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MARSHALL DRUMMOND COULD PUSH THE MODEL A only so fast before he risked the old Ford burning up on him. Driving from Winston-Salem to Greensboro always required a solid two hours, but this time, the minutes seemed to drag and taunt him simultaneously. With the sun setting and the headlights barely good enough to meet the road, he worried he might be forced to slow down even more.

Lighting a cigarette, he readjusted on the seat. “Go over it again,” he said to the woman sitting next to him. “We won’t reach your farm for a bit, and the more I know what to expect, the better.”

He meant what he said; however, he withheld the fact that the more times a story was told, the more details he could glean from it. Plus, having a person retell their story made it easier to spot lies — a trick Drummond had picked up back in his days on the police force, back before he had ever seen a ghost, back when the idea of being a private eye for the weird and unexplained never even crossed his mind. He didn’t doubt Amanda McCullen’s tale, but he had the gut feeling that she withheld a few key items.

“Give me that,” she said, swiping the cigarette from his mouth. She took a long drag while staring out the window, wincing as if the act caused her pain. Her eyes sunk deep into her troubled brow as her cracked lips found the cigarette once again. She handed it back to Drummond and rubbed her temples. The bracelet around her bony wrist jangled as it slid toward her elbow. Most of her bones pressed against her skin. The economic depression had lasted for so many years now that many people had wasted away to almost nothing.

But that wasn’t the reason for her malnourished look, and he knew it. After all, the McCullen tobacco farm had done well enough for several years — especially with the rising war in Europe. People were nervous enough and if Hitler followed through on his threats, there would be lots of panicking people who needed something to smoke. For Amanda, though, the loss of weight, the lack of eating, came from a different fear, one that could destroy any adult no matter how strong — she feared for the life of her daughter.

“Can you drive any faster?” she said.

“Won’t do your Laura any good if we die on the way there. Tell me the story again. Put in all the details you can remember. Especially about that book.” He stabbed a finger down at the large book sitting between them.

She shifted her body, making an obvious effort to look out the passenger side window. “Where should I start?”

“The beginning, of course. Just like you told me before.”

“Well, okay. There’s my husband, Roy. He’s a religious man. Church every Sunday. Prayers before every meal. Reads the Good Book every night before he goes to bed. When I got pregnant with Laura, he was the happiest I’d ever seen him. Even more than on our wedding day. He thought the Lord had blessed him with the greatest of gifts.”

As the lights of downtown Greensboro appeared on the horizon, Drummond settled back and nodded. This was good. The details Amanda chose to reveal signaled that she spoke the truth. If she had been lying, everything would have matched up nearly perfect — the mark of a well-rehearsed bit. But this time, when she described Roy’s conviction to his church, she did so through all of his praying. Earlier that day, she had focused on his devotion to hard work and charity.

“Those nine months,” she went on, “were some of the happiest we ever lived. All the anticipation, all the preparation. I know a lot of families wouldn’t welcome another mouth to feed, and for many, having another baby is just another baby, but this was our only one. This was something we wanted for a long time and couldn’t have. She’s more important to us than just being our daughter. She’s our miracle.”

More details she had not expressed before. Until now, Drummond knew only that their daughter suffered from a botched spell. This new information meant the McCullens would be more desperate than he had originally thought — and he knew they were desperate from the start.

Amanda grew silent, the thickening smoke in the car hiding some of her expression. Drummond cracked a window to air things out and prodded her along. “You told me that your husband couldn’t accept Laura after she was born.”

With a mournful shake of her head, she said, “Laura didn’t form right. Especially her brain. She’s slow and she’s missing three fingers. Her eyes give it away the most, though. After she was born, Roy was convinced we were being punished for some sin we had committed. It didn’t matter what the doctors said, he wouldn’t listen. That was hard on her. And me. But Roy spends most of his life out in the fields, so the majority of the time it was just me and Laura. That’s when this all really started.” Careful not to touch the book on the seat, she turned to face Drummond. “Please, understand that I love my husband and my baby girl, and I only wanted to do something to help them both.”

“Of course. What mother wouldn’t? You wanted the two most important people in your life to love each other like they should.”

“Exactly. That’s all I wanted. I saw the brilliant, charming, sweet little girl in Laura every single day. But Roy worked hard, and when he came in, he was exhausted. He had no patience for Laura’s outbursts, and she often was cranky after a long day with me. He kept getting the worst of her.”

“Is that when you decided to turn to magic?”

“No. I told you that already. At first, I followed Roy’s ways. I prayed.” The answer satisfied yet another test by Drummond. He was convinced more than ever that she told him the truth. That suggested that his original suspicion might be false — that she was a witch trying to fool him. She continued, “For months, I prayed, but nothing happened. Laura didn’t get better, and Roy grew more distant. One afternoon, I was in town and my friend suggested I see a fortune teller. I think she meant it is a distraction, but the idea intrigued me. I’m pretty sure the whole thing was a trick, but afterwards, while my friend freshened up, the fortune teller came to me and said I should visit a woman by the name of Rachel Higgins. She also went by the name Madame R. The fortune teller said that Madame R knew real magic that might help.”

Amanda broke from her tale to point out the turn off the main road. The old car bounced hard as they drove across a long dirt drive. Fields surrounded them. Though the moon offered limited light, it was enough to see the overgrown acres on the left. Those on the right grew tobacco, but the plants looked small and many had not bloomed at all.

“It took me another three months before I could pull together enough money and a good excuse to visit Madame R. She listened to my problems, took a look at Laura, and she pulled out that book. After reading it for a bit, she closed it, set it on her table, and shook her head. She refused to help me. Said that Laura was perfectly fine and didn’t need magic messing with her head. I begged her — I mean, I really got on my knees and begged — but Madame R said she couldn’t help. Too dangerous, too expensive — she threw out any excuse to turn me away. Then she started coughing and rushed for her washroom.” She rested her head back, closed her eyes, and crossed her arms. “I’m not proud of myself, but you know exactly what I did. I couldn’t accept that there was an answer in that book and this woman refused to help. So, I swiped the book and high-tailed it out of there.”

This part of the tale bothered Drummond. The few experiences he had with witches suggested Amanda had been set up. For whatever reason, Madame R purposely left that book in a position to be stolen. She made an excuse to leave Amanda alone and waited for the book to disappear. Drummond had been searching for an answer from the beginning — why would a witch that just met Amanda want to put her in this position? What did the witch gain?

“You’ve not been contacted at all by Madame R since you left with the book? You’re sure?”

“That woman scared me. I mean I was hopeful she would help — heck, I’d take help from Al Capone, if he offered — but that doesn’t mean I felt comfortable about her.”

“You didn’t answer the question. Did she contact you since —”

“No.”

Drummond tapped his chin. Maybe he read too much into it. Maybe Madame R really had a cough and truly was absentminded enough to leave a dangerous spellbook on her table.

Up ahead, the dirt road opened into a dirt area. Off to the right, a large barn loomed like a blank wall in the growing darkness. To the left, the farmhouse — two stories, square, large, but old. White paint had peeled to the wood while the porch bowed inward from neglect.

Drummond cut the engine. “Finish before we go in.”

“But Laura —”

“I can’t help her until I know what I need to know.”

“But I’ve told you before —”

“You came to me for help. This is what I need in order to help you. If we go in there now, I’m going in blind — mostly. Trust me. If you can’t, let me know now because this’ll go down very different.”

Though her eyes stared intently at the second story windows, she nodded. “I hid the book in the basement, so Roy wouldn’t find out. If he saw that thing, he’d have thought the Devil had taken me over and ... well, I don’t want to
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