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        Magic is all around us. In the unlikeliest of places, in unexpected things, ordinary things, and it appears at the strangest moments. Sometimes, it’s a hushed magic with resonance that we barely notice when it arrives. A fox trotting across the backyard. A twenty-dollar bill in an old wallet. A shooting star across the night sky. Coincidence? Maybe. Opportune? Most definitely.

      

        

      
        But magic? I say a resounding yes!

      

        

      
        Quiet little magics that make us believe in a better world. And our world needs magic more than ever. It needs those soft tugs on our heart strings. It needs the hope of finding just the right thing when you need it most. And when you wish upon that star in the dead of night, desperate for it to be granted, the sight of that shooting star might make the difference between hope and giving up.

      

        

      
        And sometimes, in the midst of the darkest, bleakest night, the most extreme pain, or crippling fear in the face of extraordinary violence, that gentle whisper of magic can be all that keeps us together. It’s a comforting push against the dark. A tiny protection against evil. A silent whisper of hope when all but a glimmer has fled.

      

        

      
        In this collection, you will meet flawed people, broken people. People in their worst possible moments—who’ve chosen that moment to shine. And even people that thrive on darkness.

      

        

      
        All of them share one thing: that need for hope, some of it false and some of it true. And within that quiet shimmer of hope, the magic of ordinary things.

      

        

      
        Lisa Silverthorne

        Las Vegas, Nevada

        October 19, 2022

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Death’s Other Cousin

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Even if you’re not Death, January’s still the best time to visit nursing homes, retirement centers, and the elderly. With the holiday rush over, much of the world just settles back into its familiar routine and coasts for a while. Out of habit or sheer exhaustion, I’m not sure, but either way, everything just sort of takes a deep breath and chills the fuck out, making it easier for me to make my rounds and confer with my cousins. Visit the world’s oldest residents and do my thing.

      So, Cousin Death asked us to meet him outside the Cedar Hill Manor retirement community. Set on a rolling meadow of thick green grass, willow trees, and wildflowers, this place looked like a grand dame in a summer parade. The sprawling, gabled Victorian rest home, with ice-blue cypress siding trimmed in white with fish scale shingles, two turrets, a slate roof, wraparound porch, and spandrels everywhere. A line of wooden rockers and Adirondack chairs overlooked the hibernating hydrangeas, velvety hollyhocks, lavender, and lilacs waiting for spring. It looked like a dream.

      Hell, I wanna retire here! I’d volunteer to be the social programs director and everything. Organize outings and picnics…dreams would practically take care of themselves in this place. Only an occasional need for nightmares to even things out, keep people in line.

      See, I got smart this year. This time, I negotiated a warmer start with my oldest cousin. Northern California (up from a balmy -18° C in Lavrentiya, Russia). I know, I know—those people’s dreams are important, too, but I needed a change of district.

      I check my watch. Almost 8 P.M. Right on time. Sky’s dark except for the deep magenta blush along the horizon. Sun’s already set in this part of the globe, dropping like a golf ball in a sand trap (Cousin Death sucks at golf).

      I pull in a big, deep breath and stretch my arms wide, taking in the crispness. The sweet, clear air. I do a little spin, working my legs and feet, holding in an urge to sing a few lines of California Dreamin’. Air’s fresher than a hundred of those pine tree air fresheners hanging in the car. Cool and refreshing, unlike that stuffy, dark gothic manor Death calls his crib (I call it a mausoleum).

      Wind kicks up, blowing across the rolling meadow, rattling the branches of tall Cedar trees and Douglas Firs that frame the property. I let the air rush over me, grateful it isn’t full of chemicals—enough to get my cousin’s attention. Which isn’t good for anybody these days.

      Sorry for not introducing myself all proper like. I’m Death’s other cousin, Cousin Leo and I handle dreams. No, I’m not that fat slob, Sleep. Always stretched out on somebody’s sofa, sleepin’ off a bribe or takin’ a nap instead of helping out his cousins. Or helping mortals with insomnia—some cat too grumpy to sleep. Animals dream too, ya know.

      No, I’m the taller cousin. The taller, younger, charming, and devastatingly handsome cousin that handles mortal dreams and nightmares.

      That’s right, dreaming is my business. Dreams are important, people! They’re not just some fluffy distraction for your brain. Or wasting time until the real thinking begins.

      Hey, I save lives and protect people! Like sending Little Billy some cute, fuzzy dinosaurs to dream about after his lunk-head older brother leaves up images of gunshot victims on his computer.

      C’mon, the kid’s only four years old!

      Look! It’s William (or Cousin Death as he’s known in the profession), standing on the porch, looking fly in his black robe, hood arranged neatly around his shoulders. His scythe shines with fresh polish, its gnarled handle smooth as he clutches it in his right hand. And those shoes. Shiniest black leather I ever saw…damned expensive, too. Ferragamo’s? Berluti?

      I can’t hold back my frown. He looks a little thin, those mahogany brown eyes colder than I remember. His brown hair’s a little shorter than usual. And straighter. He’s about three inches shorter than me and at least twenty pounds lighter. I wave and shuffle toward the porch.

      His face brightens a little when he sees me and smiles, holding out his hand.

      “Leo, Happy New Year.” His voice sounds tired. No, jaded. This isn’t good.

      Normally, he enjoys his job. Likes bringing people over, striking down people being bastards, and showing the nice ones Act Two of their own stories. He’s good at it, too. Can scare the shit out of hardened criminals, have them pissing themselves in terror and then gently carry kids and delicate old ladies across to the next shore.

      William glances around, the sky filling with stars. “Dammit, where’s Fred?”

      “Cousin Lamont and Cousin Kayla should be on their way,” I offered. East Coasters are always late. Can’t help it. Time zones are a bitch.

      William shakes his head, propping his left hand on his hip. “No, Leo, they’re not. This meeting is just you and me.” He grimaces. “And Fred. But he’s probably passed out on a couch in Vegas.”

      A Russian chill brushes across my face and I shiver. A private meeting with Cousin Death? That isn’t on my list of things to do today. I’m feeling really unnerved right about now. Something ain’t right.

      “What’s up, Cousin?” I ask, stepping onto the porch, the wind cool at my back.

      Damn, that scythe looks awfully sharp tonight, but William always talks straight to me.

      “Leo, we have a problem,” William says with a deep sigh and leans against his scythe.

      “Hey, you just say the word and I’m all over it,” I say, holding out my hands. “Whatever it is, I’ll fix it. Okay?”

      Then William gets all quiet, sighing a couple times as he paces across the creaky porch. And it’s gettin’ really dark out here. Colder, too. Dammit! And Fred’s out there sleeping away, napping, and having a grand ol’ time.

      William presses his hand to his forehead, frowning now. “They want me to retire you, Leo.”

      “What? Retire me? But why?” It’s so much worse than I’m thinking. This is bad. Real bad.

      “Your dreams are boring, Leo,” says William with another sigh. He reaches out and lays a hand on my shoulder, squeezing. “They’re not what mortals want anymore.”

      I begin to shake. Boring? Not what they want? That’s a stab in the chest. I turn away from him, staring out across the meadow. Dreams are all I know. They’re a part of me. How can they be…boring?

      “Leo,” he says in a tired voice. “You’ve been in this business for so long, but you’ve forgotten how the other side feels. How they think.”

      His grip on my shoulder tightens and I feel him pull in a deep breath. Winding up for the pitch.

      “You’ve forgotten about love, Leo,” says William in a soft, deadly voice. “Something that all of us dream about it.”

      That was more than a curveball. Or a third strike. It’s a hollow point to my heart. Blowing through valves and muscle. Ripping through arteries and splattering my life force all over the celestial walls of the profession. William never misses—with scythe or words. And when he says that his other cousin has lost his touch, he means it. Leo, Death’s Other Cousin of Dreams doesn’t know how to love anymore.

      Shaking and out of breath, I drop down on the wooden steps, feeling heavy and useless. I half expect to see William and his scythe dribble my beating heart all over the wraparound porch. I’ve been at this dream thing a long time. I’m good at easing pain and fear, at building confidence, even taking braggarts down a peg or two.

      But love…wow…maybe he’s right?

      “What happens now?” I ask him in a quiet voice.

      “You’ve got until midnight tomorrow,” says William. “Show these people how to love, Leo. Make it happen.”

      When I get to my feet, Cousin Death is gone. Nervous, I stare at the white door leading into the retirement home. Twenty-four or so hours isn’t much time. I have my work cut out for me. But this is important. Hell, these people need something to hope for, something to dream about.

      Taking a deep breath, I step through the closed door (being a cousin has some perks) to find some students to learn about dreams. And hopefully a few teachers.
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        * * *

      

      I feel lost, overwhelmed when I enter this retirement home and I try to appear as human and as mortal as possible. Like them, I was young once. Twenty-two when I joined the business, so I let them see the real me. Jeans, grey tennis shoes, Cardinals baseball shirt, and red hoodie.

      The place is huge! It smells like lemons with a hint of bleach and fried fish. A big, sprawling family room with shiny hardwood floors and lots of windows letting in the sunlight on all sides of the room until those floors sparkled. Overstuffed chairs in deep blue and sofas in soft greys and greens fill the space, occupied by lots of seniors, but most of them stare into the distance, looking lost against the warm sand-colored walls trimmed with white crown molding. Coffee tables and end tables in rich cherry wood are scattered throughout the room, unused, clear glass lamps dark but casting little sunlight rainbows across the wood floor.

      It looks more like a photo shoot or a furniture store. It doesn’t look lived in either. It feels kinda empty even though there’s a constant stream of elderly people tottering in and out of the room, canes, and walkers creaking. Some are tall and bony with pure white hair and others thick bodied and hair speckled grey. Others roll into the room in scooters or wheelchairs and others plod in on their own. Only one or two have some younger family members in tow. And grandchildren buzzin’ around like dragonflies.

      I cast a little tendril of excitement through the space as I stir up memories of past dreams.

      Conversations spark through the room. The people almost seem content, smiling and laughing. A stocky old woman with short white hair and soft brown eyes watches me as I sit down in a chair. Two younger kids, seven or eight, bounce around her wheelchair, chasing each other. Like grandma was just a post between them. I look closer. Their mother, about my age, motions at her kids with a cell phone smashed against her right ear. Babbling away to someone. Then I realize she’s the granddaughter and her kids are the great-grandchildren.

      My gaze meets the old woman’s. For just a moment, I see her sadness. The corners of her mouth turn up, happy because someone has noticed her. But then she looks away, folding her age-spotted hands in her lap.

      A shadow darts through the room. I glance up, frowning.

      Fred. Asleep on the couch beside the woman’s wheelchair. Bastard. Catching some Z’s while I’m fighting to stay in the business. And grandma looks like she hasn’t slept in days. I want to scream at him, make him do his job.

      Instead, I get to my feet and wander over to the old woman and her granddaughter. About five feet four, the young woman with reddish brown hair and hazel eyes that gleam almost gold in the light as she stares past her grandma. She looks like she weighs about a hundred pounds. And she talks so fast into her phone that I can’t keep up with the conversation. There’s a thick gold ring with a ruby on her thumb. The two boys are playing tag now, running around their great-grandmother like she’s a piece of fucking furniture.

      And I’m the one who doesn’t know how to love? These people all need a class on the subject.

      I step between the darting kids, past their chattering mother, and sit down on the coffee table in front of the old woman.

      “Good evening,” I say, offering her a smile. “I’m Leo.”

      The old woman’s eyes flutter open, staring at me a little wide-eyed. Like she’s not used to being noticed. She smiles. “Good evening, I’m an Aries.”

      I laugh at her joke. “Actually, I think I’m a Scorpio.”

      “Are you visiting someone, Leo?” she asks, running her fingers through her white hair.

      “A few people,” I say, returning her smile. “Now, I’ve decided to visit you.”

      “I’m Helen,” she says.

      “Of Troy?” I ask. “Have those thousand ships launched yet?”

      She laughs, her cheeks smudged pink now.

      While her granddaughter chatters away on her phone, Helen and I talk about her life and how she came to Cedar Hill.

      “Jim and I met in London in1942. I was stationed there, part of the Women’s Army Corps.” She laughs and her brown eyes sparkle like something lit them from the inside. “Drove ambulances and smuggled supplies.”

      I grin. “Wow, you drove an ambulance?”

      No foolin’! I’m totally impressed. When I was nineteen, what—three years ago—I still had trouble driving a stick shift. And this woman, at nineteen, probably drove one all over England and France. While being shot at.

      “Gigi drove an ambulance?” the older boy says, blue eyes wide, his gaze on his grandmother.

      Gigi? Oh, I get it. GG, great-grandmother.

      “That’s how I met your great-grandfather,” she says with a wink at her granddaughter who doesn’t even notice.

      “Tell us, Gigi! Tell us!” shouts the younger boy, those big brown eyes as big as planets.

      Both boys huddle against the coffee table, watching their great-grandmother talk about dodging machine gun fire in the ambulance. Her face flushes, eyes filling with emotion as her memories (and her past) come to life. Her body shifts, almost pulsing with energy until I half-expect her whole body to sparkle.

      Her grandkids look mesmerized, eyes filled with wonder, every word she says touching them with excitement and curiosity.

      “And I held my breath,” she says, exaggerating a big breath with both hands, her voice soft and intense. “I just knew that Nazi soldier was gonna look up at any moment and see me pressed up against the side of the truck.”

      Helen’s grandkids move to either side of her wheelchair, each leaning on the armrest, eyes focused on her.

      “Then what happened?” asks one of the boys.

      “Jim and I crawled through the grass on our bellies until we got past the guard post,” Helen continues, brown eyes wide, her voice sweeping and dramatic.

      “Did the Nazis see you?”

      Helen shakes her head, silvery white curls settling around her face. She’s grinning like a banshee now. “Nope. I got Jim back on his feet, letting him lean on me until we made it to the ambulance.” Her gaze shifts to me. “When we got past the guard post, Jim leaned down and pressed his lips against my ear. He said that if we made it back to the field hospital in one piece, he was gonna marry me.”

      A shiver rushes across my skin, my eyes stinging a little. Damn allergies acting up.

      “Did he propose?” I ask. Hey, even I like a happy ending. I let the cousins downstairs handle the nightmares.

      But I already know the answer. It burns like a flame behind her watery brown eyes. Helen wipes back tears, nodding.

      “I drove him back to the field hospital and they swarmed over him, treating wounds and broken bones.” Helen reaches over and lays her left hand on top of mine. This gal’s as sweet as pie. “The next morning, when I sat down at his bedside, he took my hand in his and slid this onto my ring finger.” She points to the sparkler on her left hand and it’s still a beauty. Just like Helen. “Helen Louise Parker, will you be my driver for the rest of our lives?”

      Her voice catches in her throat, trembling now, but the faraway look in those bright brown eyes is a million miles away. With Jim. In a dream, I let trickle from my hand to hers.

      Finally, she looks up at me. “And that beautiful Englishman, the love of my soul—he said that he wanted to ride beside me for all the rest of his days. And that’s just what he did.”

      Tears slip down my face and I cry with her. I see the images, but I haven’t let myself feel them for a long time.

      “Thank you, Leo,” she says, patting my hand, tears funneling down her face. “For the next 70 years—even if it’s only in a dream.” She leans against my shoulder, her voice softer now. “If I could go back and drive him around for another 70 years, I’d do it all over again.”

      She will. In her dreams. And I’ll see to it. Damned allergies!

      “Leo, let me tell you about my rose garden,” she says and I grip her hand.

      So many dreams! They all bunch together into a tangle of emotions that push down my spine and through my chest. She tells me how the weeks bud into green leaves and stretch into long, willowy tendrils of months then years that climb across trellises, past the window, and onto the porch, maturing into full blooms. Years then decades. A lifetime of springs and winters. Until that one last sleep under the winter snow. But see, the blanket of snow’s too cold and heavy and it stays too long. And when spring finally warms the ground and melts the snow, there’s only blackened thorns and leaves. And the memory of those full, fragrant blooms.

      Helen’s story moves me like a Mac truck jackknifing on I-5.

      “For now, these two young’uns keep me busy,” says Helen with a deep sigh, hugging her great-grandkids to her chest. “Another part of my Jim that still goes on.”

      I look over at Helen’s granddaughter, phone smashed against her ear. I can’t help rolling my eyes. So oblivious. Missing some of the best moments in her life. She needs to put down that phone and live her life.

      Helen nods at her granddaughter. “Don’t be too hard on Tara, Leo. Being a single mother’s hard enough even before the accident—”

      “Accident?” I ask, frowning.

      Helen smiles through teary eyes and pats her granddaughter on the hip. “Right now, Tara’s takin’ care of her mother, my daughter. There was a terrible car accident.” Her voice falls to a sharp whisper. “Her dad didn’t make it. That’s his ring on her thumb.”

      I feel a massive spike of guilt drill through my breastbone and pin my heart against my shoulder blade, exploding in a rolling wave of guilt.

      “She’s talking to her former high school crush,” says Helen. Again, Helen’s face brightens, a smile on her face. “He was driving the ambulance the night of her parents’ accident. He’s an EMT studying to be a doctor.”

      My whole body is a pile of jelly now, overwhelmed by the emotions surrounding me. And history repeating itself.

      Okay, who the hell’s cutting onions while my allergies act up? That you, William?

      I get to my feet and hug Helen. “Thank you,” I say in a choked half-whisper.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      I reach over to Tara and squeeze her shoulder. She glances over at me and nods.

      Turning around, I take in the sea of faces throughout the room. Nurses. Patients. Residents. Family and friends. In each face, there’s a story. About people they love. People they’ve lost. And in each pair of eyes, memories and emotions churn, ready to surface at the first kindness shown to them.

      And behind those memories are dreams.

      Dreams are my business. But for so long, I’ve made those dreams safe, sanding down corners and softening emotions so nothing hurt, nothing cut, and nobody bled. I hid the scary dreams. Muted the angry dreams. Protected everyone from the hurt and pain when they dreamed about people they lost. People who died.

      Those dreams have to get through. They have to continue. Just as they are.

      Once more, I look around the room, looking into every person’s face, realizing that the one thing I no longer see is a stranger.

      Well, okay—there’s still Fred sprawled out on one of the couches, snoring his ass off. Stranger than anyone else I know. The room dims and William walks through the closed door, still in his robes, still carrying that scythe.

      “You’re a quick learner, Leo,” he says, patting me on the back. “Thought you’d have to get through half the room before you understood.”

      I reach up and squeeze his hand. He returns my gesture and I feel the warmth of family against my palm. In my heart. Feels good.

      “My protection was hurting people, I get that now,” I reply, bowing my head.

      William nods. “I look forward to seeing how their dreams change. Here and everywhere else.”

      He meets my gaze and holds it, one last moment of warmth until that hollow fragileness returns to his eyes. But just for an instant, I see the pain of that burden in his grey eyes. And then it’s gone. Cousin William, always the professional, but I feel the chill of that responsibility dance across my heart. And I’m glad I just handle dreams.

      William is back on the job again.

      In the reflection of his scythe, I see a blond-haired man in an olive military uniform, holding a red rose in front of him. Waiting. I gasp. Jim!

      “So soon for Helen?” I ask, wincing.

      William shakes his head. “Not right away, but soon.”

      My muscles go slack, feeling relief. I have time to craft some wonderful dreams for Helen. And Tara. I’m not going to waste this chance to heal. And love.

      A loud, rasping snore draws William’s attention to Fred.

      Fucking Fred, sleeping away on the couch. He jolts up from the couch, his snores rattling him awake. With hooded lids, he stumbles around until he’s standing beside William.

      “Cousin,” he says to William in a sleepy voice. “How are you?”

      “Working. And you? Dreaming of your next assignment?”

      “Hey, that’s my job!” I shout.

      Fred glances at me. “Cousin Leo,” he says, nodding. His attention snaps back to William. “Say, about that—where exactly is Lavrentiya? Minnesota?”

      I hold in a laugh. “It’s on the beach, Fred,” I say. “Balmy weather—you’ll love it!”

      It’s the first time I’ve seen Cousin Death laugh out loud in years. Fucking Fred.
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