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“Books are the treasured wealth of the world and the fit inheritance of generations and nations.”

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods






 

Chapter One


“Violet, we have to talk about the wedding!” Sadie said as she bounced through the front door of Charming Books. Bouncing was Sadie’s main mode of movement. She wore a red dress with white faux fur trim and a matching red beret on her head. No one since the 1920s has loved a beret as much as Sadie. She was basically Tigger in a Mrs. Claus outfit.

In my arms, I held a stack of new fiction releases to be shelved as Sadie excitedly told me everything we needed to do for the big day.

“And then there is the cake, and the favors—you have to have favors because you don’t want to look cheap—and the candles—”

My head began to spin. I set the stack of books on one of the couches in front of the large fireplace, which ran at full steam in the middle of the winter. Charming Books was the bookstore I owned with my Grandma Daisy in the small village of Cascade Springs, New York. The village was only a fifteen-minute drive from the majestic Niagara Falls, and Decembers here were bitterly cold. The fireplace had been going around the clock since Halloween.

Faulkner, the shop crow, flapped his wings from the second lowest branch on the birch tree that grew in the middle of the bookshop. It was just after ten in the morning, and Faulkner liked a quiet snooze after his breakfast of fruit and peanuts. Being awakened by a bouncing Christmas elf was not on his agenda.

The birch tree was the soul of the bookstore and the heart of the its magic. Some might think all bookshops have magic because the books found on their shelves can transport readers away to new places. But, in the case of Charming Books, I meant it quite literally. The shop could talk… sort of… It was complicated.

Sadie twirled, and her skirt kicked out around her in a red ring. I was happy to see she was wearing leggings underneath her dress.

Emerson, my tuxedo cat, wound his way around my feet. I scooped him up and set him on the back of the couch. “Sadie, what do I have to do for the wedding? You and Grandma Daisy told me all I have to do is show up.” I was to marry my fiancé, Chief David Rainwater of the Cascade Springs Police Department, the weekend before Christmas. Rainwater was everything that I could want in a partner and husband. I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life with him. I still called him by his last name all the time, even though we were engaged. Old habits die hard and all that.

However, neither of us was excited about planning a wedding. After I offhandedly mentioned to my grandmother, Mayor Daisy Waverly of Cascade Springs—yes, my fiancé was the police chief and my grandmother was the mayor—she and Sadie took the wedding planning into their own hands. Rainwater and I had just held on for the ride.

“I know,” she said. “But the wedding is three days away. We have to get you ready.”

“Get me ready?” I squeaked.

“There’s your hair, makeup, nails. A juice cleanse is not out of the question.”

I tugged on the hem of my red Charming Books sweatshirt. “Oh, it is definitely out of the question. Trust me on that.”

She stopped twirling and dropped her arms, looking like a little girl who’d lost her balloon. Sadie was six years younger than me and was petite with silky black hair and a bright spirit. She had the best vintage wardrobe in the state since she owned Midcentury Vintage, the clothing boutique that was across River Road from Charming Books. She was the one of the first people to befriend me when I moved back to Cascade Springs and was like a younger sister to me. Making Sadie frown was never a goal of mine. I would have to compromise.

“You can paint my nails,” I said, hoping my lacquered olive branch would put an end to the juice cleanse conversation.

She clapped her hands. “Excellent!” She paused. “What juice flavors do you like the most? Lemon packs the biggest punch to rid your body of toxins.”

“As much as I love you, I’m still saying no to the juice cleanse.” I walked over to the sales counter and leaned against it.

“Okay, fine,” she conceded. “But Violet, you are getting married, and you’re acting like it’s no big deal.”

I might be acting like it was no big deal, but it was a huge deal. Massive. Colossal. The proof of it sat on the ring finger of my left hand. The bright green emerald glittered in the morning light streaming in from the skylight above the birch tree. Rainwater had told me that he knew I needed something unique, and the stone was as green as the leaves on the birch that I held so dear. It was his way of saying he not only accepted but supported my connection to this place and the tree. It was the perfect choice.

Sadie put her hands on her hips. “Aren’t you excited about the wedding?”

“I’m excited about being married to David,” I said. “The whole day is intimidating. Any time you and Grandma Daisy talk about it, it seems to grow bigger and bigger. We just wanted a small ceremony.”

“You know the whole village is invited, right?”

How well I knew that. We would get married here at Charming Books, but since we couldn’t possibly fit all the guests that my grandmother felt she was obligated to invite, we would be having the ceremony on the front porch of the bookstore. Grandma Daisy, in her capacity of mayor, would be officiating. Sadie was my maid-of-honor and Rainwater’s younger sister Danielle was his best woman. At least they let me keep the wedding party small like I’d wanted. I’d won a few small battles in the plans. I wasn’t naïve enough to think I’d won the war.

There was one more potential member of the wedding party—Fenimore James, my father. But I hadn’t spoken to him in months, and I didn’t know if he would attend. I didn’t even know if I wanted him to be there.

Sadie sighed. “Vi, we are so different. I want a huge wedding. It’s the one time in your life that you truly are the center of attention. When I get married, it will be a giant blowout and I won’t make apologies for that.”

I smiled. “And no one is asking you to.” Sadie’s dream might not be that far away. After years of chasing the wrong man, she had finally found a good and decent guy, Simon Chase, who was stable and over-the-moon in love with her. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she got a ring for Christmas.

“Now back to that manicure. My friend at the salon has an opening tomorrow morning. She can give you a hair trial too.”

I raised my brow. “An opening this close to Christmas?” I asked.

Sadie nodded. “We got lucky, two people just canceled. Don’t worry, no one else will snap it up. I already grabbed it and talked to Daisy about watching the store while you’re out. It will take a few hours.”

“Hours?” I squeaked, realizing that I squeak a lot when it came to listening to Sadie and Grandma Daisy’s plans.

“Well, we couldn’t do it before this because you were busy at the end of the semester. We have to cram everything together in one day. Don’t worry, we will get it done. I have an itinerary.”

I knew this was true. December was always a crazy time for me between the shop and the end of the semester at Springside Community College, where I was an adjunct English professor.

Before I could ask Sadie what exactly was on the itinerary, the front door of Charming Books opened and a delivery man walked inside.

He had so many boxes stacked in his arms that I couldn’t see his face, but I knew it had to be my delivery man.

“Hank!” I cried, and ran over to help. “What are you doing carrying all those boxes in at once? They are all books. You could throw your back out.” I took the top two boxes from the stack. When I did, I could see most of his narrow face turn into a wide grin.

Hank was a congenial man, close to Rainwater’s age, so somewhere near forty. He had a beard and wore the insignia jacket of his delivery company, NY Box. He was an inch or two shorter than I was and had a thin frame like he had run cross-country in high school.

He has been delivering to my store since early September. He told me once that he’d taken the delivery job to make some extra money for his family, especially for his ill daughter, and now planned to continue after the new year.

He placed the three remaining boxes on the hardwood floor by the sales counter. “Aww, you know I have to keep pushing myself to carry more. The more boxes I can deliver all at once, the more stops I can make and the more money I can earn. Also, you know I love coming here the most.” He rubbed his hands together. “What do you have for me today?”

I chuckled. “I’ve got a new teen romance in I know Abby will enjoy.” I walked to the stack of books that I had left on the couch and picked up a hardback with a glossy silver cover.

“I know Abby will love it. She has loved every book that you’ve given her,” Hank says. “We are so grateful to you for them. The books are huge comfort to her during treatment.”

I smiled. Hank’s fifteen-year-old daughter Abby had been in treatment for lymphoma for over a year. I knew how hard it was on Hank and the entire family. On a personal level, I knew how hard it was to watch because my mother died of cancer when I was close to Abby’s age.

“She will probably read the whole thing in one sitting.” Hank’s eyes glimmered. “How much is it?”

“No cost. It’s yours.” I held the book out to him.

Hank waved me away. “Violet, you can’t keep giving me books.”

I just smiled.

He sighed. “Someday I’ll be able to pay you back for all that you’ve given me.”’

“Just think of it as a tip for your great service delivering all the supplies we need for the shop.”

He chuckled. “Nice try, but my company doesn’t want us to take tips.”

“Okay, it’s not a tip then. It’s just a Christmas gift for Abby.” I held it out a little further.

He accepted the book. “I guess I can take a Christmas gift for my daughter. That’s different.”

“It’s very different,” I said, but as I spoke, Hank was already reading the dust jacket closely.

“This sounds like something she’d love. I don’t know how you find all these authors that she likes so much. You always know what she wants to read.” He held onto the book tightly. “It’s like some kind of magic.”

Something like that, I thought as I glanced at the tree.

“Violet is the book whisperer,” Sadie chimed in. “Every time I come into the store, I leave with books to read. Violet really knows her stuff.”

“Imposter,” Faulkner cawed from the branches. Leave it to Faulkner to call me out.

Hank’s whole body jerked at the sound of the bird. “I will never get used to that crow looming overhead. There are a lot of scary animals on my route, but your crow takes the cake. Are you sure he won’t attack someday?”

“Faulkner is harmless. He talks big but would rather nap than cause any real trouble.”

“False,” the large black crow countered.

I shot him a look. He wasn’t doing himself any favors by proving me wrong.

Hank rubbed the bottom of his beard. “It’s like he understands you.”

“He might understand a little. Crows are very smart—on par with dolphins and pigs even.”

Hank wrinkled his brow and removed the scanner from his belt and held it out to me. “Just sign here with your finger, and we are good to go.”

I did as I was told.

“Thanks.” He clipped his scanner back on his belt and held up the book. “Thank you for this. I have a lot more stops on my route today, but I can’t wait to give this to Abby as soon as I get home.”

“Sounds like a perfect December night,” I said with a smile.

“You bet it is.” He grinned and headed for the door. “Sadie, I left a package outside your door too.”

“Oh, thanks. I’ll go grab it now. I think Violet needs a break from my wedding talk.”

He paused. “Wedding talk?”

“Oh, Violet and Chief Rainwater are getting married on Saturday. You didn’t know?”

“They are?” His eyes went wide.

“Violet, you didn’t tell Hank?” Sadie’s question was bordering on an accusation.

I wrinkled my brow. “Should I have?”

“Of course.” She reached into the pocket of her Mrs. Claus dress. “Here’s an invite, Hank. If you are free, you should come. It will be the party of the year!”

He took the invitation and tucked it into the front cover of the book I had given him. “Well, if I’m not on the route, I’ll try to come. I’m never one to turn down free cake.”

“You’re a guy after my own heart, Hank,” Sadie said and turned to me. “Violet, we can go over your beauty regimen later.”

Regimen? Who said anything about a regimen?

“Sounds like your wedding will be quite a big to-do. I thank my lucky stars every day that my wife agreed to elope.”

At the moment, I wished I had done the same when Rainwater brought it up right after we had gotten engaged.

Hank waved, but as he went out the door, a woman blew in with a gust of snow, blocking his path. “Excuse me,” Hank said and tried to maneuver around her, but she didn’t budge.

Another gust of cold air, snowflakes, and a few stray leaves blew into shop. The wind was enough to make the large birch tree sway, and Faulkner complained from his perch. He puffed up his feathers to fight the cold.

When the snow settled, the small woman in a long skirt and a giant coat stood in the doorway. A stocking cap was pulled far down over her face, covering her eyebrows. A scarf hid the lower half of her face. We could not see anything but her bright blue eyes.

“Excuse me,” Hank said.

She glanced at him and moved to let him by.

Sadie and I stared at her. Her skirt was so long it even covered her shoes, making her look like she was floating.

“What do I have to do to get some customer service?” the woman asked in a high-pitched voice.

I stepped forward. “I’m so sorry. How can I help? Can we help you find a book?”

Her icy blue eyes turned to me and narrowed. “I’m not here to buy a book. I’m here to sell a book. I’m looking for a woman named Violet Waverly?”

My eyes widened. “I’m Violet. We don’t have a very large used book section, but I will be happy to talk to you about whatever it is that you wish to sell.”

“You most certainly will,” she said in an almost threatening tone.

Sadie must have heard the threat in the woman’s words as well because she stepped closer to me. I don’t know how she thought she was going to protect me in her red velvet dress and high-heeled boots, but she would surely try. Sadie picked up Emerson like she would protect him too. This did not sit well with the little tuxedo cat, who tried to wriggle out of her grasp.

Emerson was not a timid cat. He jumped to the floor and circled the strange woman like a cheetah on the hunt. My guard was up. When my cat didn’t trust someone, it was noteworthy.

I walked over to the counter. “I’m happy to see what you have, and we can take it from there.”

The woman shuffled across the shop’s old floorboards as I slipped behind the sales counter. Typically, I never sat there unless I was ringing up a sale. I liked to be out on the floor where I could interact with the customers. I encouraged the two part-time clerks I had recently hired to do the same. This time, I felt more secure with some space between the woman and me.

“You said you had a book?” I questioned. There was nothing in the woman’s hands.

She unzipped her massive coat and reached inside to pull out a package wrapped in brown paper.

Standing on her tippy toes, she set the package on the counter. With an air of reverence, she unwrapped a very old book, one I couldn’t believe I was seeing with my own eyes, in my shop.

I stared at it. It couldn’t be…

She removed her hat, revealing a curly mop of reddish-gray hair underneath. As she removed the scarf, I saw she had a tiny nose and pointed chin. “How much will you give me for that?”

I couldn’t put a price on it. I was speechless.





 

Chapter Two


“Well, are you going to answer me?” she asked in a much harsher tone. Since her attitude already bordered on troll under the bridge, that was saying a lot.

“I can’t put a price on this.” I wanted to push the book back toward her, but I was afraid to touch it. “You would have to speak to a rare book dealer. They would be able to assess the real value.”

“I don’t want to speak to a rare book dealer. I’m here to speak to you. You’re supposed to be the expert on this sort of thing.”

I looked up from the woman’s copy of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden on my counter. As a scholar in nineteenth-century American and particularly transcendentalist literature, I had read the book so many times that I could recite full passages from memory. I had spent my entire adult life studying the work and wrote my dissertation on it. “How do you know that?”

“I have my ways,” she said. “This is a first edition. I believe that you are familiar with the work.” She eyed me as if waiting for me to deny my knowledge of Thoreau’s work, which I couldn’t and wouldn’t. I knew Walden almost as well as the author did. In fact, I might have known it better, having spent so much time studying it and writing about it for my dissertation.

“I am interested in the book, but I’m not a rare book dealer or an archivist who could authenticate it for you.”

“I don’t need it authenticated. I know it’s real. I just need you to buy it.”

It was a simple brown leather book with a decorative design embossed on the cover. The spine read “Walden; or Life in the Woods” and “Thoreau.” It looked like it was a first printing, but I had never been this close to one before. This book was originally published in 1854, meaning that if I was right and this was a first edition, it was over one hundred and sixty years old. My hands hovered over the book.

“You can touch it,” the woman said.

If it was the real thing, I definitely should not have been touching it, at least not without gloves. The oils from my skin could ruin the book’s surface over time. Even so, I couldn’t resist lightly brushing the cover with my fingertips. The leather was very old and had a bumpy surface.

I flipped to the cover page and to the back of that page. The publisher was right. It read “Ticknor and Fields.” The date was right—August 1854. Could this be real? Only two thousand copies were made for the first printing.

It was possible, of course. Copies of the book were out there. It had been reprinted and copied so many times over the years. Being in the public domain, it was impossible to know how many editions of Thoreau’s work there were in circulation or in how many languages. There was nothing to stop a new edition of the book. In my own library in the small apartment on the second floor of Charming Books, I owned five editions of Walden. The oldest was a 1901 edition my grandmother gave me when I picked my dissertation topic. It was old, but not worth anything close to what this first edition was worth.

“Look at the first page.”

Frowning, I flipped past the title page and almost fainted. The book was signed, and it appeared to be in Thoreau’s hand. I recognized the dramatic “y” on “Henry” and the right-leaning slant from pouring over his letters in my studies of the writer.

“Well,” the woman said. Clearly, she was bored with my enchantment with the book.

“Where has it been all this time? It’s like it came straight from the printer. Is it a replica?” I asked.

I thought my question was one to be expected, but she grabbed the book from the counter at that and snapped it closed. “How can you ask me such a thing? If it was a replica, do you think I would be here? I need to get this into the hands of a person who will truly appreciate it. I was told that person was you.”

“Who told you that?”

“It doesn’t matter. Are you interested in buying it or not? If you don’t want it, I’ll leave. There has to be someone else who will take this off my hands.”

Off her hands? I wondered if she was selling it because something was wrong with it.

Before I could answer her questions, Sadie chimed in. “How much do you want for it?”

“Seven thousand,” the stranger said without blinking an eye.

I sucked in a breath. That was a lot of money, and with a busy small business to run and a wedding a few days away, not to mention the student loans that I would be paying off for another decade at least, I didn’t have a spare seven thousand dollars lying around. However, if it was real, I knew that I would be able to sell it for twice that, especially with Thoreau’s signature, if it could be authenticated.

Sadie whistled. “That’s a lot of money.”

“Does that mean you’re not interested?” the woman asked.

“I’m interested,” I said quickly.

Sadie’s eyes bugged out of her head. Since she and Grandma Daisy had begun planning my wedding, she knew how careful I was with my money. I had turned down some of their most expensive ideas—one of which had been a Broadway-like play reliving Rainwater’s and my love story. Since we had met for the first time over a murder, I didn’t believe it would hit the right chord for a wedding reception. Grandma Daisy went along with my decision, but made sure to tell me that I had no vision.

Right now, I was grateful that the woman had her eyes on me. I didn’t want Sadie to tip her off that I would probably never work up the nerve to buy it even if it was autographed by Thoreau. I only wanted to learn more about it. Like where had it come from? How had it remained so pristine all this time? What was the name of the woman standing in front of me, and how had this treasure come to be in her possession?

I shook my head as if it completely slipped my mind to ask. “You know, I’m Violet, and this is my friend Sadie Cunningham.”

Sadie held out her hand to the woman. “I own Midcentury Vintage across the street. I would love for you to stop by. I could give you a consultation.”

If I had been closer to Sadie, I would have stepped on her foot. I didn’t think insinuating that the woman needed a wardrobe update was the way to convince her to give me the information I wanted.

When the woman didn’t shake her hand, Sadie dropped it to her side. “I’m also a published writer. My first novel came out earlier this year.”

The woman sniffed. “What does that have to do with anything we are talking about here?”

Sadie’s face fell.

I frowned. “What is your name?”

“My name is meaningless to you if you won’t buy the book.”

But this couldn’t be the real thing, could it? The last first edition of Thoreau’s masterpiece that had come up for auction sold for over fourteen thousand dollars. Perhaps the copy that sold for such a high price was a fluke bought by a one-time collector who just had to own it, but a signed first edition of Walden was certainly worth more than the seventh thousand dollars the woman was demanding.

“Where did you get this?” I asked. Maybe she would tell me that.

“That doesn’t matter either. What matters is whether you’ll buy it or not. I told you my price. Now make your choice.”

Alarm bells went off in my head. “I can’t make a decision like that in a split second,” I said. “It appears to me to be the real thing, but I need some proof such as a letter of authenticity to show the provenance of the book.”

“Yes, you can. Just decide.”

“She really can’t,” Sadie said. “Violet takes forever to make a choice. You should have heard her hem and haw over the wedding flowers. It was painful to watch.”

“Sadie,” I muttered under my breath.

“I don’t care about any of that. If this is something you want, you have to make that choice now. Time is ticking away.”

I frowned. Something was off. In my experience, people wanted you to make big choices fast for one of two reasons: they were in a hurry to get away from you or they were trying to trick you. I had a feeling that this woman just might have been trying to do both. “This is a valuable book. Clearly you know that or you wouldn’t be here, but without some proof of ownership, it would be risky for me to buy it.”

She straightened up. “What are you implying? That it’s stolen? That’s outrageous.”

I held up my hands. “I didn’t say that.”

In so many words, I mentally added.

“I have to check the path of the book to see how it came into your hands. That’s something that has to be done to make sure it’s an authentic first edition.”

“I’m telling you it’s a first edition. That’s all you need to know.”

I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t just take your word for it. I would need to have it authenticated before I would buy it. That would take a few weeks to get done, but I’m interested. There is a rare book dealer in—”

“A few weeks? Are you insane? I don’t have a few weeks. I don’t even have a few days. You need to buy this book. Now. Today. In cash.”

Sadie wrinkled her nose. “That book is really old. What’s the hurry? And who has seven thousand dollars in cash lying around?”

The nameless woman glared at her. “I don’t expect some pixie dressed as the mistress of Christmas to understand.”

“At least I have Christmas spirit,” Sadie shot back with her hands on her hips.

The woman raised her fist in the air. “You lost your chance. This is the last time you will ever hear from me!” And she stormed out of the shop.

Sadie folded her arms over her red dress. “Was she trying to say she didn’t like my outfit?”

I ignored her. “Something very strange is going on here. Why was she being so shady about that book?”

I peered out the window, expecting to see the woman making her way up the street, but she stood in front of Charming Books, talking to Hank. He must have been walking back to his silver van after making more deliveries to the many small businesses on the street when she stopped him. Hank pointed down River Road in the direction of the Niagara River and the village’s ill-fated courthouse, which had been in disrepair since May. She nodded at something he said and then marched down the street.

Hank shook his head as he watched her go before climbing into the van and driving in the opposite direction.

“I know a lot of super weird things happen in this shop,” Sadie said. “But I’m not wrong in thinking that that was extra weird, even for Charming Books, right?”

I turned to Sadie. “You’re not wrong. It was weird. Super weird indeed.”





 

Chapter Three


“What’s super weird?” a male voice asked from the direction of the door that led to the kitchen at the back of the shop.

Cascade Springs Chief of Police David Rainwater stepped through the kitchen door. It was a miracle I didn’t swoon right there on the spot.

He was the handsomest man I had ever seen. I still pinched myself in disbelief that he was my soon-to-be husband. It was surreal. He was Native American and a member of the Seneca Nation that had lived in the Niagara region for hundreds of years. He had brown skin, chiseled features, and stunning amber eyes. If I didn’t know better, I would have said that the magic of the shop had somehow brought the two of us together because it seemed that only the mystical forces of the shop could have brought me such a man.

Rainwater walked further inside the room carrying two cardboard boxes. “Do you have somewhere to put these?”

I raised my brow. Rainwater was in the middle of moving into my apartment. It had been happening bit by bit over the last several weeks. Every time he showed up with another suitcase or cardboard box, he would assure me that he wasn’t bringing anything more, as the apartment had become a maze of boxes and suitcases.

“Maybe the storage room by the kitchen? Or if you think you can find room for them on the stack of boxes upstairs, have at it. We will find a place for everything after the honeymoon.” My plan was to get through this wedding and then focus on combining our households.

Rainwater grinned. “I’ll add them to the stack then. This is the last one.” He paused. “I think. My sister keeps finding other things she thinks I will need when I move. Truth be told, I think she’s just excited about the massive increase of closet space in the house. I saw her on Pinterest looking at closet organizing tips. She’s having the time of her life.” He chuckled. “So tell me about this weirdness. I have been packing and doing departmental paperwork all day and could use some interesting news.”

Sadie waved her hand as if Rainwater was a teacher and she was waiting to be called on. “A witch came into the shop and yelled at Violet.”

“That is interesting,” Rainwater said.

I appreciated the fact that he didn’t get all caught up in her use of the word “witch” or really react to the news that I had been yelled at. We had come a long way in our relationship. “Sadie, she was not a witch.”

“She looked like one. If she was in a lineup, I’d pick her as the witch any day, even if the whole cast of Harry Potter was in it.”

“Are there witches in Cascade Springs?” Chief Rainwater asked, sounding a bit concerned. He glanced at me as if he expected me to have the answer. I guessed he looked to me for answers because of the shop and the tree. He thought I would know about all magical and mystical things that might come up in the village.

In the middle of the shop was the birch tree that was over two hundred years old, at least one hundred years older than a birch tree should live. When my ancestress Rosalee, who was an herbal healer, moved to Cascade Spring and built her home around the birch tree, she discovered that if she watered the tree with mystic water from the natural springs that the village was named after, the tree would thrive. She was the first Caretaker of the tree. The role was passed down from mother to daughter through the generations after.

Over time, the mystic power infused itself beyond the tree into the house and bookstore. Through the books, it reveals messages to the Caretaker. Right now, the Caretaker was me.

When I told Rainwater the truth about the shop months ago, he was more accepting than I’d expected. The shop’s essence still caught him off guard from time to time, especially since he was over six feet tall and had to acquire the skill of dodging flying books. He was learning—he hadn’t been hit by a flying book in at least a week. That was a record.

“Not as far as I know,” I said, looping back to his first question about witches in Cascade Springs.

Sadie fluffed her skirt. “She did insult my outfit. How could she do that? I think it’s festive.”

“It’s very festive,” I said. “But Christmas is over two weeks away. I thought you would save an outfit like that for Christmas Eve or Christmas Day.”

“This?” Sadie shook her head. “For real Christmas? No, thank you. This is just a warm-up outfit. I have things much more Christmasy to wear closer to the date.”

Rainwater’s brow went up, and I did my best to hide my smile. Fashion was as important to Sadie as books were to me. I wasn’t going to tease her about it, and truth be told, she looked adorable in anything she wore.

“I need to get back to my shop,” Sadie said. “I’ve left it too long. So many people are coming in looking for outfits for the wedding and for Christmas too.” She said Christmas like it was clearly a secondary event. “It’s going to be incredible. We have so many surprises in store for the two of you. Daisy and I are going to blow your socks off.”

When Sadie had left, Rainwater said, “Do you really think we want to have our socks blown off?”

“Hard to say.”

He laughed and enveloped me in a hug. Then, he looked around.

“There aren’t any customers here right now,” I said with a chuckle.

“Oh good,” he said and promptly planted a kiss on my lips.

“Get a room!” Faulkner cawed. He was no longer in the tree, but on his perch by the front window where he could glower at every passerby.

“Is the crow staying after the wedding?” Rainwater teased.

“Sure is. It’s a package deal, David. A wife, magical bookshop, sarcastic crow, and escape artist tuxedo cat. No backing out now.”

He grinned. “I guess I’m stuck then. Now tell me about the witch.” He followed me over to the two sofas in front of the fireplace. The flames snapped and crackled in the hearth. Emerson curled up in his cat bed in front of the fire, but he wasn’t asleep. He watched Rainwater and me so intently, I thought he could understand our conversation. There were times with Emerson and with Faulkner when I thought they understood every word I said. More than once, Emerson has helped Rainwater and me solve a murder case. The question was whether had he been part of it by chance or if the little tuxedo cat knew exactly what he was doing. I was already dealing with the shop’s mystical properties. I couldn’t really entertain the thought that I had a magical cat too.

I sat in the sofa facing the front door, so I could jump into action if any customers came in. Even though it was Wednesday, I expected the shop to grow busy as the day went on since we were so close to Hanukkah and Christmas. Was there really a better holiday gift than a book? I certainly didn’t think so.

“She’s not a witch,” I said, repeating what I told him earlier. “At least, I don’t think so. She’s a book dealer, I imagine.”

“A book dealer? What’s so scary about that? You have book dealers come into the shop all the time. Why was Sadie’s dander up over it?”

“This one was different.” I went on to tell him about the Walden, maybe-signed first edition, and the price tag. “But if it’s real, it would be worth twice that. Maybe more. It’s rare to see a book that old in mint condition. To be honest, I could hardly believe my eyes. I wish she had stayed longer so I could have had a better look at it. Even more, I wish she’d let me call a rare book dealer to get their take. I know someone who has a shop in Camden.”

Camden was the next village over from Cascade Springs.

“Do you think she will come back?” he asked.

“My guess is yes. She really wanted me to buy the book.”

“Then next time she’s here, see if you can get a name or any personal information. I can look her up and make sure she’s not some kind of criminal.”

“Or witch?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Sorry. Law enforcement doesn’t have a database for witches.”

“Too bad.”

He shifted in his seat. “I know I said I don’t have any more boxes to bring over, but what about my recliner? Do we have the room? The only furniture you have to sit on in your living room is that horribly uncomfortable couch.”

I raised my brow. “It’s not that uncomfortable.”

“I had to see a chiropractor after taking a nap on it.” He folded his arms.

“We’ll find a place for your recliner.”

He grinned.

Rainwater would be moving into Charming Books with me and would rent his house to his sister Danielle and ten-year-old niece, Aster. His sister worked as a waitress at a local café and was a single mom. He was giving her a much better rental rate for a house in Cascade Springs than anyone else could or would in the village. Of course, he was right. And it was a bit of extra money coming in.

When we got engaged, where we would live involved many long conversations. Rainwater had been living in his house with his sister and niece for a few years. After a messy divorce, Danielle had moved to Cascade Springs three years ago to escape her ex-husband, and Rainwater wanted her to live with him so he could give his sister and niece extra protection. However, Danielle’s ex-husband was now completely out of the picture, and the whole family could breathe a sigh of relief.

Even so, he hadn’t wanted to ask Danielle and Aster to move. They were just beginning to find their place in Cascade Springs. Danielle was a waitress at Le Crepe Jolie, the best café in the village, owned by my high school friend Lacey and her husband Adrien, and Aster was thriving and making friends at school.

We considered me moving into that house with them, but the truth was I didn’t want to leave Charming Books. I was still getting used to being the Caretaker for the shop. There was so much more I needed to learn. Also, to be honest, as much as I loved Danielle and Aster, I didn’t want to start my married life living with my husband’s family looking over my shoulder. I just knew that that was a recipe for disaster.

Thankfully, Rainwater had understood how I felt and agreed to move to Charming Books. It was the perfect solution for now. I didn’t know if we would always live above the bookshop, but I wasn’t ready to leave yet. Now, I just had to find a place for his massive recliner, and married life would be just fine.

I held his hand. “We’ll find room for your stuff. Don’t worry. We have all January and February to get settled. It’s usually quieter around the shop at that time anyway. I don’t want you to worry about me making space for you here because I will. I want this to be your home just as much as it’s mine or Emerson’s or…” I looked at the perch in the window. Faulkner was glowering down at me. “Or Faulkner’s.”

The large crow smoothed his feathers. I didn’t think for a moment that I’d get away with not saying Charming Books was his home too.

Rainwater smiled and grabbed me around the waist, pulling me close. “I’m not worried. Things aren’t important.” He looked into my eyes. “And it already feels like home because you’re here. Wherever you are is home to me. You’re all I need. I’ve been waiting for this for so long.”

I smiled at him. He made it sound like he had been chasing me for ages, but Rainwater and I had only been seriously dating since January and we were marrying in December. To me, that was a whirlwind romance. However, I think we both wanted this to be the way our love story would go, even if it had taken me a bit longer to figure it out than him.

Rainwater was steady that way. I never for a moment wondered who he really was. He had no secrets from me. I was the one who had been holding back for all those months. I had secrets, and some of them were downright unbelievable. When he learned the truth about this shop and my part to play in it, he accepted it. He accepted me.

He proved to me I would be the Waverly woman to break the chain of unsuccessful romances. Every Caretaker before me, including my mother and my grandmother, had had a string of failed love affairs. I’d thought for a long time that would be my destiny too, but then I realized the difference was that none of these women had trusted the man they’d loved enough to let him in on their secret. When I’d told Rainwater the truth, I broke the cycle. I had to believe that. It was the only way forward for us. It was a way forward in trust and belief in our relationship. I think every Waverly woman before me had lost that trust somewhere along the way. I thought of my parents. They were no exception.

I pulled back from his embrace. “In any case, we have so much to do. I want to find this mystery woman. But I’ll wait until after the wedding to dig into it. I have a feeling that if she really wants to sell this book to me, she will be back. What’s a few days to wait?”

Just then, a book appeared on the coffee table in front of us. I would have sworn that a moment ago, the table was completely clear. I hadn’t yet picked the coffee table books that I wanted to display on it for the day.

“It’s Walden,” Rainwater said in a hushed tone.

The book fell open and its pages fluttered until it stopped on a particular page.

I rubbed the pressure point on the side of my temple. “Of course it is.”
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