

Chapter 1 

AT AUTUMN’S DOOR

The leaves were about to turn, and so too was everything I knew about life and love. Although I didn’t know that yet.

I rolled down the car window, breathing in the salty tang of the ocean air.

Appropriately, Bob Dylan was singing about answers blowing in the wind. After all, in the magical haven of Whisperwind Cove, which was our destination, they literally did that. In the cove, dreams, invitations and regrets all took flight in the form of whisperwinds, breathy overheards that floated in the air, waiting for someone to catch them. The confessions I’d heard over the years! My sister, Tiff, and I kept a notebook of the most salacious ones, which my best friend, Lara, who always joined us on these trips, would then read out in dramatic voices. It was one of the things I was looking forward to in these coming weeks.

Our family’s annual getaway stretched out ahead, with all its promises of lingering sunsets and pumpkin spice. I couldn’t wait to dive into my plans, which consisted of sipping cider on a hammock, browsing the local boutiques and playfully wishing for a summer fling to come meandering along, the way the cove’s whisperwinds did. I’d just broken things off with the guy I’d been seeing, and a low-key dalliance sounded like the perfect antidote for my, well, not broken heart. Mildly bruised heart.

It had been too long since we’d been back at the Pink House, after all. Two entire years! Although we had our reasons for that, not that I wanted to mull on them right now.

Nor did Tiff, apparently.

‘Whisperwind Cove!’ she shouted. She pointed at the sign as her Mini rounded the corner that meant we were just a few miles from our destination. We’d been driving a solid three hours, and I was so ready to stretch my legs farther than the tiny car would allow.

But Tiff actually had a car, so I couldn’t really complain. Without her, I’d be taking the bus, and would probably still be waiting at the Greyhound station avoiding eye contact with strangers. I’d have some interesting anecdotes for a slice-of-life column, at least. Eddie, my editor at Easterly Sports, was always looking for something to fill a few inches of space, and even something tangentially related to sports could work. Like a profile of a bus driver who could lift their own bodyweight in luggage.

‘Whisperwind Cove,’ I repeated. I sadly handed over my snacks and relinquished control of the radio. That was the rule with the Whisperwind Cove sign. The first person to shout it automatically became Queen of the Car.

‘And the hat.’ Tiff pointed at the glove compartment, then changed the radio to NPR.

I pulled out the novelty paper hat that completed the solemn Queen of the Car ceremony, using my magic to settle it on Tiff’s dark hair at a rakish angle.

‘Molly, no magic in the car!’ admonished Tiff. ‘I don’t want to deal with sparks and residue when I’ve just had it detailed. Ugh, you should’ve seen how filthy it got while I was away.’

Nice humblebrag, Tiff. Must be just awful coming back to a dirty car after months working in Europe.

‘All right, all right.’ I used my fingertips to tilt the hat the other way. It sat jauntily, propped up by her sensible ponytail. ‘Look. Manual labour. Happy now?’

‘Very.’ Tiff curved the Mini around the winding roads that led down to Whisperwind Cove.

The cedars and pines stood tall along the roadside, scenting the air with their leaves. The asters and goldenrods added a splash of colour that instantly made me think of Rosie’s Pink House: the beach house where, with the exception of last year, my family and Rosie’s, the Tuckers, would visit every year.

For a month or so each year, the house would be raucous with the comings and goings of Mom, Tiff and me, as well as Rosie and her two boys, Noah and Finn, who were around my age and had always been like siblings to me. And Lara, of course, because she was practically family. We’d take over the rambling Cape Cod and while away the late-summer nights with terrible movies, card games with made-up rules, and way too much wine. Dad, bless him, tended to sit these trips out, using the time to catch up on his design work and the arthouse film festival that played at the cinema not far from my parents’ townhouse in the city. Besides, Dad’s freckled skin did not get along with the beachy environs.

We were close now: the soil was turning to sand, the greenery thinning out into a low-lying coastal landscape. I rolled down my window a tad more to take in the magic of it all. Enough to warrant a glare from Tiff, who had a thing about road pollution smells. Wavy, slightly-too-long hair whipped my face as I breathed in the fresh, calming feeling that only the seaside could deliver.

Summer valiantly clung to the air, not wanting to hang up its mantle. It wasn’t long now until the changing of the season, where endless sunsets gave way to dusk-coloured leaves, lemonade cocktails were set aside in favour of spiced cider, and the Halloween decorations were ready to come out.

The town had a name for this time of year, this in-between time where summer and fall crossed paths: Summerween. And for as long as I could remember, Whisperwind Cove, renowned as a getaway destination for magical types, had hosted a festival of the same name, although the true festivities extended for weeks on either side of the official event. Our little group definitely helped with that.

It was no wonder that Summerween was the time of year I adored most. And not just because the fiery days of summer started to subside and fragrant candles and cosy clothes began populating the boutiques. Or even because it meant that beach soccer season was here, which was my favourite sport to cover as a journalist (well, other than pickleball, which was deliciously competitive and gossipy).

Summerween was the time we all got to be together. Even Mom, who practically had to be dragged away from work, and Tiff, who spent most of the year jet-setting off to places I’d only ever seen on The Amazing Race.

Except this year was going to be different. Because, for the first time, Rosie’s husband, Charlie, wasn’t going to be with us.

In fact, he’d never be with us again.

We’d all agreed that Charlie was too sick to manage the demands of a Summerween vacation, so we’d skipped last year’s event. But now my heart ached at the thought that we’d missed our last chance to all be together.

‘How’s Rosie doing?’ asked Tiff as she pulled onto Oceanspray Drive, Whisperwind Cove’s main street, which consisted of a few boutiques, a general store and Lorraine’s – a corner bakery with a striped awning and a patio coloured pink and red with its climbing roses. Various laneways led to a few other boutiques I couldn’t wait to visit this trip: the cramped bookshop called The Last Word; an ice-cream shop called The Scoop, run by our family friend Soraya; and a cute bar, the Hammer and Thistle, most famous for its pumpkin-carving contest (watermelons were also acceptable during the summer season). Outside each shopfront, chrysanthemums formed colourful pompoms in their planters, and there were rows of decorative pumpkins mixed with giant candles.

Beyond the shops, the ocean stretched out, blue and sparkling as the sun ran its fingers through it.

I still hadn’t answered Tiff’s question, which was an answer in itself, really.

I drummed my fingers against the passenger-side door. This year was our first Summerween since Charlie’s death, and I knew Rosie was struggling. The two of them had been inseparable. I’d never seen a couple so in love – not even my own parents – and it was something I’d always wanted for myself one day. One far-off day in the future, because I certainly hadn’t figured out the ins and outs of love just yet.

I’d barely figured anything out, really. I wasn’t exactly known for my decisiveness. There was a reason I was a sports journalist and not a referee.

‘You’ve been texting, right? And calling.’

Tiff said it in a matter-of-fact way, but I knew that somewhere underneath was a slight tinge of hurt. Rosie and I had always been close. Close in a way that made Tiff bristle. But Tiff was away so often, jet-setting around the world giving her talks on business practices or whatever. Even her boyfriend, Damien, was long distance. Sometimes it felt as if she wanted to be anywhere other than home. Anywhere other than with me.

‘Always,’ I said. ‘Rosie and I are like … y’know … you and Mom.’

Who, with their mutual love of spreadsheets, had way more in common with each other than they did with me.

I grabbed the handle above the door as Tiff braked for a group of drunken teenagers crossing the road at seemingly the most diagonal angle possible. The girls were all in bikinis and floaty wraps, and the guys wore board shorts and half-buttoned shirts. All were cackling like maniacs, and I sensed the tiny crackles of magic sparkling here and there. Magic was always heightened in the cove, especially during this season, and magical types came from all over to enjoy it. It wasn’t that we had to hide our magic back in the city. It was just that here, practically everyone had magic, so no one raised an eyebrow when you used it or groused about things coming easily to you.

One of the guys managed a magic-enhanced backflip to a chorus of whoops.

I felt ancient looking at them. Although twenty-four probably was ancient to them.

Would that be our Summerween this year, I wondered, as I watched the others try to replicate said backflip, with varying degrees of success. Or would ours be a quieter, more sedate affair coloured by Charlie’s absence?

My heart twinged as I thought of the hurt Rosie, Finn and Noah had experienced this past year. I hadn’t seen them since the funeral, and although Rosie and I had been staying in touch, I’d only checked in with the boys once or twice. That was partly due to being busy with work, and partly because I wasn’t sure how to handle their loss. What could you say? How were you meant to act?

On some level, I knew Finn would manage: he’d always had an easy-going, c’est la vie approach to the world, and a way of partying through the hard times until they became the not-so-hard times. Noah, however, was a different story. He’d always been the quiet, thoughtful one. He pressed everything down so deeply inside himself, where it couldn’t break out and cause him pain. But there was only so much room inside you, surely. And besides, it wasn’t like I was his girlfriend – that was Meryl’s job. Well, until recently, although that wasn’t any of my business (although Lara assured me that it absolutely was). Still, every time I’d started a text to him, I’d let it peter out to nothing. I was afraid of getting it wrong, of having Noah think less of me. It was easier just to say nothing at all.

‘Mom’s made her fruit meringue,’ Tiff said brightly, trying to reset the tone. ‘Peppermint chocolate for you, of course, because how dare you be expected to eat fruit with your whipped cream.’

Good change of subject there, Tiff. I’ll take it.

‘The heart wants what it wants,’ I said, trying to match her tone.

‘As if your heart has ever known what it wants,’ said Tiff shrewdly as she pulled the car into the hedge-lined driveway of the Pink House.

She wasn’t wrong, but ouch.




Chapter 2 

SUNNY REUNIONS

I climbed out of the Mini, massaging my stiff legs. Tiff’s car wasn’t made for long drives – especially when those drives involved awkwardly squishing your legs around snacks and shopping bags. I frowned as I spotted a smudge of chocolate on my skirt. All right, so maybe Tiff had been right about my messy ways. But I did make my bed in the mornings. Most mornings, anyway.

I snapped my fingers, adding a quick glamour to hide the spot. Good enough. No one would notice.

‘Seriously, Molly?’ Tiff came over, casting her fingers over the spot, which dissipated. ‘You’d think after all those grass stains from softball you’d have figured out a simple cleaning charm.’

‘But I did,’ I said with a grin. ‘It’s called having a neat-freak big sister.’

Tiff’s retort was cut off by a squeal of delight: Rosie had come running out from the sprawling Cape Cod house, wiping her hands on her striped pink apron. Her dark curls were tied back with a giant scrunchie, and her massive hoop earrings flashed in the sun.

‘Here they are!’ She wrapped me up in a sugar-dusted hug, lifting me up off the flagstones of the driveway. For someone so tiny, she’d always been a powerhouse.

‘Just in time for dessert,’ I teased, wiping some flour off her cheek.

She shot me one of her famous smiles, but it didn’t hide the new lines between her brows or the tinge of exhaustion beneath her eyes.

‘You know me. Can’t abide a single inch on the counter being bare.’

This was true. For as long as I’d known her, Rosie had been a baker extraordinaire. Everyone had always begged her to turn it into a business, but beyond the occasional bake sale or the odd birthday cake commission, she’d kept her treats purely a hobby. Besides, Rosie had never needed the money. I’d never pried into her financial situation, but as far as I knew she’d always just had money.

‘I turned down the stove to simmer,’ reported Mom, emerging from the house with her usual formidable strut. Mom was the opposite of Rosie: angular and sharp, with a sped-up way of doing things that had come from a lifetime of working in advertizing, where the deadlines were arbitrary but urgent, and phones rang so consistently that you had a Pavlovian reaction to them.

‘Girls!’ she said, giving us each a perfunctory hug. Although, to be fair, she was wearing linen, a fabric that famously doesn’t respond well to hugging. She cast a smoothing spell over her outfit, and Tiff shot me a pointed look.

See, Molly? It’s easy not to be a slob.

I stuck out my tongue at her.

‘How was the drive up?’ asked Mom. ‘Did you leave when I said?’

‘Uh huh. Thankfully,’ said Tiff. ‘Traffic was already starting to back up on the ninety-five. It would’ve been worse if we’d stopped at every roadside stand like Molly wanted.’

‘The dahlias were so pretty, though!’ I pouted. ‘And those jams!’

Mom and Tiff ignored me, diving into a lengthy discussion about alternative routes and fuel efficiency. When they both pulled Google Maps up on their phones, I decided it was time to back away.

Rosie sniffed. ‘Are you sure you set the stove to simmer, Amelia? I’ll see you inside, Molly.’

Magic crackled around her as she raced back inside to salvage her recipe. From the smell, it was something buttery and fruit-filled.

I popped the trunk on the Mini and hefted my duffel over my shoulder, along with the Trader Joe’s tote bag I’d stocked with snacks. It was just a gesture, of course: between Rosie and Mom, who made a mean cheese plate, we were hardly going to be starved for things to nibble on. But arriving empty-handed wasn’t acceptable in my family, so here I was with locally sourced artisanal caramels and some sort of home-distilled spirit, courtesy of my boss’s wife. I assumed it was the type you drank. Judging from how it burned your nostrils, it was possibly a variety of paint stripper.

Stepping over the threshold, I was infused with the sense of calm that always came with visiting the Pink House. With its soft-pink walls and plush furniture, the entire house felt charmed – and was, courtesy of Rosie’s gentle magic and eye for hospitality. Every seat was made for sinking into, and the beds were the type that gave you the best sleep you’d ever had in your life. Even the shower acoustics rivalled those of Carnegie Hall.

And, Rosie being Rosie, there were vases bursting with wildflowers on every flat surface, with huge bowls of saltwater taffy next to them. Not to mention the candles! She and I were both candle fanatics, and were constantly texting each other reviews of our latest finds and upcoming candle-making workshops. I ran my fingers over a new addition: a pyramid-shaped one with honeycomb texturing and little bees.

I hadn’t seen them yet, but there were signs the boys were around: striped towels languidly draped over the kitchen chairs, a legal studies textbook upended on the couch, a pair of flip-flops kicked off beneath a barstool. My heart gave a kick. No Summerween was complete without Finn and Noah. We were just friends, of course, nothing more, but Lara and I had definitely had enough whispered conversations over the years about the romantic possibilities there. Lara, who didn’t have magic, but who was impressively attuned to matters of love and lust, was always teasing me about the undercurrent she’d identified regarding my relationships with the boys.

And two years had passed, after all. Who knew how things might have changed?

But enough of that, Molly.

The boys must be down at the beach, I decided. If not, I’d likely find Noah in the garden room he’d claimed as an art studio, while Finn was probably breaking hearts down at the Hammer and Thistle.

Despite the overriding sense of familiarity I felt stepping into the Pink House, I could see there were changes, too. The empty velvet chair where Charlie would sit late at night, reading jazz biographies and album-liner notes. The home improvement projects that were underway here and there: rolls of wallpaper waiting to be hung in a hallway, the test paint swatches on the trim. Something about the soul of the house had shifted, and not just because of Charlie’s absence.

There was a creak as the wood settled, and I jumped. Rosie’s magic usually kept the quirks of the old house at bay, but I supposed she had enough on her plate at the moment.

Setting my duffel down in the room I’d claimed every Summerween for years, I plopped down on the bed, which was draped with a soft duvet patterned with tiny daisies. At least ten throw pillows were neatly arranged on it – something I adored, and which the boys endlessly complained about when it came to their own rooms. The rest of the bedroom was as cosy as could be: a plump reading chair, a bookshelf filled with vintage volumes and trinkets, a tall mirror draped in vintage beaded necklaces. Photos from Summerween trips through the years hung on the pink walls.

As I browsed them, I marvelled at how much we’d all changed since those awkward teenage years where everything felt so important and so life-changing – first crushes, first kisses and all the big dreams we’d had for our lives that we were absolutely certain would come true. Pop star Finn and illustrator Noah, I thought with a smile. And of course, award-winning sports journalist Molly, writing incredible features for Sports Illustrated and Runner’s World.

My fingers brushed a photo of Rosie and Charlie standing by the shore, hair wind-whipped by the ocean breeze, and I felt a pang. Charlie, who was about as introverted as they come, had spent much of our vacations in his music room listening to his albums or working on his instruments, but I’d always enjoyed his quiet company when he did emerge to read or play Noah at Scrabble.

Just then, a small, grey-dusted face peeked around the corner.

‘Cleo!’

Cleo was Rosie’s fluffy, extremely friendly cat. She was a fixture of the Pink House in the same way that Rosie’s baking was, and was never far when you needed something to warm your feet in the middle of the night, or someone to cuddle when the full moon unleashed every emotion in your body and then some. Every witch needed a familiar, and Cleo was among the best.

Picking up Cleo, I gave her a snuggle and headed back out to the living area. Her purrs were so strong I could feel them drawing the fluffy clouds across the endless sky.

The others were still outside: Tiff had got as far as setting her suitcase by the door before being waylaid by Rosie’s invitation to explore the garden. And how could you not? It was lovingly landscaped, with gorgeous explosions of pink and blue hydrangeas bursting up against the picket fence and spilling into the rolling green lawn. Neat rose bushes lined the pathways, guiding you to an outdoor dining area, the comfortable sectionals and lawn chairs, and the art studio at the far end of the meandering garden path. Through one of the windows, which was decorated with a planter in full bloom, I could see that Noah’s easel had been set up.

I was so curious to see what he’d been painting. A seascape? An ironic portrait of Cleo in a Victorian outfit? Nudes?

But before I could head down the mossy path to sneak a peek, two male voices joined the chorus. The volume of the chatter and laughter increased. A few squeals split the air as Finn, for it was always Finn, picked up Mom and Tiff in turn and spun them around.

A frisson of electricity went racing down my spine. It had been two full years since we’d all been here together. And almost a year had passed since the funeral, where we’d barely managed more than a few fleeting hugs. I wasn’t sure what to expect. What might have changed.

Cleo in my arms, I rounded past the house to where they’d all gathered, chatting animatedly.

Well, then. It turned out that a lot could change in two years. The boys seemed like, well, not like boys any more. They’d both grown up, filled out. They carried themselves differently, with more surety in Finn’s case, and more gravitas in Noah’s. Both, I suspected, were finally capable of growing the full beards they’d been obsessed with during junior high.

‘Hey guys,’ I managed, inwardly kicking myself for the embarrassingly casual delivery. It was the sort of delivery a side character in a teen drama managed, to a soundtrack of canned laugher. I tried again. ‘Noah. Finn. It’s so good to see you.’

Oh, good. Now I’d veered over to the astonishingly formal side of the spectrum. I sounded like the heroine of a regency novel about to invite someone for a ‘turn about the room’.

But I wasn’t brave enough to try a third time and hope for Goldilocks perfection. I swallowed, hoping that Noah and Finn weren’t looking at me and wondering why I hadn’t changed over the past two years – why I was the same old Molly with the same old job and the same old indecisive ways. Although at least I was snuggling Cleo. That had to count for something.

Noah shot a glance at the studio, as though assessing whether I’d been inside. He always hated it when I spied on his works in progress. Fair – no one needed to read the first drafts of my articles.

But Noah’s art was so luminous. It was hard not to steal a glimpse of the magic he wielded with his brush. Meanwhile, my early drafts suggested that maybe another year in preschool would have benefited me greatly.

Cleo wiggled in my arms, and Noah turned his dark-eyed gaze back to me. Something in his eyes made me suddenly shy – he was looking at me differently, somehow, as though he were seeing me for the first time. Blushing, I stooped so Cleo could leap down safely and make her usual figure eights around everyone’s legs, purring happily as they told her over and over how beautiful she was.

‘Molly!’ It was my turn to be grabbed and whirled around in circles. Finn did so easily, all those hours spent swimming and kicking soccer balls around proving well worth it. He’d come from the beach: sand coated his tanned skin, and his wavy hair was stiff with salt. ‘Will you be my date to the Summerween Festival tonight, fair maiden?’

He said it lightly, teasingly, the way he said everything. His blue eyes sparkled, and I was reminded for a moment of the myths of the mermen waiting patiently for their perfect human match to swim alongside them. I flushed at his touch, realising that in that moment I’d happily let him drag me off to his watery lair.

Instead, I snapped my fingers. The sand cascaded off him, whirling in a light dervish back off to the beach.

‘I promised Lara I’d be on her arm tonight,’ I teased right back.

Finn sighed dramatically. He pulled off the towel draped over his shoulder and whacked it against the ground. ‘As if I can compete with Lara.’

He wasn’t wrong. My best friend since middle school, Lara had even more of a reputation for breaking hearts than Finn did. She always made an appearance at our Summerween reunions, and definitely did her part in ensuring that our appetite for drama was satiated. And it was cheaper entertainment than any of the streaming services were currently offering.

‘Where is our lovely Lara?’ asked Finn, glancing around for the famously bubbly blonde who usually showed up with me.

‘She’s riding separately. She had some work stuff to take care of, but she promised she’d see us at the festival.’

Enough work stuff that she’d decided to stay at the Camellia, a B&B in town. Or so she said. I suspected that the real reason was that she wasn’t comfortable staying with a grieving family. Having grown up in a rocky home environment, Lara was sensitive to other families’ pain.

‘She’d better,’ said Finn, a note of faux warning in his voice. ‘Because what’s the Summerween Festival without Lara getting the cops called on us? A Noah type of affair, that’s what.’

‘Very funny, Finn. Good to see you, Mol,’ said Noah, somewhat stiffly. Although maybe that was because he was laden with beach gear and grocery bags. His dark eyes were set in their perpetual thoughtful frown, and I had to fight the urge to rub my thumb against his forehead to erase whatever worries lurked there.

Perhaps I’d absently made the gesture while I was thinking about it, because Noah’s gaze dropped to meet mine. There was a heat to it I hadn’t felt before, and I averted my eyes.

Noah had always been good looking. But since I’d last seen him his looks had evolved into what could be fairly described as devastatingly handsome. But in a quiet, stoic way – the opposite of Finn’s in-your-face good looks and charisma, which habitually sent men and women alike astray. The rumours surrounding Finn could never be overstated. Noah, on the other hand, had always been a one-girl kind of guy. Not even Lara had been able to turn his head, and she’d certainly put on quite the show over the years trying to do just that. Sometimes I wished I had half of Lara’s shamelessness. The girl was going to be president one day. Or at least president of WildLife, the PR firm she worked at.

‘Thanks for shopping, Noah.’ Mom took one of the grocery bags from Noah, sifting approvingly through it. ‘Ooh, my cheese platter is going to be so decadent. And you got the pink lemonade!’

‘We’re going to make a worryingly strong punch,’ whispered Rosie. ‘Just you wait.’

‘Ooh, a punchy punch.’ Finn rubbed his hands together in glee, unleashing a light crackle of magic. I laughed along with him until I caught the judgemental look on Tiff’s face. Tiff had long been convinced that I was going to try something on with one of the boys and mess things up between our families. Which I resented a bit, honestly. The boys had always been like brothers to me, and besides, I clearly wasn’t their type. Finn certainly would’ve tried something on if so. And Noah had always had girlfriends – and none of them anything like me at all. Also, just because I didn’t live the neat and tidy life that my sister thought I should didn’t mean that I was the type to invite drama. Except for the time in Florida when Lara and I had let ourselves in to the wrong hotel room. But what happened on spring break stayed on spring break.

Ignoring Finn’s antics, Noah carried the rest of the shopping bags inside, set them down on the counter and started to put away the wedges of cheese and jars of preserves.

‘I’ll get on the platter after I get through these last few emails,’ promised Mom, sliding onto a bar stool and furiously typing away on her phone. ‘We’ve got this potential new tech client, and they’re running me absolutely ragged trying to win their business. I should’ve stayed back a couple of days.’

‘Just put your out of office on,’ I said, pulling a handful of grapes off the bunch that Noah was stowing in the refrigerator. ‘They can wait. Besides, Dad’s still in the city. He can handle any meetings or whatever.’

Mom grimaced. ‘In theory, sure. But what if he wears those cargo pants? Speaking of which, what are you wearing tonight, Molly?’

‘Hang on. You used cargo pants to segue into my Summerween Festival outfit?’ I pretended to be offended. Although I didn’t have to try hard. Cargo pants! Lara and I had spent a full weekend browsing our favourite thrift shops in the city for the perfect outfits, and we’d outdone ourselves. Carefully tucked away in my duffel was a floaty-skirt-and-top combo that I planned to pair with a pumpkin fascinator and a necklace of tiny pumpkins. Or maybe some dried dahlias from Rosie’s collection (I hadn’t quite decided yet).

‘I for one cannot wait to see you do your annual Summerween kitchen catwalk in cargo pants.’ Using his magic to put ‘I’m Too Sexy’ on the Bluetooth radio on the kitchen counter, Finn strutted across the hardwoods like a model, sucking in his cheeks so dramatically that Rosie whacked him with a dishcloth. Even Mom giggled.

‘How about you, Noah?’ Finn popped up in front of Noah, who was still getting the groceries sorted out. ‘Are you going to join us?’

‘Sadly, there’s no room in the spotlight for the both of us.’

‘You could paint me. I’d look good above the fireplace,’ mused Finn.

‘Maybe stuffed like a bear.’ Noah tapped his upper lip thoughtfully.

‘Uh huh.’ Finn flopped down on the enormous couch, kicking his legs over the side. ‘So, Molly, did you bring us any of those caramels? Because I’ve been hanging out for a bite of a fancy caramel. Just dreaming of it.’

Rosie put her hands on her hips. ‘You do realize I’ve been baking for weeks?’

‘Yeah, but travel caramels are in a league of their own. They’re … wise. Worldly.’

Rosie’s mouth quirked, amused. ‘Worldly caramels, hmm?’

Finn nodded as though his words made perfect sense.

‘They’re in my duffel.’ I pushed myself off the kitchen counter I’d been leaning against. ‘Let me go grab them. And the questionable alcohol that accompanies them.’

‘Ooh, you brought some of your boss’s wife’s booze again, didn’t you?’ said Finn.

‘I’m honestly not sure if that stuff is meant to be a gift or a curse,’ added Noah.

‘I can’t promise we’ll survive the night,’ I said with a wry grin. ‘But our bodies will probably be well preserved.’

I went back to my room to grab the caramels and bottle of spirit. But as I unzipped my duffel, my heart sank. The seal on the bottle had come loose, and the distilled whatever-it-was had spilled all through my bag, soaking everything I’d brought. The caramels. My running shoes. My clothes – including the outfit I’d planned to wear tonight. Only my makeup case, which had a protective plastic lining, had been spared.

My magic flashed as I frantically yanked out my clothes and the small gifts I’d brought, trying to dry them before they were ruined. But I was only making things worse: dye ran and stitching singed. And the caramels … well, the less said about them the better.

‘Everything all right, Molly?’ Rosie had come running, spurred by the yelp I’d let out at the state of my bag. But I didn’t have to explain what had happened: the damage was obvious.

‘Oh, hon, I’m sorry. Here, let me see what I can do …’ Streams of magic poured from her fingers, rescuing some of my outfits and drying off the book I’d brought. After a few minutes, she shot me an apologetic look. ‘We might need to take these to A Stitch in Time to get them properly cleaned up. Although I’m pretty sure Finn will still accept the caramels. He’s not fussy when it comes to matters of the stomach.’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, perching on the side of the bed. ‘I’ll borrow something of Tiff’s until I get a chance to stop by Alberta’s.’

Alberta ran For Old Times’ Sake, a charming boutique with a vintage selection to rival anything I could find in the city.

‘It’ll have to be tomorrow, love.’ Rosie wiped a spot of dust off the bedroom desk. ‘She’s closed up early ahead of the Summerween Festival preparations.’

I bit my lip as I stared down at my ruined outfit, which between the spill and my hasty magic was rumpled and stained. ‘But I won’t have anything to wear for tonight.’

Rosie’s curls swung as she cocked her head at me. ‘Now, now. I can’t have my Molly talking like that. Lucky for you, I’ve been cataloguing my closet, and I have just the thing. Come on.’




Chapter 3 

DRINK IN THE WILD AIR

Rosie hadn’t been exaggerating about having the perfect outfit for me.

Holding the brim of my witch’s hat, which was decorated with rows of fresh daisy chains, I twirled in front of the mirror in Rosie’s bedroom. Cleo, always a critic, pawed at the chiffon that peeked out from the bottom of my vintage floral dress.

‘You’re a vision,’ breathed Rosie. ‘I knew it would be perfect.’

White with a pattern of summer flowers, the dress shimmered at my hips, cutting just above the ankle. The neckline was more daring than anything I’d ever managed outside of a bikini. A slim halter-style string with pearl highlights was all that saved me from a potential wardrobe malfunction.

‘What’s all this giggling?’ Mom asked from the bedroom door. She was mid-email, as usual, but she had at least half of her attention on me, which was a win.

I spun on the spot for her, and her eyes widened.

‘Well, you scrub up well,’ she said, her tone tinged with something that sounded genuinely admiring. ‘That’s a beautiful dress. And the daisies are a nice touch. Wait, are those from our college ball, Rosie?’

Rosie nodded proudly. ‘The preservation charm is still going strong.’

‘You’re wearing a piece of history there, Molly.’ Mom was regarding me like she might a storyboard. Her mouth tightened slightly. Ah, she’d found fault. Of course. Her creative team never managed to present an ad campaign concept without a barrage of notes. And I, apparently, was no different.

‘Your nails,’ she said. ‘May I?’

I blinked. My mom, offering to do my nails?

‘Sure,’ I said after a moment. ‘I’d love that.’

Mom had always been immaculately presented, and Tiff as well – both in a simple, no-nonsense way that conveyed to the world that they were excellent at what they did and should be taken seriously for it. I’d always embraced the casual and the comfortable, because watching a game for hours and then sitting and writing about it required elasticized waistbands and sensible shoes. And ample wrist support.

Guiding me back out to the living room, Mom held my hands up to the light streaming in through the stained-glass windows, considering.

‘Back in a moment,’ she said, then strode off to the enormous bedroom she stayed in whenever we visited. The few times that Dad had come along as well, I’d heard him testing whether it echoed (it did, and Mom had very quickly put a stop to his operatic efforts).

Momentarily, Mom returned with a wooden box that rattled with a selection of nail-polish jars. With a huff at the state of my nails, which were rustic, to put it mildly, she set my hand down on the table. Then she uncapped a russet-toned bottle and began painting.

As she worked, magic sparkled lightly around my fingers, tidying my cuticles and extending my nails to an acceptable length.

‘This is way easier than actually trying to look after them,’ I said, sipping at the Aperol Spritz that Rosie had kindly delivered. Although she’d hurried off again after, muttering something about containers for leftovers. I don’t think she’d actually paused since we’d arrived.

‘Desperate times call for magical measures,’ Mom said, concentrating on the autumnal pattern she was carefully applying. ‘And you know that I don’t believe in magic as a quick fix.’

‘I for one think there’s merit to taking the easy way out,’ said Finn, who’d strolled back in from the back garden, where he’d been watching TV on his laptop. ‘You think I got these muscles the old-school way? Weights, cardio and protein shakes?’

He flexed a bicep, indicating that I should poke at it. I did, with the hand that Mom hadn’t yet worked her nail-polish spell on.

‘Magic, right?’ he said, blue eyes twinkling. ‘What do you think: is there room for a beautiful young woman on there?’

‘I’m sure there’ll be someone at the Summerween festivities happy to oblige you,’ I teased.

‘Her words cut deep.’ Finn pretended to be wounded. ‘Amelia, if you’re looking for a date tonight … I do come Rufus-approved.’

I chuckled. ‘Wow, Dad’s really lowered his standards.’

‘If I need my own personal court jester, I’ll come find you,’ said Mom, shaking her head. Although, from the slight quirk at the side of her mouth, I could see she was amused, despite herself.

Much like Lara’s, Finn’s flirtations knew no bounds: everyone from the grizzled fishermen on their boats to cheerful Lorraine at the coffee shop was fair game. He cast his attention over the world without restraint, but rather than coming off as sleazy, there was a certain comfort in it. The effusive words, cheeky smiles and magnanimous gestures were just Finn being Finn.

‘Shoo now,’ said Mom, waving a hand at Finn. Her vintage tennis bracelet sparkled. ‘I have nails to focus on.’

‘Let me know when you’re ready to do mine,’ Finn said easily. Taking a seat at the table, he pulled out a bottle of purple polish and waggled it. ‘What do you think, Molly?’

‘It really brings out the bruises I’m about to kick into your shins,’ I said, raising an eyebrow.

‘Oh, she’s a cruel mistress.’ Finn unscrewed the cap and carefully painted the nails of one hand, using his own magic to erase the bits that sloshed over his skin. He held the hand aloft. ‘There. Not too shabby. Where’s Noah?’

‘Painting,’ said Rosie, swinging by again, this time with a cooler bin loaded with drinks and snacks.

‘Ah, he’s trying to work through the whole Meryl heartbreak,’ said Finn knowingly. ‘I could’ve told him that she wasn’t the one for him. She’s no Molly, is she, Molly?’

He nudged me, making me grin.

‘Leave your poor brother alone, you,’ said Rosie good-naturedly. ‘Besides, he and Meryl have been broken up for months now. He’s doing just fine.’

‘Fine is subjective,’ whispered Finn to me as he blew on his drying nails.

Rosie set down the cooler by the front door next to the ever-growing collection of picnic items: two other coolers, a stack of blankets, several foldable chairs and a jumble of wildflowers to make crowns and bracelets from. ‘Anyway, I’ll knock in a few and make sure he doesn’t get left behind.’

‘He can always catch up with us,’ said Finn with a shrug.

‘We were just about done, anyway,’ said Mom, checking my fingernails. She regarded my outfit thoughtfully. ‘You know what? Come with me. Finn, why don’t you go help your mom.’

As Finn cheerfully followed after Rosie, hand waving to dry off his nails, Mom led me to her giant bedroom. As always, it was perfectly tidy: the Kantha-stitched bedcovers were pulled tighter than one of her client meeting up-dos, and her clothes had been neatly put in the wardrobe. On the pink dresser, perfumes and makeup were arranged so carefully they seemed part of a spell, and a David Ogilvy book sat on her nightstand, bookmark in. The room even smelled perfect.

Opening the dresser drawer, Mom pulled out a small jewellery box, picking through it until she found the pair of earrings she was after. A gleaming cloisonné set decorated with birds and flowers, with a small tear-shaped pearl at the top.

‘They go so well with the dress,’ I said, as she slipped them into my ears, mindful of my damp nails. ‘Thanks, Mom.’

She smiled softly as I spun to and fro in front of the dresser mirror, astonished at my own transformation. I felt like a witchy version of Anne Hathaway in The Princess Diaries, which I’d watched about half a dozen times with Rosie.

‘Any time, Molly.’

It was odd – yet lovely – to see the warmth in her green eyes as she regarded me. It was a warmth usually reserved for Tiff, who was so like Mom in every way. I supposed it was easier to be magnanimous when you were looking at an accurate reflection of yourself rather than a distorted one, which was what I was.

‘Mom? Are you in here? We’re getting ready to—’

Tiff stopped short at the door. She was dressed in a simple blue-and-white-striped sundress and casual leather flip-flops, and of course looked a million dollars. Gold hoop earrings swung from her ears, and her half-moon necklace – the one whose other half I owned but rarely remembered to wear – glowed softly against her throat. She was in the process of donning a stunning half-moon crown decorated with a spray of gold stars. She was so striking that I almost wished I’d gone the moon goddess route instead of the witchy one.

‘You look great, Molly,’ she said, sounding a tad too surprised for my liking.

All right, so I wasn’t typically ballgown ready, but I wasn’t a slob. I did bathe on a daily basis, and I was familiar with a hairbrush. My boss had even managed to take a website-worthy headshot of me on the very first go.

‘Right back at you, Queen Tiff,’ I replied, unable to keep the touch of sharpness from my voice.

Mom had already turned her attention to my sister, tenderly smoothing the fabric of her skirt and fiddling with the stars on her crown. The all-too-rare moment I’d had with her was gone. Well, things couldn’t simply change on a dime, could they? There were laws of thermodynamics and all that.

‘Mom says we’re leaving in five,’ called Finn from the front of the house. ‘I’ll try to drag Noah out from the art studio. A quick smoke spell should do it.’

‘Finn,’ I heard Rosie warn. ‘Don’t even think about it. We’re not having a repeat of the fart charm event.’

‘Thank goddess I had daughters,’ whispered Mom. ‘Imagine dealing with fart charms. Your dad is bad enough.’

‘You’re definitely brave leaving him to handle the clients while you’re away,’ said Tiff.

Mom snorted. ‘Why do you think I’m surgically attached to my phone? It’s pre-emptive damage control. Also, we’re bidding against Unabashed for that tech client I mentioned, and I refuse to lose to Shauna.’

Tiff and I shared a look. Mom and Shauna had been adversaries since they’d started out as interns at the same ad agency decades ago. They’d both risen up through the ranks at record speed, but after Shauna had been poached by a competing agency, Mom had decided it was time that she rule the world of advertizing. The rivalry between them after that had grown legendary, measured in magazine rankings and industry award statuettes. It was impressive, really, if a bit self-destructive.

‘Leaving in four!’ called Finn from the kitchen. There was a crackle of magic, and the clock in Mom’s room bonged, startling us all. Finn and magical restraint were unacquainted.

‘I think that’s our cue to leave,’ I said, adjusting my witch’s hat. I felt a fizz of anguish as my nails caught against the rough fabric: oh shit, had I messed up the polish?

There was a mild fabric smear on my left index finger, but other than that, Mom’s handiwork was still intact. I sent up a quick thanks to the whisperwinds, wondering who’d catch the whisper, and when. That was the supreme joy of the whisperwinds: you never knew quite how they’d travel. They moved better from some places than others, of course – the clifftop had the best range – but you could start a whisper from anywhere, if you put your mind to it. The whisperwinds always kicked up around Summerween, and especially during the festival. No one knew exactly why, but we assumed it was something to do with the magic that accompanied the in-between of the seasons. Not to mention the sheer volume of dreams and wishes that the town’s visitors sent up in the air after drinking more than their fair share of cider and sangria. The cove’s unique geography probably had something to do with it as well.

We headed back out to the living area, each calling dibs on certain picnic items by the front door.

‘Are we bringing the hand wagon?’ asked Mom, who never missed an opportunity to streamline a process.

‘How about I pack everything in the Mini,’ suggested Tiff. ‘I won’t be drinking, anyway. I want to get back to call Damien before he has work. The time zones are such a challenge this time of year.’

‘Oh, c’mon,’ said Finn, wrapping an arm around Tiff’s shoulder. ‘You’re going to let some long-distance boyfriend ruin Summerween? Just put him on a FaceTime call and prop him up on the picnic blanket. He’ll have a blast. Besides, no need to take the car. We can use the golf cart.’

‘Golf cart?’ This was news to me.

‘I bought it for Mom a few months back. It’s great for zipping around the local roads. And for chasing geese off the golf course. Not that I’d ever do that. We can all fit if we squeeze. And if Noah walks along behind us.’

‘The walk will do me good,’ said Noah, whose voice carried a complete lack of enthusiasm. He’d just been wrestled back into the house by Rosie, who’d apparently had to use all of her skills of persuasion (and possibly some magic) to make it happen.

Unlike Finn, who’d changed into lilac shorts and a button-down with a skull and crossbones pattern, and who’d spent quite a bit of time getting his hair just the right amount of tousled, Noah was in the same jeans and black T-shirt from this afternoon. Although both were somewhat paint-spattered after his recent session with the easel. A smudge of white paint dusted his cheek. I went to point it out, but Rosie got there first. She swooped in to scrub the paint away, leaving Noah to grumble about being attacked.

I felt the tiniest of pangs watching her do it – I’d wanted to be the one to deal with the paint smudge.

‘All right,’ said Rosie. ‘Everyone grab something, and let’s load up.’

As Finn strolled off to the garage to fetch the golf cart, we obediently divvied up the picnic items between us.

‘Wow, that’s quite the ride,’ I said, as the vintage pink golf cart trundled up.

Finn hit the horn, and the cart beeped happily.

‘Isn’t it great? I couldn’t resist. Besides, Mom deserves the best.’ Climbing down, he wrapped Rosie in a hug, giving her a loud kiss on the forehead. ‘Load her up!’

We set to work packing our gear
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If you enjoyed Cruel Summerween, discover Heather Spellman’s novel Two’s A Charm …
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Sisters by chance, rivals by choice …

Sisters Effie and Bonnie might both be witches, but they’re worlds apart. Reserved and bookish, Effie finds solace in library corners, while Bonnie knows all about being popular. They strive to stay away from one another – a challenging task in the confines of their small hometown, Yellowbrick Grove.

When their estranged Uncle Oswald draws Bonnie into a magical scheme under the guise of helping the locals, Bonnie readily agrees. But it turns out no good deed goes unpunished – Oswald’s real motives are truly wicked.

Within a day, Bonnie’s spells start misfiring and Effie notices something sinister taking root.

Can they unite to reverse this magical mishap? Or is life as they knew it over for good?
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