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			To Mike and Elizabeth

			Ari and Peter

			and Joe

			and with special thanks to

			Dallas Mayr
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			The honor of your presence is requested

			at a private reception to celebrate the life and memory of

			Christine Morgan Riley

			immediately following the service at

			The Ruth and Raymond G. Perelman Building

			at the Philadelphia Art Museum

			2525 Pennsylvania Avenue, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			Light refreshments will be served.

			She showed us the world as only she could see it…

			What wonders will she see now?

			-0-

		

	
		
			*

			Morgan didn’t want to talk about it.

			He didn’t want to think about.

			But he took a deep breath and began.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			My mother wasn’t crazy.

			At least not certifiable.

			She was an artist, and artists think differently than the rest of us. They’re more focused and obsessive and, yeah, self-centered, but that doesn’t make them crazy.

			Well, maybe a little. You have to be a little crazy to look through a camera lens and take photographs that aren’t like anyone else’s. I could get a camera and set up a shot that was identical to one of hers…I mean, a perfect imitation, and take a picture and that’s all it would be…a picture.

			My mother took photographs, artistic photographic representations of whatever it was she saw.

			She was an artist with film.

			I can take a picture.

			Do you understand the difference?

			So, my mother wasn’t crazy; she was driven, devoted to her work, and more receptive to things. Yeah, that sounds better…not crazy, just more open to seeing things that the rest of us missed. 

			That’s what made her a success.

			She saw things through the lens of her camera that the rest of us poor simple mortals don’t…or can’t…and she was able to capture it on black-and-white film that was processed in a darkroom with chemicals and time…and not uploaded to a computer screen.

			Not that she couldn’t have gone digital. My mother wasn’t a Luddite; she knew her way around computers, but in her mind there was no art in manipulating software to create an image.

			She even sued one critic who voiced the opinion that one of her photographs had been digitized…because it was just too good to have been done in the darkroom.

			I think the man’s writing online supermarket ads now.

			Not crazy…focused…especially when she had the idea for a new series. She’d get an idea and you could see it in her eyes…the wheels turning, as my dad used to say. ‘Careful, Morgan, your mom’s wheels are turning, best stay out of the way or she’ll run you over.’

			Yeah, funny, but still true.

			The wheels would turn and it consumed her…it consumed all of us. I was her favorite model, once. The world watched me grow up and it used to bother me, a little, when I was younger. I mean, sometimes.

			What? Yeah, I once got into a fight. I was about twelve…no, thirteen, and in middle school and we’d just gotten back from winter break when one of my classmates in Homeroom pulls out my mother’s calendar for that year and opens it to December.

			It was a good photograph – she’d taken it during a snowstorm and you could barely see my face through the swirling flakes…my feet were freezing by the time she finished and I couldn’t feel my nose – but there was just something about the way my classmate said, “Oh, look, we have a celebrity” that set me off.

			I jumped him when school let out and gave him a bloody nose.

			He gave me a black eye and swollen lip.

			The Boys’ VP took us both to the principal’s office and called our mothers.

			Mine brought her camera and took what was to become the first photograph in her Friends Forged in Fire series.

			It worked. Chet and I are still best friends.

			It could be grueling sometimes, posing and all that went with it, but that was just part of life with an artist and I didn’t mind, I really didn’t. I was used to it.

			* * *

			Morgan leaned back against the front door and imagined he could still feel the heat through the wood and the two shirts – one polo, one button-down, both from his mother – he’d slung over his shoulder. Compared to the hot, humid September evening he’d just left, the house’s constant 72°F temperature/40% humidity almost felt cold.

			It felt wonderful.

			Morgan closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

			Then opened his eyes and walked into the gentle breeze from one of the foyer’s mini ductless splits before taking another breath. All he could smell was Freon, chemicals wafting up from his mother’s darkroom in the basement, and the various other scents and odors an old house gathers into itself over the years…but what he didn’t smell was Chinese takeout.

			And he should have.

			It was the second Monday of the month and from the time Morgan had discovered the culinary pleasures of fried wontons, boneless spare ribs and sweet-and-sour chicken, the second Monday of every month meant sitting down at the formal dining room table and waiting in anticipation while his father opened up the many mysterious cartons that filled the air with exotic aromas and his mother talked about the next series of photographs she wanted to take.

			His father had his law practice and his mother had her gallery openings and exhibitions and juried competitions and business trips, but the second Monday of every month was their time together as a family.

			After his father died, he and his mother ate in the kitchen. When he got married his new wife knew not to expect him home the second Monday of every month…and still didn’t, eleven years later.

			So, where the hell was the Chinese takeout?

			Morgan knew it was the right day…his mother had called him the night before and asked that he bring a couple of shirts, casual ones, something he’d wear on a hike, which meant, he knew from experience, it wouldn’t just be dinner and discussion…she had an idea for a photograph.

			“Mom?”

			His cellphone pinged to alert him of a text.

			Morgan took his cellphone from his pocket and thumbed the screen open. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

			SAW YOU PULL UP IN ATTIC BE RIGHT DOWN

			Morgan walked to the foot of the staircase that divided the house left to right, now gathering shadows, and draped the shirts over the newel post that had been the site of his first and last attempt at Boy Scout wood carving. The effort did not earn him a merit badge but the photograph his mother took of the attempt did win the Grand Master’s Award at a national photography competition.

			And also made the front cover of the next issue of Boys’ Life magazine.

			Morgan took a deep breath and lifted a cupped hand to his mouth. “OKAY, MOM!”

			Ping.

			THAT WAS NOT FUNNY MORGAN

			“I thought it was.”

			NO IT WASN’T. THAT’S WHAT PHONES ARE FOR

			Morgan slowly lowered his hands but kept his eyes on the dark second-floor landing as he backed away from the stairs. Sometimes she really scared him.

			Leaving the shirts on the newel post, Morgan turned and walked into the library/gallery across the entrance hall from the living room. When he was still living in the house, the living room was just that, a room for living where he’d sneak downstairs early to watch Saturday morning cartoons while eating handfuls of sugary cereal right out of the box or sit on the sofa next to his father, watching westerns and eating popcorn, or build elaborate cities out of Legos while his mother developed film.

			Now it was a living room in name only, a place for entertaining and interviews filled with a pristine arrangement of furniture that his mother covered for holidays and when his daughter stayed over for the weekend…just in case. The walls were covered with just enough of his mother’s photographs and pictures – family and school – on the mantelpiece over the working fireplace, to promote the illusion that they weren’t just background scenery. 

			Morgan much preferred the library/gallery…it didn’t pretend to be anything other than what it was: a showplace of his mother’s talent. The soft gray walls were hung with framed originals of her best-known photographs and plaques that were too large to fit into the low glass-front curio/award cabinets that lined two walls. 

			It also didn’t hurt that a good many of the award-winning photographs were of him and his daughter.

			Chairs had been set up around the room in optimal spots. Morgan chose one of the two upholstered wingbacks in front of the room’s multipane window and turned on the small lamp on the table between them. The room opened onto the massive covered porch his grandfather had built regardless of the fact that it didn’t architecturally work with the original Tudor Revival design. His mother always kept the sheers drawn, much the same way his father had. 

			The room had originally been his father’s office, inherited from his father along with the Philadelphia law firm the old man had started back in the forties. Morgan was supposed to follow the tradition, become a lawyer and take over the practice as well as the office.

			His father had died long before Morgan even realized he didn’t want to be a lawyer. He never saw his son graduate, with honors, with a master’s in Finance and Investments, or become a senior financial advisor, and then senior VP of investments for a nationwide banking firm.

			Not that it would have softened the blow.

			Morgan had helped his mother pack away the office and found a wrapped desk plate with Morgan Riley, Esq. engraved on it. The gift tag had read: I am so proud that you are my son. Love, Dad.

			He never told his mother about it and still had the desk plate in one of his father’s old shoe boxes in the back of his closet.

			Morgan leaned back and listened to the occasional thump or thud until the sounds coalesced into definite footsteps. 

			“Morgan?”

			Morgan stood and walked to meet her at the bottom step. Once, years ago, in an interview, a reporter had written that she was very much like one of her photographs, tending to wear only monochromic tones with “…hair so blond it appears white and eyes of startling ash-gray-green rimmed in charcoal….”

			Obviously the writer was a failed artist, but minus the purple prose, his mother’s taste had always been to clothes that were black and white and gray – they were easier to separate and wash – and had blond hair that, now at 72, was more platinum than gold…but her eyes were hazel, had always been hazel and would continue to be hazel.

			But they did look pale gray rimmed in charcoal in photographs.

			Today she wore light gray linen slacks and a loose white top…her shoulder-length hair held off her neck with a black plastic claw clip. Black and white and gray except for the clothes she was carrying. They looked familiar.

			Morgan kept looking at them – small clothes, toddler-sized shirts and shorts – as he leaned in to kiss her cheek. She smelled faintly of dust and cedar.

			“No Chinese food?”

			His mother sighed. “Well, hello to you, too, dear son.”

			“Sorry. Hi, Mom. So, what’s this?” Morgan picked up one of the shirts. “Hey, this is my old He-Man, Masters of the Universe tee, isn’t it? I didn’t know you kept it.”

			“I saved some for Hannah.”

			Not that his daughter would ever need a size-two boy’s t-shirt with a faded logo from a TV show that ended twenty-nine years before she was born.

			And he wasn’t even going to think about the movie with Dolph Lundgren.

			Morgan held the shirt up by the sleeves. It still had a stain running down the back from where he’d crawled under a newly painted fence. He didn’t remember doing that, but his mother had taken a photograph.

			“Mom, Hannah’s a little big for this. Are you trying to tell me something? Am I finally going to get the baby brother I always wanted?”

			“Did you see him?”

			“See who?”

			“He’s in the living room. Come on, let me show you.” His mother reached for the newel post as she started down the stairs, knocking off the shirts he’d brought. “Why did you bring shirts?”

			“You wanted me to,” Morgan said, picking them up.

			“Oh, that’s right. Well, why don’t you put them upstairs and I’ll just throw these in the wash.” She was already hurrying down the hall toward the laundry/mud room off the kitchen. “But don’t come into the living room until I tell you to.”

			Jesus, she got a dog. After all these years she got a dog. I wanted a dog…didn’t get a dog…still can’t…place is too small…no yard…but she got a dog. Morgan tossed the shirts back over one shoulder as he climbed the stairs and wondered what kind it was and why it hadn’t barked its fool head off when he walked in.

			Maybe it’s a cat.

			Turning left off the stairs, Morgan passed the upstairs bath and double-wide linen closet, then reached for the cut-glass handle to his old room. His mother’s room, the master suite and bath, was at the opposite end of the hall. The attic stairs directly opposite had made sneaking up there all the more difficult when he was a child…unless his mother was in the darkroom his father had built for her in the basement.

			The pink teddy bear-shaped name tile – Hannah’s Room – rattled against the dark wood as he opened the door. When this was Morgan’s room, it had been pale blue and gone from teddy bears (blue) and Tonka trucks through He-Man and Ninja Turtles to wall posters of swimsuit models and athletic pennants. Go Eagles.

			Now it was all white lace curtains, pink walls and pretty, pretty ponies. His old twin bed, still serviceable even after all the wear and tear he’d put it through, had been repainted white and piled high with a menagerie of stuffed animals, mostly of the equine variety, and pillows.

			Morgan walked over to the room’s closet and opened the door. Hannah didn’t need any of his old clothes – his wife always packed a few extra outfits and changes of underwear to leave at Grammy’s when their daughter visited and his mother was always buying her outfits – and he still had enough slacks, polos and dress shirts that he really didn’t have to bring anything from home.

			Except that it did clean out his closet at home of all the things that only really look good in a black-and-white photograph when everything would be in various shades of gray.

			Including him.

			Morgan hung the fuchsia polo and melon rind-green and purple pinstriped shirt between a salmon windbreaker and gray Penn State sweatshirt he wore when he came over to do yard work and closed the door. 

			His mother was waiting for him beneath the living room’s peaked archway.

			“His name’s Sebastian,” she said, taking his hand. “Well, what do you think?”

			It wasn’t a dog. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I don’t know why I thought it was a dog, but it doesn’t matter, that’s not the point. It could have been anything, because whatever it was didn’t matter…not then…not at the beginning. See, it was never about the subject, it was the inspiration it created.

			In her.

			I know, it’s difficult to explain, but my mother would see something…something ordinary, something that most of us would not even give a second glance…and be inspired by it.

			Yeah, yeah, I was in a lot of her photographs, but it wasn’t me…do you understand? It wasn’t me, Morgan, her son. I was just a part of whatever it was she was really photographing. I could have been anyone or anything; it didn’t matter.

			Even a dog.

			I don’t think it always came to her, but once she was inspired by something, God, it consumed her. The inspired obsession…yeah, that has a nice ring to it. The inspired obsession…but it didn’t last long, a few weeks, maybe a month or two if she was particularly enamored by the subject, but eventually it would end and she’d disappear into her darkroom and come out with enough photographs for a new series.

			And that was the way it was supposed to be. If you focus too hard on one thing, you’ll go….

			She wasn’t crazy, just obsessed.

			* * *

			“Sebastian, huh?”

			Morgan looked at the manikin standing on its white metal plate in the middle of his mother’s living room and nodded. It was naked – probably the reason his mother had been going through his old clothes – about the size of a two- or three-year-old, sexless – thank God – faceless, hairless and molded or cast – or however they made them – from white plastic with an eggshell finish.

			And the only reason he knew that was because he’d repainted the kitchen cream with an eggshell finish.

			“Isn’t he adorable?” His mother latched on to Morgan’s arm and pulled him closer. “Did you see the toes? And look at the fingers? Each finger and toe has a nail, isn’t that amazing? Look at the detail!”

			Morgan nodded, but had to admit the detail on the toes and fingers was amazing. Each finger and toe was separated from its neighbor, which had to be a whole other manufacturing step. Arms at its side, hands open, the fingers were bent slightly toward the palm. The feet were arched and the toes flat against the stand except for one little piggy that had none; it was crooked over the top of the little piggy that had roast beef.  

			Aw.

			It was one of the more elaborate…and creepy props his mother had found. But at least it went with the color scheme.

			“Yeah, cool. So, where’d you rent it?”

			His mother stopped being amazed by the details and looked up at him. “I didn’t.”

			“You mean you bought it? Why?”

			“Of course I bought him.” She seemed surprised by the question. “They don’t let you just walk out of the store without paying, you know. You remember that children’s boutique on Germantown Pike, the one on the corner? Well, it’s going out of business and….” Her eyes narrowed. “And don’t you even think about asking how much he cost.” 

			Morgan was already raising his hands in surrender. He should never have asked. Besides it being none of his business, he didn’t care what she spent or on what. It was just the fact that he was and always would be ‘a banker’, and bankers were only concerned about the price of things.

			“You know I would never do that.”

			“Well….” Morgan lowered his hands when her face softened into a smile. “He was only $39. I can’t tell you why, Morgan, I just saw these little manikins in a corner, huddled together under a sheet of plastic, except for him.” She cupped her hand against the smooth head. “It was like he was peeking out and I got this idea. You know how much I love Halloween.”

			Morgan nodded. Everyone in the tri-state area and beyond knew how much she loved Halloween. Every October 31st members of the news media – print, digital, and televised – would crowd into the five-house cul-de-sac to capture the spectacle and send it on to their affiliate stations and the Internet.

			As a kid, he’d been the envy of all his friends whose own Halloween decorations consisted of parent-carved jack-o’-lanterns, plastic skeletons, half-buried zombies, tissue-paper ghosts hanging from tree limbs or various inflatables. Not that they were bad, but no one could outdo his mother.

			“I’m thinking haunted house. Can’t you imagine Sebastian draped in sheer gauze under a black light? He’ll make a wonderful ghost.”

			Morgan nodded. “Yeah, that should terrify the kids.”

			“Oh, no, he’s a good little ghost. The kids will love him…especially Hannah. Do you think you can get her to dress up like a ghost, too?”

			Now it was getting creepy. “I think she wants to be a witch, but I’ll ask. Why Sebastian?”

			“What?”

			“Why the name Sebastian?”

			“Why not…oh and don’t you dare look at me like that. You named your car.”

			“Don’t speak ill of Ralph.” 

			It was his first car, a 1970 Ford Falcon, bought with very little of the money his father had left him. A ‘project car’ was how it was listed in the Classifieds section of the community throwaway paper, but more a clunker in reality, its once lemon-yellow paint reduced to faded, rusty cream. Morgan had christened it Ralph after he drove it to school and all his friends simultaneously pretended to vomit in unison.

			“I guess Sebastian’s a good name for a dummy.”

			“Manikin. A dummy is just a form molded out of plastic, but a manikin is a life-sized, articulated and anatomical representation of the human body. The name comes from the Flemish word manneken, meaning ‘little man, figurine’.” She smiled. “I Googled it.”

			“Ah. So, I guess a manikin doesn’t need to have a face?” She stopped smiling. “And it’s articulated?”

			“The arms move. Okay, be right back.” His mother patted the dummy…the manikin’s head and Morgan’s arm before walking out of the living room and through the dining room into the kitchen. Her voice echoed slightly when she spoke again. “I called Chet earlier and he’s expecting us, but we should hurry. It’s getting dark and I don’t want to keep him too late.”

			Morgan looked down at the manikin and nodded. Now it made sense.

			“My coat and tie are in the car,” he said when she came back in carrying a plastic Wawa bag, her camera case over one shoulder, “but don’t you think I should change my shirt? There are plenty of others upstairs.”

			His mother gave the plain blue wrinkled short-sleeve a look and shook her head. “No, you look perfect for what I have in mind. Oh, here.”

			Morgan opened the bag and peeked inside. “Mom….”

			“I know,” she said, “it’s not Chinese food, but a BLT with hot peppers and vinegar is still your favorite, isn’t it?”

			Morgan took the classic hoagie out of the bag and pressed the paper wrapper to his nose, inhaling the mingled scents of bacon, vinegar and pepperoncini peppers deep into his lungs. His stomach growled as the flood gates opened. He had to swallow before answering.

			“It is. And Chili Cheese Fritos, too.”

			“Am I forgiven?”

			“Totally,” Morgan said, using his daughter’s current and most annoying expression. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. Do you need a bottle of water?”

			“Have one in the car.”

			“Great, let’s get going.”

			Securing the camera bag by slipping the strap over her head, his mother walked over to the manikin and started to pick it up.

			“Hang on!” Morgan put the sandwich back into the bag and handed it to her. “Let me do that, okay?”

			“Morgan, I carried Sebastian out of the store and into the house. I’m perfectly capable of taking him out to the car.”

			“I’m sure you are.” Morgan grabbed the manikin around the waist – it was cold – and lifted. “You want it in the backseat or—”

			“Not like that!”

			For some reason, he thought the manikin would be much lighter than it was. It was only made of out plastic…solid plastic as he found out and damned near weighed as much as a child that size. He hadn’t expected that.

			Or for the arms that were held on by magnets to suddenly pop off or for the rod holding the quarter-inch-thick metal stand to slip from the hole in the back of the manikin’s left leg and land squarely on his foot.

			“Jesus Christ!”

			“Don’t drop him!”

			And somehow he didn’t.

			Somehow, foot throbbing and eyes watering, he’d managed to hold on to the armless, faceless torso and neither drop it nor pitch it through the window.

			Morgan took a deep breath. “Ow.”

			“Oh, Morgan, I’m so sorry. No, just hold him one more minute…” He felt the weight lift off his throbbing instep. “…until I get the rod back. Okay, you can put him down now. Carefully. Good. Are you okay?”

			“Fine. You didn’t tell me the arms came off.”

			“I told you they moved. How do you think they dressed him?” His mother handed him the Wawa bag then picked up the arms and reattached them. Morgan flinched at the sound of metal meeting magnet. “Why don’t you head on over and we’ll follow?”

			It was tempting. “No, it’s okay. I know you can handle it, but I’ll take it out to the car.”

			“Fine, let me get the hand truck.”

			“You have a hand truck?”

			“Of course, in the laundry room. It’s the one I use to move potting soil. Sebastian’s a little awkward to carry, but thank you for trying.” She patted his cheek the same way she used to when he’d done something exceptional, like picking up empty film canisters without putting an eye out. “You can help me put on his bungee cords.”

			Morgan listened to her footsteps echo down the hall and looked down at the manikin.

			“Boy, you’d better be worth it.”

			* * *

			Graybryer Memorial Gardens and Mortuary was all that remained of the Lewison-Graybryer Estate, the onetime summer retreat for a Main Line millionaire and his family. On a par with Orson Welles’s imaginary Xanadu in Citizen Kane and any of the du Pont properties, this American castle had its own spring-fed lake, tennis court, miniature golf course, rose garden, riding stable, Presbyterian chapel and cemetery.

			It was the cemetery that saved the family after the Depression had wiped out their bank accounts and stock portfolios clean. The chapel began non-denominational services, the groundskeeper’s cottage was turned into a full-service funeral home, and the gates of the wrought-iron fence that enclosed the thirty acres of rolling grass and woods were opened to the public.

			The Graybryer Memorial Gardens and Mortuary was the place to await the Final Judgment Day and had a waiting list that far exceeded its remaining seven thousand available plots.

			Unless your dearly departed was famous.

			Or in the armed forces.

			Or a first responder.

			Or a friend of the family.

			Like Morgan’s father.

			“Wakey, wakey, buttercakey.”

			Morgan opened his eyes to the softly lit room where he and his friend had once played their own version of cops and robbers called, because of the caskets that had been on display, Dracula and Van Helsing. Morgan always had to play Van Helsing and always had to lose to the bedsheet-caped and plastic-fanged vampire because Chet’s father owned the place.

			Back then the nave still had rows of pews and a marble altar beneath the stained-glass window of a lone lighthouse standing vigil on a cliff as the sun, flaring bands of red and orange and yellow, set into a sea of purples and blues. A single clear beveled jewel had been set into the window sometime after the chapel became part of the memorial gardens. It was supposed to represent the evening star, but Morgan always thought it looked like a flying saucer.

			Now, aside from the refrigerated floral display case between the men’s and women’s bathrooms and the leather-bound reference books on Graybryer’s full line of caskets and other funeral items – including prices and payment options – discreetly placed, it looked like any other nondescript waiting room…cream-colored walls, gray carpeting, soft indirect lighting, a sound system, comfortable chairs and sofas and black-and-white photographs on the walls. His mother’s photographs…headstones and the younger version of himself at his father’s grave. 

			A Boy’s First Grief was still one of her best sellers.

			When they first arrived, Morgan had gone to see his father while his mother pushed the manikin down the road in the opposite direction.      

			Morgan sat up and took the red plastic cup his friend held out to him. He might not have followed in his father’s footsteps and become a lawyer, but Chet had and took over the business, lock, stock and Internet-ordained ministry when his dad retired three years earlier.

			“Thanks.” Morgan took a tentative sip – it was sweet iced tea – then downed half before coming up for air. “I needed that.”

			“I saw that. Makes me think you don’t trust me.” His friend took a normal swallow. “Although I did think about adding a shot of Everclear.”

			“Everclear?”  

			Chet took another sip and nodded. He’d exchanged the white shirt, black suitcoat and tie he’d had on when they arrived for a black Def Leppard t-shirt that made him look more like the skinny, iron-knuckled, dark-haired, big-mouthed kid he once was than the successful, distinguished, salt-and-pepper haired, paunch-gut businessman and licensed embalmer that he now was.

			“Yeah, thought you could use it after all that.” He swept his cup toward the modern ‘antique glass’ windows fronting the office. His mother was still out there, taking more pictures of the manikin among the tombstones. “But I figured you might not want to spend the night…although I do have some really comfy coffins in the back. I’ve tried a few and they’re not bad.”

			“Thank you for your— You’re sick, you know that?”

			“I try.” A big, toothy grin almost split the man’s face in two. It was the same smile; the only difference was that the wrinkles were a little deeper around the eyes and mouth.

			Morgan nonchalantly ran a thumb across the crow’s feet in the corner of his right eye.

			“Just between us,” his friend pulled up a chair next to Morgan’s and leaned forward, lowering his voice, “those pictures she was taking….”

			“Photographs.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Pictures are….” Morgan waved the rest away. His mother took photographs. He and most everyone else in the world who wasn’t a photographer took pictures. Explaining the difference had almost become an unconscious reflex. “Sorry. Go on.”

			“It’s not that I don’t love your mother’s work; I do and so did my dad. Obviously. I mean they’re wonderful. I’m just saying that watching her take pictures of you and that little thing was a bit creepy.”

			Morgan nodded. “Yeah, I don’t know what she’s planning for the series, but I know she’s going to turn it into a ghost for Halloween.”

			“Well, cool, my kids love coming to your mom’s house. So do I. She always gives out full-sized candy bars. So, okay, now I get it. It’s supposed to look like a ghost so naturally she brought it out here to take pictures.” Chet grinned and nodded and took another sip. “Still creepy, though.”

			“Oh, yeah.” 

			“There you are.”

			They both stood up as his mother wheeled the hand truck with its bungee-tied ‘ghost’ toward them. She’d draped the camera bag off the back of the truck; the camera, lens cap in place, was still around her neck.

			Morgan finished the tea and handed his friend the cup. She probably wasn’t finished, but he could hope. “Are you ready to go?”

			“Almost,” she said. “There are a few more shots I’d like to take in here, if I can. Chet?”

			“Sure, but I’m not sure what the regulations are concerning putting a manikin inside one of my caskets.”

			His mother looked horrified. “Oh my God, no! I would never put Sebastian in a casket. That’s a horrible thought.”

			Chet looked at Morgan and mouthed “Sebastian?” Morgan nodded as his mother wheeled the manikin to the stained-glass window that had once backed the chapel’s altar.

			“It’s gotten so dark…. Chet, can you turn on some lights?”

			“Sure.” Chet finished off his tea as he walked back to the reception desk and turned on the recessed lighting. “You want them on full or half? I have two independent dimmer packs so can do pretty much whatever effect you want.”

			“Wonderful. Morgan, come sit in this chair and face right. Good, now cross your legs and rest your head on your hand. Like that, good. Chet, can you lower these lights? Too much. There. Perfect. Now, take down the ones behind it…slowly…. Stop!” 

			Morgan stayed in position while his mother unstrapped the manikin and dragged it across the carpet until it was next to the chair. She took off the lens cap, dropping it to the floor as she raised the camera.

			—click—flash—

			Without moving, Morgan watched his mother walk back to the manikin and turn it toward him, repositioning the right arm so that it seemed to be reaching for him.

			His mother stepped back and lifted the camera.

			“Okay, Morgan, close your eyes like you’re asleep.”

			—click—flash—  —click—flash—  —click—flash—

			“Perfect.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Do you know why she only took black-and-white photographs?

			Because blue isn’t always blue.

			Get it? No, I’m not being funny. I know, the first time she told me that I didn’t understand it either, but listen, I’ll explain it the way she did. Let’s see…. I need a color. Oh, my sweatshirt, how’s that. What color is it?

			Green, right. It’s called Eagle’s Green, but let’s just call it green for right now.

			Now, is the green you’re seeing the same green I’m seeing? Think about it. I know what I see and you know what you see, the color green, but I don’t know if my green is the same shade and tone as the green you’re seeing.

			Get it?

			I know, it’s confusing, but that’s why my mother only took black-and-white photographs. Black-and-white photographs allow the viewer to add colors as they choose. You show people a color photograph of a yellow rose and they all see a yellow rose, but if you show those same people a black-and-white photograph of that rose…that gray rose…they’ll put a color to it inside their head. That rose could be yellow or pink or cream or even lavender…it could be whatever color that person thinks it is.

			Now do you understand how blue isn’t always blue?

			Plus, black-and-white film was cheaper when she started out. There also seemed to be less competition in the black-and-white categories of the photography contests she competed in. And history, as they say, was made. First came blue ribbons, then grand championships, and let’s not forget the hefty prize money that accompanied them, then gallery shows and merchandise – calendars, note cards, gift store prints from photos she called her ‘bread-and-butter’ shots…good, but not what she’d consider a prize winner.

			And sometimes good is enough for some things.

			There aren’t any bad Christine Morgan Riley photographs – no mediocre negatives hidden away and no less-than-stellar prints stuck into file cabinets. None.

			I know, because I helped her burn them.

			I don’t know when she started or if my father knew – when he was still alive, we’d do it when I got home from school or on Saturdays when he golfed with his friends, but every few weeks or so she’d drag our old Weber barbeque grill out to the middle of the backyard and ask me to help her carry up some boxes from the darkroom.

			The boxes were full of photographs she’d taken and their negatives. I know I sort of joke about her becoming famous because there was less competition, but it was her talent that did it and some of the photographs in those boxes were good. At least I thought they were.

			But she didn’t.

			Sometimes she’d tell me what was wrong with it – too ordinary, anyone could have taken this, a blur…no blur – before tossing it into the barbeque. When it was almost full, she’d squirt on some lighter fluid and toss in a match. Then…WHOOSH!

			I don’t know when she started doing that, probably way before I was born, but she only asked me to help when I was in fourth or fifth grade…old enough to help and man the garden hose, just in case one of the burning photographs escaped. And I only asked her once why we were doing it and she told me something about how you couldn’t keep everything in your life so you had to decide what things were worth keeping and which weren’t.

			And if something wasn’t worth keeping, you got rid of it.

			Made sense to me and it was fun. Hey, I’m a guy and fires are cool.

			So, we’d stand around burning the prints my mother didn’t think were worth keeping and when we’d finished, we’d throw some charcoal briquettes on top of the ashes and cook hamburgers.

			My mother wasn’t crazy, just a perfectionist.

			* * *

			Morgan shifted his weight and burped, tasting an odd combination of sesame chicken, hot-and-sour soup and crab rangoon. His mother had made up for the previous month by ordering all of his favorite dishes and insisting they sit down and eat as soon as he walked in. They ate in the kitchen, at the breakfast nook, because the dining room table was covered with prints that she wanted him to look at after dinner.

			He often reviewed her new work before she showed it to her agent, because he knew how much she valued his opinion – as an average, non-artistic plebian and potential buyer. 

			It was a role she believed he excelled in.

			“For a banker,” Morgan said, saying out loud what he was sure she thought, as he turned on the Italian cut crystal chandelier and looked at the photographs that covered the 42” x 96” table. The manikin was in all the photos, a small faceless ghost wandering the graveyard; Morgan was in five.

			A triptych—

			Mid-shot of him standing at the grave of a child named Jackie Graybryer Ketchum, born and died the same day, January 24, 1919, the manikin in the far background, barely visible among the headstones.

			Same, same with the manikin standing on the child’s grave facing him.

			Same mid-range with Morgan reaching toward the manikin.

			And two others—

			Seated in the chapel with his head on his hand and his eyes closed with the manikin standing next to the chair and reaching for him.

			And an extreme long shot of him at his father’s grave. He had no idea she’d taken that.

			He had no idea why she’d taken any of them.

			Jesus, what was he going to say? He couldn’t tell her the truth – could he? – that he thought the photographs were – repulsive – offensive and macabre and no one in their right mind, not even the most ardent Christine Morgan Riley collector, would buy a photograph of what looked like the ghost of a naked child wandering a deserted cemetery. “Look dear, it’s the ghost of a dead child…shall we hang it in the nursery?”

			What the hell was she thinking?

			It was one thing to buy a kid-sized…no…a toddler-sized manikin to dress up for Halloween, but this….

			Morgan took a deep breath and was glad she’d insisted on eating before she asked him to look at the photographs. If it’d been the other way around, he might have missed another month of Chinese food. He wouldn’t have been able to eat, and not because she’d have thrown him out; she would have simply looked at him in that special way she had when she wondered if something was worth her camera’s attention, then thanked him for his opinion.

			Even if he was just a banker.

			Morgan walked out of the dining room and down the hall to the door to the darkroom, automatically checking the light sconce mounted next to it before keying the intercom. When his father had the basement remodeled, he’d paid extra to have both a warning light and intercom installed so no one – meaning him – would accidently walk in while his mother was developing film. His mother had added the DO NOT ENTER IF LIGHT IS ON sign even before Morgan could read.

			Not that he needed to. He’d been taught the rules long before that. If the red light is on, you do not open the door. If the red light is on and you need your mother – see appendix A for what constitutes a viable need – you press the intercom button and wait for her to answer. But above all, if the red light is on you DO NOT OPEN THE DOOR.

			And he never did. All the way through his childhood and early teens he never opened the door except on the day his father’s paralegal assistant called. He’d answered the old landline phone in the kitchen where he’d been doing homework, expecting it to be Chet with ideas for an upcoming bike trip. At first he couldn’t understand what the woman was saying. She spoke very fast and her voice was low, but she kept saying “your father, it’s your father” and then she suddenly stopped and began to sob.

			Morgan had dropped the phone and ran to the door, screaming for his mother when he yanked it open and heard her scream back, “Morgan! What have you done?” but all he could do was paraphrase the voice on the phone.

			“It’s Dad. It’s Dad.”

			When his mother ran into the kitchen, he stayed in front of the open basement door, afraid to move even after he heard her hang up. It was only after the flash went off that he was finally able to turn around and look at her.

			“It was a heart attack, Morgan. Your father’s dead. It was very quick, he didn’t feel any pain. Don’t move.”

			Click. Flash.

			The series A Boy’s First Grief won the Grand Champion ribbon and a cash award of $20,000.00 in an International Photography contest.

			Morgan pressed the call icon. “You can come up now, Mom.”

			“Will do.” 

			He heard her footsteps on the stairs – she must have been standing next to the intercom waiting for him – and stepped back when the door opened. Oh, God.

			“Mom….”

			“Hold that thought.” She pulled the door closed behind her and headed for the kitchen. She came back a moment later with the unfinished carton of kung pao shrimp and a fork. “It’s true what they say…a half hour later and you’re hungry again.”

			“It’s been fifteen minutes.”

			“Is that all?” She stabbed a shrimp as she walked past Morgan and into the dining room. “Ummm….”

			He had no choice but to follow her. “Mom.”

			“Son.” She ate another shrimp. “Well, what do you think?”

			Damn.

			Morgan walked back to the table and picked up the photograph directly in front of him. It was the one image he almost liked. She had placed the manikin on a slight rise at the end of a long double row of elaborately carved headstones and taken a low-angle shot to increase the forced perspective illusion.

			To the viewer the manikin just looked like another grave marker, which in Morgan’s opinion, made it the best photograph of the lot. His mother put her fork into the carton and took the print carefully by the corner.

			“I like this one, too,” she said. “It was the last one I took…you don’t think it’s too dark, do you? I wasn’t sure there was enough daylight left, but I think it works.”

			“It’s perfect.”

			“I think so, too.” His mother put the photograph back on the table and speared another shrimp. “I’m thinking of calling the series Little Boy Found. What do you think?”

			“No.”

			The fork stopped an inch from her mouth. “What do you mean no?”

			Tell her, you wuss. “Mom, about the photographs….”

			“You don’t like them?” She dropped the shrimp and fork back into the carton and stared at his face. “Oh my God, you don’t like them.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“Then what are you saying?” But she didn’t give him a chance to answer. “You have to tell me, Morgan, because I haven’t been this excited about a project in a long time. This little…. Sebastian has inspired so many ideas. Morgan, tell me what you think.”

			His mother never doubted herself or her work. She knew what worked and what didn’t, and if it didn’t she’d burn it. No muss, no fuss, no second thoughts. His opinion and those of critics were just that, opinions, and up until that moment, Morgan would have sworn she secretly didn’t care what the public thought about her work as long as it sold.

			She waited for him to answer, clutching the takeout carton so tightly that it had started to crush between her fingers. Morgan took it from her.

			“When are you going to show them to William?”

			“Tomorrow or the next day, but you haven’t answered my question, Morgan. What do you think about my new series?”

			Morgan took a deep breath and did what any son who loved his mother would do – he lied and hoped her agent would tell her the truth. William Ahern had one of the most successful photography agencies in the business – with offices in Philadelphia, London and San Francisco – and had been his mother’s agent for almost as long as Morgan had been alive. Obviously with that much time under his belt, he must have had to deal with the harsh realities once in a while.

			“Does William know anything about it?”

			“Some. I told him about Sebastian, but do you mean the photographs? No.”

			“It’s wrong…the name. You should call it something like…um…Peek-a-Boo or Hide and Seek…or….”

			“Hide and Seek! That’s perfect, Morgan, thank you!” She started to take back the carton and stopped. “You finish. You deserve it.”

			Morgan jabbed the last shrimp with the fork, popped it into his mouth and handed her back the empty carton.

			“Nom, nom, nom, nom.” 

			“Take something else, there’s plenty of leftover.”

			“No, thanks, you keep it. You know what they say, you’ll probably get the munchies in another half hour.”

			“Hah, hah. Well, at least take the fortune cookies home to Hannah.”

			“That I’ll do.”

			While his mother walked back to the kitchen, Morgan turned in the opposite direction and took the slightly more direct route through the living room to the hall coat rack.

			Daylight Saving Time might have ended five weeks ago, but night had pretty much started to invade the house. There was just enough light from the dining room’s chandelier and coming in through the living room sheers from the ‘historically accurate’ reproduction streetlamp at the entrance of the cul-de-sac for Morgan to navigate a path without risk of barked shins or bruised egos. 

			Which wouldn’t have been a problem if he hadn’t suddenly noticed it standing in the shadows next to his mother’s chair.

			And sidestepped. Quickly. In a sort of hop-jump.

			“Jesus!”

			“Morgan?” His mother came in from the hallway carrying an ACME shopping bag. “What happened?”

			“I tripped.” Lying was becoming so much easier.

			“Well, no wonder, it’s dark in here.” His mother walked over to the small table next to her chair and turned on the lamp. The manikin wasn’t naked anymore. It wore a pair of pull-up dark brown corduroy pants and a gray ALF hoodie. Morgan remembered the hoodie from family pictures his father had taken.

			“Here.” She handed him the bag. It was heavier than it should have been for just cookies. “Don’t get mad but I know how much Holly loves boneless spare ribs and you like mu shu pork more than I do, and they always give me so much rice…. What are you looking at?”
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