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  Episode One


The Alderidge House was one of New Winslow’s finest mansions when it was built in the mid-nineteenth century. However, by the time the twentieth century rolled around, it was falling into disrepair. The Alderidge family had fallen on hard times as illness took away many of the young men and women in the family. By 1920, only Rosalind and her young son Samuel remained of the family’s New Winslow branch. Rosalind was a proud woman who loved her son fiercely and from all accounts, the affection was mutual and the two were happy in the home. 
However, with plans for the Quabbin Reservoir being drawn up by the state of Massachusetts, communities were still unsure of how the land and its value would be impacted. Rumors abounded over which communities would be disincorporated and flooded in order to provide this water source for the Boston area. This led to instances of speculative real estate purchases by wealthy individuals and corporations from both in and outside of Central Massachusetts. With rumors flying that the government would be buying property at face value, some savvy businessmen scooped up as much property as they could. A few improvements here and there would bring up the value, allowing them to sell it at a profit. Some got more ambitious still, creating entire businesses with the intention of making a profit, then selling them to the state government when the time came.
New Winslow was not immune to this behavior. Despite the fact that the town does not border on the Reservoir as it is today, this was uncertain when the plans were still being drawn up. So property on the western edge of the town became a prime target for speculators. Among the most prominent was Elmwood Financial, a real estate investment firm with plans to build on the property they purchased. However, while several local families were willing to sell their homes at a loss to avoid gambling their future with the government, Rosalind Alderidge refused to do so.
“Any luck?”
Missy’s voice broke Iris’s concentration, and she looked up from the second volume of Harbinger history to see the other woman standing next to her in The Countess Bed and Breakfast’s sitting room. “I’m not sure,” Iris admitted. “Not much beyond rich people looking to get richer on other people’s desperation.”
“A tale as old as time,” Missy said, nodding her head thoughtfully as she sat on the overstuffed chair on the other side of the table from Iris’s own.
“The part I’m reading now is promising,” Iris continued as she set the book down on the table. “When the reservoir went in, there were land speculators in New Winslow. Even though it didn’t end up bordering the reservoir.”
“I’ve heard about that,” Missy said. “I know the most famous one was the group that built a golf club on the land in order to up the property value before the state came in.”
“She doesn’t mention anything about a hotel specifically, but I feel like it makes the most sense here. And there’s a whole segment about the Alderidge place and the owner’s refusal to sell.”
“Sounds like a lead,” Missy said with a smile.
“Feels like it, but I can’t say for sure.”
“You’re the psychic.”
Iris didn’t quite know what to say to that, so she just laughed.
“Speaking of psychics,” Missy continued. “The footsteps are back.”
“No!” Iris groaned. “She said she was moving on. I made it very clear to her, especially since I wanted her out of Olivia’s body immediately.”
“Well, someone is back to their old strolling habits up there,” Missy said. “I heard it clear as day this morning and when I told Anna, she said she’d heard it again too.”
Iris sighed. “I can go up there and take a look.”
“You don’t have to go right now,” Missy said. “The ghost clearly isn’t going anywhere. So finish up what you’re doing here. We can set up an appointment so you can bill us properly.”
As though Iris hadn’t been using their library and eating their cookies for weeks now as she researched. But she’d already tried that argument with Missy before and she knew it was a losing one. So instead, she just continued to speculate on the ghost.
“So if the painting ghost is gone, could there maybe be a second intelligent haunting in the house?” she asked. “And painting ghost just happened to get caught up in it?”
“If I had to guess, I’d say this building is completely full of hauntings, intelligent and otherwise,” Missy said. “This one is repetitive though, so there’s also a distinct possibility that it’s an imprint.”
Iris stood up. “See, now I have to check.”
She started up the stairs for the fourth floor, Missy right behind her. Slightly winded as they reached the top, Iris gazed around the long, dim hallway. A wooden chair sat by the stairwell entrance and she tried not to think about what had happened when she’d brought Olivia here. The way Olivia’s eyes had rolled back as the ghost forced its words out of her throat. Or the way the other woman had sobbed in the car the whole way back to her house.
No wonder Olivia had no interest in setting foot in this place again. And if that ghost was back after all of that, Iris was going to be pissed.
She walked into the center of the hallway, her footsteps echoing on the rough wooden floor. The hall felt small around her, like the walls were slowly sinking in to wrap around her body. It was a deeply unsettling sensation, to say the least.
Trying to ignore her first impressions, Iris closed her eyes and took a long breath, trying to clear her mind. After a moment she could feel the impression of some kind of energy outside of hers and Missy’s. It felt young and sad. And solo.
Iris opened her eyes. “Yeah, it’s just the one,” she said. “It’s intelligent too. I can feel the way the feelings adjust. It’s too subtle to be an imprint.”
Missy didn’t look fully convinced. “Are you sure it’s the one walking around?” she asked.
Iris didn’t like the flash of irritation that went through her when she was questioned, so she tried not to let it show on her face. Missy didn’t have to automatically believe every word Iris said. “I’m sure,” she said. “It’s not the painting ghost though, so we’ve got someone entirely new here.”
Missy started back down the stairs and Iris followed. “Do you want me to do anything about it?” Iris asked as the wooden floor turned into plush green carpeting underneath their feet.
“Nah, I think we’re fine,” Missy said. “I didn’t expect our painting lady to be the only spirit in the house, not with so much history and so many antiques. As long as no one is getting hurt and nothing is damaged, I suppose we can just live and let live.”
She paused, then laughed. “In a manner of speaking, that is.”
Iris laughed too, her mind already turning back to the Alderidge House and the new information she’d learned from the Harbinger.

      ***According to later accounts, Elmwood Financial’s plans for the property they purchased in New Winslow’s westernmost neighborhoods changed depending on who was speaking to the company. While they seemed interested in long-term investments, their spokesmen were always cagey about revealing any details that might impact their plans. However, the most common answer was that they intended to capture the wealthy summer visitors that would have previously gone to the well-known vacation towns in the Swift River Valley.
This had to be the hotel that Harbinger had so casually mentioned in the first volume of her history. Hand trembling slightly as she flipped the page, Iris read on.
They purchased several lots surrounding the Alderidge house, including the land directly beside it that had previously belonged to the McBride family, close friends of the Alderidge’s. However, regardless of the numerous offers, Rosalind Alderidge would not budge. According to reports, Elmwood Financial’s offers became more generous, growing to include a resettlement budget to help the family find a new home. These offers were temporary, however, and eventually Elmwood Financial decided to try to intimidate the family out of their home.
Good, good. This was exactly what she needed. And if she hadn’t fucked up so badly at the Historical Society last year, maybe she would have had this information months ago.
While Rosalind and Samuel Alderidge were hesitant to sell, this was not the case for all of their neighbors. Indeed, David Richards, the man who had scooped up the McBrides’ home after the tragic death of their son William, readily accepted Elmwood’s offer. In total, four large plots of land became Elmwood’s property between 1925 and 1926.
No, this wasn’t what she needed. What about the intimidation campaign? What had happened to the Alderidges?
Then Iris read back the last paragraph and paused. The home had been sold after the death of the McBrides’ son. Wasn’t that the same story Missy had given her about the Countess’s origins?
She stood up and walked out of the parlor. The main foyer was empty as she walked through, her footsteps muffled on the carpet. She walked past the front desk and toward the small dining room, opening the door to peek inside.
Missy was in there, putting a few dishes away. She turned as the door opened and smiled at Iris. “Hey, I didn’t know you were still here.”
Iris’s face heated up a little. “I, um, I was still reading the Harbinger book.”
“Ah. Anything exciting turn up?”
Missy turned back to the dishes, carefully setting tea cups on the shelf. “Actually, yeah,” Iris said. “Remember how you told me the family who owned this house in New Winslow lost a son? Was that the McBride family?”
Missy paused, a cup halfway on the shelf as she thought. “Actually, I think it was,” she said, turning around. “I’ll need to look back through the records, but I believe that was the family’s name. They sold it to someone, who then sold the building to someone who brought it here to Petersham. Why?”
“I found a huge lead on the hotel,” Iris said. “And I can’t shake the idea that this hotel has something to do with the curse. It hasn’t come up in any other town history except for the Harbinger. But apparently the man who bought the land from the McBrides sold it to a company who planned to turn the land into a hotel.”
“When was this?”
“It said around 1925.”
“Our records show the building moving here in the 1930s, if I recall correctly. But that doesn’t mean they’re accurate. Do you think this hotel was built on the McBride land?”
“Partially. Harbinger says another family refused to sell and it turned to intimidation, but I haven’t reached any details yet. She doesn’t seem to have a set organization system.”
Missy laughed. “Sounds like a historian.”
Iris was about to say she’d read a bit further tonight, but then the clock in the corner caught her eye. “Is that clock accurate?” she asked, stomach sinking.
Missy glanced over at it. “Sure is.”
Shit, she was meeting Andrew at the store in twenty minutes. “I have to go,” she said. “Can I come back in a couple days and look through it more?”
“Of course,” Missy said. “And I’ll check our records and let you know what I find.”
“Thank you!” Iris called as she hurried out the door.

      ***As Iris got into her car, she felt a familiar presence hovering just outside of it. Fear mingled with irritation as she realized it was Roland. Her car was warded, he couldn’t get in. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to wait her out.
“What do you want?” Iris demanded through the closed window.
There was no audible answer, but Iris could feel a trace of something, like energy sliding along her closed door the way a raindrop would. But she couldn’t feel any emotion or understand what he was doing. All she could do was watch the space where that energy seemed to be, watch it run in a random pattern down her windshield.
Was it a message? She waited a moment, trying to focus her whole mind on deciphering it. The energy seemed to shimmer, but it wasn’t physically there. Instead, it almost seemed like he was projecting it and she was translating it. But maybe it was something important. Maybe it even had something to do with the case.
The lines ran randomly over the windshield, glowing zigzags she could only see in her mind’s eye. But then they seemed to swirl together, ebbing and flowing until they were sliding into place. She held her breath, waiting to see what he was going to say.
The glowing light was so powerful that she was almost surprised it wasn’t actually burning into her windshield. It made a circle that went flat, then squeezed into an oval, then a tube.
And then a dick. Glittering on the windshield, only visible with Iris’s sight.
Iris sighed. “Thanks, Roland,” she muttered, starting up her car.
As the car roared to life, she blinked and shook her head, trying to shake the image of the sparkling penis out of her concentration. It faded out, disappearing with a flash that, even though it wasn’t really there, still left afterimages in her vision. But as she drove away from The Countess and back toward New Winslow, she realized she couldn’t sense Roland was near her anymore.






  
  Episode Two


The shrill sound of the phone ringing pulled Olivia out of the light cat nap she was taking on the couch as Mia watched a movie. She’d been up since three that morning, when she’d opened her eyes to see a gauzy figure in her bedroom, standing over her side of the bed. The figure, a young woman in a simple dress, hadn’t vanished when she woke up. Instead, she’d just stared at Olivia, like she was trying to tell her something that Olivia didn’t want to hear. Which she didn’t. She just wanted these spirits to leave her alone. 
The sooner she got rid of this ability, the better. She’d lain awake all night after the woman had sullenly faded into the darkness at the corner of the room. The ghost might have left or she might have stayed until before the sun rose. Either way, Olivia hadn’t fallen back to sleep. Even if she was harmless, there was always the risk that something would happen and she couldn’t risk exposing Mia to that. And also, none of these ghosts were entitled to her time. If she wasn’t going to wake up at three in the morning to go to a meeting with Bret, she wasn’t about to do the same for whatever old timey lady ghosts decided that Olivia’s sleep schedule didn’t matter as much as their unfinished business.
But she’d stayed awake fuming anyway and now it was mid-afternoon. She had been dozing in the autumn sunlight to whatever animal song was playing on the movie she’d chosen at random. And now the phone was ringing like it was in cahoots with the ghost from last night to keep her from getting any sleep.
“Coming!” she called as she heard Andrew pick it up and answer.
There was a pause, then he said, “Just a moment. She’s right here.”
He handed her the phone as she rounded the doorway into the kitchen. “Hello?” she said.
“Hi, Olivia?”
The voice was familiar, but she couldn’t place it. “Speaking,” she replied.
“Hi, it’s Cody Johansen over at Central Mass Recovery.”
A thread of worry found its way into her chest. Noah hadn’t called since that first phone call last week when he’d said he might stay in Worcester. But he had phone privileges now, so why was Cody calling again?
“Hi,” she said, voice cautious enough that Andrew took note from over by the counter.
“So Noah Kelly asked me to call you,” Cody said. “He has the option to stay here a couple extra weeks and decided to take it. So instead of leaving on Tuesday, he’ll be staying until the end of the month.”
She wasn’t going to cry. That was stupid. Noah was okay, and he was taking the initiative to make himself better. That was all. No need to be disappointed.
“Is he alright?” she asked instead.
“He’s fine,” Cody said, and the knot inside her loosened a little. “I obviously can’t go into detail, but he’s doing well. The option to stay came up and his care team and Noah both agreed that it was the right choice. But he said he didn’t want to worry you when he didn’t show up next week.”
She had assumed she was going to pick him up at the clinic, but she kept her mouth shut. “I appreciate it.”
Olivia clearly wasn’t as good at keeping her emotions in check as she thought, because Cody’s already friendly voice softened. “He’s doing well.”
“Good.”
“Do you have any questions for me?”
She certainly had some for Noah, but none for Cody. “Actually,” she said. “Would you mind passing a message along to Noah? I know he can call, but I don’t know if he will.”
“I can try,” Cody replied evenly.
She winced. Of course he couldn’t just guarantee to pass something along. What had she been thinking? “Um, can you please let him know I’ll pick him up on his new release date?” she asked. “I don’t know if he’s going to call again and I don’t want him to think…”
She trailed off but Cody clearly got what she was saying. “That’s no problem,” he said.
“Thank you.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you?”
There wasn’t, so they said quick goodbyes and then hung up. Olivia put the phone back on the receiver and took a breath before turning back around to where Andrew was still leaning against the counter, watching her curiously.
“That was Noah’s clinic,” she said. “He’s going to stay a couple more weeks.”
Andrew frowned. “Is he okay?”
“Seems like? I guess he had the option and took it.”
Andrew nodded, but his expression mirrored her own feelings. “That’s good, right?” he said. “He’s taking care of himself?”
“I guess.”
“Are you alright?”
Olivia nodded. “I’m exhausted,” she admitted. “And I want him to come home. I’m obviously not going to tell him, but I was already planning his welcome home dinner next week.”
Should she be mad at him? Noah had been gone nearly four weeks now. It had been almost a month since she’d dropped him off at the addiction rehab clinic forty minutes from here. And she had to admit that, as much as she missed him, it had been nice not having to worry about him. For a month now, she hadn’t needed to worry that he might injure or kill himself every day. So maybe that break had been exactly what she needed too if she was going to be there for him when he got home.
But she was too tired to navigate that swamp of emotion right now. “I’m going to lay back down,” she said. “There were ghosts in my room all night and all I want to do is sleep until Mia starts demanding supper.”
She walked back into the living room, where Mia was stacking blocks as she watched the brightly colored movie on TV. She didn’t seem to notice Olivia as she walked in and laid back down on the couch, pulling the blanket back over herself.

      ***Only a year ago, Cleo wouldn’t get up before nine AM unless it was for a large sum of money. But now here she was, up and making coffee at seven. The sun was out, thin rays of light coming into the cheery kitchen she now shared with Edie as she scooped ground coffee into the basket of the coffee maker. Last night Edie had convinced her to go to bed with them a little after nine. She thought she would be lying awake until midnight, but she’d fallen asleep almost immediately. And now she felt almost weirdly rested. Even Edie wasn’t up yet, though their alarm would go off in a few minutes.
Cleo had been living there for about two weeks now. Any of her things that weren’t in storage nearby had been unpacked and arranged throughout the apartment. She hadn’t been too worried about getting things out of boxes right away, but Edie had been almost overzealous about it. They said it would feel more like home once things were unpacked and Cleo had to admit it was true. She knew Edie was aware that moving was bittersweet, so she appreciated the extra effort to make her feel welcome.
Even with the occasional stabs of longing for her old life, Cleo saw the benefits of moving here. Of course there was the most obvious, which was establishing a home and life with Edie. But there was also the fact that her work hours had been cut nearly in half. Two months ago, she’d be staring down a fourteen hour day today just to barely pay her rent and utilities. Instead, she was going to do the lunch shift, then head to New Winslow to have dinner with her mom.
“Morning.”
Edie’s sleepy voice made Cleo jump slightly, scattering some of the coffee grounds on the counter. “Sorry,” Edie said as they made their way over and kissed Cleo on the shoulder. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It’s fine,” Cleo said. “I was just thinking.”
“About good things?”
Cleo smiled as she got a fresh scoop of coffee and put it in the basket. “You could say that,” she said.
Edie laughed, then went to the sink to pour a glass of water. “Did you sleep well?” they asked.
“I fell asleep immediately,” Cleo admitted.
“Ha!” Edie laughed, pointing a finger at her. “Ms. I’m-good-for-one-more-episode?”
“Which I was!” Cleo protested, starting the brew cycle on the coffee maker. “I just went along with you and it turned out you were also right.”
Edie’s bob was tangled as they sat down at the table with their glass of water. There was a jar filled with yellow flowers in the center of it and Cleo could smell their fragrance as she sat down. Even in mid-October, they smelled like summer.
“So what’s your schedule today?” Cleo asked.
Edie shrugged as they took a sip of water. “Work until five,” they said. “Then band practice, so I’ll be home late.”
“I’ll be at my mom’s anyway.”
She almost said something about how maybe she’d never come home, but didn’t want to ruin the light atmosphere of the kitchen this morning. Besides, if she thought about it too hard, she might not go over to her mom’s for dinner tonight. And that would just be a dick move after the way her mom had hesitated to ask her to come over in the first place.
But she was risking getting trapped. The same way that Andrew was. Not that he seemed too concerned about it these days, which was slightly alarming. She was here longing for their past life while she had the freedom to come and go as she pleased. Meanwhile, he was physically trapped within the town lines and had apparently just decided that was what his life was going to be from now on.
“Cleo?”
Cleo jerked out of her daze to see Edie looking at her with a bit of concern on their face. “Are you alright?” they asked.
“Yeah.”
Cleo laughed, shaking her head. “Maybe I should go to bed even earlier tonight.”
Edie laughed and stood up. “I’m going to go shower,” they said, stopping to kiss Cleo on the cheek. “Thanks for making coffee, I’ll get a cup after.”
They ducked out of the room, leaving Cleo alone. She poured herself a mug and took a sip. The room was still airy and cool, but that little unnerving seed had been planted and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to shake it.






  
  Episode Three


“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was in here.” 
Iris had left the Countess’s sitting room just long enough to get some water. And in that time, someone else had sat down in her chair. The surprise at this was tinged with frustration, since she’d very clearly left four books, her laptop, and her jacket at the seat. But apparently that wasn’t clear enough to this elegantly dressed interloper.
“Oh dear,” the woman said. “I’m in your seat, aren’t I? Oh, just let me-”
She hopped out of the seat, gliding over to the empty chair on the other side of the small table. An improvement, though not by much. But the woman brushed her long dark hair back behind her ears and smiled widely at Iris.
Iris smiled back in a way that she hoped came across as polite, then sat back down. The book she had open, a broader history of the region, was proving to be useless. But she’d be getting back to the Harbinger as soon as she finished reading it. It had been two days since she’d found those details about the Alderidge family and the hotel, but the rest of the book was a dense, tangled mess of facts and opinions about the town that she was still trying to parse through. While she’d wanted to jump immediately back into it, she had to check some details for a ritual she was hoping to do with Andrew some time soon.
“I see you’ve got Evelyn’s book there,” the woman said, nodding at the Harbinger where it sat on the table.
Iris frowned. “You knew her?”
“I know her. Well, I know her somewhat.”
Ignoring the present tense for a woman that had clearly been dead for decades, Iris nodded. “Only met her a couple times. On the spirit plane, of course,” the woman continued, looking knowingly at Iris. “Kind woman. Very smart. She wrote about the history of this building too.”
Iris had been about to politely return to her work, but this could prove useful. “Oh?” she asked.
“Oh yes,” the woman said, now fiddling with a quarter, running it between her fingers in a shockingly agile way. “It wasn’t always here in Petersham. It used to be over in New Winslow. Strange town. Did you know it’s cursed?”
“Yes, I did.”
The woman’s face stayed neutral, but Iris could feel her irritation at Iris’s answer and she wished the woman would just leave. “The McBrides owned it then,” the woman said, still running the coin through her fingers as she settled into the rhythm of her story. “Good family, father was a ship captain. Their boy died at sea and they never recovered. Sold the house and moved away. Sad, really. The boy, Billy, he was so young.”
If this was the McBride house, then the spirit she was sensing upstairs must be Billy McBride, still lingering decades later. She’d have to wait and confirm that with Missy and Anna though. This woman seemed confident enough, but that didn’t mean Iris was going to believe everything she said.
“And he lived here?” Iris asked.
The quarter kept spinning. “His whole life,” the woman replied. “I imagine the house would have been his if he’d outlived his father and not the other way around. Parents should never outlive their children. It isn’t natural.”
Iris wasn’t quite sure what to say, but the woman didn’t seem to mind her silence. “That’s so sad,” she finally said.
“Mmm.”
They were silent for a moment. Iris glanced over and realized that it wasn’t a quarter, it was some kind of old silver coin. And the woman was just gazing distantly into the pool of light thrown on the table by the lamp between them as she spun it over and over around her hand.
“I’m hungry,” the woman announced, catching the coin and looking at Iris. “It’s been a while since I’ve stayed here, do you know anywhere in town that sells good food? I could use a sandwich on some good bread.”
“I think there’s a general store?” Iris said. “But you’d probably want to ask the owners.”
“The thing about magic is, magic makes you hungry.”
Once again, how was she supposed to respond to that? But the woman clearly wasn’t looking for a response. If anything, she was looking for an audience. “It takes energy,” she continued.
Iris wasn’t about to start that conversation, wasn’t about to say that she owned a magic shop and had been practicing for years. She understood energy, maybe even better than this woman did. “You use the energy you already have to clean the other energy away,” the woman continued, a smile spreading across her face. “Like a sponge, wiping it all away.”
She mimicked a wiping motion with her hands, running them slowly over each other. Then she snapped and the sparks that flew from her fingers nearly made Iris fall out of her chair in shock. The woman winked at Iris and walked away.
Iris sat silently for a moment, wondering what the hell just happened. The glow from the woman’s fingers was still burned into her retinas, flaring back up every time she blinked. The competitive part of her wanted to go home and learn exactly how to do that trick herself. But she still had work to do. And even if she had to slog through a few chapters of nothingness to get the information she needed, she was getting it tonight. So she picked up the Harbinger and opened up where she’d left off.
Jacob McBride was well known for his skill and experience on the sea. His grand house was one of five on the edge of town, making a previously undesirable point of land an enviable position for the citizens of New Winslow. With four storeys and turrets with handmade stained glass windows, the home was the largest in New Winslow until the Alderidge house was built only a single lot over. But despite the possibility of neighborly tensions, the Alderidge family and the McBride family were known to be close friends. This lasted until the untimely death of Billy McBride, after which the McBride family left town as soon as they could. The building was later moved - at considerable expense - to nearby Petersham where it is currently a private residence.
So the lady was right about that. The confirmation should have come as a relief, but Iris just felt irritated that this woman with her magic tricks had been right.






  
  Episode Four


Cleo was a little disappointed that Olivia was working tonight, but she had to admit it was nice to get a little time for just her and Andrew. Olivia’s mother had Mia, so it was just the two of them as they sat down for dinner in Andrew and Olivia’s kitchen. 
She cringed a little internally as she felt herself think of it as Andrew’s kitchen too. But he’d been here nearly a year now with no sign of the curse letting up. She wasn’t sure exactly what was going on with him trying to get out. He wasn’t avoiding the topic exactly, but they didn’t talk about it much. After several attempts to start a conversation over the past few months, she’d given up trying to bring it up. He kept insisting he was fine, and she hadn’t wanted to make things worse for him by starting a fight.
But she felt guilty about bringing him here in the first place. And she wished she could help more. Apparently he was still working with Iris Davies, but nothing seemed to be happening there.
So now they were sitting in familiar silence as they waited for the frozen pasta Cleo had brought with her to cook. She’d offered to pick up dinner, temporarily forgetting that Andrew really couldn’t access an actual grocery store. And she didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary walking around downtown, so that took Keegan’s and New Winslow House of Pizza out of the running tonight. So frozen penne alfredo it was. She liked it just fine and he seemed fine with it. It wasn’t late night sushi from the little place down the street from his place on Beacon Hill, but it was better than nothing.
Andrew took a sip of his wine. “So you’re getting settled in with Edie?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Cleo replied. “Yeah, I’ve got most of my things there and it’s been nice. A little weird, but nice.”
He frowned. “Why weird?”
Cleo shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I think I just lived alone for so long that as great as having Edie there is, it’s different.”
Andrew nodded. “Yeah, I get that.”
Something must have changed on her face because Andrew sighed. “Cleo,” he said.
“What?”
“This isn’t your fault.”
He’d said it enough times now that she thought she’d be able to agree and move on. But apparently something inside of her had other plans tonight because the words were out before she could stop herself. “It is,” she said. “Andrew, if it wasn’t for me you wouldn’t be here.”
“But I chose to come,” he insisted, his voice maddeningly patient. “In fact, you paid me a large sum of money to come.”
“But I shouldn’t have asked you to begin with.”
Andrew closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” he said, voice tinged with frustration now.
“Just let me have some ownership of this situation,” Cleo said. “I’m not saying I dragged you here. But I am saying that I started it.”
“And I’m a grown man who agreed to it,” Andrew said. “Cleo, what the hell is all of this about?”
What was it about? Was she just in the mood to kick a hornet’s nest and Andrew was the most convenient target? She suddenly didn’t want to be here. It was too hot in this kitchen. She should have gone straight home after visiting her mother. Why did she feel so obligated to be here if Andrew didn’t even care if she stayed or not?
Apparently she was silent just long enough for him to guess what she was thinking. “You don’t need to be here if you don’t want to,” he said quietly.
“I do,” Cleo said quickly. “It’s just-”
“No, you aren’t obligated to be here. Maybe you need to be in town for your mum, but you don’t need to be here just because I’m here.”
He was angry now as he very deliberately folded his napkin and set it down on the table beside his wine glass. “You don’t need to put your life on hold,” he continued. “And frankly, I don’t want you to. I’m fine.”
“If you’re so fine, why did you give up so fast?”
The hot burst of anger that flooded into her was instant. He narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?”
“You know what I mean,” Cleo said, the words tumbling out. “You lost the apartment, then you lost your job. Did you actually fight for them at all? Or did you just roll over and die when you didn’t get out of here in the first hour?”
Andrew shoved his chair back from the table and stood up so quickly that it almost startled her. “Are you serious right now?” he demanded. “I’ve been trying to get out for nine months!”
“And then what?” Cleo asked, standing now too. “What are you going to go back to?”
Andrew froze like she’d just slapped him. For a second he looked so lost that she felt guilty for saying these things. But she had to. “I can’t figure you out,” she continued. “If you hate New Winslow so much, why are you just staying here playing house with Olivia?”
“Don’t fucking bring Liv into this,” Andrew said. “She’s been nothing but good to either of us.”
He was right, but she wasn’t going to admit it. Instead, she pushed on. “Andrew, I’m worried about you,” she said. “This isn’t your life. So what are you going to do when you do get out?”
The timer went off on the alfredo, but neither of them moved to get it. Instead, they just glared at each other. Part of Cleo, the part that didn’t want to throw up right now, was actually relieved to have gotten some kind of reaction out of Andrew for once.
“I don’t need your concern,” Andrew said, that infuriating patience back in his voice. “And I don’t need your guilt. Or for you to feel obligated to see me like I’m a fucking child.”
“Then I guess I’ll just go,” Cleo said.
“I think that would be a good idea.”
She took a shaky breath, then before she could say anything she would regret, she turned around and walked out the door. Andrew didn’t say anything or follow as she slammed the apartment door shut behind her.
It was cold outside as she nearly ran to her car, starting it with shaking hands. That shouldn’t have happened. They never fought. And what had she been thinking, saying those things to him?
She needed to get out of New Winslow. And stay away for as long as she could.

      ***By the time Cleo got home, she was still shaking and trying not to cry. What the hell had that been? She could still see Andrew’s calm face, that expression she knew was hiding fury. And unlike every other time she’d seen that expression, this time that anger was directed right at her. And the fact that he hadn’t texted her made it clear that he wasn’t interested in fixing this right away.
But she wasn’t wrong. Or, at least, not anymore wrong than he was. Andrew had settled in there. Sure, he talked about trying to get out and all the different spells and shit that he and Iris were doing. But he’d lost his home and his job and clearly it wasn’t affecting him all that much. Did he even miss his life in Boston anymore? Did he miss her at all?
She knew that was stupid, they still saw each other. And it wasn’t like they were going to be living the exact same lives forever. But it had happened so quickly. They’d gone from their established lives in Boston with careers and routines to whatever the hell this was now. And even though he’d agreed to it, it had been Cleo’s idea. She was the one who told her mom she’d come back. She was the one who convinced him to join her. And then she was the one who got out while he was left behind.
She pulled into the small dirt parking lot of her and Edie’s building and turned off her car, letting the music cut out. The silence rang in her ears as she sat for a moment, taking shuddering breaths as she gripped the steering wheel. She wanted to call him right now. She wanted to apologize and tell him she was wrong to say those things and could they please put it behind them? But another part of her wanted the satisfaction of telling him to fuck off and not to talk to her.
But seriously, what was he going to do? He didn’t seem to know or care and that worried Cleo. Why was he bothering keeping up this whole idea of breaking the curse if he didn’t actually care about it? Because what if he never did? Would he just waste his life trying more and more outlandish ways to get out?
Or what if the solution wasn’t there? What if it just opened up and spit him out someday, the way it apparently had done for his mother? What was Andrew going to do then?
And while she was thinking about it, how dare he be so condescending to her? He wasn’t her father, he didn’t need to explain whether or not her feelings were valid. And it wasn’t like he got a fucking say in that anyway.
It was New Winslow, it had to be. Something about that fucking town got to people. Olivia seemed to thrive there, but she just seemed so trapped sometimes. Andrew seemed to be slowly fading into the town, no matter how much he protested that he actually hated it. And Noah-
The less she thought about Noah the better, apparently. Liv had mentioned that Noah was spending some more time in rehab and while Cleo didn’t have any details, she couldn’t help thinking that the Noah she’d known was gone. Which was something she just wasn’t going to think about right now.
She opened the door and the cold air rushed into the car. It felt good against her overheated face and she took several deep breaths of it before she stood up and made her way toward the apartment.
Edie was in the kitchen, chopping some vegetables when Cleo got inside. “You’re home early!” Edie exclaimed, turning around with a smile on their face.
The smile dropped and Cleo knew exactly how bad she looked by the soft look that replaced it. “Cleo,” Edie said, setting down the knife and stepping forward. “Hey, what happened?”
Cleo shook her head, her throat tightening again. “Me and Andrew got in a fight,” she said.
“Shit,” Edie said. “Do you want to talk about it?”
She kind of wanted to just start screaming, but the bone deep fatigue that was setting in made that idea unappealing. Cleo shook her head. “No,” she said. “I think I’m just going to shower and go to bed.”
Edie nodded. “I love you,” they said, squeezing her hand as she passed by.
Fifteen minutes later, Cleo was showered and sliding into bed. She glanced at her phone one last time. Not that she really expected Andrew to apologize first, but if he did, she’d immediately accept it if it meant getting back to normal. Or at least as normal as it got lately.
But there were no messages. And when she woke up the next morning, her notifications were still empty.






  
  Episode Five


“Hey.” 
Roman looked up as Celine walked out the back door. “Oh, hey.”
“I made onion dip. Want some?”
“I’m good.”
“Gonna grill burgers later when Jamie gets home from hockey.”
“Thanks.”
Celine sat down beside him on the steps. “Doesn’t take a psychic to know what’s wrong,” she said.
He laughed, a short huff of air, and put a hand on her leg. “Yeah, I guess I’m pretty obvious,” he said.
“It’s okay to miss her,” Celine said. “She was a good friend to you.”
“I just feel like…”
Roman trailed off for a second, looking at the bright red leaves falling in their backyard, then back at her. “I just feel like I’m not allowed to mourn her,” he said. “I know that’s ridiculous. But it’s like, I couldn’t give her this one thing before she died. So why do I get to be sad that she’s gone?”
She put her hand over his and squeezed it. “I get it,” she said. “And I’ll tell you every day until you’re completely sick of it. That none of this was your fault and nobody expected you to save the day.”
They sat quietly for a moment, watching the last of the leaves blowing on the branches in the autumn wind.
“Did I ever tell you about my hometown?” Roman asked.
“Pittsfield?”
“Yeah,” Roman said. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Since…just since. But there’s this pizza shop there that I can’t get out of my head. I’m sure it’s terrible, but my grandmother would bring me there when I was little and it was a big deal when we went. I want to go back.”
“We will,” Celine said. “We’ll go do some market research.”
“Go see what the trendy pizzas of the Berkshires are,” Roman added.
Celine laughed, and he savored the sound. Then they sat in silence for a few minutes as the wind blew around them. They’d been together seventeen years this year. He almost couldn’t remember a time before her. Not just because he’d spent those years hammered, but also because she was simply a part of him. The better part, though if he were to say that to her, Celine would just roll her eyes.
Or maybe she’d agree. It all depended on her mood and what Roman had done just before he said it.
After a moment, Celine stood up, bracing herself on his shoulder as she rose. “You sure you don’t want a burger?” she asked. “I mean, I’ll make you one anyway, but I can only defend it for so long against a hungry teenage boy.”
Roman laughed now, the tightness in his chest loosening just a little. “You know what?” he said, standing up. “I have to go out for a little bit. So if he wants my burger, he’s welcome to it.”
Celine’s cheerful expression faded just a little. “Where are you going?” she asked.
“I forgot that I’m supposed to be meeting with Iris tonight. I don’t know how I forgot. I’m so sorry, babe.”
“It’s fine,” Celine said.
He looked at her, trying to gauge if it really was fine. But she seemed neutral.
“You’re sure?”
“Just don’t stay out too long,” she said. “Come home and get some sleep tonight.”
“Of course.”
“No, not of course.”
Shit, she was angry. Celine’s blue eyes narrowed as she looked up at Roman and whatever cheer had come to him in those past few minutes evaporated instantly.
“Rome, I’m not stupid,” Celine continued. “Do you really think I don’t hear you when you come in at three am? You stay out past midnight more often than not, even if you aren’t closing the shop. I hear you get up and leave and I’ve been giving you space. But you’re burning yourself out and you know it.”
The fact that she was right made Roman even more irritated than the fact that she was lecturing him at all. “Am I neglecting anything?” he demanded.
The question seemed to catch Celine off guard and he felt a nasty bit of satisfaction at that. “What?”
“Am I neglecting the kids? The shop?”
“No. But-”
“Then stop worrying about it.”
For just a second, he thought he saw tears in her eyes. But then she drew herself up to her full height, somewhere around Roman’s chest.
“You know what?” she said. “Fine. Go. But I mean it. You’re killing yourself to do this.”
She stormed into the house, letting the door slam shut behind her. Whatever satisfaction Roman had felt at throwing her had curdled into that general pile of guilt that was building steadily inside him. What he wanted to do was go inside and apologize to her. But she didn’t seem interested, and he really did have work to do.
It’d be worth it, he told himself as he walked around the house and toward his truck. They were going to find a cure and he’d get out. Then she’d never have to choose between Roman and a life outside of New Winslow.
He just had to hang on until then. They’d figure it out, then he’d get out. He’d take Celine on a long vacation far away from New Winslow. And while he was there, he’d sleep for fourteen hours straight.
Roman climbed into the driver’s seat of his truck. Keys, where were his keys? He started searching through his pockets, digging through to find them. He’d just had them. He remembered feeling them in his hand, where had they gone in the past thirty seconds? Did he leave them in the backyard? Shit, he’d have to go back and check, wouldn’t he?
As Roman reached over to open the door, he paused. The hand reaching for the handle was already full.
With his keys.
Okay, so maybe he was tired. But it wasn’t like long hours were unfamiliar to him or Celine. He’d probably gotten tired enough when the kids were newborns that he’d forget he was holding his car keys. This wasn’t a big deal.
It’s almost done, Roman told himself as he put the key in the ignition and turned on the truck. Almost done, then he’d take a break.
If Minnie hadn’t gotten a break, then why would Roman?

      ***Roman was still heated when he got to Iris’s store half an hour later. Why was Celine being so stubborn? He wasn’t hurting anyone but himself doing this and if he did get hurt, then it would be worth it. He needed to get out of town. Minnie’s death was a stark reminder of what awaited him if he didn’t. Alone in town, separated from his family, unable to do anything about it.
He walked into the store and saw Andrew and Dr. Degas standing there. They were chatting about something or other when he came in and both greeted him cheerfully. Roman said hi, hoping that his anger wasn’t coming out in his voice as he did so.
“Where’s Iris?” he asked, looking around the shop.
“She’ll be down in a minute,” Andrew said. “She just got back from whatever she’s up to at The Countess, so she’s putting her things away.”
Roman was already ten minutes late, meaning Iris apparently had been too. He knew he didn’t have a right to be irritated, but that didn’t mean he could help the spark that went through him as he stood by the counter.
Iris came out of the back room a couple minutes later. “Hi, Roman,” she said.
“Hi.”
She looked at him and he didn’t know if she was sensing his mood or if he was just doing a lousy job of hiding it. Oh well. They were here for work, not for social time.
“So,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Let’s get started?”
Iris grimaced. “About that,” she said. “The ritual I was looking at, it requires a little more prep time than we anticipated. I found another source that talks about ways to speed it up, but none of them are safe.”
“Seriously?” Roman demanded. “How long?”
“A week. Two at the most. It’s not so much prep that you have to do, it’s more waiting for the moon to be right and the crystals to charge.”
Roman ran a hand through his short hair. “And those options,” he said, aware of the fact that his voice was getting sharper and unable to really do anything about it. “What are they?”
“Roman, they’re really not-”
“What are they?”
“Mate-” Andrew started to cut in, but Iris held up a hand.
“We’re not doing them,” she said, her voice firm in a way that just pissed him off. “It’s blood magic.”
“Then take my blood,” Roman snapped.
He rolled up his sleeve, holding out his arm. “Come on, do you have a knife? There’s no point in waiting, just cut me, do the magic, and let’s get rolling.”
“That’s it.”
Dr. Degas’s firm voice surprised him. He turned to her, arm still outstretched toward Iris. Her face was set as she looked at him. “I’m calling this,” she continued. “You’re adults and I can’t tell you what to do in your own homes, but as your doctor, I’m saying we need to take a break.”
Roman turned to argue, but she just shook her head. “This isn’t working,” she said.
“That’s ridiculous,” Roman said. “We need to keep going.”
He turned to Andrew. “You get it,” he said. “Come on.”
Andrew looked grim. “A week isn’t going to make a difference,” he said. “Come on, let’s take a break.”
Roman sighed. Clearly none of them were going to agree with him right now. “Fine,” he said. “Fine.”
“Should we do anything else while we’re here?” Andrew asked.
Roman shook his head. “I’m going to leave.”
Iris tried to say something, but he just shook his head and tried to smile. “I’m fine,” he said. “It’s fine, really. I get it. It’s a good idea. I’ll see you all later.”
Before anyone else could say anything, he hurried out the door into the cold night air.
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