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MAGIC OR MURDER?

When miserly landlord Henry Deutch is found dead of an apparent heart attack, no one is happier than Anna Young. It was Henry who evicted Anna’s mother from his Catskill tenement, which eventually led to her death. Anna swore a blood oath of vengeance, but her alleged attacks were purely metaphysical. Yet, some claim them mortally effective; those who frequent her tiny shop for love charms and protective amulets attest that Anna Young is a master of black magic.

Now a politically ambitious prosecutor has filed first-degree murder charges against Anna, contending that her spell casting literally frightened old Henry to death. And though the public remains divided among those who believe in Anna’s powers and those who think her a murderous fraud, one Del Pearson, her court-appointed lawyer, is about to discover the truth: whether Anna Young is a harmless charlatan, a cold-blooded killer. . .or quite something else indeed.




ANNA REMAINED UNTIL HER
MOTHER’S GRAVE WAS FILLED AND
THE GRAVEDIGGERS HAD LEFT.

Then she knelt over it in the thick darkness. She put her palms down on the cold, fresh earth and raised her head to look up at the cloudy black sky.

It was as if something rose out of the grave into her arms and through her body. Her eyes were suddenly electric.

“I hear, Mother,” she said. “And I swear he will not live to harm another.”
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Curse



Prologue


Even without the mystical ceremony, burial at night was enough to unnerve the mourners. They clutched the black candles tightly in their right hands as if their holding firmly onto the light kept them from falling into the newly dug grave they surrounded. The pungent odor of freshly uncovered damp earth filled their nostrils, but no one coughed or as much as cleared his throat.

They had been instructed to hold their candles at least six inches above their heads. Most had their arms stiffly extended, their bodies trembling like the bodies of subway riders clinging to their straps while the train jets into the night. Looking at each other, they saw how the small flames dripped yellow light over their faces and how their eyes glittered like those of the curious nocturnal creatures hovering in the shadows.

The candles flickered in the cool late September New York Catskill Mountain evening, but not one was extinguished. Anna Young had lit them while reciting some ancient incantation and that seemed to help each defy the wind. No one present questioned her power to do just that.

All those who were paying their final respects to Gussie Young felt they had benefitted from Anna’s mother’s spiritual gifts and were now benefitting from Anna’s. Some were here out of a sense of obligation; some out of fear that what they had been given would be taken away if they weren’t here.

Standing in the old cemetery about a mile out of Sandburg proper, the mourners were surrounded by hickory, oak, and birch trees and wild berry bushes. It was a pristine, ancient place where the thick forest was dark even in the middle of the afternoon. The closest home was Melvin Bedik’s, a retired poultry and egg farmer, about midway between the cemetery and town.

The mourners closed the gaps between them, trying to touch, trying to feel secure and protected. They continued to cling tightly to their candles and stared at Anna, wondering what would take place next in this strange yet fascinating burial service, while off to the side the gravediggers waited uneasily for her command to lower her mother’s coffin and make her an eternal citizen of this graveyard, the oldest in Sandburg, a hamlet in the town of Fallsburg. In New York state the communities were collected into townships and the townships into counties.

The cemetery had recently been added to the Fallsburg township’s list of historical properties as a way to at least keep the graves and stones under the umbrella of the township’s maintenance. The church that had once supported it was long gone, and with its demise went anyone to administer care. The sanctuary itself had become a shell that had gone up in flames when a drunken homeless man had wandered into it and fallen asleep with a cigarette that had slipped from his fingers and ignited the dry wood. Reverend Carter, the Episcopalian minister, actually was heard to say, “What better place for him to die than there, cupped in God’s hand?”

Anna stood at the foot of her mother’s grave. Her eyes were shut so tightly her eyelids looked like they had been stuck together since birth. Her head was back and she held her arms out to the side in crucifix fashion. In her right hand she clutched what the mourners knew to be strands of her dead mother’s gray hair, which the eighty-four-year-old Gussie Young had worn long and straight, nearly down to her wing bones. In her left hand, Anna held a silver chalice. Some of the village children claimed they saw her drink a witch’s brew from it when there was a full moon.

Everyone at the grave site had heard all of Anna’s chants, even the ones that were nearly whispered, but no one could make any sense out of them. The language was gibberish, yet melodic. Of course, they had anticipated something like this and nothing traditional. No one had expected the presence of any clergyman at the funeral, not with the way they all were condemning Anna and her mother for what they characterized as the Black Arts.

Anna stopped her chant and tilted the chalice to pour what the mourners thought was either wine or blood over the strands of hair which she immediately dropped into the grave. Then she turned to the gravediggers and nodded.

Mesmerized by her actions, they jumped to lower the coffin. They were both eager to do what had to be done and then leave. Anna watched, her hands pressed against her bosom. After the coffin settled at the bottom, she turned to the mourners.

“My mother should not have died,” she declared. “Despite her age, it was not her time. You all know she had much work to complete. He who caused this is here among you and you know who he is and where he is. I will not leave you until he is gone. This was what I have promised my mother and what I promise you.”

Anna looked down at the coffin.

“My mother will not leave you either.”

She smiled at them.

“You all know this is true,” she said.

No one spoke, but some nodded. When the first shovelful of dirt hit the coffin, a large crow screeched and flew over their heads. The gravediggers paused and gazed at each other as if they were deciding whether or not to throw down their shovels and run for their lives. Then they looked at Anna and quickly resumed.

Anna nodded at the mourners, signaling the end. She turned back to the grave to watch the coffin being covered, and the mourners began their departing, each touching her arm or embracing her, speaking soft words of commiseration and then stepping away from the old cemetery and into their cars, snuffing out their candles one at a time.

The cars pulled away quietly, no one leaving too fast, some even keeping their headlights off until they were a bit down the road. They looked like they had simply materialized out of the shadows, old black souls fleeing their entombment.

Anna remained until her mother’s grave was filled and the gravediggers had left. Then she knelt over it in the thick darkness. She put her palms down on the cold, fresh earth and raised her head to look up at the cloudy black sky.

It was as if something rose out of the grave into her arms and through her body. Her eyes were suddenly electric.

“I hear, Mother,” she said. “And I swear he will not live to harm another.”



One


Whoever said that April was the cruelest month wasn’t thinking of upstate New York, Ralph Baxter thought There was nothing cruel about seeing the ground thaw and the buds sprout on the tree branches. And there was certainly nothing cruel about the warmer air, the bluer sky, the birds returning, and the cold shadows retreating to wherever the hell dark things dwelt. He stood on his large front porch and took a deep breath. He was seventy-four and widowed for three years. Five years before Jennie’s death, he and she had terminated the Cherrywood Lodge, his family’s old farmhouse that had been converted into a tourist rooming house twenty-eight years ago.

It was a long time to be in the hospitality business, he thought, and laughed at what he imagined his grandfather would have said had he lived to see his cornfields turned into a couple of tennis and handball courts, a baseball field, and a swimming pool. The pool had long since gone to disrepair, the cement cracking, the paint nearly completely faded and gone. Weeds grew profusely where the baseball infield once was.

During the heyday of the New York Catskill resort years, his guests would play in tournaments against the guests of other rooming houses and small hotels. They had great picnics with barbecued hamburgers and chicken, fresh corn on the cob, and a salad made with the vegetables from his own gardens. Their clientele was comprised from nice New York City families. The grounds were alive with children and noise. Jennie was like everyone’s grandmother. Guests got used to calling him Pop and her Mother Baxter. Despite what his grandfather would say, running a tourist house was a lot easier than farming and, for quite a few years, a lot more profitable, Ralph thought. It gave them enough for a comfortable retirement, but not enough to keep up a property this size.

Now, of course, it was too much house for just him. He had shut down most of it, confining the heat to just the kitchen, small parlor, and one bedroom. The lobby was too big to keep warm in the winter. Paneling peeled, window casings expanded and contracted, the old rugs were worn thin, and the furniture, never really used anymore, looked like rejects from even the thrift stores. It pained him to see the property degenerate, but there wasn’t much he could do. Tourists were long gone. Even the memory of them dwindled and was lost in the darkness of the forest that surrounded his home and property, shadows and voices drifting in the wind. Occasionally, something would creak and echo in the house and he would lift his eyes expecting to see a group of New Yorkers walking down the hallway, laughing, their faces tan and robust, children trailing behind them, giggling and shouting, their voices tinkling like cans tied to the back bumper of a car for Just Marrieds.

But there was no one there, no one’s voice or laugh to hear but his own.

He dug out his pocket watch and checked the time. Henry Deutch was late. Unusual for that man to be late, he thought. From what he knew about the man, he worked like a Swiss timepiece: efficient, coldly methodical. Ralph didn’t like him. The only reason he was interested in Henry’s arrival was his curiosity as to what in hell that man wanted from him. He couldn’t recall passing more than a handful of words between them all these years.

As if thinking about him produced him, Henry Deutch’s Mercedes came around the bend, up from Sandburg. The old road wasn’t traveled much anymore and the county rarely came by to clean or maintain it. The dust spiraled behind the car. From this perspective, it looked like the vehicle was on fire. Deutch pulled up the driveway and stopped. He seemed to wait for the dust to settle before stepping out.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said without much remorse in his voice. One could easily see from his expression that he didn’t think it mattered very much to a man like Ralph Baxter. What else did he have to do with his time but to wait for busier, more productive men?

“That’s all right; that’s all right,” Ralph said. He extended his hand when Henry reached the porch. It was a quick, perfunctory greeting. Deutch already looked preoccupied, nervous, even tense. “How you been, Henry?”

“I’ve been better. Maybe you heard about my problem in town,” he added, and looked up expectantly, perhaps searching for a face bathed in sympathy.

Ralph shook his head slowly.

“No sir. Don’t get into town as much as I usta. What’s goin’ on?”

“It’s that damn seamstress, the madwoman some people believe has supernatural powers . . . Anna Young.”

Ralph nodded.

“Yeah, I hear a lot about her. Heard she cured Simon Karachek’s arthritis.”

“Ridiculous. All of them, idiots, paying good money for her hocus-pocus.”

“I wouldn’t disregard all that out of hand, Henry. I remember when my father usta bring old lady Nussbaum up here to bless the soil with her charms. Rarely had a bad crop, too. ’Course, you probably don’t remember her. I was barely five or six and you weren’t even here yet. Railroad was just gettin’ to be a big thing up here then and of course, later it would encourage all those city people to come up here for summer holidays. They published a magazine called Summer Homes. Why, I can remember—”

“Right,” Henry interrupted. “I don’t remember any of that and the railroad’s gone so why waste time talking about it?”

Ralph could see how Henry’s impatience made him fidgety, that and whatever was going on in the village.

“Um. How’s Anna Young a problem for you?”

“She’s been harassing me,” he said, his face reddening with the effort. “I’ve had to get the law on her, not that it does much good.”

“That so? Now that you mention it, I do recall something about you having her and her mother evicted nearly a year ago. That was a bit of a mess, wasn’t it?” Baxter asked with a twinkle in his eye. He knew the story, but pretended to be vague about it.

Conniving old fox, Henry thought, just like the rest of them.

“I had no lease with them. I was kind enough to give them a place to start, but I had to get them out of there.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because they were both crazy, spooking people, especially prospective new tenants, that’s why. How would you like someone smelling up your home with that stinky incense and burning candles in the windows while chanting gibberish all night?”

“Yeah, I remember it better now. That eviction was quite a mess, quite a mess, and didn’t the old lady die soon after?”

“How’s that my fault?”

“I guess the turmoil was too much for her. Stress can kill, Henry,” Baxter said almost gleefully.

“A man should have a right to do what he wants with his own property, shouldn’t he?” Henry practically screamed. His face looked like it was swelling as well as turning another shade of crimson.

Ain’t he a time bomb, Ralph thought, but he enjoyed seeing Henry disturbed. He thought about his uncle Charlie, his father’s brother, who was good at putting little digs and scratches into people, infuriating them with remarks and expressions just for the pleasure of seeing how easy it was to rile them up.

“I’ve got no argument with that, Henry,” Baxter said. “However, there are some people you just don’t want to cross. They have some sort of power.”

“Nonsense,” Henry Deutch said, but not with as much enthusiasm as he had before. Ralph wondered how much about Anna Young Henry didn’t believe or didn’t want to believe and how much he couldn’t help believe. A woman like that could keep you up nights, for sure, he thought.

Deutch looked around.

“It’s so dry out here, you can taste the dust in the air.”

“Oh? Would you like something cold to drink? I got some lemonade I just made.”

“No,” Henry said sharply. “I’m not here long.” He gazed about. “This place is sinking so fast, it won’t be worth tearing down,” he muttered.

“Tearin’ down? Who’d want to do that? This is a historical property, Henry. My great-grandfather built the main part of this house in the early 1800s. The rest was completed before the turn of the century. We still got the field stone foundation. That there’s a workin’ well, one of the best around,” he said, pointing to the well in the front. “Water’s delicious. Upstairs, I got a lot of the antiques, including oil lamps. Some of those antique dealers would piss in their pants from excitement, they ever came around here.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not going to happen. I come to make an offer on the place, Ralph,” Henry said quickly, and wiped his face with his handkerchief.

“An offer?”

“I know you’re struggling with the payments for all the improvements you mortgaged years ago,” Henry said.

“I’m not struggling with them.”

“I have it on good authority that you’ve missed some payments and been late. Someone could swoop in and buy up your debt,” Henry threatened. “Bank would be glad to dump you.”

“Is that right?”

“What you’re paying every month doesn’t leave you all that much for your retirement. What do you want with this big shack anyway?”

“Shack?”

“You don’t need all this. You don’t use most of it. It’s like hanging onto a sinking ship or something. Fact is, I bet it’s a fire trap by now. Looks like the building’s dry enough to blow away,” Henry commented. “Someone tells the insurance company to take another look at it, they’ll drop you like a hot coal. Someone could do that, too, Ralph,” he added, his eyes dark and determined.

Ralph looked at it as if he’d never noticed.

“I’ve lived here all my life, Henry. My wife gave birth to one of my boys in this house. She’s buried up there in the family cemetery along with my parents and grandparents,” he said, nodding at the small hill to his right. “I wouldn’t sell this place.”

“What do you think your boys are going to do with it after you’re gone, Ralph? They’ll give it away. Neither of them live around here, right?”

“That’s not important now. What’s important is what I want,” Ralph said. “You just said a man has a right to do what he wants with his own property.”

“Well, I came up here to give you an opportunity few will give you. I’m willing to put down fifty-five thousand for this wreck,” Henry said. “Get someone to invest it properly for you and it will provide you with some nice retirement income and you can live in a decent apartment.”

“Apartment?”

“Sure. I could even rent you one of mine at a discount as part of the deal. How’s that sound?”

“Pretty disgusting,” Ralph said with a laugh.

“Well, that’s my offer and it’s final,” Henry said.

“What would you want with this property anyway?” Ralph asked, still smiling.

“I have a developer I might talk into subdividing and building here. It’s a gamble, but I think I can make it happen,” Henry said. From the way he said it, Ralph sensed it wasn’t such a gamble. They had probably already analyzed the property and its potential.

“Oh, no,” Ralph said, gazing over the overgrown fields. “I couldn’t stand to see this property cut up like that.”

“I’m not going to take this crappy ride up here again,”

Henry said. “When you get some sense in your head, you’ll have to call me, but I wouldn’t wait too long. You’ll miss your chance, your last chance,” he said, heavy with threat. “There are other properties that will fit my needs.”

“Then you should go seek them pronto,” Ralph said. “You’re looking at a man who doesn’t change his mind about the important things.”

“Too bad.” Henry started toward his car.

“What made you think I’d even consider it?” Ralph asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.

Henry paused and gazed around.

“I guess I thought if I lived in a graveyard, I’d want to get the hell out.”

“Graveyard?” Ralph gazed at his property. “I suppose to someone else it might be, but it’s not that to me. No sir. To me, it’s home.”

Henry shook his head.

“I don’t suppose you ever felt that way about a piece of property, did you, Henry?”

“Nope,” Henry said, opening his car door.

“I don’t suppose you felt that way about anything,” Ralph muttered. He remained where he was, watching Henry Deutch drive away, the dust cloud lingering like a bad thought. Then he stepped down and walked up to the cemetery to confer with his loved ones and tell them about the most ridiculous thing that just happened. Even the dead would laugh.

Henry Deutch cursed under his breath most of the way down the side road. He had been so confident. Usually he got what he wanted when it came to property, especially old and useless property. Since that Anna Young had crossed paths with him during the past year, nothing he touched or thought to touch amounted to anything. If he was superstitious . . .

Ludicrous. And all those people in town who gave way to her were just buffoons. She was just a madwoman, that’s all, who happened to be choking him like a chicken bone in his throat, he thought. In fact, he was positive he had heard her outside his window reciting some gibberish two nights ago. He went for his shot gun immediately. If she was on his property, he’d blow her head off, he thought, but there was no one there, or at least, she was gone by the time he came rushing out of the house. He had nearly stumbled and fallen on his face, too. He could have accidentally blown his own head off!

It raised the level of his ire as he recalled it all. Now, instead of heading back to Sandburg, he decided to drive into Centerville and go to the First National Bank. He knew they held the mortgage on Baxter’s property. Those weren’t idle threats he made back there. He had dealt with Sam Wuhl, the vice president, a number of times before, to their mutual satisfaction. This would be another instance of that, he thought He intended to buy Baxter’s loan from the bank, offer them a little more, and wait for his opportunity to foreclose. It was what he did, what he did best.

Just as he reached the corner and started accelerating into his left turn toward Centerville, however, feathers and blood exploded on Henry Deutch’s vintage Mercedes windshield like cannon shot.

He hit his brakes as fast as he could and the car spun out of control on the macadam. It literally bounced over a rise in the road and the rear right wheel caught on the edge of the ditch, turning the car off the road. He held on as best he could and kept the entire vehicle from going over the side. It rumbled to a stop and he clutched his chest.

The angina raged. His first thought was to get out his nitroglycerin and put a pill under his tongue. As Doctor Bloom had explained, it should relax his heart muscle and get the blood there quickly. Recently, he had to take two, the second following the first after about three minutes. It wasn’t that long ago that one worked rapidly and that was that. Now the doctor was telling him he was experiencing unstable angina.

No wonder, he had thought. Look at the hell I’m going through with that woman.

Henry waited nervously after taking the second pill. He tried to relax, sat back, and stared at the windshield. The bird’s head had slammed into it so hard, some of it remained glued to the glass. The eyes peered in at him, maddening, furious, angry. A piece of the beak hung on some flesh and then began to slide along the stream of blood.

Slowly, so slowly he was closing in on taking a third pill this time, Henry’s breathing returned to normal and his heart slowed to a safe rhythm. He reached over to turn on the windshield wipers and washer fluid. It moved the blood, feathers and parts of the bird’s head to the side, but it just streaked the glass even more. Henry started the stalled engine again and tried to back the car out of the ditch. However, the wheels spun and then he heard a terrible grinding noise and took his foot off the accelerator.

What the hell now? he thought.

Fortuitously, George Echert was returning from giving someone roadside assistance. The mechanic had gone to boost a battery. He slowed the tow truck as he drew closer and came to a stop.

“Henry?”

“Yeah,” Henry Deutch said, lowering his window.

“You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“What the hell happened? Is that blood on the outside of your windshield?”

“A bird flew right into me.”

George, forty, lean but muscular, with stringy black hair that reached the base of his neck, hopped out of his truck. He shook his head and smiled.

“Sure you weren’t speeding along and caught it?”

“I never speed,” Henry said.

“Birds don’t usually do that,” George said, nodding at the windshield.

“This one did.”

George scratched his head and then shrugged.

“We got to get you out and make sure you didn’t do any damage to the axle. I’ll pull up and tack you on from behind. Unless you want to wait for Triple A.”

“I don’t belong. Get me outta here.”

“Okay. Jesus,” George said, looking at the windshield again. “A bird just flew into your windshield, huh? Just committed suicide?”

“I told you that’s what happened,” Henry snapped.

Echert shook his head and then turned to him. Henry could hear the words coming.

“It’s spooky.”

“Don’t even start that stuff,” Henry warned, but deep down, he was beginning to wonder.



Two


The tiny bell above the shop door tinkled and Anna looked up from the pants she was taking in for Stuart Levy. The fifty-year-old owner of the Sandburg Gravel Company had taken his doctor’s advice and lost fifteen pounds. The successful dieting had produced five suits and ten pairs of slacks for Anna to alter. A little less than a year ago, she had let out a dozen pairs of pants for Stuart who had gained the weight. Some people, especially Tilly Zorankin, who owned and operated the village’s fish and vegetable store with her daughter Lily, claimed Anna made people lose and gain weight to create income for herself. Tilly wasn’t complaining. She was just trying to show she knew all about those things.

With a soft, graceful motion, Anna brushed the strands of her raven black hair away from her forehead and turned to greet Joyce Slayton, who closed the door softly behind her, gazing out at the street as she did so. The forty-eight-year-old widow looked worried, her wide forehead wrinkling under her recently colored light brown bangs.

Joyce had lost her husband two years ago from congestive heart failure. She had a married son who had produced two beautiful grandchildren, a boy and a girl, and a thirty-year-old unmarried daughter, Lois, who lived in Los Angeles and worked for a television producer. Doug had left her comfortable, but not wealthy, although she always looked elegant and well-to-do. She had to watch her budget and the house seemed to constantly need something, whether it be plumbing or roofing. She despised the idea of ever having to ask her children for anything. Dependancy was the last stage in the journey toward the great beyond.

I’m still a very attractive woman, she thought. My life is nowhere near over.

Joyce stared at Anna for a long moment.

“Do you have it?” Anna asked her.

Joyce nodded. It was obvious that she was having difficulty. Maybe she had spoken with Reverend Carter, Anna thought. Maybe he had frightened her with talk of hell as he had some of Anna’s other clients.

Joyce looked down and then glanced again at the street before stepping forward, looking a little more determined.

Anna Young put the slacks aside and turned to fully face her. Anna’s age was a mystery to everyone. In fact, everything about her was cloaked in an enigma. She had come to Sandburg a little more than two years ago with her mother, who established the tailor shop in Deutch’s building. Her mother looked so much older than Anna that there was a theory Anna wasn’t her true daughter. She was either a younger sister’s child or some adopted child. Yet there were strong enough physical resemblances to challenge the latter theory. Others who believed in the mystical, fostered the idea that Gussie Young had even greater powers and became pregnant when she was in her mid-fifties. She died when she was eighty-four, but Anna did not look much older than a woman in her late twenties, early thirties at most, most of the time.

That was what made predicting her age so difficult. She seemed to have the uncanny ability to look older or younger some days. It wasn’t how she dressed. Usually she wore a loose fitting long skirt and a pearl button, frilly collared, and frilly sleeved blouse. She never wore any makeup, not even lipstick, and yet her lips were a rich ruby, especially on dark days, rainy days, and always at night.

The mystery of her age had its home in her eyes. They twinkled with youth and vitality, but they gazed into the faces of her customers and clients with a wisdom that filled these people with awe and respect, or at least a healthy amount of credibility. It was nearly impossible to talk with her on a one-on-one basis and not come away feeling you had experienced something extraordinary, something beyond reality.

Anna had classical beauty features: high and prominent cheekbones, a full, perfectly shaped mouth, and a neck that was just the right length to turn gracefully into her inviting shoulders. Sometimes her collarbone was visible, the thin gold chain with her gold pentacle lying so softly and yet so firmly against her skin it looked burned into her. Although the blouses she wore were loose, it was not difficult to see she was a full-bosomed woman whose breasts held their shape and moved tightly along with a turn of her shoulders and waist. She wore no bra and when she stepped into the daylight with the sun behind her, the silhouette of her bosom was clear enough to turn men’s heads and make women envious.

And yet, she had no romantic relationships, no beau, no lover of her own. However, there was nothing about her that suggested frustration or any sort of longing. A more contented looking woman could not be found. Her Mona Lisa smile of peace added to the mystery and helped to stir the stories, the rumors, and create the aura that Anna needed in order to capture her clients, win their faith, and work her deeds. For some time now, area clergymen had begun to take notice, and most, like Reverend Carter, Rabbi Balk, and Father McDermott were beginning to feel threatened, some preaching outright warnings against Anna’s spiritualism that to them was either bogus or heathen.

“What’s wrong, Mrs. Slayton?” Anna asked when Joyce still held back. “Don’t you want to do this? It’s very important that you do it out of your own will.”

“Yes, I do. It’s just that . . .”

“Just that what, Mrs. Slayton?”

Joyce looked reluctant to say.

“We must have no distrust between us, Mrs. Slayton.”

“I can’t help feeling like it’s cheating. I mean, what about afterward? Will he still love me, care for me?” she blurted.

“Oh,” Anna said, laughing to herself. So Joyce Slayton’s hesitation wasn’t born from some religious predilection after all. She was merely worried about the future. “Of course, he will, Mrs. Slayton, otherwise, what would be the point?” she replied with a soft smile.

Joyce Slayton nodded, her turquoise eyes darkening as the determination began to build.

“All right,” she concluded. She stepped closer, opened her purse, and produced a recent head shot of herself. Her fingers trembling, she handed it to Anna who looked at it for a moment, nodded, and then rose.

“I’ll just be a moment,” Anna said, and went through the beaded curtain at the rear of her shop. When she returned, she had an antique mirror in her hands, the frame of which was made of a rich dark mahogany with what looked like tiny hands embossed around the glass.

“It’s very pretty,” Joyce said.

“Yes,” Anna said, turning the mirror over. “Its more than a hundred years old.”

“Is it really?”

Anna nodded. She opened a drawer in her desk and produced a small knife. Carefully, she brought the edge of the blade to the backing and pried enough of it away to slip Joyce’s picture inside. Then she found some glue in her drawer and repaired the backing neatly.

“Now what?” Joyce asked quickly, holding her breath.

“Step into the changing room, please,” Anna said. She opened the door of the small cubicle. One wall was a mirror. She hung the antique mirror on the hook of the door and turned to Joyce.

“What do I do?”

“You must disrobe and stand before the mirror for at least ten minutes.”

“Just stand there?”

“And think of Mr. Gardner. Think of nothing else. Picture him. Conjure him. See his face in the mirror. Focus, fixate, put all your mental powers into it, Mrs. Slayton. You must see him in the glass.”

Joyce hesitated.

“If you don’t believe in this; if you don’t do it with a full heart, Mrs. Slayton, it won’t work,” Anna said.

Joyce Slayton took a breath. She had reason to come here; she had reason to believe. She had seen what Anna Young had done for Mildred Thompson’s mousey looking daughter. Two months ago she had married handsome Clark Potter, a young real estate agent, and everyone was amazed. Everyone but Anna Young and Mildred Thompson, that is.

“I understand,” Joyce said, and went into the dressing room. The other walls were a pale yellow and the floor was covered in a cheap linoleum. There was the strange aroma of some exotic incense, but there was no smoke, no evidence of anything burning.

“I’ll keep time for you,” Anna said before closing the door. “Good fortune, Mrs. Slayton.”

Anna closed the door and returned to her sewing machine. She worked quietly. The small grandfather clock on the shelf by the door ticked. When ten full minutes had passed, Anna put down the garment and knocked on the door.

“You can get dressed now, Mrs. Slayton,” she said.

Moments later, Joyce Slayton emerged. She looked flushed, her eyes full of excitement. Anna smiled.

“You did it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. I felt almost as though he was really there, as if it was a window and not a mirror.”

Anna nodded.

“That’s right, Mrs. Slayton. It would feel that way.”

“Now what?” Joyce asked, her eyes glittering with excitement.

“Now, you must give him the mirror. Every time he looks at it, he will see you and his heart will begin to unfold and be vulnerable to your charms.”

“How long will it take?” Joyce asked breathlessly. She felt as if she had been running miles.

“I have seen it take no longer than a few days and I have seen it take as long as a month or more,” Anna said. “If he puts the mirror in a prominent place and he looks into it more often, it will work faster.”

“And he’ll love me forever? I mean, even if he doesn’t look into this mirror?” Joyce asked.

“It’s like a mold being made,” Anna explained. “You will become part of him, embedded in his heart.”

Joyce nodded as if it was all scientific. She looked at the mirror and then at Anna.

“Oh. How much do I owe you?”

“As I told you, it’s a hundred and fifty dollars, Mrs. Slayton,” Anna said. “A hundred for the mirror and fifty for the ritual.”

Joyce smiled. A bargain if it worked, she thought. She took out the bills and handed them to Anna.

“Thank you, Mrs. Slayton, and good fortune to you,” Anna said.

Joyce moved to the front door quickly and then stopped.

“Oh, do I have to wrap it in anything special?” she asked.

“No. You don’t have to wrap it at all, but if you do, be sure he unwraps it in your presence,” Anna instructed. Joyce nodded, absorbing the information as if she were being told something by her internist, and then left the shop.

Jonathan Gardner was the best catch in Sandburg, Joyce Slayton thought as she stood on the sidewalk watching the light traffic. She had gone out with a few men since Doug’s death, but most of them were looking to marry her for the little money she had, she thought. Jonathan Gardner was independently wealthy, inheriting his father’s fuel oil company. He had married when he was very young and lost his wife to a Greyhound bus driver, a man much more handsome and passionate, and Jonathan had remained a bachelor ever since.

He was the butt of jokes, people claiming his young wife was far too hot and sexy for him. He couldn’t satisfy her and not even his money was enough to keep her within his bedsheets. There were jokes about his sexual failure, but Joyce was convinced he’d make a good husband and a good life for her. She wasn’t a young woman anymore. Yes, she was still attractive, but she couldn’t compete with twenty- and thirty-year-olds, and so many men her age were fantasizing and marrying women too young in order to keep the illusion of youth for themselves.

Jonathan Gardner had taken her out three times, but the dates were so far apart, she was never sure there would be another, and he hadn’t been very aggressive. She was the one who had kissed him good night His one bad experience had turned him into a very shy man and at the rate their relationship was developing, they would spend their honeymoon in some adult residence. Maybe she was silly going to Anna Young. Should I believe or not? Was I a fool? Am I so desperate that I would do the silliest things?

Her children would be absolutely embarrassed. They’d be afraid to show their faces in this town.

Maybe Reverend Carter was right about Anna. Maybe it was sinful and she would be punished for it Maybe he wasn’t right and she would be rewarded.

She walked quickly to her car, not glancing left or right for fear that someone would see her and ask her what she had been doing in Anna’s shop. Somehow they would see in her face that she hadn’t gone to have something tailored.

Except her own future.

I’m so foolish, she thought, but she certainly held on tightly to the mirror.



Three


Henry Deutch froze on the narrow, chipped sidewalk that led to the rotting wooden steps of his front porch. Weeds grew unabated through the cracks in the squares of concrete below him. There was an air of decay and degeneration about the entire single-story gray Queen Anne-style structure. The wooden cladding was chipped and faded; the window casings cried out for touching up and the roof looked like it could be blown off by a moderately strong northerly wind.

Henry hadn’t invested a nickel into the house since his wife had died. She had been the one who had insisted on maintenance and improvements after Henry had acquired the home in a bank foreclosure, which was the way he proudly acquired most of his real estate. He hovered over bankruptcies like some economic buzzard, swooping in at the right moment of near death. That was why he was the hamlet’s biggest landlord, the owner of four of the main buildings. The economic downturn at the death of the resort economy gave him the opportunities.

When George Echert had offered him a ride home after towing him back to Sandburg, Henry had declined, choosing instead to walk proudly through the village, past all his commercial properties, his head high, his stride firm and arrogant. It wasn’t more than a third of a mile at most to his house and the doctor had advised him to walk more and keep his troubled heart muscle as strong as possible.

Sitting in Echert’s tow truck cab as he dragged the Mercedes through the village was humiliating enough, Henry thought. He could see the way people came to their windows and stopped their conversations to gape and smile.

But now . . . this!

He stood in a downpour of rage as he looked at his home.

It was all part of some coordinated new effort she was mounting against him. She had stepped it up so that there wasn’t much time between each of her horrendous actions. He could barely catch his breath before she was throwing those bones and curses at him again.

Now he fumed as he stared at the vacant eye sockets of what he felt certain was a dead cat’s skull centered on the top step. For a long moment, he didn’t move. He and the skull contemplated each other and then Henry took some deep breaths, reminding himself to stay calm while he searched the nearby woods for a thick stick. When he spotted one sufficiently long enough to make him feel he’d be at a safe distance, he seized it and stepped slowly toward the porch, the stick out like a knight’s lance. He wasn’t going to touch that thing if he could help it. Maybe there was some poison on it that would get into his body through the pores in his skin, some witch’s concoction. Why take a chance?

He caught the tip of it in the skull’s open jaw and lifted. The stick snapped rather than move the skull. How in hell could an old cat’s skull be so heavy? he wondered. Maybe it was nailed or glued there with one of those super cements. Anna Young was capable of that.

And then, whether he imagined it or not, he thought he heard the hiss of a cat. It shot through him like a jolt of electricity as he spun in a circle looking for it. He saw none, but he dropped the remainder of the stick he was clutching like a club now.

A sharp pain shot through his chest, making him feel as if one of Anna Young’s sewing needles was being stabbed into his heart. He had been told that she’d created a doll in his image and, like a voodoo queen, jabbed it in the chest with pins she first had held over a candle flame. His chest did feel hot.

He stood there for a moment gasping and gazing at the skull. I’m not going to put up with this another damn minute, he concluded, not another damn second! She’s out to kill me.

He turned and marched back into Sandburg proper, heading for Kayfields Bar and Grill.

It was five-fifteen on a Tuesday. Munsen Donald would be playing gin rummy with the other good-for-nothings in the rear of the local restaurant, he thought. Munsen was the town of Fallsburg’s policeman assigned to Sandburg. The Catskill Mountains township had several hamlets within it, each with a town policeman. Many taxpayers believed the police department was one of the local government’s vestigial organs. They were convinced the town should turn over its policing authority and responsibilities entirely to the county sheriff and save the expense. Henry was one of them, but as long as there was a police force, he was determined to make use of it and get his tax dollar’s worth.

A half dozen teenagers sat on and stood around a large black late model Pontiac in front of one of Henry’s buildings as he marched back down Main Street. The car radio was blasting, its sub woofer thumping so loud it sent earthquake like rumbles along the macadam. When they saw him taking his vigorous, angry steps, they smiled and laughed. He glared back at them, recognizing three as children of tenants, but that only made them laugh harder. It put more fury into his gait.

Little bastards, he thought. All of them.

Everyone in Kayfields turned when Henry jerked open the door and entered, permitting the screen door to slam behind him. It snapped like a fly swatter. The air was still. No one moved.

“Afternoon, Henry,” Roy Kayfield said. He was a tall, thin man in his early forties with premature balding sweet potato red hair. He had inherited the restaurant from his father. Managing the restaurant had always been all that he did and all that he cared to do. At the moment, dressed in jeans and a light cotton plaid flannel shirt, he was sitting at the bar, reading the New York Post. “I saw you had trouble with your car. Serious?”

Henry ignored him and looked directly at Munsen.

“I need our policeman.”

“Oh?”

“What’s up, Henry?” Munsen asked, the right corner of his lips tucking into his cheek. He held his fanned cards up and out like a shield in his thick fingered left hand. Whenever he made a fist, it looked like a mallet.

The others gazed from Henry to him and back to Henry as if they were watching two gunslingers about to duel.

Before Henry could respond, Tony Monato stepped out of the kitchen where he was finishing his cleaning, and wiped his hands on his apron. His hair was out over his ears, the front in a limp wave. His face was spotted with red blotches, which always occurred when he drank alcohol, even a beer. The part Filipino, part Italian thirty-four-year-old short-order cook grimaced at the sight of Henry Deutch.

“Kitchen’s closed,” he growled out of his smoker’s throat. “Lunch’s long over and we don’t do no dinner anymore.”

“I’m not here to eat,” Henry retorted, pressing his lips at the right corner to clearly indicate he never would be. “I need Munsen.”

“And I asked you, what’s up?” Munsen said.

“She’s at it again,” Henry said.

No one spoke. Roy closed the paper and spun on his stool to look at Munsen. Tony grunted and then backed into the kitchen as if this was to be a very private conversation or at least one of which he wanted no part.

“She do something to your car, Henry?” Roy asked quickly.

“No, damn it. She had nothing to do with that,” Henry snapped at him, stamping his right foot simultaneously.

“Just asking,” Roy said, holding up his hands. He smiled at the others behind Henry’s back.

“I need you to come up to the house right now and see what she’s done,” Henry continued, directing himself to Munsen. “I want this to be the end of it.”

“Shit,” Munsen said. “Wouldn’t you know it? Just when I have a great hand.”

He threw his cards down and rose.

“What is it this time?”

“Cat’s skull,” Henry said. “On my top front step. I think she mighta glued it there.”

“Cat’s skull? No kiddin’,” Phil Katz said. The fifty-five-year-old village baker’s eyes widened, lifting his bushy eyebrows toward the deep folds in his forehead. He was barrel-chested and had bloated forearms resembling Popeye the Sailor Man’s. The sleeves of his light blue cotton shirt were rolled back to his elbows.

“What’s that mean, cat’s skull?” Charlie Trustman asked Dennis Rotterman, as if the town’s only barber was an expert on the subject. Usually, he did have an opinion on any subject, but he wasn’t going to offer any on this.

“Who the hell knows?” he said. “You think I read up on this stuff?”

“You would if she was doing it to you,” Henry said, nodding. At sixty-one, Henry Deutch still maintained a full head of dark brown hair and posture so firm one could imagine a steel rod down the center of his spine. Despite his having been in a car accident earlier and frightened at his house, the widower looked as cold, hard, and determined now as he appeared to most of his tenants.

“Ruth was going to look up some of this stuff for me next time she went to work,” Charlie Trustman said. “Monday, probably.” He looked pensive, calm, thoughtful. His wife had just retired from teaching, but was doing part-time work at the county library. Charlie had been the business manager for one of the county’s biggest and most successful auto dealerships and now was retired himself. He was a small man, gentle and very sedate. His matter-of-fact demeanor fired up Henry’s rage.

“Well?” he demanded, glaring directly at Munsen Donald.

Munsen reached for his hat and adjusted the belt that held his revolver. He was at least twenty-five pounds overweight for his five-foot-eleven frame, carrying most of the excess in his stomach and love handles. Now in his mid-forties, he had once been a star athlete for the high school before going into the military. He was married with two teenage daughters. He walked to the door and turned when he reached it. His cronies stared. He looked at Roy and then back at them before letting his smile settle in his soft cheeks like strawberries into whip cream.

“I’ll be back,” he said in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger imitation.

Everyone but Henry Deutch laughed.

“What happened to your car, Henry?” he asked when they stepped outside.

“I had a little accident. Went into a ditch. It’s being checked out,” Henry said, choosing to avoid the details. “It’s in Echert’s garage.”

“Oh, too bad. All right, get in the patrol car and let’s get up to your house,” Munsen said.

He got into his patrol car and waited for Henry to do the same. Then, wagging his head in disgust, he turned the key in his ignition and drove off. His heart wasn’t in this. He almost hoped it was all true: that Anna had some supernatural powers and she would eventually make Henry disappear. He, along with just about everyone else, didn’t care for him.

The town looked quiet by this time of the day, not so much asleep as it was relaxed. Even the buildings seemed to lean as if dozing. Munsen felt safe here, content and as satisfied as a well-fed cat, speaking of cats. Getting up to work in the morning was like lowering himself into a tepid bath. Everyone who mattered knew him. He was homegrown with family lineage that went back to the days before the railroad, which itself was long gone. He considered himself more than just the neighborhood policeman. He not only knew why a light was on in a building, but usually who left it on.

All of the buildings except for the relatively new post office were turn-of-the-century vintage, especially the four owned by Henry Deutch. He did little to change or maintain them. He wouldn’t whitewash or repair until he was literally up against the wall, whenever the county or the township’s building departments and inspectors threatened to take him to court for permitting things to get unsightly or unsafe. Most of his apartment tenants were low middle-class families who had little choice but to put up with his small rent increases and lack of maintenance. Recently, he had evicted a couple with a five-year-old child, the Dixons. Munsen hated to have been a part of that, not that he was fond of Lester Dixon. He considered Lester poor white trash, but Munsen felt sorry for Lois Dixon and her daughter Mary.

“I’m not the county welfare department,” Henry Deutch had told him.

When he was a teenager, the village was always alive and busy, Munsen thought sadly as they passed the boarded up stores and white-washed windows. He recalled how store owners kept their businesses open until at least nine, and the luncheonettes, soda fountains, and small restaurants remained open until at least eleven on weekdays.

With the slow demise of the Catskill resort season, the population diminished and underwent some significant character changes. Gone was the sense of community, the feeling that everyone was part of something. There were actually people living here now that Munsen didn’t know very well, new families, transients, welfare recipients. The old timers were dying off. More stores were closing.

Some day, the whole village will fold up, he thought sadly.

There was always talk of some miracle reviving the area. The latest hope was legalized gambling. The dream was it would revive the old hotels and bring the crowds that were herded to Atlantic City up here instead, and with that would come new jobs, more population, a bigger tax base, more investment, new buildings, improvements in roads and services.

Reverend Carter and Father McDermott both preached that putting your dreams and hopes into something as evil as gambling was inviting the devil. However, even those who agreed felt desperate and saw no other way. It gave Munsen a sense of impending doom sometimes: the feeling that evil was like some oozing putrescence seeping in from every direction, invading even the most righteous, corrupting the children.

It was probably why the most skeptical of citizens didn’t laugh at Henry Deutch’s fear of Anna Young and her curses. If there was ever a place to serve as a proper battleground between the forces of good and evil, it was Sandburg.

Munsen pulled into Henry Deutch’s driveway and got out, Henry right beside him. They both stared at the front of the house.

“Where is it?” Munsen asked.

“It was right there,” Deutch said, pointing at the porch, “on that top step.”

“Cat’s skull? You sure?”

“Yes.”

Munsen walked forward to the porch and searched.

“There’s nothing here, Henry. Doesn’t look like anything was glued down either,” Munsen added, kneeling to look closer at the steps.

“It was there. I saw it I know what I saw. She probably saw me leave to get you and took it off,” he added.

“There’s nothing here,” Munsen repeated.

“I can see that, damn it. Damn her!”

“You want me to wait while you check inside?”
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