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Chapter 1

SITUATED ON THE OUTSKIRTS of western Winston-Salem, the forgotten barn had been swallowed by forest. Not too far to the south, construction workers cleared away trees for a new housing development that, little by little, would change the rural into the suburban. If the city grew enough, maybe even into the urban. Eventually, the forest and the barn would be razed, but the Porters had years until that happened. At least, a couple.

For now, Max, Sandra, and Drummond had to focus on the headless witch tied to a chair and decorated like an offering to a pagan god of the harvest. She had straw poking out of her open neck and old heads of corn stuffed into her pockets. The chair had been placed in the center of the barn, and a casting circle had been dug into the dirt. A dark, thick liquid followed the trench of the circle. Max guessed it was blood.

He wanted to feel something, empathy for the torture this woman had endured, but Max had been stuck in sporadic numbness for months. Ever since his mother had passed away.

She had suffered too long with MS, and in many ways, her death had been a mercy. Her agonizing mornings had ended. Her tortuous days had ceased. And the unbearable pain that kept her awake throughout the night had finally come to its conclusion. She deserved to rest.

Still, no matter what he told himself, he couldn’t shake the feeling that her ghost hung over him. Max’s wife, Sandra, could see all ghosts, and she promised that his mother had moved on. Drummond, an actual ghost, also insisted that there was no sign of Mrs. Porter. Yet Max often felt the cold in the air that accompanied a spectral presence.

“This is ancient magic,” Sandra said as she inspected the corpse. “That corn means it’s probably tied in with a harvest ritual. This is the kind of thing that predates organized witchcraft.”

Drummond tipped back his Fedora as his shoved open his long coat. “We’ve been seeing a lot of that lately.”

“With Madame Ti running her witch war, I suspect many covens are exploring the older ways. They’ve got to defend themselves, and Madame Ti’s Coven of Ti is leaning hard into these ancient magics, too.”

“I can’t believe I’m thinking this, but it was nicer when the Hulls were in charge.” Drummond clicked his tongue. “At least back then, there were rules. Nobody would dare mess with this old stuff.”

“It’s dangerous. Too unstable.”

“Kind of like your husband.”

Max heard the jibe, heard the silence that followed as both Sandra and Drummond awaited a snarky reply, yet he stayed quiet. His dead partner often had snapped him out of his funk with a sharp comment, but not today. Not while Max squatted before a dead witch and reached for her purse. From a small wallet inside, he removed her driver’s license. “Pauline Georgia-Ringo Lennon.”

Sandra chuckled. “Guess her parents were Beatles fans.”

Drummond said, “Guess her parents wanted a boy.”

Max lifted his gaze toward Drummond. “Is she in here?”

“Pauline?” The ghost quickly scanned the barn, then shook his head. “It took a lot out of her just to talk with me in the Other. She’s probably resting there, trying to build up her strength.”

The Porter Agency had been hired by ghosts before, but not like this — not by a headless one. Drummond had been patrolling the Porter’s neighborhood late at night, making sure nothing human or otherwise aimed to harm his favorite mortals. Max added that last detail, and as a smirk rose on his lips, he thought maybe this recent wave of malaise was lifting. While on his patrol, at the two o’clock witching hour, a call came from the Other. That was the word Drummond had used. A call. Max didn’t press for an explanation of how ghosts residing in that plane of existence contacted those outside the Other, but he did file the question for another time.

“Now, the Other tends to be a changing place,” Drummond had said when he woke the Porters before the sun rose with this news. “It’s full of strange things, too. Mainly because the world keeps changing and because people die in all sorts of strange ways. So, I wasn’t too concerned when a headless woman drifted over to me.”

From her clothes, Drummond guessed she was a modern woman, and from her wrinkleless skin, he put her around her early-twenties. He had no clue how she knew where to go when she couldn’t see, but then, there were many mysteries about being a ghost that he expected to go unanswered. How did he feel pain? How did he run out of breath? How could he smell things? The list was endless. So, a headless ghost behaving as if it could see didn’t bother him.

“Hey, there, doll,” he said as the woman approached. “You called for me?”

The headless ghost tilted forward. A nod, Drummond guessed. Apparently, she couldn’t speak without a mouth.

“I don’t mean to be unkind, but how is it you think we’re going to have a conversation? I don’t see a pencil and paper, and I’m sorry, but I don’t know sign language.”

She swirled her hands in a prescribed motion that meant only one thing to the old detective — witchcraft. He told Max and Sandra, “That was the moment I first started to worry. I deal with too many witches in the flesh. Ghost-witches in the Other? No, thank you.”

From the headless witch’s hands, clouds of smoke streamed into the air. The swirling mist solidified into a flat square hovering in front of Drummond like a canvas. When the witch moved her finger through the smoke, she left an open trail behind. In this way, she wrote words and drew pictures. If the canvas got too full, she swiped her hand across, and the smoke rushed in, filled the gaps, and created a fresh cloud slate to write upon.

“It wasn’t the best way to communicate,” Drummond had said, “a bit unclear at times, and it exhausted her, but it worked enough.”

The story required little to relate. She had been murdered, and she wanted The Porter Agency to help put her to rest. She knew next to nothing about her attackers. There had been more than one. They jumped her from behind. She never saw them.

But she did know where her body could be found. So, as the sunrise warmed the dew-covered ground, Max and Sandra followed their partner to this old barn and this young corpse.

“Driver’s license has an address we can check out,” Max said. “Maybe Osorio —”

“No, no,” Drummond swished over. “You’ve got to believe me on this one. Leave Detective Osorio alone. He’ll come to us when he needs our help. If we keep going to him to use the police for our work, we’ll end up losing him. We also might cost him his job.”

“It was just a thought.”

“Not a good one.” Drummond floated higher and gazed down at the crime scene. “Besides, eventually, somebody will find this mess and call it in. Once the police get involved, and if it comes across Osorio’s desk, then maybe he will come to us.”

Sandra used her phone to take photos of the barn. “I guess I’m researching ancient magic again. I’m really starting to hate those books. They’re written in old, old languages that take a long time to translate, and the spells — if you can call them that — take even longer to decipher. When can we get back to modern witchcraft with spellbooks that actually make sense?”

With a slim smile, Max said, “It’s the curse of being the best. We get all the hard cases.”

“Then we’re definitely taking this on?” Drummond said.

“I guess.”

“Why the hesitation?”

“It’s not like ghosts pay us. I’m happy to help them out, but we do need income now and then.”

“Then are we helping Pauline or not?”

Sandra gave a firm nod. “Absolutely. If for no other reason, Max needs this.”

“I do?”

“You can’t spend another week moping around. I know it takes time to go through grieving, but a little work will help you. Get your mind back to the present.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

Tapping on her phone, Sandra said, “No doubt about it.” Then she put the phone to her ear. “Brenda? We’ve got a bunch of witchcraft research to do. The Porter Agency’s got a case.”


 

 

Chapter 2

AS MAX DROVE DOWN Peters Creek Parkway toward the southern end of Winston-Salem, Drummond floated in the passenger seat. The two had spent hours in this car over the years, and Max thought of it like a favorite blanket. But the most loved objects, no matter how special, eventually reached the end of their powers — a blanket or a car or whatever drew the initial connection.

The city had changed around them, too. Pointing to a development under construction, Max said, “That’s been fields as long as I’ve lived here.”

“It’s a shame to see it go, but it’s nothing new.”

“What are you talking about? When Sandra and I moved down here, so much of Winston was farmland. The city keeps growing. In the last few years, it’s been building up so fast.”

“I got news for you, partner. It’s always been like that. When I was alive, the city took up half the blocks it does now. That’s life. We keep growing. Things keep changing.”

Max lifted an eyebrow at his partner. On a longer drive, these comments might have opened the door to more important discussions, but the maps app on the phone chimed that they had reached their destination — Pauline Lennon’s house. Max pulled to the curb.

The area looked like many planned communities in America. Each house had been chosen from a selection of three basic models, and while some flourishes of individuality had been allowed, modern uniformity was the goal. The will of the HOA lorded over the owners. Max had always thought that odd. In a country that prided itself on self-reliance and individual spirit, people willingly gave up the right to distinguish their home from others to be part of the group.

“Take this one with kid gloves,” Drummond said as they approached the house. “Assume the parents don’t know their little girl went off to college to become a witch.”

“College? How do you know that?”

“She’s the right age. Hands looked soft, so no manual labor. Plus, her ghost told me.”

Max pressed the doorbell. “Which school?”

“Forsyth Tech. Got her Associates Degree in business. Accounting and finance. Planned to go to a four-year college next.”

A woman with straight, auburn hair and a curious brow opened the door. “Yes?”

Realizing he had forgotten to prep a good story, Max fell upon ol’ reliable. “Good morning. I’m writing an article about the unusual families in Winston-Salem and wondered if you’d be interested in an interview.”

“An interview? That’s sweet of you, but there’s nothing unusual about us.”

This woman looked too young to be the mother, so Max took a stab. “I met with your sister, Pauline, and her name alone makes her interesting.”

“I’ll bet.” The woman snickered as she opened the door wider. “Come on in. I’m Bennie.”

“And the Jets?”

“That’s the one.”

“Your parents are really into music.”

“Of a certain era.” She walked him into a living room and gestured to the couch.

With two words, Drummond expressed everything Max thought. “Holy crap.”

The inside of the house had been ripped from the pages of Good Housekeeping 1952 — Grandma’s Edition. Doilies decorated the arms of the couch. Heavy curtains darkened the room. Porcelain statuettes lined the mantel of a fireplace and several shelves. A larger figurine depicting a rickshaw, driver, and a kimono-clad girl as the passenger dominated the dark wood coffee table. A small glass dish held wrapped butterscotch candies. The room smelled musty, and as Bennie settled in a high-backed reading chair, Max caught a puff of dust billowing out the side.

From a swinging door in the back, another young woman entered. She had reddish curls that framed her freckled cheeks. “Oh, I didn’t realize we had guests. Should I put on some tea?”

“No, thank you,” Max said.

Bennie gestured to the woman. “This is my other sister, Layla.”

While Bennie dressed in a casual, modern manner, Layla could have been plucked from that same ancient magazine. She had a frilly apron covering an overly-conservative blouse and skirt, and black, horn-rimmed glasses. If she added a feather-duster, Max thought she’d have perfected the part.

“Is it just the three of you living here?” Max asked.

Layla’s lips turned up but not into anything Max could call a smile. She said, “We come from a large family. There are always more here.”

Sharing a nod with her sister, Bennie said, “Watch what you say, Sis. This man is a reporter. He’s doing an article on strange families.”

“About us?”

“Pauline sent him.”

“He’s got the wrong family. Why, we’re about as bland and boring as you can get.”

“Except our names, apparently.”

“What would anybody care that we’re named after music and musicians? I can’t see an article like that be worth reading.” To Max: “You might want to find something else to write about, mister. This dog ain’t got no bark.”

The longer Max sat in that room, the more it closed in on him. Everything about these sisters screamed caution, yet he couldn’t point to any sign of witchcraft. The old style was odd and stuffy, but not a guaranteed witch thing. Lots of people preferred older décor. And while most witches cluttered their homes with collections of oddities, they behaved more like hoarders than these ladies. There was an unsettling collection of figurines, yet the statuettes were carefully displayed rather than the chaos found in most witch homes. These women acted more like hobbyists.

Drummond clearly felt the same. “Keep them talking. I’ll check out the house. And stay alert. I don’t know what’s going on here, but something’s off about this place.”

Forcing a relaxed crossing of the legs, Max watched Drummond disappear. “Perhaps you could tell me about your family, or how you ended up in North Carolina. You never know what might spark a truly fascinating story. For instance, Pauline had mentioned that she had an interest in the occult. Now, I would never have guessed that by looking at her. She seemed more like the cheerleader type.”

“Cheerleader?” Layla said. “She would rather’ve been thrown in a crocodile pit with fresh meat strapped to her sides.”

Bennie chuckled. “She has always been the feisty one of us. But you know what’s strange about her?”

Though Max sat back with a nonchalant gesture, his nerves jazzed up in anticipation. “Please, tell me.”

“That she would ever tell anybody about the occult.”

Drummond dropped from the ceiling. “Get out. This is a coven.”

Jolting to his feet, Max said, “You got me. I was fishing. She didn’t say anything like that. I got a feeling about her, that’s all.”

Both sisters rose in unison, and Max finally understood that they were not sisters by blood. Bennie moved toward the doorway leading outside while Layla blocked the back door.

“You are certainly not a reporter,” Bennie said. “Who are you and why are you interested in Pauline?”

“Partner,” Drummond said, poking his head through the ceiling and then returning. “There are five more witches upstairs.”

Max moved toward the exit and tried to look charming but meek. “Clearly there’s been a mistake. I apologize. I meant no harm. I only wanted to learn a little about you, that’s all.”

“For what?”

Layla said, “Ain’t it obvious? He’s a witch hunter. He come to check for sure if we’re witches or not, and then he’s fixing to kill us.”

“No, I’m not. I don’t want to hurt anybody. When I found Pauline, she looked like she was a nice woman and —”

“What do you mean was?” Bennie said. “Has something happened to her?”

From behind, Layla whimpered. “Is Pauline dead?”

“Um,” Max said, his eyes darting for an alternate exit.

Bennie scowled. “Then you’re going to join her.”

“Time to get you out of here.” Drummond swooped forward and slashed his icy hand across Bennie’s head.


 

 

Chapter 3

BENNIE STIFFENED AT THE SUDDEN SHOCK OF COLD, but either Drummond moved too fast or she had dealt with the touch of a ghost before. She recovered quickly. Max never had a chance to bolt for the door.

“In here,” Layla yelled, wrenching open the back door.

Two more witches entered the room — an eager one with a ‘70s afro, and a mean-looking one with the crooked nose of a boxer. Both women held a ghost ward. Bennie indicated the general area she thought Drummond was in, and she was right. Freezing her had given away his position for an instant, and she clearly had enough experience to take an educated guess from there.

As the two warded witches tried to corner Drummond, tried to shove him out of the room, Layla and Bennie pressed towards Max.

“Don’t worry.” Drummond had floated to one corner of the ceiling. He ground his teeth, enduring spurts of pain from the wards. “I won’t leave you.”

Max stumbled back against the couch but managed to stay standing. “Ladies, this doesn’t have to be a fight.”

“You killed Pauline,” Layla said as tears rivered down her cheeks.

“Not me. No.”

“Liar!” She rushed at him, swinging her hands wildly. Not the attack of a spell but with aggrieved fury.

Max batted away her attacks, but he couldn’t inch any further back. He fell onto the couch. Layla’s wild motions tumbled her to the floor at his side.

He peeked at Bennie. She watched without reaction — at least, no reaction he noticed. If she was an accomplished witch, she might be trying to cast a spell without a casting circle. Whatever she did, it wasn’t hurting him for the moment. He grabbed the back of the couch and hoisted himself over. The distance between the couch and the wall offered little room, but his body pushed it forward enough to slip through. Mostly. His toes reached the floor, at least.

Drummond yelled as he smashed downward at the witches cornering him. They stumbled back as the force hit their ward field. Max caught the worried glance between them. It gave him a taste of satisfaction, but nothing more. He had seen Drummond crack a ward before — it could take a long time, a lot of hits, and the ghost took a hellish beating in the process. Max had a better idea.

He picked up one of the couch pillows and flung it at the mean-looking witch. As he snatched the next pillow, he saw the witch stagger aside. Not that a pillow hit hard, but she had not been expecting it. The surprise factor broke her concentration. While it wouldn’t work a second time, it gave Drummond an opening.

He bashed down on the other ward, forcing afro-witch to the side. He then swept across the room, and since they couldn’t see him, they no longer had a read on where he was. Max made sure to avoid eye contact with his partner, in case the witches got the idea to follow his eyeline.

Layla had returned to her feet, but Max flung the second pillow at her. She flinched, covering her face on instinct. Max shoved the couch forward a few inches, its old feet scrapping on the floor, and caused Layla to crash into the coffee table.

Scooting sideways, he slipped out. The two ward-witches ignored him, waving their wards in the air, hoping to make contact with the ghost.

“Give up, now,” Bennie said, as her hands started to glow, “and we won’t make you suffer.”

As Max negotiated around an end table with a lovely figurine of a little boy holding a kite, he stopped long enough to wonder why he was being so careful. That gave him the second his brain needed to both recognize that he had a great weapon in front of him and to admonish him for being an utter idiot.

He seized the figurine and hurled it at Bennie.

The kite-boy bounced off her shoulder. Max had thought being struck by the figurine would have broken Bennie’s concentration, but she held fast. What stopped her spell-casting was the sound of kite-boy shattering on the floor. Max winced, expecting an explosion of magic from the porcelain shards and wishing he had jumped out of the way. But nothing happened. In fact, as he widened his focus to get a read on the room, all the witches had frozen in stunned silence at the destroyed figurine.

Drummond reacted first. “That’s the ticket.” The ghost winced as he touched the nearest figurine — a woman with a parasol — and knocked it to the floor.

“Stop it,” Bennie said, all her collected magic dissipating as her eyes widened over trembling lips.

Max picked up a porcelain dog sniffing a fire hydrant. Holding it like a weapon, he said, “I did not kill your sister.”

“Fine, fine,” Layla said, one hand covering her mouth as tears dribbled over her fingers. “Whatever you gonna say, we’re gonna believe. Just, please, put that down.”

The back door opened again. This time an elderly woman, thin and tall, stark white hair, and wearing a few distinguished wrinkles, entered the room. In a voice that filled every space around them, she said, “This stops now.” She looked straight into Max. “Mr. Porter, kindly set that down. It is expensive and sentimental.”

As if scolded by his mother — her dying eyes looking at him, begging him, shivered across his skin — he gently returned the figurine to the nearest shelf. Clearing his throat, he said, “I assume you’re Madame Lennon.”

“I am. Your ghost can come off the ceiling. It’s Mr. Drummond, correct?”

As Drummond lowered, Max said, “That’s right. I’m sure he’d appreciate it if your sisters would put away their ghost wards.”

Madame Lennon twitched a finger, and the two ward-witches left the room. She then motioned her head at Layla and Bennie. They hurriedly pushed the couch back into place and reset the pillows. The ward-witches returned with a broom and dustpan. As all four sisters cleaned the mess of the fight, Madame Lennon stood statue still.

Max opened his mouth, but Drummond raised a warning hand. They waited.

At length, when the sisters had restored order to the room — taking particular care to place the figurines in exact locations — Madame Lennon crossed her arms and leveled her stern glower upon Max. “All covens know of The Porter Agency, though clearly not all witches know what you look like. I apologize that my daughters failed to recognize you. But then you lied to them about who you were, didn’t you?”

“We didn’t know this was a coven when we got here,” Max said.

“You knew Pauline was a witch.”

“Being a witch doesn’t mean being in a coven. I had assumed this was where her family lived.”

“It is.”

“Her birth family. We only had Pauline’s driver’s license to go on.”

Layla cried out, “And you killed her.”

“I didn’t. I swear. She’s been the victim of a witch attack.” Max explained how Pauline’s ghost found Drummond and essentially hired The Porter Agency. “We’re just trying to find out who did this to her and why. Hopefully, that’ll be enough to help Pauline move on.”

Madame Lennon said, “Those are easy questions to answer. I’m surprised you can’t figure it out.”

Standing at the witch-mother’s side, Bennie said, “Obviously, it was Madame Ti and her pathetic coven of misfits. They started this witch war, and they’ve been brutal in their ways of doing things.”

“I agree. Decapitating a witch to send a message to our coven bears all of Madame Ti’s crude lack of subtlety.”

Drummond said, “She’s got a point.”

“Probably,” Max said. “But the Coven of Ti isn’t the only one out there trying to win this thing. And clearly, since we didn’t even know about the Lennon coven, there are more of you than we realized.”

“The number of covens doesn’t matter,” Madame Lennon said. “Madame Ti is an enemy to us all. If she is stopped, then this witch war ends.”

Drummond said, “Maybe that was true at the start, but —”

“We don’t think that’s true anymore,” Max said.

“Your opinion isn’t important. My coven knows better. That’s why we have decided you will stop her.”

“Stop who? Madame Ti?”

“Of course.”

“No, thank you. I like my head on top of my shoulders.”

Madame Lennon stepped forward, and it felt as if the entire house moved with her, ready to crash down upon Max if he challenged her further. “You will do what I say. If any coven defeats Madame Ti, that coven will become the head of magic in this area. We’ve seen how that power corrupts the minds of a witch. But if you defeat her, then no coven gains power. We can all go on as we have for centuries in the past. Free from anybody’s rule.”

Though his right leg started to shake, Max kept his voice steady. “Sorry, but The Porter Agency isn’t a charity. We already have a pro bono case with Pauline. She’s not asking for vengeance or the end of this witch war. She wants to know who killed her and why. Help us get her to move on, and maybe when that’s done, we can consider your situation. For a fee, of course.”

“You want to help Pauline? Then help her sisters.” Her body tensed. “This war has taken too much already.”

“I’ll follow the evidence where it leads. If it turns out Madame Ti is behind this, then I’ll do what I can. But stopping her takeover of the witch community is not something I can do alone.”

“You have your team.”

“If it were that simple, we’d have done it already.”

Madame Lennon lowered her head to look down at Max. “You keep speaking as if I’m offering you a choice. Let me be clear. Stop Madame Ti. Fail, and I’ll curse you with spells your wife has never heard of. Spells she’ll never be able to break. A curse so vile, you’ll spend the rest of your life weeping in agony and regret.”

Max held back the whine crawling up his throat. He inched toward the door. “Well, thank you for your hospitality. I’m afraid I have to go now.”

As Drummond slipped through the wall to the outside, Madame Lennon said, “This is not an idle threat.”

“I didn’t think it was,” Max said. “I promise we’ll fix things for Pauline.”

“And Madame Ti?”

With a shivering grin, he said, “We’ll do our best.”

He felt the door at his back, fumbled the knob, and sprinted for his car.


 

 

Chapter 4

SOME DAYS, Max wished he had never taken that job for the Hulls, never came down to North Carolina, never moved his desk to release Drummond, never met a witch. With Sandra at his side, they could have worked through their financial troubles in Michigan, they could have found other jobs, they could have survived. Maybe they wouldn’t have thrived, but they wouldn’t have had to worry about risking their lives with each new case. Between the threats, the curses, and the brushes with death, he had to wonder if this was worth the effort. The answer came as fast as the thoughts — of course. The Porter Agency helped people, helped ghosts, even helped witches on occasion. And if they didn’t do the work, who would?

Those thoughts proved harder to swallow as Max drove home. Drummond had returned to the Other to give Pauline an update and possibly glean some information about her coven.

“If we’re lucky,” Drummond said, “we’ll find out Madame Lennon is more bark than bite.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve been threatened with a curse. Heck, I’ve been cursed before.” Max rubbed at the bruise forming on his hip. “That coven had plenty of bite, though.”

He parked in the driveway and entered their small home. He cut through the kitchen, ignored the closed door to his mother’s bedroom, took a few steps down the hall, and entered the master bedroom. He wanted to inspect his injuries and grab a change of clothes.

Not bad, it turned out. A few angry black-and-blue marks from banging into furniture. He had undergone far worse over the years. Still, he never took lightly the act of facing off against witches.

Putting on fresh clothes helped soothe his fried nerves. He no longer stank of sweat or magic. What he really wanted was a long, hot shower. That would have to wait. He knew the day was far from over.

When he left the bedroom, he froze. His mother’s closed door faced him, and though he had walked by it numerous times since her passing, he found his legs would go no further. Sandra had told him that he needed to deal with this and accept that his mother had died. She didn’t understand. Or perhaps she did, but her perspective was skewed by her tumultuous relationship with his mother. Or maybe some other factor caused her to sound callous towards him.

She wasn’t, of course. He knew that. Sandra loved him and only wanted to help him through this tough time. In fact, he knew the real reason she couldn’t understand, and every time he gazed upon that closed door, that reason hit hard. Sandra had not been in the hospital room with him when his mother died. She never heard what his mother had said.

Mrs. Porter had been admitted one night after a terrible MS attack that clenched her muscles causing excruciating pain. Her body locked up like an abstract sculpture of twisted limbs. They rushed her to the Emergency Room afraid that either the strain might cause a heart attack or that the constricting muscles might break some of her bones. Thankfully, neither of those nightmares occurred. The doctors, however, wanted her to hold her a few days for observation.

Max had stayed by her side the entire time. The hospital even provided a cot so that he could sleep in the room with her. That small courtesy filled him with gratefulness — and alarm. He wanted to be thankful that the staff recognized his need to be close to his mother and simply desired to help him despite the hospital rules for visitor times. He wished he could stop his thoughts there. But he saw only one main reason for them to risk liability by bending their rules — they didn’t think she had much time left.

The Porter Agency had been involved in a minor case, and he sluffed his work off to Brenda. Or maybe Sandra had picked up the slack. Maybe even Drummond. Max didn’t know, and at the time, he didn’t care. His entire focus had been on his mother.

“You’ve been a good son,” she said, reaching for his hand.

She had been saying such things since their arrival, as if she might die at any moment. The first few times, Max told her she would be fine, that they would soon return to the house, and that she could then go back to complaining about him. That got a weak chuckle.

But this time, though the words were the same, he heard a difference. Her voice had altered as if the sterile, mechanical hospital room had managed to extract the last bit of warmth, of hope, from her heart. She clenched his hand tight.

Turning her head towards him, she opened her eyes wide — he could not recall them ever being so open — and he glimpsed a little, terrified girl. “I know the kinds of things you deal with. I’ve never believed in it, but I’m not blind to what you and Sandra do.”

Clinging to old arguments as if that might negate what he heard creeping in her tone, he said, “We believe in what we do, and so do our clients.”

That little girl’s eyes glistened. “Is … is it real? Am I going to be a horrible specter floating through the walls?”

“When your time comes, you just have to let go. That time is far away, but if it happens in a hospital, you might see a lot of pale-looking people. Ignore them. Look for a light — there really is one — and you follow it so that you can move on.”

“To what?”

Tears shivered out of him. “Nobody knows. But don’t fight it, and don’t let yourself stick to old grudges or bad memories. Things like that will keep you here. That’s how you’ll end up stuck. Just allow yourself to move on.”

 She closed her eyes, and Max feared she had done as he said — let go and moved on. Instead, she looked straight at him. Into him. “I don’t regret anything in my life. I don’t hold a grudge. But I do need to tell you something to lift a burden I’ve carried too long.”

He had no desire to hear a deathbed confession, but he knew better than to stop her. Besides, she wasn’t dying. Not yet. He needed more time with her.

“Sure.” He caressed the back of her hand.

Time passed in silence. Max thought maybe she had changed her mind. Maybe she had realized she would be fine and had no need to relieve any guilt over some imagined wrongs — at least for a few more months — but her brow wrinkled and flattened as she thought over her words. Unless her MS had attacked again. That expression might be physical pain. Max reached for the button to call the nurse, but his mother patted him back in his seat.

“When I was five, maybe six, I would play in my room or the backyard, and I acted like any other child. If I was alone, I’d talk with my imaginary friends — that’s how my mom referred to it — or I’d throw a tea party for them or play hide-and-seek. When I got older, I put those days to rest. Like everybody else.

“But when I had you, and I saw the way you talked to your imaginary friends, it didn’t sound like with me. You never paused long enough to listen. You would say your part, wait a second or two, and talk on as if your friend had said an entire speech. I talked to the other mothers, and I watched their children play. They said their children acted mostly like you. That scared me.

“When I was that age, I never would have jumped in to interrupt my imaginary friends. Before I would say whatever I wanted to say, I always waited until my friends stopped speaking. You understand?” She lifted her head, her thin hair sticking to the pillow as if the hospital clung to her, her body quivering as she relived her memory. “Those friends, those imaginary friends — they were really talking to me. It wasn’t in my head. I saw them. I heard them.”

Max understood. He guessed that if he said the word ghosts directly, she might shut down, so he tried to be clever. “Is that why you got so angry with Dad when he started seeing things?”

That frightened girl returned to her face. “Either I spoke with things that spoke back or I was crazy. Neither of those was good for a mother. I needed to be your rock, your guiding light, your everything. That’s the job of a mother. How could I do my job if my own mind couldn’t be trusted?

“But I also realized that those things I saw and heard as a child had never followed me through life. It seemed all children went through an imaginary friend phase. I figured mine was more real, but I couldn’t be the only one. There had to be others that saw real things, and they must have outgrown it. I had outgrown it. You understand? The whole experience disturbed me, yet I came to see that none of it changed me. I was determined to be a good mother at your side, one that could guide you to being an adult. You would be fine, and that’s all I cared about. Whatever happened in my head when I was little didn’t matter.”

“You’ve been a great mother.”

She eased back with a flash of satisfaction. “I don’t know about great. I only ever tried to do good for you. When your father first confessed to me what was happening in his head, I knew I had to stop this craziness. I wanted to let him know what I knew. I wanted to ease his mind. But if anybody overheard us, if your father went to a bar and drank his mouth loose and word got out that both your parents claimed such outrageousness, the state would surely take you away. Or your Aunt Jane would come in and take you from me.”

“That’s why you turned on her. It wasn’t religion.”

“Well, being an atheist didn’t make me trust her, but the idea that you might be stolen from me, raised by her, all because of things I saw when I was a kid. And I don’t know what I saw. Maybe I did have an overactive imagination. Once I stopped seeing and hearing these pretend friends, they never came back. So, how could I believe it had ever happened?” She pulled on his arm, bringing him closer. “And yet, I do.”

“You don’t need to worry about the afterlife.”

“What if they’re waiting for me? What if they’re angry that I ignored them, that I couldn’t see them?” Tugging at her blanket, she scowled. “I sound ridiculous. It’s being in this hospital. It’s got my brain all flummoxed.” She closed her eyes as if willing away her memories. When she looked at him again, her voice weakened. “But with your job, with … with …”

“With the kinds of cases we work on?”

“That’s why I need to hear it from you. All this talk of moving on, but what if none of us move on? What if we’re just roaming around like those I saw as a child? I don’t want to be some kid’s imaginary friend.”

He smiled. “You won’t. You’ll be fine. I guess this means you believe Sandra and I now.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I do.”

“You can’t. Try to remember this, though. When you’re old, when your end arrives —”

“Stop talking like that.”

“— then you’ll know what I know.” She looked beyond Max’s shoulder. “Maybe I’ll be able to see it all again.”

A dark cry rose from her chest. She lurched forward, her eyes bugging with horror, and Max caught her in his arms. As her tears flowed, Max stroked her staticky hair and rubbed her boney back. She curled into him. Holding her, listening to her sorrow, he couldn’t decide what part of their conversation had been lucid and what had been delusion.

He could still feel her small frame and smell that sterile hospital room. Standing in the hallway of his home, staring at his mother’s bedroom door, he could still hear her final whimpers. He thought she had settled down, cried it out, and perhaps would fall asleep. He recalled the relief he felt knowing he would have a few hours of peace before she woke.

But she never did.

He should have done more, have said more. There must have been some combination of words that would have eased her mind. On her deathbed, she only sought peace about the thing that he was a supposed expert in, and he had offered nothing but what everybody already knew — go into the light.
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