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For Marcus, my purple larkspur. You’re the blueprint.
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Chapter One
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BLACKTHORN:

Our path is beset with difficulties.

Twin purple roses, one bud closed. Love at first sight.

A two-leafed red carnation. I must see you soon.

Eight-and-a-quarter inches of grape ivy. I desire you above all else. The magic hums to let me know I’m on the right track, and I smile, busily fulfilling a pickup order at my luckiest time of day.

It is late April, when flowers have begun to swallow up the stone walls, when it’s just warm enough that I can take my coffee in the courtyard at dawn and watch blue chase pink from the sky, stars popping like soap bubbles. My world is alive with the fragrance of freshly turned soil and shivering mist, chickens clucking around my ankles and eating the bugs on the brick pavers before the bugs can eat my crocuses.

To my back is the carriage house I’ve lived in for the past three years, built in the French country style, with sandy stone and white shutters decorated with moss and ivy. Rows of elevated flower beds burst with riots of hellebores, bleeding hearts, forget-me-nots, bluebells. This courtyard, with its five-foot-tall perimeter and the witch hazel tree that’s even older than the neighborhood, flowering quince with peach blooms, the shock of yellow sunrise forsythia—is all my kingdom.

My heart tap-dances to a song in my soul, inherited from my grandmother, who inherited it from hers, and yes, I can believe it. Curious tourists in my family’s shop ask me frequently: Do you believe it, truly?

I reach for buttercups—What golden radiance is yours!—but catch my hand drifting, landing inexplicably on blackthorn: Our path is beset with difficulties. My hand jumps back.

“No, it is not,” I tell the flowers sternly, plucking a buttercup instead. “Your path is simple and happy, and ends in a September wedding, just like Cecelia dreams.” Cecelia, one of my regulars, is determined to turn her boyfriend into a husband. Of course, my flowers won’t force him to propose. They’ll merely spark an idea in his mind, if magic agrees with the pairing. The spell is informed by the flowers’ traditional symbolism and how each flower reacts to the others. The twin purple roses are representative of how they met, the carnation expresses urgency, and the ivy symbolizes how Cecelia feels. They tell a special story, one imbued with magic to help spur on Cecelia’s wishes: Once upon a time soon to come, Gustav will happen to be ten minutes early for work, so he’ll decide to walk the long way around, passing a jewelry shop. He’ll glance in the window, and right there in the front, he’ll notice a gem that’ll remind him of his beloved Cecelia. Now, magic can tempt Gustav to the shop, but whether he chooses to walk inside is his own business.

I’m pretty sure I invented flora fortunes. I call myself a flora fortunist since “creating floral arrangements using the language of flowers to magically bring a person’s romantic hopes to fruition” is a mouthful. Much like tarot or palm readings, I can’t cast my own will over a person’s destiny. I can only intuit what a person’s love life needs and try to attract what they desire—to get the object of their affections to notice them, to get over an ex, or to encourage their ex to get over them. My spells never force love, only open up possibilities.

With the buttercup added to the mix, I’m overcome by a tingly slide of wrongness; whenever I make a misstep, I get a sensation like I’ve put one foot through a rabbit hole in a field, I’ve sat in something sticky, or there’s dust in my eye. Itching and muck and bad tidings, the dread of having missed an appointment, a phantom popcorn kernel I can’t get out of my teeth.

Tossing out the buttercup, I use my pruning shears to snip off six inches of blackthorn (which does not align with Cecelia’s hopes for an imminent wedding).

Just like that, the wrongness clears away.

I hear an internal click of a door unlocking: In my mind’s eye, light glitters through a keyhole, and with it, a rush of air scented with greenery. The sensation of getting a flora fortune right is different every time—all I know to expect is something wonderful. I close my eyes, bracing—

And taste pumpkin, chocolate chips, brown sugar, and cinnamon on my tongue. The image of my grandmother’s beige apron with the red stars stitched on the front pocket, which she wore when I was little, comes rushing back. Licking the icing off my hand while leafing through an American Girl catalogue. Standing on a stool, mixing batter. Traveler’s talismans! All in a moment, I’ve gained access to every lost memory of the little triangular cakes my grandmother used to bake for the autumn equinox, and it’s almost as if she’s here again.

Every time I weave together a flora fortune the way magic wishes me to, it rewards me with a uniquely pleasant sensation, a ray of happiness that can light up the rest of the day, sometimes a long-forgotten memory unburied. There is no physical, provable indication that a spell has occurred. It all takes place in the heart. And this is why, even though I feel magic’s effects as surely as I feel the brush of clothing against my skin, most folks don’t believe witchcraft is real.

Ironically, I have trouble explaining my particular magical skill set to other witches, too, since as far as I know, nobody else has this ability. I know a witch who can influence the weather with their emotions, another who has lucky bakes. But magic took note of my keen interest in garden spells and floriography and combined them into a whole new branch just for me.

The symbolic language of flowers is greatly varied: There is Victorian floriography, which is the most well-known. In the Victorian days, you couldn’t go around flirting openly with someone you had the hots for because everybody had to conform to oppressive decorum, so you’d wear an apple blossom if you hoped a certain suitor would try a little harder, and that sort of thing. There’s also Hanakotoba, Japanese floriography, which, just like Victorian floriography, assigns symbolism to popular plants and flowers. Sometimes, a plant has different meanings across cultures, and sometimes it’s more or less universal.

I go with whichever meaning feels right, favoring the more descriptive, poetic ones I’ve cobbled together from books and websites. Some of the symbolism I even make up myself, if I feel no existing meaning fits.

I stare at the arrangement in my hands. The composition of this magic doesn’t strike me as being meant for Cecelia anymore, but I don’t get the vibe that it matches any of my other customers’ unfulfilled orders, either, so I’m not sure who it might belong to. Whoever it is, the poor thing’s love story looks convoluted, with an undercurrent of imminence, of reunion. Cogs whirring, destiny underway.

Clutching the strange bouquet, I step through the back door of the main building, into the wraparound sunroom where more of my flowers grow, accidentally knocking over a planter and spilling soil across the floor. As I sweep it up, I elbow my toadflax, which topples into the arbutus, two plants whose symbolism are total opposites (Be more gentle in your wooing and Be mine, I beg of you). These plants don’t like touching each other, clashing energies like an angry cat’s bottlebrush tail.

“You all right?” Luna calls out.

I need more room in here goes without saying. “Yeah,” I grumble, finishing up the job and heading into The Magick Happens. Built in 1850, the shop predates the town’s establishment. A great brick square with glossy black shutters, gas lantern sconces, and a gold, purple, and green medieval banner with a gold cauldron on it that reads THE MAGICK HAPPENS by the front door, it began its life as a stagecoach inn. In the 1970s, Dottie Tempest purchased what was, at the time, a music store, and abracadabra’d it into a boutique for candles that set your love fate in motion. Luna, my oldest sister, learned candle-making at Dottie’s knee and has carried on the tradition, filling the main shop floor from top to bottom with candles.

The floors are rustic maple, walls papered with a misty forest pattern of pale grays, greens, and blues the color of dusty miller in early morning frost. A bright, polished staircase that leads to Luna’s apartment above is roped off from customers, shelving beneath it occupied by crystals, velvet drawstring bags filled with stones or dried herbs, and talismans. Everything smells like old wood, a long history, and wax in every scent imaginable.

The room splits off to the right into a low passageway lit by electric torches, making a 180-degree turn before ramping steeply down, directly below the shop into three small rooms devoted to fantasy and paranormal fiction as well as witchy how-to books, which we call the Cavern of Paperback Gems. Signed copies of Zelda’s cozy paranormal mystery series have a table all to themselves.

Even though Zelda, the middle Tempest sister, is eight hours away in Treasure Cove, Virginia, she runs the Cavern remotely. She sends us handwritten descriptions on note cards, monitors inventory, and purchases titles to have delivered to our doorstep. A playlist called Ren Faire sends trills of fiddle and cittern throughout my and Luna’s domains, but not down in the Cavern, where Zelda plays either the dark and stormy night playlist or Bram Stoker’s Dracula: Original Motion Picture Soundtrack, depending on her mood. A special old-fashioned phone rests on the wall beside an embroidery hoop that reads Dial 3 for Recommendations, which connects directly to Zelda’s phone.

Do I believe in magic, truly?

In a place like this, it’s impossible not to.

But lately, the magic’s been changing. What once was a fluttery zing is a dense churning, manic and confused thanks to the chaos of plants I’ve got crammed in the sunroom, all the different energies mingling at too-close range. The state of our atmosphere is downright unpleasant. Ordinary customers don’t notice, but to my eyes, nettle and lady’s slipper three feet from each other spells palpable disaster. I’ve got dried flowers suspended from the ceiling, vines swallowing up every inch of wall space, live shrubbery overwhelming my workbench. As demand for flora fortunes has grown, I’ve had to keep more varieties on hand, and I’ve run out of room. Every day, the air between Luna and me is charged with what if.

What if we aren’t able to climb out of the sinkhole we’ve crumbled into? Three months ago, the vacant lot next door went up for sale, and we figured it was the answer to our prayers. Not only does the property come with a greenhouse (albeit a pretty old one), but the lot is paved, so why not use that space for a magical night market? It was a competitive sale, so our landlord and business partner, Trevor, decided to waive the inspection, and we poured all of our savings into a property that has turned out to be a dumpster fire.

I still cringe, remembering how we’d celebrated when the other bidders stepped back, unwilling to match our offer. I imagine they are all laughing at us now.

Without glancing up from the computer behind the front desk, Luna tells me, “It’ll happen.” Even though witches only get one main specialty and Luna’s is candles, she’s uncannily perceptive. I think this is more of a Luna thing than a witch thing.

“Mm.” I tie on my apron—green, purple, and gold, like the banner out front, our shop name emblazoned in a medieval font—and turn the hand-painted wheel of fortune until it clicks to Monday. On Mondays, our deluxe subscription box brings you eight grams of dried verbena, a bottle of honeysuckle oil, a Love Awakens candle (rose, amber, and cardamom), and a historical fantasy novel of our choice. For in-store purchases only, a fresh posy good luck charm can be added to the box for $2.99.

“Your aura has an interesting little dash of happy surprise in it.” Luna tilts her head and smiles. “Which ones bloomed?”

I jiggle one of the ancient leaded windows unstuck, raising it as high as it will go. A cool breeze sails in, along with a whistling eee-ee-ere, eee-ee-ere. I glance sharply upward, where a lark watches me from a tree branch, head cocked as if he knows a secret. “The windflowers.”

“Fantastic. Dry some out when you get a chance so I can throw them into a batch, will you?” She finally looks up at me, dark circles rimming her big blue eyes, chin-length corkscrew curls tugged into a tiny blond bun. Our eyes are the only feature that the three of us sisters share. Luna’s taller than I am, more willowy. Zelda’s shorter and curvier, with long ginger waves; my hair’s naturally pin-straight brunette, but these days I keep it in a bleached bob—and usually under a hat. Straw boaters with silk ribbons are my favorite for spring.

“Do you think I should start making lotions and bath oils?” she asks.

I blink at her. “My darling Luna, you cannot be serious. You’re stretched so thin.”

Snapdragon is on her lap, rubbing his gingery face along her wrists. She bends her head to kiss him.

“I’m looking at a witchcraft store run by this lady in Little Rock, and you should see all the stuff on here. She does all of it by herself, too. Creating, shipping, processing orders, promotion, all of it. I feel so inadequate.”

“Look around you. You’ve made this business thrive.”

While she and I technically don’t own this place, we’re undeniably the ones in charge. Grandma handed the reins over to her son (our dad) when I was twenty-two. My sisters and I once looked forward to inheriting it from him someday, but he lost the shop to our mother a year later in a tumultuous divorce, after which she sold it for a pittance out of spite. The dream is to buy it back someday. As the store’s success grows, though, so does its monetary value, and our dream of family ownership recedes that much further from grasp. I can hardly blame Trevor for not wanting to sell. He fell into the witchy business entirely by chance and has seen only profit since then.

Her expression is grim. “I don’t know about thriving. Not anymore. If we can’t put up the night market, I don’t know how we’ll recoup the price of the lot.”

“It’s too early to start worrying.”

“Can’t start worrying when you never stop.”

I thrust my coffee mug under her nose, which she accepts, growling at the screen. Blue light slants across her freckled face, many of which are actual freckles and several of which are tiny rainbow dots tattooed across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. I grab the mouse, closing her browser.

“Hey! I was doing reconnaissance.”

“Go back to bed.” The shop is open from ten to five on weekdays, noon till four on weekends, but she rises at five to get an early jump on preparing the online orders.

She hand-waves.

I pass the giant fireplace with the emerald tiles, patting Grandma’s crystal ball on its mantel for good luck. My niece, Aisling, says she frequently glimpses Grandma’s reflection in its curved surface; says she sometimes hears her voice curlicuing down the chimney like the notes of a song, or hears her snoring while a ghostly Dottie dozes in a rocking chair facing the hearth.

I open the front door wide to let in more fresh air and wander barefoot onto the cracked wet sidewalk, mentally scrolling through my lunar calendar to recall which moon phase we’re in—waxing crescent—which means it’s time for aboveground planting of annual flowers and fruits. There isn’t room for anything new. I turn to go back inside, head full of strawflowers, but just as I do so, a red Nissan Cube with yellow rims whips into the empty space in front of the store, bass so loud that the boulevard vibrates.

Trevor jumps out, attempts to slide across the hood, but only makes it a quarter of the way. “What’s up, beautiful!”

“I’m covered in dirt.” I show him my palms as proof. “My clothes smell like chickens.”

He rolls his eyes. “Stop flipping over compliments before they’ve baked on one side.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Have it your way. What’s up, ugly! Where the hell are your shoes? The sidewalk is where all the bugs live. What’s wrong with you?”

“The better question is, why’re you here this early?” Trevor never drops in until well after opening. Punctuality, for him, means “an hour or two late.”

He slips into the shop. “Go wash up, gross-o, then tie every lucky flower you’ve got to a crown, because it’s happening. Today.” He raises his voice to shout past me. “Luna! Where you at?”

I frown. “What’s happening? What is it?”

Knowing Trevor Yoon, this could be anything. One time, he showed up with an ear piercer, and he and I spent the day piercing each other’s ears. Another day, he brought in a go-kart he said was “rigged with fireworks,” as a birthday gift for Morgan. (Morgan wisely has not ridden it.) He makes Luna come unglued, always accidentally knocking stuff over or forgetting to file taxes or sticking candles with polarizing energies next to each other. He’s a rocket ship with no navigation system barreling through the galaxy: the tall, lanky, Sagittarius brother we never had.

He’s wearing a fancy suit and has paired it with a novelty tee (Cersei and Jaime Lannister with their arms around each other: Bros ’n Hoes). I can tell immediately that he’s feeling himself. He’s gotten a root touch-up on his white-peach hair, styled in an un-dercut with a forward sweep. He’s wearing neon green sneakers, which he only busts out for special occasions.

“We’re not getting a burrito bar,” Luna calls out warningly. Snapdragon is traipsing across the slope of her shoulders, paws kneading her back, forcing her to hunch with her nose an inch from the computer keys. “Trevor, we’ve discussed this. It makes no sense to put a burrito bar in here, and we don’t have the room, anyway.”

He twirls dramatically, showing off the purple satin lining of his blazer. “We’re tabling that discussion for later because you’re so wrong that it’s ridiculous, but that’s not what I’m talking about. My dad just called. He’s here, in Moonville, and he wants me to meet him for lunch at eleven o’clock.”

Luna stands up; Snapdragon tumbles down her back and hits the floor with an annoyed meow. “Because of . . . ? To talk to us? To hear our pitch?”

Trevor nods, dark eyes aglitter. “What else could it be? He never visits.”

“I didn’t think he’d come through,” I say in wonderment. “I thought he was gonna leave us hanging.”

“So did I!”

The air is sucked from the room. Luna and I stare at each other, dumbfounded, which Trevor relishes with a shit-eating grin, before saying: “We might actually pull this off. Today. We could get the rest of the money today.”

We all start jumping up and down. “It’s happening! It’s happening!”




Chapter Two
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FORGET-ME-NOT:

Think of me during my absence.

What’s happening?” Morgan Angelopoulos wants to know, trundling in with his laptop and coffee, dark eyes wild with confusion, his silky black hair windswept. “Are we finally getting a burrito bar?”

He works at Zelda’s old desk, positioned in front of a window that he claims holds the most inspirational view in town, maybe the world. Two years ago, he was dragged into The Magick Happens by a girlfriend. While she browsed, he loitered by the window and stared out at the scenery: the intersection of Foxglove Creek and Twinstar Fork, banks swarmed with love-in-a-mist and flowering trees. A rounded red bridge. A bronze telephone booth in a neighbor’s front garden. He sat down at Zelda’s long-neglected writing desk and began taking notes. Then, he wrote an entire chapter of a book in a single hour while his girlfriend tapped her foot impatiently by the door. When we asked him what he was doing, he said he was a writer, that he’d been struggling with writer’s block for eons, unable to scrape a single word out. He asked if he could rent that desk as a workspace for fifty dollars a month. He’s since abandoned both the girlfriend and manuscript-writing (although he still writes for the local newspaper), but The Magick Happens remains a tried-and-true muse. His current love is the paranormal. He’s utterly devoted to his podcast that nobody listens to, in which he talks to himself about Moonville’s lore and ghost stories.

“Trevor’s dad’s in town,” I tell him. “He wants Trevor to meet him for lunch.”

He nearly drops his coffee. “For real? He’ll give us a loan?” I smile at his us since he doesn’t actually work here.

Trevor’s glow could light a fuse. “Probably!”

“Ahhhhh!” Morgan exclaims, shaking Trevor’s shoulders.

Trevor shakes him back, the glee contagious.

“Ahhhhh!” “Ahhhhh!” Luna and I pitch in, shaking each other. And then Aisling, her eleven-year-old daughter, emerges downstairs and we have to explain what we’re ahhhhh-ing about. Ash tries to muster the jazz for us, but gives up. Adult ventures such as asking our landlord’s rich father to give us money can’t compete with the allure of Morgan’s unattended macchiato.

Morgan dashes outside. “I’ll be right back! I need to grab celebratory donuts.” The man will seize upon any excuse to procrastinate. Often, he stretches out in his chair and naps, Snapdragon curled up on his lap, or lends unsolicited advice concerning which scents we should use for a particular new product. He keeps giving the wrong recommendations to customers and thinks he’s an expert now.

“Eleven,” Luna’s repeating under her breath. “Okay, everybody, where are the papers? Trevor, I think you were looking at them on Friday.”

We sweep the store from top to bottom. No sign of the twenty-page business proposal that we typed up a couple weeks ago in the hopes that Mr. Yoon would help us. From what I’ve heard about him, simply asking for money isn’t going to cut it. Regardless of his love for his son, when it comes to business, he thinks in numbers only.

“I’ll go reprint!” Luna makes for the printer so fast that she knocks over a row of white orchid candles molded into pumpkins, and Trevor slams his index finger through the air.

“Ah-ha!”

“Okay, but you do it all the time,” she shouts over her shoulder. “I did it once.”

He grins at me, triumphant. “I love it when she messes up.”

“Why’s it saying the printer’s offline?” Luna calls after a minute, close to tears. “We’re doomed.”

Aisling grabs a donut from Morgan’s box as he returns, then tries to help her mom figure out how to make the printer cooperate. None of us are able to get a hold of Zelda, a night owl who doesn’t get out of bed until nine. She’s going to be apoplectic when she hears she missed this news. “Can I come with you guys?” Aisling asks.

“Nice try.” I tousle her hair. “Go to school so you can learn something.”

She keels over and dies, emotionally. “I hate school. They force us to do labor all day, which we don’t even get paid for. It should be illegal. If I come watch you negotiate a business deal, isn’t that valuable real-world experience? Someday I’ll inherit this store and run it into the ground because I won’t have practice talking about loans.”

“You’ve already missed seven days this year,” her mom says. “If you get braces, you’ll probably miss chunks of school all the time for orthodontist appointments. Can’t let you take fun days anymore.”

Aisling growls. Luna let her play hooky once in fourth grade to go to the movies, then once again in fifth grade to attend a Tributales convention. Luna cited them as “fun days” that were necessary for the well-being of preadolescent youths, and Aisling asks every single morning for another one.

Aisling sighs. “Guess I’ll be sad forever.”

“Go be sad while you brush your hair,” Luna replies indifferently. “I shouldn’t have to remind you to do that.”

Aisling makes her dismay known by clamping her donut between her teeth and walking on her hands and knees toward the stairs, as slowly as possible.

“I’ll take you to dance in a fairy ring under a full moon this summer, if you’re good for the rest of the month,” I tell her as she drags by.

She tosses her head. “Mrffmrfppph mphhhhhhff.”

I remove the donut. “No talking with your mouth full. You could accidentally set a curse on someone.”

“Don’t tell Mom.” She licks her lips to get the chocolate icing off. “But I just remembered I have homework due today. Can I still dance in a fairy ring under the full moon? Oh please oh please oh please?”

I spear my fingers through my hair. “Ash! You didn’t tell me that. I didn’t hear it.”

“Can I finish your coffee?”

She has a lot of nerve to ask for my coffee when she’s wearing my shirt, again, without permission, and it’s stained from the last time she snuck my coffee and spilled it on herself. “You had all weekend! Did you really forget, or did you just put it off?”

She doesn’t respond for a full five seconds. “I forgot that I put it off.”

Luna’s head pokes around the stairway. “What did I hear?”

Aisling bolts to the top of the steps with a shriek.

“You’re helping your aunt weed her garden tonight!” Luna yells up. “From now on, you’re doing your homework as soon as you get home from school. No more waiting until after you’ve wound down.”

Aisling emits horse noises.

I turn to Luna. “How dare you suggest that my garden has weeds.” Then I laugh at her frenzied expression. “What’s it like to raise a little me?” Aisling certainly does not take after Luna, who has Oldest Child embedded in her DNA and spent her youth pleasing adults by anticipating and diffusing conflict. When she was little little, our parents found this behavior a nuisance. They’d yell at her for inserting herself in other people’s squabbles, so she’d hide in her room crying, not knowing what to do. But by the time I was around ten, she’d gotten so masterful at concealing her fear and anxiety that my parents began to depend on her to be the peacemaker between them, between Zelda and me if we were spatting, between a neighbor dog and our own—whoever.

Luna paces. “She’s such a smart kid! She reads about ten books a week! If she’d just pay attention in school, she might find that she actually enjoys learning.”

“Luna, haven’t you learned anything from television? Cool kids don’t pay attention.”

She snatches a rubber band off a stack of to-be-mailed parcels, then snaps it at me.

“Ha-ha. You missed.”

She doesn’t miss the next time, and my arm’s still smarting when Aisling leaves for school. I weave together crowns of silver dollar eucalyptus, bay laurel, and heather for us—then a couple peonies for good measure. We need all the luck we can get. “You think I should change my clothes?” Luna muses, pulling at her cropped tank. Luna likes to wear shirts that display the stretch marks on her hips, which she says are self-grown tattoos that chose their own pattern. Hers resemble palm leaves, symbolizing victory.

“You look like a goddess.”

“Correct, but that doesn’t answer my question.”

Luna’s hands are shaking as we staple four copies of the proposal. I wrench her down into a tight hug, our optimism switching bodies. “We’re going to do great. What’s ten thousand dollars, to a rich person? Crumbs.”

Nobody wants to think about what will happen if Mr. Yoon says no, like all the banks in town already have.

After purchasing the lot and snatching up the keys to the greenhouse, we eagerly opened the door to discover a wood floor covered in sewage. So, right away, the floor needed replacing. Not so bad! We needed to replace a few missing windows, anyway. The budget would be a bit snug, but no big deal.

But then.

We discovered black water gurgling in the sink, and bam, now we’ve got to replace the entire sewer line. Old clay pipes plus tree roots equals extensive damage. The quote we were given to fix it was about seven grand, not including the cost of demolition and repair of the asphalt. On top of what we need to spend for a new greenhouse floor, windows, booths for the night market, additional gardening materials. Trevor rented a jackhammer in a woefully misguided attempt to do some of the job himself, trimming costs, and now the pavement is riddled with holes. Even if we wanted to ignore the sewer line and set up the market, anyway, we can’t because the pavement’s all messed up.

Luna worries her bottom lip with her teeth, springy blond hair a cloud around her face. She’s sweating like a glass of iced tea. “The GoFundMe hasn’t moved in a week.” There was an explosion of donations right when we announced our fundraiser in March, but it’s since petered out. If it weren’t for the fact that (1) The Magick Happens is Trevor’s only successful business endeavor, after tanking the three other businesses he bought when he first set out to be an investor like his dad, and (2) the banks gave us side-eye for not doing our due diligence before buying the property, we might have been able to secure a proper loan. Trevor, who has a somewhat tense relationship with his dad, didn’t want to ask him for the money, so it was a last-ditch effort when he called him up at the beginning of this month to ask if he’d help us. Mr. Yoon gave him a vague brush-off, said they’d “talk soon,” but hadn’t reached out until now.

Our building accommodates Luna’s candles and Zelda’s books, but the porch and back garden simply aren’t cutting it when it comes to my part of the business—every festival, I sell out within an hour of setting up. Imagine if I could grow more product and came prepared with enough flora (that I’ve grown and tended myself, which is crucial—magic doesn’t seem to respond as well to flowers I’ve purchased or picked in areas outside of my garden) to last the whole day? I could afford a real vacation. Not to mention, Trevor’s idea to create a night market has morphed into a full-on obsession. He’s always saying to Luna and me: “You both already have your thing!” He’s itching to put his own creative stamp on The Magick Happens.

At last, we’re ready. “Don’t let anyone in till after we get back,” we instruct Morgan. And to Snapdragon: “No parties.”

“I won’t tell them if you won’t,” Morgan whispers to the cat as he scratches behind his ears. Snapdragon gets so into it that he flips backward into a cord, unplugging a lamp.

And then Luna’s phone rings.

She stares at the screen. “It’s the school.”

Morgan rolls his computer chair away slowly.

Luna turns, heel of her hand pushing hard against the space between her eyes. “Hello? Uh, yes. I’m her mom.” A few beats elapse. My sister is turning raspberry. “You’ve got to be joking.”

My stomach sinks.

I know that look. It’s the one she wore when I told her what happened with my ex-boyfriend, Spencer. When she found out our mother sold the store. When Ash’s dad promised he’d take her to Cedar Point for her tenth birthday and then never showed up.

Trevor and I squeeze each other’s hands. A second later, Luna stuffs her phone in her pocket and screams.

Loud.

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

“I have to get down to the school. Do you think we can put off the meeting for a couple hours?”

Trevor grimaces. “If I ask him to wait, he might get offended and decide to take off. He’s super big on punctuality. Last time he was in town was . . . four years ago, I think. He was in and out in twenty minutes. Not too fond of Moonville.”

She kicks a file cabinet, then hops around in pain. “Damn it.” “What’s wrong with Aisling?” I ask again. “What’d they say?”

Luna grips her purse so hard that her knuckles whiten, pointing at us as she backs out the door. “You’ve got this. I trust you.”

“I don’t! We can’t do this without you, it’s a team effort. Trevor’s got the charisma and I’ve got the big Disney eyes that make people feel sorry for me, but we need your backbone to pull this off. You always know how to get your way.”

“I have utmost faith in you. I have to go meet with the principal. We’ll celebrate when I get back.” Before she runs out, she adds, “They said she put drugs in her teacher’s tea.”




Chapter Three
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LUPIN:

Who goes softly goes far.

WHAT?”

Trevor, Morgan, and I take a minute to screech incoherently. Then we have to press pause on that because we’re running out of time, so I climb into Trevor’s car, internally screeching instead. I don’t do much driving these days unless it’s an absolute emergency because I’ve always hated driving, so Trevor’s my ride today.

Trevor bought this store, along with three others, with the money he was supposed to spend on college tuition, in an ill-advised act of showing his father (a successful property developer and the CEO of his company, Twin Trestle Group) that he could be a property developer, too. At the time, Trevor was barely twenty years old. He’d asked his father for a job, expecting a senior partnership, then was insulted when Mr. Yoon told him he’d have to start from the bottom and work his way up. So, Trevor gathered up all of the local businesses that were for sale, anything with a good price, and went all in. He figured, why go to college to learn about business when he could jump-start his mogul days as early as possible? Mr. Yoon, who researches all of his potential investments exhaustively before making any leaps, was shocked and angry. The two have had a strained relationship since then. While Trevor’s three other businesses went bust in spectacular fashion, The Magick Happens miraculously only got better and better. It’s why he’s grown to be so attached to our shop, loving it just as much as we Tempests do. In his own words, it’s the one thing he’s done right.

Trevor is impulsive, easily distracted, constantly devising terrible get-rich-quick schemes only to quit them at the first sign of a challenge. But to his extraordinary credit, he hasn’t quit the shop. He knew nothing about candles when he started, or owning a business, or managing employees. Luna, Zelda, and I were horrified that our mother sold our store outside of the family—Luna especially, as she’s been dreaming of taking over it since she was five. I wasn’t around much during the changeover, as I was going through relationship problems, and Zelda’s been bouncing around from city to city. It fell to Luna, who was manager at the time of the sale, to train Trevor for his job, all the while bitterly resenting him for usurping her birthright.

They got on like cats and dogs until eventually my relationship imploded and I wound up here. Trevor took to me immediately, probably a little bit because he felt sorry for me and wanted to try to cheer me up, but also because I was an excellent buffer who distracted my mother-hen sister, keeping her fussing over me rather than snapping at him. Since Trevor doesn’t have witchy inclinations, the way he contributes to the shop is through social media genius—over the past six years, he’s grown our online presence a hundredfold. I’ll forever be grateful that he didn’t kick Luna and Aisling out of the apartment above the shop, and that he allowed me to reclaim the carriage house out back. In an ideal world, my sisters and I would be the legal owners, but I’m at peace with how it all worked out. Plus, Trevor’s a ball.

“What are you doing later?” I ask him. Trevor and I spend a lot of time together because most of our other friends have migrated to bigger towns. My childhood best friend, Yasmin, left for Cincinnati two years ago, and we promised the distance wouldn’t change our friendship. She still hasn’t responded to the last text I sent her in November. “Wanna hang out?”

“Sure. But you’re not gonna sit on my couch and play your Disney Dreamlight Valley game for twelve hours. Tonight, we’re hitting up a bar.”

“I don’t do bars.”

“Too bad. It’s my turn to pick what we do, and I’m tired of watching you run around with the dude from Frozen, pretending he’s your husband. You can be my wingman.”

I sigh, wistful. “I’m never gonna meet a guy like Kristoff in a bar.”

I turn my mind away from the prospect of cruising for disappointing dates at Moonshine, focusing instead on this meeting, trying to remember that I’m an idealist. Mr. Yoon might say yes. He’ll probably say yes. Except, he will probably find us irresponsible for waiving the inspection, and say no. Then we’ll be left with all these problems, and no night market, and no room for expansion, and stop spiraling! Spiraling is not helpful!

I reach into my pocket for my charm bag. It’s a small drawstring pouch containing malachite, a peach pit, one teaspoon of dried mistletoe, seeds, moss agate, a long-spined star shell, and the tiny plastic ballerina from a jewelry box Grandma Dottie gave me when I was a little girl. Handling the contents of my charm bag always helps to calm and center me.

Our meeting place, Half Moon Mill, used to be a gristmill before it was converted into a restaurant and inn. The lady who runs it, Ms. Vaughn, cooks round waffles that break down the middle to become half-moons. She likes to give half to one customer and half to another (always to people eating alone, whom she presumes are single), and the deal is that if the couple decides to sit together to eat their waffles, they get them for free. Moonville is rife with meddlers and matchmakers, which I suppose is charming if you’re partnered. When you’re lonely and yearning for someone to do life with, all this talk of true love loses its shine.

Grandma Dottie had prophetic dreams. When I was a teenager, she told my sisters and I that she dreamed someday we would all fall for our one true loves within the same year. We’ll know it’s our year when we see a silver luna moth. At that time, she said, one of us will be waiting for love, one will be running from it, and the other will already be in over her head. Zelda thinks it’s a fanciful lie (she loved our grandmother dearly but does not believe she was psychic); Luna has absorbed it into her identity and refuses to seriously date anyone until she’s seen the moth; and as for me, I waffle between wanting the prophecy to come true as soon as possible and being scared to death of ever falling in love again.

“Showtime,” Trevor announces, dissolving my thoughts.

I hop out of the car onto crunchy gravel. “Sheesh, it’s busy.”

“Stupid busy,” he agrees. “It’s eleven o’clock on a Monday. What are the . . . Oh, no.”

“Trevor,” a young woman with a long black braid greets him sardonically, exiting the car beside his. She’s wearing a blue-and-white-striped romper and hemp wedge sandals. “I heard about you and Haley.”

Trevor glowers. “How?”

“I am omniscient, my dear cousin,” she replies with rosy smugness. “See, this is exactly what I warned Teyonna about. You plow through girlfriends like a worm through dirt and can never hold on to them for long.”

His eye twitches. “You’re annoying. What are you doing here?”

“Don’t see how that’s any of your concern.”

This must be Cousin Allison, eternal thorn in Trevor’s side and half of the reason why he was dumped years ago by her best friend, Teyonna, who remains close with his entire family. I sling an arm around his shoulders. “I don’t think he has any problem holding on to girlfriends, actually.”

Allison’s gaze flits to me, widening. “Who’re you?”

Trevor smushes his cheek against mine. “My other half.”

“You were just with Haley!” she cries. “Good grief. That’s exactly like you, Trevor. Date somebody for five minutes and you start calling them your other half.”

“Special circumstances,” he replies airily, lacing our hands together. “She and I”—he nods in my direction—“have been friends for ages, but we secretly had feelings for each other and shit. We only admitted it after my last breakup. We’ve been wanting to boink this whole time, though.”

I elbow him.

“And now we boink every day,” he continues proudly. “Twice a day! On my leopard print protective car mats.” He squeezes me close to stop me from digging my elbow in deeper. “She has me on a Quaker Oats regimen, for stamina.”

She closes her mouth, with effort. I tug Trevor away, into the restaurant, which is uncharacteristically crowded. “Overkill, Trevor.”

“What do you know? Your judgment’s clouded from all the stamina.” He abruptly comes to a standstill in the entryway, pointing at a woman. “That’s my aunt.” Then points at a little boy running around with spoons in his fists. “That’s my cousin.”

I study his confused expression. “Do they come here often?”

“I don’t think so? Some of them don’t even live in Moonville—like that old guy over there, he’s from Akron. It’s like a goddamn family reunion. What’s going on?”

I’m starting to sweat. “Did your dad invite everybody he knows to this lunch? Are we going to be pitching in front of an audience?” Even as I say it, it doesn’t make any sense.

“Trevor! Isn’t this crazy?” a teenage girl squeals, embracing him.

“Holy shit. Ashlee!” He dazedly hugs her back. “I haven’t seen you since your eighth-grade graduation. What’s everybody doing here?”

She begins speaking before he’s finished, words flying a mile a minute. “Isn’t it exciting? Uncle Daniel asked Mom if we could drive down to Moonville on Sunday, but then Aunt Susan found out Daniel was actually going to arrive here today, so she told Mom she was coming early. And then Mom told Uncle Daniel she was coming early, too, to spend more time with him since I’m homeschooled and we can just pick up and go. Then I guess he invited other people to show up but didn’t even tell them what it was for. I couldn’t believe it when Mom told me!”

I’m still deciphering the gibberish when Trevor interrupts, “Believe what? Why did he want all of us here?”

She barrels off, leaving us at a loss. I’m developing a sinking feeling that this lunch with Mr. Yoon might not have anything to do with our request for a loan.

We make our way through the room; ahead, a woman turns and our gazes catch. My brain feels dipped in freezing water, so shocked that it takes a few moments to connect what she looks like to who she is.

She gapes, too, lowering her drink. She has ruffled bangs and shorter hair. Her glasses have been updated, too, the ginormous eighties style swapped for smaller rectangular frames. The rest of her remains exactly the same. I recognize that windbreaker, green and periwinkle with the white zipper, how she’d zip it up halfway. The ultra-blue jeans. Funny how an old windbreaker and a specific shade of denim have the power to rush me through the space-time continuum at the speed of light, forcing tears to my eyes. It’s like slipping into a warm, comfortable sweater, when you run into a figure from your past and they’re still the way you left them. “Oh, my goodness,” she breathes.

Her arms are around me before I can put myself back together enough to recall her name. Kristin. “Mrs. King.” The mother of my high school boyfriend. “Holy cow, what are you doing here?” She moved away from Moonville while Alex was at college, and he never returned to his hometown, either.

“Not Mrs. King for long!” she exclaims. “I’m getting married this coming Sunday. What are you doing here?” She pulls back to give me a once-over. “You’re so different! Your hair!”

Married? I can’t imagine Kristin remarrying. “Congratulations,” I sputter. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Right over here!” She leads us through a pack of Trevor’s relatives. “Daniel,” she calls. “Daniel, I want you to meet somebody.”

Trevor’s face blanches. “Dad?”

We’re face-to-face with a gentleman in his late fifties or early sixties, with wire-rimmed glasses and a plain blue cotton button-down, khakis, and penny loafers. He gives me a kind nod hello.

“I believe I recognize you. From the dance picture in the upstairs hallway, right?” He checks with Kristin, who ducks her head in mild embarrassment.

“It’s just that the prom photo is such a good one of both of you,” she begins to explain, but before I can digest the bomb—Mrs. King still has my prom picture hanging in her house???—she’s cut off by Trevor:

“You said you’re getting married?”

Daniel’s smile is understated, but warm with feeling. “Surprise.” Then his gaze returns to me, registering our hands, which are still fastened together—at this point, more so we don’t lose each other in the mob than to make our white lie to Allison convincing. “Trevor, won’t you introduce me to . . . ?” He lets the question linger, but a different voice responds.

“Romina.”

Every atom in my body sits up straight at the sound I’ve unconsciously both feared and desired from the moment Kristin turned her head toward me—the way it shapes my vowels into a smooth, rich spell—and it’s as if nobody else has spoken my name in the eleven years since I last heard it fall from his lips.




Chapter Four
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SWEET PEA:

Your memory is a lingering presence.

THEN

It’s Alex King. Again.

“Hey, Romina.”

“You buy stuff from here a lot,” I reply wonderingly, passing a Milky Way across the checkout scanner and tossing it into a bag.

“Oh, that’s all right, I don’t need a bag,” he says quickly. I size up his other purchases: a bottle of Windex, three cans of Red Bull, a bag of chips, a tub of potato salad from the deli, and a pack of double-A batteries. “Why not? You want to hold it all?”

“Uh.” He flushes as red as his plaid overshirt, which probably wouldn’t button up all the way if I were to try it on. He’s skinny as a needle, and I spent my summer losing my best shirts to puberty. All of my friends who are boys don’t know how to act around me anymore; I’ll walk by and they’ll start punching each other’s ribs or try to show me how they can staple their socks to their pants.

“Suit yourself.” I pluck his candy bar out of the white plastic bag and start piling his stuff up on top of the bagging carousel. He doesn’t look at me, twisting to survey the busy store, the other two registers beeping nonstop as my coworkers and I rush each shopper through the line. His hands fidget with his pockets, in and out and in again.

“Thirty-eight seventy-two,” I say. Then say it again, louder, because he still doesn’t turn back toward me.

“Oh, right.” He fumbles with a credit card, sliding it the wrong way at first. I raise my eyebrows. My parents would never trust me with a credit card. I’m sixteen, so the only money I ever get is crumpled green bills that I end up spending on bowls of baked mac and cheese at Our Little Secret.

Alex wears his hair like a privacy curtain, golden brown ringlets hanging in his eyes. He sits near me in world history but doesn’t talk much. All I know is that teachers adore him because he makes straight As and doesn’t give them any trouble. (Like I do.) My friend Yasmin and I got paired with him for a group project freshman year and he did all the work while Yasmin and I sprawled on my bed, trading magazine quizzes. All he said during the two hours he was in my house was “Do you have any markers?” and “I’ve never been in a girl’s room before.”

“Thanks, bye,” he tells me, ducking his head as he grabs all his stuff and holds it to his chest. One of the Red Bulls slips out, lip denting when it hits the floor. A slow dribble of reddish liquid seeps out onto the linoleum tile.

“You want to grab a new one real quick?”

His reply is barely audible. “Nah, it’s fine.” He picks up the drink, which begins leaking down his arm. I’m both fascinated and disturbed by his weird behavior, just standing there with his wounded drink, pretending he doesn’t notice it’s getting all over him.

“I think you need a bag.”

I can tell he agrees, but that he’s going to double down on the poor decision out of embarrassment. He glances at the line of people behind him, carts full, attention magnified. He blushes again, throws the Milky Way at me. I watch horror spread through his wide eyes when the candy bar catches me on the chin.

“Oh god! Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to hit your face.”

“Why did you throw your candy at me?” I try to hand it back to him, but he swerves it for some reason. Confused, I place it on the ledge next to the credit card machine.

“I’m so sorry.” He drops the Windex. “Crap. Sorry.” I don’t know why he’s apologizing to me for dropping the Windex. Maybe he’s apologizing to the Windex.

“Do you need some help?” the lady in line behind him asks.

“See you,” Alex murmurs, then runs off without the Windex.

“Probably tomorrow” is my reply, since he comes by the store just about every day after school and sometimes multiple times a day on weekends, but he’s too far away to hear me. He must have plenty of money to burn on snacks. When he reaches the automatic doors, he dashes through the ENTER ONLY side, another one of his items tumbling from his grip right as somebody walks in with a cart, wheels crunching this poor kid’s jalapeño chips. The expression on his face is pure misery as he casts a hasty glimpse at me over his shoulder, apologizes to whoever ran over his food, and is gone.
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