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While Take a Chance, Sasha Sinclair is a joyful romance, please be aware that this story contains discussions of homophobia, parental death in a car accident, grief, bullying during childhood, and a few potentially spooky scenes, as well as consensual and explicit sex scenes. In this novel, the Salem Witch Trials are also discussed. I have taken care to present them and the victims in a respectful and historically accurate way; however, please note that Prudence Bishop is a fictional character I have added for the sake of this story. Please take care of yourself while reading this story, and always.




Chapter

One
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AS SOON AS Sasha Sinclair drove over the town line, she felt it.

Granted, she wasn’t sure what it was. Not exactly.

A puff of frigid air.

A shiver lifting the hairs on the back of her neck.

Much more likely, it was simply a cool day in late September and had nothing at all to do with the fact that Clare Mountain, North Carolina, was considered one of the most haunted towns in America.

She drove Gertie—her well-loved Subaru Outback, naturally named for the iconic butch lesbian, Gertrude Stein—into the city center. The trees rose up like sentinels guarding the mountain pass, maples and yellowwoods and sweet gums just starting to shift their colors from green to gold and crimson. Decorative banners—a deep purple background with an ombré red-orange rose in the middle—hung from lampposts and fluttered in the breeze, round pumpkins already dotted the sidewalks, and fall-leafed wreaths adorned shop doors like the town seal.

Sasha pulled into a parking spot on Main Street near a café called Roseleaf and stepped out of her car. The air was cool, bordering on cold. She pulled her olive-green bomber jacket closer around her thin frame, ran a hand through her short white-blond hair so that it stuck up even taller than normal, and looked around.

She’d never been to Clare Mountain.

And yet, everything around her looked slightly familiar, tinged with the blurry glow of childhood memories and nostalgia.

Stories.

And the smell … she inhaled deeply, trying to place it. It took her a second, but when she did, her heart fluttered under her ribs. There, just beneath that dying-leaf smell of autumn and a bit of sugar, the subtle scent of roses.

Even in the dead of winter, Sash, her father had told her more than once, roses, like tiny miracles. Tiny stories that need to be told.

Sasha shook her head, then rubbed furiously at her nose as though she could clear out the scent.

Clear out the memory.

She turned and leaned her butt against Gertie’s driver’s door, then closed her eyes. She breathed in deep, trying to get her thickening throat to unclench.

During the last three years, she’d lived in more than fifty American cities, as well as in Paris, Prague, and Lisbon. She’d driven from coast to coast in her gay car and worked as a line cook, a bartender, a ski-school instructor, a dishwasher, and a farmhand, mucking out stalls and feeding chickens. She’d shot the proverbial shit in countless small-town watering holes, easily made friends wherever she went—no matter how fleeting those friendships might be—and engaged with a bevy of enthusiastic local shes and theys for a night or two of stringless fun.

So, no, she would not be brought down by a tiny Southern town she’d never even been to before at the mere whiff of a ghost rose.

Absolutely fucking not.

This was work.

This was a job.

Granted, it was the job, the one she’d been waiting three years for, the one her parents had only dreamed about, but still. She had too much on the line to blow it with sticky emotions and memories.

She glanced at her phone—10:53 a.m. She still had seven minutes before she was supposed to meet Adeline Bishop in Roseleaf, and she might need all four hundred and twenty seconds to get her shit together. She hadn’t expected this feeling—a tight pull beneath her ribs, an amalgamation of dread and excitement, her fingertips tingling like she couldn’t get enough oxygen—but maybe she should have. Feelings, however, weren’t exactly her strong suit lately.

Not for three years now.

She tucked her phone into her back pocket, then bounced up and down on her booted toes, stretching her neck from side to side like she was a boxer heading into the ring. She should review one of the myriad files she had packed in her bag, all filled with her parents’ research about Clare Mountain and the Bishops and the Rose Witch. That would be the smart thing to do, prepare as much as possible, but by now, she’d heard every bullet point in those folders a million times as a bedtime story and read through the news clippings and articles and book excerpts on countless nights in one town after another. She knew it all, could probably recite each fact in her sleep. But right now, she needed to get her heart rate under control, not amp it up again with more awareness about how important this meeting was.

How much she wanted this.

And how much she dreaded it.

Fucking emotions, she swore to god.

So instead of digging into her files, she gave herself a pep talk and tried to fill her brain with … she didn’t know. Wrinkly pugs and leather jackets. Pumpkin spice doughnuts. The strong cortado she was craving, and hoping that this small-town café could make a decent version, which then reminded her of her stint in Lisbon this past summer and that barista she’d met on her last night there, how Sasha had wrapped the woman’s long auburn hair around her fist and—

Okay, no, that was definitely not helping. The last thing Sasha needed was to show up for a meeting with the matriarch of the infamous Bishop family all charged.

She cleared her throat, did some more neck-stretching and toe-bouncing, garnering strange looks from a few passersby on the sidewalk. With four minutes still left to fill, she was glad when her phone buzzed against her butt. She fished her device from her pocket, then tapped on a text from her friend April on the screen.

Met the Sanderson sisters yet?

Sasha smirked. Wrong town.

Send me a picture of a witch flying on a vacuum cleaner through the starry night, I beg you.

This was followed by three praying hands emojis, and Sasha couldn’t help but laugh. She’d just seen April and her girlfriend, Daphne, in London a few months ago, but she had to admit she felt a strange ache in her chest when she thought of her little goth friend. She was pretty sure the sensation was akin to missing, which was not something Sasha often let herself feel for anyone she encountered along her travels. April, however, was proving harder to shake than most. She’d met April and Daphne a little over a year ago in Clover Lake, New Hampshire, while she worked as a bartender at a lakeside lodge, and April had accompanied her on a months-long road trip across the country last September. Since then, April texted every few days, and Sasha, despite her usual operating procedure once she’d moved on from a place or person, always answered.

If I see someone airborne and straddling a vacuum cleaner, I’m getting a cat scan, Sasha texted. Sending you a pic will be the least of my concerns.

Killjoy, April texted back.

I think you mean logical.

April sent an eye roll emoji, then texted, Good luck! And go easy on yourself. Your horoscope says you’re being too self-critical.

Sasha sent back her own eye roll emoji, along with a middle finger emoji. April simply cackled. Literally, she texted the word cackles set in between two asterisks.

Oh and Daphne says hey.

Sasha texted back her own greeting, then exited her messages. April knew about this job, about the film. Firstly, it was hard to keep secrets from the woman. She was barely five foot two, but she was also slightly scary. Secondly, the story of the Rose Witch was nationally famous, as was the town of Clare Mountain, and despite Sasha’s desire to keep things on the surface, she also didn’t lie to people who had been good to her.

April and Daphne were the only two people currently in Sasha’s life who knew about her parents, about their dream and Clare Mountain, and even then, she’d kept the details to a minimum. Sasha hadn’t shared her story with anyone else she’d met in the last three years. It only made things awkward and uncomfortable, their expressions morphing from interest to horror to pity, I’m so sorry falling out of their mouths automatically, as though words could change one goddamn thing. Even after she’d gotten to know April, spent hours on the road with her, laughed with her, and watched her moon over Daphne during their time apart last fall, Sasha had a hard time sharing her baggage. It was hers, after all, and she’d carried it just fine for the last three years.

She checked her phone again—one minute to go—then opened Gertie’s back door and grabbed her father’s worn messenger bag. It was the color of caramel and still smelled of leather, despite its age. She tucked her phone into a side pocket, then slung the bag over her shoulder before locking the car and heading toward the café.

She walked quickly. Confidently. Boots clomping heavily on the cobbled sidewalk. More than once, she’d been told she had Big Dyke Energy, and honestly, she agreed. She was five foot ten, knew exactly how to wear a plain white tee and tight-fitting jeans, and had worn her naturally platinum blond hair very short and very gay since she was eleven. She had the walk—bit of a saunter, bit of a stomp—she had the crooked grin, and she knew how to sit with her legs spread on an airplane without pissing off her seatmate.

Right now though, she could feel her shoulders trying to squeeze themselves around her neck, like an animal curling up for a nap. She pulled open Roseleaf’s heavy oak door, its hinges squeaking, and stepped into what felt like another world. The café was small and cozy and warm. Mismatched chairs and tables filled the space, with a teal tufted love seat by the window. The walls were either exposed brick or had shabby chic–style floral wallpaper and were almost completely covered with framed vintage art and photographs, everything from images of herbs and cauldrons to nameless people with liquid eyes and sad mouths. The oak bar featured mismatched stools as well, with countless colorful bottles and jars lining the wall behind it. Plants were everywhere, their greenery spilling over shelves and drooping across tables, and a few tiny pumpkins here and there provided pops of orange.

Sasha blinked, trying to take in the full effect, but there was so much to look at, so much to process, she ended up staring open-mouthed while every patron inside stared back.

Big Dyke Energy, indeed.

She snapped her mouth shut, suddenly very aware that she was a masc lesbian in the South. She smiled serenely, nodding in a friendly greeting as she glanced around.

She wasn’t sure what Adeline Bishop looked like, as the Bishop family didn’t exactly post selfies online. They owned two businesses in Clare Mountain: Thornrose Apothecary, a tea shop that Alice Bishop—more widely known as the Rose Witch—opened when she moved to town in 1901, and Ghostlight, a small, occult-themed amusement park featuring palm readings and haunted mountain coasters, which Georgianna Bishop began in 1955 with nothing more than a striped canvas tent, where she put on strange and spooky shows for the townsfolk. Each business had a social media presence, but Sasha had yet to see a single photograph of any Bishop—they were all women, all unmarried, all lived under the same roof, if Sasha’s research held up—and she was inclined to believe that was intentional. If she were a member of the infamous Bishop family, she wasn’t sure she’d splash her face all over the internet either.

Still, when she locked eyes with the amber gaze of a woman in her late fifties sitting on the love seat, alone, with long salt-and-pepper hair and an appraising slant to her full mouth, Sasha felt something flicker in her gut.

Adeline Bishop.

Had to be.

She wore medium-wash jeans, a drapey green sweater, and brown boots that laced halfway up her calves with an ironically witchy heel. Her nails were painted dark purple. Sasha approached her with more confidence than she felt, her knuckles going white around her bag’s strap.

“Ms. Bishop?” she asked as soon as she was close enough. The hum of the café had started up again, but Sasha still felt as though every eye in the place was stuck to her back.

The woman smiled without her teeth. “How did you know?” Her voice was like butter, smooth and calm and devastating. “Do I look like a witch?”

Sasha opened her mouth. Closed it. No clue what the hell to say to that.

Luckily, Ms. Bishop revealed her teeth then—straight and white, and definitely not filed down to sharp points like some idiots on the internet suggested of the Bishop women—and laughed.

“Please, call me Adeline,” she said, then motioned to the space next to her on the love seat. “Do you need a drink?”

Sasha unhooked her bag from her shoulder and set it on the floor. “Thank you, yes, I was going to get a cor—”

“I have tea,” Adeline said, then picked up a pink milk-glass teapot from the circular coffee table, poured a stream of shimmering liquid into a matching teacup, and offered the beverage to Sasha.

Sasha sat on the edge of the sofa and took the delicate cup, a thick, honeyed scent rising with the steam. Adeline lifted a brow, clearly waiting for Sasha to drink. Sasha drank, expecting to hate it—she hated tea, all of which tasted like barely flavored bathwater, in her opinion—but her eyes fluttered closed as the liquid hit her tongue.

It was warm, of course, and a little sweet. Something floral played underneath, almost perfume-like, though it wasn’t overpowering. And instead of smiling politely and setting down the cup, Sasha took another sip.

“Good?” Adeline asked.

Sasha nodded, her eyelids languid, her limbs a bit heavy. Not sleepy, exactly, just relaxed.

“It’s our Peace Tea blend,” Adeline said. “A little passionflower, violet blossoms, a sprig of thyme.” She glanced down Sasha’s form. “Two sprigs, actually. Calms the nerves.”

Sasha set the cup on the table and rested her elbows on her knees, leaning forward in a way that usually charmed strangers. “Does it seem like my nerves need calming?”

Adeline simply smiled again, wholly uncharmed it would seem. She plucked a familiar navy blue envelope from the pocket of her jeans and set it on the table. “Now. About your letter.”

Sasha sat up straight and inhaled sharply, her cheeks flooding with heat and color. Sasha Sinclair didn’t often blush, but that letter certainly did the trick. She’d written it two months ago, a week or so after her visit with April and Daphne, and had dropped it into a red cylindrical public mailbox in Lisbon in the middle of the night, the business address for Thornrose Apothecary scribbled across the paper.

She’d also been slightly high when she penned the missive, a detail she planned to leave out of this conversation altogether. Sasha enjoyed a pre-roll or a gummy from time to time, even though weed tended to make her a bit more emotional than her usual methods of operation, a bit more pensive. Still, she’d meant every word in that letter, and she was pretty sure the contents had helped land her this meeting.

Every effort to make contact with the Bishop family before now had failed. Her parents had tried for years, since before Sasha was born and for as long as she could remember after. They’d never gotten a positive response. Her parents had even visited Clare Mountain a few times, always meeting with a door slammed in their face or the professional runaround.

The Bishop family has no interest in being the subject of a documentary. Thank you very much for your inquiry, now kindly fuck off.

Essentially.

Two months ago, after an admittedly lonely night in Lisbon, Sasha had popped not one, but two sour apple–flavored gummies and planned to sit out on her balcony in her rented loft, stare at the stars, and listen to some sad music, when she found herself pouring her emotional baggage onto a piece of creamy paper she’d found in the vintage desk by the window. She’d forgone titles and pretense, scribbling messily and quickly.

Dear Adeline …

“Intriguing,” Adeline said now, tapping a nail against the paper.

“Is it?” Sasha asked.

“You’re sitting here, aren’t you?” Adeline said.

Sasha let herself smile. “I am.”

Six weeks after Sasha had mailed the letter, she’d received an email from Adeline inviting her to come to Clare Mountain for a chat. No details other than a time and place. No explanation as to what “a chat” actually meant.

And here Sasha was, details be damned.

“The only daughter of two reputable documentary filmmakers,” Adeline said, pulling the letter free from the envelope. “Wandering the globe and looking for a purpose after their untimely deaths.”

Sasha swallowed and felt her jaw clench a little. Of course, she was well aware of what she wrote in that letter.

“Dear Adeline, my name is Sasha Sinclair, and my parents have been dead for three years …”

But hearing it summed up so succinctly and spoken out loud—and by Adeline Bishop of all people, the current matriarch of the Bishop family, whose story had been her parents’ dream project for decades—hit a bit differently than it had when she was high and spilling her guts in a rare moment of desperation four thousand miles away.

Honestly, Sasha hadn’t expected a response. And she certainly hadn’t expected to be sitting here with Adeline herself.

“I remember your parents,” Adeline said, tilting her head.

Sasha’s eyes widened. “You do?”

Adeline nodded, fluttering the opened letter through the air. “They wrote to me often, and to my mother before I took over operations ten years ago. Visited once or twice, as I recall. They were passionate, I’ll give them that. Julian and Freya Sinclair.”

Sasha’s heart cracked a little at the sound of their names, but she said nothing.

Adeline’s amber eyes narrowed softly. “You look like her.”

Sasha had to glance down then, clench her teeth together to keep something inside—what exactly, she wasn’t sure. Sadness, elation, pride. It was all there, bubbling like a witch’s brew. She inhaled slowly, remembering how she’d stood with her mother in front of her bathroom mirror on the day of her high school graduation, robed in royal blue, colorful tassels and ribbons looped around her neck. Her mom had smiled at her, dressed in a breezy green maxi dress, then made a joke about her doppelgänger heading out into the world with an unfair lack of crow’s-feet. They’d both laughed, their matching sapphire-blue eyes glittering in the glass, matching pale Norwegian skin, matching blond hair the color of whipped butter, only the length betraying any difference.

Sasha forced herself to look up, but only when she was sure she could speak without her voice trembling. “I do.”

Adeline went silent then, watching Sasha intently, comfortably. “How did it happen?” she finally asked.

Sasha’s throat went tight again. “Car accident.” She said it fast, a common phrase—too common in her world now. She could only hope Adeline wouldn’t ask for more details. It was on the internet anyway, a tragedy laid out under a few words tapped into a search engine.

But Adeline simply nodded, her expression grave but free of pity. “I’ve seen a few of their films. They were talented.”

Sasha’s smile was small but genuine. “Do you have a favorite?”

Adeline thought for a second and sipped her tea, clearly in no hurry whatsoever. Sasha was happy to wait though, happy to hear something about her parents’ artistic legacy.

“What can I say?” Adeline finally said. “I’m a sucker for a good missing persons story.”

“Fae and Foe,” Sasha said, nodding vigorously, recalling the penultimate film her parents had ever made, about Margaret Winder, an iconic fantasy author who had faked her own disappearance in the thirties to escape fame and family expectations. It had been nominated for an Oscar that year—Best Documentary Feature Film—though it had lost out to a film about an underground music movement in Chicago.

“One of my favorites too,” Sasha finally said.

“I read all of Margaret Winder’s books to my daughters when they were little,” Adeline said. “She was a legend.”

“My parents did the same.”

Adeline tipped her chin in acknowledgment. “You worked on their films?”

“I did. I studied film at USC, then joined their company after I graduated.” Sasha had worked on most of her parents’ projects in her twenties, doing everything from taking lunch orders and making coffee runs to revising scripts, blocking scenes, and planning out lighting and music for the most emotional impact.

On the last couple of films, however—Fae and Foe included—Sasha had worked mostly on the human relations side of things. She loved being behind a camera, loved setting up shots and thinking through the visuals, and she was good at it. But she was great at talking to people, and more importantly, getting them to talk back. She’d spent countless eighteen-hour days thinking about how to get a hesitant subject to open up. Sometimes she would shadow someone for days just for ten minutes of life-changing recollection. Bringing true stories to a screen—figuring out how to fit an entire life, entire legends and tragedies and triumphs, into two hours on a strip of film—was thankless work, even painful at times. It required tough decisions and sacrifices, constantly walking that delicate line between truth-telling and intrusion, but Sasha’s parents had loved it.

Sasha had loved it too.

“And since they died?” Adeline asked.

Sasha folded her hands in her lap. She knew this question was coming. “Aurora Films is mine.”

“But your company hasn’t made any films since.”

Sasha lifted her brows. It wasn’t a question.

“I do my homework, Sasha,” Adeline said.

Sasha sighed. “No. We haven’t. I’ve been finding my way for the last few years.”

“And your way is here? In Clare Mountain with a witch’s family?”

“Are you a witch’s family?”

Adeline just laughed.

Sasha laughed too, though her stomach was in knots. Adeline Bishop was intriguing and incredibly difficult to read, but that only made Sasha want to dig deeper, try harder. She knew what her father would say—Adeline was putting up a defense, a survival tactic born from decades of family myth and discrimination, an entire town that both feared the Bishops and used their infamy to put money in their own pockets. Sasha knew her mother would create a beautiful scene with the Bishop family, a close-knit coven built from necessity, haunting and tragic and compelling.

What this scene was specifically, Sasha couldn’t say. She was the wrong Sinclair altogether to be finally drinking tea with a Bishop. But here she was, chasing a dream she wasn’t sure she could make come true. Even if Adeline agreed to the film, Sasha certainly wasn’t the award-winning Julian and Freya Sinclair.

Still, she had to try. The ongoing story of Alice Bishop—who, to add intrigue to infamy, was also a descendent of Prudence Bishop, one of the women hanged during the Salem Witch Trials—was the holy grail of the documentary film world, not only for Julian and Freya, but for most of their peers as well. Sasha wasn’t sure she’d still be in Clare Mountain this time tomorrow, but she was here today. She had a chance, a moment. A purpose.

“Why meet with me now?” Sasha asked.

Adeline only lifted a single devastating brow.

“My parents reached out countless times,” Sasha went on. “They wrote, they knocked on your door, they emailed, they called. You always said no. I’m sure you’ve had other offers as well, other filmmakers clamoring for your story. So why me?”

Adeline leaned forward, her strange eyes like tiny circles of fire. “Because no one, not your parents, not anyone, ever told me why.”

Sasha’s eyes flicked down to the letter still on the table—that humiliating, vulnerable, heart-on-her-sleeve letter. “And my why is enough?”

“For now,” Adeline said, picking up Sasha’s letter and folding it into her pocket again.

Sasha’s already erratic heart stopped beating altogether. “What does that mean?”

Adeline sighed. “I understand something about family expectations and legacies. The Bishops have a complicated relationship with that concept—legacy. We hold it too close, or we don’t hold it close enough. We’re proud of it, we resent it, we fear it.”

Sasha forced herself to keep eye contact, her palms sweating. “And what’s your relationship with your family’s legacy right now?”

Adeline’s smile was small as she sipped her tea, eyeing Sasha over the pink rim. “That’s the question, isn’t it? And that’s why I’m saying yes.”

It took a few seconds for the word—simple, three letters—to really sink into Sasha’s consciousness.

“Yes?” she asked.

“That’s what I said,” Adeline said.

“You’re saying yes.”

Adeline laughed. “Careful, I might change my mind.”

“No, no, god,” Sasha said. “Sorry. I just …” She exhaled. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think I had a chance in hell.”

Adeline shrugged. “You still might not. Whatever paperwork you’re going to make me sign, I have a few conditions. Actually, just one.”

Sasha said nothing. Adeline set down her tea and looked around the room—a room full of townsfolk where no one had said hello to her, no one had waved. A room full of glances and whispers.

“I get final approval,” Adeline said. “My entire family, in fact. We all agree on the final product.”

“Of course,” Sasha said automatically. She didn’t know if that was the right answer, to be honest. She’d never dealt with the contracts for Aurora Films, nor had she ever consulted with their lawyer about the wording. But one thing she knew for sure—she wanted to make a film that the Bishop family would love.

“You’re certain?” Adeline said. “Think about it for a second. You make an entire film about my family, pour your heart and soul and mind and money into it, something to make your own parents proud, and then I pull the plug.”

Sasha inhaled slowly and tried not to let the sudden swell of panic show on her face.

“Or more likely,” Adeline said, “my daughter pulls it.”

“Your daughter.”

“My eldest,” Adeline said, then smiled fondly, almost mischievously. “She’s going to hate this project. She’s going to hate you.”

Sasha sat back and set an ankle on her knee. Now, this was familiar territory. This was where Sasha Sinclair shone. “Is that a challenge?”

Adeline laughed. “My dear, it’s a gauntlet.”

Sasha laughed too, feeling completely at ease now. She linked her hands and placed them behind her head. “Gauntlet accepted.”




Chapter

Two

[image: ]
MARGOT BISHOP SPILLED a teaspoon of Luck Tea all over the butcher block countertop, missing her green teapot altogether.

She stared at her mother as the floral-spicy scent of linden flowers, nutmeg, cinnamon, orange peel, black tea, and a couple of star anises wafted around her. Margot’s favorite wooden teaspoon clamored into the mess as well, and the large muslin sachet holding the blend she’d been carrying around with her for weeks shook in her hand.

“You what?” Margot asked. Her family had just finished dinner, and Margot had barely begun her after-supper tea ritual, when her mother had shared the “good news.”

“You heard me,” Adeline Bishop said, sipping on a small glass tumbler of red wine and eyeing Margot from the circular kitchen table.

The Bishop family didn’t use overhead lighting, not even in the kitchen or bathrooms. Other than a few candles, a lamp with a stained-glass shade featuring fairies dancing in the woods that sat on the counter underneath the lavender cabinets was the only light, casting watery blues and greens and reds throughout the room. The dim glow was making it very difficult for Margot to read her mother’s expression right now. Not that it was ever easy, exactly. Adeline had always been a bit enigmatic, all sly smiles and glittering amber eyes, subtle expressions that could quite possibly be communicating a thousand different messages.

“Are you serious, Mama?” Georgie asked. She leaned back in her chair, her fingers playing with her fifteen-year-old daughter’s thick brown hair. Georgie was Margot’s younger sister by nineteen months, had given birth to Arden when she was seventeen, and continued to drive Margot crazy with her lackadaisical glide through life, even though they were both grown women in their thirties. Even now, her tone was all la-di-da, mere curiosity rather than the panic Margot felt this situation warranted.

“No, she’s not serious,” Margot said, taking a deep breath and sweeping the spilled tea into her palm. That teaspoon was wasted now, spoiled on the counter by her mother’s joke, so she dumped it into the farmhouse sink, then ran the water and watched the bits of earth swirl down the drain. She scooped another teaspoon from her sachet.

“I assure you I’m very serious,” Adeline said, leaning forward. “The owner of Aurora Films will meet with us tomorrow morning to begin work on a documentary about our family.”

The teaspoon trembled in Margot’s hand again, a dusting of leaves falling to the counter once more.

“Dammit,” Margot said, dumping the rest of the mix back into her sachet and then bracing her arms on the counter. “Mother.”

“Daughter,” Adeline said, and Margot wanted to scream.

“I think it’s a great idea,” Margot’s grandmother said. Elizabeth Bishop—who went by Birdie and insisted everyone call her that, even her grandchildren—was seventy-nine, had spiked-up silver hair, and lately had been talking about getting a tattoo of a witch on her upper arm, complete with a pointy hat and broom. Margot understood the idea of reaching a certain age and simply not giving a fuck anymore, but Birdie often took this philosophy way too far.

This very moment was a perfect case in point.

“Birdie, come on,” Margot said, shoving her round wire-rimmed glasses up her nose. “Didn’t you tell these people no for years when you were running things?”

Birdie shrugged, scooping one last spoonful of the creamy lentil soup Arden had made for dinner into her mouth. “Things change,” she said once she’d swallowed. “Things have to change, or you die.”

“Cheery,” Georgie said.

“But true,” Birdie said, pointing her spoon at Georgie. She smacked her lips. “This was delicious, Arden.”

Arden, a wiry teenager who had inherited her aunt’s nearsightedness, adjusted her own glasses and beamed. “Thanks, Birdie.”

“But … but …” Margot spluttered.

“You don’t think Arden’s soup was delicious?” Georgie asked, her thick, dark brows lifted, a protective arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

Margot groaned at the ceiling. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, it was wonderful, Arden, but Mama …” She sighed, eyeing Adeline and trying not to blink. “There has to be another way.”

“And what way would that be?” Adeline asked, standing and starting to gather everyone’s mismatched bowls. “We’ve been operating in the red for nearly a year now. We can’t afford more advertising than we’re already doing, we can’t afford the human resources we’d need to launch any sort of shipping business with Thornrose, and we can’t afford the upgrades Ghostlight needs to stay competitive.” She paused, balancing the stack of dishes in one hand and the dirty spoons in another, tilting her head at Margot. “Did I miss anything? Any stone left unturned?”

Margot blinked. “No, but a film? About our family?”

Adeline shrugged, as though they were talking about a design for a new Ghostlight T-shirt as opposed to the entire Bishop family legacy.

And not just a legacy.

A source of pain and pride and resentment.

Everyone felt it, Margot knew, though they rarely talked about it. Rarely talked about Alice Bishop, Margot’s great-great-great-grandmother, who had started Thornrose Apothecary in the early 1900s and terrorized an entire town for their close-mindedness. According to town lore, Alice’s ghost still haunted the area to this day, specifically Thornrose Woods, where she’d lived in a tiny cabin tucked among the maples and pines until she died of pneumonia in 1940. During the last century or so, she’d allegedly been responsible for disappearing a person or two in those woods, tales Margot didn’t believe for one second.

Obviously.

There was nothing natural about a ghost, and Margot believed in nature. In science. The fact that she’d been carrying Thornrose Apothecary’s bestselling Luck Tea in her bag for the last month had nothing to do with actual luck or superstition. Not for her, at least. It was about the earth, the energy it offered to connect humans to their bodies, their reality, their very selves. Linden flowers and star anise weren’t some sort of magic or divine luck for Margot. They simply helped her stay in touch with something bigger than herself, a way to remind her that she wasn’t on her own, that she didn’t have to save Thornrose and Ghostlight from bankruptcy all alone. Nature was wide and wise, and Margot … well, she was just a drop in the vast ocean.

They all were.

Which was why a documentary film about the Rose Witch was the most preposterous idea she’d ever heard.

“Give me a week,” Margot said as she moved out of the way so her mother could set the bowls in the sink. “A week to think of something else. Anything else.”

Adeline was quiet while she rinsed the dishes. The other three Bishop women stayed silent at the table as well, but Margot could feel their eyes on her and Adeline, witnesses to the standoff.

Adeline loaded the dishwasher, then turned to look at Margot, framing her daughter’s face in her hands. She smoothed her fingers down Margot’s long stick-straight brown hair, then squeezed her shoulders.

“No,” Adeline said. “It’s not only about our businesses. When it comes to Alice, this family has been holding its breath for long enough. It’s time to exhale.”

Margot felt something in her soften, but she clenched her jaw quickly, tightening everything up again. “Mama, we can’t—”

“You’ll be the point of contact for the film,” Adeline said. “I’ve insisted that our whole family get approval over the finished product, but this film is getting made, sweetheart. That’s my final word.”

And with that, she kissed her eldest on the forehead and walked out of the kitchen.

Margot wasn’t sure how long she stood there, gaping after her mother. At some point, the rest of her family got up from the table, their chairs scraping across the old hardwood. She heard her sister send Arden to her room to do homework, but Birdie and Georgie remained in the kitchen, hovering.

“I’m fine,” Margot said, shaking her head to clear it. She tucked her sachet of Luck Tea back into the pocket of her favorite maroon cardigan, then smoothed the front of her green-and-purple plaid skirt. Her eyes hooked on to a tiny snag in the knee of her mustard-colored tights—her brand-new mustard-colored tights—and she picked at it, causing the rip to burgeon like a paper straw wrapper under a drip of water.

“Oh, sure,” Georgie said as Margot continued to pick at her knee. She swatted away Margot’s hand. “You’re always fine.”

Margot glanced at her sister. They shared their mother’s straight brown hair, as all the Bishop women did, though Georgie often chose to dye her shoulder-length locks—right now, they were a rose-gold hue, her dark roots just starting to show. Georgie had also inherited Adeline’s amber eyes, while Margot’s were a gold-dappled cerulean, like the surface of a swimming pool on a sunny day. Most likely she’d gotten this trait from her father, an unknown entity in her life, a tourist traveling through Clare Mountain who found himself in Adeline’s arms for the night, just as Georgie’s own father had a year later. The Bishop women weren’t known for their desire to commit to anyone romantically, and even Arden’s father had been a summer hire at Ghostlight, disappearing into the broader world once the leaves changed, just like every one of the Bishops’ lovers had for generations.

For her part, Margot was bisexual and attracted to men on a carnal level, but very little about them appealed to her beyond that. Most of Margot’s lovers up to this point had been women or nonbinary and tourists themselves, ensuring the experience was brief for all involved. It wasn’t as though she had time for romance anyway. Moreover, the Bishops had a complicated relationship with Clare Mountain locals. The town was steeped in lore about Alice Bishop, its entire identity and most of its revenue revolving around ghost stories and campfire tales. Growing up here as a Bishop hadn’t been easy.

In fact, there were times when it had been damn near miserable.

“Are you seriously okay with this?” Margot asked her sister, then shifted her gaze to her grandmother too. “Birdie?”

Birdie sighed, making her way around the table by holding on to the backs of the chairs. “It’s your mother’s decision, and I support it.”

“How?” Margot asked. “You refused to—”

“I know what I did, love,” Birdie said, holding up a gnarled hand. Her nails were painted canary yellow this week. “And I had my reasons. Reasons change though. And your mother has her own.”

“Look on the bright side,” Georgie said, fiddling with a saltshaker in the shape of a red-and-white button mushroom. “This will generate huge publicity for Thornrose.”

Margot opened her mouth to argue, but she found she couldn’t. It was more than likely true, and the plight of Thornrose, LLC, was bordering on desperate. Margot, who ran the apothecary while Georgie oversaw Ghostlight’s operations—both of them under their mother’s speculating thumb, of course—had been racking her brain for the last year on ways to dig them out of their current financial hole. She’d hosted tea tastings, advertised tea leaf readings—even though she thought they were a bunch of bunk, but desperate times and all—created modern blends for things like tech neck and blue light eye protection, and posted beautiful photographs on Instagram. While she’d garnered thousands of followers and Thornrose had its local regulars as well as a new stream of tourists throughout the year, nothing seemed to move the needle.

And Ghostlight was a whole mess she couldn’t even begin to know how to tackle. She hated roller coasters, and most of the time, Georgie’s ideas, while innovative and fun, were wholly impractical. According to Birdie, Georgie had much more in common with their idealistic great-grandmother, Georgianna Bishop, than just her name.

“You know what?” Birdie said, clapping her hands together. “I think we need a drink.”

“Birdie, you read my mind,” Georgie said, her spine snapping straight as she grabbed her phone from the kitchen table and stuffed it into the back pocket of her wide-legged jeans.

“I usually do,” Birdie said, chucking Georgie under the chin. Georgie grinned and kissed their grandmother on the cheek. Margot watched them beam at each other, two peas in a pod. Adeline always said Georgie and Birdie were like water and air, while Margot and Adeline were earth and fire. Margot knew it was true, but right now, she wasn’t in the mood to feel like the odd one out.

“You two have fun,” she said, then started to head into the hallway and upstairs toward her room.

“Oh, no, no,” Georgie said, hooking her hand through Margot’s arm, jolting her to a stop. “You’re coming with us.”

Margot made a face. “To the Crimson Cauldron?” She spit out the last two words like they were swear words, because Clare Mountain’s only bar wasn’t exactly Margot’s scene.

“A little spontaneity won’t kill you,” Birdie said, grabbing the keys to the family’s ancient truck as well as Margot’s bloodred peacoat from the coat rack shaped like gnarly branches and heading toward the front door.

Georgie kept a firm grip on her sister, and Margot knew the fight was futile. She groaned, and went a little limp, just to make it that much harder for Georgie to pull off this abduction.

“Real mature,” Georgie said, straining, but then very adeptly dragged Margot all the way out the front door.

[image: ]
THE CRIMSON CAULDRON was a Clare Mountain favorite of tourists and locals alike. Granted, it was pretty much the only option if someone wanted to cozy up to a bar with a few fingers of whiskey while catching up on the latest town gossip, which was exactly why Margot usually passed on the Cauldron experience. Clare Mountain gossip, while rife with other people’s divorces and proclivities, very often came around to a single hot topic—the Bishops.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Margot said as she followed Georgie and Birdie through the gravel lot and toward the small building just outside of downtown, set a few hundred feet from the shores of Clare River. A single porch light illuminated the oak front door—a red porch light that played off the Crimson Cauldron’s name but just made everything look a little bloody, in Margot’s opinion—and the windows were fogged with the press of human bodies and breath inside.

“You didn’t put up much of a fight,” Georgie said, pulling her black leather jacket tighter around her favorite vintage Halcyon T-shirt. Generally, she preferred nineties alternative band tees and ripped jeans to Margot’s sexy librarian—as Georgie called it—flair.

Just ahead of them, Birdie pushed open the door, and Margot braced herself for the inevitable result.

Silence.

Birdie paid no mind to the sudden hush that fell over the Tuesday night crowd, plunging toward the bar with her chin held high and her short gray hair as spiky as ever. Even Georgie seemed unaffected, following her grandmother with her arms swaying at her sides, her shoulders loose. Margot, however, stopped short in the doorway. Eyes leached onto her, digging under her skin, prying, speculating.

At least, that’s what it felt like to her as the song by some nineties country artist continued twanging on the jukebox. The bar was one large room, with glossy wooden tables spread throughout and witchy paraphernalia on the walls contrasting with the stuffed deer head over the cobblestone fireplace. The Crimson Cauldron was like Gaston’s pub crossed with Maleficent’s lair, a disorienting experience to say the least. Pair that with at least three dozen townsfolk staring at her with half-suspicious, half-fascinated expressions, and Margot wished for nothing more than the power to become invisible right now.

Still, the attention didn’t last long. It never did, really. A few seconds, five tops, but it felt like an eternity before everyone returned to their drinks, the dull roar of their own concerns and conversations back to full volume. Margot was sweating as she made her way to her family at the bar, her armpits damp and her heart rate elevated.

“Drink this,” Georgie said, offering her a red drink with something that looked like orange dirt rimming the glass. “Ignore them.”

“I thought Mama taught us never to accept drinks we didn’t see made,” Margot said as she took off her coat and climbed onto a corner barstool, the sticky wall next to her making her feel a tad bit safer.

“From strangers,” Georgie said, rolling her eyes. “I ordered this and saw Callum mix it.”

The name sparked Margot’s attention, and her eyes found Callum Finch behind the bar, laughing with customers as he made drinks, his brown arms shapely under his tight gray T-shirt.

“Ah,” was all Margot said.

“What ah?” Georgie asked. “There is no ah.”

“There is most definitely an ah,” Birdie said from Georgie’s other side. “Not that I blame you. He is scrumptious.”

Birdie then proceeded to wink at Callum, lifting her own red drink in his direction.

He laughed and shook his head. “You’re trouble, Birdie.”

“Don’t I know it,” she said, and he laughed again while Georgie groaned and dropped her head into her hands.

Callum’s gaze flicked to Georgie, a gleam in his dark eyes that said … well, it said something, even if Margot wasn’t exactly sure what it was. They’d grown up with Callum, and he was one of the few people who hadn’t made their lives miserable when they were kids and teenagers. His family owned Finch Family Pharmacy, though he’d forged his own path in hospitality and brewed his own beer, which he’d marketed and sold to several regional restaurants.

He’d also been in love with Georgie for as long as Margot could remember. They’d never gotten together, as far as Margot knew, Georgie always insisting there was nothing between them, joking that Bishop women rarely had anything serious going on, particularly as Callum’s older sister Beatrice was Georgie’s best friend. Still, Georgie’s cheeks went red whenever she was around him, and this moment was no exception.

Though maybe it was just the alcohol.

“What the hell is this anyway?” Margot asked, lifting the glass to inspect it closer. “Is that a jalapeño floating around in there?”

“It’s a spicy cherry margarita,” Georgie said, literally pushing the drink toward Margot’s mouth. “You’ll love it.”

Margot sighed and took a tentative taste. The salty rim was slightly spicy as well, and the drink itself was … goddammit, it was delicious. Tart and a little sweet with a slight kick at the end.

“Told you,” Georgie said, sipping her own drink.

“Oh, shut up,” Margot said, but she was smiling. With her back to the crowd, she could pretend they were simply at home, sitting around their cozy living room, exposed brick walls and bad music notwithstanding. That was, until Beatrice arrived and she and Georgie slid farther down the bar, falling into their own best friend cares and concerns. Birdie had found another distraction as well—a Scrabble game at the back corner table where a few of her fellow septuagenarians seemed to be playing for money.

Margot would have to keep an eye on that, but right now, she was alone at the bar, which was fine with her. She needed a second to think, to process, which was hard to do with Georgie’s constant optimism and Birdie’s … well, Birdieness. She needed a plan of action. A strategy for how to deal with this filmmaker they were supposed to meet tomorrow. She finished her margarita—god, it really did go down easy—and Callum placed a second in front of her.

“You look like you need it,” he said.

“Gee, thanks,” she responded but took a spicy-sweet sip anyway.

She was just about to google Aurora Films on her phone when someone slid onto the stool next to her.

“Hi there,” they said.

Margot didn’t respond at first, choosing instead to side-eye the person who had decided on this particular stool as opposed to the myriad others that were not practically in Margot’s lap.

“Rough night?” the person asked.

“What makes you say that?” Margot asked, keeping her eyes straight ahead now, her drink cupped between both hands.

“Just a feeling.”

“A feeling?”

“Wow, I could practically hear the eye roll.”

Margot huffed an irritated laugh. But when she finally turned on her stool to face this disrupter of her solitude, she froze and felt her mouth drop open, just a little, and very much against her will.

The person grinned as though they immediately knew they’d flustered Margot—a slow, crooked grin that probably succeeded in dropping panties all over the country.

“I’m Sasha,” they said, then tapped a slender finger to their chest. “She/her.”

“Oh, no, no,” Margot said, waving her finger. “We’re not doing that.”

Sasha’s brows lifted. “Doing what? Sharing names and pronouns?”

“Pronouns are fine. I could do without the name.”

“Ouch.”

Margot fluttered her hand up and down Sasha’s form. “But we’re definitely not doing that.”

Sasha laughed, revealing straight white teeth and a single dimple on the left side of her mouth. Margot forced her gaze away.

Because Sasha was hot.

Very hot.

Short ice-blond hair, dark blue eyes, the kind of masc swagger that Margot found extremely attractive in women and nonbinary folk, historically speaking. Tonight though, she just wanted to drink her cocktail and brood.

Sasha took a sip of what looked like club soda, dark cherries floating in the sparkling liquid. “Seems to me, that might be exactly what you need to do.”

Margot snorted. “Presumptuous much?”

“Hey, you’re the one who rejected me for simply sharing my basic human details.”

Margot groaned. On the other side of the bar, she spotted Callum trying to suppress a laugh. She fished a jalapeño from her drink and chucked it at him.

“Hey, minding my business here,” he said, catching the jalapeño and tossing it into the trash.

“Is she always this violent?” Sasha asked him.

“More moody than anything, I’d say,” Callum said.

“Excuse me,” Margot said.

“You must bring it out in her,” Callum said.

“I’ll take that,” Sasha said.

“You enjoy inciting violence?” Margot asked.

Sasha grinned—goddammit—and leaned a little closer. Not so much that Margot had to arch away, but enough that Margot definitely noticed how long and dark her eyelashes were, contrasting wickedly with her pale features.

“I enjoy inciting a reaction,” Sasha said, her voice like velvet sliding over skin.

Margot stared at her, admittedly a bit dazed, but only for a second. She ripped her gaze away, then downed the rest of her drink before slamming the glass onto the bar a little too vehemently.

“Another?” Sasha asked.

“Absolutely not,” Margot said. The last thing she needed was to get stress-drunk around this beautiful stranger. She knew better. No, what she needed was logic. Or maybe to simply leave, but it was dark and cold outside, and she’d been here maybe thirty minutes. There was very little chance Birdie or Georgie would take her home yet.

So, logic it was.

“Are you in Clare Mountain for business or pleasure?” Margot asked primly.

“At this very moment? Pleasure.”

Margot physically rolled her eyes this time. She folded her hands on the bar and straightened her posture, which drew a laugh from Sasha’s lovely mouth.

“At ease, soldier,” Sasha said.

Margot wrinkled her nose. “Must everything be a joke?”

“Not a joke, necessarily, but fun?” Sasha popped a cherry in her mouth, holding it between her teeth for a second in a way that made Margot’s jaw clench, then chomped down on it. “Yeah.”

“Fun isn’t always in the cards,” Margot said.

Sasha shrugged. “Sure. But we’re in a bar. And I’m here to have fun.” She spun around, then winked at Margot before sliding off the stool with her drink and wandering over to the dartboard, where she immediately fell into conversation with Bo Truett and Patrick Hayes, who were eyeing her like she was some foreign species. Margot watched her while they started a new game, and Sasha proceeded to fling her darts at the target with such a fascinating lack of skill, Margot had to laugh.

“Okay, what the hell are you doing?” Georgie asked, sliding up next to her.

Margot turned around to face her sister. “I’m sitting in a bar?”

Georgie groaned, then waved her hand at the darts. “I’m talking about that. She’s hot.”

“Not you too,” Margot said. “Is anyone on my side here?”

“Honey, no,” Beatrice Baker-Finch said from Georgie’s other side. Her short dark curls fanned out around her head, the freckles on her dark skin charming under the Cauldron’s lighting. Beatrice had been the first person Margot had ever kissed, two budding queer girls during a sleepover at the Bishop house when Margot was fourteen. As they’d gotten older, they never repeated the giggly kiss, nor had they ever dated, as Margot had always felt it would complicate things with Georgie. Now Beatrice was happily married to Chloe, a woman she’d met while in pharmaceutical school at Duke, and together, they ran the Finch Family Pharmacy.

“Not when it comes to someone that hot,” Beatrice continued, lifting her glass of red wine in Sasha’s direction.

“I’m telling Chloe,” Margot said.

“Oh, she’d agree with me,” Beatrice said. “Especially being thirty weeks pregnant. She’s always horny right now.”

Margot scowled.

“We’re just saying have some fun,” Georgie said.

“Fun, fun—why is everyone so obsessed with fun?” Margot asked, pressing her palms to the sticky bar top.

Georgie patted her on the shoulder. “Oh sweet sister.”

“Our little curmudgeon,” Beatrice said.

“Her sex toys are getting worn out, let me tell you,” Georgie said.

Margot scoffed. “My sex toys”—she whispered the two words like they were secrets—“are just fine, thank you.”

“We can pick up an extra USB charger on the way home,” Georgie said. “Get them all fueled up for those exciting nights alone.”

Georgie said it teasingly, even affectionately, but Margot’s cheeks still warmed. This was not a new feeling, the sensation that she was the only one in town with any damn sense, and that sense somehow predisposed her to being one giant stick-in-the-mud.

“You know what?” Margot said, sliding off the stool. “Fine. Fine. If I go over there and show her how to play darts, will you both leave me in peace for at least three months before you start trying to catapult me at the tourists?”

Georgie screwed up her face and tapped her chin, pretending to think. “One month. For three, you’ve got to at least kiss her. Second base will buy you six.”

“And you know what you need to do for a whole year of respite,” Beatrice said, and she and Georgie high-fived.

“I hate you both,” Margot said.

She heard them cackling behind her as she stomped off toward the dart game, which was just wrapping up. Sasha handed a twenty-dollar bill to Bo before the two men eyed Margot warily and headed toward the bar.

“You bet money on a game you suck at?” Margot asked, placing her hands on her hips.

“By all means, don’t dance around the issue,” Sasha said, leaning against the wall and folding her arms. “Tell me what you really think.”

“I just did,” Margot said.

Sasha pressed her lips together, suppressing a smile. “Right. Of course.”

Margot walked to the dartboard and plucked all the darts into her hand, quickly and efficiently. Then she backed up to the line—a scuffed piece of duct tape slapped onto the worn hardwoods—and took aim.

The dart zinged through the air and landed with a thwunk right in the center.

“Jesus,” Sasha said.

Margot didn’t turn around. She sent another dart flying, which also hit the bull’s-eye.

“Okay, point taken,” Sasha said.

A third dart pierced the middle of the board with such force, it dislodged the previous hit. The dart clattered to the floor. Margot finally turned to face Sasha. A few other patrons’ eyes had settled on her as well, but she ignored them, despite her slightly elevated heart rate.

“So you’re a dart witch,” Sasha said.

Margot flinched slightly at that word—witch—but regained her composure quickly. “I understand weight and trajectory. That’s all.”

Sasha laughed and walked toward Margot, one foot in front of the other in a way that could only be described as sauntering. “Dare I ask for a tutorial?”

Margot watched her slow approach, their eyes locked together, that infernal crooked smile on Sasha’s mouth.

Oh, fuck it, Margot thought. Sasha was hot and charming and interesting. One night of putting aside at least a modicum of caution couldn’t hurt.

Plus, Georgie was right—the toys in Margot’s bedside table were getting extremely tired.
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