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  Prologue


  


  Tom Novak looked lovingly into his wife’s deep brown eyes as if he could read her mind. This was as close to perfect as it gets. The young couple always dreamed of serving God by volunteering as missionaries. The opportunity had presented itself.


  Twelve members of their church, Christ Our Savior, arrived outside of Port au-Prince the first week of their children’s summer vacation. They signed up to help with the island’s reconstruction several months after the fatal Haitian earthquake.


  Tom was especially worried about Henry, his fifteen year old son. Although intelligent and highly functional, Henry’s Asperger’s Syndrome risked setting off an array of behavioral problems. New surroundings, communication, and decision making were not the boy’s forte. But Henry loved to fixate. The 7.0 earthquake became his obsession. It was Henry who suggested the family volunteer after their minister announced sign-ups for the trip during a previous sermon.


  Christ Our Savior’s mission would assist other volunteers in erecting a health clinic, women’s shelter, and community washroom with showers. Other missionaries and rescue organizations established a camp with portable kitchens, restrooms, tents, and other essentials back in February, shortly after the earthquake occurred. They welcomed the needed extra hands from Christ Our Savior.


  The missionary encampment resided a few miles west of Port-au-Prince in the town of Leogane, the epicenter of the earthquake. After a few days of detangling organizational kinks, the new volunteers were fully aware of how the volunteer camp operated. Each person had a specific duty to fulfill, making them work like a well-oiled machine. Progress was slowly being made.


  The past week had been life-changing. Besides the new construction, they were interacting with some of the natives and spreading the Gospel. At the end of the day, Tom would drag his family to a clearing on top of a hill and look out to the sea at the spectacular pink and orange sunsets.


  “This is really beautiful. I love this place. What about you guys? Feel the presence of God?” Tom asked.


  “Dad, I love it here,” Henry said.


  “Love it enough to stay longer? I only put us down for a week, and our stay is almost over. I can extend it. What do you all say?” Tom asked as they watched the sun shrink into the ocean.


  “Let’s stay!” exclaimed Henry.


  Tom gave Jessica an ‘I told you so’ look as Henry beamed. Vacations were something they had given up on years ago after Henry’s violent tantrums. Change did not come easy to the boy. Tom knew Haiti would be different.


  “Don’t I get a say in this? I miss my friends. And this is hard work. Not exactly a vacation,” whined Natalie. She was almost fourteen and about to enter high school.


  “Of course you get a say. Can you stick it out another two weeks? You’d still have more than half of your summer left,” Jessica compromised. She hung her arm around her beautiful, waif-like daughter, looking more like her sister than mother.


  “I guess. It’s God’s work, right? How bad can it be? Sorry to complain.”


  “Tom, you’re right. We’re doing something good here. They need us. Look around this place. Wreckage everywhere. It could be such a paradise. Poverty, disease, and now this,” lamented Jessica. Her eyelids began to droop. “I’m getting sleepy. Let’s go. Been another long but wonderful day.”


  As they headed back to their encampment, Henry began inundating the family with more island facts. “Mom, did you know more than 200,000 died in the quake, and 300,000 are injured? Over a million are misplaced…” When Henry was interested in a subject, he strived to learn as much as possible. He acquired an encyclopedic knowledge of the island.


  Natalie bickered as he constantly saturated them with trivia. “Shut up! I’m so sick of you acting like an expert!”


  Tom nudged his wife and smiled. The bickering didn’t seem to matter. Things were as close to perfect as they could be.


  Their missionary camp was two miles away from one of the main Haitian rescue camps. In spite of the various world relief programs, the island remained a security nightmare. Rapes and child abuse were rampant.


  Each night a dozen men from Tom’s camp stood guard. Although the area was heavily patrolled with police, the island had a population of nine million with an ultra-lean staff of nine thousand police officers. The criminals knew they were the majority and acted accordingly. For months the missionaries had patrolled their own camp with radios, Tasers, Billy clubs, and handguns on high alert for drifters. To date, they had been spared from attacks.


  Tom and the other men from Christ Our Savior were immediately assigned the rotating job as the camp’s security guards. He heard from the others about dozens of escaped prisoners seen inside of the rescue camps nearby. Their security doubled as a precaution. He kept this information from his family, not wanting them to worry. Another uneventful evening passed without any of the guards getting sleep.


  Minutes after sunrise, Tom woke up his family. He had a task for his children to perform throughout the morning. He knew Natalie would hate it, but Henry, with his hulking size, would prove useful.


  “Okay. We won’t have a crane until later this week, but can’t waste time. There’s a flatbed of cinder blocks parked over by the future showers. We marked up the perimeter of the building yesterday. Now I need you to unload each cinder block and lay it down around the painted line,” Tom directed as he shook flakes of cement out of his blonde hair.


  “Dad, they’re so heavy! C’mon, don’t you have something easier for me to do? I’m a girl!” Natalie grumbled.


  “The exercise is good for you. They only weigh ten, maybe fifteen pounds. Toughen up, young lady. And Henry, you’re so strong. You’ll be able to carry two or three at a time. It’ll be a cinch,” coaxed Tom.


  “No problem, Dad,” he answered, proud to be needed and capable of doing the work.


  “Oh, alright. But I’m taking plenty of breaks. Don’t want to throw my back out,” Natalie said. “Or I’m filing a workman’s comp claim against you!”


  “Can you just do something without the lip? Your mother is finishing up with some of the tile work at the clinic,” Tom said as he pointed a few hundred yards south. “This afternoon you can both help her paint some of the walls. Let’s get started.”


  The morning dragged on and Natalie continued to bellyache. As a carpenter, Tom was conditioned to hard labor. His daughter’s moans fell upon his deaf ears as he lifted three or four cinder blocks at a time and effortlessly carried them over to the restroom facility.


  “Natalie, we’re almost done. I’m going to check on Mom. Why don’t you both finish up? There’s a few dozen blocks left to take out of the flatbed,” Tom instructed.


  “Oh Dad, let me go with you. I really want to see what Mom did. Tile or something, right?” Natalie begged. Her desperation to get out of the labor was apparent.


  Henry was in his own world, a zone of repetition. Like a plow horse, he kept working without missing a step. Tom still did not want to leave him alone. Another parish member familiar with their situation stepped in.


  “I’ll keep an eye on him,” assured Keith, an elder from their parish. “Find the fella interesting. So smart. All those things he knows about Haiti. He’ll be okay for a few minutes.”


  Tom and Natalie hiked over to the medical clinic and admired their mother’s exquisite tile work in the front lobby of the newly erected building.


  “I got the bathrooms left to tile. This afternoon the kids can come over here and paint,” she offered.


  “Painting sounds like a breeze at this point. My arms are so sore from carrying those heavy blocks,” Natalie griped.


  “Think of the character that you are building. Can’t get this at home. And Jess, this is really sensational. You’ve got to do something like this in our bathroom once we’re home. See you at lunch,” Tom smiled. He kissed his wife and hiked back to the outhouse.


  As Tom and Natalie approached their construction site, his heart raced and weighed heavy with a fearful premonition. He could see Keith running around the partly constructed shower facility with a sense of urgency. Tom couldn’t hear from the distance, but knew something was very wrong.


  “Natalie, let’s run. Something just ain’t right. I can smell it.”


  “You think it’s Henry?”


  “I sure hope not.”


  Tom and Natalie bolted towards the public restroom, catching up with Keith and two other men now involved. As suspected, Henry was currently missing.


  “He couldn’t have gone far. The flatbed is only a few yards away from here. He was busting butt with those blocks. Tom, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. We’ll find him. I’m gathering everyone up right now. He might have wandered over to where your wife is working,” Keith cried.


  Shouts of “Henry” filled the camp. Construction ceased as everyone shifted their focus towards finding the boy. All three areas of the site were searched from top to bottom. The day wore on, turning to dusk.


  “The hill! Where we watch the sunset!” screamed Jessica. “Maybe he’ll go there. It’s part of our routine.”


  Tom, Jessica, and Natalie ran up the hill and waited. The sun’s colors were unusually red like blood.


  Several minutes of silence went by. The Novaks watched their first sunset in Haiti without their son.


  “Let’s pray,” Tom stated as they stood on top of the hill in the darkness. All three of them bowed their heads down while he spoke. “Dear God, protect my son. Please bring him back to me if he’s still alive.”


  


  



  Chapter 1


  2000, Hayward, Wisconsin


  Tom and Jessica Novak sat in the waiting room of Dr. Berger’s office. The cozy space was decorated with primary colors, toy bins, floor mats, and small tables, putting them and their son, Henry, at ease. The doctor encouraged them to watch her interaction with Henry through the large rectangular window while they waited.


  At five years old, Henry lagged behind other children his age in almost everything, especially communication. His three year-old sister was learning five or more new words a day while his vocabulary hadn’t increased over the last year.


  Tom and Jessica had been in Dr. Berger’s office all morning. Hunger set in and patience evaporated. After her last series of tests, the doctor marked up her clipboard and took Henry’s hand. Knocking on the glass, she motioned for Jessica and Tom to enter into her office.


  Taking a seat, Tom asked, “So what’s the matter with him?”


  “Health wise, he’s fine. But you already know that. That’s why you are here. I need to go through my notes and reread what his other doctors have documented,” said Dr. Berger, looking down at the clipboard.


  “Please, enough with the suspense. As of this moment, and we realize your diagnosis could change. What do you think is the matter with him?” Tom pleaded. His light blue eyes were full of concern. A long silent pause occurred. “C’mon, Doc. We can take it.”


  “Well then, without preparing a formal evaluation, I believe your son has autism, possibly Asperger’s, but this can change. Here’s some information on both of the impairments,” said Dr. Berger as she handed them stacks of informational flyers.


  “Autism? I heard of it, but am not sure what it is,” Jessica asked as she plucked long dark hair strands of hair out of her scalp.


  “It’s a disorder one is born with. If, and it’s still very much an if, Henry has autism, there is an enormous range of behaviors, personality traits, learning abilities…” Dr. Berger stated.


  “Doc, worst case scenario, will he be mentally challenged?” Tom questioned.


  “I don’t know. With severe autism he won’t be able to communicate, he’ll have learning disabilities, might injure himself, maybe seizure, and he might even become aggressive. But I doubt that is the case. He is currently talking. Maybe not as much as you would like, but he answered my questions. Little things like his rocking and word repetition I noticed. He seems impulsive, avoids eye contact, pulled away when I took his hand…Again, don’t quote me, but he seems more on the high-level side of autism otherwise called Asperger’s Syndrome. Communication will still be a problem, but it’s possible for Asperger children to learn, even excel in certain subjects. If he has Asperger’s, then there is plenty of hope.”


  ***


  The doctor’s educated guess became her diagnosis. Throughout the years, at least half dozen specialists concurred. Henry was high-functioning but odd. His peculiarities kept him from socializing. His limited communication graduated into one-way conversations. He didn’t know how to appropriately respond to others’ emotions. Empathy and sympathy were foreign. However, he was able to tell his parents that he loved them and excelled in school. For this, Jessica and Tom thanked God every night.


  Raising a son with special needs was a hardship they eventually got used to. Both parents threw themselves into their evangelical church, receiving even more support from their congregation. Natalie, their other child, was both physically and mentally healthy. Things could have been much worse, and they considered themselves blessed.


  Years after Henry’s initial evaluation, his reading comprehension was above grade level and he excelled in math. With ease, he watched his teachers demonstrate how to solve a problem on an overhead and then perfectly complete the corresponding worksheets and tests. Every new step, process, formula, and rule was retained in his memory. But there was a dark side to his talent. Anytime a teacher deviated from the routine and tried something creative, problems would occur.


  Despite Henry’s linear thinking, he was placed in an accelerated math program since the 6th grade. Now a freshman in high school, he sat with sophomores in an advanced placement geometry class. He loved the class for two reasons: the ease of the subject and Brittany Bonaducci.


  


  



  Chapter 2


  


  Ms. Fontana was well aware of Henry’s idiosyncrasies. In fact, the whole town of Hayward was aware. He came with an Individual Education Plan (IEP) and two overprotective parents who weekly barraged her and Henry’s six other teachers with phone calls. She taught geometry in Henry’s favorite format for months. The rest of the class craved something different from the worksheets and tests. Mr. Hines, the math teacher in the next room, suggested a lesson on triangles using puzzle pieces. She decided to try it.


  Henry invited himself into Ms. Fontana’s class every day during lunch. Her classroom was empty and his geometry class followed. She liked to use the time to grade papers. At first she resented Henry’s endless chatter about war movies and History Channel episodes. One day she interrupted him and asked if he would like to grade papers. He readily accepted.


  Meticulously, he graded stacks of homework and tests with the coordinating answer keys, saving her hours of work each week. She enjoyed the lightened workload, and he preferred her quiet room to the lunchroom of his peers, not knowing how to fit in. They soon formed the favorite student-favorite teacher bond.


  Ms. Fontana prepared him for a change in the day’s lesson.


  “Will there be partner work?” he asked.


  Already sensing his apprehension, she answered, “Yes. Assigned partners.”


  This seemed to pacify Henry at the moment. Sadly, they both knew no one would voluntarily choose him as a partner. The first, and then second bell rang. Class had begun.


  “Please quiet down. We don’t have a lot of time. Today we will be working with triangles and the Pythagorean Theorem. You and your partner will complete this project by the end of the class,” Ms. Fontana directed.


  Some of the students began to shift desks and get out of their seats in order to pair up with a friend in the classroom.


  “Excuse me. Assigned partners. At least for now.” She could have heard the disappointed sighs from across the hall. “Alright, Mark and Lisa, Jose and Tara, Janice and Deja, Henry and Brittany…”


  Once assigned, everyone slowly configured their seating. Everyone except Brittany. She joined Tony and Rio in the back of the classroom. Both boys were handsome and popular.


  “Brittany, over here, by Henry. You’re his partner,” Ms. Fontana motioned. She packed up her books and moved a few seats down while rolling her eyes.


  Ms. Fontana explained the directions and passed out the sets of triangle puzzle pieces. By the time everyone began, the class was halfway over.


  ***


  Henry stared at Brittany’s flowing light brown hair and enormous brown eyes. She was beautiful, possibly the most beautiful girl in the school. He wished he could say something to make her like him, but conversation was his biggest weakness.


  “Brittany, do you like history? My great-grandfather was in World War II and his troop was on the History Channel because…”


  “Don’t care. Shut your god-damned pie hole. We need to finish this.” she sneered.


  “He was in Poland. You ever hear of Auschwitz? He and his soldiers liberated…”


  “I said I don’t give a shit! We need to get this done before the bell. Quit talking and start working,” she snapped as she raced through the puzzle pieces and math problems.


  A minute went by in silence. Henry couldn’t contain himself.


  “Did you know that Stalin killed way more…”


  “Shut the fuck up or I’m telling Ms. Fontana that you’re jacking off and I’m doing all the work, you little freak! We’re only halfway through.”


  “Okay. I think if we put this angle here, with this other angle…” Henry demonstrated.


  “Henry, I did that problem fifteen minutes ago! Do number 14 and I’ll do 15 - you do the evens and I’ll do the odds,” Brittany ordered.


  Dejected, Henry began his set of problems in silence. They were almost finished. Rio pushed his desk into theirs, forming a three-way seating arrangement.


  “You finished? Here. We’re done. Need the last two answers?” Rio offered.


  “Yeah, thanks. You saved us, my hero,” Brittany giggled.


  “We know how to get the answers ourselves. We’re not stupid. Leave us alone so we can finish,” Henry said without eye contact, not realizing Rio offered the answers to Brittany and not him.


  “Uh, Brittany’s done now,” Rio said. Then facing her with his back shoulder to Henry he asked, “So, want to come over Friday? I can rent some movies or we could play video games? Got a couple of others coming over.”


  “Love to…” Brittany answered.


  “I said we are still working. Quit bothering us!” Henry yelled loud enough for the entire class to hear.


  “I’m not bothering her, you fucking fat-ass shit. She’s done! You should move!” Rio yelled back.


  ***


  Ms. Fontana could smell the testosterone from across the room. This was a bad idea, she thought. Protective of Henry, she rushed over to Henry’s desk and tried to calm him down.


  Before Ms. Fontana could place herself in between the two boys, Henry sprang from his desk and lunged at Rio. His adrenaline and size gave him the advantage. Rio tumbled to the floor in shock. Quickly recouping from the blow, he regained his senses and swung a right hook at Henry’s face. Blood splattered everywhere. Henry was not backing down. Both boys were fully engaged in a brawl. The class circled and egged them both on.


  “I need male staff! A fight-Henry Novak and Rio Garcia!” panted Ms. Fontana into the intercom.


  


  

  Chapter 3


  


  Hayward was a decent sized town per Wisconsin’s standards. With a population of 17,000 and the touristy Lake Hayward, the residents considered themselves the most sophisticated in northern Wisconsin. However, when it came to gossip, like all small towns, no one could hold back. It wasn’t long until the whole town knew about Rio Garcia’s and Henry Novak’s fight. Henry, the weird Asperger kid, was pronounced the winner.


  It took four male staff and two women to pull the two boys apart as they rolled around like dervishes on the floor of Ms. Fontana’s classroom. Blood spurt in all directions, leaving its mark on homework, backpacks, and anything else within its vicinity.


  Both boys were over six feet tall, weighing somewhere over the two hundred pound mark. Rio was lean and muscular, whereas Henry was large-boned. Most would agree it was a fair fight, but Henry had a mental edge that Rio could never compete with. Once angered, he wanted to kill. Moral and social constraints were never part of his psyche.


  Freemont High School’s cavalry arrived before anyone was seriously injured. Both boys were bloodied and swollen, shuttled in separate ambulances to the emergency room. Henry’s injuries proved superficial: broken nose, chipped tooth, and black eye. Rio surpassed his battle wounds with a broken collarbone and left arm. Both sets of their parents arrived and were informed by Principal Schafer there would be a meeting they needed to attend first thing in the morning.


  “What happened?” Jessica Novak asked as she sat in the back of their SUV with her son on the way home.


  “He wouldn’t stop bothering me. I just wanted to finish my work,” answered Henry.


  “Your teacher wondered if you might have been jealous. A girl was involved?” Tom asked as he briefly turned from the driver’s seat to see his son’s reaction to the question.


  “No! She and I were working. We were doing the assignment just like Ms. Fontana explained. He came over and started bothering us. When I told him to leave us alone he called me names,” Henry said.


  “Who swung the first punch?” Jessica asked, knowing that would be one of the primary factors in how the principal would determine her son’s punishment.


  “I don’t remember. I think I did. I just wanted him to go away and he wouldn’t,” Henry said.


  Sensing his agitation, both parents stopped questioning him. Tom pulled onto Norway Point, their breathtaking street by the lake that featured some of Hayward’s most beautiful homes. It had just snowed. The lake houses dripped icicles, the pine trees’ boughs were weighted down with snow, and the frozen lake glistened like silver.


  Tom and Jessica had a picturesque log cabin that sat on the lake, but it was modest in comparison to their wealthy neighbors. Natalie shoveled the driveway, making it easy for them all to pull into the garage.


  ***


  Henry hadn’t had any discipline problems until junior high school. His first unacceptable behavior began in seventh grade. His science teacher allowed the class to take turns in holding her guinea pig. When it was his turn, the guinea pig nibbled on his thumb. He angrily whipped the rodent against the wall, instantaneously killing it. The teacher took full responsibility, blaming herself for deviating from their normal classroom routine.


  His next brush with school policy happened in eighth grade. Henry accidentally bumped into one of the toughest boys in school while changing classes. He kept on walking, afraid of being late for class. The boy used the incident to start a verbal fight in the hallway. Upset with the boy’s yelling, Henry slammed him against the lockers and wrapped his hands around the boy’s neck. A teacher intervened before the boy was hurt. Again, the incident was swept under the rug because of his disorder.


  Jessica knew high school was different. They had a much tougher stance on fights, regardless of her son’s Asperger’s Syndrome. The pain pills she had given Henry made him sleepy. Shortly after dinner, he went to bed.


  “Any predictions? I mean in the principal’s office tomorrow morning,” Jessica asked, alone with her husband in their bedroom watching the news.


  Tom sleepily flipped through the channels. “I think that he’s going to be suspended. You’ll have to quit your volunteer work at the church. I might have to take some time off of work. He can’t be home alone for the whole day. Or, if we’re lucky, he’ll be suspended inside of school. What else can they do? It’s his first offense. The break in his daily routine is going to set him off. It took all the way to Halloween before he got used to high school.”


  “I was thinking that, too,” Jessica yawned.


  ***


  The next morning Rio and Henry along with their parents waited in the reception area of the main office. Both boys had dark purple shiners and disjointed noses. Rio’s left arm was in a sling, and a shoulder brace jutted out of the collar of his shirt.


  “Glad you all are here on time. Come in. We can talk in private,” the principal gestured. Everyone piled into his large, sparsely furnished office.


  “I was up all night thinking about a fair consequence for both boys. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia, Henry is autistic. Asperger’s actually. Not that that’s an excuse to fight, but his disorder is given special consideration. This fight was particularly bloody. If we didn’t stop it, who knows how badly hurt these boys would be. Normally, each boy would receive a month suspension. Henry threw the first punch, so he would have been out for a longer period of time, maybe even an alternative school.”


  Jessica and Tom winced.


  “But Rio provoked him with some insults. Rio will be given a two week out-of-school suspension, and then a one week in-school-suspension, whereas Henry will have a four week in-school-suspension. Both boys will cross paths in the in-school or ISS room on that third week. They will have to demonstrate a mutual toleration for each other. If they still can’t be in the same room together, more time will be added to their suspensions. Am I clear?” Principal Schafer asked. He had a commanding presence that both students and adults didn’t want to tangle with. Everyone nodded except Tom.


  “Once the suspensions are over, what will happen with the seating arrangements in both lunch and math class? I understand they have these classes together. Can the boys be separated? Put on opposite sides of the room?”


  “Mr. Novak, we don’t do restraining orders here at Freemont,” Mr. Schafer snidely answered. “I realize that Henry is special, but he needs to execute some self-control. I doubt they will be sitting next to each other, but it’s not mine nor Ms. Fontana’s responsibility to keep them as far apart as we possibly can throughout the day.”


  “I see,” answered Tom.


  The principal explained the terms of both out-of-school and in-school suspensions while both boys waited in silence for their next move. Rio was given a stack of worksheets then left the building with his parents.


  “Henry, come with me,” the principal said as he motioned with his arm.


  Jessica could see the fear in his eyes. “Can I go with? I want to see the room that he’ll be spending the next few weeks in.”


  The principal nodded. Tom and Jessica walked with their son to the ISS room. They looked through the small rectangular window inside of the door.


  “This is temporary,” Jessica said, seeing Henry’s eyes tear up in frustration.


  “I don’t like this. I don’t know anybody. Why can’t I just go back to my classes?” Henry cried.


  “Stop crying, Son. Someone might see you. You’re setting yourself up to get teased. It’s because of yesterday, the fight. That’s why you got to be here. It’s only four weeks. You can do this,” Tom stated.


  “And your teachers will be stopping by to visit. They’ll give you homework throughout the day. For lunch, Ms. Fontana offered to let you visit her in her room, like you always do, for the whole lunch period,” Principal Schafer added. This seemed to appease Henry. He slowly walked in and took a seat.


  


  

  Chapter 4


  


  The snowy, frigid January day should have been a snow day. Many students had their mommies call in for them because of the weather. Not Jake’s. He could have pneumonia, pink-eye, strep throat, 105 degree fever, and MRSA at one time, and his Aunt Leah would make sure he got on the school bus.


  On the second day of his sentence, he sleepily sat in the Zoo, too tired to do his classwork. He was drifting off with a pencil in his hand, pretending to be writing down vocabulary words when a new classmate took a seat a few feet away from him.


  Jake did a double take. The new Zoo-mate was none other than the recently famous Henry Novak. He quickly finished his classwork, wanting to use his afternoon free-time for a chance to ask Henry about the fight. According to hallway whispers and Facebook, the weird, nobody freshman beat the crap out of Rio Garcia.


  Impressive. Big boy, but has a look about him…vacant, yet his eyes are red, like he was crying, thought Jake in admiration. Rio was strong, smart, handsome, and popular. Every girl in the school wanted to be with him, and he knew it. It was guys like Rio who thought they were better, entitled, above it all, with their whole life planned out. Henry was brave to take him down a notch. Jake instantly felt a connection with his new Zoo-mate.


  ***


  Henry cried off and on during his first day of In-School Suspension. His teachers would periodically drop by throughout the morning when they had a plan period, giving him classwork and pulling him outside in the hallway to talk. They believed he didn’t belong in the self-contained room and didn’t want him to explode. He liked the attention and stopped crying before lunchtime.


  Ms. Fontana escorted him into her classroom for lunch. His anxiety softened. The established routine was a relief. She felt responsible for his predicament. Brittany had seemed like such a nice girl, the perfect, understanding partner for Henry. But the cheerleader ended up being no different than most of the kids at Freemont High, uncomfortable with those who were different. Henry couldn’t see her disdain. He shrouded himself in a fantasy about their imaginary romance.


  Henry sat in his usual desk and nibbled on a peanut butter and jelly sandwich he brought from home. For months all he ever ate was peanut butter and jelly with a side of Fritos and Coke as his beverage.


  “So, how was this morning? Will you be alright?” she asked.


  “No. I hate it,” he answered without expression, fixated on his sandwich.


  “It won’t be too much longer. Any questions on your math work?” she asked.


  “No. The worst part is that I won’t see Brittany. Someday we will get married,” he stated.


  “Henry, she’s one of the reasons why you got into all this trouble. You’re too good for her. When you come back to class, I’m going to beg you to stop staring at her. Leave her and Rio alone. Maybe you don’t understand, but they are the reason you’re stuck in ISS.”


  “She’s not the problem. Rio is. Soon we’ll be married, like my mom and dad. Did you know that the movie Patten is on tonight? That’s one of my favorite movies. He’s my favorite General…” Henry blabbered. His obsession with WWII was something Ms. Fontana had gotten used to and even appreciated. He had ignored her mini-warning, but it was nice to see Henry back to being himself.


  “Henry, once the bell rings, can I trust you to go back downstairs to the ISS room? Tomorrow I’ll come and get you for lunch, just like today,” Ms. Fontana reiterated.


  Henry’s demeanor changed from bubbly to angry. He gathered up his books and left the classroom. As he exited the door, he brushed passed Brittany.


  “Hi Brittany. I’ll be back soon. We can do our math work together again,” he said.


  She rolled her eyes and walked away while he was in mid-sentence. Not picking up the social cue, he tried to impress her with his knowledge on the Normandy Invasion.


  “Henry, the bell has rung. You need to be downstairs now or you can’t come up here anymore for lunch!” nervously reprimanded Ms. Fontana. She wasn’t prepared for extra trouble.


  As he left, Brittany blurted, “I hate that freak! Glad he’s out of the class! Miss Fontana, you need to get him away from me. He’s like stalking me or something,” Brittany said as Henry walked into the hallway, hearing every word.


  “You need to have some compassion. And lower your voice. He’s not deaf,” Ms. Fontana warned. The girl rolled her eyes and sat down.


  ***


  Jacob La Rue had been suspended too many times to count throughout his high school career. As a junior, he knew Fremont High’s disciplinary policies better than most of the administrators. This knowledge combined with Principal Shafer’s sympathy gave him the boundaries that he needed to avoid expulsion.


  Once again, Jake was relieved to be out of his classes. His peers either jabbed him with insults or completely ignored him, leaving him isolated. ISS gave him a sense of security that was lost both in class and at home. He looked forward to seeing Mrs. Powis, his favorite teacher, and often his only teacher.


  Mrs. Powis was hired several years ago as a special education teacher’s aide. In spite of her job title, she had never spent a day inside a special education classroom. She began filling in as the ISS supervisor until the actual ISS supervisor quit. She enjoyed working with the children who were constantly getting in trouble. And they enjoyed her back. Consistency and fairness had granted her the respect needed to successfully manage the room.


  The kids usually didn’t give her trouble, and in return, she would bend the school’s rules in the afternoon. Once they proved that they were finished with all of their classwork, she allowed them to switch seats, quietly talk, and play learning games.


  After Jake finished all of his assignments, he sat next to Henry. Mrs. Powis nodded, confirming she knew that he had no other classwork.


  “Heard you beat the shit out of Rio Garcia,” he whispered.


  “Mrs. Powis, he’s bothering me. I’m trying to finish up my English work,” Henry tattled.


  “I’ll move. Just wanted to welcome you into our class,” Jake said. Mrs. Powis continued to watch him as he moved over a seat and got a crossword puzzle to work on. He waited for Henry to finish, assuming the boy feared getting into more trouble. Thirty minutes later Henry was done with everything.


  “Now what do I do?” Henry asked Mrs. Powis.


  “I’m pretty liberal about the rules. In other words, if you want to talk quietly or do a puzzle or play a game, whatever, the rest of the time is yours as long as you don’t get out of control,” she explained.


  Henry went to the wall of shelves in the back of the room and picked out a Harry Potter puzzle. Jake saw his chance to talk to him.


  “Can I help you with that one?” Henry nodded. “I’m Jacob or Jake. You’re Henry Novak. The whole school is talking about you.”


  “Why? Am I in more trouble?” he answered.


  “No. A lot of students can’t stand Rio Garcia. He’s a stuck-up dick who thinks he’s better than everyone. And you, a freshman, kicked his ass! I love you, man!”


  Henry enjoyed the attention. “He was bothering me and Brittany. And he was mean. You need to put these pieces together.”


  Jake realized something was not quite right by the boy’s mannerisms and speech. He wasn’t slow, but lacked some kind of spark inside of his eyes. He seemed void of emotion and expression. With odd determination he put together the puzzle as if a multi-million dollar prize was attached to its completion. Jake’s curiosity boiled over. “Hey, I don’t want to be rude, but there is something different about you, something…”


  “I have Asperger’s. Put that piece with this cluster that I started, and then put these pieces over here…”


  “What’s that?”


  “I’m not good at social cues or making friends, at least that’s what the school’s psychologist says. You’re slowing me down. Put this piece over here…”


  “I’m not good at social cues or making friends either. Do I have Az…burgs?”


  “Maybe. You need to pay attention and start putting the edges of the puzzle together then…”


  Jason appeased Henry. He found the boy fascinating and planned on getting to know him better.


  


  



  Chapter 5


  January 13, 2010


  Jake was the first one inside of the ISS room. He wanted to hang out with Henry before the monotonous day began. He switched on the lights and sat at his desk. Henry was pacing back and forth in the hallway.


  “Henry, why don’t you come inside? It’s okay,” Jake reassured.


  Henry stood in the doorway and rocked. Jake couldn’t tell if he was afraid of him or entering the room without staff present. The freshman looked like a giant. Jake hadn’t noticed his immense size the day before when they were both seated.


  “How tall are you?”


  “I’m 6’3. And I weigh 230 pounds. I’m really strong, too,” Henry proudly answered.


  “You gonna stand in the doorway? Mrs. Powis doesn’t care if you come into the room. She’ll be here any minute.”


  Henry stared blankly at him, almost trance-like, and rocked. Most kids would have found his mannerisms creepy, but Jake felt an odd connection with the boy as though they were kindred spirits, predestined to meet inside of the Zoo.


  “Henry, yoo-hoo. Come sit down.”


  Henry stepped through the door of the classroom like he was stepping through airport security armed with an AK-47.


  “Wanna do puzzles together during free-time?” asked Jake.


  “The 3D one of the Capitol looks challenging,” Henry suggested. He stood too close to Jake’s desk and rocked. “So…did you watch the news this morning? Haiti suffered a catastrophic earthquake and they are feeling the aftershocks.”


  “My neighbor is from there. Maybe Mrs. Powis will let us watch CNN,” Jake replied. “She sometimes allows us to watch TV when something big happens.”


  “Good morning, Jake and Henry. And yes, I couldn’t help but overhear, I will put on the news. They think it might be a 6 or 7,” Mrs. Powis said as she plopped her heavy, leopard print tote bag onto her metal desk.


  “That would be fantastic!” beamed Henry.


  Jake found his enthusiasm almost comical, but didn’t laugh. Oddly, he respected the boy for being himself and not trying to act cool.


  The morning bell rang, and it was time to begin the mind-numbing busy work teachers were already piling onto Mrs. Powis’ desk. This time Henry sat next to Jake.


  As the day before, Mrs. Fontana came into the classroom like an over-protective mother and escorted Henry back to her room for lunch. Jake quietly ate alone and looked forward to free-time.


  Once Henry was back from lunch and everyone claimed to be finished with the day’s assignments, Mrs. Powis put CNN on the flat-screen TV hung behind her desk.


  “Tuesday afternoon, January 12, Haiti experienced the worst earthquake recorded in 200 years. It is believed to be a 7.0 magnitude, striking ten miles away from Port-au-Prince. Residences, hospitals, schools, and several other structures have collapsed. Millions are probably displaced. Tens of thousands are feared dead,” reported the newscaster on CNN news.


  “Look! All of those houses - gone!” Henry shrieked, lacking compassion and sounding more like an excited child at a circus.


  “World relief programs have already organized to build camps for the millions without homes…” continued the reporter on television.


  “My neighbor says the country is really poor. And did you know that a lot of them practice Voodoo,” announced Jake, feeling like an expert on the subject.


  “What’s that?” asked Henry.


  The conversation sparked interest throughout the class. As the center of attention, Jake felt both fearful and wonderful.


  “Well, it’s a religion. It comes from Africa when the slaves were captured and brought overseas. They kept it going and changed it a little over the years.”


  “It’s when you make a doll of someone you hate and stick pins in it,” said Lisa, trying to steal Jake’s thunder.


  “That’s only part of it. It’s a whole religion with gods, and sacrifices, prayers. They even have their own symbols and rituals and music,” Jake snapped.


  “Do they believe in God?” asked Henry.


  “Not the Christian God you all are used to,” answered Jake.


  “I’m so impressed with your expertise. And Jake is right. All of you need to be respectful and tolerant of other religions. Not everyone is a Christian,” commented Mrs. Powis. Throughout the years Mrs. Powis had become Jake’s favorite teacher due to his constant stints inside of the Zoo.


  “Mrs. Powis, I’m an expert on World War Two. Maybe even Vietnam and Korea. I mean, I know more about those wars than everyone here. For instance, did you know that FDR…” Henry interjected. His knowledge was eclipsed by Jake’s. The other students cut him off and continued asking Voodoo questions.


  “But I thought Voodoo came from Louisiana,” challenged Matt, another regular ISS attender who Jake disliked.


  “That’s Creole. And it’s a lot different,” he answered, annoyed.


  “You’re just woofing. You don’t know shhh…” Matt said, almost swearing in front of the teacher. Jake knew the boy was trying to undermine him.


  The class went from a manageable volume level to really loud.


  “Jake, thanks for enlightening us,” Mrs. Powis yelled. “All of you are way too loud. Time to settle down. I’ll turn up the volume a little so that we can all listen. You’re welcome to grab a puzzle, stare into space, whatever, as long as you are quiet. If all goes well the rest of the afternoon, tomorrow we can watch about Haiti.”


  The TV was a powerful incentive. Everyone silently watched more footage about the earthquake disaster.


  After the last bell of the day rang, Henry followed Jake to his locker.


  “How did you know all about that Voodoo religion?” Henry asked.


  Again, Jake found himself wanting to laugh at the boy’s weird sincerity, but refrained. “My neighbor. I’m going to visit him after school to see if he got a hold of his family.”


  “Can I come with you? I want to meet him. My mom picks me up. She can drive us to your house and get me later.”


  Jake found the idea tempting. “What the hell, Henry. Could use the ride. Takes forty-five minutes on the bus and I’m only ten minutes from the school.”


  “Follow me to the back entrance.” Henry hurriedly walked through throngs of students to the other side of the school.


  Jake saw a tiny, young woman reading a book parked in front of the entrance. “That your mom?” Henry nodded. “You adopted?” Henry looked confused. “Kidding. C’mon, let’s go.”


  “Mom, this is Jake. Take us to his place. You can pick me up before dinner. We are going to hang out with his friend.”


  


  

  Chapter 6


  


  Rio Garcia was not happy with Principal Schafer’s decision. He silently fumed while packing up his books. Two weeks of out-of-school suspension plus a week of in-school-suspension while the asshole gets a whopping four weeks inside of the Zoo. He was the one who was being obnoxious. He was the one who threw the first punch. Only one word could describe what just happened - unfair.


  Rio was not prepared for Henry’s aggression. Social mutants like him never fought and always did what they were told. His right hook…damn that boy was full of surprises. Henry’s expression was calm while he mechanically swung hit after hit.


  Rio had never heard of Henry Novak before Mrs. Fontana’s Honor’s Geometry class. He resented the retard for even being allowed honor’s instruction. Because of some vague disorder, every staff member at Fremont High catered to Henry like some king. Unfair.


  Rio’s doctor was unconcerned with his bruises, but troubled by his broken arm and collarbone. His prognosis included a minimum of six weeks of a cast and shoulder brace, and then several weeks of physical therapy. This translated into half of a season, if not the whole season, of no baseball.


  Rio was only a sophomore, but played both varsity baseball and football because of his size and ability. He was a fine catcher, lead-off hitter, and star running back. He expected acceptance and full scholarship to a top ten college. What if he never healed properly? This is so unfair. If this sick bastard was going to ruin my life, then an eye for an eye, Rio silently stewed.


  Once in the car, Rio’s parents spoke freely. He already predicted his dad’s reaction.


  “Son, good job. You’ve just thrown away baseball season, and who knows, maybe even football. Henry Novak has Asperger’s for Christ’s sake. You failed to mention that last night. Why don’t you just beat up an old lady in a wheel chair? You’re lucky he didn’t throw your ass in an alternative school. That principal just gave you one helluva gift. Probably because you’re a star athlete,” Alonzo lectured. Rio’s dad rode his ass on a regular basis.


  “Al, look at your son. That Henry is no old lady in a chair. He’s bigger, at least thirty pounds more. And taller, too. The way I understand it is that Asperger’s is some kind of communication problem. That boy couldn’t pick up on Rio’s body language. A miscommunication…”


  “Sue, stop. We both know what this is about. Rio had to play big shot for that girl. What’s her name? Brittany? Play tough guy. Real tough now,” Alonzo interrupted.


  Rio’s parents quarreled the rest of the way home. His mother, Sue, faithfully took his side while his father assumed the worst. By the time they turned onto Norway Point, they stopped bickering. Silent tension followed. Rio checked his phone. Dozens of curious texts were displayed in his message box. The one that instantly stood out was sent by his best friend, Bart. It simply read, “10060 Norway-HN.”


  While his dad drove down their street, Rio noticed addresses they passed. Most were covered with snow, but the ones that weren’t read 5010, 5200, 5550 until they reached his house number, 6010. Norway Point was a long street that weaved around Lake Hayward. Henry must have been less than a mile away on the other side of the lake.


  Rio lived in one of the most extravagant homes on the lake. His mother, Sue, was a full-blooded Dakota Sioux Indian, born and bred on an Indian reservation. She turned her heritage into a gold mine. Under Alonzo’s direction, she opened a casino and then another one a couple of years later. Plans of a third casino currently monopolized their dinner conversation. The casinos were not only profitable, but exempt from taxes. Rio figured the only thing that kept his parents together was their mini-empire of slot machines.


  His brother and sister, both in their late twenties, never amounted to much. They ended up working at the family business as mom’s and dad’s slaves. Well-paid slaves who would be taking over the casinos once his parents got too old, but nonetheless slaves. Rio would rather die than end up beholden to his parents or anyone. He dreamed of getting away from his family, from Wisconsin, from every small town filled with small minds. He and a girl like Brittany, maybe even Brittany herself, could make their mark in Chicago, perhaps even New York. With his looks, brains, talent, and charismatic personality, destiny was calling his name. Only a sophomore and Rio was already the school’s brightest star.


  As the first week of suspension droned on, Rio began to enjoy his punishment. Both parents put in long hours at their casinos, leaving him alone in the house. He slept late, watched TV, played video games, and pumped out his classwork that was dropped off by alternating friends on a daily basis. Brittany Bonaducci came by on Friday.


  “Hi Rio. My turn to deliver,” she said, holding up her backpack.


  Standing on his front porch with the blustery wind whipping through her caramel hair made her look like a goddess. He invited her inside, excited she was visiting him.


  “What a gorgeous home your parents have. I love the view. Do you boat?” she asked as she strutted through the foyer toward the enormous two-story picture window with doors leading out to a wrap-around deck. She took off her coat, revealing skin-tight jeans and a shrunken cardigan. Rio admired her voluptuous body.


  “Our boats and jet skis are in storage now. In April we have them docked. Would you like to go water skiing with me this spring?” She smiled and nodded. Rio handed her a can of Coke. “So, what’s my homework?”


  Brittany turned red and coyly answered, “I just wanted an excuse to…”


  “Really?” Rio asked, aroused. He made sure his sweatshirt was pulled all the way down. Normally, he would have pounced, taking her comment as a request to hook up. Since eighth grade, he had honed his womanizing skills to a level Casanova would have envied. He had a fan club of horny girls that offered themselves to him at a moment’s notice. Brittany was different than his groupies. She was in his league. He wanted to take it slow with plans of getting her to be his girlfriend.


  “I’m flattered you came by. How’s that fuck who caused all of this shit?”


  “He goes to the Zoo every day, but Mrs. Fontana has a real soft spot for him. Beware of that once you’re back. He eats lunch with her.”


  “But that’s not allowed in ISS. They’re supposed to eat inside the room,” he argued.


  “I know, but he’s special, remember? Rules don’t apply to him. By the way, the fucker’s face is back to normal. And he’s become some kind of patron saint amongst the geeks and loners. He’s always staring at me. Eeeww! Wanna get high? I brought a couple of joints,” she suggested.


  Rio had no upcoming drug tests to pass. Why not, he reasoned. They stepped onto the gigantic deck and toked up.


  “So that shit has a following? You know he lives on the same street as me? We’re almost neighbors,” Rio said in between coughs.


  “You gonna be good? No surprise visits? He’s not worth it, Rio. You have a bright future. Forget about him; he’s a nobody. Let me change the subject. Let’s see, the reason we don’t have any homework is because of the Haitian earthquake. We watched coverage in every class, even in gym. Oh, I’m sorry. You do have homework. Mrs. Kinski wants a five page paper, double-spaced, on the earthquake. You have to include a way to help out. For student council we’re doing a food drive next Friday. After school we’re shipping the food to the Red Cross. You’re welcome to use our food drive in your paper, like you’re part of it.”


  “I will. That should be an easy paper to write. Been watching about the earthquake all week. My parents think the Haitians are devil worshipers. Hey, this is some good weed, Brit. I’m stoned,” Rio chuckled.


  “Me too. You know what I’d like to do right now?” she asked demurely.


  “No, what? You hungry?” Rio asked.


  “Starving. I think I’ll start off with eating you,” she answered while undoing the drawstring of his sweatpants. She dropped to her knees and expertly performed fellatio.


  So much for taking it slow, Rio shuddered in ecstasy.


  


  



  Chapter 7


  


  Jessica Novak sat in her Ford Explorer reading a new Christian romance. Since the first day of high school, she waited for her son by the south entrance of Freemont High School. Although Henry lived far enough to be bussed, she preferred to pick him up. In her mind she was sparing him from future scuffles of bullies. His disorder had turned her into an overprotective mother who always saw her son as the victim. She failed to believe his enormous size acted as a deterrent. Her husband disagreed with the way she babied him, but she knew kids were cruel.


  Jessica looked at her digital clock, 2:55 p.m. Henry should have been outside. Three minutes later, he and another boy exited the building and appeared to be walking together. Instant hope filled her heart. Henry had a friend. His childhood consisted of play dates, playmates, classmates, and club mates, but never a real friend to hang out with. Oh thank you, God! she silently prayed. His new friend was wiry with dirty blonde hair that needed to be cut. His clothes were grimy and tattered. His t-shirt’s logo was peeling off, making it impossible to read. Jessica rolled down the window.


  “Hi. Would you like a ride?” she asked Henry’s new friend.


  Henry opened the door and brusquely introduced Jake, ordering her to drive them to Jake’s house.


  “So Jake, tell me how to get there.”


  “Okay, Mrs. Novak. I live in Chippewa Park. It’s right off of …”


  “I already know. It’s next to St. Mark’s Cemetery. Chippewa’s an elderly community, right? Our church sometimes does some volunteer work for them. Do you live with your grandparents?” Jessica asked.


  “Uh, no. Any age can move in there, but you’re right. It’s got plenty more old people than young people. I live with my uncle and aunt. But my neighbors are super cool. I hang out with them all the time. Do chores that they can’t do, help ‘um out, you know. Henry wanted to meet one of them.”


  Jessica admired the boy’s sincerity. Jake was slowly gaining her approval.


  “Mom, his friend is from Haiti. We’re going to see if he can contact his family,” Henry added.


  “Wonderful. Now how do you know each other? A class?” Jessica pried.


  “He’s my friend from the Zoo,” Henry answered.


  “The zoo?”


  “Mrs. Novak, that’s what we call ISS. Like we’re in a cage,” Jake explained.


  His words popped her balloon like a machete, no longer thrilled to have her son hanging out with a trouble-maker. “What are you in the Zoo for, Jake?”


  “Don’t worry. I’m not a bad kid. Just got caught doing something stupid. Now Henry! Wow! He stomped on one of the biggest kids in the whole school. Rio is such a jerk,” Jake said.


  Not letting the boy get away with evading her question, she asked again.


  “Oh. I…the school called it…defaced some property. That means I got caught carving a couple of lines into the school cafeteria table at lunchtime,” he stated, unembarrassed.


  “I see. What would those lines have turned out to be if you had not gotten caught?” Jessica hammered away.


  “Just a symbol. A swirl. It means peace and prosperity. The lunch lady thought it was a gang symbol, but the principal knows me. He knows that I’m not in a gang. Mrs. Novak, I’m harmless. And I’m more scared of Henry than he could ever be of me. I know all about his disorder…Asbuzes? Anjaspers?”


  “Asperger’s,” Jessica corrected.


  “Right. We’re just gonna hang out with Lucien. He’s like a million years old. Henry and him will like each other.”


  Jessica pulled into the entrance of Chippewa Park. As she drove down the long, gravel road, seeds of regret began to sprout. Henry’s new friend went from a wonderful, thoughtful boy to a problem child in less than ten minutes. She didn’t trust him, but her son had his heart set on hanging out. She took a deep breath.


  “Which trailer?” she asked.


  “Lot 426. The reddish one with the enclosed porch. Look. You can see Lucien sitting inside and smoking his pipe,” Jake said as he pointed.


  Jessica could see him. Jake was right. The man must have been a million years old. His wild, white hair was almost neon. “Okay, Henry. I’ll pick you up right here at 5:30 p.m., no later.”


  He nodded and jumped out of the car.


  It’s only a little more than two hours, she reassured herself. But intuition told her to put the kybosh on the whole thing and let him hate her for a while. Her husband would side with him, declaring a family war. Their last argument caused Tom to check into a motel room for a couple of nights. Maybe Tom is right. Henry needs to socialize more on his own.


  ***


  Lucien Nazaire sat inside of the enclosed porch of his double-wide trailer smoking his pipe. This afternoon ritual consisted of his own unique blend of herbs and tobacco that would slightly alter his consciousness. He would then begin meditation and prayer, always finishing before Jake came home from school.


  Jake became a surrogate grandson to him. He adored the young man’s company and planned on mentoring the boy about his Haitian religion and culture. Jake was only too receptive. Maybe the boy could…, he began to wonder. But he was so old. Time was running out.


  As Lucien meditated, his mood darkened. Worry consumed him, ruining all of his concentration. His whole family lived outside of Port-au-Prince, the area most leveled by the earthquake. He wanted to call, but much too risky.


  I just want to die in peace. Oh great Bondye, show me what to do,” he prayed aloud.


  Staring out the porch screens, Lucien saw Jake with another boy approaching his home. A woman in a SUV waved. Confused, he looked at his watch. 3:15 p.m. Jake must have gotten a ride from that lady. Cutting his meditation short, he fanned the smoke out of the screened window in an attempt to disguise the strong scent. The icy wind helped by ventilating the air out of the porch. He was confident the smell was gone. He struggled to stand.


  “Well, hello there. Jake, who is your friend?” Lucien smiled. He still had most of his teeth.


  “Lucien, this is Henry. He’s alright. We’re in the Zoo together for a couple of weeks,” Jake said.


  “Hello, Henry. Please call me Lucien. Glad Jake brought you over. Please, let’s go inside. It’s freezing out here. I’ll make you some hot chocolate.” Lucien extended his hand, but the boy refused to shake it. He seemed to be looking through him. Lucien couldn’t put his finger on it, but something about Henry wasn’t right.


  “Today we watched the news and learned all about the earthquake in Haiti. Jake told us about you. I wanted to meet you,” Henry rambled. He gave Lucien a frame by frame analysis of the CNN footage. Lucien had watched the coverage and was surprised how accurate and detailed the boy’s recapping was.


  “Henry, hold the door open, would’ya?” Jake interrupted, steadying Lucien as he climbed the three steps that led into his home. Once inside, he no longer needed Jake’s assistance.


  The boys took off their winter gear and sat down at the kitchen table covered with a red and white vinyl tablecloth. The inside of the trailer was small and cluttered yet homey and tidy.


  While Lucien prepared their drinks, Henry continued to talk. “Lucien, you talk funny. And your hair is so white! And how old are you? A hundred? More?” Henry asked without tact. His gaze made Lucien feel like an alien from outer space.


  “Henry, you’re being rude. And Lucien, he’s got some social disorder, Asperger’s. He’s really smart, but can come off weird.”


  “Oh, I see,” Lucien nodded as he stirred the Hershey’s hot cocoa packets into the boiling water. The ‘something’ he wondered about earlier was now explained. Although Lucien wasn’t sure what Asperger’s was, he figured it was a communication problem. He had pegged Henry as a boy who didn’t understand things like pecking order, in-crowd, social grace, or class hierarchy.


  Over the last few years Lucien had known Jake, he had never seen him with a peer. It didn’t surprise him that Jake would pick a boy with special needs to befriend. He was kind, compassionate, and a loner. “Okay Henry, here it goes. My accent is Haitian. This is how we all talk. But I’ve been here in the states for almost forty years and still haven’t lost it. My hair is long and white, and I’m proud of it. Most men my age don’t have any. I do, so I grow it. And my age, that’s none of your business, but I’m old. So here’s your hot chocolate. Drink up.”


  Henry kept up with the questions. Jake finally interrupted. “So Lucien, have you gotten a hold of your family?”


  “No, phones must be out. And they are right there in the heart of all this chaos,” Lucien answered, not completely truthful. He placed the steaming cups onto the table and shuffled over to the buffet. Grabbing a silver-framed portrait, he handed it to the boys.


  “This is my family,” Lucien declared.


  “Wow! Huge! At least thirty people in this photo. You were a lot younger, but still old. There are two women on each side of you. Sisters? Which one is your wife?” Henry computed.


  “All four of the women are my wives. The younger adults in the next couple of rows are my children. Thirteen of them. And the front row has all of my grandchildren in it. This picture was taken in the 1970’s. I now have great-grandchildren and great-great grandchildren. Had to leave them. And I miss them so much,” Lucien explained with tears streaming down his face.


  Oblivious to his pain, Henry kept up with his questions. “Why are you here, and they’re there? How come they didn’t move with you? Did you leave them?”


  “Long, long story. But not a day goes by that I don’t regret the choices I’ve made.”


  “And four wives? C’mon. Isn’t that illegal? You’re only supposed to have one wife.”


  “Ah, Henry. You’re always thinking. Jake, I like this boy. You see, in Vodun you can have multiple wives,” Lucien replied.


  “Huh?”


  “He means Voodoo. It’s also called Vodun or sometimes Vodu,” Jake interjected. “Lucien was a houngan and a bokor. That’s kind of like a priest.”


  “Do a lot of Haitians practice Vodu?” Henry asked, using one of the alternate pronunciations of the religion.


  “Oh yes. It’s the country’s main religion. They proclaim the nation as primarily Catholic, but not so. Vodun began in Africa, Benin to be exact. As you probably learned in history, the Europeans kidnapped Afrikaans and took them over the ocean to the Americas and the islands. They wanted to use them as slaves to help run their plantations. The Afrikaans brought their religion with them. Although many of the Haitian slave-owners forced them to convert into Catholicism, they secretly continued to practice Vodun. To appease their owners, they took certain elements of the Catholic religion and used them for their own Vodun purposes. So Haitian Vodun has a lot of Christian similarities. For example, many of the loas or spirits in Vodun are named after the Catholic saints. Crosses are used, but symbolize crossroads or life’s choices.”


  “Do you wanna put the TV on so we can watch more about the earthquake?” Henry requested.


  Lucien couldn’t determine whether the boy was genuinely interested or bored with his mini-Haitian lesson. The three of them sipped their hot chocolate, munched on trail mix, and intently watched more of the earthquake’s coverage while chatting through commercials. The afternoon quickly led into the evening. Lucien saw headlights from his living room window.


  “That’s my mom. She’s always on time. Gotta go. I really enjoyed the afternoon.” Henry threw on his winter clothes and bolted out of the trailer.


  “Jake, I like your new friend. Thanks for introducing me to him,” Lucien said as he poured more hot chocolate.


  


  



  Chapter 8


  


  Jake had been given a bad hand as a child. His father took off after he was born, leaving his mother penniless and having to work two jobs to make ends meet. Although poor, they were content. But then at ten years old, his world crumbled. His mother was diagnosed with terminal cancer. A month before his eleventh birthday she died. He was alone.


  The state of Wisconsin initially stepped in, securing Jake a home with his mother’s cousin he barely knew. She and her husband weren’t around very often, but he liked them. Nosy neighbors reported their neglect, landing him in the foster care system for couple of years. Once his mother’s brother found out he could make over a thousand dollars a month as a foster parent, he suddenly became paternal.


  At thirteen years old, Wisconsin’s child services officially placed Jake with Uncle Pete and his wife, Auntie Leah, in a trailer park on the outskirts of town. Jake’s uncle’s home fit the stereotype: two rusted out jalopies in a littered front yard of beer bottles and cigarette butts. But the remainder of the park was tidy, well-kept, and held a majority of elderly tenants. Jake’s uncle and aunt still found others like them who liked to party, but because of the neighbors, they kept their socializing to a dull roar.


  Jake’s room was on the opposite side of his guardians. Even though the trailer was small, he was fortunate enough to have his own attached bathroom. Soon this would change. Leah was several months pregnant. They planned on using the extra room that was designed to be a walk-in closet for the baby. Three years later, Leah’s brother, T.J. McGrath, moved in temporarily, causing more stress on the already cramped living quarters. He claimed he would only stay for a month or two until he could patch things up with his girlfriend, Mona. Although Jake somewhat liked T.J., he understood why she threw him out. T.J. wasn’t particularly ambitious, preferring drunkenness over fulltime work.


  Jake shamefully found his aunt very attractive. She was only four years older than him and dressed in low-cut, clingy outfits always accessorized with high heels. Her hair was bright blonde with black outgrowth, and tattoos covered her shoulders. Although she was still so young, she had the hardened look of a washed-up woman just trying to survive, as if she permanently was broken. And she could be mean, especially in the morning after a long night of drinking. But she also could be kind, and was the only one in his home who ever remembered his birthday.


  His uncle was beyond mean, beating on Jake and Leah during his drunken blackouts throughout the years Jake had lived there. He kept quiet, scared to wind up somewhere else with new guardians.


  Jake was thankful for his elderly neighbors. They welcomed his attention. He’d help them unload groceries or plant bushes or paint - whatever they needed. In return, they would feed him, pay him, or insist he stay with them and visit. Lucien was his favorite.


  Lucien was old, at least eighty years old, quite possibly a hundred. With his wild, long white hair, black skin, and hazel eyes he looked like a character out of a horror movie. His Haitian accent only added to his mystique. But his warmth, compassion, and quick wit were why Jake kept coming over. They would play cards, chess, Scrabble, or just talk. Jake adored Lucien’s pet boa constrictor, Mami. He’d take her out of her cage and hold her every time that he was over.


  Lucien also had some fascinating stories from when he lived in Haiti. He was once a bokor or a Voodoo priest back in his hometown. Jake begged Lucien to teach him some aspects of the Voodoo religion. Lucien enthusiastically agreed and began teaching him some of the symbols of the loas or spirits of the Cosmos. Jake hung onto every word.


  While Jake was little he remembered his uncle as being a quiet man, never warm, never part of the family. Jake’s mother said very little about him, giving Jake the impression that she didn’t like him. A family member had made some negative comments about Pete during Jake’s grandma’s funeral. Apparently, his uncle couldn’t attend because he was locked up. Jake was only eight years old at the time. Pete must have been let out early because Jake remembered spending the next Christmas with him. When his mother had gotten sick Pete could not be counted on to visit or help her out.


  Once Jake was placed with his uncle in foster care, he realized why his mom kept her distance. Pete’s mood swings made him feel like he was walking on broken glass. His uncle looked even scarier than he acted. He was huge in a former football player gone fat kind of way. His blue eyes were filled with ice. Greed, lust, and anger were the only things that motivated him.


  Jake saw their relationship as give-and-take. He needed a guardian until he turned eighteen, and Pete needed the state of Wisconsin’s assistance checks for foster parenting. Once he was an adult, all ties between them would be permanently severed. There would be no family cook-outs or Thanksgiving invites. Getting away from his uncle, the foster system, and all threats of living in a group home were the rays of light seen at the end of his tunnel.


  Jake didn’t know what he wanted to do after high school, but planned on getting his own place, finding a job, and trying college. He was almost there, less than two years away. Unknown to his uncle, he saved a few thousand dollars from doing odd jobs throughout the trailer park for his elderly neighbors.


  


  After Henry’s mother picked him up, Jake and Lucien continued watching the earthquake coverage, flipping back and forth to news channels during commercial breaks. Lucien invited him to stay for dinner, offering some frozen Stouffer’s lasagna. Jake gratefully accepted. He felt safe with Lucien, and had grown to love the man like a father. The alternative of going home only added to the invitation’s appeal.


  The phone simultaneously rang at the same time Lucien put the lasagna in the oven. He struggled to answer it before the machine went off. “Yes?” he answered. “Oh, he’s here. We were just about to eat some dinner. Here.”


  While Jake detangled the long, curly knotted cord, he wondered if anyone else in America had failed to purchase a cordless phone. Assuming it was his uncle, he cautiously spoke. “Yeah, sure. Can I eat here? Okay, then I’ll be right home,” Jake hung up. “Gotta go. They want me to baby-sit Rhianna. They are all going to this new place my aunt waitresses at. See you tomorrow. Can I bring Henry over again?” Lucien nodded. “To Bondye. And Papa Legba.”


  


  



  Chapter 9


  


  Jake was greeted by his aunt with a gourmet dinner of micro-waved hotdogs and Lay’s potato chips. This was a real treat compared to other dinners they had fed him.


  “Eat up. You know what to do,” she said and kissed his forehead. Her fuzzy sweater reeked of marijuana and accentuated her gigantic breasts.


  Pete, Leah, and her brother, T.J., left. Several uneventful hours went by. Jake read the almost three-year old stories, watched cartoons, and then put her to bed. Rhianna was like a sister to him. He felt guilty as he looked at her ‘room’ which was better used as a storage closet or possible area for a double-stacked washer and dryer. A small air mattress took up the floor space, and her clothes were shelved above her head. Rhianna hugged and kissed him goodnight. She would be the only one he’d miss once he was gone.


  He watched an hour more of the news and then finally turned in. A few hours later he was awoken by a heated argument. He could hear every word through the paper thin walls that separated his room from the living room.


  “You’re a God-damned slut! Whore! How could you…He was touching your…All over!” Pete bellowed.


  “How dare you! You’re the one who told me to get up on the stage and make some real money!” Leah screamed back. T.J. tried playing mediator, but his slurred words were ignored.


  “But then a lap dance? You waste no time, you little cunt! Kinda like you’ve been stripping since you started working there and lying about it!”


  “If you weren’t such as lazy drunken slob then maybe I wouldn’t have to work! Someone has to pay for things around here. You sure ain’t…”


  Oh no! Smackdown time! thought Jake, too afraid to move. He hated it when his uncle got like this. These violent moods were usually alcohol induced. The familiar sounds of slaps, thuds, cracks, and painful moans were on the other side of his bedroom door. He heard Rhianna’s crying in the background.


  “Rhi, go back to bed. Mommy’s alright!” yelled T.J. who was trying to calm Pete down.


  Jake rolled out of bed and army crawled to the doorway. Looking through the opening that separated the door from the carpeting, he saw Leah’s head bloodied. She lay limp on the floor. Pete stopped hitting her. His whole demeanor changed. With a wolfish expression, he began to unbuckle his belt.


  Rhianna’s screams got closer. She must have darted to the other side of the living room, putting her smack-dab in front of Jake’s bedroom door. He could now see her foot. It partially blocked his view. Shit! Can’t get involved! If I open the door…


  “Pete, what the hell is a matter with you? Stop it! She’s passed out. You beat her into a coma, man! And now you’re gonna…Sober up and think of what you’re doing! Right in front of your daughter!” T.J. yelled.


  Is he suicidal? Jake knew his uncle would make T.J. regret his words. Like Leah, T.J. was small. He was filled with faults, but violence was not one of them. On perfect cue, Jake could hear his uncle’s bare fists hooking T.J. in the jawbone. Rhianna’s screams turned into full-blown hysteria. The poor girl was hyperventilating while desperately grasping Jake’s locked doorknob for refuge. I don’t want to be involved! Go back to your closet and lay still!


  “Jakey, Jakey, pwwweeeze!” Rhianna sobbed.


  Jake couldn’t take her suffering any longer. Quickly unlocking the door, he grabbed the little girl and pulled her inside his room and then relocked the door.


  The living room had grown eerily quiet. Jake had a difficult time hearing while Rhianna wailed. “It’s okay now. Try to be quiet,” he whispered, straining to hear. Nothing but silence was on the other side of his door. His heart rate doubled. Always quiet before the storm. Was it over? Or was I next? He slid on his gym shoes, took a can of Comet cleaner from his bathroom, and crept up to the only window in the room. It was small, but Jake knew he could fit through. Then came the sound he was waiting for. Click, click, click. Pete was delicately trying to open the door. He now knew it was locked.


  “Jake, open up! Let me get Rhianna and put her to bed. Adults just having adult conversation. Can’t a man have any privacy in his own home?”


  Jake pried open the sealed window. The opening created a wind tunnel, instantly cooling off the whole trailer with a single arctic gust. He ripped through the screen.


  “Sure got cold in here. You open the window? Open the door, you little shit! Now, before I beat you to a pulp!” Pete pounded down the flimsy door with supernatural strength. Jake could already see it splintering on the inside of his room. He had both legs dangling out of the window, balancing on his torso through the opening. He looked down and realized the jump was only four feet. He let himself drop out, landing on a fresh snow bank. Rhianna cried as she looked out the window. He got up and dusted off the snow. Thud! He didn’t know what hit him. Back on the ground, he looked up and saw T.J. looming over him.


  “Pete, he’s right here! Before you leave, your uncle has something to say to you,” T.J. replied. Jake was confused as to why T.J. would side with his uncle after just receiving a beating from him.


  Pete thundered down the half-finished wooden deck outside of the trailer’s entrance. “Get your fucking ass back in the house now!” Jake could barely hear him due to the whistling of the wind. He doubted any of his neighbors heard him; it was so late. Forget about the cavalry being called, he thought.


  His uncle and T.J. carried him back inside. T.J.’s jaw was swollen and his nose broken. He obediently closed the window while Pete ranted.


  “You stupid son-of-a-bitch! Where were you going? Another shitty group home? Police? What are they going to do? You need to mind your own business!”


  “Pete, found this lying on the ground,” T.J. said as he tossed Pete the can.


  “What the fuck is this? Running away and planning on cleaning toilets?” Pete examined the can and began to shake it. He heard something solid and began to twist off the top. Pete found the cut opening. “What the hell, you’ve got over a thousand bucks here. Where’d you steal it from?”


  “No, I earned it from helping everyone here at the park. I’ve been saving up for when I’m an adult,” Jake stuttered.


  “Bullshit! You’ve been stealing from all these here old people, you thief! This here money is now mine. Gonna use it to pay for that window you broke! And I’m gonna teach you a lesson that you’ll never forget!”


  Jake wondered where Leah’s unconscious body went. The living room was now free from obstructions, giving his uncle free range of motion for his third beating of the night. Jake could see blood splattering all over the carpet and walls. Uncle Pete slid his belt out of his belt loops and then swung it in circles for added momentum. There was an ornate bronze belt buckle of a cowboy at the end of the belt. The whoosh sound that it made scared the hell out of Jake.


  “Turn around and take off your shirt! Now! Or it’s gonna be that much worse. This is how my daddy, your grandpa, showed me who’s boss! And stealing is a sin!”


  Jake looked over to T.J. Refusing to return eye contact, T.J. made it clear that he was finished playing hero and stood blocking the front door. Better me getting the beat down than him, asshole. Rhianna stood in front of his mangled bedroom door, crying.


  Down came the bronze belt buckle, again, and again, and again until Jake couldn’t feel anymore. His vision faded.


  By 6 a.m. Leah woke him up in his bed with a tray of cereal and juice. Remnants of the hellish night instantly came back as the pain in his back throbbed.


  “You okay? It’s all my fault. I’m what triggered everything,” Leah cried. “Take this. It’ll help out a lot with the pain.”


  Jake could barely sit up. He downed the pill without even asking what it was. He looked at her once pretty face. It was purple and swollen. An upper tooth was missing.


  “Your shirt is saturated with blood. Let me see your back.”


  He agonized as he lifted his shirt. The pain pulsated even harder as the cool air hit all of the sores.


  “Holy shit! I need to clean you up. With all of the dried blood it’s hard to see how bad this is.” She went into his bathroom and came back with a damp towel. Once she was finished wiping off his back, the white towel was a filthy reddish-brown color. “This isn’t so bad. You need to take a bath. Nothing some Bactine won’t heal up. And you’re still stuck in the Zoo, right?”


  “Yeah. So don’t worry. No gym class. No one will see my back if that’s what you’re thinking,” Jake said with indignation.


  “Shhh. He’s asleep.”


  “Don’t you worry about Rhianna? Look at yourself. Look what he’s done to you. Your brother…He was going to rape you until T.J. stepped in. Wished T.J. would have stepped in for me. Pete took all of my money I worked so hard for. It was my ‘get the fuck outta here’ money. When I’m eighteen…I hate him, Leah. I really hate him.”


  “He takes my money every night. I know how you feel. You just gotta hide it better. Somewhere that’s not here. Your uncle does pay the bills, and keeps things running. Please, no more fights. He’s not all bad. Just when he drinks is all.”


  “I’ve gotta bus to catch, so if you don’t mind,” Jake said. He washed up, got dressed, and waited at his bus stop thirty minutes before the bus was scheduled to arrive. He needed to get out of that hellhole. While waiting on the corner he cried. His cries escalated into shrieks with tears falling out of his eyes like rivers. He didn’t know what upset him the most. His mutilated back? Perhaps. It would heal, leaving him the souvenir of scars for the rest of his life. The money? It represented a piece of his freedom he had planned for after turning eighteen years old. And then there was his unadulterated grief. Cancer or not, his mom left him behind to be tortured. One way or another Pete was gonna pay dearly for what he had done.


  


  



  Chapter 10


  


  Lucien Nazaire descended from a legendary line of Caribbean bokors. His great-great-great-great grandfather, Plato the Wizard, was a runaway slave who practiced Obeah, a West Indies form of sorcery. His magic seduced loyal followers and threatened all who got in his way, drawing lots of attention to the wrong people. In 1780 he was convicted of heresy. Plato infamously promised to bring a terrible storm onto the shores of Jamaica by the end of the year right before he was executed. In October of the same year, Jamaica and other nearby islands suffered a deadly hurricane. Plato the Wizard’s secrets were passed on to relatives. Part of his family was sold off to the St. Dominigue slave owners, currently known as Haiti and Dominican Republic.


  On Lucien’s twentieth birthday, he inherited Plato’s generational Obeah and Voodoo secrets. This knowledge grew exponentially over the centuries. Soon he became an important man in Haiti. A few decades later, like his great-great-great-great grandfather, Lucien was indicted for occult rituals and faced with execution. Murder was the official police charge with his motive linked to sorcery. Unlike Plato the Wizard, Lucien had figured out a way to escape. He prayed to Baron Samedi and was last seen running on the beach, and diving in the water, never coming back to shore. Most believed he died in the Caribbean Sea, but some still had doubts. Only a select few of his family members knew he made it to America.


  Now, nearing a century of age, Lucien feared his craft would die with him. He loved Jake like a son and began grooming him in the dark arts. First, he taught Jake common symbols used within the hounfours where worship took place. Jake caught on instantly. Lucien moved onto the mystical side of the religion, showing him healings, protective powers, and hexes. He regretted never teaching his wives or children. Jake was his last hope in continuing on his family’s legacy.


  Although they had grown close, both kept secrets from each other. Lucien suspected a great deal of abuse in Jake’s home. He wanted to adopt the boy, but his age and U.S. legal status would be under fire. For the time being, he enjoyed their relationship and vowed to help the boy under any circumstances.


  ***


  


  By the time Jake’s school bus arrived, his eyes felt as dry as sandpaper from crying. Like magic, he no longer pitied himself, shifting to fantasies of revenge. He was grateful to his aunt for making him go to school. He certainly didn’t want to stay home. Henry lurked by his locker, excited to see him. They both walked to the Zoo together and began their day.


  Like the day prior, Mrs. Powell allowed them to watch more news coverage about the Haitian earthquake. The aftershocks were causing widespread alarm. The Red Cross was already delivering food, water, and medical supplies. Makeshift camps were in the process of being set-up for the thousands and thousands misplaced. Jake thought of the worry Lucien must be going through.


  “Can we go to Lucien’s again?” Henry whispered. He looked like a puppy begging for a hamburger.


  “Sure. As long as your mom takes us there.”


  After school Henry’s mom again was gracious enough to drop them off at Lucien’s. “Same time as yesterday?” Henry nodded. She waved goodbye.


  Lucien automatically made hot cocoa. Jake needed to unload, but wasn’t sure if Lucien or Henry wanted to hear his problems. After reiterating earthquake news, Jake took a chance.


  “So…I’ve gotta tell you about my night. And Henry, please don’t repeat this to anyone.”


  “You don’t have to worry. I’m good at keeping secrets. Sometimes I don’t even remember them,” Henry answered.


  “My uncle is a real dick.” Jake retold every dirty detail he endured from his uncle’s wrath. For the grand finale of the tragic tale, Jake lifted up his shirt, displaying him numerous welts.


  Lucien’s face flashed with anger, but Henry remained unaffected. “Jake, my dad always says the only way to get someone to quit picking on you is to defend yourself. That’s why I didn’t get in any trouble at home after I punched Rio. Maybe if you hit your uncle back, then he wouldn’t mess with you.”


  “Ah Henry. Your dad is a very wise man when it comes to giving his big son advice, but you don’t know Jake’s uncle. He’s bigger than even you. And he’s a mean drunk who’s used to fighting,” Lucien explained.


  “Jake, I consider you my friend. My best friend and my only friend. If you need me to go punch your uncle’s lights out, no problem. Where does he live? I’ll go do that now. Get it out of the way,” Henry offered.


  Jake smiled. Henry’s loyalty was touching. “Henry, that’s okay. And since you’re my only friend, you’re also my best friend as well.”


  “There will be no fighting from anyone. Now Jake, I love you like a son. And you’re welcome to stay here as much as you want, as long as you want…I’d adopt you myself, but no one would give someone my age custody,” Lucien added. Jake couldn’t help but feel he was holding something back. “He’s done this before, hasn’t he?”


  “Yes. Lots of times. But this is the worst time,” Jake cried. Emotions suddenly overcame him.


  “This is unforgiveable. The next time might be worse. He needs to be stopped. Police?” Jake shook his head. “Let me make you an ointment for your back.”


  Lucien opened a drawer with endless containers of odd spices labeled in French. He began to boil water.


  “Lucien, why don’t you make a Voodoo doll? Isn’t that what you do in Haiti when someone is making you mad? We can make one of Jake’s uncle,” Henry suggested.


  “Can you do that, Lucien?” Jake asked.


  “I haven’t done that kind of thing since, oh, since I left Haiti. And sometimes it doesn’t even work. It’s such a small part of the Voodoo religion. Some would call it Hoodoo. These things take time, but we could try. Although I’d feel more comfortable showing you how to make a healing ointment for scarred skin. Revenge is one of the trickiest of the hexes. It has a power of its own, making it easy to backfire. Any more harm than what your uncle deserves might invite evil loas into your life. And Henry, your parents might not approve of this. Maybe it’s a bad idea.”


  “Like I said earlier, I’m good at keeping secrets.”


  “But from your parents? I don’t know if that’s right.”


  “He’s cool. And like you said, this probably won’t even work. It’s worth a try. You’re cheering me up just talking about it,” Jake said.


  “Then I’ll need a few personal items from your uncle. Hair, Q-tips, trinkets, clothes, anything he personally uses,” Lucien instructed. “I also need dirt. Large Ziploc bags of dirt from the graveyard next door. I think I can provide the rest.”


  Lucien dabbed his herbal healing concoction over Jake’s back. Once it absorbed into the skin, the boys bolted out of the house to gather everything on Lucien’s list. They first headed towards the adjacent cemetery.


  “How are we gonna get dirt if the ground’s frozen?” Jake thought aloud. He was very familiar with the cemetery. His mother was buried there. For the time being, he kept that information to himself.


  “Let’s walk around. Maybe someone just got buried and there’s fresh ground dug up.”


  A half an hour later they stumbled upon a new grave. “Henry, you’re a genius, you know that? Let’s see, we are taking Mary Ann Shepard’s dirt. She lived from 1923 until last week. This must be her husband, Paul, next to her.”


  “Jake, what time is it? My mom picks me up at 5:30.”


  “We still got some time. Come to my house. I’ll ask if you could use the bathroom. My uncle won’t want you using mine because my room is messed up from what went down last night. Once you’re in there, grab whatever you can that’s his. The laundry basket is in there. Nothing too noticeable.”


  Jake’s uncle, preoccupied with the hockey game, sat on the couch with his sleeping daughter and brother-in-law. The coffee table was covered in empty bottles of Miller Draft.


  As planned, his uncle mindlessly pointed to the other bathroom, too absorbed to question who Jake’s friend was.


  A few minutes later, Henry was finished. They returned to Lucien’s and emptied their collection.


  “Ah…A razor…good. And a pair of dirty underwear…a pair of scissors, dark brown hair clippings, Sports Illustrated, a St. Anthony medal…”


  “Henry, he might miss that!”


  “Jake, it’s okay. You can return it in a day or so. He’ll just think he lost it. And here’s the dirt. Oh, and several cigarette butts,” Lucien said. “Tomorrow I will be ready. Will you boys be back?”


  “I’ve got Awanas tomorrow night at 7 p.m. Will we be done by then?” Lucien nodded. “Then tomorrow. Jake, do you want to come with me? They won’t mind if I bring a friend.”


  As lame as Awanas sounded, it would keep Jake away from his uncle’s house for the night. He eagerly accepted. Just then, Henry’s mother pulled up in front of Lucien’s window and Henry bolted out the door.


  “Jake, you are going to help me assemble a poppet. Don’t worry. He’ll get what he deserves. It’s in the hands of the loas now.”


  Jake and Lucien quietly worked together for a couple of hours sewing burlap fabric together and stuffing it with different kinds of herbs Lucien boiled and dried. Jake imagined many different ways his uncle would suffer.


  


  



  Chapter 11


  


  Plotting revenge had given Jake a new optimism. Lately, he couldn’t help but think of his mother. He recalled seeing her go from a young lively woman to a sickly, bald one in only a few months. The endless visits to the hospital, constant care she required, and desperate financial situation were more than most kids could handle. He took on the role of the parent and watched her deteriorate to infant status. She didn’t just die. He had to watch her die slowly, over two years. His uncle’s lack of support never bothered him before. Pete did manage to take time out of his busy day to attend his mother’s funeral.


  As Jake grew older, seeing people’s true colors became less complicated. His uncle’s color was evil in its deepest shade. He didn’t just hate his uncle, he hated his life. Pete was every obstacle, every tragedy, every injustice Jake had ever encountered. Bondye, Papa Legba, Mami Wata, and all of the loas put together were going to give Jake the judgment he craved.


  ***


  For the third day in a row, Henry’s mother dropped them off at Lucien’s home.


  “Mrs. Novak, on Saturdays I help my neighbors with chores, handy-man type of work, errands…Some of them pay me. Some of them don’t. Would it be okay if Henry helps, too? He might earn some money.”


  “That would be nice, but I don’t want Henry taking away money that you earn.”


  “Mom, I wouldn’t take any money. Just give me something to do,” Henry lobbied.


  “Very well, then. He’ll come over tomorrow morning. Around 10-ish? And then I’ll pick him up in the afternoon. And Jake, you’re coming to Awana’s tonight, right? If you come early, they feed you. Usually pizza. It’s free.”


  “Great,” Jake replied.


  “Then I’ll pick you both up around 6:00 p.m. One day I’d really like to meet your friend, Lucien.”


  “Yeah, soon, Mom. Gotta go,” Henry said, cutting her off. They both dodged out of the car and waved her off. “My mom hovers. My dad gets annoyed.”


  “At least you have a mom. Mine died. And your mom is really nice, and pretty too.”


  “She’s okay.”


  Jake was half expecting the standard ‘I’m so sorry’ plea of sympathy with a side of ‘What happened?’, but Henry seemed uninterested. Jake appreciated his eccentricities. He didn’t have to explain himself around the boy.


  “Both on time. Let’s continue assembling our poppet. Jake and I didn’t finish it because we wanted to show you how it’s done. When I was a bokor in my village, I used to do this kind of thing all the time. It’s been a while.”


  “How long does it take to work?” Jake asked.


  “Varies. You’ve got to pray to the loas and remind them of your reasons. Step one: Take burlap from a bag of potatoes and cut it out into a doll figure. You can use other kinds of fabric.”


  “Like a gingerbread man,” Henry observed.


  “Yes. And then we stitched around the outline of the doll, leaving part of it open. Notice the material is flimsy, so I doubled it up, but you don’t’ have to do that if the cloth is real thick. Now we are going to stuff it up with some of the things you gathered yesterday and some of my own special mixture.”


  “What’s in that?” Jake asked, pointing to the dried out plant clippings and ground up spices he had mixed into a bowl.


  “I’ve got a little mandrake root, wolfsbane, crushed glass, ginger, and a pinch of some other special ingredients. Basically, dried up plants. Put this mix, along with the graveyard dirt and your uncle’s taglocks, inside of the doll.”


  “Huh?” Henry asked.


  “Taglocks? They are Jake’s uncle’s personal things. The reason you make the doll determines what herbs and spices to use for the stuffing. Like a recipe of sorts. We’ll use his hair, some of his cigarette butts, necklace, and underwear to stuff the rest of the doll. Good. Now I’ll stitch it back up,” Lucien explained. “I’ll get Mami out of her cage. Get my drum. Try to repeat after me. Damballah, oh Damballah, we call on you to invade Pete’s evil soul. Possess him. Torment him. Let him experience the kind of violence that Jake has suffered from.”


  The boys echoed the same words. Lucien began to play the drums. Jake held the doll over his head while Lucien chanted along to his drum beats. He looked hypnotized, switching from English to French. Mami slithered on the floor.


  “Here are some laces. Jake, take these and bind the doll’s hands so that Pete will never hurt you again.” Lucien continued chanting and playing the drums. Jake looked at Henry. He, too, looked hypnotized. Several minutes went by. “The doll is prepared. Damballah has heard your prayer. Let’s see what he plans to do.”


  Lucien took out a long candle and lit it. He stared at it with fascination for several minutes. “Damballah says we cast a very powerful spell. He is filled with negative energy. Look at the black smoke and the stained upper part of the cylinder. He’s very angry. Jake, you will get your justice.”


  “Is this the part when we stick pins inside the doll?” Henry asked.


  “We could, but Pete’s cigarette butts are a taglock, thus more powerful. Before we singe the doll, let me draw a face on it. Jake, lift up your shirt. I want to count how many lashings he gave you. Remember, balance is the key to invoking spells. They are healing beautifully. One, two, …nine total.”


  Lucien drew two Xs for the eyes and seven Xs for the mouth. He then took part of a tissue and wrapped it around one of the cigarette butts. He gently relit the smoke and handed it to Jake. The cherry glowed. “Burn the doll nine times. If the cigarette burns out, I have plenty more that you gave me.”


  The doll sat on the kitchen table while Jake singed it five times with the cigarette Lucien gave him and then another four times with different butts. The last step was dipping the doll into a pot of unused herbs he boiled.


  “Submerge the doll.”


  Jake followed his directions and held the dripping doll over the pot. It seemed like it was going to fall apart.


  “Jake, I’d give you the poppet, but it’s unsafe in your home. Leave it here. We’ll put it on the couch. Don’t worry, it will dry. It’s a very powerful spell. Damballah definitely heard us. Wish I could give you a time frame.”


  They talked about some possible mishaps Pete might have, but Lucien explained whatever happened, nine marks or scars or broken bones or something would be brought upon him for his wrongdoing. Just then Henry’s mother’s headlights were seen from the window.


  “Gotta go. See you tomorrow, Lucien,” Jake said. They bolted into the Henry’s mother’s car.


  


  

  Chapter 12


  


  “Hi boys. Jake, this is Natalie. She’s Henry’s sister. The group usually goes to 9:30 p.m. Is that okay with your folks? Aunt and Uncle, right?” He nodded. Jessica suspected he never told them about the evening.


  Henry had been hanging out with the boy all week. Jessica could still not get a good reading on him. She called the principal about Henry’s new friend only to be told Jake was a harmless loner with a terrible home-life. She admired his kindness towards his elderly neighbors. Keeping an open mind, she accepted he had social problems, just like Henry, but was a good kid. After all, he agreed to go to the Awana group. Was he a Christian? Was God giving her an opportunity to evangelize?


  “Jake, do you know what Awanas is?” Jessica asked on the ride to their church.


  “I think it’s like boy scouts, but for Christians,” he answered.


  “Basically. Do you go to church?” He shook his head. From her conversation with the principal, she was under the impression his aunt and uncle weren’t exactly walking with the Lord.


  “We go every Sunday at 9:00 a.m. You’re welcome to join us. We’ll pick you up. Then we go out to breakfast,” Jessica suggested.


  “Maybe. To be honest, my mom and I would sometimes go to church, but since she died I haven’t gone,” he answered.


  “I’ll ask you again tomorrow. Okay, we are here. Have fun,” Jessica smiled.


  Once home, Jessica began to discuss Henry’s new friend with Tom.


  “They’ve been friends for what? Three days? Aren’t you being pushy? Awanas? Church? Slow down before you scare off his only friend,” Tom responded.


  Jessica was hurt, but considered his reaction. Maybe her sudden interest in Jake was a bit too overwhelming.


  ***


  Jake enjoyed the delicious pizza and company of the Awana group. The time went by quickly. Not the most exciting night a sixteen year old could have, but he was grateful not to be alone. Once home, the trailer was quiet. Without checking to see if anyone was up, he went straight to bed. He was high with anticipation, counting down the minutes until the spell would take effect.


  The next morning Jake woke up early and slipped out of the trailer. The place was eerily silent. He didn’t see T.J. on the couch or his car out front.


  He began his weekly chores with Esther Muddraker. She was the only neighbor who had him shop for her groceries. He let himself in her double-wide trailer, started a load of laundry, and joined her for breakfast. The woman could not drive and could barely walk because of her crippling arthritis. The grocery store was only a twenty minute hike, and she needed a few bags to last her through the week.


  “Well, you’re here earlier than usual. It’s only seven. You usually sleep in. What’s wrong?” Esther asked. Jake turned away as his eyes filled with tears. “You know I’m about one step away from calling the police on that S.O.B. You and that poor little girl don’t deserve this.”


  “What do you do? He’ll get what’s coming to him. Trust me.”


  “Ain’t that the truth. God has His own kind of justice,” Esther added.


  God, Bondeye, Papa Legba, Damballah…It didn’t matter anymore. All Jake knew was a higher force would help him with retribution.


  “Jake, here. This is my list and here’s some money for the groceries. You keep whatever is left.”


  Jake looked at the hundred dollar bill. “Mrs. Muddraker, this is twice of what you normally give me. I can’t take this. I know you’re not rich.”


  “Shut up and take the money. I have more things on my list this time.”


  Jake gladly accepted, but thought the extra cash was given out of pity.


  “Oh, and by the way, not being nosy, but you should be glad you didn’t see what went on last night. That guy living with you…”


  “T.J. He’s Leah’s brother. Didn’t see him on the couch when I left this morning. Sometimes he spends the night with Mona, his ex-girlfriend, who he’s trying to get back together with,” Jake answered.


  “Well, I’m not one to gossip.” Jake smiled at Mrs. Muddraker. She loved drama and was known for being in everyone’s business. “Okay, maybe I’m a little too observant. But I don’t think that woman, Mona, wants him back. I think it was her that pulled up to the trailer around seven last night and dumped out a few Hefty bags of his stuff in front of your uncle’s and then honked her horn. I couldn’t hear, but I saw what looked like an argument right through that window. Then she peeled out of here. He stayed outside in the cold with your uncle and his stuff, making calls, drinking, smoking…and then he loaded the bags into that clunker he drives and left. I think your uncle went with him. Are they back?”


  “Don’t know about Pete, but T.J.’s gone. And you never know, Mrs. Muddraker. You could have it all wrong. He might have gone to his old house and his girlfriend welcomed him home with open arms. They had a romantic evening, renewing their relationship. She realized what a catch he was and how he almost got away. Let’s see, no job, no potential, no brains, no money…”


  “And don’t forget that he’s ugly!” added the elderly woman.


  “Exactly! I bet you and I could fill up a notebook with his issues,” Jake said. They both laughed. He knew she appreciated his sarcastic sense of humor more than anyone else in the trailer park. He grabbed her grocery list and hiked up to the store. Nothing new or expensive was added to the list. The bill was thirty something dollars. This gave him close to seventy dollars for a couple of hours of work. It took some of the sting away from Pete stealing his savings.


  His next stop was at Mr. Carillo’s home, next door to Esther’s. He was taking out the man’s garbage when he saw Henry’s mom pull into Chippewa Park. She went to Lucien’s trailer, unsure of where he lived. Jake dropped the bags and ran over to the SUV.


  “Hi. Which one is yours?”


  “Hi. My home is technically that one.” He pointed to the farthest one from the street, hoping she didn’t see the crushed beer cans and empty bottle of vodka. He just noticed the litter and hadn’t had a chance to clean it up. “I’m helping Mr. Carillo right now. I have four other neighbors who I check on.”


  “So when do you think you’ll both be done?” Mrs. Novak asked.


  “Three, maybe four hours. Two o’clock at the latest,” Jake replied.


  “Can you introduce me to Lucien?” Mrs. Novak questioned.


  Jake looked at Henry who seemed agitated. “I guess, Mom. But don’t try to get too chatty with him. He’s our friend, not yours,” Henry rudely answered.


  “Gotcha. I’ll take you both out for hamburgers. Your dad is working, and Natalie is hanging out with friends. Just us.” Both nodded and she sped off.


  They finished up with Mr. Carillo and headed towards Mrs. Bolinski’s home. “This woman has so many health problems-cancer, heart, diabetes. It’s really sad. I think she’s dying. She’s a total sweetheart,” Jake explained before they went inside. Once they were introduced, Jake showed Henry how to do her laundry.


  “Is your uncle dead yet? Maybe hurt?” Henry nonchalantly asked.


  “Shh! What is wrong with you? Not cool, Henry. She’s right out there. Don’t ask me stuff like that in front of others, okay?” Jake whispered.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re right. Wasn’t thinking.”


  “To answer your question, no. Or at least I don’t think so. Haven’t seen my uncle, aunt, her brother, Rhianna, none of them. They weren’t home when your mom dropped me off last night. My uncle’s car is parked outside, but not T.J.’s or Leah’s. We’ll talk to Lucien about it. He’s my last stop. I do light cleaning for him. Then we can visit.”


  Henry enthusiastically helped Jake with his weekly chores, enjoying both the work and meeting the neighbors. Once at Lucien’s, they checked out their poppet.


  “Can’t wait until your charms start to kick in,” Jake said to the doll as he held it. He filled Lucien in on the Chippewa Park scuttlebutt, including the drama seen by Mrs. Muddraker.


  “Lucien, my mom wants to meet you when she picks me up. Is that alright?” Henry asked.


  “Absolutely. I can’t wait to meet her,” Lucien said.


  Jessica pulled up. Jake instinctively placed the poppet behind the couch cushion not wanting her to know about their Voodoo lesson. Lucien graciously offered her tea, and she accepted. Jake could see Henry’s mood sour.


  “So, you spend a lot of time with Jake, and now Henry…That’s wonderful. I understand you’re from Haiti? Is your family safe?” Lucien shrugged. “I’m so sorry. Hope they surface soon, alive and well. Like your pet snake. He friendly?” Henry grunted a sound of disapproval. “Nice meeting you, but Henry thinks I’m intruding so that’s my cue. Boys, you ready for some lunch?”


  


  

  Chapter 13


  Jake was dropped off late afternoon after having lunch with Henry and his mother. Mrs. Novak offered a second invite on attending church with them the next day. He felt pressured into going and finally agreed.


  “Okay. You can pick me up tomorrow morning,” he said. It seemed to make Henry’s mother happy he would join them.


  Once inside, the trailer was still. Something felt wrong or at least more wrong than usual. Jake crept through the rooms to double check its vacancy. A few minutes later the phone rang. The caller I.D. showed Leah’s cell phone number.


  “Leah, it’s Jake. What’s wrong? I can hear you crying.”


  “T.J. He’s unconscious. Mona officially ended it. She threw all of his stuff out in front of our house.” Jake already heard a different perspective of the story from Esther Muddraker, but continued to listen. “She’s got a new boyfriend and he just moved in, Cody something or another. She didn’t want any of his shit in her house.”


  “Where’s Rhianna?” he asked, worried.


  “She was here earlier, but then my mom took her for the night. I don’t think T.J. is going to make it. The doctors…they say he’s got a depressed skull fracture. That’s code for he had his brain pulverized with a baseball bat. He bled from the ears, nose…and then yellow gooey stuff came out from his eyes. It’s not good, Jake,” Leah cried.


  “Who hurt him? Pete?”


  “No. It was the new boyfriend. I don’t know exactly what happened, but according to Pete, he and T.J. got to drinking. As we both know, nothing good ever comes out of that. Anyway, they went to the bars and did some more drinking. Then they went over to Mona’s, begging her to give T.J. another chance. I’m sure Pete had ulterior motives of getting my brother out of the house. Supposedly, T.J. brought Pete’s gun with them. One thing led to another, and I get a call just as I’m done working that T.J.’s in the hospital and Pete’s in jail. I tried to call you this morning, but you were working for our neighbors. So I thought now would be a good time to call…” Her voice was shaky and almost incomprehensible.


  Jake couldn’t help but glow with joy. Thankful Leah couldn’t see his facial expression, he asked, “Why is Pete in jail?”


  “Oh, he’s in the process of getting bonded out. I’m not sure if he’s coming straight here or if he’s getting you. He’s using T.J.’s car if you were wondering why his is still at home.”


  “What’s the charge?” Jake asked almost doing an unseen victory dance.


  “B & E and gun charge. You wanna come visit T.J. with me? He might not have much longer. When Pete calls, I’ll have him pick you up before coming here,” Leah offered.


  His victory was put on hold. Jake knew if the situation was reversed, T.J. might not have visited him in the hospital, but Leah would. Could this be part of the Voodoo spell?


  Within the hour, Uncle Pete pulled up in T.J.’s old, dilapidated Camaro, honking the horn for him to hurry up. They drove in silence to the hospital. Jake took a chance and spoke, hoping his uncle was in a mellow mood.


  “So, how long were you held for?”


  “Well, let’s see...There was the initial arrest, hours of questioning, mug shot, prints…by the time they finally locked me up, it was morning, light out. And then I was just released now, about a half an hour ago. So eight or nine hours in the shithole. Met some interesting cellmates. I won’t be serving any real time for this trumped up bullshit….”


  Eight or Nine? That’s close enough to nine! My new favorite number, thought Jake, remembering his nine welts, nine X’s for the bastard’s face, and nine cigarette burns he gave the poppet.


  “Could’ve spent the whole day and night, but got lucky I guess. Bonded out. Now T.J…he’s not so lucky. Cody, that’s his replacement for Mona, swung a baseball bat at his head, legs, everywhere. I can still hear the thuds. But he claimed self-defense because we broke into the house and T.J. had my gun. Mona backed him all the way. Poor bastard. That piece of shit is gonna pay. Listen, I’m warning you T.J. looks like something out of a horror movie,” Pete said as they parked in the visitor’s parking area and approached the entrance. Because of his mother’s cancer he knew the hospital well.


  They slowly entered the room. Leah was at the foot of the bed. Her face was still bruised from the other night’s scuffle. Her blue eyes were red and veiny. T.J. lay unconscious with tubes sticking out of his arm and throat. His leg and abdomen were braced. Jake looked at the machines. They flashed and blipped in perfect unison. As his eyes made their way up to T.J.’s face, he was repulsed. Part of his head was bandaged, but the rest was swollen. His one eye was sealed shut with yellow glop oozing out from it. His cheekbone was caved in, giving him no facial structure. Jake tried to piece together T.J.’s misfortune while questioning if the Voodoo spell had anything to do with it. He felt nauseated. Had the doll been a mistake?


  “Thanks for coming. The doctor says he probably won’t make it through the night. He’s hemorrhaging and there’s nothing they can do. His cranium is fractured all over,” Leah said.


  “Pete says he was beaten up by a baseball bat? But it was self-defense? How did they get in all of this trouble?” Jake asked.


  “Well, Pete’s version of the story claims…” Her tone was no longer sad, but angry. She shot Pete a dagger sharp look. “…that they just wanted to scare Mona’s new boyfriend. Someone fired a shot from Pete’s gun at the front door. Cody thought they were breaking in and beat T.J.’s brains to a pulp. And Pete, you don’t have a scratch. What’d you do while all this was going on, huh?” Leah turned to his uncle.


  “I got arrested, that’s what. Your brother was never one to think things through. Not that brainy,” Pete said with a laugh.


  “How dare you make a joke as he’s dying. Look at him. Look at my face. Look at Jake’s back. It’s because of you…” Pete waved Leah off and stormed out of the room. Jake had never seen her so angry. Once alone, the silence became awkward.


  “Leah, how many times did Cody hit him in the head?” Jake asked.


  “Uh, lots. He’s hit all over. Doctor says nine alone in the head. Then another twelve all over the rest of the body. He’s only twenty-four. So young. I know he was going through a rough patch, but there was hope. Now there’s nothing.”


  Jake couldn’t help but think of his spell. Pete should have been the one dying or even better, dead. Jake couldn’t shake the overwhelming feeling of guilt. Nine. Nine was the theme of the week. No coincidence.


  “How’s your back?” Leah asked as they watched the heart-rate monitor.


  “I’ll heal. I’m so sorry. Do you think Pete egged him on? Maybe could have stopped it? I mean, your brother doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to have a showdown with the new boyfriend. And a gun? That’s odd.”


  “No, he’s not the kind of guy that likes confrontation. And it’s Pete’s gun. I bet it was Pete’s idea as well. Pete is leaving out a whole lot of details. He either had something to do with it or did nothing to stop it. He couldn’t stand T.J. All he did was bitch about him staying with us. Since I’m the only one working, I insisted that T.J. stay. I hate him, Jake. And one day I’ll leave him. Just watch me,” Leah whispered. Her eyes darted towards the door, not sure if or when Pete was coming back. They continued to watch the monitor in silence. A few hours later T.J. died.


  ***


  Tom Novak was annoyed with his wife. She had ignored his advice about being too pushy with Henry’s new friend. Tom silently fumed on the way over to Chippewa Trailer Park. Jessica pointed to his trailer, letting Henry out of the car to knock on his door. Henry came back without Jake.


  “No one home. Maybe it’s not his house,” Henry said. “But I could have sworn I went here to use the bathroom once.”


  “That’s a good one. All this fussing over the boy and you don’t even know where he lives. Alright. Jake will have to sit this sermon out,” Tom said as he headed out of the trailer park.


  Tom was forced to park in the overflow parking lot also known as the late parking lot because of the time wasted at Chippewa Park. They walked into the modern building and were surprised all of the children’s classes were canceled.


  The pastor was doing a series of sermons on Jesus’ view of forgiveness. He abruptly announced the series would be continued later during the month. Today he wanted to preach about Haiti. Regular attendees were asked to watch a short mini-movie about the island in lieu of their devastation. The film was less than thirty minutes. It amazed both Tom and Jessica their church could put something this well done together right after the earthquake.


  Pastor Franck took the podium after the film. “As you can see from the film, from the news, from word of mouth, Haiti needs help. We’ve got aftershocks, probably more to come. Chaos and destruction everywhere. Thousands of more dead bodies are being found every day. What can we do when we are so far away? The question is ‘What can’t we do?’ We can lift these people back up by giving them a helping hand. Food, water, medicine drives, donations, and clothes are all needed. We’ve got tables setting up in the lobby for you to sign up after the service. We also planned mission trip and in need of volunteers. Some of our sister churches have jumped on missionary work. They will be going over spring break as pioneers of sorts, setting up a missionary camp for us to work safely. I’m calling on all families willing to sacrifice their time during the summer to go to Haiti and do a number of things such as clearing rubble, rebuilding their toppled buildings, encouraging sanitation, and spending time with Haitians who are curious about Jesus. We are prevented from making any concrete plans until we have some numbers of those willing to go, who want to share their valuable skills with those in need.”


  Once the pastor was finished asking for help, they ended in prayer. Tom and Jessica headed for the Haitian food relief table.


  “Mom, Dad, over here. Let’s go on a mission,” Henry said.


  “I’m not wasting my summer…”


  “Excuse me? Wasting? It’s a waste to help others in God’s name?” Tom sternly interrupted Natalie. “Drop the attitude now. And Henry, you’ve never been out of the state of Wisconsin. Even our weekend getaways have upset you. Why do you want to go?”


  “I want to help those people. Their lives are wrecked. Like Pastor Franck says, they need people to rebuild. And Dad, you’re a carpenter. You know how to do this kind of thing. You could teach me something important.”


  “But Henry, your Dad’s right. Change of scenery upsets you. If you want to help the poor Haitians, then let’s donate and ship them some food. There are so many other ways to show your compassion,” Jessica added.


  Henry would not be patronized. Tom was almost proud. He was becoming a man. While Henry and his mother argued, Tom began to wonder if the trip could be possible. A warm vision of him, his wife, and the kids bonding over a construction site swept over him. He could hold back no longer.


  “Jess, the boy wants to go. It’s time we get out of Wisconsin, and if he’s called to do God’s work, then we need to support his calling. God just gave us an opportunity, and you’re trying to get him to settle for stuffing boxes with food.”


  “But Tom, he’s only interested in Haiti because of Jake’s friend, Lucien,” Jessica explained.


  “What’s wrong with that? He’s interested. Let it be already. I’ll tell you what-let’s see if we can sign up for a week. If things go well, maybe they’ll let us extend our time. C’mon, don’t be a wet blanket.”


  “Mom, what about me? I don’t want to go. It sounds boring,” Natalie whined.


  Tom saw a flash of anger burst from Jess’s eyes. Natalie knew how to get under her mother’s skin.


  “Young lady, I’m sick of your spoiled attitude. Maybe Henry is right. Maybe your dad can teach both of you something of value. Let me think about it. We don’t have to officially sign up for another couple of weeks,” Jess stated.


  


  



  Chapter 14


  


  Jake comforted Leah while the doctor and nurses ran into the room with their machines and paddles, unable to keep T.J. alive. The hospital staff flooded them with a round of ‘I’m so sorries’ as they left the room until only the doctor was left. The last thing left to say was “You need to make the proper arrangements.” Jake knew that was a.k.a. “we need the extra bed.” The exact ritual was performed the day his mother died.


  “Jake, my mom really needs to be here. Can you watch Rhianna over at her place?” He nodded. “Thanks. You’ve been so great through this…I’ll get Pete to take you over there. He can then bring my mom back here. We got to work on getting you your license. I promise to take you driving after we figure out what to do about T.J.’s funeral and all. I don’t have much money and neither does my mom. Don’t think we can afford a proper burial. So many things to talk about.”


  Wherever Pete went after he stormed off could not be far. He was back in the room in less than fifteen minutes and dutifully dropped Jake off at Leah’s mother’s house.


  “She holds me responsible for all of this, you know. That Mona’s boyfriend was the one who killed the bastard, not me,” Pete slurred. Jake could smell the stench of beer on this breath. Don’t worry, my dear uncle, you’ll get what’s coming.


  Jake spent the greater part of Sunday watching his step-sister. He liked Leah’s mother’s home. It was clean and cozy. Why would she want to leave, especially to live in a trailer with Uncle Pete? She was only twenty years old. Too young to throw in the towel and settle for such an asshole. How did Pete get a girl like her? She had so many things going for her. If she only realized…He needed to stop thinking of her like that. She was his foster mother.


  Jake shifted his thoughts onto Pete. Besides being a mean son-of-a-bitch, he had Leah, at least for the moment. Pete should be the one sitting in the morgue with a tag on his toe, not T.J.


  Late Sunday, Leah picked Jake and Rhianna up and took them both home. For the first time he had lived with them, she offered to call in sick for him for school. Jake refused. The worst day of school was a better day than at home.


  Upon Monday morning arrival, Henry confronted Jake at his locker. He had a hurt expression on his face.


  “Why weren’t you home on Sunday? We came to get you for church. You missed a great sermon-all about Haiti. Our church is setting up a mission to help them this summer. I want to go.”


  “T.J., that’s Leah’s brother who was staying with us, died early Sunday morning. That’s why I wasn’t home. I’ll tell you about it during free time.”


  Both walked to the Zoo in silence, almost late for the bell. Mrs. Powell predictably allowed them free time in the afternoon while playing news coverage on Haiti. Jake told Henry everything, including his thoughts on the Voodoo spell they had cast.


  “Thought you wanted your uncle dead,” blurted out Henry.


  “Shhh! Not in public. Lucien’s after school, okay?” Henry nodded and they remained quiet, watching the news.


  ***


  At 3:10 p.m. the boys were dropped off by Henry’s mother. As Lucien got to know Henry, the boy grew on him. He carefully listened to Jake as the boy reported his tragic weekend. For the first time in their relationship Lucien was upset, but sat stone-faced, instantly recognizing the problem. The loas would be angry.


  “Say something! What should I do?” cried Jake.


  Lucien wobbled over to the Voodoo doll and opened it up. “Is it possible some of your uncle’s taglocks were not your uncle’s, maybe T.J.’s perhaps? Where did you get these things? Pete’s bathroom?”


  “Yes, that’s where Jake told me to go,” Henry answered defensively.


  “Does T.J. use Pete’s bathroom or yours, Jake?” Lucien asked.


  “Mine. Pete wouldn’t let him in his bathroom, but…sometimes he went in there when Pete wasn’t home. Oh no! T.J. smokes a different brand of cigarettes…I think…But he’s always bumming off of Leah and Pete. I didn’t think about that. We screwed up.”


  “We? Henry? Me? No, Jake, you screwed up,” Lucien sternly said. Jake’s eyes misted. “Stop crying. I guess I wasn’t emphasizing the importance of the taglocks. It’s okay, well not for T.J., but we can undo his fate in the afterlife he is about to enter. And Pete? From the sounds of it, he’s getting more violent. We’ll try again, but first you must undo a wrong. After T.J.’s wake, before he is buried…”


  “Lucien, I’m so sorry. I want to make things right! Will you please help me? I want to be the best bokor in Wisconsin. Give me another chance,” Jake pleaded.


  “The next time you place a hex on your uncle, it will be much simpler since T.J. is not around. It’s impertinent that you direct T.J.’s gros-bon-ange to the Cosmos so he can be free. I’m very serious. The loas have their own way of doling out justice. Once you have information on T.J.’s wake, I’ll tell you what to do,” Lucien promised.


  “Have you heard from your family? I’m trying to talk my mom into going to Haiti this summer for a mission,” Henry rambled. Lucien’s irritated demeanor vanished. Could Henry be a gift from Papa Legba? The wheels in Lucien’s mind began to turn.


  ***


  Jessica ran a literacy program with other church members within the community. They volunteered at Indian reservations to teach adults and children how to read. While they interacted with their students, Jessica began to ask her friends about the upcoming trip to Haiti.


  “Jess, why are you so interested? Thought Henry was difficult to travel with,” Carol stated.


  “Yes, but I think he’s been moved by the Spirit to go, or at least that’s how Tom is spinning it. It is kind of peculiar, though. He’s fascinated with the earthquake and the island…”


  “Keith and I are going. We signed up yesterday after the sermon. I’m so excited. This is our first mission,” Carol added. “That would be wonderful if you and your family came along!”


  “I’m thinking about it,” Jessica said.


  “Well, you two are just too good for mankind. There is no way in hell, pardon my French, that I would ever go to that God-forsaken island. They’re rampant with AIDs and who knows what else. They practically worship the devil with that Voodoo Hoodoo stuff. The news won’t tell you about all of the violence going on in those flimsy camps. Too dangerous of a place for me. And Jessica, you have a teenage daughter to consider,” Virginia declared.


  “What do you mean God-forsaken island?” Jessica asked.


  “Witchcraft, zombies, black art…You name it. They have these rituals where anything goes, if you know what I mean. Sex, sacrifice, drugs…” Virginia explained.


  “Don’t listen to her. All negative stereotypes. The missionary camps have always been safe. Yes, there are risks, but doing God’s work is all the reward I need. Think about it. Don’t let her scare you,” Carol said.


  Jessica got back to work. Virginia was one to blow things out of proportion, but she couldn’t shake the bad feeling that enveloped her. Women’s intuition told her to forget about the upcoming mission.


  


  

  Chapter 15


  Lucien had been living on borrowed time since his forty-ninth birthday. Back in Haiti, a few months before his legal problems, he had been diagnosed with inoperable brain cancer. Doctors gave him a two month maximum. There was no Voodoo remedy for cancer, but Lucien’s experimentation of the black arts allowed him to postpone the inevitable, a way to cheat death.


  As a young man Lucien took his Voodoo legacy and compounded it to a never-before-seen level. Much controversy surrounded his unconventional methods, earning him the reputation of being part juju man and part mad scientist. He played with spells, rituals, and various plants for magical powers. Every once in a while he stumbled upon something new. As the years flew by, his critics deemed him as unholy, shunning the laws of nature. But his supporters showered him with money.


  Lucien amassed a fortune. Other bokors and houngans of a lesser stature became both jealous and suspicious. He became a scapegoat for a multitude of crimes ranging from petty theft all the way to zombification, some accusations true. Eventually murder charges were brought against him. Although the charge was trumped up, Lucien wasn’t exactly innocent.


  Predicting his own execution, he moved his fortune to the U.S. and shape-shifted into a rodent. The tiny size allowed him to crawl through the bars of his cell. A guard witnessed the transformation. Some refused to believe the outrageous story, claiming the guard was bribed and let him escape. This worked to Lucien’s advantage. He shortly regained his body and ran into the sea, leaving his family nothing but his legend.


  Once in America, he floated around like a gypsy until feeling the effects of age. He visited Hayward for a weekend ten years ago and never left. Chippewa Park had everything he needed-peace, quiet, modern day conveniences, and a cemetery next door. He planned on living out the rest of his days with other elderly neighbors and die. Then he met Jake, a gift from the loas. If properly mentored, the boy could continue his life’s work. The idea gave the old man a new reason to live. If he could just hang on a little bit longer…


  The Voodoo doll lesson was a mistake. Jake had carelessly taken taglocks belonging to T.J. instead of his uncle. The last thing Lucien wanted for the boy was the loas to dislike him; they hated being arbitrarily used. But Jake was not all to blame. Lucien wasn’t clear enough with his instructions, forgetting Jake was a boy not a man.


  For Jake’s next lesson, Lucien planned to teach him how to counteract a spell that went wrong. Lucien sat back on his porch and smoked his pipe in the dead of winter. T.J.’s death could have some benefit to the old man. Maybe Jake’s mistake wasn’t a mistake after all.


  Born into generations of bokors, Lucien was trained from a little boy on how to tamper with the dead. His grandfather taught him about the two parts of the soul, the ti-bon-ange and the gros-bon-ange.


  The gros-bon-ange left the newly deceased’s body and travelled to a reservoir of other souls somewhere in the Cosmos. To ensure its natural journey, the houngan or, at times the bokor, stuffed cotton up the corpses’ nose and ears, and then bound the extremities together. A rock or brick was placed inside of the corpse’s mouth. If the corpse wore pants with pockets, the pockets were turned inside out.


  When one died an unnatural death, problems occurred. The gros-bon-ange of the victim didn’t ascend like the others. Maybe unfinished business, maybe the Cosmos wasn’t prepared, whatever the reason, it would hover and haunt whoever was responsible for its death. In order to gain back earthly balance between the spiritual and physical world, the houngan or bokor coaxed the gros-bon-ange into its natural course. This usually involved a ritual and spell backed with a powerful concoction.


  Lucien wasn’t especially worried about the gros-bon-ange’s passage into the afterlife, and maybe he should have been. It was the ti-bon-ange that most interested him. This part of the soul made a person unique via personality, characteristics, appearance, and temperament. This was also where evil hid, patiently awaiting its freedom. If manipulated correctly, the ti-bon-ange was the most powerful weapon in all of sorcery.


  Houngans, mambas, and other high priests tried preventing a fresh ti-bon-ange from getting in the wrong hands by performing the Nine Day Ritual. This act buried and sealed the ti-bon-ange with its body into the grave. The name of the ritual referred to the time period in which a ti-bon-ange would hover outside of its corpse. As a young man, Lucien discovered a loop hole. Through his own blend of incantations, he could trap the ti-bon-ange into a govi or jar, and then use it for his own purpose. This discovery proved most useful decades later, enabling him to keep on living despite his cancer and old age. Multiple side effects began to show. He prayed to the loas for more time, promising to quit feeding off of the dead once Jake was fully trained.


  Because of T.J.’s good health and youth, his ti-bon-ange was especially desirable. Lucien’s personal hoard was down to two ti-bon-anges, both captured from deceased senior citizens, each with a weak life force. Coupled with Lucien’s own physical restrictions, his stash of ti-bon-anges gave him another month or two to live. T.J.’s ti-bon-ange was much more robust. Lucien estimated its strength would last at least six month, maybe even a year.


  Jake had told him the funeral would be at Shady Oaks Funeral home the following Saturday. Lucien knew the place well. T.J. would then be buried in St. Mark’s Cemetery adjacent to Chippewa Park so that Leah and her mother would be close enough to visit. T.J.’s ti-bon-ange would stay close to his corpse for a two week maximum. Lucien had some time. He would wait until after the funeral to capture the life force of the soul.


  


  



  Chapter 16


  


  Between her women’s intuition and Virginia Halloway’s fear of Haiti, Jessica opposed going on the church’s summer mission. She hoped her family’s interest would wane, but Tom would not let go. He spoke of the mission several times throughout the week and continued to up his game by talking about the trip in front of Henry.


  Jessica loaded the dinner table with her famous meatloaf and all the fixings. Natalie fast-forwarded through prayer, and then everyone loaded up their plates. Dinners could be silent or full of conversation. Tonight was the latter, even animated. Tom commanded attention by talking the loudest.


  “Jess, did you sign us all up for the mission yet?” She obliquely gave him the dirtiest look she could muster. He was manipulating her through their kids, knowing they were her biggest weakness, especially Henry. “Got lots to prepare for. Maybe we’ll need immunization shots. And then passports. I’ve rearranged my schedule to get all of June and maybe even part of July off,” Tom blabbered. As she fumed, he wouldn’t look her in the eyes and piled more food onto his plate.


  “No, Tom…And you know my feelings about going,” Jessica said. She wanted to smash his face in the mashed potato bowl for bringing the subject up.


  “It’s okay, Mom. I didn’t want to go anyway. Spending my summer working my butt off doesn’t sound too fun. I’d rather spend more time with Allie and Nikki on their boat,” Natalie confessed.


  As Jessica feared, Henry had a much different reaction. “That’s not fair! Dad and I really wanted to go! I even told my friends that I was going!”


  “Right, like you have friends,” Natalie sneered.


  Then World War III erupted at the dinner table. Jessica could no longer contain her composure. “Listen, I never promised anyone I would sign us up for this. As I told your father, my gut is telling me it’s not safe to go there. The violence at the refugee camps, the Voodoo, disease…Let’s skip it!”


  “Jess, their Voodoo is really a combination of their African roots and Catholicism. They’re officially Catholic. The perfect group to evangelize to. This is an opportunity to preach good words after doing good works,” Tom debated.


  Tom could be so controlling. No guilt in using their pastor’s words to influence her decision. He brilliantly reasoned the mission would be no less than a virtuous, righteous, even saintly thing to do, refusing to give her omen any credence.


  “The news doesn’t show you what really goes on inside of the refugee camps,” she mumbled. Her resolve was beginning to falter.


  “Our campsite will be miles away. The Haitian police want us there. They are even giving guns out to those who will be volunteering for the camp’s guard duty. And Keith says the police are promising constant patrol. C’mon. We’ve never left Wisconsin,” he added.


  “Mom, those people need us. Look at the island, the homes, the way they are living. Dad was going to show me how to build things,” Henry tearfully interrupted. He usually didn’t cry unless he was frustrated. He looked so dejected. Even Natalie was warming up to the idea. Jessica could no longer stand the pressure.


  “Alright. I’ll go to church once we’re done eating. Someone should still be there. But all three of you are cleaning up and doing the dishes. Didn’t know it was so important. One week. Maybe two if things go well.” Henry stopped crying and smiled. “No more sad faces. Now Henry, what happened to Jake? I haven’t seen him all week. Did you have a fight?’


  “No. He’s had to watch his step-sister. Some relative named T.J. died,” Henry answered. He grabbed the last piece of meatloaf off of the platter and continued eating.


  “Died? How? Was Jake close to him?’ Jessica asked.


  “His head was bashed in with a baseball bat. And no, Jake wasn’t close to him. He’s not too sad about it.”


  “Let me know when the wake is. I’d like to go and pay my respects,” Jessica said.


  “Yeah, find out, Henry. We’ll all go pay our respects,” Tom added.


  ***


  Later that night after signing up the family for the church’s Haitian mission, Jessica read a few chapters from her romance book, stretched out in bed and then fell into a deep sleep. She seemed transported into another world. Not sure if she was dreaming, she ended up crouched behind a tree, watching something foreign and undoubtedly evil. Every hair on her body stood erect. Instinct told to her run, yet she sat like concrete. The flames from the bonfire tickled her skin, taunting her of what was to come. This is too real to be a dream.


  Her fear stemmed from a gathering of tribal Africans dressed in colorful, draped garments and exotic jewelry from another era. They appeared to be celebrating. As she listened to their banter, she thought she recognized the language. Was it French? Maybe Spanish? The unknown accent made her question her guesses.


  The fire blazed as they talked and drank. Three men took their seats at a collection of handmade drums. As they played, all chanted in unison.


  Next to the fire was a large wooden table with a primitive-looking goblet wrapped in animal skin. The drumming led to dancing. Still hidden, she watched, dreading the volume of her heartbeat would give her away. The rhythm got faster, taking on its own life force. Some of the dancers discarded their sarongs, gyrating naked in sync to the drums while frothing at the mouth. Others randomly fornicated with the nearest person available. Where am I?


  Six men dressed in white linen carried out a white man on a cot made of tree branches and canvas. He wore nothing but a bright, long scarf with swirls of red and orange. Jessica couldn’t see his face. She contemplated if he was dead. But then his lifeless body began to stir as he closed in on the fire.


  The cot carriers stopped in front of the table she now believed to be an altar. The sedated victim was transferred onto the wooden surface. Drumming, chanting, dancing…Jessica could feel herself getting sleepy, almost hypnotized by the drum beats. One of the men dressed in white raised his arms, abruptly ending the festivities. Everyone fiercely dropped to the grass and bowed towards him and the altar. Jessica presumed he was the leader. He took a curved dagger and pointed to the sky while reciting a prayer. It’s definitely French. Four years in high school and can’t remember one word, she thought, disgusted.


  Everyone repeated the leader’s words, and then he delicately sliced into the dazed man’s chest. After each cut, he caught the blood as it seeped out of the body with his animal-skinned goblet, occasionally pressing down on the incisions to increase the blood flow.


  The white man awoke in panic, screaming like a tortured animal. The leader inflicted more slashes on his shoulders and carved up chest while the other men held him down. The leader then set the knife on the altar, sipped from his goblet, and yelled something foreign to the sky. His guests shared sips from his goblet as if performing a demonic communion. The victim sat up and wailed, hacked up and splattered with his own blood.


  Against her survival instincts, Jessica crawled towards the altar. She had to see the victim’s face. Closer, and closer, and closer….It was not a man, but a boy. Something familiar…she strained her eyes for a better look. “No!” she screamed.


  


  “Jessica, wake up! Baby, it’s alright! You’re home!” Tom yelled as he shook her in bed. “What kind of dream did you have? You’re soaked from head to toe! You were tossing and turning, and then screaming…”


  Disorientated, she looked at the clock, 4:00 a.m.


  “I can’t seem to remember,” she answered.


  


  



  Chapter 17


  


  Leah was not surprised to learn T.J. died without a checking or savings account, but his financial status didn’t end at zero. From the shoebox of bills she found inside of the coat closet, T.J. owed multiple credit card companies. His rusted old Camaro was yet to be paid off. He died young, alone, and worth a large negative number. She called Mona to give her details about the wake.


  “Didn’t want anything to do with him in life. Why do you think I’d be interested in death? Listen Leah, I’ll go to his grave. But I’ll be wearing my tap shoes,” Mona snapped.


  “Go right ahead! He’ll just haunt your miserable ass for eternity,” Leah snapped back.


  The mortician had recommended cremation after learning of the family’s paltry finances, but Leah didn’t care. If she had to, she would beg, borrow, steal, or whatever it took. She owed him a proper burial, but the cost was astronomical. Six thousand dollars got him a plain headstone, tiny gravesite, pine plywood box, and a no frills service. Her mother sold off some of her father’s coin collection and gold jewelry, and then emptied her savings account. She could pay for half of the bill. Leah had a secret stash hidden at her mother’s house.


  Somehow the women covered the funeral fees, even managing to upgrade to a better package. T.J.’s circumstances required extra attention to makeup. His head had bandages wrapped around it and there was a big hole in his eye from the bat he was beaten with. The mortician promised to fix everything so his face wouldn’t look horrific during his wake.


  Besides honoring her brother, Leah’s generosity had the added benefit of infuriating Pete. He didn’t allow her to spend a nickel of her money, let alone thousands of dollars he didn’t know she had. She claimed her mother had paid the bill, but didn’t sound too convincing. Pete also knew that her mother was currently without a job and had financial problems.


  Pete must have mentioned a dozen times how she and her mother were ‘throwing good money away.’ He also panned T.J. throughout the week as if jealous of the attention given to a corpse. Every time Pete opened his fat mouth she hated him a little bit more. Things between them came to a head days before the wake.


  Leah’s bruises were still visible, but easily hidden with makeup. She bought a fake tooth to fill in the gap that Pete had knocked out of her mouth. By Thursday afternoon she was almost back to her pretty self. She went back to The Dollhouse to salvage her job. The next night, Pete demanded her earnings.


  “I need the money to pay for T.J.’s funeral.”


  “That’s what? Six thousand? Seven thousand? So you made that kind of money last night? Yeah right. Kim Kardashian couldn’t earn that kind of coin in that pig sty. Or maybe you’ve been holding out on me all this time. You got the money stashed somewhere? T.J. doesn’t deserve a fancy funeral. He was a freeloading piece of shit. Everyone knows that,” Pete slurred.


  Just like you, Leah thought. She ignored his bait. He was looking to argue.


  “You could have saved the money and had the wake here. Cremations are way cheaper. I would have burnt the body right over in the fire pit. Put the ashes right here,” he remarked while picking up a chipped flower vase.


  His comments were eating away. How dare he disrespect her brother, especially after playing such a big part in his death. One positive thing came out of the tragedy. She saw with utmost clarity what a monster she had married. Fear no longer held her back.


  “Get out,” she firmly said, looking him square in the eye.


  Pete had his meaty hand clenched and raised, ready to strike. Leah stood like a statue in defiance. She saw Jake out of the corner of her eye begin to dress Rhianna in her winter gear for a quick exit.


  “Jake, you’re not going anywhere. He is. Go ahead, Pete. Hit me. I dare you. My next stop will be the police. You’re already up to your ass in trouble. Photos of your battered wife along with my testimony won’t help your case. So go ahead and hit me, you son-of-a-bitch.” Her voice was calm, without nerves getting in the way of her meaning.


  Like magic, he lowered his fist and thundered out of the trailer. For the first time in a long time Leah liked herself.


  “Sorry, Rhi. Sorry, Jake. You both shouldn’t have to live like this. Get dressed. I’m taking you out for pizza at Mario’s. We’ll play arcade games until they close.”


  ***


  Shady Oaks Funeral Home was on the outskirts of town. It wasn’t the most elegant place, but had plenty of parking and seating.


  Lucien promised Jake he and some other neighbors would attend the service. Mr. Carillo volunteered to drive. Earlier in the week Jake was briefed on a counter spell that would work as an apology to both T.J. and the loas for his negligence. When correctly performed, T.J.’s soul would be released to the Cosmos for final judgment. He rehearsed during the week and felt prepared.


  The wake began with Mr. Patton, the funeral director/licensed pastor, reciting comforting Biblical passages and kind words about T.J. After the service a tiny line of a dozen people formed in front of the casket to pay their respects. Jake waited until Lucien arrived. Once the line cleared, they approached.


  T.J. lay in peace, somewhat recognizable. The mortician did an impressive job with what he had to work with. Bandages still peeked out from the wig and his eye was lightly covered with a skin tone cloth that blended in with his complexion. Only his nose, mouth, and jaw could be seen, and they were heavily made up to disguise his disfigured facial structure.


  “Poor man. Remember Jake, this is because of your hex. You must be certain you grab the right taglocks when making a Voodoo doll. Seek the loas’ absolution first before any one comes,” Lucien demanded.


  Jake had previously tied the Voodoo doll’s arms together, cutting off all of its power. As he stood in front of the casket, he took the doll that was stuffed inside his waistband and pushed it under T.J.’s suit jacket.


  “Jake, you can see the doll sticking out. Fix it,” Lucien ordered.


  Jake reached inside the coffin and repositioned the doll under T.J.’s body. He hoped no one was looking at him fumbling inside of the casket.


  “Don’t forget the prayer,” Lucien coached.


  Jake recited the memorized prayer in French, unaware of its meaning.


  “The gris-gris. Then you’re done.”


  Jake took out the small pouch filled with a mysterious blend of Lucien’s herbs and other ingredients then sprinkled them around and under T.J.’s torso. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a new line form. It was Henry and his family. Jake waved, grateful for their attendance. He and Lucien walked away from the casket. He could hear Henry’s sister say, “What’s all that dirt around his neck?”


  Jake froze as if he got caught by the beeping alarm of a department store’s exit for stealing. He looked at Lucien in desperation.


  “Keep walking,” Lucien advised.


  


  



  Chapter 18


  


  Friday night, hours after Brittany Bonaducci pleasantly surprised him, Rio’s best friend Bart came over to pick him up. Ever since Bart got his driver’s license, they cruised around Hayward in Bart’s new Mustang. They usually ended the night at one or the other’s house playing video games until the wee hours of the morning. This night was no different.


  Their first stop was a fast food drive-through. Bart had a taste for Wendy’s. Since he was the driver, he chose the fast-food. That would change once Rio turned sixteen. He had three more months of sitting in the passenger’s seat. The boys purchased enough food for a large family. As they stuffed their faces, Bart suggested they drive by the homes of classmates they liked to stalk.


  “I’ve got some weed in the glove box. Roll us up a fatty. What’s up with Brit? Shall we do a drive-by?” Rio nodded as he twisted the rolling papers. “She begged me for your homework today, you lucky bitch. She is smoking hot!”


  Rio torched the joint up and passed it to Bart. “Don’t kiss and tell.” His smile was superior.


  “Bullshit! Let me live vicariously. Give me something, bro!” exclaimed Bart.


  “She’s quite a woman. Too much of a woman for you. We’ve got plans tomorrow. She’s not sixteen yet either, but will be next month. Can you drive? She’ll set you up with her girlfriend, Rachel. She’s also hot.”


  “I know who she is. Not bad! Thanks. I owe you for that one,” Bart said approvingly. “Now quit grinning down on us not so fortunate. Talk.”


  “I didn’t do anything. It was her. She was all over me. Got the best blow job of my manhood. She really knows her way around the kitchen. I’m in love,” Rio said.


  “That’s quite an endorsement. Especially since you’ve got at least a thousand other blow jobs to compare hers with,” Bart joked. Both boys uncontrollably laughed, feeling the effects of the weed.


  They slowly drove by Brittany’s house as they had done before. She lived a block away from the downtown area with her mother. Her parents were divorced and her father lived in another state. Her house was modest, but pretty. All of the lights were off and the driveway was empty.


  “No one is home. She said she had some family thing to go to. Hey, how about we drive by that fucker Henry’s house. I want to see where he lives,” Rio suggested.


  Rio didn’t have to remind Bart about the address. Anyone who was the talk of the high school was automatically entered into the card index inside of Bart’s brain. He turned the car around and headed for Norway Point.


  “Nikki gave me his address. She’s an aid in the main office. The secretary leaves a binder of everyone’s information on her bookshelf. What do you wanna do with him? He’s got some weird disorder. Maybe you should drop your revenge fantasy. He’s strong. He broke your arm,” Bart said as he turned down both Henry’s and Rio’s street.


  “We’re just cruising around on a Friday night. No harm in that,” Rio answered. Like he presumed, Henry lived only a couple of miles away from him. Rio could see his own house from across the lake.


  “Nice lake house. Very rustic,” Bart commented as he pulled off to the side of the road.


  “Turn off your lights. There’s a car up the road,” Rio warned.


  The car pulled into Henry’s driveway. It was the fuck himself with his mommy and another girl. Was this his Friday routine?


  “His sister?” Rio asked.


  “Must be,” answered Bart.


  “She’s cute, really cute. Looks like the mom,” Rio said.


  “A little young, don’t you think? C’mon, let’s go play Halo.” Bart drove to Rio’s house for the night.


  ***


  Early Monday morning Candy Fontana strolled down the hallway to her classroom an hour before school started. Normally empty, a dozen or so students were taping up posters, balloons, and streamers throughout the hallway.


  “Someone’s birthday?” she asked Brittany Bonaducci, the only student she knew in the small group.


  “Morning Mrs. Fontana. We’re decorating the hall and Rio’s locker. Today is his first day back from his suspension. He still has to go to the Zoo for another week.”


  Damn. Trouble. Candy had forgotten about Rio’s return.


  “Quite the homecoming you’ve all created. I’m sure he’ll appreciate your effort.”


  “That’s the plan.” Brittany was gushing.


  Were she and Rio involved? More trouble.


  “See you in class.” Candy unlocked the door to her classroom and marked up the dry erase board for the day’s lesson. She hoped Henry would join her for lunch. She was anxious to see if he and Rio could get along in the Zoo. She sat down and filled out a new seating chart. Rio would be sitting in the back of the room, Brittany on the other side in the middle of the room, and Henry would be in the front row in the closest seat to her desk. She moved the other students around as well. The class would groan, but first semester just ended. She could blame the new seating chart as her second semester policy.


  The clock showed ten minutes until the first bell. Time to patrol the hall. She walked out of her room and waved to Mr. Hines. He looked at her, looked down the hallway, and then rolled his eyes. What Candy saw earlier was a mere sampler of what the Welcome-Back-Rio Committee had accomplished. The dozen or so students of an hour ago had grown into a movement. Candy walked over to Mr. Hines.


  “The only thing missing is a marching band,” she said.


  “No doubt. Much too distracting. I’ll tell them to take some of it down,” Mr. Hines said.


  “The bell is about to ring. Let’s address it after school,” Candy suggested. He nodded in agreement.


  The whole third floor sophomore wing screamed as if the Black-Eyed Peas had just walked into the building. Rio swaggered down the hall with his adoring fans hanging on his every word. He wore his slung arm and brace like a proud battle wound. Candy knew he was popular, but not to this extreme. Brittany squirmed her way inside the horde of teenagers and took his side, claiming all the credit for the fanfare. He put his good arm around her and kissed her on the mouth, marking his territory in front of many witnesses.


  Candy admitted to herself they sparkled as the new King and Queen of Freemont High. Their alliance would be the scuttlebutt of the school by first hour.


  Lunchtime arrived and Henry was promptly waiting for her by her classroom door.


  “Hi Henry. How much longer are you supposed to be in the Zoo for?”


  “The rest of this week, and then the week after that. Rio was in there this morning.”


  “Are you both behaving?” Candy asked.


  “Yes, but I just saw him in the hallway with Brittany. They were kissing. He had his hands all over her, up her shirt. Disgusting,” Henry reported. “Isn’t there some school rule that you can’t be having sex in the hallways?”


  “I’ll talk to them about it. Unfortunately, staff has to catch them, not another student,” she explained.


  Henry was green with jealousy. Even more trouble.


  “Henry, how are you going to act with him once you’re both back in the classroom?”


  “I’ll ignore him, but if he starts up with me…”


  “You’ll what? Hit him? Get in more trouble? My room is not a boxing ring. So we’re clear, if he is upsetting you then you come to me immediately.”


  “Yes, Ms. Fontana. But he should be the one in trouble. He and Brittany are practically making a porno in the middle of the school.”


  “Worry about yourself, not Rio and not Brittany, okay?” Candy emphasized.


  “I promise,” he said.


  Henry had his flaws, but he was not a liar, at least not a traditional liar. He tended to omit information instead of making up stories. Maybe Rio and Brittany were too sexual in the hallways, maybe Henry wanted them to get in trouble. Candy’s defense was on high alert.


  


  



  Chapter 19


  


  Lucien was feeling weaker as each day went by. The last ti-bon-ange he had swallowed hadn’t lasted a month. Death loomed over him like a patient vulture waiting to snatch him up and pick him clean. No longer able to walk, he crawled into his bedroom and unlocked his armoire. There sat his most precious ingredients for black magic. Among the most important, were only two more ti-bon-anges, both from elderly residents of Chippewa Park. They belonged to Ed Carillo’s wife, Maureen, and Dorothy Schroeder’s husband, Maury.


  Lucien reached for the shelf with what little energy he had left, grasping Maureen Carillo’s ti-bon-ange trapped in a hand-painted govi. He simply opened the jar, sucked through a leather tube, and said a quiet prayer to Baron Samedi. The initial shock caused him to double over and convulse on the floor. Pain spread throughout his body like waves of electrocution. The pain faded, replaced with a tingling sensation. He passed out.


  He woke up at sunrise, feeling a couple of decades younger. Signs of his rheumatoid arthritis, crushing migraines, and aching back were erased. He relished the ease of his movements, knowing they soon would end.


  Looking at the microwave clock and calendar, he was surprised he had slept for thirty-six hours. Today was Saturday, T.J. McGrath’s funeral. Ed Carillo would be picking him up in a few hours.


  Lucien dug through his closet until finding his only suit made of black wool. He showered and combed his long white hair into a neat ponytail. Ed was one of the few residents who still had a driver’s license. He affably volunteered to drive the neighbors who were interested in attending the wake.


  By mid-afternoon Ed rounded up Lucien and three other neighbors into his roomy SUV and headed for Shady Oaks. Lucien felt Maureen Carillo’s ti-bon-ange wander throughout his body. His energy spiked, causing him to be somewhat irritable. He couldn’t help but remember when Ed came to him last year, desperate, after learning about his wife’s advanced lung cancer. He pleaded for Lucien to cure her, believing his link with Haitian Voodoo could buy her some time. But it was just too late. Lucien assembled an elixir, assuring Ed it would ease her pain. She drank it and died the next day. Ed never said anything, but Lucien could see the gratitude in his eyes. He was relieved his wife was no longer in pain.


  Lucien attended Maureen’s wake and funeral. Her grave, like so many former neighbors, was adjacent to the trailer park. Days after she was buried, he went there to pay his respects in private. There it was, her ti-bon-ange floating above the headstone and the freshly dug-up grass. It was too easy. He coaxed the blue haze into his govi and went home. Now he was recharged with her soul, driving with her husband while attending another funeral he was involved in. He couldn’t decide if this was irony or a bad omen. Either way, he knew the loas would not approve.


  Once they arrived at Shady Oaks, Lucien coached Jake into correcting the bungled hex that led to T.J.’s death. The boy was beyond nervous. “Be patient,” Lucien advised.


  Jake awkwardly hid the poppet under T.J.’s body and sprinkled the contents of the gris-gris inside of T.J.’s suit as he lay inside of his casket. Some remnants of the mixture were lightly dusted over T.J.’s mouth. Henry’s sister who was behind them in line, noticed and loudly questioned what the material was. Jake’s expression looked like the picture of guilt. Feeling eyes upon them, Lucien glanced to the other side of the room. He locked eyes with the mortician, but the mortician quickly looked away. He had been watching them. Did he know our intentions? Lucien wondered.


  “Jake, get a hold of yourself. It looks like dirt and dried up leaves. It could have fallen from one’s coat or blown up from the vent. Relax!”


  The mortician hurried over to the casket in response to Natalie’s loud comment and wiped the light sprinkling of earthy mixture into his handkerchief and then pocketed it.


  “See. The little mess is all gone. Our prayers, the mixture, the Voodoo doll…Part of T.J.’s soul can now ascend into the Cosmos.”


  “How?” Jake asked.


  “He and the loas have your apology. There is no need for him to come back.” Lucien saw the dumbstruck look on his face. “I’ll explain later. My house this week. Bring Henry. He will be of some use. And don’t worry so much. You’ve just turned a wrong into a right. The loas are going to like you. You will be one of the best bokors in Wisconsin.” Lucien hugged him and smiled. “Now I’ve got to say something comforting to your aunt. She loved him very much.”


  Lucien joined Ed and his other neighbors as they inched their way over to Leah. After they gave her their condolences, Lucien was pleased they came. Their presence seemed to move her. Pete, on the other hand, looked bored, even annoyed.


  On the way home, Ed invited everyone inside for a drink. All were anxious to hear each other’s spin of the service. T.J.’s death evoked plenty of gossip and conjecture throughout the trailer park. Pete was universally disliked.


  Ed poured Lucien and his three other neighbors each a hefty glass of Scotch. He was anxious, as if he had tantalizing information to share.


  “Some of you may not know this, but my son is a Hayward cop. Pete’s got himself quite a rap sheet-lots of Drunk and Disorderlies, DUI, Assault and Battery, Weapon without a Permit, maybe some other little things, but up until now, he hasn’t really done a lot of time in jail. He’s claiming T.J. was the one who got drunk, demanded to go over to his ex-girlfriend’s house, and brought Pete’s gun with him. T.J. supposedly went ballistic after learning the ex-girlfriend changed the locks. He then supposedly fired three rounds of bullets at the front door in order to get inside. And then supposedly kicked down the door, and there was the new boyfriend, waiting for him with a baseball bat, smacking him into permanent unconsciousness,” Ed shared, dripping with sarcasm.


  “What the hell was Pete doing while all of this was going on?” Esther Muddraker questioned.


  “Well, according to him, he was just a victim in all this. Poor man was only helping his brother-in-law and best friend get back together with his ex-girlfriend,” Ed said.


  “Bullshit!” exclaimed Esther.


  “We all know T.J. was scared to death of Pete. I can’t see him taking his gun or even demanding Pete to do anything, let alone go over to the ex-girlfriend’s. The only true part of the story was T.J. being drunk. You know what I think? I think Pete set the whole thing up. He resented T.J. living there. If only T.J.’s ghost could go tell the police what really happened. Well I’m not afraid of the bastard. I told my son I would testify about what a psycho Pete really is. But I guess it doesn’t matter. The police will probably drop the charges later this month. Lucien, you’re close with Jake. Is there anything else you could add?” asked Ed.


  Lucien shook his head and remained quiet while the others spewed out never-ending questions. He had grown tired of the conversation and got up to leave. As he opened the front door, he said, “God doesn’t like ugly.”


  Ed briefly froze and the shook his head. “Funny, that’s what my wife would always say when it suited the discussion. I never heard anyone else ever use that phrase until today.”


  Lucien nodded and left. He walked back to his trailer, shivering, not because of the subzero temperatures, but because of fear. Exploiting the dead had always had drawbacks, but not like this. Maureen Carillo had used Lucien to communicate with her husband. My time is almost up.


  ***


  A few days after T.J. was buried, Lucien once again turned to the loas for a disguise, or more specifically a shape-shifting. He planned on capturing T.J.’s ti-bon-ange. After he made meticulous preparations, Lucien prayed for a loa to would transform him into an animal.


  Lucien had an empty govi fastened around his neck. He lit homemade candles made from paraffin, fingernails, and hair. He then drank a potion of rum, powdered bone, and safflower while Mami, his snake, slithered around the floor. Making sure the blinds were shut, he began the ritual. For over an hour, he beat a series of intricate rhythms on his drums while chanting in broken French and English. Doubt set in. Maybe death was much too close to call in more favors.


  Then the familiar orgasmic sensation overwhelmed him. As the loa mounted his body, he rolled his eyes back in ecstasy. He was ready. Stripping down to nothing, Lucien allowed himself to be lead outside of his trailer. Standing naked in the deep freeze of winter, he shivered. What would I become?


  An animal coat covered his body, and he felt himself shrinking. Once on all fours, he saw his gray and white paws. A large wolf? No, much bigger, a loup-garou or werewolf. With grace and agility, he ran into the cemetery, easily jumping over the eight foot high gate that was locked due to closing. It was well past midnight. Lucien had briefly lost his sense of direction. Once he found the visitor center, he knew the way to T.J.’s grave. Oddly, the lights were on inside and a white sedan was parked in the lot.


  The twilight hour and the shape-shifting should have given him the privacy he required. But the smell of fear sailed in the wind. Just someone working late, he reasoned. He trotted to the other side of the cemetery to where T.J. was recently buried. The ground was dug up. Like an apparition, T.J.’s ti-bon-ange wafted above his headstone in a crystal blue haze.


  The loa exited Lucien’s body, leaving him in human form. Lucien patiently waited for his loa to take a part of the new ti-bon-ange. Once finished, Lucien was then allowed to take the remainder. He leaned in and sucked the rest of the blue haze into his mouth and then blew it directly into his govi, tightly twisting the cap shut. He dropped to his knees and prayed for T.J.’s afterlife, for Jake, and for his family’s absolution. He may have lived a selfish life, but he would pay for it. His family did not deserve the bad juju he inflicted so many years ago.


  Lucien saw the headlights from the distance. His loa quickly repossessed him, turning him back into a loup-garou. There was a car approaching. He crouched down, hoping the car would pass, but it stopped with its headlights glaring into his green-yellow eyes. A man got out of the car. Lucien instantly recognized him as the mortician from Shady Oaks. What was he doing here so late?


  “You’re not a wolf! I know your kind! You devil! It was you who put this inside that man’s casket!” yelled the mortician as he held up the Voodoo doll Jake had clumsily jammed under the corpse. Lucien’s eyes flashed fire. The man trembled.


  Lucien had no time to reason his way out of this predicament. The loa’s instinct took over his self-control. Unwillingly, he pounced on the mortician and mangled his body into tiny, chewed-up pieces. Oh Bondeye, what have I done? Lucien looked up to the full moon and howled in misery. This was not what he had planned. Grabbing the Voodoo doll with his canine teeth, he trotted back to Chippewa Park, leaving the man’s remains on the service road with his car still running. He hoped no one would connect T.J.’s grave to the mortician. Once home, the loa ascended, leaving him naked and barely alive with a govi tied around his neck.


  


  



  Chapter 20


  


  Breaking news this morning right here in Hayward. Nicholas Bennings, part owner of Shady Oaks Funeral Home, was found dead hours ago this morning. His mangled body was found on an access road of St. Mark’s Cemetery. Police and Animal Control units are canvassing the area for large animals, possibly a dog or wolf. We will continue to report as details come in.


  Lucien grimaced. He did not like having his kill broadcasted on the news. The mortician was too familiar with his sorcery, as if it wasn’t the first time the mortician seen bokors using the newly dead. In hindsight, the man posed a real threat.


  Lucien prayed. Oh Great One, Baron Samedi, Lord of Death, please make this incident go away. I do not have time for this distraction. May no one connect the mortician’s death with T.J.’s grave site. Please Baron, let me finish mentoring Jake and Henry. My work is almost done.


  ***


  The deep freeze of February led into March with no signs of thawing. Lucien wanted to conduct his ritual with the boys in the common picnic area of the trailer park. The private clearing was far from the residents and surrounded by trees. There were an enormous fire pit, tables, grills, restrooms, and a shed under a pavilion that contained outdoor picnic games. His plans changed after checking the area. Everything was encased with ice and buried with snow. I’ll get to use it in the spring, he thought. He would have to settle on his kitchen and living room for their initiation.


  Before the boys arrived, Lucien converted his kitchen table into an altar by covering it with a white table cloth and crystal vase filled with flowers. He set down one of his most cherished possessions, a human skull he had used for decades as a chalice. The skull was sentimental to him.


  Lucien filled the skull with a mixture of white wine, green tea, and boiled toad skin bits. Then, lighting the camphor incense, he set down a fresh wooden platter of graveyard dirt from the cemetery next door.


  Lucien soon forgot about the mortician and whistled an old Haitian song. He dressed in the traditional bokor attire of a white linen tunic and matching pants. For additional ambience, he lit molded candles in the shape of serpents. The candles reminded him to feed Mami and let her out of her aquarium.


  His bird feeder had a trap door. Two brown doves were inside of it, pecking away at a honeyed-seedstick he used for a lure. He effortlessly pulled down the door of the feeder, making it a cage, and then carried it inside. The boys would be using the birds during the ritual.


  He sat on his porch and smoked his pipe, waiting for Jake and Henry. Jessica dropped them off and got out of the car for a quick and polite conversation. She asked him a few questions about Haiti in preparation for her family’s mission. He found her one of the most beautiful and charming women he had ever met. A pity she had no idea what he was teaching her son. He assumed that his Voodoo lessons would equate to Satanic worship with the young mother. Henry must not have mentioned a word. Lucien was impressed on how good the boy was at keeping secrets. Maybe Henry was capable of doing him a personal favor once in Haiti.


  The boys appreciated the atmosphere Lucien had arranged. Mami slithered up the table leg of the newly converted altar. Both boys laughed at the snake’s exuberance.


  “Is this a real skull?” Jake asked as he almost picked up the chalice.


  “Yes, but don’t touch it. At least not yet. I’ve started part of a potion,” Lucien explained.


  “Are we gonna make another poppet with Pete’s things…or Pete’s taglocks? Maybe a spell to curse him with?” Jake asked. Lucien saw Jake’s blue eyes burn with anger. Revenge still had its hold on the boy’s heart.


  “Pete will get everything he deserves, but not today. I’ve been a terrible teacher. Voodoo dolls are a very advanced hex. I showed you both much too soon. Today I will begin with an initiation of sorts. Jake, you will pledge to become a bokor, and Henry, you will pledge to become a bokor’s assistant.” Both boys anxiously nodded.


  Henry looked at the doves inside of the bird feeder. “Are those new pets of yours?” he asked.


  “No. They will be used for our ceremony. You both must pledge an oath of secrecy to the loas before our training begins. I have so many things to teach you…things mambas would kill their babies for. When I lived in Haiti, I belonged to the Bizango Society. It was like a brotherhood or a fraternal order. It’s very secret, and not anyone can join. We were very important in our community and also feared. Today we will start our own chapter in the tradition of the Bizango Society. First, you will make a pact with Baron Samedi. This doll represents him,” Lucien said as he took the skeleton doll out of his curio and set it on the altar.


  “I like his tuxedo and top hat. Who is he?” asked Henry.


  “He is the chief loa of the dead, and he heads the Ghede family. They are spirits of the afterlife. These loas and the deads’ souls are the most powerful of all of the bokor’s tools. The Baron stands guard at the Crossroads where one’s soul needs to pass into New Guinee. He was the one Jake asked to uncross his hex he brought onto T.J. He can do many things, even change a man into an animal,” Lucien said.


  “He sounds like the devil. Is he evil?” Henry asked.


  “No, not at all. In Voodoo there is no good and there is no evil. Both are very much part of all of us and all of the loas, too. They cannot be separated. Henry, I know your parents are religious and you attend church every Sunday. If you want out of this, let me know. I don’t want to force my Haitian ways onto your Christian beliefs.”


  “I go to church because my parents make me. This is much more interesting. Make me an assistant bokor and I won’t talk about the devil again,” Henry answered.


  “Very well. Let us begin with the initiation. I have amulets for you boys. Jake, this one is made with an alligator’s tooth and white crystal. It’s a bokor’s charm that wards off evil spells. And Henry, this is an amethyst blessed with goat’s blood. It is worn by an assistant to show prominence inside of the hounfour or temple. It is also said to bring good luck.” Lucien hung the amulets around their necks. “These used to be mine, and now I’m passing them on to you both. Kneel before this altar, before the great baron!”


  The boys readily obeyed. Lucien began beating his drum and singing a one verse song.


  Simbi en Deux Eau


  Why don’t people like me?


  Simbi en Deux Eau


  Why can’t they stand me?


  Because my magic is dangerous


  I will drink so that I can fly


  I will be able to walk in the night


  Of the secret society


  The boys’ eyes became droopy. Lucien kept beating and singing. He insisted they sing along. They echoed each phrase of the song dozens of times until it was memorized. Their singing slurred into a tired chant as their heads hypnotically bobbed. Their trance-like mannerisms suggested to Lucien it was time to begin. He quickly wrapped up the song and prayed.


  “Baron Samedi, accept these apprentices as brothers of the Bizango Society.”


  The camphor incense plumed smoke in every direction. White rings of smoke blew off of the candles.


  “The Baron is ready to receive his sacrifice. Jake, you will go first, so Henry, pay attention.” Lucien handed Jake an old dagger with an iridescent handle and then handed him a pigeon. The bird tried to free himself from Jake’s cupped hand by franticly squirming and pecking on his fingers. He shrieked in pain, almost letting go of the bird.


  “Kill it, Jake!” Lucien yelled.


  Clumsily, Jake sawed through the bird’s neck with the dagger and let the blood drip onto the altar.


  “Get some of the bird’s blood in my chalice,” commanded Lucien. Jake clenched the dead bird and let its blood drain into the skull chalice.


  “Here. We’ll boil both birds once Henry is done,” Lucien said as he held a cast iron pot filled with water next to Jake. “Henry, you remember the steps?”


  With the ease and experience of Haitian bokor, Henry performed the same sacrifice in a fraction of the time.


  “I’m impressed, Henry,” Lucien said. He placed the pot on the stove. “Back in Haiti, we used black cats for this, but birds will do. Once the birds are cooked, you’ll suck on each bone until you find one that sours inside of your mouth. We will crush it up in my mortar and add it to the potion. “Repeat after me. I swear on my soul…on my family’s souls…that I will adhere to complete secrecy as a Bizango brother….If I shall quit this order, then the Baron may invoke the proper consequences.” Both boys repeated the oath several times until memorized.


  “There is no turning back. Our pot of pigeons is boiling.”


  Mami slithered around the table in a frenzy with her mouth opened for food.


  “You can give some of the meat to her for a treat.” Lucien picked up the boa constrictor and wrapped her around his neck. He set her head on the table and allowed the boys to feed her pigeon. The snake greedily gulped down the food.


  “Lucien, why do you like snakes so much? Your candles, glasses, knick-knacks, and Mami…Got a theme of snakes going for the interior design of this place,” Jake asked while sucking on the pigeon bones.


  “Snakes are symbolic in Voodoo. According to Haitian legend, there was a great serpent who held the world up with his endless coils. One day he decided to rise. His coils were so long that he reached above the heavens. He lived by a waterfall and met a rainbow. She became his wife and they gave birth to the spirit that circulates blood. He’s called Damballah.”


  “Yuck! This is disgusting!” screamed Henry. His eyes stung as he coughed up the bitter taste of the bone. He placed it in Lucien’s mortar and crushed it up. Jake soon found an acrid bone and did the same. Mami slithered into the living room and neatly coiled her green and white body up for a nap.


  “You fed her too much pigeon. Now we can add the bone powder to our potion. One last ingredient. You need to slit your arms and let a few drops of blood trickle into the chalice. Excellent. A few more words to the Baron and then we will drink.” Lucien passed the chalice around a few times until the potion was all gone. He murmured a prayer thanking the loas for accepting the boys into the Bizango Society. The candles and incense blew out by themselves.


  “Congratulations. The Baron considers you family. You are now brothers of the Bizango Society.” The boys were pleased with themselves, both smiling ear to ear. “You both need to come by two or three times a week for some more lessons on the black arts.”


  ***


  The weeks flew by, turning the brutal winter of northern Wisconsin into a lush, green spring. While the mortician’s death remained unsolved, reports of giant wolves, bears, bobcats, and coyotes ran rampant. Many of the town’s residents were buying rifles with scopes in preparation for an animal attack. Despite the town’s paranoia, Lucien was grateful to the loas for ending the investigation. He was also grateful for Henry and Jake. He cherished their visits and beamed with pride as they exceeded his expectations. By the beginning of April, they were independently casting simple spells of love, protection, and money. They were ready for a challenge. Jake spoke of cursing Pete. Lucien agreed he was now ready.


  Lucien hoped the warmer weather would ease his arthritis, but his health plummeted to a new low. One day in April he woke up, unable to walk. Breathing was almost too strenuous. Is today the day I am supposed to die? He was down to his last ti-bon-age, the part of the soul that belonged to T.J. McGrath. With every ounce of strength he could muster, he rolled out of bed and crawled up to his armoire. He took out the last govi that contained T.J.’s ti-bon-ange and inhaled it through his leather straw. The soul made him convulse. He began to doubt if his body could take any more black magic. And then he collapsed. Hours later, he awoke feeling like someone else.


  Lucien sprang up from the floor. His hands looked different. Finding a mirror, he gazed at his reflection for several moments, not sure if he was dreaming. Staring back at him was a man in his fifties he had once known. Is it me? The deep creases in his face were softened. His sagging jowls were tightened. His long white hair was black with gray streaks. Dropping the mirror on the carpet, he plunged to his knees and prayed. The loas had been generous.


  


  



  Chapter 21


  


  Leah touched up the dark roots of her otherwise bleached hair, bought a conservative gray suit, and attended her brother’s funeral. The cost of the funeral had tapped her and her mother out. However, she was back at work and soon would replace what she had spent. No regrets. The service was worth every penny. She and her mother honored T.J. one last time.


  Although she grieved for her brother, his death created a diversion from her otherwise shitty life. Leah despised her job, but stripping was a very lucrative business, more lucrative than Pete had figured. Once again, she began salting away much of her proceeds in various hiding places inside of her mother’s house.


  Her marriage had gone from bad to worse. Sex had once been a compatible part of their relationship. But now, with his escalating abuse, Leah’s skin crawled and stomach soured at his very touch. She would lie in bed and pretend to be far away with someone else while he enjoyed himself. Other times she would fantasize about different ways to permanently rid herself of him.


  By April all of the police charges against Pete were dropped, leaving Leah without a bargaining chip to keep him in line. He immediately returned to the selfish brute he had been before jail time loomed over his head.


  Despite all of her misery, she found a sliver of happiness from her daughter. Had it not been for Rhianna, she would have killed herself a long time ago. Jake had also softened her heart. His helpfulness was refreshing. As promised, she began teaching him how to drive.


  Leah’s 2000 Chevy Impala was the perfect learning vehicle for a new driver. The odometer rolled over at least once, and the car’s body was cloaked with dings, scratches, and dents. Every time a major breakdown would occur, she would suggest trading it in. Pete cringed at the thought of spending the money. He always fixed the problem. Auto repair and thriftiness were the only things he was good at.


  It was his thriftiness that had made her question their finances. “Pete, I tallied up all of our bills the other day. I just don’t understand it. Our rent is dirt cheap, no car payments, no credit card debt…We’ve got quite a big check for Jake coming from the state, your workman’s comp claim, and then my tips from The Dollhouse. The math just doesn’t add up. What are you doing with our money?”


  “Since when did you become a God-damned accountant?” he answered. She could see his fury behind the calm voice and tried to run.


  He grabbed her neck with both of his hands and squeezed, pushing her against the wall of the living room. As Leah gasped for air, he said, “I could kill you right now, you dumb bitch. I’m only gonna tell you this once. I’m the king, and this is my castle. I do not explain myself to you! So go shake your greasy cunt at the boys down at that shithole you work at and bring home all of the money. I’m sick of you playing me. Understand?”


  Leah’s face turned red as she gasped for air. The look in his face was odd, unfamiliar. He suddenly let go of her neck. She coughed and inhaled, partly wishing he would have strangled her. “I promised Jake I would take him driving this afternoon.” Pete nodded, but seemed distant as if he had something else on his mind. She left the trailer and picked Jake up from Lucien’s home.


  After weeks of practice, Jake was somewhat reliable behind the wheel. She was no longer on edge as he drove. They both could now relax and talk.


  “Glad we planned this. Had to leave. Drive as long as you want. I don’t want to go home,” Leah said.


  Jake drove to Henry’s, the movie theatre, Freemont High School, and then had an idea. “Wanna go visit T.J.?”


  Leah was touched. “I’d love to. Let’s go buy some flowers to plant beside his headstone.”


  Jake pulled into Home Depot and she purchased a flat of geraniums and a trowel. As Jake pulled into the cemetery, Leah could see the trailer park. Anger swept over her. She turned to Jake for comfort. He turned out to be the perfect sounding board, hanging on every word.


  As they planted some flowers, Leah continued to vent. The way he listened made her feel like the most important person in the world. She couldn’t help but notice how much taller he had grown. He also filled out, making him look older.


  “That bastard almost killed me! He’s fucking crazy, Jake. One second he’s slapping me around, and the other second he’s somewhere in outer space. I’m wondering if he’s doing coke again. That would explain where the money is going. All I am to him is a piece of meat with a paycheck…” Leah noticed his thoughtful blue eyes had swirls of green. His voice was soothing.


  “Leah, why don’t you divorce him?” he asked. Not the first time he had asked her this, but he seemed hopeful she would follow through. The boy’s undivided attention gave her yearnings she wasn’t prepared to deal with. She tried to shake them off.


  “Divorce? I certainly don’t love him. Not sure if I ever did. Truth be told, I’m terrified of him. He’d kill me before signing the papers.” She finished planting a few more flowers. “This is good, Jake. We can take the rest home and plant them there.”


  They both remained silent for the next several minutes. As they sat back in the car, she impulsively took his hand before buckling her seatbelt. He leaned in and surprised her with a kiss. It was the kind of soft kiss one reads about in fairy tales. The kind that shows the princess how much the prince loves her, the kind of kiss Leah never had. The voice inside of her head was screaming with caution, but a warm and mysterious sensation seized her body. She grazed her hand over the fly of his jeans and felt his instant arousal. He kissed her neck while caressing her ample breasts. In seconds he had her tank top off, exposing her erect nipples. He gently nibbled on them while she quivered with delight. Reaching for his zipper, she paused. The voice of reason stopped their momentum. “Jake, this is so wrong. I’m like your moth…”


  He interrupted her second thoughts. “My mother is dead. And you know that. She is buried on the other side of this cemetery. And you are only four years older than me. I could never think of you as my parent.” He dived into her enormous breasts with his tongue.


  She didn’t care about the age gap. It was the potential statutory rape charge that mattered. Sexual abuse of a minor was another consequence that came to mind. As he sucked her nipples, her lustful urges returned. Just this once.


  Jake had yanked her pants down and began sticking his fingers inside of her. She was soaked by his swirls. He lifted her like a feather and set her in the backseat of the car.


  Waves of desire tickled every nerve ending in her body. Jake’s manhood was impressive. She arched her back and wrapped her little legs around him. He mounted her, and then she moaned in delight. He felt electric inside of her. “Jake, you’re so big! Don’t stop!”


  Five heaves later he ejaculated. She tried to hide her disappointment, but he had seen it in her eyes. “That was my first time.”


  “Your first time? With me? This is wrong on so many levels. Listen, I was feeling unloved, vulnerable…I didn’t think about you. We can’t ever do this again.” Leah cringed as she saw the despondent look on his face. Taking a scarf on the floor of the backseat, she wiped herself off and got dressed. He did the same.


  “I understand. Wish I could have given you more pleasure. I’ve dreamt of this happening for so long. If only you saw yourself like I do. If you can’t be with me, don’t be with Pete. You deserve someone so much better.”


  Leah crawled back in the passenger’s seat as tears in her eyes welled. She didn’t want him to see her eyes. “Hey, since we’re here and we got extra flowers, let’s go see your mom. She’ll like some flowers around her grave.”


  They silently rode to the other side of the cemetery and parked. Leah walked up to the grave and read, “Rhonda LaRue, 1978-2005. So young. I’ve seen her picture in your room. She was beautiful.” She and Jake began to plant the remaining geraniums.


  “Yes, she was. Before the cancer took over. I miss her every day. Does Pete ever come here?” Jake cried.


  “Are you kidding? I wish I knew her. She has a terrific son. We both have had a lot of sadness in our lives for two young people.” He nodded. She had told him a long time ago about her own father’s battle with Lou Gehrig’s disease, leaving her fatherless after turning twelve. “Let’s get some more driving practice in.”


  The empty, curvy roads of the cemetery were perfect place for Jake to practice reverse, three point turns, and parallel parking. Their melancholy conversation turned to Rhianna. They both shared funny stories of the adorable toddler’s calamities. Leah turned to him and smiled. “Jake, someday you’re going to make some girl very happy.”


  “Why can’t that girl be you?” he asked as he almost reversed the car into a ditch. “Oops!” They both chuckled at his driving.


  The familiar urges she had earlier returned. “Turn off the car.” He obeyed. Leah unzipped his pants and slurped on his inflating penis. Her jeggings were peeled off once more. She straddled him while he sat in the driver’s seat; her pelvis grinded in every direction. As she rode him, all of her inhibitions disappeared. She gushed and gushed before he finished. It was a chilly spring day, but both of them were slick with sweat. Half an hour later, they both squealed like hyenas as Jake exploded. Pausing for a few seconds, Leah caught her breath and rolled off of him. She had no idea sex could so amazing.


  “Smoke?” He shook his head. “For a virgin…that was the most amazing sex I’ve ever had. You’ve got a magic wand, Jake.” She smiled like a contented baby after drinking a bottle.


  “If you like what I’ve got, then maybe I could be your secret boyfriend. Or friend with benefits. I won’t tell anyone,” he suggested.


  Leah grabbed his penis before she got dressed. “How can I say no to this.”


  They drove around Hayward for another hour, talking and laughing like two people in love. It was time to go home. She had Jake pull into McDonald’s and order dinner for the family. Before he drove out of the parking lot, she looked at him with desire. “Can you go a third time? Before we go home?”


  Jake screeched onto a side street and parked. They both stuttered with ecstasy as the bags of burgers turned cold.


  


  



  Chapter 22


  


  Candy Fontana was both pleased and astounded to see Henry Novak and Rio Garcia tolerating each other in geometry class. She attributed the peace to her proactive attitude and ingenious seating chart. Slowly, she shifted into her coasting mode before summer vacation began.


  Candy couldn’t help but notice the whirlwind affair Brittany and Rio had been advertising. The lovebirds’ public display of affection grated on her very last nerve. When Brittany passed back papers, she found a way to walk past Rio’s desk and run her fingers through his hair. If Rio went to the dry-erase board to solve a problem, he brushed up against her arm on the brief walk to the front of the room. These subtle gestures twisted like a knife inside of Henry’s back. He still was infatuated with Brittany, making him jealous of Rio. Candy didn’t like any covert fondling going on within her class, but let it go, knowing when to pick her battles.


  In the copy room, Candy stood in line for the copy machine and chatted with her colleagues.


  “So how is the love triangle holding up?” smirked Helen Laughlin who taught U.S. history down the hallway of Candy’s classroom.


  “Triangle…geometry class. Nice pun. So far, so good. No blood or broken bones. It must be their love of math that’s keeping them in line. Seriously, Rio and Brittany are very sneaky. They look for excuses to touch each other. It bothers Henry. The poor boy hasn’t learned how to mask his feelings yet. But what can I do? If I make a big deal about them, it could instigate another fight.”


  “I hear you. Be happy that they are just touching each other. The kids are talking ‘bout how they screw each other all over the school. I guess there are several special places they’ve found where they can be alone without having to worry about staff. Wish we could catch ‘um in the act. That’d be quite the phone call home to their parents,” Helen said.


  “They’ll eventually get busted. The more brazen, the more stupid,” added Mr. Hines.


  “Rumor has it the doctor squelched Rio playing baseball. You know he’ll blame Henry,” interjected Helen.


  By mid-April Candy smelled trouble, but not the kind she had originally anticipated. Against all odds, at least the odds made in the teachers’ lounge, Brittany ended the fairy tale romance with Rio. Her body language showed repulsion toward his very presence. Reports of their break-up circulated through every hallway. But something broke Candy away from her short-lived complacency. Brittany became nice toward Henry, and at times, even flirtatious. Was this meant to hurt Rio? What other reason could she have for her sudden interest? A shitstorm was about hit.


  Candy pegged Rio as a boy who was not easily blown off. Relationships seemed to work the other way around for him. His far-ranging emotions were evident to all. Candy heard bits and pieces of the infamous breakup in the hallway. He would forlornly approach and Brittany would pretend he didn’t exist. This treatment only added to his aggression. Things came to head after school when he sat on the floor in front of her locker and waited. Again, she ignored him. Candy stopped what she was doing and watched them through her doorway.


  “Brittany, I love you. What did I do? Why won’t you talk to me?” he cried.


  She packed up her bag and slammed her locker shut. Rio snapped. “You owe me an explanation! I’m not leaving until I get it!” He slammed her against the row of green lockers so hard that she dropped her book bag.


  Rushing into the hallway, Candy wedged herself in between them. “What’s the matter with you? You’re going to hurt her! Brittany, go home.”


  And there it was, the first smattering of the shit from the storm she had predicted.


  Rio collapsed on the floor in a fetal position and cried. “I’m so sorry. I would never hurt her. I didn’t mean to…”


  “Get up, now! We’re going to tell Principal Schaefer about this!”


  


  



  Chapter 23


  


  “So what the hell happened yesterday?” Bart asked.


  “You’re here with my homework. I’m suspended again,” Rio curtly answered as he lit up a joint on the deck of his parent-free house.


  “I know. You asked me to bring your homework last night. But what were you suspended for? How long? When did this happen? Details, my brother. Talk.”


  “Listen Bart, I’d appreciate if you didn’t broadcast this all over school. I got two weeks out of school and two weeks in school for pushing Brittany against the lockers. I barely touched her. That bitch won’t even look at me, and I have no idea why,” Rio explained.


  “You could have gotten kicked off the baseball team for that. Get a hold of yourself, man. Yeah, she was one sweet piece of ass, but don’t let her break you down,” Bart muttered while chewing on a mouthful of potato chips.


  “When the doctor took off my cast, he said I couldn’t be on the team anyway. No thanks to Henry. My arm and shoulder still have to heal. He thought I’d be ready to play football next year,” Rio sadly uttered.


  “If you’re gonna keep getting suspended, you can forget about football, too. Is Brittany seeing someone else? Is that why you lost it?” Bart pried.


  “First off, I didn’t lose it. Ms. Fontana exaggerated the whole thing. And as far as Brittany having another boyfriend, I have no clue. You’re the gossip girl of Freemont. Do some investigating. I now know it’s over. Just curious who’s dick she’s sucking,” Rio said after inhaling the rest of the joint.


  “Oh, I’ll find out. I’ve got my spies all over the place. And fuck that bitch. You’re Rio Garcia. You eat pussy for breakfast. You can have any bitch in the whole damn school. If your folks aren’t too pissed off, can you go out later? I believe a rebound fuck is in order, and I know just the girl,” Bart offered. His pep talk elevated Rio’s spirits.


  “Dude, you’re the best friend a guy could ask for,” Rio said.


  ***


  Brittany Bonaducci considered herself to be the luckiest girl at Fremont High. Having sex with Rio Garcia was quite the social opportunity, but being his girlfriend was the ultimate honor. He was sexy, rich, talented, and the most popular boy in her class, and maybe even the school.


  They consummated their love in every private nook and cranny the high school had to offer at least once a day. Rio was insatiable. Even her period would not turn him away.


  A month into their relationship, she was on all fours while he slipped her his manhood in a doggie style fashion. She screamed out ‘I love you’. After he spurt, he screamed the same three words right back. She had never been so happy, often fantasizing of becoming next year’s junior prom queen with him at her side as her king. She could see a future with Rio, possibly even marriage. But these euphoric feelings did not last that long. As her love waned, other boys began to catch her eye. Sex and Henry Novak were the only two things she could think about.


  Not quite ready to end their relationship, Brittany strung Rio along while pleasuring her libido with other boys from different social circles. She had just turned sixteen, too young for a relationship. And before Rio, she had only been with four other guys, practically making her a virgin.


  Brittany met John Jabowski at the public library. She had never seen him at school before. He was a senior and likely candidate for this year’s valedictorian. She struck up a conversation and asked him for a ride home. He almost pulled off before she could invite him inside. She knew her mother would be at work. Wasting no time, she led him into her bedroom and undressed. She felt an exhilarating sense of satisfaction as he stared in shock at her nakedness. Their sex was quick and boring. Filled with regret, she demanded he leave.


  Days later, Brittany set her sights on her next conquest, Dominick D., the name that appeared on his 7-11 name tag. He claimed to be a student at junior college. After a great deal of flirting, she convinced his co-worker to watch the register while the two of them could go back into the cooler and get to know each other better. She guzzled a six-pack of beer without him making a move. Finally, she unzipped his pants and let him take her while she balanced herself against the wall of the storage closet. He was much more fun than John, but not worth getting to know better.


  Two strangers later with Rio still thinking they were an item, she still couldn’t shake Henry Novak off of her mind. He had changed from an annoying little freak to a ruggedly handsome young man. His disability had become part of his charisma. And the way he looked at her made her loins moisten. She knew he was jealous of Rio, and this excited her. She began to imagine what Henry would be like in an intimate setting.


  By mid-April, Rio became too repulsive to be with. She severed all ties by telling him it was over. But the more she pulled away, the more desperate he became. His suspension was a godsend. She profusely thanked Ms. Fontana for rescuing her, explaining that Rio had grown unstable and she just wanted him to leave her alone.


  A Friday in April, the day after Rio’s suspension, it was uncomfortably hot. Brittany used the high temperature as an excuse to wear revealing clothing. Looking almost hooker-like, she wore her tightest jean shorts with a satin G-string hiked above the waistband, high platform heels, and a flimsy cotton camisole without a bra. She wore an oversized jean shirt that she planned on taking off during math, the period that she shared with Henry. She wanted him to notice her, and if that outfit didn’t do it, nothing would. Knowing he ate with Ms. Fontana every day before math, she entered the room with her lunch and math book, feigning ignorance of the recent homework.


  “What problems did you struggle with?” asked Ms. Fontana.


  “All of page 302. Ms. Fontana, would you mind if Henry helped me. I was so lost after your lesson. Maybe it’s because Rio and I broke up, but Henry probably has a better way of explaining how to work the problems,” Brittany proposed in her sexiest voice.


  “I’ll be happy to help you. The homework was easy,” Henry boasted.


  “Be my guest. If there’s any questions, that’s what I’m here for.” Ms. Fontana went back to grading quizzes.


  “Okay, if you take the radius and multiply it by…” Henry explained.


  Brittany found the sound of his voice arousing. Why did it take her so long to spot his piercing blue eyes? She yearned for him to touch her. She slowly took off her jean shirt, exposing her voluptuous breasts covered by a thin cami. Rivulets of sweat clung to her skin, making the shirt transparent. She intentionally dropped her pencil by Henry’s feet. As she kneeled under his desk to retrieve it, he continued explaining formulas and circumferences. She leaned at an angle that would ensure him a clear view of her mountainous cleavage. He looked at her, and she returned his gaze with her most sultry expression. He then continued talking about page 302. What’s wrong with him? I’ve done everything short of sitting on his face and he’s still rambling on…Frustrated, she grabbed his upper thigh and brushed his genitals as she balanced herself up off of the floor.


  “Sorry, it’s hard to stand in these shoes. They are so high. Do you like them?” she demurely asked.


  “Yes. They make you look tall,” he answered.


  “But not as tall as you are,” she coyly answered back.


  Henry moved on to problem number thirty-three.


  Brittany was determined to get to know him better. She whispered in his ear. “Henry, Rio and I are finished. And I get the math. I just wanted to see you. I know where you live. Can I come over tomorrow night, say eight o’clock?”


  “That’d be great. We can watch movies and eat pizza,” Henry said.


  “Brittany, put your shirt back on. I know it’s hot, but your clothes are not aligned with school rules,” Ms. Fontana ordered as she looked up from her stack of papers.


  Brittany obeyed, and then whispered to Henry, “I’ll be there, but forget about the pizzas. I got my own kind of snack that I’ll be using. You like whipped cream?”


  Henry shook his head. She could see in his eyes that he had no idea what she was talking about, making him all the more attractive.


  ***


  Friday’s late thunderstorms bled into all of Saturday, leaving the sky as the same inky canopy it had been for both day and night. The humidity made Tom uncomfortable. He went into the dining room where the AC register was located.


  “Tom, it’s only seventy degrees outside. Let’s not waste the money. Can you believe all of this rain? Hope our basement won’t leak,” Jessica said.


  She was right about the air. Her comment prompted Tom to go downstairs and double check the sump pump. The rec room was immaculate. Henry must have cleaned it for his female friend he had coming over. Once he was done checking all of the utilities, Tom observed some new candles that were set on the end tables. A little romance! That’s my boy!


  “This girl must be pretty special. Henry cleaned up downstairs,” Tom commented to Jess as he came back up the stairs. “I’ve got to take him to the grocery store. He wants to rent some movies from the RedBox and get some snacks. He wants cake or pie, something that goes with whipped cream. You need anything?” She shook her head.


  “Is this a date? He didn’t mention anything to me,” Jess said.


  “Yeah, right. In order for Henry to have a date, he’d have to hire a pro,” Natalie quipped as she helped Jess with the dishes.


  “Watch your mouth. And no teasing him. This girl is a friend. You better leave them alone. The basement is off limits,” Tom warned.


  “Is she like him? Autistic? Learning disability?” Jess inquired.


  “No. She is in his math class,” Tom answered.


  “Not the same one who caused that fight back in January,” Jess said.


  “Could be. Don’t know, but he’s really excited.”


  “There must be something wrong with her if she likes Henry,” Natalie sneered.


  “You and your mother think because he has Asperger’s that girls won’t like him. He’s really not much different than I was back in the day. Give him some credit. He’s a good looking kid, and he’s mysterious. You never really know what he’s thinking,” Tom defended.


  The closer the time got to eight o’clock, the more nervous Henry became. He asked Tom’s opinion on everything from what to wear to what time he should serve his pie. It felt good to take his son under his wing and give him man-to-man advice.


  “Henry, before I met your mother, I was considered rather studly by the ladies. The girls used to hang on my every word. Those were the days. You want this girl to like you, then look at her face when she talks, ask her questions about herself, tell her how pretty she is, and mention her cute shoes. It’s that easy. Believe it or not, that stuff still works on your mother.” Tom winked. By the look on Henry’s face, he wanted to know more. “Oh, and let me show you some moves.” Tom exhibited a montage of positions that would make it easier for Henry to kiss her. The doorbell rang just as Tom finished showing him all of his material.


  “Hello. I’m Tom. You must be Brittany. Come in from the rain.”


  “Hi Mr. Novak or Tom,” Brittany replied.


  Tom jeered at Natalie as she rudely moved into the foyer to get an eyeful of Henry’s friend. The shocked look on her face said it all. Tom was also taken aback. The girl was incredibly stunning.


  Brittany looked down at her feet, undecided on whether to take off her shoes or leave them on.


  “Don’t worry about it. We aren’t neat freaks. And besides, they go with your outfit.” Tom gave Henry that knowing look, prompting him to apply some of the father-son information he just learned.


  “Brittany, those are really nice shoes. Didn’t you wear them the other day?” Henry asked. Tom gave him a pat on the back as she smiled.


  “Okay, you two. Henry rented some movies, and there are snacks down in the basement. Make yourself at home. And that’s Jess, Henry’s mom in the kitchen.” Tom saw Jess glaring in disapproval at the young lady. She waved, not bothering to introduce herself. Henry and his friend raced into the basement.


  “Did you see what she was wearing? No bra, pierced belly-button, and daisy dukes! Maybe she really is a pro,” Natalie chided.


  “Enough. Although Natalie does have a point. That girl is way out of Henry’s league. Aren’t you worried he’s gonna get used?” Jess questioned.


  “You’re so protective. Let him live a little, make some friends.” Tom wouldn’t admit it, but Brittany was a far cry from what he expected. She was too sexy for most grown men let alone Henry.


  An hour went by. Tom was curious to know how Henry was doing. He walked past the basement door and closely listened. He could hear the movie blaring and the faint sound of moaning. A possible make-out session? Some French kissing? He must have used my moves. Tom beamed with pride. This was a cherished moment that he would have to keep to himself.


  


  



  Chapter 24


  


  The cool spring air seeped through the open window of Jake’s bedroom. He lay in bed both content and exhausted. His afternoon of love-making with Leah had been the happiest moment of his life. Had her feelings been real? Or just an after effect of the love spell Lucien had taught him? Jake wanted to believe their chemistry had always been there, just dormant over the last three years. He wanted to believe she had been waiting for him to turn into a man. And if her sudden attraction was a result of the spell? Then he would have time to make her fall in love with him. Once Pete was out of the way, they could live as a real family.


  Warm thoughts filled his head as he imagined himself older, coming home from work, and Leah at home, making him dinner. Rhianna would be a girl, calling him her dad. Maybe Leah would have another baby or two. His eyelids weighted down and the comforting falling feeling took over, sending him into a deep sleep.


  In the twilight hours of the night, a loud groan that came from outside of his window awakened him.


  “Ummmm! Ahhh! Jaaaaaaa!” bellowed, sounding only feet away from his head. Jake heard the sound of gravel dragging come closer to his window. He kneeled on the part of his bed bumped up to the window and cautiously peered outside. He saw a hideous figure, much like a man, rocking in a heap of gravel outside of his window. The thing seemed to recognize him.


  “Jaaaaaa! Jaaaaa!”


  Did he mean Jake? He froze in terror, too afraid to scream. What did this thing want? It slowly dragged its legs closer to the window, close enough to reach out and scratch the screens. As Jake’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he scrunched away from the window, watching the creature in fear. Its grunting sounds were interrupted with violent coughing attacks, making the creature less frightening and more human. What did it want with me?


  The thing looked straight into Jake’s eyes from the other side of the window screen. Jake’s heart was thumping so fast that the bed frame began to squeak. There was something familiar about the creature. No it couldn’t be…His curiosity superseded his fear.


  “T.J.?” he stammered.


  “Aaass.”


  “Did you say ‘yes’?” Jake shrieked.


  “”Teee Haaaay…” his voice boomed, but then trailed off, struggling for speech.


  “You’re dead! Go away! You should be floating somewhere in the Cosmos!” Jake yelled. The thing was close enough to smell. It emitted a foul combination of feces, rotten meat, and soured milk. The creature beat on the aluminum siding outside of his bedroom.


  “You should be haunting Pete! He was the one who set you up!” Jake cried. That was the last thing he remembered until his uncle jostled him awake.


  “Wake up!” Pete yelled.


  He opened his eyes and found himself lying in bed. It was still dark outside. He looked at the clock, 3:45 a.m. What just happened to me?


  “Jake, you were yelling so loud that you woke all of us up. I thought someone was robbing the house, but it seems like you just had yourself a real doozy of a nightmare. Try to go back to sleep. You’ve got school tomorrow,” Pete said as he sleepily walked out of the room.


  For as much as Jake hated his uncle, he was thankful the man snapped him out of his nightmare. Seeing T.J. outside of his window seemed too real. Still spooked, he gathered his pillow and blanket, closed his bedroom windows, and slept on the floor of the living room.


  ***


  The next day after school, Jake and Henry went to Lucien’s for their lessons. Both couldn’t help but notice the drastic change in Lucien’s appearance. His white hair was black with some gray streaks, his face much more smooth, and his body was lean and muscular. His movements were not of an old man’s, but of one still young and agile. Had it not been for his voice, body language, and the gleam in his eyes, Jake would have thought the man inside of Lucien’s home was an imposter.


  “What did you do? You look so much younger. All of Chippewa Park is going to want your secret,” Jake said with a smile.


  “Did you use Botox? Work out at the gym?” Henry asked.


  Lucien laughed. “You boys ever hear the expression, ‘You’re only as good as your last joke’?” They both nodded. “Well a bokor is only as good as his last trick. And this is one of my best. You’ll have to wait until the end of your apprenticeship to learn it. But as much as I’d like to cheat death, this is only temporary. Just because I turned back time forty or fifty some odd years, doesn’t mean I’ll live longer. But I would have died had I not…manipulated things.”


  “So, what are you going to teach us today?” Henry asked, unphased.


  “First tell me how your love spells are working,” Lucien said with a twinkle in his eye.


  Jake couldn’t help but laugh at the silly look on Henry’s face. Things must have progressed with Brittany Bonaducci, the love of his life also known as the town slut.


  “Brittany came over to my house last Saturday. I didn’t realize how much she liked whipped cream. You know what? I think I like sex. She is going to show me some of her favorite places in the school this week,” Henry said. They all chuckled.


  “And Jake, did your love spell take hold?” Lucien asked.


  “Yes. It was the best moment of my life. But I love her. Do you think she could actually love me back?” Jake questioned.


  “Of course she could. But you boys might get sick of these girls. And that’s when things turn ugly. The love spell still lasts once your feelings have changed. The women turn desperate. There’s an old movie, Fatal Attraction. Watch it. The actress gets dumped and tries to make her lover miserable. So be careful with the love spells,” Lucien warned.


  “What about you? Did you ever use a love spell?” asked Jake.


  “Once. There was this woman back in Haiti…Oh, I shouldn’t be telling you boys this story,” Lucien said.


  “Please, Lucien, tell us about her. Did you curse her into loving you?” Jake inquired. He was extremely curious about Lucien’s past.


  “She was so beautiful. And out of my reach. She was the wife of a Bizango brother. He treated his dog better than her, and he didn’t like dogs. At the time I already had two wives and two babies. Anyway, I justified my love spell by telling myself how much better I was for her, and how my Bizango brother didn’t even love her. Oh, all kinds of things I said in order to feel good about stealing another man’s wife. So I used the same spell as I gave you boys. Things couldn’t have been more magical. Her attention, her smile, and the sex…” Lucien paused to laugh.


  “Well what happened? Did she become one of your wives?” Jake inquired.


  “Oh no. At the time, I didn’t know of a way to counter the spell. You see, I just wanted some fun, and she was ready to leave her husband for me. She was becoming very public in our affair. My other wives were jealous. And then my Bizango brother found out about us. Everything turned for the worst. She tried to kill me and my family…I never used the spell for myself again.”


  “What happened to her?” Henry asked.


  At first Lucien wouldn’t answer, but then he held up his shirt and revealed several faded slash marks on his back. “These are the faded markings of a flogging. They didn’t know I put a spell on her. They just thought she had been an unfaithful wife. I had to watch them stone her to death and then be sacrificed to the loas. I searched for years of a way to counter the love spell and found one. Since that moment, I’ve sold people love spells that come with love counter spells.”


  “So Bizango brothers are not supposed to sleep with each other’s women?” Henry asked. Lucien nodded. “Then Brittany is all mine.”


  “And Leah is all mine,” Jake added.


  “Yes boys. But believe me, these women will turn into nightmares once you tire of them,” Lucien promised.


  “Speaking of nightmares, last night I dreamt T.J. was outside of my window. He wore the same suit he was buried in. It was so real. And then Pete woke me up because he thought we were getting robbed or something.” Jake noticed the change in Lucien’s demeanor. His eyes clouded and he looked like his mind was now onto something else. “He’s dead, right? I undid a wrong with the gris-gris?”


  “Oh yes. Now let me show you the way you counter a spell. This process happens to work on most spells, but you’ll use different ingredients and prayers as you perform them,” Lucien stated.


  “But what about my uncle? When am I going to learn how to hex him?” Jake impatiently asked.


  “The protection spell is working, right? He still hasn’t hurt you? I will teach you how to curse and hex by the end of your bokor studies, but revenge never comes out the way it’s planned. Your anger must subside beforehand. Please Jake, be patient. There is so much to learn.”


  Jake could tell Lucien was hiding something from him, but it was too incredulous to think T.J. was walking around as a zombie. He cleared his mind and watched Lucien explain the counter spell. Somehow, he doubted he would ever use it. Leah’s love was too intoxicating to undo.


  


  



  Chapter 25


  


  Jake’s and Leah’s affair had grown into something much more meaningful, or so Jake told himself throughout every waking hour. Their passion had yet to quell as they continued to explore each other all over Hayward. After two months of insatiable lust, Leah knew Pete was on to her infidelity.


  “He knows, just not who with,” she said as she puffed on a Marlboro Light. They had just finished making love in a nearby forest preserve. She hiked up her g-string panties and glittery mini-skirt.


  “If he knew I was the other man…Well, he’s beaten me up for much less,” Jake reasoned. He put secret protection guards upon himself, Leah, and Rhianna. They seemed to be effective. Pete had been behaving himself.


  “He’s only smacked me around once since you and me started hooking up,” Leah said.


  “Once? When was that? And for what?” Jake questioned, worried that the guard was beginning to wear off.


  “The other day when I left for work early. I picked you up from school. We went in back of the cemetery, remember? He slapped me before I got into my car, accusing me of going off to screw one of my sugar daddies down at the club,” Leah relayed.


  If the protection guard was wearing off, then the love spell must be also running its course. Could she be with me because she loves me?


  “Forget about him. Happy birthday. I know it’s tomorrow, but I have a present for you. Drive over to Freddie’s Used Cars on West Avenue,” Leah ordered as Jake started her Impala’s engine.


  Jack euphorically drove to the dealership. “A car?”


  “Pull in. It should be ready for you. That’s it, right there. The white Dodge Intrepid. It’s old, but low miles,” Leah said as she pointed to the car parked by the front door.


  Jake didn’t think it was possible, but at this moment, he loved Leah even more. The week prior she had taken him to the DMV to get his driver’s license. The next day he would be seventeen years old, almost a legal adult.


  “Leah, I love you! You shouldn’t have done this! This is the best day of my life. It’s beautiful!” Jake exclaimed as he sat inside the car and examined the interior. Leather seats, CD player, cup holders…He was the luckiest man alive.


  “Jake, shut up and take the damn car for a ride. And if Pete asks, you bought this with your own money that you earned by helping out our neighbors, you hear?” Jake nodded.


  He pulled out of the car dealership and drove towards Henry’s house. Only a block away, Leah had his jeans unzipped, slurping on his penis as he drove. Within minutes, he exploded all over his front seat.


  “There goes the new car smell. Like the ride?” she demurely questioned as she wiped her mouth with her sleeve, and then quickly reapplied her bright fuscia lipstick.


  “I love it. I love you. I don’t want to sneak around anymore. Just divorce Pete and marry me,” Jake urged.


  “We’ve had this discussion before. You’re still a minor, and I’ll be twenty-one next month.”


  “Cougar! One sexy cougar!” Jake yelled.


  “Yeah, one sexy foster mother. This arrangement could get us all in a lot of trouble. And Pete would kill both of us if he knew. Let’s have some fun. When you’re eighteen, then we can have a more serious conversation,” Leah said with finality as she took his hand.


  “I wish Pete was dead. He‘s nothing but a loser. He could have a car accident. Or disappear,” Jake pleaded.


  “Listen. Jake, I don’t love him, but he’s Rhianna’s father. She loves him.”


  “Rhianna loves everyone. Soon he’ll start knocking her around once she starts to sass him. I could make him go away forever. You’d get justice for T.J. We could openly be together,” Jake propositioned.


  Leah’s exterior suddenly became cold. She dropped his hand and scooted away from him towards the passenger door. “You’re talking murder. Hey, I’m no saint. But that’s wrong,” Leah firmly stated.


  “Murder? More like self-defense. You wanna wait until he kills you? Or me? Rhianna? He’s evil, Leah. We should strike him before he strikes us,” Jake warned.


  “I gotta go to work. Take me back to the dealership so I can get my car,” Leah directed.


  Jake sulked as they rode back to Freddie’s Used Cars in silence. Once he’s gone, we can be together. She’ll see how wonderful everything will be.


  ***


  The next day at school, Jake joined Henry for lunch as he sometimes did in Mrs. Fontana’s classroom. He was curious about Henry’s love spell casted on Brittany.


  “So how are you two doing? Does she hang all over you in class?” Jake whispered as they ate their sandwiches.


  “No. I told her I don’t want any trouble with Rio. But Jake, I need to undo that spell. Sex was fun at first, but now…it’s all she ever wants to do. She called me this morning, asking if I could come in early so that I could help her with her math. I met her by my locker. She lied to me. She didn’t have any problems with the homework. She made me go to the tower with her. It’s locked, but she had the key. Once she got me up there, she attacked me until I gave her what she wanted. While we were…It happened on the steps. She was on top of me. I heard footsteps above us. I think someone saw us. What if I get in trouble?” Henry cried.


  “Probably other kids doing the same thing as you and Brittany. The tower is known for that,” Jake consoled.


  “My mom hates her. Last weekend, she came downstairs and caught Brittany with her shirt off in the basement. She’s no longer allowed at my house. I’ve got to undo that spell,” Henry whined.


  “I feel so sorry for you. It must be awful to have a beautiful girl that wants to have sex with you all the time,” quipped Jake. His sarcasm was lost on Henry as he knew it would be, but he still jested for his own entertainment.


  “Maybe she’ll go back to Rio. He loved her,” Henry wished.


  “Henry, I have much more pressing problems right now. Leah and I are in love. I think the spell has worn off and she really loves me for me. She bought me a car yesterday for my birthday. Today I’m seventeen.” Henry was not prompted to wish him a happy birthday. “I’ll show you the car later. I’m really not supposed to drive it until I have insurance. Once I have enough money to pay for that, I’ll pick you up and take you home. Anyway, right now I want to take our relationship to the next level, if you know what I mean,” Jake announced.


  “Kill Pete?” Henry inquired.


  “Shhh! Mrs. Fontana is right over there! What if she heard you? Not cool, Henry.”


  “Sorry,” Henry whispered.


  “Lucien’s afterschool,” Jake declared.


  


  



  Chapter 26


  


  Henry’s mother reliably picked them up after school and dropped them off at Lucien’s trailer. Jake was certain Henry had kept his blood oath by keeping everything they had done a secret. His parents would never have approved. Jake, too, kept quiet, doubting his own dysfunctional family’s acceptance of Voodoo.


  The more Jake learned, the more uncomfortable the religion had made him. He saw a new side of Lucien that sent shivers through his spine. He felt himself changing into someone who daydreamed about murder, someone who tricked a woman into liking him, someone else. But despite the self-doubt, he continued to hang on every word Lucien uttered.


  Jake couldn’t help but think of his mom. She used to say, “If you dance with the devil, you’re gonna get burned,” every time he did something wrong. Praying to loas made him feel dirty. Henry, however, seemed oblivious, eager to learn as much as he could from Lucien.


  Mrs. Novak waved as she told Henry to be ready at dinner time when she’d pick him up. Lucien was inside of his enclosed porch, smoking his pipe and wearing his white linen tunic.


  “My Bizango brothers, honored to have you over as my guests,” Lucien greeted as he stood up from his chair. “And Jake, today you are seventeen, a man. A token of our friendship.”


  Lucien handed Jake his treasured human skull. Jake always admired it.


  “Thank you. I don’t know what to say. I know this was very special to you,” Jake said.


  “You have no idea. I’ll tell you every detail about how I got the skull, but not today. I have prepared some simple healing spells for you to learn. Back in Haiti, healing was where much of my money was made. Pay attention. Neither of you know this, but I have been treating Mrs. Muddraker, or Esther, for a couple of months. Her arthritis had gotten so bad that she could no longer walk. Jake, you know how frail she is. She had you shopping for her every week. Over the years she had been to dozens of doctors who never healed her pain. Her desperation is what led her to me. In fact, as bokors in training, you will learn that most of the people who come to see you come because of desperation. You are the last resort, the end of the line as you Americans say. Always treat with compassion. We will meet Esther in the common area by the outdoor kitchen. I have a fet or festival of sorts planned for us all. My potions have helped her greatly, but I think this one will erase all of her pain. Help me carry all of this.”


  Jake and Henry carried a heavy tray and bongo drums while Lucien carried Mami, his snake. She rested around his neck with her body draped around him like a scarf. Only a few months ago, Lucien needed help in getting out of a chair. Now he moved with the ease of an athlete. The same chilly feeling swept over Jake as he watched the man power walk across the trailer park to the farthest side. The trail was at least a half of a mile. His sudden rejuvenation made Jake apprehensive.


  Once they arrived at the common area of the trailer park, it was obvious that Lucien had already made a few trips before Jake and Henry came over. There were piles of logs and kindling, stacks of newspaper, and a jug of rum sitting on the picnic table. Lucien had a tripod with a rack set up over the fire pit and a cast iron pot sitting on top of it.


  Once Lucien started the fire, he poured the bottle of rum into the pot. Esther Muddraker soon joined them.


  “Hello everyone. Jake, Henry, Lucien tells me what great bokors you two are becoming. I can’t tell you how proud I am. This is a profession that America needs more of. Lucien is nothing short of a miracle worker. Notice anything different about me?” Esther asked.


  “No cane. And you walked here,” Jake replied. He couldn’t help be happy for the old woman. Esther was glowing. He had always seen her in nightgowns and house dresses. Today she had her gray hair curled and lips red with lipstick. She wore a summery shirt with matching pants, looking relaxed and peaceful.


  “That’s right! I’ve been walking to the store as well. That’s why I haven’t had you over. My pain had gotten so bad that I just wanted to die. Now I have a second chance. Still some flare-ups, but its bearable. I feel good enough to have my grandchildren over this weekend.”


  “Our fet will soon begin. I’m cooking up a healing potion for all of us. Esther, you will drink most of it. I think the potion will erase most of the pains that you still have left.” Lucien reached for the ingredients on the tray, naming each one before he dropped them into the boiling kettle. “Worms, houseflies, tulip petals, lavender, datura plant, wolfsbane, graveyard dirt, and then we need a few drops of your blood, Esther, to finish the recipe.”


  Mrs. Muddraker slit her arm as if she had done this numerous times before and allowed the blood droplets to drip into the boiling elixir.


  “Good. That will be enough. Henry, take that rag and wrap it around her arm. We will finish with a pinch of my gris-gris for good fortune. Jake, stir the pot while we worship. Esther has agreed to be mounted. Simply put, she wants a loa to possess her. She acts as the loa’s horse and the loa rides her during our little ceremony. This loa will stay with her and protect her.” Lucien began playing his drums and sang a song in French, Spanish, and English. As he sang, everyone else echoed the verses until they all learned the song and could sing it together. The potion continued to boil with the aroma lingering through the air. Jake thought it smelled like perfume.


  After the song, Lucien poured Esther a big stein of the mixture, and then poured himself and Henry a small Styrofoam coffee cup of what was left over. Jake got to drink the potion from his new skull. “To Esther. May the loa closest to your heart show itself to you,” Lucien toasted.


  Mrs. Muddraker slammed down the concoction with the same fervor of a college student at a kegger party. “I’m ready! I’m committed! Oh loa, show yourself to me!” she yelled with passion as she bowed down to the ground.


  Lucien quit singing and drummed a faster, more complicated rhythm. Mami slithered off of his shoulders and approached Esther as she stayed on the ground. Jake felt drowsy. He looked over at Henry, surprised to see the boy’s eyes blaze with excitement. Mrs. Muddraker wrapped Mami around her neck, dancing to the beats like a younger and thinner woman. Was this possession? Jake wondered.


  “Esther, do you feel tingly?” She nodded. “Terrific. Grab the sack of cornmeal. Your loa will reveal itself.” Lucien continued to drum.


  Esther swayed over to the picnic table and took the sack of cornmeal. Slowly, she poured it out in a large area before the fire, making a curly, loopy design.


  “Boys, that’s a veve, a symbol of sorts. It represents the loa who has taken possession of her body,” Lucien yelled over his drums. “When she’s finished, I can tell you what loa is inside of her.”


  While Esther outlined the symbol, Lucien stood up to watch. Without the drum beats, Esther still gyrated and held Mami around her shoulders. Her dance struck Jake as inappropriate as she grinded her crotch onto the snake that slithered between her legs.


  “Ah…That’s Baron Kriminel. He is from the same family as my loa, the Ghede family. He’s fierce, a headhunter, a cannibal, a spirit of the dead.”


  Mrs. Muddraker became more energetic and vulgar, now lying on the floor, thrusting as the snake continued to slither between her legs. The scene was grotesque, but both Jake and Henry could not look away.


  “Boys, sing after me. Baron has a sack. Baron wears a belt. Baron likes the dead and likes to wear their skulls…” Lucien sang. His voice was hypnotic. Jake could not help but obey and sing the morbid song while Esther rolled around with Mami. As he watched the kind, old woman act out in her haze, he felt nauseated. Unnatural and frightening feelings returned, but he still would not leave.


  Looking around, Jake noticed no one else from the trailer park had come to watch the grotesque show in spite of the perfect weather. The area was too much of a hike for the elderly residents. Reluctantly participating, Jake couldn’t wait for the ritual to end. And then Lucien abruptly stopped singing and beating on drums.


  Mrs. Muddraker’s face became contorted as she rose off of the ground. Whipping the snake off of her body, she flung it at Lucien. Violently, she twirled in circles, until stopping in front of Jake. In a voice not her own, she shrilled, “He knows. He knows. He knows what you’ve done. Both in death and in life.” Esther then fainted. Several minutes later, bewildered, the woman awoke with the boys and Lucien knelt by her side. Her facial characteristics returned. Jake told her everything that had happened.


  In disbelief, she responded, “I what? With the snake? Said what? Oh Lucien, my hands! My legs! I don’t care what I’ve done! I never felt this good when I was in my twenties! No pain! It’s a miracle! How can I ever thank you?”


  “Enjoy it. At our age, it doesn’t last. Your loa is the Baron Kriminel, a Ghede. He’s watching out for you. Make sure you go home and make him an altar. He likes black and purple, hot peppers, and rum. And cigarettes, lots of cigarettes. Now go home. The boys will help me clean up. You will need lots of sleep after a possession,” Lucien advised.


  Esther looked drunk with exhilaration as she skipped home from the common area. As Jake and Henry gathered Lucien’s things, Jake asked what Mrs. Muddraker’s last comments were about.


  “Henry, drop all of this off on my porch. Your mom will be here any second.” Henry went ahead of them lugging some of Lucien’s belongings. Once Lucien and Jake were alone, he somberly looked at the dying fire and picked Mami up, putting her around his neck. “You told me about a dream you had. T.J. was in it. In Haiti, we believe the ti-bon-ange part of your soul travels while you are asleep, allowing you to interact with the loas and even the dead. Dreams are really messages from the spirit world. That dream was a warning just like today is a warning. I’m so sorry. You have unfinished business that needs to be dealt with.”


  


  



  Chapter 27


  


  Jake left the common area of Chippewa Park confused. Lucien, his friend and mentor, had just cured Esther Muddraker from her disabling arthritis. He, in fact, had witnessed a miracle. What he couldn’t understand was why he did not feel divine. Instead, his flesh moved like a bucket filled with frenetic worms. For the first time in their close relationship, he questioned who Lucien Nazaire really was.


  Jake recollected Lucien once telling him Voodoo was both good and evil. These two opposing forces were, in fact, bonded together, impossible to separate. Was Lucien both good and evil? What about himself? And Henry? His Uncle Pete wasn’t. He didn’t have a drop of goodness in his body.


  As Jake walked home from Lucien’s, he kept hearing the monstrous voice from Esther’s lips. That voice and its words would haunt him indefinitely. He knows…both death and in life… All Lucien did was answer him with ambiguity and silence. Jake deserved better. He deserved an explanation.


  As Jake approached his home, he saw his family outside, setting up for dinner. Pete manned the grill while Leah went in and out, preparing the table with condiments and paper plates. Rhianna played with a soccer ball, kicking it to Pete while he watched the grill. Father of the year, Jake bitterly thought. This happy bunch was quite a performance.


  “Hey Jake, happy birthday,” Pete announced as Jake approached. His welcoming appearance made Jake suspicious. As Jake moved in, Pete’s eyes looked sincere. They were clear for the time being. There was a beer bottle on the side of the grill which Jake assumed to be his uncle’s first one.


  “Leah showed me your new car this morning. Whewey! I’m impressed. A lot nicer than mine. Maybe you can take us for spin around the park later on.” Jake nodded. “Quite the entrepreneur around here. Old fucks must pay you well.” Pete smiled again as he kicked Rhianna the soccer ball.


  Pete’s congeniality made Jake paranoid. It wasn’t that long ago he was accusing Jake of stealing from the trailer park’s elderly, and now he was an entrepreneur. Jake looked to Leah for answers, but she just shrugged.


  Jake went to his room to set down his backpack, hiding the skull cup Lucien gave him. He went to the refrigerator to get a Coke. Inside the refrigerator was a store-bought birthday cake. Three of Jake’s birthdays took place under Pete’s roof, and he had never acknowledged a one. Leah always remembered and made him a homemade cake. She wasn’t much of a cook, but the thought was there. Looking at the pretty yellow and blue cake with roses and his name written with white icing made him want to cry. Could his uncle have any redeeming qualities?


  He sat down on a flimsy lawn chair at the old card table used every summer.


  “See the cake? Me and Rhianna picked it out at Super Target this morning. And we got you a present, too,” Pete said as he reached into the backseat of his car. “Here.”


  Jake opened the plastic Target bag and took out a gift box of Brut cologne. “Wow. Thanks. Much appreciated.” He opened the bottle and took a whiff. It smelled appealing, manly.


  “Gotta smell nice for the ladies. You have a girlfriend? She’s welcome to come over. Do you bring her to Lucien’s? I see a girl dropping you off there all of the time, you and that boy that you run with,” Pete stated.


  “I don’t have a girlfriend. And that girl you see is Henry’s mom,” Jake explained.


  “Pretty little thing. Don’t look old enough to have a boy in high school. You like the older ones? Cougars? Or MILFs? Gotta wish you were tapping that! Just kidding, man-to-man. Since you’re practically grown, how ‘bout a beer?” Pete suggested as he gently grabbed Jake’s shoulder.


  “Pete, he’s in high school. Not a good…” Leah protested.


  “Oh, shut the hell up. C’mon now. ‘Member what we were doing when you were his age? He’s gotta car, a license, almost graduated. Just one round,” insisted Pete.


  Pete had never been so kind, even when Jake was little. The gifts and attention were a first from his uncle. Pretty special moment. And now he was invited to share a beer and a shot. His gratitude was plagued with guilt.


  “To Jake, my nephew, my foster son, and almost a man,” Pete toasted. They clanked beer bottles and each downed a shot of Early Times. “Just want you to know that you are family. And I know your mother would be so proud. Next year, after you graduate, you don’t have to leave.” Pete’s heartfelt speech was slightly slurred.


  Leah was getting irritated. “The food’s gonna burn. We’re starving and it’s almost dark out. I’ve gotta work in an hour.”


  “Okay, I get the hint. Get me a platter. Great. All of you go ahead. Me and Jake are going to have one more,” Pete announced.


  “You know, Uncle Pete, a hot dog sounds really good about now,” Jake declined.


  “You promise me one after dinner?” Pete asked. Jake nodded.


  “Then we can sing Happy Birthday,” Rhianna squeaked.


  Jake was humbled by the dinner and birthday celebration. All he ever wanted was a home where he was loved and wanted, where his family would remember his birthday. Tonight he had all of those things.


  The food put an end to the dizzy feeling that had crept up after drinking Lucien’s rum mixture and then Uncle Pete’s shot and beer. He wasn’t a drinker and lacked a physical tolerance for alcohol.


  After everyone had cake, Leah left for work. He missed her as she pulled away. Now it was just him, Pete, and Rhianna. The little girl wasn’t much of a buffer. Awkward silence filled the air.


  “Beautiful night. Not ready to go inside yet. How ‘bout that drink you promised me? Rhianna’s playing so nice with her baby dolls. Let’s sit out here for a while longer,” Pete reminded as he poured.


  Hesitantly, Jake agreed. The food cleared his head. He racked his brain for conversation. Pete’s eyes were glassy and his cheeks were reddened. Without eating, his uncle continued filling his coffee cup with more Early Times. The new bottle he had opened before dinner was halfway gone. Unlike some of his drunken outbursts, he had a jovial, talkative way about him, making Jake think he was lonely.


  Pete poured another cup full of booze for Jake. They watched Rhianna stroll her dollies around the trailer with her toy stroller. He still could not think of anything to talk about, realizing that he barely knew Pete.


  “Another toast to your birthday, Jake. Here. I got one more beer left. You have it. You seem like you need it to wash down the Early Times. It’s kinda harsh until you get used to it. So…you drink with your friends? Girls? Lucien?” Pete asked.


  “No. I don’t smoke pot either,” Jake added, wondering if Pete was trying to set him up. His answer was almost a hundred percent true, only dabbling in alcohol and marijuana a few times throughout his life.


  “Whatta I look like? The fucking cops? You know my stance on them assholes. I got some weed if you want,” Pete offered.


  “No thanks.”


  “Jake, you’ve really matured this year. You’re shaving, much taller, filled out. I apologize for never having a sex talk with you. You know, father son type of thing. Any questions?” Jake shook his head. “Okay then. Let me put Rhianna to bed, and you can take me for a quick spin,” Pete said.


  While Jake waited for Pete, he played back the wonderful birthday in his mind, savoring every sweet morsel. He had never seen Pete’s softer side despite Leah’s claims of its existence. It all came back to what Lucien had taught him: good and evil were one, or as Jake liked to think, they were two sides of the same coin. Words to live by.


  “She’s practically asleep. Now show me your ride,” Pete said.


  As they sat inside of the Dodge Intrepid, Pete went on about how nice the car was, interjecting his own stories about his own first car which paled in comparison.


  “I know that you know a lot about cars. Do you want to drive? To see how it runs?” Jake politely offered.


  “I will, but you first, Jake.”


  They cruised around the trailer park like two old pals with Jake showing off every feature the car came with. Pete flipped through the manual book and assured Jake he had worked on similar vehicles. He even promised to fix the car if something broke down.


  “Uncle Pete…”


  “You’re a man now. Call me Pete,” he interrupted.


  “Pete, do you think it’s dumb to get pinstriping or spinners put on?” Jake asked.


  “Well…this is a four door sedan. Don’t really think this kinda ride would look good all pimped out.” They were on the second lap of the trailer park by the common area Jake had been to earlier that day. “Hey, you think I could give it one more spin around ol’ Chippewa?” Pete excitedly asked.


  “Yeah, sure. The gas pedal is really sensitive,” Jake said as they both got out of the car and walked around the front hood to trade seats.


  Just as Jake passed Pete, his neck was caught between Pete’s hands, and then slammed to the ground. He could only see the gravel road, but knew Pete was standing over him. His uncle’s foot dug into his back, yanking his arm so hard that it almost snapped. Jake lay still on his stomach, unconcerned with his arm. It was his life that had him worried. Pete raged. Jake could only process bits and blurbs of his rantings. What a fool he had been. The whole night had been nothing but an act, and now Pete had him right where he wanted. How could I have been so stupid.


  “You honestly think we could ever be friends…You think you can just fuck my wife…She spent all of our money on you…This car…Am I a bitch? You fucking me like a bitch…I should kill both of you…”


  The car engine was running and the headlights illuminated the common area, but Jake knew no one would be around to save him. It was late, at least late by elderly residents’ standards. He was stuck in the most secluded area of the park. Next to the common area was nothing but a vacant, wooded lot.


  Disorientated, Jake’s arm was sharply released and Pete’s uproar was quashed. With all of the courage he could muster, he turned around to see what had stopped his uncle’s torture. He had to blink twice before his mind could register the macabre scene only feet away.


  Illuminated by a headlight, Jake watched his uncle get mauled by a wolf. Jake slowly rose as the content animal stared him down while greedily chewing up one of Pete’s arms.


  Jake was too afraid to move, yet his instinct forced him to inch closer to the passenger side door. The animal’s eyes never left him as it ripped off one of Pete’s legs and continued to feast. The animal was huge, gray and white, and the most beautiful creature Jake had ever seen. Something about the wolf’s eyes had calmed his nerves. They were hazel, flecked with golden brown, hypnotizing, magical, and even familiar. As Jake lurched closer to the car door, he no longer feared the creature. The wolf got up once again to gorge on what was left of Pete. Jake hustled into the car and peeled away.


  


  



  Chapter 28


  Rio Garcia sat alone in his immense bedroom and played video games while his parents worked and his friends went to school. He was serving his last week of his second suspension, most recently earned from knocking Brittany against a wall of lockers. His parents lectured him on the bad choices that he made throughout the school year and hoped he had learned his lesson about controlling his temper. He agreed with them in order to get them to shut up.


  Rio really thought of himself as a victim who didn’t deserve any of this. He replayed the disastrous year several times in his mind, always coming up with the same conclusion: Henry Novak was responsible for everything. He was the one who ruined his shoulder and destroyed his high school baseball season, maybe even next fall’s footfall season. And now that Rio wasn’t the school’s star athlete, or any athlete at all, Brittany dumped him. Yes, Henry Novak was common denominator for all of his misfortune.


  The end of the school year was only a few weeks away. Teachers cut down on their usual reams of busy work while students enjoyed the outdoors. His friends were too busy with baseball to hang out or even call. Rio missed them. He missed his social status. And more than anything, he missed Brittany. Her rejection was much more than a bruised ego. Even though she had shattered him into a million pieces, he would still do anything to get her back.


  Rio half-heartedly played his new video game while thinking of ways to get Brittany to love him again. By dinner time, his ringtone blared like a loud horn. He knew by the honking sound it was Bart Littlefield. He frantically dove under his blankets until he found his phone.


  “Hey,” Rio said in his best blasé voice.


  “Hey. Just finished up with practice and thought I’d give you a quick call. I’ll be by tomorrow with the homework. So far, there isn’t much. Got some bad news,” Bart reported. Rio could hear the guys in the background goofing off. He longed to be back on the team, back at school.


  “Go ahead, Bart. Could use a good kick now that I’m down,” Rio grumbled.


  “You alright?” Bart inquired with concern.


  “Listen, it’s not like I’m going to go jump off of a bridge. Just say what you gotta say already. Let me guess…that skank Brittany found someone new to fuck all over the school?” Several seconds of awkward silence followed. “Bart, please tell me…”


  “I saw her in the tower. Me and Chad were up there getting high before school. She was on the steps with some guy. Couldn’t get a good look at him. She was blocking my view. They heard us and got spooked,” Bart recapped. “Chad couldn’t keep his mouth shut. It’s all over school. I wanted to tell you so you didn’t feel even worse.”


  “That fucking whore! What did he look like?” Rio squealed.


  “Big. And dark hair. Had a black and gray Nike backpack,” Bart answered.


  “Fuck the backpack! I need more than big with dark hair! That’s almost every guy in the senior class!” Rio shrieked.


  “Alright, calm down! He kind of looked like Henry Novak. But it couldn’t be him. He’s practically retarded,” Bart explained.


  “Where’s the nearest bridge?” joked Rio. The idea was worth contemplating.


  “I don’t think it was him. Your folks will be home soon, right?” Bart asked.


  “I was kidding. And you’re right. She would never sink that low. If you can get a name, great, but I’m so over that cunt,” Rio said, trying to sound indifferent.


  “Better days, my friend. This Friday, after the game, Madison DiAngelo is having a party. Her parents are out of town. She lives over by the golf course,” Bart said, eager to change the subject. “Sierra Sinclair told me that she was hoping you’d come. She’s hot! Want me to come over for a while? We could play X-box.”


  “Maddie’s party sounds fun. You don’t need to babysit me, bro,” Rio placated. He couldn’t wait to get off of the phone and smash something. “See you tomorrow. And thanks for telling me, but I’m fine.” She is not fucking Henry. That would be unnatural, impossible.


  Once he was off of the phone, Rio bombarded his walk-in closet, settling for his bat and a laundry basket he quickly filled up with crap that would be easy to wreck. He rushed to his deck and looked out to Lake Hayward and his boat dock, and then let anger take control. First, he threw up his phone and then whacked it out towards the lake. It broke into dozens of pieces that burst out toward the boat dock. I hate you, you fucking bitch! Next, he took out an 8X10 metal frame of Brittany and him at a party. Again, he tossed it and cracked it with his bat. He then pitched up his X-box console. Thwack! Plastic exploded everywhere. Some of the pieces made it into the lake. He was getting closer. This went on for several minutes. Each time he hit the object harder and deeper into the lake, destroying hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars of belongings. He knew it was stupid, but it felt so good to hit something. The light weight objects were not heavy enough to bash in. He quickly looked around and found a couple of large rocks his mom used for decoration inside of her planters. Tossing one high, he clobbered it as hard as he could. It fragmented into pebbles, landing yards away from the lake’s bank and into his tiny back yard. His wrath subsided while his shoulder zapped off waves of pain that spread throughout his torso. He buckled down to the cedar floor and cried in agony. The combination of the physical and emotional pain was unbearable. He had no more illusions. Of course Brittany was fucking Henry. His theory was once again reinforced: Henry Novak was determined to ruin his life.


  ***


  It wasn’t a secret that Jessica Novak hated her son’s new girlfriend. She was pretty and polite, but her provocative clothes and flirtatious mannerisms did not endear her to Henry’s family.


  Only weeks into their relationship, Jessica could not help but notice all of the time Henry and Brittany had spent in the basement together. Natalie further fanned the flames of dislike after mentioning rumors about Brittany’s reputation that had circulated down to the junior high. Brittany was only a sophomore, but already known for being promiscuous. Tom thought Jessica’s concern was unwarranted. He held tight to the stereotypical double standard that praised boys and scorned girls for being sexually active. Tom’s nonchalance would be thrown out the window if it was Natalie barricaded in the basement with her boyfriend.


  Sunday evening when Brittany was over, Jessica turned the doorknob, prepared to make a surprise appearance to the two teens. She no longer cared if her presence would embarrass Henry. The door was locked. That says it all.


  Taking an old barrette from her kitchen junk drawer, Jessica stuck the skinny metal latch inside of the hole of the cheap brass doorknob and poked out the push button on the other side of the door. With a sense of urgency, she ran down the stairs. On the couch was her baby boy with his pants halfway down pumping away on a stark naked Brittany. Jess had assumed the worst, but shock and panic took over.


  “Both of you, get dressed! Brittany, leave this house and never come back! Henry, get to your room! The party is over!”


  ***


  Tom Novak was enjoying himself in his garage as he drank his beer, listened to the Brewer’s game, and worked on assembling some window boxes. His sense of well-being was soon interrupted as his hysterical wife burst in and recounted the sordid scene she had just witnessed in the basement.


  Tom was shocked, but secretively proud. “Hon, boys will be boys. Give Henry a break. A beautiful girl at school throws herself at him…He’s a boy.”


  “I thought he would have fought off the temptation. I thought he wouldn’t put himself in a position of getting a girl get pregnant. Tom, we’re only thirty-five. Kinda young to be grandparents,” Jess lectured.


  “In a perfect world, maybe. But Brittany has been around the block more than once. Don’t know what I would have done at his age. Luckily, I met you and saved myself for our wedding,” Tom smirked. He had a few partners in high school, including his wife. His cynicism wasn’t lost on her.


  “If you’re implying that I’m a hypocrite, you know darn well we were engaged. I wasn’t like Brittany. So this is not a big deal? No punishment?” Jess retorted.


  Tom kissed her head and smiled. “None. Your disapproval is enough. She’ll soon get sick of him anyway, and then move on to some other schlub. These things have a way of taking care of themselves. And you’ve said it before, she’s out of his league. Maybe she’s got mental problems.”


  “She just might. But if you’re not willing to do anything, then I will. That girl’s mother is getting a call,” Jessica firmly said.


  “No, wait! You’re mad. Let me call. You can listen in on the other line-no talking,” Tom suggested. He grabbed his portable phone and scrolled through the caller ID phone screen, easily finding Brittany’s home number. She called the house countless times over the last few weeks. Tom pushed the talk button and automatically dialed. Jessica grabbed another portable phone and sat down on Tom’s workbench.


  “Hello, Mrs. Bonaducci? Tom Novak. My wife, Jessica, is on the other line.”


  “Yes. And it’s Ms. I’m divorced. Please call me Dawn.”


  After the brief introductions, Tom described the evening’s happenings. “We just had an incident over here. Me and Jess are trying to be responsible and keep you in the loop…”


  “What did Brittany do?” Dawn asked.


  “Well Dawn, Jess caught them having sex in the basement. This is the first girl my son has ever dated. He doesn’t have a lot of friends. He has Asperger’s. He’s…quirky. Not the kind of boy that girls tend to chase. And Brittany, she’s beautiful…”


  “I know, Tom. That’s the problem. Boys give her a lot of attention, and she feels she has to reciprocate. I apologize for not even knowing who Henry is. I’m a nurse, and I work nights. Oh God, I’m so out of touch. I thought she was dating Rio Garcia. Anyway, I can’t keep up with her love life. Listen, this is no excuse, but I’m a single mom…I’ve suspected my daughter was less than virtuous, but I had no idea…”


  As Dawn droned on, the blood drained from Jess’s face. Tom couldn’t understand why. Everything was going smoothly. Two parents, talking in a civilized manner about the problem…


  “Thank you for calling. I need to get her some professional help. Lately, her grades have plummeted. She’s in some kind of self-absorbed haze. She barely talks to me anymore…”


  “Well it’s been great talking with you, Dawn. Just keeping you updated. And she is no longer welcome in our house. It’s for the best. We’ll be in Haiti for most of the summer anyway,” Tom announced, trying to wrap up the conversation. He hung up the phone, proud of himself for handling the situation in such a mature manner. Jess’s face still looked ill. “What’s wrong? I thought that went well.”


  “Rio Garcia? You don’t recognize the name, do you?”


  Tom’s memory was suddenly restored. Brittany and Rio were going to be trouble.


  ***


  Candy Fontana could not have been in a better mood. By the end of June, she and her boyfriend would be touring Europe for the summer. She deliberately gave her students easy assignments that were even easier to grade.


  At the end of the day, Candy packed up her things, excited to enjoy the rest of the sunshine. As she strolled down the long hallway, she saw Henry and Brittany socializing. She wished the poor boy would just give up on her.


  Move on. Take the stairs on this side of the hallway. She heard Brittany raise her voice a few times. Who gives a shit. Get in your car and go, Candy told herself.


  Brittany’s face looked like she was on the verge of tears. Candy slowed her gait. There were other students sprinkled throughout the hall, but they all seemed in a hurry to pack up and go home. Follow their lead. Ignoring her inner voice, Candy moved in closer.


  Brittany had been crying. Henry seemed distant and cold. Wait a minute…the love of his life is crying and he’s not trying to comfort her? Even more intrigued, Candy sized up Henry’s body language. The boy appeared to be repulsed. Candy disregarded the center stairwell and approached. She could now hear bits and pieces of their conversation.


  “Brittany, it’s over. My mom thinks you’re a slut. I don’t want to get in trouble,” Henry said, not realizing Candy was only a dozen yards away. She ducked into an inserted entryway of a nearby classroom and continued to eavesdrop.


  “But I love you! What we have is special! Did I do something wrong? Whatever it is, I’ll change,” Brittany begged.


  What? Am I hearing things? Candy was in shock.


  “You’re my first. I’ll always remember you, but we need to cool off. I’ll be away the whole summer anyway. Goodbye.” Henry walked off in the opposite direction of where Candy was standing. She carefully emerged from the entryway. Henry was gone. Brittany stood alone, sobbing.


  Go home and pretend you never heard any of this. Her need to help outweighed all logic. She looked at Brittany and asked, “You okay?”


  “No, I’m not okay! Henry Novak is the biggest asshole at Freemont High! I hate him!” Brittany yelled, and then stomped away.


  Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned, Candy recollected. Another shitstorm to swim through. With only twelve school days left, Candy tried not to be overly concerned.


  


  


  



  Chapter 29


  


  Minutes passed by like hours as Rio cried in agony while slumped on the decking floor of his balcony. Crying became monotonous. With all of his might, Rio got up, wiped his tears, and collected the broken pieces of things he had smashed that landed in his backyard. His shoulder burned with pain. He winced with each piece of glass, plastic, metal, and other debris he picked up. But he was determined to clear the evidence of his temper tantrum before his parents came home.


  While he put the shattered remnants in a garbage bag, he thought about Brittany’s and Henry’s alleged affair, trying to make some sense of it. Rio didn’t just get dumped. She went out of her way to rip his heart into a million little pieces. That bitch declared war.


  Rio filled up the bag and placed it on the bottom of the trash bin. He went into the garage and admired his new car. He turned sixteen the week prior and easily passed the driver’s test. Because of his unacceptable behavior and troubles at school, Rio’s dad refused to get Rio a birthday present. His mother, however, insisted on buying him a car. They went to several dealerships until Rio decided on a Dodge Charger. His dad was outraged. His mother compromised by prohibiting him from driving it until his suspension was finished.


  Per his mother’s persuasion, Rio received his car keys on Friday, the last day of his suspension. His car was now free for him to drive whenever he wanted. First destination was a big party on the other side of town. Friday night he picked up Bart before it turned dark. They drove to Madison DiAngelo’s house which backed into a golf club.


  “This car is bad-ass! You lucky shit!” Bart exclaimed. “I’m honored to be the first person to ride in it.”


  “Yeah, it’s sweet alright. As is yours, my brother.” Rio turned into the golf club community of extravagant homes.


  “Does Brittany know you’re driving? About your hot car?” Bart questioned.


  “No, or at least not from me. We’re over,” Rio stated.


  “She might be at Maddie’s. This party’s got a lot of PR over the school. Someone posted directions on Facebook,” Bart said.


  “Don’t care if she comes. Besides, you’re hooking me up with Sierra, right? She’s sexy. Got that long, red hair and hard little body,” Rio said. Bart nodded and turned up the volume of the stereo. Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream blared through the speakers.


  They pulled onto Madison’s street and parked several houses down at the first empty spot. The night was early and several students already were there. Bart and Rio knew the pretty blonde hostess, but not very well. She was a year ahead of them and hung in older circles.


  Her home was a colossal pile of bricks and stacked stones. Rio and Bart smiled as they parked. Other students loitered in the front yard and pointed to the back where the party took place.


  They walked through the fence and admired the large, secluded tract with an endless hardscape and in-ground pool. By the back door, a mini-stage was set up with a D.J. jamming hit songs in between running karaoke mixes. A keg sat only feet away with a small line of thirsty students waiting to refill their red plastic cups. That wasn’t the only keg. Two others were situated in different parts of the immense yard. Although Madison had neighbors, the lot was too big for them to be bothered by the noise.


  The vast kidney-shaped pool took up half of the yard. It featured a diving board, bridge, and waterfall. Off to the side was an in-ground Jacuzzi. A few students were enjoying a soak. Only two students were swimming.


  On the other side of the yard, multi-leveled brick and flagstone patio groupings held coordinating loveseats, lounges, and ottomans. Bart saw his girlfriend, Kathleen O’Malley, drinking beer by the outdoor fireplace. She sat with Sierra Sinclair, Chad Newman, Corey Lattinger, and Jack Hoffman, some of Freemont’s varsity baseball players. Kathleen waved them over.


  Rio and Bart grabbed themselves a beer and sat down. They set their cups down in a flower box jammed with perennials, indifferently smashing some of the flowers. A flower vase currently being used as an ashtray sat on the coffee table.


  “Hey guys. Rio, my man, nice to see you out and about,” said Chad, the varsity star pitcher. “We could have used you this season.”


  “Hi all. Yeah, well, next year,” Rio replied. He didn’t much care for the cocky junior.


  “So you’re back on Monday?” Chad asked.


  “Yes. And I’m not talking to anyone. My folks are so pissed at me…” Rio said with a smile.


  “Hey Chad, you gotta see Rio’s new ride. Charger. Black with yellow pin striping. Got it after he passed his D.L. test,” Bart bragged. Rio knew Chad wasn’t Bart’s favorite either, but hung out with the boy during baseball season.


  “Last week? Wow, I’m impressed. You smack your woman around, get suspended, and then get your mommy and daddy to buy you a new car. Unfucking believable!” Chad exclaimed, partially slurring.


  Rio nodded, slightly annoyed, but tried not to show his feelings.


  “I love Chargers. Maybe you could give me a ride in it later,” asked Sierra demurely. She moved over to the bamboo loveseat where Rio was sitting. He thought she looked sexy with her wild red hair and halter top.


  They drank some more beers and talked about baseball and summer vacation with Kathleen and Sierra mesmerized by their every word. Sierra draped her short, muscular legs over Rio’s lap as if they were an item. She was clearly buzzed. He found her clingy, but played along. She would serve as an adequate vessel to empty his load into later on in the evening.


  Once the baseball talk dwindled, Chad and his two followers staggered up from their seats. “This party’s out of control! Damn! Look at all of these fucking people! We’re gonna see who’s here. Later,” Chad said as he, Jack, and Corey left their group.


  Their exit was code for ‘we’re gonna find some girls to screw.’ Chad wasn’t as good looking as Rio or even Bart, but he got himself plenty of pussy because of his superstar status.


  Bart and Rio eyed up the pool on the other side of the yard. The beer was making Rio horny. He put his hand up Sierra’s jean skort and poked his fingers into her vagina. He could feel the rough lace of her panties and became aroused.


  “Do you want to go swimming?” Rio whispered in her ear and then licked around the lobe.


  Sierra giggled and coyly answered, “Didn’t bring a suit.”


  She was very receptive to Rio’s fingers.


  “Your top is like a bikini. And I know you’re wearing panties,” Rio persuaded. He cupped her small breast and kissed her lips for further encouragement.


  “I don’t know,” she whined.


  Rio looked at Bart, pleading for extra pressure.


  “Rio, I’ll go swimming with you. Me and Kathleen will go. She’s wearing her suit under her clothes,” Bart said.


  Chad, Corey, and Jack quickly met some girls who wanted to go swimming. Chad carried a large tray of Jello shots and waved. “C’mon you guys! Have a shot and dive in!” Chad took off his shirt and shorts and jumped into the water. His clique of friends soon followed. “It’s warm!” Chad yelled from inside of the pool.


  “I’m going!” Bart declared. He ran to the keg and filled a plastic pitcher up with beer and then headed over to the pool. Rio and the girls joined him. They each downed a shot from Chad’s tray and then chugged a beer Bart refilled.


  Chad swam up to the edge of the pool where they were standing. “Guess who else is here? Brittany! And she’s wasted, crying her ass off about Henry Novak that retarded freshman who beat you up a few months ago! Fucking hilarious! I knew it was him she was banging in the tower!”


  “Shut up!” shrieked Rio, enraged at Chad for bringing up the drama.


  “Rio, chill. He’s drunk,” Bart warned as he held him from jumping into the pool and starting a fight.


  “Didn’t know you were so touchy,” Chad said while laughing. He, his new slut, and the rest of his crowd swam over to the bridge and the waterfall on the other side of the pool.


  “Let it go!” Bart pleaded. “Let’s have some fun. The pool is gy-normous! Plenty of room for us. We can swim on this side, away from Chad and everyone else. They’re all hanging out by the waterfall. Girls, are you ready for a dip?”


  Kathleen and Sierra nodded and downed another shot. Kathleen disrobed, revealing her yellow string bikini, and Sierra took off her skort, wearing just her halter top and panties. Rio gulped down another shot, and then they all jumped into the pool. About a dozen other students were on the other side, hanging onto a floating table with cup holders. That side of the pool backed up to the golf course and was more private, but Rio liked the emptiness of the part of the pool they were in. Bart and Kathleen floated towards the rest of the crowd, leaving Rio alone with Sierra.


  Across from where Rio was floating was a perfect view of the back of the mammoth home, the D.J., and the keg. He watched the students in line for their beers. Sierra continued to hang on him. He petted her body while watching the back of the house. He saw two of Brittany’s cheerleader friends in the kegger line, and then saw Brittany exit the back door and cut in line. She wore her signature high-heeled sandals and daisy dukes. Rio couldn’t see her face. It was turned towards her friends as she waited in line. He felt rage.


  Trying to focus on the present instead of the past, he grabbed Sierra by her little hips and pulled her to the wall of the pool. She annoyingly giggled. He pressed up against her and passionately kissed her. Her eyes were closed, but his were fixed onto Brittany. Brittany seemed unaware he was even at the party.


  Reaching under the water, Rio pulled off his underwear and then pulled off Sierra’s. He pushed himself inside of her and thrusted. She moaned. Both were unconcerned they were having sex in plain sight of the party.


  Rio hoped Brittany would turn her head and see him humping Sierra in the pool. And if she didn’t see them, then at least hear others talking about it. People walked by the pool, making comments and laughing.


  “Real classy, Rio and Sierra!” Bart shouted from across the pool. He threw a Nerf football at Rio in between heaves and missed. “Now we’ll have to drain the pool.” He, Kathleen, and others gathered closer to watch them. Some took out their phones and recorded them.


  Rio kept humping away and Sierra kept moaning to a level that almost seemed like a performance. Then Rio tingled. Ecstasy soon enveloped his every nerve. He felt so alive. Joining Sierra in her chorus of moans, they attracted even more attention. As he ejaculated, he sighed, “Brittany!” Only it wasn’t Brittany, it was Sierra. And it would never be Brittany again.


  


  



  Chapter 30


  


  Leah sat in her car and counted out her windfall of tips. It was 3:00 a.m. and her shift at The Dollhouse had just ended. The evening proved to be her most lucrative to date. Was it her new cowgirl outfit? Wealthier patrons? Did her dancing improve? She wished she knew exactly why she made more than double. She had plenty to stash away without Pete knowing.


  She took $500 and slid it in a hole underneath her driver’s seat and got out of the car.


  The bulb next to the front door shone like a spotlight on a dozen beer bottles, an overflowing ashtray, and an almost empty bottle of Early Times. She turned off the light and went inside.


  Jake’s bedroom door was shut. Leah assumed he was asleep and checked on Rhianna. The little girl looked like a cherub with her blonde curls, pink skin, and thumb slightly stuck in her mouth. Leah looked at her own bed, surprised to see that it was empty.


  “Hmmm,” Leah uttered. She went outside and double-checked Pete’s car parked on the other side of the trailer. Gone for a walk? Drinking with a neighbor? Met someone new and left me for good? Quit dreaming. Maybe an old friend picked him up… Her instincts sensed something was very wrong.


  “Jake, you up? I need to talk to you,” Leah said as she knocked on his door. Nothing. Her knocks turned into pounds. “I’m breaking down the door if you don’t open it!” Leah kicked the bottom of the door and frantically twisted the locked doorknob. Click.


  “What’s the matter?” Jake asked as he opened the door.


  “You know where Pete is? His car’s here.” Leah’s tone had a manic edge to it. The last time Pete didn’t come home her brother died and he was arrested.


  “Don’t know,” Jake replied. His eyes nervously fluttered.


  Leah thought she was scaring him. She took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “I’m sorry for waking you in the middle of the night. I must look like a crazy woman. Look, when did you last see Pete?”


  “After you left for work. He wanted a ride in my new car so I drove him around the trailer park. He wanted to drink more beers, but I told him I was too tired and went to bed. He sat alone outside when I last saw him,” Jake answered.


  Leah backed away from his door and sat on the living room couch. “I’m worried. Did someone call? Any cars stop by?” Jake shrugged. “Go back to sleep. You’ve got school in a few hours.”


  Leah made a pot of coffee and changed into jeans and a t-shirt. She grabbed a romance novel she had bought several months ago and opened it for the first time. Hours went by and still no Pete.


  By 6:00 a.m. she woke Jake for school. Rhianna joined them at the breakfast table, and they ate cereal in silence. Once finished, Leah cleared the table.


  “Rhi, could you go get the mail for me? I forgot yesterday,” Leah asked. She wanted her daughter out of the house for a moment. Rhianna slipped on her sandals and went outside.


  “I’m gonna have to call the police. Now you’ve said some things…You wanna tell me something new, now’s the time,” Leah pointedly stated.


  “No,” Jake said. “I have no idea what happened. I’m not gonna pretend that I’m sorry he’s gone. I hate the son-of-a-bitch. But you saw firsthand how nice he was to me last night.”


  “Ahhh, but then I left. It all could’ve turned to shit,” Leah said.


  “Well, it didn’t. Like I said before, I went to bed. I have no idea what happened to him. And I hope he never comes back. So go report him missing. Good riddance,” Jake unapologetically remarked.


  Rhianna came back into the trailer with an armload of mail. Leah thought Jake was hiding something. He grabbed his backpack and headed for the bus stop. For now, the conversation was over. Later on she planned on reporting Pete as missing, but he wouldn’t be missed.


  


  ***


  The day after Pete’s death, Lucien woke up feeling better than he could remember. He put on a track suit and headed to the nearby grocery store. The weather was perfect.


  He placed two leather scrapbooks and some food on the conveyor belt of the checkout line and waited to pay his bill. As the cashier scanned his groceries, he felt the sudden urge to buy a Marlboro Lights. He had her throw a carton and a lighter onto his bill. The craving unnerved him. He never smoked cigarettes, only pipes.


  He settled with the cashier and asked for $50 of quarters. She handed him five rolls. He walked outside and approached the pay phone at the end of the store’s entrance. Setting his bags down, he opened the carton, lit a cigarette, and then dialed a phone number he hadn’t dialed in years. He still knew it by heart and hoped it wasn’t disconnected.


  The phone rang and a recording demanded $19. Lucien dropped the quarters into the slot. The number belonged to a family owned pharmacy in Port-au-Prince. An unfamiliar male voice answered.


  “Bonjour.”


  “Bonjour, is Giselle Truveau there?” Lucien asked in English.


  The unfamiliar male voice replied, “Hold on.” He shouted in French away from the phone receiver. Lucien could hear his muffled voice calling for Giselle.


  “How can I help you?” Giselle questioned as she spoke into the phone.


  Lucien’s eyes welled with tears. He still recognized her voice. Giselle would now be in her late sixties. He wasn’t sure if she was sixty-eight or sixty-nine years old. She was the only one of his children who still talked to him when he called. He took a long drag off of his smoke and spoke to her in French.


  “Giselle! Papa. I didn’t know…so you still have the pharmacy. I’m alive, still in the U.S. Did everyone survive the earthquake?” A long pause followed his questions. “Giselle?”


  “Yes, I’m here. Just in shock. It’s been a long time…I know you have to be careful, the danger you face by calling…We all figured you were dead. You must be a hundred by now,” Giselle said.


  “Almost. But my time has ran out. I doubt I will see my next birthday. Please tell me everyone survived,” Lucien said.


  “I wish I could. Pierre, his wife, Vivienne, her first born, and her only daughter didn’t make it. Rene, Jean-Paul, Dominique, Francis, they were saved under piles of rubble. Olivia, Marguerite, and their families are still missing. And Danielle, did you know she passed away last year?”


  Lucien sobbed. Danielle was his first wife. A few minutes went by with Giselle catching him up with his family’s survival. A recorded message rang in his ear, demanding more quarters. Lucien threw another fifteen dollars of change into the phone.


  “What about money? How are you all making ends meet?” Lucien asked.


  “You know very well that money has always been tight. I have no success stories to share. All of us are either poor or really poor,” Giselle answered. He could hear the bitterness in her voice. When he left Haiti, he took all of their money with him, leaving them penniless and shamed with a notorious father wanted for murder and many other crimes.


  “Listen, I’m almost out of change. I’m glad the pharmacy is still open. I’m sending a boy in the beginning of June to deliver you an envelope. It’s your inheritance of sorts. Please share it with your siblings, your children, and your mothers. This should solve your money problems, maybe even make you wealthy. I want you to know how much I regret the things I’ve done. But I love you. I love all of you. I wish things were different. May we meet again in the Cosmos. Goodbye,” Lucien said and hung up the phone, devastated. He suddenly sensed that was the last time he would ever talk to her.


  


  



  Chapter 31


  Jake left for school full of apprehension. He wasn’t ready to tell Leah about what happened to his uncle; she’d never believe Pete was about to kill him and a wolf appeared out of thin air to save the day. Jake wasn’t sure if he believed it and he saw it happen. Then there were the comments he made about wanting Pete dead. She wouldn’t forget that. It was obvious she doubted his story. He feared she would blame him. Besides, if he told her, it would violate the oath he had taken, the oath of the Bizango brotherhood.


  After school, Jake went to Lucien’s trailer without Henry. He had questions the old man needed to answer. There was Lucien sitting in a plastic chair on the lawn in front of his enclosed porch. He was smoking a cigarette.


  “Sick of the pipe?” Jake asked as he approached.


  “Something new,” Lucien answered.


  “Henry’s got a dentist appointment and will come over with me tomorrow,” Jake said.


  “Good, good. I went to the store today and bought some scrapbooks, a copy for you and a copy for Henry. I’m going to write down everything I know - spells, poppets, possessions, healings…everything and more. Some of it will be coded. Once I’m finished, I’ll show you both how to read it,” Lucien said. “If something happens before I finish…if I die, you can find the books in my armoire in the bedroom. Don’t let anyone else get these books. They are…important.”


  Jake didn’t understand the precaution. He also didn’t understand how Lucien looked, healthier and younger than when he first met him. “You dying? You sure don’t look it. You look old but not really old like you did a few months ago.”


  “Ah, today I’ll live, but I don’t know about tomorrow. Pull up a chair. You look like you’ve got something to say,” Lucien said.


  Jake went to the side of the trailer where a few lawn chairs were stored. He carried one over by the front porch and sat down by Lucien. “You’re right. I do have something to say, or actually ask.”


  “Let me get us a couple of Cokes. And then you can tell me what’s on your mind,” Lucien suggested. He sprang out of his seat like a ten-year old with ADD and ran into the trailer. Within seconds, he returned and handed Jake a cold can of Coke.


  “As you know, I’ve got a lot of problems. Some are more serious. And you’ve always been like a grandfather to me. Actually, more like a father. I need to know who you are. Or what you are. Was it you last night? Did you save me?” Jake stuttered. Lately he wasn’t sure of the old man’s intentions. Something in his gut, instinct perhaps, told him that Lucien was not what he seemed.


  Lucien stared at him with his mesmerizing hazel eyes, yet seemed so far away. Jake made the connection. The wolf, Lucien, both had to be one in the same. But how? He watched him gulp down the whole can of Coke and then light another cigarette.


  “Alright. I was going to explain all of this in my books I’m leaving you and Henry. I would have preferred to explain after Henry returned from Haiti. But you deserve some answers. I’m afraid I’m on borrowed time anyway, so it’s just as well,” Lucien said.


  “Borrowed time?” Jake questioned.


  “Yes. That’s exactly how I’ve been living. You see, decades ago when I lived in Haiti, I was diagnosed with inoperable brain cancer. The doctor gave me weeks, maybe months to live. I should be dead, but I’ve literally figured out how to borrow time,” Lucien said enigmatically.


  “Borrow would mean you have to pay it back. How can this be?” Jake asked.


  “You are such a perceptive young man. Yes, of course I have to pay it back. Let me back up a bit. Baron Samedi, my chief loa and loa of the dead, has been communicating with me since I was a young man, really a boy, a couple of years older than you, perhaps. It was he who would always possess me at a fet or ceremony. It was he who I prayed to. Years later, he and I became…closer. I made an angajon…a pact with the Baron,” Lucien said.


  “Like a pact with the devil?” Jake stuttered.


  “Yes. Just like my country did in 1791,” Lucien answered.


  “Huh? What does that have to do with…” Jake interrupted.


  “Haiti’s history has everything to do with its culture. That’s where I got the idea. You see back in 1791 a slave named Boukman held a famous ceremony. He prayed to Satan and asked to be saved. In fact, he asked if all of the slaves in St. Domingue could be saved. That was the name of Haiti before she won her independence,” Lucien explained.


  “So what happened? Were the slaves saved?” Jake asked.


  “Yes. They revolted and eventually forced the Europeans into giving them independence. It started with Boukman. He cut open a pig, drank its blood, and all of the Creole and Kongo loas descended upon the ceremony, possessing all of the participants. This gave them all the inspiration needed to revolt. First, in 1794 under Toussaint Louverture . Then years later Napoleon got involved. Over fifty thousand French troops died of yellow fever while trying to overtake the island. Coincidence? No. In 1804 Haiti was born as a result of Boukman’s deal made with Satan. That’s the Voodoo version of it, anyway,” Lucien said.


  “What’s the non-Voodoo version?” asked Jake.


  “Boukman just used Satan as a catalyst to inspire. He was later captured and decapitated, serving as their martyr,” Lucien answered.


  “You summoned Satan, like Boukman, asking for a longer life?” Jake asked.


  “In a way, except my angajon is not with Satan. It’s with Baron Samedi,” Lucien answered.


  “Do you want to be a martyr like Boukman?” Jake asked.


  “You have a keen mind. And no, I don’t want to be anyone’s martyr. The deal I made was foolish. I regretted it years after I signed it with my blood. You see, he gets my ti-bon-ange along with all of my wives and children’s ti-bon-anges once we die. We belong to him. In return, the Baron allows me to live off of the dead. It’s why I’m still here. But now things have changed. The dead are beginning to live off of me. That’s how I know my time is almost up,” Lucien said.


  “But your family, do they know you bargained their souls away?” Jake asked.


  “I don’t know, but I’m sure the Baron has visited them. They’ve got to wonder. Most of them hate me. When I left Haiti I left them with nothing except my bad reputation. I have a daughter who I talk to every five or ten years. She’s the only one who will speak to me,” Lucien said. His eyes looked away, filled with tears.


  “Why did you have to leave?”


  “Well…I went to jail and faced execution. Funny you mentioned being a martyr. That was my chance. Could have been a martyr for religious freedom, Bizango freedom. But I’m a coward. It’s no excuse, but I was desperate. Brain cancer then jail, I felt that I had nothing to lose and everything to gain,” Lucien said.


  “What did you do? Murder?” Jake questioned.


  “You already know I was a bokor back in Haiti. I killed many. Some were for revenge. The people I killed weren’t exactly saints, they were the Petes of the world, the takers. There’s a blurry line between good and evil; they are connected. But I had no right to kill. No right then and no right now. But I have also killed to experiment. I found new ways of using souls. I could always justify it, but old age has made me see what’s right and what’s true. Justice is left up to Bondeye,” Lucien said.


  “Am I a murderer too? I certainly wanted Pete dead. I even asked you to do it. And T.J.? That was no accident. Is my soul’s fate the same as your children?” Jake cried.


  “No! Stop it! You didn’t kill anyone! And you’re a kid! What Pete did to you…It was Pete who got T.J. killed and Pete who got himself killed. That was defense, not justice, not revenge! He would have killed you! C’mon Jake, you were having an affair with his wife,” Lucien stated.


  “And you know this because you were there. You can turn into a wolf?” Jake cried.


  Lucien nodded, paused for a long time, and then looked him square in the face. “It’s called shape-shifting. Part of my side of the anjagon. I’ve been many different kinds of animals. The wolf is my favorite, a true protector. I wanted to protect you.”


  “Protect? You down right saved me, like some kind of guardian angel straight from Hell!” Jake exclaimed.


  “I knew you were in trouble. You and Leah were carrying on all over the place. Pete would have had to be blind not to know. I’ve been following you here in the trailer park for the last week. I had a feeling he would soon make his move, and he did.”


  “What about the police? They’re never going to believe that. They’ll think it’s me. I could go to jail. Leah is probably at the police station right now reporting him missing,” Jake cried.


  “You didn’t tell her about you and Pete…”


  “No! I told her we went for a ride and then I went to bed. I told her I had no idea where he was!” Jake exclaimed.


  “Good. And they’ll never find him. I took care of that. He’s buried deep within those woods. He’s a drunk and a murderer in the eyes of the police. Just keep quiet and this will blow over,” Lucien said.


  “What about Pete’s car?” Jake asked.


  “What about it? It’s worth what? $100? Hardly worth taking. The easy story to believe is that Pete left Leah for another woman. She picked him up last night - case closed,” Lucien reasoned.


  “His clothes?” Jake asked.


  “They’re worthless rags. Why bother. No one cared about your uncle. You said so yourself, he was evil,” Lucien said.


  “So why did you pick me to mentor?” Jake asked.


  “Because I saw a very bright, kind, and talented boy who never stood a chance in life. I see in you what I could have been. You think I want to turn you into me? Please. I want you to be better, to be just, and not wind up a selfish bastard like me. I’m giving you an opportunity to take what I’ve learned, what I’ve discovered, and apply it in a different direction. You are like my son, my absolution,” Lucien said. His hazel eyes had lightened to a dark green.


  “I will try not to disappoint you. What about the love spell? Is that a good thing to do to somebody? Was that selfish?” Jake asked.


  “Don’t feel guilty about that. You’re a teenager in love. She’s a grown adult. Maybe it’s a selfish thing to do, maybe not,” Lucien said.


  “Do you think she loves me? Or am I just someone to, you know…” Jake asked.


  “Don’t know, Jake. The love spells I gave you and Henry will last a maximum of six months. Afterward if she still seems attentive to your needs and wants to be with you, then you can safely assume her feelings are real,” Lucien said.


  “Thanks for saving me. I’m sorry I got mad,” Jake cried. “I’m also sorry you’re going to die. I love you.”


  “I love you too, my Jake. You are my true heir,” Lucien said.


  


  



  Chapter 32


  After Jake left for school, Leah convinced Rhianna she needed a nap. The two of them lied down for a few hours. By the afternoon, still no Pete. It was time to play the concerned wife. She changed into her only conservative outfit, the same gray suit she purchased for her brother’s funeral, and headed down to the police station. She worried Pete was not missing, but locked in a cell for some dumb, drunken thing he had done the night before. Try to be positive, she thought.


  Leah recalled the first time she met Pete. She was a junior at Lincoln High, the high school in the next town over from Hayward. He was a young man of twenty-five, working in an auto-repair shop not too far away from her mother’s house. Her father died a few years earlier and she never got over it. Soon after his death, everything fell apart. Her middle-class lifestyle abruptly ended after her mother found the family’s finances in ruin. Leah admired her mother. By working multiple jobs and other dealings, her mother saved them from having the bank foreclose on their home.


  Leah was an average student, but disliked her classes. The only thing she excelled at was dance. She had lessons since she could walk, always one of the best, if not the best in her class. The lessons ended once her father died.


  As a teenager she discovered drinking. Her best friend’s older sister gave her an old driver’s license. Leah and her friends found the bars much more entertaining than the high school kegger parties. Drinking and dancing the night away proved to be the perfect arena for blowing off steam. Because of her mother’s never-ending work schedule, she had no one at home to tell her no.


  She remembered the first night she met Pete. He was muscular with almost black hair and green eyes, very sexy. He could dance and play a great game of pool. He treated her like a woman, pulling out the bar stool for her to sit down, buying drinks for her and her friends, listening to everything she said. They started dating. He owned a trailer in Chippewa Park. He seemed full of ambition, announcing future plans of owning an auto shop, a real catch, or so she thought. The summer before her senior year she got pregnant. Her mother hated him, begging her to have an abortion and finish school. Pete popped the marriage question, ecstatic about becoming a dad. It was no contest. He had her fooled into thinking he was the older, wiser, father figure she longed for. He was nothing like her father. Looking back, her father would have hated him too.


  Only months into the marriage she feared she had made a mistake. She should have divorced him when he sodomized her against her will on their honeymoon or when he got drunk and seduced her best friend weeks before Rhianna was born. She should have divorced him when he got fired from his mechanic job and made her go find work to keep up with the bills. Rhianna was only two weeks old at the time. She should have divorced him when he hit her, which happened more and more frequently, as single punches quickly became beatings. She really should have divorced him after her brother died, knowing he had everything to do with it. She was so ashamed of herself. And now he was missing. Like a gift from the gods or God Himself answering prayers she gave up on praying.


  Leah parked in the visitor’s lot of the police station and unbuckled Rhianna’s car seat. There was a spring in her step she immediately toned down. Common sense told her it was unwise to march into the police station whistling Dixie while reporting a missing husband.


  She hoped Pete was dead and not missing. No more fear, no more pain. Jake was not telling her the whole story, but she doubted that he killed him. The boy was as gentle as a lamb. Pete had the advantage, even if he was almost passed-out drunk.


  The police report was just a formality, a CYA as her mother would say. She put on her most somber expression and strode up to the information desk holding Rhianna’s hand.


  “Hello. I’m Leah LaRue. I’m here because my husband is gone,” Leah said.


  “Mrs. LaRue, please come back here with me and have a seat.” The officer led her in back of the information desk inside the police station and pulled up an extra chair for Rhianna. “Your daughter? She’s beautiful. I’m Officer Carillo. Now how long has he been missing?”


  “Last time I saw him was last night, 8:00, before I left for work. My daughter and foster son went to bed around 10:00 and he stayed up. I came home after 3:00 a.m., and he was gone. My kids were sleeping,” Leah recounted.


  “I see. That makes him gone, let’s see…it’s after 3:00 p.m. now, so at least twelve hours. Mrs. LaRue, I’ll start a report, but we won’t begin to investigate until forty-eight hours have passed. Now where do you live?” questioned Officer Carillo with a pen in his hand and a form on his desk.


  “I live right here in Hayward, Chippewa Park…”


  “My dad lives there. Ed. Ed Carillo. He’s Lot 416,” said the officer.


  “Oh, I know him. He came to my brother’s funeral. Ed, oh yes. Sweet guy. I’m Lot 408. My foster son does chores for him sometimes,” Leah said.


  “Ah, that must be Jake. And your husband must be Pete,” he said as he discontinued eye contact and looked down at the form. Leah heard a hint of disdain when he mentioned Pete’s name.


  “Yes, that’s right. Glad to meet you and glad you are handling my case. Should I come in and officially file the report once the forty-eight hours are up?” Leah said, acting like she was concerned.


  “Yes. I got it started. Hopefully, he’ll come home. Thanks for coming in and say hi to Jake for me. He’s a big help to my dad,” Officer Carillo stated. He got up from his desk and escorted Leah and Rhianna out the back entrance.


  On the way home, Rhianna asked from the back seat, “Is Daddy okay?” Leah saw her tears from the rearview mirror. Not even her daughter’s worry could bring her down from this fantastic day.


  “Rhi, everything is going to be okay. I promise. Let’s pick up a bucket of chicken for dinner,” Leah pacified.


  Once home, Leah saw Jake walking from Lucien’s towards their trailer. “Jake, I got dinner. Just in time. Can you watch Rhianna tonight? Gotta work,” Leah yelled from across the gravel road.


  As Jake came closer, he nodded and she could see his smile. He was adorable. With Pete gone, he would want more from her, more than she was willing to give. She loved being with him, but knew the risk. But those blue puppy dog eyes of his…And waking up in his arms…Stop it! Pete might not be gone for long, she told herself.


  Jake helped her carry the chicken inside. They sat down at the kitchen table and chit-chatted about Jake’s car and car insurance.


  “How much you got saved?” Leah asked.


  “Well, I had over a thousand not too long ago…” Jake said.


  “I know, but what about now?” Leah interrupted. She really didn’t want to talk about the time when Pete stole his money and beat him up. They were having too nice of a dinner and Rhianna was too little to hear about what an SOB her father was.


  After dinner Leah cleaned up the table and got ready for work. She was dressed in her new cowgirl outfit she wore the night before. As she applied her make-up, a knock at her door startled her. Liquid liner smeared all over her eye. Damn it! “Come in.”


  Jake opened the door and took one step inside her room. He looked at her sheepishly, unsure of where he stood. She loved that about him. It had always been the other way around with Pete until she no longer cared if he loved her. Now the ball was in her court. She was calling the shots, and she loved being the one in control.


  “Yes Jake? You can come in, sit on my bed and keep me company while I put my face on,” Leah said with a wink.


  He awkwardly stepped further into the room and took a seat. It suddenly occurred to her that they never hooked up inside of her room, everywhere else, but never in the trailer.


  “I know what you said…I’ve got to be eighteen before we can publically be together. I just want you to know I’m going to try and make you happy. If you could loan me a couple hundred bucks for car insurance, then I could go all over town and find a part time job for the summer. I could contribute. You know, pay some bills. I’d continue helping our neighbors…”


  “Please do. You have really impressed Officer Carillo, Ed’s son,” Leah said.


  “So you went to the police?” Jake asked.


  “Yes. I have a feeling everything is going to be fine as long as Pete doesn’t come back. And don’t worry about the car insurance. I’ll call tomorrow and have you put onto my plan…” Leah said.


  “I’ll pay you back,” Jake interrupted.


  “No you won’t. I won’t let you. You’ll be earning it by watching Rhianna when I go to work. And if you do get a part time job, please make sure it’s in the day. I need you four nights a week. And I’ll pay you for watching her,” Leah proposed.


  “No, you don’t have to do that,” Jake interjected.


  “I want to. Do you think he’ll ever come back?” Leah asked, testing him to see if he’d slip.


  “Don’t know,” Jake answered.


  “Any predictions?” Leah asked again.


  Jake smiled. “No, but you know what I’m hoping, what’s in my heart…”


  “I do know. Listen, as far as ‘us’ goes, I’m not ready for Rhianna to know about it. And I don’t want the police thinking…It looks bad. Lots of reasons to wait. But if you’re discreet…” Leah offered.


  “I’ll be much more discreet than before…Lucien saw…” Jake squealed, and then halted his speech.


  “Lucien what?” Leah could tell by his expression that he regretted his slip. “C’mon, Jake. Lucien knows?”


  “He saw us together. I’m not sure where, but he knows,” Jake confessed.


  “Don’t ever discuss our relationship, especially with our neighbors-even Lucien. Understand?” Jake nodded. “Gotta go to work. Be back by 3 or 3:30.” Leah kissed him on the mouth and went into the living room where Rhianna was watching TV. She scooped the toddler up and hugged her good-bye. She grabbed a light weight trenchcoat to throw over her provocative outfit and left.


  ***


  Leah arrived at The Dollhouse with less than a minute to spare. Her boss was strict about being on time. She quickly handed her music to the D.J., keeping with her country theme of a cowgirl outfit and country songs. She hoped for the same windfall as she received last night. The place was packed. Maybe…


  She waited around backstage until it was her turn to perform.


  “I would like to announce Chewy Cherry who will be dancing to Shania Twain’s Feels Like a Woman. The beautiful and talented Chewy Cherry,” the DJ announced.


  Leah strutted on stage, commanding her audience’s attention. A feeling of grandeur swept over her. Instead of her rehearsed, sexy tease, she performed a solo that could have gotten her into Julliard had she not been throwing garments out into the audience. The crowd cheered for her as if she was a prima ballerina. And for the moment, inside of her head, she was. She pirouetted, jete-d, releve-d, and flipped all over the stage with grace and confidence she never knew she had. She felt beautiful. She felt free.


  


  



  Chapter 33


  Only two weeks left before summer vacation. Candy wasn’t exactly thrilled to see Rio return to her classroom. The boy proved to be nothing but trouble.


  The rest of the school year’s lessons were filled with math puzzles, Sudoku, and section reviews. She didn’t assign homework, and her students didn’t expect to work on anything too difficult.


  Rio tacitly sat in the back of the room and minded his own business. He had a few friends in class who he would occasionally talk to. Candy still did not trust him.


  The love triangle between the three students continued to drag. Brittany spent most of the period staring at Henry. Surprisingly, Rio appeared apathetic. Candy doubted his sincerity, believing he was riddled with jealousy. Nonetheless, Henry made it brutally clear Brittany repulsed him.


  On the last day of the school year, Candy had a pizza delivered up to her classroom during lunch for her, Henry, and Jake. It was the first lunch she saw Henry eat something different than a PBJ sandwich.


  “Next week my boyfriend and I will be touring Europe. We’ll tour Italy, France, Czech Republic, Germany, and maybe Poland if time. We plan on seeing several WWII landmarks. Henry, do you still watch all of that World War II stuff on the History Channel?” Candy asked as she ate.


  “I do, but I’m also learning about Haiti and the Haitian culture,” Henry replied.


  “You leave…tomorrow, right?” Candy reiterated.


  “Well, very early tomorrow morning. Me, my family, and my church will have to wake up at 4:00 a.m. to catch our flight,” Henry answered.


  “What about you, Jake?” Going anywhere this summer?” Candy asked.


  “I don’t know yet. I’m trying to talk my aunt into taking me and my cousin to the Wisconsin Dells,” Jake answered.


  “How fun! Hope you go,” Candy said. She felt terrible for the boy after hearing his uncle abandoned him. “I’m going to miss you two. We had such a nice little lunch bunch this year.”


  “We’ll miss you, too. Do you teach Calculus?” asked Jake. “I’m taking that next year.”


  “Don’t know. I have in the past, but we don’t get our schedules until August. And if we all happen to have the same lunch period, you both have my personal invitation to eat in my room. But just you two. Now the bell is about to ring. Jake, have a great summer. Henry, put this up. It’s a reminder about the computer lab.” She handed him a homemade sign.


  “Okay. I’ll see you in the lab.” Henry taped up the sign on the door and left as the bell rang.


  Candy’s afternoon classes were uneventful. She allowed her students to play math video games in the computer lab in honor of the last day. She hoped they would keep their math skills sharp and play the online game at home over the summer. After the final bell rang, she went back up to her classroom to lockup. Technically staff’s last day was Monday and then their vacation would begin.


  Candy grabbed her purse and was about to lock up her room, but saw a black and gray backpack on the floor. She knew it was Henry’s and picked it up. It was heavy. Textbooks were turned in two days ago. She opened the backpack in case Henry forgot to turn in a book. She took out a large, leather bound scrapbook. She wondered if it was a project from another class like English or Family Consumer Science. She quickly thumbed through the pages. At first glimpse, it looked like a recipe book. But several pages were filled with odd drawings. Slowly turning the pages, she noticed the recipes had no titles, just symbols. And the ingredients were not edible: lavender, chicken’s feet, thistle, hair…Haitian culture…Voodoo!


  Candy continued to thumb through the book and paused at a recipe with hand drawn hearts all over the page. The handwriting was fancy and nothing like Henry’s or any of her students. Could this be a love spell? Candy took the book, backpack, and Rolodex filled with student information and dashed out of Freemont High.


  


  



  Chapter 34


  


  Brittany was only half listening to her mother as she lectured on about double standards and promiscuity after speaking with Henry’s father.


  “I thought you were dating Rio. And now Henry? His parents don’t want you around…They think you’re a whore. What the hell is the matter with you? They told me you’re the first girl he ever dated. Your reputation…” Blah, blah, blah.


  She didn’t understand. Her father had changed her mother into a bitter, rusted up sink hole. When her mother finished droning on about slutty behavior, she grounded Brittany for the rest of the week.


  Brittany happily retreated into her cave of Pepto-Bismol pink walls and mountains of clothes that littered the floor. She fished out her cell from her purse and called Henry. No answer. He was probably in trouble as well. His mother caught them naked, fooling around in his basement.


  Brittany kicked her clothes to the perimeter of the room, forming a pathway to her desk where her laptop was kept. She logged onto Facebook and then Gmail, leaving several messages for Henry. No reply. It was late, and she had school the next day. She finally gave up and went to bed. She’d see him the next day at school.


  ***


  Henry’s cold reception was not what she was expecting. He told her to stop leaving him messages because he no longer wanted to see her. Brittany’s heart felt like it had just gone down the garbage disposal. There were two weeks of school left before he would be off to Haiti. What if he forgot about her? She tried to convince him they were the perfect couple, but he walked away as if she didn’t matter.


  He avoided her by taking different routes through the hallways and stairwells and ducking into classes at the last minute. His rejection festered, leaving her isolated and increasingly depressed.


  Brittany couldn’t remember the last time she had her period. By the following weekend, a home pregnancy test confirmed her worst fear. She hibernated in her room, spending most of the time crying. An idea flickered. Maybe the pregnancy was a good thing. Maybe a baby would make Henry love her again once they were a family.


  With only days of school left before Henry would leave for Haiti, she cornered him after school.


  “Henry, here. I want you to see this,” Brittany said, blocking him from the stairs. She handed him a white plastic stick.


  “What’s this?” Henry asked.


  “See the plus sign at the end? That means I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby,” she said.


  “No thanks. You need to leave me alone. I’m not allowed to be friends with you anymore. I’ve got to go. My mom is waiting for me,” Henry blandly said.


  His reaction was infuriating. Rage took hold of her tongue. “Listen you mother fucker, you did this to me and you’re gonna pay!” she shrieked. Her volume and vulgarity caused other students to stare, but she didn’t care. “Do you think you can fuck me and then walk away? You need to take responsibility for what you’ve done! Or else…Or else I’ll kill the baby! How would your Christian parents like that?”


  Henry dropped the white stick and pushed passed her. “I have to leave now.” He jumped down the stairwell, two or three steps at a time, and ran. She followed, but wasn’t fast enough to catch up. She raced to the exit door and watched him get into his mother’s SUV and drive off. Why isn’t he happy about this? Why doesn’t he love me?


  Brittany went home and cried. By 11:00 p.m., her mother came home. Brittany could hear her rustling in the kitchen. Part of her wanted to tell her mother everything-the pregnancy, Henry, her constant depression, but she didn’t. Her mother was a nurse and could have helped in many ways. Instead, she pretended to sleep.


  ***


  The next few days of school were no different. Henry refused to acknowledge her, running in the opposite direction whenever she was in his sight. What a coward.


  After the last day of school, Brittany still hoped he would come to his senses. Once home, she took her laptop from her bedroom and sat it on the kitchen counter while snacking on some Cheez-Its. She logged onto the Internet. Maybe Henry had written her about their problem. Nothing via Facebook. The only postings and messages she received were about the public porno Rio and Sierra performed in Madison’s swimming pool last Friday. A few friends claimed they uploaded it onto You-Tube, but Brittany wasn’t the least bit interested in watching. They both sickened her, so desperate for attention.


  She typed a comment under the posting. ‘Can’t believe I once lowered myself to that low class wife beater. That’s why he was suspended. I defriended him. Henry Novak would never knock a girl around or have sex in public. Does anyone know if he’s got a new girlfriend?’ Enter.


  She no longer cared about the gossip the posting would stir. All that mattered was her six hundred and seventy-five Facebook friends might have information for her. The question nagged her, believing it to be the only reason why he no longer loved her. She would find his new girlfriend and make her life miserable.


  She clicked on Henry’s Facebook wall. His postings were noble, all about the trials and tribulations of Haiti. He posted everything about the work being done after the earthquake and his own plans per his church’s mission. He’s too good for me.


  She again checked her assortment of technology: cell, home phone, email, Facebook. Lots of messages, but none from Henry. Reality loomed. He really didn’t care she was pregnant. She felt heavy yet hollow, without a soul or will of her own. What if the baby is not Henry’s? She tried to remember the last time she had her period. Was it the beginning of May or April?


  The phone rang, startling her from her problems. She grabbed the cordless phone from the other side of the kitchen. “Hi Mom,” Brittany said.


  “Happy summer vacation, my junior in high school. You’re half way over with high school!” her mother cheerfully exclaimed. “I made a pan of Mostaccioli. Heat some up for dinner. Good news. In two weeks I switch shifts. Will have the graveyard 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. shift. Not the day one I wanted, but it’s better than the one I have now. At least I’ll be home during the day. Oh, and I got most of August off. We could drive somewhere, take a long vacation. Why don’t you pick the place? We could pack up for…” she rambled. Brittany stopped listening.


  “Yeah Mom. Sounds great,” Brittany replied, trying to end the conversation. Her mother got the hint she no longer felt like talking and said goodbye.


  A few more minutes had passed and she felt the need to check her messages. Maybe Henry changed his mind. Nothing from him, but twenty-five comments came up on her wall, all uncertain about Henry Novak’s love life. Some of her Facebook friends were not sure who he was.


  Brittany again called his cell and dumped another message in voicemail that would probably get deleted. She was desperate. There was only one card left to play.


  First, she raided the booze cabinet in the corner of the kitchen. Her mother thought she had camouflaged the bottles by placing boxes of stale crackers in front, but Brittany had been siphoning her mother’s liquor since she was in junior high. So far, she had never gotten caught. There was a small selection of six or seven bottles. Brittany chose the unopened ones of Jose Cuervo and margarita mix. Opening the bottles was an obvious bust, but what her mother thought of her took a distant back burner to her current problems.


  She took a large glass pitcher from another cabinet and filled it half way up with tequila and half way up with mix, leaving enough room for ice. Not that a garnish mattered, but there were limes in the fridge. She took out a cutting board and sliced them up and squeezed them into the pitcher. She got herself a straw and sucked down several ounces.


  A few minutes later, she had enough courage to call Henry’s mother. The ‘holier than thou’ queen was going to hear what she had to say. Brittany dialed the number and heard the phone ring three times before a female she assumed to be Mrs. Novak answered. “Hello.”


  “Hi, Uhhh…” Brittany stammered.


  “Brittany? Is it you? Different number on the caller ID than your cell. You’re not supposed to call here anymore. Please quit leaving messages and switching phones to call,” said the woman.


  “I know. But I don’t want to talk with Henry, I want to talk with you, Mrs. Novak. I told your son I am pregnant and he doesn’t care,” Brittany exclaimed. She half-hoped Mrs. Novak would welcome her into their family.


  “This isn’t Mrs. Novak, it’s Natalie. And if you are pregnant which is really a big if, then I doubt my brother’s the father. He’s in so much trouble because of you. And now, just as we are about to leave for Haiti, the only vacation that I can remember, you want to create some drama? Everyone knows you’re a slut! What are you doing with him anyway? He’s got Asperger’s, you sick bitch! Stay away from him!” Natalie screeched.


  “I’ll take a test,” Brittany bluffed.


  “Go screw some other boy and bother his family with your fake baby! My mother is right! You’re nothing but a whore!”


  “Natalie, wait…” Click. The dial tone was all Brittany heard from the phone’s receiver. But they have to know the truth. She slammed more of her margarita. The pitcher was less than halfway empty. The truth. What was the truth? Four boys could be the father? She could ask Jerry Springer to guest star on his show.


  The effects of the alcohol kicked in. With a new gust of determination, she called Henry’s home phone number again. A recording flipped on. “This call has been blocked per the customer’s request…” Damn!


  A few minutes later she called Henry’s cell phone. The same recording clicked on. Shit, shit, shit! She drank more from the pitcher, almost draining it. Her mood turned melancholy.


  Brittany walked over to the bookcase in the adjoining family room and grabbed the new yearbook of Freemont High. She flipped through the pages until landing on Henry’s picture. She took her finger and traced the outline of his face, crying sheets of tears. Grabbing a pen from the coffee table, she traced his face with firm strokes until the paper ripped. She crossed his face out and wrote profane names next to it. It was truly over and the pain was unbearable.


  If Henry didn’t want their baby, than neither did she.


  Maybe an abortion…maybe I was put on this earth for the sole purpose of giving men a hole for them to spill their insecurity into to. Henry and his perfect family are right about me. I’m sixteen, pregnant, and clueless to whom the father is. What am I going to be like in five years? Ten years? Maybe it’s best for everyone if I…


  She slammed the remainder of the margarita and staggered into her mother’s master bath. She rummaged through the medicine cabinet. There were Tylenol, Advil, Claritin, Correctol, Vick’s Cough…nothing fatal. And then she saw a brand new lady’s razor. She popped it out of the thick casing and ran it against her forearms. Nothing. She needed to break the blade out of the plastic frame. Using tweezers, scissors, and leverage, she maneuvered the blade free. Her fingers were nicked up. Blood dripped all over the granite counter.


  With the blade in hand, Brittany lifted her shirt and dug a deep line through her stomach. Blood trickled out. She gauged another one. More blood spewed over her hands and shorts. She had an idea.


  Brittany rushed back to the kitchen and took the larger knife she used for cutting up the limes. She drank directly from the tequila bottle for additional courage and numbing medicine.


  Thump, thump, thump. Ring, ring, ring. Brittany!


  Henry? Has he come to make up with me? She rushed to the door and looked through the sidelight windows. No fucking way!


  


  



  Chapter 35


  


  Candy packed up her puzzle books, rolled up her posters, and cleaned out her desk. There was still plenty to do before getting the principal to sign off for the summer, but she’d wait until Monday to finish. It was a mandatory half-day.


  She pulled out Henry’s and Brittany’s home addresses from her Rolodex and slid them into the side pocket of her tote. She grabbed Henry’s Nike backpack and headed out.


  It was almost dinner time, a good time to catch both of their parents. Candy formed a theory based on Henry’s creepy Voodoo book she needed to share in person. Plus, a phone call could be screened and a message could be erased.


  Candy was an open-minded spiritual woman, but Voodoo was too farfetched to believe in. She supposed all religions bordered on the incredulous; they would have to. If they were filled with logic, faith wouldn’t be required. Even though she doubted Voodoo spells worked, the power of suggestion could be magical. She believed someone much older and more sophisticated put the book together for Henry. His parents needed to know what he was reading.


  Candy drove around Lake Hayward and easily found Henry’s lake house. It was the smallest of the manses that she had passed, but, to her, it was the most tranquil, the perfect subject for a Thomas Kinkade painting.


  A beautiful stained glass cross hung in the bay window. Candy was reminded of how religious Henry’s family was. They weren’t going to like their son’s interest in Voodoo.


  Candy held the backpack and rang the bell. Through the sidelights she saw Natalie and Henry racing to the door.


  “It’s my teacher,” Henry said.


  “You in trouble?” Natalie asked.


  “No. She’s got my backpack. I must have left it at school. Now go. Let me open the door,” Henry said. Both were unaware the windows were open and Candy could hear them.


  “Hi Miss Fontana,” Henry said. “I see you got my backpack.” He looked at the black and gray sack in her hand.


  “Yes. It might have something of importance inside, like a book?” she asked, nudging for a reaction. As usual, he remained stoned-faced.


  “Thanks,” he said and grabbed it from her.


  “Could I speak to your mom or dad?” Candy asked pleasantly. She didn’t want Henry to think he was in trouble, and to her knowledge he wasn’t. However, intuition told her that this creepy book might raise some questions.


  “They’re both running errands for our trip tomorrow. Should be home soon, like an hour or so. You can eat dinner with us if you want,” Henry invited.


  Almost feeling guilty for stirring the pot, Candy replied, “No. I just wanted to wish you all a great trip. You know, I’ve got another errand. I’ll come by later.”


  Candy had every intention of keeping that promise, but first she headed downtown to Brittany’s house. Maybe Brittany’s mother was the most logical place to begin spouting her theory. Ms. Bonaducci, I believe your daughter has been the victim of a Voodoo love curse. There can be no other excuse for her obsession with Henry Novak. Ms. Bonaducci, in my fourteen years of experience never has a girl as beautiful and popular as your daughter taken an interest in someone who has special needs… Ridiculous! Yes it was crazy, but Candy was compelled to disclose her thoughts to Brittany’s mother.


  The navigation in her cream colored Edge took her straight to Brittany’s house. It was a small, well-kept, brick ranch on a nice street, one block away from the downtown area. She pulled in the driveway, relieved to see another car already there. It had to be her mom’s car. It was too nice to be Brittany’s.


  Candy approached the door and was about to knock, but heard yelling and then it stopped. The door was ajar. Worry and curiosity took over. She took her phone out of her purse in case she needed to call 911.


  “Hello? Brittany? Ms. Bonaducci? It’s Candy Fontana,” she announced as she crept through the hallway. She heard movement coming from the back of the house. Within a few steps, she was by the kitchen. She rounded the corner and saw trails of blood on the ceramic floor.


  Candy stood still and dialed 9…


  Something warm was dripping down her back. She reached around and touched her lower back. Her hand was wet and sticky. “No!” she screamed and then turned around. “Rio? Is that you? Why would…” She took a few steps forward and then folded to the floor. She saw Brittany lying on the floor by the kitchen table. Blood was everywhere. Her field of vision diminished, and then faded to nothingness.


  ***


  Rio read Brittany’s Facebook posting. Infuriated by her humiliating comments, he hopped in his car and drove over to her house needing closure. Now that school was officially over, he could no longer get into trouble. A tiny part of him still wanted her. He deluded himself into thinking she missed him as well.


  He rang the bell and knocked on the door. He saw her stagger down the hallway.


  “Go away!” she screamed.


  “I’ll go away after I get my final say,” Rio said.


  Brittany wouldn’t open the door. Rio turned the doorknob and found it unlocked. He entered her home uninvited and followed her into the kitchen. By her walk and speech, he knew she was intoxicated.


  “Brit, you been drinking? Don’t think I ever saw you this hammered.” Rio’s eyes scanned the kitchen. There was a cutting board with lime rinds sitting by the sink, tequila, mix, and a glass pitcher on the otherwise clear surface of the kitchen island.


  “Yeah, I had a few. So what?” she slurred.


  Rio’s eyes continued to observe the area. He wondered if she was alone. “Your boyfriend, Henry? He drinking with you?”


  “Oh no. I drink alone, with nobody else…,” she sang. “You know that old song? And he’s no longer my boyfriend. He wants nothing to do with me. I know. I deserve it, right?”


  Although great news, Rio was alarmed by the big knife she held in her right hand. Was she using it for the limes? He then noticed her shirt and shorts were blotted with blood. “Brit, you’re bleeding. Should I call an ambulance?” Rio slowly approached her.


  “Don’t you dare! I know I’m bleeding! I’m trying to…You wouldn’t understand,” she said.


  “What are you trying to do? Cut yourself up?” He spotted a razor blade by the cutting board. “Are you a cutter?”


  “No, you fucking moron! I’m pregnant, okay? And I thought I could…” Brittany garbled.


  “Give yourself an abortion? Let me call the ambulance,” Rio said.


  “I said no!” Brittany lifted her hand and pointed the blade at him.


  “I get it. At least let me call your mom. She’s a nurse and she’ll…”


  “Fuck that! Fuck everything!” she shouted.


  “But you could die,” Rio whispered.


  “Fuck life. It’s so overrated. And why do you care anyway?” Brittany sneered.


  “Because I care about you.”


  “Why? I’m a god-damned whore. Don’t even know who the father is. Could be yours for all I know,” Brittany said.


  “Mine? If it was mine, I’d stick around, help raise it. Why don’t you give me the knife?” Rio begged.


  “Why are you here? You said something about a final say?” Brittany asked.


  “It doesn’t matter. Look, I was mad about the shit you said on Facebook, but I’m not mad anymore,” Rio replied. His only concern was getting her help. Fate was what brought him here. It was up to him to save her from killing herself. “I don’t care who the father is. I bet your mom doesn’t care either. Please put the knife down and trust me.”


  “Right. You’re a fucking wife beater. You make me sick! Just get out before I call the police!” she exclaimed.


  Rio lunged toward the phone. “Call them! Go ahead, call the police!” he screamed.


  “You asshole!” Brittany was erratically waving the knife around and then slashed Rio’s hand as he reached for the phone.


  “You crazy bitch!” he screamed while his hand leaked blood all over. He reached for the phone with his other hand. Before he could punch in the numbers, Brittany lifted up her shirt and ripped another seam down her stomach. Blood ran down her hips and legs.


  “Stop it!” Rio screamed.


  She defiantly continued carving up her abdomen, looking possessed, unrecognizable.


  Rio dove at her right hand, trying to wrangle the knife free. She turned to the side and he missed, but pushed her against the wall. With both hands she grabbed the knife and pointed the tip between her breasts. Using the wall as a brace for her forearms, she threw her torso down onto the knife. The blade slid into her like a grapefruit. Blood gushed out, staining the wall.


  “No! I love you!” Rio screeched.


  She slid to the floor. A pool of blood quickly formed underneath her body.


  Rio rushed over to her and plucked the knife out of her sternum. It made a horrifying suction sound that made him dizzy. He heard a faint voice coming from the front door.


  “Brittany? Ms. Bonaducci? It’s Candy Fontana.”


  Fuck, fuck, fuck! I’m covered with blood, holding a knife, standing next to my dead girlfriend. She’s never going to believe me. No one will. I’m not going down for this, he thought. There was only one way out.


  Once she entered the kitchen, he made his move and pounded the knife into her back. She quickly sank to the floor. Her phone bounced across the kitchen. She was alive, calling his name. There was no turning back.


  Rio grabbed the heavy glass pitcher and smashed it on his teacher’s head. Now she’s dead. He took a moment to collect his thoughts. I’ve got to clean this place up.


  He wrapped up his bleeding hand and got busy. Within an hour, he had the kitchen floors and countertop sparkling clean. The place reeked of ammonia. He found some of Brittany’s sweats that fit him and changed clothes, throwing his old clothes with the bloody towels into a gym bag he found from Brittany’s closet. He did a comprehensive walk-thru. Convinced no one could ever prove that he was there, he swung the gym bag over his shoulder and drove home.


  Once in his room, he hid the bag and then cried. He had never been so scared in his life. His fear wasn’t from watching Brittany throw herself onto a knife, or even killing Ms. Fontana. What scared him more than anything was getting caught.


  


  



  Chapter 36


  Haiti, June 2010


  First Week of Haitian Mission


  The panic of the day bled into desperation throughout the night. News of Henry’s disappearance had spread throughout the volunteer community and Haitian law enforcement. Jessica remembered Henry’s passport. The picture was copied by the police and circulated around the Port-au-Prince area.


  The Novaks’ parish and new campsite friends formed their own search and rescue squads. Because of the high crime rate, all agreed to arm themselves. The women and a few men were ordered to stay back for protection. Tom kept a look out for Henry. Unlike the other women, Jessica refused. She wore a flannel shirt and stuffed her long brown hair into a baseball hat. Even without makeup and the butch outfit, her dainty features could not mask her femininity. The disguise was enough to blend in with the other men.


  “What about Natalie? Shouldn’t you stay back with her?” Tom asked, wanting to keep her out of harm’s way.


  “No, she’s with Carol, Keith’s wife. I’m going with you no matter what. So don’t try to talk me out of it.”


  “I won’t. Do you blame me for this? Honesty, please,” Tom asked.


  “No, of course not. Kids wander off all the time. Could have just as easily happened on my watch.”


  “I doubt that. Just about impossible. You’re a good parent,” Tom interjected.


  “Stop it. We don’t have time to bicker. We’re going to find him. Now quit blaming yourself.”


  Tom nodded. She was right about Haiti. Hell, she was right about everything, especially when it came to Henry. He just wished for once they could do regular things that families do. Not that a mission was regular, but it was the closest thing to a vacation they had had since Henry’s birth. He wished his son was like everyone else, but wishing was never going to change Henry, and wishing was why Henry was now gone. And not an ‘I told you so’ was uttered from his wife. He never realized it before, but Jess was too good for him. Oh God, forgive me. Jessica needs her son. We all need him.


  Tom’s search party was the smallest, consisting of himself, Jessica, and a Haitian policeman, Officer Moliere. All of the squads synchronized their radios while patrolling the area. Officer Moliere agreed to escort them through the nearby Haitian refugee camp. There were at least 50,000 misplaced people living there, and they had seven squads armed with weapons and reams of Henry’s picture. A needle in a haystack. But Henry was a really big, white, and tall needle, hoped Tom.


  The endless quilt of tents overwhelmed him. They slowly passed out Henry’s picture to those who were awake. Some looked terrified. Tom confused this with guilt and came on strong.


  “It’s okay. They’re afraid because it’s late, I’m a cop, and you’re white. Please quit being so intimidating, and let me do the talking,” the officer warned.


  Time went by at warp speed. The first rays of the sun came up and still nothing. They were deep within the campground. Up ahead they saw a Red Cross kiosk and stopped for water and a snack. The lines were already forming. While they took their break, Officer Moliere radioed the other policeman working with their search parties. “Uh huh. Sounds like an idea. Hold on. Tom, do you know Keith? He said Henry was babbling on about Haiti all morning. After you left he began talking about houngans and Voodoo.”


  “Yeah. That’s Henry. He’s a walking encyclopedia,” Tom affirmed.


  “Keith just thought after your son mentioned the Voodoo that maybe he took off to see a service. Is Keith over-reaching?” reiterated the policeman.


  “Oh, I could hug you! No, not at all. That makes perfect sense. That’s how Henry’s mind works. He can be so impulsive!” exclaimed Jessica.


  “There’s at least a dozen hounfours set up in this campground. It’s where many go to worship, like a temple or church. So many were leveled during the earthquake. Houngans and mambos set up circus-like tents over this camp, all designed to seat at least a hundred people. These temporary tents are springing up to serve the community until the old hounfours can be rebuilt. They’re easy to find. This gives us something to go on instead of randomly walking around the camp,” advised Officer Moliere. He was a young man, no more than twenty, but his dark eyes made him look older, wiser, and more cynical. He finished his bagel and spoke French to the Haitians waiting in the Red Cross line. They pointed east. “Okay, there’s one a few hundred meters away. Let’s try to find it. Remember, we are looking for big tents with flags.”


  The policeman led them through the swarms of people. Tom couldn’t help but notice a shoe and doll nailed to a tree. “Officer Moliere, back there, what was that?”


  “The poppet? That with the shoe sends a message to the other worlds. We’re close. Look ahead, that’s it. See the two flags staked out in front of the entrance flaps. We should have started here first. Whether your son wanted to see a Voodoo service or not, these hounfours are the nucleus of the community. The houngan, mamba, or maybe even bokor act like their spokesman. They usually know everything going on,” said Moliere.


  “Already know about houngans and mambas. Their priests, right? But what about a bokor?” asked Jessica.


  “Very much like a priest, but they have a specialty of black arts, how do you say, magic? They conjure spells, that sort of thing. Let’s go inside. It’s alright; there are no services this early in the morning.”


  They walked into the empty tent. The officer motioned for them to sit down and wait. Jessica and Tom looked around, and then looked at each other. Their facial expressions gave away their opinions of the hounfour. The inside was sparse. Crosses hung from the metal poles. Card tables were set up next to a makeshift altar. The tables were littered with trivial items such as statues, baby dolls, food, worthless trinkets, and dried up flowers. The altar was clear with exception to a glass of water and candles. The smell was both familiar and putrid, making both Tom and Jessica scrunch their noses in discomfort.


  Minutes later, an old man draped in white linen entered the tent. “What’s this about?” he asked Officer Moliere.


  The officer quickly brought the houngan up to speed by showing him a picture of Henry. “Can I leave you a stack to pass out to your parish?”


  “Of course. I will pray to Legba that your son is returned. Missionaries, right? Thank you for coming here to help rebuild this poor country,” the houngan said, partially bowing to Tom.


  After leaving the tent and being away from hearing distance, they bombarded Officer Moliere with questions. The young man smiled at their ignorance. “That smell was animal’s blood. Live animals are used for sacrifice. And the stuff on the tables? Offerings to the loas or spirits. Bondye is to Voodoo like God is to Christianity. The altar is simple and made for Legba. He’s Bondye’s gatekeeper. Like your St. Peter, perhaps? There is a lot of overlap between Voodoo and Catholicism. The houngan showed you gratitude and respect when he bowed. Next time you might want to bow back. We all want to find your son. Mainly for selfish reasons. This country can’t afford the bad publicity. It will scare off you fine folks, and you won’t come and help. You probably don’t think a lot of policemen are working on your son’s case, but there’s about seven of us working on it through rotating twelve hour shifts. That’s fourteen men total. Thirteen more than a citizen would get. These hounfours will nail it down for us. Don’t worry. We’re going to find him.” The officer’s radio chirped garbled speech from too many people talking at once. “Officer Moliere. One at a time, please. Uh huh. Copy that.”


  “Listen, we appreciate everything your government is doing for us. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful back there…” Tom apologized.


  “I know. Just our ways. My shift has been over for some time. Officer DuBois will relieve me in a few minutes. He’s looking for us right now. While he’s looking, he’s passing out more pictures of your son. I’ll be back to work by 10 p.m. Some of your other rescue squads went back to your own campsite for a few hours of sleep. I suggest you do the same. If not, Officer DuBois will take you to the houngans. As the shift changes, the other six policeman will continue searching the hounfours in the Port-au-Prince area. Your volunteer squads need to let us know where they search. Have them call us on the radio for updates. Now here’s Officer DuBois.”


  Officer DuBois escorted them to several more hounfours throughout the camp. They feared their efforts were turning into a wild goose chase. Now, past dinnertime, both Tom and Jessica needed to rest. They went back to their own camp, checked on Natalie, and fell into a deep R.E.M. What seemed like minutes of sleep were actually hours until Tom abruptly had water poured onto his face.


  “It’s me, Keith. Sorry Tom, but you wouldn’t wake up. You’ve gotta go to the police station in Port-au-Prince. I’ll take you,” he whispered.


  “Is it Henry?” asked Tom, now wide awake. Jessica lay next to him and began to stir. “Why are you whispering? Shouldn’t you be pouring water on her face too?”


  “They think it’s Henry. You need to go down there.”


  “What do you mean think? Henry knows his name. What aren’t you telling me? Is he dead? Am I identifying my son’s body?”


  “No, he’s alive! But he’s not talking. Catatonic was the word the police woman used. And he’s been injured.”


  Tom sprang out of bed, leaving Jessica asleep. He wanted to bring Henry back to her, alleviate his guilt for losing the boy in the first place. Plus, he worried about her reaction to his injuries. At 2:00 a.m. Tom and Keith sped off in the campsite’s communal Jeep to the Port-au-Prince police station. A half an hour later they found the address.


  The building was one of the few still usable after the earthquake. Several windows blown out and part of the parking lot caved in, but Keith still found a decent space to park.


  Once inside Officer DuBois was called to the reception area to greet them. “Hi, Mr. Novak.” Tom nodded. “We think it’s him. He won’t speak right now. He has some unexplained bruises, lacerations, a swollen ankle…but otherwise he’s physically fine. Come with me. I want you to look at the boy through the glass and confirm it’s him.”


  Tom and Keith followed the policeman down a long corridor. Walls were cracked, floor boards were buckled, and the scent of mildew filled the air. Tom suspected the place was just as seedy before the earthquake. Once the cop pointed to the room, Tom peered through the glass insert of the door. It was definitely Henry.


  “That’s my son,” Tom choked out. He saw his purple cheekbone and blackened eye. His arms were scratched and bloodied, and his ankle had an ice pack taped to it. Henry sat at a small table with a vacuous expression, unaware of his surroundings. Tom sobbed. What the hell happened?


  “Officer, where did you find him?” Keith asked.


  “A few blocks away from here. One of our officers saw him staggering down a main street,” said Officer DuBois.


  “Away from or toward the camp?” Keith again asked.


  Tom wanted to ask the same questions but had trouble articulating.


  “Don’t know. He was found here in the city. He seemed oblivious to where he was going. He won’t talk. He’s big. And white. He stood out.”


  “Shouldn’t he be in a hospital?” Tom sputtered out.


  “Our main hospital, as you know, was destroyed during the quake. We have some medical clinics scattered throughout the area. You and your people built some of them. They are so busy right now. Your son’s injuries are not serious enough to treat,” answered Officer DuBois.


  “So we can take him back to our camp? And then go home?” Tom confirmed.


  “As you wish, Mr. Novak,” said Officer DuBois.


  The young policeman left the hallway allowing Tom and Keith alone time with Henry. Both men entered the room, and Henry didn’t flinch. He continued staring at the institutionalized green wall full of cracks and peeling chunks of concrete.


  Tom pulled up a flimsy chair and sat down next to Henry. “Son, everything is going to be alright. We’re going home.”


  Still mute, Henry robotically got up from his seat and pushed in his chair, allowing Tom to lead him out of the room. He limped on his right leg where the ice pack was taped. Tom tried to steady him by putting Henry’s arm around his shoulder, but Henry was skittish. He acted as if he didn’t know his own father and limped down the hallway to the exit. Officer DuBois gave Tom a clipboard of release papers before they could leave.


  “My son is acting like a zombie! You must know something!” yelled Tom.


  Officer DuBois gave Tom a cold glare, and then said, “Haiti can be a scary place to those who are not from here. Best go home and try to forget. Sorry this had to happen while you were doing good for our country.”


  “So that’s it? Case closed? Get the fuck out of Haiti…”


  “Tom, let’s go,” Keith interrupted.


  Officer DuBois looked down at the floor. Eye contact had become difficult. “I have all of your information right here. If we get a lead, we will immediately contact you back in the States. I’m sorry about your stay.”


  “This is bullshit! You know something!” Tom shrieked, lunging towards the cop. “Please tell me what you think might have happened. I deserve a fucking theory, at least!”


  “Walk away, Mr. Novak,” warned Officer DuBois.


  “How do I get my son back?” Tom wailed.


  “Tom, you wanna make things worse than they already are? C’mon. He’s alive and he’ll eventually snap out of this…state that he’s in,” Keith reasoned while blocking himself between the two men. Tom calmed down knowing Keith was right. They all went back to their missionary camp.


  Tom awakened his wife. He was scared. Reality zapped him like a Taser gun. “Jess, I got him. He’s safe now.”


  “Am I dreaming?” she groggily questioned, half sitting up from the inside of their tent.


  “No, but…”


  “But what? He’s dead? Oh God, what’s wrong?” she asked, now wide awake.


  “No, he’s alive, but he won’t speak. He’s sitting right over there. In the corner,” Tom said as he pointed his flashlight in Henry’s direction. He sat alone at the table, staring into darkness.


  Jessica burst out of her air mattress and threw herself around Henry. He shook her off in fear.


  “Oh baby, who did this to you? Oh…you’re hurt…Bruised all over…Talk to me, Henry. I’m your mother. What’s wrong?” Jessica cried and then began to let her emotions take over. “Henry, where are you, Henry? Come back to me! Tell me you’re fine!” Henry did not respond, just kept on staring. “What the hell is a matter with him? This is all your fault, you son-of-a-bitch!”


  There, she finally said it, thought Tom. He cried while she threw her fists at his chest in anger. Once she was done hitting him, she sank into his arms and they both cried together.


  “He’s alive. We’ll get the best medical help in the world…We’ll get him back. Let’s go home,” Tom promised.


  


  



  Chapter 37


  


  Frustration overwhelmed them as they watched their son stare into infinity. Seconds turned into hours. Jessica and Tom were soon joined by Natalie. Henry’s reticence made them incapable of planning their way home from Haiti. Keith and his wife made flight reservations, packed their belongings, and drove them to the airport. Although mute, Henry stayed with them. He hobbled through the airport with his ankle swelling up to the size of a softball. Jessica kept giving him pain medication which he willingly swallowed. Despite these encouraging signs, they questioned whether Henry had recognized them as his family.


  After the plane landed and they were safely home, Tom and Jessica took Henry straight to their local urgent care. They were put at ease once they learned their family physician was scheduled.


  “He’s got a nasty sprain in that ankle,” Dr. Duvall said after examining the x-ray. “This should have been immediately treated. At the very least wrapped. Let me get you a pair of crutches. Keep it iced as much as you can. Come back next week for a follow-up. And these bruises should be healed by next week. See these lines?” Dr. Duvall pointed to Henry’s torso and arms as he passively sat on the padded table of the patient room. “These are not scratches, they’re cuts. Someone, maybe even Henry himself, took a very sharp blade and sliced up all of these gashes. They are shallow enough not to need stitches. Put plenty of ointment over these. What happened?”


  “We don’t know. The police claim not to know either. I’m sure they have an inkling, though. Notice how he flinches when you touch him. Something bad must have happened. I wish he would talk to us. He must know who we are,” Tom whispered.


  “This is the worst case of post-traumatic stress I’ve ever seen. I’m going to refer you to Dr. Gold. He’s up in Eau Claire. A good hour ride, maybe more, but he’s the best in northern Wisconsin. I’m so sorry. And here you were trying to do something good. Set an example for your family. Show your…”


  “Thank you, Doctor Duvall. If there’s nothing else, I’ll get Dr. Gold’s information from your receptionist,” Jessica interrupted. His kind words and pity angered her, making her feel all the more helpless.


  ***


  Several days later, Dr. Gold squeezed Henry into his busy schedule. Jessica had always been suspicious of psychiatry, viewing the occupation as the ultimate scam. She found their methods to be touchy-feely nonsense that didn’t work. Medication was over-used in coercing their patients into a submissive haze. They claimed credit when their patient got better while demanding more therapy when nothing seemed to work. This elaborate con job justified their outrageous fees the sick and the desperate were too eager to pay.


  Jessica and Tom took Henry to Eau Claire for his initial appointment. The drive was an hour and fifteen minutes long. Henry still had not spoken a word. Strangely, Tom and Jessica had gotten used to his silence, speaking freely as if he wasn’t there.


  “You honestly think Dr. Gold can bring him back?” Tom asked as he adjusted the cruise control.


  “No. The only one who can bring him back is God, and He may already have him,” Jessica answered.


  “Your negative attitude is not helping. I realize you think all psychiatrists are quacks, but this guy is our only chance. Correction. Our only human chance. So maybe we should just say what’s on our minds,” Tom challenged.


  Silence.


  “Alright, Jess. I’ll go first. I think Henry wandered off, probably looking for one of those hounfours. He thought he might get to see a service. Someone with a knife tried to rob him. Henry would not back down, so he got slashed up for defending himself. Then he got lost in that refugee camp. It’s practically a city of its own. You know how he gets when he’s frustrated. Maybe he freaked out. Maybe his temper tantrum caused someone to hit him, wanting him to shut up. And then he finally got away, spraining his ankle in the escape, somehow making it to Port au Prince.”


  “You know everything. Guess that’s what happened then,” Jessica chided. She refused eye contact, preferring silence in lieu of conversation.


  Tom, however, wanted an argument. “I already know this is my fault. Can you just say it? You said it once in Haiti when you were temporarily hysterical. Say it again. Tell the quack what a horseshit father I am because you’re so God-damned perfect!”


  He baited her well. Jessica hated it when he used the Lord’s name in vain. She also hated being called perfect. Both of their mouths erupted, spilling out hateful accusations and resentments. Too wrapped up in rage, Tom quit paying attention to the road and floated the SUV into the other lane of the highway. A horn blared so loud it made his vehicle vibrate.


  “Shit!” he shrieked, swerving to avoid a head-on collision with a semi-truck. He quickly regained control of the car. The near death experience didn’t even phase Henry, but it did end their argument. The rest of the ride was driven in peace.


  Once in Eau Claire, they easily found Dr. Gold’s office. It was located on a busy street that once was residential. He had an enchanting sign posted on the front lawn of a charming Victorian house. Tom parallel parked the car a few yards away while Jessica helped Henry with his crutches. Tears streamed out of her eyes. “I knew this would happen.”


  “Finally, the ‘I told you so.’ Guess I deserve it,” Tom grimaced.


  “No, you don’t, Tom. I knew. I dreamt it before the trip. You had to shake me awake. I didn’t remember it until we walked into that hounfour with Officer Moliere. The smell, the altar…A similar one appeared in my dream. Don’t you see? Henry wasn’t jumped. He was used as a sacrifice…”


  “Enough! Stop it! This is my fault and will always be my fault. And if he doesn’t come out of this trance, then I’ll be reminded of it for the rest of my life. I’m so sorry. For him, for you, for Natalie, and yes, for me. Can you ever forgive me?” Tom said while they stood on the wrap-around porch of Dr. Gold’s office. Henry appeared oblivious to their wide range of emotions. He just balanced on his crutches and watched the cars go by.


  Jessica couldn’t help her hysteria. “Maybe we need to see a shrink even more than Henry.”


  “Not a bad idea. We can’t stand here like this. We need to go in,” Tom answered, hugging her.


  Minutes later an attractive, well-dressed older woman came outside and ushered them in. “There, there now. We’ve got plenty of Kleenex. Come on in and cry it out. That’s what we are here for. You’ve got to be the Novak family. And this must be Henry. I’m Moira, Dr. Gold’s secretary. I’m also his mother. You are a little bit early. Sit. He’ll be with you shortly. Can I get you some coffee? Soda?”


  They declined the offer and sat down on the couch with Henry. Moira returned with a clipboard of paperwork which Jessica volunteered to fill out.


  “He could be so much worse. Everything could be so much worse. Forgive me, Father. I have my son back and he’s alive,” she muttered in prayer. Turning to Tom, she shared the clipboard. “Look at some of these questions. Delusional. Refuses food, water. Refuses to urinate in toilet. Random laughter. Well, all of these are getting checked no.”


  “But what about this section?” Tom pointed.


  “Let’s see. No eye contact. Nonverbal. Lacking emotion. Guess we’re in the right place.” Once she finished the form, she glanced at her cell phone. 2:25 p.m. She pointed to the phone and rolled her eyes at Tom. Twenty-five minutes late. He nodded in aggravation.


  Henry arose and limped over to the clearly labeled washroom located on the other side of the waiting area.


  “Look. He knows how to read. Something is going on up there,” Tom said.


  “Yeah, maybe this is just shock. I really like this guy’s office. Got a homey feel to it-hardwood, antiques, paintings. This must have been the parlor at one time,” Jess said as she surveyed the waiting area.


  “Don’t mean to eavesdrop, but this used to be my parents’ home. I didn’t have the heart to sell it, so Dr. Gold thought he could use it as his office. I helped the architect with the renovations,” Moira interjected.


  “It’s lovely, Moira. You know what would be even lovelier? Meeting your mysterious son,” Tom suggested.


  “Oh dear. It’s nearly 2:30. Let me go back there and see what the hold-up is.” She disappeared in the back of the first floor, returning seconds later with Dr. Gold. They waited for Henry and went through the door into his office.


  Jessica figured she was standing in the former dining room, kitchen and den that now worked as an enormous office space. The home’s charm continued. She could see the beautiful carved stair case leading to the second storey and wondered what the doctor did with the extra space.


  Dr. Justin Gold was young, well under forty, if not thirty, too young for the glowing referrals Dr. Duvall gave him. His classical chiseled features could have opened doors in Hollywood. His mannerisms were austere, brusque, and void of empathy. The charming house and mother didn’t fit, making Jessica all the more protective.


  Everyone sat down in the overstuffed chairs while Dr. Gold flipped through the questionnaire Jessica had just filled out.


  “To reiterate what you’ve marked down, your son seems to be in a catatonic state, yet eats, pees, drinks, follows you both,” Dr. Gold said. “Did you register him for school this fall?” Tom shook his head. “Good. This is going to take a while. Dr. Duvall thought post-traumatic stress. He’s probably right. My diagnosis might change as I get to know him better. What about friends? Familiar places? How does he react to them?”


  “Don’t know if you saw that I marked he has Asperger’s?” Dr. Gold nodded. “Well, he has one friend, but the boy doesn’t even know we are home. I’m reluctant to tell him. I don’t want the boy to feel awkward. Like he’s expected to help us,” Jessica explained.


  “You’re going to need all the help you can get. Call the boy. Have him come over. You observe Henry’s reaction. Also, take him to familiar places like school and wherever else you go. Again, observe his reaction. Moira will give you an observation form for me to use and file. It gives me a better idea of what he responds to. Dr. Duvall and I thoroughly discussed Henry. I am well aware of the preceding events. Will he take medicine?” Jessica nodded. “Good. Let me try a few simple reflex tests.” The doctor tapped him with a small rubber mallet. Henry shirked away with fear in his eyes. “Okay, maybe not. This boy was abused. I’m going to write you a script for Zyprexa. It’s an anti-psychotic. Only temporary. Until he recovers his speech. Anything for you? Maybe an anti-depressant?” Both Tom and Jessica shook their heads. “Well if you change your minds, I’ll fax it over to your pharmacy. This has got to be hard on the whole family. I see he’s got a sister. Would she like to come in?” Again, they shook their heads. “She might need someone to talk to. I want to see Henry three times a week for a month. Then we’ll reevaluate.”


  “What kind of therapy does he need?” asked Tom.


  “I’m going to begin with EMDR. That stands for Eye-Movement-Desensitization and Reprocessing. It’s helpful when one’s coping mechanisms shut down, as they did with Henry. The treatment works when one stores their traumatic memories instead of processing them. Lots of eye moving exercises for him to focus on which will hopefully lead to speech. Once we get him to talk, then I will move onto psychotherapy.”


  “And if it doesn’t work?” Jessica asked.


  “There are lots of treatment options, but this isn’t going to work overnight. Be patient. You’ll get your son back,” the doctor said, trying to sound sympathetic. Jessica doubted his sincerity.


  Tom and Jessica left the doctor’s office with Henry trailing behind.


  Once on the road, Tom asked, “So what do you think?”


  “Seeing is believing. Never even considered a shrink for Natalie. Maybe get one that’s more local. I am trying to have an open mind about all of this. Let’s get him his meds, let him limp around school and church, and I’ll call Jake tomorrow.”


  


  



  Chapter 38


  Lucien spent half of his life stealing the life forces of the dead. Decades later, through much introspection, he saw his reality: death was the only gift his life had to offer. Why did he fight it? Why did he ruin everything good for it? He didn’t fear the dead or the loas, and he didn’t fear pain. It was the afterlife that made him tremble.


  Lucien had always prided himself for being superhuman, god-like. But now he was not so sure. T.J.’s ti-bon-ange was taking over his mind. His precious loas, especially the Baron, deceived him. He wasn’t special or chosen or powerful. He was a weak man who had been used as an earthly portal. He longed to be free, despite the circumstances.


  Lucien thought back to his youth, remembering the first of many wrong paths he chose throughout the years. His ego elevated to an all-time high once initiated into the Bizango Society. He was so young, barely twenty. His uncle saw his ambition and talent beneficial to the brotherhood. He wore red and black garb with pride and painted his face in honor of various ceremonies. He watched Philippe, the bokor of the society, with awe as he brought forth possession and healed the sick.


  As the years passed, Lucien no longer admired Philippe, but saw him as primitive, incompetent, and a drain on the brotherhood. His brethren were in need of a bokor with real power, and Lucien believed himself to be the best man for the job.


  By the time he was thirty, Lucien’s status rose through their ranks and his duties increased. He was one of the most trustworthy members. After making some discreet attempts at ruining Philippe’s reputation, an opportunity presented itself one evening at Black Mass.


  The Bizango brethren were celebrating with family, dancing, drinking rum, and allowing themselves to be possessed. The night’s sacrifice, a wild boar, slept in a cage next to the altar. Lucien was responsible for administering a mixture of poison and analgesic for the boar that would keep the animal alive but unconscious throughout the ceremonial slaughter.


  Philippe drank too much, making sabotage even easier. Lucien gave the boar a fraction of the mixture, making the boar sleepy without being sedated. The animal peacefully lay while Philippe recited incantations for the evening’s sacrifice. Once finished, he slit into the boar. Blood oozed from the animal’s side and it groggily lifted his head. Not noticing the animal’s slight movement, Philippe placed both hands in the animal blood and wiped it on his head, reciting another incantation. He finalized the incantations with his blessing, prepared to finish off the sacrifice.


  After a few slashings, the boar was wide awake. It flipped over during one of Philippe’s deep incisions and became aggressive, devouring him alive in seconds. Other brethren defensively stepped in and impaled the animal.


  Relying on his brethren’s egos, Lucien used flattery, claiming they killed a djab or devil, a feat few were alive to brag about. He swore he saw the boar’s eyes turn red. He proved to be very persuasive. By the end of the night, everyone believed Philippe brought his misfortune on himself by making a mockery of Black Mass. The community claimed Phillipe’s death was predestined by the loas.


  The only Bizango brother with any doubts was Lucien’s uncle. He gave Lucien that knowing glance, but kept the deception to himself. His uncle salvaged Phillippe’s head, picked it clean until all that was left was the skull, and then made it into a goblet for his nephew. He presented the gift to honor Lucien after he was unanimously promoted to bokor status. The position granted him access to ancient spells written in scrolls, books, and loose parchment paper. Some were already familiar, passed down to him from his great-great-great-great grandfather, Plato the Wizard, but other spells were new material. He practiced the craft all hours of the day with blind ambition.


  Lucien saw Philippe as a buffoon. The man had volumes of ancient information at his fingertips and he never touched it, relying on verbal spells he had learned from his father. Lucien later learned that Philippe was illiterate.


  Soon ancient spell books weren’t enough. Thirsty for knowledge, Lucien experimented on his own, adding more spells and hexes to his repertoire. One of his favorite tricks was using baka or animal possessing spirits for his own agenda. These spirits brought him closer to the loas, especially Baron Samedi.


  As Lucien’s powers grew, he felt like a god. Manipulating zombies, separating souls, and making Voodoo dolls were some of the miracles he performed. Fame and fortune soon followed. When too many dead bodies turned up, he was the one who was blamed. He relied on Voodoo to help him escape his jail cell. Now banned from his homeland without need to continue his sorcery, he still could not let his life’s work die. That’s where Jake came in. He unfortunately brought Henry into the mix.


  T.J.’s death was not a consequence of Voodoo, but a warning from the Cosmos. Lucien should have stopped the mentoring the boys right then and there, but when he learned Henry would be in Haiti he couldn’t leave it alone.


  Henry was all too willing to deliver an envelope to his daughter. Inside the envelope was a pad of paper filled with his most impressive hexes and healing methods. These family secrets would make her and her family wealthy beyond their imagination. And then Jake rushed over one humid morning in June, announcing the return of the Novak family along with the tragedy they encountered. Lucien’s conscience whispered Giselle, his daughter, was somehow to blame. Was she jealous? Did she tell one of her siblings or his wives? He wondered.


  Lucien pushed the possibility out of his mind, preferring to believe Henry was a victim of angry, homeless people settled in the nearby refugee camp. But the boy was found in Port-au-Prince, said his nagging inner voice.


  Giselle confirmed the delivery when Lucien called, describing Henry as unfriendly and in a hurry, denying the boy’s abduction. Could she have used him in a ceremony? Or even a Black Mass? Oh Baron, he was not part of our deal.


  


  



  Chapter 39


  


  Jessica robotically followed Dr. Gold’s instructions down to the letter. Over the last two months, she hauled Henry out to Eau Claire for his psychiatric therapy, praying several times a day for God to lead him out of his haze. He would eat, but had to be fed like a baby. He would drink, but had to drink with a straw held up to his mouth. He would allow others to lead him, yet had still not spoken a single word since they returned from Haiti. She began to prepare herself for the possibility of him never speaking again.


  Since Jake had recently gotten his driver’s license, he had been by the house several times to see Henry. During his most recent visit, Jake brought Lucien Nazaire. Jessica couldn’t help but notice the old man’s rejuvenated appearance since the last time she had seen him. She had everyone sit around the kitchen table while she served cookies and tea. Henry stared at the wall without any signs of recognition. Once all the pleasantries were made, she got up the nerve to ask some questions.


  “Lucien, you’re Haitian. Do you know a lot about Voodoo?” He smiled. “I assumed you would.” She also assumed he taught Henry a thing or two about it. Part of her held him accountable for Henry’s condition. She blamed Lucien for planting the seed of interest about the Haitian culture which led to their mission and ultimately the horrible incident. She sensed there was more to Lucien, something evil. There was a moment of silence. She paused, and then poured more tea, rehashing their Haitian nightmare until Jake politely stopped her.


  “Mrs. Novak, I already told him everything. He has some suspicions about what caused all of this.”


  “Then you must know Tom was sure the police were holding back information. Why would they do this? What do you think happened?” cried Jessica.


  His eyes looked down at the floor, suggesting guilt or avoidance to her questions. “Is he making progress with his doctor?” Lucien queried.


  “No, not at all. I’ve had to quit my job in order to take him to therapy. Not really a job, more of volunteer work. But I really enjoyed it. Now I spend hours and hours playing worthless mind games the doctor thinks will jog his memory. I can’t leave him alone. Please, tell me your theory.”


  “You’re not going to like what I have to say, but from observing him and what Jake has told me…I think he was taken as a vessel,” Lucien confessed.


  Confused, Jessica mumbled, “Huh?”


  “Vessel, channel…He was taken for a ritual. Did he wear a bright scarf when the police found him?” She shook her head, but was instantly reminded of a nightmare she had before the trip. “I think he stumbled upon a ritual, and the bokor wanted to use his body for a loa, maybe a dead ancestor. Spirit possession. Something happened. He got away,” Lucien said, leaving out the part he played in Henry’s assault.


  “So you think he’s possessed? That’s ridiculous! His shrink makes more sense, and he’s an idiot! Okay, let’s say for the sake of argument that you are right. What are the cuts we found on him all about?” Jess sarcastically asked.


  “I’m sorry that I’ve upset you, but do not mock what you don’t understand. The cuts were made for his blood. Real blood, both animal and human, is used all of the time in Voodoo ceremonies. They certainly didn’t want him dead. One day he will awake,” Lucien assured.


  “Logically, if Voodoo can put him into a haze, then Voodoo can bring him back.” Jess stated.


  “Listen, Mrs. Novak, I need to be honest with you. When Jake told me about your son’s condition, I begged him to take me over here. I think I can heal him,” Lucien announced with the utmost sincerity.


  “Heal him with Voodoo? Absolutely not! That’s blasphemy! His soul belongs to Christ!” she ranted.


  “And Christ may already have it! But at least let me…” Lucien insisted.


  “So now you think he’s dead. I’m sorry you came here. You need to leave.” Jessica stood up and gestured him toward the door.


  “Please, Mrs. Novak. One potion and one prayer and then I’m gone. What do you have to lose?” Lucien pleaded.


  Something within his eyes set off every alarm within her body. “You’re insane! Stay away from him, from all of us! Get out of my house!”


  But Lucien wasn’t leaving. Instead, he fell to his knees and chanted something in an unknown dialect. He took a clay bottle out of his pocket and placed it in Henry’s hand. Without having to bring it to his lips, Henry raised the bottle and drank. His eyes flashed for only for a fraction of a second, but she panicked.


  “Finish drinking it, Henry.” Lucien’s hazel eyes swirled into a luminescent emerald green. Henry finished whatever was inside the bottle and stared blankly at the floor.


  “I said get out!” Jessica lunged at him from across the kitchen table. Tea cups and plates crashed onto the ceramic floor in thousands of pieces. Lucien sprung up from his knees and backed away from her.


  “I will go now, in peace. I only want what you want. And that is to get Henry back. I was just trying to help. May your God be with you,” Lucien said as he and Jake exited the front door. As Jessica watched them get into Jake’s car, she could have sworn she’d seen Lucien take out some kind of dark, powdery matter and sprinkle it all over the walkway of the house. He moved with the speed and grace of someone less than half of his age. When she first met him the boys had to steady him out of his chair. Once they pulled away, she rushed outside. Nothing. Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me. I’m losing it. A quack using my kid as a guinea pig and a Voodoo witch doctor trying to heal him. Too much, Lord. Through the window, she watched Henry. He hadn’t moved from the kitchen chair and was still staring at the floor.


  She went inside, cleaned up the broken dishes, and hugged her son. His body was stiff, much like a bag of dog food, but she just wanted the human contact. He did not pull away and that was enough.


  “Please come back, Henry,” Jessica cried. His eyes were vacant, emotionless. Maybe the flash she had witnessed never happened.


  ***


  Lucien shook his head in disappointment as Jake sped away from Henry’s house. Jessica refused his help, claiming he was evil. On some level he admired her for seeing through him. She was above it all, seeing evil as absolute while opposing it with great conviction. If only he could have had that kind of clarity.


  Before she threw him out of her house, Lucien got Henry to drink an elixir of sorts, a wake-me-up beverage. He swore he saw a flash of personality, maybe wickedness. He sprinkled gris-gris for protection. Henry’s family would need it after he was fully awake. Lucien surmised Henry’s mental state to Jake on the car ride home.


  “Jessica mentioned a psychiatrist. She really has no idea what’s inside of him,” Lucien said.


  “Is he a zombie?” Jake asked. “Certainly acts like one.”


  “Maybe. Or else he’s possessed. Possession I can fix,” Lucien said.


  “Possessed by a loa? A dead person’s spirit? A demon?” Jake asked.


  “Probably a demon or djab. And hopefully only one. Could you call and check on his…condition?” Jake nodded and dropped him by his trailer. He rushed home to be with Leah who he was not so discreetly playing house with now that Pete was out of the way.


  ***


  The next day, Lucien saw a police car in Ed Carillo’s driveway. John, Ed’s son, and Ed sat outside with Starbuck coffees that John must have brought over. Lucien had met John numerous times and judged him to be a good son and an honest cop. Curious about the policeman’s thoughts, he got dressed and walked over to Ed’s, attempting to get an invite into their little bullshit session. He was in luck.


  “Hello Lucien. Wanna join us. Just chewing the fat. Lots to talk about these days,” Ed offered.


  “I was hoping you’d ask. Hello John, always a pleasure. Quite a busy year for all of Hayward’s Finest. Glad to see you,” Lucien said with a smile. He approached John with an extended hand. John shook it and partially stood. “Please sit. I’ll just grab a chair.” Lucien lifted a plastic one off of a nearby stack.


  “Beautiful morning,” Ed said. “John was just filling me in about the teacher. Remember, last day of school? She’s still in a coma.”


  “So sad. Any leads? Who could have done such a thing to her? Or to the girl, Brittany?” Lucien asked. He had his own suspicions, blaming himself for setting the stage for high school drama.


  “I wish. I was telling my dad the detectives haven’t gotten any encouraging lab results back. Whoever was responsible did a helluva cleaning job. We thought it might be the girl’s boyfriend, but he had a solid alibi. Poor boy has his own problems, catatonic. Isn’t he one of Jake’s friends?” John asked.


  “Henry. And yes, he’s Jake’s only friend,” Lucien replied.


  “You’re his friend, too,” Ed said.


  “Maybe, but I’m more like a father or grandfather. Who we kidding? At my age, more like a great-great grandfather,” Lucien said. They all laughed even though it was true. “Jake’s real dad left. Who knows where he is. And his uncle, well…he was not a good role model.”


  “He’s still missing. You think he’s dead?” asked John. Lucien guessed John was fishing instead of gossiping.


  “Who knows and who cares. One less asshole to worry about. I take that back. Hopefully, for all of them, he’s dead,” Ed scowled. “He was some piece of work.”


  “Just because someone isn’t a good person, doesn’t mean they deserve to die. Maybe he was murdered?” John proposed. “Then it’s a police matter…”


  “Yada, yada, yada. Like it matters. He can burn in Hell now, or wait and then burn later. You wanna hear something creepy? I shouldn’t gossip, especially to the cops,” Ed chuckled, “but a couple of days ago I saw Jake and Leah carrying groceries. He put his hand on her ass, I swear. I know because I was looking at it the whole time.”


  “Looking at his hand?” Lucien asked.


  “No, her ass. She’s got a great one. Anyway, she didn’t seem to mind the kid touching her, like they had something going on,” Ed said.


  “He’s seventeen,” Lucien said, trying to act as if it wasn’t important.


  “Yeah. And she’s what? Twenty? Twenty-one? Wearing those outfits, dancing at The Dollhouse…She’s every boy’s wet dream. Maybe he took care of Pete for good,” John suggested.


  “Oh no. He was terrified of his uncle. And Pete was so much bigger and stronger. If you’re implying Jake had…” Lucien defended.


  “Relax!” barked Ed. “We’re just talking. What if she, dressed in one of her skimpy get-ups, put him up to it? Or what if she did it herself? Huh?”


  “It had to piss her off, you know, that whole thing with her brother. Pete was in the middle of it. It was his gun that he gave T.J. Had to be a set up,” added John.


  “Yes, but we all know it’s just as reasonable to believe he took off. Maybe he found someone better or richer to mooch off of,” Lucien said.


  “Maybe. I’ve seen more strange things this past year than I ever had throughout my twenty-six years of service. I know they’re all related. Not sure how or if I’ll ever prove it, but it’s no coincidence your boy Jake and his weird friend are connected to all of it,” John said.


  “They’re good kids,” Lucien said.


  “Can’t vouch for Henry, but he seems like a good kid. And Jake, we all know what a sweetheart that boy is. He’s got a heart as big as the sun. So helpful. A real gift around here,” Ed said.


  “And he deserves so much better,” Lucien said.


  Suddenly, Lucien’s head felt heavy and he had a difficult time concentrating on the rest of what John and Ed were saying, but politely nodded as if he did. He kept having visions of a woman he had never met, but somehow knew her name was Mona.


  “She would have taken me back. She loved me,” Lucien blurted involuntarily.


  “Lucien, what or who are you talking about?” Ed asked. His confused look made Lucien realize his thoughts were said aloud.


  “Mona. If only she hadn’t thrown me out. None of this would have happened,” Lucien said. Oh no, T.J. has control of my tongue.


  “Is Mona your ex-wife?” asked John. He looked at his father and shrugged.


  “Are you having a stroke? Should I call 911? John can take you to the ER,” Ed said with urgency.


  Lucien might have lost control of his speech, but he still had control of his body. He stood up and shook his head. With every ounce of concentration, he squeaked out a ‘no, I’m fine,’ and then waved goodbye and walked home.


  Once alone in his bedroom, he looked into the mirror and studied his face. His wrinkles and age spots were once again visible. His body reverted back to painful arthritis while his mind was being taken over by T.J.’s ti-bon-ange. He didn’t have much time left to make things right. Jake was his only hope.


  


  



  Chapter 40


  


  A good cry later, Jessica quit feeling sorry for herself and her son. Later on in the late afternoon she drove Henry to his next appointment with Dr. Gold. His psychiatric sessions were uneventful, bordering on a complete waste of time. Had her insurance not have paid most of his four hundred dollar hour fee, she would have terminated his services within the first week. From what she had witnessed, his treatments were almost laughable, but she promised Tom she would keep an open mind to his modern therapy for the remainder of the summer.


  Dr. Gold’s technique solely involved Eye Movement Desensitization Response or EMDR. From what Jessica could ascertain, the treatment involved the doctor tapping and moving his finger while the patient listened to headphones with different recorded noises and watched flashing images.


  Jessica shuttled her son inside of Dr. Gold’s office, sat down in the waiting room, and stared much like Henry did all day long. Moira, his secretary and mother, tried making idle conversation, but Jessica would not turn her head to acknowledge the woman. She no longer cared about social etiquette, resigned to a life revolved around Henry. Self-pity came back faster than the same five pounds she kept on losing.


  “Mrs. Novak, I have something to show you.” Dr. Gold insisted as he stuck his head into the waiting room. He waved her into his office.


  She walked in slowly and saw Henry sitting and staring.


  “See this. It’s a metronome. I used it on my last patient, right before Henry’s appointment. It was sitting on the coffee table, and I was about to put it away. For no particular reason, I fiddled with it, and Henry reacted.” Dr. Gold handed her the colorful, hand-painted metronome. She used one when she was a little girl during piano lessons. They were helpful in keeping the timing of a song.


  “This is an old one. It has the ticking hand that goes side to side. They are now made much differently, without the hand,” she said.


  “I know, but I like the ticking sound this one makes and the visual stimulation of the wand or hand going side to side. Anyway, I wound it up and set it in front of Henry. His eyes watched the hand go back and forth.”


  “And the significance of this is…”


  “As of this moment, I’m moving away from EMDR and concentrating on hypnotherapy. Now watch him.” Dr. Gold increased the timing of the metronome. Henry’s eyes followed every movement of the wand and he began to sigh.


  “Did you hear that?” Jessica said.


  “Yes. That’s the first sound he’s made since we started treatment.”


  As much as Jessica detested the arrogant doctor, she couldn’t help but get excited. “Oh Doc, could this hypnotherapy actually work? I thought people used it to quit smoking or lose weight.” Her temporary surge of hope deflated as Henry quit sighing and watched the hand of the metronome.


  “I’m not sure of anything anymore. I’m wondering if he’s already hypnotized and has been since he was found back in Haiti. Maybe post-traumatic stress is a false diagnosis.”


  “Doctor, this all sounds a little bit out there. And not just him being hypnotized. A Haitian man who is an acquaintance of my son came over this morning and claimed he was possessed.”


  “Possession is just an ancient form of hypnosis. Henry’s autism makes him more susceptible than you or me. His mind is clear, not cluttered with the problems of life. Think about it. The repetitive drumbeats, the metronome…They both are used to bring one into a state of hypnosis. Your Haitian friend is really not that crazy, just centuries behind.”


  “So then try it. We’ve got plenty of time,” Jessica urged.


  The doctor wound up the metronome and allowed Henry to watch it for a minute. “Henry, you’re eyes are getting heavy like cement. Put your head back and relax. Listen to my voice.” Henry abided. “Let’s go back a couple of months, June thirteenth, the day you left your campsite. Take yourself back. You were helping your dad and sister build a public restroom. You abruptly left. Where did you go? Picture yourself walking…you’re alone.”


  Henry sat motionless with closed eyes. Dr. Gold checked his pulse. “Slow, but normal.” Turning back to Henry, he said, “You met some people. You were cut, bruised. Go back.”


  Henry’s eyes opened and he eerily stared right into the doctor’s cold brown eyes.


  Without flinching, the doctor continued asking questions related to the Haiti mission. Henry’s eyes shifted to the wall. The same empty stare returned. Several minutes passed and the breakthrough was gone.


  “Our time is now up. Don’t get discouraged. What happened here today was huge.” He turned to his mother and ordered, “Cancel all of tomorrow’s appointments and ask Dr. Resnick to come in the morning, preferably nine o’clock. Can you get Henry here by then?”


  “We’ll be here,” she promised. On the ride home back to Hayward, Jessica watched her son through the rearview mirror. Nothing. She refused to get excited about this supposed breakthrough. Henry was as catatonic as when they found him. She reported the news to Tom and Natalie over dinner.


  By ten o’clock, she led Henry to bed and brought her laptop up to her room. She was wired. Tomorrow’s appointment with Dr. Gold prompted her to research multiple articles about hypnotherapy. Like most psychiatric treatments, some doctors found it useful while others believed it to be a waste of time. Although Dr. Gold had as much warmth as the Tundra, he was considered brilliant among his colleagues. Dr. Resnick, the doctor he requested, had an even more impressive Google profile.


  On a whim, Jessica looked up Haitian loa possession. A few videos popped up in response to her search. She clicked on the first one and watched the grainy, homemade movie. A topless woman was gyrating in sync to bongo drums while frothing at the mouth. There was singing in the background, but the sound was barely audible.


  “What are you watching?” asked Tom, awakened by the volume of the computer.


  “It’s silly. Lucien came over today with Jake. I asked, he answered. Boy, did he answer. I might have over-reacted.”


  “I don’t know about that. You’re pretty level-headed. What did he do?” Tom questioned.


  “He believes that Henry is possessed. He believes that Henry was supposed to be used as a vessel for a spirit. That night in Port-au-Prince…Was Henry wearing a scarf of any kind?”


  “No. Why? Is it important?”


  “No, it’s stupid. Lucien gave Henry a bottle of some potion, and then prayed some Voodoo prayer. I flipped out. He left, and that was that. Sorry I woke you.”


  “He’s a Haitian. Everything is about their Voodoo Hoodoo. But he’s harmless, probably just wanted to help. I really think Dr. Gold is on to something big. Have some faith,” Tom said and then kissed her goodnight.


  Jessica shut down the computer and quickly drifted off to sleep.


  She ran and ran deep in the woods with a relentless wolf snapping at her heels. All she could think about was saving Henry. Up ahead was a clearing. A man sat on a tree stump with his back to her. She was afraid, but ran towards him anyway. Almost there. The man sat so still. Could it be Henry? Something was wrong. As she approached, the wolf growled between her and the man. Unafraid of getting bitten, she reached out and touched his shoulders. The wolf lunged at her throat. As the man turned around, she screamed. His eyes blinded her. They were orange as fire.


  “Honey, wake up now,” Tom whispered as he shook her shoulders. “Someone is in the house. I can hear something coming out of Henry’s room. Go get Natalie and hide.”


  She tiptoed into Natalie’s room and quietly awakened her. “Be quiet. Someone’s inside,” she whispered as her daughter slowly processed her words.


  “Jess! Natalie! Come here! It’s Henry!” Tom hollered from the other side of the hallway.


  They both joined Tom inside of Henry’s room. Henry sat on the edge of his bed, crying.


  


  



  Chapter 41


  Late Summer of 2010


  Tom stood in the doorway of his son’s room, devastated to see Henry weeping while sitting on the edge of his bed. It was the middle of the night, and Tom had awoken because he had thought there might be an intruder inside the house. He dropped his bat, relieved, and sat next to his son. Henry looked small, like a terrified little boy, despite his large frame.


  Less than a minute later, Jessica and Natalie piled inside of Henry’s small bedroom. They both shed tears of joy, witnessing a miracle. Natalie flicked on the lights, revealing Henry’s face, full of the expression he had always worn before the tragedy struck.


  “He’s back. Henry’s back. Oh thank you, Lord! Son, you have no idea how much we’ve missed you.” Tom was never one to cry, but his emotions could no longer be contained. His tears bordered on hysteria.


  Jess and Natalie joined them on Henry’s bed. They prayed and took multiple turns hugging Henry. The boy did not return any of their embraces, but was never particularly affectionate.


  An hour went by, and Henry continued to cry. Everyone patiently awaited his first words since their mission trip.


  “Nat, Jess, why don’t you two go back to bed. Jess, we’ve got a big day with Gold and his colleague, what’s-his-name. I’ll stay up with Henry. Please get some rest. We got to take shifts and watch him. No good if we’re all sleep deprived.”


  “But…” Jess protested.


  “You’ll stay up with him tomorrow night, okay?” Tom compromised.


  Reluctantly, his wife and daughter went back to bed. Tom watched Henry cry himself drier than the desert, without words, just raw, exposed pain. By dawn, the boy stopped crying and stared at the wall.


  Fearing regression, Tom searched for some neutral, harmless questions to ask. “Henry…you gotta be thirsty. Drink? Something to eat?”


  Henry readily nodded. They went downstairs into the kitchen where Tom scrambled up some eggs. Henry gulped down a quart of apple juice and two omelets, drinking and feeding himself without assistance. Tom was elated.


  “You must have been starved. I can make more,” Tom proposed. Henry shook his head. “So, can you tell me what the last thing you remember back in Haiti?”


  Henry’s dark blue eyes clouded.


  “Scratch that. Can you talk at all?” Tom asked.


  Henry whispered a ‘yes.’ Another gift from God, thought Tom.


  “Do you know who Dr. Gold is?” Tom casually questioned. Henry shook his head. “He is your doctor. And your mother has been taking you to see him the whole summer. She’s going to take you there this morning. I can hear her upstairs. Her footsteps, the shower…You know, I’m going to go with.” Tom made a few calls and rearranged his schedule.


  Jessica sat in the back seat with Henry as Tom drove to Eau Claire. Tom was anxious to meet the specialist Dr. Gold had recruited. Henry looked exhausted, but content. Tom counted seven yesses Henry had uttered since he awoken in the middle of the night. The progress revived his hope. He tried not to get too optimistic, knowing disappointment always had a way of showing up when things appeared to be going well.


  ***


  Justin Gold cleared his schedule to make way for Dr. Phillip Resnick. The doctor’s celebrity status caused Justin to gush into star-struck mania. Dr. Resnick led the field of hypnosis for decades. His long list of achievements included several bestselling books and appearances on multiple talk shows including Oprah Winfrey. He was a rock star within the psychiatric world. Henry’s odd set of circumstances were enough for the esteemed doctor to drive several hours to Eau Claire from Mayo Clinic.


  Dr. Gold believed Henry’s hypnosis was connected with his catatonia. The doctor even theorized Henry might still be hypnotized, making his case the longest case in psychiatric history. Justin burned with ambition. All he needed was one bizarre case, one unique patient, one unbelievable set of circumstances…Bang! Like striking oil within the medical field! He had all of the ingredients, including Dr. Resnick’s interest. Now all he needed was Henry to recover.


  Dr. Resnick came early, admitting he left yesterday evening and stayed in a nearby hotel, afraid of being a slave to traffic. He was anxious to review Henry’s file. This could be even bigger than I had imagined, thought Dr. Gold.


  Dr. Resnick did not have a poker face. His obvious interest in Henry grew exponentially after reading each page of Dr. Gold’s notes. “You didn’t tell me he had Asperger’s nor mention his interest in Voodoo.”


  “I think he could be a prestigious case study. Maybe Mayo would be interested?” Dr. Gold commented. Dr. Resnick agreed.


  The visiting doctor was not what Justin had expected. He was much older than he appeared on television and publication pictures. He had age spots and faded brown eyes, shaggy white hair in dire need of a haircut. He dressed down in khakis and a button-down plaid shirt, whereas Justin looked the polar opposite, young, handsome, donning a custom-made black suit.


  Dr. Resnick’s achievements overshadowed his casual appearance. Dr. Gold, usually self-confident, was nervous. The pressure was turned up. Henry had to progress or else he would look like a fool for wasting the famous doctor’s time.


  Justin lied about his relationship with Resnick to Jessica Novak. He claimed the venerated doctor was a colleague, but really was a stranger. Justin sensed she disliked him and was getting ready to pull the plug on his sessions with Henry. He doubted she ever heard of Resnick, but predicted the protective mother would run to the Internet and check out the man’s credentials. Through Resnick’s fame, Justin’s association might elevate his own status within her eyes. He needed her commitment to keep Henry in his therapy sessions.


  Jessica arrived five minutes early as she always did, this time bringing her husband along. Dr. Gold had only met him once the day of their initial visit. The usual skepticism on Jessica’s face was gone. Could there be more developments since yesterday?


  Dr. Gold led Dr. Resnick into the waiting room and cordially made the introductions. Tom burst with excitement as he shared last night’s happenings.


  “Henry cried throughout the whole night. We saw a stint of recognition in his eyes. He answered a few yes/no questions and even ate by himself. He’s tired, but he’s ready. Don’t know what you did yesterday, but keep on doing it.”


  “As I told your wife, Dr. Resnick is renowned for his work in hypnotherapy. He will be taking the lead in today’s session. We’ll call you back inside of the office if something new transpires,” Dr. Gold brusquely said as he and Dr. Resnick led Henry back into his office.


  “But…” Tom mumbled.


  Dr. Gold ignored him. He and Dr. Resnick agreed to examine Henry alone. The boy’s parents were too much of a distraction.


  “Henry, sit down. Dr. Resnick came all the way from Mayo Clinic to see you. Do you know where Mayo is?”


  Henry sat in the big, overstuffed chair and stared at the floor, unresponsive.


  “It’s in Minnesota. This man is the best at what he does. Trust him. We’ll bring your parents back here later on this morning,” Dr. Gold instructed. He wasn’t certain if Henry understood or reverted back to catatonia.


  Dr. Resnick approached Henry with the same metronome Dr. Gold used the day before. He wound it up and set it in front of Henry. The swaying movement of the wand instantly captivated the boy.


  Dr. Resnick probed Henry with a series of yes and no questions taken from the boy’s file. Your name is Henry? Are you fifteen? Do you live in Hayward? Were you born in October?


  At first, Henry was taciturn, absorbed with the ticking wand of the metronome. Eventually he began to nod or shake his head to some of the questions. Sometimes his answer would be wrong, but there was evidence of communication.


  “I believe you’re right. This is certainly not Post-Traumatic Stress. This boy is hypnotized. How long? Two, three months? This could be the longest case on record,” stated Dr. Resnick. He began to prod Henry with a small mallet, checking his reflexes, and then checking his pulse. “We will bring him back to his family. Do you have any pictures from Haiti?”


  Dr. Gold nodded and retrieved his laptop. He opened up the downloaded file Jessica had emailed him. Dr. Gold set the file in a slideshow mode, placing the laptop next to the metronome for Henry to view.


  “Henry, do you remember anything about your mission trip?” Dr. Resnick pried. Justin admired his blunt technique. Henry’s eyes shifted from the metronome to the computer, watching the photos of him, family, and friends taken at the campsite.


  “Yes,” Henry whispered.


  “Excellent, Henry,” Dr. Resnick praised. He smiled at Dr. Gold with his brown eyes dancing with jubilation. “Looks like you were all having fun while doing God’s work. Henry, were you having fun?”


  “Yes,” Henry said, this time at regular volume.


  “But then something happened. Again, answer me yes or no. Did something bad happen when you left your campsite?” Dr. Resnick questioned.


  “Yes,” Henry answered.


  Dr. Resnick turned to Dr. Gold and softly stated, “Things couldn’t be progressing any better. I think we can enter the next phase of questioning. Okay Henry, can you tell us where you were headed once you left your campsite?”


  Henry squirmed in his seat and fidgeted with the laptop until Dr. Gold took it away.


  “I know this is painful. Let me make this easier. Were you going to the other campsite where all of the refugees were staying?” Dr. Resnick pestered.


  “No!” Henry exclaimed.


  Both doctors shuddered, but Dr. Resnick wouldn’t let up. He continued with the uncomfortable questions. “Did you wish to watch a Voodoo ceremony?”


  “No…I wanted to…” Henry replied, and then drifted off.


  Dr. Gold intuitively thought it best to finish the session. “Dr. Resnick, I don’t think he’s ready yet.”


  “Nonsense. This is the most, if not the only, progress the boy has shown since his return,” Dr. Resnick argued. “Now Henry, please, I know this is difficult, but tell us what you wanted to do when you left your family, your mission.”


  “I wanted to find…” Henry hesitantly answered. His words turned to garble.


  “You wanted to find a church? To worship? Did you want to go to a Voodoo service? I’m confused,” Dr. Gold interrupted.


  “No more questions. I’m tired,” Henry announced.


  “Agreed. But we still need you to answer that last one, and then we’ll end our session. Again Henry, where were you headed once you left your mission?” nagged Dr. Resnick.


  Henry wrapped his arms around his legs, retreating into a fetal position. He began to cry. “It doesn’t matter!”


  “It does matter. Are you protecting someone? Why such a secret? You’re safe. You don’t need to …” Dr. Resnick cajoled.


  In a split second, Henry sprang from the chair and cupped his meaty hands around Dr. Resnick’s throat with full intent of strangling him to death.


  “Henry, stop! Help!” shrieked Dr. Gold as he pried one of Henry’s arms off of Dr. Resnick. Tom and Jessica dashed into the office. Tom yanked his son off of the old man. Dr. Gold rummaged through his desk drawer and found a pair of handcuffs he was looking for. He quickly slapped them around Henry’s wrists while Dr. Resnick caught his breath.


  “I’m fine. Just shaken up, but fine. Thank you all for getting Henry off of me. My fault. I was too aggressive in my treatment,” Dr. Resnick stated.


  Henry angrily paced on the other side of the office, wearing the cushion-lined handcuffs.


  “Please take your son home. Here is the key to the cuffs. I hate to use them, but when there is danger…” explained Dr. Gold.


  “Say no more. And Dr. Resnick, I’m the one who is sorry. He’s my son and I’m responsible for his actions,” Tom retorted. He, Jessica, and Henry left through the back entrance.


  “I’m so sorry, Dr. Resnick. This is the first bout of violence I have seen from the boy. Let me take you to the hospital at once,” Dr. Gold insisted.


  “Oh heavens, no. I’ll be fine. Not the first button I’ve pushed. I’ve got to be honest with you, that boy fascinates me. Of all of the cases I’ve treated…I can’t tell if he’s under or awake. Please allow me to sit in on another session. I want to write about you and Henry in my next book.”


  Dr. Resnick’s words were like manna from Heaven. Dr. Gold fervently accepted. The two men worked out a schedule in which Dr. Resnick was available to observe Henry’s upcoming sessions.


  


  



  Chapter 42


  


  Jake didn’t know what to make of Lucien’s increasingly strange behavior. He loved the man like a father, but thought he was unraveling.


  The crazy performance he put on for Mrs. Novak had angered Jake. Her reaction was remarkably tame considering everything she had been through. Henry’s family didn’t deserve this. All they wanted to do was help the Haitians in Jesus’ name.


  Jake blamed Lucien for their misfortune. He watched the old man give Henry an envelope after he gave them each spell books. Jake never asked either one of them about it, but suspected the old man was using Henry as messenger during his mission.


  Some good came out of the Voodoo. Lucien’s love spell brought Leah into his arms. Jake should have dismantled it, but chose to wait until the spell waned. Each day he fell deeper in love with her and feared her true feelings.


  Besides Leah, Lucien rescued him from Pete. That alone should have given the man Jake’s complete loyalty, but there had been a trade-off, a darker side. The bad outweighed the good. Every death and injury in Hayward could be traced back to Voodoo.


  Lucien obsessed over Henry’s condition, nagging Jake to keep him updated. Jake called Mrs. Novak frequently since their return from Haiti. Henry was his best friend and he felt responsible. It was he who introduced Henry to Lucien, and he who invited Henry into the world of Voodoo, and he who never mentioned the envelope to anyone.


  A week after Lucien and Jake stopped by, Mrs. Novak claimed her son experienced a breakthrough. She wanted Jake to come over without Lucien. He readily agreed to drive over Saturday afternoon after he finished helping the elderly residents of Chippewa Park.


  Lucien was Jake’s last stop. The house was filthy, not the norm. Mami’s water hadn’t been changed in days. Mold grew around the rim of the bowl. Dishes and empty food cartons cluttered every surface.


  Lucien’s hair had lightened back to shocks of white. He looked manic.


  “Hi, Lucien. Anything special today? Errands?” Jake asked as he took the garbage bag out of the plastic can and filled it with the litter strewn throughout the kitchen and dining area.


  “No. Nothing. Sit,” Lucien directed. “I don’t have much longer.”


  “What do you mean? Are you about to die?” Jake asked. The very thought of losing him filled his eyes with tears.


  “You knew my time here was near. Any day now. A month if I’m lucky. I need to warn you about my speech. If I start talking about random things, that’s the ti-bon-ange taking over. And be careful. Ed saw you grab Leah. I saw you both as well. People are talking…”


  “But…” Jake protested.


  “But nothing. Cool off! Too many reasons not to advertise your relationship. Enough said. It’s Henry I’m most worried about. Is he awake yet?” Lucien asked.


  “Uh, I’m not sure. His mom said he had a breakthrough. I’m going there once I’m finished,” Jake answered.


  Lucien’s eyes darkened and he looked away. “When was this breakthrough? Same day he drank my potion?” Lucien asked with a frantic edge that made Jake uncomfortable.


  “I don’t know. Calm down. I’ll ask, okay?”


  Lucien nodded and said, “I’m not insane. Just running out of time. Can’t sugar coat this or ease you or Jessica into it. What color are Henry’s eyes? Blue?” Jake nodded. “If you look at his eyes from the side, his profile, if I’m right about him…right about what happened in Haiti…you’ll see a glint of red or orange, maybe yellow. You’ll think it’s the lighting, but it’s him. Notice everything about him, head to toe. And I implore, don’t confront him on anything. You’re not trained yet. If he says the sky is green then you agree,” Lucien instructed.


  Jake didn’t like the sound of the word ‘yet’, but humored the old man. “Okay, I promise to be in observation mode and let you know what happens,” Jake said.


  “I wish I killed Pete. He was nothing but a mutha fucking bully. Always made me feel less than a man. Knock me around…” Lucien said, sounding distant.


  “But you did kill Pete to save me. And he never knocked you around. He knocked me around,” Jake said, confused at the sudden turn of conversation.


  “Hi, Jake. How’s Leah doing?” Lucien asked in a styro-foam voice that sent chills down Jake’s spine.


  “This must be the random gibberish you warned me about,” Jake said.


  Lucien nodded and then said, “Don’t you know who I am?” His voice sounded sing-song and his body movements didn’t match his language. Lucien grabbed an empty box of crackers and ripped it open. On the inside of the cardboard, he wrote, “Go now! U R the only one who can save him.”


  Jake bolted out of the trailer with a sense of urgency. What if he’s not crazy? What if he’s right about Henry?


  


  



  Chapter 43


  


  After a week’s worth of double sessions with Dr. Gold and Dr. Resnick, Henry’s communication improved. Still unable to hold a conversation, he could answer yes/no questions. At times he asked a question when he needed something, and every so often he’d make a comment. No signs of his memory were apparent. Per the doctors’ orders, Jessica sat with him for hours flipping through yearbooks and family photo albums helping him recall the past.


  Henry was difficult to read. His poker face gave his doctors no warning to his violent outbursts. Dr. Gold claimed Henry abhorred their methods and resented them for getting inside of his head. He believed the boy suppressed a traumatic event he didn’t want to face.


  Both doctors handcuffed Henry before each therapy session. He oddly complied, almost as if he was afraid of his own strength. Incited, Jessica tried on the padded handcuffs. She admitted they were comfortable, but wanted them off of her son.


  “We need to be safe, Mrs. Novak. Your son strangled Dr. Resnick and trashed my office a few sessions later. If you’d rather we have him committed to a psychiatric ward…” Dr. Gold threatened. “He’s technically a dangerous patient.”


  That son-of-a-bitch! She sneered, forced into allowing her son to be treated as a criminal.


  Henry served as both a laboratory rat and a stepping stone for the doctors. His unusual situation had potential to bolster their credentials. What would they call him once the book was published? Patient X? Jessica guessed. Despite her contempt, she couldn’t deny their progress. At the rate they were going, Henry might be “cured” in time for school.


  Jake frequently called with inquiries over Henry’s condition. He had not been over since she threw Lucien out of the house. Henry’s doctors suggested she socialize him with people he was once familiar with, people besides his family. Although she liked Jake, his affiliation with Lucien had turned her off. Reluctantly, she invited him over.


  Jake arrived a few minutes before noon. He seemed anxious to see Henry.


  “Hello, Mrs. Novak, Natalie. Where’s Mr. Novak? Working?” Jake asked.


  “Of course. And do we need the money,” Jess said. “Come in and have some lunch. I bought subs from Augustino’s. Henry’s playing video games,” Jess said. “Henry, Jake’s here.” She ushered him into the family room.


  Henry was entranced with the Halo game on his X-Box. Jake sat down and watched him play.


  Jessica prepared the kitchen counter with cut-up hunks of various sub sandwiches, pop, and chips. She watched the boys in the adjoining family room, grateful Jake came over.


  Jessica summoned everyone in the kitchen for lunch. They all piled up their plates and sat down at the kitchen table.


  “You must be so happy. Henry seems to have snapped out of his funk,” Jake said. “You look good, Henry.”


  “Thanks,” Henry said.


  “I’m so proud of him,” Jess said as she squeezed his shoulder. “The double long sessions are doing him some good. His doctors cost a fortune, but they’re bringing us back our boy.”


  “When exactly did he become…more social?” Jake politely asked.


  Jessica knew why he was asking. The same thought had crossed her mind as well, but it was too ludicrous of a possibility. “It was the day after you and Lucien came over.”


  “He must have really good doctors,” Jake said.


  “My mom calls them Dr. Jekyll and Dr. Hyde,” Natalie said. “Henry hates them.”


  Jess felt awkward discussing the details of Henry’s therapy with Jake. Changing the subject, she asked, “We never talked about Brittany. How was her funeral?” Jessica asked. She regretfully didn’t know about the girl until they returned from Haiti.


  “It was very sad. Half the school was there,” answered Jake.


  “The night she died, she called for Henry,” Jessica said. She looked over at Henry who didn’t seem interested in the conversation. She wondered if he even remembered her.


  “She was depressed after he dumped her. He liked her, but didn’t want to get in trouble. And she had quite a reputation,” Jake said.


  “Classy way to say she was a whore,” Natalie chimed in. “Can’t imagine why she liked you, Henry. She could have had anybody. She must have been psycho. I phone blocked her so she wouldn’t call us. She said that she was…” Natalie’s voice trailed off. Jess knew her daughter was holding something back. In fact, they all were holding something back. Secrets. She was sick of them.


  “And poor Ms. Fontana. I hear she’s still fighting for her life over at St. Mary’s. She was over here too. The same night Brittany died,” Jess said. The coincidence was too great to ignore. The police mentioned Mrs. Fontana had both Henry’s and Brittany’s addresses programmed into her car’s navigation.


  “Maybe Miss Fontana was just being nice about stopping back here. Once she dropped off his backpack, there really wasn’t a need to come back and wish you a safe trip,” Natalie speculated. Jess watched Jake fidget.


  “You know, I’ve looked everywhere for that backpack. With school about to start, he’ll need it. But I can’t seem to find it,” Jess said.


  “That sucks. You might get stuck buying a new one,” Jake said. Jess couldn’t pinpoint his mindless comment, but intuition told her to press further. She again looked at Henry. She could see a shimmer of red around his pupil. Frightened, she looked away. She looked again and nothing. She assumed the odd color was from poor lighting in the room.


  “You know, I’ve got this theory. Maybe you kids can help me out with it. I think there was something in that backpack. Something Henry didn’t want me or his dad to see. Probably not his teacher either. Something so important, his favorite teacher personally delivered it and had every intention of discussing it with me and his dad. And I bet it had to do with Brittany,” Jess said.


  “Sounds like you might be on to something,” Natalie added.


  Jessica knew she was right, but needed the kids to fill in the blanks. Too many tragedies had happened with Jake and Henry being in the eye of the storm. Her pause made Jake even more fidgety.


  “So, you think Henry is ready for school?” Jake asked.


  “I’m very ready,” Henry said with a mischievous grin. His expression was new and sort of scared her.


  “Henry, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need clearance from your doctors. And you still have some big memory gaps. I’m not sure what kinds of classes you can handle.” She looked at his eyes again. He sat next to her. A vivid orange color glittered inside of his iris. She blinked in fear. It was gone. Her imagination must have been playing tricks.


  “Mom, I handle them all,” he said, again with that peculiar expression, as if he was privy to a secret. “Jake, let’s finish Halo.”


  The boys spent the afternoon in front of the TV playing Halo and other video games. Both didn’t talk much, but enjoyed each other’s company. By 3:00 p.m. Jake stood up from the couch, ready to leave.


  “Thanks for lunch. Had a great time, Henry. It’s nice to see you getting better. I’ll come by later on this week, okay?” Henry nodded.


  “Jake, I packed up the rest of the subs for you to take home,” Jess offered.


  “Oh, you didn’t have to…”


  “They’ll just go to waste. I’m making something else for dinner, and we won’t be home tomorrow to eat them. Let me help you carry them out to your car,” Jess said.


  “Thanks, but I can manage,” Jake replied.


  “I insist,” Jess demanded. She wanted a moment alone with him. Once outside by his car, she explained herself. “Thanks for not mentioning Lucien.”


  “After what happened last week, I felt bad. I wasn’t about to bring him up. So you know, his health has taken a turn for the worst. He’s convinced he’ll die very soon,” Jake said.


  “I’m so sorry. I know how much you love him. Can I ask you if you really believe all that stuff? Voodoo? Does Henry believe in it, too?” Jess inquired.


  Jake looked down on the ground. “Like all religions, including Christianity, there’s something to it.”


  “Help me out here. Something’s obviously going on. What do you think was in that backpack?” Jess asked.


  “I don’t know,” Jake answered, clearly lying.


  “Give me something to explain all of this…horror,” Jess pleaded.


  “Okay. Did you know Brittany said she was pregnant? She claimed Henry was the father. Maybe something in the backpack suggested that? I know he didn’t want you to know about it,” Jake claimed.


  “I figured that. Whether she was or wasn’t, whether he was the father or not, there’s much more to it, isn’t there?” Jess asked.


  “I really should be going,” Jake said.


  “Did Lucien give you boys something? Was Henry some kind of errand boy? He’s from Haiti. He must have family there. Talk to me!” Jess cried.


  Jake gingerly opened his car door, set the bag of sandwiches on the passenger seat, and buckled up. Jess blocked the driver’s door before he could shut it.


  “Answer me!” she yelled.


  “Did you see his eyes?” Jake countered.


  “What do you mean?” Jess asked, fearing she already knew the answer.


  “They sparkle orange and red when you look at them from a certain angle,” Jake said.


  “That could just be the lighting. Why? What are you thinking?” she asked.


  “Your Dr. Jekyll and Dr. Hyde are not helping Henry, they’re helping something else,” Jake replied.


  “That’s just crazy. You can’t be serious,” Jess said.


  “Mrs. Novak, I think we both know I’m not crazy.” He tugged the car door until she moved out of the way and drove off.


  


  



  Chapter 44


  


  As promised, Lucien watched Jake pull into the trailer park in the late afternoon, parked his car at home, and rushed over. He sat inside of his enclosed porch, smoking and waiting. Jake entered through the screen door. The boy’s eyes lasered in on the small side table cluttered with beer empties and overflowing ashtrays.


  “Since when do you…” Jake asked.


  “It’s the ti-bon-ange. Ignore it and tell me about Henry,” Lucien said.


  “You were right. His eyes were red and glittery,” Jake replied.


  Lucien took a long drag off of the smoke and sighed. He did not relish in being right.


  “And Mrs. Novak saw it, his weird eyes. But she said it was the lighting. She said Henry’s doctors were doing a great job with him,” Jake continued.


  Lucien looked up with a hopeful expression. “She threw me out. She wants nothing to do with my sorcery.”


  “I doubt she ever will. How come your eyes don’t glow like Henry’s? You have a ti-bon-ange inside of you,” Jake asked.


  “Big difference between a soul and a soul-less demon. That’s why the eyes glow. If the djab doesn’t leave Henry’s body, it will…” he said as his voice trailed off.


  “What? Will it kill him?” Jake asked somberly.


  “Eventually, yes. But right now it needs Henry to live. And it will use Henry until it has a way to find a new host.”


  “Will it kill?” Jake inquired.


  “Yes, once it fully takes over. Djabs love to punish, torture, and kill their hosts. They don’t live with the other loas in the Cosmos. Some live here in the physical world, sometimes in landmarks like haunted buildings, nature, even animals. Most of them come from the Crossroads,” Lucien said.


  “Where’s that?” asked Jake.


  “Where the physical and spiritual worlds meet; it’s where you and I are going to send it back to,” Lucien said.


  “How?” asked Jake.


  “I don’t know yet. But have some ideas. Right now it’s sitting back, learning all about Henry before it steps in and takes over. The doctors are coaxing it out even further. The gris-gris I sprinkled is not strong enough to protect the Novaks,” Lucien warned.


  “How did the djab get inside of Henry? Can they just find an opening and enter one’s body?” Jake asked.


  “Oh no. And thank Papa Legba for that or else we’d all be possessed by them. No, someone has to voluntarily submit or in some cases involuntarily be used as a sort of a sacrifice, more like a host during a Black Mass,” Lucien explained.


  Jake rolled out question after question, piecing it all together as Lucien knew he would. It was time to unload his secrets. He owed Jake the truth and needed him more than ever to save Henry.


  “So this must have happened in Haiti,” Jake said and Lucien nodded. “Does this have to do with the envelope you gave him? Before school was out?”


  “Yes, it has everything to do with it. And you noticed. I gave it to him the same day I gave you both your spell books. I thought he could deliver the packet to my daughter,’ Lucien admitted.


  “What was in it?” Jake asked with venom.


  The old man cringed. “A condensed version of your spell book. My family already knows much of what’s in your book. I just wrote down the things I’ve taught myself through trial and error, things that will make them wealthy.”


  “And let me guess, your family didn’t really appreciate it. Much too little, way too late, right? They hate you and used Henry to deliver the message,” Jake accused.


  “I always said you were a smart boy. Yes, that’s what I believe happened and yes, it’s my fault. I understand if you hate me, but I need you and I know you love Henry and his family. We need each other,” Lucien cried. He lit another smoke and got up to get another beer.


  “Getting a beer? Get me one too,” Jake said.


  Both of them drank their beers in silence. Lucien’s sullen face turned cheery.


  “I’m glad you’re with my sister and niece. You treat her much nicer than Pete did. I wish I had shot him that night when he hurt you and Leah,” said Lucien in distinct sing-song voice.


  “T.J.? You’re Lucien’s ti-bon-ange?” Jake asked.


  “I guess so. Don’t want to be an old man, but I never got much of a chance at being a young man. Can you bring me some place?” Lucien asked in the unfamiliar voice.


  “Where?” Jake asked, confused. He stood up from his chair and approached Lucien who had become suddenly silent. Jake placed his hands on Lucien’s shoulder and gently shook him.


  “Don’t you die on me yet, Lucien, or T.J., or whoever you are!” Jake cried. He shook Lucien again. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Dig,” Lucien yelped and then fell from his chair.


  Jake took his beer and splashed it over Lucien’s face, sobbing. The old man came to and lifted up his head.


  “I really made a mess of everything, my life, my family’s life, Henry’s life, your life…” Lucien said hoarsely in his own voice.


  “T.J.? Why so secretive?” Jake demanded.


  “When he died, I saw an opportunity. He was young, healthy. Most of the ti-bon-anges I’ve taken are from old people without much life left. Rarely does a young person in Hayward die. It was just floating there in the cemetery. It was a way for me to turn back time. I didn’t want you to think I used you…” Lucien said.


  “But you did!” Jake exclaimed.


  “I’m selfish. Always have been. And don’t ever blame T.J.’s death on the Voodoo doll mishap. They weren’t made to kill anyone, just give some bad luck. T.J. was set up by your uncle. That man was true evil, but I’m no better. So sorry for all of this,” Lucien said.


  “You’re a very sick, warped old man.” Jake paused. “But what you do…it’s amazing, like a miracle. T.J. is still alive through you. I wish you were around when my mom died.”


  “Don’t ever wish that! Look at me, Jake. I’m the last person you want to look up to! Once we drive that thing out of Henry, I want you to get rid of the spell book and forget about me,” Lucien pleaded.


  “I don’t know why I’m still talking to you. You’re sneaky and a liar, but I could never forget about you. You are the dad I never had. Once we get Henry back, I’m taking your advice, no more Voodoo. I’ll start by burning that book you gave me. Then I’ll tell Leah the truth, no matter how much it will hurt when she dumps me. Let’s kick this djab’s ass back to the Crossroads!” Jake exclaimed.


  “That’s my boy! I’ve got a few preparations to make. From now on, please wear the crystal I gave you, especially around Henry. Tomorrow night’s a full moon. I’ll need your help. Come by around 2:00 a.m. Now go home before T.J. takes over my tongue.”


  ***


  Lucien knew he needed much more than a few handfuls of gris-gris to protect the Novak family against the djab. Taking out his biggest stew pot, he boiled up a concoction of camphor, Valerian, and Tuneric oil. He added caramelized Angelica root and Spanish anise. He then mixed in some lodestones and lavender. Once the potion had cooled, he thickened it up with powdered mugwort and graveyard dirt. He made gallon after gallon, a total of seven, until he ran out of some of the ingredients. He hoped he brewed enough of the potion to pour around the Novaks’ house. His mixture would be used as a protective sealant that would hinder the djab from inflicting harm.


  Lucien considered shape-shifting, but no longer trusted the Baron. With T.J. taking over his body, another loa inside of him would have been chaos.


  The walk from Lucien’s home to the Novaks’ was close to four miles. He moved slowly with the heavy load. Nonetheless, he enjoyed the warm, starry night and the sounds of the animals. It gave him time to think. T.J.’s presence would interrupt him off and on. He had feared the ti-bon-ange might alter his plans, but he had grown accustomed to the other voice inside his head. He wished he knew T.J. better when he was alive. Although Lucien felt his arthritis return, T.J.’s youth kept most of it at bay, making the long hike bearable.


  Lucien took the side streets when he could, reaching Lake Hayward with headlights to hide from. He trooped onto the service road wrapped around the lake, thankful for wearing dark clothes. The lake access road had more traffic, probably vacationers enjoying the last days of summer. He sought refuge behind trees, bushes, cars, and anything he could find. By 1:30 a.m. he reached Henry’s lakehouse.


  Lucien dropped his duffel bag and lit two candles, one scented with Dragon’s Blood and one scented with Patchouli for an aroma of protection. He then poured his home brew around the house. With only seven gallons of the concoction, he had to use the potion sparingly. The parcel of land was bigger than he had figured. Once finished he was surprised to have almost a full jug of the potion left. If only he could douse the whole town with it. A good storm would wash away all of his efforts. He prayed the weather would stay dry for a couple of days.


  Lucien took the full jug and went back to parts of the house’s perimeter he had skimped on.


  The sounds of jumping fish and buzzing insects rattled him. He was anxious to leave before the Novaks or their neighbors spotted him on their property. On the side of the house where Lucien began his circle, he squatted down and packed up his duffel bag. He felt eyes upon him and looked up. Two red dots glowed through a slat of blinds from the second storey window. The red dots vanished and then reappeared from the side window on the main floor. Lucien’s heart pounded. It was the djab inside of Henry and it wanted something.


  T.J.’s thoughts interfered with his own, but the ti-bon-ange was well aware of the threat. “Take him out! Just like Pete!” T.J. egged on from inside of his brain.


  Lucien appreciated the vote of confidence. He and T.J. were becoming symbiotic with each other as they both shared Lucien’s body.


  The red dots faded out, and then the front door opened. Henry’s body exited the house with his eyes iridescent red.


  Lucien stood as still as a statue with his duffel bag in his hand as Henry beckoned. He saw Henry’s features from the moonlight. The boy wore a wicked jeer on his face. Lucien looked down and realized he was standing a few steps outside of the circle. He quickly stepped back in. “What do you want?”


  Henry hummed a familiar hit song from the ‘90’s then sang the lyrics. “And I’m here to remind you of the mess you left when you went away…”


  “Take me. Leave the boy and his family alone,” Lucien proposed.


  “It’s not fair to deny me of the cross I bear that you gave to me…” Henry continued to sing. His eyes blazed with the colors of fire.


  “We could end this right now. You could torture me and then kill me,” Lucien begged.


  Henry kept on singing without missing a beat. “…and I’m not gonna fade as soon as you close your eyes and you know it. Every time I scratch my nails down…”


  “Who sent you? Giselle?” Lucien cried.


  Henry stopped singing and lunged at Lucien. His hands stopped only centimeters away from Lucien’s neck as if an invisible wall insulated him from harm. Henry swung and kicked, but could not make contact. The circle worked.


  “That won’t last. Rain is all it takes,” Henry laughed. “And by the way, I’m here because of Giselle. Pierre, Jacques, and Christine were also there. They appreciate daddy’s secrets. Will surely make them lots of money. How nice it was for you to share. Would have come in handy when they were little and their mothers had to put them in group homes, but better late than never. Did you know Giselle turned tricks to keep what was left of the family going once you left? And Jacques? Jail. Manslaughter. You want to know about your other children? Do you even remember their names?”


  “No more! I beg you!” Lucien cried.


  “They were visited by the Baron many decades ago. He came to collect on a deal you made. Apparently you didn’t just leave them poor, but traded away their souls.” Henry cackled. “You’re more demonic than I!”


  “Henry, if you can hear me, hold on a little bit longer. We’ll save you,” Lucien said.


  Henry’s eyes briefly stopped glowing. “I don’t know if I can…” Henry’s voice faded.


  “Yes, you can and you will. Trust us, Henry,” Lucien implored.


  “He will be mine!” the djab inside of Henry yelled. His voice deepened while his eyes brightened to a burnt orange. “To a new day, bon ami!” Henry turned away and almost floated back inside of his house.


  Lucien took the jugs and shook the remaining drops all over his body. It was a long way home and once out of the circle he was fair game. His heart weighed like a boulder. My own children did this to Henry, an innocent boy. Oh Papa Legba, Damballah, forgive me. I had no idea about the suffering that I caused. Their souls are filled with hate, belonging to the Baron because of me. Please give them mercy. His past had caught up to him, as he feared it would.


  


  



  Chapter 45


  


  Rio retreated to his room after he thought he killed Candy Fontana. His parents didn’t notice the gym bag he carried or Brittany’s much-to-small clothes he wore as he walked into the house. He stuffed the bag of potential evidence in the back of his closet. It smelled more like cleaning supplies than blood. He planned on burning everything once he had the house to himself.


  Feelings of guilt, shame, and misery were replaced with fear and paranoia of getting caught. Rio was certain Ms. Fontana was dead. After scrubbing down all of the evidence, he kept telling himself there was nothing to worry about. The only foreseeable problem he could think of was a potential witness remembering his car parked in Brittany’s driveway.


  An hour later deep in thought, Rio’s mother startled him when she knocked on his door. “Dinner, Honey. Chicken enchiladas.”


  Rio came to the table ravenous and gorged as if it was his last meal. It’s almost over.


  Around 2:00 a.m. Bart called. The phone call woke him up. Rio could hear excitement in his friend’s voice. “You’ll never believe what’s on the news. Turn on channel twelve.”


  Oh Bart, if you only knew… “Hold on,” Rio answered as he turned on the TV.


  “They’re all at Brittany’s house-the media, the police. So far, they’ve said Brittany was dead and Ms. Fontana is in intensive care!” Bart recapped.


  Oh shit! She was supposed to be dead! Rio asked, “What? How? When?”


  “Don’t know. Birttany’s mom came home and reported this an hour or two ago. Found them in the kitchen. The police aren’t saying too much.”


  “Maybe they don’t know too much,” Rio said and secretly hoped.


  “Wonder if they knew she was pregnant?” Bart proposed.


  “With Henry’s baby, not mine!” exclaimed Rio.


  “Chill out, man. Hey, maybe that’s who did this. That sick fuck Henry. He couldn’t stand her anymore,” Bart said.


  Very interesting theory, Bart. “Why do you think Fontana was there?”


  “Don’t have an answer for that one. It’s weird. Like she’s… what do they call them, oh…an innocent bystander.”


  Bart’s pretty smart, but only half right. “So Brittany was the victim?” Rio asked.


  “Oh yeah.”


  “And she was murdered?” Rio asked.


  “Well, I’m only assuming, but the police didn’t say. What a tragedy! She was smoking hot babe and smart too. Her mom must be a basket case. I hope they get the bastard who did this,” Bart said.


  “Yeah, and he spends the rest of his life in prison getting fucked in the ass!” Rio added, feigning outrage. “Thanks for telling me. Gonna watch the news and fall back asleep.”


  ***


  A few days after Brittany was found dead, Rio learned his teacher had survived, struggling for dear life in a coma. The coroner’s ruling was inconclusive, declaring Brittany’s death a possible suicide or homicide. They hadn’t had any information.


  Rio and hundreds of others from Freemont High School attended her three day funeral. He faked plenty of tears, pretending to be devastated. He also participated in the student candlelight vigil held outside of St. Mary’s Hospital. Thoughts of finishing what he started on Candy Fontana tempted him, but mass hospital security was too much of a determent. He resigned himself to the clinging hope of her dying. He would even be happy if she never woke up. She could have only seen him for a second. He remembered her cry, ‘Rio, is that you?’ after he stabbed her in the back.


  Brittany’s gym bag sat in the back of his closet for the whole summer. His parents barely worked through June and July. Instead, they enjoyed their boats and jet skis.


  Rio’s doctor declared his shoulder was healed and he could play football. His parents sent him away to Greenbay for football camp. The bag that still sat in his closet put him on edge. Nightmares of his parents or the police finding it plagued him for weeks.


  Once home, he waited for his parents to continue where they left off with their busy lives and expanding casino business. A week before the new school year, his mom and dad finally went back to running the family business. Preferring to burn the bag and its contents at night, he took the first opportunity that came along. He planned on torching it all in his outdoor stone fireplace.


  The fireplace sat on the slate and brick patio extended off of the walkout basement. Rio tried to jam the large bag into the fireplace’s opening, but it was much too big. Instead, he gradually burned the incriminating items down in smaller increments. Not wanting his neighbors to see him burning towels and clothes in the morning, Rio took some stacks of newspaper from the recycle bin as a means of concealing the items. Each towel and article of clothing was inserted in the folds of a newspaper section.


  Rio placed a couple of split logs stacked neatly next to the fireplace on the grate and started a fire. He slid in the first fold which held a large bloody towel used to mop up Brittany’s floor. It burned down slower than the paper and left a faint scorched smell that bothered him. A gentle breeze helped dilute the scent. He repeated the process several times until he almost finished.


  A couple of hours elapsed. Rio had a few more things to burn. He shoved them inside of the hearth. No longer apprehensive, he kicked back on the chaise lounge with a Coke and bag of Doritos and watched the flames erase his sins.


  While the fire died down, he put the unused newspapers back in the recycle bin. His parents pulled up on the driveway and got out of the car with a couple of sacks of take-out. What are they doing here?


  “Hi Honey. We got your brother to handle everything at the new casino. We wanted to take the boat out one more time before school started. Tried to call, but you didn’t pick up. We brought you a couple of burgers anyway. You hungry?” said Sue.


  “Yeah. Thanks Mom. I was outside. Didn’t hear the phone,” Rio said.


  “We figured as much. Here. Take these inside,” said Alonzo.


  They went straight to the kitchen. Rio casually glanced out of the great room’s windows. He saw puffs of smoke wafting through the air. His mother noticed it too.


  “Something burning?” she asked. “Where’s the smoke coming from?”


  “It’s okay. I made myself a fire this morning while I sat outside and got some sun. I wanted the atmosphere,” Rio stammered.


  “You know better than that. We don’t want you to use the fireplace when we’re not home. And it’s close to ninety degrees. Why would you want the extra heat?” Sue suspiciously questioned. “I’ll go hose it down. Don’t want it burning without anyone out there.”


  In desperation Rio suggested, “Mom, let me hose it down. I’m the one who started it. Please eat your lunch before it gets cold.”


  “Oh no. I’d rather do it myself,” she answered.


  Rio’s stomach dropped. He tried reassuring himself everything was consumed in the fire.


  “Sit down and eat already. You said you were hungry. She’ll be up in a second,” said Alonzo as he set out some plates and sodas to go with their lunch.


  Rio gave up trying to control the situation. He slowly peeled back the foil of his burger. Each bite of the sandwich tasted like metal while he waited for his mother’s return. What is taking her so long? He heard her footsteps climb up the basement stairs.


  Holding a singed, wet, bloody towel and partial sole of an Adidas sneaker, she stated, “We need to talk.”


  “I can explain,” Rio said as he dropped his burger onto the floor.


  “What’s that?” asked Alonzo.


  “Something Rio wanted to be gone. Explains the sudden impulse to start a fire. Go ahead, Rio. We’re waiting. Explain,” said Sue as she handed Alonzo the burnt items.


  Rio scrambled every crevice in his brain to come up with a plausible explanation. Had there been no blood stain on the towel it would have been easier to lie. “Well…I was trying to cook something on the open flames…” he blurted, almost believing himself. The look in his parents’ eyes said different.


  “Cooking with a shoe? Tell us the truth right now or I swear I’ll call the police and ask them,” threatened his father.


  “Okay, but it’s bad, very bad. I was at Brittany Bonaducci’s the night she died. She had posted some things on Facebook that got me angry…I wish I never went. Anyway, I walked in on her. The door was open. She was in the middle of trying to kill herself. That’s why the coroner can’t determine the cause of death. She stabbed herself with a knife. I tried to talk her out of it and even tried to call the police, but she kept on slicing herself…It was awful. She cut me when I reached for the phone. Look. There’s still a line from the scar. Just after she dropped her chest down on the blade, Ms. Fontana walked inside. The door was still open. I’m standing with my hand bleeding, thinking how bad this all looks. Ms. Fontana sees me and tries to kill me, I swear. It was self-defense…” Rio said.


  “Bullshit! I’m calling the po…” yelled Alonzo.


  “Okay, that part isn’t quite true. Let me back up. I heard Ms. Fontana in the hallway calling out Brittany’s name. And you know I’ve had problems with that teacher before. She’d never believe me. She’d think the worst that I killed Brittany, so I waited for her to walk into the kitchen. From behind, I grabbed the same knife Brittany stuck into herself. I stabbed Ms. Fontana in the back. You happy now? That’s the fucking truth. She sunk to the floor and called out my name. I’ll never forget the sound of her voice for as long as I live. I panicked some more, and then took a glass pitcher sitting on the counter and bashed her skull with it. I stayed for an hour or so and cleaned everything up. The towels, my clothes, her clothes that I took from her room and wore home, all of it was in the bag. That’s why I wanted to burn it.”


  Sue moved to the adjoining family room and sat with her back to Rio and his father. He could hear her sobs. His dad didn’t budge. Oh no, he’s gonna bitch.


  “What kind of son are you? You left them both to die? Do you want to rot in Hell? I can’t believe what a fucking….” Alonzo yelled.


  Rio drowned it all out, waiting until his rant was over. “I was terrified. I thought I’d get blamed. Oh Mom, please look at me,” Rio begged.


  “What’s to look at? You’re a monster. Have you no conscience?” His mother continued to whimper. She probably thinks I killed Brittany. His mother withdrew, but his dad who remained surprisingly tacit appeared to be devising a plan. He sat holding the towel and rubber sole. His eyes scanned every inch of the great room. Rio sensed he was close to finding a solution to the mess, and being the hard-ass he was, the solution might be jail.


  “Sue, please sit with us. I know you’re angry, but we’ve got to discuss this,” Alonzo said. His mother slinked back to the kitchen table refusing eye contact with Rio. “You really fucked up this time. Don’t know if your mother or I will ever get over this, but you’re our son. The way I see it, nobody knows you were there. Maybe Fontana can I.D. you, maybe she can’t. She’s in a coma, so even when she wakes up…the drugs, the shock of it all…this might blow over. Where’s the knife?” Alonzo asked.


  “I washed it and put it back with the other knives in the kitchen drawer,” Rio answered.


  “Smart. Let me finish what you started.” His father lit the towel with the gas stove and let it burn out in the sink. He then cut the rubber sole into several tiny pieces and dumped them down the garbage disposal. “No sense in ruining your life over some slut. Sue, what do you say? Your son needs your support.”


  Rio was in shock. Up until this very moment it had always been his mother who covered for him, who was easily manipulated, who was the forgiving parent. But now, in his hour of need, it was his father who was helping him destroy evidence. He had been so wrong about the man.


  “I don’t know, Alonzo. Maybe we should get a lawyer and Rio could go to the police. He’s a minor. Make some kind of restitution towards that poor teacher. What if she wakes up and remembers?” his mother debated.


  “This is your son’s life. They can try him in a court of law as an adult for attempted murder and if she dies, then the charge will be upgraded to murder,” Alonzo argued.


  “Well, maybe we could move away,” Sue suggested.


  “That’s way too suspicious. Listen, if the teacher does remember, then you’re right. We’ll get the best lawyer money can buy. But it might not get to that point,” Alonzo said.


  His mother nodded, clearly uncomfortable with his confession. The tension in the room fell over his head like a black cloud. Although grateful for his dad’s defense, there would be no lawyer. Vague beginnings of a backup plan monopolized his thoughts.


  


  



  Chapter 46


  


  Jessica watched Jake drive off. His comments filled her with so many emotions; she didn’t know how to feel. Preferring to ban the boy from her house forever, she could not afford to be hasty. She needed him, that much was certain, but she wasn’t sure what for.


  Did you see his eyes? echoed inside her head. Absurd. But she saw them too. Red. Delving deep into the logical side of her brain, she came up short. She had to admit the new, wide-awake Henry was different in other ways besides his eyes.


  Henry had always been quiet or bursting with dialogue, particularly about subjects of interest. Jessica could count all of his expressions on one hand. Now he used eye contact when he spoke. He attacked his doctors. That’s not my kid, she thought.


  Tom was quick to remind her about the skirmishes he had in junior high and then last school year’s fight in math class. Maybe Tom was right. Maybe Henry’s short temper was escalating as he matured.


  Tom came home late as he did during the whole month of August. He had a big construction contract at a nearby elementary school. With the first day of school approaching, pressure mounted. He worked fourteen to sixteen hour days to make the completion deadline. He came home exhausted, not wanting conversation. Jessica put off telling him about Jake’s visit. She’d wait until he had a good night’s rest. The next morning she broached the subject as they dressed for church.


  “So what you’re telling me is that our son is demonically possessed. All because his eyes sparkled in a certain light?” Tom asked as he fastened his belt.


  “When you phrase it like that it makes me sound like a whacko.” Jess was sorry she told him.


  “Listen, I know I’m barely home and all of this has fallen upon your shoulders…” Tom patronized.


  “Not like we have a choice. Our insurance has limits. His doctors’ fees are astronomical,” Jess interrupted.


  “That’s not the point. It’s very stressful. You might need a break. Why don’t we call my parents. Maybe Jake shouldn’t come over any more,” Tom said.


  “You are so condescending!” Jess went into her walk-in closet looking for a pair of shoes to match her floral dress. “And Jake was a great idea! Henry loved the company!”


  “No need to get hysterical. But Jake, from what you’ve told me, has some weird notions, no doubt fuelled by Lucien. I’m just saying he could be triggering you to…” Tom hesitated.


  “To what? Snap? Go cuckoo?” Jess took her shoe and whipped it at Tom. Realizing she had lost control, she sat down and cried. “I’m sorry. Don’t worry about me. I can be Dr. Jekyll’s and Dr. Hyde’s next customer.”


  “It’s okay. Life sucks right now. We’ll get through it. God will see to that.” Tom sat next to her and held her.


  “Now I’ve got to put my makeup on again.” Jessica took a Kleenex and wiped her tears. “As for Jake, I know he knows something we don’t. Give me a chance to get to the bottom of this.”


  “What could he know? It’s not like he went to Haiti with us,” Tom said.


  “For starters, he told me Brittany said she was pregnant with Henry’s baby. And then there’s the mysterious backpack Candy Fontana dropped off and I can’t find. She said she was coming back. Why?”


  Tom shrugged his shoulders with a look of concern. “I had no idea about Brittany. Was it true?”


  “Don’t know. You have no idea about a lot of things. If you don’t mind watching Henry, I’m going to visit Candy at the hospital after church,” Jess said.


  “What good will that do? She’s in a coma,” Tom said.


  “I know. But I’m going anyway,” Jess said.


  ***


  Once inside the church, the strides Henry made had vanished. He instantly reverted back to a state of catatonia. Jess checked his eyes countless times, the same grayish blue at every angle. Afterward, church members tracked them down in the lobby to say their hellos and offer their prayers. Jess and Tom wished Henry showed some of his progress, but he became more withdrawn, hiding behind her and looking down at the wooden floor.


  As they headed for their car, Jess whispered, “What happened?”


  “Mom, he was scared. Too many people. Right Henry?” Natalie asked as she looked at him.


  “Yes. Don’t remember any one,” Henry said.


  “Of course. It’s intimidating. It’s going to be the same way at school. Maybe you shouldn’t go back next week. Wait another month and see how things go,” Tom said as they drove home.


  “I want to go to school,” Henry argued.


  “Well see, okay? See what your doctors say. You’re seeing them tomorrow, right?” Tom asked.


  “He’s got an appointment. I won’t be home until late afternoon.” Jess answered for Henry.


  Tom was driving much too fast. Jess assumed it was the Greenbay Packers pre-game that was causing him to ignore the speed limit and safety of his family. She knew he looked forward all week to relaxing in the lazy boy, eating appetizers, and watching football. A twinge of guilt prickled her, and she was mad at herself for acknowledging it.


  “You mind watching Henry for a couple of hours?” she asked.


  “Still going to sit with that comatosed teacher? Go ahead. Maybe she’ll wake up,” he snidely remarked.


  Tom was right. Seeing the teacher was almost ensuring a waste of time, but curiosity compelled her to go anyway. Jessica changed into more casual clothes of shorts and a t-shirt and headed to St. Mary’s Hospital on the other side of town.


  The hospital was immense, a combination of multiple wings gradually added over the years after the original was built three decades ago. Not knowing where Candy’s room was, Jess parked in the main parking lot. She entered the remodeled lobby that gleamed of marble and shone of glass. Tom had remodeled it last year. She admired her husband’s work as she followed the signs to the gift shop. She picked out a large bouquet of carnations and headed to the information desk.


  “Hi. I’m here to see Candy Fontana. Can you direct me to her room?” Jess asked.


  The receptionist was young and pretty and looked disconcerted. “Oh…well…she’s currently on the fourth floor. You need to use that elevator over there, not the elevator bank, and then you will be escorted to her room. You need to sign in and I’ll also need a copy of your driver’s license.”


  The precautions made Jessica remember Candy was a victim with an attacker on the loose. Security was necessary.


  Once she finished the proper paperwork, she ascended to the fourth floor in the single small elevator by the information desk. As the doors opened, she was greeted by a uniformed policeman.


  “Hello, Mrs. Novak,” he said.


  “You know my name?” she asked, paranoid.


  “The receptionist from downstairs just radioed me. I’m Officer John Carillo. Afraid I’m going to have to search your purse and sift through the flowers you bought. I need you to empty your pockets too. It’s procedure,” he said. Jess obliged. “Are you by chance Henry Novak’s mom?”


  “Ah, yes. Ms. Fontana was his favorite teacher. I’m here to pray for her and give her some flowers,” answered Jess.


  “She was a lot of the students’ favorite teacher. I know about your son. So sorry. Detective Bastian was the one who went to your house after you came back from Haiti. Do you remember him? He’s here, perched outside of Candy’s door,” said Officer Carillo.


  “Yes, of course. That was an awful day,” Jess said. She felt as if she was being interrogated as she stood in the hallway.


  “How is your son? I heard he was attacked during your mission. Again, I’m so sorry. I heard he has some terrible problems because of it,” said the officer.


  Jess’s paranoia was not paranoia. He was definitely fishing. She began to doubt if she would be escorted into Candy’s room. Maybe I should leave. Maybe I should get a lawyer. She politely updated him. “Yes, Haiti was not what we hoped for. But thanks to God, we got our son back and he’s getting better.”


  “I’m being rude. You came to visit Candy, not talk about your tragic summer. Forgive me. You know she’s out of her coma, right?” asked Officer Carillo.


  “What? No. When?” Jess asked, flabbergasted.


  “Only a handful of people know about it. It happened four or five days ago. She can barely talk and has a lot of memory loss. We are trying to keep this hush-hush for as long as we can. Who knows if the person who did this to her will try again.” The officer walked her down the long corridor while he talked.


  “Of course. Is this why there’s all the security?” Jess asked.


  “Actually it was set up like it is now during the whole summer. When the media gets a hold of the story we’ll take more precautions. Her room is right down there, where Detective Bastian is sitting. So you know, Candy is heavily drugged and sleepy. If she’s awake, she’ll try to talk to you. Lately, she hasn’t had too many visitors. Go ahead,” said the cop as he motioned for her to walk the rest of the way by herself.


  Jess saw the detective and said hello. He was wearing a cheap suit, probably the same one he wore when he came by to inquire about her address being programmed in Candy’s car. He was preoccupied with a magazine as he sat in front of the closed door. Jess said hello, and he let her in. She was thankful he wasn’t chatty like Officer Carillo.


  Jess entered the one-person suite and saw Candy sleeping. There were tubes coming out of her mouth and arms, connected to multiple blinking machines. Parts of her head were shaved, exposing deep wounds stitched up with black medical thread.


  Jess looked at this once beautiful woman with pity. A terrifying thought emerged. Could Henry have done this? Flooded with relief, she recalled missing the teacher’s visit by only a matter of minutes. Henry couldn’t have done it; he was home. What kind of mother am I for even thinking my son could have been responsible for such a thing?


  Shrugging off her shame, she found an empty vase and went into the bathroom to fill it with water. She set the vase on a loaded dresser topped with Get Well cards and arranged the bouquet. She then sat down in a chair by the room’s only window and watched Candy sleep. She wasn’t leaving until the woman woke up.


  Almost an hour went by. Candy’s large brown eyes fluttered. She looked startled to see Jess staring at her.


  “Don’t be scared. It’s Jessica, Jessica Novak, Henry’s mom. Sorry to show up like this. I see you’re struggling, but I’ve got some questions that can’t wait. Henry’s not… well.”


  “Hhhhhi,” Candy breathlessly mumbled.


  “I know you stopped by, before we left for Haiti. I don’t want to upset you or stress you out. But my kids said you were going to come back,” Jess said.


  “Bbbk.” Candy choked.


  Jessica felt like a real heel. The poor woman had been to Hell and back and here she was barging into her room only days after she came out of a coma.


  Candy caught her breath and moaned, “Paaac.”


  “Huh? Did you say backpack?”


  Candy groggily nodded.


  “Yes, that’s right. You dropped it off on the last day of school. What was in it?” Jess persisted.


  Candy lifted her stickly arm and pointed to the Bible on the nightstand.


  “The Bible?”


  Candy shook her head. “Bbbbb…”


  “Book? He had a book?”


  Candy nodded and softly said, “Voodoo.”


  “A Voodoo book? Like a research book from the library?” Jess inquired.


  Candy shook her head and violently hacked. The monitor bleeped in a deathly medley. A team of nurses and a doctor stormed into the room and told her to leave.


  When asked what happened, Jessica remained vague. Her protective motherly instincts kept her quiet. She feared their interest in her son would continue.


  The term ‘Voodoo book’ rang through her mind the rest of the afternoon. Tom appeared to be indifferent.


  “We were going to Haiti. Doesn’t surprise me he wanted to read about Voodoo. Maybe the book or books were missing from the library. It’s a miracle she was even awake,” he said with eyes never leaving the TV screen. Henry was alone and unwatched in the basement watching TV.


  Early evening Jake called, asking to come over the next day. She invited him over for dinner after Henry’s therapy session intending to corner the boy with more questions.


  


  



  Chapter 47


  


  Sunday night dragged into the beginning of Monday morning. Jake stared at the digital clock in Leah’s bedroom, waiting for the right time to slip out. He had been sneaking into her bedroom on her nights off from work. She didn’t want Rhianna to be confused.


  The red glowing numbers of the clock reminded him of Henry’s eyes. Once they hit 1:50 a.m., it was time to leave. He stroked Leah’s hair while she slept, dreading the moment when he had to tell her the truth.


  He crept back to his room and dressed in a black t-shirt and sweats per Lucien’s instructions. He wore the crystal necklace Lucien had given him, and a simple gold crucifix that once belonged to his mother. He was not formally brought up in the Christian faith, but was baptized and believed there was a God and His name was not Bondeye.


  When Jake arrived at Lucien’s trailer, the lights were off, but the old man was wide awake. Jake could see the glow of a cigarette cherry through the front porch screens.


  Lucien wore a black tunic with a red outline of a coffin and black pants. His hair was banded in a ponytail and tucked inside of his shirt. Several rings drew attention to his hands. He was dressed to kill, or in this case, dressed to raise the dead.


  “Hey. You look…nice. I thought we were going to the cemetery?” Jake asked.


  “Back in Haiti, my brethren and I would wear these kinds of things when we performed a dessounin. It’s a very complex death ritual. Tonight we will do something a little different. A reversal of sorts,” Lucien announced. “It’s a formal affair. Are you wearing the crystal I gave you?” Jake nodded and pulled it out from his shirt. “Good. Let me give you two of my rings, one for each hand. Here. See if these fit. They ward off loas.”


  Lucien handed Jake the two most ornate of the five he was wearing. They were heavy, encrusted in stones Jake didn’t recognize. They fit his index fingers perfectly.


  “They’re both made with rubies and diamonds and set in gold. They belonged to an ancestor of mine, Plato the Wizard, and they’re very powerful guards. Once I became a bokor for my Bizango brethren, my uncle gave them to me. They’re very valuable, museum valuable. I know you’re only here to save Henry and will soon be washing your hands of Voodoo, so to speak. But don’t sell these off to some slummy pawn shop. When I’m dead I want you to also take the ones I’m wearing as well. Try an auction house like Sotheby’s or Christie’s, or a museum, wherever you can get the most money. You’ll have a bright future without the Voodoo. I should have quit my sorcery and sold off my family heirlooms years ago, taken care of my family... But my fate is sealed and this is all that I know.”


  “Thank you. That’s very generous. And I will sell them as part of a fancy collection. So where are we going?” Jake asked.


  “The cemetery. But first, we need to cleanse ourselves. Come inside and take off your rings for a moment.” Lucien led him to the kitchen which was solely illuminated by a night light.


  Jake’s eyes adjusted. The sink was filled with water. The counter was cleared, leaving only a few knives and rags laid out next to the sink.


  “What we are about to do can be…let’s just say we are taking every safeguard known to Voodoo. Now roll up your arms and wash them good.” Lucien lightly cut Jake’s forearms and let the blood drizzle into the water. He rubbed an herbal mixture in the new scratches then wrapped them with clean rags. He repeated the process to his own arms and then picked up Mami and put her around his neck.


  “So why bring her with us?” Jake asked.


  “Mami represents Damballah, also known as Li Grande Zombi. This loa’s power is needed for guidance. And she might serve other purposes,” Lucien answered. “I’ve packed up everything we need. Please carry the duffel bag for me.”


  Jake picked up the five foot long, heavy canvas bag and groaned. “What’s in this? It must weigh at least fifty pounds.”


  “You’ll see. That’s why you’re carrying it. I got Mami. We’ll pick up the rest of what we need on the way to the cemetery,” Lucien said with a smile.


  “Maybe I should get my car,” Jake proposed.


  “Oh no. We don’t want to alarm the new caretaker. We must walk.”


  They passed Esther’s trailer and picked up the two shovels leaning against her shed.


  “So we’ll be doing some digging?” Jake asked.


  “Yes. You see we will lose if we fight the djab alone. It’s much stronger than all of us put together. If we did get it to exit out of Henry, it would kill him and repossess us in the process. T.J. and I have been talking,” Lucien said.


  “That must be some weird conversation,” Jake commented.


  “It’s different alright. I’m talking to someone inside of my head. But surprisingly we’ve become friends. He wants his body back so he can ascend, rest in peace. We need a decoy of sorts…Someone the djab can possess…A win, win situation for all of us if this works,” Lucien said.


  “And you trust T.J.’s ti-bon-ange?” Jake asked.


  “Ah, Jake, always thinking. Remember, I am a bokor. Resurrection is my specialty. But T.J. does have access to my thoughts. Things can go wrong if he doesn’t obey my commands. That has never happened before,” Lucien said.


  Within fifteen minutes they were inside of the cemetery. T.J.’s grave was on the far side from where they entered. They passed Jake’s mother’s headstone and he paused to look at it.


  As if Lucien could read his mind, he said, “She’s gone. Even if I could, it wouldn’t be the woman you knew.”


  “What if you were around when she died?” Jake asked.


  “Like T.J.? Even T.J. isn’t T.J. You have to let go of death or it will take over your life. Look at me. I’ve been under death’s thumb for half of my life. And I’m still going to die under someone else’s terms. When people die, don’t look back. And remember them as they were, not what you’re about to see.”


  The cemetery was silent as was the night. Not even an owl hoot or an insect buzz would interrupt the stillness. Once they reached T.J.’s tomb, Jake set the bag down and took a short rest.


  “This is going to be tricky. Last chance to run away.” Jake shook his head. “Good. Because I can’t do this without you. In Haiti I’d have two or three helpers. Tonight it’s just us. Shall we start digging?”


  Both men dug in front of T.J.’s headstone. Jake shoveled at least three more shovels full of dirt to Lucien’s one. Soon the hole was deep enough to hit the top of the casket.


  “I brought a step ladder. We should get the bag in here before the hole gets too deep,” Lucien said as he placed the enormous gym bag inside of the pit with them. Both dug without words around the coffin until they had some floor space to stand. Lucien pulled out the ladder, cigarettes, and a six pack of warm Miller Lite. The compact step ladder extended four feet, high enough for them to easily climb out of the hole.


  “Now what?” Jake questioned.


  “I’m so close to T.J.’s body. Our thoughts are connected. I need a smoke and a beer. You want one?” Lucien asked.


  “It’s warm, but I’m dying of thirst,” Jake answered.


  Their one beer each turned into the whole six pack. Both men felt slightly buzzed. Mami was wide awake and let loose in the deep hole to slither around.


  “The beers will give us false courage. Let me get my crowbar. Here it is,” Lucien said as he pulled the tool and a flashlight out of the bag. He beamed light around the coffin to find the lip of the top door. Using the crowbar as leverage, he walked around the coffin and broke the airtight seal.


  “Before we lift this up, we both will need these.” Lucien took out four nose plugs from his pockets and handed two of them to Jake. “Stuff up. It’s going to smell rancid. And here. Take a couple of these lined handkerchiefs and make a mask around your mouth.”


  Jake followed his directions, barely able to breathe.


  “Let’s lift this up on the count of three. One, two, three…” Lucien said.


  They both used all of their strength and grunted. The door’s suction gave way and opened. The rotten odor caused Jake’s eyes burn and tear. He looked inside of the coffin and saw T.J.’s corpse. Large patches of flesh still remained on his face and hands. Tiny bugs sluggishly moved around his neck.


  “Maggots,” Lucien said. “Not too bad compared to some of the other coffins I’ve opened.” He rummaged through his bag until he found a bottle of rum.


  Jake’s heart pounded and he was saturated with sweat. Adrenaline instantly sobered him up.


  Lucien looked at him and smiled. “I can hear your heart. You remind me of me when I was about your age. It’s okay. Tonight you are a bokor. You’re in charge. Now take this bottle and splash it over T.J.’s face.”


  Jake swished it over the corpse’s face and paused. The maggots retreated under his neck. Repulsed, Jake raised the bottle to his lips for a swig.


  “No!” Lucien exclaimed. “It’s mixed with poison!”


  Jake quickly emptied the rest of the bottle onto the corpse’s face, making it slimier to look at. “What’s in it?”


  “It’s rum mixed with Datura. That’s a plant grown in Haiti. We call it Zombie’s Cucumber. It’s used for raising the dead,” Lucien answered. He grabbed six candles and a large Ziploc of orange rinds from his bag. “Put the rinds around the candles like a candle holder inside of the coffin every few feet so until the candles surround him.”


  Jake picked up one of the candles and examined it. “Homemade? They smell bad.”


  “I made them with wax, body fat, nails, and hair.” Lucien dug into the bag once again and found his scissors. He cut off his long ponytail.


  “I thought you were so proud of your hair,” Jake said.


  “I am, but we could use it now for additional protection. Here. Cut some of yours as well. We’ll burn it in the candles.” Lucien lit all six candles and put sections of their hair on top of the flame.


  “Did I hear you right? Body fat? Where did you get that from?” Jake asked.


  “You know whose fat is inside of those candles. The one who killed me. The one who would have killed you,” Lucien said in a sing-song voice.


  Jake shuddered, but found the words needed. “T.J.? Is that you?” Lucien nodded. Jake could see the old man’s blank expression in the dim flames of the candles. “Hold on, T.J. Give Lucien some room. Almost there.”


  Lucien passed out at the foot of the coffin.


  “Wakeup!” Jake shook him as he slumped over T.J.’s feet.


  Lucien seemed conscious. Groggily, he lifted his head. “I’m up. It’s T.J.’s ti-bon-ange. I can feel it gaining power inside of me. We must continue. Now repeat after me.


  “Oh great loas of life, Oh great loas of death


  Get up, zombie rise


  You will be my slave, be our slave


  Soul unite with body and protect us from the djab


  Oh great loas of life, Oh great loas of death.”


  Jake repeated the prayer, memorizing it after several repetitions. Lucien repeated the chants in French as well. Mami wildly slithered around T.J.’s corpse and hissed. Her lime skin shed all over.


  Lucien took out a pair of rubber gloves from his bag and a glass jar of powder. “It’s time. Mami’s skin is the sign. This powder is called coup de poudre, another poison used in dessounins. It’s made of gun powder, cimora, and ground-up puffer fish. After I coat the corpse with this, I think he will be prepared.”


  “What do you mean “think” he will be prepared?” Jake asked, gravely concerned.


  “I have a confession. I’ve revived dozens, maybe even one hundred dead bodies before, but never one whose ti-bon-ange was inside of me. We are pioneers of sorts,” Lucien said.


  “And now you tell me? I could be home sleeping next to my beautiful woman right now,” Jake yelled.


  “I can’t do this without you. If Henry has any hope what so ever…”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Prepare him and let’s hope he’s not mad when we wake him up,” Jake said. You might be old, but I bet T.J. will prefer your alive body to his dead one.”


  Lucien applied the powder over the corpse. Several minutes went by and no revival. Lucien began to seizure.


  “Damn! Don’t you die on me now, you old man! Don’t leave me alone! I’m scared shitless! Wake up!” Jake shouted as he pushed Lucien’s jarring body against the wall of dirt. His pleas would have to wait. His attention diverted to sounds coming from the corpse. The hideous smell of rot had dissipated. Jake removed his nose plugs and pulled down his makeshift mask. Buzzing and clicking noises got louder. The candles’ flames burned brighter. An army of cockroaches and beetles marched out of the suit jacket T.J. was buried in.


  “Wake fucking up now!” Jake shrieked. But Lucien was still. Jake didn’t know whether to crap his pants or strangle the old man for dying on him at the most inopportune moment.


  The candles blew out in unison, and the battery inside of the flashlight died. Jake sat shivering in fear with the moonlight, the only light, casting a ray upon the dying old man and resurrecting young corpse. He wondered when his mind would splinter and madness would take over.


  Huddled in a far corner, Jake felt around in the bag for any extra beers. He touched something silky and slimy and screamed. Slowly, he pulled out a human hand. “Aaaahhhhhh!” He dropped the hand back inside of the bag and zipped it up.


  As he turned to Lucien, he could see a ring of blue smoke float out of the old man and into T.J.’s corpse. The floor of dirt crawled with beetles and cockroaches. Where the hell did they come from? None of the insects scurried onto his body. Mami guarded him with a frenzy, hissing and gorging herself on the little creatures. The remaining bugs bustled deeper into the ground in a supernatural formation. Jake looked at the ladder and thought of giving up.


  Lucien slowly moved onto his hands and knees, heaving up beer and stomach acid. He then choked as if he was suffocating. Breathless, he uttered, “Is he awake?”


  Jake patted him on the back, unsure of how to help. “I don’t know. I think I saw his ti-bon-ange come out of you.”


  “Oh yes. I can already feel his absence. My joints swell and my hips ache. I’m so weak. Don’t think I can stand.” Jake helped him move onto the ladder rung. “Give me another beer.”


  Remembering the hand, Jake pushed the bag over. “I don’t want to stick my hand in there.”


  Lucien partly laughed and partly coughed. As he reached into his bag, he said, “Here we go. The hand? Is that what’s got you so jumpy? It’s Pete’s.” His laughter turned into a phlegmy hack. “Now don’t go running scared. Here’s a beer. I’ll soon need that hand. I better have it ready for when T.J. wakes.”


  Minutes later, T.J. was snorting through what was left of his nose. Lucien and Jake threw their beers onto the ground.


  Lucien commanded, “Rise, zombie!” He touched T.J.’s head with Pete’s dead hand and the corpse gradually sat up in his coffin.


  T.J.’s face and neck were caked with powder. Maggots curled inside of his one nostril. He stretched out his hands and unkinked his neck. The black suit he was buried in had holes all over. One of his eyeballs was missing. Jake assumed that was where the baseball bat shattered his skull. The other eye bulged, looking afraid. Jake’s morbid curiosity took over as he imagined what the rest of T.J.’s body looked like.


  “I said rise!” Lucien shouted. He scrambled through his bag and pulled out a five pound sack of rock salt. He snipped a hole at the corner and poured some directly on T.J.’s nose and mouth. The corpse caught the falling granules with his hands and shoved them in his mouth. Grabbing both sides of the coffin, T.J. awkwardly stood.


  “Lucien…” T.J. moaned.


  “T.J., you are under my command! You will fight for us tonight. Fight for Henry.”


  “No. Up. Assssccccend.” T.J. muttered. His speech was oddly audible.


  “And you will, but first we need your help.” Lucien packed up his bag and ordered T.J. to carry it out of the hole. The zombie obeyed. Once out of the hole, he stiffly walked away.


  Lucien climbed out of the hole after him. “Come back!” T.J. ignored his command and kept walking.


  “Do you want to enter the Cosmos? I can make that happen! Come back, I command you!” Lucien ordered.


  Jake was only half way out of the hole watching Lucien at work. He was so scared that he couldn’t speak. T.J. turned around and thumped back to his grave.


  “That’s it. I’m your master now. So is Jake.” Lucien grabbed Pete’s hand and waved it in front of T.J.’s good eye. “You have to come home with me.”


  T.J. grunted but complied.


  “Jake, take this hand and ask him to do something. C’mon. He’s waiting.”


  Hesitantly, Jake took the dead hand. It was cold and clammy. He didn’t know what to ask. He stammered, “Ppputt the dddirrt bbback in the hole.” T.J. took one of the shovels left on the ground and began to dump the loose earth back inside of his grave.


  “Wait! Mami!” Jake yelled.


  The snake was getting dirt dumped on her. T.J. jumped into his grave and carried her out of the hole. Feeling more confident with each command, Jake said, “Carry Mami, the bag, and the shovels back home.” T.J. slung the snake around his neck and the bag across his shoulder. With his free hands he carried the shovels. Jake put Lucien’s arm around his shoulder and helped the old man with each step.


  The full moon orbited closer to Earth, shining a brilliant silver and pale yellow. In the east the first ray of daybreak peeked out. Once home, Lucien said, “When you go over to Henry’s, try to put this around his neck.” He took his amulet off and handed it to Jake. “Bring him outside by the lake. We’ll be there.”


  Jake slid Lucien’s crystal over his neck so that he wouldn’t forget.


  T.J. groaned, “Leeeaaah. Rhiiiiiaaanna.”


  “In due time. Jake, give me the hand. He’s going to be more difficult than most zombies,” Lucien said.


  “Is it because he has his ti-bon-ange back?” Lucien bobbed his head. “Why does the dead hand work?” Jake asked.


  “It’s an old bokor trick, Hand of Glory. You take the hand of an evil person and mummify it. The zombie obeys.”


  “You took Pete’s on the night that you…” Jake asked.


  “Oh yes. Couldn’t help myself. Hate to waste dead parts. Now go home. We have a long day ahead of us.”


  


  


  



  Chapter 48


  Dr. Justin Gold was getting along splendidly with his new colleague. Although Justin was one of the most successful psychiatrists in northern Wisconsin, his expertise could not compete with the renowned Dr. Phillip Resnick of Mayo Clinic. The great doctor rented a nearby house on a month-to-month basis to avoid the long commute from Minnesota.


  After each therapy session with Henry, the doctors meticulously recorded their observations and discussed his case. Justin finally got up the nerve to present an outline for a potential book about their contribution to the study of hypnosis.


  “Is this endeavor going to be a joint effort?” Dr. Resnick asked as he flipped through the pages.


  “Of course. You and I will author it. What do you say?” Justin offered.


  “I say yes!” replied Dr. Resnick.


  Before Henry’s next session, both doctors discussed the next phase of his therapy.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t push him. Best to approach whatever he’s suppressing very slowly. I realize your methods have produced unprecedented results, but his temper…He can’t handle it. What kind of boy do you think is under that haze?” Justin asked.


  “According to his parents, he’s just a mild-mannered boy with Asperger’s. His father did mention a fight he had last winter. And then he had an incident or two in junior high,” relayed Dr. Resnick.


  “Maybe puberty is to blame. The changes combined with his Asperger’s cause confusion. He’s lashing out despite the hypnotic state he’s in. Once he wakes up, he’ll need more sessions,” Justin said.


  “You’re right. Are you thinking behavioral modification?” Justin nodded. “Me too. Last week when he ransacked your desk, I thought those handcuffs were going to break,” Dr. Resnick said.


  “Not without a chain cutter. And I have another set for his ankles. I know I’d feel much safer if we had him wear them, but his mother would be livid. He’d look like a prisoner in a chain gang. She doesn’t like me to begin with. The ankle cuffs would push her further away and she might discontinue our therapy. His progress and our study would be all for nothing,” Justin said.


  “We can’t have that. We’ll just have to watch him more closely. The cuffs should suffice. He’s angry because we’re doing our job, threatening his suppressed memories and asking the right questions. We’ll use a softer way to take down his wall,” Dr. Resnick said.


  At 8:50 a.m. Jessica and Henry entered the waiting room and checked in with Moira, Justin’s secretary and mother. Justin came out of his office to greet them and cuff Henry before taking him back to his office. Jessica made herself comfortable with her novel and a cup of coffee from the coffee bar Moira set up. Per her insistence, Justin allowed her to observe Henry’s therapy the last ten minutes of every session. He and Dr. Resnick performed their more unconventional methods at the beginning of the session.


  Henry plopped down in the same over-stuffed chair he always did, but Justin noticed something slightly different. Probably not important. Was it the sneer on his face? A sneer is an expression, and an expression is progress. Or the brightness of his eyes? Was he no longer hypnotized? Justin remained on high alert.


  “Dr. Resnick, what we discussed earlier, maybe it should be reconsidered.”


  “It’s alright. Let’s get started.” Dr. Resnick picked up the metronome and set it to a faster beat than Henry was used to. “Could you bring up the PowerPoint file we put together last night?”


  Justin turned on his laptop and found the slideshow of images of Haiti.


  “Henry, I want you to look at the computer screen while I talk. Dr. Gold is going to show you several photos. Interrupt me any time something looks familiar.”


  Henry nodded as he stared at the wall, avoiding eye contact. Did he refuse to look at us because of his Asperger’s? Hypnosis? Or was it plain old defiance? Justin wondered.


  Henry grunted a ‘yes’ and shifted his eyes toward the computer screen, alternating glances at Justin’s credential wall filled with degrees, certificates, and awards.


  “Dr. Gold and I thought this slideshow might be a way in which you could open up or help you remember. This first set of pictures is of Port-au-Prince, the town where you were found. This is a typical city street. This is an old church. This photo shows children selling trinkets…”


  While Dr. Resnick droned on, Henry kept stealing glances at the award wall. Is he trying to read them? Is he curious about my diplomas? Is he bored? Justin contemplated.


  Then Henry looked up at Dr. Resnick and blurted, “Voodoo.”


  Stunned for a few seconds, Dr. Resnick regained his composure and said, “Pull up a set of the photos we have pertaining to Voodoo.”


  As Dr. Resnick recapped each photo, Justin saw Henry’s eyes darting around the room. As the boy shifted in his seat, the sunlight beamed in his eyes. What the f… Justin thought he saw the boy’s eyes shimmer an orange-red color. Justin blinked and looked at Henry again. The boy’s eyes were back to their dull blue. Am I seeing things?


  Justin kept clicking through the Voodoo photos while Dr. Resnick rambled on like a tour guide about hounfours, houngans, mambas, and snakes. Henry appeared fascinated. A dozen slides later a photo of possessed dancers at a ceremony was shown. Henry laughed. Both doctors looked at each other. Justin’s eyes were filled with uncertainty whereas Dr. Resnick’s gaze held smug satisfaction.


  “Go ahead. We’re ready for the next slide,” Dr. Resnick cued. After another dozen photos or so later, and Justin noticed Henry’s eyes again.


  “Doctor, please stop and look at his eyes. Something is very wrong. Let’s move onto something else,” Justin whispered in his ear.


  “Heavens no. He’s responding. Look at his face,” Dr. Resnick whispered back.


  The next slide on the screen was of a Voodoo doll. Henry guffawed.


  “So this is something you’re familiar with? Do you know where to get one?” Dr. Resnick asked.


  Henry snorted in between his chuckles and shook his head.


  “Dr. Gold, the next slide please. Thanks,” Dr. Resnick reminded. “Henry, do you know what this is?”


  The photo was of another doll made with black fabric with white and red drawn outlines for its face. The doll was adorned with colorful feathers and beads.


  “Djab,” Henry answered.


  “That’s right. Did you see this in Haiti?’ Dr. Resnick questioned.


  Justin was no longer listening. Henry’s eyes had him mesmerized. Doesn’t he see the kid’s eyes?


  “Yes,” Henry answered and then flashed a wicked grin. “Djabs are also known as demons or devils. They are fierce warrior spirits with violent tempers.”


  Henry’s articulate answer should have set off alarms for both doctors, but Justin couldn’t look away from his eyes and Dr. Resnick grew impatient with the pause in the slideshow, both doctors not wanting to stop.


  “Your mother told me how knowledgeable you are about the Haitian culture. How about this next slide? Can you tell…” Dr. Resnick began to ask.


  Henry jumped out of his chair and grabbed a framed award hanging on the wall. With his hands still cuffed, he shattered the glass. Grabbing the biggest shard, he lunged at Dr. Resnick.


  The old man stood frozen, trying to process what happened. Henry kept kicking both of Dr. Resnick’s knees until he fell to the floor. With both hands clasped around the shard, Henry spiked the pointy edge into the back of Dr. Resnick’s neck. Blood erupted all over the Oriental area rug.


  Justin pushed the boy away before he could stick the shard in Dr. Resnick a second time. “Help! Call the police!” He cornered Henry against the wall. “Now calm down. No one is going to hurt you.”


  Like an inmate attempting an escape, Henry took his cuffed hands and swung them both at Justin’s head. The glass he was still holding scraped Justin’s skull. Henry kicked the doctor in the groin multiple times until Justin buckled to the floor in agony.


  Henry rushed to Justin’s desk and slammed his hands down on the sharp, wooden corner. The cuffs’ chain link snapped and his hands were free.


  As Justin wobbled to his feet, he saw Henry’s eyes shimmer the same orange-reddish cast he had seen earlier.


  The boy roared an inhuman sound piercing Justin’s ears. His office door opened. Moira and Jess stood in the doorway.


  “Henry, what have you done?” Jess shrieked.


  Henry’s rage briefly subsided; the bright color of his eyes vanished, leaving them grayish blue. On the verge of tears, he looked to his mother and said, “This is not who I am.” He shot out of the back entrance away from the office. Justin took off after him, but couldn’t catch up. The boy was incredibly quick. Within a few blocks Henry had disappeared. Justin raced back to the office.


  Moira knelt over Dr. Resnick. “He’s dead. The police are on their way. Oh, your head. Let me get you a towel to stop the bleeding.”


  “Where’s Jessica Novak?” Justin asked.


  “She’s out driving around, trying to find him,” Moira replied.


  ***


  Jessica watched a monster break his handcuff chain in a fit of rage. As she surveyed the room, one doctor’s head was bleeding while the other doctor lay on the carpet in pool of blood. Henry dashed out the back exit. In her heart, she knew he was dangerous and had to stop him before he harmed any more people.


  Trolling the main streets and residential avenues of Eau Claire, she could not find him. Was he hiding? On the way home? Eau Claire was a good eighty miles from Hayward. Panic set in. She pulled over to catch her breath, to think. Tom! I’ve got to call Tom! She retrieved her cell phone from her purse and dialed.


  “Henry’s on the loose!” she yelled. She could hear the loud sounds of construction in the background. Tom was barely audible.


  “Hold on! I can’t hear!” Tom yelled. A few seconds later he moved into a quieter location. “Okay, honey. Now I can hear. I thought you said Henry’s on the loose.”


  “Oh Tom, I wish it was wrong! That’s exactly what I said!” Jessica reported what she saw in Dr. Gold’s office.


  “Our son? Oh God, this is horrible! We’ve got to find him. He’s been up and down Route 53 enough times to know the way home. After he calms down I bet that’s where he’ll go. He won’t realize how far it is until he’s walked several miles. Oh boy, I better get a lawyer A.S.A.P.! I’ll call Steve,” Tom said.


  “But he’s in real estate,” Jess said.


  “Yeah, but he might know who to refer us to. I’ll leave the job site and start heading toward the highway. You take the side streets, okay?” Tom confirmed.


  “Good idea.” Jess hung up. As she drove back to town, the song playing on the radio was interrupted.


  “We have breaking news for those in the city of Eau Claire and her neighboring cities. Attention, high alert. Henry Novak, a white, fifteen year old, over six feet and two hundred pounds, wearing jean shorts and a t-shirt, was last seen driving north in a white Toyota Rav-4 from the Shell gas station on Wilcox. He allegedly attacked Bernard Sill, a Home Depot employee, and stole his Toyota. Bernard Sill is in critical condition. Henry Novak is a person of interest in the fatal attack of his doctor, Phillip Resnick. His other doctor, Justin Gold, is in Emergency care. The boy is thought to be extremely dangerous and unstable. Any information pertaining to his whereabouts, please call the police immediately.”


  Fatal attack? Critical condition? Oh Jesus, forgive him. That gas station was two blocks away. Damn it! I was probably driving down another block while he took the car. He doesn’t know how to drive. Jesus, give me some direction. Without thinking, she grabbed her phone and scrolled through her list of contacts, quickly finding her last resort.


  “Hello Jake? Glad you picked up. Listen, forget about coming over today. I need your help now.”


  


  



  Chapter 49


  


  Leah could have slapped herself stupid for allowing Jake into her bedroom only weeks after her husband was determined as missing. If the police got wind of our relationship…the thought of it made her shiver. She assumed Pete was dead. Freeloaders like him we’re like boomerangs, and he’d been gone far too long to believe otherwise. She also assumed the police suspected her and/or Jake in Pete’s disappearance. It was only a matter of time…


  Now that her oppressor was gone, she experienced happiness for the first time in her adult life. Jake probably had something to do with Pete, but she no longer cared. Even Rhianna stopped asking for him.


  Leah should have clipped her relationship with Jake clean, but enjoyed being with him on so many levels. Besides the sex, he tried so hard to be a man in her eyes and a role model to her daughter. He’d talk of the big plans he had after high school with such sincerity. She couldn’t let go. On her off nights, he came to her bed. There was a sense of security about being loved. One night she woke up and he was gone.


  Feelings of worthlessness came back like flies landing on an open sore. Was he angry? Did he have another girlfriend? Did she rely too much on him to take care of Rhianna? She looked out the window and saw his car parked outside. Self-doubt became worry. Too upset to go back to sleep, she sat outside by the front door drinking coffee and chain smoking cigarettes. By the first ray of daybreak, still dark, she saw Jake, Lucien, and another man slip into Lucien’s trailer. Jake came back out and headed home.


  Shit! She ducked behind the chair, and the darkness hid her. As he stepped up to the front door, she sprang up from her hiding place. “Where the fuck were you?”


  “Aaaahhhh!” Jake screamed. “Oh Leah, you scared me. Didn’t see you down there.”


  “Well?” she asked impatiently.


  “I…was with Lucien. I…I’ve got a lot of secrets that I’ve been keeping from you. Maybe it’s time we talked,” Jake answered.


  “I’m listening. Got the whole day off. And I saw you with another man besides Lucien. Who the hell was he?”


  “That was T.J.,” Jake replied.


  “What the fuck are you trying to pull? You know damn well where he is. You and that old man have been up to some bullshit for months now. Does any of this have to do with Henry? He’s like a vegetable, right? Crazy? Don’t talk anymore?” Leah drilled.


  “Please lower your voice. Many of our neighbors get up this early in the morning. Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you everything, I swear. I should have told you this a long time ago,” Jake said. They sat down in the living room. “Before you throw me out, at least hear me out. I’ve been in love with you since I moved here. And I know you saw me as a boy until now. It all started last winter, before Christmas. Lucien promised to teach me Voodoo. One of the first lessons I learned was how to make a Voodoo doll. I used Pete’s cigarettes and some of his other personal items.”


  “Like what?” Leah asked.


  “Stuff from the garbage. It doesn’t matter. T.J. died right after I made the doll. I thought it was my fault. They both smoked the same brand of cigarettes. I thought I grabbed the wrong butts and I cursed the wrong guy. I thought the whole thing was my fault…” Jake explained.


  “That’s crazy. Pete was to blame. Pete put him in that bad situation,” Leah interrupted.


  “Maybe, maybe not. I’m not so sure,” Jake said and then motioned with his hand to withhold any more comments. “Please let me finish. Then ask me anything you want. Lucien trained us, me and Henry, in the dark arts. He was a big deal back in Haiti. He even initiated us into his Bizango brotherhood. Henry and I grew stronger. We were performing spells and seeing magic. Our spells became more difficult. You were one of them,” Jake said.


  “You cursed me? Why?” Leah asked, unable to remain silent.


  “I didn’t curse you. I put a love spell on you. That day when you were teaching me how to drive and we first had sex…You and I, we aren’t real. At least your feelings for me aren’t real. Because I love you so much, I just let the spell run its course. I’m so sorry,” said Jake.


  “That’s ridiculous. What do you think? That once this spell wears off I’m going to dump you? Want you out of my life? I fell in love with you because you’re adorable, romantic, and because you make me feel as if I matter. And there’s no spell in the world that can do that,” Leah said.


  “Adorable? Just listen. There’s plenty more. And it’s all connected with Voodoo. Pete tried to kill me the night he disappeared. He knew all about us. Except he didn’t disappear. Lucien saved me by killing him,” Jake confessed. He kept on talking about shape-shifting, loa possession, potions and gris-gris, ending his crazy monologue with a step-by-step account of how he and Lucien raised T.J. from the dead.


  Leah sat motionless, filled with sympathy. She had no idea Jake was splintering off into insanity. “Jake, maybe you shouldn’t hang out with Lucien anymore. He’s so old, probably senile. I’m sorry about Henry. Is he getting any better?”


  “Yes and no. His doctors think he is, but Lucien thinks it’s the demon or djab inside of him growing stronger. We were planning on…Never mind. You’re looking at me the same way you look at Rhianna when she tells you about a nightmare that she’s had. You pity me like I’m nuts,” Jake said.


  “I think you had a hard year, and an even harder life,” Leah said. “I did too.”


  “You want to see him? T.J.?” Jake asked as if he dared her to challenge his mental state.


  “This is ridiculous.” She dismissed the idea and rose from the couch.


  “Lucien’s preparing him right now. He’s going to fight the djab inside of Henry,” Jake said.


  “Okay. And when he’s not over there, you’ll end this crazy talk?” Jake agreed. “Let me check on Rhianna, make sure she’s still sleeping.”


  ***


  The sun rose, flooding the day with harsh brightness and heat. The day would be a humid scorcher. As they approached Lucien’s trailer, Leah couldn’t help but notice his AC unit was already blaring and the blinds were drawn on every window.


  “Wait here. He won’t want to answer the door if he sees you,” Jake said.


  I’ll bet he won’t. I’ll ship his crazy mutha fucking ass to the nearest old folk’s home, she thought.


  The door opened a crack, and Jake spoke so softly she couldn’t hear him. She did hear Lucien complain about whatever was said.


  Jake walked back to the end of the trailer where she stood. “C’mon. He’s pissed I brought you here, but I told him I wasn’t leaving until he let us in. Only for a few minutes. Otherwise, it’s too distracting to T.J.”


  Terror overwhelmed her, causing her to hesitate before entering Lucien’s lair. What if they were both crazy and she was their next victim? Jake admitted the old man killed her husband. Taking a deep breath, she convinced herself she was fearless. She entered the house and smelled a sweet aroma in the air. The scent came from the boiling pot on the stove making her somewhat dizzy. Thoughts of flowers came to mind. A few more steps inside and she could see someone wearing a ratty suit, seated on the sofa playing with Lucien’s boa constrictor. The stranger’s hands had bones poking through the receding flesh. Oddly, there was no blood seeping out. How was that possible?


  “Leah, don’t be afraid. I beg you. We had no choice. We need to use him as bait if we’re going to save Henry. He’s not how you remember him,” Lucien warned.


  She took a few more steps forward and saw the man’s grotesque head. His long brown hair grew out unevenly from his malformed skull. Skin was peeling off, leaving parts of his cranium exposed. Nausea swept over her. Could it be?


  Every brain cell screamed at her legs to run, but curiosity was far too strong. Leah edged closer to the couch. The man lifted up his head and let go of the snake. His face repulsed her. With a hole in one eye and an eyeball protruding out of the other socket, he looked like a demented version of her brother. His good eye gazed back at her. She saw muscles and hanging flesh still banded over his cheekbones. They moved as if he was trying to smile.


  “Leah,” he grunted.


  “How did…Is it alive? Is this really happening? Am I dreaming?” Leah stuttered.


  “He’s harmless. Obeys me and Lucien and will act as another body for the djab to possess. This afternoon we’re going to try some of Lucien’s bokor tricks and send it back to where it came from, the Crossroads,” Jake announced.


  “The what? I don’t even want to ask. This is all too much for one day. Actually it’s all too much for a fucking lifetime. Can this thing you brought back from the dead even talk? I mean have a conversation?” she asked.


  “He’s dead. His words are limited, but he remembered you and Rhianna. He asked for you both back at the cemetery. Try talking to him,” Lucien said.


  “Okay. T.J., where does your spirit go after you die?” Leah asked.


  “I want it to go uuuuuup, not used for sommmmmmeone ellllllse,” T.J. moaned.


  Leah was confused by his words. She looked at Lucien and shrugged.


  “He was inside of me for a while. That’s how I’ve managed to keep on living. The dead. Now he’s back inside of himself waiting to ascend or go up to the Cosmos,” Lucien explained.


  “Assscccennnddd,” slurred T.J.


  “So you want to go to Heaven?” Leah clarified. T.J. nodded.


  “Your idea of Heaven is similar to our idea of the Cosmos. Papa Legba stands at the gate and judges everyone before they enter. If you do something good, like save a boy for instance, maybe Henry, then Papa Legba will open the gate for you and invite you inside. You see T.J. never was a bad person. I got to know him quite well, and he had many things going for him. He just wasn’t a good person. He’s too evenly balanced. That’s why he’s stuck,” Lucien explained.


  “Don’t waaaannnnt to go dowwwwwnnnnn,” T.J. moaned.


  “Even though you’re dead, you still got options. I envy you, T.J. I envy a dead man. Wish I had options. I gave mine up many decades ago,” Lucien said.


  The old man’s words hit Leah with the force of a grand piano falling from the sky. “Rhianna! I better get home. Don’t go anywhere without me. I need to find someone who will watch her for the rest of the day. Boys, like it or not, I’m coming with you. I have as much, if not more, blame to carry than all of you put together. T.J. wouldn’t be dead if it wasn’t for my own husband,” Leah said.


  T.J.’s one good eye rolled backward as he yelled, “Hhhhheeeee gooooooo dowwwnnn!”


  “We appreciate your offer, but I’ve been training Jake for several months and he can handle this. You’re too new to all of this. You’ll be more harm than good. Please don’t come with us. It’ll be too dangerous,” Lucien begged.


  “Excuse me, but he’s my brother. He’ll listen to me when your bokor Voodoo bullshit wears off. Now about him not being a good person, I’m no one to talk. Shit! I gotta find someone to watch Rhi. But I’m coming back! And starting right now I’m gonna try to do the right thing. Don’t want to end up like my brother,” Leah declared while looking at Lucien. “Or worse, I don’t want to end up like you.”


  


  



  Chapter 50


  


  Jake watched Lucien brew up another big pot of lavender and frankincense. The trailer smelled like a soap shop. “What’s this for?” Jake asked.


  “Well, T.J. smells better than he did in the coffin, but I can still smell death on him. The djab will know he’s a zombie right away by his scent. We have to fool it into thinking T.J. is alive, fully human. This concoction will counteract the graveyard smell. Since you’re here, I need you to bathe him and get him into some clean clothes,” Lucien said.


  “I’m dying to see what’s underneath that suit,” Jake quipped.


  Lucien laughed. “In the end, no matter how good looking you are, you end up as rot and dust. Sorry you didn’t go back to bed?”


  “Couldn’t sleep if I wanted. Will the demon kill Henry?” Jake asked.


  “If it doesn’t have another vessel to inhabit, yes, in time,” said Lucien somberly. “Please go in the bathroom and fill the bathtub up about halfway. Then dump these two pots into the bathwater. It should be enough for him. Here’s a garbage bag. It’s for his clothes and any skin that might fall off. Now go pretty him up. I’ll find him something clean to wear.”


  Once Jake was finished preparing the bath, he called T.J. from the living room. The zombie was quite content playing with Mami. “C’mon, T.J. Bath time.”


  “Ugggghhh!” T.J. groaned. He rose from the couch and clomped towards the door.


  “No T.J.!” Lucien commanded, but T.J. twisted at the knob. “Jake, take this and command him to bathe!” Lucien passed Jake the mummified hand of his uncle.


  Jake poked T.J. with the dead hand and directed, “To the bathroom! You will obey me!” T.J. slowly turned around. Jake jabbed T.J.’s chest with the Hand of Glory, forcing T.J. to walk backwards down the hallway and into the bathroom. “Good. In there. Now strip off your clothes and get in the tub!”


  “Nooooo! I’m afraaaaaid!” T.J. moaned.


  “I said now!” Jake took the hand and touched him. He backed into the bathroom and winced while disrobing. Lucien came down the hall with a stack of towels and fresh clothes. He stood in the hallway and watched Jake take charge.


  T.J. took off his tattered suit coat and then his socks and shoes. Jake was surprised to see how intact T.J.’s feet were compared to his face. The corpse’s toes were purplish in some parts, with most of the skin was tightly wrapped around the bones of each foot.


  T.J. took off his dress shirt. Fascinated with the macabre vision, Jake could not even blink let alone look away. Skin shed all over the tiled floor. His chest cavity was exposed. Fringed flesh randomly hung over his torso and collar bone. Inside of his ribcage was a mysterious blackened, dehydrated organ. Jake assumed the mortician removed most of the missing innards. Sheets of muscle dangled from his arms.


  In a perverse way Jake enjoyed watching the zombie. He waited for the grand finale, T.J.’s exposed penis. As the zombie took off his pants, bile shot up Jake’s esophagus. He swallowed it back down. The naked zombie was a sight to behold. Jake zeroed in on the dead man’s genitals. Pieces of flesh flapped over a torn sheet of muscle tissue like thread. More skin peeled off of his legs.


  “Is that his dick?” Jake asked.


  Lucien had a smirk on his face that lit up his eyes. “Yes, that’s what is left of it. Many corpses lose theirs right away.


  T.J. turned away from Jake as if he was ashamed.


  “Get in the tub!” ordered Jake. He nudged T.J.’s shoulder with the mummified hand then turned to the bathroom sink and vomited.


  T.J. gingerly stepped in the scented bath and sat down. Still fixated with T.J.’s genitals, Jake watched the sheet of yellowed flappy skin float in the water. Jake saw broken veins sticking out like mesh webbing. T.J.’s balls were two shrunken, dark purple sacks that barely hung onto his groin.


  Several minutes went by as T.J. stared at the tiled wall. Lucien took the garbage bag and picked up the rotten clothes and pieces of skin with his bare hands. “That’s good enough. Now get him out of the tub and dry him off,” Lucien said.


  Jake followed the old man’s directions and then dressed T.J. into a long sleeve t-shirt and gray sweatpants. The pants were much too long. Lucien retrieved a pair of scissors and cut them down to a more manageable length.


  Jake took a whiff of the new and improved T.J. “Wow! He does smell better. He smells like lady’s perfume!”


  Lucien went back to the kitchen and retrieved some scented oil he had made many years ago. He rubbed it all over T.J.’s face and hands. “Djabs love the smell of scented oil. Tonight will be the last request I ever make to Baron Samedi. Tonight will be the ...” Lucien’s voice dwindled. “Jake, I want to show you where I keep my valuables. Come into my room.”


  Jake followed him into his bedroom as his eyes watered. “Were you going to say tonight is the night that you will die?”


  Lucien glanced at the boy and looked away. He pulled out a skinny drawer inside of the armoire and placed it on the bed. Ignoring Jake’s question, he said, “See inside that compartment? Where the drawer was?” Jake nodded as Lucien stuck his arm deep inside of the armoire. He tapped his fingers on the back of the dresser. “Hear that? It sounds like I’m tapping on the back of the armoire, doesn’t it? It’s not the back. False back. Now if you feel along it, you can find the latch. Here, I got it open. Now you try.”


  Jake stuck his hand deep inside of the armoire and felt around the back panel for a latch. Nothing. After a few more tries, he found the latch and unlocked it. “Got it! Is this where you keep your rings? I hid the two that you gave me.”


  “Yes, it is, and I hide a lot more than my rings. Let me show you.” Lucien reached deep inside of the armoire and took out several skinny boxes behind the false back. “There are necklaces, bracelets, jeweled govi jars, even a crystal wand. If I die, please take all of this. The collection will make you rich. It’s been in my family for centuries. The money will give you a chance at life. A chance you never had.”


  Jake admired the regal jewelry. “Did you inherit all that stuff? Was your family rich?”


  Before Lucien could answer, Jake’s cell phone rang. He saw ‘Novak’ on the caller ID screen. “Hello. Mrs. Novak, calm down. He what? Oh no! Listen, it’s happening, just like Lucien said it would. You’ve got to put your feelings aside and talk to him. We want to help. Henry isn’t crazy and you know it! He’s possessed….Oh yeah? He’ll kill more people if you don’t let us help! And you’re right about Lucien. He’s the one who got Henry into this, but he’s trying to get him out…Give him a chance! He’s all you got! Please talk to him. I’m with him right now,” Jake begged. He gave Lucien the phone.


  “Jessica, trust me about this. This demon inside of Henry will not leave peacefully. If we don’t lure him out of his body…Yes, I am to blame for everything. Listen to me! Henry could die! The demon has taken over! He’ll keep on killing until we catch him! Jake and I have made preparations. Please go home. That’s where you’re safe. I put a protective circle…” Lucien said. He cupped the receiver of the phone and whispered to Jake, “This woman is impossible. She wants to fight with us.”


  Jake could hear her rant from the phone. “Of course she would. She’s a good mother. Let me talk to her.” Jake took the phone away from Lucien. “Mrs. Novak, the demon isn’t after Henry, he’s after Lucien. You see, his children back in Haiti used Henry to deliver their old dad a message. And apparently he’s not their favorite person in the world. He knows how this works. Not only will you be in the way, but you and your family could get hurt, even die. This djab, it’s supernatural…yes, I believe in the Lord, but you don’t…So that’s how it is? You’re coming over to Chippewa Park no matter what…Here’s Lucien. At least follow his directions.” Jake handed the phone back to Lucien.


  “Alright Jessica, you win. But we will fight the djab at your house. It will be safer. I sealed the perimeter last night with a protection guard. I’m bringing in a third person for this …extraction or …exorcism. I am warning you ahead of time that he’s a zombie. We cannot, and I repeat, cannot handle you coming unglued. Who? T.J. McGrath. You attended his funeral. We dug him up this morning. Get a hold of yourself! You’re the one who’s blackmailing us with your help. One hour and we’ll wait for Henry at your house.” Lucien ended the call and gave Jake his phone back. They walked back into the living room to check on T.J. He took back his seat and played with Mami. “That woman is a real piece of work.”


  “She’s not the only one. Look out the window. Leah’s leaving Esther’s house, dropping Rhianna off. And now she’s headed over here. Do you know the American saying ‘too many cooks spoil the stew’?” Lucien nodded. “Do too many bokors spoil the demon exorcism?” Jake asked.


  “No, but one bokor, one apprentice, and two hysterical women just might.”


  


  



  Chapter 51


  


  Lucien looked through the blinds and saw Leah exit Esther’s trailer and head over. “May the loas be kind,” he mumbled aloud. “Alright, let her in. I’ll change.” He dressed into another black shirt and matching pants with embroidered red coffins. The design was slightly different from his other black ensemble. He clipped what was left of his hair down to the nub and then shaved. The last step of his grooming regime was rubbing his body with the same oil that was rubbed on T.J. He picked up more dead pieces of flesh from the floor and threw them in the bathroom’s waste basket. Taking a spiral notebook from the vanity drawer, Lucien wrote a long letter and ripped the paper out of the book. He crumpled the paper and threw it into the waste basket. He glanced at himself one last time in the mirror. May the Baron be kind.


  Lucien walked into the living room and greeted Leah. She sat on the floor across from her brother. They both played with Mami while she cried, seemingly filled with gratitude as if T.J.’s resurrection was a miracle. Don’t get too attached. He’s dead.


  “Jake, come in the kitchen and help me,” Lucien requested. He went into the pantry and packed the liter sized bottles of water in the same bag he had used earlier. On the bottom of the pantry was a large metal tool box. “You carry that. It’s too heavy for me. Leah’s got to compose herself. Maybe you should give her a quick summary of the kinds of things we do. We can’t afford any emotional breakdowns.”


  “Got it. I think I’ll leave out who the hand originally belonged to” Jake whispered to Lucien. He then relayed some ground rules and information to Leah. “We cannot risk you falling apart.”


  “My dead brother is sitting across from me. Excuse me for having a moment, but I’m not some frail flower. I promise not to get in the way,” Leah said.


  “Alright. I need you both to drink this water. It was blessed by a priest many years ago. It’s been sitting in my pantry ever since. It might taste bad, but it adds protection.” Lucien handed them a liter. “Split this between you two.”


  They shared the water and gave Lucien the empty plastic bottle. “Where’s yours?” asked Jake.


  “Already had some,” Lucien lied. “We’ll go to the common area. T.J. needs a baseball hat or something with a brim to cover his eye socket.”


  Jake grabbed a hat off of Lucien’s closet hook. “But…I thought we were going to Mrs. Novak’s?”


  “She doesn’t need to be involved in this. And I wish she wasn’t either,” Lucien said as he gazed at Leah. “Jessica won’t find us back in the commons.”


  “What about Mami?” Jake asked.


  “She’s sitting this one out. Put her back in her tank and let’s go.”


  They trooped to the far end of the trailer park and followed the dirt path to the common area. It was a long walk. With T.J.’s unsteady gate and the unbearable heat, it turned into a difficult trek. Everyone was saturated with sweat by the time they arrived. The picnic area was empty and the fire pit was unused. Lucien roped off the entrance and hung a sign, ‘Reserved by Resident’, as a deterrent for interruptions.


  “Djabs love fires. It’s going to get a little bit hotter for us. Jake, help me get one started,” Lucien said. They lit some kindling while Leah and T.J. handed them some split logs left for the residents to use. Once the fire grew, Lucien took out a spray bottle filled with green liquid. As he sprayed the fire, the flames intensified, turning the campfire into a mini-inferno. Lucien sang while he sprayed. Jake sang with him by the next chorus. Leah and T.J. joined in.


  “Very good,” Lucien praised. “How far was Henry when he ran away from his doctors?”


  “Eau Claire. That’s at least an hour drive. He supposedly stole a car,” Jake answered.


  “He should be here soon. All of us need to chant so he can hear us,” Lucien instructed. “Repeat after me and we’ll try it together. Evil come and get me if you can. Demon come and take me, I’m your man. I dare you to. I have no fear. I dare you to. That’s why you’re here. Demon come and kill me if you can.”


  Lucien could tell Jake and Leah didn’t like the uncomfortable lyrics, but they still sang. He taught them song after song, chant after chant as they beckoned Henry to the fire.


  In the distance, not far from the main road, they heard tires squeal.


  “Ah, our friend can hear us. He is close,” Lucien whispered. “Here. Take these bottles and flick holy water at him if he attacks.”


  Stillness filled the air. Out of nowhere a strong gust of wind blew by, fanning the flames of the fire. From the treetops of the adjacent forest came a rustling sound. Thud! Henry dropped out of the tree branches waving Pete’s severed head at everyone. “Look what I dug up in the woods. Wondered who buried it back there!” Henry growled. He whipped the head at Lucien. Henry lunged on top of Jake like a savage beast with his red eyes glowering.


  Lucien caught the human head and threw it in the fire.


  “Henry, don’t you know me?” gasped Jake. His holy water bottle rolled away while Henry pummeled away at Jake’s face.


  Leah poured some water on Henry’s back. He howled in pain, looking monstrous as rolled off of Jake.


  “Be careful! That’s Henry’s skin you’re burning. Just enough to defend yourselves,” Lucien warned. Henry recovered from the burns and sprung back up to his feet. “Djab, leave them. I know you came here to kill me. But before you do, whose idea was it to use Henry’s body as a means of transportation?”


  “Giselle was the one who summoned me, but it was your surviving wives and sons who invited me into this boy’s body. I get to live through him, here on Earth. I swore to them I’d kill you and your new family!” Henry roared in a demonic voice.


  “New family? I don’t have a new family. They were my only family!” Lucien cried.


  “Then your friends here will have to do!” Henry leaped ten yards and landed in front of Leah. He grabbed her face and admired her lips, and then eyed her up and down with lust in his eyes. “You and I are going to have a real good time before you die!”


  Jake picked up his bottle and sprinkled water on Henry’s hands.


  The djab screamed as steam rose off of his hands. “I think I’ll burn you alive!”


  Lucien opened his tool box and chucked a bronze colored metal into the fire. He took out a bag of crystals and lobbed them in the flames. The fire instantly grew higher, turning from red and orange to royal blue. The color caught Henry’s attention. As the boy walked closer to the flames, Lucien sang, feeding different metals and crystals into the fire. The flames turned another hue, violet. Puffed fireballs sparked from the tips. I got him!


  “T.J., get over here. Like we practiced. Start chanting,” Lucien ordered.


  The zombie clomped closer to Henry and recited his newly learned chants. “Oh, djab, share your evil. Oh demon, reign through me. Oh djab, we will be so happy…” T.J.’s voice was so smooth, he almost sounded human.


  As the zombie sang, Lucien passed the mummified hand to Jake and whispered, “Get T.J. to hold onto this and then touch Henry with it. I’ve got to keep this fire show going.”


  As Lucien kept throwing metals and crystals into the fire, his supplies became scarce. Time was running out. When the fire returned to its natural state of red and orange, the djab would wake from his trance. Lucien glanced at Jake and saw the boy struggling with the zombie.


  “Take it already!” Jake yelled as he took his uncle’s dead hand and wrapped it around T.J.’s patched skin and metacarpals. “You want to ascend, don’t you?”


  T.J. shrieked in fear and dropped the Hand of Glory. Lucien continued watching Henry. The boy didn’t notice the commotion. The fire kept him frozen with fascination.


  “T.J., quit being a baby!” Leah exclaimed. She picked up the Hand of Glory and ordered, “You and this hand are both dead! Your only chance of going to Heaven is by saving Henry! Now take the fucking hand and touch him like Jake told you to!”


  T.J. cowered as she yelled. He hesitantly obeyed. Leah calmed down and grinned. “Told you boys I was good for something.”


  “Well done! But we are far from finished. T.J. has got to invite the spirit inside of his corpse. If this works, you and Jake will need to back up,” Lucien said. “T.J., just like we practiced.”


  “I waaant yooou to come inside. I will taaake yooou for a riiide. Together we’ll liiiight the world on fiiiire…” T.J.’s song wasn’t perfect. His words were jumbled and he forgot the second verse, but his voice grew louder and more confident as he sang to the djab. Henry didn’t flinch as T.J. reached out with the Hand of Glory and touched Henry’s shoulder. The point of contact acted like a conduit, causing combustion. White fire disintegrated the mummified hand.


  Henry howled a piercing wail and then slumped to the ground with his limp arm flopped inside of the fire.


  Lucien pulled Henry away from the bonfire while Jake took off his shirt and smothered the flames flickering on Henry’s arm. Henry started to shake and foam at the mouth. His eyes rolled in back of his head, showing only the whites of his eyeball. Several seconds later he stopped moving.


  “Leah, Jake, revive Henry before he dies! The djab is now inside of T.J.!” Lucien directed.


  Parts of T.J.’s skin and bones popped off of his corpse. The zombie screamed, “He’s not alive!” in the voice of the djab. “You tricked me!”


  Lucien only had a few moments to send the spirit back to the Crossroads. He retrieved a can of mineral spirits out of his bag and squirted half of it over T.J. With a running start and every ounce of strength his old body had left, he pushed T.J. into the fire and watched him ignite. Fire clouds sparked off of the bonfire. Could this be over?


  “T.J.! No! Not again! I love you and I’m so sorry!” Leah cried.


  “He’ll be at peace,” Jake defended. “Now if only Henry would wake up.” Jake attempted mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.


  Lucien watched the fire, still unconvinced the demon was gone. Filled with dread, the moment he spent his whole life avoiding was about to arrive. While T.J.’s decaying body ashed in the flames, the fire spewed embers the size of tennis balls high in the air. A blue smoky haze drifted out of the fire, almost iridescent, and floated over Henry’s slumped body as if it was waiting for something.


  “What the hell…” Leah said to herself. She stood up and tried to pop it like a bubble, but her hand went through it like air. “T.J.?”


  “That’s his ti-bon-ange,” Lucien said, never taking his eyes off of the fire. As he feared, a flame from the fire broke away and rose above them higher than the trees like a blazing star. Although day time, the sky grew dark. The blaze changed into different formations of people and places from Lucien’s past.


  “My family…my home. Oh Bondeye, is there any other way…” Lucien mumbled to himself. The blaze danced in the sky, repeating flaming images of all Lucien’s compunctions of his life in Haiti. The blaze ended the show and resumed its own form, suspended above the trees. A appalling boom shook the ground. With only one last chance to make things right, Lucien began to sing. “Come on inside, my djab. Come on he’s dead and I’m alive, my demon. We’ll go for a ride. Come on and kill my soul tonight…Jake, remember what I showed you in my bedroom.” Lucien kept on singing and emptied the rest of the can of mineral spirits over himself. “May the loas give me mercy!”


  “No Lucien!” Jake screeched.


  “Son, I’m already dead. It’s the only way!”


  The blaze suddenly blew out, leaving nothing but clouds of smoke. The smoke wafted towards Lucien as he sang and then entered the old man’s nose and mouth. Lucien instantly changed. His eyes burned orange, matching the fire. He looked at Leah, Jake, and Henry’s dead-looking body and wickedly grinned. Before the djab completely took over, Lucien plunged into the bonfire and caught aflame.


  


  



  Chapter 52


  


  Natalie stayed home by herself like she did for most of the summer. Henry’s needs came first. Her mother spent her days taking him to doctors while her dad worked around the clock to pay for them. In the past, her grandmother came over to baby-sit. But now that she was about to enter high school, she pleaded to be alone. Be careful what you wish for… In hindsight, her grandmother’s cheery company would have spared her from loneliness.


  Natalie’s mother promised to take her back-to-school shopping in the afternoon. She glanced at the clock, 1:00 p.m. Her mother left early and should have been home.


  Natalie planned on calling after she polished her toe nails neon pink. While she applied top coat, she watched music videos in the basement. Her phone buzzed. The mini-polish brush fell through the couch cushions as she dived for the phone.


  “Hi Allie. Whatcha doin?” she answered.


  “I’m at the pool and it’s packed. It’s boiling out. Some really cute guys are here, maybe juniors or seniors. A band is setting up in the pavilion. I’m here by myself and it’s a little awkward. Can you join me?” Allie asked. Natalie heard a swarm of voices in the background.


  “Sounds fun. I’m not supposed to go to the pool by myself,” Natalie hesitated.


  “You’re fourteen now. Don’t need Mommy’s or Daddy’s permission. And I’ll be here so you won’t be alone,” Allie persuaded.


  “Well…You’re right. I’m bored out of my mind. I’ll leave my mom a note. I’m in the middle of polishing my toes. As soon as they dry, I’ll ride my bike over. Bye.”


  Natalie anxiously looked for the polish brush that disappeared inside of the sofa. She looked under the couch, shook out the blankets, and yanked off the seat cushions. There it was. As she placed the cushions back on the couch, she felt something bulky inside. Curious, she unzipped the slipcover and took out the foam. Henry’s missing backpack was scrunched inside. Wonder what he has to hide. She shook it upside down and a leather bound scrapbook bounced to the floor.


  Flipping through the pages, she struggled with the scrolly handwriting. A recipe book? If so, why hide it? At second glance, she noticed ingredients such as cigar butts, juniper, sand, and Spanish moss. Ah, spells. Love spell? The book explained Brittany’s attraction to her brother. The loopy designs had to be Voodoo symbols! That’s why Ms. Fontana…


  She should have immediately called her mother and told her about the book. However, she was much too tempted to read through it. The spells could implicate Henry in Brittany’s death. Quickly, she thought of a solution that would absolve her from feeling guilty. For the time being, she would hide the book and wait for Henry to recover. Once he explained his shiftiness and the book itself, she would turn the book over her parents.


  She stuffed the empty backpack back inside of the cushion and looked around the basement for an alternative hiding spot. Her eyes gazed at the drop ceiling. She slid a cork panel off of its metal brackets and felt around for a support. She found a beam and stashed the book on top of it. Sliding the panel back in place, she changed into her swimsuit and packed up for the pool.


  ***


  After Jessica ended the call with Jake and Lucien, she drove into the grassy highway divider and made a u-turn. She floored the gas to beat them to her house where they would all meet within an hour.


  Tom was on his way up to Eau Claire. He promised to comb the area and handle the police. She was about to call him, but changed her mind. He was much too close-minded to consider the paranormal as an explanation to her son’s vicious behavior. Voodoo, demons, all of it sounded ludicrous, but she was always more desperate when it came to her children, especially Henry.


  She pulled into her driveway and remembered Natalie. Oh, what am I going to tell her? She saw a note on the counter, ‘gone to pool with Allison. Be home around dinner time. Have money and my cell. Love, Natalie’. The pool? Guess she’s old enough now. And she’s safe and out of the house…


  Jessica texted her a fast ‘have fun’ message, relieved her daughter wasn’t involved. She gulped down a couple glasses of water, washed her face, and stared at the clock. Five more minutes would equal an hour since she last spoke with Jake and Lucien. She waited another twenty minutes then assumed she had been blown off. She jumped back into her SUV and sped over to Lucien’s trailer. Several knocks later and no answer, she ran over to Jake’s trailer. No answer.


  An elderly woman was playing outside with a toddler between the two trailers. Jess approached, hoping she knew them. “Hello. I’m Jessica Novak. My son, Henry, is friends with…”


  “Oh, Henry, I know him. Yes, Jake’s friend. I’m Esther Muddraker. You his mom, right? Haven’t seen Henry, but Lucien, Jake, Leah, and some other fellow left a little bit ago. I’m watching Leah’s daughter. Not sure where they were headed, but they were walking in that direction. There’s a picnic area way back there, next to the forest preserve. It’s a good half mile or so. Maybe that’s where they went. Lucien likes to go there from time to time.”


  “Thank you, Esther! Thank you so much!” Jess exclaimed. She sprinted down the dirt path Esther pointed to. Her stride hastened as she panicked. The heat and the exercise lathered her with sweat. Minutes later she knew she was close. There was a rope looped across the path with a reserved sign hanging from it. She stepped over it and continued down the path. She could feel the extra heat and hear the crackle of a fire. As she crept closer to the flames, she heard voices. Several yards away she saw Lucien. He looked maniacal with eyes blazing like fire. Henry’s eyes were glazed with the same shade of red, she thought. Fear made her dash behind a tree and watch from the hidden position. The old man flashed a hideous smile. The wicked image left an imprint in her memory so vivid, so real. She’d be seeing it in every future nightmare for the rest of her life. Where’s Henry?


  Lucien said something incoherent and then jumped head first into the fire. The smell of charred flesh made her cough. He’s insane! What did he do to my son? Father God, where’s Henry? A sense of peace took hold. She moved closer toward Jake and Leah. They knelt over something, crying. Wait…That’s Henry! Noooooo!


  The smell of burning flesh nauseated her as she approached. The fire grew bigger. An orange and yellow fireball catapulted into the sky then exploded like a firework. She was close enough to hear Jake.


  “That must be the Crossroads,” Jake said to Leah. “The djab is gone. Oh, I forgot to put this around Henry’s neck.” He removed Lucien’s crystal pendant and pulled it over Henry’s head.


  “What about T.J.? His whatever you called it is…” Leah said.


  “Ti-bon-ange,” Jake answered.


  “His ti-bon-ange is looming over us,” Leah said as she stared above them.


  Jess crept up on them and knelt down over her son. “We’ll have to pray for all of them, T.J., Lucien, Henry…Is he…”


  “Mrs. Novak? How long have you been…It doesn’t matter. We don’t know about Henry. No pulse, no air coming out of his nose. Lucien saved him. Actually Lucien and T.J. saved him. They lured the demon out of him and into themselves,” Jake said.


  Jessica positioned herself on her knees and clasped her hands together. “Guess I was wrong about Lucien. Care to join me in prayer?” Jake and Leah clasped their hands. “Father God, forgive me for my ignorance. Please be merciful to T.J. Give him the peace his dead body longs for. And please be merciful to Lucien. He died a noble death. He died to save. And God, I know Henry was yours before he ever was mine, but you saved him once in Haiti. Please God, may all of this have a purpose. God, bring my baby back. I want my son!” Jessica sobbed as she stroked her son’s face.


  “I’ll try mouth-to-mouth again,” Jake said. Jessica’s tears were contagious. The three of them grieved.


  The fire’s flames were reduced to a smolder. A bluish smoke glided above, stopping by the other bluish haze they assumed to be T.J.


  “Look! Do you see it?” asked Jake excitedly.


  “Look at them. Right next to each other. And now they’re floating away, up towards the sky!” Jessica said in amazement.


  “May they ascend,” Jake said with awe as they drifted out of sight.


  Henry began to stir and then violently hack as he turned to his side. Jessica hit his back and he vomited different colors of fluids. His eyes opened, frightened and back to their natural gray-blue.


  “Mom? Where am I? What happened?” Henry asked after he caught his breath.


  “Henry? You’re alive! Oh grace be to God. We got to get you to a hospital! Can you walk?” Jessica asked as she pulled him up. Henry staggered to his feet as he leaned on her. His steps were wobbly, but he could walk. “I could run back to the car and drive it down here.”


  “We got him. He can use us as a crutch. The long walk will clear his lungs and do him some good,” Leah said.


  “Yeah, we got a lot to tell you, Henry,” Jake said as he placed Henry’s arm around his neck.


  They all interrupted each other, eager to tell Henry every detail that happened. His face remained stoic. “I’ll miss Lucien. I hope he’s in Heaven. I hope he’s with T.J.”


  “I think he and T.J. are going to be fine,” said Jake with a smile.


  ***


  Natalie biked up to the community clubhouse on the other side of Lake Hayward. Besides the pool, the clubhouse featured other amenities such as a game room, snack bar, sauna, workout area and lounge, all available to residents who lived around the lake. Many teens used the clubhouse as a hangout during the summer.


  Allie met Natalie at the brick and log entrance by the bike rack. “Hey, saved you a seat. I’ve never seen it so crowded!”


  Natalie followed her friend to their seats she had set up by the shallow side of the pool.


  “Natalie, don’t look. Those boys over by the snack bar are checking us out. Aren’t they gorgeous! I think they go to Freemont,” Allie said.


  Natalie obliquely saw the group of three and nodded. “Cut, tan, tall…”


  “Oh shit! I told you not to look! They’re coming over here! What do we do?” Allie asked, suddenly a bundle of nerves.


  “Too late! Act natural,” Natalie whispered.


  The three boys met their gaze and sauntered to their lounge chairs. The most handsome of the three began the conversation. “Hi. You girls go to Freemont?” He reminded Natalie of Taylor Lautner.


  Allie looked too petrified to answer. “Uh…yes. We’ll be freshman,” Natalie stuttered. The boy looked at her in a way that made her both uncomfortable and exhilarated.


  “You’ll love it. I’m Rio and this is Bart, Chad.”


  “I’m Natalie. Natalie Novak. This is Allie MacDouglas.”


  “Novak? You have a brother?” Rio asked. She nodded, puzzled on how someone like him would know Henry.


  Rio grinned, exposing his perfect bleached teeth. “Truce. Your brother, Henry, beat the shit out of me last winter. Gotta hand it to him, he’s one strong mutha. He also stole my girlfriend. No hard feelings. You might know her, Brittany?” Natalie and Allie nodded. “So you must know what happened to her. Sad. Had no idea she was on the edge.”


  “Quite a coincidence,” Bart said.


  Natalie didn’t know how to react. She was stuck between defending her brother and wanting Rio and his cool friends to like her. Silence took over.


  “Can I get you girls something from the snack bar?” Chad asked.


  “No, we’re fine. I’m being rude. Want to sit down? I’ll pull up those empty lounge chairs,” Allie said.


  Once seated, Bart said, “Rio didn’t mean to suggest…”


  “I know,” Natalie interrupted. “It’s fine. My brother has Asperger’s and he’s not good at reading social cues. We went to Haiti back in June on a church mission. Something really bad happened. We don’t know what, but Henry is not the same. He’s withdrawn, doesn’t talk at all. Lots of problems. Probably won’t be back at school for a while.”


  “Bummer. Sorry. Hey, how about no more sad stories. Let’s have some fun before school starts,” Rio said.


  The teens hung out in the pool, volleyball court, and pavilion, listening to the band. By early evening, Natalie checked her phone for the first time-four voicemails and six texts from her parents within the last hour.


  “Gotta go! My mom’s worried. She and my dad are at the hospital. Something is wrong with Henry,” Natalie said as she threw her belongings into her tote bag. She said her goodbyes and darted out of the clubhouse. Rio followed her.


  “Natalie, I know this is a bad time, but can I have your number? We could maybe go out? Say yes, c’mon.” He tilted his head and held out his phone.


  Smiling, she took his phone and added her name to his contact list. “See you later.”


  He moved in and softly kissed her forehead. “Hope your brother is okay.”


  She rode away in a state of euphoria, feeling guilty about her lack of concern for Henry. Rio was worth the guilt. She’d be clinging to her phone, waiting for his call.


  


  



  Epilogue


  Several months later


  Jake had a couple hours to kill before starting his shift at Tilman’s Rest Home. He began working there full-time after graduating high school a semester early. He liked his job well enough, but couldn’t fathom doing it for the rest of his life. The rest of his life…he had no clue what that could even entail. Today he was officially an adult. Naively, he thought adulthood would magically provide all of the answers.


  After he changed Mami’s water and placed a fresh rat in her aquarium, he glanced at the blank junior college application he printed last week from the college’s website. It sat on top of his junk mail, daring him to apply. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to pursue a degree, but thought he could benefit from an education. He had a shoe box of Lucien’s jewels sitting in his closet. If he was ever robbed…He already sold one of Lucien’s heavy gold-linked chains at a Cash for Gold store. The heavy chain awarded him $10,000. He used the money to move out of Leah’s trailer and into his own apartment, learning later on the gold chain could have netted him three times the amount.


  He began filling out the application. Business and finance courses were a must. College made him think of Lucien. The old man was the reason college could even be a reality. All of Lucien’s faults no longer mattered. He missed the old man almost as much as he missed his mother.


  


  After Lucien died, Jake brought the Voodoo book Lucien gave him to the commons area of the trailer park and torched it. The Bizango Brotherhood was now his past. He poked around the pit and found the three rings Lucien had worn, still intact. He kept them for now. They would make a nice gift for Henry once he was released from the hospital. Lucien would have wanted it that way.


  As Jake continued to sift through the fire, he found bones that didn’t ash. They had to be Lucien’s. Jake even speculated some of T.J.’s were mixed in. He took as many as he could carry, and then buried them next to his mother’s headstone. Lucien and T.J. eternally together, how poetic. They once shared a ti-bon-ange, now they share a resting place.


  In the end Lucien offered protection from the law to both Jake and Henry by leaving a not-so-hidden confession in the bathroom’s waste basket along with T.J.’s dead flesh.


  Lucien was portrayed as a serial killer among the media. His letter confessed to the murders of Pete LaRue, the caretaker at the nearby cemetery, and the attempted murder of Ms. Fontana, claiming he wanted her dead because of her suspicions of his Voodoo black magic. His letter also declared that he had hypnotized Henry into a rebellion against his doctors and anyone who stood in his way of his escape. At the cost of his reputation, Lucien wanted both him and Henry protected from the law while giving Hayward some peace.


  The police were willing to close most of the cases. However, they doubted Lucien attempted to kill Candy Fontana. Instead, whispers and rumor pointed in Henry’s direction. Brittany was confirmed pregnant, giving Henry a motive. Still on the hook and very much a suspect, the boy was placed in an institution in hopes of getting some answers to what had happened on the night Brittany died and Candy Fontana was put into a coma. Jake faithfully visited him once a week.


  Lucien’s letter verified what Jake had suspected all along. The old man sacrificed himself to save Henry as if he knew T.J.’s dead body would not be enough to rid them of the djab. For all of the old man’s talk about good and evil being one in the same, he chose good in the end, believing his selflessness would not be rewarded. To Jake, that was as good as one could get. May his last actions count for something with the loas, Jake thought. It certainly counts for the way I want to live my life.


  Jake filled out the college application and thought of Leah. Leaving her had broken his heart. He dated other girls over the last few months, but none of them could compare. He knew if he didn’t leave her, she’d grow to resent him. Time would eventually wash away his charms. He also had Rhianna to think about. The little girl already lost her father. Although a good thing, it was still a loss. She didn’t need Jake to add further confusion.


  Jake gave Leah some of his windfall from the gold chain and suggested she keep on collecting the state’s checks for his foster care. If she missed him, she could always track him down once he was legally a man. She’s not going to remember my birthday. She probably found someone else.


  He arrived early at Tilman’s and waited in the breakroom until it was time to punch the clock. His supervisor told him he was needed right away in Room 311. An ornery patient refused to get out of bed, making it impossible to change the bedding. Jake punched in ten minutes early and rushed into 311. Leah and Rhianna were sitting on the bed of the empty room, wearing birthday hats. A clear plastic cake carrier sat on the table. Jake could see the homemade cake inside.


  “Surprise!” exclaimed Rhianna, looking more like a little girl than a baby.


  “We made you a chocolate cake. Let’s have a piece,” Leah said. “And here, it’s a present from both of us.” She handed Jake a card.


  Jake opened the generic birthday card and a plastic giftcard dropped out. “What’s this? Joe’s Steakhouse? I love this restaurant. Can’t believe you’re here.” Don’t get too excited. This could be her just being nice.


  “That giftcard is where I’m working. I want you to go there for dinner. And thought you could take me and Rhianna with you. Should be enough on the card for three big steaks,” Leah said. She smiled at him. He missed that smile. She looked more beautiful than he could remember.


  “Two jobs?” he asked.


  “Just one. No more Dollhouse. I want Rhianna to be proud of me. And…I want you to be proud of me,” Leah said and looked away. Jake momentarily saw her fill with tears.


  “Me? I am proud of you. You’re the love of my life. I don’t care where you work, just as long as you’re happy.”


  “The new job helps, but I’m still not happy. I don’t have you. Listen, we might have started off under…unconventional circumstances, and I stress the word might, but too much time has passed. I’m not under any spells right now. I even went out with a few guys to see if maybe I was just lonely, but I wasn’t. It’s you, Jake. You’re the love of my life, too. You’re officially a man. Will you take me and Rhianna out to Joe’s Steakhouse tonight?” Leah asked, no longer able to hold back her tears.


  “Can’t think of a place I’d rather be than with my family!” Jake exclaimed.


  ***


  Henry left his therapy session in anger. His mother suggested he cool off by going to the lounge area of the ward. He could watch television or play a game. He wished he could go home. However, he could tell by the pitiful looks from the panel of doctors he wasn’t going anywhere for a while. They were closed off to the possibility of demonic possession. Even though his mother witnessed it with her own eyes, she used terms such as ‘hypnosis’ and ‘delusions’, blaming Lucien for everything bad that ever happened in Hayward or even the state of Wisconsin.


  Henry found one of the men from group therapy in the lounge and asked him to play a game of chess. The man was nice enough, but irritated Henry when he started talking about aliens invading the doctors and nurses in the hospital.


  They sat by the TV and watched a morning news show as they played. As much as he hated the psychiatric ward, it had to be better than his other option, jail. The djab inside of him done some horrific things the law wasn’t willing to completely overlook. His mother stood in the hallway and talked to his new doctor.


  Henry remembered bits and pieces of last summer, but was still foggy in many areas. He recalled killing Dr. Resnick, but not by his own hand, and remembered injuring Dr. Gold and some man at a gas station. He held no recollection of hurting Ms. Fontana. Once she woke up from her coma, she couldn’t remember Henry hurting her either. Nonetheless, he was blamed for her condition so it must be true. As his favorite all time teacher, he was truly sorry and hoped she would one day forgive him. He would explain to her it was the demon inside of him who hurt her. He loved her and wouldn’t harm a hair on her head. If only the doctors would believe him. Then he could go home and sleep in his own bed.


  Henry waited forever between each of his chess partner’s moves. The game turned monotonous and he switched his interest to a talk show on TV. The host announced her next guest, Dr. Justin Gold, would join her after the commercial break. He was invited on the show to talk about his new book.


  “Mom! Get in here now! Dr. Gold’s going to be on TV!” Henry yelled as he raised the volume.


  His mother abruptly ended the conversation with his new doctor and sat down next to him.


  “There he is. His new book, Patient H. Am I Patient H?” Henry asked.


  “Don’t know. Let’s watch,” said his mother.


  “Sarah, thank you for having me on your show. My new book, Patient H, is a case study of the longest recorded period of time anyone has ever been fully under hypnosis. I included the legendary Dr. Phillip Resnick posthumously as co-author. Had he been alive…well, it was a joint effort.” Dr. Gold looked like a movie star. Henry’s new doctor came closer to see what was so exciting.


  “Your book has made it to the New York Times Bestseller List practically overnight! Why so successful? What makes Patient H so interesting?” asked Sarah, the pretty blonde talk show host.


  “He came to me misdiagnosed, catatonic, hopeless. With Dr. Resnick’s help, we devised a new kind of therapy, a real breakthrough. Our research has the potential to help millions,” claimed Dr. Gold.


  “But all of this was at the expense of Dr. Resnick’s life and almost your own,” added Sarah.


  “We made some mistakes. Having been pioneers in this particular field there are always risks. But Dr. Resnick did not die in vain. Our contribution to psychiatry has the same magnitude as Freud’s psychoanalysis, maybe more. We’ve only scratched the surface. With more research, who knows what else can spin off of our findings!” Dr. Gold announced. The interview segment ended and cut to a commercial.


  “But Mom, what he said wasn’t…” Henry argued.


  “Please,” his mother interrupted. Her eyes told him to quit talking. “Let’s go back to your room. I want to explain some things your new doctor and I talked about.”


  They walked back to this room in silence. His roommate was gone. His mother shut the door.


  “You know I never killed anyone!” Henry cried.


  “Oh Son, of course I know that. I was there, remember? Your eyes…They were red. But you’ve got to listen to me if you ever want to get out of here.” Henry nodded in self-defeat. “What I’m about to suggest goes against every bone in my body, against all Christian principles, everything. Your doctors don’t believe in Voodoo, djabs, magic, none of it. And they never will. They will live like I did, in complete ignorance. Bottom line is you got to drop the demonic possession story. Lucien knew this; that’s why he wrote that letter taking the blame for everything.”


  “So you want me to lie?” Henry asked.


  “Yes! Say you were hypnotized. At least that offers up a more logical explanation to your behavior. Say you’re better now. Say that demons only exist in nightmares and you must have been delusional. Say whatever they want you to say and let’s go home and never look back,” said his mother. She gave him a hug and began to cry. He felt uncomfortable being held in her arms, but awkwardly returned the embrace.


  “Okay, Mom. I’ll play,” Henry promised.


  Henry’s new doctor came into the room to see how he was feeling about the disturbing story on the TV.


  “Did seeing your old doctor bring up bad memories?” he asked. Henry could never remember his name.


  “Oh yes. But I owe him everything. He pushed me out of my haze. I’m so sorry for talking about demons. I know they are a part of my nightmares,” Henry said. He saw a hint of smile on his mother’s lips.


  “Well then, maybe seeing that talk show segment was a good thing. Mrs. Novak, Henry’s showing some progress. Can’t promise you anything, but he could be released ahead of schedule,” said the doctor.


  Henry smiled. If only he knew the power of Voodoo, the Bizango Society, sorcery, zombies, spells, possession…Lucien knew and now he’s gone. I almost forgot! The book! And I remember where I hid it! Lucien will live through me! I can’t wait to get out of here.
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