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        This book is dedicated to the Halloween lovers. There’s no better feeling than when the ’ber months arrive and it’s time to get spooky.

        This one’s for us.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “There’s a little witch in all of us.”

        —Aunt Jet Owens, Practical Magic
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      BOOK ONE RECAP (CONTAINS SPOILERS)

      In Witches of Westridge, we met Nancy and Iris Thornwick, mother and daughter and the last two remaining members of the Thornwick family, which suffered an unimaginable tragedy in 1993. Nancy’s three sisters, Sarah, Bridget, and Margaret disappeared after a simple misunderstanding resulted in the residents of the town accusing them of witchcraft. Now, Iris and Nancy run a café together in Westridge Cove, and it has become a Halloween destination for tourists who want to celebrate the anniversary of the sisters’ disappearances.

      By the end of the book, we learned that Iris’ best friend, Lucy, had been dead the entire time. Since you’ve seen The Sixth Sense, you were certain you’d see a twist like that coming from a mile away, right? Lucy’s death sent Iris Thornwick on a revenge tour, promising to kill the men she felt were responsible: Kellen DeYoung, Barrett Carter, and the town’s wealthiest man, Bucky Lancaster. She managed to knock the first two off her list before she was rudely interrupted pre-murder by her boyfriend (and childhood best friend) Wally Parker, who also happens to be the chief of police in Westridge Cove.

      The only witness to Lucy’s murder was Wally’s father, Rex, the former chief of police. The night of the crime, he was hit over the head and knocked unconscious. He never regained his memory of that night, and after his early-onset dementia continued to progress, he was placed in an assisted living home.

      During October, the month of tourism and chaos in Westridge Cove, the town also suffered the loss of another witness to the original events that took place in 1993: Ann Haven, the woman who lied about her friends participating in witchcraft when she was just a teenager. Early reports indicated that she was poisoned, but we learn that our murderous revenge-seeking main character, Iris, had nothing to do with it. So, who killed Ann?

      Before book one concludes, it’s revealed that our favorite maybe-witch, Willow Nora, used one of her special abilities to cloud Wally’s judgement so he wouldn’t arrest Iris when he found out she was responsible for two murders in his jurisdiction. We also learn that dear Willow, who has been grieving the loss of her husband since 1990, was the one responsible for his death. Why would she kill her own husband?

      Now that we’re starting book two, we still don’t know who Iris’ biological father is; and let us not forget the most pressing unanswered question: What in the world happened to the three Thornwick sisters on Devil’s Night in 1993?

      Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back to Westridge Cove. Let’s see if we can’t get some answers about this quiet little town’s unsolved mysteries without adding any more to the list.

      No promises.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      PRESENT DAY

      THE MORNING OF LUCY’S MEMORIAL

      While Pastor Tom waits patiently for his double espresso at Delightful Donuts, he can’t help but eavesdrop on a lively group of twenty-somethings. They are packed tightly into a corner booth and engaged in a heated debate. It wasn’t their animated back-and-forth that caught Tom’s attention; it was the fact that he didn’t recognize a single one of them. The donut shop is a spot for locals, a hidden gem that serves as a refuge during the fall months for the residents of Westridge Cove. The locals could also find peace sitting in the pews of Tom’s quiet church, but he supposed that freshly baked donuts were a fine alternative if they weren’t ready to join his congregation.

      His focus locks in when he hears the most recognized last name in the state: Thornwick.

      “You have to be kidding me, you can’t honestly believe the Thornwick sisters are still alive,” says the only woman in the group.

      “Who the hell else would be doing all these revenge killings?” shoots back a young man in a Westridge Cove hooded sweatshirt, no doubt purchased from one of Bucky Lancaster’s tacky souvenir shops. “Or it could be like Hello Mary Lou: Prom Night II and their spirits have possessed someone else’s body, who then carried out the revenge murders on the dead sisters’ behalf.”

      “You’re an idiot,” the girl says, rolling her eyes. “It’s Barrett Carter, obviously. He killed Kellen and Ann and then skipped town because he knew he’d be caught. He wanted to shut them up about something; we just need to figure out what it was.”

      A third member of the group jumps in, and Tom can’t help but think he looks exactly like the nice young man at the computer repair store who was dispatched to the church office to diagnose some issues with his desktop. It turns out one of his summer interns had an inappropriate curiosity regarding adult websites and lacked the common sense and decency not to explore that curiosity whilst on the clock in a house of worship. That lapse in judgement resulted in the church’s ten-year-old Dell computer being overrun with viruses, the likes of which the technician had never seen. Luckily, the congregation pitched in for a laptop and the bill for that young man’s stay at a rehabilitation center. Now, Pastor Tom takes the laptop home with him each night to avoid a repeat of that whole ordeal.

      “The sisters have been dead since 1993, and we all know who killed them,” he says.

      The other three heads at the table snap in his direction and look on with anticipation before he answers, “Their parents,” and everyone groans, slides down further in the booth, and mutters different versions of “not this again.”

      “It was obviously the parents. They were trying to fit in with the elite of Westridge Cove and offered their daughters as a sacrifice so they could be accepted into the Lancaster’s world of sin and debauchery.”

      “You and your conspiracy theories. Not all rich people traffic teenage girls, Nick.”

      “Maybe not, but those who do traffic teenage girls just so happen to be rich,” he replies, eyebrows raised, daring his friends to argue that point. They each shrug, which is as close to an agreement as he needs to take a sip of his latte with a smug grin of satisfaction.

      “You’re onto something with the elite of Westridge Cove theory,” the fourth in the group begins. He’s a husky man with a blond beard and a black Child’s Play T-shirt. “But I think it was the Lancasters and they acted alone. What better way to disguise your guilt than honor the sisters with a museum, gift shop, and now a sculpture?”

      “You’re so far off. We need to also look at Dennis O’Conner. Sarah rejected him just days before they went missing, and we all watch Dateline; we know what happens when a fragile male experiences rejection. He wanted to make her pay,” counters the young woman, offering a vastly different theory than she had just two minutes prior.

      “One rejected mall date and he mass murders three sisters at once? I don’t think so, Viv.”

      “Well, what’s your theory?” she asks the one in the hooded sweatshirt.

      “Rex Parker,” he says, bracing for the response from his friends.

      It arrives quickly in the form of jeers, head shaking, and a few crumpled-up straw wrappers thrown in his direction.

      “The chief of police? Be so for real. There’s no way. There’s not a single complaint of misconduct against him. By all accounts, he was a saint.”

      “Is a saint,” counters the girl named Viv. “He’s still alive, after all.”

      Pastor Tom gives a curt nod when Larry, the shop’s owner, sets his steaming cup on the counter and snugly fits a plastic lid on top. Larry knows Tom well enough to anticipate that he won’t be leaving the shop without saying a few words to these poor tourists. He crosses his arms and leans back on the shelf that holds syrups behind him to watch the show. Nobody can conjure up good old-fashioned guilt like Pastor Tom.

      “Hi, kids,” Tom begins as he reaches the booth. They all turn to him in silence. “Sorry, young adults. I swear, I turn sixty and everyone is a kid to me now. Anywho, my name is Pastor Tom Park from the Westridge Cove Community Church, the big red brick building right down the street. I was born and raised here in WC, which means I knew the Thornwick girls quite well. I know you visit our beautiful little town because it’s the scene of one of your favorite true crimes, but I ask that you please remember that the reason you’re here is because three very special young girls were taken from us entirely too soon, and now all these years later, we’re experiencing tragedy again with the unexpected loss of a few of our long-term neighbors. I’m sure your parents would be just sick to hear a booth full of strangers loudly debating the details of your deaths, yeah? Well, anyway, I’m off to write Sunday’s sermon, but I hope you four enjoy your stay here. If you’re feeling the need for a little redemption, you’re always welcome at WCCC. That’s Westridge Cove Community Church. Big building. Red brick. Our doors are always open. May God bless you all.”

      He turns without waiting for a response, winking at Larry on his way out. Another group of young minds who will think twice about their behavior, Tom thinks as he turns left on the sidewalk that leads to his small home, provided by the church. Larry makes a mental note to donate to Tom’s church this Christmas. He’s not entirely sure where his relationship with God stands, and he’s definitely not ready to attend Sunday service, but he knows Tom is a good man who deserves all the support he can get. Leading a congregation in a town that’s known for witchcraft and magic surely must feel like an uphill battle.
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      The small radio perched on the end of the counter is tuned to the local oldies station, just as it has been every day since the shop opened in 1988. Craig Sutton, the morning show host who has also been on air since the eighties, welcomes the audience back after a Sam and Dave song plays its final notes.

      “Hello, ghouls and gals. It’s Devil’s Night in Westridge Cove. That’s right—Mischief Night, the night before Halloween, whatever you choose to call it. There is a night of tricks and treats planned for everyone in WC this evening. Whether you end up at Kayla’s Haunted Korn Maze or meet your friends under the orange twinkling lights of Main Street, we hope you stay safe but spooky tonight in your favorite Halloween spot. And a reminder for you locals: The memorial ceremony honoring the life of Lucy Edwards will be held in the town square tonight at dusk. The investigation into the tragic death of one of Westridge’s own is still open, and if you have any information, you’re asked to call Westridge Public Safety. That’s all for me, folks; I’m about to eat my weight in candy corn and drink enough spiked apple cider to drown a horse and make some horrible decisions. Happy Halloween, Westridge Covers. Let’s make it one to remember.”
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      PRESENT DAY

      “Iris, if I’m going to help you, you have to tell me everything you know. You need to trust me.”

      If I had a dollar for every time a man told me to trust him, I wouldn’t be working at a café; I’d be drinking Mai Tai’s on a private beach somewhere. I’ve known Wally my entire life, so he may be the first man to get me to consider the offer.

      “What’s the use now, Wally? I’ve killed Kellen and Barrett. They’ve paid for what they did. Case closed.”

      He leans his head back on the cushion of my couch, and I can tell he’s trying to remain patient with me. I get it; he’s a cop. He wants the evidence I have, the proof that these animals killed my best friend. I’m sure he’s also wrestling with the fact that he’s sitting next to a murderer who he most likely will never bring to justice, mostly because he’s in love with her. If he never turns me in, these unsolved crimes will be a blemish on his otherwise spotless record until the day he retires.

      Speaking of my recently deceased best friend, it’s only been a few hours since my decision to accept her death and let her go, and our apartment already seems emptier. Well, I suppose I should also start referring to it as my apartment. Lucy hasn’t lived here since that horrible night a year ago when she left to go meet Kellen and Barrett and never returned. Maybe this is the month I’ll finally pack up her room and decide what to do with her belongings. She didn’t have any siblings and hadn’t seen her worthless parents in over a decade; they didn’t even show up for the funeral last year. Mom and I were all she had.

      “Wally, she was having an affair with Kellen. I’ve told you this. And they knew—Barrett, Bucky, and maybe more. They’d go to the DeYoung’s cabin and hang out because Callie never went there. She said it was too rustic.”

      “And you’re sure of this?” he asks me.

      “Yes, she saw a wolf spider or something. Refused to step foot in it again.”

      “Iris, the affair. You’re sure of the affair?”

      “Oh, yeah. She was my best friend; of course I’m sure.”

      “So why would he want to kill her?” Wally asks. It’s a legitimate question. Kellen was crazy about Lucy. Not crazy enough to leave his wife, apparently, but crazy, nonetheless.

      “I don’t know. I tried to ask him before I . . . you know. But he refused to admit he did it. Before I took Barrett out, I told him I’d spare him if he just let me know why they killed Lucy, but he kept telling me I had no idea what I was getting myself into and that I needed to stop. Stop investigating my best friend’s murder? Give me a fucking break. It felt good to shut his stupid mouth.”

      Wally leans forward and runs a hand through his shaggy chestnut hair. I should probably keep in mind that I’m with a law enforcement officer when I casually discuss the people I’ve killed. I can’t imagine this is easy for him to hear after dedicating his life to fighting crime. I can hear his thoughts: Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “I just wish my dad remembered what happened that night. It would help me close this case and get it off my mind. I know she was your best friend, but I loved Lucy, too. I loved her like a sister. It’s been killing me to go an entire year without knowing what happened to her. I’m so sorry you didn’t trust me enough with this burden you’ve been carrying on your own.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t trust you, Wally. I just know you well enough to know that you do everything by the book. You’d want to launch an investigation and gather all the evidence before you made any moves, and I happened to know that those assholes covered their tracks enough to keep you off their trail. That’s why I decided to take matters into my own hands; I just didn’t have patience to wait for all the red tape, and I sure as hell didn’t have faith in a jury of their peers, especially in this town with it’s good ol’ boys club.”

      He wraps his arm around my shoulder and kisses my forehead, which comforts me more than I care to admit. I’ve been the “I don’t need a man” poster child for quite some time now, and it scares me to think I might need Wally.

      “What else aren’t you telling me, Iris?” he whispers in my ear.

      Everything in my body is exhausted from the events of today, which is probably why I’m so willing to ask him a question that I’m not ready to hear the answer to.

      “How sure are you that you love me?” I whisper back.

      He removes his arm from around me and leans forward, making direct eye contact. My heart races.

      “What kind of question is that? I’ve loved you my entire life.”

      It’s now or never; I’m tired of wondering if this is real or if I’m setting myself up for heartbreak when the spell wears off.

      “Not that kind of love. I’m talking about what we’re feeling now. I think Willow did something to make sure you wouldn’t turn me in for the murders. Some sort of spell or maybe a concoction she gave you that would cloud your judgement because she knew that you suspected me. I’m worried she also did something so that we’d fall in love. Do you remember drinking anything in her presence this month? Has she had you over for dinner?”

      My heart is thumping; I can feel it all the way from my chest to my wrists.

      “Iris Elizabeth Thornwick, please hear me when I tell you this: I have loved you since the second grade. I have prayed that you’d see in me what I see in you. Every time I walk into that café and see your beautiful face behind the counter, I dream of what it would be like if I were stopping on my lunch break to see my wife, to talk about what we had planned for after work or what movie we were going to watch that weekend. I’ve wanted to strangle every idiot I’ve watched you date over the years. All I’ve ever wanted is a life spent with you, but I never wanted to push the issue if you didn’t feel the same. So, now that we seem to be on the same page, you keep mentioning how sudden it is, but I can’t explain to you how long I’ve waited for you. This doesn’t feel sudden to me in the least bit. Unless Willow cast a spell on me when I was in elementary school, I can tell you without a doubt that my feelings for you are real.”

      He reaches forward to wipe a tear from my cheek and then kicks his boots off one at a time before grabbing the blanket folded on the back of the couch and wrapping it around my shoulders.

      The relief from his answer combined with the relief that I’ve finally let Lucy go and, if I’m being honest, maybe a little relief that I didn’t go through with killing Bucky Lancaster—it all melts together to create the deepest, most restful sleep I’ve had in months.

      When I wake up, Wally is gone and I’m tucked in on the couch like a burrito, the blanket secured tightly all around me. There is a note on the coffee table in his signature half cursive/half chicken scratch handwriting: Happy Halloween, Iris. Today is the first day of the rest of our lives—and tomorrow? Tomorrow the tourists start to go home, and we can remember what a day off feels like. See you at lunch, my love. Reminder: Not a new love, not a spell. I’ve loved you for years. XO, Wally.
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      PRESENT DAY

      As I’m leaning over the bathroom counter to apply black makeup under my eyes, I make the sad realization that I don’t need much at all; I’m already exhausted from this week and looking the part. It’s going to take a whole lot more than one night of good sleep to erase the bags under my eyes. I straighten my black wig, pull on my red lace dress and step back to admire the look. Today I am Lydia Deetz, and if I may be so bold, I’m giving Winona Ryder a run for her money.

      Wally and I have discussed the next steps in the investigation into Lucy’s murder: Find the evidence that will both prove these men are guilty and confirm that Bucky Lancaster was there when she died. Even if the other two are dead, it will still help Wally close the case and maybe get Bucky charged with being an accomplice. I gave Wally my word that I’d back off on crossing Bucky’s name off my revenge list until we have confirmation. In return, he gave me his word that he wouldn’t dwell too much on the fact that he is in love with a murderer and instead focus his time on investigating Ann Haven’s suspicious death. It’s a fine arrangement, if you ask me.

      My phone vibrates with a text as I’m locking my apartment door, and my heart rate slows when I see that it’s only Mom. She just got to the café—she stopped at the donut shop on her way in and wants me to get to work before my coffee gets cold. Thank goodness I don’t have to stop at the shop myself; I may be in a better mental space this morning, but I’m still not in the mood to be answering questions about how I feel after Lucy’s memorial. My best friend was murdered, and we all gathered in the town’s square to talk about how much we miss her and how the bastards who did it were never arrested. How do you think I feel? Not great, Larry! Not fucking great.

      The drive to work is akin to attempting to drive a golf cart through Main Street USA at Disney World in the middle of July. I can’t make it more than a few feet at a time without revelers, most already drunk, jumping in front of my car or worse yet, stopping in the middle of the street for no apparent reason. I thought Wally said that officers from Burntwood were coming over to help with the crowds today, but I’ve been on the road for fifteen minutes and haven’t seen a single out-of-town cop assisting with the mayhem. I want to lay on my horn, but I’m not foolish enough to draw any attention to myself today, even when I’m in costume.

      It takes twenty minutes to drive the short distance from my apartment to the café, and Mom texts me no less than five times to check in, including two messages reminding me not to text and drive. This woman is exhausting me, and I haven’t even clocked in yet.

      Any annoyance I have with her dissipates the second I walk through the employee entrance and see her costume. As planned, she’s dressed as Beetlejuice, complete with the striped pantsuit, green wig, and white face paint. The suit is about two sizes too big, and the face paint is entirely too white; she looks like a small child attempting to play dress up as some sort of demented circus clown.

      “Mom, I love you so much it physically hurts me,” I tell her as I set my bag down in the manager’s office and reach for the coffee she bought for me.

      “Don’t be condescending—you’re the one who talked me into wearing this mess. I haven’t even seen the movie since it came out in the eighties. My head is already itching and people keep demanding that I say quotes from the movie, as if I remember anything that happened that long ago.”

      “I’m not being condescending,” I reply. “I’m just telling you how much I love you.”

      “Well, you better love me because I have a surprise for you.”

      A surprise at work on our busiest day of the year? This should be good. Even behind the inch-thick white theatrical makeup caked onto her face, I can tell she’s excited to show me whatever she has planned, so I try my best to match the excitement for her sake.

      “Come on back, guys,” she shouts toward the cook’s line, and I snort when I realize she’s attempting to imitate Michael Keaton’s deep, scratchy voice from the movie. It’s the worst impression I’ve ever heard.

      Nothing could prepare me for the absolute joy of seeing several cooks and our expo, Holly, dressed as characters from Beetlejuice. The shrunken head, the worm, Adam with the long face, Roadkill Man; they are all perfect. My mother, who isn’t even a fan of the original movie, coordinated the entire kitchen staff to dress in theme for my benefit. I know it may seem like a strange thing to cry over, but I’ve had such an exhausting week, it nearly pushes me over the edge.

      “I cannot explain to you how happy this makes me. Who is that in the shrunken head costume? Holly?”

      “It’s me, boss,” Holly shouts from behind the white dress shirt, a small shrunken head secured to the top of hers.

      “How in the hell are you going to be able to see the orders when you expo?” I ask.

      With that, she reaches her green tinted hands up to the top buttons on her shirt and undoes them, revealing her actual face, which is already glistening with beads of sweat.

      “Not a problem,” she assures me, but I know that prop on her head is going to smack into things a handful of times before she gets frustrated and rips it off. I smile and nod because it’s Halloween and I’m going to let her learn from her own mistakes.

      “Have we got all the TVs playing old horror movies? No news today; I don’t care if it’s live and late breaking. Today is for the tourists—they came here for a spooky Halloween experience, and that’s what we are going to give them,” I tell everyone. They nod to confirm that the TVs are tuned and ready to go. “Orange lights plugged in?” They nod again. Gone are the days when my mother and I had to hold their hands through every step of preparing for Halloween. Most of the staff have been with us for years now, and they’ve got it down, which I’m eternally grateful for. One day they won’t need us at all.

      I check my watch; fifteen minutes until open. If I can just get through this day, the bulk of the tourists will be headed home, and my life will return to normal until next fall. I mean, other than investigating my best friend’s murder, it will be normal. Normal-ish. I also have the small issue of figuring out who poisoned Ann last week and what their motive was, but I suppose I can leave some parts of the investigation to Wally. It’s his job, after all.
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      I wish I could say that this shift went as smoothly as the previous thirty days at the Thornwick Café, but by one in the afternoon the well-oiled machine began to falter. Servers got busy and flustered, combined with the exhaustion over working so many consecutive days this month, which led to forgotten orders, sides of dressing, and drink refills. Holly had a rare moment of weakness on expo and had to call out for my help as the orders piled up. Luis burned himself on a skillet and refused medical treatment but winced every time he lifted a hand to help cook. Mom’s green wig fell off in the middle of seating a group of five tourists, our host began to cry in the middle of the lunch hour and is still refusing to tell me what it’s about, and we are completely out of one of our most popular appetizers—cheese curds. It’s just food, I tell myself. It’s just food. This shift has to end sooner or later.

      It’s as if I dropped to my knees and raised my hands to the restaurant gods, begging them for a reprieve and in return they laughed at me and sent down their worst scenario. As I began to sweat off my makeup and frantically search for ways to help my staff catch up so I could take a two-minute restroom break, the unmistakable sound of wealth and arrogance bellowed from the front door of the restaurant. Willow’s words from the night before came back to me in a rush. Let me tell you about the real witches of Westridge.

      They arrived in a party of four today: Brighton Lancaster, Bev Friarson, Carol Carter, and Karen DeYoung. All in black, all with decorative pumpkins and ghosts on their manicured nails, despite the group including one mother of a deceased son and one whose son is still missing. Heaven forbid they don’t match and accessorize while grieving. All four women are staring directly at me, without acknowledging the host. That’s the thing about the elite in a small town: They don’t want to be greeted and seated by a teenager. They want to interact with the owner, even if they don’t see me as their equal, because it helps cement their status. Wherever they go, they know the owner. They know the owner, so they most certainly are better than you; don’t you dare forget it.

      Reluctantly, I went home last night after Willow told me I was much too tired to learn the truth about these women. She instructed me to come back when I was rested and “ready for my world to be rocked” with the news of the things these evil twats are capable of. I told her I didn’t think she could surprise me with any of her stories, as I already knew they were horrible, but alas she assured me the information would be worth my time. To be honest, between the exhaustion, grief, and my conversation with Wally last night, the warning hasn’t been at the front of my mind until now. Any local that would take up a table during our busiest shift of the year is an asshole, regardless of what else they’ve done. Anything else Willow tells me will be the cherry on top of their already despicable behavior.

      “Hi ladies; four today?” I ask, taking the menus from my poor host, who has a deer-in-the-headlights look, wondering if she did something wrong for me to be taking over. I give her arm a squeeze, which appears to relax her nerves.

      “Hello, spooky ghost lady,” Bev says with a greatly exaggerated wink, as if to say, Look at me, I’m respecting your wishes by not acknowledging that you’re a Thornwick in front of all these tourists; I should win a prize!

      “She’s Lydia Deetz,” Madison, the teenage host, interjects. “You know, from Beetlejuice?”

      The four women furrow their brows and look to each other for clues that this is a character they should know.

      “I remember Beetlejuice, but I don’t recall there being a Lydia,” Brighton responds, giving me a sweet smile that makes me want to strangle her in the middle of the dining room. For a split second, I picture flying through the air like a professional wrestler, giving her the People’s Elbow, and repeatedly slamming her stupid head into the tile while she bleeds out. Instead, I simply return her smile. She’s only the second most recognizable character in the movie, you ignorant bitch.

      “Oh, it’s okay. It’s an old movie. Come this way, ladies,” I say, motioning for them to follow me. I wish I could seat them in the windowless storage room where we keep the cleaning supplies and lock the door behind me, but alas, I think my mother will have a conniption if I don’t seat them at their favorite corner booth. I’m not sure what she thinks would happen if we don’t cater to the rich fucks for five minutes of our precious lives, but who am I to question her judgement? Off to the corner booth I go.

      “How are you feeling after last night? You must be so sad,” says Carol Carter as they shimmy into the booth. She’s talking to me, but she’s not making eye contact, instead opting to tap the tabletop with her manicured fingers to ensure the busser didn’t leave any sticky residue that might ruin her afternoon.

      “Well, it was the anniversary of my best friend being murdered, so yes I was a little sad, Carol. Mrs. DeYoung, I’m sure you understand. I was so sorry to hear about Kellen,” I say, looking back toward Carol after
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