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Shadow Theater

Some people say that when we depart from this world, we leave almost nothing behind apart from our possessions, and our shadows. Every time we walked between the sun and the ground beneath our feet, or between a bright indoor light and the wall behind us, we created a negative image of ourselves – not us, but an absence of us.

Some people believe that sometimes our shadows remain here, especially if we have died without fulfilling all of our ambitions or resolving all of our differences. Long after we have gone, our shadows continue to play out the petty dramas of our lives – even though we ourselves are lying deep under the ground, where we can cast no more shadows; or when we are blowing as dust and ashes in the wind.

One afternoon, less than a year ago, shadows started to flicker along the corridors of The Red Hotel, on Convention Street, in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and both guests and staff heard bumping and high-pitched whistling and persistent grinding noises. They said that it gave them ‘the freesons’, which is what people in Baton Rouge call ‘goosebumps.’

Some believed that Mrs Slider had returned. Mrs Slider and her son, Shem. Because a few of the older residents in the waterfront district still harbored a strong suspicion about what Mrs Slider and her son, Shem, had done together, although nobody knew for sure, those older residents crossed themselves, and whispered a prayer for protection.


The Boy Behind the Door

The rain had been dredging down all afternoon, and both Sissy and Mr Boots had sat out on the pale-green painted verandah for the past hour or so, watching it clatter through the trees and overflow from the gutters and run in rivulets down the winding pathway that led to the road. Sissy was sitting out on the verandah because she wanted to smoke and Mr Boots was sitting out on the verandah because he was wet and he stank and Sissy wouldn’t allow him into the house.

‘Some summer,’ said Sissy, but Mr Boots didn’t make a sound. He didn’t even turn around and nod, as if he were agreeing with her, which he did sometimes.

‘Excuse me, cloth ears!’ Sissy snapped at him, much louder this time. ‘I said, “One hell of a miserable summer.” What’s your opinion?’

Mr Boots made a mewling noise in the back of his throat. ‘Jesus,’ she demanded. ‘Where’d you learn that cat language? Have you been fraternizing with that mangy old tabby next door?’

She took a pack of Marlboro out of the low-slung pocket of her gray hand-knitted cardigan, but there was only one left, and that was broken in half. ‘Shit and a bit,’ she said, and heaved herself up off the swing seat to go into the house and see if she could find another pack, although she doubted that she had any left. She had been trying to cut down lately but it was just one of those wet, miserable days when the gray clouds were almost down to treetop height and it wasn’t even worth going to the market at Boardman’s Bridge because it was raining so hard and today she felt like smoking.

Sissy always said that if God hadn’t meant people to smoke he wouldn’t have allowed them to discover America.

She was opening the screen door when she heard the scrunching of a car in the driveway. She turned and saw the metallic-red Escalade owned by her step-nephew, Billy. He climbed out, turning up the collar of his black hill-climber’s jacket, and then walked around the hood and opened the passenger door. A girl in a shiny red raincoat and a matching red rain hat stepped down, and followed Billy up the steeply sloping steps that led to the verandah.

‘Hey, Aunt Sissy!’ called Billy. Mr Boots immediately barked and jumped up and started snorting and snuffling and beating his tail against the railings. Billy was a thin, pale, good-looking young man of twenty-six, with a shock of black, gelled-up hair and slightly foxy features and very blue eyes that were always wide open, as if life permanently surprised him. He was the son of Sissy’s sister’s second husband, Ralph, and so he wasn’t really related to Sissy at all, not by blood, but for some reason they had always been as close as two conspirators.

When he was a small boy, Sissy had taught Billy complicated Atlantic City card tricks and how to predict tomorrow’s weather from the behavior of garden snails – ‘but mind you don’t stand over a snail for too long . . . they may look innocent but country folk say that snails can suck the shadows out of you.’

There were plenty of snails around today, because it was so damp, and the verandah was criss-crossed by silvery trails.

Billy and the girl in the shiny red raincoat came up on to the verandah. Billy smacked the raindrops off his jacket and then gave Sissy a hug.

‘How’s it hanging?’ he asked her. He nodded toward the crowded ashtray beside the swing seat. ‘Still smoking like Mount Saint Helens, I see. Thought you said you were giving it up.’

Sissy coughed and shook her head. ‘It was your mother who said I was giving it up. On principle I never do what your mother says I’m going to do. Never have done, since we were kids, and never will. I would have been married to a loss adjuster called Norman, if I’d done what your mother said I was going to do. Still would be, come to that.’

She turned to the girl in the shiny red raincoat. The girl was blonde, clear skinned and very pretty, with high cheekbones and a little ski-jump nose and green, feline eyes.

‘So who’s this you’ve brought to see me?’ asked Sissy.

‘This is my girlfriend, Lilian. But everybody calls her T-Yon.’

‘T-Yon?’

Billy put his arm around her shoulders. ‘When she was little, Lilian was brought up in Lafayette, Louisiana. T-Yon is Cajun-speak for “Petite Lilian”.’

‘T-Yon, how about that?’ said Sissy. ‘Well, good to meet you, T-Yon.’

She shook hands with T-Yon and all her silver and enamel bracelets jingled like Christmas. Sissy was an unredeemed hippy. To the despair of her family, she still wore flowing kaftans and long dangly earrings and braided her hair in a steel-gray coronet. In her day, she had been very pretty, too – one of those flower children who had skipped bare-breasted at Woodstock. Nowadays, when she looked in the mirror, she could still see the ghost of that flower child dancing in her eyes.

‘Billy’s always talking about you so much,’ said T-Yon, shyly. ‘In the end I twisted his arm to bring me up here to see you, just to see if you were real.’

Sissy held up her hand, and turned it this way and that, as if to check that she really was real. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I think I’m real. Most of the time, anyhow. Some days I have my doubts, I have to admit, and I almost believe I’m a ghost. It’s strange, isn’t it, how much your life can change from day to day? You don’t know if it’s the world around you that’s changing, or if it’s you.’

T-Yon blinked, and it was obvious that she didn’t really understand what Sissy meant. But then Sissy didn’t really understand what she meant, either.

‘Come on in,’ said Sissy. ‘How about some tea? Or coffee, if you’d rather. Or Dr Pepper. Or a glass of Zinfandel?’

Billy said, ‘I’m driving, so I’ll stick to tea. So long as it’s not that tea that tastes like grass clippings.’

‘Oh, you mean my mate de coca? That’s very good for you, mate de coca. And stimulating. It contains nought point four percent cocaine.’

‘I don’t care if it contains forty-four percent smack. It still tastes like grass clippings.’

‘Well . . . if you’re not having any wine, you can drive to the Trading Post for me and bring back two hundred Marlboro.’

‘You want me to facilitate your death from lung cancer?’

‘Put it any way you like. But please go buy me some cigarettes. In any case, death is only an illusion. I can vouch for that personally. Oh, and buy me some fresh bread while you’re there, would you, and some of that Limburger cheese, and some baloney, and half a dozen cans of Artemis Holistic Dog Food for Mr Boots.’

‘You’re a slave-driver, Aunt Sissy, did you know that?’ Billy told her; but he went back out into the rain, climbed into his SUV, and drove off down the hill. Sissy meanwhile ushered T-Yon into the house, with Mr Boots tangling himself up between their legs. Sissy snapped, ‘Stay!’ and shut the door on him. ‘He smells like a goddamn sewer when he’s wet.’

It was gloomy inside the living room because the day was so overcast, and the gloom gave the room an unnatural stillness, as if it were suspended in time – a memory of a room instead of a real room. Vases of fresh-picked garden flowers stood on every side table – yellow roses and purple stocks and scarlet gladioli – and the walls were covered with a jumbled-up variety of paintings and prints and masks and odd decorations, like a calumet covered with seashells, and a 1920s bridal headdress embroidered with white lace petals. Over the fireplace the mottled mirror reflected the blood red of T-Yon’s raincoat.

‘Tea?’ asked Sissy. ‘Here – let me take your things. They’re so cute, aren’t they, this hat and this coat? Little Red Riding Hood rides again.’

‘I can get a glass of wine?’ asked T-Yon. Her Cajun accent wasn’t very strong, but it was distinctive enough for anybody to tell at once where she came from. Underneath her raincoat she was wearing a tight, gray short-sleeved sweater and tight black pedal pushers. Sissy could see why Billy had been attracted to her. Apart from being so pretty, she had very big breasts and very slim hips. Around her neck she wore a silver pendant attached to a leather cord. It was embossed with the face of a woman with her eyes closed, as if she were asleep, and dreaming.

‘So tell me, how did you and Billy meet?’ asked Sissy, as she came back into the living room with a frosty bottle of Zinfandel and two long-stemmed wine glasses.

T-Yon had picked up a black-bronze statuette of a dancing devil, with horns and a pointed beard and the shaggy legs of a goat.

‘Scary,’ she said, narrowing her eyes and peering into its face.

‘Him? He’s only scary if you believe in him.’

‘But you don’t? He has such a wicked face.’

‘From my experience, T-Yon, I believe that ordinary people are a whole lot wickeder than devils. Human beings – now they’re scary.’

T-Yon carefully replaced the statuette and sat down on the floral-covered couch. She watched as Sissy poured her a glass of wine.

‘Billy and me, we met in bakery class. I was supposed to be making choux pastry but every time I tried to do it I ended up with this big dry lump. Billy came over and showed me how to beat the flour into the water and the butter, and that was how we got together.’

‘Billy’s a great personality,’ said Sissy. ‘Never seems to lose his cool. So you’re at Hyde Park, too? How’s it going for you?’

‘It’s OK. It’s good. I think if we stay together Billy and me will open our own restaurant when we graduate. My whole family, they’ve always been in that kind of business. Restaurants, hotels. It’s just that – you know.’

Sissy sipped her wine and waited for T-Yon to say more. It had sounded from her intonation as if she wanted to say more. It’s just that – you know – what, exactly? T-Yon looked back at her, saying nothing, but then she gave a quick, nervous laugh.

‘Go on, T-Yon,’ Sissy encouraged her. ‘What are you worried about? Something’s eating you, isn’t it?’

‘You can tell that?’

‘I think I’ve been living on this planet long enough to sense when a person has something on their mind. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but that’s the reason you’re here, isn’t it?’

T-Yon blushed. ‘Billy’s always talking about you and I wanted to meet you so much. I’ve been nagging him for weeks to bring me here. But now that I am here, I feel like I’m wasting your time.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, don’t you worry about that,’ said Sissy, flapping her hand. ‘Time is something I have plenty of, in abundance. Ever since my Frank was taken away from me, all those years ago, it’s just me and Mr Boots, and the days go by so slow, they’re like windmills turning when there’s scarcely any wind.’

T-Yon said, ‘Billy told me all about your fortune-telling. You know – the cards that you use.’

‘The DeVane cards, yes.’

‘He said they’re like Tarot cards? I never heard of them before.’

‘They’re kind of like Tarot cards, yes. But for starters, they’re very much bigger, and each individual card is a whole lot more complicated than any Tarot card. For instance, the DeVane cards won’t just tell that you’re going to meet the man of your dreams, they’ll tell you that you’re going to hate his brother, because his brother is unkind to animals, and that his mother cooks so badly that you sometimes wonder if she’s trying to poison you.’

‘Wow,’ said T-Yon.

‘Well, yes, wow. They’re amazing, if you know how to read them, but they’re not at all easy to read if you don’t have the facility. Me, for some reason, I’ve always been able to read them without any trouble at all, ever since I was ten or eleven years old. Don’t ask me how, or why, but I can see what’s going to happen tomorrow afternoon just as clearly as I can remember what happened yesterday afternoon. With the help of the cards, of course.’

T-Yon said, ‘Would you read them for me? I know that people usually pay you to do it, and I can pay you.’

‘You’ll do no such thing. You’re Billy’s girlfriend.’

‘I know, but I don’t want you to think that I’m taking advantage.’

Sissy stood up and went over to the carved walnut bureau that stood underneath the window. The rain was still gushing noisily over the guttering, where the downpipe was blocked with last fall’s leaves. Frank had always been good at maintenance. He would have been up there months ago with his ladder and his trowel, clearing it out. But the long dead can’t clean out gutters, any more than they can hold us in their arms and tell us how much they used to love us.

She opened the left-hand drawer and took out the worn cardboard box that contained the DeVane cards. On the front of the box there was a picture of a clown with a red hat and a deathly white face, holding up a complicated key in his left hand and a glass ball in his right. He had an extraordinary expression on his face, the expression of somebody who is still laughing a loud and artificial laugh, but is right on the edge of screaming with fury. ‘Oh, you think that’s funny, do you? You think that’s so–o–o fricking funny?’

The curly circus-style lettering above the clown’s head said Images d’Amour, meaning Pictures of Love, but Sissy knew from years of experience that the cards didn’t necessarily predict love that had a happy ending. They could show you a passionate love affair, but a love affair that might be brought to a bloody conclusion by a jealous husband rushing into the bedroom and stabbing both of the lovers with two enormous kitchen knives. They could show you a beautiful new baby girl and her doting parents, and then foretell that the baby would drown in a garden pond before she reached the age of two, surrounded by ducks.

Sissy always thought that the DeVane cards showed life as it really was, without any false hope. In the DeVane cards, Death stood patiently by the window, staring at the rain, but knowing that sooner or later the time would come for him to turn around.

‘Here they are,’ said Sissy, coming back across the living room and showing T-Yon the box. ‘They were engraved and printed in France in the eighteenth century, and this is the only pack I’ve ever seen. There are others, so I’m told, but I don’t think anybody uses them to tell fortunes, the way I do. Probably because they don’t know how, or else they do know how but they’re scared to. Like I told you,’ she added, tapping her forehead, ‘you have to have the facility.’

T-Yon touched the box with her fingertips, as if for luck. ‘They’re huge. And that clown. He’s real creepy looking, isn’t he?’

‘He’s called Le Serrurier Riant, the Laughing Locksmith. He’s showing you that he can unlock the future. Key in one hand, you see? Crystal ball in the other.’

Sissy sat down and slid the cards out of the box. ‘Before I start, T-Yon, I really need to know why you wanted me to tell your fortune so badly. It’s a hell of a drive from Hyde Park to here, especially on a day like this. Forty miles at least.’

T-Yon didn’t answer at first, so Sissy said, ‘You didn’t come here just to find out if you and Billy are suited for each other, did you, or if you’re going to make a real career out of your cookery?’

T-Yon raised her left hand in front of her face, looking at Sissy through her fingers. Sissy knew exactly what it meant, when people did that. They were about to tell her something that they couldn’t hold in for very much longer, but which made them feel confused, or guilty, or deeply ashamed.

‘I’ve been having these dreams,’ she said, so quietly that Sissy could hardly hear her.

‘You want to speak louder, sweetheart?’ Sissy asked her. ‘I’m a little deaf in my left ear. And whatever it is that’s upsetting you, it won’t be cured by whispering.’

‘Sorry,’ said T-Yon, and took her hand away from her face. ‘I’ve been having these dreams about my older brother, Everett. Not dreams, really, nightmares. But worse than any nightmares I’ve ever had before. I know I’ve only just met you but after what Billy told me about you—’

‘Go on,’ Sissy coaxed her. ‘It’s like I said. You can tell me if you want to but you don’t have to tell me if you don’t.’

‘Well – Everett has just restored this old hotel in Baton Rouge. That’s what he does, him and his business partner, he finds these run-down hotels and he restores them and gives them all of their glamour back. They’ve done two so far, the Shenandoah Suites and the Denham Palace, and The Red Hotel is their third.’

‘Sounds like he’s pretty successful, your brother.’

‘He is. He has been. But about three weeks ago, not long after he’d opened The Red Hotel, I started having these nightmares about him.’

‘OK . . .’

T-Yon said, ‘They’re really embarrassing, but they’re horrible, too. And they’re always the same, night after night. I haven’t told anybody about them, not even Billy. But I’ve been beginning to think that if they don’t stop soon, I should maybe go talk to my doctor.’

‘Instead, you’ve decided to come to me,’ said Sissy. ‘So let’s see if I can help you.’

T-Yon paused again, but then she took a deep breath and said, ‘I’m lying in bed in this hotel room. For some reason I know that it’s The Red Hotel, but it’s not like The Red Hotel the way it is now. I mean, Everett and his partner have remodeled it completely, so that it’s all red-velvet drapes and gilt-framed mirrors. You know, like old-style Baton Rouge. But in my nightmare the room is all brown and green, with a nineteen sixties TV and a nineteen sixties telephone with a dial on it. And it smells, too. I’ve never been able to smell anything in a dream before, but this hotel room has a very strong smell like lavender furniture wax and bug spray. I can still smell it even after I’ve woken up.’

Sissy raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s highly unusual. Most of us can hear things in dreams, you know – like people talking, or singing, or the ocean crashing on the shore. And most of us can feel things, too. But to smell your dream, that’s very rare, although my late husband once woke me up in the middle of the night because he swore that he could smell smoke, when there was no smoke. But anyhow, carry on. What happens in this nightmare?’

T-Yon said, ‘I’m lying on the bed, like I said, and the thing is that I’m not wearing anything at all except for a black garter belt and black nylon stockings. I’ve never worn a garter belt and stockings in my life, ever, which makes this so weird. The door opens and my brother Everett walks in. He’s wearing a Mardi Gras mask – dead white, with very black slanty eyes – but I know at once that it’s him. He’s not wearing anything, either, except for long black socks, and I’ve never known him to wear long black socks – like, never, ever.’

‘OK,’ said Sissy. Outside, it had suddenly stopped raining, and the room gradually began to fill with light.

‘Everett doesn’t hesitate. He comes across to the bed and he climbs on top of me. I know what he’s going to do but I don’t try to stop him. In fact I feel like I want him – not because I love him but because I feel that he’s going to make it worth my while. It’s like I’m a prostitute, rather than his sister. It’s really hard to explain. He starts to have sex with me and even though he’s my older brother I don’t resist him at all. On the other hand I’m not too enthusiastic either. I just lie there and watch TV and let him do it.’

‘What’s on the TV?’ asked Sissy. ‘Is it any program you recognize?’

‘Is that important?’

‘I don’t know. It could be.’

‘It’s in black and white . . . something like The Lucy Show. The TV is slowed right down, so I can’t hear what anybody’s saying. All I can hear is Everett panting underneath that mask.’

‘I hope you don’t mind me asking you this, but don’t you feel even the least bit turned on?’

Sissy could tell that T-Yon was taken aback by her directness, but before she consulted the DeVane cards it was important for her to know as much as possible about T-Yon’s nightmare – what she could hear, what she could see, and how she was feeling. Sometimes the smallest detail could unlock the whole secret of a frightening dream. A face glimpsed high up at an attic window. A tatty old crow, perched on a distant gatepost. A small child sitting by the roadside, sobbing his heart out.

‘Turned on?’ said T-Yon. She thought about it, and then she added, ‘No, I guess I’m not – not really. I can feel him making love to me, physically. I can feel him inside me, but it’s not really exciting.’

‘Does it go on for long, this love-making?’

‘Some nights it seems to go on for hours. Other nights it’s over in just a few seconds. But it always ends the same. Everett makes love to me faster and faster and then he suddenly stops, and bunches up, and lets out this terrible aaahhhhhhhh! At the same time I have this sliding feeling in my stomach.’

T-Yon ran her fingertip down in a vertical line from her breastbone to her waist. ‘It’s the most horrible sensation you can imagine. It’s like somebody’s cutting me open with a really sharp scalpel – right through my skin and my muscles and all the layers of fat and everything.’

She stopped for a moment, and took two or three steadying breaths. Then she said, ‘Everett, he’s making this kind of a whimpering noise. You know – like a puppy when somebody’s run it over. It’s muffled, because he still hasn’t taken off his mask. I’m too shocked to make any sound at all. I lift my head and look down at my stomach and it’s gaping wide open. Everett’s still on top of me, and his stomach is gaping open too.’

‘My God,’ said Sissy. She was really craving for a cigarette now, and she wished Billy would hurry back from the store. On the other hand, she was anxious to hear the rest of T-Yon’s nightmare before he returned. She didn’t want T-Yon to hold anything back, which she might very well do if Billy were here. Hearing that his new girlfriend was having nightmares about sex with her own brother wouldn’t be the greatest aphrodisiac of all time.

‘I look down. I’ve seen it night after night and it’s always the same, but it still gives me the fremeers, every time, without fail. All of our intestines are tangled up together, Everett’s and mine, so that I can’t tell where his begin and mine end. They’re like spaghetti, and they’re so twisted and knotted that I know that we could never untangle ourselves. The only way to separate us would be for somebody to cut us apart, slice right through our intestines, and I know that would kill us.’

‘Does anybody try?’

‘No, that’s pretty much the end of the nightmare. I hear a clock striking and that’s when I always wake up. Well – almost.’

‘Almost?’

‘Yes . . . before I do, I see the door open. Only three or four inches, but enough to see that there’s a boy standing outside – a boy with red curly hair and a very white face.’

‘Does he say anything, this red-haired boy? Does he move? Does he come into the room?’

T-Yon shook her head. ‘He doesn’t speak and he doesn’t move at all.’

‘Do you recognize him from anywhere?’

‘No. He just stands there staring at us, me and Everett, lying on the bed with our intestines all mixed up together. I can’t be sure, but sometimes I think he’s smiling at us. He really frightens me. My grandma would have called him a possedé, that’s Cajun for a really bad child. Like, you know, possessed.’

‘But then you wake up?’

‘Yes,’ said T-Yon. ‘Always shaking and sweating and always feeling so nauseous. I mean I actually feel as if my insides have been dragged right out of me and all jumbled up and then crammed right back inside of me, for real. It’s like I’ve been quickly sewn back up again only a second before I open my eyes.’

‘Well,’ said Sissy. ‘That’s one hell of a nightmare.’

T-Yon sat right on the edge of the couch with an imploring look in her eyes, her hands clasped tightly together, as if her nightmares were a sin and she was praying for Sissy to absolve her. Sissy took another two or three thoughtful sips of wine before she said anything. She needed time to think what these nightmares could possibly mean, because they were crowded with so many signs and innuendoes.

Sissy had learned from years of fortune-telling that recurring nightmares were almost always a warning, but in T-Yon’s case it was difficult to say exactly what she was being warned about. Her waking relationship with her brother Everett was obviously healthy and non-sexual, and yet her nightmare about him was grossly incestuous. It not only suggested a carnal relationship, but something much more – a visceral entanglement. Their destinies were so closely twisted together that they were like conjoined twins, who shared even their intestines.

Yet there were so many more questions to be answered. Why was she wearing stockings and a garter belt, which she never wore in real life? Why was Everett wearing a Mardi Gras mask? What was the significance of the black-and-white comedy on TV, if any? Why did T-Yon feel that having sex with Everett would be ‘worth her while’, and what exactly did that mean? Who was the red-haired possedé, peering in through the door?

Sissy was still trying to answer all of these questions when they heard Billy honking his horn outside, immediately followed by Mr Boots barking.

‘Listen,’ she asked T-Yon, ‘do you have time to stay for the rest of the afternoon? You can even stay the night if you don’t want to drive back to Hyde Park today. Sherlock Holmes used to talk about a “three-pipe problem” which would take him at least the length of time to smoke three pipes to sort out. I think this nightmare of yours might be a three-reading problem.’

‘But what’s your first impression about it?’ asked T-Yon. ‘Do you think I need to be seriously worried about it, or do you think I’m just being dumb and letting my imagination run away with me? Maybe if I change my diet? Or give up drinking – not that I drink a whole lot? Or stop stressing out so much?’

Sissy shrugged one shoulder and tried to give her a reassuring smile. ‘Maybe, yes, sure, it could be something like that. It could be that you’re allergic to some food additive, or that you’re pushing yourself too hard at college. But let me read your cards for you, T-Yon. Then we’ll soon see what we’re up against.’

T-Yon said, ‘Thanks, Ms Sawyer. I so much appreciate it.’ She glanced toward the kitchen to make sure that Billy wasn’t listening, and then she added, almost mouthing it, ‘I can’t tell you how desperate I’ve been.’

‘Call me Sissy, for God’s sake,’ Sissy told her.

T-Yon stood up and went through to the kitchen to help Billy with the groceries. Sissy stayed where she was, with a furrow in her forehead. She didn’t like the sound of this nightmare at all – especially not the way in which it kept repeating itself, night after night. That didn’t sound like a food-allergy nightmare or a nightmare related to worry or overwork. Sissy’s years of experience with the DeVane cards had given her a psychic sensitivity which very few other fortune-tellers could match, and T-Yon’s nightmare had made her feel deeply uneasy.

It reminded her of one particular DeVane card, La Cuisine De Nuit, the Night Kitchen, which was a card that cautioned against futile self-sacrifice. She very much hoped that this card wouldn’t turn up when she read T-Yon’s future.

One other disturbing detail was the clock that T-Yon could hear striking. That meant that whatever catastrophe these nightmares foretold, it was imminent. It was going to arrive in days, rather than weeks.


Mother and Son

Before she started her first reading, Sissy took Billy and T-Yon out on to the verandah so that she could smoke a cigarette and drink another glass of wine. She filled a yellow ceramic bowl with her home-made Parmesan cheese straws, sprinkled with sesame seeds, and brought out a jug of celery sticks, too, which they could dip in her extra-hot home-made salsa.

Billy popped open a can of Schlitz and sat with his feet up on the railing. ‘So did T-Yon tell you all about her nightmares?’

‘She did, yes,’ Sissy nodded. The sky had cleared now, and the sun was shining, so that everything sparkled. Mr Boots was lying at her feet, panting.

‘She won’t tell me about them,’ said Billy. ‘If I’ve asked her once I’ve asked her a million times, but she flat out refuses.’

‘That’s because you would take them all the wrong way,’ said T-Yon.

‘How do you know I would, unless you tell me?’

‘Because I just do.’

‘I think you misunderestimate me, as George W. Bush used to say.’

‘No, I don’t. It’s just that I know how touchy you can be. Look at that time Daniel was showing me how to make that Béarnaise sauce. You totally lost it.’

‘He didn’t need to cup his hand around your boob. There’s nothing about that in the recipe for Béarnaise sauce.’

‘He didn’t cup his hand around my boob. He was showing me how to stir, that’s all.’

‘Oh, that’s what you call it. It sure looked like he was pretty stirred, I can tell you.’

‘You see? That’s exactly why I wouldn’t tell you about my nightmares.’

When Sissy had crushed out a second cigarette, she said to T-Yon, ‘Come on, sweetheart. Come back inside and I’ll give you a reading.’

‘Can I sit in?’ asked Billy.

‘No, you can’t, Billy-bob. Not this time, anyhow. You can peel some potatoes for me. I think I’ll make us one of my potato and mushroom bakes for supper.’

‘Slave-driver.’

Sissy and T-Yon went back into the living room. T-Yon sat down on the couch and said, ‘I don’t know why I’m feeling so nervous.’

‘Relax,’ Sissy told her. ‘The more you open your mind, the clearer your reading will be. The DeVane cards pick up on your thoughts and your emotions, and they tell you in pictures what your thoughts and emotions mean, and where your life will be taking you next. But it makes it harder for them to give you a full and accurate prediction if you deliberately hide anything that you’re embarrassed about, or ashamed of. So – please. Do try to let yourself go. I’m not going to judge you. The cards are not going to judge you. We’re just going to show you what your future has in store for you, that’s all.’

She picked up the deck and sorted through them until she found a card called La Sorcière Blanche. She passed it across to T-Yon and said, ‘This is your Predictor card. In other words, this is the card that represents you. Lay it down on the coffee table and place the palm of your hand on top of it.’

T-Yon held the card up and frowned at it. ‘This is me?’

‘The White Witch,’ Sissy translated for her. ‘I could have chosen the Pastry Maker for you, or the Cook, but I think this suits you better.’

The card showed a disturbingly beautiful young woman standing in a cave, stirring a three-legged witch’s cauldron with a long-handled ladle. She was wearing a tall, white conical hat with her blonde hair braided on either side of her head into two buns, like Princess Leia; but apart from that she was naked. In place of pubic hair, however, she had a purple flowering hydrangea.

Peeping out of the broth that was bubbling in the cauldron were several grotesque fish, and a spiny lobster; and also a very tiny girl, or maybe she was only a doll.

The expression on the White Witch’s face was riveting, as if she were daring whoever looked at this card to turn away.

Behind her, clearly visible through the mouth of the cave, three poles were standing in a sloping field, arranged like the crosses on Calvary. On one of them was impaled the severed head of a donkey. On the other two, the severed heads of a reindeer, complete with antlers, and a Chinese-looking woman.

Beyond the field rose dark pine forests, and distant mountains. High up in the sky, among thundery clouds, a kite was flying with its tail on fire.

‘This is seriously weird,’ said T-Yon. ‘What about these heads, stuck on these sticks? What do they mean? And what about this tiny little girl, inside of this cooking pot?’

‘It depends what the other cards come up with,’ Sissy told her. ‘Everything that you can see on this card has a meaning, but the meaning always varies from one person to the next. That burning kite could mean that you’re prepared to take risks to be a high-flyer in your catering career. But it could also mean that your time is running out – that the kite itself is going to start burning soon, and drop to the ground. It’s like that little girl. She may be a doll but she may be a real child. We’ll have to see.’

She shuffled the remainder of the cards and then she laid them out like a Cross of Lorraine, almost the same as most fortune-tellers would lay them out for a Tarot reading. Then she arranged three more cards above them, face down, in a fan pattern.

T-Yon placed her Predictor card on the coffee table and pressed the flat of her hand on top of it.

‘OK,’ said Sissy. ‘Now I want you to ask the cards a question. Don’t tell me what it is. Think hard about it, and they’ll answer it for you.’

T-Yon closed her eyes and frowned in concentration. Then she opened them again and said, ‘Right. I’ve done it. I’ve asked them.’

‘You’re ready for this?’ Sissy asked her.

T-Yon nodded. ‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’

Sissy turned over the first card. It was called La Châtelaine, and it showed a cross-section of a four-story town-house, like a dolls’ house with the front open. In each of its nine rooms stood a thin, narrow-shouldered woman in a pale gray gown – the same woman in every room, unless she was nontuplets. Her black hair was pinned up tight, and her face was pinched, as if in disapproval. She wore a white floor-length apron over her gown, and around her waist hung a chain with nine keys dangling from it.

‘The Mistress of the House,’ said Sissy.

T-Yon peered at the card with a frown. ‘She doesn’t look too happy, does she?’

‘I’m not surprised. Take a closer look at each of those rooms.’

In the living room, a man was sitting cross-legged in a high-backed armchair, holding up a newspaper. He had a high wing collar, but no head. In the parlor next door, a maid in a mob cap was kneeling in front of the fire, prodding it with a poker. The scene looked normal enough at first glance, until T-Yon saw that a young woman’s head was hanging upside down out of the chimney, her hair in flames and her face blackened with soot.

The scene in the kitchen was even more disturbing. A bald, stocky cook in a bloodstained apron was chopping up meat with a cleaver. On the chopping block in front of him was a grisly mixture of rabbits’ heads and pigs’ trotters, as well as human hands and knee joints.

Behind him, a red-haired kitchen maid was setting out a row of pies to cool on the window sill. Out of the crusts of each of the pies, human fingers were protruding. A fat man with a walrus moustache was standing right outside the window, holding up a pocket watch.

In every room, something gruesome and strange was happening. Even the portraits that hung on either side of the staircase depicted people with empty eye sockets, or people with their backs turned, or people whose faces were distorted in expressions of alarm.

In the smaller bedrooms, three of the beds looked at first as if they were covered with coarsely woven gray blankets, but then T-Yon saw that they were actually swarming with heaps of gray rats. On one bed, from underneath a tangle of rodents, a woman’s hand was dangling down; and on another bed, a child’s bare foot was protruding, but these were the only visible signs of what the rats were feasting on.

To begin with, T-Yon could see nothing horrific in the master bedroom, until she noticed the congealing blood that was sliding out from underneath the wardrobe doors, and the bloody red handprint on the white chamber-pot below the bed.

‘This is just horrible,’ she said, handing the card back to Sissy. ‘Like, what does it all mean? How can this have anything to do with me and my nightmares?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ Sissy admitted. ‘But La Châtelaine is the very first card and this means that it’s an indicator of everything that’s going to happen to you next in your life.’

‘I’m going to see people having their heads cut off, and being stuffed up chimneys, and eaten by rats?’

‘No, no. The card isn’t telling you that. But it is saying that your nightmares have their origins in a house someplace, a house in which some very upsetting things happened, and where things like that are very likely to happen again. Not necessarily people getting chopped to pieces and baked into pies – but things which led to people being seriously hurt, either physically or psychologically.’

‘You’re making me feel frightened now.’

Sissy gave her a serious, sympathetic look. ‘I’m sorry, T-Yon. That’s the last thing I want to do. But I’ve never once known the DeVane cards to be wrong. Not substantially, anyhow.’

‘But this woman, this chatelaine?’ T-Yon persisted. ‘I’ve never known anybody who looks like that. Well – maybe my old math teacher, Miss Berthelot, just a little. Is she a real person, or what?’

‘Yes,’ said Sissy, ‘I’m pretty certain that she is. Or was. Let me put it this way: she’s more than just a sign, or a metaphor. Now, you see this fat fellow with the big moustache standing outside the kitchen window – he’s a metaphor. I’d say that he’s what amounted to an officer of the law in the year seventeen something or other, and as soon as those pies have cooled off, he’s going to be opening them up to see what’s inside them, and if he finds fingers and ears, he’s going to be making an arrest on a charge of cannibalism.’

‘You can tell all that, just from this one card?’

Sissy smiled. ‘I did tell you, T-Yon. I have the facility. To me, these cards are like a picture book; or maybe a three-D movie. I pick them up and they come alive, and I can understand almost at once what they’re showing me.’

‘So what are they showing you about this chatelaine?’

‘To be honest with you, it’s not entirely clear, not yet. We’ll have to look at some more cards. But I do think that she’s the instigator of all of this. I don’t fully understand how or why, not yet, but, in some way, this woman is the root cause of your nightmares.’

‘Is she good or is she evil? I mean – do you think she’s giving me a warning about something, or is she trying to scare me?’

‘Again, T-Yon, I’m not entirely sure. She doesn’t look particularly shocked by what she’s found in each of these rooms, does she? This guy with no head reading the newspaper and all of these chopped-up people in the kitchen. I get the feeling that it’s the mess that’s upsetting her the most. All of this blood, and all of these arms and legs, and all of these rats doing their droppings. Look at her. She’s not flinging up her arms in horror, is she? She’s not screaming. She’s just standing there, looking distinctly pissed.’

T-Yon looked at the chatelaine more closely. ‘You’re right. She does look angry, doesn’t she? I don’t think I like her at all.’

Sissy said, ‘Anyhow – let’s see if the next card can throw some more light on the subject, shall we?’

‘OK. But let’s hope it’s not quite so horrible as this one.’

Sissy turned the second card over. It carried the picture of a boy, maybe eight or nine years old, wearing a floppy brown leather hat that covered the back of his neck, like the hats once worn by colliers or icemen. His shoulders were narrow and his face was pinched, like that of the chatelaine. Apart from his floppy hat, he was wearing a baggy brown jerkin and knee britches. His boots had no laces in them and looked very shabby and run down.

He was standing in a grassy field, under a sky filled with billowing white clouds. Behind him, six or seven naked young women were dancing in a line. They were all wearing immense hats piled up with apples and pomegranates and game birds and feathers, and one of them even had a large fish coiled around the brim.

In one hand the boy was holding up a lantern with a dazzling white light inside it, even though it was daytime; and in the other hand, a long metal spike with a T-shaped handle. The caption said La Piqûre de Guêpe.

‘The Wasp Sting,’ said T-Yon. ‘This card is really so strange.’

‘Stranger than you think,’ Sissy told her. She pointed to the ground around the boy’s feet and said, ‘Look at the grass. Stare at it, until your eyes go slightly out of focus.’

It appeared at first as if the wind had randomly ruffled the grass into swirls and waves, but as she continued to stare at it, T-Yon could gradually see patterns forming, and these patterns weren’t random at all, but human faces, with hollow eyes and noses and wide-open mouths. Human faces, scores of them, formed out of nothing more than windswept grass.

What was more, they were all individual faces, all different. Some of them were obviously men but many more were women. All they had in common was that they were screaming, as if they knew that they were trapped in this field forever and could never escape.


Red Stain

Everett was winding up his conversation with the mayor’s office when his deputy manager, Luther Broody, rapped at his open office door and mouthed the single word, ‘Problem.’

Everett said, ‘That’s fine, sir. That’s terrific. So long as his honor can be here by three. Thank you. Thank you again. Yes. Thank you. Goodbye.’

He tossed his phone on to the heaps of correspondence on his desk, tilted his chair back and looked up at Luther with a self-satisfied beam. ‘That’s it, L.B. Everything’s sorted. The mayor has agreed to cut the ribbon and make a short speech and even better than that he’s going to bring his daughter, Lolana, along, too. If the reigning Miss Teen Baton Rouge doesn’t pull in the media, I don’t know what the hell will.’

‘We have ourselves a problem,’ Luther repeated. Luther was a bulky African-American with a glossy bald dome like a mahogany newel post and bulging wide-apart eyes and a look about him that always led people to ask if he was Samuel L. Jackson’s younger brother. They never said ‘Samuel L. Jackson’s younger but enormously fatter brother’ but Luther could tell what they were thinking by the way they looked at his belly overhanging his belt. Luther had never been able to say no to a king shrimp po’boy.

‘OK,’ said Everett. ‘What’s gone wrong now? You sorted out that elevator problem with Kone’s, didn’t you?’

‘We have a stain on one of the bedside rugs in Suite Seven-Oh-Three.’

Everett blinked at him. ‘A stain? What kind of a stain? Can’t Clarice deal with it? For Christ’s sake, just change the rug. Don’t tell me we don’t have any spare rugs.’

‘I think you should come take a look at it first.’

‘L.B., I’m up to my neck at the moment. I have a meeting in about five minutes with Paul Artigo for which I’m already going to be late and then I have a lunch date with Theresa Overby and after that I have a conference call booked with the bank.’

‘It looks like blood.’

‘It’s blood? How much blood?’

‘A whole lot of blood. At least half a body full, I’d say.’

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘I wish I was, Mr Everett, sir. But I think we may have to consider calling the poh-lice.’

Everett stood up. ‘OK, let’s check it out. Shit, this is all I need.’

He drew back the sliding window that connected his office with his personal assistant next door and said, ‘Bella, I’ll be back in five. Can you tell Raymonde that the mayor is coming for definite? And can you ask Olivia what’s happening with those revised media releases? She promised me she’d have them all done by this morning.’

Bella was a handsome fifty-year-old woman with her hair fixed in a gray French pleat and a sharp line in pale gray suits. ‘Yes, sir, boss,’ she replied, without looking up. Everett knew that she would do it. She was the most efficient PA he had ever employed. She would even remind him when it was the doorman’s daughter’s birthday.

Everett lifted his cream linen coat from the back of his chair and shrugged it on. He straightened his bright red necktie in the mirror beside the door, and then followed Luther out of his office and across the hotel lobby.

Several guests were gathered around the fountain in the center of the lobby, talking and laughing. Although the hotel would not be officially opening until Friday afternoon, its refurbishment was ninety-nine percent complete and Everett had been taking reservations for more than a month. All that needed finishing off now was the decorative tiling in the sauna and the planting of camellias on the roof garden.

‘Who found it, the rug?’ asked Everett. ‘It wasn’t a guest, was it?’

Luther shook his head. ‘Housekeeper, making the room ready for this evening. The guests are coming in from Cincinnati and they don’t touch down at BTR until eight oh five, so they won’t be checking in before nine at the earliest.’

‘That’s one mercy. We do have an alternative suite free, in case?’

‘Seven-Oh-Nine. It’s not up to the same specification, of course, but if we have to alter their booking, I guess we could offer it to them gratis.’

Everett looked at him sharply, so he added, ‘Or, you know, at a ten percent discount.’ Another sharp look. ‘Or maybe five.’

The elevator arrived with a soft chiming sound and they stepped aside to let out a party of six or seven elderly men wearing Kiwanis baseball caps. Everett nodded and smiled to them and said, ‘Have a great day, gentlemen. Good to have you stay with us.’

‘Fine hotel!’ said one of them. ‘Can’t believe how great you’ve fixed it up! I stayed here once in nineteen seventy-nine and it was the pits, I can tell you! You could hardly get near the bar for all the women of easy virtue.’

‘I’m sorry to tell you that the women of easy virtue have all moved on,’ Everett told him.

‘Damn shame!’ piped up another Kiwanis. ‘I didn’t bring my wife with me on this trip! Don’t know any good phone numbers, do you?’

‘Sure,’ said one of his companions. ‘Southside Gardens Retirement Community. Plenty of women there, Martin – and all of them a darn sight sprightlier than you!’ and they all wheezed with laughter.

Everett and Luther went up in the elevator to the seventh floor. In the three mirrored walls, where they could see six more Everetts and six more Luthers, Everett thought how tired he looked, or maybe it was just the lighting. He was tall and rangy, with dirty-blond hair that stuck up straight no matter how much he tried to wax it down, and he had the same pronounced cheekbones as his sister, as well as the same green eyes, although his chin was squarer, like his father’s. His girlfriend, Zelda, always complained that he looked as if he worried too much and didn’t eat enough, and she was right: he did, and he didn’t.

When they reached the seventh floor they turned left and walked along the corridor to the very end. The corridor was quietly carpeted in crimson, and there were gilded antique-style lamps all the way along it. Their interior designer had been given the brief of ‘plush Southern boudoir.’ Everett and his partner, Stanley Tierney, had wanted their guests to feel as if they were back in the nineteenth-century Baton Rouge of paddle-wheel casinos, piano bars, and saloons like the Rainbow House, with its wines, liquors and ‘segars’.

Clarice Johnson, the head housekeeper, was waiting for them outside the open door to Suite 703, along with one of her maids. Clarice was a small, round African-American woman with a huge pompadour fastened at the back with a bright red bow, but although she was small she was tireless and dynamic, and had a relentless eye for detail. If a toilet roll hadn’t been folded into a point and fastened with a Red Hotel sticker, the offending maid would be made to feel that she was the laziest, most shiftless girl that Clarice had ever had the misfortune to employ, and that she had let down not only herself, but her family, and The Red Hotel, and the entire Louisiana hospitality industry.

‘Hi, Clarice,’ said Everett. ‘And this is . . .?’

‘Ella-mae,’ said Clarice. ‘She started working here only two days ago.’

Ella-mae was hugging her shoulders with her thin black elbows sticking out, and her eyes were darting from side to side as if she were looking for a way to escape. Everett said, ‘Hey, Ella-mae. There’s nothing for you to fret about. Just tell me what happened.’

‘Go on, Ella-mae,’ Clarice encouraged her.

‘Just as soon as I goes into the bedroom I sees it right there,’ said Ella-mae, in a high, unhappy whine.

‘You mean the rug beside the bed?’

‘That’s right. It’s supposed to be white but it ain’t white it’s all this blood color. I don’t know how it could have gotten that way so I goes up close and I kneels down and I touches it with my finger. And it’s wet, and on my glove it’s all red like it really is blood. I runs right out of the room and I calls for Ms Johnson.’

‘Thanks, Ella-mae,’ said Everett. ‘You did just the right thing. You can go now, but please don’t leave the hotel yet, OK? I may need to talk to you some more.’

And the cops may want to question you, too, he thought, but he didn’t tell her that.

He turned to Luther and said, ‘Come on, L.B. Let me check this rug out for myself.’

Clarice ushered Ella-mae away to the service elevator, her arm around her shoulders. Everett pushed open the door to Suite 703 a little wider, using his elbow, in case there were fingerprints on it.

Inside, the suite was furnished in grandiose nineteenth-century style, with buttoned armchairs and a red-velvet couch that was heaped with cushions. The drapes were red velvet, too, and drawn back from the windows with gold silk cords. In spite of the period effect, the room smelled very new. New plaster, new floor-sealant, new paint. A gilt-framed antique mirror hung above a mock marble fireplace, but on the facing wall there was a fifty-inch plasma TV screen.

Off to the right, the door to the bedroom was wide open. Everett could see the end of the bed with its red-satin bedspread and the overhead chandelier shining. He crossed the living room slowly, checking the polished wood floor for footprints or any other marks, but all he found was a yellow duster that Ella-mae must have dropped as she came running out of the bedroom in a panic. He left it where it was.

The bedroom was decorated in the same rococo style as the living room. It was dominated by a king-size tester bed with heavy, red brocade curtains, another red-velvet couch, and a gilded dressing table that could almost have doubled as an altar.

The stained rug was lying on the floor right in front of him, slightly askew and rumpled up in the middle. It was a large rug, at least seven feet long and four feet wide. As Ella-mae had said, it was supposed to be white, but, except for one small triangular corner and half of one edge, it was soaked through with glistening crimson.

‘You see?’ said Luther. ‘Sure looks like blood, don’t it, even if it ain’t?’

Everett got down on the floor on his hands and knees next to the rug and leaned right over it. He sniffed, but it didn’t smell of anything distinctive, like paint. If this really was blood, it was fresh, and hadn’t yet acquired that rusty tang that blood did when it dried.

He knelt up straight and looked around the bedroom with a frown. ‘I don’t get this. I mean, I really don’t get this at all. Where the hell did this come from? And who the hell would have wanted to put it here? And why?’

‘You can search me,’ said Luther. ‘Even if it is blood, maybe it ain’t human blood. Maybe somebody killed some animal on this rug. Some goat maybe. You know like those Muslims do, when they cut their throats and hang them up to bleed to death. What do they call it? Halal. Or maybe some voodoo priestess sacrificed two or three chickens.’

Everett stood up and brushed the knees of his pants. ‘Get a grip, L.B. This suite hasn’t been occupied yet, has it? Not by anyone?’

‘No, sir, it hasn’t. Tonight’s guests are going to be the very first.’

‘Nobody has stayed here and even if somebody did manage to get in, how did they smuggle in a human sacrifice, or a live goat, or enough chickens to produce this much blood? And how did they do it without making any noise? And why is the blood only on the rug, and not splattered all over the floor and up the walls?’

Luther looked thoughtful. He sniffed, and then he said, ‘Supposing that it is blood, and it comes from some person, or some animal, or however many chickens, then they was killed on it someplace else, and the rug was brung in here afterward.’

Everett nodded. ‘Exactly. That’s the only explanation, isn’t it?’

‘Sure. But it still don’t tell us who done it, or why they done it.’

‘There’s something else it doesn’t tell us, and that is what we’re going to do about it. We could throw the rug into the incinerator, and not say anything more about it. That’s the simplest solution.’

‘Well, sure it is,’ said Luther. ‘But what if the person who done this comes back when we have guests staying here? Whoever it is, he or she has acquired themselves a key card to let themselves in. Maybe even a master key. What if they come back and do harm to one of our guests?’

‘You can change all the security codes, can’t you?’

‘Of course I can, for sure. But that still ain’t no guarantee, is it? If any of our guests got themselves killed or injured and the police found out that we incinerated this rug then we would both be in serious doo-doo, wouldn’t we, on account of destroying material evidence?’

‘How are they going to find that out? You and me, L.B., we’re the only people who know about it.’

‘You and me and Clarice and Ella-mae and anybody else that Ella-mae has told already. Apart from that, we both have a conscience, don’t we?’

‘OK. You win.’ Everett had forgotten that Luther used to be a sergeant in the Baton Rouge PD, apart from being a lay preacher at his local Baptist church. He knew that Luther was right, and that they should really call the police, but – Jesus – he had so many other problems to deal with, like a critical shortage of kitchen staff and a series of inexplicable glitches in the hotel’s computer system. This mysterious blood-soaked rug was just about the last thing he needed.

He took his cellphone and flipped it open. ‘This is going to give us some grade-A publicity for our grand opening ceremony, wouldn’t you say? “Cops probe inexplicable bloodstain at Red Hotel.” Folks are going to start asking if it’s safe for them to stay here even before we’re officially open for business.’

Luther said, ‘Wait up, Mr Everett. We don’t have to rush into nothing. First off, before we do anything at all, I’ll have the security team search the whole building, top to bottom. Maybe that will give us a clue as to who brung this rug in here. If there’s anybody staying here who didn’t ought to be, we should find them for sure.’

‘And if we don’t? Then what?’

‘I can’t say for certain. Let’s don’t cross that bridge before we reaches it.’

Everett checked the time on his cellphone. He was ten minutes late for his meeting with Paul Artigo, the president and CEO of the Baton Rouge Convention and Visitors Bureau, a man he was anxious to schmooze, not antagonize.

‘OK,’ he said, ‘why don’t you instigate a search and get back to me later? I really have to go.’

He turned to leave the bedroom. Just as he did so, however, the front door of Suite 703 slammed shut, as if somebody had banged it in a temper.

‘What the hell was that?’ he said. He hurried to the front door, opened it, and stepped outside into the hallway. He looked to the right, toward the elevators. There was nobody in sight, which there should have been, even if the door-slammer had immediately run away.

He looked to the left, and as he did so, he saw the briefest flicker of a shadow at the very end of the hallway, next to the window. It was a tall, attenuated shadow which reached almost to the ceiling – not quite the shadow of a man but nothing like the shadow of one of the curtains. It vanished almost at once, but, as it did so, Everett had the strangest sensation of compression, like the window of an automobile being closed at speed. A moment of temporary deafness.

Luther came up behind him.

‘What’s up, Mr Everett?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know. I’d better get going.’

‘Don’t you start worrying yourself about this rug, Mr Everett. No matter what happens, no matter how weird it seems to be, there’s always an explanation for everything. My Aunt Epiphany told me that, and she’s a real genuine authentic voodoo queen.’

Everett continued to stare at the wall by the window where the shadow had been dancing. ‘OK . . .’ he said, slowly, although he couldn’t understand why his skin felt so prickly, as if he had brushed up against poison ivy.
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