
Chapter 1 

Saturday, October 4, 10:00 am, Queens, New York 

The course of history took a detour today. Not that anyone realized at the time. 

Scotty was in bed when it began, deep in a dream smiting evil after a late night of online 

videogaming. Until his mind cleared, and he realized the wail he heard wasn’t in his head, but Homer 

yowling in the front room. Homer wasn’t neutered, Scotty couldn’t afford to have it done, and 

thinking some alley cat must be in heat somewhere, he tried to block the noise with a pillow. 

But the wails continued. He’d never heard Homer so upset. Sliding from bed in his boxers, he 

raked his dark hair from his eyes and stumbled out of the bedroom to see his big orange tabby facing 

the shadows of the living room, hackles up. 

“What is it, boy?” 

The cat growled low, riveted. 

Scotty stole toward him past a small closet, bath, and kitchenette on the right. The living room 

was spacious, especially for a second-floor walkup in this old part of Queens. Hazy shafts of light 

filtered through the blinds of a large window in front—only window in the apartment. In the left 

corner stood Pop’s old tube TV and VHS player. In the right, Mom’s big umbrella plant. In between, 

set back from the window and facing it, the couch Scotty had bought on craigslist. And abutting the 

couch from behind, one end of a long table he’d salvaged from the streets for a computer desk. 

He went to the door and switched on the overhead. All looked just as he’d left it last night. 

But Homer insisted otherwise. 

A rat? Scotty scratched his scraggy beard. A damn big one to frighten a tomcat. No point calling 

Samood, his worthless super never picked up and took days to respond. If Scotty hoped to sleep 

tonight, he’d have to deal with this himself. He turned to the coat rack and grabbed the umbrella with 

the pointy tip, only to be frozen by a sound unlike any he’d ever heard. Loud, deep-pitched, ominous. 

He saw no apparent source, as if the air itself bellowed. He staggered backward, and the noise ceased. 

Inched forward, it returned. Like throwing a switch. 



“Jesus.” No rat, more a monster growl from some horror flick. He felt the hairs on his neck prickle. 

Again he advanced, again the same. Damnedest thing he’d ever seen. Except, he couldn’t see it. An 

invisible boundary of some kind. 

He raised the umbrella and made for the front of the room, when suddenly the growl warbled 

into screech. He froze again, and Homer tore for the bedroom, claws raking hardwood. Still, nothing 

looked out of order. Radiator, smoke alarm, TV, computer. Scotty snatched his phone from the desk 

to call 9-1-1, but had no bars. 

Finally, the shriek dropped to rumble, the rumble faded, and his phone was working again. 

He edged to the window and parted the blinds, peering down on a street pot-holed and strewn 

with litter. Quiet. He went to his door and squinted out the peephole at the hall. Also quiet. He turned 

the knob and stuck his head out, met by a musty, cold draft. The halls here were unheated, lit by 

sallow milk-glass globes layered with bug carcasses, walls sloughing pea-green paint, linoleum floors 

worn through in high-traffic areas. And no clue to the source of the noises. 

He returned to the bedroom, jumped into jeans and a T, and called to Homer under the bed, 

“Gonna check on the neighbors.” 

The cat peeped out. Hey, don’t leave me here alone. 

Scotty nodded, Homer jumped into his arms, and trading the umbrella for a leash at the coat rack, 

Scotty rushed downstairs to stop in front of the first door he came to. Apartment 1-B, Mrs. Steiner. 

Like a grandmother to him these past months. A note on her door read in tidy script: At the Center 

today. The neighborhood Family Services Center where she volunteered. Mrs. Steiner lived alone, 

and when out, left word so neighbors wouldn’t worry. 

Scotty was thankful she’d missed the disturbance. Not forgetting, she was allergic to cats. 

He crossed the hall and rapped on 1-A, Mr. Zola. No answer, but the man was near deaf. Detecting 

a rattle of dishes inside, Scotty moved on to the Valenzuela family, 1C. They had nothing unusual to 

report. Likewise, Mrs. Ngato, 1D. And lugging Homer back upstairs, Scotty was baffled to learn from 

the two families on his floor, they’d heard no strange noises, either. 2D was vacant. He slung the cat 

over a shoulder and climbed the ladder to the hatch, scoping the roof for anything out of the ordinary. 

Nada. 

Homer suggested, Maybe they’re doing road work outside. 

They headed downstairs again, pushing out the building’s front door, hinges screeching, down 

the steps to the sidewalk into a bright, crisp day. Scotty shielded his eyes to scout the area for 



construction. None to be seen in this woefully neglected neighborhood. To the left of his brownstone 

sat another just like it, empty and for sale as it had been since the economy tanked. One of a dozen 

such rundown rubberstamps lining the street. Scotty fastened the leash to Homer’s collar, set him on 

the sidewalk, and they struck off to check the rest of the block. 

As he passed people, Scotty asked if they’d heard anything unusual. Most ignored him, or simply 

squinted at Homer on the leash. Those who bothered to respond shook their heads. 

At the corner, Scotty came across a boarded-up storefront plastered with old flyers. One stood 

out fresh, and he slowed, smiling to recognize a black-and-white photo from the vintage film, 

Metropolis. The iconic face of the sexy female robot, encircled by an orange ring with a diagonal bar 

struck through it. Emblazoned beneath the ring in orange letters was the acronym, R.U.S.T. And 

under that, the phrase: Rescue Us from Science and Technology. 

Scotty lost his smile. The worse the economy, the more he saw of this. So many people were out 

of work and desperate, crushed by forces beyond their comprehension, seeking refuge in things 

irrational. He felt bad for them. And fortunate to have a job, lousy as it was. 

Snatching down the flyer, he tossed it in a trash can and pressed on. Around the corner were 

more abandoned stores, and he took a right into the alley, feeling Homer strain against the leash. 

You sure this is a good idea? 

Scotty had forgotten how desolate it was back here, the reason he seldom used his building’s rear 

entrance. He continued, and soon came across vagrants rooting in dumpsters. A man with tattered 

clothes shuffled into his path and extended a grimy palm creased like a road map. Scotty asked him, 

“Happen to hear any weird noises this morning?” 

The man shook his head, wiggling his fingers. Scotty could ill afford it, but fished out his wallet to 

give him a single. More hands materialized, Scotty’s wallet quickly emptied, and he backed away 

apologizing to those who went without, figuring he’d gotten off easy. 

The alley ended at a pawn shop, the last store still open on the block, and Scotty headed home 

none the wiser. No work crews, machinery, or anything else to account for the noises. 

Homer squinted up at him. So what the hell did we hear this morning? 

“Damned if I know. Maybe the sounds were all in my head. Like your voice.” 

The cat shrugged, and they returned to the apartment. 

Scotty fixed them breakfast and took his to the couch, determined to get his weekend back on 

track. He’d hardly settled in to watch reruns of Rick and Morty when he heard a new sound. Metal 



rolling on metal from the street below. He peeked through the blinds to see a moving truck double-

parked, tailgate up. Behind it stood a young woman in jeans and a ribbed pullover, hands on hips, 

hair short and flipped. Scotty’s age, about. A ballerina or model, judging by her figure. Though not 

established in her career, else she wouldn’t be locating here. A new tenant on his floor, he hoped. 

Sighing, he could feel her left-swipe him already. The only hits he ever got on his dating app were 

porn come-ons. 

Scotty detected the pungent scent of liver, and turned to see Homer puzzling up at him. 

What now? 

“An addition to the neighborhood, I think.” 

The cat vaulted onto the windowsill to nose aside the blinds. Hot damn, dude, a babe. Quick, go 

lend a hand. 

Scotty rolled his tongue along a cheek, and Homer snapped, Un-uh, no waffling, you made a deal. 

Remember what the guru says? 

Last summer, Scotty had signed up for an online course at selfhelpguru.com. 100 Steps to Success. 

He’d paid his fee and taken the pledge, and Homer wasn’t letting him out of it. 

Step #19: Extend yourself, and the unattainable shall come within reach. 

Before Scotty had a chance to extend himself, however, out the back of the truck leaped a tall, 

wide-shouldered guy. Métal Urbain T-shirt, jeans, man-bun. He gave the girl a squeeze with a 

tattooed arm, and they began moving things into the vacancy down the hall across from Scotty. Scotty 

toggled from window to peephole, noting only women’s clothing and paraphernalia. Through his 

door, he heard the girl call the guy “René.” Finally, they emptied the truck, Rene´ drove off, and the 

girl retired to her apartment. 

Scotty felt a paw tap his leg. Now’s your chance, get your ass over there. 

But the girl had to be exhausted, and faced a ton of stuff to sort out. Scotty went to his computer 

instead and opened his daily log, recording the events of the morning while still fresh in his head—as 

the guru also advised. 

Homer leaped into Scotty’s lap, read his entry, and cried, What? You’re passing off this morning 

as ‘one of those things?’ It sounded like the Second damned Coming to me! 

“Whatever it was,” Scotty said, “we’re none the worse for it. Come on, let’s play The Game.” 



The videogame he and Homer were playing last night. And almost every night. The Game was the 

only aspect of his life Scotty felt he had control over. 

Homer snorted, hopped down and trotted off, and Scotty’s stomach knotted. Cats possessed 

perceptions beyond those of humans. And never before had Homer turned down The Game. 



Chapter 2 

Monday, October 6, 6:37 am, Queens, NY 

Scotty threw on wrinkled khakis and a button-down shirt as Homer sat watching on the bed. 

So, the cat growled, you just gonna abandon me? 

“You know I can’t take off work,” Scotty said. Employed for less than six months, he’d yet to 

accrue any vacation or sick days, and couldn’t afford unpaid leave. “No worries, I got a plan.” 

Homer did not look assured. Yesterday, Sunday, at precisely 10:00 AM, the terrifying noises had 

returned. Scotty had awakened into a repeat of Saturday. Homer howling in the front room, Scotty 

entering to freakish thunder and whine, another frantic search, no apparent source, over in minutes. 

Exactly like before. 

What’s the plan? 

Scotty headed to the kitchen, stuck a donut in his mouth, and ferried cat food, water, and litter 

box into the bedroom. Closing Homer inside, he wedged a towel under the door (broken latch). If the 

noises came back, hopefully the cat would remain in the room, the disturbance out. 

But Homer wasn’t used to being confined. 

You can’t do this, dammit, he whined from behind the door, it’s against fire code! 

“What choice do I have?” Even if Pop weren’t pissed at him, the old man wouldn’t let Scotty’s 

sister, Ivy, keep a cat. To Pop, pets were parasites. Mrs. Steiner had allergies, and Scotty didn’t know 

his other neighbors well enough. He’d toyed with asking the new girl as an excuse to meet her, but 

didn’t want to start off by imposing. “Just chill, you sleep all day anyway. Tonight I’ll open that can of 

Fancy Feast I saved for you.” 

Telling himself all would be well, he slipped off to the bus stop. 

The subway was a quicker commute, but Scotty hated it. Like catacombs down there. Three 

transfers and fifty minutes later, he arrived at Webster and 180th in the Bronx Northside—removed 

enough from his old Bronx Southside neighborhood to avoid running into Pop. Midway up the block 

stood Schlompsky’s Grocery. Two stories of yellow brick and glass, store on the 1st floor, offices on 

the 2nd. Unchanged since Leonard Schlompsky Sr. built it in 1956. 



Scotty kept the books for the six-store chain. Assistant bookkeeper before his superior died of an 

embolism three months ago at the desk Scotty now occupied. The promotion came with no raise, and 

while Margo promised to hire help, so much for that. The job was high stress, low pay. Scotty had 

always dreamed of doing something creative with his life, but accounting was a practical profession 

and a lifesaver for a Bronx Business College dropout in a recession. 

He pushed past glass doors papered with the day’s specials, inhaling the scent of citrus, returning 

the “hellos” of the checkout ladies, trudging upstairs. 

The 2nd floor was an open mezzanine at the front of the building, packed with metal desks under 

fluorescent lights. It ran the width of the store and overhung the main floor to look down on registers 

and aisles through a glass divider. Against the divider in the far corner sat Leonard III’s office. His walls 

were also glass, but shuttered, blinds always drawn. Scotty had never seen inside the office, but heard 

it contained TV monitors connected to cameras throughout all the old coot’s stores. A command 

center from which he could surveil operations, addressing concerns by phone, or directly to a store 

over loudspeaker. Bent stick of a man, first to arrive, last to leave, often heard, seldom seen unless 

really pissed. 

Scotty answered to general manager, Margo Boggs. Plus-sized, mid-forties, she ran operations 

from a glass cubicle on a platform dead center of the floor. Her “watchtower,” she called it. A strict 

Jehovah’s Witness, she wore her religion on her sleeve and everywhere else. Gold-cross earrings, 

necklace, bracelet, lapel pin, Jesus stickers on her car. As a practitioner of faith-based management, 

she kept a bible on the corner of her desk like a loaded pistol. Once, Scotty foolishly let slip he’d quit 

his religion, and she’d been gunning for his soul ever since. To Margo, followers of any faith but hers 

were doomed to hell. And especially so the unchurched. 

Scotty’s desk adjoined Reggie and Zing’s, who faced each other. Scotty’s office friends. Apart from 

Mrs. Steiner and Homer, Scotty didn’t have close friends. 

He draped his jacket on his chair and slid in, returning the men’s greetings. 

Reggie Watson, the company’s meat & deli manager. Forties, big black guy with one of those 

faces frozen in frown. He could’ve played pro ball but for a bad knee. 

Zing Li Po, produce manager. Thirties, Asian-American, small-statured. A community college 

graduate, and he liked to flaunt it. 



The men were busy at their keyboards, bickering as usual, this time about last night’s presidential 

debate. Margo forbid politics in the office, so the two spoke in low voices, stifling their lips and facial 

expressions, quite good at it. How ventriloquists might argue. 

“Shackleton’s a pinko,” Reggie muttered. “Karl Marx in a skirt. What’s she know about creating 

jobs? Never worked a day in her life, daddy gave her everything.” 

“Filby’s a sock puppet,” Zing replied. “Religious Right’s up his ass working his mouth.” 

They turned to Scotty, and Reggie asked, “Who you think won?” 

Scotty made a show of switching on his computer, getting to work. “No idea. Didn’t watch.” 

Zing exhaled. “Pathetically apathetic.” 

Not apathetic, resigned. The system was hopelessly rigged. All the gerrymandering and vote 

suppression; the constant deluge of insidious false facts. Getting involved was a waste of time. 

Zing paused to study Scotty. “Damn, dude, you look like hell. You sick?” 

Scotty preferred to keep personal issues to himself. But this latest complication had nothing to 

do with finances or females. “There’s something really weird going on in my apartment,” he confided, 

and unspooled his tale of loud growls and whines mysteriously confined to his living room. Noises 

only he and his cat could hear, as if behind a sound barrier. 

“That’s some strange shit, all right,” Reggie gave him. 

Zing asked, “What do you know about your building? Its construction?” 

“Not much.” Scotty subleased from a woman who’d vacated to tend an ailing sister abroad. “The 

neighborhood’s old. The building must go back a century or better.” 

“In that case,” Zing said, “you never know what’s buried under it. Or in the walls. Rusting systems. 

Plumbing, electric, heating ducts.” 

“Doesn’t sound mechanical to me,” Reggie said. “Growls and whines, that’s a restless spirit.” 

Scotty wasn’t inclined toward the supernatural, but Reggie’s words gave him goosebumps. 

Zing said, “Before we go all spooky, how about a rational explanation? Microwaves. Microwaves 

can cause all kinds of creepy crap. Maybe there’s a dish out of whack somewhere.” 

Those saucer-shaped transmitters were everywhere on towers and buildings in Queens. Even 

Reggie had to concede, “That storm last week could have knocked a dish loose. Get one aimed at 

your ass, it’ll cook the shit outta your ‘lectronics.” 

“Not to mention your brain,” Zing added. “Like living in a microwave oven. Better find it and 

report it before you’re bleeding out the ears.” 



Microwaves. Why hadn’t Scotty thought of that? He felt relieved—aside from the brain part. Eye 

out for Margo, he hopped online. She couldn’t see his screen from her office, but she liked to roam. 

Uncannily light-footed for her size, liable to sneak up behind. 

A Google search supported Zing’s theory, halfway. A single microwave beam couldn’t account for 

what happened, though two might. A phenomenon known as a moiré effect. Beams crossing paths at 

just the right angles, combining to create a mutant wave with peculiar audial and/or visual properties. 

One other qualifier: for a moiré to occur, the beams needed clear lines of sight to their point of 

intersection. 

Scotty stopped to buy cheap binoculars on his way home, arriving at his building and entering the 

foyer to see a new name taped on its row of mailboxes. 

2-D, K Kraft 

His heart lightened. Karen? Kathy? Kelly? 

No time for that now, he raced upstairs, held his breath, and opened his door to find… 

Things just as he’d left them. Quiet. Bedroom door closed. Yet, something didn’t feel right. And 

heading to the back room, sure enough, he spied Homer under the bed. 

Scotty hauled him out and sat with him. 

“Microwaves,” he told the cat. 

Homer blinked, and Scotty explained, “According to Zing, microwave dishes are out of position 

somewhere, beaming at us. When waves line up, they cause weird noises and stuff.” 

What are we supposed to do? Wear tinfoil hats? 

Showing Homer the binoculars, Scotty slung him over a shoulder and left the apartment, climbing 

the ladder to the roof, picking his way through a patchwork of tarred cracks and seams. He made for 

the right front corner above their living room, giving the surroundings a three-sixty. Between the 

binoculars and the cat’s sharp eyes, he identified dozens of dishes. 

Yet a thorough search revealed none directed their way, and they returned home flummoxed. 

If not microwaves, what? 

Reggie’s spirit theory sprang to mind, but Scotty refused to go there. And though exhausted, he 

spent a restless night. 



Chapter 3 

Tuesday, October 7, 8:00 am 

Endicott, Percy & Moore Communications 

Manhattan, NY 

The conference room sat on the 29th floor overlooking 57th. Fine art on the walls, plush carpet, long 

teak table with cushy seating for thirty. But the attendees did not look comfortable. 

A well-dressed woman took a seat next to another, grumbling, “Why the fire drill, Shonda?” 

Shonda brushed back dark hair and shrugged. “I got here at 6:00, and the directors were all in the 

crisis room teleconferencing. Whatever’s up, it’s not good.” 

Endicott, Percy & Moore Communications was one of four firms handling public relations for the 

Ellen Shackleton U.S. presidential bid. As the race entered the home stretch, hours and nerves were 

stretched, too. 

“God, I loathe politics,” the first woman spat. “Constant damage control.” 

“Vicious, sleazy, and the bastards don’t pay their bills.” 

On the other hand, a Shackleton victory would mean huge cachet for EP&M and its strategists. 

Like Shonda. 

The table filled, and five younger attendees entered to stand at the back of the room, notepads 

poised. The first woman asked Shonda, “Your new crop of interns?” 

Shonda, who also served as intern supervisor, nodded. “It’s all hands on deck.” 

“Who’s the fashion plate?” 

“Kassandra Kraft. Great pedigree, but she’s shown me shit so far. I don’t see her making it to the 

balloon-drop.” 

EP&M’s internship program was a high-pressure process, candidates steadily winnowed until the 

survivor earned a permanent position. But the firm didn’t typically include interns in senior-level 

meetings like this. 

Abruptly the room fell silent as in walked Franklin Percy, last living partner of the firm, trailed by 

four men and a woman. He withdrew files from an attaché and passed them out. 

“I’ll get straight to it,” he said, eyes stern behind glasses. “We’re shifting focus and tactics.” 



Met by groans, he raised a hand to still them. “As you’re aware, the election will turn on the 

battleground states of Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Florida. We’ve known for months the Republican 

National Committee’s planning something big, and last night we finally got word.” His voice 

sharpened. “The weekend before the election, they’re going to unleash a ground assault in all three 

states. And on a scale unlike anything we’ve ever seen.” 

He yielded the floor to a colleague. 

“For the past several months,” the woman explained, “a number of megachurches across the 

country have been building secret armies of volunteers. Tens of thousands. They plan to ship them 

to the swing states the last week of the race in a massive get-out-the-vote for Filby. We haven’t the 

forces or time to match it, and all things considered, the strategy could damn well work. We need a 

Mother of all Bombs, and we need it fast.” 

Group-mumble. Then a man down the table offered, “We’ve still got the debates. Shackleton 

carved Filby up in the first, and it moved the polls. She’ll do it again.” 

The spokeswoman replied, “It moved the polls where she’s already ahead. Barely a ripple in the 

swing states. This requires a targeted response. Something with teeth.” 

“Wait a minute,” another man snapped. “Churches supporting a political candidate? That’s 

bullshit. That violates all kinds of rules and regs.” 

“No question. And there’ll be plenty of lawsuits—after we lose the election.” 

Percy took the floor again. “The Democratic National Committee is putting every think tank on 

this. I don’t have to tell you what it would mean for us if we carry the day. I want a plan to beat the 

threat. Nothing’s off the table, money’s no object.” 

Shonda asked, “Who’s behind this ground assault scheme?” 



Chapter 4 

Tuesday, October 7, 8:00 am  

City of God, Tennessee 

The Reverend Penbrook Thornton had been at his desk since before dawn. His custom every morning 

but Sundays, never enough hours in the week for the head of the world’s largest Evangelical church. 

Especially these days as Thornton approached a goal he’d been working toward for more than three 

decades. A goal on which he’d wagered his entire ministry. 

And it would all come down to the first Tuesday in November. 

Noting the time, he snugged his tie, pushed back his chair, stood, and stretched. His secretary 

would have arrived by now, ever-prompt, and he buzzed her on the intercom. 

“Morning, Ms. Willoughby. How are you this fine gift of a day?” 

“Morning, Reverend. Feeling blessed, as always. Can I freshen your coffee?” 

“Thanks, no. I just wanted to say I’ll be out on the overlook if you need me.” 

“Very good, sir.” 

Thornton crossed the room in the loping strides he’d acquired as a young man in a very different 

line of work, wingtips clacking on white marble. Reaching a wall of glass, he exited a door onto a 

rooftop terrace, stopped at a rail, and filled his lungs with brisk air. Though his office was in the 

penthouse, it was nevertheless designated “First Floor.” Here at Decalogue Tower, floors were 

numbered inversely, in homage to the Ten Commandments. 

Before him lay a spectacular view. In the foreground was a park with a tall hill known as Chapel 

Mount. Beyond sat the Tabernacle of the Church of the Divine Message, the heart and hub of the 

City. The Tabernacle was more massive even than St. Peter’s in Rome, dazzling in the morning sun. 

Its dome was pure-white Penteli marble, topped by a golden cornice and statue of the Ascending 

Christ. For a brief time, the Tabernacle had the largest seating of any church in the world—until 

Thornton found out and removed just enough pews to preserve his decorum. 

The City’s streets radiated from the church like spokes of a wheel, past alabaster offices, shops, 

hotels, restaurants. Townhall displayed the Commandments, and at Christmastime, a crèche. Police 

and fire stations served with compassion. The hospital and sanitarium combined state-of-the-art 



technology with spiritual healing. Elementary and high schools wove God and prayer into the 

curricula. There was a divinity college, country clubs, airport, bus station. And in the suburbs, new 

homes and apartments sprang up by the day. Every day but the Lord’s. 

The City of God was a rare bright spot in the recession. Over the years, Thornton had attracted to 

town some of the nation’s largest Christian businesses, helping the community thrive and grow to 

more than 70,000 residents today. 

The City had also been spared most of the problems plaguing the rest of the country. Thornton 

credited that to founding his community upon fundamental Christian principles, incorporating it as a 

private township in conjunction with the Church. No alcohol sold here. No nightclubs, gambling, rock 

concerts. No R-rated movies at the cinemas. No provocative radio or TV programming, no adult 

bookstores or massage parlors or profane literature at the libraries. 

And by extension, as Thornton had famously predicted, no crime. 

Well, no serious crime. Minor offenses attributed primarily to teens, prone to mischief as they 

were. Scuffles, shoplifting, truancies, runaways. Not forgetting the most irritating infraction in his 

sparkling-white City. Graffiti. And yet there was a matter concerning City juveniles that was dire, 

indeed. Something that weighed on Thornton’s soul like a millstone— 

“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” Ms. Willoughby called out the balcony door. “Reverend Durban is on 

the phone.” 

Durban. Another unpleasant problem. 

“What’s he want?” 

“A meeting. He says it’s urgent.” 



Chapter 5 

Thursday, October 9, 5:47 pm, The Bronx, NY 

Scotty sat at the back of the bus, head in hands as he lurched homeward. Not only were the noises 

in his apartment continuing, bizarre new developments had deepened the mystery… 

Two days ago, Scotty returned home from work and opened his door to the sharp scent of tobacco. 

Sweet, like from a cigar or pipe. Scotty didn’t smoke. Nothing else looked out of order. The bedroom 

door was closed, towel in place, Homer mewling inside. He felt his pulse race, and snatching up his 

umbrella, he marched to the front of the living room. 

But as he rounded the couch, something crunched underfoot. Scattered across the floor and 

throw rug was white dust, along with tiny crystals of some sort, no bigger than an eighth inch. Rough, 

cloudy-colored. Rock salt, it appeared. He snatched one up and examined it closely. Had he been 

burgled? All else proved normal, save for the cat under the bed in a pouting ball. 

Homer growled, The noises again. Twice this time, 10:00 and 2:00. Do something! 

Scotty almost called the cops. But with no signs of forced entry, what would he tell them? 

Furious, he cleaned up the debris—angrier still to find some in Mom’s umbrella plant. The plant 

was the one thing he owned that still tied him to her. He’d so carefully nurtured it over the years, 

now this. Picking out the crystals, he’d mulled a shortlist of suspects. All long shots. 

Pop smoked, yes. But cheap cigarettes, not a pipe or cigars. And he had no key. Nor did Ivy, 

Scotty’s sister who lived with Pop. Neither had ever visited him here, Ivy forbidden. Besides, this kind 

of stunt wasn’t in their natures. Pop had interacted little with Scotty during his childhood, why start 

now? And while Ivy was mischievous, she wouldn’t do anything to upset Scotty. Not on purpose, 

anyway. 

Scotty’s super, Samood, had a key. Scotty wouldn’t put anything past that cockroach. But never 

having even met the guy, he couldn’t imagine why Samood might want to force him out. Scotty was 

low maintenance, and his apartment was a sublet. 

Of course, the intruder could have picked Scotty’s lock. But to what end? Nothing here was worth 

taking, everything a relic. If someone were venting a grudge, who? Scotty had no enemies he knew 

of. Well, his boss, Margo. But why go to this trouble when she could abuse him at work? If only he 



could discuss things with Reggie and Zing, but they were out on rounds all week. He went online and 

ordered a spycam, rush delivery… 

Wednesday night, Scotty had come home to see a package awaiting him in the foyer. The spycam. 

He’d carried it upstairs into his apartment with renewed hope, relieved to see things apparently 

undisturbed. All the same, Homer was under the bed again. 

Thunder and wailing, 10:00 and 2:00. Whatever’s haunting us, it ain’t goin’ away! 

But now, Scotty had a means to solve the mystery. Taking the package to his desk, he opened it, 

and Homer jumped up to sniff a self-contained, battery-operated mini camera, complete with a 

removable USB card for storing video. Scotty set it up next to his monitor, aimed it at the front door, 

and switched it on. A little red light began to blink, and Scotty smiled at Homer to say, “Let the bastard 

try salting us again.” 

Assuming cameras can record a spirit… 

Tonight, as Scotty’s bus reached his stop, the cat’s words from last night nagged him. Scotty wasn’t 

prone to premonitions, yet as he neared home, staring up at the darkness of his window, he felt a 

chill track his spine. He stole upstairs, held his breath, and pressed his ear to the door. 

No sound, save the thumps of his heart. 

But entering, he detected a foul stench. Not tobacco, a burnt, acrid smell. And flicking the light 

on, he gasped. Mom’s big umbrella plant lay toppled on the floor. Nothing else looked out of place, 

far as he could tell. The bedroom door was shut, Homer complaining on the other side. 

He raced for the plant, but rounding the sofa, his legs flew out and he landed hard on his back. 

When finally his head cleared, he sat, jolts of agony shooting through his spine and left ankle. And 

turning to the plant, he swore. Seared onto its back side was a ring of scorched leaves. Like someone 

had pressed a flaming hoop against the foliage. The kind circus animals jump through. 

He let out a cry. The plant was his birthday gift to Mom when he was six. He’d sneaked out of his 

room at naptime, took his savings and wagon down to Schlompsky’s, and picked it out. A twig in a 

pot. Mom was beside herself when she found out, scolding, hugging, weeping. And thereafter, she’d 

cherished the plant the way she had him. His last, personal life link to her, thriving in his care all these 

years, tall, wide, lush and full. Now, this. 



Struggling to his feet, he heaved the plant upright, aggravating his back and ankle, gaping in 

disbelief at what he’d uncovered. Aside from spilled soil and leaves, a hodgepodge of pebbles, prunes 

(or maybe dates), a skid mark of red grapes (what he’d slipped on), corncobs, a small statue of an 

angel, and a bible, face-up and open. 

And oddest of all, lying across the bible was a six-foot-long wooden pole with a crooked end. A 

shepherd’s staff. Gray and weathered, grain splitting along the shank, charred on the tip. 

Like a scene from The Exorcist. 

He removed the staff to find it stout and old. The bible lay open to the Book of Exodus, the tale 

of Moses leading the Israelites out of bondage in Egypt. Mom used to read him bible stories, this a 

favorite. Every Easter they’d watch Demille’s classic, The Ten Commandments. 

Scotty set down the staff and picked up the bible, flipping to the front. Not the Vulgate edition he 

was raised on, a Gideon King James. He turned to the first page to see a simple, handwritten 

inscription. For Joseph. He frowned. Joseph was Scotty’s given name. Joseph Scott Butterfield, Jr. Not 

that he ever went by Joseph, or Joe, or Junior. Pop was Joe. 

He swapped the bible for the statue. Dark, heavy soapstone. An angel kneeling in prayer. Palms 

pressed together, haloed head bowed, wings wrapping like a hooded cloak. 

These odd religious elements. Was the bible displaying Exodus by chance, or to send a message? 

But what message? The bible was a Rorschach. No matter what passage you turned to, you could 

extrapolate some sort of personal meaning. Was Margo behind this, after all, punishing Scotty for 

giving up his faith? But she couldn’t have done this alone, she was at the office all day. 

Homer wailed from the back room. Scotty hobbled over, using the shepherd’s staff for a cane, 

opened the door with a grunt, and staggered in. 

The cat gaped at him from under the bed. What the hell happened to you? 

“Our intruder dumped garbage on the floor and knocked over Mom’s plant. I slipped and nearly 

broke my neck.” 

Finally, we get a break. 

“Not funny.” 

The spycam, I mean. It was switched on, right? 

In all the turmoil, Scotty had forgotten. He about-faced and limped to his desk, excited to see 

the camera’s red light blinking. Homer joined him, and Scotty removed the USB with shaky hands, 



inserting it into his computer port. A few clicks of the mouse, and a black-and-white video of his 

living room door appeared on the monitor. No audio, Scotty couldn’t afford that option. 

He fast-forwarded to the end, never seeing the front door open. No sign of anyone or any 

movement whatsoever, the plant wasn’t visible in the frame. He ran the video again. 

Nothing. 

“Makes no sense, Homer. There’s no other way in but the door.” 

Maybe spirits don’t need doors. 

Scotty felt his back spasm. Swearing, he reoriented the camera toward the plant this time. 

“There’s got to be a rational explanation.” 

The cat shrugged. Is madness rational? 
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