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A Witch’s Tale

 

Chapter 1

 “Mommy, the new girl in our class said her aunt is a witch and her father can make people disappear.”

 Elaine Madison turned away from the mirror over her bathroom sink, the mascara applicator still in her hand.

 “Disappear?” She’d have to give that a lot more thought. “There are no such thing as witches,” she assured Amelia and turned about to flick the short bristles under her left eyelash. I’ve known a few who didn’t need to wear a costume. “She probably meant her aunt is going to be a witch for Halloween.”

 “I asked Rosella that, and she said no. Her aunt is Romney and reads tea leaves.”

 “The word is Romany, and from my understanding, they’re not witches. You didn’t tell me you have a new girl in your class.”

 “She moved here a couple weeks ago. Her father works at Fresh Beans Coffeehouse. Next week, her aunt is going to open Tahlia’s Mystery Ties.” 

 “Mystery teas?” That too, was confusin​g. Who needed the internet when her kids told her what was happening in their community? Elaine reached for the makeup bag she’d left open on the counter. Her inquisitive six-year-old had already removed two tubes of lipstick and was about to take the cap off of her favorite color. She gave her daughter a, you’re-not-supposed-to-be-touching-that stare. 

 “Thank you very much,” she said and plucked the tube from Amelia’s hand. “Does she ride the same bus as you and Louis?”

 “No, she lives on the other side of town in a haunted house. A ghost lives in the turbo.”

  “That’s a turret.” 

 This was getting more bizarre by the minute, but there was one house the locals had dubbed “haunted” because it had been vacant for a number of years. Some had claimed to see lights in the turrets. Vines had taken over the stone siding, and the landscaping had all but consumed the exterior. The tall iron fence that surrounded the property was clearly marked with “No Trespassing” signs. 

 Buckland Manor had made the headlines in their local paper when developers wanted to put a development on part of the estate. The owners had adamantly refused, claiming the ground was sacred.

 “Are you sure she isn’t making this up because Halloween is at the end of the month?”

 “Mommy, she said the ghost is a little girl named Zorina.”

 Elaine used a brush to tame the blond curls that fell into soft waves that swept the back of her neck and spritzed a little hairspray.

 “Well, how do I look?”

 “You do look nice in a long skirt with boots.” Amelia fingered the faux gold chain resting on the front of Elaine’s teal blue sweater. “How come I can’t go to the tricky tray at my school?”

 “Because I said no, that’s why. Besides, it’s a school night.” She bent down to her six-year-old daughter’s level and smoothed the short blond bangs to the side of her forehead. Elaine hated that she had to spend so much time away from her children, but she was the breadwinner in the family. “I need to work Friday and Saturday nights at Wolff’s Roadhouse because I make a lot of money in tips. I also love my job as the assistant manager of the toy department at Hughes.”

 “I know money doesn’t grow on trees and no one said life is fair. You have to work a lot so we can have food on the table and clothes on our backs.”

 “You actually do listen to me when I say things like that,” Elaine said with a laugh. “When we get back from church on Sunday, we’ll go to the farm and get cornstalks and a couple of pumpkins to decorate the front of the house. We’ll even get apple cider and donuts.”

 “Can Grandma come too?”

 “Why would we leave your grandmother at home?”

 Elaine reached for her makeup bag and took out a pale pink lip gloss. “Let’s add some color to that beautiful smile.” She wasn’t worried. The makeup would come off when Amelia took her shower and brushed her teeth.

 When she was done, Amelia threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “Thank you, Mommy. I love you.”

 “I love you too.” She returned the hug and closed her eyes, thanking God for giving her a beautiful family.

 Amelia followed Elaine into her bedroom, where she picked up her purse and lightweight jacket from the bed. They walked downstairs together and turned into the living room. Her mother had a wireless controller in her hand. From the dark scowl on her eleven-year-old son’s face, Louis was losing.

 Elaine hoped she’d look as good as her mother did when she turned sixty-five. Cora Whitely purposely let her hair turn white so she could add a soft blending of charcoal-gray highlights that complemented her fair skin. She swam three times a week with a group of seniors at the YMCA, and walked two miles every day. The front of her sweatshirt had a picture of Home Free, her favorite a cappella singing group.

 If it wasn’t for her mother providing a home for them, she didn’t know how they could’ve made it. After her husband had been killed in a freak accident, there was no way she could pay their huge mortgage. Her father had passed away seven years ago, and her mother claimed the Cape Cod-style home was too big for her alone, so she invited Elaine and the kids to move in. It was a win-win situation.

 Her mother stood up from the recliner, wiggled her hips and did the floss dance. “Woo hoo! I just earned the title of Enchanter!”

 “Mom, Grandma is really good at this. Three more levels and she’ll beat me. I can’t wait till the next version comes out. I’d love to have the action figures too.” 

 Working in a toy department, she was up on all the latest electronic games. Customers had already signed up to get copies of the third version of Phantasm of Power, which was due to hit the stores the day after Thanksgiving. 

 “My, don’t you look pretty,” her mother said and set the controller in the storage space between the two recliners. “Too bad it’s wasted on a bunch of women at a school event.” 

 “Mother!” Lately, the subject of Elaine dating came up much too often. They needed to have a serious talk when they were alone.

 “Okay, game time is over.” Elaine kissed the top of her son’s head. He’d gotten his black hair and green eyes from his father. The tween had a slender build and a kind, sweet heart. Despite working two jobs, she felt badly that she wasn’t able to give him the best of everything. She’d gotten his Huffy bike at a garage sale. She’d been able to get his game station at a lower cost because the box had been crushed.

 He wasn’t very good at hiding the sadness in his eyes. Losing his father three years ago was something a child should never have to suffer through, but she’d poured on a double helping of love for both her children.

 “Louis, bed by nine and, Amelia, eight-thirty, and I know you won’t give your grandmother a hard time.”

 “They know better,” her mother called from the kitchen. “Snack is on the table and then showers.”

 “Okay, you two. Kisses and I’ll check on you when I get home.”

 “I hope you win lots of prizes,” Amelia called out before she ran into the kitchen to have her cupcakes and milk.

 

 The early October night had a breezy chill in the air, and she buttoned up her soft quilted jacket. Her eyes were drawn to the white clouds racing across the sky. Fall was her favorite season of the year. 

 She got into her seven-year-old minivan for the ten-minute drive to Abraham Lincoln Elementary School. She planned to meet up with her longtime friend Meredith Saltarelli, who was also a fourth-grade teacher at the school. Their mothers had been best friends since high school.

 The parking lot on the side of the school was quite full, indicating they’d have a good turnout. She’d just started walking toward the front entrance when she noticed Meredith getting out of her car.

 “Hi, guess I don’t have to wait for you inside. How are you feeling?”

 “My system is finally back to normal. Physically, I feel fine, but mentally, that remains to be seen.”

 Elaine locked her arm around Meredith’s elbow as they walked past the other cars. She felt like a shrimp compared to Meredith’s height of five ten, and she was wearing flats. “It’s not the end of the world. When I miscarried before Louis was born, it took me a while to bounce back.  You’ll get there.” 

 “I know, but then they found the cancerous cysts and removed one of my ovaries. I’m thirty-nine, and my chances of having a child are slim to none.”

 Elaine understood how hard it was for Meredith to put on a happy face and recognized that the fun-loving side of her friend had been swallowed up in her sadness over losing her baby.

 She gave Meredith’s arm a gentle tug. “We’re here tonight to have a little fun. Hopefully, we’ll go home with some prizes.”

 Three ladies she recognized as mothers of Louis’s and Amelia’s classmates were selling raffle tickets at a table they’d set up outside the gym. She spent twenty dollars on tickets—the proceeds would benefit her children, after all—and wrote her name and phone number on the back of each stub.

 The long tables were overflowing with baskets wrapped in clear cellophane bags. A numbered plastic cup sat in front of each item. She recognized the Radio Flyer wagon filled with cars and trucks, one of the donations from Hughes. The owner had also donated a gift card for two hundred and fifty dollars. The cup was three-quarters full.

 “Okay, what should we try to win?” she asked Meredith as they skirted the people paused in front of a popular gift basket from Sweet’s Candies.

 “I’m for a gym membership to get myself back in shape.”

 “Really? You look great.” Elaine dropped a ticket in the cup for Charisma Day Spa. “I’m for a little pampering and could go for a mani and a pedi.”

 “Oh, I’m getting this one!” Meredith tore off five tickets and put them in the cup for Fresh Beans Coffeehouse. “Until this place opened up, I had to drive eight miles out of town to get coffee at Starbucks. This place makes the best lattes, and I love that they serve pastries from Polly’s.”

 Spending money on fancy coffee drinks wasn’t in Elaine’s budget. Too bad there wasn’t a chance to win a gift card to pay her son’s orthodontist bill.

 Right next to the offering from Fresh Beans Coffeehouse was the basket for Tahlia’s Mystical Teas. That’s what her daughter had meant when she’d said “mystery ties.” The accompanying card read, Will the tea leaves predict your future? Opening week special. Free reading and choice of custom-blend tea to match your inner being.

 “Meredith, Amelia told me there’s a new girl in her class. Rosella, no last name, lives in Buckland Manor. She claims to have seen a ghost named Zorina.”

 Her friend totally ignored her question. “We should do this!”

 “Meredith, get real. It’s all a bunch of hogwash. I’ve only got three tickets left, and I want to put them in the basket for the Holiday Ice Spectacular coming to the event center. It’s for four tickets.”

 “Are you two looking to get your fortune told?” Elaine spun around to see her former neighbor Erin Thompson and her husband, who just happened to own Hughes Department Stores, heading in their direction. They were holding hands and beaming. 

 “Not me,” Elaine said, giving Erin a quick hug, then smiling at the big boss. “Thanks for your generosity with the gifts.”

 “It’s my pleasure, considering my wife is a teacher and my daughter will benefit from the gifts. Now the twins will have to wait another four years.”

 Elaine really needed to talk to Erin. “I’m dropping my last tickets and could use something to drink. Care to get some coffee?”

 “You three go ahead. I’ve a few more tickets to drop,” Meredith said. “I’ll meet you when they start calling the names of the winners.”

 They were able to find a seat at the refreshment tables, and Caleb insisted on paying for their coffees and brownies.

 Erin had trimmed her autumn-red hair to shoulder length. The color complemented the cowl-neck sweater that she wore with designer jeans. “You look fantastic, and I give you all the credit in the world. Teaching the first grade, no less, and being the mother to ten-month-old boys.”

 Erin gave her husband an endearing smile. “That’s because Caleb juggles his schedule so one of us is with them most of the time, or my in-laws watch them, like this evening.”

 “Erin, Amelia told me about the new little girl in your class. Rosella, an unusual but very beautiful name, claims to see a little girl ghost named Zorina in her house, which is the old Buckland Manor. I’m quite concerned.”

 Her friend nodded in understanding. “Rosella Wolfington is a shy little girl, but your Amelia, being the outgoing, friendly type, has taken the little girl under her wing. For now, I’m thinking this supposed ghost is more of an imaginary friend. So far, this ghost hasn’t manifested herself in the classroom,” Erin added with a smile. “If it becomes a problem, I’ll contact her father.”

 “Speaking of ghosts, goblins and witches,” Caleb said to Elaine. “Monday morning, we need to put the final touches on the plans for the Halloween Goblin Fun Day in the activity room off the toy department. As you know, this is a pilot idea. That’s why I’ve chosen the Eden Prairie location. My CEO will act in my stead at the meeting, since I have a prior commitment.”

 “The advertising has already drawn a lot of people to the Halloween costume and accessory section of the toy department.” Her manager had praised Elaine’s suggestion of creating a haunted house within the seasonal area.

 They’d just finished their coffee when the president of the PTO got up in front of the room with a microphone in her hand. “Ladies and gentlemen, we need to raffle off these wonderful prizes. For those who can’t wait until the very end, we have your name and phone number on the ticket.” 

 By ten o’clock, they’d gotten through only half of the baskets, and Elaine didn’t feel like staying around till the very end. Caleb and Erin had left a few minutes ago. She leaned into Meredith, who was sitting next to her at the table. “I’ve got to go. Here are my tickets. If, by some miracle, I win something, let me know.”

 “Not a problem. All I want to win is that gift card for the coffeehouse.”

 Elaine had just crawled into bed when her cell phone rang, and she smiled. Meredith. “Tell me I won the gift card for a manicure and pedicure.”

 “Better than that. You won the gift from Tahlia’s Mystical Teas!”

 “But I didn’t put a ticket in for that basket! You put in one of yours and put my name on it!”

 “Funny thing, I was tempted, but I didn’t. I swear!”

 “Then how did my name get on a winning ticket?”

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The witch’s heart is cold, filled with a cauldron of secrets untold…

Eyes a brilliant hue of blue shed tears of sorrow.

Where once there was happiness, he’s tortured by grief.

Trapped in a witch’s lair of loneliness, only the pure of heart will set him free.

In dreams, amber eyes bring a crystal spirit of light and happiness.

Secrets revealed will change his destiny, and he’ll be rewarded with a heart of gold.

 

 

  Seth Wolfington sat at his desk and read the poem he’d first heard when he was thirteen years old. He’d paled when Rosella had shown him the parchment the other evening. That meant his six-year-old daughter had been in a room she never should’ve entered. When she’d asked what it meant, he told her the truth. He didn’t know. 

 Despite the run-down conditions of Buckland Manor, he was confident he’d made the right decision moving to their ancestral home two weeks ago. The first time his daughter saw the stone structure with two dominating turrets surrounded by a high iron fence, she declared they were moving into a spooky castle. She didn’t think dragons were real, but this would be the perfect place for one to live.

 His sister and daughter hadn’t seen what it looked like when he’d visited the property three months ago. Snakelike vines had smothered the stone walls and triffid-like weeds had choked the landscaping. His great-aunts had prided themselves on the upkeep of their flower and herb gardens, as well as the decorative pond of water lilies in the front yard. Vadoma and Queenie had worked right alongside the caretaker and his wife, who’d lived in the carriage house on the property. Vandals had hopped the fence and toppled the stone statue of Poseidon his aunts had believed watched over their pond. 

 He’d declared it a shocking disgrace and immediately fired the management company that had been contracted to oversee the estate since his aunts’ deaths eight years ago. The restoration firm he’d engaged put a high price on restoring the one-hundred-twenty-five-year-old home to its original beauty, inside and out, but it would be worth it. 

 He rolled up the parchment and put it in the top right drawer of the antique mahogany desk. There was no turning back. He’d turned the page. This was now their home, a new beginning. 

 He was Seth Wolfington, owner of Ram’s Head Corporation. His time was divided between overseeing the chain of Fresh Beans Coffeehouses and the gaming division that owned Phantasm of Power, one of the hottest video games on the market.

 The door to his other life was permanently closed. The Devil Knight, world-famous magician, had permanently disappeared, performing his last illusion three years ago. The world was stunned that he’d never appeared again. Very few knew of his real identity. He planned to keep it that way. 

 His hood and props were stored in the attic. They’d stay there until he got answers as to why the perfect illusion that he’d practiced over and over again had failed, killing his assistant, Rosella’s mother.

 Next week, his sister would fulfill her dream by opening Tahlia’s Mystical Teas, which was adjacent to his Eden Prairie coffeehouse. As a nod to their Romany heritage, she’d be reading tea leaves. 

 He yanked the strip of leather from the back of his hair and shook his head, giving freedom to an ebony curtain that fell around his shoulders and past his shoulder blades. His daughter had asked why he wore long hair like a girl. He’d replied he that didn’t like getting haircuts. The truth was his long hair swept his back and was part of his Devil Knight persona. Maybe it was vain, but he liked having long hair. 

 He’d opened the French doors, but a musty scent lingered in the room on the second floor that he’d made his office. Cherry-paneled walls were covered by ornate bookshelves filled with tomes that were more than a hundred years old. His aunts had shared some of their Romanian history while they sat on the leather couches that he’d uncovered. The four arched diamond-paned windows were covered by red velvet drapes. They’d soon be history. He needed the natural sunlight.

 Sitting in the middle of the huge mahogany desk was a leather-bound scrapbook he’d found in the bottom drawer of the desk. He was surprised to see pictures of himself with his aunts playing croquet or enjoying the swimming pool. The fountain was to be restored to its natural beauty, but he’d ordered the hole that was once the swimming pool filled with dirt. Since learning how her mother had died, Rosella had been petrified of the water. 

 Memories, so many memories, good…and bad. His fingers sought the talisman he wore around his neck, and his eyes drifted closed. He let himself be swept away to the summer of his thirteenth year that brought an end to the time he’d spent with his aunts while his parents traveled throughout Europe with their troupe of acrobats and magicians. 

 Queenie and Vadoma, the older of the two, had relished their Romany heritage and worn long dresses and fringed shawls. Their colorful bandannas had been decorated with coins, and they’d professed that the charms kept away bad luck. They were true Romany souls, but had danced to the beat of their own drum.

 While teaching him magic tricks, the sisters had spun tales about their Romany ancestors. Vadoma had claimed her name had roots in a Slavic element that meant “to know.” Their ancestors had been pagan magicians called veduny, which meant “the knowing ones.” 

 The sisters would laugh whenever they read each other’s destiny, which was supposedly written in the tea leaves at the bottom of their china teacups. He’d been fascinated and at one point wanted them to read his future. They’d agreed. 

 When he’d finished his herbal tea, which he really didn’t like, he passed the cup to the sisters. Vadoma had read it first before passing the cup to Queenie. At the time, he couldn’t understand why they didn’t laugh. They told him that someday he’d be a great magician, like his father. That part of his fortune had come true.

 He’d suspected they were up to something, especially when the moon was full. There was also a funny smell coming from the turret room, accessed only through Vadoma’s bedroom. One night, he’d quietly snuck up the wooden stairs and found that the door wasn’t closed all the way. He’d learned to speak their version of Romanian, but he heard a language he’d never heard before. His eyes had widened at the sight of a pentagram drawn on the hardwood floor. Lighted candles encircled the room.

 Queenie knelt in the center of the pentagram, held up a parchment and chanted the poem “A Witch’s Tale” that his daughter had found all these years later. He’d been frightened and had known this was all wrong. His aunts weren’t witches. He’d run back to his bedroom, pulled the covers over his head, and hidden for the rest of the night.

 The next morning, they’d acted perfectly normal. When his parents had picked him up a week later, he’d asked his mother if Romanies practiced witchcraft. She’d gotten very upset and asked why. He related what he’d seen to both his parents.

 His father had been furious and confronted his aunts. They’d claimed it had to do with Seth’s future. Seth can remember his father locking the door to the turret room, taking the key with him. He’d specifically asked whether there was a spare, but both of his aunts had shaken their heads. 

 His parents decided to end his stay with his beloved aunts the next morning. Before they left the house, Vadoma had placed her hand on his shoulder and mumbled something he didn’t understand, and Queenie draped a leather strip around his neck with an evil-eye talisman. They swore the talisman would protect him. The blue sapphire in the center of the steel eye had been passed down to them from their grandmother. They were giving it to Seth to keep him safe. His father had nodded in approval and Seth had never taken it off. To this day, he hadn’t a clue what they were talking about. 

 He glanced at his watch and realized the time. Each night, he read his daughter a story at bedtime. Her bedroom was the one he’d slept in when he’d visited his aunts. As a child, he hadn’t thought the room of big chunky furniture was dreary, but it wasn’t appropriate for a little girl. It was one of the first rooms to be redecorated. 

 He walked across the threadbare carpet that covered the walnut floors. The rose-and-gold flocked paper was hideous. Former gaslights had been converted to electric, and he decided they should stay, but not the ugly wallpaper. 

 He paused before the bedroom that had belonged to Vadoma and took a deep breath before he opened the solid wood door. The sisters had been gone eight years, but he smelled the gardenia perfume Vadoma had favored. White sheets covering the furniture created ghostly figures. He paused at the sight of the open door to the turret room. Who had opened the door? Wasn’t it normally locked?

 Curiosity drew him up the steps as he suffered a case of déjà vu. He used the flashlight feature on his phone to shed some light on the dark, ominous room. He aimed the beam at the floor, and a chill ran down his spine. The pentagram had faded, but was still very visible to the naked eye. He made a mental note to add this room to the plans for renovation. 

 He hurried to the other end of the house, and the sound of giggles brought a smile to his face. His sister was sitting on the side of Rosella’s bed, and she was brushing his daughter’s long blond hair. The texture was fine and silky like her mother’s. She’d also inherited Sonya’s delicate features and wide hazel eyes.

 Midnight, Tahlia’s black cat, was nestled between Rosella’s legs, and she was running a hand over the feline’s head. Since they’d all moved in together, the cat had switched loyalties to his daughter. Each night, he checked on Rosella before he went to bed. The cat’s yellow eyes would flare open and glowed in the dark.

 “Here are my girls,” he said and sat on the other side of the thick mattress. “What story are we reading tonight?”

 Rosella picked up the book she’d set on the nightstand next to her bed. “It’s called Ghost in the House. I got it out of the library at school. We need to read this book, because we have a ghost in our house.”

 Seth looked at his sister and raised a brow. “And where did this come from?”

 Tahlia shrugged and brushed a long length of curly auburn hair off her shoulder. “This is the first I’m hearing anything about a ghost.”

 He could understand moving to a new house that was, in itself, kind of spooky, but actually seeing a ghost? It was probably just a figment of her I need a new friend imagination. 

 “But, Daddy, I saw her twice,” Rosella insisted. 

 “I’ll tell you what. The next time she appears, call me, and you can introduce me to your new friend.”

 “I’d like to meet her too,” Tahlia chimed in.

 “Tomorrow, I’ll be dropping you off at school, and then I’m going to the coffeehouse. Saturday, the man is coming with samples of paint and carpeting for your room. Pick out whatever you like, and then we’ll go shopping for new bed linens.”

 “I already know. I want unicorns, because they’re magical. The houses around my school are decorated for Halloween, so we need to go shopping for a pumpkin.”

 Going from living in a high-rise apartment in the city to a house in a small town was life-changing enough, but she wanted to decorate for Halloween?

 “Okay, I’ll work that in too. Now, it’s story time.”

 

 A half hour later, he went downstairs and found his sister sitting at the kitchen table, working on her laptop. Before they’d moved, the heating and electrical systems had been upgraded with additional wiring. Remodeling the five bathrooms and sixties-style kitchen was on the list. Rosella loved using the servants’ stairway to the second floor. 

  Tahlia had poured him a cup of coffee, and he sat in the sturdy captain’s chair. “Coffee is great. You’re getting good at grinding the beans. Sure you don’t want to be a barista rather than a tea specialist?”

 She looked away from her screen and sipped her cup of red rooibos herbal tea. “I’m proud to hold the title of tea specialist. I’ve studied the history of tea, the making, types and methods of tea production and processing. Are the people of Eden Prairie ready for me? I don’t know, but I’m about to open my dream shop. Hell, I don’t expect to make money, but I plan to have a good time.”

 “In case I haven’t said it, I really appreciate you giving up your life in the big city and starting over with Rosella and me. The house will be beautiful when all the renovations are completed. I had no idea how wealthy the aunts were until we met with their lawyer. I’m glad they left their estate to both of us.” 

 “Moving here wasn’t a hardship. The stress from being a financial planner was killing me, but I’ve got a healthy financial cushion. My tea shop is an enjoyable step down from the frantic grind. I love being able to spend time with Rosella, and you, too, of course. Any updates on your new game?”

 “Everything is a go, and Phantasm of Power 3 will be the hottest video game this Christmas. I no longer perform illusions in front of an audience, but I’ve poured all my clever tricks into this game. Our marketing team assures me it will overtake Fortnite in popularity. Orders for the new action figures and clothing line have gone above and beyond our projections.”

 “The first two versions of your game have made you a very rich man. You also had a smart financial planner to handle the money you made while performing. Moving away from the city allows you to be a father to your daughter. Now all she needs is a mother.” Tahlia clearly realized too late what she’d said. “Sorry, just meant…”

 “I know what you meant. Sonya gave birth to Rosella, but performing took precedence over raising our daughter, and she refused my offer of marriage.” Seth was waiting for his sister to remind him of the old Romany rule set by their great-great-great-grandmother that he, as the firstborn, had to take a wife before Tahlia could get married. If she broke the rule, her marriage would end tragically. He believed the old wives’ tale was a lot of superstitious nonsense. 

 “Tahlia, did you open the door to the turret room off Aunt Vadoma’s bedroom?”

 “No. Why?” 

 “You never spent your summers here, so you aren’t aware that there’s a pentagram on the floor. Our aunts practiced necromancy and dabbled in witchcraft.”

 “Witchcraft! You know, I’ve done extensive research studying the difference between Romany beliefs and witchcraft. Plus, I’m a little clairvoyant. Necromancers try to reach out to the dead to find out about the past and how it will affect the future. You told me our lovable aunts were superstitious, believed in curses and bad luck. They wore charms and believed in the power of amulets and talismans. They left us an entire chest of their precious keepsakes.” Tahlia shook her head. “No, they were free-spirited Romanies.”

 “They were always doing rituals to ward off bad spirits, and they believed in reincarnation. Hell, they told me the crow that flew over the house was their father. The last summer I was here, Aunt Queenie knelt in the center of the pentagram, surrounded by candles, and they did some kind of banish-evil-spirits ceremony. Then Aunt Queenie started to chant and read this poem. Aunt Vadoma cried out, ‘Protect him!’ I got scared and ran back to my room.

 “I told Mom and Dad what I saw, and our parents were furious. That’s why I wasn’t allowed to come back. I’m also concerned about this so-called ghost Rosella claims to be seeing. Did you know that your cat’s eyes glow in the dark?”

 Tahlia threw up a hand, palm side out. “Stop! There’s no such thing as ghosts, and the cat has golden eyes.” She closed her laptop, kissed him on the top of the head. “I’m going to bed. I’m expecting the last shipment of fresh teas tomorrow, so I’ll see you at the shop. I’ll also pick up Rosella from school. It’s your turn to cook tomorrow night.”

 It was moments like this that he appreciated normalcy. Too bad he couldn’t wave a magic wand that would put a meal on the table. He hated to cook, but he was learning. He made a mental note to look into getting a housekeeper who could prepare their meals in addition to cleaning.

 

 At seven-fifty the following morning, he was sitting in a car line, approaching the side entrance to Abraham Lincoln grade school. He liked the feel of the SUV that added to his new family-man persona. 

 At least twenty cars were in front of him, but he knew that once the line started moving, he’d pull up, the teacher would open his car door and say good morning, his child would get out and he would move on. He’d inquired about school bus pickup, but he preferred to drive Rosella to school until he was comfortable with their new living arrangements.

 “Now, remember, Aunt Tahlia will pick you up this afternoon and bring you to the coffee house. You can do your homework in my office. I’ll make enchilada casserole for dinner.”

 “That’s one of the things you make good. Remember, we have to buy a pumpkin and stuff.”

 It boggled his mind how quickly she could change the subject. “I promise.”

 “Daddy! See that girl walking with her mom across the parking lot? That’s Amelia, my best friend. She doesn’t have a daddy and lives with her grandma because they can’t afford a house. Her mom works two jobs. Amelia’s really nice to me. Oh, and she’s having a birthday party, and I’m invited. I left the invitation in my desk. We need to buy her a present.”

 Seth noticed the blond woman carrying a clear plastic container that appeared to be filled with cupcakes. The little girl held her hand, and a boy looking to be about ten or eleven walked beside them. It wasn’t his imagination that the talisman sitting against his breastbone got uncomfortably warm. The strange sensation had never happened before, and he dismissed it from his mind. It had to be because he had the heat on in the car. “Looks like someone is going to get a treat.”

 “There’s a bake sale at lunchtime today. I didn’t sign you up because you and Aunt Tahlia can’t bake. Since my birthday is on Halloween, you’ll have to send in cupcakes, and I want to have a party too. Daddy, the cars are starting to move.”

 He put the car in drive and inched slowly forward. His mental list was growing. Decorations, cupcakes, housekeeper who could cook, a birthday present and a birthday party for his daughter. Being a single parent wasn’t easy. 

 “Have a good day,” he said and leaned over the seat so he could kiss her on the cheek just before the door opened. 

 It was mornings like this that he really appreciated owning a coffeehouse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 “Now, remember, stay together,” Elaine said, handing her daughter a nylon windbreaker. The place was packed, and they’d had to park in a grassy field a distance from the main barn. “I’m glad I said to wear our boots, since it rained overnight. We’ll be encountering puddles, along with geese droppings.” 

 “Mom, can we visit the petting zoo and go on a hayride to pick apples?” Amelia asked, zipping up her jacket. 

 “I’m hungry. Can we get beans and hot dogs first?”

 “Louis, I truly believe your stomach engages before your brain. We’ll eat first to tame the savage beast, meaning your stomach,” she teased, drawing a smile from her son. When had he gotten so tall? His head reached above her shoulder. 

 Picking a pumpkin entailed more than just walking between rows and selecting one. The farm capitalized on the fall season and made the day a harvest adventure. The tips she’d earned the past two nights had been bigger than normal, so she’d splurge for a fun day. 

 The temperature was in the mid-sixties, and the surrounding maple and oak trees had just started to turn brilliant colors. Amelia’s birthday was in two weeks, and her idea for her birthday party this year was to have all the girls come dressed as witches. She’d invited eleven girls to the house party, including Rosella, the friend who’d declared that a ghost lived in her house. Elaine was eager to meet the little girl.

 The line to get the farm’s world-famous beans and hot dogs wasn’t long. The hint of brown sugar teased her hunger pangs. Elaine carried the tray with their food and looked for a place to sit. Of course, all of the picnic tables that had been set out under the trees were occupied.

 “Mommy! There’s my friend Rosella. There’s room at their picnic table!”

 Elaine looked where her daughter was pointing. A man sat alone with a little girl. Before she could answer her daughter, Amelia ran over to the table. So much for inviting themselves.

 Elaine paused, uncomfortable with her daughter’s pushy behavior. “Mind if we join you?” she asked the man, who she assumed was the girl’s father.

 “Please,” he said. “We’ve got plenty of room.”

 “Elaine Madison.” She set down her heavy tray and held out a hand. He leaned toward her and lightly grasped her hand. “Seth Wolfington, and this is my daughter, Rosella.”

 “Hi, Rosella.” 

 The little girl gave her a small smile before she said, “Hi,” and went back to giggling with Amelia.

 “This is my son, Louis, and that chatterbox on the other side of the table is Amelia.”

 “My daughter talks about Amelia all the time. Moving to a new state, new house, and changing schools was a little scary, but her finding a friend so fast has made the transition a little less traumatic.”

 Elaine sat across from him and passed the paper plates with their food to her daughter and son. “Amelia has always been what I’d call a social butterfly. At times, I have to reel her in.” Elaine nodded at Seth’s and Rosella’s almost empty plates. “You’ve picked the best place to choose a pumpkin. Wait until you try their donuts and apple cider.”

 “Daddy, Amelia said there’s a petting zoo, and we can go on a hayride to take us to where we can pick the apples.”

 “I’m sure we can work it all in,” he said to his daughter before leaning closer to Elaine to get her attention. “Is this all part of going to pick a pumpkin?”

 She chewed and then swallowed before offering an understanding smile. “I take it you’ve never done anything like this before.” 

 “We moved here from New York City, so this is all new to us.”

 “It’s easy and quite a lot of fun. My suggestion would be to go to the petting zoo first. Pick apples, then your pumpkin. Purchase cider and donuts last. I’ll be getting cornstalks to decorate the front of my house. The hayride takes you to where they have the different varieties of apples. Get your bags before you go on the hayride. They’ll pick you up on the way back.” 

 “You definitely have a handle on what to do. Would you mind if we tagged along?”

 “The more the merrier, but we need to eat first.”

 Amelia ate half her beans and hot dog, but Louis cleaned his plate. To Elaine’s annoyance, he was playing a game on his cell phone, a Christmas gift from her mother. She’d taken out a family plan and was paying for the additional line. Her strongest argument was kids these days needed to be able to reach out to their parents.

 “Louis, didn’t I tell you to leave that at home? You’re also being rude.”

 “But, Mom, if I don’t try to get to the next level, Grandma is going to beat me.”

 “Five minutes and then put it away.”

 “What game are you playing?” Rosella’s father asked Louis.

 “Phantasm of Power! It’s great. My grandmother just reached Enchanter level.”

 “Your grandmother plays video games?”

 “Personally, I think those games are too addictive,” Elaine said. “You download the app or play it on your Xbox. There are in-app purchases, and it never ends. Now they’re coming out with new action figures, a must-have on kids’ Christmas lists. It’s a big drain on parents’ finances. I’m a single parent and work two jobs and I’m on a tight budget.”

 “I take it you’re not a fan.”

 “No, I’m not. I’m the assistant manager of the toy department at Hughes and I’m up on all the hot items for Christmas. We’ve a huge a waiting list for the game, and I sure hope the manufacturer can meet the demands, or there are going to be a lot of disappointed kids. The action figures will fly off the shelves. I will say it’s one of the few games without violence.”

 “So you’ve played it?”

 “Not exactly. Caleb Thompson, the owner and president of the company, initiated a policy that all games they sell be prescreened for violence. All the employees in the toy department watch the game being played so we can answer any questions from our customers.”

 “Yes!” Louis said from the other side of the table. I reached the “Seer level.”

 “Now, put the phone away.”

 Elaine didn’t believe in luck, but this one time it worked in her favor. She needed to broach the subject of ghosts with Seth Wolfington when they got a moment alone.

 

 Nothing like being given a candid reveal from a parent’s point of view on one of your hottest games. Seth was quite surprised when the young boy did what he was told and didn’t give his mother any back talk.

 Elaine Madison was refreshing, and he appreciated her straightforwardness.  She was also quite attractive. Seth curled his fingers so he didn’t grasp the talisman under his black cable-knit sweater. The warm sensation had come back, this time stronger than the first time he’d seen her walking across the school parking lot.

 He hated to make the comparison to their cat, but she had the same jewel-toned amber eyes that were enhanced by turned-up black lashes. Soft curls of yellow-gold escaped her rust-colored knit cap and framed her fair skin. He decided the cap was probably handmade.

 She gathered up the used paper plates and napkins and deposited them in a nearby receptacle. “We should head over to the main building to purchase our tickets to visit the petting zoo and hayride. The money goes for the care of the rescue-farm animals.”

 “Fine by me.” Seth was most appreciative that he and Rosella had a personal tour guide leading them into unknown territory. The girls held hands and took the lead. He noticed they were all wearing boots with their jeans. It became more obvious what they were going to encounter when Elaine announced, “Amelia, turn off your puddle radar. Rosella is wearing sneakers.”

 “Something else I never thought of. I’ll add it to my growing list of parent-should-be-aware-of responsibilities. Amelia’s mother passed away three years ago, but I had a housekeeper when we lived in the city. I traveled quite a bit for my job and never got to see my daughter, but that’s all changed.”

 “Don’t beat yourself up. My husband passed away three years ago, and doing the jobs of mother and father isn’t easy.” 

 The main building was a refurbished barn complete with barn-red siding. Displays resembling old-fashioned covered wagons were filled with a variety of fall squash in all colors. The shapes were eye-popping, and he couldn’t imagine what they could be used for. As expected, there was a line for tickets. 

 “Would you be insulted if I purchased the tickets?” Elaine asked. “It’s ten dollars per family or three per individual. We’d be saving five dollars.”

 Refusing would be insulting, and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings, considering how closely she apparently watched their finances. “I agree, but when we visit the bakery, I’d like to reciprocate and pay for your donuts.”

 “Deal.”

 Seth had taken his daughter to the Bronx and Washington Zoos, but this would be the first time they’d interact with the animals in the individual enclosures.

 “Daddy! Look at the goats standing on the logs. Those pigs are so big. There’s sheep and donkeys and ponies!”

 The happiness in Rosella’s voice was something he hadn’t heard in a long time. In front of each pen, were dispensers of food to give each animal. It would be a wasted effort to reach into the pocket of his jeans for change. All he was carrying were his keys, wallet, and cell phone.

 Elaine Madison was way ahead of him and pulled out a Ziploc bag of dimes. “Do you remember everything?”

 “I try to,” she said and handed him ten dimes. “That’s more than you’ll need.”

 They decided to visit the enclosure with the two ponies and three donkeys first. He held Rosella’s hand when she hesitated approaching a gray and white donkey. She visibly relaxed when Elaine bent to his daughter’s level to offer an understanding smile.

 “Would you like to meet Patty? She’s been here a long time and loves children, especially when you give her treats.” Elaine stood by his daughter’s side and showed her how to hold out her hand with the feed. It was just what Rosella needed. She giggled when the animal’s lips tickled her hand. Rosella moved on to each pen with anticipated delight. 

 Elaine Madison had a genuine laugh when a gaggle of geese started squawking. He’d never met anyone with such an infectious personality. By the time they got to feed the ducks and geese, he’d joined right in.

 An hour later, they were headed back to the main building, having walked row after row of trees ripe with fruit. He’d never known there were so many varieties of apples. He’d lifted Rosella and Amelia up to get the apples on the higher branches. His daughter had squealed with delight. 

 When the horse-drawn wagon stopped for their return trip, his daughter was the first one to find a seat. They were sitting on bales of hay, and he breathed in the strong earthy scent of dried grass. He glanced down at the two bags at his feet and asked himself what in God’s name they were going to do with all the apples.

 “Seth, what are you going to do with all the apples?”

 Elaine had removed her cap and was shaking her curls free. The sun had kissed her cheeks and nose, offering a natural glow. Once again, his amulet gave off a very warm bite. “I was just wondering that myself. I’ll share them with my co-workers at Fresh Beans Coffeehouse. Ever been there?”

 She shook her head. “I do enjoy a good cup of coffee, but I don’t have the money to indulge in fancy drinks. I take a thermos to work.”

 Once again, she took him by surprise. He’d never thought the cost of a cup of coffee was considered indulgent. He had three shops in Manhattan, two in San Francisco, two in LA and had just opened three new stores, one each in Boston, Chicago and Orlando. All did very well, despite competition from two major chains. The blend of coffee beans he used were high quality, but maybe he needed to give serious thought to the prices he charged.

 “If you ever decide to stop in for coffee, it will be on me. We’re open till four-thirty but I leave at three so I can pick up Rosella from school. I don’t want her to take the bus until she’s comfortable with her new school.”

 “I don’t expect handouts, and I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble.”

 “Elaine, I can assure you I won’t get into trouble.”

 As soon as they got back to the main barn, they headed for the field to pick out their pumpkins. Elaine grabbed the handle of a red Radio Flyer wagon that proudly bore rust from years of use.

 “Are we going to pick that many?”

 “No.” She laughed. “Knowing them, they’ll pick out the biggest pumpkins they won’t be able to carry.”

 “How many do you buy?”

 “Two that we’ll carve into jack-o’-lanterns just before Halloween. Until that time, they’ll decorate the front of the house, along with the cornstalks. I mix orange lights and a few ghosts made out of cheesecloth. Not that I mean to give Hughes a plug, but we have an extensive































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































