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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          IPSWICH-BY-THE-SEA, MASSACHUSETTS

        

      

    

    
      “Cut it off, Jen. I mean it this time. Cut it all off.”

      Jenna Wren smiled at Hannah Greer’s reflection in her salon mirror. It was oval-shaped—the mirror, that is—topped by soft white lights that were neither too harsh nor too dim, and otherwise framed by a photo collage of Jenna’s kids, a favorite Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, and the postcard her friend Flora had sent the last time she’d gone to Scotland. It depicted a herd of sheep crowding down a narrow country road with the words Rush Hour In Scotland printed in plaid beneath it. Jenna still found it funny enough to crack a smile whenever she noticed it.

      “You know you don’t really want me to do that,” Jenna said to Hannah, wishing she had a dollar for every time she’d heard one of her clients say those same words. Whenever drastic times called for drastic measures, more often than not women seemed to take aim at their hair.

      Not that Jenna was complaining. After all, if not for those drastic measures, she’d be unemployed.

      “Yes, I do want you to do it,” Hannah insisted. “I want you to cut it off.”

      Jenna slanted her a shrewd glance. “No, you don’t.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t. And you know it.”

      A blow-dryer clicked on and started humming somewhere behind them, but Hannah only huffed louder. An attractive woman in her late thirties, she uncrossed and then re-crossed her shapely legs, the result of, she assured Jenna, countless hours spent trudging on the elliptical. She kicked at the cottony skirt she wore for added effect.

      Hannah Greer wanted to make certain everyone knew she was perturbed. Jenna could only smile to herself. Hannah could always be counted on to add a bit of drama to a typical busy Saturday at IpSnips Salon. And that drama almost always had something to do with whatever ill-advised thing her husband, Jim, had recently done.

      Once he’d “fertilized” her prized rose bushes with something that had turned them brown and as brittle as winter twigs.

      Another time he’d tried to “help” with the laundry. By the end of the spin cycle, all of Hannah’s Victoria’s Secret lingerie had turned a drab and mottled shade of green-gray, victim to the old army fatigues which he’d tossed into the washing machine along with them.

      Men.

      Who else would wash lace-trimmed tangas and push-up bras with dingy hunting camouflage?

      Although Hannah had yet to reveal Jim’s latest careless venture, Jenna knew it was only a matter of time before the whole tragic tale came pouring past that perfect Lancôme pout.

      But first, Hannah had to decide just what she was going to do to punish him.

      She seemed to deliberate for a moment, but in the end, she stuck with her original plan. Her hair, and the removal thereof. She grabbed a handful of the honey-blonde stuff that currently fell to the middle of her back. Next to her pet toy poodle, Muffin, everyone who knew Hannah knew her luscious mane was her pride and joy. With a tortured sigh, she held it up in a gesture of sacrifice to Jenna’s waiting styling shears.

      “No, I mean it. Cut. It. Off. All of it. Make it a short as Sam’s.”

      Jenna glanced across the salon to where her eleven-year-old son was currently hunched in front of the salon’s computer, doing battle against the Internet army of his friend, Tim, from across the World Wide Web—or rather from just across the street, since Tim lived three houses down on the corner. The crew cut Sam typically sported throughout the summer months had only just begun to grow out for fall.

      “Hannah Greer,” Jenna said, tucking her own straight, just-below-the-chin bob of black hair behind one silver-hooped ear. “I will not cut off your hair simply because you’re angry at your husband, and do you want to know why? Because you’ll go home. He’ll apologize for whatever it is he did this time. He’ll bring home flowers. Take you out to dinner at Antonio’s in the North End. Probably buy you that new dishwasher down at Wilson’s Appliances that you’ve had your eye on. And you know what will happen then?”

      Hannah’s shell-pink lips puckered into a frown. “What?”

      “You’ll look at yourself in the mirror, see your hair—or the lack thereof—and all that anger you feel right now for Jim will be redirected. At me. I’ve been through this enough times before with enough other angry wives to have learned by now. No, Hannah, I’m not cutting off your hair to get back at Jim.”

      Hannah simply stared at Jenna.

      Emma, the stylist at the adjacent chair, shot Jenna a sympathetic glance in the mirror over Mrs. Chambers foil-topped head. Emma was young, barely twenty-three, and newly certified. She was tall and slender with a fall of shoulder-length, dark-blonde hair and a face like that of a beloved kid sister, freckled from the sun. Both she and Mrs. Chambers, the village librarian and who was about as ancient as Emma was young, were listening raptly to the verbal sparring going on between Jenna and Hannah, waiting to see what resulted from the apparent impasse.

      “But what I will do,” Jenna went on, crossing her arms over her aqua-colored smock, “is this. First, I will get you a pot of my special ‘Husbands Can Be Such Idiots’ tea…”

      Apple blossom, Jenna noted to herself. Yes, definitely tea made from apple blossom and a hint of lily of the valley tossed in for peace and harmony, too.

      “After the tea,” she went on, “when you’re feeling more yourself again, I will trim your hair and style it. Then we’ll finish up with ‘The Works’—a facial, manicure, makeover, you name it—so that when you do go out with Jim for dinner tonight, you’ll turn the head of every other man there.”

      That, Jenna thought, and the added little damiana amulet she would include for good measure, ought to have more than a few of the locals looking at Hannah Greer through appreciative male eyes—and that was sure to make Jim behave into the new year.

      As Jenna had hoped, the prospect of making her husband jealous held far more appeal than ruining her beloved hair. Hannah smiled in wicked delight.

      “Let me have it then, ‘The Works,’ and spare nothing. I’ll even have my toes done. Paint them poppy red so they’ll really stand out in that sweet little pair of Jimmy Choo sling backs I saw in the boutique next door. Spotted them in the window on my way here, but I wasn’t going to buy them because they’re far too pricey. You know, the kind of shoes you wear only once a year, with that oh so certain outfit? But you know what? I am going to buy them. And I’ll leave the receipt in the bag so that man can see just how much they cost. He deserves it for what he did.”

      Hannah fumed through a silent moment. Had Jenna not known better, she’d have sworn she could see smoke coming out of the woman’s ears. And then…

      “Well?” Hannah finally asked. “Don’t you want to know what it was that he did?”

      Jenna glanced at her watch. It had only taken her seventeen seconds. Surely a new record.

      And even before Jenna could respond, Hannah launched into a litany of the most recent marital catastrophe that had brought her to the tidy little red saltbox at Number Eight Elm Street.

      Jenna Wren’s salon was the place most of the women in Ipswich-by-the-Sea came to at times when they might find themselves in need of a “healing touch.” Healing was something the women in her family had been doing in one way or another for generations. Back in the earliest times, many had practiced as midwives, or village wise women, dispensing their knowledge of herbs to heal the sick or ease the suffering of their neighbors. Others, such as her mother, had turned their talents to baking, or what some might call modern-day brewing. Jenna’s gift was in helping women to feel attractive, boosting their confidence, so that they could feel empowered, rejuvenated, both inside and out.

      Jenna knew specific herbs that would make hair glisten and others that soothed frazzled, overworked nerves. Some, when used properly, could even help melt away those few unwanted pounds. She knew of plants that when mixed in a certain combination could virtually erase the dreaded crow’s feet, firming sagging skin more safely than Botox. And at other times, Jenna could even cast the occasional spell when it was called for.

      But the most important part of dispensing with any of her "magic" was in being a good listener first. Jenna smiled and nodded sympathetically, throwing in an “Oh!” and a “He didn’t!” whenever Hannah paused to draw breath, all while she shampooed Hannah’s hair with a calming chamomile and lavender concoction.

      Behind the buzz of the blow-dryer and the murmur of conversation, the earthy strains of Enya soothed its way through the salon in surround sound. The teapot was always ready, and a soft fire crackled in the corner hearth where cushy armchairs had been set and where there was always a selection of well dog-eared novels from Mrs. Evanson’s bookshop. Here at IpSnips, women could forget about the carpool, the 5 a.m. hockey practices, the groceries that needed buying. Through that simple wooden door, they could step into another place where their bosses, their husbands, were a world away, where that bothersome text couldn’t possibly reach them, where ruined lingerie no longer seemed to matter. Cell phones were urged to be deposited in a basket by the door, and there wasn’t a clock ticking away on any wall. Whether it took twenty minutes or two hours, each client left IpSnips feeling physically, spiritually, and emotionally reborn…

      … as if by magic.

      If only Jenna could find a way to treat herself to some of her own brand of healing. Then maybe, just maybe, as she wrung the water from Hannah Greer’s wet hair, she wouldn’t be imagining herself wringing her ex-husband’s neck as well.

      Jack was late.

      Again.

      Damn him.

      And she didn’t need any clock to know it. Because Jack Gabriele was always late.

      As she massaged a rosemary-scented Moroccan oil treatment into Hannah’s hair, Jenna glanced over at Sam again, caught sight of his backpack stuffed with his weekend clothes waiting by the door. Jack was supposed to have picked him up at noon for their regularly scheduled weekend visit.

      As if by providence, the salon door opened right then, dinging the small bell above it. Jenna looked over, hoping to find Jack, only to see Patsy Lansky arriving for her two fifteen facial.

      Seething inside, Jenna still pasted on a smile and called out a warm greeting to her newest arrival. She certainly wouldn’t allow her anger at her irresponsible ex-husband to impinge on her business. IpSnips was Jenna’s livelihood, her dream and her creation, built from the ground up solely by her.

      It hadn’t been an easy road to the success she now enjoyed. After her divorce three years earlier, Jenna had been desperate. She had suddenly found herself in need of a job; actually not only a job but a career, one that would allow her to raise her children on a single parent’s income but still leave her free to be there to pack their lunches, to soothe their skinned knees, and most importantly, to not make them feel as if they were losing both parents at the same time. She had married young—too young, she now realized—and had never gone on to college, jumping straight from the carefree world of high school into the adult worlds of marriage and motherhood. At the time, it had felt so right. She’d been utterly, truly, crazy in love, never dreaming she and Jack wouldn’t be together until they were old and gray, until death did them part. Blissfully naïve, Jenna had been content to let Jack work while she tended the home. A bit of an archaic arrangement, perhaps, but she’d loved it. She’d reveled in being a “homemaker” while all her school friends had departed their sleepy seaside village for universities or stress-filled careers in Boston, New York, or even L.A.

      Unfortunately, Jack hadn’t found that same contentment, and the incompatibility of two people not sharing the same dreams had eventually been too much to bear, toppling her play-date and PTA world. After she’d picked herself from the wreckage, Jenna had faced the reality that she’d have to make it on her own.

      With Sam and Cassie.

      And without Jack.

      She suddenly found herself a single mom. Trying to turn back time by going to college then hadn’t been an option. But what else could she do? Jenna had taken two years of cosmetology as an elective in high school, and had done pretty well with it, styling her friends’ hair and giving them makeovers on slumber party weekends. Everyone had said she’d had a knack for it.

      And knacks were something Wren women had relied on for generations.

      She and the kids moved in with her mother, and after quickly getting her stylist’s certification, Jenna threw caution—and a very carefully cast spell—to the wind. IpSnips had been born with a single chair Jenna set up in the back room of her mother’s small colonial. From there, the business had flourished, soon outgrowing the tiny back room, and eventually moving to the antique saltbox next door when Number Eight had come available for sale.

      It was the perfect location, just off the village’s main shopping street and within walking distance of the central common. Formerly a tailoring shop, photographer’s studio, and even a daycare center, the place had been in need of renovation. But the price was reasonable enough, and her mother had co-signed on the mortgage to help Jenna get her start.

      In those early days, Jenna cut hair by day, stripping walls, sanding floors, and caulking windows and doors at night with Sam and Cassie down on all fours helping. For the heavier, more complicated work, she called in favors from some of her neighbors who were skilled at carpentry and plumbing, promising them free haircuts for life in exchange. At the time, it was all she had to offer. The work had kept her occupied constantly, a good thing since it didn’t allow her much time to dwell on her failed marriage.

      Jenna, Sam, and Cassie moved into the house’s annex, while the main house comprised the salon and all it had to offer. They uprooted the picket fence that had separated the old saltbox from her mother’s house next door, giving them a more spacious lot and allowing Jenna to design and lay out her other dream, the herb garden where she grew many of the ingredients she used in the salon.

      And as her garden grew, so did IpSnips. Now she offered not only services for hair, but also manicures and pedicures, massage, all-natural facials and body treatments, even aromatherapy. The salon’s success culminated in a very favorable write-up in a recent edition of New England Living magazine, which had dubbed IpSnips a “true hidden treasure,” a place to visit to be “pampered, coiffed, and preened,” a very special salon filled with an indescribable “enchantment.”

      That last accolade had given Jenna cause for a wry smile. If only they knew.

      Even back when it had been nothing more than a local secret, IpSnips had always done a fair amount of business. But since the article’s publication, the phone rang almost constantly, with patrons coming from as far away as Rhode Island, even Long Island. Appointments were booked through the end of the year with a waiting list several pages long for cancellations. There were rarely any cancellations, and Jenna certainly wasn’t complaining. She’d added two new stylists over the summer months—one she’d kept, the other she’d let go because of sloppy work and, ahem, differing philosophies on the treatment of their customers.

      It took a certain, special breed of stylist to work at IpSnips and Marcia just hadn’t been it. Marcia would be better suited to a place decked out in chrome and glass instead of checked curtains and dried herbs, a place with a sterile, austere environment, where the clients’ wants were secondary to the stylist’s own “vision” of what their look should be. As a result, Jenna was still trying to smooth things over with Marlene Caldwell, assuring her on an almost daily basis that yes, she was sure it would grow out.

      The bell above the salon door dinged again, drawing Jenna out of her reminiscing. While Hannah nattered on about Jim and his latest slip up, Jenna prepared to greet her client, thinking it was probably Kathleen Spencer-Brown, who was due at three for her monthly waxing.

      When she turned, however, Jenna offered no warm smile, no friendly greeting. She simply narrowed her eyes and frowned as her ex-husband ducked into IpSnips.

      Jack Gabriele flashed his boyish smile from beneath the brim of a tattered Red Sox cap as he entered the salon. His brown hair, she noticed immediately, had lightened over the summer to a rich burnished toffee. It suited him, she thought, as she remembered a time when she had threaded her fingers through that same hair while lying beneath him one particularly passionate night on the beach at Siren’s Cove. But Jenna pushed that thought away just as quickly as it had come. She had to admit that the lighter color of it suited his tanned face even though she could tell it hadn’t been cut in a while. If she wasn’t so put out with him at being late, she probably would have offered to trim it for him, a gesture of ex-marital harmony.

      Purely for the kids, of course.

      “Hey, pal,” Jack said to Sam, who brightened the moment he laid his eyes, the same glinty hazel as his father’s, on Jack.

      “Dad! I was beginning to get worried you weren’t going to make it.”

      “You know I wouldn’t let you down, Sam.”

      And as he said those words, Jack’s smiling gaze drifted across the salon in the direction of Jenna’s booth.

      Glinty hazel collided with simmering blue.

      Jenna could, and did, speak volumes with just that one stare. She watched Jack straighten and set his shoulders as he headed across the salon toward her, obviously gearing himself up for the confrontation that was brewing.

      “I’m busy,” she said as she slid her fingers up a section of Hannah’s wet hair and neatly clipped the ends.

      “Aren’t you always,” Jack muttered. “Look, I just wanted to say I’m sorry I’m late. I got hung up.”

      “Aren’t you always?” Jenna mimicked. Catching Hannah’s interested gaze in the mirror, she motioned Jack toward the back supply room. “Emma,” she called to the stylist who was just cleaning up her own booth after finishing Mrs. Chambers’ tinting. “Would you comb out the rest of Hannah’s tangles while I take a second to hand Sam over to his father for the weekend?”

      “Sure thing,” Emma said, and stepped right in to Jenna’s place. “So, Hannah, did I hear you say something about Jim using your grandmother’s handmade quilt for a drop cloth when he painted the backyard shed?”

      And in that moment, Hannah’s attention turned from Jenna’s marital misfortunes back to her own.

      “Nice of you to show up,” Jenna said as she shut the supply room door behind them. She knew she sounded like the typical petulant ex-wife, hated that she did, but she crossed her arms nonetheless and stared him down—or rather stared him up since he was a good ten inches taller than she was. Space in the storeroom was tight—too tight—so much so that she could smell the familiar scent, an inexplicable combination of soap, the sea, and him that used to have Jenna hugging his pillow every morning when she woke to find him already gone to work.

      Jenna took a step away from Jack, backing against the supply shelf in effort to put some distance between her, and him… and that scent.

      “Look, Jen,” Jack said, cracking his cocky smile, “I’m not going to fight with you, no matter how much you want to.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said. “I just wish I knew why it is so impossible for you to be a responsible father.”

      “I am a responsible father, Jen. I send the support checks every month, and I’m here to pick up my kid just as I am supposed to. I said I got caught up.”

      “Couldn’t you have at least called him? Do you know he’s been practically jumping out of the chair every time that bell rings above the door? You’re over two hours late, Jack. That’s two hours less that you’ll have with your son this weekend. Last time, you were three and a half hours late to pick up Cassie. Part of being a responsible parent is to be there when you say you will. They count on you for that, Jack. And I’m the one who has to be there to comfort them when they’re disappointed by you.” She looked at him. “It’s something I’m becoming quite an expert at.”

      The look that always crossed his face whenever Jen dug low and gave him a not-so-subtle reminder of their failure to make their marriage work surfaced for but a moment. It was a mixture of hurt, and sadness, and raw regret, and it left Jenna hissing in her breath, as if she’d been the one just sucker punched and not he.

      Jack, however, did what he usually did, which was to pull the brim of his cap down to shield his eyes and head for the door. Silence and avoidance were his specialties. Dealing with issues was not one of Jack’s strong points.

      “I’ll have Sam back at the usual time tomorrow night. Bye.”

      And then he was gone.

      Jen could only stand there, alone in that supply closet, feeling like the world’s bitchiest ex-wife for having resorted to the same condemnation she always used, the one she knew stung Jack the deepest.

      Damn it.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Jenna sat in her kitchen, a cozy blue she remembered had been called Rip Van Periwinkle.  That name still made her smile.  It was a color she’d chosen specifically because it matched the set of hand-painted Delft tiles which she’d found one rather fortuitous afternoon hidden away in an old crate at the 2nd CHANCE SHOP, Ipswich-by-the-Sea’s local antique emporium. A rare complete set, they depicted the twelve months of the year as well as the four seasons, and Jenna just loved them.  It was a bit late, past eleven. The dinner dishes had been washed, Cassie had had her bath and was off to bed, and Jenna could finally unwind from the day while relating the entire episode—Hannah Greer, Jack, and all—to her younger sister, Hallie, over a bottle of Grenache.

      “Why is it men have to be so…?”

      “Obtuse?” Hallie offered. “Thoughtless? Asinine? Infuriating beyond belief?”

      As little sisters went, Hallie was as good as they made them. Even though there were nearly seven years between them, when they’d been girls, they’d been playmates and confidantes, inseparable. After they’d lost their father at the ages of six and thirteen, they’d been each other’s comfort. And over the past twenty-two years, Hallie had grown. from a cooing, crawling seedling to a gangly adolescent sprig to the brilliant bright sunflower she now was. She was strawberry blonde like their father, where Jenna had inherited their mother’s pitch-black hair. Hallie and Jenna shared the same blue eyes, eyes that were always turning toward the light, looking for the best of any situation, and seeing every possibility.

      Hallie was also a whiz with computers. At the salon, she had always helped Jenna with keeping track of the inventory, checking out the latest trends to making sure Jenna had the best to offer her clientele. Over that summer, Hallie had also taken a second job working up at Thar Muir, the new local B-and-B run by Jenna’s friend, Flora. Hallie managed the bookkeeping, the reservations, and the technical side of the inn, freeing up Flora to do what she did best, that of making their guests’ stay as unique and unforgettable as possible. It was the sort of work Hallie was well-suited for and she thrived on it. Jenna couldn’t be prouder of her little sister.

      “Men,” Hallie repeated, shaking her head. Her eyes sparked in the soft glow of the scented candles Jenna had lit about the room. “Mother Nature certainly left out that sensitivity gene when she tossed in the other ingredients. Too bad she couldn’t have left out the penis instead. It’s all they’re motivated by.”

      “Amen to that, sister,” Jenna replied, topping off Hallie’s wineglass, and then her own. “You know, I tell myself every time this happens that I’m not going to resort to old arguments, that I’ll be the better person and simply learn to accept that Jack is never going to change. But then he does something, like not show up, not call to say he’s going to be late, not care that he’s got his kid nearly wetting himself, waiting for him, and all my good intentions vanish like poof!”

      Jenna snapped her fingers to emphasize her point. When she did, the cork she’d just placed in the wine bottle suddenly popped back out, landing with a thunk on the table beside them.

      She looked at Hallie. “Oops.”

      Hallie grinned, shrugging. “Occupational hazard?”

      They were both, after all, practicing witches.

      Magic, spellcraft, witchery—whatever anyone chose to call it—was a thing of genealogical significance to the Wren women, stretching back to their roots in the ancient Celts. Theirs was a hereditary witchcraft, passed mother to daughter to granddaughter. They practiced as “hedge” witches, solitary spellcasters, not part of any coven, revering the earth and all its treasures, and dispensing their craft within the bounties of nature. Not a New Age craft like that of the Wiccans, but an age-old gift, something to be respected; more than that, something to be protected at all costs. It was as much a part of their lives as breathing, yet it was rarely spoken of out loud and when it was, never outside of the private female circle of their family.

      “Things like that always happen when you’ve had too much wine,” Hallie said, picking up the popped cork from where it had rolled onto the floor. “Remember that time you had everyone over for brunch and had a few too many mimosas? All the eggs exploded out of their shells like little land mines.” She made a bursting motion with her hands. “Boom!”

      Jenna laughed. “I will never forget the look on Jack’s mother’s face—Rosa Gabriele, the Italian equivalent to Martha Stewart. I had to tell her that was how I thought scrambled eggs were made.”

      Hallie’s eyes widened. “You didn’t!”

      “How else was I going to explain it? ‘Yes, pardon me, Mamma Rosa, but this is what happens when a witch gets a little tipsy?’” Jenna shook her head. “I remember she just looked at me for what must have been an entire minute, and then turned and said something to Jack’s aunt. Good thing I don’t know what the word for ‘ninny’ is in Italian.”

      “You and Mother,” Hallie said. “Give her more than a half glass and everything goes haywire. Although she swears she conjured up the perfect recipe for her raspberry ‘fertility’ chutney once while sipping a bottle of her favorite Madeira.”

      “Yes, well, Ingrid Bellhorn and her three sets of twins are certainly testament to that,” Jenna quipped. “Hmm,” she said, twirling the stem of her wineglass before her. “Maybe we should try coming up with the perfect recipe for a man over this bottle of Grenache. One who doesn’t use a grandmother’s quilt to paint, and who shows up when he says he will.”

      Hallie snickered, then snorted. The wine and the moonlight stealing through the kitchen window made her game for just this sort of mindless fun. “So, the recipe for a perfect man, huh? It would be a challenge. Sort of like revamping what Mother Nature concocted the first time? Actually, this could be fun. What should we include for the first ingredient? Hmm. Irish. Definitely Irish.”

      Jenna grabbed pen and paper from the counter by the blender, jotting it down while Hallie thought out loud further.

      “And I’m thinking a really big⁠—”

      “—heart,” Jenna finished, shooting her sister a reproving glance. “So he can love the woman to whom he gives that heart utterly and completely.”

      Jenna drew a fanciful heart in the very center of the page, then penciled in an arrow à la Cupid for good measure.

      “Okay, okay,” Hallie agreed. “Add two cups of ‘tall.’ He has to be six feet at least. We don’t want to feel like we should have to minimize ourselves when wearing heels.”

      “Right,” Jenna agreed, writing a 6’ beside the heart she’d drawn. “Hair color?”

      “Black. No, no,” Hallie corrected. “Blond, and not that dirty beach-sand color either, but gleaming, with a dash of brilliant gold. Like the gods of Olympus.” She sighed as Jenna scribbled on the page. “And his eyes, they just have to be green. Like emeralds. Gold and emeralds… yes, perfect.”

      Hallie sighed again as Jenna added to the list. “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” Hallie piped in. “Money. A heaping bowlful of it.”

      “Okay… fine, he doesn’t have to be a Jeff Bezos in the bankbook,” Jenna specified, “although he should at least have a stable income. But what about his inner qualities? What about responsibility?” Jenna pictured Jack in his tattered ball cap that morning, unkempt hair and cocky grin in place. She frowned. “What about reliability?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Hallie agreed. “Responsibility. Blah. Reliability. Blah, blah. But give him good taste, too. No ballgames for dates and he must know the difference between a bottle of good wine and a can of beer.” She took a sip from her glass, then added, “Oh! And he must love the woman of his heart to utter distraction. He cannot sleep or even eat without thinking of her. He sees her in his dreams. Everything he does reminds him of her.”

      Jenna laughed, indulging in the ridiculousness of their game. She wrote Hallie’s latest “ingredients” on the page and wondered that she’d ever been that young, that fanciful. She knew she must have been, once long ago, and she wondered fleetingly where that girl had gone.

      “But while all this is certainly good, we cannot forget the most important quality of all,” Jenna finished. “Above all else, he must have⁠—”

      She was interrupted by the sound of the front door opening down the hall, followed by the staccato clicking of canine claws on the hardwood floor. Mother had apparently returned from her nightly walk around the common with her dog, Ogre, a brindle-colored, growth-challenged terrier who, despite his fearsome name, ran for his life when confronted with the neighbor’s orange tabby cat, Arnold.

      The dog scampered into the kitchen a full minute before his matriarch.

      “I’m back,” yodeled a deep female voice from down the hall. “Did you see that moon? What a glorious night for a walk!”

      The two sisters turned just as Eudora “Nanny” Wren issued forth into the kitchen. She cut a formidable figure, cloaked in black wool with her polished wooden walking stick levered before her. Her hair, once as black as Jenna’s, was now shot through with silver—actual silver and not gray—rendering it a true salt-and-pepper. She refused to allow Jenna to color it, saying she felt no need to hide the strokes of Mother Nature’s paintbrush. When it wasn’t wound up in its usual knot and fastened to her head with the sort of long hair pins used a century earlier, which was rare, it fell nearly to her ample hips. She always wore lipstick, no matter if she were only going to the front door to meet the package delivery man. And she wore spectacles—and yes, that was just what they were—wire-rimmed, round, and looked to have been made around the same time as her hair pins.

      Age, two pregnancies, and a fondness for dark chocolate-covered cherries had rounded her once eye-catching figure, but Eudora didn’t care. She’d been a widow since the day her Sam, for whom Jenna’s son was named, had been taken from her, a fisherman lost to the sea in one of the most terrible storms in New England history. A widow she would stay until the day she joined him.

      Eudora’s shrewd eyes took in the cloaked expressions of her two daughters, the nearly empty bottle of wine, and the candlelight. She immediately inquired, “What are the two of you up to then?”

      Jenna quickly turned over the paper they’d been writing on. Mother would never approve of their undertaking, even if it was only for fun. “Oh, just having a glass of wine and complaining about men. You know, typical girl stuff. Care to join us?”

      “I would.” The matriarch sighed, tossing Ogre a bit of cheese from the charcuterie platter the girls had been sharing. “But if I have wine this late at night, I’ll wake with a headache fierce enough to stir the dead.” She nodded to herself then glanced at the clock. “Besides, it’s getting late. You two should be abed as well. I trust Cassie’s already tucked in for the night?”

      Jenna nodded. “Hours ago. You must have worn her out with all that baking today. Didn’t even put up a fight.”

      Eudora grinned. “She’s a sweet one, that child. And canny as can be. She’ll be a true Wren one day, that’s for certain.”

      “Better later than sooner,” Jenna said. She and her mother didn’t quite agree on when the best time was for initiating Cassie into her family legacy. Jenna wanted her to wait till she was at least ten. Eudora, however…

      “It comes when it chooses to come, dear. There’s naught you can do to stop it.”

      Smiling a mother’s knowing smile, Eudora took up her walking stick and headed for the back door. It opened onto a stone pathway that wandered through Jenna’s garden to her own house on the other side. “Are you coming, Hallie? You’ve work tomorrow, no?”

      “A’yea,” Hallie conceded, nodding to her sister. “We’ve got Betsy Berringer’s wedding, with the bridal party staying on till Tuesday. It was a good thing Flora decided to keep Thar Muir open through the winter and stay on with Gavin and the kids a little longer. We’re already booked for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and I’ve almost convinced her to host a good, old-fashioned dress-up New Year’s Bash. All in all, I’d say the B-and-B had a triumphant first season.”

      Hallie got up, grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair, and whistled for the dog to follow. Ogre started forward but skidded to a stop when he heard Arnold’s distant meow from the shadows that beckoned beyond the safety of the back door. The dog froze and then began to shiver.

      “Come on, you coward,” Jenna scooped him up, tucking him under her arm and rubbing his one folded ear. “You can stay here tonight. We’ll protect you from the fearsome Arnold.”

      She walked her mother and sister to the door and stood watching as they vanished into the shadows that cloaked the garden between the two houses. She glanced up, caught sight of the moon her mother had remarked upon. It was full and fat and ringed in a mist, hovering over the treetops in what was a typical New England autumn night.

      What a moon, indeed…

      Jenna closed the door, slid the latch in place, and put Ogre on his pillowed “throne,” an old laundry basket Cassie had done up with cushions and curtains and glued-on ribbons. She took up the wineglasses, washed and rinsed them in the sink, and put them on the dish board to dry. Then, wiping her hands with the towel, she circled the room, checking the windows, extinguishing the candles.

      She was drained. It had been a full day at the salon, complete with her confrontation with Jack, and tomorrow showed every sign of being just as hectic. She had Betsy Berringer’s bridal party at eight for hair and makeup. And then Marjorie Cummings was coming in at noon, a treat to herself for her fortieth birthday. Jenna made a mental note to include an extra gift of her “Youth Springs Eternal” vervain and rosemary bath sachet to help ward off any birthday gloominess.

      As she reached for the last candle, Jenna remembered the impromptu recipe she and Hallie had been crafting. She remembered, too, that last quality they’d forgotten to write before her mother had returned, the one that would complete their “perfect” recipe.

      “Honor,” she whispered out loud to the dancing flame of her candle and smiled a wistful smile. “Above all else, the perfect man must have honor.”

      Jenna turned to retrieve the paper, intending to burn it in the candle’s flame. It was never a good idea to leave any spell loose, howsoever makeshift it might be. All spells, she had learned from a very early age, must be kept in a proper grimoire.

      But when she looked on the table where she’d last left the paper, turning it facedown she remembered when her mother had come into the room, Jenna saw that it wasn’t there.

      It wasn’t on the chair.

      It hadn’t fallen to the floor either.

      The paper with the spell they’d begun to conjure was, in fact, nowhere to be found.
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      Seven-year-old Cassandra Wren loved her house.

      It was old, almost three hundred years old, in fact, and there were fireplaces in every room. The glass in the windows was wavy and bubbly, not perfectly see-through like at her Uncle Sal’s coffee shop where the front window always sparkled onto the harbor. At her house, the steps were creaky, and some of the floors were even a little crooked. The banisters that ran up all three staircases were pock marked with little nicks and dings. Her mom said those marks gave the house character, just like the smattering of freckles that dusted her nose. Cassie didn’t know what character meant, but she did know that because there were so many, whenever she might make another such mark with one of her toys, no one ever noticed.

      Another thing she loved about her house was that it had lots and lots of hiding places. There was the cellar and the attic, of course, but they were the obvious places. And there was a cupboard that had been built under the stairs, originally built—her brother, Sam, once told her—to lock away disobedient little sisters. Cassie didn’t really believe him because he always told her things like that that weren’t true, just to try to scare her. Brothers were stupid in that way.

      But sometimes Cassie did imagine the many other children who must have grown up in the house before her all those one hundred, two hundred, and even more years before her. Had they ever hidden in the same places she did? Had any of them slept in her room? Had they stared up at the ceiling like she did at night sometimes, imagining shapes in the shadows that moved with the moon across her ceiling? Had any of them had a stupid brother like she did?

      Cassie knew that at some time, someone named “Lettie” had once stayed in her room, because her name was written in the darkest corner of the closet wall. She’d found it when Mommy had pulled off the scary flowered wallpaper that someone had once put up in her room everywhere, on the walls, on the ceiling, in the closet, even on the backs of the doors. Now her walls were a pretty, pale-purple color called Lily Lavender that Cassie herself had picked out—except for the spot where Lettie’s name had been scribbled. Cassie had begged her mother not to paint over it, not to hide it like whoever had put up that wallpaper had done. So, instead, they’d bought a tiny picture frame, white oval and painted with green ivy. They’d removed the backing and fixed the frame to the wall around Lettie’s name, preserving it for posterity.

      Lettie, or rather the idea of Lettie, had become Cassie’s secret friend. She even talked to Lettie sometimes, usually late at night when it was really, really dark. She asked Lettie to do something, leave her a sign, make something move, to show Cassie that her spirit still remained in their room. But so far, there had been nothing to indicate that Lettie ever heard her. Even so, Cassie felt something sometimes, like she wasn’t really all that alone at night. It didn’t scare her, that feeling. She liked the idea of having a “sister” spirit with her and had even penciled in her own name very carefully underneath Lettie’s in that corner of the closet as testament to their special connection. She wondered if one hundred years from now, some other little girl would be living in her room, would see their names, and would wonder about her too.

      But one of Cassie’s very favorite spots to sneak into and hide was the house’s dumbwaiter. She didn’t know why it was called that, because it certainly wasn’t dumb. In fact, to Cassie, it was the coolest thing ever. It was just her size and she could go from the hall outside her bedroom down to the back mudroom off the kitchen without anyone even realizing she’d left her room. Usually she went there when she couldn’t sleep because her tummy was rumbling for some of Nanny Wren’s chocolate chip and cherry oatmeal cookies. She could get to the kitchen and back with the pocket of her bathrobe stuffed full before anyone—especially Mommy—was the wiser. And of course, she always sneaked a carrot stick for her pet gerbil, Rat.

      Tonight, she’d started out doing just that, but had ended up crouched inside the dumbwaiter, listening to Mommy and Auntie Hallie, mostly because she hadn’t realized they were in the kitchen until she’d already lowered the dumbwaiter to the bottom floor. She stayed on there, hoping they’d go to bed before long, pressing her fist into her middle whenever her tummy had rumbled.

      Until she’d heard them and realized they were casting.

      Cassie loved it when her mommy worked spells. It was all so mysterious the way she spoke so softly and closed her eyes, moving her hands in that strange way. She looked like a picture Cassie had once seen of Morgan Le Fey in a book about King Arthur, beautiful and dark and mysterious. Sometimes, when she was alone in her room, Cassie mimicked her mother, lifting her arms and trying to remember the words, but they were in Gaelic mostly, because the first Wren women had come from Ireland, and Cassie never seemed to get them right. Nothing ever happened when she tried it, except for once when one of her dolls had fallen from her top shelf, landing right on Rat’s cage. It had scared him so much, he’d hidden in his little plastic shoe the rest of the day. It had scared Cassie a little, too, but it had also excited her more than anything ever had before.

      Cassie sighed. Of course none of it mattered anyway because Mommy wouldn’t let her cast, no matter how much Cassie begged, whined, and even sometimes cried.

      “Not until you’re old enough to respect your gift,” she’d say.

      When Cassie asked her how old she had to be, Jenna wouldn’t answer her except to say, “When the time is right, I will tell you.”

      But Cassie knew she was old enough. She knew it in her heart, and she felt it all the way to the tips of her toes. And what Mommy didn’t know was that Nanny Wren sometimes let Cassie cast, just a little bit. Under Nanny’s watchful eye, Cassie could coax a songbird onto her finger simply by calling out a special chant. She could bring a wilted flower back into bloom by cupping her hands around it and blowing once, twice, and then three times while reciting the words her grandmother had taught her. Nanny promised that soon, she would even show Cassie how to make a rainbow appear. But Cassie wanted to do more. She wanted to work a really big spell. All by herself. Cassie wanted to show her mom that she was ready to be a witch just like her.

      But it had to be just the right spell. She couldn’t do anything to Sam because he’d just tell on her (even though he deserved it). Boys were stupid that way. In all ways, really. Which was why only the girls in her family could be witches. Not the boys. Mommy and Nanny had made Cassie promise she wouldn’t ever tease Sam about it, but there were times, especially when he was being a big doofus, like when he refused to let her follow him and his stupid friends when they went looking for salamanders down at Purgatory Creek, that she wanted so much to gloat at him she would almost break that promise.

      But she hadn’t.

      Promises, Cassie had learned, should never ever be broken.

      Good thing Mommy hadn’t made her promise never to work a spell. She’d only told Cassie she didn’t think she was ready yet, but Cassie knew better. She’d tried to tell her mother, but it hadn’t changed her mind. So maybe if she showed her, proved to her that she could work a spell all on her own, then she’d realize Cassie was plenty old enough.

      After all, she was almost eight years old.

      The spell, Cassie decided then, had to be something that would help someone. That was the first rule of their craft, that it could be used only for good. And as she’d sat crouched in that dumbwaiter, listening to her mother and her aunt, she’d realized just what she should do. She would cast the spell that they had been writing, the one for the “perfect” man. She would finish up what they’d begun. And she could even add in a couple of her own “ingredients” as well.

      Such as playing hopscotch for a start. Every good man should be able to play hopscotch.

      Oh, and making the perfect egg cream.

      Her daddy made the best egg creams, mixing in just the right amount of chocolate and soda to make it the yummiest. And he wasn’t afraid to play hopscotch with her either.

      So she would take the bits that Mommy and Aunt Hallie had come up with, add in her own, and truly make the “Perfect Man” for Aunt Hallie to fall in love with.

      The first part, getting the spell so she could work it, had been easy. While her mom had stood at the door watching Nanny and Auntie Hallie leave, Cassie had simply crawled along the kitchen floor to the table. It was a good thing Mommy had been holding Ogre because if he’d seen her on the floor, he would have scampered over to lick her face, and she would have been seen. Then, without making a sound, she had slid the paper from the table and crawled back to the dumbwaiter to return to her room.

      She was there now, under a tent of bedcovers, studying that special first spell she would cast on her own. She would need to figure out all the right things to include to make the spell work, but perhaps Nanny Wren could help her with that. Cassie would just ask her questions, like she
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