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      Hello dear reader! If you are thinking about reading this book, there are a few things you should know. While not set at Christmas, this is A Christmas Carol retelling, and the main character is, well, a Scrooge. She’s rough around the edges, a bit unlikable, and definitely has a few lessons to learn and a big redemption arc that she’s gotta earn. While there’s nothing gratuitous in this book, I just want to make sure readers go in understanding that Emerson is not the nicest person and has no issues being a brat. The good thing is, she does learn her lesson and there is a happy ending! But if unlikable heroes aren’t your thing, you might want to skip out on this book and instead, read the rest of my Wishing For a Magical Midlife series, which features a very likable protagonist who doesn’t do morally questionable things. If you love A Christmas Carol, a snarky heroine, and big redemption arcs, then this book is for you, and I hope you enjoy. Welcome to Whispering Willows and happy reading!

      Tee
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      A bass boomed to the sound of some overplayed pop song, vibrating the aluminum chairs where I sat and watched as Haley Babcock leaned against the railing in the lower level of the packed stadium. The crowd roared as the LA Tornadoes offense took the field. Instead of keeping her gaze on the Tornadoes, she was basically eye-tapping my boyfriend, who stood right next to her. Gary Kim. Tall, dark, handsome, and a coworker at Witch Inc., the company that employed all of us. The reason why we were here today. On assignment. Haley’s assignment, specifically, but I was incognito. Gary was here for backup, in case anything went wrong with the spell. Haley finally tore her gaze away from Gary, and I rolled my eyes and focused back onto the field, waiting for the magic to happen. Literally.

      The Tornadoes quarterback took a few steps backward, football raised in the air as he readied himself to launch it to one of his wide receivers. It was supposed to be a perfect Hail Mary, the ball sailing through the air just like Haley had spelled it to, the receiver catching it and running it back for a touchdown, and then everything that could wrong for the other team, the Washington Gators, would go wrong. Dropped balls, missed catches, fumbles, and whatever other football-y things there were that could happen. I wasn’t sure. I fell asleep halfway through Haley’s presentation on the whole thing.

      Either way, it didn’t matter what was supposed to happen. Little Miss Perfect Haley Babcock, the Haley Babcock who was currently hitting on my boyfriend, the Haley Babcock who hated me for no reason I could understand, wasn’t going to like what was coming in three . . . two . . . one. The ball left the Tornadoes quarterback’s hand, and a Gator defender batted it from the air, right into the arms of another defender, who ran the football in for a touchdown. The stadium roared for the Gators. I rubbed my hands, trying to hold in my squeals as I shoved the ball cap further down my head and waited for all hell to break loose.

      Below, the Tornadoes coach was going ballistic, and I could see the way he was looking up into the stadium, searching for Haley, wondering what in the hell just happened. After all, the Tornadoes organization paid a lot of money to guarantee a win and a playoff spot, which hadn’t happened for their team in over thirty years. The organization was getting desperate. Usually people had to be pretty desperate to hire us, to do enough digging to even find out about our existence. So they paid us a boatload of money, and we created spells that would help them lie, cheat, bamboozle their way into whatever they wanted.

      Except Haley’s spell had just failed. Or well, I’d sabotaged it. Potato, potahto. Now, there was no way Haley would be getting any kind of promotion—and I’d sail into the senior position with no problems. She might even get fired for this. The thought made me giddy.

      Below, Haley had started hyperventilating into a paper bag, eyes wide, breaths coming in short spurts while Gary tried to calm her, patting her back, rubbing it. I wanted to march down there and wrench Haley away from him, but Haley wasn’t going to be a problem after this, so I sunk further into my seat and pretended I was just another fan here to watch a game. On the field, the Tornadoes coach was screaming at his team on the sidelines, no doubt in complete panic over what had happened. The tide had turned, the momentum in the other team’s favor, and that didn’t bode well for outcome of the game.

      “Uh, Emerson, what are you doing up here?”

      Fitz stood on the opposite side of the bleachers and did the awkward “excuse me” to everyone in the row as she balanced her way past them to where I was sitting. She plopped into an empty seat next to me. I was up in the nosebleeds, so there were more empty than not-empty seats available.

      “Um,” I said nervously, fidgeting with my hands. Crap. I hadn’t counted on being spotted. “Well . . .” My brain scrambled for an answer to Fitz’s question. She hated Haley as much as I did, but as the company psychologist, Fitz would never approve of what I’d just done.

      “Oh, Emerson, no,” Fitz said in a disappointed tone as she crossed her legs beneath her bottom. I had no idea how she did that in these tiny stadium seats, but the woman was flexible. She did yoga in her office every morning to start the day and tried to convince me to join, but I just did not bend that way, not at the ripe age of almost-forty. It didn’t matter that Fitz was forty-five. I contended that at this age, being able to bend over backwards so your body looked like a literal rainbow was not natural. But Fitz tended to defy the norms.

      My stomach twisted at Fitz’s words. Oh god. She knew. She knew that I’d just sabotaged Haley’s spell. I was found out. Done for. It didn’t matter that she was my friend; it was her moral duty to report me.

      I followed her gaze to Gary as the wind tousled his messy black hair and ruffled the sleeveless shirt that showed off his toned muscles. My chest tightened.

      “Seriously, Emerson? You’re checking up on Gary?”

      Oh. Oh, I could work with this. I looked down, twisted my hands together. “Um . . .” It was all I had to say for Fitz to launch into a lecture.

      “You should trust your boyfriend. So what if he was assigned to this case with Haley? That wasn’t his choice—you know Brian is the one who chooses the assignments. Really, I thought you were better than this. You shouldn’t be in a relationship if you can’t even trust your boyfriend.” She took a deep breath, her dark skin flawless and glowing in the sunlight, while my pale skin was no doubt blotchy and red by now from the searing sun.

      “You’re right, Fitz,” I said. “I should trust Gary. I just had a bad feeling about this whole thing, and you know, I was right. I saw Haley stroking his arm earlier in the game. Who does that? Who strokes a taken man’s arm like that?”

      Fitz sighed. “Who cares? Maybe you can’t trust Haley, but you can trust Gary. He loves you, Emerson. He’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      I snorted. That may be true, but Haley would do everything in her power to destroy me. “Well, I do trust Gary. It’s her I don’t trust. You know she doesn’t like me.”

      Fitz propped her feet up on the chair in front of her while the football game continued to play out on the field below. “You know her and Gary have a long history. They dated for years before you came to our department, caught Gary’s eyes. I mean he broke up with Haley and weeks later started dating you.”

      I glared at Fitz, and she held up her hands. “I’m not saying any of that excuses Haley’s behavior. It doesn’t. I’m just saying, she adored Gary. He was her entire world, and then you sashayed in and Gary fell for you.”

      I bristled in my seat. “I suppose that makes sense.”

      I’d worked at Witch Inc. for ten years, but I’d only transferred to this department in the last year. Before I became a Spell Caster, I’d been working behind the scenes, in the department that was responsible for scoping out clients, recruiting, interviewing clients, making them sign spell-binding contracts that would keep our deals completely secret. But I’d dreamed of being a Spell Caster, one of the elite in the company responsible for creating the spells clients so desperately wanted. And a year ago, another witch had a mental breakdown after she cast a spell that helped a certain big-time politician’s affair get buried in the news, and he ended up getting elected, beating his wholesome opponent. She left the company, opening up a spot that I interviewed for. I got the job, and that’s when I met Haley and Gary and Fitz. It wasn’t my fault that Gary broke up with Haley. It’s not like he’d cheated on her. I would never condone that. He broke up with her, and then we started talking, and, well, one thing led to another.

      Now I had the perfect job, the perfect boyfriend, and soon, I’d get that promotion that would allow me to rise to the top of this company. My life was perfect.

      “. . . and besides, don’t you have some big date tonight?” Fitz was saying.

      I realized I’d been zoning her out. “Oh, date, yes!”

      Gary told me he wanted take me on some romantic getaway he’d planned for my fortieth birthday, and he said he had a big surprise in store.

      Below the game was ending, the teams filing into their tunnels, and Haley and Gary had disappeared. No doubt Haley had to go face the Tornadoes coach, the team’s owner, and explain exactly why her spell had failed.

      “Do you think he’s going to propose?” Fitz asked.

      I stared down at my empty ring finger, wiggling it. A diamond would be a good look on me. So would the name: Mrs. Emerson Kim.

      “I think so,” I said. “I mean, what else could it be?”

      Fitz nodded, her box braids hanging down past her shoulders, almost to her waist. “He’s definitely proposing. And how do you feel about that?”

      I shook my finger at her. “Oh no. Don’t you dare try to psychoanalyze me. I’m not one of your patients.”

      Despite how much she’d tried to get me into a seat in her office, I’d never scheduled an appointment with Fitz. I didn’t need it. Her job was to keep the witches in this department mentally fit, able to do a hard job that sometimes was morally and ethically questionable. In other words, she helped people keep from having mental breakdowns due to the stress of the job. I had no moral qualms about what I did. I mean, if I didn’t cast these spells, someone else would.

      Fitz’s phone dinged. “Oh, no. I’m needed.” She stood, shaking her head, so her braids flipped over her shoulder. “Haley is having a breakdown.”

      “Oh no.” I did my best to muster a sympathetic voice. “Better go attend to that.”

      Fitz gave me a look. “Enjoy your night with Gary, and text me every little detail.”

      I leaned back, crossing my arms and staring at the empty field. Let’s face it: forty was going to be my best year yet.
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      Gary hummed as he tapped on the steering wheel, in time with the song playing from the radio. After my eventful morning at the stadium, I’d rushed home to shower, do my hair and makeup, and wait for Gary to pick me up for our romantic weekend getaway. I stared at my manicured nails, trying to imagine what a sparkling diamond ring would look like on my ring finger.

      Gary’s phone rang, and he answered, our boss’s voice filling the car. “What in the hell happened, Gary? I mean, what in the hell happened? Haley is inconsolable, can’t get a word out of her. She’s losing it, on the verge of a breakdown.”

      I hid my smile. Operation Get Promotion was on its way to becoming a giant success.

      Gary gave me a look and swallowed. “Yeah, boss, uh, we still aren’t sure what went wrong with the spell. Haley’s memory of creating it is foggy. She swears she got all the ingredients right, but she can’t actually remember putting them in the cauldron, using her wand, handing the spelled football over to the Tornadoes.” Gary sighed heavily. “I had as much trouble getting answers out of her as you’re having.”

      I looked out the window. I might’ve had something to do with that, slipping a little forgetful potion in Haley’s coffee this morning that I’d cooked up yesterday. Just to really put a nail into her figurative coffin. Palm trees lined one side of the car, the ocean spreading out on the other side as we escaped LA and drove up the 1. Gary wouldn’t tell me exactly where we were going, but I hoped it was up to Santa Barbara. I loved it up there—such a relaxed and chill vibe compared to the busyness of LA.

      “Jesus,” our boss said. “This is serious. And Haley won’t respond to me. You’re the one that knows her best out of everyone at this company, so maybe make some time to have a talk with her?”

      Gary nodded, and my stomach clenched. No. No, everything was perfect. I didn’t have to worry about Haley anymore. After tonight, I’d be engaged and on my way to a senior position at Witch Inc.

      Gary continued his conversation with our boss, the discussion pivoting to an upcoming assignment Gary had that involved some mafia boss and a spell to defeat his mafia rival.

      I reached into my purse and pulled out my phone, deciding to send a quick text to Aunt Kathy. I hadn’t heard from her in a few days, which wasn’t unusual. She spent so much of her time traveling the world, staying in the most luxurious resorts and eating at Michelin-star restaurants. Right now, she was on some last-minute trip with Husband Number Four. At seventy years old, my aunt knew how to live her best life.

      Aunt Kathy helped me to start living mine, inspired me to drop out of high school and run away from home, to follow in her footsteps. Well, not her exact footsteps. While Aunt Kathy made her fortune by marrying and divorcing rich older men, I made mine by climbing that corporate ladder.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emerson

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Aunt Kathy, how’s Italy? Bring back a bottle of wine, and I’ll make some antipasto that we can share while you tell me all about your trip. Love you xoxoxo

      

      

      

      

      

      I owed her a lot more than antipasto. If it weren’t for Aunt Kathy, I wouldn’t be where I was today: an amazing job at Witch Inc., a hot boyfriend, a promotion on the horizon, everything I could want. I might not have been born into this rich lifestyle that seemed to come to everyone at Witch Inc., so naturally, but I had an aunt who taught me the ropes, taught me how to fit in. It was the greatest gift she could’ve given me.

      Gary ended the call with our boss and grabbed my hand, pressing it to his lips as the sun sank lower in the sky.

      A little less than an hour later, the car arrived at a rocky path that wound through a sparse forest, nothing like the green hills surrounding Witch Inc. Headquarters. The skinny trees reminded me of Fitz, willowy dancers swaying in the wind. Unlike the office campus, which was bursting with the colors of fall, these leaves had already fallen and littered the ground. I tried not to think about death, but the bare trees, the brown leaves, the stillness of this place—it stunk of it.

      I shot a quizzical glance at Gary. “Well, this is . . . um, are we in the wrong place?”

      Gary checked his phone, then looked back up. “No, this is the right address. At least, it’s the one Haley sent me.”

      “Haley?” I asked, an edge to my voice.

      “Yeah, she said she could hook us up with a great little inn to stay at, really romantic, she said.”

      My mouth dropped open. “And you believed her?”

      He lay a hand on my knee. “Let’s just give this place a shot, schnookums.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the term of endearment, not my favorite, but you know, I could forgive a few little pet peeves. My gaze strayed back to the inn sitting in front of us.

      Paint chipped from the exterior of the two-story, white house in various places, jagged holes in the windows, and shingles were missing from the roof. A large porch stretched around the front, and red eyes peered out from underneath it. Leaves covered the yard, thick like they could be hiding something. Overgrown bushes dotted the grounds of the property. There must’ve been so many places to get lost in this house, dark corners for dark deeds. For the first time that night, I started regretting agreeing to come here with Gary. Maybe the outside just needed a little updating? You know, don’t judge a book by its cover. But who were we kidding? Of course I judged books by their covers. Well, I didn’t read books, but I judged everything else by its cover. I couldn’t get engaged here. How would the pictures look?

      “Um . . . do you have your rabies shot because I think there’s some rabid animals living underneath the house.” I pointed, picturing squirrels and raccoons foaming at the mouth, and shuddered.

      Gary just laughed. “You’re so funny sometimes.”

      I wasn’t joking, but okay.

      “C’mon, let’s check out the property.” Gary got out of the car, and I hesitated before stepping out. The sky above darkened, and a chilly breeze uncharacteristic of Southern California swept through the air. This place gave off some very bad vibes.

      “Gary, I really think we should go.”

      He roped an arm around me. “Don’t be silly. Hey, why don’t I go check out the area? See if maybe there might be a romantic moonlit hike we could take tonight?”

      I stared at him like he was crazy. I was not hiking anywhere in these woods tonight, especially not in these heels. Still, Gary looked so eager and happy, I couldn’t shoot his idea down. I’d distract him later, and once he saw the lingerie I packed, he’d forget all about some silly hike in what I was increasingly sure was a haunted forest.

      “Okay, sure,” I said, glancing back toward the house.

      “Go on and get us checked in.” Gary winked at me. “I’ll check out the property and get the bags.”

      I gulped and turned to protest, but when I did, Gary had disappeared, a rustling of leaves following in his wake. Awesome. I tromped up to the house, leaves sticking in my heels. I shook my foot in frustration, staring up at the inn and wondering what, exactly, I’d gotten myself into.
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      The air in the house was stale and rank, like old cheese and milk left too long in the fridge. Like no one had breathed it in for years. Slivers of the sinking sun illuminated cobwebs stretched across the corners of walls and the sharp outlines of furniture in the massive parlor room to the left, chipped tea cups and a cracked kettle sitting on the little coffee table like it was waiting for someone to come and partake.

      This couldn’t be right. There was no way a legitimate business operated out of this house, and if one did, I was going to have it shut down immediately. Still, I had a feeling if I didn’t fully scope out the house, Gary would have something to say about it.

      “Hello?” I called out, then turned on the flashlight on my phone. “Anyone home? We’re here to check in.”

      A noise skittered above me, and I arched my neck, looking up. Then I huffed out a breath and looked at the wooden stairs with the broken railing that had to be some kind of safety violation.

      I shook my head. The things I did for love. I tiptoed up the stairs like I was scared someone—or something—might hear me.

      The waning sun slowly disappeared as I got to the dark, musty upstairs with no windows. Dusty black and white pictures hung on the walls. I shined a light on each of them. They all featured different families standing outside this home. None smiling. Each unsmiling face made me wonder if all these people lived and died here. The thought urged me to run out of the house as fast as my legs would carry me. Still, I had to investigate so Gary would take me seriously when I told him this place was not legit and Haley was definitely trying to sabotage me yet again.

      I crept across the grumbling floorboards, breath held, staying as quiet as I could. My heart might burst out of my chest, and I was sweating more than ever before in my life. Great. Hopefully I could freshen up before Gary came inside. Ugh, why did I agree to this again? Right, the engagement. I’d tell Gary I went through the entire house and there was nothing here. He’d thank me for trying, and then I’d suggest we find the nearest Ritz and book their nicest room. Hello, jet tub and champagne on ice.

      Something knocked against the wall in the room to my left and I paused, staring at the closed door. It beckoned for me to open it. Everything inside of me screamed to run, but instead, I found my legs moving toward the door, my arm reaching out, my hand twisting the knob and opening. Then, I stepped inside. What in the hell was wrong with me? What was going on? It felt like I’d lost all control. I’d look in this room, and then I was done. Gary could search the rest of the house if it was that important to him that we stay here.

      The room was empty. No bed, no dresser, only a full-length mirror in the corner and a book that lay open on a table by the window.

      “A grimoire,” I said and approached it. Every witch family had their own grimoire, one passed down from generation to generation, full of spells written by family members. I thumbed through the pages.  “That’s weird,” I said. The spells were ones I’d never seen before in a family grimoire. One for cursing an enemy with a spider infestation . . . in their bed. One for magicking away blood stains. I stopped when a gust of wind flung the window free from its latch. It swung back and forth, creaking on its rusted hinges. Dead leaves swirled in the room in a flurry, and the pages of the book flipped wildly. I cowered, covering my head and face. It finally died down, and the pages settled.

      My heavy breaths filled the silence, but something about the book pulled me to it. I needed to look at the page the book had opened to. What did it say? Most of the letters had faded, but one line of text was still preserved and clear. I squinted, trying to make out the sounds. The language was unfamiliar on this page, definitely not English.

      I put on my best teacher voice and trilled out, “Ostende mihi vias attulerunt errata aetatis meae.” A chill settled over me as I said the words, and for a fleeting moment, I wondered if I’d just made a huge mistake. You couldn’t cast a spell without ingredients, a careful curation of selected objects, a cauldron, a specific use of words, and specific wand movements. I didn’t even have my wand with me. There was no way I could’ve cast a spell just by saying a few random words from an old book.

      I slowly turned and something flashed in the mirror, making me scream.

       The house shook around me.

      Holy shit, what had I done?

      The windows rattled; the floor trembled underneath my feet. Well, fuck. Why did I read those words out loud? And why did I sabotage Haley today? Might as well book my one-way ticket to hell now.

      The floor seemed to tilt, and I lurched forward, then came to my senses. I had to get out of here. Now. I raced down the hall. Dark lights burst above me. The pictures hanging on the wall crashed down, glass shattering at my feet. The planks split, and I stumbled over my own feet to make it to the stairs. The already broken rails were too unstable to grab, so I hopped down the quaking stairs as fast as I could. The heel of my stilettos stuck in a crack, and I grimaced, deciding this was a sacrifice I’d have to make. I quickly undid the delicate buckles and left my heels behind. RIP Le Pelosas. You will be missed.

      It sounded like lightning cracked somewhere outside, but I couldn’t tell if it was the weather or the house splitting apart. The armoire that stood at the bottom of the stairs rocked to its side, hitting the floor with a resounding crash. I jumped over it and darted for the front door, then flung it open, escaping out into the night. The house roared like an angry beast, upset I’d woken it up.

      I ran to Gary’s car, but it was locked and Gary was nowhere to be found. Oh my god. What if this entire forest was haunted by something evil, waiting for idiots like us.

      Frantically, I tugged at the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. I ran around the back and stared at the trunk. I could get inside, hide until morning and then pop it open. It had one of those safety latch things. The house roared behind me again, and I didn’t hesitate, popping the trunk. Except when it opened up, I couldn’t get inside, because it was already full: ropes, a shovel, black tape. I backed away from the car, stumbling over the path, my bare feet scraping against the ground. I had to get as far away from here as I could.

      Sorry, Gary, but who was I kidding? He was probably already dead. I turned and ran as fast as my legs could carry me, which was not very fast. Running had never been my strong suit. After a grueling two minutes, I had to stop, an ache forming in my sides. When I looked up, my mouth dropped open. I was somehow back at the stupid house. I’d ran in a circle. Damnit. I needed to GPS my way out of here. Except my phone had no signal.

      Oh, this couldn’t get any worse.

      I turned and that’s when a figure came out of the dark, carrying a shovel.

      “Um, hi? Do you need help burying something?” I asked, then my eyes widened. “Wait, it’s not me, right? I’m not the one you want to bury. Just need to clarify that so I know if I should run or not. Mainly because I’m really tired and don’t feel like running, but if you’re about to kill me, well, then I don’t really have a choice—”

      Before I had a chance to finish my rambling, the figure swung the shovel through the air, bringing it down on my head with a resounding thwack.
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      My head throbbed, something squishy and wet surrounding me. I groaned and opened my eyes to complete darkness. My hands felt around in the dark, something mushy and grainy smearing across them. Silence accompanied the dark, my mind fuzzy with memories of what had led me here.

      A burst of light flashed in front of me, and I shot up to a sitting position, a searing pain striking my head. I gingerly brought a hand to the back of my head and felt something sticky and thick. Was that . . . blood? The blinding light receded, in its place a figure who looked a lot like my aunt. And she was . . . floating.

      She wiggled her fingers. “Hi, honey. We need to have a little chat.”

      What in the actual hell?

      I backed against a tree. I was seeing things. This was it. I was officially losing it. “You’re not real!” I yelled, rocking back and forth.

      “Here we go. Step one: denial,” she said.

      I split open my fingers, peeking through, and two wide brown eyes met my gaze. I let out a strangled cry and shot up. She floated in front of me, her body almost see-through. See-through and wispy. Like a . . . a spirit. My back flattened against the tree trunk, and my heart raced like a stampede.

      Okay, this is fine. This is perfectly fine. It’s just the ghost of your aunt, who’s, who’s . . .

      But Aunt Kathy’s not dead. She couldn’t be.

      She posted on Facebook two hours ago, which I think technically was an accident—it was a series of letters with no meaning or pattern. Aunt Kathy wasn’t great with social media. But someone else tagged her in a picture. She stood on a boat, wearing a black one-piece swimsuit with a sheer black cover-up, her white hair in a chic bob that framed her face, one hand on a jutting hip, the other curved high above her head, a hot Italian next to her. She was life goals and couldn’t be dead.

      Now, she hung in the air in front of me, wearing that exact same outfit, along with long strings of seaweed hanging off her body. Sand dusted her arms and legs. Big round sunglasses sat atop her white hair, and little seashells and more seaweed clung to her hair. Iron shackles kept her feet tethered together, connected to a long ball and chain, which also floated despite how heavy it must’ve been. When I reached out, my hands went through her, and I whimpered.

      “Listen, honey, I came here to warn ya.” She took a roll of lipstick out of the pocket of her black cover-up, swiping it on. “And the only way this will go smoothly is if you calm the fuck down and listen.”

      Well, it certainly sounded like Aunt Kathy. “Warn me of what?”

      She bit her lip. “Emmy, you’re on a disappointing path.”

      Disappointing? I was having the best year of my life. It made sense Aunt Kathy was clueless. She hadn’t visited in three months. I pointed a finger at her. “I thought I was your favorite niece.” Technically I was her only niece, but I was repeating her words. 

      She held up both hands, her long red nails glinting in the moonlight. “You are.” She pressed a hand against the corner of her mouth like she was telling me a secret. “This is a message from the beyond. I’m just the middle woman. Don’t shoot the messenger. Not that you can, because, you know.” She gestured to her translucent body.

      “A message from the . . .” Her words made me woozy, and I sunk back against the tree, the rough bark scraping against my back.

      She grimaced. “You said some words tonight. Out of a book, right?”

      “I . . .” My mind raced, too many thoughts making it hard to focus. Was that what this was about? “I take it back!”

      She materialized some gum. “No take backs.”

      She offered me a piece, but I rolled my eyes. “Gum? You’re dead, appearing as a ghost in my dream with some message, and you want to offer me gum?”

      She shrugged and smacked away. “Suit yourself.” 

      “Aunt Kathy—” I started, question after question threatening to pour out like word vomit.

      “Sorry, hon,” she interrupted. “That’s not how this works.”

      “How what works?”

      She held up a finger. “You kind of brought a curse upon yourself. Let me explain.”

      From out of nowhere, she pulled down a white screen, reminiscent of the crappy whiteboard at the crappy school my mom carted me to as a kid. A remote appeared in her hand.

       “What’s this about?” I pointed to the blank screen.

      “Oh. Right.” Aunt Kathy snapped her fingers, and actual glasses replaced her sunglasses, but now they were perched on the edge of her nose. “Emmy, you’re not on a good path, and I’ve been sent here to warn you that if you don’t change your ways, well . . .” She gestured to the chains shackling her feet. “How to put this delicately? You’re gonna lose your soul.”

      “What?” I screeched, racking my brain, sifting through all my recent actions. No. This was just a dream. It had to be a dream. Aunt Kathy was alive. She was not dead. I was not cursed. This. Was. Not. Real.

      Aunt Kathy gave a condescending smile and patted my head. “You are so adorable but also so misguided. And I blame myself. I should’ve been there for you after your dad—”

      “Don’t,” I interrupted her. “Don’t say it. You were—are—a great aunt. You’re everything.”

      “Oh Emmy,” Aunt Kathy said, “I wasn’t. You don’t get it, but I’m gonna show you.”

      That old-timey-reel sound started, like film being processed, but no images popped up on the screen.

      “Shoot.” Aunt Kathy banged the end of the remote with her hand. “Technical difficulties. How do you work this thing,” she mumbled.

      I looked up at the starry sky above and took a deep breath. Even in my dreams Aunt Kathy couldn’t figure out simple technology. “Why don’t you try stomping on it too? I’m sure that’ll fix the problem.”

      She ignored me and floated to a tree stump to fiddle with the projector that sat on its surface, muttering under her breath. “Stupid afterlife, can’t even spring for a flat screen.”

       I stayed pressed flat against the tree, staring at her, thinking about what she said. Aunt Kathy wasn’t a bad aunt. After I ran away from home, she provided for me, gave me a life. She carted me around the world with her, and I spent my twenties partying with her, seeing parts of the world I’d never dreamed I’d see, then I hit thirty and she told me I had to get serious. Get a job. So we came back to LA, where she and Husband Number Three lived. Aunt Kathy helped me with all my applications, resumes, interview prep, and finally I landed a job at Witch Inc. I started at the bottom, just an assistant, and spent the last ten years working my way up the ladder. Every so often, she’d speed into the parking lot in her red Corvette, clucking after me like a mother hen. It was easy to convince everyone my wanderlusting wayward aunt raised me, that I grew up in their world. That there was no one else—nowhere else.

      The rusted gold watch on her wrist shone under the glare of projector light, and heavy diamond rings studded her fingers.

      “Ah, there we go!” Aunt Kathy said and floated in front of the stretched white fabric.

      A hazy image appeared. It focused into a picture of a woman standing in the lunch line at our work cafeteria, red faced and lipstick covering the bottom of her front teeth. Aunt Kathy snapped her fingers and a stick appeared in her hand. She pointed to the girl. “Does that look familiar?”

      “What, Lipstick On Her Teeth? No. She looks like some assistant. I don’t really talk to those.”

      Aunt Kathy pursed her lips like I’d failed a test. She clicked a button on the remote, and the image zoomed out to show me behind the woman, my eyes rolling upward, arms crossed in exasperation, leaning forward like a bull dog ready to pounce.

      The whole scene from this morning came back to me. I’d gone to the cafeteria for breakfast before heading out to the stadium. “She tried to cut in front of me in line, which is rude. She was in the wrong, not me.” I held up a finger like a lawyer having a moment of triumph in court.

      Aunt Kathy tapped her foot against thin air. “Emerson, she tried to explain she didn’t see you, but you cut her off and yelled at her. When is screaming at someone ever okay?”

      Uh, pot calling kettle black. Aunt Kathy laid into people all the time when she didn’t get her way. Like one time, a waiter spilled water on her brand new silk Versace dress, and she threw a fit in the restaurant and had him fired.

      But that memory stayed locked in my thoughts. Even if this was a dream, she was a ghost and could full-on Exorcist me. “Oh,” I said instead. “Well, next time I’ll just huff loudly and show my annoyance in a passive-aggressive way instead of an aggressive-aggressive way.”

      Aunt Kathy tutted in response and pressed another button on the remote. “Okay, moving on.”

      Now, an image of a ripped “Happy Retirement, Brenda” sign appeared. It hung in tatters between two office doors while a woman stood by sobbing. “Remember this?” Aunt Kathy said.

      “Wha—seriously? She hung her sign in the way of a major walking path. Who does that?”

      Aunt Kathy sighed. “A major walking path?”

      “It was in front of my office. That makes it major. I had no choice but to punch it down.”

      Click. The image swiped to the right, replaced by a picture of some bushy-haired woman with glasses. I couldn’t tell if she was an assistant or upper-level by her office, which looked just like mine. She sat at her desk, eyes puffy and red.

      I held up my hands. “I had nothing to do with that! I don’t even know her.”

      Aunt Kathy rolled her eyes. “Emmy, seriously?” She jabbed down on the clicker.

      The image disappeared, replaced with a new one of me sprawled out on the grass, the same woman staring down at me. Oh right. That woman had bumped into me this morning. When it had happened, all I’d seen was a red haze of anger. Now, I saw the way the woman’s eyes widened with fear, the way she held her hands out like she was protecting herself from an attack.

      “Well, she ran into me!” My voice took on a pleading tone. “She should’ve watched where she was going.”

      There was no response. Just another click. Haley sitting in our boss’s office, tears streaming down her cheeks, eyes red and puffy. I suppressed my laughter. Most-Likely-Not-Dead Aunt Kathy didn’t seem to approve.

      “Ring any bells?” Aunt Kathy asked.

      I shrugged. “She’s spent the last year tormenting me. That’s called karma. I just”—I spread my hands—“helped it along.”

      Aunt Kathy raised her painted eyebrows. “You sabotaged her assignment. A huge assignment for your company. You got her fired, you know.”

      I crossed my arms then threw them in the air. “This is a witch hunt. Literally. So I lost my temper a few times this month.”

      “This was only what happened today!” Aunt Kathy back clicked to Haley’s face. “Showing you a month’s worth of this stuff would’ve taken three days straight. Emmy, you’ve become a bully. I just don’t know where I went wrong with you.”

      “And so what? What are you trying to tell me?” I was tempted to cover my ears. This dream was a downer. “I’m going to end up like you? You lived a great life, and I’d be lucky to be half the woman you are.”

      Her eyes watered. “Honey, I have seaweed in my hair.” She pointed to the ground. “I’m down there now.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Where Gucci isn’t your favorite brand—he’s a giant four-headed cat that spews fire. You can’t end up there too.”

      I looked at my feet, like if I stared hard enough, I’d see where she was talking about. “Oh, so kind of like Cerberus but in cat form?”

      She groaned. “Emmy, you’re not taking this seriously! Where do you think I got my fancy cars and expensive clothes and expense-paid trips around the world? I seduced old men, used magic to worm my way into their wills, ostracized them from their families, cheated on them, and collected all their money when they died. That ain’t good, honey.”

      “But . . . I don’t do any of that. And besides, you can’t blame yourself. Those men had a choice.” Just like Haley chose to hit on my boyfriend. “They chose to marry you, they chose to put you in their will—”

      “Emerson Elizabeth Charles, stop!” My aunt’s voice filled the entire forest.

      “I don’t understand the point of this. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Her face clouded up like a storm. The projector and screen vanished. “Listen, Emerson Charles.” Her voice boomed, shaking the ground underneath my feet. I tried to stand my ground but stumbled into the tree. “Listen or risk eternal doom.” Her eyes turned red, and she floated higher and higher, her head skimming the branches above me, her shackles and chain lifting with her. Her hair raised all around; the seaweed and sand floated by her head.

      I crouched behind a nearby bush, peeking over it. “Aunt Kathy?”

      The wind picked up again, leaves whirling in a storm.

      “Over the course of the next week, you will be visited by three ghosts.”

      Her voice echoed now, bouncing off the trees. She grew bigger, filling up the space in front of me.

      “Aunt Kathy, stop!”

      The howling wind ate my voice.

      “The ghost of past, the ghost of present, and the ghost of future. You must heed their warnings.”

      “The ghosts of what?” I covered my ears. A rock rose from the ground and flew toward my head. I ducked to avoid it.

      “Three ghosts. One week. Listen to their words.”

      A splitting crack of lightning made me scream. “Aunt Kathy, please stop this!”

      Her mouth opened to reveal a bottomless cavern. “One week.”

      The wind whooshed nonstop now, carrying her words in an endless loop. Leaves, branches, and debris whirled around me. My body shook uncontrollably.

      “Wake up. Wake up, Emerson.” I pinched myself, but nothing happened.

      Aunt Kathy, or what used to be Aunt Kathy, hung over me. Her awful mouth opened so big I was afraid she’d swallow me. The wind rushed underneath, lifting me toward her. I tried to push my feet against the ground to no avail.

      “Eternal doom,” Aunt Kathy yelled.

      “No, no, stop!” The wind pushed me toward her open mouth. “Stop. Please. I haven’t done anything wrong! You have to see!”

      Her jaw hinged open, wider and wider until it reached the ground. A final icy gust pushed me forward, and I fell through the black crater and into oblivion. 
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      My own loud snores woke me from a restless sleep. The harsh morning sun shone through the trees above, and I sat up from the ground, leaves and debris stuck all over me. My back ached, and my neck was stiff, and my head was pounding, so I rolled it around a few times, trying to loosen my muscles. The inn loomed over me, the wooded area looking exactly as it had the day before, except for one key detail: Gary’s car was gone. Sharp pains shot through my head, and I touched the area where it hurt, my fingers feeling dried blood crusted in my hair. What in the hell . . . Then I remembered: the house, the book, the words I’d said, the shovel in Gary’s car—and someone hitting me with the shovel.

      I moaned, massaging my temples. Then I’d had that horrible nightmare. From now on I was booking all getaways for me and Gary. Sand and seaweed flashed in my mind. Aunt Kathy . . . I sat up straighter. I needed to process everything that had happened, and there was only one person I wanted to do it with. I opened WhatsApp and shot her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emerson

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Aunt Kathy, I know you’re having the time of your life with a hot Italian in Italy, but could you maybe take a call right now?

      

      

      

      

      

      Small text appeared under her name, showing she was on yesterday. I breathed out a long sigh. Well, what had I expected? Of course she was on yesterday. She was alive. Not dead and cursed to an eternity in hell.

      While I waited for Aunt Kathy’s reply, I tried to remember my terrifying dream, but it wouldn’t come. Bits and pieces flashed through my mind. Aunt Kathy, a terrible storm, a mention of ghosts? I squinted at the treetops above me. Was there a projector at some point? Weird.
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      I waited for Aunt Kathy to text me back, but my phone died before I could get a response. So I did the only thing I could: hitchhiked like some peasant. A trucker with a scar running from his eye to his mouth pulled over to the side of the road and offered me a ride. He had the audacity to lean away when I stepped in, like I was the scary one in this situation. Other than his bad breath and appalling taste in music, the ride was thankfully uneventful. I arrived back at my apartment in one piece, tired, confused, and with about a million thoughts running through my brain.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside, throwing my purse on the entryway table. Everything was exactly and I remembered it: sleek marble counters, bright white cabinets, white subway tiles in the kitchen. And there in the white-brick fireplace sat my pride and joy: the cauldron I’d just splurged on. It wasn’t made from the heavy, cast-iron material like most witch cauldrons. Instead it was a shiny silver, lightweight and glimmering. My wand sat next to it, and my fingers itched to grab for it, to distract myself from the disturbing events of yesterday by practicing a spell or two. I needed to prepare for an upcoming assignment. Some country singer wanted to win an award, and I needed to cast a spell to make it happen. Ingredients lay out next to the cauldron on a small table, ones I’d been tinkering with for the spell, my own spell book laying next to the ingredients. Of course I also had a cauldron at work, but in this kind of job, with clients sometimes paying millions for a spell, work had to come home with us. And I might’ve been accused of being a workaholic. But so what? Being dedicated to this job was what would propel me to the top.

      Sunlight streamed in through the big windows lining the back wall, and I stopped in my tracks, staring at my navy blue couch that sat in the middle of the open space. Fitz popped up from her cushy seat and ran to me, roping me in for a hug.

      “Where in the hell have you been? You’ve been gone for two days.”

      “Two days?” I repeated. Holy hell, that hit to the head must’ve been worse than I realized.

      Fitz shook her phone in the air. “You haven’t answered any of my texts, so I used your spare key to get in, hoping maybe you’d be here. . .” She trailed off, then pushed me away to study me. “You look like you’ve been hit with a shovel and thrown in a ditch.”

      Wow, that was amazingly accurate.

      “Water,” I croaked, and Fitz ran to the kitchen to get me a glass, then steered me to the couch and made me sit down. After I’d taken some medicine for my throbbing headache, gulped down water, and eaten a bagel Fitz stuffed in my hand, I felt semi-normal, ready to actually talk about what had happened.

      So I told Fitz everything: Gary wandering off, Haley being the one who arranged the entire thing, the book, the creepy house trying to eat me, the figure with the shovel. I left out my nightmare about Aunt Kathy. I wasn’t quite ready to relive that.

      By the time I was done, Fitz’s eyes were wider than my special collection Raynaud plates. “Oh my god,” she said. “Oh my god. You think Haley tried to kill you?”

      I nodded. “She had to be that figure with the shovel. I just have to prove it, and that bitch is going to jail for the rest of her life.” Then I gasped. “Oh my god, what about Gary? What if she killed Gary too? And then took his car.”

      Fitz bit the inside of her cheek. “Emerson, Gary’s not dead.”

      Relief flooded me, but then dread crept in, settling in my bones. “But . . . but then why would he leave me?” I asked and shook my head. “He must not have seen me. It was completely dark, and I was laying in a ditch, so maybe he looked everywhere for me and then decided to come back here? Have you talked to him?”

      Fitz nodded, then swallowed. “He was acting weird when I called him. He didn’t seem worried about you.”

      I sank into the couch. “Oh.”

      “And”—Fitz winced—“I do think it’s a little suspicious that he had rope, shovel, and duct tape in his trunk. And that he just left you to go inside the obviously haunted house by yourself.”

      All good points. I raised a finger. “But . . .”

      But what? I had nothing to say to that. Fitz was right.

      I blinked a few times. “Are you saying you think Gary was involved?”

      Fitz opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “I don’t know. I just, I think you should keep your options open?”

      “Right.”

      Gary. My Gary. Who was supposed to propose to me last night. If Gary was involved somehow, there had to be an explanation. Maybe Haley blackmailed him into helping her. Maybe she ambushed him and told him if he didn’t help her she’d kill him. Something, anything. Haley had to be behind this. Gary was innocent.

      “I think you should probably go to the police.”

      I snorted. “Yeah right. This is a witch matter. I’m not going to involve local law enforcement. They’ll be useless, especially against Haley.”

      “The Council, then?” Fitz asked.

      The law enforcement of the supernatural world. I shook my head. “Not yet. I need to prove Haley did this first, before I involve anyone else.”

      “Emerson—“” Fitz started but got cut off by my phone, finally charged enough that it turned back on, now buzzing with message after message.

      Bzzzz. Bzzzz. Bzzzz. Bzzzz. Bzzzz.

      Gary. It must be Gary checking on me, making sure I’m okay. I knew it. I knew he wasn’t behind this. I ran to my phone and picked it up, frowning at the rush of texts, calls, voicemails. So many coming in at once, all from different numbers, different friends of Aunt Kathy’s. My eyes finally registered what I was seeing, and I dropped my phone to the floor.

      “Emerson?” Fitz stood. “What’s wrong?”

      I stared at her. “My aunt Kathy is dead.” My body went still as I read a few of the messages. “She got into a boating accident in Amalfi. She drowned. The local police force recovered her body.”

      Oh god. The seaweed hanging off of her. The sand on her arms. Her swimsuit. The dream came back in flashes. Okay, this didn’t mean anything. It still could’ve been a dream. A very vivid dream.

      Fitz’s big brown eyes welled with tears. “I’m so so sorry.”

      I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t say anything. Aunt Kathy was dead. She was the only person in my life who mattered, and now she was gone. My phone rang, and I jumped. I recognized the number: one of Aunt Kathy’s best friends, Isla.

      I answered the phone with a shaky voice.

      “I’m sorry you had to find out like that, hon,” Isla said with her scratchy smoker’s voice. “Tried calling, but I couldn’t get through, so I thought text might work.”

      “I can’t believe she’s dead,” I said, and looked up at Fitz, who motioned that she was going to step out onto the patio to give me privacy. I nodded at her.

      “Listen,” Isla said. “There’s more.”

      She hesitated.

      What more could there be? My person died. No more movie nights, no more car rides to nowhere, no more late-night chats about Gary and Aunt Kathy’s latest flings or the most recent episodes of our favorite trashy TV shows. It couldn't get worse than this.

      “Your mother wants you to come home.”

      Wrong. That was worse.

      I stumbled, knocking into the table behind me. “No. I won’t go back there.”

      She sighed, and I heard rustling. “I understand. From what Kathy told me over the years, I know your home—”

      “It’s not my home.”

      She blew out a breath. “I understand you don’t have good memories of Whispering Willows, but Kathy would want you to be with family—”

      “I barely have any family left.” I paced back and forth. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Hear me out, Emerson.” Isla coughed, a hacking noise. “The funeral is being held there. Kathy is going to be burned in Whispering Willows.”

      I froze, fists curling tight. That couldn’t be right. Aunt Kathy hated that place as much as I had.

      She paused. “You know, if you don’t want to go home, no one will force you.”

      I stopped, hiccuping from my sobs. “That’s because I’m nearly a forty-year-old woman, Isla. Of course no one’s going to force me!”

      She sucked in a breath, and blew it out in a long stream, and I could just imagine the cigarette balanced between her fingers. She couldn’t see me, but I stubbornly shook my head anyway. I wanted to run away, to pretend I’d never heard her words. 

      “Your aunt meant a lot to you. You two really bonded after you came here to LA.”

      Because she was the only one who talked to me.

      “I think you should go and talk to your mom—”

      “Why is my mom in charge of the funeral, anyway?” I sniffled, grabbing a tissue and wiping my nose. “They didn’t even get along.”

      “Your mom’s the only family your aunt had left. Your aunt never named an executor for her will. You know how Kathy was, free spirit and all. Plus the hag thought she was gonna live forever.”

      My heart sank further. More tears streamed down my face, and I couldn’t speak anymore because if I opened my mouth, all that would come out was wailing. I felt like I’d lost all control.

      “Either way, your mom was the only one left.”

      Attending the funeral meant going to a place I never wanted to see again. I hoped to never see again. But Aunt Kathy. With my mom running things, who would even show up to the burial rites? I could be the only one there Aunt Kathy actually cared about. I took a few deep breaths. The thing was, I had to go. For her.

      Isla’s voice brought me back to the present. “Emerson. What do you want to do?”

      Turn back time and convince Aunt Kathy not to go to Amalfi. Resigned, I said, “I’ll go back home. But only for the funeral. This isn’t going to be some happy family reunion, Isla. I’ll say my goodbyes to Aunt Kathy, and then I’m out of there first chance I get.”

      Her voice brightened. “You’re brave. Just like your aunt. I know life is going to be different without her, but it’s going to be okay. You’ve got people on your side. People who care about you. And your mom.” She paused. “From what Kathy told me, she really does love you in her own—”

      “I’m doing this for Aunt Kathy.” My voice was monotone. “When’s the funeral?”

      “Saturday.”

      Awesome. With four little words, my perfect world had unraveled.
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      Fitz stayed with me that night, and the next morning, I rose early to avoid that infamous LA traffic. I needed to talk to Gary, to figure out what the hell had happened the other night, but first I would go to Aunt Kathy’s funeral. I’d pay my respects, and then get back to LA and get my life back on track. Gary hadn’t sent a single text, which yes, was weird, but maybe he was just as shocked by Haley’s attempted murder as I was. Either way, I couldn’t focus on any of that right now. I turned my phone off. I needed all my strength to make it through this forced trek down memory lane.

      I headed toward the parking lot at my complex. Isla had said I needed to take Aunt Kathy’s car back to Whispering Willows, probably because my mom wanted to get her greedy paws on it. Well, I wouldn’t let her. I didn’t care if Aunt Kathy had no will in place. I’d fight my mom on everything she wanted. Two parking spots came with my apartment, and I’d let Aunt Kathy use one spot for her car. It made sense. She traveled so much and didn’t want her husbands touching Lola, so my place was her next best option. I got in, throwing my bag in the back seat. Aunt Kathy’s smell lingered, bringing tears to my eyes. The radio blasted, still on her favorite station. I turned it off. Silence was better than risking any of her favorite songs coming on. Songs that we’d belt out together on our road trips.

      I’d ridden in this Corvette many times but had never actually driven it, and the thought made me nervous. This was Aunt Kathy’s baby. Then I reminded myself Aunt Kathy was gone. She couldn’t reprimand me for a scratch or ding, which should bring relief. Instead, the thought summoned more tears.

      The drive to Whispering Willows was a straightforward one. I headed straight up the coast.

      I tried not to think about the dream, Aunt Kathy, the fact that I was going home. But holy shit. Aunt Kathy’s ghost visited me, and then I found out she was dead. What did that mean for me? My hands shook as they gripped the steering wheel. Maybe she visited me to say goodbye. Ghosts did that all the time, right? In the paranormal world, ghosts existed. Everyone knew that. Usually they appeared with unfinished business, but I’d heard stories of ghosts saying a final goodbye to their loved ones. They needed closure so they could move on. Somewhere in my head, a voice whispered lies, and my knuckles turned white from gripping the steering wheel so tight. It was nothing; her visit was nothing. And I had no reason to be alarmed.

      I’d always been good at shutting my mind off, which was what I needed to do now. But with this open road stretching out before me, a storm of unwanted thoughts broke open.

      Of Aunt Kathy, her visit, Whispering Willows, what Fitz had told me about Gary. That last thought turned my insides to jelly.

      This was supposed to be the best year of my life, and I was not going to let my past ruin it. I would go to Whispering Willows for Aunt Kathy’s funeral and nothing else. I didn’t have to say hi to anyone or explain myself. Just survive the funeral. Then I’d drive back to LA like nothing had changed. Except for the new hole in my life. I’d deal with that after the funeral, on my own time.

      The exit for Whispering Willows appeared, and I veered toward it. I drove through the little town, which had changed quite a bit since I left, with a thriving Main Street, shops, people bustling along, the pretty stretch of ocean below the town. As I kept driving further away from the coast and deeper into the town, the scenery changed drastically. From big beautiful houses to something more akin to shacks. There was no bright green grass or perfectly manicured lawns here. Instead, debris and dead palm trees fronds covered the yards. The houses didn’t look historic and stately; they looked trashy. Broken and dirty windows, exteriors in desperate need of a paint job, chain-link fences with “Beware of Dog” signs attached, sloping yards akin to mudslides. I couldn’t believe this was where I was from.

      I checked my phone before remembering I shut it off, then glanced back up and saw someone standing in the middle of the road, staring at me. The hooded figure didn’t try to move, didn’t even wince as Lola careened toward it. I slammed on the breaks, swerving. The car circled round and round at a dizzying speed before crashing into a ditch. My body lurched forward, my head hitting the steering wheel with a sharp blast of pain. I groaned, my entire body aching from the impact, then slowly lifted my head. Smoke billowed from the hood.

      Oh no. Aunt Kathy’s car. The only thing left of her.

      I scrambled out and looked at the vacant road. This was exactly the type of stuff that happened in Whispering Willows—at least the part of Whispering Willows I was from. Irresponsible people who had no consideration for others procreated and populated low-life areas like this. Then their mistakes ran out in the middle of the roads and caused accidents. I kicked the car tire, and pain shot through my foot.

      “Ah, damnit.”

       After hobbling for a minute, the pain dulled. I walked around the entire car, relieved the damage didn't look too bad. A big dent covered the hood, the car all scratched up and covered in mud, but other than that, it looked okay.

      A passing SUV slowed. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      So it began.

      Joe Deibert, the local sheriff, smiled at me from his car. A semi-toothless smile. He wiggled his pointed ears, a characteristic all leprechauns had, along with their short statures and ability to sniff out gold and other metal objects. His beat-up SUV couldn’t compare to the sleek white and blue cars of the LAPD. “SHERIFF” was painted on the side, but the paint peeled so it read more like “STFRIFF.”

      “Never thought I’d see you again, Miss Emerson Charles. All high and mighty working for a fancy company out in Los Angeles. Couldn’t even be bothered to come back and visit your poor mom.”

      My poor mom. Seriously? “Is this how you treat everyone you find stranded on the side of the road? Really professional, Sheriff.” I emphasized the last word.

      He flung his wrist forward. “Ah, I’m just messing with you. Hop in, girl. I’ll call you a tow truck, and we’ll be on our way to the mechanic.”

      “What mechanic? Whispering Willows doesn’t even have a department store. Since when does it have a mechanic?”

      Joe cocked his head. “Have you been gone that long? The only mechanic in town, Emerson. Red’s.” He shook his head. “C’mon, now. I’m a busy man and can’t be waiting all day on you.”

      I grabbed my purse and stomped to his car, climbing in. So much for my plan to lay low.
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      Red’s was a few blocks down the road, on the right. It took us forever to arrive because Joe insisted on taking me on an agonizing tour down “memory lane.” We drove to the boardwalk where vamps used to frequently go to sell drugs and get high; we drove by my old high school, still as much like a prison as it was twenty years ago; and, lastly, we drove past the only diner in town. I’d admit Whispering Willows had evolved in the past twenty years. Sure, the sandy stretch of beach had gotten a makeover, shops now populated the main street, and it looked more like a respectable town, but you couldn’t slap paint on a condemned house and call it good. The town was rotten to the core—and that wasn’t something that could be fixed.

      Finally, we ambled down the pothole-filled road, coming to a stop in front of a wooden shack with two big garage entrances. This place looked like a junkyard with car parts scattered on the dirt, snuffing out any potential plant life. A few cars sat inside the garage, waiting to be serviced.

      “Look at that.” Joe pointed. “Your car beat us here, and they’re already working on it.”

      “Thanks for the ride.” I hopped out.

      The engine went silent, stopping me in my tracks.

      “I’ll just stay here and wait for the diagnosis,” Joe said from behind. “That way I can give you a ride home if you need it.”

      I cringed. “This isn’t my home. And I’m fine. I’ll call an Uber or something if my car isn’t drivable.”

      “A what now? You city people and your big words.” He came up behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Naw. What kind of future step-daddy would I be if I didn’t get you home safe?”

      I froze, his hands like weights pushing me into the ground.

      “What did you say?” 

      He smiled and took off his sheriff’s hat, revealing thinning brown hair. “Oh shoot. Now that’s a secret. Don’t go telling anyone, but I’m going to propose to your mom soon. I’m hoping for a spring wedding!”

      Wow. Keeping it classy as usual, Mom. “Unbelievable” was all I said, and he frowned. “Just go away, Joe. I don’t need your help.”

      I didn’t wait for his response before tromping toward the small office attached to the garage. A little bell dinged when I stepped inside. One busted-up floral couch that never left the seventies was pushed against a wall. A desk covered in Magic Enquirer magazines sat in front of the couch, images moving on the front, depicting the latest gossip in the supernatural world.

      A woman with thick-painted red lips stepped in from the garage. She smiled, lipstick lining the edge of her two front teeth. Thank god I didn’t recognize her, but her persona screamed seer. They were always the most chaotic of the supernaturals.

      “Emerson!”

      I groaned. She apparently recognized me, though.

      “What a pleasant surprise.” She frowned. “Well, not pleasant. Traveling here for your aunt’s funeral can’t be easy—”

      “Can we talk about my car?”

      She leaned forward. “Why sure, honey. Let me go check on it for you.”

      She strutted away, but I could see through the clear glass door. Something she seemed to have forgotten. Instead of checking on my car, she chattered away to the greasy, bald mechanic. She laughed at something he said and put her hand on his chest. Wait, she wasn’t just talking to him—she was flirting with him. Great. Another bad procreation about to happen. I tapped my fingers on the desk impatiently.

      No one understood how to do their jobs around here. I was shocked the people of Whispering Willows had managed to keep this place functioning for as long as they had. I half expected to leave this town and for it to break off the edge of California and float away into the Pacific Ocean.

      She was still talking to the mechanic. He leaned over and whispered something in her ear, and she giggled. He reached around and cupped her ass with his greasy hands. Okay, a girl could only take so much.

      There was no bell, so I slammed my hand on the desk. “Hello! I’m waiting. You’ve literally got a customer out here!”

      The woman jumped and ran back. “Sorry ’bout that, hon. Official business.” She winked. “You understand.”

      “No. No, I don’t. Just let me see my car.”

      She clicked her tongue. “Yes, ma'am. You sure are feistier than I remember.” She lead me through the door and into the garage.

      I walked up to the Corvette, now cleaned of mud, and ran my hands over the red paint, thinking of Aunt Kathy when she first drove it to my apartment. She’d jumped out, white hair, a little longer then, tucked underneath a headscarf, which she whisked off as she shook out her silky locks. She showed me every inch of the car, naming parts I’d never heard of. Her voice still echoed in my head, like she was beside me.

      You and me are gonna ride in style, girl.

      Husband Number Two had just died, and she looked happier than ever before. I tapped my nails against the hood, wishing she stood next to me right now. She’d be pissed, for sure. But at least she’d be here.

      I held back tears and, instead of getting sad, focused my energy on getting angry at the abysmal service. “Can anyone help me?” The bald mechanic scratched his belly and took a sip of his Coke.

      “What’s going on with my car?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “You’ll have to ask the guy working on it.”

      “Who would that be?”

      He pointed to the front of the car, where two long legs stuck out.

      “Right,” I muttered, winding around the hood.

      I rapped my knuckles on the bumper. “Excuse me. Can you tell me anything about what’s happening with my car, or are you as useless as everyone else around here?”

      Bronze hands, tan and muscular, gripped the bottom rim of the car. The man’s forearms were muscled, and a few black-and-white tattoos decorated his left one. He pulled himself out, dirt smudging his cheeks and nose.

      Shit. Cruz Acosta, working on my car.

      “I thought that was you,” he said, wide brown eyes taking me in. “I’d recognize that demanding, entitled voice anywhere.”

      My mouth dropped open as he wheeled himself all the way out and walked away from me.

      “What kind of business is being run, here? And what about my car?”

      He didn’t respond, just walked into the office and slammed the door.

      Shit. Wasn’t there an oath mechanics had to take? Like the Hippocratic oath for doctors, but instead of promising not to kill people, mechanics promised not to fuck up people’s cars—especially not the ex–best friend who ghosted them. I turned on my phone, ignoring the flood of messages, and Googled it as quick as my fingers could tap. Seriously? There was no such thing as a mechanic oath? Zip. Nada. Zilch. I was screwed.

      Cruz opened the door, papers in hand. He walked over to the bald guy to show him something. I should avert my eyes, but he’d grown in the past twenty years, from a boy to a man, a cub to a fully grown werewolf. Every inch of him was honed, muscled, tight, thick black hair atop his head. I swallowed the lump in my throat, ignoring Aunt Kathy’s voice.

      You left that behind?

      His muscles stretched beneath his black shirt, and his hair was different. He used to wear it short and gelled, but now it was longer, black, curly, framing that square-cut face and those dark brown eyes. Cruz looked like he just walked out of a sexy mechanic calendar. I wasn’t sure if that’s a thing, but if it were, I’d buy it.

      He made his way between the cars and handed me my papers with black-stained hands. I scanned them, not understanding what any of the jargon meant.

      “What’s going on with my car?” I shoved the papers back into his chest.

      “Get in an accident with your fancy Corvette? How could you even afford this?” he asked. Right. Cruz had only ever known poor Emerson, Emerson who had no money and no future. He didn’t know the new me, the improved me.

      “That’s none of your business.” I tried to shoulder past him, but he stepped in front of me, blocking the way. “I think I should find another mechanic because you clearly can’t keep your emotions out of this.”

      He raised his eyebrows, crossing his muscled arms over his chest. “Emotions?” he echoed.

      “Yeah, Cruz, e-mo-tions.” I said it slowly, enunciating each syllable. 

      He laughed, which only infuriated me more.

      “So my car? What’s going on?”

      “Well, the accident didn’t do much damage,” he said.

      “Thank god. I need to leave as soon as possible.”

      He opened the hood. “Not so fast. I found a leak in your brake line. It would be dangerous to drive until it gets fixed.”

      He eyed me, making me want to sink into the floor and disappear from his gaze. When did it become so searing and smoldery?

      “How often did you get your brakes flushed?”

      How the hell should I know? Then again, knowing Aunt Kathy, it probably wasn’t as often as it needed to be. I shrugged, deciding I didn’t feel like playing nice. “Why does that matter? Don’t you have some witches working here? Have none of them created a fancy spell to fix things like this?”

      He flipped the greasy towel he was holding over his shoulder. “There’s no witches working here, Emerson. It’s a shifter-only shop. And we have to special order the parts. Won’t be here for at least four or five days.”

      My head swam, and I had to brace my hands on the car to keep from falling. Somehow, he was suddenly behind me, his arms steadying me, his wall of a chest keeping me from falling any further. I pushed away from him.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?" My voice rose three octaves above its normal pitch. "I’m only staying for the funeral. And I’m not leaving the car.”

      His jaw ticked, and he handed me the paperwork, avoiding my gaze. “I’m gonna need you to sign here.” He pointed to a blank line.

      I swatted at the paper. “I’m not signing anything. Didn’t you hear me? The parts need to get here faster. So do whatever your little mechanic brain needs to do to make that happen.”

      “Because staying here would be so bad, right?” The paper bunched in his hand. “That’s why you left the first time?”

      “Yeah, Cruz, it is so bad. I mean, look at you. You’re forty and wasting your life away being a mechanic at some pathetic shop in one of the least reputable supernatural towns on the West Coast.”

      The bald mechanic stared at us now, his Coke inches from his lips. He stood frozen like a deer who wasn’t sure if he should run or stay as still as possible.

      Cruz’s shoulders tensed, and he held his arms at his sides like it was taking every bit of restraint not to clock me. “Take the papers, Emerson.”

      “Argh!” I screeched, ripping the papers from Cruz’s hands. “You’re so stubborn. You really haven’t changed at all.” Except for the muscles, the way you’ve filled out, the stubble on your chin, your piercing stare that makes my knees weak.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Joe said, strolling into the garage. “What’s all this yelling, here?” He tipped his head toward us. “Now you two used to be real close. I remember seeing you everywhere around town. So why all the fighting?”

      I cut a glare at Cruz, then rounded on the sheriff. “What are you still doing here? I told you to leave.”

      “Yeah, because the world revolves around Emerson Charles. How dare anyone defy her,” Cruz said.

      I squeezed the pen in my hand so tight it bent.

      “Emerson, I’m being polite here because of your mom, but that kind of back talk isn’t acceptable to a law enforcement agent like myself.” He puffed out his chest.

      I slammed the papers on the hood of the car. “Oh shut up, Joe. I don’t care if you’re banging my mom, and I doubt she cares how you treat me. So save it.”

      Joe took a deep breath. “I wish talking back were a crime, because girl, I’d have you locked up quicker than you can say ‘sorry.’”

      “Well that wouldn't be very quick,” Cruz said. “Emerson doesn't know how to apologize.”

      The words on the page blurred in front of me, and I blinked a few times, scribbling my signature on all three papers. This was exactly why coming home was a bad idea. These people, their backward ways of life. They had no idea what it was like to experience the world. To suddenly see how twisted your little town on the edge of California was compared to everywhere else.

      “Whatever.” I thrust out my hand. “Here’s the damn papers.” 

      Cruz wasn’t paying attention. He stared through me, a glint in his brown eyes that was all-too familiar. I was transported back to the last time I saw that glint before I left Whispering Willows. It was in the middle of the day during fifth period. He’d burst into my English class, acting like there was a big emergency, and I had to be excused immediately. No emergency. Only Cruz with a picnic lunch on the rooftop of our school. We stayed there all day, eating canned cheese and crackers and drinking soda. To think, that was my best memory of Whispering Willows. Canned cheese.

      “Actually, Joe.” Cruz’s smile turned sinister. “Talking back isn’t illegal, but surely, sneaking into someone’s house and stealing their prized stuffed fish is.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You dared me!”

      Cruz held up his hands while Joe’s eyes narrowed in my direction. “You mean the fish I caught at the annual 2014 Whispering Willows fish off? The biggest fish to ever be reeled in?”

      Cruz’s smile was so wide it took up his whole face. “That’s the one. You never found out who stole it.”

      Joe didn’t take his eyes off me. “Never did.”

      “Well, you’re looking at the culprit”—Cruz jerked his head toward me—“right here in the flesh.” 

      “Too bad I don’t have the evidence to cuff you right now.”

      His words faded as my eyes locked on a figure hanging behind Cruz. The same figure that caused my crash.

      “Who are you?” My voice came out strangled and shaky.

      Cruz and Joe looked around the empty garage.

      “What are you talking about?” Cruz asked.

      That figure, with its billowing black robes that gave off major serial killer vibes. It must have been one of the ghosts Aunt Kathy mentioned.

      “Anyway, Joe,” Cruz said. “I swear she did it. My word.”

      What if the figure was hunting me?

      “I understand, Cruz. I can’t book her unless I have proof.”

      My eyes flitted to Joe’s cuffs. Jail. I would be safe in jail.

      “I did it!” I yelled out.

      Cruz’s brows bunched together. “Go ahead. Take all the fun out of this.”

      I nodded enthusiastically, staring at the hooded figure. “That’s right. I stole your fish.” I stuck out my hands. “Now lock me up.”
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      The musty sheriff’s office hadn’t changed a bit since I lived here. The one-room building was stuffed with desks, piles of papers teetering on their edges. Two tiny cells sat against the back wall. Above, fluorescent lights flickered like in a hospital. 

       I sprawled across a bench against the stone wall. Joe leaned on the receptionist’s desk, chatting the fairy up about some date night he had planned with my mom. She was the size of my hand, and her feet tapped against the keyboard as she wrote up some report. Probably mine. Joe mentioned taking my mom to the diner, the only restaurant Whispering Willows had. How original. Real winner you picked, Mom.

      Who cared about date nights, especially when I was being haunted. Or I was losing my mind. My knees bounced up and down, and I bit my nails, racking my brain for every detail of what had happened to me since that haunted inn visit. Wait a minute. Could someone have slipped something into my drink at work? Maybe this was the world’s worst acid trip, and I just needed to ride it out.

      I stared at the bars keeping me from escaping. What was I thinking, coming here? Jail was temporary. Even on the off chance I was being haunted, it wasn’t like this place could protect me. Joe certainly couldn’t.

      Besides, he wouldn’t keep me here for long. Dear old Mom wouldn’t appreciate it. At least I didn’t think she would. It had crossed my mind once or twice she might tell him to keep me in here, but a small part of me hoped that wasn’t true.

      Whispering Willows had been nothing but a nightmare so far. A car wreck, a run-in with my . . . Cruz, jail time, and what I couldn’t stop thinking about: the mysterious figure, who I’d seen twice now. I was sure of it. My skin tingled, like little spiders crawling all over me.

      “Biting your nails isn’t very good for you,” a voice said from the cell beside me, a thick Irish accent.

      I looked over at the old women. No, not old. Ancient. Wrinkles lined her face, her skin thin and almost translucent, age spots peppering her cheeks and neck. And she was wearing a tracksuit. A shiny blue one that oddly looked really good on her. So weird. Glasses perched on her petite nose, the same shade as her clothes.

      “Nasty habit,” she continued. Then she held up her hand, and surprise, her nails were the same blue color as the rest of her ensemble. “Started painting mine to stop myself from chewing ’em down to the nubs.”

      I looked at my own painted nails. Clearly that wasn’t stopping me from my anxious biting.

      She stood and pressed herself against the bars. “What are you in for?”

      I shrugged. “Just stealing some stupid fish twenty years ago.”

      “A wish, you say?”

      “No.” I huffed. “A f-ish.” I emphasized the F.

      “Huh.” She wrinkled her nose. “Why would you ever steal a fish? You know you live right by an ocean. Where fish live. In abundance.”

      I massaged my temples. “It’s a long story. Why are you in here?”

      She waved her hand, clearly not concerned at all by her current predicament. “Eh, punched a guy in a bar. He had it coming. Tried to grab my ass.”

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. Okay, then. I got the feeling this wasn’t her first time in a cell, nor would it be her last.

      “Hey, Sheriff!” she shouted. “I’ve done my time, now let me out. I’m getting hangry.”

      Joe sighed heavily, then grabbed his keys and unlocked her cell. My mouth dropped open. That was it? That was our justice system at work. Unbelievable.

      The woman turned back to me. “Good luck to you, then.” She looked at Joe as she walked past him. “See you next week.”

      This was a weekly thing? I shook my head as she waltzed out of here and Joe ignored my glares and walked back to the receptionist desk.

      I clearly needed to get away from Whispering Willows. That figure appeared when I arrived.

      I only had one chance of escape: my eyes narrowed in on my phone, which sat by the fairy’s body as she continued to use her feet to tap the letters on the keyboard of the computer. The bright white of the screen flashed with incoming messages. If I could get it back, then I could call Gary and ask him to pick me up. He’d do it. I’d tell him everything, well, except for Aunt Kathy’s visit and this figure. That was something I’d take to the grave.

      I stood and pressed my face against the bars. “Hey!” I yelled at Joe.

      He stopped mid-sentence and cocked an eyebrow. “Can I help you?”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I want out, and this crime has passed the statute of limitations. I stole that fish over twenty years ago. If you don’t let me out, I’ll have you investigated for harassment.”

      He takes off his hat, scratching his head. “An investigation?”

      I thought back to the one political science class I took in high school. It covered the basics of government and law—the very basics—but Joe was an idiot, and I could create enough fear that he’d think twice about his decision to throw me into a cell.

      “Yeah,” I continued. “Statute 1453”—there was no Statute 1453—“states any officer responsible for misconduct in handling a criminal not yet charged can receive a minimum of five years in prison.”

      His brows furrowed, and he stared at the desk in front of him like he was taking the bar exam. It was painful to watch his mind churning with all the possibilities of jail time. This was too easy. He bit his lip, looking down at the keys hanging from his belt.

      “Oh, alright,” he said. “But I want my fish returned.”

      The phone rang loudly, and the fairy answered, using her tiny feet to push a button. “Whispering Willows Sheriff’s Office. Oh hi, Carly!”

      I rolled my eyes, turning my attention back to Joe. “Ask Cruz about your fish.” He was the one who threw it in the lake after I stole it.

      He lifted his hand and the keys floated from where they hung on his belt and toward my cell—leprechauns could manipulate metal, but it had been so long since I’d seen that power in use. It was almost a shock to see the keys just levitating toward me, toward the lock on my cell. “Cruz wasn’t responsible, missy. It was you.”

      “Whatever. Cruz will say anything to get me in trouble.” There was a time when it was the opposite. When he’d do anything—including taking the blame himself—to keep me out of trouble.

      Joe twisted his hand, the key twisting painstakingly slow in the lock, when the receptionist called out, “Joe! Carly wants to talk to you!”

      I groaned as he dropped his hand and left the keys sticking out of the lock and pointed a finger at me. “Don’t touch that. I’ll be right back.”

      I was tempted to ignore him, reach through the bars, and put freedom in my own hands, but I was about to be released and didn’t want to do anything to earn his wrath. Instead, I sat down and thought about what I’d say to Gary once I got my phone, how I’d word it to show him I was the victim. Someone tried to frame me for stealing a stuffed fish, and they threw me in jail, but I’m innocent. By the way, did you bash my head in with a shovel and try to kill me?

      The framing part would only be a partial lie. Ever since we were kids, Cruz and I played an elaborate game of truth and dare. Mainly dares. It started when Cruz moved in next door. No other kids lived on my block, so when I saw a semi-normal kid moving into the house right next to mine, I flipped. It didn’t even matter I was in third grade and he was in fifth, he was another kid.

       I didn’t have any siblings to mess with, so I figured I’d initiate him into the neighborhood with a dare. I’d clutched the top of our chain-link fence, watching him and his parents move their belongings in from the dirty truck with a cracked windshield. When Cruz came out of his house alone, I got his attention by waving my arms in the air and then dared him to go across the street, introduce himself to Old Lady Charmaine, a werewolf who rarely shifted from her wolf form, and kiss her on the cheek. He shot me that cheeky smile of his and did it. And a friendship was born. Over the years, our dares became more and more elaborate.

      Enter Sheriff Joe and his prized fish.

      I’d arrived at my locker one day sophomore year to find Cruz leaning against it, devilish smile and all.

      “I’ve got a new dare for you,” he’d said.

      I shouldered him playfully. It wasn’t hard to push him out of the way; he was all skin and bones back then.

      “What is it?”

      Then he told me. This was the biggest dare yet. If I accomplished it, I’d get a prize—something we’d just started doing.

      “What’s my prize?” I added.

      Cruz smiled and told me it was a surprise.

      That was a long time ago. The dares, the sneaking out of school together, the late night talks from our windows, which faced each other. It was a different life, one I forgot about—until I came here. Another reason why I needed to get away from Whispering Willows as soon as possible.

      The sheriff returned to the cell. “Alright, where were we?” He examined the key. “Didn’t try to break loose. You actually followed instructions for once. I’m impressed.”

      “I’ll show you impressed when I shove that key up your—”

      “Do you want me to let you out?”

      I gritted my teeth. Keep it together, Emerson. 

      He finished unlocking the door. It swung open, and I ran out, grabbing my phone. Freedom at last. One phone call away from escaping this place and that creepy figure.

      But before I could even pull up my contacts, the door swung open, and my mom walked in.
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      The car ride home was tense, to say the least. Mom didn’t even give me a chance to explain; she took one lingering look at me and said, “Let’s go” like I was teenager again. I guess the last time we saw each other, I was.

      “I have a hotel room booked,” I said, dialing the number on my phone. Well, it wasn’t a hotel room, per say. It was a room at a bed and breakfast, which was the only place for visitors to stay in Whispering Willows.

      “Hm,” my mom said as she kept her eyes on the road, “well your room is waiting for you if you change your mind.”

      The line rang and a cheery voice picked up. “Whispering Willows Bed and Breakfast, how can I help you?”

      “Hi, I’ve got a reservation for tonight and wanted to let you know I’m on my way.”

      “Name?”

      “Emerson Charles.”

      Silence. “Yeah, not seeing anything.”

      My head throbbed. “What? But I made a reservation earlier today. I did it through your online form.”

      “Just a moment,” he said pleasantly, and even though I could tell he was covering the phone with his hand, I could still hear his muffled voice loud and clear.

      “Bones, you idiot!” he yelled. “I told you not to mess with the booking system. I don’t care if you think my paper and pen method is outdated, we’re not doing this online thing! Bones!” he yelled again. “Are you listening to me? Stop making a frittata. Who makes frittatas at ten o’ clock at night?”

      He came back on the phone. “So sorry about that. Can we offer you a complimentary room?” I heard the sound of paper flipping. “Looks like our first availability is in December.”

      December? It was September. “Absolutely not.”

      “You’ll get a refund, of course,” the voice said.

      “Listen, um . . .” I trailed off, forgetting his name.

      “Martin,” he said smoothly.

      “Yes, Martin. I’ll pay triple your nightly rate if you can get me a room.”

      He made what sounded like a moan into the phone, then I heard him whisper. “No, Martin. No. Well maybe . . . OW,” he screeched. “Bones, you don’t have to flick me, for god’s sake. I was going to say no, you ingrate.” His voice turned pleasant again. “So sorry about that.”

      “Ugh, forget it!” I ended the call, wishing I could fling my phone out the window.

      “Like I said,” my mom said, “you have a room at my house.”

      Just perfect.

      We rode in her sputtering 1996 Toyota Camry, and she barely said a word. Shocker. You’d think after not seeing your daughter for almost twenty whole years you’d want to, oh I don’t know, ask about her life. But nope.

      “So you’re already causing trouble,” Mom said, her lips settling in a thin line.

      Neon lights flashed from a bar we passed, turning her normally pale face green and illuminating the wrinkles across her forehead, the bags under her eyes, the skin that hung a little looser. When did Mom get so old?

      I wasn’t going to let her bully me. “I didn’t do anything wrong. Your boyfriend imprisoned me under inequitable charges of false pretense, and he’s now liable.”

      I said bigger words than necessary, because she wouldn’t understand.

      Her face twisted up. “Oh Emerson, cut the crap. Is that what you learned when you ran away to your big city? How to say big words that mean nothing? You could’ve stayed here and learned all that from a dictionary.”

      I looked out the window, my face heating. She didn’t understand anything about my life. She never understood me like Aunt Kathy.

      “I guess you wouldn’t have a clue what I’ve learned since you never called or visited.”

      She put on the blinker, switching lanes. “Communication is a two-way street, and it’s hard to call you when I don’t even have your number, when you ran away without so much as a goodbye.”

      Once we reached the neighborhood, I could barely see the street in front of us. No street lights or lamp posts like in Los Angeles, where everything was lit. She turned the car onto a familiar tiny road filled with trailers and houses looking like they might crumble if so much as a gust of wind blew their way. She pulled into a gravel driveway that wasn’t really a driveway. It was our front yard, and after all these years it hadn’t changed. No upgrades. No work put into it. When we first moved in, my mom had big dreams: grass, flower beds, a white-picket fence. None of which ever happened.

      “You shut off my phone,” I finally whispered. “After I moved away. How could I call you when you shut off my phone? Aunt Kathy had to buy a new one for me, and she let me onto her plan.”

      Mom huffed, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. “Yes, that was a little hasty of me, but—you know what? Forget it. Aunt Kathy’s always going to be the hero, and I’m always going to be the bad guy, right?”

      I couldn’t believe I thought coming home would be a good idea. I jumped out, slamming the door and stomping up to the house. Just like the gravelly lawn, it hadn’t changed a bit. Cracked and jagged stairs lead up to the porch, which had planks filled with holes and split boards. Faded bricks made up the two stories, but these bricks weren’t clean and historical like the ones at the Witch Inc. headquarters. They were old with moss growing on them and sharp lines running through. Dirt covered the faded windows, and one had a distinct crack through it—on the top floor where my old room was. I wondered if the space even resembled my room anymore. Not that it mattered. I’d only be here for one day, and then—and then, I’d figure out a way home. With or without Lola.

      I looked back at my mom and gestured to the porch. “Is this even safe to walk on?”

      She leaned against her car, blowing out a long stream of smoke that disappeared once it hit the chilly air. “You serious, Emerson? You think your own house isn’t safe?” She laughed to herself. “They really did a number on you, didn’t they?”

      “Don’t start this again.” It was the same argument recycled from years earlier, and I was not in the mood.

      Mom glanced down at her buzzing flip phone, distracted.

      “Forget I said anything.” I tromped up the steps and walked lightly across the porch to the front door and tried to open the outer screen, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “You have to pull harder!” Mom shouted.

      Of course. Everything was harder here.

      I used every bit of muscle I possessed to pull the door open, the force nearly propelling me backward off the porch. With the screen open, I assessed the main door. Its handle hung from the hinge, and I jiggled it gently, not even sure how to turn it without ripping it off. The door swung open.

      “Really smart, not locking the door!” I said over my shoulder.

      Mom didn’t answer, just took another long drag. Bright lights blinded me as a car pulled in next door, and my heart jumped.

      The silhouette of a man stepped out. The moon illuminated the hunch of his back and thick mop of hair. Not Cruz. My pulse returned to its regular beat. From his limp, I could tell it was his dad. I wondered if Cruz still lived at home. Probably did, like every lowlife here. Before anyone else could jump out of the car, I crossed the threshold and walked straight into the past I’d spent so many years trying to forget.
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      I rolled over in bed, trying and failing to get comfortable, what with the cool breeze that slipped through the crack in the window. Nothing had changed. The pink walls—which I insisted had to be “Barbie” pink—had a few more scratches and stains. A white vanity sat in the corner, covered in stickers collected over the years. An old journal lay on top of it, closed as if preserved in time. My bed sat underneath the window. Only slivers of moonlight stretched into the dark room, and I wished my old nightlight, still plugged into the wall, worked. Every time a tree moved in the wind outside, its shadow leaped to life on the walls. I pulled the sheets up to my chin, thinking about when I was little and used to get scared. I’d call for my mom, but she never heard me. Or she did and just ignored me. Or—the worst option—she was too high from the fairy dust she snorted to make it up the stairs to my room and check on me. I learned to fight my own demons. And I’d do the same tonight.

      Eventually, I gave up on sleep. The sheets were too thin. The bed springs too springy. The air too cold. I pressed my feet against the frigid hardwood floors and walked to the closet, hoping to find a thick blanket. The door creaked as it opened, and a rustling sounded behind me. Goosebumps prickled across my skin.

      “Hello?” 

      You’re just imagining things, Emerson. Fight your own demons, remember? Not actual demons, just to clarify. I wasn’t the Demon Slayer in this town, and I had no interest in the job.

      I stumbled into the dark closet and fumbled for the light switch. My hands flailed over my head, grasping for the string. Who knew whether the light even worked. Something skittered across the floor, and my pulse spiked. It’s nothing. We always had a mouse problem, and it wouldn’t shock me if my mom still hadn’t taken care of it.

      “C’mon.” My hand grasped about, trying to find the string. “Aha!” Finally. I pulled on it, and nothing happened. Right. Should’ve known the light was out. Guess I’d be feeling in the dark for a dusty old blanket.

      For good measure, I pulled one more time. Light burst from the bulb, blinding me, and it took a few seconds before my eyes adjusted. When they did, spots dotted my vision.

      “Good to know the light’s working,” I grumbled, turning and standing face-to-face with a woman.

      I shrieked, falling and scrambling back against the wall. “I don’t have any money on me!” My shaky finger pointed into my room. “My wallet’s out there. Just take it and leave. No one will know you were here.”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “I must want to steal something because I’m Black, right?”

      “What?” Shit. What did you say to that? “N-no. I didn’t mean it like that. I—”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Way too easy.”

      Okay. This was officially awkward. She sunk down, sitting across from me. A pick stuck out of her afro, and she took it from her hair, offering it up.

      “Need a comb before our trip? Your hair’s looking a little ratty.”

      My hand automatically flew to my head. “I—um, was sleeping. Wait, did you just say trip?”

      “Time to wake up, sugar. We got a lot to cover tonight.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      This chick was psycho. How fast could I run to my nightstand, where my phone was sitting, and call the cops? No wait. I didn’t have time to call the cops. But I saw this thing on Facebook where I could press my power button five times in a row to alert the police to my location. Then I remembered I was in Whispering Willows, home to one sub-par sheriff. But Joe was better than nothing at this point.

      The woman stuck the pick back into her hair and squinted at me through round glasses. “I thought someone informed you I was coming.”

      “I—” I stopped, seeing the wispiness of her brown skin, the way it shimmered under the harsh light of the closet. The same way Aunt Kathy’s did. “Oh my god.” My head swam, and my stomach lurched. “Jesus, not another dream.”

      “Sweetpea, Jesus ain’t got nothing to do with this. How you expect to save your soul if you can’t even recognize what’s happening?”

      Save my what? She stood, or floated, or whatever ghosts did.

      “What are you doing?” I shrunk into the corner as she hovered above me, her geometric patterned skirt billowing around her legs, even though there was no breeze.

      She reached up, tugging on the light string and plunging us into darkness. “Time to take a little trip,” she said, right as the floor dropped from underneath us.
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        * * *

      

      I’m falling through a sky. An alternate sky in an alternate universe.

      We plummeted through the dark, silent night. Well, it would be silent if not for the ghost screaming beside me like we were riding a rollercoaster. Great. I wasn’t only stuck with a ghost, but a ghost that belonged in an insane asylum. I tried to remember what Aunt Kathy told me about the spirits that would be visiting me, but her warning was all fuzzy. The Ghost of Humility? The Ghost of LA? The Ghost of Hippity-Frickity-Doo? I couldn’t grasp hold of the memory, and I didn’t want to. Maybe this was yet another dream. I fell asleep in my bed, and my subconscious wanted to scare the hell out of me.

      “Ghost of Hippity-Frickity-Doo? For real?” the woman shouted as we fell. “I’m the Ghost of Past, which you’d do well to remember. And this is not a dream. The sooner you realize that, the better.”

      So the ghost could read minds. Where was that in every scary movie I’d ever watched? And why wasn’t there a ghost manual along with these visits?

      “Please. Ghosts don’t do that shit you humans learn about from scary movies,” she responded. “You should know that as a witch. Don’t people constantly stereotype ya’ll? And a ghost manual. That’s actually a good idea. Then you humans would stop with your dumbass thoughts about us.”

      “Will you stop doing that?” I yelled over the sound of air rushing past us.

      The black sky transformed to a bright blue, punctuated by the puffy clouds we dropped through. 

      “Oh!” She pointed downward, ignoring my demand. “We’re about to land!”

      A green park lay below—a park that we descended toward at an alarmingly fast pace. 

       I held my hands out in front of me. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Can you slow us down or something?” The land approached too fast. “I’m serious. You might be a ghost, but I’m not, and I don’t want to die.”

      She leaned back in the air like she was lounging at the pool. “Relax. You’re too tense.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut right before we hit, my entire body so tight it could snap. 

      “You done now?” she asked.

      I peeked open one eye. We stood in the middle of the park. Kids screamed and yelled jubilantly while they played on the playground. Some were swinging, some crawling through tunnels, and others moving across the monkey bars while parents stood by, probably gossiping and swapping poopy diaper stories. I don’t know, okay? My view of what parents did was very limited.

      All types of supernaturals crowded the park. Little baby werewolves in their wolf form, yapping and sniffing, fairies fluttering in the air, witches, leprechauns. I even spotted a half-giant, the toddler almost my height.

      “You recognize that little cutie?” the Ghost of Past said. My gaze followed her finger to a little blonde girl who ran to the seesaw.

      “Daddy!” the little girl squealed with delight.

      “Oh! I could just pinch those chubby little cheeks,” the ghost said in a baby-talk voice while mimicking said pinching. 

      She snapped her fingers, and suddenly we were standing next to the little girl. Every time the ghost transported us, the ground rocked like I’d stepped off a rollercoaster.

      “Daddy!” my past self said again as a man swooped her up in his arms, then planted her on the seesaw.

      “You want me to jump on the other end of the seesaw? I might weigh too much,” he roared before jumping on and propelling my past self to the top. She squealed in laughter.

      “Let me down, Daddy!”

      He jumped off the seesaw and gently lowered it to the ground. She careened into his arms. When he rubbed his whiskers against her cheek, she shrieked out, laughing and pressing her little hands against his face.

      My breath caught in my chest. I lay a palm to my cheek, feeling the rough whiskers like someone was pressing sandpaper to my skin.

      “Dad.” I reached for him, even though he couldn’t see me.

      He was so handsome. I didn’t remember him being this handsome, with that golden hair and tan skin and those twinkling blue eyes. He was so handsome and so, so perfect.

      “You got that right,” the Ghost of Past said. “Your dad is one fine man.”

      I cut her a glare. He held hands with Mom, and I did a double take. The wrinkles, the sagging skin, the permanent frown were gone. Her long brown hair shined like she was in one of those Pantene commercials. Who knew hair that shiny existed.

      “Aren’t they sweet?” The ghost nudged me. “A perfect little family.”

      I nodded robotically. “We were the perfect family.”

      I didn’t remember this day, but I remembered days like it. Mom and Dad called it day adventures. We went to the park, traveled to LA and visited museums, went to Angels games and sat in the nosebleed section. Through it all, my dad would narrate like we were the heroes of our own book.

      And now, we must board the time-traveling mobile—the bus—to visit the Museum of Science and dispel of the mad scientist who lurks in its depths!

      The people on the bus would stare and move away while Dad laughed like the mad scientist and tickled me while I shrieked.

      “Your dad did all that?”

      I crossed my arms. “Stop intruding on my memories!”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “That’s kinda my whole job.” 

      The image of Mom, Dad, and my past self standing in the park grew hazy around us.

      “No, wait!” I said, reaching for the disappearing vision.

      The sky above darkened, the children’s laughter fading. With a pop, each piece of the playground disappeared, replaced by a desk, then doors, and then people and chairs. Finally, halls popped up, and a ceiling crashed down over us.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      Buzzing fluorescent lights illuminated the space. A stretcher burst through the swinging doors at the end of a long hallway.

      “Code blue!” a nurse shouted. “We’ve got a code blue!”

      Golden hair peeked out in between the doctors and nurses running to the stretcher. A nurse rubbed two shiny metal plate-like things together, then pressed them to my dad’s chest, unrecognizable after what had happened. His whole grotesque body rose, and a sob escaped me because for just a moment I hoped they might shock him back to his regular self.

      “Dad?” I said at the same time my slightly older past self screamed, “Daddy!”

       I whirled around to face the ghost, wiping away the tears falling down my cheeks. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “It’s important in remembering who you are.” Her voice lacked sympathy. She stared at me with her empty brown eyes.

      I still remembered when it happened. Dad and I were working on a new spell, standing over the cauldron in our kitchen. Something silly that I couldn’t quite grasp onto. Maybe I’d asked him to spell my Barbies so I could automatically change their hair color and outfits with a snap of my fingers, or maybe it was that I wanted to spell my puzzle pieces so they’d never get lost. Either way, he’d eagerly agreed to do the spell—a daddy-daughter day, he’d called it. I hadn’t noticed the obvious signs something was wrong. The sweat trickling down his face, the bloodshot eyes, the way he could barely focus. He waved his wand around the cauldron after dropping in all the ingredients we needed for the spell. I hovered over it, eyes wide, excited for the day my own witching rite would come and I could learn to cast my own spells. Then he collapsed. Talons sprouted from his fingers. White bubbles foamed at his mouth, which began to blacken and twist. My mother had run into the room and grabbed me while I screamed, then she’d called the police. They rushed him to the hospital, but by then it was too late. He’d turned into a demon, the only part of my dad remaining was his blond mop of hair. It hadn’t been until much later that I’d discovered he’d been trading parts of his soul for wishes, wishes that eventually took his mortal life.

      The Ghost of Past patted my shoulder, gold and teal bracelets jingling from her wrist. “No one said this was gonna be easy.”

      The doctors and nurses wheeled my dad, now fully demon and fully unconscious, through the halls and into a room, while my past self sobbed into my mom’s shoulder. Mom wiped her red, puffy eyes with one hand while keeping an arm tight around my past self. Cruz and his parents brisked through the revolving doors at the other end of the hall, and his mom folded my past self into a hug. Cruz just grabbed my past self’s hand and gave it one gentle squeeze, never letting go.

      I rubbed away my tears with the heel of my palm, but it couldn’t stop the heavy stream from flowing freely down my face. “This is torture. You’re putting me through unnecessary pain.”

      The ghost nodded to my mom. “Look at how she’s trying so hard not to cry. She’s trying to be strong for the both of you. That’s a true mom, right there.”

      “What?” I stretched my neck to peek into the room they wheeled my dad into. What happened in that room was inked into my memory, as permanent as a tattoo. This story didn’t have a happy ending.

      “This was a tough day for you, huh?” The ghost squinted her brown eyes, moving her head back and forth like she was trying to see into my soul.

      “Of course it was,” I snapped through tears. It was when my entire life changed for the worse.

      The desk, the walls, the ceiling dissolved around us, and now we stood in a living room with smoke settling around us like a rolling fog. The wood-planked walls were a tragedy, design-wise. I regarded it all with tear-blurred vision.

      “Where are we now?”

      The smoke thinned. It didn’t take me long to remember.

      My mom sat on a red couch, puffing out after taking a hit of blue fairy dust. She passed the joint to some goblin sitting next to her. Bobby. It was a surprise I remembered his name out of the string of boyfriends she brought through the house. Bobby was one of the only ones who didn’t act like my existence was an inconvenience. The bad thing about him? Well, he liked to get high.

      “Mom?” My past self stood in the doorway, backpack slung over her shoulder. She was taller by a good two feet than she was at the hospital, and her figure had filled out. Disgust was plastered all over her face. I never was good at hiding my feelings when it came to Mom’s extracurricular activities.

      “Hey, honey!” Mom scooted over on the couch. “Come sit, baby. Tell us about your day.”

      “So you’re just gonna get high like a complete lowlife while we can barely afford our mortgage?” my past self asked from doorway. “Dad worked hard to buy this house, and you’re going to let a random company take it from us?”

      My mom stilled for a moment, her hand frozen with the joint clutched between her fingers.

      “That really hurt her when you said that,” the ghost said.

      I shrugged. “So what? She deserved it.”

      “Your mom wasn’t always there for you like she needed to be,” the ghost said. “But—”

      “She was never there for me,” I responded, watching the way my past self shook her head in disappointment. “End of story.”

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I tugged at my suddenly too-tight shirt.

      “Are you hot?” I asked the ghost. “I’m hot.” I fanned myself with my hand, leaning against the wall. Every sharp breath I sucked in was full of fairy dust and witch’s brew—a sickening combination when you’re starkly sober.

      These memories, these snippets of my past I doused in the dark, it wasn’t right to bring them back into the light. I stumbled toward the door but ended up falling through the wall and into forceful outside winds. The Santa Anas. Rain sprinkled down, and my bare feet sank into wet earth. I didn’t feel any of it: the slush, the wet, the cold.

      “Perks of being a spirit,” the ghost said.

      The neighborhood was dark and silent, everyone asleep.

      “You’re gonna have to face your past,” the ghost said.

      “Have you done this to my mom?” I gestured to the house. “Have you taken her through her past and made her relive all of this? She could use it more than me.”

      “This ain’t about your mom, Emerson.”

      The light in my room high above clicked off, and the ghost took my hand. “C’mon,” she said, and I knew I had no choice in the matter. In the span of a blink, we stood in my dark room.

      My night light worked, illuminating my past self curled in her bed, already asleep. Dried tears streak her face, ashy blonde hair spread out behind her on the bed. The door creaked open, and my mom tiptoed in. She lay a hand on my head and pushed back my hair.

      “I’m sorry, Em,” she said. “I really am. I’ll try and do better. I won’t lose this house. I won’t let go of the one piece of your dad we have left.”

      My fists curled. Words. They were just words. She didn’t mean them. The only reason we didn’t lose the house was because I got a job. I worked hard to keep our family together.

      The ghost watched the scene, the pity in her eyes magnified by her large glasses. Pity did me no good. It did my past self no good. I inched toward the wall. Away from this nightmare, away from the ghost. “What you’re trying to do, it’s not working. I don’t care if she tucked me in a couple of times. It doesn’t excuse her behavior.”

      “And your dad dying doesn’t excuse yours,” the ghost fired back.

      Unbelievable. Somehow, my mom was the victim in all of this? My back pressed against the wall and passed through it. I tipped backwards, arms flailing as I reached for the ghost, who peeked her head through after me.

      “Help me!”

      My body plunged downward.

      “You gotta help yourself first. Bye for now, Emerson,” she said, hanging outside the house and waving at me as I fell toward the cold hard ground.
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      I shot up in bed, clutching my sheets and working to catch ragged breaths. A knock sounded on my door, and my mom whisked in before I could protest.

      “We gotta leave in twenty minutes, Em.” She came to a stand at the foot of my bed. “I thought you’d be awake by now.”

      My memory flashed to moments earlier, when Mom sat beside me, hand brushing my past self’s head, voice soft.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. Her gray hair was neatly braided and hung over her shoulder. She was pretty. Clear-headed. “You seem a little pale.”

      It took a monumental effort to swing my tired legs over the side of the bed. “I’m fine.” I’m just being haunted by multiple ghosts and I have no idea what they want from me. No big deal. “Just need to get ready.”

      “Emerson—”

      “I can’t dress for the funeral with you hovering over me like this. A little privacy, please?”

      She opened her mouth, closed it, and shut the door behind her. My plan still wasn’t fully formed. The Corvette sat in Red’s garage unfixed, but I’d leave it behind. I wouldn’t fight my mom for it. Gary or Fitz would come pick me up, and I could get away from this entire mess. Maybe when I was back in Los Angeles, I could find answers about why I was being visited by my aunt Kathy, that horrible figure, the Ghost of Past. What could it all mean?

      I pulled a long-sleeve black dress from my bag and slipped it over my head. The soft fabric brushed over my skin, hanging down to my knees. My hair was a mess, but I didn’t have time to shower. I’d have to comb it out and hope it didn’t resemble a bird’s nest.

      When I made it downstairs, I wasn’t prepared to see my mom in Joe’s arms. Right in the middle of the kitchen that hadn’t been updated since the ’70s. They leaned against cream-colored cabinets, her head buried in his chest.

      I stalked past them and toward the door. “Can we not do this right now? Right before your sister’s funeral”

      My mom lifted her head, eyes red. “Emerson, was that necessary?”

      Now was good a time as any to confront my mom about Aunt Kathy’s funeral.

      “I don’t understand why the funeral’s here. Aunt Kathy wouldn’t want this.”

      My mom shook her head. “You weren’t the only one who knew her, Em.” Her voice quieted as she leaned against the tiled countertops. “Who loved her.”

      I scoffed. “Right. You loved her so much, you and everyone else stopped talking to her after she left Whispering Willows. Like it was such a crime to leave this place.”

      Mom’s fingers curled over the edges of the counter, her knuckles growing white. “Whether you like it or not, I’m the executor of her will, and I’m doing my best.”

      “Your best isn’t good enough,” I retorted, thinking of Aunt Kathy in those chains, seaweed threading through her hair. “It’s not even close.”

      Joe wore a black suit, his characteristic sheriff’s hat gone and what was left of his hair combed over. For once, the leprechaun didn’t say a word. He just glanced between me and my mom while we had the world’s worst staring contest. Mom kept blinking like she was trying to hold back tears, and my gaze kept darting to Joe.

      “Why don’t we head out?” he suggested. “It’s not a bad idea to arrive early.”

      Mom broke my gaze and nodded. She grabbed a shawl hanging over the chair and draped it across her shoulders; then she walked out the door. Joe averted his gaze but nodded before following. Fifteen minutes awake, and this day was already off to a terrible start.
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        * * *

      

      Since Aunt Kathy’s body had to be flown overseas, there was no way to do an open-casket funeral. I was relieved. After her ghostly visit, I wasn’t sure I could handle seeing her again. At least when she visited me she was awake and herself. In a casket, she’d have her eyes closed, her hands folded over her body, and she’d be wearing a dress she wouldn’t be caught dead, or alive, in. Witches didn’t really do churches. Instead, we stood in the mountain hills above Whispering Willows, in a clearing, Aunt Kathy in the casket that sat atop piles of logs and hay, ready to burn. To be clear, we were not starting a fire in a forest. It was witch fire, wouldn’t burn the trees, or anything else, just the body. We weren’t complete degenerates—witches were very environmentally conscious. I mean, the ingredients for our spells often came from the earth.

      In the distance, waves crashed against the shore far down below. Somber music played from a harp, a fairy flitting and plucking the strings, and everyone was already crying. It felt like the entire town came today, gathered around the pyre. The entire town who shunned her after she left when she was eighteen. None of these people were friends with the real Aunt Kathy. They mourned a distant memory, the girl she was before she left. I knew how much a person could change after leaving. Unsurprisingly, Husband Number Four didn’t show. He was the first husband to outlive Aunt Kathy, but, just going out on a limb, here, her body being found with a sexy Italian guy probably didn’t sit too well with him.

      Aunt Kathy hated funerals—especially because all of her husband’s funerals took place in churches. I went to Husband Number Three’s funeral with her, and I remember how she’d told me that people should start treating funerals more like celebrations of life than reminders of death. Husband Number Three loved to golf and smoke cigars, so halfway through the funeral, Aunt Kathy grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the pew. We snuck out through the back doors, drove to his favorite golf course, and I smoked my first and last cigar. I think in her own way, Aunt Kathy loved all of her husbands—probably not how they expected her to love them, but it was love all the same.

      Mom placed a hand on my shoulder, guiding me to the front of the gathering crowd.

      I squeezed between her and Joe, looking at the casket high above, ready to be set aflame. The service flew by in a blur, mostly because I was constantly looking over my shoulder for another ghost to appear.

       Some girl Aunt Kathy went to high school with decades ago spoke about her, but she got the details all wrong. She talked about Aunt Kathy’s kindness, her drive, how she was on the honor roll. She didn’t capture her zest for life, her love of travel, how she lit up every room she walked into. Even as a ghost she was a force to be reckoned with. The funeral’s all wrong, and it made me angry. My mom was selfish for bringing her back here. She wouldn’t have wanted this. She would’ve wanted to be cremated, her ashes spread out around the world that she loved to travel.

      After the funeral, everyone gathered down at the beach, a little white tent with long picnic tables and chairs inside. The witches of the town had put together a spread with cheese, meats, crackers, and cookies. People ate, talked, and laughed like we were at a party. I sunk down into a chair, the briny breeze whipping around.

      “Emerson?”

      I jumped in my seat.

      “Sorry,” Clara said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Everything seemed to scare me these days.

      Clara, another ex-best friend, slid into a seat next to me. In typical Clara fashion, her brown hair was perfectly curled, skimming her shoulders. She wore a pretty silk blouse, tucked into black pants.

      “Long time no see.” I’d heard Clara ran away shortly after I had, but for very different reasons. Clara always fit in Whispering Willows in a way I just didn’t. While she talked about her dreams of taking over her mother’s shop, I talked about leaving as soon as I could.

      Clara and I weren’t the same people anymore, and I hoped she didn’t think we could still be friends. We hadn’t talked in over twenty years. I just wanted to sit here in peace and slip out after making a satisfactory appearance. I wasn’t planning on any more blasts from the past.

      “I never thought I’d see you again,” she said, her brown eyes wide.

      “Yeah, only took a funeral to lure me here.”

      She laughed, then her smile faded. “I’m sorry about your aunt. I didn’t know her that well.”

      “No one did.” My voice was too sharp. I waved my arm. “This funeral’s all wrong.”

      Clara clasped her hands in her lap. “Yeah, well what do you expect?”

      When I didn’t say anything, she kept rambling. Also in typical Clara fashion. The first time I met Clara I was walking home from school. A few douchebag boys had her cornered, teasing her about what a “nerd” she was. I wanted to stop and offer her some help. The thing was, she had it under control. She shimmied off her cute flats and hurled one at the bullies, proving that nothing could hold her back from doing what she wanted—including making a thirteen-year-old boy cry. She held another shoe threateningly, and the boys hightailed it out of there. I knew Clara was a girl I wanted in my corner. She also attended the Academy, the school for the elite, which meant she’d know nothing about me or my sordid home life. Knowing what I do about Clara now, she wouldn’t have cared.

      “It’s a funeral, Emerson,” Clara was saying. “Not a wedding. If you think about it, they‘re never great. Her funeral sucked, so what? It’s not about how she died, right? It’s about how she lived.” She scooted her chair closer, the sand making the movement jerky and awkward. “What matters is that you remember your Aunt Kathy and the way she lived her life, and you carry on with her spirit, keep it alive. If you’re the one who knew her best, then that means you’re her champion after she’s left this world.”

      Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. Clara always had this ability to make sense of everything. To turn bad situations around and make it feel like the world wasn’t imploding. All those late-night phone calls. Through them all, Clara was a constant rock.

      “So how’s Los Angeles?” She pointed a purple-manicured nail. “Details, now.”

      I shrugged. “Awesome.”

      A plate sat in front of her, and she tore off pieces of a cookie, chewing methodically. “I figured,” she said through a mouthful. “I hear Witch Inc. pays their staff a lot of money to create those spells.”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      She nodded at the door. “And have you talked to Cruz?”

      He and his parents had just walked into the tent. The grease and smudges were gone, his skin smooth, his dark eyes searching. The tie around his neck perfectly done. I imagined his dad standing with him in front of a mirror, coaching him on the loops and knots. Cruz used to hate ties. I guessed I wasn’t the only one who’d changed.

      “Yeah.” I focused my attention on some faded crayon marks etched into the table. “Didn’t go too well.”

      “Right.” Clara swallowed another mouthful of cookie. “Well, he missed you while you were gone. We all did.”

      Another guilt trip. Perfect.

      “I don’t owe anyone an apology, Clara.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Maybe you don’t, but it would be nice to hear one anyway. Imagine waking up one day, and the person who means the most to you is gone without an explanation. And when you try to call her, the number is disconnected.”

      I wondered if she was speaking from her perspective or Cruz’s. It didn’t matter. Now we’d moved onto the blame game. I was not going to let her make me feel bad.

      “You could’ve contacted us once you got a new phone.”

      But I hadn’t, and I didn’t regret it. She wiped crumbs off her black pants.

      “Didn’t you leave shortly after me? Up and ran? Left for twenty years before coming back?”

      She leaned back in her chair. “That was different. I had to leave, and I didn’t just disappear without a trace. I let the people I cared about know where I was going, and why I had to leave.”

      So now Clara was Ms. High and Mighty because her situation had been different than mine. “If you came here to lecture me, then you can—”

      “I came over to say hi, Emerson. I didn’t know if I’d get the chance.”

      My mom stood with Joe and a few other people who were laughing. What could be funny? “Yeah, Clara. Thanks for saying hi, but I’m headed out, actually. I’ll see you around,” I said, because it seemed like the right thing to do.

      Cruz intercepted me while I worked my way through the crowd of people and toward my mom.

      “Hey Em, I know we didn’t get off to the best start yesterday, but I’m sorry about your—”

      “Save it, Cruz.” My shoulder pressed into his hard chest as I shoved past him.

      Aunt Kathy would hate these people’s false sympathy. If she were here, she’d turn this sad occasion into a celebration just like she did with Husband Number Three. “A celebration of life,” she’d say and slip a flask out of her purse to pass around the room. She’d have the perfect playlist and tell the perfect stories. By the end, everyone would leave a bit happier.

      But she wasn’t here. She couldn’t make it better.

      Cruz grabbed my arm. “You can’t treat everyone like we’re nothing more than the dirty carpet you stomp all over.”

      My mom laughed harder at something Joe said. Everyone’s voices turned to fog, and all I could hear was my own breathing and my heart pounding.

      I pushed away Cruz’s hand and walked up behind the small group.

      “I forgot all about that,” my mom said, still chuckling. “Kathy could be headstrong when she wanted. Which was all the time.”

      My fists clenched.

      “I was shocked she up and left town one day,” a woman said. “It broke your mother’s heart.”

      My mom tipped back the lemonade she was drinking, which she probably spiked with something. “Well, that was Kathy. I loved her, but she could be that way sometimes. She didn’t always think of other people.”

      How dare she. How dare my mom, of all people, speak badly about Aunt Kathy.

      Another person said, “Well, she lived quite the life after she left Whispering Willows.” But she didn’t say it like she was impressed.

      Well, I’m not impressed with your mullet or your unfortunate decision to wear Crocs, Melissa.

      My mom raised her hand in the air, waving away the words, but I’d heard enough. I stomped up to the group. Melissa and the man jumped in surprise at the blonde barreling between them.

      “What is wrong with you people?” I shouted.

      My mom’s eyes widened. “Emerson,” she warned.

      “No!” The volume of my voice surprised me, and my entire body shook.

      The whole tent went quiet, which only fueled my tirade.

      “You’re at her funeral, and you’re gossiping about her.”

      “No one’s gossiping, Em,” Mom said, coming toward me. “I know you’re upset.”

      “You don’t know anything.” I backed away. “Nobody Aunt Kathy actually cared about is here. Other than me.” I motioned to the room. “No Isla or Brittany or Ashley.” They went out with her every so often. I even did shots with them once. Those seventy-year-old women could drink me under the table. My face was wet and sticky from anger or sadness or maybe both. “This is exactly why I left. You all are so backwards. You judge people for leaving, but you stay here, exactly the same.” I waved my arm around in a circle. “None of you have changed. Not one bit. And you’re sad a-and pathetic.”

      “Enough, Emerson.” Cruz came to a stand behind me, disapproval in his voice. He leaned in, breath tickling my ear. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      I blinked, like waking from a trance, to see the tent full of people staring at me. “Then I’ll leave.”

      I didn’t have to push through the crowd because everyone parted as I ran to the stairs. Good riddance.

      I burst outside the tent, the sea breeze a welcome relief from the all the body heat that had gathered in the small space. Time to enact my half-formed plan and call Fitz. The lie perched on the tip of my tongue, ready as I stalked down the sandy beach and as far away from the tent as possible.

      “Emerson, wait!”

      Clara chased after me, tugging at her blouse, which rode up as she jogged. My phone fumbled in my grasp, almost dropping to the ground. I scrolled through my contacts. Fitz, Fitz, Fitz. The contacts never changed. They were always in alphabetical order. Yet somehow I managed to scroll past the one I was looking for every single time.

      “Emerson.” Clara planted her hands on her hips, out of breath. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I’m leaving. I came for my aunt’s funeral, and I need to go back to my real life now. Okay?”

      Clara hesitated, biting her lip. “Just calm down and take a deep breath.”

      Her words forced an involuntary shudder. I’d rather buy off the rack than stay a few more days in this place. “No.” My voice came out strangled. “I don’t want to be here.”

      “We understand. Loud and clear. You hate this place, but maybe you’re meant—”

      I punched in Fitz’s name. Without warning, the phone made a garbled noise and smoke erupted from it. Clara and I shrieked, and I dropped the phone, jumping away from it as thick plumes rose into the air. We coughed and sputtered, waving away the massive dark clouds.

      What in the hell just happened?

      I stared at the sizzling, mangled remnants of my phone. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”  

      Clara cleared her throat. “Like I was saying, maybe this isn’t the place you want to be, but it’s the place you need to be.”

      My phone. My only contact with the outside world, gone. I didn’t have anyone’s number memorized. Who does? No phone. No car. No escape. The smoke cleared, giving me a view of the forested mountains jutting over the beach area. The hooded figure hung in front of a tangle of bushes, its bony fingers curling and uncurling like it wanted to wrap them around my neck. My fingers involuntarily fluttered to my throat. I had a feeling if I wasn’t careful, it was going to be my funeral everyone was attending next.
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      The next day, I strolled through our neighborhood and toward the library with a plan to find out what was happening to me.

      My plan of escape didn’t quite work out the way I hoped. My phone skitzed, and with nowhere to go after the funeral, I walked three miles back to my mother’s house. Every five seconds I checked over my shoulder for the mysterious figure, my heart jumping erratically the entire way home. I clutched a pink tube of pepper spray tight in hand, ready to make it rain on anyone who tried to spook me. There wasn’t a lot of research—or, well, any—on the effects of pepper spray on ghosts, but I was not taking any chances.

       By that point, I knew what to watch for. The thing wore a black hood that covered its face—except it didn’t have a face. Just an empty, bottomless hole where a mouth, nose, and eyes should be. Even the best facial couldn’t solve those problems.

      My mom and Joe were back at the house by the time I arrived. The rest of the night, I holed myself up in my room, too angry to come out despite the tempting aroma of homemade chili floating through the air. It didn’t help that the one time I left my room to sneak across the hall to the bathroom, Joe cornered me with two steaming cups of hot chocolate in hand.

      “What’s your game?” I accepted one of the mugs—because, I’m only human—but kept my distance as I sipped in the warmth missing from the house. “With my mom?”

      He scratched his balding head. “What game? I love your mom. After you left, she was lonely. She needed somebody, and, I guess, so did I.”

      “She was never lonely. She did a great job of trying to replace my dad after he died.” I glanced at Joe’s round belly peeking out of his shirt. “What can you offer her? You’re holding her back, keeping her in this crappy town with no future.”

      Face tight, Joe scuffed his foot against the floorboard. “I don’t know why she even tries with you, to be honest. Your view of the world is so damn skewed—”

      I jabbed him in the chest. “Excuse me?”

      He held out his hand, hot chocolate sloshing over the side and hitting the wood board in fat splotches. “Okay, okay. Let’s calm down. We keep getting off on the wrong foot. Let’s let bygones be bygones. Hell, I’ll even forget about the fish incident.”

      Even with nothing to do, my time was too valuable to waste on getting into arguments with a wannabe John Macklemore, or whatever that Die Hard guy’s name was. “Whatever. Do what you want. Just leave me alone, and I’ll be out of your hair”—my eyes darted to his thinning strands—“er, well, you know what I mean. I’ll be gone as soon as Aunt Kathy’s corvette is fixed, and you won’t have to worry about me.”

      Joe’s forehead creased, as wrinkly as crocodile skin. “You leaving forever won’t do me no good. It broke your mom’s heart the first time you left, and it’ll break it worse the second time. You’ll be free, Emerson, but I’ll be left here trying to pick up the pieces.”

      He’d scuttled away after that, leaving me with the words that kept replaying in my mind. Over and over and over.

      I’d broken my mom’s heart? Unlikely.

      I frisked my arms, willing away Joe’s words, and approached the building I was looking for. There was no time to focus on the sheriff or my mom. Being haunted tended to take precedence over everything.

      Whispering Willows’s library sat nestled in a historic neighborhood, tall, red bricked with a black-shingled roof and expansive windows stretching on the lower and upper levels. If this town was proud of anything, it was the history, which explained why the library was well kept. A big sign hung between two posts, swinging in the wind. “Whispering Willows Library” was etched into rustic wood.

      I hadn’t thought to bring my work laptop with me since this was supposed to be quick trip, and with my phone on the fritz, I had no choice but to seek other options to research what the hell was happening to me. Once I stepped inside, the musty library smell overwhelmed my senses. It was quiet; a few people sat at a table of computers, while others sat against bookshelves, drawn into whatever stories they read. Rows and rows of books lined the back walls, even more books on the second level, which could be reached by ascending spiraling staircases. An older man sat at the desk, hidden behind a newspaper. I was used to seeing Edna here, the librarian and one of the oldest residents of Whispering Willows. I wondered if she’d finally kicked it, but then saw her bustling behind some bookshelves on the second level. She must’ve finally accepted help from someone else—something she was not known to do.

      I approached. “Hi, can I use the computers? I don’t have a library card.”

      He set down the paper and H-O-L-Y eye bags. I was tempted to reach into my purse and pull out some cream on the spot.

      He quirked a bushy eyebrow in desperate need of plucking, and for a second I was afraid he could read my mind. “No library card? Everyone should have a library card.”

      “Well, I’m not from here—”

      He squinted, his eyebrows furrowing together to make an unfortunate unibrow. Oh, this poor soul. “Aren’t you the woman who made that ruckus at the funeral yesterday?”

      I grinded my teeth—a bad habit, according to the dentist. “Listen, just do your job. Either give me a library card or tell me how I can log into the computers without one.”

      His hands roved over the desk and into disorganized drawers until he pulled out a tiny white card. “People. No respect these days.” He slid the small laminated piece of paper toward me. “Login information and password.”

      I smiled sweetly, saying, “Gee, thanks,” and spun on my heel.

      The boxy beige computers looked like they belonged in the ’80s. Who knew these things still existed? I was used to the sleek, thin Macs issued to every employee of Witch Inc. I sat in front of one of the mammoth machines, wondering where to start with my research. When did all this weird stuff start happening? The haunted inn. And that book.

      Okay, first order of business: Google the haunted inn we’d visited just days earlier.

      After typing the address in Google, article upon article appeared about the “Lumwood Inn.” That must’ve been the name of that wretched place.

      “Jane Beyer buys the most infamous house in Greer District,” I murmured. “Lumwood Inn gets extreme makeover.” I snorted. That must’ve been a long time ago, because the monstrosity I saw could’ve been bulldozed and still would’ve looked better than what was currently standing.

       I was all the way on page six of the Google search before anything relevant popped up. The article was a black and white picture of a newspaper clipping. The date read 1959.

       

      Haunted House or Karma? You Decide

      Authorities found the body of a Mr. George Ermwell at Lumwood Inn. Many believe the house with its long history of death is an omen of sinister happenings.

      “George knew about the house,” Ermwell’s sister, Mary Hamstead, said in an interview. “He knew about the ghosts, and he still chose to live there.”

      When asked to elaborate on the ghosts, Hamstead did the sign of the cross and refused to speak on it any further.

      Upon investigation, authorities gathered more information about the victim. He had quite a few enemies, he’d scammed people out of money, and he was known around town for his temper.

      We spoke to Betty Graves, owner of Graves Grocer, about this alleged temper. “Anytime he came in, he was in a foul mood,” she said. “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but he was one of the nastiest human beings I ever met. And I hope his soul is at peace now.”

      Despite all of his enemies, there is no evidence of wrongdoing or foul play in Ermwell’s death. But investigators did notice the way George died with his eyes wide open. One of them said he looked—for lack of a better word—like he’d seen a ghost. The only item found by George’s side at his time of death was a book—most of its pages faded away and illegible. The lines still legible were written in a language not familiar to any local linguists. One Salem linguist posited the language as an ancient one used by witches to raise the dead. Other linguists dismissed that assertion as ridiculous.

      Whatever killed George Ermwell remains a mystery, dead and buried along with him.

      I snorted. Once again, mainstream media making ridiculous assumptions about witches. We couldn’t raise the dead anymore than we wore pointy hats and flew on brooms. Okay, broom-flying had been popular once upon a time, before the invention of cars and planes, but now very few witches chose to use that mode of transportation.

      As for the other information in the article . . . my skin grew cold and clammy, despite the heat blasting from the nearby vents. He died with a book. It had to be the same one. A picture was attached of George before he died. He looked too young to be so jaded, no older than eighteen, but he did look miserable. Maybe it was because he was wearing a fedora. He did not have the head shape to pull that off. And his downturned mouth and squinting eyes reminded me of a toad.

      Did he read the same words as me? And what did it mean that he died? If only I could remember more about Aunt Kathy’s visit and what she’d said, but it remained locked in a part of my brain that didn’t want to let it out. Was this what was going to happen to me? A ghost visit, and then BAM, I’m dead? My car wrecking, my phone spontaneously combusting, the mysterious figure appearing in Whispering Willows, it all had to mean something: I couldn’t leave this place until I’d gotten it figured out. I couldn’t suffer the same fate as George Ermwell.

      From what little the article said, it sounded like he got what was coming to him. He seemed like a horrible human being.

      Emmy, you’re on a disappointing path.

      I sat up straighter, the words echoing in my head. Aunt Kathy had said those words. She said—I rubbed my temples—she showed me things, things I’d done. My eyes widened. But no. I wasn’t like George. I was nothing like him—I wouldn’t be caught dead in a fedora.

      My thoughts too dark and disturbing, I needed something more uplifting to distract me. So I decided to log into Facebook and message anyone who might’ve tried to text me and not gotten a response.

      The Facebook logo beamed bright from the computer screen. After attempting to log in three separate times—another reason I missed my phone and its saved passwords—I was finally successful. Not surprising, I had messages from my boss, Fitz, my assistant, and a few other coworkers wondering what was going on. And Gary. My heart stopped. I’d hardly thought of him since arriving in this hellhole. But he messaged me. I knew he was innocent. I mean, if he’d tried to murder me, he wouldn’t hitting me up on Facebook like nothing happened.

      I skipped to Gary’s message first.

      Gary: Hey, remember me? I’ve been worried sick. I’m so sorry about what happened at the inn. I couldn’t find you anywhere and panicked, then left, hoping maybe you’d found your way home. I’ve been trying to get a hold of you but couldn’t. We’re all really upset about your Aunt Kathy and want to make sure you’re okay.

      I made an “awwww” sound. A few people in the lab looked up at me.

      “Mind your own business,” I snapped, and their gazes plunged. I tended to have that effect on people. My eyes rested back on the screen.

      Where the article had filled me with an icy dread, Gary’s message flooded me with warmth.

      Not for the first time that day, I wished Aunt Kathy were here to help me navigate all this. She would tell me what to do. She always had all the answers. I bent forward, laying my head in my arms and giving myself one minute. One minute of all-encompassing sadness. The kind that crushes you down until you’re not even sure you’re you anymore. One minute and then I had to endure. That was what Aunt Kathy would say if she were here.

      You only got one life, Emmy. Go and live it.

      I breathed, sat up straight, and type out a quick response to Gary’s message.

      Me: Hey, honey, thanks for checking in, and sorry I haven’t gotten back to you. I have so much to tell you, but now’s not the time. I didn’t mean to worry you. My phone broke, and so did Aunt Kathy’s car, so I’m going to be gone a little longer than expected, but luckily I have some extended family to stay with. Love you!

      “Extended family?” The reflection in the computer screen was just clear enough. Cruz Acosta. “So that’s what you’re telling everyone back in LA, huh?”

      He stood over me, wearing a plaid button-up with the sleeves rolled just enough to expose his forearms and tattoos. A ribbon snaked from his forearm to elbow, the wording within it reading, “Rise free from care before the dawn.” The ribbon fluttered off, turning into a small bird about to take flight. On another arm, a large wolf sat above his wrist.

      “Those new?”

      My fingers tingled like I wanted to trace the outlines of the inked images. Girl, get it together. Play hard to get with this one.

      I shut off Aunt Kathy’s voice.

      He didn’t break my gaze. “Not really.” He leaned down, arms braced on either side of me. “But I’m more interested in why you’re lying about your family.”

      I clicked out of the browser. “What are you, my stalker?”

      He smiled, full lips drawing my gaze. “You wish, Em.”

      Heat flushed my face; why in the hell was I thinking about Cruz or his muscles or his sexy—I mean, perfectly normal—tattoos?

      “No, I’m here on more official business. You’re not answering the phone number you left with our shop, so I called Joe. He said you’d be here. I wanted to give you an update on your car.”

      I twisted further in my chair and said, “Well?”

      “We ordered the part. Should be here by Wednesday. Car’ll be fixed and ready to go by Friday. So”—he nodded toward the blank computer screen—“you can tell your friends you’ll be done visiting your extended family soon.”

      The old man sitting behind the check-out desk shushed us and mouthed “quiet.” I hopped up from my seat and ducked under Cruz’s arms, done with this conversation. If Cruz lived in LA, worked at Witch Inc., he’d understand why my past needed to be kept a secret. To other supernaturals, Whispering Willows was a joke.

      A cool breeze whipped past me the second I stepped outside, but it felt nice, a change from the suffocating heat of the library—and my interaction with Cruz. In truth, I wouldn’t have cared if it were freezing or the hottest day of the year. Anything was better than being in the library with Cruz and his filled-out arms and musky scent. Musky? Where did that come from? I didn’t think I’d ever used that word in my life, and I couldn’t conjure up a smell to compare it to if someone had a gun to my head. Musky. At least he wasn’t wearing cologne anymore. He used to wear way too much of it, so the smell filled an entire room. I’d teased him mercilessly about it.

      “Em!” he shouted, catching up to me. “Wait. Please wait.”

      I whirled around, tapping my foot a little harder than necessary, but he needed to understand how annoyed I was.

      “I don’t want to fight with you. I—” He swiped a hand through his thick curly hair. “You’ll be here ’til Friday. Why not make the most of it?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What are you talking about?”

      “Come to The Brewery—a newer bar in town. It’s a fun local hangout spot.”

      “On a Monday?”

      He laughed. “It’s the two hundredth anniversary of Whispering Willows being founded. Mayor Greenburg has events planned for every day of the week, leading up to a huge parade Friday. Are you forgetting where you are?”

      Not for a second. “Right.”

      He took a deep breath. “Come to The Brewery. Have a little fun.”

      I thought of Gary, of my life back in LA, where I belonged. Going to the bar was a bad idea. “I can’t. I’m . . . busy.”

      Cruz studied me like he could see right through my excuses. “Really? So you’re telling me you’d rather stay home with Joe and your mom?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Because I have it on good authority Monday nights Joe is off, and he and your mom make quite a lot of noise—”

      “Okay stop!” I punched him, and he laughed through a closed mouth.

      “I’m sorry, but still too easy.” He fell in step with me.

      “What’s too easy?”

      “Messing with you.”

      I smiled, too, as much as I tried not to.

      “Come to the bar? If you don’t like it, I’ll bring you home right away.”

      I bit my lip. Joe and my mom or one little visit to a bar. Cruz’s shoulder brushed against mine, and even though we had shirts separating our skin, that simple touch burned to the bone. Gary’s face flashed in my mind.

      “I—I can’t, Cruz. Thanks for the invite.”

      “Emerson, wait. C’mon—”

      “I gotta go,” I said and sped up, leaving all thoughts of him behind.
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      I wish I had gone to the bar. My attempt to hide in my room crashed and burned when my mom insisted on taking a walk through memory lane, wanting to look at our family grimoire and relive some of the first spells she had taught me to cast.

      We huddled over the rusted black cauldron that sat in the hearth. My mom flipped open to a page in the grimoire and pointed at the spell. “Remember this, Em? This was the very first spell you cast.”

      Oh, I remembered. I looked at the spell, written by my great-grandmother on my mom’s side. It had been a simple spell, one that could make a broom sweep away dust on the floor. I was sick of having to do chores, and my mom had said that if I didn’t want to sweep, then I’d have to spell the broom to do it for me. I’d worked for weeks on the spell, trying to get the wand movements right, the words correct, the intention there. Finally, I’d gotten it, and I’d been thrilled. My very first spell cast. That had been before my mom started declining, before our life completely fell apart.

      My jaw tensed, and my mom must’ve noticed, because then she insisted we have a game night. Two hours later, I sat with Joe and my mom, bored out of my mind.

      “Oooh, Park Avenue, don’t mind if I do,” Mom said as we crowded around the Monopoly board sitting on the kitchen table. The blue Park Avenue card flew from the deck into my mother’s pile of cards.

      So far all I’d managed to collect was Baltic and Mediterranean Avenue, and I was currently sitting in jail. Not exactly winning. What I really wanted was to be back at the library, doing more research about these ghosts. Instead, I was stuck playing the world’s worst board game.

      I saw what Mom was doing. Or attempting to do. We used to play board games every Sunday night. Me, her, and Dad. Now it was all wrong because it wasn’t Dad sitting across from me, with his thick round glasses pushed up into his hair and steaming decaf coffee sitting in front of him. He always heated it too hot and then yelped in pain while my mom and I rolled our eyes. Instead, Joe sat at the table, with a pot belly and a beer in hand.

      Plus this whole bonding charade had come too late. Mom could’ve done all this years ago, but she chose to become a sinking ship and didn’t care about her lone passenger. Board games and flipping through the family grimoire weren’t going to win me over this time around.

      “So, Emerson,” Joe said, eyes darting to my mom, “what, uh, is going on with you career at, uh . . .”

      “Witch Inc.?” I finished for him while the die rolled for me. No shaking necessary.

      He snapped his fingers. “Yeah! That’s what it’s called.”

      “Everything’s great. I’m on track for a promotion that’ll make me a senior spell caster,” I said pointedly, looking at my mom as my hat moved itself out of jail and hopped along the board. My dad had spelled all these pieces long ago. I used to giggle with delight as they’d hop along the board. I remembered watching my dad perform the spells, watching him drop each of these pieces in the cauldron while he scratched the spell out onto a paper.

      Joe jerked his head back, mouth pursed downward. “Wow.”

      Mom stayed silent, taking a drag of her cigarette.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she responded, but her jaw ticked.

      “Uh,” Joe said. “Maybe we could come see you sometime in LA. I’ve always wanted to visit, and it’s so close. . . .”

      Again, Mom said nothing. I stared at her, not looking at Joe once.

      “Just say it.”

      “Say what?” Mom said, the die flipping themselves over as they shook on Mom’s behalf.

      “Say how you don’t approve. You never have.”

      “Uh, I’ll um . . .” Joe trailed off, scooted his chair back, and tiptoed out of the kitchen.

      “I just can’t believe you ran away from home to get a job selling your soul.” Mom puffed out smoke as she talked. “I’ve read about you in the Witch Daily News, you know. A whole article about how you helped cast some spell to help give ‘confidence’ to the lawyer of some bigwig factory farm in court so they’d beat out the small farmer whose land they took. Confidence? Is that what your company is saying? We both know the spell you cast wasn’t for confidence. You cast some spell to make them win the court case.”

      I bristled in my chair.

      “It’s not ethical, what you’re doing. I can’t believe the Council even allows such a thing to exist.”

      “We’re not doing anything illegal,” I said, an edge to my voice. Besides, Witch Inc. paid off the Council so they would never dare pursue any kind of charges against us. But my mom didn’t need to know that.

      My mom ignored me. “I always thought you’d go into something like interior design. You had so many ideas in high school for spells you could create that would help people pick out color schemes for their homes, show them which furniture to buy, what would look best with their layouts—”

      “So now you want to insult my job.”

      She sighed. “Emerson—”

      “Because working at the hokey magic store that caters to tourists is such a great career.” I crossed my arms.

      “At least I don’t have to go to bed every night wondering if I’m ruining someone’s life with a spell I cast.”

      I didn’t try to keep my tone even when I responded, “No, you don’t. You know that you ruined my life. Luckily, I don’t have to depend on you anymore.”

      Mom slammed her hands down on the table. “Damnit, Emerson. Do you have to be so combative? I’m trying, here.”

      I stood. “That would be a first.”

      Before she could respond, the doorbell rang, and I stomped toward it. Maybe it was another ghost who could spirit me away. I’d welcome it for once.

      When I opened it, Cruz stood there, filling the inside of the frame. Very real. I could reach out and touch him, and instead of my hand going through, it would press against the hard muscles of his chest.

      Jesus, Emmy. Rein it in. You’re acting thirsty as fuck.

      Shut up, Aunt Kathy.

      “Listen,” Cruz said. “I know you don’t want to go to the bar, and I’ll leave you alone if you want—”

      I grabbed his navy shirt, pulling him out the door after me. “Let’s go,” I said without looking back, ignoring my mom shouting after me.  
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      A haze of purple and green smoke lingered over the floor of the bar, lanterns fixed to the walls and emitting a dim glow. A huge hearth sat against the wall, a bubbling cauldron inside, brooms stacked against it and cozy-looking couch and chairs gathered around. Ouija boards lay on every table, and what felt like the whole town milled around, drinks in hand, sipping and chatting. Clara sat at the bar, stirring a bright pink drink that sat in front of her. She looked tired, bags under her eyes, purple smudging her thin skin. Still, after everything I’d been through, it was a comfort to see her.

      I ran toward her and threw my arms around her neck, and she stiffened under the contact. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      She seemed surprised by my show of affection, like I wasn’t capable of being so nice. It made me want to shrink right back into myself.

       She offered me the drink she’d just bought, and I accepted, throwing my head back, chugging it down. If I couldn’t research the ghosts, the next best thing I could do was forget about them. Clara made another order and the bartender returned a few minutes later with two more drinks, one for her and another for me.

      I took it, chugging the pink liquid.

      “Whoa, you should probably slow down.” Clara took a sip of hers like she was showing me how it should be done. “Remember how strong witch’s brew is?”

      The liquid slid down my throat like Kool-Aid. People sat on the couches in the room, draped over the sides; a couple made out on one of the chairs, and everyone else stood, drinking, talking, dancing. Cruz talked with a group of people, a blonde vampire from the looks of her gleaming white fangs draping herself over him. Good. It was good he was dating. He never dated anyone when we were friends, even though I encouraged him to.

      I grabbed a jello shot from a tray that floated around the room as cheers erupted from a room off to the side where a group of people played beer pong, like this was frat or something. I stared, feeling an odd competitiveness rise in me. “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s go play.”

      “Beer pong?” Clara wrinkled her nose, and I noticed the way her eyes flicked to one of the warlocks standing at the table, buzz cut, meat head, bright hazel eyes. Preston. Her ex from high school.

      I glanced between her and Preston as he tried his best not to stare. Clara did look pretty hot tonight with this clingy black dress wrapping her curves. “Yep,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the little room. “Let’s go.”

      In what looked like an old parlor room with its floral furniture and cozy maroon rug, a long table sat in the middle, covered by solo cups.

      Preston threw a ball and sunk it into the cup. The ball rose out of the cup and dropped into a water cup nearby, then rose again and floated back to Preston for another throw. He flicked his wrist and let the ball fly, once again sinking it into the final cup on his opponents’ side. The two women on the other side of the table groaned and one drank from the last cup.

      I danced my way to the table, shooting back yet another jello shot from a floating tray, lightheaded and off-balance. “Our turn, boys.” I hip-checked Preston, who held his hands up in the air.

      “Go for it,” he said, eyes flicking to Clara, who quickly looked away.

      “Hey.” A guy pointed to a white board where a marker scribbled people’s names on a waiting list. “We were next.”

       I strutted over, swaying my hips, and leaned past him, erasing his and his partner’s name with my sleeve. “Not anymore.”

      He scowled.

      “C’mon, let her play and get drunk,” someone said. I turned and cringed. Todd Vanderhelt. A creepy imp that used to hit on me all the time in high school. His green skin peeked out of the open collar of his button-up shirt, and his pointy ears twitched.

      “How you doing, Emerson? They treating you well in LA?” He came around the other side of the table and roped me to him, squeezing me tighter than necessary against his leather jacket.

      I pushed out of his arms. “I’m doing great, Todd. Better than ever.”

      “Good.” He returned to his spot opposite me and Clara. “Then I won’t regret kicking your ass. You’ve probably forgotten how to play beer pong after spending so long at that fancy schmancy company of yours.”

      I scoffed. But he was right. We didn’t play beer pong. We went to luxury wine and cocktail bars, and I’d often gone with Aunt Kathy and her friends. I swallowed. This wasn’t a night for sadness, I reminded myself firmly. It was a night for forgetting.

      I settled next to Clara, who was reapplying her bright red lipstick. “Just shut up and throw the ball.”

      He launched the ball, and it bounced, wedging in between two cups, then floating up to me and Clara for our turn. “Oooh,” I pointed out, “looks like I’m not the one who needs brushing up.”

      Clara launched the ball, and it dropped into a cup. We screamed and high-fived. Todd shook his head, tipping the cup back. His partner, a goblin wearing gold chains, gold bracelets, and with a gold stud in his hooked nose, nudged Todd and whispered something. I think I heard the words “lucky” and “throws like a girl.”

      Ah, the fragile male ego. I pinned my gaze on the goblin. “I guess I’d be insecure too if I was the only guy here who couldn’t get laid.”

      A guess, but by the way his cheeks turned to a ripe tomato, I could tell it was a lucky one. While Clara and I sat at the bar, I saw him smack some woman’s ass, and she promptly shut him down. I also remembered him from high school. His M-O was all about trash-talking girls. And now he couldn’t get laid. Go figure. 

      He started forward, but Todd held him and patted his back. “Don’t worry about her, man.”

      I gave them both a little wave and a sickly sweet smile.   

      “Okay, let’s all calm down and focus on the game.” Clara nudged me. “You know, you should come back more often. Bring your friends, and we’ll show them how we do it, Whispering-Willows style.”

      Over my dead body. Luckily, I was saved from having to respond because our opponents made a shot. Clara gestured. “You first.”

      I tipped the cup back, not taking a breath between gulps of the purple Witch’s Brew.

      “Damn,” Todd said approvingly. “You haven’t forgot how to throw ’em back, have you?”

      Cruz walked into the parlor room, adding to the list of spectators.

      “Emerson, you might want to slow it down,” he warned. “I can’t take you back to your mom’s house completely wasted.”

      “Why? You’re an adult and so am I.”

      Everyone oohed, and he stared at his feet with his jaw locked.

      “Wow,” someone from the crowd said. “I didn’t believe it when I heard about your fit at the funeral, but you really have changed, Emerson.”

      I stretched my neck but couldn’t see who said that.

      Cruz cut a look through the crowd, leaning against the wall. The blonde vampire who was all over him sauntered into the parlor, pressing herself against his chest.

      “Ignore them,” Clara whispered.

      But I’d never been good at ignoring or hiding my feelings. “If I’ve changed, then it’s for the better,” I shot back.

      Todd missed another shot, but I grabbed one of the cups and chugged anyway. A night for forgetting.

      “Emerson,” Clara said.

      I stumbled around the table, attempting and failing to keep my eyes off the blonde and the way she clutched Cruz’s muscled arms so tight her fingers would probably leave marks on his skin. She might as well be a dog marking its territory. Todd snorted, and I wondered if I said that out loud.

       “Have you ever thought about the fact that maybe I’ve evolved?” I snatched someone’s cup, shaped like a cauldron, from their hand and took a swig. The alcohol burned my throat and slid into my belly like hot acid. “Kind of like monkeys and humans.” I giggled because they didn’t know it, but I was about to make a really funny joke. “Like you guys are the monkeys that haven’t evolved, and I’m the human.”

      Clara’s mouth dropped open. She turned to Cruz. “Did she seriously just . . .?”

      The scent of him, oil and gasoline and musk, tingled in my nose as I draped my arms over him. “Oh Cruz, you get what I’m saying. You barely graduated high school, for chrissakes.”

      Cruz shrugged me off of him. Clara attempted to grab my arm. “Emerson, time to go. You’ve had too much to drink.”

      “Get off of me!” I yelled. What was wrong with these people? No sense of humor at all.

      “Enough,” Cruz said. He grabbed my arm with a tight grip impossible to wiggle loose from. “We’re leaving now.”

      He dragged me through the crowds of people, who cheered as he pulled me from the room. My vision swayed, the room wavering like I sat on a seesaw.

      “I cannot believe you said that,” he hissed, yanking me through the crowd and toward the door. “Those are my friends, Emerson. They used to be your friends!”

      “Leave me alone,” I slurred as we burst outside. My hands hit a hard wall of muscle as I shoved him and stumbled back. “Just leave me alone.”

      I turned and ran, Cruz calling after me. I ducked into an alleyway and heard him swear, but he didn’t follow. I breathed a sigh of relief. No one here got it. They didn’t understand how leaving a place like this and living in a place like LA could change your entire world view.

      “Hello, Emerson.” I jumped back from the wall. “Making a mess of things, I see.”

      The old man from the library leaned on a cane, standing at my height. The sag of his face drooped; the wrinkles created heavy folds. Damn. He must be really old.

      “Don’t you work at the library?” I asked, backing up against the building. “What are you doing here?”

      He closed in on me as I flattened against cold, hard stone. There was nowhere else to go.

      When he grabbed my hand, his grip was an iron fist. “Not exactly, Emerson,” he said before shoving me through the wall.
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      We stood in the parking lot of The Brewery, walking through the maze of parked cars. Well, the old man was walking. I was more stumbling, my head foggy.

      “Keep up!” he said and rapped his cane against a car.

       All I could see was his green and red cardigan and what was left of his gray hair slicked back as he pulled me behind him.

      “Wait. I don’t want to be back here. And who the hell are you?” But it was pretty obvious, so I added, “I’m guessing you’re another ghost, here to torture me.”

      He grunted. “Manners. No one has ’em anymore. Who am I. Who am I?” His voice grew louder, causing me to flinch. “I’m the Ghost of Present.”

      “The Ghost of Present?” He continued, flipping his cane over and hooking it around me my arm to tug me forward. “Like you’re going to give me a present?”

      That might not be so bad.

      The vein over his left temple throbbed. “No, not like I’m going to give you a present,” he mocked. “The Ghost of Present. As in, I show you your present life.”

      Well, what’s the point in that? “I don’t need to see my present life any more than I needed to see my past life. I keep up with the news. I’m very informed.”

      Which was true. Inside and outside of the office, if anyone wanted information about the latest gossip or the arrival of a new employee, that person came to me. Fitz called me Google sometimes because she said I knew more than any person should.

      We arrived at the same black door as the one Cruz and I stood in front of when he brought me to the bar. Music beat loudly, shaking the walls.

      The ghost unhooked his cane and gestured. “After you.”

      I didn’t move. “I’m not going in there. They’re all pathetic supernaturals with nothing better to do than cram into a crappy bar and drink themselves—”

      Before I could finish, the ghost pushed me toward the door. I careened through, landing on top of the some couple making out on a cushy floral chair. This time, they were practically to third base.

      “Ah! Oh no,” I said, jumping up and brushing myself off, but I realized they couldn’t hear me. No one could. Just like from before. I was here, but I wasn’t here. It was such an eerie feeling.

      I didn’t need to turn around to know the ghost stood, or floated, behind me.

      “Well?” I asked. “We’re here. What’s the point? Is this how you get your ghostly rocks off? By slipping into bars and creeping on everyone?”

      The ghost stepped aside before two dancing party-goers could shimmy through him. “That is quite enough out of you, young lady.”

      I snorted. At forty, I wasn’t exactly a young lady. I was now someone who people “ma’amed.” I shuddered at that thought.

      The Ghost of Present continued, “I’ve watched you disparage, disrespect, and insult others, but you will not do so to me.” As he spoke, the room grew dark, the music faded away, and everyone disappeared until we stood in a black void. He grew tall over me. Oh crap. There seriously needed to be a guide for these ghosts, their trigger-warnings included.

      “I was just kidding. I thought you might have a sense of humor.” Especially with that sweater he wore.

       “You brought this upon yourself, and if you don’t like it, then you should start listening.”

      He loomed over me, and I suddenly remembered my aunt hanging over me, and . . . Did she swallow me? I was afraid he’d do the same. My heart beat wildly at the memory. “Okay, okay! I’m sorry. Please bring the people back. This place is awful and creepy.”

      “That’s more like it.” He snapped his fingers, and we were back at the bar. “Now, let’s take a stroll to the parlor, shall we?”

      “You’re the boss,” I grumbled, following him.

      “Damn right.” He pointed his cane at me. “And don’t you forget it. I’m not lax like the other ghosts. I get down to business.”

      It was so weird hearing him mention other ghosts. Like they were all in a cult that surprise attacked and tortured people by forcing them into their pasts and presents.

      “God, when did Emerson become such a bitch?” someone said from the room where we played beer pong. I think it might’ve been Todd.

      “Hey, c’mon, you don’t have to use that word,” someone else said in that husky voice that trailed across me like fingertips. Cruz.

      “Doesn’t feel good hearing people talk about you, does it?” the ghost asked from beside me.

      I shushed him as we arrived in the doorway of the parlor.

      The same group that watched the beer pong game stood around the table, except for Clara and Preston, who had disappeared. This time, the cups sat untouched and unmoving, no raucous laughter or bubbly chatter. Cruz, that blonde vampire, and Todd leaned against a table.

      “Listen,” Todd finally said, raking his fingers through his brown hair. “I don’t say that word lightly, and I know you have history with her, Cruz—”

      “We were best friends,” Cruz interrupted.

      “Exactly why you need to face the facts. She’s not the same person she used to be. Just bang her once and get it out of your system.”

      Cruz clenched his fist tight, and the blonde held his arm down, keeping him from punching the creep.

      And what facts was Todd talking about? This was suddenly much worse than the past. Being invisible, an actual fly on the wall, while everyone stood around discussing me, it was . . . unbearable. I turned, but the ghost stuck out his cane, blocking me from going anywhere.

      “You’re going to stay and listen,” he said, “because these are things you need to hear.”

      He was wrong. Nobody deserved to listen in on people berating them.

      “She is different,” a women said with a black bob said, someone I recognized from high school. I think we took gym together. “I didn’t want to admit it. I wanted there to be some monumental reason she left without saying a word, some explanation for why she ghosted all of us. But the truth is, she’s a selfish, conceited person.”

      There were reasons, I wanted to shout. Just because you don’t know them doesn’t mean they don’t exist. But standing here, watching these people—who I thought liked me—insult me, my reasons unraveled. After leaving Whispering Willows, it felt like the end of the world. Like my whole life had been crushed and broken to pieces so tiny they couldn’t be put back together. When I arrived at Aunt Kathy’s mansion where she lived with Husband Number Two, it felt like a new beginning. I wasn’t going to make the same mistakes with my second life I did with my first one. That meant cutting out everything holding me back.

      Cruz shook the blonde off of him, which gave me a little—okay, a lot of—satisfaction.

      “Yeah,” he said, “she has changed, but in the few times I’ve been around her, I’ve seen a spark of the old Emerson. Maybe she needs us to bring it out.”

      I hated when he said that, implying there was something inherently wrong with who I was. I was the better, more improved Emerson. If I was a car model or a robot, I’d be Emerson 2.0, the me everyone was supposed to love more.

      “I mean,” Todd added on, “did you hear the way she talked about us? Like we’re fucking trash, and she’s the evil queen we’re supposed to worship.”

      Was that the way I sounded? I didn’t remember.

      The woman from high school scuffed her foot. “Yeah. I guess it was kind of like that.”

      Cruz stayed silent, everyone staring at him, waiting for his rebuttal.

      Todd threw his hands up. “Oh c’mon, Cruz. How can you still defend her after what she did to you? You do remember how crushed you were that night—”

      “Stop,” Cruz said, making me cringe at the desperation in his voice, like he couldn’t take whatever Todd was about to say. What was he about to say? What did I do to Cruz worse than what I did to the rest of them? They were all left behind equally.

      The blonde who’d been all over Cruz reached up, trailing her hands up and down the back of his neck like she was comforting him. My throat grew dry. Why did Cruz need comforting?

      “Jealous?” the ghost asked.

      “No. She’s acting kind of slutty. That’s all.”

      “Huh,” the ghost said. “Slut-shaming, are we? That’s not very fourth-wave feminist of you.”

      He straightened his hunched back, like he was so proud of himself for knowing that term.

      I shushed him as Todd raised his glass. “All I know is Emerson Charles deserves her fancy LA life, where she’ll probably marry some rich guy that cheats on her all the time and is never home.”

      I thought about Gary, my insides curling. No. Gary wouldn’t do that. What an awful thing to wish upon someone.

      “And she’d deserve it,” the blonde added, tipping her cup toward a random person’s. They toasted.

      Cruz slammed down his cup, red Witch’s Brew sloshing out of it. “I’m gonna go search for Emerson. She was outside, and I was angry about how she acted, but I shouldn’t have left her alone.”

      Todd shrugged. “Maybe if she disappears it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

      Cruz grabbed a fistful of Todd’s shirt, lifting him up off his feet like he was a rag doll. “Say that again!”

      I backed away, sickness bubbling in my stomach. “I need out of here.” People stood in a thick crowd, a solid wall I couldn’t push through. “Just get me out of here!” I yelled.

      The ghost smiled. “Your wish is my command.”
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      He snapped his fingers, and we appeared in my mom’s kitchen.

      “Thank god.” I never thought I’d be so happy to be standing in this retro kitchen with its striped wallpaper that needed to be replaced. I sank into a chair, resting my head on my arms.

      “It doesn’t seem other people have a very good opinion of you, do they?” the ghost asked. He sat beside me, resting his cane against the table.

      “No,” I mumbled, their words haunting me more than any ghost ever could.

      “Well,” the ghost said. “The great thing about this is you can change. You don’t have to be the same person. You shouldn’t be. An old man like me would know.”

      He waggled his caterpillar eyebrows.

      “I heard that,” he said. “My eyebrows are fine the way they are, thank you.” 

      My cheeks heated. “Oh. Right. Forgot you ghosts can read minds.”

      A voice floated into the kitchen. “Listen, Dara, even if she’s your daughter, you can only do so much.”

      Mom and Joe walked in, both sitting across from me and the ghost. I wondered if they could see the ghost. Hopefully not.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      She didn’t acknowledge me.

      “They can’t see you, Emerson.”

      Oh no. I was still invisible, still experiencing my “present.” I darted toward the door, but when I got there, the ghost stood in my way.

      He wagged his finger. “Ah, ah, ah.”

      “I don’t want to be here. I’m not listening to more people talk about how awful Emerson Charles is. How she deserves to disappear. You try doing this, Mr . . . Ghost!”

      “That’s the whole point of this.” He poked me with his cane. “Now back to the table.”

      “You can’t let Emerson bring you down,” Joe said as they settled further in the chairs around the table. “She chose to leave.”

      Mom massaged her temples. “And why do you think that is?”

      “You made mistakes,” he responded, rubbing her shoulder.

      Mistakes, Joe? Seriously? You weren’t fucking here, so don’t even. She didn’t make mistakes. She let her entire life fall apart. She stopped caring for her daughter, stopped caring about anything.

      “I should’ve been stronger. Emerson’s dad dying, it”—Mom’s voice broke, and my heart stuttered—“it tore me apart. I thought my life was over. Fred was the one who worked, who provided for us. He was the glue keeping us together, even with his secret addiction to wishes.”

      So my mom hadn’t known about my dad’s addiction. I’d never asked, but for some reason, it relieved me to know she was as in the dark as me. That she hadn’t just stood by and let it happen.

      “But I’m the parent, Joe. I needed to rise to the occasion after he died. Emerson needed me to.”

      I shifted in my chair, not able to stomach looking at her. Everything she was admitting was what I’d always thought. The words I’d always wanted her to say. I wanted her to admit she’d been a terrible mom, but now that she was doing it, it wasn’t like the big victory I thought it would be.

      “Well, you did the best you could when she gallivanted off to LA.” Joe brought my mom into a hug and kissed the top of her head. “You reached out to Kathy and asked her to keep an eye on Emerson. It sounds like they really bonded. Your daughter never would’ve known her aunt if you hadn’t done that.”

      Mom nodded, wiping away a tear. “I knew Emerson wanted nothing to do with me. She hated me, and who could blame her? I thought Kathy could connect with her. I sure as hell couldn’t, but my older sister . . .?” She shook her head. “I wish Kathy was here now. She’d know what to do. What to say to Emerson.”

      I couldn’t even breathe anymore, afraid to miss a word.

      Mom told Aunt Kathy to contact me? I thought Aunt Kathy messaged me because I was following in her footsteps, another Whispering Willows resident gone rogue.

      “Now Kathy’s gone, and Emerson doesn’t have any support. I have to be there for her, but I don’t know how to be what she needs.”

      I was a forty-year-old woman, and I didn’t need my mom to look after me. It was too late for that now.

      Joe took a deep breath. “You could move to LA to be closer to her?”

      My mom’s eyes widened along with mine. “What?” We both said at the same time.

      The kitchen was silent for the briefest of moments. Joe drummed his fingers against the table. “Yeah. You could sell this house and rent an apartment in the city, get yourself a job. Be closer to Emerson, work toward building a relationship with her. It’s never too late.”

      Mom shook her head. “No. My life is here. You’re here.”

      She lay her hand on top of Joe’s, stopping the incessant tapping of his fingers. He rubbed his nose. “I don’t want to hold you and Emerson back. I can’t leave my job here, not now when I’ve invested so much in it, but—”

      My mom put a finger to Joe’s lips. “Not another word out of those cute lips. I’m not moving. Besides, Emerson would hate me if I moved closer to her.”

      “Not true,” I mumbled.

      The ghost scoffed. “Coulda fooled me. Coulda fooled everyone.”

      “I wish Emerson knew—” my mom started, but like someone was pouring oil over the room, black leaked from the ceilings, the cracks, the floor, and my mom’s voice faded away.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      The ghost stood. “Time’s up!”

      Black sludge covered my mom and Joe, their voices now muted.

      “No!” I tried to walk through the slimy floor. My feet wouldn’t move. I pulled one up, the sticky substance stretching with my shoe. “No. I want to hear what she says.”

      “Oh, so now you like seeing your present life?”

      The tiles in the kitchen cracked and fissured; the floor dropped from underneath us. We plunged through the sky. My stomach heaved, practically through my throat. Similar to my experience with the Ghost of Past, we landed without a scratch—back in the alleyway.

      “You can’t—” I whirled around, but the ghost was already gone.
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      I sank next to an overflowing trash can in the dark alley, thoughts racing through my mind. My mom was the one who told Aunt Kathy to look after me. My aunt, who might’ve been the best thing to ever happen to me. My mom orchestrated that? I thought she didn’t care about me after I left Whispering Willows. The way she’d lopped me off her phone plan. The way she hadn’t bothered to be home when I left. The way she’d never reached out or tried to visit. I got a text every year on my birthday, a card or the occasional gift for Samhain, but that was it. She was happy to see me go. Maybe I misunderstood what she’d said to Joe.

      I groaned, sinking my head between my knees. I’d spent so long blaming my mom for letting us fall apart; it was hard to change that way of thinking after yet another ghost visit.

      “Emerson?”

      I didn’t lift my head at the deep voice, no matter how tempting. I still hadn’t forgotten what Cruz, Todd, and the others had said about me.

      Cruz’s hands grabbed my shoulders, and he lifted me up to a stand and folded me into his arms. “Emerson, thank God.” He held me at a distance, studying me. “I couldn’t find you anywhere. I was so worried a demon had gotten to you or something.”

      Yeah right. I pushed away from him. “Oh, please. More like you and all your buddies were hoping I’d disappear. The Wicked Witch, or was it the evil queen?”

      Cruz stiffened, and it occurred to me I’d said too much.

       “You heard us?” he asked.

      I shrugged and walked out of the alleyway. “Someone opened a window to smoke, and turns out, you all are about as quiet as a garbage disposal.”

      I looked around, trying to remember how we got here. I could walk home easily enough. I’d walked everywhere else in this godforsaken place. It’d probably take an hour, and I’d probably get abducted by another ghost in the meantime, but whatever. I was past caring.

      Cruz grabbed my arm and brought my back slamming into his chest, his words tickling my ear. “I’m really sorry about what you heard. It wasn’t right for us to talk about you like that.”

      My shoulders slumped. The apology tore at my stubbornness.

      “I’m sorry too,” I said, surprising myself. “I shouldn’t have said you were a”—I waved my hand in the air—“monkey.”

      Cruz stepped up beside me, the ghost of a smile on his lips. “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      “Listen. I’ll walk home. I’m really okay.” Turned out ghosts kidnappings sobered you up real fast. “Go back and enjoy the bar.” I thought about what the ghost showed me. “Tell everyone I said sorry.”

      Cruz rocked on his heels, hands stuffed in his coat pockets. “Nah.”

      My head snapped in his direction. “What do you mean, ‘nah’?”

      His brown eyes, normally the rustic brown of fall, were bright and eager like an amber moon. “I have a better idea. You up for an adventure?”
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      We arrived at the boardwalk fifteen minutes later. The ocean swept up against the sandy shore, the moon high and glowing in the sky. A wooden boardwalk jutted out into the ocean, and it lapped up against the posts stuck down into the water.

      This was the place Cruz and I went to get away. If his parents were fighting, I brought him here. After my dad died, whenever my mom would be high or drunk or both, Cruz would say one word: boardwalk. And we’d come here.

      We walked side by side, the gentle lap of waves against the shore filling the silence. I wished they could crowd out my thoughts about the ghost’s visit, my mom. I wished I knew what she was going to say. If that dumb ghost could’ve just kept us there a little longer. . . .

      The waves whooshed as the tide retreated, then crashed as the water crested around our shoes. A never-ending rhythm that at times was the only constant in my chaotic life. The waves—and Cruz walking by my side.

      “Remember this place?” Cruz finally asked.

      “The beach?” I snorted, then glanced at his face and sobered my expression. “How could I forget?”

      Like I’d done this every day of my life for the past twenty years, I cut off the beach path and climbed up the rocky boulders to the right. The sharp points cut into my skin, and my long green tunic snagged against a jagged rock, but I ignored it, climbing further. I definitely was not eighteen anymore, that was for sure. My knees and back croaked in protest, and I felt every pull of muscle as I ascended. Cruz’s ragged breathing echoed behind me. We climbed for ten minutes in silence. At the top, I sat on a flat rock, staring out at the endless sea blending with the endless sky until it wasn’t clear where either began or ended. Cruz settled beside me, both our legs dangling over the side.

      “I’m not sure why we chose such a difficult place for our hideaway,” he said, breath still uneven. “Why couldn’t we be more like normal kids and build a treehouse or something, right?”

      “Because we were never normal.” Yet that’s all I ever wanted to be.

      We sat in silence, nothing but the sound of the gentle ocean waves and the still night as our companions. I didn’t feel the need to talk. I never did with Cruz. We climbed to our place, sat, and let the world melt away.

      With my legs hanging over the rock, I felt like a daredevil. One burst of wind, one shove, and I’d fall into the ocean’s vicious grip below. But no, I wouldn’t fall. Cruz would grab me before he let anything like that happen.

      “Can I ask you something?” Cruz said.

      Light from the round moon and dazzling stars outlined his cut jawline, the perfect shape of his head, his big figure filling the space beside me. “Sure.”

      “I get you wanted to leave. Your life was falling apart and you needed an escape. But I don’t understand why you cut off all contact with us? Me and Clara could’ve visited you, you could’ve come back home and visited us.”

      The million-dollar question. Unlike all the other statements I’d received since coming to Whispering Willows, this one wasn’t judgmental. It was like a plea. Like Cruz had his own ghosts to deal with, and one of them might be me.

      The Ghost of Past showed me one part of my life after Dad died. One small part. But she only touched the tip of a very big iceberg.

      I shuddered thinking about the visit.

      “You okay?” Cruz draped his jacket over my shoulders. “You seem on edge lately.”

      That was the understatement of the century. Not knowing what to say to that question, I decided to answer his previous one.

      “You remember that one spring night when my mom got into a fight with her . . .” Not boyfriend—that sure as hell wasn’t who he was—but I was having a hard time adequately naming him. “Well, her fuck buddy.”

      Cruz grunted. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “She had planned to attack him, spelled all these bottles to hit him, but each one missed and instead hit our living room wall, glass shattering everywhere. Neighbors started yelling and banging on our door, and someone called the police. I had to hold my mom back to keep her from lunging at the guy with a broken bottle piece in her hand.”

      Cruz nodded. “I ran into the house, so worried something had happened to you.” He nudged me with his shoulder. “But I should’ve known better than to worry. You were fearless, like a superhero. You didn’t have a scratch on you, but you had your arms wrapped around your mom, calmly telling that creep to ‘hurry the fuck’ out of your house before you gutted him.”

      Cruz remembered that night better than me, which I guess was normal when something traumatic happened. You remembered the more physical, haunting details. The way my arms shook trying to hold my mom back. The smell of fairy dust wafting from her. That visceral fear that if she broke from my hold, she’d actually kill the man, and I’d never see her again.

      But she felt bad about what she did. She said so to Joe, and all I’d done was push her away.

      Cruz shifted his body, edging closer. The sides of our bodies pressed together. His hands remained firmly on his lap, but they twitched like he wanted to reach over and grab mine. For a traitorous moment, I hoped he did.

      I cleared my throat. “I was really scared that night, but it defined me in a way. It was the point I thought, ‘I can’t do this anymore.’ I decided that night I couldn’t be a part of my mom’s self-destruction, everyone’s self-destruction. This place was so fucked up, Cruz, and no one recognized that but me. The constant demon attacks, the reputation, all the addicts, the vamps selling illegal magic on the black market. I had to make a clean break. If I wanted to succeed, I couldn’t be the girl from Whispering Willows. I had to remake myself, which meant letting go of my past.”

      Cruz stayed silent for a moment, neck tensed tight, eyes set somewhere in the distance. “Do you still feel that way? Now that you’re back here? Like we’re the bottom of the iceberg, weighing you down?”

      Now he turned his whole body. I could say no. I could melt into him like I did so many times before. Except before, we were always friends. I’d hug him and nothing more. We never crossed that line. It was different now, and I didn’t know what had changed. Maybe it was the way Cruz looked at me like I was something he wanted to sink into, or maybe it was because ever since I got back I couldn’t stop noticing everything about him, couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      So instead of saying what he wanted to hear, I said, “I’ve got a lot of good things going for me at Witch Inc. I’m creating new and innovative spells for clients, I’m up for a promotion, and . . . I have a boyfriend.” I spoke the last words fast, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      We sat in a moment of tense silence. Then, “Wow,” Cruz said, “sounds like maybe it’s a good thing you cut us all out.”

      He stood.

      “Cruz—” 

      “C’mon. Your mom’s probably worried with you out so late. You need to get home.”

      He held out his hand, and I grabbed it, a tingle shooting through my belly. For the millionth time tonight, I regretted my big mouth.
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      The next day came with a hangover from hell. I sat in front of a bright screen at the library, clutching my head and wondering what was in that Witch’s Brew. 

      Heat flooded my cheeks when I thought about what I said to everyone at the party. Did that actually happen? Monkeys? Oh god. This place brought out the worst in me. Or maybe I really was the worst, and it had always been there. Rotten to the core.

       The heat traveled down to my belly when I thought about the moonlight beach walk and Cruz pressed against my side. I shifted back and forth in my seat. It wasn’t like I cheated on Gary. I didn’t do anything wrong. Staring at my ex-best friend and noticing the changes that had taken place over the last twenty years wasn’t a crime.

      Operation Get Rid of the Ghosts wasn’t going well. Further searches on Google came up empty. When digging into more about the residents who lived at the Lumwood Inn, all that appeared were the ways they died suspiciously. And a few mentions of them being terrible human beings. Like one woman who died after visiting the house—she entered dogs in fighting rings. Another man who died after living in the house hadn’t spoken to his family in years, cut them all out of his will, apparently. It was starting to seem like not everyone who stepped in that house was cursed to die. Instead, it was more like everyone who was a bad person and stepped foot in that house was cursed to die.

      Evil queen echoed between my ears. That was what everyone at the bar called me.

      My eyes glazed over, the white of the screen giving way to images of how those people might’ve died. Maybe the figure took off its hood, and what lay underneath was so terrifying the cursed ones’ hearts stopped on the spot. I drummed my fingers against the table, steady beats in rhythm with my hammering pulse. The words on the screen came back into focus, and a name stood out. Mary Hamstead. George Ermwell’s sister. She knew about the book, about George. She could have the answers I needed.

      Before I could change my mind, I googled her name and paired it with “California.” Not many results appeared. Only three, in fact. One I could easily cross off. Her Facebook profile showed a girl flashing a peace sign and squinting her eyes like she was high. Nope. The next Mary Hamstead had an obituary. Please let this last one be viable. I clicked on the link, which redirected me to a blog named “Ramblings by Mary.” The articles were, indeed, ramblings—about life and politics and many things about which I could care less. One of the entries caught my attention, though, about a nursing home and the terrible conditions many of the elderly had to suffer through. My knees bounced up and down. C’mon, give me a location. 

      The blogger didn’t do that. At least, not precisely.

      One time, I escaped and made it all the way to Elysian Park. I bought a ticket to the game, a beer, and the world’s most expensive hot dog, and I lived my life. Until those scumbag excuses for nurses found me and wrangled me back.

      So Mary Hamstead was feisty. She was also in LA, somewhere near Dodger Stadium. I wanted to find a way to LA now. Today. It was still early, only nine in the morning. I could take a day trip and be back before anyone missed me.

       My head became light and cold at the same time. Maybe I could find this Mary on Facebook and message her about visiting—about the reason for my visit. She seemed with it, for a woman of her age. I jumped on the site, and my mouth dropped open. “Happy Birthdays” flooded my timeline. I forgot my own fortieth birthday. My gold-sequined dress sat back in my office, dry-cleaned and untouched. Everything had been so chaotic, there hadn’t been time to catch my breath.

      Right now, I was supposed to be getting pedicures with Fitz. Then we were going to go to our favorite cupcake shop and get a single appledoodle cupcake. It was a heavenly combination of snickerdoodle and apple with an apple pie filling. You hadn’t lived if you hadn’t eaten an appledoodle cupcake. Aunt Kathy had made plans with me months ago, to come into town and take me out. The reality of my birthday, of my entire life, depressed me too much, so I closed out of Facebook, not even bothering to check the rest of the birthday wishes.

      A phone rang by the front desk, and Edna answered, then stared directly at me. She hung up, bending a finger to beckon me.

      “Yes?” I said when I reached the front desk.

      “Your mom wants you to come by Life’s a Witch when you’ve got a chance.”

      Life’s a Witch? Seriously. I groaned. I’d never stepped foot in my mom’s place of work. It was exactly the type of place that gave Whispering Willows the reputation we had, a magic store catering to tourists with silly trinkets, fake spells, even faker tarot card readings. It was run by another witch who made her business being distinctly not a witch, everything in her shop a farce, playing into exactly what normals and the media thought of witches. I hated all of it.

      But wait. My mom had a broom, which I was going to need if I wanted to go to LA today. Ubers weren’t exactly huge in Whispering Willows, and my car was still in the shop. I was sure she’d let me borrow her broom if I told her I wanted to go shopping for my birthday. No matter thad I hadn’t ridden a broom in twenty years. I could make this work. I could see Mary Hamstead. Today.

      I nodded and strode out of the library with purpose.
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      Life’s a Witch was the equivalent of every kitschy tourist shop you’d ever seen in any small town. The shop window displayed crystals, witch hats, T-shirts with cheesy sayings like Payback’s a Witch and Resting Witch Face.

      I pushed inside, a bell dinging as I took in my surroundings. A light purple mist curled through the air as a few tourists rummaged through some glittering keychains. The shelves lining the walls were crammed with crystal balls, stacks of tarot cards, wands, mini cauldrons, brooms, dried herbs, and even ouija boards, no organization to any of the fake, mass-produced items. I cringed as I walked deeper into the store.

      Not seeing her, I figured she was on a break and headed to the cash register. A younger woman wiped the old, splintered countertop with a rag that snagged against the wood.

      “What can I get you, darlin’?” Her eyes narrowed. “Now wait a minute, aren’t you Emerson Charles? I haven’t seen you in years! You are pretty, just like your mama.”

      I mustered a smile. “Yep. Me. Um, speaking of my ‘mama,’ is she here?”

      She clapped her hands together. “Dara, your daughter’s here!” She leaned in, her tattooed arms resting against the bar. “She’s going to be so happy you came. She wasn’t sure you would.”

      I leaned against the counter. My mom walked out from the backroom, carrying a white box.

      “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you . . .” she crooned in her off-key voice. Me and Dad always made fun of Mom for her ear-piercing melodies. We would cover our ears in fake horror, laughing all around.

      I stared at the square box, chest tightening. “Mom, you didn’t have to.”

      She set the box down on the counter and opened it up. My breath caught at the sight of a cake with pictures of me, Mom, Dad, and Cruz spread across it, all animated like little movies. “Happy Birthday Emerson” was scrawled at the bottom in pink.

      “Pink is still your favorite color, right?” Mom wrung her hands, like maybe she messed this whole thing up.

      It wasn’t. I’d grown out of that pretty much the moment I left my teen years behind, but I nodded anyway, holding back tears and trying to keep my voice steady. “Wow. I love it.”

      She wrapped her arms around my back, her smoky smell surrounding me. “I’m so glad. I figured you probably had plans with all your friends tonight, so I wanted to give you this cake while you had some free time. Joe said you were at the library. You’ve been spending a lot of time there. I never took you for the avid reader.”

      I let out a nervous laugh.

      Mom caressed my face, holding her palm against my forehead. “Are you feeling alright? You’re looking a little peaky.”

      That would be because I spent the entire night with my lights on, tossing and turning, convinced I’d be getting another visit from a ghost.

      “I’m fine,” was all I said. 

      “I’m gonna get plates and silverware,” the woman at the cash register said.

      My mom shouted out to the room. “Chocolate cake for my daughter’s fortieth birthday if anyone’s interested.”

      She turned to me. “It’s not much, but—”

      “No, it’s perfect.”

      The woman returned with plates, and Mom cut in, serving each of us. She handed over a slice with me holding my wand for the first time, my dad with his arms around me, showing me how to grip it. My mom took a slice of me and Cruz flying down a Slip ’N Slide in Cruz’s front yard.

      I tore my eyes away from the cake and took in Mom’s button-up shirt, her black pressed pants, her curled gray hair hanging neatly past her shoulders. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look very professional.”

      “Oh.” Mom set her piece of cake down. “I got promoted ages ago, been managing this place for a while!”

      “Really?”

      She took a bite of the cake and moaned. “Oooh, have you tried this yet? So good.” Once she was done chewing, she said, “It was probably about ten years ago Joe encouraged me to apply for a management position, back before we were dating or anything. He said I had a knack for it. He helped me fill out the application and fake interviewed me, and I got the job. I think he sensed more of a challenge.” She fingered a key chain hanging below the lip of the counter. “Plus, I got a pay raise and good résumé experience. I’m hoping to apply for other management positions soon.”

      Wow. I could never motivate Mom to apply for any new jobs, to apply herself at all. Shortly after my dad died, she’d stopped practicing magic, often too high or drunk to be able to produce anything. It was like she wasn’t even a witch anymore, then she’d gotten a job at this place, and I’d given up all hope she’d ever practice magic again, do anything of meaning with her life. I begged and pleaded, even tried bribing her, but nothing ever worked. I wondered what Joe did to persuade her to apply herself. “Great, Mom. You deserve to be happy.”

      I shoved a piece of the cake in my mouth. My mom was right. It was delicious: moist, chocolatey, not overly sweet. Almost as good as an appledoodle cupcake.

      “Okay. Back to the grind, sweetie. I’ll come over and check on you in a bit, okay?”

      “Um, Mom!” I almost let myself forgot why I came here in the first place.

      “Yeah, hun?”

      “I was going to go shopping today and was wondering if I could borrow your broom?”

      She peered at me, cocking her head ever so slightly like she was trying to determine if I was lying. “To go shopping?”

      “It’s just a little trip to the next town over for my birthday. I promise. I’m not going to leave.” A partial truth.

      Her face broke into a too-tight smile, and she nodded her head toward the back room. “It’s all yours. Just be careful.”

      “Mom, I’m not a little girl anymore. I can handle a broom ride.” I tried not to appear too eager. “Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

      She blew me a kiss and continued walking to the black door toward the back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This old part of Whispering Willows, near the portal to hell, was a place full of vagrants, vampires who’d been out all night partying, fairies high on their own fairy dust, witches drunk off Witch’s Brew. Where was Lola when I needed it? Or Fitz and her red-hot Mercedes or Gary and his cool-silver Porsche. Instead, I was reduced to using this broom, like a . . . well, a common witch. Ugh.

      A mother stood next to me, juggling her three kids. One ran circles around her, while the other jumped out of her arms and popped his head between her legs, sending her off-kilter, the baby precariously teetering in her arms. Somehow, she managed to stop her fall and not squish or drop any of her children. She tottered off with them to who knew where while I stood studying the broom in my hand.

      Something growled in the shadows of the buildings nearby, and out crept a demon. Oh no. Its black eyes flashed, and green goop dripped from its mouth, splattering onto the ground below. From behind the demon, a woman jumped out, holding a glowing golden sword. The Demon Slayer. Her spiky blonde hair gleamed in the sunlight, and a vampire, also with bleached blonde hair, slunk behind her.

      “Can we hurry this up, love?” the vampire asked, crossing his arms.

      The Demon Slayer swung her sword around and aimed it at the demon’s neck, but at the last minute the creature jumped back.

      “Oh, I’m sorry that me slaying this demon is interrupting our lunch plans,” she shouted back at the vampire. The demon jumped on her back.

      The vampire rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying, I only get a thirty-minute lunch break before I need to be back at The Black Hat.”

      She shot upright, the demon flying off her back and onto the ground with an oomph. “You know, if you want lunch that badly, you can always help.”

      He shook his finger at her. “Oh no. Last time I tried to help, you said I was distracting you.”

      She shot him a look while punching the demon. “Well, you ripped your shirt and were showing off your six pack.”

      I raised my eyebrows. I wouldn’t mind seeing said six pack. Finally, the Demon Slayer shoved her sword through the demon’s gut. It sunk to the ground, blood spilling from it. I couldn’t believe I’d just witnessed a demon attack in broad daylight. Only in Whispering Willows.

      The vampire slung his arm around the Demon Slayer and they disappeared, arguing about where they were going to eat like the woman hadn’t just killed a freaking demon. I shook my head.

      “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I froze. Of course. Apparently it wasn’t just vagrants, partiers, addicts, and demons who came to this part of Whispering Willows. It was also Cruz Acosta. Cruz, who was none of those things. I forgot his shop was nearby.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, hoping he was just passing by.

      “Headed home after an early morning shift.”

      Please don’t ask where I’m going. Please don’t ask where I’m going.

      “Unless you have a more interesting destination in mind?”

      My life was like one big Opposite Day. If I wanted something to happen, I could pretty much guarantee the opposite was going to happen. Okay. I want Cruz to come with me.

      “I’m going to LA,” I said honestly.

      He rocked on his heels. “LA? I could go for a visit to LA.”

      Well, shit. That didn’t work out.

      He eyed the broom in my hand, a twinkle in his eyes. “It’s been a long time since I took a broom ride. In fact, the last one I took was with you.”

      I remembered that. Cruz, who was never scared of anything, had been terrified. But the more broom rides I took him on, the more he got used to it, and eventually, flying with his big form next to me, his arms wrapped around my waist, had become like second nature.

      What could I say now to dissuade Cruz? He reached into his pocket, pulling out his phone, and it hit me that I was phone-less. What was my plan going to be? Wander around LA, asking everyone in sight for the nearest nursing home and hoping they’d tell me? Cruz had a phone, and he didn’t have to know the whole truth. And . . . it would be nice to have some company.

      “Okay,” I said, “but this is a short trip, and it has to be efficient.” AKA, I needed to find Mary, and she needed to give me answers so I could get rid of these ghosts.

      I let go of the broom, and it floated next to me. A few tourists exited the shop, bags in hand full of tacky T-shirts and keychains. I froze, expecting them to see the broom floating and freak out, but they just kept walking.

      “Remember, the town is spelled?” Cruz said quietly. “So that tourists won’t recognize any use of magic, and any magic they see their minds will come up with an explanation for.”

      Ah, yes. I had forgotten.

      “And you need efficient, huh?” He straightened his shoulders and fake dusted off his hands. “Well, you know, I am a mechanic. I have a lot of tight deadlines to work with. If you want efficient, I’m your man.”

      Okay, then. We were actually doing this. A broom ride. With Cruz. I swung my leg over the broom, and Cruz settled behind me. His hard wall of chest pressing against my back. The broom lifted into the air, and my body felt weightless, like all the heavy stress of the last few days fell to the ground. I felt fantastic. I needed to get on a broom more often.

      “So, seriously.” Cruz nudged me from behind as we lifted higher into the air. “Why the day trip to LA? Isn’t that where Witch Inc. is?”

      The lie slid off my tongue smoothly. “Yep. Which is exactly why I have to go back. I have a project I’m in charge of. A big one. I was supposed to interview a woman named Mary Hamstead today.”

      The broom surged forward, and we both jerked but settled as it glided through the air, everything below becoming small, like a board game with moving pieces.

      “I waited until the last minute—”

      “Now that’s the Emerson I know.”

      I ignored him. “I need to interview her today so I can get a better feel for the spell she’s hiring our company to create. Anyway. I don’t have my phone because it”. . . exploded in my hand right when a demon who’s been haunting me appeared . . .“broke. So I don’t have the address, and I can’t remember exactly where it was or what it was called. But I know it’s somewhere near Elysian Park.”

      I hoped. I hoped it was.

      “Unprepared, last minute, forgetful—yep, exactly like the Emerson I remember.”

      I looked over my shoulder to send him a teasing glare, but his gaze wasn’t on me. Cruz stared ahead, too serious. I wondered what he was thinking about. Last night? I hurt his feelings, and for whatever reason, I wanted to make it up to him. To see him smile. 

      I sneaked my hand to his side, right where I knew his sensitive spot was, the one that I could tickle until he cried. He jerked and swatted my hand.

      “What are we, sixteen? Stop that. Besides we’re on a broom, Em. Are you trying to kill me?”

      I poked him again, this time letting my finger linger. Not because I like the feel of his abs underneath that shirt, but because I wanted to make him squeal like a pig.

      He wiggled, doing his best to keep a straight face, cheeks turning red.

      “Emerson,” he said, trying not to smile. “Stop.”

      I finally relented and gave him a taste of his own medicine. “Yep, some things just never change.”

      He wrapped his arms tighter around me. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop teasing you.”

      A single pinky appeared in front of my face.

      “Truce?”

      “What are we, sixteen?” I asked, smiling, then I linked my pinky with his. “Truce.”

      The broom sputtered a bit but finally picked up speed as we soared through the sky with promise of arriving to LA soon. The blue sky met the dark blue of the ocean out to the west of us, blurring together in a combination of color that raced past. Silence settled over us, like a comfortable blanket. Your favorite one that you brought out for movie nights or the times you wanted to paint your nails and eat ice cream out of the tub.

      “I’m sorry about last night—” I started, but Cruz huffed into my back.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      His shifted behind me, and a shudder ran through me at feeling his body move against mine.

      Suddenly, I didn’t want the silence. I want the melody of his deep voice, I wanted to feel his eyes on me, all of his attention on me.

      “So . . .” I didn’t know where this was going. “A mechanic with no car. Kind of ironic, isn’t it?”

      My tone was teasing, but the way I felt Cruz tense told me I’d hit a nerve.

      “I know. Never good enough, right? Just wasting my life.”

      I winced at my own words repeated back with a cringeworthy accuracy.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I was just teasing.”

      I lifted my hand and brought it back to settle over his, easily twice the size of mine.

      “I just. I had thought you wanted to become more involved in your pack, patrol, and maybe work your way up to—”

      “That wasn’t what I wanted.” His hard tone made me wince. “I think that’s what you wanted for me, and I think I disappointed you with my life choices.”

      Kind of like how I disappointed my mom, and she made me feel terrible about it. I would never want Cruz to feel that way.  “You could never disappoint me.”

      Cruz sighed out, the breath tickling my neck. My hand still rested on his, his body heat seeping into me. Warming me to my core.

      “Maybe you’re right, though,” he said. “I don’t even have my certification.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Red hired me under the table years ago. Taught me the tips and tricks. I’ve been promising him I’d complete my certification, but . . .” His hand twitched under my hand. The ink of his tattoo peeked out through my fingers. I should tell him I love these tattoos. Now didn’t seem like the right time.

      “But what?”

      “Did you know I got kicked out of the pack?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. I hadn’t known. “Wh—how?”

      “Stupid shit. Vandalizing cars, doing dumb stuff I shouldn’t have been doing. I started not caring about anything. Everything sort of free fell in my twenties and didn’t stop.”

      He didn’t say it, but I knew it happened after I left. He was too nice to tell me the truth. If it were me who was left, I’d never let him live it down. He turned his whole body toward me, and my hand dropped from his, the heat gone.

      I glanced behind me to see him frown as the wind picked up, whipping around us. I shivered at the cold blast of air. “I haven’t really stopped feeling like a failure since. Did you know Red said he wanted to groom me to take over his shop?”

      Cruz? The owner of his own store?

      “That’s amazing.” I meant it.

      He shook his head. “What if I fail? I almost didn’t graduate. I failed my pack. Failed my parents. And, honestly, I don’t have a head for business. This place is Red’s legacy.”

      The LA skyline stretched out before us. Towers rose up like building blocks I could pinch with my fingers from this distance.

      “Cruz, you’re a lot of things,” I said with a smile in my voice. “But you’re not a failure. Not even close. If Red wants you to take over his business, it’s because he sees something in you.”

      Cruz shook his head, his curly black hair glinting in the sunlight. “I don’t know.”

      I thought of my dad, a foreman at a plant. He made a great living and provided for his family. I opened my mouth to remind Cruz of this, but the broom dipped, and we both let out a gasp as I guided it toward our destination, a blue bubble. Every big city and supernatural town had them. The bubble signaled a safe landing place, where mortals wouldn’t see anything amiss. We entered the shimmering blue bubble, and the broom slowed as it descended down, down, down, my stomach lifting to my throat. Finally we arrived to the ground. Cruz hopped off first and offered his hand, a current running from my fingertips to my shoulders as I accepted his offer. He let go, the spark gone as fast as it came.

      Once we’d hopped off, the broom floated to a rack inside the bubble where other brooms stood. We’d come back here when it was time to leave. But for now, we stepped out of the bubble and onto the noisy streets of downtown LA. Orange construction cones lined the opposite street, buildings being erected with frenzy. Some obnoxious tool drilled endlessly, drowning out the LA chatter. Like LA wasn’t crowded enough already.

      “So what do I search?” Cruz asked. “Nursing homes near here?”

      I nodded, hoping this worked. He tapped away on his phone as people shuffled past us. His brows furrowed in concentration. After an agonizing few minutes, Cruz faced the screen toward me.

      “This look familiar?”

      No. Mainly because this was all a lie.

      “Is it near Elysian Park?” I asked.

      “It’s about a twenty-minute walk.”

      Please let this work. “Okay, let’s try it out.”

      The crowd of people parted as the crosswalk sign switched to green and the familiar robotic voice shouted in a commanding tone, “Walk, Walk.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Floating in the middle of the street was the figure who’d been haunting me. And this time, it drew a bony finger across its neck, then vanished.
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      Cruz joked that it looked like I’d seen a ghost. If he only knew. I felt like I was losing it, like at any moment I might sink into the street, start crying, and never stop. But no, I was going to see this Mary, and she would have answers for me. We followed the phone’s commands to cross streets, turn right, turn left, walk straight for two hundred feet, until twenty minutes later, we finally arrived at our destination.

      The brick building might be the ugliest thing I’d ever seen. Scratch that. Its coral and pastel bricks were the ugliest thing I’d ever seen. The building was tucked between strip malls filled with doctors’ offices and a randomly placed burrito shop with a long line of waiting people.

      The double-wide glass doors lay on the green side of the building. A security camera nestled above them zoomed in on us, following our movements as we entered the building. A nurse was stationed behind a front desk littered with pamphlets like “Alcohol & Older Adults,” “Senior Health,” and my personal favorite, “Have You Had Your Colon Checked Lately?,” which had a rather detailed drawing of a colon.

      There went my appetite for burritos.

      “Can I help you?” the red-haired nurse asked.

      Here goes nothing. “Yes, we’re looking for a Mary Hamstead.”

      Her face registered surprise. Raised eyebrows, parted mouth, a pause to end all pauses. Surprise because she’d never heard of her? Surprise because she was dead? Surprise because, plot twist, she was one of the ghosts haunting me? Come on, lady, get it together. I need to know what’s happening.

      “I didn’t think Mary had any family alive.”

      Relief made my stiff joints go loose, and I almost collapsed. Cruz must’ve noticed because he grabbed hold of my arm and kept me upright. She was here. It worked. Her stupid little blog led me to her, bless her old, probably failing heart.

      I nodded, hoping I wasn’t too enthusiastic. “Oh yes.”

      Cruz shot me a side glance, and I hoped he didn’t say anything to ruin this.

      “I’m her great-niece. Her brother was my grandfather. George Ermwell?”

      The nurse’s scowl deepened. “I can’t let you see her if I don’t have you on file as a visitor.”

      She dug in a filing cabinet and pulled out a massive manila envelope labeled with Mary’s name. Typed next to Mary’s name was a room number. Cruz was going to hate me for what I was about to do.

      “Excuse me,” I blurted out. “I’m so thirsty. Do you think you could get me a drink of water?” I started fanning myself. “I feel like I’m about to pass out.” Which actually wasn’t too far from the truth.

      The nurse tsked and grumbled, shuffling away. I wasted no time in pulling Cruz’s arm and dragging him along.

      “Emerson, what’s going on? I thought you had an appointment to interview her?”

      “Well, I never exactly scheduled an appointment.”

      He groaned. “She doesn’t even know you’re coming?”

      I sent quick glances behind me. Luckily the nurse wasn’t back at her station yet. Hopefully she’d just assume we left. We turned a corner, and I searched the room numbers hastily.

      “You heard the nurse. She doesn’t have any living family. I’m sure she’s dying for visitors.” Okay, poor choice of words given her age, but he got what I meant.

      “How do you even know what room she’s in?” Cruz said from behind me, letting himself be pulled along.

      “Saw it on her file.”

      We stopped in front of her room. Mary Hamstead. My heart hammered in my chest. How was I going to pull any of this off?

      I pushed open her door and stopped when I saw an empty room.

      “Excuse me?” the nurse screeched from behind us. “You cannot be in here.” She marched, arms bent like she was an Olympic speed walker, but stopped abruptly when she arrived at Mary’s door. Her hand fluttered to her chest. “Oh no. She’s escaped again.”

      Cruz snorted in disbelief, but I’d read Mary’s blog. I half-expected something like this might happen. I racked my brain, thinking about all the blog articles I scoured through. Did the nursing home even know one of their residents kept a blog? Doubtful. Which meant I had the advantage.

      “I know where she might be!” I said. “I can find her and bring her back here.”

      The nurse bit her lip.

      “Like I said, I’m her great-niece. I know her well enough. I also know she hates this place”—I sent a silent thank you to my past self for reading her blog so thoroughly—“and she’s not likely to come back with the nurse who forces her to take those disgusting yellow pills.”

      I tilted my head like I was admonishing the woman for doing her job.

      The nurse’s eyes darted around before she threw up her arms. “Oh, alright. I’ll be in trouble if they find out she’s escaped. Me being the one on duty and all. I was only reading my magazines for fifteen minutes. Tops. I should’ve seen someone sneaking past the front desk.”

      I patted her consolingly. Cruz just shook his head.

      “I’ll find her,” I said and then looked at Cruz. “Can you google Crazy Eyes beer? The bar that sells it?”

      I had an idea, and it was just insane enough that it might work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Cruz and I strolled into a bar near China Town where you had to descend a few cement steps to enter. We hadn’t spoken since we left the nursing home. I’d barely taken a breath.

      Cruz grabbed my arm. “Hold up. How’d you know she’d be here?”

      “The beer,” I said as I wrenched open the heavy black door and walked inside. “When she sneaks out, she goes two places: Dodgers Stadium and to her favorite bar where she drinks Crazy Eyes. It’s late September now, so baseball is over. At least for the Dodgers, it is.”

      Cruz pushed a hand through his hair. “Wow. Are you sure you don’t have a career as a detective?”

      I didn’t answer him. My eyes searched the dimly lit room, running along the exposed brick walls and beams stretching across the ceiling. The emptiness made it easy to spot the lone woman with a tuft of gray hair sitting at the bar. Her back was hunched, her skin paper thin so I could see the blue veins running through her hands and arms.

      A tall, foamy beer sat in front of her. She sipped it like she was savoring each taste. Like that beer represented her fleeting freedom.

      She eyed us staring at her, open-mouthed. “What are you staring at? If they sent you to retrieve me, you can fuck off.”

      It should’ve been surprising to hear that kind of language come from a woman who could be my grandma, but she reminded me of Aunt Kathy, plus LA was nothing if not full of colorful people.

      “What—n-no,” I stammered out. “We’re not from the nursing home. I swear.”

      Like I was on the other side of a cocked gun, I raised my hands. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Looking for me? Why in the fuck would you want to talk to me?”

      Cruz choked back a laugh. My lips pinched together. I couldn’t question Mary with him here. He’d think I was a raving lunatic—and he’d know I lied to him.

      “Could you maybe . . .?”

      I gestured for Cruz to move. He raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      I leaned in. “I think she’s intimidated by you. She’ll be easier to question if it’s just me.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll just be over here.” He pointed to a lone table underneath a neon-lit dart board.

      Once he was out of earshot, I slid into the seat next to Mary.

      “My name is Emerson Charles.”

      I stuck out my hand, but she just stared at it with an arched eyebrow. Clearly, she was not one for formalities. I withdrew my hand and continued along the path of my half-formed plan.

       “I’m sorry to bother you like this. But I wanted to ask you some questions. My company is in charge of . . . selling the Lumwood Inn and I was wondering if I could ask you about your brother, George?”

      She froze, glass inches from her lips. “I don’t talk about my brother.” She took another drink, this time a big gulp of the amber liquid that sloshed in her glass.

      Lying wouldn’t get me anywhere with this lady. She was a straight shooter. If I wanted answers, I needed to lay it out there. If she still said no, at least I did everything I could.

       “I’m not doing research for my company,” I confessed.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “How did you hear about George, then? He died sixty years ago.”

      I spun on the barstool, facing her. “I think he and I are somehow connected, like we’re having similar experiences, but it’s hard to know for sure. I stumbled upon Lumwood Inn, with my boyfriend.”

      The word tasted foul on my tongue. Boyfriend. I hadn’t talked to him in days and had barely thought of him.

      She scoffed into her drink. “That house needs to be burned to the ground.”

      “I saw a book in the house. It had words in it.”

      I expected a sarcastic, “books usually do.” That’s what I would’ve said. But the woman’s reaction doused me in cold. Her face paled, her shaky hands lifting the beer to her now-colorless lips, and she took a big gulp, then said, “What did you do?”

      My chest grew heavy.

      “I said the words. They called to me, like some unseen force was pulling them from my mouth.”

      “Fuck it,” she said, pulling out a lighter. “Hey, you got any cigarettes I can bum?” she shouted to the bartender.

      The bartender pulled a pack out of her back pocket and handed a cigarette to Mary. Okay, now she was scaring me. Was saying the words out of that book so bad? I hoped when I found out more about George, I’d discover his death was entirely unrelated to the book or the house . . . or me.

      The cigarette balanced between her teeth while she lit it. She took a long drag and blew smoke into the air. “I told George not to move into that house. Had a bad feeling about it. He didn’t care, insisted it was the perfect place for him. Secluded, on a big piece of land, and cheap.” She finished her drink and set the cup down, tracing her fingers around the rim. “I helped him move all his shit in. That damn book was laying in the middle of the floor. The company that sold the house said they’d cleaned everything out, but somehow that book got left behind.” She shuddered. “George couldn’t take his eyes off of it. Said the book called to him.”

      I gulped. Like what the book did to me. Did that mean the same ghosts visited George? Did they kill him, in the end?

      “He spoke some gibberish while studying the thing. We finished moving him in. A few weeks later I went to visit him, and he didn’t look good. Purple and red smudges under his eyes, hair wild and unkempt, clothes dirty and unwashed.”

      Her eyes pooled with tears. “Said he was seeing things.”

      My heart dropped to my stomach.

      “I didn’t push any further because I didn’t have the energy. He’d never been a very good brother, but after our parents died he was all I had left. I thought maybe he’d gone a little batty without anyone around.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she wiped them away with a napkin. “Then one day, I got a call that he’d died. Cause of death, unknown.” 

      I almost fell off my stool. “Why do you think that happened? Do you think it was the book?” That he was a terrible person? That he was being haunted by the same ghosts who haunted me?

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. So many people said nasty things about him after he died. Many said his death was a blessing. That he was a stain on our society. He held grudges, refused to forgive any wrongs against him.” She paused. “He wasn’t a very good person, but he was my brother and the only family I had left. He never did apologize for being a shitty brother, but I didn’t care after he died. I just wanted him back.”

      “Can I have a sip of your drink?”

      She handed her glass over, and I took one big gulp.

      “Easy there,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I replied weakly. My fate couldn’t be the same as George’s. I had to figure out what these ghosts wanted. Aunt Kathy said something about a warning. That she was warning me before it was too late. That meant I wasn’t doomed to the same fate as George. I could change my destiny. I just had to figure out how.

      The old woman slammed a twenty on the table. “I’ve got to go. You take care of yourself, now.”

      “Wait—”

      Before I could say anything further, she gathered her purse and hobbled away.

      “What happened there?” Cruz asked. “Don’t we need to see her back to the nursing home?”

      She wouldn’t come anywhere near me. “She’ll go back. She always does.”

      “Okay, then.” He elbowed me. “Hey, cheer up. I’m sorry if she couldn’t give you the answers you were looking for, but we’ll figure it out.”

      We. Like we were a team again.

      He leaned in, the heat of his body pushing away the icy chill of my skin. “Your birthday’s not over yet,” he whispered.

      My birthday. It was the first time he’d mentioned it. I assumed he forgot.

      He must’ve guessed the same from the look on my face. “C’mon. I’d never forget your birthday.”

      He was trying to make this better, but he couldn’t.

      “I don’t know, Cruz—”

      “Let’s get back to Whispering Willows. You’re gonna like this, I promise.”
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      After arriving back to Whispering Willows, Cruz told me to meet Clara at the dock at seven and then disappeared, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      Other than the surprise cake, this was the worst birthday ever. I wasn’t in LA, spending it with Aunt Kathy and Fitz, and I was no closer to understanding what was going on with those ghosts—other than knowing George Ermwell’s fate after he stepped foot in the Lumwood Inn: death. Possibly because he was a terrible human being. But no. How ridiculous. You didn’t drop dead because you’d done questionable things in your life. Besides, I was young and virile! Okay, youngish. Listen, I wasn’t knocking at death’s door was the point.

      A nagging voice told me he was young, too, but he lived like sixty years ago, when people got cholera and the bubonic plague and stuff.

      The ocean breeze whipped my blonde hair around my shoulders. So much for curling it. I thought I should look nice on my birthday, so after our trip to LA, I walked home, curled my hair, and went shopping for some new clothes. I’d landed on a pretty floral sunflower dress and some brown boots. This outfit was no gold-sequined dress, not even close, but I didn’t think to pack extra outfits since I assumed I would only be here for one day.

      I walked through our neighborhood and toward the beach. Thirty minutes later, I arrived at the dock, Clara waiting for me, smiling. Tonight, her brown hair, flowed in soft waves to her shoulders, her cheeks bright and pink. She was beautiful, even if she still looked so tired.

      Her face brightened as I step onto the dock. “Hey!” She linked arms with me and pulled me toward the beach, her long black skirt swishing around her ankles and bare feet.

      The cold sand squished under my boots, and I decided to hell with it, taking them off and flinging them away.

      “Are you going to leave those there?” Clara asked.

      I curled my toes into the cold, squishy sand. “I’ll get them later,” I said as Clara continued to tug me along. “You’re not bringing me out here to kill me, are you?”

      She laughed, but these days, I couldn’t be too cautious.

      “Clara, I’m serious. Why are we at the beach?”

      “It’s a surprise,” she said. “C’mon, live on the edge a little.”

      Live on the edge? The ghosts flashed in my mind. Um, no thank you. I’d been to the edge. Many times now, and I was good with staying a safe and respectable distance away from it.

      Clara gave me a little shake. “Tonight’s going to be fun. I promise.”

      Clara would actually fit in at Witch Inc. She had that cool, I-don’t-care-what-anyone-thinks vibe going on, and everyone at Witch Inc. dug that carefree style. Plus she was a brilliant witch, a rare Witch Granter. The company had been on the hunt for one of those for a while. But most wouldn’t come near the company, Witch Granters having strict codes of morality. I frowned, wondering what Clara thought about my career choice. Surprised that I cared.

      Clara was the one who taught me to own my aesthetic. One day after school, I’d told her how a few girls called me white trash. She marched me back to my house and showed me how to rock my plaid shirts, faded tees, and ripped jeans. It wasn’t that Clara was some fashionista, but that she genuinely didn’t care what everyone thought about her. She helped me to do the same.

      Then I arrived in LA. I took one look at everyone with their matching accessories, waxed eyebrows, and perfectly manicured nails and, without Clara, I no longer had the confidence to rock my laid-back, lumberjack-chic style, as she named it.

      Once Aunt Kathy reached out to me, I begged her to take me on a shopping trip, and I think she saw enough of herself in me that she decided we’d do a complete makeover. It was like full-on Queer Eye, minus the five gay guys. By the time Aunt Kathy was done, I was a new person. 

      The ocean waves rolled in and out, and Clara and I talked, conversation flowing smoothly between us as we chatted like we were best friends again, exactly like we used to back in high school. Soon enough, I thought I saw a roaring fire in the distance.

      “So any idea when your car should be fixed?” Clara asked before I could point it out.

      “Cruz says he thinks it should be ready by Friday.” Three more days and I’d be free forever—but for some reason, that thought didn’t fill me with the joy it should have.

      “Well maybe we can have a girl date sometime soon. Just us. I’ve missed having my best friend around.”

      It was odd to hear her say that. When she said best friend, I thought of Fitz, and it felt like a betrayal, like when I left, the world stopped spinning for everyone but me.

      “I thought that’s what we were doing right now,” I said. “A girl date.”

      That’s when the fire came into clear view: it roared to life, almost as tall as me, flames leaping out of a stone pit in the sand.

      “Not exactly,” Clara said.

      Cruz and some others from our high school days stood around. A few coolers sat to the side, filled with beer, and not one hand was empty. My stomach turned at the sound of vodka pouring into cups. After last night, I wasn’t sure I’d be drinking again.

      “Oh shit,” someone said. “She’s here.”

      Everyone turned and muttered a half-hearted “happy birthday.”

      “How did you force all these people here?” I mean, I insulted half of them last night. Pretty badly.

      Clara accepted a cup from a guy whose face I couldn’t place. “All you have to say is free drinks and people come running. Also, we’re a forgiving bunch here in Whispering Willows.”

      If this were Witch Inc. and I’d pulled that shit, they’d never talk to me again.

      Cruz walked toward us, and my stomach tingled when I saw him in his snug brown jacket and jeans. He was like a lumberjack, ready to go cut down the trees far up above us on the mountainside. 

      Now you’re talking, Emmy. So what’s holding you back?

      I swallowed. A lot of things. 

      “Well, look who it is.” Todd appeared. “Miss Evolved.”

      Now I outwardly cringed and rolled my eyes. I wouldn’t apologize to him. Not for anything.

      Clara shrugged. “To be fair, Todd, she’s probably right. I can’t imagine Whispering Willows is anywhere near as evolved as LA.”

      I mouthed a “thank you” to Clara as she forced a drink into my hand and shooed Todd away.

      “I don’t want to drink tonight,” I said, trying to hand it back.

      “It’s your fortieth birthday, Emerson!” Clara clinked her red cups against mine. “Have one drink. We’re not asking you to chug it down or anything. I made this especially for you.”

      I took a sip, and my eyes widened. “Purple people eater!”

      Clara looked pleased at my reference.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Cruz asked.

      “This is Emerson’s favorite drink.” Clara took another sip, licking her lips. “We made it one night by accident when we were having a sleepover at her house sophomore year. We brewed it in the cauldron, trying to make a spell for nail polish that wouldn’t chip. Of course, as new witches, our spell-casting was rusty, so instead we got the best alcoholic drink of our lives.”

      I couldn’t believe Clara had kept the spell. We’d scratched it out on a napkin.

      Another person I didn’t recognize launched into a story about a time when he decided to make a magic-induced drink that almost poisoned his friends, and Clara listened intently.

      Cruz came to stand beside me. “Hey,” he said, nudging me with his big shoulder.

      “Hey,” I said back.

      Cruz gazed out over the black waters, taking a sip of his drink, then he grabbed my hand. “C’mon, I wanna show you something. A gift.”

      He set his drink down on a log and pulled me away from the warmth and light of the fire. The stretching dark of night hid where he was leading me as we wound around a rocky cliff bend.

      “Where are you guys going?” Clara shouted after us.

      “Don’t worry,” Cruz responded. “We’ll be back soon.”

      I saw her gravitate toward Preston, and I knew she’d be just fine with her ex-boyfriend. If I was a betting person, I’d guess he wasn’t going to be an ex much longer, not with the way he stared at her so blatantly.

      I followed Cruz blindly, not saying anything but savoring the quiet night and the touch of his hand against mine. The uneven, sandy terrain tripped me, but Cruz tightened his grip, steadying me.

      “You all right, there?” The timbre of his voice made me shudder. “Here, why don’t you hold onto my arm instead? I wouldn’t want to cause the birthday girl to break a bone or get a concussion.”

      I latched onto his arm in response. That would be the sour cherry to top my Whispering Willows sundae. A lantern sat on the ground in front of us, lighting up a long log.

      “A lantern?” I asked. “What, are we in an old western?”

      “I found it in my parent’s garage and figured it would keep us from being totally in the dark.” I could hear the laughter in his voice. An acoustic guitar Cruz had owned for years leaned against the log. I’d recognized the Jimi Hendrix and Eddie Van Halen stickers anywhere. I sat on the log and lay my hand over its smooth wood. Cruz and I used to put on our own musicals when we were in elementary school.  He wrote the lyrics, and I wrote the play. We wrangled kids from our school to perform. All our parents—my mom and dad, included—would come to watch our makeshift performance, and everyone would order pizza afterwards.

      I held up the guitar. “I hope you’re not wanting to put on another musical. We’re a little old for that.”

      He grabbed it from me and lifted one foot to the log, balancing the instrument on his knee. “Aw, come on, Em. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about our birthday tradition?”

      I was at a loss for words. I had forgotten, but I wasn’t sure how. Probably because this was the most horrific birthday ever, and my mind was preoccupied. But our tradition should’ve been impossible to forget because buried in the back of my closet in my apartment was a flash drive I only brought out once a year. A flash drive filled with all the birthday songs Cruz sang me over the years. I allowed myself one day to listen to all those songs and remember my best friend.

      “I—are you going to sing?”

      He lifted the lantern and set it on top of the log. The light illuminated his amused face as he strummed a chord. “My gift to you,” he said, then strummed faster.

      “This is your birthday song, your one and only

      Just listen to it, if you ever get lonely

      Oh Emerson, Emerson Charles

      She’ll brighten up your day with a smile

      She’ll make you laugh with her wiles

      She’s the girl every other girl wants to be

      She’s the girl every guy wishes he could see

      This is your birthday song, your one and only

      Just listen to it, if you ever get lonely

      Oh Emerson, Emerson Charles

      She can’t cook to save her life

      But she does some pretty good woodwork with her knife

      She’s tough and has a hard shell

      Crack it, and you’ll never be able to tell

      Oh Emerson, she’s Emerson Charles”

      He lingered on the last note, crooning out my name. It was always a silly song like this. Something that hardly made sense but was still one of the nicest things anyone had ever done for me. I laughed, clutching my stomach, unable to stop. It felt good. Untethered.

      He adjusted the guitar so it strapped around his back and pulled me in for a hug. I wrapped my arms around his waist, burying my face in his chest. His nose burrowed in the top of my head, and he inhaled deeply.

      “Coconut. Still use the same shampoo, huh?”

      I held him at a distance. “Cruz, I can’t believe you did that for me.”

      “It’s tradition, right?”

      My resolve to stay away, to ignore whatever this was between us, cracked piece by piece. My lips parted, and his smile disappeared. His hands clutched my arms tighter, like he was fighting the same emotions as me.

      “You have a life in LA, and I don’t want to stand in the way—”

      Without thinking, I reached up and pressed a finger against his lips.

      “Don’t ruin this, Acosta.”

      He half laughed, half sputtered, but he recovered quickly enough, sobering his expression. For a moment, he stared at me before leaning his head down and stopping halfway. My heart pounded, and I wondered if his was pounding too.

      “Meet me in the middle?” he whispered, and I wanted to. My toes curled in anticipation of what was about to happen, of what I wanted to happen.

      “Emerson?” a voice called, and Cruz and I jumped apart in the sand.

      Multiple bright phone lights revealed Gary and Fitz, standing with open mouths, which should’ve been the most shocking part of my night, but of course it wasn’t. Unawares to the newcomers, the Ghost of Past hovered over them, a sinister smile spread across her face.

      What in the hell were they doing here? What was she doing here? I thought these ghosts were a one and done deal.

       I stumbled away from Cruz, whose gaze stuck to our visitors.

      “Emerson!” Fitz ran toward me. “Happy birthday!” She squealed in delight and jumped at me, enveloping me in a hug.

      Gary waited for Fitz to be done squealing and shrieking how happy she was they found me before he hugged me too.

      My eyes flitted to the Ghost of Past, who floated behind them. “Let’s go, Emerson. I don’t got all day. Yours is my last haunting, and then I want to go home and scare the bejeezus out of Mrs. Temberly while she takes her nightly bath. I’ve almost got her convinced she needs to move.”

      “I-I’ll be right back,” I said to the group.

      “Say what?” the ghost asked. “You are not going anywhere.”

      “I’m trying to go somewhere where you can take me away,” I whispered furiously.

      Gary puts his hand on my arm. “What did you say? Are you okay?”

      I shrugged out of his hold. “I’m fine.”

      “Emerson, are you okay?” Fitz asked.

      “Uh-uh.” The ghost wagged her finger. “I will spirit you away right here and now.”

      “No! Not in front of other people,” I gritted out.

      Fitz leaned into Gary. “Who’s she talking to?”

      Cruz’s eyes creased. “Emerson, what’s going on?”

      Great. They already thought I was crazy. The Ghost of Past raised her arm in the air, then she brought it down like a hammer. The lantern sitting on the log exploded into a giant fire. Everyone jumped back.

      “Emerson!” Cruz yelled. “Get back!”

      The log was the only piece of wood with nothing else to burn. Yet the fire grew bigger and bigger.

      “Is someone using magic?” Fitz said.

      The Ghost of Past smiled. “Ready for another trip?”

      I stared at the fire. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      She floated behind me. “I don’t joke about my job.” Then she pushed her foot into my back and plunged me forward and into the fire.
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      Well, the good news was the fire didn’t burn me alive. The bad news was everyone was going to think me a raving lunatic.

      A cozy warmth wrapped around me. Bursts of red, orange, and yellow lit my path, swirling in dizzying circles the ghost and I traveled through. She shoved me again, and I flew out of the fire and into a classroom.

      It was painfully bare, adorned with just an old chalkboard, scattered pieces of broken chalk on the ledge. A teacher’s desk was pushed in the corner, papers stacked on top. Hooks lined one wall, filled with jackets. Cubbies lined another wall, stuffed with pencil bags and lunchboxes. Terribly drawn artwork of rainbows and houses and stick-figure families covered the walls, a stark contrast to the private academy in Whispering Willows, which Clara had told me had state-of-the-art projectors, flexible seating—which I’d learned meant chairs, couches, standing desks, yoga balls, and other rich-people stuff—and large windows that let plenty of natural light through. So much better than this place, with its fluorescent lights and green-painted stone walls that reminded me of the color of cartoon characters’ puke.

      Still, it was as familiar as my reflection. It was my home for six years.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked the Ghost of Past, tapping my foot.

      High-pitched screams filled the hallway outside the classroom.

      “Girl, figure it out yourself. Do I look like a personalized tour guide?”

      Okay, rude. Soon, the screams drew nearer, and kids ran into the classroom, laughing and chattering. Except one girl. Her mousy blonde hair hung limp past her shoulders, and she clutched a journal in hand. I had no style in fifth grade.

      A freckled, red-haired kid punched the journal out of my past self’s tiny hand.

      He picked it up. “Look everyone! I’ve got Emerson’s diary.”

      The class erupted into laughter, and my past self’s face turned red. Where was the teacher? Somehow, there was never an authority figure around to witness the other kids messing with me.

      My past self tried to snatch the journal back, but the little boy danced around the room while reading from the pages. “Dear diary,” he said in his nasally high voice. “One day, I want to marry a prince and become a real-life princess.”

      The class laughed louder, and my past self stood there, frozen.

      “Punch him in the balls or something,” I coached her, but she stayed rooted to her spot, chin wobbling, tears pooling in her eyes. I groaned. “Don’t cry. Don’t ever let them see you cry.”

      “What kind of backwards-ass rule is that?” the ghost asked from beside me. “She needs sympathy, a hug or something.”

      “Not gonna happen.” I stomped over to my former cubby. “See this? Notice how it’s empty? No pencil box, no lunchbox? That’s because right now, my mom is getting high or drunk or both and leaving me to the wolves. I didn’t get hugs after my dad died.”

      The teacher finally whisked into the classroom, clapping her hands. Everyone darted to their chairs, except my past self. Oh no. Why did I have to relive this? I felt the same heat in my cheeks, the same way my heart squeezed in my chest, the same way I wanted to melt out of existence. It didn’t matter that it was nearly thirty years later.

      “Emerson, sit in your seat,” the teacher instructed.

      “She can’t move,” I yelled at the teacher. “She’s traumatized. How about you do your job and not take five extra minutes to smoke after recess? None of this would’ve happened if you’d been in the classroom with your students!”

      “Okay, calm down, Cruella,” the ghost said. “You got some anger issues you need to work out, and I am not here to be your therapist.” She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Besides, teacher can’t hear you, and all your yelling is giving me a headache.”

      The entire scene unfolded like a horror movie. My past self refused to move, and everyone saw it as an act of defiance. I remembered what was going through my head, my body. In that moment, I was trying so hard to pretend I was invisible. If I stood still enough, acted quiet enough, willed my mind to it, no one would notice me. It had worked most of the time. Except for the times I really needed it to—like this one. Eventually, the principal got called in to escort me out of class. The other kids snickered and made fun of my past self and the clothes she wore, which were often mismatched and/or the same as the ones from the day before.

      “Kids are real mean, huh?” the ghost asked, observing the principal dragging my screaming past self out of the room.

      “Yeah. They’re the worst.”

      “Well.” The ghost scrunched up her face, elongating the word. “I wouldn’t say the worst.” She snapped her fingers.

      The classroom swirled into a tornado of images. The wind tugged at us, pulling us into the frenzy. The teacher’s desk flew over my head, and I ducked. Students’ faces spun like they were riding a merry-go-round. Backpacks, lunchboxes, pencils flew by in a torrent.

      “What’s going on?” I yelled over the noise of wind, screams, and objects crashing.

      “This is our stop!” the ghost shouted, shoving me out of the tornado.

      I landed with a hard thud in the hallways of Whispering Willows High.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Instead of little bodies filling up a classroom, now teenagers swarmed the hallways. Lockers clanged, students chatted, teachers supervised, eyes glazed over.

      There I was. No longer wearing mismatched or unwashed clothes—luckily, by middle school, I figured out how to wash my own laundry and wear coordinating outfits, and thanks to Clara, I wasn’t ashamed.

      “Emerson,” a voice like slime said. Todd Vanderhelt. His smarmy smile and slicked-back black hair made my skin crawl. My past self was about to open her locker, but he leaned against it, closing it.

      “Out of the way, Todd,” my past self said. “I need my books.”

      He didn’t budge.

      “Now that boy’s an asshole,” the ghost said, floating beside me. “I would throat punch him so fast he wouldn’t know what hit him.” 

      Todd leaned in, and I could almost smell the garlicky breath that made my past self want to gag.

      “Hey, uh, what do you say you meet me in the parking lot after school. Take a drive, have a little fun.” When he said that, he poked his tongue against the side of his cheek.

      “Ew! What is wrong with you?” My past self shoved him.

      He held up his hands. “Hey! Don’t be mad at me. I figured like mother like daughter, right boys?” Todd said to a group of sophomores passing by.

      They stopped, and one of the guys said, “Yeah, we saw your mom strip when we snuck into Lady Legs last night.” His eyes traveled from my chest to my thighs like he was undressing me. “You and your mom could tag team it. Do a little mother-daughter striptease.”

      Oh, right. My mother had been a stripper for a wonderful year of my high school career. Thank god that hadn’t lasted. The bullying was nonstop over it.

      The boys burst into laughter. Meanwhile, my past self clenched her fists. She used her shoulder to shove Todd out of the way, and, fingers fumbling, worked quickly to unlock her combination. The bell rang, and she groaned while the boys dispersed, still laughing.

      “Now that bothered you. Didn’t it?” the ghost asked.

      Uh, thank you Captain Obvious. “Of course it did,” I snapped.

      “Huh,” was all she said before snapping her fingers. I squeezed my eyes shut, not ready for another fire or tornado. No heat burned my skin, no wind pushed me, but I still kept my eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable.

      “Well?” A finger jabbed my side. “Open your damn eyes. You’ve got ’em for a reason.”

      This time, I wasn’t in Whispering Willows. I stood in the Witch Inc. cafeteria for my first day of work. My past self sat at a table alone.

      I tsked, walking toward her and lifting up her lanky hair. “Oh, you poor, unfortunate soul.”

      The Ghost of Past squinted. “She looks fine.”

      “Um”—I pointed—“she’s sitting all alone, wearing non-designer clothes, and her hair needs a serious blowout.”

      The Ghost of Past turned. “Yeah, it’s like she’s a real person as opposed to all these dressed-up Barbies. How tragic.”

      I rolled my eyes, studying my past self. Coworkers walked through me, and every time someone did, a gust of wind whooshed inside of me.

      “To each her own,” I said. “We shouldn’t judge people for how they want to be perceived. ”

      The Ghost of Past cocked an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “You talking back?”

      “No!” I said as Haley strutted up to the table, her gaggle of friends walking behind her. I narrowed my eyes as she tapped my past self.

      “Um, excuse me,” Haley said, flipping her curly black hair over her shoulder while chewing gum.

      My past self turned around, a smile on her face. I really was naïve, thinking Haley and all her friends wanted to sit with me, welcome me to the company. It was literally just like a middle school cafeteria at this place.

      “You’re sitting at our table.” Haley leaned down and blew a giant bubble that popped in my past self’s face. “This is for spell casters.” She wrinkled her nose at me. “Not assistants.”

      My past self looked at her lunch tray and back up at Haley. She scooted over on the bench, and Haley laughed.

      “Oh, no, no, no. I’m not asking you to make room for us. I’m asking you to move.” She continued smacking obnoxiously. My past self stared at her. I think I was more in shock than anything else. We were thirty years old, for chrissakes. What thirty-year-old acted like that? “Well?” Haley asked. “Do you understand the words coming out of my mouth?” She said it slow, enunciating each syllable.

      “I—” my past self sputtered. “I’m sorry,” she said and grabbed her tray, running off. I stared after her. Right now, she was running to the courtyard, where she’d eat lunch alone until Fitz sat down and offered her half of her gourmet ham sandwich.

      I watched my past self through the windows. She sat, eating her sandwich and looking altogether pathetic. She reminded me of some of the employees I’d seen at Witch Inc. who ate at that tree. Why didn’t I ever invite them to sit with me? Had I really forgotten what it felt like? 

      “This was the beginning of the end,” the ghost said as Haley and her friends sat around the table.

      “What do you mean the beginning of the end?” I asked, following as she flew toward the doors.

      “I mean, this is the day the good you died. The you with some semblance of humanity left.”

      I scoffed, but my theories about George Ermwell’s death were becoming more real by the minute. “That’s ridiculous.” I knew it wasn’t. 

      The ghost disappeared through the cafeteria doors. I barged after her but hit my head on the door.

      “Oops,” she said from the other side, laughter in her voice. “You have to turn the handle and push it.”

      I rubbed my forehead, which would probably have a mark. “Yeah, thanks for the warning.”

      When I opened the door, a different version of my past self stood in the hallway. This time, she stood by her office door and screamed at a younger assistant.

      “You spilled your Coke on my new tennis shoes,” she screeched. The assistant shook beneath her stare.

       The ghost peered at the scene through the glasses perched on the end of her nose. “Who got your panties in a twist that day?”

      My past self’s face turned red. “You idiot!”

      I cringed at her high-pitched, screechy voice. I eventually got the stain out of the shoes but never saw that assistant again.

      “That’s because he quit that day, gave up on his dream company.”

      “What do you mean?” I approached the scene.

      The boy repeatedly tried to apologize, but in the end, my past self took the Coke can he held and dumped it over his head.

      The Ghost of Past snapped her fingers and the scene froze mid-pour. The liquid hung over the assistant’s head, his shoulders bunched in anticipation. My past self’s mouth was open, mid-scream. I was not proud.

       “Well,” the ghost said, “you told him if you ever saw him again, you’d put a hex on him.”

      Oh yeah. Did I really do that? It seemed so . . .

      “Childish?” The ghost finished my thought. “Mean? Immature? Awful?—”

      “Okay!” I massaged my temples and leaned against the wall next to my past self. “I understand. My actions were a little over the top. Can you take me back now?”

      The ghost crouched down and used a single finger to wipe the Coke splotch from my past self’s shoe. “What d’you mean? You don’t like being reminded of this stuff?”

      “Who wants to see their past selves? No one.”

      “Especially not a girl who got bullied only to become the bully.”

      I scoffed, cold creeping through my veins. “I didn’t become a . . .” I trailed off as my eyes focused on the boy, the way he cowered underneath my past self’s stare. The way his eyes were a bright blue, like he might cry.

      “I . . .” Words couldn’t form. Oh God. Was I really as bad as George Ermwell? 

      The ghost unlocked the door to our right.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      She opened the door. “My shift is over. I’ll be seeing you again, Emerson.”

      I glanced at the door and back to her, holding my hands up. “Wait. Don’t—”

      She used both hands to shove me in, and I flew into a claustrophobic darkness.
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      “Emerson?” Fitz snapped her fingers above my fluttering eyelids. “Hello?”

      I sat up, clutching my head and trying to remember what happened before the ghost took me away. No, not took: kidnapped. Too bad real-life laws didn’t apply to the ghost world; otherwise, I’d be suing all their asses.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Fitz, Cruz, and Gary stood over me, assessing me with worried eyes.

      “You ran toward the fire, and then you passed out,” Fitz said, brown skin glowing in the firelight. “Cruz pulled you away before it could burn you.”

      “Emerson, are you okay?” Gary asked. “Why did you run toward the fire like that?”

      I saw burnt remains. Oh no. “Um, I was trying to save Cruz’s guitar.”

      Cruz grimaced. “My guitar isn’t worth your life, Em.”

      Gary’s eyes snapped to Cruz when he called me that.

      Fitz nodded her head back toward the party, where music echoed through the night. “C’mon, birthday girl. Your party is still raging, and we’re not calling it a night yet. Your friends just got here!” She nudged Gary with her shoulder.

      I laughed nervously as Fitz pulled me to my feet. Cruz lumbered ahead, sending a few backward glances toward me and Gary.

      “Hey guys,” I said with as much pep as one who just got thrown into a fire could muster. I was still shaking from the experience, so I frisked my arms, acting like I was just cold. “What are you doing here? I don’t understand . . .”

      “We came to surprise you!” Fitz said. “So you know how Haley’s dad is a lawyer?” I nodded dumbly. “I was texting her about what happened with your aunt, how you weren’t around for your birthday, and how I was really bummed because this is a huge birthday, and I had big plans.”

      So that’s what this was: a surprise birthday visit from hell. “Fitz,” I said weakly, but she waved away my words.

      “I tried to ask you for your address on Facebook, but you ignored all of my messages.”

      I almost groaned out loud.

      Fitz shrugged. “Haley said she could use her dad’s PI to find where you’d gone.”

      Why did that not surprise me? Haley’s dad was a top-notch lawyer for Witch Inc. Of course he had powerful connections. I narrowed my eyes at Gary. And I’m sure he encouraged Haley, wanting to find me . . . for what?

      “And the PI found you within like a day using his tracking spells!” Fitz loped an arm around my shoulder. “Gary insisted on coming along.”

      At that, there was an edge to her voice, one I didn’t quite understand.

      I bit my lip. “You guys really shouldn’t have.”

      Gary stayed silent.

      We walked back toward the party. The fire’s flames leaped high, and more people had arrived. Someone brought a Bluetooth speaker that pumped out music. Clara and Preston stood near the fire, their heads bent close over Clara’s phone. Coolers lined the circular seating area, and everyone had a drink in hand. Some people even brought stuff for s’mores and sat close to the fire, roasting their marshmallows.

      Fitz lifted up the end of my plaid sleeve and I inwardly cringed. “Plaid, huh?” she said.

      I met Clara’s gaze over her shoulder, who’d looked up from whatever she and Preston were doing.

      “You haven’t heard of this new fashion trend?” I asked. “It’s called Lumberjack-Chic.”

      Fitz laughed. “I dig it.”

      Wow, so it was that easy.

      “How cute,” Fitz said when someone offered her a metal stick with a marshmallow. “I don’t think I’ve ever had s’mores over an open fire.”

      “Oh, I can show you how to do s’mores right,” Clara said, approaching and pulling Fitz to the other side of the fire. She glanced behind her and mouthed “she’s nice.”

      Someone shoved a beer in my hand, but I set it down, my stomach in knots. That ghost’s visit revealed more than I ever wanted to know about why these spirits were here. To off me like George? What kind of awful death had done him in? And was I in store for the same thing?

      A hand grabbed my arm and gently tugged me away from the fire and toward the dark beach. Gary.

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Something was off, and I couldn’t quite place my finger on it.

      “Hey, birthday girl. Sorry I don’t have a gift for you, but I thought maybe I could take you out tomorrow night for a belated celebration?” He scuffed his toe in the sand, and the briny ocean breeze ruffled his black hair.

      He looked down and grimaced. “Oh, great. I just got sand on my designer jeans.”

      I took a sip of my beer—or more of a chug. “Gary, we have to talk. I think Haley was behind what happened at the inn.”

      Gary choked on his drink. He coughed, and I patted his back as he sputtered out, “No, no. That can’t be.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Then why was there a shovel, ropes in your trunk? Who else could have planted those?”

      Unless . . . I squinted at him. But why would Gary want to murder me? It made no sense. He had no motive, no benefits. Whereas Haley, well, she had plenty. Especially if she’d somehow found out how I’d sabotaged her spell at the football game.

      He held up his hand. “It wasn’t what you thought. I had those in my trunk because earlier that day I’d gone to my mom’s to help her with some garden work.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “that explains the shovel, but what about the rope?”

      He waved his hand. “It was some old rope she had in her shed that I told her I’d get rid of.”

      He slung an arm around my shoulder, pulling me in close. Whereas just days ago, a movement like that would’ve sent butterflies skittering through my stomach, now it made my stomach lurch. I peeked a glance over my shoulder at Cruz, standing by the fire, watching us with intense eyes. Suddenly it seemed like Gary was all wrong for me. Everything about him. What did we even have in common? Why did I like him other than the fact that he was rich and attractive? Had I really been so superficial all this time? Gary would never make up a silly song like Cruz had, would never care enough.

      Still . . . he came all this way to see me. He deserved more than hasty breakup.

      “Don’t worry about Haley,” he whispered in my ear, and I wanted to shove him away. Instead I ducked from his arm and put some distance between us. “Hey,” he said, shooting me that charming smile that always made my knees go weak before. “I will handle Haley.  If she was behind it like you think, we’ll make sure she pays.”

      I frisked my arms, suddenly cold. We were at an inn that had a history of housing dead bodies. It stood to reason that maybe my attacker was one of the ghosts, or something more sinister that lurked around that property.

      There were so many possibilities, and they all made my head spin. I massaged my temples, a throbbing headache coming on. I didn’t want to be at the party anymore, just wanted this night to end. I wasn’t safe anywhere. At any moment these ghosts could just show up and whisk me away to alternate realities, rip open past and present wounds. It was all becoming too much.

      Gary opened his mouth to say something but a shadow reached out to us, stretching across the sand.

      “Everything okay over here?” Cruz approached, beer in hand.

      “Just having a conversation with my girl,” Gary said, waving his hand at Cruz.

      Well, this was awkward. I didn’t want Gary to call me that, to claim me in front of Cruz, but now also wasn’t the time to admit that Gary and me might be over. If only I didn’t have this alcohol clouding my brain, the ghost’s visit still making my head feel so foggy. I needed time and space to think.

      “Is this your . . .” Cruz trailed off.

      “We’re dating,” I said quickly, hardly able to stomach that, but I’d already told Cruz I had a boyfriend, and I didn’t need to open myself up to questions.

      His eyes widened. “Right.”

      “Yeah,” Gary said. “It’s hard to believe she’s from a place like this.” He said this like it was a dirty word, his nose wrinkling. “Back at home, she wouldn’t be caught dead in plaid.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “But she looks like a cute little country girl.”

      “We don’t even live in the country,” Cruz said.

      “It’s not so bad,” I mumbled, elbowing Gary, a defensive rising up in me. It was one thing for me to talk bad about my home, but an entirely other thing for someone else to do it.

      Cruz stared at me with unreadable eyes.

      Gary’s eyes swept around the beach area. “Of course, you never did tell me you were from Whispering Willows, sweetums. Kind of seems like the type of thing you’d tell the guy you’re dating.”

      I winced.

      “Were you embarrassed about your past or something?” Gary asked. “Because I’m frankly hurt.” He widened his eyes like a puppy dog.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cruz said, putting a hand on Gary’s shoulder. Cruz had the advantage of size over Gary, standing half a head taller. He was also wider, more muscular, but Gary didn’t look fazed. He had the popular-guy syndrome. Once you became popular enough, you were invincible, untouchable even.

      Gary tried to shake off Cruz’s hand. “Let me go, man.”

      Cruz did, but he stepped in Gary’s path. “I just wanna say, it’s not my place to tell you about her past, but Emerson’s had a lot of really shitty things happen to her. Things anyone would want to forget. If she made up some story about where she was from, it wasn’t because she was trying to be misleading or hurtful, it’s because she was trying to escape her past and rebuild her life.”

      My heart stuttered. That didn’t sound like a guy who hated me. The opposite, even. Cruz’s gaze met mine. He was trying to help me. It was so sweet and unexpected, I had a hard time forming words.

      Gary turned around, slow. “Well, in that case, I forgive you.” He reeled me in and pressed his lips to mine, and I pushed myself out of his arms.

      “We have an audience,” I said, face flaming.

      “Well, wouldn’t be the first time,” Gary replied.

      Cruz locked his jaw, and I swallowed hard.

      Over Gary’s shoulder, I saw Cruz walk away, my gaze staying on him until he disappeared into the dark completely.
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      It was three o’clock from hell. Gary and I squeezed into the back of Cruz’s pickup truck while Fitz sat in the front seat. Country music blared from the radio, some song about a truck, a girl, and a lost love. I honestly couldn’t tell if the “lost love” referred to the girl or the truck. It wouldn’t shock me if it were the latter.

      Last night, I might’ve had one, er ten, too many drinks, and apparently I’d suggested Cruz take our guests on a tour of Whispering Willows. He’d now taken us to every nook and cranny of this town. From the fish market to the family-owned shops downtown to the memorial dedicated to witches who died in the witch and demon wars nearly a century earlier, and even to our library. I couldn’t imagine Cruz had anywhere else to take us, but he claimed this was our last stop for the day. Each place we stopped, Gary and Fitz ooh’d and ahh’d over the history and, I had to admit, the tour wasn’t as cringey as I thought it would be. Fitz commented that it must be cool to hail from a place with such rich “beginnings.” It was weird seeing Whispering Willows through Cruz’s eyes. We spent most of our time growing up complaining about this place and dreaming of the day we’d escape. Now, it was a place he was . . . proud of.

      Cruz turned into a parking lot near the beach. The day featured blue skies, the ocean sparkly and happy under the glare of the sun, like it had been freshly polished. Within the past day, someone had decorated the dock with fairy lights and strings of red, orange, and yellow flowers, no doubt to celebrate the upcoming Fall Equinox.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked Cruz.

      He turned in his seat. “You’ll see.”

      Everyone jumped out of the truck. When it was my turn, Gary grabbed my hand. I’d had some time alone to think this morning and decided that tonight I would end things with Gary officially. He wanted to take me out on a date, so I’d let him and then I’d explain everything. That we weren’t right for each other. He would understand. Hopefully.

      Gary tightened his hold on me. “You know, I’m seeing a new side of you here, and it’s kind of nice.”

      Cruz and Fitz walked up ahead of us, and I grimaced. I felt different here. And I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad.

       Gary leaned down, lips puckered. At the last minute, I turned my cheek and his lips brushed against it. It didn’t feel right to let him kiss me when I was planning on dumping him later. But it had to happen. It was the best for both of us. Honestly, I actually was starting to think Gary and Haley would make the better couple. Too bad the bitch had tried to murder me, which I still hadn’t forgotten. I was going to find proof and she’d be going to jail for a long time. Gary raised his eyebrows at my dodge, but at that moment Cruz and Fitz looked behind them, so I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward them. Fitz snapped pictures of the ocean, but Cruz’s gaze was locked on me and Gary.

      “Alright, captain,” Gary said. It’s what he’d called Cruz all day long. Apparently it was part of an inside joke from last night nobody remembered but them. “So this is our last stop? You better impress.”

      “Oh I always impress,” Cruz responded, and the confidence momentarily took my breath away.

      Fitz finished taking photos and locked arms with me, pulling me from Gary. Gary walked ahead to Cruz, asking him questions like he was actually an official tour guide or something.

      Fitz snapped photos of the Fall Equinox tribute as we passed the dock. “So. Why didn’t you tell me the kind of hotties you have in your hometown?” She tilted her head like she was staring at Cruz’s ass and whistled. “That is one fine specimen.”

      You got that right. I’ve been trying to tell her.

      Not now, Aunt Kathy.

      My cheeks burned, and I thought about our almost kiss the night before. “Well, go for it, Fitz.” The words punched at my gut.

      “Nah.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “I think he has his sights set on someone else.”

      It took me a minute to understand who she was talking about.

      “Fitz! I’m only here until Aunt Kathy’s car gets fixed. Then I’m back in LA and back to my real life.”

      “You can’t come back to LA while Gary is trying to murder you.”

      I gaped at her. “He didn’t try to murder me!”

      She gave me a pitying look. “Oh, honey. Does that sweet, naive facade really fool you?”

      I couldn’t stop gawking at her. She shook her head, box braids swaying with the movement and flipping over her shoulder.

      “You really think he tried to kill me? Why did you bring him here, then?”

      “I didn’t start thinking that until our road trip. He acted so weird in the car ride, every question I asked him about that night making him twitchy and evasive. Plus, he hasn’t been at work since that night. And haven’t you noticed his face? He has this weird smile plastered on his face when he looks at you, like he’s trying extra hard to pretend everything is normal. I think the guy is about to crack, Emerson, and I’m worried about your safety.”

      I scoffed. “That doesn’t mean anything. Haley was the one behind it, I’m telling you.”

      Fitz just clicked her tongue in disagreement.

      She snapped another picture with her camera, this time of a seagull swooping down toward the water. Then she turned her camera on me and clicked rapidly while I put my hand up in attempt to block the lens.

      “I can handle myself. I’m going to go on a date with him tonight.” I bit my lip. “And I’m actually going to end things.”

      She dropped her camera, and it thunked against her chest. “Really?” Her tone sounded far too gleeful. “And why is that?” Her gaze flicked to Cruz like she knew exactly why.

      I crossed my arms. “We’re just not right for each other.”

      She cocked a perfectly tailored eyebrow. “Four days ago you were ready to marry the guy and now you’re just okay with ending things?”

      I pressed my lips together.

      She heaved a big sigh and tugged at her braids. “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Trust me,” I said. “Everything will be fine. Aunt Kathy’s car will be fixed and I’ll be back to LA in no time.”

      Fitz fiddled with her camera. “You want to see something?” she asked.

      “If it’s the pictures of me you just took, then no.”

      Fitz laughed and showed me the screen of her camera.

      Cruz and I sat side by side at the bonfire. I didn’t remember that; it must’ve been one of the moments that fell into the black abyss of too much vodka. My eyes stayed on the fire in front of us, a red cup clutched in my hands. Cruz stared at me, and the look on his face heated me from my toes to my head. He stared with a tenderness, but beneath the tenderness was want, like he was drinking in every piece of me with those brown eyes. I pushed the camera back toward Fitz.

      “Listen, Emerson. All I’m saying is it’s understandable if you have feelings for Cruz. You clearly have a lot of history, and I’m sure coming home for your aunt’s funeral and being so high on emotions brought back feelings you had forgotten about.”

      No. Those feelings never existed. Cruz and I were always friends. We never crossed that line. It would be a lie to say I never thought about it. I chose to lie anyway.

      “Fitz, you’re wrong. I don’t have feelings for Cruz, and I can’t claim to know about the feelings he does or doesn’t have for me. But it doesn’t matter. Whatever his feelings are, my life isn’t here in Whispering Willows with him.”

      “Okay,” Fitz said, skipping around me. “So do you wanna tell me why you never mentioned you were from Whispering Willows?”

      A blast of the Santa Ana winds threatened to blow us over, and I pulled my jacket tighter. “I’m sorry I never said anything.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” she said, walking backward. “I’m not mad. Just curious.”

      I stopped, looking out across the ocean. I always thought this beach was disgusting with all the seaweed, the trash, another blight on Whispering Willows, part of its misery. Now, with the waves rolling, the sun shining, the sea sparkling, it was hard to see it as anything but beautiful.

      Fitz came to a stand beside me. “Well?”

      I gave her the same spiel Cruz gave to Gary.

      Fitz put an arm around my shoulder, pulling me in. “You could never not belong to Witch Inc., and you could never not be my best friend. Besides”—she spread her arms wide, twirling around on her dainty toes—“I don’t know how you could be embarrassed about this place. All the stuff Cruz has shown us has been great.”

      It had, like Cruz and I saw Whispering Willows through two different sets of lenses.

      “Hey, hurry up!” Gary shouted from ahead. “Cruz has to go to work soon!”

      Gary and Cruz stood in front of the small hill that led up to a jutting rock. It was the same boulders Cruz and I climbed the other night. Our place. I hadn’t even been paying attention to the direction we were walking in until now. Fitz jogged to Cruz and Gary.

      “Emerson knows this place well,” Cruz said. “But I doubt she knows its history. This is the last stop on our tour today and the most important one.”

      “What are you talking about?” What history? It was a bunch of rocks hanging over the ocean—the only place Cruz and I found where we could hide away from the world.

      “Well,” Cruz started, pointing up the top. “That point happens to be one of the most tragic and romantic places in the history of Whispering Willows.”

      Fitz leaned in and Gary nodded like he was already impressed.

      Cruz slapped his hand against the rock. “You see, a long time ago, there was witch named Sila who fell in love with a preacher’s son. Given the history of the witch trials in this country, you can understand why this was such a problem. The preacher of the town was hellbent on finding and executing every witch in existence. Sila’s family fled from Whispering Willows, but Sila refused to leave. She was too in love, too, convinced her soulmate would save her. Her mother and other sisters begged her to come with them, to use common sense, but Sila refused.”

      Cruz’s eyes flickered to mine for a single second.

      “Sila loved the preacher’s son. It was simple. She couldn’t leave the person she loved more than anything in the world.”

      My insides curled. Is that what Cruz thought I did?

      “Sila and the preacher’s son met here, at these rocks, in secret. The preacher’s son knew what Sila was, and he loved her anyway. Because he loved her so much, he decided they needed to escape before his father dropped her to the sea like he did the rest of the witches. The preacher’s son wanted to meet in front of the rocks, the first place he’d ever caught a glimpse of the beautiful witch. The night they were supposed to meet, Sila walked this very boardwalk, eyes bright and heart full of hope. Except when she arrived, the preacher was waiting with other townspeople, the preacher’s son nowhere to be found. His father dragged Sila up the path and to the edge of the ledge, chained her hands, and pushed her into the dark sea below. No one knows what happened to the preacher’s son; he was never seen again. Many believe he arrived, saw his father waiting, and fled, but that guilt overtook him and he eventually killed himself.”

      “Damn,” Gary whispered. Fitz sniffled.

      “She died loving him,” Cruz said, resolute. “Every so often, witnesses claim they see Sila and the preacher’s son walking side by side on this boardwalk, holding hands and living out the life they never got. I think it proves love can’t die. That those meant to be together will find a way back to each other. Always.”

      Everyone was silent, processing the sad story. A weight sat in my stomach. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, I couldn’t shake the feeling Cruz meant that story just for me.

      Everyone departed shortly after Cruz’s haunting story. I promised Gary I’d meet him later for dinner, and my stomach twisted at the thought of what I was going to have to do. I might have realized Gary wasn’t the one for me, but that didn’t mean I reveled in the thought of breaking his heart.

      Fitz had to get back to LA, making me swear I’d keep her updated about my progress with Gary. Cruz offered to give me a ride to my house, but I needed time by myself.

      I found a bench overlooking the ocean and sat down, Cruz’s story staying with me. My legs wouldn’t stop twitching, so I decided to climb up to the ledge, where my best thinking always happened. By the time I get to the top, my breath came in short bursts, and cold air burned my lungs. I stood on the edge, thinking about what it must’ve been like to be pushed down into those icy depths where the ocean spelled your death. That your life was ending for a love unrequited.

      “Emerson, Emerson. Getting yourself into more trouble, I see.”

      Another ghost visit. Whoop-de-freaking-doo. 

      The Ghost of Present leaned on his cane. Today he wore another hideous green sweater with red stripes that reminded me of something a person would wear to an ugly Christmas sweater party.

      He jabbed his cane at me. “Why is it every time we meet, you insult me?”

      I crossed my arms. “Stop reading my thoughts, and you won’t be insulted.”

      “Your obstinance just doesn’t quit, does it?” He walked me backward to the edge of the rocks. “We have a trip to take, Emerson.”

      I tried to push past him, but he expanded, blocking my path.

      “I have a date tonight, and I can’t be late. Can’t we do this another time?” I kept glancing behind me at the ocean below.

      The wind grew more vicious around us, and the temperature dropped what felt like ten degrees. Clouds covered the sun, moving faster than I’d ever seen them move before. The wind picked up speed, pushing me toward the edge.

      “No!” I yelled. “What is it with you ghosts and the dramatics? Why don’t you snap your fingers and take us where you want to go?”

      “See you on the other side, Emerson,” he said, and a final blast of wind pushed me off the rocks and into the dark depths below.
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      Unlike the fire, this water burned everything: my eyes, my nose, my throat. The icy chill settled deep under my skin, and my lungs screamed for air. I hung in the murky waters, chest heaving like it might implode at any moment. Darkness surrounded me, except for the occasional shimmer of a tail that disappeared as quickly as I saw it, making it impossible to see the right direction to swim. I kicked my legs wildly to keep myself from sinking, but the ocean pulled me down. A light blinked above. A little piece of hope. I mustered every bit of strength and kicked and pushed my arms, breaking the surface of the water.

      I was no longer in the ocean. I was in someone’s indoor pool. Heated water seeped in, and I breathed out in relief. The clear water stilled, and I saw my feet touching the white bottom. Lounge chairs lays around the perimeter. Glass walls surrounded the edge. Through the glass walls, bright city lights sparkled and flashed like diamonds. I’d recognize them anywhere. I was back in LA. The question was, where?

      “Have a nice swim, did we?” The Ghost of Present appeared at the edge of the pool. “Look a little bedraggled.” He smiled, revealing his crooked, large front teeth.

      I glared at him, wading through the water, my shirt billowing around me. “I could’ve drowned. You didn’t even ask if I could swim. What kind of backwards, demented stunts are you ghosts trying to pull?” The weight of water in my clothes slowed my movements as I tromped up the steps and out of the pool. I snatched a towel, doing my best to dry off.

      The ghost held up a finger. “A lesson for you to be nicer.”

      The soft towel soaked in a sad amount of water. “Excuse me if I don’t want to be particularly polite to spirits who are kidnapping me.” I gestured to the pool house. “Now where are we?”

      A cry echoed beyond the doors, and glass shattered in the distance. The ghost shrugged. Of course. Because telling me would be too easy.

      When we stepped through the double French doors, it was like being transported to a museum. Old paintings of people I couldn’t name lined the walls of a hallway, in between the paintings thick wood doors standing tall. Maroon and gold rugs covered the hardwood floors.

      An apartment building. A really ritzy one from the looks of it. But whose?

      “I thought you said you’d taken care of this!” a woman cried. I inched closer to the familiar voice, not sure I wanted to know whose apartment building this was.

      Waterdrops trailed behind me, and I cringed thinking about what it might do to the floors. Whoever lived here was rich—like Hilton rich.

       Straight ahead, the hallway led to big, stately white doors. I was tempted to explore and see where they led. Places like this felt like big gifts, each room waiting to be unwrapped. I stepped forward, but the hook of a cane latched onto my arm.

      “I don’t think so, missy,” the ghost said from behind me, reeling me to him like I was a fish. He unhooked the cane and pointed it. “You march yourself down to the fourth door on the right.”

      Okay, Mr. Killjoy. I glared at him before spinning on my heel and stomping toward the door.

      “This way,” the ghost jabbed his thumb toward the voices, now more muted.

      I stopped outside the door. “Is a murder about to happen? Because that’s incredibly traumatic on a person’s brain, and I don’t feel like getting PTSD.” Well, on top of the PTSD I already had from this experience.

      The ghost lifted his arm and snapped his hand forward. “Just shut your trap and get in there.” He nudged me toward the door, and I stuck out a foot first, testing it before going any further. My foot shot through it. Satisfied, I stepped into the room.

      A living room area greeted me with crisp white furniture embossed with pearls on the sides. A large stone fireplace crackled with warmth. This might be my actual dream home.

      The living room opened up to a big kitchen. My mouth dropped open. This was a dream: granite countertops, a kitchen island in the middle that had a copper sink and an oven. A fridge as big as a walk-in freezer. And a bread warmer. These people had a bread warmer. I didn’t even care who this was; I was in love with their taste and style.

      The ghost rapped his knotted knuckles on the glossy counter I admired. “Can you pay less attention to the damn countertops and more attention to what I’m trying to show you?”

      Right. For the first time, I noticed the single person in the kitchen. A teary-eyed woman, seated on the cushions in the breakfast nook: Haley Babcock.

      I whirled on the ghost. “What am I doing here?” It came out as a half-hiss, half-whisper before I remembered she couldn’t hear me. “You brought me to my arch-nemesis’s home and made me fall in love with the immaculate colonial design that all belongs to her?”

      “Arch-nemesis?” The ghost shook his head. “You are too damn old to have an arch-nemesis. What’d ya learn that from, a moving picture?”

      I stared at him. “How long have you been dead? They’re just called movies.”

      “Eh, whatever!” he said. “Pay attention.”

      Haley was crying, which was weird. I’d never seen her cry or show an ounce of sadness. I figured her ability to emote got sucked out at a young age. Her shoulders slumped, and she averted her eyes from the laptop sitting in front of her and tugged at her shiny black curls. Honestly, whatever was happening probably served her right.

      That’s when I heard the voice coming from the laptop, a voice that I knew well. I approached and stood behind Haley, and there was Gary’s face on the screen.

      “I thought you said you were going to take care of all this,” Haley said, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Take care of what, exactly?

      “I’m in over my head, Gary. I need the money. You know I need that money, and you promised me everything would be okay after I got fired.”

      I should’ve felt satisfied hearing that my plan worked, that Haley was fired. But she looked so miserable. It was kind of a downer. I couldn’t gloat when she sat there sobbing. I moved closer.

      Gary gave her a million-dollar smile that made my stomach curdle. “Honey buns, I have got this covered, okay? I’m going to take care of this, just like I promised. Emerson won’t be coming back from Whispering Willows. Alive or dead. That promotion Boss promised her is going to go to me.”

      What in the actual hell? Haley and Gary were working together to have me killed. Oh my god. Fitz had been right. And I had been an idiot.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Haley asked. “I mean, killing her seems a little excessive. Yes, she’s the definition of evil, but I don’t know if she deserves to die. Just get her fired or something.”

      I snorted. I could say the same thing about her—wait. Did she just advocate for me? It was in a weird, twisted sort of way, but it sounded like she’d said I didn’t deserve to die.

      “You swore if I tried to take her out, you’d get that promotion and help pay off the debt I’m in.”

      Hold up. Haley was the figure in black who’d tried to off me?

      “And I will,” Gary said placatingly. “That’s still the plan, honey buns.”

      Gag.

      “I’m taking her out on a date tonight. Gonna schmooze her, get her trust back, and then BAM.”

      I jumped as he slammed his hands on the desk in his room.

      “You know.” Gary kept his voice sweet, light. “If you’d done the job right the first time, we wouldn’t be in this mess. I wouldn’t have to be here at all, fixing your mistakes. Honey bun.” His voice was so condescending.

      This was it. Haley was going to rip a new one into him. She wouldn’t let him talk to her like that.

      “You’re right. I’m so sorry.”

      Hold the phone. What was happening? Was I in some alternate dimension? I looked at the Ghost of Present.

      He shook his head sadly. “Gary’s had a hold on Haley ever since they started dating. You know, she doesn’t have the highest self-esteem, despite the front she puts on.”

      “And you really should never have taken out that huge loan,” Gary said. “What were you thinking, honey bun?”

      Haley’s eyes widened as she wiped her nose with a tissue. “You said you really needed that new Porsche, that you wanted it more than anything—other than me, of course.”

      Oh, she didn’t. Tell me she didn’t take out a loan for him.

      “I thought you were going to ask your dad for the money,” Gary said. “I didn’t think you’d take out a hundred-thousand-dollar loan and then sign the car over to me. That’s a very bad financial decision.”

      Haley’s breath stuttered. “You know Daddy just got indicted for fraud. He’s in jail. His funds and assets are frozen. And there’s the other loans. That vacation you wanted to take to Bora Bora, and then those Super Bowl tickets . . . And this amazing apartment that I got you a lease at . . . and have been paying for.”

      “Right.” Gary pointed at Haley. “Speaking of, you using a coaster for your cup, right?” Haley looked at her cup, sweating droplets, and quickly jumped up and dashed to get a coaster, then sat back down.

      “I’m just feeling a little panicked right now. I don’t have a job, any way to pay for any of these things.”

      Gary hummed in a sympathetic-but-not-really way. Surely Haley saw through this. She couldn’t actually think he cared about her. Then again, I hadn’t seen through his act. I’d been so convinced Haley was behind all of this, but she was just a puppet.

      “Once I get the promotion at Witch Inc.,” Gary continued, “I’ll make everything better.”

      “He won’t,” the Ghost of Present said. “Haley’s just been a pawn. Gary’s using her like a payday loan.”

      I stared, horrified. I actually felt sorry for Haley. What weird Twilight Zone had I landed in? She obviously cared about Gary. A lot. More than I ever had. She loved him, and she was willing to do anything for him. It still didn’t completely exonerate her, but Haley wasn’t the real villain, here. Gary was. I groaned. And I’d gotten her fired. She could lose everything because of me. Well, and Gary.

      “Here’s the plan, honey buns,” Gary said, and that’s when everything started fading away, turning to complete blackness, like an empty void.

      “Wait. Wait, no. I want to stay!” I said.

      “You’ve got a hot date, isn’t that right?” the ghost asks. “With Cruz, is it? Or Gary? I can’t keep track of all the men in your life.”

      While the room faded away, the night sky, the trees, the sound of ocean waves crashing replaced Haley’s apartment. The floor unraveled from underneath our feet and reformed as the concrete boardwalk.

      “Wait, can you tell me what’s going to happen to Haley?” I asked, reaching for the ghost as he walked away.

      He turned. “I can’t tell the future, Emerson. That’s not my specialty.” He continued walking, his figure growing more and more transparent, until he disappeared completely.
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      Somewhere between Haley’s penthouse and returning to the boardwalk, my clothes had dried completely. Thank God. I couldn’t go on a date with Gary soaking wet. I needed to be at my best for what was about to happen. God I wished I could talk to someone right now. Fitz was gone. Cruz wasn’t the right person for this. Maybe Clara was free?

      That’s when it hit me. Her shop. Oh my god. How had I not thought of it before? The Wish List. Wishes. Clara was a rare form of witch called a Witch Granter, which meant she had the ability to grant wishes. Sure, they came at a steep cost, but who cared? I could ask her for a wish, maybe multiple wishes. I could handle my Gary problem, my ghost problem. I increased my speed, my excitement building as I walked toward Main Street, where The Wish List was located.

      The entire walk, I mulled over these ghostly visits. My dad, me getting bullied, my mom and Joe, Haley, my friends—Gary. What did it all mean? Why show any of this to me? Did George Ermwell receive the same treatment? Next time a ghost visited, I was going to ask. I’d been so blindsided so far I hadn’t had a chance, but I’d be prepared for the next one. Maybe the figure haunting me was another ghost.

      An icy chill creeped up my spine and not from the cold air outside. I whipped around, feeling something lurking behind me. The dark figure flashed before my eyes but disappeared just as quick.

      “Stupid ghosts,” I muttered under my breath, picking up my pace.

      Except it didn’t look like the other ghosts; it looked like a . . . demon. But no, Whispering Willows had a Demon Slayer to take care of that kind of thing. Helen, I think her name was, and apparently she was badass. Maybe I’d visit her too. She and Clara were close, so maybe Clara would point me in her direction.

      I arrived at The Wish List feeling buoyed, hopeful for the first time since this entire nightmare began. I entered the neat, clean shop, wood floors shining, a purple couch and two chairs sitting in the middle of the store, shelves lining the walls filled with sparkling crystal balls small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. The wishes. I’d spent so much of my time in high school in this shop, sitting on those purple couches with Clara while her mom granted wishes to desperate patrons. You had to be desperate to want a wish, and Witch Granters were some of the most elite witches in the world, since the power they held was so rare.

      I’d been shocked when I heard what happened to Clara’s mom, how this woman everyone had looked up to turned out to be using her powers for evil, granting wishes she had no business granting. Clara had run away from Whispering Willows just two years after I had, but for different reasons, of course. She’d sent me an email letting me know she had to flee to hide from her mom, who’d become more unhinged with her greed for power. She’d wanted Clara to follow in her footsteps, but Clara refused, chose the moral high ground. So she left behind her entire life, her dream of being a Witch Granter so she could hide from her mother. Of course I hadn’t responded to Clara’s email. By that time, I’d already left Whispering Willows and everything it involved behind. I’d gotten another email from her after her mom died. Another one I deleted. It was too painful, her mom’s death bringing up memories of my dad’s, and it was just so much easier to ignore the pain than face it or acknowledge it. It had been cowardly, and I’d been a bad friend.

      I was glad Clara had finally returned to Whispering Willows, claimed her heritage and opened The Wish List back up. She deserved to be happy, and if I knew one thing about Clara, this was her dream. It was all she talked about in high school. I couldn’t believe she’d left it all behind, sacrificed her dream to hide from her mom and avoid taking the evil path her mom had.

      A woman whisked out of the background, and for a moment, I thought I’d gone back in time. Clara. I blinked a few times. But no, not Clara. Whereas Clara’s hair had been stick straight in high school, this woman’s hair was curly, but everything else was Clara: the green eyes, the freckles, the heart-shaped face. And not a woman, but a girl, seventeen, eighteen maybe.

      “Hi, sorry, but we’re closing soon, so if you want a wish, you’ll have to come back tomorrow—” She stopped. “Wait a minute.” She took a step closer, squinting. “I know you. You’re Emerson!”

      She rushed forward, enveloping me in a hug. I stiffened at her warmth.

      “Who are you?” I asked, though I had a feeling I already knew.

      “I’m Clara’s daughter, Remy! She’s told me so much about all the shenanigans you guys got up to in high school. I can’t believe you spelled the mayor’s house with toilet paper that wouldn’t come off. Or the time you snuck into the library and flipped every painting upside down. Edna thought she was going crazy.”

      I laughed. I’d forgotten all about those stunts.

      “Are you here to see my mom? She’s out right now, dealing with some issues.”

      Mom. Clara was a mom. I hadn’t even known, hadn’t even thought to ask about anything related to her life. God, I was horrible.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Issues?”

      Remy tipped her head. “It’s not a big deal. Well, hopefully it’s not. Just a mysterious golden lamp that keeps appearing in our shop no matter how many times we try to get rid of it. And also might be responsible for a tone-deaf seagull that won’t stop singing showtunes and random spells that have gone seriously wrong, and then there’s this weird fungus that I think it might’ve given Mom’s friend Myrtle, but she admitted the fungus might be from something else.”

      I instantly loved Remy, and shame filled me. It sounded like Clara had a lot going on, and I didn’t even know it, so caught up in my own problems. To be fair, I did have an ex who most likely had tried to kill me and some ghosts currently also most likely trying to kill me, but still. I was a terrible, terrible friend. I didn’t deserve Clara or her kindness.

      “That sounds like a lot,” I said.

      Remy nodded. “Mom’s kind of stressed about it all.”

      “Right,” I said. “Well, I’ll do anything I can to help.” Maybe I should tell Clara that. I would tell Clara that. As soon as I got the chance.

      I looked at Remy. But right now. I really needed a wish. “So are you allowed to grant wishes, by any chance?”

      Remy took a step back. “Oh, well, I am, but . . .” her gaze flicked to me. “You’re grieving, you just lost someone really important to you, and it sounds like you have a lot you’re dealing with as well.”

      So Clara had told Remy everything, then.

      “It’s just, my mom and I have strict rules about who we’re willing to grant wishes to, and well . . .”

      Someone stuck in the throes of grief who might not be in a headspace to make good decisions was not on that list. Got it. It made sense, honestly. Not only did wishes cost a lot of money but, well, they also cost the buyer a piece of their soul, and that was the steepest price someone could pay for magic.

      Still, I couldn’t help the disappointment that welled up in me. I’d really wanted this to be my solution, but I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that simple. Nothing ever was.

      “I might not be able to grant you a wish,” Remy continued, “but maybe I can help you create a spell?” She gestured to the cauldron sitting in the corner of the room, the family grimoire on a stand next to it. “We have a whole backroom full of ingredients, so maybe we can cook up something to help you?”

      I thought for a moment. “You know, that might just be perfect.”
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      Thirty minutes later, I arrived at the restaurant, a spelled pen in my pocket that would record everything said on our date. If I could get Gary to confess that he’d tried to have me murdered, then I’d finally have proof to send to the Council, who would handle it from there.

      Remy was good at casting spells, really ingenious in the way she put together ingredients, and what’s more, I’d actually had fun with her. She told me all the latest high school drama, the boy she liked, the good gossip. I gave her tips about how to apply her makeup and the best make-out spots in Whispering Willows, which I’m sure Clara would appreciate.

      Gary stood outside the diner, hands shoved in his pockets as he rocked back and forth on his heels.

      “Hey, schnookums,” he said.

      I plastered a smile on my face. “Hi Gary.”

      He held out his arm for me. “You ready to go eat?”

      My eyes flicked to the diner, the only place in town where you could get food. Inside fairies fluttered around, carrying heavy trays four times their size. Goblins occupied one booth. A few vampires in another. I couldn’t waste any more time. Gary needed to be taught a lesson, and it couldn’t happen in such a public place.

      “Actually, I was thinking we could get our food to go and maybe go somewhere more . . . intimate?” I wanted to gag with what I was about to do, but I did it anyway and leaned in, trailing a finger down his chest.

      “Now that I can definitely get on board with,” Gary said, leaning forward and puckering his lips.

      I planted my lips against his, stomach curdling. I couldn’t believe I ever liked kissing him. It was like kissing a dead fish. He didn’t even move his lips, just expected me to do all the heavy lifting.

      “Let me just run in and get us some food to-go, and then we can go to the park and have a picnic under the stars.”

      His eyes glittered dangerously. “Perfect.”

      I ordered our food and when it was ready, walked out with the bag hanging off my arm. “Ready?” I asked, keeping my voice light.

      “Absolutely.”

      Gary didn’t even offer to carry the bag of food. Unbelievable. Well, not really, but I was huffy about it anyway.

      “So where are we headed?” Gary asked as he followed me across the street and into an alleyway.

      “It’s a surprise,” I said in a high-pitched voice that should tip him off that I was lying. He shrugged and accepted my words with no problem while my mind raced through potential solutions. I should be freaking out right now, having the equivalent of a Kardashian meltdown, but I had a plan, and it would work.

      We walked hand-in-hand along the boardwalk that ran along the coast, silent, except for the random passerby and the whoosh of the waves.

      “So, what do you think we should do about Haley?” I asked.

      In the dim shadow of the moonlight I could see Gary scrunch up his nose. “Do about Haley?”

      “Well she did try to murder me. Surely we need to get retribution against her?”

      I needed to distract him so he would have absolutely no idea what was coming.

      “I don’t know.” He turned to me. “There’s so much negative energy between you and Haley. I’m starting to think you should let it go. You know? Cleanse your soul.”

      That bastard. He probably needed Haley around so he could continue to suck her dry of every penny she had. I wasn’t just doing this for me anymore. I was doing this for the both of us.

      “You’re right.” I squeezed his hand tighter, exercising the utmost restraint in not crushing his bones. “But I think in order to really let it all go, I’m going to need some closure.”

      “Right, yeah,” Gary said, only half paying attention as he looked out at the ocean. The boardwalk curved away from the shores, a path leading across a busy street and toward a park. Tall lampposts lined the path, lighting our way.

      “Could you maybe walk me through what happened that night?”

      “Uh.” Gary scratched his head. “Well, let’s see. I wanted to surprise you with a romantic getaway. So I asked Haley if she had any recommendations. She’s the one who told me she’d take care of everything.”

      “Oh.” I stuck out my bottom lip. “I thought you’d planned the whole thing yourself. I didn’t know you asked Haley for help.”

      “Well, I was so busy,” Gary said, “with work. You know how much we both value work.”

      We continued along the path, almost to the park, and I let Gary keep talking.

      “So, um, we drove to the address Haley gave me, and I thought we were going to some romantic inn, but then we arrived, and I was just as shocked as you were by the whole thing. You went inside while I went to investigate that weird noise, and when you came back out, I guess Haley ambushed you?”

      “Huh.” I tapped my chin. “I don’t remember you seeming all that surprised.”

      We arrived at the park, and I let go of Gary’s hand as we wound around a little path that surrounded a grassy area. I set down our food.

      “In fact.” I turned on him. “There are some holes in your story that aren’t quite making sense.”

      I’d gotten him out here, I’d played the good cop, and now it was time to bring out Ms. Bad Cop. I’d seen enough crime shows to know how this worked.

      “Holes?” Gary stretched his neck, looking behind us and in front of us, his eyes searching everywhere like he was looking for something.

      “Yeah, holes. Like the fact that before I entered the estate, I found a shovel and rope in your trunk.”

      I walked toward Gary, and he started walking backward.

      “Uh, I already explained what that was about.”

      “Except your mom doesn’t have a garden or a shed.” I pointed at him. “She lives in a high-rise.” I cocked my head as panic flashed through Gary’s eyes. “And when Haley started attacking me, and I was screaming for help, why didn’t you come to my aid?”

      “Well, you know, I was far away . . .”

      “And why did I wake up the next day, alone at the inn, with you nowhere to be found?”

      “I just thought—”

      I pushed a finger into his chest. “In fact, you didn’t even try to call me. Not once.”

      “Enough!”

      Gary grabbed my shoulders. “Haley was supposed to off you, but she couldn’t get the job done. Got cold feet, said she didn’t feel right about hurting you. So she knocked you unconscious and ran, and now here I am to finish things. You’re never going to get that promotion, Emerson.”

      He grabbed my arm and dragged me off the path and into a wooded area. I tried to wriggle from his grasp, but it was too tight.

      “Let me go,” I said, but he just tightened his grip.

      “You’re going to be out of the picture, and I’m getting that promotion. I’m going to do a hell of a job, impress the board, and then, when the timing’s right, I’ll do the same thing to the CEO and then take over the company. And I’ll get away with it. Because no one would ever suspect Gary Kim, the nice guy, doing something so evil.”

      We burst free of the wooded area, and he threw me in front of a little playground, my back hitting the slide, the pen slipping out of my jeans pocket and onto the ground.

      Gary stepped on it, crushing it, and loomed over me. There went any hope of recording a confession. “You’re the last obstacle to me getting promoted. Goodbye, Emerson,” he said, closing his hands around my neck, ready to choke the life from me.

      “You won’t get away with this,” I finally managed before a loud sob broke the silence. Gary jumped back a foot, his eyes wild, and we both turned to see my mom sitting on a bench, bottle of vodka in hand, tears streaming down her face.

      Gary forgotten, I sprang to my feet. “Oh my god.” I ran to my mom.

      “Old habits die hard,” she said, hiccuping and swaying on the bench. She squinted at us. “What are you two doing out here?”

      “Uh hi,” Gary said, his voice tense. “What did you see, exactly?”

      Mom swayed. “A lot of things. The stars. The playground. A tiny little slide.” She pinched her fingers.

      With each word, Gary’s shoulders relaxed further and further down. She was too far gone to be any kind of witness to what had just happened.

      “Mom, what are you doing out here?” I asked.

      She peered at Gary, leaning closer, then reached out a finger and poked him in the chest like she thought he might not be real.

      “Who is this?” my mom slurred. She took a swig out of the bottle and then pointed it at Gary. Liquid spilled out, splashing at our feet. The purple substance shimmered. I should’ve known. Witch’s brew. Potent from the smell of it. My mom giggled. “Oops.”

      I pressed my lips together. Now was a great time for a ghost to appear. I arched my neck toward the sky. Any takers?

      Gary stepped forward and stuck out his hand. “Hi, Ms. Charles, my name is Gary. I’m dating your daughter.”

      Oh, hell no. He didn’t just say that. I glared at him, and he glared back, daring me to contradict him. I didn’t want to risk him hurting my mom, so I stayed silent.

      “You from LA, huh?” my mom asked. She snorted. “I might be moving to LA soon, so we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other.”

      My head swiveled toward her. “What are you talking about?” I attempted to snatch the bottle away from her, but she was deceivingly fast for a drunk-off-your-ass person, and my fingers flailed through thin air. “Where’s Joe?”

      She let out a sob. “Bastard broke up with me.”

      My heart dropped, and I kneeled in front of her, taking her cold hands in mine. “What?”

      Joe loved my mom. He doted on her—annoyingly. He made her lunches and left these sickeningly sweet notes on them like “you’re the light of my life” and “have the best day ever, Dara Bear.” Breaking up with her made no sense. A cold sweat broke over my brow when I remembered my last full conversation with him. The one where I told him he wasn’t good enough for my mom. That couldn’t have prompted this breakup, though. I was a forty-year-old mess, for chrissakes. What did I know?

      She wiped her tears away with the sleeve of her shirt. “Yeah. He said stuff about how I needed to be in LA with you, and he was holding me back. That I was better off without him.”

      My mom broke into muffled sobs and bowled over, hugging her knees.

      “Okay, Mom”—I hoisted her up—“let’s get you back to the house.”

      She shook her head. “The house has too many memories. Your dad, Joe—” She broke into more sobs and stumbled to the ground.

      Mom had never been good with change. Not shockingly. She nearly drank herself to death when my dad died. Ever since I’d been home, I hadn’t seen her drink. In fact, she hadn’t had a single drop. Or smoked fairy dust. Or slept in ’til noon. And she and Joe had even been updating the basement and tearing down those awful wood-panel walls. The truth was, she was healing. Finally healing. Now I’d gone and ruined it all. I had to fix this. If I couldn’t, I wasn’t sure my mom would ever recover.

      I moved to tell Gary to help me with my mom—it was the least he could do after trying to murder me again—but when I turned around, he was already gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After an hour of arguing and cajoling, I managed to drag Mom back home and tuck her in bed. I couldn’t leave her in the park where god knows what might happen to her. Where to find Joe was a no-brainer since we had one bar in town. Where else do you go to drown your sorrows?

      I stalked to the door, where a tall bouncer stood, so tall his head almost reached the awning hanging over the bar. The half-giant stepped in my path. Gold glinted off his bottom teeth when he opened his mouth. “Sorry, you’re banned after you insulted almost everyone in Whispering Willows the other night.”

      “Clint,” I said.

      He crossed his beefy arms. “Can’t let you in here.”

      I stretched my neck to search through the foggy windows. Joe sat at the bar, nestled in between a crowd of people. He nursed a beer, taking slow slips, which meant he might be lucid enough to listen to reason. There was still time to knock sense into his stupid head. I glared at Clint and shoved his massive body into the wall, bunching his worn leather jacket in a fist.

      “Listen to me, Clint Hargove. My mom is about to get her heart broken for the second time, and I’m not going to let it happen. So you let me into that bar so I can talk some sense into that stupid leprechaun of a sheriff and convince him to get back with my mom so they can live happily ever after.”

      Clint stilled. “You’re trying to reunite two broken hearts?” Tears welled in his eyes. “That’s just so damn beautiful.”

      I stepped back. Well, I hadn’t been expecting that reaction.

      He sniffled. “I love a good love story.” He pushed open the door. “You go get those two lovebirds back together, Emerson.”

      Well, okay then.

      Inside, loud music pulsed and that familiar purple fog hung over the ground.

      Joe hunched over the bar like he was lost in his own world, unaware of the people knocking back shots and the couple sitting next to him who were making out and getting way too handsy. I squeezed myself past them.

      “Joe,” I yelled over the music.

      He did a double take. “Emerson, what are you doing here?” He narrowed his eyes. “You’re not allowed in here. Whole town heard you got banned. Don’t make me arrest you again.”

      “So arrest me, I don’t care. Just listen to me first.” I jabbed a finger in his chest. He stared into the murky clouds of his drink then back up, eyes wide. “You broke up with my mom.”

      “You gonna ‘Statute 1453’ me again?”

      “Uh—” I stuttered.

      “Yeah, Emerson, I know that wasn’t a real statute.” Before I could ask why, he continued, “I didn’t want to start off our relationship on an even worse foot than we already had, so I played along. Plus I felt a little bad about losing my temper over the fish and throwing you in that cell.”

      “I’d get your fish back for you if I knew where it was,” I admitted miserably.

      He threw back his beer, chugging deeply, then wiped his mouth. “I know. I forgive you.”

      I was such an idiot. A moron of the most colossal kind.  How could I have misjudged everything so badly? I had to fix this.

      “So what happened with my mom?”

      Joe drew circles in the puddle of condensation on the bartop. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Emerson, c’mon. Just leave me be.”

      “Cut the crap, Joe. You broke my mom’s heart. She loves you. You love her. What’s there to understand?”

      He shook his head. “You were right about everything. I’m not good enough for your mom. Your dad was the best guy. He provided for you two, gave you a good life. I’m nothing compared to him, and I never will be.”

      Wow. Was that what Joe thought? Probably because I planted the thought in his mind. Me and my stupid mouth. 

      “Joe—”

      He held up a hand. “No. It’s not just that. Your mom should be in LA with you. You leaving damn near broke her so bad she couldn’t be put back together. She’s been really happy since you’ve been home. If you leave again, you’ll kill her. She needs to go with you. With me out of the picture, she’ll finally be brave enough to take that leap.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was about to say, but I meant these next words. “Joe, I’m not leaving forever. I’m going back to LA, yes, but I’ll visit. For all the big holidays and probably a few weekends in between.”

      He shook his head. “You’re just saying that, but you don’t really mean it. You disappeared once, and you’ll do it again.”

      I gritted my teeth. “It’s hard to disappear when you know where I live. You guys can visit me too.”

      He took another sip of beer, and I grabbed his hands, forcing him to look at me with his red-lined, puffy eyes.

      “Listen, my mom loves you. You’re right. My dad dying, me leaving, it all broke her. But Joe, you helped her heal. You’re good for her. She doesn’t need me anymore, but she needs you. I see the way she looks at you, the way her face lights up when you walk in a room.” Joe’s eyes welled with tears. “The way you make her laugh at your corny dad jokes. It’s so sweet how you let her win when you guys play games together. Everything you do is sweet. You’re the guy for my mom. Don’t be an idiot. You two deserve to be together.”

      He stared hard at the bar before slamming his beer down. “Okay, so how do I convince her to forgive me for being such an ass?”

      I smiled. “I have an idea.”

      For the next hour, I dragged Joe from store to store while we collected everything we needed, and we finally made it back to the house, where I raced upstairs, Joe behind me, and flung open the hall closet door. I dug for a needle out of Mom’s long-abandoned sewing kit. Joe used the flashlight from his phone to illuminate the dark hall closet and basket.

      “Aha!” I held up the needle in triumph.

      I stood and closed the closet door quietly. “So here’s what you do. Present the balloons to Mom and make sure they’re in the correct order.”

      We wrote the words “I’m an idiot” on the three pink and red balloons. Mom would appreciate the humor—and the lovey-dovey theme.

      “Make sure she’s had plenty of time to sleep off the alcohol.”    

      Joe bit his lip, sucking in a breath. “How bad was it?”

      I paused and thought about the almost-empty bottle of Witch’s Brew. “Bad.”

      He lay a hand over his heart and started pacing. “This isn’t a good idea. She’s going to say no.”

      “Joe. Breathe. She’s won’t say no. Wake her up in a few hours, hand her the needle, let her pop the balloons, and she’ll be hysterical with happiness.”

      After some digging, I found out Joe had already bought a ring and everything. He was going to propose on Fall Equinox because that’s my mom’s favorite holiday. His proposal idea was super lame, though. It involved the diner and a plate of spaghetti with a ring planted in a meatball. A meatball. I shuddered. Thank Joe’s lucky stars I intervened.

      “Go.” I pushed him toward their bedroom. “Get yourself ready to ask her the most important question of your life.”

      Joe nodded and walked toward the door, shutting it behind him.

      I needed some fresh air, so I wandered out to our front yard and took a seat on the creaky porch steps.

      “Now wasn’t that sweet,” a voice said from above. “You might finally be learning, Emerson.”

      I wasn’t even surprised by these random appearances anymore. I glanced up to see the Ghost of the Past hovering over me.
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      I sighed with resignation. “What’s it going to be tonight? A flood to wash us into the past while almost drowning me? Or maybe we can upgrade from fire to lava. That would be exciting.”

      The ghost raised an eyebrow. “Girl, do not test me.” She lowered herself until we were eye level. “I’m almost done with you, anyway, so we’ll keep it simple tonight.”

      My heart kicked up its pace. “Almost done with me?” She floated down my steep driveway, and I trailed behind. “What does that mean? Do you know anything about this—”

      She held up a hand, cutting me off. “All will be revealed in time. You learn what you need to learn from each of us.”

      Did the ghosts tell George Ermwell the same thing before he died? If this ghost was almost done with me, I could die soon too.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath and nodded. She snapped her fingers, and my shoulders tensed, waiting for the transition. I opened my eyes, and we stood in the exact same spot.

      “What happened?” I asked. “Are your powers broken or something?”

      “Excuse you,” she said. “My powers are just fine. Now shut up and listen.”

      The air hung heavy and thick, and I could already feel my hair curling from the moisture. A high-pitched giggle sliced the silence. Like I was in a trance, I walked toward two windows facing each other and looked up.

      My past self leaned out the window, holding a paper cup with a long string attached to it. The string ran to the other window, attached to another cup Cruz held. He looked like the kid from Coco; I forgot how adorable he was when he was little, with his big round eyes and ears sticking out of his black curls.

      He and my past self each held their cups, giggling and speaking nonsense into them. As much as I tried, I couldn’t remember this night. We pulled silly stunts like this a lot. Now, it was like sitting in a theater, watching a movie for the first time. Funny how our minds did that: erased little moments from our past like they never happened at all.

      My past self whispered into her cup, “Can you hear me?”

      Cruz smooshed his cup to his ear. “I can hear you!” His shout echoed across the neighborhood, and my past self shushed him, erupting in giggles again.

      “You’ll wake the whole neighborhood,” my past self reprimanded. She tucked her wispy blonde hair behind her ear and pressed the cup to it as Cruz whispered something else.

      “Man, you two are cute little babies,” the ghost said. “Both of you staying up past your bedtime and doing this cup shit so you could keep talking cause neither of you knew how to work a phone.”

      My past self whispered into the cup again. “I have a secret,” she said while Cruz listened intently. And then she burped. What can I say? I was a classy little girl.

      “Okay.” The ghost scrunched her nose. “That was just nasty. Why you gotta go and ruin a perfectly sweet moment?”

      I laughed. Because I was a devious child.

      “I’ve got a secret too,” Cruz said, but his little face was so serious. He whispered into the cup and said, “I like you.”

      Cruz watched me after he said the words. He bit his bottom lip as I held the cup to my ear, waiting for his message to arrive. But from out of nowhere, a crow swooped down past my window, snatching the string and ruining our telephone line. Cruz’s face fell in disappointment while my past self shrugged and waved goodbye, closing her window.

      I ran up to the window and picked up the cup, staring at the little object in wonder. “I never heard him say he liked me.” My cheeks flushed in the dark. “I burped at him, and he confessed he liked me.” That was when Cruz and I first met, when we were both in elementary school. If he liked me from the beginning . . . but no, he couldn’t have always liked me.

      “Girl, you have got a serious case of denial,” the ghost said. “I’ll bet there’s a lot you never knew about Cruz and his feelings.”

      I looked from her to the cup. “What do you mean?”

      She snapped her fingers again. This time, we were at a football game, squeezed in between yelling students and parents in the crowded bleachers. I only ever went to the games because Cruz played. He was Whispering Willows’s golden boy. Mr. Football extraordinaire. Clara and my past self were in the stands, holding up a sign that said, “Cruz’in down the football field.” I forgot what dorks we were. We even painted our faces with blue and yellow hearts for my school colors. Of course, Clara was there to see Preston, the most popular boy at her academy. He was playing on the opposing team. She still hadn’t worked up the nerve to confess her feelings to him—that would come in later years.

      Cruz threw a touchdown, and the crowd roared. Clara and my past self cheered wildly, our sign flapping with our movements.

      “I heard a scout is here today,” Clara shouted after the crowd cheering died down.

      My past self frowned. “Why would a scout be here? Cruz isn’t going away after his senior year. He’s going to stay here, with his pack.”

      I climbed the bleachers, passing through cheering fans to get closer. Every time I passed through a person, it was like they expanded and pushed through my insides for a split second.

      “Plus, his mom is sick, and his dad lost his job,” my past self said. “He can’t just leave them behind and go off to college.”

      My breath hitched in my chest. I forgot Cruz’s mom was sick. I hadn’t seen her since I got back to Whispering Willows, and I never even asked Cruz about her. My lungs wouldn’t fill with air, and breaths came out short. I couldn’t believe I didn’t think to ask Cruz about his mom.

      “That’s what happens when you’re a self-centered, narcissist,” the ghost said, studying her long pink fingernails. “Just saying.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to Clara and my past self. I needed to ask about her. I would. As soon as I saw him again.

      “Super sad,” Clara said. “But if you pay attention, it’s kind of what happens here.”

      “What do you mean?” my past self asked.

      Clara leaned closer, her lips pursing. “You don’t leave Whispering Willows, leave the protection the town provides all of us witches and werewolves and vampires from the non-magical world. Everyone is stuck here, no matter how much some want to leave.” She nudged me. “Besides, you couldn’t leave even if that weren’t the case. You’ve got your mom to take care of.”

      A look settled over my past self’s face like everything Clara was saying hit her all at once.

      “That’s the moment,” the ghost said. “You’d been creeping on your aunt Kathy’s blog, following her adventures, wondering what if, but you weren’t actually going to leave. Then Clara said this to you, and you started shutting down, shutting everyone out.”

      “I guess I panicked.” My eyes stayed on my past self. “What Clara said terrified me.”

      Like if I didn’t run the hell away from Whispering Willows as fast as possible, Clara would be right, and I’d never leave. I’d either be like my father and die or I’d be like my mother and might as well be dead. So I started isolating myself, shutting off my emotions to everything and everyone around me. In that moment, from the way my past self’s eyes looked like a frightened animal’s, the way her fists balled up by her sides, the way her face lost its color, I could tell, she’d never been more scared in her life.

      From the field, Cruz scored another touchdown, and the crowd screamed around my past self. She stood there, mouth open and staring, envisioning a dreary future I couldn’t see. She didn’t even notice when Cruz took off his helmet from the end zone and waved his arm at her. He pointed like she was his inspiration for everything, like she was the reason why he scored the amazing touchdown. And she looked right through him.

      “You want to know what Cruz was thinking?” the ghost asked. She didn’t give me a chance to say that no, I didn’t have any interest in knowing what went on in Cruz’s mind because I had a feeling it would shatter me. “He was thinking you’ve never looked more beautiful. He thought that every day, though.” She took in Cruz. “What I wouldn’t give for a man to think that about me. Ghosts don’t get a lot of action.” She nudged me. “It’s slim pickings when you die, so you better enjoy what you got now.”

      The crowd finished cheering, and my past self sunk down onto the bleacher. Clara asked if she was okay, but she didn’t answer.

      Cruz liked me. He thought I was beautiful, and I missed all of it. Or I didn’t want to see it.

      The ghost waved her wispy hand in front of me. “You alright? You look kind of like your past self right now. Girl, if this shocked you, then I can’t even imagine how you’re gonna feel with our last stop for the night.”

      “No, I don’t want to—” Before I could finish my protest, she snapped her fingers, and we appeared at our place on a clear night.

      Cruz stood at the top of our rocks, alone. I didn’t think he ever came here alone.

      “When is this?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

      We walked across the sand. The hazy orange moon cast an eerie light across the calm waters.

      “Cruz asked you to meet him at the rocks. Right after you’d eaten at the diner. You’d been acting strange lately, and he was worried he was losing you.”

      I remembered. Cruz asked, and I told him I would. I lied. I was leaving that day to go to LA. I never told him, afraid he’d try to convince me not to go.

      “I think deep down, you knew,” the ghost said, but I didn’t know what she was talking about.

      We arrived at the rocks, and Cruz sat at the top, legs dangling over the edge.

      “Knew what?” I asked weakly, my throat getting thicker and stickier.

      “You knew how he felt about you.”

      At the top, tea candles flickered, lining the sides of our ledge. The still night allowed them to burn brightly. A bouquet of flowers sat beside Cruz, the petals withered and smashed from who knew what. The harsh wind scattered a few over the ocean. Pink roses. My favorite flower.

      I sucked in a breath. “What is this?” 

      The ghost tsked, shaking her head. “Are you for real right now? I mean really, are you that dense? He was going to ask you to prom, Emerson.”

      That paralyzed feeling washed over me again, and I couldn’t move. Blood rushed to my head, my heart pumping wildly.

      “He planned to do more than ask,” the ghost said. “He planned on confessing how he felt about you all those years.”

      “Oh my god.” I felt sick. Physically sick. “He loved me,” I said. “I just left him. I didn’t say a word, and he was going to ask me to his senior prom?”

      Prom was your final chance to be with all of your friends, to celebrate your entire high school career. And Cruz wanted me on his arm.

      Cruz sat, legs swinging, back slumped. I was afraid to step any closer, too scared to see his face. Cruz never could hide his emotions. They were always written so clearly across his mouth, brows, nose, eyes. How did I miss the signs?

      The ghost floated in front of him, over the water. “Because you didn’t want to see them. You were too scared of everything about this town. Too scared any feelings, any emotions, might keep you stuck here and you’d end up like your mom. You didn’t want to see how Cruz felt, so you ignored the signs and pushed him away. You’re still pushing him away.”

      It was one of the worst feelings, seeing how your actions affected someone else. Someone who loved you. Someone who you—

      “Girl, time to stop denying. You’ve always loved Cruz, and now that you’ve come back to Whispering Willows, you can’t hide from it. The feelings are pouring out of both of you. Out your ears. Out your eyes. Out your fingers itching to touch each other. Your mouths wanting to—”

             “I hurt him so badly,” I interrupted her. Tears spilled down my cheeks. “How has he been able to forgive me?” I looked at the ghost. “Did he still go to prom? Did he find another date?”

      The ghost shook her head. “He didn’t go. He dated a bit over the years, but no relationship ever lasted. You know how werewolves work. Once they find their mate—”

      “Me?” I choked out. “I’m his mate?”

      The ghost surveyed me through the glasses on the edge of her nose. “Does that really surprise you? Who else would it be?”

      “Oh my god.”

      “You broke his heart, Emerson. It’s taken him a long time to piece it back together.”

      I wanted to sit beside Cruz, to take his hand in mine. I wanted to trace his hands, his arms, then I wanted to lift my fingers to his face and trace his straight nose. I wanted to push my hand through his thick hair. “I always wanted to,” I murmured to myself.

      “I know,” the ghost said. “And Cruz always wished you would.”

      My heart broke on that ledge along with Cruz’s. I let out a sob, wishing I could fold his hand into mine. “And I left him, and then he finally healed, and I waltzed back into town and almost kissed him, and now I’m going to break his heart all over again.”

      The ghost flew forward a few inches. “Emerson, you gotta decide what’s important, here.”

      I stepped back. “I’ve worked so hard to get to where I am at Witch Inc. I like my life in LA.”

      Rain sprinkled down, dousing the candles and washing away the flowers like they never existed. Right before my eyes, Cruz shifted. His nose grew into a snout, his hands and feet into paws. Rain pelted his silky black fur. He howled in sorrow up at the moon.

      I sniffled. “Can I have some time alone with him?”

      The ghost shook her head. “Sorry hon, that’s not how it works.”

      “Wait, please—”

      She rushed toward me, into me, and I felt a moment of peace before everything faded to black.
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      Sunlight blinked into my room, and the sounds of foghorns, fireworks, and yells jolted me awake. I’d recognize those sounds anywhere: Fall Equinox had arrived in Whispering Willows. 

      “Emerson.”

      My mom stood in my doorway, practically glowing. I was still wearing last night’s clothes, now rumpled and creased. Mom came toward the bed, practically floating, and sat on the edge.

      My head pounded like it had after each of these ghosts’ visits. “What happened last night?”

      “Joe said you helped him with the proposal. It was perfect. We wanted to celebrate, even if it was the middle of the night. But when we came looking for you, we found you passed out in the driveway. We woke you up and walked you back to your room. You were pretty out of it.” She reached over, brushing the hair out of my face. “I think we should go to the doctor today.”

      “No, I’m fine, but—” Her hand glittered in the sunlight. “Is that your engagement ring?”

      She wiggled her fingers. “What do you think?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      She scooted closer. “I’m sorry about last night. In the park. I haven’t gone down that path in a long time. It was stupid of me to dive off the deep end because of a breakup.” Her shoulders slumped, and her cheeks flushed, like a toddler who’d been scolded, even though I hadn’t said a word.

      I reached over and covered her hand with mine. “It’s okay. You love Joe, and you’ve been together for a long, long time. The breakup was a shock, and you needed to grieve. You didn’t do it in the healthiest way, but a one-night bender doesn’t mean you were headed back to your old ways.”

      She cocked her head, studying me. “That was very wise, Emerson. Maybe LA’s not so bad for you after all. And I think you’re right. I wouldn’t have gone through what I did after your dad died. Not again. But I was in bad shape. I only remember bits and pieces of our walk back to the house.”

      I squeezed her hand. “It’s really okay. You’re strong, and you would’ve survived on your own. But I’m glad everything worked itself out. You and Joe deserve to be happy.”

      “You don’t like him,” Mom said with a hint of disappointment in her voice.

      I chose my next words carefully. “Joe hasn’t always been my favorite person, but he’s beginning to grow on me.”

      Silence overtook us for a moment. Mom studied her feet. Her fingers curled around mine, tightly. “Listen, Emerson. I know you’re a very grown woman and can do whatever you want.” She met my gaze, her jaw set with determination. “But I don’t want you running away again. And if you choose not to come home, Joe and I will visit you, whether you like it or not—”

      I closed the distance between us, hugging her. She was finally acting like the mom I remembered from so long ago, the mom I needed. “I’m not leaving again. Don’t worry. I mean, I’m going to go back LA because I love Witch Inc. and my life, but I’ll come home on weekends and holidays. I promise.”

      She smiled. “You’ll be my maid of honor in my wedding? We’re going to have it in the spring.”

       I swallowed back tears, my gut hardening at her words. From what I knew about this curse, I likely wouldn’t be here come spring. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      She squealed. “I can’t wait to start wedding planning and—oh!” She hit her head with her palm. “I almost forgot the reason I came up here. Your boyfriend came by this morning, wanted me to tell you goodbye.” She swatted me. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend. He’s cute and so polite.”

      Cruz? That couldn’t be right. “Boyfriend?”

      “Yeah, a real nice man. Gary.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “I like him. Then after he left, Cruz brought your car. Well, Kathy’s car. It’s been a busy morning.” My brain froze from the overload of information, but Mom was still rambling. “Did I tell you? The car is yours. Since I’m the executor of Kathy’s will, I thought you needed a new car. And Kathy would’ve wanted you to have her baby, so it’s yours now. Cruz fixed it all up. It’s out front.” She nodded her head toward the driveway. “Looking brand new and all shiny.”

      “Gary left—and Cruz is here, with my car?”

      I shot up. The car was fixed, and Gary—Oh my god. Gary. Given everything the happened last night, my mom, the proposal, the ghost’s visit, I’d somehow completely forgotten about Gary, and my failed attempt to catch a confession from him. Now I had no idea how I was going to take him down. And it sounded like he’d finally left town. At least I knew everyone I loved would be safe from him.

      My mom shook her head. “No honey. Cruz just dropped it off. But either way, it’s fixed, and you can go back to LA now.”

      Emmy, when you know, you know. And when those feelings become clear, you don’t run from them. You chase them.

      Those words, coupled with the ghost’s visit last night—it was suddenly so clear. Like a thick fog lifting or the sun breaking through cloudy skies. I kissed my mom on the cheek. “Thank you. I gotta go.”

      I ran down the stairs. Joe stood in the kitchen in his boxers and a white T-shirt. I rushed forward, giving him a hug. “Congrats, Joe,” I said, squeezing tight. “You’re a lucky man.”

      He laughed. “Uh, yeah. The luckiest. And thank you for helping me last night.”

      I let go. “No problem.”

      He held up the keys to Lola. A tiny note was folded into the keychain. “Cruz drove it over here this morning. I can’t believe your aunt left you that car.”

      I took the keys, unraveling the little note to reveal Cruz’s chicken-scratch handwriting.

      Your car should be good to go. Don’t worry about payment. It’s on the house. I hope you get that promotion and live happily ever after. You deserve it.

      -Cruz

      I stared at the words, reading them over and over again until they started to blur.

      “Uh, Emerson? You done reading that note? If you want to get back to LA, you should go now, before you hit that nasty traffic.”

      My eyes shot up to Joe. “I’m not going back to LA. Tell Mom I’ll be back later.”

      With that, I gripped the keys in my hand and strode out the door.
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      It was weird sitting in Aunt Kathy’s Corvette. Despite being in the shop for almost a week, the scent of her fancy Dior perfume settled around me, and I could imagine her sitting next to me, chattering away about her latest trip abroad or all the reasons she was annoyed by Husband Number Four. The grief sat like a heavy ball inside me for a fleeting moment. It crested like a wave and then crashed, and now I could breathe again. But the wave would come again and again and again, I suspected, for a long time.

      She would want me to keep living my life, Kathy style. Which meant leaving no regrets. Inside the middle console sat a tube of lipstick, the bright red shade perfect for Aunt Kathy’s creamy complexion. She always said this lipstick was her good luck charm. She layered it on thick and knew she could take on the world. I could use her bravery right about now. I brought the lipstick to my lips and swiped it across.

      My stomach twisted into something like a thousand knots, and my hand trembled as I placed the lipstick back in the console.

      Cruz never told me how he felt, but I owed him the truth. All of it.

      I glanced in my rearview mirror, about to back out of the driveway, and jumped in my seat when the figure appeared. It floated close enough I could see the cobwebs hanging from its sleeves and bony fingers. Wait. Were those actual bones for fingers? I blinked, trying to clear my vision. When I turned around, the street was empty. I wished this ghost would stop messing with me and whisk me away already.

      I tried to control my shaky breaths and put the car in reverse, peeling out of the neighborhood and thinking of someone who might be able to help me in my search for Cruz. 
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      I drove up to The Wish List, where I knew Clara would be. All around the street, the parade was being set up, the street blocked off to cars, people hanging little streamers with leaves from streetlight to streetlight. I jumped out of my car and raced to the door.

      Clara threw it open. “Happy Fall Equin—” She stopped, arms falling by her sides. “Oh. I thought you’d be halfway back to LA by now.”

      She stared at me like she was utterly confused by my appearance. It couldn’t have been that much of a surprise. I studied her in return. Clara was always pretty, but she looked tired, too tired. Once I fixed my problems, I was going to help Clara solve hers. I had no idea what this mysterious lamp meant for her or her daughter, or what kind of trouble it was causing, but I wouldn’t sit by and let whatever was in that lamp torment my friend.

      “That’s the thing. I decided not to drive back to LA, not to go back to LA at all, actually.”

      Clara blinked a few times, still not getting it. “But your life in LA is perfect.”

      I scoffed. “Perfect is overrated, Clara. Listen, it’s a long story, and one I will tell you at some point, but right now I need to find Cruz. Do you know where he lives?”

      “Of course,” Clara said.

      Relief flooded me. “Awesome. You think you could text him and tell him we’re coming over?”

      “We?” Clara asked.

      “Please?” I pressed my hands together. “I need your help, Clara, and I’m hopeless with directions. Go with me to Cruz’s, hang out in the car while I talk to him, and then I’ll bring you back home in time for the big parade.”

      She stood there for a minute, and it looked like her mind was processing my words, but something else was happening too. Her jaw ticked just the slightest, her fist clenched at her side. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was angry about something. I just didn’t understand what. She looked behind her, and I thought I saw a flash of the golden lamp, the one Remy had told me was causing issues.

      Behind me, a firework shot off, and I heard someone yell “oops!”

      Every year the witches of Whispering Willows held a parade the Fall Equinox. All the businesses got involved, creating floats. Each high school year also create floats. My freshman class created floats in the shapes of the year we were set to graduate, and they exploded at the end of the parade, candy flying everywhere like a burst piñata.  

      “Wait a minute.” Clara’s brows furrowed, and she paused in her doorway. “Why do you need to see Cruz?”

      I guess it was the day for telling truths because the words spilled out. “Because I think I’m in love with him.”

      Clara’s mouth dropped open for a second before she snapped it shut. She stepped back. “I don’t think so.”

      “What?”

      “Emerson, you might be the only person on the planet who doesn’t realize this, but Cruz has been in love with you his entire life.”

      I crossed my arms. “I know. Which is why I need to tell him how I feel.”

      “So you can hurt him again? Don’t be selfish. Think of other people, for once. Love isn’t some fairytale with grand declarations and big, amazing reunions. It’s messy and hard and there’s not some guaranteed happily ever after.”

      Something had done a number on Clara, and I was going to figure out what. But not now. Now I needed her help. Before it was too late. I grabbed Clara’s shoulders and gripped them tight. “Listen, Clara. I’m not going to break Cruz’s heart. I want to be with him. I want to make this work, but I need to tell him the truth.”

      She stared behind me, her pink cheeks losing their color, and I turned around. “What? What did you see?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “I thought I saw something, but . . .”

      And then I saw him. The Ghost of Present sitting in my car.
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      Someone shouted at Clara from inside The Wish List. I stretched my neck, peeking over her shoulder, getting a glimpse of whom I thought might be a male figure where the lamp had just been, but I couldn’t be sure. I’d been seeing so many things lately that I no longer trusted my eyes. Either way, I needed to get away before Clara saw the ghost and started asking questions, ones I wouldn’t know how to answer. She whipped around and yelled something to the inside of her shop, and I knew that was my chance. I had to run now, while she was distracted. Hopefully I could explain this all to her one day, but for now, the ghost beckoned to me.

      “Ghosts can drive now?” I asked, hopping into the passenger’s seat of the Corvette. “You better not scratch this car.”

      The Ghost of Present ran his hands over the dashboard. “Now this is what I’m talking about. We’re traveling in style today, baby doll.”

      Those words did not sound right coming out of his mouth.

      “Cars can time travel with us?” I asked.

      The Ghost of Present leaned back and gripped the steering wheel. “We’re gonna find out. Buckle up, young lady.”

      That sounded more like it.

      “Oh, now you care about safety,” I grumbled as my seatbelt clicked. “You didn’t seem to care too much when you shoved me in the ocean.”

      The ghost didn’t even hear me. His eyes were transfixed on the shiny radio. “What a beauty,” he said to himself.

      I looked back toward The Wish List to see the door opening, Clara stepping back outside. Oh no. She couldn’t see us. Or, well, me.

      “Step on it,” I yelled, shifting the car into reverse and pushing the ghost’s leg into the pedal.

      “Are you insane?” he shouted as the car slid down the street.

      “You’re a ghost, you can’t die!” I screamed, covering my head while the car jumped in the air over a curb and crashed back onto the street. “Just drive!” I said over the sounds of the car clunking down.

      He revved the engine, and a blinding white light flashed in front of us. I covered my eyes, but unfiltered light peeked through my fingers, filling my senses to the brim, until I didn’t know where the light began and I ended.

      “What’s happening?” I yelled over the harsh whip of wind.

      The car spun for a few moments, flashes of white, blue, and yellow lights obstructing my view. I covered my head with my arms and whimpered as the car whirled faster and faster. My stomach lurched. I was going to be sick.

      Finally, the car plunked down, and light zapped from existence while the wind died down. I split my fingers and immediately straightened in my seat when our destination became clear. The car sat in a leaf-filled yard, unchanged from a week ago. The white, two-story house looked worse for wear. More shingles were missing, wood panels split, and the porch cracked in two. We must’ve broken the inn after our visit. I didn’t even need to ask the ghost why we were here. It was time. I was back at the place where my journey started, and I was finally getting the answers I’d been looking for.

      It was as if this place crushed happiness out of existence. Thick layers of dead leaves lay across the yard. An ominous gray had replaced the bright blue skies. Dark clouds littered the sky, threatening to spout a hard rain at any moment.

      “Well?” the ghost asked, stepping out of the car. “Where are all of your questions? Normally you’re a chatterbox I can’t shut off.”

      The house loomed before us, a creeping fear slipping into my veins, my bones, my heart. “I know why we’re here.”

      The ghost continued toward the house. His feet didn’t crunch against the leaves. Neither did mine. It was like we didn’t even exist.

      “I know why we’re here,” I repeated. I wasn’t sure I was ready for this. To finally find out what was happening, what Aunt Kathy’s visit meant. It felt like ages ago she appeared to me, but it had only been one week. One week and my entire life had changed.

      The cracked porch meant stepping carefully over split planks, jutting boards, and gaping holes. I looked back at Lola, wondering if it was the last time I’d see it. No. I wasn’t meant to die here.

      Just past the Corvette, another car sat tucked away further into the woods. Was someone else here? I wanted to ask the ghost, but he wouldn’t answer. These ghosts were nothing but riddles and puzzles, so I stayed quiet, waiting for the answers to reveal themselves.

       We made it to the front door, which now hung off two of its three hinges. One thin thread that could break loose at any moment and send the door into our heads.

      “It’d go through us, anyway,” the ghost said. “You’re safe here, Emerson.”

      I rubbed my arms, stepping through the doorway and into the dark house. The armoire still lay on its side, and the stairs looked like the porch, cracked and jutting up in awkward places.

      “It’s time to end this,” a voice said, causing me to jump.

      “Who else is here?” I asked, thinking of the other car outside.

      Typical, the ghost said nothing. He just gestured for me to keep moving. I walked in the direction of the voice. To the left of the armoire was the living room, with its floral couches caked in thick layers of dust. Empty bookshelves sat against the back wall. I had to steady myself when I stepped into the living room and saw who the voice belonged to: Mary Hamstead, sitting cross-legged on the floor and holding the very book that started all of this.

      “What is she doing here?”

      For once, the ghost answered. “She’s been troubled for a long time. Ever since George bought this house and died. After your visit with her, all those troubles came back.”

      “What troubles? What—”

      “Time to end this,” Mary said again with a shaky voice. She took a match out of her pocket. “You’re not killing that poor woman like you killed my brother.”

      The room tilted. Kill me? She was talking about me, right? So it was true. George died because of this book, which meant . . . I was going to die too.

      “But why go through all of this?” I turned to the ghost. “Why show me all of this stuff from my past and present if you’re going to kill me like you did George?”

      The ghost shook his head. “I don’t kill anyone, Emerson. I’m responsible for showing you.”

      “Responsible for showing me what?” My voice echoed, and Mary’s head snapped up, but her dilated eyes looked right through me.

      She stared at the book, her scowl deepening. “The ghost of past, the ghost of present,” she said, “and the ghost of future.”

      “The Ghost of Future—” I began.

      “She’s wrong.” The Ghost of Present leaned on his cane. “George wasn’t visited by any of the ghosts.”

      “What? But—”

      Mary scrunched her shoulders up around her ears. “You all visited my brother, you showed him things, like you’re showing the girl. But this ends today. No one will ever suffer through this again.” She pounded the ground with her fist. “You hear me? Never again.”

      The ghost shook his head. “She doesn’t understand what she’s trying to destroy. She thinks this curse is a bad thing, but it isn’t.”

      His words rang in my ears. “So this is a curse? How can a curse not be bad? I’m not sure what twisted ghost school you went to, but the very definition of curse is bad.”

      The ghost shrugged. “Not this one.”

      Mary fumbled with the match in her hand, which shook so badly she dropped the thin stick while trying to light it. “Damnit,” she mumbled and reached into her purse. She knocked it to the ground, its contents spilling out. A wallet, keys, a phone, and newspaper clippings of people’s faces. I knelt down, looking through the stack of square paper cuttings. Death after death, all people who lived in or visited this house.

      Like lights flickering on, one by one ghosts appeared in the living room. All of their wispy faces matching the newspaper clippings from Mary’s purse. One face was clearly missing from the rest.

      “I don’t understand. Where’s George? He wasn’t cursed?”

      “Oh he was. He was the first to be cursed.”

      A black ball and chain ensnared each ghost’s foot. And like Aunt Kathy, they all had characteristics that marked how each must’ve died. One had a seatbelt strapped over his chest and shards of metal sticking from his forehead. Another had a bullet hole in her throat, dried blood dripping down her neck.

      Mary stared at the place where the ghosts all floated. “Who’s here?” she asked. “I’m not scared of you.”

      When no one made a sound, her shoulders relaxed. Her breathing steadied. She continued picking up the remnants of her purse.

      “You’re all the ghosts who have died because of this curse?” I asked, gesturing to the newspaper clippings Mary was fumbling over. Was it because of the book?

      The ghosts parted, giving room for the faceless figure, the one stalking me. I took several steps back while he used his skeletal hands to tug down his hood, and when he did, I sucked in a sharp breath. It was George. Kind of. His face was the same, but I could see through his skin to the bones of his cheeks, his nose, his throat.

      The Ghost of Present waved his cane in George’s direction. “It’s not George, not anymore. Being the first to say the words from the book, his curse is a little different than everyone else’s.”

      My throat was dry, and I had a hard time swallowing. “He’s the Ghost of Future?”

      The Ghost of Present nodded.

      The Ghost of Future floated forward. “You’re cursed for a reason.” His deep voice was raspy, like fingernails dragging across a chalkboard. His hand swept across the ghosts floating in the room. “The same reason all of us were cursed.”

      Mary crawled across the stained beige carpet toward the book, head swiveling back and forth like she was expecting an attack at any moment.

      The Ghost of Future’s words hung in the air.

      “What do you mean?” I knew the answer, but I needed it confirmed.

      “It’s simple, Emerson,” another ghost said. This one with tattooed arms that reminded me of Cruz. “The choices you make in life determine your fate.”

      I clutched my throbbing head while Mary managed to light another match. Wind rattled the windows; lightning crashed like cymbals above. She lifted the match high in the air.

      “I’m going to save you, Emerson Charles,” she said.

      The Ghost of Present let out a sad laugh. “Poor Mary. She doesn’t understand.”

      Then all the ghosts said in unison, “Only you can save yourself.”

      I fought the urge to roll into a ball. This entire situation was absurd—more so than everything that had happened up to this point. The words from the book caused a curse, the curse brought these ghosts, so how did I have control?

      “If you don’t get it by now, then it’s truly too late,” a ghost with a gash in her head said, a sad smile playing at her mouth.

      The rest of the ghosts nodded in agreement.

      A different ghost gestured to her shackles. “You’ll suffer the same fate as us.”

      I was finally able to say the words, to admit the truth to myself. “So this is about our actions in life. The kind of people we are?”

      The ghosts nodded, some with pity-filled eyes, others with hardened gazes showing no empathy.

      “Burn in hell, fuckers.”

      Everyone’s attention snapped to Mary right as she dropped the match, and the book lit on fire. It blazed bright orange and yellow, smoke bursting in the air. She watched the book burn with a smile of satisfaction.

      The ghosts started to fade, their wispy figures melting into the darkness, until only one remained. The Ghost of Future pulled the hood over his head, plunging his face into darkness.

      I backed as far away from him as possible. “So I have no choice. I’m going to die like the rest of them?”

      The Ghost of Present raised a finger. “You had a choice, long before you knew about the book or it knew about you.”

      Right. Aunt Kathy’s visit flooded my mind—her entire visit. She showed me all the ways I wronged people. I was a bad person. Like George. Like all of those ghosts. My knees shook, and I sunk to the ground.

      Smoke filled the room, making me cough and sputter. A strong wind crashed through the window. Glass shattered and flew everywhere. Mary screamed out, covering her face.

      The wind pinched out the blazing fire like fingers on a wick. It took a few moments, but the smoke cleared to show the book, perfectly preserved.

      “No,” Mary said. She looked up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, girl. I tried. I really did.”

      My head was light, like it might float off my body. So that was it, then. I was going to die and break my mom’s heart, and Cruz would never know I loved him. But Mom had Joe, and Cruz would move on. Finally. My death would sting, but it would set him free to find a new mate. They’d be okay without me. Everyone would be okay without me. The world would be better off with me dead.

      “What’s going to kill me?” I asked, numb.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet, huh?” the Ghost of Present asked, pointing behind Mary to George—the Ghost of Future.

      Our breaths turned frosty as the room grew colder and grayer, like the figure was sucking all the color and heat from our world.

      “Oh my god,” I said, backing up against the wall and burying my face in my hands.

      “You wanted to know how you would die, Emerson.” The Ghost of Present’s voice grew louder. “I can’t tell you, exactly. But now you know who’s coming for you. And when you see him again, the end is near.”
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      The Corvette dropped from the air and plunked back onto a random side street, the sounds of the parade in the distance. The Ghost of Present was nowhere to be seen. Poor ghosts. Every one of them wrecked by the choices they made in their lives. Exactly what was going to happen to me. Exactly what I deserved to have happen to me. 

      I sat, shaking, thankful my car still worked after that excursion but resigned to my fate. I had a lot to do before the final ghost came for me, and I needed to hurry.

      My first stop was the T-Cellular store with my mangled phone in hand. Really, I should’ve done this sooner. If I’d brought my phone here a week ago, it would be fixed by now. I had to called my boss. My mom. Oh Jesus. I had to call my mom and tell her I loved her. And Fitz. 

      I didn’t want to die today, and I knew I should feel panicky and shaken, but a sense of purpose gave me strength in the midst of all this craziness. This was my fate. I’d caused it, and now I needed to do everything I could do right my wrongs with the little time I had left.

      “Hey, Emerson, what uuuup?”

      Hart Manfield and his shoulder-length hair stood behind the counter. He stuck out his pinky and thumb and wriggled his hand back and forth. The ultimate surfer dude, didn’t matter that he was forty like me.

      I rushed to the counter, dumping my phone in front of him. “Listen, my phone broke like a week ago—”

      “Duuuuude,” he said, staring at it. “What’d ya grab a hammer and take your anger out on this thing?” He lifted it up, studying the hanging bits and pieces.

      “Focus, Hart,” I said, snapping my fingers. “I need a new phone and all this data transferred.”

      He paused. “That’s gonna be difficult.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Just make it happen. You’re a witch. Use a spell.”

      He continued staring at the phone. “Um, uh, I don’t think there’s a spell for this—”

      I reached over the counter and grabbed his shirt, pulling him close. He dropped my phone and yelped. “Listen, sunshine,  check if the SIM card is still intact. If it is, you need to get me a new phone where you can insert the SIM card. All my contacts are saved on there.”

       “What kind of phone do you want?” Hart asked.

      Hart couldn’t see my knees knocking together beneath the counter. At this point, I couldn’t control the shaking that had taken over the lower half of my body, but I kept my voice steady.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I reached into my purse, whipping out a credit card.

      Hart moved agonizingly slow, taking forever to add the new phone to my plan. Outside, floats rolled past the window, and crowds amassed. The parade was already starting. Cruz must be here. The entire town of Whispering Willows came out for the parade, and Cruz was never one to miss. Red’s might even have a float.

      After almost twenty minutes of me tapping my foot, drumming my fingers, and breathing down Hart’s neck, he finally held up my new phone. I grabbed it from him and dashed outside.

      The door closed behind me, and my phone flooded with texts. People jostled me, kids screamed, and conversation floated through the air. I was right. The entire town gathered on the main street that ran through Whispering Willows.

      Fitz’s texts popped up in rapid succession.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fitz

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        WHAT HAPPENED WITH GARY?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        EMERSON CHARLES CALL ME BACK OR I SWEAR TO GOD I’M NEVER SPEAKING TO YOU AGAIN.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent Fitz a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emerson

      

      
        Hey, I’m so sorry, I just got my phone fixed. Love you lots, Fitz, you’re the best friend I could ever ask for. I’ll explain everything when I get back to LA xoxoxo

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I could do anything else, I had to call my boss. If I was going to die—the word sent a jolt through me—I had to confess what I’d done. Make it right. The phone rang a few times before the familiar click sounded.

      “Emerson,” he answered. “I’m so glad you’ve taken a whole week to spend with your family. I hope you and your mom have had some quality time together, but we’re really looking forward to getting you back at Witch Inc. We’ve missed you.”

      The phone slipped against my sweaty palms. What was I about to do? “Hi Brian. Um, listen, Haley Babcock didn’t mess up that spell at the football game!” The words burst out.

      He paused while a man and woman stopped to stare at me. “What are you talking about?”

      I lowered my voice. “I was afraid Haley would get the promotion over me, so I sabotaged her spell. The truth is, she’s a better witch than I am, better at her job, and she deserves that promotion. Also, watch out for Gary, he’s a snake, and I have it on good authority he’s trying to take your position.”

      I wanted to tell him about Gary trying to murder me, but I still had no proof to back up my assertions.

      “Emerson, this is a very serious crime.” 

      “I know,” I said. “I know that.”

      He paused. “You realize you can no longer work for Witch Inc. I have no choice but to fire you.”

      My mom rode on a float representing the store she managed, two tarot cards sticking up in the air. When she saw me, she blew a kiss that made my heart drop.

      “Emerson, hello?” Brian’s voice brought me back.

      “I know. I don’t deserve a position at your company anymore. I’m sorry for disappointing you like this. My actions were wrong, and I never meant to hurt anyone.” A lie. “I mean, I did mean to hurt someone: Haley. And it was all wrong.”

      “Okay, but Emerson—”

      “I have to go,” I said, hanging up as I spotted Cruz. He stood to my left, at least a hundred people away. His long-sleeved maroon shirt showcased the muscles in his arms and chest, making my knees go weak. He locked eyes with me, and I waved my new phone at him, faltering. Something in me froze at seeing him, so gorgeous and nice and happy.

      It was clearer than ever: I didn’t deserve him. And I couldn’t tell him my feelings, couldn’t get his hopes up just to leave him again. My time was up, and he had a life to live. His eyes widened and he gestured for me, but I shook my head. He frowned in response as I tried to push through the crowd of people while texting my mom.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emerson

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Mom, just wanted to tell you I love you. You’re going to make a beautiful bride.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Hey,” a goblin said as I squeezed past him and the kid on his shoulder. “Some of us got here early for a good spot.”

      “Sorry. I’m trying to cross to the other side.”

      And put as much distance between Cruz and myself as possible. This was for the best.

      A few people grumbled and complained but didn’t stop me from pushing to the front.

      “Emerson!”

      Oh no. Cruz waded through all the people, making his way toward me. I couldn’t talk to him. If I did, I’d lose all resolve and say something I regretted. With only one route to take, I panicked and bolted out into the middle of the parade.

      This year’s Fall Equinox float ambled down the road. The wheels stood as tall as me and creaked as they rolled forward. The float was a giant skull sitting on a platform, the eyes, nose, and mouth holes filled with flowers and streamers all the colors of fall. Two bones sat behind the skull, forming an X.

      “Emerson, what are you doing?” Cruz yelled from the crowd. He was close to breaking through.

       I attempted to dart in front of the float, but the Ghost of Future appeared, stopping me dead in the middle of the street.

      Dead. I gulped. Not a great choice of words given what was about to happen. I twisted and ran around him, across the street and up toward the hills behind Whispering Willows. I didn’t care if fate was coming for me, I was going give him hell before he took me. I entered the wooded area that separated Main Street from the beach in the distance.

      The woods were quiet, like life was nonexistent. No birds chirped, no leaves rustled from squirrels or raccoons. The trees were bare and gray. The leaves drained of any color. Death surrounded me, so thick I was surprised I could still breathe. The Ghost of Future never turned, never wavered from its path. Maybe this forest was where he took all the cursed people. He’d probably lured hundreds, if not thousands, of souls here, and I was another notch on his rope belt.

      I felt the same all-consuming fear as I did in the haunted house. Not afraid of death, but afraid of how I would die. I was scared it would hurt or take hours. Did this ghost like torture? A lump formed in my throat at the word. Torture: some distant concept parroted on the evening news. A girl found dead and tortured or The man tortured his wife before killing her. All of it made me feel a twinge of sympathy, a dash of thankfulness I didn’t have to endure something like that. And now, here I was, staring that word in the face.

      I ran for what seemed like hours. My legs started to feel rubbery, but they didn’t stop moving; they couldn’t stop moving.

      God, I hoped Haley got her job back, was able to pay off her debt. And I really hoped she wouldn’t let Gary control her anymore. I hoped my mom and Joe had the best wedding ever. I hoped Cruz found love again, that he got that certification so he could manage Red’s. He’d be good at it. Brilliant, really.

      The longer I ran, the blacker the forest became, like a hole swallowing me. It was now that I truly began to panic. This whole time I thought surely there was a solution. The ghost wouldn’t kill me. Afro chick and sweater-vest man? They didn’t have it in them. But this Ghost of Future? He was a different story. I’d never see my mom again, I’d never get to tell Cruz how sorry I was for what I did, and I’d never get married, reach my full potential. In fact, the only thing I could think about was everything I’d never do. Like a hamster on a wheel, the images of what I was losing went round and round until my head was dizzy and my eyes spun. This was because of my actions. Death had caught me, and it was all my fault.

      I ran and ran until the forest opened up to a cemetery. An old one. Here before supernaturals came. Most of the gravestones weren’t even marked, just somber gray stones jutting from the ground, overgrown with weeds and vines. I stopped in my tracks. The Ghost of Future hung, unmoving and unapproachable, staring at me. Or, at least, it seemed like he did. Again, no face, so it was kinda hard to tell. My instincts screamed at me to run, but when my foot moved a fraction of an inch back, my legs froze like I was a character in a game and someone had hit pause. I looked up, and the Ghost of Future’s arm was outstretched, the long folds of his black sleeves hanging low.

      “Do you talk, or um . . .?” I trailed off.

      The Ghost of Future said nothing in response, which I guessed meant no. So, not the best conversationalist. Got it.

      Up close, he was even more terrifying than before. Red eyes gleamed from inside the hood. His bony fingers ended in sharp points that could slice open my neck. Without them touching me, I felt his fingers trailing down my cheek. My phone dinged, and I looked down to see a text from Cruz.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cruz

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What the hell just happened? Why did you run away from me? We need to talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      “It’s too late,” I whispered. “I’m sorry, Cruz.”
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      My whole body froze, or tried to, anyway, but the ghost forced me to move forward. I blinked a few times, confused by what I was seeing.

      In front of the grave stood a witch, wearing a tall peaked hat, and my mom, crying, looking so frail. Other than those two, the cemetery remained empty. Whose funeral was this? My dad’s? But no, I remembered his funeral vividly, and this wasn’t it.

      “We are here today,” the witch said, “to pay our respects to Emerson Charles.”

      I stumbled back, and the ghost let me, no longer controlling my movements. My mouth fell open, fingers touching my parted lips. This was my funeral. I was lying in that grave. Dead. Of course. This was the future. But when in the future? How old was I? Did I not even get a proper witch funeral? Where the pyre? The fire? They were going to bury me like some human with no magic? This was just insulting. I gasped. Only witches who hadn’t lived a good life got this fate. Witches who weren’t worthy of a proper witch burial. Wow. My mom’s face had the same wrinkles, her hair the same gray color, no older than when I saw her this morning.

      “I don’t have a lot to say about Emerson because no one contributed anything, save her mother, Dara Charles, who stands here today.”

      No one said anything about me? Not Fitz or Clara or . . . Cruz? I could be a pain in the ass sometimes, but my friends couldn’t find one nice thing to say about me?

       “The truth is, Emerson lived a selfish life. She lied, she was rude to everyone she met, she schemed, and she was narcissistic.”

      Um, harsh. Aren’t you mandated by the higher powers that be to say nice things about people after they die? What kind of backwards funeral was this? I was dead, for chrissakes. Shit. Even if I wasn’t religious, probably shouldn’t say the Lord’s name in vain. Double shit. Shouldn’t cuss either.

      “She did unspeakable things like get a coworker fired.”

      But I admitted my guilt. Hello. Doesn’t that earn me any good points?

      The witch continued, “Running off on everyone she loved and not saying goodbye.”

      I stamped my foot in the soft ground. “I apologized for doing—”

      My voice went off again, and I cut a glare at the Ghost of Future, who floated near the grave.

      “But for all of her shortcomings, Emerson was loved by her mother.”

      My mom erupted into sobs, and it broke my heart. I hoped the death of her only daughter didn’t break her.

      “Now it’s time to say goodbye.”

      My mom’s sobs got so big, they shook her shoulders. She sank to the ground, almost as lifeless as I must be in that grave.

      “Oh, Mom.” I wanted to reach for her, to touch her and signal it’d be okay.

      The witch lit a match and held it over the grave, but I had to know when I died. I had to see myself. The Ghost of Future hung motionless beside the witch, who mumbled words under her breath. My mom remained a crumpled mess on the grassy ground. Fog rolled over the cemetery, and the closer I inched toward the grave, the thicker it became.

      “No,” I said. “I have to see. I have to know.”

      I continued forward and stumbled against a headstone, but I continued until I came to the edge of the grave. My eyes squeezed shut automatically; I didn’t know if I was ready to see myself dead. The cemetery quieted, my mom’s sobs and the witch’s heavy breathing disappearing. When I finally looked down, a gasp escaped my mouth. It was me today, wearing the same clothes I wore to the parade. My face was bloodless, making me look like one of the ghosts. My lips had a godawful pink lip gloss my mom must’ve picked out. My blonde hair was curled in perfect, symmetrical ringlets.

      Today was the day I died. A mangled sob made it through my closed lips. An entire lifetime led to this moment. My regrets flashed before my eyes. The things I wished I hadn’t done: leaving my mom, the way I treated so many good, nice people, getting Haley fired, not having the courage to tell Cruz the truth. So many regrets, and it was too late to do anything about them.

      A bony hand pressed into my back, and I tumbled forward into the rectangular-shaped hole in the ground, falling into myself, merging, becoming one. Squishy dirt cushioned my fall. Darkness covered me; the sky above looked so far away. I stood, trying to claw my way out. Dirt fell on my face, into my eyes and hair. From out of nowhere, a gust of wind blew me onto my back. Over me, the witch and my mom disappeared.

      “Um, ghost?”

      The Ghost of Future floated above the hole, holding a shovel in its bony hands.

      “Can you let me out of here, now?” My voice shook. “I’m actually a witch, and we don’t really do burials, so maybe we could set a date in the future to redo this whole thing—”

      The ghost didn’t react. I gripped the dirt tight in my hands, and my stomach turned into a rock. The ghost dug his shovel into the dirt, lifting a huge pile and dumping it over me. It landed with a thud on my stomach.

      I wanted to scream but couldn’t.

      “P-p-p . . .” I tried in a pleading voice, but the words wouldn’t come. Images raced past me: my dad pushing me on a swing, my mom curling my hair for a school dance, Cruz laughing, Clara and her sweet smile. This was it. Oh my god. This was it.

      Another pile of dirt splattered on top of my trembling legs.

      “No!” I managed a strangled cry. “Stop!”

      The ghost paid me no heed, piling the dirt shovelful by shovelful. It was heavy, pushing me into the ground. This couldn’t be how I died. By dirt suffocation? Or I guess it was called being buried alive. I didn’t know. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. The ghost raised another pile and turned the shovel. The dirt landed on top of my face, blinding me completely.

      A voice screamed, the sound like glass breaking, full of heartache and regret and a thousand distant memories. The dirt kept getting heavier until I couldn’t suck in a breath, but still the screaming persisted. It wasn’t until I was swallowed whole, until I was sure I was about to take my final breath, that I realized the screaming was coming from me.
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      I shot up, still screaming. My body was light, whereas only moments ago it felt weighed down by the world. I touched my arms, my legs, my hair. Where was the dirt? The ghost?

      Before I could process it all, a hand shoved me, and I stumbled back, tripping over the edge of something and landing on my back. Dirt cushioned me, soft and squishy. No. No no no no. Not here again. I couldn’t be back in the grave. What in the hell was happening—

      Then a figure came into view, and it wasn’t the Ghost of Future: Gary. What in the hell was happening now? Wait. Was I in hell? That would explain a lot. Because Gary and cemeteries would pretty much be my idea of eternal hell. He peered down at me, shovel in hand, a smarmy smile plastered on that I wanted to punch right off his face.

      “You,” I said, pushing my myself up to sitting as Gary started shoveling dirt over me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Time to finally finish the job.”

      So he hadn’t left town. He’d lied so that he could surprise attack me.

      The shovel moved on its own accord and heaved another shovelful of dirt into the grave, which landed with a thud at my feet. I quickly stood, trying to claw my way out, but the dirt was too soft, nothing for me to grab onto. I was stuck. And eventually, Gary would bury me alive. I needed to do something, but what? The shovel worked at a dizzying speed, big pilefuls of dirt landing in the grave.

      “I thought you went back to LA?” I asked, my panic once again rising, trying to get him to talk and hopefully distract him so I could save myself.

      Gary tapped his head. “I only told your mom that so you’d let your guard down.”

      “How’d you find me here?”

      He shrugged, looking at his fingernails like this was boring him. Killing me was boring him. “Just your basic tracking spell.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Think, think, think. Another thud of dirt hit the ground, and I pressed myself against the wall of the grave. “You won’t get away with this,” I said. Maybe I could convince him not to kill me.

      Gary laughed. “I already have. I have no clue what you’re doing in this cemetery, but I couldn’t have planned it better myself. You have a freshly dug grave waiting for you. I mean, come on. This is too easy.”

      “You don’t need to kill me, Gary. I’m not coming back to LA.” The shovel started piling on dirt faster and faster, making the words tumble out of my mouth. “I’m staying here, in Whispering Willows, leaving Witch Inc. for good.”

      Gary scoffed. “You’re just saying that. No, I’m not taking any chances. You gotta go. You know too much at this point. I tried to kill you once already and failed, but this time, you’re not getting out of that grave alive.”

      “Yes, she is,” a voice said, and Cruz’s looming figure appeared behind Gary, who whipped around, just in time for Cruz to land a punch to his face.

      “Stay away from her,” my mom said, appearing next to Cruz as Gary stumbled back to the ground, rubbing his jaw.

      Then Joe appeared at the grave, looking down at me. “Oh my god, Emerson. Help me get her out of here!”

      “What, what are you all . . .?” And then it hit me. The parade. It always ended at the cemetery, right on the edge of the Whispering Willows city limits. I started shaking, tears spilling down my cheeks as the sheriff yanked Gary to his feet and read him his rights.

      “Emerson.” Suddenly, Cruz reached down and I grabbed onto his hands as he heaved me up. “Emerson, it’s alright.” He rocked me back and forth before releasing me.

      “No, I didn’t do anything,” Gary said. “She’s the terrible one, she deserves to die.”

      But I didn’t. It hit me. The Ghost of Future let me live. I’d survived the curse. I wiped away my falling tears, feeling free for the first time in a long time.

      A crowd of people stood around. My mom’s brows knitted together as she studied me. Cruz gripped me tight, and Joe pursed his lips. Wait. Unless I was dead. And this was all some trick. I shook my head, unable to figure out what was happening.

      “Are we in hell?” After how I’ve been treated, I had to assume that’s where the ghost sent me. People who were cursed didn’t waltz into the pearly gates, unless Heaven’s way more lax than I thought.

      My mom sent a concerned look to Cruz then placed her palm on my forehead.

      “Why did you run away like that?” Cruz asked, gesturing to the halted giant skull sitting on the road in the distance.

      “I . . . I—” I wanted to tell them everything, but I still couldn’t form the words. Maybe that was part of the entire experience. Wouldn’t want to ruin it for anyone else who might get cursed by three psychopathic ghosts.

      “Give her room to breathe,” Cruz shouted at the crowd amassing behind him.

      I glanced to the street full of people, the stopped line of floats that sat in the distance. Suddenly, I felt woozy, and I stumbled into Cruz.

      “Joe, honey, call an ambulance?” Mom said, not taking her eyes off of me.

      Cruz steadied me, looking into my eyes. “She seems aware.” 

      “You always did have the best eyes.” I tilted my head, lost in the moment.

      Cruz smiled. “I did, huh?”

      “Honey, you better stop talking or you’re gonna wish you were dead.”

      My head swiveled in the direction of the sound, toward that sweet voice that had been missing for a week now. Aunt Kathy floated in the air, a smug smile painted across her face.

      I used Cruz’s arm to keep myself from falling over at the sight of her. “What are you doing here?”

      “You’re not dead, Emerson,” Aunt Kathy said before doing a slow golf clap. 

      “Yeah, I kind of got that,” I said back to her.

      A distant voice asked who I was talking to, but I ignored it, keeping my focus on her.

      “You fixed your mistakes,” Aunt Kathy responded. “Something no one else who was cursed did.”

      “Does that mean the curse is lifted?” I wanted her to say yes, but that last time she appeared, she didn’t exactly have the best news for me.

      She nodded, and relief flooded me.

      My eyes flitted to the chain floating around her ankle. “But you’re still doomed?”

      Before my eyes, the chain dissolved, disappearing into thin wisps of smoke.

      “You saved yourself and me. You were my second chance,” Aunt Kathy said.

      My heart was like a balloon that could float away. “Were you cursed too?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I did maybe, kind of, plant the idea in Haley’s head to send you to that inn. Then, of course, I had to convince the damn ghosts to haunt you. They had someone else in mind, but I pleaded my case.”

      My body jerked out of someone’s grip. “You knowingly got me cursed?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t want you making the same mistakes as I did, ending up in the same place as me. I knew you’d do the right thing. I always believed in you.”

      That was a risky move. A move only Aunt Kathy could pull off, in her true diva style.

      Staring at her feet, Aunt Kathy’s already wispy figure began disappearing.

      Tears pricked my eyes. “No. Don’t go, not yet!”

      Over half of her body was gone now, only her torso and up remaining. “It’s over, Emerson. You’ve righted your wrongs.”

      She paused.

      “Well, most of your wrongs.” She pointed a red nail at Cruz, and my gaze followed it. Everyone stared at me, mouths open.

      “Go get him, girl.” Aunt Kathy winked at me and vanished.
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      She was gone, but she was gone to a better place. She was free. I smiled and jumped. I’m alive. Alive. Alive. Alive. The curse was broken. It was all over. I laughed, my entire body tingling with every emotion.

      “I think whatever happened out here broke Emerson,” my mom said, which makes me laugh harder.

      I turned to Mom and Joe, bringing them both in for a hug. “And you two. You two make the most beautiful couple I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thanks honey,” my mom said in a confused voice.

      “I’m so happy you found each other. You really are completely perfect for one another in every way possible.”

      “Seriously, when’s that ambulance coming?” my mom muttered into my hair.

      I let go of them. “Game night tonight?”

      “But you hate game nights,” Joe said.

       “No. I want to spend time with you two. You only get one life, right?”

      Joe scratched his head. “Sure.”

      Cruz stood next to me, arms crossed, discerning eyes never leaving me.

      “And you,” I said.

      An ambulance siren wailed in the distance. I could tell by the look on my mom’s face I wasn’t getting out of this one. My eyes flitted back to Cruz. I couldn’t tell him I loved him in front of all of these people. How unromantic. Cruz deserved better. I stepped closer to him.

      “Meet at the boardwalk tonight. At five?”

      He didn’t move, didn’t show any emotion or indication of what he was thinking. “Sure, Emerson.”

      Perfect. Everything was perfect.
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      My mom made me go with the ambulance to the hospital, even though I told her it was a waste of time. Luckily, everything checked out. Perfect vitals, which wasn’t enough to satisfy Mom. She wanted me to stay overnight, but nurses stepped in and told her she was being a little over the top. Thank you, nurses.

      I had barely enough time to run to the beach and clamber up the rocks before five. I stood in our spot, watching him from afar. He appeared out of the mist that rolled in with the storm clouds. Ocean spray dusted my skin as the raging waves slapped against the rocks, rising higher and higher. Hopefully the storm held off a little longer. My heart beat faster at the sight of him, and my palms were sweaty but in a good way.

      I felt like the heroine in all the rom-coms Aunt Kathy and I Netflixed in our pajamas while inhaling our favorite ice cream. The second chance was everything. Like 50-percent-off-sale-at-Gucci everything. You couldn’t afford to screw it up.

      So yes, I was scared, more scared than when the faceless demon basically buried me alive and then Gary basically tried to bury me alive again. And that was saying something. But Aunt Kathy once said if you’re not scared, you’re not living. She might’ve been referencing the time she almost got stabbed to death when running with the bulls in Spain, but it was practically the same thing.

      Cruz started his ascent, looking up. “You sure you’re okay to be up there? You were just in the hospital a few hours ago.”

      I held out my arms. “All cleared by the doctors.”

      He continued to climb, his muscles contracting under his shirtsleeves. A few moments later, he stood in front of me. A few drops of cool rain fell from the sky but not enough to ruin tonight.

      He looked down at the candles lining the ledge and the words I’d written out.

      “Samhain Ball?” he asked. “What are you talking about?”

      He ran a hand through his curls. When his hand fell back down by his side, I grabbed it.

      “The thing is, twenty years ago, I skipped out on town before I ever got a dance with my favorite person.”

      “What?” he asked, blinking a few times. “You’re going back to LA, though, to your life there.”

      I stepped closer, grabbing his shirt and pulling him to me. “Yeah, but there’s one problem.”

      “What’s that?” Cruz’s voice dropped low, like the deep rumble of thunder.

      “LA doesn’t have you.”

      He didn’t say anything, so I continued, reminding myself it would be okay if Cruz rejected me because at least I told him the truth.

      “I’m sorry for everything. I ruined your promposal all those years ago, and it was so perfect—”

      “Wait, how’d you know about that?”

      I wanted to tell him about the curse, about the ghosts, about everything they showed me. But I still couldn’t. Literally couldn’t. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to tell anyone.

      “Clara told me.” His hands were tight in my grip. “I ruined your prom. I ruined a lot of things. When I ran off to LA, I threw away my old life, thinking I was creating the best version of myself, but the truth is, I was actually creating a monster. I know that, and I don’t want to be her anymore.”

      Rain fell harder around us, little droplets forming on Cruz’s nose, his brow, his lips. I wanted to kiss the drops away, but I had to tell him what I did. My worst offenses. If he was going to love me, it had to be all of me.

      “I was a horrible person at Witch Inc. I created spells that helped people cheat and lie their way to the top. I even got a coworker fired.”

      “You what?” Cruz asks.

      “Yeah. I-I sabotaged one of her spells.”

      Cruz tried to back away, and I tightened my hold.

      “But I made it better. I called our boss and told him the truth. I kind of got fired. But it was the right thing to do.”

      “You got fired.? Where will you work?”

      A smile came to my lips. “Here. Somewhere. I haven’t figured that out yet, but I’ve heard the mayor is working to bring new business to town.”

      Cruz scuffed his foot against the rocky ground. “But what about your apartment and Fitz and your entire life—”

      I pressed a finger against his lips, causing his head to snap up. Rain soaked my hair, mascara probably running down my face. The water had washed away the message so neatly written on the cliff, and the harsh splash of ocean water slapped at my back.

      I had to shout over the sound of the storm brewing around us. “I’m not worried about my apartment or my job or LA because everything will unfold how it’s supposed to. I’m not afraid anymore, Cruz.”

      And I meant it. Before, everything about my life scared me. What if I didn’t win this? What if my coworkers at Witch Inc. found out I was from Whispering Willows? What if I was a fraud? None of that mattered anymore.

      “So how exactly are we going to the Samhain Ball?” Cruz gestured toward the runny pink chalk. “We’re, uh, not in high school anymore in case you forgot.”

      Thunder rumbled above us, a warning to get inside before it spilled out its wrath.

      “Well, I’m sure our old high school needs some chaperones. You in a tux. Me in a dress. Maybe a nice dinner beforehand? I know it can’t make up for my mistakes, and it doesn’t replace the prom you lost.”

      Cruz cocked an eyebrow, a smirk on his face. He wrapped his arms around my waist, bringing me in. “Why would you want to go to Samhain Ball with some washed-up werewolf like me?”

      “Because I’m in love with you. I always have been, but now I’m not afraid to admit it.”

      Cruz leaned his head down, stopping in the middle. This time, he didn’t have to speak. I reached up and met him, my lips crushing his. My fists balled up his wet shirt before running up and down his chest. Suddenly he was everywhere, his arms all my over back, his hand in my hair, his body against mine. His lips were urgent and pressing. He lifted me up, and I gasped against his mouth as he kissed me hard one last time before breaking away.

      “I love you too,” he said. Lightning flashed, cracking the sky in half and making us both jump. Cruz laughed. “C’mon, let’s go somewhere warm.”

      Our hands intertwined as we half-walked, half-slipped our way down the slope and toward the shoreline. We fell silent for a bit, letting the rain and crashing waves fill our ears.

      “You up for game night?” I asked as we neared his truck.

      “Okay,” he said.

      We arrived at his truck, and he stopped, opening my door. “What changed, Em? You hated me, hated this whole place a week ago. So what changed?”

       I took a moment to stare at Cruz, then the boardwalk, the rolling waves, and finally, the scattered town of Whispering Willows spread out in the distance. My home.

      “Everything,” I said softly before ducking into his truck.
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      TWO MONTHS LATER

      I stood in the empty space, eyes flitting from the worn carpet to the godawful lime green paint on the walls to the lights, flickering above us. Sunlight streamed in the little shop that sat on Main Street in downtown Whispering Willows.

      “Well, what do you think?” the realtor asked from beside me.

      I looked over to Cruz. “Yay or nay?”

      He smiled. “This is all you, babe.”

      I crossed my arms and studied the little space, imagining what it could be with some new paint, floors, light fixtures. It was small, but I didn’t need anything huge, just a good office space to work out of. I nodded decisively.

      “Yes, yes, I’ll take it.”

      “Perfect.” The realtor dug her phone out of her purse. “I’ll just make a call to the seller and let them know.”

      She strutted out of the room and onto Main Street. Cruz came up behind me, his arms coming around my body as he pulled me in tight.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said into my ear. “This is going to be your biggest adventure yet.”

      I laughed nervously, thinking of the three ghosts that terrorized me for a week of my life. Maybe not my biggest adventure, but certainly my greatest.

      “I mean, you have such a good eye for design. The makeover you gave your mom’s house, the spells you’ve created to help people decorate their own spaces. It’s pretty amazing, Emerson. This is going to be a huge success.”

      I wiggled around in his arms as he brought me closer. “You really think so?”

      I’d spent the last few months unsure of what I wanted to do with my life now that I no longer worked for Witch Inc. And this, this just seemed right.

      The door burst open, and I turned, expecting the realtor, but instead my mom and Joe stood there.

      “So are you going to get it?” my mom asked. “It has so much potential, Em.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Cruz might’ve tipped us off that you were seeing this place today, and I had a good feeling about it.”

      Cruz released me from his arms, and my mom roped me in for a hug.

      “Yes, I’m going to get it,” I said.

      Joe raised the paper bag he was holding and pulled out a bottle of champagne. “I knew it. Told you she was going to go for it. We’re celebrating. Gotta pop the champagne and make it official.”

      I laughed, rolling my eyes. “We don’t have glasses.”

      The door swung open, and Clara and Remy swept in. “We got those covered. Your mom texted, said to get here as soon as possible and to bring some glasses because Joe would forget.”

      “Hey,” Joe said, scratching his head.

      “So are you getting it?” Remy asked, excited.

      “Yes, yes, I’m getting the space.”

      She squealed. “Oh my god, you’re going to kill it, Emerson.”

      Clara handed off the glasses to my mom, who released me just so that Clara could take her place, bringing me in for a tight hug. A pop split the air and champagne flowed from the bottle Joe held.

      “Hey, man, not on the carpet,” Cruz said.

      I shrugged. “I’m gonna replace it anyway.”

      “See?” Joe shrugged. “Think of it like a christening.”

      I just shook my head. I never thought I wanted this life, here in Whispering Willows. But now that I’d been here for three months, I couldn’t imagine it any other way. I looked at my family and friends, who had gathered here for me. And the best was yet to come.

      THE END
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