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Maureen Kilmer graduated from Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, and lives in the Chicago suburbs with her husband and three children. She thankfully has not had to battle the forces of darkness (unless going to Costco on a Saturday counts). She is the author of Hex Education and Suburban Hell, her horror debut.
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Praise for Maureen Kilmer

‘A cheerfully campy take on the usual concerns – conformity, boredom, demonic possession’

Chicago Tribune

‘This delightful fiction debut is the hell-arious Desperate Housewives-esque novel that dreams are made of’

Buzzfeed

‘A delightful, fun, spooky, scary story. At it’s core it’s about friendship and the bonds of love for these four women. Maureen has hit a home-run with her first novel’

Red Carpet Crash

‘This novel about the horrors of suburbia – both supernatural and terrestrial in origin--has plenty of genuinely funny moments. . . A good fit for fans of Grady Hendrix’s My Best Friend’s Exorcism, Rachel Harrison’s The Return, or Junji Ito’s horror manga Uzumaki’

Booklist

‘Maureen Kilmer strikes the perfect balance in Suburban Hell. This is a scary, thrilling, and funny ride through a neighborhood nightmare. The pages turn themselves, you can’t stop reading this one’

Samantha Downing, author of For Your Own Good

‘A savvy, wildly relatable horror-comedy about suburban angst and the bonds of friendship, that serves chilling scares and genuine laughs. Massively entertaining and fun as hell!’

Rachel Harrison, author of Such Sharp Teeth
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A guilt-ridden former coven is forced to tap into the magic of their past to stop their lives going up in flames . . .

TWENTY YEARS AGO

Sarah, Katrina and Alicia were inseparable.

In college, they discovered their affinity for magic and practiced in secret - until their most ambitious spell went horribly wrong, resulting in a catastrophic fire that burned down their college dorm building, and the coven scattered.

NOW

Sarah Nelson has built a life for herself. Working as a luxury realtor, with her doting husband and two children, she could be any other mother in the neighbourhood. Until now, her magic has lain dormant.

Then the former coven reunites, and their magic no longer wants to stay hidden. And a true-crime podcast host turns up, desperate to find out what really happened the night of the fire.

As it grows more and more difficult to hide their magic and the past, Sarah, Katrina, and Alicia must once again gather to harness their power, and keep their secrets safe. . .




For Ryan, Paige, and Jake.
May you always believe in magic.
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BEFORE

“No one is going to believe we’re a juggling club.”

I looked over at my friend Alicia. Her face was illuminated by the flames that climbed high above Hawthorne Hall, our dorm, as we stood out on the quad in the chilly autumn night wearing Adidas shower sandals and fluffy slippers. Fire trucks wailed in the distance as they rushed to contain the blaze.

“We just need to keep quiet,” Katrina said from my left. “We didn’t see anything. We don’t know anything.”

We were innocent. That was the story we would tell for the next two decades. Just three freshmen who had formed a juggling club, having their usual weekly Saturday night meeting, when a totally unrelated fire broke out.

Juggling club.

Not casting spells.

Not practicing witchcraft.

Definitely not a coven.

As the firefighters sprayed the blaze with water, windows burst, glass rained down onto the sidewalk, and brick crumbled. EMTs with stretchers raced into the charred building, looking to rescue victims.

“How could this have happened?” I whispered, but neither of my friends answered. “No one was supposed to get hurt.” I looked down at my arm, at where I had been burned when the fire started, not really comprehending how badly I was injured.

We thought the magic was harmless, that our coven was a hobby—basically, just an extracurricular activity. Except what we were actually juggling—at least at first—was candles purchased at Walmart, lit with a pack of matches swiped from Hole in the Wall, a bar that served $1 beers and played Dr. Dre, and words that we twisted from books and movies about witches.

The three of us clasped hands as we silently watched the fire that we had started, the magic still coursing between us, begging to be released.




Chapter 1

TWENTY YEARS LATER


A truly magical living space . . .



My computer cursor blinked at me, taunting me with a blank page. Daring me to write the perfect description for my newest real estate listing.

On the outside, the house was beautiful. It was a sage-green American Foursquare with a dormer window sprouting out of the center of the roof and a black front door encased by a large porch. I flipped through the information packet, glancing at each picture.

I had chosen not to include any images of the inside in the listing. The property had sat empty for three years, the house beginning its slow decline without anyone who loved it, someone to take care of it. It would require a lot of renovations, if not a total gut rehab.

There was nothing “magical” about the space, unless the Wicked Witch of the West herself had taken up residence there among the crumbling plaster and hidden critters in the corners.

I flexed my fingers and began to type.


Location, location, location . . .



They were the magic words in real estate, much like recently rehabbed, move-in ready, and motivated sellers.

And I knew all about magic words.

I typed out the description, nodding in satisfaction. I spun around once in my chair before I hit the Send button to turn in the final MLS listing, ready to go live.

I shut my laptop and peered out the large picture window in my home office that overlooked the front yard, with tall maple trees flanking the driveway and a hedge of pink roses that lined the sidewalk. I frowned as I saw movement near the garbage cans we’d placed on the street for pickup day. I leaned forward and squinted, and it was just as I’d suspected—two small gray bodies were scurrying around in between the cans.

Damn raccoons.

If I had a suburban nemesis, it was the neighborhood raccoons. They were of the craftiest kind, always getting into the garbage cans on the side of the house no matter what we placed on top. We sometimes woke to garbage scattered on the driveway after a particularly hearty meal. One evening, I nearly had a heart attack as I opened one of the cans outside to toss a bag inside and one peeked its head out and locked eyes with me. I screamed and ran, bag of garbage abandoned on the driveway, until my husband, Travis, agreed to venture into the fray. They usually only appeared at night, but on garbage day it was an all-day trash extravaganza.

Other neighbors had been through rounds of exterminators and deterrents, to no avail. But I didn’t need any of those things. I had a secret weapon.

I scurried from my desk—looking very much like my neighborhood nemeses—and leaned out the door of my home office, listening to make sure that I was alone in the house. When it was confirmed, I raced back to the window, knowing I only had a few minutes before my twins arrived home from school.

I closed my eyes and felt the magic deep inside of me, where I kept it under lock and key. I focused my intention on the raccoons, imagining a magical barrier around our trash cans, preventing them from wreaking havoc.

I whispered a few improvised words, as I wasn’t aware of any known spell to deter raccoons, and then opened my eyes.

I smiled with satisfaction as the raccoons halted in front of our trash cans, looking bewildered as to why they wanted to stop, before they ran across the street and disappeared under our neighbor’s car.

Sorry, guys. Go feast elsewhere.

I leaned over and slid open the window that framed my desk, letting a breeze blow through the large, vaulted space. It was September, and still warm, but there was an edge to the air, the faintest warning of fall knocking on the meteorological door. Soon the maple trees would sigh, releasing their foliage, and an earthy scent would waft up from the ground. Our neighborhood would fill with the sound of leaves crunching under the feet of kids as they got off at the bus stop. With pumpkins and fall garlands. With expensive, designer harvest-themed planters standing guard in front of stately front doors in our suburb of Forest Hills, Illinois.

But it was still summer for now.

My white desk vibrated as the back door slammed. Two sets of footsteps creaked against the oak floors, a tumble of arguments and teasing coming from my twin teenagers. I sighed and stood, ready to make my way downstairs and referee whatever fight was brewing. Yet I stopped as I caught a whiff of smoke in the air.

Sarah, the smoke seemed to whisper. Think of what else you could do.

It was just for a moment, and then it was gone, replaced by the light, sweet fragrance from the Annabelle hydrangea hedge in my yard.

“Nope,” I said, and shook my head as I made my way to the door.

Yes, twenty years later, I still had magic. But I had it contained, made it my superpowered personal assistant for backyard rodents and stains on the couch. A secret household helper at my disposal. It was a part of me that needed to remain hidden for a multitude of reasons, mostly to protect everyone else.

The Kardashians had hourglass figures and paid personal assistants, while I had magic and spells and a body shaped like a shelf-stable milk carton.

I leaned out of my office door. “Hey, guys! I’ll be right there,” I called down the stairs.

I brushed my hair back into a ponytail, looping it with the elastic around my wrist, and gave one final, satisfied glance at the pest-free garbage cans before I walked downstairs to greet my children.

“Mom, I need money for the cheer fundraiser.” My sixteen-year-old daughter, Harper, stood in the kitchen, a bottle of water in her hand, leaning against the quartz countertop. Her long blond hair was twisted in a bun on top of her head, giving her the look of a Lego character. With one hand, she hoisted herself up onto the countertop.

“How about: ‘Hi, Mom. How was your day?’ ” I said with a laugh as I walked into the room.

“Your cheer squad needs more than money.” My son, Hunter, her twin, with an equally impressive mop of blond hair, was hidden in the stainless steel fridge. “Like an ethics code.”

Harper rolled her eyes and took a swig from her water bottle. “Oh yeah? Well, half of your lacrosse team needs to be sent to one of those Scared Straight! prison experiences.”

“I wouldn’t put it past some of those parents,” I said as I pulled out one of the chairs from the kitchen island. Forest Hills wasn’t exactly known for being progressive or tolerant. Therapy was for hippies, and only troubled teens wore black nail polish.

Harper and Hunter continued to trade barbs back and forth, and I shook my head with a smile. My husband, Travis, and I always said they came out of the womb hugging and arguing at the same time, ever each other’s best friend, fiercest protector, and most worthy opponent.

Hunter appeared from the fridge, holding half of a white-paper-wrapped sandwich left over from the night before, and took a huge bite. He had the appetite of a German shepherd who had been living on the streets for a month. “I brought the mail in,” he said, his mouth full. He jerked an elbow toward the pile on the counter.

“Ohhhh, the new Lululemon catalog,” Harper said as she plucked the magazine from the stack, causing the rest to spill onto the floor.

“No one needs two-hundred-dollar leggings,” I said as I bent down to retrieve the mail. My hand paused and my body tensed when I saw what was on top.

It was an envelope, addressed to Travis and me, from the North Valley University Alumni Center. Still crouching, I tore it open. Inside was a letter and a flyer. The front of the flyer showed a redbrick building with a white clock tower rising high behind it. A large manicured lawn filled with impatiens and begonias opened in front of the building, overlaid with the words: Homecoming and Alumni Weekend Events.

I scanned the letter as I slowly stood.


You are cordially invited . . .



“What’s that?” Harper said, but her words barely registered. In my peripheral vision, I saw her crane her neck around and peer down at the paper.


. . . to the unveiling of a plaque commemorating the twentieth anniversary of the Hawthorne Hall fire.



“Ew. That’s weird. Won’t the ‘unveiling of a plaque’ put a damper on homecoming weekend?” she said. “Homecoming is supposed to be parades and football games.” Her face held a faraway expression; no doubt she was thinking of her high school’s homecoming festivities, all Spirit Week and themed dress-up days. Forest Hills High School did not mess around when it came to rallying the community and drumming up support from alumni.

I slowly stood and placed the flyer on the island, pushing it away with one finger, before I looked at my kids.

“Probably just want money from alumni,” Hunter said, his sub sandwich paused in the air. He frowned as he considered it. “Do we have to go?”

I looked down again at the picture and didn’t answer. They knew what I would say. I had to go—we all had to go. Travis, the kids, me.

Because of who had been hurt in the fire.

“It might not be that bad. Enjoyable, even. Maybe. Possibly.” Travis poured two glasses of red wine from a bottle he had brought up from the basement. The rack was next to the second fridge, where I often “found” extra sliced turkey for school lunches or the ingredient I needed for a particular recipe.

Oh, we’re out? Let me just check the basement fridge. I’m sure there’s some in there.

Like I said, a magical personal assistant.

I had resisted the magic for years after the fire, afraid of what might happen again. But one night, when the twins were six weeks old, I gave in. They would only sleep in their swings, and around two in the morning one night, Hunter’s swing ran out of batteries. Travis was at the hospital, after being called into emergency surgery. So I was alone in the house, the night closing in around me. Not that the distinctions of “night” and “day” mattered with two newborns who nursed every three hours. Time was nebulous, and I was barely surviving.

After the swing halted, I began to panic, looking around the house for a spare set—I was sure we had some—with no luck. He began to scream, and out of sleep-fueled desperation, I whispered an incantation to charge the batteries. Just to give them enough juice to last through the night.

And it worked. So I began to use it for small, low-stakes things, only when necessary, to make life a little easier. Only for good things, white light. Magic needed to be practiced with the best intentions, light and love for all, with the Rule of Three looming in the background. The Rule of Three stated that anything a witch put into the world would come back threefold, good or bad. And I most definitely only wanted the good to boomerang back to me.

Travis slid one of the wineglasses over to me, and I arched an eyebrow at him as I took the glass and brought it to my lips. I took a slow sip, closing my eyes, pretending I was savoring the wine. Really, I was trying to figure out what to say.

I had spent the early evening driving the twins to their practices and then cooking a dinner of gnocchi with Italian sausage and spinach, even though I knew Travis wouldn’t be home from the hospital until late since he was on call. He was a pediatric surgeon at Forest Hills Hospital, which meant many mornings I woke up to find his side of the bed empty.

As I stirred the vodka sauce into the pasta dish, portioning a plate for Travis, I tried to think of an excuse not to attend. But short of faking a back injury on the day of the event, I hadn’t come up with anything plausible.

He never knew what Alicia, Katrina, and I had done, the things that we had caused. I had vowed to keep it that way, to keep him and the kids far away from my magic. Even though I still practiced in secret, I reasoned it was for small things, just to help out. Nothing like what we’d tried to do in college. So he was in the dark.

For fuck’s sake, he still thought we’d been learning how to juggle.

“Sarah, I don’t think we can get out of this one,” he said. He looked at his wineglass, his dark hair falling over his forehead. It was unfair—I had more streaks of gray at thirty-eight (covered every three weeks religiously in the privacy of my bathroom, after whispering a few careful words)—than he did at forty-two.

I could hear the gentle hesitation in his voice as he carefully trod around the land mines of my past. He always knew where to step, and this time was no different. “My parents already texted me that they’re going, and Nancy, of course. They want it to be a Nelson family thing, I guess.”

Growing up, a “family thing” was all that I had ever wanted. To be a part of something, to feel loved, wanted, included. Travis, and by extension, his parents, had given me that. Sure, they were quirky and offbeat, and deliriously out-of-touch at times, but they were mine. And as a Nelson, I would need to attend.

I swallowed, the red wine burning my throat, and nodded slightly. “Of course. We should go.”

His shoulders sagged in relief as he gave me a grateful smile and put an arm around my shoulder. “Thank you. It might be good to go back, remember some of the good times. And—hey, you might get a chance to reconnect with your juggling club.”




Chapter 2

I never thought I would be the kind of person who owned a pool. Growing up, I had a small plastic wading pool, which my mom would fill up with freezing hose water on the spotty patch of grass that served as the lawn behind our town house. She would sit on a faded folding lawn chair next to me, shaded by the shadow of the town house’s ugly brick exterior, eyes glazed over as she fixed her gaze on something in the distance. Probably an image of what she’d thought her life would be.

She did her best, but it had always been just the two of us. My birth father had never been involved, and I had never met him. Our lives were fueled by coupons and boxed mac and cheese—the generic store kind, not the fancy stuff from the blue box. She died of a heart attack in her sleep right before I met Travis and missed out on the opportunity to see my life truly begin, missing the good part of the movie.

When Travis showed me this house ten years ago, I saw the pool in the yard and was transported back to those hazy summers in the plastic pool with a crack down the side, even though we were worlds away. I knew my mom would have loved the house.

After Travis had headed upstairs to bed, I took my wineglass outside. I sat down on the edge of the pool and stuck my feet in the lukewarm water, feeling a sense of calm hum through me, as I always did when I was near the element of water.

Our orange tabby cat, Katy Purry, sauntered out of the boxwood hedge that lined the pool area, her ample stomach waving softly as she walked toward me.

“Hey there. Terrorize any chipmunks?” I said as I lifted a hand and put it on her back when she curled up next to me.

Her eyes closed and a loud purr rumbled from her body.

No. Too fast. I need to do more cardio.

I laughed. “You’re perfect the way you are.”

Yes, my cat talked to me. Well, not “talked.” More like telepathically communicated. She may have technically been my familiar, but Katy Purry was far from a sleek black cat perched on the edge of a broom. She was more like an opinionated feline furniture pouf.

I scratched behind her ears, feeling for any knots, and she responded by purring louder.

She had come into my life five years prior, when I went into the local PetSmart to buy food for the goldfish Hunter had won at the school carnival. A local rescue was holding an adoption event, with pets on display. I froze, holding the fish flakes in the air, as I spotted a tiny orange kitten playing with a feathered toy mouse.

She spotted me and turned her head. Hi.

I almost dropped the fish flakes when I heard her voice in my head, high and squeaky.

I adopted her and brought her home in a daze, almost unaware of what I was doing. She was so very excited to see our house, it was like having a chatty toddler again.

Do you do spells? Can I see your broom? Do you have a pointy hat?

Yes, in secret. No. Definitely not.

Throughout the years, her voice had grown deeper, calmer. And she’d thankfully stopped trying to sharpen her claws on my throw rugs. Her waist size hadn’t stopped increasing, though, as none of us could resist feeding her treats. Of course, I was the only one who literally heard her outbursts of joy when I walked in the door with the tuna-flavored Temptations packets, but the purring was clear enough to the whole family.

Katy Purry rolled over and sighed. As I scratched her orange swath of stomach, I spotted a swatch of hot pink in the corner of the patio. I leaned forward and squinted. It was a wet bathing suit, and not one of Harper’s. It must have belonged to one of Hunter’s many female admirers. Even from my vantage point across the pool area, I could tell that the bathing suit barely covered the square footage of a Band-Aid.

I figured the unidentified female guest had brought something to change into, as I hadn’t gotten a call from Lois Greenglass next door, letting me know a half-naked teenager had just left my house. And that they’d played music with offensive lyrics. Lois didn’t miss a thing, the self-appointed town crier. Her preferred form of news reporting was to send out mass texts to everyone on Sunset Lane, signed at the bottom with her name, as though she were communicating via telegram.


Neighbors. Stop.

I wanted to make sure you are all aware. Stop.

A blue Ford Taurus drove down the street at approximately 1:03 pm today. Stop.

It was going over the posted speed limit. Stop.

The only appropriate punishment is a public stoning. Stop.

—Mrs. Lois Greenglass



I took a sip of my wine and closed my eyes, feet swirling in the soothing pool water, thinking about going back to North Valley.

“Nancy will be happy to have our support there,” Travis had added in the kitchen.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

Twenty years ago, Nancy had been horrified at the attention from local news channels, who wanted to interview the “brave student” injured in the fire. She turned down every request, despite my mother-in-law’s love of cameras and the spotlight. She wanted to be left alone, and the rest of us wanted to forget.

I looked down at my arm and slowly pushed the cuff of my burgundy sweatshirt up to my elbow. Holding my arm up to the moonlight and the hidden landscaping lights of the backyard, I studied the skin. The scars had faded over two decades. The burn on my arm used to be red, thick, the skin knotted together, like tentacles turned to stone. Thanks to a plastic surgeon and very expensive laser treatments, it had faded into something delicate and shell pink.

I probably could have used the magic to heal my arm, found a spell that would work, but that would have fallen outside of my self-imposed rules. Small things, magical personal assistant, yes. Scar erasing, no. I didn’t want something like that to be a witchy gateway drug. The scar was a reminder, a warning, of how quickly the magic could spiral out of control if I wasn’t careful. My powers needed to be kept on the shortest of leashes, tightly muzzled.

Any Temptations left? I’m starving, Katy Purry asked, and then looked up at me and squinted.

I laughed and nodded. “Follow me.”

I pulled my sleeve down and stood, shaking the water from my feet. I stepped back inside the kitchen, fed the cat, then opened the pantry and rummaged around, sticking my hand into the far back recess.

I pulled out a blue box of Kraft mac and cheese that I kept hidden. I had learned to hide the good stuff from Hunter and Harper, after the great SpaghettiOs incident last year. Other moms had to mark their liquor bottles (which only taught the kids to fill them back up with water—such a rookie mistake), but I had to hide good old Kraft in my house like drugs in a false-bottom dresser drawer.

I gave the box a little shake of satisfaction and filled up a soup pot with water. Stirring in the noodles after it came to a boil, my thoughts whispered, Double, double toil and trouble. I shook my head and reached back to the kitchen island, one hand still holding the wooden spoon, and took a long gulp of wine.

Katy Purry jumped on the counter and knocked the box of mac and cheese onto the floor.

Don’t skimp on the butter this time.




Chapter 3

“Are you sure we aren’t lost? I feel like we’re in one of those horror movies where the nice family goes down the wrong road and then has to use chain saws to fend off the murderous locals.” Harper’s voice, barely audible, floated from under her breath in the backseat. She sighed heavily, but I didn’t turn around, my eyes fixed on the narrow country road ahead of us.

“It’s been like a half hour since we’ve even seen a house,” Hunter said. “Mom?”

I turned around, and he pulled one of his AirPods out of his ear, palming it. “Not too much longer.” I forced a smile and then turned back around, my lips pressed together.

Travis moved a hand from the steering wheel and placed it on my knee. I tensed under the weight of it. “Almost there,” he said. He gave me a sympathetic smile before returning his hand to the black leather steering wheel.

I nodded and looked out the passenger window, searching for any sign of familiarity. We had left our house two hours prior, the twins mildly grumbling about spending so much time in the car, before Travis turned around and mouthed something that halted the complaints. I don’t know if it was a bribe or a plea for empathy, but I was grateful regardless.

Our car ambled on from our quiet suburban enclave, onto the highway and toll roads, until we exited on Route 173, toward North Valley University. When I first saw the white letters on the green background of the highway sign, my throat began to close.

I hadn’t been back to campus in two decades, since the night that cleaved my life into two: Before and After.

In my daily life, it was easy to ignore what had happened. Between Travis, the kids, and my career, I tried not to think about the fire too often. But when I thought of Nancy, it brought all the memories rushing back.

My phone vibrated in my lap, and I rolled my eyes when I saw the name on the screen. It was April Scavuzzo, who had just put in an offer on a lakefront condo the day before. I’d told her that it would be at least twenty-four hours before we heard back from the sellers. It had been less than twelve.

“Hi there,” I said, my voice rising three octaves. I heard Harper snicker behind me. Having a teenage daughter sometimes felt like having the human equivalent of a lie detector test, a bullshit meter that I lived with and that nothing escaped. Luckily, Hunter wasn’t as perceptive, just fueled by energy drinks, protein bars, and Netflix.

I murmured along as April began to fret, worrying about why we hadn’t heard anything back yet. “I’m sure it’s fine. They’ve barely had any time at all to consider it. It’s a strong offer, above asking. I’m confident they’ll accept.”

April finally hung up after I tossed out a few more encouraging notes. I turned to Travis and twisted my mouth, slowly shaking my head. “Doubtful.”

“Who cares? Doesn’t that lady own like five houses already?” Hunter said.

I nodded. “This one’s for her au pair, though.”

“Sounds tough,” he said with a laugh.

I turned around and smiled. “Make fun all you want, but she’s been one of my best clients.” I pointed to his AirPods. “You can thank her for those.”

“Thanks, April,” he said in a high falsetto.

I’d become a Realtor eleven years ago, around when the twins started school full-time. I had suddenly found myself with hours alone every day in an empty house. At first, it felt glorious, luxurious, almost like I was doing something wrong and needed to keep it secret. Yet after six months, I found my anxiety growing. There were only so many times I could mop the wood floors—either myself or using a little “help.” The day I found myself debating whether or not to use a fabric shaver on the couch and realized that was my only task, I knew I needed to do something. Most of the other women in Forest Hills became obsessed with working out or volunteering at school and for various charities. But I had never been very good at any of that. And I was terrible at gardening. The only plants that seemed to flourish in my garden were those I ignored or forgot I had planted.

I fell into real estate when I ran into our former Realtor at the grocery store and she talked about setting her own hours, having the flexibility to serve her clients. I remember she’d seemed so glamorous when she showed us our house, and she just looked like a normal person in Whole Foods.

Six months later, I had my license and joined a local office, picking up a few clients, mostly Travis’s colleagues from the hospital. My business grew quickly, and I moved from town houses and starter homes to larger estates with in-ground pools. Two years ago, the newspaper had done a profile on me, dubbing me “Rumpelstiltskin,” the Realtor able to spin 1980s wallpaper into real estate gold.

And I didn’t even have a college degree. I was about to revisit the place I’d dropped out of. The alumni mail was always addressed to “Dr. and Mrs. Travis Nelson.” I was an odd footnote in North Valley University’s history. A former student involved in a significant event on campus, but one who didn’t actually graduate. It seemed they wanted to claim me as their own only when convenient.

I turned back around, holding a bag of SkinnyPop. “Anyone hung—” The words stopped in my throat when I saw a beige sign with white lettering, surrounded by stately red brick. Welcome to North Valley University was proudly displayed in white lettering. The sign looked like it had been power washed that morning, without a hint of dirt or road dust.

At the top of the hill that held the campus, the pointed spike of the clock tower was like a lookout, both welcoming and warning visitors with black roman numerals against a white face.

“Ah, the old clock tower,” Travis said. His voice oozed warmth and nostalgia.

I knew he was looking forward to seeing campus again, despite all that had happened. Travis had graduated and was in his first year of medical school by the time I was a freshman. Thus, his time on campus had been gift wrapped and neatly packaged into memories of all-nighters, raucous Sigma Chi fraternity parties, and late-night pizza deliveries. He got to experience the college life that I had planned, hoped for, before the fire.

Being back on campus stirred no such warm memories for me. Anxiety and fear coursed through my body as I took in the familiar landmarks that held none of the wonderful recollections Travis had. My time on campus was forever marked by what I—we—had done.

We turned right as the road dead-ended at the clock tower, heading toward the convocation center, where the ceremony would be held. A swath of grass just off the street made me freeze.

“Travis. Stop,” I whispered as I put a hand on his arm.

“What?” he said as he glanced at me.

I repeated it, and he pulled the car over to the side. It took him a moment to realize what I was staring at.

This empty space was where Hawthorne Hall had once stood. Where before there had been a redbrick building with white porticos and a Juliet balcony, there was now an empty, browning patch of grass, dotted with fallen leaves and a few sticks from the surrounding oak trees.

I opened my car door and slowly stood, half in, half out of the car, eyes fixed on the bare spot. It was obvious where the building had been—the grass around the space was much greener and fuller. A perfect rectangle of brown, scraggly grass marked the ghost of Hawthorne Hall.

It was one of the reasons why there was still interest in the site. After they’d cleared the rubble and tried to rebuild, strange accidents happened. Workers quit because they got sick or were freaked out by the eerie feelings.

The university finally gave up and planted grass there, but it never quite took despite proper landscaping care. That nothing would grow there became something of a whispered ghost story on campus.

Even before the fire, there had been stories that the dorm had been built on some powerful, unexplained magic site, maybe an old burial ground.

We knew that, and we knew that it had amplified our spells and given them a boost. We had brought the underground magic to the surface with our rituals, and even now, it wouldn’t totally dissipate.

“Mom?” Hunter said from inside the car.

I shook my head and sat back down. “Let’s go,” I said, eyes fixed forward.

“There’s Mimi and Grandpa,” Harper said as we pulled into the parking lot for the convocation center.

My in-laws stopped in front of the entrance as they spotted our car; my mother-in-law, Marcy, furiously waved. I smiled and waved back as we parked.

Marcy tottered over to us on four-inch strappy gold heels, despite the forty-degree temperature. She wore a bright pink skirt suit with a low-cut white blouse underneath. And diamonds, so many blinding diamonds. It was like looking straight at a solar eclipse.

She’d chosen the grandparent moniker Mimi herself, as Grandma sounded too old, too much like someone who knitted and told stories about the Great War.

“There you are!” she said in her breathy voice, hugging me before I had a chance to stand. She pulled me out of the car—she had the strength of an Eastern European Olympic bodybuilder. As she released me, she frowned. “I’m sure it’s difficult to be back here.” She hugged me again, and I briefly closed my eyes, accepting it. Marcy was beyond intense, but once you got past the cleavage and the sequins, she loved harder than anyone I had ever met.

I nodded and gave a half smile as I looked over to my father-in-law, Thomas. Travis hugged him, his father only coming up to his shoulder. Thomas was shaped like a hobbit, a wonderful, kind, very wealthy hobbit.

“Did Nancy come with you guys?” I asked Marcy, who nodded. I peered around her pink shoulder to wave at my sister-in-law.

“Nancy, hi. How are you?” I said as brightly as I could. I took a step toward her as she leaned against her parents’ car. She wore black capri pants with black ballet flats and a sleeveless purple blouse. The scars on her arms crisscrossed her skin, the sun illuminating the knots and grooves. I swallowed hard when I saw them, the guilt welling up, as it always did.

Nancy frowned when she saw me. Unlike her mother’s Botoxed forehead, hers moved. Her brows knitted together, deepening the line between them that had been there since before I met her, my freshman year.

Nancy, my now-sister-in-law, had been our resident advisor at Hawthorne Hall.

During our first dorm meeting, I was a scared eighteen-year-old on her first night away from her mother, listening to Nancy lecture us on the rules of the dormitory. After thirty minutes of her speech, I began to wonder what we were supposed to do for fun, since the speech was only concerned with must-not-do rules. The biggest rule of all was “No open flames.”

It was a rule that everyone acknowledged but no one followed. We all understood why it existed—closed space, immature humans, potential for disaster. But nearly everyone on our floor had a scented candle in their room. We just had to keep them away from the smoke alarms and carefully blow them out with a window open. Plus, we figured, they weren’t designated as Really Bad. That was reserved for alcohol infractions, overnight guests, and smuggled pets.

I leaned forward and gave Nancy a quick hug, her shoulders stiffening under my gesture, as they always did, which never stopped me from trying.

“How was your drive here? Gosh, isn’t it strange to be back?” I said, too quickly. I had moved into Nancy Mode, as my kids called it. Whenever I was around her, I was like a record being played too fast—quick, staccato speech and flittery hand gestures, a manic version of myself that I was well aware of but had no ability to moderate or control.

“Yes. Strange. Also, this whole thing is bullshit,” she said as she glanced at the entrance to the convocation hall. “Let’s get it over with.”

We stepped toward the entrance, and Marcy grabbed my upper arm.

“We have an announcement for everyone!” she whispered in my ear.

Alarm bells went off. The last time Marcy had had an “announcement,” it was that she’d found someone to clone her pet Pomeranian, Bubbles. Money was no object in this quest—not that it ever was with Marcy. She paid a healthy five figures for the process, which resulted in two cloned puppies: Double and Trouble, who peed in the house even more than their prototype, something I hadn’t thought was possible.

Travis held open the door to the convocation hall for our group. Before I could step through it, a gleaming black town car caught my eye in my peripheral vision. The windows were tinted, and I couldn’t see inside, but I instinctually knew who it was. It was more than just a hunch or gut feeling.

A “juggling club” member had arrived.

Inside would be a woman whom I hadn’t seen in twenty years but Googled more frequently than I would ever admit. She had long curly hair that fell perfectly around her shoulders after a blowout, wide-set brown eyes, and a booming volume to her voice, one that she used on potential investors for her biotech startup, Obsidian, which was developing a new kind of surgical knife. It wasn’t a surprise that she’d wound up dealing in sharp objects.

The car stopped in the middle of the parking lot, blocking in a landscaping truck filled with workers, who swore at the car. I held my arms perfectly still against my body as I saw the door open and a red-bottomed black stiletto emerge, followed by a trim figure in a black shift dress. She wore large black sunglasses yet shielded her face with a hand as she scanned the crowd.

She was looking for me.

“Is that . . .” Travis trailed off, but I barely heard him.

I lifted a shaking hand in response, my heart thundering in my chest so hard I saw
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