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      For those of you who asked for a family tree.

      Family Matriarch – Adelaide Bell/Granny

      Granny’s Daughters:

      Magnolia

      Ruby Dee

      Merilee*

      Willa Jo

      

      Granny’s Grandchildren:

      Magnolia’s son: Boone

      Ruby Dee’s daughters: Star, Astra, and Daisy

      Willa Jo’s children: Holly, Isaac, Mal, and Fox

      Granny has one great-grandchild: Astra’s daughter, Teeny

      *Merilee had no children of her own, but has helped to raise Boone, Star, Astra, Daisy, and Teeny at one point or another.

      

      Other important characters and their connection to the Bells:

      Aunt Tatty - Granny’s sister

      Uncle Gavin - Aunt Merilee’s on again/off again husband

      Carly Davidson - Star’s best friend

      Grey Miller - Childhood friend of Carly and Star. Carly’s current boyfriend

      Zeke Fry - Father to Teeny and Kira. Best friend of Boone, runs his bar Pub Dead in his absence.

      Kira Fry - Zeke’s daughter. Best friend and sister to Teeny

      Rock Davidson - Carly’s brother, and Star’s ex. He is also Daisy’s producer.

      Former Sheriff Paul Briggs - Godfather to Carly and Rock

      Caroline - House ghost. No relation to the Bells.

      Acting Sheriff Dusty Palmer - Star’s friend, Carly’s boss
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      Black Friday

      The orange juice carton careened toward my head, and I barely had time to shield my face with the bacon platter. I waited for the sound of the thunk against the ceramic dish, but when it didn’t come, I peered over the edge and spotted the carton ensnared in the vines of the pothos plant—vines which had definitely not been long enough to snake across the room a few minutes ago.

      With a flick of her wrist, Aunt Merilee gently lowered the carton to the table while retracting the vines into their pot. She glared at Daisy then at me in turn. “We don’t use our powers to hurt each other, girls.”

      Daisy sighed and waved her index finger, righting the salt and pepper shakers I’d knocked over when I’d grabbed the empty platter. I placed the platter back on the counter and didn’t bring up the fact that while Aunt Mer could strangle someone with plant vines and Daisy could bean them in the forehead with beverage containers, it wasn’t like I could weaponize my ability to talk to the dead. The worst I could do was bore someone to death with ghost stories.

      “I didn’t orchestrate getting the three of us alone before breakfast just to have you two make a mess in my kitchen. What was today’s argument about?” Aunt Mer’s voice was level, but Daisy and I both knew that look. She’d had enough.

      Ever since my little sister, Daisy, had shimmied her way back into our lives on Halloween, I’d seen that look on Aunt Mer’s face almost daily. For years, it had been just me, Aunt Mer, and my teenage niece, Teeny—who I’d helped raise—living in Aunt Mer’s farmhouse. So having Daisy and her entourage around constantly was a lot. We’d maintained a semblance of peace for Thanksgiving, but it seemed the truce was broken with the holiday done. Black Friday shoppers had nothing on the post-Thanksgiving Bell-family shenanigans. I hoped Daisy’s filming hiatus would end soon. Otherwise, I wasn’t sure Aunt Mer’s kitchen would survive.

      “Sorry, Aunt Mer.” I picked up the orange juice carton, checked for leaks, and placed it in the middle of the table. I quickly scanned the spread to see what else we were missing.

      Daisy tucked one of her blond locks behind her ear, dusted the spilled salt into her palm, then threw it over her left shoulder. “Me too. Why did you want to get us alone?”

      “I think you know, Daisy,” Aunt Mer said.

      I studied Daisy’s face, searching for clues, but she hadn’t been the star of her high school drama club for nothing.

      Her face was blank when she said, “Do I?”

      “Your mamma told me you have something you want to ask Star, and I think you should get it over with. She’s not gonna bite.”

      “Mamma told you?” Daisy’s mask dropped. “She promised to keep her mouth shut and give me time to work up my nerve.”

      I knew it! I’d suspected all along that Daisy had ulterior motives for her visit, but I kept that thought to myself out of respect for Aunt Mer and instead took a deep breath. “What do you need to ask me, Daisy?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it again—then opened it once more. “Nothing. It’s not important.”

      “Apparently, it is, since Mamma called me about it in October! And now Aunt Mer knows whatever it is.”

      “Mamma did what now?”

      “She called and told me to keep an open mind then guilt-tripped me with, ‘She’s the only sister you have left, Star,’” I repeated in Mamma’s drawl.

      “She’s right. I am!” Daisy said. “You act like I’m some stranger who’s squatting instead of your sister who’s come to visit.”

      “Generally, when people visit, they stay a weekend, or a week at most⁠—”

      “This!” Aunt Mer stomped her foot on the kitchen tiles. “This constant bickering is exactly what I need to get away from. Ever since Daisy has been home, you two have either been arguing or ignoring each other. You’re acting like children, not like two grown women. I’m tired of being in the middle, and you both need to set a good example for your niece. Especially while I’m gone!”

      “Gone? Where are you going?” I asked.

      Aunt Mer sighed. “This wasn’t the way I meant to tell you, but Gavin and I are going on a cruise. We need time to figure out what we are together—and where we might live.”

      “So, y’all are thinking about it? Finally?” I asked barely above a whisper.

      They’d been dancing around—and in, over, and under—the subject since before I was born. She and Gavin had been married but had split up and gotten back together again so many times, Granny said she might as well just keep the ring on.

      Aunt Mer grinned. “Maybe?”

      “When are you leaving?” Daisy asked.

      “The day after tomorrow.”

      Daisy and I threw our arms around her at the same time. Aunt Mer let out a long, cleansing breath, and I could almost feel her stress melt away. The three of us stood there for a moment, then Aunt Mer gently pushed us away.

      “So, please, can we all just get through today without arguing? Then, once I’m safely away on the Duchess of the Ocean, you two can kill each other. Just be sure to mop up all the blood before I get home.”

      That made us both laugh, and in my relaxed and happy state, I was just about to prompt Daisy to ask me for her favor, but voices outside the window and heavy footsteps on the front porch signaled our guests had arrived.

      

      Daisy and her crew had descended upon us like a swarm of locusts last month—minus the decimated crops, unless I counted us constantly running out of milk. The whole gang, minus one, was staying in Daisy’s tour bus in the driveway while eating their meals in the house with us—at Aunt Mer’s insistence, of course. The minus one, Rock Davidson, who also happened to be Daisy’s producer, my best friend Carly’s brother, and my ex, had been staying with Carly. I’d managed to avoid him for the most part. However, now he stood in my kitchen along with the rest of the crew. And seemed to be trying not to smile.

      “Star, what happened to you?” Teeny stood on the bottom step, gaping at me.

      I glanced around to find everyone staring at me with amused expressions. I didn’t know what the deal was. It wasn’t like they hadn’t seen me over the last month in various pajamas—all of them decent—before I’d had a chance to put on my makeup.

      “You look like Alice Cooper stuck a fork in an electrical socket,” Rock said.

      I’d been out late with Carly last night at karaoke—it was an ’80s-themed night—and was dead tired, so I’d skipped my nightly shower and my usual skin care routine and had gone to bed in full makeup and hair still teased to kingdom come. I turned and glared at Aunt Mer and Daisy. “And you two didn’t think to mention my appearance?”

      “I was a bit busy trying to keep you and Daisy from killing each other,” Aunt Mer said.

      “If there’s not at least a half pound of bacon left when I get back, I will hex you all.”

      That only made them laugh again—probably because I’d spent at least half an hour the previous morning explaining that while we Bells were witches, we didn’t hex people. Usually.

      

      Ten minutes later, my face scrubbed, and hair braided into two pigtails—since it was the only way to tame it without washing it, and I didn’t trust the bacon thieves enough to stay away that long—I padded back downstairs and found everyone at the table.

      The only empty seat not near Rock was next to Kelsey, Daisy’s assistant. I still had no clue how she’d fallen in with Daisy. The contrast between them was stark—Daisy was a strawberry blonde who loved everything pink and sparkly when she wasn’t in her goth ghost-hunter Drusilla persona, while Kelsey had dull brown hair and sallow skin. She was usually rather quiet and resembled a lost puppy—an underfed one, at that. I slid in beside her. Thankfully, Rock was all the way on the other end, and I could only see him if I leaned forward a bit past Kelsey and Aunt Mer. So, I pretended I had awesome posture and sat straight in my chair.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t expect to be in the same room as him. Some people might say, “Hey, it’s been over a decade since he abandoned you to be your sister’s producer. Why are you still awkward around him?” And by people, I meant Carly—last night, at karaoke, which was probably why I’d had too many margaritas.

      Daisy’s makeup artist, Penny, sat across from me. Her purple hair was shaved on one side and long on the other. She had full sleeves tattooed on both arms and a nose ring. She was quiet in a different way and seemed to speak only when she had something important to say. Not like Daisy, who chattered constantly.

      We passed the plates, and the room fell silent as we all dug into the feast.

      “Scott, come join us,” Aunt Mer insisted.

      Scott shook his head. He was handsome in a rugged way, dark hair flopping onto his forehead, intense blue eyes, and a lopsided smile that probably got him out of a lot of trouble—or into more of it.

      “There’s nowhere to sit.” He shoved a forkful of cinnamon chip pancakes into his mouth.

      “There’s a chair, right there, between Daisy and…” I waved my fork in the general direction. It was still hard to say Rock’s name, but I’d promised myself when I almost died in October that I wouldn’t be weird about it anymore. I was trying. “Rock.”

      “Isn’t Caroline sitting there?” Scott pushed away from the counter and inspected the chair more closely.

      Not that he could see Caroline, or any of the ghosts in Dead End. I was the only one with that particular talent.

      “No, Caroline is over here, behind me.” I turned my head to give her a smile.

      On cue, Caroline waved enthusiastically at Scott and jumped up from the window seat. She braced her hands on the back of Kelsey’s chair to the right of me. “He is such a sweetheart, concerned about little ole me.”

      “What made you think Caroline was there?” I asked.

      “Daisy said she was.” Scott shrugged and pulled out the chair.

      I raised my eyebrows at Daisy.

      My little sister waved a hand in dismissal. “She moved over to the window seat when Star came downstairs. I was caught up in her debut as the Bride of Frankenstein and forgot to mention it.”

      A few folks snickered, and soon the conversation turned from the chair to classic horror movies, but Daisy held my gaze. When she’d decided they would be staying a while, we’d had a tense conversation about how none of her crew—except Rock, of course—knew the truth about her. And she’d all but begged me not to reveal her secret that she was a fraud. She was going to tell them—at least Scott and Penny, who’d been with her for years. But she wanted to do so in her own time. This would’ve been a great conversation opener for that. She could’ve said, “Oh, hey, about that…” But no, she kept up the farce she’d maintained for well over a decade.

      It wasn’t that Daisy didn’t have any special powers—just not the one she’d gotten famous for. She could move objects telekinetically. She used to drive Astra and me nuts with it when we played badminton in the yard, back in the day, because she would maneuver the shuttlecock just out of our reach. But she’d risen to fame as a reality star who saw and spoke to ghosts.

      “I’ve been on the window seat the whole time,” Caroline insisted. “She just didn’t want Scott to sit next to her. I can’t imagine why. He’s such a nice young man!”

      Chronologically, Caroline could be Scott’s great-great-grandmother, but as she died in her late thirties, she was closer to him in biological age than I was.

      “Oh, really?” I glanced between Scott and Daisy.

      “Oh, really, what?” Daisy colored slightly then seemed to realize I was talking to Caroline, which meant she should’ve been able to hear what Caroline said as well. At least to her crew.

      I couldn’t stand watching Daisy falter for words, so I threw her a lifeline. “Caroline, I don’t think Daisy heard you. Can you repeat that?”

      “I could holler, and the girl wouldn’t hear me. What are you…? Oh, I see. You’re protecting her. Again. What should I say? Daisy, you need to open your eyes and see that Scott would make a fine husband for you and the two of you would make beautiful babies.”

      Daisy played her part without a script and nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, that is so interesting!”

      It took every ounce of willpower I had not to laugh or even smirk.

      “So, what did she say?” Scott asked.

      I shoved a piece of bacon into my mouth so Daisy couldn’t volley this one to me. But she hadn’t won the district drama competition in school for nothing. She launched into a story about how Caroline had seen another spirit outside who’d been a neighbor years ago and had hung herself in a tree after a failed affair. This, in turn, started a conversation among them about some of the other spirits Daisy had “encountered” on her show over the years.

      As the conversation continued, I stuffed myself with bacon while sneaking glances at Rock. He seemed to fit in well with this motley crew. And it struck me suddenly that they were a family. It was obvious in the way Scott teased Penny about her snoring and how Rock asked Kelsey if she’d gotten enough to eat, and they all knew the punchline to Daisy’s stories. It reminded me of the years before Astra went away. Perhaps Aunt Mer was thinking the same because she was smiling too.

      “Oh, hey, Mer, the trellis beside your bedroom window is down again,” Penny said. “I’ll grab my tools and put it back up for you after breakfast.”

      “It fell again?” Rock asked. “We just rebuilt it a couple of weeks ago.”

      Beside me, Teeny muttered, “If someone would use the front door like a normal person, that wouldn’t happen.”

      “Or maybe not hold the trellis while hoisting himself in through the window,” Daisy added.

      I wouldn’t recommend laughing while drinking orange juice. It hurt.

      “Star? You okay over there?” Aunt Mer asked.

      All the other heads turned toward me as well.

      I gave her a thumbs-up while I continued coughing into my napkin and trying to catch my breath.

      Teeny jumped up from the table and brought me a glass of cold water, placing it in my hand. “Sorry.”

      “Never apologize for great comedic timing.” I grinned at her.

      As the food dwindled and the conversation died down, Scott’s phone rang. He promised to come back and help clean up then excused himself from the table. Aunt Mer tried to shoo us away, insisting she could do the dishes. Before anyone could object, Scott burst back through the kitchen doorway like a puppy escaping from his crate. He picked Daisy up and swung her around, knocking over a dining chair.

      “Daisy, it’s happening! It’s really effing happening!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is happening?” Aunt Mer asked.

      “SupeTV is coming here to Dead End!” Scott put Daisy down and brushed his hair off his face.

      “SupeTV?” Aunt Mer took off her apron and laid it on the counter. “That’s the network Spirit Slayer is on, isn’t it? Gavin is so obsessed with that show. Why are they coming here?”

      “They want Daisy on Supernatural Truthbusters. Well, Drusilla Von Leigh, that is.” He turned to Rock. “I told you I’d come through. I knew Cal would love her.”

      Scott held up a hand for Rock to high-five, which Rock did.

      Kelsey squealed. “It’s such a fun show, and Daisy will be perfect for them.”

      “Isn’t that the one where they reveal people as frauds?” Penny looked dubiously at Rock, which made me wonder if she suspected the truth about Daisy.

      “It is!” Scott said. “That’s why it’s so perfect. Daisy’s the real deal, so it’ll be a killer episode!”

      After that, everyone began talking at once—everyone except Daisy, who was suspiciously quiet. The pieces fell into place then.

      “Why are they filming here in Dead End specifically?” I narrowed my eyes at Rock. “Couldn’t you film anywhere? Why bring a whole production to our little town?”

      Rock shifted uncomfortably. “It’s how they build their cases, I guess, by talking to people who know her and by seeing her in her natural environment.”

      I looked from Rock to Daisy. “This? This is the reason you’re back in town. For the show?”

      Daisy’s silence and open mouth told me all I needed to know. I grabbed my bag and headed out the door, my chest tight with disappointment.

      

      As soon as I pulled out of the driveway, I called Zeke. “Hey, I’m gonna need some of your brown butter nachos ASAP.”

      Zeke managed my cousin’s bar but had a bit stronger—and only recently discovered—connection to my family.

      “Sounds serious. What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to stuff my face with your nachos and maybe a margarita or three.” I didn’t care that it wasn’t even noon. It was five o’clock somewhere and half past family drama time.

      “I’m sorry, Star! I’m not at Pub Dead today. I’m in Austin, shopping.”

      “Shopping. In Austin. Is this like code for you’ve been kidnapped? If it is, say, ‘I’m shopping for a pair of red pumps.’”

      He laughed. “You’re not far from the truth. But change it to purple suede fuzzy boots with a matching keychain, and you’ve got it. Do you know people are actually crazy the day after Thanksgiving?”

      “I do. Why do you think I stay home and get someone else to cover for me at work on this day every year? Why are you out in the madhouse?”

      “I’m helping Kira shop for Christmas. Or rather, I guess I’m just the bag holder while she shops for her mom. She invited Teeny to come along, but…”

      “But Teeny made an excuse about needing to be close to home?” I wasn’t surprised. Ever since Teeny had found out her best friend Kira’s dad was her dad as well, she’d been understandably awkward around him.

      “Yeah. But I get it. Teeny needs time to process the mother of all plot twists.”

      “You mean the father of all plot twists?”

      He laughed. “I can’t believe you out-punned me. But yeah, and Kira wants this instant family, but she’s trying so hard not to pressure Teeny.”

      “It’s hard for them both in different ways—going from best friends to instant sisters with one conversation. Give them time, they’ll work it out.” My phone buzzed. “Hey, Zeke, Carly’s calling. Catch you later?”

      “Sure! Swing by tomorrow, and I’ll fix you a double batch of nachos,” he said.

      I clicked over to Carly, and before I could utter more than, “Hey…” she said, “Why in the world are you headed out to the lake in the dead of winter?”

      “First, we live in Texas, not Maine. It’s not like the lake is frozen over. And second, I’m not!” I insisted, but when I looked at my surroundings to tell her where I was, I found I was indeed on the road to Ingersoll Lake.

      “I can see exactly where you are. You’re not far from the turnoff up to the cabin.”

      I pulled over onto the shoulder, flipped on my hazard lights, and turned off the car. “I didn’t intend to drive here.”

      “What do you mean you didn’t intend to? You don’t accidentally drive somewhere, Star. Especially not back to the cabin where you almost died. What’s going on?”

      “I was stressed and headed to Pub Dead for nachos and got distracted talking to Zeke about the girls. And now I’m here.”

      “Why, Star?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, but we both knew the reason, whether it was on purpose or a crazy subconscious accident. It was where my sister’s body was hidden. I hadn’t been back since the ambulance took Dusty and me to the hospital in October. The fact that I hadn’t seen Dusty that much since was also a sore spot.

      “Star.” Carly’s voice grew gentler. “You can’t be there. You know I’m on your side, but you have to trust the process.”

      “It’s hard to trust the process when most of the people in charge of it can’t be trusted.”

      We’d found out in October that our local government and police force hadn’t been trustworthy. Carly and Dusty were the only cops in Dead End whom I felt I could trust. So yeah, I didn’t have a lot of confidence in the powers that be.

      “We have to give it time. We will get that warrant.”

      “Why were you tracking me anyway?” I asked, deliberately changing the subject.

      After the events in October, Carly had enabled Find My Friends on my phone so she would know my location at all times.

      She sighed. “Rock texted me and said you ran off like a bat out of hell. His words.”

      “Did he tell you why?”

      “He said you and Daisy got into it.”

      I told her exactly what had transpired, from Daisy continuing to lie to her crew about her abilities, to freaking SupeTV coming to Dead End to film. That was when I knew why I’d subconsciously driven toward the lake. I used to vent to Astra when Daisy was driving me nuts.

      “He mentioned something about a big opportunity coming their way.”

      I cranked the engine, flipped off the hazard lights, and pulled back onto the road.

      “Star?”

      “Hey, I gotta go. I’m pulling back into traffic now. You wouldn’t want to have to arrest me for distracted driving, would you?”

      “You’re going to the cabin, aren’t you?”

      “Nope, I’m headed to the lake to think.”

      “I know when you’re lying, Star.”

      “Love you! Bye!”

      She was right, I was totally about to break the law. But I was almost to the lake turnoff when I realized that wasn’t what I needed at all. Being at the lake wouldn’t help. What I needed was someone who’d known both me and Daisy all our lives, someone who could give me perspective. I made a U-turn and headed back toward town. Granny would know what to do.

      

      I spotted a parking space across from my grandmother’s eclectic shop downtown, nestled among other small businesses. It was originally called the Mercantile, but we in the family, and most of the locals, just called it the Merc. The hand-painted sign hanging outside called it Toil and Trouble. Granny, my maternal grandmother, called it home since she lived alone in the apartment above the shop.

      I opened the door and found a throng of people sniffing candles, examining the tarot cards, and flipping through the books on magical subjects. To my surprise, Granny stood behind the register. I’d come here to vent to her upstairs, where she spent most of her time. While she still had a sharp mind and a young spirit well into her nineties, her body had been failing her.

      “What in the world, Granny?” I slid behind the register to help her. “What happened to your help? And why didn’t you call me to come in?”

      “I am completely capable of ringing up a few customers.” She smoothed her white curls and smiled.

      “So, you fired her?”

      Her eyes sparkled, but instead of arguing with her about it, I bagged the customer’s purchase and handed it over while she printed off their receipt. A few months ago, we couldn’t get Granny to answer the text messages that popped up on the iPad we’d gifted her. Now, she seemed to be a master of the point-of-sale system we ran on the store tablet.

      After we handled a few more customers together and sent them on their way, I made my rounds throughout the sales floor, checking on the customers who were still shopping. Finally, once everyone was helped, I headed back to Granny, who was peering over her glasses at the tablet screen.

      “We’ve sold fifteen copies of that new tarot deck since Daisy posted about it on her Ticker.”

      “TikTok,” I corrected her.

      Granny pulled out her notebook and wrote that down. She was fond of collecting phrases and terms of the younger generations. I glanced over her shoulder and noted she’d written “Tick Tock” right below “Tweeter.”

      “Anyway, that girl is good for business.”

      “If you say so.” I had mixed feelings about Daisy, but Granny didn’t like it when her grandkids fought, so I kept that to myself. Personally, I thought business was better because Aunt Tatty—Granny’s sister, who was traveling in Europe—wasn’t there to overwhelm customers with her dramatic stories. But I would let Granny believe it was Daisy.

      We’d just sent our last customer on their way with Daisy’s book, the tarot cards, and a few candles when the door’s bell jangled again. It never stopped. I took a breath, plastered on a smile, and lifted my head to greet the potential customer but found my aunt Willa Jo standing there instead.

      She smiled and enveloped me in one of her famous hugs. “Star! You’re supposed to be off today.”

      I loved that she hugged me every time she saw me, whether we’d been apart mere hours or a few days.

      “I am off. I just came by to see Granny and⁠—”

      “And got put to work!” She put a hand on her hip, which made the many bracelets on her arm jingle.

      Aunt Willa Jo was the youngest of Granny’s daughters. At a mere fifty-four, she’d been fourteen when I was born and had always felt more like a big sister to me than an aunt. She was the one who’d taught me to roller skate, had taken me to buy my first bra, and had sat with me while I cried over my first heartbreak.

      “Where in the world is your help, Mamma?”

      “I fired her.”

      “Mamma! We just hired her.”

      “You just hired her. I didn’t like her. Besides, I am perfectly capable of sitting on a stool, pushing buttons, and taking money.”

      “And what about the customers on the floor when they need help? You can barely get around!” Aunt Willa Jo insisted.

      “They have eyes, don’t they? They can find things themselves. Besides, Star is here.”

      “She needs a day off, once in a while. Like today, for instance.”

      “It’s fine. I’m glad to help. Especially today. It helped distract me from my frustration,” I said.

      “What’s wrong?” Aunt Willa Jo turned her attention from Granny to me.

      I tried to hold it together, but the gentle way she touched my arm made it all come out. “I was already at my breaking point with the whole Astra thing without having to deal with Daisy’s games!”

      Aunt Willa Jo enveloped me in a hug and patted my back.

      “I can’t do anything about Daisy. That’s for you two to work out. But I’ve been trying to figure out what spell Tatty used so I can create a counterspell,” Granny said.

      Aunt Willa Jo released me from the hug. “Oh, honey! You’ve been through a lot these past few months. Mamma will figure this out. Meanwhile, would you like a distraction? Something fun to work on?”

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked.

      “The annual holiday ball!”

      “Oh! I forgot about that. You’re carrying on the tradition?” I asked.

      It hadn’t been something we Bells regularly attended, at least in recent years, because it was a stuffy black-tie affair.

      “Please tell me you’re changing the name of it. What did they call it? The Duchess’s Royal Ball or something?”

      “The Mayoress’s Grand Christmas Ball, and yes, I am going to change it, especially since I’m the one organizing it and I am the mayor, not the mayor’s wife. Plus, that’s just a mouthful. How does Midwinter Ball sound?”

      “I love it! Much less pretentious.”

      “The ball wasn’t always a stodgy affair,” Granny said. “The first one, after the Great War, was held in a barn. The theme was a Christmas Carol.”

      I quickly did the math. “World War I? You couldn’t remember that.”

      A look passed over her face so quickly I couldn’t decipher it before she said, “Did I say I was there? What is your theme going to be, Will?”

      “Oh, I thought winter wonderland, but I might steal the Christmas Carol idea.”

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I said. “Just let me know what I can do to help.”

      “Thank you, honey!”

      “Okay, now that’s settled, the real reason I’m here. Mamma, did you put back what I asked you to?”

      Granny nodded, and Aunt Willa Jo squealed like someone who’d scored Taylor Swift concert tickets as she snatched the viral tarot deck Granny held out to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter three

          

        

      

    

    
      I slept later than expected on Sunday morning and woke to raised voices outside my window—quite the contrast to the peaceful going-away dinner we’d had the night before with Aunt Mer. I peeked through the curtains to find Daisy and Rock arguing.

      After a quick shower, I felt ready to take on the day and whatever “Drusilla” and her crew might throw at me. Downstairs, I grabbed stuff to make cinnamon toast. Caroline wasn’t in her usual spot on the window seat. I hoped she wasn’t watching Scott sleep. I needed to have a talk with her about personal space.

      My thoughts were disturbed by the screen door slamming. Daisy appeared and stopped short when she saw me. “Oh, I thought you’d be sleeping.”

      “It’s kind of hard to sleep when you two are yelling outside my bedroom window.”

      She opened the refrigerator and retrieved the milk. “You heard that, huh?”

      “Aunt Mer probably heard it on the highway.” I glanced at the clock. They’d planned to leave around five, so they should be boarding the cruise ship in Galveston by now. “What were you two fighting about? And why is he here so early?”

      “He came by to discuss the Truthbusters opportunity.” Daisy grabbed the cereal from the pantry and poured it into a bowl, then drowned it in milk. “I don’t want to do the show.”

      “Then why did you sign up?”

      “I didn’t! That’s the whole point. I don’t blame Scott because he doesn’t know, but Rock of all people… That man frustrates the hell out of me sometimes. He’s so freaking stubborn. When he gets an idea in his head, he won’t let go of it.”

      I snorted. “He’s been your producer for ten years. Surely you’re not just now discovering he’s stubborn. I figured that out on our first date.”

      “Yet you dated him for years and almost married him,” Daisy pointed out. “So, we’re not so different. But I swear on Astra’s soul, that’s not why I came back.”

      I gave her a sharp look, but she seemed sincere—on that subject at least. But there was more to it than that. She hadn’t come back just to visit. That I knew. And I also knew I wouldn’t get the truth out of her.

      Daisy shoved a spoon into the bowl and sat at the table. I plated my toast and ambled into the living room. The sofa was covered in sheets, blankets, and pillows. I plopped into the overstuffed chair and reached for the remote, only to find Daisy and her cereal following from the kitchen.

      I nodded to the sofa. “Why didn’t you sleep on your bus?”

      She fiddled with the edge of the blanket. “I needed time away to think.”

      “About the documentary?”

      “What if they find out?”

      The words hung suspended in the air between us. What
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