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      It started with the rosebushes. The stupid, silly rosebushes. And my big mouth.

      Actually, it all started with Jimmy Cassidy. He stole my entire stash—the money I kept taped inside the toilet tank so he wouldn’t find it. (Once you start hiding money in the toilet tank because of your main squeeze’s general reliability issues, you might as well consider yourself single again anyway.) He found it and went to visit his dealer while I was telling fortunes on Salk Avenue. I couldn’t pay the rent, I couldn’t even eat. Three thousand dollars, gone on one of his benders. This time I couldn’t chalk it up to his sweet lazy smile and the way his black hair tangled over one eye, the way he hummed sometimes when he went down on me like he was having a great time. The sex was good, but the monkey on his back was better for him, I suppose.

      It always is. We’d looked good together, black hair and blue eyes, a matched set.

      I’d been thinking it was almost time anyway; the itch in the soles of my feet had gotten a little intense no matter how many pedicures I gave myself. The wind had started to moan, too. Not calling with its high plaintive voice: Isabella, Isabella. No, instead it had just started to make that lowdown hungry noise a wind can make when it touches the corners of a cheap apartment building. The noise that tells you to get ready, because the time of traveling is coming ’round faster than a landlord three weeks after the first of the month.

      That’s where it started, back to the same old song. I had my Oldsmobile packed to the gills with stuff—I couldn’t think very well, I was too busy crying—clothes, and some books. He’d taken the rest, little bit by little bit, any book that was worth any money at the secondhand stores, anything he could pawn. My mother always used to say that when you woke up from a bad man you always did it in one jump, like a nightmare in the early-morning time. I woke up from this one with three thousand dollars, my books, my music, and my carnival glass candy-dish gone.

      I packed anything edible in the car too, which came down to cigarettes, bread, peanut butter, and pickles. So I’d diet for a while.

      I actually had a hundred and fifty dollars, because I’d broken down and started telling fortunes on the street again. My cards were safe, because they were tucked in my messenger bag; I never went anywhere without them. I had my ID and my bankcard too, but an account without anything in it isn’t any good either. I don’t really trust banks. My mother had trusted hers, and look where it got her. Her estate had gone to a particularly rapacious banker, leaving her only daughter a beggar too crippled with grief to even fight him.

      I let him have the money. It choked him in the end. You don’t mess with a witch’s daughter, even when the witch is dead.

      I left the city in a cloud of dust, cursing. Cassidy would be lucky to find a girl that would tolerate him like I did, especially after the fourth or fifth repetition of a curse to take the starch out his Mr. Spunky. I’d never find out if the curse worked, but I could dream, couldn’t I? Besides, the wind was up, singing at me to keep moving on.

      I made good time all the way towards the Rockies, telling fortunes and singing songs in the big cities to scrape together enough gas and munchies to get to the next town. I worked with a carnival again, until they wanted to go south and the wind told me to go north. I heard on the radio before it faded it out in static that there had been a fire in their big top one night; fourteen people had died. Again, I’d jumped before the ship sank.

      So I was in the mountains, driving through podunk towns and running out of cash, when the radiator cracked.

      I’ll say this much for that blue Oldsmobile: it did me well. I put a good hundred thousand miles on it over six years before it clunked to a hissing stop, and it was no spring chicken to begin with. I pulled over to the edge of the cracked and fading two-lane blacktop and came to a stop with my car directly under a huge weeping willow tree, whose branches draped down and scraped across the car roof as I rolled onto the grass. I’d over-adjusted, steering too far onto the shoulder. Didn’t matter, the car was dead anyway. Steam billowed out, and I saw low fluid shapes with teeth in the shifting mist before the wind sprang up again, blowing it away and whipping the willow branches against the car’s panels. It was a sound like hundreds of tiny fingernails scraping the painted metal. I ground my teeth and rolled down the window. I lit a cigarette while I watched the steam billow from under the hood. The cards hadn’t lied; they had been predicting disaster for the last four hundred miles.

      I smoked in silence. There was a gentle green slope down to the river on my right; the road had been tucking itself neatly into a green valley between two mountains, coming down from the last big pass, when the blue Cutlass finally stopped running. Really pretty, in a Rocky Mountain High sort of way. On my left, across the road, rock faces climbed up toward heaven, and on the other side of the river was another hunk of sharp stone. The water chuckled and the wind whistled, and it was cold in the shade.

      A hawk cried out in the distance. I finished smoking and sat there for a minute. My head throbbed, the headache retreating because the worst had happened. I took a swallow of cold coffee left over from the morning’s starchy breakfast in a backwoods cafe where the loggers and truckers stared at me. Rinsed my mouth, spat out the open window.

      “Okay,” I said.

      I got out of the car, my messenger bag bumping against my hip, and went to the trunk. I had two clean pairs of jeans, a black cashmere sweater and a sundress—I stuffed those in my canvas duffel. Three black T-shirts, one white shirt, and the knife my mother had given me. The pearl necklace she’d left me as well, and the sapphire ring—Cassidy never pawned those because I never wore them, always kept them in my messenger bag. My copy of Strange Stories Amazing Facts. My dog-eared copy of Les Fleurs du Mal. The last pack of cigarettes I had, the loaf of wheat bread I’d bought, the jar of peanut butter, and my copy of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, abridged. I couldn’t let that go. My tiger’s eye necklace, which I fastened at the back of my neck and let dangle between my breasts. The turquoise bracelet—it brought me luck—I slid on too. There was enough room for another pair of jeans and a white button-down shirt, as well as a pocketknife, the small cedar box I had carried everywhere for years with its cargo of ashes, and the three-by-five velvet-covered notebook that held photographs. Then I zipped it up, hefted it experimentally, and jammed two pairs of socks into it after a moment’s careful consideration. I closed the trunk and stood looking at the river for a minute. It glittered in the sun, and I thought I heard harsh, subliminal laughter on the wind.

      “Get a hold on yourself, Isabella.” The sudden hush made me wish I hadn’t spoken. The valley watched me, stone rising up on either side considering me with the ageless patience of the near-eternal. Being acutely aware of one’s surroundings can be a curse, especially when you’re recovering from crying your heart out over a bad man and running blindly into another disaster.

      I walked carefully around the car to the willow tree and laid my hand on the trunk, rough bark supple and lively under my palm. Willows were good trees; they weren’t haughty like oaks or secretive like elms, or as flighty as cherry trees. A willow could be counted on, like a mountain ash or a birch, to help a witch in trouble.

      “Hi,” I said, softly. “I’m sorry, but I can’t push the car away. I would if I could. I’m going to have to leave it here. I am really sorry, but someone’ll probably tow it or strip it down soon. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I waited a second. The wind kicked up again, whistling over rocks and brushing the branches back and forth with a soughing, gentle sound. The willow nodded, its branches sliding against the car, almost...well, caressing.

      I shrugged, snugged my messenger bag’s strap across my body, picked up my duffel, and started to walk.
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      I could have gone back toward where I’d taken the nameless highway away from the interstate and found the last town I’d flashed through, or I could strike out for new territory on the theory that I was closer to another town. I picked striking out, and wouldn’t you know, it was the wrong way to go. I’ve often wondered since then if the shape of events to come was already unreeling under my feet, wondering if I wasn’t quite my own master even then. I’ve even wondered if the hands of my mother’s gods reached out and caressed my radiator.

      Thinking like that can drive a person crazy, even if it’s a witch who’s blown through just about every major city in America and quite a few that aren’t. You learn to have a high weirdness tolerance as a witch. Some luck isn’t bad or good, it’s just luck, the way the pebble falls or the coin flips, the way the cue ball rides. Luck or gods, it didn’t matter. There I was, walking down the road, that’s all that counts.

      The highway followed the valley and the looping river, then the river vanished down a gorge and the highway turned down another valley. I kept walking until dusk and then backtracked a bit to a campground, and I lit a fire in a little picnic barbecue thing with my Zippo. The blisters on my hands from switching the duffel back and forth stung until I could whisper to them. Then they only ached.

      The temperature dropped even more, and I found myself wishing I’d brought a coat. The sweater was soft but it wasn’t enough, and I managed only a few hours’ worth of broken sleep on a wooden picnic table between nightmares and the cold.

      Darkness is complete once you get away from cities, and I know why people used to bar their doors with two-by-fours at night. It’s not so much the wet-bandage blackness even though there’s rivers of starshine overhead, but the feeling of being naked and vulnerable, the thought of what could be lurking in the darkness on the ground, ready to rend you with sharp teeth while you inhaled its meaty breath for your last scream.

      The monster you can’t see is the most fearsome of all.

      The dreams were bad—snarling, dripping teeth and wrinkled muzzles, big dogs fighting. I didn’t wait for dawn, just for the fire to burn down to a punky glow in the stillness of early-morning. There wasn’t anything that could burn, it was all concrete around the picnic-barbecue-thing, so I left it and trekked back out toward the road. Sometimes there’s nothing to do but walk forward.

      I walked. And walked. I was going to get blisters on my feet, too, I could feel it, and I hadn’t stopped to read the cards. When I finally came across a sign that told me Tremont—the next town—was five miles away, I celebrated with a cigarette and a peanut butter sandwich, as well as another session of whispering to my raw, aching palms. There was another campground with a water fountain that hadn’t been turned off, and I had an empty Evian bottle, so I filled that and continued on until I found myself on the outskirts of a largish town-smallish city under a bunch of glowering mountains by the time noon came around.

      Welcome to Tremont, the sign said, white-painted, with primroses planted around its solid feet. How welcoming it was remained to be seen.

      I walked past quiet little homes and made my way to the northern part of downtown (just follow the freeway in most places, you know, and you can find something to eat with little hassle) and found a Barb’s Cafe that promised All the Pancakes You Can Eat. I still had a little over a hundred dollars left, so I stopped for a lunch, and knew as soon as I’d stepped in the door I’d made a mistake

      Silence. Locals only, and I was heaving all my worldly possessions in a bag half my size.

      I caught the waitress’s eye. She was short, dumpy, and bottle-blonde, with baggy pantyhose and thick-soled white nurse’s shoes. I took a deep breath. There was a radio playing some country-and-western song back in the kitchen, and the hiss of bacon frying. My stomach growled quietly, reminding me that I didn’t want to skip another meal unless I wanted real trouble. I brushed a mass of tangled black hair back, wishing I’d thought to get a handkerchief or something to tie it up with.

      So I decided to brazen it out. “Hi. Are you guys open for lunch?” Pretty soon even whispering into my cupped hands wouldn’t be enough; the skin would break and bleed.

      I’d lost a few calluses, I guess.

      It was a stupid thing to say, but I had to say something. A couple of truckers at the breakfast bar turned in their stools to look at me, and there was a pair of county sheriffs sitting in the window, watching me. Assorted other people gave me the eye, and the waitress wiped her hands on her stained apron.

      “Hi there.” Her face set, flat and neutral. “Come on in. You sit down here—” She pulled a menu out and indicated a seat in the very back of the smoking section. I followed her, grateful, and made sure to sit with my back to the wall. I was already digging in my pocket and had a twenty-dollar bill out by the time she laid my menu down.

      “I’ve got money,” I said. “I probably look pretty bad, huh?”

      She glanced at the twenty, and her face became infinitely friendlier. I felt like I’d won one.

      “Naw, honey. You just ain’t from around here, ’sall. You want coffee?”

      “Please. With cream.” I didn’t slide the strap of my messenger bag off just yet, though. “Do you have the local paper here, ma’am?”

      That won her over almost completely. “Shore do. Quarter a copy, but if you stay here an’ read it, ’sfree. We just fold it back up. You want one?”

      I dug a quarter out of the front of my bag and handed it to her. “If you wouldn’t mind. Thank you, ma’am.”

      She lit up and beamed at me, and I suddenly felt sorry for her. She had a heart condition that would kill her in under a year. The knowledge slid whole and complete into my consciousness; I shut my eyes as soon as she left me, willing the flashes to stop. I had to eat, or I’d start telling complete strangers what their spouses were doing. The gift always got stronger when I was hungry. Mom said it was because I was already half in the next world, tethered to this one only by my body’s hunger. Food’s the ballast that will keep you here, Bella my love, she would half-chant, reminding me to eat.

      When I got myself back under control, I lit a cigarette and studied the menu. Pancake special. French toast special. Denver omelet special. Like every other small-town menu I’d ever seen. I could have read it in the dark.

      When she came back with a cup, a coffee pot, and the paper, I looked up at her and smiled, determined to be charming. “Thank you.”

      “Aw, you’re welcome, honey. You know what you want?” She poured my coffee, stacked five creamers on the table, and slid the paper across to me. I handed her the menu.

      “May I have the spinach-and-mushroom omelet special, with hash browns and bacon please? And some orange juice?” I gave her my ‘innocent waif’ smile and watched her melt.

      “You’re a real nice girl.” Fresh lipstick smeared bright red across her teeth, and for a moment I was sure her mouth was bleeding. “Course you can, honey. You want some toast or a biscuit with that?”

      My back was cold and prickling. “Toast please. Wheat.”

      “All right then.” She clicked her tongue at me, and I widened the smile. Look at me, fucking great at winning over the locals. The name tag on her pink sweater said Darlene.

      Oh, gods. I’m trapped in Mayberry.

      She moved ponderously away on her too-thick legs, and I added cream and sugar to my coffee. Stirred with the regulation spoon, and opened up the paper to the classifieds. Evidently Darlene had pronounced in my favor, because everyone stopped looking at me and went back to their food. Mom had always told me that people like us had some sort of smell—maybe pheromones—that regular folks were uneasy with. They didn’t know why they were uncomfortable, but they were, and apprehensive people can turn into violent people at the drop of a hat.

      The fact that I could tell fortunes with a deck of cards most people had never seen before or whisper a car accident into happening probably had something to do with it. The fact that I could, if I wanted to, tell a stranger what they were thinking...or what their spouse was doing...or who their spouse was doing probably didn’t help either. I have given up wondering why people always come to fortunetellers wanting to know about infidelity and then get so angry when the card-reader or crystal-gazer confirms it. After all, if they already suspected, why get angry at Madam Zelda the Precognitive Wonder when she tells you it’s true?

      I sighed, the newsprint turning to little squiggles in front of my watering eyes. Looking for work was never my favorite thing to do, but I knew a town this size probably wouldn’t like me reading cards on the street. They’d throw me in jail if they didn’t ride me out of town on a rail; I’d been in enough dicey situations in not-so-small-anymore-but-not-big-enough-yet towns to know. I blinked away tears and gave myself a sharp mental scolding. Self-pity would do me no good.

      I had two or three possibilities circled when Darlene came back with steaming plate of food. She set it down, I thanked her, and her bright little eyes slid across the paper. “You lookin’ for work, honey?”

      You think I like being virtually homeless all my life? “I guess so.”

      “What are you lookin’ for?” Bright and interested, I was good gossip waiting to happen.

      “Anything, really.” It was the truth. “I can waitress, and work a cocktail slot, and I can clean houses. I’m good with kids, I have a clean record, I can type. I’m just looking for a place to settle down.” That was the gods’ own truth, too. The only problem was, the wind would start calling my name soon enough—how soon I didn’t know—and something would happen to drive me out of every safe haven. I couldn’t put down roots here or anywhere else, nosirree. Wherever I was needed, there I was sent, willingly or not.

      Her teeth were still smeared with crimson lipstick, though there was none on her lips. It gave her the distinct appearance of being bloody-toothed and older than her years. The laboring thuds of her heart hurt a little to hear. I wondered if it was a birth defect, or if she literally had a broken heart, broken enough to kill. Sometimes my gift wasn’t too specific between the physical and the spiritual.

      “Well, there’s work here, for those that can get it. You’re real polite, won’t have no trouble I hope. Go get your toast.” With that, she shambled away. I wasn’t interesting enough to warrant more help than that, I guess.

      The food was okay, and she came back with my toast and some strawberry jam. Refilled my coffee cup. Then she left me alone, which was okay by me.

      One of the classifieds caught my eye as I was finishing the hash browns. I brushed my hair back again and twisted it into a sloppy chignon as I read, wishing I had something to hold it with. I’d stop in a drugstore and get some elastic bands.

      Outside, the sky was gray, and rain started to speckle the pavement. Great.

      Housekeeper needed, light work only. Salary and benefits. Must be able to read. Apply in person, 4444 Tremont Avenue. Terse even for a classified ad, and since when was literacy a requirement for scrubbing toilets? And “light work only” was usually a danger sign. Still, it looked good, and my fingers tingled as I read it. I could check a phone book for a map, a town this size shouldn’t have many confusing streets.

      I finished breakfast and had another cup of coffee while I smoked another cigarette. Outside, the rain played fitfully, sometimes misting down, sometimes stopping. I watched the cars crawl by on the street and wondered if anyone had found my Oldsmobile yet. The pass had probably been the kicker, a couple of thousand feet is hard on any car.

      Yes, I actually thought that.

      When I finished, I paid Darlene and left her a good tip. She had little enough time to enjoy it. I did use the restroom to relieve myself and wash my face. Wonder of wonders, I found a scrunchie in my messenger bag. With my hair braided back I felt much more like myself. Curly hair is both a curse and a blessing, like everything else in my life.

      On my way out, I stopped at the ancient cash register. “Excuse me, ma’am.” I tucked the newspaper under my arm. Darlene looked up, a flash of something—was it fear?—darting out from her little eyes. “I was wondering if you could tell me where Tremont Avenue is.”

      “Got something out there?” Her mouth turned down at the corners, like she was sucking on something bitter. I was relieved—at least she didn’t flash her horsey, painted-red teeth at me.

      “I think so,” I said. “That’s where I’ll start, anyway.”

      “Out the door, turn left, and go about five blocks. There’s a KwikMart and a liquor store there. That’s Tremont.” She glanced around. Nobody was near us—the county sheriffs had left, and the truckers were still at the breakfast bar. “If you ain’t got a job by nightfall, best be out of town, miss.”

      Now what in hell did that mean? Her mouth was drawn tight, a pursed little pucker. I nodded slowly, trying to decide if she was honestly warning me or just pulling a stranger’s chain. “Okay. I get it. I will.”

      “All right then, honey. Left and five blocks.”

      “KwikMart and liquor store,” I said. “Thank you, ma’am.” You’re going to die soon. I wish it wasn’t so.

      “Name’s Darlene.” As if I couldn’t read her nametag. “You remember what I tell you. After dark, don’t stay here ’less you got a place to hide.”

      Land of the free, home of the brave. Huddled masses need not apply. “All right.” I had to work for a pleasant tone. I turned around and walked for the door, and noticed that the glass door had a padlock hanging from an iron grille, rolled up under the sidewalk awning. So when Main Street closed down at night, it really closed down. Wow.

      “Thank you,” I said again before I left.

      She didn’t reply.
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      Darlene’s directions were good. I turned left, smelling the good greenness of rain, and followed Main Street (aka the infamous two-lane highway) for five blocks until I saw the KwikMart and the L’il Drop Liquor Store. (Both fine business establishments, no doubt.) The street sign said Tremont, and I walked a few doors down to my right and checked the addresses.

      Shit.

      The addresses were in the 1800’s and going down. I backtracked, crossed Main Street again, and started walking.

      The town was nice, in an unremarkable way. It was a little odd that pretty much all the houses had heavy-duty screen doors—the kind with iron bars and maybe some decorative scrollwork on them. It was really odd that once I got off the main drag, the houses all had bars on the windows. You usually didn’t see those in the smaller cities, they belonged mostly in ghettos and barrios. In some cities, the rich had them, trapped just as surely as the poor, and they learned nothing from the experience either. The highest walls are those we build ourselves, my mother used to say.

      I walked, and walked, and walked.

      By the time I was in the 2900’s the rain stopped flirting and started coming down in earnest. My sweater was quickly soaked, and my hair was cold and heavy against my back. It was down to my waist, braided, so it took a while for it to get thoroughly wet, but it did. By the time I reached the 3500’s I was cursing to myself in a low steady monotone. Water poured in black buckets from an iron-dark sky, and thunder grumbled to the west, and the duffel was getting heavier by the second.

      If my stupid fingers hadn’t kept tingling even through the pain, I might have bagged the whole thing and hitched a ride out of town. My digits had never led me wrong before, so I kept slogging through the rain and noticed that the sidewalk was better mended out here. The houses were bigger, and the lawns were well-kept. Gardens were in style. I saw irises and hydrangeas, lavender and peonies, a monkey tree and several kinds of pansies and petunias. The rain kept coming down, and thunder rumbled even louder by the time I found the 4000’s, and I had to cross the street (jumping over a small river masquerading as a gutter and storm drain) to get to 4444.

      Which proved to be a three-story gray stone affair, done up in Victorian style, with a four-car garage and enough driveway to park five RVs on. The place was massive, and I could see a slice of manicured lawn through the gate.

      Or rather, “Gates,” capitalized and underlined. Big, wrought-iron, set in a big stone wall. Highly unfriendly, but my fingers kept tingling irresistibly, a sure sign of something I was supposed to do. How in the hell am I going to do this?

      The back of my neck crawled with water and gooseflesh. I stood looking at the gate for a good two minutes before I saw the next lightning flash up in the mountains somewhere, getting closer. That did it.

      I cast around and found—glory hallelujah—an intercom box on the left-hand side of the gate.

      I girded myself, forded the driveway, and pressed the big red button. Rewarded with a muffled beeping sound, I stood there with my nape crawling and my fingers itching like crazy while the rain drove down like it wanted to drown the entire town.

      Finally, the intercom crackled into life. “What?” A passionless electric voice, I couldn’t even tell if it was male or female.

      I pressed the red button again. “I’ve come about the ad in the paper,” I said, and let go.

      “...Press the black button to talk.” Now the voice sounded annoyed.

      Well, I was too, come to think about it. I dutifully pressed the black button. “I’ve come about the ad in the paper.” I let go again.

      Pause. Thunder again. More thunder. The rain intensified, if that was possible.

      “Who are you?” the intercom crackled at me.

      I shrugged, forgetting the voice couldn’t see me unless it had cameras. Pressed the black button again. “Isabella Harpe. I saw your ad in the paper. Housekeeper.”

      There was another long pause, and the intercom beeped. “Come in,” the electric voice said, then the gates buzzed and clicked. The left half of the gate swung halfway inwards and stopped.

      I splashed through, my boots almost slipping on slick, pristine black paving. I was halfway to the house when the gate clanged shut behind me. I jumped and glanced back, a shudder ruffling through me, continued on because I’d come this far I might as well.

      The front door was mahogany, big enough for three of me, and one-half of it stood slightly open. I hopped the steps to the porch, enjoying the sudden relief from rain pounding at me, and glanced over the lawn.

      The rosebushes.

      Not just one or two, but rows of them, set to one side. Dripping green leaves and tightly-closed buds showing just a few tinges of color, indistinct and watery through the rain. They were planted on either side of the front walk, too, and massed under every window. The smell must be deafening in summer. I shivered a little more. It was fucking cold with the rain—and now the wind started to get into the act. The wooden boards of the wraparound porch creaked under my weight, and the open door groaned inward a little, pushed by invisible storm-fingers.

      The hall inside was a dark cave.

      “Hello?” I called tentatively, into that dimness. The bulk of the house would mute the thunder. Rain rang on the roof of the porch. The gutters would be spouting.

      Now’s the part in the movie where the big bad wolf comes out of the shadows and eats me in one gulp. My, Grandma, what a lovely spooky house you have. I suppressed the urge to giggle like an idiot. My breakfast was a cold lump in my stomach.

      “Come in.” From inside. Male, low voice, very good. Very good. Like caramel, deep and rich. I would have paid, even out of my limited funds, to hear it recite Shakespeare on the stage. “If you like.”

      That voice went a long way toward dispelling my unease. It was, for all its beauty, a human sound.

      “I saw your ad in the paper.” I kept peering through the door, unwilling to step over the threshold just yet. “Housekeeper. It said to apply in person.”

      “You didn’t expect the rain.” His tone was flat, careful.

      Is it that obvious, asshole? Good luck getting hired, I shouldn’t have done this. When will I ever learn to act like a normal person? “No. I didn’t.” I refrained from adding dumbass onto the end of it, but only just.

      Thunder crashed overhead, getting closer. They made storms big out here. “Come in, if you like.”

      “I don’t know if you want me to. I’m soaked.” And I’ve got all my worldly possessions in two bags.

      “You’ll catch a cold.” Now he sounded...what? Regretful? Amused?

      I didn’t have anywhere else to be, and the idea of drying off was a powerful temptation. My fingers kept tingling, so I shrugged and stepped forward. The foyer was floored with marble, black and white squares fit for Fred and Ginger. Dear gods.

      A sudden, intense urge to sneeze loudly was firmly repressed. I tented my fingers and pushed the door open a little more, then decided to go for it and stepped inside.

      I stood dripping on a slick stone floor, cautious and cold. It smelled like beeswax and lemon polish. I had to wait for my eyes to adjust to the dimness, and as soon as they had, the door swung shut behind me. It closed with a click, then the deadbolt slid home.

      Now that was something new. Was the house electric or something?

      The first feeling was creeping dread—the door had just shut behind me like the jaws of a trap. The second feeling, hard on its heels, was an almost comforting sense of being enclosed. Almost safe, as if the house had folded a warm towel around me and clucked, there there dear, come in; we’re so happy you’ve arrived!

      The feeling wasn’t very sane, but it was familiar enough. I was safe for the time being.

      There was an indistinct figure at the end of the foyer, on the steps that could have been in a Hollywood musical. If any place needed domestic help, this was it. Whoever he was, he looked tall. I waited for my eyes to adjust even more, blinking, and heard the thunder again, muted by the bulk of the house. Immediately after that, a lightning flash sizzled through the windows and thunder almost immediately followed again.

      I decided to make the best of it, waiting for the ringing in my ears to stop. “Hi,” I said brightly, to the motionless figure on the stairs. “I’m Isabella Harpe. Nice to meet you.”

      “Tremont.” There was a huge chandelier, dark and tinkling, hung a story or two above the marble. I had a brief vision of it falling down and had to repress a mad giggle. I couldn’t concentrate on that. If I thought about it too hard it just might happen, and there would go my chances of getting a job.

      “Is this the right house? Forty-four forty-four Tremont, right?” I peered up at him. “It’s pretty dark in here. Did you lose your electricity because of the storm?” If he did, then why did the intercom work? Don’t be stupid.

      “No. I can see quite well in the dark, and I forget other...people can’t.” He took a step down, and I was relieved to see him move. “I’d forgotten I placed an ad in the paper. Desperation, I suppose.” His laugh was a bitter little chuckle, like he was chewing on something awful. Then, “Close your eyes, I’ll turn the light on.”

      I obeyed, not wanting to be blinded. There was a moment’s worth of waiting before light bloomed painfully even through my eyelids. I waited a second or two, blinked furiously. He’d turned the chandelier on; golden light drenched every surface. It changed the whole front hall from a dusty cave into a very grand, if a little overdone, musical-movie foyer.

      “Wow.” I dripped onto the crisp marble squares, repressed another sneeze. “That’s...wow.”

      I had to look around to locate him again; he moved very quietly. He’d ended up off to my right, in the shadow of a doorway. Probably a grand little parlor, I guessed, and turned slowly. I could make out a black sweater and a pair of khakis with a sharp crease, and he was wearing black socks.

      Not only that, but he was big. Taller than me—almost everyone is—very tall, topping six feet. And broad-shouldered. His face was an indistinct blur.

      “Too bright?” he asked.

      “No, it’s okay. I probably shouldn’t have asked for any light, I feel like a drowned rat. Guess it’s not a good first impression.”

      “You’re polite, at least.” Noncommittal in the extreme.

      I got the feeling he was about to dismiss me. I did not look forward to walking some more in the downpour.

      “I saw the rosebushes.” I searched for something more, anything that might sound appropriate. “It must be beautiful, when they bloom.”

      The stupid, silly rosebushes. All I could think of then was that he had so many, he must like them, and people always liked talking about their hobbies. It was why they had them. Right?

      Maybe I could have left right then, if I just hadn’t opened my mouth about the roses. Once I said that, it was already too late. Maybe it was too late the moment I walked up to the door, maybe it was too late the moment he spoke, or I did...but I really think it was the rosebushes that clinched the deal. Made the bargain, so to speak.

      Of course, it might not have been that. He would have let me go, anyway. I was just supposed to be there, that was all.

      Like I said, a person can go crazy thinking about it.

      He went very still again, and the back of my neck was really crawling now. Maybe I’d made a mistake. My fingers had never led me wrong before. Oh, well, first time for everything, like Mom always said.

      “The roses,” he said, and I could tell from the flat tone in his voice that I’d done something wrong.

      Okay. Let’s get gracefully out of here and find a cheap motel for the night. At least you’ll be able to wash your hair. “I’m probably bothering you.” I hadn’t even set my bag down. “I’m sorry to disturb you, I really am. Excuse me.” I turned halfway around, meaning to head for the door.

      “No!”

      The force of it took me by surprise; I jerked back around and stared at him. He hadn’t moved from the doorway, but he had thrown his hand out, fingers outstretched, as if to stop me.

      “No,” he repeated, a little less loudly. “It’s no disturbance. Please, come in. Would you like some tea? Coffee? Hot cocoa? You must be chilled.”

      “I just had breakfast.” I turned on the polite tone that kept a man at arm’s length. “I really didn’t mean to bother you, sir. I saw your ad in the paper and I need work, so I walked out here and I—” I was already planning on how to get out the door and to a warm dry hotel room. This place was out of the rain, but the vast luxury of it was beginning to make me uneasy.

      Almost frightened.

      “You’re not from this town.” It wasn’t a question. “Please come in. You’re not disturbing me. Quite the...quite the opposite. I just didn’t expect any response from the ad. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      “I’m just passing through,” I took a nervous step sideways, almost regretted it because of the way my boots squished. “I have a clean record, I have ID, and I’m not afraid of hard work. Housekeeping, it said.”

      He nodded. His face was still indistinct. I saw the color of his hair now—blond. Golden blond, shaggy and thick, like he hadn’t had a trim for a while. “You’re the only person who came. You can have the job. It’s yours. If you want it.”

      “What does it pay?” That was only the first important question.

      “Negotiable. Name a price.”

      This was more familiar ground; unlike most women I have no compunction about bargaining. Guess it comes from being a poor homeless wandering witch whose mama trained her to be no fool. “What kind of cleaning?”

      He gave that bitter little laugh again. “Mostly the library. Alphabetizing, dusting and watering the plants. Maybe some cooking if you feel like it, I keep odd hours. The house mostly takes care of itself. Can you read?”

      “I wasn’t raised by wolves. Of course I can read.”

      That mirthless little chuckle again. Either I was amusing him or he was poking himself with a needle. “You can read to me.” It wasn’t a question. “That’s all.”

      I ticked it off on my fingers. “Dusting and alphabetizing the library, watering the plants, maybe occasional cooking, and reading to you. What are the hours?”

      “No more than six a day, all told. Room and board too.”

      “Eight hundred a week. But I’m not a good cook, I’ll warn you.” It was a long shot, but I was betting that he would want other errands done too. A house this big? You bet. I still hadn’t decided if he was the type of man I could be around without getting propositioned. Eight hundred a week was preposterous, and I was half hoping he’d refuse so I could get the hell out of there, tingling fingers or not.

      “Done. I don’t care about the cooking, really, just the library. Cash or checks?”

      Now do you think I’m an idiot? I shrugged. “I don’t trust banks.”

      White teeth gleamed. He was smiling. “I don’t blame you. The local credit union will give you an account, as long as you’re not a felon.”

      “Not last time I checked.” I peered at him, trying to see past the shadows. Why was he hiding? “You’re saying I’ve got the job?”

      “If you want it.”

      I shrugged again, feeling my shirt stick to wet skin on my shoulders. “Sure.” What did I have to lose? The highway would take me out of town the next time the wind blew anyway. There wasn’t a house on earth I couldn’t escape. One good thing about being a witch: you find out early you can whisper locks into opening.

      He paused. “There’s one more thing you should know.” His voice was still even and wonderful, caramel-toned. Except for that bitter little laugh, and the sudden feeling that he was gathering himself to say something offensive and filthy.

      I tensed. “And that is?”

      He stepped forward into the light. I gazed at him, not understanding, until I saw.

      His face would have been even and regular, except for the mass of scar tissue eating three-quarters of it. It started under his shaggy hair and went diagonally down, and two blue eyes looked out. His nose was a ruin, but his mouth had been left alone, and it was chiseled and perfect. Somehow that made it worse, the perfect lips and the white teeth. And that voice. Gods.

      So that’s why he’s so weird. I was a fine one to talk about weirdness. But the scarring explained a lot, it really did. I’m lucky that I can pass for normal most of the time; he couldn’t. Not with that face. If I knew anything about human nature, he probably wasn’t the town favorite. If he was slightly eccentric as well as rich and scarred, he probably couldn’t get much in the way of conversation or companionship.

      I waited. He waited. Thunder rattled in the tense silence.

      Finally his mouth twitched, quirked downward. “Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”

      I looked steadily at him. “I’m waiting for the ‘one more thing’.”

      He indicated his face with one sharp movement, his hand a stiff blade. “This. Does it bother you?” His tone plainly said, or are you blind?

      My eyebrows went up, my mother’s patented oh, is that all? expression. “Lots of people have scars. Sometimes inside, sometimes outside. Doesn’t bother me.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re a very pretty girl.”

      My fingers were still tingling, but the goosebumps on my nape had vanished. Maybe I’d just been cold. The world snapped back into its accustomed dimensions, settling with a thud. A welcome feeling, telling me everything was back to normal. “That’s a bad thing when you’re looking for work sometimes. People make all sorts of assumptions.”

      “Do you want the job?” He said it like it didn’t matter to him, but his hand clenched into a fist. He wasn’t dangerous—I could tell that much, it was the same way I could tell who not to hitch a ride from—but he did look slightly...what was the word? Skittish, maybe. High-strung.

      Nervous.

      “If it’s open.” Casually, off-hand. The territory kept getting more and more familiar. This, I could deal with.

      “You have the job. I’m Tremont. You’re Miss Harpe.”

      “Okay.” I shivered a little. I was soaked to the skin, and my duffel was wet too.

      “Come into the kitchen.” He turned on his heel and glided away.

      What else did I have to do? I followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen turned out to be nice and cozy, done in Delft blue and cream. There was a blue enamel kettle on the stove, and two mugs set out. I took this in while I set my duffel down beside the wooden stool he motioned me toward. That put me up against the breakfast bar, done in some light wood, and I could look out the bay window over the sink and across what should be the backyard. There were more rosebushes, an expanse of lawn, and what looked like a solid wall of green—maybe junipers, maybe cedars, maybe ivy against the wall, I couldn’t tell with the water blurring everything.

      In the distance, the mountains rose. The sky was black with clouds pouring down from their heights. My hair dripped, and diamond lances of lightning stabbed down on the peaks twice in quick succession. Good to be out of the rain; I almost shuddered to think of going back outside.

      “Tea?” he asked. “Coffee? Apple cider? Hot cocoa?” Here, in the brightly-lit kitchen, he seemed to forget his ruined face, his broad back to me, as he turned the stove on.

      “Tea will be fine.” My fingers gave one last painful tingling squeeze, then the sensation faded. Mission accomplished, apparently. It was as close to a pat on the back as I ever got nowadays.

      “What kind?”

      Gods above, anything warm will do. I rallied myself to make an effort. After all, he’d just hired me. “What do you have?” The floor was tiled, the countertops bluish granite, everything neat and clean. There was a cheerful robin’s egg mat in front of the stove, and another one at the sink. All the mod cons. A telephone hung on the wall to my right, a sleek cordless thing, and a plain pad of paper lay on the counter underneath it. There was a silver pen set at a precise angle across the paper.

      “Chamomile, Earl Gray, Irish Breakfast, Moroccan Mint...” He trailed off. “An herbal tea sampler...”

      “The Moroccan Mint sounds divine. Do you smoke?”

      He shook his golden head. “I don’t, but you do. Feel free.”

      “It’s your house.” The kettle began to click as the heat began. It was nice and warm in here; I rubbed at my face and wished for a towel.

      He set a fluffy blue hand-towel on the counter, and a crystal dish. “Here. There are more towels, and you can use that as an ashtray.”

      “It’s your house,” I repeated. A little foolish, but you never presumed on the first day.

      “I don’t mind. I actually kind of like it.” Those blue eyes came up to meet mine. Something swam through the bottom of those eyes, there and gone in a flash like goldfish at the bottom of a pool. “I can open the window a little.”

      I decided against smoking, took the towel. “Thank you. This is lovely.” It was nice to dry my face off, and the bottom half of my braid. That about finished the towel, but at least I felt better, and my hair wasn’t quite so cold. He took the towel back and tossed it into a small wicker hamper set between the kitchen and the hall.

      There was a glass-covered extension behind me, full of palms and hanging ferns, with a small table and four chairs set in it. That would be nice on sunny mornings. Now it was gray, and the ferns looked a little out of place.

      The kettle chirped, and he poured, handed me a mug. “I live here,” he said, finally. “It’s lonely.”

      No shit, Sherlock. I blew across the top of the tea to cool it, folded my hands around the blue ceramic mug, and soaked up the blessed warmth. My sweater might begin to steam soon. “So I see. Do you have other domestic help?”

      Of course, the idea of him cleaning this whole thing by himself was vaguely amusing, but wrong. Like imagining the Queen of England cleaning her own toilet. He was just too upper-crust.

      “The house takes care of itself.” A vague movement of one broad hand. “One can’t advertise for a companion anymore. It used to be that you could place an advert for someone to talk to—there were people trained in the art of conversation, reading, singing. Ladies’ companions, mostly, for travel. That’s been forgotten. I couldn’t think of what to put in the ad.”

      I took this in, looked over the kitchen again. A ‘ladies’ companion’, like in some Gothic novel. “So you’re just looking for someone to be social with. I guess this town isn’t a very social place.”

      He found that halfway funny. “You’ve already found this out?” At least, he laughed, that same bitter sound I’d already heard. I decided I didn’t like it nearly as much as I’d like some honest amusement from him.

      I shrugged, wished I hadn’t because my sweater was beginning to creep and stick. “I’ve traveled a lot. You can usually tell what places are friendly and which aren’t. This place seems a bit...strange.”

      Thunder rattled again, as if underscoring my words.

      “It is,” he said. “Believe me, it is.”

      “Everyone has bars on their windows,” I continued. “And the cafe downtown was distinctly Locals Only, if you know what I mean.”

      “You’re very perceptive.” He stood on the other side of the counter, watching me. He wasn’t dangerous, just odd.

      Okay, a lot odd. But my fingers had led me to good prospects before. The last had been the old fat woman who ran a herd of professional child thieves out of her house. She’d been jolly and good-natured, unless you were one of the pros. I did housecleaning and errands for her and read her cards until she died of a massive heart attack and the kids drifted away. That had been another walk-in-off-the-street event.

      My life was full of them.

      I looked out the window, and he moved, restive. Maybe he was even shy.

      Well, when in doubt, talk about the weather. “It’s a big storm,” I said. “Do those happen a lot?”

      “It’s the season for them.” He laid something on the counter.

      I looked down. Sixteen hundred-dollar bills, fanned in a neat row. They were genuine.

      “Two weeks advance,” he said. “To prove I’m serious.”

      I stared at him. Faint alarms ringing in my head, desperation and intuition warring with common sense. “For dusting and reading? What’s the catch?”

      “You have to commit to staying, for at least as long as I pay you.”

      I shook my wet head. I knew there was something. “I drift around. When the wind changes, I might have to go.”

      “Stay as long as you can, then.” Not presumptuous or commanding. A little wistful. I tried to imagine what it was like—had he been scarred in adulthood? No, it had to be when he was young.

      My sweater rubbed wetly on my shoulders. I was glad I was wearing a couple of layers, I was pretty sure my nipples would be poking out like searchlights otherwise. “Okay. I’ll stay as long as I can.” That I can promise.

      “Good.” The tension leached out of him. His shoulders went down, one corner of his perfect mouth curled up fractionally. “Good enough. That’s all I can really ask for.”

      I took a sip; it had cooled down rapidly. “The tea’s nice. And the house is beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” Now he was bored. It was hard to read his face, because of the scarring; I had to rely on his body language. “Drink up, and I’ll show you your room and tell you the house rules.”

      Rules. Okay. I gathered the money up into a neat pile. That kind of made it official that I was employed here, with all the obligations and rights that presupposed. “You’re sure? I could be anyone.”

      “So could I. I’m sure.”

      “All right.” I folded up the bills, plunged them into the depths of my bag. My cards were there. I wanted to have a quiet moment and ask them what they thought of this guy. “So what do I call you? Mr. Tremont?”

      “Just Tremont,” he said. “My family built this town.”

      “Oh.” I absorbed this. “So why did you put an ad in the paper? You should have been able to find anyone in the town to do this for you. Some high school student or something.”

      He didn’t think much of the notion. “Nobody from the town would want to spend that much time with me,” he said. “I’m considered dangerous.” Those blue eyes cooled again. They were darker than mine, and without the dark ring around the edge of the iris. Not witch-eyes, my mother would have said.

      “Oh.” From where I’m at, you look like a kitten. All meow and no claw.

      Still, men were bigger, and they had funny ideas about ownership.

      “A wolf in sheep’s clothing.” He might have been smiling. It was hard to tell. Staring at his mouth might have been misinterpreted as a come-on.

      “Well.” I tossed my braid back over my shoulder. “Are you?”

      There was a long pause. I took another drink of tea. He looked away, out the window, where another strike of lightning crackled down. Thunder reverberated. “Not at all. I’m a wolf in wolf’s clothing.”

      “Well, at least you’re as advertised.” I didn’t mean to sound flippant, but I was tired and had walked miles in the rain and cold and probably still upset over my beautiful blue Olds dying. And this morning’s meal in a cafe where every eye was on me. And the carnival bigtop burning down. Disaster and death dogging me.

      No wonder Jimmy Cassidy had chosen smack.

      “Indeed.” Now he was smiling. “I think you’ll do very well, Miss Harpe.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Tremont.”

      “Just Tremont. How’s your tea?”

      I looked down. Staring would be impolite. “I’m done, thank you.”

      “I’ll show you your rooms, then.” He set his own cup down. I didn’t see what he’d had to drink. “You must forgive me, I have great difficulty dealing with people.”

      “Me too,” I said, sliding off the stool. “Guess we might get along after all.”
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      He led me up stairs and down halls until I was almost lost, but eventually we came to a door at the end of a red-carpeted hall, oak carved with mermaids and covered with gilt. I actually let out a half-snort of laughter. “Wow.” I tried not to sound horrified and failed, dismally.

      He gave me a look I could only classify as apologetic. “It’s the safest room in the house, Miss Harpe. I’m sure you’ve noticed we’re safety-conscious, in this town.”

      “That’s one word for it,” I muttered as he opened the door.

      I was greeted with a vision of antique maple and cream silk and dark blue velvet. There was a four-post bed, a nightstand, and a fireplace with a brass screen that had Art Deco peacocks complete with blue glass eyes on their tails. The fireplace housed a roaring fire that smelled like applewood. Tiffany lamps—maybe even not fakes—and two big, comfy-looking chairs, a maple armoire, and a vanity with a mirror clear as a placid lake.

      My fingers tingled again. I took in the hardwood floor and priceless, threadbare Persian rug. “No.” I shook my soggy head. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      His shoulders stiffened. “All the other rooms are worse than this one.” Did he sound diffident? He certainly did. “I don’t have a garret with a tin cup, but I can make one for you if you’d like.” He sounded as sarcastic as I supposed a man could sound while trying to sound embarrassed at the same time.

      A sudden feeling of camaraderie bolted through my middle. It was just the sort of thing I might have said.

      There’s a mystery here. “You ran an ad in the paper for this and nobody showed up?”

      “There are people who wouldn’t step on this property to save their lives. I’m a pariah. An outcast.”

      “I know what pariah means,” I said, maybe a little tartly. “I happen to be one myself. Are you really serious, you want me to stay here?”

      “Of course. If you would. If you want to.”

      Let’s get this straight. “Let me just repeat the terms, right? Six hours a day. Reading, dusting, alphabetizing, watering the plants.”

      “Yes. And staying as long as you can.”

      I gave him a hard look, but his face was unreadable under the wrinkles and pleats of seamed flesh. This close, I could see the thin threads of indigo in his irises, and crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He sometimes smiled, if those wrinkles were any indication.

      There was something else there, too. Something I recognized.

      “Okay.” To prove it, I shouldered past him into the room, so close I could smell his cologne. Something dark and musky, I didn’t really like it but I could see getting accustomed. I dropped my duffel on bare hardwood. It would probably leave a wet mark. “Is there a place I could wash some clothes?”

      He pointed. “The laundry chute’s right there.”

      “I’d rather do it myself.” I don’t trust my panties to anyone.

      He shrugged. “Rules of the house.” He paused. “Humor me.”

      “I’d better get my clothes back,” I said darkly. And you’d better not sniff them.

      “You will. I’ll leave you to freshen up. Dinner is at six. I hope you’ll join me. I’ll explain the rules and show you the library afterwards.”

      I would’ve preferred rules first, but my jeans were beginning to itch. “Thank you. You won’t regret this.”

      “And I hope you won’t,” he said, and closed the door.

      Thunder crackled above. The windows were huge—there would be good light on a sunny day. I was on the second floor, and the window gazed over more rosebushes. There were also some laurel hedges, and a small garden full of some other plants I couldn’t identify from this high up.

      I found out the room had a bathroom attached, an empty walk-in closet scented vaguely with rose sachet, and a little sitting room that had windows and an actual fainting couch done in blue velvet, with empty bookshelves. “Wow,” I said again, to nobody. There were more chairs and a pale ashwood writing desk.

      I’ve seen a lot of poverty, enough to make me appreciate a warm dry room with a fire going. I’d also seen enough antiques and priceless little doodads to know that Tremont was family money, and didn’t skimp.

      First things first, though. I opened my messenger bag and dug out the cards, wrapped in a frayed black bandanna I had worn on my sixteenth birthday. I untied them, shuffled, and dropped down onto the floor in front of the fireplace. My hair dripped, and so did my shirt.

      The cards are old and faded; my mother had them from her grandmother, the Witch of Cold Mountain. Yes, Great-Grandma settled in the Appalachians; she spent most of her life telling fortunes for people who would come for miles to sit at her worn kitchen table and hear her thready voice through the purple veils of mountain sunset. She sent her daughter away to school in New York with pockets stuffed full of dollar bills and the talent for being irresistible to rich men; my mother was a product of the richest boarding schools in Europe, shipped off by her courtesan parent.





OEBPS/images/lililogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/rosethunder-lg.jpg
SAINTCROW

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





