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      I really had to hand it to Hattie Doran. She always got the last laugh. Death was no exception. But then again, why should it have been? She’d always lived her life on her terms, which makes the tale herein all the more remarkable.

      Driving from Upstate New York to Cooper’s Mill, North Carolina, was a long way by car. Add to that an insistent voice coming from the passenger seat—giving directions and remarking on the changes of scenery in the past fifty years—and it made time expand as if we’d been caught up in some sort of weary travelers’ vortex. Given the fact said passenger had been dead for the past six weeks and rode shotgun as a ghost in my car, and it made for one hell of a long drive. Temporal vortices or not.

      Now, I wouldn’t say Hattie was—had been—a bad person. Just the opposite. In life, she was polite, sweet, loving, and exceptionally giving. Unfortunately for her, she gave it to the wrong person at the wrong time and got her ass ran out of her hometown for the effort. In any case, that’s what I assumed since she wasn’t talking. At least about that. Which was why I found myself in a car headed to a town I’d never been, to meet relatives I’d never known. As a ghost, Hattie was another matter altogether. When she’d cast off the yoke of humanity, she’d gone for broke.

      “There’s so much freedom in being dead.” Hattie shimmied in the seat and hugged herself. She shot me a stern look, complete with a raised brow. “Not suggesting you try it anytime soon.”

      She appeared, not as she had at the end when cancer had ravaged her body and stolen her focus, but as she’d been in her prime. And let me tell you, Hattie was a looker. Honey blonde hair and big innocent eyes. She had a sharp wit and fun personality edged with a sadness I could never put my finger on. Not until she’d decided to plop her regrets in my lap at the zero hour.

      If anyone had seen us side by side, they might believe us twins. Not identical, but close.

      I looked over at her pointedly. “I don’t plan to die anytime soon. I’ve got too much to live for to be playing those games.”

      “Good. See that you don’t.”

      My ability to speak with the dead was seconded by my ability to turn a profit in a profession that had probably seen better days. Confession time: the Doran family history is filled with witches. Me included. Yes, card-carrying members of the pointy hat set. (Not that there really was a card. Or a hat for that matter. That’s just an expression.) Stores that sold magic items and mystical offerings kind of went out with the New Age era—that whole pre-Y2K craze. For those of us who were legit, generational witches, well, we didn’t need our practice to be fashionable in order for it to fit us.

      So, I run a little shop in the Village. Yes, that Village. New York, New York. Right off Christopher Street. Easily accessible from the PATH and subways. Oh, cheese and rice, I should have stuck with writing copy for my business instead of taking up the mantle of author. Anyhow, my ability to speak with the dead formed much earlier in life than my following of the Goddess path.

      The first spirit I had ever spoken with was my first-grade teacher who had died giving birth to her second child. I remember all the adults being so whispery and sad because Ms. Fleming had passed, and her poor baby would grow up without a mother. Even at six I wanted to tell them to hold up, not so fast, Ms. Fleming had other plans and they didn’t include surrendering her child’s care to anyone corporeal. Of course, trying to get people much bigger and older to believe such a story is damn near impossible when they think they know better. Especially living in a house with a mother who wanted nothing to do with our family legacy, even though the gift came down through her direct line.

      I wouldn’t say I was like that kid in that film—“I see dead people”—since they only came to me every once in a great while now. Over the years, I’d learned the hard way how to turn them off, so I wasn’t bombarded with their nonsense. Walking down a New York street and being accosted by people both living and dead is not for the faint of heart! It would’ve made me one batshit crazy lady in no time.

      “Turn here, Kara dear.” Hattie pointed to the exit for Cooper’s Mill.

      I glanced over at her in exasperation, as I did every time she opened her mouth to navigate the journey. I had a pretty good sense of direction and really didn’t need a post mortem GPS to give me directions I could easily read for myself.

      The exit wound through the mountains and went on for another twenty miles down a county road of some of the most breathtaking country I’d ever seen. Pines and rowan, maples, and oaks, lined the sides of the road. Sunlight tried unsuccessfully to breach the tree canopy but didn’t stand a chance against the Green Man.

      We came to an intersection that either went right or left. A small sign, almost taken over by the foliage, pointed to Cooper’s Mill, bearing right. I turned and glanced at my co-pilot, who’d gone silent, and found the seat empty.

      “Great. Now you desert me.”

      Hattie had been a force to be reckoned with both in life and after death. We didn’t talk much about the after death part since she was still trying it on for size. I curled my hand into a fist with the memory of her fingers laced through mine as she took her last breath. Her skin so soft and papery. Her grip was weak, but as constant as if she were afraid to leave the world. As well she should. I’d just promised to take up this fool’s errand for her and right the wrong she felt she’d made in her youth.

      Oh, and did I mention she hadn’t given me any clues as to what wrong she did all those years ago? Damn, but I’m had to uncover secrets that she had no intention of helping me to discover.

      Sucker, party of one.

      The fact she’d asked surprised me. Hattie had been sick for close to two years before she’d succumbed to her illness. At the beginning, she’d been well enough to travel. Why she didn’t take it upon herself to make any amends she felt she needed to, I have no idea. But since I was about the only family alive who spoke to her every day, I made the promise.

      Maybe going back to her hometown—one where my maternal side owned about half the town—bothered her. Even dead. I guess ghosts can feel shame or embarrassment. We’ve all heard accounts of ‘angry ghosts.’ So why not other emotions? Seemed logical to me.

      The road zigged and zagged until it came out into a little valley that made me catch my breath. Idyllic didn’t even cover it. Norman Rockwell. Americana. Apple pie and ice cream. It was everything visually that a town should be and not exist as a backlot at a movie studio. That didn’t stop it from looking like exactly that. For that very reason, I proceeded into town with caution.

      The town spread out in the bowl of the mountains, bracketed by the high peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains. To the far end of town stood the tallest mountain that lorded over Cooper’s Mill as if it had something to prove. It was quite beautiful, if not a bit ominous. I hated that I sensed many lives lost on that expanse, but their echoes ran through my mind before I had a chance to close it off.

      I shook the unsettled feeling and kept driving.

      What I needed to do before anything else was find a place to stay and unpack my shit. The main drag had everything a person might need. A hardware store and deli—no lie, they were in the same building. Florist. Grocery. Pharmacy. Diner.

      Bingo.

      What better place to find the lay of the land and a place to stay than at the local diner?

      For once in my life, I didn’t come into town prepared. Normally, I’d have made reservations and figured out what direction to take in my investigation before I ever set out on my trip. I’m nothing if not a planner. Even my plans had plans.

      I parked and got out of the car, feeling a bit apprehensive about being in a town surrounded by relatives I didn’t even know. Odd to have had a deep connection to a place and yet never explore it.

      I walked in and the first thing that hit me were all the yummy scents that made my mouth water and tummy rumble. Hattie had set a hard pace. Easy for her since she was no longer tied to food and rest areas. Try explaining the need for a bathroom when the person riding shotgun has the consistency of steam. At one point, I’d shot her a glare and said it had waited this long, it could wait until after I emptied my bladder. She’d not been pleased. For the next hundred miles she’d sang every one-hit wonder from her era loud and off-key.

      I was not amused.

      I looked around the interior of the restaurant. When I say the place was so clean it sparkled, I’m not exaggerating the case. Pride of ownership and strong work ethic was exhibited in every gleaming surface. The tables and booths were full, but there were still places at the counter. A server/seater met me at the door and held up a menu.

      “One?”

      I cut my eyes to the side in case the woman in front of me had the ability to see Hattie as well. After all, some of the people in this town shared my blood, and the ability ran in families. Just because Hattie decided to go stealth on me, didn’t mean she didn’t show to others.

      “Yes.” The answer came out more as a tentative question, which, wasn’t my shtick. “The counter is fine.”

      She brightened at that and led me over to the old-fashioned counter with barstools and a foot rail. I sat down, and that’s when I saw it staring at me from across the server alley. A dessert fridge.

      I swear at that moment the heavens opened and angels sang. I’m such a sucker for pie. I don’t even particularly care what kind. I love pie. There is something true and wholesome about a good slice. It’s love and calories all rolled together.

      A waitress with large hair and an even larger smile set an order book on the counter in front of me. “Can I get you something to drink, hon?”

      “Tea. Hot. Herbal. If you have it. If not, a lemonade.” I smiled and opened the menu. No matter what I ordered, it had to allow for a piece of pie. My attention was once again riveted on the fridge. I could make out apple, and berry, but I couldn’t see the rest from the distance. No kidding, the apple pie had more height on it than the Crown Jewels. It was one big-ass pie.

      The waitress, who didn’t wear a name tag, set a cup of tea down in front of me and a glass of water. “Know what you want?”

      “Something that will allow me to save room for pie.”

      The smile bloomed again. “A girl after my own heart. May I?” At my nod, she flipped through the menu to a page of selections with half and half items. Your choice of either soup, salad, or half a sandwich.

      “Oh, that looks about right.” I scanned the list. “What’s the soup of the day?”

      “Tomato basil bisque.”

      All right. Another confession: few things I loved in life more than pie, and one of those things was a good bowl of soup. Well, honestly, food was my spirit animal. I loved it. But I was very aware of my intake and tried not to overindulge. Mainly because I ran my own business, and I can’t do that effectively if I’m sluggish and lethargic from carb overload. Luckily, at the moment, my assistant, Tina, and clerk, Gayle, were taking care of the shop. I felt confident they could handle any crisis that emerged while I was up on Mount Doom trying to stick a ring in the fire and release Hattie’s spirit to the afterlife. Let me rephrase that—the afterlife she should be enjoying.

      I gave the waitress my order and settled into reading my phone for local accommodations. I found one that looked promising and located up the road. I let the auto call function dial and waited for the phone to pick up.

      All around, other diners watched me with eyes filled with a range of emotions from curiosity to interest. A few were more cautious, as if they knew I didn’t fit into most homes in America.

      My pagan roots didn’t preclude me from honoring others’ beliefs. I rather enjoyed comparative religions. As long as they stayed in their lane. Once someone started giving me sass about how I was doing the devil’s work, I shut them down quick. I’d never once had sympathy for the devil, unless listening to the Rolling Stones, and if that reference is too obscure, well then, it’s not really my fault. That said, I don’t believe in being in anyone’s face with my beliefs either. Self-consciously, I touched the gold pentagram charm hanging from the chain around my neck and tucked it into the collar of my fitted T-shirt. No sense in upsetting the natives if they hadn’t noticed it. I needed these people’s help, not their scorn.

      Hell, look what happened to Hattie, and she’d been born in this town.

      The phone finally picked up and a woman who sounded out of breath answered, “Cooper’s Mill Inn, Imogene Pearce speaking.”

      Her voice was pleasant, and I got a warm feeling that boded well for the space she let. Call it intuition, but I decided if she had vacancies, I was staying there. I didn’t care how much it was to book a room.

      She had a room left, and I was able to get it for that night and for as long as I needed. I smiled up at the ceiling, blessing the Mother Goddess for providing. Miss Imogene relayed that there was a meeting in town of archaeologists, geologists, and engineers who were up at the caverns excavating, and shoring up the old mine. This made me smile. More strangers in town made my work easier. I’d blend. At least, I wouldn’t stick out like a boner in bike shorts. But enough about that, let me get back to the pie.

      Truly, lunch turned out to be a religious experience. It might have only been a half of a turkey club with a cup of tomato basil bisque, but it was so good I almost asked for an order to go. Half an order wasn’t enough to fully enjoy the blend of flavors and textures. However, I believed my conversion came as I bit into the mixed berry pie with a side of home-churned vanilla ice cream.

      My eyes rolled back in my head, and I might have started speaking in tongues. “Are you serious?” I said as I eyed my waitress with culinary contempt.

      She gave me a wink and kept filling coffee cups down the counter.

      An old man seated beside me turned with a gap-toothed smile. “My niece, Stella, bakes them pies for here. Runs her own shop down the way. And the ice cream is made over in the plant on Cooper’s Mill Drive.”

      I touched him on the shoulder. “If I lived here permanently, I’d have to buy bigger jeans. This is some of the best food I’ve ever eaten, and I live in New York City.”

      He gave a cackle and showed a row of teeth that would make a jack-o-lantern proud. “We do make good groceries around here.”

      That was an understatement of great magnitude as it turned out.

      After I settled my bill, I left with a promise to be back, then drove across town to the Cooper’s Mill Inn.

      Let me try to do the Inn justice. Believe me, it’s going to be hard. Describing it on the cold pages of a book was nothing compared to the majesty and breathtaking scenery surrounding the Inn’s formal gardens. A riot of colors and shapes came from the side of the house and wound around to the back. An arched arbor had vining roses in a pale blush. In the center of the garden sat a gazebo large enough to hold a wedding party. Seeing it made all kinds of sappy, romantic visions fill my head.

      The inn was an old antebellum home located on the side of the mountain, overlooking the north end of town. Terraced lawns came out from either side of the veranda. Yes, I said veranda. If they didn’t serve mint juleps here I would be seriously disappointed.

      I let my guard down a bit in order to see if there were any residents hanging around the place that had passed from this life into one a bit less substantial. Sure enough, there were a few spirits hanging around. One in a dress uniform of what appeared to be a Yankee officer. There were other men, soldiers. Then another ghost looked down from one of the upper rooms. His clothing was more fashionable for the 1930s or 40s. I wanted his story more so than the soldiers’.

      He raised his head and watched me get out of the car. Then he touched his brow and faded from sight. My guess was I’d hear from him again before I left the place.

      Miss Imogene met me in the foyer and seemed happy to greet me.

      “I can’t believe you drove all the way from New York.” She had an apron tied around her waist and a dish towel up on her shoulder. “I was baking some sweets for afternoon tea.”

      I didn’t know what one had to do with the other, but that wasn’t anything new. In my line of work, I met all kinds. Not to mention driving from New York to North Carolina wasn’t a feat of great magnitude; it only required a reliable car and enough money to fill the tank with gas.

      “What brings you to Cooper’s Mill?” She showed me up the wide-open staircase to the guest rooms.

      I was too busy admiring the homey atmosphere of the Inn to really pay attention to the conversation. The interior was every bit as charming as the outside. Miss Imogene had managed to balance the fine edge between keeping the historical feel of the home with modern conveniences and amenities.

      It took me a moment of studying a painting on the wall to realize it was of one of my ancestors: Delanore Doran. I tore my gaze away and followed Miss Imogene. “Family business.”

      “Oh, you are from around these parts?” Miss Imogene raised a brow in speculation. My guess was she might have noticed a family resemblance but couldn’t quite place it.

      As I trudged up the never-ending staircase I realized what the place really needed was an elevator. Three stories and heavy luggage up all of them. I was about to have a coronary and join Aunt Hattie.

      I tried to concentrate more on the conversation and less on my impending doom. “Yes. My grandmother was born here and moved away to New York when she was in her twenties.” I left out the part about following her younger sister, Hattie, when she’d been exiled.

      Miss Imogene threw me a smile over her shoulder. “What was her name? I might have known her.”

      I might as well tell her. “Adelaide Doran.”

      Miss Imogene turned onto the landing looked down at me over the banister. She squinted as if trying to superimpose my face over the memory of my grandmother as a young woman. “I thought you looked familiar. You look very much like her.”

      I considered it a compliment and continued up the stairs that never ended. Truthfully, I did look more like Hattie, but the less said about Adelaide’s younger sibling to Miss Imogene the better.

      She showed me to a room on the top floor, ironically the one where I’d seen the man in vintage garb standing. The room was large and had an en suite bathroom.

      “The others down this hall share the two bathrooms at the end,” she explained.

      I smiled. I didn’t bother to tell her I was so glad I’d gotten this room. Sharing bathrooms with strangers really wasn’t my strong suit. Not when it came to showers. Toilets, no biggie. We learned from an early age how to squat over the pot in public, so we didn’t touch the sides. Taking a shower without touching it entered into a whole new level of Olympic training. Flip flops were out of the question, as I’d probably break my damn neck in them once they got wet.

      The decor was a bit on the pink side for me, but at least it was a soft dusty pink and not a more obnoxious form like pastel, or hot. The border of the walls was trimmed with cabbage rose paper. Did people even decorate with that stuff now? The wainscoting had been painted an off-white to pick up the background of the trim paper.

      A writing desk sat on the left side of the room door, tucked between the entrance and the bathroom. A flat screen television was mounted over the fireplace mantle. One wall was taken up with French doors that led to a private balcony.

      I moved to the window and pulled the curtain back and looked at the town from above. The scene was so perfect I smiled. Of course, no matter how idyllic the setting, every town had their dark secrets. My part was to uncover what Hattie’s had been and why a town that had known her since her birth, and known her parents, and their parents, had turned against her enough to make her flee in shame and never return.

      Not only never return, but never speak about the incident again. At least not to me. As far as I knew, my mother didn’t know either. Hattie had been my great-aunt. Her sister, Adelaide, was my grandmother.

      Adelaide was cut from different cloth than Hattie. Where Hattie was a free spirit and followed her own dreams and desires, Adelaide was the quiet, conservative, and reserved of the Doran sisters. However, she loved her sister so much that, when Adelaide left to ensure Hattie wasn’t lonely in her exile. Their brother, Jones, went to live near his sisters after his stint in the Army during the Korean War.

      When push came to shove, that branch of the Doran family stood together. It made me proud to know they had remained family and didn’t let the prejudices of a small town change their minds about each other.

      As for my own family, my younger sister Maddie—well, half-sister—and I share the same mother. Our brother, Malachi, came along two years after my mother remarried post divorce from my father.  Being a boy, and the eldest child of my step-father, he was quite spoiled and doted on. Especially by his and Maddie’s father. My father lived in New York City a few blocks from me. I was actually closer to him than my mother. I think because, when my father remarried, it was to another man and they didn’t adopt any children. So, I was their only child and pretty much given everything I wanted.

      Which, I’d admit, wasn’t much.

      Never has been. Material things didn’t turn my head. Not in that way. Believe me, my father and his husband were loaded. Rolling in it, in fact. So was my mother and step-father, but they are a different breed. They never met a person they didn’t want to turn their noses up at. It’s a very sad existence. My grandmother was never like that, so I don’t understand where my mother got the snobby gene. Perhaps I’d find out here in this little burg caught between two mountain peaks in the middle of the Blue Ridge.

      So far, people seemed nice and rather helpful. Of course, none of them knew why I’d come to town, and I doubted they’d be happy once they discovered I wasn’t here to do a geological survey up the mountain.

      Miss Imogene left me alone to unpack and get comfortable. Seriously, I just wanted to undo the top button on my jeans and lie down on the bed and take a nap. I had some serious post-pie crash coming on and was going down fast.

      Not to mention the long drive. Still, I had work to do and a mission to accomplish. I wasn’t going to get anywhere lying across that comfy looking king-sized bed with the extra fluffy duvet.

      To wake myself up, I went into the bathroom and splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth. Nothing woke me faster than a dose of strong mint straight to the gums. I also rubbed my face with a cleansing wipe and followed it with some clarifying astringent. I wasn’t one to wear a lot of makeup. I preferred the natural look, and quite honestly, I was blessed with great skin. I wanted to keep it that way. Most of the time I wore mascara, a bit of liner, and something on my lips. It worked for me. Needless to say, washing and revitalizing my skin in the middle of the day wasn’t going to cost me much time because I didn’t have to put myself back together from scratch.

      I put my hair up in a claw clip and changed my shirt into something a little less rumpled and stinky from the road. With that complete, and once again feeling like a functional human, I went back out into the town and found the local library.

      Libraries. Do not underestimate the power of a good research librarian or the local information stored on microfilm and microfiche. I’d only get so far looking through archives at the town hall. Without dates and instances, I had nothing.

      Damn Hattie.

      She really was getting on my last nerve.

      I loved her so much, but she had set this out for me knowing I worked at a deficit. How was I supposed to figure out what had happened if she didn’t give me names, dates, or an approximation of the situation? I knew it involved a man and that was about it. She could have killed one or had an affair with a married man for all I knew. Small towns were weird about things like that. Add in the fact she’d been a practicing witch, and it added fuel to the fire.

      Even in these modern times, people were rather ignorant when it came to the craft. They saw a pentagram and immediately assumed it had negative connotations without ever looking once at the orientation of the star within the circle. It’s enough to make a sane witch crazy.

      The librarian showed me to a computer. All their microfiche had been converted over to computer files. Viewable on the screen. Ah, the marvel of modern conveniences. I’ll admit, I was a little worried going into this. I hadn’t used a microfiche machine since I was in college some fifteen years before.

      After some quick instructions and her giving me the universal password for visitors, I was off and running…right into a brick wall. Sweet suffering Hazel, what was I doing? I had no clue how to run an investigation. My talents were in making candles and incense. I made little statues and imbued them with prosperity and abundance spells. I didn’t know a thing about how to dig for a secret a deceased aunt had buried back in the 1950s.

      What I did know was the year she graduated from the local high school. I’d start there and move forward through the local paper until she was asked—very strongly—to leave town and never return.

      Joke was on Cooper’s Mill. I had her ashes in my trunk.
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      After about hour number two, my eyes started to cross. I needed to get up and move around and maybe grab another cup of tea, or something a bit stronger. I usually didn’t do caffeine. Shock, right? For someone who lived in an area where there’s more coffee shops per square mile than churches or grocery stores, it’s a bit of a challenge to find something to drink that didn’t have enough to power a freight train from the NYC Port Authority to San Diego on one cup.

      First, I stood and worked the tension out of my shoulders and neck. I closed my eyes to give them a much-needed rest as well. When I opened them again, it was to a gorgeous hunk of man flesh. Damn, I’d missed him walking into the library, but he had most certainly arrived and stared straight at me as my jade-green, jersey-knit shirt pulled taut against my breasts when I extended my arms behind me.

      He averted his gaze, and I watched in fascination as red crept up his cheeks.

      Well. Well.

      My spidey senses went on alert. A familiar kick hit me low in the gut. Odd since I’d never seen him before that moment. He wasn’t known to me, yet my visceral reaction was one of complete and utter fascination. My heart rate accelerated as it might when running the length of a football field.The correct term used for these instances was 
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TERMINATION
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