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“Reality is always poor, weak stuff compared to magic.”

—Orson Welles
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Chapter 1: Look Homeward, Witch

As her Uber wheezed its way over the hill, Scarlett sat in the back, nervously sipping a coffee she should never have bought at all. She had a knot in her stomach, and the venti cappuccino with double espresso only tied it tighter.

Scarlett peered suspiciously out the window. Down in the valley, Oak Haven hid coyly behind a veil of autumn leaves, which made a patchwork quilt of crimson, amber, and evergreen. But she could still make out the roofs of familiar buildings—the curlicue of smoke from the tea shop chimney, the steeple of the local church. The distant town looked cozy and familiar, but there was a certain tremor in the air—something pricked at the edges of Scarlett’s vision. Has something changed down there? she wondered. Is something wrong? Or does it just seem different because I am?

Scarlett hadn’t intended to return to Oak Haven until she was carried there in a pine box. But her sister Delilah’s voicemail carried her trademark Don’t Question Me tone, all urgency and veiled accusation. Was there a fire at the family inn? Was there a corpse? Several? Delilah didn’t say.

The thought of returning home filled Scarlett with a nausea-inducing blend of gleeful anticipation and overwhelming dread. There was so much wonderful waiting for her down in that valley, and so much awful.

And then there was Nate, who was both.

“Excuse me, miss?” Marty the Uber driver tapped his phone. “My GPS seems to be on the fritz. The address you gave me isn’t registering.”

“Yeah,” Scarlett said resignedly. “That’ll happen. Don’t worry. I know where I’m going, unfortunately.”

“Sorry, what was that last part?”

“Nothing, Marty.” The closer Scarlett got to home, the tighter that knot in her stomach became. This is a mistake, she thought. No matter what Delilah said. I shouldn’t have come back. I don’t have the right. Not after what I did.

But … Too late now. “Take the next left.”

As the car approached the town center, Scarlett saw something shocking. Something appalling. Something she’d never seen in Oak Haven and never thought she’d see if she lived a thousand years.

A bright orange sign shaped like a diamond: ROAD WORK AHEAD.

“Road work?!”

“You’re in New England,” mansplained Marty. “There’s always road work due to the harsh weather. It’s just a part of living here.”

“Yeah, I grew up here, I’m familiar with the weather. But road work doesn’t exist in Oak Haven. We fix our roads with magic.”

He laughed. “That sure would be nice, wouldn’t it? Just get Glinda out here to snap her fingers?”

“I’m not joking. I’m a witch, my sisters are witches. All the women in Oak Haven are witches.”

“Uh-huh, sure. Of course you are! I guess even the Yellow Brick Road gets the occasional pothole, huh?”

Whatever, Scarlett thought. It didn’t matter if he believed her—he’d forget the entire conversation in about fifteen minutes. “Just take a right up here.”

In a region known for its crisp autumn air and cozy clapboard houses and pumpkin-spice everything, Oak Haven was by far the crispest, the coziest, the spiciest. The trees didn’t limit themselves to the basic orange, red, and yellow. No. In Oak Haven, trees turned sparkling apricot and twinkling sangria and shimmering bronze. And it wasn’t just about the foliage. The fall days were the perfect mix of warm sun and cool breeze, the evenings just chilly enough to demand a favorite sweater. The storefronts were adorned with wreaths of dried leaves and corn husks, while scarecrows stood vigil at every corner. Scarlett’s hometown boasted more cider-donut vendors per capita than anywhere in the United States. The air smelled vaguely of cloves all the time.

Oak Haven should have topped every leaf peeper’s bucket list. There should’ve been photo spreads in glossy travel magazines and fawning television segments from Oprah Winfrey.

Instead, few tourists made their way to Oak Haven. And those who managed to stumble into it? They experienced a fit of geographical amnesia as soon as they left. Google’s many attempts to map the area invariably failed. Local weather forecasters gave up talking about the village because they could never find it on their maps.

This collective forgetting was no accident. It was a spell. It was the same sort of spell that made the trees so spectacular and the weather so perfect. It was a spell deliberately cast and immaculately maintained by the village’s Elder Council of Witches. A council that Scarlett’s family had led for centuries.

“Wow,” Marty enthused. “This is gorgeous. Look at these cool old houses. Man, how is it I’ve never been here before?”

“You have,” Scarlett said. “You just don’t remember.”

“No way! I’d definitely remember all this.”

“Whatever you say.” There was no arguing with the forgetting.

“So, if you don’t mind my asking … how do you know about this place?”

“I grew up here.”

“Really?! And you left? Why would anybody leave a paradise like this?”

“Well, that’s a pretty personal question there, Marty.” The truth burbled up inside Scarlett like heartburn. You see, Marty, she thought, sometimes in life, a person makes a mistake so big—does a thing so unforgivable—that she can’t go home again, ever, no matter how much she may want to. So, she moves to San Francisco and pretends everything is okay. But Scarlett knew that was a little more honesty than Marty was prepared to handle. So instead, she went with her old standby—the answer she gave everyone who inquired why she hadn’t been home in a decade. “My family is nuts.” It wasn’t true, but it usually shut people up.

Not Marty. “Aww, c’mon, that’s no reason. Everyone’s family is nuts in some way or another.”

“Oh, sure. That’s Tolstoy right? All families are nuts in their own way?” Again, this was a joke Scarlett kept in the chamber, ready to be fired whenever someone got a little too nosy. “But you see, my family isn’t, like, low-salt peanuts nuts. My family is full-on, deluxe-roasted macadamias with wasabi peas nuts.” As always, this line left Scarlett with a sour feeling in her gut. They weren’t so bad, her family. She actually liked them rather a lot. But that wasn’t information she cared to share with Uber drivers.

“Sure, you say they’re crazy, but in the end, family is family, and families should be together. Don’t you think?”

“Together?” She laughed bitterly. “Trust me, bad things happen when we’re together, Marty. Very bad things.”

“Aw, I don’t believe that. You know what they say: ‘In times of test, family is best.’”

Good grief, she thought. Of all the Ubers in all the world, I had to get into Dr. Phil’s.

The car steadily rumbled along the winding road, passing by quaint homes with white picket fences and vibrant gardens.

Finally, they reached Galloping Hill Road, which led directly to the quintet of cobblestone streets that passed for Oak Haven’s “downtown.” But first, the car had to traverse Bonfire Creek, its banks lined with goldenrod and asters. The creek made a mirror, doubling the images of autumn trees along its bank. The gentle waters flowed beneath a charming, if dubious-looking covered bridge with barn-red sides and a mansard roof.

With a certain trepidation, Marty allowed his car to slowly cross the bridge. The aged wooden planks of the bridge groaned and creaked under the weight of the vehicle, and the scent of damp wood permeated the air. Marty released a little “hmmph …” sound, clearly questioning the decision to trust the fate of his precious Kia Sorento with the cranky old bridge.

“We kids used to jump off this bridge all the time,” Scarlett offered by way of distraction.

“Oh really … ?” He was staring out his window as the car rolled slowly forward, as if he could keep the bridge aloft by concentration alone.

“No, not really,” she admitted. “Bonfire Creek is pretty shallow, and the adults always warned us that we’d bust our heads open if we tried it. I did manage it once though.”

“Ah, good for you,” said Marty, who could not possibly care less about anything that did not involve the safety of his Kia.

“Of course, my parents completely flipped and grounded me for about three months, but … I say, worth it. I’m the only one who ever dove off that roof.”

But with a pang, Scarlett realized she hadn’t been home in a  decade. Maybe all the kids did it now. Maybe it was no big deal.

At last, the car was over the bridge and Marty could relax—sort of. He was probably already worrying about having to use the bridge again to get home.

As the Uber continued through the center of Oak Haven, Scarlett looked out the window and frowned. Something wasn’t right, and it wasn’t just the road work. All her favorite shops were still around: Spellbound Books; Henrietta’s music store; the All Who Wander travel agency. The lampposts were adorned with fresh garlands of vibrant leaves, overflowing flower boxes boasted clusters of cheerful chrysanthemums, and street parking remained free as ever. Everything seemed fine, but … something was off. No children in the town square, jumping in piles of raked leaves. No jack-o’-lanterns grinning from the windows. And …

Oh! She realized with a start. Where are the gourds?!

In Oak Haven, autumn had always meant gourds. Gourds in every shop window, gourds piled in the town square, gourds everywhere you looked. There were gourds shaped like swans and UFOs. There were gourds with warts and gourds with wings, bicolored, tricolored, and multicolored, too. Gourds by the hundreds, by the thousands—a parliament of gourds, a berserk of gourds, a madness. A level of gourd-intensity that could only be achieved via multiple spells maintained by a coven of gourd-obsessed witches.

But as the Uber made its way down Main, Scarlett saw no berserk of gourds. In fact, she saw none whatsoever.

Then she noticed the weather. It was just … okay. Not perfect, a little cloudy. Just … fine. That’s when she realized the gourds were just a symptom. The illness was normalcy.

Oak Haven looked like any other lovely, tastefully decorated New England village. It used to be an enchanted place. Now it was just a place.

Several days earlier, her sister Delilah had left an urgent voicemail, summoning Scarlett home immediately. At the time, Scarlett had just rolled her eyes, unable to imagine what her sister was all worked up about. But now, gazing out the window at her unrecognizably normal town, Delilah’s cryptic message became alarmingly clear: there was a problem with magic in Oak Haven.

The voicemail had said, “Scarlett, come home. It’s happening again.” And then, almost as an afterthought, “Oh and Nate’s been asking about you.” Click.



Dropping Nate’s name had been a cheap shot on Delilah’s part.

The will-they-or-won’t-they drama of teenage Scarlett and Nate had been closely followed by everyone in Oak Haven. After all, the two were children of the town’s most prominent families, the Melroses and the Williams. For that reason alone, many said that their union was fated from the start. And when witches tell you something is fate? They aren’t kidding. To the elders of Oak Haven, the tale of Scarlett and Nate wasn’t so much will-they-or-won’t-they but when-will-they-dammit.

Alas, the witches misunderstood something fundamental about teenagers: if you want them to do something, the worst thing you can do is tell them they should. The more Scarlett and Nate were told they were meant to be, the more they clung to the “friend zone.” The two were inseparable, yes, but platonically so—stubbornly, platonically so. They ignored the whispers, giggles, and side-eyes from all the opinionated observers in town, remaining steadfast in their commitment to chart their own, just-friends course.

And by the time Scarlett and Nate realized that the witches were probably right all along? It was far too late.



The Uber pulled up in front of a massive country inn with mansard roofs and wraparound porches and an unlikely number of turrets. There were elaborate gables and a giant bay window with images of the Salem witch trials in stained glass.

Marty just stared, his mouth half open. “What is this place?”

“My family business,” Scarlett said, letting herself out of the car. “Aka the wholesale mixed-nut factory.”

Marty got out to fetch Scarlett’s luggage. No sooner had he popped open the trunk than there was a great crash from the hotel’s highest turret. The crash was followed by a girlish shriek and the smashing of windows as a great plume of pumpkin-colored smoke shot out of the turret, circled the hotel, and lifted up into the sky. Day abruptly turned to night; there were lightning strikes and a clap of thunder, and a thousand gourds rained down. They tumbled onto the lawn and smashed across the sidewalk.

Then, the sun returned as quickly as it had gone. The birds went back to chirping, and Marty’s Kia was covered in gourd guts.

Up in the turret, a young woman with an unruly cloud of white-blonde hair leaned out the smashed window. “Is everybody okay down—OH MY GOD,” she squealed. “It’s Scarlett! Scarlett’s home! Scarlett! You’re home!”

“That I am.” The sight of her sister’s goofy grin pushed all of Scarlett’s dread to the side for a moment. She couldn’t help but smile, too. She shouted up at the turret, “How’s it going?”

“Terrible! There are no gourds in this dumb town.”

“I noticed! You’re working on a solution, I see.”

“Yeah, well.” Luna had a musical laugh. “Didn’t go as planned. Don’t move. I’ll be right down. Don’t you move!”

Marty gaped at Scarlett, then at his gourd-covered car, then at Scarlett again. “Family of mixed nuts, huh?”

“My baby sister Luna is the wasabi pea in that particular analogy.”

“Was that … uh … I mean, is she …”

“Was that magic? Is she a witch?” Scarlett allowed herself to enjoy Marty’s befuddlement. “Told you so.”

“And … are you?”

“A retired witch,” she admitted. “But now that I’m here, it’s strangely tempting to dive right back in. Hey, maybe I could de-gourd your car for you?”

“You know,” he said, slowly backing away, “I think I’m good. I’m overdue to visit the car wash.”

“Suit yourself, Marty.”

As the Uber hurried away, Scarlett gazed at her luggage, sitting in a puddle of exploded gourds. She glanced up at the porch, trying to force herself to approach.

Am I sure I want to do this?

Nope.

Is it too late to flee?

Luna’s cheerful face appeared at the hotel’s front door.

Yep.




Chapter 2: Anything You Can Do …

Luna galloped down the walkway. “Scaaaarlett!! You’re here!” Her flying hug nearly knocked Scarlett over. “I’m so happy. I’ve missed you!”

“Lulu! I missed you too! Okay, okay, let go … I can’t breathe!”

“No!” She squeezed even harder. “No, I want my ten years’ worth of hugs.”

“Sure, but not all at once.”

Luna pulled back and peered suspiciously into her sister’s eyes. “Why’d you stay away so long, anyway?”

“Me?! What about you? Why’d you stay away so long?”

“But … I haven’t.” Her baby sister made a face. “I mean … Yes, I travel all the time, and I’m not here very often. But I always come back for Christmas. You, on the other hand? Never.”

Scarlett felt like she’d been punched—all this time, she’d assumed Luna was her partner in the Avoiding Oak Haven Club. It was quite a shock to find she was the club’s sole member. “You come back?” she repeated numbly. “I didn’t know that.”

“Well, how could you, since you’re never here? What’s the trouble, Scar?” Luna squinted at her sister in her mischievous way, leaving it unclear whether she was kidding or not. “Are you mad at us?”

Scarlett gasped. “Oh no! Lulu, no! I’ve missed you so much. Even Grumpus in there—” she gestured at the inn. “I’ve even missed her.”

“Then why don’t you ever visit? Why never call, or write, or anything?”

Scarlett gazed into her sister’s watery blue eyes and could feel her heart cracking. “I uh … It’s just …” She shook her head and chuckled awkwardly. “It’s been a long day. Can we do this later?”

“You got it!” Luna hoisted one of Scarlett’s bags over her shoulder. “Let’s go inside.”

Scarlett picked up her other bag and followed. “Hey, how’s everything in Ankara?”

“Ankara?” Luna looked confused. “Oh, Ankara! No, I don’t live there anymore—Ankara was four addresses ago. I left there for Yokohama, then Easter Island, then—no, wait, five addresses. Ankara, then Yokohama, then Penguin, then Easter Island, and I flew here from Bo-Kaap yesterday.”

Scarlett laughed. “I’m sorry, there’s a place called Penguin?”

“It’s in Tasmania, silly.” Luna walked backward toward the porch and said with a sigh, “Boy, do we have a lot to catch up on!”

The first thing guests usually noticed about the lobby was the scent—a dependable potpourri of baked apples, cinnamon, and freshly brewed coffee. As a child growing up at the hotel, Scarlett had long assumed that this was what all air was supposed to smell like. But today, the smell was gone.

Everything else about the lobby appeared precisely as it always had. To the left, a semi-circle of overstuffed armchairs around a stone hearth, antique rag rugs scattered across the dark hardwood floor, and the old grandfather clock ticking rhythmically in the corner. To the right was a grand piano that had occupied that spot long before Scarlett was born. At the back sat a check-in counter with a polished marble top. Behind it, a grand wooden staircase led up to the inn’s suites. A winding banister curved gracefully upwards—a banister that Scarlett and her sisters had slid down a thousand times.

“Wow.” Scarlett looked around. “Place hasn’t changed one bit.”

“Mama likes what she likes—you know how it is.”

“Smells wrong, though.”

Luna nodded. “That’s the first thing I noticed, too.”

“Hello, Scarlett.” Delilah, the eldest of the sisters, stood like a centurion behind the reception desk. “You look older.”

“It’s been ten years, and that’s your opening line?” Scarlett put down her bag and cautiously approached. “I am older, Del. So are you. You look good, though.”

“Honest labor suits me.”

“Oh boy, here we go.” Scarlett sighed. “Still behind that old desk, I see. I think you were standing there when I left, weren’t you?”

“Well, somebody has to.”

“Delilah,” Scarlett said, “you asked me to come, remember?”

“I had very little confidence you would appear. Luna, you must be so pleased—Scarlett’s here, so you’ve won your bet.”

Scarlett frowned. “Wait … somebody was betting against me showing up?”

“Well …” Luna shrugged, embarrassed. “I bet that you’d come, that should count for something, right?”

“Who was betting against me?! Was it you, Del?”

“You know I never gamble.”

“If not you, then—” Scarlett stopped abruptly, because the girls’ mother entered the lobby from the dining room.

Scarlett’s breath caught in her chest. Mama looked … old. She’d known that would happen, of course—parents age, it’s part of the job. But still. Her hair, while still perfectly arranged, had gone gray. The lines in her face had deepened, and her shoulders had a certain curl, as though she was carrying a burden far heavier than she should bear.

It had been a long ten years.

Surprising Mama was nearly impossible, but the sight of Scarlett standing in the lobby certainly seemed to do the trick. “Scarlett?” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“Uh, wow, Mama. Nice to see you too …”

Luna flung her arm around her sister’s shoulder. “Surprise! You get both of us now. All your girls back together.”

“Yes, Scarlett, of course it’s nice to see you. That’s quite an interesting choice you’ve made with your hair.”

And there it is, Scarlett thought. How is it that I haven’t been home in ten years, but I step across that threshold, and I’m immediately eighteen again, and no time has passed at all? “Let’s see, how long was that, Mama? Ten seconds before the first dig? You’re slowing down in your old age.”

“Don’t be smart. Are you staying for the weekend?”

“The weekend?” Scarlett repeated. “I mean … I suppose I’m staying until whatever this situation is gets worked out.”

“What situation? There’s no situation! Delilah, are you telling people there’s a—”

“Obviously there’s a situation, Mama.”

Scarlett said, “I saw road work on the way here. What’s that about? Why isn’t the Road Spellwork Committee out there fixing it?”

“Well, yes, we’re having a minor hitch at the moment. It’s—”

“A hitch!” Delilah exclaimed.

Mama shook her head. “Everything is fine—”

“It’s really not …”

“—and Scarlett, you must be starving. Delilah, why don’t we go see what the kitchen can whip up for our prodigal here?”

Delilah rolled her eyes. “Prodigals get all the applause.” She stomped off to the kitchen.

A man in a green flannel work shirt, toolbox in hand, came jogging down the staircase into the lobby. Mama saw him first and smiled. “All set with the sink in 301?”

“Fixed,” he said. “What else can I do?”

Mama gestured toward the grand piano, and the two approached it for a discussion.

Scarlett stared openly. The handyman had the broad shoulders of a rugby player and the confident jawline of a superhero. She recognized the voice as Nate’s but the physique … how could it be? She grabbed her baby sister and dragged her across the room for a more private conversation. “Luna,” she whispered. “What happened to Nate?”

“What do you mean, what happened? He’s ten years older, is what happened—same as the rest of us.”

“No, but … um …” Scarlett stammered. “My Nate had acne and braces and a concave nerd-boy chest—”

“All of which he outgrew, ding dong. And pretty handsomely, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“Mind you saying? Why would I mind you saying?”

Luna shook her head and laughed. “Because of the thing you guys had.”

“There was no thing!” exclaimed Scarlett unconvincingly.

“Don’t be daft. The Ross and Rachel-y thing. Will they, won’t they, were they on a break, why is there a monkey, et cetera. Did you two ever get around to having an actual date? I can’t remember, it’s been so long now.”

“C’mon, there was never any monkey. And Nate and I were friends—that was it.”

“Exactly, you were friends like on Friends—see what you did there?”

“No way! There was no Friends-related … thing. That was just a fantasy circulated by all the old ladies in town.”

“Okaayy. Sure.” Luna’s eyebrows danced skeptically. “Whatever, Rachel. I’m gonna go help with the food. If we leave it up to Delilah, we’ll be eating some sort of quinoa-based gruel.” Then she was gone.

Scarlett turned her attention to the piano, where Mama said, “All right, Nate, so you’re clear on the task? The piano hasn’t been moved in thirty years, so the casters may need some convincing.”

“Consider it done,” Nate said solemnly. “WD-40 is my friend.”

She nodded and headed for the kitchen, while Nate crawled under the piano on his back, the better to inspect the casters.

Scarlett approached the piano slowly, like it was a bomb that might go off. “Hey, you.”

Nate sat up, smacking his head on the underside of the piano. “Dammit!” He crawled out from under and stood, rubbing his forehead. “Scarlett. Of course the first time I see you involves a headache. Plus, I’ve lost a bet.”

“You!” Scarlett exclaimed. “You bet against me?”

He shrugged. “Not one word in ten years. Felt like my odds were good.”

“Thanks a bunch … Anyway … it’s nice to see you, Nate.”

“Uh, yeah.”

They stared at each other for a beat, then quickly looked away.

“You uh, you look good,” he said to the piano.

“Me, or the piano?”

He flushed, embarrassed. “I should get back to this—your mom wants the piano in the ballroom.”

“Seriously though—why?”

“Apparently the Gilbert and Sullivan Society will be arriving soon, and they all need lots of space for … various … piano-related … . Oh I don’t know, I’m just doing what your mom asked.”

“I see. So, you are the very model of a modern major piano mover.”

Nate sighed. “That’s the third time I’ve heard that joke today.”

“Buckle up, it’s gonna be a long weekend. But why are you moving it when one of us could just—” She flicked her fingers, suggesting a spell.

“Please don’t. Magic has been all … I dunno, weird lately. Anyway, I heard you gave up magic when you left town.”

“True,” Scarlett admitted. “Ten years without.”

“Well, you’ve only been home for five minutes—maybe pace yourself.”

“Maybe … or maybe, doing your job better than you can is the perfect way for me to kick off this visit.”

“Did you see the gourds?” Nate pointed at the door. “Looks like a haunted house exploded out there.”

“That’s Luna, though; her spells are always crazy. Come on, let me move the piano for you.”

“Delilah says there’s something off with magic right now,” Nate said. “She doesn’t want it used in the hotel unless absolutely necessary.”

Deep down, Scarlett knew that if Del was saying something was wrong, then it probably was. But she’d been away so long, spent so much time resisting her powers and pretending to be like everyone else … Finding herself among her own witchy kind, the urge to connect with that side of herself suddenly became irresistible. “C’mon, let me do this—consider it a homecoming gift from me to you.”

Nate shook his head. “Your sister forbids it.”

“In that case, I really want to do it.”

“Scarlett, please don’t …”

“I can move this piano better than you can, Nate.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, I can.

“No, you—dammit, Scarlett, I’m not doing a duet with you. Cut it out.”

“Watch me.” She focused her energy on the piano and gave a graceful flick of her wrist.

“Scarlett, don’t—”

The air turned somehow electric, and the piano shuddered. It raised six inches off the floor and hovered there as if awaiting further instruction. “Told you,” she said smugly. “Everything’s fine.”

Everything was not fine. All eighty-eight keys lifted off the keyboard and soared around the lobby like a white-and-black snake. The keys played a quick rendition of “Für Elise” and then dropped to the floor like ivory-and-ebony raindrops. The rest of the piano heaved itself four feet higher in the air and then smashed itself to pieces on the floor.

Scarlett’s jaw dropped open. My God, she thought, I forgot how much I fucking hate it when Delilah is right.

“Nice work, Scar.” Nate sighed. “Welcome home.”




Chapter 3: It’s Going to be a Bumpy Night

The tuneful crash brought Delilah and Luna racing in from the kitchen.

Luna gasped. “The piano!”

“Seriously, Scarlett?” Delilah said angrily. “You’ve been here five minutes!”

“Oi, wot’s all this bloomin’ hubbub, then, eh?” An improbably tall, alarmingly thin man peered down from the first-floor landing. He wore a fuzzy hotel bathrobe, accessorized with an oversized top hat and a droopy mustache. His theatrical Cockney accent was only slightly more believable than Dick Van Dyke’s. “Wot’s ’appened to the peace and quiet of me ’ome away from ’ome?”

“It’s okay, Max,” Nate called out reassuringly. “Nothing to worry about, just a little … piano apocalypse. Everything’s under control.”

“It don’t sound ’ardly controlled, now do it?!” said the mustached man.

“Just a little mishap. We’re fine; you can go back to your room.”

“All right then, I’m off,” he huffed, “but if I’da wanted to stay at bleedin’ Fawlty Towers, I wouldda bloody done it, right! You lot best sort it out, sharpish.”

“Who the hell was that?” Scarlett asked.

“That’s Max,” replied Luna. “He’s very sweet.”

“Sweet is not the word I’d use,” Delilah said. “He goes by Maximillian the Magnificent. He’s been staying here the past few months.”

“Months?” repeated Scarlett. “Since when does the inn have guests who stay for months?”

“Uhh, I dunno, Scar,” Delilah said sarcastically. “Since we started having hardly any guests at all? Somewhere around there, I guess?”

“Maximillian thinks he’s some kind of magician,” Nate said. “And today he apparently also thinks he’s English?”

Delilah corrected, “Technically speaking, he is a magician. The English part, I won’t vouch for. Pretty sure he was Swedish yesterday. Regardless, he is a right bloody pain in me arse, eh wot?”

Scarlett frowned. “Since when do men in this town have magic?”

“Oh, I never said he had real magic. Maximillian is the non-powered, card-trick-performing, saw-the-lady-in-half type of magician.”

Luna added, “He invited me to go see him at work tomorrow.”

Nate wiggled his eyebrows. “He has a rabbit named Quentin.”

“And he likes to play the piano in our lobby,” said Delilah pointedly. “Or rather, he used to. But, now, thanks to Scarlett—”

“Oh my God, Del, it was an accident, obviously. I’m really sorry …”

“Nate,” Delilah said, “didn’t you tell her not to use—”

“Please,” Nate snarked. “You think she listens to me?”

“Hey!” Scarlett exclaimed. “You gave me no indication that would happen!”

“What are you talking about, Scar? I literally said, do not do magic!”

“Sure, but you didn’t make it clear how bad it would actually—”

“Are you kidding me?!” he interrupted.

As the bickering swirled around them, Delilah and Luna exchanged glances, and Luna grinned. “Nice to see some things never change.”

“Everyone, pay attention to me now!” Zahir, the hotel chef, appeared in the doorway. He was pushing a wheeled cart, overburdened with platters and trays and tureens containing all manner of deliciousness. “Everyone to the dining room!”

Scarlett grinned and meant it for the first time since she’d arrived. “Zahir! I’m back, can you believe it?” Zahir was practically a brother to Scarlett and her sisters. His parents had been co-head chefs of the inn when they were kids, so Zahir had grown up alongside the Melrose girls—racing up and down the halls, terrorizing the guests. Now it seemed Zahir had stepped up to replace his parents and carry on the family tradition. Unlike certain other bad children Scarlett could name.

But as Scarlett moved to hug Zahir, Mama swooped in from the kitchen. “Ladies who have made messes need to address their messes before dining.” She departed without pausing for any objections.

Delilah grinned like the cat who’d just inherited the entire canary factory. “No messes made by me. Guess I’m digging in first.” She marched after Mama, leaving Scarlett at the mercy of the wrecked piano.

“Zahir,” Scarlett said, “isn’t it a little early for dinner? It’s, like, four o’clock!”

He wrinkled up his forehead. “How many years has it been since you have had my family’s cooking?”

“That would be ten,” she admitted.

“Then I would have to say that your dinner is extremely late.” That established, he turned and rolled his gorgeous-smelling cart into the dining room.

Luna was on her way outside to deal with the gourds on the lawn, but she turned back. “Just think of it as afternoon tea—we’ll pretend we’re Brrrrrrrrrritish!” She gave a perfectly royal curtsy and danced out the door.

“Hey,” Nate called after her. “You want some garbage bags or … ?” But Luna was long gone. “Never mind, I guess.” He bent down to pick up one of the larger pieces of the piano. He slung it over one shoulder like it was nothing. The sight set off a flutter in Scarlett’s chest that she very much did not appreciate.

“You know, I’m not sure I understand this new Nate Williams,” she said to him playfully. “Whatever happened to the ninety-eight-pound weakling who used to help me with my algebra homework?”

“Who used to do your algebra homework, you mean.” He picked up a second plank of the piano to carry in his free hand. This was really getting ridiculous. “Wait here, I’m going to take these pieces down to the basement for safekeeping. I’m sure I can turn them into something useful—end tables or something. And I’ll grab you a broom—you can start sweeping up the small pieces.”

Nate turned to carry the piano rubble downstairs, unintentionally providing Scarlett with a view of his back, which was every bit as enticing as his front.

“Oh for crying out loud …” she muttered.

“What’s that?” he called back.

“Nothing! Nothing at all …” Scarlett crossed her arms over her chest and rocked back and forth on her heels. “Go on, go grab a broom for the witch … that’s so original.”



Nate brought the broom and a dustpan, and Scarlett set about tidying the floor while he made a pile of the remaining salvageable pieces.

“So, Nate,” she said as casually as she could. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I help your mom out sometimes, no big deal.”

“No, not here. I mean in Oak Haven. Didn’t you want out of this town even more than I did? Whatever happened to Mr. Get out of Dodge?”

“Dunno, Scar. Whatever happened to Ms. Stay Home Forever?”

“Ouch.” Scarlett took a step back, stung. “You know exactly what happened.”

“You’re right.” Nate paused, then spoke more gently. “Shouldn’t joke about all that.”

They worked in silence for a while, awkwardness hanging over them like an indoor rain cloud. They were both relieved when Luna returned, brushing some remaining gourd guts off her dress.

“All done,” she chirped.

“That quick?” Scarlett gazed at the appalling piano mess all over the floor.

Luna held the front door open so the other two could see her handiwork. She’d transformed all the smashed gourds into pumpkins and neatly lined them along the walkway. “You can’t really see from here,” she explained, “but if you go outside, you’ll see they’re all carved with the faces of famous topiarists.” With that, Luna went skipping into the dining room, no further questions permitted.

Scarlett and Nate were left staring. “Can you name a single famous topiarist?” she asked.

“I’m not sure I know what a topiarist is,” Nate replied.

“Someone who designs ornamental plants—you know, topiaries?” Scarlett smiled slyly. “I mean, duh.”

“Ohhhh,” Nate said with a laugh. “A topiarist, why didn’t I think of that? Well sure, of course there’s tons of famous ones, there’s … um … nah. Kidding. I have no clue.”

“Some guy at Windsor Castle? Probably?”

Nate chuckled and went back to lumber stacking. “How’s San Francisco these days? You guys have got, what … Alcatraz, Google, and terrible weather. Is that about the size of it?”

She grinned. “Perfect description—you’ve really nailed it.”

“What’s that saying? The coldest winter I ever knew was the summer I spent in San Francisco?”

“Yeah yeah yeah. Whoever said that was full of it.” Scarlett emptied the dustpan into the trash and knelt down on the floor to gather up the escaped piano keys. “Seriously, I love it there. Lots of interesting people, great restaurants, very lively.”

“By interesting people, you mean interesting witches?”

“No, not at all! I mean, I’m sure there are covens around; I just don’t participate. Nope, I live a completely normal life. I work in an office, I bike everywhere, buy groceries, binge Netflix, sleep seven hours, and start over again.”

Nate made a face. “Seriously? You like living like that?”

“I happen to love living like that!” But as soon as the words came out of her mouth, Scarlett knew she’d oversold it. “I mean, it’s cool. It’s good.”

“Sounds horrible.”

“I’m sorry, who are you again?” She stood up, ebony-and-ivory-filled hands on her hips. “So far as I know, you haven’t left this town even once in your whole life, but you’re going to stand there judging me? Like you know me or something?”

“I used to know you pretty well, Scar.”

“You haven’t seen me in ten years, Nate.”

“Whose fault is that?”

Scarlett boggled at this. “Um, both of ours? I mean, who was it who couldn’t wait to leave Oak Haven? Deny thy father and refuse thy name—that was supposed to be you, wasn’t it? Who covered the walls of his bedroom with maps? Who had lists of every roadside attraction he was going to visit? Have you scratched the World’s Largest Ball of Twine off your bucket list yet?”

“All right, fine.” Nate raised his hands in surrender. “I haven’t seen you for ten years—I’m not kicking things off with an argument. Let me finish up here and you go have dinner with your family. After all, they haven’t seen you in a decade either.”

Scarlett’s eyes widened. “Wow, that was a shot! Somebody’s been spending too much time with Delilah.”

“Well, Delilah’s been here, so yeah. I tend to spend time with people who are here.”

“Fine, be like that.” Scarlett stepped back, her arms raised in surrender. “Maybe consider whether this embittered Bette Davis routine of yours really matches with the whole Captain America look you’re going for. But, you do you.” She marched off toward the dining room.

Alone in the lobby, Nate gazed down at his neatly piled piano wreckage. “Huh,” he muttered. “Me? Captain America?”




Chapter 4: Royale with Cheese

Scarlett paused at the threshold between lobby and dining room, realizing too late that she was about to go from dealing with Nate to dealing with her mother. Very much a “frying pan to fire” sort of situation.

Oh well, she thought. I’m in it now …

It was dinner time, and the Stargazer Inn should’ve been bustling with activity. After all, the inn wasn’t just the best place in Oak Haven to stay, it was also the best place to dine. But instead, tonight an eerie silence hung in the air.

The fire in the massive stone fireplace crackled and spat, but there was no one for it to warm. The cheerful buttercup yellow of the wainscoting and countryside wallpaper felt cruelly out of place. Crisp white linens, vintage china, and gleaming cutlery sat untouched, patiently awaiting guests who never arrived.

“Zahir,” Scarlett whispered to the chef. “Where is everybody?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Everyone, sit! Allow me to present the food.”

The women sat down, instinctively arranging themselves in the same spots they’d occupied at every meal since the girls were out of high chairs: Mama at the far end, Delilah to her right, and Scarlett and Luna side by side on her left. The seat at the head of the table remained empty—that was Papa’s chair and it would never be filled again. Scarlett angled her body toward her sister, away from Papa’s chair; she knew wouldn’t be able to swallow a single bite if she could see it.

“Tonight,” Zahir announced, “I have prepared an autumnal feast for you all. Here we have pan-seared lobster medallions with a lemon-herb sauce, pumpkin gnocchi in sage brown butter, maple-glazed butternut squash, and a roasted vegetable medley with brussels sprouts, carrots, and parsnips. And for the prodigals, two special dishes to celebrate their return. For Luna, to honor her world travels, I offer Miso Lamb Empanadas with Harissa Yogurt and Tamarind Sauce—combining flavors from her recent addresses in Turkey, Japan, and Chile.”

“Oh, Zahir!” She seemed  touched and even a little misty. “Thank you.”

“Welcome home. And for that one—” he pointed at Scarlett “—I have created what I call the Scarlett Special: a school of pan-seared sardines on a bed of couscous.”

“Sounds great but, um.” Scarlett frowned at her old friend. “Why is that a Scarlett Special, exactly?”

“Obviously, it is a reference to your most famous childhood exploit. You, diving off the covered bridge? Turning yourself into a school of fish on the way down?”

“That’s so funny,” she said, smiling. “I was just remembering that on the drive over here.”

“Well, your notoriety has not diminished all these years later,” Zahir replied. “Oh, by the way, the couscous represents the rocky bed of the river where you nearly cracked open your tiny fishy heads. Ladies, enjoy. Bon appétit!” He pushed the cart back through the dining room and into the kitchen.

“Well, Luna,” Scarlett said amiably, “I guess I’ll have to ask you to pass the sardines. I’m not really a fan, but if this dish is named after me, I can’t refuse.”

Luna put a single sardine on her plate—mostly out of solidarity—and passed it along. “I remember when you did that spell! We were all daring each other to jump off the bridge, but it was forbidden because the water was so shallow? Of course we all talked endlessly about doing it anyhow. The boys would brag that they’d be the first ones to jump. But inevitably we’d get up to the bridge and realize that it did look pretty shallow and the rocks did look pretty sharp … and we’d all chicken out. And then you suddenly said, ‘Hang on! It’s not too shallow if you’re fish.’ And over you went.”

“Oh, that scared me.” Delilah shuddered. “I thought you’d said, if you’re a fish, not fish as a collective. I was picturing you turning yourself into a whale and beaching yourself on the riverbed.”

“No, no, no,” Scarlett said with a laugh. “Just teeny fishies!”

Mama put down her fork. “It’s not funny.”

“Mama, it was, what, about a dozen years ago? Seems like it all worked out.”

“Worked out,” Mama repeated archly. “Better to say you got away with it. If even one of those teeny fishies had swum away, rather than returning to join the others? If just one went off on its own? You would have been unable to reassemble yourself. You’d have been trapped in that state forever. You took a terrible risk that day, Scarlett. And why? To impress your friends? It was reckless and very selfish, if you ask me.”

Scarlett glanced at her sisters, both of whom had eyebrows raised as if to say, now you’ve done it. She turned sheepishly to her mother. “I take it that’s a no from you on the sardines then?”

Suddenly the lights flickered, and the room was transformed into Jack Rabbit Slim’s from Pulp Fiction—a 1950s-style Hollywood diner in which the waitstaff dressed as dead celebrities. A waiter costumed as Buddy Holly stood at their table, impatiently demanding, “Who ordered the five-dollar shake?”

The lights flickered again and everything returned to normal—the quiet dining room restored to its usual self.

“Oh yeah, so …” Delilah said blandly. “That’s happening.”

At first glance the Stargazer dining room was a typical New England space in every way. But thanks to witchcraft, the room could be easily transformed into any type of venue a situation might require. Delilah told Scarlett that recently the dining room had served as a medieval jousting tournament for Mel Barnes’s retirement party, a private Taylor Swift concert for the Friedman bat mitzvah, a red-and-gold festooned dining hall for the Chatterjee wedding, and the set of Pulp Fiction for the fortieth birthday of
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