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            Chapter 1

          

          PITTSBURGH

        

      

    

    
      July 14th, 1995

      Lilou rolled the large suitcase up to her house on South Highland Avenue. The heat had slapped her face as soon as she stepped out of the cab. The driver, a middle-aged bearded man, had flirted with her the whole way from the airport. Lilou was flattered at first, then amused. But towards the end of the ride she asked him to stop a block away from her house just so that the driver wouldn’t know where she lived. And that’s why she was now sweating as she dragged her heavy suitcase behind her.

      The events of her trip to France seemed a lifetime away. The trip to the forest with her grand-mère during the full moon was more of a dream than reality. The only proof that her grandmother had, indeed, bestowed the hereditary witchcraft powers onto her was the black, leather-bound notebook where Lilou had dutifully taken notes. She stuffed it into her suitcase before leaving France, intending to review her notes once she was back home in Pittsburgh.

      As she turned into her driveway to walk up to the back entrance, she saw her nosy neighbor standing on tippy toes peering into her kitchen window.

      “Mrs. Reynolds?” Lilou called and the woman jumped back, adjusting her house dress.

      “Hello, Linda. How have you been? I see you are coming back from a trip. That explains why I haven’t seen you in a while.” Mrs. Reynolds rattled off, her cheeks bright pink. “Your hair! I barely recognize you!”

      “Oh, yes, I, I changed it.” A week passed since Julie, Grand-mère’s client and skilled hairdresser, changed Lilou’s hair to a blond bob, and Lilou had time to adjust.

      “It looks, umm, interesting.” Mrs. Reynolds frowned, glaring. “I’ve never dyed my hair, but of course, some women feel the need to do so. And how are the children?”

      “They are in California, with Marianne.” Lilou panted as she got her suitcase to the bottom step, preparing to pull it up closer to the door without straining her back.

      “How lovely. But didn’t I see Marianne here the other day?” Mrs. Reynolds rounded her pale blue eyes and gave Lilou a pointed stare.

      “Oh, yes, she came here for July 4th, you know, my sister loves celebrating with our parents,” Lilou lied, cursing herself for not thinking ahead and having a story for her inquisitive neighbor.

      “I see, so you must have been to visit the children in California then? I hope you had a nice time. And we have a heat wave, it’s just terrible. Tomorrow it will be 100 degrees. And today is 96. I have been indoors all day; they say not to go out. It is a heat emergency.” Mrs. Reynolds shielded her eyes and looked up at the sky with disapproval.

      “A heat emergency?” Lilou exhaled, wiping sweat off her forehead. Just my luck, she thought, to come back the day it’s so hot. I should have stayed in France a few extra days.

      But she needed to get back to work on Monday, and was concerned her boss, Mr. Heath, expected her even sooner. Even though her leave was for two weeks, and technically she didn’t need to come back to the office until the following Wednesday, Lilou suspected her boss may start looking for her sooner. There was also the matter of Donny, her irresponsible colleague, covering during her time away. She frowned, remembering Donny and his lackadaisical approach to work.

      “Linda, and could you please, umm,” Mrs. Reynolds cleared her throat, “remind Gary, I’ve brought something to his attention. Some dangerous types in the neighborhood. I saw them walking down the street last weekend.” The neighbor’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think they came down from East Liberty, wearing those jeans that looked like they were about to drop down completely.”

      “Gary?” Lilou stopped and took a deep breath. “I am not sure he is home.”

      “He is definitely home.” Mrs. Reynolds put her hands on her hips. “I saw him just earlier this morning. But for some reason he isn’t opening the door!”

      “Oh.” Lilou’s face dropped at the mention of her husband. She had made plans for her return, and they did not include Gary. She had planned to unpack, to present her domovoy, Josh, with the French butter cookies she picked out with her grandmother, to do grocery shopping, and then to do laundry. Then she planned on calling Marianne to thank her for encouraging her to go to France and to check in on the boys. She expected Gary to appear only when she was ready to confront him. And in her mind, that moment hadn’t arrived yet.

      The last time she saw her husband was ten days prior, when she visited Gary at work only to catch him in the act of cheating. That precipitated her trip to France and her decision to divorce.

      Only, she hadn’t yet told Gary.

      Why would Gary be here? Lilou thought, beads of sweat forming on her forehead.

      “So, dear, maybe you could remind him. He promised to look into it. I know he is busy, but really, our neighborhood could decline quite fast with these types wandering the streets. Property values will not stay up if we don’t address this. Thank you, Linda. I’ll see you later. I have to go inside, the heat! Please take care. And say hello to Gary for me.” Mrs. Reynolds darted her eyes left and right and disappeared.

      Lilou stopped at the top step. The afternoon sun beaming down on her neck. She remembered her walk uphill to Montmartre cemetery with Aline. Is this my summer to suffer from the heat? Lilou thought. And what do I say to Gary? Her hands trembled as she fumbled for the keys.

      A smell of stale beer hit her as soon as she entered the hallway. Lilou remembered the sour, suffocating smell from having been invited once to a frat party at Pitt by one of her classmates. Her beautiful home smelled like a frat house.

      She left the suitcase by the door and walked into the living room. The reflection from the stained-glass windows looked ominous.

      There, on the couch, under a fan, lay Gary. His face was covered with stubble and looked swollen, as if he’d gained at least ten pounds since they last saw each other. He wore a ripped, Old Navy t-shirt and worn-out jeans. Next to him were empty cans of Coors Light. She counted five of them, all crushed. A puddle of spilled beer rested on the hardwood floor. A fan stood right next to the couch, moving stale air around the room.

      “Linda!” Gary groaned and shifted on the couch. “I missed you so much. My wife!” He made a jerking movement towards her.

      “Hello, Gary.” Lilou scanned the living room for more damage. She suddenly felt very tired and wanted to run upstairs and bury her head under the pillows. To sleep until the nightmare was over, when Gary was gone, preferably forever, and she was in the safety of her office.

      “This heat is killing me. It’s baking out there. You need to fix the AC, it’s barely cooling the house,” he said, sitting up now. “I have to work tomorrow. The full shift. It’s gonna be 100 degrees. Maybe more. People in Chicago are dying. Dropping like flies.”

      “I am sorry to hear that.” This is not so bad, maybe he will keep the conversation casual. If I can just go upstairs and take a shower, and then we can talk. Or maybe he’ll leave?

      “Yeah. I’ve been waiting for you. I miss you so much. You are my wife and I love you,” Gary announced and stuck his head under the fan. He then leaned under the couch, grabbed a half-empty can of beer and shook it to check its contents. “Flat.” He sighed, took a sip, and belched.

      “Gary, I just got back from the airport.” She nodded in the direction of her suitcase. She hated that her voice took on a pleading tone.

      “Airport?” Gary frowned. “I thought you were staying with your parents. Where did you go?” 

      “To France.” Lilou had a sinking feeling that she’d made a mistake by mentioning France. Gary’s face took on a wounded expression, the type of face he’d made before, right when he was about to shut down.

      “You went to France? Our marriage is in trouble, in a crisis, and my wife just goes off to France?” Gary said, his tone sardonic.

      “I went to see my grandmother.” Lilou dug her nails into her palms to keep from screaming. Her heartbeat accelerated.

      “Why would you do that? You told me you didn’t want to see me, and then you just disappear? How can you leave like that? Without saying a word?” Gary had a moping, hurt look on his face.

      Lilou almost felt sorry for him. But then she remembered the turkey legs and Sammy’s moans. Bile rose in her throat. A thought flashed in her mind. It’s now or never. She wasn’t ready but felt compelled to act. She gritted her teeth.

      “I’d like a divorce.”

      A deafening silence followed, which was what Lilou expected. She could picture Gary pouting, pretending not to notice her for days, going about his business and leading a separate life, like he’d done previously.

      But in response, Gary crushed an empty beer can and chucked it across the room. It flew right over her head, landing on the floor with a thump. I am sorry, Josh, Lilou thought, as she stared at Gary. Her body tensed and she stepped back.

      “Is that what you’ve been doing in France? You think you are better than me, don’t you? And what have you done to your hair? What is that crow’s nest on your head?” Gary’s face contorted in anger and he twisted his lips, as he mocked: “Oh I am half-French, I’m Linda, I speak French, I don’t need my dumb husband anymore.”

      Lilou bit her lower lip to avoid an outburst. She squeezed out:

      “I am going upstairs. Let’s talk tomorrow.” Without waiting for an answer, she walked out. She heard Gary squash another can and throw it against the living room wall.

      Dirty dishes were piled high on top of the kitchen island. Her normally neat, well-organized space looked revolting.

      Stale spaghetti, dried up tomato sauce, and half-chewed chicken bones, as if a pack of dogs had feasted in her kitchen. How am I ever going to clean this? Lilou thought and remembered Josh. I am so sorry, I will make it up to you. First, I need to get myself settled upstairs.

      She surveyed her heavy suitcase and decided that leaving it downstairs, where Gary reigned, was not an option, but she could not ask her husband for help. Even when they weren’t fighting, he did not offer assistance in lifting heavy things.

      After rolling the suitcase up to the steps she stopped, preparing herself to drag it up. Pulling it up the first set of stairs, she slowly pushed it up. Her lower back straining, she groaned, trying to stay as quiet as possible, though she was sure Gary could hear her efforts. She half-expected him to walk up and gloat.

      When she finally rolled the suitcase into the middle of the bedroom, she plopped on the bed and sighed. Is this what it will be like now? It’s like the trip to France never happened.

      Closing her eyes, she was transported to the magical forest where her Grand-mère had transferred the witch powers to her. The memory filled her with strength and Lilou felt newfound resolve.

      The notebook! Lilou remembered and jumped off the bed.

      She opened her suitcase and dug through its contents. She remembered stuffing it somewhere in the middle of the bag, among the presents for the children and cookies she’d bought for Josh. Instead of the notebook, she found the lavender shampoo Grand-mère gave her and took it out. She opened the bottle and inhaled deeply. The smell of lavender reminded her of being in Roissy and she could picture herself in her grandmother’s bathroom, with the rose garden just outside. She could almost hear the birds chirping.

      “Be strong, chouchou.” Those were Régine’s parting words to her, and Lilou nodded, as if her grandmother were right there, speaking to her now.

      I’ll take a shower, then I’ll talk to Gary. I can’t run away from this.

      Forgetting about the black notebook, Lilou took the lavender shampoo and headed to the bathroom. She checked her reflection in the mirror. Despite the long trip, the heat and the unpleasant interaction with her husband, she looked good. Her eyes shone brightly and Lilou smiled to herself. She’d just sat down on the bed, having taken the shower and put on her bathrobe, when she noticed Josh sitting on the headboard, dangling his feet. Dressed, as usual, in a green vest and a train conductor’s cap. On his feet were bright red boots.

      “Hello, Lilou. Welcome back,” Josh said gravely. “Lavender is a nice smell.”

      “Hi, Josh!” Lilou jumped up. “I brought you a treat!”

      “Thank you.” Josh pursed his lips.

      “I am incredibly sorry I forgot to leave you the cookies. And I didn’t know Marianne would eat them all.” Josh had told her that he liked to eat Scottish shortbread cookies and asked her to always have them as a treat at home. Before leaving for France, Lilou forgot and now hoped to redeem herself.

      “Lilou, I spent a whole week in the company of your husband. Cookies wouldn’t have helped. And I must say, the experience was terrible for both of us.” Josh frowned. “I suppose you saw what he did to the living room and the kitchen?”

      “I did.” Lilou averted her eyes. “I had no idea he would be back home. Or that he would do that.”

      “I must say, it surprised me as well. I did not expect Gary to come back while you were away. But I can see that your trip to France was necessary. Now, you’re a real witch.”

      “You can tell?” Lilou opened her eyes wide.

      “Of course! But that’s not why I am here. I came to warn you. You need to be prepared. And you must protect your house. And me!” Josh gave her a piercing look.

      “Josh, wait, let me give you your treat.” Lilou rushed to her suitcase. Josh followed, smacking his lips.

      “Have you thought of how you will separate from Gary?” The domovoy asked, as she fumbled through the suitcase. Right away, she found the box of French butter cookies.

      “Here you go, Josh! I hope you like them.” Lilou handed them over.

      “Very nice, thank you.” Josh nodded in approval.

      “And no, I haven’t thought that far ahead.” She shrugged.

      Josh threw his hands up in the air, still holding the box of cookies.

      “You’re so naive!” He adjusted his cap and gave Lilou a careful stare. Then, he opened the box of cookies and took a bite from one. “Not bad, not bad, thank you.” The domovoy tilted his head. His face looked so comical she would have laughed had she not been exhausted and shocked from the interaction with Gary.

      “Alright, I will help you with a plan of action.” Josh took another bite of the cookie. “First of all, you need to clean the kitchen. I cannot help you in this environment. You need to do this quickly, today, if possible.”

      “The kitchen, okay.” I guess that’s one way to not fall asleep and deal with jet lag.

      “And then, tomorrow, when Gary is at work, you’ll have the whole day to yourself. Call Marianne, figure out what you need to do. I don’t have all the particulars of what you humans do in these cases, but you have to be prepared for war.”

      “War?” Lilou gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

      “Yes. We, the domovoys, consider this a war. I promise that I will fight on your side, helping you defend your territory.”

      “Who’s the enemy? Gary? But he will not fight me. This is ludicrous.”

      “Don’t you see? He’s already declared war on you, Lilou, even before you came home. He is trying to destroy your home, turning it into a pigsty. I will help you clear our home, but you have to sort the rest of your life.” Josh climbed on the bed. As he did so, a crumb fell on the covers and he picked it up, carefully putting it into his mouth.

      Lilou was about to ask Josh for more details when she heard a noise outside of the bedroom. A moment later, Gary appeared on the threshold.

      “Who were you talking to?” He sneered, narrowing his eyes.

      “No one.” Paralyzed, Lilou gulped. First the crushed cans, now this.

      “You’re my wife. I love you,” Gary announced, his eyes darting around the bedroom. He checked under the bed, then the closet. Lilou surreptitiously averted her eyes to the edge of the bed, where Josh had been a moment earlier, but the domovoy was nowhere in sight. “Linda, I love you. You’re my wife. I love my wife.” Gary repeated and turned to face her.

      Lilou, still frozen in place and wearing only a bathrobe, felt incredibly vulnerable.

      “Did you hear what I just said?” He moved closer.

      She felt a knot form in her stomach and could smell beer on Gary’s breath. It made her nauseous.

      Why did I marry him? How could I have loved this man? She stepped back, edging to the closet. Gary said nothing and she slouched, trying to make herself smaller.

      “Give me a sec,” Lilou mumbled and pulled on the first thing she could find. It was an old t-shirt. She checked the closet for pants.

      “Don’t you miss me?”

      She turned to face him. The look on Gary’s face was the same that he had when he told her about investigations at work. When he mentioned how he questioned a suspect. With the look of someone about to accuse and execute. Only now, his investigations had zeroed in on her.

      “Maybe we can speak tomorrow?” Her voice cracked.

      “Why not now? I want to talk. And we haven’t seen each other in over a week.”

      “Gary, please, it’s not a good time, I’m jet lagged.” Lilou turned back and inched to the closet, still hoping to find a pair of sweatpants.

      “You don’t have to talk, you can just listen. I want to save our marriage. You said that you wanted a divorce, and I disagree. You’re trying to destroy our family. I won’t stand for that.”

      Lilou nodded, grateful Gary didn’t expect her to speak.

      “I don’t want a divorce, Linda. I want to stay together as a family. I love my wife. Do you understand?”

      Lilou had managed to find a pair of sweatpants, hurriedly pulled them on and was now tying them on her waist. The sweatpants felt unusually loose. Did I lose weight in France?

      "Linda, are you even listening to me?” Gary yelled, bulging his eyes.

      Cringing, Lilou pulled her head in, like a turtle, hoping to disappear. A part of her felt regret at not staying in France longer. She slowly moved in the direction of the bathroom and even managed to hang the bathrobe on the hook, but Gary grabbed her hand.

      “Why are you disrespecting me? Are you seeing someone else? Are you cheating on me? Is that why you changed your hair?”

      The irony of what Gary was saying wasn’t lost on Lilou, but she managed to maintain composure and kept her face expressionless. Her lack of a reaction made Gary even angrier.

      “Are you?”

      Lilou smelled beer on his breath. She tried to pull back. But he came even closer, now towering above her.

      "Are you?” His face contorted in anger.

      “Gary! Stop!” Lilou breathed out. He pushed her against the wall.

      “I am your husband. I love my wife.”

      Lilou felt nauseous.

      Breathing heavily, Gary pushed himself against her. His muscular arms encircled her, and she felt like she was about to suffocate. “You are my wife,” Gary repeated.

      Lilou jolted. She felt her head snap and the next minute she was not being crushed by Gary, but in the forest, surrounded by little magical creatures.

      One of them was Josh. He extended his hand to her. Lilou understood what Josh was saying: “Fight back! Now!”

      How? But how? Lilou wanted to weep, but Josh, seeing her reaction, shook his head and mouthed, “You need to fight! Use your powers!”

      What powers? Lilou scanned the room wildly. Another few seconds, it will be too late.

      An idea flashed in her mind. She pictured herself alone in the room. In her vision, Gary had disappeared without a trace. The vision of her husband sulking, as he ran off was so strong that it replaced what she was experiencing in the room. It was seconds before her vision turned into reality. Gary pulled away and freed her from his grasp.

      “Whatever. I know when I am not wanted.” She heard him mumble. Without saying another word, he retreated from the bedroom. She heard the sound of his unsteady footsteps proceeding downstairs, then the front door slammed shut and the house fell silent.

      Lilou plopped on the bed and caught her breath. She wiped beads of sweat off her forehead and shifted her feet. Then looked around the room.

      “Josh!” Lilou called. “Where are you?” Nothing happened. She fidgeted on the bed, then got up and looked under it. “Please, can you come out? I’d like to talk to you. I really need your help. What do I do next?”

      She peaked into the bathroom, checked the windowsill and the edge of the bath. There was no trace of the tiny house helper. She caught a whiff of the lavender shampoo smell and checked the bedroom one more time.

      Maybe I need to close my eyes and then Josh will reappear. She shut her eyes, opened them, blinked twice, but Josh didn’t appear. Oh, I need to try on the bed, he was there last.

      Lilou rushed to sit down on the bed. She closed her eyes but felt a strong urge to crawl under the covers and sleep. Forcing herself to get up, she scanned the room. No sign of Josh.

      She noticed her suitcase that lay open in a state of disarray, and then it hit her.

      Of course! I need to clean the house.

      Resigning to the inevitability of cleaning, Lilou sighed. She was about to go downstairs, when she saw the box of cookies Josh had left unfinished. It was the St Michel ‘La Grande Galette’ with the image of a round, buttery, and lightly sweet cookie on the front of the package. Grand-mère was right about these. Josh liked them. I hope they make up for my absence and everything else.

      For the next hour, Lilou dedicated to cleaning the kitchen. Loaded and ran the dishwasher, scrubbed the sink, took two huge bags of trash outside. The living room could wait. The prospect of dealing with the smell of stale beer was particularly daunting.

      She badly wanted to sit down and relax. Or, better yet, to take another shower and go to bed. But the image of the strict expression on the domovoy’s face appeared as soon as she tried to stop and she pushed herself to continue.

      Just a little more, just a tiny bit left to do. Lilou motivated herself, as she finished with the kitchen and moved on to the living room. The putrid smell of stale beer in the crushed cans nearly gagged her, but she forced herself to continue, collecting them one by one. She then mixed water with vinegar and added baking soda to it, remembering the formula her mother used for deep cleaning, and thoroughly washed the living room floor. The smell of diluted vinegar reminded her of her childhood. Lilou inhaled it, suddenly picturing herself as a little girl, watching her mother wash the floors and listening to her explain what running a household was like.

      The clock showed nearly six o’clock in the evening when Lilou was done. Nearly midnight in France, she registered, pushing her hair back. Her t-shirt was soaking, but she felt invigorated. A job well done, she put the kettle on, then took out the platter. Once the remaining cookies were arranged on it she set the platter in the middle of the kitchen island. “Bon appetit, Josh,” she mouthed.

      She stood for a moment, staring at her pristine kitchen in satisfaction. The house was silent and Lilou sighed.

      Is this what it will be like? I’ll be completely alone when the boys are away? The corners of her mouth drooped. My marriage is over. It’s all my fault, everything. Gone was her resolve to change her life, to fight, to address Gary’s infidelity and to pursue a divorce. The rush of adrenaline that had fueled her receded and Lilou felt absolutely drained. Her limbs grew heavy and she leaned on the banister to stabilize herself.

      Lilou was about to head upstairs when she heard a loud knock on the door.
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      Her first reaction was to hide and she instinctively moved up the first step. But it was too late. The front door opened and she heard Mrs. Reynolds’ nasal voice.

      “Linda! Are you home?” The neighbor walked confidently into the kitchen. “Your door was open, so I just, umm, I am sorry, is this not a good time?” Mrs. Reynold’s gave Lilou an assessing stare, taking in her grubby sweatpants and the soaked-through t-shirt.

      “I just finished cleaning. Please come in, Mrs. Reynolds.” Lilou attempted a smile, feeling wobbly from exhaustion. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Oh, just some water, dear.” Mrs. Reynolds threw a quick look at the kitchen, said. “So, this is the kitchen island you mentioned? I don’t think I’ve seen your remodel.”

      “Umm. No, I guess you haven’t.” Lilou nodded. She’d finished a large kitchen remodeling project that included installing a kitchen island the year prior. But had no recollection of speaking to her neighbor about it and was now scrambling to remember whether she had mentioned the island to Mrs. Reynolds specifically, or whether the neighbor had deduced its existence by other means.

      “So, I just saw those hoodlums. The ones with the jeans.” Mrs. Reynolds pulled down on her housedress. “I need to speak to Gary. Is he home?” The neighbor glared at Lilou.

      “I am sorry, Mrs. Reynolds, but Gary is not here right now. I will tell him to contact you once he is back.” Lilou gave her neighbor a reassuring smile. “I’ll just get you some water, it’s so hot out!” Lilou reached for a glass.

      “Thank you, dear. Are you sure Gary isn’t at home? I could have sworn I saw him!” Lilou shrugged in response. “But oh, these cookies look absolutely delicious! May I?” Without waiting for an answer, Mrs. Reynolds reached for the platter Lilou had arranged for Josh.

      Lilou just had time to say, “Of course,” when she heard Mrs. Reynolds scream in pain. The neighbor pulled her hand back and stared at it with horror. A bright red burn mark appeared in the middle of the neighbor’s palm, right where she’d touched the silver platter.

      “Mrs. Reynolds?” Her mouth gaping open, Lilou stared at the red mark.

      “What’s happening? Why was the plate hot?” Mrs. Reynolds yelped and rubbed her hand.

      “Oh! So sorry! Let me get some ice!”

      “You are not supposed to do that. That will only make it worse!” Mrs. Reynolds threw an offended look at Lilou. “Why didn’t you warn me? Why did you heat up the plate? I just don’t understand what’s happening!” She shook her hand and examined it again.

      “It must be the heat outside; the sun must have heated it up. I am so very sorry.” Lilou rushed after the neighbor, who shuffled into the living room.

      Mumbling to herself, Mrs. Reynolds shook her head and walked straight out the door. “I just can’t believe it. What a day! What a week! So hot, and now this burn. And the hoodlums!”

      Watching as Mrs. Reynolds descended the stairs and disappeared from view, Lilou frowned. 

      “I am so sorry!” Lilou cried after Mrs. Reynolds, then closed the front door behind her.

      This is all too much. Poor Mrs. Reynolds. In the middle of the kitchen island, the platter sat innocently. As she reached out to see whether it was actually hot, she noticed Josh.

      Sitting on the edge of the island, grinning. In his tiny hands, he held a cookie. Josh took a bite, then invited her to sit down by darting his eyes to her favorite stool.

      “These cookies are absolutely delicious. Almost as good as the Scottish shortbread.” Chewing carefully, Josh stared at a distance. “I barely survived here without you. I was all alone with Gary.” A lone tear rolled down the domovoy’s cheek.

      “Josh, I am sorry. I didn’t know he would come back.”

      “Let bygones be bygones. I know your trip was important. It made you into a real witch. Now that we can finally work together, we need to make a plan.” Josh took another bite and smirked. “Actually, it is you who must make a plan.” His eyes twinkled and he reached for another cookie.

      “Tomorrow, right?” Lilou’s hands trembled and she grabbed the edge of the kitchen island.

      “I changed my mind. Today. It needs to happen today. You see, I did not expect Gary to act the way he did, and also there’s the problem with your neighbor.” Josh frowned.

      “I don’t understand.” Lilou willed herself to stay awake.

      “Every novice witch gets tested. I forgot all about it, it’s been so long. But now I remembered.”

      “But Grand-mère didn’t say anything about testing.” Lilou felt like a student faced with a pop-quiz by a tricky professor.

      Before leaving France, Régine had complimented her on successfully confronting Aline and resisting her cousin’s suggestion to do a blood ritual at the family grave. Lilou assumed, then and there, she had passed all the tests.

      “You’re a novice witch. Your grandmother transferred the powers to you, but the universe will test you to make sure your resolve to be a witch is still there. And the first test you need to pass is your relationship with Gary.”

      “So, what do I need to do? I have my notebook!” Lilou said uncertainly.

      “You don’t. Your notebook is gone.” Josh shrugged.

      “No, it’s in my suitcase. I just have to get it and I think there will be answers. That’s what Grand-mère told me. The notebook is supposed to open on the right page and show me the answer to any problem I will face!” Lilou sat up straight. She remembered taking notes and nodding, as she followed Régine around the forest. The existence of the magic notebook gave her confidence that she would be able to deal with the witch powers her grandmother had bestowed upon her with ease.

      “No, Lilou, the notebook is gone. You didn’t see it earlier, did you?” Josh winked at her, and Lilou’s heart sank.

      “No, but I just didn’t look well enough.” Lilou jumped off her seat and rushed upstairs. She ran straight to the suitcase, opened it, and started digging through its contents. Clothes, the gifts, another box of cookies, her shoes, toiletries. All there, but no sight of the black notebook. She dumped the contents of her suitcase on the floor and checked again. Nothing.

      “Josh! Please!!! Give it back!” she called, running back downstairs.

      “No, Lilou, this isn’t how you get tested.” Josh wiggled his ears. “I told you. Everything you face now will make you stronger.”

      “I don’t want to get stronger!” Lilou whimpered.

      “Ha! But you must! You have to maintain your resolve and resist. You must clear your path and your mind of interferences. That way you can divorce Gary and move on with your life.” Josh narrowed his eyes, then added. “You’re lucky you have me to help you. Otherwise, you’d still be sitting here entertaining your neighbor.”

      “So that was you? With the platter? How did you do that?”

      “I have my ways!” A sly smile crossed his face. “We, the domovoys, know how to work with the four elements.”

      “What four elements?”

      “Come on, those are the basics: fire, water, earth, and air. For us, earth is the easiest, that’s our home base. For fire, we do need special training, but I got plenty of it during the fire of 1812 in Moscow. Boy, that was something!”

      “Oh?” Lilou raised her eyebrows.

      “Napoleon tried to take Moscow that year. I remember the day well. The whole city burned for four straight days, in September 1812. And a lot of my kindred lost their homes. Many of us were displaced. But I used that time to learn how to control fire, how to use it, how to put it out. And my home survived. It was a miracle. Everyone thought it was sorcery!” A fond smile crossed Josh’s face, as he finished chewing his cookie and reached for another.

      “I guess you could call it sorcery, but it’s really just channeling the sun. The basics of working with fire, really. With how hot it is outside, it’s really not that big of a deal.” Josh smirked. “But listen, I digress. I think you should call your sister. My friends told me that you will need to hire an advocate for the divorce.”

      “Advocate? You mean a lawyer?”

      “Yes. A law-yeur.” Josh rubbed his nose. “My friends told me it’s not pleasant. And they get into all kinds of situations. So talk to Marianne, and then we can discuss the next steps. I don’t know where you find this law-yeur, but I was told they are everywhere.” Another cookie disappeared into Josh’s mouth and he carefully picked a tiny crumb that landed on the island.

      “I’ve never had to deal one before,” Lilou said with a sigh. She immediately thought of the omnipresent TV ads for Attorney Edgar Snyder, a local personal injury lawyer in Western Pennsylvania. ‘There is no fee unless we get money for you.’ She could hear the attorney’s tagline in her head. Lawyers are expensive. Picking up the receiver, she punched in her sister’s number. While waiting for Marianne to pick up, she twisted the cord on her wrist and stared at the coils digging into her skin.

      “Hello!” She heard the familiar voice.

      “Marianne!” Lilou yelled into the receiver, suddenly teary-eyed.

      “Are you back?” Marianne’s voice sounded full of life and so happy that Lilou felt immediate relief.

      “I just got back this afternoon.”

      “Great! How was France?”

      “Weird. Good, mostly, but Aline is insane. I’ll tell you later.” Lilou cleared her throat. “Listen, I decided that maybe I need a divorce.”

      “Maybe? That’s not a maybe, that’s a definite yes!” Her sister’s voice had steely undertones in it.

      “Umm, you think so?”

      “I know so. I guess the trip really did you some good! I am proud of you, lil’ sis,” There was kissing sound as Marianne smooched the receiver.

      “But I have no idea where to start. I told Gary earlier today. He was very upset.”

      “You told him already?”

      “Yes. I was caught off-guard.”

      “How did he take it?”

      “Not well.” Lilou looked across the kitchen island at the domovoy, who knitted his brow and gave her a look full of annoyance.

      “What did he do?”

      “Well, he threw cans of beer at me and then he…”

      “Lilou, are you hurt?” Marianne was yelling into the receiver now. “Listen, pack everything and come to California. You can see the boys.”

      “No, no, I’m fine. And I have to go back to work.”

      “You’ve been working at Pedersen non-stop for twenty years!” Marianne screamed. “You deserve a little break!” Lilou could picture her sister’s face, the expression on it earnest. She hesitated for a moment before continuing.

      “He kind of pushed me as well.” Lilou twisted the cord one more time so it cut into her skin. The physical pain made her feel better.

      “What do you mean? Kind of pushed you? Did he hurt you?”

      “No. But almost.” She shrugged, grateful that Marianne couldn’t see her.

      “You need to document this.”

      “What for?” Lilou had completely untwisted the cord and now started to bind her hand with it again.

      “I heard lawyers want that, in case you go to trial. A friend of mine went through this recently.” Marianne started. “You need to build a case against Gary.”

      “Actually, that’s why I called you. Do you have any lawyer recommendations?” Even though Marianne had been living in California for nearly thirty years, she maintained close connections with a multitude of girlfriends and acquaintances from Pittsburgh. While Lilou had no close friends, other than Marianne herself.

      “I’ll ask around.”

      “Thank you.” Lilou sighed, then added. “Maybe we can just get it over with quickly.”

      “Lilou, be real, please. It would be great if you could prove he was cheating! Were there witnesses?”

      “Witnesses? You must be joking, right? At the police station? No one will ever testify against him.”

      “You are right. I guess there is no sense trying to prove that adultery took place. Though I hear it really helps. Or at least in California it does.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want it over with.” After a pause, Lilou added: “It’s just as much my fault as his.”

      “Not that again. It’s not your fault. He is the cheater.”

      “I know, but the marriage, I was the one who made the wrong choice. And it was the spell.”

      “Lilou, please act your age. There are no spells or magic. We are just human beings and we make choices. Good and bad. Once we make those choices, we need to uphold moral values in life. You did, Gary didn’t. He cheated, not you. That’s all I have to say on this topic.”

      “Umm, okay.” Twisted tightly around Lilou’s hand again, the telephone cord dug painfully into her skin. “By the way, I am a blonde now.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, Grand-mère convinced me to change my hairstyle.” This explanation was close enough to what had actually happened. For a moment, Lilou was carried back to her grandmother’s kitchen and could almost smell the hair dye and feel Julie’s scissors in her hair.

      “Wow! I would love to see how you look. How do you feel?” Marianne murmured into the receiver.

      “I like it. I was afraid at first, but I got a lot of attention. Imagine! I actually had some guy come up to me and he gave me his card. It turned out to be some weird sex thing, but it was so flattering!” Lilou turned red in embarrassment as she recounted the story to her sister.

      “A weird sex thing!!! How very French. Did you sleep with him?”

      “No!” Lilou gasped. “I wouldn’t just sleep with a perfect stranger!”

      “You never know!”

      "Oh, Marianne, come on! I have to deal with this whole situation. I can’t believe I’m going to get divorced.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t tell mother!” Marianne let out a snigger.

      “I was going to go see them tomorrow. Is she still at that Mary Kay thing?”

      “Yes, I think mother is in Dallas until early August. But might be a good opportunity to see Dad. At least you could have a conversation with him.” Her sister had an image of their mother as cruel and distant, which Lilou did not entirely share. They had long ago decided to disagree on the topic.

      “How are the boys?” Lilou changed the subject.

      “They are doing great. Out with Frank right now, but I’ll ask them to call you back.”

      “Do I tell them? My poor kids, their lives are about to implode!” Lilou felt a knot form in her stomach, the full impact of her decision weighing heavily on her. “Maybe I shouldn’t rock the boat? I could wait until Ryan is out of the house, just four more years, Marianne.”

      “You’re going to put up with this for another four years? Are you crazy? Really, Lilou, you should think about yourself for once.”

      “But I am thinking about myself. It’s easier to just keep on going, don’t you think? And how am I going to cope with work and the kids as a single mother?”

      “You’ve been doing everything, anyway. That’s not going to make a difference. And it’s not like you depend on Gary for his income. Am I right?” Marianne huffed impatiently.

      “I guess you are right, Marianne, but it’s just so scary. And the neighbors. Mrs. Reynolds, remember her?”

      “The nosey woman?”

      “That’s the one. Get this. She barged in today, right after Gary left. It’s like she was sniffing around, like she can sense something’s about to happen.”

      “So what? You gotta take risks, Lilou, you can’t just live your life for other people. And think how wonderful it will be once Gary’s out of your life! You’ll be free, and you can meet other men.”
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