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As the streetcar creaked and rolled down 7th Street, the weight of a stare grazed her skin. A white man sitting across the aisle, his back to the windows, pierced her with ice-blue eyes. The trolleys were integrated and she could sit where she liked, but that wasn’t why he was staring. And, of course, no one else could see him because he was dead. Had been for six years now.


He didn’t come around too often, just every now and then, staring a hole in her head with murder in his face. She held his gaze, jutting her chin out and narrowing her eyes, to show that she wasn’t scared of him, but she wouldn’t win this contest and eventually looked away. He never had nothing to say to her and eventually would be on his way again. But his presence was just one more domino stacked in a set that felt like it was teetering.


All day she’d felt unseen eyes watching her. Tracking her as she left home and walked to work, as she sat at her desk and ate lunch in the tiny kitchen. Maybe it was this familiar ghost with all his animosity, but it felt like something more.
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For Carrie and Della and all the women who, when pressed to the wall, fight back









 


 


 


If we must die, O let us nobly die,


So that our precious blood may not be shed


In vain; then even the monsters we defy


Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!


—Claude McKay


We are going to emancipate ourselves from mental slavery because whilst others might free the body, none but ourselves can free the mind.


—Marcus Garvey
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THE CROSSROADS


Some folks say it wasn’t just being born with a caul that made Clara Johnson ornery as a red hornet, it was being born at the crossroads. Her spirit, unlike most, had a choice to make right there at the beginning. Cold or hot, salty or sweet, lion or lamb. She came into this world through one of the forks in the road, and Clara being Clara, she chose the rockier way.


See, her mama and daddy was migrating up North from Gastonia, North Carolina, riding in the back of a wagon with her grandmother and two other distant kinfolk from down that way, when her mama’s water broke. They was about to cross the Virginia state line, just outside a place called Whitetown, which didn’t give nobody in that vehicle a good feeling, when they had to pull over to the side of the road—one of those roads that no Colored person wanted to be on at night—just so that gal could push that baby out.


Her mama was hollering up a storm and her daddy was holding a shotgun in one hand and his woman’s hand in the other when he first caught sight of his baby girl—a slippery little thing covered head to toe with the birthing sac. Mama Octavia pushed her son aside and did what needed to be done, freeing the child so she could breathe and making sure to wrap that caul up in a sheet of newspaper and put it in her satchel.


Everybody was breathing a sigh of relief that mother and child were healthy—for a first baby she came out smooth and quick without too much bleeding or tearing or anything like that. And then that baby got to screaming. It was like to wake the dead. In fact, it did shake loose a few spirits who’d been hovering over yonder, waiting on someone like Clara to come round. And they’re more than likely to do their hovering closer to a crossroads than not.


Mama Octavia sat back as her son’s common-law wife tried to hush the child, and the menfolk watched the darkened road for signs of trouble. She scanned what little she could see by the moonlight and the lantern-light and caught sight of a pile of ashes and wax someone had left in the center of the crossroads. A shiver went down her spine like someone walking over her grave.


She realized her mistake, that precautions should have been taken when a child was born this close to a fork, but it was too late to do anything about it, and she didn’t have the working of things the way her own grandmother had back there at Old Man Johnson’s plantation, so she said a prayer for the soul of her grandbaby, hoping the child’s little spirit had chosen well.


It wasn’t long before she, and everyone else, found out exactly what Clara Johnson was made of. Or just what else her birth had awakened.
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Clara Johnson paced the sidewalk in tight, agitated circles, trying in vain to release some of the pent-up anger welling within. “That pompous, arrogant sonofabitch,” she muttered under her breath.


Her fingers coiled, pressing almost painfully against her palms, taut as the head of a drum with a tempting rhythm of rage beating against it. Like the thump, thump of fists meeting flesh.


Her grandmother’s voice chided in her head, You know you ain’t about to fight no grown man. Which might have been true, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fantasize about kicking him in his family jewels and bruising up the face that the other girls in the office seemed to think was so handsome.


Footsteps sounded behind her, but wisely kept their distance. “Miss Clara?” a cautious voice called. She took a breath and turned slowly, grabbing hold of the trickle of calm that accompanied this distraction.


Young Samuel Foster stood watching her, more worry than wariness in his gaze. “Thought you’d left without me,” he said, breaking into a grin. Tall since his recent growth spurt, with an ebony complexion, the boy would be a heartbreaker in a few years.


Clara smiled back and shook out her clenched fists. “And deprive you of the pleasure of my company?” She let out an unladylike snort. “Let’s get going. Happy to leave this place behind for the weekend.”


Samuel chuckled and fell into step beside her, heading toward Rhode Island Avenue. “Dr. Harley nearly made you blow your top back there. I thought for sure you was gonna let loose on him.”


“Nearly did.” Thoughts of the man in question and his smug, punchable face almost made her turn back. “Still might.” Though higher on the food chain in the office than she, Harley wasn’t really her boss, but he took great pleasure in ordering her around with his nasally whine and treating her like warmed-over trash. And while he had a good foot of height on her and probably one hundred pounds, he didn’t know how to fight dirty like she did. “I’m sure I could take him. He’d probably be afraid to scuff up his shiny brogans.”


Samuel shook his head, watching her carefully until the light changed, as if anxious she might really go back and start a fight. “Can’t let folks like that get to you none, the ones always trying to tear you down. Nothing gets built up that way.”


Clara turned sharply to look at him. From the mouths of babes.


That boy has more sense at fourteen than you do, her grandmother’s voice lamented.


Blinking under the force of her scrutiny, Samuel changed the subject. “Big plans for the weekend, Miss Clara?”


She exhaled slowly, her fit of pique now almost completely dissolved, replaced with a welling sadness she refused to show. “A stack of library books is waiting on me. What about you?”


“Shifts at Mr. Davis’s drugstore and making deliveries over at the print shop.” His chest puffed up with pride.


“Didn’t you hear, weekends are for resting?” She bumped him on the shoulder.


“Dead men can rest, until then I got to work. Got me some big dreams, Miss Clara.” And a handful of younger brothers and sisters all relying on the paychecks from his various jobs, but he didn’t mention that so neither did she.


“I ain’t forgot,” she said instead. “You gonna own one of these businesses on U Street. You figure out which one yet?”


He scratched his chin, considering. “Not quite yet. But I will.”


“You keep going the way you are and you’ll be working at each and every one of them.”


That infectious grin returned. “I’ll have one heck of a résumé, then.”


Clara admired the boy’s drive and determination—she wished she could borrow a little of it for herself. She was happy enough to have the one job. The big dreams she’d leave to him.


They chatted as they walked through the edge of the Washington, DC, neighborhood once known as Hell’s Bottom. The intense poverty and crime had faded to the edges. Now the streets were well maintained and safe, filled with a wide range of Negroes battling the August heat. Here were folks coming home from a long day of work whether in an office or labor yard, going to change, eat, and rest a bit before heading over to U Street for the evening. Maybe they’d take in a picture at the Lincoln or a band at Café De Luxe or maybe go dancing at the Palace. None of which Clara had ever done.


As usual, Samuel insisted on walking her to her door, though it took him several blocks out of his way. But he was resolute since it was the gentlemanly thing to do. After they said their goodbyes, he turned and ambled off, while Clara dug her key out from her purse.


The billiard parlor she lived above was still shuttered until later that evening. Miles, the owner, took Fridays off to “sleep in”—probably a good idea seeing as the place wouldn’t close again until Monday morning.


Miles was a friend of her daddy’s, and before he’d gone back down to North Carolina a few years ago, he’d asked the man to keep an eye on her. Miles owned the whole building and charged her a fair price for two rooms with heat and hot water, and though living here was often noisy, Clara had long ago been forced to learn to sleep through just about anything. The workweek was over and she wanted nothing more than a bath and her lumpy mattress. The heat and her receding anger had left her bone-tired. She turned the key in the door, ready to shut out the world for the weekend.


“Miss Johnson? Miss Clara Johnson?” Her shoulders tensed at the lilting voice calling her name. All she had to do was twist the doorknob and slip inside, pretend she hadn’t heard.


It could just be one of her neighbors—the voice was unfamiliar, but she had more of a “nod as you pass by” relationship with them than a speaking one. Ruth Anne, the woman who ran the beauty parlor next door, often looked like she wanted to start a conversation. And it wouldn’t be too unusual for folks to know her name—every Negro in the city knew her name at one time.


But the questioning, halting tone to the voice made her almost certain this was no neighbor. The urge to slide inside the narrow vestibule and slam the door in the face of her would-be questioner was strong. However, the husky voice whispering in her mind minced no words. Gal, you better turn your narrow tail around and see what that young woman wants!


Clara sighed deeply, and pressed her forehead against the wood of the door.


I know you hear me talking to you, Clara Mae. Best not ignore me.


“Yes, ma’am,” she uttered under her breath and turned around.


The girl standing on the curb behind her looked like she’d been cut from the pages of a magazine. Her chestnut hair was smartly pressed and curled—immune, it seemed, to Washington’s formidable humidity—with a fashionable cloche hat perfectly positioned on her head.


Her face was somewhat plain, but you’d never know it from the way she carried herself. She looked several years younger than Clara, maybe eighteen or so, wearing a green silk dress and shiny patent leather oxfords.


“Miss Johnson,” she said, holding her hand out. “I’m Louise Wyatt, and I need your help.”


A stinging sensation nettled Clara, uncomfortable and insistent, locking her into action. It wasn’t due to the heat or the traffic; this was pure magic. She could not deny someone who came to her for help, that was the deal she’d made when she was about Louise’s age—and one she could never ignore. Guilt for something that hadn’t even happened yet attached itself to her like a suit of armor.


“Come inside, then,” she grumbled and pushed the door open.
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MISS LOUISE WYATT


Miss Louise Wyatt chattered all the way up the steps to the second-floor apartment. She apologized for calling at the end of a workday, but this was an absolutely urgent situation and it just couldn’t wait for the weekend. Clara unlocked the door, a headache already blooming. She ushered the girl inside and set her purse down on the table. Next to it, a wooden folding cot rested against the wall, draped with a dirty apron that would need a good bleaching to be white again.


The owner of the apron stood at the stove, measuring coffee grounds into the percolator. Louise entered and took a slow look around the small space, then froze at the sight of Zelda. “Oh my!” she said, blinking rapidly.


Used to reactions far more severe, Zelda struck a pose at the stove with her hand on her hip. She was dressed in a pair of sports knickers buttoned below the knee, with striped socks and a man’s button-up shirt. Her shock of fluffy, pale golden hair had been wrangled into a braid circling her head.


“Miss Wyatt, this is Zelda Coleman. I agreed to let her stay on my couch until she found a place of her own. That was six months ago,” Clara said wryly.


“Y-you have a white roommate?” Louise actually took a step back.


Zelda, taking perverse glee in this assumption, bared her teeth in a frightening smile. “Why, I’m just as Colored as you are.”


Clara slipped off her shoes and wiggled her pinched toes before taking a seat on the couch. “She ain’t white, she’s an albino.”


Zelda crossed the space and sidled up to Louise to give her a good look. Her skin was pale as milk, but her broad features were unmistakably Negro. Brown eyes ringed with blonde lashes glittered with amusement. Zelda held out her hand and Louise stared at it for a moment before blinking rapidly and offering her own to shake.


“Oh, how . . . interesting.” Louise’s complexion, a cool buttercream with plenty of warm undertones, was much closer to Zelda’s than to Clara’s. Her bearing and manner shouted a so-called better class of people than either Clara or Zelda could lay claim to. She probably ran in the same lofty circles as that jackass at work.


“What was it you needed help with, Miss Wyatt?”


It took a moment for Louise to extract herself from Zelda’s firm grip. She smiled nervously before perching on the seat of the wobbly armchair. “Please, call me Louise. You see, I—” She looked back toward the kitchenette, but Zelda had slipped out silently to give them privacy.


Louise took a deep breath. “There’s a young man. Robert.” A dreamy smile overtook her face. “And he was courting me.”


The air next to her shimmered and a diaphanous figure began to take shape. Clara ignored the spirit, focusing on Louise’s words. “He told me how much he loved me, and, well, I believed him.”


“That gal gave up the goodies is what she did,” a slightly hoarse voice announced. A sturdy body began to take shape, with arms crossed in disapproval.


“And?” Clara motioned for Louise to continue.


“Well, you see, after we, ah . . .” The girl blushed. “I was certain we were going to get married, so why bother waiting when it was practically all set up?”


“See? I told you.” The older woman’s face was now visible, though still somewhat translucent.


Louise wrung her hands. “But afterward, he stopped calling on me. There was always some excuse.”


The spirit snorted. “Already got the milk, what he need the cow for?”


“Mama Octavia,” Clara said through clenched teeth. “I can’t listen to you both.”


“Um, Miss Johnson? Are you talking to me?”


Clara shook her head. “No, my grandmother has made an appearance.”


The girl’s eyes widened; her gaze skittered around the room.


“You are here because you know I can talk to spirits? Did you not think there would be some spirits hanging around?”


Louise’s lips moved but no words came out. Clara stood and crossed to the kitchenette to pour a cup of the coffee bubbling on the stove. “So is that what you came for? To get back your beau? Don’t seem like the type of man who’s reliable. Maybe you’re better off without him.”


When she turned around, coffee cup in hand, Louise was flustered, shaking her head back and forth. Clara really should offer the girl a cup, it was good manners and she wouldn’t hear the end of it from Mama Octavia, but they didn’t have much left. And Clara was the one who’d worked close to sixty hours that week, spending each and every one of them struggling not to put her foot where the sun don’t shine on that overeducated, highfalutin gum beater, only to be interrupted by this foolishness when she really wanted to go to sleep.


“Oh, but he’s perfect,” Louise gushed. “Handsome and from the right family. He’s at Howard studying to be an engineer. And besides . . .” She looked down at her clenched hands. “I’m in a family way.”


Mama Octavia clucked her tongue and floated over to the window to peer through the sheer curtain, shaking her head the entire time. “These fast-tailed girls,” she muttered.


It seemed to Clara that the boys in these situations were just as fast, but she’d never heard her grandmother slander them. “How old are you?”


She dropped her head. “Seventeen.”


The coffee she’d just drank grew heavy in her belly. She placed the cup back on the counter. “Listen, Louise, I don’t do love spells or potions, you should see Uncle Nazareth about that.”


“I don’t want to deal with that old witch doctor. I heard from Mamie Jackson, whose godsister’s auntie said you helped her. And what you do really works. I need Robert back, Miss Clara, I just do.”


A weight settled around Clara’s heart as the girl went on.


“You’ve done so much for the community, helped so many people. And you bring hope. I mean, I was just a girl back during the rioting, but I remember—”


Clara held up a hand. “All right. I’ll do what I can, but you have to know there’s a cost. And it’s probably more than you want to pay. Not money—I don’t charge anything, but the spirits do. They require a hefty price.”


Louise nodded, her perfect curls bouncing. “I’d do anything to get him back, you just don’t know. If my daddy finds out, he’d be so disappointed in me. And he just might kill Robert. This baby needs a father, and I love him so much. And once we get married, then everything will be right as rain.”


Clara doubted that, but as usual, what warning she could give had fallen on deaf ears. “All right, follow me.”


Bone-tired and uncomfortably sweaty with no breeze coming in through the open window, she led Louise to what should have been the coat closet. Instead, the tiny space held a stool and table—an altar, covered in candles of different colors and widths. Thick wax was congealed on the surface of the wood. Colored fabric lined the walls, including the ceiling.


Clara sat on the stool and motioned for Louise to stand behind her. With regret gripping her chest, she struck a match and began lighting candles. For the return of a lost love, the spirit she needed to call would have to be a romantic. Summoning an entity with the wrong temperament would lead to an even greater disaster.


“So how does this work?” Louise whispered.


“I use the candles to invite an Enigma to come through to our world and hear your plea.”


“An Enigma?”


“Some folk know them by other names. Genies, fairies, duppies, jumbies—they been called all kinds of things in different places. They’re powerful spirits who like to play in the human world, make mischief, grant wishes. We ask one of them, and if they choose to, they’ll give you a gift—a Charm that will help you solve your problem. But they’ll also give you a Trick, and that’s something you won’t like so much. That’s the cost of their aid. The Trick is like a debt you owe them until they feel like they’ve been paid back. Are you sure you want to do this?”


A look of concern crossed Louise’s face, but then her hand drifted to her stomach, still flat as a board. “I’m sure.”


“Now, once I start, it’s important that you stay quiet. No matter what happens, don’t make a sound unless I tell you to.”


Wide-eyed, the girl nodded.


Clara turned back around and sighed. No getting around it, then. She stared at the flame on a fat red-and-white-striped candle. It burned steadily in a solid orange. Quieting her mind, she closed her eyes, but the vision of the flame blazed on in her mind. It danced, moving sinuously, slithering through the air like a snake. Like the serpent in the Garden of Eden, tempting Eve with knowledge that would come with a dear price.


The veil between the world of humans and the world of the spirits, Over There, was always perilously thin for Clara, but during these meditations it shrank down to nearly nothing. The sense of the unseen was stronger. The presence of invisible bodies surrounded her, their world existing on top of her own.


She stretched her senses forward, seeking a spirit that felt like love. This was how she’d always done it, how Mama Octavia had taught her to. Find the Enigma who wanted what the petitioner wanted; that was the best way to mitigate the consequences of dealing with the beings at all.


An insistent presence made itself known, but this one was all wrong. Nettling and aggressive, it pushed itself at Clara, but she avoided its energy. Romance and tenderness was what the girl needed, not this tenacious beast. Again she focused on the qualities of the spirit she wanted to call until she felt a more appropriate entity grow nearer. The telltale tug of a connection made her jerk on her stool. Her eyes flew open and the fat candle in front of her sparked with a white flame, which grew higher and higher.


Clara held up a hand when she felt Louise move behind her. “Welcome. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”


“I am called Lalin, though some know me as The Moon.”


Louise stiffened and brushed against Clara’s back. The surprise of hearing a voice coming out of a white flame would hopefully help keep the girl’s lips sealed.


“Our sister Louise Wyatt seeks the return of her lost love. She entreats you for your aid, Lalin.” Clara spoke slowly and clearly, choosing her words carefully. “Will you bring him back to her so that they may be married and raise their family together?”


A figure began to emerge inside the flame—a woman’s face. It was indistinct, just the suggestion of eyes, nose, and mouth, but it gazed to the side at Louise, who was now shaking.


“This is what you seek, child?” Lalin asked.


Clara turned her head. “Answer her,” she whispered.


“Y-yes, ma’am.”


The face of the Enigma retreated, falling back into the flame. The candle wax began pouring down faster than what was natural. The red-and-white rivulets bled like a jugular vein sliced open.


“And what will you give me in return?” The spirit’s voice turned teasing, almost flirtatious.


“You will get your Trick,” Clara said quickly before Louise could utter a word. “Your Trick and nothing more.”


“Very well, then,” Lalin pronounced with a sigh, the faint mouth pursed in a pout. “I will grant your desire. Your love will return in three days, chastened and desirous of renewing his affection with you.”


While Louise’s excitement was palpable, Clara tensed, waiting for the other shoe to drop.


“He will find you irresistible. In fact, all men will be entranced by your beauty. You will shine brighter than all other women.”


Clara’s heart sank even as Louise giggled with delight. “I’ve always wanted to be beautiful.”


“And the rest?” Clara asked, weary to her bones. “The Trick?”


Lalin chuckled ominously. “All will look upon you with desire, but none will ever truly have your heart.”


“That’s all right, all I want is Robert. I don’t have eyes for anyone else.”


“Is that your will, Lalin?” Clara’s voice was thick. Her dress was plastered to her back and she just wanted this over with.


“It is.”


“Then be it so.” Clara blew out the candles, ending the connection to the Enigma and sealing Louise’s fate. Smoke danced in trails up to the ceiling and scented the air.


“Please let me pay you,” Louise said, reaching into her purse. “I can’t thank you enough.”


“No, no money. I can’t take money.” Clara had a hard time looking the girl in the eye. Back in the main room, Mama Octavia still stood at the window, her back to them.


Louise hustled to the door, her eyes shining with tears. “Thank you again,” she said before leaving.


“Please don’t,” Clara whispered, staring at the closed door.


Zelda reappeared with a fresh cup of coffee and handed it to her. “How bad was it?”


Clara settled on the edge of the armchair, one leg swinging restlessly. “Her man will come back and marry her. And she’ll be irresistible to all other men—but none will truly have her heart.”


Zelda tilted her head in question.


“None,” Clara repeated. “That will include her future husband, I’m certain. He will love her, but she’ll never be satisfied with him. That’s her Trick. A life without love. Men competing for her attention, becoming jealous, promising her the world. Giving it to her, even. But she’ll feel nothing.”


“Oh.” Zelda’s lips turned down.


“That girl is in for a heaping of sorrow.”


Mama Octavia clucked her tongue and turned around. “You’re just giving her the same deal you got. It’s their choice to make it or not. Everyone has a choice.”


“Not always a good one,” Clara grumbled.


Zelda raised her brows, but she’d long grown used to Clara’s habit of speaking to thin air.


“No,” Mama Octavia said sadly. “Colored folks don’t often get good choices, do we?”


Clara’s shoulders slumped. She went off to her bedroom knowing her grandmother spoke true. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a good choice.
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THE DISTRICT RUMBLERS


Rivulets of rain chased each other down the window in streams, not quite the downpour it had been earlier in the afternoon, but steady and persistent. From her perch on the couch, Clara tracked the umbrella-clutching people, undaunted by the weather, heading out to enjoy their Saturday all the same. Music from the player piano down at Miles’s place wafted up through the floorboards, the notes melding together in a swinging tune.


The book on her lap struggled to hold her interest. She tapped her toes against the cushions, keeping time with the melody as her mind wandered far from the pages. It was due back to the library in a few days and she wasn’t sure she would finish it—a rarity. Louise Wyatt’s face, filled with gratitude, kept replacing the printed words.


Clara dropped her head in her hands. The guilt didn’t let up, but that was nothing new. There had been more than a handful of Louise Wyatts over the years. People she’d had to help—curse was more like it. She tried to reason out how yesterday had been different. Maybe it was the fact that the girl had been seventeen. At that age, Clara’s life had changed forever.


The little cuckoo clock her daddy had carved for her mama struck eight from its place on the wall above the table. It wasn’t late, but Clara decided to take her sorry self to bed anyway. She’d just uncurled from the couch when Zelda burst in, sopping wet. She pushed her dripping hair from her eyes and grinned widely from the doorway.


“What you so happy about?” Clara grumbled.


Zelda entered the room, removing her jacket.


“Put all that in the bathroom, will you? Don’t want to warp the floors.”


When the young woman returned, clad in a fluffy robe that looked very familiar, she sprang onto the armchair, bouncing in her seat.


“I see you helped yourself to my robe. Might as well spill. What you been up to out there in this weather that’s got you grinning like a fool?”


Zelda stuck her hand in the pocket of Clara’s favorite robe and pulled out a wad of cash. Clara’s brows rose. “Sure is a lot of money.”


“You know that march those ofays was having downtown today?”


“You mean the Klan march?” For weeks, Colored Washington had been on edge with the impending descent of Ku Klux Klan members from all over the country. “Yeah, of course I know about it. Everybody knows not to go below M Street today. What about it?”


“Well, I got word from some acquaintances about a group of mug men from up in New York coming down to fleece them old pecker-woods, so I went down there.”


Clara blinked. “Wait—you went down there? And you . . .”


Zelda nodded, still waving the chunk of cash. “Hoodwinked those hoods. I can pick a pocket better than just about anybody. Some of them New York boys got arrested, but I melted myself back into that crowd of white folks who came out to watch. Didn’t nobody look twice at me with all that commotion going on in the street.”


Zelda’s grin was almost manic, and, not for the first time, Clara thought the woman she’d first met two years ago was more than a little touched in the head. Growing up in the circus would do that to a person, she figured.


“Girl, you is crazier than a loon bird. I don’t know how you’ve survived this long.”


Zelda laughed, throwing back her head. “So we got us some of their money, we should spend it.”


“Your lunatic self got their money. What you gonna do?”


“Naw, honey. You been up in here moping about Lord knows what. I don’t think you’ve had a night out in all the time I been here. Well, you’re going somewhere tonight. We can see a show—there’s a new Lorenzo Tucker film up at the Lincoln. Don’t you want to go and stare at his pretty face for an hour or two? The Colored Valentino.” Her voice turned dreamy.


Clara rolled her eyes. It had been much longer than half a year since she’d been out on the town, and she had no intention of changing that. “I don’t wanna stare at nothing but the backs of my eyelids. I’m going to sleep. Say hi to Lorenzo for me.”


“Oh no you don’t.” Zelda stood when Clara did and blocked her path. “You act more like you’re sixty-three rather than twenty-three. I ain’t never met a young woman who acted more old. I know you didn’t like helping that girl yesterday, saddling her with that Enigma debt, but you can’t hold it all inside like that. It’ll explode if it ain’t got nowhere to go.”


Clara set her jaw. “I let you stay here ’cause I felt sorry for you. The YWCA was full and you ain’t had no other options, but that don’t mean you can tell me what to do. I ain’t had a mama since I was six years old and I don’t need one now.”


Zelda remained unfazed by Clara’s rising tone and didn’t back away. “Well, call your granny, then, she’ll tell you I’m right. Mama Octavia, you here?”


“She ain’t here and she don’t need to be.”


“Well, it don’t matter anyway, you’re coming with me to the theater.”


“I’m not going nowhere but to bed, Zelda!” Clara slid between her and the armchair, stomped into her room, and slammed the door.


An hour later, she was tucked under an umbrella, avoiding a puddle on the sidewalk as she walked down U Street. A line had formed in front of the Lincoln Theatre and they took their place at the end.


“You know Ruth Anne next door has a room to let up on the third floor.”


Zelda regarded her innocently. “You want me to leave, I’ll be gone tomorrow, but if you turn around one more time, you ain’t never getting another wink of sleep tonight.”


Clara crossed her arms mutinously. She’d lost track of the number of times Zelda claimed she’d be gone tomorrow. The pale-skinned harridan was the stubbornest person she’d ever met. Zelda had stood outside the bedroom door, singing at the top of her lungs some lewd blues song she must have picked up in the gutter somewhere. Clara had tuned her out for as long as she could, but when Miles beat on the door screaming at them to stop all the hollering, that his customers were complaining, she’d finally given in.


The ticket line was slow, but thankfully the rain had let up. Clara lowered her umbrella and looked up at the building they stood in front of, the Casbah. It was a popular nightclub two doors down from the theater, and the folk streaming in the front were dressed a sight better than Clara or Zelda. A pang of longing shot through her, but she ruthlessly squelched it.


“You wanna go there instead?” Zelda asked, noticing where Clara’s gaze was stuck. “The band playing tonight is all anyone’s been talking about lately. Best in the District. They say—”


“No.” Clara chuckled dryly, silently cursing the woman’s perceptiveness. “That’s not for me. Besides, you think they’d let us in in these rags?” She motioned down at her threadbare raincoat and Zelda’s battered shoes and cloche hat. “Those nose-in-the-air Negroes would eat us for dinner.” She craned her neck, looking toward the front of the line. “They got a blind ticket-taker up there or something? This line ain’t moved an inch.”


Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe they’d be so late the ushers wouldn’t seat them and she could go back home where she belonged. But her impatience warred with her misgivings; she stepped to the side to see around the long queue of people. Her movement took her squarely in the path of a laughing young woman coming up from behind her. Perfume clouded the air and Clara turned to apologize, then froze with recognition.


“Why, if it isn’t Clara Johnson.” The woman stepped back, sounding both amused and aghast at the discovery. Light brown eyes regarded her coolly from a face Mama Octavia would describe as “high yaller.” There was nothing battered about the red rubberized poplin raincoat the woman wore with a matching hat. Nor the diamond earrings dangling from her ears.


“Addie Savoy.” Clara’s voice was toneless. She also recognized the two young women standing behind Addie, both similarly dressed. Thankfully, Addie was here with her girlfriends and not her jackass of a fiancé.


“Why, I haven’t seen you in years, Clara. I’d thought you might have gone back down South. That was the rumor I’d heard, at any rate. But I see you’re still here. It goes to show, you can’t trust gossip.” She fluttered her lashes prettily and smiled with bloodred lips.


“There’s a lot of things you can’t trust, Addie.”


Zelda looked back and forth between them, her brow descending as she no doubt sensed the chilliness in the air. She stepped closer to Clara and squared her shoulders.


“Are you headed into the Casbah?” The woman’s voice was polite, but the derisive glance she gave Clara’s drab gray dress spoke volumes.


Clara glanced over at the doorway. “Isn’t the band tonight supposed to be something special?”


Addie and her friends giggled. “If by something special you mean the biggest thing to hit Washington in years, then I suppose so. Israel Lee and the District Rumblers are indeed special. I just hope you’ll be able to get in to see them. They do have a dress code, you know. They don’t just let anybody in.”


Rage and shame blinded Clara until Addie’s shining jewels were nothing but a blur. Her spine turned to iron and she held on to her temper with as tight a rein as she could muster. “Well, if they’ll admit a forked-tongue, scheming heifer like you, then I think I’ll be just fine.”


Addie’s mask of politeness cracked before shattering altogether. The woman stepped up to Clara, no longer disguising her disgust. “Well, I’m lucky my daddy’s a judge and not a jailbird like yours. Then again, the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. And who you calling a heifer, you ol’ coal-tar, dusty-butt jigaboo.”


Someone was audibly growling now, Clara supposed it was her, but the rushing in her ears made it hard to tell. Her umbrella clattered to the ground as she grabbed Addie Savoy by her lapels with one hand and reared the other one back to strike. But before she could get any momentum going, she was wrenched backward by a strong grip around her waist.


“I think this alley has enough cats in it,” a deep voice purred in her ear.


Clara twisted and writhed, not liking being manhandled by anyone, though the man’s grasp was as gentle as it could be, given the circumstances. “Let me go!”


“You calm down and I’ll let you go.”


“What’s it matter to you if I’m calm or not?”


“It doesn’t. But does it matter to you that you were about to cold-cock Judge Savoy’s favorite daughter?”


“I don’t care who that yellow bitch’s daddy is.”


“Think you’ll feel different from inside the cage he’ll throw you in?”


That forced the air out of her. The rage that had been fueling her escaped in a gush and she became dead weight in his arms. Zelda’s shouts made her crane her head. Her roommate was cussing up a storm and being barely restrained by two large men several feet away. The man holding Clara had pulled her a few steps away, into the mouth of the alley next to the theater.


“Let me go,” Clara said, calmly as she could. After another moment that felt like a short eternity, her captor complied.


“I’m all right, Zelda!” she called, and her roommate quieted.


Clara turned slowly and caught her first sight of the meddlesome man. Her lips parted and her eyes forgot how to blink. Lorenzo Tucker might have been a handsome movie star, but the man before her had him beat by a mile. He was tall, with skin the color of caramel, his square jaw freshly shaven. He smelled faintly of cigarettes and liquor, but beneath lingered a scent that made her suck in another breath just to figure out what it was. She realized she was staring and pulled away, stepping back.


Zelda reached her side and scowled at him. Unfortunately, Addie Savoy and her crew also approached, along with a small crowd that had gathered and seemed annoyed they’d been denied any bloodshed. Clara gazed at them all with darts in her eyes.


“Israel Lee, how can I ever thank you? You’re such a gentleman.” Addie Savoy gave Clara a wide berth as she ran up to the man—Israel— and oozed her coquetry all over him. “Good breeding goes such a long way. Some folks act like they’re still in the jungle. Utterly predictable.” She had the nerve to cut her eyes at Clara, while also having the good sense to keep Israel between them.


Clara’s nose flared, and Israel’s humored gaze shot to her. “Well, I’d suggest that some folks better not rile up the apex predators,” he said to Addie conspiratorially, but his eyes were on Clara.


“Are you hurt, Israel? Will you be able to perform tonight?”


“I’m fine. She’s light as a feather.” He ushered Addie away, then tossed a look over his shoulder. “You okay there, lioness?”


Clara straightened her coat and skirt. “I’m fine. And you should mind your damned business.”


He chuckled and winked at her before tipping his hat. Someone shoved a guitar case into his hands and the waiting audience swallowed him up. In a few moments, the alley was empty and everyone had moved on to more entertaining pursuits.


The rain began to fall again.


Clara took a deep breath. The adrenaline of the almost fight, the anger boiling within, the irritation of old, barely healed scars had left her drained.


“I don’t think I’m in the mood for a picture tonight.”


“Well, that was enough entertainment to last the whole weekend. But I wonder what Addie and old nosey Israel Lee will say when they can’t find these?” She held up two wallets, laughing.


Clara shook her head and they turned around to head home.
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GHOST GIRL


Some folks is just born unlucky. You can blame it on the stars, or on a curse, or a mojo hand, but that’s just the facts. Luck is real and some ain’t got it.


Pearline Coleman was less unlucky than some, but that wasn’t saying a whole lot. She was slew-footed, bucktoothed, with long limbs and a short torso. And she wasn’t what you would call the sharpest tool in the shed. Her mama didn’t think she’d ever get married, but Pearline found a man. (And some said if she could, anyone could.)


They met at a church revival in the refreshment tent. He was a sharecropper down in Fayette County, Alabama, working thirty-seven acres—the same land where his parents had been slaves. She worked alongside him and bore the man ten children, none of which had the good sense to die.


The first nine were healthy, more or less, but that tenth baby—only the second girl—came out the color of a full moon at midnight. The girl’s daddy started thinking Pearline had stepped out on him, or gotten caught out somewhere by some white man. Folk didn’t talk too much about the high yaller babies and who their real daddies were.


But the child wasn’t yaller, she wasn’t even white, she was whiter than a white man’s white sheet. Doc Abram called the girl an albino, but didn’t nobody know what that meant. All they knew was that she burnt to a crisp in the sun and her eyes rattled around inside her head like a jar of beans in a thunderstorm.


The year she was born, boll weevils invaded Fayette County, cotton prices fell into the cellar, and it didn’t rain for ninety-nine days straight. Folks called her the Ghost Girl, said she was an omen or a body full of bad luck, but Zelda didn’t pay them no mind. She raced her older brothers and sassed her older sister and learned to ignore the stares and whispers.


But twelve mouths are hard to feed, and while Pearline may have had enough love in her heart for all her children, she didn’t have near enough money in her pocket to feed them all. So when the white man in the seersucker suit came by the two-room cabin they called home and offered her two hundred dollars—more money than they’d made the last two years combined—she packed off six-year-old Zelda with her one good dress and her hand-me-down shoes and sent her off to the circus.


The banners at the freak show advertised a Monkey Girl from Mars or Snow Princess from Antarctica. The words changed depending on the city and the whims of the showmen. She was dressed in animal skins or satin and lace and stood under the stares of a gaggle of peanut munchers.


The bearded lady adopted her and taught her her letters. The tattooed man showed her how to juggle, and the family of acrobats schooled her on how to pick pockets. There was bread most days, and a bath once a week, which made it a sight better than her home had been, and Zelda tried to make the best of it.


Before long, she became the one who stood up for her fellow freaks, asking for better trailers, more food, a rest day when they were too sick to perform. All in all, she was a real boil on the behind of the man in that seersucker suit, so he sold her to a carnival when she was sixteen. Her friends at the circus wished her well and worried over her—the two-bit carnival was a step down from their circus, and it seemed like her luck had changed for the worse.


But Zelda Claudine Coleman didn’t believe in luck, good, bad, or otherwise. She was stubborner than a blind, thirsty mule and when she set her mind to something, nothing nobody said would change her mind. She made such a fuss about so many things that by the time she reached Washington, DC, in the spring of 1923, the managers of the carnival were almost ready to be rid of her. There were other Colored albinos they could buy who wouldn’t give them so much lip—not ones that could juggle while walking a tightrope, but was that really worth all the hassle? Only thing working in her favor was the money she brought in. Money she never saw. So it was once again, with one good dress and a pair of hand-me-down shoes, that Zelda made her escape.


She worked on the streets, picking the pockets of the folks who looked fancy enough not to bother about the missing cash, and picking the locks to the houses of the widows or widowers in the obituaries for a place to lay her head. But one day when she ran afoul of a low-level gangster who looked fancy but was in fact bothered about his missing wallet, Zelda stared down the barrel of a derringer for the first time, wondering if she should start believing in luck after all.


It was then that Clara Johnson turned into the alley behind her apartment and called out the young man by name. “Wallace Granger, does your mama know you have that gun?”


“Clara, this ain’t your business. This girl here stole from me.”


“Is that true?”


Zelda nodded. “But I gave it back.” She pointed at the cash sticking out of his jacket pocket.


Clara crossed her arms, tilting her head at Wallace Granger, who she’d known since primary school and was just about the worst teenage wannabe gangster in town. “Well, what you still holding the gun for?”


Wallace frowned and looked at Clara.


“Put that thing away before you hurt yourself, and go on home.” The young man’s hand wavered until he lowered the weapon. “Leave now and I won’t tell nobody you got robbed by a girl.” Wallace glared at both of them and then left.


Clara looked Zelda up and down. “I ain’t never seen nobody like you before.”


Zelda stuck up her chin. “And?”


“And nothing. Watch who you steal from, though.”


As Clara walked back down the alley and into the night, Zelda set her mind to something new. That girl was going to be her friend, whether she liked it or not.
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THE MONROE BOY


What is this?”


Clara shifted to the side as stale breath wafted over her. A thin-fingered hand slapped a sheaf of papers on her desk, next to the typewriter she was currently using. She blinked up at the man leaning over her, trying not to breathe all that foul air he was spouting in her face. “Well, Dr. Harley, this appears to be your article on the St. Charles Hotel’s basement slave pens. Perhaps you need to see an eye doctor if your vision is declining.”


Her voice was sweet as punch, but from the desk next to hers Mrs. Shuttlesworth cleared her throat in warning. The office manager had lectured Clara about her attitude many times, but didn’t being phony count as having a good attitude? It certainly seemed to for everyone else.


“My vision is impeccable, Clara. I’m referring to these lines in my article concerning details of the slave woman whose death incited a revolt there. I certainly didn’t include this bit about her father and brother’s presence in the jail or her fondness for singing. The Journal of Negro History is a scholarly publication. We publish well-researched articles, not fantasies. Your job is to type the words I give you, and occasionally fact-check, not add emotional flourishes devoid of evidence.”


Clara’s jaw clenched. She took a slow, deep breath to rein in her temper. Dr. Alphonzo Harley a.k.a. the Jackass was one of the first Negroes to achieve a PhD in history from a major university, a feat achieved at the age of twenty-five. A fact he never let anyone forget, least of all her. The other typists and stenographers in the office chattered over how he was the handsomest of all the researchers with his butter-yellow complexion and sea-green eyes, but Clara found him repulsive. He had all the charm of a rattlesnake as far as she was concerned.


“In my fact-checking, I found it necessary to make an edit and correct an inaccuracy in the article, Dr. Harley, that’s all.”


“An inaccuracy?” His brows rose.


She spoke slowly, enunciating clearly. “Because the Journal is so well respected and important to the race, it is incumbent upon us to humanize our enslaved ancestors. The young woman had family present who witnessed her death. That is an important detail not to be missed.”


“There is no historical record of that. Where is the documentation to support this thesis?”


Clara’s lips clamped shut. Her documentation was in the form of a man named Zeke who had been chained next to his son and daughter and listened to her singing voice grow weaker and weaker as death took her. The girl’s name had been Annie. Her brother was Mason but they called him Sweet Pea. After seeing Annie’s body dragged away and after the escape attempt mounted in the wake of her death had failed, they’d been sold off to a plantation in Virginia.


Clara had long ago learned to tune out the spirits who shared the world with the living. As a child, the noise had nearly driven her crazy—all those voices, all those shimmering entities floating through walls and appearing out of thin air. Now she knew how to block them out and ignore them all or focus on the ones who had something to say to her. In general, the ghosts didn’t bother her. There were a few who wanted messages sent or had unfinished business to conclude, and other, darker spirits with mysterious agendas, but Mama Octavia offered a strong barrier against those who would pester her.


Zeke, however, had made a compelling case. He’d been looking in on one of his descendants, a girl who worked for the Journal but did more chattering than typing. He’d overheard Dr. Harley talking about his research for an article about the infamous St. Charles Hotel, known for its exclusivity and luxury, high-class amenities—including the underground dungeons where visiting slave owners could keep their property.


Zeke’s heart had broken with the cold way his daughter was described and begged Clara to let her memory shine through just a little bit more. She knew she couldn’t include Annie’s name, but she’d slipped in a few details that made the girl less of a statistic and more of a person. Dr. Harley didn’t often review his articles after having them typed. But noticeable errors in the copyediting of the last issue had left the researchers and writers paying closer attention than usual.


She knew whose fault that was and cut her eyes at the new fellow, Langston, who lounged at his desk in the corner. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was reading a pulp magazine when he was supposed to be editing a document.


“The information I included was part of the personal recollections that the abolitionist group recorded. Those files were placed back in the basement, but I can retrieve it for you if you like.” She’d spoken as civilly as was possible and held her breath now as Harley considered.


“I don’t recall reading anything like that. Yes, I want to see it.”


“Today? It’s nearly six o’clock.”


Harley looked at his watch. “Tomorrow, then. First thing.”


Clara sat back in her seat. She’d have to forge the document tonight. It shouldn’t take long, but she still had a stack of typing to get through. When he didn’t move on, she tilted her head. “Was there something else?”


He clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “I spoke with Addie this morning. She related the . . . incident from the other night.”


Clara’s nostrils flared. She bit her tongue to keep from responding.


“Your presence here is an ongoing mystery,” he went on. “You are not qualified, often unprofessional, and increasingly inept.”


She grabbed a pencil and clutched it, imagining it was his neck. Her grip tightened as he continued.


“But if there is any repeat of the violence you showed my fiancée Saturday night within these offices, I assure you, Dr. Woodson will ignore the pleas of his friends and the charitable nature which led him to take you on in the first place and expunge you from the premises with extreme prejudice. Am I making myself clear?”


The pencil in her hand snapped in half. He jerked, glancing at it, and narrowed his eyes before turning and stalking off. Clara sucked in a serrated breath. Then crushed the two halves of the pencil into even tinier pieces and tossed them in the waste bin.


“You getting into trouble in your off hours, Clara?” Mrs. Shuttles-worth asked from her spot a few feet away.


“No, ma’am. I think he was misinformed.” She wasn’t even lying, really—she’d been physically prevented from getting into trouble by one nosey musician.


“You really shouldn’t antagonize Dr. Harley. It isn’t your place to correct the researchers’ papers. If they miss something, it’s on them.”


Brushing the pencil debris from her hands, Clara took a steadying breath. “I know, Mrs. S., but his work is often sloppy. It’s not just this, he takes all kinds of shortcuts just to publish more than anyone else. He treats the journal like a race.”


“He’s a highly educated man from one of the best families in the District. You’re a year shy of earning a high school diploma from Arm-strong Manual’s secretarial program. You’re in no position to criticize.” The older woman sighed deeply. “I’ll ask Samuel to get those papers up from the basement.”


“I haven’t seen him at all today, are you sure he’s here? He was supposed to run these over to the post office.” She pointed to a stack of stamped letters on the corner of her desk.


Mrs. Shuttlesworth frowned. “I don’t know. That’s not like him to not show up and not say anything.”


“You’re right. I wonder what’s held him up. Hopefully, he’ll get to it tomorrow. I’ll get those folders from the basement. They were all mixed together, so I’ll need to find the right one anyway.” And then add a fake account from Zeke. Not fake, she reasoned. It was a historical record from someone who lived through the event.


She rose heavily from her chair, knowing that she would be at work for quite a while longer.
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As she walked home alone that night, the streets were mostly empty. Music rang out from a speakeasy across the way where the hard cases were making merry, but the majority of the neighborhood’s residents were tucked into their beds. While she missed Samuel’s jovial presence, Clara wasn’t afraid of being alone at night. She knew how to protect herself and had done so plenty of times.


Ghosts from her memory, instead of from the spirit world, called to her. Well, if it ain’t the Little Sniper. Do you shoot every man who comes in your bedroom? Whispered voices echoed along with the fear she’d felt in those long-ago days. Protecting herself could have consequences, as she well knew—especially when you were Negro.


She shook away the voices and picked up her pace, eager to get home.


Up ahead, a woman approached, tugging on the arm of a gangly teen. The boy seemed addlepated, walking under his own power, but with a listing, shuffling gait, barely picking up his feet. When Clara passed under a streetlight, the woman quickened, rushing toward her with alarming speed, the boy she towed scuffing his shoes behind her.


“Clara Johnson?”


“Yes, ma’am. Do I know you?”


“My name is Dorothy Monroe. I been looking for you. I need your help.”


Her steps slowed, dismay making her body feel heavy like she’d been weighted down with rocks. Two people within a week of each other needing her help? She exhaled slowly and bid them to follow her into her apartment.


Dorothy Monroe was a sturdy, no-nonsense woman with rich brown skin and sharp dark eyes. Her son Titus was small and fine boned— the opposite of his mother—with a face suffering from the divots and pocks of adolescence. His knuckles were scabbed over from what was probably a recent fight.


Zelda took one look at the pair and gave up her cot without a word. She was probably headed downstairs to the pool hall to hustle some unsuspecting dopes. Dorothy chose to stand and declined any refreshment. Clara was feeling polite tonight, but also grateful nobody actually wanted anything from her limited cupboard.


The woman pointed to her son. “You see him. He been like this the past few days. He’ll eat and drink. He can go to the bathroom on his own, but other than that, it’s like he ain’t there. Whatever makes the body and mind work together has just wound down like an old watch.”


The boy’s hands rested on his thighs as he hunched on the couch staring out at nothing in particular. Mrs. Monroe started to pace the wooden floorboards. The music from downstairs was low, an old ragtime tune from the player piano tonight. “It’s like he been touched in the head, but he was always a smart boy. Industrious. Temper on a hair trigger like his father’s, but a good boy overall.” Her voice held deep anguish, but her eyes were dry.


Clara watched the boy carefully. The blinking of his eyes was curious, spaced out far apart, and even his breathing had a rhythmic quality to it. “Will he speak?”


“A word or two, here or there yesterday and the day before, but nothing at all today. His friends even came over this morning and he barely looked at them.”


“Had he been anywhere out of the ordinary before this affliction began? Could something traumatic have happened to him?”


“On Friday, he went to baseball practice and to his job at the grocery store. That night he said he wasn’t feeling too well and went to bed. In the morning, I couldn’t get him out of it.” She stopped her pacing and clenched her hands together tightly. “He won’t answer when I call. He’ll only eat if I put the fork in his hand, and Lord knows how long that will last. Got a dog he loves to pieces, but he won’t touch her. I even tried to rile him by shouting in his face and carrying on. He knows better than to talk back, but, like I said, he got a temper, and his eyes tell it all.” She crossed her arms. “He didn’t even react. Not a flash or a grumble. I knew I had to keep an eye on him, so he hasn’t left my side.”


Something in her tone made Clara take notice. “Has he tried?”


“This morning. I turned my back for a moment and he stood up out of nowhere and walked right out the door. I let him, just to see where he would go. Followed him to the park on Vermont Avenue, but he just stood at the corner like he was waiting for something.”


Clara’s scalp prickled, an uneasiness coming over her. “What is it that you want me to do for him?”


“Can’t . . . can’t your spirits make him back the way he was?”


Enigmas could heal disorders both physical and mental, but there were limits. They couldn’t make an idiot into a genius. Couldn’t bring back the mind of a man who’d had his head bashed in and lost his faculties. Or maybe they had the ability to, but those kinds of things hadn’t ever interested them enough to try. And even the promise of the Trick the person would receive wasn’t enough to entice them.


Dorothy’s voice wavered. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes. I’ve heard that sometimes . . . Well, if you let a spirit possess you, you can get more powerful work out of them.”


Clara shuddered and shook her head rapidly. “You’re talking about being Embraced by an Enigma. That ain’t no parlor trick and nothing you ever want to agree to. It’s not like the Pentecostals catching the spirit and speaking in tongues and then right as the river when the music ends. Enigmas are powerful and willful. They treat you like a puppet and take complete control.” Her breathing sped up just thinking about it.


Dorothy sagged onto the couch next to Titus. “This is my baby. My only living son. Gave birth to seven—three died as infants. One was killed in jail. Two were lynched down in Mississippi before we come up here. He my last one. I’ll do anything.”


Clara’s heart swelled and her throat thickened. Compassion for Dorothy’s plight made her think about her own mother, something she tried never to do. If something similar had happened to Clara, what would Aurora Johnson have done to make it right? Well, something had happened to her, a lot of somethings, but the only thing her mama had done was leave a trail of dust in her wake.


Clara stood, pushing the thoughts away, and approached her closet. “Will he be all right there on the couch?”


“No, if I’m not watching, he’ll get up and try to leave again.”


“Well, bring him over here, then.” She opened the door and sat before the altar. Dorothy stood behind her, Titus at her side.


Clara lit the candles and blew out the match. The flames flickered and swayed, reaching out for her like clawed fingers. She swallowed the sense of foreboding and closed her eyes, working to call a nurturing spirit. An Enigma who would care about Dorothy’s quest to save her only living son—maybe Queen Esther or Monsieur Fos. She’d dealt with both of them before in cases of wayward children of one kind or another.


But minutes ticked by and nothing happened. Clara opened her eyes and checked the candles. They were still doing their odd dance, rocking toward her in a way that made the hair on her arms prickle.


Her shoulders slumped. Maybe if she hadn’t felt so much for Dorothy—compassion, and sadness, and even a little jealousy—she wouldn’t have done what she did next. She hadn’t done it for anyone else who’d come to her for help, but then again, she’d never had a case when no one answered her call before. She avoided using her natural second sight for good reasons, reasons she ignored now, sinking deeply into the power she was born with to look Over There.


Folks around the world believe that being born with a caul gives a body powers. Clara’s were mostly of the talking-to-spirits variety, but she could also sense things that no one else could see: energy, power, magic. But just because she had these abilities didn’t mean she wanted to use them. She kept them locked up tight. People weren’t meant to gaze out Over There, and doing so could get you an eyeful of something you weren’t ready for. Or bring something back with you. The candles let her see without seeing, so to speak. The same divination techniques that charlatans and hucksters used to separate the desperate or gullible from their coins could also be wielded by someone with a true gift, whether it was scrying into water bowls, throwing chicken bones, or turning cards. Clara just liked fire; the candles focused and protected her, functioning like a one-way mirror, but she didn’t strictly need them.


However, with the Enigmas silent, she peered through the veil between worlds and tuned in to the Monroe boy’s aura. When she glimpsed the echo of his spirit Over There, she reared back in shock. Whatever was afflicting him wasn’t natural. A normal disease, either physical or mental, would have clouded his energy with the murky tones of the sickly. However, this was a net of malevolent energy swirling around him like smoke. Its origins could only be in the spirit world. And the spirits themselves were avoiding both of them. Even the least powerful denizens of Over There were giving Clara a wide berth.


Knowing the risks, she tried again, without any intermediaries, eschewing the flame and wax and smoke, calling out with her own inner voice, one she knew could pierce into that other place. She shouted silently into the unknown—a dangerous activity since you never knew just who might hear. A true summoning was out of the question—that would put her into debt personally and she couldn’t bear the weight— but she knew the Enigmas could hear her. They were just ignoring her.


The energy clouding Titus’s aura was powerful and heavy. And coming from it was a thin thread of rainbow-colored light which extended into the beyond. That was what started this affliction, she guessed.


She had no further time to investigate, for the press of a familiar, terrifying presence made itself known to her. She shuttered her sight and sat back, breathing heavily.


“They won’t come,” she whispered.


“What do you mean they won’t come?” Dorothy asked slowly.


“I’m not quite sure. They just . . . It’s never happened to me before. Not in my entire life. I call and something comes. To have nothing . . . Whatever happened to your son is not something that any of the Enigmas want to help and fix.” Which means one of them is likely responsible. That rainbow-colored thread led somewhere.


“So what do I do now?”


Clara blew out the candles and spun around on her stool to face the woman. “I . . . I’m not sure.”


Even a bargain with an Enigma and the resulting Trick were at least something. To be able to offer nothing at all and to relegate the woman to uncertainty—it stung. “We could try again another day, but . . . I don’t think it would make a difference. You could go see Uncle Nazareth. I don’t know that he’d be able to help, but you could try.”


Dorothy set her jaw and nodded in a manner of a woman who had known great loss and sorrow. She heaved a deep breath and turned to leave, with a firm grip on her son’s wrist. “Thank you, Miss Johnson. I really appreciate you trying to help.”


“I’m very sorry I couldn’t do anything for your boy.”


Dorothy waved absently with her free hand but didn’t say anything else as she trundled out, her vacant-eyed son in tow.


Clara stood in the center of the room, unhappily staring at the closed front door. Failure nettled, leaving barbs under her skin. A snapping sound had her turning back to her altar. The candles she’d blown out had lit themselves again. The flames rode high, at least a foot in the air. They kissed each other, reaching out for her, gyrating and swirling together unnaturally.


A shiver danced down her spine.


She didn’t dare chance another look Over There. Instead she rushed across the room and blew out the candles. Then she slammed the door shut.
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