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Chapter 1

STAKEOUT. The word sounded exciting, conjuring images of cops in shadowy cars watching for the exact moment a terrible crime went down, but to Max Porter, reality had proved somewhat underwhelming. Rubbing his eyes, he readjusted in the driver’s seat and tried to stay awake. He really wanted some of that movie magic which could zip the night sky ahead until the moment he waited for arrived. At least, he had a good vantage point.

Parked in the back corner of the La Quinta Inn, he could see the front entrance and the side with ease. Not far behind him, the late night traffic on Route 40 rumbled by. Not so bad anymore — during the day, it had become a gnarled mess and would continue to be so for the next few years until workers finished construction on the downtown highway update.

Max sighed. Even getting into the city had become a pain. Everything had become painful.

On cue, Marshall Drummond appeared in the passenger seat. His ghostly form maintained the look he had upon his death — the handsome 1940s detective that wore a trench coat, a Fedora, and a simple suit with a simpler tie. Clapping his hands together with one strong hit, Drummond said, “Oh, good. Doesn’t look like I missed anything. I love a stakeout.”

“I can’t imagine these things have ever been fun.”

“I didn’t say they were fun. They are a long, tortuous pain in the rear, yet when you get results — those moments make up for all that you endure. So, who’s the target? A ghost? Evil witch?”

“Cheating husband.”

“Seriously?”

“This woman, Mrs. Berkley, came into the office and hired us. Said she got an address for this La Quinta, date and time, all from his phone.”

“Wife snooping through her husband’s stuff. Real trustworthy.”

“I don’t really care. She paid up front.”

“Still ... adultery cases?”

Max paused as images of flames leaping into the sky flooded his memory. “Everything we had went up with that fire. Gotta make money somehow.” He did not want to rehash all that he and Sandra had been going through, so he employed a tactic that always worked — getting Drummond to talk about himself. “Why weren’t you here earlier, anyway? Out seeing Irene?”

“It’s not like that,” Drummond said with a twinkle in his eye that suggested it was exactly like that. “For one thing, she’s not a ghost.”

“She’s a psychic — the real thing — so I imagine there’s some way she can be there for you.”

“You keep your imagination to yourself. It’s really not like that.” Flicking his hat, Drummond leaned closer. “Irene is another living person in my life who actually cares about me. I’ve got you and Sandra and that’s it. Having one more, one that doesn’t work with me all the time, one who sees me in a different light — well, I’m just saying it’s not the same thing. I got Miss 1800s always on call in the Other if I’m looking for a good time. For that matter, I don’t know how I would do such a thing with Irene. And I don’t want to know.”

Max chuckled. “Once a ladies man always a ladies man.”

“I was never that kind of a man. One woman at a time for me. And I certainly would never be cheating like the bum you’re waiting on here. I never understood that.”

“Couldn’t tell you. Heck, even now, with our current living situation, Sandra and I have zero private time, but I’m not looking somewhere else. I mean the last time we had —”

“Don’t get into those kinds of details. I never want to hear it.”

“All I mean is that even though we haven’t, I never have the stupid thought of well, gee, since I can’t have sex with my wife right now, I’ll go bone some other woman. It makes no sense. And it’s not only the betrayal and pain you’d be causing by doing it, but life is chaotic enough — why would you want to add to that? I always thought that was one of the benefits about marriage — it helped bring some stability to the chaos. “

Drummond snapped his fingers. “That’s what I get from Irene — stability.”

A sleek sports car pulled into the parking lot. Max thought it was a Corvette, but he couldn’t be sure. He had never been much of a car guy.

Straightening in his seat, he pulled out his camera and watched through the viewfinder. His heart started pounding and he gritted his teeth at the idea that he might be excited about this kind of a case. When the driver exited, Max released his held breath and slouched back. False alarm. Unless their client, Mrs. Berkley, had married a twenty-one-year-old.

“Relax,” Drummond said with a snicker. “You got it easy. I once had to do a job like this at a brothel. Can you imagine the number of people coming in and out of that place? Chances of me finding a philandering husband was easy. Chances of me finding the right philandering husband was a whole other matter.”

When Max did not respond, Drummond went on, “Look, partner, it is clear that you are on edge. Now, I know I’m not usually open to this kind of thing, but if you need to talk, then, well, I suppose —”

Max couldn’t help himself. He laughed. Long and hard.

Drummond nudged his hat back. “I’m trying to be nice here. You shouldn’t be laughing.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Max dabbed at his eyes. “Maybe Irene Beck is good for you after all. I appreciate what you’re saying. I’ll tell you this much — and I promise I won’t go too long or get too mushy.”

“That’s appreciated.”

“We need a place to live. It’s really that simple. We lost everything when our house burned down and the insurance company is taking way too long to pay and nothing’s right. New homes cost too much and old homes have too many ghosts. Sandra sees them all over the place when we do a walk-through. I’ve never been happier that you’re the only ghost I can see until we started looking at those old houses. Plus, we need room for four, and I’d like to have a study.”

“I’m sure it’s not a lot of fun living at your mother’s apartment, but it’s not forever. Can’t you hold out until you get the insurance money?”

“It won’t be enough. We lost our clothes, our computers, our everything. The cost to replace it all — it’s crazy. And I don’t want us rushing into things and making a mistake. We’ve got to do things right, this time. I mean we’re not broke, but I wouldn’t be out here on a cheating spouse case if I didn’t have to be.”

Drummond brought his hat back down. “Speak of the devil.”

Following the ghost’s gaze, Max watched a woman step out of the side door. She wore a long cloak with a deep hood as if she headed out to the Carolina Renaissance Festival. Scurrying across the parking lot, she headed to a rather plain compact — a Ford Escort — and dug something from the passenger seat. With furtive glances around, she headed back toward the hotel, clutching an object close to her chest.

“That’s got to be her,” Drummond said.

“Where’s the cheating husband? And I never saw that woman arrive here. I think she had a room already.”

“Even better. It means this isn’t just a one-time fling. Looks like they’ve got a regular room.”

As the woman swiped her keycard to unlock the side door, the object she held came into view. A book. A book of spells.

With the clap of his hands, Drummond said, “Looks like we’ll have some fun after all.”


Chapter 2

AS MAX HUSTLED ACROSS THE PARKING LOT, Drummond floated alongside. Every footfall on the pavement acted like an accelerating metronome dictating the pace of his heart. Max had to admit that Drummond was right — finally moving, finally getting results in the long stakeout, had miraculously erased the hours of discomfort spent in his car. Even if nothing came of it, if it all turned out to be a false lead, he did not care. At least, he was moving. And he knew better than to think nothing at all would come of it. The woman carried a book of spells. Probably a witch. Whenever a witch crossed his path, something always came of it.

When they reached the side entrance, Max said, “Mind getting the door?”

Drummond bowed. “It’s what I live for.”

“You’re not alive.”

“Making my point for me.”

Drummond’s pale, ghostly form slid through the glass door and onto the other side. He turned around and paused. Touching the corporeal world caused pain for a ghost, and Max could see Drummond bracing before shoving open the door.

The second Max heard the lock disengage, he yanked open the door to minimize Drummond’s contact. As he stepped into the hotel, he said, “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Drummond flapped his hands, then blew on his palms.

The corridor stretched toward the lobby — boring tan walls and a patterned carpet that evoked nothing more than its utilitarian purpose. The place was clean and quiet which was probably all that most people wanted. The hotel was five floors with about twenty or so rooms, plenty of places for a witch to hide.

With an encouraging nod, Max said, “You know what to do.”

Drummond’s face scrunched up as he shook his head. “Sure, just make the ghost go through the whole hotel room by room. No sweat off your brow. You don’t have to do anything to earn it.”

“Sorry, did I not say please?”

“First off, no, you didn’t. Second, maybe you should learn to do some real detective work so that you can find this information without me. What if I wasn’t here?”

In a harsh whisper, Max said, “I’d go to the lobby to talk to somebody at the desk up there. I would have to come up with a lie, but I’ve learned some good ones from you. I think I could handle it. The real question is why are you still here? You are my partner. You want to be a good partner and do your part?”

“Okay, okay. Just thought you should learn to rely on yourself a little.”

Grumbling further, Drummond disappeared into the depths of the hotel. Leaning against the wall, Max settled in for another wait. One of the doors opened straight down the hall, and a boy stepped out dangling an ice bucket at his side. It thumped against the wall like a drum tom. Max guessed the boy to be nine or ten. A voice inside the room said something that stopped the boy, but Max could not discern the words. With an overenthusiastic nod, the boy spun away and sprinted down the hall — coming up short when he saw Max.

The boy stood frozen. His hand clutched the ice bucket as if it were a life preserver. Walking fast and stiff, he pressed against the wall opposite Max as he slipped by. At the end of the hall, he disappeared into an alcove with vending and ice machines.

Max listened to ice being scooped up and plunked into the bucket. There was something playful in the sound as if the boy had returned to his gleeful self. Moments later, the boy appeared and re-enacted his walking wall slide. When he reached his room, he darted in, and as the door closed, Max heard loud giggles.

“I know how you feel,” Max said to the empty hall.

Less than a minute later, Drummond slipped through the ceiling and lowered in front of Max. “I found her. Room 207.”

“Good job.” Max turned back and headed to the end of the hall. The elevators were in the lobby, but he did not want to draw the attention of anybody working up there. At the opposite end, he had noted a stairwell to the side entrance. He climbed up to the second floor and headed down the hall until he reached room 207.

As he approached, Max pulled out his Glock 9 mm. He did not embrace the idea of guns, but getting closer to achieving his Tae Kwon Do black belt had taught him that there are situations in which having a gun would protect him better than anything. Most people did not have to worry about such things, but in his line of work, it had become evident that life-threatening situations were a more common occurrence than he had once expected.

He had only begun regular training with the weapon, so he did not put much faith in his ability to hit a target. Hopefully, the threat would be enough.

“Care to tell me what I’m going to find in that room?” Max whispered.

Drummond wrinkled his brow. “You’ll find exactly what you think you’d find. A witch casting a spell.”

“Nobody else? Just her?”

“I’d have told you if there was someone else to be concerned about. And put away that gun until you can hold it with enough confidence that I believe you know what you’re doing.”

Max agreed he probably did not appear too intimidating yet. Besides, the gun was not loaded. He wasn’t crazy. Holstering the weapon, they reached room 207.

The door stood slightly ajar, kept open by the night lock poking out. Max considered the possibility that this woman was no witch at all. Rather, she could be the mistress he had been searching for. She may have come to the hotel early to set the room up for a rendezvous with Mrs. Berkley’s husband. Perhaps she merely role-played the idea of a witch.

But if that were true, Drummond would not have suggested she was casting a spell. He would have recognized a playful albeit odd liaison for what it was.

Unless what waited behind that door was a little of both. The mistress and the witch. Max gently pushed on the door.

The room — a suite with a bedroom connected to a room with a television, couch, and desk — was empty.

“I swear she was just in here.” Drummond circled the ceiling as if a bird’s eye view might help him find the absent witch. The coffee table had been pushed against the wall and on the open floor, a casting circle had been drawn with a fine white powder.

Max said, “You think this is —”

The bathroom door whipped open, and a black clad figure with arms stretched overhead stormed out. Max had only enough time to think — that’s the witch. The next thing he knew, he was on the floor curled into a ball.

The blinding flash and deafening crack came to him only as a fuzzy memory. The smell of wood embers surrounded him. As the ringing in his ears subsided, he attempted to open his eyes. His eyeballs throbbed as if he had stared at the sun for hours.

“Max? You okay?”

Squinting, Max saw Drummond hovering above him. “What happened?”

As he struggled into a sitting position and fought back nausea, his ghost partner said, “That was the witch version of a flash-bang grenade. Doesn’t work on me, though. You need a nervous system for it to be effective.”

“Lucky you. Did you follow her?”

“Just because it can’t hurt me, doesn’t mean it didn’t distract me. The light was bright. And, frankly, I figured I better stay here and make sure you’re alive.”

With a deep breath, Max attempted to get to his feet. Halfway up, he decided a few more moments rest was in order. “Did you get anything? Did you see what she looked like?”

“She was wearing that big cloak, remember?”

Leaning his head back against the couch, Max closed his eyes and held his stomach with one hand. “You mind being a detective and look around this place? I’m doing my best not to disrupt the crime scene with my vomit.”

“I’ve already looked. Just a normal hotel room except for the casting circle. Rather plain looking circle compared to other ones we’ve seen, but I suppose spells don’t care about aesthetics. We do get one thing out of this, though. On the edge of the circle is an old piece of paper with a name typed up.”

“Let me guess — Mrs. Berkley’s husband, Rodney.”

“Not even close. Does the name Wilburn Walker mean anything?”

Max opened his eyes. He looked straight at Drummond and said, “Not yet.”

 


Chapter 3

DESPITE THE LATE HOUR, Max headed back to the office. His head buzzed with the image of a cloaked witch and the name Wilburn Walker. No way would he be able to sleep — especially in his mother’s crowded apartment. Better to get started on research. Besides, he had asked Drummond to search for Walker’s ghost in the Other which meant the office would be empty and quiet for several hours.

Parking on 6th Street, Max lingered on the deserted sidewalk. Winston-Salem had grown a lot in the years since they first moved to the city, and it often became a hub of activity for people — especially with events like the River Run Film Festival and the Bookmarks Book Festival. But on a mid-week night, the city became a quiet town with barely a hint of being one of the top five largest cities in the state. Max usually disliked that strange dichotomy. He wanted the area to pick an attitude — be a bustling city or be a snoozing town. Choose one and stick with it. However, standing on the sidewalk, feeling the cool night air around him, listening to the gentle silence of a city asleep — he embraced the stillness.

After all, he had just encountered a witch. That meant the odds were high that his world would become anything but still.

When he finally climbed the narrow stairs, trudged down the old hall, and unlocked the office door, he knew he had been right to take a moment. Inside, he heard Sandra muttering to herself as she stomped across the floor.

“Where have you been?” she asked as way of a greeting.

“Stakeout. Remember?”

She rushed over and hugged him tight. “Sorry.”

They held each other long enough for her to release some of the stress in her muscles. At length, she pulled away, and Max offered a smile. He had always thought of her as beautiful, always knew she was intelligent, and always respected the gifts she brought to the team, but in recent months, he had gained a new appreciation for all that made her such a formidable woman. Her strong will and keen insights continued to serve them well — both with cases and with life. She was his anchor. At the moment, though, he could see that she needed him to take on the role of anchor for a bit. And he could think of only one thing that would disturb her this much.

“I take it you had another fight with my mother.”

“I swear she’s baiting me now. There is no way she can really be like that all the time.”

He could hear all that tension flooding her system again. Sitting behind his desk, he said, “Tell me what happened.”

“Laundry,” she said, folding her arms and leaning against her desk.

“That doesn’t really help. What about the laundry?”

“Apparently, I don’t do it right. Apparently, the boys need to have their laundry done in her special way so that they are comfortable at school and will do better at learning. It’s laundry, for crying out loud. It doesn’t make a difference if I fold it left or right, doesn’t matter if I put in one swish of detergent or two, doesn’t mean a thing. As long as the clothes are clean. And that was just the start of it. She doesn’t approve of the foods I give the boys, doesn’t like the rules I have in place for them, doesn’t like anything I do. If I said it was a sunny day outside, she’d comment that the rain would be coming any minute. I mean, I’ve always known that she doesn’t like me, but this is getting insane.”

Sandra heaved a long breath. Max tried to think of something calming to say, but they had been through this too many times since moving in with his mother. Mrs. Porter goaded Sandra. Sandra reacted hard. Sandra vented her anger at Max. All grew calm until the cycle repeated. Any time he tried to hasten the process, to find words that might ease Sandra, she usually accused him of taking his mother’s side and her anger reignited.

“I couldn’t take it anymore,” she went on. “If I stayed in that house any longer, I would’ve said something, or worse done something, and none of us want that.” She leaned over Max’s desk. “But I’m telling you right now, we have got to get out of that place.”

“We will move out as soon as we can.”

“You’ve been saying that for months.”

“I can’t force the insurance company to act any quicker. I’ve called them, and I’ve complained. But they’re dragging their feet, and we can’t afford a lawyer to speed them up. Even if we could, we don’t want to push them any harder than necessary. We have to hope they don’t start investigating too close because we have no idea how we could explain any of the things they might find in the ashes of our house.”

With her hands on her hips, Sandra said, “That’s a load of crap. We weren’t dead broke when the house went up in flames and we’re not dead broke now.”

“We don’t have enough for a down payment on a house.”

“Maybe not a luxury home, but we lived close enough to that once before and I don’t need it again. Do you?”

“It doesn’t have to be a mansion, but it still has to meet all of our needs. And we need a lot. If we’re going to continue the whole guardianship process for the Sandwich Boys, then we’re going to have to show the state that they’re not living in squalor.”

“There’s five of us living in your mother’s one-bedroom apartment. I think we can do better than that. The boys once had their own apartment, for crying out loud. They gave that up to be with us. We have to do better for them.”

“Don’t start trying to use the boys as your excuse. It’s my mother that’s your problem.”

“No kidding. And if you want to see her live through the end of the year, you better start listening to me.”

All their years of marriage had taught Max how to read his wife’s emotions. Despite her vigorous debate, he spotted her easing shoulders and the way her hands dropped to her sides. She was still angry, but he had a chance to get through the thick wall of her stress.

“Come here,” he said, patting his lap.

The corners of her mouth rose involuntarily. She quickly shut it down to a firm line, but she also sauntered over and settled on Max’s knee. Her arms went around his neck, and she leaned in to share a brief kiss.

Something hard pressed against his neck, and he knew it was that ruby ring Sandra had started wearing. She said she found it at the bottom of her jewelry box — just a small thing with a small gem. Max could not recall ever seeing it before, but he caught her gazing at it from time to time.

Pressing her forehead against his, Sandra said, “I know you don’t like the situation any better than me. The way she goes around calling you Little Max.”

“What is with that? She’s never called me that my entire life and now suddenly she forces it in wherever she can.”

“I don’t know. But it irritates you every single time. I can see it. And that’s just a tiny example. You know things are driving you nuts, too. So why do you keep dragging your feet?”

“I’m not saying that my mom is right. She’s not. We can do the laundry however we want and create our family the way we think it should be done.”

“But?”

Max pulled his head back so that he could see Sandra clearly. “I think that she’s right about the core idea. That we should be thinking about these things — about how we do the small things as well as the big things. It’s not just us anymore. We’re responsible for PB and J. It’s been a hard adjustment, and I think we’re getting there. Figuring out where we’re going to live, what kind of house, what area, it’s going to be the foundation of the life we create for those boys. It’s that important. I think we need to take our time and do it right.”

“And you think having all the money we can get from our insurance is going to make that much a difference?”

“I think we need to make sure these boys have a stable living situation. If we go buy an inferior house, then in another year or so we’ll either be miserable or probably end up moving again. I don’t want to do that to those boys. PB and J lived on the streets and lived in a ratty place of their own and they deserve to have a chance at a real home.”

Sandra hugged Max tighter. “I agree.” She kissed him before walking over to her desk. “There’s no reason we can’t be looking right now. If anything, it’ll help the boys know that our current living situation is temporary. It’ll show them and your mom that we are trying to improve our lives, trying to build a sturdy foundation for our family. And if you think waiting for the money so that we have the best possible options is important, then okay. While we wait, I’m sure we can come up with a rough estimate of how much were going to get and start searching now within that price range.”

“As long as we’re approaching it from the same side, then that works for me.”

Finally, Max saw a genuine smile lift on his wife’s lips. “Then let’s go back to your mom’s place, get some rest, and in the morning, we can start looking at houses again.”

Max tried to hide his frown. He quickly replayed the conversation in his head, attempting to find where the whole thing had flipped around so that he agreed to help her search for homes tomorrow. Though he trusted his wife to never use magic against him, she had been studying the ways of witchcraft for a long time. He couldn’t keep his brain from raising the possibility that she had manipulated him with some other-worldly assistance. Of course, he dismissed the idea immediately. If for no other reason, he knew Sandra needed no assistance. She was smart — just a fact.

Besides, she was right. If he wanted to build the strongest foundation for their family, then he had to get out and search for it. Waiting to cross some arbitrary line only postponed the inevitable.

“Something the matter?” she asked.

With the evening’s tension finally dissipating, he had no plan to shake the ground again. Instead, he jumped on the first thing to come to mind. “There have been some developments in our case.”

“The cheating spouse?”

“Cheating with a witch.”

“Really?” Sandra’s eyes widened, but Max could not tell if she felt surprise or interest.

He told her everything that had happened that night. From the long stakeout, to the visit from Drummond, to the cloaked woman skulking around the parking lot, to entering the hotel room and finding the casting circle. He recounted the attack and finally revealed the name Wilburn Walker. When he finished, he saw the answer on her face — she was intrigued.

“Describe the circle again,” she said.

“Not much to describe. It was a plain circle made from a powdery white substance. Looked too thick to be salt. Maybe chalk. There was one symbol on the edge — a circle with a crosshatch inside. And that paper with the name was in the circle. I’m guessing we interrupted her before she could actually draw any other symbols.”

“Maybe.”

“What else could it be? I’ve never come across a casting circle that was mostly blank. You?”

Thinking as she spoke, Sandra said, “Meditation circles or other kinds of focusing methods might look like that. Not a casting circle, though.”

“So, what’s the matter?”

“That piece of paper with the name on it. That’s the oddity. If she were doing a summoning spell or a curse or any serious magic, she would have completed all of the casting circle before laying the name down. If you had found a half-completed set of symbols, that would’ve made more sense with the idea that you had interrupted her. But this — it’s wrong.”

“Maybe she’s a novice.”

“Maybe.”

Getting up from his desk, Max said, “Well, we’re not going to solve it tonight. We’ve got a meeting set for tomorrow morning with Mrs. Berkley, and we can report everything that’s happened. See what she says. If she chooses not to believe in witches or thinks we’re crazy or whatever, the case is over and we don’t have to worry about. If she wants us to keep going, then we’re no longer doing a simple cheating spouse case and that means our costs go up.”

Sandra snickered. “Somebody’s been learning a bit about business.”

“Call it hazard pay. I don’t care. But if we’re going to be finding a new place to live sooner rather than later, then we could use all the money we can get.” Max picked up his coat and headed for the door. He put his arm out for Sandra to link and as she walked over, he said, “I’ve got a good feeling about this one.”

Sandra paused mid-step. “You just had to say that.”

 


Chapter 4

AFTER A LONG NIGHT of being on stakeout followed by deliberating through a bump on the road of marital bliss, Max wanted to sleep an extra hour before heading out to work. But he no longer had that option. The Sandwich Boys needed to eat breakfast and to get ready for school. Since Mrs. Porter homeschooled PB, he needed to bring his books out to the work table in the corner of the living room. J went to public school, so he needed a lunch packed, and Max also had to get himself together for a full day of research.

He had two pans on the stove — one with scrambled eggs, the other sizzling bacon. He pulled out two glasses and filled one with milk and the other with orange juice. J stumbled in first.

“Morning, kid,” Max said, forcing a light, joyful tone.

“Morning.” J grabbed the milk and downed half of it, leaving behind a stark white mustache against his dark skin. “Hey, can I get some waffles?”

“Sure. Tomorrow. Today, it’s scrambled eggs and bacon.” He handed J a plate of food.

PB popped into the kitchen, his mouth moving loud and fast. “Sounds good to me. I’ll have his, if he don’t want it.”

“Shut up. I want my breakfast.” J shoved PB in a playful manner — mostly.

Wearing a robe with a floral print that may never have looked new, Mrs. Porter followed the boys. “See that?” she said to Max. “All your talking back is going to bite you.”

Max stood by the stove, spatula in hand. “Who was talking back?”

“You are. Right now. If all they see is you showing your mother disrespect, then that is all they’ll learn. Children are masters of imitation.”

PB smirked. “That’s right. We’re masters of imitation.”

J laughed as he shoved eggs into his mouth. Max kept an eye on both boys for a moment longer. PB often instigated trouble. Max thought it mostly came from insecurity — both boys knew that J was the smarter one. PB had a few years of growth on J, but that wouldn’t matter for much longer.

Mrs. Porter peeked at the stove. “Oh, Little Max, you be careful with those eggs. They cook quicker than you think. You have to watch things like that when you’re a parent.”

Sandra entered and both boys tossed out a boisterous Good morning. She rubbed her head as she pleaded with Max. “Coffee.”

“Really,” Mrs. Porter said. “Can’t you see he’s busy taking care of your children? I’ll get the coffee.”

“No need,” Sandra said, her low growl baring more than simple morning grumpiness. “I wouldn’t want you to go to any effort.”

“No effort at all. If you pay attention, you might learn something. A good mother always knows how to anticipate the needs of those around her.” Mrs. Porter filled a mug with coffee and handed it over. “Even for something as small, but important, as a morning cup.”

Both women smiled with venom.

Before he could intervene, Max heard PB taunting J — repeating the same word over and over. Nerd, nerd, nerd. It had started over the last few days, and Max dismissed it as PB’s jealousy of J’s academic success. But he could see on J’s face that the attack bit deep.

“Knock it off.” Max pointed his spatula at PB. “There’s nothing wrong with being smart, and if I hear you teasing J again, we can quite easily end the homeschooling and send you to public school with him.”

“Aw, I’m just poking fun.”

“Does your brother look like he’s having fun?”

J said, “We’re not brothers.”

Mrs. Porter pushed Max aside, swiped the spatula from his hand, and finished the eggs before they burned. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Because you and your wife are not doing your jobs as their guardians, these two boys don’t even see each other as friends anymore — let alone brothers. That’s because you two are not building a strong family. I understand how hard it is, but I raised you and you turned out pretty good. I have the experience you both lack. I should think you would listen to me more.”

Sandra set her coffee down hard, sloshing some over the rim. “It’s not his fault. And it’s not mine. And it’s not the boys, either. They’re a bit stir crazy, that’s all. They’ve been like brothers since the day they first met on the streets, and even if they didn’t both come from the same mother — let alone me — we all care about each other, and we all look out for each other.” She turned her firm glare at the boys. “Isn’t that right?”

The boys nodded without a sound.

Mrs. Porter said, “Now you’re going to bully them into agreeing with you? I suppose you’ll bully them into behaving, too. Wonderful parenting.”

“Everyone, be quiet.” Max’s loud voice echoed in the silence that followed. He had not expected that to work and paused while he formulated something more to say. Like the captain of a naval vessel, he issued his orders. “Sandra, go warm up the car so that we can take J to school. PB, take your plate and go to your work table. Get started on your schoolwork. My mom will be with you in a moment. J, finish those last bites and get ready for school. When I’m done here, you better be in the car with Sandra. Mom, put my breakfast in a container of some kind and I’ll take it to work.”

Nobody moved. They all stared at him as if he was a crazy man wearing a straitjacket and doing a jig. Max slammed his hands together in one loud clap which snapped everybody back to
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