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			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			This book is dedicated to Teagan, Warren, and Yendor. 

			You are my heart.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Trust me when I say, there is nothing in the world more socially crippling than having a mother who rehabilitates ghosts for a living.

			“Bye, sweetie, knock ’em dead today!” She winks at me as she hands me a twenty. 

			I push open the door to her precious 1959 Cadillac, a black, old-fashioned ambulance-slash-hearse that fits her ghost-friendly persona. The students walking by gawk, just like they have the last two and a half years of high school, and the eight years before that. She obviously finds it hilarious to watch her one and only daughter die of embarrassment every single day. 

			I can’t avoid it though because Mom insists on driving me in the morning so that we can have mother-daughter time. Cute, sure, but Mom and I both know that if she didn’t have to wake up to drive me, she’d sleep through her alarm. I’m her morning insurance policy.

			“Be home by four. I’ve got some work for you later.”

			My mood instantly dampens, weighed down by a wet blanket of daughterly obligation. Some work for me later means that she has a butt-load of fan mail to answer, and she doesn’t have time to do it herself. No matter who they’re from, most of the letters are filled with heartbreak and pleading for help to reconnect with deceased loved ones. Others are stories about vampires and psychic encounters. 

			The ones full of heartbreak and grief are soul crushing, but so are the stories that people think are real-life experiences. I alternate between feeling like I’m searching for the right response in a broken Magic Eight Ball and wanting to cry water balloons over just how sad these people are. 

			But despite all that, I say, “Sure, four. See you then.”

			“Hey, Rowan?” My mom leans across the passenger seat and kisses my cheek. “You’re the only one who can do what you do. You give them peace in your way. You know that, right?” 

			I nod, though I don’t actually believe her. 

			Her smile shatters my angst. “Good. I love you.”

			“I lov—”

			“Hey, Ro! Get your butt out of that ghost mobile. We’re gonna be late!” Ethan, my one and only truest friend, says as he forcefully yanks me out of the car. “Hi, Dr. Marshall. Nice to see you today.” He nearly folds himself in half to lean down and wave at my mom. “Sorry about interrupting, but you know our math teacher. She’ll whip our butts if we walk in late on a test day.” 

			“Nice to see you, too, sweetie.” Ethan could barge in at any time of day and Mom would give him a hug for it. “I like that shade of lipstick on you.”

			He grins, showing off his ruby lips. Ethan wears lipstick better than I ever could. “It’s totally me, don’t you think?”

			My mom laughs. “Totally you, Ethan. I might have to borrow it.” 

			Groan. “We’ve got to go, Mom. I’ll be home by four.” I close the door before she and Ethan get sidelined by a makeup conversation. “You know you can call her Amy, right?” I say to Ethan. “She doesn’t mind.”

			“Oh no, my friend, I don’t call adults by their first names. That’s just weird as hell. Besides, your mom is Dr. Marshall, the famous ghost hunter, or whatever. It’ll ruin her dark and dangerous image if I call her Amy.”

			I snort. Right. Ethan and his images. There’s nothing dangerous about my mom but I’ll give him the dark part. She does love all her gothic things. Unlike most parapsychologists, she doesn’t abide by the phrase “ghost hunting.” It’s rehabbing, and she takes it very seriously. She believes that hauntings are all about unfinished business and that her role is to help the wayward souls who need her. 

			“She doesn’t call herself a ghost hunter,” I remind him. 

			“I know, but it sounds more thrilling than ghost rehabilitator. Don’t you think?” He sighs. “You know I think it’s super cool that she’s into all that dark stuff. I wish she were my mom.”

			I laugh. “She practically is!” In fact, with his honey-colored hair, olive skin, and impossibly high cheek bones, he often does pass as her son. More than I pass as her daughter, anyway, with my dark, shaggy mop and translucently pale skin. I could pass for a short, living dead girl. Maybe I am my mother’s daughter after all.

			“True.” He loops his arm through mine. “Hey, I read online last night that she’s got a show in the works.”

			I roll my eyes. “There’s always a show in the works.” 

			Mom’s been waiting for the big one. The reality TV show that will make her famous like the medium in Long Island or the ghost hunters whose show she watches religiously, “helpfully critiquing” all the things they’re doing wrong. She always has this producer or that producer stopping by to talk about turning our life into a national brand, but the discussions always stall out somewhere around the time the producer admits that he or she thinks my mom is full of it, then suggests that they can just fake whatever they need to in order to get ratings. Mom wants none of that. It’s the real deal or nothing.

			My insides furl into ribbons of anxiety as Ethan and I walk side by side up the stairs of our school, ignoring, as we normally do, all the strange looks we get just for being who we are. Ignoring as much as not ignoring is what I actually mean. Ethan feels it, too. Like we’re going on stage, expected to do impressive tricks or something, but in actuality usually can’t even make it up the steps without one of us tripping. 

			“Did you study?” he asks to distract me. And probably himself.

			“You know I did.” I always study. I always do everything I’m supposed to do. I have no life and no friends besides Ethan, so there’s usually not much going on for me to get distracted by. Side effect of having a mom who lives for the undead? No one really wants me at their parties.

			“True.” He pulls me to the side. “We have five minutes. I want to touch up my eyes.” He flutters his eyelashes at me. They’re the prettiest eyelashes of anyone I know, and of course they’re on a guy. Girls have to work twice as hard—or wear falsies—to get lashes that great. 

			We slide into the girls’ restroom and by some miracle we’re alone. He arches one of his perfectly sculpted eyebrows to acknowledge our luck, then gets to work touching up his makeup. I don’t even bother looking in the mirror. What’s there to look at? 

			At least I brushed my hair today. 

			I lean against the wall and try not to think about the work I’ll have to do later for Mom, which means that’s all I’m thinking about. I gnaw on my thumbnail. What kind of letters are waiting for me at home this time? Will there be letters from teenagers again? Those are some of the worst. 

			“So, I was creeping on Malcolm last night.” Ethan’s lips curl wickedly. “He’s been posting pictures of him and the team doing their workouts.”

			“Ew, athletes.” All that sweat and testosterone. 

			He points his mascara wand at me. “One day I’m going to find a shower shot of one of those guys and you’re going to want to see them in all their glory.”

			“Why in the world would one of them be taking pictures in the shower?” I laugh forcefully, an attempt to dislodge the sharp edges of my anxiety. I’ve bitten enough skin around my nail to make myself bleed. “That’s wishful thinking.”

			Ethan sighs. “Hell yeah, it is. Could you imagine, all those buff bodies getting soapy and wet?”

			I snort as he lets himself experience a full body shiver. “Dreamland.”

			“Fantasyland more like it.” He puts his makeup away, then turns to give me one of his looks. The kind of look that says you’re not fooling me today. “Quit eating your flesh, cannibal. Why are you so stressed? Is it the test? You know you’re going to ace it.”

			I drop my hand and pluck at the fraying edges of my sweater. “I’m not worried about the test.” 

			“Well, I am.” He grimaces before dabbing some clear gloss over his ruby-colored lips. “So what’s bugging you?”

			I sigh. “Mom asked me to do some ‘work’ tonight.” I air quote the word “work.” 

			He grimaces. I read him a few of the letters the last time I was too overwhelmed to come up with an answer. “Ohhhh. I guess you’ll be needing some BFF attention later, then? Maybe some warm and gooey chocolate chip cookies?” Ethan knows how much I dread working on my mom’s fan letters and he knows that my mood definitely needs an adjustment afterward. He also knows how much I love his baking. “I’ll pop by after I do some grocery sho—”

			The door opens and Abby Roxwell walks in with two of her pretty-in-pink entourage. Not the audience we’re after. Craaaap. If Abby’s here, I don’t want to be. 

			“I should have known you two would be in here. Ethan, darling, this is the girls’ restroom.” Abby’s voice is saccharine sweet and dripping with sass. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

			Ethan puts one hand on his hip and waves his finger with the other at Abby. “And we’ve also discussed that until you and the rest of the school council prioritizes a universal restroom sign in your budget meetings with admin, then I’ll be using whichever restroom I want. It’s not my fault you people are in the dark ages when it comes to gender rights.”

			“The girls don’t like you coming in here.” Abby’s smile drops and she narrows her eyes. “You’re infringing on their right to privacy.”

			“I’m a girl. I don’t mind him in here.” A punch of courage has me pushing myself from the wall. “And you’re infringing on his right to have a safe space to go pee.”

			Abby turns a scalding look my way. 

			I gulp. She has always hated me. Okay, that’s a lie, she’s known me since I was in first grade and I kind of remember her sharing one of her snacks with me during recess one time, so she hasn’t always hated me. 

			I’ve tried to narrow down what, exactly, her problem with me is. I’m currently considering three possibilities:

			Her elevated social status compared to my nonexistent one. She might think that’s reason enough to look down on me but it doesn’t justify the constant disdain I get from her. 

			Her hatred might be a by-product of her mom’s overactive imagination. Abby’s mom was one of my dad’s girlfriends back in his teen years, and the way my mom says it, the woman thought they’d be getting hitched right out of high school. Mom says she’s just jealous. We do live in the biggest house in town and my mom is kind of a celebrity. 

			I’m not convinced that Abby’s mom is jealous, though. We might live in the biggest house, but it’s falling apart and needs years of renovations still. Abby’s mom is a divorcée who doesn’t have to work and lives in a condo that probably cost more than Mom makes in five years. Abby doesn’t want for much. 

			Also, my mom makes a living studying the afterlife and has made some pretty outrageous claims over the years. The most damaging of course is that she speaks to my dad on a regular basis. Talking to ghosts, or believing you are, isn’t exactly considered normal, so Mom gets a lot of strange looks and whispers when she goes out. Even worse than the ones I get. Mom ignores those looks and whispers but I can’t. Abby has made it very clear to me that I’m weird and she wants no part of that weirdness.

			Maybe that’s what it is.

			While I don’t think she ever found out what happened, Abby’s hatred of me might be because of the time I kind of obliterated her chances of getting the President’s Award in a STEM innovation fair after a teeny tiny explosion that was totally not my fault—at least, not on purpose—destroyed her near-award winning project. 

			Abby cried publicly that day and I felt like digging a deep hole and burying myself in it. It was bad. Really bad. No one got hurt, but the explosion…

			Yeah, it’s totally possible that she found out it was me.

			Abby turns back to Ethan, her finger jabbing the air. “You two had better—” 

			The bell rings. I reach around the privacy police to grab Ethan. “Math test, gotta run!” 

			And that’s pretty much the standard day for me at school. Avoiding Abby and her many friends, if only to reduce the exposure to her constant disapproval and unending grudge. Less than a half a year to go before she graduates and I no longer have to deal with her scorn. 

			By the time I get to second period, I’m feeling pretty proud of myself for almost making it through another morning with minimal disturbances when Mr. Tremmel, my marketing teacher, ruins my life.

			I know he thinks it’s a great idea, partnering us up with Ms. Savey’s senior economics class so that we can co-learn or whatever, but it’s seriously the worst idea ever. Like putting pineapple on pizza or peanut butter on pickles, which is seriously something people do. How am I supposed to stay in my happy little bubble of indifference when he tells me I’m working with—

			“I think this is a fantastic opportunity, Mr. Tremmel,” Abby’s honey voice oozes insincerity. “Rowan and I have known each other since we were kids, right Ro?” She links arms with me, or tries to anyway. I fold my arms across my chest to block her out.

			Mr. Tremmel frowns. I’m not even trying to hide how much I hate the idea. “Rowan, I can tell you’re not happy about this partnership but I’m determined to work with Ms. Savey’s seniors on this.” He gestures between me and Abby. “The two of you are both innovative in different ways. Ms. Savey and I were thinking your strengths would complement each other.” 

			Abby’s fake smile widens, she flips her luscious brown hair over her shoulder. “I can see the logic there.” As soon as Mr. Tremmel turns to address another student, she motions to me with one manicured finger and leans in so only I can hear her next words. “You better not mess this up for me, Ro. I need to impress Mr. Tremmel with this assignment.” 

			The venom in her voice sends a cool shiver down my spine like the finger of some angry god marking me for slaughter—or at least a very unpleasant afternoon.

			As soon as he turns back to us, Abby raises her voice and resumes her cheerleader smiling. “Come on Ro, let’s get brainstorming. We’ve got a business to build!”

			“That’s the spirit!” Mr. Tremmel says enthusiastically. 

			Abby walks away, no doubt totally expecting me to follow.

			I curse Ethan for not taking marketing with me. If he were here at least I could laugh, maybe a little hysterically, about this messed up turn of events, but he’s not here and right now I’m not laughing. He has English with Ms. Smith this period, a woman who loves Shakespeare so hard she kind of looks like him. She’s also no fool and has forbidden restroom breaks for a certain lipstick-obsessed boy, so there’s no chance that Ethan will be paying me a visit in the library. 

			“Rowan, will you come here please? We have work to do.” Abby says this loud enough for a lot of people to hear and the last thing I want is more attention, so I force myself to get a move on. 

			She’s sitting at a table with a group of other seniors. “I have some ideas that I think will work.”

			I slump down in the chair next to her and wish I could just keep falling, right through the floor, into the ground where it’s quiet and I’m alone. “I’m sure they’re all for the greater good of the school.” Or the greater good of Abby. When I’m edgy, I get mouthy, a defense mechanism that usually doesn’t bode well for me and yet, words just keep punching out. 

			“Well, it’s funny you should say that.” She clearly misses the sarcasm. “Because I want to do something that will boost everyone’s spirits. April is so dull and wet. I think we should do something fun, like candy grams.”

			“Candy grams are a boring Valentine’s Day thing. Totally overdone. Besides, it’s not allowed.” I tap the assignment sheet where it says no candy grams in bolded, block letters.

			“I was thinking more like edible arrangements or something, but you’re right, too overdone.” Abby’s pops up from her chair. “I have another idea.” She heads toward the non-fiction section before disappearing down an aisle. 

			I suppose I could follow her but I’m glued to my seat, a silent protest against the injustices of this day. My irritation at this whole situation is back. 

			I don’t want to work with Abby. 

			And I don’t like group work unless it’s with Ethan. 

			I’m a sucker for a good grade, though, so I read the assignment sheet over again and hope a killer idea smacks me upside the head so we can get on with it.

			“Got it!” Abby zips out of the aisle with a book in her hand. One book. 

			This better be a fantastic idea.

			Her smile is megawatt bright as she holds the book for me to see.

			I stare at the cover. “Love spells?”

			“This is perfect! Think about it.” She’s flipping through the pages. “We can sell…not love spells, that’s silly…but…crush spells for hookups. For National Lover’s Day! It’ll be so much fun!”

			“National Lover’s Day is totally not a thing.”

			Abby slaps the book closed then yanks her phone from her back pocket. “It is a thing!” She taps an icon. “It’s on April 23rd, which also happens to be Take a Chance Day. This is perfect!” She turns her phone so I can see the app she’s on.

			“You have an app for obscure holidays?”

			The look she gives makes me feel like I should also have an app for obscure holidays. “I’m on the social committee, duh.” As if that explains everything.

			“That’s the stupidest idea—”

			She folds her arms and taps her long nails against her skin. “Oh, right, I get it. Your mom’s all into the supernatural stuff so you have to rebel, right? Be all, like, screw this magic stuff?”

			“No,” I mumble. But yeah, kind of. 

			Abby rolls her eyes and moves past me to her seat, flipping through the pages, stopping here and there to read. I peek at what she’s reading. The spells she lands on all sound like super basic greeting cards and say things like: lily white, fortune’s bright, binding love, forever might. 

			“Mr. Tremmel is the chair of the business department,” Abby says without looking up from the spell book. “I’ve never had a class with him so he doesn’t really know what I can do. I need to impress him with this project, Rowan.” She stabs me with a hard glare. “I need a reference letter from him.”

			“What for?” I blurt without thinking. I didn’t know Abby was into business. “I mean, I figured you’d be heading into biomechanics, chemical engineering, something like that.” When we were in middle school together, she was all about science. After all the work she used to put into her projects, I always just assumed, if she was going to have a career at all, it would be in that field.

			“No, I’m not.” Her lips stretch into a thin line. “I changed my focus.”

			A lead ball of guilt settles in my stomach. I might have had something to do with that change in focus. After what had happened to her science project, I probably would have given up on that field, too. But that doesn’t mean she should. 

			“Not that it’s any of your business.” She clears her throat. “But I’m trying to get a scholarship and I need three reference letters.”

			“Okay, I get that, but why does it have to be Mr. Tremmel? You know he’s really stingy with that stuff. Ms. Savey is your teacher. Wouldn’t it make more sense to get one from her?” 

			Abby gives me one of her signature yeah duh looks. “I do have one from her. It isn’t enough. I want one from Mr. Tremmel, the department chair. It’ll make a huge difference. I need you in this with me.” 

			My irritation retracts its claws a bit at the expression in her eyes, like I’m seeing inside a window that I’ve never been able to look in before. This might be a chance to make it up to her for ruining her science project all those years ago, even if she never knew it was me. 

			“These spells are missing something.” I grab a pen and tap my bottom lip with the end. What would I want in a guy if I were going to summon one with a spell? I mean, if spells actually worked. 

			I’d want someone who was hot, of course, and fun. Into me in a caring, interested way, not a creepy, possessive way. He’d be down to earth and realistic. Open-minded, sure, but I have enough weirdness in my life as it is, so not a guy who’d be all into ghosts and stuff, or at least, not someone who would be enamored by my mom’s line of work. Someone I can laugh with, like I do with Ethan. The belly hurting kind of laughs that make everything seem like it’s going to be okay no matter what. I’d love someone who knows what I’m thinking and what I need without me saying a word. 

			Okay, that’s a long list.

			I sigh inwardly. Let’s face it—even if a guy like that exists, someone like that would never go for a girl like me, no matter how awesome Ethan thinks I am. 

			Abby’s watching me daydream with a look of annoyance on her face. I put pen to paper and scribble a poem. “There is a love I desperately long for, so vibrant that it makes my heart soar. With a love at first sight, we’ll know it’s just right—”

			Her eyes go wide. “Whoa there, Shakespeare. Maybe poetry isn’t your forte.” She taps the book. “Let’s stick to one of these but put a twist on it with names.”

			I push my notebook away, closing it on the silly poem I just wrote. “I was joking.” Sort of.

			“Well, I’m not.” She shoves the book toward me. “Seriously. Read this.”

			I cock an eyebrow, and despite my better judgement, glance at the words on the page. “This says not to use names.”

			“Mel, come here!” Abby shouts to one of her friends, completely ignoring me as she waves Mel over. “How much would you pay for a hookup with your crush?”

			Mel is a tall, lithe, gorgeous girl who probably could get any guy she wants just with a flutter of her eyes. “Who’s that guy from St. Michael’s College we met the other weekend? Andrew?” She closes her eyes and sighs. “He won’t give me the time of day. Rich, hot, and very into older women.”

			“Yes, but what would you pay for a chance?”

			Mel’s eyes pop open and she smiles like a cat with a mouse trapped under its paw. “Mmmm… A lot.”

			“Hang on, genius.” I point to the book again. “First of all, this is not an actual thing. Magic doesn’t work. And second of all, what you’re proposing is a little skeevy, don’t you think?”

			Abby contemplates me. “Okay, right, I got a little excited.” She looks over at Mel again. “For entertainment purposes, what would you pay for a crush spell—you know, a little poem that you could read for fun that would be about you and Andrew k-i-s-s-i-n-g-ing? Five bucks? Ten?”

			Mel pops a hip out and puts a finger on her lips. “For fun? Maybe a dollar?”

			Abby holds her hand out. “Okay, give us a dollar.” She looks at me. “Write her a spell.”

			My mouth drops open.

			“All you have to do is copy these.” She leans in close so Mel can’t hear and taps the book. “Come on, we’re doing this project together. I’m the brains and you’re the—” She gives me a judge-y once over. “Well, I don’t know what you are but your cursive is legible and I guess pretty, besides you’re stuck with me.” She narrows her eyes. “And I’m stuck with you.”

			I scan the library and take note that every other person in our classes has been partnered up. There are no other options and I know, without even asking, that Mr. T will not agree to a switch.

			“This is stupid.” I pick up the pen, though, because she has a point. We are stuck with each other.

			Abby’s smile curls knowingly. “I knew you’d see it my way.” She shoves my notebook back toward me. “Write a crush spell for Mel.” 

			Mel fishes out a dollar and hands it to Abby. “Your first customer.” 

			Abby waves the bill at me. “No overhead. Pure profit.”

			Okay…true. We’ve already aced this project if people fall for this nonsense, and if she needs to impress Mr. Tremmel, making a butt-load of money for his charity will have us both in his good books for a while. Abby’s social status alone will get us customers, and I do have nice cursive thanks to my mom’s calligraphy phase years ago. If I’m going to be copying the simple rhymes from this book, at least I can make it look pretty.

			“Fine. What’s the guy’s name again?”

			“Andrew.” Mel giggles. “He’s got the cutest dimples and these huge blue eyes. Mmmm, I just melt when I see him.”

			“Okay. Andrew…” I glance at the spell book. Pretty straight forward. “A wish for love, she beckons for him. He’ll come when called, her heart he shall win. Forever in Mel’s arms, Andrew will agree. No other will do, so bound will they be.” I glance over at Abby. “It’s not exactly Pulitzer prize winning but…”

			“Do I have to do anything with it?” Mel asks as she takes the sheet of paper, obviously not caring that it sounds ridiculous as hell.

			“Uhhh…” Abby reads the book. “Yeah, you have to read it out loud when you’re alone tonight. Light two white candles before you do and then…” She continues reading. “And then burn the spell when you’re done.”

			Mel laughs as she folds the paper. “Okay.” She winks. “Best dollar I’ve ever spent just for the fantasy of it all. Andrew is totally out of my league.”

			Hard to imagine someone being out of Mel’s league, but okay. She walks away and Abby grabs my arm, her long, manicured nails pinching into my skin. 

			“We’re going to make a ton of money with this project. Mr. Tremmel will love us and then he’ll totally write me a glowing referral. Best plan ever!” 

		


		
			Chapter Two

			The tension from today has roped itself through my muscles, leaving me achy and ready for a nap. The math test wasn’t too bad, but the unexpected quality time with Abby was stressful. She was being civil for the first time in ages, and I couldn’t help but wonder what hostility might be lurking in her next comment.

			Ethan drives me home from school—when his car is working, that is. His dad got him a very well-used Jeep when he first got his license and we’re both surprised that the thing still gets us from point A to point B. It looks decent on the outside, but it’s prone to breaking down. Often. The wipers kind of jitter their way over the windshield and the headlights fade in and out on occasion. Sometimes the heater works, sometimes it doesn’t, like today. 

			Ethan spends the whole ride home, which is a whopping twenty minutes, whining about the math test and how sure he is that he failed. He’s convinced that our math teacher threw in concepts that we never learned. We did, but Ethan was likely staring out the window or doodling in his sketchbook. It’s hard to console him when I tried to get him to study in the days leading up to the test but, as usual, he got too distracted by more interesting things. I totally do, though, because what kind of BFF would I be if I didn’t at least attempt to make him feel justified in his complaining? 

			He drops me off at the end of my driveway on his way to the grocery store. It’s pouring again so I speed-walk, not being particularly careful to avoid the puddled divots. Wet gravel crunches under my sneakers and water seeps between the seams. 

			By the time I get in the door, I’m ready to slip on some baggy track pants, a bigger hoodie, and my fleece socks, curl up with a hot chocolate, and read a book or something. 

			“Sweetie, I’m glad you’re home.” My mom pops her head out of her office doorway. “Mr. Columbus and some guys are working on the chimney in the long room. Would you mind bringing them something to drink? Sparkling water maybe?”

			I’m dripping onto the slate tiles, making a mess that I’m going to have to mop up. “Sure.” I give her a once-over and my eyes widen. “You have an interview today or something?”

			She smiles like she’s on camera as she flicks her hair out of her face. “Local station is sending someone over in a bit to do a piece on reincarnation. ’Tis the season.”

			I nod. The Spring Rebirth. Mom and I can track the moods of the community by what media requests she gets at any given time of year. March and April are all about washing away the winter and starting over. That’s usually when the requests come for interviews with Mom about ghostly encounters related to making peace and settling unfinished business. It’s also the time where people get very into the idea of past-life regression and what may lay ahead for our souls. It’s weird how predictable it is. 

			I kick my water-logged shoes onto the boot tray then grimace at my damp socks. Mom’s still standing there and I can practically feel her analyzing my body language. She isn’t the kind of mom who asks things like how was your day? Or what did you learn today? She’s the kind of mom that looks for blips in my aura and sends her questions telepathically just to see if I can figure out what she wants to know. 

			It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her about the love spell idea. It’s totally something she would love to hear about. But if I tell her about the love spells, she’ll lecture me about using magic responsibly. It doesn’t matter that these love spells are a joke—Mom takes anything related to the supernatural very seriously. Better to keep quiet and save myself the headache.

			I steer the conversation in a different direction as I strip off my socks. “You look nice. I like that dress on you.”

			She’s wearing a flowy black tank top blouse that showcases her tattoos in all their vibrancy and a wispy printed skirt that swishes when she walks—one that I love seeing her wear because I know it means her mood is less broody and more whimsical. As always, her hair is shaved on one side, parted in a way that makes her look half warrior, half fashion model but at some point today she must have gotten out the hair dye because she’s sporting some purple streaks that weren’t there this morning. 

			Bottom line, my mom is way cooler than I’ll ever be. In fact, it would make more sense for Ethan to be her son. His sense of style aligns with hers more than my lack of style does.

			“Thanks!” She gives me a little twirl, then motions toward the kitchen. “Bring the guys some cookies or something. I’m sure they’re hungry.”

			Cookies. Right. 

			“Oh! I sorted the piles of fan mail in the library. I’ve tackled most of the emails myself.”

			I turn my back to hang up my jacket so she can’t see my expression. I hate answering the handwritten letters. I know she thinks that I do a better job than she does but she doesn’t seem to realize how draining it is to write them. Emails get email replies, but handwritten letters get handwritten replies. That’s her policy. If someone takes the time to write a letter the old-fashioned way, then we need to do the same. And by we, I mean me. On a day where I’m already worn out, the thought of another few hours of hand-cramping cursive is even more oppressive.

			When I turn back around, she’s gone, so I trudge into the kitchen, plate some cookies, get some sparkling water and put lemon slices in a bowl, and then pile it all onto a tray.

			We live in what Youngtown, Ohio might classify as a mansion. It’s old as hell, built, like, at least a hundred and fifty years ago, and has too many rooms that we’ll never use. Because it’s so old we’ve been enduring renovations on it for the last ten years, at least, around the time my mom finished her doctorate and suddenly became famous. When the money started flowing, the renos started. 

			She loves it, even with the drafty, impossible to clean rooms, and spotty heat and water pressure. It’s a family heirloom. My dad grew up here and according to Mom’s many theories on ghost habitations, that’s the primary ingredient to a haunting. She insists that Dad’s spirit is living with us. I, on the other hand, have never seen or felt any proof of that. I would think that if Dad was around, he’d make himself known to me, wouldn’t he? I am his only child.

			I take the tray through the servant hallway and into the long room, which I think used to be the main dining room at one point. Now it hardly ever gets used. There’s a massive fireplace at the opposite end that has never worked in all the years we’ve lived here. The one time Mom tried to actually light a fire in it, we ended up with the fire department having to come in and put it out. The smoke stains were a total pain to clean. We mainly use the room as a second library for all the books we have. 

			True to her word, there are men working at the far end. Working so hard that they don’t hear me come in.

			“Hey, I’ve brought some water.”

			“Holy crap, girl! You scared the daylights out of me!” 

			Mr. Columbus, contractor extraordinaire, is almost unrecognizable with the amount of soot on his body. He’s short and stocky, with arms as thick as tree trunks. He has this grumpy bark to him but he’s actually the sweetest man, like the grandfather who slips you a full-size chocolate bar when your parents aren’t looking. He’s been working here and there to help us renovate this place practically since the day we moved in.

			“Sorry, Mr. C.” I put the tray down on the long side table that’s been covered with a plastic sheet to protect it. “Maybe you should stop fixing all the squeaky hinges so I can’t sneak up on you anymore.” 

			He looks at me like I’ve just uttered a string of bad words, his furry eyebrows so close together that they almost look like a caterpillar on his face. He nods toward the bottle of water. Taking the hint, I get to work pouring out two glasses.

			“There’s three working today, Ro,” he says.

			I frown, glancing from him to the other guy with him, Samuel, his usual helper, but before I can ask who, there’s a bang, a muttered curse, and then a freakin’ god-like man comes through the opposite door.

			No, not man, a teenager, like me but holy crap so not like me at all. He’s carrying a hearthstone across his shoulders, his face is strained as he lifts it higher so he can maneuver it into the room. His arms are bulging with muscles I wouldn’t think possible on a guy my age—and he’s definitely around my age because I’ve seen him at school. Seen, but never talked to, because Luca is some kind of football god and is way outside my social circle. He’s tall, dark, and mysterious, a grade ahead, and usually fully clothed. Right now, I’m staring at the definition of his upper body under a very thin white tank top, wondering if Ethan is onto something with the whole athlete thing. 

			“This is Luca,” Mr. Columbus says as he finishes downing his lemon water. “Apprenticing with me.”

			Luca grunts something in my direction before lowering the hearthstone down. I feel like I’m drooling…am I drooling? I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever seen muscles like that before or even knew I had a thing for muscles like that. 

			“Hey.” He brushes his hair out of his eyes with his forearm as he straightens. “Could I get some of that water?”

			His voice is so deep. His eyes are so green. His lips— “Ah, yeah, sure.” My face feels hot. Crap, I’m blushing. Ugh, how embarrassing. I turn my back to the guys and pray that my face will calm the hell down. Mr. Columbus puts his glass back on the tray and I refill it before making one up for Luca.

			I’m just turning around with it in my hand when Luca steps up next to me. “I know you.”

			I almost drop the glass. I have no idea how to respond to that.

			Samuel and Mr. Columbus pull out their cigarettes. “Ten minutes, then we’re back to it. Thanks for the water, sweetheart.” They nod at me before leaving the room.

			I hold out the glass of sparkling water for Luca. We’re alone now. Let the awkward silence begin.

			He takes his glass. He’s standing pretty close to me. So close that I can see the beads of sweat on his skin and get a waft of his scent and it’s pretty appealing actually, spicy kinda and full of heat…wait…what? I don’t even know what that means but my body definitely does. I’m amped up, like I’m standing too close to a live wire. My heart is about to short-circuit and I’ve got this twittery urge to gush out a bunch of nonsense words about school, or homework, or even how much he smells like Chai tea. Somehow, I keep my mouth shut. 

			He downs the water, then flips his hair out of his eyes again. “You do go to Fern County, right?” he asks. His eyes are the kind of green that look like you could get lost in them, framed by long, dark lashes that even Ethan would die for. 

			I gulp. Nod. 

			“I’ve seen you around.”

			A sizzle rolls over my brain, like the live wire is ready to spark a flame. I open my mouth. I close my mouth. I’m not sure what to do with that information. He’s seen me? Like, he’s looked at me? Holy crap. I take his empty glass. My hand is shaking. Without meaning to, I sway closer to him. “You have?”

			He smiles. His teeth are so straight and white…what a thing to notice. “Yep, I’ve always wanted to say hi, but you’re with that guy all the time.”

			He’s wanted to say hi? Have I died? Is this an alternative dimension? I clear my throat. “Ethan? He’s my best friend.”

			Luca nods, bites his bottom lip. Oh man. He’s got these firm lips and a scruff on his jaw. It looks soft. I just want to reach up and— 

			“Cool. Not your boyfriend, though.”

			It’s a question but not a question. My stomach floats up to my throat like I’ve just reached G-force on a roller coaster. Is this excitement? Fear? Am I about to throw up? What’s going on here? My mouth is actually hanging open.

			“You like books, huh?” He nods toward the bookshelf that lines one of the walls. “You read all of those?”

			I jerk my gaze to the books he’s motioning at and shake my head, which helps snap me out of my weird brain scramble. “Some, not all. My mom’s books are there. I mean, not her books that she wrote.” Those are on display in her office. “But the ones she reads for fun.” Which are all paranormal in some way. Not really my thing.

			“I met your mom. She’s a cool lady. I’ve seen her on TV before, giving interviews. She sounds like she really knows her stuff.”

			“Yeah, she does. If you need to know anything about ghosts, past-life regressions, psychic predictions, all that kind of stuff, she’s the one to ask.” It’s a little strange to have someone my age talk about my mom in a positive way. Usually I get questions or comments that remind me just how freakish she seems to outsiders. 

			Does she think she’s talking to ghosts all the time? Does your dad’s ghost stop by often? I’ve heard she’s so random, like she could be in the middle of an interview and just stops to stare into space. Your mom probably drinks a lot, right?

			“I could get you a signed copy of one of her books if you want,” I say. Maybe this guy is just a fan or more probably, his mom is. So he’s taking an interest in the daughter of a local celebrity to get some free stuff or something. It would make more sense than him knowing who I am, or talking to me just because we go to the same school. 

			“Thanks, but I haven’t ever been a huge reader of nonfiction, or fiction really lately. Not much time for that when I’ve got practice and games.”

			Right. I’ve never actually seen him play—also not my kind of thing—but I’ve heard that he’s really talented, or dedicated, or something that makes him a valuable player. 

			“But I guess I’ll have more time for that now.” He says it almost like a whisper, hard to hear and holding a tone that makes me frown. I’m just about to ask what he means when he continues. “I used to read a lot of thrillers when I was younger.” He shrugs. “Guess I could get back into that.”

			“Well, you’re welcome to borrow any of the books on the shelves.” 

			While he’s scanning the room, I give him another up and down and find myself impressed all over again. He’s built unlike any of the guys I know. I mean, he’s tall and so fit. I bet there isn’t an ounce of fat on his body. His hair looks so soft, waves that are almost curls of dark brown that make me want to reach up and run my fingers—

			“Anyway, you’re Ro, right?”

			I try to hide my surprise by fiddling with the glasses on the tray. He actually knows my name. Holy crap. “Um…yeah…Rowan Marshall.” 

			He chuckles. “Right, as in Dr. Marshall’s daughter, current resident of the Marshall mansion. Pretty cool that you guys are fixing this old place up.” 

			“Talk around town was that it was going to fall to ruins before you and your mom moved in.” Mr. Columbus grabs a cookie from the tray as he enters the room with Samuel. “What, with your dad’s family gone.” He clears his throat and rubs the back of his neck awkwardly. 

			It was five years after my dad died that Mom even found out about this place. He didn’t have a will, so it took a while before the deed passed over to her. My dad and his folks didn’t exactly see eye to eye from what Mom has said. He left home when he turned eighteen and never went back. My grandparents didn’t even know that he was married or that he had a child when they passed away, which is pretty freaking sad if you ask me.

			“I always thought this place was cool,” Luca says. I sneak another glance his way. He scans the room and his gaze lingers on the crown molding, then the glass knobs that are basically on anything that requires a knob. He tilts his head so he can eye the coffered ceiling and I get the impression that he notices things that other people our age don’t. “Haunted as hell, sure, but cool.”

			Or he’s looking for things that don’t exist. “Haven’t seen any ghosts yet.”

			“Maybe you’re just not looking hard enough.” He winks and it is basically the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

			I melt. Seriously, I melt into a puddle of hot mess on the floor.

			“Breaks over,” Mr. Columbus grumbles with a nudge to Luca’s shoulder. “We’ve got to get this hearth up before we can call it a day.”

			“Well, Rowan, it’s nice to finally meet you. Looking forward to seeing you around.”

			He is? 

			Luca doesn’t wait for me to answer, thankfully. He just grins like he actually means it and that shoots my body right back into outer space. 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			I don’t float for long because the size of Mom’s fan mail pile slams me right back to Earth. You’d think in this time of wifi that most people would send their mail via email, but they also still send it the old-fashioned way, by the hundreds. 

			She’s sorted them by date stamp but it’s going to take me hours to go through them. I suppress a groan even though I know my head will be pounding and my mood underground by the time I’m through with all of this. Mom needs me so I switch to business mode, pushing all thoughts of Luca, his soft looking almost-curls, his swoony green eyes, and his drool-worthy muscles out of my mind. 

			As I seat myself at the desk, I notice a smaller pile that’s set aside with a sticky note that says start here. With a sigh, I dutifully pull the pile in front of me and pick the first one up.

			I check the date. October of last year. I glance at the address, then do a double take because it isn’t addressed to my mom as I would expect. It’s addressed to me. What the…

			I riffle through the rest of the small pile. They’re all addressed to me and they’re all dated around the same time …October, November…even one in December. 

			Right…that’s when I was interviewed with Mom for that Halloween special. First time being on camera and I was sweating buckets. Mom told me to be myself but I had to lie a little when it came to the ghost talk. I don’t believe in the stuff my mom believes in. I mean, I’ve read her books, I understand her research and her theories—I just don’t see what she sees. Granted, I’ve never actually been on one of her ghost expeditions. I’m basing my lack of belief purely on the fact that I’ve never encountered a ghost in my life, while living in a house that’s supposedly haunted. For the interview, I spoke my truth, mostly, but I did make it seem like I’d be open to an experience. In reality, I don’t think an experience is even possible. There’s no such thing as ghosts. 

			Sorry, Mom.

			I open the first letter. Just focus. Don’t dwell. Get them done. I begin to read. 

			It’s not what I’m expecting.

			Dear Rowan,

			My dad died in a car accident, too, when I was a baby, just like yours did. I was wondering if you had a way to cope with it because I’m not doing that great of a job all by myself.

			… 

			For the first time in a long time, coming out of a fan letter marathon session doesn’t leave me feeling like a shriveled-up banana, emotionally dehydrated and rotten inside. 

			After reading all of my letters and working on meaningful responses, I moved onto Mom’s and found the work went by quickly. I’m lighter somehow, unburdened now that the job is done but also like being able to answer the letters of grieving teenagers helped me as much as I tried to help them. 

			“How’d it go?” Ethan is waiting for me in the kitchen when I wander in to get a snack. I’m not surprised he’s here—he comes and goes as he wants and Mom usually expects him for dinner. In fact, many nights, like tonight, he’s the one cooking it. 

			“It was good, actually.” I put the glasses from earlier in the dishwasher, then lean in to see what he’s working on. “That smells delicious.” And it does, mint, garlic…

			“Pork roast with rosemary potatoes.” His hands are covered in goop that he’s massaging on the meat. It’s totally gross but he’s all in when he’s cooking. “Saw your mom in the front sitting room on my way in. She was talking to him.”

			Ethan means she was talking to my dad. Or at my dad…the ghost of him. “She’s doing that more lately.” His urn is in the front room, and when she’s having a particular kind of day, not necessarily bad or good, just one of those days, she goes in there to talk to him. She says that his ashes anchor his spirit but that the residual memory of his time here as a child, which he apparently told her was wonderful, is what helps his spirit to manifest. 

			“Well, whatever works for her.” Ethan moves to the sink so he can wash his hands. “I didn’t want to disturb her so I just started prepping. It didn’t seem like she’d planned anything for dinner.”

			“I think the plan is usually for you to come and cook for us.” I plop down at the island and pick up an apple. 

			“Well, my dad isn’t working a double shift tonight so he wants to go out for dinner. I can’t stay.” Ethan opens the oven and shoves the roast in before closing the door. “But I know everyone here appreciates my cooking.”

			“We appreciate your company. Get it right.” I point the apple at him before taking a bite. It’s tart but also sweet. The flavor hits the back of my mouth, my stomach growls, and I realize that I haven’t eaten anything since lunch. 

			When Ethan and I met in first grade, we were destined to be best friends. When another kid tried to take a ball away from me, he blasted the kid with attitude like a momma bear protecting a cub. And when we got off the bus at the end of the day and there was no one there waiting to pick him up, he came home with me, marching right up the porch steps despite the fact that my house was the big, scary, haunted house on the corner that everyone always avoided but gawked at from a safe distance. And he’s been doing that ever since. 

			“We like you more than we like your cooking and that’s saying something.”

			Ethan ducks his head in an uncharacteristic show of embarrassment. “Right, my surrogate family.”

			Ethan’s mom took off when he was a baby. His dad does the best he can, but he works a lot of shifts at a factory in the city so he’s not around much. Not working a double shift is a big deal and getting to spend time with his dad is at the top of the list of wishes Ethan makes every year when he blows out his birthday candles. I know, even though Ethan is containing it, on the inside he’s a kid in a bouncy castle, especially since dinner out means his dad isn’t going to fall asleep on the couch watching a movie. 

			He lifts his finger to scold me. “Don’t spoil your dinner, young lady.” And then he pulls a container out from under the counter and shoves it toward me. “As promised.”

			The smell of freshly baked cookies hits me straight in the pleasure center of my brain. “Ohhhhh, yes!” 

			“I whipped these up while I was putting groceries away at home.”

			It’s not just the cookies that are ooey-gooey—it’s Ethan, too. He’s always taking care of my gastro-emotional needs.

			“Hey, you’ll never guess what happened to me today.” I put my apple core down and pick up a cookie. It’s still got a bit of warmth to it and the chocolate chips are melty. “Mr. Tremmel has me working with Abby on a project.”

			He snags a cookie himself. “What?” His eyes are wide. “Oh, no, that’s a partnership from hell.” He takes a bite of his cookie. “Can you get out of it somehow?”

			I polish off my own cookie. “Mr. Tremmel is pretty stuck on the idea.” Unlike Mom, I know I can tell Ethan all about Abby’s stupid love spell idea. “Abby wants us to do something for some kind of Lover’s Day.”

			“Loooover’s Day?” Ethan wags his eyebrows like a deranged romance hero. “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

			“Neither did I.” 

			“So, what’s it’s like a Valentine’s Day reboot? What are you going to do? Candy grams?” He turns back to the counter. “I love those little cinnamon hearts. Or maybe you guys could get those hearts with the words on them, like ‘get naked’ and ‘hot bod.’”

			“I don’t think that’s what those candies actually say.” I laugh. “But, no, Tremmel doesn’t want anything like that.” I pick up another cookie. “Abby wants to do love spells…wait, no, crush spells for hookups.”

			Ethan looks over his shoulder and gives me an oh come on look. “Um…creepy much?”

			“I know, I know.” I shake my head. “I plan to come up with a better idea tonight so I can change her mind.”

			“Good idea.” Ethan shoves a container into the microwave. “Don’t you think Mr. Tremmel will have a problem with something like crush spells? Seems a little too ‘foolish’ for him.”

			I hadn’t really considered it but Ethan is right. Mr. Tremmel is a pretty serious man. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him crack a smile about anything that doesn’t involve cats. “Like I said, not my idea. Abby kinda, sorta reminded me that I owe her.”

			“You think she knows?” Ethan’s expression is all horror, which probably mirrors the one I had on my face when Abby was talking about changing her focus from science to business earlier today.

			“I don’t know, but she told me that she has to do well on this project because she’s trying for a scholarship and needs a referral from Mr. T. Did you know she isn’t all into science anymore?” Of course he didn’t. Why would he? He avoids her more than I do. “She’s focused on business studies now, probably because of what happened…”

			Ethan and I give each other a teeth-baring cringe. 

			“So I went along with it.”

			“Well, you do owe her, even if she doesn’t know it was you that ruined her science aspirations.” Then he snorts. “Remember the way her project kind of flew straight up and then splattered all over the judges?”

			I do remember. It was a disaster, but spectacular all the same. 

			Ethan laughs but I know it’s just a cover-up. We both felt like monsters after what happened and then later like despicable cowards when we didn’t fess up. “It looked like a massacre in there.” 

			It was middle school and Ethan and I were in seventh grade, Abby in eighth. We were all competing in this STEM Innovation Fair, and somehow Ethan and I had made it into the final round of our division. Abby had already won for her grade but she was waiting on the judges to decide who won the Presidential Award. Her project was super cool. She’d created a working lung using some kind of biomaterial that mimicked human tissue. Everyone assumed that her dad had paid for the biomaterial because Abby couldn’t—or wouldn’t—explain how she made it, but that didn’t really matter because she figured out how to make it work, inflate and deflate, just like a real lung would. Fascinating to watch and so beyond what the rest of us were doing. 

			Anyway, I was helping Ethan pack up our project and accidently tripped over one of the cords attached to her project and I must have unplugged something because the lungs stopped inhaling. She was right in the middle of presenting to the special judges so in a panic, I dove under Abby’s table to try to figure out what I’d done and ended up ramming my knee into the dial on the pump that she was using to inflate the lung. I guess I turned it up too high and within seconds the thing was airborne and in a million pieces and all over everyone. The lung was ruined. Abby’s project was obliterated. The judges and Abby were covered in gore. 

			It was completely an accident, I swear. 

			I’ve never admitted this to anyone, not even Ethan, but the weird thing about the great lung explosion was that I had wanted something like that to happen that day. Not that I had anything against Abby but I was so bored at the STEM fair and trapped next to her grossly rhythmic breathing machine that I kind of wished something unforgettable would happen. You know, like a science experiment going wonky or something. I didn’t have anything specific in mind. I just wanted something to create a little excitement. And then it did. 

			I didn’t do it to be malicious, and I definitely didn’t crank that dial on purpose or thinking I would destroy Abby’s project—the thing was unplugged! But I know what I did was unforgivable even if it was unexplainable. 

			“Whatever you do to make it up to her will have to be explosive,” Ethan says with a wink.

			“I’m not blowing anything else up if that’s what you mean but yeah, it’s got to be good. She wants to impress Mr. Tremmel. I don’t know. Love spells just seem so…not mind-blowing.”

			“Well, don’t let her push you around. Just because you owe her your best on this assignment doesn’t mean you need to do everything she says, and crush spells are basically scams. We both know you’re selling a lie.”

			“Yeah, good point.” Abby says it’s just for entertainment, but I’ve seen how people get around Mom with things like this. And I read her fan mail, so I know if someone wants something badly enough, they’ll pay every cent they have to try to get it. Mr. Tremmel won’t be cool with us running a business like that. I’ll tell Abby we need to do something else. “Oh hey! You missed out on some near-naked hot guy ogling earlier.” 

			Ethan puts a pot on the stove, then gets busy adding a pinch of this and a cup of that to it like he’s a celebrity chef on a cooking show. “Do tell.” 

			“You know who Luca Russo is?” Silly question.

			Ethan fans himself with a bunch of green onions. “Luca-the-football-hunk-Russo? He’s definitely one of my top ten. He was here?”

			“Yep. He’s working with Mr. C, doing some kind of apprenticeship.” I shove another cookie in my mouth. There’s a reason why my body is more on the voluptuous side.

			“And he was naked? What kind of renovations are you doing around here?”

			I laugh and nearly choke on my cookie. “I said near-naked. He was stripped down to his tank top and there were muscles.” A lot of muscles. 

			“Oh yeah, I bet. Luca spends a lot of time in the weight room. I’ve seen him there.”

			“What are you doing in the weight room?” I give him a look full of I-know-what-you’re-all-about-mister.

			“Oh, you know.” He waves the oven mitt around. “Working on my pecs…delts…whatevers.”

			I snort. “You’re working on something.”

			He waves me off. “So, what, Luca was here and you stared at him, drooled a little? Did you take any pictures for me?”

			“No!” I quirk my lips at Ethan’s pout. “But something weird did happen.” I slap the lid on the cookies to stop myself from gorging on any more. “He talked to me. Said he’s seen me around and he knew my name.”

			“Of course he did! There’s nothing weird about Luca Russo taking an interest in you. I’m surprised he didn’t just grab you and kiss your face off.”

			Ethan’s bias does the opposite of inflating my ego. He’s been saying that I’m gorgeous for as long as I’ve known him, but it’s not something I believe. “He’s not exactly taking an interest.” I think back on the conversation. “He did ask if you were my boyfriend, though.”

			Ethan screws his face up. “Sounds like he was fishing for information…sussing out if you have a boyfriend? Oh my God, Ro!” Ethan comes around to my side of the island, then grabs my hands. “What if he wants to go on a date? What if he asks you out? I’ll totally do your makeup. We’ll pick out something hot from your closet.” He pauses with an exaggerated cringe. “Okay, maybe we’ll need to buy something new for a date with Luca Russo.”

			“Ha ha.” I swat his hands away. “My clothes aren’t that bad.”

			“Ro, you look very comfortable…all the time. That’s all I’m saying.” He lifts his hands briefly as if to say he’s done with the criticism. Then he gives me a once-over and nods. “Okay, yeah, I can picture it. I know exactly what I’ll do with you.”

			“Whoa, you’re getting a little ahead of yourself, don’t ya think? He just said hi to me. We talked about books and stuff.”

			“Books? That’s like hardcore flirting to you.” Ethan removes his apron. “I wonder if he has a queer friend for me? We could go on a double date!” He hangs the apron up next to the kitchen door.

			“I thought I smelled something delicious happening in here.” My mom wanders in with her arms full of equipment. “Honey, do you think you could give me a hand setting the cameras up?”

			Ohhh…so that’s what kind of day it is for her. I deflate a little. Ethan’s eyes vibe pity my way before he shoves the container of cookies toward me. 

			Setting the cameras up means she’s convinced herself that Dad or someone will make an appearance sometime after midnight, during what she calls “the witching hour.” It’s the time, she believes, when the veil between the living and the dead is at its most transparent. It’s creepy as hell when she does it, even if I don’t believe in ghosts. Seeing all the cameras staged and knowing that the electromagnetic field readers and sound recorders are positioned here and there makes it all kind of real, maybe too real for something that you can’t see or feel. 

			“Rowan?”

			“Yes…sure, Mom.” I pop open the container and take another cookie before getting up. Ethan is right, I need sugar reinforcements. 

			My mom gives Ethan a kiss on his cheek. “You take such good care of us. If you weren’t here, we’d starve for sure. Make sure you leave the grocery bill so I can transfer you the money.”

			“I love cooking, you know that,” Ethan says like it’s no big deal but I can see the blush on his cheeks before he ducks his head. “I’ve got to head out. Dad is going to be home soon.” 

			Mom knows just as well as I do that Ethan’s time with his dad is precious. “Well, thank you for taking care of us.”

			“That roast needs to come out in an hour and half.” He motions to the oven before picking up his school bag. “You need to turn the sauce on to warm it up and zap the veggies in the microwave. I’ve already set the time.” He looks squarely at me knowing full well that Mom will get way too distracted with work to remember to eat. “Don’t forget.”

			“I won’t. Promise.”

			I walk Ethan to the front door. “Text me later. I’m going to need to vent.”

			He gives me a hug, swaddling me like a security blanket. He smells like cookies and mint and maybe a bit of garlic, too. Weird combo, sure, but it works. 

			Mom’s experiments dredge up conflicting emotions but the most powerful one is always grief. I grieve for the dad I don’t remember and for the mom I sometimes wish she’d be. 

			Ethan lets me go but not before kissing my forehead. “Later, Ro.” As he’s walking down the front path to the sidewalk, Abby pulls into the driveway in her sporty, white BMW.

			Ethan stops to give me a what the hell look and I shrug. I have no idea why Abby’s here. 

			“Ethan,” she says as she walks past him.

			“Abby,” he manages, rather civilly actually. He gives me another look, one that says, now’s the time to get yourself out of this love spell mess, and I agree. Abby stopping by to chat isn’t in my top ten things I want to do tonight but it does give me a chance to talk her out of this messed up idea of hers.

			As she gets closer, I notice that she kind of looks like a ghost, no crap. Her face is pale, her eyes are darting everywhere—she’s obviously more than a little uncomfortable. There’s a gust of wind that blows air into the foyer and gives me a chill, and not because of the post-rain temps.

			“Abby, what are you doing here?”

			She raises a foot, then puts it down with a shake of her head. She won’t cross the threshold. She motions me to come to her. “I need to talk to you…” She points over her shoulder. “Um…outside.”

			My mom looks over as she’s entering her office. “Don’t take long, Rowan.” 

			“I just need a minute.” I pop back inside to snag a shawl that’s hanging by the door, then I meet Abby outside.

			The sun is low enough to blast me with its blinding rays so I shield my eyes to look at Abby. “What’s up?” The rain has left the air moist and there’s a chill that makes me pull the shawl over my shoulders tighter. 

			“Your house is creepy as hell.” Abby crosses her arms and shivers dramatically. “I came here once, when I was younger, you know, on a dare.” She pauses dramatically. “I was supposed to knock on the door and run, but the weirdest thing happened.”

			I don’t know if I’m disturbed more by how wide her eyes are and how dilated her pupils are getting, like she’s genuinely afraid for her life, or by the fact that even as a kid, she thought it would be totally okay to target my house for a game of nicky-nicky nine doors. 

			“Before I could knock, the door just swung open. No one was there on the other side, either. I screamed my head off and ran like hell.” She looks at me like I know what she’s talking about.

			I bat her comment away like I would an annoying fly. “It’s an old house. The hinges have a mind of their own.” And people attribute strange happenings to places where they expect to encounter strange happenings. The door was likely unlatched because of all the coming and going of Mr. Columbus and his crew. They’ve been renovating this house nonstop since we moved in. 

			“Is there a reason why you’re here, Abby?” It’s hard to keep the snark out of my tone after the story she just told. It’s been like this my whole life. People thinking it’s okay to target me or my house simply because of who my mom is. It sucks being a freak show.

			She uncrosses her arms, then quickly crosses them again. Her face takes on this look, like she bunches her cheeks up, widens her eyes, has this teeth-baring half smile. She could be super excited or super angry—it’s hard to tell. Discomfort pools in my gut as the wad of cookies feels like it’s made of concrete. I suddenly can’t imagine how Abby being here is a good thing. 

			“You will never believe what happened.” 

			I’ve got a smart-aleck remark ready to go but she doesn’t give me a chance to actually launch it.

			“You know that spell you wrote for Mel?” She moves in so close that we’re practically breathing the same air and lowers her voice to a whisper. “It actually freakin’ worked.”

			I take a step back and look at her like I look at my mom sometimes. “Um…what?” 

			“I’m totally serious. Here, look.” She pulls her phone out of her pocket and swipes the screen before handing it to me. 

			I read the string of texts where Mel is basically going wild over the fact that Andrew, her secret crush, somehow got her number and asked her out on a date for this Friday. The hair on the back of my neck rises, not in a supernatural way, just in a I-don’t-like-this way and I get a whole different kind of shiver.

			“That’s just a fluke.” The words come out of my mouth but I hear the tremor in my voice. It sounds weak to me.

			“Maybe.” Abby agrees but I can tell she doesn’t believe that, either. “Or maybe we actually caused this to happen for Mel.”

			I shuffle my feet and wrap my arms around myself. “Magic isn’t real.” So why does that feel like a total lie coming out of my mouth right now? I do a quick internal scan. My stomach is gurgling unhappily, turning the concrete cookies into liquid fire, and the hair on the back of my neck is prickling like crazy. There’s something weird going on, I can feel it. 

			What the actual heck? 

			I make sure the door is closed behind me so my mom can’t hear what she’s saying.

			“I know it sounds crazy,” Abby says. “And yeah, I know magic doesn’t exist, but this is a strange coincidence, right?” She frowns at her phone. “Weird that he texted her and asked her out. You should see this guy, Rowan, he’s…well, he could get any girl he wants. Mel, she’s hot, sure, but this guy dates older women, wealthy women, not high school girls. We didn’t even think Mel was on his radar. Hell, she’s not even sure how he got her number.”

			There’s always an explanation for this kind of thing and all it takes to show the truth is to try to replicate it. 

			“Okay, so, let’s experiment tomorrow,” I hear myself say, as if I don’t actually have control over my own words. As if I want to spend more time with Abby than I have to. As if magic is real and I’m my mother. “We’ll write another spell and see if it works. We can do one in a way that demands an immediate reaction, see if it happens.”

			She blinks rapidly like she can’t believe what I’m suggesting. Neither can I. I open my mouth to snatch back my idea but she cuts me off. 

			“Good plan.” Then she grabs my arm and grins with all of her startling white teeth and it reminds me of the big bad wolf. All she’s missing are the sharp fangs. “If this works, we’re going to rule the school!”

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Let’s just be clear here—Abby already rules the school. 

			And she doesn’t need any more power than what she already has. 

			Ethan and I texted almost all night about Abby and her love spells. Of course I told him about Mel and the guy who contacted her but talking to Ethan is like catching yourself in that heart dropping moment when you’re about to fall down the stairs. He’s the steady handrail that holds you in place. There’s no way Abby is telling the truth. This is all probably something that she and Mel planned to humiliate me in some way. I promised him I’d set her straight first thing. 

			“Abby looks like she wants to eat you.” Ethan is leaning against the lockers next to mine, glaring over my shoulder. He’s wearing blue sparkly lipstick and fake lashes that make his already gorgeous eyes pop more. So when I say he’s glaring, I mean his beautiful face is shooting daggers filled with vibrant color and sparkles. Looks intimidating to me but I’m not sure about the rest of the people around us.

			Craaaaap. “I didn’t really come up with a contingency plan for our project.” I was supposed to figure something out to replace Abby’s love spell idea but after staying up so late, I fell asleep sometime before dawn and now my brain’s check engine light is blinking. “I might have to go along with her idea until I think of one.” 

			Ethan blasts me with his dazzling eyes. “You’re not serious, are you?”

			“Eth, I owe her, remember?”

			He frowns as Abby strides my way. “We’ll think something up in math class.” 

			Abby grabs my arm. “Ro, we have things to do, come on.” 

			“Ro?” Ethan looks like he’s about to launch himself on her. 

			“Can’t.” I tug my arm free. “Ethan and I have math.” 

			“You have a substitute teacher, and I have study hall. Come on, we have to work on our project.”

			“We have things to do in math.” Ethan gives me a look as he pulls me toward him, blocking Abby out with my locker door “You don’t have to do what she says just because she has study hall. She’s not the queen of the world.”

			“I can hear you,” Abby says. 

			“Ro doesn’t skip classes.” Ethan turns to face her, challenging her to a showdown like this is the wild west or something. He crosses his arms and puffs his chest out. He’s got a foot on Abby—at least—so when he does his tough guy thing, he really does look intimidating, with or without the makeup. 

			“Fine.” Abby crosses her arms, too. Showdown it is. “Then I’ll come to your math class.”

			And that’s what she does. The substitute teacher doesn’t even bat a lash when Abby tells her that she’s auditing the class for another project. Because there’s a substitute teacher, we have seatwork, which means that as long as we’re quiet, we can pretty much do what we want. The substitute teacher will remain at the front of the room, reading her book, otherwise ignoring us.

			“We need to pick the most unlikely people.” Abby is trying to keep our conversation from prying ears, but there’s no way Ethan is letting her get away with that. He’s moved his desk right up close to her so he can be part of the conversation, too.

			“Unlikely people for what?” Ethan’s booming voice makes Abby glare at him. 

			“Keep your voice down.” She rolls her eyes and motions for him to move closer. “Ro and I have discovered a pretty cool love spell that might actually work. We’re going to test it out today.” She’s fighting a grin but her lips are quirking and her eyes give her away. She’s bragging and it’s obvious she wants him to be impressed, or stunned, maybe even jealous but all he gives her is deadpan.

			“You don’t honestly think Ro kept that a secret from me, do you?” Ethan lowers his voice by a fraction, enough to keep the substitute from glancing over at us. “Oh, come on, Abby. You really expect us to believe that a spell Rowan copied out of a book yesterday actually works?” 

			She lifts her chin. “Well, Mel and her new guy have been chatting it up all night. We’re going to the mall to get her an outfit for their date. You might say it’s just a coincidence. I say it’s strange that some guy randomly texted her, out of the blue, after Ro wrote a spell about him.”

			“It doesn’t prove anything.” Ethan leans forward so he’s all up in her space. He has his arms crossed and his angry face on, looking all scowly so you know he means business. “You’re wasting your time with this stupid idea. Ro wants to come up with something different. We all know Mr. Tremmel isn’t going to go for something so frivolous.” 

			“Oh please,” Abby says with a dismissive wave. “Mr. Tremmel just pre-approved Jess Trovet’s custom fortune cookie booth.”

			Ethan and I share a wide-eyed look. Maybe we’ve got it wrong about Mr. Tremmel.

			“He told her that as long as everyone knows it’s for entertainment purposes only, he’s okay with it. She’s not allowed to put anything scandalous or threatening or anything that might be morbid on the fortune strips.” Abby flicks her hair over her shoulder. “So we should be fine. Besides, we’re only testing to see if it actually works, remember?”

			“And if it does?” Ethan tone let’s her know that he really doesn’t believe that it will.

			“Then we can charge more.” Abby pulls out the spell book from yesterday and opens it to the page with the love spell we modeled our crush spell on. “We’ll make a killing for Mr. Tremmel’s charity, which will put us in his good books, which means I get my referral.”

			I shake my head. She really thinks the spell is going to work. Maybe she isn’t trying to humiliate me at all, maybe she really does think that Mel’s dream guy actually contacted her because of a few words I wrote. Once again, I’m amazed at how much people are willing to believe in the unbelievable when they want something. “We’d be scamming people.”

			“Not if the spell actually works.” Abby flips through the book.

			“It won’t.”

			“Hang on a minute.” Ethan yanks my arm so I’m practically sitting on his lap. “I have an idea.” He leans closer so he’s whispering in my ear. “Just do the test. That way, when it doesn’t work, you’ll be able to convince her to come up with a different idea.”

			“You two are the worst conspirators.” Abby isn’t looking at us. She’s still flipping pages of the spell book. “If you think I’m being ridiculous, then prove me wrong.” She shoves the book across her desk.

			I look at Ethan. He shrugs. 

			“Good, now we can get some work done without any more drama.” Abby grabs my hand and pulls me closer to her while at the same time giving Ethan an exasperated look like he’s the one causing all the problems.

			“This is a waste of time.” I slump farther into my seat. I could kick my past self for even suggesting it. 

			She scans the room. “Who’s that girl over there?”

			I look over to where Abby is pointing. She’s quiet and mousy looking, not unlike me, except her hair is blond and she wears glasses. Her fashion sense is about as abysmal as mine. Jeans, a black T-shirt, sneakers. Amanda Rutt, who I don’t really know at all despite being in two of the same classes together. She’s hunched over her math work like she’s shielding it from predators, which she probably is because one of the guys next to her is trying to peek over her shoulder.

			“Write a spell about her and…” Abby scans the room again. “Him.” She points to Will Axworthy, superstar athlete and mega popular. 

			Ethan scoffs loudly.

			My eyes nearly bug out of my head. “No way. Those two—”

			“Are the most unlikely pair? Yeah, no crap. That’s the point.” She shoves the book onto my desk. “Write the spell like you did yesterday but make sure the timeframe is in the spell. Work in something about math class and make it urgent.”

			I tap the book. “I can’t just write about someone and make it happen. She’ll have to recite it and then burn it, remember?”

			Abby runs her finger over her lips. “Hmmm…right.” She picks up a pen and hands it to me. “Write it, leave the rest to me.” Then she gets up and leaves the room. No word to the substitute. Nothing. 

			I open the book again to the page we were on yesterday.

			I don’t actually want to do this but like when I write the fan responses for my mom, words start to roll through my head, alterations to the spell in the book. It’s all about hidden desires and impulse decisions, letting courage take over and seeing others for the person they are, and it just happens. I write in Amanda’s name and then Will’s, too. I say that their love affair will begin in math class when he asks her for help on a question. And that’s where I get stuck because it’s weirdly specific. 

			Ethan reads over my shoulder. “Maybe put something about her big brown eyes.”

			I pluck at a hang nail and scrutinize the words. “Her big brown eyes?” I can’t believe we’re doing this.

			“What, don’t love poems always talk about eyes? Maybe he sees something in her eyes that he can’t turn away from.”

			“Are her eyes brown?” I hesitate because I honestly can’t answer that and I don’t want to turn around and stare at Amanda. “Maybe something about how sweet she is,” I suggest as I scribble another line.

			Abby strolls back into the class with another book in hand. She nods at the substitute and gives her one of her signature I’m-only-indulging-you smiles. “Sorry, Miss. I just needed something from the library.”

			The substitute waves her off. Abby slides by Amanda before she plops down next to me and flips the book open. “I found another spell yesterday. It’s like a spell booster and it works remotely.”

			She points to the page in front of me. 

			“This says you can make a spell work if you collect something personal from the intended…” But Abby isn’t next to me anymore. She’s chatting with Will, who is totally ogling her. They’re friends in some way, I’m sure, but Will still looks like having a conversation with Abby is going to be the highlight of his day. His smile is too big. His gestures too animated. He runs his fingers through his slicked back hair like he wants her to notice how…slicked back it is or something. It’s obvious to me that he’s nervous. Abby must know it, too, because she leans in closer and puts her hand on his arm.

			His eyes lock on her hand. He straightens up and pushes his chest out. Ethan and I are both riveted; the testosterone output in this room has tripled at least. Will nods, grins, then reaches up and yanks a hair from his head. He hands the strand of hair to Abby. She thanks him, then on her way back to my desk she bypasses Amanda and plucks a strand of hair from her shoulder. “Here, I got these.” She lays out two strands of hair.

			I stare down at them. One is blond. One is brown. One is long. One is short. “What do you want me to do with those?”

			She’s reading my spell, dragging her finger along each line. It feels judge-y and I hold my breath waiting for her approval. Then I catch myself. What the hell do I care if Abby likes the spell or not? Obviously, this nonsense is twisting up my common sense. 

			She slides the two strands of hair onto the paper. “I want you to take these, wrap them up in this paper.” She hands me the spell. “And then burn them.” She’s giving me that commanding stare of hers. The one that I think means she expects me to obey without delay. “Now. Before the period ends.”

			It’s like Abby’s pushing me onto the ride at a county fair that doesn’t have the highest safety rating. Is this what peer pressure feels like?

			I put on the brakes. Hard. “Don’t you think we should get consent?” 

			Abby’s face contorts into a mask of incredulity. “Consent for what? You’re convinced it isn’t going to work, so what harm is there?”

			We glare at each other for a few long seconds, but I can see she’s dead serious. She thinks it will work and she won’t get off of my back until I prove her wrong. There’s only one way to convince her that it won’t. “Never mind. Fine. Give me the spell and the hair.” 

			I ask to go to the restroom. The substitute doesn’t even glance up from her book, so I slip out and immediately head toward the restroom that Ethan and I always meet in. I pause outside the door, then take a left in the opposite direction. The last thing I need is someone walking in while I’m burning a piece of paper and some hair. Knowing my luck, I’d probably set off the sprinkler system with the smoke.

			I make it to the back doors near the gym before realizing that I don’t actually have anything to light the paper with. It’s not like I’m a smoker. After a second or two of thinking, I detour again and head for the bleachers out back. There’s got to be someone there who has a lighter. 

			“Oh hey!” Two big arms wrap around my waist and pull me backward, not in a terrifying way, more like a I’ve-got-you way just as the door immediately in front of me slams open and a group of guys come barreling out. “Gotta watch it around here.” His voice is gruff, his arms still holding me tightly, and his breath is sliding down my neck. Every nerve ending in my body blinks on like sensor lights in a dark hall. 

			I barely know him but everything about him is familiar in this moment. “Thanks, Luca.”

			Luca slowly unlatches his arms, turning me around so I’m farther away from the doors but still pretty up close and personal with him. “Didn’t mean to manhandle you but you were walking pretty fast and these goofs never look before they come barging out.” 

			Just then the gym door flings open again and another pile of guys come jogging out. 

			I’m staring up at him, into those green eyes of his only to realize that they aren’t exactly green…they’re blue…or maybe aqua. So pretty. Did my brain liquify a second ago? Is it seeping out of my ears? I think I might be gawking but I can’t seem to stop.

			“We’re heading out for a run.” His hands are still on me, holding my hips lightly and he’s staring at me, too.

			I’m sure that I can’t speak. I mean, my heart is jammed up into my throat. “A run?” I manage. “Outside?” 

			He smiles, his eyes light up, dazzling me all over again. That smile could totally slay a million hearts. He lifts one hand so he can brush his hair away from his face. “Yeah, I know. Hardcore, right?”

			Actually, no. Of course he’s running outside. That’s what all the athletes do.

			“It’s important.” His voice goes husky, a tone I haven’t heard before, and it does a number on me. There’s so much heat pooling to the center of my body that I can’t explain the goose bumps rising or the shiver that quakes over my skin. Whatever is happening to me feels so strangely good that I don’t want it to stop. “Gotta keep the stamina up, you know, to stay in shape…” He makes sure I’m steady before letting me go.

			Yeah, well, he’s definitely in shape. I feel like a lump standing next to him. I clear my throat. “Um…well…thanks for the rescue. It’s nice seeing you again.” I try to side step him before I fully descend into awkward mode.

			He gets in my way again. “Hey, before you go…” He pulls his cell out of his pocket and offers it to me. “Can I get your number?” 

			“My number?” I gawk at his screen. 

			“Yeah, so I can text you.”

			“What for?” I’m literally kicking myself right now. What for? What the heck, Rowan! “I mean, sure.” I hastily take his phone, pray that I don’t drop it, then send myself a smiley face emoji. A smiley face. OMG.

			“I’m thinking maybe we could hang out sometime,” he says as he takes his phone back. 

			I check his eyes, expecting to see amusement despite the serious look on his face. His eyes are not laughing. His eyes are looking hopeful, like he’s waiting for me to— 

			“Hang out?” I recover my brain. “I mean, yeah, sure, I’d like that.”

			“Great. Good.” His smile is huge and totally contagious. I can’t help but smile the same way back at him. I think I’d do anything to keep him smiling like that. 

			It’s super surreal to have a guy like Luca even remotely interested in me and that makes my head swim. But not in a totally bad way, just in a, wow, this water is so warm and clear and beautiful, I wonder if there are sharks nearby, kind of way. Despite what Ethan says, I have my doubts that I’m all that so it’s hard to believe that I won’t say or do something to bust up this fantasy in true Rowan fashion.

			“Yo, Luca, you coming or what?” one of the guys shouts from down the hall.

			Luca takes a step away, then waves his friend off before turning toward me again. “I’ll text you later.”

			“Okay, sounds good.” I don’t know how I’m playing it cool when there’s a booming game show voice in my head shouting you’re the grand prize winner! I manage to keep the grin from my face until he’s out of sight. Barely. Now I can’t help the beaming. I’m beaming so hard that my cheeks might fall off. 

			I can’t even. 

			His arms were just around me a minute ago and my mind drifts to what it would be like to cuddle together on the couch watching romantic movies or something. I liked having his arms around me like that. It made me feel…I don’t know…protected I guess, but something more, too. Hopeful? Excited? I mean, my stomach is totally quivering in this super obnoxious way. 

			And then it hits me. Oh my God, Luca Russo just touched me! He held onto me so I wouldn’t get smacked in the face by the door. He cares that my face doesn’t get mashed up by his careless friends. More importantly, Luca Russo wants to hang out! 

			I have to tell Ethan. 

			My phone buzzes and for a second I think it’s Luca texting me back already, which would be impossible because I can see him jogging to catch up with his friends. That’s how messed up my brain is right now. I pull my phone out of my back pocket and see a text from Abby.

			Did you do it or what?

			Crap. I close my eyes, remember what the hell she’s talking about, then reply. 

			Not yet.

			What r u waiting for??? Class is almost over.

			Double crap. I put my phone back then beeline for the side door that will take me to the bleachers. It’s windy outside, and there’s a chill, but it’s not raining for once. I have to wonder how Luca and his buddies can bear the early morning runs like they do. I’m barely awake as it is, let alone trying to coordinate one foot in front of the other in rapid succession. 

			With careful steps, I hurry out to the bleachers. 

			 

			As expected, I find a group of kids huddled in a small circle, smoking something that smells a little skunky. I don’t recognize any of them but with the size of our school, that’s not surprising.

			“Can I borrow a lighter?” My words come out a little shaky and one of the girls gives me a curious glance. 

			“You forget your stuff?” She offers me the joint but I shake my head and make a motion of a lighter.

			Another girl passes me a light.

			“Thanks.” 

			Turning my back against the wind and the group of girls, I take the spell, make sure the strands of hair are still wrapped inside, then light it all up. The heat feels nice against the morning chill, so nice that I let it burn a little too low and flames lick my fingertips. I drop the bundle to the ground with a curse and shake out my hand. Once the paper is ash, I give back the lighter, then race inside. 

			Not going to lie… I totally scan the area for Luca while I’m speed-walking back.

			He and his band of merry runners are nowhere in sight.

			Disappointed, I head for math class. 

			Ethan is waiting outside the classroom as I round the corner. He’s twisting and turning the bottom of his sweater and his face is scrunched. I check the time. Two minutes until the bell rings. Whew, I cut it close! I bite my tongue to keep myself from shouting out to him. We aren’t supposed to be wandering the halls while class is on and the last thing we need is teacher attention.

			I cannot wait to tell him about what just happened with Luca. He was right after all—I might actually go on a date. With Luca Russo! Maybe he does have a queer friend for Ethan. I’m practically giddy thinking about the possibilities. Luca seems like a totally nice guy, he’s hot as hell, and now he has my number. I want Ethan to drool over him with me. 

			When Ethan catches sight of me, his expression relaxes. “There you are! Abby sent me out to find you. What happened? Did you get stopped by a teacher?” He grabs my arm as soon as I get within reach. 

			“No, no, I did the spell.” I grab his arm back. “Eth, I ran into Luca—”

			“Ohhh?” He’s looking past me into the classroom. “’Kay, you’ve got to tell me the whole story later. Abby is on the move.”

			We step inside just as my phone vibrates. Abby is standing with the teacher, chatting away, clearly distracting the substitute. Her phone is in her hand.

			I glance at the text. It’s from Abby. All she’s written are two words.

			I look at the opposite side of the room where Amanda and Will are whispering quietly, heads nearly pressed together. Amanda is blushing something fierce and Will is focused so intently on her that it’s like he wants to devour her.

			Stunned, I slip back down my aisle. Ethan’s already there and his eyes are wide and glued to mine. I slide into my seat. He leans over and looks at my phone where Abby’s text is on display. 

			It’s working. 

			He clenches my hand and we look at each other. He’s practically bouncing in his seat. “Ro, it is working!”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			There’s no time to talk this out with Ethan because the bell rings and Abby is dragging me to marketing/economics class and he’s got to make it to the other end of the school for English. 

			Try to get out of class, I text him quickly. Come to the library.

			Can’t!!! We have presentations

			Crap!

			We have to talk about what happened. Don’t text though. Smith will killll me 

			His English teacher, Ms. Smith, will definitely kill him if he interrupts the presentations, even if it’s just his phone vibrating.

			We’ll talk at lunch 

			“Andrew hasn’t stopped messaging me all day!” Mel is breathless as she approaches, her phone held up for us to see. 

			Sure enough, there’s a string of texts from Andrew and they’re…oh boy…pretty steamy. 

			Abby’s eyes are the size of Frisbees as she scrolls down. “Wow, Mel, he’s really into you!”

			“I know, right?” Mel takes her phone back just as it vibrates with another text. “I need a new outfit for the party.”

			I’m so close to Abby, I’m practically kissing her. I check myself and put some space between us. “What party?” 

			Abby hooks arms with Mel and the two of them wander off together, ignoring my question completely. 

			Okay, good. I can have a minute to myself so I can think. 

			I slump down in one of the alcoves where there’s a comfy chair that’s still, somehow, unoccupied. I’ll admit, the evidence is pretty convincing. Mel and Andrew hook up and then, strangely, so do Amanda and Will in exactly the way I wrote they would. I pull out the spell book and stare at it for a full minute. What is going on here?

			There’s nothing special about the book. The cover is red and pink. It’s maybe a hundred pages long, if that. It doesn’t give off any kind of vibe that I would think a book containing magic would. 

			Wait…did I just think that? Ugh. Now I sound like my mother. A book of magic? Ha! I check the publisher: Raven Heart Press. Okay, never heard of them, but that’s nothing unusual. I flip to the page with the love spell I used and read it over. The steps are straightforward, recite the spell, gather personal effects, burn the spell, then voilá, it works. I’d never believe it could actually work if I hadn’t just seen it happen. 

			I was out of the room, though. Ethan was looking for me. So we were both out of the room. I mean, Abby could have done something to set it up so that Amanda and Will connected, just to convince me to keep going with our class project. I trace my finger over the words. Amanda and Will don’t even look at each other normally. There are clear lines of division in classrooms, and people like Amanda, and me, and Ethan…we just don’t mingle with people like Will, and Abby, and Mel. 

			And yet…

			My phone buzzes for the millionth time so I slide it out of my pocket. I’m hoping that Ethan has figured out how to ditch English somehow.

			But it’s not a text from Ethan. My heart stutter-steps, and I have that weird hair-raising tingle I’ve been getting whenever—

			“Who’s that?” Abby swoops in behind me, peeking over my shoulder. 

			I try to hide my screen before she can read the text but her eyes go comically wide.

			“Luca Russo is texting you?”

			I shrug, but convincing my heart to keep a normal beat seems impossible. I flip the phone back over. “I guess so.”

			“You guess so?” Abby pulls a chair up next to me, getting in way too close for my liking. “Do you know how many girls would kill for a text from Luca Russo?” She grabs my phone and scrolls quickly. “And you’re going out with him on Friday?”

			“I am?” I snatch the phone back and quickly read. 

			Hey, it’s Luca. Just heard about a party on Friday night at one of my buddies. U want to have dinner somewhere then go with me? 

			My brain and all coherent thought vacate the building. I stare at my phone like I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with it. 

			“Obviously you need to type yes.” Abby pushes my phone back into my hand. “Like, right now.”

			“I just met him.” I mean, of course I knew who he was but yesterday was our first actual conversation. “He was at my house doing some work on our fireplace.”

			“Oh yeah, I heard he started an apprenticeship somewhere.” She shakes her head. “He was supposed to play football with a college out west but now he’s not. Too many concussions or something like that. Total waste.”

			“I didn’t know colleges would give up a promising player because of that.” Though what do I actually know about this kind of thing? I’ve never even had a conversation with an athlete like Luca. The closest I’ve even come to knowing anything about the lives of the athletes is whatever Ethan tells me about their various hot bods. 

			“They didn’t. They still want him. He’s the one who decided he’s not going. He can play, and he’s amazing, but if he takes another few hits to the head it could be lights out.” She pulls her phone out of her pocket. “I mean, that’s what I heard anyway.”

			“Well, like I said, we just talked, briefly, at my place yesterday.”

			Abby answers a text. “He does like the weird ones, I guess.”

			Most people stare or whisper behind my back about how strange I am. Not Abby. She has always been upfront and personal with her digs. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			But she’s not listening to me, instead she’s staring at my face, plucking at my hair, giving me a slow once-over. “Still, if he likes you then I guess I’d better do something with you.” She cocks her head to the side. “We could get you something cool to wear for Friday, get you a trim or something. Maybe some makeup? There’s potential.”

			“Potential for what?”

			Another text comes in from Luca. 

			Aw man, you’re not going to leave me on read are u? We don’t have to go to the party if u don’t want 

			I panic. Of course I want! 

			No, sorry, just in class. I’d love to go to the party Friday 

			I can’t type it fast enough.

			“Okay, so we’re going to ditch. I’ve already told Mr. Tremmel and Ms. Savey that Mel and I have some school council stuff to do. And since I don’t trust you not to say something about us ditching class, you’re coming.”

			I ignore the barb. “What? Coming where?”

			Abby stands and waves impatiently. “To the mall, of course!” She motions to Mel, who’s slipping out the library doors. “Mel needs a new outfit for her date. You need some cleaning up if you’re actually going to that party with Luca. So, let’s go.”

			“Luca asked me out. He must like me just the way I am.” But that sounds hollow even as I say it, like I’m reciting a line from some kids’ movie about self-identity or something. 

			If Abby rolls her eyes any harder she’ll look possessed. “You’re going on a date with Luca freakin Russo. You can’t be just the way you are.”

			Another text comes through. 

			Ok, cool. I’ll pick u up at nine 

			The three dots appear. He’s typing something more. 

			Those three dots might kill me. Like I’m seriously hanging on three little, freakin’ dots, staring at the screen…waiting.

			You look really cute today. It was cool bumping into you 

			Cute?

			Abby reads the text and snorts. “Do you want to look cute tomorrow night or do you want to look rock-Luca’s-socks-off hot?”

			I gulp. Stare at the text. Bumping into him was one of the highlights of my life, but more than that, Luca Russo is interested in me. Shock rolls through my body to the point I’m sure I’ll fall over and all this happiness will spill out. Yeah, I want to look hot tomorrow. 

			I slip my phone into my pocket, hating that I can’t text Ethan about what’s going on but I’m not willing to get him into trouble. I’ll text him later. “Okay, I’m in. But no makeup. That’s Ethan’s job.”

			… 

			I didn’t go for the whole new me makeover that I’m sure Abby was envisioning. There wasn’t going to be some sweet-ditching-school-special-friendship bonding happening and I’m not the kind of girl who wants a total overhaul, despite what Abby and her friends might think. 

			I didn’t go for the haircutstyling idea she had, either. I like that my hair is on the shaggy side and hangs in my face at times. I like that it’s maybe longer than the norm. It’s dark, really dark but with some auburn highlights, thanks to my dad who was a redhead, and I like that about it, too. No need for dye. As for the makeup idea, I don’t wear much, a bit of concealer here and there, some mascara, that’s it. Mom has always said I don’t need it and I kind of agree. I mean, sure, I’ve endured some makeup tutorials from Ethan over the years but he’s the only one I’d let near me with a palette and brush as well as any kind of color, so there was no need to stop at the makeup counter in the mall for a free do-over. If I decide I need makeup, I’ll leave that in the hands of my best friend.

			That left clothes and I’ll admit, I’ve been getting a little too comfortable with my wardrobe choices lately. 

			“Those jeans look good. Really good.” Mel is standing in front of the mirror on the opposite side of the change room so I’m not totally sure that she’s talking to me until she turns and points. “You’ve got a great butt.”

			“Here put this top on, too.” Abby hands me a shirt that looks two sizes too small. 

			I make a face. 

			She makes one back. “Listen, I know you like all the baggy stuff, but Mel’s right—you’ve got a great body, you need to flaunt it. So put that on.”

			She shoves me back into the change room. The jeans I’m wearing are super tight but not uncomfortable. They just feel like they’re holding everything in and smoothing everything out. I don’t hate them and they do make my butt look good. I pull my sweater off and slip the shirt on. I see the first problem immediately.

			“I don’t think I can wear a bra with it.” I wince. The shirt comes off the shoulders and my bra is pretty ratty looking. It’s almost embarrassing. I’m not used to this amount of skin showing.

			“Let me see,” Abby commands, following up with a pounding knock on the door. 

			I open the door and brace myself for Abby’s hawk eyes. 

			“What is this?” She hooks her finger under the strap of my bra and snorts. “When was the last time you went bra shopping? Ick.” Then she cups my breasts like she owns them. 

			I yelp and swat her hands away. 

			“Your boobs are too big for braless.” She taps her finger on her mouth. “All those baggy clothes you wear are covering up some gems. Making me rethink this shirt idea.” 

			“Oh, I saw something that would work better.” Mel takes off.

			Abby contemplates my bra again. “Yeah, no, we’re going to have to stop at my work to pick up something more appropriate. Have you ever been fitted for a bra before?” She cocks an eyebrow. “Never mind, I know the answer.”

			Mel comes back with a black halter top. “Here!”

			The way Abby smiles at Mel makes me think that they’re telepathic or something. Maybe my mom should be studying teen girls and their uncanny ability to read each other’s minds rather than testing her own range of projected messaging. “That’s perfect. Okay, try it on, make sure the size works. If it’s tight enough you could get away without a bra, maybe. I think though that we’ll need to find you something that gives a bit more structure to those massive twins of yours.”

			“They’re not massive!” 

			Abby gives me an oh come on look. “They’re impressive and should be on display, not hidden away under your ugly clothes.” She puts her hands on my waist. “You have great curves. Girls would die for this to happen naturally. You need to flaunt it, not cover it up.” She’s talking like I’m some kind of newbie, which maybe I am because I honestly never thought much about my body other than that it’s different than my mom’s. She tall, willowy, more like an athlete, with lean limbs and a tight stomach whereas I always felt I was more pillowy, not lean. A lot of cushion if you know what I mean. Her and I don’t match, and if it weren’t for the similar shape of our eyes and nose, you’d think we weren’t related at all.

			“Let’s buy this stuff and head to my work. I’ll get you fitted properly with a bra that accentuates and we’ll find some sick panties, too. Gotta be ready for Luca when he—”

			“Stop.” I block her next words with my hand in her face. “Luca and I are just going on a date, like, to talk or whatever.”

			Abby sputters a laugh like she’s choking on it. “Oh sweetie, if you think that’s what’s going to happen when you get to the party tomorrow night, well, you’re in for a pleasant surprise I guess.”

			“Yeah, Malcolm’s parties are not known for quiet talk time.” Mel has an armful of tops and is quickly checking each one against her body before tossing them on the discard pile.

			Malcolm? “As in Malcolm Malone?” The wealthiest kid in school and completely out of my friend circle. He’s rich, charming, gorgeous, and also the object of Ethan’s undying silent affection. We’ve never been invited to any of his parties let alone been graced with a glance in our general direction.

			“Yep. You’re going to the party of the century tomorrow with a golden ticket because you’ll be on the arm of Luca Russo. Your social cred just went through the roof.” And I realize by the way Abby looks at me that my rising “social cred” is why she’s even giving me the time of day right now, which makes the whole dating Luca Russo thing all the more real. “And so yes, you’re going to need to dress like you belong there and trust me when I say, at some point tomorrow night, you’ll be flashing your bra and panties for all to see.”

			Um…what?

		


		
			Chapter Six

			“So you ditch school now?” Ethan has his arms crossed and his nostrils flare like he’s a dragon waiting to fry me with a fiery exhale. He’s not looking at me, though—his eyes are homed in on Abby’s BMW as she pulls out of the driveway.

			I shuffle up the steps, lugging my bags of clothes with me. I try to look ashamed but I think the way my face is scrunching up it’s coming off as terrified. Would he actually murder me steps away from my front door? “I texted to tell you where I was as soon as I knew you were out of English,” I say weakly. 

			He gives me a once-over and taps his foot. “You went shopping.” He taps his foot harder. “With her! You even let her drive you home!”

			Crap, this is so not going to end well for me.

			He jabs his finger in my face. “You said you were picking up something at the mall—you didn’t say you were skipping the rest of the day. What the hell, Ro?”

			I should have texted him again as soon as I realized the trip was going to take the whole day, but trying on clothes and bras was extremely…distracting. I don’t think telling him the details will make this any better. “Can we go inside please? I’m tired and hungry.” I shuffle from one foot to the other, hoping to convey just how ready I am to get off my feet.

			Ethan glances over his shoulder at the front door. “You don’t want to go in there right now.” He drops his hand and his face loses the angry, I’m going to tear you limb from limb expression. 

			I sigh, letting my full exhaustion take over, and lean against the post. “Who does she have in there today?”

			Ethan shrugs one shoulder. “The psychics? Or maybe some mediums? There’s a group of them doing a chant in the library.”

			It’s Thursday, so it could mean the psychics. Mom reserves Thursdays for some kind of group meeting where she likes to perform experiments. Usually, they aren’t in the library because she keeps business and home separate. Usually. If she’s writing another book, all bets are off.

			“I walked in by accident. Looking for you, you know, since you seem to have broken your phone or maybe your fingers stopped working so you didn’t tell me that you planned to spend the whole afternoon at the mall with Abby.” 

			“I’m sorry. There was a lot happening.” Like Abby and another store associate getting way too friendly with my chest. A flash of hurt crosses his face and I regret my choice of words. “I’ll fill you in over dinner, my treat.”

			“At Teddy’s?” His expression dares me to deny him dinner at his favorite restaurant.

			“Of course.” Teddy’s is known for its all-day breakfast and only its all-day breakfast. Eating something else from the menu could result in some kind of gastro event that may or may not lay you up for days. “I love breakfast.” I force a smile.

			“No, you don’t.” Ethan’s mood flips in an instant. I may hate it but he loves all-day breakfast. “I accept your peace offering.” 

			He helps me shove my bags into the side door of the garage—no sense in walking inside if I can avoid it. I never know when my mom will try to pull me into one of her experiments and I am so not in the mood today for that.

			He hooks his arm through mine and pulls me down the stairs next to him. “Now spill.”

			And so I do. The second we’re in his Jeep, I tell him everything from the moment I ran into Luca to shopping to Abby dropping me off in front of my house. And he’s silent the whole time, which is totally uncharacteristic of him to say the least. I keep looking over at him to make sure he’s actually listening but his face is unreadable and his gaze set on the road ahead until we get to the diner. When our food arrives and he just stares at his plate like he doesn’t know what to do with it.

			“Are you telling me…” He puts his hands on the table, palms down, his face calm but his eyes now locked with mine. “That you have an invite to Malcolm Malone’s party this Friday?”

			I nod and try for a smile that I know must look as weak as it feels. We’ve always sworn that if by some miraculous reason one of us got an invite to a party like that, we’d bring the other as our date, just so we can experience it together. I don’t think either of us expected the invite to be part of a date. And that the other wouldn’t be a welcome third wheel. 

			“Hm.” He shifts his eyes to his plate, picks up his fork and knife, and starts attacking the food like it’s done something to offend him.

			And I stare at him, thinking that the world must have done a complete one eighty while I was at the mall—which is probably true since I was there with Abby—for Ethan to not have an opinion on anything I’ve said. His silence is unnerving. 

			Which makes me irrationally angry, because of course that’s the only logical way to react to him.

			I cross my arms and lean back. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

			He keeps eating for another minute, just aggressively cutting away at his eggs and sausage, before stabbing both with his fork and shoveling it all into his mouth. 

			I glare at him. He ignores me. I’m not even sure what exactly we’re fighting about.

			Fine. I pick up my own utensils, letting them clatter and clang together so he knows I’m annoyed, too. It’s going to be one of those nights.

			He puts his fork down with a clatter that’s somehow louder than mine. “So, let me get this straight.”

			I wince. That tone is either going to get me yelling back or put me in my place. He’s drilling me with the sourest of expressions and he’s counting off his points with his fingers. 

			“First, you and your new BFF, Abby freakin’ Roxwell, have decided that your love spell project is a go because the spells work.”

			“They allegedly work,” I correct. “And, she isn’t my new BFF. I can’t stand—”

			He puts his hand up for me to stop interrupting. “Yeah, let’s pretend you didn’t just spend the afternoon with her at the mall when I’ve been begging to give you a makeover for years.” 

			Any anger I had moments before deflates right then and there.

			He ticks off another finger. “Second, Luca Russo, who is one of the sexiest boys alive, flirts with you, rubs his body all over you, and then asks you out on a date. And you, Rowan Marshall, supposedly my best friend forever, failed to mention any of this to me in the last few hours, despite the fact that I was in the hallway with you immediately after your body rubbing experience?”

			He knows this is unfair. I started to gush about Luca in the hall but he told me to wait and dragged me back into the classroom. I couldn’t text him during class. Of course, I did ditch and skipped our lunch, which is usually when we catch up on all of our gossip. But by then I was too busy tugging a ton of bras on and off to do anything, let alone text him all the juicy details.

			I start to apologize. He cuts me off. “And now you’re going to a party at Malcolm Malone’s house, a house that you know I would cut my left nut off to see, not to mention the chance to hang out with the Malcolm himself, which would be…” He shivers. “Well, delicious for starters.”

			I sigh. He’s right. “I should have filled you in sooner. I should have forced you to listen in the hallway, then called during lunch.”

			“What’s that?” He cups his ear dramatically, then leans closer. “I didn’t hear you.” 

			“I’m sorry. I was with Abby so just the proximity to her alone made my brain malfunction.” I try for a smile but his face is doing that twitchy thing that makes it look like he’s sucking on something sour. He’s definitely not in the joking mood. “Eth, I’m sorry, okay? Don’t be mad at me. I can’t handle you being mad with all the weird stuff going on.” And it’s all super weird, unbelievable stuff. Luca asked me out on a date! I mean, it’s like all the stars have aligned or something. Wait…did I just think that? I’m seriously freaking myself out here. Mom’s been rubbing off on me.

			He picks up his fork again and resumes eating. “I waited for you at our table in the café. I sat there all by myself.” He finishes what’s on his plate, then picks up another piece of toast and continues chewing. His jaw is working so hard that I think it’s going to crack. “You know how much I hate that.”

			I do know. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. Even ten minutes of sitting alone in the café is too much. I should have paid more attention to the time and made sure I got away from Abby and Mel long enough to call him. “And I’m sorry about the party. I know this is something we always thought we’d do together.”

			“You two need a refill on the coffee?” Kelly, the waitress who always serves us, comes up with a steaming pot of coffee in her hand. 

			“Yes, please.” Ethan loves Kelly, says she’s the epitome of the classic waitress archetype. Middle aged, overworked, perpetually tired, and if you catch her on a good day, slapping everyone with witty one-liners that are comedy show gold. 

			Tonight, though, she just looks tired and sick of everyone’s crap. She tops up Ethan’s cup then moves on to the next table. 

			“Fine, I accept your apology as long as you promise not to do it again.”

			“I promise.” I have absolutely no desire to repeat quality time with Abby at the mall ever again.

			“We were both out of the room when your spell took effect.” Ethan is thinking exactly what I had been thinking hours ago. “That’s what you mean when you said it ‘allegedly’ worked, right?”

			“Abby sent you out to find me. So neither of us saw Will and Amanda actually start talking. Abby could have set it up. And who knows with Mel—that girl could get anyone she wants. I don’t think she needed a spell.” 

			“Exactly.” He leans in. “Which is why we have to test it again. Prove it doesn’t work once and for all.”

			“Prove it how?” My stomach drops right down to my toes. If it does work, then what? If it doesn’t work, then I have to convince Abby somehow to change our project. 

			Kelly walks by. He sits back and nods in her direction. “Do one for Kelly. I bet she needs some love in her life.”

			I watch Kelly as she walks behind the counter. “Kelly and who?” This is defeat talking and it feels worse than getting a bad grade on an assignment. If this is going to happen, might as well let Ethan call the shots.

			He follows my gaze, then continues looking, past Kelly to… “Big Dave.” He points with his toast to the kitchen area. 

			Big Dave is the cook in the back who is mostly a disembodied voice, shouting orders when things get really busy. 

			“I’ve seen them flirt with each other.”

			“You have not.” I force myself to sit up even though it takes gargantuan effort. I lean my elbows on the table. “And that’d hardly be an accurate test if you had.”

			“Okay, fine, I’ve thought about what a cute couple they’d make, haven’t you?”

			“Ethan, I can’t just do a spell on two people like that.”

			“Why not? You did it on Will and Amanda didn’t you?”

			“Yeah, but Abby got pieces of their hair.” I shake my head. “According to the spell book, it won’t work if I don’t have something from them.” I think. “Otherwise one of them would have to do the spell for it to work. Like, be in on it. I doubt that Kelly or Big Dave would agree to recite some words and burn a piece of paper. If we’re testing this for real, then we need to replicate the process. We’d need to get something personal from each of them. Or we could just forget it and go home, watch a movie or something.” Please choose that option.

			“I’m curious, aren’t you?” Ethan scans the restaurant, narrows his eyes, then seems to come up with something. “Okay, you write the spell, I’ll get you what you need.”

			Crap. “I can’t—” 

			But he’s up and walking before I can say another word. I glance over my shoulder to see him slipping past the swinging door that leads to the back of the restaurant.

			Resigned to my fate, I open my bag and pull out the spell book and my notepad. 

			I start scribbling some ideas down featuring Big Dave and Kelly. By the time Ethan slides back into our booth, he’s got two different colors of hair. Black and red. Big Dave and Kelly. And I have a complete crush spell that will get Kelly and Big Dave stealing a kiss for all to see.

			“Now what?” 

			I wrap the spell around the hair, then hand it to him. “Go burn this outside.”

			“I have to burn it?” He reluctantly takes the wrapped up hair. “Like, with fire?”

			I roll my eyes. “It’s your idea, so yes, you have to do it. Light it on fire and burn it to ash.”

			“That’s it?”

			I shrug. “That’s what the book says to do. That’s what supposedly worked with Amanda and Will.”

			“Okay.” Ethan mirrors my shrug. Then he beelines for Kelly. “Do you have a lighter I can borrow?”

			Kelly turns around as she dries her hands on a towel. “Sure, honey.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a lighter. “You’re not going to burn this place down are you?” She leans forward as she hands Ethan the lighter. “Actually, go ahead, burn the place down. I need a vacation.” She winks and smiles.

			Ethan laughs. “I’m not the felony type.” He waves the lighter. “I’ll bring it back in a few.” As he walks past me he says, “Maybe we’ll get some heat happening up in here.”

			I shake my head and surprise myself by laughing as he walks to the window next to our booth and makes a big show of lighting the spell. This is such a bad idea and yet I can’t help thinking that at least it’s a bad idea that I’m doing with Ethan. He lets it burn to his fingertips before mouthing the word ouch, then drops it to the ground. He raises his eyebrows and I nod. Yeah, that’s it.

			“Brrrr, it’s so chilly out there!” He slides back into the booth. “How long does it take?”

			“With Amanda and Will, it happened before I got back from the bleachers. So pretty fast, I guess?”

			We wait. Ten minutes goes by. Kelly is super busy delivering meals. Big Dave is super busy barking at her that orders are up. I’m not going to lie—anxiety is twining through my body and I don’t know if it’s because I want the spell to work or I don’t. 

			It’s more than ten minutes later when Kelly finally whips into the back and out of sight.

			“Crap!” Ethan jumps out of his seat so he can see through the large pass-through window where Big Dave puts the plates of food. 

			I get up, too, just in time to see Kelly move past Dave, their bodies brushing against each other. 

			I hold my breath. Ethan takes my hand and squeezes. Big Dave grunts something, then turns and him and Kelly are front to front and staring into each other’s eyes like they’ve never seen each other before.

			“Oh…my…” Ethan whispers. 

			It’s like we can feel the chemistry ignite. It’s heavy in the air around us. I feel the goose bumps rise on Ethan’s arm and I shiver as anticipation swells inside of me. 

			Dave leans down and kisses Kelly at the same time that he wraps his arms around her waist and pulls her up and into him. She’s got her hand in his hair and her legs wrapped around his hips a second after that. She lets out a half sigh, half moan.

			Ethan yanks me closer to him, his eyes as bright as Christmas lights and his body vibrating like my phone on silent. “Do me next!”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Ethan doesn’t want a love spell, or a crush spell. He wants a friendship spell so he can get an invite to Malcolm’s party. 

			“Cause, let’s be honest, I might be totally into him, but I don’t think Malcolm swings that way.” Ethan shrugs. “I mean, I could be wrong, and happily so, but I’m pretty sure he’s into girls.”

			I nod, pen in hand, trying to figure out how to work the thing so it doesn’t create a passion-fest like what’s going on in the back of the restaurant every time Kelly leaves the front. 

			It’s a little freaky how well the spell is working. I don’t want to believe it, but the proof is right there in front of me. What are the odds a third random couple I wrote a spell for was already on the verge of getting together?

			Zero. Zero odds.

			“I thought you were against doing all this. Now you’re all in.” 

			Ethan shakes his head. “I’m not asking for a marriage proposal, just an invite to a cool party. Friendship isn’t demanding like a romantic relationship is.” He taps his fingers on the table. “So make sure you’re doing this right. I don’t want Malcolm to do something he’s totally not into.”

			“You mean like Kelly and Big Dave?” I start to nibble on my thumb as I glance at the words I’ve already written.

			“Oh, please.” He waves his hand toward the back of the restaurant. “That was probably going to happen on its own. You just sped it up.” But even he looks a little skeptical. “If you were to ask me if I’m okay hooking up complete strangers, then my answer would be nope, no way. Can you imagine what your mom would think about all of this?” 

			“She can’t find out.” I nail him with a promise you won’t spill look. 

			He raises his hands and his expression screams, are you for real? “I’m not saying a word. If she finds out, it’ll be experiment city for you.” He pauses for a second. “It is pretty amazing, though. I mean, you’re able to make love spells work, Ro.”

			And still hard to believe. What is it about me that makes these spells work? My mom is into ghosts, but she’s never really tried anything with magic or spells involved. That I know of anyway. I brighten. “Hey, maybe it’s not just me. You should try writing one, see what happens.”

			But Ethan is already shaking his head emphatically. “Oh no, nuh-uh. I’m not taking responsibility for impacting someone’s life like that.” He waves at the pen and paper in front of us. “Sorry. This is all on you, my friend.”

			I scowl at him. 

			Ethan reaches over and covers my hand with his. “It’s super cool, Ro. Freaky, too, I’m not going to lie, but you’re making magic work somehow so that’s kinda awesome.”

			It still doesn’t sit right. The spells I’ve written so far—there has to be a reason they worked. I can’t just be pulling feelings out of nowhere. Maybe Amanda and Will did like each other. And Mel and Andrew had met before so there was already some kind of connection. Big Dave and Kelly, too. Their hookup was bound to happen…maybe not at work like this, but still… “Well, I guess we’ll see what happens next.”

			Ethan taps the paper. “You’re going to make sure I get an invite to that party. That’s what happens next.”

			I purse my lips and get back to working on the spell. I’ve abandoned the rhyming scheme because it’s almost impossible to find a word that rhymes with platonic. I tweak one last line. “Here.” I shift the paper toward Ethan.

			He reads it silently, a slow smile creeping on his face. “So, what do I do with it?”

			“With this version, because you’re casting it, all you need to do is read it, light some white candles, and then burn it. That’s what Mel did.”

			Ethan folds the paper before slipping it into his jacket pocket. “Sounds easy.” 

			“You kids ready to pay your bill?” Kelly slaps our bill down on the table. Her face is flushed and her hair is kinda a mess. “We’re closing up early tonight.”

			Ethan and I look at each other as she walks to the next table and does the same thing. Maybe the spell is working too well. 

			We burst out laughing.

			… 

			By the next day, word has spread. It’s quiet whispers, spurred on by Abby more than anyone else. The way Will and Amanda can’t keep their hands off of each other is certainly helping her cause. She’s got us an informal line-up of customers, aka her friends, many of them wanting dates for the big party tonight. We’re charging ten dollars a spell. Pure profit for us…er…for Mr. Tremmel’s charity. I mean, it’s not exactly brain intensive for me. I’ve been copying a variation of the same spell over and over again, just swapping out names for each new pairing. 

			Mel is glowing—like, the smile hasn’t left her face since she walked into the library where our marketing/economics classes are once again united. “Andrew and I will swing by Malcolm’s party later. He’s picking me up in his Porsche! Can you believe it? And we’re going out for dinner at his parents’ country club!” 

			Abby gives her a hug. “That’s so awesome!” She looks over her shoulder at me and winks. “Another satisfied customer.”

			Mel takes the cue and turns to face the growing crowd. “That’s right, I am! Got my dream guy taking me out tonight!”

			A group of girls from a nearby table huddle their heads together for a minute after hearing Mel’s testimonial then they get up all at once and make their way over, ten-dollar bills in hand.

			I sigh. It’d be nice if Abby wrote out a spell or two. My hand is cramping, and I’m still not convinced it has to be me.

			“Oh, Mr. Tremmel!” Abby calls. “Just the teacher I need to speak to. I have our business plan here. Can you look it over?” 

			And that’s when I remember her primary job: keeping Mr. Tremmel busy. We’re technically not supposed to be running our business yet. We still have today in the library for research. Our proposal has to be approved and then the big marketing/economics fair happens over a two-week period. We’ve got plans to get some props and decorations for our “booth,” which will cut into our profits a bit, but Abby says she has it under control. We’ll be up and running officially by Monday and then we can really start making money for Abby’s bribe…I mean…to save a bunch of stray cats or whatever, and hopefully get her a glowing reference letter. 

			One of the girls waiting for me to finish her spell leans in to peek at what I’m writing. “You sure this will work?” 

			“So far the spells seem to be working, but there’s no guarantee. This is all for fun anyway.” I try to sound like this is no big deal because: 1) Nothing has been proven that couldn’t have happened on its own or with help from Abby; 2) I find it hard to believe that there’s something super special about me that makes it possible for these spells to actually work because I wrote them. The odds of that are astronomically unlikely; and 3) So far in my strange life, there’s always a logical explanation for weird things that happen. I just haven’t figured this one out yet. 

			“It’s pretty cool, you know that right?” She motions her friend closer and they both lean in, crowding me at my little work station. I want to move back but there’s nowhere for me to go so instead I keep my eyes on my notebook and my hair shielding my face. Maybe if I can’t see them they’ll go away so I can write in peace. 

			“Really super cool that you can make spells work.” 

			No such luck. I try for an exasperated expression when I look up at her through my hair and tap my pen aggressively on the paper. 

			“We practice Wicca and we’ve never had any spell we’ve tried work and we’ve tried a bunch. Love spells, too. Some from that book you’ve got. Raven Heart Press, right?” 

			The strangest sensation rolls over me. “Yeah. They didn’t work for you?”

			The girl with her shakes her head like this is a totally normal conversation to have. “We’ve tried that exact spell a million times and nothing. How do you do it? Is there a secret or something?”

			A lump the size of one of Ethan’s cookies lodges itself in my throat. 

			Not only does this girl believe that the spells work, she believes that the spells work because I’m writing them. Is she right?

			I blink slowly. She’s waiting for an answer. I force the lump down and it slides like lead to my stomach, plopping there with a weight that I know means something probably bad. 

			Think logically, Rowan. You’ve seen this before. Maybe not outside of my house, or aside from my mom’s many fans, but I have experienced this kind of delusion before. Stick to the tried and tested defense.

			Indulge. Deflect. If possible, escape.

			“No secret that I know of. It’s probably just a fluke or something. I should really get back to my work, though. I’ve got a line up.” 

			Good answer. I’ve indulged. I’ve deflected. Now I need to escape. 

			“Have you tried any other kinds of spells? Maybe we could show you—”

			My phone buzzes with an incoming text. Escape! No matter what this text says, it’s my excuse out of this conversation. I hold my finger up to the girls and turn away so I can check it. 

			You love reading, right? 

			Such a simple question, nothing romantic or suggestive about it, and yet I can feel my mood lighten up and all the tension from seconds before evaporates. 

			Luca doesn’t wait for me to respond. 

			I’m staring at a copy of Moby Dick and I don’t know if it’s a bad idea to read it. Mr. Thomas says it’s a must read. Top one-hundred must reads or something. I have my doubts. Help?

			Where are u?

			Behind you, with the books. Lost, lonely, looking for help 

			I smile and melt all at the same time. “Five-minute break.” I announce to the two witchy girls. “I’ll be back.” I pause, then add, “Don’t follow me.” Because if this is anything like my mom and her fans, they would.

			I put my phone in my pocket and slip into the stacks where the fiction section is. I love this part of the library because it’s got comfy couches and beanbag chairs, the lighting is lower and there are little reading lamps here and there. It’s also, usually and sadly, empty.

			I barely make it around the first shelving unit when I almost run directly into Luca. Again.

			“Hey.” His voice is husky, deep, and quiet. He’s got a book in his hand and he does look a little lost.

			“I don’t think you’re going to want to read that one,” I say as I take the book from his hand. Our fingers brush and I feel an electric pulse that makes me want to touch him more. Instead I reach past him and put it back. “It’s about a whale and a whale hunter and it’s not exactly thrilling.”

			He grins, brushes his hair out of his face. He’s wearing a blue knit sweater that really brings out his eyes, even in the muted light. Better yet, he’s close enough for me to catch a bit of his spicy scent that makes me want to cuddle with him in one of the beanbag chairs. 

			Maybe there will be beanbag chairs at Malcolm’s party.

			I walk down another aisle, trying to keep Luca from reading my cinnamon roll thoughts. “You like thrillers, right?”

			“Yeah.” He’s right behind me, so close that I can feel him there. “What do you like to eat?”

			He puts his hand on my lower back. Just a light touch but it’s loaded with sparks that make me shiver. The change of subject surprises me. Not because I’ve forgotten our date but because I’ve been wondering what exactly the night will look like. Will he want to go somewhere fancy? Will I have to know what forks and spoons to use? Mel might be super excited to go to some country club but I’d be nervous as heck if I were her. Lots of expectation there. “Um…anything but sushi, I guess.”

			He makes a positive sound. “No raw fish. Yeah, I’m kinda with you on that.”

			I smile—well, if I’m going to be honest, I’m beaming—but I’ve got my back to him as I’m pulling one of my favorite books from the shelf so he can’t see what a fool I am. 

			“Pizza?”

			“Pizza’s good.” Very casual. No need to use any forks at all. I get my out-of-control smile back to something more normal before I turn around with the book. But he’s right there, so close that I’m practically up against the bookshelf and he’s leaning into me.

			“Nice outfit.” He lifts his arm and leans against the shelf so that he’s even closer to me, his body almost touching every part of mine.

			I flush, feeling the heat rise along with a full body vibration that threatens to make my knees buckle. I mean, he’s so close to me…close enough to kiss me if he wanted to.

			“It’s nothing special.” I mean seriously, I’m wearing jeans and a sweater. Thank goodness I listened to Abby and got something sexier to wear tonight, though. Which, once again, makes me wonder what the plans are for tonight. We’re going for pizza, and then to Malcolm’s party, then what?

			He lifts his other hand and brushes the hair from the side of my face. “Your skin always looks so soft.”

			His lips look so soft. I mean…I blink…pull my eyes away from his mouth, which is so close to mine right now. “It is…soft…I, uh…I moisturize.” 

			What the… I moisturize? 

			He brushes his thumb along my jaw and I’m locked into his eyes. They’re so pretty, framed by his dark lashes, I think I could stare at him all day and never get tired of it. There’s a song about ocean eyes that I like and that’s what he’s got. Eyes you can drown in.

			He moves closer. The book comes between us. The back of my hand rests against the wall of his chest.

			My breath catches.

			“Rowan, we have customers. Oh—” Abby’s face appears at the end of the aisle looking frazzled. “Sorry to, um…interrupt.” She disappears again and I can hear her laughing as she moves away.

			Moment. Effectively. Killed.

			Luca sucks in a deep breath as he wraps his hand around the book before pulling away. “What’s this one about?” 

			I suck in a shaky breath. Freaking Abby. “It’s the first book in a pretty awesome series about a detective who is being toyed with by a serial killer named Silva. He’s obsessed, so is she. It’s pretty awesome.” I try to keep my voice steady even though I’m still high from our almost kiss. “It’s one of my favorite books.”  

			“The Hunt.” He flips the book over. “Cool.” He takes another step back. “I’ll pick you up at nine.”

			He starts to walk away but then turns back. “Should I come in? Meet your mom?”

			Ah, crap. I haven’t even said anything to my mom about the date or the night out. This takes some quick thinking. “Um…no…actually. Can you pick me up at Ethan’s instead of my house?”

			“Ethan’s?”

			I flush. “Yeah, I…uh…my mom has a film crew at the house tonight so I need to be invisible. Better if I’m just not home.” Not a total lie. Zach and her are filming auras or something tonight.

			“A film crew?” His eyes light up. “That’s totally cool.” He nods. “Sure, text me Ethan’s address and I’ll get you there.”

			He pauses again, then moves in close, so close that my body is pressed against his again, and his lips brush my ear. “But he’s not coming with us,” he whispers. “I get you all to myself, right?”

			I shiver, my body doing…things. Like weird melty, jolty, goose bump, scalp tingling, eye blinking things. “Right,” I croak.

			His hand is on my hip and he’s pulling me closer to his body somehow. All I can smell is him. I don’t know what to do with my hands, or my mouth. I think my brain has fizzled out completely. 

			“At least until we get to the party.” He pulls back from me again. “I’ll see you at nine.”

			And then he’s gone and I don’t think my legs are going to work properly anytime soon.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Mom doesn’t even blink an eye when I tell her I’m going to stay over at Ethan’s. She’s having a rare evening of relaxation before her aura filming later with Zach. Another witching hour project, apparently. There’s a bunch of people coming over for her to record their auras for analysis. At midnight. For now, though, she’s opened a bottle of wine and is sipping away as she catches up on some episodes of one of the ghost hunting shows she enjoys helpfully critiquing. 

			“Have fun over there,” she calls out as I open the front door. “You guys can come back here if you’re feeling like you need some adult supervision.” She laughs at her own joke. “We’ll see what your auras are up to these days.”

			That’s gonna be a big fat nope for me. “We’ll be fine. And my aura isn’t photogenic at all. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

			“Okay, sweetie, love you.”

			“Love you, too, Mom.” And yeah, okay, I do feel a twinge of guilt for not telling her that I’m going on a date or that I’m going to a party. Neither of those things I think she’d be particularly strict about but I don’t want to deal with a lecture when my nerves are already frayed. I just know she’d find a way to turn it into something weird. I want normal tonight for once.

			Ethan is already in full-on makeup mode when I get to his place. “Dad left for a shift, but he made some burgers if you want some.” 

			“Um, I’ll pass.” I know Ethan got an invite for the party. I’m just not sure how it all rolled out. “So, how was Malcolm acting when he told you to come?”

			Ethan glances at me in the mirror. He just finished putting on his fake lashes, standard black but super long. Like he needs them, ugh. He flutters them to test them out. “Oh, you know, like he’d die if I didn’t come.” Ethan smiles wickedly. “He was all over me, actually. Made me think you slipped something else in that spell of yours.”

			“Really?” I pull my outfit out of the bags. 

			“Not that I minded.” He winks. “Whoa, that’s some halter!”

			I pulled out the panties and hold up the bra. “Abby said I’ll need these.”

			Ethan quirks an eyebrow, still looking at me in the mirror. “Well, let’s see them on.”

			I sigh but do as he says. I’m not one for getting all fancy but I’m not gonna lie, putting on a bra that fits properly with some silky panties to match does make me feel like tonight is going to be special.

			“Hot mama!” Ethan whistles when I come out of the restroom. 

			Abby is right, the bra lifts my boobs in a way that makes them look perky and my waist and hips are kind of hourglass shaped so I don’t feel so disproportioned. 

			“Turn around.” 

			I do a little spin, holding my hands up like I’m some kind of performer showcasing my talents.

			“Ro, you look hot!” He yanks the tag off of my panties with a quick swipe. “I mean, I know you’re no virgin, but sweetheart, you are definitely going to get some amazing Luca action if he catches sight of you in those.”

			I had a boyfriend, Rylie, last year but he moved away in the summer and since then I just haven’t really been too interested in seeking out someone else. No one is like Rylie. He’s a giant geek, loves playing around on his computer, is big into video games and yeah, my first sexual anything. Nothing between Rylie and I had ever been super sensual, not like things between me and Luca have already been. I mean, usually it was me initiating things with Ry. He wasn’t exactly the type of guy to turn on the heat. Really, the only time we talked was when we were both playing online and then it was more banter about the game than anything else. Luca talks to me like I’m a person worth getting to know and he sees me, not just because of how weird I am, either. I’m looking forward to spending some time with him alone tonight before the party.

			“Let’s see the outfit on.” Ethan motions to the pile of clothes on his bed. 

			I manage to get the jeans on and done up, then the halter, which Ethan has to help me untangle because I somehow get it rolled up under my arms and the damn thing is so super tight that it’s hard to get over my boobs. 

			“There,” I say, out of breath and laughing. I smooth my hands over the halter. It’s black, it pushes my boobs up, and gives me the greatest looking cleavage ever.

			“Yep, you’re hot. Luca is going to die.” Ethan motions to his makeup table. “You want a bit of a touch up? Some lip gloss?”

			I glance at my reflection and smile. I do look hot. “Okay, but nothing crazy.”

			“Promise.” Ethan claps his hands with glee. “And your hair? I can do something with it, too, right?”

			“I guess so,” I say before sitting down at his makeup table. “I was just going to put it in a ponytail.”

			“Ha ha, right.” He parts my hair in the middle and pushes it over my shoulders so that it covers my boobs. “It’s got to go up, for sure. He needs easy access to your creamy skin.” Ethan trails his fingers up the side of my neck. “And he needs to see your giant boobs!” 

			“Shut up, you perv!” I smack his hand away but I can’t stop laughing. The night seems perfect already and it hasn’t even started.

			“I’m totally jealous that Abby and Mel convinced you to finally try something new on, but damn girl, she picked the perfect outfit for you.” He runs a brush through my hair. “I mean, it makes you wonder what happened to Abby’s wardrobe.”

			“She’s pushy and annoying but kind of brilliant, too.”

			“Um, no she’s not.” Ethan tugs at my tangles. 

			“Well, it was her idea to try out these love spells. And we’re making a profit already. Mr. Tremmel approved our business proposal today.” It was a lesson in coercion watching Abby convince him to let us run with the love spell booth because, of course, he wasn’t too keen on our idea, just like Ethan predicted. “She started by telling him about National Lover’s Day and Take a Chance Day. He didn’t seem overly impressed that she was pushing two obscure holidays on him so then she hit him with the good stuff.” I pause. 

			“The anticipation is killing me.” Ethan picks up a chunk of hair and starts braiding it.

			“Abby told him that the love spells were my idea and that considering who my mom is, she didn’t want him to come off as insensitive. You know, unless he’s saying that my mom is a scam artist as well.” I laugh a little. “He got all awkward and said that we could go ahead so there’s nothing stopping us from killing this project. We’re totally going to get As.”

			Ethan stops what he’s doing and stares at me in the mirror.

			“What?” I’m thinking I must have something stuck in my teeth with the way he’s looking at me.

			“That’s what I don’t get about you, Ro.” Ethan pulls the other side of my hair back and up, twisting it this way and that. “You work so hard to get these amazing grades, but you aren’t planning on going anywhere.”

			Same old conversation. The smile slips from my face. “I can’t leave Mom.”

			“She’s expecting you to leave. With me.” Ethan grabs a clip from the table. “I heard her talking to your dad the other day—that’s what she was saying. She expects you to apply to college and leave.”

			“She’s always saying that kind of thing to him.” To the walls. To the chairs. “It’s just a passive aggressive way to get me to do what she wants.” Sometimes I pity her because she honestly thinks she’s talking to my dad. Other times I’m annoyed. Like right now.

			“Well, I agree with her. You should be coming with me. New York, baby! We’ll rule that place.” 

			Ethan has dreamt about moving to New York for as long as I can remember. He wants to be immersed in the lifestyle there, which I will admit, is probably more in line with his personality than here. His dream is to take his makeup skills into the special effects territory, maybe get into period costuming or something. He hasn’t settled on a school yet, but he knows it’ll be one of the many that offer that kind of training in New York. 

			And the people there will definitely be more open-minded, which in the past was appealing to both of us. I thought I wanted to escape, go somewhere where no one knew who my mom was. But that was before I realized how messed up she was getting.

			“She thinks she wants me to go, but could you imagine how things will get if I leave her?” I wave my hands around. “She’s likely to let some psychic move into the place or set up some kind of past-life regression commune, maybe start giving tours of the house to the public. While I’m living in the house, she needs to keep things somewhat normal.”

			“Ro, there’s nothing normal about your living arrangement.” Ethan laughs. “Anyway, I’ve got time to convince you.” He leans down so he can whisper into my ear. “And I will convince you because this place is Nowhere Land and we’re destined for greater things.”

			“No, you’re destined for that.” I’m destined to manage my mom’s fan mail and keep her life somewhat rooted in reality. If I don’t, I’ll lose her, too. 

			All the same, I let my mind wander to what life in New York would be like for us if I didn’t have that self-imposed responsibility. Maybe I’d be able to get a job at a cool bookstore or at a chic café part-time while I attend my psych classes at New York University, or maybe even Columbia. I’d learn all the things I’d need to know to understand my mom better. Maybe I’d figure out how to help her let Dad go and move on with her life. 

			Ethan would be doing all the fabulous things he’s always wanted to do. He’d charm his way onto the set of an old timey Broadway show and start apprenticing with a costumer or maybe make connections on a TV show set in the Disco Era so he could immerse himself in bell bottoms and funky facial hair. Or maybe we’d both work at some fancy restaurant. I’d wait tables and he’d work as a sous chef. Celebrities would come in and be amazed by Ethan’s culinary skills, then he’d get discovered and his future would roll out even more fantastically than we imagined. We’d live in a tiny little apartment where we’d have to sleep in the same room as we cooked and ate. 

			We’d always imagined hanging out in Central Park with our Chai lattes, watching all of the New Yorkers go about their days. 

			I imagine us there, our lattes wafting their spicy deliciousness, our hands warming against our cups from the cooler fall temperatures. Ethan would be sitting next to me on a park bench and he’d be pointing out all the outfits that were influenced by other eras or telling me what would have been worn way back when. I’d be people watching, too, but paying attention to body language and facial expressions, trying to psychoanalyze how a person’s day was going based on what their expressions and gestures were saying. 

			I can picture it and it makes me smile because Ethan has been talking about the idea of moving to New York for forever and he’s envisioned exactly what our lives would be like. I’m thinking about that park bench and all the beautiful people we’d see walking when all of a sudden a familiar face pops up in the crowd. Luca walks toward me and I realize I’m sitting alone on the bench. Ethan has vanished. My heart wallops so hard that I have to touch my chest to make sure it isn’t showing. Luca smiles and all I want to do is sit with him on that bench, holding his hand and talking until the sun goes down and we’re freezing but neither of us wants to leave because the moment feels too perfect to risk losing it.

			“There, what do you think?” 

			I snap out of my daydream.

			He picks up a smaller mirror and holds it up so I can see what he’s done.

			Somehow, he managed to braid my hair into intricate twists and turns that looks magazine worthy and so chic. “I love it!” And he’s right—with my hair up my neck looks long and elegant.

			“Luca is gonna be all over you.” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Use protection. That guy probably gets around.”

			“Geez, Ethan, come on. We’re not going to have sex tonight.” Ethan’s comment about Luca getting around bothers me, though. I mean, I don’t know a lot about him but I never saw him chasing after girls the way I see the other guys do. And even though Luca’s super skilled at making my mind and body short circuit, I just don’t get the vibe that this is a hookup. “I don’t think Luca is like the rest of his friends.” 

			“He’s not, you’re right.” He reaches past me so he can grab one of his makeup brushes and a palette. Ethan squints before selecting a color for me. “He’s pretty serious, quiet, different from the other guys. But he’s still one of them.” He puts some shadow on me and I have to wonder if he’s really going to go easy or if I’m going to look like him once he’s done with me. “Rumor is that he was dating a girl from another school and it was pretty serious.”

			Something heavy settles around my mood. Okay, I didn’t know that. “I guess that’s why he never seemed interested in anyone at Fern.”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			“What happened?” I should know, right? Whether I’m some kind of rebound date or something?

			“She dumped him.” Ethan sucks his lips in before picking up some false lashes. 

			“Um, no.” I wave away the lashes. “I find it hard to believe that someone dumped Luca.”

			With a sigh he puts them back down, then grabs his mascara. “Well, she did. Broke his heart. But I guess she was only interested in him when he was a superstar athlete. Now that he’s not, well, I guess his value has diminished.”

			“That’s really sad, actually.” What kind of girl dumps a seemingly really nice guy just because he can’t play sports anymore? A shallow one, I guess. I try not to move as Ethan brings the mascara wand over and over again to my lashes. I’m terrified that he’s going to poke my eye out and I hold my breath the entire time.

			“You can breathe, Ro, I’m done with your eyes.” 

			I let my held breath out with an exaggerated whoosh. “Thank God,” I joke. “Who’d you get the information about Luca from?”

			He sticks his tongue out, then puts the finishing touches on my face with a dab or two of lip gloss. “Malcolm told me.” He holds the mirror up again. “Like I said, he was dying for me to come to his party. Spent all fifth period talking my head off.”

			“Really? I honestly didn’t think the spell would work. In general, but also because I had to change it up to a platonic thing. Maybe he’s into boys after all.”

			“Maybe.” Ethan shrugs but I can tell that he’s been thinking the same thing because his eyes are practically sparkling. “Now, will you look in the mirror and tell me what you think?”

			My eyes look smoky, but it’s subtle and my lips are plump and glossy. “Wow, I look good!”

			“You do look good.” Ethan gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Just don’t get any ideas about making Luca Russo fall in love with you. The last thing I need is another thing keeping you in this hellish nowhere town.”

			“Luca isn’t leaving?” I guess not if he’s doing an apprenticeship. 

			“Nope. He’s going to stay here, probably get fat, find some local girl to settle down with, have a bunch of kids…you know, normal crap.”

			The heavy weight on my mood lifts at the idea of normal. “Well, no way I’d be able to keep a guy like Luca anyway. Especially if I’m a rebound date.”

			Ethan pulls me up so I can look at myself in the full-length mirror. “With the way you look tonight, a guy like Luca is going to be drooling so hard that he’s never gonna want to let you go.”

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			When Luca rings the doorbell, I’m jittering like I’ve had way too many energy drinks. I stand up, then sit down. Should I answer the door? Should Ethan? The doorbell rings again. I get up. Of course I should answer the door. I touch my hair. Smooth out my halter. Take a deep breath, then let it explode out. Will Luca like how I look? Will he kiss me? Gosh I hope he kisses me. 

			I open the door. The porch light shines on him like he’s some kind of god or something. “Hi!”

			His eyes saunter all the way down my body, then back up again, leaving a trail of heat the entire way. His eyes are wide when he meets mine once again. “You look amazing.” 

			I beam. His smile pumps me full of confidence, and all the anxiety that’s going haywire in my body settles. “Thanks!”

			I grab my coat and reluctantly put it on, because it, for sure, does not look amazing. I should have at least thought about washing it. The nights are, unfortunately, still cold enough to make a coat necessary.

			As I step outside and close the door behind me, he offers his hand and I kind of stare at it for a second, thinking that he wants to shake but then I realize no, silly, he wants to hold your hand. My smile gets wider, if that’s possible, and I slip my hand in his. 

			“I made a reservation for us.”

			His hand is warm and firm and so much bigger than mine. “At a pizza restaurant?” I feel like I’m walking in a daze. Is this really happening?

			He laughs. “It’s a special kind of pizza place.”

			Luca drives a truck. Nothing fancy or new, but the truck is clean and in good shape. I can tell he takes care of it. He opens the door for me and I get a fresh wave of giddiness. “Thanks.” I smile up at him. His eyes have crinkles around them which, my mom says is always a sign that someone is truly happy. His smile matches mine, like he’s just as happy as I am that we’re together right now.

			“You really look great tonight, Rowan.” He leans down and kisses my cheek. 

			It’s so sweet, so charming that I want to kiss him back, like really kiss him. I’m dying to, actually. “So do you.” And he does. He’s wearing black jeans and his jacket is open to reveal a button up dress shirt, black as well. It isn’t super formal but it does make him look different from when he’s at school or, alternatively, working at my house in a tank top.

			“I started reading that book you picked for me,” he says once he’s seated and we’re both buckled in. “It’s good so far.”

			“Glad you like it.” Since Ethan lives across the street and down the road, we have to drive past my house to get anywhere. The lights are on in the front room so I know Mom has finished watching her ghost shows. She can usually only handle sitting through one or two episodes before she gets too exasperated by the “human made non-ghostly nonsense” that goes on. Her assistant, Zach, might be there with her by now, using his different equipment to see if anything or anyone shows up. Or maybe she’s alone. Sitting there, talking to Dad, expecting him to talk back. I lower my eyes and shake my head. 

			“Your house looks so cool this time of year.” 

			I agree, it does. With the rain the way it’s been, the black wood of the house is perpetually wet which makes it stand out even more. We take up the whole corner of the street. One side is turret-like with round rooms going up three floors. That’s where Mom is sitting. My bedroom is above that.

			Luca’s craning his neck—checking out the highest peak. “Is that attic space finished?”

			“Yeah, but it needs updating in the worst way.” Smells like mold and mildew and dust. “I wanted to take it as my bedroom when we first moved in but it’s pretty cut off from the rest of the house and I was only seven. Mom didn’t like that idea.”

			“I wouldn’t mind getting a look at the space. Maybe I could help you fix it up this summer when I’m done with my apprenticeship. Make it a space for you to hang out.”

			“That would be cool.” Did he just say this summer? Like, he’s planning a future of doing things together? If I could levitate, my head would be hitting the roof right now. It’s totally awesome that he’s thinking as if this isn’t a one and only date for us. “What happens after your apprenticeship? Did you apply to any schools?” This might be a trick question, since I know what I know, but I want to see how he responds. 

			He doesn’t flinch or look upset. He just shrugs, then shifts his eyes away from my house and back to the road ahead. “Yeah, this apprenticeship is just to keep my dad off my back. I registered for an electrician program. It starts in July.”

			“And football…”

			“That’s done.” He taps his head. “Took too many hits up here.” He smiles and like a blast from the sun, it warms me, but all that heat dissolves when he adds, “One more could kill me.”

			“I’m sorry.” And I mean it. I can imagine how awful it must be to have your dreams yanked away from you, but I’m grateful, too, because I wouldn’t want Luca to die because of a sport.

			“It’s okay.” He reaches over and entwines his fingers with mine. “Football was a fluke, just a thing I was good at. I’m good at other things, too. And I like working with my hands.”

			“Is your dad an electrician?” I like the feel of his fingers wrapped around mine. I like how at ease he is and how he can drive with one hand and make it look like it’s no big deal. I don’t even have my license yet so anyone with a comfort level behind the wheel seems very sophisticated to me.

			“Nope. My dad works in sales. My granddad was a carpenter, though. Always let me work in his shop when I was younger.” He pauses. “I know what people are saying. That I’m making a mistake. That I’m ruining my life.” 

			Are people saying that? Abby acted like she understood but maybe his team isn’t being totally cool about it. Maybe other people aren’t, either. Not like I’m plugged in to the gossip going around.

			“I know a lot of people think I’m getting myself stuck in this town and I’ll end up being a loser with no direction, but I have a plan.”

			“More than becoming an electrician?”

			“I’m going to open my own business, build an empire.” His laugh is short and full of confidence. “You know how in demand the trades are?”

			I nod. I remember the speech we got from the career counselor last year. Trades are dying for young people. 

			“I’m making the right choice and I know I’ll be happy.” He tugs my hand a bit. “What about you? What plans do you have after next year?”

			“Not sure.”

			“You’re not itching to get out of here? Most of the people I talk to can’t wait to leave town.” He chuckles but it sounds a little awkward and it’s lacking the confidence he had moments ago.

			“No plans to leave town, no.” In my mind I’m jumping so far ahead that I’m scared to say anything more to Luca because I don’t want him to hear how pathetically hopeful I am. 

			If he stays here and I stay here, maybe we could stay here together.

			We pull up to a restaurant I’ve never been to before and would never guess was a pizza place. Renaldo’s. “This looks fancy.” My anxiety kicks into gear and I start to sweat. I resist the urge to chew on my much-abused fingers. Barely. I didn’t dress for a fancy place. 

			Luca lets go of my hand so he can park. “My uncle owns it. Called in a favor and got us a nice spot inside. Normally you need to make reservations six weeks in advance. The food is incredible. The pizza is the best you’ll ever eat.”

			“Sounds delicious.” If it’s family owned, maybe I won’t stick out with my jeans and halter top. 

			He puts his arm around me as we walk to the front door, then opens it for me and waves me forward. 

			“Luca! So great to see you!” A bubbly woman with dark hair and bright eyes comes to greet us. “Tommy said you booked a booth for two and I was wondering if you were bringing Shelley— Oh, hello.” She doesn’t miss a beat as her eyes land on me and sees that I am, in fact, not Shelley. “You must be Luca’s new girlfriend.”

			“Aunt Rose, this is Rowan Marshall. You probably know her mom—”

			“Oh my! Your mom is Dr. Marshall, isn’t she?” Aunt Rose pulls me forward so she can kiss both of my cheeks. “I love her books! She’s such a smart lady. I’ve always wanted to sign up for one of her past-life regression workshops but I keep missing them.”

			“Well, she has one coming up in a few weeks. I think there’s still some spots available.” I shuffle my feet a bit and clasp my hands together, not sure what to do with myself now that all eyes are on me. Mom is good at this kind of thing, me not so much.

			“Oh, really? Well, I’m going to sign up then!” She ushers us over to a booth that’s near the back of the restaurant. “Here you two go, best seats in the house! I’ll get Nancy to come by and take your order.”

			“Thanks, Aunt Rose.” 

			Luca and I take our seats and Aunt Rose leaves, and with her goes the easy conversation that Luca and I had in the truck. Shelley must have been the girlfriend that broke his heart. I want to ask about her but, actually, maybe I don’t. I also want to ask other questions like, why didn’t he correct his aunt when she said I was his new girlfriend? I mean, this is date number one, we aren’t together yet, are we? Not that I’d mind being his girlfriend, but still. We barely know each other. 

			“I was homeschooled until ninth grade,” Luca blurts, pulling me out of my thoughts. “All of the kids in my family are.”

			I nod. “Cool.” I don’t know a ton about homeschooling. I mean, I’ve heard the jokes and whatnot but my mom looked into it just before we came to Youngstown and for a while she was leaning toward keeping me up on my studies that way. I know the programming is rigorous. 

			“It’s a big community of people, actually.” He glances up sharply as a young woman approaches. “Hey, Nanc. Rowan, this is my cousin Nancy. Nancy, Rowan.”

			“Hi guys!” Nancy smiles warmly. “Mom mentioned that you’d brought someone tonight.” Someone else is what she means. The way she says it makes me think that everyone on the planet was expecting Luca to show up with Shelley.

			I try to hide my wince but Luca sees it. His cheeks flush and the corners of his mouth droop, not quite a frown but enough to make me think that he’s regretting his decision to bring me here. 

			“Yeah, I told Rowan that you’ve got the best pizza in town.”

			“We do!” Nancy slips a menu in front of me. “What do you like, Rowan?”

			“Um…I guess…pepperoni, mushrooms, extra cheese.”

			“We can do that. Normal crust or activated charcoal?”

			I look at Luca, my eyes wide. “Ahh…what’s that?”

			“It’s good, makes the crust light. It’s kind of their signature pizza crust. The charcoal makes the dough black.”

			Black pizza, totally Goth. My mom would love that. “Sure, okay, I’ll give it a try.”

			“Excellent choice. Luca, your usual?” Nancy takes the menu back.

			“Yeah, thanks.” 

			Nancy nods. “And drinks?”

			“Coke,” I say.

			“Same for me.”

			“Great, I’ll get that going for you.” She looks at me. “Nice to meet you, Rowan.”

			“You, too.”

			Once she’s gone, Luca leans forward. “I’m sorry.”

			“For what?”

			He smiles in a way that tells me he knows what I’m thinking. “I dated Shelley for a while. She meant a lot to my family.”

			I nod. My throat gets thick. I feel…well, I feel jealous, actually. 

			“She was part of the homeschooling community so everyone knew her.” He shakes his head. “I probably should have picked a different place for us to go tonight.” His smile fades and he looks upset again.

			“No, it’s okay.” I lean forward, too. “I get it.” Well, not really but he looks like he feels bad, so…

			“I wanted them to move on.” He grunts. “We broke up months ago and they just won’t let her go. I thought I’d bring you here so they could meet you, see that I’ve moved on.”

			So I am a rebound. I slump a bit in my seat. 

			“I always wanted to talk to you.” He reaches across the table and slides his fingers over the back of my hand. “You’re not like the other girls.”

			Compliment or…?

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at one of the games.”

			I bark a laugh. “Nope, you haven’t. That’s totally not my thing. No offense.”

			“It’s only my thing because I’m good at it…was good at it.” His smile fades again. “Shelley couldn’t understand my decision to leave the game. She thought I should stick it out to get the scholarships. Stop playing once I got my free ride.”

			“But you didn’t want to do that?”

			“No, I’d be lying. My doctor said he wouldn’t put my medical situation on my workup for the scholarships but it all seemed so wrong to me.”

			I nod. 

			“So I said no. Walked away from that money. Shelley didn’t like it.”

			It does seem a little unreal that he’d give up a free ride like that. “And your family?”

			He looks around. “They understand. They would rather I’m healthy than dead.” He rubs the back of his neck like he’s got tension there, like he’d rather be doing anything other than talking about this right now. “But I think they were holding out on Shelley coming to her senses or something. She’s not going to change her mind and I’m over it.” He curls his hand over mine. “Like I said, I wanted to talk to you for a while now, but I couldn’t because I was in a relationship. I knew if we talked, it’d be more than just talking.”

			“Oh.” My body is all-aquiver once again. First of all, I respect his loyalty to Shelley and their relationship. It’s kind of a turn on, honestly. Second, is this for real? I’ve had a hard enough time believing he noticed me, and yet he’s saying there was more? 

			I feel like an Alice who’s just crash landed in a seriously upside-down Wonderland.

			“So…” He gives an awkward chuckle. “Maybe this isn’t the best first date ever, but I’ll make it up to you. I mean, if you’re interested in a second date…?” He smiles hopefully.

			The night has barely started, but holy heck yes I’m interested in a second date. The good has outweighed the bad by a mile so far. “Maybe I’ll pick the place next time.” 

			He laughs, visibly relieved. “Yeah, probably a good idea. Let’s eat and get out of here.”

			… 

			Okay, so the pizza was pretty damn good and looked cool as hell. The crust was black, which makes sense since it was made with actual charcoal. With the vivid red tomato sauce on top, well, it looked like it belonged at an Addams’ family dinner. It tasted like a normal pizza though, maybe a little lighter, not so doughy. I’m glad that Luca had the same thing because what I wasn’t expecting was all the black flecks that stuck to my teeth after we finished eating. After deciding we looked like pirates with missing teeth, we stopped at the restrooms and fixed ourselves up.

			Things weren’t weird after Luca filled me in on why they were weird in the first place. I get wanting your family to look at you differently. Sometimes I really wish Mom would accept that I’m not into her otherworldly stuff. I understand why she is, though. I wish I remembered my Dad. I have no memories of him, only things my mom has told me. Also, the videos. They took endless videos and so I feel like I know who my dad was, but it’s sad that I never really got a chance to know him for real. 

			Still, I don’t believe he’s a ghost or that he can hear my mom, or that his presence is in our house protecting us or whatever.

			I wish Mom would understand that. I’m tired of responding to her fan mail, and I’m not totally keen on the idea of having fan mail myself. Sometimes I just wish she was a normal mom with a normal mom kind of job. 

			I doubt bringing Luca home will change anything. She’ll forever be weird no matter how much normal I throw at her.

			And Luca is so very normal, and kind, and smart, and hot. 

			“We don’t have to go to the party you know,” Luca says as he looks out the front windshield. We’re parked near the end of the driveway at Malcolm’s house and it’s lit up like there’s a mega party going on, which of course, there is. 

			“It might be cool to check it out.” Ethan expects me to show up. He promised not to call or text incessantly as long as I touch base with him at the party. Abby expects me, too. Normally these things wouldn’t impact my decision but all of a sudden, having expectations to show up to a raging party…well, it feels good. Like I’m important. 

			And walking in there with Luca? Priceless.

			“Yeah, I guess I have to make an appearance anyway.” He laughs. “People are expecting me.”

			I smile at him. It’s like he’s reading my mind. 

			“I’d like everyone to see who my girlfriend is, too.” 

			He leans toward me. I lean toward him. 

			My heart flutters uncontrollably. Is he…are we…?

			He grips the back of my head—not hard, but with enough force that I know for certain we’re going to kiss. There’s a good chance the anticipation is going to give me a heart attack. I stare at his lips, wonder if my breath is disgusting, but then lose that thought completely when he does it…he kisses me…like really, really kisses me…and my body detonates like a glitter bomb. 

			Holy wow. Kissing has never felt like this. I don’t know if it’s Luca or some sort of chemical reaction that happens when we’re together, but I’m pretty sure kissing him is the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced. His free hand slides up my arm to the other side of my face, cupping my cheek like I might shatter in his palms, and I want to say screw the party and climb into his lap. But that would be too forward on our first date. I think.

			He moans a little against my lips and electricity zings through me. Or is it flames? I must be on fire. That’s what it feels like. All I know is I, Rowan Marshall, just made Luca Russo moan.

			When he pulls away, I realize I’ve been holding my breath. I gasp in some much-needed oxygen, then sigh, and I know my loopy smile must make me look drunk. 

			He sucks in a shaky breath. “Is that a yes?” he asks. His eyes are dark, like the sea after a storm, and his fingers are still wrapped around the back of my head. 

			“Yes?” I’m not sure what he’s talking about. My brain feels like it’s underwater. 

			“To being my girlfriend.” He gives me a nervous smile. “You know, officially or whatever.”

			“Oh, yes, of course!”

			His answering grin is something I may never forget for the rest of my life. Like this is the best day ever, but only because I said yes.

			“So, let’s go make an appearance and then find somewhere quiet to hide out.”

			Anticipation blasts through me. More kissing! There’s definitely going to be more kissing. “Okay.” 

			Malcolm’s house is massive. It sits at the top of a hill, at the end of a driveway that’s packed with cars. Every light appears to be on, the music pumps with a loud and heavy beat. People are dancing, drinking, laughing, playing games, and yes, also making out.

			Luca has been holding my hand as we walk up the driveway but now as we’re going inside, he drapes his arm over my shoulders and pulls me closer. I wrap my arm around his waist to keep my balance and we move together as he greets his many fans…I mean, friends. 

			“Hey, Luca! Nice of you to show up!” A burly Black guy with the coolest looking tiger tattoo on his massive forearm gives Luca a high five before turning to give me a once-over. 

			“This is Rowan,” Luca says, but the burly guy doesn’t care. He just hands us each a red plastic cup, then disappears. 

			Luca raises the cup to his nose, sniffs it, then grimaces. “Smells like stale beer.”

			I cringe and set the cup aside. “I’m not a fan.”

			“Agreed.” He sets his cup down next to mine and we keep moving. 

			The bodies in the room—and there are a lot of them, moving and thumping to the music—are creating quite the storm of heat. I tug myself away for a minute so I can take my coat off. 

			“Here, I’ll stash our stuff.” Luca looks around as he takes his coat off, too. 

			“I can’t believe I found you!” Ethan sidles up next me and slips his arm around my waist. “This party is totally sick!”

			I look up at him—way up—he’s got to be wearing six-inch heels, he’s so tall. My best friend is positively glowing…and I can’t stop staring. He’s somehow made his cheekbones pop with a silvery purple streak that fades the closer it gets to his gorgeous eyes. His lashes are tipped with shades of pink and his eye shadow is all black and gray. Add his silver, sparkling lips, slicked back hair, and baggy parachute pants, he looks like he belongs on the cover of a sci-fi book…set in a 90s rap video.

			I instantly love everything about it.

			“You”—I poke him in the chest—“look amazing. Seriously.”

			He gives me a smug grin. “I know.” 

			I crack up. I adore Ethan. 

			His eyes light up. “Hey. Malcolm just took me on a tour of the house. It’s got ten bedrooms, Ro! Ten!” 

			I absently wonder if they’ve found a use for them all. My mom and I don’t go in like half of the rooms in our house. I glance over my shoulder and watch Luca stash our jackets in some kind of utility closet.

			Ethan follows my gaze and squeezes my waist. “How the date going? You need a bail out or anything?” 

			“No, I’m having a perfect time so far.” And I totally am. It’s not just Ethan’s radiated excitement that has me feeling giddy right now. “Luca is a great guy.”

			Ethan grins above my head and removes himself from my side. My boyfriend—I inwardly giggle at the amazingness of the word—must be back. “Hey. Luca, right?” Luca extends a hand but Ethan waves it away and goes in for a hug. “It’s so good to meet you!”

			I wince a little, not sure how Luca will handle being bear-hugged by my best friend. He catches my eye over Ethan’s shoulder and smiles with eye crinkles and everything. That’s when I know Luca is more than just a great guy.

			“Whoa, Eth, give him some room.” I pry Ethan off.

			“Sorry, sorry!” He laughs as he pats Luca’s chest and then turns to give me a thumbs-up. “Holy muscles,” he mouths. “Well, I must be off to find a drink. Ro, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” Ethan kisses my cheek, then slips into the crowd and disappears. 

			“That’s Ethan, I take it?” Luca asks as he takes my hand. 

			“Yeah. He’s a little excited to be here.” 

			“Seems like it.” He smiles, and then we’re moving through the crowd. And the crowd does part for him, without him having to do much more than nod here and there. Everyone seems happy to see him. Lots of “Hey Luca!” and slaps on the back. A few hugs—some of them from girls. Luca is polite, but doesn’t linger in any one place. I’m looking for Ethan, trying to catch sight of him again, but it’s impossible. There’s got to be at least two hundred people here. 

			“There’s the man!” Another big guy greets us, this one I recognize from a class or two. 

			“Hey Arlo,” Luca says as he gives some kind of handshake shoulder bump thing. “This is Rowan.”

			“I know you,” Arlo says as he looks me up and down. “We’re in math together, aren’t we? You sit with that guy…er…what’s his name? Ethan something?”

			“Yep.” I know Arlo. He’s big and loud. He’s failed junior math twice and is always looking over my shoulder to check out my work. “You sit behind me I think.”

			“Right, yeah, you’re the girl who gets all the questions right.” Arlo turns back to Luca with a nudge. “Got yourself a smart one, huh?” He snorts as he takes a drink from his red cup. “So it’s official, eh? You’re out for real? Not even coming to practice anymore?”

			Luca stiffens a little, his grip on my hand gets tighter but only for a second and then the tension is gone. “Doctor’s orders. Have another drink, man.” He pats Arlo on the back before tugging me along once again. 

			“Ro!” I turn expecting to see Ethan but instead I find Abby pushing through the crowd to get to me. “Why don’t you have a drink?” Her cheeks are pink and her eyes glassy. She’s got this comical smile on her face that’s telling me the two drinks she’s fisting are not her first. 

			“Be right back.” Luca lets go of my hand and I glance over my shoulder to see him disappear into the crowd. 

			“Here take one of these.” She shoves one of her cups at me.

			I take it, look at the foamy yellow swill and hand it back. “I’ll get something else. I’m not much of a beer drinker.” 

			Abby’s still smiling as she shrugs and takes the beer back. “So, I’ve been telling everyone about our business.”

			Great. Hopefully no one asks me to write a spell tonight. 

			She leans closer to me, her breath smells rank, like garlic and alcohol. “Amanda and Will are here,” she slurs. “And they’ve been totally making out all night!”

			I pull back a bit to get some distance from her breath and raise my eyebrows. “Really?”

			“Yes! We totally hooked the right people up. I mean, think about it—those two would never have even spoken to each other if it wasn’t for our spell, and now they can’t keep their hands off one another. We’re geniuses. We’re going to make a killing!”

			It seems far-fetched that we’d be able to connect two random people and have it work out, but maybe Abby has some kind of weird sense about relationships or something. Or maybe it’s like Ethan said and they secretly had feelings for each other. Either way, I’d have never thought to pair them up. 

			“We’re doing these people favors with our prices so low.” She downs one of her cups. “We should think about a price increase.”

			“Right, good idea, I think—”

			“Abby!” A group of girls descend on us like a pack of wolves. All seniors. All beautiful. All more than a little drunk. I check over my shoulder for Luca but all I can see are people I don’t really know and I’m slapped with the reality that under normal circumstances I wouldn’t be here. 

			“Hey Eva,” Abby says as she and Eva do some fake cheek kissing. “I didn’t think you were going to be able to come. Didn’t your dad take your car away from you this week?”

			Eva rolls her eyes. “Yeah, he did.” She’s got a red cup in her hand and I swear, with the way she’s sloshing it around, it’s totally going to end up on my head. “But he’s out tonight on a big date so I got a ride.”

			“Hey, I know you,” one of the other girls says to me. Her eyes narrow and I’m totally sure she’s about to say something nasty, but instead, she says, “You’re that girl that lives in the cool old mansion on Baker street, right?”

			All of the girls zero in on me now. I feel the burn of my cheeks revving up for a full-on blush and I wish I had a cup or something in my hand so I could hide behind it. “Yep, that’s me.”

			Abby wraps her arm around my waist, which totally catches me off guard. “Girls, this is Rowan Marshall.”

			“Hey Rowan, I’m Bella.” She tips her red cup toward me. “I like your halter top. It looks hot!”

			“Thanks,” I mumble. 

			“Rowan Marshall…hey isn’t that the name of that lady who talks to ghosts or whatever? Dr. Marshall, the ghost hunter.” Eva’s eyes go super wide. “Wait a minute, I remember you! I saw you on TV around Halloween this year! You and your mom were talking about ghosts and stuff.”

			I clamp my mouth shut to keep myself from correcting the ghost hunter comment. Mom really hates it when people say that about her. She’s not hunting—she’s helping.

			“That is totally cool!” one of the other girls says, which is the exact opposite of what I’d expect a bunch of Abby’s friends to say.

			“Rowan is my economics partner. The one I’ve been talking to you about.” Abby makes a face and suddenly all of the girls clue in.

			“No way! You’re the one writing the spells?” Eva grips my arm. “So freakin’ cool! You must be just like your mom, right? All into magic and stuff. Abby told us all about the spells that are working. I’m totally going to need one of those.”

			“Me, too!” Bella says. “Mel told me what happened with that college guy. I’m convinced! I want a spell.”

			Abby smiles brightly. “There’s plenty of spells for everyone.” She shoots a look my way and I can practically see the dollar signs reflected in her eyes. “But not tonight.” She tips one of her red cups back and drains it to nothing. “Let’s get this party going!”

			“Hey, babe.” Del Anderson comes up next to Abby and slips his arm around her waist, hoisting her up so he can kiss her neck. He nods at me. “You’re Rowan, right?” Del has got to be at least 6’3” and next to Abby he looks like a giant. His skin is dark, his eyes a rich brown, and I swear, if he wasn’t the captain of the football team, I’d assume he was a pro-wrestler or something because he’s ripped.

			“Here.” Luca slips back to my side and passes me a bottle that’s cold. It’s some kind of rum cooler. Much preferable to warm beer. “Thanks.” I give it a try. Fruity. Not overly alcohol tasting.

			“Hey man, how’s it going?” Luca and Del do their shoulder bump thing and me and Abby almost collide as the guys move us along with them.

			“Missed you at practice today.” Del takes a gulp of his drink. “Coach says you’re out for the rest of the season.”

			“You knew I was headed there. Can’t take the chance of hitting my head again.”

			“Yeah, I just thought you’d show up.”

			“And stand by the sidelines? Nah, better to make a clean break. Start fresh.”

			Del nods his head up, then he looks me over. “Looks that way.”

			I get the distinct impression that he’s judging me and also referring to Shelley. I’d feel more insecure if Luca and I hadn’t already cleared the air where she was concerned. I mean, obviously everyone knew her, even Abby who’s suddenly looking everywhere but at me.

			A group of guys shout for Del. He nods, holds up his hand, then turns back to Luca. “One more team play? One for the road?” he says. “We’ve got the hot tub lined up.” 

			Hot tub?

			Abby’s smile widens and she leans closer to me. “Told you you’d end up flashing your underwear tonight.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			I’m not even drunk enough for this to make sense. I mean, seriously, here I am, being talked into stripping down to my underwear so I can join the freakin’ football team and their various girlfriends in this giant hot tub. 

			But I’m doing it…somehow. I know that in this moment, and maybe only in this moment, I’m one of the crowd. Abby acts like it’s totally cool for me to be standing next to her, and her friends, Bella and Eva, didn’t even bat an eye. No one expects me to back out. For the first time in my life, I fit in. I mean, sure, they’re using me for the spells they want me to write, but hey, no friendship is perfect, right? 

			Do I even want to be friends with these people? No. Yes. Maybe? I want to be more than friends with Luca so I guess I’m stuck hanging out with whoever he’s friends with.

			Luca tried to get us out of the hot tub idea. He attempted to make an excuse but the team wouldn’t hear it and it’s impossible to avoid the frenzy. The music, the booze, the unstoppable force that is peer pressure, when an entire football team is demanding you participate, you just do. I never knew such a world existed. It makes me wonder how Luca can walk away from his team. It seems like they aren’t the type to let someone go off and do anything for themselves.

			The guys all take their clothes off, right down to their underwear and I can feel the party crowd turn. Girls are gawking. Guys are staring. Everyone has to be drooling because these football boys are all hard bodies and defined muscles. Some have tattoos, some don’t, but all are undisputedly hot. 

			Ethan has been right all along. I’m enthralled. I flit my eyes over the group, then land on Luca who is just as buff, just as defined. He’s got abs on abs on abs and a trail of dark hair that goes right down to his boxers. He’s model material and here I am staring like I’ve never seen such a beautiful thing. Which, I guess, I haven’t. 

			Luca gives me a half smile and shrugs before slipping into the tub. It’s bubbling and steaming and he’s joking with his team. One of the guys. He fits in perfectly.

			Somebody turns on a new song. It’s a song that I know is supposed to be hot. It’s slow and has a heavy beat and suddenly the girls around me are moving their hips, urging me just by proximity to do the same. 

			I watch from the sidelines. Tights, leggings, pants, skirts all come off. I take a deep drink from my bottle. I can be one of the girls. No one questions why I’m here. In fact, Abby motions me to join them. 

			Join. Them. In. Stripping.

			The girls continue to dance. The guys are all cheering, hooting, hollering, catcalling.

			Luca and I lock eyes. He’s leaning forward. His hands are under the water. His eyes are saying something to me. You don’t have to do this, is what I think he’s trying to convey. Or maybe, please do this. 

			I down the rest of my drink before putting the bottle on a table, and then reach deep into the cave where my courage hibernates and coax it out.

			Then I yank my halter off, thank the universe that it doesn’t get snagged, and toss it to the side. Luca’s eyes go wide. I unbutton my jeans. His eyes drop to where my hands are. I slowly work my jeans over my hips, down my legs, bending so that my boobs are nearly falling out of my bra, never taking my eyes off Luca. I’m trying to be seductive. I know I’m being bold. I think it’s working.

			He gulps. I watch his Adam’s apple bob. I kick my jeans away, take my socks off, then follow the girls into the tub. 

			I have never done anything like this. Never thought about doing something like this. It’s liberating and amazing. 

			“There isn’t room for all of us,” one of the guys shouts. “Girls you have to sit on your man’s lap.” 

			Oh crap.

			Luca has his hands up, he’s reaching out to help me move closer to him. He’s got a space between him and Del, motioning for me to sit there. I look over my shoulder for a split second and see Ethan standing by the wall, leaning, lifting a drink to his lips, watching me. One eyebrow cocked, a sly smile there and gone. He has to have seen the whole thing. Me stripping. Me getting into the water. He raises his cup in salute, then downs whatever is in there.

			I smile. Okay, then—I’m doing it. 

			I turn back to Luca. He’s being jostled around in his attempt to save a space for me. I think about what Ethan would do, close my eyes for a second, and then slide onto Luca’s lap.

			Our skin is slippery and Luca immediately wraps his arms around my waist to keep me from floating away or sliding off. At first my boobs are practically pressed up under his chin and my hands are on his shoulders. It’s oddly up close and personal and I can’t help but think how this is so not me…but I want it to be. In the process of everyone getting settled, I’m turned around and my butt’s pressed firmly against his… Oh wow. 

			He has one hand on my thigh and the other against my stomach. That familiar tingle of heat rushes through me, pooling low…lower… This feels good. I’m doing this, like really sitting on Luca’s lap. Like we’re a couple. Like this is totally something that we do. 

			“If this is uncomfortable…” he says into my ear.

			I shake my head and lean back more, relaxing into him so that I’m kind of floating, kind of not. 

			That’s when the shots start coming around. I don’t know what it is but it tastes awful. One shot down my throat and my belly is on fire. The heat rising up from the tub makes my head feel light and my body tingly. I look slick and sleek. I can’t believe I’m here, in this tub, with all of these people who never gave me the time of day before now. I didn’t even know I wanted to be here, in this moment, until now.

			“Your girl’s body is rad,” the guy on the other side of Luca says.

			“Shut up, dude,” Luca grumbles. 

			“No seriously, her tits are—” 

			Luca shifts sideways, hard, and nearly topples me over in the process. Then we’re moving, both of us, to the other side of the tub where there’s apparently more room because two people have gotten out. He’s got his arm around my waist and the water splashes around us in waves. Luca helps me sit on the bench and then slides in next to me. 

			“Sorry about that.”

			I laugh awkwardly. No amount of booze is going to help me navigate this situation. Suddenly all the courage I had getting into the tub is gone. 

			Luca reaches behind us and then produces two bottles of cider. “Want one?”

			I nod. “Do you guys do this kind of thing a lot?”

			“The team wants to do everything as a team.” Luca shrugs, takes a drink, and then drapes his arm around me. I think he’s doing it more to keep the guy on my side away from me though because his hand isn’t touching me, it’s up, like a stop sign almost. “But sometimes the team gets carried away with the idea of sharing and stuff.”

			My eyes go wide. I flick my gaze around the tub. Noticing for the first time that, sure enough, Abby is kissing someone other than Del and other girls are being passed like a platter of food. “Oh!” 

			“Yeah, so I’m not great with the idea of sharing. I mean, if it’s something you’re into—”

			“Um, no. Definitely not into that.” I laugh, take a few good healthy gulps of my cider, and thank the universe that the heat is making my skin just as red and hot as my blushing probably is. 

			I look at him then and he’s watching his team, his eyes narrowed, his lips turned down, like he’s seeing them all for the first time. It can’t be easy for him to feel like he’s not the same as they are anymore, that he doesn’t belong. I know that feeling well. I don’t want him to experience it. Not tonight.

			So I put my drink on the ledge behind us. Impulse pricks along my skin. An undeniable urge to be brave. Be bold. Be irresistible. I move myself back onto his lap. This time I’m kind of sideways, kind of not. My thigh is pressed against his crotch and I’m angled so that I can wrap my arms around his neck. I slip my fingers into his hair, so soft, and pull him closer. Our breaths are one, laced with sweet cider, loaded with intention.

			His eyes are on me now. Locked with mine. His frown slips away as I pull my shoulders back and press my boobs against his chest. 

			My breath catches. His chest is so hard, mine so soft. We fit together perfectly. My body is on the brink of supernova but not because of the hot water. No, this is definitely because of the heat Luca is giving off. 

			I want him to feel like he’s still part of his team even if this is the last time he does. I lean in. I kiss him like I’ve never kissed any guy before. Be brave. Be bold. Be irresistible. I take the kiss deep like he did to me when we first kissed in his truck. I’m wild. One of the girls. Just for him.

			His hands come around me, gliding across my skin, leaving a trail of sparks, moving me so that I straddle him. And the jolt of that sensation, of how right this is…feels electric. He deepens our kiss and I suddenly can’t make sense of who is kissing who. Our tongues are entangled, our hands are touching, stroking and ohhhhh, yes, this is exactly where I want to be. I know people are watching us and I’m wondering if they can see just how much chemistry we have together because it’s like a thousand volts are plugged into my body and I know I must be glowing. 

			He breaks away from our kiss and he’s panting, his eyes are hooded, full of octane, and he’s saying something that I don’t really understand. 

			“We should get out.”

			“What?”

			He lifts me, helps me get out of the tub, finds giant towels for us, wraps me up in one and grabs our clothes before he moves us out of the hot tub room and away from the noise of the team. It all happens so fast that my head spins.

			I’m confused. Slightly embarrassed. Did I do something wrong? My brain is so fuzzy.

			“Here,” he says as he opens a door to a random room. 

			He turns on the light and ushers me in before closing the door and then locking it. I’m shivering now that we’re out of the hot tub room where the steam was so thick and warm. We’re in a den or office or something. There’s a large, plush looking oversized leather couch and a desk. Books line the one wall along with knickknacks and other things. 

			Luca lets his towel drop then starts to warm me up by rubbing my arms, then my legs, drying me off in the process. “Booze and heat like that are not a good combo.”

			My thoughts are cycling around that kiss and why he stopped it from turning into something more. I pushed too hard. I shouldn’t have done that. I read him wrong. Oh God. I rein in the urge to grab my clothes and run, like lock my knees and grit my teeth and force myself to stay put. This is no time for my courage to go slithering back into its hole.

			When he comes back up I put my hand on his arm and stop him from rubbing me more. “Luca, I’m sorry if I overstepped. I thought you wanted me to kiss you.”

			Luca’s eyes go wide. “I did.”

			My frown tugs right down to my toes. “Then why did you stop me?”

			He sighs. “Because I didn’t want to stop.” He puts his hands on my arms. “But I also didn’t want our first time together to be like that, in a tub with my team all around us. Both of us drinking. As much as I want to and as hot as you look tonight, that’s not the way for a relationship to start.”

			I blink. Did he just say that?

			“You’re not like the other girls I’ve known. Or like those other girls in that tub.”

			I sink again. “Oh.”

			“Hey. That’s a good thing.” He brushes the side of my cheek, a whisper of a touch. “You’re different and special and I like you just the way you are. So don’t change because you think that’s what I want.”

			Any response I might have had lodges itself in my throat with no hope of coming out coherently. Was that what I was doing? But more importantly, he likes me for me?

			His smile falls and he looks worried. “That’s why I stopped. Is that okay? Are you good to wait for a while? Get to know each other better?” 

			I nod and he visibly relaxes…then he pulls me into another kiss. Softly, tenderly, hot but without the heat. There’s nothing urgent in his kiss, it’s just him and me, exploring each other in a way that seems so perfect I could die.

			When we settle onto the couch, there is absolutely nowhere else I’d rather be.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			“You want to know what my first memory of you is?” We’re curled up on the couch together, our bodies pressed so close that I can feel every breath he takes. My back is to his front and he’s cocooning me in all of his warmth. I’ve never felt so safe before.

			I gulp. Nod. Oh, hell yes, I do…or do I? 

			He runs his fingers up and down my arm, creating a pattern with his touch and giving me all the good kind of shivers. “The Spring Fling dance last year.”

			I lift my hand like a shield to my forehead and cringe. “Oh crap, you saw me there?” I totally didn’t want to go but I lost a bet with Ethan and there was no way he would let me off the hook. Not only that, but I had to play fashion doll for him because that was part of the deal. 

			“I did.” He’s still running his fingers over my skin and it helps to tamp down my embarrassment. “How could I not? That was quite the dress you were wearing.”

			“Yeah.” I laugh awkwardly. “Ethan—” My voice cracks over his name. I clear it, start again. “Ethan likes to play costume stylist. I can usually escape his attention or at least stay out of public when he corners me, but I lost a bet.” Ethan put me in a prom dress that had to be circa 1950s, complete with all the layered frills and crinoline. The dress was baby blue and my makeup matched. Don’t get me wrong, he did me up so I looked incredible. Unrecognizable, actually. My mom couldn’t stop gushing over the outfit. Everyone saw me that night because I definitely stood out. 

			“You’re a good friend.” Luca chuckles and I feel the rumble of that roll through his body. “I could tell you were uncomfortable when you got there. So many people were staring and you kept blushing.” 

			I’m blushing now just at the memory. “At least he let me wear my Converse.”

			“There’s that.” He nudges me so I shift onto my back, then look up at him. He’s resting his head on his hand, his elbow braced against the arm of the couch. He traces his fingers along my collarbone and my skin gasps. “Every time I looked at you—and it was many times that night,” he says with a grin, “I remember thinking how brave you must be. How interesting you seemed. And how totally devoted you were to this guy you clearly gave no crap about what everyone else was thinking.”

			Yeah, Ethan made his suit in the same baby blue color. He wore the same makeup, too. His hair was spiked and wild looking. We were quite the pair. 

			“He just really, really wanted to go to the dance but no one asked him.” My heart tugs a bit because Ethan was so sad. He even asked out a couple of guys who he thought he’d have a chance with only to be rejected. 

			“Well, I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.” His gaze is unwavering as he looks into my eyes. “I just kept thinking about how much I needed someone like you in my life.”

			Awww. 

			“And what’s interesting is that I was thinking that before, like way before, anything bad happened to me. Way before I had any reason to think I’d be getting a chance to be with someone like you.”

			“Someone like me?”

			“Different, but in a good way.”

			“You didn’t have to be hurt to have a chance with someone like me.” I’m whispering and my voice is a little shaky because it’s sinking in that Luca thinks I’m that special…and that’s just…wow.

			He closes his eyes for a second and when he opens them again his eyes are turbulent. “I thought the guy I was before I got hurt didn’t deserve a girl like you.”

			His words hit like an anvil. For him to have felt unworthy…of me? I can’t even… 

			I reach up and cup his cheek. I want him to feel me here with him. I want him to know that I’ve always felt the same way, like I’d never be the kind of girl who would catch the eye of a guy like Luca. Words aren’t enough to convey that so I lean in and touch my lips to his, slip my fingers into his hair, press my body against his, and pour all of those feelings into him. 

			 

			We ended up falling asleep on the couch in that den. We stayed up talking. Kissing. Touching. But nothing more than that. 

			Luca isn’t what I expected. 

			I like waking up curled against his chest, his arm draped over me. I like the sleepy look in his eyes when he starts to wake up. I like the way he smells, even in the morning. 

			Chai lattes have nothing on Luca.

			He noticed me way before I even knew who he was. It’s funny how off our self-perception can be. You might think you’re a typical wallflower but maybe you’re not blending into the shadows after all. I’d blame the blue dress Ethan put me in, but Luca makes me feel like there was more to it than that.

			Abby catches sight of me beelining for the restroom and snags me just before I close the door. 

			“I’m leaving. You’re coming with me.”

			“Um…what?” I’m not really awake and all I want to do is pee, then get back to Luca. What time is it anyway? I swear I just closed my eyes ten minutes ago.

			“Gotta go shopping. Need to get supplies for our project.” 

			She looks good in her matching tracksuit and fresh makeup. Obviously she planned for a sleepover. I, on the other hand, did not. 

			“I have to go home and shower first.”

			Abby starts to protest, gives me a once-over, and then nods. “Yeah, you do.”

			It’s better if she drives me home anyway. Pulling up in my driveway with Luca wouldn’t go over well no matter how easygoing Mom is. I text Ethan. 

			Leaving, you still here? Going shopping with Abby. Wanna come?

			(puke face emoji) LOL No, I’m good. Catch ya later, hottie 

			Then I go to say goodbye to Luca who is only partially awake on the couch. He smiles as I walk in.

			“Morning again.” He pushes himself up. “It’s early.”

			“Yeah, but I need to go. Abby’s going to drive me. We’ve got some work to do for our marketing project.”

			Luca nods, then lies back down. “I heard something about that project of yours. Love spells or something?”

			“More like crush spells, but yeah. It’s just for fun.” I wave it off like it’s nothing and then wonder why I’m lying to him. 

			Because you like him too much to lose him and if you tell him that your spells are working, he’s going to think you’re weird.

			Oh…riiiiight. That.

			I lean down and give him a kiss. Just a soft one. “I’ll text you later, okay?”

			“Sounds good. Have fun with Abby.” No snark. No tone. He says it like that’s normal. Like it’s possible to have fun with Abby. As if we’re friends. 

			As if.

			Why is this so weird? I’m Luca’s girlfriend, so I’m in. In with these seniors who are all popular, and me, I’m here, too, and it’s totally normal. Right?

			 

			What’s not normal is arriving home to find my mom not only awake but dressed, looking a little more than upset as I start to head up the stairs. 

			“Rowan!” She shoots a look at Abby, clearly caught off guard that someone else is here with me. “We need to talk.”

			“What are you doing up so early?” Mom loves to sleep. She’s a sleep hog—her words, not mine. Sleeping in on Saturdays is kinda her thing and since our bedrooms are on entirely different floors, it seemed safe to assume we wouldn’t cross paths until later today. 

			“Hi, Ms. Marshall. I’m Abby, Rowan’s friend.” Abby, apparently unfazed whatsoever by my mom’s look of displeasure, holds her hand out for my mom to shake. She’s so bubbly that Mom can’t do anything but go along with it. 

			“Hi Abby, nice to meet you.” She gives Abby a once-over and I can see the look of utter confusion on her face. “I haven’t seen you around before, have I?”

			“Probably not, no.” Abby laughs. “I’m a bit of a scaredy-cat. Thought your house was haunted.”

			“Oh, well, it is, but the ghosts won’t hurt you.” My mom says with her usual deadpan expression. “Nice to meet you, Abby. Rowan’s bedroom is up the stairs, first door on the left. I need to talk to my daughter for a few minutes.”

			Uh-oh. 

			“Sure thing, Ms. Marshall.” Abby gives me an oh crap grimace before heading upstairs. I follow Mom into the kitchen. 

			My mom never gets mad at me. Annoyed, sure. Disappointed here and there, but that’s not often, either.

			I can tell as I walk behind her, with the way her shoulders are set and her neck muscles tense, that she’s pretty mad.

			“Ethan’s dad dropped by this morning.” 

			Crap. 

			She stands next to the stool on the other side of the island. Her coffee is still steaming but there’s a second mug off to the side. 

			“He figured Ethan was over here, wanted to pick him up and take him out for breakfast. His Jeep wasn’t at home or here so he rang the bell…woke me up.”

			My fingers itch to text Ethan a warning. I don’t dare make a move for my phone, though. 

			I slide onto the stool across from her. 

			“So where’d you stay last night?”

			“Malcolm Malone’s.”

			She makes a face. “Who’s that?”

			“Some kid at school. He was having a party. Ethan and I got an invite.”

			“And you didn’t think that was something you should tell me?”

			“I didn’t think it would bother you.” Partial lie. I knew it would bother her if Luca came to pick me up and then I didn’t come home all night. “I’m sorry.”

			Mom’s face softens. “Ro, we’re a team aren’t we? You tell me where you’ll be, and I won’t be too much of a helicopter. That’s the deal. Right?”

			I nod. I feel that tug of guilt. I shouldn’t have let her worry, even for a second. Not after what she went through with Dad. She’s not the kind of mom to put unnecessary restrictions on me. “I should have told you. I wasn’t expecting to stay there all night.”

			“But you were with Ethan?”

			I hold her stare, locked in and unblinking because she thinks eye contact is the best way to tell if someone’s lying. “Yep.” Kinda. “He’s still there, though. I should text him to let him know his dad is looking for him.” I pull out my phone. 

			“His dad found him already. Ethan and him were texting. He just left here to go meet him.”

			Oh. I glance at my phone. Not a peep from Ethan. Hmmm.

			“It’s not like you to want to go to a party like that. Anything else I should know about?” She nods toward the stairs. “What’s up with Barbie-girl?”

			“Abby? We’re working on a marketing project together.” I hop up from the stool. “Speaking of which, we need to buy some supplies for our booth for tomorrow. Is it okay if I go? It’ll only be a few hours.”

			My mom rolls her eyes. “You don’t have to ask permission to leave. You know that. I just need to know where you’re going.”

			I slide around the island and give her a kiss on the cheek. “I know, Mom, and I am sorry I didn’t keep you in the loop. But there’s nothing else going on. Promise.” 

			She smiles. Nods. Completely believes me. 

			Why wouldn’t she? Up until this moment I have never really lied to her, not like this. 

			I should tell her about Luca. Instead, I walk out of the kitchen feeling like a scumbag but also feeling like what Luca and I have is so new and I need to protect it. Even from my mother. Or maybe especially from my mother.

			 

			Abby gets us to the plaza about ten minutes faster than it should take us. Her driving is a little scary. But we get there and grab what we need. Poster board, decorations, ribbons, peachy-pink origami paper…all the things Abby says are necessary to make our booth the most enticing. 

			“Don’t you think word of mouth will work well enough?” I’m shoving a bag of tissue paper into her trunk. “I mean, we’re doing okay just in the library.”

			“We have to explain our sudden success, don’t we? Mr. Tremmel will get suspicious if we don’t look like we’re putting in the effort.” She motions to the coffee shop. “I need food and caffeine. Let’s take a break before we get to work.”

			My stomach has been grumbling for a while now so I don’t protest break time even if it does mean hanging out with Abby for longer than I want to. She might be acting tolerably nice to me but I don’t delude myself into thinking it’s genuine. 

			“You and Luca make a cute couple,” Abby says after ordering some mocha java non-fat something or other. “He seems happy, too.”

			I have my drink in hand already because it’s just black coffee, nothing fancy. “You knew Shelley?” 

			Okay, I know that this is low. I don’t actually want to spend time with Abby and yet I do want to pick her brain about Luca’s ex. I guess now I’m using her, too.

			Abby rolls her eyes. “Duh.” The guy behind the counter calls her name so she goes to retrieve her complicated drink. “She’s nice. Lotsa fun. Easy to get along with.” Abby lets that one hang for a minute. She takes a drink and moans. “That’s what I needed.”

			One of the servers brings us our warmed and buttered muffins. My stomach yowls at the delicious smell. 

			“Luca was really dedicated to her. Did whatever she wanted. Sometimes I think, and this is just my opinion, that she was a little mean to him but…” She shrugs. “She was hot as hell so that kind of canceled out the meanness.” She takes another long sip of her drink. “We were shocked when they broke up. They’ve known each other since they were kids, so we thought they’d be one of those couples who would go off and get married straight out of high school.”

			The tasty muffin turns to sawdust in my mouth as my thoughts circle back to the fear that I’m just a rebound. He said I’m different from other girls. Does that mean different from Shelley? Is that even a good thing? Is he just using me to get over her?

			“But you two are cute together. Seems like you’re getting along.” She’s got her phone out and is scrolling through her texts. “Besides, he’s been so mopey lately that it’s great to see him smiling again.”

			That makes me feel better. 

			“Even if it’s just a fling.”

			That does not. “A fling?” 

			She looks up from her phone, her face scrunched up like I should know this already. “You can’t tell me it’s going to go anywhere. Luca is, well, Luca. Super gorgeous, super talented, super popular. And you’re, well, you.” She shrugs. “Don’t get me wrong. You’re not ugly or anything.” She laughs. “But you don’t exactly fit in. You’re a little too ‘unique’.” She air quotes the last word.

			Ouch. “Okay, break’s over.” I shove the rest of my muffin into my mouth. 

			“What? I’m not saying anything you don’t already know.” Abby pouts. “Right?”

			I hop down from my stool and move to the counter so I can put a lid on my coffee. All the insecurities I have about why someone like Luca would choose someone like me are surfacing. I want to text him. I want to punch Abby. Instead, I wipe the crumbs off of my face and walk out of the shop. The worst part is she’s not wrong. I know he’s out of my league, but hearing someone else say it so bluntly makes it all the more real.

			I should take the bus back home. Or call Mom to come and pick me up. Maybe Ethan has finished breakfast with his dad and he’ll come get me.

			“Stop being so sensitive, sheesh.” Abby steps out of the coffee shop. “Before we go, I need to show you something.” She’s on her phone again, scrolling quickly. 

			“I’m pretty done with the bonding time, Abby. Let’s get out of here.”

			“Wait, no, I just want to double check…right…yes, it’s here.” She looks up from her phone and scans at the storefronts across the street. 

			I don’t get what’s she’s looking for. There’s a bookstore, a candy shop, a pharmacy, and the candle store. Nothing we haven’t probably both seen a million times already.

			“Let’s go.” She tugs me across the street, not overly concerned with the traffic that we’re weaving through to get there. 

			“Abby, what the hell?”

			She tugs my arm until we’re standing outside the candle store. “Here, we have to go in.”

			“To the candle store?” Huh?

			“It’s not a candle store, silly.” She pushes open the door and a chime rings. The smell of lavender hits me along with the realization of what the store actually is. 

			“It’s a spell shop, Ro. For witches.”

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			I do not want to be here. 

			This is the kind of store my mom would shop at. Or where her clients and fans would shop. It’s the kind of store that believers of things that are unbelievable go. Definitely not a place I need to be. “We’re not witches.” 

			“No, but you’re a spell caster, obviously.” She leans in closer to me. “I’ve tried to write one of the damn spells and it doesn’t work for me. It doesn’t work when Mel does it, either. We checked. Twice.” 

			My stomach hits the floor and then keeps going. No. Nope. That can’t be right. It can’t only be me. “You did?” 

			“Yes,” she hisses. “So you’re the special one, okay? I mean, really, out of the two of us, you would be the one able to make a spell work.”

			Why, because of my mom? I bristle at the comparison. And because she says “special” like an insult and I know nothing about this conversation is meant to be supportive. 

			“Maybe you did something wrong.” My throat is so dry that the words are barely coming out. “T-t-that’s why the spell didn’t work for you.”

			“No, I didn’t.” Abby narrows her eyes. “I copied it right from the book, just like you do. It didn’t work.”

			I lift my thumb to my mouth and chew at my skin. I’m not capable of magic. That’s simply ridiculous. I mean, sure, the spells I’ve written seem to be working but that can’t be just because I wrote them. Can it? I sweep my gaze over the shelves in front of us. “Why are we here?” 

			“Hello, ladies. Can I help you find something?” A tall, willowy woman approaches us from the back of the shop. Everything about her flows, from her pastel colored skirt to her white blouse, to her long black hair. She’s smiling but not really smiling as she gives us both a once-over. “We have a sale on scented candles today.”

			“Oh, no thank you, we’re not here for candles.” Abby puts on her sweetest voice as she turns to greet the woman. “We’re here for the witchy stuff.”

			The woman’s eyes narrow. Her smile gets tighter. “Oh?”

			“Yeah, the spells and stuff.” Abby tugs my arm and then moves off to the side, bypassing the woman by going down one of the front aisles.

			I look at the woman, who’s watching Abby. I can’t quite pin down how old she is. From the side she looks like she could be my mom’s age, but when she turns back to me there’s wisdom in her eyes that makes me think she’s much, much older. “What kind of spells are you two looking for?”

			“Love spells,” I mumble. 

			Her eyes take on that knowing look, like she’s not overly surprised that that’s why we’re there. “Love spells can be tricky.”

			“Yeah, well, we’ve already mastered one.” Abby comes back for me, tugging my arm harder so I have to follow her. “I found the books, let’s go.”

			I give the woman an apologetic shrug, then follow Abby to the back of the store. The scents change as we move, from lavender to patchouli to mint. The candles are so fragrant that I think the smell is seeping into my clothes and hair, even my skin. There are three rows of shelves of candles that front the store but once we get closer to the back, the content of the shelves changes. 

			There are pendants and pendulums, tarot card decks and dried herbs. Bowls made out of dark stone. Mortar and pestles. Gems. Crystals. Too much to take in with one glance but exactly the kind of stuff I do not want to be around. This is the kind of stuff Mom uses in her experiments sometimes and it’s dredging up all kinds of gurgly, twisty-turny feelings that are not unfamiliar but are very unwelcome.

			The muffin I ate sits heavy in my stomach and my knees shake. I need to sit—not in here…in the car…as we’re driving away.

			“Here, look through these.” Abby hands me two books. 

			They don’t look like the books from our school library. They’re leather bound and feel old and heavy. She’s pulled them down from a high shelf, above more modern looking texts. I flip open one of the books in my hand. There’s a waft of something musty. The writing is tight and scrawly. Cursive that’s almost impossible to read and looks like it was written with a calligraphy pen. There are sketched pictures, too, with flowers, herbs. Really authentic looking. Really old looking. The book probably costs a fortune.

			“What are we looking for, exactly?” 

			Abby has her back to me. Her head is down, her hands hidden from me. 

			“We already have a love spell.” I try to peek around her shoulder to see what’s got her so enthralled. 

			“Girls,” the woman says. She’s right behind me and I can feel her tension as I flip my book closed. “Love spells are not to be trifled with.” She leans closer to me. “Especially if they’re working.”

			“This! This is what we’re looking for.” Abby holds up her book, her finger on the sprawling writing there. She ignores the woman completely as she holds the book open for me to see.

			True Love Spell 

			“That’s a binding spell.” The woman reaches over my shoulder and plucks the book from Abby’s hands.

			“Hey!”

			“This is not the kind of thing to play with, girls.” She waves her hand around the store. “You can buy candles, or other things, but I won’t sell you any of these books.” She holds her hand out to me.

			I feel obliged to put the books I’m holding in her hand as well. 

			“Well, that feels like discrimination. You can’t do that, you know.” Abby huffs. She glares at the woman as she pushes past me. 

			I imagine Abby doesn’t often hear the word no.

			“Come on, Ro, we don’t need to spend our money here. I’ll get us a book like that some other way.”

			As I walk past the woman, she tugs on my arm lightly. “Don’t get caught up in this mess with her, dear. There are things that can happen when you cast a spell like this one. Side effects and blow back that will impact your life in ways that you won’t like.”

			Her words chill me. Her eyes are intense. Pleading with me to listen? Or scolding me for even thinking about playing with this kind of thing. 

			“Magic isn’t real,” I croak.

			She lets my arm go and her eyes shutter. “Oh yes, it most certainly is, but I think you know that.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“Are you angry?” Ethan stands at my bedroom door holding up a bag of donuts, those little white powdered ones that taste like sugar heroin, as well as two iced coffees, looking all sad puppy dog.

			“No? Why?”

			“Whew!” Ethan loses the sappy expression and bounds into my room like he’s already had at least two jacked-up iced coffees as it is. “I thought you might be miffed that I didn’t warn you about your mom finding out about the party.”

			Oh, right. “You didn’t warn me, did you?” I frown but accept the drink he passes me. 

			He flops down on my bed and opens the bag of donuts before waving it in front of my face. How can I resist such an offering? 

			“I’m sorry. I was so freaked out when Dad called saying he wanted to take me out for breakfast and that I had to meet him.” Ethan lowers his chin and looks at me through his long lashes. “Besides, I was a little distracted with Malcolm.”

			I’m eating my second donut and nearly choke on it. “You and Malcolm are a thing?”

			“Well, not exactly.” Ethan sighs but he’s still smiling so I know nothing bad has happened. Malcolm hasn’t rejected him. “He’s super into me, that’s obvious, but we basically spent all night talking in his bedroom.”

			“That’s what happened with Luca, too.” I warm up just at the memory of cuddling with Luca. “We talked all night, I mean.”

			Ethan shoots me a look of utter disbelief. “After the way you were stripping? You looked hot, girl! I’m surprised he didn’t jump you as soon as he got you alone. Hell, I’m surprised he didn’t jump you when you were surrounded by people.”

			“Shhhh!” I bounce up and quickly shut my door. “Mom doesn’t know that I’m with Luca yet.” 

			Ethan nods. “Cool, got it. She’s outside, though, doing something in the garage with Zach. She won’t hear us talking.”

			“Oh yeah, right, I forgot.” I put my coffee on the nightstand. “They’re working on some kind of metal lightning rod or something for the cemetery. Or maybe it’s a lightning detector?” I shrug. “It’s a ghost rehab thing of some sort.”

			“Better not to know too much.” Ethan has flopped himself onto his back and is staring up at my ceiling. 

			I nod, then snag his iced coffee and put it on the table, too. The last thing I need is spilled mocha java all over my bed. “Agreed.” Then I flop down next to him. 

			“Remember the Spring Fling last year?”

			He turns to face me so I turn to face him. We’re so close that I can smell the coffee on his breath. It’s still fresh enough to be an okay smell. “Oh, you mean the only dance open to all grades, the one opportunity for me to showcase my costume styling skills to the max? Yeah, I think I remember that night.” He sticks his tongue out. 

			“Well, Luca told me that he saw me—like, really saw me—for the first time that night.”

			Ethan’s eyes nearly bug out of his head. “And you looked a-ma-zing that night! No wonder he’s so into you. So you can thank me for dragging your sorry butt to that dance.”

			I grin. “I guess so. Luca was really amazingly sweet last night.” My voice comes out all wispy and Ethan presses his hands to the side of his face in response and his eyes go all doe-like.

			“Well, he is dreamy looking.”

			I laugh. “Shut up! I just mean that he’s the total package.”

			“That he most definitely is.” He takes my hands in his. “That body alone…whoa, mama!”

			“Yes, he’s hot, but he’s also kind and thoughtful. He could have completely taken advantage last night but didn’t.”

			He’s still smiling. “So maybe it was meant to be then.”

			I sigh. Ethan sighs. Then we get quiet for a few minutes. I’m thinking about how wonderful Luca is. I don’t know what Ethan is thinking right now but he’s still smiling. 

			“Thanks for getting me an invite to Malcolm’s. I had such a blast. Best night of my life, I swear.” His eyes are sparkling and it makes my heart all squishy to see how happy he is.

			“Are you going to see Malcolm again soon?” Luca has been at his grandparents’ house all day but he texted to tell me we’d vid chat later. I’ve been counting down the hours since he sent that text, trying to distract myself with other things, but yeah, I’m still checking the time every thirty seconds. 

			“Welllll,” Ethan drawls. “Actually, yes.” He flips over and sits up, then tugs my hands. “And I need you to cover for me if my dad comes looking for me again.”

			I frown. “Why, what’s up?”

			He presses my hands between both of his. “Malcolm has asked me to come with him to New York tomorrow.” His eyes are megawatt sparkling now.

			I yank my hands away and push myself up. “Are you serious?”

			“Yeah, his family has a condo there and his parents are in Europe. He said we could go there for a few days.” He’s practically bouncing off the bed.

			“No way!” Even though I don’t want to go with Ethan to New York after grad, I kind of thought one day, maybe this summer, we’d make the trip there just to experience it together.

			“He’s so loaded, Ro.” Ethan flops back onto my bed again and waves his hands around. “Like filthy rich loaded. I was telling him about how much I want to go and study in New York and he asked me if I’ve ever been.” Ethan traces the pattern on my bedspread with his finger, looking a little sheepish as he avoids eye contact. “I told him I’ve been there a few times but I’m pretty sure he saw right through me.” He laughs. “Anyway, he asked me if I wanted to go. Of course I said yes!”

			“What about school?” I don’t know why I’m even asking that. I know a trip to New York is way more important than school to Ethan. 

			He rolls his eyes. “Nothing I can’t catch up on later.”

			“And your dad? What will you tell him?” Why do I sound like a mom right now?

			“Well, that’s where you come in.” Ethan pushes himself up again. “Ro, my sweetest, bestest bestie.” He flutters his eyelashes and makes a goofy face. “He’s working double shifts all week so when he comes home, he’s going to crash. I don’t think he’ll come searching for me but if he does, you need to make excuses for me.”

			“What if he comes to talk to my mom?”

			“You’ll be here, right? Neither one of them will think we’re apart for longer than a few hours. If you say you’ve been with me all day then they’ll believe you.” He crooks his neck and gives me his best puppy dog eyes. “Please, Ro, just cover for me if needed. This is a trip of a lifetime! I can’t not go. Say you’ll cover for me, please!”

			I sigh. “You know I will.” But I want to ask, doesn’t it seem odd that we’re not going to New York together? Isn’t this the kind of trip that best friends do? But I keep my mouth shut because, really, I’m not leaving after we graduate. And if I’m being honest, the thought of leaving town for a few days when I could be spending time with Luca, figuring out just how real this thing between us might be, isn’t at all appealing. If this is what will make Ethan happy, I’m happy, too. “But you have to text me and let me know you’re safe.”

			“Got it.” He lifts his pinky finger. “I swear. I’ll text you every hour.”

			I laugh. “Isn’t that just a normal day for us?” But then I entwine my finger with his.

			“You’re the bestest bestie ever.” Ethan crushes me to his chest, our fingers still latched together. “I can’t believe this is really happening, can you?”

			No, it definitely seems unbelievable. 

			Just like magic. 

			… 

			Ethan leaves after dinner so he can pack. I trudge up to my room to wait for Luca to call. I’m happy for Ethan, and yes, slightly worried about him, too. I don’t know anything about Malcolm, not really. He’s popular, rich, and I guess seems like a nice guy? I don’t know. Maybe I should ask Luca. Ethan has always had a crush on him so I should just be happy that Malcolm seems to be crushing back, in a way. Or at least that he’s willing to be friends with Ethan. 

			Mom is off doing her experiment with Zach, so I’m home alone. I’m not going to lie—I totally dabbed on a bit of lip gloss and also found a tank top that looks less sloppy and cuter than my usual lounge wear. 

			I don’t understand why people say they have butterflies in their stomach because when I’m nervous or excited, I don’t feel anything even remotely whimsical. No, my stomach feels like there’s a murder of crows inside of it, scavenging for shiny things. They scratch and poke and generally make me uncomfortable. 

			As the minutes tick by I give up trying to keep distracted and instead I lay on my bed, arms flung to the sides, staring at my ceiling. This is so crazy. A few days ago, Luca wasn’t even on my radar as someone who might ever be in my life and now—

			My phone chirps. I snatch it from my bed just as Luca’s image pops up. 

			My hands shake a bit. 

			I hit accept.

			“Hey,” he says with a sweet smile. “What’s happening?”

			I try to play down how much I want to talk to him but I can’t keep the smile from my face. It’s possible that I look too eager. “Nothing much. Just doing some homework. How was your grandma?”

			After our night at Malcolm’s, I know that Luca spends a lot of time with his family. His grandma, especially. She lives over an hour away, so when he goes to visit, it’s usually an all-day thing. 

			“She’s okay. Likes her new condo and stuff. She was teaching me how to play Bridge. You ever play that?”

			I scrunch up my face. “I haven’t played many card games.”

			“Maybe I’ll teach you, or maybe I’ll bring you over to meet my grandma and she’ll teach you.”

			The crows in my stomach all take notice. They jump up. They stomp their feet in a dance that makes me wrap my arm around my waist and hope they chill. Luca wants to introduce me to his grandma? What? I try to play it cool. “Yeah, that would be fun.” 

			He grins, clearly seeing right through me. “Did you get to chill today?” Before I can answer he adds, “I missed talking to you.”

			I duck my head and my cheeks heat. “I missed talking to you, too.” When I look back at the screen, Luca is smiling in that way he has that makes me think he likes making me blush or something. “I didn’t do much. Read for a bit, chores, Ethan came over.”

			“Oh yeah? Cool.” Luca adjusts himself so he’s lying down. I can see part of his bed and a bit of his bedroom in the background. There aren’t posters or sports things hanging on the walls that I can see. It makes me wonder if he has trophies for things or if that kind of stuff has been put away now that he’s finished with football. 

			“Hey, strange question but…” I know it’s weird asking my boyfriend about another guy but I want to make sure that Ethan isn’t getting himself into anything he can’t handle. “Is Malcolm cool? I mean, is there anything about him that I should know? Ethan is hanging out with him a lot lately.”

			Luca makes a face that is half meh and half not meh. “He can be a little over the top sometimes but he’s not a bad guy. Pretty generous when it comes down to it.”

			I let out a breath. “Good. That’s good.” Some of my Ethan tension dissolves on the spot. At least I’m not quite as worried that Malcolm will leave him stranded in New York.

			There’s a beat of silence that doesn’t feel weird because Luca has that disarming smile creeping on his face again. “So, do you think it would be okay for me to pick you up for school tomorrow?”

			Yes! No! “Uh, my mom usually drives me.” I want to suck those words back the instant they’re out.

			Luca’s face kind of crashes but he covers it immediately. “Oh, right, in her Caddie. I love that car.” He clears his throat. 

			“If you don’t mind picking me up a bit early, I can just tell her that I have a thing to do. I’d much rather drive to school with you anyway.” I don’t even feel a twinge of guilt saying that. “I’ll meet you outside at seven?”

			And just like that, he beams and my stomach flips the crows upside down because, oh man, that smile is a killer. I love making Luca happy. 

			“Awesome. I’ll be there.” He lifts his arm and rests it behind his head. “So, I finished that book you recommended. Loved it.”

			I settle myself back, relaxing into my pillows and smile. Where has Luca been all my life?

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			My mom is barely awake when I barge into her room first thing to say that I don’t need her to drive me to school. 

			She’s got her eye mask on and lifts a corner to look at me. “Who’s driving you?” she mumbles. She was busy with Zach all night. She didn’t come home until after two, which I know because I was still chatting with Luca. I had to get off the phone fast.

			“Abby,” I lie. “I’ll see you later.” I start to shut her bedroom door. “Love you.”

			“Love you, too.” Mom rolls over and pulls the covers up. “Knock ’em dead.”

			I close the door. Luca is waiting in the driveway. He showed up earlier than I expected, which is fine because I was too excited to sleep much anyway. I was up and showered way before the sun came up. Abby wanted me to wear something light and cheerful for the first day of our marketing project, so naturally I dressed head to toe in black. I’m guessing she will not be amused, but it’s not like I’m going to change who I am just to please her.

			“Hey.” My breath comes out in a puff as I hop into his truck. It’s still freezing in the mornings but he’s got the heat cranked. I close the door to shut out the cold and by the time I turn to face Luca, he’s right there, leaning in for a kiss.

			I will never get enough of this. Goose bumps ripple over my skin, partly from seeing Luca and partly from lying to my mom, but I don’t hesitate. Kissing Luca is one of my new favorite things to do. His lips touch mine, soft and tender at first, and then he slips his hand into my hair to hold the back of my neck and deepen our kiss. Incandescent heat spreads through my body and I melt into him. I want to touch him, feel his warm skin again, but we’re wearing coats and sitting in my driveway. My mom could see us and I’m not ready for that. 

			I sigh inwardly and pull back, ending our kiss before we get too carried away.

			“Good morning,” he says. Even though we were up late, he doesn’t look tired. His hair is damp and he shaved. He smells good, like cloves and cinnamon, warm scents that remind me of happy things. My thoughts flash to our night on Malcolm’s couch and I go all gooey inside. He puts the truck in reverse and gets us out of the driveway. “You cool with popping in at the Den?” 

			Holy crap! “The Den? Sure.” The Den is the common room for the football team. Totally off-limits to all other students unless personally invited. Ethan would die.

			He shoots me a lopsided grin. “The team meets there every Monday morning. I feel like I should go.” He shrugs. “At least they can’t complain about me missing that.”

			“You sure it’s okay for me to come with you?” I’m not exactly one of them. Not really. “I’m not on the team.”

			“All the girlfriends come.” He entwines his fingers with mine. “I want you there.” 

			Warmth fizzes through my body. “Okay.” I wish I could tell Ethan but texting him would mean giving up holding hands with Luca and I don’t want to do that. If he were holding Malcolm’s hand, he’d absolutely feel the same.

			Still, I can’t wait to tell him later.

			Once we’re at school, Luca carries my bag. It seems kinda old fashioned of him, but I like it. He takes my hand again once we’re inside and that makes me feel like this is the real deal. He wants everyone to know we’re together. 

			It’s early enough that there aren’t a lot of people in the building but all the same, the people who are around notice. I mean, most people notice Luca on a regular day, but as we’re walking, everyone is turning, looking at us. Some of them are smiling. Others look a little surprised.

			Not that I blame them. I still don’t totally understand what Luca sees in me. We have way more in common than I expected—I love talking books with him—but I can’t get past how I’ve always seen guys like him versus how I see myself. I shove down that niggling doubt when Luca squeezes my hand. He wants me at his side. And I need to let myself believe it.

			The Den is the old faculty lounge on the third floor, which is a total slog to get to—and probably why the teachers stopped using it ages ago—but well worth it just to say I’ve been. I don’t know how the football team managed to convince the principal to let them have the room in the first place, but it’s been the hang out for as long as anyone I know can remember.

			“Hey, man! Nice of you to show up.” Del sits on a ratty looking couch. His words are harsh but he’s smiling, so I guess he’s not trying to be a total jerk. 

			“Yeah, well, with all your complaining lately, how could I not come?” Luca bumps fists with him before ditching our bags on the floor. “You want a coffee or something?” He shrugs his jacket off and tosses it on top of our bags.

			“Sure.” I take my jacket off, too, and put it with Luca’s. For some reason, I was kind of expecting to come in, say hi, and then leave. Seems like we’re sticking around.

			There are a few seniors that I don’t know in there, sitting at the table in the kitchen area, talking about Malcolm’s party. Luca moves around them so he can grab some mugs.

			“You and Abby have some kind of thing happening today, don’t you?” 

			It takes me a few seconds to realize that Del is speaking to me. I look over at him. “Um, yeah, the marketing fair starts today.” 

			The door opens and, as if summoned by Del’s question, Abby walks in, chatting away with Bella. She catches sight of me and pauses for a second, an eyebrow quirking.

			I suddenly feel exactly as I expected—out of place. 

			Luca hands me my coffee, then nudges me to join him on the other couch. 

			Abby shakes herself out of her surprise and then swoops in to give Del a kiss. “Hey, babe.”

			Luca nudges me again, then he puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me closer.

			“Ro, right?” Bella asks. She’s smiling. “You drink your coffee black? That’s intense. I’ve never really liked the taste of coffee. Hey, I love your sweater! It’s so old school.” And just like that, the weird tension that Abby brought with her is gone.

			“Luca’s here!” Arlo and a bunch of other guys come barreling into the room. “Hey man, you missed the best practice.”

			And that’s how it goes for the next twenty minutes. The guys are all talking about practice. Luca interjects here and there but otherwise seems content just sitting next to me, drinking his coffee. I like sitting here, too, being in his world. 

			Abby has been chatting with some of the girls on the other side of the room, completely ignoring me. In fact, I’m the only girl sitting with the guys, listening to their banter. All the other girls are off doing other things. When she does finally walk our way, she makes eye contact with me for a few seconds before motioning to Del. “Sorry to interrupt the testosterone zone but we’ve got to go.”

			Del checks his phone. “Right. Social Committee.” He puts his mug on the side table and gets up. 

			“How are things going with the Spring Fling planning?” Bella asks as she slips into the spot Del just left. 

			“Oh, you know, trying to find a plan to be more inclusive.” Abby rolls her eyes. “We suggested formal attire only this year but that got nixed. The planning committee thinks that things have gotten a little carried away with the dress code lately. I just don’t think it’s right to let people come in ridiculous costumes, you know? There needs to be standards, don’t you think?” She shoots me a look. “I’m proposing seniors only for this year. Like a pre-prom, just for us.”

			Everyone nods except for Luca and me. I know she’s talking about Ethan and me and what we’d worn. I want to speak up but Luca beats me to it.

			“Oh, come on, Abby,” he says. “The Spring Fling is for everyone. Stop being such a snob about it.” 

			Abby narrows her eyes, not at Luca but at me. 

			“Personally, I like all the different ways people express themselves there,” he says anyway. “The outfits last year were awesome.” He squeezes my shoulder. “Maybe we should all wear something extravagant this year.” He leans closer so that his lips are at my ear. “You’re my date, right?”

			My heart trips over the image of Luca and me walking into the dance together, holding hands. “Yes, I’d love that.” 

			He grins and kisses me on the cheek, and I melt like ice cream under the hot sun.

			Abby snorts and rolls her eyes again. “Oh, please. Gross.”

			Del grabs her around the waist. “My girl knows what she wants. I think making it a senior-only event is the way to go.”

			“Thanks, babe.” Abby smiles and waves. “Catch y’all later.” Then she points her finger at me. “And you better not be late. Our booth isn’t going to set itself up.”

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I keep reminding myself that I owe Abby so that I don’t actually kill her while we’re setting up our booth. She’s very particular about the tissue paper flowers she’s made and insists that we’ll be using the peachy-pink squares of paper to create origami hearts after I write the spells inside. And by we, she means me, so I’m frantically trying to follow the demo video I’ve found to create the darn hearts without mangling them.

			Lunch is about to begin. We’ve had a couple of customers already but we’re expecting the crowds to come as soon as class lets out. 

			Abby’s manic energy is a complete switch from her snark this morning. Maybe she got her way about the Spring Fling after all. 

			She’s decorated our booth to look like a cherub vomited all over it. Pink and red hearts, two people kissing—hetero, of course, which is insulting as hell—and ribbons everywhere. A sign that says, Celebrate National Lover’s Day the Right Way and Take a Chance, Not Just a Glance! 

			And Abby was worried about my rhyming.

			I’m over it almost immediately. I shift my spell-writing desk off to the side, partially hidden by the poster boards she’s set up, and wait for the orders to roll in. 

			“Hey!” Luca comes up behind me and my day brightens, even though I just saw him a couple of hours ago. Just being around him makes all my grumbles go away.

			I slip behind the poster boards with him. He wraps his arms around me. 

			“I missed you,” he says, his mouth buried into my neck. “English was brutal.”

			I swear, if auras were an actual thing, I’m sure mine would be sparkling like a disco ball right now. His warm breath against my neck feels amazing, but his words are like warm chocolate syrup on a stack of waffles. Delicious. “I missed you, too.” 

			He pulls back and kisses me. Nothing raunchy, just a sweet kiss that’s over way sooner than I want, but we’re in pubic, soon to be surrounded by people. 

			“You all set up here?”

			“Yep.”

			“Hey, Luca.” Abby pokes her head around the poster board. “You here for a crush spell?”

			I glare at her. She smirks back.

			“No thanks, I’ve got my crush right here.” He pulls me closer.

			“You better be nice to me, Abby, or I’m going to leave with Luca.” I smirk back. “There are no crush spells without me.” I know I sound snarky, but still…she deserves it.

			Luca chuckles and gives me a squeeze right as the bell rings. Abby’s eyes go wide, her face scrunches up, then she turns away. “You better get your butt in the chair because we’re open for business.”

			I sigh, deflating at the prospect of writing cursive for the next two hours. 

			Luca smiles down at me. “Will I see you later?”

			“You’ll be at the house doing work, right?”

			“Yeah, I leave after third.” Because he’s doing a hybrid apprenticeship, co-op kind of deal, he’s getting credit for working with Mr. Columbus. 

			“Hopefully you can take a break.” I smile. “I can show you the attic.”

			“Hmm.” He leans into me and gives me another kiss. Tender, full of promise. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

			I giggle. That’s been happening a lot these days. It’s like my body is full of tiny, effervescent bubbles that make me want to giggle whenever he’s nearby. 

			“I’ll see you.” He kisses me again, then pulls away.

			As I watch him walk away, I can’t help but sigh.

			That boy is so darn sweet…and he’s mine.

			… 

			We run our business all through lunch, which is an hour, and then all through third period. That’s a long time to be writing crush spells for people. And we’re busy—like, there’s a line five-people deep at any given time. My hand hurts. Too much writing. Too many origami hearts. Abby has even had to take over folding the hearts once I’ve finished the spells because I just don’t have time to do both. 

			The origami idea was worth it, though—I can see that now. Every customer gets all gushy over how cute they are, and as they walk through the crowd with one of our hearts in their hands, I know it’s bringing us more customers.

			Mr. Tremmel spent the first hour hovering around our booth. I think he was afraid that we were scamming people. But Abby has been making sure she tells every person who wants a love spell that it’s meant for entertainment purposes only, and also that their donation is for a good cause. He seemed to accept that and even gave a nod of approval when she corrected a couple of girls who were talking loudly about the guys they were about to cast a spell on. 

			Abby can’t stop smiling. We’re making so much money that her reference letter has to be a sure thing by now. 

			We’re so popular as a business that even the drama teacher, Ms. Black, comes for a spell. She’s sarcastic by nature but I can tell that she thinks it’s all a joke and that she’s indulging us for a good cause. I also think she’s hoping it’ll work. She looks like a lonely cat collector type of lady. Maybe her and Mr. Tremmel should be connecting.

			I don’t write the spell like that, though. Two teachers hooking up because of my spell would be super weird and kinda gross. I just write her out one of the general ones—there are a few that we’ve found in various books—which probably won’t work because it’s too vague. But she’s looking for a laugh so I pick one of the funny ones for her.

			We’re almost at the end of the period. The sales are slowing down. I haven’t eaten and I’m grumpy. Abby is still in full sales mode, doing her singsong catcalling that has worked all afternoon to get people to come and buy our stuff. 

			“Your spell is defective,” Mel says a little too loudly as she comes up to the booth. 

			Abby hushes her, swats her arm, and then drags her to the back of the booth where I’m just finishing with a customer. I look up at them, my eyes a little bleary from staring at the peachy-pink origami paper for the last two hours.

			Mel doesn’t look good. Her makeup is smudged, her eyes red, her hair is a mess. She’s wearing a tracksuit and not exactly a stylish one. 

			“Andrew isn’t talking to me,” Mel whines.

			“What?” Abby gasps. “You had a great time with him on Friday, or at least it looked like you did.”

			“Yeah, I thought we did. We had a wonderful dinner at the country club, we came to Malcolm’s party, then we went back to his frat house, and, well, had a good time there, too.” She blushes. “But now he’s not returning my texts.”

			And this surprises you? I don’t say it, but come on—what was she expecting?

			That thought stops me cold. That could have been me if Luca was a different kind of guy. It could have been me feeling heartbroken and foolish and looking like I’ve balled my eyes out and haven’t slept for days.

			“Well, we did only write you a crush spell. Crushes don’t mean commitment.” As I say it, I see a weird look flash across Abby’s face. 

			“What would you be willing to pay if we could give you a more powerful spell?” she asks.

			I frown at Abby. “What?”

			She’s not looking at me. 

			“What would you be willing to pay?” Abby asks again.

			Mel shrugs. “I’ve got twenty in my locker.”

			“Deal.”

			Is she seriously extorting her friend? “Abby, what the—”

			She pulls her phone out. Flicks a few times, then turns it toward me.

			My mouth drops open. “Wait. That’s…” 

			She took a picture of the spell book from the witch shop. The one we were basically forbidden from using.

			“We can give you a true love spell. Is that what you want?”

			“True love?” Mel sounds doubtful. “Like for real?”

			“Are you doubting Rowan’s ability to get you what you want?” Abby crosses her arms. “She got you your crush, didn’t she?”

			“Yes, but true love…isn’t that a bit of a stretch?”

			“She can do it.”

			“The lady at the store said it’s a binding spell, though.” The words taste like disaster as they leave my mouth. 

			“She was exaggerating.” Abby turns back to Mel. “This spell will make him fall in love with you so you’ll be the one calling the shots.”

			That’s not how the spell reads.

			Mel brightens. “Really?”

			“Yeah, totally. He’ll be eating out of your hand.”

			Mel nods along with Abby’s words. “That sounds like a great idea. Then, when I’m done with him, I can ignore his texts.”

			This sounds like a terrible idea. 

			Abby squeezes her hand. “You’ll feel so empowered.” 

			“I will!” 

			“Do it.” Abby passes her phone to me. “And go get your twenty,” she says to Mel.

			I spread my fingers on her screen to make the image bigger. The spell is hard to read but not impossible. “Abby, I don’t think—”

			“So don’t think.” She looms over me. “Just do it for me, okay?”

			My gut twists like a pretzel. I need think this through. The lady at the candle shop warned us and I don’t think it was a warning made lightly. 

			“Mr. Tremmel hasn’t agreed to write my referral yet. We need to make more money.”

			I’m sweating even though the prickly chill of panic spreads through my body. I think I’m going to be sick. “Abby, we have days to sell spells still. We can make more money with the crush spell. I just don’t feel—”

			“Rowan,” her voice is so shaky that it almost doesn’t sound like her. “You don’t understand.” She clears her throat like she’s trying to swallow a giant lump. Her eyes get swimmy, too. “I need this referral because I have to get a scholarship if I’m going to be able to go to my top school.”

			I frown. Abby’s family is richer than anyone I’ve ever known. “What about your mom? I thought you were—”

			“We have no money.” Abby brushes her thumb under her eye as if she’s catching a tear and I realize that this isn’t just her being dramatic. Her face is creased with worry lines I’ve never seen before, like her mask has slipped momentarily. “Not for school, anyway. Not anymore. She expects me to marry up and be her own personal bank.”

			Oh geez, it’s all an act. The designer clothes, the fancy car, the shopping trips…it’s an image she has to uphold. Now that I think about it, why would richer-than-God Abby Roxwell need to have a job at a lingerie store?

			“Abby, I’m sor—”

			“If you don’t write the spell, I’ll tell Luca about that time last year where you puked all over yourself in class,” she says, the mask back in place and all trace of vulnerability gone. “I’ll tell him how you cried in front of everyone.”

			She means it, but I don’t feel any rising panic. First of all, I am fairly confident that Luca won’t think I’m totally gross for getting sick and crying about it. He’s just too nice of a person to hold that against me. And second, because I know where her threat is coming from. Abby might have put her mask back on but she’s not hiding her desperation very well. I see it in her eyes, flashing at me like a warning light. The worry lines are still there. If I don’t help her, she’ll lash out. She’s like a wounded animal. 

			Just as I had been that horrible day in class. 

			My mom had convinced me to do one of her past-life regressions the night before. We’d been up late. I had a test in Advanced Math, and Abby just happened to be in that class with me. 

			The past-life regression hadn’t amounted to much and my mom had been really disappointed but that night, once I’d finally fallen asleep, I had the worst nightmare about the night my father died. Even though I was too young to have actually remembered what happened, the nightmare seemed so real that I felt like I was there with him, in the car accident that had nearly decapitated my dad. I’d been a wreck when I woke up, but worse, it kept flashing in vivid detail right up until the moment I sat down to write my test and I just couldn’t take it anymore. My stomach was so twisted up that I heaved. All over myself. All over my table. All over the guy who sat across from me. And yeah, I’d cried like a baby. Balled, sobbed, made an absolute fool of myself.

			Ethan had been there, too. He’d gotten me home that day. The mess hadn’t freaked him out. He’d stayed with me, too. Made sure I was okay that night. Brought me my homework for the next few days while I wallowed in my bed, too mortified to return to school.

			I did eventually go back. I never told my mom what happened. She thought I was sick, like stomach bug sick. But Ethan knew and he kept me safe.

			And that’s why I know that no matter how Abby is treating me now, I have to help her. No one deserves to feel alone when they’re wounded, no matter what the cause is. “Okay, I’ll write the spell for Mel.”

			Abby holds my eyes for a heartbeat or three, then gives one of her curt nods. “Be quick about it. We don’t want Mel’s garbage mood influencing our customers.” She leaves her phone with me, then goes to the front of the booth to do her thing.

			I slump in my chair and rub my hand down my face. Ugh. It’s been a long day already and I’m feeling as drained as I do when I’ve been working on Mom’s fan mail.

			I glance at my phone sitting on the desk where I’ve been writing spells. I texted Ethan earlier but haven’t heard back from him, even though he promised to text me every hour. I know how exciting it is to have the attention of someone you never dreamed would give you the time of day. I get that he’s distracted and I’m happy for him that he’s got a new friend. If Malcolm and him are getting along so well, that’s great. But still. I frown down at my phone feeling sad. Things are getting super weird right now and I just want to talk to my best friend.

			I pick up my phone and text him. All ok? Having fun? 

			My text sits there. Not being read. No bubbles to let me know he’s typing back. 

			I lean forward so I can rest my head in my hands and close my eyes for a few seconds. My hand hurts. My eyes are sore. I’m exhausted. My whole body feels weighted down and I’d love to just curl up in a corner somewhere and take a nap. 

			I don’t want to do this spell. I think it’s a mistake. But for the first time in all of the time I’ve known Abby, I believe I’ve seen a glimpse of the real person underneath the facade. I’m going to write the spell because she needs me to. Maybe I can tweak it so that it isn’t a bonding spell. 

			I pull Abby’s phone closer, take another look at the spell. 

			I cast this spell for someone kind,

			Forever will my true love bind.

			My mate will bring exquisite joy,

			And not succumb to playing coy.

			Give thy love and be true to me,

			Show affection for all to see.

			The spell itself might be simple but the instructions that come with it are complicated. Mel will have to use some of her blood to ignite it. She’ll have to do it at midnight. It’s not just what I write on paper, although it does say that the person casting can tweak the lines for personalization. Either way, it’s clear that it’s what she does with what I write that makes all the difference.

			Me writing it down is only the catalyst. 

			So this won’t be on me completely if it all goes to hell. 

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“Rowan, honey, could you put in a bit of time today with the fan mail?” My mom catches me just as I’m putting together a snack tray for Luca and the others. She scans the food prep and her eyebrows go up dramatically. “Is that for Mr. Columbus?”

			Heat rises to my cheeks but I nod and keep cutting the cheese up. “Yes, they’ve been working so hard on that room I thought they’d like to take a break for a few minutes and eat something. Is that okay?”

			Mom snags one of the crackers, creating a hole in my display. “Yeah, sure, of course it is. I just didn’t think you paid much attention to what was going on in there.” Her eyes light up. “It’s that boy working with them, isn’t it?” She nods knowingly. “You’re totally checking him out, aren’t you?”

			My cheeks are full-on burning now. “No.”

			She takes another cracker. “I’ve seen him in there. Hard working, polite, attractive…exactly the type of boy I’d have gone for—”

			“Ew!” I snap. “Mom, that’s so gross!”

			Mom stops chewing, the smile slides from her face. “Um…okay…sorry?”

			I feel bad for snapping, I do, but I don’t want to hear about her younger self crushing on my boyfriend. “It’s just that he’s a friend of mine. A guy I know from school, okay? I get that he’s superhot, or whatever,” I add on a grumble.

			“O-kay.” She swallows whatever is still in her mouth. “Didn’t mean to tread on sensitive territory.” She grabs another cracker. “Ro, if there’s anything you want to talk about, something you need to get off your chest, you know you can tell me. I’m always here for you.”

			I keep my eyes on the cheese I’m cutting. I’m a total jerk for lying to her about Luca. “I’m fine, Mom. Really.” But I’m not ready to invite her into my world right now.

			I feel her watching me but I can’t look up. If I look up, she’ll snag me with her empathetic eyes and I’ll feel even worse than I do now. 

			She turns toward the door. “I’m going to be doing some work with Zach in the office. Probably won’t be around for dinner. Ethan coming over today?”

			I shake my head. “He’s busy I think.”

			“Oh, okay. Well, if you put in a few hours on the fan mail it’ll make a dent for me.”

			Great, more writing. My hands are ready to go on strike as it is. “I’ll get to it as soon as I’m done with this.” I fill the holes she left with more crackers. 

			Mom leaves and I deflate. I feel guilty about not telling her the truth about me and Luca, but I also don’t think bonding over my “attractive” boyfriend will ever be something I’m into. 

			I sigh and glance at my phone on the counter. Ethan isn’t responding to my texts. I don’t know what’s up with him. The message I sent at lunch got a reply of, “All good. Having fun.” That’s it. Even though I’ve sent five messages since, he hasn’t bothered to answer. He’s not the best with communicating with me when he’s busy, but I am the only person who knows he’s on this trip. He could at least let me know what he’s up to so I don’t worry. 

			Between him and my mom, Abby and baggage, the fact that my love spells work, there’s just way too much drama happening in my life right now. 

			I pick up the tray. There’s no drama with Luca. 

			I smile. Luca’s starting to feel like a safe haven; someone who doesn’t make me feel weird or bad or guilty. Someone who accepts me exactly as I am, just like Ethan does. It’s nice to have another person who thinks I’m worth their time. I want to be the same for him.

			“Oh hey, I was just going to come in to look for you.” Luca walks through the side door of the long room. He’s got work gloves on and some safety goggles.

			I laugh. “Nice glasses.” 

			He grins and slips them up onto his head, eyeing the tray in my hands. “You made this for us?”

			I nod. “Thought you might be hungry.”

			He takes his work gloves off, then slips them into his back pocket. “That’s really nice of you”—he steps closer and my heartbeat drums staccato—“but Mr. Columbus and Samuel left for a bit. They needed to grab something from the hardware store.” He pulls me closer, one hand on my hip. “So…I’ve got time for a break…?”

			There goes those glittery bubbles again, happily fizzing through me until I giggle. “And you don’t feel like eating?”

			He shakes his head, holding me even closer. He smells like freshly cut wood and spice. I want to inhale him. I want to kiss him. 

			“You want to take me up to that attic of yours?”

			Uh, not what I was expecting. “The attic?” It’s musty and dirty up there. 

			He leans down and I shove the tray onto the side table. When his lips connect with mine, I literally sigh, like a whole body sigh that makes all the tension I’m carrying slide down to my feet and into the floor. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and press closer.

			It’s not a long kiss but it does the job. I’m dizzy and I swear my heart is lighter, unburdened by all the worries of the day. 

			“I’ve got thirty minutes.” He seems a little breathless as well. 

			I nod, take his hand, and then lead him to the back staircase. It used to be the servants’ staircase, not that there’s been any servants in this house for decades. It’s a convenient way to bypass the main parts of the house and takes us right up to the floor just below the attic.

			“You and Abby seem to be doing really well with your business.” He squeezes my hand. “You had a huge crowd today. I see those hearts you make everywhere.”

			“I know, right?” 

			“All those people wanting love spells.” He chuckles. “Genius idea this time of year when everything is so wet and chilly. Kinda sad, too, though.”

			We’re almost at the top of the stairs and it’s starting to get a little claustrophobic, like the walls are getting narrow. “Sad?” I’m sweating a little and I know it’s not because of the climb. 

			“Well, yeah, all those people thinking that a love spell will help them find someone. It’s a little pathetic don’t you think? I mean, I get that it’s meant to be a joke but I was looking at all those people standing around waiting for you to write them a spell today and I got the feeling that they don’t think it’s for fun. Some of them were taking it pretty seriously.”

			“I get that feeling, too, sometimes.” We finally make it to the third floor and I practically burst out of the stairwell. I don’t want to tell him that the spells are real. Not yet. I don’t want to test his feelings for me. If I do, and find out that he can’t handle the truth that the spells are working, I’ll be crushed.

			Luca stops talking about the spells—thank goodness—and instead focuses on looking this way and that, touching things, the wood paneling, the wallpaper that’s some kind of fabric and apparently priceless. “This is all original.”

			I suck in a deep breath and then let it out, releasing the tension that conversation caused for me. “Yep, and impossible to keep clean.” Okay, now I sound like my mom. “We have to go up this way to get to the attic.”

			He hasn’t let go of my hand and the final staircase is too narrow for us to climb side by side so I kind of lead him up, our hands joined in such a way that each step I take forces him to brush up against my butt, which isn’t a horrible thing for me. He doesn’t seem to mind, either.

			There’s no doorway to the attic—the stairs just open into it. It would be a super cool space if it wasn’t for all the dirt and boxes and planks of wood that look like they belong somewhere but are currently stacked in the middle of the floor. 

			We just stand there at the top of the stairs for a minute while Luca soaks it all in. “This is a huge space.”

			I nod. It’s the full length of the main part of the house. Dust invades my nose and I stifle a sneeze. Luca starts to move but doesn’t let go of my hand. “It wouldn’t take us very long to get this room looking livable.” He ducks under a low hanging beam. “The wood is in good shape, no sign of termites or water damage.” He reaches up and knocks on the wall. “This is a pretty cool attic, Ro.”

			“It’s low on my mom’s list of reno projects.” I look around the space with new perspective. It is a pretty cool room. It’s huge, it’s way up and out of the way, there’s even a restroom up here. I mean, sure, it still has a toilet with a dangling chain to pull for flushing but it works. 

			If I’m going to stick around with Mom, might as well have a floor of my own.

			“We could work on it this summer. Me and you.” He lets go of my hand and wraps his arms around me. I rest my head against his chest and listen to the thumping of his heart. Imagine if we could do this forever? Imagine if, one day, Luca and I live here together.

			Whoa. That’s some seriously forward thinking going on right there.

			“You want to see my bedroom?” I know as soon as the words come out of my mouth that I shouldn’t be taking Luca to see my bedroom. I mean, Mom is busy, sure, but she’s in the house. 

			“Yeah, I’d love to.” As we pull apart, he yanks me back, kisses me again, and smiles when he finally lets me go. “But we’re taking things slow, remember? So don’t try to have your way with me in there, okay?” 

			My face burns hot in an instant. He laughs, gives me a quick hug, then lets me go again.

			“I’m joking.”

			I laugh, but it sounds awkward because let’s be honest—I totally want to have my way with him in my bedroom. Just the idea of him being in my bedroom has me tingling all over. Luca Russo, my boyfriend, is going to be in my bedroom. Unsupervised. 

			Gulp.

			We head back down to the second floor. I don’t see or hear Mom anywhere downstairs, which is a good thing. She’s likely so caught up in whatever her and Zach are working on that she won’t even know Luca was here, I mean, that he stopped working long enough to tour our place.

			I will introduce her to him. At some point. Just not now. I want to keep Luca a secret for a while longer.

			Thankfully I had the sense to clean my room on Sunday so it’s not resembling a trash yard at the moment. 

			Luca walks in, does what he did upstairs, looking at the curve of the walls, the beams that are high up.

			“I didn’t realize you were in the turret.” He looks out the window. “This has got to be the second coolest space in this house.”

			I beam, feeling a rush of pride. Mom’s room is on the other side of the hall. It’s considered the master and has its own restroom. I think of my room as a master, too, because it’s a fairly large space, big enough for a king-size canopy bed as well as a walk-in closet and a fireplace. It’s also circular, so the built-in oak shelves actually curve along one wall. Luca is checking them out already. 

			He’s running his hands along the wood. “This is incredible workmanship. All the woodwork in this house is amazing but this showcases skill that you just don’t see anymore. My grandpa would have loved this. I don’t see any nails holding it all together.” He bends a little so he can look under some of the shelves, then straightens and grins over at me. “Yep, you definitely have one of the best rooms in the house.” 

			“We moved in when I was seven and Mom let me pick whichever room I wanted. There are two on this floor and four more on the third floor.” I sit down on my bed and only as an afterthought realize that Luca could sit there, too, with me. We could even lay down for a bit and cuddle. I soooo want to do that.

			“How many square feet is this place? Four thousand or so?”

			I grimace as I watch him inspect the room some more. “I have no idea, actually. We inherited it from my dad…kind of. I mean, Dad was dead and the only son of the Marshalls. They were estranged, though.”

			“Yeah, I knew that.” Luca turns around, sees me on the bed, then moves to sit next to me. His weight jostles me and I kind of by accident, on purpose, fall into him a bit. He takes the bait and wraps his arm around me so I can nestle closer. “The Marshalls were super old when I was a kid. Scary, too.” He chuckles. “They used to get so mad when kids would come to trick or treat at Halloween. They wanted no part of any holiday. Can you imagine how awesome a house like this could look at Halloween? Didn’t even decorate for Christmas or anything.”

			My mom doesn’t decorate for Halloween, either, but we wouldn’t turn kids away on the holiday. They just don’t dare walk up to the front door for treats. “I was two when Dad died.” I suck in a deep breath, let it out, and with it the sting that comes whenever I think about how he died. “He never got a chance to tell me about his parents. My mom knew, though. She’d tell me the stories that Dad told her. How strict they were, how frugal.” I never wanted to meet them. From the stories Mom told, they were really awful to Dad when he got older. Maybe because he stopped doing what they wanted him to do, that he started to push back at their ideas for his life. Maybe that’s why they did the things they did to drive him away.

			“I heard they died within a day of one another. No one really knows, though. One day an ambulance showed up, no siren when it was leaving, and then the next day, same thing. That’s how the story goes anyway.” He squeezes me closer. “I’m sorry you lost your family like that. Your dad, your grandparents.”

			“My dad died in a car accident. The car was totaled. Mom hasn’t ever told me the details exactly but I found pictures of the car after the wreck. They were in some paperwork I found with Mom’s stuff when I was cleaning up some things in her office. The car was barely a car. I mean, it was all crumbled in on itself. The passenger side worse than the driver’s. Mom said that the doctors told her that Dad died quickly.” 

			After she did the past-life regression on me and I had that awful nightmare of the car accident, I woke up screaming. Mom had come rushing in to find out what was happening and when I told her what I’d experienced in my dream, how vivid it was, she’d explained it as contact with Dad. Normal moms would have chalked it up to imagination but not my mom. No, she believed that somehow I’d opened myself to him enough to live through his trauma. She’d been super excited that Dad had reached out, but I had been horrified. In my dream, he definitely didn’t die quickly and he totally knew what hit him. 

			If what Mom said was true, which I didn’t believe, why would my father want me to see that? She didn’t know I’d been snooping through the photos of the accident just before she did the past-life regression, so she didn’t know that what happened had nothing to do with Dad reaching out and everything to do with being traumatized by another one of my mom’s experiments and by my imagination and fear taking over after what I’d seen in those photos. 

			I never did tell her. Not that I’d been snooping or how much her past-life obsession freaked me out. How do you tell your mom that you wished with all your heart that she was normal? I wanted a mom who would console me, cuddle me, make me feel safe. Instead, her eyes were sparking with a look I knew intimately and she barely patted my back before she was off to brainstorm ideas that involved more experiments. 

			“I’m so sorry, Ro.” He pulls me onto his lap then and I wrap my arms around him so I can lean my head on his shoulder. 

			I like being here. I like smelling him, touching him, having his big, strong arms wrapped around me. I like how his calm, steadiness washes away my panicky thoughts and fears so that I can focus and breathe.

			“Anyway, we didn’t find out about this place until five years after he died. By then my grandparents were dead, too. And yes, the lawyer did tell us that they died within a day of each other, the same year as Dad died, actually.” Which I will admit is an uncanny coincidence. 

			“And that’s when you moved here,” he says as he nuzzles the top of my head. “Lucky for me.”

			I get that thrill of excitement, the buzz of what-if. The sweet words he says… They make me want to say all kinds of things to him. But I don’t because I don’t want to come off as infatuated, even though I kind of am. Who wouldn’t be, though?

			“My mom was supposed to go with him that night,” I say instead. “If she’d been in the car with him, she’d have died, too.”

			He runs his fingers up my arm. “Weird how things happen in certain ways.”

			“Yeah, she says it was some kind of divine intervention or something. That there’s a reason she’s alive now.” I say it was luck.

			“So, what stopped her from going?”

			“Rowan did, actually,” my mom says from the doorway. Her arms are crossed, her expression none too pleased. “Just a friend from school, huh, Ro? I’d say it’s time for you to introduce your boyfriend to me, isn’t it?”

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Luca is super smooth where I’m in full-blown panic mode.

			He shifts me to the side, gets up, and holds his hand out for Mom to shake.

			Mom, although clearly angry, is too polite to refuse. I think she’s also a bit impressed that Luca obviously has the guts to face her.

			“Sorry, Ms. Marshall, this isn’t the way I wanted to introduce myself.” He shakes her hand. “I’m Luca Russo.”

			“Luca goes to Fern County,” I blurt. 

			“Luca Russo? Aren’t you the boy they’re always gushing about in the local paper? You’re really good at football, right?” 

			It surprises me that Mom knows a detail like that.

			“Used to be.” He clears his throat. “Got injured, so now I’m done with that.”

			“I’m sorry.” And Mom does sound sorry. If there’s one thing she a number one fan of, it’s doing what you love. “And you and Rowan are…” She looks at me then and the weight of guilt drop back onto my shoulders. 

			“I should have told you,” I say which is an echo of the look she gives me. “I just wasn’t…ready.” Which is the truth. 

			“You should have been honest.” Her voice sounds angry but her eyes look hurt. “Let’s keep the bedroom off-limits, okay, Luca?”

			“Absolutely, Ms. Marshall. Rowan just gave me a tour of the attic. I’m hoping maybe I can help reno it over the summer.”

			Mom hides her surprise, barely. Polite and attractive or whatever she’d thought of him, he is not what she is expecting. I know the feeling. “Well, it’s not on my urgent to-do list but it does need an overhaul. How much would that cost?”

			“No charge.” Luca lifts a hand like he’s waving away that idea. “It’d just be a summer project for Ro and I to do.”

			“I’d feel bad about not paying.” Mom glances at me like I’m a completely different person. Me voluntarily do something involving hard labor? High on my nope list and she knows it.

			“Ms. Marshall, working on this house has been my dream. Seriously, I’ve admired this place since I was a kid. I’ve always loved old homes but this one is like a treasure. There are so many cool features.” He shrugs. “And you’d be helping me brush up on some of my carpentry skills. Mr. Columbus has me doing all kinds of things but I haven’t been able to work with wood much.”

			“Well, there’s plenty of wood upstairs in the attic. I think it’s a lovely idea.” Mom smiles and all the tension leaves the room. Until she looks at me again. “Ro, can we chat downstairs?” She looks over at Luca. “It was nice to formally meet you, Luca. Why don’t you have dinner with us this weekend?”

			“Sounds good.” Luca smiles at me and for the first time since we first started talking, it doesn’t get rid of the stress I’m feeling. “I better get back to work. I’ll text you later, ’kay?”

			He touches my hand as he walks by me. No kiss—that would be asking for it. Mom has her arms crossed again. She doesn’t look at me. She just follows Luca out of my room. 

			She wants me to go to the kitchen. That’s where we have our serious discussions. Like civilized people, Mom always says, with tea.

			Her back is stiff, and her shoulders bunched up as she walks down the stairs ahead of me. Luca gives me a sympathetic look as he exits the main hall to join Mr. Columbus, who, by the sound of his bandsaw, has returned from the hardware store. Mom is already through the kitchen door when I hit the main floor. 

			I stare at Luca’s back as he slides through the swinging door and think about following him. Am I stalling? Hell yes.

			She’s got the kettle on the stove by the time I finally follow her into the kitchen. 

			“It’s not that he was in your room that I have so much a problem with,” she starts. She massages her temples. “But the fact that you didn’t tell me anything about him.” She slams a few drawers, pulls out some teacups that rattle with her movements. “You said he was just some guy you knew from school.” She spears me with a look that is full of hurt. “And I outright asked you if you had something you wanted to talk about. You said no.”

			I flinch. “I know.” I stop myself from adding that I didn’t actually want to talk to her about him. Now is not the time for sass.

			“You know?” She shakes her head. “And then I go up there to find you sitting on his lap, acting like this isn’t actually a new thing at all.” Two spoons hit the marble countertop. “How long have you two been dating?”

			“A few days.”

			“A few days?” Mom’s eyebrows go up. “Are you having sex with him?”

			“Mom!” I gasp, horrified she jumped so quickly to that conclusion. “No!” I think about having sex with him, though. I definitely want to have sex with him. She doesn’t need to know that, though. “He’s not that kind of guy.”

			She puts her hand on her hip and gives me the oh please look. 

			“Okay, he’s probably that kind of guy, but he’s not pressuring me. He says he wants to take things slow.” 

			She knows I’m not a virgin. We’ve had that conversation before. She’s not the kind of mom that’s cool with sex in her house or who goes out of her way to make things comfortable for me and my boyfriend, but she’s not stupid, either. She made sure I got birth control when I was sixteen and that I understood everything I ever needed to understand about pleasure and consent and what’s okay and what’s not okay for a guy to say, do, or demand.

			“I read about him in the paper. He’s older than you.”

			“He’s a grade older, and so what? You were two years older than Dad when you started dating him.”

			“We were adults when we met. You know that.” She rolls her eyes and takes the kettle off the stove before it can whistle. She hates the sound of that thing when it gets going.

			“I’m practically an adult.”

			She scoffs as she rustles around in the fridge. 

			“Oh, so it’s okay for you and Dad to find true love but I can’t?”

			“True love?” She nearly drops the milk jug in her hand. Her mouth hangs open.

			“Well.” I cough. “I mean, he’s a great guy.”

			“That you just met!” She pours hot water into the cups. “Oh honey, don’t tell me you’re obsessed with this boy already. I mean, he’s attractive and obviously mature but he’s not your usual kind of…friend.”

			“Because he’s cool? Popular? Really attractive?” I cross my arms. “Just so you know, I fit in with his friends. They treat me like I’m one of them.” It’s just a little lie, more about making myself feel better right now than telling the truth.

			“So you’re Miss Popularity now?” She narrows her eyes. “Why?” 

			“Why?” My voice rises a little too high.

			Mom puts her hands on the counter and leans forward, her face set. “What have you done to make yourself popular?”

			The way she asks makes it sound like I’m trading sexual favors for popularity. “Abby and I are working on a project together.”

			“And suddenly you’re popular?” She sighs. “I might be a few decades removed from high school, but I know that’s not how popularity works. People are being nice to you right now because you’re dating the football star and working with the Barbie-girl. That doesn’t mean they’re your friends.” 

			“Real nice. Thanks, Mom.” I know she’s not wrong, though, and that’s what sucks more.

			Her face falls. “Ro… I didn’t think you cared about that kind of thing. Being popular? Come on, who wants that? They’re using you. I don’t know for what, but that’s what my gut is saying.”

			Ouch, but also, ugh. How does she always read a situation exactly right? Not that I think Luca is using me, but Abby definitely is. I can’t tell Mom about the spells or she’d freak out, and I can’t think of anything else to say. I just look at my hands resting on the island, fingers tracing small circles over the marble. 

			“And how does Ethan feel about all of this? You and him are thick as thieves. This has got to be cutting into your time with him.”

			“Ethan is happy for me.” And completely distracted by his own new friend.

			Silence hangs.

			She taps her nails lightly on the counter. Thinking. I have no idea what she’s thinking. I can’t look at her because I don’t want her reading me any more than she already has. 

			“What’s so wrong with me being happy anyway?” I say quietly. 

			“Oh, honey,” Mom says. “I want you to be happy. I want that more than anything else in the world. But I also want you to be safe and smart and—”

			“I am being safe. And yeah, Luca is not the usual kind of guy who would be attracted to me, but guess what? He is. He likes me for who I am.” I look up at her now, challenging her to deny what I know to be true.

			“That’s wonderful,” she says. “You deserve that from a boyfriend.” She hesitates. “I just don’t want you to get too caught up in a guy like Luca.”

			What does that even mean? A guy like Luca?

			She appears to fumble for her next words and busies herself with removing the tea bags from the cups as she speaks. “He’s an athlete, a good one from what I’ve read. If it’s true and his career is over before it’s begun, well, he might end up stuck here in this town.”

			I tense up. That’s what he thought people would say. “What’s wrong with that?”

			Mom’s eyes go wide. “You can’t be serious.”

			“Luca is staying here. He’s learning a trade. He’s going to start a business and make something of himself. Just because his football career is over doesn’t mean his life is over.” 

			“Ro, a guy like Luca…he’s nothing without his sport. He’ll get resentful. He’ll see his friends go off to college on great scholarships, travel, and he’ll stay here and grow bitter and disillusioned.”

			“He’s not like that!”

			“You’ve only known him for a few days. And I’m guessing you met shortly after he found out that his life ambitions had to change. He’s going through something right now, Ro, and it doesn’t have as much to do with you as it does with finding himself.”

			“How do you even know this? You’re making assumptions—”

			“I know this because it’s what happened to your dad. Or at least, it’s what could have happened if he hadn’t left town despite his parent’s wishes.” She sighs, rubs her temples again. 

			“Dad was a football player?” This I didn’t know. Mom rarely talks about Dad. She talks to him, but it isn’t often that she talks about him with me anymore.

			“He played baseball and he was good. So good that he had a free ride to his choice of colleges. Lucky for me, he chose the one I was at.”

			I knew the next part of the story. Mom had been working on her undergrad and was two years ahead of Dad when he came. They met, fell in love, got married…you know, the usual stuff. 

			“He was injured, though. His elbow on his throwing arm was one over-extension away from complete destruction. His doctors warned him to take it easy, but he knew he had to keep playing if only to get himself out of Youngstown. He’d seen too many guys get trapped here, and his parents were already pushing him to stay local so he could settle down with his high school sweetheart, who just happened to be richer than God.” She rolls her eyes at that. “When his elbow finally did go, he had to have multiple surgeries, but at least he still had his scholarships. Didn’t mean the depression didn’t set in, because at some point he’d convinced himself that he’d make it to the big leagues, but at least he wasn’t trapped.”

			“And you think Luca will feel trapped?” I frown because part of what Mom is saying makes sense but part of it doesn’t. Luca seems happy with his decision. Not depressed. But like she said, I haven’t known him long enough to know for sure.

			“He’s made a choice to put his health before his ambition, which is truly admirable and very mature,” Mom replies. “He’s committed himself to a pursuing a trade, which is also commendable. But yes, at some point, it’s going to sink in that he’s stuck here. Maybe that will make him happy, maybe it won’t. Either way, I think getting out of this town offers more opportunity, more life experience. That’s what your dad would want you to do. I don’t think you should keep this up with Luca other than in a casual way.”

			“Like friends with benefits?” I say it to shock her. 

			She rolls her eyes again. “Rowan, be reasonable. You have no future with a guy like Luca.”

			That stings. “I’m not worried about my future. I know exactly what my plans are.” I cross my arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			“Of course you’re going somewhere. You and Ethan have plans to go to New York, don’t you?” 

			I snort at the irony of that statement. “Ethan has plans. I don’t.”

			“Since when? You and Ethan have been talking about going to New York since you were twelve.”

			My stomach churns. How can she not know that I have to stay here for her? I have to make sure she doesn’t lose herself completely to this supernatural world she’s created for herself. “Well, things have changed.” 

			“What things?” She’s losing her cool, her calmness slipping. “This new friendship of yours? This boyfriend? This sudden popularity?” 

			“No, it changed about six months ago when I realized that you’ll never give up Dad. You’ll never let him die.”

			She gasps, lifts her hand to her mouth. “The séance?”

			My mom has always talked to my dad’s ashes, always had one-sided conversations with him since the day we moved in, but six months ago she started really turning up the freaky ghost talking stuff, so much so that I truly started to question if she lost herself to her grief completely. She brought a woman into our house, a renowned medium who she paid an obscene amount of money in a desperate attempt to communicate with Dad, and she forced me to be a part of it. 

			That’s when I saw how truly lost she was. I left the house about ten minutes in because it was just so depressing. Mom had been crying from the very start, so hopeful that she’d connect with Dad finally and I couldn’t handle seeing the disappointment when it didn’t work. We haven’t spoken about that night at all, mainly because I refuse to bring it up, and I stop her whenever she tries to.

			“You talk about being trapped and not getting stuck here, but you’re stuck here. You won’t even travel any more. You barely leave the house. I won’t leave you.” I shake my head when she starts to protest. “I won’t go and there’s nothing you can do to convince me that you’ll be okay if I do.” I walk to the door. “It’s ironic, really. Dad wanted to escape and yet you came right back here and became exactly what he was running from.”

			It’s the cruelest thing I’ve ever said to my mom but it’s also the most honest. She’s so caught up in the ghost of my dad that she’s not living life. 

			I pause on the steps. The door to the long room is swinging because Mr. C just walked through carrying a box and I can see Luca working. She’s wrong about him. He’s making a choice to stay in Youngstown and that’s a personal thing no one has any right to judge. He isn’t bitter and he’s not settling. And even if he did start to slip down that path, well, I’d be here to stop him from sliding, if he lets me. Just like I’ll be here to stop Mom from losing herself completely. 

			I sigh.

			If only Mom had someone to love who was flesh and blood and alive like I do. Not just to distract her but also to bring her back to reality. 

			I could write her a love spell. I could help her heal and move on. I could make her happy like I’m happy. The door stops swinging, cutting off my view of Luca. Mom needs a distraction and I have just the thing to distract her.

			I’m going to write her a love spell. 

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			I spend a good part of the night writing the perfect spell for my mom. A true love spell. I can’t just copy it from the spell book that Abby took a picture of. It has to be perfect because Mom’s next love needs to overcome the ghost of her last one. I don’t target any guy specifically but I do tweak the spell so that it describes a person who is as lonely as she so obviously is and who will love her just the way she is. It’s kind of a hybrid spell, taking bits of all the spells I’ve used so far.

			This true love spell doesn’t rhyme and I don’t have her blood to use like the spell calls for, so I improvise. I put all the things in there that she values. Honesty, kindness, respect, love, dedication, loyalty. I build her the perfect partner and make him handsome, too, because Mom is beautiful and fun and still young enough to find someone who will take her out on adventures.

			I set up some white candles, grab some of Mom’s hair from her hairbrush, and prick my own finger so that everything is almost perfect and then go about casting the spell. 

			That sounds weird doesn’t it? For someone who doesn’t believe in magic to be casting a spell to help her mom fall in love again? I guess if you want something badly enough you can temporarily suspend logic and reason. If there’s a chance that I can give my mom a bit of happiness, why wouldn’t I give it a try?

			Plus, if she’s occupied with her own love life then she won’t interfere with mine. Luca is a good guy. He’s kind and sweet and steady. He’s mature and cool. He’s also the hottest guy I’ve ever been close to, and he’s attracted to me, which still makes no sense to me. I’ve gotta see where this is going to go. 

			At midnight exactly, I read the spell, wrap it around the strands of hair, and set it to the candle flame. It burns. Nothing magic-y happens that I can tell. I don’t feel a whoosh of anything. No tingling. Nothing to suggest it’s actually working. I follow the next step and spread the ashes in a concoction of olive oil and sea salt, and swirl it with my pricked finger so that my blood mixes in, too. Then I blow out the candles. 

			I don’t get goose bumps. Not even a shiver. It’s very anti-climactic. 

			Hopefully my mom’s Prince Charming is somewhere close so that she can get busy. 

			Luca has been texting me all night. I scroll through our texts from earlier and can’t keep the smile from my face.

			Did she kill you? Are you dead right now?

			Aww, you’re worried about me?

			Yes! We should be more careful. I want her to like me

			You do?

			I want to spend more time with you. Would be hard if your mom hates me

			She doesn’t hate you

			Lunch tomorrow? 

			Can’t I’m doing the booth with Abby

			I’ll bring you lunch then 

			:) ok

			Sleep well Ro see u tomorrow 

			Ttys (smiley emojis) 

			I go to bed smiling, believing with all my heart that everything is going to work out great for everyone. 

			My dreams are filled with Luca, so vivid that I wake up the next morning thinking I can still smell him on my clothes. 

			… 

			School the next few days is weird. Every morning I go with Luca to the Den, we hang out with his friends for a bit, then I head to class. Every afternoon I go to the booth and work with Abby to help everyone fall in love. We’re killing it as a business. Mr. Tremmel has already told us that we’re both getting As even though we still have a few days left to earn money. He can’t figure out how we’ve convinced everyone to spend their money on what he views as a joke, exactly, but he considers us marketing geniuses. Suits me fine. Even if I’m not planning on leaving Youngstown, I still want to be on the honor roll. I’m one giant paradox, striving for perfection knowing that I won’t be taking it anywhere. I’ll be able to help Mom, though, and that’s good enough for me.

			What makes my days so weird is that they aren’t weird. I mean, people are hooking up, couples are forming, and it certainly looks like the spells are working, but no one is questioning that. Like, how in the world is this even possible? Does everyone just accept that magic exists, swallows it whole without flinching? It seems so surreal to me, a joke, just like Mr. Tremmel said, even as I write spell after spell. Even as I see the most unlikely couples form. 

			It’s so strange and unbelievable. 

			I realize that what’s making it weirdest of all is that I have no one to talk to about it. Sure, I can talk to Abby but she doesn’t care as much about the reason why the spell is working as she is about how well the spell is working and how much more money we can charge the people who are falling for it. Mr. Tremmel still hasn’t agreed to write her reference letter. I don’t know why he’s holding out, but she’s in a frenzy to get him to do it, which means she’s driven, hungry to impress him. She squeezes charisma out of every pore and sprinkles charm like confetti so that more people come to our booth to buy our spells. 

			I check my phone for the millionth time to see if Ethan has texted. He hasn’t. I look around the crowded hall. No sign of Ethan hanging around, either. He should be back from New York by now but he wasn’t in math class this morning.

			Are u back yet? I text him even though my last text asking if he’s okay is just sitting there unread.

			I miss him and I’m starting to wonder if he might be really super angry with me over something when my phone vibrates. 

			Yeah, I got back yesterday 

			I blink at my phone. What the heck? Why didn’t he tell me he was back? Maybe he is upset about something.

			I feel like I haven’t seen u in forever. Wanna hang out? Come over tonight 

			Abby comes around to my side of the booth with a coffee and sets it down in front of me. “Mel picked us up some caffeine reinforcements. I told her you like it black.”

			“Um, thanks.” It’s not usual for Abby or Mel to give me a thought when they’re planning a coffee run so I’m a little startled that this time is different.

			“I know your hand probably hurts by now but I was hoping you’d be able to write one more spell today.”

			I frown as I crane my head around to look at the front of the booth. No one is standing there. “Who for?”

			“Oh, this is a special order. For Doug and Marion.”

			I take a sip of my coffee. It’s on the cooler side of lukewarm but I’ll take it. “Okay. A crush spell?” I start to pull the crush spell book toward me.

			“No, the true love one.” She picks out a pristine piece of peachy-pink origami paper and hands it to me. “And don’t alter it, okay? Just put those names in but keep everything else exactly as it’s written.”

			I sigh. “Okay.”

			She smiles but it looks kind of sad to me. Am I seeing the real Abby once again? 

			“Thanks. I’m going to start packing things up.”

			I nod. Usually Abby makes me do that so she can go pester Mr. Tremmel. 

			Before I start writing, I click on my phone to see that my text to Ethan is still just sitting there. Delivered but not read. What the hell?

			I’m about to send him another message, maybe a not so nice message, when another text comes in. It’s Luca. I can’t help the smile from spreading across my face and I know I look like a fool grinning down at my phone but I don’t care.

			Have you ever been to the old Grady Farm?

			Um…no 

			I’ve heard the rumors. The place is haunted. There are also stories about alien sightings and that’s even weirder than the ghost stories. No one is allowed on the property, though, so not even Mom has been able to investigate. 

			Why? Isn’t it closed to the public?

			I’m working on a job there. I want to show you something. Wanna go after school? 

			My curiosity is piqued if only because I know it’s forbidden territory. No one has been able to explore the farm for a very long time and it’s a century-old place so I know there’s going to be treasures to see there. 

			I’ll have to think about it…oh wait, of course I do!

			Lol cool, I’ll pick u up at the bell 

			I’ll meet u at the front doors 

			And that’s all it takes for me to be smiling for the rest of the day, all troubling thoughts of Ethan and magic and my mom gone from my head. All what’s left is anticipation.

			I sigh, pick up the fancy feather pen that Abby forces me to write with now, and begin Abby’s spell.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			The pathway up to Grady Farm isn’t what I expected. It’s less horror-esque and more nature walk. Even though it’s the worst part of the spring, the sun is out for once and there are birds chirping. We are in a forest, kind of, but there are clearly marked trails that are easy to walk on. 

			“The Historical Society is revitalizing the space.” Luca holds my hand as we walk and he’s got a backpack slung over one shoulder. 

			“So it’s not privately owned anymore?”

			“Nope. They’re turning it into a nature center.”

			A haunted nature center. I chuckle to myself. My mom will be all over this when it opens. “What part are you working on?”

			“You’ll see.” He smiles at me and squeezes my hand. “Looks like your business with Abby is still booming.”

			“Yeah. Two more days to go, but Mr. Tremmel told us that we’ve already gotten As.”

			“That’s cool. I never could get a great grade with that teacher.” Luca laughs. “He wasn’t too forgiving with all the practices I needed to attend.”

			“That’s not fair, though.” I frown. “I mean, that was your thing, right? There should be something for athletes, special considerations.”

			“There usually are, but Mr. T wasn’t too accommodating. I think he has something against ‘jocks.’”

			“Well, maybe the boys, but definitely not the girls.” I snicker. “He lets Abby and her friends get away with murder.”

			Luca snorts. “Doesn’t Abby always get her way?”

			Well, not always. Abby clearly doesn’t know how to convince Mr. Tremmel to write the letter she needs. “I can’t really complain because it was her idea to do the love spells in the first place.”

			“Like I said before, really brilliant idea that obviously paid off.” He laughs. “Who knew that fake love spells would be such a hit?”

			I grimace. Should I tell him? Will he think I’m lying? 

			“I guess everyone just wants to be happy, right? Like us.” He squeezes my hand again. 

			“The spells work,” I say softly.

			Luca leans closer. “Huh?”

			I look up at him. He frowns, leans even closer. “I said, the spells…they actually work.”

			“Yeah right.” He laughs, lifts my hand, then kisses it.

			“I’m serious, you can ask Abby. Ethan, too. We’ve experimented a few times.”

			He stops walking. “So when I saw Ms. Black flirting with Mr. Sampson the other day…”

			I nod, a little surprised but also not. “Well, she came for a spell on Monday.”

			“Are you serious?” His eyes are wide. I can’t tell if he’s really believing all this or not.

			“I can’t explain it but it’s happened too many times to not see a pattern.”

			“It could be giving people confidence,” he says. “You know, having the spell in their hand could give them the push they need to go for what they want…who they want. It might not be magic exactly but more like going after something in a confident way may actually make it happen.”

			“Yes, that’s true.” I’ve seen it over and over again with Luca. He’s so sure of himself all the time and goes after what he wants. His confidence definitely attracts me so maybe he’s right and it isn’t magic after all. 

			The burden of possibly influencing people’s lives like I have been shifts a little as I think about how Luca might be right and this might not be about magic at all. Maybe it’s just giving people the push they need to be brave.

			Then I remember Kelly and Big Dave and Will and Amanda. 

			“We experimented on some people who didn’t know that we were writing them a love spell.” I wince. “They were obviously into one another, so we just helped them along a little to see if it would work. And it did.” 

			“Huh.” He tugs my hand and we start walking again. 

			“Do you think it’s weird?” His silence is unnerving. Maybe he’s rethinking wanting to date me. Maybe he thinks I’m too much like my mom. Maybe I should have just kept my mouth shut.

			“It’s totally weird but stranger things have happened. I mean, you probably see all kinds of weird things at your house.”

			I nod. Too many weird things. But all of them explainable. Mostly. 

			“I’m surprised that people aren’t just writing their own spells. I mean, if they work like they say they do, why spend the money?”

			Yeah, about that… “I don’t know if anyone else has tried, but when Abby did, nothing happened. It seems as though I’m the only one who can write spells that work.”

			He frowns, then shrugs. “Well, if anyone is going to be able to cast a spell, it’s going to be you, right? You do live in a creepy old mansion with a parapsychologist for a mom.” He wraps his arms around me and we nearly stumble into the brush. 

			I laugh as I slip my arms around his waist. We’re just like that for a minute. Holding each other, being together. I look up at him and smile.

			“I never doubted that you were special.” He looks down at me, all laugher gone. 

			His eyes are shining and I get a sense of comfort knowing that he’s showing me acceptance when he could have reacted so very differently to what I’ve just told him. 

			Our lips touch and I hold him close, knowing that I’ve been more honest with him today than ever before. Also knowing that for a normal guy like Luca to still want me around after what I’ve just said, well, that’s as unbelievable as it is special. 

			… 

			The sun is just starting to slide down to the horizon when we get to the old Grady barn and it, too, is not what I’m expecting.

			“It’s not falling apart.” I shield my eyes from the glare of the low hanging sun. The barn looks pretty old. Probably as old as my house but it’s not a shell of a building like I figured it would be.

			“It was when we started. Wait until you see inside.” He tugs my hand and smiles like he’s ten and not eighteen. 

			It’s infectious and I can’t help but run along with him to the giant red barn doors. He pulls out a key and unlocks the door. 

			“Special access.”

			I’m totally in awe when we walk inside. It’s huge. The beginning of a walkway is set out, with stones laid but not yet cemented into place. The dirt is freshly turned and someone has brought in some metal tables and chairs but they’re not set up yet, just piled near the doors. It’s also heated which makes me very aware of how cold my face and fingers actually are now that the sun has started to set. 

			“They’re turning it into an art center. This will be a butterfly garden.” He points to the sides of the walkway as we move along them. “In the summer, they’re going to open all the doors and also the roof.” 

			I look up and gasp. One side of the roof has been completely replaced by windows.

			“This is gorgeous!”

			“Yeah, I like it here.” 

			I look closer at the butterfly garden and it reminds me of something my mom has written a lot about. “My mom has this belief about butterflies. She says they’re messengers for the dead.” 

			“I bet she’d love to investigate a place like this, right?”

			“Yeah, she would.” 

			There are more windows all along the top of the south side of the barn but the sun is below them now and it’s getting dark. Luca and I walk farther along the path.

			I spot a ladder near the back. “What’s up there?” 

			“That’s where we’re going.” 

			Just as it gets a little too dark for my liking, the lanterns I hadn’t noticed turn on. All along the walkway, the muted light of small lamps flare to life. It casts an eerie but beautiful glow on everything.

			“That’s so pretty!” 

			“Wait until you see it from up there.” 

			We get to the ladder and he motions for me to go first. Heights are not my favorite but there’s no way I’m turning into a wuss with Luca around. He’ll catch me if I fall, right?

			Once I’m up, I take a look around and he’s right, it’s worth the climb. The view alone is stunning. With all the lights below, it’s like the night sky flipped itself over. But above there are real stars just starting to poke out and twinkle in the twilight sky. 

			Luca motions behind me once he’s up, too. “There’s cushions over there.”

			I turn around to see the beginning of a loungelike seating area laid out. “What’s this for?”

			“The historical society wants to have a quiet space up here for writing groups or artists to come and work. Mr. Columbus has me and one of the other guys working up here to get it in shape while him and Samuel do the stones below.”

			He opens his backpack and pulls out a blanket. 

			“You came prepared.” I smile, helping him spread the blanket over the cushions that are on the floor. 

			“I brought these, too.” He pulls out a container and opens it. “My mom baked us cookies.”

			They smell fresh. My stomach rumbles. “Yum.” A pang of sadness hits me as I try not to think about how Ethan bakes me cookies when he knows I need them. I miss him. I slip my phone out of my pocket and just in case I missed a text from him, but nothing is there. He still hasn’t read the last one I sent.

			Luca sits down on the blanket, then pats the spot next to him. I slip my phone back into my pocket, plop down, and take a cookie. A cookie is a cookie. No way I’m passing one of these up.

			“So magic spells work and ghosts are real.”

			“They are?” I whip my head around, my eyes wide. Then burst out laughing. “I’ve never seen a ghost, so honestly, I don’t know.”

			“I read one of your mom’s books. She thinks ghosts are real.” He takes a cookie for himself and chomps away. 

			“She has no problem believing anything unusual.” But try to convince her that my new boyfriend is a decent guy and she’s all skeptical. 

			“She’s a smart lady.”

			Yes, but when it comes to supernatural stuff, she has no ability to think critically. There was that one night when we were at a grocery store pretty late and some young guy started trailing us, telling her that he could see a small child following her and asked if she had a secret baby or something. 

			My mom totally stopped to chat with the guy while I gave him a serious stink eye. He could have been a dangerous predator or a fanatic who was obsessed with “Dr. Marshall” and wanted to cause her or me harm. It’s not like we haven’t had a few scares with some of the fan mail that’s come over the years. My mom has no ability to turn away from someone who claims to have a story about ghosts. She’ll listen to anyone and everyone. 

			That night I made such a fuss that she agreed to leave but not before she handed the guy her card and told him to call her later. She handed her card, which has our address on it, to a complete stranger who looked like he hadn’t slept for days. Not even grocery shopping is safe from the strange and unusual, and Mom has no problem falling for every weird story she hears. That’s why I worry about her. 

			“Yeah, well…” I move in close to him. “I don’t really want to talk about my mom or ghosts right now.” I run my hand up his leg, feeling bold. Is it too soon? Does he want to do this tonight? Would he have brought me here if he didn’t? 

			“We’re pretty alone up here.” His voice is deep and gruff. “Everyone is gone for the day.”

			He wants this. I nod as I slide my body closer to his. 

			His hands are on my hips. His lips are on my lips and his kiss is a spark that ignites it all. 

			We can’t keep our clothes on even if we tried. Hoodies come off, then T-shirts. I can’t get enough of running my hands against the muscles of his chest, his arms are so lean, powerful as he lifts me and pulls me closer. He unhooks my bra; I unbutton his jeans. Soon we’re flesh on flesh, and there so much heat and pleasure that I can’t catch my breath. 

			“You have a condom?” If he doesn’t, there’s one in my bag. My mom insists I keep one always even though she doesn’t actually want me having sex. Just in case, she always says. Better to be prepared.

			He nods, reaches, breaks away from me by a fraction as he pulls a condom from the side pocket of his backpack. I doubt his mom made him put it there.

			Sex with Luca is different. It feels special. He looks in my eyes, making sure I’m comfortable, that I feel good. I’ve never known someone to be so considerate. Every step of the way he checks that I’m with him. And I am with him, 100 percent. 

			For the first time I’m with a guy who actually cares if I’m enjoying myself. And when I do feel that burst of pleasure cascade through me, I’m blissfully, mind numbingly, satisfied. We lay in a tangle of sweaty arms and legs on the blanket, not at all chilled by the cooler air around us. My breathing matches his. My hand is on his chest and I can feel his heart pounding away. Is he feeling the way I am? 

			I cuddle into him and he drapes his arm around me, then kisses the top of my head.

			“Your hair always smells so good,” he says as he reaches up to twirl my hair around his fingers. “Like flowers and vanilla.”

			I love the gentle touch of his fingers in my hair, of his kiss on my head, of his arm holding me close. We lay there for a while, comfortably quiet.

			“I don’t mind this town. I know a lot of people want to get out of here but there’s a lot of cool reasons to stick around.” He squeezes my waist. “There’s lots of work here and so many old buildings to explore. I’ll never get tired of working at your house, either. I’ve always kind of hoped I’d be able to make a name for myself fixing up an old place.”

			“Like my attic?” 

			“I’d love to do that with you. You’d really be interested in helping me renovate it all summer?”

			“Yes!” I hesitate because when I think of the attic I think about Luca moving in at some point and I know that’s wishful thinking because we’d have to be together for a while before Mom would ever agree to that. “We could turn it into an apartment.”

			Luca chuckles. “Yeah, it would make a great apartment. We could put in a small kitchen. The plumbing is already there.”

			I nod and smile to myself. 

			“Who would you want to rent it out to? Or would you just have Ethan move in after you graduate?”

			“Not Ethan.” I swallow a lump that forms because the reality of Ethan leaving me for good has been sitting in my heart like a rock for months now. I can’t go with him and I don’t really want to. It’s not my dream to follow. “But maybe one day you could.” I hold my breath because I can’t believe I actually just said that out loud.

			“Maybe one day I could.” He kisses the top of my head again and I let my held breath go. I want to ask him if he means that, if he thinks we’ll still be together in a couple of years, but I’ve lost my nerve all of a sudden. It’s asking too much when we’ve only just started dating.

			“I knew as soon as I saw you that you were the perfect girl for me. The timing wasn’t right before, that’s all.”

			I’m floating, I swear. “The timing feels right now, though?”

			“Yeah, it does.” He runs his fingers down my arm. “I’m so glad I worked up the courage to talk to you.”

			“Worked up the courage?” Luca is the bravest person I know. He’s always so confident and determined. I can’t believe he’d be too shy to speak to me.

			“I told you.” He shifts me so that he can lift my chin. I have to meet his eyes, which is a little intimidating. “There’s so much about you that fits with me. I can’t wait to spend time with you, to get to know you even more.”

			I look at him and his eyes are soft and seem to be full of hope. “I feel the same way.” 

			Every doubt I’ve had, every time I’ve thought that it doesn’t make sense for Luca to be as into me as I am into him, it’s gone. Evaporated like it was never there. He believes in us and slowly but surely, so do I. 

			“So yeah, maybe one day I will move into the attic. With you.”

			I grin at him. “You’ll have to definitely get on my mom’s good side if that’s going to happen.”

			“We have lots of time for that.” He grins back. “But don’t worry, I’m a pro with parents.”

			I kiss him and let everything I feel, the hope, the fear, the promise of more happiness to flow through me to him. Suddenly, the future seems very much something I’m looking forward to. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			It’s later than I expect it to be by the time we leave the barn. I’m freaking a bit because it’s dark and normally I would have been home by now. I didn’t text Mom to tell her I’d be going out, either.

			Strangely, when I check my phone there’s no message from Mom. There is, however, one from Ethan. 

			Where r u? Thought we were hanging out 

			“Crap.” 

			“All okay?” Luca is just hopping into his truck and now that the sun is down it’s really cold. He cranks the heat as soon as the engine turns over.

			“Yes.” No. Ethan never replied to my earlier text. How was I supposed to know he wanted to hang out? 

			I didn’t hear back from you

			I’m at your house 

			I want to type, So? because Ethan has been acting so distant lately but instead I type, I’m on my way because I just don’t want to get into it with him right now.

			Luca reaches for my hand and I put my phone in my pocket then enjoy the ride home, listening to Luca hum along to a song on the radio.

			This is what happiness feels like. A warm satisfaction settles into my body and I start to hum along with him.

			Twenty minutes later we pull up to my house. I frown. Mom’s car isn’t in the driveway. The lights aren’t on in her office, either.  

			“That’s weird.”

			Luca puts the truck in park and leans over to look out the passenger side window with me. “What’s weird?”

			“My mom isn’t home.” I look at my phone yet again. “And she didn’t leave a message.”

			“Maybe she went to grab dinner? Since you weren’t home, and all.”

			Maybe. Or maybe the love spell I did is working and she’s met someone? Could it be working already?

			It’s still weird, though. She had to know I’d be worried since she never leaves, but she didn’t bother to text. For a second I feel put out, insulted that she didn’t tell me she was going out, but then reality hits me. I didn’t tell her where I was, either. 

			“Should I come in? Make sure everything is okay?” Luca has his hand on the door handle, ready to hop out and be all brave for me. 

			I smile and lean across the console. “No, I’ll be fine.” I kiss him and he kisses me back and for a second I rethink his offer. We could go up to my room. Mom’s not home.

			He pulls away. “Is that Ethan standing at your door?”

			I look over and sure enough it is Ethan standing there with an apron on and his arms folded. He doesn’t look particularly happy to see me.

			“Um…yeah…I better go. I think I’m late for dinner.”

			Luca chuckles. “Good luck with that. I’ll text you later?”

			“Yep.” I smile, grab my bag, then head for the front door. 

			“So much for hanging out, huh?” Ethan says before he turns his back on me and walks inside.

			Luca waits until I’m up the stairs and entering the house before he starts to pull out of the driveway. I turn and wave, then let out a sigh. I’m so in for it right now. My happiness bubble bursts and I wish I could just climb back into Luca’s truck and hide with him somewhere. I sigh again, then I follow Ethan inside the house.

			“The roast is overcooked and I’m angry with you so you better not complain about how dry it is.”

			He’s bent over the oven, pulling out a pan and the whole place smells like burnt garlic. 

			I wince when I get a look at the meat. It does look dry and I know how much it bothers Ethan when his cooking isn’t perfect.

			“Sorry but I didn’t think you wanted to hang out.” I slide onto the stool where he’s set our plates. There are only two. “Where’s Mom? Did you see her?”

			“No. I used my key. No one was here.”

			“Why didn’t you reply to my text earlier?”

			“Excuse me for just assuming you’d be here. I’ve never had to confirm a date with you before.” He pulls a carving knife out of the block. “I guess I should know, now that you’re so caught up in your boy toy, I’ll need to schedule time. I get it, really.” But his tone says he really doesn’t get it. 

			Ouch.

			“Hey, I’m not the one ignoring texts.” I try very hard not to sound aggressive about it because I get that Ethan is upset about something and it can’t just be the dry roast. I wish I could tell him how things have been going with Luca, how he says the nicest things, how wonderful of a kisser he is. I’d also like to gossip about the crap I’ve learned about Abby, but not with the mood Ethan’s in. He doesn’t actually want to hear about what’s going on in my life right now and his attitude is upsetting.

			Ethan puts the food on a plate. Meat, potatoes, green beans that are pretty soggy looking, and some gravy. I know how much work Ethan puts into making food for me and I know he can’t be that mad if he’s willing to feed me. So maybe this isn’t about something I’ve done. Maybe something happened with Malcolm.

			“So, Miss Popular,” Ethan starts, his eyes on his plate rather than on me. “What’s new?”

			I sigh then pick up my fork. “Can we cut out the drama please? Tell me what’s going on.”

			“Drama? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He takes a bite, grimaces, puts his fork down, then leans back with his arms crossed. 

			“Did something happen with Malcolm?” 

			Ethan snorts. 

			“I know something is wrong. You came back from New York and didn’t even want to tell me what happened there. It’s not like I didn’t try to talk. You were just responding with one-word answers and were always busy.” And I should have paid more attention to that. Maybe I should have barged into his house and demanded to know what was going on. I can’t read his mind, though, and it’s not like him to keep things bottled up when he’s upset. “I figured you were having a good time with Malcolm, that’s why you weren’t responding.”

			“I was having a good time, until I wasn’t.” Ethan shrugs but his bottom lip quivers a little. 

			Any lingering irritation I have with him leaves me instantly. “Tell me what’s going on. Talk to me.”

			His shoulders sag and he leans forward so his elbows are on the island. “I want a love spell.”

			Of all the things I’m expecting him to say, that isn’t one of them. “Huh?”

			“You wrote me a friendship spell to get me into a party. It worked. Malcolm and I are friends.” He sighs. “I want a true love spell. I heard that’s what you’re selling now and I want one.”

			“Ethan—”

			“You’re going to leave me. You and Luca, you’re all partnered up and together. We’ve got a year until graduation and I can already tell what that’s going to look like for me. Third-wheel Ethan. The guy who always hangs around, looking pathetic and making things awkward.” He spears me with a look that is a mix of pain and anger and it hits me right in the gut. “So this is it—you’re moving on with your life, which is great, seriously. Luca is an awesome guy from what I’ve heard. But I want happiness, too.”

			“But the spell isn’t—”

			“Isn’t what?” He crosses his arms again. “Not suitable for little gay boys? Well, I’ll have you know that Malcolm is bi and him and I have a lot of things in common. Plus, he’s filthy rich and I can totally get on board with that kind of lifestyle. New York was amazing. He took me to museums and art shows. We walked up and down the streets and went to these cool boutiques. But he never once held my hand, Ro, and I really want that. Like what you and Luca have.”

			Malcolm is bi? “Wait, what?”

			Ethan grabs my arms and gives me a shake. “Wake up, Rowan. I want a man for myself and I highly doubt Mr. Super Athlete boyfriend of yours has a pal he can hook me up with, so I want Malcolm.”

			“But he’s kind of a dick, isn’t he?” I mean, before a few weeks ago we both thought he was a giant jerk and yes, I totally looked past that fact when I wrote Ethan his invite spell, and also when Malcolm and Ethan went to New York. Why? Because I was genuinely happy for him. I figured maybe we didn’t know Malcolm after all since Ethan had such a good time with him at the party. I was in no way thinking that Malcolm would become an important person in Ethan’s live.

			“We were just put out because we never got an invite to any of his parties.”

			“No, we thought he was pretentious and entitled and—”

			Ethan sniffs. “Well, he is those things, but he’s also fun and daring and sexy.”

			I scrunch up my nose, barely believing that Ethan is telling me he’s suddenly attracted to a guy like Malcolm Malone beyond what his body looks like.

			He shakes me again, rougher this time. “I’m your best friend, right?”

			I nod. He stops shaking me.

			“So write me a love spell and give me happiness, too, before you leave me forever.”

			I want to roll my eyes and tell him to stop being dramatic. I want to tell him that I’m not going anywhere. I mean, literally, I’m not—I’m staying right here. But I stop myself because the reality is Ethan will move on without me one day and I have to be okay with that. I have to be okay with him leaving town and getting on with his life. So I have to be okay with finding someone to replace me in his life. 

			I deflate. All of my anger and frustration just…goes away. I slump onto the stool. “Okay, I’ll write you one.” And my heart breaks a little when Ethan smiles because his smile says what I’m thinking. 

			Nothing is ever going to be the same again.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			My mom is basically a ghost. Ironic, I know. But seriously, I don’t see much of her before the weekend. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not. Has my spell started to work? No idea.

			She texts me on Saturday afternoon from the grocery store. I didn’t even know she was gone again.

			What kind of food does Luca like? 

			Dinner with Luca. Right. The obligatory meal with Mom in her quest to get to know my boyfriend. Oh, how I’m not looking forward to this. 

			Ethan isn’t going to be cooking. He hasn’t been back to our place since I made the spell for him, but he isn’t ignoring me, either. He’s busy with Malcolm, just as I predicted he’d be. But he seems happy, so…

			Maybe we should order Chinese, I type. 

			I’ll make pasta. 

			I frown at my phone. Um…pasta? I don’t think I’ve ever had Mom-made pasta unless it came out of a can.

			With garlic bread, some salad. Sound good? 

			Who is this woman?

			Zach, my mom’s assistant, pokes his head out of her office. His glasses are crooked on his face and his hair is a mess. “Where’s your mom?”

			“At the grocery store.” I hold my phone out to him. 

			“We have an interview with a woman about a near death experience.” He runs his hand through his hair. “Your mom always takes the lead on these things.”

			My mom is a control freak when it comes to her job. 

			“I’ll text her.” I start typing.

			“She already knows. I texted her thirty minutes ago.”

			I frown. 

			“Will you come talk to this lady while I prep stuff?” He looks like he’s about to panic completely. “I have nothing ready. Your mom usually sets things up. I think she’s avoiding me.”

			Oh, crap. “I really don’t think I should, I mean, hang on let me call Mom.” 

			“Hi sweetie, how are things, pasta sound okay?” she asks when she answers. “I’m pumped to get to know Luca.” She’s talking so fast that it’s almost hard to hear her. “I got some wine, too, it’s okay to have wine, right? Wine and pasta go together, red, the lady at the store told me that—”

			“Mom.”

			“—it’s the best pairing for the sauce I’m going to be making.”

			“Mom.”

			“—and it’ll compliment the garlic, too—”

			“MOM!” 

			“No need to shout, Rowan. I can hear you.”

			I look at Zach who’s shaking his head. 

			“Mom, what are you doing?”

			“Shopping for dinner. What time is Luca coming over? Six? I’ll be home in an hour, that’ll give me enough time to—”

			“Mom! You have to come home now. You have a client here.”

			There’s silence.

			“Mom? Did you hear me?”

			“I heard you.” She’s talking to someone else. I can hear her muffled voice. “Sorry, dear, just getting a taste of some cheese they have here. It’s really delicious. I think I’ll get some for our dinner.”

			“Mom, you have a client here for an interview. You need to come home now.”

			“No, I don’t think I want to do that.”

			I frown. “What?”

			“I don’t want to do the interview. Send her home.”

			Have I entered some kind of alternative dimension or something? Mom never puts work aside. “Zach is getting everything set up. He asked me to talk to the lady.”

			There’s a beat of silence. “Actually, yes, that’s what needs to happen. You do the interview. You’re good with people. Talk to her, get the story.”

			I’m shaking my head before she finishes speaking. “No. Mom, this isn’t a good idea.”

			“Sure it is. You’ll do great. I’ll see you later.” She hangs up.

			I’m speechless. 

			Zach blows out a breath. “She’s been acting weird for days. You know she got rid of your dad’s ashes, right?”

			“What?” I scramble to the front room that has been a shrine to my father since we moved in. It’s the room where she talks to him the most. Where she has an urn of ashes and pictures from their years together. I don’t usually go in there so I wouldn’t have noticed, but… “All the pictures are gone!”

			“Yeah, she went through with a load of boxes one day while you were at school. Said that it was time to move on.” He’s standing behind me and I can’t turn around because I’m too shaken to process…anything. 

			I feel like I’m falling. Or like I’ve fallen into another world. The room looks like any other normal room in a house. There’s a wall of shelves that has candles and picture frames, some books. There’s a wing-backed chair and a small coffee table. It looks like a room from a magazine. Normal. Which is totally abnormal for this house. All of the spiritual and ghost-related paraphernalia is gone. All of the photos of Dad are gone. His ashes, gone.

			Has Mom really moved on?

			I’m happy about this, I think? I mean, it’s about time. But I’m also bewildered a bit, like it’s so sudden. Maybe too sudden?

			But no. This is what needs to happen.

			She’s finally moving on with her life.

			“Rowan, I really need your help. Can you come and talk to this lady? There are interview questions on your mom’s desk. I’ll tape it all. Then your mom can review it later.”

			I turn slowly. This all feels so surreal. 

			Mom is leaving her old life behind. She’s out and about, interacting with normal people. Doing normal people stuff.

			This is what I wanted for her. So why is it so jarring?

			Zach has that panicked look in his eyes again. He’s not okay with this. He doesn’t understand what’s happening. I can’t tell him, either.

			“Yep, I’m on it.” I slip my phone into my pocket and follow Zach into Mom’s office. 

			… 

			I’m bleary eyed and emotionally drained by the time I get finished with the interview. I haven’t had a chance to clean up, to shower, or even brush my hair. As I leave Mom’s office, I smell garlic and I hear laughing in the kitchen. 

			I check the time. It’s seven. I hadn’t even realized that the interview took two hours. Crap.

			“I’m good, Ms. Marshall. I’ve got to drive later.”

			That’s Luca’s voice. Oh no!

			I rush into the kitchen. 

			Luca is seated at the island. Mom is holding out a spoon with what looks like sauce for him to taste. She’s wearing a low-cut halter top that I’ve never seen before and she’s leaning forward enough that Luca can see more than he probably wants to.

			“Mom! Why didn’t you come and get me?”

			She doesn’t startle or flinch, she just shifts back a bit, then smiles. “Hi, sweetie. I was just getting to know Luca a little while you were busy.” 

			Luca’s cheeks are slightly pink and I’m not sure if it’s because of my mom or because of the empty glass of wine on the island in front of him.

			Mom is giving alcohol to minors? That’s not normal.

			She tests the sauce, nods, then puts the spoon down. She gives me a once-over. “Maybe you should go clean up a bit before dinner.”

			Luca gives me a look that screams hell no! Apparently he’s had enough alone time with my mom.

			I shake my head. “I’m good.” I plunk myself down next to him and grab a roll from the basket. 

			“How’d the interview go?”

			I pick at my bun. “Good, I guess. I mean, she was expecting to be interviewed by the famous Dr. Marshall.”

			My mom rolls her eyes. “Well, she got the next best thing. Thanks for doing that for me, honey. It all gets so tiresome after a while.” She flicks some of her hair out of the way. “I needed a break. And I think Zach would prefer that we have some distance for a bit.”

			I open my mouth to ask her why when she turns to Luca, leaning as she was before and getting this flirty smile on her face. “So, now that I have you here, I was wondering if I could show you the restroom in the master bedroom. There’s a leak.”

			I choke on the bread I’m attempting to swallow. 

			Ignoring me, she moves around the island, a glass of wine filled to the brim. “The master is just right upstairs.”

			I cough. Clear my throat. “Mom,” I croak. “I—”

			“Mind the sauce, sweetie, don’t let anything boil over.”

			Luca shoots me another desperate look. 

			“Maybe this was a bad idea,” I say.

			“Come on, Luca, I’d really like to get your opinion…” She’s out the door.

			“Stay here,” I say to Luca as I drop my roll and hop off my stool.

			I leave the kitchen and find my mom halfway up the stairs. “What is wrong with you?” 

			She leans against the railing, her boobs practically falling out of her shirt. When she sees me, she jolts upward, nearly spilling her wine.

			“Nothing, what’s wrong with you?”

			“Mom.” I grab her arm and pull her up the stairs to the next floor. “You’re freaking Luca out.”

			“I am not! He’s just acting strange because you’re here now.” She sips her wine and cocks one eyebrow. “Seriously, he was way more relaxed before you came.”

			“You gave him wine!”

			“So?” she shrugs.

			“So?”

			“I was just getting to know your boyfriend,” she says the last part in a sing-song way, then laughs and drinks more wine. “He’s very attractive.”

			“I know.” I cross my arms. “But he’s my boyfriend and you acting this way is really gross.” I narrow my eyes. “Why does Zach want some distance from you?” He mentioned Mom was avoiding him, and she’d basically said the same thing. “What happened?”

			“Nothing.” Then she laughs. “We just got to know one another a little better this morning.”

			My stomach drops. I want to gag. “You didn’t.”

			She shrugs one shoulder. “I’d always wondered.” She finishes her wine. “Now I know.”

			“Don’t you think that’s going to damage your working relationship?”

			Mom shrugs again. 

			Is this what my love spell did? Did I make my mom lust after my boyfriend? Or is she just lusting after everyone now? 

			This is a disaster.

			I force myself to take slow, even breaths. Okay, stay calm. The spell is just getting her revved up. That’s okay. I mean, it’s totally not okay that she’s revving up for my boyfriend.

			“Well, I’d appreciate if you’d quit the curiosity about Luca.” And then I add, “or we’ll go out for dinner by ourselves.”

			Mom makes a face. “Fine, I’ll behave.” She twirls her glass. “Let’s make this quick, I have plans tonight anyway.”

			“What plans?”

			Mom ignores me as she walks down the stairs. “Luca? Would you mind opening that drawer down under the stove? I need the cutting board.”

			I roll my eyes and groan. This is going to be a long night.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Dinner was long, painful, and full of sexual innuendo that I’ve never in my life heard come out of my mom’s mouth. My cheeks are hot and sore and I’m dying on the inside. 

			This is not my mother.

			What have I done?

			Luca and I escape by nine. We sit in silence in his truck.

			“Um…” He turns down another street. “Feel like seeing a movie?”

			“I’m so sorry for tonight,” I blurt. “I think the love spell I wrote for my mom has gone wonky.”

			His eyes are wide when he looks over at me. “You wrote a love spell for your mom?” His lips curl into a smile. 

			“I thought it would help get her get back in the dating scene.” I’m truly horrified. “I didn’t mean to get her all…” I wave my hand around, lost for words.

			“Hot and bothered?” 

			Ew, gross. 

			“Well, I think your spell backfired.” He starts to laugh. “Big-time.”

			A smile cracks my face despite the grossness of this whole situation. “Well, I just wanted her to find someone new to love. You know, get over my dad. Find happiness.”

			His laugher dies down. “Yeah, I get that, but I don’t know if that’s something you can force someone to get over.”

			“He died fifteen years ago!” 

			We pull into the movie theater parking lot. “Yeah, but for some people that seems like a blink of the eye.”

			I know this. I’ve been reading Mom’s fan mail for long enough to hear the truth in Luca’s observation. Grief can last a lifetime.

			Maybe trying to force Mom out of hers is causing some kind of identity crisis or something. Maybe these are just growing pains that’ll wear off. Or maybe the modifications I had to make to her spell sent everything spiraling in the wrong direction.

			None of these are positive thoughts.

			“Well, I’m really sorry for tonight,” I say softly. 

			He picks up my hand and kisses it. “Believe it or not, I’ve experienced worse. I had a job last summer at a country club. The women there…sheesh…very touchy.”

			I cringe. “Really?”

			“Yeah, but they were also great tippers so I guess I can’t complain.” He leans over and kisses me before looking up at the marquee. “You want to see a comedy or a thriller? Choices are limited tonight.”

			I smile. “Definitely a thriller. I think I’ve had enough comedy for one night.”

			We run into Will and Amanda in the lobby. I’m surprised to see them still together since I’d only cast a crush spell on them. Although, now I’m not so sure I knew what I was doing initially. It was just supposed to be fun. A joke. Just like Mr. Tremmel said. 

			“Hey Luca,” Will says as he gives one of the typical man slaps on Luca’s back. “Haven’t see you in ages, man. How’s it going?”

			I know enough about our school’s athletes to know that Will doesn’t play football. He’s a swimmer. He’s tall and lean and his hair is perpetually slicked back, like he’s ready to dive into a pool at any moment. Luca looks like a weightlifter next to him. Same height, way more bulk. But I guess social lines run deep when you’re into sports.

			Amanda is standing to the side, meek and giving what looks like a forced smile. She’s wearing a short skirt that looks totally inappropriate for April weather, and with no tights, her pale legs look frozen. Her jacket is open to reveal a low hanging, cleavage revealing top. 

			This is not the way Amanda usually dresses. Like, miles different. 

			I smile and move closer to her. “Hey, how’s it going?”

			She shrugs. “Okay…good…things are good.”

			“I like your outfit.” I motion to my own. “Obviously I was going for comfort.” I still have on my yoga pants and sweater from this afternoon. It’s not unflattering, just minimal effort and totally comfortable. 

			Amanda shifts, moving her hand to her skirt and tugging it down a bit. “Will likes me to wear things like this.”

			Wait…what?

			“Do you like to wear clothes like this?” Amanda has never been one to dress up for school. Like me, she usually goes for comfort over fashion but maybe I’ve got her all wrong. Maybe this is the way she dresses when she’s doing things outside of school? Not like we’ve ever hung out. Not like I know much about her beyond her math skills. She freaks out when there are tests so her grades aren’t the greatest, but she knows the stuff. I’ve worked with her on activities before, but never took the time to talk to her beyond whatever it was we were doing. 

			She shrugs, smiles weakly. “If it makes Will happy…”

			“Yes, but does it make you happy? Don’t get me wrong, Amanda, you look great.”

			“Thanks,” she says. 

			“But if you’re uncomfortable, you should totally ditch the mini skirt and go for something more comfortable and maybe warmer.” 

			She rolls her eyes and leans in closer. “You know how it is, being with a guy like Will. Luca’s probably the same way.” She blushes as she grabs my hand. “It’s weird having a guy like Will be all into me so I don’t mind dressing up for him.” She nods toward the guys. “You know what I’m talking about, right?” 

			I look over at Will, who is nudging Luca in a way that suggests he’s saying something gross. He wags his eyebrows, too, adding to the effect. Luca’s eyes go wide for a second, then he looks over at me and Amanda. 

			Luca’s not like Will. He doesn’t make demands on me and how I dress. He doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable.

			“It’s just…well…it’d be nice if he’d listen to what I want or need.”

			Unease settles over me. I want to ask her why she’s telling me all this but then I realize that she probably doesn’t have a lot of people she can tell this stuff to. I mean, I don’t really anymore, either, because the only person I did have was Ethan and now we barely have time to talk to one another. 

			“Don’t get me wrong, this has been the best couple of weeks of my life. And I know it won’t last, not once he finds someone who’s more in his league.” She sighs. “I’m just enjoying the attention.”

			I’m embarrassed for her. For her need to tell me all of this super personal stuff. And I feel bad, too, because she shouldn’t be settling for this kind of behavior from anyone. But the crush spell should have worn off by now and the fact that it hasn’t must mean that they like each other, right? 

			So why does this feel off?

			Will makes a motion with his hand and fingers that suggests things have shifted into overshare territory there, too. My eyes widen. I can’t believe—- I have to go rescue Luca. 

			“I think our movie is going to start soon. Nice talking to you Amanda.” I ease back over to Luca. “Should we get some popcorn before the movie starts?” 

			“Definitely.” He slips his arm around my waist. “We’ll catch you two later.”

			“Yeah, dude, for sure.” Will frowns at Amanda. “Why aren’t you standing next to me?” 

			Amanda hurries to his side, and once she’s there, he grabs her butt and crushes her into his body. She giggles, her face scarlet as her eyes dart around.

			“That’s an interesting relationship,” Luca says as we walk to the concession stand. “Weird how they got together.”

			I grimace as a lump settles in my throat. The truth of what we did, casting a spell on Will and Amanda without their knowledge, rests in my mouth. I should tell Luca but instead I say, “Yeah, totally weird.” And then move up in line so we can order.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I find Abby first thing Monday morning. “You didn’t return my texts.”

			She’s sitting in the library, a stack of books in front of her. “I was busy.” She doesn’t even look up from her work.

			I slide into the chair next to her and put my hand over what’s she reading. “Abby, we need to talk. The spells are doing funny things.”

			Abby flashes me a quick look, then pushes my hand off of her book. “I got your texts. I just didn’t reply.” 

			“This is serious,” I hiss.

			“No, it’s not.”

			“Abby, Will’s got Amanda doing all kinds of weird stuff and it’s not totally things she’s cool with. He treats her like property. Embarrasses her.”

			“Did she say she’s unhappy?” she asks sweetly. “Because I saw them this morning and they were making out at her locker, total tongue action, too. She even moaned. Really loudly. So I really don’t think she’s hurting at all.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re just being overly sensitive.”

			“My mom is acting weird, too.”

			Abby’s eyes go wide and she grins. “You cast a freakin’ spell on your mother?” She gives me a once-over. “Rowan Marshall, I would never have thought you’d have something like that in you. Isn’t she like madly in love with your dead dad?”

			“Shut up, Abby,” I warn.

			“Yeah, I read something about it in an interview she did…” She taps her finger to her lips. “She talked about how he was the only man for her and how she talks to him every day because she believes his energy is anchored in your house.”

			I grab Abby’s arm and jerk her toward me.

			“Shut. Up.” We’re practically nose to nose.

			Abby’s smile widens. “You cast on your own mother so she’d get over him, didn’t you?”

			The lump is back in my throat and it’s blocking my voice. I open my mouth. I close it again.

			“And now she’s acting weird?”

			I nod. She’s hitting on Luca and I think she slept with her assistant. I gulp. “She’s going out all the time, staying out late, not coming home.” Saturday, I made it home before Mom did and Sunday morning she stayed in bed until noon. It’s like she’s a completely different person. Normally Sunday is cleaning day and we’re up and at it by seven or eight. With a house like ours, cleaning lasts all day.

			And I’m not saying I like cleaning, but it’s also a day that Mom and I spend time together. Talking, laughing, eating. It’s always been reserved for just her and I, but this weekend, when she finally got up, the most I got in the way of conversation was a few grunts here and there.

			It was lonely. Especially since Ethan’s been MIA lately, too. Having a boyfriend is great and I like spending time with Luca, but I miss my normal, too: hanging out with mom and chilling with my best friend.

			“Hmm.” Abby flicks her arm so that I let her go, then turns back to her book. “Maybe you should stop meddling in people’s love lives.”

			I gape at her. That feels like a slap to the face. “Like this was my idea in the first place.”

			Abby waves her hand dismissively. “Like you put up much of a fight.”

			I curl my fists. This is not my fault. Especially not where Will and Amanda are concerned. 

			“Relax, princess,” she drawls, her eyes still on her book. “Everything will be fine.”

			“How do you know that?”

			She shoves the book she’s reading toward me and taps the page on the right. “Because unless a love spell is given some kind of boost, eventually it fizzles and dies.” She shrugs. “So whatever weirdness is going on will pass and that’s good news for us.”

			“How so?”

			Her eyes sparkle and her smile is radiant. “Because when it does, they’re going to want another spell to keep things going. And we’ll have just the spell waiting for them…for the right price, of course.”

			“Our project is over. We’ve already gotten our A. Enough.”

			Abby leans in close. “No, we’re not. Mr. Tremmel told me that there’s a summer internship for innovative business marketers. He’s considering recommending me. My father, you know, marketing genius Doug Rockwell? Yeah, he wants me to get that internship. He says it will put me in front of important people without having to cash in on his name. It’ll prove that I can do it on my own. I have to get that internship.” She pulls my shirt so I’m forced to move closer. “We’re not shutting our business down and we’re not done with the spells. Not until I say we are.” 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Why aren’t you at school today? U sick? I text Ethan wondering if he’ll text back. I haven’t seen him for days and he wasn’t in math this morning. Our texts back and forth have been brief. Just as I predicted, the love spell is keeping him busy. 

			What I didn’t predict is how the love spell would make people do things they didn’t want to do or maybe that they want to do but it isn’t exactly on their terms. My mom’s behavior over the weekend was completely…well…wrong. 

			I didn’t make any promises to Abby about writing more spells. I only have two wonky spell results to go on but I need to make sure it isn’t the spells that are doing funny things to people. I told her I’d think about it, which she seemed to take as agreeing to go along with her. I’m fine with her thinking that while I figure out what’s actually going on. It saves me having to deal with cranky Abby when I see her.

			I dart down another hallway to avoid the teacher of my next class. I have a feeling I’m going to be ditching today. If Ethan is at home, I’m going to go see him. If the spells are backfiring, I need to make sure that Ethan’s love match isn’t working strangely, too. Besides, I miss him, so it’s worth skipping class to spend some time with him. 

			My thoughts are swirling around how out of character my mom’s behavior is. I certainly didn’t appreciate her reaction to Luca on the weekend. That was totally uncool. I mean, sure, I want her to be happy. Her unending longing for my dad was draining her, aging her, too. It’s time for her to move on with life, but hitting on my boyfriend and sex with her assistant is not what I’d been thinking.

			Zach and Mom, they’ve worked together since grad school. Zach was friends with Dad. He always told me that he admired Mom for her ability to keep Dad’s memory alive. So for him and Mom to have sex… Just, why? 

			Maybe the spell removed inhibitions? Maybe Mom’s been secretly in love with Zach for years? Maybe the other way around?

			I can tell myself that but it doesn’t feel like the truth. Mom’s been going out nightly, sometimes not coming home until the next day. It bothers me that I don’t know where she’s going or who she’s with. I’ve always been worried about her losing herself to the ghosts but at least she was always safe at home. Now I don’t know what she’s up to at all and that’s a little frightening. 

			I need to talk to Ethan, see what he thinks. 

			I turn down another hall, the front doors are right there, but I see Mel in the distance. She’s alone and moving slowly, shuffling almost, and her arm is curled around her ribs. She’s hunched a bit, not looking like her usual confident self. As she lifts up her arm to push open the door of the restroom, I see her wince. 

			What the…? I put my phone in my pocket and follow her.

			The restroom seems empty and for a second I doubt that she’s actually in there. But in the silence comes a sound. A muffled sob and a quiet moan. Goose bumps ripple over my skin. Something feels unsettled here. And yet I hesitate. Maybe I don’t want to know. Mel and I are not friends. I don’t really even know her that well. 

			But I don’t know Amanda that well, either, and yet I know things are going sideways for her. I can’t keep using that excuse. 

			I sigh, then knock lightly on the door.

			“Mel, it’s Rowan, you okay in there?”

			The crying stops. There’s a sniffle. The sound of her unrolling toilet paper. “Yes,” she croaks.

			She flushes the toilet. Opens the door and stares right through me. “Can I get out?”

			She’s got what looks like finger marks on her throat.

			I step back. “Are those bruises?”

			She covers them with her hand, then lifts her scarf and rearranges it to cover the marks. “No.”

			She walks to the sink and then washes her hands, all the while avoiding looking at me in the mirror.

			I move in beside her, still looking at her reflection as she takes out a small makeup bag from her purse and begins to touch up her face. 

			“I know something’s going on.” I clear my throat. “Something weird is happening with the spell, isn’t it?” 

			Mel doesn’t say anything, she just pulls out some lip gloss and puckers her lips. 

			“Another couple…they’re having trouble.” In a nutshell, Will is a pervert and Amanda completely enthralled by him and his popularity, which is giving him full access to abuse her.

			“Mel?” I keep my voice soft and touch her hand gently. “Did Andrew do this to you?”

			She smacks my hand away and glares at me through the mirror. “That’s really none of your business.” She sweeps her mascara up on her lashes. “We’re in love and when you love someone, you do whatever you can to make them happy.”

			I frown. That is so wrong. “Um…not if it comes with bruises.” I motion to her side.

			Even though I don’t touch her, she winces and pulls away, wrapping her arm over her waist. “Don’t touch me.”

			“I wasn’t—” I sigh. “Have you been to the hospital?”

			She turns to the mirror again and continues to touch up her makeup. “No. There’s no need to. I’m fine.”

			“You don’t look fine.”

			“What do you care, Rowan?” She shoves her makeup back into her purse and turns to face me, her brow furrowed, her lips set in a thin line. “I’m not asking for your help or your input. Mind your own business.” She pushes past me and leaves the restroom. 

			I slump against the sink. My stomach gurgles and I’m suddenly nauseous. How did this happen? This isn’t the way I thought things would go. Love shouldn’t hurt. 

			My phone buzzes. I pull it out and see a reply from Ethan. 

			Yeah, I’m sick. Don’t come over. 

			I gulp. He knows that’s what I’d do. Any time one of us gets sick we bring the other some get well soon treats. Brownies, chocolate, some ice cream… Basically a sugar fueled pick me up.

			Ethan’s message makes my stomach lurch because I know he’s avoiding me.

			I need to see you. Please. 

			Three dots appear showing he’s typing. I watch, holding my breath. I need to make sure he’s okay.

			I’m going. Whether he wants me there or not. I leave the restroom and beeline for my locker. I’ve got to get my coat. My phone buzzes and I quickly look at it.

			I’ll leave the door unlocked. 

			… 

			“I knew I couldn’t stop you.” He’s got dark sunglasses on and isn’t wearing makeup from what I can see and that alone is jarring. 

			I reach up to move the glasses aside but he dodges me, then heads toward the kitchen. 

			“Ethan, what happened?”

			He slides onto a stool at the kitchen island. There’s a bowl of cereal in front of him and a glass of milk. Comfort food.

			I dump my bag on the floor, then make another attempt to take his glasses off.

			He ducks, sighs, then lifts them.

			I gasp. 

			His right eye is completely black and blue, swollen, and bloodshot. “Ethan! What happened?” I go to the freezer and pull out some peas. 

			He snorts. “It’s too late for that.” 

			I hand them to him anyway. “Have you gone to the hospital? What if your eye socket is broken?” It looks so bad, I could cry. 

			Ethan gives me a one-eye oh please look, then winces. “I’m fine. It’s just a black eye.”

			I try to give him a hug but he pushes me back so he can stand. “Has your dad seen this?”

			“Nope.” Ethan shakes his head. “Dad’s been working back-to-back shifts. I haven’t seen him in days.”

			“When did this happen?” 

			“Yesterday.” He picks up his bowl and then dumps it in the sink. 

			“Did Malcolm hit you?” 

			He turns on the garbage disposal and stares at me. It’s loud. It makes speaking impossible. I cross my arms and stare back. “Ethan, tell me what happened.”

			Finally, he turns it off. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

			“It looks really bad. Did Malcolm hit you?” I ask again. 

			“We just got a little rough, that’s all.” He shrugs, then walks past me on his way to his bedroom. 

			I grab his arm and stop him. “Eth, this is more than a little rough.” I lay my hand on the side of his face. He closes his eyes and lets out a long breath. “If he’s hurting you…”

			Ethan sucks in another breath, then opens his eyes. “He’s not.”

			And I know he’s lying to me. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			I leave Ethan’s house in a rush. 

			I need to fix this. For Amanda, for Mel, for Ethan, and for my mom. Too many relationships are going wrong, too many people getting hurt. I can’t talk to Abby about it because she clearly doesn’t care about anything but making more money so she can impress Mr. Tremmel. Obviously, I’m not going to write another spell for her, but that only solves part of the problem. I need to find a way to undo what’s already been done without having to wait for the spells to fizzle out. The only place I can think to go is back to the candle shop and see if the lady who stopped us from buying the true love spell is willing to help me. 

			I run all the way to my house only to see that Mom’s car isn’t there. She’s not home. Again.

			I check my phone. The bus won’t come for another forty minutes. I do a quick search for the candle shop online. It closes at four. Thirty minutes. Not good.

			I’m just about to call an Uber when Luca rolls up in his truck. 

			“Hey, your mom canceled work today and Mr. Columbus said I could take the afternoon off. You want to do something?” He’s half leaning out the window, a huge smile on his face…which disappears the second he realizes I’m not smiling back. “What’s wrong?”

			“Can you drive me to Main Street?” I don’t wait for a response. I just run around his truck and open the passenger door.

			“Of course, sure, what’s going on?” He waits for me to hop in then starts driving before I even put my seatbelt on, no doubt picking up on the urgency and my anxiety. 

			“Those spells I wrote, there’s something wrong with them.” I clasp my hands on my lap because I’m shaking. This has gotten out of control and I don’t understand why. “Ethan has a black eye, Mel has bruises on her throat. My mom—” My throat catches and I have to take a breath before I continue. “I think it’s the spell. It’s making people do things—hurtful things—to the people they’re with. Like Will and Amanda.”

			“Wait a minute, you wrote a spell for them, too?” Luca looks over at me and shakes his head. “The way Will was talking about her, it wasn’t how he normally is with girlfriends…” He runs his fingers through his hair and looks back at the road. “It wasn’t exactly full of respect. I don’t think he’s hurting her, though.”

			“Maybe not physically, but he’s making her do things she wouldn’t normally do. She told me that he makes her wear certain clothes, even if she’s uncomfortable.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t call that abuse…”

			I frown at him. “Are you defending Will?” 

			“He’s not a terrible guy, Ro. It’s just that him and Amanda are not exactly suited to each other.”

			I turn so I can face him. “So she deserves to be demeaned?”

			“No. Will can be pushy at times but he’s not usually mean to anyone.” He meets my eyes. “Maybe your spell is bringing out the bad in him, too.”

			I open my mouth to argue.

			“Ro, you said yourself that the spells are causing unexpected things to happen. Would they have gotten together without your interference?”

			I lower my eyes and turn around so I can look out the window. I can’t bring myself to confess that they were matched up without their consent. “No, probably not.” Amanda and Will were on different ends of the social spectrum. We should never have done what we did with the spell.

			He lets the silence hang for a few blocks. “What’s on Main Street?” 

			I rub my hand over my face and sigh. “There’s a store, Scents and Things, that sells spell books like the ones we used. The lady there…she might be able to help.” I hope she can help. She did tell us—more like warned us—not to meddle. She said there would be consequences. 

			He reaches over and takes my hand. It’s such a simple gesture but it makes me feel like I’m not alone in this. “We’ll figure it out.” He squeezes my fingers gently, then nods forward. “Do you want me to go in with you?” 

			I shake my head and look out the front window. “I think this is something I have to do alone. You didn’t make this mess.”

			“No, I didn’t.” He pulls into a spot just a few stores down from Scents and Things. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be a part of finding a solution.” 

			I smile at him, then lean over the console and give him a hug. “I appreciate it, and if you don’t mind waiting, I’d also appreciate a ride home but I think it’s better if I go and talk to the witch…er…shop owner…whatever she is, alone.”

			Luca nods. “I’ll be here.”

			“Thanks.” I give one last smile and then get out. My stomach is in knots. I hate that I feel like a misbehaving child who is headed toward a lecture but I realize that that’s probably what I’m gonna get. The lady warned us and we ignored her. Sure, I could blame Abby, but I always had a choice. I could have walked away. Without me, Abby couldn’t do the spells in the first place.

			My hand shakes as I push open the door to the shop. It’s exactly as it was the day Abby and I came. Delicious scents waft toward me, a feeling of calm folds over me, and warmth, so much warmth that it’s like a fire is burning, waiting for me to curl up in front of it and—

			“Can I help you?” The woman from the other day comes around the corner. She looks the same as well. Flowy dress, cascading hair, wary smile. 

			“Hi, yes, I, um…” I clear my throat.

			“Oh dear, do come in, the wind has a chill today that’s unbearable.” She waves me forward. 

			I look over my shoulder and see Luca in his truck. He waves. I force a smile, then I step into the store and let the door close behind me.

			“It’s awful out there, isn’t it? The trials of spring. At least we know that warm weather is on its way.” She wraps her arms around herself and takes a few steps back. “You were here the other day, weren’t you?”

			I gulp. Nod. “I was here with a girl…a friend.”

			She cocks one eyebrow. “A friend? I wouldn’t have said that.” She winks. “More like someone you know, maybe not very well at that.”

			Okay, that’s true. Weird that she could tell, though. “Well, I was here with Abby and we were looking at a book.” I wave toward the back of the store.

			“Yes, you were.” She crosses her arms. Her blue eyes are piercing, lovely but intense at the same time. My mom would call her an old soul for sure. There’s wisdom in her eyes that tells me she knows more than she’s letting on. “Love spells, if I remember correctly. Not the kind of spells you want to fool around with.”

			The lump in my throat grows. I try to swallow it down but it’s like her concentrated stare is making it bigger. I force myself to speak. “Well, yeah, that’s the thing. My friend, she took a picture of one of the spells.” I wince as her eyes go wider. “And we…well, we did it.”

			“Which spell did you do?” her voice is so soft I almost don’t hear her. Her hand flutters to her throat. Her eyes narrow. 

			“The true love spell.”

			She clenches her fist, then lowers it. Her lips pull into a straight line. “I see.”

			“We started with crush spells, just for fun, totally innocent spells that were only meant to be a joke but then they worked.” Her expression doesn’t change. I gulp. “But only for a little while and then people started wanting more powerful spells and that’s when Abby showed me the spell she took a picture of.”

			“And you tried it.”

			“And it worked, yes.” I nod. My stomach is doing flips. “But now…”

			“Now?” She lets her hand drop to her side and she leans forward a bit. “What?”

			“Now things are turning weird. Not good, I mean. People are getting hurt. Like really hurt but they won’t give up the person who’s hurting them.”

			She lets the silence hang.

			“And my mom, she’s acting super weird, like totally out of character.” I cover my face with my hands. “I just wanted her to move on from Dad, you know? He died so long ago and she won’t let him go.” 

			She still doesn’t say anything. 

			The more I speak the worse I feel. Guilt crushes down on me. What a mess I’ve made. I lift my head. “Abby said that the spells will fizzle out.”

			She shakes her head. “That’s not really how a true love spell works I’m afraid.”

			Tears burn the backs of my eyes. “I need to make the spells stop. Can you help me?”

			She stares at me for what feels like ten minutes but is probably only one. Her eyes are a shocking blue now, like they’ve changed color, they’re sharper looking and intensely focused on me. I feel like there’s power in her eyes. Like she can read my soul just by looking at me.

			“You’re the only one who wrote the spells?” she finally asks.

			“Yes. Abby tried but they didn’t work.” Tears are definitely coming. My eyes feel wet. I struggle to keep them back but my lips are trembling.

			“And wrote is a bit of a stretch. I was copying them really. Not much in the way of creativity on my part. Just a bit of tweaking here and there.”

			She turns and starts to walk away. “What’s your name, girl?” 

			“Rowan…Rowan Marshall.”

			She stops, looks over her shoulder. One eyebrow cocked. “Rowan Marshall.” Then she nods. “You shouldn’t have meddled with your mother’s devotion to your dad.” She disappears into a back room. 

			“You know my mom?” Stupid question. Of course the witch at the witch shop knows who my mom is. I walk to the wall of books and realize that Mom’s are all there. I pull one of the more recent ones down. There’s a sticker that says signed by the author. I flip it open and sure enough, Mom’s signature is there.

			“Your mom and I have known each other for years.” She startles me with her proximity. How she moves so silently I will never understand. She takes the book from my hand and puts it back on the shelf. “My name is Lillian by the way.”

			I nod.

			“There’s only one way to break the love spells you cast.”

			She hands me a book. It’s leather, old, and smells a little funky. Her finger holds a page about halfway through. I open it and see a similar scrawled writing to the type that the true love spell was written in. Reversal of Incantation. 

			She taps the page I’m looking at. “This will unravel a spell as powerful as the one you cast.”

			A rush of relief spreads through me, followed by hope. “It will?”

			“Yes, with this reversal, if done correctly, it will unravel all of the spells you cast. It’s a potent one.” She lays her hand on the page. “But I think you can handle it.”

			“Why…” I look up at her. “Why am I able to do this in the first place? Magic isn’t real, right?”

			“You still say that magic isn’t real when you’ve seen it firsthand?” She shakes her head. Then she turns and starts to collect a candle from this shelf and a candle from that. “Magic is real, my dear. It’s all around us all the time just waiting for the right conduit to come and wield it.” She turns to me and puts five candles on top of the open book. 

			“How is that possible, though? How am I a conduit?”

			She moves swiftly down another aisle and I’ve lost sight of her. I’m afraid to move, though, because the candles are rolling over the page and I don’t want to drop them.

			“That’s likely a more appropriate question to ask your mom.” She’s behind me now and I jump.

			She laughs, drops a small baggie marked “sage” on the pile, and then moves in front of me. “But some of us are able to cast with varying degrees of success.” 

			“You said you know my mom. She’s obviously come in here before.”

			Lillian smiles. “She has.”

			“And you know about Dad.” 

			“I do.” She turns and heads toward the cash register with a wave that I think means I’m supposed to follow her. “Your dad and I were friends a long time ago.”

			“You were?” I lift the book, candles, and sage up so I can place them on the counter.

			“I was.” She starts to organize it into separate piles. “He was handsome and sweet, also very intelligent and kind. I had the biggest crush on him.” She smiles wistfully. 

			“But you never cast a spell so he would like you back?”

			Her smile fades. “That’s not the way to build a relationship. It’s not true love to force something that was never meant to be. Love that is forced becomes warped and wrong. That’s why your friends and your mom are having such trouble now. You tried to make something happen that was never meant to be. You took away their freedom to choose. When you have the gift of spell casting, you never use it to meddle in other people’s lives. And certainly not without consent.” She starts to wrap the candles in tissue paper. “I think you understand that now.”

			“I never meant to hurt anyone.”

			“No.” She looks up from her wrapping. “I don’t think you did.”

			“What do I do now?”

			She starts to put everything in a thick cloth bag. “Well, you’ll have to wait until the waning moon. One day after the full moon is best.” She points to the calendar that’s pinned behind the cash register. “That’s tomorrow night.”

			“Okay.”

			“Follow the spell exactly as it’s written. The candles and sage are vital.” She hands me the bag. “Also, you have to focus on the intention behind the spell. You really have to want it to happen. Think about it happening. Envision it. It can’t just be words. You understand?”

			I nod. “I need to pay you.” And I hope to hell I can afford it.

			She waves that idea away. “No, you don’t. Consider this a favor to your father. You need to set things right, Rowan. For your mother’s sake, for your father’s sake, and for anyone else you meddled with.”

			“And this will undo them all?”

			“Absolutely. There’s no halfway when it comes to reversals. Any and all spells you created, this one will undo them.”

			“That’s what needs to happen.”

			“I agree.”

			“And I won’t ever mess around with magic like this again.”

			Lillian smiles, it comes across as a little patronizing. “Oh sweetheart, I’d never say never where magic is concerned.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Twenty-four hours. That’s a long time to wait when you know that people you care about are getting hurt. 

			Classes, assignments, all those things still happen around me, but I’m a little lost in my head. Feeling guilty. Feeling responsibility. And feeling lonely, too. 

			I’ve been carrying the book around with me. Looking through it to see what other spells are there. Not that I’m planning on doing anything more to meddle with people’s lives. Lillian’s message hit me hard last night and I understand now that I can’t fool around with something I don’t understand, something I don’t believe—or rather, don’t want to believe in the first place. It’s not like Mom never warned me not to fool around with magic. I just didn’t believe it was an actual thing to take seriously. 

			I feel like all my life I’ve been battling against the idea of the unknown. My mother’s fascination with ghosts and her obsession with finding a way to reconnect with Dad always seemed sad and pathetic to me but I think I was just always looking at it with a narrow mind. There’s clearly more to the world than what I know. There are things going on that are out of my control as well…and some that are definitely in my control. Like, apparently, love spells and magic.

			Obviously it isn’t my writing that’s the catalyst. My attempt at poetry is laughable. All I was doing was copying other people’s words, and yet they had impact. Somehow, someway, I became capable of wielding magic. Was I born like that? Did I inherit it somehow? I have so many questions but, of course, no one to really ask.

			I just want things to go back to the way they were. I want to confide in my mom and be able to talk to Ethan again. I want him and Amanda and Mel to be safe. I want to undo all the damage I’ve done, even the stuff I don’t know about yet.

			I run my fingers along the spine of the book before opening it again. It seems to be made up of only counter spells. How to undo things. It makes me wonder a lot about how many spells actually are cast in the world and how many go wonky for people. It’s not old, even though it’s been made to look like it is. The pages are crisp and white. The writing inside of it was done by hand. Cursive and flowy, like Lillian. I think this is her book. I feel like she gave me a part of herself somehow because when I touch the pages a sense of calm washes over me, just like when I’m standing with her.

			“What’s that?” Abby slides in next to me and I’m cursing myself for sitting out in the open. I could have chosen any number of hidden alcoves in the library but no, I had to sit at the biggest table in the middle of the room. To say I’m distracted today is an understatement.

			“Nothing.” I try to close the book but it’s too late. 

			Abby grabs one side and pulls it toward her. She’s surprisingly strong for her size. “Does that say reversal?” She runs her finger over the words, reading quickly. “What the actual hell, Rowan?” When she looks up at me, I see that she’s already figured out what is up. Her face is pink, her eyes full of fury.

			“People are getting hurt.” I pull the book toward me and flip it closed before she can think too hard on it. Then I slide it into my bag and out of sight. 

			“Mel has a few bruises, so what?” 

			“It’s not just a few bruises,” I snap. “And it’s not just her. Ethan has a black eye.”

			“Love hurts,” Abby says with a shrug. 

			“Amanda and Will—”

			“Yeah, you mentioned that already, remember?” She crosses her arms, relaxes her face, the tiniest curl to her lips gives the impression that she’s not that put out, or that angry. The glint is still in her eyes though and that’s downright unsettling. “You went back to the spell shop?”

			I nod. “Lillian—”

			“She told you her name?” Abby’s smile widens. “Figures you two would bond. Total freak shows.” 

			“Abby, you’ve made a lot of money for Mr. Tremmel’s charity. We got our A on the project. I’m sure he’s going to recommend you for the internship and give you a great reference letter. Enough is enough.”

			“Rowan!” She leans forward. “It isn’t about an A or the money.” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes like I’m oblivious to reality. “It’s about you owing me!”

			I gulp. “I owe you? For what?” But I’m pretty sure I already know. 

			“Oh, please. I know you were responsible for what happened to my science project. Why do you think I’ve been so mad at you all these years? Do you have any idea what that cost me?”

			She looks so incensed that all I can do is shake my head.

			“It wasn’t just the total obliteration of my project, or the humiliation of seeing my hard work in pieces all over the judges. It wasn’t even that you got away with it.”

			I open my mouth to argue that I didn’t get away with it. I’d agonized over what I’d done for weeks. Ethan and I both had so many sleepless nights trying to work up the courage to confess. I apologized in every way I knew how to without directly apologizing to Abby’s face. Which I definitely should have. 

			Abby glares at me until I close my mouth again. “The judges were there for the Presidential Award for outstanding STEM innovation. I was this close to winning it.” She holds her fingers millimeters apart. “The Presidential Award, Rowan, and you know who got it?”

			I gulp. Yeah, I know. 

			“Colin Buckley for his double circuits whatever contraption. Not life changing. Not lifesaving. Not even worth talking about.” She closes her eyes briefly. “I worked for so long on my lungs. I gave up family shopping trips and sports that I loved. I devoted myself to that project and you—you—destroyed it with one careless action.” 

			She clears her throat. “My parents had their last fight because of what happened, did you know that?” She waves her hand. “They were always bickering about something or other but that night when my Dad drove me home and we told my mom what happen, they fought like I’ve never seen them fight before. Dad blamed Mom and Mom blamed Dad. We sacrificed so much to build those lungs and to have been so close to winning—” She closes her eyes briefly and takes in a deep breath. When she opens her eyes again she’s glaring at me. “My dad left that night. He left, Rowan. Forever.”

			My brain stutter-steps over what she’s saying. Wait. She blames me for her parents’ divorce? 

			“I’m not letting you screw this up for me again.”

			She’s not thinking rationally. “This can’t be about an internship, Abby.” My voice sounds whiny but I can’t help it. I’ll get down on my knees and beg if I have to. “You can’t play with people’s lives just to get a referral from a teacher. It’s not going to fix what happened between your parents, either. People are getting hurt.”

			Abby gets quiet for a minute. She closes her eyes, takes in a deep breath, then lets it out and looks at me. “Do you remember the spell I asked you to write?”

			I frown, taken off guard by the question. “Which one? I wrote a thousand of them.”

			“No.” Abby leans forward. “The one I asked you to write, for Doug and Marion.”

			I think back to that day when Abby brought me a coffee and told me to write one more spell for her. “Yeah, I remember.”

			“Doug and Marion are my parents.” She lets that hang.

			“You asked me to write a true love spell.” And the pieces click together. “You thought it would bring them back together.”

			“And it’s working, Rowan. It’s working!” Her eyes sparkle a little, like she’s going to cry. “They started talking to one another. Mom stopped spending all of our money so recklessly. Dad offered to pay off some of her debt. He told me yesterday that he’s so sorry for not seeing how bad things had gotten for us. They’re going out for dinner. He’s even spent the night.” She dabs at her eyes. “The spell you wrote them is working and I can’t let you end it. I need my life back. The life you stole when you ruined my project.”

			A boulder of guilt settles on my shoulders. Her words hit like a hammer. Now I understand everything. “But the spells are malfunctioning.”

			Abby waves her hand again like she’s dismissing me. “Not all of them. In fact, from what I gather, only a small percentage of the hookups aren’t working out. There’s always going to be a few unsatisfied customers. The stats are in our favor.”

			“This isn’t an equation, Abby.” I kept my voice low because I didn’t want to draw attention but I see a crowd forming anyway, all girls, all probably thinking we’re going to be selling spells after school. “We meddled where we shouldn’t have. Lillian said that there are consequences for these kinds of spells. When you force a relationship that’s not meant to be, people get hurt. And they are, Ethan and Mel don’t deserve the bruises they have. Amanda doesn’t deserve to be treated like property. I know I owe you for messing up your project but I didn’t destroy your parents’ marriage. If you let this continue, the spell will go wonky eventually and your parents will split up. You’ll have to go through that heartbreak all over again and so will they. I’m not going to keep doing this to people. It’s not right.”

			“So there’s no talking you out of this, huh?” Abby leans back again, looking casual, even giving a one-second finger to the girls who are gathering just off to the side, letting them think that we’ll honestly be doing business today. 

			I shake my head, hoping that maybe, just maybe I’ll get away with this with little trouble. 

			“Have you asked them what they want? All the people whose lives you’ve impacted? Did you bother to ask them?”

			I blink. Shake my head. I don’t need to ask. I know that they don’t want the love spell to end. That they’re addicted to what they’re feeling, even if it hurts as much as it feels good.

			“And if you go ahead with ending the spells, against our customers’ will and wishes, it’ll just be the couples who you’ve decided aren’t working out based on apparent injuries, bruises, and black eyes?”

			I gulp. Shake my head again. “No, it’ll be all of them.” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop it and I wish I could suck it back in. I should have lied to her. 

			“All of them?” she growls as she reaches for me. “Are you out of your mind?”

			I pull back, nearly topple my chair in the process and grab my bag. “No, I’m not. For this spell to work I have to reverse all of them. And I’m going to. I’m sorry about your parents, Abby, I truly am, but what is happening between them isn’t real. They aren’t in love with each other all over again. They’re only going to get hurt in the end.”

			Her burst of anger subsides instantly as I say that. She folds her arms and gives me a look. “Oh really?” She taps her manicured nails on her arm. “You really believe that? So you’re just going to end all of the spells at once?”

			I nod. “It’s the only way. It’s the right thing to do, Abby. We shouldn’t have been meddling with people’s lives. We definitely shouldn’t have been arranging relationships without consent. So yeah, all of them need to end.”

			“And you’re prepared for the fallout from that?”

			“What fallout? I mean, sure, people might be upset but their relationships should never have happened to begin with. People will come to their senses when they realize their relationships were based on lies, including your parents.”

			“Including yours and Luca’s?” 

			I lose my breath in a whoosh. Her grin is like a sucker punch chaser, but somehow I stay on my feet even though my stomach pitches and my head swims. “I didn’t do a spell for Luca.”

			“You didn’t?” Her smile widens. “You sure about that?”

			My mind scrolls back, way back, to the first time, that one I wrote…dread swells like a wave and the blood drains from my face. “That wasn’t an actual spell. It wasn’t real. It was just a joke. I wrote it just to shut you up. It was terrible, remember?”

			“Oh really?” She unfolds her arms and stands up. “Seems to me that it’s not about the words you use in an actual spell, it’s about what you want. You said you’d want a guy who was totally in love with you.” She counts off on her fingers. “Down to Earth. Realistic about the world. Love at first sight…we’ll know it’s just right …sound familiar, Rowan? Is this ringing a bell here for you?” She stares at me. “That all sounds a lot like things with Luca, doesn’t it?” 

			My stomach twists. “No.” I choke on the word. “It’s too vague. And I didn’t do anything with it. I didn’t burn the paper. I didn’t cast it!”

			She snorts. “Haven’t you wondered, even for a second, why someone like Luca would go for someone like you?” 

			“No.” Yes! A thousand times yes! I’ve wondered that. I’ve worried. I’ve questioned why he’s interested in me. I thought it was just insecurity working its nasty tricks but could I have known in the back of my head that Luca is just too good, too perfect. 

			I don’t trust my legs to keep me up right now. I sit down and feel the weight of Abby’s words sink in. 

			“I mean really, Rowan, the timing alone should have tipped you off. Seems to me that you should maybe give this reversal spell of yours a little bit more thought.” She starts to walk away, then pauses and turns back. “Unless, of course, you’re willing to give up your boyfriend. And he really is one of the best.” She taps her finger thoughtfully against her lips. “I might just take him for myself.”

			Her words are preposterous, and yet my next words squeak out. “You wouldn’t do that. You have Del.”

			“Luca is a keeper, Del not so much. If Luca’s available, I just might want to test that out.” She shrugs. “I bet I can find someone else to write me a spell that’ll work. You can’t be the only one who can do it. Everyone has a price, after all. Maybe even your new witch friend? I bet if I threw enough money at her she’d write me a spell.” 

			I scoff. “That doesn’t even sound believable.” And yet my heart is racing and I feel like my head is being squeezed in a vice. What if she can convince someone to write her a spell?

			“Luca isn’t your kind of person, Rowan. No makeover in the world can fix that.” Abby gives me a once-over that makes me shrink more in my seat. “What you and him have, it was never meant to be, just like the rest of the relationships.”

			Her words are an echo of Lillian’s and they’re also a final roundhouse to the gut. I slump down, certain that I’m going to throw up everywhere. This can’t be happening. Luca knew my name, he told me he always wanted to talk to me. He asked me out. Treated me like I’m special. He’s been so…perfect. 

			I am so pathetic. 

			Abby runs her hand over her waist and hips. “But I am his kind of person. And I know just what he needs.”

			What does he need? Abby is beautiful. She’s rich. She’s intelligent. She’s popular. 

			Abby winks at me, then walks away. The group of girls look from her to me, clearly unsure what to do.

			I watch her leave the library. I hate her and everything she is. But is she right? Is she the kind of girl that Luca would truly want? Maybe she is, when a spell isn’t interfering with his feelings. 

			Even though I want to reject the idea of it, I also am envisioning the two of them together and it really sucks because it’s totally believable. 

			The first spell I wrote was a total joke. Not taken seriously and certainly not with myself in mind. I didn’t even light a candle or anything. Nothing was burned. No names were used. How could it have brought Luca to me?

			I pull my notebook from my bag and open it to the page where I wrote that first spell. 

			There is a love I desperately long for, so vibrant that it makes my heart soar. With love at first sight, we’ll know it’s just right—

			It’s not even a real love spell. But as I read it, I feel a deep desire that this is something that I want. Badly. I wasn’t thinking of Luca when I wrote it, but what if it’s true? What if Luca felt compelled to come and talk to me because of what I was thinking when I wrote this spell?

			I practically wished for him, didn’t I? I wanted someone who was down to Earth, rooted in reality. I mean, yes, Luca isn’t close-minded to the idea of ghosts and he knew who my mom was before we talked but he’s never made me feel like he’s enamored by her celebrity status. We haven’t had the belly laughs that I so miss having with Ethan but our relationship is still new, that kind of laughter comes with years of friendship and inside jokes. He does make me feel like I’m cherished, though, and we cuddle so much. He knows what I need… 

			Lillian said there would be side effects, consequences. What if Luca is a consequence? 

			He hasn’t hurt me. He’s never given me a bruise or treated me awfully. Hope flutters in my belly. He’s kind. He’s funny. And let’s face it, he’s hot. He’s perfect. 

			Too perfect. 

			My whole body trembles. That’s the truth of it, isn’t it? I knew it was too good to be true even while it was happening. Tears burn the back of my eyes. And why am I so upset? It’s not like we’re getting married. It’s not like we actually have a future together. Moving into my yet-to-be-built attic apartment together wasn’t ever going to actually happen.

			It was good, though. It was so good. 

			My phone buzzes. I pull it out of my pocket. It’s Ethan.

			If you reverse the spell, I will never speak to you again 

			Abby must have told him. 

			Can things possibly get any worse?

			Somehow, I think the answer is yes.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			I need time to think. My phone dings every two seconds with texts from Abby and from Ethan. Mel, too, has somehow gotten my number. Their threats range from ridiculous to downright frightening. I don’t answer anyone because the thing is, I don’t know if I want the spells to end. Not anymore. Not when there’s so much to lose.

			I leave the library and the school. I turn my phone off. Then I turn it back on. 

			I have to tell Luca. I feel so gross, like I’ve taken advantage of him. Our relationship is a lie. 

			I don’t want to tell him, though. 

			I stare at my phone. 

			I can’t do it.

			Ethan calls. 

			I answer it on reflex. 

			“Don’t do it, Ro.” He sounds like he’s crying. My heart clenches.

			“Your eye—”

			“Is fine. Please, you don’t know what it’s like to be so lonely.”

			I do, though. 

			“Abby said you can reverse the spells, that you would lose Luca, too, if you do.”

			Crap.

			“How can you even think about giving him up? I see you, how happy you are. I haven’t stopped you from that happiness, have I?”

			“No.”

			“So why would you stop me from having mine? Come on, Ro! You haven’t seen us together. You don’t know how awesome it is.”

			“He hit you, Eth!”

			“It was an accident. Trust me, I wouldn’t let someone hurt me like that on purpose. You know that, Ro. I’m not that kind of person.”

			And the way he says it, it sounds believable. I mean, of course Ethan would never stay with someone who was hurting him. 

			I nod even though he can’t see it.

			“Why don’t we go on a double date? You can get to know Malcolm, see how great we are together. I’m really happy, Ro, I promise. You don’t need to worry. You don’t need to end the spells.”

			His voice has changed. He’s not begging. He’s not crying. He’s Ethan, the same Ethan I’ve always known. And I want to believe him with all my heart. 

			“Okay.” 

			But it’s not okay really, is it? Because it’s Mom, and Mel and Andrew, and Will and Amanda, and who knows who else is suffering because of a relationship that should never have existed. 

			The bus pulls up to the curb. Maybe I need to talk to Lillian again. 

			The line of people waiting for the bus has all gotten on. The bus driver looks at me expectedly. “I have to go, Eth.” I hang up, then I pull my bag closer to my chest and climb aboard. 

			The more I think about it, the more I know that I have to talk to Lillian. I have to tell her about Luca. I didn’t realize last night what I’d have to give up. There’s got to be another way. Maybe there’s a spell that can make people get along. 

			My phone dings. Where are u going? 

			It’s Luca. I look up and see him standing by his truck in the student parking lot. He waves then shrugs, lifting his hand in a what’s-up gesture, as my bus drives by. 

			Need to do something. Meet me later? 

			The bus turns the corner, heading to Main Street.

			You ok? 

			I nod. Tears are there again. I don’t stop them this time. I just wipe them away with my sleeve and text back.

			Yeah. Just have to go talk to someone

			I could have taken you 

			How am I supposed to tell him that I’m going to talk to a witch lady about how not to end the spell I cast on him because I don’t want to lose him?

			I didn’t want to bug you

			You never bug me. I always want to hang with you. You know that 

			The bus stops at the top of Main. It’s a five-minute walk from here to the spell shop. The bus doors open. I clench my bag but I don’t push to my feet. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and then text him back.

			Come over. Mom probably won’t be home 

			Because she’s never home lately. 

			We can hang out all night

			I’ll bring food. 

			The bus isn’t moving and the doors remain open. I look at the driver and he’s texting, seemingly in no hurry to get a move on. The spells shop is right there. I can just make out the symbol of a candle on the hanging sign. Lillian would want me to be happy, wouldn’t she? 

			My phone dings and I look down to find a heart. From Luca. 

			A heart! 

			The bus doors close and it lurches into motion once again.

			Kk. I send a heart back. 

			Because that’s how I feel. I do heart him. And I don’t want to be alone.

			I clench the book tighter. 

			I should burn it. Just get rid of it. Then no one will be angry with me. Then I won’t have to give up Luca. He’ll never know.

			I’m not going to do it, I text Abby. I’m getting rid of the book 

			I wish I’d never even found out about it in the first place.

			Good. Abby texts back. She puts a smiley face as if that makes everything all right. 

			 

			The bus ride home takes about thirty minutes, enough time to really convince myself that I’ve made the right decision. My house is empty when I get home. Luca pulls up before I can get my front door closed. He smiles at me as he pulls the pizza box out of the truck. 

			Seeing him standing there, looking like there’s nothing wrong, completely oblivious to what is happening. A chill creeps down my spine and a lump of unease settles in my stomach. 

			I wasn’t expecting him to get here so fast. The book sits heavy in my backpack.

			“I didn’t want to miss a chance to check out your room again.” He winks. “I missed you today.”

			All of the stress I feel slips away. I shove my bag into the hall closet. I’ll deal with the book later. 

			Luca bounds up the porch stairs and leans in to kiss me. His lips are so soft. I inhale his scent—soapy—and look up and see that his hair is wet. 

			“You went running with the team today?” I shut the door and lock it behind him.

			He nods. “Yeah, showered and was just putting my stuff in my truck when I saw you getting on the bus.” I follow him to the kitchen. “Everything okay?”

			I nod. “I just had an errand to run for my mom.” What’s one more lie?

			That uneasy feeling is back. 

			He opens the pizza and the waft of garlic and cheese makes me want to hurl. 

			“I need to tell you something.” Shutupshutupshutupshutup. “Important.”

			“Uh-oh.” He frowns when he sees my expression, then closes the lid on the pizza box. “Something happen with Abby?”

			I flinch. “No.” Then wince. “Yes.”

			He waves his hand. “You should just ignore her.” He steps closer and all I want to do is fall into his arms and rest my head against his chest. 

			“Would you ever date someone like Abby?” I blurt. 

			His eyes go wide, then he laughs. “No!” 

			“Even though she’s like Shelley?” My cheeks heat. “I mean, beautiful, popular, not weird.” I wave my hand around. 

			“You’re beautiful and no, I don’t want you to be like Abby or like Shelley, and I don’t want to be with either of them. I want to be with you.”

			He says such wonderful things. How can I give this up?

			“I like you just the way you are.”

			And he closes the distance between us. I don’t stop him from embracing me. I’m weak. I can’t say no. I wrap my arms around his waist and suck in the smell of him, the feel of him and then we’re kissing and the fire that he always seems to spark rages inside of me and my brain is only thinking about one thing…

			“Stop,” I whisper. My voice is hoarse. “Luca, we have to stop.” 

			Even if I don’t want to believe it, I can’t let this happen, not without him knowing what’s going on. 

			Luca pulls back but he doesn’t let me go. His eyes are hooded and he looks confused. “You okay?”

			I close my eyes briefly and shake my head. “No, I’m really not.” 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			I made the right choice.

			Even though my heart is tearing up inside and I feel like I want to die. 

			I have to tell Luca what’s going on. It’s the right thing to do.

			That’s what I’m telling myself but I still haven’t spoken. Even though we’re sitting at the kitchen island and Luca’s being so incredibly patient with me, I still haven’t told him why I stopped our kiss.

			What if none of this is real?

			The sun has set. The book is still in the closet. 

			I’m not ending the spell. How can I? What if this wasn’t meant to be?

			And yet…

			There’s a thump against the front door. It’s so loud that we hear it in the kitchen.

			“What was that?”

			A chill snakes up my body. “Don’t know.”

			I get up to go look and Luca stands up, too, because of course he does. Just as we’re entering the front hall, I hear the deadbolt turn. And then the door flings open and Ethan is there. He looks frazzled and for a second my thoughts go to the spell book. Is he here to destroy it? 

			“Ro, it’s your mom.” 

			I blink…huh? “She’s not here.”

			“I know.” Ethan nods over his shoulder and I see a car in the driveway. 

			“Is that your dad?” I narrow my eyes into the limited light of the street lamps.

			Despite the chill and the fact that I have no shoes or socks on, I rush to the porch because it’s not just Ethan’s dad out there—he’s carrying someone. 

			Not someone, my mom. 

			“What happened?” 

			She’s lying limp, her head hanging, her arms flopping. 

			“She’ll be okay, Rowan, she just needs a bed.” Ethan’s dad huffs as he struggles to carry her. 

			Luca comes up behind me, then sidesteps and takes my mom from Ethan’s dad’s arms and hoists her up like she weighs nothing. 

			“Was she drinking?” I direct Luca upstairs to Mom’s side of the house. Ethan and his dad trail behind me. 

			She’s totally out of it. Her eyes flutter—I can see them moving under her lids. Like she’s aware of what’s going on, but I don’t know how. 

			“I went to the pub for a drink with some friends after our shift.” Ethan’s dad pauses at the door to Mom’s bedroom. 

			Luca and I continued in. 

			“Maybe turn her on her side in case she throws up.” I feel her forehead. It’s warm. “Is this from the alcohol she had?” Please let it just be alcohol.

			“Rowan.” 

			I look over my shoulder at Ethan’s dad because his tone is low, like a warning. 

			“She was hysterical. Screaming and crying. They were threatening to call the police when she started attacking people.” He rubs his hand over the back of his neck. “I managed to calm her down, put her in a bear lock to keep her from hitting anyone else. She didn’t smell of booze. I don’t think it was what she was drinking that was doing it to her. She relaxed when she realized it was me.” He clears his throat. “She begged me to put her out of her misery.”

			My stomach drops. Now I know it wasn’t the booze. 

			“She said she’s got something in her that’s making her act this way. I don’t know what’s going on but, Rowan—I’ve never seen her like this before. She didn’t want to go to the hospital. She just asked me to bring her home and then she said she was so damn tired. She passed out when I got her into my car.”

			I look over at Mom. She’s pale. She’s lost weight that she couldn’t afford to lose. There are dark circles under her eyes. She’s fighting the spell. It’s making her act out of character and she’s fighting it. A wave of dizziness washes over me. I struggle to stay on my feet. Luca is there somehow knowing what’s going on and he props me up, an arm around my waist. 

			“Thanks for bringing her home,” he says to Ethan’s dad. 

			“No need for thanks. I’m just glad she’s got you here to watch over her.” He nods. “I gotta get some sleep myself. Call me if you need anything.” He turns to Ethan. “You sticking around here for a while?”

			Ethan looks at me and nods slowly. “For a minute. I’ll catch up with you later, Dad.” He gives his dad a hug, then we all walk back downstairs and see him out.

			“Where’s the book?” Ethan leans close to me as soon as the door is shut, his words meant for only my ears. 

			“My mom is fighting a spell,” I say. It comes out as a whisper but Ethan hears me. 

			His eyes are wide as he pulls back. “You didn’t.”

			“I wanted her to be happy.” It sounds so lame as I say it. My throat is thick and the words don’t want to come out. 

			“So because you screwed up, you’re going to reverse all the spells?” Ethan’s voice is loud enough for Luca to hear. “Do you have any idea what you’ll do to everyone?” He’s leaning into me. Towering over me actually and making me feel like I should be cowering because of the expression on his face. Don’t reverse the spells, his face says, or else.

			Luca is by my side in a flash, bulling Ethan back just by his presence. “Back up, bud, you’re looking a little too hostile there.”

			Ethan’s eyes flash and I know what he’s going to say before I can even open my mouth to stop him from doing it.

			“Rowan told you about her love spells, didn’t she? Did she mention that she cast one on you?”

			My mouth drops open. The air leaves my lungs. I want to curl into myself and disappear. 

			Luca’s grip on me doesn’t waver but I can feel the shock of Ethan’s question roll through him. 

			“What?”

			Ethan nods, a sneer on his lips. This is not the boy I grew up with. This is not the Ethan I know. This Ethan isn’t even my friend. “She didn’t tell you?”

			There are a million things I could say right now. “I was going to tell you.” Slips out and that’s when Luca takes a step away from me and I feel like I could truly just deflate into a puddle of nothing onto the floor. 

			“I’d like some time alone with Rowan.” Luca uses his big body to move Ethan to the door. 

			Ethan isn’t a short guy, he’s almost as tall as Luca but he doesn’t have the bulk and he doesn’t have the attitude, either. Luca wants alone time so Ethan must leave.

			My stomach twists horribly. 

			Ethan shoots me a look over his shoulder just before Luca closes the door on him. The look mirrors what I’m feeling…regret…anger…sadness…and ohhhhhh crap.

			“You were going to tell me?” Luca turns his back on the door and leans against it. I’ve never seen him like this. His shoulders are hunched, his eyes blast me with so much hurt that I want to go to him, hug him, tell him it’ll be okay. 

			But I can’t do that.

			“I didn’t know…I mean…I should have known, but I didn’t know.” My thoughts swirl around, getting stuck at the very beginning when I wrote that first spell. “I should have said something when you got here. I should have told you as soon as I found out. That’s why I stopped—”

			“You cast a love spell on me?” It should be an outrageous, impossible question, or one that makes us laugh, but it isn’t funny and it’s not impossible, we both know that.

			“I didn’t mean to.” My voice sounds whiny. “I wrote one as a joke, not serious. I didn’t use your name or anything. I wasn’t even thinking about you when I wrote it but I was thinking about a perfect guy. A guy that maybe is too perfect.” I try for a smile but fail miserably. “Abby said that has to be why you started talking to me.”

			He frowns. “I started talking to you because I’ve seen you around and then I found out I was doing a job in your house and here you were.”

			“Yeah but maybe you wouldn’t have liked me…” My words trail off…my stomach hurts so much…or is that my heart? Am I dying? Will my heart just break and fall apart, never to work properly again?

			I suck in a breath, then let it out. “I imagined a guy who had all the features of a perfect boyfriend. Cool, funny, sexy, kind. Someone who would take an interest in me just as I am. Someone who would hold me, cherish me. Know what I need when I need it.” I gulp, watching for a reaction, any reaction.

			Luca’s eyes narrow. “That’s the spell you wrote?”

			“I didn’t write it out like that, but that’s what I was thinking just before I wrote it. I’ve since learned that it isn’t about the words, it’s about the intention. It’s what I wanted and so it happened. But I didn’t know that’s what happened. I mean I thought you really liked me for who I am.”

			“I guess we’ll never know.” He closes his eyes, screws up his face, and swears under his breath. Then he opens them again and the look he gives me is full of regret. “Sorry, that wasn’t what I meant.”

			“Well, you’re wrong. I’m going to reverse the love spells I cast. All of them. So we’ll know because if it is a spell, your feelings for me will change the second I do.” I move to the kitchen. I feel so horrible. I’ve screwed everything up. I don’t know if he’ll follow me or if he’ll just leave but I can’t stand there in the hallway for another second. Coming into the kitchen isn’t exactly a great choice, either, though, because I see the pizza box and my mind goes to how thoughtful he is and how much different this night would have been if I’d gone to his house instead…

			“Maybe you shouldn’t.” 

			Those are the words I so badly want to hear from him. He’s right behind me. I can feel him hovering at my back. I want him to touch me. 

			Sadness hits me like a tsunami. I turn around, somehow, to face him. “I have to.” 

			“I don’t think what we have is a spell. I wanted to talk to you for months, I just couldn’t.” He reaches for me then, pulls me into his arms. 

			I don’t fight it. I just put my head against his chest. This is exactly what I want to happen. For him to say there’s got to be another explanation. That what we have is real. That’s how I know it’s all because of a spell. This is just too perfect. Like every other part of our relationship.

			“The spell makes you do things you couldn’t do before.”

			He runs his fingers through my hair. I hear his heartbeat and his breathing and I inhale his smell and I don’t want to leave. “No, Rowan, I was with Shelley before, and then I got hurt. Your love spell didn’t give me a concussion did it?”

			A laugh slips out. “No.”

			“And then I wasn’t going to take the scholarship, and me and Shelley broke up.” He runs his hand down my back. “Did your love spell do that?”

			“No.”

			“And then I saw you again and something just clicked and I knew we would be together, even though we’d never actually spoken—”

			That’s when reality sets in for him. I feel him tense. His hand stops moving. He sucks in a breath. So do I. 

			As he lets it out, I do, too, then I move myself back, out of his embrace. He doesn’t stop me.

			“I’m so sorry, Luca. I didn’t mean for it to happen like that. I didn’t write the spell thinking it would. I would never…” I gulp back the tears. “I would never force that on someone.”

			And that’s when it clicks for me finally. I would never force that on someone. And yet I did…over and over again. I wrote spells so that other people could force a relationship. I wrote spells and did them on other people. 

			“I have to end them.”

			Luca nods once. He looks at me, like really looks at me and his eyes are stormy and there’s sadness and disappointment there. Then he turns and walks away.

			Tears start to fall. I hear the front door open and then close. I hear Luca start up his truck. The rumble of it makes me shiver as he pulls out of my driveway and leaves for good.

			Even though my heart is broken, I go and get the book, then the candles and the sage. It’s time to get this done so that I can pack up the pieces of my fake relationship, put it all in a box, and grieve for what could have been but maybe was never meant to be.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			I know that this is serious business. It feels serious. Unlike what I’ve been feeling up until this moment of casting spells, it also feels real. 

			I lay the book out flat and run my finger along the instructions. 

			I need to cast a magic circle with salt. It doesn’t say why. I grab the saltshaker from the counter and unscrew the top, then hesitate. How big does this circle have to be?

			I pull out my phone and type “magic circle diameter.” 

			Well, apparently there’s something called a magic circle for Pilates and for mathematics. Who knew? 

			Nine feet. That’s what the Wiccan page I find next says. That’s a big circle. I’m going to have to move the table and get more salt. If my mom wakes up and finds me inside a salt circle she’s either going to have a heart attack or a celebration. It’s hard to know for sure which one. I’ve never seen her do anything within a circle of anything but that doesn’t mean she hasn’t.

			Okay, big box of salt, from the pantry? Check. I shift the table to the back wall leaving me a fairly big space in front of the window. The moon is not quite full. It’s waning, just as Lillian said it would, which makes the shape of it a little wonky looking. Its rays are shining right on the spot I’m going to do this spell and that gives me a shiver. 

			Something wicked this way comes. I sigh. I’m seriously doing this. 

			I make the circle and leave one part of it open as the book instructs so that I can enter with all of my supplies, then I close it. The candles need to be set up in a star shape, what the book calls a pentagram. The candles have wide bases so that they sit upright without me having to do much to them. Now I need to light the sage to cleanse the area and myself. I don’t mind the smell of sage. Mom burns it every so often so this part seems familiar to me. I don’t know how to cleanse exactly, other than waving the burning sage around me. It leaves a trail of smoke and I have to hope that it’s doing what it’s supposed to be doing. I set the sage down behind the candles in the metal bowl I brought and let it smolder.

			The house creaks in its usual nighttime ways, but I swear I can feel eyes on me. I keep looking behind me, expecting to see Mom there, but there’s no one. The hall light looks muted now that the sage smoke wafts through the kitchen and my eyes are a little itchy and the back of my throat is scratchy. I turn back to face the window and startle myself with my own reflection. If there were ever a time I looked like my mom, now is it. Sitting in a salt circle, surrounded by smoke, five candles at the ready and a big book of spells open in front of me. Yeah, totally my mom’s kid. 

			I sigh again. Time to do this.

			I reread the last of the instructions. The reversal candles need to be lit between each couplet, one at a time. I need to keep reciting the spell until the candles have burned down to an inch and no more. I suck in a deep breath, close my eyes briefly, steel myself, and then flick the lighter. 

			“Here we go.”

			I light the first candle. “By the light of the full moon, I close my circle none too soon.”

			I light the second candle. “To all the powers that may be, I wish for you to look at me.”

			I light the third candle. “Everything has gone astray, with spells going every way.”

			I light the fourth candle. “Return my spells’ unintended shame, send them back from whence they came.”

			I light the fifth candle. “Ensure all effects come to cease, in order to return the peace.”

			The flames of the candles flicker the moment I say the last word. 

			Something moves in the window, a reflection of something. The hair on the back of my neck rises. I squint, straining my eyes to see what’s there. Someone is standing behind me, I can feel it but when I glance over my shoulder there’s only hazy smoke and shadows. I turn back to the window. 

			The shadow reflection is gone. 

			I gulp. Shake my head. For the first time in my life, I feel like there’s a presence here with me. A ghost, maybe. I want to call out to my mom and have her here with me but just as I’m thinking that, my nerves calm as if someone has placed a steadying hand on my shoulder. 

			It will all be okay. I must keep going. 

			The candles flicker more. 

			For this to work, the candles can’t go out until they’ve burned down. 

			I must keep going.

			The candles all flicker again as if a breeze is set to blow them out. I gulp down what’s left of the eerie feeling I have and I start the spell again.

			“By the light of the full moon…”

			… 

			It takes an hour for the candles to burn down to an inch. An hour of repeating the same words. An hour of watching the flickering flames. My mouth is dry. My body is stiff. My eyes burn. All I can smell is incense from the wax and lingering sage. I’m drained like I’ve just run a marathon, but I don’t feel any different. I mean, yes, my soul is crushed and I could cry for days over losing Luca, but I don’t feel like anything has happened. Then again, I didn’t feel anything special when I cast the love spells, either.

			I check on Mom. She’s still sleeping but her color is better. She’s lost that paler-than-death look and her breathing is steady. It seems like she’s resting peacefully now. Maybe that’s just wishful thinking, though. 

			I should just stay home from school, get some sleep, and avoid the fall out that’s sure to come, but I don’t. Facing Mom and confessing what I’ve done seems like the worse option. So, I decide to avoid it for six hours and head to first period. 

			I don’t see anyone I know. I mean, not really. I see people I recognize from spells I wrote them and they look, well, tired, but who isn’t exhausted right now? The farther I walk down the hall, though, the more the oppressive weight of something being off settles over me. 

			There’s nothing obvious going on. No sobbing, heartbroken people wandering around like zombies. No public breakups happening, verbal or otherwise. But there is something hanging in the air, a heaviness, and it makes me think that the reversal spell did work.

			I check my phone ten million times but it might as well be dead. There are no texts from anyone. I hover over Ethan’s name but hesitate. Will he even respond to me?

			My math class is half empty. Ethan isn’t there, either. Amanda and Will are nowhere to be seen. My teacher is even absent. 

			I hadn’t realized just how many spells I’d written. 

			The phone in the classroom rings. The substitute teacher answers it, speaks for a minute then hangs up. “Rowan Marshall?”

			She’s looking around the room.

			I put my hand up.

			“Oh, Rowan, you’re here, good. Ms. Black wants to see you in her classroom.”

			I frown. I don’t have drama this term, or any term. What the…and then I remember…I wrote her a love spell, too. 

			I pack up my things and head to the drama class. What is she going to say to me? Did her spell stop working? Does she want another one? How do I tell a teacher what I did? 

			I don’t make it farther than the great hall, though, because that’s where everyone is. They’re all standing around. There’s a murmur of talking until they see me and then they turn all at once and my stomach pitches like my world is tilting.

			“There she is!”

			It’s a mob of heartbroken people. The heaviness in the air is oppressive. My heart is thundering and I look around to find a way to escape. 

			“You need to help us!”

			“Abby said you can help us!”

			“We need another spell!”

			They’re all saying this. And they’re all coming toward me. There’s got to be sixty of them. I’m backing away, my hands raised. 

			They look desperate. They look angry. It won’t take much to turn this crowd into an angry mob. 

			If I run, I know they’ll chase me. I’ve got my back to a line of lockers. There’s a hall to my left and to my right. The doors going outside seem so far away.

			“I’m not writing new spells,” I say as loud as I can, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “I can’t.”

			A few people hear me. A ripple goes through the crowd. 

			“It’s not that she can’t. It’s that she won’t,” a loud voice shouts from the back. 

			My heart shatters when I realize it’s Ethan.

			He pushes to the front with Abby at his side. 

			“You better write us new spells,” an angry senior shouts, taking a step closer to me. 

			Abby nods. Ethan has his arms crossed. I’m trapped. My back is against the wall of lockers. I have never felt so alone, or so terrified in my life. 

			It’s almost enough to make me write them all new spells. 

			But Ethan is right. “I won’t.” Writing new spells won’t ever become a good thing, no matter how much I want it to. It’ll never fix what people want it to fix. 

			“You’re so selfish,” Abby says with a snide smile on her lips. “You know you can make all of these people happy, but you’re keeping the spells for yourself.” She’s speaking to the crowd but her next words are just for me. “You know you messed things up for me with Mr. Tremmel, right? Him and Ms. Savey had a thing going on and now it’s over. He’s angry and refusing to even talk to me about my reference letter or the referral to the internship. You messed this up for my parents, too, and I hate you for that.” She turns back to face the crowd. “You know she used one so she could get Luca Russo, right?”

			Another murmur goes through the crowd. I hear people saying awful things about me. Laughing that I would have to use a spell to get someone like Luca to date me. 

			It’s true. So true. I didn’t deserve a guy like Luca. 

			And then, as if just saying his name makes him appear, he’s next to me and relief rushes through me. 

			“What’s going on here?” He’s half in-half out of a classroom behind us. There’s a door there that I didn’t see. He looks as good as always, but he’s not happy to see me. There’s no welcoming smile. There’s no warmth in his eyes.

			It’s really over. 

			Tears burn the back of my eyes and I’ve got this lump in my throat that is so big it might choke me and put me out of my misery.

			“They want more spells,” I say, my voice trembling.

			He scans the crowd. “I think you’ve done enough of that, don’t you?” Then wraps his hand around my arm and yanks me into the classroom, shutting the door behind us.

			My heart races. Just his hand on my arm is enough to give my delusional heart hope that maybe he still likes me. Maybe it wasn’t a spell. 

			He’s standing so close to me, his eyes going over me. I wait for him to meet my gaze. I’m holding my breath. If he rescued me then maybe—

			“You can get out through the door behind the lab stations.” He nods behind him.

			I blink. Then shift my gaze over his shoulder. There’s a crowd in here, too. All guys who are looking a little put out by my being there. I don’t belong. Never really have.

			“You better go before Mr. Fox comes back.”

			“Luca…I…” But what can I say? “I’m sorry.”

			He doesn’t respond. He just moves to the side so I can pass. “You better go before that crowd gets out of control.”

			They sound out of control now. There are announcements being made, the principal is trying to redirect the mob of people. It’s all so awful. This is all my fault.

			“Thanks,” I whisper as I move past him. The guys in the class are all watching me. I feel their eyes on me as I quickly move to the back of the room. Luca watches me, too. I glance back and his expression is different, softer, but only for a split second. 

			Then he turns his back on me and I know I’ve lost him forever.

			With tears in my eyes, I slip out of the room and down a side hall. I’m outside and running to the bus stop minutes after that. 

			I could go to the spell shop and talk to Lillian but there’s nothing she can say that she hasn’t already said. I knew there would be consequences to ending the spells. As she said, I shouldn’t have done them in the first place. 

			What I really want, and what I hope isn’t ruined like the rest of my relationships, is to talk to my mom. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Mom is in the kitchen when I come home. Her hair is a mess, her makeup smudged, and she’s still in the clothes she wore yesterday. She’s drinking coffee at the table in the alcove, both hands wrapped around her mug and staring out the back window.

			“Mom?” My voice cracks. 

			She turns her head, looking at me over her shoulder. “I saw your book.” She nods to the counter where the spell book with the reversals lies. I was so exhausted after I finished the spell that I forgot to put it away, not that it matters. I need to tell her what happened anyway.

			“Lillian give that to you?”

			I walk into the room, not sure if I’m welcome. “Yes.”

			Mom nods, turns back to look out the window. “I was under a spell, right? That’s why my head felt so foggy? Why I was acting on impulse?”

			I gulp. “Yes.”

			My voice is barely above a whisper but I know she hears me because she’s nodding. 

			“I’m so sorry, Mom.” I let the tears fall now. No sense in holding them back. “I didn’t mean…I didn’t think…”

			“That’s usually the trouble with playing with magic.” Her voice is distant but she turns as I move closer and gives me a small smile. “I should have told you that you could do that. I thought lecturing you now and then about responsible magic use would be enough.”

			My next step doesn’t land properly and I stumble. She turns in time to catch me, then helps ease me into the seat next to her with a thump. 

			“You knew?”

			“Not exactly knew. I had suspicions, yes. Little things here and there that happen only to you. Any time you really set your heart on something, have you ever noticed things always seem to go your way?” She runs her hand through her hair. “All those fan letters you respond to? The way you’re able to give people comfort with your words? I’ve seen you when you’re writing them. You’re so intent on your job. You want to bring them comfort and so you do. Do you know how many people have told me just how much you’ve touched them with your responses?”

			I shake my head. She always says that I have an impact, I just didn’t know what that meant or maybe I just didn’t believe her.

			“Your intentions are powerful, Rowan.” She reaches up and brushes my tears from my cheek with the back of her hand. “You’re just like your dad that way.”

			Wait…what? My eyes go wide. My mouth hangs open. She laughs a bit, takes a sip of her coffee, then gets up and leaves the room. 

			I trail after her feeling like I’m in some kind of dream. My head is swimming. She goes into the front room then stops. 

			“Oh, right, I cleaned this room out.” 

			My heart thuds like it’s attempting to escape. “I’m sorry, Mom, I was trying to help you move on.”

			She turns and her smile is still there, just sad. She doesn’t say anything, just nods. “I put everything in boxes. Thankfully I didn’t throw them out.” Then she bypasses me. “They’re in the basement. Wait here.”

			I’ve never liked this room. It’s not like the other rooms in the house. It’s light, the walls painted a dull gray, but there are stained glass windows on every wall so when the sun shines, unlike today, there are colors everywhere. You’d think that would make it pretty but it doesn’t. It makes it look like a clown puked on the walls and floor. It’s chaotic. Mom says it’s powerful and that Dad loved this room when he was a child. She would know, I guess.

			I slump down into one of the comfy chairs in the corner and wait for her to come back. The mob at school was scary. How am I supposed to go back there and finish the year if everyone is so angry with me? It seems impossible. Can I do my courses online? Maybe I should leave the country for a while.

			I laugh at that. Running away from my problems seems like the only possible option, though. 

			Is there a witness protection program for things like this?

			“Found him,” my mom says as she comes back in the room. She’s got Dad’s urn in one hand and a stack of paper in the other. She hands the papers to me—they’re neatly bundled and tied with a red ribbon—then she moves to the mantle where she keeps Dad and sets him down.

			“Sorry, sweetheart. I wasn’t myself.” She kisses the urn and I realize she’s talking to Dad. 

			I look down at the papers as a way to distract myself from her whispering. “Are these…”

			“Love letters,” she says. “From your dad to me.”

			She moves to the chair next to me, then reaches over and pulls one arm of the ribbon so that it unties. I move my hands to the side so that none of the letters slip off of my lap. 

			“There are so many of them.” I say in awe because truly there have to be hundreds of letters here.

			“Your dad was prolific.” She laughs. “And persistent.” She plucks one of the letters from the pile and opens it. “Each one has a poem. Some silly, some serious.” She opens the letter that she’s taken, scans it quickly, then laughs. “But the poems are only one part. He wrote such beautiful and honest things to me when he was trying to convince me to fall in love with him.”

			“And you did?” I open one of the letters and read it. Roses are red, violets are blue, it was so great to run into you. I chuckle. “He wasn’t exactly the epitome of creativity.” But then I realize, neither am I. I guess I inherited his lack of poetic skill.

			She reads the one in my hand and laughs. “No, but it wasn’t the poems that got me. Keep reading.”

			And so I do. I read that letter and the next one…and I see words that are powerful. Honest words where my dad confesses his feelings. Where he tells my mom what his hopes and dreams are, how much he wants to share them with her. He tells her how much he adores her, even when she rejects him. Then I think about what Mom just told me, that my intentions make things happen. That Dad could make things happen, too.

			“Are you saying that Dad cast a love spell on you?” I look up at her and I’m dizzy, not quite holding steady. Is this for real? Did I inherit some kind of magic ability from my dad?

			Mom nods. “He did.”

			“And you found out? And married him anyway?”

			“Hell no,” she scoffs. “I found out and dumped his sorry behind.”

			“Oh.” I look down at the letters. Like Luca dumped me. My heart crumples like paper. I deserved it and more. 

			Mom reaches out to touch my hand. “I knew your dad could do things. I’d met him a few times at parties and he always seemed to make things happen. Run out of beer? Someone would suddenly show up with a case. Hungry? The pizza guy would show up saying someone had ordered it when no one had. Lock your keys in your car? Suddenly they’d be in your pocket even though you could swear you’d just seen them in the ignition. But only if your dad was there.”

			“And you didn’t think that was weird?” But my mind jumps like a jackrabbit to that time Ethan lost his phone when we were at the mall and I somehow managed to find it in his backpack even though he’d already looked there three times. 

			“Of course I did, but I’ve always been pretty open to weird things going on. Not everything in the universe can be explained. How boring would that be?”

			There’s a war raging in my mind because I don’t want to believe any of this, I want to say my mom was just projecting her beliefs on coincidences. “But, Mom, magic? Really?” The words tumble out of my mouth with little conviction because I’m thinking of another time, when Mom and I were so hungry for Chinese but it was after midnight on a holiday weekend. We knew none of the places would be open but we went out anyway, thinking we’d have to settle for whatever we could find open. I told her to swing by Lucky Dragon because I had a feeling…a feeling! Low and behold, our favorite restaurant was testing out a twenty-four-hour dining schedule. There had been other times things just seemed to go my way, but all of them could easily be explained away as coincidence. But what if they weren’t? Lilian said that intentions are what’s important when it comes to spell casting. Was I casting spells without realizing it?

			She shrugs then taps the letters. “I was dating someone else when I met your dad.” 

			I snap out of my thoughts. This is something I didn’t know.

			She’s looking at another letter, a big smile on her face. “Logan Foster.” She shakes her head. “He was in the psychology program with me and we’d been dating for two years before your dad came to study. Your dad said that it was love at first sight for him.” She laughs again. “It took me a while longer.”

			She never talks about the time before Dad. Ever. “So you broke up with your boyfriend and got together with Dad?” 

			She points to the letters still in my hand. “With the help of those, yes. He wrote me every day, twice, sometimes three times.”

			“He couldn’t just text?”

			She pats my arm. “No, that wasn’t really a thing back then. And the letters are romantic in their silly way. He didn’t realize that his words were having an impact. He didn’t know that he was casting his own version of a love spell.” She hands me the two letters she’s holding. “After we both figured out what was going on, I broke up with him and he realized just how crappy what he’d done was. Even if he hadn’t meant to cast spells on me, he wanted me to fall in love with him and the way his powers seemed to work, whatever he wanted, he’d get in one way or another.”

			Like me. The thought slips past my stubborn resistance, like a hiccup that just won’t go away. “What did he do? I mean, obviously he had to do something to get you to forgive him.”

			She nods, her smile fades. “Yes, he did do something.” Tears well in her eyes. “He came back here to Youngstown and got a spell from Lillian. A powerful spell. A binding spell.”

			I gulp. “A binding spell?”

			“Once he cast it on himself, he could no longer do any magic. He could no longer influence anyone or anything with his intentions.”

			Hope flares. “That sounds like a way to fix it, though.” Maybe if I did a binding spell on myself then I’d get back what I’d lost somehow. Maybe if the magic was gone—

			“It was a fix. He proved to me over the next few months that his powers were gone and then he wrote me more letters and eventually convinced me to forgive him and to believe that he would never do anything to hurt me like that again.”

			“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

			Mom nods but there are tears in her eyes all the same. “I just can’t help but wonder, if he still had his abilities, would he have been able to stop that car accident from happening?”

			A gasp gets caught in my throat. Tears bubble to my eyes now, too. 

			“He was stopped at a light when that car came through the red. He would have had a few seconds—” She chokes on her words. “If he still had his magic, would he have been able to stop himself from being killed?” She shakes her head. “I’ll never know for sure, but in my heart I believe that he would have been able to stop it from happening. There is nothing in this world that would have prevented him from coming home to us. Nothing. But without his magic, he was just like anyone else in a car accident like that. Dead before he got to the hospital.”

			I wrap my arms around Mom and we cry together for a while. I’m comforting her as much as she’s comforting me. Crying with Mom holding me and me holding Mom feels like a release that I need and I hope it feels the same for her. 

			“So, when I started to realize you had the same kind of magic, I just let it go. I wanted to see how it would develop. I didn’t really think about the consequences of that.” Mom pulls back and wipes my face. “I should have warned you at least.”

			“This is not your fault, and you did warn me not to play with magic,” I say with all of the conviction that I can manage because I know she’s blaming herself for not only my screw up but also for being the reason that Dad bound his powers. “I should have stopped casting the love spells when I realized they were working.”

			“The responsible thing to do would have been to introduce you to Lillian as soon as I suspected you were following in your dad’s footsteps.” She sighs. “But I was too caught up in my world and, I must admit, I wanted to see what would happen with your abilities if we just let them be. Forgive me?”

			I frown. “Only if you forgive me. I did cast a love spell on you…”

			She laughs. “Yeah. True.” Then she looks at me expectantly.

			“I forgive you.”

			“And I forgive you.”

			We collapse into each other’s arms again and cuddle up on the chair. We used to sit like this a lot when I was younger, when I didn’t hate this room so much and I still craved my mom’s arms around me every chance I could get. I don’t know when that changed, exactly, but I regret giving it up for all the years that I pushed her away.

			“When I read your dad’s letters, I feel his presence.” Her voice cracks.

			I’m missing Luca and I only just started dating him. I can only image how much Mom misses Dad. When Dad died and she knew she wouldn’t be able to talk to him again, well I guess I can understand why she hasn’t wanted to move on.

			“When your dad died, I was so lonely. Of course, I had you, but you were just a baby then, not really understanding what had happened.”

			My mom always told me that I was the reason she was still alive. Not because she had to live after Dad died to take care of me, but because she stayed home with me the night that Dad died. I was going through a phase, very clingy and not wanting to stay with my usual babysitter. Dad wanted to go to this ghost tour at a local house. But they both knew I would have squawked the whole time. Mom told him to go along without her.

			“He was always into the paranormal stuff. More than I was at the time.” She smiles. “He wanted me to get into paranormal psych almost from the first moment he learned what I was majoring in. He thought it was the coolest thing to study. It was actually at his insistence that we ran some tests on him and that’s how we discovered the range of his abilities.”

			“Why didn’t he study paranormal psych?”

			“Because he was a writer, sweetie. A good one. Well, with nonfiction anyway. Even without his magic. And his parents never wanted him to pursue a “useless degree,” as they called it. Journalism didn’t impress them. It wasn’t practical. But your dad had a gift at digging to the truth of things and he had a plan. He wanted to write a book. He was writing a book about hauntings and he wanted me to help. He thought we’d make a dream team of paranormal proportions, as he liked to say.” 

			“The night he died…”

			“He was heading out to do some research for his book. The ghost tour wasn’t a new one but it was steadily gaining a reputation for actually producing ghostly interactions. Your dad was fascinating by the afterlife…as well as past lives.”

			He never made it to the ghost tour obviously.

			“We made a deal, your dad and I, that if one of us died we’d keep an open mind, and try to reach out. To find a way to communicate.”

			I wish I’d known more about this. I wish I’d asked her to tell me why she loved paranormal stuff like she does. I wish I’d treated her with less contempt and more understanding because she’s always, always, treated me that way. “That’s why you went into paranormal psych after he died?”

			“Partly, yes. There are so many mysteries in the world, so many strange things that go on. I figured if I learned all there was to learn maybe I’d get a chance to see your dad again in some way. What harm does believing in that have? Especially since I know that he was the only man for me. Truly, he was.” She squeezes me.

			And that’s the part of her stories that I always heard from her. That’s the part that made me sad and led me to believe that she would be happier with someone else. But I realize now that loving Dad is so much a part of who she is that there is no other person. 

			“You cast a spell on me to find someone else, didn’t you?”

			I look at my hands. Shame brings tears to my eyes once again. “I’m sorry,” I say as I look up at her briefly.

			She’s not mad, though, she’s just smiling in that way she has. It warms me. It makes me feel like everything is going to be okay somehow.

			“You’re so in love with him still,” I say.

			“I am.”

			“And I was scared that you’d never move on. That you’re missing out on life because you’re trapped to the ghost of Dad. I mean, the idea of him being the only one, I just didn’t ever understand that.”

			She nods. 

			“I thought you were maybe losing touch with reality, you know, with all the experiments that are happening lately, trying to connect with him. It scares me sometimes,” I admit. “You seem so convinced that you’ll find him somehow. It’s not normal mom behavior. And I don’t want to leave you because I’m scared you’ll lose control and do something silly and dangerous.” 

			Not unlike what I did to her when I cast that love spell. I sigh inwardly. 

			Her eyes widen slightly. “Is that why you don’t want to go away to school?”

			I gulp. Nod. 

			“Oh, honey.” She pulls me closer into her chest. “You don’t have to worry about me. I know what I’m doing.”

			“But—”

			“And you don’t get to decide what’s normal or not until you get a psych degree for yourself.” She squeezes me harder.

			“Fair point,” I admit. What do I know anyway? “You’re okay now?”

			“I am.”

			At least one person doesn’t hate me. I relax into her arms. “Ethan won’t talk to me and half the school is angry, even some of the teachers. There was a mob of them demanding I write new spells. I don’t think I can even go back to school.”

			“Oh, dear…well…” Mom winces. “Lillian must have told you. Even if you didn’t have these emerging abilities, love spells are not something you play around with. There are consequences for spells like these. But again, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what could happen.”

			I get quiet for a few minutes. Maybe Mom should have told me, but would I have believed her if she did? “I don’t think it would have made a difference. I’m beginning to think that this all happened for a reason.” I gulp as my mind drifts back to the reflection I saw in the window last night. “I’m pretty sure I saw Dad when I was casting the reversal spell.”

			Mom jolts and I can tell she’s doing everything she can to contain her reaction. “Really?” Her voice quivers a little. 

			I pull myself back a bit so I can look at her. “While I was chanting, I kept getting the feeling that someone was watching me but I wasn’t freaked out.” Not totally anyway. “I actually felt, I don’t know, safe maybe? Comforted? Protected?” I nod. “At some point, when my eyes were really unfocused, I remember seeing the silhouette of someone standing just behind me.” I shrug. “Maybe it was just wishful thinking but I swear he put his hand on my shoulder and told me that it would all work out.”

			“No, honey, I don’t think it was just wishful thinking.” She squeezes me back to her chest and holds me tight. “I think he was there with you. Guiding you. That’s what he would have done if he were still alive. He would have made sure you knew that everything would turn out okay.” 

			For the first time in my life, I really believe my mom’s words and I accept the strange idea that my dad is here, still protecting us, even as a ghost.

			“Thanks, Dad.” My voice cracks. “Any time you want to pop by, feel free.” Mom kisses the top of my head. “We’d both like that a lot.”

			“Yes, we definitely would,” Mom says. 

			We’re quiet again and I feel like at least a part of my life is back on track. The gaping hole in my heart that’s been hemorrhaging for the last twenty-four hours is not quite as huge. Well, except for that part that belonged to Luca.

			“I lost Luca, too,” I croak. “Because of the spells.”

			“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. He was a nice boy and I know you liked him.”

			“I didn’t realize I’d used a spell to call him. I wrote a generic one, the first one actually, but I didn’t take it seriously. I didn’t believe it would work. It was pretty terrible, actually.” I try to chuckle, but my voice is too thick and I feel tears threatening to burst free again. “I shouldn’t have written any of those spells. Everything is so messed up. But Abby needed me to do them at first. To keep doing them. She’s trying to get this internship and she needed a reference letter from our teacher. We needed to impress him with our project and I owed it to her to get this right.” 

			I groan and sit up. “I should have stopped sooner. I kept doing them even after I knew they were working. And then I wrote one for her parents to get back together.” I drop my head into my hands. “I feel so bad. I thought reversing the spells would fix everything. Like maybe they’d all magically feel better. I just want everyone to be okay.”

			Mom rubs my back. “Well, if there’s one thing I know, it’s that time heals and that there’s always a way to set things right.” 

			I frown up at her. “I’m open to suggestions.”

			She laughs. “Your dad, when he was convincing me that he was sorry and that we belonged together…he did things for me. Things he knew would make me happy, make my life easier.”

			“But without magic, right?”

			She squeezes me in a big hug. “Yep, without magic. He thought about the things I’d told him I like, or the things that were getting in the way of my happiness, and he found ways to fix them or to get them for me. He worked longer hours at his job at the college pub so that he could buy me a new bike because mine was old and rusty. He knew how much I liked riding to my classes.”

			My mind starts to whirl with possibilities. 

			“And he convinced one of my professors to let me help him with an experiment he was running that he’d closed to second-year students.”

			I know things that people want and need. Things that Abby wants. Things that Ethan needs. “I could do that?”

			I feel Mom nod. “Yes.”

			“But it’ll take months to fix it all.”

			“It likely will.” She squeezes me again. “But if it’s important to you to fix this, you’ll find ways to do it, no matter how long it takes.”

			And with that, for the first time in what seems like forever, I feel like maybe things might be okay after all.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			I have ideas. Lots of ideas. 

			Problem is, while I want to make things right, going back to school when everyone really hates you is super hard. 

			I take solace in the belief that my dad is with me, giving me his support in whatever ghostly way he has. I’m not going to lie—I also cast a protection spell around myself. It’s supposed to deflect negative, unwanted energy from people, like being wrapped in a bubble. I can see and hear things but no one is going to be able to cause me direct harm. It’s probably the kind of spell everyone could use now and again, but for me, it’s going to help keep things focused on the good I need to do. I’m not going to pretend I know everything there is to know about magic, but I’m learning. I figure that if I’m going to be gifted with this ability to do magic like my dad was, I might as well start to use it more responsibly. 

			So, while I’m getting a lot of glares and most people won’t talk to me, nothing truly bad has happened. 

			I am lonely, though. I miss Ethan and Luca. I even miss Abby in a weird way, and yes, I know that’s majorly screwed up.

			I spent my night brainstorming how to help the people I know, like Ethan, but the others I’m not so sure about. I don’t know them well enough, so it’s going to take time and maybe a little luck to find out what they need.

			Sitting in math class the day after the mob nearly devoured me seems a little surreal. Most people are pretending I don’t exist, which is fine. I’m used to that. Ethan isn’t here and that worries me. Math isn’t his favorite class, I know, but he can’t avoid me forever. Can he? He’s definitely doing a great job ignoring my texts.

			Amanda scurries in just at the bell. She looks tired, with big bags under her eyes, and her body seems curled in on itself like she’s trying to disappear. She’s clutching her textbook like it’s the most precious thing to her. The seat next to her is empty. Will is sitting in his usual spot at the back of the room, laughing with his friends and otherwise ignoring his former girlfriend. 

			“Pop quiz!” Our teacher, Miss Canner, has her back to us while she puts a bunch of equations on the board. “With a twist!” 

			Miss Canner loves these surprise assessments. She has crazy ideas for stressing her students out that she claims teach us how to be resilient. “You can partner up, but choose wisely—your partner may make or break your grade.” 

			She turns and smiles like a mad scientist or something. I think she really gets off on torturing her students. “Get out some paper and start working. I want to see your thinking, so make sure you show your process.”

			I glance over at Amanda because I know she doesn’t usually do well on these surprise tests. Her head is on her desk and I can see her taking deep breaths. Typically, no one partners with her by choice, so she’s always left with that kid who doesn’t seem to know how to multiply. 

			I slide from my seat, feeling a little like hyperventilating myself because everyone suddenly turns to look at me, everyone except Amanda. I walk across the classroom and it’s the longest walk of my life. There are whispers and someone barks a cruel sounding laugh. Someone else kicks a chair toward me but it stops before it can hit me. Magic for the win.

			“Can we be partners?” My voice is a little shaky but I know Amanda hears me because she freezes and then slowly, very slowly, looks up at me. Her eyes are bloodshot and it’s obvious that she’s fighting tears. I hold my breath because I know it’s possible she’ll reject me and the help I’m offering.

			She blinks, then frowns. 

			Someone laughs behind me. 

			Amanda’s eyes flick to glance around me. Her frown deepens. 

			“Don’t partner with Rowan. She’ll ruin your life,” someone growls. “What a weirdo.”

			I flinch. I’m locked in on Amanda’s eyes and feel like time has frozen. I can’t turn back to my desk and face the people who I know are behind me. I glance at the door. I so badly want to walk right out, never come back to this class or this school. 

			Amanda pushes the chair next to her out. It screeches across the floor. I find the courage to look her in the eyes again. She isn’t smiling but she also isn’t scowling. She nods to the chair. 

			The tension across my shoulders eases and I slide down into the seat. There’s a lot of chatter happening around us, directed at us. It feels like rocks being thrown. I’m bringing so much attention to Amanda right now and I know that’s crappy for her. Especially since it’s not exactly pleasant for me, either. I didn’t think this through. I should probably leave her alone.

			“Get to work. I’m only giving you fifteen minutes to do this,” Miss Canner barks.

			The chatter stops. 

			Amanda opens her notebook. “I don’t hate you.” She’s not looking at me right now. “But what you did, it wasn’t very nice.”

			I gulp. “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it. Any of it.”

			Amanda nods, wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and then glances at me. “But still, kinda cool that you can do magic, right?” She chews on her bottom lip. “If anyone could do something like that, it would be you.”

			“I’ve been hearing that lately. I guess I have a reputation for being different. Who knew?” I smile back at her so she knows I’m teasing.

			“I really need your help with this.” She taps the notebook. “I don’t know what I’m doing in this class lately.”

			“Consider me your math slave for the rest of the year if you want.” I touch her hand. “I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to you.”

			A small smile creeps onto Amanda’s face and I know, I just know, things are going to be okay.

			… 

			I spend the rest of the week doing things for others. Even if I didn’t sell them a love spell, I still make sure that acts of kindness are part of every interaction I have. It’s something I should have been doing anyway. It makes me feel less like a malfunctioning antisocial human and more like an active participant in life, doing what I can to connect to others, to be socially involved and socially responsible. I’m totally out of my comfort zone, but again, I feel like Dad is with me every step of the way. Talking to people doesn’t make me feel awkward—it makes me feel empowered.

			One of the things I start doing immediately is spending time with Mr. Tremmel. He runs an early morning breakfast program and he’s always begging for volunteers to help. Each morning, as I’m walking down the long hall that will take me to Mr. T’s breakfast room, I focus on how important it is for Abby to get her referral so she can get her scholarship and so that she can participate in the internship she so badly wants. I’m using my power of intention but not directly on Mr. Tremmel. Not really. I’m just making sure those thoughts about helping Abby are at the front of my mind every morning as I step into his room.

			“Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, Rowan Marshall.” After three days of coming, this is the first time Mr. Tremmel has spoken to me beyond food preparation instructions. “I’m not changing your mark.”

			“I don’t expect that, sir.” I wash my hands, then grab an apron. “I deserve the mark I got.”

			He hasn’t shaved this morning, just like the mornings before, so he’s looking even more scruffy. I know he was impacted by one of my spells and I feel really badly about that because he’s obviously suffering. 

			I get to work slicing apples. 

			He’s cooking scrambled eggs. There are two other students in the room working on making toast. The program usually brings in quite a few students from our school but we also prepare food to be taken over to the nearby elementary school.

			“What you and Abby did was very irresponsible,” he says abruptly. He isn’t looking at me but I nod anyway.

			“I agree. It was.”

			He nods, too, and continues to stir the eggs. “I don’t understand how you were doing it. I know your mother is some kind of expert in the field of…” He waves the spatula, flinging a bit of egg onto the counter. “You know, strange and unusual things. I’m not usually a believer of the unbelievable, but since I’ve felt the impact of one of your spells, I know they work. What you did, it was no joke.” His voice sounds sad, broken, and I feel terrible all over again.

			“I’m so sorry, Mr. Tremmel. Truly. If I could take it all back I would. It was all me. I figured out early on that my spells were working and I kept using them. I know I hurt a lot of people. I know my actions have hurt you.”

			He keeps busy for a while, dividing the eggs up into containers and sealing them. The elementary teachers will be coming by soon to pick the food up. I’m putting the apples in a larger container for them to take as well. 

			“Did you learn something from what happened, Rowan?” He looks at me then and I see that his eyes are bloodshot. 

			I nod. “I should never have meddled in other people’s lives. I’m trying to make it right.”

			He studies me for a minute. “You’ve always been diligent with your work.”

			“My mess. My responsibility to clean it up.”

			“And where’s your partner in all this? Does she take no responsibility?” Mr. Tremmel huffs, then turns back to cooking more eggs.

			“Abby wasn’t the one writing the spells, Mr. T. That’s all on me. She was only doing what you asked her to do, create a kick-butt marketing project. Which she did.”

			“Her ethics were off.”

			“Everyone makes mistakes. Abby wasn’t trying to hurt anyone and like I said, she wasn’t the one writing the spells.” I pull the bacon out of the oven and get ready to pile it into containers once it cools a little. “Abby is working with Student Council every morning on the morale boosting project she started. She knows what we did impacted things here in a really bad way and she’s working on it.” I haven’t actually spoken to Abby about her own endeavors. I’ve just been watching from the sidelines and I know she’s trying to fix things in her own Abby way. 

			“It must have been strange to discover you have powers,” Mr. T says. “Exciting, too, I bet. Your mother must be thrilled.”

			I smile and nod. “Strange. Exciting. Frightening like you wouldn’t believe. I’m sure Mom will be writing a book about it, too.” 

			“That might be something for you to do.” He moves to the sink to rinse off his hands. “Could be a good business plan for you. What to do if your spells work. Like a self-help book.”

			“Follow in my mom’s footsteps? Become a best-selling author?” I like the sound of that.

			Mr. Tremmel grunts in a way that sounds like a laugh but he doesn’t say anything more. At least he’s talking to me now. It gives me hope that I’ll be able to change his mind about Abby and help her get the things she needs from him. 

			My afternoons are filled with different activities depending on the day. Today I’m tutoring freshmen. The peer-tutoring program has been around for a while, but I never paid a lot of attention to it before now. Walking in the room has me feeling a little self-conscious because, of course, a lot of our customers were younger students. When they see me, they stop working and look up with surprise.

			I’m expecting a flash of lingering bitterness or anger toward me but instead I’m greeted with a warm welcome from Ms. Black. “I heard that you were joining different social programs and lending a hand.” She takes my arm and leads me farther into the room. “That’s the best way to make amends.” She leans closer. “I’ve been meaning to find you, Rowan. I wanted to let you know that I forgive you. You have a special gift and I realize that you maybe didn’t know how to use it properly. I suspect that now you do.”

			I gulp and nod. The sting of tears hits the backs of my eyes. “Thank you. Yes, I do.”

			She pats my back, then turns to address the room. “Everyone, please welcome Rowan who has come to help you with your work. She’s a very smart girl so don’t be shy about asking her to sit with you.”

			There are twenty students in the room, more than I was expecting for a tutoring program. Three of them are older students who are presumably there to tutor and the rest are all freshmen. 

			One boy puts his hand up. “Can Rowan come over here to help us?”

			“Of course she can!” Ms. Black gives me a reassuring nod.

			I make my way over to the table where five boys sit huddled together. “What are you stuck on?” I slide into the seat and lean in so I can get a look at the computer screen. 

			“We’re doing a science project on magic.” One of the boys shoves his computer at me. “We need you to see if we’re on the right track.”

			I laugh, can’t help it. “Magic?”

			“Yeah, does magic really exist? We have some experiments planned. What do you think?” 

			I lean closer and smile. “I think that’s probably something I can help you with.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Surprisingly, my acts of kindness are leading to other people doing something kind for someone else. It’s weird but true. It’s like a cascading effect. After I help someone, I notice that they go on to help someone else, and then that person takes it forward to someone else. I can slowly see a shift in school spirit. Even the teachers are starting to get in on it and that makes me feel like I’m doing something right. It’s making the rest of April less dreary and depressing. People are smiling again.

			I haven’t seen Luca at all. Then again, I’ve been avoiding all the places that I’d likely run into him. I’m a coward, I know, but I just can’t face him. My heart is constantly throbbing from the loss of both him and Ethan. It’s almost too much so I just focus on my mission to help people and that distracts me, mostly. 

			Ethan’s eye is all healed and he appears to be his usual self. Well, except he won’t even look at me. He’s made new friends, a bunch of people who know Malcolm. He’s always joking and laughing with them and that makes me feel even more lonely. I miss him so much but I guess if he’s happy then I should be happy for him, right? He’s moved on and even though it breaks my heart, I have to try to move on, too.

			When I’m not trying to repair the damage I’ve done, I spend a lot of time sitting in a little alcove in the library. It’s peaceful here and it gives me time to think. I’ve started journaling. Writing down my thoughts, the lessons I’m learning, and sorting through feelings really help center me. I write about my impact on others, both good and bad. I reflect on how my magic hurt people and that helps put things into perspective every day for me. Mr. Tremmel might have been joking about writing a book but it’s gotten me thinking, especially now that I’m writing things down. He might be on to something. At the very least, journaling helps me focus on what I want to do next, and generates new ideas to pay it forward. 

			Sometimes I devote time to learning more about magic in general, reading some books that Lillian gave me and exploring what abilities I have so that I can use them responsibly. I find that it really is engaging to research all the world’s beliefs about power and mystic things and have even helped my mom on a few new ideas for her work. Maybe I’m finally starting to find a focus for my life and it aligns really well with my mom’s so that makes me happy. Her, too.

			I’m sitting in the alcove now, taking a break from writing and indulging for a few minutes with a book I’ve been meaning to read from one of my favorite authors. It’s a thriller and I can tell already that Luca would like it, too.

			“What did you do?” Abby catches me totally off guard, storming up to me so quickly that I nearly topple backward in my chair and drop my book. 

			I frown, open my mouth to ask what she means when she cuts me off.

			“I was just talking to Mr. Tremmel.”

			I hold my breath because even though I’ve been working on Mr. Tremmel to give Abby another chance, I really don’t know if I’ve been successful. He’s softened toward me, marginally, but there’s still tension there that may not ever go away.

			“He lectured me about business ethics,” she says. “Then he told me that he’s giving me a reference. I’ve seen you talking to him every day when you help with the breakfast program.” She folds her arms and looks at me expectedly.

			“I’m sorry, Abby. I know you wanted the internship, but I thought I could maybe help you get the reference letter. What we did was wrong but it was my magic, so it was my fault and I’m trying to make things right.” I shrug. “I know a reference letter is probably not good enough anymore but I tried.” 

			Abby’s expression is unreadable so I’m not sure if I’m about to get blasted or what.

			“I owed you one anyway, didn’t I?” I add.

			She taps her nails along her arm and purses her lips before speaking. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to. I’ve been watching you. All your random acts of kindness. You think I haven’t noticed? I’m the chair of the social committee. I notice these things. The vibe is changing around here. People aren’t as angry anymore. Mel is speaking to me again.”

			Her irritation surprises me. She’s been working on helping the school, too, so I just thought she felt compelled to fix things like I do. Maybe Abby’s been feeling some fallout from the spells, too. “Okay. So…?”

			“So, I’ve been thinking about that,” she says. “I thought, after we figured out those spells were working, that we’d be doing something that would make people happy, but in the end we hurt people. My friends stopped talking to me. Everyone was really angry. But then you started to do your acts of kindness and now things are feeling like normal. Or at least, closer to it.” 

			She shakes her head. “I wanted the internship, badly. I thought maybe it would make my dad proud of me or something. He really isn’t around much, you know? Just before all of this started, he got a new girlfriend and I knew that I’d lose him for good. I needed him and Mom to reconcile so he wouldn’t leave me. Nothing I seem to do lately impresses him but when I told him about the internship opportunity, he took notice, gave me tips on how to succeed. And your spell started to work, Mom and Dad started to get along again so I thought everything would be okay.” 

			Her smile falters. “I guess I got carried away. I owe you an apology. I used you and that was crappy. It wasn’t your fault that my parents got divorced even though I made it seem like it was. I always felt like it was on me because my STEM project failed but it wasn’t me, either. They just hate each other and magic won’t fix that. Not forever anyway. I get that now.”

			This time I nearly fall off my chair from shock. My face must show it clearly because Abby laughs. 

			“Don’t look so surprised. I do have a conscience.” She tilts her head to the side. “So, thanks for helping me get the reference letter. You’re right, it’s not the same as the internship but it’s probably more than I deserve.”

			I nod. “I hope it helps you get what you want.” I see Ethan come into the library and I know he sees me, but he looks away quickly and heads in the other direction. I flinch. Gosh, that stings.

			Abby watches Ethan, a frown on her face. “You two still aren’t talking?” 

			“No.” I sigh. “I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me.”

			“Have you tried to do something nice for him yet?” Abby turns back to me.

			“I have ideas, but I’m not sure how to make them happen.” I watch Ethan walk out of the library with some books under his arms. He doesn’t even glance my way this time. “But I kind of need him to talk to me, and so far he’s ignoring my attempts.”

			“Well, I could help you with that.” Abby shrugs. “You have to admit, we worked well together.”

			I cock an eyebrow. 

			“Okay, okay, sure, the partnership was a little unbalanced.” She laughs. “But your acts of kindness have inspired me and I want to help you. I told you before, I like to help when I see potential and your actions so far are making a difference.”

			“What do you have in mind?”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Abby has her plans to help me with Ethan but I have mine as well.

			With the help of Mom, we’ve convinced Ethan and his dad to come over for dinner as a thank-you for helping get her home when she was not herself.

			My hands are clammy and I’m jittery as I set the dining room table for our guests. Mr. Columbus and Samuel finished working on the room just a couple of days ago so we can finally use it again. For the first time since we moved here, we’re actually going to eat a meal at the giant oak table. Mom even got the fireplace roaring so the room feels cozy.

			“It looks beautiful, Ro,” Mom says as she carries in a tray of glasses. 

			The doorbell rings, which is jarring because I don’t think Ethan has ever rung the doorbell once in all the time I’ve known him. My heart sinks a little. Even though he’s agreed to come and eat, I know it’s because his dad is making him, not because he wants to be here. I hope to change that tonight but there’s a voice of doubt whispering in my ear that what I did is unforgivable. 

			“Do you want me to go?” Mom looks up from her task.

			“No. I’ll let them in.”

			“Okay, sweetie, thanks. The caterers say dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes so maybe take them into the sitting room and I’ll bring some refreshments?”

			I’m already heading out the dining room door but I pause. “In Dad’s room?”

			“Yeah. Let’s include him tonight. Okay?” She smiles. 

			I smile back. “Okay.”

			My hands shake as I open the door. Ethan’s dad stands there with a bouquet of flowers. “Hi Ro! These are for your mom.” Ethan stands a little behind him. His hands are in his pockets and he’s looking down.

			I accept the gift and motion for them to come in. “Thank you. She’s just getting a few things ready. Dinner will be served in a bit so why don’t we sit in the front room so you can meet my dad.” 

			Ethan looks up. I hold his gaze.

			“We like to include him in our conversations even though he’s passed,” I explain to Ethan’s dad. “Mom believes his spirit is the strongest in that room.”

			“Oh really?” Ethan’s dad looks over at Ethan. “You always said that this house was unique.” He looks back at me. “I’ve had a few experiences here and there. With ghosts I mean.”

			“Edward, Ethan, thanks for coming!” My mom swoops into the foyer. “Did I hear someone talking about ghosts?”

			“Ethan’s dad has had experiences,” I say as I take Edward’s jacket and move to hang it up.

			“Oh…do tell…” My mom hooks her arm around Edward’s and leads him into the front room.

			“Thank you for coming tonight,” I say. Even though my back is turned, I know Ethan is still standing there. “I really appreciate it.”

			“Well, your mom said she hired a caterer and you know how much I like good food.”

			I turn to face him. He’s looking at me still. His makeup is very subtle tonight, just a bit of eye shadow and some mascara. A little lip gloss. He’s not his usual self, that’s obvious, but neither am I. 

			“So you’re talking to your dad too now, huh?” He nods over his shoulder toward the front room. “Has he said anything back yet?” There’s a quirk of a smile, there and gone but it lightens my heart just a bit.

			“Not yet, no.” I shrug. “Mom and I have been taking photographs when I cast, just to see if the magic shows up on camera.”

			Ethan’s eyes widen. 

			“There are these giant orbs in a lot of them. They kind of look like a face sometimes.”

			“Oh yeah? That’s kinda cool.” 

			We both get silent for a minute. Ethan shuffles his feet again.

			I reach out and tug on his shirtsleeve. “I miss you, Eth.” I can’t help myself—I start to cry. Nothing dramatic, just a few tears that kind of slip out. I hastily wipe them away. “It’s really good to talk to you.”

			Ethan is still looking at me. I can see a war raging in his eyes. 

			“I know I hurt you. I’m so sorry for that.”

			Ethan lowers his head and shuffles his feet a bit. “I knew those love spells were a bad idea.”

			I nod. “You tried to warn me.” 

			“But it’s not your fault that things got carried away.” He looks at me again. “I mean, the spells were all you but we sort of pushed you to do them. It isn’t fair that you’re taking all the blame.”

			A weight lifts from my body and it’s like I can breathe for the first time in forever. 

			“I miss you, too, Ro.” He closes the space between us and wraps me up in an Ethan-sized bear hug. 

			And one more piece of my life falls back into place.

			… 

			“Ro, you’re never going to believe what happened!” Ethan is waiting for me when my mom drops me off at school the following Monday. “Hi Mrs. Marshall, love your hair color!” he adds as he briefly leans into the car.

			I smile at Mom. She does look good with silver streaks. “I’ll see you at four, ’kay?”

			Fan mail is pouring in now that it’s May. Another turn of season and everyone is thinking spring means something in the paranormal world. The letters are definitely more upbeat but there’s still plenty of people who need consoling and guidance. It’s hard work responding but I kind of like that I’m able to have an impact on the people who are reaching out. Plus, I’m helping Mom, too, which keeps me in the realm of acts of kindness even at home. It’s all helping to pay the massive debt I owe in the Karma department.

			She leans over and kisses my cheek. “Yep, I’ll see you then.” She smiles at Ethan as she touches her hair. “I thought it was a little risky but my stylist says it looks super cool. And sadly, it’s really more in line with my natural color.”

			“Well, I think it looks amazing.” Ethan yanks me out of the car. “I’ve got something to show you.”

			I laugh to cover up my nerves because even though we’ve made up, I still feel like there’s a cloud hanging over us. I know it’s going to take more time to really get Ethan’s forgiveness.

			He doesn’t say anything more, just drags me up the stairs to the school. He’s vibrating, clearly excited. As soon as we step inside the building, I realize what he’s happy about and that makes me happy…and also relieved because I know this is so important.

			The tension I’m carrying slides off of my shoulders. 

			I catch sight of Amanda and she’s wearing yoga pants and a bulky sweater. She looks comfortable and happy. Will is nowhere to be seen. Things with her appear to be as they were. She waves at me as Ethan pulls me down the side hall toward the restroom we always used to go to. 

			My racing heart starts to calm a bit more when I see Mel and she actually smiles at me. It’s not a snarky smile, either. “Hey Rowan,” she says, then turns back to talk to her friends.

			I’m lighter, practically floating around like a balloon. Sure, I’m barely off the ground but it’s a start. It makes me wonder if things have finally settled to a new normal. Have my acts of kindness finally hit critical mass? 

			A twinge of a smile starts to pull at my lips and I’m hopeful once again. Could we be turning a corner here?

			Abby stands just in front of the restroom door and when she catches sight of Ethan and me, a smile lights up her face in a way that makes me think we might actually be friends now.

			“Look, Ro!” Ethan points to the sign on the door just as Abby steps aside and she lifts her arms up to showcase what’s there. 

			It’s a universal restroom sign. 

			My heart swells. I’m proud of Abby. She convinced Student Council to put the funding into buying the signs and also convinced Parent Council and Admin to accept that all genders should feel safe and comfortable when using the restroom. 

			There are now six designated gender-neutral restrooms for everyone in the school.

			“She did it!” Ethan says. “Isn’t that the most awesome thing you’ve ever seen?”

			“It was only a matter of convincing Parent Council and the signs didn’t cost anything really.” Abby shrugs like it was no big deal. 

			“This is what we’ve always talked about.” Ethan wraps me in a side hug. “It means everything to me, though. Thank you,” he says to Abby.

			And the way Abby looks at me, I know that we’re even. I definitely owed her one and after I fulfilled that obligation, she paid it forward. Everything else, all the trouble from the past, it’s behind us now. My balloon of hope rises a little higher.

			Ethan shifts our bodies so we’re standing front to front, his arms are still around me and his face is super close. He touches his nose to mine, presses our foreheads together. “This is a new beginning.”

			“I hope so,” I say and I mean it. Change might be hard, but it’s good to grow and learn from the things that happen to us and around us.

			“You’re special, Ro. I always knew that.” He squeezes me tighter. “Thanks for looking out for me. I shouldn’t have forced a relationship to happen with Malcolm no matter how lonely or desperate I was.” 

			“And I shouldn’t have gone along with it.”

			“No, but you ended it, even with all my threats and temper tantrums.” Ethan laughs awkwardly. “You’re a good friend.”

			“I’m just glad you’re okay.”

			“I am okay.” He grabs my arm again and drags me into the restroom. “I got some pictures of these hot guys yesterday…”

			Just before the door of the restroom closes, I see a flash of Luca. He’s standing down the hall, leaning against the wall, staring at me…and he’s smiling. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			It’s the night of the Spring Fling. Ethan has me dressed up like a 1980s Barbie doll complete with fluorescent fishnet fingerless gloves. Everything is right with the world. 

			Well, almost everything.

			It’s been almost two months without Luca in my life. I’ve accepted it, but his absence still makes me sad. He even stopped working at my house even though Mr. Columbus still comes with his crew to do other projects. I feel even worse about that because I know how much Luca loves the mansion. I hate that I took that away from him.

			“Hey girl,” Ethan says as he sashays toward me in his own ’80s outfit. He’s got on a white tails coat with white satin-looking dress pants. His shirt is vibrant pink and he’s got a bowtie on that’s neon yellow. He’s also wearing black cowboy boots. I don’t get it but it works.

			“You look incredible!” He wouldn’t let me see what his outfit was going to be, he just handed me mine in a garment bag and told me to be ready to go by six. I knew not to argue. 

			“Let me take a picture of you two!” Mom drove me, of course. She’s been giddy ever since she saw what I was wearing. “I love this retro look, Ethan, you’ve done such a great job with these outfits. Totally rad!”

			I snort. 

			Ethan covers his mouth. “That means cool, right?”

			“Totally,” Mom agrees.

			Ethan’s dad dropped him off after their weekly scheduled dinner together. It wasn’t something Ethan wanted to skip. I found out after Ethan and I made up that he and his dad have been scheduling time together ever since the crap hit the fan. His dad wants to make sure they stay connected and I totally get that. Mom and I have been doing the same. I’ve even accepted a few invitations to attend some of her dad conversations. It still feels a little bit weird to be there, part of her intimate thoughts and words to Dad, but I know it’s important to her. It makes a difference now that I believe he’s around. 

			“You ready to go inside?” Ethan hooks his arm around mine after Mom takes her picture, kisses us both on the cheek, and then leaves. 

			The doors officially opened at five. We’re late, which means most people are inside. I can see a few people standing by the doors to the gym, though, and do feel relieved that we aren’t the only ones dressed up like this. Abby not only agreed to let all grades come to the dance, nixing her terrible seniors-only idea, but she also took Ethan’s suggestion to go retro with an ’80s theme. 

			I’m definitely seeing a lot of big poufy hairdos happening and a whole lot of shoulder pads. But I think Mom is right—Ethan and I look totally rad.

			“I’m ready.” It took some convincing to come in the first place. I’m a little gun-shy when it comes to hanging out in places that I know Luca will be. Especially places I think he’ll be with another girl. I haven’t heard any rumors about him dating anyone, but come on—the guy is an incredible human. Any girl would be lucky to have him so I don’t think he’s single. No way.

			The dance music is booming and thumping. The gym is decorated just as you would expect for a throwback party. Bright colors are everywhere, pink, yellow, electric blue, all looking a little like a neon-loaded cannon splattered paint bombs everywhere. There are Rubik’s Cube designs and Troll dolls with gnarly looking hair everywhere. Beams of light are shooting every which way and it all looks a little chaotic. 

			“I love it!” Ethan shouts. “You want something to drink?”

			There’s too much to look at that I’m doing my best impression of a squirrel right now. People are dancing, laughing, trying to talk over the music. “I’m okay.”

			“I’m dying of thirst. I’ll be back in a sec.” Ethan kisses my cheek. “Stay put.”

			I nod and watch him move through the crowd. I see Abby off in the distance dancing with Mel. They’re wearing matching pink neon leggings with leg warmers and ankle boots. The shirts they have on are super long and they both have huge belts hanging on their tiny waists. They’ve teased their hair so it’s huge as well. Totally retro. 

			“Hey, I like your outfit.” 

			I jump nearly out of my skin when I realize it’s Luca who’s sidled up next to me. My cheeks heat super quick and any words I might want to say, if my brain was working, seem to get stuck in my throat. 

			“I saw you walk in with Ethan and thought I’d come over and say hi.”

			He looks good in his jean jacket and tapered pants. His shirt is pastel yellow and partially unbuttoned. Going for the casual cool look. I like it. 

			“Yeah.” I clear my throat. “I promised him I’d come.” I want to say, I wish I’d come with you, but instead I clamp my mouth shut and hope he’s not about to introduce me to some other girl he’s with. 

			“I was hoping I’d see you here.”

			That surprises me. “You were?”

			“Well, yeah.” He rubs his hand over the back of his neck. “I wanted to see what the outfit choice would be this year.”

			Oh right, because last year was also extravagant when it came to what Ethan made me wear. I think back on what Luca said to me about seeing me at last year’s Spring Fling, how much he liked that I was daring with my clothing choice. 

			“I also wanted to see you again.” He laughs and it sounds a little awkward. “I’ve been meaning to text for a while.”

			Hope blooms in my chest and my heart starts beating wildly. Cool it, girl, cool it. “You have?”

			“I wanted to thank you.”

			“For what?” 

			Luca taps my arm. It isn’t a romantic touch but I feel the familiar jolt even with such little contact. “Hey, you think we could go outside for a minute? It’s loud in here.” And that’s when I realize that we’ve been shouting at each other. 

			“Uh…” I look over to where Ethan is and see him dancing away with a group of his new friends. “Sure.”

			Luca nods, then motions toward the side door that will take us to the back field where the bleachers are. The noise falls away as soon as we’re outside. It’s dusk so everything is blanketed in the dying light of the day. The sun has just dropped below the horizon and the air is starting to get chilly. Not cold exactly, but I do kind of wish I had a sweater or something. I follow Luca to the bleachers and wrap my arms around myself.

			“Oh hey, you cold?” He doesn’t wait for me to respond—he just takes his jacket off and wraps it around my shoulders. 

			I stagger a bit because his smell invades my lungs in an instant and I’m immediately reminded of how very much and very deeply I miss him. I don’t know if I’ll ever get over this heartbreak.

			“Better?”

			I stifle a shiver that has nothing to do with being cold and nod. “Yes, thank you.” 

			He takes my hand to help me get onto the bleachers. We sit side by side, our knees angled but not touching. I so badly want him to hold my hand but keep mine on my lap.

			We sit there in silence for a minute and I have so many things going through my head. So many apologies. So many questions. For all of my acts of kindness, I didn’t really know how to help Luca. 

			“So yeah, I wanted to thank you.” He chuckles a bit. “All those things you’ve done. Helping people, tutoring, being kind…it inspired me.”

			“It did?” He noticed what I’ve been doing?

			“Yep. I’ve been playing with some ideas to start a business and after seeing you do such great things at the school for people, I realized that I want to use my skills to help people, too. I found out about these grants that are available to anyone who’s currently in school. It offers seed money for starting a business and I thought that I could use if for a not-for-profit idea I have. So, I got the grant and started helping people who need it for free. My clients so far have been a lot of elderly people who need help fixing things up in their houses but word is getting around and I’ve been getting calls to go out to help some people with disabilities or mobility issues.”

			My heart swells so much that I think it might burst. “That is so incredibly selfless.”

			“They’re giving me fabulous reviews so it’s not totally selfless.” He chuckles again. “You set a good example for me to follow.”

			I lower my eyes and stare at my lap. “I thought it might help to make things right again.”

			“I think it worked.”

			I nod. “Luca, I’m really, really so sorry for what I did. I’ve been trying to think of something I could do for you, to make it up to you, but I didn’t want to bug you, either. I know I wasn’t exactly the first person you wanted to talk to after what I did.”

			“Hey.” He tilts my chin up with his finger so that he can look me in the eyes. “People make mistakes. I know that you didn’t mean to hurt anyone. You’re a good person, Rowan. Your heart is so big. Just look at what you’ve done already to make things right.”

			I try for a smile but I know it falls short. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

			He looks away, turning toward the empty field. “You did hurt me.” He gulps and then turns back to look at me. “But I’ve had a lot of time to think about things and I know that I liked you way before this spell stuff started. I’ve always been intrigued by you, ever since I saw you last year, remember?”

			I nod. 

			“I knew you were special then, just like I know you’re special now.”

			There’s something in his eyes that makes me feel like maybe, just maybe, there’s a chance Luca doesn’t want things to end. I reach out and touch his hand. It’s bold, I know, but I just need to touch him. “You’re special, too. You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever known. Someone I want in my life, even if it’s just as friends.”

			He smiles slyly. “Just friends?”

			My heart pounds wildly. That look in his eyes, it’s saying things. “Well…” I’m staring at his lips now, wondering if he’d tolerate me kissing him. I look up, into his eyes again, and remember how easy it is to get lost in there.

			“The spell is done now, right?” He looks so serious that it snaps me out of my dreamy thoughts. 

			“Yes. I reversed them completely. I only practice safe spell casting these days.”

			He tilts his head a bit. “So maybe we should give it a try.”

			I’m looking at his lips again. “What?”

			He leans closer. “A kiss.”

			I lean closer, too. 

			He snakes his arms around me and I shift my legs so that I’m practically in his lap. 

			“You know, just to see how it feels.” His eyes do that sexy hooded thing that drives me wild and all I can do is nod. 

			His lips touch mine, tenderly at first, just a little press of flesh to flesh. So soft. So sweet. But our chemistry ignites and I can’t help but open my mouth and let him in. Our tongues touch and it’s a whirlwind all over again. I run my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer to me. His hands are on my hips, pulling me into him. We kiss without a care of who might be watching. It’s just him and me, together, like nothing ever parted us in the first place.

			Our kiss goes on forever and I never want it to end.

			“Yep, still got it,” he says on an explosion of breath once we do pull apart. 

			I burst out laughing. His hair is a mess, his lips are red and puffy, and I know I look the same. I can’t keep the crazy smile off of my face. 

			Now, everything is just as it should be. 

		


		
			Epilogue

			It’s the end of June and it’s hot already. Sweltering hot, actually—especially when you’re working in an attic.

			“Lift that side a little higher for me, ’kay?” 

			I’m too caught up staring at Luca’s nearly naked body as he lifts his side of the beam, his back flexing, his arm muscles popping, and his whole body sleek with a glorious sheen of sweat.

			I blink. Close my mouth. “Um, sorry.” Then we both laugh because it’s no secret that I’m drooling over him.

			He said we were going to work on the attic this summer. He’s a man of his word. My mom thinks that’s awesome. She’s also totally cool about us being together now and only hovers a little bit when we’re alone in my room together. She likes to remind me that Dad is probably watching, which is enough to have me second thinking our make-out sessions for like, thirty seconds. If Dad wants to spy on his daughter getting it on with her boyfriend, that’s his problem I guess. Personally, I’d like to believe that Dad would respect my choices and give me space. 

			All the same, we spend much more time at Luca’s place.

			I hoist my side higher, then watch as he expertly brackets the wood with a heavy-duty metal band, screwing it into place in a matter of seconds. 

			He bends to grab the level, then checks the beam as he moves closer to me. And the closer he comes, the more my heart races. 

			“You got it still?” He’s so close, moving steadily closer with his level. 

			My arms are straining to keep the beam up and I’m stretched about as far as I can be without being on my tiptoes. I’m kind of wondering why he isn’t going faster. “It’s heavy.”

			“Just one more second.” He lays the level just at my fingertips, then turns his head so he’s looking straight at me, no more than a few inches from me now.

			He’s so close that I could kiss him, which is why I’m staring at his lips.

			“I like seeing you like this. Working so hard to keep that wood up when you don’t need to.” 

			I see the playfulness in his eyes before he glances up at my hands and laughs.

			A rush of heat washes through me, partly because clearly I’m a silly girl and partly because he’s so close to me right now that I can’t help but feel a whoosh of giddiness.

			“You sure?”

			He nods.

			I let my hands drop and the beam stays put. “Oh.” And then I start laughing because my arms are numb and I have no idea what I’m doing up here but it feels so good to joke with Luca again that I could cry. Since the fiasco with the spells, I’ve learned to appreciate my time with the people I care about. Every minute we get to spend together is a gift and I will never squander again.

			He puts another bracket up and starts to screw it into place but I don’t move away. I can’t. I so badly want to touch him right now that I stand too close, crowding him.

			“You want to help?” Before I can respond, or even think about what he’s asking, he’s got me positioned in front of him, his body pressed up against mine, his hands guiding my hands, helping me position the drill. 

			My brain short circuits. I’m not too sure I should be using tools right now. But somehow, even with shaky hands, I get the screw in and the bracket tightens and the beam holds.

			Instead of letting me go, Luca leans even closer and I can feel his breath on my neck. It makes me shiver and that squishy, gooey love feeling seeps all through my body. His other hand drops to my waist. “You feel that?”

			For a second I don’t know if he’s talking about the tool and the bracket or something else, so I just stand there. 

			“That’s chemistry, Rowan, and it’s something we’ve got with or without a love spell.” 

			He does this often, reminds me that we are meant to be together. It’s unnecessary because I know, truly, Luca and I are together for a reason. 

			I manage to turn without losing contact with him and he leans and before I know it our lips are touching and everything feels so damn right.

			You don’t need a love spell when things are meant to be.
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