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Penny

THE FOURTH OF JULY PARTY IS SURPRISINGLY FUN UNTIL ALONSO DE Luca shows up.

Penny is the first person to notice him. She’s at her usual post at the perimeter of the crowd, which offers great people-watching. Plus, she doesn’t know how to socialize by dropping herself into a tornado of drunk people. This is one of Corey Barrion’s parties, which means it’s straight out of a 2000s high school comedy: big and loud and peppered with people vomiting into houseplants. Or, since they’re currently in the woods, vomiting into Elkie Lake.

Penny catches sight of Alonso’s blue hair just as she’s taking her first sip of beer, and she gasps mid-swallow. A few people laugh as she coughs violently. You are beauty, you are grace, she tells herself as her eyes water, but she still can’t look away.

Because if Alonso is here, this party is about to take a turn for the worse.

A wave of silence follows Alonso as he cuts through the crowd. Even the music and the crickets go quiet, or maybe that’s because of the blood rushing in Penny’s ears.

“Naomi!” Penny whisper-shouts at her best friend.

Naomi is absorbed in a conversation with Kyla McGuinness, her on-again off-again girlfriend. Normally, Penny wouldn’t interrupt them. She takes pride in being a great wingwoman, like most best friends with no love life. But this is an emergency.

It takes Penny waving her arms like an air traffic controller for Naomi to finally clock her, and the flirtatious smile disappears from her face. Naomi turns around right as Alonso is stalking by, heading for the keg. Two of his cronies follow close behind, looking bored.

Kyla leaves Naomi stranded as she runs back to her own friends, so Penny glues herself to Naomi’s side. “Sorry! I panicked.”

Naomi flicks her sleek ponytail over her shoulder. “So did Kyla, apparently. Alonso is on my shit list for ruining an almost romantic moment.” She grins as she takes in the party’s rising frenzy. “I bet twenty bucks Alonso throws the first punch.”

“What if he just wants free beer?”

Naomi raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “You really think he showed up at Corey’s party on accident?”

Naomi is right. Idlewood’s center of gravity is the animosity between the families that produced Alonso and Corey. Without it, their small Indiana town would probably collapse in on itself like a dead star.

Penny’s eyes find Corey in the crowd. He’s absorbed in a conversation, and he hasn’t noticed the entire party looking between him and Alonso like they’re facing off in a tennis match. Corey starts to turn around, and Penny reflexively hides behind her hands. Because in a matter of seconds Corey will realize Alonso has crashed his party.

But to everyone’s surprise, Dylan Mayberry accidentally saves the day. She saunters over to Corey and interlaces her fingers with his, distracting him.

Crisis averted. For now.

“If you keep staring, you’ll accidentally look into Dylan’s eyes,” Naomi says. “I don’t feel like dragging a stone version of you home in my mom’s Civic.”

Penny snorts. “Be nice.”

“I refuse. Dylan Mayberry is evil incarnate.” Naomi gasps. “Oh my god, did I tell you that Carly Pilowski said Dylan leaked Lisa Yung’s nudes last spring? Apparently Lisa got drunk and flirted with Corey at a party, and the photos were all over the internet three days later. Coincidence?”

“Probably not,” Penny admits. Possessive doesn’t begin to describe Dylan Mayberry. If she’s around, it’s best to pretend Corey isn’t one of the most attractive human beings alive, as difficult as that may be. Letting your eyes linger too long on his high cheekbones or full lips will be seen as a declaration of war.

Corey is now talking with some theater kids while Dylan scrolls through her phone, sending a clear message that whatever they’re saying isn’t worth her time. Penny looks between them, wondering what she’s missing. They’ve never really made sense as a couple. Corey is way too nice for Dylan, but then again, Penny doesn’t know him personally. She feels some kinship with him, since they both lost parents when they were little, but that’s the only thing they have in common. What’s undeniable is that anyone attracted to boys will have a crush on Corey at some point. That includes Penny, who liked him for a year in middle school. But as time went on and Corey failed to acknowledge her existence, Penny’s crush faded. She and Corey would only happen in some parallel universe, and Penny is perfectly happy in this universe, thank you very much. She’s got everything she needs—her best friend, her mom, her job at Horizon Café. It’s the summer before senior year, and it might be the most perfect summer of Penny’s life.

She can’t think about next summer, though. High school will be over, and everything will change.

“You might be right about Alonso,” Naomi says, distracting Penny from an impending thought spiral. “He actually seems… calm?”

The subject of everyone’s attention has settled with his friends on the opposite side of the clearing. Alonso is busy glowering, which is as calm as he gets. His friends are holding red plastic cups, but Alonso drinks from a brown bottle he must’ve brought himself.

“Did he bring his own beer to a keg party?” Penny asks.

Naomi leans in, smirking. “Maybe he’s here to cast a spell on everyone. As soon as midnight strikes, bugs will start crawling out of our ears.”

Penny’s throat goes tight. There are lots of rumors about the De Lucas, who have a long, complicated history in Idlewood—a history that involves Corey’s family. The rivalry between the De Lucas and the Barrions has lasted for decades, and everyone knows exactly when it started: Like many mythic wars, it was thanks to a very dramatic love triangle. Corey’s grandmother Ellie was originally engaged to Alonso’s grandfather Giovanni. Then it was discovered that Ellie was cheating on Giovanni with Corey’s grandfather Charles, and she married him instead.

If you were being diplomatic, you could say that Giovanni never got over it. In truth, the term murder-suicide doesn’t begin to cover the wreckage Alonso’s grandfather left behind. Over the years, the stories about these two families—and about Giovanni De Luca in particular—have taken on a supernatural bent. And those stories have followed the De Lucas all the way to the present.

Which is to say, most of the people at this party believe Alonso De Luca is a witch.

Naomi elbows Penny. “Hey, I’m kidding.”

But to Penny, it’s not a joke. Not even a little.

Since she can’t say that out loud, she shrugs, trying to look casual. “Some people think the stories are real.”

“Just because they dress like those girls from The Craft doesn’t mean they’re hypnotizing people and forcing them to jump off of balconies.”

Penny’s eyes are drawn to Alonso. It’s the worst timing, because for some reason Alonso is looking at Penny, too. His gray eyes are focused and bright.

Suddenly, the grass at Penny’s feet is fascinating.

When Alonso is around, it’s best to pretend you’re a single-celled organism, invisible to the human eye. Attracting his attention is always a bad idea, and not only because of the witchcraft rumors. It’s because Alonso is a buffet of anger and toxic masculinity. Last year, he broke Eric Lim’s arm in PE after his team lost a game of baseball. The year before that, when Mrs. Hollis failed him in an exam, Alonso set a bunch of frogs loose in her biology lab.

Penny doesn’t like to imagine what Alonso would do if he found out what she saw ten years ago, in these same woods.

“Do you want to get out of here before shit goes down?” Naomi asks.

There’s a shock of electricity in the air that was fading before Alonso’s arrival; it’s like the night has started over again. “I feel like everyone almost wants them to fight.”

“This is Idlewood, Penz. What else is there to do except watch overgrown babies get angry?” Naomi sighs. “I can’t wait to get out of this stupid town.”

That stings. Naomi must see the hurt in Penny’s face, because she quickly adds, “I didn’t mean it that way. You know Idlewood isn’t my place, and honestly, I don’t think it’s yours, either. I know you’re afraid of leaving your mom alone, but she’ll be fine.”

“I want to stay, Naomi,” Penny says. “It’s not just because of my mom. This is home.”

“You only think that because you’ve never left. You can’t tell me you really want to live in flyover country for the rest of your life.”

Penny gapes at her. “Right. I’m just a country girl, so far beneath you.”

“You’re not. I’m sorry, okay?”

“It’s fine,” Penny says, hoping Naomi can’t hear the tremor in her voice. “I’m going to get another drink.”

Penny tries not to run to the keg. She’s always known that Naomi will leave Idlewood, but why does she have to bring it up now? They have a whole year left. Can’t they put off that conversation for as long as possible?

Penny takes her time refilling her cup, waiting for her anxiety to loosen its grip on her muscles. When she finally turns around, there’s someone standing in her path.

Alonso De Luca.

Alarms go off in Penny’s head. Nobody escapes Alonso’s general aura of rage, and that includes Penny. Sometimes he’ll walk by her lunch table just to glare at her. Or if they have a class together, he’ll raise his hand right after Penny speaks to argue with her. It’s like he’s aiming for maximum humiliation.

Which is why Penny immediately steps around him, avoiding his eyes. Maybe if she pretends she didn’t see him—

“Hey,” Alonso says. “I need to talk to you.”

Penny stops, her heart beating fast against her ribs. “Me?”

Alonso laughs under his breath. It’s a low, gravelly sound, and it sends a weird shiver over her skin. “Yeah, you.”

Penny’s fingers tighten around her cup, but she stands her ground. She can do this. It’s just a conversation. She’ll pretend she’s talking to anyone but him.

Alonso grabs the beer bottle out of the pocket of his silk robe-slash-jacket. His white skin is almost translucent, and his dangly earring glints in the string lights hanging from the low branches above them. Penny wants to see if Naomi has noticed so she can swoop in and save her, but Alonso is staring Penny in the eyes, and looking away feels like admitting she’s afraid of him.

Alonso opens his mouth, and Penny braces herself.

“How’s your summer going?”

Penny flinches. “What?”

“Your summer,” Alonso says slowly, as if he’s talking to a toddler who doesn’t understand the concept of seasons. “Is it good?”

Is this… small talk? Does Alonso do small talk?

“Uh,” she says, but incoherent sounds don’t count as answers, so she adds, “Good. Yours?”

“It’s fine. Listen, sorry about what I wrote in your yearbook. I was drunk.”

Penny suddenly feels like the single-celled organism she was pretending to be. Alonso wrote something in her yearbook? How had she missed that? And what would embarrass him enough to bring it up like this? Maybe it was a nasty drawing, or a government secret. Or maybe he wrote something awful about Penny’s mom. He wouldn’t be the first person to do that.

All Penny manages to say is, “You were drunk at school?”

Alonso narrows his eyes. “Just forget about it, okay?”

“Okay! Already forgotten!”

The corners of Alonso’s mouth twitch downward. “You didn’t even read it, did you?”

Penny tries to smile. “I must’ve missed it?”

“Then you should’ve said that.”

Maybe it’s the beer giving her confidence, or the fact that she already messed up this conversation, but Penny gives up all pretense. “It’s fine, Alonso. I don’t even want to know what you wrote.”

Alonso’s glare is so intense, he doesn’t even blink. “Why not?”

Penny grits her teeth and forces the words out. “I know you don’t like me, okay? And I don’t need you to like me. So let’s forget you ever wrote anything in my yearbook. I’ll never bring it up again, I swear. Just leave me alone.”

Penny expects Alonso to laugh at her, or maybe turn into the Hulk. But he doesn’t move. Instead, he stares at her, a vein bulging in his neck, his eyes wide and impossible to read.

Then another voice cuts through the silence.

“What are you doing here, Alonso?”

The words come from behind Penny. Alonso starts, as if he forgot for a second where he was. Then a slow smile spreads over his face.

“Hey, Corey,” he says. “Great party. Guess you forgot to invite me.”

Even though the night is hot, Penny’s blood turns to ice. Because she’s somehow found herself right in the middle of a battlefield.
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Penny

SLOWLY, PENNY TURNS AROUND.

Corey Barrion is standing a few feet away, arms crossed over his broad chest. He glances at Penny, and she feels the heat rise in her cheeks.

Where Alonso is disheveled, pieced together like a collage, Corey is his opposite. His white T-shirt is tight in all the right places, his brown curls shorn close to his head. Where the dim light makes Alonso ghostly, it lends a gentle glow to Corey’s brown skin. And while Alonso is smirking like a stand-up comedian who doesn’t realize he’s bombing, Corey is as impassive as stone.

“I know harassing people gets you off, but you’re not doing it here,” Corey says. His eyes are serious, and behind them is a weariness that makes him look older.

Alonso is still grinning. “Penny and I were catching up. Right, Emberly?”

Just like that, the party’s attention is on Penny.

Oh no. She can’t do this. Between the Indiana humidity and her animal fear of conflict, she’s sweating enough to create a moat around herself.

Corey must see the desperation in Penny’s eyes, because his gaze softens, and he turns his attention back to Alonso. “Fine. Then stay. Hope you have fun.”

The party shivers with whispers and laughter as Corey walks away, and Penny almost relaxes. Maybe this will be okay, and for once they won’t fight. Just because their family hatred goes back three generations doesn’t mean this night has to end badly!

But of course it was never going to be okay.

Alonso takes a step in Corey’s direction and shouts, “Since you already called me out in front of everyone, I have something to say.”

Corey freezes, but he doesn’t turn around.

“This entire lake doesn’t belong to you,” Alonso says. “My family owns half, remember? So next time, you should ask our permission before you decide to trash the place.”

There’s a collective gasp, but Alonso is technically right. Even though they hate each other, the Barrions and De Lucas have been neighbors for decades, and their properties stretch all the way out to Elkie Lake. Any normal family would crumble under the stress of having to see their sworn enemies as they’re rushing off to work and school every morning, but the Barrions and the De Lucas are not normal. They’re too stubborn to be scared off.

So Alonso is right. This lake is his, too, and his self-satisfied smirk makes it clear he thinks he’s won.

Corey slowly turns around. “I sent your mom an email about the party two weeks ago. Ask her.”

“Sure, because there’s no way you’d plan a party out here just to give us the middle finger, right? To show us who really owns Elkie Lake?”

“No, I wouldn’t, because I’m not like you.”

“It’s amazing how much you know about me. You must be my biggest fan.”

The look Corey is giving Alonso would make anyone else wither. “I don’t want to deal with this. I’m only here to have a good night.”

“Yeah, man, of course you are.” Alonso turns, locking eyes with a few people who laugh or look away. One girl even screams, muffling it with her hand, and Alonso glares at her. “Must be nice knowing everyone is on your side. And you didn’t even do anything to deserve it.”

A muscle in Corey’s jaw starts to twitch. “What are you trying to prove?”

Alonso throws up his hands. “Nothing. Just thought everyone could use a reminder that they’re on De Luca property, too. Technically, they’re trespassing. Who knows what could happen?”

The laughter dies immediately, and people start glancing toward the path that leads out of the woods. For years, people have said if you look a De Luca in the eyes, it gives them the power to control your thoughts. Or if you dream the same dream three times, it means they’re angry with you. Even back in elementary school, kids whispered if you looked into a puddle after it rained, you’d see the De Luca witches staring back at you, and they’d pull you inside.

Long story short: You don’t want to get on the De Lucas’ bad side.

Alonso is clearly basking in the effect he’s having on everyone. Corey, for his part, loses whatever calm he had left. His hands clench into fists, and he says, “If you’re going to threaten people, go home. You don’t belong here, anyway.”

Everyone goes quiet. Penny stands completely still, watching Alonso.

And, to Penny’s surprise, he looks at her.

She isn’t sure what she expects to see in Alonso’s face. Rage, probably. But it’s not that simple; there’s a war going on behind his eyes, and when he takes one step back, Penny bites her lip and silently begs him to leave.

But then his smirk returns, and there’s no humor in it this time.

“I don’t belong here, huh?” Alonso says. “Whose fault is that?”

Before Corey can answer, Alonso takes three quick steps forward and punches him in the face.

The party turns to chaos. Corey stumbles, but he barely slows down. He’s their school’s quarterback, so knowing how to get hit and bounce back is a necessary skill. And in this case, bounce back means “hit Alonso in the gut.”

Alonso doubles over, coughing. Just as Corey is about to grab him by the neck of his shirt, Alonso charges forward like a bull, tackling Corey and knocking him over.

People scream and cheer as the two of them struggle on the ground. Someone starts playing “Blitzkrieg Bop” by the Ramones, and a few guys chant along in bad British accents. Across the party, Yvonne Mason holds up her phone, clearly filming. Hannah Hartley clings to her side, eyes flicking from Yvonne’s phone screen to the fists flying in real time. Some of the football players frown and talk to each other in low voices, maybe debating whether they should pull Corey back. But they do nothing.

They just let it happen.

As Corey knees Alonso between the legs, Penny turns away, feeling sick to her stomach. She’s never witnessed these fights up close, and all at once, the hatred between Corey and Alonso is too real. She needs to leave.

“Penny!” Naomi appears behind her.

“Fuckin’ kill him, Corey!” someone shouts.

There’s a collective oooooh, and Naomi cranes her neck to see. That’s all Penny can handle. She pushes through the crowd of people hankering for her front row seat to the bloodshed, and she starts to feel claustrophobic between all the bodies. By the time she’s through, her heart is racing and she breaks into a run.

“Penz, wait!” Naomi calls as she reaches Penny’s side. Soon they’re in the woods, hopping over fallen tree branches and slipping on grass that’s damp with the day’s humidity. Penny’s cup is still in her hand and beer sloshes over her wrist. She dumps it on an unsuspecting weed and keeps running.

They reach Mrs. Salazar’s old Honda Civic, which Naomi parked too far into the grass. But it’s on the De Luca side of the street, and Alonso’s family couldn’t care less about their lawn. His old Victorian house is so dark it’s barely visible, while Corey’s house is lit up like a Christmas tree, all glass and stone and tasteful hedges.

“Seat belt,” Naomi says as she takes off, going from zero to forty a little too fast for a car from the early aughts. They stay quiet until they’re turning onto County Road 500 W, and then Naomi visibly relaxes.

“God,” Naomi mutters as she rolls down the window and turns up the music, making the cup holders rattle with the bass. “Some things never change. Those two won’t stop fighting until one of them dies.”

“Yeah,” Penny mutters, but it doesn’t feel that simple. Because didn’t Corey and Alonso learn this hate from people much older than them?

Naomi squints into the darkness ahead. “Do you hear that?”

Red and blue lights appear, speeding toward them. A police car flies by, sirens shattering the steady silence of the countryside as it heads straight for the party.

“Hope somebody dumps the keg,” Naomi mutters.
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The porch light is on when they pull up to Penny’s single-story house on Clancy Street. The outside air smells like smoke from the fireworks at Barrion Park, but inside, it smells like marzipan.

Penny and Naomi lock eyes. “Raspberry bars,” they whisper in unison.

They drop their shoes onto the pile by the front door and snag two raspberry bars from the kitchen before they tiptoe to Penny’s room. Even in the dark, they know to hop over the squeakiest floorboards as they creep down the hall past Penny’s mom’s bedroom. Anita Emberly gets up early to open her café, so she’s probably been asleep for hours.

“Roof?” Naomi asks when Penny shuts the door to her bedroom.

“Roof,” Penny agrees.

Getting onto the roof is second nature: crouch on the sill, grab the ledge, push yourself up. When they’re resting against the shingles, staring up at the moon and handing a flask back and forth, Naomi says, “So. Alonso was chatty.”

Penny grimaces. “You noticed.”

“A lot of people noticed.” She pauses. “Have you ever wondered if he… you know. Has a crush on you?”

Penny sits straight up, the flask almost flying off the roof. “What?”

“It was just a thought.”

“You’re definitely wrong.”

“Sure.”

“Sure?”

Naomi laughs. “Why are you freaking out? It’s not like it matters. You’re Team Corey.”

“I’m actually Team François.”

“Well, François is a fictional poltergeist on Amityville High—”

“A sexy fictional poltergeist,” Penny corrects.

“—and you’re a real girl. So that’s not going to work out.”

Penny takes a wistful swig from the flask. “I guess not.”

“What did Alonso want? You were talking for a while.”

Penny opens her mouth, but something stops her from sharing what Alonso said about the yearbook. Naomi will take it as evidence that Alonso has some weird crush on her. If Naomi had been in Penny’s place, she would’ve seen the anger in Alonso’s eyes, the superiority in the set of his shoulders. Alonso looks at Penny exactly the way he looks at everyone else: as beneath him. In the way. Disposable. Naomi wasn’t wrong; Penny is Team Corey, but only because Corey treats people like human beings.

“He was giving me a hard time, as usual,” Penny says, taking another swig.

“Then why didn’t you tell him to fuck off?” Naomi says, grabbing the flask. “You don’t have to be so nice to everyone all the time.”

Penny is about to reply that she kind of did tell him to fuck off—but something in the distance catches her eye. Behind Penny’s house are trees and a fence, weeds and wildflowers. It’s so overgrown that you can’t see their neighbor’s house a few yards away. But outside the fence, before the trees really take over, there’s a shadow.

It could be a trick of the light. The moon might be shining at a perfect angle through the branches above. Except the shadow moves in a way that is distinctly not like tree branches in the wind. It almost looks—

Human.

“Do you see someone?” Penny whispers, trying not to panic.

“Huh? Where?”

“Shh,” Penny says, and she points. “Right there, by the broken fence post.”

“I see nature.”

Penny is about to argue, but when she looks back at the fence, there’s nothing there.

“You’re drunk and sleepy, Penz. And probably on edge, after Alonso and Corey went gladiator.” Naomi frowns. “You’re really not going to tell me what Alonso said?”

Penny watches the woods for a long moment before she lies back on the roof. “He asked how my summer was going.”

“He did? That’s weird.”

Alonso has always been weird, but he’s predictable, too. Except for tonight. Tonight, he was almost decent to her for a second, but that’s scarier than all the stories Penny knows about him. It makes her feel like she’s missing something.

As she stares up at the moon, Penny decides she’ll never look for Alonso’s message in her yearbook. Because even though some dark part of her is fascinated by what she saw in the woods all those years ago, she’s sure of one thing: Alonso De Luca is a mystery she never wants to solve.
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Corey

WHEN THE POLICE OFFICER ESCORTS COREY AND ALONSO OUT OF THE woods, their families are already waiting.

The Barrions are arranged on the porch of Meredith House, which has been their family home for over seventy-five years. Corey’s dad, James, stands at the front of the group, with Aunt Helen close behind. Leaning against the house is Aunt Helen’s son, Julian. Even from a distance, there’s a visible smile playing at his lips. Their live-in bodyguard, Warren, hovers on the lawn, keeping his eyes on Alonso. And Sofía Barrion Hirsch, Corey’s cousin once removed, is huddled with her ten-year-old daughter, Camila. Only Corey’s grandfather is missing, probably because he avoids the De Lucas at all costs.

There’s blood crusted at the edge of Corey’s mouth, and his head is pounding from the two punches Alonso landed. But Corey isn’t worried about how his family will react to the police being there, even if he is the only half-Black kid in a mostly white family. When it comes to the De Lucas, the Barrions’ hatred runs deep. They’ll probably throw Corey a celebratory dinner.

Across the street from Meredith House, Alonso’s mom stands at the end of her driveway, her white-blond hair piled into a messy bun on top of her head. Despite her six-foot height, Vera De Luca’s black lace cardigan is long enough to brush the dirt of their driveway. Behind her are her sisters: Donna De Luca is puffing on a cigarette, while Emilia De Luca shakes with silent sobs.

Corey can’t even look at them.

His dad comes to meet them in the street. “What happened here?”

Officer Erickson glances at Alonso’s mom, but she hasn’t moved. She’s watching from yards away, her expression impassive.

“Someone called us to report a violent altercation in the woods,” Officer Erickson says. “The kid didn’t give any names, probably because everyone was drinking underage at your son’s party.”

“Not me,” Alonso says. “I don’t have to be drunk to want to punch a Barrion in the—ouch, that hurts.”

“It’s not the time, De Luca,” Erickson says, not loosening his grip.

A smoky voice calls, “Is my son under arrest?”

It’s Alonso’s mom. She hasn’t moved from the driveway, but now she’s glaring at Alonso.

Officer Erickson shifts uneasily. “No, he’s not, but—”

Vera cuts him off. “Then I’d like you to take your hands off of him.”

Officer Erickson mumbles something, but he lets go of Alonso. “Ma’am, this is the second time this year these boys have gotten into a fight. Your son will be eighteen next year, and I won’t be so lenient anymore.”

“I understand.”

Officer Erickson crosses his arms. “Assuming you don’t want your son to have a criminal record, I’d like to suggest a mediation for your families. I know y’all have a complicated history, but maybe it’s time to put that behind you—”

Before Corey can stop himself, he says, “Respectfully, there’s no point. I think my family would agree with me.”

“We do,” his dad says. “There’s no way to mediate this mess.”

Alonso’s mom doesn’t bother responding. She just looks at Corey like he’s gum on the bottom of her shoe.

Officer Erickson looks back and forth between the two families, visible confusion on his face. He must be new. The rest of Idlewood’s tiny police force knows better than to encourage the Barrions and the De Lucas to “put the past behind them.” They all know the story of the fire that killed Corey’s grandmother at Meredith House almost fifty years ago.

But that wasn’t the last time a De Luca killed a Barrion.

“Well, then, I’ll leave you to sort this out,” Officer Erickson says, trying to maintain an air of authority as the tension rises. “Don’t let it happen again.”

In a matter of seconds, the police officer is driving away, brake lights disappearing as he turns a corner in the distance.

Then it begins.

“I warned Corey your son would sabotage his night,” says Corey’s dad. His blond-and-gray hair shines with gel, and his suit is free of lines, even at midnight.

Vera De Luca ignores him. “Alonso,” she says, and he walks leisurely toward her, stretching his arms one by one as if he’s just finished a run around the neighborhood.

“Nothing to say?” Corey’s dad calls. “I guess that’s not surprising. You’ve won.”

Vera finally looks at him, her gaze cold and sharp, even in the dark. “We’ve won?”

“Your father got what he wanted,” James says. “Even from beyond the grave, Giovanni is destroying our family.”

“This is not—” Alonso’s mom starts, but she cuts herself off. After a moment, her face rearranges into a cold mask. This time, she smiles, like this is some petty disagreement. “You think we wanted to lose everything?”

Corey’s adrenaline is suddenly back, full throttle. He doesn’t want to feel this way. It’s almost addicting, this kind of anger. If Corey let it control him, how would he go on every day? How would he go to school, think about college, or even field questions about his mom without losing control?

That’s how Alonso operates. And Corey won’t let himself stoop to that level. When you’re one of the only Black kids in a small town, you can’t let them see you angry. So he pushes his feelings down, down, down, imagines locking them up and throwing away the key. When he lets himself breathe again, he feels nothing.

“You lost everything?” Corey’s dad says. “How can you look at any of us and say that? Your ex-husband isn’t dead, Vera. He realized what he was married to, and he left. A wise man.”

Alonso whirls around, but before he can take three steps toward Corey’s dad, Warren appears beside him. He grabs Alonso by the arms, holding him in place.

Donna De Luca throws herself against the banister of their rotting porch. “Get your hands off him!” she growls, breathing smoke through her nose like a dragon.

“Rein in your progeny first,” Corey’s dad says.

“You and your family want to take from the people of this town until nothing is left,” Vera says. “That’s all you’ve ever done. But we were here before your family arrived, and we’ll be here after you’re all gone. I promise you that.”

Her words knock the air out of Corey’s lungs, and his voice is weak and winded. “I guess that was the whole point of this curse, wasn’t it? To get rid of us?”

Curse.

The word hangs in the air, the five letters that have defined Corey’s life.

There are lots of rumors in Idlewood. Rumors about why Kyla McGuinness keeps getting lead roles in the school musicals even though she can’t hit an A-flat, or about how Anita Emberly’s café only stays open because she’s sleeping with the landlord. And then there are countless rumors about the De Lucas. About what goes on behind the walls of their creepy, disintegrating old house.

Magic, children whisper.

Evil, old ladies say.

And they’re both right.

Does Corey want people to know about the family curse? No. If everyone knew, they wouldn’t just pity Corey—they would be afraid of getting too close. Keeping it a secret means Corey can pretend to be normal. But in moments like this, with the De Lucas looking him in the face when they should be begging for forgiveness, Corey wishes he could shout it through a megaphone:

The De Lucas killed my mom! They killed so many members of my family! And if I ever fall in love, whoever she is, she’ll die, too!

It’s the reality that has haunted him ever since his mom died, when he realized that no one in his family would escape this curse untouched. Corey never had a chance at normalcy.

“My family,” Vera says, “already paid the price for what my dad did. The Council sealed our magic forever. You know this. What more do you want from us?”

“James.” Aunt Helen’s delicate hand alights on her brother’s shoulder. “It’s late. Let’s go inside.”

“No,” Corey’s dad snarls, pushing Aunt Helen’s hand away and jabbing a finger in Vera’s direction. “This will never end until you leave this town forever. I want everyone in Idlewood to forget your family ever existed.”

His words make even the cicadas go quiet. Corey stands at his dad’s side, and for a second, he thinks it’s over.

He’s wrong. Immediately, Alonso throws his head back, howling with laughter. “Are you joking? None of you assholes will ever forget about us. The curse hasn’t killed anyone in years, but we’re all you think about, aren’t we? Admit it, you’d miss us.”

Time slows at his words. There are shouts from the Barrions, but Corey can’t hear them. He gets the sensation he’s falling even though his body hasn’t moved an inch. Corey remembers the way Alonso singled out Penny Emberly at the party. Quiet, reserved Penny, who has probably never spoken a word to a De Luca in her life. Corey could see the mortification in her face, and it made it impossible to walk away from them. It was better to redirect Alonso’s attention than let him bully someone who didn’t deserve it. But that’s what Alonso’s family does: They scare and hurt people, and they enjoy every second of it.

“How dare you.”

The rage in Sofía Barrion’s voice brings Corey back to himself. She’s marching down the lawn in a silk robe, her long dark hair in a loose braid over her shoulder.

“How dare you mock us?” Sofía says, eyes trained on Alonso. “Do you know how many people we’ve lost because of you? Corey’s mother, my father, my own Ramón—”

James holds up a hand to silence Sofía. “You don’t have to remind them. They know. They just don’t care.”

Corey is rooted to the spot, watching his family fall apart. Aunt Helen starts whispering angrily to Corey’s dad. Sofía’s daughter, Camila, stands on the porch next to Julian, tears rolling down her face.

And through the front window of Meredith House, there’s movement.

The Barrions’ library sits in the front of the house, in a space that would usually be occupied by a living room. Its large window looks out onto the street—and onto the De Lucas’ home. Right now the drapes are pulled back, and while the lights are off, there’s a glow coming from the motion lights outside, and it lands on a figure in the window.

Charles Barrion watches the scene unfolding between his family and the coven that killed his wife. His chin is angled up, but his expression is unreadable from this distance.

Corey’s dad follows his gaze, and when he sees Charles Barrion standing in the window, his expression shutters. “Corey, go. Make sure he doesn’t come outside.”

This isn’t because Charles Barrion is senile, or he might trip down the stairs. Charles Barrion’s mind is sharp as ever. But James Barrion is afraid of what seeing the De Lucas might trigger in the Barrion patriarch. There’s a reason nobody is allowed to mention the De Lucas unless Corey’s grandfather mentions them first; he’s known to fly into a rage when the coven comes up.

Before Corey can go inside, Vera and Alonso retreat, walking past the overgrown gardens and broken statues that line the path to their house. Alonso holds the front door open for his mom and aunts, but he looks at the Barrions one last time.

“If you want us gone, why don’t you just burn us at the stake? That’s how people used to handle this kind of thing.”

Before Alonso can say anything else, his mother grabs him by the ear and drags him inside.







[image: image]

Penny

WHEN PENNY WAKES UP, NAOMI’S SLEEPING BAG IS ALREADY GONE. She must’ve left to get an early start on filming her makeup tutorials. Penny stretches her arms above her head, breathing in the quiet morning—and there’s the scent of coffee. Strange. Nobody is supposed to be home.

“Mom?” she calls.

“In the kitchen, sweet pea.”

Anita Emberly is seated at their small dining table, which is actually a converted diner booth with cracked, comfortable brown seats. The table is overflowing with houseplants and bills and an unruly stack of tarot cards. When Penny walks in, her mom is writing in her diary, the pen moving fast across the lines. She’s wearing her favorite sundress, which is bright against her suntanned white skin. Her blond hair falls softly on her shoulders.

People are always surprised to find out they’re related. Maybe it’s because Penny looks like her dad, or because she knows how to blend into a crowd and stay away from drama. In that sense, Penny and her mom are opposites. Anita moved to Idlewood when she was in high school, but thanks to her determination to live exactly the way she wants, the town still treats her like an outsider. Penny’s early memories are a mishmash of whispered judgment: people at the grocery store falling silent as she and her mom walked by, or church ladies congregating outside the café just to peer in and whisper and shake their heads. But Anita has never cared. Sometimes she starts friendly conversations just to make people uncomfortable. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a Hoosier who is bold enough to return your polite hello with silence. Instead, Idlewood’s residents save their whispers until Anita’s back is turned.

But they never cared if Penny heard. They never considered that their whispers would create a fight-or-flight response so intense that Penny would wish she was invisible.

Now Penny keeps a low profile. She doesn’t date, she limits herself to two beers when she’s at parties, and she doesn’t spread gossip. If nobody glances her way for an entire day at school, she awards herself five points.

She has a lot of points.

If Penny was more like her mom, she wouldn’t care about any of this. But she’s not as strong as Anita Emberly, and she never will be. So Idlewood can gossip all they want, but it will never be about Penny.

“You look amazing,” Penny says, sitting down at the table.

Her mom smiles and sets the diary aside. “And you look exhausted. Did you have fun last night?”

“Yeah, we… yeah.”

“Convincing!”

There’s already coffee in Penny’s favorite Avatar: The Last Airbender mug, and she takes a sip. “Why aren’t you at the café?”

“Because we’re visiting your dad today.”

Penny gasps and shoots to her feet. “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry, I completely forgot!”

Anita laughs. “Drink your coffee first. You slept past eight, so I’m guessing you’re hungover?”

“Don’t sound so hopeful.”

“I just want you to enjoy your youth.”

“Right, because you’re not enjoying your life anymore?”

Anita gasps. “Are you saying I’m not young and beautiful?”

“You’re the most beautiful woman in the world. Just not the youngest—stop!” Penny laughs as her mom tickles her side.

“You deserved that. Now drink your coffee and get dressed. We need to leave in fifteen minutes to beat the funeral crowd.”
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An hour later, Penny and her mom spread their picnic blanket on top of Nathan Emberly’s grave. Penny unpacks their brunch: more coffee, egg sandwiches, and melon wrapped in prosciutto. Anita stares at Nathan’s headstone, a sad smile on her face, while Penny pulls her knees to her chest and gazes at the spot where the cemetery meets the woods.

When Penny was little, she hated these picnics, because her dad wasn’t there. Not really. He couldn’t spin Penny around or play his guitar or dance with Anita like he used to, so what was the point of coming to the cemetery?

But as the years passed, Penny started grasping for pieces of her dad like snowflakes. She took out the photos of him again, years after she’d hidden them away. When she couldn’t sleep at night, she would listen to the music he’d made with his band. She learned to be happy with only her memories. Now she loves these picnics. They’re peaceful.

“So,” Anita says after a few moments of quiet, “any cute boys at Sango’s party last night? I’m sure your dad would like to know.”

“Not really.”

Penny’s mom cocks her head and says, “Any other details you’d like to share? Drama? Secrets? Confessions?”

That’s all it takes for Penny to give in, because she’s weak and bad at lying. “Our plans kind of… changed. We didn’t go to Sango’s party.”

If Anita were like any other parent, she would probably demand to know where Penny went and why she lied, or at the very least give her daughter a disapproving look. But Anita is Anita, so she nods and waits.

Penny clears her throat. “I went to Corey Barrion’s Fourth of July party.”

Now Anita reacts. She presses her lips together, as if carefully considering her next words. Her hand absently plays with the charm on her necklace. It’s a black crescent moon, dull and misshapen and exactly the kind of jewelry Anita gravitates toward in a thrift shop.

“I heard those boys got into another fight,” Anita says.

“The Idlewood whisper network strikes again.”

“I don’t like knowing you were there, sweet pea. You know how I feel about those families. They cause a lot of hurt, and they take other people down with them.”

“There were a ton of people there, Mom. It’s not like I was hanging out with Corey and Alonso.”

“That’s not my point,” Anita snaps, barely sounding like herself. “They cause chaos by proximity. I don’t have many rules, but I expect you to respect this one. Understand?”

Anita almost never talks to Penny like this—like she’s five years old, as if she doesn’t have a job and understand grief and the way the world works. This is the same way Naomi talked to Penny last night when she said she wanted to keep living in Idlewood. Even Alonso looked at her like she was sheltered. Stupid.

It ignites a fire in Penny’s chest. Before she knows it, her words are shooting to kill. “I’m not friends with either of them. And even if I was, why should you care? I never judge you.”

Anita’s face falls. “What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I think it does.”

Instead of answering, Penny takes a large bite of her egg sandwich.

There’s a long pause. Anita sighs, closing her eyes. “I know I haven’t always made it easy for you to live in this town.”

The wound in her words makes Penny’s anger disappear in a puff of smoke. “It’s not that, Mom—”

“It is,” Penny’s mom says. “I’m always in the moment, living my life, but sometimes I forget how much it affects you.”

“People are way nicer than they used to be,” Penny says, but it sounds weak. She tries again. “I mean, I don’t get teased. Everyone leaves me alone.”

“Probably because I’ve learned not to date your school principals.”

Penny snorts. “At least that got me onto the volleyball team in middle school.”

“You were pretty bad.”

“Yeah, and the coach knew it.” Penny grabs her mom’s hand. “I’m sorry. You know I want you to be happy.”

Anita smiles, but then her eyes move to a spot over Penny’s shoulder. Her hand drifts up to her necklace, fingers wrapping around the tiny moon like it’s a lifesaver in the middle of Lake Michigan.

“What is it?” Penny says, following her mother’s gaze.

“Do you see someone?” Anita asks, her voice a low whisper.

Despite the late-morning heat, Penny suddenly feels cold. Her own words from last night come back to her, and it’s like she’s once again on the roof with Naomi, staring at a distant figure in the dark.

Penny shoots to her feet, scanning the distance, not even sure what she’s looking for. But there’s nothing. Not even a breeze. Only graves, the cracked gray of the country road, and an endless blue sky.

“There’s nobody,” Penny says.

Anita tears her eyes away from the street, but her hand is fidgeting with the necklace.

Penny sits back down. “Did someone give that to you?”

“Hm?” Anita looks down. “Oh yeah. A friend.”

“Are you dating someone?”

Anita laughs, but it sounds forced. “Why would you say that?”

“Because you’re always dating someone.”

Anita’s gaze turns to the road. There are bags under her eyes, barely hidden underneath a layer of concealer. The faraway look on her mom’s face is strange. Different. Anita has been through a lot, but she’s always energetic, always positive.

Except right now Anita looks afraid.

“You never answered my question,” Penny says. “Are you dating someone?”

After a moment Anita finally answers, “Not anymore.”

Penny’s heart sinks. As much as Anita’s dating life has resulted in rumors and drama and the end of Penny’s athletic career, Penny hates being in the dark. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was brief. A flash in the pan. Love is like that sometimes.”

“Is it really love, then? If it’s here and gone?”

“The person might be here and gone, but the feelings can last much longer.” Anita reaches up and brushes an errant curl from Penny’s eyes. “You remind me so much of him.”

Penny doesn’t have to ask who she means. “Dad was a grunge rocker. He was cooler than I’ll ever be.”

“That’s not what I mean. It’s in how you watch people. You’ve always been so curious, such a good listener. And it’s the way you care so much, with every tiny part of you, even though you try to hide it. And the curls, of course.”

Penny laughs, looking away to hide the way her eyes are watering. But Anita tilts her chin up, her expression sad.

“What, Mom?” Penny says.

“You’re growing up so fast. And I know someday soon, I’ll be watching you fall in love, and it’ll be so…” She trails off.

“Exciting?” Penny offers.

Anita’s smile fades. “Scary.”

“Scary? Why?”

“Because you’re my baby,” Anita says, “and love is a beast.”
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Alonso

“ALONSO.”

The chain on Alonso’s belt jangles as he stops with one foot out the front door. He almost pretends he didn’t hear his mom, but the opportunity to escape is gone the second he hesitates.

“I know you’re there,” she calls.

“What is it?”

“Come here, please.”

Alonso rolls out his neck. He’s been waiting for this. His mom always bides her time after he fucks up, drawing out her silent treatment for maximum guilt before she finally dumps on him. These fights are a reminder that Vera De Luca would gladly exchange him for another son if she could. She’s never said it out loud, but she doesn’t have to.

Alonso can’t really blame her.

He drags his feet into the living room, where his mom is perched on her favorite velvet armchair. A book lies face down in her lap, and she’s texting when he comes in.

“Sit,” she says without looking up.

Alonso gives a heavy, pointed sigh before he plops down onto the ragged love seat. It creaks underneath him, threatening to split. Most of their furniture is either half-eaten by termites or so old it’s disintegrating, but the De Lucas don’t get rid of anything. To buy new furniture, you need money, and they haven’t had money since the De Luca Pharmacy closed. You can’t use your coven’s magic to make medicine if nobody in the coven has magic anymore.

Alonso’s mom sets her phone down and interlaces her fingers. “I’m going to need you to stop provoking Corey Barrion.”

Alonso grits his teeth. “Why do you think I started it? It could’ve been him.”

“Because he has a Fourth of July party at the lake every year, and you’re the one who decided to go.”

Fair. But, for once, Alonso didn’t show up to kick Corey’s ass. He showed up because he thought—he hoped—Penny Emberly might be there.

Writing a note in her yearbook was a mistake. He knew it from the moment the yearbook landed in his lap at the cafeteria. Most people at Idlewood Central pass their yearbooks around on the last day of school, letting everyone write notes. Alonso usually draws penises and passes them along, but when he saw Penny’s name written under THIS YEARBOOK BELONGS TO on the inside cover, it was as if he was possessed. He couldn’t stop himself as the Sylvia Plath quote bloomed from his pen:


I think I made you up inside my head.


He didn’t sign his full name. Just his initials. Afterward, he realized how stupid that was, because if he didn’t want her to figure out who it was from, he should’ve left it at the quote. Not that Alonso should care. Growing up in Idlewood as a De Luca meant learning what hatred felt like before he understood what it was. He’s fine with being the problem, especially if it means people leave him alone.

But that doesn’t apply to Penny. If she were to despise him—even if she laughed at him the way other people do—that wound would never scab over. It would fester until it turned Alonso into an even worse version of himself.

Which is why Alonso ended up at Corey’s party, where everything backfired.

I know you don’t like me, okay?

Just leave me alone.

Alonso could barely sleep last night as those words ran circles in his head. But he’s not about to say any of this to his mom. She wouldn’t be able to comfort him; she probably wouldn’t even try, which is worse. Alonso relies on his tried-and-true excuse instead. “I wanted to go to the lake because it’s half mine. Don’t I have a right to be there?”

“It’s not about what you had a right to do. It’s about what you did.”

There’s a meow, and Nimble jumps onto Alonso’s lap, staring at him with huge saucer eyes. He scratches her behind the ears. “Corey deserved it. If you’d heard what he said to me—”

“I don’t care,” his mom says, matter-of-fact as always. “If you keep this up, the Barrions will use it as an excuse to force our family out of Idlewood forever.”

“Maybe I want that.”

There are some thoughts that shouldn’t travel from Alonso’s brain to his mouth, and that was one of them. Vera has that look on her face—the same one she used to give Alonso’s dad when they were still married. It says, I have more brain cells than you, and I’m not afraid to use them.

Alonso looks at people exactly like that. It’s one of the many traits he inherited from his mom, but she doesn’t seem to understand her role in his development.

“You want that?” Vera says.

Too late to back off now. Alonso can’t look at her as he says, “The Council is never going to unbind our magic, Mom. We’re mortals now. There’s no point in staying here.”

This is the grand irony that has defined all their lives: Idlewood is convinced the De Lucas are creepy witches, but they’re not. Not anymore.

And that’s all thanks to Alonso’s grandpa, good old Giovanni De Luca. No witch coven can curse endless generations of mortals without punishment, so the Council of Witches sealed the De Lucas’ magic forever. Now, every De Luca until the end of time will be born with their magic under lock and key.

Or that’s how it’s supposed to work. As far as Vera knows, Alonso is as magic-less as the rest of them.

Nimble blinks slowly at Alonso as if she can read his mind. He glares at her, then looks away.

Somehow Alonso’s mom manages not to yell. “You know as well as I do that when our family gets its magic back, we’ll need to be here. This plot of land is where our ancestors settled, and this soil gives our magic strength. It’s almost impossible to resettle a coven—it takes decades to get back a fraction of the power you had before. I don’t want to know what my great-great-grandmother would think if she heard you right now.”

“What do you think she would say about your dad cursing the Barrions?” He ticks off his fingers as he lists the Council of Witches’ three big rules: “No interfering in human wars, no necromancy, and no curses. See? I know my stuff. And I know the only person to blame for the loss of our magic is Grandpa Gio.”

Vera stands up, the book tumbling from her lap. That’s when Alonso sees the title: The Magic of the Every-Day. An ugly sense of shame bubbles up in his stomach. It’s pathetic that his family studies their old magical texts even though they can’t use them. They even tried to get Alonso to read them when he was in elementary school, and it was the first time Alonso used the words fuck that in a sentence. It was magic that destroyed their lives in the first place. Why would Alonso want anything to do with it?

“You’ve never known what it’s like to live as a witch, and that’s my dad’s fault,” Vera says. “But I won’t stop fighting for a world where you’re free, just like your ancestors were.”

“Yeah, all the persecution must’ve been super fucking cool.”

The look on Vera’s face is familiar. It’s the way people looked at him at Corey’s party last night: like he’s a wild card who isn’t worth the risk. “My mom always said you were exactly like him, you know. I didn’t used to believe her.”

Like him. As in, Giovanni. Anger wells in Alonso’s chest, and if his mom says one more thing, it might erupt. Then Nimble purrs, bringing Alonso back to the present. He quickly pictures the anchor image his therapist created to help him when he’s on the verge of losing control: gray skies, warm rain, distant thunder. Slowly, Alonso’s heart rate comes back down, and when he opens his mouth, all he says is, “I never would’ve offed myself the way he did. He left you and Aunt Donna and Aunt Emilia to deal with all of this by yourselves.”

Vera sighs. “Sometimes I want to leave this town as much as you do. But this is our home, and we’ll find a way to restore favor with the Council and get our magic back. Someday you’ll thank me.”

Alonso stands up, tucking Nimble under his arm. “No, I won’t. Once I graduate, I’m out of here forever.”

Pain flashes in Vera’s eyes, and Alonso is filled with the nagging guilt that comes from making your mom sad. As a consolation he says, “I promise I’ll stop punching Corey, okay? Unless he comes at me first.”

He walks out of the living room before she can respond. But her disappointment follows him like a ghost.

Alonso’s mom thinks he would be a better person if he understood what it was like to have the responsibility of magic. But that’s the problem: Alonso does understand.

He puts Nimble down on the stairs. She looks up at him, purring. She’s a happy cat, as far as cats go.

You’d never know that, when Alonso found her ten years ago, she was dead.
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Penny

HORIZON CAFÉ IS IN DOWNTOWN IDLEWOOD, IF YOU CAN CALL TEN OLD brick storefronts a “downtown.” It’s Saturday, which means the booths and tables are full of chatting customers, and the line stretches to the door. Light pours through the tall windows, reflecting off the periwinkle paint and gold decorations.

When Penny and her mom walk in, Penny’s godfather Ron Willis is taking orders at the counter, chatting as he quickly navigates the menu on a tablet. Their new part-time barista, Jojo, is flitting around the espresso machine, his eyes bloodshot with concentration. Judging from the bandages on his fingers, he still hasn’t mastered how to make a latte without burning himself. In the background, Linda Ronstadt’s “Just One Look” plays on the old jukebox.

Jojo spots them. “Hey! Have fun at the cemetery?”

“It’s always a party.” Anita winks.

Jojo blushes and almost burns himself again, and Penny hides her laugh with a cough. A woman waiting in line rolls her eyes and whispers something to her friend. Her mouth forms the word flirt.

You’re numb to this, Penny thinks, but her anxiety rolls in like a storm. That burst of courage she had when she was talking to Alonso last night is long gone.

A booming Kentucky accent pierces the sound barrier.

“Is that my goddaughter?” Ron says from behind the register. “I can’t be certain, since I haven’t seen her in weeks.”

“One week,” Penny says as she ties
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