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Chapter 1

STANDING BEFORE THE DOOR with an etched plate reading 202, Max Porter paused to take a breath. For several years now, a whispering part of him had doubted they would ever reach this door, yet here they stood. His wife, Sandra, squeezed his arm. She must have shared his doubts on some level because she acted every bit as excited as he felt. Behind them, their business partner and the ghost of a 1940s detective, Marshall Drummond chilled the air against Max’s back.

“Why are we waiting?” the ghost said. “Did you lose the key already?”

Flashing a perturbed eye over his shoulder, Max said, “Can’t we savor the moment? This is a big deal.”

“Don’t see why. You signed a lease, wrote a check, and now you have an office. You’ve had one before.”

Sandra said, “Stop teasing. It’s big to us because we can afford it now, and you know it.”

“Then let’s stop gabbing about it and go enjoy our new digs.”

Max pulled the key from his jeans but hesitated. “Should we wait for J?”

Swiping his fedora from his head, Drummond said, “You really want to wait until school’s out? That’s another four hours, at least. Plus, doesn’t he have some clubs or something?”

“He’s part of The Porter Agency, so yeah, we should definitely wait.”

Sandra said, “Now it’s your turn to stop teasing.”

Grinning, Max kissed the side of her head. “And it’s your turn to do the honors.” He handed her the key. “I did it the first time we moved down here with the place on Spruce. That one got demolished by witchcraft. I also opened the door to our second office, and that one burned to the ground. This place isn’t as nice as those, but it’s a start, and I want us to have better luck. So, it’s up to you, this time. Go for it.”

With a brave face, she set the key in, turned the knob, and pushed. And pushed again. And pressed her shoulder against the door, giving it a firm shove. With a sharp whine like a frightened terrier, the door peeled open. Sandra stumbled into their new office. Both Max and Drummond had the good sense not to giggle.

Situated on the edge of the revitalized northern section of Winston-Salem, the old brick building had once been a warehouse back during the heyday of Reynolds Tobacco. For the last decade, it sat fallow, decaying like a carcass in the woods. But where most saw a blight, somebody saw possibilities. A business group — the Palasco Brothers — bought the building, divided it into two floors of offices, and started selling space.

“I want this corner,” Sandra said, crossing the large, empty room and stopping at the only corner with a window next to it. She pointed to the area in front of her. “Or you could put your desk next to mine and we can share the view.”

Max joined her and glanced out the window — an alleyway festooned with weeds, garbage, and a few rats. “Lovely.”

The floor needed covering — concrete at the moment — and the walls had the faded brown of dying brick. Odd splotches of white paint from some Jackson Pollack wannabe marred one section, and a long water stain stretching down like the trail of an ambling snail finished the décor. The place smelled of oil and trash, and a single length of fluorescent lighting buzzed from the ceiling.

“Any objections to making this wall my home?” Drummond said pointing to the side area next to the door.

Max said, “Looks good.”

It did. About as much as the rest of the office. But with some work, he thought they could either clean the walls or paint over them, lay down some carpeting, and build a bookshelf for Drummond. The air would freshen with time and some open windows, and if he cleaned up the alleyway, the air might stay fresh. They could find a few couches and a coffee table to make a comfortable sitting area, too. He needed a priority list — they couldn’t afford to deck the place out all at once.

“Look here,” Sandra said with an excited coo.

A narrow door led to a narrow hall. On the left, Max found a breakroom; on the right, a space that could be a conference room. And in the back, a bathroom.

Though he felt the thrill of watching a loved one opening a birthday present, he had to bite back the frustration of having to sign a lease on the office without ever stepping foot in the place. He could thank the late Cecily Hull for that one. Even dead that woman continued to cause him problems. She had threatened to use her political reach against the Porters, to make sure nobody would rent them an office, and apparently, word of the threat had been enough. No way to be sure how that word got out, but Max suspected Madame Ti — the former Hull witch who spearheaded the current witch war. Also possible, Mr. Van Horn who had worked for Hull as her assistant but truly worked for Madame Ti as her spy.

The Palasco Brothers were new to the area when they bought the dilapidated building. Transplants from Connecticut, they didn’t know anything about Winston-Salem, the South, or the Hulls. They had been thrilled to receive the Porters’ business, and all the preliminary phone calls went smoothly. But the day Max had scheduled to view the space, they changed their enthusiastic tone. Suddenly, they would only do the deal if he would sign right away and agree to backdate the lease. Max figured they would tell Madame Ti, or whoever threatened them, that the lease had already been signed before the threats and it was too late. 

Max had to give them a little credit. They didn’t back down from the witches. Only rearranged the situation. Then again, the Palasco Brothers probably didn’t know about witches or simply didn’t believe in them. If they heard anything, they discounted it as Southern superstition.

Pointing toward the last unclaimed spot in the office, Sandra said, “What about here for my casting circle?”

“Looks good to me,” Drummond said. “You might want to start putting some wards on this place. It’s been quiet lately, but that only makes me think these witches are working on something we don’t want to know about.”

“I was already planning on it. Until the witch community sorts out its disagreement —”

“Is that what you’re going to call an all-out war for power?”

“Okay. How about this? Until the witch community stops attacking each other and one of them comes out on top, we should all be extra cautious. Not just wards for the office, but Max and I should be wearing some, too. Once we have the casting circle put in, I’ll get on all of it. Brenda can help me. She’s getting quite good at the basics.”

Brenda Byrd had been more than a help, more than a woman they had saved from a haunting and curse, more than an ally in this dangerous war. She had become an integral part of The Porter Agency team. Part of the family.

For Max, that was an important distinction. It had taken him a long time to admit that he could not control everything. Life was in constant flux, and the second he succumbed to the delusion that he could shift the flow of life, it would smack him down, remind him he had scant influence, and possibly screw with any success on the horizon out of spite. But he could control one small bit of his world — protecting his family — and let the rest fly to wherever it went.

Gazing around the empty office, seeing how Sandra and Drummond appraised the space with hope, Max trusted the future could be manageable. They had endured a lot over the years. It came with the job. Too often, though, Max had the deep-bone sensation that they teetered on the edge of failure — which meant death in their business. But at that moment, despite Madame Ti and her witch war, Max agreed with the satisfied smile on his wife’s lips. They had turned a corner, looked up and saw dark clouds parting, felt the shining warmth of a brighter future, and —

His phone rang. Detective Jorge Osorio, Winston-Salem PD and part-timer with The Porter Agency.

When Max answered, Osorio cut right into it. “You need to drive out to Yadkinville immediately. And bring five hundred dollars.”

If not for the harshness in the man’s voice, Max would have assumed he joked. Instead, Max said, “What’s wrong? You need help?”

“Not me, no. But you may need some. Police picked up a woman on a B&E charge.”

“And?”

“And it’s your mother.”

 


Chapter 2

THE SMALL TOWN OF YADKINVILLE could have been used in a John Mellencamp video to symbolize the heart of America decaying away. Once a beautiful place, it clung to a yesterday long expired while struggling against too many modern pressures. The biggest among them being money. Yadkinville didn’t have much of it.

While only on the western edge of Winston-Salem, it took Max forty-five minutes to reach the town. The entire drive he had two emotions battling in his head — concern for his mother’s safety and anger at whatever she had done. And why all the way out here? Watching the city drift away into this tiny town, he added a new thought — how the heck did she even get out here?

Both Sandra and Drummond wanted to come along, but Max insisted on going alone. Assuming Osorio had not been mistaken, Max’s mother would be embarrassed, angry, maybe ashamed, and certainly not in a good mood. Sandra’s presence would only upset her further. As for Drummond — Max didn’t need the added pressure of navigating two conversations at once while making sure the living failed to notice that he spoke with the dead.

He turned onto E. Hemlock Street and spotted the police station on his right. A squat, red brick building with an odd roof that looked more like a hobbit hole raised out of the ground and bricked over than a hub for local law enforcement. An American flag flapped in the wind, centered in a circular landing that led to the entranceway. 

Osorio had instructed him to park on the street several blocks down near an elementary school. Max did as he had been told. He sat in the car, letting the air conditioning keep him comfortable, and waited. A few minutes later, when he caught Osorio in the rearview mirror, he stepped out and offered a grateful wave.

Overcast skies threatened to darken with rain, but Max didn’t hold out hope. Mid-April and temps had already hit the 80s. North Carolina often went over 100 in July, but this early heat in Spring suggested worse would be coming. Rain would cool things down for a short time, but the overcast had been around for days now and all they had was thicker humidity and rising temperatures. Beyond that, nothing.

Except sweat. Max could feel the trickles running down his spine, and he watched Osorio patting his forehead as he lumbered closer. The man had a leather satchel slung across to his side and his one hand gloved. The satchel went everywhere Osorio went, and the glove never came off. Max had no idea why Osorio loved the satchel, but he knew all about the glove. He was there the day Osorio’s hand suffered a curse. Anything the man touched directly would wither away. Without the glove, Osorio would become King Midas — only with death instead of gold.

“Did you bring the money?” he asked as way of a greeting.

Max patted his pocket. “You going to tell me what happened? Where’s my mother? Why can’t I go into the police station? And what’s the money for? Is it a bribe? Are you having me a bribe a police officer?”

“Take a breath there, boss. Trust me. I’ve got it all sorted out. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Holding back another panicked blurt, Max said, “Then please tell me something.”

From his satchel, Osorio brought out a small bottle of Gatorade — traditional lemon-lime flavor — and guzzled half of it before resting his back against the car. “Yadkinville police got a call of suspicious activity in Olin.”

“Where’s that?”

“Further west. A bit north of Statesville. Very rural small town. Makes this place look like a buzzing metropolis. They don’t have their own police, so the neighboring stations take turns helping out. Anyway, a Yadkinville cruiser was sent to check into it, and they found your mother had broken into a home.”

“That’s crazy. She wouldn’t do that.”

“She did.”

“But how the heck would she even get out here?”

“Uber, I’m guessing. Police searched the area and didn’t find any accomplices, so she didn’t have a getaway driver. Doesn’t look like she stole anything or damaged anything other than the front door lock — she bashed that with a hammer. The house was empty until a few weeks ago, and the new couple that bought it only just moved in. They hadn’t gotten around to putting in a good door lock, yet. I’m guessing they’ll change that attitude now.”

“So, they arrested her and —”

“No, no. Nobody’s been arrested, and no charges are filed against her. Your mother is smart. The moment the police arrived, she started acting lost and confused.”

“What makes you think she’s acting? None of this sounds like her.”

“I’ve met your mother. This was an act. Plus, she had the sense to attempt calling her grandson for help. The younger one — J. But she couldn’t get through. She then told the officers that she was your mother. A few of the guys knew you from the television spots you’ve done, and they didn’t believe she was related to some TV guy. They started treating her as a dementia patient, and she played along. They put out a silver alert which is how I found out. All amber and silver alerts ping my phone, and when I saw the details, I knew it was her. I called the Yadkinville station — I’m friends with two of the officers here — and told them I was familiar with the woman. After I sorted things out with them, I called you, and here we are.”

Wiping his soaked forehead, Max said, “I don’t know what that means. Is she going to jail?”

“I already said no charges were being filed. The homeowners bought the story of a woman lost with dementia. If anything, they felt sorry for her. So, stop freaking out, give me the money, and I’ll be right back with her.”

“You said you had it all sorted out before you called me. What’s the money for? Bail? You said she’s not being arrested.”

“You are making a gracious contribution to the police fund drive. That’s all. In return, all record of this incident will disappear. Simple as that.”

“Sounds like a bribe.”

“Can’t be. Not a single person is getting the money. It’s going in the police fund.”

“Isn’t that semantics?”

Pushing off the car, Osorio said, “It’s semantics that makes everybody happy and nobody gets arrested. Or would you rather your mother spent a few nights in jail until she can be arraigned?”

Max handed over the money. He had no intention of making her undergo further disgrace, but his mind had taken the roundabout path to putting everything in order. As Osorio headed back to the police station, Max went over it all once more. None of what his detective friend said made any sense, but he couldn’t deny any of it, either. After all, he stood by his car in Yadkinville waiting for his mother to be released.

Rubbing his sweaty face, Max let out a long breath. He wanted to believe things had grown complicated, hectic, overwhelming, and he only needed to make it through the week for life to return to normal. But he had been telling himself that much for years. He could not evade the simple fact of adulthood — it always would be complicated, hectic, and overwhelming. When any single pressure relieved, another took its place. One had to snatch the peaceful moments when they dared to peek above the daily tumultuous waters. Max had his moment earlier that day — enjoying the new office with his witch wife and his ghost friend. Now, no matter what he wanted, his mother had made things difficult.

His mind churned around the idea that his mother could do something like this, that she thought to do it, prepared for it, and called a driving service to take her here. Breaking and entering? Maybe she did have a little dementia. Maybe that went hand-in-hand with her MS.

Before her diagnosis, he knew nothing about multiple sclerosis other than it was bad. Since then, however, he had learned to be comfortable with a steady stream of new ailments that accompanied the dread disease. Perhaps he would have to adjust to her having dementia now. While certainly not something he wished on her, it would, at least, explain why she ended up all the way out in Olin.

His eyes roved around the little street. Not much activity. Most people worked inside, in school, or out in a field somewhere. Though maybe the latter had taken the afternoon off. It was far too hot to be plowing.

He should have brought Drummond along. The ghost’s non-stop wisecracks would have been annoying, but his cold, ghostly chill would have been welcome right then. Plus, he could have sent Drummond into the police station to scout information, instead of standing in the sticky heat letting his mind drive him crazy.

Glancing up the street, he waited. No sign of them yet.

Hold on. His mind replayed Osorio’s words — something about J. She had the sense to attempt calling her grandson for help. The younger one — J. Why did his mother call J?

Sure, the two of them had a close relationship, and she probably wanted to avoid dealing with Max, but the idea gnawed at him. Not jealousy. Not much, anyway. Something else.

When as a kid, he got into a troubling situation, the kind where he saw no safe way out — stuck at a party where everybody was too drunk to drive, for example — Max knew he could always call his mother. He’d suffer the consequences, no free pass with her, but he would call her nonetheless. He knew that she would rescue him. She had to know it went both ways.

Of course, she did. She had called Max for help many times over the years since moving to North Carolina. And with her MS, she reached out even more. So, why J? Unless J offered a way out.

Back in the old days, at those old parties, if he did have a way out, a way to get home without having to call his mother, without her learning where he had been and what trouble he had found, then he would take it. Had done so many times. Far better than admitting the truth to her. And far, far better than letting his peers know he had called Mommy to come get him from the party. Never mind the facts that nobody at the party cared about him, that any party filled with drunken kids had not invited him, that he had never enjoyed any popularity to be in a situation like that.

Max fished out his phone and called J. With school still in session, he got voicemail. “Your grandmother got arrested on a B&E. Seems like you know something about it. I’m picking her up now and taking her back to her apartment. I want you to meet us there after school. Be ready to tell me the truth.”

After he ended the call, he thought it had sounded too harsh. His bouncing mind had riled him up, and he let it out in that terse message. Then again, the kid had some answers to give.

Ten minutes later — ten excruciating minutes — Osorio ambled down the sidewalk with Mrs. Porter in tow. She kept her eyes down and her shoulders hunched as if dragging a heavy bundle. And she was. On a bad day, every step could cause her great pain. The guilt or embarrassment at what she had done, at getting caught — those things paled against the anguish of her body’s brutal war with itself. Cancer got all the attention. But MS — fuck MS, too.

All his sympathy, however, did not overcome his frustration with her. Being old, being in pain, being challenged with every stride — none of that excused her for committing crimes. When Osorio reached the car, he opened the passenger door and ushered her into the seat. She never met Max’s eyes. Osorio put his back to Max, jutted his chin toward the driver’s side, and said nothing.

Max got the message. Not only to get in the car, but to keep any scene from developing on a public street. Whatever the Porters needed to work out, Osorio wanted them to work it out elsewhere. Far away from the police station, preferably.

Once Max settled into the car, Osorio made sure Mrs. Porter had buckled in. Then the detective walked around the front of the vehicle and motioned for Max to lower the window. He leaned on the rim of the door.

He handed Max some papers, and in a low voice, he said, “Those are the originals. No other copies around. It’s got all the information from the officers called to the scene. As far as the paperwork goes, and that’s the same as the department itself, this never happened.”

“Thank you.” Max folded the papers and stashed them in his pocket. “I owe you one.”

“Don’t worry about it. The work you do is important. I’m happy to help when I can.” Osorio checked up and down the street. “But I can’t be a part of it. Not this time.”

“There’s no it to be part of.”

“I hope not.”

Max’s hand dropped to the pocket with the papers. “Did something else happen with her? Something not in the report?”

“No, nothing like that. It’s just weird that she’s out here breaking into a home. And when weird things happen around you —”

“I get it. But this isn’t part of an investigation.”

“Good. I’m trying to get a pay raise, so I can’t be seen involved in a typical Porter Agency matter. You understand?”

“Absolutely.” Max put out his hand. “Good luck.”

Osorio shook the hand, then patted the roof of the car. “Get out of here.”

Max pulled onto the road. As he worked his way through the town and towards the highway, he peeked over at his mother. She bent forward a bit and held her mouth in a tight pout, staring ahead and looking …

Haunted.

The word popped in Max’s head, and it fit. Too well. Frighteningly well.

 


Chapter 3

THE DRIVE BACK TO WINSTON-SALEM continued in silence. Max tried to engage a conversation, but Mrs. Porter remained uncommunicative. Like a sullen teenager, she rested her head against the window and watched the landscape roll by. Every utterance from Max received a huff or a grunt or an exhausted sigh. At most, he would hear a monosyllabic response. Dealing with the Sandwich Boys through the worst of their teen years had never been this frustrating.

With each grumbling mile, Max’s worry grew. The unusual way his mother behaved coupled with the cautious way Osorio had phrased things launched his imagination into dark realms. He feared she might be possessed or cursed. Madame Ti or Sister Sadie or one of countless other witches could have performed a spell against his mother in an effort to control The Porter Agency. Max’s ego didn’t once think it would be for him. No. Those witches wanted control of Sandra, control over one of the few women trying to be a good witch, control over the one good witch that showed untapped strength and talent for the craft. He had no trouble believing they would attempt any path toward that end — even abusing an elderly woman with a fatal disease.

With twenty minutes left to drive, Max called Sandra, gave her a quick rundown, and asked her to meet them at his mother’s apartment. “Bring our friend, too.”

She paused, digesting the request. “Sure. How bad is this?”

Max snatched a look at his mother. “I have no idea.”

 

 

When they entered Mrs. Porter’s apartment, Sandra, Drummond, and J settled in the narrow living room. J had a key to the building and played host, providing Sandra with a cup of coffee while they waited. A couch ran the length of one wall while heavy furniture dominated the rest of the cramped space — two high-backed reading chairs, a thick end table, and a coffee table with carved corners. Above the couch hung a painting of the sea crashing against rocks near a lighthouse.

On the opposite wall hung a painting of colored circles with swirling lines wisping off into the void of the canvas. Both struck Max as generic and innocuous, the kind of thing decorating a hotel room, and he often had wondered why these paintings spoke to his mother — enough for her to purchase them and hang them on her walls. What could they possibly say to her?

Well, the paintings might not have much to say, but he expected more from her. As he sat in one of the reading chairs, feeling like an imposing judge, he rushed straight into the matter. “Don’t make me have to pull teeth in order to get this out of you. What is going on?”

Mrs. Porter turned her head toward J as she perched on the far edge of the couch. She looked smaller than usual, rubbing her hands and rocking slightly, a fragile figurine precariously balanced on a ledge. “You have to understand,” she said, and her voice creaked each word with pain and uncertainty. “You need to believe me. I didn’t believe it, not like — well, not for real. But the pain had become so bad. Just awful. This MS hurts all the time. I was looking for anything to make me feel better.”

“Breaking into a stranger’s house alleviated your pain?”

Sandra set her coffee mug on the table with a clear clink. “Let your mother talk.”

Swishing into the ceiling corner, Drummond snickered. “Listen to your wife. She’s far better at dealing with people than you.”

Max wanted to snap back a witty reply, but his mother would have turned the discussion to why he was talking to the ceiling, and he would never get her back to the real topic. Instead, he used one of the interrogation techniques he had learned from Drummond. He stayed quiet. Most people felt the need to fill such silences and they simply started talking.

Mrs. Porter obliged. “You know I’ve tried. I tried acupuncture. I still go to physical therapy, but that’s more about keeping me mobile, not pain free. I’ve had massages, and I’ve talked with therapists, and I’ve even tried marijuana.”

Max raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t give me that look. When you were a boy, smoking that stuff was illegal. Still is in a lot of states. I don’t really know about here, but you can’t imagine how a bad day feels for me.”

“Did smoking pot help?”

She shook her head. “Only made me nervous. And hungry.”

Max caught his wife hiding a grin behind her hand. He even heard the ghost above chuckle for a second. But he found none of this amusing.

Mrs. Porter shriveled back in the couch as her wrinkled skin quivered. “You simply can’t understand how awful I feel. Not that a mother ever expects understanding from her children, but we do hold onto the hope — the expectation — that, in our old age, our children will take care of us, ease our suffering, make our final years bearable.” She lowered her voice toward Sandra. “It’s okay, dear. I don’t blame you. You’ve never had children of your own. You wouldn’t understand.”

Sandra’s fingers rolled into tight fists. Interjecting before a brawl could begin, Max said, “We’ve done everything we can to help you, make you feel comfortable, and still give you plenty of freedom.”

“But that won’t last. There will come a time when you’ve had too much, and that’s when you’ll send me to a home.”

“We won’t do that.”

“You will. That little house of yours doesn’t have enough room for you three. Even if it did, I’m no fool. I know Sandra doesn’t like me.”

Sandra said, “I’m right here.”

“I have to get better. I won’t go to a home. That’s why I had to try.”

Her words disturbed enough, but then Max spotted J’s inability to maintain eye contact. “Try what?” he said. “What did you do?”

Mrs. Porter reached over and clutched J’s hand. “It’s not his fault.”

“J? What happened?”

“Over the summer, when PB and J took me to the Appalachian Mountains, it wasn’t just a vacation. I … well, I asked them to take me to see a granny witch.”

As Max and Sandra’s eyes widened, as Drummond choked on the idea, J put out his free hand as if to stop an oncoming stampede. “It’s not what you think,” he said, waving his hand as if to erase Mrs. Porter’s words. “I swear. I looked into it. They call her a granny witch but it’s a misnomer. They’re also called granny healers. That’s what they are. It’s mountain medicine, herbs and roots and strong drinks and stuff like that. That’s all.”

Drummond said, “What the kid’s saying is sort of true. The granny witches are mostly local folk healers. A lot of mountain people don’t have much money, and while there are doctors up that way, many people prefer the old methods. But I’ve also heard a lot of weird stories. Enough to say that I wouldn’t be trusting anybody who willingly uses the name witch.”

“Don’t go getting mad at J,” Mrs. Porter said. “I would’ve gone no matter what. I know you think I’m computer illiterate, but I know how to use my phone to call a car service. Got myself out to Olin, didn’t I? If those boys hadn’t joined me, I would’ve found my way to the Appalachians on my own.”

“She told me that, too,” J said. The mixture of guilt and pleading that painted his voice struck Max’s heart — both in its authenticity and its concern.

“You went there to protect her?” Max said.

“Of course.”

Mrs. Porter smacked her hand on her thigh. “Stop interrogating him like he did something wrong. He and PB gave me a wonderful vacation. A final chance to spend some time with them that I loved and will cherish with what little time I have left. The fact that we went to a granny witch or two —”

“Or two?” Sandra said.

“The first one gave me a concoction to drink — tasted like rotten fruit mixed with coffee grounds and peppermint. Just awful. We stuck around for a day or two, but I didn’t feel any better. Actually felt worse because that stuff did a number on my digestion. But then we went to see Granny Witch Westra. There’s another lady at my infusion treatment sessions, the ones I had before we did it privately, and she told me about this Granny Witch Westra. Said this woman in the Appalachians saved her from losing three toes. Scared me to death back then. I’m still scared. If this MS starts taking my toes — I don’t want to even think about it.”

J said, “I thought after the first one she would’ve stopped, but she insisted we take her to this other granny witch deeper into the mountains.”

“We were already up there. I might as well try all that I could. I didn’t want to have to go up there again.”

Max had a hard time swallowing his words. One objection after another rose in his throat, and he had to remind himself that there was no arguing to be done. His mother had already acted. He wanted to be angry at J for allowing this to happen — whatever this was — but would he have done any different in the same situation? He would not have physically restrained his mother, so the best he could hope for would be to tag along and make sure things didn’t get worse. If anything, Max thought he would have to thank J for putting in the effort. Yet that didn’t make any of this sit better in his tumbling stomach.

“When we finally reached the granny witch,” Mrs. Porter continued, “I had a sense that things would be different. She was an old lady — even to me — nothing but a tiny ball of wrinkled skin. She wore a simple outfit of handmade clothes — looked like she stepped out of the 1930s or something. The other granny witch, she looked modern. Even had a cell phone. But not this lady. That gave me hope.”

Bursting to his feet, J said, “But this lady turned out like the other one, didn’t she? She just gave you some herbs and told you to make a tea with it and that was it. That’s what I remember. You were disappointed and said that the whole healing part of the trip was a bust. Nothing to worry about because nothing came of it all.”

Mrs. Porter rubbed at the back of her hands. “That’s not quite true.”

 


Chapter 4

TRYING TO RECAPTURE HER STERN-MOTHER FACE, Mrs. Porter said, “I don’t want any of you being mad at J. Or PB, for that matter. Those boys did nothing wrong. They were trying to help their grandma out.”

“Why should I be mad?” Max asked, a simmer under his voice.

“Because,” Drummond said, “it doesn’t end there. This Granny Witch Westra said something.”

“Well?” Max ground his teeth. “What did the Granny Witch say to you?”

Straightening her back, Mrs. Porter said, “She waited until the boys were outside. I told them to get the car started, get the air conditioning going, and I’d be right out. As I paid for the herbs, she put her hand on my wrist and pushed it back. Said she didn’t want my money. Said that if I really wanted to stop the pain, I should come back later that night. Alone.”

J’s shock turned into dark understanding. “That’s why you insisted on staying in that crappy motel. You wanted to be within walking distance of her house.”

She patted his arm. “I’m sorry. But if I had told you what I planned, you would have thought I was crazy. You would’ve assumed that I was being set up, that they were going to rob me or something like that. And you would have insisted on coming along.”

“I should have been there with you.”

“I couldn’t have that. Granny Witch Westra wanted me alone, and I wasn’t going to mess that up. Not if she could really help me. You’ve spent plenty of time with me. You know how I hurt. Please, tell me you understand.”

Max watched the dilemma play out for J. The young man wanted to be mad at his grandma. He must have felt betrayed, but also, he probably felt guilty — that he had somehow failed by letting her manipulate him. In the end, much as Max expected, J took the burden on his own shoulders and absolved his grandma. With a nod to her, he simply said, “It’s okay.”

She scooped up his hand and gave it a kiss. “Thank you.”

“Can we get back to why you’re now a criminal?” Max said.

“Watch your tone. I’m still your mother.”

For a flash, a soft comfort covered Max by his mother’s sharp snap. But she quickly shrank back, as if shocked at her own outburst, and his anxiety spiked. Lowering J’s hand, Mrs. Porter picked at some lint on the couch.

“That evening,” she said with a sigh, “after dinner with the boys, I waited until they thought I had gone to sleep. Then I snuck out and walked up to Granny Witch’s house.”

Max couldn’t take anymore. He thrust out of the chair and paced by the opening to the tiny kitchen. A memory flashed in his head — watching the Sandwich Boys trying to cook eggs and toast one morning while his mother clucked around them. How could that doting grandmother be the same woman?

“She was sitting in a rocking chair on her porch. Said she was waiting for me. We went inside, and I swear the entire place looked different. It wasn’t that the sunlight was gone or that I was nervous — and I was — but something truly had changed. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it. That’s when I thought that this granny might actually be able to help me.”

“You didn’t think it might be dangerous?” Max huffed. “You didn’t think any of those nerves should be listened to?”

Mrs. Porter snapped her head towards Max. Her eyes blazed, and part of him shriveled as if he had broken her favorite lamp playing ball in the house. She let her attention rove toward Sandra, then J, then to her hands in her lap. Firm but with less fire, she said, “Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up in the morning in such pain, every muscle, every bone throbbing, and you need to go to the bathroom, but you can’t move that much? Just trying to get out of bed would require more strength than a hundred of you would have. Do you think you can understand what I feel knowing the dark end I have awaiting me? I don’t mean death. I mean the journey to death. It won’t be a pleasant
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