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One
“Pick it up!”
“You pick it up!”
“I’m not the one who dropped it.”
“I didn’t drop it. I’m … organizing.” I glanced up from the floor, my legs crossed, and fixed my cousin Thistle with an annoyed look. “We have to get some organization going in this place.”
Thistle arched a dark eyebrow, her eyes flashing as she ran a frustrated hand through her blue hair. “You’ve made a huge mess.” She gestured to the plastic bags strewn across the floor around me. “You can’t organize by making a bigger mess, Clove.”
I rolled my eyes, tucking a strand of my long, dark hair behind my ear as I regarded her. “If you want to organize, you have to start with disorganization.” I’d read that in a book somewhere, and it stuck with me. I’m big on reading.
“What book is that, How to Drive My Cousin Insane for Dummies?”
I furrowed my brow. I was used to being talked down to. That’s what happens when you’re the meekest member of a close-knit family. Thistle always takes it to a harsh level, though. When someone is being mean to me, I like it when she swoops in and eviscerates them with her razor-sharp tongue. When her vitriol is pointed at me, I want to give her hair a good, hard yank. “No one is making you stay here,” I pointed out. “We’re slow today. You can go and do … whatever you want to do. You don’t have to watch me.”
“What are you going to do?” Thistle asked, her eyes narrowing.
“Why do you care?” I shot back. I was feeling particularly feisty today. Don’t worry, it won’t last. I get up the urge to fight and then wish I hadn’t two hours later. It’s what I do.
“Because we’re exactly one week away from the summer season starting,” Thistle said. “Once summer is officially here, then Hemlock Cove is going to be bustling with activity. We need this place put together … not filthy. This is how we make a living, or did you forget that?”
Since Thistle and I had shared ownership of our magic shop, Hypnotic, for three years now, her words chafed. “Of course I didn’t forget,” I scoffed. “Who do you think does the bulk of work around here?”
“Me!”
“You?” That was laughable. “You make candles and then pop in when you feel like it. I do all the herbs. I do all the ordering. I do all the decorating. I do all the … organizing.”
“You do all the decorating because you like it,” Thistle argued. “We live in a magically rebranded town. Anything ‘witch’ will do. You’re the one who feels the need to change the decorations every season. You just like to decorate.”
“People like it when you acknowledge the holidays,” I retorted. “Just because you’re … heartless.”
“Oh, whatever,” Thistle said, waving at me dismissively. “If you’re insistent on doing this, though, I guess I can take a trip over to Traverse City. I need to get some new wax. The stuff I bought in the fall is almost gone – and it was a little soft for my liking.”
I knew Thistle was giving me an out, but for some reason, I didn’t want to take it. “Oh, are you finally going to get moving on the spring candles?”
Thistle wrinkled her nose. “Excuse me?”
“You’ve had months to get going on the candles,” I reminded her. “You only like to work when a deadline is looming. It’s frustrating.”
“Not all of us are planners, Clove,” Thistle said. “Some of us are more creative when we have to be. I don’t like lists and … organization. I like to let my creative juices flow.”
While it was true that I had never met a list I didn’t like, there was something about Thistle’s tone that irked me. “And where would you be without my lists?”
“Standing right here.”
“Really? Because it was my lists that made sure we got the summer ordering done before the season started,” I argued.
“I was going to do it,” Thistle said. “You just didn’t give me enough time.”
The truth was, Thistle hated ordering and organizing. I loved both. I got some of my best ideas when I was doing a menial task – finding pearls of wisdom in the back recesses of my mind while I focused on something else, not that Thistle ever gave me credit for those ideas. “If we would have waited, we wouldn’t have had inventory for next week. Do you know what next week is?”
“The Spring Fling,” Thistle replied, her tone dry. “It’s the official ending of the spring season and the beginning of the summer season – even though spring doesn’t end for another four weeks. It’s a stupid tradition.”
“It’s one of our biggest weekends of the year,” I said.
“I know.”
“So, how were we magically going to get the inventory if I didn’t step in and do it?”
Thistle placed her hands on her narrow hips. “I … that’s neither here nor there,” she sniffed. “I always do what needs to be done.”
“Not this time.”
Thistle swiveled, stalking toward the counter so she could grab her purse. “Fine,” she said. “You stay here and do your … organizing … and I’ll go and get the wax. I don’t feel like fighting.”
She could have fooled me. “Fine.”
“Great.” Thistle was already halfway out the door.
“You didn’t win this one,” I yelled to her back.
“I always win.”
No, she always has to get the last word. Unfortunately, that’s a family trait.
 
TWO HOURS later I was almost done, and I had a great new idea for blueberry pancake wax melts to experiment with when Thistle returned from her jaunt to Traverse City with supplies. I just hoped I could convince Thistle to give it a try.
I started doling the herb bags to their appropriate spots, only stilling when I heard the wind chimes above the door jangle to signify someone’s entrance into the store. “I’ll be right with you.”
“No hurry.”
I recognized the voice. “Hi, Dad.”
I was still getting used to saying that. Dad. It had a nice ring to it, although it was also awkward. My father – along with my two uncles – had recently returned to the area. Being married to a Winchester woman was hard enough, but being married to a Winchester witch was even harder. They’d left during our adolescent years, keeping in varying degrees of communication with us during their exile. Now that they were back, we were all struggling to find even footing with one another.
“The store looks good,” Dad said, smiling down at me. At barely five feet tall, I’m small – and somewhat top heavy. Most men tower over me, and my father was no exception. Thankfully, he wasn’t interested in looking down the vee in my shirt like the rest of his gender.
“Thanks,” I said, depositing the last bags on the shelf. “We’re just finishing up our spring cleaning.”
“Your shelves look kind of bare,” Dad said, glancing around the store.
“We don’t have our new inventory out yet,” I explained. “It should arrive Monday.”
Dad’s face brightened. “Does that mean you’re free this weekend?”
“What did you have in mind? I’m not sure Bay and Thistle are up for another family dinner just now,” I said, my mind involuntarily traveling back to the horrors of the last one. While I was ready to strengthen my bond with my father, Bay and Thistle were more reticent. They weren’t exactly fighting the effort, but they weren’t exactly embracing it either.
“Actually, I was hoping you would come out and stay at the Dragonfly this weekend,” Dad said.
I stiffened. The Dragonfly Inn was my father’s new business endeavor. He’d joined forces with his former brothers-in-law, and they’d purchased a dilapidated piece of property on the outskirts of town. After months of hard work, their new inn was getting ready to open – and then it would be in direct competition with the inn that my mother and aunts ran. It was a sore subject in the Winchester house. Actually, it was a really sore subject.
“I didn’t think you were opening for another two weeks,” I said evasively.
“We’re not … technically,” Dad said. “We’re having a soft launch this weekend. We’ve invited several travel reporters and business executives for a trial run. We’re hoping that people will consider it for company retreats, and if things go well, we should get some nice press out of it, too.”
“That’s a great idea,” I enthused.
“This area already has a solid tourist business,” Dad said. “I think we’re in a good position to make a profit right away. We just want to make sure we do everything we can to make it a success.”
“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I said. “We don’t have enough inns to keep up with the tourist population as it is. I guess I’m not sure why you want me there.”
Dad searched my face, reading the fear there, even though I was trying to hide it. Visiting the Dragonfly opened all sorts of old wounds for my mother and aunts – and it made my Great-Aunt Tillie feel … threatened. And, quite frankly, when Aunt Tillie feels threatened, everyone needs to duck and cover. Me first!
“I understand if you don’t want to come,” he said.
“I want to come,” I said, eager to please. “I want to support you.”
“You’re just worried about what Aunt Tillie will do,” Dad said, finishing my unsaid thought for me.
“She’s been a little crazy where the Dragonfly is concerned,” I hedged.
“That woman has always been crazy,” Dad grumbled.
I glanced around. In my head, I knew Aunt Tillie wasn’t hiding in a corner and eavesdropping. In my heart, I wasn’t sure she wasn’t capable of making herself invisible to do just that. “She’s just protective.”
“I’m not here to argue about Aunt Tillie,” Dad said. “She’s been … very good to you.”
“When she’s not being evil,” I mumbled.
“I just thought you might want to have a little fun this weekend,” Dad said. “You could also get some free publicity for the shop.”
That piqued my interest. “How?”
“I was hoping you would do tarot card readings,” Dad said. “We want the Dragonfly branded with the town, and we thought tarot card readings – and maybe even a séance – would be a good way to do it.”
“A séance?” Séances never end well in my family. They usually end up with me cowering in a ball on the floor. Ghosts are real in my world, but they’re also a pain – and sometimes tempestuous.
“Nothing serious,” Dad cautioned. He was aware of the witchy genes in our family, although he didn’t like to talk about them. “I was just thinking something fun – something fake – would be enjoyable for the guests.”
Something fake? That I could do. “I don’t see why not,” I said. “It sounds like fun.”
“I figured you could stay in one of the rooms, too,” Dad said. “That would allow us to spend some time together.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I said. “We only live ten minutes away.”
“Still, I want you there,” Dad said. “This is a big deal for us. I want you to be part of it.”
His face was so earnest, I didn’t want to say no. Still … I had plans for this weekend, and they revolved around the new man in my life. Sam Cornell and I had only been dating a few weeks, but the time we got to spend together was precious to us. We were still in the heady infatuation phase of our relationship, but missing an entire weekend together would be disappointing. “I kind of have a … date … this weekend.”
I wasn’t embarrassed about my relationship with Sam – no matter how much Thistle and Bay were fighting our union – but it was still awkward to discuss it with my father.
Dad inhaled heavily. I was in my mid-twenties, but I was still his daughter. “Bring him,” he said finally.
I raised my eyebrows, excitement coursing through me. “Really? Are you sure? That means we’d be sharing a … room … together.”
“I figured,” Dad said, wrinkling his brow. “You are an adult, Clove. I might not see you that way, but you are.”
“Thanks, Dad,” I said. “I wish Mom saw me that way … and Thistle and Bay, too.”
Dad smiled. “Thistle and Bay are two of the most loyal people I’ve ever met.”
“They still treat me like I’m a child.”
“That’s because you’re the youngest,” Dad said. “That’s a good thing, Clove. You have a lot of people in your life who want to take care of you.”
“What if I don’t want them to take care of me?”
“I think you’re in trouble then,” Dad said, his eyes twinkling. “The one thing I can say without any hesitation is that you’re loved. That love comes in many forms – some of it harder to take than others – but people don’t stop loving you because you’re ready to grow up.
“You just have to take it one step at a time,” he said.
I leaned in and gave him a quick hug. “I think you just hired yourself a psychic for the weekend.”
“Good,” Dad said, patting the top of my head. “I don’t think we could do it without you.”
That was nice to hear, especially since Thistle and Bay were usually the ones people asked for help. Finally, I was going to get a chance to do something on my own this weekend.
Now I just had to convince Sam to go with me. I had a feeling that was going to be harder than it sounded.



 
Two
“I’m still not sure about this.”
I glanced over at Sam, taking in his strong profile as he gripped the steering wheel and stared at the Dragonfly. It was if he was trying to see the future, and the images playing through his mind were ugly ones.
It had taken some convincing, a few minutes of cajoling, and then a few seconds of outright begging – but Sam finally agreed to come with me. He was uncomfortable sharing a bed under my father’s roof, but the idea of spending an uninterrupted weekend together – well, uninterrupted except for a few tasks – had finally pushed him over the edge. I think he could see how much it meant to me. He’s really hot … wait, what was I thinking?
“It’s going to be fine,” I told him.
Sam shot me an unreadable look. “You say that now, but you’ve said that before.”
I worried my bottom lip with my teeth. He was right. I’d promised him Bay and Thistle would thaw – that they would welcome him – but so far, they were still being as cold as ice cream. Oh, wow, ice cream sounds good. I wonder if they’ll have ice cream. Sorry, when I’m nervous, I need chocolate. That’s another family trait. “Bay and Thistle will come around,” I promised. “They’re just … protective.”
“They act like they’re your mother.”
I wish that was true. My mother was going to be a lot harder to convince regarding Sam than Bay and Thistle ever would be. Eventually, I knew I could wear my cousins down. My mother couldn’t be worn down by a millennium of erosion. She was immovable. Like granite.
“This is going to be fun,” I said, trying a different tactic. “It will be like we’re on a weekend adventure.”
Sam’s face softened and he grabbed my hand. “It will be fun,” he agreed. “And, if things get too out of control, we can always escape to the lighthouse for a couple of hours.”
When Sam had first visited Hemlock Cove, he’d done it under the guise of helping Bay’s editor turn the town’s weekly newspaper into a profitable business endeavor. When that had blown up in his face, he’d purchased the Dandridge, an old lighthouse that had fallen into disarray, and opted to stay in town instead of fleeing.
With financial backing from the state of Michigan, Sam was turning the lighthouse’s main floor and grounds into a haunted attraction – with boat rides – and he was living on the upper floor. The work was tedious – and ongoing – but he was making real progress.
“We’re not going to hope for things to get out of control, right?”
Sam smiled, the expression lighting up his already handsome face. “No. We’re going to have a good time, Clove. Besides, how bad can things get? There’s no Aunt Tillie here, and Bay and Thistle aren’t coming, so it’s bound to be better than all of the family dinners I’ve been to out at The Overlook.”
I returned his smile. “It’s going to be great.”
 
“THIS IS a nightmare,” I groaned, covering my face to ward off the sight across the Dragonfly foyer.
“Oh, you’re here,” Dad said, breezing into the room and giving me a quick hug. “I was worried you were going to be late. Why are you hiding your face?”
Sam’s jaw was tense as he regarded my father. “I don’t think she was expecting … them.” He gestured to the far side of the room.
Dad’s face fell. “Bay and Thistle?”
Sam nodded.
“They were invited by their fathers,” Dad said. “We thought it would be a great way for everyone to have a good time – and make sure all of the rooms were filled.”
“You didn’t tell me that when you invited me,” I said, fighting to keep my voice even. I should be mad. I should be mad, right? I’m pretty sure I should be mad. Why am I so scared?
Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Is that a problem? Don’t you already live with Bay and Thistle?”
“Yes, but … .” How could I explain this without sounding like a wanton woman? “I thought it was just going to be Sam and me – and all your other guests. It was going to be like a vacation.”
“From Bay and Thistle?”
Yes! “Of course not,” I said. “It’s just … .”
Sam sighed. “Bay and Thistle don’t like me … and Bay’s boyfriend, well, he just hates me.”
Dad furrowed his brow. “Landon? He seems like a nice enough guy. I don’t really know him. I know Jack seems leery of him, but I just figured it was because he didn’t like him dating his daughter.”
“He’s a nice guy,” I said hurriedly. I like Landon. I like what he’s done for our family, and especially how he makes Bay smile. He’s just … difficult.
“He’s suspicious,” Sam said.
Dad met Sam’s gaze questioningly. “Isn’t he a FBI agent?”
Sam nodded.
“Isn’t it his job to be suspicious?”
Sam nodded again.
“Why is he suspicious of you?”
The question hung in the air, a direct challenge to Sam. “He thinks I’m up to something,” Sam replied simply.
“Are you?”
“Dad!” I was mortified.
Sam patted my back. “It’s okay, Clove,” he said. “Mr. Johnson, I’m not up to anything. I’m just trying to run a business, the same as you.”
Dad didn’t look convinced. “Well, okay then.” He moved to the registration desk. “I put all three of you up on the top floor.”
The Dragonfly has three stories, and in addition to storage, the top floor consisted of only three rooms. I knew our assignments were deliberate. Unfortunately, I had a sneaking suspicion that Dad thought he was doing a good thing when he made the arrangements. He had no way of knowing just how tense this weekend would be – for all of us.
I forced a tight smile onto my face as I regarded my cousins. They didn’t seem surprised to see me, but they looked less than thrilled to see Sam. That was my life these days, so I was used to it.
“You guys didn’t tell me you were coming,” I said.
“You didn’t tell us either,” Thistle pointed out.
“I … I just found out earlier today.”
“So did we,” Bay said, leaning her blonde head against Landon’s shoulder. “I think they approached us individually because they thought it would be easier to get us all here.”
“So, you thought it was just going to be you and Landon?”
Bay nodded. I turned to Thistle, her head moving in the affirmative before the question escaped from my lips. They’d definitely played us. The question was: Why?
“Well, we’ll just have to make the best of it,” I said, straightening my shoulders. This can still be a fun weekend – as long as I don’t have to spend too much time with Thistle, that is.
Thistle snorted. “You always want to make the best of things.”
“Is that so wrong?”
“It’s just not life,” Thistle said.
Bay put a hand on her arm, stilling her. “Leave her alone.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Thistle protested.
“You’re about to,” Bay said. “It’s supposed to be a fun weekend. Can’t we just all … I don’t know … ignore one another?”
“I always want to ignore you,” Thistle said, lowering her head.
 Her boyfriend, Marcus, flicked the ridge of her ear. “Stop being mean to Clove.”
“I’m not being mean to Clove,” Thistle protested. “I wasn’t even talking to her.”
“Stop being mean to Bay, too,” Marcus chided. He was easygoing and amiable. He rarely argued with Thistle, or called her on her crap. He was a calming influence in her life. When he did make his opinion known, more often than not, Thistle listened.
“Fine,” she grumbled, lifting her head again. “I apologize for my bad mood,” she said. “I just wasn’t expecting you.”
I was stunned by the apology.
“Have you been possessed?” Bay asked, grabbing Landon’s hand and taking the proffered key from my father as she turned toward the stairs. “You never say you’re sorry.”
“I say I’m sorry,” Thistle argued.
“No, you don’t.”
“Bay,” Landon warned, grabbing the bag from the floor and following her toward the stairs. “Don’t poke the blue-haired bear.”
“Yeah, listen to Landon,” Thistle said. “No one is going to be poking me this weekend.”
Marcus’ face fell, causing Thistle to give in. “Except you.” He broke into a wide grin; that is until Uncle Teddy – Thistle’s father – fixed him with a dark look from the hallway. I had no idea where he’d appeared from, or when he’d gotten there.
“Oh hey, Dad,” Thistle said, not embarrassed in the least. “We’re going upstairs to get settled. We’ll be down in time for drinks.”
Uncle Teddy didn’t look thrilled with Thistle’s flippant attitude. “I … .”
“See you in a few,” Thistle said, ignoring the flush creeping up her father’s neck.
I risked a look at Sam once Bay and Thistle had disappeared. I could still hear them arguing as they made their ascent. “It’s still going to be fun,” I said.
Sam’s smile was watery. “Oh, I have no doubt.”
 
“SO, WE’RE really doing a séance?”
Dinner had been divine. My father and uncles had opted to hire kitchen staff from the nearby culinary school, and they’d earned their money tonight. Between a delicious roast, fresh vegetables, and a decadent chocolate cake for dessert, the assembled guests seemed to be enjoying their stay. I was happy for my father – he’d worked hard for this, and he deserved some accolades. Plus, as long as the inn was a success, he would stay in town. That was a win for me – and my two cousins, even if they weren’t ready to admit it yet.
 The woman who had asked the question was a reporter for Michigan Travel magazine. She introduced herself as Clara Hamilton. She was in her forties, and attractive (something that hadn’t escaped Uncle Jack’s attention, if his constant ministrations to Clara’s needs were any indication).
“We are,” I said, smiling widely as I pointed to the round table in the game room. My father had gone all out, even purchasing an antique crystal ball to place at the center of the table.
“Are you a witch?” Clara asked me pointedly.
I swallowed hard, unsure how to answer. For years, we’d hidden our magical gifts. Once Hemlock Cove rebranded itself as a magical destination, admitting you were a witch wasn’t frowned upon – unless you were an actual witch. Most of the townsfolk knew there was something off about our family, but they pretended otherwise. That’s the way we liked it.
“Of course she’s a witch,” Thistle said, stepping forward. “This is a witch town. You can’t have a witch town without real witches.” The smile she sent the assembled guests was enigmatic. I knew she was trying to defuse the situation, but I was still on edge.
“Are you a witch, too?” Clara asked.
“My whole family is made up of witches,” Thistle answered honestly. “We’re all … evil.”
I frowned. I knew she was just playing it up for the crowd, but Thistle was having a little bit too much fun doing it.
Chet Corbin, a Ford executive from the Flint plant, smirked. “I love the atmosphere of this place,” he said. “I like that everyone pretends they’re in on the gag. It’s great.”
Dad cleared his throat. “It is great.”
“And the whole town is like this, right?” Corbin said. “The whole town plays the game?”
“They do,” Uncle Teddy replied. “Everyone has a great time … playing the game.”
I knew three men who had disliked “the game” so much they’d fled. Sure, they were trying to make up for it now, but they hadn’t seemed so keen on playing the game when they were married to our mothers.
“We all love the game,” Bay said, shooting me a sympathetic look. “Clove is great at the game. She’s a gifted psychic. I’m sure she can conjure up a friendly ghost or two for everyone to play with tonight.”
Clara smiled. “Let’s do it. I’m so excited. I’ve never been to a séance.”
I let everyone file into the room ahead of me, and Bay stopped in the doorway long enough to give my hand a squeeze. “Just put on a good show,” she said.
“And when nothing happens?”
Thistle and Bay exchanged a small look. “We’ll just give them a miniature light show,” Thistle whispered. “It will be fine.”
My heart dropped. They were planning on using real magic. “What if someone sees?”
“They won’t know what they’re seeing,” Thistle said. “This isn’t our first rodeo.”
Somehow their show of solidarity warmed me. “It’s going to be fun, right?”
“It’s going to be a lot of fun,” Bay said, glancing over her shoulder as Landon sidled up to her and snaked an arm around her waist.
“Let’s get this show on the road,” Landon said. “My witch turns into a pumpkin at midnight, and I need to … .” Landon broke off, searching for the appropriate words to turn his metaphor dirty.
Thistle solved the problem for him. “Explore the pumpkin patch?”
Landon grinned. “Exactly.”
Uncle Jack moved in behind us, clearing his throat as he fixed Landon with a harsh look. “What were you talking about?”
“Oh, Landon was just talking about exploring Bay’s … .”
Marcus slapped his hand over Thistle’s mouth to cut her off. “They were just talking about the best way to give the guests a show.”
Jack nodded, his eyes wary. “And it’s just going to be a show, right?”
“Of course,” Bay said, rolling her eyes. “We’re not stupid.”
“I didn’t say you were stupid … .”
“Oh, let’s just get this over with,” Thistle grumbled, irritable as she wrenched Marcus’ hand from her mouth. “If we’re going to perform like monkeys, I want to do it now. The longer we stand here talking about it, the more obnoxious it’s going to be.”
“You always were a ray of sunshine, Thistle,” Jack said. “Even as a child, I could always rely on you to ruin a good mood.”
Thistle blew him a kiss. “I’m nothing if not predictable.”
Jack’s face was grim as he regarded the three of us. “Just don’t go overboard.”
“Of course not,” Bay said, her face bright. “That’s not the Winchester way.”
Unfortunately, she was lying. That was exactly the Winchester way. I could only hope tonight would break from that tradition.



 
Three
The table was big enough for all of the guests to sit around, my father and uncles rounding out the crowd. Sam opted to remain standing, close enough so I could feel his presence, but far enough away that he wouldn’t be mistaken as part of the show.
Bay was leaning against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest as she waited for me to begin. Thistle was next to her, and Landon and Marcus had taken up position next to their respective girlfriends. They looked relaxed, but looks can be deceiving. Landon was still getting used to our witchy ways, although he’d come a long way in a short time. Marcus was just along for the ride, his face lit with excitement as his anticipation grew.
“Everyone join hands,” I instructed. “Now, everyone close your eyes and concentrate.”
“What are we concentrating on?” Jim Talbot, a reporter for the travel section at one of the Detroit dailies, seemed irritated with the whole endeavor.
“A different plane of existence,” I said, lowering my voice to an ominous level. “One where the dead live.”
“Does it intersect with this plane?” Clara asked, excited.
“Sometimes,” I said. “We have to help the ghosts cross over if we want to talk to them, though.”
“What kind of ghost are we looking for?” Chet asked.
“A friendly one,” Teddy said pointedly.
“Like Casper,” Thistle teased.
Teddy shot her a look. “Exactly.”
“A friendly ghost,” I agreed, fighting the agitation bubbling up. Keep calm, I reminded myself. They weren’t trying to be obnoxious. “Everyone concentrate.”
There was some giggling, and the sound of people shifting in their seats as they grew impatient, so I fixed Thistle with a pleading look. She winked, and then pointed to the ceiling.
A short burst of light erupted, blue energy licking at the chandelier above the table. It was the exact shade of Thistle’s hair.
“Omigod!” Clara was beside herself. “Is that a ghost?”
“Of course not,” Jim scoffed. “It’s a trick or something.”
A quick glance at Bay told me she was offended by the assertion. She wrinkled her nose and focused on the light, and after a moment, I saw hints of yellow join the fray.
“It’s another ghost,” Clara said, exhaling heavily. “There are two of them.”
I read the change in her demeanor. She’d gone from excited to fearful. That wasn’t going to do my father any good. “It’s the same ghost,” I soothed. “It’s just trying to take form.”
For his part, Jim was staring up at the ceiling. “Where are the light machines?”
Bay tilted her head to the side, causing the table to bump. She wasn’t thrilled with Jim’s skepticism, and she was trying to teach him a lesson.
“Holy crap!” Chet jumped in tandem with the table.
Jim let go of the hands around him and crawled beneath the table to investigate. “How are you doing this?”
His question was met with an ethereal scream from above. It sounded like the mystical lights were in pain.
I scorched Bay with a hateful look. She was taking things too far. Given the expression on her face, and the equally worried grimace on Thistle’s, I knew they weren’t doing it now. Sure, they were responsible for the lights and the shaking table, but the screaming was something else.
“What does it want?” Clara asked. “Is it trapped here?”
“It’s just visiting,” Dad said, shooting me a look. “Send it away, Clove.” He looked ticked off.
“I … .”
“Yes, send it away, Clove,” Jack ordered.
Another colored wisp – this one green – joined Bay and Thistle’s ongoing light show. Bay was shaking her head when our eyes met. They weren’t responsible for the green interloper. I felt Sam move in behind me. “You’re not doing all of this, are you?” His voice was rigid with worry.
I shook my head.
The green light increased its pace, swimming between the other two. I saw Bay and Thistle clasp hands across the room. I couldn’t hear what they were chanting, but I knew they were working against the new entity.
The green light grew in size, swallowing the remnants of Bay and Thistle’s discarded magic. The table was still shaking, but I knew my cousins weren’t responsible. Suddenly, the green light exploded, flaring bright, and then plunging the room into darkness.
Clara began to scream, and I wanted to join her.
 
“WELL, that was fun,” Thistle said, resting her back against the hallway of the third floor.
“We really need to work on your definition of fun,” Landon said, running his hands over Bay’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Bay said.
“You and Thistle made that thing … explode, though,” Landon pointed out.
“We didn’t make it explode,” Thistle said. “We just banished it.”
“For good?”
Thistle shook her head. “I have no idea. I have no idea where it came from in the first place.”
“I think it was drawn here,” Bay said. “Our magic called to it. It was probably just curious.”
“What was it?” Sam asked. He hadn’t spoken since we left the game room. After a few tense minutes, my father and uncles had managed to convince everyone that the light show was part of the act. A few drinks later – mostly bourbon – everyone agreed they had a great time and retired to their rooms. That had given us the opportunity to put our heads together out of earshot.
“It was a ghost,” Thistle said, looking to Bay for confirmation. “Right?”
“I think so,” Bay replied. “It didn’t take form, though. It was more like really angry energy.”
“Great,” Landon muttered. “Another poltergeist? The last one kept trying to kill you.”
“It’s okay,” Bay said, gripping his fingers tightly.
“It’s not okay,” Landon challenged. “I don’t want you in danger.”
“I’m not in any danger,” Bay said.
“You’re always in danger,” Landon said. “We were supposed to have a quiet weekend together. We were supposed to … I don’t know … snuggle in a hammock and eat more food than should be humanly possible. We weren’t supposed to be dealing with crap like this.”
“I’m sorry,” Bay murmured.
I knew she was worried. She was always worried where Landon was concerned. He said he accepted us – and our witch heritage – but he’d left once before. Bay lived under a cloud of doubt, always fearful that he would do it again. I knew he wouldn’t. One look at him told me everything I needed to know. He’d never willingly walk away from Bay again, but she wasn’t so sure, and I wasn’t the one who could convince her otherwise. That was Landon’s job, and I knew he would eventually succeed. He just wasn’t there yet.
“It’s not your fault,” Landon said, brushing a quick kiss against Bay’s forehead. “It was just supposed to be a game. You couldn’t know this was going to happen.”
“We should have considered it, though,” Thistle admitted.
“Why do you say that?” Sam asked.
“This whole area is teeming with spirits,” Thistle said. “We should have given the property a good cleaning before they opened.”
“A cleaning?” Marcus was confused.
“It’s a magical rite,” Sam explained. “You just expel bad energy and ward the house from evil spirits.”
“If that’s possible, wouldn’t you have done it at The Overlook?” Landon asked, his fingers working on Bay’s tense neck as he pressed his body closer to hers. “How could anything evil ever get in there?”
“We do it at The Overlook twice a year,” Thistle replied. “It wears down after time. With all the magic being thrown around out there, it wears down quicker. This place would be protected for longer.”
“Because no real magic would occur here?” Marcus asked.
“Exactly.”
Landon inhaled heavily. “So, what do we do now? Do we just hope it doesn’t come back?”
Bay shook her head. “It’s here now,” she said. “We have to find out who it is, and what it wants.”
“And what will that do?” Landon asked.
I answered for her. “If we know what it wants, we can figure out how to put it to rest. That’s the only way we can be assured that it won’t come back.”
Well, so much for a relaxing weekend.
 
“WHERE are Bay and Landon?” Jack’s eyes roamed the breakfast table the next morning, landing on two empty seats at the end of the dining room table.
“They’re sleeping in,” Thistle said, snatching a slice of bacon from Marcus’ plate when he wasn’t looking.
That wasn’t the truth. They’d gotten up early so they could go to The Whistler and research deaths in the area. As editor of the newspaper, Bay was hopeful they could tie a specific death down to the inn, but Thistle was less enthusiastic about the possibility. The odds were never in our favor when it came to stuff like that.
Our fathers had no idea a real ghost had visited the séance the previous night. That was the good news. Unfortunately, they also believed we’d purposely gone overboard – accusing us of trying to one-up one another for attention – and they were angry. That was the bad news.
Jack made a face. “It’s almost nine. Who sleeps in this late?”
Thistle snorted. “We usually all sleep until noon on the weekends.”
“Why?” Jack was nonplussed.
“Because we work hard during the week.”
“So?”
“So? So we like to sleep in on the weekends,” Thistle said. “Bay is tired. Landon worked hard this week. They’re sleeping. Leave them alone.”
“Maybe they’re sick,” Jack mused.
“They’re not sick,” Thistle said.
Jack made a move to get up. “Maybe I should check on them.”
I started to panic. “You’re right. They’re not asleep.”
Thistle pressed her lips together. I can’t read minds. It’s not one of my gifts. I knew what she was thinking, though. I was going to be eating dirt if she got her hands on me before Marcus had a chance to calm her down.
“If they’re not asleep, then where are they?” Jack’s gaze was probing.
I was caught. I was going to have to tell the truth. There was no other choice. Unless … . “They’re having sex.”
Thistle slapped her forehead. “Ugh.”
Jack’s face flushed with color, and his voice was unnaturally high when he found it. “What?”
I have no idea how I always make things worse, but I do. “They’re … having sex,” I said.
“Oh, good, say it again,” Thistle muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.
“I heard you the first time,” Jack said, his jaw clenched. “Why did you say it?”
A glance around the table told me everyone else was enjoying the show. It was kind of like having breakfast at The Overlook, only Aunt Tillie wasn’t there to detonate a nuclear warhead. I kind of missed her. This was about the time she would have taken the onus of the conversation off of me.
“I … I … I … .”
“She said it because she’s covering for Bay,” Thistle interjected, scowling in my direction. “She’s doing it in the worst way possible, but her heart is in the right place.”
Jack shifted, focusing on Thistle. “Why is she covering for Bay?”
Thistle squared her shoulders. “Because Bay had to go back to The Overlook for breakfast this morning. We’re taking turns putting in appearances.”
I had no idea where she was going with this. I was thankful for her interference, though.
“Why do you have to put in appearances?” Teddy asked.
“Why do you think?” Thistle asked. “If we don’t, they’ll get suspicious, and if they get suspicious … .” Thistle left the unsaid threat hanging in the air.
“Aunt Tillie,” Dad said.
“Who is Aunt Tillie?” Clara asked.
“She’s just … the girls’ elderly aunt,” Dad said. “She’s … .”
“Deranged,” Teddy muttered.
“Psychotic,” Jack added under his breath.
“Easily confused,” Dad finished. “If she doesn’t see the girls on a regular basis, she gets confused.”
“Oh, that’s too bad,” Clara said. “Is she … addled?”
“She’s just … easily distracted,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. Good, she wasn’t there … not that I thought she would be. What? I’m not scared of her. Okay, I’m terrified. She has ears like a cat, and the personality of a ticked-off badger.
“Well, it’s nice that you girls take such good care of her,” Clara said.
“Yes, well, we love our Aunt Tillie,” I said.
“We love her to … death,” Thistle said.
“You’ll miss her when she’s gone,” Clara said sagely. “It’s so nice you spend so much time with her. Someday, when she passes on, you’ll be happy you did this.”
Thistle’s face was bland. “Oh, she’ll never die.”
“Of course,” Clara said, instantly apologetic. “I didn’t mean to upset you. She’ll always live on in your hearts.”
“I’m not upset,” Thistle said. “She’ll just never die. Evil never dies.”
Clara swallowed hard, staring down at her plate as confusion washed over her. “Oh … um … .”
Well, there’s nothing like a pall over breakfast to fire everyone up for a fun day.



 
Four
“Have you ever seen anything this stupid in your entire life?”
Thistle was at her wit’s end, and I didn’t blame her. I scanned the back lawn of the Dragonfly, unsure of what I was seeing. “It looks … kind of fun.”
“They’re playing croquet,” Thistle pointed out, sipping from her drink and making a face. “This is awful. We need to make some chocolate martinis.”
“It’s not even noon,” Marcus said. “I can’t believe you’re drinking.”
“If I have to watch croquet, then I’m drinking,” Thistle said, her face grim.
“But it’s … themed croquet,” I said. I really am a glass-half-full person. I can’t help it. I want to see the best in people – and the things they try to accomplish.
“Yeah, but the course is decorated like a cemetery,” Thistle said. “It’s maudlin.”
“It’s perfect for a magically-themed town,” I countered. “It’s kind of cute. I like the little tombstones – and that mausoleum is adorable. Oh, and look at the gargoyles.”
“It’s croquet, though,” Thistle said. “Who wants to play croquet?”
I pointed to the handful of people on the lawn. “Everyone seems to be having a good time.”
“Speaking of a good time,” Thistle said, gesturing to the hammock at the edge of the lawn. “Have you talked to Bay since she got back?”
I followed Thistle’s eyes, my gaze landing on my blonde cousin as she cuddled with Landon on the hammock. They were looking at an iPad, Bay’s head resting on his chest as they focused on their task. They looked like they were having a good time, Landon’s hands wandering beneath Bay’s shirt when he thought no one was looking.
Unfortunately, Jack was watching – and he obviously didn’t like what he was seeing.
“That is inappropriate,” he said.
“Jack, she’s an adult,” Dad said. “They’re not really doing anything.”
“He’s … where do you think he keeps putting his hand?”
“Where did you put your hands when you and Winnie made her?” Dad asked.
“Yeah, Uncle Jack,” Thistle teased, sticking out her tongue. “Was Bay born to Aunt Winnie when she was a virgin?”
Jack snatched her drink from her hand. “How many of these have you had?”
“Two.”
“Well … you’re cut off,” Jack said. “You’re not old enough to be drinking anyway.”
Thistle made a face. “I’m only a year younger than Bay.”
“I know.”
“Bay has been old enough to drink for almost seven years.”
“I know.”
“She’s old enough to have sex,” Thistle charged on.
“I didn’t say she wasn’t,” Jack protested.
“Landon is a good guy,” I said, trying to ease the tension. “He makes Bay really happy. They’re just … having fun.”
“They’re not bothering anyone, Jack,” Teddy said.
“Are you saying you’d be okay if that was Thistle and Marcus?” Jack shot back.
“Of course I would. It’s a natural part of … Thistle doesn’t do that,” Teddy said, changing course mid-comment.
“Yeah, she’s a virgin,” Jack said. “That’s why that blond dude has his hand on her rear end all the time.”
Teddy made a face. “He does not. Thistle is a good girl.”
Uh-oh, those were fighting words.
“And Bay isn’t?” 
“I didn’t say she wasn’t,” Teddy said.
“You just said she wasn’t,” Jack protested.
“Well, she’s the one over there with that guy’s hand up her shirt,” Teddy shot back.
“He’s just helping her with her … .”
“Bra?” Thistle supplied helpfully.
“Shut up, Thistle,” Jack snapped.
Sam leaned in behind me. “Aren’t you glad they’re not focused on us?”
Part of me was. The other part wished we were the ones groping on the hammock. I just wasn’t that brave. “I wish they would chill out,” I said. “They’re acting like we’re teenagers and they have some say over what we do.”
Sam searched my face with a questioning look. “They’re acting like fathers.”
“I wouldn’t know what that’s like,” I said, moving away from him and heading in Bay’s direction. I was loath to interrupt them, but I needed some air – and that was saying something since we were outside.
Landon’s mouth was pressed to Bay’s when my shadow covered them. “Did you find anything?”
Landon groaned, reluctantly pulling away at the sound of my voice. “Why did you come over here?”
“I … I haven’t seen you since this morning,” I said, inhaling deeply. “I wanted to see if you found something out.”
“We’re still looking,” Bay said.
“From the hammock?”
Bay pointed to the iPad. “Landon is running files from the FBI database.”
“Oh,” I said. “I … I’m sorry to have interrupted.”
“It’s too late for that now,” Landon said, his tone clipped.
“It’s just … our dads are over there fighting,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because Landon keeps sticking his hand up your shirt,” I replied. I never know when to keep my mouth shut. I want to – I swear – but I just can’t.
Bay’s cheeks colored. “Oh. They saw that?”
“You guys are out in the open.”
“So what?” Landon obviously didn’t care, because he yanked Bay back down to his chest when she tried to pull away. “We’re not doing anything. This is our weekend. I didn’t want to come here in the first place. If they don’t like it, then I don’t really care.”
“They’re still our fathers,” I said, although I had no idea why I was taking up their end of this argument.
“So what?” Landon said again. “We’re adults. We do what adults do. If they have a problem with it, send Jack over here and we’ll have a talk.”
“Landon, you can’t do that in front of their guests,” Bay said, her face conflicted.
“I don’t like the way he looks at me,” Landon said.
“How does he look at you?”
“Like I’m corrupting a minor.”
I couldn’t hide the smile playing at the corner of my lips. “To him, Bay is still a child.”
“Yeah? Well, she’s not my child,” Landon said, tickling her ribs and causing her to giggle. “If he doesn’t like it, tell him to come over here and tell us. Then we’ll go. I’d much rather return to the guesthouse and … play … there all weekend. At least we would have it to ourselves.”
“What about the … ghost?” I said, lowering my voice.
“I don’t care about the ghost,” Landon said. “Quite frankly, I’d rather have Bay away from this place if something terrible is about to happen. I’m surprised that Sam doesn’t feel the same way about you.”
His words were pointed … and hurtful.
“I do feel the same way.” I hadn’t realized Sam was behind me. Landon had, though. That’s why he said what he said.
Landon pursed his lips, but remained silent.
“I know you don’t like me,” Sam said, taking my hand in his. “I understand why you don’t like me. I’m here to stay, though, and I don’t like you talking to Clove that way.”
My heart soared at his words, and then plummeted when Landon fixed Sam with a murderous look.
“I happen to care about Clove a great deal,” Landon said. “Bay loves her like a sister, and I’m pretty fond of her, too.”
“Then why are you attacking me?” Sam asked.
“Because I don’t think you’re good enough for her.” Landon’s words were succinct – and brutal.
“Landon.” Bay’s voice was low, her gaze worried. “I don’t think now is the time.”
Landon rubbed the back of her head. “Clove is an adult,” he said. “I’m not going to tell her what to do.”
“Well, thanks for that … I guess,” Sam said, his hand tightening around mine.
“That doesn’t mean I’m going to sit back and idly watch you hurt her,” Landon continued.
“I notice you don’t have the same problem with Marcus,” Sam pointed out.
“Marcus didn’t lie to get close to the family,” Landon replied.
“I didn’t lie,” Sam protested. “I kept my mother’s witch side to myself. How is that any different from what they do?”
“They didn’t seek you out and try to get close to you,” Landon said, unruffled. “They keep to themselves.”
“I keep to myself,” Sam said. “If you want me to apologize for trying to investigate them before making my past known, then I will. I’m sorry. That doesn’t mean I regret coming here, and it certainly doesn’t mean I regret having a relationship with Clove.”
I was moved by his words. Landon? Not so much.
“I’m watching you,” Landon said, returning his attention to the iPad and Bay. “If you hurt her, you’ll be sorry.”
Despite myself, Landon’s words warmed me. It was nice that he cared – even if he was hurting Sam in the process.
 
“WHERE is everyone?” Bay asked, joining Sam and me in the foyer. It was after lunch, and an afternoon excursion had left the inn empty – except for a few brave souls who had remained behind. Most of them were related to me.
“They went on a tour of the town,” I said. “Dad thought that showing them everything was a good way to prove how entertaining a stay at the inn would be.”
Bay’s face was unreadable as she slipped behind the bar and studied the offerings. “This is all … blah.”
“Thistle picked up stuff to make chocolate martinis,” I said. “It’s in the bag behind the counter.”
Bay retrieved the bag in question and then returned to the bar. “At least she was thinking ahead.”
“I think we’re just spoiled,” I said, my gaze bouncing between Bay and Sam at regular intervals. No one had spoken to one another since the hammock incident, and I wasn’t sure if I was thankful for that or not. “Where is Landon?”
“He’s upstairs on the laptop,” Bay said.
“Did he find something?” I leaned forward, intrigued.
“We found one thing,” Bay said. “There was an odd death out here in the seventies.”
I waited.
Bay sighed. “The Dragonfly was a premier inn around these parts for decades,” she said. “It went by a different name, but it was popular. They had a lot of guests stay here. That’s when the economy was good, before the industrial base died away. The skiing was always a draw.
“In 1975, Marian Lecter visited the Dragonfly with her husband and two children,” Bay continued. “They all had a nice dinner together, and then everyone went to bed. Witnesses say that Marian and her husband Will seemed happy. There were no outwards signs of … distress.
“Sometime in the night, Marian left the bedroom and disappeared,” Bay said. “Will claimed he was asleep, and he had no idea his wife was even gone. When he woke up in the morning, he sounded the alarm.
“Marian’s body was found about two hundred yards behind the inn,” Bay continued. “It was hidden under heavy brush. The police were called, and they were searching, but it was Will Lecter who found the body.”
“Which tipped the cops off,” Sam said. “Did he kill her?”
Bay shrugged. “The autopsy said that Marian Lecter was strangled. There was no sign of sexual assault, but her underwear was missing. Will Lecter was convicted of the crime, and he spent thirty years in prison before he died.”
“Do you think it’s her?” I asked. The story was dark … and troubling.
“I know what you know,” Bay said. “Landon is trying to see if he can find anything else, but it would fit. It was a violent death. Maybe Marian Lecter is trying to find her way back to her children. Maybe she knows it was her husband. Or, maybe … .”
“She knows it was someone else,” I finished.
Bay nodded. “We won’t know until we can talk to her.”
“How are we going to do that?” I asked.
Bay’s gaze was even. “How do you think?”
I was immediately shaking my head. “No way. We cannot have a real séance when there are guests here.”
“We won’t have it inside,” Bay said. “We’ll go outside. Landon is going to try to find a more exact location for where the body was discovered. We’ll have it there.”
I bit my bottom lip. “What are we going to tell our dads?”
“Absolutely nothing,” Bay said. “If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to put this ghost to rest without them knowing.”
“They think we acted up last night just to get attention,” I said.
“I know,” Bay said. “That’s their problem. If they knew us … if they really knew us … they would never suspect us of something like that. That’s on them.”
“You’re not being fair,” I protested. “They didn’t have the chance. Our mothers … Aunt Tillie … they forced them to go away.” Part of me believed that. The other part wasn’t so sure.
“Would you ever leave a child, Clove?” Bay’s expression was serious.
“Of course not.”
“Then why did they?”
I didn’t have an answer. I didn’t think Bay was expecting one.



 
Five
“What’s for dinner tonight?” Clara asked.
Everyone had returned from the afternoon tour excited and chatty. It seemed like the weekend soft launch was going over well – even with the excitable séance from the previous evening marring an otherwise pristine extravaganza. I wasn’t surprised that our fathers hadn’t asked for an encore, although they were insisting on tarot card readings after dinner. For the most part, they seemed to have put their anger aside.
“We’re having a brined pork loin,” Jack said, smiling at Clara indulgently. I didn’t miss Bay’s scowl as she studied their interaction. It bothered her. I didn’t blame her. It would bother me, too. I just had no idea why.
“Oh, that sounds yummy,” Clara said, slathering a slice of bread with butter and chomping into it enthusiastically. “The food here is amazing.”
“It’s the best food in Hemlock Cove,” Dad boasted.
I straightened in my chair. That was an absurd lie. The food here was good, great even. We all knew the best food in Hemlock Cove was served at The Overlook, though. Our mothers were all accomplished kitchen witches, and their food was magical. It seemed somehow … disloyal … to even pretend otherwise.
“It’s delightful,” Clara said. “I’ve never had bread this good.”
“It’s freshly baked,” Teddy said. “Right here in our own kitchen. You won’t find better bread in the town.”
Thistle clanked her silverware together noisily.
“Is something wrong, honey?” Teddy asked.
“No,” Thistle said, shaking her head. “I was just thinking about my mother’s bread.”
Teddy faltered. “Your mother is an outstanding baker.”
“She’s the best.”
“Does your mother live here in town?” Clara asked, oblivious.
“Our mothers run The Overlook inn,” Bay supplied. “It’s out on the bluff.”
“Oh, that’s cozy,” Clara said. “It’s nice that everyone can be in the same business and not be in competition with one another. That sounds so nice.”
It did sound nice. It also sounded like fantasy.
“Everyone has a nice rapport with one another,” Dad lied. “There are no hard feelings.”
Thistle choked on her glass of wine as she sipped from it. Marcus slapped her back, and then left his hand at the nape of her neck to rub the growing fury from the tense bundle growing between her shoulders.
“Are you okay?” Chet asked.
“I just choked … on something,” Thistle said.
“I think it was a pack of lies,” Bay mumbled.
I was sandwiched between Bay and Sam, so I could hear her words clearly, but I was hopeful no one else could.
“Did you say something, dear?” Jack asked, fixating on his daughter.
“No,” Bay said.
Landon topped off her glass of wine. “Drink up, sweetie,” he said. He didn’t look any happier with the revisionist history than Bay did.
Bay obliged, downing her entire glass with three gulps. “Hit me again.”
Landon eyed her momentarily, and then acquiesced. “That’s it until you have some food in you.”
“I thought you wanted her drunk,” Jim said, leering at Bay suggestively. “I bet you like her … pliable.”
Landon ran his tongue over his teeth. “I like her happy.”
“So, give her more wine,” Jim suggested.
“She’s not happy when she has a hangover,” Landon said. “Trust me.”
“You’ve seen her with a lot of hangovers, have you?” Jake asked.
“I’ve seen her with a few,” Landon said. “It’s more fun when I don’t have one with her.” Landon downed his own glass of wine.
“I don’t think … .” Jack broke off, unsure.
“Where is this dinner?” Thistle asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “I’m starving.”
“It should have been out here,” Dad said, dropping his napkin on the table and moving to get to his feet.
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Thistle said, beating him to the punch. “We’ll check.” She glanced at me pointedly. “Do you want to help?”
I nodded. I knew she needed to talk, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what she had to say.
“Why does it take two of you?” Teddy asked.
“It doesn’t,” Thistle said, walking away from the table and glancing at Bay expectantly. “It takes three of us.”
“Why?” Teddy was still confused.
“Because they want to talk,” Landon said. “Give it a rest.”
“No one asked you,” Jack grumbled.
Landon pushed Bay to her feet. “Don’t be gone long.”
Bay nodded. “I … .”
“We’ll be fine,” Landon said. “Just check on dinner. I’m starving.”
 
“WELL, this is a total mess,” Thistle said the second we were in the kitchen.
“I never thought I would miss Aunt Tillie, but I miss her,” Bay said. “She would have put them in their place.”
“What’s their place?” I asked, affronted. “They have a right to take pride in their business.” Since I was angry at what our fathers said myself, taking their side seemed foreign to me. I did it anyway. Even I can’t explain my actions sometimes. I just want everyone to get along. Is that so wrong?
“Their business is great,” Bay said. “Their obnoxious insistence on pretending we’re all some big, happy family is not great.”
“They can’t tell strangers the truth,” I protested.
“That doesn’t mean they have to lie,” Thistle said, leaning over the shoulder of one of the culinary students as he carved the roast. “What’s taking you so long?”
The boy looked confused. “I’m … carving.”
“Well, do it faster,” Thistle said. “We’re dying out there.”
“There’s bread,” he said.
“We don’t want bread,” Bay said. “We need something big enough to shut everyone up. Do you have something that will choke someone?”
“We have vegetables, too,” one of the other students said, clearly unsure whether Thistle was joking or not. “They’re spring … and they were marinated in white wine.”
“Awesome,” Thistle said. “Take them out to the table.”
“They’re not ready yet.”
“Oh, good grief,” Thistle said, yanking the spoon from him. “They’re vegetables, not a work of art.”
“I … I … .”
“Stop stammering,” Thistle said. “You’re driving me crazy.”
The boy’s lower lip started trembling. “I’m sorry.”
I felt bad for him, so I stepped between him and Thistle. “Stop it. You’re upsetting him.” I turned to the student carefully. “What’s your name?”
“Byron.”
“Well, Byron,” I said, forcing my tone to remain even. “My cousin Thistle has a chemical imbalance. She doesn’t mean what she says. You just have to ignore everything that comes out of her mouth. I know I do.”
Byron looked unsure. “She’s really mean.”
“That’s what keeps her skin so young and dewy fresh,” Bay quipped.
“She doesn’t mean to be … cruel,” I said. “She’s just hungry.”
“She’s not going to eat me, is she?”
“You’re not that lucky,” Thistle said.
Byron opened his mouth to argue, but I stilled him with a shake of my head. “Let’s get this food on the platters, shall we?” Dinner at The Overlook was quick and efficient. This was anything but.
“We still have five minutes until dinner is served,” Bryon whined. “I was told it had to be on the table at seven sharp.”
“Well, we’re hungry now,” Thistle said.
“Ignore her,” I said, flinching when Byron rubbed his eye to ward off tears. “She’s not mean because she wants to be mean. She just can’t help it.”
“Stop telling him stuff like that,” Thistle said, doling the vegetables out onto a platter. “You’ll make him think I’m evil.”
“You are evil,” Bay said, shrugging. “What? Sometimes you’re evil. You’re like Aunt Tillie.”
“That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Thistle said, wrinkling her nose.
“It’s not mean if it’s the truth.”
Thistle shifted, focusing on me. “I’m not like Aunt Tillie.”
“Of course you’re not,” I soothed.
“You’re lying to me,” Thistle said after a moment. “You do think I’m like Aunt Tillie, don’t you?”
I didn’t know how to respond. It’s not like it was the first time anyone had ever said the same thing. “I … .”
“You’re exactly like Aunt Tillie,” Bay said. “You just don’t want to admit it.”
“You take that back,” Thistle warned, waving the spoon in Bay’s face. “You take that back right now.”
“No,” Bay said. “It’s the truth.”
Thistle shifted her gaze to me. “Tell her it’s not the truth.”
I was caught – like I so often was – between my two cousins. They both had polarizing personalities, and big mouths. That was also a family trait. “You’re not like Aunt Tillie,” I said. It was a lie, but she needed to hear it. The truth was, everyone was fighting because they didn’t know what else to do.
“Oh, so you’re taking her side,” Bay said, her face hot with anger. “You always take her side.”
“I do not!”
“She always takes your side,” Thistle argued. “You’re the oldest. She always takes your side because she wants your approval.”
“That’s a lie,” Bay said. “She always takes your side because you’ll beat her up if she doesn’t.”
“I would not!”
They were both right. I hated taking sides. When I did, my stomach rolled itself into a big ball of pain, and it wasn’t over until one of them won and apologized to the other. “We need to get this food out to the table,” I said.
They both ignored me.
“Do you want to take this outside?” Thistle challenged.
“You have no idea,” Bay said, pointing toward the back door. “I’m going to make you eat dirt.”
“I’m going to make you eat dirt,” Thistle countered, dropping the spoon on the counter. “Clove, take the food out to the table. We’ll be back in a second.”
“You can’t fight,” I hissed. “If you fight … .” What was I saying? I wanted to watch them fight. I loved it when they fought – especially when it wasn’t with me. “Go ahead.”
Thistle was the first out the back door. Her face was full of bravado, but some of it was slipping in the face of Bay’s refusal to back down. “This is your last chance,” Thistle warned.
I knew she was biding for time. I wondered if Bay knew the same.
Bay rolled the sleeves of her blouse up. “No, this is your last chance.”
“All you have to do is say that I’m not like Aunt Tillie,” Thistle said.
“All you have to do is say that you are like Aunt Tillie,” Bay countered.
“I’m not like Aunt Tillie,” Thistle said. “That’s like saying … you’re just like Adolf Hitler.”
“Aunt Tillie has never murdered millions of people,” Bay scoffed.
“She wanted to,” Thistle argued.
She had a point.
“Still … you’re being purposely obnoxious,” Bay said.
“How do you figure?”
“You’re trying to ruin the opening of the Dragonfly.”
Thistle reached for her hair ripping a few stray strands out as Bay jerked away. “You’re purposely trying to ruin the opening of the Dragonfly. Admit it! You don’t like the way they’re talking about our mothers.”
Bay stilled, her face sobering. “I don’t like the way they’re talking about our mothers.”
Thistle lowered her hands, conflicted. “I don’t like it either.”
They both turned to me.
“I hate it,” I admitted, sinking to the cold concrete. “I feel like I’m being disloyal.”
“Me, too,” Bay said, settling next to me. “It makes me feel … horrible.”
“It sucks,” Thistle said, sighing as she sat down in the spot to my left. “I thought … I always thought that our mothers were the reason we were crazy. I thought they made us crazy.”
“I thought they always talked bad about our dads because … well … they were bitter,” I said.
“And now?” Bay asked.
“And now? Now I’m … so confused,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because … because I love my dad,” I said. “I do. I’m still kind of … angry with him.”
“We’re all angry with them,” Thistle said. “We all … are struggling.”
“It should be easier,” I lamented. “They’re our fathers.”
“They’re also putting themselves in direct competition with our mothers,” Bay said. “And, whether we like everything they do or not, our mothers are the ones who never left.”
“I want to get to know my dad,” I said. “I want a father.”
“We all want a father,” Thistle said. “We just don’t want to hurt our mothers in the quest to get to know them.”
“Do you think it hurts them?” I asked, my mother’s face, so much like my own, swimming in my mind. “Do you think it upsets them?”
“I think we’re all so worried about them we don’t know what to do,” Bay said. She was always the pragmatic one, which wasn’t saying much for our family. She grabbed my hand. “We can only do what we can do.”
“I don’t like what they said about the food,” I said.
“Well, it was a vicious lie,” Thistle said. “The food here is good, but the food there is … amazing.”
“I don’t like that they said everyone got along,” I added. “That’s … .”
“A lie,” Bay finished.
“Do you think we’re being disloyal?” I asked.
“I think … we’re doing the best we can,” Bay responded.
“Do you think our moms think we’re being disloyal?” I pressed.
“I think our moms know we’re doing the best we can,” Thistle said.
“Do you think Aunt Tillie thinks we’re being disloyal?”
That was a loaded question, and neither Bay nor Thistle looked like they wanted to answer it. Bay was the one who broke first. “I think Aunt Tillie is going to make us all pay for this weekend.”
I knew she wasn’t wrong. “I guess I’d better buy some fat pants.”
Thistle chortled. “I just hope she doesn’t make us smell like bacon again. Marcus would like it, but it was hell for me.”
“I thought it was kind of fun,” Bay said.
“You hated it,” Thistle challenged.
“While it was happening? Yes,” Bay said. “In hindsight? It really got Landon’s motor running.”
“Is that hard to do?” Thistle asked.
“No.”
“Marcus liked it, too,” Thistle admitted. “I … did you hear that?”
I shifted my attention to Thistle, confused. “What?”
Bay held up her index finger. “I heard it, too.”
“There’s someone in the woods,” Thistle said.
I focused on the sounds of the night. “I don’t hear anything.” A sudden rustle in the nearby foliage caught my attention. “Wait … .”
Bay and Thistle were already on their feet, moving toward the underbrush with determined looks on their faces.
“What if it’s the ghost?” I hissed.
“Ghosts don’t make noise in the leaves,” Thistle said, jumping around the hedge that separated my line of sight with the trees. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!”



 
Six
“Who is it?” I asked.
“The devil,” Thistle replied.
“Is it a murderer?” I was rooted to my spot. I kept telling myself, if someone jumped out of the bushes and stabbed Bay or Thistle, I was in the best position to get help. That would be my bravery for the day. I would be the one to get help.
“Get up,” Thistle said, reaching down into the bushes.
“Get your hands off me!”
I froze when I heard the voice. It really was the devil. “Aunt Tillie?”
Thistle and Bay hauled a familiar figure up, forcing her to a standing position. Aunt Tillie jerked her head from left to right. “You’re both on my list.”
“What are you doing here?” Bay asked.
“It’s a free country,” Aunt Tillie sniffed, brushing the knees of her pants off haphazardly. “I have a right to take a walk wherever I want.”
“You were out for a walk?” Bay asked, narrowing her eyes.
“I needed some exercise,” Aunt Tillie said. “I think I might need my hip replaced, so I have to walk it off to make sure I don’t need surgery.”
“You don’t walk off a hip replacement,” Thistle said, exasperated.
“Oh, are you a doctor now?” Aunt Tillie challenged.
“No,” Thistle said. “I just happen to know that when you need a hip replacement, you can’t just walk it off.”
“Says who?” Aunt Tillie wasn’t budging from her lie.
“Says everyone,” Thistle screeched, flapping her arms for emphasis.
Aunt Tillie arched a salt-and-pepper eyebrow. “Do you know everyone?”
“I can’t,” Thistle said, stalking away. “I just … .”
This was going to get out of control if I didn’t put a stop to it. “Is your hip okay now?”
“It feels much better,” Aunt Tillie said. “I think it’s cured.”
“Good,” Bay said. “Tell us what you were really doing here.”
“I already told you,” Aunt Tillie said. “I was curing my hip ailment.”
“No, you were here to do something awful,” Thistle said, scanning the area. “What? Magical gophers? Charmed bugs? Deranged snakes? What did you bring here?”
“I don’t think I like your tone,” Aunt Tillie warned, extending a finger in Thistle’s direction.
“Just tell us what you did,” Bay pleaded, joining Thistle in her underbrush search. “We won’t tell anyone what you did. Just … tell us what you brought out here, because we know you brought something.”
“I can’t believe my own flesh and blood would accuse me of being a liar,” Aunt Tillie said. “It’s enough to break an old woman’s heart.”
Aunt Tillie only refers to herself as “old” when she’s trying to get away with something. If someone else uses the word when describing her, she’ll shrivel whatever part of their anatomy strikes her fancy.
“We’re not accusing you of anything,” I said. “We’re just … . Things are already tense enough.”
“Why? What’s going on?”
I couldn’t tell if Aunt Tillie was genuinely interested, or if she was just looking for an out. “We accidentally drew a ghost here during a fake séance last night.”
Aunt Tillie made a face. “Why were you having a fake séance?”
“Because Dad wanted to impress the guests,” I said. “The magical rebranding of Hemlock Cove makes people picture ghosts and witches. He just wanted them to have fun.”
“And you played into this nonsense?”
“We were trying to help,” I hedged.
“Well, great job,” Aunt Tillie said. “In fact, I couldn’t be prouder of you three if I birthed you myself.”
“Thanks for that … visual,” Thistle said. “I’ll be having nightmares for a week now.”
“Why are you proud of us?” I was confused.
“At first, I thought you were coming out here to upset me,” Aunt Tillie said. “I thought you were being disloyal. Now I know you were just pretending to be disloyal. You really had a plan to bring this … hellhole … down.”
“What?”
Bay lowered her head, her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. “She thinks we drew the ghost here on purpose.”
“She doesn’t think that,” Thistle scoffed. “She’s just playing it that way.” She narrowed her eyes, her mind clearly busy. “Did you call the ghost here?”
“That’s a downright abominable thing to say,” Aunt Tillie said.
“That doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Thistle shot back.
“Well, you just moved yourself up to the top of the list, missy,” Aunt Tillie said. “You’re the queen of the list.”
Thistle’s grim features hardened. “Don’t threaten me. We’re struggling enough here as it is. We don’t need you to make things worse. So, undo whatever spell you cast, and go home.”
“Don’t you dare tell me what to do,” Aunt Tillie said.
“What’s going on out here?”
Four heads swiveled toward the back door, all landing on Landon in unison.
“Aunt Tillie is here,” Bay said.
“I see her,” Landon replied, stepping out onto the back porch. “Why?”
“We were just trying to figure that out ourselves,” Bay said.
Landon fixed Aunt Tillie with an inquisitive look. “Do you want to tell me why you’re here?”
“Why are you here?” Aunt Tillie countered.
“I wanted to spend some time with Bay,” Landon replied honestly. “She wanted to come here. So, we’re here.”
“You need to put your foot down more often,” Aunt Tillie said. “People will say you’re whipped if you keep doing what she wants.”
“Well, next weekend we’re going to do what I want,” Landon said.
“Is it something dirty?”
Landon smiled. “It’s something lazy,” he replied. “Now, tell me, why are you really here?”
“She was hiding in the bushes,” Thistle said. “We’ve searched them, though. Whatever she has planned, she already did it, or she’s hidden it really well.”
Landon pressed his lips together and moved toward Aunt Tillie, leaning his tall frame down so he could look her in the eye when he got close. “What were you doing?”
“I already told these busybodies,” Aunt Tillie said. “I think I’m going to need a hip replacement. I was out walking to correct the problem.”
Landon was obviously fighting the urge to laugh. “And you just happened to walk out this way?”
“What? That’s allowed. I haven’t broken any laws, agent.”
Landon shook his head and then straightened. “If you can’t find what she did, there’s nothing you can do to stop it. Just send her back home. We’re only here one more night. Let’s eat dinner and try to get some sleep. If everything works out, you guys can clean this ghost up after everyone is gone.”
“Send me back home?” Aunt Tillie’s voice was shrill. “Send me back home?”
“You’re done with your walk, right?” Landon wasn’t backing down. He rarely did where Aunt Tillie was concerned. It was one of the things I liked best about him. Honestly? I think it’s one of the things she likes best about him, too. That didn’t mean she was going to back down either, though.
“I think I need some refreshments before I’m ready to go on my way,” Aunt Tillie said.
Landon narrowed his eyes. “Refreshments?”
“I need water,” Aunt Tillie said, pulling her small frame up straight. “I need nourishment, too.”
“What does that mean?” Landon asked.
“It means she’s inviting herself to dinner,” I said, resigned.
“Can she do that?” Landon was nonplussed.
Aunt Tillie was already heading toward the back door of the inn.
“I think she just did,” Bay said.
 
“WELL, this place certainly looks better than the last time I was here,” Aunt Tillie announced as she walked into the dining room.
Dad, Teddy and Jack jerked their heads toward the door, incredulous grimaces moving across their faces as their worst enemy let herself into their domain.
“Tillie,” Dad said, getting to his feet. “To what do we owe the honor?”
“Well, I was out for a walk,” Aunt Tillie said. “I’m trying to work out my hip so I don’t have to have it replaced. I just happened to run into the girls outside, and they kindly invited me in for dinner so I could rest up before going home.”
Dad shot an accusatory look in my direction. All I could do was shrug and shake my head apologetically.
“Actually, Aunt Tillie invited herself,” Landon said, sidling into the room with Bay’s hand clutched in his. “She’s going to sit next to me.”
“I don’t want to sit next to you,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Well, you’re going to,” Landon said, crossing the room. “We’re over here.”
“Oh, is this the great-aunt you were telling us so much about?” Clara asked excitedly.
“Unfortunately,” Thistle mumbled. Marcus ran his hand over her back when she sat back down, obviously trying to calm her.
“What were they saying about me?” Aunt Tillie asked, slapping Landon’s hand away as he tried to force her into the open chair next to him.
“Sit down,” he ordered.
“Don’t tell me what to do,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Don’t make me arrest you,” Landon threatened.
“For what?”
“For … assaulting law enforcement,” Landon said. “Everyone here just saw you smack me.”
“Are you really going to arrest a little old lady?” Jim asked, his face flushed from the wine he was mainlining. “She looks harmless.”
“Who are you calling old?” Aunt Tillie charged.
“Sit down,” Landon ordered again.
“I will sit down,” Aunt Tillie said. “I just don’t want you to think I’m doing it because of you. I’m doing it because my hip hurts.”
“Great,” Landon said, settling between Aunt Tillie and Bay.
“So, what’s for dinner?” Aunt Tillie asked brightly.
“Brined pork loin,” Teddy said, swallowing nervously.
“It sounds gross,” Aunt Tillie said. “They’re serving stuffed cabbage out at The Overlook. That’s a real dinner.”
Bay groaned. That was one of her favorite meals. I could take it or leave it.
“Maybe you should go back out to The Overlook,” Dad suggested.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Landon said.
“Why not?”
“Because she … might have a mess here to clean up later tonight,” Landon said. “I think it’s best to keep her close right now.”
Dad visibly blanched. “What kind of mess?”
“We’re all just waiting to find out,” Thistle said.
“He just likes spending time with me,” Aunt Tillie said. “He keeps flirting with me when Bay isn’t looking. It’s despicable.”
Jack made a face. “Maybe you should take him off Bay’s hands? Or, I don’t know, just keep his hands off Bay? That sounds like a great job for you.”
Aunt Tillie’s gaze bounced between Jack and Landon. “What did you do to upset him?”
Landon shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“I think it was because he was feeling up the blonde on the hammock earlier,” Jim said.
Aunt Tillie pursed her lips, conflicted. As much as she liked needling Landon, there was no way she was going to take Jack’s side. “As long as her bra was still on, I don’t see the problem. A little over-the-clothes action never hurt anyone. It can be kind of fun. Your Uncle Calvin and I used to do it all the time.”
Landon choked as he sipped from his wine glass.
“Eat your dinner,” Bay ordered.
“There’s nothing on my plate,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Someone put something on her plate,” Thistle said.
“So, Tillie, you were just out here walking?” Teddy asked.
“What? Is there a crime against walking now?”
“No,” Teddy said. “I’ve just never known you to be much of a walker.”
“And The Overlook is ten miles away,” Dad added. “That’s a long walk for someone of your … advanced maturity.”
Thistle snorted. “That was just a fancy way of calling you old, in case you missed it.”
“I didn’t miss it, trouble,” Aunt Tillie said. “I’m choosing to rise above it. That’s what a lady of proper breeding does. I’ll have you know, Warren, I’m in the best shape of my life. I could run a marathon.”
“When have you ever run anywhere?” Bay asked.
“Focus less on me and more on your boyfriend,” Aunt Tillie said. “He’s obviously feeling neglected.”
Landon shook his head. “Nope. I’ve decided to get hammered.” He poured himself another glass of wine.
“I thought you were worried about a hangover?” Jim asked.
“It doesn’t matter at this point,” Landon said. “This night is just going to keep going downhill. I might as well be drunk for it.”
I glanced over at Sam. His face was unreadable, but he was downing his own glass of wine in tandem with Landon.
I leaned in closer to him. “Are you okay?”
“Well, let’s see,” Sam said, his tone flat. “We were supposed to have a romantic weekend alone, and instead we’ve been forced to hang out with people who hate me. There’s a rogue ghost on the loose, and Aunt Tillie is clearly up to something – which means this place could explode in the next few hours.
“I’m great,” Sam said, reaching for another bottle of wine. “Getting drunk sounds like a superb idea.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. This was the worst weekend ever, and I once watched Aunt Tillie do a spell that caused every underground sprinkler in downtown Hemlock Cove to go off at once and flood the downtown – in zero-degree temperatures. It was like living in a skating rink for three weeks.
“Pass me the wine,” I said.
I needed to hide somewhere. Wine seemed like a viable option.



 
Seven
“This pork tastes salty.”
Dinner was going pretty much how we expected it to go. Aunt Tillie was zinging barbs left and right, and our fathers were trying to dodge them without reaching across the table and throttling her. As for the guests? They found Aunt Tillie delightful. I had no doubt it was because they thought she was crazy.
“It’s brined,” Dad said. “It’s supposed to taste salty.”
“Salt is bad for you,” Aunt Tillie said. “It gives you high blood pressure and heart attacks. That’s why we never use too much salt at The Overlook.”
“And the food is good at The Overlook?” Clara asked.
“It’s the best in the state,” Aunt Tillie said, guileless.
“That’s funny. Warren said that the Dragonfly had the best food in town.” Clara really was clueless. She was so busy flirting with Jack she’d missed every other clue tossed about the table that night.
Aunt Tillie narrowed her eyes. “Did he?”
Dad swallowed hard. “Taste is a matter of opinion.”
“Really? Hmmm.”
I didn’t like the look on Aunt Tillie’s face.
“So, Landon, do you think the food here is better than at The Overlook?” Aunt Tillie’s question was pointed.
Landon’s face was flushed from wine consumption, and he didn’t look like he had a care in the world. “I prefer the food at The Overlook,” he said. “You guys always make my favorites.”
Aunt Tillie beamed, her anger with him fleeting – as usual.
“You’re just saying that because Tillie is here,” Jack grumbled.
“No, I’m saying it because I happen to like the food at The Overlook,” Landon said. “I eat there several times a week. I think I know what I like. I particularly like breakfasts.”
Landon was purposely baiting Jack. I think the wine was going to his head, and he appeared to be spoiling for a fight.
“You eat breakfast there a lot, do you?” Jack was also ready to fight. This had been brewing for a while, but it looked to be coming to a head.
“Do something,” I hissed to Sam.
“What?” He was watching the exchange with avid interest.
“They’re going to get into a fight,” I said.
“So? I think it might be fun to watch.”
“Landon will kill him.”
“Probably,” Sam agreed. “He might be too drunk to stand, though. I kind of want to see what happens.”
“What about Bay?” I tried a different tactic.
“What about her?” Sam was clearly missing the point. “I think she’ll root for Landon. Jack may be her father, but she seems to really care about Landon – although I can’t figure out why.”
“That’s not what I meant,” I snapped.
“You seem pretty comfortable with my daughter,” Jack said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest.
“That’s what happens when you’re there,” Landon replied, unruffled. “You get comfortable with people. Why do you think the three of them are so uncomfortable here? They don’t really know you.”
Uh-oh. I exchanged a worried look with Bay.
“I think we should go to bed early,” Bay said, pulling on Landon’s arm.
“Leave him alone,” Aunt Tillie said. “I think he’s being entertaining.”
“You should go home,” Bay said. “Your hip is fine.”
“I don’t want to leave yet.”
“Oh, let her stay,” Thistle said, waving from across the table. “She’s having fun. Someone here should.”
Was everyone losing their mind? Why was everyone so combative? It wasn’t unusual for Landon to pick a fight to protect Bay’s honor, but he was being overtly aggressive tonight. Since he was the king of calm, it seemed out of character. I scanned the table, confused.
The only two people in the room who appeared untouched by the mayhem were Marcus and me. He met my gaze across the table, his eyes just as troubled as mine. What was going on here?
“Since when are you on Aunt Tillie’s side?” Bay asked.
“Since she started making more sense than you,” Thistle said, tapping her temple. “She’s a genius.”
Aunt Tillie smirked. “I’m liking you more and more tonight.”
I furrowed my brow. I was wrong in my first assessment. Marcus and I weren’t the only ones untouched. Aunt Tillie was fine, too. Sure, she was persnickety and mean, but she was always those things. Crap. She had done something.
“You’re such a suck-up,” Bay said, reaching for her glass of wine. “You always suck up to Aunt Tillie. You claim you’re not scared of her, and you’re the one who always wants to get back at her, but you’re also the first one to suck up to her.”
“Oh, whatever,” Thistle said. “We all know Clove is the first one to suck up to her.”
Bay nodded, agreeing. “You have a point.”
It was the wine, I realized. Well, to be more specific, it was the red wine. I’d had wine, too, but I’d stuck to white. Marcus didn’t like wine, and he’d been nursing the same beer for the past hour. Everyone else at the table had drunk red wine, and they were all acting strange.
I grabbed the half-empty bottle in front of Bay and lifted it to my nose. “Where did you get this?”
Dad took a second to focus on me. “What?”
“This wine,” I said. “Where did you get it?”
Dad shrugged. “We ordered it from somewhere.”
“Where?”
“I … I don’t remember right now. I’m sure there’s an invoice in the office. This crate arrived yesterday. It was an added bonus from the company for placing such a large order. It was a gift.”
I leaned forward so I could study Aunt Tillie’s face. In addition to being a master manipulator, and consummate busybody, she was also a renowned winemaker. She did it on the sly – and outside the boundaries of the law – but her brew was known far and wide. “Is that so?”
Aunt Tillie met my gaze briefly, her face sobering when she realized I knew. She turned her attention to her fingernails. “Well, I should be going,” she announced. “I think I need to walk off my dinner.”
She got to her feet and moved toward the front of the inn. “It’s been a splendid evening.”
“Bye,” Thistle said, giggling.
Now that I looked at her, she seemed happier than she had a few minutes before. Could the wine already be wearing off? That seemed doubtful. Aunt Tillie wasn’t a novice.
“I’ll walk you out,” I said, getting to my feet.
“That’s not necessary,” Aunt Tillie said, increasing her pace. “I know my way out.”
“Oh, it wouldn’t be fair to just let you go,” I said, chasing her. “It’s dark outside. Your night vision isn’t what it used to be.”
“I have the eyes of an owl,” Aunt Tillie said.
And the personality of a stinging nettle.
For an elderly woman in her eighties, Aunt Tillie can move when she wants to. Bad hip my … hey, where did she go? I found her on the front porch, descending the steps quickly. “Why did you do this?”
“Do what?”
“You know what,” I said. “Are you that insecure?”
Aunt Tillie froze. “Insecure?”
“The Overlook isn’t going to be hurt by the Dragonfly,” I said. “The Overlook is already booked for the entire season. They have like two openings, and those will be taken any day now. Why are you so scared of the Dragonfly?”
Aunt Tillie swiveled. “I’m not scared of anything, young lady.”
I knew better than that. “Do you really think we’ll like them better? That we’ll love them more?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Aunt Tillie said.
“They’re our fathers,” I said, ignoring her denial. “That doesn’t mean we love our mothers … or you … any less.”
“I didn’t say it did,” Aunt Tillie replied. “I know you’re loyal, Clove. I know that your cousins are just as loyal. I also know you’re all worked up right now. I don’t like it, and I blame them.”
“So, you decided to ruin the opening of their inn?”
“I didn’t know you all were going to be out here,” Aunt Tillie admitted. “When I found out, I tried to take the wine back. I was going to replace it with a spider infestation. I thought that would be more festive.”
“That’s why you were here, isn’t it? You were trying to steal the wine back.”
Aunt Tillie nodded. “It was already too late. I never wanted to hurt the three of you, or Landon and Marcus.”
I frowned. “What about Sam?”
Aunt Tillie shrugged. “I haven’t decided about Sam yet.”
“Does that mean you’ll give him a chance?”
“It means I haven’t decided yet,” Aunt Tillie said. “Don’t push your luck.”
I could live with that. Still … . “Why do you hate our fathers so much?”
“You don’t remember what it was like after they left, Clove,” Aunt Tillie said. “They broke six hearts when the left, and I had to pick up the pieces.”
“So, you just want payback?”
“It’s not payback,” Aunt Tillie said. “It’s a lesson.”
“And what lesson are you teaching them?”
“That life is full of choices,” Aunt Tillie said. “One of those choices should never be running away from your family.”
“They’re trying to make up for it now,” I argued.
“And, if they’re sincere, they’ll do just that,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Wait … is this a test?”
“I don’t test people,” Aunt Tillie said. “I teach lessons.”
“Oh, I know.” I blew out a frustrated sigh and pushed my hair off my forehead. “You have to at least help me get Thistle and Bay up to bed.”
“They’ll be fine,” Aunt Tillie said. “Thistle is just getting giddier and giddier. She’ll be a fun drunk all night.”
“Yeah, why is that? Why is Landon so angry, and why is Thistle so giddy?”
“The spell latches on to a specific part of a person’s personality, one they don’t put on display very often,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Landon is angry when he’s around us all the time,” I pointed out.
Aunt Tillie shook her head. “No, he’s not. He pretends to be angry. He’s not really angry, though. He finds us entertaining.”
“I’ve seen him very angry with Bay,” I said. “You saw him after we sneaked onto that boat and found those kids. He was livid.”
“That was fear, not anger,” Aunt Tillie said. “He was terrified something was going to happen to Bay. He lashed out because of the fear.”
I worried my bottom lip with my teeth. “And Sam? Why is he so relaxed?”
“Probably because he can never relax around us,” Aunt Tillie said, shrugging. “I’m not a psychiatrist. I can’t say for sure. I don’t blame him, though. He’s not very popular in the Winchester household.”
“You still have to help me,” I said. “If Landon and Jack come to blows, it’s going to hurt Bay more than anyone else. I know you don’t want that.”
“I don’t want that,” Aunt Tillie said. “The spell will work itself out, though. It should only be a few hours. You don’t need me here. My work is done.”
“No, it’s not,” I said, stomping my foot on the front porch for emphasis. “You made this mess. You have to help clean it up.”
“Yeah … I’m not going to do that. It’s almost my bedtime, and I want to catch Jimmy Fallon if I can. He’s very funny.”
“Yes, you are so helping,” I said, reaching deep inside of my soul to find my courage. “You have to help. We’re your family.”
Aunt Tillie groaned. “Fine. I’ll help Bay and Thistle. The rest of them are on their own.”
“Fine,” I said. What? It was something. Frankly, it was more than I’d ever gotten out of her before. “Let’s go and get them upstairs. Hopefully they’ll all just pass out and forget this whole night.”
Once we were back inside, that didn’t seem like an option.
“Holy crapsticks,” Aunt Tillie said, taking a step forward and surveying the mayhem. “You can’t blame this on me.”
Unfortunately, she was right. What was happening now was all my fault. The ghost was back, and it was putting on a show.



 
Eight
The dining room was … a mess.
It looked as if people had tussled, and I was hoping that it wasn’t Landon and Jack. I couldn’t dwell on that now, though. The overturned chairs and discarded wine glasses weren’t our biggest problems. No, that was the bright green light bouncing off the walls as it careened from one end of the room to the other.
Oh, and then there was the screaming. The unearthly sound emanating from the spirit was bloodcurdling.
“What the hell?”
“It’s a ghost,” Aunt Tillie said, pointing. “Are you blind?”
“I see it,” I snapped. “What should we do about it?”
“I kind of like it,” Aunt Tillie said. “It has good energy.”
The spirit screamed again.
“It sounds like it’s in agony,” I said, glancing back to the table. Most of the dinner guests had taken cover underneath the table, including our fathers and Sam. Bay and Thistle were standing, their faces unreadable as they watched the scene. Landon hadn’t bothered to get up, and Marcus was busily trying to protect an unmoving Thistle. “What are we going to do?”
“We have to send it away,” Aunt Tillie said.
“What a great idea,” I said, sarcasm positively dripping from my tongue. “Do you have any suggestions?”
Aunt Tillie clapped her hands loudly. “Hey! Go away!”
The light moved faster, and the keening increased in frequency and tone.
“Oh, well, that worked,” I deadpanned.
“No one needs your sass,” Aunt Tillie said. “If I’m not mistaken, this is your fault.”
I pointed to my glassy-eyed cousins. “And that’s your fault. If they weren’t so … stoned … Bay might be able to talk to it.”
“Bay isn’t the only one who can talk to ghosts,” Aunt Tillie reminded me.
“So, talk to it.”
“Not until you adjust your tone, missy,” Aunt Tillie said. “I am not your slave.”
“Oh, good grief,” I grumbled. “We have to do something. This is going to totally ruin the whole weekend.”
“I know,” Aunt Tillie said, grinning. “I wish I had thought of this myself.”
“Aunt Tillie!”
She scowled. “Fine. There is one thing I can do.”
“Well, do it.”
Aunt Tillie widened her stance and spread her arms wide. I could feel magic being pulled to her core as it whipped past me. I had no idea where she was gathering it from, or how she was doing it without a circle – or something to anchor herself with. “Be gone!”
“Be gone? How is that going to work?” I pulled up short. The room had quieted, the only noise coming from the whimpering masses beneath the table. The light had also dissipated, although I had no idea for how long. “How did you do that?”
“I’m gifted.”
I turned to Bay, whose face was a blank slate. Thistle didn’t look much different. “We have to get them upstairs,” I said, keeping my voice low. “They’re going to be under attack, and they’re in no shape to deal with it.”
“They’re fine,” Aunt Tillie said, waving her hand dismissively.
I shook my head. “Since Thistle is your biggest fan right now, you and Marcus get her upstairs right now. I’ll handle Landon and Bay, and then I’ll come back for Sam.”
Aunt Tillie glanced under the table. “He looks like he’d be perfectly happy to sleep there.”
“Just … help me.”
“Fine,” Aunt Tillie said. “You’re such a worrier. That’s your worst quality. You know that, right?”
“Get them upstairs!”
 
“WHAT happened?”
It had taken work, but Marcus and I managed to get all of the guests to their rooms. Since they were decidedly drunk, we told them it was all part of the Hemlock Cove experience and not to worry. I’d taken the opportunity – when no one was looking, of course – to chant a small spell outside each bedroom to ensure sweet dreams. All of the guests were asleep once their heads hit the pillows.
I did the same for Sam. Even though he was aware of the existence of ghosts, he’d been terrified by the show. I had no idea how much of that was real, and how much of it was due to Aunt Tillie’s wine. I’d piled him into bed, wished him restful slumber, and left him in the bedroom alone.
There was a fire to put out on the main floor – and I was worried Aunt Tillie would be the one burned. Imagine my surprise when the only people left in the dining room were the Dragonfly’s proprietors.
“I’m not sure what happened, Dad,” I said.
“What was that?” Teddy asked.
I saw no sense in lying. “It was a ghost. I think. It’s a little more … scattered than the other ghosts I’ve seen, so I can’t be a hundred-percent sure.”
“Did you create it like you did last night?”
I sucked in a breath. It was time for some truth. “Technically, a real ghost appeared last night, too.”
“What?” Dad was incensed.
“Bay and Thistle created the initial light show,” I admitted. “Bay made the table dance a little, too. Somehow, though, we drew another ghost here. A real ghost.”
“And when were you going to tell us?”
I shrugged. “We were hoping to get rid of it before you knew,” I said. “We didn’t want you to freak out.”
“So, you lied?”
“We didn’t lie,” I said. “We just didn’t volunteer the truth.”
“Oh, well, that’s convenient,” Dad said. “Did your Aunt Tillie teach you that? Where is she, by the way? I have a feeling she had something to do with this.”
I bristled under the statement. “She didn’t have anything to do with the ghost,” I said. “We think … and I stress the word ‘think’ … that the ghost was already here. Bay and Landon have been doing some research.” I told them the story of Marian Lecter and her untimely passing. “The ghost was just attracted to the magic during the séance. It was an accident.”
“And we’re supposed to believe that this just happened at the same time Tillie showed up?”
I blew out a frustrated sigh. “She was here for a different reason.”
“And what reason is that?” Jack asked.
“I … she just wanted to check up on us.” Aunt Tillie wasn’t wrong when she said I was loyal. I wouldn’t throw her under the bus. No matter what.
“You’re lying,” Teddy said. “You always were the worst liar of the lot. I don’t know what you’re lying about, but you’re definitely lying now.”
“Hey, don’t talk to her that way,” Dad snapped.
Teddy took an involuntary step back. “I didn’t mean that. I don’t know why I said it.”
I did. “Why don’t you guys go up to bed,” I suggested. “I think everyone drank too much – and fought too much – tonight. We’re all on edge. We’ll talk about this in the morning.”
“What are you going to do?” Dad asked.
“I’m going to make sure everything is cleaned up,” I said, rolling up my sleeves.
“By yourself?”
“It’s fine,” I said. “It won’t take me very long. Everyone else is in bed, and you guys should join them.”
Dad looked unsure. “I don’t think … .”
“Just go,” I said, rubbing my forehead wearily. “Trust me. I could use the time alone to … decompress.”
 
I WORKED steadily, cleaning the dining room first and carrying all the dishes into the kitchen so I could wash them. I stacked everything in neat piles – just like my mother taught me – and then attacked a pile at a time.
After several minutes, I realized I wasn’t alone.
Dad had changed his clothes, and he was now dressed in flannel sleep pants and a T-shirt. He joined me wordlessly at the counter and started drying.
I broke the uncomfortable silence first. “I told you to go to bed.”
“I’m not tired,” Dad said.
“You should be. You drank enough wine to knock out three men twice your size.”
Dad chuckled. “There’s something about being accosted by a ghost to sober you up.”
“I guess.” I was so used to it, it didn’t even register anymore.
“I’m sorry about what Teddy said. He didn’t mean it. He’s not himself tonight. None of us were ourselves tonight.”
“I know.”
“I’m sorry about … everything.”
“I know.”
Dad stilled his hands, focusing on me. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“I don’t know what there is to talk about.”
“I think there’s a lot to talk about, Clove,” he said. “Do you want to start with why you’re so mad?”
“I’m not mad.”
“You’re mad,” he said, his voice gentle. “You have a right to be mad. We shouldn’t have left.”
“No, you shouldn’t have.”
“There are two sides to every story. You know that, right?”
“Of course there are,” I said. “It’s hard to listen to your side of the story when you’re trying to tell it while saying horrible things about another member of my family.”
Dad’s eyebrows flew up. “Who? Aunt Tillie?”
I nodded, plunging my hands deeper into the scorching water to search for errant silverware.
“You and your cousins say horrible things about her all the time,” Dad pointed out.
“That’s because we can,” I said. “She likes to mess with us. The truth is, we like to mess with her, too. She’s always been there for us.”
“I know.”
“You know, when we were in middle school, there was this girl named Gracie who was torturing Bay,” I said, my mind traveling back in time. “Bay can talk to ghosts. I don’t know if you know that, but she can. When we were kids, people thought she was the weird girl always talking to herself. It’s not like we could tell them the truth, so she just had to suck it up.
“Anyway, Gracie was … horrible to Bay,” I continued. “It didn’t matter how many times we beat her up – and we did beat her up – she just kept coming. It was like she took Bay’s very existence as some affront to nature.
“I think she knew, even then, that there was something different about Bay,” I said. “She knew there was something different about all of us. Bay never liked to cry in front of our mothers and Aunt Tillie. They didn’t like crying, and Bay always liked to pretend she was strong, even when she wasn’t. Do you know who she cried to?”
Dad pursed his lips. “Chief Terry.”
“He’s the one who sat and listened to Bay cry,” I said. “He listened to all of us, but Bay needed him more for some reason. He listened, and he hugged her, and he helped fix up a tree house so we had a place to hide and plot against Gracie.”
“We should have been there,” Dad said.
“Yes,” I said. “You wouldn’t have been able to fix the Gracie problem, though. Do you know who fixed it?”
“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me that Aunt Tillie fixed it.”
“She did,” I said. “She started … messing … with Gracie. Every time Gracie tortured Bay, something bad happened to Gracie. When she stuck gum in Bay’s hair, half of her hair fell out. When she told all the boys that Bay was a hermaphrodite, she grew a mustache.”
Dad snickered, even though the moment was serious.
“And it wasn’t just any mustache. It was like a full man’s mustache. Every time Gracie said something nasty to Bay, it grew. She’d wax it, and shave it, but it just kept growing – even in the middle of the day. Finally, she put two-and-two together and realized that it was karma paying her back and she finally stop terrorizing Bay.”
“Tillie has always been … difficult,” Dad said. “I have never once doubted that she loves you all, though. You should know, I didn’t leave because of you. I left because I loved you, and I loved your mother, but we just couldn’t all live together anymore. I thought I was making it easier for everyone, and I think Teddy and Jack felt the same way. The only ones we were making it easier on were ourselves. By the time we all realized that … it was too late.”
I lifted my eyes – finally – and met his tortured gaze. “It’s never too late. Everything in life takes work, though. You have to put in the work.”
Dad nodded. “I hope I’m up for the task.”
“Me, too.”
Dad walked me back to my bedroom, both of us pulling up short when we reached the top of the staircase and found Marcus leaning against the wall in the hallway.
“What’s going on?”
He pointed to the room. “Look.”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but I was feeling brave this evening for some reason. When I pushed open the door, the sight that greeted me was … adorable. Thistle was spread eagle on the bed, her arm raised over her head as she snored heavily. The spot next to her – Marcus’ spot – wasn’t empty. Aunt Tillie, curled on her side, was noisily slumbering next to Thistle.
“She must be exhausted,” I said, smiling.
“Where am I supposed to sleep?”
Dad smirked, never taking his eyes off Thistle and Aunt Tillie. “Crawl in there with them.”
“That’s like the worst threesome ever,” Marcus complained.
“There’s room on the other side of Thistle,” I said. “They won’t wake up until morning. I think you’ll be safe.”
Marcus sighed, resigned. “It’s a good thing I love her. If I didn’t, this is where I would draw the line.” He glanced at me. “If you ever tell anyone about this, I’ll never forgive you.”
“Your secret is safe with me.” Hey, it turned out I wasn’t such a bad liar after all – and I even took a few photographs with my cellphone as proof.



 
Nine
“Good morning.”
Sam’s face was happy when he rolled over and faced me the next morning. Despite the events of the previous evening, I felt as if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I felt … good. “Good morning.”
Sam wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me closer, brushing a light kiss against my forehead as he let consciousness wash over him. After a few moments, he bolted upright. “Holy crap!”
“It’s okay,” I soothed.
“What happened to the ghost?”
“Aunt Tillie sent it away.”
“For good?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“I … everything is so fuzzy.”
I cocked my head, sympathy rolling over me. “That’s because Aunt Tillie cursed the wine.”
Sam stilled. “She did? Is that why everyone was acting so funny?”
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s also the reason she was here. When she found out we were all staying here, she was going to steal the wine back.”
“But … you were okay,” Sam said. “I don’t remember a lot, but you were totally in control.”
“I didn’t drink the red wine.”
“Ah.” Sam ran his hand through his hair. “Did I do anything really embarrassing?”
I kissed his cheek. “You were fine. I think Thistle and Landon are going to be the only ones feeling the burn from last night this morning. Well, and maybe Uncle Jack. I was worried he and Landon were going to come to blows.”
“I kind of remember that,” Sam said.
“Well, the good news is, if you’re fuzzy – and you know what our lives are like – that should mean the guests will just figure they got really hammered and had a good time,” I said.
Sam smiled. “You’re always such an optimist.” He leaned in and gave me a sweet kiss.
“I should probably check on Thistle and Bay,” I said. “Oh, and Aunt Tillie.”
“Aunt Tillie? She stayed here last night?”
I smiled broadly and grabbed my phone off the nightstand. “Oh, yeah.”
Sam was grinning within seconds as he studied the photographs. “Can I get one of these framed?”
“Absolutely.”
 
“HE WAS trying to cop a feel.”
“He was not.”
“He was, too.”
“He was not.”
“Are you calling me a liar?”
I found Thistle and Aunt Tillie arguing in the hallway. “What’s going on?”
Thistle’s hair was a blue mess. It was standing on end, and the previous day’s eye makeup was smeared halfway down her cheeks. “Aunt Tillie … slept with us last night.”
“I know.”
“How do you know?”
“We found you up here sleeping together when we were done cleaning up,” I said. “I have pictures.”
“I’m going to beat you,” Thistle warned.
“I think you were both exhausted,” I said. “It’s not like it’s a big deal.”
“Aunt Tillie claims Marcus was trying to feel her up while we were sleeping,” Thistle said.
“He was,” Aunt Tillie said, her hands on her hips as she regarded Thistle with thinly-veiled ire. “I’m a hot piece of woman. You should take notes.”
“He was on the other side of me,” Thistle argued.
For his part, Marcus looked horrified. “I swear I wasn’t trying to feel you up. I was just snuggling with Thistle. I was half asleep. My hand slipped.”
“And did you like what you felt?” Aunt Tillie asked.
“Of course not,” Marcus said, oblivious. “I knew right away that it wasn’t Thistle. It was too … low.”
Aunt Tillie narrowed her eyes. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
Marcus was lost. “I’m so confused.”
“You’re fine,” Thistle said, patting his arm. “She’s just messing with you. Accidentally grabbing her boob was the most action she’s seen in decades.”
“You’re back on my list, girl.”
“When was I off your list?” Thistle challenged.
“You said I was a genius last night,” Aunt Tillie said.
“Oh, well, now I know you’re lying,” Thistle said, looking to me for support.
I tried to wipe the rueful look off my face – and failed. “You did say it.”
“Well, that’s just … .”
“The wine was cursed,” I said, putting Thistle out of her misery.
“What?” Thistle pondered my statement for a second and then swiveled her shoulders. “You.”
The door to Bay and Landon’s room swung open.
“Why is everyone yelling?”
Bay didn’t look any better than Thistle.
“Marcus grabbed my boob in bed this morning,” Aunt Tillie announced.
“It was an accident!” Marcus’ face was so red I was worried he was going to pass out.
Landon appeared in the doorway behind Bay. “My head feels like it’s going to explode.”
“It’s because you had too much wine,” I said. “It was cursed.”
“It was cursed?” Bay’s face reflected a myriad of emotions, last night’s events slowly falling into place. “Aunt Tillie.”
“She was trying to steal the wine back,” I said. “That’s what she was doing here.”
“I’m going to kill you,” Thistle warned.
“Don’t say things like that to me,” Aunt Tillie warned. “I’ll make you sorry.”
“I’m already sorry,” Thistle said. “I slept in a bed with my boyfriend and you last night. How can my life get any worse?”
“Well, we still have a ghost to deal with,” I said.
Bay rubbed the side of her face. “Oh, right. I forgot about that. I was hoping it was a dream.”
“Nope.”
Landon rested his chin on Bay’s shoulder, his long hair tousled from a restless night. “Is it too much to hope that my fight with Jack was a dream?”
“That was real, too,” I said. “That was because of the wine.”
Landon scorched Aunt Tillie with a look. “Are you happy?”
“I’m not unhappy,” Aunt Tillie said. “I had fun. I got a good night’s sleep. Oh, and Marcus felt me up this morning. Thistle should be worried. It’s going to be a good day.”
She started moving toward the stairs.
“What do you think they’re serving for breakfast?”
 
“I’M GLAD you slept so well, Tillie,” Dad said, fixing her with a tight smile.
“The bed was very comfortable,” Aunt Tillie said, digging into her eggs and hash browns with gusto. “Thistle snores like a sailor, but I barely noticed. Calvin snored, too. It was like going back in time.”
“Thanks,” Thistle said, shoveling a forkful of potatoes into her mouth.
“I even got felt up,” Aunt Tillie said, her eyes sparkling.
Dad gulped and then turned to me. “How did you sleep?”
“Surprisingly well.”
“I slept great,” Clara said. “I can’t believe how fun last night was.”
Dad balked. “Fun?”
“You guys put on a great show,” Chet said. “I’m going to be recommending this place to everyone I know. It’s amazing.”
“While I thought the theatrics were a bit much, I still think this is an outrageous experience,” Jim said. “It’s nice to have something different.”
Dad relaxed, if only marginally. “Well … we aim to please.”
“We do,” Teddy enthused.
Landon and Jack were busy staring at their plates, each refusing to make eye contact with the other.
“I think you should probably take red wine off the menu,” Bay said pointedly, placing her hand over Landon’s. “I think everyone might have imbibed a little too much.”
“Yeah,” Landon said, his voice hoarse. “I know I did.”
Jack sighed. “You’re not the only one.”
I bit my lower lip to keep from laughing. They were both stubborn, but the immediate storm had passed. “So, what time is everyone leaving today?”
“Three,” Dad said. “I thought we might come up with a fun activity for everyone to do before they leave. Any ideas?”
“Let’s have another séance,” Clara suggested.
“No.” Most of the men in the room had answered at the same time.
“How about some horseback riding?” Marcus suggested. “I can organize a nice outing.”
“Oh, that sounds fun,” Clara said.
The other guests nodded.
“I haven’t been on a horse in years,” Chet said.
“There are a lot of different horses to choose from,” Marcus said. “They’re all very gentle, and they know the trails.”
“Can we?” Clara asked, her eyes sparkling.
“Of course,” Jack said. “We want this to be a great experience for everyone. Horseback riding it is.”
 
“OKAY, all the guests left with Marcus,” Dad said, fixing everyone who remained with a pointed look as his gaze bounced around the room. “What are we going to do about the ghost?”
“We need to eviscerate it,” Teddy said. “It can’t stay. A fake ghost is one thing. A real ghost is a mess.”
“How do you suggest we eviscerate it?” Thistle asked. She’d showered after breakfast, and she looked like a human being again, but she was still crabby.
“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “Start it on fire or something.”
“You can’t start a ghost on fire,” Bay said wearily. “We’re in a tough spot here. This isn’t a normal ghost.”
“Can you expand on that?” Jack asked.
“A normal ghost is … fully formed,” Bay explained. “Most ghosts remain because their soul attaches to some sort of trauma. If it is Marian Lecter – and we have no reason to believe it’s not – then there’s something unsettled about her death.”
“I ran down her kids,” Landon said. “They’re both alive. They both married, and as far as I can tell, they both had happy lives. They were never arrested for anything. They had children. They even have some grandchildren now.”
“Maybe she’s haunted because she thinks no one knows her husband killed her,” Jack said.
“Ghosts usually know the circumstances behind their deaths,” Bay replied. “It’s the last thing they remember, even if they try to forget the memory.”
“The little ghost from the boat didn’t,” Landon pointed out.
“Erika was a special case,” Bay said. “She was a child. She couldn’t grasp the concept of death. She knew she fell asleep, and a certain part of her knew she never woke up. She still didn’t understand time … or vengeance.”
“Who is Erika?” Jack asked.
Bay told the story. When she was done, Jack turned to Landon, surprised. “And you saw her?”
Landon faltered. “I’m not sure.”
“Bay said that the ghost appeared to you and told you she was in trouble,” Jack said. “That’s how you knew to go to her. I didn’t know you could see ghosts.”
“I can’t,” Landon said.
“But … .”
“We don’t know how Landon could see Erika,” Bay said, rubbing the back of his neck thoughtfully. “We just know that, because he could, he saved our lives.”
“I know,” Jack said. “Erika was smart enough to go to the one person she knew who could save you all. She willed Landon to see her, for which I will be forever grateful.”
Landon’s cheeks flushed with color. “It wasn’t a big deal.”
“Saving their lives wasn’t a big deal?” Jack challenged. “Saving my daughter’s life wasn’t a big deal? Saving all those children wasn’t a big deal?”
“No,” Aunt Tillie said. “I save their lives all the time. It’s an everyday occurrence. No one wants to give me a medal.”
Landon smirked, relieved by the interruption. “I did what had to be done,” he said. “I don’t question it. I’ve learned not to question a lot of things since I met Bay.”
“I guess you have,” Jack said, his expression thoughtful. “I’m still thankful.”
“I … it’s nothing,” Landon said. “It’s not like I could leave them there.”
“No,” Jack said. “You’re not the type who leaves.”
“He left once,” Aunt Tillie interjected.
Landon scowled. “Thank you for that.”
Aunt Tillie shrugged. “We have to go with the assumption that the ghost is Marian Lecter. She’s our best option.”
“I still don’t understand why she’s not fully formed,” Bay said. “I’ve never seen a … wisp … this powerful.”
“What’s a wisp?” Teddy asked.
“It’s like a fragment of a ghost,” Thistle said. “It’s like Marian’s soul was shattered when she died, and only a part of it remains.”
“Maybe the fragment is looking for the rest of the soul to join with,” Jack said.
“Maybe,” Bay said. “I don’t know how to fix that, though.”
“Of course you do,” Aunt Tillie scoffed. “You fix it the only way you know how.”
Bay arched an eyebrow. “And how is that?”
“With knowledge.”
We all sighed in unison. “You want to have another séance, don’t you?” I asked.
“Do you see another option?” Aunt Tillie asked. “All we have to do is call the wisp and then reunite it with the rest of her soul.”
“And how do we do that?” Jack asked.
“Magic,” Landon said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It always comes back to magic. I think I need another drink.”



 
Ten
“Are we sure this is where her body was found?”
Landon glanced around dubiously. “I don’t know,” he said. “From the description in the case file, this is my best guess.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Aunt Tillie said. “Even if her body was found here, that doesn’t mean this is where she died.”
“She has a point,” Landon said. “Forensics wasn’t the same back then. Her body could have been dragged. For all we know, she could have been killed in the inn.”
“That doesn’t matter either,” Aunt Tillie said. “Most of that inn has been refurbished, or just outright replaced. There’s no anchor there. This is as good a place as any.”
“Why are you so excited about this?” I asked.
“I like a good séance,” Aunt Tillie replied. “They’re a good way to clear the channels.”
“What channels?” Dad asked.
Aunt Tillie flicked his forehead. “The ones in there, moron.”
“You’re always a joy to have around,” Dad said, rubbing the spot between his eyebrows.
“I know.”
“That wasn’t a compliment,” Dad said.
“I guess that depends on where you’re standing,” Aunt Tillie said. “Light the candles.”
We were all used to Aunt Tillie – and her enthusiasm – so we did as we were told, building a circle of candles and lighting them with a snap of our fingers.
“That was amazing,” Dad said, breathing hard.
“We just lit some candles,” I said.
“But … you did it without matches, or a lighter.”
I patted his arm. “We’re known to take a few shortcuts from time to time.”
“What should we expect?” Teddy asked. “Will the ghost … or wisp … try to kill us?”
“It’s not interested in murder,” I said. “It’s just … lost.”
“Define lost,” Jack said.
“Haven’t you ever just felt like you belong somewhere?” Bay asked. “Haven’t you ever had a moment where you knew you were found?”
Jack shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
“Then you haven’t had it,” Bay said. “It can come from an unlikely place.” She glanced at Landon. “The simple act of resting your head on someone’s shoulder can make you feel it.”
“Or running your fingers through someone’s hair,” Thistle said.
“Or when someone smiles at you,” I said, glancing at Sam and basking in the grin he sent my way. “It just happens.”
“And Marian needs to be found?” Dad asked.
“She needs to be restored,” I corrected. “She’s fragmented.”
“So, what happens when you call her?” Teddy asked.
“Hopefully, she’ll be able to communicate with either Bay or Aunt Tillie,” I said. “The circle should bolster her power and make the wisp strong enough to give voice to its thoughts. Thistle and I can usually hear a ghost once Bay registers its presence. Sometimes we can even see them, although it’s rare.”
“And if it doesn’t communicate?”
“Then we’ll have to figure something else out,” I said.
“If this doesn’t work, I’m done,” Aunt Tillie said. “I already missed Jimmy Fallon last night. I’m not missing The Walking Dead tonight.”
I scowled. “Thank you for the encouragement.”
Aunt Tillie was nonplussed. “Let’s get this show on the road.” She extended her hands, Bay and Thistle joining with her – and then me – and focused on the center of the circle. “We call upon the powers of the West. Let us help this spirit on her quest.”
“We call upon the powers of the North,” Thistle intoned. “Let us help this spirit go forth.”
“We call upon the powers of the East,” I said, ignoring the wind as it picked up. “Let us release the overpowering beast.”
Bay pressed her eyes shut. “We call upon the powers of the South,” she said. “Give form. Give solace. Give words to her mouth.”
I arched an eyebrow in Bay’s direction.
“What? I didn’t have time to come up with a good rhyme,” Bay complained. “It’s harder than it sounds.”
“You did fine, baby,” Landon said, scanning the area as the leaves started to rustle. “Just concentrate. I’ve got your back.”
“We all do,” Jack said, moving to the spot next to Landon so they could protect Bay’s vulnerable figure together. “We’re right here.”
It was almost summer, but the leaves on the ground from the previous fall were still present. They started to cycle, taking form in the middle of our circle. They whipped – and whipped – and whipped. The cyclone before us had enough power to toss our hair, but not weaken our resolve.
Bay spoke first. “Marian?”
I detected a hitch in the cyclone. It didn’t last, but it was there. “You made contact.”
Bay nodded. “Marian, we’re not here to hurt you. We want to help. Please, let us help. Talk to us.”
The cyclone continued spinning.
“We want to know how you died,” Thistle said. “We want to put you to rest.”
No change.
“Hey, some of us have television to watch tonight,” Aunt Tillie said. “You’re starting to bore me. Daryl needs me.”
We all shot her angry looks.
“What? It’s a big deal,” Aunt Tillie said. “If Daryl dies, I’m going to start a riot.”
I bit my tongue. She was helping with the spell, but her heart wasn’t really in it. I decided to take a different tactic. “Do you want to know about your children, Marian?”
The cyclone decreased its pace.
“They grew up, you know?” I said, looking to Landon for help. “They were happy. They got married. They had children of their own.”
Landon stepped forward, unsure. He could see the cyclone, but he obviously had no idea if he was helping. “Ava married a soldier,” he said. “He was career military, and he retired last year. They live in Georgia. They had two children. A boy and a girl. Their names are Marian and Scott.”
I nodded encouragingly.
“Raymond married a nurse,” Landon continued. “They live in Florida. They had three children. Two girls and a boy. Dylan is going to college soon. Alice and Madison are both in high school. They’re happy.”
The cyclone stilled some more, and then it spoke. “What about Will?”
I looked to Landon.
“Will is gone,” Landon said, uncertain. “He was convicted of your murder, and he spent thirty years in prison before he died of cancer.”
The cyclone started howling.
Bay furrowed her brow, considering. “Did Will kill you?”
The cyclone wailed.
“We can’t understand you,” Bay said, her voice even. “If you want us to understand, you have to take form. We can help. I promise. Just … please … take form.”
The leaves exploded, causing everyone to duck for cover. We never let go of each other’s hands, and when the dust settled, there was an ethereal form where the cyclone used to be. She was blonde, at least I think she was blonde. The green tint to the mist made it hard to tell, but that was my best guess. Her bone structure was angular and defined, but her face was tortured. Her mouth worked, but no sound would come out.
We waited.
We finally heard noise. It was low, but it was clear. “It wasn’t Will.”
Landon moved closer to Bay. He didn’t touch her, but he was interested. “What happened?”
“We were on vacation,” Marian said.
“Witnesses said you had a nice dinner,” Landon said. “They said you and Will seemed happy. They said there were no signs of unrest.”
“We were happy,” Marian said. “We were … content. We had forever in front of us, and happiness around us.”
“What do you remember?” I asked.
“I had to go to the bathroom,” Marian said. “Will was asleep. The bedrooms didn’t have individual bathrooms then. That’s different now. They were at the end of the hall. When I left the room, Will was asleep.”
“Where were the children?” Landon asked, his hand resting against Bay’s hip.
“They were in the adjacent room,” Marian said. “They looked like angels in the moonlight. They were happy. There was a fair in town that day. They had a good time. I checked on them. They were just so … beautiful.”
We all waited.
“That was the last time I ever saw them,” Marian said. “My last memory of them is … wonderful.”
Landon, ever the investigator, had to press. “What do you remember next?”
“I went down to the bathroom,” Marian said. “Nothing strange happened there. I was on my way back to the room when I heard a noise. People were arguing downstairs. I shouldn’t have gone. I know that now. I should have climbed back into bed with Will and ignored the fight, but it sounded like someone was crying.
“I went to the top of the stairs,” Marian continued. “I followed the voices. It was Dick and Sue.”
I wrinkled my forehead, searching my memory.
“Dick and Sue Warner?” Landon pressed.
“They were the owners,” Marian said. “They were so nice when we arrived. I know now that it was an act.”
“What were they doing?” Landon asked.
“They were fighting,” Marian said. “Sue was crying. She said Dick was a … .”
“Dick?” Aunt Tillie supplied.
Marian nodded. “They fought for a long time. Sue said he was going to get caught, and she couldn’t take it anymore. She said she wouldn’t risk the inn for his … compulsions.”
“What compulsions?” Landon asked.
“He gambled.”
Landon nodded.
“He was in debt,” Marian said. “The inn was in danger.”
“Then what happened?”
“I hid at the top of the stairwell,” Marian said. “I didn’t want them to hear me. He hit her. I covered my mouth so he wouldn’t hear me, but I didn’t walk away. I should have walked away.”
“It’s not your fault,” I soothed. “You couldn’t have known what would happen. You were on vacation.”
“I made a noise,” Marian said. “Sue ran from her husband. I was going to go back to my room, but it was like I was frozen. He found me on the top of the stairs. He followed the noise.”
“He strangled you, didn’t he?” Landon asked, trying to ease her story burden.
Marian nodded. “It didn’t take long. I remember … I remember trying to scream, but no noise would come out. My last thought was of Will. I wondered what he would think when he woke up and I wasn’t there.”
“Did Dick kill you in the inn?” Landon asked.
Marian nodded.
“Do you remember anything about this place?”
Marian shook her head. “Should I?”
“This was where your body was found,” Landon said.
“And Will was convicted of my murder,” Marian finished.
“What happened to Will wasn’t fair,” Landon said. “I can’t make excuses. He’s gone. He’s moved on.”
“You need to move on, too,” Bay said.
“I can’t,” Marian said. “I need … justice.”
‘There’s no justice left to get,” Landon said. “Dick and Sue died twenty years ago. They’re not here.”
“He got away with it,” Marian said, her face pinched with concentration. “He murdered me, and he got away with it.”
“He didn’t get away with it,” I interjected. “He may have, at the time, but karma caught up with him. It always does. If you do good in this world, it will come back to you. He died a hard death. He had cancer, too. He fought, because he was desperate to survive, but all his efforts were in vain. Karma came for him.”
Marian focused on me. “Then why am I still here?”
“Only part of you is,” I said. “The other part of you has moved on. The other part of you is … .”
“With Will,” Bay finished. “He’s waiting for you.”
Marian looked hopeful. “Do you think he’s really waiting for me?”
“I know he is,” I said. “He loved you. He would never have hurt you. He’s waiting for you.”
Marian was conflicted. “Do you promise?”
I was unsure how to answer, so I went with my gut instinct. “When you love someone, they’re always waiting for you. Love transcends everything – even death.”
“I’m tired of being here,” Marian admitted. “I’m tired of … hating.”
“So, don’t hate,” I said. “There’s no one left here to hate. They’ve already been dealt with. You can’t go back in time. It’s impossible.”
“You can go forward, though,” Bay said. “There’s nothing left for you here. Go to Will. Wait for your children. Find … peace.”
“How do I leave?”
Bay shrugged. “I don’t know. You just have to … .”
“Let go,” I finished.
Marian smiled. “Do you really think it will be better … over there?”
“I think he’s just over that ridge,” I said, pointing. “Find him. Love him. Revel in a reunion that’s been decades in the making. Find happiness.”
Marian nodded. “Thank you.”
On either side of me, Thistle and Bay clasped my hands tightly.
“We call upon the power of the four winds,” I said. “Go with honor. Go with peace. Go with the knowledge that we will never forget you, and your story will never be forgotten.”
The leaves started churning again.
“Clove?” Sam was worried, and he was behind me, his hand on my back.
“She’s leaving,” I said.
“Are you sure?”
The leaves exploded, knocking everyone to the ground with the force of abandoned vengeance – and longing. “I’m sure.”
“Holy crap,” Dad said, laughing. “That was … amazing.”
It wasn’t the best of all worlds, but it was the best of Marian’s world. Life moves on. Ghosts find peace. And witches?
“I’m hungry,” Aunt Tillie announced. “I need some food before The Walking Dead. Come on.” She snapped her fingers. “Someone needs to give me some chocolate cake.”
Well, witches find their own form of happiness. Hey, chocolate cake does sound good.
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