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The first time I meet Letty, I'm left confused and speechless.

Early morning fall days are quiet and boring in my shop, Toil and Trouble. Ji is asleep on the counter, and I'm resting my elbows on it, staring into my teacup and watching it grow cold.

Yverwood doesn't bore me though. It's my home, the place I keep my bones, tether myself. Wutherford acts so bored of it all the time, as if he'd leave if he didn't have history and a promise to his parents he'd look after their shop. I would never dream of leaving.

Loneliness is a more apt description. Since he became utterly taken with his client, Reeser, I've not seen near enough of my best friend since childhood. And when I do, Wutherford is a withered, worn-out mess. Whatever he's doing is taking a lot out of him.

I get the feeling Ezra—our supposedly mutual friend—knows what's up, though I haven't managed to wring the answer out of them. Frustrating, to say the least, having known both of them so long.

I sigh and watch the leaves fall outside. It's the season of harvest and All Hallows, and the most interesting time of the year by far. Ghouls and ghosts, magic and mayhem, and tourists are all more abundant. And yet I’m not feeling the joy of the season, my worries about my friends distracting me from everything I normally love about this time of year.

Ji rolls over, and I rub the cat's belly, earning a purr. The door jangles as it opens, making Ji scare and roll off the counter with a mrow. I half expect to be witness to the rare sight of a cat not landing on their feet and am disappointed. Still, it's always amusing seeing a cat get spooked. They're so indignant about it.

"Welcome to Toil and Trouble!" I say to the customer.

She's wearing a frilly, black lace dress, cut off above the knees, with striped leggings and heeled, pointed shoes. Her face is bright and her hair brighter, a brilliant fire red, falling in gentle waves at her shoulders. She grins at me. 

I've never seen her before. Is she a tourist or new resident?

"Hello! What a cute shop! Oh, you have hats! I need a hat!" She zooms to the hat rack, humming happily as she picks up a couple, inspects them, then returns them to the hooks.

I've never seen anyone so enthusiastic about witch’s hats. Not even tourists. A new resident then?

"Meow, that was scary!" Ji jumps back on the counter and stretches. "Who's the customer?"

I shake my head in silence. The customer seems not to notice Ji's question. So, back to her being a tourist. Not a witch or warlock. If she was, she'd hear Ji.

"Oh! This one!" She grabs up a hat with purple ribbon and puts it on her head, slightly crooked. "How do I look?"

"Like a witch," I say.

"Perfect!" She twirls, her lacey dress fanning out. I'm taken aback at how suddenly entranced I am by a simple thing. "I'll take it!" she says.

I’m still thinking about the twirl of her skirt and it takes a second to come back to myself. "Right. Five yve," I blurt, feeling like I drank one of the fever potions I sell school kids while their parents aren't looking.

She pulls some coins from her pocket and places them in my hand, light, soft fingers grazing mine and putting me under her spell again. If I hadn't witnessed her ignorance of Ji, I'd question if she's using a spell to make herself so alluring.

She could do that without a spell. Make a person entranced. There are potions (usually used on the person you want to notice you, or love, and generally frowned upon by witches) and charms (which though less harmful, are unpredictable in the ways of love). Perhaps it's some other kind of magic. Magic that isn’t magic at all, but natural chemistry that has nothing to do with a potion.

"I'm Letty," she says.

"A-Aren," I stammer, still under her strange effect. "They them, please," I add, since she's new here.

"She her. Thanks for the hat, Aren. It's perfect. See you around." She smiles and waves as she twirls towards the door, and just like that, she's gone.

I gape at the door.

"What's wrong with you?" Ji asks.

"Huh? Nothing." My face heats and I hurry into the back to put on some tea. Maybe iced tea—it’s so hot in here all of a sudden. 

I wonder if I will see her again. I'm no fortune teller, but I hope so.

"Someone got a bite from the love bug?" Ji teases as I sit at the counter with an iced chai.

"Oh, hush. It's not like that," I say, but my face is hot.

Not that she isn't attractive. I'm into women (only women in fact). It's more that she's mysterious, interesting. I never get to solve any mysteries; those are all left for people like exorcists.

I do prefer my quiet, not dangerous life. Letty doesn't seem dangerous, but she does seem interesting. And I want to figure her out.

The bell chimes and I perk up, but it's only Wutherford.

"Wutherford," I greet with a light smile.

“Wutherford!” Ji echoes, running to meet him.

"Hello, Aren." He looks like he hasn't slept. He probably hasn't. His new client keeps him busy. "Do you have my charm ready?"

Business today, then. I miss when he came only for my company.

"Yes, one moment." I run in back to get it for him. "Will you stay for tea? Or coffee?" He certainly looks like he could use a cup or three.

Wutherford must read something desperate in my eyes, because he sighs, takes a hand through his wild hair, and shakes his head.

"I'm sorry I haven't visited as much lately."

"Promise you will soon?" I give him my best pleading look.

"Soon," he says with a tired smile.

"I get it." I don't really, but I want him to know I support him, no matter what.

"What have you been up to?" He asks while I'm retrieving his charm order.

"Oh, you know. Making potions, breaking things, the usual," I say.

"And crushing on some girl," Ji adds.

"Ji!" My face is hot again.

"A crush?" Wutherford asks, intrigue in his voice.

"It's nothing. Just some girl who bought a hat." A cute girl, a maybe posing as a witch, tourist girl. Oh, my heart. 

"If you say so." He winks. "I should be going. Take care, Aren. And good luck." I frown back at him in response.

"Later, Rob," I say, because I know he hates being called anything but his full names. I snicker when he makes a face at me.

I sigh and head in back to prepare a couple potions.
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The next time I bump into Letty, it's at the coffee shop, Cauldron's Bubble.

"Hey, Aren!" Cole greets, brightly and enthusiastically as ever. "What would you like today?"

"A pumpkin mocha latte, please."

“Good choice.” Cole grins as he punches in my total. As I'm dropping my coins in his hand, he leans forward, whispering, “Hey, Aren?"

"Hm?" I raise my brow.

“I wanna do something special for Niko.” He glances over his shoulder briefly. Niko’s using the cappuccino machine at the moment so he probably won’t hear us. “The anniversary of Joel is coming up. I wanna make sure he like, feels really special and loved, you know?”

"What'd you have in mind?" I ask.

"I want it to be a magical night."

"Magical, huh?" A smirk tilts my lips.

"I was thinking, since he loves movie night, what if there was a way to make it more immersive..."

My smirk turns into a grin. "I can work with that. Just name the movie."

Cole is a complete workaday, magicless as they come, despite his parents and sibling, Ezra, all having some semblance of magic or magical gifts. So, if he wants to create something magical, he needs a little help, which is where people like me who make potions and charms come in. For all the workadays, wenders with only elemental abilities, or those with differing skillsets, such as warlocks, I provide potions and charms to help do the job, make things magical, and all other manner of things.

Cole grins back at me and covertly jots the movie down on a napkin, which I stash safely in the pocket of my cloak. As if nothing happened, he calls my order to Niko, and I wait at the other end of the counter for it.

The shop bell jingles, signaling a new customer's arrival.

"What can I get you?" Cole, the baristo, asks.

"Oh, so many things here!" Letty's voice says. I glance over at her. She puts a finger on her chin, looking curiously at the menu board. She's wearing the hat she bought from my shop.

I try not to gawk, focusing hard on the worn countertop instead.

"Aren!" She zips over to me. "What'd you get?"

A cauldron is bubbling in my belly as I look up at her, and all of a sudden, it's as if a frog is inhabiting my esophagus, closing my voice off. All the comes out is the throat frog's croak.

"Aren got pumpkin mocha latte," Nike says, conveniently arriving at the pick-up area to hand me my drink. "You want that?"

"Yes!"

"Cole will ring you up," Niko says before leaving.

I sip at my drink aggressively, even though it's far too hot to be doing that and burns my tongue.

Letty skips over to me after paying and does a little curtsy. I get caught up staring at her pretty face and purple lace dress. "Aren! How are you?" She asks. I barely hear her.

I sip even more of my pumpkin mocha so I don't have to answer, because I'm not sure I'm capable of actual words thanks to the throat frog, and she's so dang cute. "Mmm-mm," I hum out, meaning for it to sound like some semblance of I'm fine, hopefully.

It's been entirely too long since I had a crush on a girl, and I'm flailing inside. How do I talk to people? I've never been good at it, but now I remember nothing useful.

"Here's your drink," Niko
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