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To my dad, who will forever be the Chief on the immortal printed page, and also to Jake, the world’s newest Old Master.

“Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist when we grow up.”

—Pablo Picasso

CHAPTER 1

Living with Magic

––––––––

Spence Collins liked to do things in person. Milwaukie, Oregon, was a small enough town where business could still be done face-to-face. At sixty-two, he preferred to take his time with the teller at the bank, the checker at the grocery, the manager of the hardware store, and the owner of the pet supply shop where he picked up Mycroft’s special diet food. But Mycroft, his and Jean’s Maine Coon cat, defied the food’s miracle claim to “bring the kitten out of your cat” by continuing to gain weight and extending his sleep hours.

Life had been a bit complicated and downright dangerous after Jean found a magical piece of fabric in an old chest she’d purchased from Mary Coulter’s estate sale. But right now, Spence’s focus was on Frank, the mailman. He made a point of going out to meet the truck in the driveway. Today might be the day one special envelope from Mary Coulter’s lawyer would be among the bills, ads, and charitable requests.

Frank handed Spence a banded bundle of mail. He, too, liked to bypass the impersonal nature of the box, favoring the opportunity to pick up a few chewy nuggets of neighborhood gossip.

“Mostly begging letters today, Spence,” Frank said. “I think you and Jean are on every pet charity list on the planet.” The man’s eyes twinkled as he pointed to the stack. “You got something from a lawyer. Looks important.”

The rubber band released with a pop and so did Spence’s stomach. He fingered through the smaller envelopes on top, trying to act nonchalant. The larger bubble-pack one begged for a squeeze. “Frank, would you believe a house and an old T-Bird are in here?” He shook the envelope to loosen the jingle of keys inside. “A good day, my friend.”

“I hope so, Spence. Give Jean a ‘hey’ for me.”

Spence waved and climbed the wide steps to their midcentury modern house. He paused and watched the light dance on the textured glass of the triangle-shaped clerestory windows. This envelope made their inheritance from Mary Coulter a reality, far from the unreal existence he, Jean, and Mycroft had been living over the past couple of months. In an unexpected twist, Mary had left him and Jean her entire estate. She was immortal. The phoenixes in the ancient Egyptian fabric transformed Mary to an afterlife, and now they were forever bonded with a ghost. They were also bonded to Jon Segert, an agent of the Portland FBI, who witnessed the magic of the fabric. The phoenixes had transformed to a vicious hawk that killed Mary’s son, Raleigh. 

Spence burst through the front door. “Jean! C’mere!”

“What’s up?” she asked, leaning over the railing along the catwalk upstairs.

The envelope did a little dance as he held it above his head. “Look what came in the mail . . . from the law offices of Landrum and Sullivan.”

“No way! We’re in?”

“We’re in.”

––––––––

Jean Collins turned both sets of keys—one house, one car—over and over in her hand as Spence drove the Mini Cooper to the Irvington neighborhood where Mary Coulter’s two-bedroom yellow bungalow had stood since 1921. Their other car, the Volvo, was history; they’d sold it, knowing the T-Bird was in the wings.

She itched to get back inside Mary’s house. A multitude of decisions had to be made before selling it. Glancing down at her list, she scanned the day’s big items to assess: floors, kitchen, bath, paint, plaster, and cleaning. After the walk-through, she’d turn her lists into a detailed renovation budget.

“What’s the first thing you want to check, Spence?” she asked. “I need to spend some extra time with the kitchen and bath. The home remodeling shows say to dedicate a good portion of the whole budget to those two rooms. I’m not sure about the roof and foundation.”

“No rush.” Spence’s voice sounded like his mind was a million miles away. “I can come back anytime. We need to hire someone to go through the basement. The obvious things will be easy, but—”

“Ohhh . . . I get it. You want inside that T-Bird, don’t you?”

“The car is calling me.” He pressed his lips together. She caught the grin he attempted to hide.

Spence turned down Knott Street, their old neighborhood from twenty years ago. Jean gazed around at the historic mix of stately Colonials and grandiose residences. When they approached Nineteenth Street, it was like going home. These houses, mostly smaller bungalows and four-squares from the early 1900s, were charming and approachable. Mary’s small bungalow was only two blocks from where they used to live.

“The neighborhood seems bigger with all the leaves gone. When Phil and I were here for the estate sale, you couldn’t see the nooks and crannies.”

“Nobody’s ever messed with this house—all original,” Spence said, his eyes dancing with anticipation. “Vintage details have a patina. We have to be careful to preserve that.”

The driveway of Mary’s house angled upward. Jean smiled when Spence tapped the gas and craned his neck to get a glimpse of the 1963 Chalfonte Blue Thunderbird convertible in front of the garage. He shut off the engine and turned to her. His deep brown eyes held promise. He reached over and tucked one side of her blond pageboy behind her ear.

“C’mere.” She leaned over to kiss him. “Congratulations, Mr. Collins.” Jean batted her light aqua eyes and dangled the ring with the warm car key over his palm, and then dropped it in his hand. His fingers curled around hers as she said, “I’ll be inside doing my thing. Have fun with the car.”

The steps creaked as Jean climbed to the expansive porch. The brass key to the front door weighed heavy in her hand and on her mind. Maybe Mary’s here. She and Spence didn’t picture themselves as part of the human pack since experiencing the magic of the fabric. Of course, they were. More like a pair of life spies with secret information. The possibility of becoming immortal was an alluring thought—more like an obsession—but the reality of living forever disturbed them too. The ticking clock provided all the motivation they needed to achieve the dreams they had for the past thirty-two years—soon to be thirty-three. Skipping over life in a fantastical quest to an afterlife seemed wasteful. Selling Mary’s house would help to fund their goals in this world.

Jean slipped the key in the lock, pushing away the thought of Mary’s loss of her husband, Jim. She held the handle and closed her eyes. Nothing seen. Nothing stirring. The thumb latch depressed, and the heavy oak door opened without a sound. The aroma of old wood swirled around her as the squeak of her sneakers echoed through the empty living room.

The Craftsman design details revealed themselves in the absence of Mary’s furnishings, from the hand-hewn ceiling beams and original amber-glass light fixtures to the natural oak built-ins, right down to the cut-crystal doorknobs. She fixed her gaze on the distinct squares lined up evenly on the faded wallpaper where Mary’s framed needlepoint birds had hung. The brightness inside the pattern hinted at the room’s original cheer. The embroidered robin she’d finished in Mary’s honor, adorning the same spot, would be the perfect nod to her life when she staged the house for sale.

“Mary? Are you here?” she whispered, waiting to sense a presence. Nothing. Jean’s shoulders slumped. She had hoped Mary would be here—needed for her to be here.

Maybe there wouldn’t be magic in the house. She pulled the pen and her list from the pocket of her fleece jacket. The saying printed on the top of this one read, People who hate cats come back as mice.

“Floors look good. Just need a light sanding and some varnish,” she said aloud, making a check mark on her notepad. Two tapered oak pillars flanked the entrance to a small sitting area with a fireplace to the right of the front door. The charming little nook captivated her when she attended Mary’s estate sale. She remembered Mary and Jim’s Stickley chairs; one had a deeper dip in the cushion than the other. Jim Coulter’s valuable collection of mysteries and crime classics had filled the built-in bookcases. Now they were empty. At least she’d saved one of those books from the clutches of the rabid collectors who attended the sale. She had tucked away the first edition of The Maltese Falcon to give to Spence for Christmas. Jean wrote a note on her list: Lemon oil all the natural wood.

She ascended the narrow staircase and examined the scratched pattern worn on the steps. How many times did Mary climb these? Her son, Raleigh? Jim? Both gone. She stood on the upstairs landing and assessed the three doorways leading to two small bedrooms and one bath.

“Easy-peasy: paint—maybe a soft sage with creamy-white satin trim.” She stepped into the spacious bathroom. The octagon-shaped ceramic tiles were in excellent shape, along with the wide, square pedestal sink. The chipped mirror, still speckled with dried water droplets, needed to be replaced. She made more notes on her list and turned to check the bedrooms.

Mary’s bedroom. Jean’s throat tightened as her gaze settled on the corner where she’d first seen the chest at the estate sale. When she’d found the magical fabric inside, her and Spence’s lives had changed in an instant. Glancing out the upstairs window, she spotted Spence running his hand along the door frame of the T-Bird. The magic was like a drug. He’s feeling a pull. Magic crept into their lives in unexpected ways when they touched some of Mary’s things: they usually experienced flashes of her life. Nothing here.

Jean turned from the window and opened one of the two small closets. At the estate sale, Mary’s husband’s clothes were still hanging inside. Now they hung in a vintage resale shop. Mary had treasured those flannel shirts, cotton trousers, and wool suit jackets for over forty years after Jim Coulter’s untimely death. Time to check out the kitchen. The tight turn of the staircase allowed her to inspect the plaster on the walls of the stairwell. No cracks.

Her steps squeaked through the dining room. Jean rounded the doorway and laughed out loud at the light-blue rotary phone on the wall. It matched the color of the linoleum counter that had a random pattern of smooth triangles.

“Look at that.” She picked up the receiver, weightier than the one she remembered her own family had as a child, and listened for a dial tone. Nothing. Then her hand went numb. An electrical charge whooshed up her arm. She inhaled its magic and closed her eyes as the vision unfolded.

––––––––

Mary Coulter inspected herself in the mirror of the upstairs bathroom and slid the diamond-encrusted hair comb into the top of her French twist. She dipped her forefinger into a jar of Dippity-do and pressed a few errant hairs into place. The phone rang in the kitchen. She rinsed her fingers of the gel and quickened her steps down the stairs, hoping Jim was calling to say he could get away from the mill for lunch. Mary lifted the receiver and swung the long blue cord like a jump rope.

“Hi, darling! Are you on your way? It’ll be just the two of—”

“Mary, Russ here.” 

“Oh. Hello, Russ.” Her jubilant expression melted. Cradling the phone between her neck and shoulder, she stretched the cord to the sink and grabbed a hand towel to wipe her wet fingers. 

“Not good, Mary.”

“Why? What’s the matter?”

“Jim . . . there’s been an accident at the mill.”

“Where is he? What kind of accident? Is he all right?” Mary panicked at the assault of Russ’s words. “I’ll come now. Let me get my purse—”

“Mary! Listen to me for a minute! Jim’s gone. It was very fast. I doubt he knew what happened. A pallet fell from the lift. He died before the ambulance arrived. I’m sorry.”

“What?” Gone. The word made no sense.

“Stay right there. I’m on my way.” A click. Silence.

Mary replaced the receiver and focused on unraveling the long cord, anything to escape from the previous minute. As reality took shape in her head, she smacked it away. She slid down the wall and sat on the floor. As though putting the punch line on a cruel joke, Mary raised her gaze to Jim’s coffee cup sitting next to the sink, right where he’d left it this morning.

––––––––

Jean set the phone back on its cradle as the vision dissipated.

“Oh, Mary, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “Why did you show this to me?” Jean sat on the floor in the same spot where Mary had that fateful afternoon. She anticipated something would happen in the house, but never expected to experience a vision of the most painful moment in Mary’s life. Jean couldn’t tell if the phone was magic or the magic came from . . . inside her.

“It’s all right, dear.” Mary’s voice filled the air, coming from everywhere and echoing off the reflective surfaces of the empty kitchen.

Heat ripples shimmered as the image of a human form gained strength. Jean watched, fascinated.

“Mary?” She blinked away tears and pulled the sleeve of her fleece jacket across her face. “I expected something but wasn’t prepared for what you showed me.”

“I wasn’t ready for that call, either.”

Mary’s visage materialized to full clarity. Her hazel eyes were bright and inquisitive, with a slight bluish halo. A small-framed woman, she appeared younger than when they’d transformed her at age eighty-six. Standing here now, Mary was exactly as Jean remembered her in 1991, when she and Spence jogged by her house. About sixty-five back then, Mary had her hair in a perfect French twist.

“How did you ever survive that call?” Jean shook her head and raised her eyes to Mary. “I don’t know . . . if that had been me.”

“You’d be surprised what you can survive. But live? A piece of me died with Jim the minute I picked up the phone.” Mary’s expression turned compassionate. The glisten in her eyes radiated a soft, reflective halo. “Even in immortality, I can never get back what I had before that call. In an instant, the chance for Jim and me to be together forever was gone. I couldn’t make him immortal. If he could have hung on long enough, I would have been able to tell him I love him and use the magical fabric. He’d be by my side today.”

Jean filled her lungs with air. She blew out the breath and gazed at Mary. “Did you and Jim have a plan to become immortal?”

“Yes, we did. We wanted to be with the rest of my family in Richmond. They, too, were devastated by his death. They’re all immortal . . . with me. Even our dog, Wiley, is immortal. The family home is now run as a Bed and Breakfast, but we’re there. The inn is your and Spencer’s now too.”

“So many memories here. Are you okay with Spence and me selling this one?”

“I moved on after the estate sale. Richmond is home now. As you’ve just seen, dear, not all the memories here are pleasant ones. Sell this house. Make it wonderful, as I know you can do. Time is short, even with immortality possible.”

Jean went silent. What if she or Spence, or both of them, died away from the fabric and couldn’t become immortal? The thought made her hollow inside. Change the subject.

“And changing the colors upstairs and taking down the wallpaper in the living room?”

“Do what you will. Don’t worry one whit about me.” Mary’s hand swept through the air, leaving a faint, smoky trail.

“Your generosity has humbled us . . . you know that right?”

“I know I made the right decision to have you carry on this legacy. You must come to Richmond to meet the family.”

“We will. A trip would be good for us too. We’d love to meet them . . . all.”

“Soon, come soon. The inn is a lovely place. Do you love art?—old art?”

Jean glanced up at Mary, curious. “Of course. We breathe it.”

“A small painting in Doc’s bedroom will make it worth the trip. I should have brought it here after I transformed Birdie, our housekeeper. One of my former life’s regrets.”

“What kind of painting?”

“A little boy dancing in the woods; quite old. I think you’ll fall under its enchantment as I did. Come to Richmond. I’ll leave you to your planning. I love you, dear. I can never thank you enough for what you and Spence did for me.”

“Oh, Mary . . . we should be thanking—” Mary’s image faded in swirls of haze. “. . . you.”

The visage evaporated. Only the baby-blue linoleum countertops, white cabinets, and the heavy O’Keefe & Merritt gas stove filled her view. Jean wanted to see Spence.

Jean leaned back against the wall and studied her list. The pen quivered as she wrote: Keep the original phone in the kitchen.

CHAPTER 2

Rev Up the Engine

––––––––

Spence knew he had to get the fin fixed on the 1963 Thunderbird convertible, but he was compelled to check out the rest of the car, spend a little quality time inside. His heart became a lit firecracker when Jean dropped the key in his hand. The car was in near-perfect condition, except for a dented back fin. He wanted it in tip-top shape and in the driveway to surprise Jean on Christmas morning. Her new old car. Jean would look hot driving it, especially if she wore those oversize black sunglasses and wound that long turquoise scarf around her head, the one she got in the Cairo Airport. Even after thirty-two years—nearly thirty-three—he still liked to knock her socks off at Christmas. Jean would never suspect, since she expected the Mini Cooper to be hers.

The sun bounced off the small, silver key in his hand. I hope the Bird starts. Classic anything could snare Spence in a web, especially albums, posters, books, and cars. They were windows into the past, reflecting the hopes and passions of others—and his own. His dream of opening a vintage record and rock poster store was a juicy peach, ready to be plucked from the tree. Jean had a project too. The renovation of Mary’s house was her baby. Once she got the bungalow renovated and sold, combined with the investments Mary had left them, their security would be set.

The bones of the house were probably fine, but the place needed Jean’s decorating touch. She had a knack for those things. He imagined her buzzing around inside with a list. After years in the theater industry, she knew how to stage a room to make the right impression. And Jean needed a new obsession after being so focused on the fabric. And she wasn’t the only one who’d been consumed with its magic. The phoenixes’ transformation had showed him anything was possible. Now, all he could think about was possibilities—the store, his life with Jean, and their secret knowledge of immortality.

Letting go of the bungalow would be emotionally hard, but he and Jean were too attached to their mid-century modern in Milwaukie. The other portion of the inheritance was slated to kick-start the store. He and longtime buddy Bill Flannery had started laying the groundwork for the business when he and Jean moved back to Portland late last summer. Their planning had been waylaid by finding the magic fabric. Bill and his wife, Linda, still didn’t know about that development.

Today, though, was all about the aqua T-Bird. This car, in his opinion, was the coolest thing, outside of the magic, they had inherited from Mary. And there it was—begging for him to insert the key. Spence ran his hand along the driver’s door. He could already imagine the scent inside. The distinctive aroma of vintage vinyl was equal to that of a brand-new pair of soft leather loafers coming out of the shoebox for the first time.

A swipe of his sleeve across the window rid the glass of water droplets from last night’s rain. Spence stared at his mirrored image, unaware he’d been smiling so wide. Little differences, from even a few months before: buoyant, hopeful, and up for an adventure. Different inside, too, since experiencing the fabric’s magic—so light on his feet. Gazing through to the interior, he realized the dash reminded him of the puppet rocket ship from Thunderbirds Are Go. The stylish, curved panel gleamed but was only one of a multitude of appointments: radio push buttons, vinyl piping around the airplane cockpit-style seats, console switches for raising and lowering the windows and, of course, the famous winged Thunderbird logo on the floor mats.

Spence inserted the small key into the lock. The inside button popped up. He’d been granted permission to enter. The door groaned, releasing a gust of hallowed air. The near-perfect vinyl protested his intrusion as he lowered himself in the driver’s seat. With a firm pull of the door, he waited in silence for the stiff vinyl to relax and absorb his body heat. It was going to be a treat to drive the car to the shop.

The engine fired right up as he tapped the gas. The hungry pistons purred as they distributed the cold oil into the engine’s nooks and crannies. Amazing for sitting idle for so many months. The car vibrated with life as Spence gripped the expansive steering wheel. His fingers fit perfectly in the dips. He sat up straight when his hands began to tingle. The tingle quickly escalated into an electrical charge racing up his arms. His scalp prickled, ordering his salt-and-pepper hair to stand at full attention. Am I having a heart attack? He closed his eyes, the car dissolving as the scene unfolded behind them.

––––––––

Mary laughed as Jim drove the car. Crunchy leaves swirled in the street as they cruised through their Irvington neighborhood. Long, wavy strands of Mary’s mahogany hair escaped the confines of her French twist and stretched toward the open window.

Jim glanced at her with a sly smile. “What do you say, Skeets? This is the one, am I right?”

“Oh, you bet,” Mary said, smoothing her hair back. She ran her other hand over the padded vinyl ridge along the bottom of the curved dash. “The only car I’ll have for the rest of my life. It’ll be perfect forever.”

“I’m going to give you everything you ever wanted.”

“You already have.” Mary set her head on Jim’s shoulder and tucked her arm around his. “I have more than I thought possible.”

“You wait, gal. Life is going to be a surprise.” He took his eyes off the road long enough to make Mary nervous and then, grinning and looking away from her again, he announced, “I got promoted at the mill.”

“What? I’m married to the most successful lumberman in Portland? I only ever wanted you, whatever you did, the moment I laid eyes on you.” Mary turned her face to the wind through the window. “Doc and Charlotte are so proud of you, Jim. Birdie and Jess are too.”

“I love you, Mary Coulter. I still like the sound of it.”

“I love you, Jim.” Mary trailed her fingers over his on the center console.

“I bought this car just for you, honey.” Jim lifted her fingers to his lips.

“Can I drive it? My turn.” Mary squirmed in her seat.

“This is your car now. Yes, you can drive, but we need to get you some proper lessons.” Jim pulled the car to an open spot at the curb and kissed Mary slow and deep, as if his life depended on it. She patted his cheek and reached for the handle. Jim held the driver’s side door open, waiting for her to run around the front of the car. Blowing out a breath, she grasped the wheel with two hands. Mary’s gaze followed him through the windshield to the passenger side, admiring his rugged build in his plaid flannel shirt.

“Okay, Skeets, take her slow.”

Mary lowered the long shaft on the steering column two gear clicks to D. The T-Bird lurched forward as she stepped on the gas a little too hard.

––––––––

Spence panted, trying to catch a breath and slow the hammering in his chest. He couldn’t let go of the steering wheel. It was real. Did I do that? The car? The events in vision had actually happened. The last few months showed him the impossible was real. He was slightly embarrassed at being a voyeur, intruding on Mary and Jim’s private world. By the time they were married, Doc and Jess had already passed into immortality; Birdie too. That was the fabric’s magic at work. They’re all still around . . . except for Mary losing Jim to the accident.

With shaking hands, Spence turned the key and shut off the engine. He needed to come back tomorrow to sneak the car to the body shop. He couldn’t wait to tell Jean what happened. Before the thought left his head, Spence realized she was still rattling around inside the house. He wanted to see her.

“The vision meant something,” he whispered. The quiet in the car got even quieter as Spence figured the math in his head: Mary and Jim would have only six years left together after they bought the car in 1963. Jim Coulter would be dead from a mill accident in 1969. Every day had been a gift. If Mary had known what was going to happen, what would she have done differently?

––––––––

“Hellooo! Where are you?” Spence called out, his voice echoing in the living room as he stepped through the bungalow’s front door.

“I’m in the kitchen!”

Spence’s sneakers squeaked toward Jean’s voice. He approached the kitchen doorway and his gaze traveled downward.

“There you are. What are you doing sitting on the floor?” He grasped her hands and lifted her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her. “Let’s go home.”

“Mary . . . was here in the kitchen.”

“I saw her too. Mary was driving with Jim in the car, right after they got it. C’mon, let’s go. Tell me on the way home.”

Spence watched Jean take a long look at the sitting area with its intimate fireplace.

“A lot to do, but doable,” Jean said, handing him the front door key and stepping outside. He locked it and jiggled the handle. “The kitchen needs some work, but the bathroom is fine. The rest is cosmetic. I can do the inside painting myself. We should keep the stove. O’Keefe & Merritts are hot right now, especially in a fun color.” Jean hesitated. “And I want to keep the original rotary phone in the kitchen.”

“Rotary phone? Nobody uses a rotary phone anymore.”

“Mmm . . . this one is special.”

As he backed the Mini Cooper out of the driveway, he said: “I’ll come back tomorrow and check the roof.” And pick up the car. “We’re in rainy season, so I want to make sure there isn’t a leak somewhere.”

“How’s the car, by the way?”

“Faaan-tastic. I touched the steering wheel and got this vision.”

“Mary wants us to come to Richmond to meet the family. She mentioned something about a painting.”

“Oh, she does, does she? Did she call you on that old phone?”

“Stop. No.”

“Well, we can’t disappoint Mary. Let’s go for our anniversary. It’s right around the corner. And once you dive into working on the house, I won’t be able to pull you away.”

“The store too,” Jean countered. “That’ll be eating up a bunch of your time.”

“Then off to Richmond right after Christmas.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I need another magic fix. How did Mary look, by the way?”

“Wispy and wonderful. She looked just like she did when we lived in Irvington, except for this weird haze around her. She said she was fine with us selling the house.”

“That’s a relief. I’ve been a little worried about her reaction.”

As he rounded the corner Spence slowed the car to a crawl. A van had parked in front of their house. The letters KATV were painted diagonally across the side.

“Spence, what’s going on?”

The rest of the street was quiet. “About us?” They had discussed whether media attention in Egypt, over the fabric and Raleigh Coulter’s death, might make its way to them. “Don’t say anything. I mean it, Jean, not a word.”

“We’ll go in the house through the garage.” As Spence pulled into the driveway, Jean clicked the remote clipped to the visor.

A reporter jumped out of the van and ran along the side of the Mini Cooper into the garage. Spence sprung from the car when the reporter followed them inside.

“What are you doing? This is private property!” he shouted.

Jean burst from the car and slammed the door, eyes ablaze.

“I just want to ask you a few questions,” the reporter said, throwing up his hands. “I’m with KATV. Are you Jean Collins?”

“None of your business!” Jean seethed through a clenched jaw.

“We have information you and your husband were at the scene when Raleigh Coulter was mauled in London. Can you tell us what happened?”

“You have no right to ask us anything!”

“Yes, I do have a right. How did you know Raleigh Coulter? You inherited his mother’s estate. Was that a factor? Were you involved?”

Spence wedged himself in front of Jean and motioned for her to stand back. “What a rude thing to ask! Leave my wife alone.”

Jean bobbed and weaved around him. He knew she wanted to rip the notepad out of the reporter’s hand and smack his head with it—repeatedly. Stay cool.

“Witnesses said a huge bird killed him. Is that true? Where did it come from?” the reporter persisted, eager to sink his teeth deeper into their flesh.

“Honey, get in the house!” Spence pointed to the reporter. “You—get the hell out of here!”

––––––––

Jean raced up the steps to the mudroom. The reporter’s voice was muffled, but not gone.

She cracked the door and leaned her ear to the opening.

Mycroft sauntered up behind her and planted himself at her heels, his eyes curious and questioning. “Stay back, Mycroft,” she whispered. The cat continued to stare at her, waiting for Spence to come inside.

Spence exploded through the door spitting tacks. “That reporter insinuated we killed Raleigh to get his mother’s estate! Can you believe the nerve?” Mycroft turned tail and ran upstairs.

“Where did they come up with that?” Jean flinched when the doorbell rang. She rushed to the peephole. “Same guy.”

“Ignore him,” Spence said, throwing the car keys on the kitchen island. “He took a string of incidents and found a common thread—us. A cheap, dirty way to sell the newscast. He doesn’t know the real truth would sell a helluva lot more.”

“But he mentioned the hawk—and witnesses.”

“Getting out of town is a really good idea.”

“Let’s talk to Jon when he and Meg come over for Thanksgiving. If we’re being hounded, I’m sure he’s feeling the pinch too.”

“Hey, you were pretty chivalrous out there. I kind of like this damsel-in-distress stuff.”

Spence smiled with an exaggerated puff of his chest. “Where’s Mycroft?”

“He ran upstairs. I bet you couldn’t blow him out of the comforter with a stick of dynamite.”

“Then he’s going to have to move over.” Spence wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. “Let’s go upstairs, right after I take the batteries out of the doorbell.”

CHAPTER 3

Giving Thanks

––––––––

Jean checked her Thanksgiving Day to-do list on the long, skinny pad. This one had a cartoon of a cat’s head at the top. The caption read, Dogs look up to us—cats look down on us. By her calculation, she needed to take out the turkey in twenty-five minutes, allowing the bird to rest while she made the gravy. Trailing her finger down the list, she ticked off the other items: beans ready to steam; stuffing casserole waiting to go in the oven, the wine breathing, and the table set. She could take a few minutes to foof, including putting on some lipstick.

Spence was humming in the shower when she got to the small master bathroom. Her blond pageboy lost its pouf in the steam the minute she stepped into the room.

“The Kinks—‘Waterloo Sunset’,” she called out over the spray in their game of can-you-guess-what-I’m-humming. The rules required to state the name of the band and the song.

“Excellent!” Spence said, swishing the loofah.

In between swipes of the towel over the mirror, she applied her lipstick and fluffed up her hair.

“What do you think Meg will be like?”

“She’s got to be a saint or an army sergeant to live with Jon. I’m sure she’ll be wonderful. Jon loves her. You can tell by the way he talks about her.”

Jean had a feeling she was going to like Meg—a lot. “You think he told her what happened in London?”

“Let’s not bring it up, unless he, or she, does first.” After a moment of silence floated up with the steam, Spence added, “Jean, please don’t.”

“I’m sure she’s lovely.” She eyed Spence’s rippled silhouette behind the glass door, already plotting how to bring up the subject.

The situation would be awkward if they couldn’t talk about what happened in London, not only because of how major the incident was but because she and Spence had met Jon—specifically, on the plane to London. They hadn’t known at the time, but Jon was an agent with the FBI in Portland. He was tailing Raleigh Coulter, convinced he was trying to flee the country for insider trading. Raleigh needed money. And when he attempted to steal the fabric from Jean, Jon helped them get it back. Jon witnessed the fabric’s transformation into the hawk that killed Raleigh in the taxi, but he chose to leave those details out of his report. The only evidence the hawk, which they named Horus after the Egyptian god often depicted with the head of a bird of prey, truly existed was the three-inch talon left in Raleigh Coulter’s thigh. The talon’s final blow—after the repeated stabbings across Raleigh’s body. The hawk had killed him. Jon had kept the talon.

The doorbell released its long, repetitive bong. Though she was happy to welcome their guests, Jean wished Spence hadn’t reconnected it after their play date. Mycroft hated the doorbell. He heaved himself off his chair in front of the fireplace and shot up the stairs.

“Spence! Jon and Meg are here!”

She squinted through the peephole. Jon was nervous. He was brushing the top of his sandy-blond crew cut back and forth. Freshly buzzed. He’d gained a little weight too, but he still had the commanding presence of an FBI agent. A steel-belted marshmallow.

“Hey, hi, you two. Happy Thanksgiving!” she announced. “Wonderful to see you again, Jon. Meg, we’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” Jean, herself only five-foot-three, looked down when Meg stepped up in the entryway. She hadn’t expected Meg to be so short.

“Jon loves you guys,” Meg said. “Who doesn’t love magic?”

“Okay . . . yeah, that’ll work. I think you addressed our only taboo subject. We’re going to have some fun today, right, Jon?” Jean patted his arm. She already liked Meg’s candor. A match to Jon’s, Meg had smart, vivid blue eyes, but her long hair was rich brown, bouncy and smooth. A shampoo commercial. Trim and stylish, she appeared at ease with herself.

“Yeah, Meg knows everything,” Jon confirmed. “She sensed something weird happened to me the minute I got home from London. As you’ll find out, I can’t keep anything from her. She’s has me pegged.”

“Well, now we’ve cleared this up. Can I get you a drink?”

“Absolutely! Smells fabulous in here.” Jon gravitated toward the open kitchen and lifted the tin foil on the resting turkey. “Wow, what’d you do, drive over this bird?”

“It’s called spatchcocking. Cooks in less than two hours. Lay it flat after you take the backbone out and break the breast bone. Works like a charm and stays juicy. I got the recipe from Mothra Stewart.”

Spence came down the stairs, smoothing down his wavy-lined sweater and singing the call of Maaah . . . thraaah. He beamed at Jon and shook his hand, and gave Meg a hug. Even when he was singing from a kitschy monster movie, Spence could make anyone feel like an age-old best friend.

“Jon! Come help me pick out some tunes. How about a little Charlie Parker at dinner? Nat King Cole now?”

“Sounds good. I’ve been anxious to go through your record collection.” Jon followed Spence into the den. Spence came back out with Nat King Cole’s Stepping out of a Dream and set the album on the turntable. “Get to Gettin’” filled the whole downstairs.

“This is a fantastic house, by the way. Look at all the angles—totally unique,” Meg exclaimed, looking up at the clerestory windows.

“We sure like it.” Jean pulled out one of the leather chairs at the expansive island in the kitchen. “Have a sit.” While she uncorked a bottle of wine, she shared the abbreviated version of how they’d moved to Portland. She poured and handed Meg a glass.

“So,” Meg said, hesitating and swirling the wine, “I didn’t believe him at first—and I’m still not sure I do—but Jon’s not one to make up a story. Then he showed me the talon.”

Jean stopped the wooden spoon in mid-stir. Her first response evaporated as the gravy started to bubble. Instead, she said, “Lucky you! You’re now a member of the exclusive club of Horus!” She then went serious. “Let’s say we have much to be thankful for today. We owe a lot to Jon . . . and that talon. Quite an experience. Life is different now.”

“Has anything else happened?”

“The woman who owned the fabric passed away as soon as we got home from Cairo. Spence and I experienced the transformation in Cairo and were able to take Mary Coulter . . . into immortality. Quite something.”

Meg’s eyes widened. She took a long slug of her wine. “Jon didn’t say anything about what happened after you guys left London. I don’t mean to be rude, but that’s not possible. The talon story was stretching it. Immortality? Pfft!”

Jean turned off the gravy. She refilled Meg’s glass as she thought about how to relay the details of their trip to Cairo. “Meg . . . the fabric has the ability to make people immortal. The birds are phoenixes. They transform. Don’t repeat this, please, but I think the magic lingers behind in us. Touch can be incredibly powerful.”

“Oh, c’mon. Isn’t that taking this too far?” Meg pressed, circling her finger around the rim of the glass. Jean waited for the ring.

“I . . . uh . . . don’t think so.”

“Okay, keep going. If it’s magical, then how could you have given it up?”

“We donated the fabric to the museum. Way too valuable—and powerful. It belongs in Egypt, and should be under the watch of someone who truly understands the potential. That’s certainly not Spence or me. Anhur Kumar, the director of the Cairo Museum, knows much more than we do. We’re going back to Cairo for the gala celebration for the fabric at some point. We’re waiting to hear from him, but political unrest may postpone the event. But we’re starting to experience weird things since we got home . . . when we touch Mary’s heirlooms.” She kept her eyes down, waiting for a reaction.

“Like what?” Jean watched Meg wrestle with whether she wanted to hear an answer to her question.

“Okay, and don’t laugh, but I think you know we inherited Mary’s house, right?” Meg nodded, keeping her eyes trained on Jean. “I can see her life. Clear as a bell—and so is Mary. I talked to her when we went over to the house. She appeared to me. She really did become immortal. Spence experiences it too. The magic is lingering inside us. I swear. And the weirdest thing of all—I think Mycroft, our cat, is seeing things. Sometimes he acts like he’s interacting with another animal around here. I’ve seen him bat at the air with his paw.”

“Cats do that.” Meg shook her head and shrugged, choosing not to acknowledge the more fantastic details.

“I accept what you’re saying about Mycroft. He’s a nut ball, even without magic. But I’m not imagining the other stuff. Don’t tell Jon. He already thinks I’m pretty high-strung.”

“Uh . . . okay. Maybe you’re projecting these weird incidents because of what happened. The imagination is a powerful thing,” Meg said, waving her hand in front of her face.

“I assure you, this is very real.” She finished filling the serving bowls and handed the green beans to Meg. “Here, we’re ready to eat. I’ll get the guys.”

“Well, I don’t buy it.” Meg tapped her nails in a nervous rhythm.

“You will . . . at some point.” Jean stepped into the den where Spence and Jon were on their hands and knees flipping through albums. “C’mon you two—we’re ready. Spence, can you cut the turkey? Quick, please, while everything’s still hot.”

“Yepper Depps. I hope you’re hungry. Jean beats up on a bird pretty good,” Spence said. He slipped two Rolling Stones albums back into the cabinet and pulled out Charlie Parker with Strings: The Master Takes.

“I’m starved.” Jon led the way into the kitchen, rubbing his hands together. “So, Jean . . . Spence tells me you guys were hounded by a reporter.”

“Yes, it’s been upsetting. We’ve been getting a lot of requests for interviews about the donation of the fabric—and that’s fine, and those reporters call first—but being questioned about Raleigh threw us for a loop. What should we do? Any backlash against you at the FBI?”

“Don’t bite. They’ll twist everything you say and put words in your mouth, so best to keep quiet. On Monday, I’ll be able to deflect some of the attention when I interrogate Nash Winthrop, Raleigh’s inside tipster. He’ll sing like a robin in spring.”

“You think there’s something bigger than his giving information to Raleigh?”

“I’m almost sure of it. And the talon is going to help me get the goods out of him. Can you pass the stuffing?”

Jean and Spence gave each other a long gaze. They turned to Jon and finally trained their eyes on Meg.

“Don’t ask me!” Meg said, holding up her hands. “I’m just married to him. I think all three of you are crazy.”

Charlie Parker’s haunting sax on “Just Friends” hung over the dining room.

CHAPTER 4

Don’t Lie to Horus

––––––––

Jon Segert opened his top desk drawer and carefully plucked the hawk talon from a compartment in the corner. He’d turned in Raleigh’s cell phone as evidence in his death but held back the talon. He wasn’t sure, yet, what all of the magical properties were. Turning it over between two fingers, he inspected the talon’s needled tip. Playing with fire. He couldn’t expose the truth. With his own eyes, he’d witnessed the hawk claw up Raleigh. Any hint of the word magic, or supernatural, would ruin his credibility at the Bureau. He’d be standing alone as an army of one.

He dropped the talon in his suit pocket. Jon would have preferred to use its razor-sharp point to etch the word cowards deep into the top of his desk. Jean and Spence were exactly right. Their words, from when he talked with them in their London hotel room, rang in his ears. Don’t take this up the ladder. Do it yourself. They had told him the higher-ups wouldn’t listen. He pulled his cell phone from his belt loop. Forwarding the pictures from Raleigh’s cell to his own phone while still in London had been a good idea. He’d entered Raleigh’s phone into evidence, but the guts wouldn’t work. It had been soaked in blood—Raleigh’s blood. He didn’t want anyone to discover those pictures. Jon wanted to view them one more time.

A gallery of photos whisked beneath his forefinger: Mary Coulter’s bungalow; Mary Coulter in her apartment at Milwaukie Manor; and Nash Winthrop looking loaded at some bar in downtown Portland. The next one stopped him in his tracks. He remembered with crystal clarity the exact moment when Raleigh took the picture on the plane to London. The huge hawk in the magical fabric. The talon. He would never forget the change in the fabric on the back of Jean’s denim jacket when she walked past his seat. Before they’d boarded, the fabric had shown the images of the three lifelike phoenixes. But by the time Jean went to the restroom a few hours into the flight, the back of her jacket had changed to show a menacing hawk.

“Horus,” he whispered.

Jon flinched from his trance when his assistant, Jenny Kowalski, marched into his office. He clipped his phone on his belt. “What’s up?”

“The chief wants you.”

“Now? I’ve got to talk to Nash Winthrop in”—he glanced at his watch—“about two minutes.”

“Now.” Jenny drummed her acrylic nails on the door frame.

An ugly scene with the chief rolled through Jon’s head on grainy film stock as he touched the talon’s tip in his pocket. “All right. Tell him to cool his jets.”

“I’ll tell him the first part, not the second part.”

This conversation wasn’t going to be pretty. The investigation in London had been a disaster. He had to dance like a prima ballerina to protect the Collinses—and himself. Deflecting attention away from those two wouldn’t be easy. They wouldn’t be able to offer up anything but unbelievable instances of magic. Not an option. At least he’d convinced Scotland Yard and the chief he would question Jean and Spence—but not until he had to. He’d listened to their story in their hotel in London. A doozy too. No way was he going to relay those details to anyone.

The horrific events in Raleigh’s taxi couldn’t be rationally explained, nor could their deadly aftermath in the emergency room in London where Raleigh died. The doctor didn’t want to admit to finding the talon at all. Now Jon had to protect everyone involved: the Collinses, the medical staff, and himself. Those who encountered the magic hunched under a cone of silence, except for the driver of Raleigh’s taxi. The man became hysterical when interviewed. His deposition was deemed useless. Jon found himself in the business of hiding evidence, not uncovering the facts, and his goal with this interview was to get back into the role he belonged in. Nash might lead him to the bigger fish. 

And he knew just how to do it.

––––––––

Brushing his hand across the top of his blond crew cut, Jon walked down the long, carpeted hall to the corner office. He knocked.

“Chief? I’ve got Nash Winthrop in the room. I need to
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