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The banner unfurled across Main Street: “Grand Reopening.” 
That line felt like a prophecy. Here I was, driving into Whittaker, a Northern California mountain town, ready to start a new life at Addie’s Tea Shop, a place I inherited from my aunt. It all felt grand to me.
Underneath that phrase, I read “Whittaker House,” with a date and a time: tomorrow.
I squirreled that information into the back of my brain. I knew nothing about this place, but I did feel excited. This was the start of an adventure, one I truly needed.
Addie’s Tea Shop turned out to be at the very end of Main Street, a modest afterthought that felt like it could disappear at any moment into the woods behind it. I parked in the back. On this summer evening, the trees rustled in the breeze, and the air felt fresh and clean. I walked to the front of the store. The lights were off, the shades were drawn, and there was a sign on the door: “Temporarily Closed. RIP Addie. We Love You.” I sat on the sidewalk with my back against the door. I had just arrived, but I felt like I had come home.
“Ella!”
I recognized his voice from our telephone conversation. Rowan Holt, my aunt’s lawyer. He had told me about the inheritance, one that I questioned immediately as I had never known my aunt. But Rowan had assured me that Adeline had wanted me to have the shop, plus the apartment above it and a tidy sum “for my well-being.” It all felt like a fairy tale to me—a particularly helpful one. Several weeks ago, I had caught Steven, my longtime boyfriend, in bed with our neighbor from across the hall. He had moved in with her then, and other than an awkward meeting in the laundry room, I had managed to stay clear of him since. I spent my days working as a manager in a café. I spent my nights staring at the moon, wondering why I always ended up on one-way streets heading nowhere and why I was always with people who never really loved me. It felt like this inheritance could be an answer, and I had told Rowan I needed a week, but then I would meet him there, ready to start this new chapter in my life.
“Ella!” Rowan called again and waved at me from across the street. He was a tall, rangy man who looked to be in his forties, my father’s age, but that’s where the similarity ended. My father worked as a corporate analyst. When he wasn’t wearing a suit, he’d have on a polo shirt and neatly pressed khakis. I didn’t know what Rowan wore for work, but he currently had on a patched pair of jeans and a vivid flowered shirt. He had shaggy brown hair. Instead of a briefcase, Rowan carried a satchel with the strap crossing his chest. My father would consider that completely unacceptable—a man purse. When Rowan crossed the street and met me, he gave me a big bear hug that almost knocked me off my feet. My father was not a person who hugged.
Once Rowan let me go, he studied my face. “I can see your aunt in you. She was a wonderful person.”
That made me smile. I had never felt that I resembled anyone. People would say that I looked like my mother. But I had red, contrary hair, given to its own desires. My mother’s hair was auburn, with every hair always in place. Her eyes were also green, but they were hard and focused, while mine seemed to always be looking for something else. To me, it always felt like a spaceship had dropped me off on earth, and I had been forever searching for a map to go home. Perhaps I’d finally found where I was supposed to be.
Rowan looked down at my duffel bag.
“Is that all you brought?” he asked.
I nodded. Before I made this trip, I had dropped off most of my clothes at Goodwill. I didn’t want anything that reminded me of my life with Steven. It left me with a couple of T-shirts and pants and a few good dresses because, come to think of it, we never really went out much. I was ready to start over here.
“Glad to be gone from that place?” Rowan asked. 
His question startled me. I hadn’t told him anything about what had happened, and yet he seemed to know.
“Yes,” I admitted. He waited to see if I wanted to continue. “Let’s just say I was fooled by someone I thought I loved,” I said.
Rowan gave me a sad smile. “I think that’s something many of us can understand.”
Then he reached into his jeans pocket and handed me the keys to the shop and the apartment.
“The square one is for the shop door, the round for your apartment upstairs.” He patted his satchel. “I have the papers here for you to sign. Shall we go in?”
Once I held those keys in my hand, I felt better, lighter. I could have sworn for a moment that the keys twinkled. I took a deep breath, unlocked the door, and turned on the light.
It was a bright, cheery place with a black-and-white linoleum floor and sweet rose-pink walls with paintings of flowers all around. Over the threshold, Aunt Adeline had hung a sign: Home Is Where the Heart Is. I took a deep breath. It felt like I had been living on a caught breath all my life before this.
“Addie always loved flowers,” Rowan said.
“I guess you do, too,” I said, pointing to his shirt.
“A gift from Addie,” he said. “But you’re right. I’m fond of flowers, too.”
I set my duffel bag down at one of the tables, and we walked behind the counter, where I noted the tea bins and felt my hands itch. I had loved tea ever since I was a child. I used to buy different types of tea with my allowance and drink it in my bedroom. My mother thought it was a strange passion for a young girl. I learned to keep it private. Steven never understood it either. When he tried my tea, he thought it tasted like dirt. Strangely, when I took a sip of what I gave him, I thought it tasted delicious.
“And here’s the kitchen,” Rowan said, as he held open the door from the counter area into a large, clean space with a table in the center for work, a refrigerator, and two ovens. Everything gleamed. Everything looked loved.
“My daughter, Sage, worked for your aunt as her baker,” Rowan said. “She’s baked here since high school.” He looked at me. “She graduated last year. I wanted her to go on to college, but she said this was where she wanted to be. She’s extremely gifted. I hope you will give her a chance and keep her on.” 
“Of course,” I said. “I’m actually surprised that Aunt Adeline didn’t give the shop to her.”
“She’s too young,” Rowan said. “Her emotions can still get the best of her. She can fly off the handle. I think Addie wanted someone calmer, more mature at the helm.”
I had told Rowan on the phone that I had experience managing a café in a university town, one that kept me on my feet from the moment I entered the door. I knew I could run this tea shop, but I also was aware that every place was different, and I would welcome Sage’s input. Still, I wondered why my aunt had put such faith in me. We hadn’t known each other.
“I’m sure Sage can teach me a lot about the shop.” 
Rowan beamed at me. “I’m so happy to hear you say that. Sage loves this shop so much. She’d be heartbroken if she didn’t work here. And I know you’ll appreciate her talents and see what a fine person she is.”
We returned to the table to sign the papers. I offered to make Rowan some tea then, and he accepted with a smile.
“Do you have a favorite?” I called from behind the counter.
“Whatever you want,” Rowan said. “I’ll have that, too.”
Since it was early evening, I made us a delicate jasmine tea: subtle, fragrant, celebratory in my mind. But would he like it? At the café where I worked, most people ordered coffee. The people who drank tea seemed to enjoy what I served them. But I kept thinking of Steven’s face when he tried my tea. 
However, Rowan quickly allayed my fears. When he took a sip of tea, he closed his eyes and sighed. 
“Sublime,” he said. “Addie would be so proud.”
I thanked him. 
Rowan handed me a gold pen that gave off a shimmer. “Take your time looking over everything,” he said. “If you have any questions, please ask.”
I focused my attention on the document. There weren’t many pages, and it was in simple language, stating what Rowan had told me. Aunt Adeline had left me the shop, the apartment, and what she called a “nest egg.” I looked at the number and tried to breathe. It all seemed way too good to be true. I picked up the pen. It felt so right in my hand. When I signed the paper and dated it, I could swear my handwriting glowed.
“It’s so generous of her,” I said. “I wish I had known her.”
“So, your mother told you nothing at all?” Rowan asked.
“I knew her name,” I said. I told him about a high school project when my teacher had talked to us about genealogy and encouraged us to conduct some research and create a family tree. That’s when I found out that my mother had lived in Whittaker and that she had a sister. When my mother came home that night, I told her what I had learned, and to my surprise, I saw a flicker of fear run across her face. Then she looked angry.
“She made me promise to never look into any of that again,” I told Rowan. “She wrote a note to my teacher saying I would not be making a family tree, and she complained to the principal. I switched classrooms then so I wouldn’t even have to listen to other people’s family trees. And I never tried to find out anything more about my heritage.”
Rowan looked like he had a thousand things to say and he was trying to figure out which words would be best. 
“Your aunt and your mother had a falling out,” he said. “Your aunt was very upset when your mother moved away.”
“But it sounds like they didn’t like each other,” I said.
Rowan shook his head. “I can’t speak for your mother,” he said, “but your aunt was always looking out for everyone’s best interest. She sincerely thought your mother shouldn’t turn her back on this town.” He picked up his phone. “Have you ever seen a picture of Addie?” 
I shook my head.
He took a minute and then handed his phone to me. 
I marveled at the woman in the picture. She also had red hair and green eyes, but her hair went down her back in a luxuriant mane. Her eyes sparkled. She had a smile on her face that made her look like she knew the secret to life, and if you wanted to hear it, she would tell you. I didn’t want to look away. Looking at her face reminded me of that feeling I could get when I listened to a pop song when I felt blue. The minute I heard the notes, I could be transported to a place of endless possibilities.
“Now you can understand why I said you look like her,” Rowan said.
I kept studying the photo. I wouldn’t have thought so. I could see the red hair, the green eyes. But I don’t think I had ever been that happy. I couldn’t imagine possessing that shimmer around me.
“Your mother told Addie that she was never to visit and never to contact any of you,” Rowan said. “But believe me, Ella, Addie has loved you all these years.”
I looked back at the photo. Her face did seem familiar. I studied it again more intently, and then I knew.
“I’ve seen her in my dreams,” I said.
Rowan gave a slow nod. “She wanted to stay in touch with you. She kept an eye on what was happening in your life.” He took a sip of his tea. “She had a sense that your childhood would be difficult. She wanted to look after you.”
That made my eyes tear up, and I had to look down so I wouldn’t cry. Even though I had parents, I had always felt like an orphan, someone who didn’t belong. My father just didn’t seem to see me, and my mother watched me like a hawk, jumping on my wrong steps, telling me never to act that particular way again.
“I haven’t told my parents about my inheritance,” I said finally. “That’s kind of weird, right? But we don’t keep in touch. They see me as a disappointment. I could never be who they wanted me to be.” Normal. Popular. A person fluent in small talk who dressed well and fit in. I failed at these tasks, no matter how hard I tried. “I thought I would write them, ” I said, “with the news.” I couldn’t risk a phone call. I knew my mother would end the conversation in a burst of fury. That would hurt too much.
Rowan didn’t say anything. He just nodded. Then he picked up his phone and showed me another photograph.
“Here’s Sage.”
I turned my attention to the picture of a dramatic young woman. She had her back to the camera, her long black hair flung over one shoulder, and her head turned to give the camera a glance. Her bangs threatened to curtain her eyes, but you could see enough of them to see the dare in that gaze.
Rowan sighed. “Addie was like a mother to her.” He looked at me. “This loss has been extremely difficult for us.”
I wondered about Sage’s real mother, but I felt I didn’t know him well enough to ask. Instead, I handed the phone back to Rowan. He gazed at the photos for a moment and then reconnected with me.
“Will you change the name of the shop?” he asked me.
“Never!” I said. “I want this place to always honor my aunt.”
He gave me a pleased smile. “Do you know when you’d like to open up again?” 
“Would tomorrow be too soon?” I asked. “I’ve always found comfort in work. The sooner I could start, the better.”
“Sage will be delighted,” Rowan said. He hesitated. “With Addie, Sage always came early in the morning to bake before the shop opened.”
“Of course,” I said. “That’s how it worked at my previous café. And I like getting up early myself.” 
Steven had not. It was another way we kept separate lives. But maybe I had actually liked that. If we had been on the same schedule, would we have broken up a long time ago? I guessed it didn’t really matter now.
Rowan gathered up the papers and returned them to his satchel. 
“Let me show you the apartment, and then I’ll be on my way. I’m sure you must be exhausted.” He stood up slowly. “I have to admit, it’s still strange for me to be here without Addie.”
He gestured for me to go up the steps, and I again felt my fingers tingle when I brought out the key and opened the door. The apartment was one room, with a bed in the center, a desk to the side, a small kitchen, and a door to the bathroom off to the side. As I walked in, I saw a streak of black race under the bed that made me jump. But there wouldn’t be rats in here. Not in Aunt Adeline’s apartment.
“Rumor,” Rowan said, and he walked over to the bed, squatted down, and lifted the bedspread. “Is that any way to welcome Ella?”
I knelt down beside Rowan and saw a thin, young cat, his green eyes wide, holding himself very still and looking at me.
“I didn’t know my aunt had a cat,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” Rowan said. “I forgot to mention it to you.” He sighed. “It’s easy to forget Rumor. He can hide in the shadows. He often doesn’t like to make himself known. Addie said it was very different when it was just the two of them here, but when others are around, he makes himself scarce.”
“Hello,” I repeated to the cat. He stayed where he was, not stirring a whisker.
“Don’t take it personally,” Rowan said. “He’s very shy, but your aunt truly loved him.”
Rowan stood and let the side of the quilt fall to the floor. l followed his lead.
“Well, tomorrow will be an important day,” Rowan said. His cheer sounded forced, laced with sadness. “Get yourself a good night’s sleep. Sage and I will see you in the morning.” 
I hadn’t realized how bone-tired I felt until Rowan left. Then I knelt down one more time and lifted up the bedspread.
“I’m glad you’re here,” I told Rumor. And to my surprise, I found myself telling him all about Steven and why I had come. Rumor sat perfectly still. He closed his eyes. I didn’t know if he was listening to me or not, but it felt good to tell him.
Then I wished Rumor good night, crawled under the covers, and fell right to sleep.
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Later that night, I awoke with a start. I had the distinct sense that someone else was in the room. With my eyes half shut, I assessed the situation. My phone was on the bedside table, and I prepared myself to snatch it up and call the police if necessary. 
There was a glow in the room, a soft, radiant light. To my surprise, it wasn’t frightening. It was actually appealing, something you would welcome into your presence. And that’s when I saw her: a woman in a simple white dress, her long red hair cascading past her shoulders. And Rumor sat on the arm of the chair right beside her. He kept his eyes on her as if he never wanted her to go away again.
I took a deep breath. I blinked to see whether the vision would disappear. It stayed. I blinked again. Still there.
“Hello, Aunt Adeline.” The words came out before I knew I’d say them.
“Hello, my dear.” Her voice was soothing, sweet, as if my soul needed this medicine and I hadn’t even known it. “And you’ve met your familiar, Rumor?”
Rumor reluctantly turned away from Aunt Adeline and said hello. Wait. He said hello? I blinked again and took several deep breaths. I would have considered it a major victory just to have Rumor look at me. And then he talked! Did he really talk? I believed it had happened. I could describe his voice—a rumbly, low hello, grave and solemn.
“Hold on,” I said. “Rumor, did you just talk to me? And Aunt Adeline, you said that Rumor was my familiar. But aren’t familiars for witches? I’m not a witch.” 
Rumor gave me an unfathomable look. I wished he would say something else, just to confirm what I thought I had heard, but he kept silent.
“Perhaps,” Aunt Adeline said, “you’ve never truly had the chance to be one.” She gave me a gentle smile. “Do you remember Mr. Meow and Princess Floofy Tail?”
Wow. I hadn’t thought of those cats for years. At the sound of their names, I saw them in my mind—a distinguished gray tabby and a beautiful white long-haired feline.
“Those weren’t really their names,” I said. “I just called them that. Their real names were Chester and Phoebe, and they lived next door. But they visited me in my backyard.”
I saw them meeting me by the big tree. I was singing a song that I believe I dreamed up. While I sang, I skipped around the tree, and the cats followed me. Were they also singing? It seemed to me like they were. At the end of the song, I hugged the tree, and then the door slammed, and my mother came out.
“Stop this!” she said. “Stop it now!” She bent down, stared at the cats, and said, “You’re not welcome here. Don’t ever come again.”
I looked over at my aunt and Rumor. “They never came back,” I said, and they nodded. It felt like they had remembered that with me. Their eyes reflected true compassion.
“I named the tree Winston,” I said, “Even after the cats left, I sometimes still spent time with him. And if my mother wasn’t home, I would bring out a book and my tea, and I would lean up against my tree and look up through the canopy of branches to the sky.” A sigh escaped me. “It was lovely. And I would give Winston a taste of my tea. I would pour a little on the earth to reach his roots. I believe he liked it.” 
“There are some wonderful trees here,” Aunt Adeline told me. “You’ll see.” She gave me another smile. “I’m so happy you’re here. You see, my dear, being a witch is in your blood. It goes back generations in our family. And you needn’t be frightened about it. As witches, we honor nature. We have special abilities, that’s true, but we’re peaceful, loving people. Still, your mother tried her best never to let you know. She wanted to squash any magical moments you might have, and unfortunately, it blocked your special gifts until now. I’m so sorry that happened. She so wanted you to have a ‘normal’ life.”
Aunt Adeline said “normal” as if it were the weirdest thing in the world. That felt like a cool drink of water on a hot summer day.
“But it didn’t work,” I told her. “I just felt miserable, like I didn’t fit in anywhere.”
“Of course,” Aunt Adeline said. “But you chose a smart place to work, where you could be around tea.” She shook her head sadly. “Steven was not a match for you. You know that now. But it makes sense that you chose someone who would reject you. All of your life, without knowing it, you were rejecting a core part of yourself. You were born to be a witch, and now you are here, and you can truly be yourself with your cat companion.” Her smile felt so heartening. 
Rumor whispered something to her so low that I couldn’t hear it.
“You are,” Aunt Adeline told him. She explained to me, “Rumor doesn’t feel he’s ready. I was training him to be a familiar. But you both are new. It’s a perfect fit.” Rumor still looked unsure. “I know Ella,” Aunt Adeline reassured him. “I’ve watched her all her life. She is ready for you, and you are ready for her.”
She turned to me again. “Now, when are you thinking of opening the shop?”
“Tomorrow,” I told her. “I wanted to get started right away.”
“And you’ll have Sage to help you, and Rowan, too.” She gave a slight frown and readjusted herself. Rumor stood up on the arm of the chair, his tail twitching, his eyes never leaving her face. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m feeling my energy waning. I’m not used to this yet. But there’s one thing I need to tell you, Ella. It’s very important to me. I want my shop to be a place where people are treated like important guests. Anyone who comes in is welcome.” She looked at me quite intently. “Do you think you can do that?”
“Yes,” I told her. “That’s what I would want, too.”
Aunt Adeline’s image started to flicker then. “Forgive me,” she said. “I have to go.”
For a few seconds, her image came and went. Then she disappeared.
I looked at Rumor. “She seemed so shaky there at the end, so sad.”
Before he started to speak, Rumor studied the floor.
“I know she’s glad you’re here,” he said, “but she’s not at peace.” He met my eyes again. “I believe she was murdered.”
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After that momentous statement, Rumor disappeared back under the bed. I pulled up the bedspread to ask whether we could talk about it more. But he closed his eyes as if he just couldn’t bear anything else at the moment. So I left him alone and fell back into a deep sleep. 
In the morning, I woke to the sound of the ringing bells on the door of the shop. Sage must have just come in to work. The sky was still dark, but I felt wide awake. When I peered under the bed, Rumor surveyed me with his quiet green eyes.
“You don’t have to go down now,” he said. “Adeline would have tea with Sage a half hour before the shop opened at 7.”
His voice quivered a little on Aunt Adeline’s name. 
“I think I’m going to go down now,” I told him. “Of course, I’ll first put down some food for you and get dressed.” I paused for a moment and then asked him, “Would you like to join me?”
Rumor shook his head. “I like to stay here,” he said. 
But he did come out and eat some food, and after he finished his bowl, he didn’t run under the bed. I considered that a major victory. 
“Do you mind if I tell Sage that you think Adeline was murdered?” I asked him.
“That would be all right,” Rumor told me. 
“I would like to know more about what you think on that,” I said.
Rumor thought for a moment and drank some water. “It’s very painful,” he said, “having her gone. It’s hard to talk about. But I will try later on.”
He then retreated under the bed, and I walked down the stairs to the shop. I wished Rumor had wanted to go with me. I didn’t really know what it meant to have a familiar, but I did feel that this shy, grieving cat would be my friend. As I continued toward the kitchen, I reminded myself of my managerial experience and that Rowan had loved my tea, and that I could indeed do this.
Sage was in the kitchen, taking scones out of the oven. Although she looked to be just over five feet tall, she was imposing. She exuded self-confidence. Even at first glance, it was apparent through her posture and her very being that she ruled this place and she exulted in it. Her jet-black hair was tied back in a ponytail, and her bangs still threatened to hide her eyes, but when she saw me, I felt her sharpness, her inquisitiveness. I doubted she ever missed much.
“I’m Ella,” I said and stuck out my hand.
But Sage wore oven mitts and was holding a sheet pan of hot scones. 
“Wait,” she said, setting the pan down. She took off her mitts and shook my hand. 
“Sage,” she said. 
It was one word, but it was like she had just manifested a trumpet and announced herself to the world in a triumphant tune. 
“Shall we have some tea and scones?” she asked. “We can talk about the day.”
It felt like I had gotten only a half-nod out before she went to get plates. I walked back to the counter to make some tea.
“Is there anything you particularly like?” I called out to her.
“Surprise me,” she replied.
How could two words sound so challenging? I went over to the tea bins, and for a moment it felt like they conducted a dizzying dance in front of me. I closed my eyes to calm down and thought of Adeline. She had given me this tea shop. She believed in me. I took a deep breath, opened my eyes, and reached for English breakfast tea.
“But she said to surprise her,” a voice chattered in my head. “Isn’t this predictable?”
But it was what I wanted, and I thought Sage would like it, too—a no-nonsense, brisk tea, perfect to start a busy workday. I chose mugs, nothing fancy but still beautiful in color—purple for Sage, aquamarine for me.
I set the mugs down on the table, and Sage came out with scones with butter, jam, and clotted cream.
“I like my tea black,” I said. “Would you like anything for yours?”
“Black is fine,” Sage said. We sat down. It didn’t feel like a simple breakfast or a talk about work, although it was the first day, and I knew I had a lot to learn. But what felt most important right now was that I tasted this scone and Sage tried my tea.
I broke off a corner of the scone and tasted it without any adornments. It was cheddar and sage, a lovely combination. 
“Definitely the best scone I’ve ever tasted,” I told Sage, and she smiled.
Then she sipped the tea. She looked at me thoughtfully, “My father praised what you made for him last night, but I had to take it with a grain of salt because he likes to see the best in everything. For example, he thinks I’m perfect. Not everyone would agree with him. But he was right about your tea. This is truly excellent, an inspired choice. It makes me feel focused and happy at the same time.” She gave me a nod. “I think our customers will love your tea.”
We enjoyed our breakfast for a few minutes in silence, and then Sage asked me if I had slept well last night. I could see that she tried to make it sound like a throwaway question, but there was an underlying seriousness to it. I thought of Rumor and how he had said it would be all right to talk with Sage, and I answered her honestly.
“I did,” I said, “although I did wake up in the middle of the night.” 
She took another sip of tea and waited for me to continue.
“Aunt Adeline visited me,” I said and checked the expression on her face. She didn’t look shocked or disbelieving. She looked pleased.
“I thought she might,” Sage said. 
“She said I was a witch,” I told her, encouraged by her response, “and Rumor was my familiar.”
Sage nodded matter-of-factly. “I’m glad she told you,” she said.
“Are you a witch?” I asked her, and Sage sat up straighter in her chair.
“Of course I am,” she said. “My father and I both have magical powers. Mine is food.” She arched her brow. “I have a little help in the kitchen when I want it. That’s why the scones were already ready when you came downstairs. I can speed up the process and manifest what I need. But I also like to bake. I do it both ways.”
“What about your dad?” I asked.
“Right now he’s doubting his magic,” she said. “He used to think he had mystical powers of persuasion, which certainly come in handy as a lawyer. I think he has a gift of seeing the good in people.”
“I can certainly see that,” I said. I took another bite of the warm, buttery scone. “Rumor talks to me.”
Sage nodded. “He hardly ever talks to me.” She drank some more tea. “In fact, I hardly ever see him. He was devoted to Addie. He kept his focus there.”
I wondered if Rumor would become devoted to me. I thought he might as time went on and the grief wasn’t as fresh. Aunt Adeline had said that he was mine. Rumor would take that seriously. And now it felt like time to share what Rumor had brought up.
“Aunt Adeline seemed a bit bewildered at the end. It was like she was there, sharing things with me, and then she lost her strength. She flickered away.”
Sage took a moment to respond. It felt like she was choosing her words carefully.
“She’s getting used to being a spirit,” she told me.
Was that all there was to it? I decided to pursue it.
“Rumor thinks she was murdered.”
Sage again thought for a moment before meeting my eyes. “My father and I believe that, too. But you have to understand this town. The police don’t listen to us. As far as they’re concerned, that’s one less ‘eccentric’ they have to deal with.” She let out a bitter laugh. “Case closed. Good riddance!” She took another slow bite of scone. “But we’re keeping our eyes open, biding our time. All things will be revealed.”
It all sounded very mysterious and witchy, and Sage looked so certain. That seemed to be her resting face. A study in self-assertion. I stifled a sigh. I wanted to create lists and diagrams of potential suspects, with names, photos, and motives. But apparently Sage and Rowan did things differently. It made me feel a bit uneasy, and I rushed to fill the space.
“So, when I was driving down Main Street, I saw a Grand Reopening banner, and for a moment I imagined it was about Addie’s Tea Shop, but it was for something called Whittaker House.”
Sage frowned. Her frown had some oomph to it. Imagine dark storm clouds and thunder rumbling. That’s how it felt.
“We never advertise,” she told me. “We have a devoted clientele. Do you know about Whittaker House?”
I shook my head.
“Do you know anything about this town?” Sage asked.
“Well, I used to live in California a few hours away,” I said. “So I knew it was in the same state. I read a Wikipedia entry. I saw some pictures. That’s it.”
Sage glanced at the clock.
“This is really something you should hear from Addie. It’s a family story, but since she’s a bit out of sorts right now and you need to hit the ground running, I will tell it to you.”
She poured us some more tea. It all felt rather formal. Although I had seven years on Sage, she truly was acting like my older sister. But it seemed like I could use an older sister right now, so I took a grateful sip of tea and prepared to listen.
“This town wasn’t always called Whittaker,” Sage said. “It used to be called Tree Haven, and it was founded by a community of witches who unfortunately welcomed anyone who wanted to live here.” She sighed. “You know how people talk about witches like they’re evil and nasty? We’re very kindhearted. That was a big mistake with the Whittakers.” She took a sip of tea. “Anyway, your great-great-grandmother Rosalind was one of the early residents. And many say that if her parents hadn’t died right before Grant Whittaker showed up, none of this would have happened. But they died of influenza, and Rosalind survived, a seventeen-year-old girl, all alone in a big Victorian house. She met Grant in the woods when she was on one of her walks, and she fell in love at first sight.” 
Sage took another sip of tea. “Sometimes I wonder if she was under some spell. Perhaps another witch in the community wanted her to have some company, and the whole thing backfired. Anyway, they married right away, and Grant moved into Rosalind’s house. Things seemed to go well at first. But then Grant started asking Rosalind questions. ‘Why do you have a black cat? Why is he always with you? Why do you sing those songs? Did I see you dancing around the trees? You were muttering something in your sleep. Was it a spell? Are you a witch? Are you meaning to curse me?’” 
Sage went on. “Rosalind tried to reassure her husband that she would never do him any harm, but he was unconvinced. And his friends and family fueled his doubts. Rosalind said nothing to her friends about any of this, but they saw she was upset. She lost weight, her face grew pale, and her eyes were full of worry. But she insisted that everything was fine. And then one night after a particularly heated fight, Grant went out with his friends at the local bar, and Rosalind killed herself. Fortunately, her cat escaped in the night. Who knows what Grant would have done to her? The other witches began keeping a low profile. Many moved into the woods. Grant intended to live in the house, but he lacked the fortitude. Rosalind’s ghost scared him away. So the house has stayed empty all these years. A caretaker has lived in a cottage in the back, kept the grounds in order, and looked after the estate. And now the Whittakers are reopening it. They’ve ‘restored’ it. They’re claiming it as Whittaker House, just as they claimed the town after Rosalind died. But those who know, know the truth.” Sage took a defiant final bite of her scone. There had been crumbs on her plate, but now it sparkled clean.
“Time to get to work,” she said, and she picked up our plates and headed back to the kitchen while I continued to sit at the table, my head whirling with all this new information about this place and my family.
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At 7:00 on the dot, Rowan came into our shop. But this morning he had traded in his jeans for cotton pants and a woodsy green shirt. 
“He’s always our first customer,” Sage said as she walked over and gave her father a hug.
“Welcome, Dad,” she said and then grinned at me. “That’s how I always greet him when he comes in for breakfast.” She patted his shoulder. “He sets the tone for the day. Right, Dad?”
“True enough,” Rowan said.
I tried to imagine this with my father and couldn’t make any of it work. He was my father, not my dad. He came down in the morning in a well-pressed suit that looked exactly the same as all the others. He had a cup of black coffee and a small bowl of whole-grain cereal with low-fat milk. He would say good morning and I would say it back, but it was more a routine phrase, not a greeting to someone you loved. And that would be it. He would finish his breakfast, put his bowl, mug, and spoon in the sink, and then he would be off.
“Are you ready for your first order?” Rowan said, looking up at me. 
I hoped so. Sage had made sure I could work the cash register. She had found a dusty old order pad in one of the drawers. (She and Aunt Adeline knew their customers well enough that they didn’t feel the need to write down orders.) When I had asked about the books, Sage had said that Aunt Adeline kept them upstairs in her desk. Apparently, she was not a fan of the computer. And then Sage had gone back to baking, and I had puttered around looking at things and telling myself that I had indeed managed a café before, one of the more popular ones in a university town. I should have no problem here. I hoped that was true.
Still, my hands shook a little when I wrote down what Rowan wanted. A blueberry scone and a tea of my choice. I could see it in my mind’s eye already. Blackberry currant.
A woman came in just as I turned around to start Rowan’s order. She was tall with a mop of brown hair and a tremulous smile. She wore a sleeveless dress the color of wood. I figured that Rowan wouldn’t mind if I met her first, so I introduced myself and held out my hand.
To my surprise, she bypassed my hand and hugged me. “Welcome,” she said. “I’m Carol.” She handed me a golden envelope and kept her eyes on me as I opened it up. The card inside was gorgeous, an image of the woods with a solitary ray of light piercing the leaves. Inside, Carol had written, “I’m so sorry for your loss. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” It was incredibly thoughtful, and I told her so.
“Carol owns the card shop across the street,” Rowan said. “She’s always been a great friend of the shop.”
“Thank you, Rowan,” Carol said. She sat down at his table, ordering a lavender tea and a raisin scone.
She brought out her phone from her purse. 
“Would you like to do the Wordle together?” I heard her ask Rowan.
Rowan’s response was quiet. I almost missed it. “I believe that’s more of a solitary endeavor, Carol. I’ll leave you to it.”
I gave the orders to Sage, who added, “Carol will want honey and cream for her tea, and my father likes clotted cream with his scone. I’ll get that ready for them. You go get their tea.”
More people started coming in. They were different from my customers at the university café. There, students came in looking for a table, preferably one with an outlet so they could study there all day. That place crackled with an intensity of endless espressos and academic overwhelm, a potent cocktail that zapped your bones and made you wish to reach an even higher level of performance. At this place, no one brought in their laptops. Jacob, a carpenter, carried a Scrabble board. He seemed like he would be the perfect match for Carol—two people who cared about words—but she kept her seat at Rowan’s table. But others joined his table and they started a game. A trio of ladies brought in their knitting. A woman, Miranda, came in wearing the most gorgeous shawl I had ever seen. She seemed genuinely pleased at my exclamations about it and handed me a booklet with pictures of her offerings. Another woman came in wearing pajamas and slippers.
“Don’t mind me!” She laughed when she saw my face. “I’ve just tumbled out of bed for tea and a scone.” Her hair, wild and wayward, validated her story. “Amelia,” she said. “Astrology. At some point, I’ll need to know what time you were born so I can start on your chart.”
I imagined texting my mother and asking for that information. I should probably start with that question before I told her about the move. Once she knew I lived in Whittaker, I might never hear from her again. It seemed fitting that I should find out when I was born before I was completely disowned. I filed that in my head as something to consider doing.
Other people handed me business cards and brochures—Angie’s Candles, Sophia’s Soaps, Terry’s Paintings, Lydia’s Life Work. Apparently, Lydia was a therapist for witches, and according to the other Scrabble players, she was known for bingos. Other people brought in goods for the shop—Clara came in with some eggs for Sage and an invoice for me. Noel presented Sage with some honey, and his wife, Daisy, showed off her preserves—fig, blueberry, and lemon. It was like this shop was a little village, a hub of creativity. I made them all tea and brought them their scones and muffins and felt quite content.
Then there was a woman who looked in the shop but didn’t come inside. She was tall and appeared to be in her forties, a chic and severe figure wearing outsized sunglasses. Her hair was styled in a chignon, and she wore bright red lipstick, a white blouse, and a black skirt that went to her knees. She carried a cup, and every moment or so, she would take a sip. Then she would turn her head ever so slightly to look in the shop while she continued to walk. The first time she passed by, I just watched her. The second time, after lunch, I waved and gestured for her to come in. I watched her shoulders slightly rise, but she pretended not to see me.
“This lady seems to have an interest in the shop,” I told Sage, who was back in the kitchen, now making sandwiches. Rowan had come in for lunch, and he had requested cucumber and watercress with cream cheese on white bread with the crusts cut off. 
Sage put down her knife. “Let me guess,” she said. “She was drinking something and acting like it was a precious elixir. And her hair was pulled back so tight, it almost made your head hurt to look at it.”
“Yes!” I said.
“Mary Whittaker,” Sage told me. “She used to be married to Hugh until she grew tired of his wandering eye. Then she gave him an ultimatum, and he chose divorce. She’s not happy about that or about anything at all. Her café is always busy. She’s right smack in the middle of Main Street. She’s still a Whittaker, even if she’s not married to Hugh. She still has that name. That gives her automatic power in this town. And yet she feels the need to spy on us. We’re not a threat to her. It’s ridiculous.”
I wondered how Mary would feel if I walked into her café and ordered a tea. Would she order me out? Would the tea be so scalding hot that my tongue would be burned for weeks? Or would she sit down and have a chat with me? That seemed highly unlikely, but as a new entrepreneur on Main Street, it felt like something I would need to do.
At the end of the day, Rowan dropped in. He stood in the café and applauded as if he were giving us a standing ovation. 
“I’m so proud of you,” he said, his eyes misting up. “And Addie would have been so proud, too.”
“Both of you have been so helpful,” I said. “Let me finish up here, Sage. You go off with your dad.”
“It’s done,” Sage said, smiling at me. “Another of my gifts.” I went to look in the kitchen, and when I returned, the black-and-white linoleum gleamed in the main room. I thanked her profusely, and she shrugged as if it were nothing.
They invited me to come to dinner that night, but I declined. I knew it was going to be an early night for me. And I truly wanted to do something that I knew Sage and Rowan wouldn’t like, but I had to do it anyway. I wanted to visit the police station and have a talk with the chief about my aunt.
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Chief Davis was a big man, old enough now that his muscles were beginning to soften. But his hair was free of gray, as if he had never had a worry in his life. When I came into the office, he stared at me as if I had just ruined his day. Even though it was 3:30 in the afternoon, he looked like he was ready to call it a day and go home. 
“How can I help you?” he asked, but his tone didn’t sound like he truly wanted to be of assistance at all. There was no “Welcome to Whittaker!” No inquiries about the tea shop. No niceties at all.
“I wanted to ask you about my aunt,” I said. “Adeline Kelly,” I added in the silence. “I wanted to find out more about her death.”
It felt like the words just hung in the air. Chief Davis looked at me as if I had just asked him whether he wore boxers or briefs.
“It was an accident,” he said. “Your aunt was wandering in the woods in the dark. She fell and hit her head, and that led to her death.”
He was so definite, so “that’s the end of the story, now move along and go home.” It rattled me. It made me want to ask more.
“Was there an investigation?” I asked. I didn’t like that he said the word “wander.” It made my aunt sound silly, like a person who flitted about aimlessly. I had officially met my aunt only last night, but I already knew that wasn’t true.
“The medical examiner made his determination. It was an accident,” Chief Davis said. His blue eyes turned steely and conveyed the following message: “Stay out of our business.” But Adeline was my aunt, and my talking cat familiar had told me that she had been murdered, and although I wouldn’t say this to him, I definitely trusted Rumor more than I trusted Chief Davis.
“All right,” I said, standing up and extending my hand. There was no use asking anything further right now. I would just quietly investigate on my own.
He squeezed my hand hard enough that I wanted to jump up in the air and yell “Ow!” but I didn’t. Instead, I did what I knew he would hate the most: I pretended it didn’t happen.
“See you around,” I said in the cheeriest voice I could muster. I gave him a merry wave and hoped that my hand didn’t look red or swollen and that my fingers stayed attached. “Come in for tea sometime,” I added, “on the house.” I had some coupons and business cards in my purse, but I couldn’t imagine handing them to him now. His face looked like I had just invited him to drink snake soup. 
As I left the station, I wondered whether I had learned anything. A list popped up in my head. Chief Davis was not on my side. Chief Davis didn’t want to work. Chief Davis wasn’t interested in my aunt. Those were the three line items I came up with.
Now that I had completed the one task I felt compelled to do, I slowed my step and window-shopped. It would be good for me to be familiar with Main Street, as I now worked there, and who knew? I might make some friends. I might discover some clues. The opportunities seemed endless.
I first came across a boutique with designer shoes in the window. The woman in the store caught my eye and quickly looked away. She was right. It was not a place for me. The heels were much too high, and I imagined the prices matched their height.
Next was a movie theatre advertising the latest summer blockbuster. A young girl sat in the ticket booth, intent on her phone. I cleared my throat and she stepped out of her social media spell for a moment and reluctantly looked up at me. 
“I have some coupons for you,” I said. She looked dubious. “Great pastries,” I said. “Tea is my specialty, but I could also make you some coffee. Do you know my store? It’s at the end of Main Street.”
She said thank you and returned to her phone as if it were a long-lost friend. Did she see me as a witch? I couldn’t tell. But I certainly wasn’t as compelling as her phone.
At the pet shop, I stopped to see the kittens and puppies in the window. They took one look at me and started to talk.
“Take me home!”
“Pay no attention to her. You want me!”
“Please adopt me and my sister. We need to stay together.”
The kittens and puppies kept crying out their demands until an elder cat silenced them.
“She won’t be taking any of us home. She’s the niece of that witch who came in to buy food for her familiar. Can’t you see it in her face? She understands us.” The elder cat looked straight at me. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your aunt seemed quite nice. But I imagine you’ve inherited her cat.”
“But you could adopt more!” one of the kittens squeaked.
The elder cat twitched her whiskers. “I suppose you’re too young to know. But a witch and a familiar have a sacred relationship. And if she ever needed another cat, she’d take one from the woods.”
I took a quick look around. No one was near. “I don’t know anything about the cats of the woods. But I do have a familiar. And I do think that’s enough.” 
Several kittens gave me reproachful looks and turned away from me. One began grooming, lifting his leg up in the air and focusing on his fur. A puppy looked down at the ground. Another settled off to sleep. The elder cat kept her eyes on me. She blinked.
“We’ll see you when you come in for food,” the elder cat said. 
“If you’re still here,” I replied.
“I’m seven years old,” the elder cat said. “I’ll be here.”
I gave them a wave goodbye and ventured into the next store, Whittaker Books.
As I walked in, I immediately noticed the display table with a sign that promised “All About Hugh!” Apparently, Hugh Whittaker wrote mysteries. The table was full of his books. I picked up the one closest to me and opened it. It was dedicated to “My Sweet Angel.” On the back, I studied his photograph. Hugh Whittaker was a good-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair, a cleft in his chin, and impressive cheekbones. His gaze gave the impression that whoever looked at him was his special someone.
Intrigued, I carried the book over to the cash register, where a woman who looked to be my age sat behind the counter. She wore a Whittaker Books T-shirt, and her honey-blonde hair was styled in a side braid. She looked like she was about to stand up and greet me, but then she changed her mind and stayed in her chair.
I pretended not to notice and handed her a business card and a coupon. “My name’s Ella. I’m the new owner of Addie’s Tea.” I pointed at her name tag pinned to her shirt. “And you must be Chloe.”
“Right,” she said. “I run the store for Hugh.”
She said that with a proprietary air. The message came through loud and clear: “Stay away from my man.” That was fine with me. I had no intention of getting involved with a Whittaker or anyone else at this point. Besides, Hugh seemed way too old for me—and for Chloe, too, in my opinion. I offered her my friendliest smile.
“I’ve never read any of his books,” I said, “but now that I’m a Main Street merchant, I wanted to get acquainted with everyone and the town.” I handed Chloe the book to ring up, and she frowned at me.
“You should start with Book 1,” she said. “This is his latest. He took a bit of a detour here, but he realized later that he made a big mistake. We’ve talked a lot about it. His next book will be much better.” 
“Wow, that’s interesting,” I said. “You get to talk about Hugh’s books with him.”
“Oh, he consults me on everything,” Chloe told me. “He knows he would be lost without me.” She made no move toward the cash register. “Shall I go and get you Book 1? Or the box set of the first three?”
But this book felt like it was the one for me. I handed it to her. “I like to do things differently.”
She studied me then and let out a sigh. “I don’t want you to get any wrong ideas about Hugh. If he were here, he would tell you this story is just not as good as the others. Of course, it’s still much better than most books out there, but I really think you should start at the beginning. Or if you truly won’t read them in order, start with another or wait for his next book. That would be the wise thing to do.”
When I didn’t move, she reluctantly rang up my purchase.
I noticed a display of Mary’s Café mugs on a stand by the register. The sign read, “Curl up with a good book while enjoying a great cup of coffee.”
I asked Chloe, “If I made up some mugs for Addie’s Tea, would you carry them?”
It felt like she didn’t have to take a moment to think about it. “It’s not Hugh’s brand.” 
I thanked her for the book and started on my way.
“Now, I don’t want you to return that book if you don’t like it,” Chloe said. “I tried to warn you. He was really not himself when he wrote this book.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.
Once back on the pavement, I looked down the street and considered my options. It felt like I had enough energy to visit only one more store today. Would it be the Italian restaurant right next door, where I could see a man with a handlebar mustache flipping pizza dough through the store window? Or the toy store? That could be fun. But in the end, I chose obligation and challenge. I decided on the woman who looked through our windows several times a day. I went to Mary’s Café.
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Mary’s Café was located midway down Main Street. When I walked in, the jukebox blared “Season of the Witch.” I thought that was pretty hilarious, but Mary did not look amused. She stood behind the counter like a dragon ready to spit fire at me if I dared to keep walking toward her. But I took up the challenge. I put on a huge smile and gave her a dorky wave. With that gesture, I tried to convey this message: “You don’t need to bear any ill will toward me. I’m just a nerd who brews up tea and who doesn’t know much about being a witch yet.” Despite that overture, her face stayed stuck in monster mode. 
I continued to walk. Was it my imagination or did the song grow softer? Were the customers truly abandoning their electronic devices to turn their attention on me? I blinked and looked again. Vision confirmed. If a popcorn salesman were anywhere around, he’d be busy filling orders.
Mary continued to glare at me. She raised her voice so that our audience could hear. “Have you lost your mind?” she demanded. “Why would you even think of coming in here?”
“I thought we should officially meet,” I said. I placed Hugh’s book on the counter and began fumbling around in my purse for a coupon and a card. It was something for my shaky hands to do.
“What have you got in there?” Mary laughed. “A wand? Are you here to cast a spell on me?”
Then she spied Hugh’s book.
“What are you doing with that?”
“I plan to read it,” I said. “Fun fact: I love to read. What can you tell me about you?” 
When she didn’t answer me, I placed a business card and a coupon in front of her. 
“I wanted to give you my card and a coupon for a free pastry and tea. So you can come in sometime instead of just walking by the shop and looking in the window.”
Mary gave me a smile that chilled my bones. “For your information, I take my constitutional several times a day. My café is so successful, I need to step away from the busyness every now and again. It has nothing to do with you.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t you dare do any hocus pocus with that book. You keep away from my Hugh.”
It didn’t seem like the right time to say, “But I thought you were divorced” or “What about Chloe?” or to tell her the story of Steven and how even if I could trust my instincts around men right now, Hugh would not be on my list of candidates.
“Well, if you ever change your mind,” I said. The jukebox started to play “Witchy Woman” as I made my exit. That time, I thought it was deliberate.
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Back in the apartment, Rumor was still under the bed.  
“Good to see you,” I said. My voice sounded awkward, but I forged on. “I found out some things, and I’d love to share them with you.”
He didn’t say anything, but he did keep looking at me.
“I followed your counsel,” I told him, making myself more comfortable on the floor. “I told Sage you thought Aunt Adeline was murdered. She agreed with you. She said that she and Rowan were biding their time, that all would be revealed, which sounded like witch stuff to me, and I hoped that as my familiar you could explain it further.”
Rumor sat still. Right when I was about to give up on him ever talking to me again, he said, “You were gone a long time.” He continued, “I thought you weren’t going to come back. I thought I was all alone again.”
“Oh, Rumor.” I wished I could hug him, but I wasn’t close enough to reach him. And I wasn’t sure if he’d let me do it anyway. “After I closed up the shop, I went to talk to Chief Davis, who seemed quite offended that I would even question him about Aunt Adeline’s death.” I briefly recounted the rest of my experiences on Main Street. “It wasn’t a huge welcome party,” I concluded, “and I’m so glad to be home with you.” Rumor kept his eyes on my face. “Listen, I know you’re grieving. I know you’re in shock. I can’t even imagine all that you must be feeling right now. But I want you to know that I will never abandon you. I know we don’t know each other that well yet, but that isn’t something I would ever do.”
Rumor didn’t say anything, but I could tell he was listening.
“Sage did tell me about Whittaker House,” I said. “She said that Rosalind had a black cat. That was her familiar.” I smiled at Rumor. “I feel like we’re keeping up a tradition, a good one.”
Rumor said something so quietly that I couldn’t understand it.
“I’m sorry, Rumor. I didn’t hear. Can you say that again?”
Rumor looked up at me. “Mirabel,” he said. “That was the name of Rosalind’s cat. You’re a descendant of Rosalind. I’m a descendant of Mirabel.”
I stared at my cat’s face. Is that why I felt such a connection to him even though he was keeping his distance?
“It was meant to be,” I told him.
Rumor studied the floor. “That’s what Adeline said to me when she met me in the woods,” he said. “There’s a group of us that live out there.”
“The elder cat was right!” I exclaimed.
Rumor nodded. “When I saw Addie, I walked right up to her. She said I was born to be her familiar. But I let her down. A familiar should counsel his person. He shouldn’t let her get in trouble.” 
“That’s a wonderful ideal,” I said to Rumor, “but I don’t think it’s always possible. She knew how much you loved her. I know how hard it is right now. But we’re family, Rumor. I do believe we can get through this together.” 
I stood up then. “I’m going to put some food and water in your bowls and clean your litter box. If you’d like to come out, you can. But if you need to stay there, I understand.”
Once he heard the pellets of dry food falling into the bowl, Rumor peeked out from under the bed. I gave him a quick smile and then went about my tasks. By the time I had cleaned up his litter box, Rumor was eating his food.
“It’s so nice to see you, Rumor,” I said. “Would you mind if I give you a pet?”
He looked up from his bowl. “Actually, I prefer to keep my focus on my food. And I can’t take too much kindness now. I just feel too sad.”
I gave him a nod and made myself a cheese sandwich accompanied with a glass of water. I picked up Hugh Whittaker’s book and showed it to Rumor.
“Research,” I said. Once he saw the author’s name, Rumor gave the book the side-eye. “He’s one of the major players in town. I thought I should find out more about him.”
“If you don’t mind,” Rumor says, “I think I’ll go back under the bed. To tell you the truth, I don’t like even seeing that name.”
I ate my sandwich and started reading my book. Detective Malone was certainly a dashing sleuth. All the ladies he encountered seemed to adore him. But Detective Malone was newly divorced and immune to their charms. He was focused on his case: Who killed the owner of the most popular bar in town? It was entertaining stuff. Once I finished dinner, I moved to the bed, got under the covers, and continued with the book. 
In the next chapter, Malone decided to eat his lunch in the park to clear his head. That’s where he met her, “a redheaded dazzler” sitting on a bench. “When I saw her,” I read, “the trees sang, the flowers danced, the grass turned a more vivid green, and the sun shone brighter. There was no doubt about it. I was bewitched by this beauty, and my life would never be the same.”
I leaned over the bed and pulled up the cover to consult with Rumor.
“Hey, do you think Adeline could have had a romance with Hugh Whittaker?”
Rumor shook his head in disgust. “Never,” he said. 
I went back to my book. “It was a forbidden romance that no one would have approved of. We kept it secret from everyone, but I was under her spell, obsessed with her. And she loved me.”
I considered reading that passage aloud to Rumor but decided it would only upset him further. 
That night in my dreams, I caught a glimpse of Aunt Adeline’s face. She looked in distress. I stood in front of a Victorian house, and I felt a pull to go see it. Despite what Sage had said, I would go to that grand reopening. I had some questions to ask Hugh Whittaker.
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I woke up when Sage arrived for work, but this time, instead of going downstairs, I retrieved Hugh’s book and continued reading. 
Rumor peeked out when he heard me moving, but when he saw me with Hugh’s novel, he disappeared back under the bed, grumbling.
“Do you want me to feed you now?” I asked. 
“I’ve lost my appetite,” he said.
I kept reading. Hugh’s book was a page-turner. But I found I wasn’t that interested in Detective Malone or the case. I wanted to know what was going to happen with this relationship with the red-haired woman. She was alternately described as quiet, modest, fiery, and sensual. Malone believed he was the only person who saw her mystical, passionate side, and he said he felt that she had magical powers over him.
He had certainly fallen hard for her, and it looked for a while like it would be a happily-ever-after. But there was a final twist. His red-haired love turned out to be the killer, and Detective Malone ended up killing her in self-defense. The book ended with Malone’s arrest. In hurt and disbelief, at the depths of despair, Malone cried out to anyone who would hear him, “But it wasn’t my fault! She deceived me.”
I closed the book. 
“All done,” I announced to Rumor, and I put out new food and water.
Rumor came out from under the bed and studied me carefully.
“You think it’s true,” he said. “You think Adeline had a romance with Hugh.”
“I don’t know,” I told him. “Do you want to hear more about what happened in the book?”
“Please, no,” he said. 
I kept quiet and went down to work, just in time for tea and scones with Sage. “How was your night?” she asked, and I lied and said it was uneventful. I knew she would disapprove of my investigation. Once we opened, Rowan arrived as the first customer, and the day proceeded in what I believed would be a familiar rhythm until a new customer showed up at 10:00.
He had brown hair with a rebellious cowlick in the back. He looked to be my age. Was that grin mischievous or a smirk? His eyes twinkled when he came in. It looked like he expected more reaction from my customers, but Lydia had just made a bingo in Scrabble and the ladies with their knitting looked up and then went right back to knitting one and purling two. 
I handed him a menu and told him to pick a table. Right as he was sitting down, Sage marched out of the kitchen and confronted him.
“What are you doing, Jake?” she said. “You don’t belong here.”
Instead of answering her, Jake handed me his card. “Jake Trevino, the Whittaker Journal. I came to check out your grand reopening.” He smiled at Sage. “Isn’t it wonderful? Two grand reopenings in one week.”
“You’re late,” Sage informed him. “Ours was yesterday. We were first, and you missed it. So why don’t you just take your loss and leave?”
Jake looked at me again. “You’re the owner. Do you want to kick me out?”
“Ella,” Sage said, “he’s not worthy of the shop. He is not a friend.”
I thought of Aunt Adeline and her words to me: “Make everyone who comes into this shop welcome.” I shook my head. I said no. Jake grinned at me and picked up the menu. Sage stared at me in disbelief, and then she turned on her heel and stomped back to the kitchen.
“I do want to write a piece about you,” Jake said. “Can I ask you a couple of questions?”
Was it a trap? He seemed like a straightforward guy to me, but I had thought that Steven was the love of my life. I thought of Aunt Adeline again. Make everyone feel like a special guest.
“Okay,” I said. “What can I get you?”
He grinned at me. “I don’t think I can trust Sage’s food. She’d probably try to poison me.”
“Sage is a professional,” I told him. “All her food is first-rate. I’m lucky to have her here.”
Jake yawned. “I was hoping for some gossip, something that would interest our readers.” He gave me a mischievous look. “This town loves scandal.”
“You’re going to be disappointed with me then.” I gave him a smile. “Would you like some tea?”
He took a quick survey of the menu. “Vanilla, please.”
“Excellent,” I said. As I made his tea, I could see him observing the people around him, engaged in laughter and conversation, busy with their games and their crafts. At the next table, Amelia, with her customary bedhead, resplendent today in dancing-tree pajamas, sipped her tea and studied an enormous old book of astrology. But he didn’t seem judgmental. He seemed fascinated.
When I returned with his tea, Jake placed a copy of that day’s issue of the Whittaker Journal on the table.
“So you can check out my work,” he said.
I scanned the front page. The headline read “Whittaker House Reopens Tonight!” 
“So this is your priority story,” I said. “Sage was right.”
He made a face. “It’s pretty basic. If your name was Whittaker Tea Shop, I would have been here yesterday. That’s the way this town works.” He took a sip of tea. “And it’s a shame.” He leaned in close. “This tea is delicious. This is a nice place. You know, Mary’s is larger, more crowded, but people don’t connect with each other there. The music blares, and customers sit at their tables by themselves, hunched over their laptops. This is quite an experience.”
I sat down with him. “I can see it now,” I said. “You’re going to write about my shop, and other people will come, and then we’ll all start talking about the good old days before Jake came in here and wrote that article.”
Jake took another sip of tea and gave me a rueful smile. “I wish my words had that much power. Unfortunately, people take sides here. They’re loyal to Mary Whittaker.” He paused and took in the whole shop again. “But I’m a fan.”
I thanked him. When he asked me about myself, I told him about my previous café experience and my love of tea. When he asked me about my personal life, I said it was nonexistent.
“I’m starting over,” I told him, and he shook my hand and congratulated me on my new life. Then he said something that surprised me. “I didn’t know if you would talk to me, but I think your aunt would be proud. You know, she called me the day she died. I didn’t talk to her. She left a message on my phone, and I didn’t see it until after her death.”
I arched my brow at that. Shouldn’t a reporter be up on all his calls?
“People who know me know to text,” he said. “Despite all the gossip and the silly feuds, Whittaker is not known for big news events. I hadn’t checked my phone calls. I do regret it now.”
“Did she say what she wanted?”
“She said she wanted to meet me. I assumed that she wanted to talk about advertising in the Journal.”
“Yeah, right.” Sage stood beside us with her hand on her hip. How did she get there? How was she so quiet? “He just wants your money,” she told me. “Don’t believe him.”
Jake shook his head. “So why did she call me, Sage?”
“I don’t know,” Sage said, “if she did even call.”
“I could show you my phone,” Jake said.
“Don’t bother,” she said, and then she sashayed back to the kitchen. She really was good at these dramatic exits. The way she flung her hair back as she turned away—I could see Jake watching her go. It was obvious he admired it, too.
“See you at the grand reopening?” he asked me.
“Yes, I’ll be there,” I said.
I couldn’t hear the bells ringing on the door when Jake left. They were drowned out by a loud crashing sound in the kitchen. All the other customers went about their business, but I ran in there to check on Sage. But nothing was out of place. Sage stood at the table, icing cupcakes in a particularly aggressive fashion. She didn’t look up at me. Despite her angry motions, the frosting took on a beautiful swirl.
“Sage, I promised my aunt,” I told her. “It was the one thing that she asked me to do. She wanted everyone to be welcome here.” Sage kept her eyes on her cupcakes. She gave all her attention to her work, although I bet she could have frosted them in her sleep. 
“Did Addie also tell you to go to the reopening?” she asked.
“No, she didn’t,” I said, “but I want to go. I want to get to know this town.”
A snort. No words. Sage just kept her hands busy with rapid, flourishing movements.
“Well, I’m going to go back out there,” I said. “The cupcakes look delicious.”
Still nothing. She wouldn’t look up at me. I imagined if she did, I would be gifted with quite the eye roll.
No one seemed to need me in the shop. So, I went back to the table where I sat with Jake, picked up the Whittaker Journal, and turned my attention to the front page. There was a photo of Whittaker House below the headline. It matched what I had seen in my dreams. Just looking at the picture, I felt an incredible urge to go there, to be inside my ancestral home. Then I turned my attention to the photo next to it of a man maybe five years older than me. The caption read “Trevor Whittaker.” He looked like a younger version of Hugh. He even had the same cleft in his chin.
Apparently, Trevor Whittaker had recently graduated from business school, and he was back to start a new venture, the revitalization of Whittaker House. 
“It’s a significant piece of our town history,” Trevor was quoted as saying. “And I can guarantee that we will all find it compelling. We’ve had paranormal experts visit our house who have confirmed that it is indeed haunted. I will be conducting evening tours that will provide an irresistible combination of intellectual thrills and spooky chills.”
Jake concluded the article with information about the event. It would start at 7 p.m., and there would be refreshments and live music. Hugh would be there to sign books, and Trevor looked forward to meeting all of us. 
I folded the newspaper, picked it up, and walked back into the kitchen.
“Sage,” I said, “I know you’re mad at me, but you have to see this.” 
I tried to hand her the newspaper, but she wouldn’t take it from me. 
“I wish you would listen to me,” she said, “but you have a right to do what you want, no matter how foolish I think it may be. However, I would ask you to respect me. You know my feelings about the Whittakers and about Jake Trevino. Please don’t present things like that to me.”
I wanted to protest, to say I wasn’t foolish. I was making inroads. I was going to solve this case. But I took Sage’s words to heart. I stayed quiet.
Rumor was on the bed when I came back upstairs. I tried not to act surprised or delighted. I tried to be casual. I wanted to act as if this were an everyday occurrence because I hoped it would become one. Quietly, slowly, I lay down beside him. Then I stopped holding my breath and told him about meeting Jake.
“Have you ever met him?” I asked, and Rumor shook his head.
“Sage really does not like him,” I told him. “Have you heard of anything happening between them?”
“He writes for the Whittakers,” Rumor said. “That may be enough right there.”
“But when Jake talked about Aunt Adeline, he was kind,” I said. “He said that Adeline had tried to call him the day she died. Do you know anything about that?”
Rumor gazed off into the distance for a moment before he answered me.
“She seemed distracted that day,” he said. “She didn’t want to talk.” He looked at me. “I think she didn’t want to worry me. As her familiar, I should have been taking care of her, but she was always taking care of me.”
I found myself petting Rumor. To my amazement, he let me do it. He even looked like he might be enjoying it.
“That’s because she loved you,” I told him. “You’re very lovable. She chose you, and I know that you took care of her, too. That was obvious when she visited us.”
He closed his eyes and nuzzled me then. I swooned a bit inside, and then I had to get ready for the reopening. Whittaker House awaited me.
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Before I left, Rumor fixed me with a glance. “Be careful,” he said. “We believe someone killed Adeline. And now here you are, taking her place, asking questions. Remember that one of these people could be Adeline’s killer.” 
I picked up Hugh’s book and stuck it in my tote bag. I planned to ask him to sign it. It would be a way to start a conversation with him. 
Rumor seemed happy to see the book leave with me. He said one last goodbye, and then I set out to walk to Whittaker House. I had put the address into my phone and discovered it wasn’t that far away. And once I started walking, my feet seemed to know where to go. I kept the app on just in case; my sense of direction had never been that good. But I felt like I was being pulled on my route to this house that was part of my history.
When I reached the end of a block, I felt like someone was watching me. When I looked back, I found myself looking up into the eyes of a very amused Trevor Whittaker.
“Ella, isn’t it?” he said. “Fancy meeting you here. Are you coming to the reopening?”
“Yes,” I said. I wanted to keep walking, but I found myself rooted to the ground. Trevor was tall—I would guess a little over six feet—and he wore an elegantly tailored suit, no tie, and a shirt with the first two buttons unbuttoned, not that I was counting or anything. I felt underdressed in my flowered sundress. My tote bag wasn’t my wisest style choice. I also found it hard to take my eyes off him.
“Yes,” I said, “and you’re Trevor Whittaker.”
He looked amused that I even had to say that out loud.
“I’m surprised to see you here,” I said. “I thought you’d already be at the event.”
“I like making entrances,” he said. Raising a brow, he continued. “You and I could create quite a stir, coming in together. What do you think?” He extended his arm to me.
But I found myself shaking my head. I imagined Rumor at home, telling me to be careful.
“Come on,” he said, “you can’t deny the chemistry. It seems to happen with our families.”
I backed up a few steps. “I know a little bit about how that works out. No, thank you.”
He threw up his hands in mock surrender. “Have it your way.” He started walking, whistling a cheeky tune. “But I think we could change the ending.”
I stood there and waited until he was out of sight. I kept my eyes on the tree on the other side of the road. If he turned around, I didn’t want him to see me staring at him. The tree was charming, too. It was easy to admire, and it felt much safer than staring into the eyes of a Whittaker man.
When I first saw Whittaker House, I heard a hum in my head, one of those siren songs that makes you wish you could enter a dream and never leave. The house was elegant, mysterious, and compelling, with glorious grounds filled with flowering bushes and trees in the front. There was a sign on the lawn pointing to the reception in the back. I could hear a jazz combo and people laughing and talking. 
I slowly followed the sound, although I would’ve much rather stepped back, listened to the hum, and gone inside the house. People were on the patio. A bartender busily made up cocktails. The jazz quartet played. I noticed several incredible hats, big and bold. There was a flower garden to the side of the patio, and I could see fruit trees behind the musicians and more gardens, with a small house in back that I assumed must be where the caretaker lived. Off to the side of the band, I recognized Hugh Whittaker and Chloe standing behind a table of books. I chose that as my first stop.
As I walked over, I felt people’s eyes on me. At the café, when customers saw me, they gave me a hug and welcomed me to town. Here, they didn’t approach me. I saw their eyes widen—I assumed due to my resemblance to my aunt—and then settled into a cool appraisal. Some took it one step further—they turned away and willed me invisible. Others continued to look. I took my place in the line that formed in front of Hugh’s table.
When it was my turn, Hugh gave a bit of a start. In real life, he had that quality I had noticed in his photograph. He focused on the person in front of him so intently, causing them to think they were the only one in the world. Now I stood in front of him, but when he locked eyes with me, there was an instant where he looked rattled before he composed himself and became the glamorous author again.
“You must be Addie’s niece,” he said. 
“Ella,” Chloe told him. “She came into the store and bought your latest last night.”
“And already finished it,” I told her. “I couldn’t put it down.” I looked back over at Hugh. “Would you mind signing it for me?”
“Certainly,” he said. I saw his hand shake ever so slightly as he took hold of the book and began to sign it.
“I was wondering,” I said, “was the character of Camille based on my aunt?”
That snapped his head up. The pen ran down the page in a straight line.
“People ask Hugh questions like this all the time,” Chloe said. “But Hugh always makes up all his characters.”
“They’re figments of my imagination,” Hugh said. “Literary ghosts.”
I picked up the book and thanked him. 
“I’m sorry about the sloppy signature,” he said. “I’ve had a few cocktails. I’m not quite myself.”
I looked down at the inscription and the dramatic line down the page.
“That’s a unique scribble,” Chloe said. “It will be worth something someday.”
Hugh was already looking past me at the next person, but I said, “Wait a minute.” I showed him the page. “You signed it to Addie.”
Hugh looked like he was trying to control a blush from overtaking his face.
“Chloe,” he said, “let’s give Ella a new copy.” He reached for mine. “I’m sorry. You haven’t caught me at my best moment.”
“No, that’s fine,” I said, backing up and holding the book firmly in my hands. “That makes it special. Truly.”
Before I turned away, I could see Chloe turning to the next person in line, apologizing for the wait.
I headed toward the bar, but not for one of the fancy cocktails in honor of Whittaker House. Tea had always been my drink of choice. But since that wouldn’t be on the menu, I asked the bartender for a seltzer water. As I waited, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and when I turned around, I found myself face to face with Mary Whittaker.
“I told you to stay away from my husband,” she said. “What were you doing over there?”
The sheer force of her energy made me feel unbalanced.
“He just signed my book.”
She gave me another one of those ice-cold smiles.
I closed my eyes for a minute and felt the chill. If I didn’t do something, she could render me frozen solid. What would heat me up? A shot of honesty. I saw Rumor’s worried face in my mind for a minute, but I barreled on.
“I think I remind him of my aunt,” I said.
Something flickered in her face for a moment. Was it fear, anger, hate, all of the above?
“And look what happened to her,” she said in a low voice before she sashayed away.
I took a long draw of seltzer. Did I really hear her right? What should I do now?
A white iron bench under a stately oak tree looked inviting. I made my way to it. Before I sat down, I gave the tree a smile.
“No.” Jake slid down beside me. “You cannot interact with trees here. It’s just not done.” I gave him a surprised look, and he laughed. “I saw the smile.” Then his face turned more serious. “I do feel a bit responsible because I encouraged you to go to this event.”
“I was going anyway,” I said.
Jake sighed. “While you’re here, pretend the trees are just trees.”
“So you know they’re something more.” 
“I’m a reporter,” Jake said. “I’ve been around the block. I’ve picked up on the tree love in your community. Despite what Sage thinks, I want the best for everyone.” He continued, “I think you’ll like your story tomorrow.”
I hoped I would, but I didn’t want to talk about it now. I had just caught sight of Trevor Whittaker. Surely he had gotten there ahead of me, but this was my first glimpse of him. He was conferring with the bartender. It looked like he was brainstorming a special drink meant only for him. If I wanted to talk to him further, I figured I should grab my chance. 
“Excuse me,” I said to Jake. He gave me an aggrieved look. “I’m doing you a favor,” I said. “If you hang out too long with me, no one else will want to talk to you.”
But before I could reach Trevor, his mother had joined him. I certainly did not want to tangle with her again. So I did an abrupt about-face and nearly collided with Rowan.
“I didn’t expect to see you here,” I said.
Rowan shrugged. “It’s good for business to go to town events.”
I hoped he never played poker. His face telegraphed the lie.
“Sage told you that I was going to go, and you’re here to look out for me.”
Rowan nodded. “I do go to town events,” he said quietly, “but I would never have gone to this one if it weren’t for you. Marketing Rosalind’s home as a haunted house is beyond wrong.”
I was about to tell Rowan that I wholeheartedly agreed when Carol slid up and demanded a hug from him.
“We’re like-minded business colleagues showing up for each other,” she declared.
I wondered if Rowan had confided in her about his true reason for coming, but given the look of discomfort in his eyes, I was guessing not.
I could hear it again, the house calling me. It felt urgent, intense. It felt like a solo mission. 
“Excuse me. I have to go powder my nose,” I told them. Those were words I never thought would come out of my mouth, but I somehow summoned them up. And with that, I scooted into the house. As I passed him, Rowan looked at me wildly. Did he just not want to be alone with Carol, or did he want to protect me from something? Was there a reason why I shouldn’t go in the house? At that moment, I didn’t care about the answer. I made my escape.
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Once inside, I found myself in an entry hall that led to a grand room with a fireplace and two portraits hung on the wall above the mantle. One was of a young man looking very lord of the manor, with an upward tilt of his head and that same darn cleft in his chin. Grant Whittaker. The other was of a young woman with a swanlike neck and big eyes that looked out at you as if asking for help. I felt like I could get lost in that face. 
Outside, the music stopped.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice said. “Welcome to the Whittaker House grand reopening. Most of you know me, but for the few who may not, my name is Trevor Whittaker. I’m the son of Hugh and Mary Whittaker, and I’ve been away from my home for too long, pursuing academic interests. But now I’m back and ready to start this new business venture with my father. Together we are reopening this grand structure, Whittaker House. This house has been in my family’s possession since the early 1900s, but no one has lived here since the death of Rosalind Whittaker.” He gave a dramatic pause. “I’ll fill you in on all of the details during the tour. Are you ready?” He lowered his voice. “Just to give you fair warning, there may be a scary moment or two along the way. They say Rosalind’s ghost has never left this house, and she may have a few things to say about us being here. But as my father would say, ‘This is our house. It’s time for us to take it back.’” He raised his voice. “Are you with me?” The crowd cheered. “Let’s go!” he said, and I took one last look at Rosalind’s face before I ducked down a hallway and locked myself in a bathroom.
I stared at myself in the mirror. Really? But what else was I going to do? Walk out the front while everyone was walking in and get stared at again? “This is better,” I told myself. “If Trevor decides to show them the bathroom, I’ll unlock the door and join them at that point. There were no porta-potties or anything at this event. I’m sure others have used the facility. I could even sneak out and join the tour in progress.” But I found I didn’t want to. I felt it, that sense of proprietary justice. I didn’t want to be part of that crowd, contributing to this folly. I didn’t care what Trevor said; this was Rosalind’s house, and she had been done wrong. I knew it straight down to my bones.
“Here we go,” I heard Trevor intone through a portable microphone. Was it that loud, or did I just dread hearing the words he was going to say? “We’ll start in the grand room with the portraits of the people who lived here, husband and wife Grant and Rosalind Whittaker.” 
“Look at this dashing fellow,” he said. “Legend has it that he was wanted by every woman in town. But he fell head over heels in love with Rosalind. I’m asking you as impartial observers, is she really all that? So then you must ask, did she use witchcraft to make him marry her? And did the spell wear off?”
I waited for questions, for challenges to what he said. Certainly, in this day and age, we didn’t put up with that characterization of women. Did we? But the people just murmured to each other in what sounded like agreement with his words, and Trevor moved on.
“Notice the negative space here in Rosalind’s portrait. The artist had originally painted in Rosalind’s black cat there, her constant companion. After the portrait was completed, Grant had asked the artist to paint over that part, causing the painting to look slightly unbalanced.” He let out a little chuckle. “But perhaps that was fitting for this portrait.” I could hear people laughing. I gritted my teeth, thought of Rumor, and was glad that his ancestor had run away once Rosalind was gone.
Trevor then talked about the furniture in the room, pointing out a fainting couch, all in the tone of what I was beginning to call the Whittaker smugness.
I heard them walking away from that space. Trevor pointed out the grand chandelier and began talking about the dinners they had at Whittaker House, and that was when it started. The lights went on and off in a rapid pattern.
I heard Trevor laugh. “Apparently, we have a new guest with us. Welcome, Rosalind. I hoped you’d come.”
The lights stayed on for a minute.
“Leaving so soon?” Trevor said. “I thought you could tell us some things.” Then the lights went on and off again. I could hear people murmuring to each other, some walking away. Then the lights turned totally off.
“Rosalind,” I whispered. “Are you here?” I stood in the silence. “This isn’t right,” I told her. “Adeline was my aunt. Did you know that she died? Do you know what happened?”
I heard a commotion then, a thud, and screams. I ran out of the bathroom, following people out of the house and into the courtyard, where a body lay face down on the concrete patio, blood spilling out in a pool around him. Hugh Whittaker was dead. 
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Up above, the door to the second-floor balcony hung open, and the long curtains swayed in the wind. I looked away to the oak tree by the bench. Surely I could receive some reassurance there. That’s when I saw Sage peeking out from behind the tree. She caught my eye and pressed her finger to her mouth, signaling me to be quiet. But Mary Whittaker followed my gaze, and she pointed dramatically at Sage.  
“Don’t you dare run! I should have known it was you.”
All eyes focused on Sage. Rowan hurried over to his daughter. 
“What are you doing here?”
Sage stood tall. “I wanted to see what was going on. I have a right to be here, Dad, just like everyone else.”
Rowan put his arm around his daughter. They conferred for a moment and then walked over to the groundskeeper’s cottage. Before they even knocked, a burly, bearded man opened the door and gestured them in.
“Whispering to each other, getting their stories straight,” Mary muttered. “Seeking comfort from Dennis, a Whittaker employee. Where’s Chief Davis?”
Carol came over to join me then.
“Do you think we should go check on Rowan and Sage?” she asked.
I thought about how I had inadvertently blown Sage’s cover. And I imagined what Mary would say if I went to join Sage in the groundskeeper’s cottage.
“Best leave them be,” I said. 
“You’re probably right,” Carol sighed, her hands fidgeting as we waited.
When the chief arrived, he told everyone they would need to stay to be questioned. Then he and his sergeant examined the body, took pictures, and cordoned off the patio. Mary Whittaker stood behind him, as close to the yellow tape as she could get.
“I need justice for my husband. Be sure you talk to that girl Sage and her father,” she said. “They’re in the groundskeeper’s cottage. And don’t forget her!” She gestured toward me.
“I had nothing to do with it,” I told the chief. 
“We’ll get a chance to talk,” Chief Davis said. He told Mary, “I’m sorry for your loss. We’ll do everything we can to find the killer.” He guided her away from the crowd. “Perhaps we should talk first. Then you can go home and rest.”
As they walked away, Mary’s voice carried. “Just make sure you talk to Sage. And to that tea shop girl.”
As she and Chief Davis disappeared around the front of the house, two policemen escorted Chloe out of one of the side doors. She wore a Victorian nightgown and had a dazed expression on her face.
“It was supposed to be a joke,” she said. “The tour would have come into Rosalind and Grant’s bedroom, and Hugh and I were going to be in bed, and then Hugh would announce that we were the new Whittakers.” The policemen held on to her tightly while guests stared. “He loved me,” Chloe insisted. “This was going to be our coming-out party.” She looked at everyone. “You think I did it. But I ran out of the room when the lights went crazy. Hugh had been teasing me, saying scary things, pretending to be different ghosts, and tickling me, and I told him to stop, but he wouldn’t. So I ran. I thought he would follow me, but he didn’t.” She looked over at Trevor, who was standing by the bar, drinking another of his custom cocktails. “You knew about our plans to surprise the guests,” Chloe said to Trevor. “You told Hugh to do it.”
Trevor put his drink down. He addressed the officers. “My dad did mention it to me, and I agreed to it because he seemed to think it would be fun. I’m sorry now that I did. It was in poor taste.”
Chloe stamped her foot. “Your father loved me. He wanted the world to know it! There’s nothing wrong with that!”
I caught Jake’s eye. He sidled up to me. “I’ve got stories firing at me from all angles, and I think this would be a perfect time for you to do another interview with me,” Jake said. “You could share your personal account of what happened here tonight.”
But I declined. I believed Jake’s intentions were basically good, but it was a Whittaker newspaper after all. 
“I had to try,” Jake shrugged, and then he set off to talk with the others.
Once Chief Davis finished talking to Mary, he walked down to the cottage. I ordered another seltzer at the bar and then sat on the white iron bench to take comfort in the tree. Carol came and sat down beside me.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
I felt like since I had been here, I had stepped into a whirlwind. But sitting by the tree calmed me down. 
“It’s quite upsetting,” I said.
“I know,” Carol said. “I keep thinking we should have gone down to Dennis’s cottage. Rowan’s face looked heartbroken when he saw Sage here.”
But I wasn’t thinking about Rowan. I thought of Hugh Whittaker. The coroner had carried him away, leaving just the yellow tape and the empty space. I thought of my aunt. Would I be able to figure all of this out?
“I could bring up a crossword puzzle on my phone,” Carol said. “We could solve it together while we wait.” She studied my face. “But you would rather be alone.”
“If you don’t mind,” I said. Once Carol left, I closed my eyes and tried to clear my brain. The tree’s leaves rustled around me. I stayed that way until I heard Chief Davis call my name. When I opened my eyes, he was sitting beside me on the bench.
“I was surprised to see you here,” he said. “I didn’t think this would be your type of event.”
“Well,” I said, “I now live in this town, and I was curious about the house.”
He looked at me. “Were you on the tour?”
“No, I was in the bathroom.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Basic biological needs,” I said. “That’s all.”
It felt like the best answer I could give. I didn’t want to tell him that the house had called me and I had jumped at the chance to get away from these people who were making me feel so uncomfortable.
“And?” he said.
“The lights started flickering on and off. I was behind a locked door. I decided to wait until things settled down. Then I heard the scream. I came out, and I saw people going out to the courtyard, so I followed them and saw the body.”
“Did you come here with Sage?”
“As I told you before, no. I didn’t know she was going to be here. I came by myself.”
He leaned back and studied me. “When we first met, I thought, ‘Here’s someone new to town who wants to sleuth around, poke at things that aren’t real, basically stir up some trouble.’” He looked at me. “I would like to be wrong about you.”
“I don’t want to cause any trouble,” I told him. “I’m just trying to figure out how this town works.”
“Rule number one,” he said. “Let me do my job.”
Unfortunately, I didn’t feel like he had done his job as far as my aunt was concerned. But I wasn’t going to tell him that. 
“What’s rule number two?” I asked him.
He looked at me as if he had my number memorized. “Let’s focus on rule number one, okay? I would love to see you master that.”
I didn’t shake his hand this time. I had learned my lesson. I gave him the tiniest of nods, which I felt I could later deny, and returned to the courtyard. Rowan and Sage were nowhere in sight. So I went down to the cottage and knocked on the door.
Dennis opened it a crack and tilted his head at me.
“I’m looking for Rowan and Sage,” I said. “I’m Adeline’s niece, Ella.”
“I know who you are,” he said. “They left.”
“I wondered if I could come in and get your take on tonight.”
He shook his head and lowered his voice. “I can feel Mary’s eyes on us without even looking over there. That would just make everything worse for both of us.”
“Could I come over another time?”
He shrugged. “Sure,” he said, and then he closed the door.
I looked out at the woods and longed for the day when I would know all the paths. Perhaps my feet would guide me tonight, but I felt more comfortable on the roads. So I walked past the whispers and the pointed looks and headed toward home.
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When I opened the door to the apartment, I saw the glow immediately. I felt the warmth. Sure enough, Aunt Adeline sat in the chair by the bed. Rumor perched on the arm of the chair, facing her. 
“It’s good to see you,” I said, sitting on the bed.
“So,” Aunt Adeline said. “Rumor told me you went to the Whittaker House reopening.”
I nodded, thinking of the best way to tell them about all that had occurred.
“Ella thinks,” Rumor said to Aunt Adeline, “you had a romance with Hugh Whittaker.” He said the name as if he truly disliked uttering the words.
“It’s true,” Aunt Adeline said. 
Rumor searched her face with his eyes, and then he rearranged himself so he no longer looked at her.
“I couldn’t tell you,” Aunt Adeline said. “Hugh had a hard time trusting me. He was very protective of his name and his image. That’s why we kept things secret.” She looked at Rumor. “I know I should have said something. But I wanted to make sure that it was real, something that would last. That’s why I went to the woods. We were going to talk about it, have it all out, and make a decision.” She looked at me. “I’ve been trying to visit Hugh since it happened, but he won’t let me in. He can’t see me or hear me. I imagine he was quite taken aback to see you. You do remind me of me when I was young.”
I took Hugh’s book out of my duffel bag.
“So, you read it,” Aunt Adeline said. 
I showed her the inscription.
“He signed it at the event,” I said. “He was so shaken that he messed up his signature. And he signed it to you.”
“Hugh could be quite emotional,” Aunt Adeline said. “He could get lost in his feelings and not be able to see what was truly right in front of him.”
I leaned closer to her. “So what happened that night? Did you have that talk?”
She sat very still. I could feel the intensity of her concentration as she tried to remember that time. Then her face took on a look of anguish, and she seemed far away, back in time.
“Rowan is there,” she said. “He’s quite angry with me. He’s shouting. I can feel the breath on my face. He’s holding my arms and shaking me.”
Then her face cleared and she returned to us, but the flicker was back. I knew her time would soon run out.
“Nothing else is coming to me. I can’t tell you anything more.” She took a deep breath. “Can you tell me about Hugh?” she asked. “How is he? I miss him so much.”
I hesitated. I didn’t say anything about Chloe. I kept it simple and straightforward. I told her he died. I said there was a murder investigation. 
She flickered again. I could see her trying to hold back tears. “You watch out for yourselves,” she said. “You have to figure this out. You hear me? This can’t continue.”
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The next morning, I didn’t hear the bells on the shop door ring. Instead, it was the ding of my phone, signaling a text.  
Rumor lifted his head. He had decided that the pillow next to mine might be better than the wood floor under the bed.
“It’s Rowan,” I told him. “He says to come down immediately.”
“What happened to the bells?” Rumor asked. He stood up. “Do you think he’s come to confess? But why didn’t the bells ring? Maybe he muffled them in some way and planned to sneak up on us, and then he realized he didn’t have a key.”
I grimaced. “That sounds like he’s really bad at being a bad guy.”
“But isn’t that the worst villain?” Rumor asked. “The one you think could never do it. They’re too kind. They’re too sweet in a clumsy sort of way. They could never kill anyone. But Adeline said he was angry. And it scared her so much she’s only now beginning to remember it.”
I kissed him on the top of the head. He didn’t even duck. “I’ll be careful,” I told him. “Remember, you’re magical and miraculous.”
Then he looked down, but I could tell he was really pleased.
Rowan, Sage, and Chief Davis were outside the shop. “MURDERER” danced in red paint across the front of the window. For a moment, I wondered whether that was meant for Sage, Rowan, or me.
At the moment, Sage sported an epic scowl on her face. “Okay,” she said to Chef Davis. “You’ve made your report. Can you go?”
Chief Davis muttered something under his breath. I think I caught “ungrateful” and “rude.” Rowan stepped in before he could grumble anything more.
“Chief Davis,” Rowan said, “I appreciate you coming out at this early hour. Thank you.”
Chief Davis gave him a nod.
“You’re welcome,” he said. He might have put a little bit of emphasis on the “you’re.” “It’s tough to sleep right now,” he continued, “with all that’s going on.”
“And I’m sure our concern will go to the bottom of your pile,” Sage said under her breath.
“What did you say?” Chief Davis said. His stare felt like it could catch on fire. “Do you seriously think an act of graffiti should get priority over a murder case?”
“If it happened to Mary’s Café, I’m sure you’d be all over it,” Sage said, “no matter what.” 
Chief Davis bristled. “Listen, young lady, I’m not even sure you didn’t do this. In fact, that would make sense to me. It would certainly take my attention off of you for the murder of Hugh Whittaker.”
Sage rolled her eyes. “And it’s happened again. Something horrible happens to us, and we end up being blamed.” She glared at her father. “I told you not to call him.” 
Rowan put his arm around his daughter. “Calm down,” he said in a low voice. “Apologies, Chief,” he said.
As the shop owner, I also felt the need to thank Chief Davis and shake his hand. Thankfully, he didn’t crunch my fingers this time. He seemed a bit surprised and grateful for the gesture. 
Sage waited until Chief Davis had disappeared from view. Then she raised her hands and whispered a few words, and the paint disappeared. Sage examined the window. “So it wasn’t a spell or any kind of curse. It was either a mortal or a witch acting like one.” 
“Sage,” her father said. “Conducting magic outside of the shop? On Main Street?”
Sage sighed in exasperation. “Look around, Dad. We’re the only ones here.” 
“You can’t be too careful.” Rowan looked up and down the street again. “I don’t like any of this. If anything happened to either one of you, I don’t know what I would do.”
His eyes teared up. I really thought he was going to cry. Would a murderer act this way? How could it be Rowan? He was too tenderhearted.
“I can take care of myself,” Sage said. “Ella? She has a lot to learn. We should keep an eye on her.” 
I think Sage meant to be protective, but it felt a little condescending. Maybe if I truly had a big sister, I would understand. But Sage was younger than me! Not in witch experience, I reminded myself. She was right. I still didn’t know very much at all. 
“If you’ll excuse me,” Sage announced, “I’ll get on with my work.”
And there I was, alone with Rowan. It felt incredibly awkward and confusing. Should I tell him what Aunt Adeline had said? It didn’t feel like the right moment. But would any moment ever feel right?
The silence felt so strange. Rowan finally filled in the gap.
“Perhaps we should follow Sage’s lead,” he said. 
And that felt like the appropriate exit line, the sentiment to start off another workday. Rowan followed me in. He had an early breakfast this morning. When Carol came in at her regular time, she looked at Rowan’s empty plate, clean with only a few stray crumbs on it, and gave him a questioning glance.
“I changed my routine this morning,” Rowan said.
“Did something else happen?” Carol asked.
“Nothing to talk about,” Rowan said.
Carol handed Rowan a card and brought over a chair.
“What’s this for, Carol?” Rowan asked.
“I wanted to let you know that you were on my mind.”
Sage came in with Carol’s breakfast, a cherry scone with clotted cream.
“I haven’t even taken her order yet,” I protested.
“This is one of her favorites,” Sage said. She leaned over her dad’s shoulder and gazed at the card.
“I’m wishing the best for your daughter during this trying time,” she read.
“Very thoughtful. Right, Sage?”
Sage straightened up. She handed Carol her food.
“Next time, if you want to wish me something, give me a card. Don’t try to score points with my dad that way. Okay?”
Carol’s eyes welled up. “He’s your father. I saw him at the Whittaker House when he put his arm around you. He was obviously hurting.” Her shoulders slumped. “I can’t ever seem to do things right. And I try so hard.” 
“Sage has had a hard morning,” Rowan told her. “Please don’t take this the wrong way. We very much appreciate your business.”
The hurt in her eyes deepened. 
“Can you make the tea to go?” Carol called out to me. “And I’ll need a paper bag for the scone.” 
“But how will you enjoy that clotted cream?” Rowan asked. “It’s a short trip to your shop, but it still doesn’t travel well.”
Carol stood up abruptly. Other customers began to come into the shop. I watched Carol try to blink back her tears. For a moment, it looked like she had several paragraphs to say to Rowan, but she kept all the words in.
I went over with the tea and a paper bag for the scone.
“I’m sorry,” I said to her. “Come back in again soon.”
But Carol looked like that was the last thing in the world she would ever do.
Rowan sighed. “I won’t be in for lunch today or to pick up Sage later on. I have a court date today.”
“Could I talk to you later?” I asked him. “Just you and me?”
I tried to make it sound light, but the words still clanged around us.
“Certainly,” Rowan said after an awkward pause. “I could come to the shop at 5:30?”
“Sounds good,” I said. “Thank you.”
It sounded ridiculously formal and tremendously weird, but that was the best I could do. At least I would have the chance to talk to Rowan then.
Our other customers made their way to their regular tables, setting up the Scrabble board, bringing out their knitting needles. Sage was already out there, handing out cherry scones. Apparently, they were many people’s favorites. And people were hugging her. Amelia held her especially tight and murmured something in her ear about the moon and planets. Miranda, a woman known for her garments, gave her a present, a beautiful green cloak that she had made. “To walk in among the trees,” she said. I imagined her fading away among the leaves. Sage glowed when she took the garment in her arms. “Thank you,” she said. 
I played catch-up, writing down their orders and getting their tea. 
They gave me hugs, too, and peered into my eyes to see how I was doing with this turbulent situation. When their scones and tea were done, they ordered more. I felt like I was saying “thank you” on a loop. “Of course,” they said. Amelia winked. “We’ve got your back,” she said. 
Later on in the morning, Jake came in for a visit. He had his camera with him and I was sure he had all his writing tools, his laptop in his backpack, his phone in his pocket, all ready to gather information and create his latest story. Amelia was busy telling me a long, involved story about her cat. Jake said hello to me but didn’t stop moving. He walked behind the counter and straight into the kitchen. After a moment, I heard Sage’s scream. I excused myself and ran in to see what was happening.
But Jake wasn’t attacking Sage. Instead Sage held up a large fork, and Jake stood still several feet away from her.
“I just told her I wanted to help her,” Jake appealed to me. 
“You came into my kitchen,” Sage growled. “You can’t just walk into my kitchen.”
“Well, how else am I supposed to talk to you?” Jake said. “You won’t answer an email. You’ve blocked my number. If you had your way, I wouldn’t be able to come into the shop at all.”
Sage flashed him a brilliant smile.
“You’re absolutely right,” she said.
“But I want to make sure that your side of the story is told,” Jake said. “You’re at a disadvantage here. Let me make sure that people know your truth.”
Sage extended her arm and let the fork point to the door. “Get out!” she said.
Jake meekly turned around and exited her kitchen. I followed him.
The other customers acted as if nothing had happened. That was something else I noticed about our clientele. They didn’t gossip. They minded their own business. They cared for each other. 
“Do you want some tea?” I asked Jake, and he nodded. “Care to try cinnamon? I think you’d like it.”
He gave me another nod and handed me a newspaper. “For you,” he said, and I thanked him.
After I brought the tea back to the table, I sat down across from him with the newspaper.
“Your story’s on page 5,” he said. “Once again, the Whittakers have taken over the front page.”
“Did you like Hugh?” I asked him.
He lowered his voice. “The strongest man in town and the weakest in character. He was full of himself and unsure about everything. But the women sure loved him.”
I checked out my profile. Jake had taken a picture of me behind the counter. I certainly looked at home. Then I scanned the story.
“You mentioned Rosalind in here.”
He shrugged. “Town history. I thought it would make the story more interesting.”
“How come you didn’t ask me about her?”
“I didn’t think about it until later.”
I gave him a look.
“What?”
“Nothing. I just don’t like to be surprised.”
“Are you sure you and Sage aren’t related?”
I flipped back to the first page.
“Whittaker Patriarch Murdered.” It was a straightforward account of what had happened, although he did mention Sage hiding behind the tree. 
“My editor added that,” he said. 
“Is this why Sage is so mad at you?” I asked. “Little things like this?”
He took a big sip of tea and looked down. “It was more of a big thing,” he said, “but I didn’t mean it to be bad.”
He took another sip of tea. “This is really good tea,” he said. “I feel like it’s exactly what I need right now. How do you do that?”
I kept looking at him.
“All right,” he said. “There’s a thing. It’s really stupid, but it’s a town tradition. Miss Whittaker. We choose who we think are the loveliest young ladies in town, and we write about them, and then people vote for who should be Miss Whittaker that year.”
I widened my eyes at him. “You didn’t.”
“It was a compliment. I think she is the most beautiful woman in this town,” he said. “No offense to you, but that’s my opinion.”
“So you wrote about Sage and you put her on the ballot.”
“And I took a picture of her outside the tea shop, walking in. It was really good publicity for the shop, too.”
“And she was furious.”
“She thought I was making fun of her. I guess people in the town were calling her Miss Whittaker and laughing. She insisted that I take her off the ballot and print a retraction saying that she’d never agreed to be part of the contest.” He looked at me with puppy eyes. “It’s considered an incredible honor to be nominated.”
“So you’ve been trying to make it up to her ever since.”
“In my clumsy way, yes.” He sighed. “I do believe she’s truly special.”
He cast one longing glance at Sage’s resolute back in the kitchen before exiting the shop.
At the end of the day, I gave Sage high praise for her cherry scones and clotted cream.
She looked at me. “You’ve already said that to me ten times today.”
“They’re that good,” I said. “They deserve to be praised ten times.”
She arched her brow. “I heard my dad’s coming here after court to talk with you. What’s that about?”
I thought one-on-one implied confidentiality, something to keep just between us. Was Rowan that guileless? Or did he have another reason why he wanted to tell Sage? Was it something as innocent as supper plans or was it something else?
“It’s private,” I finally said.
Sage pursed her lips. She nodded several times. “Just so you know, my dad doesn’t keep secrets from me,” she said. She had put on her green cloak. It seemed to me that it would be too warm for this summer evening. But maybe she wanted to escape into the trees.
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Rumor sat on his pillow. It could no longer be anyone else’s. He looked so at home, it made me smile. 
I lay down beside him, gave him a pet, and told him all the news and my plans for the rest of the day.
Rumor listened intently. When I had said everything, he waited a moment.
“It’s brave,” he said. “It’s kind. It could be frustrating, but I think it’s necessary.” He paused for a moment. “If it had been me, I would want to hide under the bed and make myself as small as possible.”
“But that’s not what you’re doing,” I said. “You’re here on your pillow, out in plain sight, in our world. We’re not outside, and there are no other people, but it’s our world and it’s important.”
Rumor gave me a slow blink. When he spoke, his voice was determined. “When you have the meeting with Rowan,” he said, “I want you to keep our door open a crack. If you need me, I’ll come running.”
He looked so resolute. But did I detect a small shiver at the end of his words?
“Keep the door open,” he repeated.
I looked at my brave cat and gave him a hug before I went back out into the world.
I first stopped at Carol’s Card Shop. When I walked in, Carol looked up from her seat behind the counter, then looked down. Her eyes were still red. I felt if I said anything at the moment or walked any closer to her, she would burst into tears again. So I just gave her a smile and focused on her cards. There was a lot to take in. Carol had arranged her cards in all sorts of categories: birthdays, anniversaries, condolences, get well soon, cards specifically for Valentine’s Day. And then there were love cards, with a sign above saying, “You don’t have to wait until February 14th to tell someone you love them.” There were hearts all over the place and couples hugging, and it made me wish that I had someone to give one of those cards to. I could give one to Rumor. Maybe I could commission Carol to make me a card with a cat and a heart.
There were graduation cards, some for high school and some for college, cut in the shape of the graduation hat, complete with tassels. There were cards welcoming a new child. And there were cards that announced a move. I chose one of them and two condolence cards. I chose what I called swirly cards—abstract colors in a pleasing pattern with a simple message inside.
It could almost make someone dizzy, all the creativity and brilliance that was here. I thought it would make me feel happy, but there was something else here, too. I stole a quick look at Carol, who had her eyes resolutely focused on a catalog, flipping the pages in a manner meant to be casual, but it felt so sad. And then I really felt it, a deep sense of loneliness.
I placed my cards in front of Carol. 
“It’s wonderful to see your shop,” I said. “I have a feeling I’m going to be one of your best customers.” I caught a small smile from her, but then she looked away. “I’m sorry about what happened this morning. I want everyone to feel welcome in the tea shop. I hope you will come back.” In the awkward silence that followed, I said, “I’ll always cheer you on in Wordle.”
Carol placed my cards in a bag. 
“I should have known,” she said sadly, quietly. “I’ll never really fit in.” Her voice caught in a sob then. “How did I think I would? I’m not a witch.”
She caught my look of disbelief. “Oh, come on,” she said, “my name’s Carol. That’s your first clue.” 
“I don’t think that’s a disqualifier,” I said. “Your cards are so beautiful. You’re so prolific. I assumed—”
“You’re new,” she said. “You don’t know.” She handed me my cards and looked like she wasn’t going to say anything else, but then she changed her mind.
“I’ve had a bad day,” she said. “And from what Rowan said, Sage had a bad day, too. So you can take my words however you want. But are you sure you want to stay here? With this murder case and all, do you really think you can make a go of it here?”
“I think our customers are quite loyal,” I said.
“You’re right,” she said. “But Sage is volatile. You’ve seen that already, how she’s hurt your business. Look at what happened with me.” She looked away, as if that was all she was going to say, but then she continued. “You should know she wanted the shop. She was not happy to hear that Addie had given it to you. And Rowan wasn’t either. He thought that Addie would change her mind about your inheritance. They would get married, she would live with him, and Sage would live in your apartment, and that’s how the business would be.” She opened her order book and pointed to a pending job. “Wedding invitations,” she said. ”Rowan wanted me to do them for him and Adeline. He was going to propose to her before all this happened.”
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I left Carol’s shop and walked over to the nearest bench. A particularly elegant tree stood behind it, and when I sat down, I felt a cool breeze that seemed to collect what Carol had just told me and place it in a neat file folder in my brain. “Keep going,” it seemed to whisper to me, and I took out the condolence cards and added a brief note to each. “It’s what Aunt Adeline would do,” I told myself. “She would have a talk. She would try to mend fences. She would want all of us to get along.” Once I finished those cards, I took a deep breath, signed my name to the moving announcement, and addressed the envelope to my parents. I didn’t include a note. I felt that the information on the announcement would already banish me from their lives forever. It was pointless to add more words. Then I Googled the location of the post office, found I could easily walk to it, and set on my way, whispering to myself, “I’m not going to give up. I’m going to do this. I’m going to stay here and solve this. This is my home.” 
I didn’t buy extra stamps. I wouldn’t have to write to my parents again. I imagined sending a card to Steve: “Hi, discovered I’m a witch. If only I had known earlier. Ha, ha, ha. Just kidding, that’s not the way it works, but you’ll never know because we’ll never speak again. You could have learned so much from me.” And I would have drawn a black cat to finish it off. It was satisfying to imagine, but ultimately, I never wanted to tell him anything else about me. 
When I pushed the envelope toward the postal clerk, I thought I saw a flame emanate from the paper.
“Be careful!” I cried, but the woman picked it up, weighed it, and slapped postage on it. She didn’t even ask me if I was all right. I guess she had seen her share of witches in her lifetime living in this town.
Next, I made my way to Whittaker Books. To my surprise, the shop was full of customers. Black crepe ribbons hung across the ceiling, and the front window had a cardboard tombstone that read “RIP Hugh” with his birth and death dates on it, and his books arranged in a circular fashion around everything. Over to the left of the arrangement an announcement read, “Limited Supply of Signed Copies, Just $5 Extra.”
There was a long line at the cash register of customers clutching their copies of Hugh’s books. Chloe, clad in a black dress that touched the floor, rang up the sales. I stayed out of the line and watched from a distance.
Chloe wore a large diamond on her left hand, and she waved it around with a flourish. When a woman complimented her on it, Chloe thanked her. “We had planned to make our engagement public last night, and I guess in a way we did.” She let out an odd laugh. “Of course, now I’ll wear it forever in remembrance of Hugh.” She handed the customer her receipt. “Except when I’m swimming,” she added. “I would think that chlorine and diamonds would not mix.”
She caught my eye at that moment. “Did you decide to do the right thing?”
The ladies in line looked at me and murmured.
“I expected to see you in line carrying a bunch of books,” Chloe said. “I thought you might have changed your mind and decided to go through the series in proper chronological order.”
“Actually, I came by to give you this.” I waved the card at her. “I wanted to express my condolences.”
“That’s very sweet of you,” Chloe said. She gestured toward the back of the store, making sure I had noticed the ring. “You’ll see a stack of mail on my desk in the corner. You can just leave it there.” 
And then she turned back to her customers. “I’m so grateful for all your business, and I want to let you know that I will run this store in his honor. The newsletter will continue. Hugh and I often talked about what he wanted to say there. I feel I can summon up his thoughts and keep you informed of all our offerings. Because the books will continue. They will live on.” She waved her hands in the air, and the ring caught the light. “Hugh and I had many heart-to-heart talks about what was going to happen next. I think you’ll love his new partner—they’re madly in love, and they solve crimes together. Her name is Flo E.!” A triumphant giggle. “Don’t let anyone tell you that writers don’t create from the heart. Because they do.”
I tried to wave goodbye to Chloe, but she was absorbed in her business. For someone who had just lost her fiancé, she looked radiant. As I made my exit, I noticed something different: Mary’s Café mugs were no longer on display. I filed that away in my head as I headed off to my final, dreaded destination: Mary’s shop.
Jake sat outside on the bench in front of the café, staring down at his phone.
“I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” he said. “She banished me. I dared to write a story about Chloe.”
“I didn’t see it,” I said. “I just saw the front page.”
“Page two,” Jake said. “A story and a picture of Chloe in her nightgown. The editor said that she wasn’t a true Whittaker, but she was on the way to becoming one, and besides, it’s a spicy story. Readers like that kind of thing.”
“But Mary was not pleased.”
“No,” Jake said. “I told her that we had to print it even if she didn’t like it. It had all happened. She demanded a retraction, said that it wasn’t true, that Chloe was a liar.” 
I looked over at Whittaker Books. “So that’s why her mugs are no longer in Chloe’s store.”
“It makes sense,” Jake said. “With Hugh gone, Chloe doesn’t have to be loyal to Mary anymore. And I’m sure there’s no love lost between them,” He checked his phone again. “I’ve been texting the regulars in there, asking them to bring me out a latte, but they’re all afraid of Mary. They think she’ll find out.”
I shrugged. “I can try. I’m going in there anyway.”
He shook his head. “Ella, I admire your foolhardiness. But remember, I told you to stay clear of her.”
I was barely in the door when Mary spied me. She stood behind the counter, and when she caught sight of me, I thought she was going to charge me like a bull. The jukebox played an unfamiliar blues tune. Once again, it felt like all eyes were on me as I walked over to the counter.
Mary placed her hand on her hip. Her mouth curled up in a half sneer. She didn’t say a word. She just held that pose.
“I wanted to offer my condolences,” I said. I knew I couldn’t hand her the card, so I placed it on the counter. The envelope was so beautiful, ivory with gold trim. Surely, she would appreciate that beauty.
“And I’d like to order a latte to go,” I said.
She continued her silent stare.
“It just seems a bit foolish,” I said, “this rift between us.”
Mary kept her eyes on me. Then a slow smile crept up on her face. 
“I would like to make you a cold brew,” she said. “On the house.”
“That’s very kind of you,” I said. Mary disappeared into the kitchen. I hoped Jake liked cold brew. I felt a little guilty about getting a drink for him. The next time I walked by, I would come in again and get my own coffee. I hope Mary would someday relent and come into the tea shop. I would make her a tea latte, I thought, and the foam art would be a weeping willow, to symbolize grief and resilience.
When Mary returned, she held the cup like a goblet of precious nectar. I looked over to the left. Lids and napkins. I was all set.
“Here you go,” she said, and she flung the drink at me. There was a collective gasp, and the comments cascaded around the room like a waterfall. 
“Wow, she really went for it!”
“Well, Ella should have known not to come in.”
“I actually think she helped kill Hugh. She’s lucky it’s just a cold brew.”
I stood there, shocked, as the drink trickled down my hair and my face and shirt. Would the stains come out? Or would it be a forever memory of this moment between me and Mary? Was there a chance we’d laugh about it in days to come? Right now, that seemed highly improbable.
I closed my eyes, partly to stop the drink from going in them and partly to think. What should I do? What would Addie do? At that moment, I heard her voice: “Don’t give her what she wants. Go with honey.” I opened my eyes and tried to manifest a grin.
“Well,” I said, “the cold brew that made it into my mouth was certainly delicious.”
Mary picked up my card, tore the envelope in half, and threw it in the wastebasket.
“Tell Sage,” she told me, “to stay away from Whittaker House. Tell her to quit stealing herbs from our garden and fruit from our trees. Tell her we’ve given Dennis a warning. She is no longer allowed on the grounds.”
I shook my head as droplets of cold brew fell to the floor. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Just tell her it stops now,” Mary said. “If Dennis allows Sage on the grounds again, he’ll be sacked. And if we have to, we’ll put up cameras. But I don’t think we’ll have to do that because I believe that Sage will be in jail before then. And perhaps you will, too.” Then she waved her hands at me as she was shooing away an annoying fly. “Now get out. You’re dripping all over my café. And don’t come back.”
Jake was still sitting on the bench. He stood up when he saw me, raised his camera, and took several shots of me in my bedraggled shape.
“Do you want to say anything about it?” he asked.
“Not really.”
He held up his phone. “So, nobody would bring me out a latte, but they were all happy to text me about your kerfuffle.” 
I shrugged. “At least I tried.”
“You did,” Jake said, “and I admire you for it. I will be sure to mention that you extended an olive branch.” He arched an eyebrow. “Of course, that could make you a mastermind villain.”
“I guess we’ll see how this case sorts itself out,” I said.
“Thanks for trying to help me out!” he called after me. “I’ll use the most flattering picture of you!” 
As I approached the tea shop, I heard footsteps behind me and someone calling my name. When I spun around, I almost bumped into Trevor. He wore a casual suit, and once we avoided a collision, I took several steps back. That unnerving chemistry still crackled between us, but all I wanted to do right now was talk to my cat and take a shower.
“I’m sorry about my mother,” he said. “She was out of line, and I’m going to talk to her about it.”
“How did you know about this?” I said, and he laughed.
“I was the strong, silent guy hidden away in a corner booth. I should have jumped in, but I thought that might make things worse.”
His eyes twinkled. It made him look even more attractive.
“Listen,” I said, “I appreciate what you’ve said. Now I’ve got to go. I’m not really in the mood for a conversation right now.”
“How about tomorrow evening?” he asked. “Whittaker House, 7:30. I’ll meet you at that bench by the tree. I need to talk with you in private.”
His eyes looked serious and earnest. Despite myself, I liked the idea of being back at Whittaker House. It pulled at me.
“All right,” I said. Then I turned away quickly, wanting to ignore the annoying spark that persisted between us. It was time to regroup. 
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“What happened to you?” Rumor cried when he saw me. He jumped off his pillow and raced across the bed to further scrutinize the situation, pawing my hair. “Sticky,” he said and started licking my face. 
“It’s a long story,” I said, pulling back a little. My face would be clean once Rumor was through, but I might lose a layer of skin. Cats’ tongues were rough. I proceeded to tell him everything, starting from my meeting with Carol to my encounter with Trevor. Rumor stepped back at the end.
“I don’t like it,” he said. “I don’t think you should meet him.”
“A sleuth has to take every opportunity,” I said. “Besides, I think he’s all right.”
Rumor narrowed his eyes at me. “You thought Steven was the love of your life.”
“I was younger then,” I said. “Now I’m much wiser. And I’m not saying he’s the love of my anything. He says he has information for me. I need to find out what it is.”
I butted my head against his fur, and Rumor immediately started grooming the area I touched. I took that moment to skedaddle to the shower so I could get ready for Rowan.
As always, Rowan showed up right on time. He was dressed in a suit, one in earth tones, but he still looked more formal than usual, and his expression matched his choice of clothes. I kept my distance to avoid any chance of a hug. When I asked him if he would like some tea, he gave me a grave nod.
I made us Earl Grey to match the somberness of the situation. As I poured his tea, I noticed my hands slightly shook. Rowan saw it, too.
“What is it?” he asked, and he reached across the table and held my hands in his. I snuck a glance up the stairs. I had chosen a seat where I could see up the stairs. I had left the door slightly ajar, and I could see one of Rumor’s ears, listening, waiting. Rowan noticed that, too.
“So it’s that serious?” he asked. “I’m glad that you and Rumor are getting along, but I’m sad that you feel the need to have him keep watch while we talk.”
He called up to my cat. “Rumor, do you want to come down?”
“I’d rather not,” Rumor said. His voice was sad. I could tell that he felt he had failed again at a task. But it was my wandering eye that had alerted Rowan to him. Rumor had done nothing wrong. 
Rowan turned back to me. “Does this have to do with Sage? I know she can be dramatic and intense, but she’s still young. And she never had proper mothering. I did the best I could, but Sage’s mother abandoned us when Sage was just a child. But once things settle down, she’ll be fine. I can swear to that.”
His eyes looked so pleading, so earnest. It was hard to look at him.
“No, that’s not it,” I said, studying the tabletop. “The thing is, Aunt Adeline visited Rumor and me last night.”
“Why, that’s wonderful!” Rowan said. “I know it’s a bit jarring when you first start seeing ghosts, but you’ll get used to it.” He leaned forward. “Sage told me that you had a previous visit with Addie. I hate to admit it, but we’re actually a bit jealous. Addie hasn’t come to see us yet.”
I took a deep breath. Aunt Adeline had said that she had tried to visit Hugh. I knew that she only had a limited amount of energy. Is that why she hadn’t tried to see Rowan and Sage? Or was it something else? 
“I imagine Sage told you we were worried about her. At the end of our visit, she was shaky. And Rumor thought that was because she was murdered.”
Rowan said, “Rumor is quite a smart cat.” Then he reached over and opened his satchel. It felt so slow, so deliberative, so murderous. 
I shrieked. Rumor tore down the stairs yowling, his tail puffed out.
Rowan held up some Kleenex. He looked at me. “I thought we might need these.” He paused. “What did you think I was doing?”
“I thought I saw a mouse,” I lied. It was more that I was suddenly afraid he might pull out a gun or a knife, but Rowan didn’t need to know that. Rumor then sniffed the floor and ran around the room. He didn’t look like he was truly hunting anything, but I appreciated the effort. I patted my lap for him, and to my joy, he decided that might be a nice place. 
I took a sip of tea and Rowan did the same. His face remained strange, incredulous, hurt, angry. I took another sip for courage before I started to speak again. “When Aunt Adeline visited us last night, she began to remember something from the night she died. She was in the woods, and you were there, and you were furious. You were yelling at her.”
Rowan stiffened. He studied his tea. “It wasn’t one of my prouder moments,” he said. “I lost my temper, and then I left her there, waiting for Hugh.”
Despite the tea, I felt suddenly cold. I had just heard something I never expected to in Rowan’s voice: bitterness.
“Someone told me you wanted to marry Adeline,” I said.
Rowan’s face flushed. “She had been distant. And I didn’t like it. It made me realize how important she was to me, how I wanted her to be a key part of our life. I wanted us to be a family. So I followed her to the woods that night to talk with her, to throw my cards on the table and tell her how important she was to us.”
“And she told you about Hugh.”
“She tried to let me down as easy as possible. She said she hoped to marry Hugh. It just infuriated me. She told me she would always value our friendship, but she loved Hugh. It made me so angry. He was unworthy of her, a weathervane of a man, going from one romance to another to stoke his own vanity. I loved Addie. We would’ve had a great life together.” He looked at me. “I know I didn’t handle it correctly, and I would’ve apologized later. I will always have that regret. That was the last time I saw her.” He looked straight into my eyes. “I know it’s not a flattering story, and it’s clear you have doubts about me, and I can understand why. But I did not kill Addie.” 
I gave Rumor a look, and he jumped down to the ground. I stood up. My chair made an unnerving screech when I did. I held out my hand, and Rowan shook it. I thanked him for his time. But he didn’t go right away. He stood there looking at me.
“You don’t believe me,” he said in a voice that contained layers of hurt.
Part of me wanted to hug him. I thought of my mom, who seemed to always believe that I couldn’t trust my own instincts. Then there was Steven, who I had thought was the one, and I turned out to be so wrong. But right now, I needed to figure out who had murdered Aunt Adeline. It was important for me, for her, for the whole town. Until that happened, it felt like I could only truly trust Rumor.
“Right now,” I told him, “I don’t know what to think.”
Rowan picked up his satchel. “I would never harm Addie,” he said. “I wish you could understand that.” He walked out the door, and I wondered when I’d see him again. It might not be anytime soon. And that hurt.
I hoped that Aunt Adeline would visit. I shut my eyes and imagined her face, but I heard nothing. I even woke up with a start in the middle of the night, but the room was dark, and Rumor snored on the pillow beside me. But after a moment, he woke, shaking his head to clear away the sleep.
“Would you know a way to summon Aunt Adeline?” I asked him. “It sure would be good to talk to her tonight.”
Rumor’s whiskers twitched and he dropped his head. “I don’t,” he said. “I’m afraid you’re seeing how worthless I am as your familiar.” He let out a sad laugh. “Charging down those steps as if I could save the day. Pretending I was chasing a mouse. I can’t even act like a normal cat.”
I sat up and stared at him. “I screamed. And you immediately took action. It was heroic.” He still wouldn’t look at me. “And I don’t know what I would do without our talks. You give me ideas, insights, and perspectives on things. And you listen. Besides, remember what Rowan said? Aunt Adeline hasn’t visited them, and they’re jealous that we’ve talked to her. So obviously they can’t summon her up either.” 
Rumor walked up to me and plopped down into a snuggle. I could hear him purr.
“You are so important to me,” I told him.
Rumor snuggled in harder.
“Thank you,” he said. His purrs sounded like a lullaby.
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The next morning, I waited until 6:30 to go downstairs. Sage barely looked up when she said good morning. She brought out raspberry scones in a way that felt highly efficient but hardly welcoming. I made our English breakfast tea. I didn’t try to intuit whether Sage would like something else. I thought that perhaps this tea might be a reminder of our inaugural morning, when we had just set off to work together and the air had been full of promise. 
There were things I needed to say, and since Sage was silent, I certainly had the opportunity to do it.
“This is truly delicious,” I said.
Sage nodded and sipped her tea.
“I talked to Mary yesterday,” I said in the silence.
She looked up at me then. “How did that go? Did you suggest that the two of you skip down Main Street singing “Kumbaya”? Or did she call the police on you? I would guess she didn’t because you’re not me.”
Sage’s scones are always so delicious, but at this moment, I thought if I took a bite, I might choke.
“Actually, she threw a cold brew at me.” I could see that Sage wanted to smile at that, but she managed to keep her frown on. “She did give me a message for you. She said to stay away from Whittaker House. She knows that Dennis gives you herbs and fruit there.”
Sage’s eyes turned flinty. She spoke loudly and articulated each word.
“He doesn’t give anything to me. I select things that call out to me because those trees, those flowers, and those gardens were created by Rosalind and her family. It has nothing to do with the Whittakers. And Rosalind would want me to have those things for my food and my magic.”
I really didn’t want to give her the rest of the message, but I felt obligated to do so.
“Mary said if they have to, they’ll put up cameras. If they catch you there, they’ll fire Dennis, and they’ll call the police on you.” I closed my eyes for a minute to gather the courage to get the last words out. “She said that she didn’t think she would need to put up cameras because she thought that you would already be in jail for Hugh’s murder and that I might be there, too.”
For a moment, Sage said nothing. Then she drummed her fingers in an unnerving rhythm on the tabletop. She pushed her mug away and stood up. 
“Well, information is always good. It helps make decisions. Thank you for letting me know.”
She picked up her plate and her napkin.
“I’m giving notice,” she said. “Effective immediately. I won’t bake if I can’t use Rosalind’s fruits and herbs. And I’m tired of you getting us into trouble. You’re Mary’s messenger girl because you had to go in there and try to make friends, just like you had to go to Whittaker House. The only reason my dad and I were at that event was because of you. Rowan and I both felt that you needed looking after, so we showed up. And how do you thank us? You question my father. You insinuate. And when he answers your questions, you still don’t believe him.”
“Sage,” I said, “you have to understand. I have never been in this type of situation before. This is all new to me.”
Sage shook her head. “I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “I’m out.”
And then she left.
I sat there for a moment and then returned to the kitchen. Sage had created scones and muffins that morning, but as I surveyed her work, everything disappeared before my eyes. I stared at the emptiness before me and then at the clock. What was I going to do? It was time to open the shop. 
I hoped against hope that I would hear the bells on the door ring, signaling Rowan’s arrival. But they stayed silent. Carol didn’t show up either. But after a couple of minutes, Amelia came through the door, resplendent in cat pajamas. She walked right up to me and gave me a hug.
“I’m sorry to hear what’s happening,” she said.
I took a step back and looked at her. “How did you know?” 
“I heard it on the wind walking here,” she told me, rolling up the sleeves to her pajamas. “Have you got an apron? My baking skills are definitely not up to Sage’s standards, but I can make biscuits and muffins.” 
I could feel the tears well up in my eyes.
“I would just be doing it temporarily,” Amelia said, “just during this transition time.” She put her hands on my shoulders. “The shop is important. You are important. We need this place.”
Other people started coming in—the Scrabble players, the knitters, the artists. They also knew about Sage. Many had heard it from the trees or from their animals, who had picked it up outdoors. They stood around me in a semicircle and asked what they could do.
“Amelia has volunteered to do the baking for right now,” I said, “and I will, of course, provide the tea. I hope you can be patient with us.”
My beloved customers then let out a cheer. Lydia, the life therapist, stuck another one of her cards in my apron pocket. I started taking tea orders while Amelia walked back into the kitchen. In a moment, I heard a large crash and a screech. Customers stood up from their tables, concerned. I raised a hand. “If I need help, I’ll let you know.”
Amelia sat under the table in the kitchen.
“I felt it when I put on the apron,” she said. “A definite chill in the air. Then I reached for a mixing pan, and a serving bowl on an upper shelf came crashing down. I was able to duck, and it missed me, but watch out for the glass.” She took off the apron and extended her arm out from under the table, waving the cloth like a white flag.
“I’m sorry I offended you. I realize now that this is Sage’s kitchen. I won’t try to bake here.”
The kitchen lost its chill. The lights brightened, and Amelia crawled out from under the table.
“I should have known,” she said, shaking her head ruefully. “You’re a rookie witch. You’re still trying to understand things, but I should have understood what would happen.” She looked into my confused eyes and explained, “This is an enchanted kitchen. Sage is going to need to transfer the power to someone else, or no one is going to be able to bake here.”
I winced. I imagined running after Sage now and asking for her assistance. Her temper would still be up. And I didn’t have someone to truly take her place yet.
“So we will be just a tea shop for a while,” I said.
Amelia smiled. “This place will never be just anything. It will be magnificent however you do it.” She gave me another hug. “We’ll work it out.”
When we went out and told everyone, no one grumbled. Some confessed that they had already eaten breakfast before they came here, that the scone was a snack or a second breakfast, a habit they had learned from reading The Hobbit. Some went home to eat, but they promised they would return soon, and they did. The Scrabble players had to delay their game, but the ones sitting at the table talked about books they loved. And I brought them tea.
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After work, I took a nap and dreamed again of Whittaker House. I walked the grounds, and I felt like I would never leave. Then my reverie ended in a snap, and I jerked myself out of sleep. 
I looked over at my nightstand to find out what time it was, but my alarm clock wasn’t there. Rumor looked up from his pillow. He came over and nudged my side, settling down to snuggle, encouraging me to go back to sleep.
“Rumor, where’s my clock?” I asked him. 
He looked up at the ceiling. But how could it be up there? I looked down and saw it on the floor, lying on its side with the batteries out.
I looked back at Rumor.
“It was an accident,” he said.
When I picked up my phone to check the time, I realized I had to leave in a couple of minutes. 
“You’re a horrible liar,” I told my cat, quickly scooping out some kibble for his bowl.
“I don’t want you to go,” Rumor said.
I ran a brush through my hair and knelt down so I could talk to him face to face.
“We have a mission. We have to find out what happened to Aunt Adeline. We have to stop all this madness. This is the next step. I know it is. I can feel it.”
I scratched the top of his head one last time. I wouldn’t tell him that I was scared. That would worry him more.
Once again, my feet propelled me to Whittaker House. I felt I was being pulled along by an invisible string, and I couldn’t stop if I wanted to. When I reached the house, I felt like I could breathe again.
Trevor wasn’t there. I remembered how when I ran into him before the reopening, he said he liked dramatic entrances. 
“What do you think he’ll do?” I asked the tree behind the bench as I settled down to wait. “Will he open the doors to the house in a grand flourish and boom out some welcome?”
I looked up at the bedroom window, hoping to see a curtain rustle.
“Rosalind,” I sent her a plea, “can you watch over me? If you can help me, would you please?”
An evening breeze played with the leaves on the trees, causing them to dance.
“Hello there!”
The door of the cottage opened, and Dennis waved at me. He had turned the outside light on, and he stood underneath the welcoming glow.
“Hi, Dennis.” I waved back. “I’m sorry I haven’t come over, but I’ve been busy. And tonight I’m meeting Trevor here.”
He laughed and gestured me over. “He’ll be fashionably late,” he said. “He’ll know to check in with me. Come on in. I’ll fix you a cup of tea while you wait.” 
Even though it was summer, there was a bit of a chill in the air. I would’ve taken a jacket with me if I hadn’t been in such a rush. And a cup of tea was always nice. Smiling, I accepted Dennis’s information. 
The cottage was modest, one big space with a sitting area, a kitchen, a door that I imagined led to a bathroom, and a bed in the corner. It was all neat and tidy. I sat down on a comfy couch in the main room.
“This is a very welcoming place,” I told Dennis, and he thanked me.
“My family has lived in this cottage for years,” he said. He cocked his head at me. “So you’re meeting Trevor? I thought there might be something between the two of you. History does have a way of repeating itself.” 
I shook my head emphatically, embarrassed that I could feel myself blushing. 
“I don’t really know him,” I said. “It’s way too soon to think about that.”
“I see you did not inherit Rosalind’s romantic impetuousness.” He waggled his finger at me. “Or you’re resisting it as hard as you can.”
“We’ll have to wait and see,” I told him.
Dennis walked into his kitchen area. 
“Now, Sage and Rowan have raved about your tea,” he told me. “And I’d like to make you a family recipe, dandelion tea. Have you ever had it before?”
I told him I hadn’t.
“Then you’re in for a treat,” he said, setting the kettle on to boil.
“Can I help?” I asked.
He shook his head. “As I said, this is a family recipe. You understand. Some things need to be secret. Please just relax.” He turned his broad back to me, shielding his process. 
I sat in silence for a moment and then felt compelled to talk.
“I hope you’ll visit the shop sometime. I would love for you to try my tea.”
“I’d like to,” Dennis said. He was rummaging in his pantry for different ingredients. I had thought that dandelion tea would just be the stalks of the flower, but he was bringing out several jars and bags. “I often get so busy here, I don’t get into town as much as I would like.”
“So how do you like working with Trevor?” I asked. 
“I’ll be forever grateful to him,” Dennis said. “I was in a bit of a pinch. None of us has ever made much money watching out for this house and the grounds. It was low-pay work where I had to chase off kids who wanted to make this place their secret clubhouse or their party house or their own private love shack. I made sure the house and the grounds stayed all right. But when Trevor came, he raised my wages. He made me do more interesting work, rewiring the house, making it fit for the tours.”
The kettle whistled. Dennis picked it up, his broad back to me. Then he placed the kettle back and glanced at the clock.
“I’ll be over in a couple of minutes,” he said. “I just need to let it steep.”
I noticed there was only one mug.
“You’re not having tea?” I asked.
He wrinkled his nose. “Never had a taste for it myself.” 
There was a moment of awkward silence, and then Dennis said, “I can’t tell you the recipe for the tea, but I can tell you another secret that may be of interest. Did you know there were secret passageways in Whittaker House?”
That caught my attention. “I did not,” I said. “That’s fascinating. Will that be part of Trevor’s tour?”
He laughed. “In a way.” His voice grew deeper, conspiratorial. “Trevor and I thought it up together. When Trevor gives the tour, I’ll hide in there. Then I can jimmy with the lights and the temperature. Get it? That’s how we make it a haunted house.”
“Oh,” I said. I tried to sound interested rather than disappointed and disapproving. “Is that what happened at the reopening?”
“Of course,” he said. “I was back there, and then I slipped out when I heard the commotion. I really think it will be a crowd-pleaser. We’ll mix it up, of course, so that people will keep coming back.” For a moment, he seemed lost in a wonderful dream. “And Trevor’s going to teach me about social media. I’m going to be making videos that I can post, you know—get people interested all around the world.”
“Did you tell Chief Davis about all this?” I asked.
That broke the spell. He looked aghast. “Of course I didn’t. Trevor is going to continue with the tours. I couldn’t give that away. And now I’ve trusted you with that information. You seem like a nice, young, pretty woman, someone who would keep her word. I hope I wasn’t wrong.”
But I had never promised him anything. He had just told me. 
“It’s weird Trevor isn’t here yet,” I said. My eyes scanned the room. I didn’t want to look at Dennis right now. And that’s when I saw it: a long-sleeved denim shirt hanging up on a hook on the wall. There was a splotch on one of the sleeves. It looked a lot like red paint. 
Dennis came over with the tea. It was a murky green color, and it smelled bitter and nasty. 
“Try it,” he said. He had a weird smile on his face, and he kept his eyes on me.
Slowly, I lifted up the mug. Every instinct in my body told me not to take even one sip of it. At the last minute, I turned and pitched the hot liquid at him. 
He let out a yell and dodged the tea. I ran toward the door. But before I got there, he grabbed my ankles and I fell with a thud.
“That wasn’t very nice,” he said, holding me down. I squirmed to get away, but I couldn’t move.
“You came to my shop,” I said. “You painted that word on my window.” 
“I did,” Dennis said. “It was all part of our plan.”
I heard footsteps then, and the door swung open. Trevor made one of his grand entrances. He looked down at us and arched his brow.
“Well, this is off script,” he said to Dennis.
“She didn’t drink the tea,” Dennis said. “She threw it at me, but I got out of the way.”
“And that,” Trevor said, “is why we’re partners. Now, where can I find some rope?”
I closed my eyes and tried to think. My knowledge of tea had saved me up to this point. How could I get out of this?
“But we have chemistry!” I shouted to Trevor. I kept it in the present tense, pretending that it was still a viable option.
Trevor laughed, and I felt the ropes tighten around my wrists, my ankles.
“Make some more of that tea,” he said to Dennis. “I’m going to give you a poetic death,” he said in my ear. “I’ll carry you over like a princess to your favorite place, that white bench and that tree. And then you’ll have some tea. And I’ll do it all to honor the chemistry.”
He lifted me up and I tried to fight, but it was useless. 
“You won’t get away with it,” I told him.
Trevor just laughed. “Do you think anyone in Whittaker is going to care about a witch?”
“My cat will care,” I said, “and so will my customers. We’re part of this town, too.”
He set me down on the white bench by the tree.
“You’re threatening me with a cat and your little coven? Do you think I’d be afraid of them?” He looked at me and shook his head sadly. “If you hadn’t been on such a mission, if you had just kept to yourself and made your tea, we wouldn’t be here. Or maybe we would, playing our turn as star-crossed lovers under the tree. Who knows?” 
I could see Dennis in the cottage window. I was sure he’d be out with my tea at any moment.
“So, you killed Aunt Adeline and Hugh.”
Trevor looked affronted. “A gentleman like me? Of course not.” He lowered his voice. “Dennis did it. I just told him what to do.”
“But why would you want that to happen?”
“Your aunt,” Trevor whispered, “wanted to change things. She thought she and Hugh would announce their love, and everything would fall in line. She wanted the Whittakers and the witches to get along. I like the way things are.”
“But then why did you have to kill Hugh?”
“I was counting on my father staying weak,” Trevor said. “He tried. After I counseled him, he didn’t meet Addie in the woods. He stood her up. Then he tried to convince himself that Chloe was the one.” He sighed. “All that youth and adoration. I thought that would keep him content. But for what it’s worth, despite all his paranoia and fear, I believe he really loved your aunt. I couldn’t trust that he wouldn’t do something that would end up hurting our name, our brand. And it was time for me to be the head of the family. It just all made sense.”
Dennis came out of the cabin holding the tea mug. And that’s when I felt a gentle breeze. A leaf from the tree fell and landed on Trevor’s head. It surprised him, this small leaf from this mighty tree. Somehow it gave me hope. Then I heard a rustle in the grass, and I saw a glimmer of eyes and heard meows. To my amazement, I heard Rumor’s voice.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’re here.”
There must have been twenty of them, cats of all shapes and sizes, with apparently one collective intent: to rescue me. And right there with them, Sage stood in her green cloak with Rowan by her side. 
“You have got to be kidding me,” Trevor said.
“Dennis,” Sage said. “What are you doing?”
Dennis kept his eyes away from them. “You need to leave now!” he yelled.
“He’s right.” Trevor stood up from the bench. “You’re trespassing. Get off my land, or I’ll call the police.”
Rowan held up his phone. “No worries,” he said. “I just did that.” He waved at me. “Hello, Ella. We’ve come for you.”
“Dennis has poison in that mug,” I called out to them. “They were going to pour it down my throat and kill me.”
“Were they now?” Sage said. And with one magnificent yowl, the cats charged Dennis, surrounding him, leaping on him until his feet tangled up and the mug fell to the ground.
“If I were you,” Sage said, looking down at Dennis, “I’d stay there. I wouldn’t want to mess with a cat, much less a group of felines ready to fight.” She gave him one last look. “I’m so disappointed,” she said. “I thought we believed in the same things.”
Trevor looked like he was about to run. But Rumor led another group of cats over to him, and they encircled him.
“You could try to escape,” I said, “but cats are fast, and they’re focused. And I think if my knowledge of history is correct here, they might have collected some grudges against Whittakers.”
Trevor glowered at me. “I should have duct-taped your mouth.”
“Wow,” I said. “You sure know how to talk nice to a girl.”
I heard the sirens then. Chief Davis arrived with his officers. They untied my ropes and listened to what we had to say. Rumor stayed by my side and purred extra loudly when Chief Davis took Trevor and Dennis into custody. After they left, Sage pointed out the catnip to the cats. She picked up a basket from Dennis’s porch and collected some herbs and fruits.
I hugged Rowan.
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled into his jacket.
“You had to find out for sure,” he said. 
We sat on the bench with Rumor, enjoying each other’s company. 
When Sage came back to join us, she sat right next to me. Her cloak fell over my wrist, and I felt the pain go away.
“How did you know?” I whispered to her.
“Rumor,” Sage said. “He came to visit us. Then we went to the woods and collected the cats. They all came when Rumor called.”
I looked over at my cat in wonder.
“I went out our apartment window,” he said. “You know how you keep it open to catch that summer breeze? Well, it’s wide enough for me. Then I jumped down from the roof.”
“Quite a brave cat,” Rowan said.
“An amazing familiar,” Sage added.
This had never happened to me before. I was grinning and crying at the same time.
“Is there any chance you’d come back to work at the shop?” I said. “I have so much to learn from you.”
Sage hugged me. And with that cloak encircling my body, I felt the remaining pain ease away.
“I’d like that,” Sage said.
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“And that’s how Rumor, Sage, Rowan, and I took down Dennis and brought the case to a close,” I concluded. 
The ghosts of Aunt Adeline and Hugh smiled at Rumor and me. Hugh had insisted that Adeline sit in her chair by the bed, and I had brought over a kitchen table chair for him, parking it close to Adeline. Hugh sat and held her hand.
“So, Dennis killed both of us,” Hugh said.
“Yes,” I said, “although I don’t think he would have done it if it hadn’t been for Trevor.” A look of pain crossed Hugh’s face. “I’m sorry,” I said. 
“Don’t be,” Hugh said. “My son wanted wealth. He wanted power. I’m sure he loved the idea of being the Whittaker patriarch.”
“He’s trying to change his story now,” I said. “He’s saying that it was all Dennis’s doing. But I will testify in court about what happened that night.”
“I was out on the balcony,” Hugh said. “I had just had a fight with Chloe. I was drunk, wondering what I was doing, feeling like I had lost all my senses, certainly my moral compass.” He looked at Adeline. “I was a shiftless coward. And somehow you loved me. And you’ve forgiven me.”
He locked eyes with Aunt Adeline, and they glowed. For a moment, they seemed lost in their own world. Then Aunt Adeline turned her attention back to us.
“We will need to start lessons,” she said. “You both have untapped powers that I can help you discover.”
I smiled at Rumor. “We’re ready,” I said. 
“I believe you are,” Aunt Adeline said. “Now, we really must be going. We’re still getting used to this new life.”
And with a twinkle and then a flash, they disappeared from our view.
Rumor settled himself onto his pillow.
“Good night, beloved cat,” I said.
“Good night, beloved witch.”
That night, I dreamed again of Whittaker House. A woman came out the front door. At first, I thought it was Rosalind. Then she raised her head, and her green eyes smoldered into me.
“I’ll see you soon,” my mother said.
My scream woke up Rumor.
“We really need to work with Aunt Adeline,” I told him. “We have some challenges up ahead.”
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Do you want to read what happens next? Preorder Murder and Mishaps, Book 2 in the Witches of Whittaker series now!

Would you like to read more talking cat cozies by Wendy Ledger? Try Boardwalk Betrayal, the first in the Maggie and Pepper Mysteries series. 
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