Peregrines
by Suzy McKee Charnas

Mary Annesad, "I'mredly sorry, Edie, but hereit isthe end of June and we only have two people
signed up for your sesson.”

| thought, God damn it all to hell; so what elseisnew? | said, "Oh."

She sighed sympathetically over the phone. "I don't know what to tell you. We have lots of takersfor Bill
Ballingham and Susan MacCain's classes, but somehow ... Look, I'm being interviewed tomorrow on
locd radio about the workshop. I'll take the opportunity to talk you up. But unlessthereis alast-minute
flurry of Sgn-ups, I'm afraid you're just not on thisyear."

We chatted awhile longer, mefeding my usua urge to scream in protest while smultaneoudy gpologizing
for thefailure of my nameto attract business. There went my autumn respite in Ashland, plusthe fifteen
hundred dollars the playwriting workshop paid for atwo-week teaching stint. I'd even gotten my
interstate travel permit from the Homesec office down at Battery Park.

The dedl has aways been (and that's forty-seven years worth of always) that people respond well to me,
with enthusasm even, aslong asI'min the room. Assoon as|'m out of their Sght, it'sasif | had never
been there. Any effect I've had goes up in smoke and | am erased from living memory, so any goodies on
offer naturally get handed to someone ese.

| started tracking thiswhen | wasin my twenties, about the thousandth time that a friend—a friend—said
to mein abaffled voice, "Edie, I'm redly sorry—I don't know why | didn't think of you for this project,
you'd have been perfect, but your namejust didn't come up.” Or, "Gee, how in theworld did we forget
to call you about going to the shore with us? | know we dl talked about it." Or my excellent comment,
greatly appreciated at the moment of utterance, comes back to me later as a clever quote—attributed to
somebody ese. My voice, speaking those same desthlesswords, is smply replaced in the hearers
memories by someone else'svoice. Anybody else's, it doesn't seem to matter whose.

Without constantly treading water hard, | would sink without atrace, apart from afew copies of my
Tarot chapbook, Master Packs. Personal Vision and Tarot, and maybe a script of my first play,
Seight of Heart, moldering away on some obscure theatre bookshelf.

| know, it sounds likewhining. It is whining, but that doesn't make it untrue, or even an exaggeration. This
cloak of invighility hasbeen amgor factor in my life, sometimes the mgor factor. | don't talk about it
much for fear of peopletagging me asaloser and running like hell, the way folks very sensbly do when
they encounter a Jonah. | run myself when | catch the smell of bad luck on someone else. I've got more
than enough of my own.

Doesn't dl thismake you want to read on? | didn't think so. Well, force yoursdlf; it'sonly agtory. It
doesn't take long, and then you'll forget it anyway.



| threw out the dregs of my teaand rinsed the grinning-cat mug Ted had drunk his coffee from for the
nineyears of our marriage. Then | clumped downgtairsto the street, carrying my writing pad in aworn
leather case with my Tarot deck. John's bookstore, Second Sight, was ten minutes and afew blocks up
along Christopher Street toward Sixth Avenue.

| read Tarot cards there every morning and some afternoons aswell at twenty-five dollarsa head; asin
all bad times, people were looking for reassurance anyplace they could. A good month of readings would
make up for thelost gig in Oregon, aswell as giving me materia for the column on divination that | was
supposed to start writing for the New York Post inthefal.

Last time| traded readings at apsychic fair | was once again struck by this about the Tarot: No matter
how apposite the reading, no matter how deeply it strikes into the heart of your concerns, as soon asyou
walk away from the reader's table you forget nearly everything she told you. The few outstanding bits that
gick areinevitably distorted by your memory; nothing redly stays. Reading Tarot is perfectly ephemera
work for a perfectly ephemera person—disappearing readings from a disappearing woman.

John—dark, dender, and upright as a clipper's mast—was humming to himsalf as he checked the
buy-sdll and catalog sites on the net with his requests-list at hand. Everything about John was elegant. His
facewasalong ova of polished tesk that dways made my fingerstingle with alonging to touch. |

couldn't look a him without thinking of those whip-lean African runnerswho win marathons.

He turned toward me and smiled so that the corners of his eydids crinkled up into the lineaments of
kindness and humor; irresstible. "Edie! Guesswhat we got arequest for thismorning? A kid walked in
here and asked mefor abook by Ernest Hemingway—The Old Man in the Suit!"

So we garted the morning trading reminders of some of the more outrageoudly ignorant and silly requests
he'shad, like How to Kill a Mockingbird. The Catchup and the Rye, though, must have been

somebody pulling John'sleg.

| greeted Gene and Mike, two retired sailors who were aready ensconced in the Tibetan Esoterica
corner over their perennia chessgame. | sat down at my own beat-up but still pretty marquetry table
beside the store window and laid out a practice spread. The colorful images sometimes attracted a
passerby to comein and even to sit down in the battered tin folding chair across from me for areading.
John said | should find amore comfortable chair for them, likethe one | sat in mysdf. But | didn't want to
encourage aquerant to park across from me asking repetitious questions for an hour while other potential
clients gave up and drifted away.

That morning the demonstration spread |'d dedlt startled me. There were more Mg or Arcana—the cards
for concepts too big to be contained in any of the four suits—than should have shown up in a casua
layout.

The Fool—inner impul ses, positive and negative—and Judgment, which is about the gaining of insght;
and Deeth, which iseither about dying or about the closing of one significant phase of your life and the
opening of another, take your pick (that's the tricky part). The six of Cups: memory, children, nostalgia.
And The Magician, which is power through knowledge.

Oh, and The Tower, acastle struck by lightning. That means catastrophe.

So let's see, | thought: If | obey an impulse (The Fool) and write a different play (Death of the play
I've been working on), using insight gained through reading cards in John's store (Judgment) and
also pandering to the persistent American fixation on youth and childhood (six of Cups), | could



at last become successful and in control of my life (The Magician)—and then (The Tower) get hit
by a bus.

Or—

"Customer, Edie," Gene growled, looking up from the chesshoard with a knowing glance. He thought
card readings were bunk (which of course they often are, except for mine and afew other readers I've
Come across).

Bella Sdazar came barrding in al smiles and sparkle, demanding to know what the cards had to say
about meseting aman on her summer vacation (she rented a place at Montauk with adew of friends every
August). Some other reader had apparently mentioned atall, dark stranger to her. Like all my clients, she
went to the competition over at The Crystal Wolf or even Madame Lela, Advisor, as often asto me.
Sheld cometo mejust to hear it dl again.

"Bella" | told her over anew layout, "see thisten of Swords next to these Pentacles? Areyou
congdering some kind of business partnership?' | tapped the two of Cups. "Becauseif you are, you need
to be careful. The other person in this business Stuation—that's the Pentacles—isn't trustworthy.”

Bdlasarted talking fast, trying to steer the reading toward her desiresinstead of what the cards were
pointing out. | stuck to my guns, partly on principle and partly because | wasredly worried about her.
And, in one of the darker corners of my heart, | think | wanted to make her focus on the possibility of her
own luck turning sour for achange.

One of theless attractive aspects of sailing your lifé'sjourney under acurseisthat sometimes you can't
help resenting other peopl€'s good luck. Actudly, there are no attractive attributes, unlessyou count an
impetuosity that is often mistaken for courage. It's redlly recklessness. why worry when you know things
will go badly no matter what you do?

Bellahad drawn an astrologica chart for me years ago, when | sold the house after Ted's death and
moved back into the city. She said my assessment of my life experience was dead right. " Saturn,” she
sad, "opposes your natal Sun. So Old Man Saturn—that's authority, limitation, discipline, denia, and
frugtration—blocks the desires of your heart. Y our Sun isthe expangve, hopeful impulse of your spirit,
the will and energy to succeed. A natal Saturn oppositionisarea chalenge; it's ashadow. It means
always being obscured by others, dways checked and obstructed in what you attempt.”

For thisI'd had to pay her a consultation fee, though it wasworth it for the entertainment value alone. She
showed me one of her source books, which advised propitiating Saturn by tossing bread to crows or
ravens, which are Saturn's birds, or giving charity to an old, sick, black man on a Saturday night.
Honestly, that'swhat it said, and what's more | couldn't give him anything but something sour or bitter or
sdty. | could just imagine how well that would go down: "Heres anice picklefor you, sr, and have a
good weekend."

"Just watch out, Bdlla," | ingsted now over the cards. "This spread advises vigilance, not daydreaming
about Migter Right on the beach.”

Shetossed back her long dark hair—Bellaliked to affect a gypsy look—and launched anew chapter in
her perennia argument with the cards. In the midst of her I-shall-not-be-crucified-on-a-cross-of -cards
gpeech, | noticed aboy standing close to the window glass and looking in at me. | wish | could have seen
mysdf at that moment, doing an absolutely classic doubletake: | recognized him from avery vivid dream
I'd had over the weekend, a dream forgotten until just now.

| used to write down my dreams. It hadn't seemed worth doing in along time—sufficient unto the day is



you-know-what—but after you journal your dreamsfor awhile, your memory staystrained.

I'd dreamed that three dark-skinned people in grubby-looking sheepskin coats had brought me a quiet
boy, about ten or so, and asked me to hide him for awhile from his enemies. They showed mea
miniature building, a sort of gingerbread-trimmed Parthenon brightly painted in scarlet, white, and gold,
st indde a degp wooden box. The box was steadily filling with red liquid, asif the mode temple were
drowning in blood.

So, inthe dream, | knew it was serious. Thislittle boy had amystical destiny and bitter enemies
determined to kegp him from it. He was something like ayoung but very important Tibetan lamawith the
Chinese after him, or at least that was pattern in which my dreaming mind had cast the ory.

With some misgivings, I'd agreed to help. The dream people had told me the boy's name, but | couldn't
pronounceit.

Looking at thisred kid outside John's store window, | felt very uneasy.

Hewas ashort, square-built child of about eight or ten with thick, dusty-looking black hair trimmed off
below the ears. Brown-skinned and solemn-faced, he had an Asian curveto hiseyeids, he would have
looked perfect in one of those Peruvian wool hats with the ear flaps, too. He wore ayellow T-shirt,
grubby jeans, and sandals made of tire-rubber with thick plagtic cross-straps.

Helooked at me and | looked back.

Bdlacame clanging to her conclusion like arunaway trolley hitting the end of theline: "Two of Cups
means alove affair, you'vetold me so yoursdlf!"

"Yes" | sad, looking at the cards again. " Sometimesit does, but not in thislayout. Hereit's abusiness
partnership—those Pentacles. Bella, listen to me: It looks like abad idea.”

"Thisreading was abad idea." She dapped a twenty down on the table so hard that two cards sailed off
onto the floor. Then she flounced out.

Ah, the glory and influence of the mighty seer! As| stooped down to retrieve the stray cards, someone
tapped on the frame of the open street door.

The boy stood there with another, taller kid, this one a rawboned adolescent with a nervous smile pasted
on his sharp-planed face. He too was dark-skinned and black-haired, but they didn't ook related; their
builds were too different.

Thetall one stepped hesitantly into the store and softly addressed not John but me. "Please, misss—to
working? Strong, chesp working."

| would have said no, but John at once stepped from behind the register to greet them. Listening to
whatever hard-luck story thetall onetold him, John began nodding and murmuring sympatheticaly. |
knew he'd be feeding them lunch, at least.

John, second son of an African diplomat and a Swiss biochem heiress, had spent his youth bumming
around the world in search of enlightenment, as he would tell you nogtalgicaly at the drop of ahat. He
sad hed met afew holy men who redly were holy, so hed come home afirm believer in generosity
toward strangers lest you find that you'd been entertaining angels unawares.

Thismeant that | would occasiondly find held let in astreet person to deep in the stock room on awet
night. Sometimes they stole books, or our supply of instant coffee. One gouty old creature of



indeterminate sex left atip behind in the morning.

Now he set these two kids to work on the sidewalk outside the store with awide push broom and a
plastic trash bag. And sure enough, John sent out for pizzafor dl of us (could | read the man or not?),
which left the store reeking of cheese and tomato sauce for hours afterward. That was John: agrownup
who somehow retained akind of youthful generosity, staying sweet and hopeful.

When Mike and Gene €ft |ate that afternoon, the two strangers were working on the tall oak counter that
John had salvaged from afailed haberdashery on Seventh. They rubbed the hulking thing down lovingly
with gtinky furniture oil, which the dry old wood drank up greedily. They were obvioudy dragging thejob
out; | wanted them to wind it up and take off. They made me nervous.

Even in the comparative anonymity of lower Manhattan it wasn't smart to tekein strangers, particularly
dark-complected strangers who spoke broken English. People have been known to report their friends
and neighborsto Homesec for less, ever since the Statue of Liberty bombing.

And then there was my dream, which | couldn't quite shake off and which had—metaphoricaly, at
least—suggested danger. Who were these two, anyway? | kept expecting them to wrap themselvesin
colorful blankets, whip out anose flute and guitar, and start tootling aversion of "El Condor."

At last they were done, reluctantly surrendering the rags John had found for them to work with. While he
was paying off the older onefor their day'swork, and | was stuffing my cards back into their carved
case, | glanced out the front window and saw the younger boy do something impossible.

He was sguatting on the curb, and as | looked he reached down with both hands and stood up again,
holding something at about his chest height with both hands, face bent close over it.

| knew what it had to be. For two weeks I'd been stepping over aflattened bird corpsein that gutter,
bone and feathersironed thin by thetires of cars pulling in and out. It wastoo black for a pigeon,
probably astarling or agrackle; I'd been careful not to look closaly enough to find out.

The boy hunched over this gridy remnant for amoment, and then suddenly he threw hisarms high with
his stubby fingers spread. The tattered, misshapen thing arced up, dropped, spread itswings, and flew
away toward West Fourth Street.

The older boy gave John afina heartfelt thank-you, collected the younger kid, and waked off down the
greet with himin the soft summer evening.

| didn't mean to bring any of thisup with Alec over dinner that night; it wasn't political enough for him,
My cousin was a graduate student in journalism who wrote for what remained of the Village Voice. He
wasfull, asusud, of outrageous news—abreach in the Isradli Wall, the bombing of some embassy in
Audtrdia, and another gray whale die-off in the Pacific. It wasn't easy to catch his attention with anything
lessthan an atrocity, with pictures.

| did manageto get him to look at the freshest draft of my new play, severa pages of which acquired
yellow curry spotsin the process. It was about a couple of orphans of the First Southwest Water War.



Alec said, "l don't know, it just seems alittle—cluttered, you know? Like you're trying to cover too
much ground at once, but ground you're not redlly involved in persondly. Which you aren't, Edie, you've
never been west of Pennsylvania. Y our first one was better."

Hemeant Seight of Heart, which had been extravagantly praised in its opening production. It had even
won acontest, giving me the forlorn hope that | might actuadly write successfully for the stage. In fact,
Seight was currently scheduled for anew production in alittle upstairs theater in Chelseaiin October.
Thiswasnice, but hardly thrilling. Seight isyour typica American playwright'sfirst play, basicdly "How
My Family Fucked Me Up." No politics, lots of psychology and bad interpersona behavior; very
unthreatening to the closed mind or the public peace.

"I'vedonemy first play,” | said. "l just cameto it late. | need to move on.”

"Well, you'retrying, I'll giveyou that," he said, dipping up runny mango chutney on ashrimp cracker.
"Maybe you should switch to something set right here; aplay about the next SARS mutation, for
instance."

"SARSisyour bailiwick," | said. ™Y ou cover the damned thing every time anew verson blowsinto
town."

"Yeah," hesad, "but therésno news in it any more. Which meansit'sready to be turned into art, right?"
| didn't want to get into an argument; | changed the subject.

"Two kids came looking for work at the store today, too old to be urchins, too young to be bums.
Hispanics, | think."

"That's old news, too," he said, "unless you know how they got acrossthe shiver-river." He meant the
stun-barrier along the US-Mexican border, on which he had done a story that had gotten him amonth of
detention by Homesec. They never said that was who they were, but everybody knew. Alec said
afterward that spending afew weekswith his head in ablack bag had sharpened his political eyesight
mightily.

Hislanguid, know-it-all attitude (much worse since hisreturn from jail) annoyed me. Just to needlie him, |
said casudly, "I saw the younger one bring adead bird back to life today.”

Alec laughed with his mouth full. "Come on, Edie!" he crowed. "Y ou know better than that, you of all
people!”

Me, of dl people: My mother'sfamily had owned athestrica supply busnesswith aspecidty in
magicians parapherndia, and my dad had been agambler and small-time card sharp; dl eons away now,
asillusory asamagic trick itself, but very educationd in abasic and persstent way.

"S0," | said, "where were the wires, the springs, the misdirect, the switch? Where was the audience?
Thiskid, 'Hallith' or something likethat hisnameis, he pulled off amiracle right there on the sdewak and
nobody paid any attention!"

"Y ou werethere"

"I don't believein miracles." | scowled down at my chicken curry; they'd been out of their specid lamb
dish, just for me. "But when | went and looked, the bird was gone.”

"Then thekid took it," Alec said with ashrug.



"Dont beridiculous! What for? Jesus, Alec, you could smell that thing from inside the store!™
"So what did he say when you asked him about it?

"l didn't get to ask,” | admitted. "The older one hustled him away right afterward. Serchio; he'sthe sharp
one of the pair."

Alec dabbed a adrip of chutney on his shirt with his ngpkin. " Some cultures use anima parts as charms.
Thisboy had his back to you, right? Somebody on abike or blades must have zipped by in front of him,
and you caught the motion over the kid's shoulder and thought the bird was moving."

"Don't srain yourself trying to beinventive," | retorted. "I know what | saw."

He flushed and looked away. Alec had been struggling to write anovel for years, in brave defiance of the
dow death of print fiction (except for the established brand-authors, of course, or the ghosts writing
interminably in their names). It wasn't nice of meto jab him like that. Ted used to tell me, "If you don't
watch it, Edie, you're going to turn into amean, bitter old woman." He was asmart man.

"Sorry, Alec," | said.
Heleft methebill; fair enough.

On the way home | remembered another scrap of my dream: the visitors had told me, very ddlicately for
fear of pushing me and my good intentionstoo far, that the fugitive boy came from a society that was
primitive by our standards. They said he might act in ways upsetting to me (athough norma in hisown
country), particularly regarding the treatment of animals.

Living animas or dead ones, they hadn't specified.

Next morning the boys were back, thistime working anoisy, dented machine that John had rented to
shampoo the ancient carpeting throughout the store. They did a very thorough job, unloading and moving
bookshelvesto get at places that hadn't seen the light of day since the first postponement of eections.

At midmorning they turned off the machine (thank God) and relaxed for abit. Hollith wandered over to
me. He gave me an inquiring glance and picked up my Tarot deck. | winced, remembering the dead bird
inthose small brown hands; but | was curious, too, about how he would react to the images.

He studied the card on the bottom, then set the deck carefully down on the table again and stood
waiting.

| am not sentimental about children. Ted and | had managed two miscarriages, nothing more (it's not just
that good things don't come my way, but that I'll get promised something good—and then Saturn cancels
the delivery). Since my sster Janet's son was killed in a high-school shooting, 1've tried to ignore children
atogether. Dylan's death iswhat led to my taking the early retirement package that got me out of the
classroom. I'm not made of stone.

So | would have ignored this boy, but helooked me camly in the eye and said, ""Please you teaching



cards, missis. | tolearn.”

So much for my assumption that Serchio spoke for both of them. Hollith had alow voice, dightly hoarse.
Maybe he was asthmatic. Up close, there was atang of tobacco smoke about him.

| picked up the deck and dedlt the bottom card. "That's The Magician. It'sagood card. It means having
al the skill and power you need for the chalenges that cometo you.”

The boy studied theimage. "Mishishan," he said.
When held gone back to work, John, reshelving books close by, said, "I think he likes you, Edie.”

The envious undertonein his voice was very unlike him. His expression softened as he looked a Hallith,
who squatted, bent nearly double, to help Serchio make an adjustment to the carpet-cleaning machine.

John added, "I searched for years, and now that I'm done traveling, the people | waslooking for cometo
m"

| wanted to hug him, but we weren't on ahugging footing with each other. So | began to worry instead.

The next day, John was downtown attending to the endless officia paperwork it took to keep any
business free of harassment by Homesec. Ingrid, his current girlfriend, minded the store. | don't think she
even noticed when | took advantage of John's absence to approach the older boy.

"Comeon, Serchio," | said briskly. "I'll buy you guyslunch.”
"Yes for me" hesad. "Thank."

"What about him?" | tilted my head toward the younger boy.
Serchio shook hishead. "Not eat today," he said.

"What?' | said.

"Specid day," he said, and shut his mouth, watching me. Something ethnic or religious, probably; let it
alone, | thought.

We left Hallith napping on the old green corduroy couch, with acopy of Sella Luna, from the kid-book
section, tucked under his cheek like a pillow.

Serchio followed me obediently over to the T-Square Cafe. | chose seats a alow coffeetablein the
back, as far as we could get from the audio speakers.

"Serchio," | sad, "isthat your red name?'
"Good name," he said hopefully, "no?!

"Do you have papers, you and Hollith? Do you have a Green Card, alega right to be here?"



"Hal-luth," he corrected. He riffled through a beat-up issue of Self magazine someone had left on the
smeared tabletop.

"Look," | said, "Johnisagood man. | will not see him get into trouble for taking you two in. Where do
you come from, Serchio?’

"Nildai," he said promptly. "Aldal, Runda."
"Whereisthat, India? South America?'
"Also Kanikatd," he said, looking up from the magazine. "Many place.”

"Hallith—Holluth isn't your kid brother, ishe?' God knows stray kids get nabbed by predators al the
time, and it wouldn't have surprised me much in this case. There was something secretive and cold about
Serchio.

He closed the magazine and looked at me. His eyes weren't dark, as | had thought, but atawny hazel.
Inaconfidentia tone hesaid, "I guard to Holluth."

A plump girl with iridescent feather inserts where her eyebrows used to be served us coffee and cake.
When sheld gone, Serchio added softly: "Holluth to be high man, his country. Some bad ones hunt; hunt
him. | guard.”

My dream, goddamn it; | saw the brightly painted modd of the temple, drowning in blood.
"Isit something about rdigion?' | said warily. Good grief, what if they were Mudims?

Unconcerned, Serchio licked white lemon icing off hisfingers. "Many danger to traveler, yes?' he
observed blandly. "Many land, many danger, far to home. Holluth just only boy. Later, changing;
become—strong, so strong soul. Spirit leader. Now, just kid. | guard. Him." He grinned, proud of having
negotiated dl that and come up with the right pronoun, too. "Also, learning. Holluth to study here.”

"But you can't just hang around John's store," | hissed. "Y ou're illegals, | know you are!”
Serchio reached forward and tapped my wrist delicately with the bent knuckle of hisforefinger.
"Not to stay long," he murmured. "Go away soon. No worry."

"What about—I ook, | saw him do something. | thought he made something dead come back to life. A
dead bird, and they don't come any deader. Don't shake your head, | saw him. What was that?"

Hetook a breath, hisface smooth with cunning. | was ateacher once, and | know that 1ook.
"Dont think up astory!” | said sharply. "Just tell me."

"Trick." Hetwitched one shoulder in something not even ashrug.

"What do you mean, what kind of trick?"

"Littletrick. Noworry."

| folded my arms. "Damn it. That's not good enough. Explain.”

He fixed mewith ameasuring stare. Then he said, "Watch Holluth close. Then you esplain. Good gift,
you hand,” and he touched the back of my hand again. "Y ou eye." A flick of hisfingerstoward my eyes



made meflinch. "Holluth watch you; you watch Holluth. Both to learn.”

He reached for the remaining piece of cake on my plate: "Take back for him, later? Smdl boy, like
Sweset."

And he padded out into the spring haze.

Wdl, of course, atrick. But what trick?

When someone (like John, say) offers me support, a platform of friendship or trust to work from, it
generdly collapses sooner or later: Saturn'sinfluence. Then | fed guilty for having seduced them into
being injured, aong with me, by my bad stars. It doesn't make for easy friendships.

But sometimes the dow-moving train wreck that ismy lifefalsbehind abit. Then | can pretend, for a
while, that things run dong as normally for me asthey do for other people.

Like during that summer.

John's bookstore was in agood location. He'd had the space air-conditioned, too, and so far enough
people were getting their cards read to make my hours there worth it. Between readings, | could work
onthe new play.

John didn't care about a steady clientele; he had atrust fund. Second Sight was his pastime and his
passion, not hislivelihood. He owned the whole building and lived very literdly above the store, on the
two upper floors.

Asfor me, | didn't give much of adamn about books any more, but | did give adamn about tall John
Bdem with hislean, greyhound limbs; John who had the wide, warm eyes of aMediterranean tomb
painting, John whom | loved.

Hedid not love me. He was ten years my junior and unlikely to fall for aretired middle-school teacher
with a sweet tooth and hair that had never quite recovered from my first bout of SARS (or maybe from
the treatment that had saved me). Besides, if he were ever to fal in love with me, you could practicaly
guarantee that the store would catch fire or some prick from Homesec would shut him down just for the
hell of it. With a Saturn Affliction (another charming term the astrologers use), love tendsto be alot more
trouble than it'sworth.

Ask my firgt husband, whom | hadn't the heart to try to hold onto once he redlized what was blocking his
tenure a Columbia: my Saturn shadow, of course. Not to mention how it ruined poor Ted, who never
would have started smuggling cheap drugsin from Canadaif not for his dow decline as atextbook rep.
The shadow had gotten him, too.

According to Bella, Saturn was supposed to start working for me (and, presumably, mine) in the latter
part of my life; which was now. Maybe the old bastard couldn't keep me in mind long enough to
remember to flip the switch from "stop” to "go,” per the usud human schedule, a midlife.

Did | redly believe any of that suff? Of course not.



And absolutely. My life proved it to me every day. Between my upbringing and my weird little talent with
the cards, | suppose you could cal me a skeptic, which is not the same as an unbeliever. Therés aton of
bunkum out there, and a handful of people who can handle spiritual tools with talent that goes beyond
mere manipulation. It'smostly not redl, but that doesn't mean it never is.

And believe me, there is such athing as bad luck.

"But Edie," John had said, commiserating about my canceled workshop, "it'snot asif you're one of these
poor wannabes, writing your heart out year after year and never getting a production!”

Infact, the sale of Seight of Heart to the movies, plus Ted'sinsurance money and my teacher's pension,
alowed meto scrape by in Manhattan while | worked on my new play. The movie was never released,
but Alec had invested the money for me, and not badly, ether. Mustn't grumble, as my English grandma
used to say; meaning, take your lumpsin silence since nothing you say can divert the inexorable rain of
lumps. She didn't say the silence had to be happy.

| can't deny it; | was not generaly ajolly person. Check out Francisco Goyas "black paintings,” in
particular the nightmareimagetitled Saturn Eating his Children. The gnawed torso that the mad old
monger clutchesin hisfigsisnt amiling.

| wasn't even writing, redlly, just reworking the same few scenes over and over, because what wasthe
point? Seight of Heart had filled athester in Sesttle pretty well, right up until amore prestigious play by
aradical European intellectua had been brought in to follow it. Since then, new stagings had been few
and far between. None of my subsequent scripts did even that well. Portia Faces Death had never even
had a staged reading.

| wasangry alot of thetime, on alow, background smmer, which | considered a cut above the norm |
saw around me (depressed, all of thetime). But | dept well, maybe because my anger wore me out.

John, sweet John, dept badly. He had insomnia, and | liked to think that it was because of an
unacknowledged yen for me nagging & his drowsy mind. No harm in imagining.

That Wednesday night, he wasjust too excited to deep, too full of plans. | met him for coffee a ataity
old Starbucks that stayed open late. To my consternation, he told me that he had decided to invite the
foreign boys to camp in the basement of his building. They had nowhere to deep, he said, and wereliving
behind a dumpster in back of a closed-up midtown hotel. The city shelters were out of the question, of
course. Homesec regularly checked there for illegds, fugitives, and suspects of dl kinds.

"Don't do that, John," | said, glaring after our waitperson. 1'd been brought the wrong order—a decaf
cappuccino instead of an espresso with cream. For some reason the Saturn influenceis particularly
virulent in restaurant situations (plausible explanations could often be found, asin, "Wejust don't know
what happened to your dinner order, maam—we found it in the fried-noodle basket."). The sheer
pettiness of it grated.

"Look," | said, "you don't know these guys. What if they're drug runners or worse? What if they steal
fromyou?'

"Edie" hesaid earnestly, "1 don't want you to worry, al right? | had along talk with Serchio this
afternoon. Believe me, those boys are harmless.” He amiled, with anogtagic distancein hisgaze. "1 want
to return the many kindnesses shown to me when | was aspoiled kid bopping around the world with too
much money in my jeans and not enough sensein my head. These two remind me so much of tribal
people | met then, peopleliving asmpler life, amore numinouslife.”



Numinous. Sometimes | despaired of my fine John, cushioned by hisfamily wedlth againgt the rougher
edges of ordinary lifein our fatering wreck of anation. Yet | could hardly refrain from grabbing his
dender, generous hand and kissing it right therein public view.

"All right, what language do they spesk to each other?' | said, attacking instead. "It might be someform
of Arabic."

Helooked darmed. "No, no; one of the Andean dialects, morelikely."
"How about learning English, though?' | perdsted. "Holluth, at least, should be in school "

"I know. Y ou let metalk to Serchio about that. Traditional people tend to take advice better from a

| let that by without comment. It was merely the truth.

My espresso came at last, without the cream I'd asked for. | know when I'm licked; | dugged it down,
black and bitter, from the small white cup. "I think you should give them alittle extramoney, say thanks,
and send them on their way."

"Edie" he explained patiently, "they need help. Somebody's after them. Serchio told me—thingsare
shifting, where they come from. It'stoo dangerous there; that's why they're on the road like this. They
were persecuted at home. In Holluth'stribal group, community ritualsthat used to be opento al have
been replaced by individua treatments, for pay. Only the rich get help now. A caste of priestsare taking
over and telling people what they can and can't do. Holluth is supposed to bring back the virtues of the
old ways, egditarian ways, respectful ways, if he survivesto go home. "

"That's Serchio'sgtory. If you ask me, he'sfull of crap.”

John turned his cup in hislong, thin fingers. Then he leaned nearer, hishead very closeto mine so that |
could smell the bite of his aftershave. " Someone was waiting for them in the aley tonight, after closing.
Edie, | sasv—"

"A performance,” | interrupted. "Whatever you saw, it was some kind of an act put on for your benefit.
They've picked up on how receptive you are, John. They're playing to your susceptibilities. | felt this
conversation spirding outward, beyond control.

"No, no, | waswatching, | would have seen if there was some kind of setup.”
"Watching?' | said.

"Holluth hasn't eaten for the past two days; that tipped me off. It'swhat people do when they're
preparing to encounter spirit-beings.”

| couldn't help it; | snorted with derision.

"Just listen,” he said. "They were smoking in the dley by the store. The phonerang, and | looked away
for aminute to answer it, and when | hung up | heard a scuffling sound outside. | opened the door a
crack and looked—I was worried that maybe LaMigrahad them out there. But it wasjust Holluth,
jumping around and trying to kick away something tangled around hisfeet. For aminute | thought it was
the two boys fighting; except how could thislittle kid have knocked Serchio down on the ground?

"Then Holluth shouted in their language, and something came whipping down between thewalls of the
aley. | couldn't see exactly, but it grabbed the attacker off the boy and shot back upward, carrying



the—the thing away withiit."

| stared, my heart ssamping hard. "A thing came down from the sky and hauled away another thing?
John—"

He shook hishead. "A hawk; it was ahawk. Maybe an eagle, even. Edie—the creature it dragged
away—I heard it smacking againgt the dley wals asit was carried up, still struggling. It was asnake. A
big, writhing snake."

He sat garing and blinking with amazement at what his mind's eye was seeing.

"| thought you couldn't seethat well inthe dark,” | said, disbelieving. But believing, too. And if something
likethat were redl, naturally it would happen before John's eyes, not mine. Sometimesit wasn't John |
wanted, not redlly, but rather to be John, seeing with his dark, kind eyes before which true mysteries
would display themselves, fedling with hiswarm heart, thinking with his eager and accepting mind that
never aged.

"I couldn't see," he whispered. He closed hiseyes. "But | did, Edie. Not just with my eyes. For thefirst
time, truly, not just with my eyes."

"And where was Serchio while thismagica ascenson was occurring?' | inquired tartly.
He shook his head again, mute.

"It was aflashback.” | tried for asofter tone. "A visit from the ghost of the rain forest, John. One of your
ayahuascatrips from the old days came back to haunt you, that's al. Those two remind you of those
times, you said so yoursdlf."

He sghed. "Sometimes you are so right, Edie. But not thistime.”
My cream came, much too late. | glared at it and said, "Magic Redlism is o past.”

John smiled sadly. "I'm not wise mysdlf, or gifted. | just sell books and mystica parapherndia, so | give
someone like you, someone with areal psychic talent, aplaceto useit. I'm shackled to the physica
mysdlf, but | recognize spiritua power in others”

"Tarotisjust agame” | sad. Thiswasalie; sometimesit is, sometimesit isn't. "I don't know how to
explain it, but that doesn't mean | can be played for asucker by acouple of con artists.”

Helooked at me with such pained concern that | wanted to dap him awake. "Edie. The cardsredlly
speak to you. Why do you think your clients come back for more?' He stopped, and then went onina
lower tone, "Besides, you saw. | watched you watching Holluth reanimate that dead bird. And tonight |
saw him fight off some kind of ademon, with the aid of—" He gestured upward. " Spirit help." Hiseyes
glittered.

"Illusion,” | snapped. "He's akid, traveling with an older, smarter operator. Holluth, the wizard-boy,
doesn't know to flush the damn toilet if you don't remind him. And Serchioisacon-artist if ever I'veever
seen one, and believe me, I've seen plenty.”

John Stared past me at the rain-drizzled window, hiswhole body taut with longing. "So havel. These
guysaren't likethat. They'rered. | want to learn from them."

He wanted to keep them with him, he meant. He wanted to tame them.



| went looking for Serchio early, before the store opened, next day. He and Holluth were standing in the
sdedley, smoking sweet-spiced bidis and waiting for John to come downstairs and unlock the door for
them.

"Morning, missis," Serchio said, politely putting out his smoke. Holluth tucked his own quenched fag over
his ear. He looked pretty perky, demon serpents and magica hawks notwithstanding.

"Serchio,” | said, "Johnisgoing to ask you and Holluth to bed down here in the store basement at night. |
want you to say no. Tell him you dready have aplace.”

"But don't having," Serchio said, smiling. "Johniskind."

"Well, I'mnot,” | said. "And | know it if you don't: if anybody asks questions about you two, John will be
screwed.”

"Johniskind," Serchio repeated, "and raining tonight.”

| hooked my thumb at Holluth. " Serchio, you deep somewhere besides this store or so help me, I'll call
Children's Services on you mysdf.”

| must have sounded convincing. Holluth pulled hishand out of the dash pocket of hisyelow plastic
windbreaker and pointed at me. He held a gray feather, the rounded tip aimed at my chest, and he
uttered an indescribable sound. | felt the air ripple heavily, like awake of ocean water pouring invisibly in
my direction, asensation that made the hair stand up on my scap. The vibration rolled past on either sde
of me, and something thumped and clattered loudly behind my back.

Serchio grabbed the boy's shoulder, barking a command. Holluth ignored him, frowning down at the
feather in his hand the way amovie gunman glares a his pistol when it hasjammed. He twisted out of
Serchio's grip and turned his back on both of us.

"Jesus," | breathed. | fdt cold.

Sowly, I turned my head to look back over my shoulder. The old delivery van parked in front of the
Korean grocery acrossthe street had dropped its driver-side door onto the tarmac. | thought, with a
thrill, of thetitle of abook John had lent me once about amagica murder in Augtrdia: A Boneis
Pointed.

Holluth had pointed afesather a me, expecting it to do something. Which it had, apparently.

"Bad guys chase last night," Serchio said calmly to me, making no effort to deny what had just happened.
"Little bit nerves now. Say sorry, Holluth." He repeated more loudly, "Holluth, say sorry."

"Sorry, misss" Holluth said in his husky voice, and began kicking at the base of the dley wall with the
toe of his sneaker.

Thelatch to the side door clicked and John let usdl in. As soon aswe stepped indde, | told him that
Serchio and Holluth would be deeping on the roof of my four-story walkup.



| had asort of greenhouse up there, over an abandoned apartment with nobody in it to complain about
leakage. | had rigged a sizable waterproof tarpaulin over my small store of tools and supplies. The boys
were not likely to be seen if they were careful, and there were other roofs nearby to run over and rusty
fire escapesto rattle down if they did have to make arun for it, which was better than being cornered in
John's basement.

| wasn't going to let them spend any more time with him than | could help. They weren't good for him. He
was too experienced to be chasing New Age rainbows like some teenaged airhead.

Of course he protested my fait accompli. Serchio stood nodding and smiling while we argued, asif he
didn't understand any of it, just wanted to please. But he stood alittle behind me, holding Holluth's hand
in his, demongrating hischoice.

I'd never known John to be afighter. He advanced by persisting, his voice only getting softer, more
persuasive. When he gtill couldn't move forward, he bent around the obstacl e to reach what he wanted.

"All right, then," he said at last, "but, Serchio, | want you and Holluth to keep coming to the store
daytimes. | still have work for you, paid work. Y ou can't expect Edieto carry the costs of your food,
and you'll need cash for other expenses.”

On the spat, | think, he came up with the additiona work he had in mind: he wanted them to shift dl the
cartons and shelving in the stockroom so that they could patch and paint thewalls and celling and refinish
thefloor in there. If he couldn't havethem al to himself, he a |east wanted them under hiseye during
store hours.

The stockroom, where nobody went but us.

| thought abouit it later—why | was so dead set against John's view of the visitors. I'd been so
whipsawed about thiskind of thing—learning to see through tricks and traps as akid, and then finding my
own smdl talent that was not atrick. Yet dl the spells and mumbo-jumbo of Bella Salazar and people
like her hadn't been able to stop the fundies from turning the country into the biggest bananarepublicin
the Western hemisphere. So what did "magic” boil down to?

Now herewas thislittle kid and his keeper, and the boy's ability was gigantic, life-and-deeth, and, so far
as| could see, untroubled by any ripples of doubt. Maybe | was just envious, Ted would have said so,
and he would have laughed and made horrible puns until | laughed, too.

But Ted was gone and John, with his sentimental yearning for the "numinous,” was there insteed,
entranced by these kids, who could turn out to be dangerousin severd different ways. | meant to protect
him, evenif it meant taking them home with meinstead of seeing them move into John's basement.

Getting up the stairs at home kept mein reasonable shape, though | cursed and swore the whole way
(going down, you could hear my knee-joints grinding from out in the street). Serchio and Holluth trotted
home ahead of me that evening, lugging my bags of supplies, taking the stairslike two gazelles.

The old brownstone tenement had been empty for two years except for me, up top, and Mrs. Minetta
who lived in back on the ground floor. She was very deaf and nearly blind. Together and without ever
gpesking of it, we werewaiting for the next round of |uxury-tower construction to stamp our decrepit
block out of existence. The most recent building boom had been choked to ahdt by yet another
war-driven economic crunch. We were safein our squalor for the time being.

| didn't et the boys into my gpartment but showed them up onto the rooftop, with its sun-bubbled tar and
guano-streaked parapets. They had blanketsto deep in and a covered plastic bucket for atoilet which



they would have to empty down in the basement, where the super had once lived. They seemed to find
this arrangement entirely satisfactory, being clearly used to much rougher conditions.

Likein my dream, except there had only been one foreigner entrusted to me. Though frankly | didn't
think of Serchio asin my charge, so "entrusted” didn't exactly apply. But | had them diverted, at least part
of thetime, from John's store.

Alec came by Second Sight next morning.

"Hey," hesaid, "look what | found on one of those vendor's tables on Fourteenth Street.” He handed me
a beat-up copy of my book, Master Packs, to put on John's used bookshelves. | was glad to seeit there
again; someone had shoplifted the previous copy, which | suppose was flattery of akind. Some card
readers have told me that they swear by my book, although it went out of print three months after
publication. Used copies go fast.

"Nice present,” | said, stretching up to give him apeck on the cheek. "I can use alittle pick-me-up. | got
aphone cal thismorning; thereviva of Seight isoff. Bad code violationsin the theatre; they've been
closed down indefinitely.”

He grimaced in sympathy. "Thewhole city'sfaling gpart, isn't it? Look, let me take you to lunch, cuz.”

He was peering past me at the two boys in the stockroom while we talked out in front. They'd brought a
pizzafor their own lunch, and today Holluth was digging in with gusto. Apparently no hawks or snakes
were duein that night.

Over vegetarian sandwiches at Patel's, Alec said, "They are interesting, your boys—unusualy cam and
sef-contained. Did you see? They had aradio in there, but they weren't ligtening to it."

"John thinks they're some kind of specidly authentic primitives” | growled. My mood was, as you might
expect, pretty foul. "Witch doctors, medicine men. He's regressed to the naivete of histwenties, all
gullible and starry-eyed. He's let them bewitch him, Alec.”

"I've got a couple of ideas about them, some research | can do.” Alec patted my hand. "Don't be jeaous,
Edie"

Alec's an arrogant bastard sometimes, but he's never been stupid.

They camped on my roof al that summer. At least they escaped the bugs up there; ararevist from the
exterminator occurred while | was out, and Mrs. Minetta of course forgot to send him up to my



apartmen.

| had never had tomatoes like the ones grown on my roof that year, such succulent green beans, such
sweetly perfumed squash. If | could have expanded the dirt boxesto cover the whole roof, I'd have
made afortune at the farmers market in Union Square. Holluth had an astoundingly green thumb. Serchio
displayed an unexpected gift for numbers, so John started teaching him bookkeeping at the store. Hetold
people that Serchio was an exchange student from India studying small business techniques, and that
Holluth was hisvisting kid brother.

On daysthat Holluth stayed home | would call him down to my apartment and try to teach him to read,
using books borrowed from the store. In the privacy of my little yellow kitchen he would lean quite
unselfconscioudy againgt my sde and study theillustrationsintently. The smdl-boy scent of him was
much like the remembered scent of my nephew, but overlain with smoke and pizzasmells.

Holluth had more old scars on his solid little body than Dylan had ever had, confirming arougher,
earthier, and more routinely dangerous background. Most visibly, athin wed of raised flesh divided the
black hair just over Holluth'sright ear. | didn't ask about it, or about the faded blue tattoos on histhin
ams.

Curioudy, | found that his attempt to put ahex on me with that feather warmed me toward him. A person
who is distressed when his black magic malfunctionsisbasicaly serious, and | respected that. | certainly
liked hisimpetuous act of aggressive self-defense better than Serchio's duplicity, and | appreciated how,
without missing a best, the smaller boy had switched from wanting me to teach him the Tarot to seeing
me as expendable when | made a threat. Those are the kind of reflexes you needed to keep you up and
running in thisworld.

Wed had amuffling distance between us, like any teacher and pupil, mediated dways by the watchful,
controlling presence of Serchio. From that point on Holluth and | interacted more naturdly, on abasis of
guarded, mutual respect. Coming from adifferent culture he wasn't easy to read, but our little
contretemps seemed to reset both of usto alive connection.

Asadudent, hewasachdlenge. | kept trying; | liked unpacking and applying some of my old skills, and
| did have some encouragement. Once | found him lying in the shade of the roof awning chanting to
himsdlf snatches of atext we had gone over recently—"Twelveliddd girrsin two straight line." So he
memorized what | read to him, though | don't think he ever connected print on paper with spoken words.
He was sttisfied to sing the story after me, mimicking my voice without atrace of mockery.

At one point | thought he might be retarded. But he looked at me with those dark, sober eyes, and |
remembered how American Indian children were called stupid when they were only retresting from a
competitive style of education that was completely aien to them.

| tried changing the orphansin my Water Wars play into two Hispanic boys. It didn't help.

Remarkably, there was no trouble. After the first week, | stopped listening for van doors damming in the
street and cops banging up the stairs like on the night Homesec had taken afamily of Algeriansfrom the
third floor. Serchio and his charge were apparently good at keeping their profileslow, despite the fact
that some nights| heard what sounded like dancing up on the roof, quick stepsin aregular rhythm. Then
there would be quiet punctuated by whistling sounds, like some kind of sgnals.

I ignored it al and minded my own business. Serchio's knuckle tapping my wrigt, hisfingersflicking at my
face, had wakened caution in me. And what | redlly cared about wasinsulating John from them.

Sometimes | would walt till | knew they'd gone out and go upstairsfor apeek. | never found anything but



their meager belongings stowed under the tarp in an old wooden crate. | often didn't hear them come
back upstairs during the night, but there they would be after sunrise, pouring hot teafrom their red plastic
thermos bottle. They loved Iapsang souchong. | indulged them in this one expensive taste. It wasasmall
thing, an easy thing and safe, like tossing meat scraps to captive leopards.

John never redly forgave mefor steding them out from under his nose. Whenever | cameto the store he
asked about them, their lives on my rooftop, their habits and routines pursued out of hissight. | was
noncommittal and tried to avoid his reproachful 1ooks.

He had long conversations with Serchio at lunchtime or at the end of the business day, while | sdlected
bookswith Halluth (Ferdand de Boll) or went over card spreads with him. | thought Serchio had more
sense than to tell John anything important, like why the birds didn't strip my roof garden plants that
summer, asusud.

The falcon kept them away.

One predawn in July | was roused by a staccato piping sound drifting down past my bedroom window. |
shrugged on my bathrobe and huffed up the sairs.

Holluth stood silhouetted against the pale sky, bare feet planted apart on the parapet; Serchio wasn't
around. As| watched, the boy made the whistling call again with his hands cupped around his mouth. For
aminute nothing happened. Then abird flew up from below the parapet and settled, fluttering, in his
outstretched palm.

It wasasmdl bird, inditinct in that early light, very black; | thought | knew exactly what bird it was. I'd
have believed mysdf il adegp and dreaming except for how the cool summer dawn softened the air,
damp with the breath of the Hudson River. And my feet were cold.

Holluth raised both hands over his head, the bird quiet in the cage of hisfingers. He threw back his head
and sent ahigh, harsh call up into the sky.

Almost a once, something dark and compact plummeted down at incredible speed, banking at the last
minute but till striking hard enough to knock Holluth'sraised hands aside. | flinched back into the shelter
of the doorway housing. Wings dug loudly into the air, whup, whup, and the hawk surged upward again
with thelittle bird twitching initstaons. | saw dark dappling on the hawk's under parts, and then it
swooped away toward aclutch of tall condos and office buildingsto the north.

Holluth turned to look at me then, while he licked at athin line of blood that ran down from hispam
aong hisforearm.

| scurried back downgtairs, shivering.

Peregrines have nested for yearsin the upper ledges of Manhattan skyscrapers; | may have seen them
myself from time to time without knowing it. They're migratory up and down the east coast, which iswhy
they're caled " peregrine’—the word means "wanderer” or "pilgrim.” They build their springtime nestsin
the most inaccessible heights of human constructions now that the forests are gone and the dliffsare



covered with high-rise condos.

| don't think anyone has ever seen awild hawk take prey offered in the naked hands of a human being. It
was dmost as good atrick as John's huge serpent being carried away into the sky. | didn't understand it,
and | didn't know how to think about what | had seen, so | pushed it to the back of my mind and said
nothing about it, particularly to John.

That wasthe day that the cooler, wetter weather arrived.

During quiet hours at the bookstore, Holluth sat across from me in the querant's chair, his chin braced on
his square smal hands, studying the cards. He didn't [earn the meanings particularly fast, but his attention
gpan was remarkable for achild and once he learned he did not forget. Sometimes held pick out acard
and hold it againgt the Side of his head, with hiseyes closed. | asked him why.

Helooked at measif it wereatrick question. "To learn song.”
"What song?' | said. "Canyou sing it for me?"
"My song for me, misss," he whispered, dropping his gaze. "Other song for you.”

| mentioned this, lightly, to John, doling out what | had that he wanted, to draw the light of his attention.
He gave methat sorrowful look that meant | was treating casually something precious that he wished had
been offered to him instead of to me.

"Spirit beings train ayoung shaman by teaching him songs of power,” he said. "Those cardstell you the
future. Hewantsthemto tell him things, too.”

Good luck, laddie, | thought; so far as| could tell, whatever it isthat makes a person more than just a
fake with the cards, Holluth didn't haveit. What | think about the Tarot isthat it'saway of disconnecting
the rationa mind so that you can reach out with your naked intuition and pick up some of the thought
patterns of your querant; if you're any good, that is. Holluth was clearly coming to it from another
direction, solid as an engineering student.

Reader or not, though, Holluth's presence had a strong effect on my own card-reading business. Lots of
people camein, often just to get out of therain (it had turned into quite awet summer), and then
requested readings. Some clients asked Holluth to Sit in, which Bellaexplained to me one morning.

In consolation for the business dedl that had, as | had foretold, gonewrong, | gavein and did a
three-card spread for her on a particular question. It was about the Montauk vacation again, now only a
week away.

"I want thelittle boy herefor this," she said, craning her neck to look around for Holluth. "Where is he?"

He was out buying shoes with Serchio, or so they'd said; who knew? Morelikely snegkinginto seea
movie, | told her. John said Holluth loved movies.

Bdlasghed. "I'd rather wait till hes here, Edie”



"Why?" It took something maor to divert her when she was hot on thetrail of a better future than the one
she saw coming for hersalf. She pooched her lips, holding out (sometimes when you predict bad things
and they happen, you catch alittle of the blamejust asif you had caused the black eventsinstead of just
getting asniff of them in thewind).

| shuffled the deck; Bella primed to talk was Bdllatalking, sooner or later.

Sure enough, after about twenty seconds she flopped forward with her elbows on thetable and said in an
urgent whisper, "The guy you did areading for last week—Richie, from the magazine store on
Greenwich? He's been sick for dmogt ayear, something he was exposed to in the army hethinks. He's
not sick now, not since you read the cards for him while that kid watched. He says the boy has healing

powers."

| hooted. Thiswas over the edge, even for Bella

"No, redly, Edie." She glanced around to make sure no one could overhear. "Richie only camefor that
reading because of what happened to L uanne after you read for her with the kid looking over your
shoulder.”

"Who's Luanne?'

"Nature's Foods, the weekend clerk. She's had alump in her breast for months, scaring the life out of
her. She just saw the doctor again, and the lump isgone." Bedllahitched closer, pleading. "I have a spot
on my lung, Edie. Sometimesit's hard to bresthe. Another SARS outbreak could kill me. When will
Holluth be here again?'

Wéll, | couldn't keep that to myself. | told John about it as we closed up that evening. "Can you believe
it?" | scoffed. "Next thing you know they'll be lighting shrine candles outside the store. | told you those
boys would be a problem!”

John let merant on. He got afar-off look, though, and out in the dley, holding the bin open for meto
dump in some store trash, he said at last, "The boyswon't et anything bad happen to us on their account,
Edie. Don't head home yet, come back insde for aminute; | need to explain something.”

He pulled the shade, sat me down at my card table, and brought me acan of sodafrom the haf-fridgein
back. "Let'slay our cards on thetable, here." A quick smile, shy and complicit at the sametime, and then
gravity again. "Serchio hasfinaly admitted to me that Holluth is a shaman. He can hedl because the
peregrinefaconishisaly.”

"Shamans are crooks who pretend to dig tumors out of people with their fingers. For pay, of course. You
know better than this, John."

Heignored this and went on, speaking with an annoying camness. "The true shaman gets hiscall
sometimein childhood or adolescence. He attracts power animals that take him on spirit journeysto
other worlds and teach him to master different kinds of power; awolf, awhae—a hawk."

"So what about Serchio?" | said, trying to break the spell (but | saw that dead bird fly, and | saw the
falcon strike). "Is he a shaman, too?"

"He's the shaman's hel per, the one who tends the fire and beats the drum.”
"Serchio? That guy wouldn't stand around beating adrum for anybody.”
John amiled serenely. | could have kicked him. "What do you think, then? What is Holluth?"



"Dangerous, that'swhat heis; they both are.” Sexy, | thought, surprising mysalf with the thought, about
Serchio. Hewas, too, in adinky, rawboned way. | didn't like the thought and wished | could unthink it.

John sighed. "I shouldn't have said anything. Y ou get so upset about these kids! What isit, wereyou
brought up too Christian to tolerate afew small pagan miracles?’

"I was brought up by people who sold professional fakerstheir stage setups. My dad played alot of
poker. He only won when he cheated, which was alot of thetime. Y ou're naive, John, in waysthat I'm
not." But the boy pointed that feather, the boy gave the hawk a sacrifice ...

Folding hisarms across his chest, John replied, Y ou won't have to put up with them much longer.
Serchio saystheir enemiesare closing in, so they can't stay. They'll be gone soon.”

Serchio had told me weeks ago that they'd be moving on. Confirmation now brought no relief. | read in
John'sface that when they did finally leave, he meant to go with them.

Alecinvited himsdf over. He said he had some news, but strung me aong al through spaghetti and saad.
Wetaked about a Caryl Churchill revival we had both seen, awild, amost chora piece that struck home
as aconversation among the newly dead. | had thrown my own new play away afterward, and then had
to fish the crumpled pages out of the trash again. Not that | told Alec that.

Leaving thedirty disheson thetable, | went down to Sit on the stoop with him in the mild, dewy night. He
reached over lazily and poked my knee. "Hey, guesswhat? I've solved it. | know what pattern your

magic boy fits."

| tucked an old sports section of the Sunday Times between my behind and the wet stone step and
muttered gloomily, "He's a baby medicine man, according to John.”

"Oh, it'smore than that," Alec said. He sounded very pleased with himsdlf. "1 was thinking about the
woman you mentioned, the one with the vanishing lump, and | asked mysdf: Who curesthelame and the
halt and, in this case, the lumpy? For that matter, who raises the dead, even if it'sonly adead bird?
Actudly, revivifying adead bird is a perfectly appropriate miracle for aMessah-in-training from some
remote tribe of hunter-gatherers.”

| snorted. "Oh, stop it, Alec.”

"He even has hisfirst disciple—Serchio. His second, too, if John isas smitten asyou think.” He chortled.
"John the Baptist, maybe?'

"You'recrazy," | said. But | wasthinking, The dead bird flew away, and came back to be offered up
to the peregrine.

"Also you say he has enemies, which is par for this particular course even if hisaren't priests or kings but
mysterious pursuers who can turn into flying snekes. Sounds more like magicd rivals who want to shut
thekid up.”

"Oh, baloney, Alec! He can bardly speak English; he's not saying anything.”



"Not yet." Alec raised an admonitory finger. " Serchio istrying to make sure the kid grows up enough to
be listened to when he does talk, back where people are primed to hear what he hasto say. The two of
them are only hiding out heretill their local prophecies start coming true. Then the triumphant return,
amazement, revelation!”

"Sure," | scoffed. "Halluth will amaze abunch of savages by showing them how to tie angpkin around
their hawk's neck beforefeeding it alive bird."

"Lots of people from hunter-gatherer tribes converted redly fast to Christianity, you know." Alec loved
an argument. "And al the ayahuasquerosin South Americaclaim to be Chrigtian; they include prayersto
Jesusinther ceremonies. I'm just saying, there doesn't have to be a conflict between a Judeo-Christian
religion and a hunting society with aleaning toward shamanism. There are good ways and bad waysto
do any spiritud practice; according to the anthropol ogists, sorcerers and witches are shamans gone bad,
so why couldn't they have an exalted type of shaman at the opposite end of the spectrum? Anyway, who
saysyou can't have amessiah unless you've got cities and some priest-ridden religion al written out ina
book?*

| said, "Alec, Holluth picks his nose. Areyou telling methat little Jesus picked his nose?"

Helaughed. "What do you think? There are Gospd stelling usthat Jesusraised hell asalittle boy,
changing the neighbors kidsinto bushes and rocks and things for teasing him. That'swhy those particular
Gogpd s got axed. The early Church fathers couldn't stand the idea of their messiah bullying hislittle
playmates.”

"Holluthisno Jesus Christ!" | protested.

"Wel, no, not exactly." Alec gazed up thoughtfully at the dim night sky. "He couldn't return as actua
Jesus. Ther€'s controversy over what Jesus looked like. A lot of folkswouldn't go for alittle brown kid
built likeadump truck."

"So Halluth isthe Second Coming of Somebody Else?"

"I'm just saying he seemsto be following in some very famous footsteps, however crudely.”

"Crudely! He pointed a goddamned feather at me, Alec, with destructive intentions. Hes asavage little
primitive”

"S0?" heretorted. "Who says there weren't other messiahs before Jesus, rougher models cut to suit
Paleolithic societies? People like Jesus could have turned up among the cavemen, teaching that they
should share the hunting grounds and flint minesinstead of killing each other over them. We wouldn't
know, because nobody could write yet."

"You don't redly believe that.”

Heyawned largely, like adeepy lion. "I'm no more religious than you are, Edie. But if thereésredly anew
messiah due—and candidates have been popping up al over the world for decades now—well, the kid
could fit the pattern, dbeit alittle cruddy.”

| stood up. "Journaism is making you crazy; you need another line of work. In any case, our visitation
by little Jesus of the Raptorsis amost over. John saysthey'releaving soon, on the run from bad guyslike
that snake-thing John says he saw."

Alec laced hisfingers behind his head and leaned back on the upper steps, eyes closed. "Theflight into
Egypt,” he murmured. "Except for the snake part.”



"Whatever you've been using today, Alec,” | said, "you're not deeping it off here. Thanksfor the theory.
Now go home. | want to get some deep mysdf.”

But, for achange, | didn't, not right away. | couldn't stop thinking about that hawk.

A high, cold cry woke me very early. | pulled on arobe and hustled myself up the airs, il half adeep.
The boyswere gone. So were their blankets, and their beloved red plastic thermos. The old crate they'd
gtored their thingsin was placed neetly under the tarp, with nothing in it now but my gardening tools.

Oh, no, | thought. They've run out on us.

But above the Hudson | saw ahawk circling. Its cal came down to me again, sharp and hectoring, and |
thought, If you're still hanging around, maybe they're still here, too. | went back down to dress and
walked fast over to the bookstore. The streets were full of the peculiar moist tenderness of the city'sair

at dawn. | didn't see another soul.

At Second Sight the blind was still down, but the side door was unlocked. As| let mysdlf in, Serchio
reached past me and shut the door again, quickly but quietly. All the lightswere oninsde. | saw blood
crusted across hiswrig, like claw marksthat had just scabbed over. His shirt was stained, and he
smelled hot and unwashed.

Holluth crouched at the foot of the tall wooden counter with hisarms over his head, making little sounds.

| pushed past Serchio and squatted down to give the little boy atentative hug. Holluth rolled into my arms
and sobbed on my shoulder with histhin armstight around my neck, which left meleaning clumsly into
hiswarm weight to keep from faling over backward.

"Holluth, what—?"
Serchio said inaweary tone, "He il criesfor his mother when something goeswrong.”

| glared up a him, my arms around the weeping boy, my knees pinging like tight-drawn rubber bands.
"What happened to your accent, Serchio? Y ou goddamned fraud, | knew it!"

He shrugged. "I have agift for languages; otherwise what good would | be to Holluth on hisjourney?
John keeps firg-aid things here somewhere, doesn't he?"

Hedid, and | used them on Holluth, who had a cut on his cheek and some other scrapes; asfar as| was
concerned, Serchio could look after himself. The boy didn't say anything while | doctored him, keeping
slent except for some subdued snuffling and coughing. | didn't ask him any questions. By thetimel
finished being artful with the band-aids to make them cover al his scratches, he had fallen into adoze. |
lugged him over to the sofa, where he curled up at once, adeep or passed out.

In the stockroom, Serchio was sitting on a stack of book cartons, eating abagel and a chunk of old
cheese from thefridge. | perched on the third step of the paint-crusted stepladder, facing him.

"Tdk," | said, "or I'll have the cops herein five minutes, and no pointed feathers are going to stop me,
ether.”



He tossed back water from a paper cup. "Holluth met the witches and drove them away. They marked
us both thistime, but till wewon. | wasright to bring him here. HE's grown stronger.”

"He'sdl scratched up. | thought you were guarding him.”

He crumpled the damp paper cup in hisfingers and studied its twisted shape. "His people believe that
each soul plansitslife before being born. They believe he chose to be what heisnow, and aso what he
will become. Sometimes helping him means standing back and letting events draw out his strengths.”

| wiped my hands on my shirt. "Tough love, right?Y ou fakel" But fake what, exactly? It was driving me
crazy.

"Try not be angry with us," he said. | could see hisfocus change—snap!'—just like that, from Holluth and
his accomplishments to me and what Serchio thought he could wheedle out of me. "Let him deep there
until John comes. WEell leave for good before noon.”

"Taking what with you?' | saw that they had abackpack and an ancient L.L. Bean duffle, one end
reinforced with gray duct tape, stacked againgt the counter's end. Blankets, | thought, spare clothes.
"What do you want from John?"

"What he gives us. Money for work, to buy food."
"Why him?" | demanded. "Why this bookstore?!

Serchio'slipscurledinagrin. "Y ou. Holluth saw you through the window. He came hereto find power.
Y ou showed him power inyour cards.”

Tarot'sjust atrick, | thought autometicaly, the comforting lieagain. Out loud | said angrily, "Thisisnt
theland of the spirits.” | said coldly, "There are no magic animals here to help the kid out.”

"But there are; and not only animals.”

He shot me an odd, secretive glance, and this opened the dusty air between us somehow so that for a
split second | saw adeep red shinein hishair; dso aflash, aglimpse, of asharp, velvety muzzle, a
narrow pink tongue licking cheese crumbs off dark lips.

"Fox!" | gasped. Coyote, trickster, herein John's store?"Liar!" | said, with abreathlesslaugh: Gotchal
"Holluth aready has his power animd, the hawk."

"A great shaman finds many helpers"” Again the keen stare, interrogative thistime; ng. "Areyou
one?'

"NO."

No?How could | say so, how could | be sure? Everything was changed. He was Fox, and Holluth was a
boy-shaman; | felt something at my core bend, crack, and accept it. Chilly swesat broke out on my face.
"Why should I help you take Holluth away? People here say he can cure them.”

"Holluth didn't come here to stay. He came to find power to take home to his own people.”

"We're people, too," | protested. "How about using whatever he's found here to hel p the people who
live here?'

Serchio looked at me with sympathy now, maybe; hard to tell, with those tawny eyes. "It istrue," he said,
"you do have lots of witches, educated and rich and rotten in the heart. But, Edie—for Holluth'sown



peopleit'sworse. All they know is spells and curses and fear of the night and of each other, adark, hard,
frightening world. They haven't had their first coming yet."

| thought, God damn it, Alec was right.

He tossed the crumpled cup lightly, overhand, into the wastebasket in the corner. "It was foretold, along
time since: Holluth will bring changes. Hell come home transformed by his spirit journey, and aso
transform the people around him. People are waiting for that day."

Furioudly, | blinked back hot and sudden tears. "Were waiting, too!"

He seemed nonplussed for the first time. "Not for Holluth. Didn't your cardstell you? Y ou have new
messengers, too, already born and growing.”

"Sure, sure, everybody's been expecting Jesus for generations, and alot of good it's done them.” |
dapped my thighsin frustration. "L ook around you, ook at us! Y ou've been here long enough to see that
what amesswerein. It just getsworse, and nobody turns up to fix any of it!"

Stretching out hislong legsin their tight jeans, Serchio shook hishead. "Oh, Edie; you think someonelike
Holluth comes and fixes things? I s that what happened after your Christ showed himsdf? The person
cures, teaches, points a better way to the people near him. By the time the rest of your world learns
about it, he'sdead, usually in some ugly way. Then the lies sart, and the wars over what that person
redly said or didn't say."

Two thousand years and more of human history, thrown in my face by afox-man; what could | say to
thissummary of the life and times of Chrigt, Buddha, Gandhi, who knew how many otherswho never
made it even asfar asthey had? Poor Holluth, curled up on the couch: the boy from my dream, the
Expected One, the Magic Boy—but not our Magic Boy. Somebody else's,

| let out abreath, defeated. "What do you need?’
"Y oulll know."

"How?"

Hesmiled dyly. "Well tdl you."

| frowned a him. "Y oull draw atention to yoursdlf, moving. Y ou could stay on my roof awhilelonger.”
That, at least, wasarisk | wasfamiliar with.

He shook his head. "Holluth needs his education. We have people to see out in your deserts and
foredts."

"Desarts, yes," | said. "Forests? What planet do you think you're on?"
His silence was sudden and absolute, and it said, Not our own.

Some greener place, then, till inthe grip of ancient demons of land, sea, and sky. Your world. Words he
had spoken moments before came back to me, ringing hard, like asted bell. It hadn't been mistaken
English, and held been speaking literdly.

"Oh, shit," | groaned. | yanked a my own hair with both hands to wake myself up and get out of this
insane conversation. " Shit, shit, shit!”

Serchio put his paw—nhand, paw, my vision shifted maddeningly—on my arm. It rested there, warm and



light. "Just let us stay for now," he said. "No police. Johnisbringing his car from where he keepsit, in
some uptown garage. He said he would drive us.”

Everything became very clear: the quiet, mote-dancing air of the bookstore, the lingering bite of the
furniture oil they had rubbed into the tall wooden counter, Holluth's snuffly child-snores. My thoughts
followed each other as camly and smply as sentencesin one of the children's books Holluth loved so
much: these two would take John away with them. John would leave me behind with no morethan a
backward glance, however kind that one glance might be. He would get what held been wanting for
years, ever since hed put down rootsin thisbuilding: to leave, cut loose, to close his store and follow a
holy man.

"Serchio,” | said, "but there's something | want, too. | want acure.”
Helooked at me, puzzled. "Y ou're not sick.”

"No," | said. "Not in my body. In my life. Theresthis, this shadow over my wholelife, Serchio, likea
curse—"

Hesaid, "Theraven, yes. It coversyou."
| gawked, mouth open. Then | whispered, "Y ou can seeit?"
He nodded, watching me curioudly.

| breathed deeply. "Holluth hasto get rid of it. | want him to point his damned feather or do whatever it
takes to open my Saturn cage and let me out.”

"But thereisno cage," he said. "Y ou chose the shadow, as Holluth chose dl this."

My throat closed, choking my voiceinto an angry hiss. "Chose, my ass! What are you talking about?
Bellashowed me on my chart—it'sthe stars, not me! And you owe me, Serchio, you both owe me!”

He came and took my hand in both of his. "Edie," he said anxioudy, "don't you understand? The shadow
belongsto you. It's part of you."

My throat hurt with the effort not to yell, but | didn't pull away. Aslong as he held my hand like that there
was a chance that he would stop this horrible nonsense and do as | asked, now, before the two of them
left for good. | leaned closer toward him, vibrating with anger and need.

"Holluth cured awoman," | said, "a stranger who did nothing for him. He cured her of breast cancer!
What about me? How much would it take just to roll this boulder off my life?1 hid you, | protected
you!"

Asl sad this, | understood why Serchio had agreed to hide out on my roof instead of in John's
basement. Hed wanted the shield of my Saturn shroud over himsdlf and Holluth. What hid me from the
sunlight of my heart's desire dso hid me from spite and persecution—while | dowly suffocated in the
dark.

| sat gppalled and silent. Serchio bent nearer, patting my hand. He gave off ashocking amount of hest, or
maybe | wasjust turning to cold ssonewhere | sat.

"Ah, no, Edie," he coaxed, his head so closeto minethat his coarse hair brushed my temple, "it's
impossible. Even if Holluth could do what you ask, Old Shadow Man would tear your heart out with his
taonsasheleft.”



"Youreafraid," | pat. "Y ou're afraid my damned curse would attach itself to you instead—or to Holluth,
your precious Holluth!"

Now he let me go, straightened up, and stood back from me. "That could happen,” he said gravely. "You
know more about these things than you redlize. Think, and you'll seethat it'swrong for Holluth to try to
drive away the darkness that you've chosen to give shapeto your light.”

| got up and walked dully out of the stockroom to go Sit at my Tarot table, watching the street outside
brighten. A red pulse shook in my head with each best of my heart. If I'd seen away to turn the two of
them in to Homesec without getting John arrested, too—and me with him—I would have taken it.

Y earslater—a matter of ten minutes, perhaps—John ducked in swiftly at the side door, carrying a
bulging plastic shopping bag which he set down on the counter. His facelooked gray, and his voice came
strained and breathless. "I don't think | can drive you boys. | know | said | would do it, but you haveto
understand—everything's changed.”

Serchio dumped against the front door, his forearm across his eyes. Holluth sat up on the old couch,
looking fearfully a John.

| watched al of them from the center of exhausted anger, unableto care at al, while my voice said
mechanically, "What's happened, John? What's wrong?"

He crossed to the window with hislong, loose stride and stood to the Side, carefully easing the edges of
two blind-dats gpart so he could look outside without being seen. "They'll be watching us" he said lowly.
"I'm sure of it; the street, the whole block. Richietold me, over at Nature's Gifts. | stopped there for
some snacks to take in the car, and he said the Homesec came and took away the Koreans across the
Sreet last night. That'swhy their storeis closed thismorning. Y ou can see that their front door's been
seded, over there."

Heturned back to dl of us, hiseyes glaring wide. "Four this morning, right acrossthe Street there; | was
awake upgtairs, reading, but | never heard athing. There's some new uproar with Koreg, it'sin the
papers, 0 they're rounding people up again. They'll have left watchers, in case they missed anybody. So
it'simpossible now: three men of color piling into acar with luggage—they'll see us, they'll stop us.”

Nobody spoke for aminute. Then Serchio said softly, ™Y ou arerich, John. Would they redlly trouble
you?'

John laughed angrily, thefirgt trace of spirit he had shown since held comein. "Yes, I'm rich compared to
most people. But I'm not white. It can make ahdll of adifference, Serchio, as1'm sure you know yoursalf
just from your time here."

Serchio said softly, inggtently. "We can't stay any longer. We must go.”

John said helplesdy, "Then go, Serchio.” He gestured limply at the white plagtic bag, lumpy with bags of
chips and cans of sodafrom Richi€'s store. "Take that. It'sfor you. I'm sorry.”



"Help us" Serchio said. ™Y ou said you would help us."

My anger vanished. | sat frozen with dread that he would change John's mind, even use magic on him
somehow to make John do as he had promised. | couldn't think of anything to say to prevent it. |
watched John, wavering, open his mouth to speak, shake hislowered head, and rub both hands across
his close-cropped scalp so that | heard the whisper of his hair againgt his pams.

He turned suddenly to Holluth. "Can you do something, Holluth? A spell, aprotection? Something to give
usan edge?'

Holluth glanced anxioudly at Serchio. "Try," he husked. "Y ou trust? Must be trugt.”

Serchio nodded, his eyesintent on John. "Trust," he echoed. "Y ou've seen things before, John. Y ou
know things can be done."

Swest gleamed on John's forehead. " Sometimes, yes. But sometimes the shirts the shamans said were
made bulletproof a the Ghost Dance can turn out to be ordinary shirts, against ordinary bullets.”

"Cards," | croaked, spinning the deck through my hands, searching desperately for the cards | needed,
cards| could palm, rig somehow—The Tower, where was The Tower? | held the cards so that | could
seethem, just, with my peripherd vision even though my gaze was fixed on John. "I'll do areading for
you. Then you'l know how it will come out if you go with them.”

John stared at me for amoment—I didn't dare look at Serchio—and then he sat down across from me,
reaching for the deck. | kept out only two cards, one pamed and one pinned under my elbow where my
wide deeve masked it. John shuffled the rest, quickly and thoroughly.

As| was about to take the deck back from him, Holluth was suddenly there, reaching between us. He
sad hoarsdy, "Let melisten cards, missis. Practice.”

And John handed the boy my Tarot deck.

| couldn't just grab it back. | sat there, not breathing, while Holluth fanned out my dog-eared cards and
presented them so John could pick a Significator, a card to stand for himself as querant. John licked his
lipsand chosetrue: The Hermit, the card of the spiritua seeker, which Holluth laid down carefully,
squarely in the middle of theinlaid tabletop.

"Pagt," he said, dealing acard off the top, face down, and setting it to the left of The Hermit. "Future.”
Onetotheright. "Later." Another card to theright. "Finish." A third card again to theright. A smple
timdinelayout, four cardsin ahorizontal row, | noted as| frantically fought to clear my mind so that |
could invent athreatening interpretation no matter what cards Holluth turned up.

| needn't have worried.

The"past" card, turned over by Holluth's stubby fingers, was The Magician; but the image was changed.
Thefigure of the robed alchemist had afeature that | had never seen in any deck. On his shoulder
perched afacon, head turned so that one fierce yellow eye looked out at the beholder. The grimy card,
worn at the corners, looked asif it had been in my deck for years.

"Future" wasthe six of Swords, reversed, followed by The Tower. Holluth's"finish” was blank, apae
smear ingde the ddicate line meant to frame animage.

There are no blank cardsin the Tarot deck.



John's breathing was faint and rapid as his gaze flickered from card to card and back again and again to
the empty oneinthe last place.

Holluth squared up the rest of the deck into aneeat rectangle with both hands (the outsized cards were ill
hard for him to handle). He put it down and waited in Slence. So thereading itself was up to me. It was
no test; the meaning could hardly have been plainer.

| cleared my throat. "The Magician in this placement meansthat Holluth's visit isnow in the past, or
passing, as hetravels onward. Here, centrally, are you, John—the spiritua pilgrim. Next, six of Swords,
reversed; you may travel if you wish, but the journey isill-omened. Then, The Tower: It dl goesto Hell.
Catastrophe; ruin. Thefina outcome—something, I'm not sure what it means.”

But | did | know what it meant. | made mysdlf say it. "Erasure. Theend."

"The end," John whispered. He pushed thetin chair back, not rising though, asif hislong legs had no
strength. He sat back dackly, aman with al his strings cut. Then he put hisfacein his hands and wegpt.

Serchio pushed away from the door frame and headed for the stockroom, nudging Holluth on ahead of
him. At the door, he glanced over his shoulder a me. Oh, those topaz eyes, knowing eyes! Hisyellow

gare carried achalenge: We gave you the cards you needed to keep John safe; now you give us what

we need. That's how it works.

| left the palmed cards on the table with the others (how had my deck acquired two Tower cardsand
that damned blank?) and followed them. Holluth shut the door quietly behind us.

"l cant driveyou,” | saidimmediately. "l only drive automatic. John's car is stick shift.”

Serchio stood casually among the neatly stacked cartons of books packed up for return, hipshot and
graceful. "John isright, acar istoo noticeable now," he observed, cool and ddiberate. "Well go another

way."
"What other way?' | said.
"A shaman'sway," Serchio said.

Holluth touched my elbow discreetly. "Please, missis," he said. "Y ou to hide us. No, not house
agan—hidein you shadow." He spread his arms outward from hisSdes, like thewings of abird. "Tell
raven, come cover us down hiswings. Then, enemy don't to see.”

My mind trandated duggishly, and | dmost laughed. He thought my Saturn shadow was mineto
command.

"l can't,”" | said. "It in't like that, Holluth. | don't know how."

His sudden, sweet grin made me blink. "Hewith you dways," he said cheerfully. "Just you wak dong, |
snghimtohdpus”

Looking down at his bright, round face, | surrendered. | breathed out my anger, my fear, and my
well-aged resentment in onelong breath. "Yes, dl right. Let'stry it." My voice came out faint and
squesky, but | meant it.

Holluth dug paper and tobacco out of hisjeans pocket and began to roll asmoke, singing softly in his
own language. We each took a puff, and then Holluth sang some more, blowing smoke into the four
corners of the room. | don't remember the rest clearly, just the taste of the sweetened tobacco, the light,



rapid drumming of Serchio's pamson histhighs, and that high, dightly stuffy-nosed child-voice calling
and chanting asmy vision cooled and dimmed.

At saven am. we left for the Port Authority bustermina, shielded by the curse that had blighted my life
for aslong as| could remember. Looking back at John from the street doorway, | felt my heart twist
hard. He sat staring blindly at the icons on his computer screen while Gene and Mike, who had shown up
whilewe were in the back, settled down over their chess game in the Eastern Esoterica corner, oblivious
asaways.

Enveloped in adimness like the moving shadow of acloud, we paused outside on the sunny sidewalk.
The sharp cdl of the falcon dropped straight down on us from the top of the sky beyond the buildings,
piercing through the vell that sheltered us.

Wewalked up Eighth Avenue, mein the middle with one of them on either sde, holding my hands and
swinging them. Holluth sang softly and chirped and occasionally skipped aong beside me, looking very
young. Thisgave hiswork of sorcery an gppearance of childish play, like any young boy lost in the magic
of hisown imagination as he walked uptown with hisfamily.

The shadow traveled with us, large enough to embrace dl three of usin the darkness under its
outstretched wings. Where its soft edge did silently over the pavement, pedestrians just stepped aside
with barely aglance at us. Most of them had their faces buried in newspapers, reading about the new
Korean crigis.

| squinted upward once, and what | thought | saw was the peregrine falcon, gliding high above uswhere
araven should have flown: one bird casting another's shadow.

The shadow went with usinto theterminal, or at least the dimming of my sight did. None of the Homesec
cops on duty turned our way, and there were alot of Homesec cops (the crisis, of course). Well, we
were nothing much to look at, | imagine: two boys with baitered baggage and amiddle-aged woman in
jeans and a swesater with a dazzled expression (I probably |ooked zonked out on dope). The cops flat,
impersond glancesfled over uslike water over stone, catching on nothing, deflected by my darkness.

We bought tickets, magazines, and gum, and went to wait a one of the gates. | watched Holluth, who
dumped down in apink plastic seat three chairs over, absorbed in one of the picture books he had
chosen from the tore shelves. A bus was dready waiting to carry the two of them asfar as
Raleigh-Durham, thefirst leg of their journey south. From time to time a passenger climbed in and settled
down to await departure.

Serchio, sitting beside me, touched my wrigt for the last time. "Thank you, Edie. | didn't tel you, but if we
hadn't left there our enemies would have comeinto John's store after us, and believe me, they're worse
than your police. But now we have disappeared.” Up close his breath wasrank, but | didn't rub hislight
kiss off my cheek. "Abracadabral” he said.

"But why Brazil?' | sad.

"There are peopleto vidt in the Amazon Basin." Serchio arched his back and yawned. "Holluth till hasa



lot to learn about plant hel pers.”

Drugsthat make you throw up and have good or bad trips, he meant. John had told me about his own
experiences as ayoung man. Y ou could die, hed said, or go permanently mad.

"Y ou could get peyote here" | said. "Good, strong plant-stuff. | can get you aname.” Alec would know
someone. "Don't go, Serchio. We need so much help right here.”

"But you haveit, Edie," he said, atouch impatiently now. "Don't your cardstell you? Y ou dready have
some one born here, agreeat teacher, just alittle older than Holluth isnow. A few more years and you
should be hearing about her."

"Who?' | said. "Whereis she? How do you know?"

Serchio cocked his head to the side, listening. " That's our boarding announcement. Thank you for the
tickets." He bent to collect their luggage.

Holluth put Hank the Cow Dog back into his canvas book bag and came over to politely shake my
hand. | told him to hold his bag open, and | tucked my Tarot deck inside it, next to Where the Wild
Things Are. Then he ssumped up the steps after Serchio, and not long after the bus roared and shook
and backed away, swinging into the lane leading down out of the termind.

| guess aperson on aspirit journey doesn't hug the power-people who consent to help him on hisway.
Some of them must be alot more prickly than | am. Maybe they carry bigger shadows around.

"Incredible,” Alec said. "Just like that? Y ou put them on abus?’
"That'sright," | said.

"I don't understand why you're leaving town, too." Alec nudged my suitcase dubioudy with hisfoot, asif
he thought | might have an anacondain there. Y ou know how dangerousit isto travel. My parentswill
come down on melike aton of bricksfor just letting you go like this. Where are you going? Why areyou

going?”
My things were packed up and stored in John's basement, my bank account was emptied, and the travel
permit that should have taken me to Ashland will take me to the Canadian border instead. Bellasays|'m

crazy, that Homesec will catch me. | don't know how to explain that my shadow hidesme. Out of sight,
out of mind, does haveitsuses, it seems.

She arrived at my door yesterday, out of bresth and damp from climbing my gairs, fierce with curiosity.
"Is John taking you on some New Age pilgrimage or something?"

| said, "Not John, no."
Bdlagave me awounded look. "I don't get it. Where are you going, then?"

"Out of New York, for sarters.”



She sghed and folded mein apillowy hug. "I'll missyou, Edie," she said. Shewill, too, for aday or so.

And I'll miss her, but the one I'll missthe most is John. | misshim adready. He has anervoustremor in his
hands now, and he won't look me in the eye. The magic held yearned for al these years was much kinder
and warmer than what actualy came to him at the bookstore; when that wild magic called, he shrank
back.

| saw that happen, | saw him blanch and shrink and age into adifferent man, older and afraid. He can't
forgive mefor having seen that.

| don't even know how to tell him how sorry | am.

The Fool; Judgment; the six of Cups, The Magician; The Tower; and Death. The practice spread that
day lagt spring was mine. The Magician, with no magica falcon in attendance, was me. | was The Fodl,
too, acting on impulse over achild, the six of Cups.

Death?Wdl, my life has certainly changed course. Thisevening, I'll head uptown on Fifth and catch one
of the express buses that take commuters out of Manhattan, and then I'll take atrain farther. No one will
give me a second glance, amiddle-aged woman reading a paperback on the local.

| have the smal, gray feather that Holluth pressed into my pam when he shook my hand before boarding
the southbound bus. Thismorning, | stood on my roof and tossed that feather up in theair. It drifted
down and settled pointing north. So north I'll go, aslong as my money and my hedth hold out.

It may bethat I'll come upon someone, somewhere, who'll be glad to share the shelter and the shield of
my Saturn affliction.

TheEnd



