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            Content Warning

         
         This is a paranormal romance for adult readers. It contains adult humor, language, situations, and sexual content and scenes.

         
         Other potential triggers in this book include: past, off-the-page death of a parent/pet; past, off-the-page child neglect/abuse;
            past, off-the-page divorce of a cheating spouse; paranormal violence; and the unethical use of magic.
         

         
         To ensure that the mental health themes in this book have been handled with the care they deserve, a licensed therapist was
            consulted throughout the writing process. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I’m ripping weeds from between the bricks of my front walkway when a Summer Person wanders over from the rental next door.

         
         “Why, hello, there!” she cries as she picks her way across what had once been my home’s beautifully manicured front lawn.

         
         But now the lush green grass has turned to bare patches of dry dirt, the flowers have all died, and there’s a stray cat living
            under the steps to my front porch.
         

         
         “Are you Dr. Francesca Giovanni?” the Summer Person asks in a too-cheerful tone.

         
         “Frankie.” Dealing with Summer People is the price you have to pay for living in paradise, Dad always said. “You can call
            me Frankie. How can I help you?”
         

         
         Not How are you doing. Not Good to meet you. Because it’s clear how the woman is doing: not great, if the way she’s hugging her thick, knee-length cardigan around herself
            on such a warm September day is any indication.
         

         
         And I’m not sure whether it’s good to meet her. She looks like she may have a problem that’s even worse than a stray cat under her porch—a problem she’s about to unload on me. 

         
         “I just wanted to introduce myself,” she says, still with obviously false cheer. “I’m Ruth Baumgarten, your new neighbor.
            My husband and I recently moved in next door.”
         

         
         I don’t bother pointing out the many factual errors in this statement. Mrs. Baumgarten is not my new neighbor. She is merely
            renting my neighbor Ash Merit’s house so that she can escape her own life for the next thirty days. After that she and her
            husband will leave, and then Ash—or rather, the management company he’s hired—will find new renters. Ash himself has never
            spent more than a night or two in the house. He bought it last year as a vacation rental property.
         

         
         And Mrs. Baumgarten does not just want to introduce herself. She wants something from me. Summer People always want something. Never mind that Labor Day
            is long past so technically, summer is over. A Summer Person is always a Summer Person, no matter what day it is.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry to bother you while you’re, um, gardening.” The well-toned, middle-aged white woman glances uncertainly at the
            weeds I’ve flung around.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m not too sure gardening is the word for it, either.” I steal a look at the front porch. No movement, despite the
            mound of tuna I’ve left on a paper plate in the dirt beside the steps. What is wrong with this cat? “Is there something I
            can help you with?”
         

         
         I ask this not because I’m such a kind person, but because the sooner Mrs. Baumgarten leaves, the sooner I can go back to pretending I’m weeding, and not trying to lure a stray cat into my house like a crazy person. 

         
         “Oh, yes.” Her gaze flickers briefly back toward Ash’s house. “This is going to sound odd, but I . . . well, I heard that
            you’re good with . . . unusual phenomena.”
         

         
         “Really?” This is a new one. Most Summer People only ever want to know the town’s recycling schedule or where they can find
            the freshest produce, even though I happen to know all of this information is listed in a binder sitting in Ash’s house. I
            know this because I’m the one who made the binder, then demanded that my friend Rochelle, who works at the rental company,
            put it there so Ash’s renters would stop coming over to ask me these things. “Who told you that?”
         

         
         “Oh,” Mrs. Baumgarten says. “The man who lives with you.”

         
         I don’t live with a man. At least, not anymore.

         
         Buy your own home, Dad said. It’ll be a good investment, Dad said.
         

         
         What Dad failed to mention is that when you buy your own home, you have to do everything, like weeding and catching stray
            cats, yourself . . . especially when the person you bought it with decides to dump you and take off in a catamaran to sail
            around the world with his yoga instructor.
         

         
         Then I realize Mrs. Baumgarten isn’t talking about my ex, Richard, but my younger brother. “Oh, you must mean Mark.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mark.” Mrs. Baumgarten smiles—though not with her eyes, I notice. They remain anxious. “That’s what he said his name was. I ran
            into him yesterday as he was leaving your place, and I just happened to mention my concern. He said I ought to speak to you
            about it.”
         

         
         “Concern?” I purposefully bought a house on the edge of a nature preserve so I could have a minimum of nosy neighbors telling me their concerns. 

         
         Just my luck to get someone renting next door who wants to do exactly that.

         
         “Yes, it’s very concerning. I’m sure your young man must have thought I was insane.” Mrs. Baumgarten is laughing at herself,
            but the laughter has an edge to it. “But he was kind enough to listen, and I truly was at the end of my rope. Normally, I
            don’t believe in this kind of thing, but there’s just no other explanation for what happened.”
         

         
         I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that she called Mark my “young man” when she goes on, “I read that West Harbor
            has very little crime—that people around here don’t even bother to lock their doors. I mean, just look at this place.”
         

         
         She gestures back toward Ash’s house, a gorgeous multi-deck three-bedroom with views that, like mine, look out over Walker
            Lake, the twenty-nine-acre wooded island in the center of it (imaginatively named “Center Island” by Colonial settlers), and
            the thick woods of the nature preserve across the water.
         

         
         Unlike mine, however, Ash’s house also features a three-car garage, wine cellar, sauna, private dock complete with four personal
            watercraft, kayaks, vintage wooden speedboat, and a massive stereo system with outdoor speakers all around his deck. Twice
            this past summer I’ve had to sneak over to that deck in the middle of the night and snip the cables to those speakers because
            Ash tends to rent to people who think it’s perfectly acceptable to blast Jimmy Buffett outdoors at top volume all day and
            night, including when they’re out on the lake in the boat and too far away even to hear it.
         

         
         I have nothing against music—even Jimmy Buffett—except when it’s disturbing the pastoral tranquility of the lake.

         
         Fortunately Ruth Baumgarten doesn’t look like much of a fan of yacht rock, Jimmy Buffett or otherwise.

         
         “It’s so lovely,” she goes on, glancing back at me. “You’d never suspect.”

         
         “Suspect?”

         
         “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I bought five hundred dollars’ worth of wine and other groceries when we
            got here, and then yesterday morning, when I woke up and went into the kitchen, it was gone.”
         

         
         “Gone?” I’m startled. And it takes a lot to startle me. “What do you mean gone?”
         

         
         “Gone,” she repeats. “All except the frozen cauliflower-crust pizza. I guess the dead don’t care for cauliflower.”
         

         
         “The dead?”

         
         “Yes. It’s the only explanation.” Mrs. Baumgarten is still white-knuckling her cardigan. “It’s not the money that bothers
            me; it’s the fact that this morning when I checked it, the front door was still locked. Yet everything I bought is gone, except
            the pizza crust. They even took my reusable grocery totes.”
         

         
         My reply—“I’m so sorry that happened to you”—comes out automatically. My mind is reeling. I can’t think what else to say.

         
         But it doesn’t matter, because Mrs. Baumgarten isn’t finished.

         
         “It can’t have been humans because they left my jewelry.” She releases the cardigan long enough to gesture at the diamond
            solitaire at her throat, which is only slightly smaller than the ones on her fingers. “And all of the electronics. I would
            think that a human would have taken those. Those are things you can sell.”
         

         
         “Right,” I say. I try to keep my tone as soothing as when I speak to my patients. “Have you called the police?”

         
         “No, I waited to tell you.”

         
         “Me?” Now I’m the confused one. “Why me?”
         

         
         “Because Mark said you’d be able to help. It’s clear the house is haunted, and you’re a parapsychologist, aren’t you?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I’m going to kill Mark.

         
         “Psychologist,” I correct my new neighbor. “Not a parapsychologist.”

         
         Mrs. Baumgarten looks bewildered. “You don’t study psychic phenomena?”

         
         “No.” The next time I see him, Mark is dead. So dead. “My specialty is financial therapy.”

         
         “Financial therapy?” Mrs. Baumgarten looks even more bewildered, but I’m used to that. Hardly anyone has heard of what I do
            for a living.
         

         
         “Three-quarters of Americans report feeling stressed about money,” I explain. “I try to help my patients figure out ways to
            manage that stress.”
         

         
         “Oh, no.” Now she looks embarrassed. “I’m so sorry. I must have misunderstood—”
         

         
         “You didn’t misunderstand,” I assure her. “Mark’s my little brother. He loves playing pranks.”

         
         “Pranks?”

         
         I don’t blame her. I blame my brother. Mark knew this poor woman would buttonhole me with her claims of paranormal phenomena
            the minute I walked out my front door. He must have had a good laugh at the idea.
         

         
         And it’s a shame, because Ruth Baumgarten—with her graying bob and thick sweater—seems like a nice woman, if maybe a little
            high-strung.
         

         
         But who wouldn’t be after being robbed by “ghosts”?

         
         “Yes, I’m afraid Mark considers himself a bit of a comedian. I’m sure he thought he was being funny.” I continue to try to
            keep my tone soothing and upbeat. No need to let this lady know that later on today, I’m going to murder my little brother.
            “But your house isn’t haunted. I’m guessing someone broke into it—probably someone who has the code to the lockbox.”
         

         
         Or possibly someone who still has a copy of the key. Did Ash even bother changing the locks after he bought the house from
            my wonderful former neighbors, the Blancos, who never rented out the place to Summer People?
         

         
         The woman blinks. “But who would take such inexpensive things and leave the rest?”

         
         “Judging by the fact that all the alcohol is gone, it was probably just some local kids. I’m betting they used your tote bags
            to carry it away.”
         

         
         “Teenagers?” She looks shocked. “You think it was teenagers?”
         

         
         “I do. Not many of them care for cauliflower pizza crust. If you haven’t called the police or the rental agency, I’d be happy
            to do it for you.”
         

         
         I avoid mentioning why I’m so happy to do these things: I’m delighted to do anything that might make life more difficult for Ash.
         

         
         “Oh, thank you,” Mrs. Baumgarten cries. “Thank you for that. You can’t know how nervous I was coming over here to talk to you. My husband
            said—well, he said not to. He thought you’d think I was insane.”
         

         
         “Not at all.” I would never use a term like insane to describe anyone except myself—not even a Summer Person who thinks the house she’s rented is haunted. “I’ll ask my friend
            at the property management company to see if they can change the code to the lockbox, and maybe even the locks.”
         

         
         I sound like the most responsible, caring neighbor in the world. No one would ever suspect the true reason I’m so willing
            to do this: I’m hoping Ash will be so annoyed, he’ll sell.
         

         
         It’s not an unrealistic dream. Ash doesn’t even live here. He lives in Manhattan—at least according to his LinkedIn profile,
            which, yes, I did check the minute I learned his full name. Surprisingly, he’s listed there as Ashraf Merit, not the more conventional Asher or Ashton I was expecting based on his Entitled Finance Bro vibe (LinkedIn says he
            works as a financial advisor for the pretentiously named Olympus Foundation, a “privately owned charitable trust”).
         

         
         I’ve only ever seen him from a distance. He’s certainly never bothered to say hello to me or any of our other neighbors during
            his brief visits to West Harbor. He’s the very definition of an absentee homeowner.
         

         
         “Calling the agency is a good idea.” Mrs. Baumgarten is glancing nervously back at her rental. “I’m not sure how comfortable
            I feel staying in the house anymore. I think . . . well, I think I’m going to cancel.”
         

         
         “Oh, no!” I say this only to be polite. Harbor Hideaways, the property management company Ash uses, has a ninety-day notice cancellation policy. Ruth Baumgarten is never going to get a dime of her money back. 

         
         I don’t mention any of this to my soon-to-be-former neighbor, however.

         
         “But that makes sense,” is all I say out loud. “Anyone would feel uncomfortable after something like this. It’s a violation.”

         
         “Thank you.” Her hand creeps up to the collar of her cardigan again. “But it isn’t only that. David—that’s my husband—keeps
            saying that maybe we should have rented in the Hamptons instead.”
         

         
         No kidding. But a vacation rental in the Hamptons, even off-season, costs three times as much as one in West Harbor . . .
            at least one here on Walker Lake. Beachfront is more expensive.
         

         
         Still, Ash will have a hard time finding a new tenant for his house this late in the season. Everyone who has the money to
            waste on a thirty-day September rental has already booked theirs, so he’s going to be out of luck.
         

         
         I should be ashamed of how happy this thought makes me. But I’m not.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” I say again. And I am sorry. For her.

         
         “It’s all right. This whole thing is probably my fault, anyway.” Mrs. Baumgarten grimaces self-deprecatingly. “I’m the one
            who still insisted we book a place in West Harbor, even after I heard about the missing girls.”
         

         
         This throws me. I’d been assuming she didn’t know. “You, uh, heard about that, and still wanted to rent here?”

         
         “Well, yes!” Mrs. Baumgarten’s eyes look huge—but not from fear. Excitement. Now that I’ve reassured her it was humans, not paranormal entities, who took her wine, she’s feeling more at ease. “West Harbor has become globally recognized as a place of spiritual enlightenment! My friend Joanne was here last summer for the West Harbor Witch Riot and said it was transformative. I’ve never seen her look so good. She came back glowing.”
         

         
         A chill passes through me, even though it’s so warm out. “So you rented in West Harbor because of—?”
         

         
         “Of course! But I expected to encounter witches like Joanne did—not ghosts!” She shakes her head. “Ghosts are a totally different
            story.”
         

         
         I blink. I should have known. Mrs. Baumgarten isn’t here to enjoy the pastoral tranquility of the lake. She’s here for the
            same reason as so many other Summer People lately: because of the witches.
         

         
         The witches of West Harbor.
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         Mrs. Baumgarten leaves my yard with an actual bounce in her step, she’s so relieved her rental was only broken into and not
            haunted.
         

         
         But her relief doesn’t keep me from going inside and checking the local paper to see if any of the other homes along Lakeview
            Drive have been broken into lately.
         

         
         I can’t find any reports about that. But I do find this:

         
         
            
               
                  West Harbor Daily

               

               
                  Thursday, September 19

                  Connecticut Girl Still Missing

                  By WHD Staff

                  West Harbor—Emma Bridle, 18, of Greenwich, CT, was last seen by her family on the morning of May 23, when she left home for what she said was an overnight sleepover with a friend. 

                  She has not been heard from since. Her parents insist it is unlike their daughter not to text or call.

                  “Emma’s always been very responsible,” says her mother, Stephanie Bridle, 43. “She definitely hasn’t run away.”

                  Though her vehicle was found in the parking lot of West Harbor Beach back in June, police say the discovery has led to no
                     clues about Emma’s current whereabouts—but also insist there are no signs of foul play.
                  

                  “Everything points to Ms. Bridle being missing voluntarily,” said newly appointed Deputy Police Chief Jacqueline Boyle. “As
                     an adult, she has that legal right.”
                  

                  But Emma has already missed fall orientation at Fordham, where she was expected to begin her freshman year at the beginning
                     of September. “She was so excited to be going to college in the fall,” says her mother. “She wouldn’t have missed orientation
                     for the world. Something is seriously wrong.”
                  

                  Emma is not the first young woman to have been reported missing in the West Harbor area this year. Meg Boucher, 19, of Cranbury,
                     NJ, and Bella Krieger, 18, of Rye, NY, have gone missing from the area as well. In total, ten young women who have since been
                     reported missing by their families were last seen in the village of West Harbor. Some don’t believe the disappearances are
                     a coincidence.
                  

                  “It’s because of the witches,” says Mark Giovanni, owner of Mama Giovanni’s Italian Trattoria. “Ever since that thing last
                     year at the courthouse, you can’t swing a dead cat around here without hitting a wannabe witch.”
                  

                  Giovanni is referring to West Harbor’s tricentennial celebration at the courthouse square last fall, when, according to police reports, a sudden, intense thunderstorm caused a large party tent to collapse. While only minor injuries were reported, cell phone footage from the incident went viral, leading to the hashtag #WitchesOfWestHarbor. This has led to an influx of self-identified witches and “witch tourism” to the village, especially after lawmakers formally
                     exonerated residents of Colonial Connecticut who’d been convicted of witchcraft in the early 1600s.
                  

                  Over one million people descended on Salem, MA—20 times the city’s population—last autumn to visit historically significant
                     “witch” sights, generating almost $140,000,000 in local spending. West Harbor mayor Janet Dunleavy believes her village might
                     see the same or even higher numbers this year.
                  

                  When asked if there was a connection between the area’s increase in witch tourism and the missing girls, however, the mayor
                     had no comment.
                  

                  Meanwhile, the Bridle family’s efforts to find their missing daughter continue, even as the West Harbor Police declare the
                     case closed.
                  

               

            

         
         Honestly? I’m not surprised my brother Mark has managed to wheedle his way into the local paper, plugging our family restaurant
            in the process. Mark is good at this kind of thing. Except for the trattoria’s books, which I still handle, he’s been not-so-secretly
            running the place behind Mom’s back for years.
         

         
         What does surprise me is how the Bridles are managing to keep the story of their missing daughter in the news when she’s been gone for so long. Then again, missing girls—especially white girls—are total clickbait. They sell advertising space. 

         
         Still, Jackie is right (it’s so crazy that one of my best friends from high school is now deputy chief of police, especially
            considering how many times she got suspended for cutting class): Emma is probably fine. Girls—and boys—go missing every day,
            especially in the summertime. The vast majority of them return home safely. The teenage years are tempestuous ones—even more
            so now with the Internet thrown into the already heady mix of hormones and social pressures. Wherever Emma and those other
            girls are, they’ll be home soon, probably with a long (and not entirely truthful) story about where they’ve been.
         

         
         I don’t blame the Bridles for catastrophizing, though. We live in uncertain times . . . more uncertain for some of us than
            others, however. Like my brother Mark, for instance. 
         

         
         Remember when you told the new Summer Person next door to me that I’m a parapsychologist? I text him. Well, you’re going to need one. Because the next time I see you, you’re dead.

         
         Satisfied that this message hits exactly the right note, I hit send. Then, with twenty minutes to spare until my next patient,
            I call Rochelle at the rental agency.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she throws cold water all over my dreams of seeing Mrs. Baumgarten get her deposit back, and Ash Merit consequently
            selling his place in a petty man-tantrum.
         

         
         “You know that our rental agreement states that neither Harbor Hideaways nor the owner is responsible for lost property, right,
            Frankie?”
         

         
         “Not even if it was lost through the owner’s negligence?”

         
         “How has Ash been negligent?”
         

         
         “Does Harbor Hideaways change the code on the lockbox after each tenant checks out?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Rochelle sounds tired, and no wonder. This is what she does all day, every day, right up until the first winter frost in October.
            I know because we’ve been friends since high school. I was a bridesmaid at her wedding as well as a comforting shoulder for
            her to cry on during her divorce. Her ex is even more of a loser than mine. She’s still paying off all the gambling debts
            he accrued on their joint credit cards.
         

         
         It’s because of people like Rochelle—not to mention my own family—that I quit bookkeeping and got licensed to become a financial
            therapist in the first place (not that Rochelle is a patient. I would never formally treat a friend). Most of the small business
            owners I know around here are working so hard, they don’t have time to think about saving for emergencies or retirement. It’s
            a real problem—but one to which I can relate, thanks to my own experience.
         

         
         Except that according to Rochelle, I’m the one with the problem right now.
         

         
         “I don’t understand why you hate Ash so much.” I can hear her long fingernails clicking on her keyboard in the background
            as she types. “Every time I talk to him, he’s perfectly nice.”
         

         
         “Wait . . . you’ve talked to him?”
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “I’ve seen Ash a half dozen times since he bought the place, and he’s never spoken to me once.”
         

         
         Worse than that, he’s always kept his cell phone glued to his dark-haired, expensively groomed head, making it impossible to speak to him about his noisy renters without interrupting his very important calls. Every time, he was wearing what my little sister Cat refers to as “business bro” attire: plain toe boots, linen blazer, and dark jeans that fit so snugly, a tailor had to have been involved. 

         
         “Hmm,” Rochelle says when I casually mention this. “Sounds to me like someone has been checking out their new neighbor’s package.”

         
         “Very funny. Just because the guy looks good doesn’t mean he isn’t a creep.”
         

         
         Rochelle sighs. “Oh, Frankie. Is this all because of the speaker thing? Ash says that was an honest mistake.”

         
         “Leaving ‘Margaritaville’ playing on an endless loop on your outdoor speakers overnight is not a mistake, Rochelle. It’s a
            crime.”
         

         
         “It was his last tenants who did that, not Ash. You can’t hold any landlord responsible for what his tenants do.”

         
         Yes, I absolutely can. But instead of saying so, I ask, “What about the pickup truck? That’s his, not his tenants’. Can I
            hold him responsible for that?”
         

         
         “That . . .” Rochelle pauses. She’s having trouble with this one. “I mean, I could see someone from the city being excited
            about the rural property they’ve just bought, and wanting to get a vehicle that matches their new vibe. . . .”
         

         
         “Nice try, Roche. There is no excuse for that truck. None.”

         
         Rochelle’s silence only proves that I’m right. Ash used to come check on his investment property in a boring, but perfectly
            quiet BMW sedan.
         

         
         Then, in an effort to get into his new “country vibe,” he bought a beat-up old Chevy pickup that Mark—a car fanatic—happened to see and declare a “classic” from the 1960s. 

         
         But like anything that peaked in the 1960s, Ash’s truck no longer performs at its best. In fact, the whole neighborhood hears
            it whenever Ash chooses to grace us with his presence. His every coming and going is announced with a deafeningly loud PUTT PUTT PUTT.

         
         Since he only seems to show up when I’m having an online session in my home office with a distressed patient (who can’t hear
            the truck, because the sound is muted by my earbuds), I have to ask myself: What kind of asshole doesn’t have a muffler?
         

         
         You don’t have to be a licensed therapist to know the answer is: one who is insecure over the size of his dick.

         
         Rochelle bursts out laughing when I say this, even though I’m not trying to be funny.

         
         “And what’s with people still wanting to rent here when they know about the missing girls?” I ask when she’s calmed down.

         
         “Are you kidding me? That’s why so many of them want to rent here. Do you know how many more Fall Foliage packages I’ve sold this year compared to last?”
            Rochelle seems almost giddy. “No one is even complaining about the leaves still being green. They’re only here to take selfies
            while they play amateur detective.”
         

         
         I know I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. People love being scared . . . just not too scared. “That makes sense, I guess. No one likes hearing about a missing kid, but a missing adult—”
         

         
         “Especially an attractive one with tons of online followers like these girls have. I bet anything that they’re all staying in a beach house around here somewhere as part of a collaborative content creation project. What would attract more views than a bunch of missing witch influencers suddenly vanishing in a town known for its paranormal events?” 

         
         “One paranormal event, Rochelle,” I remind her. “Only one, and it was later determined to have been a microburst.”
         

         
         “How do you know? You weren’t even there that night, Frankie.”

         
         It’s true. I wasn’t. My ex and I had tickets to attend last year’s “Celebration in the Square,” where the alleged paranormal
            event took place, but a patient of mine who’d just learned his wife had used over twenty grand of their retirement savings
            to buy crypto—a notoriously unstable investment—booked an emergency session. So Richard went to the event without me, saying
            we shouldn’t let both tickets go to waste.
         

         
         This was fine with me. Just because two people are married doesn’t mean they have to be joined at the hip. Richard and I used
            to do a lot of things separately. Most things, if I’m being honest.
         

         
         I probably should have realized then that this was a red flag. But I missed it, just like I missed so many other red flags
            where my ex was concerned.
         

         
         “Damn.” I glance at my watch, which doubles as a fitness tracker for when I’m running or doing laps in the lake. “I have to
            go. I need to change so I look presentable from the waist up for my next patient. Will you at least check the lockbox situation
            and try to get Mrs. Baumgarten a refund?”
         

         
         “Sure, I’ll try. But no guarantees.”

         
         That’s all I need to hear. After promising that we’ll do drinks later, I hang up, then glance through my living room window.

         
         The paper plate I’d left by the front porch is blowing listlessly in the unseasonably warm breeze. There’s no sign of the
            tuna that had weighed it down—or of the stray cat that I assume has eaten it. Everything seems quiet over at Ash’s place . . .
            for now.
         

         
         Which is another thing: Why did they pick Ash’s place to rob, out of all the houses around the lake? It’s certainly a nice house—larger than mine and more recently renovated—but
            otherwise almost exactly the same. 
         

         
         So why him? What’s so special about Ash Merit?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         Well, this sucks.

         
         Not that I don’t get why Mrs. Baumgarten is so upset. My wallet’s been stolen a few times, and while I wouldn’t say that left
            me feeling “violated” like the old lady is saying she feels, it was still a huge pain in the ass.
         

         
         But Rochelle at the rental place says the old lady was really scared . . . scared enough to go next door to the neighbor’s
            for help.
         

         
         Just my luck that the neighbor she chose was Francesca Giovanni.
         

         
         As if this isn’t bad enough, Mrs. Baumgarten then tried to get Francesca to do an exorcism or something. Apparently, she thought
            Francesca was a parapsychologist, and that the place is haunted.
         

         
         Francesca Giovanni. The old lady asked Francesca Giovanni to do an exorcism. 
         

         
         Francesca Giovanni is a doctor. I know because I found her page online—not that I was stalking her, or anything. I was just curious. She’s my neighbor, after all. 

         
         I’ve overheard her a few times when she and her ex—who I like to call Dr. Dick, because he is one—were out on their back deck,
            drinking coffee or grilling or whatever, and didn’t notice me over on the deck next door, thanks to all the trees. They were
            always talking about scientific studies and books I’ve never even heard of. Never once did I hear them talking about tacos,
            or other people, or whatever new spy drama just dropped on Netflix like my friends and I do. Francesca’s clearly very smart.
         

         
         But Dr. Giovanni not only has brains, she has beauty, too, with those huge dark eyes and all that long brown hair. Too bad
            she wears it pulled back so tightly into a single braid—although it’s a good style for a swimmer. I’ve caught sight of her
            in her bright red swimsuit a few times, heading down the steep wooded hill in the back of our houses to the lake for her daily
            early morning laps. I know I shouldn’t look, but I can’t help myself. I have to watch as she dives into the water, then swims so hard for Center Island in her very functional and not-at-all-sexy swimsuit,
            that long, tight braid trailing behind her.
         

         
         I don’t know what Dr. Dick was thinking, leaving a woman like that. I heard he had a piece on the side all along, and that
            he’s run off with her to sail around the world or some shit.
         

         
         This doesn’t surprise me, since Dr. Dick is an actual dick. I’m positive he’s the one who snuck over and cut the wires to my outdoor speakers—twice. I’m glad Francesca got rid
            of him. The first thing he said to me that morning we met was, “Please don’t let your Japanese knotweed creep into my yard.
            It’s an invasive species, you know.”
         

         
         I have no idea what Japanese knotweed is, and I don’t care. All I know is that “his” yard looks a lot better since Dr. Dick went away. Francesca’s obviously a fan of sustainable landscaping, since she seems to be letting the place go back to its natural state—leafy and wild, like the woods in the nature preserve. It looks great. 

         
         Almost as great as she does.

         
         Unfortunately, she doesn’t even know I’m alive. But she’s going to know who I am now, thanks to Mrs. Baumgarten.

         
         Is this the way I was hoping to meet Francesca Giovanni? No, it is not.

         
         I don’t even know why I’m stressing so much over what she thinks of me. She’s not exactly my type. For one thing, she’s way
            too serious. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile.
         

         
         And for another, she’s way too tall. I know it’s sizeist, but I’ve always liked it when a girl has to tilt her head up to
            look at me. The best are those small, giggly girls you can lift up and sling over your shoulder and carry around—which is
            definitely not Francesca Giovanni. She’s nearly as tall as I am. And somehow she gives off the impression that if any guy ever tried to
            lift her up, she’d knee him in the balls.
         

         
         Which I’m embarrassed to say only makes me want to get to know her more. I love a challenge. And I’ve been told (by my ex,
            Nicole) that I’m a pretty charming guy. “Funny and charming” were her exact words.
         

         
         But I’ve never had a chance to show Francesca my charming or funny side because she’s never so much as acknowledged my existence, even though I’ve tried so hard to get her to notice
            me. I thought for sure when I bought the truck she’d say something to me. Everyone notices that truck.
         

         
         But not Francesca.

         
         Oh, well. I’ll head up to West Harbor as soon as I can and apologize to her. Maybe I’ll even bring her flowers or muffins or something. Isn’t that what neighbors do? 

         
         But first I have to find Emma Bridle.

         
         I know it’s weird for a financial advisor to have a side hustle, but I was born with what my friends and I jokingly refer
            to as “a particular set of skills.” I’ve always been good at finding lost things—people, pets, wallets, keys, paperwork, you
            name it. If it’s lost, I’m going to find it, and everyone back at Olympus knows it.
         

         
         Which is why I wasn’t too surprised when my boss Guy burst into my office a few weeks back, slammed a copy of the New York Post onto my desk, and said, “Find her,” while pointing to Emma’s photo on the front page.
         

         
         I’d lifted the paper and looked the photo over. Because I love a challenge so much, if someone—particularly my boss—asks me
            to find someone, I’m never going to say no—at least, not right away.
         

         
         But I’ve been doing this a long time, and one thing I’ve learned is that not everyone who is missing wants to be found. Maybe
            they haven’t contacted their loved ones for a reason: Maybe they don’t like them. Maybe their dad, like mine, is a douchebag,
            and they don’t want to be found by him. Or maybe they just need a break.
         

         
         That’s why my first question is always: “Are we sure they want to be found?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Guy said, tapping on the young woman’s photo. “It’s extremely out of character for her to disappear like this. And
            because she’s over eighteen and there’s no sign of foul play, the police don’t seem to be putting much effort into finding
            her.”
         

         
         “Hmmm.” I’d stared down at the full-color photo. The headline “Witch Way Did She Go?” was emblazoned across it, a reference to the fact that Emma is known to be an enthusiastic follower of witchcraft and magic communities online. 

         
         “This is the one who disappeared in West Harbor.” I don’t follow the news too much, but even I had heard about this girl.

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “Why is she so special? I thought there were a bunch of girls who—”

         
         “This one is family.” Guy’s hand smacked down onto Emma’s photo. “Second cousin, twice removed.”

         
         “Does she know that?”
         

         
         “I doubt it. But I’m told her parents are devastated.” Guy tapped on the photo. “So I want you to find her.”

         
         “And we definitely think something bad happened to her? Because I’ve got to be honest, I get the feeling that she’s missing
            because she wants to be, not because she’s being held against her—”
         

         
         Guy was having none of that. “No.” Tap. “This has gone on long enough.” Double tap. “Find. Emma. Bridle.”
         

         
         So that’s what I’m going to do. It’s kind of convenient, in a way. After all, I own a house in the same town in which Emma
            was last seen . . . a house that happens to be right next door to Dr. Francesca Giovanni, to whom it appears I owe an apology.
         

         
         So in a way, I guess I should be thanking Mrs. Baumgarten. Because of her, it looks like I’m finally going to have an excuse
            to talk to Francesca Giovanni.
         

         
         First though? I have to find Emma Bridle.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
         The campfire burns and crackles in the night air, casting our faces with a warm orange glow.

         
         “If only we had some marshmallows,” I say, and a few of the other girls laugh, which is exactly what I wanted them to do.

         
         But not Haley. Haley never laughs anymore.

         
         “Is this funny to all of you?” she demands as she stands in front of the fire in her long white robe. “This is a coven, not
               summer camp. What we’re doing here is serious.”

         
         “Sorry.” I should have known better. I’ve been trying hard to stay on Haley’s good side. I know what happens to people who
               don’t. “I was just joking. I mean, I do love s’mores, and it would be great if—”

         
         “What would be great is if you stopped talking,” Haley says.

         
         I shut up—but not before exchanging a look with Meg, sitting across the fire from me. She widens her eyes at me, sympathetic.
               She gets it.

         
         For a long time we revered Haley, who can cast a glamour stronger than any witch’s I’ve ever seen, and has a plan for how to save our planet, which is spinning on a seemingly unstoppable path toward complete annihilation.

         
         But now I feel a little afraid of her—and it’s not only because she says Hecate has spoken to her.

         
         Hecate is one of the most powerful and mysterious goddesses of all time. She rules over magic, the moon, the Underworld, and
               more. The only goddess more powerful than Hecate is her great-great-grandmother, Gaia, the primordial mother goddess.

         
         But it’s Hecate who is supposed to be the protector of witches.

         
         Except that I haven’t felt protected in a long time. And neither—she confided in me the other night—does Meg.

         
         “It isn’t Haley herself,” Meg whispered to me after the others, including Haley, had gone to sleep. “It’s this place. I think it’s doing something to her—maybe to all of us. And it isn’t anything good, as far as I can see.”

         
         Meg could be right. I’ve done things since coming here that I would never, ever have done back in my old life. Things I’m
               not proud of. Things that—

         
         “Hail Hecate, guardian of the crossroads,” Haley is intoning toward the night sky. “We beg thee to accept our sacrifice on
               this, the first night along our journey toward the darkest part of the year.”

         
         “Sacrifice?” I take what I hope is an imperceptible step back from the circle we’ve made around the fire. Even though Haley
               has explained over and over that there’s no such thing as good magic and bad magic, it’s all down to the intentions of the
               witch, I can’t help it: A sacrifice doesn’t sound good. “What are we sacrificing?”

         
         “That which we love most.” Haley lowers her gaze and stares at me. I’m in trouble again for daring to speak. “What else? Otherwise
               it wouldn’t be a sacrifice worthy of a goddess, would it?”

         
         “I—I guess not.” I glance uncertainly at the other girls. I don’t like the sound of this at all, and neither does Meg. I can
               see her worried expression across the fire.

         
         But the rest of the girls don’t seem bothered. They reach for one another’s hands.

         
         “What’s the matter, Emma?” Haley demands. There’s nothing friendly in her tone—not like when we first met. “You are aware
               that tonight is the autumn equinox—the night that we make a sacrifice to thank the goddess for the fruitful harvest that will
               feed us during our long journey into the darkness of winter, right?”

         
         That’s when I realize Haley isn’t the only one staring at me. All the girls are. Even Meg.

         
         So I step quickly back into the circle around the flames and seize the hands closest to me.

         
         “Yes,” I lie. We’ve been out in these woods for so long, I no longer have any idea what month it is, let alone what day. What
               fruitful harvest is Haley talking about? I really could kill for some marshmallows, let alone a slice of pizza.

         
         “And you believe?” Haley asks me.

         
         “Yes, absolutely, I do.” I know what will happen if I say I don’t. “I do believe.”

         
         “Perfect.” Haley’s dark red lips break into a smile just as the fingers around mine tighten into vises. “Because our sacrifice
               for Hecate tonight is . . . you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “It isn’t funny,” I tell my brother the next time I see him, which happens to be Sunday Gravy at our mother’s house.

         
         “Oh, come on.” Mark gives me the same impish grin he’s been using since he was three years old and got caught with his fingers
            in the biscotti jar. “It’s a little funny.”
         

         
         “It’s not, Mark. Mrs. Baumgarten truly thought I was a parapsychologist who could help with her alleged haunting.”

         
         “Try to see it from my point of view.” Mark assumes the stance of reasonable male business owner dealing with what he clearly
            believes to be a hysterical older woman. “I come to your place to drop off some tuna, fresh from my fish purveyor—which I
            have to say was very thoughtful of me, considering that this is your busy season and I know you aren’t getting out much—and
            this old lady attacks me, claiming she’s been robbed by ghosts. What was I supposed to say?”
         

         
         “How about that there’s no such thing as ghosts, she’s been robbed by humans, and she needs to call the police?”

         
         “I did tell her that. She didn’t believe me. So I did what you always say you do with your patients: I embraced her reality.”
         

         
         “By telling her that I’m a parapsychologist?”
         

         
         “To get her to talk to you, because anyone can tell she needs professional help! I don’t know what you’re so mad about. It
            worked, didn’t it?” He glances at his longtime girlfriend—now wife—Dina, who is sitting nearby, looking gorgeous, as always.
            “Care to bail me out here?” he asks her. “It was a joke.”
         

         
         “I believe that a joke is supposed to be funny.” Dina’s dark eyes glitter with good humor and intelligence over the rim of
            her wineglass as she takes a sip.
         

         
         “Jesus, I’m surrounded by ball-breakers.” Mark always pretends it bugs him when Dina “breaks his balls,” but he’s been with
            her since high school, so I know that’s one of the things about her he loves most. He grew up with four women who treat him
            exactly the same way. “I try to do one nice thing, and this is how I get rewarded. How was the fish, by the way?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t know,” I say. “I left it out for that cat I’ve been trying to lure from beneath my porch steps. I guess he liked
            it, because later I found the plate licked clean.” Stray cat: 1. Me: 0.
         

         
         “You left bluefin tuna out for a stray cat?” Mark almost chokes on his beer. “That’s it. You have officially lost it, Frankie. You’ve been alone
            in that house for way too long. You don’t have a life anymore! Do you ever even go out, except to swim in that lake or come here? You desperately
            need to—”
         

         
         Dina cuts off my little brother. “Mark.”

         
         “—get laid.”

         
         “Mark!” she cries.

         
         “But—”

         
         “Frankie is doing fine, Mark. You’re the one with the problem. You can’t give someone a gift and then try to dictate how they use it. That’s rude.” 

         
         “But bluefin’s more than thirty dollars a pound—”
         

         
         “Give your sister a break, Mark. She’s had a tough year.”

         
         Dina smiles at me—a smile I recognize. It’s a tender and pitying smile, the kind I give to patients who’ve lost their life
            savings to a romance phishing scam.
         

         
         That’s what I am to my family now, thanks to my divorce: a victim. Who apparently needs to get laid.

         
         Before I can tell Mark exactly what I think about his opinions on my sex life, Dina adds, hastily, “Violet was such a great cat.”
         

         
         This is an interesting strategy: Distract me from thinking about my divorce by reminding me of the other recent source of pain in my life, the loss of my beloved pet.
         

         
         Mark seems to catch on to what Dina’s doing. “Yeah, that’s true. Violet was a great cat. I remember when you got her as a little kitten—how old were you then, Frankie, seventeen? You had that cat for
            twenty years! What cat lives for twenty years?”
         

         
         “Most of them, actually, Mark.”

         
         “Not true! That’s a sign of a great pet owner, is what that is. Violet had a great, long life. We should all be as lucky as
            Violet. But you could just report this stray cat to Animal Control, and they’ll come out and set up a live trap for it. Or go to the animal shelter
            and adopt a new cat, one that’s been socialized and isn’t living under your front porch. That’s how normal human beings usually get pets,
            instead of trying to lure them into their homes with expensive tuna.”
         

         
         This is rich coming from Mark, who not only sports twin sleeves of tattoos and hair that is almost as long as mine, but lives with three beagles and a practicing witch. I love Dina, a lawyer who dabbles in both the supernatural and culinary arts in her spare time. I support her belief that practicing witchcraft is a feminist act, since for centuries it was a commonly held opinion that women were more susceptible to corruption by the devil because we’re “weaker” than men, not only physically, but also spiritually and emotionally. That’s why so many more women than men were executed for being “witches.” 

         
         Fortunately only misogynistic weirdos believe this outdated and sexist shit today. But even though I agree with Dina that
            practicing witchcraft can be a healthy path toward spiritual growth and even empowerment, I wouldn’t call either her or my brother “normal.”
         

         
         Which is why I say to Mark, “I’m not certain there is such a thing as ‘normal human behavior.’ But if there is, you’re definitely not qualified to determine what it is.”
         

         
         He bristles as Dina snorts into her wineglass.

         
         “That’s it!” he cries. “I’m not wasting quality seafood on you again, Frankie, especially if you’re just going to turn around
            and give it away to stray cats. And for all you know that old lady is being haunted.”
         

         
         “She isn’t.” I lift a piece of Mom’s garlic bread and nibble on it. Delicious. “She was robbed. And I can prove it.”

         
         I’m not about to go into the details of everything I’ve been doing to help Mr. and Mrs. Baumgarten get their complete—or prorated
            at the very least—refund. But it’s a lot.
         

         
         “Behind you,” Mom warns as she bustles from the kitchen carrying a casserole dish, lobster-shaped pot holders on either hand.
            Mark and Dina leap out of her way. “Look out, this is hot.”
         

         
         “Hmm, smells good.” Mark reaches to pluck off a piece of perfectly crisped cheese from the side of the dish. “As always.”

         
         Mom slaps his hand away, just as she’d done when he was a little boy and tried the same stunt. “Marco, make yourself useful for a change and get me a trivet to put this on.” 

         
         “I’m useful.” Mark grabs a trivet from the sideboard and lays it on the table so Mom can put down the dish. “I made that ziti.”

         
         Our sister Angelica, who has followed Mom out from the kitchen, snorts. “All you did was layer the pasta. Mom made the sauce.”

         
         “Layering the pasta is the hardest part!”

         
         They continue to bicker, just as they have every Sunday for as long as I can remember. Mom started the tradition of Sunday
            Gravy shortly after Dad died. During those first tear-soaked, uncertain weeks, Mom decided to leave the running of the restaurant
            to the weekend staff on Sundays because, she said, “Sunday is a day of rest.”
         

         
         To Mom, “resting” means putting a big pot of homemade tomato sauce on the stove, along with meatballs, Italian sausage, pork,
            and whatever other cuts of meat happen to be around the house, allowing it to simmer all day, then requiring all four of us—myself,
            younger brother Mark, and younger sisters Angelica and Caterina—to show up and eat it with her, no matter our schedules. She
            calls this Sunday Gravy. It’s her way, she says, of honoring Dad, who worked himself into an early grave trying to make the
            restaurant a success and life better for us.
         

         
         Twenty years on, Mark, Angie, Cat, and I are still expected to show up every Sunday for dinner at 4 p.m., so it’s more like lunch . . . only now we’re also expected to bring
            our friends, children, spouses, and even romantic partners . . .
         

         
         Those of us who still have one, anyway.

         
         “Hey, Frankie.” Angie’s husband Troy has come striding into the dining room from Mom’s den, where he’s been watching a ball game. “What’s going on out there by your place? We’ve had a ton of complaints recently of trash being dumped at the Seat.” 

         
         The Seat—or Satan’s Seat, its proper name—is in the middle of Center Island, directly across the lake from my house. It’s
            a pointy rock formation that looks like a throne the Devil might sit on (if one believed in the Devil). I can’t see the Seat
            from my back deck—or even on my daily morning swims to the island’s shore and back—because it’s hidden from view by a thick
            forest of trees, even in the winter when all the leaves have dropped.
         

         
         That’s probably why the Seat has been a haunt for local teens for as long as I can remember. It’s a secluded area they can
            easily boat to, then have sex and/or get drunk and high far from the disapproving eyes of parents . . . but not from law enforcement
            like my brother-in-law Troy, a ranger with Fish and Wildlife.
         

         
         “It’s been a real mess this summer,” he goes on with relish. “Lots of partying. We’ve been finding empty wine bottles and
            beer cans every single day.”
         

         
         “How is that different from any other summer?” I ask. Center Island is beautiful, but all the illegal camping there has been
            a continuous problem for law enforcement. Not as big a problem as the noise pollution coming from Ash’s house, in my opinion.
            But having a brother-in-law in Fish and Wildlife has so far been completely unhelpful in that regard.
         

         
         Troy shrugs again and takes a swig of beer. “Like I said, there’s more of ’em than usual. A lot more. Not to mention all the holes.”
         

         
         “What holes?”

         
         “Someone’s been digging holes all over the island, like they’re looking for something.”

         
         “Are they fairy holes, Daddy?” Seven-year-old Portia, Troy and Angie’s oldest daughter, has wandered in from the den with her little sister, Bianca. Both of them have evidently been listening to our conversation with great interest. 

         
         “Fairy hole?” Troy looks momentarily confused. It’s not often his job—which usually consists of fining RV owners for illegally
            dumping wastewater—involves mythological creatures. “What’s a fairy hole?”
         

         
         “Where fairies live!” Portia’s tone suggests that she thinks her father very silly for not knowing this. “Fairies dig them
            to get to their magic kingdom.”
         

         
         “Not unless those fairies are boozehounds,” Troy replies with a laugh.

         
         Now Portia is the one looking confused. “What’s a boozehound?”

         
         Mom warns, “I piu piccoli!” This isn’t a topic she feels is appropriate to discuss in front of her impressionable grandchildren.
         

         
         “Sorry, Ma,” Troy says, chastened.

         
         “Are you two ready for dinner?” Angie asks her daughters. “Do you want Daddy to help you wash your hands?”

         
         “Yes!” Portia squeals with excitement when Troy leans down to scoop up both her and her sister. “Nonna, will you come, too?”

         
         “Yes, Nonna will come, too,” my mother says as she follows Troy and his happily shrieking daughters.

         
         Angie barely waits until they’re out of the room before turning to us and rolling her eyes.

         
         “He knows better than to talk about stuff like that around the kids—and Ma.”

         
         Mark shrugs. “Maybe it was fairies who took your neighbor’s booze, Frankie. It’s as good an explanation as anything else.”
         

         
         “There’s no such thing as fairies,” Dina says authoritatively. I find this comment interesting, coming as it does from a practicing witch, but keep my opinions to myself as Dina goes on, “Though I did read awhile back that archeological evidence proves Center Island and the Seat have been in perpetual use by humans for over
            a thousand years—”
         

         
         “Wait.” Mark looks excited. “A thousand years? So some Viking dude could have buried his stash of gold there, and then died
            before coming back for it?”
         

         
         “And someone is out there digging for it?” Dina looks thoughtful. “I suppose that’s one possible explanation, although I’ve
            heard rumors that there are intersecting ley lines—paths of dark energy laid during the earth’s creation by Gaia, the primordial
            mother goddess—around here somewhere, and that’s what gives West Harbor such a magical—”
         

         
         I interrupt. I can’t help it. “You know it’s probably just tweakers, right?”

         
         This causes immediate indignation on the part of everyone: “There’s no meth in West Harbor!” “Tweakers don’t have boats!”
            “How would meth heads know about the hoard?”
         

         
         I watch as my family argues over the existence of fairies, ley lines, Viking treasure, and meth in West Harbor. It’s sort
            of restful in its normalcy. Ever since that celebration at the courthouse last year—the one I didn’t go to—nothing has felt
            very normal . . . at least, not to me.
         

         
         “It was only a thunderstorm!” insist many of the people who were there, including my own brother.

         
         But if it was only a thunderstorm, why did my ex come home shaking with shock?

         
         “I . . . I don’t know, Frankie,” was all Richard would say when I asked what had happened. “I don’t know.”

         
         Anyone can be at a loss for words after a traumatic event, even someone like Richard, who always prided himself on his extensive vocabulary. That’s why the preferred treatment for post-traumatic stress is cognitive processing therapy—talk therapy. 

         
         But Richard wouldn’t talk about whatever it was he’d seen that night. He claimed he was fine. Just fine.

         
         Except he wasn’t. This was proven when, about month later, without a warning to anyone—including his own wife—Richard not
            only abandoned his private practice as a clinical psychologist as well as his position as head of West Harbor Hospital’s behavioral
            health department, but also emptied out his retirement and savings accounts (incurring a hefty tax penalty), bought a boat,
            and declared he was going to sail around the world.
         

         
         But not with me. With our twenty-five-year-old yoga instructor, Devorah Rainbow (born Debi Waicukowski of Bridgeport). The
            name change only occurred after “the incident at the courthouse,” but whether Debi changed it to make her business more attractive
            to all the witches suddenly flooding into town—the way my sister Angie changed the name of her hair salon from Glow-Up to
            Hairitic—or because she truly believes she’s now Devorah Rainbow remains a mystery.
         

         
         No one else who was at the courthouse that night seems to have suffered from such a self-harming reaction (if you count the
            financial hit Richard is taking by withdrawing all that money early from his 401(k)—not to mention divorcing me). Sure, Mark
            and Dina suddenly decided to elope, to both the delight and outrage of my mother . . . delight because she’d been campaigning
            for years for the two of them to get married, and outrage because when they finally did, she wasn’t invited.
         

         
         But you can hardly call that self-harming. Even the only person that night who sustained physical injuries during the storm—the former head of “the World Council of Witches, the world’s largest organization to advance the common interests of witches” (since disbanded due to infighting)—was quickly treated, released, and never heard from again. 

         
         True, this is why the few media outlets that initially covered the incident started calling it the West Harbor Witch Riot—although
            no one admitted to seeing any actual rioting. And this, unsurprisingly, led the millions of people on the Internet who viewed
            video of the microburst and ensuing chaos to come up with their own explanation for what they were seeing: magic.
         

         
         Yep. According to the rumors on social media (and even some members of my own family), it was magic that caused such a freakishly strong thunderstorm. Magic that took out the tent and the leader of the witch organization. Magic that made my brother decide to elope with his longtime girlfriend, and allegedly magic that made my formerly logical spouse completely lose his mind.
         

         
         Magic. Yeah, right. That explanation works if you’re seven-year-old Portia. It’s a little harder for a thirty-something-year-old
            financial therapist to believe in . . . especially one who watched her father die right in front of her eyes. Where was magic
            when that happened?
         

         
         I’ll tell you where: Nowhere. Because magic doesn’t exist. There is a rational, scientific explanation for everything.

         
         I just haven’t figured out the explanation for whatever it is that’s happening here in West Harbor.

         
         I’m startled out of these dark thoughts by my sister Angie demanding, “Frankie, are you going to let me cover those gray hairs
            of yours before Derrick and Jessica’s engagement party, or what?”
         

         
         This is one of the many reasons I have a love-hate relationship with Sunday Gravy. “You leave my gray hairs alone,” I say.

         
         Once again, Dina comes to my defense. “Frankie looks amazing, Ange.”

         
         “True, but she would look even better if she’d let me give her a root touch-up, highlights, and a trim.”

         
         “I’m not going to the engagement party,” I say. “I already RSVP’d no.”

         
         Angie looks shocked. Jessica—Dina’s best friend since grade school—got engaged to tall, motorcycle-riding Derrick last year,
            so Dina offered to host their engagement party since both Derrick’s and Jessica’s parents live out of state. Jessica, like
            Angie, is the owner of a popular local business—a clothing boutique called Enchantments—so Angie seems to feel obligated to
            “help” with the party even though I’m pretty certain no one asked her to.
         

         
         “But Frankie, you have to go,” Angie cries. “You used to balance Jessica’s books. And Dina is her maid of honor, and Mark is Derrick’s best man.
            Your own nieces are going to be flower girls at the wedding!”
         

         
         “Yeah, Angie, I know. Which is why I’m going to the wedding. But that doesn’t mean I have to go to the engagement party.”
            When I see Angie’s eyes widen, I add, “Don’t worry, I sent a gift.”
         

         
         “She did,” Dina hastily assures my sister when she sees the thunderous look on her face. “Which was so nice, but not necessary—”

         
         “I wanted to,” I say with a shrug. “I like Jessica. But I still wonder what the point is of engagement parties. They made
            sense in medieval times, when marriages were more of a commercial transaction. But now it feels like the whole thing has just
            become a massive cash grab—”
         

         
         “You only feel that way because your marriage was a bust,” Angie interrupts savagely.
         

         
         “No.” Surprised, I shake my head. “That’s not true. I wasn’t thrilled about what Richard did, but that doesn’t mean I wish
            Derrick and Jessica anything but the best of luck.”
         

         
         “Maybe not consciously,” Angie insists. “But how else do you explain why you’ve been such a Negative Nancy for the past year,
            so down on love and men and marriage and, well, everything?”
         

         
         “I’m not! I haven’t!” Is this really the image I’m projecting? Or is this just Angie being Angie? “That isn’t how I feel at all. I mean, things haven’t been great, obviously, and I’m not going to pretend like they are. But I’m sorry if it seems like—”
         

         
         “Hey, Frankie,” Mark interrupts. “Has Jackie said anything to you about those missing girls?”

         
         “No.” I feel a little whiplash from the abrupt change in subject. When I see Dina throw Mark a grateful glance, I realize
            he did it on purpose to distract me from the subject of engagement parties.
         

         
         Have I been too negative lately? I know I always act professionally in front of my patients. But I don’t want to seem like a Negative
            Nancy to anyone . . . not even Angie.

         
         “Why would Jackie say anything to me about the missing girls?” I ask.
         

         
         “Well, it’s all anyone is talking about at the restaurant,” Mark says. “And since Jackie is one of your best friends and deputy
            chief of police, I thought she must have mentioned something about it. The cops don’t seem to be looking for them anymore—”
         

         
         “Because all those girls are legal adults who appear to have gone missing by choice,” Dina says. “In fact, I heard they’re
            part of some new coven that considers West Harbor the center of the spiritual universe—”
         

         
         I can’t help it: I burst out laughing. 

         
         “Sorry,” I say quickly, but it’s too late. Angie—whose head has been bent over her phone screen as she texts someone—looks
            up, outraged by my smirk.
         

         
         “What’s so funny about that?” she demands. “It’s no different from Mecca or Jerusalem.”

         
         “Well, for one thing, Mecca and Jerusalem don’t have more bars than they do churches, like West Harbor does.”

         
         Mark is laughing, too. “Yeah. Not to mention antiques malls.”

         
         “I agree,” Dina says, before Angie can open her mouth to argue. “Not about West Harbor having too many bars or antiques malls
            to be spiritual. There are many spiritual places that manage to cater to both a secular and religious community—Rome is one
            of them. What I’m having a hard time believing is that any legitimate coven would advise its members to run away from home
            and never contact their families again. The very first tenet of modern witchcraft is to do no harm—”
         

         
         “But who are these girls harming?” Angie asks. “They’re all witch influencers. They do spells for people online. More people
            these days would prefer to pay a witch to cast a spell for them than take the time to see a licensed therapist.” She smirks
            at me. “No offense.”
         

         
         Before I have a chance to assure my sister that nothing she says could ever offend me—after what she did as a child to my
            Barbie collection, I no longer value her opinion—Dina chimes in with, “A spell is definitely cheaper than therapy. Asking
            an online witch to cast a love spell on someone these days only takes a few minutes, and costs about twenty-five bucks. Therapy
            to figure out why someone doesn’t love you can take months, if not years, and cost thousands of dollars.”
         

         
         “But therapy is an evidence-based treatment promoting self-awareness and a better understanding of one’s relationships,” I cry. “It sets up the foundation for long-term growth and behavior change. A spell is both morally dubious and unlikely to help.” 

         
         “The spell of a good witch will help,” Dina insists. “But no truly ethical witch is going to harm her loving family by running away without so much as a
            goodbye. That’s what I have a problem with.”
         

         
         Of course Dina supports the rise of the “psychic services industry,” worth over two and half billion dollars a year in the
            United States alone. That industry has proven very lucrative for our little town . . . even me. When Richard left, he told
            me (apologetically—Richard is always polite, even when stabbing someone in the heart) I’d have to buy out his share of our
            house if I wanted to continue living there.
         

         
         Which I did. I don’t love him anymore, but I definitely still love my house. I love swimming in the lake behind it when the
            water is warm enough and running along the nature trails in the winter when it gets cold. I love how Center Island is shrouded
            in such thick marine layers some mornings, I can’t even see it until I’m only a few strokes from the shore. I love the sound
            of the water lapping against my old, dilapidated dock, and the chatter of migrating birds in the treetops in the spring; the
            wind rustling the leaves in the fall; and the pair of mourning doves that returns to build a nest each summer in the same
            tree just outside my bedroom window, their gentle coos to one another a soothing balm to my ears . . .
         

         
         When I can hear them over the pulsing beat coming from Ash’s back deck, that is.

         
         I even love my neighbors—except for Ash—most of whom are retirees who worked hard to afford the little patch of paradise we share, and who invite me to backyard barbecues in the summertime, and holiday cookie-decorating parties in the winter. 

         
         How could I give up any of that?

         
         Thanks to West Harbor’s new “spiritual destination” status, I didn’t have to. Mama Giovanni’s has been doing so well due to
            the recent influx of witch tourists that I was able to borrow money from the business, buy out Richard’s share of the house,
            and rid myself of him forever—except when I have a weak moment and click on the sailing vlog he and “Devorah” have been posting
            to since they left, letting all of us know how their world cruise is going.
         

         
         So I guess in some ways, even I owe a little something to the witches of West Harbor.

         
         “But if all those missing girls are witch influencers or whatever,” Mark asks in a perplexed tone, “why can’t anyone find
            them? It seems like it should be easy. Can’t they just trace their IP addresses, like on Law & Order?”
         

         
         “Not if they’re using a VPN to hide their IP addresses,” Angie says. I’m not surprised she’s on top of all the latest intel
            regarding the missing girls. When you own a hair salon, you end up knowing everything about everyone in town. “But even if
            they weren’t, what’s law enforcement supposed to do? Like Dina said, they’re legal adults. No one can force them to go home,
            let alone call their parents, if they don’t want to.”
         

         
         “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” My mother has reentered the room from the kitchen, this time bearing a salad bowl. “Those girls will
            be home as soon as it gets cold outside.”
         

         
         She’s probably right, but I know that if any of her own kids—or, God forbid, her grandchildren—ever took off without a word like Emma Bridle, Mom would be singing a very different tune. When she heard about Richard, Mom not only put a maledizione (curse) on him, she threw salt all around my doorways to protect me from il malocchio, or the evil eye—“As a joke,” she insisted.
         

         
         But I know that as much as Mom might laugh it off when we tease her about her belief in La Vecchia Religione—the old religion, also known as stregheria, a combination of Catholicism and witchcraft, which was passed down to her by her own mother—deep down, it isn’t a joke to
            her. Superstitions, like conspiracy theories, give some people comfort in a world where so much can feel out of their control.
         

         
         Angie puts her phone down with a bang. “In case anyone is interested, that was Cat texting me just now. You might be surprised
            to learn that our baby sister is much too busy and important to make it to Sunday Gravy today.”
         

         
         “Zia Cat’s not coming?” My nieces have followed my mother into the dining room. Portia looks crushed. She worships my fashionable,
            dynamic youngest sister Caterina, who has made it her life’s mission to escape from West Harbor.
         

         
         “Everyone come sit down.” Mom plops the wooden bowl full of crisp lettuce, plump tomatoes, olives, and pepperoncini onto the
            dinner table. “Dinner is ready. And no, Portia, your Zia Cat isn’t coming. She’s very busy with her writing.”
         

         
         “Why does Cat always get to skip Sunday Gravy?” Angie unfolds her dinner napkin with a snap. “How come I was never allowed to move to the city to write a novel when I was in my twenties, instead of working at the hostess desk at Giovanni’s?”
         

         
         “Because you were busy having me,” Portia points out, and earns herself a peck on the cheek from her adoring mother.

         
         “Exactly.” Mom gives the salad an extra toss, ensuring that every lettuce leaf is covered in her tangy homemade balsamic vinaigrette. “All of my children are equally talented, just in different ways. Mark’s a very good cook, and Cat’s a brilliant writer. But you and Francesca are good at helping people to look and feel their best, which is important, too, Angelica.” 

         
         This produces a Thanks, Ma from Mark, but only another eye roll from Angie. “Things are always easiest on the baby of the family,” I hear her mutter.
         

         
         I’m about to remind Angie that Cat’s childhood was hardly “easy”—she was only six when our father died, and our mother was
            so overwhelmed with grief and stress from keeping the restaurant going, she left most of the parenting to me, a teenager.
         

         
         And Cat isn’t writing a novel. She’s pursuing a career in freelance journalism after earning a BA in it at NYU.

         
         But before I can mention any of this, Mom takes the hands of her granddaughters, who are seated on either side of her, and
            asks, “Who’s going to say grace?”
         

         
         “Me!” cries Bianca. “It’s my turn!”

         
         “Go on, then,” Mom says encouragingly, and her five-year-old granddaughter bows her head.

         
         “‘Bless us, oh Lord, and these thy gifts,’” Bianca lisps, “‘which we are about to receive from thy bounty . . .’”

         
         As I hold on to Bianca’s sweat-slicked fingers with one hand, and Angie’s beautifully manicured fingers in my other, I inhale the delicious garlicky aromas emanating from the dishes before me and feel a surge of gratitude. For the food. For my sweet, innocent nieces. For my mother. For Mark and Dina. For Cat, struggling to find herself in a five-story walk-up in Queens. For Troy, taking care of my beloved lake. For the foul weather over the Azores that Richard posted about on his sailing vlog this morning. Even for Angie. 

         
         But most of all, I feel grateful for Mrs. Baumgarten. Her moving out of Ash’s house and demanding a refund is likely to ruin
            his autumn—at least for a while.
         

         
         And I’m going to do everything I can to prove her case and ruin the rest of the year for him, as well.

         
         Not the nicest thing to think about during grace, I know.

         
         But if there is a god, I figure he—or she—will understand, especially if he—or she—has ever met Ash Merit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I’m walking the aisles of the 8:34 p.m. Sunday train from Grand Central to New Haven (with stops in Greenwich, Stamford, Bridgeport,
            and West Harbor) when I notice a group of girls who look to be about Emma’s age sitting in a row near the door. A couple of
            them are wearing Equinox in the Square T-shirts.
         

         
         It’s September 22, and every witch worth her wand (I know, I know, they don’t use wands anymore) has spent the day in Times
            Square at New York City’s celebration of the autumnal equinox. If you want to find a witch, this is the place to do it.
         

         
         But the sun has finally set, the festivities are over, and I still haven’t seen Emma.

         
         So I’m checking trains from the city back to Connecticut in the hope that maybe, just maybe, she’s on one.

         
         I have my phone out, ready to show the girls Emma’s photo, when a pack of teenage boys climbs onto the train, full of beer
            and self-importance. They’re probably only looking for a row of empty seats so they can continue their party.
         

         
         But then their gazes fall upon the girls.

         
         “Hey,” a boy with a Mets cap says to the closest of the young women. “Are you a library book? Because I’d like to check you
            out.”
         

         
         I’m embarrassed for the kid, even as his friends smirk behind him. This line is even older and more tired than Don’t I know you from somewhere?

         
         I feel worse for the girls, though. 

         
         “Get lost, loser,” the young woman says, and returns to her chat with her friends.

         
         Mets Hat doesn’t like this. He flushes angrily and leans over the girls’ seats, hissing, “I wouldn’t be so stuck up if I was
            you, bitch. You ain’t even that hot.”
         

         
         All the oxygen is sucked out of the train. Or at least that’s what it feels like to me. Everyone in the crowded car is staring
            at the group of kids, wondering what’s going to happen next. The girls look a little frightened. Mets Hat is a big kid, and
            he’s looming over them intimidatingly while his friends have all pulled out phones to film the interaction.
         

         
         This isn’t my business, but I’m not going to leave it alone. I’ve never been able to. I come up behind the boys and clear
            my throat.
         

         
         “Ooooh,” hoots one of Mets Hat’s friends, turning his camera toward me. “Look out, Dylan. Here comes Chewbacca.”

         
         Dylan (aka Mets Hat) sneers, although truthfully, I am significantly taller—and hairier—than he is. I can tell the bravado is only bluster to impress his friends—and the girls.
            I see a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes as I approach.
         

         
         “Hey, back off, dickcheese,” Dylan says, showing admirable pluck. “This doesn’t concern you.”

         
         “No, it doesn’t.” I reach into my pocket. “But this does.”

         
         All of their gazes lock onto what I’m holding in my outstretched hand. It’s that easy.

         
         “Did one of you drop this?” I ask, holding up the baseball card.

         
         It’s in a protective plastic sheath, but it’s still easy to make out the face of the smiling player on it, as well as his
            name. Dylan’s gaze fastens onto it, and I see his jaw drop.
         

         
         “That’s a . . . a . . .” Dylan glances from the card to my face and then back again, flushing. “Where did you—”

         
         “I found it over there on the floor.” I point vaguely in the opposite direction. Dylan and his friends don’t notice. They’re
            too busy staring. “And since you appear to be Mets fans, I assumed it’s yours.”
         

         
         “No, man.” The kid is too astonished to bluff. He’s forgotten his dislike of me and his embarrassment over the girl’s rejection.
            He’s forgotten everything except what I’m holding in my hand. “I never . . . I mean, I wish it was mine—”
         

         
         Pleased that I have his attention—and the attention of nearly everyone in the car—I hold the card higher so Dylan has to tilt
            his chin a little to see it. I’d wondered when I purchased it three weeks ago at my neighborhood flea market why I’d suddenly felt such a burning desire to own it. I don’t follow the Mets. I don’t collect baseball cards. I don’t care
            about sports at all (to my dad’s utter disappointment).
         

         
         But I’d bought it anyway because this is how my “gift” works. The reason I bought the baseball card is written all over Dylan’s
            face. He’s the one who wants it . . . wants it more than anything in the world.
         

         
         And I’ve found it for him. Because that’s what I do. I find lost things—or rather, lost things find me. All I have to do is make myself available to be found—like here, tonight, on the various trains Emma might take to get back to West Harbor if she’s been in the city for the equinox celebration. Then I return the item to whoever was searching for it. 

         
         “Looks to me like a Luisangel Acuña rookie card.” I glance down at the card and shrug. “Not sure who that is, but it says
            Mets on it, and judging by your gear, you appear to be a fan, so I assumed—”
         

         
         “It’s his.” One of Dylan’s friends leans forward and plucks the card from my hands. “Right, Dyl?”

         
         “Yeah.” Dylan still looks stunned, but plays along with his friend. “It’s mine. I dropped it.”

         
         Behind him, his posse snickers. They think they’ve gotten one over on me, which is exactly what I want them to think.

         
         “Well,” I say. “Glad I could help.”

         
         One of Dylan’s friends grips him by the shirt. “Yo, isn’t that card shop on Fifty-First and Second?”

         
         One of the others replies, “Oh, yeah! Let’s go!”

         
         As a group, they’re already shoving Dylan out the door and onto the station platform. His jaw, however, is set. “I’m not selling,”
            he tells his friends. “No way I’m selling!”
         

         
         “Naw, man. If we get there before they close, we can just ask the guy how much it’s—”

         
         Their voices fade as they move away from the train. The mood in the car has lifted, the previous unpleasantness forgotten.
            Everyone is smiling . . . everyone except for the girls.
         

         
         “What was that?” the one Dylan had been hitting on asks me, her eyes narrowed.
         

         
         “Uh . . .” I glance at her friends. They’re wearing similar looks of disapproval. How did I screw up this time?

         
         “You didn’t find that card. I saw you take it out of your pocket. Am I supposed to thank you, or something, for rewarding that guy for his terrible behavior?” the girl demands. “Because I didn’t need your help. I could have handled that idiot all by myself.” 

         
         Busted.

         
         “Well,” I begin. Explaining my special skill is always awkward. What am I supposed to say, that sometimes I’m seized with
            a longing to buy something or go somewhere, a longing I can’t explain? That it can happen anywhere, over anything, and sometimes
            I don’t even realize it’s happening, let alone why, for years? That it’s why I’m a homeowner, even though I don’t need a house?
            I especially don’t need a house in West Harbor, Connecticut. I like my apartment here in the city. I have no desire to live anywhere else.
         

         
         But the minute I saw that lake house, I knew I had to have it, just like I knew I had to have that baseball card.

         
         At least now I know why I had to have the baseball card. The house, I worry I’ll never understand.
         

         
         “It’s true I bought it,” I try explaining to the girls. “But it was only a dollar—”

         
         “I suppose you’re going to ask her to give you her number,” one of the girl’s pissed off–looking friends interrupts. “Out
            of gratitude for you saving her.”
         

         
         “Like he’s some kind of chivalrous knight,” another of the girls sneers. “In jeans instead of shining armor.”

         
         What the hell? “No! That’s not—that isn’t—”

         
         They all start laughing, and I realize they’re kidding. Sort of. 

         
         “I am going to ask all of you for something,” I admit. “But it’s only to please look at this photo and tell me if you’ve seen this
            girl recently.”
         

         
         All of their gazes lock instantly onto my phone screen.

         
         “Her name’s Emma Bridle,” I say. “She’s eighteen years old. She’s been missing for a few months now. Have any of you seen her?” I turn the phone so each girl can get a good look. “She might have been at the equinox festival in Times Square. She likes that stuff.” 

         
         “Like” isn’t the right word. According to her parents, in the past year, Emma grew obsessed with all things supernatural and
            occult.
         

         
         But the kids are shaking their heads.

         
         “She’s pretty,” says the girl Dylan insulted. “I love her hair, so long and shiny. But I haven’t seen her. Have you guys?”
            She glances at her friends, all of whom shake their heads and murmur, “No, sorry.”
         

         
         Oh, well. It was worth a shot.

         
         “Thanks,” I say, putting my phone away again. “If you do run into her, tell her to call her parents, okay? They’re worried
            about her.”
         

         
         “We’ll keep an eye out for her,” one of the girls calls as I head back to the platform. I have more trains to check, and this
            one is about to move. “Don’t worry! I’m sure she’s fine.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say.

         
         But I’m not sure Emma is fine. That’s why I have to find her. . . and also get my boss off my back. If I have to hear the
            words, “Just find her . . . before it’s too late,” one more time from Guy’s mouth, I’m going to lose my shit, especially since,
            when I ask, “Too late for what?” Guy only looks at me and repeats, “Just find her.”
         

         
         So that’s what I’m going to do . . . even if it’s looking more and more like I’m going to have to move my base of operations
            to the last place Emma was seen—West Harbor.
         

         
         I guess I should be happy about what happened to Mrs. Baumgarten. At least now I have a place to stay while I search, since she and her husband moved out. 

         
         But of all people, why did Mrs. Baumgarten have to ask for help from Francesca Giovanni?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
         I finger the severed ends of my hair. I know I shouldn’t care. It’s only hair.

         
         But when Haley said they needed a sacrifice from me, I didn’t think the sacrifice would be my hair.
         

         
         “Don’t worry.” Haley sits down beside me on the rough log and hands me a tin cup full of soup. “It will grow back.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         I don’t want Haley to think I’m vain—although I am, a bit. I’ve been trying so hard to grow out my hair since that disastrous
               pixie cut Mom made me get in eighth grade, and it was finally exactly the right length. I always used salon-quality shampoo
               and styling products, despite Dad groaning over the cost, because I wanted to maintain its silky sheen. I’m a little ashamed
               now about how I used to insist on such high-cost products, but . . . my hair really did look gorgeous.

         
         Until now.

         
         “I’m just being silly,” I tell Haley, and am relieved when she replies, “There’s nothing silly about it. You have beautiful hair. Or had, I should say.”

         
         Haley laughs, showing her dimples, and I’m suddenly reminded of what it was that drew me to her in the first place: her snark.
               The videos she used to post about the Craft were always informative, but also . . . fun.

         
         There hasn’t been anything fun about Haley in a long time.

         
         “But it still looks good,” she’s assuring me. “Sort of. We can have Trina style it, if you want. Her sister works in a hair
               salon.”

         
         I smile, but only to be polite. Having a sister who works in a hair salon does not automatically make you qualified to cut
               hair. Meg made the mistake of letting Trina trim her bangs, and now Meg looks like someone stuck a bowl on her head and cut
               around it—which makes sense because this is actually what Trina did.

         
         I look around for Meg since I know she’d back me up on the Trina thing, but I don’t see her anywhere. I realize I haven’t
               seen her in a while—not since Haley sent her and some of the other girls to dig some more, this time in a new spot. We’re going to find it, Haley told us last night. And then we’ll be unstoppable.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I say to her now and eat a little soup. It’s good, especially since it’s store-bought. For once Haley isn’t making
               us forage in the woods for our supper. I know that, as a green witch, I should be more committed to living off the bounty
               of the earth.

         
         But I’m so sick of garlic mustard and stinging nettles. Meg is, too. Maybe that’s where she went—to find a cheeseburger. Although
               none of us has any money since we’ve given it all to Haley. And we’re not allowed to use the boat, so we’re stuck here.

         
         “If it’s for a good cause, I guess it doesn’t matter,” I lie. Because it does matter. I hate my new bob.

         
         But I know I’d hate Haley’s disapproval more.

         
         “It is for a good cause,” Haley says.

         
         I lift the spoon to my mouth. Chicken noodle never tasted so good. “The defeat of Gaia?”

         
         “Yes,” Haley replies, simply. “That witch has sent someone to look for us. And your sacrifice is going to ensure that he never
               finds us.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I’m placing another plate of tuna—the regular kind, from a can, not bluefin from Mark’s fish purveyor—in front of my porch
            steps when I hear it: PUTT PUTT PUTT.

         
         I can’t believe it.

         
         I don’t know why I’m surprised. It’s been a week since Mrs. Baumgarten and her husband moved out. Someone was going to have
            to show up eventually, either to clean out the place for the next renter or change the locks.
         

         
         I just never expected it to be the homeowner himself.

         
         Ash parks his decrepit truck (that Mark assured me cost “forty grand, easy”) and gets out. He’s not wearing his usual business-bro
            uniform of dark jeans, white shirt, and dark linen jacket today. No, he’s swapped those for a pair of utility trousers, vintage
            tee, and flannel shirt. The fact that it’s over eighty degrees outside hasn’t seemed to deter him from wearing what appear
            to be winter hiking boots, I’m unsurprised to see.
         

         
         What does surprise me is the fact that, for the first time ever, when he gets out of the truck, Ash doesn’t have his phone pressed to his ear. Maybe Rochelle has finally gotten through to him about the seriousness of the situation. 

         
         I have to wonder what she told him, though, since instead of ducking straight into his house without a word to any of his
            neighbors, as usual, he turns that bro-flowed head of his and looks at . . . me.
         

         
         And waves.
         

         
         I glance around. It’s a beautiful late summer afternoon, but I’m the only one of my neighbors who’s out in her front yard.
            The rest are all either at work, or down on the lake. I can hear the laughter of Mrs. DeLong and her grandkids and the occasional
            splash of their kayak oars, along with the quiet hum of Mr. DeLong’s lawnmower and the coos of my resident mourning doves.
            It’s been too hot for them to think of migrating south.
         

         
         I’m sure Ash has to be waving to someone else since he has never once spoken to or even acknowledged me, a fact for which
            I have always been grateful.
         

         
         But when I can’t see anyone else—even the cat is still stubbornly refusing to come out from his cool, dark hiding place—I
            have no choice but to admit it:
         

         
         Ash Merit is waving at me.

         
         Reluctantly, I climb to my feet—I’ve been kneeling in the bald dirt that had once been Richard’s impeccably groomed lawn—and
            wave back.
         

         
         “Hi,” I say, though inwardly I’m thinking, What have I done to deserve this? First Summer People, now Ash Merit.

         
         “Hi.” Ash is taking the exact same path toward me from his house as Mrs. Baumgarten did last week, only his stride is loose and confident, whereas hers had been shy and hesitant. “We haven’t met before. At least, not officially. I’m Ash Merit.” 

         
         Before I have a chance to reply—not that I’m sure what I would have said. Nice to meet you would be a lie—he asks, “You’re Dr. Giovanni, right?”
         

         
         “Frankie,” I correct him. “You can call me Frankie.”

         
         “Oh.” He looks slightly disappointed. “Rochelle at Harbor Hideaways says you’re a doctor.”

         
         “She’s right, I am,” I admit. “But of philosophy. I’m not a medical doctor.”

         
         “Oh, okay.” Ash has now reached my side and is pointing down to the plate of canned tuna sitting in the dirt. “What’s going
            on here?”
         

         
         “Um . . .”

         
         I don’t know why I feel so embarrassed. I don’t care what Ash Merit thinks about me.

         
         But the fact that he, of all people, caught me in the act feels deeply embarrassing.

         
         “There’s a stray cat living under there,” I hear myself explaining. “I’ve been trying to get him to come out, but—”

         
         To my surprise, Ash kneels in the dirt beside my feet, leaning down until his head is even with the space where I’ve seen
            the cat crouching in the dark.
         

         
         “Oh, yeah,” he says. He sounds delighted even though his right ear is only an inch above the dirt in my yard. His dark hair—which
            he probably pays a fortune to have cut, to maximize the sway of his tousled curls—is so long, some of the ends sweep the dirt.
            “I see her! Hello there, kitty.”
         

         
         Of all the scenarios I’ve imagined about my first meeting with Ashraf Merit—played out in my head during my morning workout, the rage helping to fuel my pace—I never pictured this. Hitting me with a lawsuit for snipping his speaker cables? Sure. Telling me off for suggesting to his tenant that she cancel her lease? Certainly. 

         
         But striding over and kneeling in the dirt to talk to the stray cat living beneath my porch?

         
         Never.

         
         I’m so stunned I can only stare down at him as I’m forced to reassess some—but not all—of my assumptions about him.

         
         “Don’t bother,” I say to Ash. “It won’t come out. I’ve been trying for weeks.”

         
         “Oh, she’ll come out for me.” He’s leaped nimbly back to his feet. “Lost things always find me.”

         
         “I’m sorry, what?”

         
         “Lost things.” He’s taking off his flannel shirt and laying it over the step railing. The sleeves of the vintage tee beneath
            it are a little tight on him and emphasize the swell of his biceps.
         

         
         I try to avert my gaze but am not entirely successful. Those biceps are not small.

         
         “They always seem to find me,” he goes on. “It’s a gift. Not one anyone would ever ask for, but I don’t mind so much anymore.
            I don’t even mind telling people about it, though they hardly ever believe me. Like you.” He’s grinning a little. “I can tell
            you don’t believe me. But you will when this cat comes out. If she’s lost, she won’t be able to resist me.”
         

         
         His confident tone reminds me a little of my sister Angie, who lopped all the hair off my Barbie dolls when she was seven
            and never expressed an ounce of remorse. In fact, she insisted in the same confident tone that they looked better. Ash Merit seems to be in the grip of a similar grandiose delusion.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say, keeping my tone mild. “That definitely sounds believable.”

         
         “Does it?” He looks shocked but pleased as he kneels down once again in the dirt. “I’m surprised you’d say that, being a woman
            of science.”
         

         
         “Oh, no.” I don’t see the harm in playing along with his delusion. “I’m intrigued. Please tell me more about how lost things
            always come to you.”
         

         
         “Well, they don’t always come right away.” Ash isn’t looking at me. He’s stretching his right index finger into the dark gap
            at the side of my porch steps. “Sometimes they need a little coaxing, like now. Here, kitty, kitty. Come on. It’s okay. You
            can come out now. We won’t hurt you.”
         

         
         Unsurprisingly, the cat does not budge from beneath the porch.

         
         “So.” I figure the best thing to do is keep him talking, but maybe not about his special gift. “Are you here because of Mrs. Baumgarten?”
         

         
         “Yep.” He keeps one knee on the ground, undaunted by the cat’s refusal to be found by him, but glances up at me. “I’m glad
            you’re around. I wanted to thank you. I’m sorry you had to deal with that.”
         

         
         Wait. Is he apologizing?
         

         
         Where are the heated denials I’d fantasized he’d give me when I confronted him over his neglect of his tenants and property?
            Where are the infantile excuses? The outrage? The petty man tantrums?
         

         
         And yes, I do know how pathetic it is that these are the kinds of things I fantasize about.

         
         “Uh,” I say, frowning. Not that he notices, since his gaze has returned to the cat cave. “Well, I understand from Rochelle
            that you have some doubts about what really happened to your tenant.”
         

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         Here we go. He doesn’t believe there was a break-in at all, Frankie, Rochelle had told me in a tone of incredulity. And he says he can prove it.

         
         A pleasurable tingle of excitement races up my spine, because the fantasies I’ve been having are about to come true: Ash is
            going to try to deny and deflect. And I’m going to crush him with my superior knowledge and logic.
         

         
         “So what do you think happened?” I ask.

         
         “I’m not sure. But I know what didn’t happen: those groceries definitely weren’t stolen.”
         

         
         I’d expected denial. But this is another level. “What makes you think that?”

         
         I gape as he pushes himself up with his hands—quite nimbly, I have to admit. I never noticed before what an athletic frame
            he has.
         

         
         “I don’t think this cat is lost,” he says. “If she were, she’d come to me.”

         
         “He isn’t lost. He’s feral. He’s never been inside a house or spent any time with humans, so he’s terrified of us. That’s
            why he won’t come out.”
         

         
         He looks thoughtful. “That could be true. But I think it’s more likely that she won’t come out because she considers this
            home. Why should she come out when she feels safe here? I think she’s exactly where she wants to be.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh,” I say, sweeping aside this completely illogical theory. “Tell me more about why you think your tenants’ groceries
            weren’t stolen.”
         

         
         “Oh, well, there’s no footage from the doorbell camera of anyone else going into the house.” He’s brushing off what little dirt ended up clinging to him. It’s a surprisingly small amount for someone who was literally sprawled in it. “I feel bad for Mrs. Baumgarten because it must be embarrassing for her. But no one broke in or used an old passcode on the lockbox or came into the house at all.” He reaches into his back pocket. “And I can prove it. I have the footage right here.” 

         
         Before I can say another word, he hits Play on his smartphone—the most-up-to-date and expensive version, which I always warn
            my patients not to be duped into buying—and shoves the screen into my face.
         

         
         It’s difficult to see anything on a phone screen when viewing it in full sunlight, especially if you’re wearing sunglasses
            with polarized lenses, which I am.
         

         
         And it’s even more difficult to see anything on a phone screen when it’s being held by a very virile, very handsome man who
            is standing less than a foot away from you, smelling very nicely of soap and some kind of clean, citrusy cologne.
         

         
         So my gaze keeps naturally straying from the phone screen to the man holding it. Because not only does Ash smell very good,
            but the collar to his vintage tee has slipped a little, revealing a tantalizing hint of springy, dark chest hair. Unlike my
            brother, who wears a gold cornicello everywhere he goes, Ash doesn’t wear a neck chain at all, only a watch that looks like
            it must have cost him at least ten grand.
         

         
         Wrenching my gaze from his watch—and chest hair—I shove my sunglasses up onto the top of my head, take the phone into my own hands, then tilt the screen until I’m able to make out Ash’s front porch as viewed from his doorbell. The footage was taken at night, so I can’t see details. But he has enough yard lighting that I can make out his lawn and the footpath leading through it to his porch’s steps, and the front door above them. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say, squinting. “What am I looking at?”

         
         He grins.

         
         “Footage from my doorbell camera the night before Mrs. Baumgarten said she was robbed. And what do you think it shows?” He
            doesn’t wait for me to answer, he’s so excited to tell me. “I’ve looked through all the footage from the week Mrs. Baumgarten
            and her husband were staying there. No one walks up to the house. No one except for them.”
         

         
         I close my eyes for a second. My pulse is beginning to thump in a way it hasn’t since Richard moved out, even when I’m swimming
            above a moderate pace for my heart rate. This conversation has just progressed beyond my wildest fantasies. How dare my brother
            imply I have no life? This is living.
         

         
         “Are you suggesting that Mrs. Baumgarten imagined all of her wine and groceries disappearing?” I open my eyes to ask.
         

         
         Ash has got on sunglasses as well, the lenses tinted darkly enough that it’s hard to see his own eyes. But I think I notice
            them widen.
         

         
         “No, no,” he insists. “I’m not suggesting that at all! Well, I guess I’m sort of suggesting that, but . . . she’s a pretty old lady, right? Maybe she forgot that she and her husband ate all the groceries.
            That happens with age, right? People get forgetful?”
         

         
         I pass his phone back to him. “Both of them? At the same time?”

         
         “Well.” Ash’s grin fades slightly. “I mean, I’ve heard of—”

         
         “So what you’re saying is that, based on the footage from your doorbell camera, you didn’t see anyone else enter the house
            to take the Baumgartens’ wine and food?”
         

         
         “Well, yeah.” Ash’s grin is still confident as he puts his phone away. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And that’s good, right?”

         
         “Because—”

         
         “Well, it means our property values won’t go down, because there’s been no crime in the area. Hopefully the Baumgartens will
            get the help they need. You know, we put my dad in a nursing home after he had an accident, and it worked out great.” His
            smile fades. “Well, maybe not for him. But for the rest of us. He was kind of a hard person to live with.”
         

         
         This is a shockingly self-aware admission. I’ve had patients who’ve been in therapy for years and still can’t admit that their parents weren’t perfect. “I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         “Oh, no worries. He had a lot of issues.” But Ash’s smile has returned. Whatever accident befell his father, it doesn’t bother
            him that much. “Like I said,” he goes on. “It’s a shame, but a lot better than the alternative.”
         

         
         “The alternative?”

         
         “Well, didn’t Mrs. Baumgarten try to tell you that she thought it was ghosts?” He tosses his head and laughs, not a care in
            the world. He seems younger than his age, which I know from LinkedIn is the same as mine. “I mean, better dementia than that
            the house is haunted, right?”
         

         
         This is it, my heart thumps happily. I’m going to eviscerate him.

         
         “How interesting you would say that. Especially since, if it turns out the house is haunted or that Mrs. Baumgarten does have
            dementia, what happened to her can’t be your fault, and you won’t owe her a refund.”
         

         
         That wipes the grin off his face.

         
         “N-no,” he stammers. “I didn’t mean that. I mean, yes, what happened to her isn’t my fault. But when I said ghosts, I didn’t mean—” 

         
         “What did you mean?” This is the most fun I’ve had in weeks. Months, maybe.
         

         
         “Well, I mean, she said it was ghosts, and we can’t prove it wasn’t ghosts—”
         

         
         “Oh, but we can.” The smile I give him is my highest wattage, the one I save for my nieces when they’ve done something remarkable,
            like a back handspring. “Because ghosts don’t exist. Right?”
         

         
         “Uh.” He looks almost pained. “Well, I’ve always—”

         
         “Maintained a healthy skepticism about the possible existence of the supernatural?”

         
         “Uh, no.” Ash keeps glancing back toward his own house. I have the feeling he wishes he was safely inside of it, away from
            me. “I think it exists. There’s a lot of stuff that can’t be explained any other way.”
         

         
         “You mean the way people used to think plagues were caused by witches, but now we know they’re caused by bacteria spread through
            respiratory droplets?”
         

         
         “No. Well, yes. But that doesn’t mean those witches didn’t have magical powers.”

         
         “Doesn’t it?” I’m enjoying myself. My last patient for the day texted earlier to reschedule, so now I have nothing but time to decimate my handsome neighbor. “I can’t say that I agree. There is a rational and scientific explanation for everything on this planet, and that includes so-called ghost sightings. While it’s true that forty-six percent of the population believes that ghosts exist, what most of them are referring to as ghosts are actually hypnagogic hallucinations caused when a person is in a state between deep sleep and wakefulness. They most often occur when someone is suffering from excessive stress in their life—for instance, after the death of a loved one—and can seem very realistic.” 

         
         He looks stunned. “Wait . . . really?”

         
         “Yes, really. Those hallucinations are, however, completely harmless and go away as soon as the person gets a full night’s
            sleep and is feeling less anxious. That is why so many colleges receive an increase in ‘ghost sightings’ around the dorms
            during finals. Students are stressed from studying on very little sleep and so they hallucinate and think they see ‘ghosts.’”
         

         
         I’m delighted to observe that he’s now staring at me with his mouth slightly ajar.

         
         “So I think we can safely guarantee that what happened to your renters wasn’t because of ghosts,” I say. “And I think we can
            also safely rule out dementia, too.”
         

         
         “We can?”

         
         “Yes, we can. Because I have some footage of my own.” I reach into the pocket of my cutoffs for my phone. “May I show you?”

         
         Ash nods dumbly as I find the video I’m looking for in my photo library and hold my phone screen up close to his face.

         
         “It rained a little earlier this week, but fortunately I took this just a few hours after Mrs. Baumgarten reported the theft
            to me. Harbor Hideaways has a copy. I guess Rochelle didn’t mention that to you?”
         

         
         “Uh,” he says, glancing from me to the phone screen in confusion. “No.”

         
         “I see.” I know exactly why Rochelle kept the information to herself: her bosses told her not to say a word to anyone, in
            case of any lawsuits. That’s why I also sent the footage to Jackie.
         

         
         “What am I looking at here?” Ash has lost all his former swagger.

         
         “This.”

         
         I press Play. My video is probably just as difficult to see in the bright afternoon sunlight as his was. I know by the way his brow has
            lowered, the skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling—somewhat attractively—as he squints at the images I’ve studied myself
            so many times: the dirt beneath the back deck of his house, the side facing the lake, by one of his basement windows. The
            screen to the window is sagging loosely in one corner, the metal rusted everywhere—except the part where it’s been recently
            severed.
         

         
         That’s not the main focus of the video, however. The main focus is on the area in front of the window. Little to no rain gets
            through the slats of the deck above, leaving the dirt there dry, devoid of vegetation, and dusty . . .
         

         
         And full of the footprints of the people who broke into his home.

         
         I know Ash can see the footprints because his expression has fallen. Those laugh lines at the sides of his eyes—eyes I’m now
            able to see are as dark brown as my own—go slack as his jaw sags, and his face, beneath his healthy tan, has gone pale.
         

         
         Despite my glee over his discomfort, I find myself feeling a tiny bit sorry for him. It’s always a little sad when Summer
            People realize West Harbor isn’t the vacation paradise they’ve built it up to be in their heads. The fact that it does have
            real problems—the same problems faced by every town in America, excluding the witch stuff—can come as a blow to many who’ve
            idealized it.
         

         
         I watch as Ash mulls over this realization, the muscles of his perfectly square jaw twitching a little.

         
         “Unless ghosts have taken to wearing running shoes,” I say, “I would guess by those footprints that someone—or rather, a number
            of someones—broke into your house through the basement window to steal from your renters.”
         

         
         Ash snatches the phone out of my hand and squints at the screen, holding it close to his face. A few seconds later, having watched the entire video again, he yells, “Son of a bitch!”
         

         
         Without another word, he thrusts my phone back at me, turns, and runs back toward his own house.

         
         This is not at all what I was expecting. In my imagination, when I confronted Ash with the incontrovertible truth of Mrs.
            Baumgarten’s claims, and his own (potentially criminal, or at least criminally negligent) follow-up to them, I never anticipated
            that he’d care, let alone be upset. I thought I was going to have to use the opportunity to make him understand why he should care.
         

         
         But he does. He obviously does care. . . .

         
         Unless it’s only because he doesn’t want to get sued by his own tenants.

         
         Still, I know my part in this little drama is over. I’ve done what I set out to do—avenged Mrs. Baumgarten, who’s unfortunately
            been victimized twice: first by getting robbed, and then by having no one believe her claim that she was robbed . . . until
            I showed this video to her, Harbor Hideaways, the police, and now Ash.
         

         
         I know I should turn around and go into my own house. I know I shouldn’t get more involved than I already am.

         
         But for some reason, instead I hear myself cry, “Wait!”

         
         Then I run after Ash Merit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         This can’t be happening. It can’t be.
         

         
         But it is.

         
         I’m stooped beneath the knotty pine planks of my back deck—it’s held up above the steep ravine leading down to the lake by
            multiple thick steel pylons—where I can still see the shoe prints. They’re less prominent than they were in Francesca’s video,
            but only because what limited rainwater makes it through the small openings between the planks of the deck has partially washed
            them away.
         

         
         But they’re still there.

         
         As if that isn’t bad enough, the doctor herself has come up behind me.

         
         “So, not dementia,” she says. She’s not even panting from running after me since she’s in such good shape from her daily laps.
            “And not ghosts, either.”
         

         
         “No,” I force myself to admit. This is so humiliating. “Definitely not dementia. And not ghosts, either, unless ghosts have started carrying utility tools to slice open window screens.” 

         
         “Is that what they used?” She squats down beside the window—the one the inspector warned me didn’t lock properly, but that
            I figured was no big deal because there’s no crime in West Harbor—and peers at the severed screen. She’s wearing faded cutoffs,
            the raggedy threads brushing the tops of her strong, tanned thighs, while the back pockets hug—and emphasize—her heart-shaped
            ass.
         

         
         Shit. How can this be happening to me?
         

         
         “Who did you say you showed this to?” I ask, finally. 

         
         She tucks back a strand of dark hair that’s escaped from her braid and straightens up. Her sunglasses are still perched on
            top of her head. It’s too dark beneath the deck to see anything with them on. “I sent a copy to Mr. and Mrs. Baumgarten, of
            course, as well as Harbor Hideaways and Jackie—”
         

         
         She breaks off, biting her lip. For some reason she doesn’t want to say anything more about whoever this Jackie person is.

         
         Not that it matters.

         
         “I don’t know what they’re going to do with it,” she goes on. “No one has ever shown up to ask me about it, partly because,
            according to Jackie, the homeowner never made a report. You’re supposed to—”
         

         
         “God dammit.” I drag my fingers through my hair. “I’m not the homeowner.”
         

         
         She stares at me in surprise. “You’re not?” It’s plain from her astonished expression that Francesca—Frankie—never considered this possibility. And why would she? “But it’s in your name.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I know. It’s complicated. The homeowner lives abroad and is a very private person, who—”

         
         I break off nervously. I can see her staring at me, the gears of her brain shifting as she registers and then absorbs this information. How can I explain any of this without telling her who I work for, since I know she’ll never believe me? I already tried to tell her about my superpower and thought the stupid cat would come out and prove what I was saying. 

         
         But the cat had other ideas, because cats always have other ideas. I don’t have anything against cats in general, but I can
            already tell this one is a little bit of an asshole.
         

         
         “The owner’s my boss, Guy,” I say instead. “I suggested purchasing this place because it seemed like a good investment. I’m
            the one who found it, and also the one who decided that renting it out would be a good source of income when Guy wasn’t ready
            to move in—oh, hell.”
         

         
         I give up. I can tell by her raised eyebrows I’m only making things worse.

         
         Or maybe not, since the next words out of her mouth are, “Investing in real estate typically is a good wealth-management strategy. And investing in vacation rental properties has, historically, paid off. But it can have
            its downsides, like this.” She points at the cut screen. “The owner, or at least the property manager, has to keep an eye
            on the place.”
         

         
         “I know.” It’s all I can do to keep from running to my truck, getting inside, and driving back to Manhattan, never to return.
            “I try to. But it’s hard. I live in the city and work full-time. I can’t get here every week. That’s why I hired Harbor Hideaways.
            I thought they could manage it.”
         

         
         Frankie nods. “Normally they can. But during the busy season, when we have so many Summer People renting, they get overwhelmed. Things slip through the cracks. That’s why I thought you must not have changed the lockbox code. Until I saw that.” She points at the cut screen and shoe prints. 

         
         I follow the line of her finger, noting that the nail is just like the rest of her—strong and angular. No nail polish, not
            even clear. Has Frankie Giovanni ever had a manicure in her life?
         

         
         Doubtful. She doesn’t seem like the type to treat herself.

         
         “You can see that there were probably four to five people,” she’s saying. “Most likely all female. I wear a size nine, and
            these prints are smaller than mine.”
         

         
         She places one of her own feet beside the prints, and I can see she’s right. Her foot, like her nails and the rest of her,
            is long and lean—longer than any of the other prints.
         

         
         “I’d say a mix of sixes and sevens, which is unusual,” she says thoughtfully. “The average shoe size for American women is
            between an eight and a half and a nine.”
         

         
         “So you’re saying it was kids?”

         
         “No. These treads are from adult shoes. But the width suggests women, and chosen styles suggest young women. This one—” she
            points at a particularly small print in the dirt beneath us “—is the most telling.”
         

         
         I blink at the tiny footprint. “Why?”

         
         “Because it’s a Silver Star.”

         
         “A what?”

         
         She smiles. A small smile. But it’s a smile, just the same. “Silver Stars are handmade Italian sneakers that are super popular
            right now, particularly with teenagers.”
         

         
         I can’t help it. I stare at her. It’s partly the smile and partly something else—a growing dread that I know exactly who these footprints belong to. 
         

         
         But I’m not about to share this information with Frankie Giovanni.

         
         “How do you know so much about sneaker treads?” I ask her instead. “Were you in Girl Scouts or something?”

         
         “No. My family owns a restaurant.” 

         
         I guess I must have looked confused, since she explains, “After my dad died, we were all expected to work in it after school
            and on weekends, so I never had the time—or the luxury—as a kid for extracurriculars.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say. “Sorry about your dad. Mine’s gone, too. I guess that makes us both members of the Dead Dad Club.”

         
         “The what?”

         
         “The Dead Dad Club. Haven’t you heard of it? It’s not a club anyone wants to join, but we all end up becoming members eventually. I was eighteen when I joined. How about you?”
         

         
         Now she’s the one looking confused. “Seventeen . . . but that was twenty years ago.”

         
         “Sure, but do you ever get over something like that? Especially if you actually liked your dad.”

         
         “Did you not like your father?”

         
         “Uh.” She’s staring at me like I’ve said something concerning, and I guess I have. You’re not supposed to admit that your
            dad was a bad guy, even when he was. It’s not socially acceptable. “He had his moments.”
         

         
         “Right.” She gives a tentative smile like this answer makes sense and isn’t just a thing people say when their dad was an abusive asshole. “Well, I suppose the death of a parent is harder for some people than others, depending on their relationship. But healing and grief aren’t linear . . . they ebb and flow. Most people learn to tolerate the loss of a loved one over time. Death is a natural part of life. I always advise my patients to remember this, and to try to appreciate the time they’re given with loved ones and live in the moment.” 

         
         “Sure.” I smile at her to show her that I’m like most people. “Me, too.”
         

         
         She doesn’t look particularly convinced, but this might be because she’s decided to get back to my question about the sneakers.
            “The reason I know so much about those shoes,” she says, “is because my little sister, Cat, is a self-proclaimed sneakerhead.
            Silver Stars retail for about a thousand bucks. She wants a pair very badly.”
         

         
         Guy once paid almost two hundred grand for a pair of Nike SB Paris Dunk Lows, so a thousand bucks doesn’t shock me as much
            as I think it shocks Francesca.
         

         
         What shocks me instead is the realization that I know who this footprint belongs to.

         
         A yellow romper and her brand-new sneakers, Stephanie Bridle said through her tears when I asked her—months ago—if she could tell me what Emma was wearing the last time
            she saw her. A pair of Silver Stars. She bought them with her own money that she earned babysitting. She was so proud of them!

         
         Emma Bridle probably isn’t the only missing girl in the world who wears size seven Silver Stars. She’s just the only one I’m
            looking for. And, thanks to my “special gift,” I’ve found her.
         

         
         Or rather, she found me. Too bad she didn’t stick around. Emma. Emma, where are you? What are you doing?

         
         “So I guess the burning question,” Francesca goes on, her nose wrinkling quizzically—and adorably—“is what someone with thousand-dollar
            sneakers is doing stealing groceries out of an old lady’s vacation rental?”
         

         
         I shake my head. I can’t tell her. I already tried, and she didn’t believe it (and the cat was no help whatsoever, either).

         
         But if she doesn’t believe ghosts are real (which should come as a surprise to all the many restless spirits I’ve encountered
            over the years), what’s she going to say about my psychic ability, and the fact that I’m currently using it to track down
            a wannabe witch?
         

         
         It’s right then that I hear it: thunder rumbling off in the distance. There’d been no warning of rain today on my weather
            app, and the sky had been a bright arc of cloudless blue when I was driving up from the city. But now a storm is coming?
         

         
         I’m pretty used to things not going my way—that’s part of the fun of being alive, right? Sometimes things don’t go your way,
            and you have to scramble to make them right. It’s tough, but it keeps things interesting.
         

         
         But things really haven’t been going my way lately, and it’s getting kind of hard not to wonder if there might be a more nefarious reason behind
            it all than the simple fact that sometimes things suck.
         

         
         Suddenly I realize I can’t stand being under the deck anymore. The shade is nice and cool, and it smells good—like dirt and
            the woods and the lake. Clean, earthy smells.
         

         
         But this is exactly where Emma Bridle stood to break into my house. If I’d been here in West Harbor instead of wasting so
            much time searching for her in the city, I’d have found her a week ago.
         

         
         This is not good. Not good at all. I don’t know how Frankie’s not feeling as claustrophobic as I am—the top of her head is
            in just as much danger of scraping the bottom of the deck as mine.
         

         
         All I know is that I have to get out.

         
         So I duck back out into the sunshine and immediately feel much better. The house doesn’t have a backyard—the wooded cliff plunging down toward the lake and the deck overlooking it is the backyard—so I stand close to the side of the house, near one of the outer pylons. Fortunately there’s a pretty nice breeze
            coming off the lake. It seems to be coming from a line of dark clouds building in the north, just over the treetops of Center
            Island.
         

         
         A storm is coming. A big one, from the looks of it, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed. Frankie follows me out from beneath
            the deck and squints at the clouds.
         

         
         “I have to go,” she announces. She looks cool and collected. Being under a dank, dark deck by the footprints of a missing
            girl doesn’t bother her at all, probably because she doesn’t have to explain to her boss how she missed her, or even that
            those footprints belong to a missing girl. “This has been very informative, but I think it’s going to rain, and—”
         

         
         “Hang on a minute.”

         
         Invite her inside. Invite her inside for a drink.

         
         Then I remember there’s nothing to drink inside. A little thief in thousand-dollar sneakers stole it all. I had meant to stop
            by the grocery store on my way up from the city, but I forgot. As usual.
         

         
         And is it appropriate to ask your neighbor in for drinks after realizing the person who stole all your renters’ groceries
            is the very same person you’re supposed to be finding? I don’t think so.
         

         
         But I can’t help it. This might be my only opportunity to make a good impression on Francesca Giovanni. She’s already looking
            at me questioningly, wondering why I asked her to wait. I need to come up with something. . . .
         

         
         “I guess I owe Mrs. Baumgarten an apology.” I’m floundering. “And a refund.”

         
         I don’t know why Francesca’s approval is so important to me. All I know is that when I see the smile that spreads across her face is a genuine one, without snark, my heart gives a kick. And it’s not only because she approves of what I said. It’s because when she’s smiling, Francesca “Frankie” Giovanni isn’t only attractive. 

         
         She’s beautiful.

         
         “I was hoping you’d say that,” she says. Her teeth are even and white, all except for her incisors, which are just the tiniest
            bit crooked. No braces as a teen for Dr. Giovanni. I can’t imagine what kind of orthodontist would have had the guts to tell
            her she needed them. “Mrs. Baumgarten will be so happy.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I don’t relish telling Guy any of this. But I relish the sudden warmth in Francesca’s eyes. “I hope you’ll forgive
            me, too. I truly am sorry.”
         

         
         “Don’t mention it. That’s what neighbors are for, right?”

         
         She gives me another beautiful smile, then turns to go.

         
         I can’t let this happen. “Wait!”

         
         She turns back toward me, curious. “Yes?”

         
         “What . . . what do you think I should do about that?” I nod toward the basement window.
         

         
         I’m only asking to keep her from leaving so soon. I know what to do about it: find Emma before she breaks into the wrong house
            and gets herself arrested . . . or worse.
         

         
         But Francesca appears to seriously consider the question as the stormclouds over the lake give another growl. Those towering
            clouds are rolling closer and closer to the bright sun, threatening to cover it at any moment.
         

         
         “Well, first, I’d fix that.” Francesca points in the direction of the torn screen. “Then I guess I’d try to figure out who
            did it.”
         

         
         I nod. “So I can tell the police?”

         
         “No.” She drops her sunglasses back down over her nose, which wrinkled with distaste at my suggestion of calling the cops. “So you can get them the help they need.” 

         
         This is not the reply I was expecting. “Really?”

         
         “Really. Maybe we should try to find out why a group of young girls is stealing food before we saddle them with criminal records for it.”
         

         
         “Right!” I wonder if she has any idea how cute she is. I know she’s too tall to toss over my shoulder, but I want to try it
            anyway. “That’s a much better idea. How are we going to do that?”
         

         
         “We aren’t.” She leans over and pats me dismissively on the very same shoulder I was thinking of throwing her over. “You are. Good luck, Mr. Merit.”
         

         
         Then she turns and begins walking back to her own house, her spine ramrod straight and head held high, but that ass swinging
            like a pendulum, and her sweet voice—the one she tries so hard to make sound authoritative—still sounding like a dove’s coo.
         

         
         Damn.

         
         “Uh.” I can’t help myself. I’m trotting after her. “I think I’m probably going to need your help with that. Not being from
            around here, I don’t have the resources to—”
         

         
         “Don’t sell yourself short.” She doesn’t break stride. “I can tell that you have plenty of resources.”
         

         
         I’m not sure what she means by that, but I can tell she doesn’t mean it to be flattering. I decide to pretend otherwise, especially
            since it did end up sounding flattering—every word she utters in that angelic voice sounds like a caress. “Yeah, but I was thinking maybe
            we could pool our individual resources together, and then work on this problem—”
         

         
         This stops her dead in her tracks. She turns to look me in the eye, only barely having to lift her chin to do so.

         
         “What problem?” she asks. “I don’t have a problem. You do.”
         

         
         “Well, it’s sort of everyone’s problem, isn’t it?” It’s hot out, and where we’re standing in her weed-strewn lawn, there’s
            no shade. The sun is about to be blotted out by the rain clouds rolling in over the lake, but for now, it’s beating down on
            both of us. I’m pretty sure that’s not the only reason I’m suddenly sweating, though. “I mean, if kids are breaking into rentals
            in this neighborhood, then maybe that’s something we need to tackle together. I know I’ve already caused you a lot of hassle,
            but if you’d just let me take you out for dinner tonight, maybe I could not only make it up to you, but we could figure out
            a way to—”
         

         
         She’s already turning back toward her house. “Sorry. I’m busy.”

         
         I know she means to sound dismissive, but all she sounds is cute.

         
         “Oh, sure,” I say, keeping up with her. “Tomorrow night, then?”

         
         “Sorry. I have patients.”

         
         “At night?”
         

         
         “Yes, Mr. Merit.” She whips around to face me again. “And when I’m done with my appointments, I’m usually too mentally exhausted
            to go out to dinner with someone who wants me to help them solve their problems . . . for free.”
         

         
         Whoa. Yeah, she’s mad at me all right. Only, because she’s so pretty and her voice so melodic, her anger is like rain on a
            hot summer day like this one—soothing and welcome.
         

         
         “I could pay you,” I say. It’s the only thing I can think of. I want to keep her there. I want to keep listening to her silvery
            voice. I want her to notice me—more than notice me.
         

         
         She doesn’t even turn her head to look at me as she walks away.

         
         “I’m not accepting new patients at this time,” she says as she climbs the steps to her front porch, that ass looking like a denim-clad valentine. Thunder rumbles again, more loudly this time, but Francesca ignores it. “Goodbye, Mr. Merit.” 

         
         I’m so enchanted by the honeyed way her lips form the syllables of my name—I swear it’s that, and not the way her ass looks
            in those shorts—that I don’t even notice she’s opened her front door and is about to leave me all alone in what had once been
            Dr. Dick’s tidily manicured, weed-free lawn.
         

         
         All alone except for one other creature.

         
         Because the second Frankie Giovanni opens her front door to go inside, a tiny black-and-white cat slinks out from beneath
            the steps to her front porch, trots over to me, flops onto her side in the dirt at my feet, and begins affectionately rubbing
            her head against my shoe.
         

         
         I knew it. This cat is a complete asshole.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         Don’t turn around.

         
         That’s what I tell myself.

         
         Keep walking right into the house and shut the door. Don’t turn around for one last look. A last look would ruin a truly epic
            exit, a total mic-drop moment.
         

         
         I’m not accepting new patients at this time.

         
         That conversation went so fantastically well, better than I could ever even have imagined. When I obliterated him with the
            photos of the footprints? And hit him with the definition of hypnagogic? I couldn’t have asked for a better reaction.
         

         
         So why can’t I leave it at that?

         
         Because I’m physically incapable of doing so. It’s my genetic destiny: no Giovanni can ever leave anything well enough alone.

         
         So as I pull open the front door, I turn my head slightly—just slightly—to see how Ash Merit is taking my rejection . . .

         
         And I see the cat rolling over on its back in front of him, begging for belly rubs.

         
         What the—

         
         I’ve been trying to get that cat to come out and ask me for belly rubs—or any kind of recognition at all—for weeks. And instead it comes out for Ash Merit?
         

         
         No. No way.

         
         “I don’t believe this.” I’m already stomping back down the porch steps. Well, not stomping exactly, because I don’t want to
            scare the cat back into its hidey-hole. But I’m walking very firmly. “How did you—”
         

         
         “I told you.” Ash doesn’t look surprised to see me back in the yard. If anything, he looks pleased. And who wouldn’t with
            a sweet little cat fawning all over him? “I’m a cat whisperer.”
         

         
         “A what?”
         

         
         “A cat whisperer. You know, like a horse whisperer, only with cats. They love me.”

         
         “You did not tell me that. You told me lost things always find you.”

         
         “Well, that’s part of it. Only I don’t think this little girl is lost. She seems to be right where she wants to be.”

         
         I’m too stunned to make words. The cat isn’t scared. It isn’t crying or trying to claw him. It’s butting its head against
            him, its yellow eyes wide, probably because it’s as startled as I am by its sudden capitulation.
         

         
         Then it looks at me . . . and opens its mouth to utter a single high-pitched inquisitive meow, as if asking me the exact same
            question I’m asking myself: What the hell is going on?
         

         
         I stare back at it speechlessly, because I have no idea.

         
         “What a good girl,” Ash says, now sitting cross-legged in my yard, the tiny cat stretched out in the dirt before him, its tail curled like a question mark. “What are you going to name her?” 

         
         “Name her?” I can’t believe any of this is happening—the cat, the approaching storm, Ash Merit having some kind of secret
            superpower over cats. Where is this storm even coming from? It hasn’t rained for weeks but it’s getting ready to do so now, at the exact moment the cat I’ve been attempting to catch has finally come out—for Ash Merit? Ash Merit, who suddenly thinks he’s an expert on feline behavior and anatomy? “How do you know it’s a girl?”
         

         
         “Look at that belly. That’s a pregnant cat belly if I ever saw one.” And then he puts his hand on the cat’s belly and gently
            rubs it—and the cat doesn’t object.
         

         
         If a stranger had done that to Violet, she’d have degloved him. This cat squirms happily in the dirt, asking for more belly rubs, and purring.

         
         I’ve never seen anything like this.

         
         “Are you knocked up?” Ash is talking to the cat, but not in the high-pitched voice many of us—myself included—use when speaking
            to animals, because studies have shown that cats, at least, respond better to a baby voice. It’s his normal voice, but the
            cat is paying rapt attention anyway. “You look like all you need is a few good meals and a decent roof over your head. And
            I’m pretty sure this nice lady here is going to give you all of that.” He smiles up at me, as innocently happy as the cat
            he’s petting. “You are, aren’t you? You’re not going to dump her off at the shelter.” It’s a statement, not a question.
         

         
         “Never.”

         
         But again, I’m not about to admit the whole truth to Ash Merit: that I’ve had my laundry room set up for weeks for this cat, complete with a brand-new litter box and food bowls, in the hope I might be able to lure her inside. 

         
         Oh, and that I already have a name picked out for her: Daisy. That’s how much of a dork I am. I’ve already named the stray
            cat that’s been living under my porch, and I didn’t even know she was female, let alone possibly pregnant. I chose “Daisy”
            because flower-themed names were always my dad’s favorite—he wanted to call me Violetta, but thankfully Mom wouldn’t let him,
            so I called my last cat Violet in his honor.
         

         
         And this little tuxedo cat, whom I’ve spotted playfully chasing butterflies through my yard many times, seems like a Daisy,
            fresh and full of sunshine.
         

         
         Kittens, though? I never imagined kittens.

         
         “I’d love her to come live with me.” I’m trying to keep my mind on the cat and not the man. This is the only reason I go to kneel in the dirt beside Ash. I don’t care about him. It’s all about Daisy. Up close, I can see she is mostly
            black but has a white throat and a round little belly that could—or could not—be filled with kittens.
         

         
         I also can’t help noticing Ash needs a shave. I have no explanation for why this discovery causes a surge of desire to shoot
            through me, except that Mark is right: it’s been a long time since I got laid.
         

         
         “But I have to take her to the vet to make sure she’s not microchipped,” I go on in my most professional voice. “She isn’t
            feral.”
         

         
         Not only is she not feral, she’s still energetically butting Ash’s hands with her head, while steadfastly ignoring me, the
            person who has been feeding her for weeks.
         

         
         I know I should turn around, go inside, and forget all about my new neighbor and this stupid, ungrateful cat. I always tell my patients to be wary of codependent relationships where they find themselves
            giving and giving while getting nothing emotionally in return (obviously this doesn’t include pets or children, who have no
            choice but to be dependent on others, as they are not capable or old enough to drive, earn their own income, or even operate
            a stove to feed themselves).
         

         
         But just as I’m about to attempt a second dramatic exit from the scene, the sun disappears behind the mountain of clouds looming
            overhead, and the air in my yard turns ten degrees cooler. I can hear Mrs. DeLong down on her dock by the lake, shouting to
            her kayaking grandchildren to “paddle in” since it’s about to rain.
         

         
         I hesitate.

         
         All of the storms we’ve been getting lately have turned out to be a lot of noise with no substance . . . nothing but heat
            lightning. That’s why, the meteorologists insist, the leaves on the trees haven’t even begun to change, even though the first
            day of autumn has come and gone. It’s been too hot and dry for trees to get the message winter is on its way.
         

         
         These clouds seem serious, however: a fat plop of rain lands on my cheek. What kind of person would I be if I went inside
            now and let Daisy get soaked, especially in her (alleged) condition?
         

         
         “She could be lost,” I say finally. “She could belong to someone who’s looking for her.”
         

         
         “Oh, she’s definitely not lost.” Ash looks—and sounds—as cheerfully confident as one of my nieces right before a gymnastics
            meet. “And she does belong to someone.”
         

         
         When I look at him questioningly, he says, “You.”
         

         
         No sooner has the word you left his lips than lightning flashes.
         

         
         Then a roar of thunder shakes the earth below us. A second later, the heavens split open, and heavy, cooling rain pours down
            on West Harbor for the first time in months.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I’m standing on Francesca Giovanni’s front porch.

         
         I don’t know how it happened, exactly. She definitely didn’t invite me . . . unless you count the fact that she yelled, “Run!”
            when the first fat drops of rain began to hit us.
         

         
         I don’t know what caveman instinct made me think to grab the cat as I staggered through a million stinging needles of rain
            toward Francesca’s front door. But I’m glad I did, because when we reach shelter and Francesca turns to look at me, I see
            her gaze—which seemed annoyed at first to find me there—go to the cat in my arms.
         

         
         That’s when both her gaze and her voice soften, and I see that Francesca Giovanni, for all her attempts to seem stern and
            professional, is nothing but a big softie.
         

         
         “Oh,” she coos. “You poor thing.”

         
         But she doesn’t mean me, even though I’m standing there, basically soaking wet. It’s really coming down. No. She means the
            cat.
         

         
         To me, she says in a completely different voice, “Oh, good, you got her. Thanks.”

         
         “Yeah, I got her, all right.”

         
         I’m not sure for how long, though. The cat isn’t struggling to get away—yet. Instead, she only looks mildly confused. And
            why shouldn’t she be? One minute she was rolling around in the dirt of Francesca Giovanni’s yard, and the next she’s in my
            arms on the porch, watching the rain stream down around us. The cat blinks a few times and looks around.
         

         
         Then I feel her muscles stiffen.

         
         Uh-oh. This cat is going to make a break for it. She doesn’t care about rain. She just wants to get away from me, even though
            I didn’t lie when I told Francesca I’m a cat whisperer. Cats come to me when I call them (usually).
         

         
         But that doesn’t mean I can make them do anything. They’re cats. No one can make them do anything.
         

         
         “Let’s take her inside,” Francesca says. I don’t know if she’d noticed my grip on the cat tightening or what.

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes. Come with me.”

         
         That’s when she starts walking through her house toward what I know to be the laundry room because our floor plans are identical.
            
         

         
         Well, not exactly identical. I see right away that Francesca has built-in bookshelves on either side of her fireplace, filled
            to overflowing with books of every description, from current mass-market paperbacks to thick psychology textbooks, whereas
            I have built-ins filled with sound equipment for the sweet flat-screen I hung over the fireplace.
         

         
         And Francesca has opted to put a stain on the wood accents throughout the house, matching it to the stain on the hardwood floors, and allowing the true grain of the wood to stand out against the white walls, whereas I had mine painted black, and all of the walls dark gray, because Guy says the focal point of any home should be the windows and the trees and sky outside them. 

         
         Still, most of the rest of Francesca’s house looks exactly the same as mine, aside from the furnishings—she seems to have
            gone for a lived-in, professorial vibe, which includes not only books, but threadbare Persian carpets, spider plants bursting
            from clay pots, and a lot of blue vintage Danish glass that probably cast a reflection when the sun is shining through the
            windows.
         

         
         “Nice place,” I can’t help murmuring as Francesca steers me past the sliding glass doors overlooking the back deck and lake,
            and toward the main bedroom—the door to which is sadly closed. The laundry room is just across the hall from the main bedroom,
            and this door she throws open, revealing a disappointing lack of used lingerie. “It looks weirdly familiar.”
         

         
         She gives the barest flicker of a smile at my lame joke.

         
         “Thanks,” she says. “You can put her in here.”

         
         She points into the laundry room, which is peaceful and calm like the rest of the house . . . except for the sheets of rain
            drumming against the roof and every single windowpane, skylight, and door.
         

         
         “Are you sure?” With each step I’ve taken deeper into Francesca’s house, the cat in my arms has sunk its claws deeper into
            my flesh. This cat is pissed and possibly not quite as domesticated as I initially thought.
         

         
         “Oh, yes, it’s fine.”

         
         Francesca doesn’t notice that I’m carrying a ticking time bomb. She’s too busy filling two blue bowls, one with tap water from the sink, the other with high-quality kibble from a newly opened bag of cat food, and placing them carefully back on the floor. Other than these bowls, a blue litter box on the floor of the shower, a circular, blue hooked rug, and a blue cat bed near the sink, the laundry room is all white—washer, dryer, floor, walls, shower tiles, even the shower curtain. 

         
         My laundry room has a shower in it, as well, for anyone coming in from the lake who wants to rinse off. But apparently Francesca
            doesn’t mind sacrificing this convenience for the comfort of the cat currently attempting to flay my skin.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say, skeptically. “If you say so.”

         
         Then I lean down and open my arms.

         
         For a moment, the cat stays where she is, partly because her claws are sunk too far into my skin for her to make a quick getaway,
            and partly because she’s confused about what’s happening.
         

         
         Then she realizes I’m letting her go.

         
         The cat explodes out of my arms. She lands on the blue hooked rug, where she freezes for a second or two before realizing
            the only way out of the room is through the open doorway in which Francesca and I are standing.
         

         
         That’s when the cat turns and, her ears flattened against the back of her head, makes a beeline for the door . . . and us.

         
         “Run!” Francesca yells again.

         
         This time, I don’t hesitate. I turn and flee down the hall, not stopping until I hear the laundry room door slam closed behind
            me.
         

         
         It’s not that I’m scared of cats. I’m not. I just have a healthy respect for teeth and claws.

         
         “Phew.” Francesca is leaning her back against the closed door as if she expects the cat to come bursting through it like the alien out of that guy’s stomach. There is no sound coming from the laundry room, but any cries the cat makes would probably be drowned out by the pounding of the rain anyway. “I’ll keep her in there for a while, at least until she calms down, and I can get her to the vet. I guess she’s a little more feral than I thought.” 

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         I’m standing awkwardly in Francesca’s dining room, which in my place features a modern glass-topped table large enough to
            seat eight beneath a chandelier I found made of genuine deer antlers.
         

         
         In Francesca’s dining room, there’s nothing but a small tasteful pendant lamp hanging over a round wooden table with mismatched
            chairs. The table is piled high with papers, books, magazines, a laptop, and a green leather Filofax open to the calendar
            for the day. The calendar has large fifty-minute chunks of the day crossed out in red pen, but no legible writing on it.
         

         
         “Well, thank you for your help,” she’s saying as she comes away from the laundry room door. “I guess I’ll see you later.”

         
         I’d been subtly checking my arms for blood, though none of the cat’s claws appear to have broken my skin. But now I look up.
            
         

         
         “Wait.” I stare at her incredulously. “Are you kicking me out?”

         
         She is. She’s walking away from the laundry room and toward the front door, outside of which the rain is still coming down
            in a heavy stream. No more thunder or lightning, but the downpour is rat-a-tat-tatting against the skylights like a drumline.
            She pays no attention to this, however.
         

         
         “Not at all! I just know you have important things to do right now. Weren’t you going to call Mrs. Baumgarten to let her know about her refund?” 

         
         “Yeah, but I thought I might wait for a break in the deluge before heading home.”

         
         “Oh, it’s not that bad out there.” She’s smiling at me, which is great. But she’s also pulling open the front door. There,
            the sound of the rain is more of a steady roar than a rat-a-tat-tat. It sounds like Niagara Falls. “Just a little drizzle.”
         

         
         “Are you kidding me right now?”

         
         She looks at the thick curtain of rain streaming down past the overflowing gutters along the roof of her porch and bites her
            lower lip. “Well . . .”
         

         
         “You can’t even see my house through that rain,” I exclaim. The only thing you can see through it is her yard, which has turned
            into a river of mud thanks to its lack of vegetation—or rather, any vegetation except for weeds.
         

         
         “Right,” she says pleasantly. Every word out of her mouth sounds pleasant, including what she says next: “But like I said,
            I have patients—”
         

         
         “No, you don’t.” I point to the calendar. “This says you’re done for the day. You don’t have anything crossed out after four,
            which means you’re free, right?”
         

         
         I watch as her face falls. I can tell she’s not used to people calling her out on her shit, maybe because so few others have
            dared.
         

         
         Well, I dare.

         
         “Oh,” she says, looking even more uncomfortable. “I do have appointments, I just didn’t write them on that. I use electronic
            medical record software to—”
         

         
         “Sure you do,” I say, in as pleasant a tone as she’s using. “Look, I get it. You don’t want me here. And that’s okay. I don’t want to be here either.” 

         
         This isn’t a lie. I don’t want to be here in Francesca’s living room. I want to be in her bedroom.

         
         “But I’m not going back out there,” I say, striding over to the deep, comfortable-looking couch in front of her brick fireplace.
            “You know, most people would offer me a beer or something out of gratitude for helping them catch their cat.”
         

         
         “I told you,” she says. “That’s not my cat. I’m going to take her to the vet tomorrow to—”

         
         “I know, I know. To see if she has a microchip. But you wouldn’t be able to do that if I hadn’t come along when I did and
            used my extraordinary superpowers to lure that cat inside.”
         

         
         I flop down onto the sun-faded couch. It’s clear that when it isn’t raining outside, this living room, like mine, gets a lot
            of light. Despite the faded color, the sofa is a good one, very soft and wide.
         

         
         I sink down into the cushions and wonder if this is the same place Dr. Dick used to sit when watching TV at night. There is a TV in the room but it’s small and tucked into a corner, unlike the eighty-five-inch flatscreen I have hanging over the
            mantel next door.
         

         
         “I’m more than happy to accept a glass of wine if you don’t have any beer,” I go on. “Or even whisky. I’m not picky.”

         
         Francesca stares at me some more. I think she’s trying to give me some kind of death stare, but because she’s so beautiful,
            it isn’t exactly threatening.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she says in a tone so sweet, it’s hard to tell she’s not sorry at all. “I don’t keep alcohol in the house. My ex didn’t drink, and it’s a habit I try to avoid as well, since alcohol has no health benefits—” 

         
         This information causes me to sit up straight, even though the couch is so damned comfortable.

         
         “Dr. Dick didn’t drink?” I exclaim.

         
         It’s only when I see the surprised look on her face that I realize what’s just come out of my mouth.

         
         “Dr. Dick?” Her slender eyebrows have gone up. Way up.

         
         “Sorry.” I don’t care if I’ve offended that douche. But I care if I’ve offended her. “I mean Richard. Didn’t he go by Dick?
            I could have sworn that’s how he introduced himself.”
         

         
         “Richard never went by Dick,” she says, looking intrigued, not offended. She’s closed the front door and crossed the room
            to lower herself into the faded armchair across from my couch. I know I shouldn’t be looking at her legs, but they’re right
            there in front of me, smooth and tanned and muscular as she crosses one over the other.
         

         
         “But yes,” Francesca goes on. “Richard is very health conscious and doesn’t drink alcohol. Did he really ask you to call him
            Dick?”
         

         
         I can’t look at her face. That dark-eyed gaze is too intense. But I can’t look at her bare legs, either. That would be rude.
            I decide to look at the rain streaming down the windows behind her. “He never asked me anything except not to let my knotweed
            creep into his yard . . . whatever knotweed is.”
         

         
         Francesca does something extraordinary in response to this, something I’ve never seen her do before in the year or so since
            I’ve been sort of spying on her: she laughs.
         

         
         “Yes,” she says. “That sounds like Richard. He was always pretty protective of his lawn.”

         
         I have to look at her then, even though Francesca Giovanni laughing while sitting so close to me in those cutoffs might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. 

         
         “It’s half your lawn, too,” I manage to remind her through the sudden frog in my throat.

         
         “Not anymore. It’s all mine now.” There’s no ruefulness in her voice, only deep satisfaction, and maybe even a little pride.

         
         So she’s glad Dr. Dick is gone! I clear my throat. “Well, that’s good. You’re doing a much better job with it than he ever
            did.”
         

         
         This produces another laugh from her. “Do you think so? I’m afraid not many would agree.”

         
         “Well, I like the outdoors, but I prefer it in its natural state. You know, untamed, kind of wild.”

         
         “I see. Tell me more about these superpowers of yours. You think you have more than one? What are they again . . . a cat whisperer,
            and what was that other one? You find lost things?”
         

         
         “No.” I can’t help grinning. So she’s in work mode. I’m loving this. “Lost things find me.”

         
         “And how long have you felt that lost things find you?”

         
         “My whole life. I told you; it’s my superpower. Everyone has one.”

         
         “A superpower?”

         
         “Yeah.

         
         I know what she’s trying to do: analyze me. I’ve met therapists before—you can’t avoid them when you’re raised in a family
            like mine—and they’re all the same: they want to peel you like an onion, then label all the layers.
         

         
         Only I don’t like labels.

         
         “So do you think you’re a superhero?”

         
         I grin at her some more. I hate therapy, but this is kind of fun. “Yes. That’s why I keep a cape and police scanner with me at all times.” 

         
         “I see. Are they with you now?”

         
         When I burst out laughing, she looks puzzled. “What’s so funny?”

         
         “You!” I’m crowing. “You.”

         
         “So . . . you don’t have a cape?”

         
         “No. I’m a financial advisor for a family-owned charitable trust. I don’t have a cape or a police scanner. I do have superpowers,
            though. You do, too.”
         

         
         “Do I?” She raises a single questioning eyebrow.

         
         “Sure. Everybody does. You should know that; you’re a therapist. It’s your job to help people figure out what their superpower
            is.”
         

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “Yes, because most people don’t know. We’ve all got a little magical gift inside of us, something we love and can do well,
            but it can sometimes take a lifetime to discover it, let alone trust that it’s real.”
         

         
         “Are you talking about the Japanese concept of ikigai?” She’s looking at me curiously. Her gaze looks darker—and softer—than ever. “Our reason for being? What the French call
            raison d’être?”

         
         “Reason for being! Yes, that’s it. Hey, your French accent is pretty good—”

         
         “Thanks.” She doesn’t smile at the compliment. “But I wouldn’t describe my job as helping people figure out what their, um, superpower is. A therapist’s main goal is to help patients get to know themselves better and understand how their past influences the present. Insight-oriented psychotherapy facilitates introspection and deep self-reflection, leading to understanding and, ultimately, behavior change.” 

         
         “Exactly what I was going to say.”

         
         She grins at my sarcasm. “Okay. So your raison d’être is finding lost things and cats showing up whenever you call them.”
         

         
         “No, I told you, lost things find me. The cat thing, though . . . in retrospect, I don’t know if the cat thing counts as a
            superpower. It’s just something that happens a lot. I’m pretty lucky, I guess. Most people don’t get to do what they love
            for a living.”
         

         
         Now both of those dark, slender eyebrows are raised questioningly. “Does your employment as a financial advisor allow you
            to do much finding of lost things?”
         

         
         “Oh, sure. Investment opportunities. Houses. Pets. Even people. You’d be surprised.” I grin at her, pleased by the conversation.
            I haven’t lied to her—not once. Truthfulness is as important in my line of work as it is in hers.
         

         
         But so is a well-placed lie.

         
         “I’m sure I’d be surprised, too.” Suddenly, she’s rising to her feet. “Unfortunately, that’s all the time we have. My sister
            Angie is calling me.” She shows me her phone, which she’s dug out of the pocket of those form-fitting cutoffs. On the vibrating
            screen is a photo of a woman who looks a lot like Francesca, but with a mullet. “I have to answer this. And anyway, it’s stopped
            raining. You can go home now.”
         

         
         I glance around. She’s right, it’s stopped pouring. There are still drips coming down from the roofline, but the clouds have
            begun to move away. There’s even a hint of pink sunlight showing in the west.
         

         
         “Wow,” I say, my heart sinking. “So it has.”

         
         This was it! My one chance to impress Francesca Giovanni with my wit and boyish charm, and it’s over already. She’s lifting
            the phone to her ear to answer it. “Hi, Angie. Can you hang on a minute?”
         

         
         Then she lowers the phone and looks at me expectantly. “Do you mind?”

         
         “Oh, sure.” I have to claw my way out of the sofa, I’ve sunk so far back into the cushions. But eventually I’m able to climb
            to my feet. “Don’t worry about it. I can show myself out.”
         

         
         “Great.” She’s already whirling away, pacing as she chats with her sister. “No, Ange, I told you that I’m not going. I RSVP’d
            no to Dina last week. . . .”
         

         
         “Okay.” I wave at her from the front door. “So I guess I’ll see you around. Good luck with the cat.”

         
         She waves back, but vaguely. She’s fully focused on her conversation. “Because I don’t do engagement parties, Angie. You know that. Look what happened at mine, for Christ’s sake.”
         

         
         I slip outside. The air feels cooler than it did before the storm. Cooler and fresher. Rainwater is dripping noisily from
            Francesca’s roof and the treetops around her house. The dark clouds have vanished, leaving a sky that’s turning pink and lavender
            from the setting sun. I can hear a mourning dove cooing somewhere above me.
         

         
         “Oh, yeah?” Francesca is still on the phone. “Well, that’s not an incentive for me, Angie, because unlike you, I don’t attend
            events merely to network for more clients. How could I? I can’t tell if someone is suffering from financial stress just by
            looking at them, the way you can tell if someone needs a cut and color.”
         

         
         I go down the porch steps. Francesca’s lawn has turned into a mess from the lack of grass, the dryness of the soil, and the soaking from all the rain. I feel my foot squelch down into the mud. 

         
         That’s when it occurs to me.

         
         I’m starting to like it here in West Harbor. I like it here a lot.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
         The rain takes us all by surprise—even Haley.

         
         “This is a sign,” she tells us as the ground grows muddy beneath our feet. “A sign he’s getting closer!”

         
         I’m still not sure who “he” is and I can’t ask because it looks as if everyone else knows exactly what she’s talking about.
               That can only mean that I’ve missed something important, and if Haley finds out, I’ll be in trouble. Again.

         
         “We need to form a defensive ring,” Haley insists. “We need to come together to ask Hecate for her love and protection!”

         
         This is easier said than done since the second the raindrops started to hit, Haley ran for the shelter of her tent. It’s an
               expensive one from REI. The rest of us only have strips of plastic sheeting because that’s all Haley says we need. Hecate
               will defend us from the elements—and Gaia.

         
         Only I haven’t noticed Hecate doing this lately. Oh, this is the first time it’s rained—at least this much and for so long.

         
         But Meg found a deer tick in her hair the other day. It was already attached to her scalp. I had to pick it off with tweezers,
               and even then, I didn’t get the whole thing.

         
         “I think its head is still in there,” I told Meg.

         
         “She’ll be fine,” Haley said.

         
         “No,” I said to Haley. “It’s better if we can get the whole tick and save it so if Meg does start feeling ill, we can send
               it out and have it tested for Lyme disease, or even worse, babesiosis.” It’s not Haley’s fault she doesn’t know these things.
               She’s not from Connecticut. “We need some rubbing alcohol—”

         
         “Enough!” Haley cried. “None of you are going to get Lyme disease. Haven’t you been listening to me? We’re special. We have
               the blessing of Hecate!”

         
         But apparently Hecate’s blessing doesn’t protect us from the rain. And neither, as we quickly find out, do the plastic sheets
               Haley’s given us.

         
         “Ugh,” Trina says, as she squats beside me. “My sleeping bag is soaked.”

         
         “So are my shoes.” I look down ruefully at my Silver Stars. I know I shouldn’t be so attached to material things, but I saved
               for a long time to be able to afford these shoes, and now they’re ruined.

         
         I’ve given Haley all the money that was left in my savings account. So have the other girls. Haley said she would use it to
               make sure we were safe from Gaia, who will surely want to exact revenge for our support of her rival, Hecate.

         
         “Your things will dry,” Haley snaps from the unzippered entrance to her luxury tent. “Can’t you see this rain has been sent
               by Gaia to distract us from our mission? We need to double—no, triple—our efforts to find it. We’ve got her running scared!”

         
         I peer out at the holes in the dirt all around us—holes we spent the whole day digging, and which are rapidly filling with
               rainwater. It’s raining so fiercely, every single one of them is already overflowing, sending a stream of muddy water in our
               direction.

         
         “She doesn’t seem very scared to me,” I can’t help murmuring. Fortunately it’s raining too hard for anyone to overhear me.

         
         “Get back to work!” Haley commands us. “This rain might have been intended to keep us from our goal. But the truth is, it’s a gift—a gift from Hecate to help us!”

         
         I look down at the rapidly overflowing holes. “Help us? Help us how?”

         
         This Haley overhears.

         
         “By softening the earth for us.” She gestures toward the holes through the flaps of her tent. “It will be much easier to dig
               now!”

         
         She’s right. But it will also be much messier.

         
         No one mentions this. Or maybe they do, but I can’t hear them over the rattling of the rain on our plastic sheets.

         
         “Get back to work,” Haley commands.

         
         But I notice she still hasn’t come out from her tent. Haley never helps us dig. She says that’s because she’s busy praying.

         
         Except I can’t help wondering if it’s really because she doesn’t want to get dirty and then have to bathe in lake water, which
               never quite seems to wash anything clean.

         
         Also, I know she has a mini fridge in that tent—along with a microwave and portable AC unit, all powered by a generator. Even
               though she says it’s wrong to use fossil fuels, Haley makes an exception for herself because she needs to eat Greek yogurt
               every day. The probiotics help prevent gastric bloating caused by her IBS, so the moon goddess doesn’t mind her weekly runs
               into town for Chobani and gas for the generator.

         
         “This is our chance!” Haley cries. “Hecate is blessing us with this rain!”

         
         I can’t see what anyone else is doing—it’s raining too hard, and the plastic sheets are over everyone’s heads. But I can see
               that no one moves.

         
         So I’m not the only one who doesn’t want to ruin her shoes any more than they already have.

         
         Haley seems to notice this, too.

         
         “What are you all doing, just sitting there?” she demands from her tent.

         
         When still no one moves, Haley glares out at us. It’s difficult to see her face through the rain, but I can tell by her voice that she is furious.

         
         “Emma,” she snaps. “Meg. I know you can hear me. Grab your spades and get back to it while the earth is soft and yielding.”

         
         I look around. So does Trina beside me.

         
         “Uh,” Trina says hesitantly. “I’m Trina, not Meg.”

         
         Haley sounds impatient. “Fine. Get back to work, all of you. Meg? Where are you, Meg?”

         
         I glance around. We’re squatting at the base of the roots of an enormous oak tree. We’ve dug here before, but this time, Haley
               had assured us, we were going to find it.

         
         All we’ve found so far, however, is roly-polies, mosquitoes, and ticks. And now mud.

         
         “Meg?” Haley shouts. Whenever things get tough, Haley calls for Meg, probably because Meg never pretends not to hear her,
               like I sometimes do. “Meg, will you show them that they aren’t made of sugar and won’t melt in the rain?”

         
         But for the first time, when Haley calls Meg’s name, Meg doesn’t respond.

         
         “I don’t think Meg’s here,” Trina says after we all listen for Meg’s voice for a few seconds and hear nothing but rain.

         
         “Very funny.” Her bloating must be bad today if Haley thinks any of us are in the mood for joking. “Where is she?”

         
         Suddenly I realize why I’ve been walking around all day with a kind of knot in my gut. I assumed it was the coming rainstorm—as
               an empath, I’m highly attuned to shifts in the weather and can always tell when it’s about to rain. Though truthfully, that’s
               because my camp counselor showed me when I was ten how the leaves on certain trees flip over when the barometric pressure
               is changing, and that can be an indicator of an incoming storm.

         
         No, the knot in my gut has been there since last night. Which is also the last time I saw Meg.

         
         Wait . . . is that true? It must be, because Sidney says, “I haven’t seen her since last night,” and Bella agrees. “Yeah.
               I saw Meg by the friendship circle around the fire. But I haven’t seen her since.”

         
         I realize I haven’t seen Meg since last night’s ceremony, either.

         
         “Um.” It’s Trina again. “I saw her this morning, over by the beach.”

         
         “The beach?” Haley sounds upset. “What was she doing by the beach? I didn’t give anyone permission to go to the beach.”

         
         “She said she was going fishing,” Trina says. “That’s why she took the boat.”

         
         Haley seems as confused as I am. “But I didn’t give her permission to use the boat.”

         
         Trina looks concerned. “Oh. I think she wanted it to be a surprise.”

         
         “She knows better!” I can hear the anger in Haley’s voice. “And if she really went fishing, why isn’t she back yet? Did that
               goddamned bitch steal our boat?”

         
         And that’s when I realize I know exactly where Meg is. Or where she’s trying to get, anyway: away.

         
         Away from this island. Away from us.

         
         And away from Haley, too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I wake up disoriented.

         
         This isn’t the first time in recent months that I’ve fallen asleep in the massive California king Richard and I used to share,
            then opened my eyes in the morning to find myself surrounded by popcorn that’s spilled from the bowl I took to bed with me
            to consume while watching episodes of House Hunters International.
         

         
         But this is the first time I’ve woken amidst spilled popcorn to find someone sleeping with me.
         

         
         Something warm and heavy is lying across my right arm, and for a few bewildering seconds, I think the weight belongs to Ash.
            This makes no sense whatsoever, nor does the fact that in my hypnopompic state between sleeping and waking, the idea that
            Ash might have made his way into my house and crawled into bed with me doesn’t upset me like it would if I were fully conscious.
            In fact, I kind of like it. He feels good there beside me, warm and heavy and reassuring . . .
         

         
         Alarmed, I open my eyes and am jolted into full wakefulness when I see not Ash’s face across the pillow a few inches from mine, but a furry black face, its eyes tightly closed, but its whiskers twitching— 

         
         That’s when I sit up with a jerk, disturbing not only the cat who has been sleeping so peacefully beside me, but the bowl
            of popcorn I’d made for dinner, which overturns onto my duvet.
         

         
         The cat, irritated at being woken in such a violent manner, utters a single annoyed “Meow?” then settles back down into the
            warm sheets, wrapping a paw over her eyes to block out the sunlight trickling in from the sides of my blackout curtains.
         

         
         Then I remember how I made popcorn for dinner and took it into my room along with my laptop in order to finish checking West
            Harbor’s Lost and Found Pets page. No cat matching Daisy’s description was listed, so I posted a photo of her and asked if
            anyone was missing her. No response (except a few earnest cat lovers to say how sweet she looks).
         

         
         I was finishing up some patient notes when I heard the loudest, most heart-rending feline yowl I’ve ever heard in my life,
            coming from the laundry room. All the cat rescue sites said to leave the feral cat you’ve trapped in a small, secure room,
            away from people, for a few days until she becomes more comfortable with you and her new surroundings.
         

         
         None of them said what to do if the cat begins making a sound so loud you think she’s probably being eaten alive by a coyote,
            so you throw open the door and rush into the room in alarm, only to have the cat you’ve just rescued look at you with an expression
            that can only be described as smug because she’s managed to trick you into thinking she’s hurt when she’s not.
         

         
         Then she darts past you, making a beeline for your bedroom.

         
         It was there, once she was finished thoroughly sniffing everything, that Daisy leaped onto the bed as familiarly as if she’d
            slept on it every night of her life, and began to eat the popcorn.
         

         
         This was miraculous. All the websites warned it could be days before a feral cat did anything but hiss at their rescuer. Cats
            don’t understand that when you bring them inside, you’re only trying to protect them.
         

         
         But Daisy seemed to understand, and a part of me couldn’t help wondering if Ash Merit had something to do with it.

         
         Naturally there’s no such thing as a cat whisperer, let alone anyone who attracts “lost things.” No one is born with an innate
            “superpower,” as Ash likes to call it. Sure, we may have genetic propensities to be better at some things than others, but
            a lot of that is due to exposure.
         

         
         So there’s a completely rational explanation for how Ash managed to capture this cat: he’s simply had more experience at it
            than I have. But I’m determined to catch up.
         

         
         “Hi, Daisy,” I’d said to her as I slowly lowered myself onto the bed beside her. “Good girl, Daisy.” I was careful to use
            her name frequently to get her used to hearing it, because all of the rescue sites suggested doing that, too. “Yes, that’s
            popcorn, Daisy. You’re going to see a lot of it if you decide to stay here with me. But popcorn isn’t for cats. It’s people
            food. You have your own food in the laundry room—hey!”
         

         
         The hey was because Daisy had stuffed her entire head into the bowl and begun chowing down as if popcorn was her favorite food. And
            this was after having eaten two entire cans of tuna-and-shrimp cat food and about half a bowl of kibble (I’d checked the bowls back in the
            laundry room).
         

         
         That’s when I realized Ash was right: this cat wasn’t feral. She was probably lost, lost from a home in which she’d evidently shared snacks with an owner who, like myself, loved cats and didn’t mind sharing her popcorn with one of them. 

         
         “Aw,” I said to Daisy. “Did you get lost? I’ll try to find your real owner for you, I promise.”

         
         Though I’m not sure it’s a promise I’ll be able to keep. If her former owner was so great, why didn’t she spay Daisy so she
            wouldn’t get knocked up? And why isn’t she responding to any of my posts about having found her?
         

         
         This was the point at which the cat lifted her head from the popcorn bowl, looked at me, and said, “Meep,” in a satisfied
            tone.
         

         
         Then she curled up beside me and began to clean herself as contentedly as if it were part of her nightly routine. This is
            how we’d fallen asleep together. And that’s how I woke after dreaming all night of Ash Merit, with her body draped across
            mine.
         

         
         This isn’t a bad way to wake up. Daisy has rolled over onto her back, revealing the belly Ash suspected might be full of babies.
            I’m not that familiar with how a pregnant cat’s belly is supposed to look, but Daisy’s is quite large considering how tiny
            the rest of her is, and her nipples are very visible through her white tummy fur. I’ll have to take her to the vet later to
            be sure—also to check her for a microchip—but it seems likely to me that Ash Merit is right.
         

         
         Damn him.

         
         I succeed in gathering most of the spilled popcorn without waking the cat, then pad out into the kitchen to have breakfast
            before heading out onto the back deck to grab my swimsuit and go for my swim.
         

         
         After yesterday’s unexpected storm, my suit—which I use daily and then drape over the back railing to dry in the sun—is still a little damp. The rain seems to have ushered in fall weather. There’s a distinct chill in the air that wasn’t there yesterday, and the leaves in the trees seem finally to be turning. Nothing too dramatic, but I can definitely see a few spots of gold in the leafy green canopy overhead. 

         
         Something else is different, too. Ash’s pickup truck is still in his driveway. There’s no sign of the man himself—it’s only
            seven in the morning, after all.
         

         
         But I can see that the shades in what I’m pretty certain is his bedroom—or his boss’s bedroom, I guess—are down.

         
         Yep. He’s still there. Great.

         
         As I head down the steep wooden steps from my back deck to the lake, my flip-flops clacking, my bathing suit clinging damply
            to my skin, and my towel and water bottle in my hands, I see yet another change.
         

         
         The surface of Walker Lake is covered in an eerie white fog.

         
         I’ve seen this phenomenon a few times before. Occasionally the difference in temperature between the water in the lake and
            the air around creates a kind of marine layer. Steam is rising off the water like the lake is a giant cup of hot tea, the
            water is so much warmer than the air above it. It doesn’t rise more than a foot or two off the surface of the water, and generally
            disappears before noon.
         

         
         But this time, the marine layer is so thick, I can’t even see the shore of Center Island, and it’s less than half a mile away.
            I know because I swim from my dock to its shore and back again every single morning, and my fitness tracker tells me the exact
            distance I’ve gone.
         

         
         Still, just because it’s a little foggy doesn’t mean I’m going to forego my swim. Nothing clears my head faster than hitting the water. It’s always depressing when the cold weather settles in and I have to switch to running. I love a good run, but there’s something about the motion of my arms slicing through the water that makes me feel powerful and as if all is right with the world. The lake water seems to be welcoming me, cradling my body and gently guiding me exactly where I want to go, even on those rare mornings when the lake is crowded early with Summer People, and Jet Skis and boaters cross my path, often nearly running me over. 

         
         That’s why most days, like today, I’m in the water before eight, too early to encounter any of them. The lake is quiet and
            still, with the exception of the curly tendrils of steam rising from it.
         

         
         So I dive in, concentrating on how lusciously warm the water feels compared with the cool air above it. I know I won’t be
            able to swim in the lake for much longer. Winter will soon be here.
         

         
         For now, though, I intend to enjoy it. This is my best thinking time when no one can text or call me. Today I intend to think
            about Daisy as I swim, and what I’m going to say to the vet’s office when I call them after they open at nine that will get
            them to schedule the emergency appointment I need. Shouldn’t a pregnant cat be a priority, even though she’s a stray?
         

         
         But for some reason, Daisy keeps drifting from my mind, and all I can think about is Ash Merit.

         
         Thoughts of Ash Merit have certainly fueled my workouts before, only then it was because I was so angry with him for installing
            outdoor speakers, or driving such a loud truck, or refusing to give refunds to old ladies who got robbed while staying in
            his place. I hadn’t actually met him.
         

         
         Now that I have, I can’t stop thinking about him . . . everything from his stupidly handsome face to his belief in ghosts, which somehow isn’t the turnoff I would expect it to be, possibly because he’s also just so attractive and . . . nice.
         

         
         I’m not used to genuinely nice guys, only guys like Richard, who started out seemingly sweet and caring, but as the years
            went by, grew into a bitter, pretentious asshole. By the time I realized this was his true nature and not a symptom of some
            kind of mental health crisis or physical illness, it was too late: not only were we married, we’d purchased a house together.
         

         
         Since there’s never been a divorce before in my family—as my very Catholic mother is only too pleased to tell anyone who will
            listen—and also because I didn’t want to have to sell my amazing new house, I was determined to make it work. I kept telling
            myself it wasn’t Richard’s fault: you have to have a little bit of a God complex in order to be successful in the medical field.
         

         
         That might be at least part of the reason why Richard reacted so negatively to whatever he saw at the courthouse. Because
            he believes he knows everything, encountering something out of the scope of his knowledge and experience completely traumatized
            him.
         

         
         Would it be mentally healthier to believe, like Ash and Mrs. Baumgarten, that supernatural phenomena could exist than to be
            so firmly convinced they don’t that you have a mental breakdown when faced with one, like Richard?
         

         
         I don’t know. But I have a feeling that might be part of why I can’t stop thinking about my extremely odd neighbor.

         
         Not that I want to pursue a relationship with him. I do not.

         
         Although Mark is right: I do need to get laid.
         

         
         And it’s always better when you live in a small town to get laid by strangers and not someone you’re going to run into while buying coffee at 7-Eleven at six in the morning. This is why Rochelle always gets so excited when the Fire Department Instructors Conference comes to New Haven. 

         
         Ash Merit isn’t exactly a stranger, but he’s only staying in West Harbor until he’s cleaned up the mess next door. He doesn’t
            even own that house. He’ll be heading back to the city soon, hopefully never to return after all of this unpleasantness with
            the break-in.
         

         
         Which is good. I don’t need that kind of distraction in my life right now. Things are finally starting to go my way again.
            Richard is completely gone; I own the house of my dreams; my family is healthy, and my patients are doing well (enough); I
            got Mrs. Baumgarten her refund; and I have a new, possibly pregnant cat to take care of. That is more than enough.
         

         
         Hopefully Ash will get into his truck and drive away today, and I won’t have to see or interact with him again until next
            summer.
         

         
         But this might turn out to be easier said than done, because, as I climb from the water after my swim, leaving the marine
            layer behind, then wrap my towel around my dripping body and start up the steep steps from the dock to my house, I happen
            to glance over toward Ash’s place.
         

         
         That’s when I see it: something—or someone—is creeping around underneath his deck.
         

         
         At first I think it’s only a deer. There are so many roaming the nature preserve, you basically can’t go anywhere without
            seeing them, especially now, during rutting season.
         

         
         But when I look more closely, I realize the pale thing I see moving around beneath Ash’s deck isn’t a deer but a human being.
            Specifically, it’s a very dirty, very small young woman.
         

         
         And she’s crouched in front of that same basement window, trying to pry it open so she can slip inside.

         
         Again.

         
         “Hey!”

         
         The word slips out because I’m so startled. The girl hears my exclamation and glances my way. Though we’re separated by more
            than a dozen yards of lawn and hill and trees, I’m certain I see her eyes widen. . . .
         

         
         Then, just as suddenly, I see those same eyes close, and the girl slumps over into the dirt beneath Ash’s deck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         Francesca Giovanni is standing on my front porch wearing nothing but flip-flops, a towel, and her red bathing suit.

         
         At first I think I must be dreaming. I was dreaming about this very sight until the noise of someone shouting and pounding on my front door startled me awake. I lay
            in bed for a few seconds, blinking in confusion, until I heard it again, unmistakable this time.
         

         
         “Ash! Ash, it’s me, Frankie. Ash, open up!”

         
         I was up and at the door in less than a minute, but nothing could have prepared me for what I saw when I opened it: Francesca,
            standing there with her long dark braid still wet from her morning swim, a white towel tied around her waist, and her breath
            ragged from running.
         

         
         “There’s a . . . girl,” she gasps, gesturing toward my back deck with one hand while using the other to steady herself against
            the doorframe as she pants. “I need . . . phone.”
         

         
         “Girl?” I repeat stupidly.

         
         “Phone!” she cries, pounding the door again, but this time in frustration. “I don’t have mine on me!”

         
         “Here.” I quickly hand her my phone, which I’d grabbed from the side of my bed. “Who—”

         
         But she’s already dialed 911 and put the phone to her ear. “Hi, this is Dr. Frankie Giovanni. I need an ambulance at Twelve
            Lakeview Drive for an unconscious young woman—”
         

         
         Unconscious young woman?

         
         That’s when it finally dawns on me. Emma. Emma has finally found me.
         

         
         I jam my feet into the running shoes I left on the living room floor the night before, then sprint around to the back of the
            house, where I see that there’s an unconscious young woman sprawled beneath my deck, all right.
         

         
         But she isn’t Emma Bridle.

         
         At least, I’m hoping she’s not. It’s a little hard to tell because she’s covered in so much grime—and has so many scrapes
            and cuts and bruises. This girl is slight like Emma, but her hair is short and blonde—or at least it looks as if it would
            be, if it wasn’t caked in mud . . . and is that blood?
         

         
         I don’t wait around to find out.

         
         “Hi, I’m Ash,” I say as I kneel beside the girl, my feet—and bare knees—sinking into the dirt where only the day before Francesca
            and I had stood, gazing down at my broken basement window. Only now all that dirt has turned into mud thanks to yesterday’s
            rain.
         

         
         The girl’s eyes are closed, but it’s possible she can hear me. You never know. That’s why I say, “I’m going to help you,”
            and scoop her up as gently as I can.
         

         
         She’s so thin, she seems to weigh nothing at all. But my adrenaline is pumping, too. Maybe that’s why I get back to the house with her so quickly, before Frankie has even finished her call to emergency services. 

         
         “No, Twelve,” I overhear her saying to someone over the phone as I step back into the house, the girl limp in my arms. “The emergency
            is at Twelve Lakeview Dri—”
         

         
         That’s when she turns and sees me.

         
         “What are you doing?” she demands, her eyes wide, while her hand—still holding the phone—falls limply to her side.

         
         “What does it look like?” I head toward the couch with my fragile burden. “Was I supposed to just leave her out there?”

         
         “No, of course not.” Francesca trots after me, the phone in her hand forgotten. “But you shouldn’t have moved her. She could
            have a neck or spinal injury—”
         

         
         I deposit the girl as gently as I can on the same couch cushions where, just last night, I’d sat and watched the ball game.
            Guy’s wolfskin rug—made from real wolf, a gift from the Blackfeet Nation—is close by, so I carefully cover the girl with it,
            because her skin feels as cold as ice.
         

         
         “Her neck and spine seem fine to me,” I say, since, despite my caution, the girl has given a little moan and is rolling her
            head around on the cushion behind it. “I think she’s waking—”
         

         
         That’s when the girl’s eyes—blue as the sky—fly open, and she looks from me to Francesca, who hovers nearby.

         
         “Who—” The girl tries to sit up, then moans and falls back against the cushions.

         
         “Shhh,” Francesca says, reaching out to pull the wolfskin over the girl’s shoulders. “Don’t try to get up. I’m Frankie, and
            this is Ash. Can you tell me your name?”
         

         
         But the girl only thrashes her head against the cushion, moaning.

         
         “She’s in shock.” Francesca kneels down beside the couch. “Can you make some coffee? She needs fluids . . . preferably something warm and sweet.” 

         
         “Okay.” I go obediently to my coffeemaker but keep an eye on the girl, who is staring nervously up at my neighbor. I’m definitely
            not staring at Francesca, even though she’s wearing my favorite outfit. I haven’t allowed my gaze to stray once below her collarbone.
            That would be inappropriate.
         

         
         The girl is another story. I let myself stare at her full on. There are so many questions I want to ask her—first and foremost
            is Have you seen Emma Bridle?

         
         But I keep my mouth shut for the moment.

         
         “Hi, honey.” Francesca is speaking to the girl in a kind, soothing voice—the kind you might use to lure a stray cat inside
            your house. “We just want to help you. Can you tell us your name?”
         

         
         To my surprise, the girl opens her mouth, but not to moan or scream. “Please,” she whimpers. Her voice is ragged, partly from
            weeping, and partly because she’s still so cold—or possibly frightened—her teeth are chattering.
         

         
         “Please don’t call the police,” the girl begs. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for what we did—”
         

         
         “What you did?” Now Francesca’s voice is light and friendly, completely nonjudgmental. But her gaze is laser-focused on the
            emaciated figure beneath Guy’s favorite fur. “What did you do?”
         

         
         “N-nothing. I swear.”

         
         But I know exactly what the girl did. I also know why she’s trying to cover it up. I recognize the Nikes she’s wearing—size
            seven, an exact match for some of the footprints I’d seen in the photo Francesca showed me. They’re wet and coated in mud,
            too, just like the rest of her. But the tread is unmistakable.
         

         
         Francesca doesn’t get it, though. At least, not yet.

         
         “Here.” I cross the living room with the cup of coffee I’ve doctored heavily with milk and sugar.

         
         “Thanks.” Francesca takes the cup from me and hands it to the girl. “Drink this. It will help.”

         
         “I . . .” The girl is blinking rapidly, but she accepts the cup and takes a tiny sip. “Th-thank you. It’s good.”

         
         “I know.” Francesca’s tone is still calm and friendly. “What’s your name?”

         
         It’s hard for the girl to drink, let alone talk, because she’s shaking so much. But she lowers the coffee mug and tries. “M-M-Meg.”

         
         I knew it. She looks nothing like the photos on the Missing Person flyers her parents made and posted all around West Harbor—and
            not much like the photos Emma posted of her in the past online, either. Wherever this girl has been, it has not been kind
            to her.
         

         
         “Meg Boucher?” Francesca surprises me by asking.

         
         The girl looks stunned. “H-how did you know?”

         
         “A lot of people are looking for you. I’m sure they’re going to be very happy to know you’re all right.”

         
         Meg’s eyes get even wider over the rim of the coffee cup. Her shaking seems to be slowing down, either because of Francesca’s
            unflappable demeanor, or because the coffee and the wolfskin are warming her up.
         

         
         “Who?” Meg looks genuinely astonished . . . and even more frightened than before. “Who’s looking for me?”

         
         “Your family.”

         
         The cops, I add mentally. Most of the Eastern Seaboard, maybe even the entire country.

         
         “Your parents reported you missing four months ago,” Francesca says. “They thought you’d been kidnapped.”

         
         “I’m not,” Meg cries. “I mean, I wasn’t. You have to understand—I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to do it. It’s just that we haven’t had anything to eat all week except for nettles, and when we saw all that food, we just couldn’t help ourselves—” 

         
         “What food?” Francesca looks even more confused. “What are you—”

         
         I appreciate Francesca’s help, but she’s asking all the wrong questions. It’s not her fault. She just doesn’t do this for
            a living.
         

         
         “Who was making you eat nettles?” I cross the room to stand at the end of the couch.

         
         Meg looks panicky, and I don’t think it’s because I’m a big, scary-looking (at least when I haven’t had my morning shave)
            male. I think she’s more scared of someone else—someone who isn’t in the room.
         

         
         “She doesn’t make us, exactly,” she insists. “She just wants us to eat clean, live off the land, and minimize waste—”
         

         
         “Who does?” Francesca asks.

         
         But Meg doesn’t answer. She’s still too busy trying to apologize. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause anyone any worry. I just . . .
            I just . . .” She begins to tremble all over again as new tears spill down her dirty cheeks. “I just want to go home!”
         

         
         “All right,” Francesca says in a soothing voice, and it doesn’t surprise me when she wraps her arms comfortingly around the
            girl, or when the girl responds by immediately collapsing against her, sobbing. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to talk about
            it right now if you don’t want to.”
         

         
         “Uh.” I take a step forward. I don’t want to ruin Francesca’s little therapy session, but I definitely need more information
            from this girl. “It would be better if we talked about it now. Right now.”
         

         
         Francesca shoots me a disapproving look over the weeping girl’s shoulder, but that doesn’t shut me up.

         
         “Look, I don’t want to be the bad guy, but I need to know, Meg. Was there someone named Emma Bridle with you?”

         
         Francesca tightens her arms around the girl. “You don’t have to answer now, Meg,” she says, but her reproachful gaze is still
            on me. “You just take all the time you need.”
         

         
         But Meg is already wiping her eyes (with the corner of Guy’s wolfskin) and sniffling. “Yeah. I mean, yes, there was a girl
            named Emma there. I don’t know her last name—”
         

         
         Before she can even finish her sentence, I’m grabbing my cell phone from where Francesca left it on a side table and showing
            Emma’s photo to Meg. “This her?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Meg says, peering down at the photo. “That’s Emma. Or I mean, that’s what she used to look like.”

         
         I feel my heart rate speed up with both excitement—finally, a lead!—and alarm. “What do you mean used to look like? What happened to her?”
         

         
         “Oh, nothing.” Meg has sunk back against the sofa cushions as if exhausted from all the talking, the fur throw pulled to her
            chin. “Her hair is shorter now is all. Which is probably better for her, because you wouldn’t believe the number of ticks
            out there—”
         

         
         “Out where, Meg? Where can I find Emma?”

         
         Her eyes immediately fill with tears—and fear. “I can’t—I’m not supposed to tell—”

         
         “You have to tell, Meg.” I take a seat on the edge of the coffee table directly in front of her. In order to do this, I have to step
            past Francesca, still kneeling beside the couch in her wet suit and towel. I keep my gaze on Meg, though.
         

         
         “Emma’s family asked me to find her,” I tell the girl. I don’t miss the way the look of annoyance on Francesca’s face turns to one of surprise when she hears this. But I don’t acknowledge it, either. I keep my focus on the girl. “Is she all right?” 

         
         “Y-yes.” Meg looks uncertain, however. “At least, she was when I left—”

         
         “Left where? Where did you last see her?”

         
         “I—I can’t say. She told us what would happen if we tell.”

         
         “Who told you? What did she say would happen?”

         
         “I—I can’t!” The frantic girl, her eyes streaming with tears, turns back toward Francesca. “I love my family! I don’t want
            them to die!”
         

         
         “Shhh.” Francesca puts her arms back around the girl and pats her matted hair, which for some reason is cut like a medieval
            monk’s. It’s not a great look. Fortunately Meg Boucher is so pretty and young, she can carry it off. “It’s okay. You’re safe
            now. No one is going to hurt you.”
         

         
         I’m not entirely sure about that. Which is why I don’t let up, despite the disapproving looks Francesca keeps throwing me.
            “Who is she, Meg? Who told you not to tell?”
         

         
         I already know the answer. Haley. Who else?

         
         But the girl won’t say it. She’s too frightened.

         
         “I . . . I c-can’t,” she stammers instead. Then she dissolves into hysterical sobs.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I lean back, resting my hands on my knees while Francesca continues to stroke the girl’s hair and speak reassuringly to her,
            all while casting little worried looks in my direction.
         

         
         “Meg?” Francesca is saying. “Meg, listen to me. You’re safe. No one can hurt you or your family. Did you hear what I said,
            Meg? You’re safe.”
         

         
         Except that she’s not, and she knows it. That’s why she’s clamped her mouth shut so tightly, refusing to say another word
            about where she’s been, or with whom. And that’s also why she lets out another terrified scream when the doorbell rings a
            few seconds later.
         

         
         “Shhh,” Francesca says, stroking Meg’s arm. “That’s just my friend Jackie. She’s a police officer. I called and told her that
            you were here—”
         

         
         I throw her a startled look. A cop? Francesca called the cops? I thought she was calling an ambulance.
         

         
         Meg apparently feels as betrayed as I do, since she tosses back the wolfskin, ready to run.

         
         “There’s nothing to be frightened of,” Francesca insists. “Jackie’s an old friend. She’s bringing the EMTs. They’re going
            to help you—”
         

         
         But Meg has already scrambled up from the couch, upsetting the coffee mug.

         
         “No!” she screams. “I don’t want to go to jail!”

         
         “They’re coming to help you, Meg, not take you to jail.” Francesca’s voice is impressively calm considering that the girl
            has flung herself at the sliding glass doors and is attempting to unlock them and flee, even as I’m getting up to go open
            the front door and let this Jackie person inside.
         

         
         Except that, when I get the door open, the person I see standing on the front porch isn’t the battle-axe in blue I’m expecting,
            but a tall, attractive redhead wearing a sidearm, badge, and black tactical uniform.
         

         
         “Well, hey there,” she says to me, a sunny smile on her freckled face. “Deputy Chief Jackie Boyle. Frankie Giovanni around?”

         
         Behind her, I see not only two adolescent-looking uniformed EMTs, but an ambulance, two fire trucks, and multiple West Harbor
            police cars, all parked along my side of the street. Somehow they managed to slide quietly into the neighborhood without me—or,
            more importantly, Meg—knowing.
         

         
         But everyone else on the street seems to know. All of my neighbors are standing on their lawns wearing curious and even worried
            expressions as they watch the rescue workers milling around outside my front door 
         

         
         Great. Just great. Now I’m that guy on the street who has the cops show up at his house.

         
         “Uh,” I say. “Come on in.”

         
         Because what else am I going to do?

         
         I step aside, and Francesca’s friend moves past me, still smiling as casually as if she’d run into us at the farmers market
            and isn’t standing in my living room with a gun on her hip and about ten other equally heavily armed law enforcement officers
            right outside the door.
         

         
         “Hi, Jackie,” Francesca calls cheerfully from the sliding glass doors she’s physically restraining the hysterical girl from
            unlocking. “This is Meg Boucher.”
         

         
         “Well, hey, there, Meg,” Jackie says in the most upbeat tone imaginable.

         
         It doesn’t work. Meg, now utterly terrified, breaks down.

         
         “It was only beer and wine,” she wails from the floor where she’s crumpled. The two EMTs have followed Jackie, looking pretty
            professional with their collapsible gurney and other gear. They’ve moved swiftly toward Meg and are now kneeling beside her,
            trying to revive—and reassure—her.
         

         
         “We only stole beer and wine,” Meg is insisting, weakly. “And a little food. I’m so sorry. We were so hungry. Please don’t
            arrest me!”
         

         
         “No one is here to arrest you, Meg,” Francesca explains patiently as the female EMT slips a blood pressure cuff over the girl’s
            arm. “They’re here to help you.”
         

         
         “That’s right.” Deputy Chief Boyle’s big, jovial voice exactly matches her big, jovial presence. “You have a lot of people
            worried about you, little lady.”
         

         
         Meg doesn’t look at all reassured. “I shouldn’t have come back here,” she murmurs, but this time without much conviction.
            Her eyelids appear to be getting droopy. The EMTs have given her something. “I don’t know why I did.”
         

         
         I do. She was looking for me. She doesn’t know it, any more than Emma did when she was here rooting through the fridge the other day. Sure, they were hungry. 

         
         But more than that, they wanted to be found. It’s the only explanation for why Meg returned to the scene of the crime—or chose my house in the first place.
         

         
         “Dehydration,” one of the EMTs murmurs to the deputy chief as Meg’s head slumps forward. “And exposure.” She points to multiple
            red welts on the back of the girl’s neck. “Mosquitoes. They’ve been sucking her dry. Between that, the abrasions, and the
            malnutrition, I’m surprised she was walking.”
         

         
         “And look at this.” The other EMT holds out the fading girl’s arm. Near where the blood pressure cuff is wrapped is a nasty
            rash that I’m sincerely hoping Francesca didn’t inadvertently touch. “Poison ivy. It’s all over her.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Deputy Chief Boyle says. Her tone isn’t so jovial anymore. It’s crisp and professional. “That’s enough. Let’s get
            her to the ER. You—” I’m surprised to find her hazel-eyed gaze on me. She doesn’t look so jovial anymore. “Let’s talk outside.”
         

         
         I nod and follow her out the front door. I know the drill. You can’t spend most of your free time finding lost things—especially
            people—without running into questions from law enforcement every now and then. It’s never something I look forward to. Cops
            generally aren’t too keen on “magic” as a defense for anything illegal that they happen to catch you doing.
         

         
         It’s too soon to tell if Jackie Boyle is going to have a problem with me.

         
         “So,” the deputy chief says when we reach my front porch. Francesca has followed us out but only to stand with her arms folded across her chest, staring back through my open front door at the EMTs, who are busy strapping Meg to their gurney. “This is your house, I take it?” 

         
         I nod again. It’s too complicated to tell her the whole truth. “Yes. I’m Ash Merit—”

         
         I see the deputy chief’s eyes widen a little, almost as if she’s connecting my name with something she’s heard before.

         
         Except what could she have heard? Unless Dr. Dick has been talking shit about me. Did he put something about me and the knotweed
            in his vlog? I wouldn’t be surprised.
         

         
         It can’t have been anything too bad, though, since the deputy chief is grinning broadly and stretching her right hand toward
            me.
         

         
         “Nice to meet you, Ash,” she says as she crushes my fingers in her surprisingly powerful grip. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

         
         “Don’t believe it,” I say, and steal a glance at Francesca to see if she knows what slander her ex has been spreading about
            me around town.
         

         
         But she isn’t even paying attention. Her worried gaze is still on Meg, who is moaning on the wheeled gurney the EMTs are pushing
            past us.
         

         
         “Don’t ask her too many questions until she’s gotten some fluids into her,” she’s saying in a low tone to Jackie. “She’s already
            exhibiting signs of post-traumatic stress.”
         

         
         “Glad to hear it,” Jackie says mildly. “She should be stressed, after what she put her parents through.”
         

         
         “We don’t know if that was purposeful. She may not have been held against her will, but she’s definitely been exploited and
            manipulated, not only physically, but spiritually and emotionally, as well.”
         

         
         The deputy chief looks unsympathetic. “Can you meet me at the hospital and evaluate her?”

         
         Francesca frowns. “You know I’m not on staff there. That was Richard.”

         
         “I know, I know. But you’ve already established a bit of rapport with her—”

         
         “Can I come, too?” I ask, and both women turn their heads to stare at me, as if surprised I’m still standing there.

         
         “You?” The deputy chief looks suspicious. “Why would you want to come?”
         

         
         “To visit.” I can’t tell her that I have my own questions for the kid, and that they’re likely to be very different from hers.
            “I feel responsible for her. She came to my house for help, after all.”
         

         
         “She did, didn’t she?” Jackie is frowning thoughtfully. “Any idea why that might be?”

         
         “No.” When you grow up in a family like mine, lying comes as naturally as breathing. But as my grandmother always says, Better to lie about magic than waste time trying to get nonbelievers to see the truth. “I just want to make sure she’s okay.”
         

         
         “How generous of you.” The deputy chief continues to look suspicious. And why shouldn’t she? I come to town, and suddenly
            girls who’ve been missing for months start showing up? I’d be suspicious, too. “I understand your home was broken into last
            week, but you didn’t report it.”
         

         
         I throw a reproachful glance at Francesca, but she doesn’t notice since she’s watching Meg get wheeled toward the ambulance.
            “Yeah. But—”
         

         
         “Relax.” Suddenly, Jackie shifts tactics. Now she’s grinning, trying to set me at ease. “I know you had a renter living here
            at the time. Would have been helpful for us to know back when it happened, though. We might have been able to find this girl
            before things got so bad for her.”
         

         
         I don’t say what I want to in reply, which is, No, you wouldn’t. You haven’t even been looking for her.

         
         Instead, I say, “Yeah, sorry about that.”

         
         “You’re not going back to the city anytime soon, are you?” The deputy chief is pretending like she’s not warning me to stay
            in town but that’s exactly what she’s doing. “Because I suspect I’m going to have some questions for you later.”
         

         
         “No.” I glance at Francesca, but she’s still looking worriedly after the EMTs, who are loading Meg into the back of their
            rig. “I’m not going anywhere.”
         

         
         And with that, I’m dismissed by the deputy chief. She turns to Francesca and says, “I’m gonna follow the rig to the hospital.
            On my way, I’ll call the Bouchers and let them know their daughter is safe.”
         

         
         “Oh, good.” Francesca looks relieved. “Thanks for coming so quickly, Jackie. And so quietly. I was afraid if she heard sirens,
            she’d try to bolt.”
         

         
         She did try to bolt. But I get the feeling Meg is less scared of law enforcement than she is of Haley and her threats.
         

         
         “No worries.” Jackie shrugs. “We were having a tactical response training session so it was easy to swing by.”

         
         “Thanks, Jackie. I’ll walk you to your car.”

         
         Francesca follows Jackie to her big, black SUV. Both women glance back at me several times as they walk, and once Jackie even
            laughs at something Francesca says.
         

         
         That’s okay, though. I don’t mind being laughed at. I have the feeling that my boss is going to be pleased about today’s turn
            of events. No, I haven’t found Emma.
         

         
         But I’m getting closer.

         
         I’m back inside my house cleaning up the mess the EMTs left behind—there are discarded latex gloves all over the place—and trying to figure out how I’m going to get into Meg’s hospital room to question her when there’s another knock on my door. 

         
         I’ve already given my name and number to one of the officers. He and all other emergency personnel have left, so I can’t figure
            out who could want something from me now. It seems a bit soon for the deputy chief to be back from the hospital already to
            interrogate me about why this young woman chose my house, out of all the houses on the lake, to break into.
         

         
         It isn’t until I open the door and see who’s standing out there on my porch, her arms folded across her chest, that I realize
            Chief Deputy Boyle isn’t the only person in town who might want to question me today.
         

         
         “So,” Francesca says. She’s changed out of the swimsuit and towel into a sweatshirt and leggings. “When were you planning
            on telling me who you really are, and what you’re really doing here in West Harbor?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “I did tell you who I really am,” he insists. “I told your cop friend, too. I’m Ash Merit.”

         
         “Yeah, I know that’s what you said.” I peer past him into the interior of the house. I had been so distracted by the girl
            when I was in there earlier, I hadn’t had much of a chance to look around. Had he actually painted all the wood trim inside
            black, and the walls dark gray, or had I only imagined it?
         

         
         Yep. He did.

         
         “But you also said you’re a financial advisor for a family-run charity trust,” I go on.

         
         “And I am.”

         
         “But you told Meg that Emma Bridle’s family hired you to find their daughter. Since when do financial advisors offer that kind of service to their clients?”
         

         
         “Oh, that.” He looks relieved, almost as if he was expecting me to say something else. “It’s kind of a long story. I can explain
            if you want to come in—”
         

         
         I’ve already missed my window of opportunity to make an appointment for Daisy with the local vet’s office thanks to this morning’s Ash-related emergency. I even had to reschedule two patients. What difference is another hour going to make, especially if I get the information I’m looking for? 

         
         “Thanks. I will.” I brush past him and walk into the living room, slightly encouraged by the fact that he seems so willing
            to answer my questions. Though that doesn’t mean he’s going to answer them truthfully.
         

         
         Still, it will be interesting to see what kind of story he cooks up. Something is going on with him. I’ve never seen anyone move as quickly as he did when I told him about the girl under his deck. I thought
            he’d only run out of the house to see her for himself.
         

         
         Nothing could have shocked me more than the sight of him striding back into the house a minute later with Meg’s limp body
            cradled in his arms. He held her as gently as he had Daisy the day before. Only today, he wasn’t wearing a shirt, just the
            black boxer briefs he’d slept in.
         

         
         Naturally, since we were in the middle of a medical emergency, I wasn’t going to take the time to check out his nearly naked
            body.
         

         
         But it definitely registered. Not only on me, but on Jackie, too.

         
         “That boy is hot,” she’d said to me in a low voice outside, raking Ash with her gaze. “You should ride him like a pony.”

         
         When I informed her that Ash is suffering from a delusion that he has a superpower to find things, she’d replied, “Then he
            should have no trouble finding your G-spot.”
         

         
         After I gave her a sour look in reply, she said, “Hey, I’m married with two kids. Let me live vicariously through you.”

         
         Fortunately Ash has covered all that masculine bounty in cargo pants and a flannel shirt, so I can concentrate on the rest of the details about him I might have missed earlier. Like that his walls truly are painted gray. Dark gray with black trim. What kind of person—who isn’t a college student going through an emo phase—paints the walls of a lake
            house dark gray?
         

         
         “Do you have any more of that coffee?” I ask, because I can still smell it.

         
         “Sure.” He goes to the coffeemaker. “Look, I swear, my name really is Ash Merit, and I really am a financial advisor—”

         
         “So explain to me why someone would hire a financial advisor to find their missing daughter.”

         
         “Uh.” He’s shoveling beans into his extremely expensive and complicated coffeemaker. “They didn’t. My boss did.”

         
         “Your boss? The same boss who owns this house?”
         

         
         “Yeah. The Bridles are distant cousins.”

         
         “Your boss is related to the Bridles?”

         
         “That’s right.” He presses a button on the coffeemaker, then, as it whirs, heads toward the dining room table, over which
            hangs a hideous chandelier made out of deer antlers. There’s a laptop open on the table. He sits down in front of it, then
            pulls out the chair beside his and looks over at me. “Here. I can show you.”
         

         
         Ash looks sincerely anxious that I see whatever it is he wants to show me, and I can’t deny I’m curious. It has nothing to
            do with Jackie’s G-spot remark. 
         

         
         So I cross the room and sit beside him at the modern glass table. It’s got seating for eight, the matching chairs sleek with
            metallic frames but comfortably padded in black suede.
         

         
         The luxuriousness of my chair is almost enough to distract me from how close I’m now sitting to Ash, who has rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt to get to work on his keyboard. This has revealed those same tanned, muscular forearms I saw cradling Meg earlier. They’re without tattoos but lightly covered in dark hair similar to the chest hair I saw peeking from his neckline yesterday, and then today, in all its luxurious glory, when he was shirtless. 

         
         I’ve always been a sucker for body hair on men, even though I know it’s purely an unconscious physical reaction to an outward
            sign of male virility. We’re biologically attracted to those we feel might make good mates, even when, as in the case of Ash,
            the only signs of compatibility are purely physical. He’s a good-looking guy.
         

         
         But then, so was Richard.

         
         “The Bridles have been great at keeping their daughter’s story in the press,” Ash is explaining, his gaze on his laptop screen.
            “But they clearly need help if they’re ever going to find Emma. So Guy asked me to see what I can do, since—”
         

         
         “They’re related, and lost things find you.”

         
         If he hears the sarcasm in my voice, he doesn’t pay any attention to it.

         
         “Yeah. So I started by checking Emma’s social media.” He hits a button on his keyboard, and up pops Emma Bridle’s page from
            a popular video-sharing service. I recognize her from the photo I’d seen in the paper. “I’ve looked at this so many times,
            I feel as if I know all her posts by heart.”
         

         
         “Pretty girl,” I say, admiring the thumbnails of the videos and photos Emma’s posted. She seems to favor selfies, sunsets,
            flowers, and synchronized dances with her friends. In each one, Emma looks doe-eyed, happy, and almost heartbreakingly young.
         

         
         “Yeah,” Ash agrees. “She is. If she weren’t so pretty, the press wouldn’t have stayed as interested in the story for as long as they have.” 

         
         “That’s very true. Unfortunately.” I’m impressed that he knows this.

         
         Sitting as close to him as I am, I can smell his deodorant. He doesn’t seem to wear cologne—or hasn’t had time yet this morning
            to put any on—which is a relief. Men’s cologne tends to cover up their natural scent, the same one that’s so crucial to developing
            attraction and chemistry.
         

         
         “So what do you think happened to her?” I ask, steering my mind with effort away from the surprisingly good-smelling man sitting
            beside me. “And why do you think Meg was too scared to tell you where she is?”
         

         
         “Because of this girl.” He hits a button, and a photo of another girl appears on the screen. This one is every bit as pretty
            as Meg and Emma, but she looks a little older. She’s blonde, too, like Meg, but her hair is long and curly. “Emma made friends
            with her and a bunch of other witchy girls this past year—”
         

         
         “Witchy girls?”

         
         “Yeah.” He turns his head to look down at me, his expression carefully neutral. “You know, they’re into witchcraft?”

         
         “Oh.” I keep my expression carefully neutral as well. I’m not going to mention my mom’s belief in stregheria, or Dina’s conviction she saw the souls of dead witches that night at the courthouse, or that Angie changed the name of her
            salon to Hairitic . . .
         

         
         Or that my close proximity to Ash’s well-formed, really quite sensitive-looking mouth is causing my nipples to go hard inside
            my bra. None of these things are relevant, particularly the last one.
         

         
         Thankfully, he turns his head back to the computer screen. “I don’t have anything against witches. Most of them seem like solid citizens who genuinely want to make the world a better place—” 

         
         I say nothing. I’m worried if I open my mouth, something about Devorah Rainbow might come out.

         
         “But there’s one particular witch in this coven that Emma’s joined who concerns me,” Ash goes on, and hits another button.
            The photo of the curly-haired blonde disappears, and a video begins to play.
         

         
         My new besties! someone has captioned it. In the video, Emma and five or six other girls sit laughing around a table in a coffee shop. Emma
            looks happy and healthy, enjoying the company of her new friends.
         

         
         One of those friends seems to be the center of the videographer’s attention—that same pretty blonde from before, the one with
            the tousled curls of a cherub.
         

         
         Only now the cherub is wearing a T-shirt with the words Vegan: Evolve or Die.

         
         “How long ago was this posted?” I ask. I’ve spotted Meg Boucher sitting beside the cherub. Meg looks like an almost entirely
            different person from the girl who was just taken away by ambulance. Her hair is long and carefully straightened, her cheeks
            healthily full, her skin clear, and her clothes stylish, well-fitting, and spotlessly clean.
         

         
         “Emma posted this in April. Seems normal, right? Just friends having fun?” Ash clicks another button. “But check this out
            from a few weeks later.”
         

         
         Another video, this one of the same girls as they merrily build a bonfire on what I recognize as a popular beach outside of
            Greenwich.
         

         
         Green witchy girlies do it best! reads the caption, along with a series of—to me, anyway—incomprehensible emojis.
         

         
         This doesn’t seem particularly alarming. Sure, bonfires are strictly prohibited on that particular beach in tony Greenwich,
            a fact of which I’m all too aware, since Troy has been lobbying for some time for a similar rule for West Harbor’s beaches.
         

         
         But kids do lots of crazy things. Building an illegal bonfire is one of the least of them.

         
         It’s the next post that causes my eyebrows to rise. The blonde cherub—tagged as HecateHaley—is lounging on a mattress in a
            pretty nice-looking tent.
         

         
         The tent has a mini fridge and a microwave inside, powered by a generator I can hear off in the distance. Dark has fallen
            outside the tent, but the blonde is well-lit by the warm glow of a string of fairy lights along the tent’s ceiling.
         

         
         “Green witches,” she’s explaining to the camera, “draw their power from the elements of the earth, its plants, and all of
            the natural world. They seek to rejuvenate the planet’s health by taking care not to use fossil fuels, and to avoid consumerism
            and waste. That’s why—”
         

         
         HecateHaley leans forward and playfully plucks the phone from the filmmaker’s fingers—Emma’s fingers, we see when the girl
            turns the camera around to show a surprised-looking Emma sitting on the ground outside the tent amongst a now larger circle
            of girls—ten or twelve of them.
         

         
         “Hey!” Emma cries, laughing. “Give it back.”

         
         “I will,” HecateHaley says. “But only so you can sacrifice it when you’re ready. You’re all going to need to sacrifice every
            vestige of your past lives if you truly want to be victorious in this fight.”
         

         
         Emma’s expression puckers over this. She seems to be giving the matter some serious thought. The girl beside her—Meg Boucher again—is the one who objects. 

         
         “But I need my phone,” Meg insists.

         
         “You don’t need it,” HecateHaley says. “You only want it. It’s a material thing that gives you pleasure.”
         

         
         “Well, it also serves a valuable function.” Meg is looking at the other girls for support, but they seem too cowed by Haley
            to speak up—including, at that moment at least, Emma. “How else am I going to call my family?”
         

         
         HecateHaley shakes her head. “You don’t need to call your family. We’re your family now.”

         
         We’re your family now. Emma and Meg, along with the other girls, exchange pleased, excited looks. The cherubic-looking HecateHaley is an astute
            leader, one who knows not only how to perform to her audience but how to control its members as well.
         

         
         Ash abruptly shuts the lid of his laptop, then rises from his chair.

         
         “That’s it,” he says as he walks back to the coffeemaker. “That’s Emma’s last post. A few days later, she lied to her mother
            about going to a slumber party at a different, non-witchy friend’s house, one who claims not to know anything about a sleepover,
            and no one has seen or heard from her since.”
         

         
         I watch as he fills a white coffee mug from the spigot on the machine. “Until today, you mean.”

         
         “Right.” He walks back over to the table to hand the coffee mug to me. No offer of milk or sugar. He’s too distracted. “Meg’s
            is the first proof I’ve had so far that Emma is even still alive . . . well, this, and the footprints outside that window.”
         

         
         “Those footprints were Emma’s?” I ask in surprise.

         
         “Some of them. Emma’s mother says she was wearing Silver Stars when she disappeared.”

         
         “So in other words,” I say slowly, “your superpower worked. Emma found you, but you weren’t home.”

         
         “It’s starting to seem like it.”

         
         He’s gone to stand in front of the wall of sliding glass doors that look out across his back deck. He doesn’t open any of
            them. He just stands there, looking unseeingly out across the water . . . probably berating himself internally for having
            missed his opportunity to rescue Emma. At least, that’s what I’d assume someone with the delusion that they have the power
            to find missing things would be doing in his situation.
         

         
         “But you did find Meg,” I point out. I don’t know why I’m playing along with his fantasy . . . maybe for the same reason Mark
            played along with Mrs. Baumgarten’s conviction that her rental was haunted: I’m embracing his reality. “Maybe, once Meg reunites
            with her family and gets the medical care she needs, she’ll feel safe enough to tell you where she last saw Emma.”
         

         
         “I don’t think so.” He finally turns his head to look at me. “She’s too scared of Haley.”

         
         “Haley?” I rise from my chair but don’t approach him, even though a big part of me wants to. To keep myself from doing anything
            stupid—such as running my hand soothingly along those broad shoulders—I take my coffee mug and head to the enormous stainless
            steel refrigerator. “What do you mean she’s too scared of Haley?”
         

         
         “You saw the videos. All of those girls seemed cowed by her.”

         
         “Oh, right. Any idea who she really is?”

         
         “Yeah. Haley Leeanne Nesbitt, twenty-four-year-old graduate of the University of Texas,” he says. “Computer science major. Had an internship with a hundred-billion-dollar biomedical foundation for a while, but according to her supervisor—who would only speak to me under condition of anonymity due to being so afraid of retaliation from Haley and her followers—she was let go for—” 

         
         “Her followers?” Ash doesn’t even seem to notice that I’ve opened his fridge and am doctoring the coffee he served me with
            some milk from the brand-new carton I find inside it. It’s the only food item in the house that I can see, unless you count
            the cauliflower pizza crust in the freezer, and some packets of sugar I find in a nearby drawer, along with dozens of soy
            sauce packets from West Harbor’s best Chinese food restaurant, House of Hong . . .
         

         
         As well as the binder of local information I made and forced Harbor Hideaways to put in Ash’s house so his renters would quit
            bothering me with questions.
         

         
         “Yeah,” Ash is going on, oblivious to the kitchen search I’m conducting. “The supervisor said she let Haley go for hacking
            the foundation’s confidential donor base . . . and for refusing to stop proselytizing about her belief that the world’s current
            climate challenges are all the fault of a single individual.”
         

         
         I don’t reply right away. I’m too stunned by the sight of that binder. It looks as fresh and clean as the day I dropped it
            off, probably because no one has ever opened it. It was stuffed in this drawer and forgotten.
         

         
         Telling myself to think about the implications of this later, I extract the sugar packet I need and close the drawer. I’m
            proud of myself when I’m able to ask in a completely nonjudgmental tone, while tapping sugar into my drink: “And who does
            Haley blame for the world’s current climate challenges?”
         

         
         “Mother Nature.”

         
         I made the mistake of lifting the mug to my lips just as he started speaking. Now I choke on the mouthful of coffee I’ve taken.

         
         “Haley blames climate change on Mother Nature?”
         

         
         I know I shouldn’t laugh but I can’t help it. It takes a lot to surprise me. I’m pretty sure I’ve heard it all.

         
         But this is a new one.

         
         Ash doesn’t laugh. He looks dead serious as he says, “Haley blames Gaia, the ancient Greek primordial deity and ancestral
            mother of all life on earth, for everything that’s wrong with the world. War, famine, drought, hurricanes, floods . . . all
            Gaia’s fault.”
         

         
         “But what about us?” I ask, still laughing a little. “Don’t we humans get any of the blame? I’m pretty sure Mother Nature
            hasn’t started any wars. That responsibility falls solely on us.”
         

         
         “Oh, Haley’s got plenty of blame for humanity, too. She’s a big believer in punishing anyone who doesn’t agree with her beliefs.”

         
         “Punish? Punish how?”

         
         He gives me a piercing look . . . surprisingly piercing, given that his eyes are such a warm dark brown. “Death.”

         
         “Death like murder?”
         

         
         He nods. “That’s what Meg meant earlier when she said she doesn’t want her family to die. Haley threatens the loved ones of
            any of her followers who she feels are going astray or not contributing as fully to the cause as she thinks they should be.”
         

         
         “Contributing in what way?”

         
         “Financially. Interestingly, for all her ranting against consumerism, Haley’s got almost a half million dollars in her own
            name in an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. How does an unemployed, recent college graduate get that much money?”
         

         
         “My sister says all of these missing girls are witch influencers.”

         
         “That’s true. But do you know how much money Emma Bridle has in her bank accounts? Zero. Her parents say it appears to all have been transferred to Haley’s account in the Caymans.” 

         
         “That doesn’t sound like a coven,” I say, beginning to see why he isn’t laughing. “It sounds more like a cult.”

         
         And I should know, given how many covens have shown up in West Harbor lately. At first I was puzzled by the sight of all these
            women, standing in the dark in the front yards of their vacation rentals, holding candles, gazing up at the moon, and chanting
            softly. But later I realized that they were simply having a good time while enjoying a spiritual journey in the company of
            friends.
         

         
         “A coven is a group of like-minded individuals who share a common interest,” I explain. “It’s generally leaderless, only requiring
            its members to be nurturing and supportive of one another. Both covens and cults attract the same kind of people, usually
            highly intelligent and idealistic, desirous of spiritual meaning in their lives. But a cult uses fear tactics to control,
            isolate, and exploit them. It’s generally led by a godlike leader who . . .” I stare at him as an unwelcome thought occurs
            to me. “How does Haley suggest they deal with Mother Nature?”
         

         
         “According to a video she posted a few months ago, the only way to stop Gaia is to summon Hecate.”

         
         I raise my eyebrows. “Who?”

         
         “Hecate is Gaia’s granddaughter—or great-granddaughter, depending on which myth you believe. She’s a titan with powers over
            the earth, sea, and sky,” he replies. “Not to mention magic and the Underworld.”
         

         
         “And Hecate is supposed to use those powers to do . . . what?”

         
         “Well, according to Haley, she’s going to destroy Gaia and take control over the planet herself.”

         
         I can’t help it. I start laughing all over again. “Okay. Well, I don’t think we have to worry too much about that happening.”
         

         
         He doesn’t smile in response. “You don’t understand. Haley is tagging herself as Hecate.”
         

         
         “I saw that. What does it mean?”

         
         “Well, I’m not a therapist like you, so I don’t know for sure. But I think it means that Haley believes she’s the living personification
            of Hecate, goddess of the Occult,” he says. “And that that gives her the ability—and the right—to kill whoever gets in the
            way of her goals.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Kill?” I lower the coffee mug onto the kitchen counter with a thump. “You’re telling me there’s a cult based around the belief
            that an ancient witch is going to save the world from another ancient witch—?”
         

         
         “Goddess,” he corrects me. “Technically, Gaia is a goddess.”

         
         “Whatever. I’m not judging anyone’s beliefs. But—”

         
         I am. I completely am, even though I’ve heard of far stupider ones. Members of a popular cult back in the early 1900s believed
            coconuts were the ideal food since they grow “so close to the sun,” and so they ate nothing but coconuts . . . until they
            all died of malnutrition.
         

         
         Far worse things have happened in other cults, including murder. I don’t want to minimize Ash’s belief that these young girls
            are going to do something equivalently horrible.
         

         
         But this whole thing is nuts.

         
         “You do realize,” I say to him, “that it’s highly improbable anyone’s life is in danger here, right? Women are much more likely to be victims of a violent crime than to commit one. That’s a statistical fact.”
         

         
         “I know. And that’s exactly what I’m scared of,” he says. “That Haley is going to get Emma killed somehow.”

         
         He looks genuinely miserable standing there in front of those black-trimmed windows, his hands stuffed deep into the pockets
            of his cargo pants. Behind him, the lake sparkles. The sun has burned off the marine layer. I can hear Mrs. DeLong calling
            to all the little DeLongs to grab their oars. Outside, it’s a typical sunny Saturday in West Harbor.
         

         
         Inside, the mood isn’t nearly so joyous.

         
         “Well, there’s no need to catastrophize,” I say. “Hopefully Meg will tell Jackie—I mean, Deputy Chief Boyle—what she needs
            to know about where she’s been, and Jackie will find Emma and the rest of the girls, and then your boss will be happy, and
            that will be the end of it.”
         

         
         Except it won’t. If those girls really are in a cult, it’s going to be an uphill battle to get them out of it . . . and for
            them to recover. Their parents are going to need to hire exit counselors to help them transition back to normal life, and
            that’s only if they can get them to come home at all. They’re never going to be the carefree, selfie-posting girls they were
            before this.
         

         
         But that’s okay. We’re meant to learn new information-processing skills and coping mechanisms as we age. It’s called being
            human.
         

         
         “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he says—but he doesn’t sound as if he believes it, more like he’s trying to placate me. Actually,
            judging from what he says next, it’s more like he’s trying to get rid of me. “Thanks for all your help this morning. I’m sorry
            if you felt lied to, but I didn’t lie to you. Not once, not ever.”
         

         
         I eye him. He looks sincere . . . but so do all my patients. Not actively lying isn’t the same as telling the truth. Many of my patients have hidden enormous debt, gambling addictions—even a second spouse and set of kids in neighboring East Harbor—by avoiding telling the truth, while insisting all along they never lied. 

         
         Just like Ash.

         
         “Well, thank you,” I say. I find myself backing slowly toward his front door. I can take a hint. “For being so honest with
            me.”
         

         
         He looks slightly less defensive. “It’s the least I can do,” he says, “after all your help with Meg. Can I take you to dinner
            tonight to make up for it?”
         

         
         “Uh, I wish I could.” Now I’m the one who isn’t telling the truth. “But I-I . . .” I scramble to think of an excuse, then
            remember my discussion with Angie on the phone. “I’m going to a party.”
         

         
         “But I thought you . . .” His voice trails off.

         
         “What?” Now I sound defensive.
         

         
         “Nothing.” Ash is following me toward the door, his hands still in his pockets. “Never mind.”

         
         “We’ll talk later,” I assure him. It will be hard to avoid it, given that he’s next door. “But right now I need to get home.
            I haven’t fed the cat yet.”
         

         
         Or showered. Or called anyone to tell them my new neighbor believes lost things find him, can deadlift an unconscious teenager,
            and also completely ignored the binder I spent so many hours putting together.
         

         
         He doesn’t look broken up that I’ve turned down his invitation to dinner . . . or that I’m leaving. “Okay,” he says. “Thanks,
            Francesca.”
         

         
         I open the front door. The air outside smells divinely of recently mowed grass. Mr. DeLong is almost as obsessed with maintaining his yard as Richard was. 

         
         “Frankie,” I say as I stand on the threshold. 

         
         “I beg your pardon?” 

         
         “My name,” I say. “It’s Frankie. No one calls me Francesca except my mother.” I swallow. “And my dad.”

         
         “Oh, right.” He gives me a lopsided grin. “I’m sorry. Frankie it is. Well, see you later, Frankie.”

         
         “Yeah. Good—” he’s already closing the door “—luck.”

         
         Standing outside alone on Ash’s porch, I wonder what just happened. I didn’t do anything wrong. He’s the one hiding things and trying to pull me into some kind of bizarre drama involving runaway witches.
         

         
         “Well, no, thank you,” I say aloud—but softly—to myself as I walk back to my own house. I have enough problems without adding
            teenage witch cults to them—or men who believe they have superpowers. I still need to eat something, then get showered and
            changed before seeing my Saturday patients.
         

         
         I’d been lying when I told Ash I couldn’t have dinner with him because I’m going to a party. The last thing I want to do is
            go to an engagement party, even the engagement party of someone as nice as Jessica Gold. This is why I’d sent my regrets.
         

         
         Besides, no one needs a bitter old divorcée like me at their festive pre-wedding celebration.

         
         Ash doesn’t know I sent Jessica my regrets. Things might get awkward if he notices my car hasn’t left the driveway, but I
            can always make up an excuse if he asks why I didn’t leave my house. Food poisoning is my favorite. No one ever questions
            you when you say you had food poisoning.
         

         
         And what do I even care if Ash Merit wonders why I lied to him? It’s not that I don’t have sympathy for him, or for his boss or the Bridles or Meg or any of the other missing girls and their families. 

         
         I just don’t have any time to spare for anyone but my own patients . . . and Daisy.

         
         I’m planning on taking the cat to the walk-in clinic in Bridgeport after my appointments. Traffic will be a nightmare, but
            it will be worth it to find out if she truly is a stray, or, more importantly, pregnant, and what, if anything, I need to
            do to help her along her journey as a new cat mom.
         

         
         But just as I’m telling my last patient of the day that we’re out of time and will take up his chronic overspending on skins
            and other gaming microtransactions next week, there’s a knock at my door.
         

         
         At first I think it must be Ash.

         
         “I wonder who’s found him now, Daisy.” I’m still saying her name a lot, so she’ll recognize it. She doesn’t look impressed.
            “Maybe Amelia Earhart?”
         

         
         But when I tug open the door, it isn’t Ash standing on my front porch. It’s my sister Angie, pulling a wheelie bag behind
            her and panting a little from the exertion.
         

         
         “Oh, great, you’re home. I came as soon as I heard,” she says.

         
         I stare at her in shock. “You already heard?” I know the gossip mill in West Harbor churns pretty fast. But this was unprecedented.
            “How?”
         

         
         “It’s all over the Internet.” Angie pushes past me, rolling her wheeled makeup bag behind her (even though—or perhaps because—Richard
            used to ask her not to, fearing scuff marks on his hardwood floors). It isn’t until she casually throws a shopping bag from
            Enchantments—Jessica Gold’s clothing boutique—onto my couch that she notices Daisy for the first time.
         

         
         “Oh my God,” she cries. “You finally caught her?”

         
         “Yes,” I say. She doesn’t need to know that it was Ash, not me, who caught Daisy. 

         
         “Are you sure she’s a stray?” Angie has already stopped at the mirror I have hanging on the wall near the front door and is
            checking her hair. “She looks too fat not to have an owner . . . though I know you’ve been feeding her tuna.”
         

         
         “She isn’t fat, she’s with child.”

         
         Angie’s eyes widen as she turns to stare at me. “You adopted a pregnant cat?”
         

         
         “I don’t know for sure. I haven’t had a chance to take her to the vet. I’ve been a little busy.”

         
         “What have you been busy doing?” Angie has now knelt down beside her roller bag and opened it to unload things onto my dining room table:
            wide tooth comb, hair clips, foil, boxes of what looks like hair dye. I don’t ask why she’s unpacking these things. I don’t
            want to know.
         

         
          “Isn’t that what you heard?” I ask instead. “I’ve been busy dealing with one of the missing girls. She showed up at my neighbor’s
            house this morning.”
         

         
         “Get out!” Angie looks stunned . . . and excited. “Where was she? Is she okay? Did she know where the other girls are?”
         

         
         “Probably, but she was in no shape to tell. I thought you knew all this.” I watch as Angie goes to my hall closet and pulls
            out one of my beach towels. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”
         

         
         She turns to stare at me, her eyes wide. “You mean you don’t know? You haven’t heard?”

         
         “About what? What are you talking about?”

         
         Angie heaves a sigh, then lays down the towel and walks over to me, putting her hands on either of my shoulders and tilting her chin to look up at me. I’m the tallest of my siblings—including Mark—and have always relished this fact. 

         
         Until now, because I can look right down the low-cut, sequined shirt Angie is wearing and see that she has on her best black-lace
            push-up bra. Something is up, and it isn’t only my sister’s tits.
         

         
         “This is going to be hard to hear,” she says, and I know instantly that whatever it is, she can’t wait to tell me. She’s loving
            that she’s the person who gets to tell me, even if she’s pretending she doesn’t want to. “But I want you to know, I think
            it’s amazing news.”
         

         
         There are only two things that it could possibly be: either someone has contacted my sister claiming to be Daisy’s long-lost
            owner and asked her to come over to take her away from me, or they’ve found Emma Bridle. They’ve found Emma Bridle, and she’s
            fine, and Ash can stop looking for her and go back to the city, and my life can finally return to normal.
         

         
         That’s what it is. It has to be—
         

         
         “Frankie,” Angie says, her grip on my shoulders tightening. “Richard just posted a new entry onto his sailing vlog. Last week,
            a massive storm hit the Azores. It ran Richard’s boat aground, causing irreparable damage to its hull. Richard’s had to give
            up sailing around the world. He’s on his way back to West Harbor.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Frankie?” Angie asks, giving me a little shake. “Did you hear me, Frankie? Richard’s coming home.”

         
         I wrench myself from Angie’s grip. “How is that good news?”

         
         Angie stares at me. “Because—”

         
         “Angie, Richard and I are divorced and we’re going to stay divorced. It doesn’t matter if he’s in West Harbor or the Azores
            or Timbuktu. We are never getting back together.”
         

         
         “I am aware of that, Frankie.” Angie has that same look on her face she used to get when she was a kid and heard the word
            No. Her pointy chin is thrust out and her jaw is set. Angie is the most stubborn of my siblings—and also the most frequently
            wrong. But I love her, just the same. “I’m not suggesting that you do. I’m suggesting that Richard’s return is a perfect opportunity
            for you to show him how little you care about him, and, more importantly, how well you’re doing without him.”
         

         
         I relax a little. I hadn’t realized how defensively I’d begun clutching my arms across my chest at the mere mention of Richard’s name. 

         
         “Oh,” I say. “Well, that makes a little more sense. I thought you’d turned into Mom all of a sudden.”

         
         “Ha!” Angie snorts as she pulls a sequined Dyson hair dryer and curling brush from her bag, then places both on my dining
            room table. “No, don’t worry. Mom seems to have gotten over your divorce. In fact, she’s going around saying it was the malocchio she put on Richard that made his boat crash. She’s super proud of it.”
         

         
         “That sounds like Mom.”

         
         “Yeah.” Angie has draped the beach towel over one of my dining room chairs, and now she pats the seat. “Anyway, come sit down
            so I can finally cover up those nasty grays of yours before Richard gets to town.”
         

         
          “What? No. Are you kidding?”

         
         “No, I’m not kidding.” Angie has gone to my sink and is mixing something—most likely hair dye—in one of my best bowls. “He’s
            going to be here in a day or two, or however long it takes him to get the boat off the rocks and into a repair shop so he
            can fly home. I heard Debi is already here—no surprise that she bailed at the first sign of trouble. Apparently she tried
            to get her old job back at the Yoga Sanctuary, but they told her no way since she left them with zero notice. Sit down so
            I can fix your hair and then, when you bump into her in town, you’ll look amazing. You haven’t let me give you a trim since
            Richard left. I want to get all those dead ends off before I—”
         

         
         “Angie, no.” I love my sister. But she, like all my family, is insane. “I don’t want a haircut. And I don’t want to cover
            my gray, either. I’m proud of my gray hairs. I earned them—”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Angie stirs her dye mixture as vigorously as my mom always stirs her risotto. “Whatever. You said the exact same thing when Cat and I invited you to get Botox with us.” 

         
         “Botox can have side effects that are fatal if—”

         
         “Jesus, shut up, would you? We’re giving you a makeover. Jessica sent over a dress for you to wear.” She points to the Enchantments
            bag on the couch. “She says it’s perfect for you, and you know how Jessica is. She has an amazing gift for picking out the
            clothes that will look best on—”
         

         
         “Angie, have you lost your mind?” I can’t deal with this today, especially not after all that teenage witch cult business.
            “I am not letting you touch my hair. And I’m definitely not letting you touch my hair so I can look good for Richard.”
         

         
         “Not for Richard.” Angie scoffs. “For you, for your self-confidence when you run into him again. You can’t be a Negative Nancy for the rest of your life. You have
            to get out there and show him that you don’t care.”
         

         
         “I don’t care.”
         

         
         “Then show him that. Show him how well you’re doing without him! It will be an amazing confidence booster.”

         
         “Angie, I do not need new hair or a new dress to show Richard that I’m doing well without him. I don’t need to boost my confidence.
            I have plenty of confidence.”
         

         
         “Then why haven’t you been on a single date since Richard left?”

         
         “Because I don’t feel like dating! And who would I even go out with around here if I did? West Harbor is a dating wasteland
            for heterosexual women. Thanks to all the witches that have moved in, the ratio of single women to single men in this town
            is ten to . . .”
         

         
         My voice trails off because Angie has pulled a dress from the Enchantments bag and is holding it up for me to see.

         
         I don’t have many occasions to wear dresses. I’m a T-shirt and jeans kind of girl, except when I’m wearing yoga pants with a more professional-looking top for telehealth appointments with my patients. The only time I dress up is to accompany my mother to church for Christmas and Easter mass, my nieces’ christenings and communion, and various other Catholic holy days of obligation. 

         
         The dress Angie is holding up would not only be inappropriate to wear to church, it would be inappropriate to wear just about
            anywhere in West Harbor.
         

         
         That’s because it’s red. And also because it has a silver zipper all the way down the back, a zipper so long, it has a ribbon
            attached to it so the person wearing the dress can zip it up like a scuba suit. And like a scuba suit, it looks impossibly
            small. It’s got ruching at the waist to make it even more formfitting.
         

         
         “Is this suede?” I demand, stepping forward despite myself to take the dress from Angie’s hands.
         

         
         “Yes.” Angie looks triumphant. “Isn’t it amazing? It’s vintage. Jessica said you’re the first person she thought of when she
            saw it. She says you have to wear it tonight.”
         

         
         “Tonight?” I can’t stop fingering the material. It’s even softer than Ash’s dining room chairs. “What’s tonight?”

         
         “Jessica and Derrick’s engagement party!” she cries. “I know you already RSVP’d that you can’t come, but Jessica has said
            all along that you’re going to change your mind, and when she showed me this dress, I knew why. This is the perfect dress
            for you. Jessica says to pair it with your black knee-high boots.”
         

         
         I don’t bother asking how Jessica Gold knows I own black knee-high boots. Jessica is an alleged “good” witch who has been styling everyone in town since she opened her boutique. Ash would call Jessica’s ability to find the perfect thing for her customers to wear a “superpower.” 

         
         I call it “exploitive”—especially when I see the dress’s price tag.

         
         “Fifteen hundred dollars?” I exclaim, tossing the buttery soft fabric back onto the couch in horror. “No wonder she thinks it’s so perfect for me!
            There are only like five people in town who can afford a fifteen-hundred-dollar suede dress.”
         

         
         “Yes, and you’re one of them.” Angie snatches up the dress and stuffs it back into my hands. “Come on, Frankie. Treat yourself a little. At least try it on.”
         

         
         “A little?” I cry as she shoves me toward my bedroom door. “My wedding dress cost less than fifteen hundred dollars!”
         

         
         “And it showed,” Angie says with the kind of savagery only shown by close friends and siblings. “Please go try the dress on.
            For me.”
         

         
         “No way,” I say.

         
         But even as I’m insisting I won’t, I’m overcome with the urge to do exactly that. There’s something about the way the fabric
            feels against my fingers that’s making me want to feel it against other parts of my body.
         

         
         “Go try it on,” Angie says. “If you hate it, don’t buy it. You know Jessica won’t care either way.”

         
         I hesitate because I know what’s going to happen if I try it on and don’t hate it. I’m going to buy it, and then I’m going
            to stress out because I’ve overspent on a red suede dress I’m never going to wear because it’s so impractical.
         

         
         But the material feels as airy as dandelion fluff on my fingers.

         
         That’s it. I have to try it on.

         
         “It’s not going to fit,” I say over my shoulder to Angie as I go into my bedroom. “It’s too small.”

         
         “It’ll fit,” Angie says. She’s gone back to puttering around with her dye. “Jessica is never wrong about clothes. That’s why you’re going to wear it to her party tonight. And you’re going to let me cover your gray.” 

         
         “No, I’m not,” I declare as I go into my bedroom. “And don’t let the cat out while I’m in here, no matter how much she begs.”

         
         “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

         
         I can’t see Angie anymore because I’ve stepped behind my bedroom door and am peeling off my clothes.

         
         But I can hear her.

         
         “And you’re going to the party if I have to drag you there. Dina says that Jessica and Derrick specifically chose the Brewport
            as opposed to Mama Giovanni’s so the party wouldn’t feel stuffy. Not that I think Mama’s ever feels stuffy, but I guess they’re
            not interested in giving their guests a white tablecloth experience . . . more like nachos and beer, which is another reason
            why you have to come. I know how much you love nachos.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh,” I say, as I wiggle into the dress. Even with the extra-long zipper ribbon, it’s not the easiest thing to get on.
            The sleeves are very long and very tight.
         

         
         But I was right. The suede feels amazing against my skin, like rolling in a big pile of powdered sugar.

         
         “But I guess Jessica and Derrick had their first date there,” Angie is prattling on. “If you can call going to trivia night
            at the local brewery a date. But you know the parents of that girl that Jessica mentors? They own it, so I’m assuming they’re
            also giving her a pretty good deal on it.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” I’ve gotten the dress zipped up and am looking at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of my closet
            door.
         

         
         Jessica was right. I look amazing in this dress. More than amazing . . . it might be the best I’ve ever looked, including on my wedding day.
         

         
         “What’s her name? Oh, right. Esther,” Angie is saying from the living room. “She’s going to be there. Everyone is going to be there—Mark, Dina, me, Troy, Mom. Even Cat RSVP’d yes, but I doubt she’ll show up. I don’t know what’s going
            on with her these days. Do you think she’s really writing a book? God, it better not be about me.”
         

         
         I’m staring at myself in the mirror. I know it’s vain but I can’t help it. I’ve never seen myself look this good. The dress
            hugs me in all the right places.
         

         
         And the color—the color sets off the olive tone in my skin like nothing I’ve ever worn before.

         
         But my hair. I see what Angie was talking about now. My split ends are ruining the whole look. And there are definitely a
            few strands of silver in there—not that silver can’t look beautiful.
         

         
         But mine definitely doesn’t.

         
         “Even Jessica’s parents have flown in for the party.” Angie is babbling away like she thinks I’m listening. And in a way,
            I am. “And Derrick’s dad is coming all the way from Montana.”
         

         
         But mostly I’m just staring at my own reflection. I love this dress.

         
         And I love the way I look in it.

         
         It’s time, I decide. It’s time to show the dress to Angie.

         
         “There might even be some eligible men coming,” she’s saying in the other room. “Derrick seems to have a ton of cousins. I
            think Jessica said that one of them has major bucks. Like, a place in the city and here in town—but maybe I’m getting that wrong. Who in their right mind would want to live in—holy shit.” She breaks off as I step into the doorway, her dark eyes going wide. “Holy shit, Frankie.”
         

         
         I don’t have to ask what she thinks. It’s written all over her face.

         
         “Oh my God, Frankie,” she gushes, her fingers flying to her mouth. “You look amazing. More than amazing. You look beautiful. Jessica was right, you have to buy this dress and wear it tonight.”
         

         
         I rub my fingers against the feather-soft material. “Do you really think so?”

         
         “I know so. Jessica is magic when it comes to dressing people. I know several of her customers who would pay fifteen thousand for a dress if it made them look as good as you look now. And Jessica’s only charging you fifteen hundred—and offering you free beer and nachos at her party tonight.”
         

         
         “I don’t know about that.” I don’t believe in magic but there’s no denying there’s something magical about the way this dress
            looks—and feels—on me. “But I definitely like this.”
         

         
         With the razor-sharp instincts of a true middle child, Angie senses my resistance to attending the party has weakened, and
            leaps in for the coup de grâce.
         

         
         “I’ll do your hair for free,” she says. “Ordinarily I’d charge three hundred bucks for a touchup, highlights, and trim with
            a blowout. But today, I’ll do it all for you free of charge, if you just promise to buy that dress. You need it, Frankie. More than that, you deserve it. You deserve to look this great after what Richard did to you.”
         

         
         I look at my younger sister’s face, at the love shining through those dark eyes, and feel something inside of me soften. Angie’s always been the most difficult of my siblings to get along with, not least because of what she did to my Barbies after I passed them down to her. I didn’t give them to her so she could chop most of their hair off and then color what remained with Magic Marker. 

         
         But beauty is Angie’s raison d’être. Her ikigai is hair. She truly believes in the transformative power of a good haircut and style, just like Jessica believes in the transformative
            power of the perfect dress.
         

         
         And so far, neither one of them has ever been wrong.

         
         “Okay,” I say. “I’ll take the dress. And you can do my hair.”

         
         “And you’ll come to the party?” Angie cries, jumping up and down with excitement the way she used to back when she was little,
            before she became a wife, mother, and successful small business owner.
         

         
         “And I’ll come to the party,” I promise.

         
         Never could I imagine how much I would come to regret this decision later.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
         Meg is gone. So is the boat.

         
         Haley is furious. She keeps asking me, “Did you know? You and Meg were close. Did she tell you she was going to do this?”

         
         “No!” I can’t believe Haley would think this of me after everything I’ve done for the coven. “And if she had, I’d have told
               you right away.”

         
         Haley looks like she believes me—for now.

         
         Still, she called for an emergency manifestation ritual around the fire last night—a fire we actually needed for once because
               it’s gotten so cold out since that big storm. I only brought one fleece and my puffy vest from Uniqlo, so I was especially
               grateful for the fire since I was freezing.

         
         And I guess all our intentions were aligned, because this morning when we woke up, Haley greeted us with the news that Hecate
               had granted us a new boat.

         
         I didn’t believe it until I saw it for myself. It’s not that I thought Haley was lying, but she has been known to exaggerate . . . like how she said we wouldn’t be hungry living only off the food we forage because Hecate will shower us with her abundance.

         
         But she wasn’t exaggerating this time. The new boat is much better than the last one because this one can hold more people
               and also has an engine.

         
         Still, I don’t want to seem ungrateful—I know Bella sacrificed her hair last night, too, in order to attract Hecate’s bounty.

         
         But I wish we’d manifested some tents, or at least warmer coats, since I’m still freezing. Today the only place it’s warm
               is in the sun, but we’re hardly ever in the sun because of all the trees. So my fingers are basically frozen as I dig.

         
         But when I mention this out loud, as a sort of joke, Haley snaps, “You should be grateful for the cold, Emma. It means Samhain
               is coming, and with it, the rise of the darker half of the year, over which Hecate rules.”

         
         “I am grateful for the cold,” I tell her. “And for all of the gifts Hecate has brought us.”

         
         But I don’t know how long I’ll be able to last out here without a tent, or at least some gloves.

         
         I know I’m not the only one who feels this way, because Trina is digging alongside me today. She just saw me struggling with
               my spade because of my numb fingers, and she asked if I was all right.

         
         “No,” I say. “I’m grateful for the boat. I really am. But I wish Hecate had blessed us with a tent, too. And maybe handwarmers
               like I used to have when we went skiing in Breckenridge. And my Uggs. I really miss my Uggs.”

         
         Trina nods. “I miss mine, too. Is there someone from home you could call and ask to drop off your Uggs?”

         
         I look at her like she’s crazy. “How?” I whisper. “Haley made us leave our phones behind. She said we can’t call our families
               anymore because she’s our family now.”

         
         “I know.” Trina is digging hard. The cold doesn’t seem to bother her. “But some of us have families back home who need us. My mom only has me and my siblings to take care of her. I don’t want her to worry about me, so I’ve been keeping in touch.” When I stare at her in absolute shock, she gives a little laugh. “Oh, come on,” she says. “What kind of mother goddess is going to punish me for being nice to my own mom?”

         
         “Ladies.” Haley’s voice rings out. She’s making her rounds, checking to make sure we’re all working. Meg’s desertion has spooked
               her, I think. It’s spooked all of us. “More digging, less chatting, please.”

         
         I dig harder, but a part of me can’t stop thinking about what Trina said. My mind has been moving sluggishly lately because
               I’m so hungry, and probably because of the cold, too. But even in my current state, I can see that Trina is right.

         
         “A nurturer like Hecate wouldn’t punish you at all,” I whisper when I can’t see Haley anymore. “But how do you keep in touch
               with your mom?”

         
         “I have a second phone,” Trina whispers back. “The one I gave to Haley was my work phone. I kept my personal phone. I charge
               it off her generator when she’s not looking. Do you want to borrow it? You’d have to be careful not to get caught but you
               could at least call your mom and let her know you’re okay.”

         
         I feel hope for the first time since we discovered Meg and the boat were missing. Even waking up to find Hecate had gifted
               us with a new boat didn’t make my heart swoop the way Trina’s admission that she still has a phone does.

         
         “Can I borrow it?” I ask, eagerly. “I’ll only call my mo—”

         
         “Trina.” Haley is standing right behind us, and she doesn’t look—or sound—happy. “Come with me, please.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Zia Frankie is here! Zia is here!”

         
         That’s the cry I’m greeted with when I walk through the doors to the Brewport. My nieces are over the moon to see me at an
            event that’s outside of Nonna’s house, which I’m embarrassed to realize is basically the only place they’ve seen me lately,
            aside from various recitals and gymnastics events I’ve attended at their school.
         

         
         I’m a big enough person to admit I might need to be a little less negative and get out more . . . and also I might have been
            wrong about engagement parties. They aren’t societally necessary anymore, but they don’t have to be pretentious drags, like
            mine was thanks to Richard’s mother, who hosted ours at the stuffy West Harbor Yacht Club.
         

         
         Dina has made a much better choice in hosting hers for Jessica and Derrick at the Brewport. A large, family-style restaurant
            overlooking Long Island Sound, the Brewport’s not the ritziest place. It has too many flat-screen TVs on the walls, broadcasting
            various sporting events.
         

         
         But it’s in an excellent location, popular with West Harbor’s boaters, Summer People, and witches alike.

         
         Everyone seems to be having a great time, especially my nieces, who immediately grab my hand and drag me out to the back deck,
            where a local band—made up of high school girls, including the ones Jessica is mentoring, Esther and her best friend, Gabby—is
            playing.
         

         
         Witch Riot—the name of the band—isn’t great. Rainbow-haired Gabby is trying to sing and play the guitar at the same time,
            which appears to be a challenge for her, while Esther bangs the drums like someone who has no idea what she’s doing but is
            enjoying herself immensely.
         

         
         Still, there’s something oddly appealing about their music. What they lack in talent they make up for with good vibes, and
            Gabby’s voice is undeniably pleasant to the ear. And since most of what they play has a beat, it’s fun to dance to—unlike
            the dirges played by the string quartet my ex-mother-in-law insisted on hiring for my own engagement party.
         

         
         And by hiring Witch Riot—a tongue-in-cheek reference to the Internet-famous #WestHarborWitchRiot—Dina has made Jessica happy,
            since she loves mentoring those kids. Although everyone knows Jessica’s greatest joy is helping women to find a dress that looks really, really good on them. I start getting compliments on the one she chose
            for me right away.
         

         
         “That dress is fire,” Rochelle walks up to tell me the second my nieces allow me to step off the dance floor to get something to drink.
         

         
         “Thanks. It’s a Jessica Gold.”

         
         “Oh, well, that explains it. I thought you weren’t coming to this.”

         
         “I changed my mind. How are you?”

         
         “I’m good. No, I’m great. See that guy over there?”
         

         
         I look in the direction she’s pointing, but there are so many people crowded onto the back deck, especially guys, I can’t
            tell who she’s talking about it. “Which one?”
         

         
         “The one in the suit. He’s some cousin of Derrick’s from the city. He asked me to go apple picking with him tomorrow at Farmer
            Frank’s. Should I go?”
         

         
         I still have no idea who she’s talking about but I say, “Yes,” anyway, because Rochelle hasn’t been on a date since the last
            fireman conference came to Connecticut.
         

         
         “Good. I was hoping you’d say that. Guess I’m going apple picking tomorrow. But tonight—” She knocks back the rest of her
            champagne. “I’m going to get boned. See you later.”
         

         
         I laugh as she heads off toward the cluster of men in suits, thinking she’s joking.

         
         But she isn’t. She walks right up to a guy in a gray suit, grabs him by the lapels, and kisses him on the mouth. The guy looks
            pleasantly surprised while his friends hoot and cheer.
         

         
         I’ve been to some crazy parties with Rochelle before, back in high school. She was always like this, so I’m not alarmed.

         
         What does perturb me a little is how surprised everyone seems to be that I showed up. I didn’t realize my reputation as a
            Negative Nancy was so widespread.
         

         
         But this truly is the first time since my divorce that I’ve bothered coming to a social event, let alone dressed up for one.
            I even have makeup on—Angie insisted, just like she insisted on covering my gray but giving me “just a few highlights around
            the face” to “brighten things up.”
         

         
         The end result astonished even me.

         
         “You came!” Dina shrieks when she sees me.

         
         “Yeah.” I feel sheepish about my initial resistance. “Thanks so much for letting me come even though I RSVP’d no—”

         
         “Don’t be silly.” Dina has her own superpower—I’ve seen it in action many times—keeping my family, especially my brother,
            in line. She doesn’t always manage it, but when she does, the results are spectacular—like now, when I see Mark out on the
            dance floor, showing our nieces and their friends how to do the Electric Slide. “You’ve had a rough year. But things are definitely
            looking up for you lately, aren’t they?”
         

         
         I throw her a sharp glance. “What do you mean?”

         
         She can’t possibly mean the fact that a highly attractive—if possibly neurodivergent—bachelor has moved in next door.

         
         No, she doesn’t.

         
         “I mean this!” Dina plucks at the sleeve of the red dress. “You look amazing in it! And your hair—Angie did a great job.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say, relieved. “Yes, she did.”

         
         “And I also heard you finally caught that cat that’s been living under your porch!” An attentive hostess, Dina sees that I
            have no drink, grabs flutes of champagne from a passing server, then hands one to me. “Congrats! You must be so happy!”
         

         
         “Ha. Thanks.”

         
         It’s nice to be sipping champagne in the sunshine at a party on a lovely deck overlooking a body of water. Even though I have
            a (much smaller) deck looking out over a lake back home, I never stand on it and drink champagne. I might need to change that.
         

         
         “I haven’t had a chance to take her to the vet yet to check for a microchip,” I go on. When I’d left the house, Daisy had been perched on the back of my couch, gazing wistfully out the window at the front porch beneath which, only the day before, she’d been living. 

         
         Be a good girl, Daisy, I’d told her, still emphasizing her name.
         

         
         I don’t think I’m anthropomorphizing when I say that the look she gave me in reply was so filled with reproachment, I almost
            apologized . . . to a cat that I’d rescued from the cold and certain starvation.
         

         
         “So,” I go on, “I don’t know for sure if I—”

         
         “Frankie!” Mark appears in front of us, sweaty and panting from all the dancing. “You made it! Shit, what happened to you?
            You look good for a change.”
         

         
         I give him an icy smile. “Eat a bag of dicks, Mark.”

         
         He makes a mock horrified face. “I’m telling Ma!”

         
         “Speaking of your mother,” Dina says, and points across the deck at a middle-aged woman in a pantsuit, very obviously flirting
            with an older Asian gentleman. She’s laughing and laying her hand upon his chest while he looks pleased. “Check it out. Love
            is in the air.”
         

         
         I have to shade my eyes with a hand before I recognize the woman. “Is that Mom and . . . Mr. Hong?”
         

         
         I’m stunned. House of Hong has the best Chinese food in West Harbor. But Mom and Mr. Hong? No. No way.

         
         “You didn’t know?” Mark looks delighted. Like Angela, he loves knowing something I don’t. “He’s been trying to get into Ma’s
            pants for years, ever since Mrs. Hong kicked the bucket.”
         

         
         “Mark,” Dina says in a tone of disapproval. “Don’t be gross.”

         
         “I’m not being gross! It’s a fact. Did you know he brings orange beef over to Ma’s every time the Jets play at home? He knows
            she’s a huge fan—of the Jets, not his orange beef. Though I think she’s coming around to it.”
         

         
         “Mark!” Dina cries.
         

         
         I’m still standing there, blinking. A lot more has been going on with my friends and family lately than I’ve realized.

         
         “Hey, Frankie.” Now Troy has come up, a bottle of beer in his hand. I almost didn’t recognize him at first because he, too,
            is wearing a suit and not his usual Fish and Wildlife uniform or cargo shorts. He looks excited, but not about my mom and
            Mr. Hong sharing orange beef every time the Jets play. “Is it true you found one of those missing girls this morning?”
         

         
         If the sight of my mother flirting with a man other than my father has caused the champagne to turn sour in my mouth, this
            turns it to sand. “Why?”
         

         
         “Just wondering if you got the reward. They always seem to find a way to wheedle out of paying anyone those rewards—”

         
         “No one’s mentioned a reward. Where did you even hear I’m the one who found her?” Jackie had sworn she’d leave my name out
            of it.
         

         
         “I saw the address on the crime report. Lakeview Drive? That’s you, right?”

         
         I shake my head. “And about ten other families. What about Ash? Does the report mention Ash?”

         
         He looks confused. “Why would it mention him?”

         
         “Because.” I realize I’m grinding my teeth in distress and will myself to stop. “I found her at Ash’s house.”

         
         “Ash?” Dina grins in a knowing way. “So we’re calling him Ash now?”
         

         
         I look at her blankly. “It’s his name. What else would we call him?”

         
         “That coglione,” Mark says. “That’s what you’ve been calling him since he bought the place. Also dickhead, asshole, shit for brains, hijo de la chingada, leccaculo—”
         

         
         “I never called him any of those things,” I say, though from the way Mark is laughing, I’m not certain this is true. “He’s
            not so bad when you—”
         

         
         “He’s not so bad?” Mark is howling. “I thought he was the Prince of Darkness, the way you carried on about those speaker cables!”
         

         
         “Excuse me.” Dina has either spied someone else across the deck who she wants to speak to, or she’s tired of listening to
            her husband bust my chops. Either way, she says, “I’ll be right back. I have to go do hostess duties.”
         

         
         Mark looks in the direction that Dina has just taken off. All I see are the backs of more people I don’t recognize, but Mark
            must know one or two of them since he says, “Me, too,” and takes off as well, leaving me alone with Troy.
         

         
         “So where did the girl say she was all this time?” he’s asking me.

         
         “She wouldn’t say. At least, not when I was there.”

         
         “She wouldn’t? Why not?”

         
         “She was too traumatized, Troy. She’s suffering from exposure and malnutrition. Didn’t the crime report mention that?”

         
         “No, it didn’t. Exposure, huh? Exposure like—”

         
         “Like she’s been out in the woods for a long time. She’s got poison ivy and mosquito bites and scrapes and bruises like—”

         
         “Like she’s been living rough? In the preserve, maybe? Because that makes sense. It would explain why she and her friends
            are robbing houses in your neighborhood.”
         

         
         “One house,” I remind him. “So far there’s no report of—”
         

         
         “And, hey, that explains why it’s taken so long to find her!” Troy is warming to the subject. “That nature preserve is hundreds of acres wide. Looking for someone in there is like looking for a needle in a haystack.” 

         
         I nod, scanning the crowd. “I know. And you know the way to find a needle in a haystack? Burn it down.”

         
         He blinks at me. “Burn what down? The haystack?” Then his eyes widen with alarm. “But you can’t burn down the nature preserve!
            Those woods are protected—”
         

         
         “Relax, I’m kidding.” I don’t know why I mentioned the haystack thing, except that gallows humor is an important coping mechanism,
            especially to members of the health profession. We have to laugh or we’ll cry.
         

         
         But I should have remembered Troy loves those woods as much as I do.

         
         “No one would be crazy enough to burn down the woods,” he says. “Would they?”

         
         “Of course not.” I finally see the person I’ve been looking for and set my half-finished glass of champagne down on a nearby
            table. “Hey, Jackie’s over there. I’ve got to go talk to her. See you later?”
         

         
         “Later,” Troy says, and moonwalks to the dance floor, to the shrieking delight of his daughters.

         
         Jackie is just inside the doors to the deck, laughing at something the mayor, who is standing beside her, has said. I lift
            a hand and she clocks me across the room, nods, says something to the mayor I can’t hear, then comes toward me.
         

         
         “What happened to you, Giovanni?” she asks with a grin. “Is this the work of one of Jessica Gold’s magic spells?”

         
         “Something like that. How’s Meg?”

         
         “Doing okay, I think.” Jackie has changed out of her tactical uniform and into a black jumpsuit that is reminiscent of the uniform but slightly more flattering. The bottle of beer in her hand and absence of gun belt and badge are really the only indicators she’s off duty. “But super weak. The doctors said it will be a while before she can eat solid food again.” 

         
         I nod. “Too rapid a reintroduction of food into her system after such a long period of malnourishment could cause her organs
            to shut down.”
         

         
         “Yeesh, yeah, that’s what they said. Her parents are with her. They drove up from Cranbury. I’ve never seen anyone more relieved
            than Mrs. Boucher when she finally got to hug her long-lost kid. Everyone in the room was bawling.”
         

         
         “Has Meg said anything about where she was?”

         
         I’m not asking for Troy or Ash. I’m asking for myself.
         

         
         “Not a word,” Jackie says. “It’s pretty clear that she’s been living off the grid, most likely in those woods out near you.
            But she’s too scared to say where, exactly. And before you ask, I can’t send my guys to go beat the bushes for a bunch of
            girls whose only crime is stealing an old lady’s groceries and camping illegally. Those are misdemeanors. I’d never even get
            the budget for a search approved.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t going to ask,” I lie. “Did she say anything about the other missing girls?” 

         
         “All she’ll say is that when she last saw them, they were fine.” Jackie sighs. “I’ve called all the other parents to let them
            know, but every one of them said the same thing—”
         

         
         “Let me guess. ‘Find my daughter.’”

         
         “Exactly. So, no pressure there.” Jackie sighs again, then brightens, a mischievous light in her eyes. “Hey, I wanted to ask
            you . . . did you hear about Richard?”
         

         
         I grimace. “Yeah.”

         
         “I’m sorry that asshole didn’t drown at sea.” She takes a sip from her beer. “On a bright note, I asked the staff over at the hospital when I was there just now if they were going to hire Richard back as chair of the behavioral health department, and they couldn’t stop laughing at the idea. So at least there’s that.” 

         
         I smile, hoping I look appropriately appreciative.

         
         But I’ve stopped paying attention. Because I’ve looked across the crowded deck and seen something even more horrifying than
            my mother flirting with Mr. Hong.
         

         
         And that’s Ash Merit, laughing with Jessica’s fiancé Derrick. Even worse, my sister Angie is standing close beside them, calling
            my name and waving me over.
         

         
         Ash Merit is here. Ash Merit is here at the engagement party.

         
         And he’s just lifted his gaze and met mine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I screwed up.

         
         I screw up a lot, though. I’ll be the first to admit it.

         
         I screwed up with my dad by telling him about the intervention beforehand, thinking he’d do the right thing and be a man and
            check himself in, and not what he actually did, which was clean out the bank account, charter a private jet, and take off
            to play golf in Arizona.
         

         
         I screwed up just after college graduation by telling Nicole I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to get married or have kids, which
            more or less drove her into the arms of Henry, my best friend and now Nicole’s husband and father of her cute four-year-old
            twins.
         

         
         And I screwed up everything here in West Harbor, not only by saying Mrs. Baumgarten imagined buying those groceries that later
            got stolen, and initially denying her a refund, but by even renting out the house for the summer. Maybe if I’d taken occupancy
            of the place earlier, Emma would have found me already.
         

         
         And I wouldn’t have screwed up everything with Frankie.

         
         It seems weird to call her Frankie when she’s such a Francesca. But that’s what she wants to be called. And all of our neighbors call her Frankie—I know because I spent the afternoon going up and down the street, introducing myself to them. 

         
         I guess it sounds weird, a grown man knocking on his neighbors’ doors and introducing himself.

         
         But if I’d only done this a few months ago when Emma first went missing, maybe some of them would have remembered seeing her—providing
            Emma was even in the area back then—and been able to tell me something to help find her. Their memories would have been fresher,
            the story of Emma’s disappearance more front of mind.
         

         
         It wasn’t that hard to get them talking today, though, because I was right: they do all think of me as the guy who denied
            his Summer Person a refund, then got the cops called on him.
         

         
         I told them that’s why I was stopping by to introduce myself. I said I wanted to reassure them that the cops weren’t there
            for me—they were there for the missing girl Frankie had found outside my house.
         

         
         This instantly made me a hero in their eyes. Mrs. DeLong even gave me a loaf of banana bread from a batch she was baking,
            and said I was a “good boy,” and that my mother had raised me right. “Do you have a girlfriend?” she’d asked.
         

         
         “No, ma’am.”

         
         “Don’t worry; you will soon.” 

         
         When I asked how she knew, she’d only laughed knowingly and said, “This is West Harbor, isn’t it? I’m a witch!”

         
         But despite being a witch, Mrs. DeLong didn’t have any information about Meg Boucher or the other missing girls. Neither did my other neighbors. They hadn’t told the cops anything during their house-to-house earlier that day because none of them had seen anything . . . none of them except possibly Mr. and Mrs. DeLongs’ grandkids, who are only ten (Eddie), seven (Robby), and five (Sammy), but still insist they saw a “strange boat” at my dock around six when they went down to the lake to go fishing. 

         
         “You mean the wooden boat?” I asked. “No, that’s mine. I had it put in dry dock for the winter, and they only delivered it
            a few months—”
         

         
         “Not that boat,” Eddie scoffed. “That’s a twenty-two-foot Chris-Craft Deluxe Utility. This was a little boat. We saw it at your dock this morning.”
         

         
         “But it wasn’t tied up,” Robby informed me. “That’s probably why, later, it was gone.”

         
         “If you don’t tie up your boat,” Sammy said solemnly, “it can float away.”

         
         It’s always hard to tell if kids are simply imagining something, or if it really happened.

         
         I feel like the mystery boat that appeared and then disappeared from my dock might be made up for dramatic purposes, but then
            again, you never know with kids.
         

         
         As a token of my gratitude for their services, I sneaked the boys a couple pieces of bubble gum I bought yesterday at the
            grocery store. At the time, I didn’t know why I was buying it. I don’t even like gum.
         

         
         But today I know why that gum found me: to ingratiate me to the DeLong kids, who were so impressed by my gift that they promised
            faithfully to report any further boat sightings.
         

         
         I try not to think too much about Francesca—I mean Frankie—for the rest of the day. I try not to even look over at her house. I know the sister with the weird hair showed up late in the afternoon, wheeling an overnight bag. She must have had a fight with her husband. I’ve seen him around Francesca’s place from time to time, helping out with things like fallen tree branches, especially right after Dr. Dick packed up and left. He’s usually wearing some kind of green uniform, like a forest ranger. He definitely has a forest ranger’s big muscles and long, straggly beard. He must have screwed up pretty badly to make his wife so upset that she packed a suitcase and left him. 

         
         But when I look toward Frankie’s house a few hours later, I see that both her little red Prius and the sister’s car are gone from her driveway.
         

         
         This is big. Francesca—Frankie—almost never leaves her house. Why should she, when she works from home? Sure, she has to go
            buy food once in a while, but not that often since that brother of hers stops by almost every other day with takeout from
            the restaurant.
         

         
         It’s only on Sunday afternoons that she disappears for hours, but that’s to go to what she calls dinner—but is really a late
            lunch—at her mother’s house. I know because I was once standing out on my deck and overheard Dr. Dick telling Frankie he couldn’t
            join her for “Sunday Gravy” at her mom’s because he was stuck at the hospital with a suicidal patient.
         

         
         But he said this to her while on his cell phone out on the back deck of their house, wearing yoga clothes and smoking a massive
            blunt.
         

         
         I know it’s strange and even potentially stalkerish that I know my next-door neighbor’s schedule so well, especially considering
            the fact that I don’t even really live here. But I’m an observant guy, and Francesca Giovanni is definitely worth observing.
         

         
         And one thing I’ve observed about her is that it’s unusual for Frankie to leave the house on a Saturday. I’m guessing she
            went off with her sister to do a little marriage counseling or something. Either that or she finally got finished with all
            her patients and is taking the cat to that vet she mentioned.
         

         
         Which is good because that’s what she’d said she wanted to do, but finding Meg put a big dent in that plan. I’m glad Frankie
            isn’t too badly affected by my latest screwup. That means I can go to Derrick’s engagement party with a clear conscience.
         

         
         It’s the same engagement party Frankie told her sister on the phone yesterday that she wasn’t going to. I don’t think she
            knows I overheard that conversation, or she wouldn’t have tried to use it as an excuse to get out of dinner with me.
         

         
         Hey, I get it. I appreciate that she even bothered to make up an excuse, but I’m not surprised. Frankie would never be rude
            enough to say she wants nothing to do with a screwup like me (at least to my face), but there’s no way she’s really going
            to the party.
         

         
         And that’s perfect because it means I can go and not have to answer questions about it, like “How do you know Derrick?” which
            is inevitably followed by, “Wait, how can he be your uncle when he’s only a year or two older than you are?”
         

         
         My family dynamics are complicated—even more so than the Giovannis, though I doubt Frankie would ever believe that. And like
            Frankie, I love my family—but that doesn’t mean I can always explain their behavior.
         

         
         Still, I try to be supportive. So that’s how I find myself at Derrick Winters’s engagement party.

         
         I don’t expect him to look thrilled to see me—there’s always been a kind of sibling rivalry between us, even though we’re
            uncle and nephew, not brothers.
         

         
         But I certainly don’t expect him to grimace when I walk up to him and say, “Congrats on the engagement!”

         
         “What the hell are you doing here?” Derrick’s expression is a mixture of disbelief and disgust.

         
         Since Derrick always looks this way when he sees me, I don’t take it personally—just like I’ve never taken it personally that
            he is nearly five inches taller than I am, always dresses in black, rides a motorcycle, and can heal with his touch. He won
            our family genetic lottery. I won . . . other things. I’ve accepted this, even if he has not.
         

         
         “Geez, thanks a lot. Nice to see you, too.” I lean against the bar—it’s an outdoor one, since the party is on the deck of
            the Brewport. It’s turned out to be a beautiful evening—a bit chilly, but the sky is turning lovely shades of pink and purple
            as the sun sets. The deck is crowded. A lot of people have shown up to celebrate Derrick and Jessica’s engagement.
         

         
         But not Frankie. I see the sister with the weird hair—it’s spikier than ever in the front—hanging with her husband in front
            of the stage where the band is playing. It’s a live band, featuring a few young girls dressed in black who seem to have limited
            musical skills but plenty of magic. I recognize a glamour when I see—or hear—one, and these girls have definitely cast one
            to enhance their sound, kind of like a supernatural autotune.
         

         
         “I’ll take a Heineken,” I say to the girl behind the bar, because my other choices are all local IPAs with names like Season
            of the Witch, Witch’s Brew, and Basic Witch. It’s not that I have anything against witch-themed pale ale, I just tend to stick
            with what I know. To Derrick, standing beside me with a bottle of one of those pale ales in his big hand, I say, “I replied
            to the e-invite a few weeks ago. Didn’t you see that I said I was coming?”
         

         
         Derrick scowls some more. “No. I’m not in charge here. It’s all Jessica and her friends.” He throws an aggrieved look across the front of the stage to where a bunch of women in fancy dresses are all laughing and dancing. I can’t tell which one is Jessica because I’ve never met her. We’re not really that kind of a family. 

         
         “Why would you come all the way out here to West Harbor for my engagement party,” Derrick growls, “when you could be in the
            city? It’s Saturday night, and you’re single.”
         

         
         I repress a quick memory of my last few Saturday nights, attending black-tie charity functions with Guy, or having dinner
            with Nicole and Henry at their condo on the Upper West Side, then helping to put the twins to bed before going home myself
            to crash in front of the TV to play Halo.

         
         “Single life’s not really all it’s cracked up to be,” I say after taking a big gulp of my beer. “You should know. You’re the
            one getting married.”
         

         
         “Yes. But the only reason I’m in West Harbor is because I’ve met the world’s most amazing woman, and she lives here. What’s
            your excuse?”
         

         
         I shrug. “Your mother.”

         
         “My mother?” Derrick looks outraged. “You’re here doing something for her?”
         

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “But I live here!” Derrick cries. He looks pissed. This is the root of his animosity toward me: he’s jealous of my relationship with
            his mother. “Why didn’t she ask me?”

         
         “Because, my friend.” I sip my beer as I eye the women dancing in front of the stage. There are a lot of them, but none is
            as attractive—or sexy—as Frankie. “Your mom knows that I have a very particular set of skills.”
         

         
         Derrick rolls his eyes. “Oh, Jesus.”

         
         “It’s not my fault that you can’t handle the truth.”

         
         “Even I know that those are quotes from two very different movies. What does—”

         
         “There you are!” A tall brunette in a silky purple dress puts an arm around Derrick’s waist and presses her soft, shapely body against
            his hard, muscular one. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”
         

         
         “I’m right here,” Derrick says in a voice I’ve never heard him use before. He sounds . . . happy? I’m pretty sure I’ve never
            seen Derrick look happy before.
         

         
         But he seems it now as he wraps one of his big arms around the woman and then lowers his lips to hers.

         
         “Ash, this is my fiancée, Jessica,” Derrick says when he finally comes up for air. “Jessica, this is my nephew, Ashraf Merit.”

         
         Jessica’s dark eyes brighten, which doesn’t seem possible since they’re already shiny as stars.

         
         “Oh, Ash!” She throws her arms around me. “It’s so good to meet you at last. I’ve heard so many great things about you.”
         

         
         Shocked, I hug her back. Her embrace is as hearty as her laugh. “Nice to meet you, too, Jessica.”

         
         And it really is. I never would have guessed Derrick would fall for a witch, let alone a good witch with a hearty laugh and
            even heartier hug. His type was always a lot like my own—helpless waifs who need to be rescued.
         

         
         Not anymore, apparently. For either of us.

         
         “I can’t believe you’ve heard anything at all about me,” I say as she releases me. “Let alone from this guy.”

         
         Jessica throws back her head and laughs some more. She has thick, curly black hair that falls down her back like a waterfall.
            I catch Derrick admiring it.
         

         
         “No, from your grandmother,” Jessica says. “I’m so glad I finally have a chance to meet you. Oh, Dina,” Jessica calls to a petite brunette who comes walking by in stiletto heels and a banging body poured into a little black dress. “This is Derrick’s nephew, Ash Merit!” 

         
         “Oh. My. God.” Dina lets out a shriek that I’m pretty sure could be heard all the way across the Sound. “Wait—you’re Ash Merit? And you’re Derrick’s nephew? My God, you’re so cute. Isn’t he cute, Jess?”
         

         
         “He’s very cute,” Jessica assures her friend with a knowing look. I have no idea what’s going on, but evidently Derrick does,
            since when I glance his way, he’s rolling his eyes again. Women.
         

         
         “Ash, this is my friend Dina Giovanni,” Jessica is saying as Dina snatches up my right hand and shakes it. “I think you might
            be acquainted with her sister-in-law, Frankie? Frankie lives next door to you.”
         

         
         Shit. I should have known this was going to happen. Frankie may not be here, but her entire family is, not just the sister
            with the weird hair. I see the long-haired, tattooed brother coming over, curious to see what all the commotion is about.
         

         
         “Mark,” Dina cries when she sees her husband. “Mark, get over here. This is Derrick’s nephew, Ash Merit—Frankie’s neighbor!”

         
         “Oh, hey!” Now Mark is enthusiastically pumping my hand. “Glad you could make it, man. You probably don’t remember, but we’ve
            met before. You drive that cherry ’64 Chevy pickup, am I right? We talked about it one day when you stopped by my restaurant
            to pick up takeout. I’m Mark Giovanni, owner and chef at Mama Giovanni’s Italian Trattoria—”
         

         
         “Right,” I say. I think I might have suffered a compound fracture from his grip. “Nice to meet you. Yeah, it’s a sweet ride—”

         
         “Angie!” Dina is now screaming across the deck for her sister-in-law. To be fair, she kind of has to scream because the band
            is so loud. What they don’t have as far as musical talent they appear to be making up for with volume. “Angie, get over here!
            This is Ash Merit, Frankie’s neighbor and Derrick’s nephew!”
         

         
         Before I know it, the sister with the weird hair, her mother—Frankie’s mother—and some old Asian dude are all suddenly clustered around me, saying how nice it is to meet me. The sister is looking
            at me with undisguised glee . . . about what, I have no idea.
         

         
         “Wow,” I say, as a beaming Mrs. Giovanni grips my hand. “You guys really do care about your customers. I can’t believe you
            remember me. Though I do think your sweet Italian sausages with grapes is one of the best things I’ve ever—”
         

         
         “My salsicce all’uva!” Frankie’s mother cries, looking as proud as if I’d complimented one of her children. “He likes my salsicce all’uva! What a sweet boy.”
         

         
         I glance at Derrick to see if this is normal behavior from Mrs. Giovanni, but he merely smirks and sips his Witch’s Brew.
            Whatever is going on, he’s finding it delightful.
         

         
         “Dennis Hong,” the Asian dude is saying, taking his turn to introduce himself and pump my hand. “I own House of Hong Fine
            Chinese Cuisine over on the Post Road, not too far from Giovanni’s.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say. What the hell is going on? “Sure, I’ve eaten there. I love your orange—”

         
         “So how much exactly did you pay for that truck?” Mark interrupts to ask me. “And is the muffler missing, or is that just
            how trucks sounded in 1964?”
         

         
         I’ve never been this popular at a party before. Even in high school and then college, when I was the host who had the most money because of my trust, and therefore threw the best parties because I had the most beer, I never had this many people clustered around me, smiling and asking questions. Is this just West Harbor? Or is this a sign that someone has been talking about me? And could that someone possibly be Frankie? 

         
         That’s the exact moment the sister called Angie—there’s been no sign so far of the third and youngest sister—shouts, “Oh,
            there she is! Frankie! Frankie, over here!”
         

         
         I turn my head and see her coming toward me from the inside of the restaurant. She looks hotter than I’ve ever seen her—hotter
            even than this morning in her red bathing suit, though I tried hard not to look since we were in a medical emergency. She’s
            still wearing red, but this time it’s a dress. With her dark hair loose and curly around her shoulders for a change, instead
            of done up in a single braid down her back, and her dark eyes so wide and shining, Frankie looks like a model out of a magazine
            or boat show . . . or maybe my dreams.
         

         
         “Oh, great.” Jessica, her arm still around Derrick, looks pleased. “Now that Frankie is here, the party can really start.”

         
         I have no idea what she means by this . . . unless she means the party in my heart. Because it’s done a somersault of joy
            inside my chest at the sight of Francesca. I’m not sure it—or I—will ever be the same again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I slam the door to my car. I can see the silhouette of Daisy sitting on the back of the couch in my living room window. I
            left the house lights on for her, but from the way she’s watching my front door, she doesn’t seem to appreciate it. All she
            can think about is how much she longs to get away.
         

         
         I can relate.

         
         Especially when I hear the PUTT PUTT PUTT of Ash’s stupid truck—the truck my brother admires so much—coming down the night-darkened road toward my house.
         

         
         Ash has followed me home from the party.

         
         And okay, he lives here, too, so maybe “followed” me home from the party isn’t the most accurate way to put it. But he didn’t
            have to leave the party at the exact same time I did.
         

         
         It’s not that I think he’s stalking me. I’m not conceited enough to think that’s why he was at the party in the first place—or
            that that’s why he’s followed me home after I left (contrary to the text Angie just sent me, I did not “storm out”).
         

         
         I left for an entirely different reason . . . although I do think Ash Merit is jerking me—and all of West Harbor—around, and I definitely don’t appreciate it. 

         
         Oh, I heard what he said when he rushed over to me out on the deck back at the Brewport.

         
         “Hey.” He was smiling—but in that uneasy way people smile when they know they’ve screwed up and are wondering how mad you
            are. “You look great. If I’d known you were coming, I’d have given you a lift. We could have carpooled.”
         

         
         He didn’t look too bad himself. He’d exchanged the flannel shirt and hiking boots for a button-down, dark jeans, and wool
            sports coat. He looked like a newscaster or the host of a competitive baking show. It was not at all a bad look for him.
         

         
         But I refused to let that distract me.

         
         “What are you doing here?” I’d asked. I was conscious that a lot of eyes were on us—he seemed to have been conversing with
            my entire family (except Cat, who once again was MIA from a function she’d at least hinted she might attend). All of them
            were watching our interaction with differing levels of engagement, varying between highly interested—Mark, Angie, Dina, my
            mother—and not so interested—Troy, Jessica, Derrick, Mr. Hong.
         

         
         That’s right. My mother was standing there with Mr. Hong at her side. My mother was watching.
         

         
         “Oh, hey, Frankie,” Mark said. “We’ve just formally met your new neighbor.”

         
         “I didn’t know he and Derrick were related,” Mom cried. “Francesca, you’ll never guess. He loves my salsicce all’uva!”
         

         
         “I didn’t know that either,” I said, narrowing my eyes at Ash. “That’s so interesting. And just how are you and Derrick related?”

         
         “We’re cousins,” Ash said at the same time as Angie said, “Derrick’s his uncle,” in a smug tone that told me exactly how much
            she was relishing this entire situation.
         

         
         “Half-uncle,” Ash corrected her with a nervous laugh. “It’s easier just to say we’re cousins. Families can get so complicated,
            you know?”
         

         
         I looked from Ash to Derrick. I could see no family resemblance whatsoever. Ash is dark-haired, dark-eyed, and dark-complected,
            whereas Derrick is blond, blue-eyed, and pale as a Viking warrior. Derrick towers over Ash—and most everyone else.
         

         
         “I see,” I said, even though I did not—and still do not. I fear I’m going to need a genogram of Ash’s family if I’m ever going
            to be able to understand him. To Ash, I said, “So your father—”
         

         
         “My mother is Ash’s grandmother,” Derrick said shortly. “Oh, look, Jessica. The food is here.”

         
         It was true. Servers were walking around with trays of appetizers that included sliders, mini cups of chowder, and little
            cardboard bowls filled with nachos.
         

         
         That worked to distract most of my family. Mark said, “Ooh, chowder, my favorite,” and grabbed a cup, while my mom and Mr.
            Hong laughed giddily over their beef sliders.
         

         
         But I wasn’t interested in the food. I was still processing what I’d just been told. Derrick’s mother is Ash’s grandmother? How was such a thing even physically possible?
         

         
         “I’m serious,” Ash said to me. Everyone else had disappeared in pursuit of nachos. “I didn’t think you were going to be here.
            I overheard you on the phone yesterday with your sister—you two were talking about this party—and you said you weren’t going
            to come.”
         

         
         So he’d been listening during my call with Angie. 

         
         “Yes,” I said. “I changed my mind. Could you tell me how it’s physically possible for a woman to have a son and grandson who
            are about the same age?”
         

         
         “It’s a long story, and you don’t even have a drink. Can I get you one?”

         
         “No, thanks,” I said. “Is she your biological grandmother, or were you adopted?”

         
         “No. Like I said, it’s complicated—”

         
         I might have gotten a satisfying answer then and there, but I will never know, because one of the servers came up to us and
            said, “Would you like some nachos?”
         

         
         I turned to say No, thank you when I realized I knew this particular server. I knew her all too well. “Debi.”
         

         
         “Devorah,” Debi corrected me in her sad, inflectionless voice. “How are you doing, Frankie? Sorry, I almost didn’t recognize
            you in that dress. You look amazing.”
         

         
         I couldn’t say the same for Debi. She should have looked amazing, since she’d just returned from a sun-filled cruise with my ex.
         

         
         But instead she looked pale and glum and way too thin in her new Brewport polo shirt and khaki shorts, and I remembered that
            the cruise had ended in a violent struggle between Richard and some rocks. Man versus nature, and man lost.
         

         
         “Thanks,” I said, aware that Ash was still standing there beside me, watching my interaction with my ex’s girlfriend—though
            he could have no idea that’s who she was. To him, Debi was simply a member of the restaurant staff. “So . . . you’re working
            here now?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Debi said, in the same sad little voice. “You probably heard what happened, right? This crazy storm just came out of nowhere. Like, it wasn’t even on the radar. We went to bed and then the next thing I knew, there was water everywhere. Richard says we’re lucky we didn’t drown.” 

         
         When Debi said the word Richard, I saw Ash’s eyebrows go up, but he still didn’t say anything. He didn’t go away, either, even though it should have been
            pretty clear that Debi and I were having a private—if unwanted, on my side—conversation.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

         
         “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Debi said. She’d actually put her tray down to rest on the deck railing because it was too exhausting
            for her to stand there and hold up the five tiny paper bowls of rapidly cooling nachos that were sitting on it. “My life coach
            says I’m suffering some pretty severe post-traumatic stress. That’s why I flew home without Richard. I really need some stability,
            you know? I was hoping to get my old job back at the Yoga Sanctuary, but they said the busy season is over and they don’t
            need any more instructors. Fortunately this place was hiring, or I don’t know what I would have done.” She gave me a tentative
            smile. “I’m super happy that I ran into you, though, Frankie, because my life coach says I’m going to need some intensive
            therapy to get over the trauma of what happened out there on the water, and I know you’ve helped a lot of—”
         

         
         “She can’t help you,” Ash interrupted. I looked over at him, surprised. “Dr. Giovanni helps patients deal with their emotional
            and financial well-being.”
         

         
         “Er, yes,” I said. “That’s true, Debi. But also, the American Counseling Association frowns on dual relationships—that’s when a counselor has a prior personal connection with a potential patient. They worry it can impair professional judgment, and possibly even cause the patient harm. I’d be happy to refer you to someone, but I—” 

         
         “There’s no one else in town taking new patients!” Debi cried. “And I do need help with my financial well-being. I had to spend all my money on a plane ticket back here, and now I don’t have enough
            for a down payment on my own place. My parents say I can move back in with them in Bridgeport, but they turned my old room
            into a home gym. There’s still room for a futon, but it’s pretty squished by the Pilates reformer—”
         

         
         “You know what?” Ash lifted the tray of nachos and passed it back to Debi. Then, laying a hand in the center of her shoulder
            blades, he began to gently guide her back toward the doors to the restaurant. “I appreciate that you’re in a jam, but don’t
            you think it’s kind of wrong for you to be asking Dr. Giovanni for help? Not only is she a guest at this party where you’re
            supposed to be working, but her husband was the one you were screwing behind her back.”
         

         
         I felt something akin to an electric shock at his words. Had he really just said what I think he said?

         
         Evidently he had, since Debi looked as shocked at his words as I felt. “What?”
         

         
         “You heard me.” The next thing I knew, Ash was physically steering Debi away from me while she held on to her tray and sputtered
            in protest up at him.
         

         
         “But,” she’d cried. “But Richard was the one who was married, not me.”
         

         
         “And I’m sure you were a helpless pawn in his Machiavellian game of seduction,” I overheard Ash saying as the two of them
            disappeared into the crowd of party guests.
         

         
         I was completely stunned by the entire incident—not only that the woman my ex had cheated on me with had come up and asked if I’d help her professionally with her trauma, but that Ash Merit—Ash Merit—had told her off, then gotten rid of her for me.
         

         
         It was unprofessional of me to let him do that. Debi might not be my favorite person in the world, but she’s still a human
            being.
         

         
         Still, I couldn’t help be the tiniest bit relieved. Obviously I don’t need a man to chase off annoying wannabe patients for me, but it was awfully nice of Ash to do so. So nice, in fact, that I was
            still standing there with my mouth open in shock when he returned to my side a minute later.
         

         
         “Sorry about that,” he said. “Now, where were we? Oh, right, my grandmother. It really is a long story, but if you want to
            hear it, I’m happy to—”
         

         
         “No.” I’d shaken my head, feeling—I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. “Thanks for that. But I gotta go.”
         

         
         “Go?” Ash looked genuinely crestfallen. “We haven’t even had a dance yet! I’m sure those girls will play something recognizable
            soon—”
         

         
         “Maybe another time,” I’d said to him, going hot and cold all over at the realization that I was attracted to Ash Merit. Really attracted to him. And it wasn’t just that, earlier that day, I’d seen him tenderly cradling a wounded girl to his naked chest.
            It was how he’d gotten rid of Debi. I needed to get away from him myself before I did something I might regret. “Good night.”
         

         
         And then I’d fled. I’d bolted from the deck before he or anyone else could stop me. It wasn’t until just now, when I got back
            home, that I realized I’d been followed.
         

         
         Knowing I can’t avoid this conversation forever, I lean against the side of my car and wait as Ash PUTT PUTT PUTTs his way into his driveway, turns the engine off, and then gets out of his truck.
         

         
         Just as I’d suspected, he doesn’t go into his own house. He immediately cuts across his front yard into mine.

         
         “Hey, are you okay?” he calls to me. “You left without even saying goodbye.”

         
         “I had a pretty good idea I’d see you again.”

         
         I remain where I am. It’s after nine and quiet along Lakeview Drive. It’s too chilly for crickets—though I hear one or two
            hardy souls giving it their best—and I know the DeLongs switch off their hearing aids for the night right after nine, when they put their grandsons to bed. There’s no one to overhear us—unless one of those runaway girls is lurking around somewhere.
         

         
         But I don’t think there is. The night is cool and clear, a half-moon rising up from behind the trees and bathing the lake
            in mysterious silver light. The lamp I’d left on in the living room window throws an almost perfect square of gold onto my
            yard—almost perfect because there’s a cat-shaped shadow in the middle of it, where Daisy is still sitting on the back of the
            sofa, watching me.
         

         
         It’s into this square of light that Ash steps.

         
         He still looks good. Too good. This is irritating. Or is my irritation with him something else entirely?

         
         “Are you okay?” he asks again.

         
         “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

         
         “Because you bolted out of there like you saw a ghost. I know you don’t believe in ghosts, but—” He walks out of the square
            of light and onto the driveway. “You still seemed kind of spooked. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”
         

         
         “That’s tremendously generous of you, leaving your uncle’s engagement party just to come check on me.” I’m being sarcastic,
            but he doesn’t appear to notice. “Not at all weird and stalkerish.”
         

         
         “I’m not a stalker. I didn’t leave only to check on you.” He crosses the driveway to come stand beside me, not taking the hint through my body language—arms folded across my chest, ankles crossed—that I’m not exactly looking for company right now. “That party wasn’t my scene, anyway.” 

         
         “Wasn’t it?”

         
         “No.” He comes to lean beside me, his back against my car, his own arms folded across his chest. It’s chilly enough outside
            that I can see his breath. “I’m not really an engagement party kind of guy.”
         

         
         I raise my eyebrows. He’s standing so close, I could reach out and touch him if I wanted to. To distract myself from doing
            so, I ask, “Then why did you go?”
         

         
         “Family,” he says with a shrug. “You know how it is.”

         
         I do. But I’m not letting him off the hook that easily.

         
         “You never mentioned that you have an uncle here in town. Is that why you bought a house in West Harbor, to be closer to him?”

         
         Ash bursts out laughing. “To Derrick? No. Look, I know it’s weird that I have an uncle my own age. He’s my mom’s half brother. I told you that I can explain—”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m sure you can. Like you can explain why you chased off Debi like that.” I shake my head. “She used to be my yoga instructor,
            you know. Dual relationships aren’t unheard of in small towns where there aren’t enough mental health providers. So it wasn’t
            totally off the wall for her to ask me if I would treat her.”
         

         
         “Yes, it was.” I can see his expression in the moonlight, and it looks completely incredulous. “You may be a doctor, but you
            don’t have some kind of duty of care to everyone in this town, especially someone like her.”
         

         
         “What do you mean, someone like her?”

         
         “The person who ran off with Dr. Dick!” Ash isn’t trying to keep his voice calm at all. He’s shouting his opinions freely into the chilly evening air. It’s a very good thing the DeLongs have turned off their hearing aids. 

         
         “Shhh.” I shush him automatically. “Keep your voice down.”

         
         “Why?” he demands. “No one around here is going to disagree with me. I talked to all our neighbors today, and every single
            one of them thinks your ex is a dick and is glad he’s gone.”
         

         
         “You talked to my neighbors about Richard?”
         

         
         “Sure. I wanted to make a good impression on them.”

         
         “By talking about Richard?”
         

         
         “Yeah. People bond over two things—things they love, and things they hate. And let me tell you, everyone in this neighborhood
            hates your ex. None of them can believe how shittily he and that Debi treated you.”
         

         
         “I knew it.” I push myself away from the side of my car and whirl around to confront him. “If you aren’t stalking me, then
            how do you even know who Debi is?”
         

         
         “Because I’m your neighbor. I’ve lived next door to you for a year. I basically watched your divorce happen in real time.”

         
         “That’s impossible. You were never even here.”

         
         “Then you weren’t paying attention.” He’s pushed himself away from my car as well. “I was here that day you couldn’t find
            Violet—” He nods as I look surprised. “Yeah, I knew your cat. She used to sneak over onto my deck all the time to sleep in
            the sun.”
         

         
         “No.” The mere mention of Violet has caused my heart to shrink as if someone had wrapped their fingers around it and started
            squeezing. “No, she didn’t.”
         

         
         “Yes, she did. She was an old cat, and all she wanted to do in her retirement was sleep, so she’d chase the sun around all day, looking for warm spots to take a nap, and several of those spots were on my deck.” 

         
         “I . . .” How was this possible? How had this been happening and I never noticed? “I don’t believe it.”

         
         “Why would I make it up? I told you, I’m a cat whisperer. All those times you came out into your yard calling to her because
            you couldn’t find her . . . she was at my place. I’d pick her up and shoo her back to your yard so you wouldn’t worry.”
         

         
         I feel the tight grip on my heart loosening a tiny bit. “I didn’t know that.”

         
         “How would you? You were inside, online with your patients. I know because I’d see that little sign you put up on your front
            door—the one that says, Quiet Please, In Session—for the UPS guys and the mailman so they wouldn’t knock and disturb you. That’s why I never came over and introduced myself.
            I realize that was a mistake now.”
         

         
         I feel as if I’ve slipped into an alternate reality, where down is up and up is down. This happens sometimes, especially when
            I’m talking to patients who are convinced that payday loans aren’t inherently predatory.
         

         
         “And I saw you chase after both the UPS guys and the mailman at Christmastime with tip envelopes,” he goes on, “to thank them
            for being so accommodating—”
         

         
         “You know I work from home,” I say, “and it never occurred to you to get your muffler fixed?”

         
         He looks blank. “My muffler?”

         
         “Your truck is so loud!” I cry. “My patients hear it every time, even through my earbuds! They think I live next door to a racetrack. But it’s not a racetrack . . . it’s you!”
         

         
         He frowns. “See, this is the kind of thing that, if you’d told me before, I’d happily—”

         
         “I shouldn’t need to tell you! Anyone with common sense should know it!”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah?” Even though it’s dark, I see a sudden gleam in his eyes. “Do you think you know everything that’s going on in your own neighborhood?”
         

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “Okay. Then what about that time you were walking around your yard calling to Violet, and she didn’t come, and didn’t come,
            and it was getting dark, and you kept calling and calling for her in a voice that sounded like your heart was breaking—”
         

         
         I frown. “I don’t remember that.”

         
         “Of course you don’t, because I didn’t let it go on for very long. Violet was always at my place, so I’d pick her up and put
            her over onto your property so you’d find her. That’s when I’d almost always see Dr. Dick standing out there, weeding, or
            pruning, or whatever. He’d see me with Violet in my hands every time, and he would have had to have been deaf not to hear you calling for her. But he didn’t say a word to you. Not a fucking
            word. He’d just glare at me and keep on weeding, and let you keep calling and calling until the cat finally roamed into your
            line of sight. That guy was a dick, Frankie. He is a dick.”
         

         
         Even though I agree, it’s a little galling to hear it from Ash Merit.

         
         Before I can say anything, though, he adds, “God knows I had to come out here more than I wanted to because he was always
            doing stuff to annoy my tenants—”
         

         
         Now he’s gone too far. Richard is a dick but he was always kind to Summer People, even if it was only because he viewed them as potential patients. “Like what?”
         

         
         “Like cutting the cables to my speakers!” Ash gestures back to his house. “Twice! If he’d just asked me, I’d have been fine with dismantling the outdoor music speakers. But he never asked. He just cut them!
            Do you know how much those cables cost?”
         

         
         “Oh my God,” I say. Now I’m laughing again—but at the same time, I also want to cry. “That wasn’t Richard. That was me!”
         

         
         Ash stares. “You? You’re the one who cut my cables?”
         

         
         “Yes! Who has outdoor speakers at a lake house, anyway? You’re supposed to listen to the sound of the lake and the birds and
            other wildlife. Other people live here, you know, and they may not want to listen to your truck’s noisy muffler or ‘Margaritaville’ on repeat all day and all night—”
         

         
         Ash is still staring at me, stupefied, as I pace in front of him. Even Daisy, back in the living room, is watching me. I can
            see the shadow of her head move in the yellow square of light on my lawn, following my every step.
         

         
         “So yeah,” I go on, recklessly. “I cut your speaker cables, and I’d do it again! Especially because you never even looked at my binder—”
         

         
         “What binder?”

         
         I stop pacing and stand in front of him, lifting my chin so I can look him in the eye as I say with a calm I do not feel,
            “The binder I gave Rochelle to give to you—the one I found today stashed in a drawer in your kitchen. The one that has all
            the information about living in West Harbor in it so I wouldn’t have to answer your dumb tenants’ dumb questions anymore!”
         

         
         Now he simply looks baffled. “I didn’t even know you made me a binder.”

         
         “Well, I did!”

         
         The moon has risen fully from the treetops. In its cold blue light, I can see that his lips look just as perfectly formed as they had earlier today, when I’d first noticed them. 

         
         Only now those perfectly formed lips are beckoning to me. Kiss me, they seem to be whispering.
         

         
         But that’s absurd. I don’t want to kiss Ash Merit. I want to kill Ash Merit.

         
         “Fine,” Ash is saying. Puffs of light-blue steam come out of his mouth as he speaks. “I’ll read it. I’ll go home and read
            the whole thing right now, if that’s what you want. I’ll do whatever I have to do to let you know that I’m not that guy.”
         

         
         “What guy?”

         
         “Dr. Dick! I think that guy is an asshole. Anyone who would willingly leave you is an asshole—unless they couldn’t help it,
            like your dad. But anyone who can’t see how smart, funny, beautiful—”
         

         
         “Ash.”

         
         “No, don’t try to deny it. You’re beautiful, Francesca. Beautiful, intelligent, kind . . . and anyone who can’t see it . . .
            well, that’s their problem. You’re always there for everyone else—your patients, your family, your friends, even the fucking
            UPS guy. But who is there for you?”
         

         
         “Plenty of people.” I look at him, standing there in the moonlight, his expression so sincere. There isn’t an ounce of guile
            in this guy. It’s kind of refreshing. “I have friends, you know, Ash.”
         

         
         “I know you do. But I should be one of them. I want to be your friend. I want to be more than friends, but I’ll settle for friendship if that’s all I can get. Why can’t we just be friends instead of enemies, or
            neighbors, or whatever this is?” He waves a hand between the two of us on the word this. “This isn’t what I want!”
         

         
         I find myself shaking my head. I’m looking at his lips again. I don’t want to but I can’t seem to look away. “It’s not what I want, either.” 

         
         He frowns. “Well, what do you want, then?”
         

         
         “This,” I say.
         

         
         And then, before I can stop myself, I reach out, wrap both my hands around the lapels of his expensive sports coat, and drag
            him toward me until those lips meet mine.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         On the rare occasions my dad spoke to me instead of yelled, it was almost always about how you have to be prepared.

         
         “You never know what’s going to happen,” he always said. “You gotta be ready for it.”

         
         I don’t know where he got all his bullshit about being prepared. He never served in the military. He was never even in Boy
            Scouts. When shit got real at home or even at his office, he always headed straight for a bottle of bourbon. He was the least
            prepared of anyone I ever met.
         

         
         I took his advice, though. I always try to prepare for the unexpected.

         
         But nothing could have prepared me for being kissed by Francesca Giovanni.

         
         She didn’t just kiss me, either. She pressed her body up against me. I could feel everything through the material of that
            dress. It fit her like a second skin, leaving nothing to the imagination.
         

         
         Then, as quickly as her lips—and body—pressed against mine, she was gone, releasing me and jumping back to nervously tuck a strand of that long dark hair behind her ear. She isn’t used to wearing it loose. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “Was that okay?”

         
         “That was more than okay!” I hope I sound enthusiastic enough. My voice has gotten a little hoarse, maybe because when she kissed me, I
            could feel her nipples pressing against me through the feather-soft material of her dress. They were as hard as they’d looked
            this morning when she’d been in her swimsuit, only this time, I don’t think it’s because she’s cold. I’m hard as a rock, too,
            and it has nothing to do with the temperature.
         

         
         Maybe she’s noticed this, since she takes another step away from me, this time toward her house.

         
         But if I thought it was because she’s calling it a night, I’m soon corrected.

         
         “Come on,” she says. “Let’s do this.”

         
         I just stand there staring at her. She can’t be talking about what I think she’s talking about.

         
         “Do you not want to?” she asks, her eyebrows raised questioningly.

         
         “I—” I have no idea what to say. Because I have no idea what’s going on. I consider myself a fairly smart guy, but this is
            above my pay grade. “I—”
         

         
         “It’s abundantly clear we’re attracted to one another,” she says, her gaze on the front of my jeans. Oh, okay. So she noticed.
            “If two people have physical chemistry and aren’t in a romantic relationship with anyone else who might be hurt by it, I see
            no reason for them not to see if that chemistry leads somewhere. I have a feeling we might be compatible . . . at least for
            sex. You’re not in a relationship, are you?”
         

         
         I say, now with maybe a little too much enthusiasm, “Absolutely not.”
         

         
         “Me, either. And I’m assuming you’re up-to-date on your screenings for STIs?”

         
         “Got tested at my checkup last month,” I tell her. I try to keep my tone casual, but it’s tough. I might be about to have
            sex with Dr. Francesca Giovanni. “Clean bill of health. And no partners since.”
         

         
         “That’s great. Me, too. I don’t see any reason for us to make a big deal out of this. We’re both reasonably young and in good
            shape, and people who are sexually active are less stressed, and therefore have lower risk of both heart disease and dementia.”
         

         
         This is a new one for me. I’ve been propositioned before. I like to think I’m pretty sexually adventurous. I was even in a
            threesome once (in Berlin with two girls who seemed a lot more interested in each other than they were in me, but hey, it
            was an honor just to be asked).
         

         
         Yet this is the first time any woman has suggested having sex because it’s part of her heart-healthy lifestyle.

         
         But it makes sense a doctor would feel this way.

         
         “Sounds good to me,” I say, and give a shrug like I get propositioned by my hot doctor neighbors all the time.

         
         “Great,” she says. “Let’s go.”

         
         She turns around and heads toward her house, not looking back to see if I’m following.

         
         But I’m following, all right.

         
         The moon is so high above the trees now that the whole street is cast in a silvery light. The same light causes Frankie’s
            hair to look almost blue—at least until she climbs the steps to her front porch. Then the yellow light from the lamp she’s
            left on in her living room turns it back to its normal color.
         

         
         “Be careful of the cat,” she says to me over her shoulder as she unlocks the front door. “She’s just waiting for a chance to escape back to her life outdoors.” 

         
         “Do you even remember who you’re talking to?”

         
         “Oh, right.” Her tone sounds wry. “You’re the cat whisperer. Sorry about that.”

         
         She gets the door open, and the cat does, indeed, make a run for it.

         
         But I’m too fast for cats—especially when I’m motivated like I am now.

         
         “Got her,” I say, easily catching the little creature and tucking her beneath my arm like a football as I follow Frankie inside.
            The cat, furious, tries to kick me with her hind legs, but that only makes me hold her more tightly. Nice try, kitty. But
            nothing—not even you—is keeping me from having sex with your owner.
         

         
         “Thanks.” Frankie goes inside and drops her keys and bag. “Drink? I might have some beer in—”

         
         I close the door behind me, lock it, put down the cat—sorry, sucker—and cross the room to cup Frankie’s face in my hands.
            I have it on certain authority that girls love it when you do this.
         

         
         Except Frankie, apparently.

         
         “Uh,” she says. “First let me get out of this dress.”

         
         I instantly release her face. “Sorry,” I say. “Should I . . .” I start peeling off my jacket while Frankie watches, a bemused
            look on her face.
         

         
         “Okay,” she says when I start on the buttons to my shirt. “So . . . nothing to drink, then?”

         
         “I’m good,” I say, and rip off my shirt.

         
         Frankie was petting the cat. But when I take off my shirt, I see her fingers still on the cat’s fur, and her eyes widen slightly at the sight of my naked chest. 

         
         Hey, she may swim to Center Island and back every day, but I have a personal trainer. Rocco makes sure I never skip a leg
            day. Or any other day.
         

         
         “Carry you into the bedroom?” I ask, even though I know what she’s going to say. I do try to be polite to all my sexual partners,
            however, and give them the option. Plus I want to make sure we’re having bedroom sex and not doing it out here in the living
            room like animals. Although that would be fine with me, too. But I really do want to see her bedroom.
         

         
         “I think I can walk,” she says, and starts heading toward the back of the house.

         
         I keep myself from saying anything too embarrassing—such as hot diggity dog—and follow her into the Promised Land.
         

         
         Frankie’s bedroom is even better than I’d imagined. Her bed is huge—a California king—the light is low . . . but not so low
            that I can’t see the massive flat-screen on the wall and the remote control on the nightstand beside . . . is that a bowl
            of popcorn?
         

         
         Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I need to get my game face on.

         
         Frankie is taking off her boots. I want to impress her with my gentlemanly manners, so I cross the room to help unzip her
            dress.
         

         
         “Oh, thanks,” she says when I seize the long ribbon attached to the zipper, and she realizes what I’m doing. She lifts all
            her long, dark hair and turns so she’s standing with her back to me, exposing the tender skin of her neck, one of the most
            erotic (in my opinion) places on a woman’s body.
         

         
         There’s a possibility I may have groaned, because she asks, “Everything okay back there?”

         
         I press my lips to the warm, smooth skin on the nape of her neck. She smells of her shampoo, light and coconutty, and of woman, earthy and clean. 

         
         “You have no idea,” I say when I lift my head, “how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

         
         “Kiss the back of my neck?”

         
         “Kiss you, in general. I’m not choosy where.”

         
         She sounds surprised. “Really?”

         
         “How could you not know?” I’m pulling the zipper down, watching as the red material parts and reveals more and more of her
            smooth, tanned back. “I thought I was pretty obvious.”
         

         
         Now she sounds amused. “Nothing about you is obvious, Ash.”

         
         “That’s good to know.” The zipper has lowered enough to reveal she’s wearing a black bra. A black lace bra, which happens to be my favorite. Although any bra is my favorite bra. “I feel like I’m pretty much an open book.”
         

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “Oh, yes.” Now the zipper has gone so low I can see her panties. They’re black lace, too, and match the bra. I feel a spurt
            of pure, unadulterated lust shoot through me. I want to grab the back of those panties with my teeth and yank them down over
            that taut, heart-shaped ass I’ve been admiring from afar for so long.
         

         
         Only I don’t want to scare her. So I settle for running my hands over that ass. It’s everything I’d hoped it would be, and
            more . . . especially when she arches her back and leans into me with a sigh.
         

         
         “I’ve been told I’m actually a pretty funny and charming guy,” I whisper in her ear.

         
         “Oh, yeah?” She turns around in my arms to face me. The red dress, completely unzipped, falls to her bedroom floor. “Has anyone
            ever told you that you talk too much?”
         

         
         “No. I don’t know. Maybe.” To be honest, I’m not really paying that much attention to the conversation. The view is too impressive. “Do I?” 

         
         “Yes,” she says, and slips her arms around my neck. Her eyes, when she looks up at me, are heavy-lidded with something I’m
            hoping is desire. “All I do all day long is listen to people talk. It’s a fulfilling job, and I love it . . . but sometimes
            all I want is a little quiet.” She leans against me, rises up on her tiptoes, and kisses my earlobe. “Is that okay?”
         

         
         “I can be quiet,” I assure her. I tighten my grip on her ass and lift her up so I can carry her to the big, wide bed a few
            feet away. “You’ll be amazed at how fucking quiet I can be.”
         

         
         And then I show her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
            I’m nearly elbow deep in a hole by an old elm tree when Haley walks up to me.

         
         “What did Trina say to you?” she asks.

         
         I lie. I don’t know why. There’s just something about Haley lately. . . . “N-nothing.”

         
         Her eyebrows go up. Way up. She’s the only one of us who hasn’t had to sacrifice her hair for Hecate, and I can’t help noticing
               how nice it—and her eyebrows—look. It’s almost like she’s been using a flat iron and shaping her brows in a mirror somewhere.

         
         “I know she said something to you, Emma. Were you aware she has a phone?”

         
         I panic. It shouldn’t be a big deal—all of us have phones.

         
         We just don’t have them with us at the present moment, because Haley said the cops would be able to use them to trace us,
               and then they’d put us in jail.

         
         “No,” I lie again. “I had no idea.” I haven’t seen Trina since she said I could use her phone to call my mom. But then, I haven’t seen Meg, either. Everyone seems to be disappearing. “What . . . what’s going to happen to her?”

         
         “What I said was going to happen if I found any of you disobeying me,” Haley says, matter-of-factly. “You’ll have to pay the
               price. Trina is learning that the hard—”

         
         “I found it!”

         
         A jubilant shout rips through the forest. I turn my head and see Bella standing at the bottom of the same gully I’m kneeling
               in. Only she’s on her feet and holding something small high above her head. The smile on her face is rapturous.

         
         “Haley, I think I found it!” she cries.

         
         Haley is already rushing toward her. The rest of us follow, eager to see what Bella has in her hand.

         
         When I finally slog my way through the mud to her side, however, I see that what she’s holding is only a small, skinny stick.
               It’s whitish in color. But other than that, it seems unremarkable.

         
         Not to Haley, however. She lifts the stick from Bella’s hand and examines it closely while the rest of us watch. I don’t know
               about anyone else, but I find myself holding my breath.

         
         After a moment, Haley lifts the little stick high in the air, her expression ecstatic with joy.

         
         “All hail Hecate,” she shouts joyfully to the sky. “We honor and salute you! Soon, you will once again reign over the sea,
               sky, land, and—” she lowers her head and looks at us, her eyes glowing with triumph “—all of humankind.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         Ash has a body like the Greek and Roman statues Richard used to drag me to see at the Met. Not that I have anything against
            art; I just prefer the Impressionists.
         

         
         Nevertheless, I visited that wing often enough to recognize that Ash bears an uncanny resemblance to the Met’s marble statue
            of a youthful Hercules—except that Ash’s hair is longer.
         

         
         He’s hard as that statue, too . . . everywhere, especially where I wanted it most.

         
         I guess I shouldn’t be surprised he’s such a generous and enthusiastic lover—generous about making sure I got off first, before
            he did, and enthusiastic about his work to get me there.
         

         
         And get me there he did—several times.

         
         Afterward, I run my fingers over those finely chiseled muscles and ask, “How did you get the name Ashraf?”

         
         “Oh.” Ash lies there, panting. “So now I’m allowed to talk?”
         

         
         “Sorry.” Chagrined, I kiss his shoulder. “Yes, you can talk now. I didn’t mean to be so bossy earlier.”

         
         “I liked it,” he says after wadding up one of my pillows and stuffing it beneath his head. “But it’s a little deflating to a guy’s ego after a performance like that to get asked about his name and not, you know, his technique. I’m not saying I expect a prize or anything, but that was really some of my finest work.” 

         
         I laugh and kiss him again, this time on the mouth. “That performance was a ten out of ten. I was just wondering about your
            name because it’s unusual, especially given the fact that you have an uncle almost the same age named Derrick.”
         

         
         “Yeah. Well, my mom is Egyptian and wanted to call me Farouk. My dad was from Ohio and wanted to call me Jason. They compromised
            on a name that could be easily pronounced in both Arabic and English—Ashraf, or Ash, for short.”
         

         
         “That’s so interesting.”

         
         “Is it?” He pulls me close, which is nice. Our bodies fit together weirdly well. “I kind of wish my mom had won. My dad didn’t
            like me very much, or my superpower. He was always threatening to send me to military school,” he says. “But fortunately my
            grandma intervened, and I got sent to boarding school instead—”
         

         
         “Boarding school?”

         
         “Yeah, in Switzerland. No one else there was called Ashraf, that’s for sure. But I didn’t mind being different.”

         
         “Is it your name that’s always made you feel different,” I ask, “or your superpower?”

         
         “Wow,” he says with a grin, running a finger along the curve of my right breast. “So this is what it’s like to sleep with
            a shrink. So many questions!”
         

         
         “I’m sorry. Asking questions about people is my superpower. Does it bother you?”
         

         
         He grins some more. “No, I like it. But where is this going? Are you thinking about getting a tattoo of our names entwined in a heart? I had no idea how possessive you are. But, hey, I like it. I’ll get one, too, if it will make you happy.” 

         
         I laugh again. “No, that’s not why I’m asking. I just wondered. You lost your dad at a young age, like I did. That’s got to
            have made you feel different, too. It did me.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, you come from a normal family—”

         
         I can’t help snorting at this. No one who knows my family would ever call it normal . . . except someone like Ash, whose family
            appears to be even more dysfunctional.
         

         
         “You do,” he insists. “Do you know what I’d have given to have a family like yours instead of the one I got?”
         

         
         “Why? What was wrong with your family? I mean, besides having Derrick Winters as your absurdly young uncle.”

         
         “Yeah, right. There was that, just for starters. Then my dad was a drunk—”

         
         “Oh, Ash. I’m so sorry.”

         
         He shrugs. “It wasn’t a big deal. The worst he did was hit me, and that—”

         
         “Ash!”

         
         “What?” Ash looks startled by my reaction. “Oh my God, don’t look like that. I told you it wasn’t that bad. I was a lot to
            handle as a kid. I definitely deserved to get smacked around every now and then.”
         

         
         “Ash, you’re minimizing, which is very common in survivors of abuse. I know you know that no child deserves to be beaten,
            no matter what they’ve done.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t call it beating. It was just a smack every now and then if I didn’t duck fast enough. And look at me. I turned out all right.”
         

         
         “Yes, you did,” I say carefully. “Children are very resilient. But, Ash . . . what your dad did was still abuse.”

         
         “Yeah, I know. But he traveled a lot, so I didn’t have to see too much of him. My mom was what they call codependent—you’ve
            probably heard of that.”
         

         
         “I have.”

         
         “Yeah. So she was in denial for a while that any of it was really happening. She’s better now. But her mom—my grandmother—really helped. She’s the one who convinced my parents to send me to boarding school when I was seven—”
         

         
         “Ash.” My heart twists. My niece Portia is seven. She only just had her first sleepover, and that was at her cousin’s house.
            “That’s really young.”
         

         
         “Maybe. But it was way better than being at home.”

         
         I bet it was. “I’m so sorry,” I repeat. “That had to be tough.”

         
         “It was fine,” he insists. “I spent most of my holidays with friends or my grandmother.”

         
         Thank goodness for her, I think, softly stroking his dark hair. Recent studies have shown that having just one caring adult
            in a child’s life can help them cope and even thrive in a dysfunctional environment.
         

         
         “How did your dad die?” I ask gently.

         
         “He got struck by lightning.”

         
         My fingers freeze. “What?”

         
         “Yeah, can you believe that?” Ash chuckles. “On the seventeenth hole at the Biltmore in Phoenix, of all places.”

         
         “Phoenix, Arizona?” I stare at him. “He got struck by lightning in the desert?”
         

         
         “I know! There wasn’t even a cloud in the sky. A giant bolt of lightning came from out of nowhere, and boom!”
         

         
         “But . . . but I thought you said he went into a nursing home?”

         
         “He did, after the accident. It was the burn unit. He lived there for a couple of weeks, but . . .” He shrugs.

         
         “Ash.” I sit up in bed to face him. “That sounds really horrible. I’m so sorry you went through that.”
         

         
         “It was fine. Essentially, he died doing what he loved. Isn’t that the best way to go? How did your dad die?”

         
         “He had a massive coronary while trimming the fat off a twelve-pound pork belly he was going to make into the special for
            that evening—porchetta.” I give him a rueful little grin. “So I guess in a way he, too, died doing what he loved. He loved
            cooking, and he especially loved porchetta.”
         

         
         Ash reaches out to pull me back down to his side. His body is warm and welcoming, his arms strong. “That sucks.”

         
         “Thanks. It sucked most of all because I was helping him in the kitchen at the time. I was the one who ended up giving him
            CPR. Not that it worked—we didn’t have a defibrillator in the restaurant back then. But the coroner said it probably wouldn’t
            have made a difference anyway.”
         

         
         A widow-maker, Dr. Hopkins had called the heart attack. Dad was dead almost before he hit the floor.

         
         “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Ash says, dropping his lips to my neck.

         
         His voice is so earnest and heartfelt, I feel tears spring to my eyes. He notices right away.

         
         “Hey,” he says, his grip on me tightening. “I’m sorry. Why are we even talking about this stuff? We’re supposed to be busy
            lowering our risk of heart disease and dementia while seeing if we’re sexually compatible—”
         

         
         I start to laugh. “I think we’ve pretty much established that.”

         
         “Well, I’m not so sure. You’re crying. That’s not exactly reassuring to a guy’s libido.”
         

         
         I reach up to wipe the tears from my eyes even as I continue to laugh. “I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s me. I don’t know what’s
            wrong with me. I never cry—at least, not over my dad. Not anymore. It isn’t that I don’t miss him, exactly. It’s just—”
         

         
         I don’t know what comes over me, but suddenly, I’m telling Ash Merit things I’ve never told another living soul.

         
         “I just have this weird feeling that we’re going to meet again someday, you know? Not in heaven, with angels flying around,
            or something silly like that. Some scientists believe that our consciousness really does go on after our hearts stop beating.
            So maybe I’ll see my dad again in a different dimension, or another life, or something. And when I do, I’m going to get to
            tell him about all the stuff he missed while he was gone, like smartphones and the birth of his grandchildren and the fact
            that Mama Giovanni’s profit margin has increased so substantially thanks to witch tourism. I know that sounds corny, but—”
         

         
         “That doesn’t sound corny at all.” Ash is looking at me very seriously, not smiling at all. His eyes, in the dim light of
            my bedroom, are like the lake outside my house on a winter morning: deep, dark, and in many ways, unfathomable. “I think that’s
            beautiful. You’re beautiful. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. And the smartest—”
         

         
         “Oh, please.” I try to pull away from him. But he only drags me closer.
         

         
         “I’m serious,” he says, earnestly. “Why won’t you ever let anyone give you a compliment? Look at you, you’re physically trying
            to pull away from me so you won’t have to hear nice things about yourself!”
         

         
         “It’s not that. It’s just—”

         
         He keeps me wrapped in his arms, not budging an inch. “I think you’re beautiful, and intelligent, and funny, and kind, and
            if I were your dad, I’d be trying like hell to get from wherever he is now to your side so you could tell me all about how
            much witch tourism has increased Mama Giovanni’s profit margin—”
         

         
         “Stop it.”

         
         But I’m laughing. Who even is this man in my bed? Is he the absent landlord whose benign negligence has been driving me crazy
            all year? Or is he the sweet—maybe a little screwed up—but very handsome and attentive lover who so heroically rescued one
            of the missing girls from the mud beneath his back deck?
         

         
         I don’t know. But something is happening. Something that, if I weren’t so jaded, I might even call falling in love.

         
         Not that I would ever admit that out loud, especially to Ash. I’m well aware that I’m more likely suffering from the effects
            of the dopamine and oxytocin and other pleasure hormones that fill women’s brains after orgasm.
         

         
         “I’m sorry about what happened to you,” I say instead of I think I might be falling in love with you. He’s loosened his grip on me enough that I can lay a hand on his warm, hairy chest. “Boarding school at age seven? That should never happen to any kid.”
         

         
         “What?” His tone is incredulous. “Are you kidding? That school was in the Alps. I was on the school ski team. We had Nutella-filled crepes and croissants for breakfast every morning, and field trips to Venice and Paris. Don’t waste
            your sympathy on me. Save it for people who need it.”
         

         
         “Oh, now who can’t take a compliment?”
         

         
         “That wasn’t a compliment. That was pity!” In a second, he has me pinned back down to the bed and is hovering over me, his lips just inches from mine. “And I don’t want your pity, Dr. Giovanni.” 

         
         That’s very apparent. And very delightful.

         
         “What do you want, then?” I tease, already knowing the answer because I can feel it pressing against my thighs.
         

         
         But he surprises me.

         
         “I want to take you to the sandwich shop down the street from my apartment in the city,” he says, his eyes no longer winter
            lakes of darkness but sparkling with humor and excitement. “They’ve got the best porchetta I’ve ever had. I’m sure it’s not
            as good as your dad’s, but I think you’ll love it. We could go to pay tribute to him. Would you want to do that with me sometime?”
         

         
         “Are you asking me out on a date?” It’s the first time either of us has even remotely hinted that there might be a future
            for this relationship beyond tonight. “A date in the city?”
         

         
         “Yes, I am. Will you go?”

         
         I reach up to lay a hand on his cheek. It’s been a while since he shaved, and his whiskers feel stiff and wiry. I don’t mind,
            though.
         

         
         “Yes,” I whisper. “I’ll go.”

         
         “Good.” He disappoints me then by rolling off me and reaching for his briefs. “Now I’ve got another question for you.”

         
         “Oh, God. What is it?”

         
         “Are you hungry? I didn’t get anything to eat at that party, and we just burned a shitload of calories. I think I need to
            carbo-load if we’re going to go again. That is . . .” He looks a little shy. “If you want to. Do you have patients tomorrow?”
         

         
         “No, I don’t. I try not to schedule patients on Sundays, unless it’s an emergency.” Sunday is a day of rest. I heard this mantra repeated so many times by my mother, it basically lives in my brain.
         

         
         “Would you mind if I grabbed a sandwich or something?” he asks. “I’d go back to my house but—”

         
         I grin at him. “You don’t have anything there to eat. Don’t worry. I think I can do better than a sandwich. Come with me.”

         
         That’s how we end up in my kitchen, eating my mother’s leftover risotto, as Daisy stares at us sadly from in front of the
            sliding glass doors. She seems to be holding out hope one of us is going to open those doors so she can sneak back to her
            home beneath the porch steps. Alas for her, neither of us does.
         

         
         “This is so good,” Ash keeps saying. He’s sitting beside me at my dining table wearing only a pair of boxer briefs and the
            cashmere throw from the sofa I’ve draped over his big shoulders so he won’t be cold, since he doesn’t have a robe like I do.
            “But I didn’t want you to go to any trouble. We could have just ordered in.”
         

         
         “Reheating something in the microwave is no trouble, Ash. Besides, it’s after ten at night. Do you think there’s any place
            in West Harbor that delivers after ten?”
         

         
         “What about pizz—”

         
         “Don’t.” I narrow my eyes and point my spoon at him, mock threateningly. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. This is a small town,
            and I come from a family of Italian restauranteurs. I would never live down the humiliation if my mother found out I got carryout
            pizza delivered.”
         

         
         He grins some more and says, “Okay. I’m not complaining. This is the best risotto I’ve ever had.”

         
         “It’s my nonna’s recipe from the old country. Do you know the eight steps to making perfect risotto?”

         
         “I don’t even know the first step to making perfect risotto.”

         
         I tick off the steps on my fingers. “First you make la base—that’s the soffritto, which is usually finely chopped onion or shallot. Then there’s la tentazione—the temptation—or la tostatura. That’s when you toast the rice. That’s what gives it this nutty flavor. You have to use arborio rice, of course.”
         

         
         “Of course.” I notice he’s watching me closely . . . especially my lips. “I like how you say that word . . . la tentazione. You’re a tentazione.”
         

         
         “Am I?” No one has ever called me a temptation before. Cheesy as it is, I kind of like it. “You know, you have a pretty good
            accent.”
         

         
         “Switzerland has four official languages. They made us learn them all. But somehow they never got around to teaching us the
            eight steps to perfect risotto.”
         

         
         “Well, good thing I’m here, then.” Smiling, I get up to refill his glass. I’d opened a bottle of pinot grigio one of my family
            members had left at my house, most likely Angie. “The next step is the wine, also known as the sigh, or il sospiro—”
         

         
         “I like how you say that, too.” His gaze is definitely glued to my mouth.

         
         “Thanks.” I put the wine bottle down and slip back into the chair beside him. “In some places in Italy, they call it lo sfumato, or the smoking, because the alcohol causes a puff of smoke—”
         

         
         “You’re sfumato.” One of his big hands creeps up to stroke my hair.
         

         
         I burst out laughing, though I’m secretly thrilled by this second, even cheesier compliment. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

         
         “It doesn’t mean smoking hot?” But he’s laughing, too, so I know he’s kidding.

         
         “No, it does not. But thank you, that’s very kind of you. See? I’m learning to accept your compliments.”

         
         “About time. What’s next?”

         
         “The next step is the cooking—la cottura. This is when you ladle in the stock—”
         

         
         “And stir?” His dark eyes look very bright. “Is that the stirring part?”

         
         “Oh, yes. My nonna used to have us do the stirring—it was the best part. My brother and sisters and I would fight over who
            got to stir.”
         

         
         “I guess that’s the only good part of not having any siblings.” He’s polished off everything in his bowl and is now concentrating
            solely on me. The cashmere throw has slipped from his shoulders, but he doesn’t notice. “No fighting.”
         

         
         “No,” I say. “The fighting is the best part. During the next step—il riposo, when you let the risotto rest a bit—my siblings and I would help grate the parmigiana.”
         

         
         He reaches out and drags me to his lap. I let him because it feels so natural . . . even homey.

         
         But also sfumato.

         
         “Pay attention,” I say. “The most important step is next—la mantecatura.”
         

         
         He leans forward to kiss the back of my neck. He seems to like doing this. “Never heard of it.”

         
         “That’s because there’s no English translation—or a Swiss or German one. It’s purely Italian. When the risotto is almost finished,
            you stir in the butter and parmigiana. That’s what gives the risotto that creamy texture.”
         

         
         “Hmmm,” he says. Thanks to my seat on his lap, I realize the carbo-loading has worked: he’s ready for round two.

         
         And he knows it.

         
         “But wait,” I cry as his arms tighten around me. “Don’t forget the final step, la mangiare—”
         

         
         He’s risen from the table, cradling me. He seems to like carrying me around.

         
         “Oh, I for one will be doing plenty of eating in the next five minutes,” he assures me.

         
         And he isn’t exaggerating.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I wake up disoriented.

         
         At first I can’t figure out why. I’m in my own bed. The soft gray light of dawn is filtering in through the edges of my blinds.
            I can hear the mourning doves cooing happily outside my windows. 
         

         
         But there’s another sound nearby I can’t quite make out. Maybe it’s related to the unfamiliar weight beside me that, in my
            sleep-dazed state, I assume is the cat.
         

         
         Then I open my eyes and see it’s not a cat. It’s my neighbor Ash, sleeping next to me on his stomach, stark naked.

         
         And then the memories from last night come flooding into my brain, and for a second I just have to lie there, staring at the
            ceiling while feeling the weight of Ash’s arm curled around my waist, and his soft gentle breathing against the pillow beside
            me.
         

         
         Oh, yeah. I banged my next-door neighbor.

         
         Not just any next-door neighbor. Ash Merit.

         
         A week ago, if you’d told me I’d be waking up in bed with Ash Merit after a night of scorching—and let’s be honest, pretty imaginative—lovemaking, I’d have suggested you might need neurological testing. 

         
         But now things are different. Looking at him as he sleeps beside me in the dim morning light, I can’t help but wonder how
            I could possibly have hated him as much as I had. Sure, he’s a terrible landlord, and even worse at navigating social situations—except
            ones that involve sex, evidently. That he handles with unbridled enthusiasm—one might even say expertise.
         

         
         But there’s just something about him. . . .

         
         It’s as I’m thinking this that I realize the sound I’ve been hearing but can’t place isn’t Ash’s steady breathing beside me,
            or even the coo of the mourning doves in the tree outside. It’s a different sound, a kind of steady, rhythmic hum. Or is it
            more of a purr?
         

         
         It is. It’s a purr. But where is Daisy? And why is she purring so loudly if no one is petting her?

         
         Puzzled, I sit up—careful not to wake Ash—and look around my bedroom. The cat has to be here somewhere. Why else can I hear
            her?
         

         
         But she’s not on my bed or on the cat bed I placed so carefully for her on the window seat so she could enjoy the view without
            going outside. Where—
         

         
         And then, while scanning the sisal carpet on the floor, I see my wicker laundry basket.

         
         I must have gasped loudly enough to wake Ash, since he immediately raises his head and blinks sleepily. “Wh-what’s happening?”

         
         But I’ve already thrown back the duvet and raced to the side of the laundry basket.

         
         “Kittens!” I cry and sink to my knees.

         
         Because there, in the middle of my laundry basket where I’d dropped the brand-new dress I’d worn the night before—not because I intended to wash it later, but because I was in too much of a hurry to jump Ash’s bones to bother hanging it back up—lies Daisy. 

         
         But not only Daisy. She’s contentedly nursing newborn kittens. It’s hard to tell how many there are because they’re all piled
            on top of one another in a warm cuddle-puddle. All I can see is that there’s a calico-colored one, a bright orange one, and
            at least one little all-black one.
         

         
         Their mother has noticed I’m looking at her and slow-blinks at me—a sure sign a cat is feeling comfortable and at home—her
            purring increasing in volume.
         

         
         Ash sits up so he can see what I’m looking at. Then he bursts out laughing.

         
         “I tried to warn you,” he says.

         
         “You did.” Now that Daisy has moved a little, eager to show me her new family, I can count the squirming, sightless little
            bodies. “Three! She’s got three kittens. Oh, Daisy, you good girl. Yes, you’re a very good girl.”
         

         
         “And right in the basket, too.” Ash has climbed out of bed to join me on the sisal rug. The two of us kneel there, stark naked,
            gazing down at the new little family as he slips an arm around my shoulders. “Well done, Daisy.”
         

         
         “Yes. Well done, Daisy.”

         
         I don’t mention the ruined dress. It doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters is the happiness I feel right at that particular
            moment.
         

         
         Maybe it’s because of Daisy and her little family. Or maybe it’s because of the dopamine and oxytocin.

         
         Or maybe—just maybe—it’s because of Ash Merit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         It’s Sunday morning, and I’m in Francesca Giovanni’s kitchen making breakfast, wearing only my briefs and a red-checked apron
            I found in the pantry that says Don’t Be Upsetti—Eat Spaghetti!

         
         “How do you like your eggs?” I ask Frankie as I melt a mound of butter in the cast-iron skillet she handed me when I said
            I’d make breakfast. “Cheesy, super cheesy, or ultra cheesy?”
         

         
         “Uh . . .”

         
         Frankie is racing around, getting things ready for her new feline family. She’s moved Daisy’s food bowls from the kitchen
            to the bedroom so the cat won’t have to walk as far to get to them, and is currently “kitten-proofing” the house, even though
            I told her I think it’s going to be a while before those kittens are able to walk around on their own. Their eyes aren’t even
            open yet. There’s no way any of them are going to be able to climb out of that basket for at least another week or two.
         

         
         But she’s shoving rolled-up towels against the bottom of the refrigerator, stove, and dishwasher anyway. Wherever there’s a tiny, kitten-sized gap one of them could slip into, Frankie is finding a way to plug it. 

         
         “Cheesy eggs are fine,” she says, sounding distracted.

         
         And who wouldn’t be? It’s not every morning you wake up to find that your pet has given birth . . . or that a man as good-looking
            as me has taken over the breakfast-making.
         

         
         “Ultra cheesy it is, then,” I say, opening the block of cheddar I find in her refrigerator so I can grate it. “You know, you
            have one of the best-stocked kitchens I’ve ever seen. I like a woman who has three—no, five—different kinds of olive oil.”
         

         
         “You need different kinds of olive oil for different preparations.” Frankie stops in her tracks and stares at me. “Where did
            you get that apron?”
         

         
         “From the pantry. Why?” I do a little spin. “Are you jealous? Do you want to wear it?”

         
         “No, I thought I’d donated it to Goodwill. Feel free to give it back to me so I can put it at the bottom of that laundry basket
            for the cats to shit on.”
         

         
         “And deprive you of such sartorial elegance? Never. Do you want your eggs now, or after you go for your swim?”

         
         She dashes past me on the way to the linen closet. “I don’t work out on Sundays.”

         
         “Oh, right. Too busy going to mass?”

         
         “Very funny. Sunday is a day of rest.”

         
         “Really?” Cheered by this piece of news since it means more time together—though disappointed that the red bathing suit isn’t
            going to make an appearance—I grab eggs from the refrigerator. “I was going to go to the farmers market this afternoon—”
         

         
         “Do you have a death wish?”

         
         Startled, I say, “No. Why?”

         
         “Have you ever been to a farmers market in a small New England town on a Sunday? Especially in the fall?”

         
         “Yeah . . .”

         
         “And you enjoyed the crowds, the lack of parking, the complete idiots standing around taking selfies with bottles of maple
            syrup and handmade soap, but not buying anything?”
         

         
         “Wow.” I raise my eyebrows. “You’re grumpy in the morning. Who knew?”

         
         “I’m not grumpy,” Frankie protests. “I’m just stating facts. I’ve lived here my whole life and I want to assure you that the
            West Harbor farmers market on a weekend is not where any sane person would want to be.”
         

         
         “Who said I was sane?” I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “I’m looking for someone, remember? And everyone knows that the local
            farmers market is a hotbed for gossip. I was going to ask around to see if anyone there has any news about Emma Bridle. Meg
            reappearing like she did has sparked a lot of new interest in the case.”
         

         
         Had it ever. FOUND! screamed the headline of the New York Post. AT LAST! shrieked the cover of PEOPLE magazine.
         

         
         Fortunately none of the articles mention me or Frankie by name—only that a “concerned resident” of West Harbor found Meg near
            the nature preserve and then contacted authorities. Not a single one of the stories contains any new information whatsoever
            that might be of help tracing the whereabouts of the other missing girls.
         

         
         “Unless you’ve talked to your friend Jackie again?” I ask hopefully. “Has she told you that Meg’s said anything useful? Does
            she want to let me try talking to her? You may not believe this, but I’m pretty good with people. . . .”
         

         
         “I’ve noticed.” Frankie attempts to dart past me on her way back to the bedroom, her arms filled with beach towels. “But I haven’t had a chance to speak to Jackie this morning. I’ve been a little busy.” 

         
         “You sure have been.” I catch her as she breezes past and lay a kiss on that busy little head. “Well, in that case, while
            I’m at the market, I thought I might pick up some farm-raised rib eyes to throw on the grill later. Do you think you’d be
            interested in joining me?”
         

         
         “For what?” Frankie calls. She managed to wiggle away with the towels and is now in the bedroom.

         
         I’m a patient man. With my family, I have to be. So I reply, with what I think is admirable calm, “Going to the farmers market
            this afternoon, then making dinner at my place.”
         

         
         “Oh, I can’t.”

         
         But before I can ask the disembodied voice coming from the bedroom what she’s doing instead that’s so important—even though
            I already know, I just want to see if she’s going to invite me along—there’s a knock on the door.
         

         
         “Don’t answer that!” Frankie comes running back into the room, her eyes huge. “It’s probably my brother.”

         
         “It isn’t.” I’m already striding to the front door. “It’s for me.”

         
         “You?” Frankie hurries along behind me, wide-eyed. “Who—oh, God, you’re not going to answer it wearing that, are you?”
         

         
         “Don’t get upsetti,” I advise her as I unlock the door. Eddie, Robby, and Sammy DeLong are standing on Frankie’s front porch,
            looking anxious. “Greetings, young sirs. To what do I owe this social call so early on a Sunday morn?”
         

         
         Eddie DeLong stares up at me curiously. “Wha-aat?”

         
         “What are you doing here, kid?” I notice all three boys eyeing my apron. I think they’ve noticed what I’m wearing beneath
            it, which, I’m belatedly realizing, is only underwear.
         

         
         “Um.” Eddie drags his gaze from the apron to my face. “You told us to tell you if we saw the boat again.”

         
         “Oh, right.” I step halfway outside to join them on the porch because Frankie is now rushing around, exclaiming about me holding
            the door open because “the cat might get out.”
         

         
         “That cat’s not interested in getting out,” I look over my shoulder to tell her. “She’d have to abandon her children, and
            she doesn’t seem like a deadbeat mom to me.”
         

         
         “Still.” Frankie joins me on the porch, closing the front door behind her. “What are you doing here, boys? Does your grandmother
            know where you are?”
         

         
         The boys exchange amused looks. I think the looks are more due to my outfit than Frankie’s question. The temperature has fallen
            enough since yesterday that it’s gotten pretty cold outside—at least, cold to a guy wearing nothing but an apron over boxer
            briefs.
         

         
         “Yeah, Gran knows,” Sammy says. “Why are you dressed like that, Mr. Merit?”

         
         “I told you to call me Ash.” I’m already beginning to freeze my ass off. “How did you know I was here?”

         
         “Oh,” Eddie says. “We saw you go in last night.”

         
         “And we never saw you come out,” adds Robby.

         
         “Gran says she’s not surprised,” Sammy announces, and I have the pleasure of seeing Frankie blush to her hairline as he goes
            on, “She says Dr. Giovanni deserves to have a little fun after everything she’s been through this year.”
         

         
         “Oh, sweet Jesus.” Frankie has opened the front door to go back inside, but not before whispering to me, “Thanks. I have to
            move now.”
         

         
         Her embarrassment is so adorable that I want her to stick around so I can enjoy it some more. But I have work to do.

         
         “I’ll take care of it,” I assure her. As soon as she closes the door behind her, leaving me alone on the porch with the boys, I say to them, “Okay, number one, you need to tell your grandma that you spoke to me, and I said I was only at Dr. Giovanni’s last night to fix her fuse box. But then I went home. This morning—way before you guys woke up—I came back over because I forgot something.” 

         
         “Your pants?” Eddie scoffs. No one is pulling the wool over this sophisticated ten-year-old’s eyes.

         
         “I’m serious.” I give the boys my sternest look. “If you guys ever want to have a girlfriend, it’s important to learn that
            you have to respect women. Treat them nicely, and they’ll treat you the same way.”
         

         
         “Dr. Giovanni is your girlfriend?” Sammy’s eyes are huge.
         

         
         “I want her to be,” I tell them. “So don’t screw it up for me. Tell your grandma what I said. Now . . . where’s the boat?”

         
         They show me. I have to go inside and put on real clothes first, because the boat is down by their own dock, and I don’t want
            to give Mrs. DeLong any more hot gossip—or embarrass Frankie further—by parading around her neighborhood in the spaghetti
            apron.
         

         
         “See this?” Eddie says, pointing with a stick at the name painted on the side of the boat—The Kraken. He and his brothers had found it, he’d explained, floating free while they were out fishing earlier that morning, then seized
            it and tied it to their grandparents’ dock so they could show it to me.
         

         
         “Yeah, I see it.”

         
         The Kraken is a runabout, only ten feet long. Its small single engine is missing, either from being stolen—unlikely—or from having fallen off and sunk to the bottom of the lake—likely, given the age and dilapidated state of the rest of the boat. I check it thoroughly for clues but find nothing. 

         
         Which in itself is a clue. No one leaves nothing on their boat—unless they’ve got something to hide.

         
         “You sure this is the boat you saw at my dock yesterday?” I ask the boys when I’m done with my inspection.

         
         “Yeah.” Eddie pokes the boat some more with his stick. “This is the Blancos’ boat.”

         
         “The Blancos?”

         
         “Yeah. They used to live in your house before they moved. Somebody stole this boat from them.”

         
         “Yeah.” Robby’s cheeks are very pink from the cold. “The Blancos didn’t report it to the police or anything because they said
            it wasn’t worth it. Also, they were moving and didn’t want it anymore anyway. Gran thought maybe it just floated away.”
         

         
         Sammy shakes his head firmly. “It was stolen! I heard it start up the night it disappeared—”

         
         “You couldn’t remember that,” Eddie scoffs. “It was last year. You were only four.”

         
         “I remember stuff from when I was four,” his brother rages back. “Plenty of stuff! Like the time you steered Gran’s kayak
            into the—”
         

         
         “Okay, that’s enough of that.”

         
         I have no way of knowing if this boat has anything to do with Emma Bridle. But it, like Meg Boucher, has found me. And that
            has to mean something.
         

         
         “You want us to guard it for you while you go do girlfriend stuff with Dr. G?” Robby asks, his nose wrinkling at the word
            girlfriend. “We’ll do it, but it’s gonna cost you.”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah? How much?”

         
         “Twenty bucks,” Eddie responds swiftly.

         
         “And more of that gum,” Sammy adds.

         
         I nod and look out at the water at the tangle of trees on Center Island like I’m seriously considering their offer. Curiously,
            the leaves there are starting to turn. They’re a vibrant rainbow of autumnal reds and yellows and golds that shifts and shimmers
            in the cool breeze. From the shore, it sure is pretty.
         

         
         “You got yourselves a deal,” I say, reaching into my pocket for my wallet. “But I’m only giving you ten bucks now, and another
            ten at the end of the day when you make your report. And remember what I said about your grandma: tell her I did not spend the night at Dr. Giovanni’s.”
         

         
         Robby and Sammy agree, but Eddie takes a little more convincing.

         
         “Most people think that it’s wrong to lie,” he informs me.

         
         “Yeah? Well, it’s also wrong to kiss and tell—not to mention cock block a friend.”

         
         This sends Eddie into chortles of laughter, which only gets worse when his little brothers start asking, “What’s cock block?
            Eddie, what’s cock block?”
         

         
         I tell the boys I don’t have any more gum on me at the moment but I’ll get some and stop by with it at the end of the day
            when I come for their report.
         

         
         “That’s okay,” says Eddie, the wise older brother, when he’s recovered from his giggle fit and can speak again. “We’ll spot
            you.”
         

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         By the time I get back to Francesca’s, she’s already made the eggs herself.

         
         “Hey,” I say, disappointed—although truthfully, her eggs look and smell delicious. “Thanks. Sorry about that. I owe you.”

         
         “You don’t owe me anything.”

         
         Is it my imagination, or does Frankie look even hotter than when I’d left? She seems to already have showered—disappointing;
            I’d have liked to jump in there with her—and changed into a fresh T-shirt and one of those long cardigan things that women
            love but men hate because it hides women’s shapes.
         

         
         At least she’s got on yoga pants beneath it. They leave nothing to the imagination.

         
         The morning sun is streaming in from the sliding glass doors, casting Frankie in the same golden light that’s shining across
            Center Island and the rest of the lake. She looks like an angel.
         

         
         “Why are you just standing there staring at me?” she demands. “Sit down and eat before it gets cold.”

         
         I do, the advice I’d given to the DeLong boys about respecting women still ringing in my ears. I’m careful not to mention
            the eggs could use a lot more cheese. I’ve got no complaints, really, since the coffee is good and the view is even better.
            If only my search for Emma was going as well as my romantic life.
         

         
         Frankie must have read my thoughts, since she asks, “So how are the boys? Helpful?”

         
         “Maybe.” She’s made whole wheat toast to go with the eggs, along with a bowl of berries and Greek yogurt. There’s also a square
            of French butter and a pot of locally sourced strawberry rhubarb jam. I’m beginning to think I may have died and gone to that
            other dimension she was talking about last night. “They found an old runabout that they’re pretty sure used to belong to the
            Blancos. They say they saw it tied to my dock yesterday morning. It could be how Meg got to my place.”
         

         
         Frankie raises her eyebrows. “The Kraken? That boat disappeared ages ago.”
         

         
         “It looks it. But it’s pretty weird for it to show up out of nowhere now . . . twice.”

         
         “Your superpower at work?” Frankie gazes at me over the rim of her coffee mug. Her eyes are huge and dark and shrewd.

         
         “I think it has to be. I just don’t know how . . . yet.”

         
         She smiles and sets down her cup. “Are you still planning on going to the farmers market this afternoon?”

         
         “Yes. Will you come with me? I know it will be packed, but that’s what I want. The more people, the more potential for information.
            And I wasn’t kidding about picking up some steaks for dinner. Since you made breakfast today and dinner last night, that’s
            two meals I owe you.”
         

         
         “You don’t owe me anything,” she says. “You fixed my fuse box, remember?”

         
         I glance at her sheepishly. “You heard that, huh?”

         
         “I did.” She’s grinning. “Thank you for attempting to protect my honor. But it’s not necessary. Mrs. DeLong is a friend, and
            I honestly don’t care what the other neighbors think of me—you’ve seen my yard.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I have. And I like it a lot better your way. So . . . dinner tonight?”

         
         “I’m sorry, I can’t. On Sundays I have to have a late lunch with my family.”

         
         I’ve been wanting to go to Sunday dinner at the Giovanni household since I first heard Dr. Dick lying over the phone about
            why he couldn’t go. The multicourse pranzo della Domenica, an all-day affair starting just after brunch, is one of Italy’s most enduring customs.
         

         
         But Dr. Dick never wanted to do anything remotely interesting or fun with his lawn or his personal life.
         

         
         Not me. I love fun, so I’ve been dying to go. The only problem is that Frankie doesn’t ask me.

         
         “Oh,” I say when it becomes clear she has no intention of issuing an invitation. “Okay. Maybe tomorrow night for steaks, then?”

         
         “That sounds great,” she says brightly, standing and lifting her empty plate, then reaching for mine. “You all through?”

         
         “Yeah,” I say. “I’m all through.”

         
         Look, I’m not a quitter. My dad often accused me of giving up when things got rough—lacrosse, tennis, sailing—but that was
            never the case. I only give up when things are boring. Why am I going to waste time on some boring activity I don’t want to
            do when I could be spending it doing something I like—or even trying something new?
         

         
         Dad never got that.

         
         But I didn’t get to where I am today by giving up.

         
         “So are you not inviting me to Sunday dinner with your family because it’s too soon, or because I embarrass you?” I ask.

         
         Frankie spins from the sink to face me, her expression shocked. “What? No! What on earth would make you think that?”
         

         
         “Because I know I’m not the type of guy you’ve been with in the past. I met Dr. Dick. He’s supersmart.” I’m being generous.
            I don’t think Dr. Dick is that smart, or he’d be sitting here with Frankie instead of me. “I know I’m smart, too, just in
            a different way. And I recognize that this is all new, and if you’re not ready to introduce me to your family, I get it, I
            can wait. But I want you to know . . .”
         

         
         I take the plunge, because I’m never going to let what happened with Nicole happen again. I’m glad now that Nicole and I broke
            up, because she’s got Henry and the kids, and that’s left me free to get to know Frankie.
         

         
         But this time, I’m going to do everything right.

         
         “I really like you,” I tell Frankie, who is staring at me like I’ve suddenly grown a second head. But I don’t let that deter me. “And
            when I like someone, I go all in. I don’t like playing games. I had enough of that growing up. Maybe that’s not the most mentally
            healthy way to be, but that’s just how I feel. I know I can be clueless, like with Mrs. Baumgarten and the speakers and the
            muffler on my truck, but I swear to you that I’m trying to be better, and I think if you’d just give me a chance, you’d see
            I can do more than lower your risk for heart attack through sex—although I’m more than happy to provide that service to you.
            But when you’re ready, I’d love to meet your family, and maybe even introduce you to mine, if that’s something—”
         

         
         She’s already crossing the kitchen to put her arms around me.

         
         “Oh, Ash,” she says with a laugh, nuzzling up against me in a manner I could really get used to. “I’m sorry. I’d love to meet
            your family. I didn’t ask you to Sunday Gravy because I didn’t think you’d want to go. Richard never wanted to go—”
         

         
         I keep my opinion about that to myself, but it takes effort.

         
         “And you’ve met my family,” she goes on. “They’re amazing, and I love them so much, but they’re . . . a lot. A whole lot.
            Especially Mark. And my sisters. And my mother.” She takes a step away from me, then drops her face into her hands, embarrassed
            again, just like with the DeLong kids. “Oh my God, my mother last night, with the grapes and sausage?”
         

         
         I reach out and drag her back into my arms. “I loved meeting your mother last night. And I would be honored to go to Sunday
            dinner with you. But only if you want me there. I’m happy to wait, if you’d rather.”
         

         
         She looks up at me, and I see tears gathered beneath her long, dark eyelashes.

         
         “Hey,” I say, alarmed. “Are you okay? Why are you crying? What did I do?”

         
         “Nothing.” She’s shaking her head and smiling, but tears are sliding down her cheeks. “You didn’t do a thing. I’m not sad.
            I’m happy. Maybe it’s the kittens. Maybe it’s oxytocin. But . . . Ash, I can’t believe how happy I feel.”
         

         
         So what choice did I have then? All I could do was pull her close and kiss her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         It’s going to be fine.

         
         Or at least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

         
         Sure, I slept with Ash Merit (multiple times).

         
         And yeah, I even let him stay the night, and made him breakfast the next morning, after which we somehow fell into bed together
            again (technically, it was the dining room table).
         

         
         And okay, I don’t know where this relationship is going. Maybe it will only last the weekend. We don’t have anything in common
            except a mutual love of West Harbor real estate, good food, cats, and sex.
         

         
         Ash lives in the city. I live in the country. Ash likes trucks. I prefer compact electric vehicles. Ash believes in outdoor
            speakers and the supernatural. I believe in silence and that everything has a rational and scientific explanation.
         

         
         But when I’m with him, I feel . . . happy. Really happy.

         
         I know that the more time you spend with the object of your attraction, the more oxytocin your body produces. The more oxytocin you produce, the more you’re attracted to your partner. It’s a vicious cycle that makes it even more painful when the inevitable breakup occurs. 

         
         And yet, despite knowing all this, I seem to be paralyzed in its grip. And I’m not the only one.

         
         Ash is a hit with everyone in my family, too—though obviously not due to sex hormones, or even because he’s the first guy
            I’ve brought to Sunday Gravy since Richard and I broke up.
         

         
         No, Ash really does have a way with people. It’s evident the second we drive up to my mother’s house. We took Ash’s truck
            because he insisted we were going to buy so much stuff at the farmers market, it would not fit in the back of my Prius. I
            realized at once this was a ploy so he could show me how cool it is to drive around in a vintage truck.
         

         
         And it was kind of fun. But the truck still gets less than twenty miles per gallon and is extremely loud.
         

         
         Mark, who is in the front yard with our nieces, turns to stare as soon as he hears the PUTT PUTT PUTT of our approach. Everyone turns to stare at the approach of Ash’s truck, everywhere he goes.
         

         
         “I know,” he says to me as he throws on the brake. My mother’s neighbors are out in their yard, raking what few leaves have
            already fallen and staring at the truck. “I know, okay?”
         

         
         I smile but say nothing as we climb from the vehicle and are greeted by my ecstatic nieces—who are always excited to see me—and
            a smiling Mark.
         

         
         “Hey, you came!” he calls cheerfully.

         
         It’s plain to me as his older sibling that Mark’s enthusiastic “you came” has nothing to do with excitement that we’ve arrived:
            he can tell I finally got laid and is happy for me.
         

         
         But Ash, who has no siblings and so has never experienced the merciless teasing that can come from them, has no idea that this is the case. 

         
         “Yeah!” he cries, as he climbs from the truck. “Happy to be here.”

         
         “I bet you are.” Mark’s grin widens as he winks at me. I’ll get even with him sometime in the future, but in the meantime,
            I’m hugging my nieces, who are both clinging to my legs.
         

         
         “Did you see my back handspring?” Portia cries.

         
         “I did. You two are getting better every day.”

         
         “That is some truck,” Mark says to Ash as we walk up the brick path to my mother’s front porch, the two little girls trailing
            excitedly after us.
         

         
         “You think so?” Ash glances at the Chevy parked on the road behind us. “I’m considering selling it. I’m thinking about something . . .
            quieter.” I suppress a quick smile as Ash turns toward Mark. “Would you be interested?”
         

         
         Mark loses all semblance of cool. “What? Are you serious? Yeah, I want it. How much?”
         

         
         “Oh, I think we could figure out something that works for both of us.” Now Ash is the one giving me a wink as I open the door
            to Mom’s house.
         

         
         He’s going to sell the truck. He’s going to sell the truck because I said I hate it. I feel another surge of joy at this but
            quickly suppress it, since I know it’s only the dopamine talking.
         

         
         Isn’t it?

         
         The first thing Ash does when he steps into my mom’s house is hand her a gift from the farmers market.

         
         “Sweets to the sweet,” he says to my mother, after presenting her with a jar of honey.

         
         But not just any honey.

         
         “West Harbor honey?” Mom cries, genuinely delighted. She’s beaming at Ash like he’s just presented her with the key to New York City. “But I love West Harbor honey, and I can never find it because they’re always sold out! How did you know?” 

         
         Ash shrugs modestly. “It’s a gift.”

         
         Except . . . he isn’t joking. I genuinely have no idea how he knew about the honey.

         
         I didn’t even know he’d bought it. From the second we arrived at the farmers market, Ash was swarmed with vendors who recognized
            him from previous visits. They all waved goods in his face while volunteering the information that they had not heard anything
            new about Emma Bridle.
         

         
         But they were all eager to tell him other things, like how annoying the influx of leaf peepers from the city are, now that
            fall is finally here, because all they want to do is pull over to the side of the road—in the middle of traffic!—and take
            selfies by the one or two trees whose leaves have turned, but none of them ever buy anything.
         

         
         Or about the discovery of Meg Boucher, not realizing that Ash was the one who’d rescued her.

         
         Still, he thanked every last one of them as earnestly as if he had never heard any of this information before. Then he asked
            after the health of their families. He knew the names of all their dogs and kids, and accepted every free sample that was
            offered to him—which were many.
         

         
         “So I guess you come here a lot,” I’d said after we walked away from the Cottage Witch Cheese Shoppe (just a table with a
            canopy over it owned by two very friendly women who insisted Ash couldn’t leave without trying their new sheep’s milk gouda).
         

         
         “I love it.” He’d reached out and grabbed my hand. “We’re outside in the sunshine and crisp autumn air, surrounded by people who love good food and good conversation. What could be better?” 

         
         What could be better indeed? Except, apparently, using one’s special ability to find “lost things” to pick out the perfect
            hostess gift for my mother, who expresses her gratitude for the gesture by thrusting grilled prosciutto and arugula pizzettas,
            along with tagliere di salumi, into our hands.
         

         
         “Mrs. Giovanni, these are unbelievable,” Ash is saying as he downs approximately half his daily net allowance of carbs in
            one bite.
         

         
         “I’m so glad you like them!” Mom is beaming. “But please, call me Mama. Wait until you see what we’re having for dinner!”

         
         My mother is an inveterate flirt, but that’s okay, because so is Ash. “Really? What is it?”

         
         “I said you’ll have to wait and see!”

         
         Mom is in her element, even if two of her children are missing. Cat has some kind of deadline—the same one that kept her from
            last night’s engagement party—and Angie is off on a mysterious hair-related emergency, though she phoned to say she’ll be
            arriving soon.
         

         
         “They work too hard, your sisters,” Mom confides to me. “They always have.”

         
         I’ve never noticed this about Cat, but I let the statement pass since it’s definitely true in Angie’s case.

         
         “Here,” I say to my mom. “I got you a little something from the farmers market, too.”

         
         Then I hand my mother what I purchased: a hand-carved refrigerator magnet featuring the Three Little Kittens—the ones who lost their mittens in the nursery rhyme, only instead of mittens, these particular kittens are wearing witch hats because they were made by a local artist right here in West Harbor. 

         
         “These are your new grandchildren,” I joke with Mom. She collects kitschy refrigerator magnets as well as aprons (like the
            Don’t Get Upsetti one she gifted to me). “I finally caught the stray cat that’s been hanging around my house all summer, and she had kittens
            last night.”
         

         
         “Congratulazioni!” Mom cries and kisses my cheek as she takes the magnet. “I’m a nonna again!”
         

         
         “Kittens!” scream my nieces, who, along with Mark, have followed us inside. “Can we have one, Zia Frankie? Please?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” I wink at their father, who has just walked into the dining room with a bottle of beer in one hand and a plate
            of stuffed mushrooms in the other. “First you’ll have to complete an adoption application, listing all the ways in which you
            would care for a kitten—”
         

         
         “But Zia Frankie,” Bianca cries, urgently pulling on my cardigan. “I can’t read!”
         

         
         “Well, hopefully your sister will help you, then. You’ll both also need to come over for supervised visitation so I can observe
            your kitten etiquette. And I’ll need a written statement from both your parents saying it’s okay.”
         

         
         Both girls turn immediately toward their father. “It’s okay with you, isn’t it, Dad?” Portia asks.

         
         “Please, Dad,” Bianca lisps. “I’ve wanted a kitten my whole life.”
         

         
         Ash is grinning down at the two girls. “Your whole life? How old are you?”

         
         Bianca holds up five pudgy fingers.

         
         “That’s a long time,” Ash says with adorable solemnity.

         
         “Please, Dad?” Portia begs.
         

         
         “We’ll see what your mother says.” Troy is grinning at me over the tops of his kids’ heads. “Maybe if you’re very, very good, she’ll say yes. Have you washed your hands for dinner?” 

         
         The girls nearly run over one another in their haste to comply with their father’s wishes, while Troy sets down the stuffed
            mushrooms, then looks up with a huge smile on his face. But the smile is for Ash, not me. It’s the same knowing smile Mark
            had been wearing outside. Even Troy knows what Ash and I did last night. And probably even what we did this morning, too.
         

         
         “So you must be liking West Harbor to spend this much time here,” Troy says conversationally to Ash. “Place is starting to
            grow on you, huh?”
         

         
         Ash grins back, but his gaze is on me. “The place is growing on me, all right. The place and . . . other things.”

         
         “Other things, huh?”
         

         
         Fortunately Troy’s plan to interrogate Ash about our sex life is ruined by Mark, who saunters back into the dining room from
            the den.
         

         
         “So, Ash,” Mark asks. “Are you a Jets or a Giants fan?”

         
         There is only one right answer to this question in my family. Fortunately Ash gets it. “Aw, Jets all the way,” he says, earning
            both slaps on the back and commiseration from Mark and Troy.
         

         
         They aren’t the only ones who are welcoming Ash with open arms. Dina’s dark eyes light up when she sees I’ve arrived with
            him in tow. She barely waits long enough for Troy and Mark to drag him into the den before she grabs my arm and whispers,
            “So? How was it?”
         

         
         This is exactly why I did not want to bring Ash to Sunday Gravy. “How was what?”

         
         Dina smacks me in the shoulder. “You know exactly what I mean.”

         
         I give up and grin. “Amazing.” 

         
         “Frankie!” she squeals. “I’m so excited! I knew you two were going to hit it off.”
         

         
         “You did?”

         
         “Sure. When someone hates another person as much as you claimed to hate Ash, it’s usually only because they’re secretly attracted
            to that person—”
         

         
         “Dina!”

         
         “Well, it’s true.”

         
         “No, that’s not true. Where is Angie really?” I ask in an attempt to change the subject. “She never misses Sunday Gravy.”

         
         Dina shrugs. “I don’t know. I figure some client got a bad dye job in the city, or something, and needs her to fix it.”

         
         “On a Sunday?”

         
         “Maybe. Who knows? You have emergency appointments with your clients on Sundays sometimes.”
         

         
         “True, but—”

         
         “Mangiamo!” Mom cries, emerging from the kitchen with a sizzling platter in her oven-mitted hands. “Tutti a tavolo! Come on, guys, time to eat, come to the table, please.”
         

         
         Ash’s eyes light up when he sees what’s on the platter. 

         
         “Grapes and sausage!” he cries. Troy has pressed a bottle of beer into Ash’s hand, and Mark has mischievously steered him
            toward the empty chair beside mine. Not that I mind. “Mrs. G, you shouldn’t have.”
         

         
         Mom beams. “Of course I should have. It was my pleasure. Only the most sophisticated palates appreciate my salsicce all’uva. But don’t you worry, there is plenty more to eat besides that. When Francesca called this morning to say you would be coming, I was already making a nice gnocchi, as well as my parmigiana di melanzane. So sit, sit and eat. And please, call me Mama.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Ash sits, but not before giving the table a look I recognize: it’s the same look he gave me last night right
            before we kissed. Ash is going to devour this meal the same way he devoured me.
         

         
         “My turn to say grace,” Portia says, and reaches for Ash’s hand. There’d been a slight struggle between my nieces over who
            got to sit by the guest of honor, from which Portia, older and more ruthless, emerged the victor.
         

         
         “In this house,” she explains to Ash as sweetly as if she hadn’t just reduced her little sister to tears, “we hold hands when
            we say grace.”
         

         
         “Nice,” Ash says

         
         “Are you Catholic, Ash?” my mother asks with deceptive casualness. I duck my head because I know what’s coming . . . or think
            I do, anyway.
         

         
         But Ash surprises me by saying, “Sort of, ma’am. I was raised Coptic. That’s—”

         
         My mother needs no further explanation. Her eyes shine as bright as stars. “That’s the Egyptian orthodox church! That means
            you’re Catholic!”
         

         
         “I guess you could say that.” Ash has slipped his other hand over mine. His fingers are warm and strong.

         
         But instead of clasping them to my heart, like I want to, I bow my head and try to ignore his grin . . . and my mother’s delight
            over the fact that her eldest daughter has finally, finally made her dreams come true by bringing home a good Catholic boy.
         

         
         “Ma.” Thank God for Mark, who is for once the voice of reason. “The food’s getting cold. Can we say grace already?”

         
         “Certamente!” cries Mom. 
         

         
         Portia wastes no more time. “Bless-us-oh-Lord-and-these-Thy-gifts-which-we-are-about-to-receive-from-Thy-bounty-through-Christ-our-Lord-amen,”
            she rattles off with authority. Then she raises her head and shouts, “Buon appetito!”
         

         
         The usual mealtime chaos ensues. But this time it’s punctuated by Ash gushing to my mother over how much he loves her food,
            and her pressing more servings of it on him. By the time dessert rolls around—torta della nonna, naturally—I’m convinced she’s going to try to adopt him.
         

         
         It’s as Mom is serving cake and coffee—with gelato for the kids—that the front door finally opens and Angie calls, “I’m here!”
            
         

         
         “There’s Mommy,” Troy says, relief written all over his face. “At last.”

         
         “Hi, guys.” Angie comes in, twisting off her scarf. “Sorry I’m so late. You’ll never guess where I—” She breaks off as her
            gaze falls on Ash. A sly grin spreads across her face. “Well, hello there, Ash.”
         

         
         Ash grins back. He has no idea what’s behind my sister’s grin. But I do. “Hi,” he says. “Nice to see you again, Angie.”

         
         “Nice to see you, too.” Angie reaches for an empty plate and heads to the sideboard to fill it, but not before giving me a
            knowing smirk. “What a surprise to see you here, and looking so . . . relaxed.”
         

         
          “Well, it’s Sunday,” Ash replies mildly before I can grab the salad bowl and dump it over my sister’s head. “Isn’t Sunday
            the day of rest?”
         

         
         Before Angie can reply, Portia cries, “Yeah, Sunday is the day of rest! So why were you working, Mommy?”

         
         “Because I had to,” Angie says. “I was doing a favor for someone who really needed it.”

         
         “Who?” her other daughter demands.

         
         “Meg Boucher.” Angie’s eyes are glittering with excitement. “I was at the hospital cutting her hair.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         “What?”

         
         I know it’s rude to say What and not I beg your pardon. Guy drilled that into me.
         

         
         But none of what Frankie’s sister is saying makes sense to me.

         
         “You were with Meg Boucher?” I demand.

         
         “Yes, I was.” Angie lowers her plate to the table and takes a seat, still glowing with self-importance. “Jackie called me
            earlier and asked if I’d to come to the hospital with my gear to see a patient. Naturally I said yes. I’m always willing to
            donate my services for someone with cancer or alopecia or whatever. Only this didn’t turn out to be just any patient. It was that missing girl you and Ash found, Frankie.”
         

         
         Both of Angie’s daughters gasp excitedly. Between their aunt showing up with me and their mother having met one of the long-lost
            witches, this might be the most thrilling dinner at Grandma’s house they’ve had in a while. 
         

         
         “How was she?” Frankie asks. 

         
         “Uh, not good.” Angie can’t stop glancing over at me. I can tell that it won’t be long before everyone in town knows that Frankie and I are sleeping together. Not that I care, but Frankie might. “Her hair was the least of it. Her nails are appalling. I wanted to fix them, too, but Jackie didn’t mention her nails, so I only brought my hair supplies. I guess someone cut the girl’s hair for some kind of sacrifice—” 

         
         “Sacrifice?” Dina looks horrified. “Who would do such a thing?”
         

         
         “I don’t know exactly.” Angie pauses for a sip of wine before barreling on. “I did ask her, later, after Jackie had to step
            out of the room to take a call. All Meg would tell me is that someone named Haley ordered all of them to cut their hair—”
         

         
         I knew it. It was goddamned Haley all along.

         
         “That’s enough,” Mrs. Giovanni says, rising from her seat at the head of the table. “Not in front of the bambini. Girls, help Nonna clear the table.”
         

         
         Both her grandchildren groan.

         
         “Nonna, I want to hear about the missing girl!” Bianca wails.

         
         But a single look from Mama Giovanni silences her. Both girls meekly follow their grandmother back to the kitchen, each holding
            a modest stack of dirty dishes.
         

         
         “It’s not really that unheard of,” Dina says as soon as the kids and Frankie’s mother are out of earshot. “There are many
            spells that require human hair as an ingredient. Personal artifacts like hair contain some of the strongest magic of all.
            That’s why it’s so often used for protection and love spells—”
         

         
         “I don’t think this was any love spell,” Angie says with a snort. “That girl seemed scared. Jackie told me not to ask her any questions that weren’t beauty related because it might trigger her into another panic attack, and even jeopardize their case—” 

         
         “What case?” Mark demands. “Did somebody do something to them? I mean, besides make them cut their hair?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Angie’s beginning to lose some of her smugness. “But whoever cut her hair should be arrested. Her edges were the most uneven I’ve seen since my beauty school days. I don’t know what they used to cut it,
            but an axe probably would have done a better job. I had no choice but to give her an asymmetrical pixie cut, which isn’t really
            right for the shape of—”
         

         
         “But how did she seem emotionally?” Frankie interrupts. “Aside from the haircut.”
         

         
         Angie shrugs. “She seemed fine to me. She’s hooked up to a lot of IVs and has poison ivy and some horrible bug bites, but
            I overheard a nurse say that the hospital is letting her go home tomorrow. That’s why Meg asked for her hair to be shaped.
            She said she didn’t want her little brother seeing her with such an ugly cut.”
         

         
         Dina raises her eyebrows as she looks at Frankie. “Well, that’s a good sign, right, Frankie? The fact that she wants to go
            home?”
         

         
         “Possibly.” Frankie looks thoughtful. “But did she say anything about where she’s been or what she’s been doing?”

         
         Angie’s eyebrows pucker as she tries to remember.

         
         “You know, it’s funny,” she says. “When I told her I was sorry that I hadn’t brought any nail files or polish or even hand cream, Meg looked down at her nails and said that she knew how bad they were, and she’d be getting a manicure from her regular stylist as soon as she got back to New Jersey. She was feeling well enough to joke a little, and said she knew it looked like she’d been digging holes with her bare hands, and that’s because she had been—” 

         
         “Holes?” exclaims Angie’s husband, Troy.
         

         
         I glance across the table. Troy’s jaw is slack. He looks like someone who just found a fly—or worse—in his beer.

         
         “She said she’d been digging holes?” he cries.
         

         
         “Yes.” Angie seems a little annoyed that her husband is interrupting her story. “That’s what she said. When I asked why, all
            she’d say was that they’d been looking for some old bone—”
         

         
         Now Dina is the one to react. “Bone?” She sounds alarmed. “What kind of bone?”

         
         “How should I know?” Angie looks even more annoyed. “I had my hands full trying to get her layers right. I couldn’t be bothered
            asking about some old witch’s bone—”
         

         
         “Did she say witch’s bone?” Dina has pulled out her phone and is checking something. “Were those her exact words, witch’s bone?”
         

         
         “I guess—”

         
         “Dammit!” Troy slaps his hand down on the table and stands up. Naturally, everyone looks at him.

         
         “Someone’s been digging holes all over Center Island,” he says. “I told you guys, and you tried to say it was treasure hunters, or tweakers, or goddamned fairies, or some shit. But there are holes
            all around Satan’s Seat—”
         

         
         “Center Island?” Now Frankie is looking at me, wide-eyed. “If Meg took a boat from there, even one without an engine, the
            current would take it directly to your dock.”
         

         
         I’m already climbing from my chair. “Right. Well, this has been lovely, but I need to go. Please tell Mrs. Giovanni how much
            I enjoyed the meal—”
         

         
         “Hold on.” Troy is on my heels. “You think those missing girls have been out there on Center Island this whole time? Because that’s impossible. We’ve been patrolling out there. Someone would have seen them.” 

         
         “Not if they cast a glamour spell.” I’m already striding toward the front door.

         
         “A what?” Troy wails.
         

         
         “A spell that changes how they’re perceived by others. A glamour would hide them and their campsite.”

         
         “Excuse me.” Frankie has followed us into the front hallway, with her sister and Dina close behind. “Can we all just take
            a breath?”
         

         
         “Yeah, I don’t know where you think you’re going.” Angie is glaring at her husband. For once she and her sister seem to agree
            on something. “You can’t just go after a bunch of witches by yourselves.”
         

         
         “Why not?” Troy has pulled his jacket from Mrs. Giovanni’s coatrack and is shrugging his arms into it.

         
          “Because I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s nighttime already. How are you going to find them in the dark?”

         
         “Easy.” Troy’s jaw is set determinedly. “It’s gotten cold out. They’ll have built a campfire to stay warm—”

         
         “The glamour will hide it,” Dina warns. She’s texting furiously. “Unless the fire gets out of hand. I’ll contact Jessica and
            Esther. They can help me cast a binding spell—”
         

         
         “Oh my God, you can’t just go busting in on a cult!” Frankie cries. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that can be? Let the
            police do it.”
         

         
         “And us.” Troy has pulled on his Department of Fish and Wildlife cap. “I’ll call the boys right now. They can meet us there with Jackie and her guys.” He pauses for a moment. “Maybe they’ll finally let us use the swift water rescue boats . . .” 

         
         Angie is looking horrified. “Are you even listening to Dina? Those girls are witches. And from the sound of it, not the good kind.”
         

         
         “Yeah, and they’re trespassing on my nature preserve,” Troy says. “What are you so worried they’re going to do to me anyway, pelt me with eye of newt and toadstools?”
         

         
         “That’s the least they’ll do to you if they have the witch’s bone.” Dina is standing by the front door, her cell phone casting
            her face in a ghostly glow. She glances up from the screen, her gaze troubled. “It says here that over a thousand years ago
            the primordial mother goddess, Gaia, blessed Satan’s Seat—which was then used as a sacred altar by people native to this part
            of Connecticut—but accidentally left behind her witch’s bone. Paranormal investigators as well as many in the witch community
            believe that it is the ancient magic from this bone that has manifested so many paranormal occurrences in West Harbor, and
            made it the spiritual destination for witches that it is today.”
         

         
         Frankie and her siblings look confused—and no wonder. Whoever heard of a witch’s bone?

         
         Except for me. I have. Though I wish I hadn’t.

         
         “What the hell is a witch’s bone?” Troy demands.

         
         “‘She who is in possession of the witch’s bone,’” Dina continues to read out loud from her phone, “‘holds virtually unlimited
            power. Formed from the bone of a black cat, this ancient talisman grants its possessor with uncanny gifts and abilities, including
            invisibility, shapeshifting, controlling the weather, and flying.’”
         

         
         Dina’s voice begins to tremble as she goes on, “‘Should a witch’s bone fall into the hands of her enemy, and that enemy makes a sacrifice of human blood, she will become endowed with all of the witch’s powers, and thus be able to destroy her . . . as well as any others who attempt to stand in her way.’” 

         
         Shit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
         Something is happening. I don’t understand what, exactly.

         
         Haley told us all along that finding the bone was key. “Anyone who holds the witch’s bone,” she kept saying, “holds the witch’s
               power.”

         
         So now that she has Gaia’s witch’s bone, Haley can control Gaia—and the whole world, basically.

         
         So why does Haley care so much that Trina had a phone?

         
         “It doesn’t make any sense,” I whisper to Bella as we pile leaves and branches beneath the Seat.

         
         Haley wants to have the biggest bonfire of the year, for which I’m grateful since the temperature has dropped, like, twenty
               degrees, and I didn’t bring any winter or fall clothes with me.

         
         But all of the wood is still wet from the rain the other day, so I don’t know how well this fire is going to turn out.

         
         “Even if Trina did reveal our location to someone, Haley could just use the bone to keep us invisible, right?” I shake my head. “So I don’t
               get what the big deal is.”

         
         “I don’t either.” Bella is busy scraping together another armload of sodden leaves for kindling. “But I’m not about to ask. I don’t want to end up like Trina.”

         
         I nod. No one would want to end up like Trina. “Yeah. I don’t get that, either. Trina said she’s sorry.” Trina told me this
               herself when I went over to drop off her evening’s rations. She sounded sad . . . and cold. Like me, she’s only dressed in
               a sweatshirt and leggings.

         
         Unlike me, she’s currently tied to a tree.

         
         Not just any tree, either, but a tree out of sight of the Seat so that when the ceremony starts, Trina won’t be able to see
               a thing.

         
         Haley says this is a fitting punishment for a traitor.

         
         “She only did it because her dad’s dead,” I say—but not loudly enough for anyone but Bella to hear. “She’s all her mom has.”

         
         “I know.” Bella has dropped the leaves, and now she’s heading off to find more. It’s dark in the woods, but Haley has allowed
               us torches to see by. The entire Seat is currently lit up by them, almost as if we were having a party. Which I guess we are,
               in a way. “But there’s always the danger that Gaia could be tracing those calls, and then she’d know where we are, and try
               to stop us.”

         
         Do you really think the mother of all creation has nothing better to do than sit around and eavesdrop on our phone calls? is what I’m about to say in response to Bella.

         
         But I don’t get the chance, because Haley has climbed on top of the Seat, and is speaking to us in the glow of the torches.

         
         “More firewood!” she commands, the long white robe she’s slipped on swaying dangerously close to the open flames. But Haley
               doesn’t have to worry. She has the power of Hecate now. She won’t burn. “We’re going to light this place up for the moon goddess!
               And be sure to work up an appetite—cake and champagne are on their way. Tonight is a celebration!”

         
         I cheer along with the other girls. It’s been forever since we had cake—even vegan cake—and the last time I had alcohol was when we stole wine from that house across the lake. I still don’t even know why we did that (besides the fact that we were starving, and Haley was off talking to Hecate, or whatever it is she does when she’s alone).

         
         Then I remember Trina, tied up in the dark and cold. She’s not going to get cake or champagne.

         
         I know she’s being punished, but this doesn’t seem fair. Trina worked every bit as hard as the rest of us to find the witch’s
               bone. She should get to celebrate, too.

         
         I don’t know what gives me the courage to walk up to Haley as she’s climbing down from the Seat to say this to her. Maybe
               it’s that I haven’t eaten anything all day and I’m a little lightheaded.

         
         In any case, I say, “Excuse me, Your Excellency—” because Haley has the witch’s bone, she’s a high priestess now “—but do
               you think I could bring Trina a little cake and champagne when it’s time? I wouldn’t want her to miss out when she’s worked
               as hard as the rest of us and only made one little mistake.”

         
         I can hear the other girls gasp behind me. None of them can believe I had the courage to simply walk up and ask.

         
         But Haley isn’t even mad. She throws back her head—causing all her long curls to bounce—and says with a tinkly laugh, “Of
               course! Everyone should enjoy some refreshment as we watch the sacrifice. Good thinking, Emma. Make it so.”

         
         Then she walks off, and Bella steps quietly up to my side.

         
         “Sacrifice?” she whispers. “What are we sacrificing now? None of us have any hair left!”

         
         I swallow. “I don’t think she’s talking about hair.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Look,” I say to Ash as he sends the Chevy careening around yet another corner on our way back to the lake. “If a bone could
            grant anyone the ability to fly, the aviation industry wouldn’t exist.”
         

         
         He doesn’t look at me as he white-knuckles the steering wheel. “I know.”

         
         “A bone can’t help anyone destroy their enemies, either,” I point out. “If animal bones could do that, the legal system wouldn’t
            exist, either, let alone the military.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “And unless that bone is fossilized, it isn’t even possible for it to be a thousand years old. A bone as small and thin as a cat’s would have decomposed ages ago in such bacteria-rich
            soil.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “I can completely understand why anyone might want to believe that an ancient talisman has mystical charms and go looking for it. This is the basis for multiple movie franchises. But that doesn’t mean those mystical charms were ever real. You know that, right?”
         

         
         “I know that.”

         
         “Then why are you breaking the speed limit to get home?” He’s driving so fast that the normally unbearably loud PUTT PUTT PUTT of the truck sounds more like PUTTPUTTPUTT. I’m gripping the dashboard because even though the Chevy has seat belts, I’m certain it doesn’t have airbags. “You didn’t
            even stop long enough to take any of the leftovers Mom wanted you to have.”
         

         
         It had been half heartbreaking, half amusing when my mother realized Ash and I were leaving and came running out of the house
            after us with the rest of the sausage and grapes in a takeout container. “Don’t forget your salsicce all’uva!”
         

         
         But that’s exactly what happened. Ash had forgotten everything else except his single-minded search for Emma Bridle.

         
         “Slow down, Ash. It’s not going to make a difference to Emma if we get there in ten minutes or half an hour or even tomorrow—”

         
         “Tomorrow?” Ash finally looks my way, and I’m startled to see that his face, in the bluish glow of the streetlamps beneath which we’re
            passing, looks almost gray with anxiety . . . and something else. “If they’ve found the bone, tomorrow might be too late.”
         

         
         “I thought we just agreed that this bone thing is bogus, so it doesn’t matter when we get there. Besides, Jackie didn’t seem
            too enthused about sending her people out to an uninhabited island in the dark to rescue someone we don’t even know is in
            danger—”
         

         
         What Jackie had actually said to me when I’d called her from back at my mom’s house was, Are you shitting me, Giovanni? It’s Sunday night. Do you really think I’m going to be able to rally a small-town police force to go out to a nature preserve and get eaten alive by ticks on a Sunday night? Especially to rescue some witches who are there of their own volition? Not going to happen.

         
         “I hope the bone thing is bogus,” Ash says, turning his face back toward the road. “But that doesn’t mean Emma isn’t in danger.”

         
         “Danger from what?”
         

         
         “Well, to start with, if Haley does the ceremony correctly, someone over on that island is going to die.”

         
         “Die?”
         

         
         “Human blood has to flow before the powers of the last witch to possess the bone can be assimilated into a new host—”

         
         “New host?” I’m still clinging to the dashboard, but now I also feel like I’m clinging to my sanity. “What are you talking
            about? How do you even know any of this?”
         

         
         He shakes his head. “My grandmother. She’s into this kind of stuff.”

         
         I nod, thinking of my own mother’s belief that sprinkling salt around doorways will ward off evil. “Yeah, okay. But that still
            doesn’t mean Haley plans on killing anyone. You told me yourself that you think she’s only doing this to steal money from her followers—”
         

         
         “Right. But regardless of whether Haley is a grifter or truly a witch, her followers believe she’s the real thing.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “And if they believe she’s the real thing, they’re going to believe the power of the witch’s bone is real, too. And that’s
            going to make them easier for her to manipulate.”
         

         
         “I get that.” I watch as the dark shadows of our houses loom into view. We’d left when it was still daylight, and I had forgotten to leave a porch lamp on for myself. Now the only light is from the nearly full moon, just rising over the treetops across the lake. “You mean a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy.” 

         
         “Exactly. So it doesn’t matter if any of this stuff is true. Those girls think it’s true, so they’re going to do anything Haley says.”
         

         
         Ash has pulled into his driveway and switched off the engine. In the sudden stillness after the PUTTPUTTPUTTs die out, I can hear the chirping of crickets. They sound extra loud because the cooling temperatures have given them an added
            sense of urgency. Winter is coming. Everybody find a mate.

         
         Ash turns in his seat to face me. I’ve never seen him look so serious.

         
         “The problem,” he says, “is that if your brother-in-law is right, and those holes he’s been seeing are connected to Haley,
            that means she got those girls to spend months—the entire summer—searching for that bone. And if she managed to get them to
            do that, what’s next? According to the ceremony, what’s next is murder.”
         

         
         “Well, if that’s the case,” I say, “we really do need to wait for Jackie. Just let me call her again. If Haley is that dangerous—”
         

         
         “She is that dangerous, and that’s why I can’t wait. Finding Emma and getting her out of there before the ritual begins is my responsibility.
            Now that I know where she is, I have to go to her.” He’s undoing his seat belt and opening his door. “It would probably be
            best if you went back to your house. Call Jackie again if you want, but do it from inside, with the door locked. No matter
            what you hear or see in the next few hours, do not open your door to anyone but me.”
         

         
         This statement is the opposite of calming.

         
         “Ash.” I hop out of the truck. “This is ridiculous. I’m not leaving you.”

         
         “You have to. I won’t be able to do what I have to if I’m worrying about you—”

         
         “I’m a grown woman who can take care of herself, Ash. Let me help.”

         
         “Not tonight.”

         
         Of all the things I expected him to do next, none of them include what he does, which is lean over, lift me bodily from the
            ground, and begin carrying me fireman-style toward my house.
         

         
         “Ash, what are you doing?” I grunt.
         

         
         “You’ve helped enough,” he says. “The rest of this is up to me.”

         
         “This is ridiculous.” I kick my legs, struggling to get away, but his grip on my hips is like iron. I should have known he’s
            this strong—I saw him lift an unconscious girl as easily as if she were kindling, after all. But I’m not a half-starved teenager.
            “Have you lost your mind? Put me down right now so we can discuss this like—”
         

         
         I was going to say, like adults, but my voice dies in my throat because I’ve caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye . . . something that shouldn’t
            be there. It’s another glow through the trees—only not the blue-white glow of the rising moon, but the orange-and-yellow glow
            of flames.
         

         
         Center Island is on fire.

         
         Okay, maybe not the whole island. But this isn’t just a campfire, either, like Troy was talking about. There are enough flames
            to light up Satan’s Seat like it’s the grand opening of a used car lot. No magic spell, like the “glamour” Ash was talking
            about, could hide it, not with the scent of woodsmoke already beginning to fill the air.
         

         
         Someone finally did it: someone is burning down the haystack to find the needle hidden in it.

         
         Ash realizes it at the same time I do. His grip on me tightens.

         
         “It’s starting,” he says, and begins striding much more swiftly toward my front porch. “You need to get inside.”

         
         “Ash.” The darkened shadows of my porch loom ever closer. I can’t see Daisy waiting in the window for me because she’s back
            in her laundry basket with her kittens, and I never turned the living room lights on anyway. “Put me down right now, and let’s
            talk about this.”
         

         
         “I can’t. You need to get inside. Please, just do me a favor, and get inside—”

         
         But instead, I thrust an elbow into his spine. He gives an oof of surprise and finally lets go of me.
         

         
         That’s when I whirl around to give him a piece of my mind . . . then get a good look at his face. The orange glow from the
            fire down on the island mingled with the blue glow from the moon overhead has cast his features in high relief. I can see
            every laugh line, every shadow, even the cleft of his chin . . . but most of all, I can see his eyes.
         

         
         Ash, I suddenly realize, is scared. Really scared. And that’s making me scared.
         

         
         “What is it?” I demand. “What can’t you tell me? What’s really going on down there? You can’t—”
         

         
         “Look, I didn’t want to tell you before, but now you need to know. Gaia is real.” He says it low, and he says it fast. “Okay?
            That’s what this is all about. That’s who I work for. That’s who asked me to find Emma. That’s who I bought the house for,
            as an investment, but also because she likes it here in West Harbor. I used to think it was because Derrick lives here, and
            she loves Derrick, but now I know—it’s just this place. It’s West Harbor.”
         

         
         I blink at him. “Gaia? You mean Guy?” That’s the name of his boss at Olympus. He’d told me. Guy. “That’s who you said you bought the house for.” 

         
         “That’s right.” He lifts a hand to run his fingers through his hair, making the curls stand almost on end. “Only her name
            isn’t really Guy, it’s Gaia. When I was a little kid, I couldn’t pronounce the words Gaia or Grandma, so I called her Guy, and it stuck.”
         

         
         I feel frozen in place. I’m home, in my own yard, and yet I can’t move, because the world is suddenly tilting so violently
            on its axis.
         

         
         “You . . . you call your grandmother Guy? Olympus is your family’s charitable trust?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” His shoulders are hunched, almost as if he’s embarrassed by his own words.

         
         “You’re telling me,” I say, with a calm I’m only able to summon because of all my years of training and experience, “that
            you believe your grandmother is Gaia, the mythical creator of all life on this planet?”
         

         
         “I don’t believe it, I know it,” he says, his shoulders still hunched apologetically. Everything—from his voice to his body language—indicates that he
            genuinely believes what he’s saying. “It’s a fact. I’m sorry. I know you’re a scientist who doesn’t believe in the supernatural.
            But I’m telling you, it’s real. I’d love to stand here and convince you, but I have to—”
         

         
         “Hold on.” He’s right. I am a scientist. That’s how I know I have to keep him talking until I can get him the help he so desperately
            needs. “Guy is your grandmother, as well as Derrick Winters’s mother, and your boss, the head of Olympus—cute name, by the
            way—and . . . Mother Nature?”
         

         
         “Look, I know how it sounds—”

         
         “You told my mother that you’re Catholic.”

         
         It’s funny the things we focus on when our world is suddenly tumbling down around us. My mother’s heart is going to be broken because the Catholic boy I brought home to Sunday Gravy is . . . well, I’m not sure what he is.
         

         
         “I am,” Ash insists. “My mother raised me in the church. But—”
         

         
         “Is she a goddess, too?”
         

         
         “Who, my mother? No. I mean, Guy’s her mother, so she definitely wasn’t like all the other moms, but mainly only because she
            has a special gift, too, just like me, only hers is gardening. My mother can make anything grow anywhere—”
         

         
         He looks back at me, his words tumbling over one another in his eagerness to get them out. He’s been holding all of this in
            for a very long time.
         

         
         “Look, this shouldn’t come as a surprise to you. Obviously the public’s shift to monotheism and the emergence of science made
            it more difficult for the ancient gods to live—let alone do good works—under their original names. They had to go into hiding.
            But that’s a hard thing for people who are used to helping others while also being worshiped. I’m not saying everyone in my
            family is a narcissist, but . . . let’s just say there are a lot of big egos, and they all want their chance to shine.”
         

         
         “Okay.” I often deal with patients in crisis. True, their crises are usually of the financial variety, but the patient care
            is no different. I just need to keep Ash talking long enough for help to arrive and save him from the complete psychotic break
            I suspect he might be having. “Go on.”
         

         
         “So Gaia pivoted to this charitable trust, which not only enables her to hide her true identity, it also gives her and the rest of the family more opportunity to make a difference in the lives of the people who need help the most. And it gives all my relatives who haven’t gone into politics or the entertainment business a way to use their gifts.” 

         
         “Like finding lost things.”

         
         “Right. But I really do manage our family assets.”

         
         “Which I imagine there’s a lot of. You guys have been around for a very long time.” My heart is aching, but I have to ask,
            since his response could determine a course of treatment, “So would you call yourself a demigod? Because—”
         

         
         “No!” There it is again—the same desperation I’d seen in his hair raking, only this time, it’s in his voice. “I told you,
            some of us have special powers, but only Gaia and the first few generations of her descendants are truly immortal—”
         

         
         “Some of us? How many of you are there?”

         
         He looks even more uncomfortable. “Gaia is the mother of creation. So, uh, she likes giving birth. It’s embarrassing because
            she’s my grandmother, you know—”
         

         
         I can’t say that in all my years in practice, I’ve ever heard of anyone else with this particular delusion. But that’s the
            thing about delusions: like an autumn leaf, no two are alike.
         

         
         “So it feels like every time I turn around, she’s got some new guy, and is getting knocked up by him,” Ash goes on. “So I
            have a lot of half-siblings and aunts and uncles . . . like Derrick.”
         

         
         My God. He’s even managed to rope poor Derrick into his pathology. “So does Derrick work for Olympus, too?”

         
         “Yes, but remotely, and not in my department. He’s in human resources.”

         
         “Okay. But not all of the ancient gods and their descendants work for Olympus?”
         

         
         “No!” He’s starting to look angry. “Think about it, Francesca. Use your common sense. You pay attention. You read books and follow the news. You must have wondered before about how all these not really very intelligent-seeming, but highly attractive people got so rich without ever seeming to do any real work. I’m sure you’ve seen that one guy who’s been in all those movies—you know the ones—but never seems to age?” 

         
         Hesitantly, I nod. “Yes. Are you saying—”

         
         “That’s my uncle Hermes! All that bullshit he says in interviews about eating right and exercising—I mean, yeah, he really
            does all that. But he’s also messenger of the gods!”
         

         
         I nod like this makes sense. Like Mark nodded that afternoon when Mrs. Baumgarten told him about the ghosts who stole her
            groceries. Because that’s how you deal with people who are suffering from such false beliefs . . . at least until you can
            get them the professional help they need: you embrace their reality.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say to Ash. “This is all very informative. Thank you for telling me. Why don’t we go inside so we can discuss it
            over a nice warm cup of—”
         

         
         He stares down at me, his gaze wounded. “You don’t believe me.”

         
         I know better than to deny it. “Like you said, it doesn’t matter what anyone else believes—”

         
         “But I’m telling the truth. There’s the proof!” He thrusts a finger toward the burning island in the middle of the lake. “Do you understand that people are going to die if I don’t stop this? I don’t know what Haley’s planning to do with that bone. It’s definitely not Gaia’s. Gaia doesn’t need tools or gimmicks. It’s true that Hecate has never managed to adjust to life here on earth like the rest of the family, even under a different name. She’s always preferred to live in the Underworld. But that doesn’t mean her magic is any stronger than my grandmother’s. It’s just different. And that’s why I have to stop Haley. She’s messing with forces she doesn’t understand. Someone is going to get hurt.” 

         
         Someone is going to get hurt, all right. But I have a very bad feeling that someone is Ash. And maybe me.

         
         All I can hear is my own breathing . . . and his. The same breathing I’d felt against my cheek last night—and again this morning—as
            he’d plunged himself into me. Multiple times.
         

         
         While believing what has to be one of the most elaborate delusions I’ve ever heard.

         
         “I understand why you might feel that way,” I say to him finally, as gently as I can. “But whatever is going on over there
            is not your responsibility. There’s nothing you can—”
         

         
         “It’s my job, Francesca,” he says in a tone I recognize. It’s the tone of a man who is finished talking—at least to me. “This is my responsibility. That’s why I’m asking you—no, begging you—to go inside so I can do my job.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I say. He’s grown so agitated, I know he’s not going to be receptive to anything I say. So instead, I let him think
            he’s won. “Okay. I’ll go inside now like you asked. Why don’t you come talk to me when you’re finished, okay?”
         

         
         It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, but I do it: I turn around and head toward my own house.

         
         “Frankie—”

         
         The note of despair in his voice—not to mention the fact that he finally called me by the name I prefer—is almost enough to
            cause me to turn around.
         

         
         But I’m dealing with my own despair. I know what I have to do now, and I really, really don’t want to do it.

         
         A part of me knew this was going to happen. A part of me knew the minute I let myself start falling for this guy, something like this was going to come along and mess it all up. Well, not this, because who could foresee this? But something. That’s just the way my luck has been lately.
         

         
         Finally get the cat I’ve been wanting? She has kittens all over my new dress.

         
         Finally find a man I think I could be with, at least for the foreseeable future? He turns out to believe he’s descended from
            the gods. 
         

         
         I should have known.

         
         “Frankie.”

         
         He sounds heartbroken. And why not?

         
         Because it’s over. It has to be. Of course, if I were one of my own patients, I would advise myself that this isn’t necessarily
            a deal-breaker. Two people with very different belief systems can make a relationship work. They simply need to establish
            a few boundaries. . . .
         

         
         But witchcraft? Sacrifices? Mother Nature? The Queen of the Dead?

         
         This is way above my level of expertise. I’m going to have to call my own therapist and see if I can get her to squeeze Ash
            into her already packed schedule.
         

         
         He must have seen it in my face before I turned away. He had to. My eyes are filled with tears, and it isn’t only because
            of all the smoke.
         

         
         Weirdly, he doesn’t beg me to stay. He says only, in a tone of resignation, “I’ll call you later.”

         
         And then he’s gone.

         
         Oh, it’s nothing as dramatic as him disappearing into a puff of smoke, or even a fiery column of sparks. That would be welcome, because it would be indisputable proof that what he’s talking about—magic—is real. 

         
         Instead, there’s only smoke—getting thicker, though it still smells pleasantly of burning autumn leaves—through which I can
            see him striding toward his house, undoubtedly so he can hurry down the stairs to his dock, hop onto his vintage boat, and
            shoot across the lake to save Emma Bridle from being a human sacrifice.
         

         
         And why should this be a surprise? He’s right: he never lied to me. He always insisted he has superpowers. Why didn’t I recognize
            right away that was a red flag? The first of many, all of which I ignored. It had been excusable with Richard—I wasn’t a licensed
            therapist when Richard and I first got together. But now?
         

         
         Now I am, and I still let it happen.

         
         “God,” I mutter with a sob, spinning around again to stomp toward my porch. “How could I have been so stupid?”

         
         It’s only when I’m pulling the keys from my bag that I see it: There’s someone sitting in the dark on my porch swing.

         
         My heart freezes in terror as the hulking masculine figure lifts a cigarette to his lips—the tip glowing fiery red as he inhales—then
            says in a deep, thoughtful voice, “I’ve never thought of you as stupid.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         Well, that’s it. It’s over.

         
         I don’t know what else I could have done, though. I had to tell her.

         
         Maybe if I’d told her sooner. Maybe if we hadn’t gone to her mother’s, and I’d gotten us those steaks and grilled them instead.
            I could have taken the time to tell her the right way, over a nice, quiet dinner, and she’d have been more receptive.
         

         
         Then again, maybe there is no right way to tell the woman you love that you’re mostly human, but a little bit divine.

         
         And yeah, I love her. I’ve been in love with her from the first time I saw her swimming in the lake, plowing through the water
            like some kind of single-minded torpedo.
         

         
         Or maybe it was all the times I heard her calling for Violet, or caught her leaving food out in her front yard for Daisy.

         
         It doesn’t matter. It’s over, but I can’t take the time to mourn it now. I have to go save Emma.

         
         I’ve changed into hiking gear and am putting things in a backpack to take with me to the island—flashlight, mosquito repellent, bottled water, and, just in case things get gnarly, my brass knuckles and bowie knife—when there’s a knock on my front door. 

         
         My heart leaps so much at the thought that it might be Frankie, I’m embarrassed for myself. Get a grip, Ash.

         
         Still, as I hurry to the door, I rehearse mentally for what I’m going to say to her. Having a goddess as your grandmother is no different from having any other kind of grandmother—only instead of delicious comfort
               dishes, like your grandmother used to make, mine makes mortal enemies.

         
         But when I get to the front door and see who’s standing there, I’m disappointed.

         
         “Isn’t it past your bedtime?” I ask the DeLong boys. 

         
         “It’s only eight o’clock,” scoffs Eddie. “What do you think we are, kids?”
         

         
         “I think you have school tomorrow,” I say. “You should be home, doing homework.” Or whatever it is kids do at night.

         
         “Are those real antlers?” Robby demands.

         
         He attempts to barrel past me for a closer look at Guy’s chandelier, but I block his path by stepping onto the porch and closing
            the door firmly behind me.
         

         
         “Yeah, they’re real,” I say, hoisting my backpack onto one shoulder. The smell of smoke is stronger now. Those girls are really
            going to town on their ritual fire. “Look, I know you’re here for the rest of your money. I’ll get it and the gum to you tomorrow—”
         

         
         “Don’t you want to hear our report first?” Eddie demands.

         
         “Later. For now I want you guys to go back to your grandparents’ and stay inside. It’s too dangerous to be out here tonight.”

         
         Robby snorts. “That’s exactly what those dumb girls tried to tell us.”

         
         I freeze as I’m locking the door behind me. “What girls?”

         
         Eddie jabs a thumb toward the back of my house . . . and the lake. “Those girls down there. That’s what we came to tell you.
            You told us to watch The Kraken and report back to you. Well, we watched it, and—”
         

         
         “—and a bunch of girls just came over in a boat from Center Island,” Sammy interrupts his brother. “A boat they stole from
            the Rubensteins!”
         

         
         “Yeah.” Robby looks livid. “Just like they stole The Kraken from the Blancos.”
         

         
         I’m alarmed as much by the kids’ words as the casual way they’re delivering them. “Where are the girls?” I ask. “What are
            they doing?”
         

         
         “They’re down by your dock.” Eddie shakes his head grimly. “And I don’t think you’re gonna like what they’re doing.”

         
         I begin to circle around to the back of my house. “Go home,” I growl at the boys. “Now.”

         
         “But we want to help!” Robby trots after me.

         
         “I appreciate that.” Frankie wanted to help, too. But none of them have any idea what they’re up against. I don’t want to
            scare them unnecessarily . . . but this is the time to be afraid. “And you can help by going home and making sure your grandparents are okay, and that they stay inside, no matter what they hear.” I give
            Eddie a long look over my shoulder before I duck beneath the deck. “Get your little brothers inside. It’s not safe for them
            out here. Got that?”
         

         
         Something in my voice must have gotten through to him, since Eddie nods and lays his hands on the shoulders of his brothers.
            “I got it.” To the boys, he says, “Come on, guys.” 
         

         
         Robby protests, looking back at me. “But—”

         
         “Come on.” Eddie grips them hard enough to make Sammy call out, “Ow, buttface, you’re hurting me!”

         
         But they’re leaving. I watch Eddie steer them through my yard and out onto the road. When they disappear behind the hedges
            to their own yard, I turn and head down to my dock . . .
         

         
         Where I discover that Eddie was right: I do not like what is going on at all.

         
         There are girls everywhere. Tall girls, skinny girls, short girls, chubby girls, all clad in long white robes and carrying
            flaming torches, even though I turned on the outdoor lights before coming down, so the dock is lit up brighter than a convenience
            mart. The girls are laughing gleefully—probably a lot like they did when they robbed Mrs. Baumgarten.
         

         
         At first I’m too far away to tell what they’re doing. All I can see is they’ve anchored the Rubensteins’ pontoon boat at the
            dock. I feel a little bit of relief, because at least if they’re over here on this side of the lake, they’re not at Satan’s
            Seat performing the sacrifice ritual.
         

         
         But then I see what they’re doing.

         
         As I stand there, one of them gleefully pulls the drain plugs from a pair of my Jet Skis. Then they all cheer as another one
            swamps the third.
         

         
         “Hey!” I yell. “Stop that!”

         
         All the girls stop laughing, then turn their heads to look at me as I thunder down the steps to the dock.

         
         “What the hell are you doing?” I roar.

         
         I can’t believe this. The Jet Skis aren’t all they’ve destroyed. They’ve sunk my boat. My twenty-two-foot Chris-Craft Deluxe
            Utility I bought for Gaia. And they’ve sunk it! I can see the nose sticking up from the surface of the water. “What the fuck!”
         

         
         As soon as I reach the dock, I snatch an oar from the grip of one girl just as she’s about to use it to swamp another kayak.

         
         “Stop it,” I cry. “What do you think you’re doing? This is private property, you know.”

         
         “Oh, we know.” One of the girls, her hair longer than the others—all of them seem to have weirdly cropped hair, like Meg’s—smirks
            at me. “We know who owns it, too.”
         

         
         “Me.” I glare at her. “I own it.”
         

         
         “Uh, excuse me, but the property records say it was purchased by the Olympus Foundation.” The girl steps more fully into the
            circle of light thrown by the lamp overhead, and I finally recognize her.
         

         
         Haley. 

         
         “Right,” I say, wondering what she’s up to. “That’s where I work. What’s this—”

         
         She takes a step closer to me. “So then you must know Olympus’s chief executive officer.”

         
         My gut tightens. “You mean . . .”

         
         “Samantha. Samantha Stephens.”

         
         I nearly sigh with relief. So Haley doesn’t know. She doesn’t know that Gaia—my Gaia—is the Gaia. She only knows the fake name Guy’s been using for the last half a century, a fictional character from an old TV show
            she loves.
         

         
         But how could Haley know? Sure, she’s got some magic. That’s undeniable. But no one except family—and now Frankie—knows who Guy really
            is, and even then, only our very closest family members. Emma and her parents certainly don’t—
         

         
         It’s all right. It’s going to be all right.

         
         “You could say that we’re acquainted, yes.” No need to tell her Samantha isn’t only my boss but also my grandmother. “Why?”

         
         “Because we have a message for her.”

         
         “Yeah? What’s that?”

         
         “Tell her,” Haley says, “that we’re sick and tired of her sitting around and not doing anything as the world burns—literally
            burns. She could stop it, if she cared. But she doesn’t care, does she?”
         

         
         “I know for a fact that she does care.” I try to subtly check out the other girls to see if any one of them might be Emma. It’s hard to tell, though, since,
            except for Haley, they’re all covered in so much grime, it’s difficult to see their faces. Their legs—bare beneath the white
            robes—are covered in scratches and bites, and one of them has a gash that looks like it might be infected. “She’s always recognized
            the urgency of climate change. In fact, out of all the business leaders I know, Samantha Stephens is probably the most committed to sustainable practices and climate action—”
         

         
         “Oh my God.” Haley is laughing. “She created climate change. That’s why we’re here. We know who she really is . . . and what she’s taken from us.”
         

         
         I stare at her, the sinking feeling I’d had returning in full force. She can’t mean what I think she means . . . can she?
            “What she’s taken from you?”
         

         
         “What we hold most precious: our future.” Her smile vanishes. “So we’re going to take from her what she most holds precious. Get him, girls.”
         

         
         And before I know what’s happening, the witches are on top of me. I’ve been tackled by girls before, but never quite like
            this. The last time was during that threesome in Berlin, but those girls weren’t that interested in me. These girls are, but
            not in a fun way.
         

         
         “Hey!” I cry in surprise as the girls swarm over me, shoving me to the hard wooden dock. I won’t lie—at first it’s not unpleasant. It’s kind of like being tackled by puppies. They’re soft and squirmy and it doesn’t really hurt that much. 

         
         At least, not until one girl roars very close to my ear, “Get him in the dick!” 

         
         “What? No, don’t—”
         

         
         Fireworks explode in front of my eyes as searing pain courses through my body. I think I might pass out.

         
         “Oh, no, I missed!” cries the girl.

         
         “That’s okay, I got him in the balls,” shouts another.

         
         I’m writhing in pain on the deck. She got me, all right. She got me good, right in the tenderest place on a man’s body. I’ve
            been in fights before—not many, thanks to my being so funny and charming, but some—and the only other time I’ve ever been
            hit in that area, it was by a woman. Men know the pain of a knee to the balls too well, and so rarely inflict it on other
            men.
         

         
         Women have no such reluctance.

         
         “Stop.”

         
         The rough hands that had been holding me to the ground suddenly disappear. I open one eye to see what’s happening and spy
            Haley looking down at me. In her white robe, with her long, somehow still-lustrous blonde hair framing her face, and the glow
            from one of the dock lights forming a sort of halo behind her head, she looks almost angelic.
         

         
         Until she leans even closer and opens her mouth.

         
         “We know who you are,” she says to me. “You’re Ashraf Merit. You’re one of her grandchildren.”

         
         “I’m not.” My voice sounds strangely high. I clear my throat. “I’m not. My name is—”

         
         “Ashraf Merit.” One of the girls who tackled me holds up my wallet, open to my driver’s license. “It’s him, all right.”

         
         Shit.

         
         “Look,” I say. “I don’t think we got off on the right foot. Yes, my name is Ash Merit, but—”

         
         “You know, I wasn’t sure this was going to work.” Haley sounds weirdly pleased. “But here you are. Your timing really couldn’t
            have been better.”
         

         
         I try to get away, but it’s hard to move when there are several people pressing their knees into your back. “My timing?”

         
         “You heard me.” Haley leans down until her lips are only an inch or two from my ear, then whispers, “Look, I know who your
            grandmother really is. And can I just tell you how flattered I am that Gaia would send you, her favorite grandson, to try
            to stop me?”
         

         
         It’s hard to tell which is making me feel more nauseous, the fact that Haley knows who Gaia really is, or the pain in my balls.
            “I wouldn’t say I’m her favorite—”
         

         
         “You are. Everyone knows how much you mean to Gaia. Which is why you’re going to make the perfect sacrifice.”

         
         “Sacrifice?” This is bad. Really bad. “Me? No, no, you’ve got the wrong guy. You don’t want me. Gaia doesn’t care about me. I’m just her financial advisor. You want
            my uncle Derrick. He’s Gaia’s favorite. That’s why I got her a house here, so she can be closer to Derrick.”
         

         
         I know I should feel bad about throwing Derrick under the bus, but I don’t. He’ll be fine. He always lands on his feet. And
            he’s got Jessica. I have no one.
         

         
         But Haley isn’t listening. 

         
         “I also know how much money Gaia really has,” she goes on. “And I have a feeling that she’s going to be willing to part with
            quite a lot of it for your safe return.” She holds up my phone, which the other girls had dug out of my pocket along with my wallet, and grins. “Why don’t I just give her a call and find out how much? I assume she’s your emergency contact, right?” 

         
         I blink up at her, horrified, as the true reality of my situation sinks in. Haley isn’t only a powerful witch. She’s also
            a con artist, out to scam as much money as she can from the witch influencer community . . . and my grandmother.
         

         
         But before I can say a word to warn her—or, more importantly, her followers, who haven’t done anything to deserve the reign
            of terror that’s about to befall them—Haley straightens and shouts, “Tie him up!”
         

         
         Her lackeys hurry to do so, using the blue bow line from my own now almost completely sunken boat.

         
         “Wait,” I say. I struggle, but there are so many of them, and they’re surprisingly strong for having spent so much time eating
            nothing but acorns. “You don’t want to do this. My grandmother will never—”
         

         
         Negotiate with criminals, I’m intending to say. But before I get the chance, Haley leans forward again and whispers, “So you
            aren’t going to play along, huh? Big mistake. I’d have been willing to cut you in if you cooperated. Oh, well, I guess we’ll
            have to do this the hard way.”
         

         
         And then, without another word, she raises her hand and gently blows. Black powder flies toward my face, and the next thing
            I know, I’m coughing.
         

         
         “Wait,” I say again. Only it’s getting hard to breathe. “Wh . . . what was that?”

         
         “Nothing for you to worry about,” I hear Haley say.

         
         But I am worried. Because suddenly, I can’t see her anymore. It’s like someone switched off the dock lights. But that’s impossible because the switch to the dock lights is all the way up at the top of the stairs leading to my back deck, and we’re all down here. . . . 

         
         And why am I so sleepy? I can’t remember ever having been so sleepy. My eyelids have slammed shut, which might explain the
            sudden darkness. They’re so heavy, I can’t lift them. I can’t move any of my other muscles, either.
         

         
         “Just a little devil’s weed,” I hear Haley coo in my ear, “to help you relax.”

         
         No. Not now. I need to save Emma! I need to save Francesca! I need to . . .

         
         Sleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Richard?”

         
         My heartbeat slowly resumes its normal rhythm as I recognize my ex sitting in the dark on my porch swing.

         
         “What the hell are you doing here?” 

         
         “Not the kind of greeting I was hoping for,” Richard says mildly, leaning forward to stub out his cigarette in the empty flowerpot
            he’s been using as an ashtray.
         

         
         That’s when I finally smell it. It’s not a cigarette. The smoke from the fire hid the dank odor of his joint.

         
         “Are you sitting out here on my front porch getting stoned?” I demand.
         

         
         “Well,” Richard says, resignedly. “I couldn’t get inside. You changed the locks. And you moved the spare key from the bottom
            of the flowerpot.”
         

         
         “Of course I moved the spare key and changed the locks.”

         
         I can’t believe this. I really can’t. First Ash proves himself to be a complete head case, and then my ex proves himself to be another, all in the span of about two minutes. 

         
         But then, I always knew Richard was a head case.

         
         “Get out of here, Richard,” I say. “I’m not in the mood for whatever this is.”

         
         “No, I imagine not.”

         
         He hasn’t moved from the porch swing, where he appears to be happy to sit indefinitely in the dark and cold. Fortunately he’s
            dressed for it, in a thick, waterproof sailing jacket and matching pants. Yes, he’s wearing waterproof pants. This, along
            with the full beard he’s grown and overlong, curly blond hair sticking out from beneath a black watch cap, makes him look
            like the salty old fisherman on the Gorton’s fish sticks box.
         

         
         “Is it my imagination,” Richard asks, “or are you and that plebeian from next door having some sort of dalliance? Because
            that’s what it sounded—and looked—like just now. I couldn’t hear all the details, but I did see you allow him to carry you—”
         

         
         “He isn’t a plebeian.” If only it were that simple. “He went to Penn, and Le Rosey in Switzerland before that.” Which are
            exactly the kind of schools I’d expect a child of the gods to attend.
         

         
         Richard snorts. “That figures. I had him pegged as an entitled nepo baby from the day he moved in.”

         
         Richard has no idea how much of a nepo baby Ash really is. That is, if a word of what he’s just told me is true, which it
            can’t be. But I ignore the insult for now.
         

         
         “Richard, I really don’t have time for this.” I glance across the yard toward Ash’s house. He’s gone inside. I can see lights turning on in first one window, and then another. He’s gathering what he needs to make his trip to Center Island. Should I call Jackie in addition to my own therapist? I wonder. Should I have Ash put on a psychiatric hold for his own safety? Or would that only make things worse? 

         
         It’s hard to imagine things getting worse.

         
         “Why are you here, Richard?” I demand as I pull out my phone.

         
         “I’m here,” he says, in his usual pretentious tone, “because I’ve realized I made a horrible mistake.”

         
         “Oh, Richard.” I’m suddenly so exhausted, I can’t stand up anymore, so I sink down onto the porch steps. “I’m sorry about
            your boat,” I say. “But this is just a temporary setback. You’ll get it fixed and be back on the water in no—”
         

         
         “I don’t care about the boat.” Richard stands up, and the porch swing creaks crazily. “That’s what I learned from all of this.”

         
         “All of what?” From where I’m sitting, I can see everything that’s happening over at Ash’s house.

         
         Well, almost everything. Not what’s happening down at his dock. Another marine layer is moving in, this one even thicker than
            the last, and rising up from the lake. I can feel its cool tendrils beginning to soak my hair and skin. It mingles with the
            smoke from the fire and limits my visibility, though I can still see the lights in Ash’s windows—and the ominous orange glow
            from Center Island.
         

         
         I’m surprised at how large the fire has grown, given how wet everything is from the fog and all the rain the other day. There’s
            never been a wildfire on Center Island before, which is surprising considering how much illegal camping goes on there. I’m
            not sure how the fire department would even get there to put out a wildfire. It’s not like they have boats—
         

         
         “After what happened that night at the courthouse,” Richard is saying as he sinks down onto the porch step beside me, “I was so broken. Everything I’d worked for, everything I believed—destroyed in a few seconds.” 

         
         “Richard, everything in your life was not destroyed that night,” I say. “I was there for you, remember? And you wouldn’t let me in.”
         

         
         “Not that night.” Richard’s voice is sad. “You’re always there for everyone—your family, your patients, your friends. But you weren’t there for me that night. You didn’t see what
            I saw.”
         

         
         I blink at him. “Really? You want to do this now? Tonight? Because this is a conversation we should have had a year ago when I asked you what you saw out there. Remember
            when I suggested we go to couples counseling and you said—”
         

         
         Richard shakes his head. In what little light from the moon that is managing to get through the smoke and fog, I can see that
            he’s smiling.
         

         
         “I know what I said. And I want you to know that, however I might sound now, I’m not blaming you. I just want to explain to
            you what happened, now that I finally have the words.”
         

         
         Great. Exactly what I don’t need at this particular moment.

         
         “Look, Richard,” I say. “You’re tired. You’ve had a hard few weeks. Do you have a place to stay?” I remember how Debi had
            said she’d been having trouble getting her old place back. But if Richard thinks I’m taking him in, he’s even more delusional
            than Ash. “Because I’m a little busy right now. I think you should go get some sleep, and then maybe we can talk about this
            later—”
         

         
         “No, Frankie,” he says, in his rich, professorial voice that I used to find so sexy. “We need to talk about this now. I’m
            sorry I treated you the way I did—that was cruel of me. But I didn’t know then that I was being cruel. I only know what I
            saw—and what I was told. That’s why I’m here. You need to hear this, Frankie.”
         

         
         I look around, thinking I hear voices. But it must only be the wind—which is picking up—since all I can see is smoke, mingled with fog. 

         
         “Okay, fine. But make it quick. I need to go inside and make some phone calls.” I really am going to call Jackie. Not because
            Ash told me to, or because I want to get him on a temporary psychiatric hold, but because of the fire. Maybe there’s no need
            to worry about it spreading to the homes around the lake since the water makes a natural fire wall. But what if the wind picks
            up a stray ember? “What exactly did you see that night?”
         

         
         “A witch,” Richard says simply.

         
         I tear my gaze away from Ash’s house to look at him. “Excuse me?”

         
         “I said I saw a witch.”

         
         “Richard, everyone saw witches that night. The press called it a witch riot, remember?”

         
         “But I saw one particular witch that no one else seems to have seen. The queen of witches.”
         

         
         “Was her name Debi, by any chance?”

         
         “You see!” Richard cries, pushing himself up from the porch steps, indignant. “This is why I couldn’t tell you back then. You can be so judgmental!”
         

         
         “Richard.” I’m scrolling my phone for Jackie’s number. I know it’s rude, but I’ve got multiple crises occurring at the same
            time. I have no choice but to multitask. “I don’t know what you want me to say. You claim you saw a witch at the courthouse
            that night. That’s great. But this is West Harbor. To quote my brother, you can’t swing a dead cat in West Harbor without
            hitting a—”
         

         
         “But that’s just it!” Richard hurries back toward the steps to sit beside me again. “The witch I saw wasn’t like any of the others. It was . . . well, there’s no other word for it. She was a queen . . . no, a deity.”
         

         
          “A deity?”
         

         
         “That’s right. The reason I couldn’t find a scientific explanation for what happened to me that night, Frankie, is that there
            is no scientific explanation. Only a theological one. Because what happened to me was a theophany.”
         

         
         “You had a waking vision of God at the West Harbor tricentennial celebration?”

         
         “Not God as your mother sees God, Frankie. This was no man in a long white beard with a staff and a halo. This was a goddess.
            She came to me. She surrounded me with love and filled me with the truth.”
         

         
         My phone sits forgotten in my hands because Richard has a rapturous expression on his face. He really does look like a man
            who saw . . . something.
         

         
         “And what did this goddess look like?”

         
         “Well, she was very small—surprisingly so, for such a powerful witch. She had short dark hair cut in a sort of bob, and brown
            skin, and she was dressed all in purple. She told me to follow my dreams—and she knew, Frankie. She knew my dream was to sail around the world. She told me to do it. She told me to abandon everything else, buy a boat, and go.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” I point to his front jacket pocket, where I saw him stash his joint after stubbing it out. “Did you happen to be
            smoking that at the time by any chance?”
         

         
         “Of course not! I’m not talking about drug-induced euphoria. This was something else. I tried to resist. I tried to resist
            for so long, because I knew what my leaving would do to us. I loved our comfortable little life together.”
         

         
         Comfortable little life. Yes, that’s what we’d had back then, a comfortable little life, without fun, without intimacy, without any of the things I have with Ash— 

         
         Had with Ash.
         

         
         “But in the end,” he goes on, “this witch’s voice was too strong. And that’s why I had to go.”

         
         Ash is right. Richard is a dick.
         

         
         “Gosh,” I say. “Have you mentioned any of this to your therapist, Richard? Because I may not have a ton of experience with
            hallucinations, but it sure sounds like—”
         

         
         “It was no hallucination, Frankie.” Richard looks annoyed at the suggestion he might have suffered a mental health crisis.
            “I really saw her. I saw a witch who told me to follow my dreams.”
         

         
         “And did she know that dream also included sticking your dick in our twenty-five-year-old yoga instructor?”

         
         “That is really unfair,” Richard says, looking wounded. “Devorah has never done anything but support me.”

         
         “Good. I hear her parents turned her old room into a home gym, but there’s still space for a futon, so maybe she’ll let you
            move in with her.” As I speak, I’m texting Jackie:
         

         
         
            I know you said you didn’t want to drag your team out here on a Sunday night, but I think you’re going to have to. Center
               Island is on fire. Send help.
            

         

         “You know, I just might do that,” Richard says, indignantly. “At least Devorah values the same things I do. You certainly never did. Look at my lawn!”
         

         
         “Richard, you left me. It’s my lawn now. I can do what I want with it—”
         

         
         “Or do nothing with it, which is what you’ve been doing.” He gives me a bitter smile. “I think the problem was that back then,
            you weren’t ready for the truth. But you are now.”
         

         
         “Oh, I am, am I?” I watch my phone screen, hoping Jackie will reply right away. No such luck.

         
         “Yes. I almost think that’s why that storm sent my boat crashing to the rocks. Maybe that witch wanted to ground me so that I could return here to you, now that you finally see the truth.”
         

         
         “The truth being?”

         
         “Magic is real. Everything I ever thought was true turns out to be a lie. That’s why I lost you—why I lost everything, because
            I didn’t believe. But I do now . . . and I want to make things right.”
         

         
         I stand up, and not only because I know what he’s doing and I don’t want to hear it. Three small figures are emerging from
            the fog and heading toward my house. “Get out of here, Richard.” 
         

         
         “Frankie, didn’t you hear me?” Richard is on his feet, as well. “I said magic is real, and I still love you. I think we need
            to give our relationship another chance. My love for you has only gotten stronger since I’ve realized the truth—”
         

         
         “Richard, how did you get here tonight? I don’t see a car parked anywhere nearby.”

         
         “I had to sell my car,” Richard says. “To help pay for the boat. You know that. I took an Uber here.”

         
         “Then Uber back where you came from.” I turn away from him as the three DeLong grandkids come toward me. “Now.”

         
         “Frankie, this isn’t at all how I was expecting this to go. Can’t you see that I still love you? I miss you!”

         
         There was a time when these words from Richard’s lips would have made my heart sing.

         
         But that time is long past.

         
         “You love this house,” I inform him. “You miss your yard. But you don’t love or miss anything about me. And unfortunately
            for you, you don’t own the house or the yard anymore. You sold them to me. Now get off my lawn.”
         

         
         Eddie, Robby, and Sammy DeLong have lined themselves up along the brick path to my front porch and are standing there, looking
            uncertainly at Richard. I don’t blame them—it’s not often you get to meet the guy off the fish sticks box in the flesh.
         

         
         Then I remember how he used to yell at them—little kids!—for kicking their soccer ball into our yard, and I feel even more
            sympathy for them . . . and even less for him.
         

         
         “Didn’t you hear me, Richard?” I demand. “Get. Out.”

         
         I know this isn’t very empathetic of me, but I’m beyond caring. I just want him to leave, which fortunately he does, huffing
            off into the smoky, foggy night, muttering how I’ll be sorry one day.
         

         
         “I highly doubt that,” I call after him, then turn to the DeLong boys, who are all standing there with hunched shoulders and
            concerned expressions.
         

         
         “What’s up, boys?” I ask, when the sound of Richard’s footsteps on the side of the road has faded. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

         
         Robby gives me a disgusted look. “Why does everyone keep saying that? It’s not even nine.”

         
         “Ash is in trouble,” Eddie says.

         
         I sigh and turn back toward my front door. I still have to call my therapist, feed the cat, check the kittens, and then get
            in bed, pull the covers up over my head, and never speak to anyone ever again.
         

         
         “I know,” I say. “But he doesn’t want our help. He wants all of us to go inside and lock the door. So I suggest you do the same.” 

         
         “No.”

         
         Something in Eddie’s voice causes me to pause before slipping my key into the lock. I turn my head to look down at him standing
            in the yard, the orange glow of the fire reflected on his worried, chubby face.
         

         
         “He’s in danger,” Eddie says, and behind him, his little brothers nod. “He told us to go home, but we only pretended to. We
            stayed behind and watched. Those girls from Center Island came over in a boat and hit him.”
         

         
         “What?” In spite of myself, I’m hurrying down off the porch. “What girls? And what do you mean, hit him?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Eddie looks a little less sure of himself but no less worried. “It was a bunch of girls in white bathrobes.
            I couldn’t tell exactly what they did to him—”
         

         
         “But they definitely tackled him,” Robby cries. “And knocked him out and tied him up and put him in their boat and went back
            to the island with him and sank every other boat on the lake so no one can follow them—”
         

         
         Now I’m running. It’s hard to run in high-heeled boots, which is what I’m wearing because I spent the day doing social things
            like going to the farmers market and my mother’s house for dinner. My yard is still so muddy from the unexpected rainstorm
            the other day, my heels sink into it and make sloppy sucking noises every time I lift a foot.
         

         
         But none of that matters. What matters is that, when I get down to Ash’s dock, I find all the lights on; every single boat,
            kayak, and Jet Ski scuttled; and Ash?
         

         
         Ash is nowhere to be seen.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         The first thing I do is call 911.

         
         The emergency dispatcher doesn’t sound very impressed at my description of a raging fire on Center Island, my neighbor’s boats
            all having been vandalized by a pack of white-robed girls, or my neighbor having been physically assaulted and possibly kidnapped
            by them.
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” the dispatcher says in a bored voice. “We’ve already received numerous calls about it. Firefighters are on their
            way. Police, as well.”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah?”

         
         I have huge amounts of respect for emergency service workers. I know they do an amazing job putting themselves out there every
            day for very little pay.
         

         
         But unfortunately, more than a few of them are my patients, so I also know way, way more than I want to about the day-to-day
            operations of the village of West Harbor.
         

         
         “Just how do firefighters think they’re going to get to a fire on an island in the middle of a lake when they don’t have a fireboat?” I hear myself screaming into the phone. “How are cops going to get out there to rescue my boyfr—neighbor, when they don’t have a police boat? Has anyone called Fish and Wildlife? What about the Coast Guard?”
         

         
         What makes the situation worse is that the DeLong boys are still standing in my yard when I make this call and witness the
            whole thing. This is inexcusable. Yes, children are resilient—I’m walking proof. But that doesn’t mean they should be seeing
            any of this. I tell them to go home multiple times. The smoke from the fire on the island is only getting thicker. So is the
            fog. The temperature feels like it’s plunged another ten degrees, and there isn’t a sound to be heard—not a cricket, not a
            bird, not even a rutting deer, even though it’s mating season. The silence is as eerie as the silence that seems to fall just
            before any storm, an ironic warning of the chaos to come.
         

         
         But Eddie remains where he is, one hand on Robby’s shoulder, and the other on Sammy’s, surrounded by smoke and fog.

         
         “He’s our neighbor, too,” is all Eddie says in an unusually calm voice, but the anxiety on his face tells a different story.

         
         I feel like I’m only sort of keeping it together. I send both Troy and Jackie the same text message. It’s possible I used
            too many exclamation points, but I wanted to convey to them the gravity of the situation.
         

         
         
            Satan’s Seat is on fire, and according to reliable witnesses, some of those witches knocked Ash unconscious, tied him up,
               and took him back to Center Island. I need your help NOW!!!
            

         

         But there’s no reply. And meanwhile, the only part of the lake I can see now are the flames over on Center Island, thanks to the thickness of the fog that has rolled in. 

         
         That’s when I give up on 911 and turn to the DeLong grandkids.

         
         “Everything is fine,” I tell them in what I consider an extremely normal, nonhysterical voice—though judging from the size
            of their fear-widened eyes, perhaps it is not. “But we might be on our own, so if you won’t go home, I’m going to need your
            help. Do you know of a boat—any boat—that didn’t get sunk?”
         

         
         They shake their heads.

         
         “They got them all,” Robby informs me. “They even got Gran’s kayaks, and The Kraken!”
         

         
         “And they stole the Rubensteins’ pontoon boat,” Sammy adds. “That’s what they put Ash on.”

         
         “Okay.” I take a deep breath and nearly choke on a lungful of woodsmoke. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

         
         And that’s how I end up standing on the edge of my dock in my bathing suit, getting ready to swim to Center Island to rescue
            Ash.
         

         
         “It’s too far,” Eddie says, looking across the water in the direction of the island.

         
         Except that the water is covered in a layer of fog so thick, you can’t see more than a foot or two ahead. All you can see
            of the island itself is an orange glow where the fire is raging.
         

         
         “You’ll never make it,” Robby says.

         
         “Yes, I will. I swim it every day.” Though never at night, or in fog this thick, or temperatures this low. I’m shivering in
            my suit.
         

         
         But what choice do I have?

         
         “I want you to go inside. When the cops get here, answer the door, and then be sure to tell them where I am,” I say, taking my swim bag from Eddie’s hands and slipping the straps over my shoulders. I’ve had the waterproof bag forever but never had the need to use it. 

         
         Until now.

         
         “We will,” the boys assure me.

         
         “And don’t come out of the house. Stay there with Daisy and her kittens until I get back. Use my landline to call your grandparents.
            They must be worried sick about you.”
         

         
         “What’s a landline?” Robby asks.

         
         “Don’t worry,” Eddie says. “I saw how to use one on TV. It’s easy.”

         
         “Since there are three of us,” Sammy says, “and you have three kittens, don’t you think each of us should get one? I mean,
            if we do a good job tonight.”
         

         
         “We’ll talk about that later,” I tell him. “I already promised one to my nieces.” Even under the circumstances, I can’t help
            smiling at his disappointed expression. “But if your grandma says it’s okay, I might be able to let you have one kitten to share.”
         

         
         Sammy’s face lights up, and he and Robby share excited looks.

         
         “But whatever happens while I’m gone,” I warn, “stay inside where it’s safe.”

         
         Eddie rolls his eyes. “We will. Duh, Dr. G. You only told us a hundred times.”

         
         He’s not exaggerating. Once I realized what I had to do, it had been a mad dash inside to get everything I thought I might
            need on the island. I didn’t want to involve the DeLongs, but since they wouldn’t go home, I figured they might as well make
            themselves useful.
         

         
         And they did, stuffing the swim bag with everything they thought I’d need: a towel, warm change of clothes, shoes, flashlight, bottled water, bug spray, my phone, and a first aid kit in case Ash has any wounds that need tending. It ended up being a tight fit, and heavy as hell, but they got it all in there. 

         
         Or at least I thought they had, until Sammy, standing beside me in the fog at the end of my dock, slips something into my
            hand.
         

         
         “Here,” he says. “You forgot these.”

         
         I look down, surprised to see a small pair of Richard’s pruning shears . . . the same pruning shears I used to snip Ash’s
            outdoor speaker cables (twice). 
         

         
         “What do I need these for?” I ask. I remember to smile. I’m trying to keep up a brave front before the kids. But truthfully,
            my pulse is pounding. I’ve never felt more afraid.
         

         
         But I can’t sit around and wait for Ash to get rescued. Every eldest child knows that if you want something done right, you
            have to do it yourself.
         

         
         “To fight the witches,” Sammy says.

         
         My heart melts at his plaintive tone.

         
         “Sammy,” I say, laying a hand upon his shoulder, but looking down at all three boys. “Those girls aren’t witches. They might
            be calling themselves that, but I know from my sister-in-law, who’s a real witch, that that’s not what they are. Real witches
            don’t purposefully choose to hurt others. They’re like doctors . . . like me. They try to do no harm.”
         

         
         Sammy looks unconvinced. “Okay, well, then you probably need it even more. Because those girls do want to hurt people. I saw them hurt Ash. You might have to fight them.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry.” Slipping the shears into my bag is not the easiest thing to do, because it turns out swim bags need to be rolled and folded in certain ways to keep them airtight, and I already lost the instructions, but I do it anyway. “There isn’t going to be any fighting. I’m going to use my words. Words are our most powerful defense in any conflict.” 

         
         All three boys look skeptical, but I give them a confident thumbs-up—far more confident than I actually feel—and dive into
            the lake . . .
         

         
         And nearly drown.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         The water is freezing, colder than I’ve ever felt it.

         
         I’ve also never gone swimming with a waterproof bag strapped to my back. Despite everything I’ve crammed into it, it’s basically
            a flotation device, which theoretically should make swimming easier. Except that it doesn’t . . . at first.
         

         
         It takes me a few strokes to find my rhythm. I should be able to swim this route with my eyes closed, I’ve done it so many
            times before. The glow of the fire is all I need to get me to the shore. . . .
         

         
         And maybe it would have been, if I could see it.

         
         But the fog at the waterline is so thick, all I can see before me is gray mist. Worse, I can’t see where I’ve come from. The
            dock and the DeLong boys have been swallowed up by the thick fog.
         

         
         What is happening? I’m a fairly experienced open water swimmer. I swim this exact path every single day. I’ve even swum through
            mist before, plenty of times.
         

         
         But it’s never behaved like this. The cold gray fog seems to be clinging to my arms every time I lift one from the water, almost as if it’s trying to push my limbs back below. This mist . . . it seems almost alive, like something—or someone—is manipulating it.
         

         
         But that’s impossible.

         
         That’s when I see it—a shape in the swirling fog.

         
         Only it isn’t the comforting sight of my dock, or the rocky shore of Center Island, or even one of Troy’s swift water rescue
            boats coming to save me. It almost looks like a face—a massive human face floating in the fog in front of me.
         

         
         And then I recognize it. It’s my father, his mouth open in a silent scream. A scream of pain.

         
         I’m so shocked, I forget to swim. And instantly I’m sucked under the dark, turgid water.

         
         Nothing is pulling me under. No unseen hands are tugging me down. I’m merely sinking, sinking deeper and deeper into the impenetrable
            cold.
         

         
         Maybe it’s the cold that jolts me back to reality. I don’t know. But suddenly, as I’m down there in the murky depths, I realize:
            that’s not my dad. It can’t be.
         

         
         I’ve visited with Dad many times in my dreams since he passed. Or rather, he’s come to visit me. I know these dreams are only
            my subconscious working out my grief about his passing. But I also know when I see Dad in my dreams, it’s him. It’s really
            him. This specter out there in the mist—that’s not. 
         

         
         After my initial jolt of fear, I’m able to recognize what’s happening: I have to be hallucinating.

         
         Not like Richard. This is no theophany. I really am hallucinating. Could it be hypothermia? One of the symptoms is mental confusion, but I’ve only been in the water a few minutes. It’s more likely there’s something hallucinogenic in the smoke coming from the island. I wouldn’t put it past those girls to have incorporated psychedelics into their ritual. It’s a common practice in many spiritual ceremonies. 

         
         Well, I’m not going to fall for it. I give a mighty kick and resurface, taking in a long gasp of air . . .

         
         The face is there again, floating in front of me like a death mask.

         
         This is scary.

         
         But mostly it makes me angry. How dare someone try to drug me without my permission? Who do these witches think they are?
            If they think the sight of my dead dad is going to scare me, they are sadly mistaken, because nothing is as scary as the idea
            of Ash trussed in tow ropes and being taken, unconscious and against his will, to Satan’s Seat.
         

         
         It doesn’t matter that he believes his grandmother is a goddess. The only thing that matters is getting Ash home safe . . .

         
         Because I love him.

         
         That’s right. I might as well admit that I love Ash Merit. I don’t want to, but I do. And I will do whatever I have to in
            order to keep him safe, even swim through freezing lake water and hallucinogenic fog . . .
         

         
         It’s then that something completely unexpected happens: the face in the mist disappears, and the curtain of fog before me
            parts.
         

         
         I can’t explain it any other way. The fog parts the way the water of the Red Sea parts in one of my mother’s favorite movies,
            The Ten Commandments, which she puts on every Easter after church and before Sunday Gravy, and which I have consequently seen thirty-seven times.
         

         
         In the movie when the Red Sea parts, there’s an incredible swell of orchestral music. But when the mist before me parts, there’s no sound at all. It simply curls away, creating a sort of arched pathway through the fog, leading me directly to the shore. I can see the narrow, rocky beach ahead of me, lit by the occasional appearance of the moon through the clouds and smoke, and the yellow reflection of the flames further inland. 

         
         I don’t waste time wondering how this is happening. I swim as hard as I can for that shore. My legs and arms know exactly
            what to do. I’ve never felt stronger. I’m no longer noticing the cold, only my wildly pounding heart. I keep swimming as hard
            as I can until I finally feel the muddy bottom. Normally at this point in my swim, I’d turn, plunge my toes into that mud,
            and push off to swim back to my own dock.
         

         
         But today, for the first time ever, I put my feet down into that muddy bottom and walk to the shore, not stopping until the
            tiny rocks that line the narrow beach cut into the soles of my feet.
         

         
         Then I promptly collapse onto those rocks.

         
         I don’t know why I’m so tired. I swim twice this far every day and it doesn’t exhaust me the way this short swim has.

         
         Then again, most days I don’t have terrifying visions of my dead dad floating in front of me as I swim.

         
         When I feel able to move again, I check my fitness tracker and find that my heart rate accelerated so much during that swim,
            it basically registered as a cardiac event. The tracker suggests I visit a healthcare provider at my soonest opportunity.
         

         
         But I don’t have time to worry about that now. I open my swim bag, strip off my suit and dry myself, then slip into the sweatshirt,
            yoga pants, and running shoes I’ve brought with me. I’m not cold at all. I’m sweating so much from my swim (and my scare)
            that I don’t even feel the temperature anymore.
         

         
         When I switch on my flashlight to look around to find a path into the woods, I realize I can hear voices ahead through the
            trees, near the same place where I can see the glow of the fire.
         

         
         I also catch sight of the Rubensteins’ pontoon boat. It’s run aground in the rocky sand since there’s no dock to tie it to, which is a shame. It was a big, beautiful party boat . . .
         

         
         But even the briefest of glances shows me there’s no sign of anyone still being on board . . . or of Ash, either. Tracks—all
            made by small women’s sneakers, except for one set that are clearly drag marks—lead from the boat, through the sand, and into
            the woods.
         

         
         So he’s alive. Well, of course he’s alive. They might be witches, but they’re still teenage girls. They aren’t going to kill
            him.
         

         
         Right?

         
         I follow the tracks, listening to the voices I begin to hear more and more distinctly as I head deeper into the forest, thorns
            and brambles tearing at my pant legs and shirt sleeves, and mist making everything more difficult to see.
         

         
         “For far too long,” a confident female voice rings out from somewhere through the deep brush ahead of me, “we witches have
            lived in fear—fear of discovery, and fear of the judgment of others. But why?”
         

         
         I switch off my flashlight because I feel like I’m close enough that one of them might spot it. The light from the fires—and
            it isn’t only one fire, I can see now, but multiple bonfires, along with individual torch flames—is enough to guide my path.
         

         
         “What is it about us that’s so threatening?” the girl asks. “I’ll tell you what it is. They fear us because we’re so powerful.
            We’re more intelligent than they are, and they know it. And unlike the rest of humanity, we won’t settle for greed, selfishness,
            and ignorance. We want to make the world a better place, and we want to do it now!”
         

         
         Cheers erupt. Whoever is speaking, her speech seems to be going well. She’s got her audience’s full attention.

         
         It’s only because of this that I’m able to crawl undetected toward the sound of the voice. The girls are too engrossed to notice the crack of underbrush beneath me. 

         
         It’s there, on my hands and knees, that I peek through the branches of some kind of prickly bush, and peer over the side of
            a deep split in the earth . . . a crevice that, according to my sixth grade biology teacher, was formed many thousands of
            years ago, during the ice age, when glaciers moving south just suddenly stopped.
         

         
         There are ravines like this one all over New England, many of which have rock formations at the bottom of them, boulders that
            were carried along by the ice sheet until it melted. I’ve never given a second thought to the name locals gave the rock formation
            on Center Island. It’s a tall chunk of limestone jutting out of the earth, with another, flatter chunk sort of collapsed against
            it, causing it to look—with some imagination—like a giant chair.
         

         
         That’s why everyone has always known it as Satan’s Seat: only the Devil is large enough to sit on it.

         
         But viewed from this angle—above—I can see for the first time that the seat isn’t a seat at all. It’s a table.

         
         More specifically, it’s an altar.

         
         I only realize this when I see there’s a man stretched out across the top of that altar, his wrists and ankles bound in what
            looks like blue tow rope. His eyes are closed, and he’s not moving.
         

         
         It’s Ash. And I can’t tell if he’s alive.

         
         But he has to be. He has to be. Why else is there a girl in a long white robe standing below him at the bottom of the altar? Her back is to me as she addresses her followers—only around twenty or so of them, also dressed in white robes, and kneeling as if in prayer before her. But I can see the girl in front has long blonde hair that gleams in the torchlight. Every once in a while, she turns her face enough to show her profile. That’s how I recognize her from the videos Ash showed me. 

         
         Haley.

         
         “Bones symbolize death,” Haley is saying. “And death can be scary. Why else are images of skeletons so popular at Halloween?
            To frighten children. To the average human, death represents an ending. But to followers of Hecate, death is something else
            entirely. To witches, death is a new beginning—a first step in a journey to another dimension.”
         

         
         The girls kneeling in front of Haley cheer. I can’t see them too well because of how steeply the gully slopes away from where
            I’m hiding, but from the sound of their applause, I can tell they like this speech. They like Haley. They must like her, or they wouldn’t be here, looking anemic and far too thin, but still on their knees reverently before her.
         

         
         Even from where I’m crouching, I can see that all their skin that isn’t enveloped by the white robes is caked in dirt, and
            covered in cuts and scrapes and rashes. Their hair, unlike Haley’s, does not gleam in the torchlight. Neither do their eyes.
            They look malnourished . . . or exhausted. Possibly both.
         

         
         Only Haley looks animated. She’s loving the attention. Like most cult leaders, she has charisma. She’s attractive. She’s well-rested
            and well-fed.
         

         
         And she’s very, very firm about her convictions.

         
         This makes it impossible to look away from her, even for me, and all I can see is the back of her shining head. It makes it
            even harder to disbelieve what she’s saying, because she seems to believe in it so much.
         

         
         “Every fall, nature goes to sleep,” she’s telling the girls, “only to reawaken a few months later, revitalized and renewed. Death is nothing to fear, because it’s as natural as the changing of the seasons. And so shall Hecate return, renewed and invigorated, after we’ve sacrificed this animal and returned his blood to the earth, which he and his kind have spent centuries pillaging.” 

         
         On the words this animal, Haley turns to point to Ash, still motionless on the altar. That’s when I see that, in addition to tying his wrists and
            ankles, they’ve gagged him, too.
         

         
         I feel a spurt of fear so intense, I almost slip and slide down the side of the gully. I have to grab at the branches of a
            nearby bush to steady myself. I have no idea what kind of bush it is, but spiky thorns pierce my palm.
         

         
         Still, I hold on. I can’t let them see me, although my heart is hammering so loudly, I’m almost sure they can hear it.

         
         But it appears as if I’m safe for the moment, since Haley goes on, “Gaia used this bone to open up a gate from this world
            to the next.”
         

         
         She lifts something small from a fold in her robe that I’m too far away to see properly. All the girls stare up at it solemnly.

         
         “She used it at a time when human beings respected not only witches and magic but nature. They weren’t disconnected from their
            food sources the way grocery stores and commercial farming have disconnected us. Our ancestors used every part of the animals
            they killed.” Haley turns back toward Ash, and for a second I’m looking down into her face, but she doesn’t see me hovering
            above her. Her gaze is fastened on Ash. “And I intend to do the same with this animal.”
         

         
         On the words this animal, Haley reaches up to the altar to poke Ash, hard, in the ribs—the only place she can really reach without climbing up onto the rock formation with him, which I can tell she isn’t ready to do yet. That’s for the show’s finale. 

         
         There’s one good thing about her cruelty, however. When she pokes Ash, I see him recoil in pain. That’s the only way I know
            for sure he isn’t already dead.
         

         
         Relief mingles with the fear I’m feeling. I’ve made compassion and mediation my life’s work. I try hard to help ease people’s
            pain while hopefully causing none. I would never knowingly hurt anyone.
         

         
         But I’m going to kill this fucking bitch.

         
         “Gaia used bones like this one to perform her magic because it still contains part of the mystical energy of the animal it
            came from,” Haley goes on, as dramatically as a priest giving a Sunday sermon. “And it’s that energy—Gaia’s energy—that we’ll
            capture from this animal tonight.” She pokes Ash again, but this time I don’t see his response.
         

         
         That’s because I’m staring at what Haley has just pulled from another fold in her robes. This isn’t some old bone. It’s a
            phone. She’s enabled the camera and is pointing it at Ash.
         

         
         That little shit. She’s livestreaming. She’s livestreaming her human sacrifice.

         
         “Unless,” she goes on, still filming, “this man’s family is willing to pay restitution for what they’ve done to this earth.
            Let’s hope for his sake they are—but for our own sake, let’s pray that his blood will flow red and strong.”
         

         
         Now Haley appears to be texting, her fingers moving swiftly over her phone screen. She’s sending her video of an unconscious,
            bound Ash to someone. Then, just as swiftly, she puts the phone away and pulls something else out in its place.
         

         
         My heart gives a lurch. It’s a knife. The long slender blade, shining in the firelight, looks dangerously sharp . . . sharp enough to kill. 

         
         Suddenly, I feel sick, and it’s not from all the possible psychedelics in the air. It’s fear. 

         
         “And with that blood we’ll anoint a new mother goddess,” Haley declares. “One who will lead us to an enlightened age unlike
            any we’ve ever experienced before. One who will ensure that the earth is safe and all men tremble before her. One who truly
            cares about her people. One who is . . . well, me.”
         

         
         And that’s when I know I can’t hide in the bushes anymore. I’d been hoping I’d hear sirens by now, or at least a powerboat
            or two. Surely Troy and Jackie must be on their way.
         

         
         But evidently not.

         
         It’s looking like it’s up to me, and me alone, to save Ash Merit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I don’t feel so great.

         
         I don’t know if it’s the blow to my balls or the devil’s weed or the fact that Haley keeps grinding her knuckles into me.
            Maybe all three.
         

         
         But it doesn’t matter how I’m feeling. I have to get up. I know I have to get up and then get Emma out of here. I promised
            her parents I would.
         

         
         Except every time I open my eyes and try to sit up, the world starts spinning. This is probably an aftereffect of the devil’s
            weed, but truthfully . . . I haven’t felt that great since I told Frankie the truth about Guy.
         

         
         The look on her face! She seemed as horrified as if I’d just told her I like to kill puppies in my spare time, or something.

         
         I guess I can understand it might be upsetting for a therapist to hear that the guy she’s sleeping with believes his grandmother
            is a literal goddess. But you’d think she’d want to know, especially since she asks so many questions all the time.
         

         
         So I’ve lost her. That’s how it goes, I guess. Being the grandson of an all-powerful goddess isn’t all it’s cracked up to be . . . especially when other wannabe goddesses kidnap you, and the woman you love doesn’t even care. 

         
         I’m not sure that’s what’s making it feel so hard for me to sit up right now. That could be a result of my bruised ribs, and
            the fact that I was poisoned by a weed that’s way more invasive than the one Dr. Dick kept talking about, and I’m now lying
            on a really hard, really cold slab of rock with my hands tied behind my back.
         

         
         On the plus side, I’ve found Emma Bridle. Or rather, Emma found me.

         
         I didn’t realize it until after I’d been dropped on this rock. I fought the entire time they were dragging me from that boat.
            Or at least, I tried to fight. One of the side effects of devil’s weed is that you can still walk and even talk under its
            influence, but you’re basically a puppet of whoever administered it, thanks to the hallucinations.
         

         
         So I might have been staggering around and spewing nonsense—always a good look. I should probably be grateful Frankie wasn’t
            around to see it.
         

         
         Anyway, after they pushed me onto this rock, I was just lying here, staring up at the stars—I could see a few, despite all
            the smoke and fog—and thinking about Frankie and wondering if I’d ever see her again when this little face appeared in my
            line of vision.
         

         
         I recognized her instantly despite the truly terrible haircut someone has given her.

         
         “Emma! Emma,” I cried. “Get out. Get out of here! It isn’t safe!”

         
         But I don’t think she understood me—the tongue is always the last thing to recover from devil’s weed—because she only smiled at me shyly and said, “I’m sorry. But Haley says I’ve got to put this in your mouth.” 

         
         “Hey,” I tried to say. “Emma! Run! You’ve got to run!”

         
         But because of the residual effects of the devil’s weed, all that came out was “Eh! Umma! Unnnh! Uh-uh huh-hunn.”

         
         Emma looked sympathetic but still stuffed a sock in my mouth, then tied it in place with a strip of cloth, murmuring, “Don’t
            worry. She isn’t really going to hurt you.” There’s a little tremor in her voice when she glances Haley’s way and whispers,
            “At least, I don’t think so.”
         

         
         I’m not going to lie: I’m not feeling very hopeful about this situation.

         
         And it’s all my own fault for underestimating the enemy. Haley is such a young, pretty girl. It’s hard to believe someone
            that sweet and innocent-looking could be so skilled . . . and so ruthless.
         

         
         But she is. If she can hack the system of an international biomedical foundation, she’d have no problem hacking Olympus’s.
            That has to be how she found out about my grandmother, her connection to West Harbor . . . and then to me, through the record
            of the purchase of my house. That was apparently enough to bring her to West Harbor with her band of worshipful followers,
            in the hope she might be able to do exactly what she’s doing: extort power—and cash—from the most powerful woman in the world.
         

         
         I warned Guy long ago that our systems weren’t secure enough. But have you ever tried telling anything to your grandmother,
            especially one who also happens to be CEO of the company you work for and a goddess? Not only do they always think they’re right, but they understand literally nothing about technology, let alone
            modern life.
         

         
         I must have told Guy a million times that far from welcoming the existence of immortals, today’s humans—much like Francesca, earlier tonight—would be horrified by the revelation that gods and goddesses live and work among them . . . and that the world is governed by both magic and science. This could only challenge their core monotheist beliefs, and most likely cause widespread fear, panic, and violence.
         

         
         But there’s something even worse that could happen: a power-hungry little narcissist like Haley could come along and decide
            to try to blackmail us.
         

         
         Even if Haley never manages to get through to Gaia with her ransom demand for me—which is unlikely, because though Gaia really
            is my emergency contact, she’s listed as Guy on my phone, and she never picks up—West Harbor is already fucked. Gaia isn’t
            exactly all-knowing, but she can tell when one of her kids is in trouble. Think the fires around Center Island are bad now?
            Just wait. The whole damn place is going to go up like a cinder—and possibly take the rest of West Harbor with it—when she
            finds out what Haley is up to.
         

         
         That’s why I have to get Emma out of here. I don’t want her, or anyone else, to die tonight.

         
         But how am I going to do anything when I can’t even lift my head? All I really want to do is go back to sleep. It was nice
            when I was asleep, because then nothing hurt. I could sleep right here on this altar if people would stop shouting and poking
            me. Every time I start to doze off, I hear Haley yapping on about bones. Poke. Bones. Poke.
         

         
         Here she goes again.

         
         “Ash,” she’s saying. “Ash, wake up.”

         
         Only Haley’s voice sounds different than before. There’s a sort of husky warmth to it I never noticed. She actually sounds a lot like . . . 

         
         “Wake up, Ash.”
         

         
         I open my eyes to the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen in my life: Francesca Giovanni peering down at me, her dark eyes
            worried.
         

         
         When she sees I’m looking at her, however, those eyes soften with relief.

         
         “Oh, thank God,” she whispers. “Ash, you’ve got to get up.”

         
         “I love you,” I tell her, because my heart is so full. She found me. She found me! That must mean she still likes me a little.

         
         But I’m not sure she understands what I’m trying to tell her—it did come out sounding like Rye Roo You—since she whispers, “Shhh, Ash, not so loud. Come on, we’ve got to go—”
         

         
         I can’t believe it. Frankie has come to rescue me, and my hands and feet are free. She’s cut through the bow lines the girls
            used to tie me up.
         

         
         She’s amazing. I always knew she was amazing, but . . . she really is amazing.
         

         
         Then I remember what Haley has in store for me—and how Gaia is going to react—and I panic. Somehow Frankie has climbed up
            onto the stone altar without being seen—the girls are kneeling down below, their heads bowed reverently as Haley, her back
            to us, drones on. All it would take is for one of them—just one—to raise her head and notice us, and it’s over. This is the
            least safe place on earth for Francesca to be right now. 
         

         
         I turn my head to tell her this—she has one arm around my waist, to help me down off the backside of the altar—and find I’m still unable to form intelligible words . . . and I’m still a little bit uncoordinated. This is unfortunate since the escape route Frankie has planned for us is up the side of a steep ravine behind Satan’s Seat. 

         
         I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to climb down from a sacrificial slab at night while still high on an extremely poisonous
            plant belonging to the nightshade family after having been repeatedly kicked and punched by a bunch of witches.
         

         
         But I can now say with confidence that I have, and it did not go as planned.

         
         I don’t even make it off the altar before I stumble. My lips collide with Frankie’s ear, but she only tightens her grip on
            me and whispers, “It’s okay. It’s okay, just hurry—”
         

         
         But it’s not okay. It’s not okay at all, because one of the girls kneeling in front of the altar finally does lift her head,
            and immediately sees Frankie up there on the slab with me.
         

         
         “Stop her!” the girl shrieks.

         
         “She’s taking our sacrifice!” yells someone else.

         
         Frankie tries. I have to give her that.

         
         Only there’s no escape when one of you has limited upper body strength (her) and the other has just been beaten up, then doused
            with a psychoactive plant. As much as Frankie is trying to shove me, I’m not moving fast enough to avoid the sudden stampede
            of enraged, white-robed witches that is coming directly at us.
         

         
         So I can’t really blame Frankie for what she does next. Slipping an arm around my neck, she presses something very firmly
            to the side of my throat, then whirls around to shout, “Stop! One more step and he dies.”
         

         
         The witches stop. Even Haley stops. From where I’m standing on top of the altar, I can see the surprise in their eyes—surprise
            coupled with anger.
         

         
         I guess I’d be angry, too, if someone was threatening to kill the guy I’d gone to all the trouble of kidnapping.

         
         “Really?” Haley sounds amused. She’s standing at the base of the altar, staring up at us. But she doesn’t look angry or scared.
            She looks pleased with herself. “You’re going to slit his throat with a pair of pruning shears?”
         

         
         “Yes, I will, if you don’t back off and let us go,” Frankie says. I can feel her heart slamming hard against my chest. She
            may be scared, but neither her voice nor the arm around my waist, holding me upright, is shaking. “I’ll do anything I have
            to keep you from using him in your twisted little scheme.”
         

         
         I’ve always known Frankie is a badass, but I never realized how badass until now.
         

         
         “You’re never going to get your money now,” I say smugly to Haley. Only what comes out of my mouth is mere gibberish since
            my tongue is still numb from the devil’s weed.
         

         
         Haley isn’t impressed. She doesn’t even acknowledge me. She’s still smiling as she says to Francesca, “You do realize it doesn’t
            matter who provides the blood sacrifice, only that the blood sacrifice is made, right? So please, go right ahead and kill
            him. You’ll be doing us a favor.”
         

         
         Wait. What?
         

         
         I’m going to die here, I realize. Francesca and I are both going to die tonight.

         
         And there’s nothing I can do about it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I will be the first to admit my plan was not very well thought-out.

         
         I don’t think I even had a plan, which is part of the problem. I acted emotionally, with my heart instead of my head. I saw Haley hurting Ash, and
            my only thought was, Get him out of there.
         

         
         Big mistake. I, more than anyone, should have known better. I know how groupthink—the desire for cohesive harmony in a group—can
            lead to dysfunctional, even disastrous decisions.
         

         
         And when those group members are vulnerable young adults who have been fed inaccurate information and are too hungry—for both
            food and the approval of their leader—to think objectively for themselves, the outcome can be a thousand times worse.
         

         
         Still, I couldn’t just stand there and let them kill him any more than I planned on killing him myself.

         
         Tightening my grip on Ash—he weighs a ton and seems as incapable of operating his limbs as he does his mouth—I warn, “I’ve
            called the police, and they’re on their way. So unless you all want to get arrested, I recommend you leave here immediately.”
         

         
         Haley only laughs at this warning.

         
         “Leave?” She looks back at her followers, all of whom are smiling. None of them seem the least bit worried, maybe because
            Haley herself doesn’t seem worried. “Why would we leave? What can the police do to us?”
         

         
         “Arrest you for kidnapping and assault? And that’s just for starters. Destruction of private property? Camping without a permit?
            Starting fires in a nature preserve? Stealing?”
         

         
         Ash adds something, but because his tongue still isn’t working properly, it comes out as Umma Bye Bell, so I ignore him.
         

         
         “But I’m happy to talk to the police for you when they get here,” I go on, using my kindest, most professional manner. “I’m
            sure I can make them understand that—”
         

         
         “The police aren’t coming,” Haley interrupts coldly, holding up her hand. A small round object is nestled in her fingers.
            The girls all stare up at, rapturously. “We are protected from the laws of man and their enforcers by this.”
         

         
         On the word this, Haley unfolds her fingers, revealing what appears to be a thin, white twig, barely an inch long.
         

         
         But the way the girls react to the sight of it lets me know this is no ordinary twig. Their eyes wide, they gasp and sink
            to their knees once again. A few audibly murmur, “Hail Hecate.”
         

         
         This is weird enough. But even more weirdly, the bonfires and the flames on the torches the girls are holding seem to leap
            at the exact same time, suddenly burning more brightly, almost as if some unseen wind—or invisible mystical force—is at work.
         

         
         “Oh, Hecate,” Haley intones, holding the object high. She’s got her back to the flames. She hasn’t noticed them. “We thank you for this reminder that death is nothing to fear, for when we are stripped of our flesh, what remains is bone, like this one. From this bone of a humble cat, we can still channel the magic of the ancient ones—” 

         
         “Sorry,” I hear myself saying. In the sudden burst of light, I got a good look at the object in Haley’s hand and finally recognized
            it for what it is. “But that’s a chicken bone.”
         

         
         Haley doesn’t even glance my way. “This is the bone of a black cat. It was placed here by Gaia over a thousand—”
         

         
         “Excuse me,” I interrupt again. “But that is very clearly a chicken wing. And it is not a thousand years old. Maybe if we
            lived in a dry, arid climate like Arizona, a bone that small could last a thousand years. But there’s no way that a chicken
            wing buried in the moist, bacteria-rich soil of Connecticut could last any more than a few weeks before decomposing—”
         

         
         “This is not a chicken wing!” Haley whirls toward me to scream. I see several of her followers’ heads pop up from their prayerful position
            to watch our exchange. “It’s Gaia’s witch’s bone! We spent weeks looking for it, and Hecate was finally able to guide us to
            it!”
         

         
         “Okay.” I’m aware that all the girls are now looking at me. This is good. I want them looking at me and not Haley. “But my
            brother-in-law is a park ranger, so I can tell you that littering at Satan’s Seat is a real problem, and that bone looks like
            it came directly from a bucket of KFC—”
         

         
         “Silence!” Haley screams and points up at me. The flames leap once again, and this time, everyone notices . . . including her.
         

         
         “You see!” Haley cries triumphantly. “Hecate is waking! She knows . . . she knows I have Gaia’s bone, and soon she’ll join
            us for my ascension!”
         

         
         I’ve really had about as much as I can take from this girl.

         
         “That was the wind,” I say. “Not Hecate.”
         

         
         “That was Hecate!” Haley yells back. “She’s rising!”
         

         
         And the flames leap again, more violently this time—violently enough that one of the girls below shrieks and drops her torch
            in alarm. The leaves on the ground are still so wet from the fog and rain that they don’t immediately catch fire, but a smoke
            plume begins to rise from the forest floor. It’s only a matter of time before the entire island goes up in flames.
         

         
         “You see?” Haley shouts. “She’s heard us! She’s coming to join the fight against Gaia!”

         
         Ash looks alarmed—but not as alarmed as I am. We’re standing on a rock formation six feet above the ground, he’s leaning hard
            against me, and I can barely support him. It’s going to be a rough landing for both of us if I lose my balance, and that doesn’t
            even include what these girls might do if they get their hands on us.
         

         
         “Can you walk?” I whisper to him. “We need to get out of here—”

         
         But all Ash says to me in reply is, “Umma Bye Bell.” His whole body is tense—which is understandable, given what he’s just been through and the fact that we’re seconds away
            from death.
         

         
         “Umma Bye Bell,” Ash says urgently again. Only this time, he repeats himself, enunciating carefully. “Emma Bridle.”
         

         
         Finally I understand.

         
         “Is there an Emma Bridle here?” I ask, my gaze sweeping the many forms in white robes beneath me, some still kneeling in prayer,
            but others on their feet and dancing around, trying to stomp out the flames. “Emma?”
         

         
         One of the smallest girls—and the one with the most absurdly short dark hair—raises her hand, looking timid.

         
         “Th-that’s me,” she stammers.

         
         I recognize her then. All of the dirt and bug bites can’t hide those fine-boned features and absurdly smooth skin.

         
         “This man is your cousin,” I say, placing a hand on Ash’s chest. “He’s been working with your parents to help find you.”

         
         “My . . . my parents?” Emma looks stunned, though it’s hard to tell if it’s due to the revelation that her parents are looking
            for her, or the fact that she has a long-lost cousin who she was just about to help murder.
         

         
         “Yes.” Ash is finally able to speak. Not well, but he’s mostly understandable. He looks down at Emma, and says, slowly, “Your
            parents are sorry for not understanding how much your spirituality means to you—”
         

         
         “Because they only want you to believe what they believe!” An angry-looking Haley is pushing her way toward Emma. She’s not
            going to let any of her followers hear the truth if she can help it. “Which is nothing. They’re spiritually bankrupt, just like him!” She thrusts an accusing finger at Ash. “Don’t listen to a word he says! He
            doesn’t care about you. He’s Gaia’s grandson!”
         

         
         I’m so over Haley, I’m ready to climb down from this rock and punch her in the face, which is not the most empathetic response
            for a therapist.
         

         
         “What about you, Haley?” I demand. “Do you care?” I look down at the girls below us and speak directly to them. “Do any of you know, or even care, what happened to
            your friend Meg? She’s currently being hospitalized for exposure and malnutrition.”
         

         
         I see shock on some of the girls’ faces as they hear this, but fury on Haley’s.

         
         “See?” She turns to the other girls. “See what happens when you disobey Hecate?”

         
         Emma is the only one who asks, “Is . . . is Meg going to be all right?”

         
         “Meg’s going to be fine,” Ash says. “But you can see why your parents are so worried about you—”

         
         “Only because they’ve invested so much money in your education!” Haley screams at the girls. “They can’t just let you go;
            they want to see a return on their investment—”
         

         
         “Haley would know about that,” Ash says. “Wouldn’t you, Haley? You asked Emma to share the password and login for her college
            fund—”
         

         
         “Oh, please.” Haley rolls her eyes. “I ask the same of all the girls. They know it’s only a test of their loyalty.”
         

         
         The other girls around her nod solemnly. They don’t seem to think this “loyalty test” is at all odd.

         
         “Except,” Ash says to Haley, “you used that information to withdraw thirty-five thousand dollars from Emma’s college fund,
            then transferred it to your own offshore bank account—”
         

         
         Haley’s face darkens with fury. “That money is for our future,” she insists to the girls. “I’m making sure we’ll be taken
            care of in Hecate’s new era!”
         

         
         “Oh, like the money you’re demanding from my grandmother for my safe return?” Ash asks. “Do your followers know that you care
            more about cash than you do about their safety? All you’ve ever wanted is the money you can squeeze out of their loved ones . . .
            and mine.”
         

         
         Haley has gone as pale as the bone she still clutches in her hand. “You entitled piece of shit,” she breathes. “How dare you tell such lies? I’ll kill you! Both of you!”
         

         
         Her eyes wide with rage, Haley lifts the knife she’s clutching, and races toward the altar we’re still standing on. I tighten my grip, ready to pull Ash to safety if I have to. . . . 

         
         But I don’t have to, because Emma reaches out and seizes Haley by the wrist as she shoots past, stopping her in her tracks.
            Haley whirls on the other girl.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she shouts. “Let me go!”

         
         “No, Haley.” Emma’s voice sounds different than it had just a moment ago. It’s stronger somehow. I watch, amazed by what I
            see next. “Is what they’re saying true?”
         

         
         “Of course not!” Haley tugs on her arm. “How could you believe I’d ever do such a thing? Let me go—”

         
         “Not yet.” Emma continues to clutch Haley’s wrist. “You’re the one who taught us that love and compassion are cornerstones
            of Hecate’s teachings. If we can’t show empathy for others, how will we ever learn to show it to ourselves?”
         

         
         As a therapist, I’m so proud of her. Talk about a breakthrough!

         
         But as a human, I’m still terrified, since Emma’s wise words have no effect on Haley. She wrenches her wrist from Emma’s grasp
            with a sneer.
         

         
         “Empathy is for losers!” Haley shrieks. 

         
         She would, I’m certain, have raised the knife toward Emma if she hadn’t been interrupted by an ominous rumble. It’s hard to
            tell at first if it’s thunder or something else, but everyone freezes exactly where they’re standing.
         

         
         Then the earth beneath Satan’s Seat moves. And all hell breaks loose.

         
         “Oh my God,” cries one of the girls. “It’s Hecate!”

         
         But I know from common sense—and sixth grade biology—that it’s not.

         
         “Don’t worry,” I say, tightening my grip on Ash’s hand. “That was only an earthquake. Connecticut has a ton of underground faults, especially
            around East Harbor. There’s—”
         

         
         “That’s no earthquake,” Ash says. 

         
         Before I can ask what he means, the earth moves again, this time even more violently—violently enough that Ash and I are thrown
            off our feet. The uneven surface of the rock cuts into my knees, but I hardly notice since I’m trying so desperately not to
            fall off and onto the hard ground below.
         

         
         At least I am until Ash wraps his arms around me.

         
         “Get down,” he says into my ear. “This is going to get rough.”

         
         I have no idea what he’s talking about until the stone altar suddenly bucks, and an ear-splitting cracking noise fills the
            air. Ash pushes me to the surface of the rock, then covers my body with his, shielding me from a cascade of falling dirt and
            stones from the ravine above.
         

         
         Ash has got his hands over my head, keeping it down, so I can’t see what’s going on around me. But I can still hear. In addition
            to the cracking noise, I hear the girls screaming in terror. There’s another violent lurch that would have caused me to go
            flying if Ash hadn’t flattened himself over me.
         

         
         And then I lift my head and see it. It’s difficult to make sense of what I’m looking at because of the fog and drifting smoke
            from all the torches the girls dropped in their terror, now smoldering on the forest floor.
         

         
         But a wildfire is not my biggest concern at the moment. That would be the five-foot-wide fissure that’s opened up in the earth
            in front of Satan’s Seat, and the figure—distinctly female-shaped—rising from it.
         

         
         This is, of course, impossible. Sinkholes and cracks in the earth appear pretty regularly in New England, and cars and sometimes even people and houses fall into them. 

         
         Except nothing ever rises out of them. I have to be experiencing yet another hallucination. 
         

         
         But if this is a hallucination, it’s got some truly horrifying special effects. The figure rising slowly from the fissure
            is clad entirely in black, shiny, veil-like material that barely covers her feminine curves and definitely covers her face.
         

         
         You don’t need to see the features beneath the veil, however, to tell this is a woman, and that this woman is not happy. Her
            mouth is wide open beneath the thin black film across her face, and the loudest, most piercing scream of all is the one coming
            from her.
         

         
         “What is happening?” I whisper to Ash. His face is only inches away from mine, so he hears me, despite the screaming. I can
            feel his heart drumming hard. “Who is that?”
         

         
         “Hecate,” he whispers back. “Queen of Witches. And I was right: she’s pissed.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         This has to be a nightmare. I probably hit my head falling off Satan’s Seat and I’m unconscious and dreaming right now.

         
         That’s the only possible explanation for what I’m seeing, because women clad only in long black veils cannot rise, screaming,
            from the depths of the earth.
         

         
         And they definitely cannot do what this one does next, which is to continue to rise nearly a dozen feet above us, the long
            black train of their gown dangling below them, then demand, in a voice that sounds like a snake hissing, “Who dares to disturb
            me from my slumber?”
         

         
         At first the only reply is more screaming from the girls. Haley has fallen to her knees beside the crevice, craning her neck
            to look up at the black-garbed specter, her face a mask of fear and wonder. The other girls are cowering together in small
            groups, some weeping and some shrieking, but all seemingly seeing the same thing I am . . . which should be impossible, given
            that this is a dream.
         

         
         Then I hear Emma’s voice ringing out through the clearing, “Hecate, she did. She woke you.”
         

         
         When I glance her way, I see Emma is still on her feet and pointing indignantly at Haley, cowering below in horror.

         
         “It w-wasn’t me.” Haley is so frightened, she can’t stop stammering as she begins crab-walking away, desperate to escape Hecate’s
            menacing gaze. “I didn’t do it—”
         

         
         But it’s too late. Before Haley can get to safety, something white shoots from the ground near her feet and closes around
            one of her ankles, then sinks into the earth, trapping her where she is. I’m too far away to see what’s holding her, but from
            where I lie, it appears to be . . .
         

         
         Bone.

         
         A skeletal human hand, to be exact. It’s fastened her foot to the soil as firmly as a staple from a staple gun.

         
         “You dare to wake me,” Hecate rasps to a terrified Haley as she floats toward her, the long black train of her veil-slash-dress
            still trailing from the fissure like it has no end, “to steal my powers?”
         

         
         Haley is so frightened, she’s babbling. “No! N-no, please. I think there’s been a misunderstanding—”

         
         Hecate is hovering only a few feet away from the terrified girl, looking down at her the way a bug collector might look down
            at her latest sample.
         

         
         “Misssunderstanding?” Hecate hisses the word in disgust. “What misssunderstanding?”

         
         “I made a mistake!” Haley screams. “A terrible mistake!”

         
         But this isn’t a good enough excuse for Hecate, who sends another skeletal hand shooting up from the earth, this time to fasten
            itself around Haley’s wrist, pinning her—and the bone in her hand—to the forest floor.
         

         
         “Missstake?” Hecate hisses. “You woke me by missstake?”

         
         I’ve never inadvertently wakened a goddess before (that I know of). But if I had, I’d probably come up with a better apology
            than Haley does.
         

         
         “I’m sorry!” screams the terrified girl.

         
         But it’s too late. Hecate’s response is swift . . . and brutal. An entire cemetery of white bones bursts from the black soil
            and fastens themselves around Haley’s arms and legs. Then the flames from the various smoldering fires suddenly leap to life,
            blazing as high as a dozen feet in the air and forming a circle around the imprisoned girl. Meanwhile, Hecate drifts menacingly
            toward Haley, the long black veil trailing behind her.
         

         
         Is this a dream? If it is, it’s the worst one I’ve ever had.

         
         But how can it be a dream when I can smell the smoke and feel Ash’s heart drumming hard against mine? Those kinds of details
            never make it into dreams, or even nightmares—not mine, anyway.
         

         
         I’m not a religious person. I was raised in the church, but I’ve been mad at God since the death of my dad. I rarely pray,
            except as a sort of learned reflex in moments of desperation, like when Violet would go missing.
         

         
         But I find myself praying now.

         
         Please, God. I want to go home to see Daisy and her kittens, and my nieces, and my mother, and Ash in an apron again. . . . Please, God,
               send help. Please—

         
         I break off because I can feel Ash’s muscles tightening. I look up at him and see that his gaze is focused intently on Hecate.

         
         Oh, no.

         
         “Ash,” I whisper. “No. Don’t—”
         

         
         But it’s too late. He’s rolling away from me, and then off the altar. He lands on his feet in the leaves and dirt, crouches there for a moment as if trying to get his bearings, then straightens up and heads right for the floating, black-garbed woman. 

         
         “Aunt Hecate,” he says as he approaches, and I’m horrified to see the creature’s head turn toward him. “Hi, it’s me, Ash.”

         
         Hi, it’s me, Ash?

         
         But the creature doesn’t attack. She tilts her head to look at him through the black veil covering her eyes. Then recognition
            seems to dawn. Her voice goes from a hiss to a caress.
         

         
         “Ashraf,” she purrs. 

         
         “Yeah, hi, it’s been a while, huh?” He walks right up to the apparition and points at Haley, still pinned like a bug to the
            forest floor. “Sorry you got disturbed by all this, but I promise she’s not worth your time, Aunt Hecate. She is, though.”
         

         
         He points at Emma, who is still standing nearby, trembling . . .

         
         But not with fear, I realize, as Hecate turns her head toward her, and Emma bows her own. Brightly shining tears are streaming
            down the girl’s face, and her expression is what I can only describe as ecstatic.
         

         
         “Oh, Hecate,” Emma breathes, sinking to her knees. “I’m Emma. If you only knew how long I’ve waited for this moment. I never
            thought it would really come. I’ve believed in you for so long without thinking I’d ever meet you someday, but I never gave
            up hope.”
         

         
         Distracted by this worshipful greeting—the kind she’s probably missed since the height of her popularity—Hecate begins drifting
            away from Haley and toward Emma. Seeing this, a still-imprisoned Haley sobs with relief.
         

         
         But Emma doesn’t seem the least bit intimidated. In fact, when the apparition is hovering just above her, the girl lifts her head to cry, “You’re so beautiful!” 

         
         “Emma,” the apparition says, but this time in an entirely different voice. It’s tender and warm and affectionate, the voice a mother
            would use when speaking to her favorite child. “Emma.”
         

         
         Hearing her name spoken from the lips of Hecate, Emma breaks down weeping. “Oh, Hecate! We’ve made so many mistakes and done
            so much wrong in your name. I’m so sorry. I’ll do anything to make myself worthy of you. I only hope you’ll forgive me.”
         

         
         That’s when I see the hand—brown, slim, with nails as long and as sharp and black as a tiger’s claws—come out from beneath
            the veil and settle lightly on the top of Emma’s bent head.
         

         
         “You are forgiven,” whispers the goddess, in the softest, most comforting voice imaginable. “Blessss you, my child.”

         
         Then Hecate turns her head to look at me, up on Satan’s Seat, and all of the other girls—even Haley—still cowering in place.

         
         “Forgiven.” She repeats the word in that same gentle voice. “You are all forgiven.”

         
         Her mouth stretches wide beneath the glossy black material of her veil. It takes me a second or two to realize Hecate is smiling.
            
         

         
         And then there’s a flash of light so bright that I have to throw a hand before my eyes to shield them from the glare, followed
            by a crack of thunder so loud that the ground shakes beneath us.
         

         
         When I lower my hand, I can’t see anything. It takes me a second to realize it’s not because the flash of light blinded me.
            It’s because all the fires are out. Every flame has been doused as if by some unseen rain. It’s completely dark at Satan’s
            Seat. . . .
         

         
         Except for the light from the moon, which suddenly breaks out from behind the clouds. As my vision adjusts to its blue-white glow, I can see Hecate is gone. So is the fissure she came from, as well as the bones that had been holding Haley prisoner. She’s sitting up, looking as astonished as I feel. . . . 

         
         But maybe not as relieved, especially when, in the next few seconds, I hear a familiar and very welcome sound: the roar of
            a helicopter directly overhead. It’s accompanied by the sweep of a search light.
         

         
         “This is the West Harbor Police,” a voice from the helicopter announces authoritatively. Jackie’s voice. “Stay where you are.
            Help is on the way.”
         

         
         Dozens of smaller beams of light appear in the woods around us. Flashlights.

         
         “Frankie?” I hear Troy call. “Frankie, are you there?”

         
         I sag with relief. He must have gotten permission to use the new swift water rescue boats after all. And I didn’t even know
            the West Harbor Police Department had a helicopter.
         

         
         “We’re here,” I call. My voice sounds weak and ragged. I raise it and call again. “Troy, we’re here!”

         
         “Frankie?” Troy sounds close. “Stay where you are; we’re coming!”

         
         But before I can scramble down from Satan’s Seat to greet him, strong hands seize me. I spin around only to find Ash by my
            side. He takes me into his arms.
         

         
         “It’s over,” he murmurs into my hair, still damp from my swim. “They found us. And you found me.” His arms tighten around
            me. “You found me!”
         

         
         I put my arms around his neck and bury my head in his chest. He’s holding me so close, I wonder if he’ll ever let me go. I hope not. 

         
         “I think you’re the one who found me,” I start to say.

         
         But then he lowers his lips to mine, and I realize it doesn’t matter. We found one another . . . and I’m pretty sure neither
            of us is ever letting the other go.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ash

         
         I can’t believe this.

         
         I keep telling the doctors I’m all right, but they’ve got me hooked up to an IV anyway.

         
         If I really were a demigod, I’d pull out the needle, grab my clothes, and bug out of here. That’s what superheroes always
            do on TV when they end up in the hospital, even if they’ve been hit by a bullet. Especially if they’ve been hit by a bullet.
         

         
         But I’m not a demigod. I’m not even all that much of a hero. I haven’t been hit by a bullet. I’m only in the ER. No one has
            suggested admitting me, like they did Emma and the other girls . . . but only after first arresting them for assault, destruction
            of property, trespassing, theft, and a dozen other charges.
         

         
         I’m guessing those charges will be dropped if the girls are forthcoming enough about Haley.

         
         Which is fine. Haley’s the one the cops seem to really want, anyway.

         
         Jackie’s with the girls now, taking their statements about Haley. Unlike the other girls, Haley isn’t suffering from malnutrition, exposure, and various parasitic infections. That’s because she spent the summer in a generator-powered
            luxury tent, with a cookstove, mini fridge, and laptop with Wi-Fi, committing extortion. Troy and his buddies found this tent—along
            with other evidence of criminal activity, including one girl who was tied to a tree the entire time—not far from the Seat.
         

         
         That’s another reason why Haley went directly to jail: she’s being charged with a lot more serious stuff than her followers.
            Some of the charges I overheard Jackie mention include racketeering, forced labor, wire fraud, assault, kidnapping, and attempted
            murder. Of me.
         

         
         “You’re lucky,” Jackie told me, “that you got away with just a few bruised ribs. We found an entire manifesto in Haley’s tent
            that laid out her plan to kidnap you and extort your grandmother. She’s been planning this for months.”
         

         
         Great. Good to know.

         
         “And what she intended to do to you if your grandmother didn’t pay your ransom was a lot worse than blowing some weed into
            your face. You’re lucky that this area is so prone to earthquakes, because if that one hadn’t interrupted her right when it
            did, you’d be dead . . . or at least dismembered.”
         

         
         In the meantime, the ER doc won’t let me leave. 

         
         “Datura stramonium is a serious poison,” she keeps saying. “We’re going to keep you here until we’re sure it’s all out of your system and there’s
            no allergic reaction.”
         

         
         I already told her I’ve been poisoned with this weed and its many various cousins before, and it’s no big deal.

         
         But this isn’t the right thing to say in the West Harbor Hospital ER, since it only results in the doc suggesting that maybe I, like the girls, need a consult with Psych and Social Services, since I seem to enjoy ingesting toxic weeds so much. It’s only thanks to Frankie that they haven’t taken me straight upstairs for a psych hold. 

         
         “He’s joking,” she told the ER doc. “Don’t worry; I can vouch for him. He’s sane . . . ish.”

         
         The ER doc didn’t look very reassured by this. And frankly, neither am I. Francesca has been quiet since our rescue. Too quiet. Quiet enough that I almost wish they would admit me, since at least that way I’d be in a private room with limited visitors and could get to the bottom of whatever
            it is that’s bothering her.
         

         
         But down here in the ER, there’s apparently no limit on the amount of guests who are allowed in—at least when it comes to
            the Giovannis. I overheard the doctor trying to tell Frankie’s family they could only come in two at a time, and only at the
            top of the hour for five minutes until actual hospital visiting hours begin at seven AM.
         

         
         But Mrs. Giovanni simply sniffed and said, “We’ll stay as long as we like. That’s my daughter you’ve got in there!”

         
         But she didn’t mean Frankie. She meant Frankie’s little sister, Cat.

         
         “I still don’t understand what you were doing there, Caterina,” her mother keeps saying.

         
         Cat’s in the bed next to mine, also receiving fluids. Unlike the other girls, she’s suffering from rope burns in addition
            to malnutrition and exposure.
         

         
         That’s right. The girl they found tied to a tree is Frankie’s little sister.

         
         “I told you,” Cat says for what has to be the hundredth time. “I was undercover.”

         
         “As what?” Mark demands. He’s here, too, along with his wife Dina, sister Angelina, brother-in-law Troy, and their two daughters, both
            of whom are passed out in a nearby visitor’s chair, since it’s three in the morning.
         

         
         The doctor said I’m supposed to be resting. But that’s a little difficult with the entire Giovanni clan clustered around the
            bed next to mine. They’re watching Cat as she attempts to polish off a trayful of leftovers from Sunday Gravy that her mother
            brought over, even though both the doctors and Frankie warned her that too much food too fast could hurt her.
         

         
         This only served to insult Mama Giovanni, however, who sniffed and said, “Too much of my food has never harmed anyone.”

         
         “Don’t even think about it,” the doc said when she saw me eyeing the eggplant parmesan in the container in front of Cat. “You’re
            on fluids only until I’m sure that poison is out of you. And you need to sleep. Now.”
         

         
         That’s when she pulled the curtain, blocking my view of Frankie, her family, and her little sister’s food tray.

         
         I can still smell Mrs. Giovanni’s food though . . . and hear every word the family says.

         
         “I told you, I’m writing a piece for The West Harbor Daily on the influx of witch covens to this area,” Cat is explaining to her brother. “I figured the best way to get the full story
            was to join one—”
         

         
         “So you picked the one that’s a cult?” Dina cries. “Why didn’t you come to me? I could have steered you to a nice, supportive coven that doesn’t extort money
            from its members or try to kidnap people.”
         

         
         “Because that wouldn’t make a good story.” Cat sounds exasperated. “Besides, I didn’t know it was a cult when I joined. And by the time I figured it out, I had too much good dirt on it to quit. Do you have any idea how competitive it is out there for journalists, especially female journalists? I gotta do whatever I have to in order to get my own byline.” 

         
         “Does The West Harbor Daily even pay their reporters to go undercover?” Angie asks snidely.
         

         
         “Well, no. If I ever get my notes back from Jackie—she confiscated them all for the case against Haley—I plan to write this
            up as a short investigative piece for The Daily but pitch a much longer article to someone willing to pay me a living wage for it. I think Vanity Fair would love a story about a teenage witch death cult. I already have an editor who’s interested, not to mention a producer
            at Netflix.”
         

         
         “Death cult?” Mrs. Giovanni sounds horrified.
         

         
         “Well, that’s what I’m calling it. I feel like Teenage Witch Death Cult will get more clicks than the Green Witches from Greenwich,
            don’t you think?”
         

         
         Finally I hear Frankie speak: “So this whole time you’ve been telling us you can’t come to Sunday Gravy because you’re working,
            you were with those witches?”
         

         
         “That’s right!” Cat seems remarkably cheerful for someone who spent the evening with her wrists tied around the base of a
            tree. “It was going pretty well until Haley found my phone. She put me in charge of cutting everyone’s hair. I told them my
            sister cuts hair for a living, so—”
         

         
         “Having a sister who cuts hair does not qualify you to be a stylist in the state of Connecticut,” Angie snaps. “I was wondering who gave these girls such appalling
            cuts, and then to find out that it was my own sister? Do not put me in your article. I do not give you permission to mention me.”
         

         
         Cat only laughs. “Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure Haley was going to kick me out anyway. She kept asking me to sign my college
            fund over to her.”
         

         
         “You don’t have a college fund,” Frankie says. “You already graduated.”

         
         “I know, but I told her that my name is Trina, and that I’m only twenty. I’m sure if she hadn’t found my phone, she’d have
            made up some other excuse to get rid of me since I wasn’t tithing enough. She was ready to drag me up onto that altar until she decided to sacrifice that rando she found instead.”
         

         
         Frankie sounds as if she’s trying to remain calm.

         
         “That wasn’t some rando,” she says. She, at least, has dropped her voice to a whisper, conscious that I’m supposed to be sleeping
            behind the curtain next door. “That was my neighbor, Ash.”
         

         
         Cat sounds perplexed. “Wait . . . that guy is Ash Merit? I thought you hated him.”
         

         
         “I never said I hated him.”

         
         “Uh, you’ve only said it every single day since he bought the place next door.”

         
         “Well, I don’t hate him anymore.”

         
         I know I shouldn’t be eavesdropping. But how can I help it? They’re right there next to me.

         
         Still, this is a disappointing response. I know Frankie thinks I’m asleep behind my curtain, but considering what we’ve been
            through together, the least she could say is, Well, I like him now. I’m not even asking for I love him.
         

         
         But I haven’t been able to ignore the fact that I’ve told Frankie several times that I love her, and she hasn’t said it back
            to me once.
         

         
         And true, most of the times I said it, I was under the influence of a highly poisonous plant.

         
         But I still meant it. It’s true we only met—officially—a few days ago. But I feel like I’ve known her for years.

         
         And it’s also true Henry says I’m too quick to tell girls I love them. “‘You have ‘a heart—how shall I say?—too soon made glad,’” was how he put it, quoting some poet. I think he was specifically thinking of Nicole and those girls in Berlin, because I
            really haven’t told that many other women I love them.
         

         
         But when you know, you know, am I right? And what I feel for Frankie is different from anything I’ve ever felt for any other
            woman. It’s something bigger, stronger . . . something I know is never going to go away.
         

         
         Still, I don’t expect Frankie to feel the same way . . . especially not now that she knows the truth about me. 

         
         Though she has to like me a little. Why else would she have gone through so much to try to find me?

         
         That could be another reason why she’s being so quiet. It’s hard on the science-minded when they’re suddenly confronted with
            something that can’t be explained rationally.
         

         
         And what happened out there on Center Island is definitely something that can’t be explained rationally, though Troy keeps
            trying.
         

         
         “I had no idea there was so much devil’s weed in the preserve,” he says every chance he gets. “It’s an invasive species, you
            know? And when it burns . . . well, there’s no telling what kind of hallucinations someone might get after breathing it in.
            When we were out there looking for you, Frankie, I thought I saw all sorts of weird things—but that was only an effect of
            the weed.”
         

         
         It’s pretty apparent that this, along with the earthquake, is going to be the official explanation for what went on tonight.
            The last time West Harbor had been rocked by magic, it was blamed on a thunderstorm.
         

         
         And that’s fine. It’s easier to believe than the truth, that a little grifter like Haley almost managed to take down Olympus.

         
         It’s right then that the curtains around my bed part, and I see Frankie standing there, chewing her lower lip. She looks pale
            in the harsh fluorescent light from the overheads, her neck and wrists small as they jut out from the neck and cuffs of the
            oversized sweatshirt she’s wearing. Her eyes widen when she sees I’m awake.
         

         
         “Hey,” she says, laying a hand on my arm. It’s bare because they made me take my clothes off and put on a hospital gown, even
            though I protested against this vehemently. There’s nothing less heroic than a hospital gown. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.”
         

         
         “It’s hard to sleep when there’s an Italian feast going on next to you, and no one will let you have any.”

         
         “The doctor just wants to make sure you’re okay.”

         
         “I think when the patient is verbally able to assure the doctor that they are, in fact, okay, the doctor should take the patient’s
            word for it and let them have grapes and sausage.”
         

         
         She laughs, then leans forward to push back some hair that I guess has fallen over my forehead. Her fingers feel light and
            cool against my skin. She smells of sunshine and her coconut shampoo.
         

         
         “Do you want me to break you out of here?” she asks. “I can. I know Dr. Silver. I can get her to release you into my care.”

         
         “There is nothing I have ever wanted more.”

         
         Which is how, only a little more than an hour later, Mark and Dina are dropping us off in front of Frankie’s house. Lakeview
            Drive is dark. Even the DeLong boys have gone to bed, which makes sense since Frankie called them from the hospital to let
            them know we were okay, and found out they were still camped out in her living room with their grandmother, watching Daisy
            and the kittens.
         

         
         Well, Grandma DeLong was watching Daisy and the kittens. All the little DeLongs had fallen fast asleep on Frankie’s couch. Mrs. DeLong was happy to wake them and give them the good news that we’re still alive, then march them all home to bed. 

         
         Now it’s close to five in the morning. The sun hasn’t even begun to lighten the dark sky in the east, but there’s no sign
            at the lake that anything unusual occurred the night before—except for the fact that all of my watercraft are currently lying
            at the bottom of the lake.
         

         
         “You want help getting him to the door?” Mark asks Frankie as she jumps out of the back seat.

         
         “I can walk,” I growl. Back at the hospital, they wouldn’t discharge me unless I agreed to be pushed to the exit by Frankie
            in a wheelchair. This didn’t turn out to be so bad. There are far worse things than being pushed in a wheelchair by a beautiful
            woman.
         

         
         But I’m not about to let her brother babysit me.

         
         “I’ve got him,” Frankie says, slipping an arm around my waist. “We’ll be okay. You two go home and go back to bed. I’m really
            sorry for all of this.”
         

         
         “What are you sorry for?” Dina asks from the front passenger seat. “You’re not the one who tried to kidnap him.”
         

         
         “Ha ha,” Frankie laughs nervously. “Okay, thanks, see you later.”

         
         Mark and Dina drive away without bothering to ask a single question. No one—no one at all—has asked about Mother Nature or
            Hecate, or my personal relationship to either of them.
         

         
         No one, it turns out, except Frankie. As soon as she gets inside the house, she turns on all the lights, checks to make sure
            Daisy has enough food and water and that the kittens are all right, then puts me to bed—where I was hoping she’d join me.
         

         
         But instead, she stands at the end of it and looks down at me very seriously.

         
         “Despite what Troy might think,” she says, “I don’t believe what I saw tonight was the result of anticholinergic poisoning.”

         
         “No, it wasn’t.” It’s nice in Frankie’s bed. She has very high thread count sheets. They feel soft against my skin.

         
         But not as soft as Frankie herself feels.

         
         I pat the empty side of her bed and try to appear irresistibly adorable. “You look warm in that sweatshirt. Maybe you should
            take it off and join me here?”
         

         
         “In a minute,” Frankie says, and begins to pace.

         
         Uh-oh. Pacing is not a good sign.

         
         “But if what I saw out there wasn’t a hallucination from anticholinergic poisoning,” she goes on, “what was it?”

         
         “Magic.”

         
         “Uh-huh.” Frankie stops pacing and turns to stare down at me, her hands on her hips. “Magic. Your explanation is magic.”

         
         “Look, I know you don’t like it. I know it’s messy and not anything anyone, especially a therapist, wants to hear, but my
            family is magic, and there’s nothing I can do about that. We don’t get to choose our family. If we did, would you have chosen
            your sister Angie?”
         

         
         Frankie holds up a single finger. “Don’t even start about Angie. She’s a hair stylist, not a . . . a . . . whatever your aunt
            Hecate is!”
         

         
         “Hey,” I say. Despite my tiredness, I’m beginning to feel a little defensive. “Cool it about Aunt Hecate. Okay, so she may not have the same kind of social graces as other goddesses. Maybe she doesn’t exactly come to any of the family reunions—except the board meetings once a year at Olympus—because she prefers the Underworld. But the few times I’ve hung out with her, she’s always been really chill, and her superpowers are—” 

         
         Frankie is now standing perfectly still, looking down at me with something in her eyes that I can’t quite decipher.

         
         “Ash,” she says. “Am I really supposed to believe all of this, just because you say so?”

         
         “No, not because I say so. Because you saw it with your own eyes. You saw it, Frankie. You saw the earth open up, and Hecate
            come out of it, and—”
         

         
         “I know what I saw.” She looks away. “I just . . . I just . . . I’m starting to understand what Richard went through last
            fall. I can’t seem to wrap my head around any of this—”
         

         
         “Some things take a while to sink in.” I pat the mattress again and hold out my arms. “But not me. I’m ready to sink in right
            now.”
         

         
         She continues to look away, but I see one corner of her mouth twitch—upward, not down.

         
         “You’re not taking this very seriously.”

         
         “Oh, yeah? What about this? Does this look serious to you?”
         

         
         On the word this, I flip back the duvet to show her exactly how serious I am. I’m relieved to find that particular part of me still working
            after the terrible assault it endured at the hands of those witches. 
         

         
         Then I lean forward to grasp one of Frankie’s hands and begin to tug. She resists, but only for a fraction of a second before
            allowing me to pull her into bed with me.
         

         
         “Okay, but wait a minute,” she says, laughing, as I drag the duvet over us. “I think I deserve an explanation about all of
            this that actually makes sense—”
         

         
         “It’s my family, Frankie, so I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to give you that.” Now I’m tugging at her sweatshirt. “But what I can give you, I think you’re going to like. First, though, I need to investigate what you have on under this. For scientific purposes,
            of course—”
         

         
         “Ash!” she cries. But she’s still laughing—at least until a few minutes later, when I have her sighing.

         
         Which is exactly how I hope to keep her—in laughter and sighs for all of eternity.

         
         Or however long she’ll let me.
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                  Missing Girls Found

                  By WHD Staff

                  SPECIAL—Nearly a dozen missing girls were found early Monday morning on Center Island in Walker Lake.

                  After receiving a tip from an unidentified witness, West Harbor Police, working in tandem with Connecticut Fish and Wildlife,
                     were able to rescue the girls—who ranged in age from late teens to early twenties, many of whom have been missing for months—from
                     what is being referred to as “deplorable living conditions” and even “a cult.”
                  

                  Details of the rescue were unavailable at press time, but when asked about it, Deputy Chief Jackie Boyle said, “We’re proud
                     of the part we played in removing these young ladies from what had clearly become an untenable situation. We’ll sort out the
                     hows, whats, and whys later, but for now, parents can rest easy knowing that their daughters are safe.”
                  

                  Chief Deputy Boyle dismissed rumors the cult revolved around worshipping an ancient pagan goddess of witchcraft and the Underworld,
                     and that followers held nocturnal rites in and around Satan’s Seat.
                  

                  “It was basically a multilevel marketing scheme directed at popular female online influencers,” Boyle told reporters. “This is why parents need to stay on top of what their children are looking at on the Internet.” 

                  The West Harbor Daily will have much more on this story in the coming days, including an in-depth report from WHD staff writer Caterina Giovanni, who was on the scene for the dramatic rescue.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Emma

         
            I’ve never been so happy in my entire life.

         
         “Oh, honey.” My mother’s hug is the second best thing I’ve ever felt . . . even better than the yogurt the nurse gave me when
               I said I was starving. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”

         
         “I’m more than all right, Mom. I’m fantastic.”

         
         My parents look kind of surprised to hear this, and I can’t really blame them. I’m in the hospital getting IV fluids, after
               all, and the lady cop said that unless I cooperate, I might end up in jail for all the terrible things I did.

         
         But I’m happy to cooperate if it means helping Hecate.

         
         Because as good as my mother’s hug felt, nothing in my life has ever felt as good as Hecate’s hand when it stroked my head.

         
         I know how weird that sounds. But when she touched me, I just knew: I am loved. Gaia is not our enemy. There is no enemy. There is only love.

         
         And I need to spread the message of that love as far and as wide as I can.

         
         I feel really sorry for Haley, because she will never know Hecate’s love. She squandered her chance at that. I’m not even
               sure if Haley was ever a believer. Could she really have been in it only for money?

         
         I did think it was weird that Haley kept asking for “donations.” But it never occurred to me she might be spending those donations on herself—not until they were marching us off the island (in zip ties! Like criminals!), and I got a really good look at that tent. The forest rangers were tearing it apart, I guess to look for clues, but maybe also because camping is illegal at Satan’s Seat.

         
         That’s when I saw the mini fridge Haley said was only supposed to be for her probiotic yogurt was instead filled with meat,
               processed foods, and alcohol!

         
         All the things Haley told us not to eat because Hecate wants her acolytes to be impurity free were inside that fridge! Not
               just cake and champagne, either, but hot dogs! And beer! And nacho cheese dip!

         
         It turns out Haley spent all the money we gave her on things for herself, like that tent and mini fridge and even a laptop.
               That lady cop said Haley’s got millions in an overseas bank account and she was trying to get more by kidnapping poor Mr.
               Merit.

         
         Haley is lucky to have escaped Hecate with her life . . . even if it isn’t going to be much of a life, since she’ll probably
               have to spend it behind bars. Hecate is all loving, but we can’t have people out there doing things in her name that are not
               only illegal, but immoral.

         
         It’s not totally my fault I did all those bad things, though. The doctor says part of the reason I followed Haley’s orders,
               even when I knew they were wrong, was because my reasoning was impaired due to sleep deprivation and starvation. It’s a “common
               practice in cults, to keep members obedient.”

         
         I wanted to object to the use of the term “cult,” but considering everything the doctor says is wrong with me—malnutrition
               and poison ivy and exhaustion and maybe Lyme disease and some other possible parasitic infections (which, gross)—I think maybe
               she might be right.

         
         I overheard the doctor tell my parents, “My primary concern for her is mental and emotional. She’s still insisting she saw the Goddess of Witchcraft.”

         
         Then she told Mom and Dad I’m going to need something called exit counseling.

         
         That’s fine. Because I know if I’m truly going to serve Hecate, I need to be as healthy as possible, both physically and mentally and emotionally.

         
         Meg and I agree we need to educate ourselves, because there’s a lot of work ahead, and we can’t let what happened with Haley
               happen again.

         
         But we have to start planning right away. I’m going to need at least a law degree if we’re going to make the kind of world
               impact we hope to. Meg is going to study biology and chemistry and go for a medical degree.

         
         Fortunately Mom and Dad say that Fordham has agreed to delay my admission, so I can start in January, if I want to.

         
         And I do want to. Meg and I both agree: the best way to serve Hecate going forward isn’t by living off the land, but by educating
               ourselves to be the most powerful witches we possibly can be, and then get out there and change the world.

         
         I can’t wait to get started.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         I wake to the cooing of mourning doves.

         
         The pair that nests in the same tree in my yard every year appears to be giving me a farewell performance before flying south
            for the winter. I lie in bed and listen to them as Ash sleeps on his stomach beside me, naked and dead to the world.
         

         
         I can tell by the chink of sunlight shining from between my blackout curtains that we’ve slept most of the day away. Judging
            by the way shadows are falling, it’s past two o’clock in the afternoon. I’m surprised we haven’t been wakened by concerned
            phone calls from my patients, all of whose appointments I’ve missed . . . or, worse, visitors, especially from my own family.
         

         
         Then again, the last thing Jackie said to me as I was wheeling Ash from the hospital was, “Don’t talk to any reporters—especially
            your sister Cat!”
         

         
         There seemed to be a general feeling amongst law enforcement that what happened last night might end up being even bigger news than the #WestHarborWitchRiot, although they’ve managed to keep our names out of the press . . . for now. And I’m fairly certain no one caught Hecate on a cell phone camera. 

         
         That’s because you can’t film a hallucination. I know Ash says what happened last night was magic, but now, in the light of
            day, I know better. It had to have been a hallucination brought on by Datura stramonium. And fortunately, we all survived. 

         
         I get out of bed, careful not to wake Ash, and check on Daisy and the kittens. The new mother seems to be doing well. The
            DeLong boys took good care of her while I was gone. She proudly shows off her babies to me, then rolls over onto her back
            for belly rubs. I give them to her, listening to all the happy purring coming from the bottom of the laundry basket.
         

         
         This is real. This is no hallucination.
         

         
         And neither are all the messages I find on my phone when I finally check it.

         
         There’s the usual assortment of texts from my family: Mom asking if I need her to drop by with something to eat; Mark asking
            if Ash has said anything yet about him coming by to pick up Ash’s truck, which he’s agreed to sell him; Cat asking when she
            can interview me about what I saw last night; Angie asking if I’m being careful and using birth control.
         

         
         And then there are all the patients whose appointments I slept through today, asking if I’m all right—which is an excellent
            question. I’ve just found out my boyfriend is a demigod (or at least thinks he is), and all the evidence I’ve seen in the
            past twenty-four hours seems to suggest it might be true.
         

         
         No, I don’t think I’m all right.

         
         There are messages from various friends as well, including Rochelle:

         
         “Hey, just calling to say thanks again. Not only did Ash refund Mrs. Baumgarten’s rent for the month,” Rochelle says, “but he also gave her deposit back and offered her an entire month of free rent for next summer, as well—in high season. I don’t know what you said to that guy, but the Baumgartens and I both really appreciate it!”
         

         
         Before I have a chance to digest this, however, I see a voicemail from Jackie, repeating her request that I not speak to the
            press—specifically my sister Cat.
         

         
         Something in Jackie’s tone causes me to do a quick scan of the headlines. Yeah, I can see why Jackie is concerned. #TeenageWitchDeathCult
            is already trending.
         

         
         That might be why Cat’s left a voicemail in addition to her texts, promising not to identify Ash’s or my role in last night’s
            rescue—but only, she says, “Because you’re my sister. Although I don’t know why you don’t want to be identified. You can’t
            buy this kind of publicity. You could get so many more patients for your practice if you’d just let me tell people what you did!”
         

         
         But I already have all the patients I can handle . . . and most of them are worried about me. I’m starting to text them all
            back, apologizing for my negligence, when I smell it:
         

         
         Coffee.

         
         Not only coffee. I smell bacon.

         
         But that’s impossible, because I haven’t made coffee yet, and Ash is still passed out naked in my bed.

         
         Someone is in my kitchen. Someone is cooking breakfast in my kitchen.

         
         After hurrying into a fresh sweatshirt, pair of leggings, and Uggs, I stagger out into the main area of the house and find . . .

         
         A small middle-aged woman in a purple-and-gold abaya, heavy gold and amethyst jewelry, and a stylish black bob leaning over my open oven door, checking on something she has inside it. Sunlight is streaming through the sliding glass doors behind her, causing the jewels at her wrists and neck to gleam. 

         
         She looks up when I walk in and smiles not only as if she’s known me for ages but as if she has every right to be in my house.

         
         “Oh, hello, Francesca, darling,” she says. She has a vaguely European accent. The darling comes out dahling. “Sorry if I woke you, but I wanted to do something to thank you. You went through quite a lot last night. I’m not flattering
            myself that I’m as good a cook as your mother or brother, but I’ve been told I do all right. And I truly can’t thank you enough
            for what you did for my Ash. Coffee?”
         

         
         I stare at her. She seems familiar, but I know I’ve never seen her before. Surely I’d remember if I’d ever met such a well-dressed
            and cultured—
         

         
         Then it hits me all at once. 

         
         “Guy?” I say the word tentatively. “Are you . . . Guy?”
         

         
         The woman laughs, delighted. “Why, yes, that’s me! I suppose Ash told you that he couldn’t pronounce the word Gaia when he was a boy, and so I became Guy. I have to say I’ve grown very attached to the name. Ash really is a darling, isn’t
            he?”
         

         
         “Uh . . . yes.”

         
         I pull a chair out from beneath my dining table and sink down into it—not because I’m so eager for a talk with this woman.
            No, it’s because my knees have suddenly given out.
         

         
         A goddess. There is a goddess standing in my kitchen.

         
         Except that . . . goddesses don’t exist. I don’t know what it was I saw last night, but I know none of it was real. So this woman can’t be real, either. Surely she’s simply a manifestation of my own insecurities from the depth of my subconscious. Because how else did she get in here? 

         
         It’s stupid to wonder, I suppose. I shouldn’t expect a hallucination to make sense.

         
         And if she is a goddess, she probably has some kind of magical door-unlocking powers. She certainly has magical culinary powers, because
            she’s covered my dining table with food, none of which came from my own pantry or fridge. Neither did the dishes it’s being
            served in. I don’t own any earthenware, and certainly not any painted in festive blue and white, with what looks like real
            gold trim.
         

         
         But there are blue-and-white serving plates and bowls trimmed in gold all over my dining table, some filled with decidedly
            not-local fresh fruit—plums, melons, figs, and dates—and others piled high with hot, crusty flatbread, tabbouleh salad, hummus,
            and what looks like a massive pot of eggs poached in tomato sauce, still bubbling from the oven.
         

         
         I can’t help reaching out to touch this pot, curious to see if it’s as real as it looks—and am surprised to find it hot enough
            to burn. I hastily pull my finger back. That’s not a hallucination.
         

         
         “Oh, look out, darling!” Gaia sees me touch the pot and looks alarmed. “That’s quite warm. Have you not had shakshuka before?”
            When I shake my head, unable to speak, she goes on, cheerfully, “Oh, well, you’re in for a treat. It’s always been Ash’s favorite.
            The trick is to dip the bread into the eggs to break the yolks, then let the gooey golden goodness go all over—well, you’ll
            see. Coffee, darling?”
         

         
         I nod. I know it’s rude, but I still don’t trust myself to speak.

         
         “You take it with milk and sugar, don’t you? Here you are.” She slides a cup of coffee in front of me. It is not a cup I own, but a blue-and-white container of the thinnest ceramic imaginable, with a thin band of gold around the rim. “Sweets to the sweet.” 

         
         This is exactly what Ash said to my mother when he presented her with the jar of honey from the farmers market.
         

         
         As I stare at the woman, I realize she and Ash not only use similar phrasing but bear a striking physical resemblance to one
            another, as well. Besides both having brown skin and very dark hair and eyes, they share the same firm jawline and aquiline
            nose.
         

         
         Well, and why not? She’s supposed to be his grandmother, after all.

         
         His grandmother who, if any of this is true, is over seven thousand years old.

         
         Impossible. Not only impossible but absurd. And yet . . .

         
         “Now.” She’s pulling out the chair beside mine and plopping herself down onto it, her own cup of coffee in her hand. “Let’s
            talk quickly, before he wakes. I always find it’s best to talk while the men aren’t around, don’t you agree? They so often
            want to monopolize the conversation. So, what do you want to ask me? I’m sure you must have a lot of questions! Ash says that’s
            what you do for a living, ask people questions.”
         

         
         “Uh.” I notice she has gold jeweled sandals on her slim, very pretty little feet. The long toenails are painted purple to
            match her gown. She smells of something woodsy and spicy, unlike my own grandmothers, who always smelled of Noxzema. “Sort
            of. How—how did you get in here?”
         

         
         “Oh, I used your key,” she says brightly. “The one you keep at the bottom of the porch light. Is that all right? Don’t worry,
            I won’t make a habit of it. I will absolutely respect your privacy in the future.” She pronounces it prih-va-cy, without the long i. I don’t think that’s something I’d hallucinate, any more than I’d hallucinate the external stimulus of a hot pot of shakshuka. “But I do like to check in on my favorite offspring when I know they’ve been struggling. Ash may not seem like it, but he’s quite sensitive,
            you know. And he likes you.” She smiles and wags a heavily ringed finger at me. “He likes you very much!”
         

         
         “Uh . . . I like him, too. But—”

         
         “Oh, that’s perfect!” She claps her slim brown hands, and the gold bangles around her wrists tinkle musically. “I quite thought
            so, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t think you’d go through everything you did last night if you didn’t like him at least a little.
            That swim! Oh, my sweet Francesca, how I worried for you! But I needn’t have. You’re a very strong woman, aren’t you? And
            I do hope Hecate didn’t frighten you too much. It’s not her fault, poor darling, she’s always been very shy. And she’s never
            been a good sleeper. Whenever anyone wakes her, she gets quite grumpy.” Gaia sips her coffee while looking worriedly at the
            food. “Do you suppose we should wake Ash? He’s a good sleeper, and there’s nothing worse than cold shakshuka.”
         

         
         “In a minute.”

         
         This is real. This is no hallucination. This is really happening, just like last night really happened.

         
         And now I know why she looks so familiar to me. It isn’t because of her resemblance to Ash—although it’s true, the two look
            very much related.
         

         
         It’s because of what Richard told me he saw that night at the courthouse. A very small witch, he’d said. Or rather, a deity,
            with short dark hair cut in a sort of bob, and brown skin, dressed all in purple.
         

         
         “Were you at the West Harbor tricentennial celebration at the courthouse last year?” I ask. “Because my ex swears he saw you.”

         
         Gaia laughs. The sound of her laughter is like a soft breeze through a wind chime in the summertime, lush and musical and
            delightful.
         

         
         “Yes! Yes, I was! I’m afraid I couldn’t stay for the whole thing. But I did pop in for a moment and bumped into your Richard . . .
            poor man. He’s really quite high-strung, isn’t he? And so sensitive! Not very go-with-the-flow, as you young people like to
            call it.”
         

         
         I shake my head. “No. No, he isn’t.”

         
         “I’m sorry if I frightened him,” she says, not sounding sorry at all. “And I do try not to interfere in the lives of you mortals.
            But really, I think my little push to encourage that poor man to do what he really loves did him a world of good. He got out
            of his shell, and so did you—and now you both have the opportunity to be happy with someone you truly care about.”
         

         
         And there it is. I’m surprised. I didn’t expect her to confess to it . . . at least, not this soon.

         
         “So you admit it.” I eye her. “You purposefully broke up my marriage so that I’d be free to date your grandson?”

         
         She laughs like this is the best joke she’s ever heard. “No, not at all! All I did was encourage that poor, unhappy fellow
            to follow his dream. Did I have a fairly good idea what that dream was, and that you would not wish to accompany him as he
            followed it? Yes. Was I wrong about that?”
         

         
         “No. I can’t leave my patients to sail around the world.”

         
         “That’s what I thought. That’s why I like you, Francesca, besides the fact that you saved the life of my favorite grandson.
            You’re a very caring and conscientious person. I’m so glad—”
         

         
         “But you only met me five minutes ago,” I cry. “You might have magical powers—” I gesture toward the food on the table in
            front of me. “It’s kind of hard to deny it. But how could you know that if Richard and I divorced, your grandson and I would
            fall in love?”
         

         
         Her face softens as she smiles at me like the kindly—and deadly—grandmother that she is.

         
         “Ah,” she says. “So you do love him? Then please do me a favor and tell him. He’s a very sweet boy, and—”
         

         
         “I will, if you’d answer my question.”

         
         “Well, Francesca, if you must know, I knew because Ash came to me some time ago and said he was buying a house for me in West
            Harbor. It was so out of the blue . . . I neither need nor want a house in West Harbor, not even as an investment. I do like
            your little town, but not enough to live here, even during the summer. I prefer Gstaad in the summer, and he knows that. So
            why was he so insistent? That’s when I did a little research of my own, and what do you think I discovered?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Yes, you do. It’s you! Ash had to buy that house because it’s near you. And finding lost things is his gift.”
         

         
         “Are you implying that I’m lost?” It’s fortunate for Gaia that I have a lot of experience dealing with opinionated old ladies
            like her (and my mother). Anyone else, I’m certain, would have tossed her out of the house. “Because I can assure you I’m
            not.”
         

         
         “Oh, darling.” She leans over and—much like Hecate had done last night to Emma—cups my face with one of her warm, brown hands.
            “We all get lost occasionally. And yes, it’s very possible some other force brought you and Ash together. But does it matter?
            You’ve found one another now, and you’re both going to be very happy.”
         

         
         I spring away, not because of her touch—which is strangely comforting—but because my mind is spinning.

         
         “How can you claim you don’t interfere in the lives of us mortals when you absolutely do? Didn’t you cause the storm that
            came out of nowhere and ran Richard’s boat aground?”
         

         
         “Me?” Her dark eyes, lined with black kohl, widen innocently. “Certainly not. Although I will say that I thought it was quite
            rude of him to ask that other girl and not you to accompany him on his journey. Not that you would have said yes if he’d asked,
            of course, but it simply wasn’t very gentlemanly on his—”
         

         
         “Why?” I interrupt. This woman has clearly been spying on me for some time. Then again, she’s technically the owner of the
            house next door, which makes her my neighbor. Neighbors always know far too much about one another. But when that neighbor
            is also a goddess? I guess that could complicate things. “Don’t you have more important things to do? You know, Haley is an
            obvious psychopath, but she was right about a few things. The world really is burning in some places.”
         

         
         “The world is always burning somewhere, Francesca. I can’t stop that. I created this world as a gift to you humans. It’s up to you to work together
            to take care of it. I do try not to interfere, but like I said, every so often one of you needs a little push—”
         

         
         “Like Ash’s dad?” I challenge her. “That bolt of lightning from out of nowhere on the golf course in Phoenix? Was that you, pushing?”
         

         
         She frowns prettily. “Imagine you asking me about that!”

         
         “You said I could ask you anything.”

         
         “The situation with Ash’s father . . . it was complicated.”

         
         “Family usually is.”

         
         “Yes, but this man . . . he really was so terrible. My poor daughter was at her wit’s end. I don’t know if Ash has told you—”
         

         
         I shake my head. “Ash has told me very little about his dad. I’ve mostly had to read between the lines.”

         
         “Yes.” Gaia nods. “That makes sense. Ash has always been very forgiving. I don’t know where he gets it from . . . certainly not me. I gave his father a number of chances to change—more even than I gave your Richard—but he never took any of them. In fact, he became worse.” 

         
         “I understand Ash’s father had addiction issues,” I say. “But relapse is often part of recovery—”

         
         “I know that, of course. But if a man doesn’t want to change—really, what does someone in your line of work do when a patient simply refuses to change his behavior, despite the fact that it’s harmful to themselves, or others?”
         

         
         “Well,” I say. “There are many lines of recourse, but murder isn’t one I typically employ.”

         
         “Yes, I suppose it’s different for therapists. You’re expected to behave within the confines of the law.” Gaia shrugs, still
            not looking a bit sorry. “But for those of us who don’t have such restrictions—”
         

         
         “So you sent him where? The Underworld, for Hecate to deal with?”

         
         She looks surprised. “Oh, no. The Underworld is only a way station, where souls go until their next destination is determined.
            I have no idea where Ash’s father ended up . . . but I doubt it’s anywhere good.”
         

         
         “What about my father?” Tears are forming beneath my eyelashes, but I ignore them. “My dad never did anything to anyone except
            work hard and be a great husband and father. Why did he have to die? And where did he end up?”
         

         
         “Oh, darling! Is that what this is all about?” Gaia passes me a napkin. It isn’t a napkin I own. It’s cloth, and blue with white trim to match the tablescape. But I take it from her in order to dry my eyes. “Your father was a kind man who loved you and your mother and brother and sisters very much. Wherever he is now, I’m sure he’s happy and at peace. He died for exactly the reasons the physicians said. It wasn’t anything he did or didn’t do. Well, I suppose he should have gone to the doctor more often, and perhaps he oughtn’t to have eaten quite as much fatty meat—”
         

         
         “So you’re saying that free will exists?” I ask, choking back a sob. “Our future isn’t determined by destiny—or you? Was that you who parted that terrible fog last night while I was trying to swim to Ash?”
         

         
         “Oh, my sweet Francesca.” She reaches out to stroke my hair, and this time, I don’t leap away. Her touch feels gentle and
            kind and, yes, even grandmotherly. Not at all the touch of a killer. “That wasn’t me. That was all you. All of us have a little
            magic inside, and sometimes when we’re very afraid, or when we want something very much—like you last night, when you wanted
            to help Ash—we’re able to access that magic. And when we do, extraordinary things can happen. That’s the real magic . . .
            that we all have the power to determine our own destiny. Like you’re about to do now.”
         

         
         I shake my head, confused. “Now? What’s happening now?”

         
         As if on cue, Ash appears in the doorway, wearing only my duvet and a stunned expression.

         
         “Guy?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Frankie

         
         “Ash!” Gaia leaps from her chair and goes to kiss her grandson on one stubbly cheek. “There you are. We were just talking about you. Come sit down. I’ve brought all your favorites.”
         

         
         Ash doesn’t look very happy to see her.

         
         “What are you doing here?” he demands. The duvet has slipped to the floor, but fortunately, he’s got on briefs. Still, they’re
            briefs. I’m not sure he wants to be displaying what he’s got going on down there for his boss, even if she happens to be his grandmother.
         

         
         But it doesn’t seem to bother either of them, since they’re standing in my kitchen, arguing.

         
         “What do you mean, what am I doing here?” Gaia asks. “I came to thank your lovely girlfriend for saving your life—”

         
         “I’ve told you,” he interrupts, without a hint of his usual good-natured humor. “You’ve got to stop doing this.”

         
         “What am I doing, darling?” Gaia is so petite, she has to crane her neck to look up at her tall, mostly naked grandson. “Paying a social call to the woman you love? What’s so wrong with that? I felt it was time I got to know her. Is that some kind of crime?” 

         
         “Yeah!” Ash cries. “When you break in, it is a crime!”
         

         
         “Oh, don’t be so silly, Ashraf. I didn’t break in; I used the key. And Francesca doesn’t mind. Do you, Francesca?”

         
         “It’s Frankie,” I say. I’m too numb to think of anything else. “It’s Frankie, not Francesca.”

         
         “Oh, no,” Gaia says. “You’re much too beautiful to be called Frankie. You’re a Francesca.” To Ash she says, “You know, I’m
            surprised at you. You have a beautiful woman here who saved your life, and what are you doing? Sleeping in. Aren’t you ashamed?”
         

         
         Ash looks frustrated in that special way only parental figures can frustrate us as adults. “Guy. I’m serious. I want you to
            get—”
         

         
         “You know, darling, Francesca and I were just discussing what it was that brought the two of you together, and it made me
            wonder: is it possible that, for the first time ever, your gift has failed you?”
         

         
         Ash looks confused. “What do you mean?”

         
         “Well, only that, as someone suffering from the curse—as you often refer to it—of finding lost things for others, isn’t it
            possible what you’ve found here in West Harbor is something you felt was lost from your own life, as opposed to someone else’s?”
         

         
         Ash looks even more confused. “Are you talking about the house? I bought that house for you.”

         
         “You didn’t buy that house for me, darling.” Gaia moves back to the table, but this time she sits in the chair across from
            me, leaving the one beside mine vacant for Ash. “You should know by now who you really bought it for.”
         

         
         It takes a second or two for Gaia’s implication to sink it. But when it finally does, Ash explodes.

         
         “No,” he thunders, tugging his fingers through his hair as he always seems to when he’s frustrated. “That’s not what happened, and you—” 

         
         “But I’m glad, darling! You never find things for yourself, only for others. I think it’s about time you—”
         

         
         “I’m sorry to interrupt.” I’m not sorry, it just seems polite to say I am. “But I can tell that you two need a little space
            to work this out, so I’m just going to go outside and—”
         

         
         “No!” Ash takes a few steps toward me, then looks down at himself. “Frankie, don’t go. Or wait just a minute and I’ll grab
            some pants and go with you—”
         

         
         But I’m already unlocking one of the sliding glass doors and stepping outside, taking my coffee with me. “You stay here, Ash,”
            I say. “Work it out with your grandmother. I think the two of you really do need some time alone.”
         

         
         “Francesca,” Gaia calls, “don’t go, darling! There’s nothing for us to work out. Everything is fine. Come and have some shakshuka
            before it gets cold.”
         

         
         But I’ve already closed the sliding door behind me, then turned . . . and caught my breath. 

         
         Outside, it’s cool, much cooler than it was yesterday, and the sky that stretches overhead is as blue as the ceramic dishes
            that Gaia manifested onto my dining room table. There isn’t a cloud to be seen.
         

         
         But what causes me to catch my breath is that somehow in the night, autumn finally arrived. It’s turned all the leaves on the trees from green to the colors of flame—red and orange and yellow, but most of all gold. The air itself seems to have a golden glow to it, as rich and bright as the jewelry around Gaia’s wrists and neck. That gold is reflected in the water of the lake, gleaming like a mirror. It’s a cool, crisp, golden fall day. 

         
         As I go down the steps from my back deck to my dock, I see only a few boats out on the water—unusual on such a glorious afternoon,
            even if it is a Monday.
         

         
         But that’s because Haley and her minions sank almost all my neighbors’ watercraft. A salvage crew is already working to recover
            Mrs. DeLong’s kayaks and runabout. I’ll have to get their number for Ash.
         

         
         Even if the lake weren’t already too crowded for me to swim safely, I wouldn’t go anyway. The temperature has plunged. As
            I watch, a flock of Canadian geese lands on the surface of the lake, honking noisily. I might be losing my mourning doves
            for the winter, but I’ll have plenty of other company.
         

         
         As I lower myself onto the edge of the dock, sitting with my feet swinging over the water and my coffee cup on the sun-warmed
            wooden planks beside me, I can see no visible sign at all on Center Island of anything that happened the night before.
         

         
         But it did. I know it did.

         
         And the only question I have now is: How am I ever going to go back to my normal existence? How am I going to meet with patients
            all day, and listen to their problems, knowing that magic—magic, the Underworld, goddesses, witches—actually exists?
         

         
         And yet . . . isn’t there a part of me that’s always known this? Not the part that died the day my father passed—the childish part that believed parents were indestructible and that, yes, Santa Claus and fairies were real—but the part of me that’s always wondered at the beauty of a sky like the one overhead right now, or the music of the birds? Wasn’t that the same part of me that got so angry when Ash’s renters played the stereo so loud, and drowned out that music? Because nature is a kind of magic. Dina seems to have always understood that. That’s why it was always so easy to respect her beliefs, even
            though they’re so far from my own.
         

         
         Sure, all of it can be rationally explained . . . those mourning doves come back to nest in my tree every year because their
            instincts tell them to. 
         

         
         But isn’t it a sort of magic that they do, year in and year out? Or that Daisy—sweet, silly Daisy—chose my front porch to live under, out of everyone’s in the neighborhood?
         

         
         Or that Ash chose that house, the one right next to mine, as an investment property?
         

         
         Is that magic? Or is it simply a conjunction of incidents without any overt causal connection?

         
         Why couldn’t it be both?

         
         “Hey.”

         
         I turn and see Ash standing behind me on my dock. He’s put on some clothes. I don’t know where he got them because they aren’t
            the same clothes he was wearing last night. 
         

         
         But there he is, looking impossibly handsome and sweet and . . . uncertain. Yes, he seems unsure of his reception.

         
         I know the feeling. My family is a lot, too.

         
         “How are you?” he asks, coming to stand beside me along the dock. “All right?”

         
         “You mean because of her?” I squint to look up the steps toward my house. I can’t see Gaia from here—she’s either left or is staying indoors. But I know that’s who he means. When Ash nods, I shrug. “Yes, of course, I’m fine. What do you think, that I’m going to freak out because of the discovery that magic—and gods—exist?” My voice is rising. There is perhaps a note of hysteria in it. I fight to lower it. “Because that’s not going to happen.” 

         
         Ash doesn’t smile. Nor does he sit down on the dock beside me. When he finally speaks, his voice is uncharacteristically calm
            and quiet.
         

         
         “I know,” he says. “But like you said, this is a lot to wrap your head around. Guy went back to the city. And if you want
            me to go, too, just say the word.”
         

         
         “Go?” My sunglasses are inside. I can barely see him, since he’s standing with his back to the sun. The golden glow around
            him is so bright, it almost hurts to look at. I have to lift a hand to shade my eyes. “Did she leave the shakshuka? Because
            I wanted to try it. And where are you going to go?”
         

         
         “Yes, she left the shakshuka. And I’ll go back to the city. I’ll put the house on the market. You’ll never see me again, if
            that’s what you want, Frankie.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I want,” I say, and hold my hand away from my eyes and up to him. He immediately seizes it in his warm, strong
            fingers, just as I’d known he would. “Why would I want you to go?”
         

         
         He gestures back toward my house with one hand while keeping my hand firmly clenched in the other.

         
         “Because of her.” Then he gestures toward Center Island. “And her, and everything that happened out there last night. That was all because of me and my family. I can’t even imagine what you
            must think of Guy.”
         

         
         “Yeah, your grandmother may be a witch,” I say as I start climbing to my feet. “But you haven’t seen my family on Christmas
            Eve.” He’s pulled me the rest of the way up, but doesn’t release my hand. “Ever heard of the Feast of the Seven Fishes?”
         

         
         When he shakes his head, I go on. “Well, you’re going to be in for a shock. I hope you like salted cod, because if you stick with me, you’re going to be spending a lot of the holidays rinsing it.”
         

         
         “What do you mean, if I stick with you?”
         

         
         “I mean what I said. I live here. You live in the city. But if you choose to stick around—”

         
         He releases my hand, but only to snake an arm around my waist and pull me even closer. “Are you saying that if I did that,
            I’d be welcome?”
         

         
         I stifle a grin. “Sure, especially by the DeLong boys. You still owe them ten bucks, some chewing gum, and a kitten, I think.
            They’ll be home from school soon, so I hope you’re ready to pay up. The kitten is going to have to wait to be weaned, but—”
         

         
         He grips me more tightly. Out on the lake, the geese honk and show off, flapping their wings, and a soft wind causes the golden
            leaves to stir in the treetops, making a shhhh-shhhh sound.
         

         
         “Is there anyone else who might like me to stick around?” he asks, his gaze never leaving mine.
         

         
         “Maybe,” I say, slowly. “It depends on whether you ditch the truck.”

         
         He gazes down into my face as, around us, a few of those flame-colored leaves, stirred by the wind, begin to fall. “What if
            I told you that I sold the truck?”
         

         
         I give a gasp of mock surprise. I already know he sold the truck to Mark. “You did?”
         

         
         “I did. And what if I told you that it turns out Guy was right, and I’m pretty sure I did find that house for myself, and not her? And I’m the one who’s going to be living in it from now on.”
         

         
         I raise my eyebrows, not faking surprise this time. “Really?”

         
         “Really. Oh . . . and I read your binder. Cover to cover.”

         
         “Liar.”

         
         “No, really, I did. Recycling gets picked up on Mondays, except when Monday is a holiday, in which case pickup is on Tuesday—”

         
         I gasp. “You did read it!”
         

         
         “I did. Does that mean I can have one of Daisy’s kittens, too?”

         
         “If you hurry up and submit an application for one,” I say. “Two of them are already spoken for. And you’re going to have
            some explaining to do to Rochelle over at Harbor Hideaways, because she says you promised Mrs. Baumgarten a free month of
            rent next summer.”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah. I did. I guess I was hoping I have a neighbor who’d be kind enough to let me—and my kitten—stay with her that month.”

         
         “A neighbor, huh?” I can’t help grinning. “Is that what I am to you?”

         
         “Neighbor, and maybe something more . . . I hope.”

         
         “Neighbors with benefits?”

         
         “The neighbor who found me when I was lost,” he says, holding me even closer. “Not once, but twice, and who I hope won’t ever
            let me go.”
         

         
         “Hmmm. Nice neighbor. She almost sounds like a neighbor who—”

         
         Loves you.

         
         I don’t want to say it. I don’t want to feel it. It’s both ridiculous and extremely inconvenient, given that I’ve spent so many months hating him, and I certainly don’t
            need or want to be in a relationship right now.
         

         
         Except.

         
         Except that it’s the truth. I know it now.

         
         It slips out before I can stop myself . . . maybe because I don’t want to stop myself.
         

         
         “She sounds like a neighbor who loves you,” I hear myself telling him, conscious that my heart is slamming against the backs of my ribs. “I love you. And it’s not the oxytocin, or serotonin, or even devil’s weed. It’s not magic, either. I love you. And I don’t
            know what to do about it.”
         

         
         He looks extremely interested—and pleased—to hear this. So pleased that he’s grinning from ear to ear.

         
         “Oh, yeah?” he says. Around us, more leaves are falling. They land silently on the surface of the lake, causing small ripples
            across the water that shimmer almost as brilliantly in the sun as the golden leaves themselves. “Well, what if I told you
            that I love you, too? And that I know exactly what to do about it?”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “This,” he says, and lowers his head to kiss me.
         

         
         A little while later, as the bright leaves fall gently around us, and somewhere high above, the mourning doves gently coo,
            I raise my head from his chest, where I’ve been resting it as he holds me in his arms. Then I blink because I can’t quite
            believe what I’m seeing.
         

         
         The entire lake is bathed in gold, from the foliage to the water to the triumphant light that seems to be shining from Ash’s
            eyes. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful.
         

         
         Or felt anywhere near as happy.

         
         “Is this real?” I ask Ash. “Or is it magic?”

         
         “It’s both,” he says as we start slowly making our way home. “It’s the magic we made.”
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