s what happened?” she said, referring to their divorce. Jackie had always blamed herself for destroying their marriage because of her psychic ability and the whole church-vision thing.

	“Yes. We were just two different people. Listen, don’t think that I expect you to move out of here once you graduate. The truth is, I need you here… for Babu. I can’t even communicate with her. And there’s your education.”

	“I know this.” She fidgeted with the water bottle cap. It was stuck in place.

	Mom squinted. “Do you? It’s just that your eyes glazed over when you looked at him today.”

	Jackie dropped her head.

	“Are you listening to me?”

	“I hear you.” She peered upward at Mom.

	“Why don’t you see Madam Sophie about this?”

	“What? I can’t!”

	“Why not? I thought you two were friends.”

	“I can’t see her. Not anymore. Not with me and David.”

	“Oh… but you’re…”

	“You can say it.”

	“Psychic. How’s that working out?”

	“With him, so far, so good… I guess.”

	Mom tilted her head, a worried look on her face.

	“I hear you,” Jackie said. “I’ll make the right decision.”

	Mom gave a deft nod. “I believe you will. Hey, why don’t we have him over for dinner Sunday? I’ll invite Andy.”

	She didn’t want to tell Mom that David would need permission first. She didn’t want her to know how difficult her relationship with David was. “I’ll see. David’s pretty busy at the church with his internship and all—” Oops, she didn’t mean to let that slip. Mom didn’t need to get suspicious over his internship and find out about their ticking clock. “But I’ll ask. Thanks.”

	She tried to get past Mom, but Mom blocked her, her eyes narrowing.

	Jackie could see her mom senses kicking in.

	“What’s going on?” Mom asked.

	“Nothing.”

	“Jackie?”

	“Honestly, nothing. Everything’s good.”

	“Well, if he’s so busy on Sunday, why not Saturday?”

	“I don’t know. We’ll see.”

	“He’s dating my little girl. He can take the time and sit down with us for a family dinner. If that doesn’t work for him, then he needs to take a hike.”

	Wow, Mom meant business!

	“All right. I’ll get him to come.”
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	Jackie sat on her bed, her laptop beside her with an open document of homework, her back against a furry and oversized black-and-white spotted pillow. She picked up her phone, debated if now was the right time to ask him, took a deep breath, and began to text:

	My mom

	She deleted it. Mulled over the timing again, and then began:

	Can you

	Deleted it.

	She hated putting David on the spot. And she wasn’t a pushy girlfriend. She especially wasn’t a Trish and didn’t want to be a Trish. But maybe Mom was right. There was a kind of self-respect in insisting on a normal relationship with David.

	Even though she had Babu’s blessing, she needed Mom’s and Father Gabriel’s to make the relationship legit. David had said he’d make it right. But what if he kept putting it off? She and David were already locking lips and talking about a match made in heaven. Honestly, if this was what he truly believed, he needed to talk to Father Gabriel, now.

	She texted, Mom insists you come for dinner Sat, and left it at that. She leaned back, her stomach churning, waiting for a response. It wasn’t right putting this on Mom, but blame the devil, she thought.

	 


Chapter 6

	In his rectory bedroom, David was reading through a rough draft of an article he had written for the church bulletin, when Jackie texted him. He had only been apart from her for a few hours, and still his heart swelled seeing her name light up on his mobile phone display. He picked up his phone, which lay on his tiny desk, and opened her message.

	A sharp pain pricked his chest and deflated his enthusiasm.

	Good Lord! Her mother wants me to come to dinner.

	Extreme feelings of guilt rushed into him, filling the space his deflated enthusiasm had left.

	He hadn’t told Jackie, but this whole situation with her was driving him mad. Every time he was near her, it wasn’t just physical attraction he felt for her but a thirsting desire to quench his soul. He contemplated these feelings often, questioning if he felt this way because of a need to save her, to bring her back to church, or that maybe it was her gift of healing that drew him to her and made him feel this way.

	Father Gabriel would surely question his feelings when he asked permission to see Jackie and attend dinner at her house. David could barely explain it to himself what he felt for her and in such short of a time that they had known each other.

	Father Gabriel would also tell his uncle, a bishop in Russia, as they were in close communication. And he was more afraid of what his uncle would think of his relationship with Jackie than what Father Gabriel would.

	So that he wouldn’t be pressed to answer her, he shut off his phone.

	He took up his prayer book and knelt before his prayer corner, before the cloth-covered table on which sat a white candle, an incense burner, bottle of holy water, and a row of small icons.

	He spent almost an hour stoically reading from his prayer book… until he gained enough courage to see Father Gabriel.
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	David, still bearing a load of guilt, leaned into Father Gabriel’s office. “Can we talk?”

	Father Gabriel, sitting behind a mahogany desk, had just popped a piece of chocolate into his mouth. “Sorry. My sugar is low,” he said between chews. He waved. “Please, come in.” His desk was cluttered with paper and books, and a can of diet soda and a supersized chocolate bar sat near the stained mouse pad.

	Father Gabriel, with his ruddy cheeks and white beard, always reminded David of a burly Saint Nick. He was down to earth and humanly flawed. And David always felt at ease in his presence.

	Sitting in the tapestry chair before Father Gabriel’s desk, David rubbed his hands across his cassock lap several times to wipe the dampness from his palms.

	“Is something’s wrong?” Father Gabriel asked.

	“Well… I…” David sighed. He didn’t know where to begin.

	“Soda?”

	“No, thanks.”

	“Water?” Father Gabriel’s tone made it sound like a terrible option.

	“Uh, yes, please.”

	At the server along the wall, Father Gabriel poured water from a crystal pitcher into a glass. “Mrs. Gorsky fills this pitcher every day, expecting me to drink from it. I wind up pouring it down the sink at the end of the day. But don’t tell her. It’s our secret.” He laughed jovially, his laugh bellowing from the pit of his belly, and handed the glass of water to David.

	David sipped some water, enough to wet his mouth and give him time to gather his thoughts.

	Father Gabriel slid a chair close to David and sat down. “So, what’s on your mind, son?”

	“Well, you know, when Father Dmitriev was here, I had invited the girl, Jackie Turov, to look at the iconostasis.” He squeezed the water glass. “We all thought, the congregation I mean, that Jackie would have some… insight into what was going on. Well, you know the story, yes?”

	“Yes. The fire, her warning from the Holy Mother. She was here last Sunday with her great-grandmother. Wasn’t she?” He entwined his fat fingers and leaned slightly forward.

	“Yes, that was her.”

	“Is there something wrong?”

	“No, well, I”—he cleared his throat—“we, I mean… we have fallen in love.”

	Father Gabriel patted David’s thigh. “Your uncle was worried something like this would happen.”

	David hung his head.

	“But he has to understand that falling in love is part of human nature,” Father Gabriel said. “Are you sure it’s love? You’ve been celibate for how long?”

	David blinked, surprised at Father Gabriel’s lack of naiveté. “Five years. Since Katia. Since the accident.”

	Father Gabriel looked attentively at him.

	“When I was studying chemistry at Moscow University, Katia and I were dating. That was before I ever thought about becoming a priest or was truly committed to the church. And then, the accident happened.”

	“I’m sorry. I was unaware… Is she…?”

	David shook his head. “No. It happened so fast. The car came out of nowhere. One minute I was waving to her from across the street and then the next…” His hand shook as he lifted the water glass to his lips. “I had planned to propose to her, at our favorite restaurant.” He took a sip and then lowered the glass to his lap. “I was devastated and blamed myself for so long, but Uncle helped me through the pain and anger and opened my eyes to a future as a priest. That’s when I took my personal vow of celibacy.”

	“I’m so sorry about Katia. So you haven’t had relations with this girl, Jackie?”

	“No.”

	“And you are asking for what? My blessing?”

	“Yes. And I am asking if I could attend dinner at her house this Saturday. Her family, well, her mother, would like it if I came… to get to know me. Plus, I have not been able to spend time with Jackie.” His stomach twisted, as that was not totally true.

	Father Gabriel raised his silver brow.

	“Well, besides the time we spent on the iconostasis mystery,” David said, “we have met in passing on the street and then briefly last Sunday at church. But I am certain about what I feel for this girl.”

	“You keep saying girl. How old is she?”

	“Eighteen. She graduates in May.”

	“And you’re still intent on becoming ordained?”

	“Yes.”

	“You’re asking a lot of her. Does she feel the same way about you? Is she in love, or is it teenage hormones?” He laughed jollily.

	David swallowed. “Jackie’s a very mature girl… uh, woman… for her age. She’s sensitive, intuitive, and dedicated to taking care of her great-grandmother. She’s also a very spiritual person who just lost her way because of Father Dmitriev’s false accusations. He put her through a lot, made her question her faith.”

	“And how is her faith?”

	“I… well… I do not know. I have not asked. I have just assumed that because we were in love everything else would fall into place.”

	“Then I’d like to talk with her, to both of you.”

	“You would?” His voice cracked.

	“Of course I would. It’s my job to counsel. I wouldn’t want either of you to make a mistake, to choose the wrong path in your lives. How about Sunday afternoon?”

	He swallowed. “This Sunday?”

	“Yes… unless you or they have something better to do?” He smiled.

	“Oh, no. I am sure it will be fine.”

	“Then, yes, you may go for dinner Saturday.”

	“Thank you.”

	“But be on your best!”

	“I will. I promise.”

	 


Chapter 7

	Jackie had waited nervously for David’s reply, her mind continuously drifting from her homework. When it was time for bed and he still hadn’t replied, she lay awake worrying that she had been a little too forward. She didn’t know when she had fallen asleep, only that it was late.

	In the morning, as soon as her alarm woke her for school, she checked her phone. David’s name and text lit on the display.

	Meet me tonight at hospital.

	The time beneath the message read 3:33 a.m.

	He’d been up all night! Praying about their relationship? Double-thinking it?

	Her stomach ached.

	Before she left for school, she drank a few sips of coffee, and despite Babu’s pleas for her to eat, she skipped breakfast, too.

	At school, as she walked down the hall with Zeta to her first hour class, Zeta was going on about something, but Jackie didn’t hear a word of what she was saying. Instead, she worried about what David was going to tell her this evening.

	Zeta stepped in front of her and, walking backward, waved her hand in front of Jackie’s face. “Earth to Jackie.”

	“What?”

	“Where are you?”

	Jackie stopped and glanced at the nearest room number. “Did I pass up my class?”

	“No, you haven’t heard a word I said. What’s up?”

	A flood of students flowed down the corridor and parted around them.

	“Nothing.”

	Zeta raised a finger. “Okay, for one, there’s always something up with you. And two, you can’t bullshit a bullshitter.”

	“It’s probably nothing. It’s just that my mom insisted David come for dinner Saturday. I kind of insisted, too, in a text. I didn’t mean to be pushy… maybe I did. He returned my text in the middle of the night saying to meet him tonight at the hospital. I got a bad feeling.”

	“Maybe you should stalk him some more and see what’s up.”

	“Ha.”

	“Hey, if he’s got a problem with your relationship, he can take a hike.”

	“That’s what Mom said.” She dropped her shoulders.

	Zeta got up in her face. “What’s happened to you? Did someone kidnap Jackie?”

	“Seriously, I don’t know.”

	“Maybe you need to take a step back from this relationship and clear your head.”

	Jackie opened her mouth to object.

	Zeta held up a hand. “Uh, uh, uh. Let me be brutally honest here… because that’s what I’m good at. You don’t look well. The color’s faded from your face… and I don’t mean the blood from your death-white cheeks. Are you even wearing makeup?” She eyed Jackie’s blouse. “And pastel goth? Really? Totally not you.”

	“People can change.”

	“Sure. And that’s a good thing, but not when they change into someone they’re not. Look at you. It’s so obvious you’re depressed and confused. Own it.”
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	In English Lit, her second hour class, even Jason noticed that something was wrong.

	“If I could see auras, yours would be black,” he said.

	“Jeez, it’s that obvious?”

	Jason snorted air from his nostrils like an angry bull, the anger in his eyes emphasized by thick eyeliner. “What’d he do?”

	“Nothing,” she said.

	“I swear, if he—”

	“We’re good. Don’t worry. I’m just in a mood.”

	“Cleansing breaths?”

	She hadn’t even thought of it. Since she’d been around David, she rarely used her energy techniques when she needed to. She was letting emotion consume her. “You’re right. Probably a lot of negative energy I picked up,” she lied.

	“You look pale. Did you eat?”

	She shook her head.

	Jason dug into the small pocket on his backpack and pulled out a warped candy bar in a rumpled wrapper. He gave it to her.

	Her spirit lifted, and her heart warmed. “Thanks,” she said and took it.

	As they left class, Jason lightly touched her arm. His touch left an impression that puzzled her. He wasn’t jealous or angry, but frightened… for her?
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	Jackie met David in the garden area at the hospital. The garden was a hidden cove between the cafeteria and the hallway to Emergency. They sat—a foot of space between them—on the ornate bench that was set into a horseshoe of bushes.

	It worried her that he hadn’t hugged her when they met by the cafeteria, nor touched her as they walked to the garden… but then they never did when at the hospital, she reminded herself.

	“How was school?” he asked.

	Hmm? Was he being deprecating? She wanted to take his hand in hers and read him. No, you can’t. Not him. Every time she had tried in the past, she received nothing but more desire for him.

	“Did you go?” he asked.

	“Yeah, why wouldn’t I? Same ole.”

	“I talked to Father Gabriel.”

	“Oh?”

	“He wants to meet with both of us.”

	“Oh?” she said, sounding even more anxious.

	“No. Not to worry. All couples in the church undergo such counseling. He wants to be sure that our hearts are in the right places.”

	“And if he doesn’t give his blessing?”

	“He will, but I think he’s worried about you being young. You know, he will ask about your education plans. Not that that is a problem. Many of the spouses of the seminarians I know are pursuing degrees. I guess what he will be seeking is if being married to a priest is what you really want in your future.”

	She slid her hand across the bench into the empty space between them. “You know I do.”

	He laid his hand on top of hers. Her heart ignited.

	“I want to be married to you too,” he said, “but I also want what is best for you. I do not want you to cut yourself short in life.”

	“How would I do that?”

	“Like going to community college for a few photography and business classes.”

	She huffed. “Now you sound like Zeta. She thinks I have more talent than that.”

	“I do too.”

	“You do?”

	“Of course, I do. You should be studying medicine. You are good in science. And you are a healer. Becoming a nurse or a doctor would be a perfect fit for your talents. You know, St. Pantaleon was a healer and a physician.”

	She narrowed her eyes. He’s kidding, right?

	“Or alternative medicine. You could study that. My great-grandmother is a skilled midwife and herbalist.”

	She slipped her hand from his. “You’re telling me what to do?”

	“No, I am not telling you. I am suggesting. I want you to use your God-given talent of healing.”

	“I can, and I don’t need a degree.” She studied him. “You’re not so sure about my ability, are you? You want me to hide behind medicine?”

	“It is just that I am afraid Father Gabriel or Uncle—”

	“Wasn’t Pantaleon the saint who was condemned to death for using magic?”

	“Well, yes, but they eventually declared him a saint.”

	“Ha!” She stood abruptly. “Thanks for your support.”

	He stood up too and weighed his hands on her shoulders. “I am sorry. I should not have suggested. I guess I am just as nervous about meeting with Father Gabriel as you are.”

	Since the moment she saw him this evening, she yearned to hold him. Now, standing inches from him, his thumbs massaging her shoulders, she leaned into him without further thought about their argument.

	His arms folded around her, and she pressed her cheek to his wool coat. She squeezed him tightly and inhaled his scent—fabric softener and incense.

	He kissed the top of her head. “It will work out, you and I,” he said. “Our love is written in the heavens.”

	“Stars,” she said.

	“Ah, yes. Stars. What time does your mother want me over Saturday?”

	 


Chapter 8

	Late Saturday afternoon, having done her time at Photo Junction, Jackie rushed into the house. It was already three thirty, and the place smelled like cabbage and barley with a hint of cinnamon and apples. Mom and Andy were snug on the couch, a March Madness game playing on the television, little Mathew walking across their laps, dancing an action figure over their heads. Mom tugged Mathew’s arm, trying to get him to sit.

	Jackie nervously eyed the fat crayons and giant coloring books that cluttered the coffee table and the toys strewn across the front room floor. She shot Mom a frustrated look.

	“She won’t let me in the kitchen,” Mom said to Jackie.

	Okay, so why not pick something up?

	In the kitchen, the stockpot of soup she and Babu made last night heated on the stove, and the cabbage and noodle casserole baked in the oven. Babu, in a flowery dress, paisley apron, and thick-soled walking shoes, stood at the sink washing parfait glasses for the apple crisp and fresh berries.

	“Sorry I’m late,” Jackie said. “I had to help some guy scan in fifty-two old four-by-four pics.”

	Babu looked Jackie up and down and, appearing disappointed, waved her hand and said something to Jackie like go look pretty.

	“Are you sure I can’t help you with anything first?”

	“Idti,” she said and shooed her.

	Upstairs, Jackie splashed cold water on her face to rejuvenate her tired complexion. Then she started from scratch on her makeup, going light on the eyeliner and lipstick. After dressing in a white lace blouse, black skinny jeans, and ballerina shoes—not quite pastel goth—she sat on the closed lid of the toilet, rested her hands, palms up, on her knees, and did her breathing techniques. She had just about cleared herself of the anxiety over David coming for dinner and their relationship becoming official, when the sound of the doorbell sent her heart racing and her feet flying down the steps. She came to a halt at the bottom of the stairs.

	Babu, blocking David from Jackie, rattled on and on in Russian.

	“Babu, let him come in,” Jackie said.

	Babu told him in Russian to take off his coat. Before he did, he handed Jackie a bouquet of five roses wrapped in a cluster of angel’s breath. “For you,” he said.

	Holy shit! Flowers? She’d never been given flowers before. “Thank you!” She leaned in for a kiss.

	Babu tugged at David’s coat, cutting their kiss short. He unbuttoned it quickly, and Babu helped him out of it.

	David was dressed in his cassock with black slacks beneath. A silver pectoral cross hung from his neck.

	Andy stared at David, a slight smile and amazement on his face.

	“I’ll put these in water,” Jackie said. “Andy, this is David Davidovich.”

	He shook David’s hand. “Good to meet you.”

	“The pleasure is mine,” David said.

	As Jackie took a crystal vase from the dining room hutch, Babu led David to the dining room table. She insisted he sit at the head chair, where she had all these years set an empty plate for Grandpa’s spirit. She made Andy and Mom take side chairs with Mathew between them on a booster seat. It was obvious how she now ranked the household.

	In the kitchen, Jackie quickly filled the vase with water and inserted the flowers. She placed them in the center of the dining room table. Babu immediately commanded that Jackie bring soup and insisted that Mom stay seated.

	Mom shrugged but looked content to settle in at the table.

	“Okay,” Jackie said slowly, not sure if Babu wanted Jackie to impress David with domestic skills or if Babu wanted David to herself. She was a bit relieved that Babu hadn’t taken the empty chair next to him. Instead, she leaned into Jackie’s place setting and chatted with him.

	Jackie carried out a cookie tray of soup bowls, filled with pohlebka, a vegetarian barely soup. She set the tray on the server and then divvied the bowls out to everyone, except little Mathew. Then she set the table with the cabbage and noodle casserole and a vinaigrette salad of beets, carrots, potatoes, onions, and pickles.

	Mom raised her hands. “Where’s the meat?”

	Jackie finally sat down. “David can’t… uh… we don’t eat meat during Lent.”

	Mom gave her a look, like, since when. She touched Andy’s wrist. “Sorry,” she said to him.

	Andy smiled. “It’s fine. Smells good.” Andy was the most courteous, easy-going guy Jackie had ever met. A nice break for Mom, she thought.

	Babu asked David to say the blessing, and David, pausing a moment after bowing his head, recited a scripted prayer in English.

	It wasn’t long after a round of small talk and passing the casserole and salad dishes, David asking Andy questions—where he worked, how old was the boy, where was the boy’s mom—that Mom put an end to David’s probing into her business and started her own interrogation.

	“So, David,” Mom said. “Where in Russia are you from?”

	“It is a small village north of Alapayevsk. It is not even on the map. I think not even Putin knows it exists.” Everyone laughed, except for Babu and Mom, who seemed to be intent on getting the facts, just the facts.

	“Babu is from someplace in the Urals,” Mom said. “That’s what my mom used to tell me, but I can’t remember the name of the town. Jackie, do you know?”

	Jackie flushed with embarrassment. She couldn’t remember, having just read it the other day on Babu’s naturalization paper. It was like a name of a month.

	October? September?

	She turned to Babu and, using her meager knowledge of Russian, asked her where she was from.

	Babu looked blankly at Jackie.

	David leaned forward and asked Babu where she was from. It sounded exactly like what she had asked Babu.

	Babu waved her hand in a slap-dash way, and she said something to him in Russian.

	“Where is she from?” Mom asked.

	“She said she doesn’t remember,” David said.

	Jackie thought that was a little suspicious, like when she asked Babu what her parents were like.

	David smiled kindly and said to Babu in Russian that it was okay she didn’t remember, that the memory was in her heart. He turned to Mom. “My town is in the Sverdlovsk Oblast region, basically the Urals. My family has a farm.”

	“What made you want to become a priest?” Mom asked.

	“It is a long story. My uncle who’s a bishop had a strong influence in my life.”

	“But it is what you want, right?” Her eyes veered toward Jackie.

	“Yes… of course it is.”

	“Well, you’ll certainly be drawing a lot of young women into the congregation.”

	“Mom!” Jackie said.

	Mom laughed. “Sorry.”

	Andy smirked. “She thinks you’re too handsome to be a priest and too old to be with Jackie,” he said to David.

	“Well, there’s a paradox for you,” Jackie said.

	“I just want to make sure you do right by my daughter.”

	“I have every intention of… doing right.”

	“Her psychic ability doesn’t bother you?”

	Jackie crushed the cloth napkin that was wadded in her hand. “Could we not go there?”

	Babu asked David in Russian if he wanted more casserole.

	“Net. Spasibo,” he said kindly to her, and then he said to Mom, “Jackie and I have accepted one another for who we are.”

	Mom raised her brows. “O-kay,” she said as if she wasn’t buying it.

	Thinking about their talk of St. Pantaleon the other day, Jackie also found it a bit hard to swallow.

	“Besides, I have some tricks of my own,” he said in a lighter tone and smiled. “In my college days in Moscow, I used to entertain with a few magic tricks I learned from my great-grandfather. If you bring an old spoon, I will show you my best one.”

	“They’re all old,” Mom said. “Take your pick.”

	David hesitated.

	Her interest piqued, Jackie slid her spoon toward him and said, “Go on, I want to see this. Maybe your last name is really Copperfield, but even Putin doesn’t know.”

	“Funny,” he said. He held up the spoon and asked Mom, “Is coffee spoon okay? I can fix it when I am done, but it might not be perfect.”

	“Go ahead,” Jackie said.

	“Yes, go on,” Mom said.

	“Okay, then. I, my friends, can bend metal with my thoughts and energy.”

	“Ha!” Jackie let out, and watched in excitement.

	David wrapped his fingers around the spoon handle and rested his thumb at the crook. He closed his eyes and took several slow breaths. Forcefully, he rubbed his thumb over the crook of the handle.

	The spoon head slowly dipped and the neck, softening, curved around his index finger. The whole spoon had softened and reformed along the curvature of his hand. He opened his eyes and held up the spoon for all to see.

	“Voila,” he said in his Russian accent.

	Babu covered her mouth; her tiny blue eyes stretched wide. Mom, Andy, and Mathew clapped.

	Jackie was amazed beyond belief. “What else can you do I don’t know about?”

	“You will have to stick with me and find out,” he said seductively. He turned to Mom. “I can fix the spoon. No worries.” He covered his hand with the napkin and closed his eyes. After nearly a minute, he lifted the napkin. The spoon was back to its original form.

	“Wow, I’m impressed,” Andy said.

	“Me too,” said Mom.

	Mathew began playing with his spoon and trying to do the same.

	“Just, please, do not say anything to Father Gabriel. He may really believe it is magic.”

	“Like Babu?” Jackie said.

	Babu dabbed her forehead with her cloth napkin. Her complexion had paled.

	“I am sorry,” he said to Jackie, “I did not mean to scare her.”

	“Are you okay?” Jackie asked her.

	She nodded.

	David told Babu in Russian that no magic was involved, just heat from rubbing metal with his thumb.

	Jackie rubbed Babu’s hand. “I’ll make coffee.” She turned to everyone else. “Who wants dessert?” she said to sweeten the mood. “David, why don’t you tell Babu about Sunday. That’ll make her happy.”

	“What about Sunday?” Mom asked.

	Jackie let David tell Babu in Russian first.

	Babu touched her heart and smiled.

	“What?” Mom asked.

	“We’re meeting with Father Gabriel.”

	Mom stared blank-eyed at Jackie.

	“You know, counseling, to get his blessing.”

	David squeezed Jackie’s hand. Jackie glowed.

	Mom wrinkled her mouth and hesitantly raised her wineglass. “Well, then, good luck with that.”

	 


Chapter 9

	Jackie escorted Babu from the parking lot to the church. The air was cool, and the morning sun shone mildly on them. A group of grammar-school-aged children, dressed in their Sunday best, chased each other up and down the sidewalk, playing It. Jackie thought of the little girl in Mrs. Kevich’s vision.

	Her arm linked in Babu’s, she decided to take the opportunity to read Babu’s past. She snuggled closer to Babu, hugging her arm as they walked. Despite the cold, heat radiated from Babu’s wool coat, and a holy scent of frankincense and myrrh emanated from her coat sleeve.

	Focusing on Babu’s energy, Jackie tingled with anxiety. However, no matter how hard she concentrated, she couldn’t get inside Babu’s head. It was like there was a mental wall she couldn’t get past.

	Some of the parishioners who stood outside the church greeted her and Babu. Jackie relented and helped Babu up the stairs and into the church foyer.

	Inside, a man and woman read the posts on the bulletin board; a woman and a child, buying two slender candles, dropped money into a basket; and a burly woman in a tweed coat and flowered head scarf prayed on her knees before the Holy Resurrection icon. The Hours service was going on inside the nave.

	Babu asked that Jackie let her pray. She slipped her arm from Jackie’s and then waited behind the woman.

	Before she could warn Babu, the woman crossed herself and then held onto the icon stand for support in getting up from the floor. Babu grabbed the woman’s elbow to assist her.

	The woman turned her head. Seeing Babu, she gasped.

	Babu said softly to Mrs. Kevich, in Russian, not to worry. That she meant no harm.

	“Ved’ma,” Mrs. Kevich said, calling her a witch. “I will tell Father Gabriel what you have done,” she said in English. “God save this church.”

	With that, Mrs. Kevich waddled into the nave.

	Babu grabbed her heart and breathed heavily.

	Jackie put her arm around Babu. “It’s okay. Relax.”

	“Is she all right?” Mrs. Gorsky asked. Jackie was so shaken she hadn’t noticed her come in and didn’t know how long she’d been standing there. She wasn’t wearing a coat, so she must have come out from the service. The other people who had been in the foyer were gone. Jackie worried that they had heard Babu and Mrs. Kevich’s conversation.

	“A little out of breath… from the stairs, I think,” Jackie said.

	Mrs. Gorsky glanced bitterly toward the nave and then said, “Have her sit a minute.”

	Jackie guided Babu over to the bench near the bulletin board and candle table.

	Before entering the nave, Mrs. Gorsky shot them a concerned look and then said to Jackie, “Don’t worry. She’ll be fine.”

	Jackie had noticed that ever since Babu helped banish the demon, her light had been dim. So, alone in the foyer with Babu, she took a cleansing breath and imagined her breath absorbing the negative energy. She exhaled and visualized the negative energy draining from her body and into the floor. Then she thought about how much she loved Babu. She envisioned her love as a white light burning inside her. She took a deep breath, let the breath absorb the light, and exhaled, channeling the light out from her heart and through her arms, her hands, and into Babu.

	Babu smiled weakly and patted Jackie’s hand and said that she was a khoroshaya devochka.

	With her arms around Babu, they entered the nave. She sat Babu on the other side of the room as far from Mrs. Kevich as she could get her.

	Babu slipped her chotki from her coat pocket and worked a knot between her thumb and index finger, praying the Jesus Prayer.

	Soon the liturgy began and Jackie joined in the song while Babu continued her beaded prayers.

	Jackie was angry at Mrs. Kevich for putting Babu through this. Although she didn’t have any facts about what had really happened to Mrs. Kevich as a girl, she couldn’t believe that Babu would inflict such suffering and death on anyone.

	Not even if they had attempted to beat her to death?

	Oh, Lord. What had happened when Babu escaped? If only she could get into Babu’s head.

	Jackie’s mind drifted throughout the liturgy to the images the demon had showed her about Babu and to what Babu had told David about her past: Babu in a country church, healing the sick; Babu escaping into the woods from the angry crowd who had commenced to beat her and two holy sisters to death. And what about the bad people she’d been with, whom she had hid from? Where did Mrs. Kevich’s memory fit into all of this?

	She tried to piece it all together, but there were too many parts missing and she wasn’t sure of the order of events. And when David read the Epistle, her heart despaired, afraid Mrs. Kevich would jeopardize their future together. Why did everything in her life turn to shit?

	But the sound of David’s voice coursed through her, binding every cell of her to him. And she was filled with the thought that nothing would separate them. She envisioned the two of them together as two trees that had grown into one and that the wind could not sway or uproot.

	This thing with Mrs. Kevich would pass, she told herself, because David was right: their love was written in the stars, or maybe the heavens, as he had erroneously said. Their love was fate. It had to be. Why else would she be so drawn to him?

	Near the end of the service, when the lines began to form before Father Gabriel and the deacon for Holy Communion, Jackie seriously thought about making her confession to Father Gabriel that afternoon so that next time she could go up for Communion. She wanted to come back to the church. She would tell Father Gabriel this. She would confess her lie and tell him of her psychic abilities if that’s what it would take to make this right and so she could be with David.

	The weight on her heart lightened, and she felt as if she had beaten the devil with a club and had set herself free.

	Most of the congregation formed a line in front of Father Gabriel, David and the altar boy assisting with the cloth.

	Jackie’s heart stopped and she’d quit singing when Mrs. Kevich stood before Father Gabriel, David holding the cloth beneath her chin.

	God, I hope she keeps her mouth shut about this.

	Father Gabriel spooned the wine-soaked bread onto Mrs. Kevich’s outstretched tongue. Jackie could feel the blaze of hellfire on her own tongue, as she was suddenly reminded of her first psychic experience.

	Mrs. Kevich turned. Her face was beet red. Her head lurched forward, and heaving and wheezing, she grabbed her throat.

	Father Gabriel shoved the chalice at the altar boy and, coming up from behind Mrs. Kevich, wrapped his arms around her. Immediately, his clasped fat hands thrust upward into her sternum.

	The music and singing stopped, and a frantic crowd gathered around them.

	“Call 9-1-1,” someone cried.

	Jackie pushed through the crowd to get a closer look. Mrs. Kevich’s shoulders lurched forward every time Father Gabriel drew his locked hands into her sternum. As hard as he tried, he could not dislodge the Eucharist from her throat.

	Mrs. Kevich’s face was turning blue. She had to help her. She started toward the woman, her hand outstretched, but someone grabbed her other arm and tugged her back.

	It was David.

	 


Chapter 10

	Jackie trembled as the paramedics zipped Mrs. Kevich inside a black bag. She couldn’t believe what just happened.

	At first, Father Gabriel had tried to dislodge the host by Heimlich maneuver, and then when Mrs. Kevich had slipped from his arms to the floor, he turned her over on her side and wormed his finger in her mouth, trying to dislodge the bread. He had said he felt nothing there and that perhaps it had slipped deeper into her throat.

	Babu, from the time Mrs. Kevich began choking, hadn’t removed her hand from her mouth. She’d stood beside Jackie, looking on in horror.

	As the paramedics carried Mrs. Kevich away, her family followed behind them, her daughter sobbing and her husband comforting her.

	Father Gabriel asked that everyone stay for a special prayer for Mrs. Kevich, and said he’d be available afterwards for grief counseling. It went without saying that her and David’s meeting with Father Gabriel was off for this afternoon.

	Wrenched with guilt and fighting back tears, she just wanted to go home.

	She tried to sneak out with Babu while David was busy comforting the others in the congregation, but he caught up to them in the foyer.

	“Are you okay?” he asked her and Babu.

	“Why didn’t you let me help her?” Jackie whispered.

	“You can’t. Not here. Not yet.”

	“I could have helped her.”

	“Stay,” he said. “Please. The congregation… everyone is upset. We will pray.”

	“Domoy,” Babu demanded, wanting to go home.

	“We need to go,” Jackie said. What they needed to do was get the hell out of here and never come back.

	“I will see you later?” he asked.

	She shook her head. “I doubt…”

	“I will call you.” He lifted her hand, which had been hanging lifelessly at her side, and he kissed it.

	Oh God, she wanted him so bad. It was killing her to walk away, but she reminded herself how much his ordination meant to him and how she would always be a dark presence in his life.

	She pulled his hand to her mouth and gently kissed the base of his thumb.

	“Goodbye,” she said.

	On the way home, wilted in the passenger seat and clutching her purse, Babu said she was sorry.

	“This isn’t your fault, is it?” Jackie asked in English. Her head was too scrambled to think in Russian. She immediately felt ashamed for blaming Babu.

	Babu crossed herself and then clasped her hands together as if in prayer.

	Jackie thought of Jessica, who had a freak accident after beating the shit out of Jackie in town, and her heart shriveled. “I’m sorry,” Jackie said. “It’s my fault. We shouldn’t have come back.”

	 


Chapter 11

	It took all of Jackie’s inner strength not to respond to David’s texts. She had to finally shut off her phone and stuff it in a drawer. Out of sight, out of mind, she thought. But he wasn’t. Remembering the pictures of David hanging in the darkroom, she quickly scampered down the steps in her socks to the basement where she, the cement floor cold beneath her feet, nipped one picture after another from the clothespins’ pinched grips and dropped them into the utility sink.

	She searched the cabinets for matches and found a boxful behind some old rags and cans of cleaning products.

	She struck the match against the box and, holding the tiny burning stick between her fingers, concentrated on the flame.

	“Be gone from my heart,” she said, as if reciting a spell.

	Tears dotted the corners of her eyes as she lit the edges of David’s pictures.

	The flame ate the edges of the photo papers and, moving quickly into the center, consumed the images of David. A heap of ash lay in the basin.

	She ran the water. It splashed against the bottom of the sink and sent the ash into a swirl. The blackened pieces spiraled down the drain.

	Squatted on the floor, she sat for nearly a half an hour, her back to the wash machine, her forehead against her knees, crying. She cried for Mrs. Kevich, cried for Babu, and cried for David. Somewhere in the mix, she cried for herself.

	e

	The floor creaked above Jackie’s head. Footsteps pressed against the floor, walking this way and that way. Mom was calling her name.

	“Please, leave me alone,” she whispered.

	The basement door opened. “Jackie, you down there?”

	She burrowed her head deeper into the fold of her arms.

	“Jackie?”

	“What?” she groaned.

	“Come here, where I can see you.”

	Jackie wiped her eyes with her sweater sleeves and got up wearily. She trudged out from her makeshift darkroom.

	Mom was standing in the light at the top of the stairs, phone in hand.

	“It’s David,” Mom said. “Something’s wrong.”

	Oh God, she had burned his pictures! She charged up the stairs. “What happened?”

	“Take it easy. It’s—Were you crying?”

	She snatched the phone from Mom’s hand and huddled away from her in a dining room corner.

	“David?”

	“I have bad news,” he said.

	Jackie’s heart pounded so hard, she felt it in the palm of her hand, thrumming against the receiver. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes, I am fine.”

	Relief washed over her. “Thank goodness,” she whispered to herself.

	“It is my mother. She is sick. I need to go back to Russia.”

	“Russia?”

	“Yes. And I would like for you to come with me.”

	“You what?”

	“I want you to meet my family and to spend more time with you.”

	She had to break up with him now. “I… I can’t.”

	“Why not?”

	Tell him that it’s over. “Because” she said, lowering her voice, “I don’t think we should—”

	“It would mean so much to me… to my family.”

	“I know… it’s just that I don’t think it’s a good idea. I think we—”

	“Do you not love me?”

	“You know I do. It’s just that I’ve been thinking that none of this is reasonable… not you and I… certainly not me going to Russia. I have school… and honestly, there are things… things I don’t know about myself… things that…”

	“We will discover together. We will have time.”

	She wiped a rogue tear from her cheek. He was making it harder to say no, harder to break up with him. “I don’t have a passport.”

	“It does not take long to get one, just twenty-four hours if you use expedited service. Same with visa to Russia. I will send you a link where you can do all online and get in three to four days.”

	“You really thought this out.”

	“We could leave next Saturday for Yekaterinburg. From there, we can take the train. Oh, you would love the train ride, maybe not so much the narrow-gauge, but the scenery of the Urals… the countryside… is beautiful.”

	The Urals? Where Babu grew up?

	No, forget it. Just tell him.

	“Please, Jackie. We may not have another chance for you to meet my parents before we… before I am ordained.”

	Oh God, the sound of his voice…

	She bit her lip. This could be the perfect opportunity to learn the truth about Babu and ultimately about herself. But if her fears about Babu were true, then spending more time with David would just make it harder to break up with him.

	“Think about what this would mean for us,” he said.

	She pressed her forehead against the wall and closed her eyes. She didn’t know what to do. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

	“Jackie?”

	She sniffled.

	“Are you crying?”

	“No.” She sobbed. “Yes,” she squealed.

	“What is wrong? Is it about us?”

	She looked up at the ceiling and stretched her eyelids wide to stop the flow of tears. “It’s Mrs. Kevich.” Why couldn’t she tell him it was over?

	“Everyone is devastated. Why did you leave? Why did you not stay for prayer and counseling?”

	“You know me. There was too much emotion. I needed to get out of there.”

	“Oh, Jackie, it is all the more reason you need a trip to the country. What do you say? Will you go with me?”

	If she didn’t go, she’d have to end their romance, now—and for some reason, she couldn’t.

	She closed her eyes and swallowed down her fear of learning the truth about Babu and herself.

	“Send me the link,” she said.

	 


Chapter 12

	Babu, after hearing about the trip, had followed Jackie throughout the house, shoving her savings passbook at her. Babu hadn’t been to the bank in, well, Jackie didn’t know when. Who even used a passbook anymore?

	Jackie was happy that Babu supported her going to Russia. Had Babu known the real reason she was going she may have sided with Mom, who thought that Jackie, even at eighteen, was too young to leave the country, especially with a man six years older. But after sitting Mom down and reasoning with her with phrases like “I’m old enough to make my own decisions” and “I know what I’m doing,” Mom buckled and agreed to let her go.

	Despite Babu insisting on paying for the trip, Jackie tapped into her own savings. After all, the money she’d saved was for her future, and her future certainly depended on this trip. She wavered between thinking of the spent money as an investment or a gamble.

	Oddly, preparations for the trip had moved without a hitch. David was right about the passport and visa website. Both were delivered to her door by FedEx on Thursday. And, with a few clicks, they had booked their flights.

	Her biggest worry was taking two weeks off from school. It would have been ideal if her trip had been during spring break, but March… Luckily, she hadn’t missed any days of school this year, and Mom did really well in bending the truth—okay, lying—telling the school office that Jackie needed to escort her great-grandmother to Russia to see a dying family member. At school that week, Jackie picked up the “truth-bending” torch by elaborating on the “dying great-aunt” story whenever teachers offered her their sympathy.

	By Friday night, she was packed and too excited to get a full-night’s sleep. She lay awake for about three hours before dozing off. Her mind teetered between fantasies of spending time with David and worries about where her quest would lead her.

	Waking at 3:30 a.m., she had only gotten three hours or so of sleep when her alarm clock went off.

	At 4:45 a.m., David was at the door, towing a suitcase and shouldering the straps of two bags—a backpack and a small leather carrier bag.

	He quickly unbuttoned his coat. “Sorry I am late. Father Gabriel is a heavy sleeper.”

	“It’s okay,” Jackie said, wondering why he was taking off his coat. “The taxi should be here in ten minutes.”

	“I will only be a minute,” he said.

	He tossed his carrier bag onto the armchair and quickly ripped off his coat. He was dressed conservatively—a cassock over slacks, dark dress shoes.

	His backpack in hand, he rushed to the bathroom.

	Jackie stared after him, thinking his behavior odd.

	“Do you have your passport and identification?” her mother asked her. She was in her robe, her hair tousled, her eyes sagging like she hadn’t slept either.

	“What?” She threw on her trench coat.

	“Your passport and identification, do you have them?”

	“Yes, Mom.”

	“And money?”

	“Yes.” Her money consisted of 150 dollars, 50 of which she would use for the U.S. airports and 100 dollars which she would convert to rubles at the currency exchange at the Moscow airport. At 57 rubles to a dollar, it would give her plenty of money for a hotel going and coming, eating out, and for just in case—even for her quest of finding Babu’s hometown.

	David came out of the bathroom, dressed in jeans and a grey Henley. Her jaw dropped.

	“You have scarf and gloves?” he asked her.

	She ogled at the way his shirt curved over his shoulder muscles and at the two unhooked buttons at his collar.

	“Jackie?”

	“Yeah, yeah, in my suitcase.” She hadn’t seen him in his “civvies” since she had visited him on the way to Mr. Davis’s house and she had caught him in a misbuttoned shirt and bare feet.

	“Hopefully accessible. And a warm winter coat? You cannot wear that,” he said, pointing to the trench coat she was wearing. “We may have to walk a bit where we are going, and it is still quite cold this time of the year.” He opened his arms. “Come here. I have not hugged you.”

	In a heartbeat, she was in his arms.

	He gave her a bear hug. Warmth emanated from beneath his Henley. Her heart hiccupped.

	“Taxi’s here,” Mom said, sounding aggravated.

	Jackie looked up at David and they kissed, passionately, and would have kept on if Mom hadn’t said, “Should I start worrying now about you taking my little girl to Russia?”

	Mom, holding her housecoat closed with a clenched fist, glared at David.

	“I am sorry, Ms. Turov. I promise I will take very special care of your daughter.”

	“That’s what I’m afraid of. I might have felt a bit better if you’d left your robe on, or whatever it is you wear.”

	The taxi honked.

	She and David quickly threw on their coats—she, exchanging her trench coat for her winter one.

	Babu shuffled out from her room in her cotton gown and slippers. She kissed Jackie on both cheeks and said to her, “On khoroshiy chelovek.” Her round, tiny eyes looked poignantly at Jackie. Babu had told her that David was a good man, but she was telling her much more with her eyes. It was more like stick with him and everything will be all right.

	She and David rolled their suitcases out the door, down the front porch steps, and down the cement lawn steps, to the curb where the taxi driver waited impatiently, the backseat door and trunk open.

	The cab driver tossed their luggage into the trunk while she cozied up to David in the backseat. She broiled with excitement. To be with David for fourteen whole days was already too much for her to contain. She had almost forgotten why she had decided to go in the first place—he had that effect on her, wiping her mind clean so that he was her only thought—but halfway to the airport, reaching into her purse to get a mint (anticipating a lot of kissing on this trip), she felt the paper, the copy she had made of Babu’s naturalization document.

	This thing with you and David is not settled yet, she told herself. Cool your jets!

	At the airport they checked their bags. It was then that David noticed he had left his backpack behind.

	“Oh, no, your passport?” she asked.

	“No, that I have in this carrier,” he said. “But my Bible, study books, icons, and my extra cassock.” He crossed himself. “I have left my faith in America!”

	“Maybe your uncle can replace those things.”

	“He will think—Ugh, maybe the books, at least, I can replace in Alapayevsk.”

	After passing through security, they ate a light breakfast at a small airport café, which, adhering to David’s Lenten fast, amounted to a banana and a black coffee. Eliminating dairy, eggs, oil, and meat didn’t leave them much to choose from. She was still hungry.

	Sitting in the gate area of their terminal, she shot Zeta a text. She hadn’t told her the real reason she was going to Russia. Zeta had only thought that it was to spend time with David and meet his family. She agreed that it was a good thing, but still frowned on David’s ordination deadline. “Maybe you can talk him into putting it off for a year,” Zeta had suggested at the lunch table. One issue at a time, Jackie had thought. Jason, not taking the news about her trip well at all, had turned sickly pale. He scooped up his half-eaten sandwich, bag of chips, and Snapple bottle, dumped it all in the barrel, and walked out of the lunchroom. She wanted to run after him and explain about the trip, about her quest, until Trish, collecting her books, told her to have fun and chased after him.

	Jackie hadn’t talked to Jason since then, not even in a text. What could she say? Quest or no quest, she was going to Russia to spend time with David.

	She and David boarded at 7 a.m.—a two-hour flight to JFK. As the plane took off down the runway and lifted into the air, Jackie’s stomach wavered, and she squeezed David’s hand. This is it, she thought.

	But it wasn’t. At JFK, they had a five-hour-and-twenty-five-minute layover, during which they walked the terminal from one end to the other several times, ate two light vegan meals, and perused a few shops. Sitting down in the gate seating area, she read about fifty pages of Dante’s Inferno for English Lit. David read a digital version of his prayer book and Bible that was on his tablet.

	When she had asked him what he was reading and he told her, she looked at him strangely. “So why carry books with you when you have a tablet?” she asked.

	“Because there is no electricity where we are going. Well, it comes on in the evening for a few hours, but I would not hook my tablet to it.”

	Her eyes stretched. “I won’t be able to charge my phone?”

	“Well that and you will not be able to use your phone. There is no mobile service or any phone service at all. Not on the farm.”

	She struck her head with the heel of hand. “Ach!”

	“No worries. It will be good for you to put away the electronics and enjoy the country air.”

	“Seriously?”

	At 2:25 p.m. they boarded a Russian airline, Aeroflot. The stewardesses greeted passengers in both Russian and English. It made Jackie a bit queasy as it hit home that she was leaving the country and would soon be—in nine hours to be exact—in a foreign land.

	During the long flight, she fell asleep several times, her head resting on David’s shoulder, her arms wrapped around his. As always, when she held him, all of her worries dissolved. Maybe Babu was right. Stick with him and everything will be fine.

	At 6:25 a.m. Moscow time, they landed at Sheremetyevo International Airport. The airport was beautiful with glossy floors and sleek signs lit with advertisements. Some of the advertisements and names of restaurants were in Russian and English, as well as the airport signs that hung from the ceiling.

	They had a two-hour-and-five-minute layover before boarding the final plane, which would take them to Yekaterinburg. They walked through the terminal, passing food stands, restaurants, and high-end, duty-free shops filled with designer purses, perfumes, makeup, and liquor. Jackie read the airport signs trying to pick up new vocabulary. And then it hit her. “Does your family speak English?”

	David rubbed her back. “My mom and dad speak English so-so. My grandparents, very little, and my great-grandmother, I think, not at all. Do not worry. You will have no problem communicating. You can use the Force, yes?” He grinned.

	“Ha, ha” she said.

	At 8 a.m. Moscow time, they boarded the final plane, and in two hours and fifteen minutes, they were in Yekaterinburg. It was 12:45 p.m.

	Jetlagged—her brain asleep and her body on auto-pilot—she stepped out of the airport with David, tugging her luggage behind her. The white of daylight shocked her tired eyes, and the frigid air shook her awake. Tiny snow crystals glistened in the sunlight, and a dusting of snow covered the pavement and parking lot.

	She quickly dug her scarf and gloves from her suitcase.

	They boarded a minibus, which took them over a highway and through urban streets—the sights of which were a mix of high-rises, office buildings, stores, and apartments—to the Yekaterinburg-Passazhirsky railway station.

	The bus let them off in front of the station, a long, colorful building fronted by white ionic columns. There, they boarded a passenger train to Alapayevsk. At 3:12, it left the station.

	The inside of the train had new blue seats that were arranged in rows of three like in an airplane. Jackie rubbed her hand over the seat’s fabric. “This is nice.”

	“This was not the train I was referring to.”

	“There’s another one after this?”

	His shoulders rose slightly, and he nodded.

	“Wouldn’t it have been easier to rent a car?”

	“Well, for one, it would have been more expensive, and two, the road to home is not very… uh, how would you say… car friendly, at times. Do not worry. We will stay the night in Alapayevsk before we board the final train. From Alapayevsk, it is about a six-hour commute to home.”

	“Are you kidding?”

	He furrowed his brow. “Net.”

	She dropped her head back against the seat, stared wearily out the window at the city sights. When the scenery turned to a sea of lanky bare trees and conifers, she dozed off.

	It was 7:45 p.m. when the train rolled into the Alapayevsk station, a modest wooden building with a dirt parking lot. The lot was empty except for two taxis that were parked at careless angles near the station door.

	David approached one of them. The driver rolled down the window, and it sounded like, after David had told him their destination, they haggled over price.

	Inside the cab, she asked David if anything was wrong. He told her that is was normal to negotiate cab fare. She worried if she’d be able to do this on her own when she went on her quest without getting ripped off.

	“How much did he charge?” she asked.

	“Eighty rubles,” he said. “About a dollar and a half.”

	She made a mental note.

	The taxi let them out at the Metallurg hotel, the only hotel in Alapayevsk. The hotel looked like an apartment building, made of concrete, with sliding glass doors and balconies with metal rails for every room. A huge sign on the fence said that it was a four-star. Jackie had her doubts.

	In the sparsely decorated lobby, she and David rented separate economy rooms.

	In the hall, David kissed her goodnight. She was too tired, and so was he, to be passionate. All she wanted was a hot shower and a comfortable bed.

	“We will have breakfast at eight, yes?”

	“Sure,” she said. “Good night.”

	She unlocked the varnished, paneled door to her room and rolled her suitcase inside. The room was cold and stoic. The floor tiled. Two twin beds, one on each side of the room, were covered with thin quilts and deflated pillows. A small TV, the picture tube kind, sat on the dresser. Blocking the window, two straight-backed chairs, and in the corner of the room, a small fridge, its grey cord, unplugged, draped over the open door.

	Her night clothes in hand, she walked out into the hall and scouted out the communal bathroom. She locked herself inside.

	The shower felt good, the water getting hot right away, and her shower gel, which smelled like apples, reminding her of home.

	Back in her room, exhausted, she crawled into bed and pulled the quilt over her. Lying on her side, she gazed at the empty bed across from her. She thought about Jason and how fun it would be if he were on this trip with her. She pictured the two of them sitting up late, eating strange snacks from the lobby vending machine, trying to make out the words on the packages, watching TV, some Russian movie to which they would make up the dialogue and laugh deviously.

	She hoped Jason was okay. He had Trish, didn’t he?

	She lay awake for a while, worrying that he would never talk to her again, and she fell asleep feeling like she was lost and alone in the middle of nowhere.
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	In the morning, meeting David in the hall, the weight of loneliness lifted from her. They walked to a café, where they ate semolina and a bowl of mixed berries and drank coffee without cream. Then they stopped in a bookstore, a dusty, cluttered shop with tight rows of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with second-hand books.

	David asked the store clerk, a short man with a round bald head, spectacles, and a brown mustache, if they had any prayer books and Bibles while Jackie gravitated immediately down a narrow aisle and perused the shelves. Every book was in Russian. Although she could read Cyrillic, sounding out the Russian words, for the majority of the words she read, she hadn’t a clue what they meant.

	David was SOL on the prayer book and Bible and looked unsettled. Jackie was frustrated she couldn’t find anything in English to read on the train. She had finished her English Lit reading. David suggested she look in the children’s section. And after grimacing and saying, “Ha, funny,” she did, perusing the bottom-most shelves near the front of the store and veering toward the picture books with few words. She settled on a beautifully illustrated book of Russian fairy tales.

	They strolled back to the hotel to get their luggage and then took a taxi to an older train station.

	In the back of the station, she and David walked across the winter grass to a four-car train: two cars tractor-green, one cobalt blue, and the other iron-ore red. The engine car, a tank of a machine, was green, paint peeling and rusting in spots. A sidewalk of concrete pavers served as the platform, and people in their winter coats, some with backpacks and others with bulging shopping bags, loaded into the train cars.

	She and David boarded one of the green cars. Inside, a woman in a corduroy coat and boots fed split logs into a wood stove. Logs were stacked beneath the wooden benches, which lined the walls of the car. There was barely room beneath the bench for their suitcases, so they laid them flat on the bench nearest the back wall.

	David smirked. “This is the train. If it does not derail, we will be home in six hours.”

	It wasn’t funny anymore. Fatigued from their travels, she just wanted to get to where they were going.

	Wearily, she opened the map she had picked up at the station, which consisted of lines, a dark one that indicated the main route and light-colored ones, short sprouts from the main line. Dots the size of eraser heads denoted each stop: dark dots for major stations and light-colored for minor ones.

	“So, which is ours?” she asked him.

	He ran his finger up the dark line to a place about three inches from the end of it and between two light-colored dots.

	“We will get off right about here,” he said, tapping the paper. “I guess my town is not important enough to be granted a dot, but the conductor will stop to let us off.”

	“You’re messing with me.”

	“I joke you not.”

	“Kid,” she said tiredly.

	“There are only about ten families that live in my town now. About thirty years ago, there used to be many more. So that is probably why it has lost its significance.”

	“Where’d they go?”

	“To the cities. When the logging industry shut down in the nineties, they were forced to go elsewhere to find work.”

	A shrill whistle cut through her ears, and the train lurched forward. It rumbled and clicked and clacked.

	Six hours of this, she thought.

	She turned sideways to see out the dirty window and watched the scenery for a while. Sometimes they passed through forests of green conifers and bare, towering birch trees. Sometimes they passed brown, grassy fields dotted with weathered farmhouses. Sometimes the landscape was glazed with snow.

	When the scenery, repeating itself over and over, became monotonous, she plucked the fairy-tale book from her satchel and paged through it. She pored over the colorful ink prints of Baba Yaga, an ugly witch flying through the air in a mortar—a pestle and broomstick in her hands—and over the domovoy, a furry, dwarflike creature with pointy ears who lived above the pechka, a Russian stove. The imagery lifted her spirits and carried her thoughts to imaginative worlds, far away from her worries.

	The train stopped at tiny stations, letting off people.

	At the Yelnichnaya train station, about three hours away from their stop, she put away her fairy-tale book and studied the map, trying to read the names of the town stops, which were written in Cyrillic. She read those along the straight line to David’s town.

	As she sounded out one of the towns, “No-ya-br,” it seemed strangely familiar to her. “November,” she said out loud, translating it to English. It was Babu’s village!

	“What?” David asked.

	“Uh, nothing, I was just trying to read this map.”

	“You are reading Russian well. With a little more study and practice speaking the language, I am sure you would have no problem getting around Russia on your own. Sometimes you just have to be thrown in water to swim.”

	“You think?”

	She sat adroitly now with interest and stared out the window, carefully noting what town they were in with each stop. Sometimes, they passed a stop without her knowing, most likely because no one was getting off or on. She worried that she would miss Babu’s stop.

	She turned to David. “Do you know where all of the stations are? I mean, can you recognize them?”

	He shrugged. “I know our stop and the major towns.”

	She circled her finger around the stops around Babu’s. “Would you recognize these?”

	“Why so interested?”

	She sighed. “Well, not in all of them. Just this one.” She pointed to Нояърь.

	“Why…? Oh, is that where your great-grandmother is from?”

	She winced and nodded.

	“Why did you not say something?”

	“Because this trip’s about your mother. I was thinking, though, that maybe I can take some time on my own.”

	“Nonsense. We will go together.”

	“No. You should spend time with your family. Besides, you said I would probably have no problem getting around.”

	“I was… being encouraging. I would worry if you went alone.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you’re a foreigner in a strange land. It is best you have a guardian.”

	She slumped. Great. There was no use arguing. Maybe once he was with his mom he would change his mind.

	When the train reached November, David pointed it out—a roofless brick building, which had once served as a train station, and behind it, a ghost town of a village, decaying houses surrounded by forest. The train passed it without stopping. Her hand pressed to window, she stared at it until it was out of view.

	About five minutes later, the train stopped near a tiny shack that looked so aged and loose-boarded, a light wind could easily sweep it away. Twenty yards or more behind the building was a stretch of weathered picket fencing that ran along the backs of farm lots, each containing clusters of wooden houses and decrepit outbuildings.

	“This is us,” David said, a content smile on his face.

	“What’s this town called?”

	“Temnyy Les.”

	“What?”

	“Dark Forest.”

	 


Chapter 13

	A grey sky loomed overhead, and the stretch of picket fences and farms, each dwelling similar to the other, continued as far as Jackie could see. The snow covering the landscape was melting, and the ground, a bed of matted tufts of dead winter grass mixed with patches of icy snow, was wet.

	Jackie tugged her suitcase along the rutted and overgrown road. Bits of slush and debris stuck to her boots and suitcase wheels.

	“How far do we have to walk?” she asked.

	“About two kilometers,” David said, vigor in his step, his suitcase skipping hastily behind him.

	She was too tired to work conversions. “In American, please.”

	“Sorry. A little more than a mile.” He was several paces ahead of her.

	“Isn’t there anyone you can call?”

	He looked back at her. “Using what? You are still in your fairy-tale book.”

	“Ha!” She gave her suitcase a determined tug to catch up with him and hoped that the road they were approaching was smoother and cleaner.

	It wasn’t.

	Avoiding the slush, they walked along the grassy border, passing the fronts of country houses. Some were built from logs, some sided with narrow planks. Decorative boards in Russian designs framed the windows.

	Jackie took in her surroundings—the aged wood of the houses, the unadulterated earth of the farmland, the backdrop of forest that wrapped its protective arms around the village. There was something ancestral and inviting about the scenery. She breathed in the damp, earthy scent. Content, she smiled.

	After about three-quarters of a mile, the road, flanked by forest, curved. Further up a way, David led her down a narrow side road. They walked along the edge over a bedding of pine nettles.

	“We are almost home,” he said.

	“You live in the forest?” she joked.

	“No. You will see. Come.”

	The woods opened into a huge field, and they headed toward a farm surrounded by picket fencing. A tractor and a flatbed trailer were parked outside the fence.

	David pushed open a tall wooden gate, and they entered the farmyard, a trampled terrain on which stood several small outbuildings and a lean-to sheltering firewood. By the barn, two spotted cows and a stocky white horse ate from a heap of hay, and chickens and small pheasant-like birds pecked at the grain and dried corn that was scattered on the ground. A mild scent of manure wafted in the cool air.

	The house was a two-story with plank siding and blue window trim and shutters. They followed a dirt path to the door, which David opened without knocking and entered.

	“Babushka,” David called.

	Jackie felt uncomfortable barging into someone’s house, especially someone she had never met before.

	“Come,” he said to her.

	She hesitantly rolled her luggage into the cluttered, narrow mud room. Shoes and boots were piled beneath a bench, and a tight row of coats and work clothes hung above. On the other side of the room, scattered across the long table, was a stack of porcelain bowls and baskets, gloves, and hand tools.

	A woman in her sixties appeared in the hall entranceway. “Vnuk,” she said, calling David grandson. The sleeves of her winter sweater were pushed up to her elbows, and she was holding a paring knife. She wore slacks and thick wool socks. There was a youthful glow on her cheeks, and her short hair was dyed blond.

	David kissed her cheek and told her something in Russian about it being too long. He introduced Jackie.

	“Dobro pozhalovat’!” Babushka said and hugged her warmly. She told them to take off their coats and shoes, and she then hurried back to finish whatever she’d been doing with that knife.

	After adding their boots and coats to the clutter, Jackie followed David through a short hallway. To the right was a curtained doorway, and at the end of the hall, the kitchen.

	David joined Babushka at the kitchen table, but Jackie stood in the threshold, awed by the rustic interior—the slat walls, the beamed ceilings. What begged her attention the most was the pechka, the massive stove that divided the kitchen from the living room. The main bulk of it, covered in clay and painted white, had a large rectangular opening, which served as an oven and furnace. The side of the construction jutted out and had a metal plate on top for cooking and another opening below for wood. The whole unit was mostly flat on top with several feet of space between it and the ceiling. It reminded her of the pechka in her fairy-tale book, the place where the domovoy slept.

	The kitchen was sparsely furnished—a picnic-sized table and benches, a hutch, a cabinet with a work surface on top. In one of the corners was a high shelf draped with an embroidered towel and decorated with a white candle, carved figurines, and an upright bundle of wheat. Simple lace curtains covered the windows, and electrical wiring ran along the outsides of the walls to electrical boxes and to the ceiling light fixture, from which an unlit bulb hung from a cord and socket.

	The house was warm and smelled like cabbage and fresh-baked bread. Yet, an unsettled feeling seeped into her. It had crept up on her, slowly. At first she’d mistaken it for unease at being in a strange place, but now she felt squeezed, like the walls had closed in on her. She struggled to take in a satisfying breath.

	Babushka pressed her knife to the flesh of a potato, and a spiral of peel rolled off her knife and dropped to a towel. A kerosene lamp burned in the center of it, casting a warm glow. Potatoes, peeled and unpeeled, were splayed before Babushka, and a battered paperback book lay on the bench beside her. She turned her head and smiled at Jackie. “Idi syuda,” she said and motioned for her to come to the table.

	David, who was sitting on the bench across from Babushka, looked a bit agitated. “Come, sit down,” he said to her.

	Jackie started dizzily for the table. She dropped onto the edge of the bench, beside David, and leaned her elbows wearily onto the table, still trying to fill her lungs.

	“Gde moya mat’? V bol’nitse?” David asked Babushka if his mother was at the hospital.

	“Tah,” Babushka said, as if what David had said was ridiculous.

	Suddenly, it came to Jackie, an idea of where these sensations might be coming from. “She’s here,” she said, short of breath.

	David shot her a disconcerted look.

	She gulped in air, finally satisfying her lungs.

	David glowered, and she knew why. This was the first time she’d used her psychic ability around him since the iconostasis fiasco.

	“Sorry,” she said to him, although she really wasn’t. What did he expect from her?

	“Ona tam,” Babushka said, pointing with her knife to the far side of the pechka, where a flowered curtain stretched from the edge of the stove to the wall.

	David rose from the table and walked hastily to the curtain. He swept it back with a flick of his hand. It fluttered around him and appeared to swallow him as he disappeared behind it.

	Jackie took a calming breath and followed Babushka to the curtained room.

	Babushka tugged the curtain across the cord that served as a curtain rod.

	Jackie peered inside.

	In the tiny room, a woman lay in bed, asleep beneath a mound of quilts. Her arms, lying limply on the sea of covers, were merely bones and skin. Her cheeks and eye sockets were sunken, her lips grey, her long hair entwined in a thick, messy braid.

	“Oh my goodness,” Jackie said, and then covered her mouth. David’s mother was the picture of death.

	David sat on the edge of the mattress, caressing his mother’s frail hand. “Prosypaysya, pozhaluysta,” he said, telling her to wake up. “Ona takaya khudaya,” he said to Babushka in Russian that his mother was so thin.

	Babushka responded saying something about her having to force her to drink soup and kompot.

	David asked Babushka in Russian how long his mother has been asleep.

	She replied something about her waking up at times and talking crazily.

	Jackie hadn’t imagined David’s mother to be this frail and ill. In fact, with her mind filled with worries about her quest and fantasies about being with David, she had never thought to ask about his mother’s health. She flushed with embarrassment and softly asked, “What’s wrong with her?”

	David combed back strands of hair that covered his mother’s face. “She is tired.”

	What kind of answer is that? “Of what?”

	He shook his head.

	Did he not know, or did he not want to tell her?

	He reached to the bed stand and turned around a picture frame, which had been facing the window. It was an icon of St. Pantaleon. Propped next to it was an unlit kerosene lamp, a glass half-filled with water, and a bottle of pills.

	“Uncle?” he asked Babushka in Russian.

	Babushka nodded and said something about Uncle visiting and praying.

	David’s brow furrowed. “Gde prababushka?” He asked where his great-grandmother was.

	“V izbushke.”

	“By herself?” David asked in English, surprised.

	Babushka answered. It sounded like she said she had left the house because of David’s uncle.

	David turned to Jackie. “My great-grandmother gave her room to Mother and is staying in the cottage out back. We will visit her.”

	Babushka insisted they take their bags upstairs and rest and that Jackie should take David’s sister’s room.

	“I don’t want to put her out,” Jackie said.

	“She lives in Moscow with her husband,” David said, as if she should know this.

	“Yeah, right,” Jackie said, pretending it slipped her mind. She remembered him mentioning something about his sister, once. They’d been strolling through the park, holding hands. Obviously, her mind had been elsewhere.
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	She and David carried their suitcases up the narrow living room staircase. The upstairs opened up into a wide hallway; off from the hall, three panel doors; in the cove near the railing, a single bed, no headboard.

	David left his suitcase by the bed and directed her to one of the rooms. Inside the room, yellowing wallpaper with faded red and pink flowers covered the walls, and the ceiling slanted cozily with the pitch of the roof. Lace curtains decorated the window, and a heavily patterned quilt adorned the standard-size bed.

	“I do not want to know any of my sister’s secrets. That is between you, these walls, and God.”

	“Gotcha. Is there a bathroom?” she asked, hoping that’s what was behind the third door in the hall.

	“Yes, that,” he said slowly. “Well… we have a nuzhnik, banya, and a vannaya.”

	She stared at him blankly.

	“I think you would call a nuzhnik an outhouse,” he said and winced as if he hated telling her, “and the banya is a bathhouse, but not like bath in the sense you are used to. More like a sauna, yet how we bathe in the country. If you just want to take bath like a bird, wash the face and hands, then you will find the vannaya of use.”

	“O-kay, and that is where?”

	“In the hallway to the entrance room, behind curtain number one.” He wrinkled his mouth in a half smile.

	She sighed thinking that she was going to have to visit that outhouse too. She looked about the room and then to the oil lamp on the table beside the bed and remembered what he said about the electricity. “Talk about living off the grid!”

	“Sorry. The good thing is we get to spend time together, yes?” He smirked and pulled her close to him and kissed her.

	Despite the chill that clung to her from their long walk and her frustration over him being annoyed about her using her psychic ability, her body instantly warmed.

	She would go a lifetime without electricity and hot water, she thought, as long as she could be with him.

	Realizing that there’d be no Internet either and that she didn’t care, she was convinced that she had totally lost her mind.
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	The vannaya, the curtained room by the mudroom, was so old-school farmhouse, she couldn’t wait to tell Zeta about it. In it was a washbasin with a tank and spigot. A large porcelain drum filled with water sat beside the basin, and a ladle hung above it from a nail in the wall. The room smelled of lavender and rosemary, the scent emanating from the homemade bar of soap on the basin’s edge.

	She opened the spigot. The trickling water made a tinny sound as it struck the porcelain bowl inside the sink. When the bowl filled, she leaned over the basin’s edge and splashed the cool water onto her face.

	Patting her face dry with a hand towel, she inspected her tired eyes and skin in the mirror that hung on the side wall. Her messy bun had gotten messier, so she pulled out the pins and band and let her hair fall free. She combed her fingers through her shoulder-length locks.

	She suddenly blinked. A blue light had flashed in the mirror. It happened so quickly like the flash of a camera that she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it.

	She looked around the windowless room to see where it might have come from. The curtain that served as a door was pulled to. It was dark maroon, patterned with yellow and orange flowers, nothing light could pass through.

	Yet something in the room made her skin prickle and her lungs stiffen.

	Was she picking up this sensation from David’s mother, or was it something else?

	She pressed her hand to the wall beside the mirror and closed her eyes.

	“Jackie,” David said from behind the curtain.

	She jerked her hand back as if she had been caught stealing tea cakes from Babu’s guest platter.

	“Are you dressed? I have soup and bread to bring to Prababushka.”

	She gulped a huge breath of air and held it, letting it absorb the negative energy she’d taken in. When she exhaled, the weight on her chest eased. “Yeah,” she said, and then took another calming breath.

	Maybe it was her unsettled spirit that brought on the panic attacks. Life here was so different than anything she had experienced before, and deep down she was terribly anxious about learning about Babu.
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	A towel-wrapped flatbread warmed Jackie’s hands. She followed David through the barnyard and around back past a garden area to Prababushka’s cottage. The cottage windows were trimmed in a classic Russian style and painted robin-egg blue. In the front yard, chimes hanging from an apple tree gently tinged and chickens pecked around the washtub and along the borders of the raised beds. The beds were planted with various herbs, but the winter had turned their leaves brown and purple. The quaint surroundings eased Jackie’s tensions.

	A tiny old woman, her eyes sparkling in delight, waddled out from the cottage door. Her print dress, calf-length and cinched at the waist, hung on her small frame, the hem swaying above the rims of her wool socks and the oversized toes of her Crocs. She touched her cheeks and then raised her hands. Looking at the sky, she said something in Russian as if giving praise that they were here. She said something to David and to Jackie and, tugging David’s coat sleeve, beckoned them inside.

	In the one-room house, David set the pot of soup on the iron plate of the pechka.

	Before Jackie could set the bread on the table, Prababushka cupped Jackie’s cheeks with her boney hands.

	“Devid rasskazyal mne o tebe,” Prababushka said, telling Jackie that David had told her about her.

	Jackie swallowed, wondering what that included. It must have been good, though, because Prababushka seemed so happy to see her.

	Prababushka waved a crooked finger at David and said something to him about holding on to Jackie. And then she said painfully slow to Jackie in English, “No listen Uncle.” She said something else in Russian that Jackie didn’t understand. Jackie looked to David for a translation.

	He rolled his eyes, but Prababushka insisted he translate.

	“She said that Uncle is suspicious of everything,” he said. “That she cannot look at him without him thinking she is up to something and that you must not let him scare you away.”

	Jackie’s stomach twisted. “Scare me away? Why? Did he say something about us?”

	“Do not let her worry you. Everything will be fine.” He bit his bottom lip and turned to Prababushka. He told her about their trip and his life in America.

	As David spoke to Prababushka, Jackie’s attention wandered to the embroidered curtains, the corner shelf with carved figurines, pisanki, and candles, and then to the pictures on the narrow table by the window, at the black-and-white photos in carved wooden frames. She looked closely at one of a young woman and man dressed in Russian folk clothes, a smock-like dress with long puffy sleeves on the woman, a crown of flowers adorning her head, and folk pants and a tunic on the man, a sash tied around his waist. A traditional Russian motif trimmed their clothes.

	Jackie pointed at the picture. “This man looks just like you,” she said, interrupting.

	“That is my great-grandfather, Ivan.”

	“Nasha svad’ba.” Prababushka proudly said that it was their wedding.

	Jackie picked up the picture and studied the somber expressions on their faces. Was no one allowed to smile for pictures back then? She turned so David and Prababushka couldn’t see her face, and she closed her eyes.

	Prababushka was scared… like she was hiding a terrible secret… afraid someone would find out… the groom… he didn’t know… if he knew, he never would have…

	David plucked the picture from her hands. “Stop,” he whispered over her shoulder.

	Her mouth dropped open. What the…?

	He set the picture on the table and then turned to Prababushka and asked if she was okay living here and if she needed anything.

	She told him she was at home here.

	David asked Prababushka to come to the house for dinner, but she said something about Uncle coming.

	David’s eyes stressed.

	Jackie was less concerned now about David’s family drama than how he felt about her using her psychic abilities.

	On the way back to the house, she asked, “So what exactly did you tell Prababushka about me?”

	“I told her you had the ability to heal. To the old ones around here, it is an honored gift.”

	“Oh,” she said, pleasantly surprised. “So she knows I’m psychic?”

	“No.”

	“What? Being psychic isn’t an honored gift?”

	“To them, yes, but if Uncle got word… as far as Holy Resurrection is concerned, your vision of the fire and Holy Mother still stands. Khorosho?”

	Jackie roiled. “No. Not at all khorosho. You’re not okay with my abilities, are you?”

	He hung his head and slightly picked up his pace.

	She tugged his coat sleeve. “Are you?”

	He stopped. “I don’t know what to think. I only know that I love you. So I am just taking our relationship one day at a time and taking precaution so nothing thwarts our future.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

	Her anger simmered. She did want the same thing as him, not to thwart their future. But if he really loved her, he was going to have to accept her for what she was.

	 


Chapter 14

	When Jackie and David returned to his house, Babushka was in the kitchen. Her knuckles glistened white and the tendons in her hand strained as she twisted loose the lid of a canning jar. She motioned with her head toward the curtained room and whispered, “Dyadya prishel.”

	Jackie clearly understood that Uncle was here. The back of her neck knotted and her shoulders tightened. “How do I address him?” she whispered to David. She wanted to make a good impression and put David at ease.

	“As Bishop Bolshov,” he said.

	David pushed back the curtain. Uncle turned abruptly, a startled expression on his bearded face. He wore silver-framed glasses, which made him look scholarly. A kamilavka with a veil capped his head. He had been unpacking his leather bag. A bottle of oil and holy water was set on the nightstand next to the icon of St. Pantaleon.

	“Zdravstvuyte, dyadya,” David said.

	“Zdravstvuyte, moy syn,” Uncle said and looked curiously at Jackie. A huge jeweled cross hung at his chest. His burly figure piled in layers of holy clothes made him look as roly-poly as a Matryoshka doll. The room seemed warmer than before, and she wondered if it was Uncle’s large body that was putting off heat.

	“This is my friend Jackie. She is from America.”

	“Father Gabriel mentioned you were bringing someone,” he said to David without turning his attention from her.

	“Bishop Bolshov,” Jackie said and bowed her head slightly.

	Bishop nodded courteously.

	“Her great-grandmother is from Russia,” David said.

	“Where about?” he asked.

	“Not far from here, actually,” piped Jackie. “I plan to visit there before I leave. I want to see where she grew up.”

	“Well, I hope you have a safe journey and that you do not have to stay long in this Godforsaken village.”

	David wrinkled his mouth.

	Uncle took up his prayer book, the leather cover ornate in red and gold trim and font. “You will pray with me over your mother?”

	“Of course,” David said.

	Jackie started to leave, but David grabbed her hand.

	“Stay,” he said. “Please.”

	His hand was warm, his eyes compelling.

	She couldn’t say no, so she stood with him, their backs against the pechka wall.

	Uncle opened his prayer book to a dog-eared page and then crossed himself.

	As Uncle began reading, David weaved his fingers through hers and held her hand tightly. A warm energy radiated in his palm, creating a sensation that their hands were joined as one. Her heart fluttered.

	Her tensions about David not accepting her for what she was eased. She closed her eyes. Tuning out Uncle’s prayerful voice, she basked in the passion that rocked and buoyed her soul.

	A cold draft brushed her neck. She opened her eyes to see where the draft was coming from. The entrance curtain was pulled to and still, the pechka brick against her back warm.

	She pressed her eyelids closed. The color blue washed across her mind’s eye. As if caught in an agitator, the blue swirled and formed a billowy ball. And then, a cloud-like essence rolled into her vision, this one white. It collided with the blue. Electric light illuminated the edges of each essence when they clashed.

	A hodgepodge of energy billowed within her—the trapped and voiceless, the turmoil that Uncle’s prayers had brought into the room.

	There was a war going on here.

	She reached back and pressed her free hand against the furnace wall. The warm surface grew cold against her palm. Her fingertips chilled. The blue essence in her vision overtook the white and completely filled her mind’s eye. The chill in her fingertips slipped across her hand and squeezed.

	Jackie gasped loudly, and her eyes flew open. She jerked her hand away from the wall.

	David glared at her, but Uncle continued praying without ceasing.

	Her shoulders folded sheepishly inward. “Sorry,” she mouthed to David.

	She inched away from the wall and kept her eyes open as Uncle prayed.

	David glanced down at her every now and then as if to check if she were snooping the energies in the room.

	By the time Uncle finished, the turbulence in the room had settled.
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	Helping Babushka in the kitchen, Jackie wondered what was wrong with David’s mother. And why did David say that with rest, her illness would pass and she’d be fine?

	As she carried a plate of sliced kolbasa to the table, the bulb hanging from the ceiling lit. She startled, loudly sucking in air. The sausages nearly slid off the plate.

	Babushka laughed. “Ne domovoy. Eto elektrichestvo,” she said, telling her it is not domovoy, but electricity.

	David, feeding pine sticks into the pechka, shook his head. “Babushka believes in house sprites, and Jackie is afraid of ghosts.”

	“I’m not afraid, I’m… Her eyes grew wide as she connected what she had experienced in David’s mother’s room to the fairy-tale creature. “You know, there’s a domovoy in my fairy-tale book, and—”

	“And there it should stay,” David said, shutting the pechka door.

	Jackie grimaced.

	There was a ruckus in the mudroom. Jackie turned her head in that direction.

	“Father and Dedushka are home,” David said to her, as if he expected she was scared by this too.

	David’s father, a medium-height man with dark, thinning hair and deep-set eyes, like David’s, entered the kitchen. Grandpa ambled behind him. He was stout, his checker shirt tugging at the buttons. He had a perpetual smile on thin lips, his cheeks ruddy, and his eyes narrow and downward turned.

	“Syn moy,” David’s father said loudly. He beat his hands against David’s arms as if he were trying to beat the dust off his cassock. He was an inch or two shorter than David. “You are getting old,” he said in English.

	“You are not getting any younger yourself,” David replied. They both laughed.

	“Eto moya devushka,” David said, introducing Jackie as his girlfriend.

	Dedushka took Jackie’s hand and kissed it, and David’s father nodded and said that it was his pleasure to meet her.

	As they gathered at the table, Dedushka instructed Babushka to get the kvass.

	It was in close reach in the hutch cabinet and she set it, a quart-size canning jar filled with a yellowish liquid, in the middle of the table next to the loaf of bread and a dish of fat brine pickles. She set glasses in front of David’s father and Dedushka.

	“And one for David and the girl,” Father said to Babushka in Russian.

	David raised his hand. “Not for me.”

	Dedushka looked toward the bedroom and waved his hand. He said something in Russian about this being his house and about Uncle visiting his sister.

	David took in a weary breath.

	Father raised the jar of kvass. “For you?” he asked Jackie.

	“She is underage,” David said.

	“What do you mean? Kvass has very little alcohol.”

	“Not the kvass you make.”

	“I’ll pass,” Jackie said. “Spasibo.”

	Father smirked. “America is growing on him, yes?”

	Jackie shrugged.

	“As for him”—Father nudged the jar in Uncle’s direction—“he interfere with our family ever since me and your mother meet, not wanting us to marry, wanting you and your sister to live at his sister’s family in the city. My family was never good enough for him. And now, look at the influence he has on you.”

	David touched his pectoral cross. “I came to this on my own. I love people. I love the church. And it is good to have an uncle in the business.”

	“You love symbolism and ritual, but now you forget your heritage.” Father turned to Jackie. “When he was a boy, he loved celebrating the festivals, jumping over the bonfire, singing the songs. And now look at him, wasting his life on becoming a priest. You know, he was studying chemistry at the university. He could be doctor. You would rather marry doctor, yes?”

	She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. Whatever makes him happy.”

	Father laughed. “How you find this one?” he asked David.

	David opened his mouth but didn’t answer.

	“Let me kiss my beautiful angel,” Father said, “and then we will eat and celebrate your homecoming.”
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	Dinner was filled with lively discussion and laughter as Father told tales of Dedushka coming to work with him every day, hanging out at the depot where Father worked, bumming around town and scavenging, bringing home all kinds of useless junk.

	Throughout dinner, David looked unsettled and sometimes threw worrisome glances toward his mother’s room where Uncle sat. Jackie, sitting close to him, picked up his tension. It crept into the base of her neck, locking her shoulders.

	After dinner, Jackie helped Babushka clear the table and clean the dishes. David brought Uncle a plate of food and then dragged a bench from the living room into his mother’s room to sit with Uncle and Mother.

	Up in her room, Jackie left her door cracked, listening for David to come up. She wanted to kiss him goodnight and make sure they were good after the psychic snooping she did in front of Uncle. She waited a half an hour, and after she heard others coming upstairs to bed, she crept downstairs.

	The kerosene lamp on the table dimly lit the kitchen and cast an eerie shadow across the pechka wall.

	Uncle and David were still in Mother’s room, and had she not heard Uncle speak her name, she would have gone back to her room. Instead, she sneaked closer to the curtain. With her shoulder pressed to the pechka, she listened.

	He and David were speaking a mix of Russian and English, with Uncle speaking mostly Russian, and David English whenever he expressed himself strongly about something.

	“I know you don’t think much about me being a married priest, but this is what I want. I cannot help but think that she and I belong together.”

	“Ne dumay, chto ya razrushil tvoy illyuzii.”

	“I do not have illusions about our relationship,” David said angrily.

	Uncle said something in Russian. Jackie was sure she picked up “send home” and “never see.”

	“Pochemu?” David said, asking why.

	“Because you must enter the priesthood unmarried,” Uncle said firmly in English.

	“You keep telling me this. At first I thought it was because of my loss when Katia died, but now I think there’s something more.”

	Uncle spoke again in Russian, saying something about children.

	“Good Lord, why?”

	“Because, you… you will pass it on.”

	“What?”

	“What it is that afflicts your mother. I would never give you bad counsel. Trust me. You are better off single.”

	A lump formed in Jackie’s throat, and her mouth went dry. She thought about Prababushka’s advice that no matter what Uncle said, not to listen. How could she not? What if David took his advice?
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	When David came upstairs, she met him by the railing.

	“You’re up late,” she whispered. She slipped her arms around him and held him tight. She didn’t want to let him go.

	He kissed her head. “You are too.”

	“I couldn’t sleep without saying goodnight. I came down to look for you.”

	David sighed. “Were you listening?”

	“Sorry. I thought it was me he didn’t like, but he said something about you passing it on. Pass what on? Has this happened to your mother before? Is that why you lived with her family in the city?”

	“You are asking if my mother is crazy?”

	“I just want to know what’s going on. And I can’t understand why you won’t tell me.”

	He sighed. “I would not say she is crazy, but she has gone through states of depression, sleeping a lot, not eating. Once, my father found her wandering in the woods. For weeks she was withdrawn and barely ate. Like now, she slept a lot. And then one day, she was up and about like nothing had happened. On the one hand, I wanted you to know my family, but on the other, I did not want this to influence our relationship.”

	She shrugged. “It won’t. We all have skeletons in our closets.”

	He looked at her curiously.

	“That means we all have family problems we want to keep secret.”

	“I know what it means.”

	“Oh.”

	“Are there skeletons in your closet I do not know about?”

	“Pfff, are you kidding? Like the skeletons you’ve already seen aren’t enough?”

	He looked at her skeptically.

	“I know you don’t want to hear it,” she said, distracting him from the conversation about her closet, “but I felt something weird in your mother’s room… a lot of turmoil. Was your mother anxious about anything?”

	“What has troubled her the most all these years, as you know, is that my mother’s family never liked my father’s family because they are not… Christian. This was hard on my mom, especially when I was a child. Letting me live with Uncle’s family was kind of a bargaining. I was an olive branch.”

	“Has your mom seen a doctor?”

	“My father had a doctor from Sankin visit. He prescribed pills for anxiety, which obviously are not working. There is no money for hospital, and if there was they would most likely, crazy or not, lock her away. None of us want that, not even Uncle.”

	“Thank you for telling me the truth.”

	“Thank you for understanding.”

	“Is your uncle serious about you staying single?”

	“Do not worry. I will not let him keep us apart. He can counsel, but he cannot say we cannot be married.”

	“Are you proposing?”

	“When I do, I promise, it will not be in a dark hallway with dark conversation.”

	He pressed his lips to hers. His fingers beneath her hair gently massaged her neck, stoking the passion inside her and burning her worries away.

	 


Chapter 15

	That night, kneeling on her bed, Jackie gazed through the spotted window at the dark forest in the horizon. She imagined David’s mother wandering into the woods, alone. What was it that drew her there, and what was it that disturbed her?

	Perhaps she had gone into the forest to think, to get away from family problems, and not finding a solution and being tired of dealing with it all, she gave up mentally.

	Maybe, like Jackie, she felt too much all of the time.

	Jackie had her own problems to deal with. And until she learned more about Babu, and ultimately about herself, there’d be no accepting a proposal, no thoughts at all about a future with David.

	She lay down on the soft mattress and tugged the quilt to her neck. The bed linen and feather pillow smelled dusty and unused. Drawing in calming breaths to clear her mind and body, the rustic scent filled her nose and the peace of the country soothed her. The wind, pressing against the windowpane and making it creak, lulled her to sleep.

	e

	She dreamed she was in the woods. Tall birch and lanky pine trees towered above her, and bristly branches and scratchy underbrush scraped her arms as she walked along a narrow path, searching for Babu.

	She had this persistent feeling that Babu was in the forest, or maybe it was more that Babu was the forest.

	“Are you there?” she called.

	A branch snapped behind her, and jumping like a jittery cat, she turned to see what it was. She feared it was the cold, icy blue that had reached for her from the pechka.

	An old woman stepped out from the thicket. She leaned on the handle of a broomstick and looked very much like Baba Yaga—wild, white hair tied back with a red scarf, a crooked nose and thin grey lips, a shaggy shawl draped around a peasant dress.

	“Idi za mnoy,” she said with a cunning glint in her eyes and beckoned her with long, decrepit fingers to come with her.

	As frightening as the woman was, Jackie couldn’t help but be drawn to her.

	When Jackie took the woman’s hands, the woman’s features suddenly changed. Her lifeless grey eyes turned blue. Her crooked nose became tiny and button-like. Her wild hair tamed beneath the red scarf. She was no longer frightening, but familiar and peasant-like. She was Babu.

	Babu led her into the thicket and deeper into the forest until they came upon a dilapidated cabin with battered shutters. The cabin was raised up on fat chicken legs like Baba Yaga’s house in her fairy-tale book.

	“Nash dom,” Babu said, telling her with sorrowful eyes that this was their home.

	Jackie was overcome with sadness to know the witch’s house was theirs. It was everything she feared.

	“But why?” she asked.

	Babu said nothing. Jackie sensed there was so much that Babu had to tell her. So much Jackie hadn’t yet comprehended about her.
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	In the morning, when she awoke, the dream of Babu weighed heavily on her mind. She peered out the window. A light snow covered the field and dusted the forest. The fresh white, smudging the tree line, made the lanky birch trees in the distance look like dangling skeletons.

	Since Jackie had arrived in this village, the physical bond between her and David had grown stronger. Whenever she was apart from him, she could feel his arms around her and his warm breath on her neck; she could hear his soothing voice reverberating in her head. She had to find out about Babu’s past. Another day spent with him, she might not be able to do the right thing should she discover that Babu was a witch and had killed Mrs. Kevich’s family and those other parishioners.

	Dressed in her long sweater, skinny jeans, and wool socks, she crept out to where David lay. He was still asleep.

	She sat on the bed’s edge, studying his face, his taught cheekbones, his tender lips, the way the quilt wrapped around his beautiful body. She could feel his warmth radiating through the quilt, craved his arms around her.

	Unable to resist the romantic pull, she lifted the bedding and crawled beneath it. She snuggled close to him, letting his body cup hers.

	His arm moved sleepily over her shoulder, and the heat radiated from his body and burned inside her like a stoked fire.

	“What are you doing?” he said drowsily.

	She twisted around to face him and stroked his cheek.

	He kissed her thumb and brushed back her bangs. “You have to get up now because I’m not strong enough to resist this.”

	“One kiss?”

	He gave her a peck on her lips. “I am not joking. Go.”

	When she went in for another kiss, he shoved her out of bed.

	“Whoa,” she said, stumbling to her feet. The heat she’d gathered from his body was quickly lost to the cold air in the room, and his desperate shove reminded her of her quest.

	“You are dressed already?” he said.

	“I was thinking, maybe I could take the train to Babu’s village today.”

	Gathering the quilt around his waist, he sat up. “If Mother should wake and I’m not here…”

	“I completely understand. That’s why I was planning to go by myself.”

	“Net. We will go together tomorrow. Just give me this day.”

	“But I really need to go, today.”

	“I do not understand the urgency. You have two weeks.”

	She sighed. He wasn’t going to let her go alone, was he? She’d have to let him come along, but what if his mother didn’t wake and he insisted on staying home again tomorrow? There was no way she could wait another day.

	Maybe if his mother was up this morning and he could talk with her…
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	Downstairs, Babushka, her dyed-blond hair tied back with a scarf and the sleeves of her sweater pushed up to her elbows, was vigorously scraping a fork across a dirty breakfast plate, transferring bits of egg and bread into a tin pot. The fork clinked against the china as she worked at a get-it-done pace. “For pigs,” she said, gesturing the fork toward the pot. With a flick of her wrist, she dropped the plate into a plastic bin and grabbed up another. “Sit. Eat.”

	Jackie glanced at the dish of leftover kolbasa and eggs, chopped dill sprinkled on top—totally not on David’s fasting menu.

	“I’ll wait for David.”

	Babushka frown-smiled, as if she both approved and disapproved of Jackie waiting on David. She dropped the last plate into the bin and then wiped her hands on a dish towel. She followed up by swiping her hands up and down on her jeans skirt. She was not wearing an apron.

	Jackie pointed toward Mother’s bedroom. “How is she?”

	Babushka said something in Russian about washing her.

	“Can I sit with her?” Jackie asked in English, motioning that she’d like to go inside the room.

	Babushka shrugged her shoulders. “Da, idti.”

	Inside the bedroom, Jackie pulled the chair bedside and sat down. David’s mother was as weathered as the outbuildings, her skin pale, her lips parched. Lying on her back, her head was rolled to the side.

	She took Mother’s hand in hers and ran her thumb across her dry, cracked knuckles. “What’s going on with you?” she whispered.

	In an instant, panic sparked in the pit of Jackie’s stomach and spread through her shoulders. Tension gripped the back of her neck. She closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye, blackish-blue storm clouds roiled. From within the stormy mist, two clenched fists emerged, pounding against the nothing. She was sure the hands belonged to David’s mother, that she was trapped within some kind of turmoil.

	Jackie opened her eyes and gazed at the poor woman who looked to be at the edge of death. She needed to free her from the turmoil in which she was trapped so she could begin to get well. Maybe if she sent her peaceful, calming thoughts it would help.

	She planted her feet firmly on the floor and pressed her palms to her thighs. She took a deep breath, held it, allowing the air molecules to absorb the negative energies she had picked up. Then she exhaled, letting the energy flow out her feet into the floor. She did this several times until her body was washed clean of the panic she’d taken in.

	Cleansed, she took Mother’s limp hand in hers and imagined her running barefoot and carefree through a meadow, sunshine warming her shoulders.

	She took in a full breath, and as she exhaled, she imagined the peaceful energy channeling through her arms and fingers and into Mother’s hands. She did this many times until Mother’s hand grew warm and a tiny pulse ticked in her palm.

	“What are you doing?”

	Jackie turned abruptly. Mother’s hand slipped from hers and dropped heavily to the bed.

	David was in the doorway, in his cassock, the flowered curtain draped around him.

	“I was… uh… praying?”

	He cocked his head. “You are playing God again, aren’t you?”

	“Excuse me?”

	He cupped his forehead. “I’m sorry. I did not mean…”

	“Your mother’s suffering. I was sending her peaceful thoughts.”

	A hand clamped around her wrist. Jackie startled.

	“Mat’?” David said, surprised.

	Mother’s sleepy eyelids were partially raised.

	David sat at the bed’s edge.

	Mother slowly blinked as if she were regaining her vision.

	“Are you comfortable?” David asked. “Can I get you anything? Water?”

	“Idi domoy,” she murmured, her brow pinched, telling him to go home.

	“I am home, mat’.”

	“Net. Ty dolzhen uyti,” she said, insisting he go.

	“She does not know what she is saying,” he said to Jackie. He leaned forward and pressed his hand to Mother’s forehead.

	Mother stared at him with passive, pale eyes. Then her eyes flickered backward and her lids closed, and she slipped back into sleep.

	Jackie’s skin prickled and the hair on her arms rose. The tension within Mother had returned.

	“You really need to stay with her,” Jackie said, “and I have to find Babu’s house.”

	“Why the urgency? There is something you are not telling me.”

	“There’re just some things about Babu I need to find out.”

	“What things?”

	“Like things I don’t think I want to talk about… not now… not until I know more.” She contorted her mouth.

	“You could at least tell me something about what is going on. I was honest with you.”

	“Yeah, after I pressed you to tell me.”

	His lips parted.

	“Trust me… please,” she said. “You have your own problems here to deal with. I promise, when everything is clear to me, I’ll tell you.”

	“What if you get lost?”

	“I won’t. I can’t. I’ll follow the track.”

	“If you are not back by three, I will come looking for you.”
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	For breakfast, Jackie and David ate flatbread and drank black tea. Babushka sat across the table from them, her stocking feet up on the bench, her back against the wall, reading a paperback.

	David nudged Jackie and whispered to her, “She used to work in a factory and take care of the house. Now, she makes sure she enjoys her retirement as much as she can.”

	Jackie smiled. She liked David’s grandma.

	“When will you go?” he asked.

	“After I eat.” She glanced at Babushka, hoping she didn’t hear or understand what they were talking about. Babushka, her sweater sleeves pulled down to her wrists, her blond hair neatly combed, was engrossed in her book.

	“The train does not come every day and the times vary,” David said. “A lot of people here, like my father and Dedushka, use a rail cart.”

	“I’ll wait at the station. If the train doesn’t come in a few hours, I’ll be back.”

	“And what if a train doesn’t come when you are ready to come home?”

	She sighed. “I’ll wait for you.”

	“Good. Just do not walk. It may be five minutes by train, but it is much longer by foot. Besides, where there is forest, there are wolves and bears.”

	Babushka looked up from her book. “Kuda idesh’?”

	Jackie didn’t want to tell her.

	David explained she was going to the town of November where her Prababushka grew up.

	Babushka laid her paperback page-down on the table and said something in Russian.

	David interpreted. “She said that no one lives in the village. The residents were evicted.”

	Jackie dropped her jaw. She could feel the blood draining from her cheeks, her mouth going dry. “The whole town? How is that possible?”

	“I knew of someone in another town who got notice that the government would no longer provide services,” David said, “and that for their own good, they needed to move. It is what my family is afraid will happen here. Luckily, though, we do not have to rely solely on the train to get us to us in and out of town. Our roads are not in the best condition, but they are still drivable.”

	Babushka asked if she had an address.

	Jackie, understanding, shook her head.

	“There is no one there to ask about your grandma,” David said.

	She leaned her head into the heel of her hand and thought. “The houses are still there,” she said, thinking out loud. She peered at David. “I can find it. I know I can.”

	David sighed. “If the weather is good tomorrow, we can go by horseback. I do not want you wandering around a ghost town alone. There may be vagrants, dangerous vagrants. It is not safe.”

	She raised her head. “If I get nowhere, then we can go together tomorrow.”

	Babushka waved her hand at them as if saying to let her go. She returned to her book.

	“You have a strong head,” David said, “like my babushka.”

	Jackie smiled at his idiomatic mistake. Happy he gave up the fight, she didn’t correct him.

	Before leaving for the train, Babushka gave her a basket of food to bring to Prababushka.

	Jackie took the basket, kissed David goodbye, and then headed out the door.

	e

	Prababushka was outside, tossing bread crumbs to the chickens and talking to the magpie that was perched on her shoulder.

	“Dobroe utro,” Jackie interrupted.

	The magpie squawked and then turned its head so that one eye, glinting in the sunlight, glared at her.

	Prababushka egged the bird onto her hand. Its lithe talons hooked around her finger. She swooped her hand upward, and the bird spread its blue-tipped wings and flew to the fence where it chattered a staccato sound.

	“I brought food. Eda dlya vas.”

	“Idi syuda,” Prababushka said and beckoned her to come inside the cottage.

	“Net. Not today. I need to catch a train to Noyabr’. I’m going look for my great-grandmother’s house,” she rambled in English, impatient to get going.

	Prababushka stared poignantly at Jackie. Jackie wasn’t sure if she understood anything she had said. But maybe that was good. She didn’t need anyone else talking her out of going alone.

	“Zavtra, tomorrow,” Jackie said, “when I bring zavtrak, breakfast, I will sit and talk, govorit’, with you.”

	The woman nodded as if she understood and placed her aged hand on Jackie’s shoulder. Prababushka’s touch brought Babu to mind, and she felt that Babu was suddenly with her.

	“Ty idesh’ odna?” Prababushka asked if she was going alone.

	Yikes! She did understand. Jackie hesitantly nodded.

	Prababushka patted Jackie’s cheeks. The boney tips of her fingers tapped her face. “Beregi sebya. Nam bez tebya nikak.”

	What? Jackie only understood that she should be careful. The second sentence lost her and she had only picked up “we” and “you.” Jackie thanked her anyway and handed her the basket.

	Walking swiftly along the snow-dusted road, her scarf wound around her mouth and neck, Jackie headed for the railroad station.

	A half a mile down the road, a bird hawked overhead, the sound of it loud and biting. Jackie looked up. A magpie, its blue-tipped wings spread, soared above her and then disappeared over the horizon of treetops.

	 


Chapter 16

	Jackie sat on the front stoop of the decrepit depot, hoping the building wouldn’t topple over onto her. She waited patiently to at least hear a rumble in the tracks indicating a train was on its way. But minutes passed, rolling into a half an hour, and edging into almost an hour, and all she heard was sparrows scampering in the snowy tufts of grass on the other side of the tracks.

	She checked her watch. It was nearly eleven. She would give the train until noon, and then if it didn’t show, she would have to go home and take David up on his offer to go on horseback tomorrow.

	Another half hour passed, and weary, she rested her head on her folded arms. She stressed over the thought of David at her heels in Babu’s village while she tried to pick up images of Babu and of him being critical of her using her psychic abilities.

	“Good morning,” a woman said in a heavy Russian accent.

	Startled, Jackie raised her head.

	The woman wore a crocheted ski cap adorned with a pink crocheted rose, and the short ends of her dark hair whisked out from under her cap’s rim. By the crow’s-feet around the woman’s eyes and the fine hair that shimmered in the morning sun above her upper lip and around her dark mole, she looked to be in her fifties. She was bundled in a padded coat that reached down to her shins, and her ankle boots had a buckle on each side.

	“Good morning,” Jackie replied and then wondered how the woman knew she spoke English. Was it obvious she was American?

	Another woman came out from around the building. She was thin and young and wore a long corduroy coat. A ski band around her forehead covered her ears and held down her long blond hair. She greeted the other woman as if she knew her and then said pleasantly to Jackie, “H’yello.”

	“Hello,” Jackie replied.

	“To where are you going?” she asked. She had a pouty bottom lip.

	“Noyabr’.”

	“You are American, yes?”

	“Yeah. I’m visiting here with David Davidovich. But my great-grandmother lived in Noyabr’ before coming to America.”

	“Ah, and you go to find family?”

	Jackie nodded.

	Soon, another woman joined them, an older woman, maybe in her early seventies. She had a hawkish look—an arched nose, dark eyes. Her eyebrows, penciled in, accented her harrowing gaze. She wore an expensive coat with a black fur collar. She greeted the other women and turned a dark eye toward Jackie.

	The pouty-lipped woman explained to her who Jackie was and her quest.

	“Train no come for hour,” said the older woman.

	Jackie sighed. “I’ll wait.”

	“No one live in Noyabr’. How you find house? You be lost.”

	“Uh… well… I just want to see the town. Stand where my great-grandmother stood.”

	“It is not safe to go alone,” the pouty-lipped woman said. “We go with you. We go on drezina.” She pointed to a rail cart on the other side of the tracks. It was partially hidden in tall, dry tufts of wheat-colored grass.

	“That’s very kind of you, but I don’t want to keep you all from your plans.”

	“Today Monday,” the one with the ski cap said. “We drink coffee at the culture house in Sankin and chat. But today, we no chat. Today we go on adventure.”

	“I like adventure,” the pouty-lipped woman said excitedly.

	The three women huddled shoulder to shoulder, waiting for her answer. They were so nice and determined, and going on a rail cart would be faster than sitting here another hour for a train. But what if they questioned her touching everything and closing her eyes? And what if she got caught up in a vision, acting it out emotionally?

	It seemed, though, that was the only way she’d get to Noyabr’ today. She’d have to try to do her thing out of sight. But if she couldn’t and she freaked out from a vision, she supposed it was better to happen among strangers, whom she would never see again, than with David.

	“Sure,” she said.

	The pouty-lipped woman rose up on her toes and clapped her hands. “Yay!”

	As they crossed the track, the women introduced themselves—the pouty-lipped woman was Tatiana; the old one with the fur collar, Agnes; and the one in the ski cap, Olga.

	The ladies rolled the cart out of hiding and to the track, where they lifted it onto the rails. It was made of wood and looked kind of like a go cart, but taller, raised up by steel wheels, notched to fit onto the track rails. Beneath the cart was the motor. Wooden platforms ran along the sides of the cart. At the front of it was a metal shield and a headlight.

	“I drive,” said Tatiana.

	“She love to drive,” said Agnes. “She feel like bird soaring through sky.”

	Olga stepped onto the platform and sat on the cart’s bed. She motioned for Jackie to sit next to her. Agnes climbed onto the back. Standing, she held onto the back rail.

	“She likes to soar too,” Olga said to Jackie.

	Tatiana kicked downward on something beneath the cart, and the motor sputtered. She climbed up the other side of the cart near the shield and took the hand control.

	“Hold tight,” Agnes said.

	The cart jolted forward. It whisked down the track, the engine puttering noisily, the cart vibrating. Jackie’s hair blew across her face, and her scarf ends flapped in the wind. It did feel like flying, Jackie thought. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the reckless sensation of it. She opened her eyes every now and then to clear the hair from her face and take in the countryside.

	They tunneled through a forest that had grown nearly up to the track. Jackie shielded her face from outreaching branches and ducked.

	Coming out of the forest, they passed over a narrow, rickety bridge. Jackie’s stomach fluttered because it felt as if they were hovering above the stream.

	At the end of the bridge, the forest retreated into the background and the earth spread into open fields. The cart sputtered and jittered along for a few minutes more, passing wheat-colored grass with patches of snow.

	The roofless depot of Babu’s town was in view, the lifeless and weathered town behind it. The rail cart rolled slowly to a stop, the brake making a high-pitched screech. An explosion of emotion erupted inside her.

	Jackie helped Tatiana and the others lift the rail cart off the tracks and roll it to the side of the decrepit depot.

	Behind the depot, the small residential town consisted of two curved rows of log houses with tin roofs, spaced about ten or more feet from the other, the rows stretching for almost two American blocks. There had to be at least fifty houses. The picket fencing surrounding the houses was sun-dried and grey, and some sections lay flat on the ground.

	Jackie duck-duck-goosed the pointy picket tops as she walked along the back of the first row of housing. The only thing she picked up was desolation and desertion. She wasn’t quite sure if these feelings were her own due to the effect the ghost town had on her or something else.

	She would have to go to each house, snooping energy, but Agnes, Tatiana, and Olga shadowed her like KGB agents.

	She stopped and turned. “Would you mind if I wandered on my own?”

	Their eyeballs rolled between themselves and Jackie.

	“We cannot,” said Agnes, her penciled eyebrows underscoring the unspoken severity of what could happen if they did allow her to walk about freely.

	“You are not from here,” said Tatiana kindly.

	“It is our responsibility to accompany you,” said Olga.

	Jackie dropped her shoulders. What patriots!

	She continued along the fence line and then walked across a fallen section of fence into a yard. She peered through a window. Inside, the kitchen was ransacked—top and bottom doors on the hutch thrust open, the shelves behind the glass doors bare. The cabinet drawer lay on the floor, the contents gone through and taken. The only items left—a few towels and garments—lay strewn across the room. The icons—Jesus and Mary—on the corner shelf also remained and stared sadly at the disarray.

	She pressed her palms to the plank siding. A vision lighted in her head.

	A woman in designer jeans and high heels ranted. She was angry, cursing, throwing things into a sack, yelling at her children for wanting to take too much, at her husband for letting this happen.

	A hand on Jackie’s shoulder snatched Jackie from her vision.

	“We go now,” Agnes said.

	“No, not yet.” Jackie slipped her shoulder out from the crook of Agnes’s hand. Gaining some distance from the women, she quickly turned the corner of the house, evading them.

	She continued down the street, running her hand along the pickets. There were so many houses, and these damn fences were in her way.

	The women were gaining on her. Would David be any more patient with her? She highly doubted it.

	A door flew open on the side entrance of a house, and a man in a brown coat and baggy pants made a limping run for the fence gate. The bulging sack he lugged weighed him down on one side of his body, and he hobbled lopsidedly down the road.

	“Stop,” Jackie yelled. Ugh. She didn’t know the word stop in Russian or the words to quickly explain that she simply wanted to talk to him.

	She startled as Agnes was breathing over her shoulder. “You see, is dangerous.”

	“Tell him I want to ask him a question.”

	The man was farther down the road.

	The women said nothing.

	“Tatiana, please,” Jackie said, appealing to Tatiana’s childlike kindness.

	Tatiana scrunched her mouth, her bottom lip twisting. “Khorosho.” She called out to the man, “Stoy!”

	The man turned his head briefly and kept hobbling.

	“Tell him I’ll give him a thousand rubles if he answers some questions.”

	Agnes grabbed her arm and shook her head. “No waste money.”

	“It’s not a waste. I’ve traveled thousands of miles on the longest, most tiring trip I’ve ever made. I’m not leaving until I see the house where my great-grandma was born and raised.”

	Agnes sighed, shot the others an impatient look, and then nodded.

	Tatiana drew her hand to the sides of her mouth, making a kind of megaphone, and yelled out, “Tysyacha rubley za dannyye!”

	The man looked over his shoulder but kept moving.

	Tysyacha rubley vam. Ostanovites’, pozhaluysta.”

	The man stopped and turned around. The bottom of the sack rested on his shoe.

	“Ask him if he knows Svetlana Lubova,” Jackie said to Tatiana.

	“And if he does not know, you waste money,” Agnes said.

	Jackie shrugged sheepishly.

	Tatiana met the man halfway. She asked in Russian if he knew Babu or her family.

	The man, whose face was as rough and wrinkled as leather, said something in Russian, a shower of spit spraying from the gap between his teeth. His eyes were glassy like he’d been drinking.

	Tatiana turned to Jackie. “He remember family. He was boy when family die.”

	“Where’d they live?” Jackie asked.

	Tatiana asked him in Russian.

	The man pointed up ahead down the row of houses and said something.

	“Oh, I am sorry,” Agnes said, shaking her head.

	“What?” Jackie asked, confused. “Which house?”

	“The one that burn,” Tatiana said and pointed.

	Jackie shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare. There was a house blacker than the others, the fence lying on the ground.

	“We go now,” said Agnes.

	“No, I’m not going. I want to see it.”

	“There nothing to see,” Agnes said. “Everything gone.”

	“Not everything,” Jackie said and bit her lip.

	The man looked impatiently at Tatiana and held out his hand. “Tysyacha rubley,” he demanded.

	Jackie dug out her wallet and thumbed out two five hundred-ruble banknotes. She laid them in the man’s opened hand. “Bol’shoye spasibo,” she said.

	Uttering a satisfied grunt, he scrunched the money in his hand and shoved it into the pocket of his loose, dirty pants, and then he hobbled away.

	“Where’s he going?” Jackie asked.

	“He probably live here,” Tatiana said. “He steal from other houses.”

	She was probably right. He entered a house near the end of the row.

	She continued on to Babu’s house.

	No wonder she hadn’t noticed that the house was burned. The front of it was charred, but standing; only a quarter of the side walls were left, forming what looked like a burnt ribcage, the jagged ends of planks sticking out like rib tips.

	“You see,” Agnes said, “gone. He probably lie for money. No belong to great-grandmother.”

	Jackie picked up a loose picket and started toward the house. She was going to find out.

	“No go inside,” Agnes said, following close behind Jackie. “You be hurt.”

	Jackie said nothing. She walked along the side of the house and to where the wall ended. Inside the house, charred rubble and beams lay piled like tossed pick-up sticks. The only thing left standing was the pechka, its bricks blackened with soot.

	Jackie’s stomach twisted at the sight of destruction. It was like the epitome of her life. A feeling of loss and despair ached inside her.

	The women, standing at the side of the house, huddled and whispered.

	Jackie stepped carefully over mounds of debris and between half-burned beams. She poked the ash with the picket, turning over charred unrecognizable bits and pieces of Babu’s past.

	Near the charred pechka, she hit something metal buried in ash. She dug it out with the stick and then squatted to examine it. The thing was a sooty tea kettle. She lifted it carefully with her fingertips, trying not to dirty her hands.

	She turned away from the spectators and closed her eyes.

	A vision lighted in her head: a delicate hand lifted the kettle from the stove plate—a young girl in an apron-type dress, a white shirt with blousy sleeves beneath, a scarf tied on her head, and a long braid draped over her shoulder. She had Babu’s blue eyes and button nose. She couldn’t have been older than fifteen. She poured tea into a cup.

	A woman in a wool coat and a scarf draped over her head and shoulders coughed hoarsely into a kerchief. She was sitting at the kitchen table.

	The girl’s mother said something in Russian to the woman about her daughter.

	The girl brought the cup to her lips, and with eyes closed, whispered something over the steaming brew.

	She gave the cup to the woman. The woman drank the tea. The girl put her slender hand on the woman’s throat and the other on the woman’s chest and closed her eyes. She took in controlled breaths, holding her hands on the woman. She did this until the woman cleared her throat, and spoke.

	The woman’s voice was raspy at first but then, after she grunted, smooth. She smiled and took money, many paper rubles, out of a cloth purse. She waved the money as she spoke.

	The girl was distraught. “Mamochka, nu pozhaluysta. Ne khochu.” She pleaded that she didn’t want to go.

	Her mother nodded and snatched the money from the woman’s hand. She told the girl to pack her things.

	It was Babu who was being negotiated, Jackie thought.

	“Are you sleeping?” Agnes asked.

	Jackie dropped the kettle; the image disappeared. Her sooty fingers spread apart like she was about to be fingerprinted. She rubbed her hands on her pant legs. “Uh… I’m… looking for a souvenir.”

	Agnes pointed at Jackie’s feet. “You get dirty. Look at shoes.”

	“Quit worrying, please.”

	“I worry. You trip and fall or something fall on you. We cannot allow you get hurt.”

	“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

	“We go now.”

	“I’m not going. You’ll have to leave without me.”

	Agnes’s penciled eyebrows slanted toward the bridge of her hawkish nose. She reluctantly backed away and joined the other women.

	Jackie carefully made her way around the fallen beams and poked around in the ash. She tugged a long section of roofing out of the way. It was wavy and discolored. She uncovered what was left of the kitchen table and chairs. The tabletop rested lopsidedly in the heap. She looked around for objects that Babu may have touched when she was emotionally stressed, something that would tell her where Babu went to. She turned over the tabletop and poked her stick in the rubble that it had covered.

	She found a ceramic bowl. As she picked it up, a piece of something rolled around inside it. She picked up the tiny piece and examined it. It was hard and tubular, curved in the center, and about an inch long. She spit on her thumb and rubbed the soot from the tiny object. It was like ivory, porous.

	It was a finger bone!

	Squeezing it tightly in her fist, she closed her eyes.

	She saw a woman’s hand on the door handle. The woman was screaming, trying to get out. But the door wouldn’t open.

	Flames spewed like dragon fire from the pechka, from the oven’s opening. It swept across the floor, catching the knotty rugs, crawling up the walls, catching the tapestry, the curtains, and then the rafters.

	The smoke thickened.

	One of Babu’s brothers struck a window with an iron rod, but the window didn’t break. The other threw a pot of water at the pechka. The fire continued to spew from the oven’s mouth.

	Jackie pressed her scarf end to her mouth and nose. With her other hand, the finger bone clenched in her fist, she beat on the front door.

	Lumber cracked and the fire snapped and popped. The roof collapsed.

	Jackie raised her hands to protect herself from the falling roof, dropping the finger bone when she did.

	“No!” she screamed.

	An arm wrapped around her shoulder, and the image faded. Agnes was holding her, her fur collar a fuzzy barrier between their faces.

	Jackie trembled.

	“What wrong with you?” Agnes asked.

	The other two gathered near her, wide-eyed.

	“Sorry,” Jackie said. Now I did it. She gasped, trying to catch her breath.

	Tatiana whispered to Agnes, and Agnes shook her head with an uncertain look on her face.

	“It’s nothing,” Jackie said.

	“No, is nothing,” Agnes said. “You see something? “Ty ekstrasens, da?”

	“What?” Jackie asked.

	“You are psy-keek,” Olga said, mispronouncing the word.

	The cat was out of the bag. Jackie sighed. “I’m not dangerous. I can’t hurt anyone with it.”

	“What you see?” Tatiana asked, intrigued.

	“A fire… my great-grandmother’s family burning to death.”

	“This terrible, terrible thing,” Agnes said. “You no need see more. We go.”

	“No. I’m not leaving. I want to know what happened to my great-grandma.”

	The women looked at each other, and then Agnes nodded. They walked away and disappeared from Jackie’s sight.

	Jackie thought it odd that they were finally going to give her space. She wondered if they, maybe freaked out, would leave her here. She didn’t care if they did. She would wait for David.

	She continued poking around with the stick where she had found the finger bone. After a while, a strong, icy wind whooshed in and lifted the ash. She shielded her eyes from the swirling debris. The wind persisted and grew fierce.

	Blocking her eyes with her arm, she carefully made her way out from the building and into the street, where the three women were gathered. The ends of her coat flaps and her scarf whipped in the wind.

	The weather had turned—the sky darkened, and the temperature dropped.

	Agnes’s sinister eyes peered at her as the fur in her collar ruffled beneath her jaw line. “Storm coming. We go now.”

	Olga and Tatiana headed for the tracks.

	Jackie looked back at Babu’s house. She hadn’t found what she had come for. That Babu was a healer even back in the day was evident. But was she a witch? And did she cause those people at Mrs. Kevich’s church to suffer and die?

	Debris swirled about her and Agnes, and Jackie fought to keep from being blown off of her feet. In the distance, a section of fence lifted from the ground. It was too dangerous to stay. She hunkered close to Agnes, and the two of them made their way to the rail cart.

	 


Chapter 17

	Once Jackie and the women, whisking homeward on the rail cart, passed over the bridge, the wind had mysteriously stopped, the sky brightened, and the temperature warmed.

	It was late afternoon when she returned to David’s house. She found him in the barn stall, vigorously brushing the stocky horse. His long wool coat was draped over the stall rail. He was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt instead of his cassock. He must have been preparing to come look for her.

	His beautiful hazel eyes lit with relief when he saw her.

	She entered the stall and threw her arms around him. Pressing her cheek to the soft flannel of his shirt, she listened to the soothing sound of his heartbeat.

	“I was going to come for you,” he said.

	She eyed the horse. “On that?” It looked more like a work horse than a trailblazer.

	“She is faster than the cow.”

	She laughed.

	“Her name is Angel.”

	Jackie hadn’t been near a horse since summer camp when she was eleven. She carefully reached for Angel and rubbed her nose.

	Angel flicked her head upward away from Jackie’s hand.

	“Sorry, girl, I didn’t mean to insult you. But you are very sturdy looking.”

	“We have traveled many miles together,” David said. “She is sure-footed and has great stamina.” He clucked his tongue. Angel moved toward him. “I worried about you today,” he said to Jackie. He briskly worked the brush across Angel’s back and sides.

	“Actually, I wasn’t alone. I met these three women… at the station. They were off to Sankin to hang out. They insisted on taking me to Babu’s town with their rail cart. It was so cool.”

	He stopped brushing. “What were their names?”

	“Agnes, Tatiana, and Olga.”

	“You didn’t do your feeling thing, did you?”

	Her eyes stretched wide. Why did he have to ask?

	“You did,” he said. “Did they see you?”

	“Well… you know, once I get caught up in a vision, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

	“Oh, Jackie. What did they say?”

	“They asked me if I was”—she winced—“psychic.”

	“And you said?”

	“It was either come clean or come off as a nut ball. Better psychic than psycho. Right?”

	“Ah! They thrive on that stuff. These ladies will be here, bringing cakes and wanting their futures predicted. And should they show up when Uncle is here…” He pressed the stiff bristles of the brush to his forehead.

	“Sorry. I’ll visit them tomorrow and—”

	“Maybe it is best you stay away from them. Did you find your great-grandmother’s house?”

	“I did, but it was burned to the ground.”

	His eyes fixed on her. She knew what he was wondering.

	“I didn’t find what I was looking for,” she said. “I did learn, though, that Babu was a healer.”

	He shrugged. “Of course. I would assume that is where you got your gift from.” He returned to brushing Angel.

	“Why do you say that?”

	He ran the brush down Angel’s flank. Angel flicked her ears.

	“Why?”

	“Well,” David said, “people here believe that there are three ways to gain such power. One, genetically. Two, through lucid dreams in which spirits, such as leshi, rusalki, or some other such fairy-tale creature teaches one the craft. And three, by seeking out a spirit or a chort and asking it to imbue you with such knowledge and power.”

	“Chort?”

	“A demon.”

	“Oh. What do you believe?”

	“Well, I do not believe in fairy-tale creatures. I believe in God, the devil, angels, and demons. Nothing more. But I do believe one can inherit such… power.”

	She forced a smile. “Where do you think Babu got it from?”

	“Maybe Babu inherited it too.”

	“But you’re not sure.”

	“How could I be? I was not there when she acquired this gift.”

	“So, if you only believe in God, the devil, angels, and demons, where does the gift of healing and my empath abilities fit in?”

	“I do not think we should have this discussion.”

	“Not now, or ever?”

	Nervously, he rubbed his thumb over the brush bristles. “Ever.”

	“Part of the reason I came here with you was so we can be sure we belong together. We need to talk about this. If we don’t, it’s going to bite us in the ass later.”

	“I told you before that I do not know what to think. I only know that I love you.”

	“And yet you have a problem every time I use my abilities. I think you know. You’re just afraid to say it.”

	“All right, then. I will tell you. But it is my opinion. It does not mean that I am right.” He paused to collect himself and then began. “I believe that these abilities either come from God or from someone working witchcraft.”

	Jackie tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. “And by witchcraft you mean?”

	“Any power that comes from anything else but God.”

	She had always felt that her power came from a light inside her and that the light was love. Beyond that, she didn’t know the source. “So like demons and fairy-tale creatures?”

	“I told you I do not believe in—”

	She threw up her hands. “Me,” she said. She started to walk away.

	He grabbed her arm. “Please.”

	“This isn’t going to work.”

	“It has to,” he said. “I cannot let you go.”

	The energy in his hand warmed her arm and spread through her. Caught in its pull, she couldn’t walk away.

	“Remember when you asked me if there are skeletons in my closet that I haven’t told you about?” she asked him.

	“Yes.”

	“Well, there are…”

	“We will deal with it together.”

	“You don’t understand. If the worst is true…”

	“Stop,” he said. “Please. I will take you on a tour of this village, and I will show you all of my skeletons. We will see whose are worse. Khorosho?”

	What could he possibly show her to make this all right? She nodded to appease him. She didn’t want to fight anymore.

	He unhooked a saddle from a barn-post nail. “Come,” he said. “First I will teach you how to saddle and bridle a horse.”

	Inside Angel’s stall, they stood a breath away from each other, his hand touching hers as he guided her in securing the saddle straps, his body pressing against hers as he slipped the bridle over Angel’s head. By the time he taught her how to get the bit into Angel’s mouth, her sour mood had faded, and she was overcome with passion.

	“Ochen’ khorosho,” he said seductively and kissed her gently on the lips.

	He led Angel out of the barn and out of the yard, where he mounted Angel and then reached out for Jackie to take his hand.

	She slipped her hand in his and hooked her boot toe in the stirrup. With a firm tug from David, she hoisted herself onto Angel’s back. She sat behind the simple English saddle because it had only room for one. She leaned into David and wrapped her arms around him.

	David guided Angel to the main road and then in the opposite direction of the train depot. They passed farmhouses, which were more spaced out and scattered than those near the depot.

	“I can’t believe so many of these houses are abandoned,” Jackie said. “It’s almost a ghost town, like Babu’s village.”

	“Like I told you, many of the families left to find work. The ones who stayed do not want to move. The forest and land are a part of them. And the few who do want to leave cannot because they do not have the money to move or the income and education to live in the city. My father is lucky to have acquired a job with the railroad. And my grandparents have their pensions, as do many of the other people their age who live here. Others find work here and there. Everyone depends heavily on their farms to survive.”

	“Is this why you lived with your uncle, to have a chance of getting out of here?”

	“No. I mean yes, my mother wanted me to have a good education and to experience something other than farm life, but like I said, letting me live with Uncle’s family brought peace.”

	“Do you miss it here?”

	“A part of me does.”

	He guided Angel across a farm plot. The ground was hard and clumpy.

	Angel trotted carefully across it.

	“I will show you where my great-grandfather used to take me to fish… and I will show you something else.”

	“Ah, the man who looks like you.”

	“Yes. Before I was school-aged, I spent a lot of time with him.”

	A huge, furry dog with a curled tail ran the picket fence line of the adjacent farmhouse yard and barked at them.

	“No one’s going to come out shooting at us for being on their property, are they?” Jackie asked.

	“The lake belongs to everyone, and this farm to your friend Tatiana.”

	They crossed the railroad tracks and passed through a patch of woods. A lake with a grassy bank sprawled out before them. Three totems, about six-foot tall stood in a semicircle. Carved into one was a bearded man, wearing a helmet and armor. He was holding an axe and a shield. On the shield was a wheel symbol with six spokes. It was surrounded by flames, making it look like a sun. The other totem was a horned man with a beard. He held a staff and a sounding horn. Near the bottom of his cloak was a symbol that looked like a staple with the ends bent out and below it a downward-pointing triangle. Another was of a long-haired man with a headband, holding a hammer, the head of which rested on an anvil.

	“This is why Uncle has never liked my father’s family.”

	“What are they?”

	“The deities Perun, Veles, and Svarog. Perun is the god of lightning and keeper of the heavens. Veles is the gatekeeper to the underworld. Svarog is the pagan god of fire and blacksmithing.”

	“Get out of here! Your family is pagan?”

	“Da.”

	“Are you kidding me?”

	“Net.”

	“When you said they weren’t Christian, I just assumed they weren’t anything.”

	“To Uncle, they are pagan. To them, it is not paganism they practice but the true way. It is what Slavic people practiced before Christianity.”

	“So they worship these idols?”

	“I would not say they worship like bow down to them, it is more like honoring. They honor the elements of nature and their ancestors, too. They see the concept of the world as a tree. The branches represent heaven, or prav. It’s where the light gods, like Perun and Svarog, dwell. The trunk represents the middle world, where the living, the nature spirits, and deities of the elements reside. The root of the tree represents nav. It is the underworld where the dark deities and the dead live. Veles is its gatekeeper.”

	“So that’s why you were worried about Tatiana and the ladies finding out about me.”

	“Yes. They honor the gift of healing and psychic abilities. To them, a witch is not an evil being, but an enlightened one. The people here depend on them for many things.”

	“There’re witches here?”

	“Not really. They are typically highly superstitious people practicing folk traditions, like using herbs and garlic or hanging chimes to keep evil away. They are always doing something to heal or protect… even ridiculous things to divine the future, like reading coffee grounds or noting the way a chicken pecks grain. Your lady friends are especially notorious for such things. The young girls go to Tatiana to find out if and who they will marry. She divines their future by pouring candle wax through a key hole and into cold water. Then she surmises their future from the shape of the hardened wax.” He shook his head as if he found it ridiculous. “She makes love amulets for the girls, too. And the girls are silly enough to believe it works. And Olga, she dabbles with herbs that heal and amulets that protect. Not that my prababushka is not guilty of the same practices.”

	“What about Agnes? She creeps me out.”

	“She and her father, Timor, are the wise ones of this community. They make sure that tradition is passed on. They lead in all the festivals like Maslenitsa and Kupala.”

	“Wow. This is… I don’t know what to say.”

	“Well, now you see the skeletons in my closet.”

	“I never would have imagined. How do you deal with all of this?”

	“I love my family here, and I love my uncle’s family. I have not judged. I have only chosen my own path. Like my father said, when I was a boy I enjoyed the tradition and the rituals. And I have many good memories growing up here.”

	He pointed to a cluster of large rocks on the bank. “My grandfather and I used to sit there and cast our lines into the water. He used to tell me stories, myths about rusalki, water nymphs, and leshi, forest spirits. I loved his stories. He told them with such conviction, as if he had known these spirits personally. I was always so fascinated, and wished I would catch a rusalka on my fishing line so I could see one of them myself.”

	David gently shook Angel’s reins, and Angel slowly commenced through the campsite. “It seems so long ago,” he continued. “Great-grandfather died when I was six… cancer. I remember coming home that summer from Uncle’s. I had started school that year. The house was full of people, bringing food, lighting candles. They respected and honored him. He was a leader in this community, like Agnes and Timor are now. People used to come to him anytime someone was sick or dying or there was a problem with their crops or livestock… and for protection from persecution from Christians in outlying communities. Many a Christian will call on a witch in a time of need, but when all goes wrong they will beat them to death or hang them.”

	A chill shot up Jackie’s spine as she thought about Babu’s persecution.

	“My uncle never wanted his sister to be a part of this. Now I am afraid he thinks my mother is bewitched, rather than in poor mental health.”

	“Is that what you believe?”

	“I believe she needs a doctor. Some of the people here would like to think they have supernatural power, but they do not. I have never seen any of it demonstrated here.”

	“Not even by your great-grandfather?”

	“It has been so long ago, and I was a small child when I knew him. I do not remember what was real or what I have imagined about him. You know how a child’s imagination can be, especially a child fed stories of fantasies.”

	“Yeah,” she said, but she was thinking about their original argument about where his beliefs left her.

	He directed Angel into the forest.

	She leaned her head close to his shoulder to dodge a low-hanging branch. “So basically, you won’t let me heal your mother because you think I’m using witchcraft.”

	“I am making no such accusation. It is just that… well, you see the community I have been raised in. It is for me that I ask you not to use your abilities. I want to believe in prayer. I need to prove my own faith.”

	Sensing his sincerity, she felt a bit at ease.

	Angel carried them out of the woods and across Tatiana’s field. On the main road, a large man in black garb and hat was getting out of a car.

	“Is that your uncle?”

	David pulled the reins to stop Angel. “It is,” David said, sounding worried. “He is early. I need to slip in and change. He cannot see me like this.”

	e

	In the barn, she helped David unsaddle Angel. Afterward, they waited a good ten minutes and then continued on to the house.

	Grandma sat at the table reading her paperback and listening to music on a transistor radio. David raised his finger to his lips to tell her to be quiet.

	Uncle, coming out from the curtain of Mother’s room, asked Babushka kindly in Russian if he could have a glass of water.

	Trying to evade him, David and Jackie started toward the stairs.

	“David, is that you?” Uncle asked.

	Jackie gripped the staircase rail and quietly climbed the first step.

	David dutifully stopped and returned to the kitchen. Jackie followed.

	Uncle shook his head upon seeing David. “Is this how you spend your time home with your mother?”

	“I was working in the barn,” David said.

	“And that is your excuse for dressing like that? May I remind you that you are still enrolled in seminary school?”

	“No. You do not have to remind me.”

	“Tomorrow, you will come with me to Alapayevsk. We will talk, and you will get your heart straight.” He shot Jackie an irritated look as if she were to blame.
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	That night, Jackie dreamed again about Babu. This time she was Babu as a young girl brewing tea, yet she was in David’s house. Several people waited on benches in the living room and in the kitchen at the table. Uncle sat on a chair near the pechka reading loudly from his prayer book, which he held level with his pectoral cross.

	One by one, she visited each guest, raised a cup of tea to their lips, and then laid her hand on their heads, sending them healing energy.

	Tatiana had come, impatiently asking her fortune to be told. Uncle stopped reading, lowered his prayer book to his lap, and peered at Jackie. Jackie was afraid that he would judge her, and she would never be able to be with David. Denying her psychic abilities, she refused Tatiana and shooed her out the door. Tatiana, her bottom lip drooping, looked angry and betrayed.

	In another dream, Jackie was in the barnyard throwing grain from her apron pocket to the chickens when she saw Babu standing at the edge of the forest.

	“Babu,” she exclaimed.

	“You must not go to her,” David’s uncle said. He was securing Angel’s guide strap to a post. On second glance, she noticed that Angel was bound and tied with so many guide straps, she could barely move.

	“She’s my great-grandmother,” she said to Uncle. Not wanting to be restrained like Angel, she ran to meet Babu where the forest wall, dark and ominous, was behind her. When she got to the forest, Babu had disappeared. And Jackie was alone.

	“Do not go into the forest,” Uncle yelled.

	Jackie turned. It wasn’t Uncle who had called out to her, but David.

	 


Chapter 18

	In the morning, Uncle’s and David’s warning about going into the forest reverberated in her mind. Deep down, she understood its meaning: even if she had indeed inherited witch blood from Babu, in order to make a life with David, she dare not ever use her psychic abilities. She would have to make a choice. But a conscious effort on her part was easier said than done, as her ability to pick up emotions and images had become second nature to her. And she needed those abilities now more than ever to uncover Babu’s past.

	Remembering that David was to leave for Alapayevsk this morning with Uncle, she quickly dressed and rushed downstairs, hoping he hadn’t yet left. Despite the weight of worry she carried about their relationship, she couldn’t go a single day without being near him. David had become a drug to her. She needed to at least hug him to get through the day.

	David’s eyes lighted on seeing her. “Good morning,” he said.

	Relieved he was still here, she smiled. A pure dopamine rush filled her head and a happy energy tingled inside her.

	He rose from the table and met her halfway across the kitchen. He was dressed in his seminarian clothes. “I am going to miss you.”

	Between the chains of his pectoral cross, she pressed her cheek to his chest and held him tightly.

	“It is going to be a long day,” he said. “What will you do?”

	She felt horrible about him getting into trouble with his uncle, and she feared that it would get worse if Tatiana and the ladies came to see her. So today she planned on going to Tatiana’s house and telling her the limits of her psychic abilities.

	She peered up at him guiltily. “Uh… nothing. Help Babushka around the farm?”

	His eyes narrowed, as if his BS detector went off. “Promise me you will stay away from Tatiana and the ladies.”

	“Promise,” she said, feeling as if she should have crossed her fingers.

	He kissed her mouth, started for the mudroom, and then turned and kissed her again.

	Uncle cleared his throat. He was standing in the doorway, his coat buttoned, the veil of his kamilavka draped over his shoulders.

	David threw his hands up. “Ya gotov,” he said to Uncle, telling him he was ready.
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	Not long after David and Uncle left, Prababushka waddled into the house. A basket hung from the crook of her arm. The bulky, oversized cardigan she wore over her housedress, the cuffs rolled an extra turn at her wrists, made her appear tiny and determined.

	“Dobroye utro,” Prababushka said pleasantly to Jackie and Babushka.

	At the pechka, she unpacked something wrapped in a white, embroidered cloth. She set it on the ledge near the arched opening of the oven. Mumbling, she unfolded the cloth. A chunk of dark bread was inside.

	She carried the basket into Mother’s room.

	Babushka, who’d been whisking a broom vigorously across the kitchen floor, stopped a moment. “Ona prikhodit utrom. Ukhazhivayet za mamoy,” she said.

	Jackie surmised that Prababushka came every morning to take care of Mother, at least when Uncle wasn’t here.

	Jackie planned to help Babushka for a bit and then hike over to Tatiana’s. She carried a plastic bin of dirty dishes to the vannaya. Washing them in the basin, she realized that ever since she had sent healing energy to David’s mother, she hadn’t picked up the feeling of being trapped.

	She rinsed each plate under the spigot, stacked them upright beside the bin, and then dried them with a flower sack towel. She did it all without the hair rising on the back of her neck.

	A piercing scream sliced through the house. Jackie fumbled the plate, nearly dropping it.

	Quickly, she dried her hands on her pants and ran to David’s mother’s room.

	Mother, sitting up in bed, her cotton gown hanging loosely on her boney frame, rambled fretfully in Russian. Her face was ghostly white, her lips grey and parched.

	Prababushka, sitting at the edge of the bed, her hands on Mother’s knobby shoulders, hushed Mother and told her to lie down.

	Mother looked fearfully at Jackie. “Gde Devid?” she asked.

	Prababushka hushed her, but Mother questioned who Jackie was and why she was here. She hadn’t remembered David introducing her.

	Prababushka answered.

	Did she say that she was no one?

	Mother pointed at Jackie. “Idi domoy,” she said, telling Jackie to go home. It sounded also that she had said to stay away from David. Jackie looked worriedly at Prababushka.

	Prababushka told Jackie in Russian not to listen to her, that she says crazy things. She asked Jackie to open the jar of tea.

	The jar was on the bedside table, next to the icon of St. Pantaleon, which had been turned around so that the poor saint faced the window.

	Jackie unscrewed the ring and lifted the lid. A spicy, green aroma rose from the brownish-green liquid. It smelled like Thanksgiving.

	“Chto eto?” she asked Prababushka.

	“Tim’yan i bazilik.”

	“Thyme and basil?” she asked, guessing from the sound of the words and smell of the spices.

	“Da.” Prababushka pressed her hands together and tilted her head onto them as if she were sleeping on a pillow. “Eto zastavlyayet vas spat’, poetomu u vas net plokhikh snov.”

	She said something about not having bad dreams and making one sleep.

	Mother pushed the cup away and started to get up from the bed. Prababushka stood up to let her.

	Mother faltered as she tried to stand. Her knees bent, her arms outstretched, she struggled to keep her balance. The collar of her nightgown had slipped down her shoulder.

	Prababushka threw Mother’s arm around her neck to support her. Prababushka was short, and Mother slumped as she leaned on Prababushka’s shoulder.

	Jackie supported Mother on the other side, and together she and Prababushka walked Mother about the kitchen. Mother kept asking for David. Prababushka promised that if she ate soup and drank the tea, she would fetch him.

	Picking up Mother’s emotions, Jackie felt suddenly weak and hungry, even though she had eaten breakfast. She felt as if she needed to escape this place, but she hadn’t an ounce of energy to do so on her own.

	Mother agreed to Prababushka’s offer of food.

	Jackie helped Mother to her room and into bed.

	She wanted so much to help Mother further, to free her mind from whatever tormented her, but Prababushka was at her side helping her sip soup from a mason jar, and what Mother needed most right now was nourishment.
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	For the rest of the morning while Mother slept, Jackie helped Prababushka and Babushka around the farm, or rather it was more like they pointed and instructed and she did the grunt work: hauling buckets of water from the well, filling troughs and vannaya water tanks, replenishing the chicken feeder with feed, baling hay for the animals, and shoveling the barnyard and stall clean of manure.

	She worked for a little over an hour, pushing herself to keep up with Babushka and Prababushka’s commands, before quitting and eating lunch.

	She had tried to adhere to fasting by only eating a chunk of flatbread without butter, but Prababushka insisted she eat a boiled egg. Exhausted and weak, Jackie gave in and ate two eggs and two slices of bread with a skiff of butter.

	She wondered if Uncle would come back with David, and she suddenly panicked. It was already past noon, and she had not yet visited Tatiana.

	She was too tired to walk. Perhaps she could take Angel.

	After lunch Babushka went upstairs for a nap, and Prababushka went to Mother’s room. Jackie peeked into the room to tell her—or rather mime—that she was going take Angel out for a ride. Prababushka was slumped in the chair beside Mother’s bed, asleep.

	Passing the pechka, Jackie noticed that the slice of bread that had lain on the hearth was gone. Only the embroidered towel and a scattering of crumbs on the cloth and near the pechka door remained.

	 


Chapter 19

	Inside the barn stall, Jackie attempted to put a saddle pad onto Angel’s back. Angel moved her flank toward Jackie, pinning her against the rails, the lambskin pad the only buffer between her and Angel’s massive body.

	“Ugh! You and I need to get on the same page here. You’re going to let me saddle you, and we’re going for a walk.”

	She pushed Angel’s flank, but Angel wouldn’t budge.

	This beast was going to kill her.

	She was suddenly reminded about how Madam Sophie had her practice with Jason to send him thoughts to influence his nature. She wondered if it would work on a horse.

	She pressed her hand to Angel’s side and closed her eyes. She sensed distrust and a bit of stubbornness.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” she softly said. “Trust me.”

	She sent Angel calming thoughts, thoughts of her and Angel meandering through the countryside, taking in the fresh air, sunshine pouring down on them, birds chittering.

	She continued imagining this until Angel relented and stepped aside, giving a few inches of space between them.

	Jackie opened her eyes and rubbed Angel’s side. “Good girl,” she said softly.

	Carefully, she laid the saddle pad over Angel’s back. Calmly and slowly, she saddled and bridled her.

	Outside the barn, she hoisted herself up onto Angel. With her hand at the base of Angel’s neck, she sent her thoughts of walking gently toward the road. Jackie shook the reins, and Angel ambled forward.

	She slowly gave in to Angel’s ambulatory sway and held the reins loosely. The air was cold and nipped her nose and cheeks. Her warm blood tingled beneath her chilled skin, making her feel healthy and alive. She gazed about at the wooded landscape and took in a breath of country air. She wished that Jason could see her now, and she laughed to herself thinking about the humorous remarks Zeta would make, calling her Lady Gothdiva and Horse Whisperer.

	At Tatiana’s, she knocked several times on the rustic door, the dog at her side, happily wagging its curly tail.

	Tatiana lived in a log cabin house with a red tin roof. There were several outbuildings surrounding the house, one tin-roofed shamble after another: a lean-to, banya, barn, outhouse, and cellar entrance. Chickens roamed the yard, and a horse grazed the winter grass. Besides the chattering of birds, it was quiet, and no one answered the door.

	Maybe Tatiana was off somewhere with Agnes and Olga.

	She hadn’t a clue where Agnes and Olga lived. But that didn’t matter. She didn’t feel comfortable talking to Agnes. Agnes’s controlling nature and hawkish eyes spooked her. And Olga didn’t seem to be a threat to her. It was Tatiana’s overzealousness and childish nature that worried her and made her believe that she would be the one to show up at David’s house.

	She would have to come back tomorrow.

	Outside the farm gate, she unhitched Angel from the fence post and mounted her. She waved goodbye to the dog and then guided Angel toward home.

	As she came up the narrow road, nearing David’s house, she gazed over the open field. In the distance, the woodland stood dense and formidable.

	The words from her dream resounded in her head: Don’t go into the forest.

	It wasn’t so much the intrigue the dream had put there, but that her dreams always tended to have a shade of truth to them, and she wondered if Babu had been there.

	Her curiosity tugged at her, and without thinking any further, she directed Angel around the fence line and into the open field.

	Angel ambled across the cloddish earth, toward the tree line.

	Up close, the forest didn’t appear as dense as it did from afar. The trees were amply spaced, wide enough for her and Angel to pass through. She directed Angel into the woods.

	A yard or two inward near a birch tree, she tugged the reins, bringing Angel to a stop.

	She pressed a hand to the white, peeling bark and closed her eyes.

	“Were you here, Babu?” she asked. With her empath ability, she “listened” for Babu, trying to detect any trace memory that may have been stored in her surroundings.

	Besides the whistling wind and cold nipping her face, she picked up nothing.

	She directed Angel further into the woods and onto a trail.

	Up ahead, something was tied to a branch. It fluttered gently in the breeze.

	Angel pulled back and whinnied.

	“Come on, girl, just a little further.”

	Jackie tugged the reins to keep her from turning around. “Relax,” Jackie whispered, “please.” She placed a hand on Angel’s neck and visualized Angel moving lithely forward.

	Angel took several steps.

	The thing tied to the branch was a tattered, red strip of cloth. Other nearby trees also had similar rags tied to them.

	To the left, the earth sharply sloped downward and leveled off into a lower level of forest. Some of the trees below had strips of cloth hanging from their boughs as well. A wooden structure, which from afar looked like a birdhouse on a four-foot-tall post, was staked into the ground. The structure had a peaked roof and symbols carved into the upper section and down the length of the post, to which an embroidered towel was tied. A long roof-type construction, as long as a casket, covered the earth in front of it. A narrow ridge ran along its peak. Three partially melted candles sat on the ridge.

	Jackie detected electric static in the air. It made her skin prickle and the hair on her arms rise.

	Angel whinnied and stepped nervously in place.

	She stroked Angel’s mane. “It’s okay, girl, just a little more, please.”

	Angel inched toward the closest birch that had a rag tied to its branch.

	Reaching out, Jackie’s fingertips touched the cloth. The cloth felt stiff and crusty. The reddish-brown color wasn’t dye; it was blood!

	Whose was it?

	“A little closer,” she said to Angel.

	Angel took a single step forward.

	Jackie gripped the cloth. Her palm tingled, and an image of a shovel lifting dirt lighted in her head. She saw a body wrapped in a white sheet lying near a gravesite.

	Was she in the midst of some sacred burial spot?

	Angel reared up, and Jackie let go of the rag to grab the reins with both hands. Angel came down hard on her front hooves. She charged forward.

	Jackie tugged the reins, but she was no longer in control. As Angel galloped wildly through the woods, Jackie held on for dear life. She dodged low-hanging boughs. Her legs smashed into tree trunks, and the spindly tips of branches clawed at her.

	Deep in the woods, she lost all sense of direction. Unable to control Angel, she had no choice but to hold on tight and let her run her course.

	About a minute later, the forest broke open and a grassy plain spread before her.

	Out of the woods, Angel had slowed to a trot.

	In the near distance stood a long wooden building, a bell tower and three tiny domes on its roof. The building was weathered, and some of its planks were missing, exposing the log structure beneath. Tall, winter-dried weeds lined its perimeter.

	Angel’s flesh was wet with sweat.

	“I’m sorry,” Jackie said to her. “That was my fault.”

	She hadn’t a clue where they were or how they would find their way back. She hoped Angel would be okay when they re-entered the forest, but before they attempted to she and Angel needed to rest.

	She dismounted and led Angel across the plain, toward the church where she hoped she would find water, maybe a well. Halfway there, she had a feeling of déjà vu. She glanced back at the forest and then at the church. She’d seen this place before.

	Dread darkened her soul as she remembered where. It had been in her dreams, in her visions, and in the demon’s revelation when it had taunted her at Mr. Davis’s house.

	Her hands trembled as she loosely tied Angel’s reins to a young tree near the church’s bell tower.

	Angel tugged, trying to free herself from the tree.

	Jackie stroked Angel’s head. “Easy, girl. I won’t be long.”

	She walked along the church. The front doors were boarded shut with two planks of wood. The planks were dried and curved, their nails pulling out from the decaying door frame. Near the entrance, a bramble of vines covered the wall.

	She stooped and touched the ground where she thought Babu may have stood when the priest and parishioners, driven by the demon, commenced to beat to death Babu and the two holy sisters.

	The earth was damp and cold, the grass brown and sparse. The dampness and cold seeped into her core, and a vision filled her.

	The dirt on her fingers turned to blood. The grass was spattered with it. Beside her, wrapped in a black garb, a woman lay curled, her head bloody. Another woman in a black garb, on her knees, cowering, begged for her life. Blood trickled down her face from a gash in her forehead, just beneath the band of her head covering. An angry crowd surrounded them.

	The end of a thick piece of kindling came toward Jackie. She shielded herself with her arms and cowered. The shadow of it passed across her, but the kindling veered away from her, missing her head.

	Sticks, staves, and brooms continued toward her and then veered away.

	A black snake, its body as thick as a fist, its eyes yellow with narrow black pits, slithered cunningly over some of the peasants’ shoes. It raised its head and appeared to smile at her. In an instant, it struck at her but missed.

	She sprang to her feet, pushed through the crowd, and ran across the field and into the forest. She ran so fast, her boots grazed the ground as she flew across the woodland floor.

	A demonic cry, like wind sucking through a tiny opening, issued behind her. She glanced over her shoulder as she ran. The snake, slithering swiftly behind her, was nearly at her heels.

	Voices chanted in unison. Bells jingled. Something pounded against the ground in groups of three: tap, tap, tap… tap, tap, tap… tap, tap, tap…

	The chanting grew louder.

	Up ahead in a clearing, a circle of people wearing folk attire—white tunic shirts and dresses, red embroidered belts cinching their waists, the men in loose white pants—were tapping the ground with staves and chanting. Wooden, carved masks concealed their faces.

	Their voices were hypnotic, carrying each syllable for a duration and rolling it into the next, the bells tied to their staves jingling. One of the men had bells tied around his waist and a stave carved from head to tail like a snake. He wore a ram-fur cape. Two ram horns and fur protruded from the top of his mask. The frightening features—round eyes, long nose, oval mouth—carved into it were made more frightening by bold red, black, and white paint.

	To the right and then to the left they tapped in sets of three. Tap, tap, tap… tap, tap, tap… tap, tap, tap.

	Two of the people briefly stopped tapping and stepped aside to open up the circle. Jackie was propelled into the ring. She fell to the ground.

	The two who had stepped aside closed the circle and then picked up the rhythm with their staves.

	She and the serpent were enclosed in the circle. The snake slithered along the inner perimeter. It had grown to the length and width of a python. It struck at the staves, but the masked people continued chanting and tapping as if the snake was not there. Each time it tried to leave the circle, it screeched and pulled back.

	The ram-horned man shouted something. His words seemed to agitate the serpent. The snake rose up before him and fiercely hissed, its mouth opened wide, saliva webbing from its fangs to the back of its throat.

	The man pointed the tip of his staff at the snake and again shouted.

	Suddenly, the serpent paled to the color of a yellow dying leaf, and its skin dried into a shell and crumbled to the earth. A smoky essence rose from the heap of skin and morphed into a creature that had a rat’s head and the body of a person. It arms and legs were long, its hands and feet rodent-like. Its beady eyes glowed red. It opened its smoky mouth and screamed.

	The chanting and tapping continued.

	Beneath Jackie, the ground became transparent. Every tree root was visible, and the world below glowed amber.

	The chants grew quick and driving, and staves beat heavily against the ground. A light glowed from what Jackie surmised was the underworld.

	The creature twisted and writhed as its smoky essence was sucked into the light and into the underworld.

	The ground solidified, the light extinguished, and the image vanished.

	She was in the middle of a small clearing, leaning to her side, her hands pressed against the earth. Her cheeks burned from running in the cold, and her heart pounded.

	She sat up. Trying to get her bearings, she thought about what she had witnessed: Babu’s life, no doubt, had been protected. She had escaped the beating unscathed and had run to the safety of the witches’ circle. The witches had banished the demon just as Babu had done. They had protected Babu. And Babu had worked with them to lure the demon into the circle. It had to have been after this that they punished the parishioners for what they attempted to do to Babu.

	Jackie felt weak and sick to her stomach. Mrs. Kevich was right. Babu was a witch.

	The ground vibrated, and underbrush crunched. Angel charged from the trees, her reins tossing wildly about her neck, her hooves pounding the ground.

	Jackie reached for her, foolishly thinking she could catch her, but Angel charged ahead, her back hoof nearly kicking Jackie’s face as she left Jackie behind.

	 


Chapter 20

	Jackie was sitting in her room staring out at the forest when David came home. Under the setting sun, the forest looked like an ominous barrier blocking her future.

	She meandered into the kitchen to meet him, her mind in an all-is-lost zone.

	David, at the pechka, ladled soup into a bowl. “There you are,” he said.

	“Hey,” she said sullenly.

	“What’s wrong?” He set his soup bowl on the table.

	She sat down across from him. Slumped, she rested her elbows on the table. “Nothing. It’s been a long day.”

	“I’m sorry. I did not intend for you to spend your time here alone. Tomorrow I will take you to Sankin. We will eat at the House of Culture.”

	“What about Uncle?”

	“We talked. He realized there is nothing he can do to change my mind. He said he’d pray for us.”

	“Oh.” She swallowed.

	“How was Mother today?”

	“She was up for a bit this morning, still not herself.” She burrowed her fist into her cheek and watched him eat.

	David glanced at her curiously as he lifted his spoon to his mouth.

	Every time his eyes met hers, she looked away.

	After dinner, they walked hand in hand to the barn. With electricity flowing in the evening, he turned on the light, a bare bulb that dangled from the rafter.

	He took her in his arms and pressed his cheek against the top of her head. “Something is wrong.”

	She wanted to tell him what, but she didn’t know where to begin.

	“You want to go home?” he asked.

	“Yes and no.”

	He sighed. “You are having second thoughts about us?”

	“Yes.”

	“Is it Mother?”

	“No.”

	“Then what?”

	She sighed. “I want to be with you more than anything in the world, but you don’t want to be with me.”

	“That is not true. It’s just that Uncle insisted I go with him today. He pays for my education, you know. And I am so close to graduating.”

	“No, that’s not what I’m saying. What I mean is you don’t want to be with me, not if you knew what I saw today.”

	His lips parted, and his brow creased. “Did you go back to your great-grandmother’s?”

	“No, I went into the woods. There were these rags tied to the branches and it spooked Angel and—”

	“You took Angel?”

	Wincing, she nodded. “We wound up by an old, abandoned church.”

	He pressed the heel of his hand to his head. “Oh, Jackie, you should not have gone there. I cannot imagine the horrible things you saw.”

	“You know about it?”

	“I know people died there, from pneumonia or something. It happened long before I was born. It was one of those things that kids made wild stories about… daring each other to spend the night there.”

	“What kind of stories?”

	“About witches, of course. Supposedly the congregation had beaten a witch nearly to death for a healing spell that went wrong. The coven the witch had belonged to cursed the parishioners as punishment. Falling ill, the congregation gathered in the church for prayers and protection, but even the priest was stricken. They all died inside that church, except for a few of the children.”

	Jackie bit her lip and turned away from him. “And that’s why we can’t be together.”

	“How can this have anything to do with you?”

	“The woman that was beaten was Babu. Two other women were beaten too. Holy sisters, I think.”

	“You saw this?”

	She nodded. “You do remember what Babu told you during my exorcism?”

	“Yes, but I never put the two together. You think Babu cursed those people?”

	“I don’t know if she did or not, but a group of witches protected her from the beating. The same demon that possessed me caused the church members to persecute Babu and the sisters. The witches sent the demon back to the underworld or hell or wherever. Babu must have gone back to them after they saved her. If she was part of the coven back then, she had to have cursed those people at the church. I counted twelve members standing around the circle. Babu, in the center, made thirteen.”

	“I do not believe it. Babu would never throw a curse. How could you think that of your prababushka?”

	She lowered her eyes. “I should go home… to America.”

	“You are worrying about things you had no control over. Things of the past. Things that can’t affect us now.”

	She pressed her palms to her face, hiding her eyes. “Mrs. Kevich was one of the survivors.”

	“You saw her there?”

	Her hands slid to her cheeks as she looked up at David. “I saw it that day Babu and I came back to church. Mrs. Kevich looking at Babu, frightened. I wanted to know why, so I grabbed her hand, and I read her thoughts.”

	His rolled his eyes.

	“She called Babu and me witches… to my face. And now she’s dead. Her death is on my hands, or on mine and Babu’s. That’s why I can’t be with you.”

	“Mrs. Kevich’s death was a freak accident. Her heart gave out while taking the host, and she choked. You shouldn’t blame yourself. People will always talk about one another. Did you wish her ill in any way?”

	“No. But the demon and the witches… Babu’s gift… and me… It will never work between us.”

	“It has to.”

	“My abilities are getting stronger. I don’t think I can suppress my visions.”

	A hopeless expression formed on his face. He shrugged.

	“You don’t care?”

	“I know you, Jackie. You’re a good person, and so is Babu.”

	“But you have a problem with—”

	“The problem is with me… with my faith. I accept you for the way you are. It is your sense of empathy, your ability to take on what others are feeling that draws me to you. No matter what happens, no matter what the consequence, I promise I will stand by you.”

	She didn’t know why he was so dedicated to her that he wouldn’t think twice about what she had just disclosed to him.

	He took her hand in his and knelt before her on the dirt floor. “Jackie Turov, will you marry me?”

	Her mouth hung open. She didn’t know what to say. This whole situation was a mess. Even if they put it all behind them and buried it, she was sure it was going to resurrect itself someway, somehow, and bite her in the ass again… but his hand was so warm and it burned with energy, an energy that bound her to him.

	Unable to control her emotions, she choked up trying to speak.

	He peered up at her. “Is that a yes?”

	Tears broke from her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. What she felt for him had to be love because she could not let him go.

	She wiped her face with her coat sleeve and sniffled.

	“Yes,” she said.

	 


Chapter 21

	At the house, David announced their engagement. And then it all happened so fast: Babushka kissing her on the cheeks welcoming her into the family, Dedushka digging out a special stash of vodka for toasts, and Prababushka lighting a candle on the corner shelf.

	Father put on his coat. “Tonight we celebrate. I am going to take Angel and tell all our friends.”

	Prababushka and Babushka set the table with bread, sliced kolbasa, brine pickles, kvass, and vodka.

	Within the hour, many neighbors had arrived, including Tatiana with her husband and two children, Olga and her husband, and Agnes, guiding and old, blind man. The man carried a gnarly staff, the top of which was carved into an image of a man with a beard. It looked like one of the deities carved into a totem she had seen at the lake.

	Agnes introduced the old man as her father, Gospodin Timor. His eyes were washed-out blue and his nose sloped and came to a pinched point. He wore a brown, dusty jacket over a wool sweater. A fur hat capped his tiny head. He passed Agnes his staff and then placed his hands on Jackie and David’s heads. He said some sort of blessing in Russian.

	David ducked Timor’s hand during the blessing.

	“What did he say?” Jackie whispered to David when Agnes led her father to a chair in the corner of the kitchen.

	“He was praying to his gods,” David said.

	Tatiana had brought an accordion and began playing an upbeat tune. To Jackie it sounded whiney and off-key. Everyone sang and clapped their hands.

	The whole scene seemed so surreal to Jackie. Last October, she never could have imagined that her life would take her to Babu’s homeland and that she would marry someone from here. She especially never had dreamed back then she would marry David.

	After one of the many toasts, Tatiana, accordion weighing the strap around her neck, raised her finger as if she had lighted with an idea. “Why not you marry in Russia so we all be at wedding?” She repeated her suggestion to everyone in Russian.

	Prababushka’s eyes gleamed, and she clasped her hands. “Bylo by zdorovo.”

	David held out his hand, a stop gesture. “Now, wait. We have not yet discussed the wedding. And besides, Jackie is not Russian. It would take time to prepare and certify the needed paperwork.”

	“She need Marriage Letter that say she no already marry,” Agnes said with authority. “It need get notarized and then authenticated at Ministry of Foreign Affairs.”

	“Yes,” David said, “and we’d have to go to Moscow. It is a four-day trip. There is no way we could make it.”

	“No worry,” Agnes said. “I have brother who work at Civil Registry Office in Alapayevsk. We butter palms, work magic, yes? We take care of everything, even book wedding.”

	“I cannot ask you to do this for us,” David said. “Besides, I have not yet talked to Jackie’s mother… she has not seemed very approachable on this matter, although”—he looked at Jackie—“your father gave me his blessing.”

	“You talked to my dad?”

	He nodded.

	“I barely see my dad. When did you see him?”

	“When you agreed to come to Russia, I wanted to make sure it was okay with him. I told him how I felt about you, that I wanted to marry you. I asked his permission.”

	“What’d he say?”

	David smiled. “He said he wasn’t surprised that you were in love with a seminarian.”

	“Oh jeez, I’m sure it’s because he thinks I’m weird. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

	“I am sorry. I did not want you to know or suspect I would propose on this trip. I wanted you to be surprised. With our time limit, I do not have much to work with when it comes to surprises.”

	“This is good thing,” David’s father said. “David talked to your father. It is respect.”

	Jackie agreed. “But all I have is a week and a half here. I have to go back for school. There’s no way this can work, as romantic as it’d be getting married in Russia.”

	Tatiana held up her index finger again. “Where there is will, there is way.”

	Agnes and Olga nodded in agreement.

	“My mom’s going to freak when I come home married,” Jackie said. “Babu will be thrilled, though. We’ll have to have a small get-together in America.”

	“We are going to have to have a church wedding,” David said. “Here it is law to have a state wedding first and then church wedding. So, we would have to tell Uncle we are holding off our church wedding for America and all should be good.”

	Her thoughts raced. “I don’t have a dress.”

	Prababushka asked Agnes what Jackie had said. Agnes explained. Prababushka threw up her hands and spoke eagerly to Agnes.

	Agnes translated to Jackie. “She said she has a traditional wedding dress she has saved from her wedding. She insists you wear it and that we have a traditional wedding ritual here after you go to Civil Registry Office to marry.”

	“Traditional? Like in her wedding picture?” Jackie asked.

	“Da,” Agnes said, “you and David wear wreath on head, and we tie hands together with rushnik—”

	“Oh, you mean handfasting?” Jackie asked.

	“Yes. And we divide wedding bread, the karavai. The wedding we have at lake, under arch made of spruce bows. My father will lead ceremony. Then we have big party.”

	Jackie’s head filled with images of a country wedding, a wreath in her hair, her hand bound with David’s under an arch of spruce bows, the lake shimmering before them.

	She turned to David. “I can’t imagine a more beautiful wedding.”

	David’s brow wrinkled and his eyes stressed. “A pagan wedding?”

	“It is tradition,” Agnes said. “It is your roots. It is our roots.”

	Jackie shrugged her shoulders and looked at David like, why not?

	“Khorosho,” he said, giving in.

	“Tomorrow, Tatiana, Olga, and I will go to Alapayevsk with you to see my brother,” Agnes said. She looked to Jackie. “You must bring passport. We take care of rest.”

	 


Chapter 22

	Jason hadn’t gotten to say goodbye to Jackie because, one, Trish was at his doorstep the night before Jackie was leaving; two, because Trish shadowed him like a hawk wherever he went; and three… Ahhh, he couldn’t get away from her, and now with Jackie going off to another country with his nemesis, his stomach hurt like he had eaten a spiked choker, chains and all.

	He had even bought a gift for Jackie, something to keep her from totally forgetting about him on the long trip to Russia—a bag of Lindor Chocolates, the kind they used to buy at the pharmacy when they hung out in town.

	He had wrapped it in black tissue paper and tied it with a red ribbon. He’d written a note on a card he’d made out of a tiny rectangle of red construction paper, “Something to sweeten your day. Best friends forever, Jason.” In your face, David, he had thought, hoping he’d read the note.

	Wanting the gift to be waiting for her when she got home and afraid that Trish would once again not let him out of her sight, he brought it to Jackie’s house straight after leaving Trish’s that evening.

	Jackie’s mom answered the door.

	“Hi, Ms. Turov,” Jason said, both happy and sad to see her.

	“Jason.” She looked surprised. “Jackie’s not…”

	“I know. I wanted to say goodbye to her and give her this, but something got in my way.” He peered inside. Behind the front room was the dining room where he and Jackie used to study together, books and notebooks spread across the table, their book bags hooked over the chair backs. Now the room stood in the background lonely and unused. His intestines twisted.

	“Come on in,” Ms. Turov said.

	He could see pity in her eyes. He didn’t want pity. He just wanted his friend back. This may be the last time he’d ever get to step inside Jackie’s house. “Sure.”

	The place smelled like pizza—pepperoni pizza, like he and Jackie would order on Fridays sometimes. The TV was on, and Andy, although sitting up, was asleep on the couch. His little boy, Mathew, sat on the floor, rolling a toy truck up and across a backpack as if it were a mountain.

	“Oh no, get away from there,” Ms. Turov said to him. “That’s David’s backpack.”

	He hated the sound of that name. A sharp edge of emotion cut through Jason’s gut, as if one of the spikes poked through.

	The phone rang.

	“Maybe that’s Jackie,” Ms. Turov said. “Excuse me.” She rushed to the phone on the table by the staircase wall.

	Mathew had gone from rolling the truck over the top of the bag to rolling it down the long padded strap. The middle of the strap lay on its edge on the carpet. Mathew pushed it down to flatten it into a road, but the stiff strap popped back up and tilted to the side. The kid hit it angrily with the truck and then yanked the strap as if trying to pull it loose from the bag. He flexed it in his hands, and discovering a hole in the side of the strap where the stitching had come loose, he wormed his tiny finger into the hole.

	Jason found it amusing that the kid was tearing up David’s backpack. He hoped the kid would unzip the bag and take a dump in it, too. The image of a pile of shit in David’s bag lifted his spirits and dulled his stomach pain.

	Ms. Turov was talking to someone other than Jackie. She was telling whoever was on the other line about her little girl growing up and about her trip to Russia.

	Jason was ready to take a dump in the bag himself.

	The seam loosened, and the gap had widened. The little boy bent the handle back and forth again.

	Something red poked out. It looked like a piece of string.

	The boy pinched it with his tiny fingers and pulled out a knotted length of red yarn. Knot by knot it came out of the strap like scarves from a magician’s sleeve. The boy had pulled out about five inches of yarn before he gave it a firm tug. A tiny cloth—a sachet—emerged and swung like a pendulum as the boy dangled it by the knotted string, studying it.

	“Give me that,” Jason said. He swiped it from the boy’s hand.

	“No, mine!” the kid squealed.

	“Shh!” Jason said, his index finger fronting his lips. He squatted and unzipped the backpack. “I bet there’s a lot of interesting things inside.”

	The kid, curious, dug into the bag and pulled out a book.

	Jason stood up and examined the knotted yarn and sachet. It looked like some of the voodoo magic shit Trish made. He had seen her make wishes as she knotted string. Sometimes she put stones and herbs in a leather pouch and wore it pinned inside her bra.

	Was this some voodoo magic shit too? And what was it doing sewn into David’s backpack?

	Ms. Turov told the person on the other line to take care. He slipped the sachet into his jacket pocket.

	“Sorry,” Ms. Turov said. She looked down at the kid. “Hey! Get out of there.”

	The kid had several books on his lap and was digging in the bag for more.

	“I’m sorry,” she said to Jason. “I’m out of practice with watching little ones.” She looked at Andy asleep on the couch. “Honeymoon’s over, I guess.” She looked at the package tucked under Jason’s arm. “You wanted to give that to Jackie?”

	“Oh, yeah, could you?” He handed her the crumpled package.

	“No problem. Have you heard from her?”

	“I wish.”

	“Me too. I’d like to know what’s going on with her. It bothers me that David’s so much older than…”

	Anger burned in Jason’s cheeks.

	“Sorry,” she said. “That was totally insensitive of me. I’ll give this to her.”

	“Thanks, Ms. Turov.”

	As he crossed the sidewalk on the way to his truck, he pulled out the sachet. Wondering what was inside the bag, he worked to undo the knot that tied the bag closed. It was tightly bound, so he resorted to slipping the yarn off the satchel. He opened the mouth of the bag and worked the tips of his fingers inside. Touching something silky, he plucked it out.

	Ew! It was hair—two thin locks of it. This was nothing short of witchcraft. He wished Jackie was here to see it, to take an impression. She’d know why this was in David’s bag. But she was on the other side of the fricken’ planet with that…

	Wait. There was one other person who could help.

	 


Chapter 23

	Madam Sophie, her wild, red hair tied back in a paisley scarf, closed her eyes and rubbed her thumb over the tiny knots that dotted the length of yarn.

	Jason, tense and anxious, leaned forward, his elbows on the red cloth of the fortune-telling table, his shoulders scrunched beneath his ears.

	“Where’d you find this?” Madam Sophie asked.

	“In David’s backpack,” he said.

	“Who?”

	“That seminarian from Holy Resurrection.”

	“Ah, yes, I remember. I met him at the hospital. Are he and Jackie…?”

	His fingers dug into the leather of his jacket, and he snorted. He didn’t want to hear it from someone else or say it himself.

	Madam Sophie wrinkled her mouth. “They are. Sorry.”

	“So, what is this?” Jason asked.

	“The technique is called knotting. The spell caster says her wish as she tightens each knot. The color of the yarn depends on the intent. Red tells me this is a love spell.”

	Jason closed his eyes for a moment. “And whose hair is it?”

	Madam Sophie reached into the sachet, pulled out the locks, and laid them before her. “There’s something else.” She reached in again and pulled out a folded slip of paper and unfolded it.

	Strange letters where scrawled across the tiny white sheet.

	“Is that Russian?”

	Madam Sophie raised her thin eyebrows.

	He struck his fist on the table. “I knew it. It’s his. He did this.”

	“Now, hold your hormones. I sense that many hands have touched this amulet and that it has traveled many miles.”

	“But what’s he doing with it?” He craved some dirt on David, something good he could tell Jackie to get her away from him. “Jackie can’t trust him, can she?”

	“There’s a trace of him on the amulet but, honestly, he’s been carrying it close to him in his backpack. I don’t have a clear sense of whom the amulet belongs to. But the hair…” She squeezed the hair in her palm and closed her eyes.

	“It’s not… is it?”

	She nodded.

	“But Jackie has black hair,” he said.

	“I’m certain it’s hers.”

	He hadn’t known Jackie to have brown hair since she was in junior high. It didn’t make sense. “Who would do this?”

	“Maybe the note is a clue. Ask Babu to interpret.”

	“Are you crazy? How am I going to talk to her? I mean, maybe she’ll understand me, but she doesn’t speak a word of English.”

	“Ah, hogwash! That old woman has you all fooled. She can speak English, at least good enough to understand you and translate this note.”

	 


Chapter 24

	Olga, her knit hat with pink crocheted flower pulled down over her ears, drove the vehicle across the rutted road as if she was competing in a Monster Trucks event. Jostled dangerously about, Jackie wished she was wearing Mom’s roller-blade helmet. She gripped the truck’s grab handle with one hand and held onto David with the other.

	Not far from their village, Olga turned onto a stone-paved road. It was flanked by forest, and sometimes with open landscapes dotted with farmhouses. They traveled this road for about an hour before entering Makhnevo, where the road was paved and the trip to Alapayevsk about two hours away.

	David held Jackie’s hand throughout most of the trip. She sensed he was uncomfortable and nervous.

	“You’re worried about Uncle, aren’t you?” she whispered to him.

	“I’m afraid what he’ll do when he finds out about our pagan wedding,” he said in a low tone.

	“He need not know,” Agnes said, iron in her voice. She was sitting in the backseat with Tatiana.

	Tatiana leaned forward and poked her head between David’s and Jackie’s. “Distract him with talk about your American church wedding.”

	“Yes, is good idea,” said Olga. She was gripping the steering wheel at ten and two, her crocheted gloves as thick as oven mitts.

	“That is deception,” David said.

	“It is less than truth, yes, but it is not lie,” said Agnes.

	“He visits Mother nearly every evening,” David said. “There’s no way I can keep this from him. I’ll have to tell him.”

	“Maybe he have bad luck that day,” Agnes said. “Maybe car no start or he sick with stomach cramps.”

	David cupped his forehead.

	Jackie couldn’t believe what Agnes was saying. As much as she didn’t want Uncle’s interference, she didn’t want anything bad to happen to him.

	e

	The Civil Registry Office in Alapayevsk was a three-story building with a long row of windows at each level. Inside, they waited near a large potted plant in a bright, tiled room.

	Agnes’s brother, who shared the same hawkish nose and eyes as Agnes, was busy helping a young woman fill out paperwork. She was sitting at a round table that had six chairs around it. He was leaning over, pointing out places on a paper and explaining something in Russian.

	Jackie glanced at the poster-size wedding pictures that bordered the top of two walls. It felt so awkward coming here in a group, even embarrassing because she thought it might look to strangers that she and David were being forced into this marriage.

	Agnes’s brother took the paper from the young woman and said something to her in a warm tone. It sounded like he had congratulated her on the birth of a child.

	Just as the woman got up from the table, Agnes pulled a chair and told Jackie and David sit down. She pointed out Jackie and David to her brother. His brow line creased.

	“Give him passport,” Agnes said to Jackie.

	Jackie dug into her satchel and pulled out her passport. She gave it to Agnes’s brother.

	He took it reluctantly and then went behind a counter where he made copies. He came back to the table with a black book tucked under his arm, a pen, Jackie’s passport, and an affidavit for Jackie to fill out claiming she had never before been married.

	Agnes opened her wallet and handed him a few paper rubles. Jackie noticed the monetary amount on the top note was ten thousand.

	David wiped his forehead with his shirt sleeve. “I do not feel comfortable working it this way or you paying for this bribery.”

	“The money is gift from village,” Agnes said. “We all want wedding.”

	Agnes’s brother said something to Agnes.

	Agnes translated for Jackie. “He said the papers will be certified at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow and returned.”

	“But doesn’t she have to be there to sign before the notary?” David asked.

	“No worry,” Agnes said.

	Agnes’s brother opened up the black book and paged through it. He spoke to Agnes.

	“He will book wedding now,” Agnes said to everyone. “We do on Tuesday, yes?”

	David shook his head in disbelief.

	“What?” Tatiana asked David. “You no like Tuesday?”

	David’s bottom lip stiffened. “It is the first day of spring.”

	Olga smiled. “That is good, yes? You will have spring wedding. Everyone want spring wedding.”

	David’s forehead glistened with perspiration.

	“What’s wrong,” Jackie asked him.

	“It is bad enough that we are getting married during Lent, but now also during Maslenitsa?”

	“Doesn’t everyone celebrate that?” Jackie asked. “I mean that’s pancake week, right?”

	He tilted his head, giving her the “you know better than that” look.

	“Oh, that passed already, didn’t it?”

	“Yes. Christians celebrate a week before Great Lent, not during it.”

	“Well, we don’t have to eat the rich food”—she glanced at Agnes—“do we?”

	Agnes shook her head slowly.

	“It is not the food I am worried about,” he said. “It is the honoring of Veles.”

	Jackie turned to Agnes. “Is this true?”

	“We will celebrate your marriage only.”

	She sounded sincere. And having it on the first day of spring was a great idea. She hooked her arm in David’s. “Can we just do it?”

	“Fine,” he said.

	Jackie smiled.

	“Vtornik,” Agnes said to her brother, telling him Tuesday.

	“Could I call my mom from here?” Jackie asked Agnes, as she was the one who could make things happen.

	“Yes. Phone there,” she said, nodding at her brother’s office. She opened her purse.

	“No, I got this,” Jackie said, digging into her satchel. “How much for a long-distance call?” she asked the brother.

	“Five ruble,” Agnes said.

	Jackie didn’t argue. She dug into her wallet and forked over a five-ruble banknote and handed it to Agnes.

	Agnes stuffed the bill into her brother’s suit-coat pocket and then led Jackie to a small, cluttered office. She helped Jackie dial home.

	It was about four a.m. in the States, so she had called her mom’s cell, so she wouldn’t wake Babu.

	She sat at the edge of the office chair, the phone cord stretched over a stack of paper, nervously waiting for her mother to pick up.

	After several rings, Mom answered. “Hello?” Her voice was groggy.

	Jackie clenched the handset with both hands and leaned forward. “Mom, it’s me.”

	“Oh my god, Jackie. Are you all right?”

	“Yeah. Sorry about calling you so late. We’re nine hours ahead of you.” She swiveled the chair to the right and to the left.

	“I’ve been so worried about you.”

	“Sorry. There’re no phones where I’m at. We’re in the city now.”

	“Is everything okay?”

	“Uh, yeah, great… which is why I called.”

	“Oh?”

	She cut to the chase and quickly spouted, “David proposed yesterday, and I said yes.” She winced, anticipating her mother’s reaction.

	Mom made a sound that wasn’t quite a word, more like something caught in her throat.

	“We’d like to have a church wedding when we get home, before David finishes his internship. Just a small gathering, nothing huge.”

	“Wow. I’m not even awake. Can we talk about this in the morning?”

	“No. There’s no way I can call you.”

	“I suppose we can talk about this when you come home.”

	“Sure, but David’s family would like us to have a wedding here.”

	“When you graduate, I hope.”

	“Uh, no. Actually, before I fly home.”

	“Excuse me?” Something crashed to the floor.

	Jackie grabbed a lock of her hair and began winding it around her finger. “Mom, I know this all sounds absurd, but I want this so bad. I want to marry David here. We’re going to have this country, kind of pagan-ish, wedding… by the lake, and David and I will be wearing traditional wedding costumes—”

	“Oh, Jackie, marriage isn’t a one-day pageant. It’s a serious matter.”

	She crooked her finger, tugging the lock of hair and pulling at its roots. “Mom, I know you think that I’m taking things too fast with David, but I’m not a child and I know what I want.”

	Mom let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t even want to think about telling your father. He’ll blame me for this.”

	“No, he won’t. David talked to him before we left. He asked his permission to marry me. He’s cool with it. Of course, no one mentioned a date to him, but what’s it matter?”

	“I can’t believe this.”

	“Mom, I can’t afford to fly back to have a wedding here, and it’ll mean so much to David’s family.”

	As she listened to her mother’s heavy breaths, Jackie burrowed her forehead in her hand and silently awaited an answer.

	Her mother sighed. “There’s nothing more I can say. You’re eighteen. All I can do is give you advice.”

	“And your blessing?”

	Mom started to cry.

	“Mom?”

	“Ever since you were born, I just wanted the best for you. I feel like everything you’ve been through in life with your psychic abilities is my fault. And then with Dad. You deserve to be happy. If this is what will bring that happiness, then yes, you have my blessing.”

	She flew up from her chair and gave the handset a thankful squeeze. “Thanks, Mom. I love you! I’ll make sure we have pictures, tons of them. It’s going to be the best wedding ever!”

	 


Chapter 25

	Jason rang the doorbell at Jackie’s house and peered through the etched glass. He had ditched school as soon as Trish was off to her first hour. He’d most likely get a detention and then be grounded (a good thing because it would free him for a while from Trish) but he had to see Babu while Ms. Turov was at work.

	A short, burly figure ambled toward the door. The curtain covering the narrow side window pulled back, and Babu’s round eyes peered at him.

	The door unlocked and opened to a narrow width.

	“Hey, Babu,” he said.

	She said something in Russian that included Jackie’s name.

	“I know Jackie’s not here, but I was wondering if we could talk.”

	She raised her eyebrows and then repeated again what she’d said before. Somewhere in those words he heard “Jackie” and “David.” She waved her hand, shooing him.

	He shoved the toe of his boot into the doorway to keep her from closing the door.

	“I know they’re together,” he said angrily. “I just want to talk to you.”

	She swept her hand upward. “Idti!”

	“I’m not here to break them up. Well, maybe I am.”

	She said something and pushed the door hard against his foot.

	“Ow! Please, we need to talk”—he pulled the amulet from his pocket and shoved it through the doorway’s narrow opening—“about this.” The amulet lay in his open palm, the knotted yarn dangled over his hand. “Jackie’s hair is inside the bag… and someone else’s.”

	Babu said something that included Trish’s name, and then she stomped his boot. He jerked back his foot and hand. She shut the door.

	“Trish didn’t do this,” he shouted at the closed door. “There’s a note inside. It’s in Russian.”

	He didn’t know if she was listening. He pressed his ear to the door. Looking down, he noticed a nasty scuffmark on his boot. Why could nothing ever go right for him? But this wasn’t about him. This was about saving Jackie from the clutches of that girlfriend-stealing scoundrel.

	He pounded. “The amulet came from David’s bag.”

	He pressed his ear, again, to the door. The door opened, and he nearly fell inside.

	She pointed at the amulet and asked him something in Russian.

	“I know you can speak English… well, Madam Sophie says you can. Please, I got to know what’s up with this.”

	She eyed him suspiciously. “How you get?”

	It was so weird to hear English from Babu’s mouth.

	“That little boy found it. It was sewn into the strap of David’s backpack.”

	“Sadit’sya,” she said, beckoning him toward the sofa. “Sit, pozhaluysta.”

	He sat on the edge of the couch. She sat down beside him and reached out her hand. “Give to me.”

	He handed her the amulet.

	She removed the string from around the bag and then pulled out the contents: two locks of hair, which she laid in her lap, and a folded note. Her stiff, aged fingers worked awkwardly to unfold the note. As she read it, her tiny eyes stretched wide. She touched her heart.

	“What’s it say?”

	“You know David family name?”

	“Davidovich?”

	“No. That father name. In Russia, we use father name, otchestvo, and family name.”

	He was confused.

	“We search bag. Mama put in Jackie room. You get.”

	He still didn’t understand why they needed David’s bag.

	“Davay!” she said and motioned for him to go upstairs.

	Even though he didn’t understand where she was going with this, he felt like he finally had someone on his side. He vigorously ran upstairs to Jackie’s room.

	He froze at the threshold and eyed Jackie’s belongings—her silver laptop papered with stickers, the porcelain hand with black chokers hanging from its fingers, her goth book bag. The bed was unmade, the comforter and sheets bunched. The room smelled like her, like grape or a sweet-sour candy that made his mouth water. He felt a sense of comfort, until he spotted David’s backpack on the floor, propped against the footboard.

	He quickly snatched it, wanting it the hell out of Jackie’s room, as if it were David. The bag weighed a ton. He slung the strap over his shoulder and carried it downstairs.

	“Put on couch,” Babu said. “You search.”

	“For what again?”

	“David family name.”

	He reached into the bag and touched David’s clothes. A heavy, sick feeling grew in his stomach. He pulled out a cassock and tossed it on the back of the couch and then took out several books, tossed them onto the seat cushion. He took out a zip-up bag. Inside were holy cards, candles, a vile of something… most likely holy water, a string of beaded knots like Babu used often. He flipped the cards over to look for a name.

	“Not icons,” Babu said. “Books. Open.”

	Jason lifted the one that had a leather cover and Cyrillic letters embossed in gold, and he opened it. On the first page, which was as stiff as cardboard, was something handwritten in black ink.

	He showed it to Babu.

	Babu, after reading it, crossed herself.

	“What?”

	“Water, pozhaluysta.”

	Jason looked about for a glass of water. Seeing none, he quickly went to the kitchen, filled a glass, and brought the water to her.

	Babu’s hands trembled as she lifted the glass to her mouth.

	He sat next to her on the couch, and tapping his fingers impatiently on his pant leg, waited for her to swallow down the water. The suspense was killing him.

	She rested the glass in her lap. Weariness weighted her eyes and the corners of her mouth.

	Jason threw up his hands. “So? Who is this guy?”

	“He David Davidovich Morozov,” she said. She crossed herself again.

	“And this is bad?”

	She nodded.

	“What’d the note say?”

	She let out a heavy sigh. “Note say, ‘Promise must be completed.’”

	“What promise?”

	“Promise for me and Ivan to marry.”

	Jason eyed the ninety-year-old woman strangely. Hadn’t that ship already sailed? “Who the heck is Ivan?”

	“He David great-grandfather. I do for my mother, promise to marry him. His family give her money if I live with them and marry son. My father dead and my mother have my two brother to raise. So I go. At first, I think this young man very handsome. But then I see he evil man. I run away and come to America so he not find me.”

	“So, what’s this got to do with David and Jackie?”

	She looked at him pitifully.

	He thought about the message in the note, about the promise. “Oh,” he said.

	“David look very much like Ivan. How I not know they same family?”

	The front door opened, and Jason startled. Jackie’s mom walked in, her purse strung over her shoulder and lugging a plastic grocery bag, its contents clanking. It was about nine-thirty in the morning.

	Jason sat up straight. “Ms. Turov,” he said.

	“What are you doing… don’t you have school?”

	“Uh, I got out early today. Don’t you have work?”

	“Well, yeah, but…”

	Babu covered the amulet and its contents with both her hands.

	“What are you two doing?” Mom asked. “Is that David’s bag?”

	“Uh… yeah… we were just looking for something,” Jason said.

	“Did Jackie call you?” she asked, looking stressed.

	“No. She call you?”

	Mom nodded. “Last night.”

	His shoulders tensed. “Is she okay?” This amulet and promise had him stirred.

	She shook her head.

	He flew up from the couch seat. “What’d he do to her?”

	“Nothing, yet… dear God.” She dropped her purse on the floor next to the armchair. Bottles rattled inside the plastic bag. She carried the bag into the kitchen. The sound of crushing ice dropping into a glass told Jason she was preparing a drink.

	Babu stuffed the amulet bag, note, and locks into her housedress pocket. She tugged his arm, making him sit.

	He couldn’t relax. He was worried about Jackie.

	It was a few minutes before Ms. Turov sauntered out from the kitchen, coddling an icy rock glass in one hand and a bottle of gin in the other.

	“So?” Jason asked.

	“So, Jackie’s getting married, in Russia.”

	Babu crossed herself and whispered a prayer or something in Russian.

	“They can’t!” he spouted.

	“They can. She’s eighteen, and this is what she wants.” She poured more gin into her glass.

	“But she doesn’t really know him.”

	“I’m so sorry, Jas. I know you deeply care about her, and I know what their relationship must be doing to you.”

	Babu tugged Jason’s arm, pulling him close to her. She whispered in his ear.

	“You have to stop them,” he said to Ms. Turov, repeating what Babu had whispered.

	“I don’t want to, but we have to let her go,” Ms. Turov said.

	Babu squeezed Jason’s hand and spoke again in his ear. He figured Babu was back to her masquerade of pretending not to speak English.

	“What’s with you two?” Ms. Turov asked.

	“I need to talk to Jackie. Do you know how I can reach her? Zeta said there’s no cell phone service where Jackie’s staying.”

	Ms. Turov’s mouth dropped open. “I didn’t ask. What kind of mother am I? Dear God, my daughter’s getting married to an older man in a foreign country, and I can’t even get a hold of her. How could I have let her go to Russia?” She dropped into the armchair. Gin sloshed over the edge of her glass, wetting her hand and the couch arm.

	Babu directed Jason to see Father Gabriel.

	Jason immediately left, leaving Babu with the amulet and Jackie’s mom on the brink of inebriation.

	 


Chapter 26

	By the time Jackie and David got home from Alapayevsk, it was evening. Olga had dropped them off at the end of the road where Uncle’s car was parked. Hand in hand, they walked to the house.

	Inside, the radio played softly some Russian pop song. Uncle’s voice, speaking in a conversational tone, wafted from the curtained room. Babushka, feet up on the bench at the kitchen table, glanced up from her romance novel. She said something in Russian about Uncle.

	“She said Uncle has brought two priests,” David interpreted to Jackie.

	Babushka asked if they were hungry and offered her some soup and bread.

	David glanced at the closed curtain, and then said yes.

	As she and David filled their bowls with soup at the pechka, she sensed he was purposely avoiding Uncle. His vibes were wrought with guilt.

	As they were eating, the curtain ruffled. Uncle, the sleeve end of his ryasa flowing, flung back the curtain. “You are home,” he said. His countenance appeared as heavy as the chains around his neck, which were weighted by a bejeweled pectoral cross and a round jeweled icon of the Virgin.

	“Sorry,” David said. “I did not want to interrupt, and we were hungry.”

	“When you are finished you will join us. We intend an all-night vigil.”

	David clutched the handle of his spoon. “All night?” he said in a “good God” tone.

	“Oh”—Uncle turned to Jackie—“I have a message for you. Your friend Jason would like you to call him. It sounded quite urgent. I suggest you call him as soon as you can. Perhaps a trip to Sankin tomorrow to use a public phone?”

	Her eyes widened. Jason called? He’d probably heard from Mom that she was getting married. Ach! He didn’t hear the news from her first. What a horrible friend she was!

	The corner of her mouth quivered.

	David pushed his bowl away. It was half empty. “I’m done.” He looked agitated, and she wondered if it was because Bishop intended to hold an all-night vigil or because Jason had called.

	He rose from the table, and without saying a word to her, he disappeared behind the curtain with Uncle.

	Before going up to her room, she peeked through a gap between the curtain and the stove wall.

	David, the two priests, and Uncle were huddled in a semicircle around David’s mom’s bed. In their priestly garments and prayer books in hand, they looked like a formidable force.

	Uncle flicked a gold sprinkler, showering David’s mom with holy water.

	Was he exorcising her?

	Something certainly had control over David’s mother, but it wasn’t a demon, she was almost sure of it. It was something else, something that divided her. Or maybe it was more like two forces that fought against the other.

	She was suddenly reminded of when she had first met David, when he had come to her door looking for “Jackie Turov.” She had picked up that he was hung in a balance. It was like something pulled at him from opposite directions, and it was keeping him from moving forward or backward. It was like that with his mother, but the forces that tugged inside her were a thousand times stronger than those in David. She wanted to tell Uncle this, what she felt when she was in that room, but she couldn’t, not without him realizing she was more than a healer.

	Seeing David with the other priests, she was once again goosed with uncertainty about her and David. It was obvious that he belonged to the church more than he belonged with her. What was she thinking when she said yes to his proposal?

	Climbing the stairs, she thought that she needed time alone to double-think this marriage, if it wasn’t too late. But when she topped the stairs and saw David’s ruffled bed, the memory of snuggling next to his warm body sent ripples of ecstasy through her.

	Maybe it was David who needed to double-think his priesthood. Maybe he had subconsciously left his Bible and things behind. Maybe he, falling in love, wanted a normal life too.

	 


Chapter 27

	Jason returned to school by his third-hour class, giving the excuse that his truck had broken down. All through school, he waited for Jackie to call and constantly checked the world clock on his cell phone. Evening hours in Russia rolled into night. Jackie—on the other side of the fricken’ globe—was probably sound asleep by now. He wondered if Bishop Bolshov had passed on his message to her.

	Immediately after leaving Babu’s house, Jason had gone to the rectory. Even though Father Gabriel had grilled him on who he was to Jackie and how long he’d known her, Father Gabriel had finally called Bishop Bolshov. To his and Father Gabriel’s surprise, Bishop Bolshov had said he would gladly pass along the message to Jackie.

	Now he worried that Bishop Bolshov may have been courteous on the telephone but had no intentions of passing on his message at all.

	By the end of the school day, Jason was sick to his stomach. He told Trish he wasn’t feeling well and dropped her off at home—at least he had tried to.

	She wouldn’t get out of the truck. Instead, she sat there, her arms folded, a sour, vengeful look on her face. “Why do I feel like you’re blowing me off?”

	“I’m going to fricken’ hurl!” he exclaimed.

	Her dark, ominous eyes glared at him.

	Trying to disguise his fear of her, he stiffened and didn’t blink.

	“Fine,” she said. “Puke all over yourself. I don’t care.” She climbed out of the truck and leaned in. “When you get it out of your system, call me.” She slammed the door.

	Jason floored it.

	He drove straight to Madam Sophie’s.

	He had intended to tell Madam Sophie that Babu was worried about Jackie and that she wanted him to contact her, but slump-shouldered and tired from climbing three flights of stairs to her apartment, the first thing that came out of his mouth when Madam Sophie opened the door was “Jackie’s getting married.”

	His shoulders shook, and he broke into tears.

	“Jason,” Madam Sophie said. The loose sleeves on her maxi dress breezed like kite tails as she swooped in to hug him.

	He crumbled in her boney arms.

	“Goodness gracious, you have no one to talk to, do you?” she said. “You’ve lost the only person you shared your soul with.”

	Realizing Madam Sophie was reading him, Jason pulled away from her.

	“Sorry,” he said. He held his forehead and tried to pull his thoughts together. “I need to get a hold of Jackie. I gotta figure out how.”

	“Come. Sit down.”

	She led him to the loveseat and sat beside him. She reached for his hand, but he pulled away. He didn’t like people in his head. Only Jackie was allowed there.

	“I’ve lost her. And now Babu’s worried about her. That amulet… she knows what the note means. She knows David’s family, too. She was supposed to marry someone with the same last name as David. Something’s up. I have to tell Jackie about the amulet and the promise.”

	“Did you bring the amulet?”

	“No. Babu took it. And you were right, she does speak English, but when Jackie’s mom came home, she went right back to pretending she didn’t understand a word of it. I couldn’t talk to her or ask her for it back or ask her anything more about it. She only whispered in my ear to contact Jackie, to stop her from getting married.”

	“It’s going to take a lot more than a phone call to convince Jackie not to marry David.”

	He gritted his teeth.

	“What I’m saying is that the magic involved is powerful. Who knows what other magical implements are in play in Russia.”

	“I have to talk to her,” Jason said, “at least try to talk sense into her.”

	“Well, she may not listen to reason, but maybe… and I say maybe… she will listen to her feelings. Can you mail her the amulet and write a message? If she can hold it, she’ll be able to read it and discover for herself what’s going on.”

	He scrunched his raven hair with both his hands, tugging its roots. “She’s getting married next Tuesday. What if it doesn’t get there on time? What if it never gets into Jackie’s hands? And how would I even know if she got it?”

	“No worries, no worries. You know, you’re more connected to Jackie than you think. You two connected through your thoughts before. You’re in tune with one another. You can try to send her a message with your mind like you did before.”

	“That was different. We were holding hands. We were in the same room. And we were close then.” He hung his head.

	“Jackie hasn’t forgotten you. She’s just… distracted. Besides, did you ever hear of people who know someone’s going to call and they do, or they get a feeling that something bad happened to someone they love?”

	Jason nodded.

	“Some people are highly intuitive like that. Jackie’s one of those people.”

	“What if I fail?”

	“We can work together to send her a message. That could strengthen the signal, but we need to lead her somewhere where she can discover for herself what’s going on. Can you bring Babu? She may know who’s connected to the amulet’s magic.”

	He imagined taking Babu from the house and Jackie’s mom coming home worried, panicked she’d wandered off or finding out that she’s with him, suspicious of what they’re up to, suspecting him of kidnapping a senior citizen. “No way,” he said. “It’s not possible, especially getting her up three flights of stairs. Can we do it without her?”

	“We can, but we’d be stronger, the three of us. How about we go to Babu’s?”

	“We’d have to go when Jackie’s mom’s at work.” He rubbed his forehead. “I’m going to have to skip school again. My grades suck. They’ve been slipping since I’ve been with Trish. She’s not the study buddy Jackie was. Jackie made everything seem easy.”

	“Well, just think of that one day as a price to pay to get Jackie back.”

	“You think I will?” he asked eagerly.

	She held up her hands. “I’m not saying as a girlfriend, not now, but certainly as a friend, someone you can spend time with until she’s ready to decide what she truly wants in life.”

	“Will she ever?”

	“I can predict the short term, but long-term futures are impossible. People change too damn much.”

	He’d give anything, most certainly a day of school, to recapture their friendship. “All right. Let’s do it.”

	e

	By the time Jason came home, it was evening. His mother was in the armchair reading her Bible.

	“Were you with that girl Trish again?” Jason’s mom asked.

	“Yeah,” he lied.

	“What ever happened to Jackie? I really thought you two…”

	“You didn’t even like her at first,” he snapped. “You never liked her until…”

	“Sorry, I didn’t really know her. You didn’t leave her for that Trish, did you? I don’t trust that girl.”

	Jason huffed.

	“You need to take out the garbage,” she said.

	“I know.” He started for the kitchen and then turned. “Jackie and I were never really going out. We were just friends.”

	She looked up from her Bible. “Your dad and I were friends in high school. I really didn’t even think of him as a boyfriend… well, especially because I had my sights on Ron Henderson. All us girls did.”

	Jason held up his hands. “Stop! TMI!” He continued into the kitchen.

	“I’m just saying that best friends between a girl and boy make for the best relationship,” his mother said loudly.

	He hoisted the garbage bag out of the can. Outside on the way to the garage, he thought about all the crap Mom went through with Dad’s temper and the trouble he used to get into. He didn’t think Mom knew what she was talking about. He plopped the bag into the big blue can.

	The first two measures of Beethoven’s Fifth piped from his phone and repeated. His nerves prickled. It was Trish.

	Reluctantly, he answered.

	“What do you want?” He faked a cough. It was loud and terrible.

	“Quit pretending,” Trish yelled. “You’re not sick.”

	“I am,” he said and cleared his throat.

	“You’ve been mopey ever since Jackie left for Russia… no wait… ever since you found out she was dating that seminarian.”

	He grunted.

	“You’re not a very fun boyfriend, you know? You’re like a lump in a bowl of farina.”

	“I like lumpy farina.”

	“Ugh. What I mean is you’re… you’re a soda without the fizz, a… a sparkler without the spark, a lion without a roar—”

	“All right, I get it.”

	“I don’t know how Jackie didn’t get bored with you sooner. It must bother you that she finds it more exciting to be with a seminarian than with you.”

	“What do you want, Trish?”

	“Nothing. You suck at being a boyfriend. I don’t want to be your girlfriend anymore.”

	He rose up on his boot toes. “You want to break up with me?”

	“Well… not that we can’t be friends.”

	The word “friends” burned inside him like he had eaten a shitload of jalapeño slices with his nachos. “Bye,” he said abruptly and hung up.

	He hoped Trish really meant that she wanted to break up. She was fickle. She only wanted what she felt at the fleeting moment. He hoped she wouldn’t change her mind by morning or that this was another attempt to manipulate him.

	e

	He locked his bedroom door, unlaced his boots and kicked them off, and flung his jacket onto a pile of dirty clothes by the closet door. The TV blared from the basement, as his dad was holed up down there watching television. He hoped Ma wouldn’t come knocking on his door asking him if he wanted a snack, just to see what he was up to with the door closed.

	He crashed on his bed, legs crossed, arms folded behind his head, and he wondered what it was like in Russia for Jackie. He imagined her asleep in David’s arms, but then after much bellyaching he realized that most likely wasn’t the case. He figured the Orthodox religion was the same as his ma’s Baptist church and they were most likely sleeping in separate beds and separate rooms. He made that image stick in his head.

	He wondered if Jackie ever had thought about him while away. You know what they say, out of sight, out of mind. Could he really communicate with Jackie from far away? Millions of miles away?

	He thought he’d give it a try, as a preamble to what Madam Sophie would lead him and Babu to do tomorrow. He concentrated on Jackie, remembering their time together, sitting on the couch watching movies on her laptop, eating snacks they’d bought from the pharmacy, laughing hysterically at some of the lame lines of dialogue they heard. Since the time they had met in eighth grade, they’d become like shoes in the same pair, shoes that traveled through many dramas and changes in their lives. No one broke up a pair of shoes. Without the other, they were useless.

	He imagined she was here with him now, and he said to her, “Don’t forget about me, Jackie. I… I care about you. Think about what you’re doing.”

	He reached out and pretended to take her hand in his. He imagined the love he had for her flowing from his heart into her. He focused on that for a while until he imagined he saw her smile.

	 


Chapter 28

	Pots rattled in the kitchen, tugging Jackie from her dream about Jason. She lay in bed, not wanting to let go of it, but the dream faded and the reality sank in that it was morning and she was waking up in David’s house. A warm sweat blanketed her, and guilt weighed on her conscience.

	She dreamed she and Jason had just left Madam Sophie’s. They’d been doing some kind of investigative work, and they were heading to Jason’s truck when Jason, surprisingly, grabbed her hand. A flash of warmth radiated from his fingers and touched her heart. And then they were kissing, in the same passionate way she kissed David.

	Sitting up in bed, she hung her head in her hands. What was wrong with her? She was getting married in a few days. Where did this dream come from?

	Her stomach wrenched. She must have had this dream because of Jason’s message, because of the guilt she felt about not having called him and told him that she was getting married. Or maybe it was because she freaked out last night, feeling alienated as she spied David at his mother’s bedside with Bishop and the two priests, an arsenal of prayer books, holy water, and other churchy things in their possession.

	Coming out of her bedroom, she noticed that David’s bed was empty, his bedsheets in the same state of disarray as when she had passed his bed last night.

	Downstairs, Father, Dedushka, and Babushka were eating breakfast.

	“Sadites’, pozhaluysta,” Babushka said to her. She wore a flowered housecoat and wools socks. Her hair was tied back with a scarf.

	Jackie glanced about. “Gde Devid?”

	Father flicked his finger toward the curtained room. “They sleep, sitting on bench. Crazy.”

	Babushka said something to her in Russian. Jackie looked to Father.

	“She said she hopes they go soon. She is not feeding that bunch all day. She has wedding preparation to do.”

	“Oh,” Jackie said flatly. Her feelings about Jason had totally knocked her off kilter, and her excitement about the wedding had dulled.

	Babushka set a plate of two eggs sunny-side up sprinkled with dill and slices of kolbasa on the side, and she spoke.

	Father translated, “She says no more fasting. You need strength and color in cheeks for wedding.”

	Jackie eyed the food. Her mouth watered. Babushka stared doggedly at her. It was all Jackie needed to break her fast, again.

	She raised a fork of yolk-covered egg white to her mouth and she ate with abandon.

	The yolks of the eggs were rich and flavorful, and the sausages, crumbly and fresh, not like that rubbery store-bought kind.

	“These eggs are incredible,” she said with a full mouth. “And the sausage…”

	“Fresh eggs different than from store,” Father said. “Chickens have better diet on farm. You can taste in food.”

	The taste of the forbidden food was pure ecstasy!

	Babushka said something about Tatiana’s house to Father.

	He answered her back in Russian and then said in English, “Send Jackie.” He turned to Jackie. “You know where Tatiana lives?”

	Jackie nodded. The urgency of hiding her psychic abilities from Uncle and David’s family had suddenly returned to her agenda.

	“Babushka needs ribbon, lots of ribbon, for wedding.”

	“I’ll go,” she said agreeably—after all, some skeletons were best kept locked in a closet.

	e

	Walking through Tatiana’s farmyard, the curly-tailed dog faithfully followed her toward the house, past the banya and the lean-to where goats nestled on hay. As she approached the cellar—an outhouse-size building with plaster walls and a tin roof—the door flew open, and Tatiana’s head poked out.

	Jackie startled. “You scared me.”

	Tatiana looked just as surprised. “You scare me too. I was… taking stock.” Tatiana stepped out of what appeared to be a dark, slanted tunnel. She quickly closed the door and hooked a padlock through the latch. “Are you excited about the wedding?” she asked, sounding a bit distracted and uneasy.

	“Yeah, and a little nervous, too. Grandma sent me here to see if you have any ribbon.”

	“Ah, yes. Come, I have in the house.”

	Inside the house, Tatiana slipped a key from her coat pocket and dropped it into a vase that sat on the hutch shelf. Then she looked through drawers, in the hutch, in the cabinets.

	“There’s something I need to talk to you about,” Jackie said.

	“The wedding bed?” Tatiana grinned and then covered her mouth to hide her teeth.

	“The what?”

	“Oh, I thought maybe Babushka tell you and that is why you are nervous. It is ritual.”

	“What ritual?”

	“On the wedding night, the wedding party escorts the groom and bride to the wedding bed… you know, the place where you…”

	Jackie’s stomach fidgeted. “Got it.”

	Tatiana laughed. “They do not watch. The bed is blessed for the couple’s fertility and conception, and then everyone go home… except bride and groom, of course.”

	Jackie’s heart sped. “I just want to get married… and have… you know… I’m not ready to have a…”

	Tatiana’s eyes grew wide and her expression serious. “You are on prevention?”

	“Contraceptives. No… I’ve never…”

	Tatiana smiled. “Of course not.” She dug some more into drawers. “Wait. I think I put in shed. Come.”

	On the way to the shed, Jackie remembered her second reason for coming here. “Tatiana, I was wondering, could you, Olga, and Agnes not say anything about what you saw at my great-grandma’s house… you know, the whole vision thing… especially not around David’s uncle. It’s just that David’s ordination is so important to him. If I should blow it for him, I would never ever forgive myself. He probably wouldn’t forgive me either.”

	“We would never speak of your ability, especially around the Bishop. Does David know about your psychic power?”

	“Yes… and it’s not a power… I wouldn’t call it…”

	“And he does not mind?”

	“He says he doesn’t, but he’s stopped me so many times.”

	“It is his Christian upbringing that conflicts him. He has been raised in two worlds, Christian and pagan. He tell you about, yes?”

	“Yes. You know, when I first met him, I picked up that he was caught in a balance.”

	“Do not worry. The scale will tip.” Tatiana smiled eerily, her droopy bottom lip skewing.

	“Hopefully, not against me.”

	“Oh, never. The love he has for you is strong. I see it in his eyes that night we celebrated your engagement.”

	That Jackie was certain of, too.

	Tatiana opened the shed door. Inside were shelves of canned goods: pickles, sauerkraut, beets. Several open wooden crates cradled carrots, potatoes, and onions.

	Tatiana opened a trunk and dug through it. She took out three spools of red ribbon. She handed it to Jackie. It still had a plastic ring around it, as it had never been used.

	“What’s this ribbon for?” Jackie asked.

	“For tying bread in ceremony and for decorating.”

	“This is all so new to me. I mean, I don’t know what to expect at the ceremony.”

	“No worry. All you need to do is say da, and we take care of rest.”

	e

	When Jackie returned to the house, Dedushka and Father had left for work. Bishop and the priests had left as well. David was still asleep, but now in his own bed.

	She helped Babushka care for Mother, rolling and lifting her while Babushka sponge-bathed and dressed her.

	Jackie wished David’s mom was well enough to see the wedding. She wanted so badly to take her hand and send her healing energy, but everyone was always around. She determined that before the wedding, she was going to find a way to free her.
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	After caring for David’s Mom, she and Babushka went to Prababushka’s cottage, where two wedding dresses lay spread on Prababushka’s bed: a modern, white-lace dress with short sleeves that had belonged to David’s mom and a folk dress that belonged to Prababushka.

	Jackie marveled at the folk dress—a red sarafan over a white blouse with red geometric embroidery trimming the sleeves. An embroidered sash loosely cinched the waist.

	She touched the fabric, hoping to pick up as inconspicuously as she could images of Prababushka’s wedding.

	Nothing. The fabric was emotionally sterile. She brought the blouse’s soft cotton to her nose and inhaled its sweet scent—sage and lavender.

	Jackie coddled the folk dress as she carried it to the vannaya.

	In the vannaya, she dressed. The sash tied clumsily around her waist, she stood on tippy-toes and peered into the tiny wall mirror. She could barely see what she looked like.

	She came out from the curtained room wearing the blouse and sarafan and holding the sash. “How do you tie this?”

	She held her arms up as Prababushka gathered the sash around her waist and knotted it at her side.

	Jackie, her hand on the flat of her stomach, looked at herself in the hand mirror that Babushka held up for her.

	The outfit was a perfect fit.

	Prababushka held an embroidered band to Jackie’s hair. The ribbon end trickled down the side of Jackie’s face like a lock of hair. As Jackie tried to imagine her hair and makeup done for her wedding day, Prababushka said something in Russian, Jackie only understanding the word complete.

	 


Chapter 29

	Jason couldn’t blame Babu for eyeing him and Madam Sophie suspiciously. They showed up at her door in the morning, Madam Sophie toting a canvas bag with a huge psychic eye printed on it. Looking as kooky as usual, she was dressed in a pink jacket, a flowered maxi dress, and pink running shoes.

	“I went to Father Gabriel like you asked,” Jason said to Babu. He edged closer to the door. He just wanted to get the heck inside so that no one else would see him and Madam Sophie together. “He gave my message to David’s uncle, but I’m worried he’s not gonna tell Jackie. We gotta find another way to communicate with her. I, uh, brought Madam Sophie.” He pointed to Madam Sophie with his thumb.

	Madam Sophie wiggled her fingers. “Hello.”

	“Can we come in? Please?” He glanced around to see if anyone was watching them.

	Babu nodded and opened the door wide. Still, she peered at them curiously. Jason wondered what she was thinking.

	“Thank you,” Madam Sophie said and stepped inside.

	Jason, nearly on Madam Sophie’s sneaker heels, followed.

	“Do you know who I am?” Madam Sophie asked.

	Babu gave a firm nod. “You lady who tell future for twenty dollar.”

	Madam Sophie let out a squirrely laugh. “That’s me.”

	Babu patted her shoulder and then motioned for her coat.

	Madam Sophie set her bag on the floor and unzipped her jacket.

	Jason had already taken off his and hung it up. He was anxious to get this show on the road.

	“Do you know what telepathy is?” Madam Sophie asked Babu.

	“Net,” Babu said. Her hands were already on Madam Sophie’s jacket.

	“It’s communicating with the mind,” Madam Sophie said. With Babu’s help, she worked her arms out of the jacket’s padded sleeves. “If we hold hands and concentrate on sending Jackie a message, she just might get it, maybe not outright, but perhaps subliminally or in a dream. Is this something you’d be comfortable trying?”

	“We must try. I so worry Jackie marry David.”

	“Then I will do my best to help you.”

	Babu hung Madam Sophie’s coat on the rack next to Jason’s and then led them to the dining room. She sat at the head of the table, and Jason and Madame Sophie sat on opposite sides of her.

	Madam Sophie reached into her tote, which rested on her lap. “Jason told me that you were promised to marry David’s great-grandfather.” She pulled out a fat candle and a silver holder.

	Babu’s plump arms rested on the table. The end of a tissue stuck out from her rolled sweater sleeve. “Yes. But I no marry,” she said resolutely. “He evil, evil man.” She leaned in close to Madam Sophie. “You know why he want us to marry?” she asked softly. “So we make koldun baby. You understand, yes?”

	“He wanted witch blood in the family line?”

	“Da.” She threw up her hand. “And now he want Jackie and David to marry to make koldun baby.”

	“Wait,” Jason said, “are you saying David has powers too, besides stealing girlfriends?”

	Babu pulled the wadded tissue from her sweater sleeve, and she patted her forehead with it.

	Jason buried his head in his hand. “What are we going to do? Obviously, she’s oblivious to what’s going on.”

	“It’s not her fault,” Madam Sophie said. “I sense that are many involved. Would you know who these people may be?” she asked Babu.

	Babu shrugged. “Ivan have group of people who practice magic with him. Most probably dead now. And Ivan, who know if he alive? There were men and women from other families. Sometimes one person from family and rest of family not know. The group secret. We meet at night in forest. At first, I like secret. We work magic to help crops, protect village, bring good health… but…” She clenched the crumpled tissue. “Ivan very handsome man. Many of the village girls were in love with him, and sometimes I jealous. Every night, I see he leave house and go to forest. I think he meet neighbor girl, so one night I follow. He go to place where secret group meet. He no meet girl, but something evil.” She crossed herself, the rumpled tissue poking out from her fist, and she mumbled in Russian.

	Madam Sophie reached out and squeezed Babu’s arm.

	“I tell him I no marry him,” Babu continued. “I run away to my mother house, but when I go home, the house on fire.” She looked at Madam Sophie with weary eyes. “Neighbors try break windows, but windows no break. Doors no open. I hear Mother and brothers screaming and screaming.” Her eyes filled will tears, and she sniffled. “I know Ivan do this. No one could ever say no to him, not his brothers, not parents. He spoiled young man. He make have regret if you say no. I return to Ivan family, tell them what he do, beg them to stop marriage and make Ivan stay away from me. They pretend they understand. They give me family cottage and let me live alone in forest. They think because I have no one, I change my mind about Ivan. But I no change mind.”

	“I’m so sorry about your family,” Madam Sophie said. “We certainly have to try to stop Jackie from marrying David. Is there anyone you could lead Jackie to that might have created the amulet? If she can encounter the origin of the spell, perhaps she can learn for herself what’s going on. We can warn her about the marriage, but like I say, this spell has a strong hold on her emotions. She has to find the truth for herself.”

	“It so long ago, and I want to forget.” She leaned her forehead into her clenched hands.

	“I understand, but if you could send her images of what spooked you about Ivan—”

	“Can I send her what spooks me?” Jason interrupted. “Jackie marrying a man she doesn’t really love because of hoodoo.”

	Babu raised her head. A dire expression masked her face. “Magic,” she said, “like bend spoon with mind. David bend spoon, say it magic trick. I think not trick. Ivan melt metal, too.”

	Jason shriveled inside. How the hell could he compete with that?

	Madam Sophie held the long tip of a grill lighter to the candle’s wick and clicked the trigger. “So this is what we’ll do. We’ll hold hands. Jason and I will keep the image of Jackie in our heads. Jason, I want you to feel like Jackie’s right here in the room with us. I want you to feel her presence.” The candle wick glowed. “Can you do that?”

	Jason nodded.

	“Babu, I want you to envision what you saw, the things that scared you about the man you were to marry. Maybe it will get Jackie to thinking, open her mind up to what’s really going on. Right now, she’s experiencing a false reality. Does it sound like plan?”

	Jason and Babu agreed. They all held hands, Jason holding Babu’s and reaching across the table to hold Madam Sophie’s.

	Jason imagined Jackie sitting across from him, where Madam Sophie sat. He did more than just envision Jackie, he did exactly what Madam Sophie said wouldn’t work. He told her in his thoughts that she was making a huge mistake, that her love for David wasn’t real. He swore he could hear her breathe, and when she squeezed his hand, he smiled. Babu’s frightful groaning made him lose concentration and he realized it was she he had heard and felt. His heart sank.

	Babu wheezed, and her lock-tight grip on him released.

	His eyes snapped open.

	Babu was leaning forward, her chest flat on the table, her fingers clawing the polished wood.

	“Her heart,” Jason cried.

	Madam Sophie jumped up from her chair. Hovering over Babu, she put her hands on Babu’s shoulders. “It’s okay. He can’t hurt you. The light inside you protects you. Focus on your light.”

	Babu took a slow, deep breath.

	“I’ll get water,” Jason said.

	“Bring her a low-dose aspirin too, if you can find one,” Madam Sophie said.

	In the kitchen, Jason filled a glass with tap water and then rummaged through the kitchen cabinet that the Turov’s used as a medicine chest. He found the aspirins and shook out a tiny pill into his hand.

	In the dining room, Babu was sitting up, and Madam Sophie squatted at her side. He pressed the aspirin into Babu’s palm. As he helped her lift the glass of water to her lips, her hands trembled in his.

	“We’re done,” Madam Sophie said. “Can you stay with Babu?” Madam Sophie asked Jason. “I have a reading in an hour.”

	“If she wants me to,” he said, glancing back and forth between Madam Sophie and Babu.

	Babu patted his arm. “You stay. I make lunch.”

	“Uh, I think you should rest,” he said.

	“No. I need put mind to food. You help.”

	Madam Sophie blew out the candle and packed her bag. The after smell of burnt wick and melted wax lingered in the air.

	“Positive thoughts and prayers,” she said to Jason and Babu before walking out the door.
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	Working at Babu’s side in the kitchen, Jason was filled with memories of Jackie and felt at home.

	Babu was being so nice to him. Not that she wasn’t before. She’d always treated him kindly, but now she was rubbing his back and praising him as he sliced the loaf of rye bread for sandwiches.

	She made him sit at the kitchen table to eat. As she poured him a glass of milk, her hand brushed back the angle of hair that covered his eye.

	“Why you hide? You cut. Let Jackie see eyes, see handsome face.”

	He shirked. He liked his hair the way it was. It made him feel concealed, out of sight. “No, I’m good.”

	“No, not good. I cut. Then you look like man, not little girl.”

	He grimaced. “What’s it matter anyway? Long hair or short, Jackie will never love me more than a friend.” He bit into the sandwich. Slowly chewing, sadness filled him, and his heart ached.

	Something struck him deftly in back of the head, knocking his head forward. The sandwich chunk flew from his mouth.

	Babu had smacked him!

	“Stop!” she said. “No feel sorry for self. Women no like. Women like man take charge. You tell Jackie, David no good for you. I good.” She waved her finger at him. “You see, she listen.”

	Jason gritted his teeth. Not only did her advice sound horribly sexist, it sounded like something that would piss Jackie off. He imaged Jackie smacking him, too, like Babu.

	 


Chapter 30

	It was evening. David slid a shovel blade across the dirt in the chicken coop, scraping up blobs of poop that had accumulated beneath the roost poles. He dumped it into a metal bucket. Jackie reached into the nest boxes and carefully filled her basket with fat brown eggs.

	“Have you been to one of these pagan weddings before?” she asked him.

	“Yes,” David said. “Of course, but that was before I entered the seminary.”

	“So… you know all of the details?”

	He shrugged.

	“Do you know about the honeymoon night?”

	He half smiled and half looked embarrassed. “Are you afraid to…”

	Her cheeks grew hot. “Uh, no,” she lied, “but a… it’s just that I heard that the wedding party follows the bride and groom to, well, you know, and they do this ceremony to bless the couple so they have success procreating.” Her mouth went dry. “You’re not expecting me to be expecting, are you?”

	“What? No.” He rested the shovel blade end on the ground and leaned into the handle. “You think that is what I want for you, to send you back to school with bread in oven?”

	“Bun,” she said.

	He grimaced. “You have school to finish and then you have more school to finish. And I will be ordained and busy. You are young. You have plenty of time to have… bun.” He smiled at his play on words. “Besides, I have not said anything. I did not know how you would feel, but I will tell you now. We cannot consummate our marriage until we are married in church.”

	“What?” She wanted him so bad… just not a baby. “So we’re just going to fake it?”

	“I am sorry. When we get back to America, we can plan our wedding. And the wedding will have to be after Easter, once our fasting is completed… But then everything will be normal. And we will have the rest of our lives together. I cannot jeopardize my priesthood.”

	“What about your mom?”

	“Yes, that is another thing. I do not know what to do. She is not getting any better. But if I go back to America and she dies because she is barely eating…”

	Jackie sighed heavily. “Are you going to tell Uncle about our wedding?”

	He wiped his forehead with his cassock sleeve. “A part of me is saying I must tell him, and the other part is saying to do it in secret.”

	Although she didn’t want Uncle to stop this marriage, she didn’t like the sound of a secret wedding. And not consummating their marriage on their wedding night… Somehow this wedding didn’t feel quite legit. When she got married she wanted to announce it to the whole world. And she wanted David—all of him! She hoped the scale would tip in her favor.

	A rush of absolute terror swept through her, making her skin prickle and the blood drain from her cheeks. Stunned, she froze in place.

	“What’s wrong?” David dropped his shovel and put his hands on her shoulders.

	“I just had a terrible feeling.”

	“Is it Mother?”

	“I don’t know. It was like I was scared for my life.”

	“Pre-wedding jitters?”

	She swallowed. “No… never.” She slipped her arms around him and burrowed her head against his chest, where his wool coat was unbuttoned. Despite the warmth and energy radiating from his body, she shuddered.
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	That night, the wind whistled outside Jackie’s window and pressed against the pane. She pulled the covers to her neck, as her fleece pajamas and wool socks were not enough to keep her warm. So much was happening so fast. In five days, she’d be Mrs. Jackie Morozova. The thought of it thrilled her, yet deep down something felt wrong. Was it her intuition kicking in when terror had swept through her in the chicken coop?

	She lay awake for hours, staring at the slats in the ceiling—her thoughts oscillating from happy ones in which she imagined making her vows at the lake, to worries about if she and David were doing the right thing. She still felt that this thing with Mrs. Kevich was going catch up with them when they returned to America.

	When she finally fell asleep, she dreamed she was kneeling on the bed, looking out the window. It was so real, her knees sinking into the soft mattress, the cold from the windowpane chilling her face.

	It had snowed.

	Past the shadowy farmyard, the snow-covered field was as smooth as frosting on a cake, and the moon cast a candle’s glow across the unmarred sheet.

	Near the back gate, a shadow stretched across the pure white, marring the purity of the landscape. When the figure it belonged to entered the moonlit area, she recognized the wool coat and knit hat. It was David.

	He trudged across the frosted landscape toward the forest, his boots sinking into the snow, leaving a trail of holes behind him.

	From a distance, the forest looked misty, as the snowy boughs had blurred the outline of birch and pine. She wondered why he was headed there at this time of night. Something was wrong.

	The next thing she knew, she was dressed in her coat and boots, searching the woods for him. Alone and lost, she wandered—all around her, snowy pine boughs glistening in the moon’s light.

	She came to the place where the earth sloped steeply downward on one side of the trail. It looked like the area she and Angel had passed the other day. But now the grave-like structure and post were gone, and a young man cloaked in ram fur and dressed in a tunic and loose-fitting pants stood in its place.

	He had David’s downward-turned eyes and the same prominent cheekbones, but he wasn’t David. He stood in the midst of a circle he had drawn in the snow. Inside the circle with him were witchy things laid upon an embroidered towel: a carved wooden chalice, a loaf of bread and branches of dried herbs, a small wooden figure, a staff whittled in the image of a snake, and a shallow metal bowl from which a fire burned.

	She stooped and hid behind some dead and gnarly underbrush along the trail, and she watched as the young man drew a knife from the leather pouch that hung from his embroidered belt. The knife had a wide blade, and its handle was wrapped in strips of leather.

	He knelt before the altar of witchy things and the fire that blazed in the shallow bowl. With a flick of his knife, he whisked the blade across his palm. He held his hand above the flame. Letting his blood trickle into the fire, he begged and beseeched until his eyes gleamed and his voice grew deep and dark. And then he went silent.

	He dropped the knife and grabbed his neck. His throat protruded here and there like something was inside it pushing to get out.

	Convulsing, he leaned back unnaturally, his arms crooked and twisted. He made short, guttural utterances as what was inside him worked its way out.

	Poking out from his mouth was something dark and reptilian.

	It was a snake!

	The serpent slithered out from inside him, down the length of his body, to his knees and the snow-glazed ground, and to the altar. There it lay curled around the base of the shallow bowl on the embroidered towel among the witchy things, the fire blazing, the staff carved in its image by its side. Staring at the young man, it raised its head and flicked its tongue. Its eyes beamed red.

	The young man, his arm bloodied from when he’d cut himself, picked up his knife and stood. He no longer looked like David. His face had elongated and the contour of his cheeks had sharpened. His features had hardened into something steely and evil.

	With both hands he held the knife. Slowly, the blade softened and deformed. As it melted, he opened his hands and allowed the molten metal to form a silvery puddle in his palms. Strips of leather, which had bound the knife’s handle, dangled from his fingers and dripped with liquid silver. He clasped his hands together, and like a waterspout, the liquid metal shot upward. Glowing reddish-orange, it took form and then hardened into a dagger.

	The young man, dagger in hand, outstretched his arms as if embracing the forest. His voice was deep and commanding as he chanted.

	A gust of wind rushed in. Trees bowed. Snow whipped from branches and disintegrated in midair. Crystals whirled and glittered in the clearing.

	Loud shrieks, like the sound of many tortured souls, ripped through Jackie’s ears.

	Out from the forest, like a slow-moving fog, shadows drifted, shadowy ghosts, their mouths agape and screaming. They looked like people who had spent a long time in a grave, the outline of their hair wild and frayed, their faces drawn and skeletal, and their fingers decrepit.

	Jackie gasped loudly and stood up to run.

	Gazing up the slope, the young man’s eyes caught hers. The corner of his mouth lifted into a devious smile. He reached out his bloody hand. With a playful glint in his eyes, he beckoned her to come to him.

	She dashed down the trail. But something suddenly stopped her in her tracks. It tugged her backward. It was as if she was attached to a bungee strap and she had reached as far as it would stretch.

	The young man laughed tauntingly.

	She grabbed onto a fir bough, but the pull was too strong. Her hand slowly slipped from the limb, stripping pine needles from the branch. She fell face down onto the snowy trail.

	The force yanked her backward and dragged her swiftly, feet first, across the trail. She clawed the ground to keep from being pulled down the steep slope and into the area of witchy and ghostly things, but her fingers slipped through melting snow.

	Jackie suddenly awoke. She was clawing the mattress and trembling. This was more than wedding jitters she was experiencing. Something put this horrible dream into her head.
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	A scant glow of moonlight filtered through the lace that covered the kitchen windows, making objects in the room look shadowy. Jackie pushed back the curtain. The subtle light coming in from the window above the headboard illuminated Mother’s pallid, emaciated face, making her appear ghostly.

	Contentious energy stirred in the room. Jackie’s arms prickled.

	She sat on the bedside chair and laid her hand on Mother’s forehead. “Let me inside,” she whispered. Her eyes closed, she envisioned herself tunneling into Mother’s mind.

	A woman with poufy eighties hair—David’s mom, she guessed—appeared in her mind’s eye. A man that looked like David’s father was with her. He was young, twenty-something, dressed in punkish clothes, his hair spiked. In a dance club, they danced with abandon.

	Another vision appeared—Father chasing Mother through a field. Catching her, he rolled her in the grass and pecked her face with kisses. She laughed hysterically.

	Jackie tunneled deeper, past the good memories and into the dark recess of Mother’s mind, the place where panic and fear resided and bad memories were buried and forgotten.

	Darkness eclipsed her vision and then out of from the darkness, a candlelight’s glow. “Otkroy,” Mother yelled. Her fists pounded on wood—a door? Down below, a candle burned. Mother was standing on something. A ladder? Stairs?

	“Otkroy dver’,” Mother yelled out loud.

	Jackie’s eyes shot open. “Shh,” she said, trying to calm her before everyone in the household woke up.

	Mother’s bony fingers clenched Jackie’s wrist. The cold in her hand bled through Jackie’s fleece and chilled her to the bone. Mother was as cold as death. She kept repeating something in Russian to Jackie.

	“I don’t understand,” Jackie whispered.

	“What’s going on?” It was David. He rushed to Mother’s bedside.

	“She’s babbling,” Jackie said.

	“Did you…”

	“Sorry. I came down to pick her brain. Looks like I stirred a hornets’ nest.”

	“Why are you doing this?”

	“Because I want her to be well for our wedding.”

	He pointed to the bed table. “Give me one of those pills and that water.”

	Sitting on the bed, David rubbed his mom’s hands. “It’s okay, mat’. I am here.”

	Jackie begrudgingly gave him a pill and the glass of water. She couldn’t understand why he wanted to sedate her instead of finding the real problem.

	He pushed the pill into Mother’s mouth and then pressed the edge of the water glass to her lips. “Drink, pozhaluysta.”

	He gave the water glass to Jackie and then took Mother’s hands in his. “Pomolis’ so mnoy,” he said, telling his mother to pray with him.

	David prayed in Russian. Jackie suspected it was The Lord’s Prayer.

	His mother mumbled the prayer with him.

	When she calmed, he laid her back down and pulled the covers up.

	“How long are you going to keep her like this?” Jackie asked.

	“I don’t want her to suffer.”

	“Something scared her, and she’s suppressing it. She was locked in somewhere. I think she was on a ladder or something. I saw light coming from below her.”

	David bit his lip. He looked angry at first, and then his chastising eyes softened. “The barn has a ladder to the loft,” he said, “but there is no door above. The cellar, maybe, but we do not lock it. There is no reason to.”

	“Let me help her.”

	“How can you cure a broken mind? Only time and prayers can heal that. Please, give rest and prayer a chance.”

	Jackie let out a frustrated sigh. She had gotten nowhere. David’s mom was still sick, and they didn’t know why. And Jackie’s dream? Where did that come from?

	David patted his lap. “Come here.”

	Jackie scowled. She wasn’t a lap dog to be called on command.

	“Please,” he said, sounding sincere.

	Her mood, to her dismay, lightened as a romantic energy ignited her heart and compelled her to him. She reluctantly got up from her chair and dropped into his lap.

	His arms closed around her. The love and warmth emanating from him made a protective shield about them, shutting out everything else but them. The fear that had gripped her from her dream had faded… and so had the guilt she felt about not calling Jason and telling him about her marriage. Everything was in line and as it should be in her life. Everything was going to be fine.

	 


Chapter 31

	The house smelled of fresh-baked bread and was in domestic disarray. Bushels of unprocessed food—potatoes, apples, onions, and such—sat everywhere there was free space. The wedding bread, a round loaf—swans, wheat, and flowers sculptured on its golden-brown surface—sat reverently on an embroidered towel at the end of the table, near the window.

	Jackie worked with Babushka and Prababushka, slicing onions, carrots, mushrooms, and potatoes for the shchi and meat pies. Every now and then as she sliced into a vegetable, she glanced at her wedding bread, the karavai. To her, the round loaf was the official seal on her marriage to David. Tomorrow, they would be man and wife.

	A strong scent rose from the onion she was cutting. The aroma stung her eyes. As she wiped her face with her shirt sleeve, she heard the panicked shrieking of chickens. She snatched a dishtowel from the table and ran outside.

	The weather had turned colder, and snow crystals sparkled in the air. David, dressed neatly in his cassock and slacks, was in the midst of scrambling, squawking chickens. He was trying to catch one. His father, a smirk on his face and ax in hand, stood near a pot that sat on top of a portable cooker. He shook his head in disbelief.

	David cornered a hen, lunged at it, and grabbed it with both hands.

	“Put on block,” Father said, pointing the head of his ax at the chopping stump. “Is faster.”

	“No, I am doing it the humane way or no way at all,” David said. He held the bird by its legs. It hung upside down batting its wings and shrieking, loud and guttural. He inserted the chicken’s feet in the loop of a cord that hung from a tree limb. The chicken, dangling by its feet, thrashed about and shrieked.

	“Do not watch,” David said to Jackie. “Only one of us need be subjected to this.”

	“Why are you doing this?” she asked. She had gotten to know each of these chickens personally.

	“For wedding feast,” Father said.

	Good Lord, did their wedding require a sacrifice?

	David pinched the chicken’s neck between his fingers and worked his thumb in its neck feathers. He closed his eyes briefly and then pressed a knife to the chicken’s throat and sliced. The chicken flailed and blood squirted from its neck, spraying David’s cassock and spotting his face.

	“I teach from little boy, but he go to big city and forget,” Father said.

	“I did not forget,” David said. “I wanted to do it humanely.”

	“How is what you do humane? You terrify chicken. I chop head with ax and is done. Raz, dva, tri,” he counted in Russian.

	Jackie convinced herself that David meant well. And then she thought that she was being childish. After all, she loved chicken… to eat, that is. And how the heck could she have it if no one killed it?

	A truck with an animal trailer bouncing behind it rolled up the road and toward the house.

	Prababushka took the limp bird from David. She gave David and Father orders in Russian.

	“Tatiana’s here for the barn animals,” David told Jackie. “I’m going to help Father load them into Tatiana’s trailer. Maybe you should go inside. You don’t look well. I don’t think you want to witness Prababushka boiling and plucking the chicken. And she’s going to need more than one bird.”

	Jackie agreed, kissed him, and went inside.
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	By afternoon, Dedushka and Father had cleared all of the animals—two pigs and three cows—all but Angel, from the barn. Jackie, Babushka, and Prababushka decorated the barn with pine branches and ribbon. Lanterns, tied with ribbon, hung on crooked nails from the barn posts. The wedding arch, a weave of bare birch branches and pine boughs and ribbon, leaned against a stall. Tomorrow Father and Dedushka would haul it to the lake for the wedding ceremony. David had set up a wood stove for heat, running the pipe through a hole in the back wall. Father scattered hay on the floor and created makeshift tables out of carpenter’s horses and sheets of plywood for the wedding feast. Everything was coming together.

	Tatiana, Olga, and Agnes dropped by to see how everything looked. They had brought cleaning rags and a pail. Jackie learned that they were in charge of cleaning Prababushka’s cottage. And through Tatiana’s teasing, Jackie learned that they were also preparing the marital bed.

	“You and David have cottage all to selves,” Tatiana said. “It be like Russian fairy tale, yes?” She smiled wickedly.
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	That evening a thick snow fell. Jackie and Prababushka met with Olga, Agnes, and Tatiana at Tatiana’s house. Tatiana’s family had gone to Olga’s to stay the night, and Babushka stayed home to take care of David’s mother. Jackie and the ladies were going to have some kind of bachelorette party, which she learned included a special wedding bath and ritual.

	Gathered in the banya, they told her of its tradition and how the groom was to drink the bathwater after their wedding day, to cast some kind of spell on him that would make him love her for the rest of her life.

	Jackie wasn’t sure if they were joking, but she remembered what David had told her about Tatiana and her wedding predictions.

	“It is just folk tradition from fifteenth century and something fun to do,” Olga said to Jackie and winked.

	“And we think you prefer bath, not sauna,” Tatiana said.

	Jackie doubted David was going to drink bathwater or that he’d go along with something that was supposed to be a spell, but as she watched the ladies empty pots of hot water from the banya stove to an oval, galvanized tub, she looked forward to a hot bath—even if its previous use was a feeding trough. She hadn’t had a real bath since she left home, giving herself birdbaths instead in the vannaya.

	Tatiana sprinkled dried flower petals and herbs into the water and sang a somewhat slow and passionate song in Russian. Prababushka laid a white cotton gown and embroidered slippers on the bench; Olga spread towels on the floor, from the tub to the bench; and Agnes gave her a bar of soap, saying it was blessed. Jackie wondered, by whom.

	When Tatiana had finished her song, Prababushka took Jackie’s hand and led her to the tub.

	“Uh, can I have some privacy… please?” Jackie asked.

	“Yes, of course,” said Tatiana. “But you stay in tub for half hour. I knock on door. Tell you when you get out. When you come out, you step on towels, not floor. You must put on slippers first. Promise?”

	“Promise.”

	When the ladies left, Jackie tested the water, sticking in her arm to her elbow. Oh, so warm!

	She climbed into the tub. The water was perfect, silky and warm against her skin; the metal of the tub hot but not burning. She closed her eyes and slid under the water to wet her hair.

	A milky red color filtered through her eyelids. The red filled her inner vision and deepened. A peaceful feeling enveloped her. The deep-red slowly evolved, turning into blood spatter. It speckled David’s face and cassock. She tried to shake the image, but David morphed into the young man from her dream. She recognized his steely face, the icy glint in his eyes as he beckoned her to him, his arm streaked with blood.

	She rose up quickly and smacked her head on the water’s surface. With the flat of her palms, she pushed against it. The surface was hard and grainy like wood. She couldn’t break through. Trapped in the water, her lungs ached for air; her heart raced.

	She clawed at the wood. If she opened her mouth to call for help, she’d drown.

	What the heck was going on?

	Suddenly, the water softened, and her hands passed through. She emerged from the bathwater, gasping for air.

	She stood up in the tub. Her face and hair dripping, she squeegeed the water from her face.

	Even though the banya oven blazed, she was chilled. But she had only been in the bath for a few minutes, so she sat back down in the tub and listened to the three women outside the banya door, singing in a scale that sound off-key.

	This bath was neither fun nor luxurious. Something was in the water, something that had ignited her visions. She strained the water through her fingers, catching rose petals and bits of herbs that stuck to the petals. She closed her hand and eyes and squeezed. Her palm tingled and her bones tickled up to her elbows. In her mind’s eye a single red candle appeared, its wick burning brightly.

	She shook the sticky petals from her fingertips and palm. They fell in clumps to the water.

	Something was up.

	When she got out of the tub, the cool air embraced her. She wrapped herself in a towel and, sitting on the bench, took cleansing breaths.

	Why did she experience being locked in like David’s mom? Had the energy come from the tub, the flowers and herbs, or Tatiana’s hand? Had Tatiana locked David’s mom in somewhere?

	The music stopped.

	“How are you doing?” Tatiana asked from behind the door.

	“Good,” Jackie said. “Can I get out now?”

	“Five minute. I tell you when.”

	Jackie sighed. Kept under Tatiana’s watch, she felt stifled. Olga, Agnes, Tatiana, and Prababushka had planned for her to stay here tomorrow, out of David’s sight and where they would perform more rituals and dress her for her wedding until David and his family came to get her. They would play their game of not letting David have Jackie until he paid a ransom or answered a riddle.

	“It is time,” Tatiana said, after several minutes had passed.

	“All righty.” Jackie splashed the water to make it sound like she was getting out.

	She touched the nightgown to test for energy, but there was none, just the feel of soft cotton and the scent of sage and lavender. She quickly slipped on the gown and slid her feet into the slippers.

	e

	In Tatiana’s house, the ladies made her eat from the spread of grapes, cheeses, and bread, and then as Tatiana played a song on the accordion and Prababushka sat in the chair by the stove clapping her hands, Jackie danced unwillingly in a circle with Agnes and Olga.

	She pretended to enjoy the festivities, but she had a terrible, terrible feeling she was not in good hands.

	At the end of the festivities, Agnes took Prababushka home and then returned, and they all settled in, Agnes and Olga sleeping upstairs in the children’s room, Tatiana in her room, and Jackie in the downstairs room next to the oven.

	Jackie lay awake for at least an hour and until she thought everyone had time enough to fall asleep. Then she quietly rose, created a body-shaped mound in her bed with the blankets, and crept to the kitchen. As carefully as she could, she reached into the vase and took out the cellar key. She found a flashlight in one of the cabinet drawers.

	In the mudroom, she slipped on her boots and coat and stuffed her slippers beneath the bench. If anyone asked her where she was going or where she had been, she would say to the outhouse.

	She was halfway to the cellar when the curly-tailed dog discovered her. He happily ran to her and jumped up, putting his front paws on her coat.

	She rubbed his head. “Okay. Good boy. Good boy.”

	He followed her to the cellar.

	She turned the key in the padlock and unhooked it from the latch. She tossed the lock to the ground and stuffed the key in her coat pocket.

	“Go on now,” she said to the dog, shooing it away.

	The dog persisted.

	She cracked the door slightly, just wide enough to slip inside without the dog following her. She shut the door, locking herself in darkness. Outside, the dog barked. She’d have to be quick before it woke the ladies.

	She switched on the flashlight and directed its beam toward her feet. She was standing on a step, below her a long stairwell consisting of about twelve or more stairs. She swept the shaft of light upward, across the walls and to the ceiling. The ceiling angled downward, making a tunnel to the cellar. A few webs, littered with bugs and debris, clung here and there to the plaster.

	She directed the light at the stairs and carefully descended. About halfway down, ecstasy rippled through her. As she continued to descend, the ecstasy grew stronger. Overwhelmed by the sensation, her fingers weakened, and the flashlight slipped from her hand. It bounced down the rest of the stairs, shutting off on its journey.

	She wasn’t in total darkness. A dim light glowed from the cellar.

	Rapture coursing through her, she was drawn to the cellar like she was drawn to David whenever she was near him. Hastily, she descended.

	In the cellar doorway, she froze. What she saw eclipsed her rapture and darkened her mood.

	On a wooden table in the middle of the cellar, a red candle burned. Beside the candle was a carved wooden bowl, a pair of chicken feet laid across the top. Next to the bowl, two cloth dolls, faceless and tied together with red ribbon.

	 


Chapter 32

	Jason had been glad he was free from Trish, but now he wandered down Main Street friendless. The heavy yoke of Trish’s control had at least kept him grounded, kept him from floating off the deep end of self-pity. He felt both light as a feather that he had rid himself of Trish, yet terribly depressed that he’d been dumped by two women.

	Lumpy as farina. A sparkler without spark.

	It wasn’t so much that Trish thought these things of him, but that maybe Jackie had felt the same about him all these years.

	He hadn’t heard a word from Jackie and didn’t even know if he, Babu, and Madam Sophie had done anything to stop her from getting married.

	He entered the café. A young couple was sitting at the tiny table in the far corner where he and Jackie often sat.

	He ordered the sweetest drink on the menu and then went to the back room, where it was dark and quiet, filled with worn couches and scratched tables and chairs. Two other people were studying.

	He listened to the sad rock song that throbbed from the ceiling speaker and sucked down the sugary drink through the thick straw.

	His life sucked. It would always suck, and what would suck most of all is Jackie being married to that… that… God he hated him! Even the sound of his name made him want to hurl.

	He wondered if Jackie hadn’t called him because she chose not to and because she was too busy planning her fricken’ wedding.

	Ahhh, just stop it, he told himself. He imagined Babu smacking him in the back of the head for thinking like that.

	He raked back the hair that dangled over his eye and held it there, the strands clasped tightly between his fingers. A girl with a fat book and serious lip piercings glanced at him. She gave him a look that made him feel that she too thought he was a dud.

	He had nowhere else to go. This was the darkest, remotest, most depressing corner he knew to hide in. He grimaced and then kicked his feet up onto the battered coffee table, leaned back, and closed his eyes.

	 


Chapter 33

	Jackie had not had good experiences with cloth dolls. The last one she’d encountered was a voodoo doll in Trish’s hands. Having stuck a thick pin into the doll’s head, Trish gave Jackie a headache, causing her projectile vomiting and sending her to the hospital for all kinds of tests, including a spinal tap. Later, Trish set the doll on fire, and Jackie had burned with it in spirit.

	These dolls, a male and female, that lay on the table before her were faceless and dressed in folk attire—the man in a cinched tunic shirt and baggy pants, the woman in a belted dress and apron. A band of miniature flowers circled each of their heads. Their hair, a different shade of brown, looked frightfully human.

	She touched the hair of the male doll. David immediately entered her mind—his warm lips, his captivating eyes. Her heart warmed with desire. It was David’s hair, she was certain. But whose was the other? Her hair had been dyed black since she was a freshman.

	She pressed her fingertips to the hair of the female doll and closed her eyes. The image of a young girl sitting in a beauty shop chair lighted in her head. A woman with brassy hair and scissor earrings snipped the girl’s long, brown locks.

	Holy shit! Mrs. Gorsky?

	Jackie tossed the dolls, like hot potatoes, to the table. Mrs. Gorsky and whoever else was involved in this magic had been watching her for years.

	That panicked feeling she’d experienced when she’d first entered David’s kitchen swept over her. She bit her bottom lip and mustered the nerve to read the candle’s flame. Holding her shaky hands above the burning wick, she closed her eyes.

	As her palms warmed, a collage of images flooded her mind and her heart burned with desire. She saw David’s dreamy, mesmerizing eyes from that day he had first come to her door looking for a girl named Jackie, and then she, holding him in the church after reading the candlestick. She remembered her unquenchable desire for him and how she didn’t want to ever let him go. It was the same feeling she had experienced after David had somehow saved her from Trish’s voodoo doll stunt. She saw herself spellbound as she gazed into his eyes, and she remembered how much will it took for her to let go of his sleeve.

	The desire that poured through her now and the powerful attraction that surged through her whenever she was near David came from this—the candle and witchcraft paraphernalia.

	In a single puff, she blew out the candle. Her fingers trembling, she picked at the knot in the ribbon that tightly bound the dolls together, trying to unravel the magic and free herself from the crushing hold it had on her.

	The dog was still barking. He was going to wake the ladies.

	“Come on… untie.” She eased out a loop and undid the knot. As she unwound the ribbon from around the dolls, something in her heart unwound as well. Like a warm hand that had been holding her heart, it released. She dropped the dolls to the table. All of her passion, her dreams and desires of David, tumbled from her, and remorse filled the space it left behind.

	She thought about how she had left the country with a man she barely knew or really loved and how she had left her best friend behind, without even saying goodbye.

	“What have I done?”

	She felt sick to her stomach, like she had done a terrible thing that she couldn’t undo.

	She pressed her hand to her mouth and fell to her knees. Bent over, she heaved chunks of cheese and grapes onto the dirt floor.

	The acid from the grapes she had eaten along with goat cheese burned the back of her throat.

	The cellar door creaked. She was too weak to hide.

	“Jackie, are you down there?” David asked. “Get, get.” She assumed he was speaking to the dog. The door closed. “I know you’re down there,” he said from the top of the stairwell.

	“Why are you here?” she asked, her voice weak and trembling.

	“Tatiana is worried about you. She said they heard the dog barking and you were missing. I’m coming down.”

	“No.” She wiped her mouth with her coat sleeve and tried to swallow down the burning in her throat.

	David, his wool coat unbuttoned, stood in the cellar entrance, shining a light into the room. Beneath his coat, he was dressed in a loose button-up shirt and white folk-style pants. His pant legs were tucked into his boots.

	She cowered near the table and held out the palm of her hand. “Stay away from me.”

	“What’s wrong with you?”

	“This,” she said, pointing up to the table.

	David directed the flashlight beam to the candle and dolls. “What is all of this?”

	“You should know,” she said.

	He sighed heavily.

	A rush of tears blurred her vision.

	“I don’t know what this is… honest.”

	She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “This is why you didn’t want me to heal your mother. You knew she’d been here.”

	“I told you what Tatiana was like. This is just silly, superstitious ritual. It means nothing. She is just overexcited about our wedding.”

	Jackie grabbed the table’s edge for support and slowly stood. She lifted the female doll by the hem of its dress. “This doll’s hair, it’s mine.”

	“That is not your hair,” he said, as if the thought of it was absurd.

	“You think I don’t know that this is my hair? It was snipped when I was twelve after the church fire debacle. I saw the event when I touched it. Tatiana just didn’t whip this up when you proposed. Someone planned our engagement long before we met. It’s why we fell in love so quickly.”

	His face saddened.

	“It’s gone, isn’t it?” she asked.

	He blinked.

	She took his hand and squeezed it to prove a point.

	“Do you feel that?”

	“What?”

	“Exactly. That romantic pull—I know you felt it—that exhilarating rush, that everything-revolves-around-us feeling. It’s gone. All that blind passion came from that mess on the table.” She let go of his hand, and his arm fell limply to his side.

	He touched the tip of his tongue to his upper lip. And then put his hands on his hips and he turned away from her.

	“Devid, ty tam?” Agnes shouted from the outside the cellar door.

	“Da, Jackie tozhe,” he said loudly.

	Agnes said something else.

	“Net,” David said and told her that Jackie was coming home with him. “We are not getting married,” he said in English and then repeated in Russian.

	“They know,” Tatiana said nervously.

	“Shut the door,” Agnes said.

	The door slammed. The lock banged against the door.

	“Holy crap,” Jackie blurted. She ran to the stairway and looked up the dark tunnel. “They’re locking us in?”

	David, flashlight guiding him, rushed up the stairs.

	Jackie watched from the foot of the stairway as he pushed against the door.

	The lock rattled against the latch, and the door would not open. “Hey, what are you doing? Let us out!”

	“Yeah, they’ll get right on it,” Jackie said.

	“Can you find a crowbar or anything? Maybe I can pry the hinges.”

	Jackie threw up her hands.

	“I will get us out of here,” David said, climbing down the stairs, “I promise.”

	Together, by the light of a single flashlight, they searched the room.

	Potatoes, onions, and carrots filled wooden troughs. Herbs and dried flowers hung from nails. And the wooden shelves that lined the walls held canning jars filled with pickles, garnishes, and a disgusting red liquid.

	Beet juice? Yuck!

	Jackie had no choice but to stay close to David in the outer glow of the beam. She was totally embarrassed having been scammed by witchery. She should have known better.

	David bumped into her shoulder. He glanced at her awkwardly.

	This whole situation was beyond ridiculous and humiliating. “So you don’t want to marry me?” she asked with a mix sarcasm and humor.

	“You are right, Jackie. You have been right about everything.”

	“So that’s a no?”

	“This is not the best situation. No.”

	“Well, I don’t want to marry you either. I want to get out of this dungeon and get on the first plane home.” She wanted to make sure he understood this.

	“I will get you there. I promise, but first we must find something to pry the hinges.”

	She spotted a bucket in the corner, containing a group of wooden staves. Various symbols were carved into their wood. Quickly turning to check it out, she accidently bumped a jar with her elbow and knocked it from the shelf. It smacked the edge of the potato crib and cracked open. The broken jar lay on the dirt floor. A red, thick liquid flowed out of it and pooled around the chunks of glass.

	“Ew!” Jackie quickly jumped back to keep it from touching her boots. “It looks like blood.”

	He shined the light on it. His brow wrinkled. “What do you think they’ll do? They can’t possibly force us to…”

	“You’re asking me?”

	“You seem to know everything.”

	“I can’t read the future, only the past. But from what I discovered when tracing Babu’s, thirteen people will soon be outside that door. You’re not number thirteen, are you?”

	“Why are you accusing me?”

	“Because, Mr. Copperfield, you’re not so innocent. There’s a reason they want you and me to marry… and it’s not just your good looks you’re bringing to the table. You have your great-grandfathers abilities. And I have Babu’s.”

	“What? The spoon thing? It was just a magic trick.”

	“Ha! Get real. A trick is using two spoons, one with a bent handle. A trick is the illusion of it bending. I looked it up.”

	“It is a technique, then, heating the metal with friction. I have warm hands.”

	“That’s what I told myself, but it doesn’t normally work like that.”

	“Honest, it is just a trick.”

	She huffed. “Why are you denying your abilities?” Her eyes grew wide. “Wow, the tables turned. You’re conflicted about your own power.”

	“I am not conflicted!”

	“Yeah, you are, subconsciously. That’s why you’re here instead of finishing your internship, and it’s why you fell behind a semester. Your conflict and this witchcraft have given them power over you, helped everything fall into place like they wanted it to.”

	Appearing annoyed, he continued to look about the cellar. “There has to be something here we can use.”

	As he reached for the lid of a trunk, a clever idea suddenly came to her. She grabbed his hand. “Or something here,” she said.

	He glanced at his hand and then at her. “I can’t.”

	“Sure you can.”

	“I’m not working sorcery.”

	“Ah! So you do know what you’re capable of!”

	He gave her a cutting look.

	“Come on. Don’t deny it.”

	He pressed his lips together and looked downward. His demeanor softened. “When I was little boy, my great-grandfather took me camping by the river once. It was the first time he began teaching me these tricks. He had me hold the figurine of a soldier and concentrate on melting it.”

	“A tin soldier?”

	“Yes, they were my toys. I rubbed my fingers across its surface and imagined the soldier melting into a lump of metal. The metal rolled from my hand and dripped to the ground. I was amazed, and Great-grandfather was so proud of me. He told me that someday I would protect this village from anything that threatened its existence. When Great-grandfather died, my parents sent me to live with Uncle’s family. One day, I had done the trick on a metal cross. Uncle saw and spanked me. He told me I was never to do that again. He said that God’s power was all that a good Christian needed. I think this is what he doesn’t want me to pass on, not my mother’s illness.”

	“Huh,” she said. She thought about their situation. “So if we can’t find anything to open the door with, you’re just going to pray for God to open it for us?”

	“You have to understand that I can’t…”

	“It’s not like you’re burning villages with your gift. You’d be helping us escape from more witchery. When they show up, it’s not going to be good for us. In my vision, that demon was no match for the coven. They tricked it and sent it back from where it came. We don’t stand a chance. And if we do what they want us to do, our lives are over. You got to get over that beating Uncle gave you and get us the heck out of here. Besides, you didn’t mind entertaining us at the table. What’s the difference?”

	“I wanted your mother to trust me with you.”

	“Well, she’ll trust you more if you help save her daughter from a locked dungeon.”

	He crossed himself and mumbled a prayer.

	Jackie turned away to give him some private time. “Please, please help him pull his head out of his ass,” she whispered to herself. “They’re going to be here any minute,” she said out loud.

	“All right. I will try. If it works, all praise and thanks be to God.” He crossed himself and then climbed the stairs.

	She followed.

	He pushed the door as far as it would go against the clasp and tried to wiggle his finger through the crack. The gap was too narrow. “I can’t reach the lock.”

	“Do you have to? Can’t you send your vibes through the wood?”

	“I have always touched the object, but I will try to use my mind.” He pressed his hand against the door and closed his eyes. His forehead creased and a somber visage masked his face. He was like this for a long while.

	Jackie waited impatiently for something to happen.

	David dropped his hand. “I can’t. All I feel is cold wood.”

	“What do you usually feel?”

	“My hand gets warm and tingles, and the more I think of melting the metal, the warmer my hand gets and the stronger the energy is.”

	“What if we worked together? Modulate, like a radio signal. I’ll concentrate on the journey, on getting the energy to the lock, and you concentrate on the result.”

	“Genius!”

	She sidled beside him and pressed her hand against the wood. “Put your hand on top of mine.”

	His hand, pressed against hers, covered her hand completely.

	Breaking a sweat, her underarms tingled. She felt uncomfortable being so close to him—even after all of that time they had spent together. It was like they had only just met.

	“I’ll start the energy flow,” she said, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat. “Give me at least thirty seconds and then work your magic.”

	“Sure,” he said.

	She could sense his nervousness.

	She took a deep breath and then exhaled, trying to dispel her own chagrin over their situation.

	When her emotions stabilized, she focused on the wood beneath her palm and on sending energy to the lock.

	After a long while of concentration, nothing had come.

	Maybe it was that she had no center, no focal emotion to send. It was just a lock on the other side of the door that she needed to communicate with, a cold metal latch shutting them in.

	“Are you okay?” he asked.

	“Yeah, just give me a minute.” But she wasn’t so sure that’s all it would take. This whole situation, the candles, the dolls, the false exhilaration of love she felt for David had thrown her off balance. Now her emotions were scattered, her logic shaken. She just wanted to go home and heal in Babu’s light.

	She closed her eyes and imagined holding Babu’s hand, but all she thought about was that Babu’s light had weakened.

	She dropped her hand to her side. She had to stop relying on Babu’s light. It was she who had to carry the torchlight, just as she did in the church foyer, sending Babu healing energy.

	Yes, that’s what she would do!

	She pressed her hand to the wood and imagined that Babu was the door and that she was sick. She thought about how much she loved her great-grandmother.

	When the love she had for Babu ignited within her, she focused on sending this love to her. Love rushed from her heart like a release of butterflies and flowed through her hand and into the door.

	“Now,” she whispered.

	Energy issued from David’s palm. Her skin tingled and then, growing hot, burned like acid. She ignored the painful burning and focused on their goal.

	At last, something clunked against the ground.

	“We did it!” She jerked her hand from under his and rubbed it against the cool fabric of her coat.

	He shoved the door open.

	Jackie followed him out from the cellar into the cold night. The wind nipped her face and, ruffling the hem of her coat and gown, chilled her bare legs.

	No one was in the yard, except for Angel, who wandered near as if she’d been waiting to take them home.

	 


Chapter 34

	As David bolted the house door in the dark and cluttered mudroom, Jackie hovered close to him.

	“Do not worry,” he said. “We will be safe here.”

	Jackie wasn’t so sure. Who else was in on this besides his great-grandmother—his father and grandparents?

	“I will put you on the first train to Alapayevsk tomorrow,” he said. “Uncle will see you safely to the airport.”

	“You’re staying?” she asked.

	“I need to take care of my mother and put an end to this witchery. It is safer if we are not together.”

	She highly doubted it. With witchcraft involved, they were safe neither together nor apart.

	When they entered the kitchen, Babushka, Father, and Dedushka were sitting at the table in their pajamas.

	“You found her,” Father said, smiling. “They are playing their games already?”

	“No games,” David said. “If anyone knocks on the door, do not let them in.”

	“She is staying here tonight?” Babushka asked, surprised. She pressed the open book she’d been reading to her chest, as if she didn’t want anyone else to see what she’d been reading.

	“The wedding is off,” David said firmly.

	“Pochemu?” asked Babushka.

	“Because this is not what Jackie and I want. We have been bewitched. Did you all know?”

	They stared blankly at him.

	Prababushka, in a housedress and thick wool socks, stepped out from Mother’s room.

	“Ya znala,” Prababushka said, saying that she knew.

	David spoke to her in Russian in a tone that sounded like he was laying down the law.

	Prababushka argued passionately.

	“Consequences?” David spouted. “We will take our chances.”

	“What’d she say?” Jackie asked.

	“She said that there would be consequences if we do not marry and that she had helped Babu escape this country.” His jaw slackened as if he could not believe what he was about to say. “Babu was supposed to marry my great-grandfather.”

	“No way.”

	“She was promised to him, but… she had grown afraid of him.”

	Jackie swallowed. She thought about the young man in her dream.

	Prababushka spoke again, pressing her palms to her chest.

	David translated. “She says that she loved him, despite what he was, and she helped Babu escape because she wanted to marry him. No one knew for years what she had done. But when they found out, they punished her by casting a spell to make her barren. This is why she only had one child, my grandfather.” David looked at his grandfather and father.

	“I swear, I know nothing of any of this,” Father said.

	David asked Babushka and Dedushka in Russian if they knew.

	“Oni ne znali,” Prababushka said adamantly, saying that they didn’t know, and she continued to explain.

	David listened and then translated for Jackie. “She said that even after Great-grandfather passed, the coven honored him by not forgetting the promise. They swore on his deathbed to uphold it. The elders waited patiently for the right match in the family line, a son and a daughter with special abilities. They knew what I could do, and then when in America it was witnessed that you, the great-granddaughter of the betrothed, had the gift of sight, they manipulated fate to bring me to America to your church and draw me to you.”

	“But I don’t understand,” Jackie said. “What good would it do, even if we were in love, to marry? We’re going back to America. You’ll be ordained. It’s not like we’re staying here and joining the coven.”

	David repeated her words in Russian to Prababushka, and she replied.

	“They never expected us to,” David translated. “It is only our child they want. They had planned to manipulate fate so that the child would belong with them in Russia. That is why they wanted the wedding here, so that it would tilt the law in their favor. They also wanted the child to be conceived before our church wedding took place.”

	“They can’t take a child from its parents.”

	David told this to Prababushka, and again she replied with certainty.

	He translated. “She said they would do anything to get that child, even tricking or manipulating us to come live here or…”

	Headlights illuminated the kitchen window. Jackie rushed to the window and parted the lace curtain. Terror washed over her. Two trucks were parked outside the fence. Men and women unloaded from the truck beds. They were bundled in winter coats, hats, and boots. She recognized Agnes, Tatiana, and Olga. A leather satchel hung from Tatiana’s shoulder.

	“They’re here,” she said.

	Agnes and her father Timor entered the yard, leading the others. They were both cloaked in fur mantles and wore embroidered bands around their heads. Timor’s quilted vest was cinched with an embroidered belt. From his belt a satchel and knife holder with a knife hung. He carried his carved staff.

	“We will reason with them,” Father said and stood up.

	Jackie counted the number of members in the mob. “There’re twelve of them. Shouldn’t there be thirteen?” she asked David.

	David shrugged. “How would I know?”

	“I’m just saying, isn’t that the typical coven size?”

	His brow narrowed, but then he addressed Prababushka, telling her not to go out there.

	She replied. It sounded to Jackie that she said she was not the thirteenth member.

	Someone pounded on the door.

	David headed toward the mudroom.

	“Go home,” David shouted. “There will be no wedding.”

	“The promise must be fulfilled,” said a woman’s voice. It sounded like Agnes.

	Jackie peered out the window. Agnes rejoined the others and spoke to them.

	Tatiana took a jar of something from her satchel and a wooden chalice. Olga held the chalice while Tatiana poured the liquid into it. Olga gave it ceremoniously to Timor.

	“Oh, no,” Jackie exclaimed. “They’re forming a circle.”

	Old man Timor raised the chalice and, looking to the night sky, led some kind of incantation. The others, holding hands, answered him in unison.

	Grandpa grabbed a shotgun from a corner by the hutch. He reached into a hutch drawer and grabbed a handful of shells.

	As he loaded the shotgun, Prababushka begged him in Russian to put the shotgun down. Father told him not to hurt anyone, just scare them away, and Babushka ranted how she couldn’t believe this was happening.

	They all fell silent when Mother teetered groggily out from the curtained room. Her nightgown hung on her like a half-pitched tent, her shoulder bones poking up like poles from under the cotton. Her face drawn and pallid, she looked as if she’d risen from the dead. She held onto the pechka wall to keep from falling.

	The lightbulb hanging from the cord in the middle of the ceiling went out.

	Everyone gasped.

	“What happened to the lights?” David asked, returning from the mudroom.

	A blue light illuminated the pechka. It cast an eerie glow over Mother and the room. On the oven wall within the blue glow, light and dark shadows roiled like storm clouds. They formed a single billowing ball.

	The ball floated from the pechka into the room where it took the shape of an apparition.

	Fear washed across Mother’s face, and she pressed her bony hand to her mouth.

	David rushed to Mother’s side and held her.

	Jackie stared curiously at the being. She could clearly make out the apparition’s head, arms, and body.

	“Domovoy?” David whispered, his eyes wide.

	Too afraid to speak, Jackie shook her head.

	The apparition floated out of the kitchen and into the hall, taking all light with it and leaving them in the dark.

	The door bolt clicked, and the door banged against its hinges.

	“What is it?” David asked.

	“Tvoy pradedushka,” Prababushka said.

	“Ivan,” said Jackie. “He’s the thirteenth.”

	 


Chapter 35

	Jason’s eyes shot open. He let out a shrill scream that scared him even more than his nightmare.

	The girl with the serious lip piercings slammed her book shut. “The fuck is wrong with you?” She shoved her book into her tote and exited through the back door.

	Jason’s chest was numb. The joints in his fingers had locked because he’d been gripping the couch arms and now they ached. He rubbed his knuckles as he remembered his dream.

	He was in an icy forest, his boots breaking through the crusted snow with each step he took, making his journey difficult. Jackie was calling him, but the direction of her voice kept changing so that he was unsure of which way to turn to find her. The damp cold and his endless search had tired him.

	He’d stopped to rest when a cold wind swept in, and rags, tied in the trees that surrounded him, battered in the breeze. Not far from where he stood, a long shadow darkened the pristine snow. The shadow shuddered like a scratch on an old film. It rose from the ground, dark and ominous, and took the three-dimensional shape of a man. The man’s hair was shaggy, his face drawn, his eyes sunken. He was dressed in some ancient, embroidered tunic and pants, and he was tapping the tip of a crooked staff, the image of a snake carved into its wood. His hand squeezed the snake’s head, and he tapped the curved tail against the ground, back and forth—tap, tap, tap—as if he were searching out a path.

	“Jason,” Jackie called.

	She was close.

	The sound of scrapping ice whisked past his ears, like the rubber edge of a wiper scraping across an icy windshield or the swift shhh of a sled sliding across snow.

	Jackie, lying on her stomach and clawing at the glazed ground, was dragged swiftly from the forest, feet first, by an invisible force. She looked at Jason as she slid past him, her faced contorted in fear. “Run!” she cried.

	It was then, struck with sheer panic, he awoke, screaming.

	Now, his heart thrummed heavily in his chest.

	He dumped his drink that had melted and warmed to room temperature into the trash and headed to Madam Sophie’s.

	Jackie was in big trouble. He was sure of it.

	 


Chapter 36

	Jackie followed David. He had hurried out from the house to see for himself his great-grandfather’s ghost. The others, having gathered their coats, slowly trickled out.

	In the front yard, thick snowflakes lighted on the heads and shoulders of the kneeling coven members. In the night sky, a bright full moon beamed down on them like an ominous eye.

	The specter hovered in the midst of the circle the coven members had formed. The spirit’s features had become more detailed, and Jackie could clearly see the steely contour of Ivan’s face. He looked the same as he did in her dream, yet older, his hair grey and wild, his face drawn and sallow, his body shrouded in a fur cloak, which billowed about his body.

	Dedushka squinted as he studied the specter. “Otets?” He lowered the shotgun and rested the butt of it on the ground.

	Babushka sidled next to Dedushka. She protectively held onto Mother, whose frail frame was lost in Father’s oversized hunting jacket.

	Timor, his banded head bowed, addressed Ivan.

	“What’s he saying?” Jackie asked David.

	“He addressed him as the powerful one. He told him we have refused to marry. He is asking him what he wants them to do.”

	“Boy, it sure would be nice if your uncle and the priests stopped by tonight, wouldn’t it?”

	David grimaced.

	“No, really,” she said.

	Ivan spoke. His voice was scratchy and distant. Electric light flickered around him, and the clear image of him faded in and out.

	Agnes stood at his side and spoke, her voice somber and commanding as if she had repeated Ivan’s words.

	“What’s she saying?” Jackie asked.

	“That the wedding must take place. Timor replied that they have no power to force us. He asked for his help.”

	Jackie had never encountered a ghost before. If the house had been haunted, pestered by a spirit that wouldn’t rest, she supposed she’d use her healing energies to calm the spirit, send it on its way. But this was more than a troubled soul. Ivan had a will of iron. She feared that neither David’s tricks nor his prayers could bend it, nor could her healing power.

	Ivan stretched out his arms. Electricity arced from his fingertips, and his voice was commanding yet incoherent.

	A gust swept in, bending trees and rattling loose fence boards. Jackie’s hair whipped across her face and her coattail battered in the wind. She shielded her eyes.

	Loud shrieks, like the sound of many tortured souls, issued from the distance, just like she had heard in her dream. She peered from beneath her forearm. Out from the forest near the road, like one large sooty cloud, the spirits drifted. Screaming, they floated over the fence and into the yard, their wild hair and decaying burial clothes billowing about them.

	David crossed himself.

	She stepped closer to David. “What are they?” she asked. “I’ve seen them before.”

	“Spirits of the unclean.”

	With mouths hung open, they screamed in agony.

	Jackie covered her ears.

	One by one, each shadow struck a coven member, jolting the member’s body as it entered.

	The coven members’ eyes glazed over, and their expressions turned grave.

	The wind had ceased.

	Ivan commanded the coven in the sound of a moan. The coven turned toward Jackie and David’s family.

	Ivan led the group toward them.

	Dedushka raised his rifle. “Stoy,” he said, commanding them to stop.

	David pushed down the barrel of Dedushka’s rifle. “Net. You cannot shoot them. They are just following his orders.”

	David reached into the V of his tunic and pulled a chain with the crook of his finger. An Orthodox cross tumbled out from his shirt. He brought the cross to his lips and kissed it and then held it out at Ivan. David parted his lips to speak, yet remained speechless, as if he had forgotten the words to a scripted prayer.

	Ivan, his eyes hollow and abysmal, reached out. Electricity arced from the tip of his forefinger to the cross in David’s hand.

	The cross glowed orange-red.

	“Ow!” David let go. The cross dangled on its chain at David’s chest. Melting, its cruciferous shape curled inward like the legs of a dying spider.

	They needed to fight fire with fire, Jackie thought. If Prababushka had been part of a coven, surely she had tools in her witch’s arsenal and the knowledge she needed to put his spirit to rest.

	Prababushka had been standing off by herself, the skirt of her house dress flowing out from under her wool coat. She had neither joined the coven, nor huddled with the family.

	“Vy mozhete ostanovit’ yego?” Jackie asked Prababushka if she could stop him.

	Prababushka, her hand pressed to the base of her cream-colored scarf, shook her head. The powerlessness that had washed over her headstrong demeanor unsettled Jackie.

	“You have to do something,” Jackie said, frustrated. “This is your fault too.”

	“Poprobuyu,” Prababushka said, saying that she would try. Uncertainty and insecurity shone in her eyes. She waddled to the house, the soles of her rubber boots leaving zigzag imprints in the snow.

	“Vy ne moy praded, a ne pradedushka, kotorogo ya lyubil,” David said to Ivan, saying that he was not his great-grandfather, not the great-grandfather he knew and loved.

	Ivan spoke, his voice a static wisp at first and then a deep and churning demonic utterance.

	Agnes, emotionless and standing at Ivan’s side, spoke for him. “And you are not the little boy making fun and games out of your abilities. You are a man now. It is time for you to fulfill your destiny.”

	Prababushka returned. Drawing from an open tin, she whisked a handful of black crystals toward Ivan.

	“Good Lord,” David exclaimed, “you have Thursday’s salt!”

	The tiny grains snapped and popped in the blue electric light and weakened Ivan’s image. He faded momentarily but then reappeared. His dreadful eyes beamed at Prababushka. The canister whisked from her hand and slammed against the house. Black salt scattered everywhere and peppered the snow.

	Prababushka’s face paled and her mouth dropped open. She pressed her arthritic fingers to her lips.

	“Take them to the barn,” Agnes commanded.

	The coven surrounded Jackie and David, except for Tatiana, who drove off in her truck.

	“This marriage will be null in the eyes of God,” David said to Timor.

	Timor didn’t respond.

	The sliding click of a shotgun turned David and Jackie’s attention to Dedushka.

	“Take them, and I will shoot every one of you,” said Dedushka.

	“They do not know what they are doing,” David said.

	“They have kept my father’s spirit from moving on and have brought him here. They know what they are doing. It is time we put the past behind us and lay this evil to rest.”

	Ivan’s image grew sharper, and light rippled about him. He reached out, curling his fingers as if he were willing something to him. The barrel of Grandpa’s shotgun slowly bent downward, rendering it unusable.

	One of the women grabbed Jackie’s arms. Jackie fought to get loose as another woman bound her hands before her with an embroidered belt.

	David pushed the men who had approached him. They came at him again, and overpowering him, they bound his hands.

	 


Chapter 37

	Inside the barn, Olga lit the kerosene lamps that hung from crooked nails in the barn posts, and Agnes lit the kindling inside the wood stove. Two coven members, setting up the wedding arch, pounded its iron legs into the dirt floor with rubber mallets. They moved about, expressionless, controlled by the forest spirits within them.

	Angel snorted and pranced nervously in her stall.

	Jackie shivered in the cold. Even though the barn doors were closed, a draft swept in from the cracks between the planks of the walls.

	“What are we going to do?” she whispered to David. They were standing in the midst of the barn, surrounded by zombified coven members.

	“What can we do?” David said. “Just go along with the ceremony. It has no value. We will escape when they take us to Prababushka’s cabin. We will leave Russia together.”

	David’s voice was reassuring, but Ivan billowing in front of the wedding arch and illuminating it with an eerie blue glow was not.

	Tatiana, her satchel strapped over her shoulder, had returned. She took from it two wooden goblets, handing one to Agnes and the other to Timor. She poured a brown liquid from a canning jar into the chalices. As she poured, she held back with the jar lid chunks of what looked like mushroom caps.

	Agnes and Timor stood before Ivan and held out the goblets like an offering. The coven had formed two rows in the center of the barn, a row of five on each side of Jackie and David.

	Ivan held his ethereal hands above each goblet. The coven chanted something like a prayer, their voices monotone and hypnotic.

	“It’s for us,” Jackie said to David. “Don’t drink it! In fact, never drink anything Agnes or the ladies hand you.”

	The chanting ended, and Agnes and Timor, goblets in hand, approached Jackie and David.

	Timor lifted the goblet toward David’s lips. David swept his bound hands upward. Timor pulled the goblet back before David could knock it from his hands.

	A man, without a trace of rage in his expression, punched David in the stomach. David doubled over, but another man grabbed David’s hair and pulled him upright. Timor, his beady eyes peering lifelessly from their sockets, pressed the goblet’s rim to David’s lips.

	David refused to drink.

	The man holding David by the hair tugged David’s head further back, and Timor shoved the goblet rim between David’s lips and tilted it upward.

	Liquid spilled around David’s mouth, and he began to choke. The man grabbing David’s hair would not let go, and Timor kept pouring.

	The goblet empty, the man released David. Coughing, David jackknifed forward and remained hunkered, his hands pressed to his knees.

	Jackie reached for David with her bound hands, but she was jerked back by the back of her coat.

	When Agnes tilted the goblet to her lips, Jackie didn’t fight. She drank in a mouthful liquid. A little slipped down her throat, but the rest welled in the pits of her cheeks and under her tongue. And when Agnes, lowered the cup, Jackie spewed the liquid to the floor.

	Agnes, a deadpan glare in her hawkish eyes, slapped Jackie’s face, stinging her cheek and knocking the daylights out of her. Before Jackie realized it, someone was tugging her head back and Agnes was shoving the goblet to her lips. Liquid filled Jackie’s mouth. Some slipped down her throat before she stopped it and let the liquid well in her mouth. She faked a swallow. Agnes, the evil in her satisfied, pulled the goblet away.

	“It is done,” Agnes said. She and Timor returned to the wedding arch and set down the goblets on the barn floor.

	David was still bent over and coughing.

	One of the men ordered him to stand up. When David did not obey, the man grabbed him by the hair again and pulled him upright.

	Sweat rolled down David’s temple, and his face was beet red. He blinked as if he were trying to see clearly.

	Jackie feigned wiping her mouth with her coat sleeve, and when her arm ran across her mouth, she let the liquid run out and her sleeve absorb it. She felt a bit woozy, but she wasn’t sweating like David. He must have swallowed more than she. She’d have to fake its effect. She blinked like David, pretending her vision was blurred.

	One of the men unbound their hands. Tatiana placed on Jackie’s and David’s heads the wreaths of holly and ribbon that Prababushka had made.

	Angel whinnied and pranced in place. She rose up now and then and kicked the stall gate.

	Jackie took David’s hand and squeezed. He weakly squeezed back.

	Someone pushed them forward toward Ivan. Timor and Agnes stood at Ivan’s side.

	“Let the ceremony begin,” Timor said in a monotone voice.

	The coven moved in closer and formed a semicircle around Jackie and David.

	Jackie wondered if she and David would have a chance to escape when in the cottage and if David would even be lucid enough to run with her. They needed to escape before they were too incapacitated by what they had drunk.

	Ivan spoke through Agnes, commanding David and Jackie to come forward.

	Tatiana gave Timor the wedding cloth that would bind Jackie’s and David’s hands in marriage.

	The coven chanted, repeated something over and over, and Jackie’s head felt light and woozy. She looked to David and tugged his coat sleeve to get his attention. With heavy eyes he looked at her.

	“We have to run,” she whispered.

	His head bobbed heavily. She wasn’t sure if he had purposely nodded or was trying not to fall asleep.

	She needed to create a diversion. Fighting the heaviness in her head that slowed her brain, she imagined her hand pressed to Angel’s face. “He’s coming to get you,” she told Angel with her mind. “Set yourself free.” Her thoughts had come slow and heavy, and she didn’t feel she had communicated with Angel at all because Angel continued to pace nervously.

	“Run, Angel, run!” she shouted.

	Angel whinnied and reared. As she came down, she hit the gate with her hooves. She turned, rearing and kicking. With her hind legs, she struck the gate. The gate thrust open.

	Angel broke from her stall and charged toward them. Some of the members were knocked to the ground; others stood still, entranced.

	Jackie pushed David out of harm’s way. “Can you run?” she whispered.

	“Yes,” he said weakly.

	Father opened the barn door.

	“Go, Angel!” Jackie yelled.

	Angel charged out the open door.

	Jackie unhooked a kerosene lamp and dashed it to the ground where Ivan hovered. The hay beneath him caught fire and rose through Ivan. His spirit faded, and shadowy spirits rose from the coven members and dispersed through the barn walls.

	“Fire,” someone shouted.

	The fire had spread quickly across the hay that was scattered on the barn floor. Flames caught the posts and climbed to the loft.

	“My barn!” Dedushka yelled.

	David’s father drew a bucket of water from a trough. Some coven members worked to put out the fire by scattering the hay with a pitch fork and throwing dirt on it with shovels.

	Prababushka motioned for David and Jackie to follow her.

	Jackie tugged David’s hand.

	Prababushka led them to the back gate and pointed at an angle toward the woods.

	“Izbushka vashey babushki v lesu. Vkhod u bol’shogo dereva,” Prababushka said.

	Jackie didn’t understand everything. She only understood that Babu’s cottage was in the woods and something about a big tree.

	Prababushka continued to talk about the tree, describing with her hands its enormous shape and then pointing to the woods.

	Jackie remembered her dream of Babu in the woods, beckoning her to come home, into the witch’s house. Her bones quivered as she thought how ironic it was that there in the witch’s house, she and David would find safety and shelter.

	 


Chapter 38

	Jackie and David trudged across the snow-covered field toward the woods in the direction Prababushka had pointed. Despite the snow wetting her face, a flash of heat from beneath her coat collar rushed to her cheeks. She was beginning to feel the effects of the potion.

	As they neared the forest, she scanned the tree line for the gigantic tree that Prababushka had described. The light from the moon appeared to hook onto the outline of the trees and made trails of light when she moved her eyes.

	“How are you doing,” she asked David, her arm linked through his.

	His face flushed, he simply parted his lips and nodded.

	“I think that’s it,” she said, pointing to a huge fir. Its long branches swept downward like arms and its girth was as wide as six normal-size furs combined.

	Beside the tree was a narrow, almost overgrown path. Leading David by the hand, she followed it. David’s palm was sweaty, and he hadn’t said a word since they had fled the barn.

	She worried that they were on the wrong trail and that they would wind up passed out and freezing to death in the cold. But then, through the tree line, she spotted something odd in the distance. Hoping it was the cabin, she stepped up her pace, tugging David along.

	The path opened into a small clearing. Snow had drifted along the bottom of the cabin, and a skiff of snow covered the ground.

	She pushed open the cabin door. The scant glow of the moon faintly lit the one-room cottage, enabling Jackie to make out that the shadowy figures inside were of a table and chairs, hutch, and bed.

	She left the door open so that they had some light to see by, and she led David to the bed.

	He collapsed to the mattress. Leaning forward and burrowing his face in his hands, the wedding wreath slipped from his head and fell to his feet.

	She felt for her wreath and tossed it to the floor.

	“I am so sorry,” he said weakly. “I don’t feel…”

	“It’s okay. Just rest. I’ll find some light.”

	She found an oil lamp on the table. Her hands around its dusty glass, she closed her eyes and tried to pick up an impression, something that would help her navigate the room and find what she needed to light this place. Her head swooned, and she lost her balance. She caught the table’s edge. As she did, her fingers brushed the edge of a drawer.

	She opened her eyes and pulled the table drawer open. Reaching inside, her fingers brushed the soft texture of cloth and the grain of a wooden box. She took out the small box and shook it. Something inside it lightly rattled. Her fingers searched the box for a way to open it. She finally realized that the cover slid off.

	When she opened the box and reached in, she felt tiny sticks—matchsticks.

	She lit the oil lamp. A soft glow illuminated the room, but the flame burned inconstantly. In the base of the lamp, she could see that here was barely any oil. She had to find something else.

	She closed the cottage door to keep the cold air out and secured the latch. She carried the lamp about the room looking for candles. Strings of mummified garlic hung from hooks on the wall by the hutch. On a hutch shelf were a cluster of blue jars with dried herbs and a row of tin canisters with labels.

	She stooped and opened the cabinet door. Her head spun, and sweat dampened her face. The effects of the potion were growing stronger.

	Inside the cabinet, she found baskets, pots and pans, and serving bowls. In one basket was a stack of towels. Another held cooking utensils. At last, in a rectangular basket in the back of the cabinet, she found some slender candles and wooden holders.

	The candles smelled of beeswax and had a honeycomb texture. She tucked the basket under her arm and careened to the table, the oil lamp swinging in her hand. At the table, she inserted four candles in holders and lit them.

	Long tails of light streamed from candle flame to candle flame, making her dizzy.

	“I’m getting sick too,” she told David.

	David, lying in bed, mumbled.

	“We need water. Maybe we can flush what they gave us from our systems. If we pass out and they find us…”

	Her head swimming, she managed to get a large bowl from the hutch.

	Outside the cabin, she attempted to scoop snow from the drift that had gathered at the base of the cabin. But her perception was skewed, and her hands wound up in a different place than where she had intended to place them. When she finally scooped a handful of snow, it melted quickly. She rubbed her wet hands on her coat. The feeling of fabric against skin did not sync up with when she thought she had actually touched her coat. She reached for the bowl, making several attempts. When she was certain she was actually touching it, she tried to scrape the mouth of it through the snow.

	She filled the bowl halfway and then brought it inside, where she shoved handfuls of snow into her mouth. Her mouth numbed, and after a few seconds her brain told her that what she had eaten was ice cold.

	The snow in the wooden bowl melted quickly and an island of snow floated in a pool of water. She brought the bowl to David.

	“Drink this,” she said. She sat next to him on the bed and helped him to sit up.

	He reached for the bowl, but his hands missed.

	“Let me.” She blinked trying to clear her vision and then reached for his face. Her head swimming, she brought the bowl as steadily as she could to his lips. Water ran down the sides of his mouth. She wiped his mouth and chin with her coat sleeve.

	“Ty angiel,” he said, calling her an angel.

	As he reached for her, her stomach roared. She was hungry. The feeling was so deep and cutting. She imagined her stomach an endless pit that needed to be filled.

	“We need food,” she said.

	The bowl slipped from her hands and tumbled to the floor. The sound of it reverberated in her head. Her mind set on food, she left the bowl lying on the floor and dizzily sauntered to the table for a candle and then continued to the hutch. She held the candle to illuminate the letters on the labels on the tin canisters.

	Woozy, her brain slowly interpreted the Cyrillic letters of the words on each label: Чай, Мука, Сахар, Cоль, and she read out loud “Chay, Muka, Sakhar, Col’.”

	“Sakhar. Sugar,” she cried.

	She set down the candle and then fumbled with the canister, trying to pop the lid. The lid popped off and crashed to the floor. The sound was amplified by the effects of the hallucinogen. When she leaned over to pick up the lid, sugar spilled out of the container onto the floor.

	“Did you hear that?” David asked, looking up and about the room.

	“Sugar hitting the floor?” she asked. Her voice and lips were out of sync. What was she talking about?

	“The batter of fairy wings,” he said.

	She knelt and scooped a heap of sugar in her hand. She pressed it to her mouth, shoving sugar inside. Some of the sugar crystals melted on her tongue and others remained solid. She didn’t know whether to chew or swallow. She tried to do both. She scooped some sugar in her hands and sauntered to David.

	She plopped down onto the bed beside him.

	“Eto sakhar.” Did she just speak Russian to him?

	“Charm?”

	“Net, yeda.” Food, she told him. She dumped the sugar into his cupped hands and then held her hands around his.

	He paid no attention to the scant bit of sugar she had put in his palms, but stared at her, his eyelids heavy and seductive.

	“You are so beautiful,” he whispered. He leaned forward and kissed her.

	It was the most amazing kiss she’d ever felt—the sensation of it a thousand times amplified.

	She pressed her lips to his for another and another. They continued to kiss, his hand reaching under the hem of her coat, lighting her skin on fire.

	 


Chapter 39

	Jason pounded on Madam Sophie’s door. After almost a minute, the door opened.

	Madam Sophie stood there in gypsy garb.

	“You have to help her!” he said.

	The bangles on her arm rattled as she put her hand on her hip. “Not a good time.”

	He pushed past her. A lady at the table by the window looked miffed.

	“I’m sorry,” Madam Sophie said to her. “Looks like I have an emergency. This one’s on me, and I will do another complete reading for you for free. I’m really sorry.”

	“But we were just… you were just about to tell me…”

	“He’s never going to propose,” Madam Sophie said to her, loud and frustrated. “You need to move on.”

	The woman snatched her purse that was slung over the chair back. As she passed Jason she said, “Thanks for interrupting.” She walked out and slammed the door.

	“No worries,” Madam Sophie said to Jason. “It’s not like the outcome would have been different had you not come pounding at the door. The guy she’s dating is a complete turd. But I’ll bet a hundred dollars she continues to date him and next week she comes asking me if he’s ever going to change.”

	He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the woman. “Jackie’s in trouble. I had a dream.”

	She took his hand. “Come, sit down.” She led him to the reading table. “This dream touched you deeply,” she said, not letting go of him. “The fear is still trembling through you, the dream, still inside your head. Let me see it.” She closed her eyes.

	The thing that stuck with Jason was Jackie being whisked past him, clawing at the snow, and the man with the ghastly face.

	“Hmm,” she said. “Could be just a dream because you’re worried, or it could be a premonition. We will see. Sit down.”

	She gathered up the tarot cards that were spread on the red tablecloth and shuffled them. She laid three cards on the table and then turned over the first one. “Lovers reversed,” she said, disturbed.

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Wait, wait. We need to see the whole picture.” She turned the next card—the tower, struck by a bolt of lightning. Her face grew even more somber. She turned over the last card. “Nine of swords. You’re right. Something’s gone wrong. She’s in danger.”

	Jason glared at the last card. Nine swords hung in the air, below them, a young woman, kneeling sadly, her hands covering her eyes. Angry, he swept his arm across the tabletop and brushed the cards to the floor. “Fuck this! I want to talk to her.”

	“There’s nothing you can do.”

	“Someone’s got to help her. Light this candle. Let me talk to her.”

	“We don’t even know if it worked last time. And warning her won’t help if it’s already happened.”

	“But maybe it hasn’t. I can’t just do nothing.”

	She thought for a moment and then studied him. “Have you ever been hypnotized?”

	He shook his head.

	“You are a good candidate. You’re sensitive, highly impressionable, and you have a strong connection to Jackie. It may work; although, it could be dangerous.”

	“What could? Hypnotism? I don’t care if I’m clucking like a chicken every time the passing bell rings. I need to talk to her.”

	“I don’t mean the hypnotism would be dangerous. I mean, your spirit leaving your body. I’m talking about astral projection. People do it. Some use drugs, some meditation techniques, others self-hypnotism.”

	“You mean I could leave my body and go to her… all the way to Russia? Are you out of your freaking mind?”

	“No sirree. The trip would be fast. If you’re focused, you can reach her in seconds.”

	“And Jackie would actually see me?”

	“She may. She sees auras. She could at least pick up your energy and know that you’re there and read your thoughts more easily.”

	He wasn’t sure if Madam Sophie was pulling his chain, but he wanted to believe her. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

	“Now wait. Before you gung-ho agree, you should know the dangers. There are spirits out there, some not so friendly. Some will feed off of your negative energy and suck the life force from you. Some may try to keep you from returning to your body. Some may even follow you back and not leave your side.”

	Jason slumped, and his eyes rolled upward. “I’m toast.”

	Madam Sophie slid her arm across the table as if to reach him. “No, no, no. I’m not trying to discourage you. I want you to know what to expect. You have the power to fight these spirits. Just stay positive and imagine a bright, protective light around you. These menacing spirits will keep their distance. I read once that you can imagine your protective light as a weapon and you can use it to banish them.”

	“Huh. Like a video game?”

	“Yes, but not. Astral projection is not a game. There are spirits out there that are very, very malicious. And should any one of them cut the silver cord that binds your spirit to your body, there’s no returning home.”

	Jason swallowed. He was already reeking with doubts and negativity. An evil spirit would sniff him out in a heartbeat and annihilate him. What if he couldn’t muster a protective light? Trish had told him that he was a sparkler without the spark. What if she was right?

	But if he didn’t at least attempt to save Jackie, he’d be an even bigger dud. He’d never be able to live with himself or forgive himself if something happened to Jackie that he could have prevented. He couldn’t blow this. He had to be brave. He scooted up in his chair and then struck the table with his fist. “I’m good. Let’s do it.”

	“All righty, then. Just please come back. I want to help Jackie as much as you do, but I don’t need a dead teen in my apartment. Reading fortunes in prison is not how I intend to spend retirement.”

	Madam Sophie had him sit in the recliner. Leaning all the way back with the footrest up, he felt as if he were about to be catapulted into space.

	Madam Sophie hovered near him. “I’m going to bring you to a state, first of relaxation and then to where you are between sleep and consciousness. It’s from that state you’ll disconnect.”

	“Totally? I mean, how do I find my way back?”

	“The silver cord. As long as you’re connected, you’ll naturally come back to your body if you will yourself to.”

	“You’ve done this before?”

	“Traveled out of body or guided someone else?”

	“Traveled out of body.”

	“Hell no. I’ve only been a guide. When I leave my body, it’ll be the old-fashioned way.” She smiled slyly, showing her crooked teeth.

	His eyes widened, and his shoulders scrunched.

	“Relax. You’ll be fine. Just protect yourself when you’re out there.” She wagged her finger. “And don’t talk to strangers.”

	Squeezing the couch arms, he took in a deep jagged breath and then exhaled. He was intent on finding Jackie. Even if he never came back, he’d be happy to see her at least one last time.

	 


Chapter 40

	Crash!

	A stone hurled through the cabin window.

	The shatter of glass rippled through Jackie’s senses, pricking her skin. Her heart raced, and the sugar in her system lighted her brain. She was lying on the bed in David’s arms, woozy but aware of their cozy predicament.

	David nuzzled her neck as he wet her tender skin with kisses.

	“Stoy!” Prababushka cried.

	Jackie weakly pushed him. “We can’t do this.”

	He touched her cheek. “But I love you.”

	“No, you don’t. We’ve been drugged.” She grabbed her forehead. Talking made her dizzy.

	“Otkroy dver’,” Prababushka cried, shaking her fist. She was peering over the jagged edges of the broken window, her cream-colored scarf wrapped tightly around her tiny head.

	A horse snorted. It was Angel.

	David turned. “I know that woman? Don’t tell me. That is Mrs. …”

	Jackie took David’s distraction as an opportunity to slip away from him. Woozy, she stumbled as she walked across the room. She unlocked the door to let Prababushka in.

	Prababushka, slightly hunched over, pushed past Jackie. A cloth satchel was slung over her back. The three rings of garlic strung around her neck rocked from side to side and gently swooshed as she walked.

	She unloaded the satchel onto the table and unpacked a jar of something that looked like tea and two flattened pieces of silver with hammer marks.

	“Kak ty sebya chuvstvuyesh’?” Prababushka said, asking how she felt.

	Jackie didn’t know how to say dizzy, so she cupped her hand to her forehead, and rocked her head back and forth, saying, “Ne ochen’ khorosho. I ate sakhar, though. I think it’s kicking in.”

	David stood up from the bed, and then fell back down. He rubbed his head.

	Prababushka lifted a string of garlic over her head and gestured for Jackie to put it on.

	Wearing garlic couldn’t hurt, she thought, but it was totally ridiculous that her life, once again, had become a horror movie. She lowered her head and let Prababushka adorn her with magical protection.

	Prababushka slid one of the silver pieces from the table and told her in Russian to put it in her pocket.

	Jackie remembered how Madam Sophie kept insisting she take a piece of crystal for protection. She had refused, and look how that turned out.

	She snatched the piece of silver from Prababushka’s hand and dropped it into her coat pocket.

	David sauntered across the room, reaching out to her. “I love you, Jackie. Please, come to me.”

	Prababushka raised the jar of brown liquid. “Day yemu chaya popit’,” she said, telling her to give him the tea.

	Jackie clumsily unscrewed the band from around the jar. The ring and lid slipped from her fingers and fell to the floor. She held out the jar to David. “Look what the fairies brought you,” she said to him, remembering what he had said about the batter of fairy wings. “It’s still warm.”

	He wrapped his hands around hers. “I do not want tea. I want you.”

	“If you love me, you’ll drink.”

	She lifted the tea to his lips, and he drank to the last drop.

	Prababushka dropped a string of garlic around David’s neck.

	“Oh look,” Jackie said, “another gift.”

	He plopped into the chair, leaned forward, garlic bulbs clustering on his lap, and rested his head in his hands. Jackie took it as an opportunity to slip the piece of silver in his coat pocket.

	Prababushka tried explaining something to Jackie, but Jackie only picked up a few words, the most obvious, Ivan and Angel.

	Jackie rubbed David’s shoulder. “What’s she saying to us?”

	He peered up. “Prababushka?” he said as if he were sobering and had just recognized her.

	“Ask her what she said.”

	“Kak vy skazali?” he asked Prababushka groggily.

	Prababushka spoke.

	“She said the fire chased Ivan’s spirit away,” he interpreted, “but the others may work their magic again. She wants us to go and not come back. She has packed Angel’s saddlebags with food and water and this satchel with a change of clothes for us, our wallets, papers, and passports. She wants us to hide elsewhere until the train arrives. There is also a jar of fuel and a box of matches in the saddle bags so we can start a fire and keep warm tonight.”

	“Ask her why she’s helping us.”

	David asked Prababushka, and he interpreted her reply. “She says because right is right and wrong is wrong. Coercing someone to fall in love is evil, and because she loves me. She wants me to be truly happy and to find that happiness on my own.”

	“Spasibo,” Jackie said to Prababushka, thanking her.

	“My cross”—he felt around his chest and lifted the string of garlic—“what is this?”

	“Just wear it,” Jackie said, “please?”

	He lifted it over his head and tossed it to the floor. “I am done with this nonsense.”

	“Yeah, but it’s not done with us. I’m not parting with mine. Don’t even ask me to.”

	Prababushka looked worried and spoke.

	“What’d she say?”

	“She said I am being foolish. It is easy for spirits to become angry and confused. If Ivan’s spirit comes back, it will be with vengeance. We need all the help we can get, and we need to leave now.”

	e

	Outside the cabin, David rubbed Angel’s nose. “How are you, girl?” he asked tiredly. He slowly reached for the reins.

	Prababushka tugged his arm and said something to him.

	The corner of his mouth lifted into a half smile. He looked at Jackie. “She said it is better if you take the reins.”

	“Sure,” Jackie said.

	He stepped aside and let her hoist herself onto Angel. He kissed Prababushka’s cheeks and said his goodbyes and then mounted the horse. “You know where to go?” he asked Jackie.

	“We’re meandering,” she said. “At least for a while, and then we’ll see.” She waved to Prababushka. “Spasibo chto pomogla nam. Poka,” Jackie said, thanking Prababushka for her help and saying goodbye.

	Prababushka, her hands burrowed in the depths of her coat pockets, sadly nodded.

	Jackie directed Angel into the woods, and wherever there was a wide clearing between the trees, she coaxed Angel that way.

	David loosely held Jackie’s waist.

	“You can hold on tighter,” she said. “I don’t want to lose you.”

	He sighed breathily and then gripped her coat a bit tighter. “I’m sorry for my behavior.”

	“Which behavior is that?”

	“Whatever I did while drugged.”

	“Do you remember any of it?”

	“I can taste you on my lips. Did we…”

	She dodged a low-lying branch. “No.”

	“Thank goodness! I am so sorry I brought you here… I mean, I am sorry I got you into this mess.”

	“No worries. It’s history.”

	“If you do not want to talk about it, I understand.”

	“No, I mean family history. Our family’s promises and lies got us into this.”

	“I suppressed so much of it, my time with my great-grandfather. I should have known better.”

	“You seemed to be familiar with the sound of fairy wings.” She laughed.

	“Why? What did I say?”

	“It’s nothing.”

	“You think I saw fairies when I was a child?”

	“Do you?”

	“Eh, it does not matter. I know where I stand.”

	Up ahead in a clearing the moon illuminated the birdhouse-like structure with the embroidered towel around it. Angel threw back her head and whinnied. “Oh, shit.” Jackie tugged the reins to keep Angel from turning. “Angel doesn’t like it here. We’ve been here before.”

	Jackie’s skin prickled and her scalp tingled. The energy in the air was strong.

	“The cross with the towel around it and those rags in the trees, they are to venerate the dead.”

	“What cross?”

	He leaned in close to her and pointed. “That wooden structure, it is what it is called, even though there is no cross on it. It marks a grave.”

	“In a vision, I saw someone wrapped in a white sheet being buried there. Do you think it’s Ivan?”

	“It cannot be. He was buried in the family graveyard.”

	“Maybe they moved him. The red in those rags isn’t dye. It’s blood. It could be Ivan’s. Before the coven called Ivan’s spirit, Tatiana had poured a red liquid from a mason jar into a chalice. I suspected it was blood, and it’s what she’s been keeping in her cellar.” She thought about the jar she’d elbowed off the shelf, and she shivered.

	“Touch a rag and see if it’s his,” he said.

	“This place spooks Angel. The last time I did, Angel bolted and we wound up at that abandoned… hey, that’s a perfect place to hide.”

	“The cursed church?”

	“Yeah. No one will look for us there.”

	“That is for sure. But will you be okay?”

	She gazed at the dark, cold forest that surrounded them. “I’ll have to be. There’s nowhere else for us to go. We’ll freeze out here.”

	She slipped her fingers beneath Angel’s ropey mane and laid her hand on Angel’s warm neck. With closed eyes, she envisioned the church. “Take us there,” she whispered.

	Angel charged forward to where the earth gently sloped upward. David wrapped his arms tightly around Jackie’s waist.

	Rags hung from the limbs of the surrounding trees. They were on the high trail that she and Angel had taken before. They traveled for a while, until the forest opened up.

	In the distance stood the abandoned church, its domes and rooftop sheathed in white—the building bathed in moonlight, giving off a supernatural glow.

	 


Chapter 41

	David tugged the loose, weathered boards from the church door. Jackie, leading Angel by her reins, followed him inside.

	He swept a flashlight beam across the interior of the church. A cluster of blood-stained cots, in haphazard rows, occupied the center of the room. In front of the church sat a wooden pulpit, two freestanding candleholders, and a large, wooden icon. Cobwebs strung from candle to candle, and the image of the Virgin painted on the icon was faded and dusty.

	David directed the light upward, across the planked walls to the ceiling. Icons of saints and Jesus were painted in upper corners of the walls. The two icons in the center were also faded, and some of the ceiling planks were missing.

	He shined the flashlight toward the back of the church. Near the choir loft and against the wall was a stove—a rectangular, brick structure that rose to the ceiling. It had small rectangular openings near the top and a small iron door in front.

	Jackie stood before the cluster of blood-stained cots. A mournful cry cut through her ears and chilled her body. The souls of the dead wailed and moaned.

	“Do you hear that?” she asked.

	“The wind?”

	“No, the people. Their energy is still here. It’s so strong and sad.”

	“The legend is that those who were not stricken with sickness quickly retrieved their loved ones and abandoned the church. They believed the whole church was cursed and that the souls of the dead remained here, yet they wouldn’t burn the church because it was a holy place.”

	Jackie wasn’t sure if the souls had not gone on or if the event had been so traumatic, the energy of the whole ordeal was imprinted here. Either way, her heart grew heavy as she thought that Babu and the other witches had been responsible for their suffering.

	“Why don’t you bless this place?” she said.

	“With what? I have no prayer book, no oil, no incense…”

	Her mouth dropped open. The one time she sought prayer to heal a situation, he was dropping the ball. “Can’t you just pray from your heart?”

	He furrowed his brow.

	“I’m just saying, do you really need all the props?”

	“Says the girl with garlic strung around her neck.”

	“And silver in my pocket. You have one in yours too.”

	“Good Lord,” he said. He reached into his coat pockets and tossed the coin to the floor. The coin made a dull clink when it hit the wood.

	“You’re comparing apples to oranges,” she said. “I’m not saying that the garlic and silver will work, but if they do, it would be because of some physical, scientific reason… the physical properties of these items against the physical properties of the essence we’re dealing with. But some things like magic wands, incense, prayers and spells, candles, well, maybe they’re just things that give us confidence and help us believe.”

	“I do not totally agree, but I understand what you are saying. How about I start a fire, and then, after we have warmed this place, we will pray together for these forgotten souls.”

	Despite the cold, Jackie felt heat rise to her cheeks. She averted her eyes. “Sure, we can do that.”

	She’d been hoping to let him do his thing while she did hers, quelling or neutralizing the energy that lingered.

	He rubbed his hands together. “Good.”

	Jackie searched Angel’s bags for matches. As she was lighting the candles in the freestanding holders, David dragged a cot toward the stove.

	“No!” Jackie cried. “Not that.”

	“Why not?”

	“People died on those cots. Those dark stains are blood. That’s where their energy is concentrated. You can’t just throw it into the fire… not until…”

	He dropped the cot and then shone the flashlight around. “What else can we burn?”

	Jackie pointed to the freestanding icon by the candle stand. “How about that? It’s dry and will make good kindling.”

	“We cannot burn an icon. It is sacred.”

	“The pulpit?”

	He sighed. “I do not feel comfortable burning anything that is a part of the church.”

	“Ugh! Looks like our convictions are literally leaving us in the cold. We gotta do it now, the prayer-slash-energy-healing, and then we can burn the cots.”

	“Wait, what is this slash business?”

	She winced. “You do your thing, and I’ll do mine. It’s the only way either of us will be satisfied we got the job done.”

	“I figured as much.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Okay, then.” He flicked his index finger. “You on one side of the room and me on the other.”

	“That’ll work.”

	She walked to the other side of the cot cluster. Angel meandered behind her. Jackie kissed Angel’s nose and rubbed her face. “Whatever you feel, don’t worry. Nothing will hurt you. Just relax. Okay, girl?”

	Angel snorted.

	Jackie knelt on the cold, drafty floor and touched a cot. She closed her eyes and opened herself to the energy bound in its canvas.

	A vision of a man on the cot, coughing, appeared in her head. He spat a lump of blood and mucus into a rag. A fever-induced sweat glistened on his face. Others in the room, lying on cots, convulsed and wailed. A priest hobbled from cot to cot, sprinkling holy water, coughing and spitting blood onto a white, embroidered hanky in between his prayers.

	Jackie’s lungs grew heavy and ached. Her temples throbbed. She cupped her hand over her mouth and coughed.

	The church doors thrust open and slammed against their hinges.

	Jackie gasped.

	Babu, as a young woman, stood in the threshold. She was dressed from head to toe in black, the grey of a dreary day behind her.

	 


Chapter 42

	Babu’s black dress, buttoned from beneath her chin to the hem, swayed above her boot rims as she entered the dismal church. Some of the dying shrieked upon seeing her, and some of the children uttered the word vyed’ma, witch.

	The priest ambled wearily toward her, raising in his trembling hand his pectoral cross. Halfway across the room, his knees gave way, and he collapsed to the wooden floor.

	The children, the five in the room, cowered behind cots. One child, a girl about ten, her socks and shoes wet from urine, dashed out the back door.

	Babu, her hair bound in a braided bun, her skin as delicate and smooth as porcelain, knelt before the icon at the altar. The candles, slender sticks, leaned sickly in the bowl of sand, their wicks burning brightly, like baptismal fire on the heads of the faithful. She crossed herself in a large sweeping gesture and prayed.

	After prayer, Babu, her skirt splayed over her boot heels, leaned forward in a yoga child’s pose. Pressing her palms to the floor planks, she took controlled breaths. Jackie assumed she was sending healing energy through the floorboards.

	A strong wind blew in through the open doorway and snuffed the candles. Bells jingled. In the entrance, a dark figure loomed. His cape—trusses of ram fur—shrouded his towering physique. A string of bells cinched his waist. The demonic features of his mask and the ram horns gave the appearance that death was at the threshold. He pointed the tail of his snake-carved staff at Babu and said something in Russian to her. And then he shook it at the sick and said something that sounded like he had told them to die.

	It was Ivan.

	Soot-colored smoke rose from the floorboards and loud shrieks ripped through the church. It was the forest spirits, the spirits of the unclean, their burial gowns hanging like rags on their emaciated frames. Hungrily, they surrounded the dying.

	Babu stood up and, with her palms turned upward, chanted something—whether a prayer or a spell, Jackie couldn’t tell.

	Ivan’s voice grew loud and forceful, his walking stick, the crooked tail of it, tapping the floor as he moved it in half circles before him.

	A horde of the spirits engulfed Babu. Disappearing in their dark mist, her voice grew weak.

	Thump.

	Ivan had ceased chanting and tapping. He turned and walked out into the dreary day.

	Inside the church, the spirits lingered—haggard souls slung over the dying, their mouths agape and slack-jawed, sucking the last of the life force from the parishioners.

	Jackie, immersed in the vision, went to Babu and tried to shoo the forest spirits away from her, but she couldn’t affect them as what she saw was just an imprint from the past.

	Up close, looking through their essences, Jackie could see the dark cloth of Babu’s dress slowly begin to glow as if a light inside her had been switched on. Her delicate face lit too. The light permeated her porcelain skin and lifted from its surface. Passing through cloth, it rose from her dress as well.

	The spirits reached for the light, but their gnarly fingers sizzled when they touched it. They backed away, yet drawn to Babu, they stood around her in a wide circle.

	Babu’s spirit, a faint imprint of her physical self from the hair on her head to her boot soles, rose and hovered over her body. A silver ribbon, connecting her two selves, floated at her side. She took the ribbon in her hands.

	Tiny specs of gold glistened beside Babu’s spirit. Jackie could barely make out a woman’s face, the details of which were pixels of light. A thick, loose braid draped over her shoulder framed her cheek and jawline. The rest of the woman’s body was faintly apparent.

	The forest spirits widened the circle around them, hunger and longing masking their faces, their decrepit arms reaching out for Babu and the mysterious woman.

	“If you die here and give up the light,” the glistening woman said, “they will take it.” Her voice was lithe. “Never give up the light to the darkness. They will use it in unnatural ways. They will distort it, bring pain with it, deceive and destroy with it.”

	“There is too much pain for me on this earth,” Babu said. “I just want to be with my family.”

	“You must protect the gift we have given you. This is what you promised.”

	“But I cannot fight Ivan.”

	“Go to Anya. She will help you escape.”

	“But what if he…”

	“Go quickly while he thinks you are dead.” The woman’s image faded.

	Babu’s spirit drew into her glowing body. The light inside it dimmed. Her eyes opened and she sat up. “Get away,” she yelled at the spirits.

	Walking about the room, she threatened them with her light and shooed them away from the dying. And when they were gone, she sat on the floor in the midst of the cots and cried for the dead around her.

	Jackie cried too and reached for Babu.

	The image faded. Jackie realized she was sitting in a cold, dark room with empty cots. The room felt even more unsettled than before. The evil she had witnessed in her vision weighed heavily on her.

	“What’s going on?” David asked.

	Jackie sniffled. “Are you finished?”

	“No, I did not start. There is too much drama on that side of the room. Are you okay?”

	“Babu died, and she came back to life.”

	“You are talking about the past, yes?”

	She nodded. “And she didn’t curse these people. Ivan did. She tried to help them.” Jackie burrowed her face in her hands.

	“Are you okay?”

	She peered up at him. “No. It was horrific, Ivan working his magic, commanding them to die, and the forest spirits sucking the life from them.” Shivering, she rubbed her coat sleeves. “I can still feel their presence. But at least now I know that Babu didn’t curse these people, and she doesn’t have an evil witch gene to pass on to me.”

	“Ha. If evil genes did exist, I’d be the one in this room with that inheritance.”

	Jackie wiped her face with her coat sleeve and cracked a smile. “When you found me in the cellar, I almost believed that was true. I thought you were one of them… a witch.”

	“I don’t know how you could…”

	“Sorry. You were slaughtering that chicken the other day, and the chicken feet and blood were in the cellar. And finding me so quickly.” She flicked her finger at him. “And that outfit.”

	He spread his coat open, exposing his loose-fitting shirt and folk pants. “What? You do not like this outfit?”

	“You were fitting the mold. Your great-grandfather was wearing something similar in my dream.” She stood. “I’m sorry I thought that about you, especially after you never gave up on me.”

	“Well, we certainly learned a lot more about each other on this trip than we thought we would.”

	“TMI, big time.” She walked around a cluster of cots. “We need to clear the negative energy from this room. It’s giving me the creeps.”

	He put his hands on his hips. “Honestly, I would feel so much better if I had my things.”

	“Why don’t we do it together, then… neutralize the energy.”

	“You want me to work magic with you again?”

	“No. More like Babu did. She prayed, and then she placed her hands on the floor to send out her healing energy.”

	“And am I to give it my Midas touch?”

	She tilted her head, frustrated. “Why are you doing this?”

	“Being difficult?”

	“Becoming a priest.”

	He rubbed his hand across the top of his head, brushing back his hair. “I… don’t know, anymore. I guess my father is right, I like the rituals and symbolism. It makes me feel good. And right now, I would feel so much better if I had my prayer book”—he lifted the bent cross that hung around his neck—“and a cross not mutilated by an evil spirit.”

	“Ritual can’t be the only thing that drew you to priesthood. I mean, I see the way you are with people, in the hospital, at church, with the boys on the basketball court. The love you have for them shines through. And it’s just you and them. No props. Talking with them, joking with them, being real. That’s what you should do now.”

	“Talk with dead people?”

	“No, instead of reciting words from a prayer book like you’re reciting a spell, just say it from your heart.”

	He sighed and thought. “Maybe you are right. I will try. We will pray together, then? Before you work your magic?”

	She wrenched the corner of her mouth. “Sure.”

	He held out his hands for her to take them.

	The shadows that the flickering candles cast on the walls disturbed Jackie. A presence of evil still pervaded the room. She squeezed David’s hands and stepped in closer to him, the ring of garlic shushing against her coat as she moved.

	“The floor is yours,” Jackie said.

	David bowed his head, cleared his throat, and began. He prayed in Russian. Jackie recognized a few words, like dear God, bless, souls, and free, but besides that she had no idea what he was saying, whether or not his prayer was spontaneous or memorized.

	A shadow moved along the floor behind David.

	She stepped in closer to David. His breath warmed her face and his energy flowed into her hands. She let it flow through her and merge with her passion to heal the suffering that had occurred in this room and to protect them from the evil that surrounded them now.

	A strong wind pressed the windowpanes and roof, making them creak. The flames of the candlesticks bent in the same direction.

	Something changed in the room. The space around them warmed, the voices of the suffering went silent, and the evil presence that pervaded the room had dissipated.

	“Amen,” David said. He let go of her hands and crossed himself.

	She placed her hand on one of the blood-crusted cots, closed her eyes, and tested the energy there, just to make sure.

	Nothing but cold canvas.

	“It worked,” she said, amazed.

	David folded up a cot, and Jackie poured gas onto the rolled cluster from the mason jar before he stuffed it into the stove.

	David lit a match and tossed it on the pyre.

	Bent over and garlic dangling, Jackie warmed her hands near the open door of the oven.

	“Do not get too close,” David said, “or you will roast that garlic.”

	“Funny,” she said.

	“Still keeping that on?”

	“This party’s not over. Why do you suppose the fire scared Ivan?”

	“Maybe he feared for his life. According to folklore, fire is the only way to rid the earth of a sorcerer. I’ve heard tales of people digging up graves of supposed sorcerers and burning the remains.”

	The flame grew in the furnace, spreading upward, consuming the blood-stained canvas. The cot’s stick frame reminded her of bones. “That’s it,” she said. “The bloody rags hanging in the forest… I’ll bet his spirit is bound to them too. It’s what’s holding him here. Let’s torch the rags and his bones and put him to rest. We can search Babu’s cabin for shovels or something to dig with.”

	“It is cold and it will take us forever to dig up his grave. I think we should stay here until morning and then catch the train and go. Leave all of this behind us.”

	“But what if he follows us home? You remember what Prababushka said. She said his spirit could become angry and dangerous. And don’t you want to put his soul to rest?”

	“You are right,” David said. “We need to take care of him now.”

	 


Chapter 43

	Jason closed his eyes. The eerie New Age music projecting from Madam Sophie’s smart phone immediately mesmerized him. It hooked onto a spot in his brain and paralyzed him. As Madam Sophie spoke, slow and hypnotically, words of relaxing and letting go, of stepping out of his body and entering the astral world, the back of his head grew heavy and his brain sleepy. He zoned out, his mind caught between dream and reality. The word Jackie sounded in his head. He didn’t know if he had thought it or if Madam Sophie had said it.

	And then there was a sudden shift, and he was thrust through a tunnel, traveling as fast as a train through a subway. His surroundings blurred. The recliner he clung to disappeared, and his fingers scrunched empty space as he hurled forward.

	Slam!

	His journey ended. He was in a room—wood slat walls, a wood stove, a hutch, a table, and a bed—no, a cabin.

	None of the objects looked solid. The particles or matter that they were made of were visible. And everything had a luminescence about it that lit the room.

	Was he dreaming? His mind was lucid, yet his surroundings surreal. He looked at his hands and then at his body, which hovered a few inches from the floor. He was as luminescent and transparent as everything else.

	The room smelled like snuffed candles. The four candles on the table must have been lit and then put out not long before he got here. He noticed that on the floor were tiny puddles of water, glowing like blood traces sprayed with luminol. It must have come from snow tracked in from outside. Some of it had been tracked to the bed where a blanket lay strewn and the bedding ruffled. On the floor by the bed lay two wreaths.

	His astral body tingled, and his light dimmed.

	Was Jackie here? Had she been in that bed with…?

	No. Don’t disappear! Positive thoughts!

	He reminded himself why he had come. It was the dream of something evil dragging Jackie. He was here to help her if he could, and if all else failed, to be with her one final time no matter what.

	His essence lightened.

	“No one is here,” a woman said. Her voice was musical.

	He turned.

	A woman with a red ski band around her head peered through the window. She had spoken Russian, but he had understood. It was as if he had tapped into her mind.

	“Do you think David and Jackie…?”

	“Not if that old woman got here in time to stop them,” said another woman. “Look. There are tracks everywhere.”

	Jason started for the door, but his feet went nowhere. It was as if he were walking on a treadmill. The metaphysical essence of him dimmed with the dreadful thought that he’d be stuck inside this cabin, in this one place forever. He needed to get out that door and follow the women or those tracks, either of which might lead him to Jackie.

	You can’t give up!

	With stubborn determination, he focused on the door. Just as he was about to try to move his feet, he floated there.

	“Huh, so that’s how this works.”

	He grabbed the doorknob, but his hand passed through the luminescent and physical essence of it.

	“Ahhh! I got to get out of here!”

	In a split second, he appeared outside the cabin.

	The woman he had seen peering through the window and a woman with a black fur cloak and embroidered headband were examining the indentations in the snow.

	Most of the area had been trampled, but a distinct set of tracks led into the forest.

	“Where do you think they went?” the woman wearing the ski band asked. She wrung her mittened hands like an anxious child.

	“Train station?” suggested the other woman. The way the black fur of her cloak poked up toward her ears and chin, she reminded him of a crow. The harrowing glint in her eyes and ominous tone in her voice gave him the creeps.

	“But it is in the other direction.”

	“Maybe they try to trick us.”

	“The train doesn’t come until late morning. They will freeze to death by then,” said the woman wearing the ski band. She puckered her bottom lip. Her expressions and voice made her appear childlike.

	Was Jackie somewhere in the forest freezing to death? He had little sympathy for David. He had gotten her into this mess. But what if they were huddled somewhere, hiding, with their arms around each other keeping each other warm? His metaphysical stomach turned with a gut-wrenching ache and his light began to fade.

	Stop!

	He imagined Jackie alone, wandering the woods, wishing she were home with him. His light somewhat returned.

	Another woman came out from the woods. Her knit hat, a pink crocheted flower on the side, was pulled down over her ears, and the dark mole above her lip, damp from snow, glistened in the moonlight. “How are they?” she asked. Her voice was mature, yet not ominous like the crow lady.

	A chilling breeze ruffled the fur that stuck up beneath crow lady’s ears. “Gone,” she said.

	“Do you think they…” the woman with the glistening mole asked.

	“I don’t know,” crow lady said. “Anya was here.” She pointed to the tracks in the snow. “She brought a horse and probably something to counteract the hallucinogen.”

	“It’s over,” the childlike woman said sadly. “Everything is ruined. We failed. Ivan will surely curse us.”

	“We underestimated Jackie’s gift,” crow lady said.

	The woman with the mole and flowered hat slid her hands into the deep pockets of her padded coat. “Hard to keep secrets around people like her, even with magic.”

	“Now what?” the childlike woman asked.

	“We can work another spell,” said crow lady.

	“Now that she’s aware, we have no power over her,” said the woman with the mole.

	“Maybe we should let them go and let fate take its course,” said the childlike woman. “They just might fall in love after all they’ve been through.” She clasped her mittened hands together as if she were wishing it to happen.

	No, they can’t! Jason’s energy level grew low, and his light dimmed. An emaciated face peered out at him from the woods, and then another, and another—shadowy spirits with wild hair, their clothes hanging on their boney bodies. Some looked like women and men, others like children—all hungrily eyeing him.

	He was dead meat!

	He couldn’t help think that he had lost Jackie and that it was over for him.

	Smack! Deep from his subconscious his “Babu alter ego” had emerged as well as her hand, which smacked him in the back of the head. “Stop!” he heard her say. “No feel sorry for self. Women no like. Women like man take charge.” The thought of having Babu on his side made him stronger, and his energy and light increased. The shadow beings withdrew into the woods.

	“Let’s tell the others they are gone,” crow lady said. “Then we will all decide what to do.”

	He wondered if Jackie was with the others, whoever they were. Why hadn’t he gone directly to her? Why was he taken here?

	Jason followed the ladies through the woods.

	Crow lady led the way through the pathless forest. Jason hovered close to the woman with the flowered knit hat. He was getting the hang of moving around. It required concentrating on where you wanted to go, rather than mindlessly moving your feet, as he was so accustomed to.

	The women’s boots crunched in the snow. He glanced about for the shadow spirits, at the long shadows the moon’s light cast through the tall pines and birch, at every snow-heavy limb he passed. To his relief the spirits were nowhere in sight.

	They entered a clearing where the others congregated. He counted nine people, all in heavy jackets and winter gloves and hats. They were gathered near a wooden structure that looked like a birdhouse on a short stand. Stretching out before it, the ground was raised, and he suspected it was a grave they stood by.

	They were on lower ground. To the right of where he and the ladies had entered the clearing, the earth sloped steeply upward. Straight ahead from where they had entered, the earth rose gradually.

	Rags dangled from some of the branches in the birches that circled the clearing and in those along the highest point, where the earth sloped upward.

	“They’re gone,” the crowish woman told the group. “They left on horseback.”

	An old man with a narrow headband and a sharp nose and chiseled cheeks stepped out from the crowd. He wore a fur cloak like crow lady and carried a crooked staff.

	“We must invoke Ivan again and put it in his hands,” the man said. “We’re powerless without him.”

	“No. This needs to end,” an old woman said. Her wool coat hung on her tiny frame, and her head was wrapped in a woolen, cream-colored scarf. She was standing on the trail, at the rim of the high point, looking down at them.

	“You,” crow lady said, pointing at the old woman, “you helped them escape. Why do you continuously betray Ivan? He was your husband. You loved him.”

	“David is my great-grandson. I love him too, and I want him to be happy, not tricked into marriage.”

	“The promise must be fulfilled,” said some of the others.

	“It’s for the good of the group, this village,” said the sharp-nosed man. “We may never realize or harness these powers again.”

	“Why are you are not satisfied with the power of your herbs and rituals… not satisfied to live a peaceful life and to mind your own business? Let David and Jackie be, and put Ivan to rest.”

	Some of the people paired off and argued among themselves.

	The old woman paid them no mind. She tossed a shovel into the clearing where the others were gathered. Anchoring the heels of her rubber boots in the snow, she carefully made her way down the slope, toting a red plastic gas can.

	 


Chapter 44

	David guided Angel into the shadowy forest. They were headed to the sacred burial place to torch the rags and burn Ivan’s remains.

	Angel ambled over the pathless, snow-covered terrain, through both moonlit and obscure areas of the woods.

	Jackie sat close behind David, one arm wrapped loosely around his body, the other holding a cot leg. One end of the wooden leg was swaddled in canvas.

	Deeper into the forest, the spindly crook of a branch snagged Jackie’s garlic necklace. The string binding the bulbs together snapped, and the garlic plummeted to the ground with a swoosh and a thump.

	“My garlic!” she cried. “Stop.”

	Angel continued to saunter.

	“You will be fine without it,” David said. “Nothing has happened to us yet. By the grace of God we are safe.”

	Jackie was not so sure. She sensed a sinister energy lurking in the shadows.

	Angel found her way to the path.

	In the distance, a rag blew in the breeze from the bare branch of a birch tree. Voices from somewhere in the forest dully echoed.

	Jackie leaned in close to David and whispered in his ear. “They’re here.”

	David halted Angel. “Light the torch. We’ll burn the rags as quickly as we can. Maybe that will weaken his power.”

	Jackie dismounted. She dug into the saddlebag for the mason of gas and box of matches, and then she doused the canvas with gas. She handed the torch to David and, with a struck match, lit the gasoline-soaked end of it. The flame caught the canvas and spread.

	Jackie mounted Angel and took the torch from David.

	David guided Angel slowly to the closest rag, which hung from a snow-laden pine branch.

	Jackie touched the torch to the rag’s end. The cloth was damp, and it took several seconds for it to catch. It smoldered at first, and then the fire grabbed hold and crawled upward to the snowy limb, where it died.

	Angel refused to go further. She kept pulling back, attempting to turn around.

	Jackie pressed her hand to Angel’s hind quarter. “Please, Angel. It’s okay. We’re going to kill that monster. Nothing will hurt you.” She closed her eyes and sent Angel calming thoughts.

	The tension in Angel’s hindquarter muscle eased. Angel ambled cautiously forward. Every now and then she flinched and flicked her head.

	The voices grew louder.

	Down below, in the low area of the terrain, the coven was gathered. Prababushka was there too, a gas can at her feet, a shovel in her hand. The others blocked her from coming near the grave.

	“Vot oni,” Tatiana said, pointing at her and David.

	“Chto vy zdes’ delaete?” Prababushka said, asking why they came back.

	David explained to her in Russian that they came to burn Ivan’s body.

	“Ya tozhe,” Prababushka said, saying that she has come to do the same.

	“It is true then,” David said. “He is buried here. So who is buried in his place in the family graveyard?” he asked rhetorically. He repeated his question to Prababushka in Russian, and after she replied, he translated to Jackie. “She said that in his gravesite are a hundred and seventy pounds of rocks.”

	Agnes argued with Prababushka.

	Others angrily chimed in.

	Timor tapped his staff on the frozen ground and spoke.

	“What’s he saying?” Jackie asked.

	“He said they should summon Ivan now and let him decide the fate of the promise.”

	Jackie lifted the torch to the last rag hanging along the trail.

	Like a low-lying fog, a blue, smoky light swept over the path. It came swiftly toward them.

	In the essence, a hand reached out.

	Angel slung her head back and started to turn. David pulled her reins to keep her in place.

	Jackie’s heart pounded. She reached out with the torch and tried to light the rag, hoping this would stop Ivan’s spirit.

	Angel whinnied—her cry sounding like a shriek—and she reared.

	Jackie reached for David’s coat, but Angel turned and kicked her front hooves in the air, and Jackie could barely get a good grip.

	Angel slammed her hooves to the ground and then rose up again.

	Jackie’s fingers slipped from David’s coat, and she sailed backward.

	Somewhere in midair, she dropped the torch. Her head smacked the edge of the embankment.

	She tumbled like a rag doll down the slope.

	At the bottom of the ravine, she lay, the torch next to her, its light extinguished.

	 


Chapter 45

	“Jackie!” Jason cried. Hovering at the edge of the ravine, he had waved his arms, trying to egg the foggy light toward him. But the light, the shape of which was almost human, ignored him. When Angel reared and Jackie catapulted from the horse, Jason had tried to catch her, but she passed through his hands. Even though his light was strong, he was nothing but a hologram.

	Now, he knelt beside Jackie. She lay on the ground—her body twisted, her arms splayed above her head, her eyes closed. He feared the worst.

	He wrapped his metaphysical hand around Jackie’s, but he couldn’t feel her skin, just a warm, tingling energy.

	The crowd that formed around her paid him no attention.

	David slid down the embankment, grabbing onto roots here and there to slow his descent. “Get away from her,” he yelled. He shoved his way through the crowd to get to Jackie and knelt beside her, opposite of Jason. He pressed his fingers to her neck.

	“She’s alive, thank God, but we need a doctor.”

	He hated David for being able to physically touch her.

	“We can help,” crow lady said. The wind ruffled the fur beneath her jawline, and she towered over Jackie, staring at her with a harrowing gaze as if she were eyeing prey.

	“She needs real medical attention,” David said, “not witchcraft and magic. “God forbid you call on Ivan to heal her. We need some kind of gurney to get her to the house. And someone needs to drive to Sankin to fetch the doctor.”

	“We didn’t mean for this to happen,” the childlike woman said.

	“He did,” the old woman said, pointing to the grave. She was tiny, nearly lost in her wool coat and cream-colored head scarf, yet she spoke and carried herself in a bold and determined way.

	“We didn’t invoke him,” crow lady said bluntly.

	A consensus of no’s issued from everyone’s mouths that no one had called Ivan.

	Jason looked up toward the top of the bank. The essence was nowhere in sight.

	“We destroy his bones now,” the old woman said. She glared at crow lady and the sharp-nosed old man who stood beside her.

	“But we—” crow lady began.

	“Your behavior in the barn was criminal,” she said, tapping the air with her crooked finger.

	“We didn’t set it on fire,” said the woman with the flowered hat. “That’s on the girl.”

	“You took Jackie and David against their will and drugged them.”

	“We didn’t realize what we were doing,” said the childlike woman.

	“Precisely. You are not in control. Ivan is. How will you stop him if he seeks revenge? You see what he did to Jackie. She was his hope for the future, yet he attacked her to save himself. An angry spirit cannot reason. And they are hard to stop. We need to send his spirit on now, quickly before he destroys us all.”

	The members of the group looked at each other, each nodding.

	“Agreed,” crow lady said reluctantly.

	The old woman pointed to a man and woman. “You two, bring the table and blankets from the cabin. We can use the table to carry Jackie home.” She turned to the others. “Dig up the grave. We will cut his head off and torch his bones.”

	The man and woman left for the cabin from which Jason had just come. Two men worked together to remove the wooden structure that covered the gravesite.

	Jason surmised from the conversation that, one, these people were witches, and two, that the blue essence was what he had come to protect Jackie from.

	If it came to it, he would risk his life to protect her. Hopefully, David would protect her from any physical harm while he fended off any ethereal threats.

	Metal scraped the earth as a man dug into the grave. He worked quickly and, when he tired, passed the shovel to the other man.

	The ravine was quiet, except for the shoveling, everyone tense and watching. Even crow lady threw glances over her shoulder every now and then.

	The shovel blade clunked against wood. Some of the witches got down on their knees at the gravesite and dug dirt off the top of the casket with their hands. The man with the shovel pried the lid off the casket. Two of the witches lifted the wooden cover and set it to the side.

	A strong gust swept the area. Tree limbs rustled, shaking off snow and ice. Some of the witches turned up their coat collars to keep warm; some pulled the brim of their hoods and scarves over their heads. The man dropped the shovel and stepped back. He grew pale, frightened.

	Jason, alert as a guard dog, stood in front of Jackie.

	A blue, smoky light crept in from the forest. Lying low to the ground, it circled the open grave. Then it rose upward and roiled into a billowing ball. A cloaked man dressed in a cinched tunic and folk pants appeared in its mist. His face emaciated, a sharp edge ran along the ridges of his cheekbones and his eyes appeared sunken. It was the same man Jason had seen in his dream.

	Jason grew angry with himself. He had come too late, and now Jackie lay unconscious on the ground behind him.

	“Ivan,” the witches called out, “forgive us.” They dropped to their knees.

	The old woman waddled boldly toward the open grave and picked up the shovel. She held it with two hands and held the blade over the bones.

	Ivan’s jaw dropped. As if unhinged, his mouth stretched wide, and a deep, airy groan issued from the dark abyss of his throat.

	The old woman lifted high above the ground. Midair, she kicked her feet in defiance, her rubber boots ruffling the hem of her dress. The shovel slipped from her aged hands and plunked to the earth.

	“Prababushka,” David cried, and he rushed to her.

	The woman plummeted. David, his knees bending, caught her just before she hit the ground. He gently set the tiny woman down on her feet.

	She whispered to David.

	David picked up the red can and doused the open grave with gas. The smell of gasoline was strong in the crisp air.

	Ivan raised his arms, and in a raspy and guttural tone, he spoke.

	A strong wind whisked in, whipping their hair and clothes and the snow from the pine and birch trees that circled them. Shadows floated out from the woods—the dark and emaciated spirits that had hungrily eyed Jason at the cabin.

	The misty spirits darkened the area.

	Oh shit. He wasn’t prepared to fight a horde of ghosts.

	He outstretched his arms in an effort to block the spirits’ view of Jackie. He would give up his own ghost before he’d let them near her.

	The spirits totally ignored him. Each flowed swiftly into a witch, merging with their bodies, possessing them. The expressions on the witches’ faces deadened.

	Possessed, two of the men came at David and pushed him away from the grave.

	David fought with them as they tried to restrain him.

	The old woman came toward the grave with a fiery torch. It was the torch that Jackie had held. She had reignited it.

	Crow lady snatched the torch from her.

	Someone had to burn the bones, Jason thought. He willed himself toward crow lady, and he grasped the torch. His hands passed through it.

	Crow lady peered at him, the fire eerily lighting her face. The haggard spirit inside her leaned slightly forward from the woman’s body, and it screamed.

	The high-pitched sound made his essence quiver. But he wasn’t afraid. He had to save Jackie.

	Remembering what Madam Sophie had told him, he imagined a ball of light forming in his hand out of his own energy. He watched in amazement as it grew from his palm, a white light the size of a softball. He hurled it at the essence. It hit the witch dead center, and burning outward, it consumed the haggard essence within her.

	He had annihilated it! This was cooler than a video game. His goal: get past the possessed witches and Ivan and destroy Ivan’s bones. Problem was he couldn’t lift a torch. As much as he hated to, he needed to help David, so he could do it.

	Crow lady rose from the ground, looking disoriented. Another shadow creature hit her like a thunderbolt, jolting her body, and repossessed her. She pointed to David. “Take him and the girl to the cabin,” she commanded the men who held David.

	“Don’t touch Jackie,” David said. “You’ll kill her.”

	David broke his arm free, and punched one of the men. Then he turned on the other who held him.

	Jason instantly moved to protect Jackie. He stood in front of her. This time he imagined a fiery sword in his hands, a sword of light.

	Crow lady and one of the men came toward Jackie, essences billowing inside them.

	No one’s taking Jackie to the cabin. He sliced through crow lady first with his light sword, disintegrating the essence that possessed her. And then, did the same to the spirit inside the man.

	The man and woman returned with the table, carrying it upside down.

	Crow lady blinked and looked around. “What’s happening? Let him go,” she commanded the men who held David.

	Jason swiped again at the essence trying to possess crow lady, but his energy was weakening. He had only so much fight or oomph in him. How did this not surprise him? Trish was right. He was a sparkler without the spark.

	Jackie’s spirit sat up from her body. And she looked about, dazed, as her physical body lay unconscious.

	“Jas,” she said. “What are you… ugh, you’re not real.” She looked down at her physical body. “I… I hit my head.”

	“I am real,” he said to her. “I’m really here. I came to help you.”

	She blinked as if she couldn’t believe it.

	“Madam Sophie… I’ll explain later. Those two with the table are going to take you back to the house. I’m going to try to keep Ivan’s minions from stopping them.”

	It was too late. Forest spirits had quickly possessed the man and woman.

	Jason concentrated with all the energy he could muster on making another sword. But his sword was a three-inch stub of light.

	The man and woman carried the table toward Jackie.

	David had broken free and came at them.

	Jackie’s spirit rose from her body.

	“I don’t know if it’s really you, but for what it’s worth, thank you for coming to save me. This promise ends with me, though.” She tugged the ribbon that connected her spirit to her body.

	“No!” Jason cried.

	Ivan floated toward them, reaching for Jackie.

	“Don’t touch her,” Jason said. He instinctively threw his arms around Ivan’s spirit. Ivan’s electric energy surged through Jason, igniting in him fervor and melding his spirit to Ivan’s.

	“Jason!” Jackie said. She let go of her cord and reached for him.

	Jason realized that without Ivan’s command the witches had no master and they could finish what they needed to do—save Jackie and destroy Ivan’s remains. He held on tight, the spirit man’s energy empowering him, and he envisioned his journey home. He would drop him in the tunnel somewhere between here and there, far enough away from here so David and the witches had time to do what they needed to.

	“See you in America, Jackie. You better the fuck come home!”

	Jason thought of the armchair his body rested in.

	Snap!

	His body jolted. His eyes opened, and he grabbed the couch arms.

	Madam Sophie peered at him, her face narrow, fox-like.

	He had catapulted so fast into his body, that he couldn’t remember his journey home. He looked around, his body as a taut as a stretched rubber band. “Where is he?” he whispered.

	“Who?” Madam Sophie asked.

	“Ivan. Did you see a blue light?”

	Madam Sophie shook her head.

	“I have to go back and see if Jackie’s okay.”

	“No sirree, mister. One trip for today is enough. Look at you. You’re as white as a winter’s moon. I’m going to make you lunch and a cup of my revitalizing herb tea.”

	“No, hypnotize me.”

	“Your spirit won’t stand a chance out there. You need to rest.”

	She shuffled to the kitchen.

	Jason leaned back into the armchair and closed his eyes. He concentrated on Jackie.

	The chaos of the whole event played in his head, spinning like a carousel in his mind. Drained of energy, a calm heaviness overtook him.

	Deep in the heaviness, a hand on his shoulder awoke him.

	“Jason?”

	His eyes opened. Sleep weighed heavily on his lids. “Huh?” he said groggily.

	“You were… sleeping?” Madam Sophie asked.

	He rubbed his eyes. He dreamed he was in Babu’s dining room and he, Babu, and Madam Sophie were holding hands around a burning candle and concentrating on Jackie.

	He sighed and then nodded.

	Madam Sophie shoved a plate at him. “I made you a peanut butter sandwich.”

	He blinked. “No jelly?”

	“Peanut butter is all you need. You made it to her, yes?”

	He nodded.

	“She knows what she’s up against?”

	“Yeah. You should have seen—”

	“Shush, then, I have a good feeling about this. You’ve given her hope. Now eat.”

	The ambiance of the apartment was calm. Madam Sophie was calm. If he had failed to drop Ivan somewhere along the way and he had carried him home with him, surely Madam Sophie would know, wouldn’t she?

	 


Chapter 46

	Jason, leaving Madam Sophie’s, headed down Main Street toward his truck. He had parked in front of the pharmacy.

	His head felt light, and he was filled with an overwhelming calmness, which served no purpose in his situation nor in Jackie’s. But he trusted that Madam Sophie was right, that Jackie would be okay.

	The café reminded him of his loneliness. But now, it wasn’t a feeling but a fact that he was alone. Strangely, he didn’t pity himself. Something had galvanized inside him.

	Getting into his truck, he realized that the solidity he felt inside and the calmness that cloaked him were the culmination of courage. He had fought evil spirits. And although he hadn’t had the full power of what would have been gained from found treasure in a video game, he had done his best courageously, nonetheless.

	 


Chapter 47

	Jason and Ivan had disappeared in a flash, and calmness settled in the ravine.

	Floating above herself, Jackie watched a man and woman lift her body onto a table.

	David shoved the man. “Stay away from her!”

	“What are you doing?” the man said. “We have to help the girl.”

	“Ivan’s gone?”

	Prababushka dusted the snow from her coat. “Da, poka ni slukhu ni dukhu. No my dolzhny deystvovat’ bystro,” she said, telling him that Ivan was gone for now but that they had to work quickly. She tossed a lit match into the grave.

	Whoosh. Fire rose from the open pit and cast a warm, orange glow on the area.

	Prababushka, fists clenched, stood at the gravesite watching Ivan’s remains burn.

	Agnes picked up the torch. She poked it into the fire to reignite it. Then she walked the perimeter, lighting the rags nearest the grave.

	“Wait,” David said to the two who were about to carry her body to the house. “Let me say a short prayer.” He took her hand in his and bowed his head. “Please, God, do not take her. Please, give her a chance to live her life and to use the gifts you have given her.”

	David’s energy was strong. It flowed from deep inside him into her. She felt it in her spirit.

	He had changed his view about her gifts… and he was praying from his heart!

	Like a fall leaf carried by a gentle breeze, her spirit floated downward and merged with her body.

	She opened her eyes. Her head ached, making her memory of recent events foggy. Her body felt as if it had been beaten with Prababushka’s laundry stick.

	“Jason?” she called.

	David cupped her cheek and crossed himself with his other hand. “Shhh. You had a bad fall. We are taking you back to the house. Can you move your legs?”

	Slowly and painfully, she drew her knee upward. “My head and back hurt.”

	“There is a doctor in Sankin. We will send someone for him immediately. For now, just rest.” He squeezed her arm lovingly. “I will see you at the house. I am going to stay here and make sure every piece of Ivan is burned.”

	“Thank you,” she said.

	Relieved the whole Ivan fiasco was over, she relaxed and stared up at crisp stars. She thought about Jason. Had he really come to save her? But how was that possible? Her head ached and her memories of the evening swirled into a disordered hodgepodge of something that hurt her head too much to think about.

	The table rocked and tilted as the man and woman carried her down the forest path. She closed her eyes and dreamed about going home.

	 


Chapter 48

	Restricted to bed rest, Jackie lay in the pechka bedroom. David’s mother, frail, yet a kind light in her eyes, often sat at her bedside, looking after her. Uncle had come to the house one evening. The story was that Jackie had fallen off Angel and hit her head, but the switch with Jackie in bed and his sister walking around, no longer ill, roused Uncle’s suspicions.

	Jackie heard him questioning his sister. He had called her out of the bedroom, and they were talking softly just outside the curtain.

	“Did she heal you?” Uncle asked his sister.

	“Yes, in a way, I suppose,” his sister replied.

	“You must tell me. Were you bewitched?”

	They were silent.

	“I warned you what it would be like here,” Uncle said. “Leave this godforsaken place.”

	“No, I will not leave. This is my home. Why can’t you understand that?”

	Silence.

	“Khorosho,” he finally said. “I will not ask you ever again.”

	Mother returned to Jackie’s bedside, looking flustered. She dropped into the chair. “Are you hungry? Can I get you anything?”

	“No, thank you,” Jackie said. “I’m good.” She was sitting up, trying to read one of Prababushka’s romance novels. Reading Russian made her head spin, but restricted to bed rest, she hadn’t much else to do.

	She leaned forward and whispered to Mother. “Do you remember anything from when you were bedridden?”

	Mother picked at a link in her long, messy braid. She shook her head.

	“You’re not crazy,” Jackie said. “It was Ivan who did this to you. He bewitched you to keep you silent. Do you remember being in Tatiana’s cellar?”

	Mother’s brow creased. “I remember pounding on the cellar door and Ivan’s spirit reaching for me. After that I remember nothing. I don’t remember why I was in the cellar to begin with.”

	The curtain pushed back, and Uncle entered the room, looking somber in his black garb, his pectoral cross glistening threateningly at her. Here it comes, Jackie thought, the interrogation.

	No one in the family, including David, wanted Uncle to know about Ivan and how Prababushka and Ivan’s other followers had plotted her and David’s marriage. That information would only fuel his convictions and give him more reason to break up the family.

	“Thank you,” Uncle said to Jackie.

	Jackie blinked.

	“I will keep you in my prayers,” he said. “Take care of my boy, David. And stay off horses.” He winked.

	She opened her mouth, but was silent.

	David peered into the room, a worried look on his face. “What’s going on?”

	Uncle rubbed David’s shoulder. “You two have my blessing.”

	“What?”

	“My blessing, for your marriage.”

	David’s cheeks flushed.

	Jackie smirked at David’s discomfort. He had been acting awkward around her, as if he didn’t know how to approach her. He both catered to her and kept at least a foot of distance from her. Sometimes he left the house for quite some time before returning, contemplation masking his face.

	e

	The day before leaving for Alapayevsk, Jackie visited Tatiana’s barn to say goodbye to Angel. Tatiana’s family had taken in Angel and the animals temporarily until the community could rebuild David’s family’s barn.

	“You are leaving soon?” asked Tatiana, sweetly. Bundled in her corduroy coat and mittens, she had been pitching fresh hay into a stall when Jackie had entered.

	“Yeah, tomorrow,” Jackie said.

	Tatiana clenched the top of the pitchfork’s handle with her mittened hands and leaned into it like a child hanging onto something for dear life. “We are sorry for the trouble we have caused you and David.”

	“You’ve already apologized.”

	“Yes, but you should know that we will no longer be meddling in your life or anyone else’s. We learn lesson. From now on, we direct spells and magic to our own business, our gardens, our livestock, our health, and we will send nothing but good fortune your way.”

	“I could sure use that.”

	“If you like, I will tell your fortune before you leave. Come, we see what your future holds.”

	Jackie stepped back. “Uh, I think I’ll pass on that.” She didn’t want to know what her future held. She just wanted to head back to America. She couldn’t wait to get to somewhere with phone service so that she could call Jason. She, too, had a lot of apologizing to do.

	e

	On the train to Alapayevsk, David was quiet, reading the books Uncle had given him for the journey home.

	Jackie, looking for something to read, slipped her book of Russian fairy tales from her satchel. The beautifully inked domovoy on the cover caught her eyes. He was nestled in the blankets above the pechka. On second thought, she slid it back inside her bag.

	For six hours, she watched the scenery, thinking that this would be the last time she’d ever see Russia. And she thought about Jason, wondering how Trish was treating him, feeling sick that she hadn’t said goodbye to him, and that she had kept her relationship with David a secret. She had been a horrible friend. She wouldn’t blame him if he never talked to her again.

	In Alapayevsk, on the way to the hotel, David directed the cab driver to the Tchaikovsky museum.

	“I thought you would like to see some of Russia’s historical sites before you leave.”

	“Sure,” she said. She needed some legit vacation pictures, besides those she had taken of farmland and forests.

	She and David toured the museum, the house where Tchaikovsky had spent some of his childhood. She took in the beauty of the nineteenth-century décor, its ornate designs and curves.

	“This is great!” she said to David, peering into the glassed display, a dollhouse version of the Tchaikovsky house back in the day.

	“Come, I want to show you something special,” he said.

	What could be more special than miniatures? She snapped a few quick pictures.

	He led her outside, along the brick pavers, to the front of the Tchaikovsky monument. The air was brisk, and Tchaikovsky was looking contemplatively at the grey sky, the fingers on his outstretched hand caught dancing in air, as if he had been counting the beats to one of his compositions.

	David removed his black knit hat, pressed it to his heart, and knelt. He gazed downward at the brick pavement. “Jackie Turova, would you marry me?” he asked.

	Jackie’s heart stopped. Her mouth dropped open. Weren’t they past this?

	It took her several seconds to collect herself. Her mouth still hung open in surprise, she touched the ridge of his David’s cheekbone. Her thumb resting near the sleepy downturned corner of his eye, she read him.

	The energy coming from him was solid, rational, respectful, and his very spirit bowed before her. She closed her eyes and saw him alone in the forest, in prayer, or rather in turmoil over whether marrying her was the right thing to do.

	She opened her eyes. He was still gazing at the pavement.

	He was being noble.

	She rubbed her thumb across his cheek. “Thank you,” she said.

	He peered up at her. “Is that a yes?”

	She scrunched her mouth. “No. This isn’t right.”

	“But… I have… I do feel we have this connection. With all we have been through… I mean, all spells aside, perhaps we do belong together.”

	She tugged his arm, near his elbow. “Come on. Get up before your knees freeze.”

	With his hat pressed to his heart, he stood. She wrapped her hands around his.

	“I’m not going to deny that with all we’ve been through, I’ve grown to care for you. Especially these last few days since my head’s been clear of witchcraft.” She flushed. “But”—she sighed—“you know we have different paths and these freaky gifts. Your uncle was right. We don’t need to pass it on… coven or no coven. My psychic ability’s gotten stronger. I can’t keep it hidden. And really, I don’t want to. I want to use my gift and learn more about it and about Babu… without guilt and without persecution, and especially without endangering your career as a priest.”

	He nodded and then kissed the top of her head. “Do not be a stranger, then. I will always be there for you if you need a friend… or an exorcism.” He grinned.

	She snatched his hat and hit him with it, both of them laughing.
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	As they walked toward Baggage at Cleveland Hopkins International airport, Jackie sent her mother a text to tell her they had landed. Her mother returned the text saying that she would be waiting for her at the baggage claim. On the moving sidewalk, Jackie dialed Jason. She had talked to David about her worries, and he told her some tips about forgiveness and that he would pray that her and Jason’s relationship would heal.

	Jackie nervously waited for Jason to answer, but after many rings, she was switched to voicemail.

	“I’m out of my body right now, but when I get back, I’ll return your call,” said Jason’s voicemail greeting.

	What? Besides his odd message, he sounded different, kind of carefree… confident. Or maybe it was that his voice sounded deeper. Anyway, she left a message that she was home, well, at the airport, and maybe they could catch up tomorrow sometime.

	Riding the escalator down to Baggage, Jackie looked around for her mom. She was coming to pick her up, and Father Gabriel was coming for David. She and David had decided after the proposal in Alapayevsk that it would be best to go their separate ways as soon as possible and had made long-distance calls from the hotel, Jackie telling her mom that they had had second thoughts about the wedding, her mother over-joyous and relieved and saying that she would be at the airport with bells on.

	Father Gabriel wasn’t hard to miss. He wore a tall, boxy hat and a long, black coat. His robust cheeks and beard set him apart from the crowd.

	“Not a word about the wedding debacle to Father Gabriel, please.” David said.

	“Of course,” she said. “But what are you going to tell him about us? He’s going to think something went wrong. You’re not going to blame me, are you?”

	“Like tell him you have decided to embrace your pagan roots?”

	“Ha!”

	“I will tell him that I had forgotten what brought me to the ministry in the first place and that we have both decided I will best serve the church unmarried.”

	“Have you really?”

	He raised his brow. “You are jealous I may marry someone else?”

	She blushed. “No, well, maybe, but honestly?”

	“Da,” he said convincingly. “I did a lot of spirit searching on the plane—”

	“Soul… it’s soul searching.”

	He looked annoyed. “I am going to miss my English lessons, you know.”

	“Sorry.”

	A serious expression donned his eyes. “I do not think I will ever feel as connected to anyone else like I do you, besides the Good Lord, that is.”

	“We did make incredible magic together.” She grinned at her pun.

	“Ha, we did,” he said. “But please, do not tell anyone… I mean, about us working together and my ability.”

	“My lips are sealed.” She ran her fingers across her mouth pretending to zip her lips.

	At the bottom of the escalator, David called out to Father Gabriel and waved. Father Gabriel waved back and nodded.

	They waited by the conveyor for their luggage.

	“I wonder what happened to my mom. Let me call her. I might have to hitch a ride with you.”

	“Is everything okay?” Father Gabriel asked David. “We’re going the same way. I don’t understand why—”

	“Yes, everything is good,” David said. “We will talk on the way home. I will tell you everything about our trip.”

	Jackie texted her mom again. When she looked up from her phone, she noticed an old woman in a head scarf coming through the doors who looked a lot like Babu. Jackie blinked and strained her eyes to see. From behind her, a guy with short black hair and a leather jacket stepped around her and took her arm.

	The old woman waved her way. Jackie turned and looked behind her. No one was waving back or responding.

	“That is Babu, yes?” David asked.

	“At the airport?”

	“Who is that with her?”

	As the couple approached, Jackie recognized Jason’s coat and those fawn eyes of his.

	No way. Jason cut his hair!

	Cut down to an inch or two, the top of his hair was spiked. That and the dark liner around his eyes gave him an edgy look. “Jas?” She was more surprised to see him here than Babu.

	Jason directed his thumb at Babu. “She made me come.” His eyes veered toward David and narrowed.

	Babu smacked Jason in the back of the head. “Idti,” she said, waving her hand.

	As if understanding Babu’s Russian command, he hesitantly came forward and lightly hugged Jackie.

	She hugged him back, squeezing him tightly. It felt so good to be with her best friend. He smelled like butterscotch and leather.

	David reached out to shake Jason’s hand. “Good to see you, man,” he said to him.

	Jason gritted his teeth, but then shook David’s hand. Jackie thought that maybe he was afraid that Babu would smack him again if he didn’t.

	“I am sorry I took Jackie away so abruptly,” David said to Jason.

	Wow, that was an understatement.

	Babu patted both of their shoulders. “Nichego, nichego.”

	David cocked his head, eyeing Jason. “Everything is good?”

	She picked up Jason’s vibes loud and clear. He was not only angry at David for endangering her life—he was still jealous, still hopeful that they could be more than friends. He blamed David for their relationship not moving to the next level.

	“It is not her fault,” David said.

	“I know,” Jason said with a gig in his tone.

	Father Gabriel appeared to be confused about the whole situation.

	Before Father Gabriel left with David, Father Gabriel said to Babu and Jackie, “Will we see you next Sunday?”

	David hooked his arm around Father Gabriel’s shoulder and directed him away. He raised his hand. “Poka,” he said, saying goodbye.

	 


Chapter 49

	Walking out the airport door, Jackie said enthusiastically to Jason, “I love the new do.”

	“Thanks,” he said, surprised.

	“I cut,” Babu said.

	Jackie stopped abruptly. “Did you just speak English?”

	“You no tell Mother,” Babu said. “I keep her like potato in cellar. This our secret. Yes?”

	“Sure. Jeez, you speak English and got Jason to cut his hair? It’s like I came back to another world.”

	“So you and David no marry?” Babu held up her ring hand.

	“No, Babu.”

	Babu crossed herself. “Slava Bogu. Maybe another nice young man come along.” She rubbed Jason’s back.

	“Babu!” Jackie said, embarrassed for putting Jason and her on the spot.

	“I never went anywhere,” he mumbled.

	“How’d you get away from Trish? She’s not stalking you, is she?” She looked around pretending to look for her.

	“Oh, that… she… we… it’s over.”

	Huh. I wonder how that ended.

	On the way home, Jason gripped the steering wheel and stared at the road ahead.

	She sensed that his emotions were bunched together and cowering behind a barrier.

	“You want to know what happened before the shit hit the fan?” she asked.

	“Yes and no,” Jason said. “Were you excited about the wedding… I mean, at first?”

	“Yeah, of course. I was under a spell.”

	He gave her a look, like don’t shit me, but then he said, “Okay, I give you that.”

	“Getting married is the furthest thing from my mind.”

	Jason’s demeanor grew grim.

	She swallowed. Why did she always say the wrong thing around Jason? “I missed you,” she said sincerely.

	“I’m glad you didn’t pull the cord,” he said softly, his eyes focused on the road.

	She wondered what he meant. There’s no way he could have known about her detachment from her body. She hadn’t even told David.

	“I tried to help you,” he said.

	“It was really you?”

	He nodded.

	“How did you…?”

	“Madam Sophie, hypnotism.”

	“Wow. How did you know something was up?”

	“Show her the sachet,” he said to Babu.

	“Eh.” She waved her hand.

	“What sachet?” she asked Babu.

	Babu begrudgingly dug into her coat pocket. She opened her fist. “Eto.” Lying in her palm was a tiny cloth bag with a red, knotted string around it.

	“What is it?”

	“Some kind of amulet. There’s a note in it that mentions a marriage promise.”

	“Holy crap! Where did you get it?”

	“You’re not gonna believe me.”

	“Why not?”

	“It was in the strap of David’s backpack.”

	“What were you doing with… never mind. I don’t care. What was he doing with this?”

	“See for yourself ’cause I’d still like to know.”

	“May I?” she asked Babu, reaching for the sachet. She already had a good idea of who might have sewn the sachet in David’s backpack.

	Babu gave it to her.

	Jackie squeezed the sachet and closed her eyes.

	She sensed that the bag had been passed from hand to hand, from Tatiana, to Olga, to Agnes, and to each of the coven members as they recited a spell. She sensed another presence on the sachet. It was someone close, in America, a woman’s hand, she was cleaning the church… dusting… in the rectory… David’s things. Jackie saw the woman’s face.

	“Yep. Mrs. Gorsky. She used to cut my hair when I was a kid and—”

	“Yeah, there’re locks of hair in the bag too,” Jason said.

	Jackie suddenly realized something. “Oh my goodness, it wasn’t Babu, me, or David that caused Mrs. Kevich’s heart attack. It was Mrs. Gorsky.”

	Babu muttered and crossed herself.

	“What are you going to do?” Jason asked.

	“What can I do? It’s not like I can prove she killed her. Jeez, I hope she got the memo that the wedding’s off.”

	“No worry,” Babu said. “Mrs. Gorsky no hurt you. We have ways to protect. I show you.”

	“Okay,” Jackie said, “but I’m not going back there… to church. Sorry.”

	Babu patted Jackie’s hand. “Agree. We like oil, and church like fire. No mix. We stay home.”
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	Jason took Babu’s arm and helped her up the lawn stairs and then up the front porch stairs. It was late, and the house was dark.

	“Is Mom home?” Jackie asked, digging into her satchel for her keys.

	“She with Andy,” Babu said.

	“Oh.” It disturbed Jackie that her mother wasn’t home to greet her. Maybe a lot more had changed since she’d been gone than she knew about.

	Keys jingled. They were in Jason’s hand, and he was turning one of them in the lock. He pushed open the door and let Babu and Jackie enter first.

	Jackie awkwardly rolled her luggage across the threshold and then hit the light switch.

	The lamp on the end table lit. Strung across the front room was a string of placards with letters on them, which together read “Welcome home Jackie.” Many blank cards hung on both ends of the banner.

	She turned to Jason. “Did you—”

	“Surprise!” said Zeta, Trish, and Mom, jumping up from behind the couch.

	Mom came toward her with open arms. “Welcome home. Oh, my little girl.”

	“Mom.” Before Jackie could say any more, her mother smothered her with a hug.

	“I’m so glad you’re home and not…”

	“But we were ready,” said Trish. “The other side of this sign says “Congratulations Jackie and David.”

	Zeta raised a bottle of Welch’s sparkling grape juice. “We had fake champagne for the occasion,” Zeta said. The corner of her mauve-painted mouth turned upward into a wry smile.

	No one responded.

	“There’s a joke in there somewhere, I know there is,” Zeta mumbled.

	“Pop it open anyway,” Mom said. “Let’s celebrate.”

	With Jason’s help, Babu took off her coat.

	Zeta pressed her thumb against the cork as best she could without her black, curled thumbnail getting in the way.

	Pop. The plastic cork ricocheted off the dining room wall and dropped to the floor.

	On the dining room table, which was covered with a party tablecloth, Mom lined up plastic flutes for Zeta to fill.

	“Idi za mnoy,” Babu said to Jason. He followed her into the kitchen.

	Jackie wrinkled her brow. “Babu’s got Jason on a short leash.”

	Trish leaned in spookily close to Jackie. Jackie flinched.

	“Jason said some weird shit happened in Russia,” Trish said in a low, creepy voice. Her eyes glistened eagerly from the dark, smudged outlines that surrounded them.

	“How about what happens in Russia stays in Russia,” Jackie said.

	“But Jason said there was a ghost and witches and—”

	Jackie pressed her hand to Trish’s mouth. “No more Ouija boards, voodoo dolls, and talk about supernatural shit. I’m just so glad to be home. Let’s have fun.”

	“Okay, but you’re going to tell me, eventually… I mean, I want to hear it from you… It would be so much cooler.”

	“Everyone grab a glass,” Mom said. “Jason. Babu.”

	Babu shuffled out from the kitchen with a tray of miniature sandwiches. Jason followed with plates and napkins. They set it on the dining room table.

	“Take one,” Mom said to Babu.

	Babu lifted a glass to her tiny nose and sniffed.

	“No alcohol,” Mom said loudly. “Grape juice.”

	“Mom, she’s not deaf.” Jackie touched Babu’s arm and said to Babu, “Eto vinogradny sok.”

	“Ukh ty! Kak ty khorosho zagovorila po-russki!” Babu said in delight, telling Jackie that she spoke Russian well.

	“Spasibo. Nemnogo… little bit,” Jackie said.

	Babu swept up her glass. “Za zdorov’ye nashey sem’i i druzey.”

	“To family and friends,” Jackie repeated, raising her glass.

	Everyone repeated it too, except for Trish, who shot Jason a devious grin and said, “To friends.”

	Jason glared at Trish. Jackie could feel the hurt and anger rising in him. His face had turned red.

	Jackie raised her glass. “Jason, this toast is for you. To true friendship and true…” Tears stung Jackie’s eyes, and she wasn’t sure if it was the stinging in them or since she was tired, they were playing tricks on her, but across the room, the wallpaper was tearing and peeling downward in strips.

	Jason, anticipation showing in his watery eyes, swallowed.

	She picked up a napkin and blotted her eyes, smudging the white paper with black from her mascara. She peered at the wall again. Two electric-blue hands appeared to be clawing the wall from the inside out.

	Jason put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, I—”

	“Look!” She pointed to the wall.

	Everyone turned.

	“The wallpaper!” Mom said.

	Babu crossed herself.

	“Oh, oh,” Jason said.

	“Uninvited guest?” Zeta asked, stepping back.

	Trish pumped her arm. “Yes! Let’s get this party started.”

	The house trembled; the glass and plates in the hutch rattled; the dining room table shook and creaked. Something loud popped like a blown transformer. Everyone screamed.

	The lights went out, and the room illuminated in an eerie blue light.

	They huddled in the front room.

	“What on earth is going on?” Mom asked.

	“He’s here,” Jackie whispered, “and he’s pissed.”

	 


Chapter 50

	“Shit,” Jason said, sounding as if he’d made a huge mistake.

	“You brought him home?” Jackie asked Jason.

	“I didn’t know what happened to him. I meant to drop him somewhere along the way back, but coming home happened so fast. And then, nothing happened. I thought everything was cool. I mean, wasn’t David supposed to burn his bones?”

	“Yeah… and the rags. Everything was burned. I saw it myself.”

	What could they have missed?

	She smacked her forehead. “The blood… in Tatiana’s cellar… I spilled a jar of it.”

	How much more of him did they leave behind?

	“What?”

	“Ugh, never mind. Too late now.”

	“Ha,” said Trish. “So much for what happens in Russia stays in Russia.”

	“You brought an evil spirit into this house?” Mom asked Jackie, fear in her voice.

	“It’s not the first time, Mom. Probably won’t be the last.”

	“Great,” Mom said. “Call David.”

	“No, we’re not doing that. How much garlic do we have?”

	“What?”

	“Garlic. Do we have any?”

	“One bulb, maybe. I don’t know. Ask Babu. She’s the cook.”

	“Nemnogo,” Babu said, shaking her head.

	Ivan’s image appeared on the surface of the glowing wall. Ominous shadows billowed around him. Jackie could clearly see the steely details of his face, his wild beard, his cloaked body. His features had hardened even more than when she’d seen him last.

	His eyes caught Babu. He looked terribly angry. He lifted his arm like he was pulling a heavy weight, and he pointed a crooked finger at her. “Umri, ved’ma,” he said in an airy, guttural tone, telling her to die and addressing her as witch.

	Babu’s face paled. Her expression was dire as if she were facing the essence of death. With her fat fingers partially folded, she crossed herself.

	They needed protection, Jackie frantically thought. Silver… coins… Babu’s fancy silverware?

	She crept along the far side of the dining room table, furthest away from Ivan, to get to the china cabinet.

	The cabinet doors had been jarred open, and china and glassware lay broken on the floor. She opened the top drawer and scooped up a handful of spoons.

	Ivan, his beard, wild hair, and cloak billowing, floated out from the wall.

	Jackie quickly joined the others, who were standing in a tight cluster.

	“Take one,” she said to everyone as she handed out the spoons.

	“What are we supposed to do with these?” Zeta asked. “Play him a song?”

	“No, silly,” Trish said. “It’s for protection. Silver repels evil spirits.”

	“Serebro.” Silver, Babu said. “Da, khorosho.” She patted Jackie’s back.

	Ivan lifted his hands and spoke. His voice whooshed like a sled sliding over slushy snow.

	The scene around them suddenly changed, and they were standing in a snowy forest, surrounded by birch trees and snow-laden pines. The woodland scene was bright yet transparent, and Jackie could faintly see the front room and dining room contents through it.

	Thick flakes fell. They lighted on her face and disappeared. The room temperature had dropped severely, and cold air nipped at Jackie’s cheeks and nose.

	“Something tells me we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Zeta said.

	“Who wants Kansas?” Trish said, her eyes sparkling. “This is the witch cat’s meow!”

	Ivan disappeared and then, with an electric snap, he reappeared closer to them.

	Everyone gasped and jumped back.

	Ivan reached out. Energy in the form of a blue light surrounded his fingertips.

	The silver grew hot in Jackie’s hand and the spoon curled. “Ach! I forgot he’s good at this.” She dropped the spoon to the floor.

	“Ow!” Zeta dropped hers.

	They all dropped their dilapidated spoons.

	“Any other hot ideas?” Zeta said, a bit sarcastically.

	“Crosses don’t work either,” Jackie said.

	Ivan, evil in his eyes, looked directly at Babu. In the staccato of his voice, Jackie heard him say, “You promised.”

	“Net,” Babu said. “Idti.”

	A white light flashed. Zeta had snapped a picture.

	“Are you crazy?” Jason said to her.

	“Hey, I dropped the ball at the exorcism. I’m not missing this opportunity.” She snapped a few more.

	Her phone sparked. “No!” The apparatus caught fire. Zeta dropped it like a hot potato. The battery popped and the display exploded. “Dude, you owe me eight hundred dollars!”

	Ivan’s arms spread wide, and his eyes grew abysmal.

	Zeta’s body jolted. Her body rose above the floor. She fell back into an inclined position and levitated toward the ceiling, her purple-streaked pigtails dangling at an odd angle from her head. As she floated upward, her legs bent downward at the knees, her arms arched. She looked like a misshaped staple.

	“Forget I said anything. I was due for an upgrade anyway.”

	Mom was struck next, followed by Trish and Jason. Slung backward like Zeta, they rose to just several feet from the ceiling.

	“Jackie,” Mom said. “Make him go away.”

	An energy force lifted Jackie. Babu grabbed her arm, but Babu was pushed backward by an invisible power. Jackie rose toward the ceiling like a loose helium balloon. Thick snowflakes fell on her face and lashes and quickly dissipated.

	“Is everyone okay?” she asked, snow landing on her lips and tongue.

	“Sure we are,” Zeta said. “I propose a toast. To friends from far away.”

	“Now can we talk about supernatural shit?” Trish asked.

	“None of this is funny,” Mom said. “I’m terrified.”

	“Welcome to my world,” Jackie said. She hadn’t heard a word from Jason. “Jas, are you okay?”

	“I’m thinking.” He was relaxed, suspended in midair—his arms crossed behind his head, one boot casually crossed over the other. He looked like he was lying in a recliner. “You know, this kind of feels like when I was astral projecting. Maybe we can will our bodies to move.”

	“Oh, now you’re the authority on astral projection,” Trish said.

	“Yeah, and if you had been there, you would have seen how much spark I had.”

	“Get over it,” Trish said. “You’ve got as much flare as a wet sparkler.”

	“Ha! Sparks are flying now,” Zeta said.

	“Maybe Jason’s right,” Jackie said. “Everyone concentrate on moving.”

	“And then do what?” Zeta asked. “Move on out of here? How do we get down?”

	Jackie heard Ivan’s icy whispers and Babu talking in Russian. Babu sounded crazed and confused, just like David’s mom had been.

	“He’s in her head,” Jackie said.

	“You know, when we were trying to contact you telepathically,” Jason said, “something scared Babu and she nearly had a heart attack.”

	“We got to help her.” Jackie tried to move. Nothing happened.

	Jason flipped over so that he was facing the front room and not the ceiling. His arms extended, he floated to her.

	“How’d you do that?” she asked.

	“Just imagine yourself to where you want to be,” he said.

	She just wanted to see what was going on below them. In an instant, she turned over and she was looking down at Babu.

	Babu was holding her head and pacing the imaginary woodland. Snow lit on the shoulders of her oversized cardigan as she muttered in Russian. Ivan clung close to her side, whispering in her ear.

	“Babu,” Jackie called to her, “don’t listen to him.”

	Babu looked up at her. “Lesnyye dukhi,” she said, fear in her voice.

	“She thinks we’re forest spirits.”

	The forest scene below somehow reminded Jackie of how Babu had run from the church, escaping the beating, and had run into the witch’s circle, the serpent at her heels.

	The plan could go south, but it was worth a try.

	“Trish, you haven’t heard from your Ouija board friend, I mean you two don’t keep in touch, do you?”

	“Who? That demon?”

	“Yeah.”

	“No such luck. I bought a new Ouija board and tried. You either locked him away for good or I just got lucky that night because of the solar storm.”

	“There’s a lot of freaky energy in this room,” Jackie said. “I hate to ask you this—Actually, I can’t believe I’m asking you, but if we can get you out of here, could you go home and get your board?”

	“Are you crazy?” Jason said. “Don’t we have enough paranormal shit to deal with?”

	“What demon?” Mom asked.

	“I told you, this isn’t the first time we’ve had unwelcomed guests,” Jackie said.

	“I swear, I will never be able to sleep in this house again,” Mom said.

	“I think bringing him back can help,” Jackie said to Jason.

	“Okay, I’m missing something here,” Zeta said. “What kind of help could that beast possibly bring to the table?”

	“The enemy of my enemy is my friend kind of help.”

	“Because?”

	“Because Ivan tricked it and sent it to the underworld.”

	“Ha, you and him. Wouldn’t he kick both your asses?”

	“Uh, not if he sees Ivan first? I don’t know. At this point, I don’t care. If I don’t do something, he’s going to kill Babu. He attempted it before when she tried to save the church people he cursed.”

	“If you’re inviting a demon to this party,” Zeta said, “you need a solid plan or else we’re all screwed.”

	“Well, I’m thinking if the demon engages Ivan, merges energy with him like Jason did to him in Russia, we can send them both back to the underworld at once, close the gateway, and be done with both of them forever.”

	Zeta, her head slung back, stared at Jackie upside down and wide-eyed. Her mauve lips parted like she wasn’t buying the logic of the plan.

	“There’s a Ouija board in the attic,” Mom said sheepishly.

	“What?” Jackie asked. “Whose?”

	“Mine.”

	“Get out of here. Grandma let you have a Ouija board?”

	“She never knew. My friends and I used to have séances and work the Ouija board in the attic. We did it for fun. Nothing like this ever happened. Anyway, it’s stashed with my albums and books.”

	“Well, aren’t we a family of secrets. Wow, okay, Jason, will you go to the attic with me? I might need your help getting around.”

	“Sure.” He floated closer to her, bumping against her like a bumper car. “Take my hand.”

	She slipped her hand into his. A feeling of confidence seeped into her.

	“Concentrate on the top of the stairs,” Jason said.

	Jackie looked in the direction of the stairs. She could barely see the handrail through the forest image that masked it.

	All this isn’t real, she told herself. She focused on the top of the stairs—at least on where she thought it should be.

	She and Jason, hand in hand, floated through the essence of a pine tree, over the railing, and up the staircase. It felt as if they had tapped into the weird energy in the air to move.

	At the top of the stairs, they stopped and hovered. The hallway looked normal, not masked behind an imaginary scene.

	“Okay,” Jason said, “now focus on the attic door.”

	Jackie concentrated on the attic door, which was at the end of the hall.

	Jason leading, they floated to the entrance.

	Jackie opened the door, and she and Jason floated up the attic stairs.

	In the attic, she tugged a string, lighting the bulb in the rafter light socket. She looked about. Near the window was a metal cabinet, next to it, large boxes. On the other side of the room, she eyed the long, rectangular box. Her stomach grew queasy.

	“Is it in there?” Jason asked.

	“No. That’s not what’s in there. It should be in one of these big boxes.”

	He floated across the room. “It has her name on it.” He reached down.

	“No, don’t,” she cried, but he had already raised the lid.

	He lifted the contents, a plastic vacuum-sealed bag with a white lace dress inside.

	“Oh,” he said. “Your mom’s wedding dress.”

	She grimaced. It was a hard reminder of how marriage seemed like a curse in her family—Babu’s promise, her parent’s divorce, Jackie’s spellbound love affair and wedding plans. “Put it back and shut the box. I don’t want to see it.”

	She floated to the boxes near the attic window and frantically ripped open tucked box flaps and searched each box for Mom’s Ouija board.

	“Are you sad you didn’t get married?”

	“No. I’m sad I was so gullible. I wanted a normal life so bad that I couldn’t pick up that none of it was real, and I forgot who I really was.”

	Inside the boxes she’d opened were old knickknacks and a set of antique dishes.

	“Normal?” Jason asked, agitated. “With him?” He rummaged through a huge box.

	She shrugged. “Sorry. I was duped.” She opened the metal storage cabinet. A strong musty scent escaped and hit her nose.

	The cabinet was packed with old appliances: an iron with a cloth cord, a wooden arch-shaped radio, and other dusty old things that should have been discarded years ago.

	“You know, I find it hard to believe that it was all spell that attracted you to him,” Jason said. “He does kinda look like a Russian Brad Pitt, but that’s fine. I understand. Trish taught me all about spark.”

	“What’s this spark thing you guys are arguing about?”

	She floated to a cluster of boxes in the far corner of the attic.

	“I wasn’t… well… not exciting enough for Trish. Not that I wanted to be with her anymore. Anyway, Madam Sophie taught me you can’t always be peanut butter and jelly. Sometimes peanut butter is all you need to be. At least that’s what I thought she was saying.”

	She tugged a box lid open. Inside the box was a folded heap of suit jackets, bright-colored and with thick padded shoulders. She turned her head toward Jason. “I don’t think I could cope with any of the shit I go through if it wasn’t for you.”

	“Wow, thanks,” he said. “But you don’t have to—”

	“No, honestly. You’re more than just peanut butter. You’re like the whole-wheat bread that holds the sandwich together. And if there was jelly on that sandwich, it’d be made with real fruit and natural sugars, nothing fake, because you’re not fake and you’re certainly everything that makes me healthy.”

	He floated to her. Hurt and hunger burned in his fawn eyes.

	“I’m sorry I wasn’t totally upfront about my feelings for David,” she said. “I’m sorry shit had to hit the fan to expose everything. Will you ever forgive me?”

	“I forgive you… I mean, you were honest with me about us just being friends…. at least I think you were… but David, him I’d like to strangle. You almost died! He should have known better with all of his prayers and piousness. And to think it was his family involved in this.”

	“Mostly his neighbors and his great-grandmother. I can’t believe I was going to…” She sighed. “It’s over. Let’s just find that Ouija board and send Ivan on his way.”

	She tore open the flaps of one of the big boxes. Inside was a stack of albums. They were on top of something else. She lifted a group of three albums. The top one was the soundtrack to Footloose. Beneath that, the soundtrack to Dirty Dancing. And under that Saint Elmo’s Fire. “Boy, Mom really was into soundtracks.”

	She quickly pulled out the rest of the albums, uncovering a crushed Ouija board box.

	“Yes! Found it!”

	She lifted the smashed lid and dug out the board and stylus. The stylus had a few hairline cracks in the window, but otherwise it was intact.

	“Come on. Let’s save Babu.” She took Jason’s hand, and they floated out the door and to where the others still hovered.

	Below, Babu gripped the handle of a carving knife. Raised high, its blade pointed toward her chest.

	 


Chapter 51

	David felt like an ass for showing up on Jackie’s doorstep, but he needed his backpack. He hoped Jackie wouldn’t think he was having second thoughts about their relationship and had come to see her. And having seen Jason’s truck parked in front, he hoped Jason didn’t think he was coming to see her, either. He couldn’t help but wonder, if witchcraft weren’t involved, would Jackie have told Jason she loved him only as a friend? It was time he let their relationship heal. He would grab his bag and immediately leave.

	He pressed the doorbell button.

	Along with resounding chimes, he heard screams.

	“Help,” the voices cried.

	He peered through the side window, through the sheer that covered it. Inside glowed blue. Thick chunks of snow fell through a snowy forest. Thinking he was fatigued from his travels, he rubbed his eyes and looked again.

	Hanging in midair were Jackie and her friends.

	Babu was kneeling on the floor in the middle of the forest pointing a carving knife toward her chest. Standing in front of her was the ghostly image of his great-grandfather, Ivan.

	His heart ceased a beat, and then resumed, ticking heavily in his chest.

	Jackie, a Ouija board tucked under her arm, hovered over Babu and Ivan, pleading with Babu to stop what she was doing.

	The evil had followed them from Russia and was about to kill Babu! He grabbed the doorknob and wriggled it, but it was locked.

	“Open the door,” he shouted. He peered through the side window.

	Jackie floated toward the door, but Ivan raised his ghostly arm and Jackie was sucked backward, toward the dining room.

	He searched the porch, but there was nothing on it to break the window with. He had to get in and stop Babu from stabbing herself.

	“Please forgive me,” he prayed.

	He gripped the doorknob and envisioned the knob heating. He hoped that the heat would transfer to the lock mechanism so that he could work it free.

	His hand grew warm and then hot. Quickly, the metal began to heat. The knob burning his hand, he let go of it. He pulled his coat sleeve over his palm and forcefully turned the doorknob.

	Click.

	The softened mechanisms within the lock had broken loose. He threw the door open and ran to Babu.

	Kneeling and clenching the knife, Babu ranted crazily. Her expression was confused and distraught.

	“Dayte, pozhaluysta,” he said to her, begging her to give the knife to him. When she wouldn’t, he grabbed the knife and tore it from her hands.

	The room shook and two dining room chairs hurled across the room at David.

	“Watch out!” Jackie yelled.

	David instinctively shielded Babu. A chair struck his back.

	His arms around Babu, David peered at Ivan. He looked even worse than he did in their last encounter. The contours of his face were emaciated, his face elongated, his cheeks severely sunken.

	This time he was ready for Ivan. He reached into his coat collar and tugged out his cross. He had fixed the bent extremities during his meditative time in the woods.

	His great-grandfather craned his neck, and his head came forward toward David. His jaw stretched wide as if its hinge was broken, and he shrieked.

	The sound cut through David’s ears and ripped down his spine. Still, he held the cross steadily and prayed.

	The cross grew hot, but he was not going to let great-grandfather destroy it. His fingers searing, he focused on the metal, on the whole of it, on its form. As the metal began to soften, he imagined it solidifying, countering the effect Ivan had on it.

	Ivan’s image faded in and out like a bad picture on an analog TV, and then zap, he was gone.

	The snowy forest disappeared, and everyone who had been suspended in midair hit the floor.

	 


Chapter 52

	Jackie’s knees and wrists ached. She had dropped the Ouija board and stylus to catch her fall, but her knees and the heels of her hands had slammed against the floor.

	Mom rubbed her back as she stood up. “I’m too old for this.”

	“Where’d he go?” asked Trish, sounding disappointed.

	“What are you doing here?” Jason asked David.

	“I came for my bag,” David said. “Just my bag. Honest.”

	“Babu, are you okay?” Jackie helped Babu up from the floor.

	“Da,” Babu said. “He no leave. He be back. He wants me to go with him, in spirit. He wants me to keep the marriage promise. He so angry.”

	“That’s not happening,” Jackie said. She thought about their situation and Ivan’s intent.

	“Did she just speak English, or am I cracking up?” Mom asked. “I’m losing my mind, aren’t I?”

	Jackie waved her hand. “She knows little bit,” she said, trying not to blow Babu’s cover. “I have a plan,” she said to Babu, and she whispered in Babu’s ear.

	“Net,” Babu said.

	“It’s the only way to get him in the circle.”

	“What are we talking about here?” David asked.

	“Inviting back an old friend… with a Ouija board,” Trish said, cradling the board lovingly in her arms.

	“No,” David said. “Absolutely not.”

	“You have a better idea?” Jackie asked.

	“I bring Father Gabriel and…”

	“You and your uncle couldn’t help your mother. We have to fight fire with fire… like you apparently just did.”

	He sighed heavily.

	“That is what you did, wasn’t it?” Jackie said. “You used your power?”

	“Shh!” he said. “I did what I had to do to protect Babu,” he whispered.

	“The energy we counted on to open a gate to hell is gone,” Trish said.

	“You mean the underworld,” Jackie corrected.

	“I open door,” Babu said. “You call friend,” she said to Trish. “Jackie, you get brooms, mops, anything with long wooden handles.”

	“You are not going to—”

	“Got it,” Jackie said, interrupting David. “Jas, help me. You check the garage. I’ll check the kitchen storage closet.”

	Jason threw David a searing look, and then followed close behind Jackie.

	Jackie returned with a mop and two brooms, Jason with a spade and a hoe.

	“You make circle with fat crayon,” Babu said to Jason, pointing to the coffee table were Mathew’s crayons and giant coloring book lay.

	“You’re writing on the floor?” Mom said worriedly.

	“We need circle for protection,” Babu said. “We stand inside and beat sticks on floor. I show you how.” She pointed to Trish. “You, go in middle with witch board and call friend.” She looked at the others. “When the demon come, let me and Ivan in circle.”

	“No,” Jackie said. “You’re not going to be the bait. I told you. I will.”

	“But…”

	“Your heart… please.”

	“Are we like a coven now?” Trish asked excitedly.

	“No,” David said. “No covens. No more witchcraft. I can’t be involved in this.”

	“Then don’t,” Jackie said. “You’re free to go.”

	“Good,” Jason said. “Go home.”

	“If he doesn’t want to take part, I respect that,” Jackie said. She turned to David.

	He wet his lips. “There are other ways.”

	“Which have not worked,” she said. “He almost killed Babu. He’s got to leave. And this is how we do it.”

	“He is my great-grandfather and therefore my problem.”

	“Honestly, this is between Babu and Ivan now. I’ll help her end it.”

	His brow furrowed.

	“Don’t worry,” Jackie said. “We’ll be fine.”

	“You were not doing so well when I arrived.”

	“We got this. Really.”

	“This is my fight too.”

	“The best way you can defeat your great-grandfather is to get ordained. You blow that, and he won.”

	He opened his mouth to speak.

	“Go,” Jackie said. “We’re not starting this until you leave.”

	He looked about at the others who were standing near Jackie. “Please, then, not a word of this to anyone. I was never here. Is that understood?”

	Jackie turned to the others. “You can’t say a word, honestly, or he’ll never be ordained.”

	“That can’t happen,” Jason said. “The day he’s ordained, I’m doing my happy dance.”

	“You don’t dance, Jason,” Trish said. “And I’ve never ever seen you happy.”

	“Well, that day, I’ll be. So everyone, please, this guy wasn’t here.”

	“Fine,” Trish said.

	“You have my word,” Zeta said.

	Mom rubbed her head. “After this is over, I’m wiping my mind clean with gin, lots of gin. So, no problems here.”

	“I promise, I will not be far from here, and I will pray for your success.” He crossed himself and then found his bag, which had been shoved beneath the coffee table.

	With the strap of his backpack slung over his shoulder, he gave Jackie a final nod and then he walked out the door.

	“Can we start now?” Trish asked impatiently.

	“Let’s do it,” Jackie said.

	Trish sat on the floor, Ouija board in her lap. Her fingers, bearing a shitload of gothic rings, rested on the stylus.

	Jackie handed Mom a broom and laid the knife inside the circle.

	“What’s that for?” Jason asked.

	“For in case.”

	“In case what?”

	“Never mind. Let’s get this done.”

	Jason handed the hoe to Zeta, keeping the spade for himself.

	Zeta wrinkled her mouth as she took the hoe.

	“What?” Jason asked. “You want the spade?”

	“No, s’okay.” Her mauve lips curved into a teasing smile.

	Babu, Mom, Jason, and Zeta formed a wide circle around Trish.

	Babu took a broom from Jackie and turned it upside down. She rested the tip of it on the floor to her far left. “You do like this. Raz, dva, tri.” She tapped the broomstick three times quickly against the floor with each count and then moved it a few inches to the right. “One, two, three.” She tapped the tip again and then moved it, and repeated this routine until the broomstick made three taps to her far right. “You keep doing, back and forth, left to right, right to left. Poniali? You understand?”

	Everyone agreed.

	“To left,” Babu said and set the tip of her broomstick down to her left.

	Everyone awkwardly turned their instruments upside down and set the tips of them down to their left.

	“Follow now,” Babu said, “one, two, three.” She tapped.

	Zeta, Jason, and Mom tapped their sticks against the floor, but out of sync. By the third pass, the rhythm unified and became deliberate and forceful.

	Babu spoke the words that Ivan had spoken long ago when Babu had lured the demon into the witches’ circle.

	Trish closed her eyes and moved her lips. Despite the clusters of rings on her fingers, her fingertips on the stylus raised gracefully like ballerinas on toe-point.

	Jackie went to the dining room and pressed her palms to the wall, against the strips of hanging wallpaper. The wall no longer glowed, but she could feel Ivan’s presence—a mix of turbulence and fury. He was below her, in her make-shift darkroom, sulking and churning with anger.

	A rush of anxiety swept through her, rattling her nerves and making her stomach twitch. She couldn’t deny that she was fearful of what this willful, angry spirit may be capable of. But she had to go through with the plan. There was no other way she knew of to get rid of him.

	She swallowed, even though her mouth was dry.

	“Come out, come out,” she said. “Your grandson left, and I have a proposal for you.”

	She was betting on her suspicion that Ivan had been attracted to her—grabbing her hand when she had snooped the energy in the pechka wall, watching her in the vannaya. She hoped it wasn’t a losing bet.

	A blue light illuminated around her fingers. Her hands tingled.

	She sucked in a nervous breath.

	The light spread from around her fingers and covered the wall, turning it a supernatural blue.

	“Ivan,” she said softly, “Babu has rejected you, but not me. Take me as your bride instead. Together we can merge our power and protect your village for eternity. Please, Ivan. Let me fulfill Babu’s promise.”

	Ghostly fingers reached out from the wall. Ivan’s hand wrapped around hers. His essence was icy cold, and she felt as if she had stepped into a freezer.

	Her stomach wrenched.

	What had she done?

	She glanced at the circle. Besides a lot of tapping, Babu chanting, and Trish waiting for the stylus to move, nothing was happening. Absolutely nothing.

	 


Chapter 53

	Jackie took a deep breath to gather her nerve. If her plan went south, her life would end, and her spirit would return with Ivan to Russia. She thought about the dream she had of being in the forest with Babu and Babu leading her home. In a twisted way, her nightmare just might come true. But no matter how afraid she was of losing this battle to Ivan, she had to get him away from Babu for good.

	She folded her fingers around his ghostly hand and melded with his chilling energy. “Follow me,” she said.

	His hand withdrew from hers. She could feel his energy retreating into the wall.

	“No. Come back. Please. You have to help me. I’m afraid to do it alone.” She pressed her palms to the wall and concentrated on what she wanted him to do.

	His face protruded from the wall. His vacant eyes stared at her.

	“Domoy,” she whispered.

	He stepped out, light energy radiating around him. Floating beside her, he followed her to the circle.

	Zeta and Jason ceased for a beat and stepped aside to let Jackie and Ivan inside. Then they picked up the beat again.

	Jackie was amazed at how easily she had led him into the circle, but then the eerie blue that flowed about him spread to the floor and everything glowed. He reached out toward Babu. Energy arced from his fingers.

	Babu flew backward and landed on her butt behind the sofa, the broom lying beside her. The others stopped tapping.

	Except for snapping and crackling, the room was silent.

	Zeta, Mom, and Jason looked frightened and dumbfounded and had, stepping back, widened the circle.

	Trish appeared to buoy in the energy that flowed around her.

	“Don’t stop!” Jackie yelled.

	Ivan pointed at Trish.

	“Pay no attention to her,” Jackie said. “She loves the occult. She wants to harness some of your power. Don’t worry. She’s just a paranormal wannabe. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

	Trish’s mascara-lined eyes beamed angrily at Jackie. Challenged, she directed her gaze at the stylus. A determined expression formed on her face.

	Jackie touched the ethereal essence of Ivan’s face, near the sharp edge of his cheekbone. “Let’s focus on us.”

	Ivan’s abysmal eyes gazed into Jackie’s. The energy swirling within them, like tiny tornados, mesmerized her.

	A weight pressed on her chest. The weight was despair. The feeling consumed her, depressing her.

	It became suddenly clear to her that she could never live a normal life, not with David, not with Jason. She was a freak. Everyone at school thought so. If she didn’t go with Ivan, she would be alone her whole life… a Madam Sophie, living in some small apartment with only weak, needy people visiting her, her psychic ability merely entertainment at carnivals and festivals. Who would even hire her as a photographer, knowing what she was? She could never have a normal relationship without getting into the other person’s head. Who would want to be with her? She had no life here, no future.

	She pressed her palms to her temples. He was in her head, sapping her hope, her light.

	Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. The rhythm picked up. Babu had returned to the circle, and she chanted.

	The knife levitated from the floor and into Ivan’s hands. He placed it into Jackie’s. His eyes lighted and he smiled deviously.

	The demon hadn’t come. She might soon be dead, and her spirit would forever belong to Ivan. Her heart raced.

	She was doing this to protect Babu, she reminded herself.

	The thought of Babu crooked over like Baba Yaga popped into her head. A black scarf was tied snuggly beneath her chin. Leaning onto a carved staff, she hobbled out from the trees into the clearing. “Domoy,” she said to Jackie, beckoning her to come home.

	“I love you, Babu. Ya lyublyu vas,” she said out loud. “I’m coming home.”

	Her hands clenching the knife handle, she turned the point of the blade upward. Thinking about Babu, the weight of despair lifted from her, and she burned with hope.

	The love she had for Babu flowed from her heart to her hands in the form of a white light. It flowed into the knife blade. The blade shined as bright as a star.

	The blue glow in the room turned pure white.

	Ivan cupped his hands around hers and tried with his power to turn the blade toward her chest, but he had no effect on it. He floated back a few feet and reached out. Electricity arced from his fingertips to Jackie.

	Jackie dropped the knife. She didn’t need it. The light was in her hands. She pressed her palms to the blue energy that crackled about her, and she channeled her healing light into it.

	Babu ceased tapping. She extended the broom tip into the circle and chanted something Jackie hadn’t heard before. She harnessed Jackie’s energy and channeled it through the broom and into the floor.

	Ivan tried to leave the circle, but he was bound in the force Jackie had turned against him.

	Jackie concentrated on an image of Ivan and sent him thoughts of eternal peace. She imagined him satisfied and fulfilled by his life on earth, imagined him ready to move onward to the other realm, wherever that may be for him.

	His icy expression softened, and he looked human, humble and innocent. His essence lighted brightly for an instant, and a feeling of overwhelming peace lit Jackie’s heart. And then, his image slowly dissolved and disappeared.

	Ivan was gone.

	A feeling of peace lingered in the room. Jackie took a breath relief and smiled.

	“R,” Trish whispered.

	Behind Trish, a hole the size of a dinner plate had opened up. The blackness within it churned violently.

	The stylus veered downward and stopped.

	“E.”

	Mom, Zeta, and Jason had quit tapping their sticks. Breathlessly, they waited for the force that moved the stylus to deliver its message.

	“We’re done,” Jackie said to Trish. “You can stop now.”

	“I can’t,” Trish said and continued, staring eagerly at the moving stylus, her fingers resting lightly on top of it. “V… E… N.”

	“Trish!”

	“G… E.” The stylus shot out from under Trish’s fingertips and flew across the room.

	Inside the black hole two red dots beamed. A smoky essence with red glowing eyes spouted from the hole. It arched over Trish. Reaching out its tiny rat-like arms, it projected toward Jackie. It opened its pointy mouth and shrieked.

	Trish tossed her Ouija board off her lap and, on her knees, scrambled out of the circle.

	Jackie was not afraid. She dropped her hands to her sides and stared at it defiantly.

	Babu pointed her broomstick at the beast and commanded something in Russian.

	The beast twisted its smoky essence and lurched at her.

	“Babu!” Jackie cried.

	Babu raised her arms. Looking upward, she invoked wholeheartedly something or someone. Her face glowed as if a candle or flashlight had lit inside her. She took in a huge breath, her cheeks puffing like old-man winter, and she blew.

	A stream of light poured from her mouth and flowed toward the beast. Like a hand against its ugly head, it pushed the demon back into the hole.

	The whole floor lit for a moment, and then the hole dissipated, locking inside it the demon and Babu’s light.

	The room—besides the china cabinet doors being thrust open, its contents lying on the floor—was back to normal. The lamp by the stairwell and the dining room chandelier were lit.

	No one said a word.

	One by one, they silently gathered in the center of the circle—Zeta, Trish, Mom, and Jason—and embraced Jackie in a group hug.

	Jackie, overwhelmingly relieved and weak, leaned into the group for support. Using her light against Ivan had sapped her energy.

	Someone was missing.

	She peered out over the huddle. Babu sat slumped on the sofa, her head slung back, her palms pressed to her chest.

	“No!” She broke from the group and rushed to her side.

	Babu’s eyes were closed.

	She touched Babu’s hand. Her skin was ice cold. “Call 9-1-1!”

	Jason fumbled with his phone.

	Babu’s eyes opened. Pale blue, they gazed weakly at Jackie. “No, no call. Is not heart.”

	“Hold on, Jas.” Not trusting Babu’s health assessment, she took Babu’s frail hand in hers to check for herself.

	Babu’s heart weakly, yet steadily, ticked in her palm. She was right; it wasn’t her heart. Babu was just extremely tired—all of her energy spent.

	She sensed something else, too, and tears welled in her eyes. “I thought I lost you.”

	“You no lose,” Babu said, expressionless. “Ivan gone. Demon gone. Vse khorosho.”

	Jackie’s heart wrenched painfully with sorrow and joy. Unable to contain her emotion, she choked on sobs and laughter.

	It was over. They were free of Ivan, free of the demon, but Babu’s light was gone.
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